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  ABSOLUTE ACCLAIM


  “FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELT… . A fast-paced novel that keeps readers on edge, page after page.”


  —Associated Press


  “SIZZLING ACTION … a well-paced, intricate book… . ABSOLUTE POWER sails on shrewd plotting.”


  
—USA Today


  “RELENTLESSLY ENTERTAINING.”


  
—Atlanta Journal & Constitution 



  “THE VERY BEST KIND OF THRILLER: It never, ever—not for a single page—lets up on the suspense.”


  —James Patterson, author of Kiss the Girls


  “A PAGE-TURNING THRILLER… . Baldacci combines all the needed elements: power, money, sex, intrigue, thwarted love, a few heroes, and more than a few villains.”


  
—Library Journal


  “A SIZZLER OF A FIRST NOVEL… . A first-rate storyteller who grabs readers by the lapels and won’t let go until they’ve finished his enthralling yarn.”


  
—Publishers Weekly 



  “BALDACCI BRINGS AN INSIDER’S SAVVY TO HIS TALE.”


  
—New York Times Book Review 



  “PLENTY OF DANGER AND SURPRISES… . Characters are complex and unpredictable enough to be interesting.”


  
—San Jose Mercury News


  “A SUSPENSE THRILLER THAT KEEPS YOU ENGAGED.”


  
—Denver Post 



  “INTENSE, INVIGORATING, THOROUGHLY ENJOYABLE. DAVID BALDACCI IS ONE OF THE BEST NEW WRITERS ON THE FICTION SCENE TODAY. THIS IS THE ONE ABSOLUTELY MUST-BE-READ NOVEL THIS YEAR.”


  
—Herald (GA)


  “A GRIPPING, HARD-TO-PUT-DOWN YARN… . BALDACCI IS A BORN STORYTELLER.”


  
—Richmond Times-Dispatch 



  “A FIRST-NOVEL BLOCKBUSTER, ABSOLUTE POWER IS A FASCINATING SUSPENSE STORY, ENTERTAINMENT AT ITS BEST.”


  —Stephen Coonts, author of Under Siege


  “IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO STOP ONCE YOU TURN THE FIRST PAGE. ABSOLUTE POWER is a tightly woven, fast-paced story.”


  —Larry Bond, author of Red Phoenix


  “A CAN’T-PUT-IT-DOWN KIND OF PAGE-TURNER. It’s fast, provocative, and fascinating. It’s part crime story, part love story—full of passion, violence, and paradox.”


  
—Virginian-Pilot


  “THE ACTION IS NONSTOP.”


  —Orlando Sentinel


  “POWERFUL … MESMERIZING AND ACTION-PACKED FROM PAGE ONE … ONE MIND TWISTER AFTER ANOTHER.”


  
—Tulsa World


  “A CHILLING SUSPENSE NOVEL.”


  —Dallas Morning News 



  “A FAST-PACED, ABSORBING NOVEL. FASCINATING PREMISE.”


  —Steve Pieczenik, author of Pax Pacifica


  “TIMELY AND UNUSUAL… . THERE’S SOMETHING FOR EVERYBODY IN THIS FIRST NOVEL. Baldacci’s grasp of politics is apparent … his attention to detail is meticulous.”


  
—Bookscopes


  “A SOLID THRILLER… . BALDACCI WRITES WITH THE CONFIDENCE AND ASSURANCE OF A VETERAN NOVELIST.”


  
—Flint Journal


  
“ABSOLUTE POWER IS ABSOLUTELY THE BEST AND MOST SATISFYING WASHINGTON NOVEL IN YEARS. Taut and suspenseful, it’s a deadly accurate portrayal of official Washington and the ends to which a president and his claque may go to conceal their misdeeds and retain power.”


  —Ronald Kessler, author of The Sins of the Father


  “A MUST-READ FOR THE ELECTION YEAR.”


  
—Glamour 



  “AN INTRIGUING PLOT AND INTERESTING CHARACTERS.”


  
—Christian Science Monitor 
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  Total Control
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  CHAPTER ONE


  HE GRIPPED THE STEERING WHEEL LOOSELY AS THE CAR, ITS lights out, drifted slowly to a stop. A few last scraps of gravel kicked out of the tire treads and then silence enveloped him. He took a moment to adjust to the surroundings and then pulled out a pair of worn but still effective night-vision binoculars. The house slowly came into focus. He shifted easily, confidently in his seat. A duffel bag lay on the front seat beside him. The car’s interior was faded but clean.


  The car was also stolen. And from a very unlikely source.


  A pair of miniature palm trees hung from the rearview mirror. He smiled grimly as he looked at them. Soon he might be going to the land of palms. Quiet, blue, see-through water, powdery salmon-colored sunsets and late mornings. He had to get out. It was time. For all the occasions he had said that to himself, this time he felt sure.


  Sixty-six years old, Luther Whitney was eligible to collect Social Security, and was a card-carrying member of AARP. At that age most men had settled down into second careers as grandfathers, part-time raisers of their children’s children, when weary joints were eased down into familiar recliners and arteries finished closing up with the clutter of a lifetime.


  Luther had had only one career his entire life. It involved breaking and entering into other people’s homes and places of business, usually in the nighttime, as now, and taking away as much of their property as he could feasibly carry.


  Though clearly on the wrong side of the law, Luther had never fired a gun or hurled a knife in anger or fear, except for his part in a largely confusing war fought where South and North Korea were joined at the hip. And the only punches he had ever thrown were in bars, and those only in self-defense as the suds made men braver than they should have been.


  Luther only had one criterion in choosing his targets: he took only from those who could well afford to lose it. He considered himself no different from the armies of people who routinely coddled the wealthy, constantly persuading them to buy things they did not need.


  A good many of his sixty-odd years had been spent in assorted medium- and then maximum-security correctional facilities along the East Coast. Like blocks of granite around his neck, three prior felony convictions stood to his credit in three different states. Years had been carved out of his life. Important years. But he could do nothing to change that now.


  He had refined his skills to where he had high hopes that a fourth conviction would never materialize. There was absolutely nothing mysterious about the ramifications of another bust: he would be looking at the full twenty years. And at his age, twenty years was a death penalty. They might as well fry him, which was the way the Commonwealth of Virginia used to handle its particularly bad people. The citizens of this vastly historic state were by and large a God-fearing people, and religion premised upon the notion of equal retribution consistently demanded the ultimate payback. The commonwealth succeeded in disposing of more death row criminals than all but two states, and the leaders, Texas and Florida, shared the moral sentiments of their Southern sister. But not for simple burglary; even the good Virginians had their limits.


  Yet with all that at risk he couldn’t take his eyes off the home—mansion, of course, one would be compelled to call it. It had engrossed him for several months now. Tonight that fascination would end.


  Middleton, Virginia. A forty-five-minute drive west on a slingshot path from Washington, D.C. Home to vast estates, obligatory Jaguars, and horses whose price tags could feed the residents of an entire inner-city apartment building for a year. Homes in this area sprawled across enough earth with enough splendor to qualify for their own appellation. The irony of his target’s name, the Coppers, was not lost upon him.


  The adrenaline rush that accompanied each job was absolutely unique. He imagined it was somewhat like how the batter felt as he nonchalantly trotted the bases, taking all the time in the world, after newly bruised leather had landed somewhere in the street. The crowd on its feet, fifty thousand pairs of eyes on one human being, all the air in the world seemingly sucked into one space, and then suddenly displaced by the arc of one man’s glorious swing of the wood.


  Luther took a long sweep of the area with his still sharp eyes. An occasional firefly winked back at him. Otherwise he was alone. He listened for a moment to the rise and fall of the cicadas and then that chorus faded into the background, so omnipresent was it to every person who had lived long in the area.


  He pulled the car further down the blacktop road and backed onto a short dirt road that ended in a mass of thick trees. His iron-gray hair was covered with a black ski hat. His leathery face was smeared black with camouflage cream; calm, green eyes hovered above a cinder block jaw. The flesh carried on his spare frame was as tight as ever. He looked like the Army Ranger he had once been. Luther got out of the car.


  Crouching behind a tree, Luther surveyed his target. The Coppers, like many country estates that were not true working farms or stables, had a huge and ornate wrought iron gate set on twin brick columns but had no fencing. The grounds were accessible directly from the road or the nearby woods. Luther entered from the woods.


  It took Luther two minutes to reach the edge of the cornfield adjacent to the house. The owner obviously had no need for home-grown vegetables but had apparently taken the country squire role to heart. Luther wasn’t complaining, since it afforded him a hidden path almost to the front door.


  He waited a few moments and then disappeared into the embracing thickness of the corn stalks.


  The ground was mostly clear of debris and his tennis shoes made no sound, which was important, for any noise carried easily here. He kept his eyes straight ahead; his feet, after much practice, carefully picked their way through the slender rows, compensating for the slight unevenness of the ground. The night air was cool after the debilitating heat of another stagnant summer, but not nearly cool enough for breath to be transformed into the tiny clouds that could be seen from a distance by restless or insomniac eyes.


  Luther had timed this operation several times over the past month, always stopping at the edge of the field before stepping into the front grounds and past no-man’s-land. In his head, every detail had been worked and reworked hundreds of times until a precise script of movement, waiting, followed by more movement was firmly entrenched in his mind.


  He crouched down at the edge of the front grounds and took one more long look around; no need to rush. No dogs to worry about, which was good. A human, no matter how young and fleet, simply could not outrun a dog. But it was the noise they made that stopped men like Luther cold. There was also no perimeter security system, probably because of the innumerable false alarms that would be caused by the large populations of deer, squirrel and raccoon roaming over the area. However, Luther would shortly be faced with a highly sophisticated defense package that he would have thirty-three seconds to disarm—and that included the ten seconds it would take him to remove the control panel.


  The private security patrol had passed through the area thirty minutes earlier. The cop clones were supposed to vary their routines, making sweeps through their surveillance sectors every hour. But after a month of observations, Luther had easily discerned a pattern. He had at least three hours before another pass would be made. He wouldn’t need nearly that long.


  The grounds were pitch black, and thick shrubs, the lifeblood of the burglary class, clung to the brick entryway like a caterpillar nest to a tree branch. He checked each window of the house: all black, all silent. He had watched the caravan carrying the home’s occupants parade out two days ago to points south, and carefully took inventory of all owners and personnel. The nearest estate was a good two miles away.


  He took a deep breath. He had planned everything out, but in this business, the simple fact was that you could never account for everything.


  He loosened the grips on his backpack and then glided out from the field in long, smooth strides across the lawn, and in ten seconds was facing the thick, solid-wood front door with reinforced steel framing together with a locking system that was rated at the top of the charts for holding force. None of which concerned Luther in the least.


  He slipped a facsimile front-door key out of his jacket pocket and inserted it into the keyhole without, however, turning it.


  He listened for another few seconds. Then he slipped off his backpack and changed his shoes so there would be no traces of mud. He readied his battery-operated screwdriver, which could reveal the circuitry he needed to fool ten times faster than he could by hand.


  The next piece of equipment he carefully pulled from his backpack weighed exactly six ounces, was slightly bigger than a pocket calculator and other than his daughter was the best investment he had ever made in his life. Nicknamed “Wit” by its owner, the tiny device had assisted Luther in his last three jobs without a hitch.


  The five digits comprising this home’s security code had already been supplied to Luther and programmed into his computer. Their proper sequence was still a mystery to him, but that obstacle would have to be eradicated by his tiny metal, wire and microchip companion if he wanted to avoid the ear-piercing shriek that would instantly emit from the four sound cannons planted at each corner of the ten-thousand-square-foot fortress he was invading. Then would follow the police call dialed by the nameless computer he would battle in a few moments. The home also had pressure-sensitive windows and floor plates, in addition to tamperproof door magnets. All of which would mean nothing if Wit could tear the correct code sequence from the alarm system’s grasp.


  He eyed the key in the door and with a practiced motion hooked Wit to his harness belt so that it hung easily against his side. The key turned effortlessly in the lock and Luther prepared to block out the next sound that he would hear, the low beep of the security system that warned of impending doom for the intruder if the correct answer was not fed into it in the allotted time and not a millisecond later.


  He replaced his black leather gloves with a pair of more nimble plastic ones that had a second layer of padding on the fingertips and palms. It was not his practice to leave any evidence behind. Luther took one deep breath, then opened the portal. The shrill beep of the security system met him instantly. He quickly moved into the enormous foyer and confronted the alarm panel.


  The automatic screwdriver whirled noiselessly; the six metal pieces dropped into Luther’s hands and then were deposited in a carrier on his belt. Slender wires attached to Wit flashed against the sliver of moonlight seeping through the window beside the door, and then Luther, probing momentarily like a surgeon through a patient’s chest cavity, found the correct spot, clipped the strands into place and then flipped on the power source to his companion.


  From across the foyer, a slash of crimson stared down at him. The infrared detector had already locked on Luther’s thermal offset. As the seconds ticked down, it patiently waited for the security system’s “brain” to pronounce the intruder friend or foe.


  Faster than the eye could follow, the numbers flashed across Wit’s digital screen in neon amber; the allotted time blinked down in a small box at the top-right-hand corner of the same screen.


  Five seconds elapsed and then the numbers 5, 13, 9, 3 and 11 appeared on Wit’s tiny glass face and locked.


  The beep stopped on cue as the security system was disarmed, the red light flashed off and was replaced with the friendly green, and Luther was in business. He removed the wires, screwed the plate back on and repacked his equipment, then carefully locked the front door.


  The master bedroom was on the third floor, which could be reached by an elevator down the main first-floor hallway to the right, but Luther chose the stairs instead. The less dependent he was on anything he did not have complete control over the better. Getting stuck in an elevator for several weeks was not part of his battle plan.


  He looked at the detector in the corner of the ceiling as its rectangular mouth smiled at him, its surveillance arc asleep for now. Then he headed up the staircase.


  The master bedroom door was not locked. In a few seconds he had his low-power, nonglare work lamp set up and took a moment to look around. The green glow from a second control panel mounted next to the bedroom door broke the darkness.


  The house itself had been built within the last five years; Luther had checked the records at the courthouse and had even managed to gain access to a set of blueprints of the place from the planning commissioner’s office, it being large enough to require special blessing from the local government as though they would ever actually deny the rich their wishes.


  There were no surprises in the building plans. It was a big, solid house more than worth the multimiilion-dollar price tag that had been paid in cash by its owner.


  Indeed, Luther had visited this home once before, in broad daylight, with people everywhere. He had been in this very room and he had seen what he needed to see. And that was why he was here tonight.


  Six-inch crown molding peered down at him as he knelt next to the gigantic, canopied bed. Next to the bed was a nightstand. On it were a small silver clock, the newest romance novel of the day and an antique silver-plated letter opener with a thick leather handle.


  Everything about the place was big and expensive. There were three walk-in closets in the room, each about the size of Luther’s living room. Two were occupied by women’s clothes and shoes and purses and every other female accoutrement one could rationally or irrationally spend money on. Luther glanced at the framed prints on the nightstand and wryly observed the twenty-something “little woman” next to the seventy-something husband.


  There were many types of lotteries in the world and not all of them state-run.


  Several of the photos showed off the lady of the house’s proportions to almost maximum degree, and his quick examination of the closet revealed that her dressing pleasures leaned to the downright sleazy.


  He looked up at the full-length mirror, studying the ornate carvings around its edges. He next surveyed the sides. It was a heavy, nifty bit of work, built right into the wall, or so it seemed, but Luther knew that hinges were carefully hidden into the slight recess six inches from the top and bottom.


  Luther looked back at the mirror. He had the distinct advantage of having seen a target like this full-length model a couple of years ago although he hadn’t planned to crack it. But you didn’t ignore a second golden egg just because you had the first in hand, and that second golden egg had been worth about fifty thou’. The prize on the other side of this private looking glass he figured would be about ten times that.


  Using brute force and the aid of a crowbar he could overcome the locking system built into the mirror’s carvings but that would take precious time. And, more than that, it would leave behind obvious signs of the place having been violated. And although the house was supposed to be empty for the next several weeks, one never knew. When he left the Coppers there would be no obvious evidence he had ever been there. Even upon their return the owners might not check the vault for some time. In any event, he did not have to take the hard route.


  He walked quickly over to the large-screen TV located against one wall of the vast chamber. The area was set up as a sitting room with matching chintz-covered chairs and a large coffee table. Luther looked at the three remotes lying there. One to work the TV, one for the VCR and one that would cut his night’s work by ninety percent. Each had a brand name on it, each looked pretty much like the other, but a quick experiment showed that two worked their appropriate apparatus and one did not.


  He walked back across the room, pointed the control at the mirror and pushed the lone red button located at the bottom of the hardware. Ordinarily that action meant the VCR was recording. Tonight, in this room, it meant the bank was opening for business for its one fortunate customer.


  Luther watched the door swing open easily, silently on the now-revealed no-maintenance hinges. From long habit, he replaced the control exactly where it had been, pulled a collapsible duffel bag out of his backpack and entered the vault.


  As his light swept through the darkness he was surprised to see an upholstered chair sitting in the middle of the room, which looked to be about six feet by six feet. On the chair’s arm rested an identical remote, obviously a safeguard against being locked in by accident. Then his eyes took in the shelves down each side.


  The cash, bundled neatly, went in first, then the contents of the slender boxes that were definitely not costume jewelry. Luther counted about two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of negotiable bonds and other securities, and two small boxes of antique coins and another of stamps, including one of an inverted figure that made Luther swallow hard. He ignored the blank checks and the boxes full of legal documents, which were worthless to him. His quick assessment ended at almost two million dollars, probably more.


  He took one more look around, taking care not to miss any stray nook. The walls were thick—he figured they had to be fireproof, or as fireproof as man could make something. The place wasn’t hermetically sealed; the air was fresh, not stale. Somebody could stay in here for days.


  *   *   *


   


  THE LIMO MOVED QUICKLY DOWN THE ROAD FOLLOWED BY THE van, each driver expert enough to accomplish this feat without the benefit of headlights.


  Inside the spacious back seat of the limo were a man and two women, one of whom was close to being drunk and who was doing her best to undress the man and herself right there, despite the gentle defensive efforts of her victim.


  The other woman sat across from them tight-lipped, ostensibly trying to ignore the ridiculous spectacle, which included girlish giggling and much panting, but in reality she closely observed every detail of the pair’s efforts. Her focus was on a large book that sat open in her lap where appointments and notes battled each other for space and the attention of the male sitting across from her, who took the opportunity of his companion wrenching off her spike heels to pour himself another drink. His capacity for alcohol was enormous. He could drink twice the amount he had already consumed tonight and there would be no outward signs, no slurring of speech or impeded motor functions—which would have been deadly for a man in his position.


  She had to admire him, his obsessions, his truly raw edges, while at the same time his being able to project an image to the world that cried out purity and strength, normalcy but, at the same time, greatness. Every woman in America was in love with him, enamored with his classic good looks, immense self-assurance and also what he represented, for all of them. And he returned that universal admiration with a passion, however misplaced, that astonished her.


  Unfortunately, that passion had never pointed itself in her direction despite her subtle messages, the touches that lingered a shade too long; how she maneuvered to see him first thing in the morning when she looked her best, the sexual references used in their strategy sessions. But until that time came—and it would come, she kept telling herself—she would be patient.


  She looked out the window. This was taking too long; it threw everything else off. Her mouth curled up in displeasure.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER HEARD THE VEHICLES ENTER THE FRONT DRIVE. HE flitted to a window and followed the mini-caravan as it went around back, where it would be hidden from view from the front drive. He counted four people alighting from the limo, one from the van. His mind scrolled swiftly through possible identities. Too small a party for it to be the owners of the house. Too many for it to be someone simply checking on the place. He could not make out any faces. For one ironic instant Luther debated whether the home was destined to be burgled twice on the same night. But that was too enormous a coincidence. In this business, like a lot of others, you played the percentages. Besides, criminals did not march up to their targets wearing clothing more suitable for a night on the town.


  He thought quickly as noises filtered up to him, presumably from outside the rear of the house. It took him a second to realize that his retreat was cut off and to calculate what his plan of action would be.


  Grabbing his bag, he raced to the alarm panel next to the bedroom door and activated the home’s security system, silently thanking his memory for numbers. Then Luther slipped across to the vault and entered it, carefully closing the door behind him. He pushed himself as far back into the little room as he could. Now he had to wait. 


  He cursed his misfortune; everything had been going so smoothly. Then he shook his head clear, forced himself to breathe regularly. It was like flying. The longer you did it, the greater your chance of something bad happening. He would just have to hope that the house’s most recent arrivals would have no need to make a deposit in the private bank he was now occupying.


  A burst of laughter and then the drum of voices filtered up to him, together with the loud beep from the alarm system, which sounded like a jet plane screeching directly over his head. Apparently there was slight confusion about the security code. A bead of sweat appeared on Luther’s forehead as he envisioned the alarm exploding and the police wanting to examine every inch of the house just in case, starting with his little roost.


  He wondered how he would react as he listened to the mirrored door being opened, a light blazing in, without the slightest possibility of missing him. The strange faces peering in, the drawn guns, the reading of his rights. He almost laughed. Trapped like a fucking rat, nowhere to go. He hadn’t had a cigarette in almost thirty years, but now he desperately craved a smoke. He put his bag down quietly and slowly let his legs out straight so they wouldn’t go to sleep.


  Heavy steps on the oak plank staircase. Whoever they were they didn’t care who knew they were there. Luther counted four, possibly five. They turned left and headed his way.


  The door to the bedroom opened with a slight squeak. Luther searched his mind. Everything had been picked up or put back in its place. He’d only touched the remote, and he had replaced it right in line with the slight dust pattern. Now Luther could only hear three voices, a man and two women. One of the females sounded drunk, the other was all business. Then Ms. Business disappeared, the door closed but wasn’t locked, and Ms. Drunk and the man were alone. Where were the others? Where had Ms. Business gone? The giggles continued. Footsteps came closer to the mirror. Luther scrunched down in the corner as far as he could, hoping that the chair would shield him from view but knowing that it couldn’t possibly.


  Then a burst of light hit him right in the eyes and he almost gasped at the suddenness of his little world going from inky black to broad daylight. He blinked rapidly to adjust to the new level of brightness, his pupils going from almost full dilation to pinpoints in seconds. But there were no screams, no faces, no guns.


  Finally, after a full minute had passed, Luther peered around the corner of the chair and received another shock. The vault door seemed to have disappeared; he was staring right into the goddamned room. He almost fell backward but caught himself. Luther suddenly understood what the chair was for.


  He recognized both of the people in the room. The woman he had seen tonight already, in the photos: the little wife with the hooker taste in clothes.


  The man he knew for an altogether different reason; he certainly wasn’t the master of this house. Luther slowly shook his head in amazement and let out his breath. His hands shook and a queasiness crept over him. He fought back the grip of nausea and stared into the bedroom.


  The vault door also served as a one-way mirror. With the light on outside and darkness in his little space, it was as though he were watching a giant TV screen.


  Then he saw it and a fist of breath kicked out of his lungs: the diamond necklace on the woman’s neck. Two hundred thou to his practiced eye, maybe more. And just the sort of bauble one would routinely put away in a home vault before retiring for the evening. Then his lungs relaxed as he watched her take the piece off and casually drop it on the floor.


  His fear receded enough to where he rose and inched over to the chair and slowly eased himself into it. So the old man sat here and watched his little woman get her brains screwed out by a procession of men. From the looks of her, Luther figured that some members of that procession included young guys making minimum wage or hanging on to freedom by the width of a green card. But her gentleman caller tonight was in an altogether different class.


  He looked around, his ears focused for any sound of the other inhabitants of the house. But what could he really do? In over thirty years of active larceny, he had never encountered anything like this, so he decided to do the only thing he could. With only an inch of glass separating him from absolute destruction, he settled down quietly into the deep leather and waited.


  









  CHAPTER TWO


  THREE BLOCKS FROM THE BROAD WHITE BULK OF THE UNITED States Capitol, Jack Graham opened the front door of his apartment, threw his overcoat on the floor and went straight to the fridge. Beer in hand he flopped down on the threadbare couch in his living room. His eyes quickly perused the tiny room as he took a drink. Quite a difference from where he’d just been. He let the beer stand in his mouth and then swallowed. The muscles of his square jaw tensed and then relaxed. The nagging prickles of doubt slowly drained away, but they would reappear; they always did.


  Another important dinner party with Jennifer, his soon-to-be wife, and her family and circle of social and business acquaintances. People at that level of sophistication apparently didn’t have mere friends they hung with. Everyone served a particular function, the whole being greater than the sum of the parts. Or at least that was the intent, although Jack had his own opinion on the matter.


  Industry and finance had been well represented, brandishing names Jack read about in the Wall Street Journal before he chucked it for the sports pages to see how the ’Skins or Bullets were doing. The politicos had been out in full force, scrounging future votes and current dollars. The group was rounded out by the ubiquitous lawyers of which Jack was one, the occasional doctor to show ties to the old ways and a couple of public-interest types to demonstrate that the powers that be had sympathy for the plight of the ordinary.


  He finished the beer and flipped on the TV. His shoes came off, and the forty-dollar patterned socks his fiancée had bought for him were carelessly flung over the back of the lamp shade. Given time she’d have him in two-hundred-dollar braces with matching hand-painted ties. Shit! Rubbing his toes, he seriously considered a second beer. The TV tried but failed to hold his interest. He pushed his thick, dark hair out of his eyes and focused for the thousandth time on where his life was hurtling, seemingly with the speed of the space shuttle.


  Jennifer’s company limo had driven the two of them to her Northwest Washington townhouse where Jack would probably move after the wedding; she detested his place. The wedding was barely six months off, apparently no time at all by a bride’s standards, and he was sitting here having severe second thoughts.


  Jennifer Ryce Baldwin possessed instant head-turning beauty to such a degree that the women stared as often as the men. She was also smart and accomplished, came from serious money and was intent on marrying Jack. Her father ran one of the largest devolopment companies in the country. Shopping centers, office buildings, radio stations, entire sub-divisions, you name it, he was in it, and doing better than just about anyone else. Her paternal great-grandfather was one of the original Midwest manufacturing tycoons, and her mother’s family had once owned a large chunk of downtown Boston. The gods had smiled early and often on Jennifer Baldwin. There wasn’t one guy Jack knew who wasn’t jealous as hell of him.


  He squirmed in his chair and tried to rub a kink out of his shoulder. He hadn’t worked out in a week. His six-foot-one body, even at thirty-two, had the same hard edge it had enjoyed all through high school where he was a man among boys in virtually every sport offered, and in college where the competition was a lot rougher but where he still managed to make first-string varsity as a heavyweight wrestler and first-team All-Academic. That combination had gotten him into the University of Virginia School of Law, where he made Law Review , graduated near the top of his class and promptly settled down as a public defender in the District of Columbia’s criminal justice system.


  His classmates had all grabbed the big-firm option out of law school. They had routinely called with phone numbers of psychiatrists who could help coax him out of his insanity. He smiled and then went and grabbed that second beer. The fridge was now empty.


  Jack’s first year as a PD had been rough as he learned the ropes, losing more than he won. As time went on, he graduated to the more serious crimes. And as he poured every ounce of youthful energy, raw talent and common sense he had into each of those cases, the tide began to turn.


  And then he started kicking some serious ass in court.


  He discovered he was a natural at the role, as talented at cross-examination as he had been at throwing men much bigger than he across a two-inch-thick mat. He was respected, liked as an attorney if you could believe that.


  Then he had met Jennifer at a Bar function. She was vice president of development and marketing at Baldwin Enterprises. Dynamic in presence, she had the added skill of making whomever she was talking to feel important; their opinions were listened to if not necessarily followed. She was a beauty who had no need to rely solely on that asset.


  When you got past the eye-catching looks, there was a lot more there. Or seemed to be. Jack would have been less than human had he not been attracted to her. And she had made it clear, early on, that the attraction was mutual. While being ostensibly impressed at his dedication in defending the rights of those accused of crimes in the Capital City, little by little Jennifer had convinced Jack that he had done his bit for the poor, dumb and unfortunate, and that maybe he should start thinking about himself and his future, and that maybe she wanted to be a part of that future. When he finally left PD, the U.S. attorney’s office had given him quite a send-off party, and good riddance. That should have told him then and there that there were a lot more of the poor, dumb and unfortunate who needed his help. He didn’t expect to ever top the thrill he had felt being a PD; he figured times like that came around once in life and then they were gone. It was time to move on; even little boys like Jack Graham had to grow up someday. Maybe it was just his time.


  He turned off the TV, grabbed a bag of corn chips and went to his bedroom, stepping over the piles of dirty laundry strewn in front of the doorway. He couldn’t blame Jennifer for not liking his place; he was a slob. But what bothered him was the dead certainty that, even spotless, Jennifer would not consent to live here. For one thing it was in the wrong neighborhood; Capitol Hill to be sure, but not a gentrified part of Capitol Hill, actually not even close.


  Then there was the size. Her townhouse must have run five thousand square feet, not counting the live-in maid’s quarters and the two-car garage that housed her Jag and brand new Range Rover, as if anybody living in D.C., with its traffic-strangled roads, needed a vehicle capable of driving up the vertical side of a twenty-thousand-foot-high mountain.


  He had four rooms if you counted the bathroom. He reached his bedroom, stripped off his clothes and dropped into bed. Across the room, on a small plaque that had once hung in his office at work until he had grown embarrassed looking at it, was the announcement of his joining Patton, Shaw & Lord. PS&L was the Capital City’s number-one corporate firm. Legal caterer to hundreds of blue-chip companies, including his soon-to-be father-in-law’s, representing a multimillion-dollar account that he was credited with bringing to the firm and that, in turn, guaranteed him a partnership at the next review. Partnerships at Patton, Shaw were worth, on average, at least half a million dollars a year. That was tip money for the Baldwins, but then he wasn’t a Baldwin. At least not yet.


  He pulled the blanket over him. The building’s insulation left a lot to be desired. He popped a couple of aspirin and washed them down with the rest of a Coke that was sitting on his nightstand, then looked around the cramped, messy bedroom. It reminded him of his room growing up. It was a warm, friendly memory. Homes should look lived in; they should always give way to the screams of kids as they dashed from room to room in search of new adventures, of fresh objects to break.


  That was the other thing with Jennifer: she had made it clear that the sound of little feet was a distant project that was far from certain. Her career at her father’s company was first and foremost in her mind and heart—maybe more so, Jack felt, than he was.


  He rolled over and tried to close his eyes. The wind pushed against the window and he glanced in that direction. He looked away, but then with a resigned air, his eyes drifted back over to the box.


  It held part of his collection of old trophies and awards from high school and college. But those items were not the object of his focus. In the semidarkness he reached out a long arm for the framed photo, decided against it, and then changed his mind again.


  He pulled it out. This had almost become a ritual. He never had to worry about his fiancée stumbling onto this particular possession of his because she absolutely refused to enter his bedroom for longer than a minute. Whenever they slid between the sheets it was either at her place, where Jack would lie on the bed staring up at the twelve-foot ceiling where a mural of ancient horsemen and young maidens shared space while Jennifer amused herself until she collapsed and then rolled over for him to finish on top of her. Or at her parents’ place in the country where the ceilings were even higher and the murals had been taken from some thirteenth-century church in Rome, all of which made Jack feel that God was watching him being ridden by the beautiful and absolutely naked Jennifer Ryce Baldwin and that he would languish in eternal hell for those few moments of visceral pleasure.


  The woman in the photo had silky brown hair that curled slightly at the ends. Her smile looked up at Jack and he remembered the day he had taken the picture.


  A bike ride far into the countryside of Albemarle County. He was just starting law school; she was in her second year of college at Mr. Jefferson’s university. It was only their third date but it was like they had never lived without each other.


  Kate Whitney.


  He said the name slowly; his hand instinctively traced the curves of her smile, the lone dimple right above the left cheek that gave her face a slightly lopsided look. The almond-shaped cheekbones bordered a dainty nose that sloped toward a pair of sensual lips. The chin was sharp and screamed out “stubborn.” Jack moved back up the face and stopped at the large teardrop-shaped eyes that always seemed full of mischief.


  Jack rolled back over and lay the photo on his chest so that she stared directly at him. He could never think of Kate without seeing an image of her father, with his quick wit and crooked smile.


  Jack had often visited Luther Whitney at his little row house in an Arlington neighborhood that had seen better days. They spent hours drinking beer and telling stories, mostly Luther telling and Jack listening.


  Kate never visited her father, and he never attempted to contact her. Jack had found his identity almost by accident, and despite Kate’s objections, Jack had wanted to get to know the man. It was a rare thing for her face to hold anything but a smile, but that was one thing she never smiled about.


  After he graduated they moved to D.C. and she enrolled in law school at Georgetown. Life seemed idyllic. She came to his first few trials as he worked the butterflies from his stomach and the squeak from his throat and tried to remember which counsel table to sit at. But as the seriousness of the crimes his clients were accused of committing grew, her enthusiasm diminished.


  They had split up his first year in practice.


  The reasons were simple: she couldn’t understand why he had chosen to represent people who broke the law, and she could not tolerate that he liked her father.


  At the very last breath of their lives together he remembered sitting with her in this very room and asking, pleading, for her not to leave. But she had and that was four years ago, and he hadn’t seen or heard from her since.


  He knew that she had taken a job with the Commonwealth Attorney’s office in Alexandria, Virginia, where she was no doubt busily putting former clients of his behind bars for stomping on the laws of her adopted state. Other than that Kate Whitney was a stranger to him.


  But lying there with her staring at him with a smile that told him a million things that he had never learned from the woman he was supposed to marry in six months, Jack wondered if Kate would remain a stranger to him; whether his life was destined to become far more complicated than he ever intended. He grabbed the phone and dialed.


  Four rings and he heard the voice. It had an edge that he didn’t remember, or maybe it was new. The beep came and he started to leave a message, something funny, right out of the blue, but then right on cue he got nervous and quickly hung up, his hands shaking, his breathing accelerated. He shook his head. Jesus Christ! He had done five murder one cases and he was shaking like a goddamned sixteen-year-old sucking up the courage to call his first date.


  Jack put the picture away and imagined what Kate was doing right that very minute. Probably still in her office pondering over how many years to take off somebody’s life.


  Then Jack wondered about Luther. Was he at this very minute on the wrong side of someone’s doorstep? or leaving with another bundle of financial joy slung over his back?


  What a family, Luther and Kate Whitney. So different and so much the same. As focused a pair as he had ever encountered, but their respective focuses occupied different galaxies. That last night, after Kate had walked out of his life, he had gone around to Luther’s to say good-bye and to drink a last beer. They had sat in the small well-tended garden, watching the clematis and ivy cling to the fence; the scent of lilacs and roses lay thick like a net over them.


  The old man had taken it all right, asked few questions, and wished Jack well. Some things did not work out; Luther understood that as well as anyone. But as Jack left that night he had noticed the glistening in the old man’s eyes—and then the door closed on that part of his life.


  Jack finally put out the light and closed his eyes with the knowledge that another tomorrow was close upon him. His pot of gold, his once-in-a-lifetime payoff, was one day closer to reality. It did not make for easy sleep. 


  









  CHAPTER THREE


  AS LUTHER STARED THROUGH THE GLASS, THE THOUGHT struck him that the two made a very attractive couple. It was an absurd opinion to have under the circumstances, but that didn’t make the conclusion any less valid. The man was tall, handsome, a very distinguished mid-forties. The woman could not have ventured far into her twenties; the hair was full and golden, the face oval and lovely, with a pair of enormous deep blue eyes that now looked up lovingly into the man’s elegant countenance. He touched her smooth cheek; she nestled her lips against his hand.


  The man had two tumblers and filled them with the contents of the bottle he had brought with him. He handed the woman one. After a clink of glasses, their eyes firmly set on each other, he finished his drink in one swallow while she only managed a small sip of hers. Glasses put down, they embraced in the middle of the room. His hands slid down her backside and then back up to the bare shoulders. Her arms and shoulders were tanned and well-toned. He grasped her limbs admiringly as he leaned down to kiss her neck.


  Luther averted his eyes, embarrassed to be viewing this very personal encounter. A strange emotion to have when he was still clearly in danger of being caught. But he was not so old that he could not appreciate the tenderness, the passion that was slowly unfolding in front of him.


  As he raised his eyes up, he had to smile. The couple was now engaged in a slow dance around the room. The man was obviously well-practiced at the endeavor; his partner was less so, but he gently led her through the simple paces until they again ended up beside the bed.


  The man paused to fill his glass again and then quickly drained it. The bottle was now empty. As his arms encircled her once more, she leaned into him, pulled at his coat, started to undo his tie. The man’s hands drifted to the zipper of her dress and slowly headed south. The black dress slid down and she slowly stepped out of it, revealing black panties and thigh-high stockings, but no bra.


  She had the sort of body that made other women who didn’t instantly jealous. Every curve was where it was supposed to be. Her waist Luther could have encircled with both hands touching. As she turned to the side to slide out of her stockings, Luther observed that the breasts were large, round and full. The legs were lean and defined, probably from hours of daily exercise under the watchful eyes of a personal trainer.


  The man quickly undressed down to his boxers and sat on the side of the bed watching the woman as she took her time slipping out of her underwear. Her rear end was round and firm and creamy white against the backdrop of a flawless tan. With her last piece of clothing shed, a smile cut across the man’s face. The white teeth were straight and thick. Despite the alcohol, his eyes seemed clear and focused.


  She smiled at his attention and slowly advanced. As she drew within his reach, his long arms gripped her, pulled her to him. She rubbed up and down against his chest.


  Again, Luther began to avert his eyes, wishing more than anything else that this spectacle would soon be over and that these people would leave. It would only take him a few minutes to return to his car, and this night would be filed away in his memory as a unique, if potentially disastrous, experience.


  That’s when he saw the man grip the woman’s buttocks hard and then slap them, again and again. Luther winced in vicarious pain at the repeated blows; the white skin now glowed red. But either the woman was too drunk to feel the pain or she enjoyed this sort of treatment, because her smile didn’t fade. Luther felt his gut clinch again as the man’s fingers dug into the soft flesh.


  The man’s mouth danced across her chest; she ran her finger through his thick hair as she positioned her body inside his legs. She closed her eyes, her mouth gathered into a contented smile; she arched her head back. Then she opened her eyes and attacked his mouth with hers.


  His strong fingers moved up from the abused buttocks and started to gently massage her back. Then he dug in hard until she winced and pulled back from him. She half-smiled and he stopped as she touched his fingers with hers. He turned his attention back to her breasts and suckled them. Her eyes closed once again, as her breathing turned perceptibly to a low moan. The man moved his attention again to her neck. His eyes were wide open, looking across at where Luther sat but with no idea of his presence.


  Luther stared at the man, at those eyes, and didn’t like what he saw. Pools of darkness surrounded by red, like some sinister planet seen through a telescope. The thought struck him that the naked woman was in the grip of something not so gentle, not so loving as she probably anticipated.


  The woman finally grew impatient and pushed her lover down on the bed. Her legs straddled the man, giving Luther a view from behind that should have been reserved for her gynecologist and husband. She hoisted herself up, but then with a sudden burst of energy he roughly pushed her aside and went on top of her, grabbing her legs and lifting them up until they were perpendicular with the bed.


  Luther stiffened in his chair at the man’s next movement. He grabbed her by the neck and jerked her up, pulling her head between his legs. The suddenness of the act made her gasp, her mouth a bare inch from him there. Then he laughed and threw her back down. Dazed for a moment, she finally managed a weak smile and sat up on her elbows as he towered over her. He grabbed his erection with one hand, spreading her wide with the other. As she lay placidly back to accept him, he stared wildly at her.


  But instead of plunging between her legs, he grabbed her breasts and squeezed, apparently a little too hard, because, finally, Luther heard a yelp of pain and the woman abruptly slapped the man. He let go and then slapped her back, viciously, and Luther saw a patch of blood emerge at the corner of her mouth and spill onto the thick, lipstick-coated lips.


  “You fucking bastard.” She rolled off the bed and sat on the floor rubbing her mouth, tasting her blood, her drunken brain momentarily lucid. The first words Luther had clearly heard spoken the entire night hit his brain like a sledgehammer. He stood up, inched toward the glass.


  The man grinned. Luther froze when he saw it. It was more like the snarl of a wild animal close to a kill than a human being.


  “Fucking bastard,” she said again, a little more quietly, the words slurred. As she stood up he grabbed her arm, twisted it, and she fell hard to the floor. The man sat on the bed and looked down triumphantly.


  His breathing accelerating, Luther stood before the glass, his hands clenching and unclenching as he continued to watch and hoped that the other people would come back. He eyed the remote on the chair and then his eyes shot back to the bedroom.


  The woman had raised herself half off the floor, the wind slowly coming back to her. The romantic feelings she had been experiencing had vanished. Luther could see that in her body movements, wary and deliberate. Her companion apparently failed to notice the change in her movements and the flash of anger in the blue eyes, or else he would not have stood up and put out a hand for her to take, which she did.


  The man’s smile abruptly vanished as her knee caught him squarely between the legs, doubling him over and ending any arousal he had been experiencing. As he crumpled to the floor, no sound came from his lips, except for his labored breathing while she grabbed her panties and started to put them on.


  He caught her ankle, threw her to the floor, her underwear halfway up her legs.


  “You little cunt.” The words came out in short gasps as he tried to get his breath back, all the time holding on to that ankle, drawing her closer to him.


  She kicked at him, again and again. Her feet thudded against his rib cage, but still he hung on. “You fucking little whore,” he said.


  At the menace he heard in those words, Luther stepped toward the glass, one of his hands flying to its smooth surface as if to reach through it, to grab the man, make him let go.


  The man painfully dragged himself up and his look made Luther’s flesh turn cold.


  The man’s hands gripped the woman’s throat.


  Her brain, clouded by the alcohol, snapped back to high gear. Her eyes, now completely filled with fear, darted to the left and right as the pressure on her neck increased and her breath started to weaken. Her fingers clawed at his arms, scratching deeply.


  Luther saw the blood rise to the man’s skin where she attacked him but his grip did not loosen.


  She kicked and jerked her body, but he was almost twice her weight; her attacker didn’t budge.


  Luther again looked at the remote. He could open the door. He could stop this. But his legs would not move. He stared helplessly through the glass, sweat poured from his forehead, every pore in his body seemed to be erupting; his breath came in short bursts as his chest heaved. He placed both hands against the glass.


  Luther’s breath stopped as the woman fixed on the nightstand for an instant. Then, with a frantic motion, she grabbed the letter opener, and with one blinding stroke she slashed the man’s arm.


  He grunted in pain, let go and grabbed his bloody arm. For one terrible instant he looked down at his wound, almost in disbelief that he had been damaged like that. Pierced by this woman.


  When the man looked back up, Luther could almost feel the murderous snarl before it escaped from the man’s lips.


  And then the man hit her, harder than Luther had seen any man hit a woman. The hard fist connected with the soft flesh and blood flew from her nose and mouth.


  Whether it was all the booze she had consumed or what, Luther didn’t know, but the blow that ordinarily would have crippled a person merely incensed her. With convulsive strength she managed to stagger up. As she turned toward the mirror, Luther watched the horror in her face as she suddenly viewed the abrupt destruction of her beauty. Eyes widening in disbelief, she touched the swollen nose; one finger dropped down and probed the loosened teeth. She had become a smeared portrait, her major attribute had vanished.


  She turned around to face the man, and Luther saw the muscles in her back tense so hard they looked like small pieces of wood. With lightning quickness, she again slammed her foot into the man’s groin. Instantly the man was weak again, his limbs useless as nausea overcame him. He collapsed to the floor, rolled over onto his back, moaning. His knees curled upward, his hand protectively at his crotch.


  With blood streaming down her face, with eyes that had gone from stark horror to homicidal in an instant, the woman dropped to her knees beside him and raised the letter opener high above her head.


  Luther grabbed the remote, took a step toward the door, his finger almost on the button.


  The man, seeing his life about to end as the letter opener plunged toward his chest, screamed with every bit of strength he had left. The call did not go unheeded.


  His body frozen in place, Luther’s eyes darted to the bedroom door as it flew open.


  Two men, hair cropped short, crisp business suits not concealing impressive physiques, burst into the room, guns drawn. Before Luther could take another step they had assessed the situation and made their decision.


  Both guns fired almost simultaneously.


  *   *   *


   


  KATE WHITNEY SAT IN HER OFFICE GOING OVER THE FILE ONE more time.


  The guy had four priors, and had been arrested but ultimately not charged on six other occasions because witnesses had been too frightened to talk or had ended up in trash Dumpsters. He was a walking time bomb ready to explode on another victim, all of whom had been women.


  The current charge was murder during the commission of robbery and rape, which met the criteria for capital murder under Virginia’s laws. And this time she decided to go for the home run: death. She had never asked for it before, but if anybody deserved it, this guy did, and the commonwealth was not squeamish about authorizing it. Why allow him life when he had cruelly and savagely ended the one given to a nineteen-year-old college student who made the mistake of going to a shopping mall in broad daylight to pick up some nylons and a new pair of shoes?


  Kate rubbed her eyes and, using a rubber band from the pile on her desk, pulled her hair back into a rough ponytail. She looked around her small, plain office; the case files were piled high around the room and for the millionth time she wondered if it would ever stop. Of course it wouldn’t. If anything it would get worse, and she could only do what she could do to stem the flow of blood. She would start with the execution of Roger Simmons, Jr., twenty-two years old, and as hardened a criminal as she had ever confronted, and she had already faced an army of them in her as yet short career. She remembered the look he had given her that day in court. It was a countenance totally without remorse or caring or any other positive emotion. It was also a face without hope, an observation substantiated by his background history, which read like a horror story of a childhood. But that was not her problem. It seemed like the only one that wasn’t.


  She shook her head and checked her watch: well after midnight. She went to pour some more coffee; her focus was starting to wander. The last staff attorney had left five hours ago. The cleaning crew had been gone for three. She moved down the hallway in her stocking feet to the kitchen. If Charlie Manson were out and doing his thing now, he’d be one of her milder cases; an amateur compared to the monsters roaming loose today.


  Cup of coffee in hand, she walked back into her office and paused for a moment to look at her reflection in the window. With her job looks were really unimportant; hell, she hadn’t been on a date in over a year. But she couldn’t pull her eyes away. She was tall and slender, perhaps too skinny in certain areas, but her routine of running four miles every day had not changed while her caloric intake had steadily dwindled. Mostly she subsisted on bad coffee and crackers, although she limited herself to two cigarettes a day and was hoping with luck to quit altogether.


  She felt guilty about the abuse her body was taking with the endless hours and stress of moving from one horrific case to another, but what was she supposed to do? Quit because she didn’t look like the women on the cover of Cosmopolitan? She consoled herself with the fact that their job twenty-four hours a day was to make themselves look good. Hers was to ensure that people who broke the law, who hurt others, were punished. Under any criteria she reasoned she was doing far more productive things with her life.


  She swiped at her own mane; it needed to be cut, but where was the time to do that? The face was still relatively unmarked by the burden she found increasingly difficult to carry. Her twenty-nine-year-old face, after four years of nineteen-hour days and countless trials, had held its own. She sighed as she realized that probably would not last. In college she had been the gracious recipient of turned heads, the cause of raised heartbeats and cold sweats. But as she got ready to enter her thirties, she realized that what she had taken for granted for so many years, that what she had, in fact, derided on so many occasions, would not be with her that much longer. And like so many things you took for granted or dismissed as unimportant, being able to quiet a room by your mere entrance was one she knew she was going to miss.


  That her looks had remained strong over the last few years was remarkable considering she had done relatively little to preserve them. Good genes, that must be it; she was fortunate. But then she thought of her father and decided that she wasn’t very lucky at all in the genes department. A man who stole from others and then pretended to live a normal life. A man who deceived everyone, including his wife and daughter. A man you could not depend on to be there.


  She sat at her desk, took a quick sip of the hot coffee, poured in more sugar and looked at Mr. Simmons while she stirred the black depths of her nighttime stimulus.


  She picked up the phone, called home to check messages. There were five, two from other lawyers, one from the policeman she would put on the stand against Mr. Simmons and one from a staff investigator who liked to call her at odd hours with mostly useless information. She should change her telephone number. The last message was a hang-up. But she could hear very low breathing on the end, she could almost make out a word or two. Something in the sound was familiar, but she couldn’t place it. People with nothing better to do.


  The coffee flowed through her veins, the file came back into focus. She glanced up at her little bookshelf. On top was an old photo of her deceased mother and ten-year-old Kate. Cut out from the picture was Luther Whitney. A big gap next to mother and daughter. A big nothing.


  *   *   *


   


  “JESUS FUCKING CHRIST!” THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED States sat up, one hand covering his limp and damaged privates, the other holding the letter opener that a moment before was to have been the instrument of his death. It had more than just his blood on it now. “Jesus Fucking Christ, Bill, you fucking killed her!” The target of his barrage stooped to help him up while his companion checked the woman’s condition: a perfunctory examination, considering two heavy-caliber bullets had blown through her brain.


  “I’m sorry, sir, there wasn’t time. I’m sorry, sir.”


  Bill Burton had been a Secret Service agent for twelve years, and a Maryland state trooper for eight years before that, and one of his rounds had just blown apart a beautiful young woman’s head. Despite all his intense training, he was shaking like a preschooler just awakened from a nightmare.


  He had killed before in the line of duty: a routine traffic stop gone wrong. But the deceased had been a four-time loser with a serious vendetta against uniformed officers and wielding a Glock semiautomatic pistol in a sincere attempt to lift Burton’s head from his shoulders.


  He looked down at the small, naked body and thought he would be sick. His partner, Tim Collin, looked across at him, grabbed his arm. Burton swallowed hard and nodded his head. He would make it.


  They carefully helped up Alan J. Richmond, President of the United States, a political hero and leader to young, middle-aged and old alike, but now simply naked and drunk. The President looked up at them, the initial horror finally passing as the alcohol worked its effects. “She’s dead?” The words were a little slurred; the eyes seemed to roll back in the head like loose marbles.


  “Yes, sir.” Collin answered crisply. You didn’t let a question from the President go unanswered, drunk or not.


  Burton hung back now. He glanced at the woman again and then looked back at the President. That was their job, his job. Protect the goddamned President. Whatever it took, that life must not end, not like that. Not stuck like a pig by some drunken bitch.


  The President’s mouth curled up into what looked like a smile, although neither Collin nor Burton would remember it that way later. The President started to rise.


  “Where are my clothes?” he demanded.


  “Right here, sir.” Burton, snapping back to attention, stooped to pick up the clothes. They were heavily spotted— everything in the room seemed to be—with her.


  “Well, get me up, and get me ready, goddammit. I’ve got a speech to give for somebody, somewhere, don’t I?” He laughed shrilly. Burton looked at Collin and Collin looked at Burton. They both watched as the President passed out on the bed.


  *   *   *


   


  AT THE SOUND OF THE EXPLOSIONS, CHIEF OF STAFF GLORIA Russell had been in the bathroom on the first floor, as far away from that room as she could get.


  She had accompanied the President on many of these assignations, but rather than growing used to them, they disgusted her more each time. To imagine her boss, the most powerful man on the face of the earth, bedding all these celebrity whores, these political groupies. It was beyond comprehension, and yet she had almost learned to ignore it. Almost.


  She had pulled her pantyhose back up, grabbed her purse, flung open the door, run down the hallway and even in heels took the steps two at a time. When she reached the bedroom door Agent Burton stopped her.


  “Ma’am, you don’t want to see this, it’s not pretty.”


  She pushed past him and then stopped. Her first thought was to run back out, down the stairs, into the limo, out of there, out of the state, out of the miserable country. She wasn’t sorry for Christy Sullivan, who’d wanted to get screwed by the President. That had been her goal for the last two years. Well, sometimes you don’t get what you want; sometimes you get a lot more.


  Russell steadied herself and faced off with Agent Collin.


  “What the hell happened?”


  Tim Collin was young, tough and devoted to the man he was assigned to protect. He was trained to die defending the President, and there was no question in his mind that if the time came he would. Several years had passed since he had tackled an assailant in the parking lot of a shopping center where then presidential candidate Alan Richmond had been making an appearance. Collin had had the potential assassin down on the asphalt and completely immobile before the guy had even gotten his gun fully out of his pocket, before anyone else had even reacted. To Collin, his only mission in life was to protect Alan Richmond.


  It took Agent Collin one minute to report the facts to Russell in succinct, cohesive sentences. Burton solemnly confirmed the account.


  “It was either him or her, Ms. Russell. There was no other way to cut it.” Burton instinctively glanced at the President, who still lay on the bed oblivious to anything. They had covered the more strategic portion of his body with a sheet.


  “Do you mean to tell me you heard nothing? No sounds of violence before, before this?” She waved at the mess of the room.


  The agents looked at each other. They had heard many sounds emanating from bedrooms where their boss happened to be. Some might be construed as violent, some not. But everybody had always come out okay before.


  “Nothing unusual,” Burton replied. “Then we heard the President scream and we went in. That knife was maybe three inches from going into his chest. Only thing fast enough was a bullet.”


  He stood as erect as he could and looked her right in the eye. He and Collin had done their job, and this woman wasn’t going to tell them otherwise. No blame would be put on his shoulders.


  “There was a goddamned knife in the room?” She looked at Burton incredulously.


  “If it was up to me, the President wouldn’t go out on these, these little excursions. Half the time he won’t let us check anything out beforehand. We didn’t get a chance to scope the room.” He looked at her. “He’s the President, ma’am,” he added, for good measure, as if that justified everything. And for Russell it usually did, a fact Burton was well aware of.


  Russell looked around the room, taking in everything. She had been a tenured professor of political science at Stanford with a national reputation before answering the call in Alan Richmond’s quest for the presidency. He was such a powerful force, everybody wanted to jump on his bandwagon.


  Currently Chief of Staff, with serious talk of becoming Secretary of State if Richmond won reelection, which everyone expected him to do with ease. Who knew? Maybe a Richmond-Russell ticket might be in the making. They made a brilliant combination. She was the strategist, he was the consummate campaigner. Their future grew brighter every day. But now? Now she had a corpse and a drunken President inside a home that was supposed to be vacant.


  She felt the express train coming to a halt. Then her mind snapped back. Not over this little piece of human garbage. Not ever!


  Burton stirred. “You want me to call the police now, ma’am?”


  Russell looked at him like he had lost his mind. “Burton, let me remind you that our job is to protect the President’s interests at all times and nothing—absolutely nothing—takes precedence over that. Is that clear?”


  “Ma’am, the lady’s dead. I think we—”


  “That’s right. You and Collin shot the woman, and she’s dead.” After exploding from Russell’s mouth, the words hung in the air. Collin rubbed his fingers together; a hand went instinctively to his holstered weapon. He stared at the late Mrs. Sullivan as if he could will her back to life.


  Burton flexed his burly shoulders, moved an inch closer to Russell so that the significant height difference was at its maximum.


  “If we hadn’t fired, the President would be dead. That’s our job. To keep the President safe and sound.”


  “Right again, Burton. And now that you have prevented his death, how do you intend to explain to the police and the President’s wife and your superiors, and the lawyers and the media and the Congress and the financial markets and the country and the rest of the goddamned world, why the President was here? What he was doing while he was here? And the circumstances that led up to you and Agent Collin having to shoot the wife of one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the United States? Because if you call the police, if you call anybody, that is exactly what you will have to do. Now if you are prepared to accept full responsibility for that undertaking, then pick up that phone over there and make that call.”


  Burton’s face changed color. He backed up a step, his superior size useless to him now. Collin was frozen, watching the two square off. He had never seen anyone talk that way to Bill Burton. The big man could have snapped Russell’s neck with a lazy thrust of his arm.


  Burton looked down at the corpse one more time. How could you explain that so that everybody came out all right? The answer was simple: you couldn’t.


  Russell watched his face carefully. Burton looked back at her. His eyes twitched perceptibly; they would not meet hers now. She had won. She smiled benignly and nodded. The show was hers to run.


  “Go make some coffee, a whole pot,” she ordered Burton, momentarily relishing this switching of roles. “And then stay by the front door just in case we get any late-night visitors.


  “Collin, go to the van, and talk to Johnson and Varney. Don’t tell them anything about this. For now just tell them there was an accident, but that the President’s okay. That’s all. And that they’re to stay put. Understood? I’ll call when I want you. I need to think this out.”


  Burton and Collin nodded and headed out. Neither had been trained to ignore orders so authoritatively given. And Burton didn’t want to be calling the shots on this one. They couldn’t pay him enough to do that.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER HADN’T MOVED SINCE THE SHOTS HAD BLOWN APART the woman’s head. He was afraid to. His feelings of shock had finally passed, but he found his eyes continually wandering to the floor and to what had once been a living, breathing human being. In all his years as a criminal he had only seen one other person killed. A thrice-convicted pedophile whose spinal cord had collided with a four-inch shiv wielded by an unsympathetic fellow inmate. The emotions sweeping over him now were totally different, as though he were the sole passenger on a ship that had sailed into a foreign harbor. Nothing looked or seemed familiar at all. Any sound now would do him no good, but he slowly sat back down before his trembling legs gave way.


  He watched as Russell moved around the room, stooped next to the dead woman, but did not touch her. Next she picked up the letter opener, holding it by the end of the blade with a handkerchief she pulled from her pocket. She stared long and hard at the object that had almost ended her boss’s life and had played a major role in ending someone else’s. She carefully put the letter opener in her leather purse, which she had placed on the nightstand, and put the handkerchief back in her pocket. She glanced briefly at the contorted flesh that had recently been Christine Sullivan.


  She had to admire the way Richmond accomplished his extracurricular activities. All his “companions” were women of wealth and social position, and all were married. This ensured that no exposé of his adulterous behavior would appear in any of the tabloids. The women he bedded had as much to lose if not more as he, and they understood that fact very well.


  And the press. Russell smiled. In this day and age the President lived under a never-ending barrage of scrutiny. He couldn’t pee, smoke a cigar or belch without the public knowing all of the most intimate details. Or so the public thought. And that was based largely on the overestimation of the press and their abilities to nudge out every morsel of a story from its hiding place. What they failed to understand was that while the office of the President might have lost some of its enormous power over the years as the problems of a troubled globe soared beyond the ability of any one person to confront them on an equal basis, the President was surrounded by absolutely loyal and supremely capable people. People whose skill level at covert activities were in another league from the polished, cookie-cutter journalists whose idea of trailing down a tough story was asking puffball questions of a congressman who was more than willing to talk for the benefit of the evening news coverage. It was a fact that, if he so desired, President Alan Richmond could move about without fear that anyone would be successful in tracking his whereabouts. He could even disappear from public view for as long as he wished, although that was the antithesis of what a successful politician hoped to accomplish in a day’s work. And that privilege boiled down to one common denominator.


  The Secret Service. They were the best of the best. This elite group had proved it time and again over the years, as they had in planning this most recent activity.


  A little after noon, Christy Sullivan had walked out of her beauty salon in Upper Northwest. After walking one block she had stepped into the foyer of an apartment building and thirty seconds later she had walked out encased in a full length hooded cloak pulled from her bag. Sunglasses covered her eyes. She had walked for several blocks, randomly window-shopping, then taken a red-line Metro train to Metro Center. Exiting the Metro she had walked two more blocks and entered an alley between two buildings scheduled for demolition. Two minutes later, a car with tinted windows had emerged from the alley. Collin had been driving. Christy Sullivan was in the back seat. She had been sequestered in a safe place with Bill Burton until the President had been able to join her later that night.


  The Sullivan estate had been chosen as the perfect spot for the planned interlude because, ironically, her home in the country was the last place anyone would expect Christy Sullivan to be. And Russell knew it would also be perfectly empty, guarded by a security system that was no barrier to their plans.


  Russell sat down in a chair and closed her eyes. Yes, she had two of the most capable members of the Secret Service in this house with her. And, for the first time, that fact troubled the Chief of Staff. The four agents with her and the President tonight had been handpicked, out of the approximately one hundred agents assigned to the presidential detail, by the President himself for these little activities. They were all loyal and highly skilled. They took care of the President and held their tongues, regardless of what was asked of them. Up until tonight President Richmond’s fascination with married women had spawned no overwhelming dilemmas. But tonight’s events clearly threatened all of that. Russell shook her head as she forced herself to think of a plan of action.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER STUDIED THE FACE. IT WAS INTELLIGENT, ATTRACTIVE but also a very hard face. You could almost see the mental maneuvering as the forehead alternately wrinkled and then went lax. Time slipped by and she didn’t budge. Then Gloria Russell’s eyes opened and moved across the room, not missing any detail.


  Luther involuntarily shrank back as her gaze swept by him like a searchlight across a prison yard. Then her eyes came to the bed and stopped. For a long minute she stared at the sleeping man, and then she got a look on her face that Luther could not figure out. It was halfway between a smile and a grimace.


  She got up, moved to the bed and looked down at the man. A Man of the People, or so the people thought. A Man for the Ages. He did not look so great right now. His body was half on the bed, legs spread, feet nearly touching the floor; an awkward position to say the least when one was wearing no clothes.


  She ran her eyes up and down the President’s body, lingering on some points, an activity that was amazing to Luther considering what was lying on the floor. Before Gloria Russell had entered the room and faced off with Burton, Luther had expected to hear sirens and to be sitting there watching policemen and detectives, medical examiners and even spin doctors swarming everywhere; with news trucks piling up in vast columns outside. Obviously, this woman had a different plan.


  Luther had seen Gloria Russell on CNN and the major networks, and countless times in the papers. Her features were distinctive. A long, aquiline nose set between high cheek-bones, the gift from a Cherokee ancestor. The hair was raven black and hung straight, stopping at her shoulders. The eyes were big and so dark a blue that they resembled the deepest of ocean water, twin pools of danger for the careless and unwary.


  Luther carefully maneuvered in the chair. Watching the woman in front of a stately fireplace inside the White House pontificating on the latest political concerns was one thing. Watching her move through a room containing a corpse and examining a drunk, naked man who was the leader of the Free World was an entirely different matter. It was a spectacle Luther did not want to watch anymore but he could not pull his eyes away.


  Russell glanced at the door, walked quickly across the room, took out her handkerchief, and closed and locked it. She swiftly returned to again stare down at the President. Her hand went out and for a moment Luther cringed in anticipation, but she simply stroked the President’s face. Luther relaxed, but then stiffened again as her hand moved down to his chest, lingering momentarily on the thick hair, and then dropped still lower to his flat stomach, which rose and fell evenly in his deep sleep.


  Then her hand moved lower and she slowly pulled the sheet away and let it drop to the floor. Her hand reached down to his crotch and held there. Then she glanced at the door again and knelt down in front of the President. Now Luther had to close his eyes. He did not share the peculiar spectator interests of the house’s owner.


  Several long minutes passed, and then Luther opened his eyes. Gloria Russell was now shedding her pantyhose, laying them neatly on a chair. Then she carefully climbed on top of the slumbering President.


  Luther closed his eyes again. He wondered if they could hear the bed squeak downstairs. Probably not, as it was a very large house. And even if they did, what could they do?


  Ten minutes later Luther heard a small, involuntary gasp from the man, and a low moan from the woman. But Luther kept his eyes closed. He wasn’t sure why. It seemed to be from a combination of raw fear and disgust at the disrespect shown to the dead woman.


  When Luther finally opened his eyes, Russell was staring directly at him. His heart stopped for a moment until his brain told him it was okay. She quickly slipped on her pantyhose. Then, in confident, even strokes, she reapplied her lipstick in the looking glass.


  A smile clung to her face; the cheeks were flushed. She looked younger. Luther glanced at the President. He had returned to a deep sleep, the last twenty minutes probably filed away by his mind as an especially realistic and pleasant dream. Luther looked back at Russell.


  It was unnerving to see this woman smile directly at him, in this room of death, without knowing he was there. There was power in that woman’s face. And a look Luther had already seen once in this room. This woman, too, was dangerous.


  *   *   *


   


  “I WANT THIS ENTIRE PLACE SANITIZED, EXCEPT FOR THAT.” Russell pointed to the late Mrs. Sullivan. “Wait a minute. He was probably all over her. Burton, I want you to check every inch of her body, and anything that looks remotely like it doesn’t belong there I want you to make disappear. Then put her clothes on.”


  Hands gloved, Burton moved forward to carry out this order.


  Collin sat next to the President, forcing another cup of coffee down the man’s throat. The caffeine would help clear away the grogginess, but only the passage of time would clean the slate completely. Russell sat down next to him. She took the President’s hand in hers. He was fully clothed now although his hair was in disarray. His arm hurt, but they had bandaged it as best they could. He was in excellent health; it would heal quickly.


  “Mr. President? Alan? Alan?” Russell gripped his face and pointed it toward her.


  Had he sensed what she had done to him? She doubted it. He had so desperately wanted to get laid tonight. Wanted to be inside a woman. She had given him her body, no questions asked. Technically she had committed rape. Realistically she was confident she had fulfilled many a male’s dream. It didn’t matter if he had no recollection of the event, of her sacrifice. But he would damn sure know what she was going to do for him now.


  The President’s eyes came in and out of focus. Collin rubbed his neck. He was coming around. Russell glanced at her watch. Two o’clock in the morning. They had to get back. She slapped his face, not hard, but enough to get his attention. She felt Collin stiffen. God these guys had tunnel vision.


  “Alan, did you have sex with her?”


  “Wha …”


  “Did you have sex with her?”


  “Wha … No. Don’t think so. Don’t remem …”


  “Give him some more coffee, pour it down his damned throat if you have to, but get him sober.” Collin nodded and went to work. Russell walked over to Burton, whose gloved hands were dexterously examining every inch of the late Mrs. Sullivan.


  Burton had been involved in numerous police investigations. He knew exactly what detectives looked for and where they looked for it. He never imagined himself using that specialized knowledge to inhibit an investigation, but then he had never imagined anything like this ever happening either.


  He looked around the room, his mind calculating which areas would need to be gone over, what other rooms they had used. They could do nothing about the marks on the woman’s throat and other microscopic physical evidence that was no doubt imbedded in her skin. The medical examiner would pick those up regardless of what they tried to do. However, none of those things could be realistically traced to the President unless the police identified the President as a suspect, which was pretty much beyond the realm of possibility.


  The incongruity of attempted strangulation of a small woman with death caused by gunshot was something they would have to leave to the police’s imagination.


  Burton turned his attention back to the deceased and started to carefully slide her underwear up her legs. He felt a tap on his shoulder.


  “Check her.”


  Burton looked up. He started to say something.


  “Check her!” Russell’s eyebrows were arched. Burton had seen her do that a million times with the White House staff. They were all terrified of her. He wasn’t afraid of her, but he was smart enough to cover his ass whenever she was around. He slowly did as he was told. Then he positioned the body exactly as it had fallen. He reported back with a single shake of his head.


  “Are you sure?” Russell looked unconvinced, although she knew from her interlude with the President that chances were he had not entered the woman, or that if he had he hadn’t finished. But there might be traces. It was scary as hell, the things they could determine these days from the tiniest specimens.


  “I’m not a goddamned ob-gyn. I didn’t see anything and I think I would have, but I don’t carry a microscope around with me.”


  Russell would have to let that one go. There was still a lot to do and not much time.


  “Did Johnson and Varney say anything?”


  Collin looked over from where the President was ingesting his fourth cup of coffee. “They’re wondering what the hell’s going on, if that’s what you mean.”


  “You didn’t te—”


  “I told them what you said to tell them and that’s all, ma’am.” He looked at her. “They’re good men, Ms. Russell. They’ve been with the President since the campaign. They’re not going to do anything to mess things up, okay?”


  Russell rewarded Collin with a smile. A good-looking kid and, more important, a loyal member of the President’s personal guard; he would he very useful to her. Burton might be a problem. But she had a strong trump card: he and Collin had pulled the trigger, maybe in the line of duty, but who really knew? Bottom line: they too were in this all the way.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER WATCHED THE ACTIVITY WITH AN APPRECIATION THAT he felt guilty about under the circumstances. These men were good: methodical, careful, thought things through, and didn’t miss anything. Dedicated lawmen and professional criminals were not so different. The skills, the techniques were much the same, just the focus was different, but then the focus made all the difference, didn’t it?


  The woman was now completely dressed, lying exactly where she had fallen. Collin was finishing with her fingernails. A solution had been injected under each, and a small suction device had cleaned away traces of skin and other incriminating remnants.


  The bed had been stripped and remade; the evidence-laden sheets were already packed in a duffel bag for their ultimate destination in a furnace. Collin had already scoped the downstairs area.


  Everything any of them had touched, except for one item, had been wiped clean. Burton was now vacuuming parts of the carpet and he would be the last one to leave, backing out, as he painstakingly extinguished their trail.


  Earlier Luther had watched the agents ransack the room. Their obvious goal made him smile in spite of himself. Burglary. The necklace had been deposited in a bag along with her plethora of rings. They would make it appear as if the woman had surprised a burglar in her house and he had killed her, not knowing that six feet away a real-life burglar was watching and listening to everything they were doing.


  An eyewitness!


  Luther had never been an eyewitness to a burglary other than those he had committed. Criminals hated eyewitnesses. These people would kill Luther if they knew he was there; there was no question about that. An elderly criminal, a three-time loser, was not much to sacrifice for the Man of the People.


  The President, still groggy but with Burton’s aid, slowly made his way out of the room. Russell watched them go. She did not notice Collin frantically searching the room. Finally, his sharp eyes fixed on Russell’s purse on the nightstand. Poking out from the bag was about an inch of the letter opener’s handle. Using a plastic bag, Collin quickly pulled out the letter opener and prepared to wipe it off. Luther involuntarily jerked as he watched Russell race over and grab Collin’s hand.


  “Don’t do that, Collin.”


  Collin wasn’t as sharp as Burton, and certainly wasn’t in Russell’s league. He looked puzzled.


  “This has his prints all over it, ma’am. Hers too, plus some other stuff if you know what I mean—it’s leather, it’s soaked right in.”


  “Agent Collin, I was retained by the President as his strategic and tactical planner. What appears to you an obvious choice appears to me to require much more thought and deliberation. Until that analysis has been completed you will not wipe that object down. You will put it in a proper container, and then you will give it to me.”


  Collin started to protest but Russell’s menacing stare cut him off. He dutifully bagged the letter opener and handed it to her.


  “Please be careful with that, Ms. Russell.”


  “Tim, I am always careful.”


  She rewarded him with another smile. He smiled back. She had never called him by his first name before; he had been unsure if she even knew it. He also observed, and not for the first time, that the Chief of Staff was a very good-looking woman.


  “Yes, ma’am.” He began to pack up the equipment.


  “Tim?”


  He looked back at her. She moved toward him, looked down, and then her eyes caught his. She spoke in low tones; she almost seemed embarrassed, Collin felt.


  “Tim, this is a very unique situation we’re faced with. I need to feel my way a little bit. Do you understand?”


  Collin nodded. “I’d call this a unique situation. Scared the hell out of me when I saw that blade about to go into the President’s chest.”


  She touched his arm. Her fingernails were long and perfectly manicured. She held up the letter opener. “We need to keep this between us, Tim. Okay? Not the President. Not even Burton.”


  “I don’t know—”


  She gripped his hand. “Tim, I really need your support on this. The President has no idea what happened and I don’t think Burton is looking at this too rationally right now. I need someone I can depend on. I need you, Tim. This is too important. You know that, don’t you? I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think you could handle it.”


  He smiled at the compliment, then looked squarely at her.


  “Okay, Ms. Russell. Whatever you say.”


  As Collin finished packing up, Russell looked at the bloody seven-inch piece of metal that had come so close to ending her political aspirations. If the President had been killed, there could have been no cover-up. An ugly word—cover-up—but often necessary in the world of high politics. She shivered slightly at the thought of the headlines. “PRESIDENT FOUND DEAD IN BEDROOM OF CLOSE FRIEND’S HOME. WIFE ARRESTED IN SLAYING. CHIEF OF STAFF GLORIA RUSSELL HELD RESPONSIBLE BY PARTY LEADERS.” But that had not happened. Would not happen.


  This thing she held in her hand was worth more than a mountain of weapons-grade plutonium, more than the total oil production of Saudi Arabia.


  With this in her possession, who knew? Perhaps even a Russell-Richmond ticket? The possibilities were absolutely infinite.


  She smiled and put the plastic bag inside her purse.


  *   *   *


   


  THE SCREAM MADE LUTHER WHIP HIS HEAD AROUND. THE PAIN shot through his neck and he almost cried out.


  The President ran into the bedroom. He was wide-eyed, but still half-drunk. The memory of the last few hours had come back like a Boeing 747 landing on his head.


  Burton ran up behind him. The President started toward the body; Russell dropped her purse on the nightstand, and she and Collin met him halfway.


  “Goddammit! She’s dead. I killed her. Oh sweet Jesus help me. I killed her!” He screamed and then cried and then screamed again. He tried to push through the wall in front of him but was still too weak. Burton pulled at the President from behind.


  Then with convulsive strength, Richmond tore loose and launched himself across the room and slammed into the wall, rolling into the nightstand. And finally the President of the United States crumpled to the floor and curled up like a fetus, whimpering, next to the woman he had intended to have sex with that night.


  Luther watched in disgust. He rubbed at his neck and slowly shook his head. The incredibility of the entire night’s events was becoming too much to endure.


  The President slowly sat up. Burton looked like Luther felt, but said nothing. Collin eyed Russell for instructions. Russell caught the look and smugly accepted this subtle changing of the guard.


  “Gloria?”


  “Yes, Alan?”


  Luther had seen the way Russell had looked at the letter opener. He also knew something now that no one else in the room knew.


  “Will it be okay? Make it okay, Gloria. Please. Oh God, Gloria!”


  She rested her hand on his shoulder in her most reassuring manner, as she had done across hundreds of thousands of miles of campaign dust. “Everything’s under control, Alan. I’ve got everything under control.”


  The President was far too intoxicated to catch the meaning, but she didn’t really care.


  Burton touched his radio earpiece, listening intently for a moment. He turned to Russell.


  “We better get the hell out of here. Varney just scoped a patrol car coming down the road.”


  “The alarm … ?” Russell looked puzzled.


  Burton shook his head. “It’s probably just a rent-a-cop on routine, but if he sees something …” He didn’t need to say anything else.


  Leaving in a limo in this land of wealth was the best cover they could have. Russell thanked God for the routine she had developed for using rented limos without the regular drivers for these little adventures. The names on all the forms were dummies, the rental fee and deposit paid in cash, the car picked up and dropped off after hours. There were no faces associated with the transaction. The car would be sterilized. That would be a dead end for the police if they ever snagged that line, which was highly doubtful.


  “Let’s go!” Russell was now slightly panicked.


  The President was helped up. Russell went out with him. Collin grabbed the bags. Then stopped cold.


  Luther swallowed hard.


  Collin turned back, grabbed Russell’s purse off the nightstand and headed out.


  Burton started up the small vacuum, completed the room and then left, closing the door and turning off the light.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER’S WORLD RETURNED TO INKY DARKNESS.


  This was the first time he had been alone in the room with the dead woman. The rest of them had apparently grown used to the bloody figure lying on the floor, unconsciously stepping over or around the now inanimate object. But Luther had not grown accustomed to the death barely eight feet away.


  He could no longer see the pile of stained clothing and the lifeless body inside of them, but he knew it was there. “Sleazy rich bitch” would probably be her informal epitaph. And, yes, she had cheated on her husband, not that he seemed to care about that. But she hadn’t deserved to die like that. He would’ve killed her, there was no question about that. Except for her swift counterattack, the President would’ve committed murder.


  The Secret Service men he could not really fault. That was their job and they did it. She had picked the wrong man to attempt to kill in the heat of whatever she had been feeling. Maybe it was better. If her hand had been a little faster or the agents’ response a little slower, she might be spending the rest of her life in jail. Or she’d probably get death for killing a President.


  Luther sat down in the chair. His legs were almost numb. He forced himself to relax. Soon he would be getting the hell out of there. He needed to be ready to run.


  He had a lot to think through, considering that they were unwittingly setting up Luther Whitney to be the number-one suspect in what would no doubt be deemed a heinous and gruesome crime. The wealth of the victim would demand that enormous law enforcement resources be expended in finding the perpetrator. But there was no way they would be looking to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue for the answer. They would search elsewhere, and despite Luther’s intense preparations, they might very well find him. He was good, very good, but then he had never faced the types of forces that would be unleashed to solve this crime.


  He quickly thought back through his entire plan leading up to tonight. He could think of no obvious holes, but it was the not-so-obvious ones that usually did you in. He swallowed, curled and uncurled his fingers, stretched his legs to calm himself. One thing at a time. He still wasn’t out of here. Many things could go wrong, and one or two undoubtedly would.


  He would wait two more minutes. He ticked off the seconds in his head, visualized them loading the car. They would probably wait for any further sight or sound of the patrol car before heading out.


  He carefully opened his bag. Inside were much of the contents of this room. He had almost forgotten that he had come here to steal and in fact had stolen. His car was a good quarter mile away. He thanked God he had quit smoking all those years ago. He would need every ounce of lung capacity he could muster. How many Secret Service Agents was he confronted with? At least four. Shit!


  The mirrored door slowly opened and Luther stepped out into the room. He hit the remote one more time and then tossed it back onto the chair as the door swung closed.


  He eyed the window. He had already planned an alternate escape through that aperture. A hundred-foot coil of extremely strong nylon rope, knotted every six inches, was in his bag.


  He made a wide berth around the body, careful not to step in any of the crimson, the position of which he had programmed into his memory. He glanced only once at the remains of Christine Sullivan. Her life could not be brought back. Luther was now faced with keeping his own intact.


  It took him a few seconds to reach the nightstand, and probe down behind it.


  Luther’s fingers clutched the plastic bag. The President’s collision with the furniture had toppled Gloria Russell’s purse on its side. The plastic bag and its immensely valuable occupant had fallen out and slid down behind the nightstand.


  Luther’s finger nudged the blade of the letter opener through the plastic before secreting it in his duffel bag. He went quickly over to the window and carefully peered out. The limo and van were still there. That wasn’t good.


  He went across to the other side of the room, took out his rope, secured it under the leg of the enormously heavy chest of drawers, and ran the line across to the other window, which would drop him at the opposite end of the house, hidden from the road. He carefully opened the window, praying for a well-oiled track, and was rewarded.


  He played out the rope and watched it snake down the brick sides of the house.


  *   *   *


   


  GLORIA RUSSELL LOOKED UP AT THE MASSIVE FACE OF THE mansion. There was real money there. Money and position that Christine Sullivan did not deserve. She had won it with her boobs and artfully displayed ass and her trashy mouth that had somehow inspired the elderly Walter Sullivan, awakening some emotion buried deep within his complex depths. In six months he would not miss her anymore. His world of rock-solid wealth and power would hurtle on.


  Then it struck her.


  Russell was halfway out of the limo before Collin caught her arm. He held up the leather bag she had bought in Georgetown for a hundred bucks and was now worth incalculably more to her. She settled back down in her seat, her breath normalized. She smiled, almost blushed at Collin.


  The President, slumped in a semicatatonic state, didn’t notice the exchange.


  Then Russell peeked inside her bag, just to be sure. Her mouth dropped open, her hands frantically tore through the few contents of the bag. It took all her willpower not to shriek out loud as she stared horror-stricken at the young agent. The letter opener was not there. It must still be in the house.


  Collin tore back up the stairs, a thoroughly confused Burton racing after him.


  Luther was halfway down the wall when he heard them coming.


  Ten more feet.


  They burst in the bedroom door.


  Six more feet.


  Stunned, the two Secret Service men spotted the rope; Burton dove for it.


  Two more feet, and Luther let go, hitting the ground running.


  Burton flew to the window. Collin threw the nightstand aside: nothing. He joined Burton at the window. Luther had already disappeared around the corner. Burton started to head out the window. Collin stopped him. The way they had come would be faster.


  They bolted out the door.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER CRASHED THROUGH THE CORNFIELD, NO LONGER  concerned with leaving a trail, now only worried about surviving. The bag slowed him down slightly, but he had worked too hard over the last several months to walk away empty-handed.


  He exploded out from the friendly cover of the crops and hit the most dangerous phase of his flight: a hundred yards of open field. The moon had disappeared behind thickening clouds and there were no streetlights in the country; in his black clothing he would be almost impossible to spot. But the human eye was best at spotting movement in the darkness, and he was moving as fast as he could.


  *   *   *


   


  THE TWO SECRET SERVICE AGENTS STOPPED MOMENTARILY AT the van. They emerged with Agent Varney and raced across the field.


  Russell rolled down the window and watched them, shock on her face. Even the President was somewhat awake, but she quickly calmed him and he returned to his half-slumber.


  Collin and Burton slipped on their night-vision goggles and their view instantly resembled a crude computer game. Thermal images registered in red, everything else was dark green.


  Agent Travis Varney, tall and rangy, and only vaguely aware of what was going on, was ahead of them. He ran with the easy motion of the collegiate miler he used to be.


  In the Service three years, Varney was single, committed entirely to his profession, and looked to Burton as a father figure to replace the one killed in Vietnam. They were looking for someone who had done something in that house. Something that involved the President and that therefore involved him. Varney pitied whoever he was chasing if he caught up to him.


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER COULD HEAR THE SOUNDS OF THE MEN BEHIND HIM. They had recovered faster than he had thought. His head start had dwindled but it still should be enough. They had made a big mistake by not jumping in the van and running him down. They had to have known he would have transportation. It wasn’t like he would have coptered in. But he was grateful that they weren’t quite as smart as they probably should have been. If they had he would not be alive to see the sun come up.


  He took a shortcut through a path in the woods, spotted on his last walk-through. It gained him about a minute. His breath came in quick bursts, like machine-gun fire. His clothes felt heavy on him; as in a child’s dream, his legs seemed to move in slow motion.


  Finally he broke free from the trees, and he could see his car and was again grateful for having taken the precaution to back in.


  *   *   *


   


  A HUNDRED YARDS BEHIND, A THERMAL FIGURE OTHER THAN Varney’s finally came alive on Burton’s and Collin’s screens. A man running, and running hard. Their hands flew to their shoulder holsters. Neither weapon was effective long-range but they couldn’t worry about that now.


  Then an engine roared to life and Burton and Collin ran like a tornado was raging at their heels.


  Varney was still ahead of them and to the left. He would have a better line of fire, but would he shoot? Something told them he would not; that was not part of his training, to fire at a fleeing person who was no longer a danger to the man he was sworn to protect. However, Varney did not know that at stake here was more than a mere beating heart. There was an entire institution that would never be the same, in addition to two Secret Service agents who were certain they had done nothing wrong, but were intelligent enough to realize that the blame would fall heavily on their shoulders.


  Burton was never much of a runner, but he picked up his pace as these thoughts flew through his head, and the younger Collin was hard-pressed to keep up with him. But Burton knew it was too late. His legs started to slow down as the car exploded out and turned away from them. In moments it was already two hundred yards down the road.


  Burton stopped running, dropped to his knee, aimed his gun, but all he could see was the dust kicked up by the fleeing vehicle. Then the taillights went out and in a moment he lost the target entirely.


  He turned to see Collin next to him, looking down at him, the reality of the whole event starting to set in. Burton slowly got up and put his gun away. He took off his goggles; Collin did likewise.


  They looked at each other.


  Burton sucked air in, his limbs shook. His body was finally reacting to the recent exertions now that the adrenaline had stopped flowing. It was over, wasn’t it?


  Then Varney came running up. Burton was not too distraught to note with an envious twinge and a small measure of pride that the younger man wasn’t even out of breath. He would see to it that Varney and Johnson didn’t suffer with them. They didn’t deserve that.


  He and Collin would go down, but that was all. He felt bad about Collin; however, there was nothing he could do about that. But when Varney spoke, Burton’s thoughts of the future went from complete and absolute doom to a small glimmer of hope.


  “I got the license plate number.”


  *   *   *


   


  “WHERE THE HELL WAS HE?” RUSSELL LOOKED  incredulously around the bedroom. “What? Was he under the goddamned bed?”


  She tried to stare Burton down. The guy hadn’t been under the bed, nor in any of the closets. Burton had examined all those spaces when he was sanitizing the room. He told her so in no uncertain terms.


  Burton looked at the rope and then the open window. “Jesus, it was like the guy was watching us the whole time, knew right when we left the house.” Burton looked around for other possible bogeymen hovering nearby. His eyes rested on the mirror, then moved on, stopped and went back.


  He looked down at the carpet in front of the mirror.


  He had gone over that area repeatedly with the vacuum until it was smooth; the carpet nape, already plush and expensive, had been a good quarter inch thicker by the time he was finished. No one had walked there since they had come back into the room.


  And yet now as he stooped down, his eye discerned very rough traces of footprints. He hadn’t noticed them before because now the whole section was matted down, as if something had swept out… . He slapped on his gloves, rushed to the mirror, pulling and prying around its edges. He yelled to Collin to get some tools while Russell looked on stunned.


  Burton inserted the crowbar about midway down the side of the mirror and he and Collin threw all their weight against the tool. The lock was not that strong, depending on deception rather than brute strength to safeguard its secrets.


  There was a grinding sound and then a tear and a pop and the door swung open.


  Burton plunged inside with Collin right behind. A light switch was on the wall. The room turned bright and the men looked around.


  Russell peered in, saw the chair. As she looked around, her face froze on the inner side of the mirror door. She was staring right at the bed. The bed where a little while before … She rubbed her temples as a searing pain ripped through her skull.


  A one-way mirror.


  She turned to find Burton looking over her shoulder and through the mirror. His earlier remark about someone watching them had just proven itself prophetic.


  Burton looked helplessly at Russell. “He must have been right here the whole time. The whole goddamned time. I can’t fucking believe this.” Burton looked at the empty shelves inside the vault. “Looks like he took a bunch of stuff. Probably cash and untraceables.”


  “Who cares about that!” Russell exploded, pointing at the mirror. “This guy saw and heard everything, and you let him get away.”


  “We got his license plate.” Collin was hoping for another rewarding smile. He didn’t get it.


  “So what? You think he’s going to wait around for us to run his tag and go knock on his door?”


  Russell sat down on the bed. Her head was spinning. If the guy had been in there he had seen everything. She shook her head. A bad but controllable situation had suddenly become an incomprehensible disaster, and totally out of her control. Particularly considering the information Collin had relayed to her when she had entered the bedroom.


  The sonofabitch had the letter opener! Prints, blood, everything, straight to the White House.


  She looked at the mirror and then at the bed, where a short time before she had been on top of the President. She instinctively pulled her jacket tighter around herself. She was suddenly sick to her stomach. She braced herself against the bedpost.


  Collin emerged from the vault. “Don’t forget he committed a crime being here. He can get in big-time trouble if he goes to the cops.” That thought had struck the young agent while he peered around the vault.


  He should have thought a little more.


  Russell pushed back a strong urge to vomit. “He doesn’t have to exactly go and turn himself in to cash in on this. Have you ever heard of the goddamned phone? He’s probably calling the Post right now. Dammit! And then next the tabloids and by the end of the week we’ll be watching him on Oprah and Sally being shot on remote from whatever little island he’s retired to with his face blurred. And then comes the book and after that the movie. Shit!”


  Russell envisioned a certain package arriving at the Post or the J. Edgar Hoover Building or the U.S. Attorney’s office or the Senate Minority Leader’s office, all possible depositories promising maximum political damage—not to mention the legal repercussions.


  The note accompanying it would ask them to please match the prints on it and the blood with specimens of the President of the United States. It would sound like a joke, but they would do it. Of course they would do it. Richmond’s prints were already on file. His DNA would be a match. Her body would be found, her blood would be checked and they would be confronted with more questions than they could possibly have answers to.


  They were dead, they were all dead. And that bastard had just been sitting in there, waiting for his chance. Not knowing that tonight would bring him the biggest payoff of his life. Nothing as simple as dollars. He would bring down a President, in flames and tatters, crashing to earth without a chance of survival. How often did someone get to do that? Woodward and Bernstein had become supermen, they could do no wrong. This topped the hell out of Watergate. This was too fucking much to deal with.


  Russell barely made it to the bathroom. Burton looked over at the corpse and then back at Collin. They said nothing, their hearts pounding with increased frequency as the absolute enormity of the situation settled down on them like the stone lid of a crypt. Since they could think of nothing else to do, Burton and Collin dutifully retrieved the sanitizing equipment while Russell emptied the contents of her stomach. In an hour they were packed and gone.


  *   *   *


   


  THE DOOR CLOSED QUIETLY BEHIND HIM.


  Luther figured he had a couple of days at best, maybe less. He risked turning on a light and his eyes went quickly over the interior of the living room.


  His life had gone from normal, or close to it, straight to horror land.


  He took off the backpack, switched off the light, and stole over to the window.


  Nothing—everything was quiet. Fleeing from that house had been the most nerve-racking experience of his life, worse than being overrun by screaming North Koreans. His hands still twitched. All the way back, every passing car seemed to bore its headlights into his face, searching out his guilty secret. Twice, police cars had passed him, and the sweat had poured off his forehead, his breathing constricted.


  The car had been returned to the impoundment lot where Luther had “borrowed” it earlier that night. The plate would get them nowhere, but something else could.


  He doubted they had gotten a look at him. Even if they had, they would only know generally his height and build. His age, race and facial features would still be a mystery, and without that they had nothing. And as fast as he had run, they probably figured him for a younger man. There was one open end, and he had thought about how to handle that on the ride back. For now, he packed up as much of the last thirty years as he could into two bags; he would not be coming back here.


  He would clear out his accounts tomorrow morning; that would give him the resources to run far away from here. He had faced more than his share of danger during his long life. But the choice between going up against the President of the United States or disappearing was a no-brainer.


  The night’s haul was safely hidden away. Three months of work for a prize that could end up getting him killed. He locked the door and disappeared into the night. 


  









  CHAPTER FOUR


  AT SEVEN A.M. THE GOLD-COLORED ELEVATOR DOORS opened, and Jack stepped into the meticulously decorated expanse that was Patton, Shaw’s reception area.


  Lucinda wasn’t in yet, so the main reception desk, solid teakwood and weighing about a thousand pounds, and costing about twenty dollars for each of those pounds, was unmanned.


  He walked down the broad hallways under the soft lights of the neoclassical wall sconces, turned right, and then left and in one minute opened the solid-oak door to his office. In the background, a smattering of ringing phones could be heard as the city woke up for business.


  Six floors, well over one hundred thousand square feet in one of the best addresses downtown housing over two hundred highly compensated attorneys, with a two-story library, fully equipped gymnasium, sauna, women’s and men’s showers and lockers, ten conference rooms, a supporting staff of several hundred and, most important, a client list coveted by every other major firm in the country, that was the empire of Patton, Shaw & Lord.


  The firm had weathered the miserable end to the 1980s, and then picked up speed after the recession had finally subsided. Now it was going full-bore as many of its competitors had downsized. It was loaded with some of the best attorneys in virtually every field of law, or at least the fields that paid the best. Many had been scooped from other leading firms, enticed by signing bonuses and promises that no dollar would be spared when chasing a new piece of business.


  Three senior partners had been tapped by the current administration for top-level positions. The firm had awarded them severance pay in excess of two million dollars each, with the implicit understanding that after their government stint they would be back in harness, bringing with them tens of millions of dollars in legal business from their newly forged contacts.


  The firm’s unwritten, but strictly adhered to, rule was that no new client matter would be accepted unless the minimum billing would exceed one hundred thousand dollars. Anything less, the management committee had decided, would be a waste of the firm’s time. And they had no problem sticking to that rule, and flourishing. In the nation’s capital, people came for the best and they didn’t mind paying for the privilege.


  The firm had only made one exception to that rule, and ironically it had been for the only client Jack had other than Baldwin. He told himself he would test that rule with increasing frequency. If he was going to stick this out, he wanted it to be on his terms as much as that was possible. He knew his victories would be small at first, but that was okay.


  He sat down at his desk, opened his cup of coffee and glanced over the Post. Patton, Shaw & Lord had five kitchens and three full-time housekeepers with their own computers. The firm probably consumed five hundred pots of coffee a day, but Jack picked up his morning brew at the little place on the corner because he couldn’t stand the stuff they used here. It was a special imported blend and cost a fortune and tasted like dirt mixed in with seaweed.


  He tipped back in his chair and glanced around his office. It was a good size by big-firm associate standards, about fourteen by fourteen, with a nice view up Connecticut Avenue.


  At the Public Defenders Service, Jack had shared an office with another attorney and there had been no window, only a giant poster of a Hawaiian beach Jack had tacked up one repulsively cold morning. Jack had liked the coffee at PD better.


  When he made partner he would get a new office, twice this size—maybe not a corner just yet, but that was definitely in the cards. With the Baldwin account he was the fourth biggest rainmaker in the firm, and the top three were all in their fifties and sixties, looking more toward the golf courses than to the inside of an office. He glanced at his watch. Time to start the meter.


  He was usually one of the first ones in, but the place would soon be stirring. Patton, Shaw matched top New York firm wages, and for the big bucks, they expected big-time efforts. The clients were enormous and their legal demands were of equal size. Making a mistake in this league might mean a four-billion-dollar defense contract went down the tubes or a city declared bankruptcy.


  Every associate and junior partner he knew at the firm had stomach problems; a quarter of them were in therapy of one kind or another. Jack watched their pale faces and softening bodies as they marched daily through the pristine hallways of PS&L bearing yet another Herculean legal task. That was the trade-off for compensation levels that put them in the top five percent nationwide among all professionals.


  He alone among them was safe from the partnership gauntlet. Control of clients was the great equalizer in law. He had been with Patton, Shaw about a year, was a novice corporate attorney, and was accorded the respect of the most senior and experienced members of the firm. 


  All of that should have made him feel guilty, undeserving—and it would have if he hadn’t been so miserable about the rest of his life.


  He popped the final miniature doughnut into his mouth, leaned forward in his chair and opened a file. Corporate work was often monotonous and his skill level was such that his tasks were not the most exciting in the world. Reviewing ground leases, preparing UCC filings, forming limited liability companies, drafting memorandums of understanding and private placement documents, it was all in a day’s work, and the days were growing longer and longer, but he was learning fast; he had to in order to survive, his courtroom skills were virtually useless to him here.


  The firm traditionally did no litigation work, preferring instead to handle the more lucrative and steady corporate and tax matters. When litigation did arise it was farmed out to select, elite litigation-only firms, who in turn would refer any nontrial work that came their way to Patton, Shaw. It was an arrangement that had worked well over the years.


  By lunchtime he had moved two stacks of drift from his in to his out basket, dictated three closing checklists and a couple of letters, and received four calls from Jennifer reminding him about the White House dinner they would be attending that night.


  Her father was being honored as Businessman of the Year by some organization or other. It spoke volumes about the President’s close nexus to big business that such an event would be worthy of a White House function. But at least Jack would get to see the man up close. Getting to meet him was probably out of the question, but then you never knew.


  “Got a minute?” Barry Alvis popped his balding head in the door. He was a senior staff associate, meaning he had been passed over for partner more than three times and in fact would never successfully complete that next step. Hardworking and bright, he was an attorney any firm would be fortunate to have. His schmooz skills and hence his client-generating prospects, however, were nil. He made a hundred sixty thousand a year, and worked hard enough to earn another twenty in bonuses each year. His wife didn’t work, his kids went to private schools, he drove a late-model Beemer, was not expected to generate business and had little to complain about.


  A very experienced attorney with ten years of intense and high-level transactional work behind him, he should have resented the hell out of Jack Graham, and he did.


  Jack waved him in. He knew Alvis didn’t like him, understood why, and didn’t push it. He could take his lumps with the best of them, but then he would only allow himself to be pushed so far.


  “Jack, we’ve got to get cranking on the Bishop merger.”


  Jack looked blank. That deal, a real pain in the ass, had died, or at least he thought it had. He took out a legal pad, his hands twitching.


  “I thought Raymond Bishop didn’t want to get into bed with TCC.”


  Alvis sat down, placed the fourteen-inch file he was carrying on Jack’s desk and leaned back.


  “Deals die, then they come back to haunt you. We need your comments on the secondary financing documents by tomorrow afternoon.”


  Jack almost dropped his pen. “That’s fourteen agreements and over five hundred pages, Barry. When did you find out about this?”


  Alvis stood up and Jack caught the beginnings of a smile tugging at the other man’s face.


  “Fifteen agreements, and the official page count is six hundred and thirteen pages, single-spaced, not counting exhibits. Thanks, Jack. Patton, Shaw really appreciates it.” He turned back. “Oh, have a great time with the President tonight, and say hello to Ms. Baldwin.”


  Alvis walked out.


  Jack looked at the bundle in front of him and rubbed his temples. He wondered when the little sonofabitch had really learned the Bishop deal had been resurrected. Something told him it wasn’t this morning. 


  He checked the time. He buzzed his secretary, managed to clear his schedule for the rest of the day, picked up the eight-pound file and headed for conference room number nine, the firm’s smallest and most secluded, where he could hide and work. He could do six intense hours, go to the party, come back, work all night, hit the steam room, shower and shave here, finish up the comments and have them on Alvis’s desk by three, four at the latest. The little shit.


  Six agreements later, Jack ate the last of his chips, finished off his Coke, pulled on his jacket and ran the ten flights down to the lobby.


  The cab dropped him at his apartment. He stopped cold.


  The Jag was parked in front of his building. The vanity plate SUCCESS told him his soon-to-be date for life was up there waiting. She must be upset with him. She never condescended to come to his place unless she was upset with him about something and wanted to let him know it.


  He checked his watch. He was running a little late, but he was still okay. He unlocked his front door, rubbing his jaw; maybe he could get by without shaving. She was sitting on the couch, having first draped a sheet across it. He had to admit, she looked stunning; a real blue blood, whatever that meant these days. Unsmiling, she stood up and looked at him.


  “You’re late.”


  “I’m not my own boss you know.”


  “That’s no excuse. I work too.”


  “Yeah, but the difference is your boss has the same last name, and is wrapped around his daughter’s pretty little finger.”


  “Mother and Dad went on ahead. The limo will be here in twenty minutes.”


  “Plenty of time.” Jack undressed and jumped in the shower. He pulled the curtain aside. “Jenn, can you get out my blue double-breasted?”


  She walked into the bathroom, looked around in ill-concealed disgust. “The invitation said black tie.” 


  “Black tie optional,” he corrected her, rubbing the soap out of his eyes.


  “Jack, don’t do this. It’s the White House for godsakes, it’s the President.”


  “They give you an option, black tie or not, I’m exercising my right to forgo the black tie. Besides, I don’t have a tux.” He grinned at her and pulled the curtain closed.


  “You were supposed to get one.”


  “I forgot. C’mon, Jenn, for chrissakes. Nobody’s going to be watching me, nobody cares what I’ll be wearing.”


  “Thank you, thank you very much, Jack Graham. I ask you to do one little thing.”


  “Do you know how much those suckers cost?”


  The soap was stinging his eyes. He thought of Barry Alvis and having to work all night and having to explain that fact to Jennifer and then to her father, and his voice got angrier. “And how many times am I going to wear the goddamned thing? Once or twice a year?”


  “After we’re married we’ll be attending a lot of functions where black tie isn’t optional, it’s mandatory. It’s a good investment.”


  “I’d rather put my retirement funds into baseball cards.” He poked his head out again to show her he was kidding, but she wasn’t there.


  He rubbed a towel through his hair, wrapped it around his middle and walked into the tiny bedroom where he found a new tux hanging on the door. Jennifer appeared, smiling.


  “Compliments of Baldwin Enterprises. It’s an Armani. It’ll look wonderful on you.”


  “How’d you know my size?”


  “You’re a perfect forty-two long. You could be a model. Jennifer Baldwin’s personal male model.” She wrapped her perfumed arms around his shoulders and squeezed. He felt her considerable breasts push into his back and inwardly cursed that there wasn’t time to take advantage of the moment. Just once without the goddamn murals, without the cherubs and chariots, maybe it would be different. 


  He looked longingly at the small, untidy bed. And he had to work all night. Goddamned Barry Alvis and the wishy-washy Raymond Bishop.


  Why was it every time he saw Jennifer Baldwin he hoped that things could be different between them? Different meaning better. That she would change, or he would, or they both would meet somewhere in the middle? She was so beautiful, had everything in the world going for her. Jesus, what was wrong with him anyway?


  *   *   *


   


  THE LIMO MOVED EASILY THROUGH THE DREGS OF POST-RUSH-hour traffic. Past seven o’clock on a weeknight, downtown D.C. was pretty much deserted.


  Jack looked over at his fiancée. Her light but very expensive coat didn’t conceal the plunging neckline. The perfectly chiseled features were covered by flawless skin that occasionally flashed a perfect smile. Her thick auburn hair was piled high on top of her head; she usually wore it down. She looked like one of those one-name supermodels.


  He moved closer to her. She smiled at him, checked her makeup, which was immaculate, and patted his hand.


  He stroked her leg, slid her dress up; she pushed him away.


  “Later, maybe,” she whispered so the driver wouldn’t hear.


  Jack smiled and mouthed that later he might have a headache. She laughed and then he remembered there would be no “later” tonight.


  He slumped back in the thickly padded seat and stared out the window. He had never been to the White House; Jennifer had, twice before. She didn’t look nervous; he was. He tugged at his bow tie, and smoothed his hair as they turned onto Executive Drive.


  The White House guards checked them methodically; Jennifer as usual got second and third looks from all of the men and women present. When she bent down to adjust her high heel, she almost spilled out of her five-thousand-dollar dress and made several White House staffers far happier men for it. Jack got the usual envious looks from the guys. Then they moved into the building and presented their engraved invitations to the Marine sergeant who escorted them through the lower-level entry corridor and then up the stairs to the East Room.


  *   *   *


   


  “DAMMIT!” THE PRESIDENT HAD BENT DOWN TO PICK UP A copy of his speech for the night’s event and the pain had shot up to his shoulder. “I think it nicked a tendon, Gloria.”


  Gloria Russell sat in one of the wide, plush chairs with which the President’s wife had decorated the Oval Office.


  The First Lady had good taste if not a lot else. She was nice to look at, but a little light in the intellect department. No challenge to the President’s power, and an asset in the polls.


  Her family background was impeccable: old money, old ties. The President’s connection to the conservative wealth and influence segment of the country had not hurt his standing with the liberal contingent in the least, however, owing mainly to his charisma and skills at consensus-building. And his good looks, which counted for a lot more than anyone cared to admit.


  A successful President had to be able to talk a good game, and this President’s batting average was up there with Ted Williams’s.


  “I think I need to see a doctor.” The President was not in the best of moods, but then neither was Russell.


  “Well, Alan, then exactly how would you explain a stab wound to the White House press?”


  “What the hell ever happened to doctor-patient confidentiality?”


  Russell rolled her eyes. He could be so stupid sometimes. 


  “You’re like a Fortune 500 company, Alan, everything about you is public information.”


  “Well, not everything.”


  “That remains to be seen, doesn’t it? This is far from over, Alan.” Russell had smoked three packs of cigarettes, and drunk two pots of coffee since last night. At any moment their world, her career, could come crashing down. The police knocking on the door. It was all she could do to keep herself from running screaming from the room. As it was nausea continuously swept over her in vast waves. She clenched her teeth, gripped the chair. The image of total destruction would not budge from her mind.


  The President scanned the copy, memorizing some, the rest he would ad-lib; his memory was phenomenal, an asset that had served him well.


  “That’s why I have you, Gloria, isn’t it? To make it all better?”


  He looked at her.


  For a moment she wondered if he knew. If he knew what she had done with him. Her body stiffened and then relaxed. He couldn’t know, that was impossible. She remembered his drunken pleadings; oh how a bottle of Jack could change a person.


  “Of course it is, Alan, but some decisions have to be made. Some alternative strategies have to be developed depending on what we find ourselves faced with.”


  “I can’t exactly cancel my schedule. Besides, this guy can’t do anything.”


  Russell shook her head. “We can’t be sure of that.”


  “Think about it! He’ll have to admit to burglary to even place himself there. Can you see him trying to get on the evening news with that story? They’ll put him in a rubber room in a New York minute.” The President shook his head. “I’m safe. This guy cannot touch me, Gloria. Not in a million years.”


  They had worked out a threshold strategy on the limo ride back to town. Their position would be simple: categorical denial. They would let the absurdity of the allegation, if it ever came, do their work for them. And it was an absurd story despite the fact that it was absolutely true. Sympathy from the White House for the poor, unbalanced and admitted felon and his shamefaced family.


  There was, of course, another possibility, but Russell had chosen not to address that with the President just yet. In fact she concluded it was the more likely scenario. It was really the only thing allowing her to function.


  “Stronger things have happened.” She looked at him.


  “The place was cleaned, right? There’s nothing left to find, right, except her?” There was a hint of nervousness in his voice.


  “Right.” Russell licked her lips. The President didn’t know that the letter opener with his prints and blood on it was now in the possession of their felonious eyewitness.


  She stood up and paced. “Of course I can’t speak about certain traces of sexual contact. But that wouldn’t be linked to you in any event.”


  “Jesus, I can’t even remember if we did it or not. It seems like I did.”


  She couldn’t help smiling at his remark.


  The President turned and looked at her. “What about Burton and Collin?”


  “What about them?”


  “Have you talked to them?” His message was clear enough.


  “They have as much to lose as you, don’t they, Alan?”


  “As us, Gloria, as us.” He fixed his tie in the mirror. “Any clue to the Peeping Tom?”


  “Not yet; they’re running the plate.”


  “When do you think they’ll realize she’s missing?”


  “As warm as it’s been during the day, soon I hope.”


  “Real funny, Gloria.”


  “She’ll be missed, inquiries will be made. Her husband will be called, they’ll go to the house. The next day, maybe two, maybe three tops.”


  “And then the police will investigate.” 


  “There’s nothing we can do about that.”


  “But you’ll keep on top of it?” A trace of concern crossed the President’s brow as he thought swiftly through various scenarios. Had he fucked Christy Sullivan? He
hoped that he had. At least the night wouldn’t have been a
total disaster.


  “As much as we can without arousing too much suspicion.”


  “That’s easy enough. You can use the angle that Walter Sullivan is a close friend and political ally of mine. It would be natural for me to have a personal interest in the case. Think things through, Gloria, that’s what I pay you for.”


  
And you were sleeping with his wife, Russell thought. Some friend. 



  “That rationale had already occurred to me, Alan.”


  She lit a cigarette, blew the smoke out slowly. That felt good. She had to keep ahead of him on this. Just one small step ahead and she would be fine. It wouldn’t be easy; he was sharp, but he was also arrogant. Arrogant people habitually overestimated their own abilities and underestimated everyone else’s.


  “And nobody knew she was meeting you?”


  “I think we can assume she was discreet, Gloria. Christy didn’t have too much upstairs, her gifts were slightly lower, but she understood economics with the best of them.” The President winked at his Chief of Staff. “She had about eight hundred million to lose if her husband found out she was screwing around, even with the President.”


  Russell knew about Walter Sullivan’s odd viewing habits from the mirror and chair, but then again, for the assignations he didn’t know about, didn’t get to watch, who knew what his reaction would’ve been? Thank God it hadn’t been Sullivan sitting there in the dark.


  “I warned you, Alan, that one day your little extracurricular activities would get us into trouble.”


  Richmond looked at her, disappointment on his features. “Listen, you think I’m the first guy to hold this office to catch a little action on the side? Don’t be so goddamned naive, Gloria. At least I’m a helluva lot more discreet than some of my predecessors. I take the responsibilities of the job … and I take the perks. Understand?”


  Russell nervously rubbed at her neck. “Completely, Mr. President.”


  “So it’s just this one guy, who can’t do anything.”


  “It only takes one to bring the house of cards tumbling down.”


  “Yeah? Well there are a lot of people living in that house. Just remember that.”


  “I do, Chief, every day.”


  There was a knock at the door. Russell’s deputy assistant leaned in. “Five minutes, sir.” The President nodded and waved him off.


  “Great timing on this presentation.”


  “Ransome Baldwin contributed heavily to your campaign, as did all of his friends.”


  “You don’t have to explain political paybacks to me, sweetheart.”


  Russell stood up and moved over to him. She took his good arm, looked intently at him. On his left cheek was a small scar. A souvenir from some shrapnel during a brief stint in the Army toward the end of the Vietnam War. As his political career had taken off, the female consensus was that the tiny imperfection greatly enhanced his attractiveness. Russell found herself staring at that scar.


  “Alan, I will do whatever it takes to protect your interest. You will get through this, but we need to work together. We’re a team, Alan, we’re a helluva team. They can’t take us down, not if we act together.”


  The President studied her face for a brief moment, and then rewarded her with the smile that routinely accompanied front-page headlines. He pecked her on the cheek, squeezed her against him; she clung to him.


  “I love you, Gloria. You’re a trouper.” He picked up his speech. “It’s showtime.” He turned and walked out. Russell stared after his broad back, carefully rubbed at her cheek and then followed him out.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK LOOKED AROUND THE OVERSTATED ELEGANCE OF THE immense East Room. The place was full of some of the most powerful men and women in the country. Skillful networking was taking place all around him, and all he could do was stand and gawk. He looked across the room and spied his fiancée cornering a congressman from some state out west, no doubt plying Baldwin Enterprises’s needy case for the good legislator’s assistance on riparian rights.


  His fiancée spent much of her time gaining access to holders of power at all levels. From county commissioners to Senate Committee chairmen, Jennifer stroked the right egos, fed the right hands, and made certain that all the important players were in place when Baldwin Enterprises wanted another mammoth deal orchestrated. The doubling of the assets of her father’s company during the last five years was due in no small part to her excelling at that task. In truth, what man was really safe from her?


  Ransome Baldwin, all six feet five inches, thick white hair and baritone voice, made his rounds, solidly shaking hands with politicians he already owned and rubbing elbows with the few he didn’t as yet.


  The award ceremony had been mercifully brief. Jack glanced at his watch. He would need to be getting back to the office soon. On the way over Jennifer had mentioned a private party at the Willard Hotel at eleven. He rubbed his face. Of all the friggin’ luck.


  He was about to pull Jennifer aside to explain his early exit, when the President walked up to her, was joined by her father, and a moment later all three headed his way.


  Jack put his drink down and cleared his throat so he wouldn’t sound like a complete fool when the words stumbled out of his mouth. Jennifer and her father were talking to the President like old friends. Laughing, chatting, touching elbows like he was cousin Ned in from Oklahoma. But this wasn’t cousin Ned, this was the President of the United States for godsakes!


  “So you’re the lucky fellow?” The President’s smile was immediate and pleasant. They shook hands. He was as tall as Jack, and Jack admired that he had kept trim and fit with a job like his.


  “Jack Graham, Mr. President. It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”


  “I feel like I already know you, Jack, Jennifer’s told me so much about you. Most of it good.” He grinned.


  “Jack’s a partner at Patton, Shaw & Lord.” Jennifer still held on to the President’s arm. She looked at Jack and smiled a cutesy smile.


  “Well, not a partner yet, Jenn.”


  “Matter of time is all.” Ransome Baldwin’s voice boomed out. “With Baldwin Enterprises as a client, you could name your price at any firm in this country. Don’t you forget that. Don’t let Sandy Lord pull the wool over your eyes.”


  “Listen to him, Jack. The voice of experience.” The President raised his glass and then involuntarily jerked it back. Jennifer stumbled, letting go of his arm.


  “I’m sorry, Jennifer. Too much tennis. Damn arm’s giving me problems again. Well, Ransome, you look like you’ve got yourself a fine protégé here.”


  “Hell, he’ll have to fight my daughter for the empire. Maybe Jack can be queen and Jenn can be the king. How’s that for equal rights?” Ransome laughed a big laugh that swept everybody up with it.


  Jack felt himself redden. “I’m just a lawyer, Ransome; I’m not necessarily looking for an empty throne to occupy. There are other things to do in life.”


  Jack picked up his drink. This wasn’t exactly going as well as he would have liked. He felt on the defensive. Jack crunched an ice cube. And what did Ransome Baldwin really think about his future son-in-law? Especially right now? The point was Jack didn’t really care.


  Ransome stopped laughing and eyed him steadily. Jennifer cocked her head the way she did when he said something she thought was inappropriate, which was most of the time. The President looked at all three of them, smiled quickly and excused himself. He went over to the corner where a woman was standing.


  Jack watched him go. He had seen the woman on TV, defending the President’s position on a myriad of issues. Gloria Russell did not look very happy right now, but with all the crises in the world, happiness was probably a rare commodity in her line of work.


  That was an afterthought. Jack had met the President, had shaken hands with him. He hoped his arm got better. He pulled Jennifer aside and made his regrets. She was not pleased.


  “This is totally unacceptable, Jack. Do you realize how special a night this is for Daddy?”


  “Hey, I’m just a working stiff. You know? Billable hours?”


  “That’s ridiculous! And you know it. No one at that firm can make those demands of you, let alone some nothing associate.”


  “Jenn, it’s not that big a deal. I had a great time. Your dad got his little award. Now it’s time to go back to work. Alvis is okay. He’s kicking my butt a little bit, but he works just as hard, if not harder than I do. Everybody has to take their lumps.”


  “This isn’t fair, Jack. This is not convenient for me.”


  “Jenn, it’s my job. I said don’t worry about it, so don’t worry about it. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m gonna grab a cab back.”


  “Daddy will be very disappointed.”


  “Daddy won’t even miss me. Hey, hoist one for me. And remember what you said about later? I’ll take a rain check on that, maybe we can make it my place for a change?”


  She allowed herself to be kissed. But when Jack was gone she stormed over to her father. 


  









  CHAPTER FIVE


  KATE WHITNEY PULLED INTO THE PARKING LOT OF HER building. The grocery bag clunked against one leg, her overflowing briefcase against the other as she jogged up the four flights of stairs. Buildings in her price range had elevators, just not ones that worked on a consistent basis.


  She changed quickly into her running outfit, checked her messages, and headed back out. She stretched the cramps and kinks out of her long limbs in front of the Ulysses S. Grant statue and started her run.


  She headed west, past the Air and Space Museum, and then by the Smithsonian castle that, with its towers and battlements and twelfth-century-style Italian architecture, looked more like a mad scientist’s home than anything else. Her easy, methodical strides took her across the Mall at its widest point and she circled the Washington Monument twice.


  Her breath was coming a little quicker now; the sweat began to seep through her T-shirt and blot the Georgetown Law sweatshirt she was wearing. As she made her way along the fringes of the Tidal Basin, the crowds of people grew thicker. The early fall brought plane-, bus- and carloads of people from across the country hoping to miss the summer crush of tourists and the infamous Washington heat.


  As she swerved to avoid one errant child she collided with another runner coming the other way. They went down in a tangle of arms and legs.


  “Shit.” The man rolled over quickly and then sprang back up. She started to get up, looked at him, an apology on her lips, and then abruptly sat back down. A long moment went by as camera-toting clans of Arkansans and Iowans danced around them.


  “Hello, Kate.” Jack gave her a hand up and helped her to a spot under one of the now bare cherry blossom trees that encircled the Tidal Basin. The Jefferson Memorial sat big and imposing across the calm water, the tall silhouette of the country’s third President clearly visible inside the rotunda.


  Kate’s ankle was starting to swell. She took off her shoe and sock and began to rub it out.


  “I didn’t think you’d have time to run anymore, Jack.”


  She looked over at him: no receding hairline, no paunch, no lines on the face. Time had stood still for Jack Graham. She had to admit it, he looked great. She, on the other hand, was an absolute and total disaster.


  She silently cursed herself for not getting that haircut and then cursed herself again for even thinking that. A drop of sweat plunged down her nose, and she brushed it away with an irritable swipe of her hand.


  “I was wondering the same thing about you. I didn’t think they let prosecutors go home before midnight. Slacking off?”


  “Right.” She rubbed her ankle, which really hurt. He saw the pain, leaned over and took her foot in his hands. She flinched back. He looked at her.


  “Remember I used to almost do this for a living and you were my best and only client. I have never seen a woman with such fragile ankles, and the rest of you looks so healthy.”


  She relaxed and let him work the ankle and then the foot, and she soon realized he had not lost his touch. Did he mean that about looking healthy? She frowned. After all, she had dumped him. And she had been absolutely right in doing so. Hadn’t she?


  “I heard about Patton, Shaw. Congratulations.”


  “Aw shucks. Any lawyer with millions in legal business could’ve done the same thing.” He smiled.


  “Yeah, I read about the engagement in the paper too. Congratulations twice.” He didn’t smile at that one. She wondered why not.


  He quietly put her sock and shoe back on. He looked at her. “You’re not going to be able to run for a day or two, it’s pretty swollen. My car’s right over there. I’ll give you a lift.”


  “I’ll just take a cab.”


  “You trust a D.C. cabbie over me?” He feigned offense. “Besides, I don’t see any pockets. You going to negotiate a free ride? Good luck.”


  She looked down at her shorts. Her key was in her sock. He had already eyed the bulge. He smiled at her dilemma. Her lips pressed together, her tongue slid along the bottom one. He remembered that habit from long ago. Although he hadn’t seen it for years, it suddenly seemed like he had never been away.


  He stretched out his legs and stood up. “I’d float you a loan, but I’m busted too.”


  She got up, put an arm against his shoulder as she tested the ankle.


  “I thought private practice paid better than that.”


  “It does, I’ve just never been able to handle money. You know that.” That was true enough; she had always balanced the checkbook. Not that there was much to balance back then.


  He held on to one of her arms as she limped to his car, a ten-year-old Subaru wagon. She looked at it amazed. 


  “You never got rid of this thing?”


  “Hey, there’s a lot of miles left on it. Besides, it’s full of history. See that stain right over there? Your Dairy Queen butterscotch-dipped ice cream cone, 1986, the night before my tax final. You couldn’t sleep, and I wouldn’t study anymore. You remember? You took that curve too fast.”


  “You have a bad case of selective memory. As I recall you poured your milkshake down my back because I was complaining about the heat.”


  “Oh, that too.” They laughed and got in the car.


  She examined the stain more closely, looked around the interior. So much coming back to her in big, lumpy waves. She glanced at the back seat. Her eyebrows went up. If that space could only talk. She turned back to see him looking at her, and found herself blushing.


  They pulled off into the light traffic and headed east. Kate felt nervous, but not uncomfortable, as if it were four years ago and they had merely jumped in the car to get some coffee or the paper or have breakfast at the Corner in Charlottesville or at one of the cafés sprinkled around Capitol Hill. But that was years ago she had to remind herself. That was not the present. The present was very different. She rolled the window down slightly.


  Jack kept one eye on traffic, and one eye on her. Their meeting hadn’t been accidental. She had run on the Mall, that very route in fact, since they had moved to D.C. and lived in that little walk-up in Southeast near Eastern Market.


  That morning Jack had woken up with a desperation he had not felt since Kate had left him four years ago when it dawned on him about a week after she had gone that she wasn’t coming back. Now with his wedding looming ahead, he had decided that he had to see Kate, somehow. He would not, could not, let that light die out, not yet. It was quite likely that he was the only one of the two who sensed any illumination left. And while he might not have the courage to leave a message on her answering machine, he had decided that if he was meant to find her out here on the Mall amidst all the tourists and locals, then he would. He had let it go at that.


  Until their collision, he had been running for an hour, scanning the crowds, looking for the face in that framed photo. He had spotted her about five minutes before their abrupt meeting. If his heart rate hadn’t already doubled because of the exercise, it would’ve hit that mark as soon as he saw her moving effortlessly along. He hadn’t meant to sprain her ankle, but then that was why she was sitting in his car; it was the reason he was driving her home.


  Kate pulled her hair back and tied it in a ponytail, using a braid that had been on her wrist. “So how’s work going?”


  “Okay.” He did not want to talk about work. “How’s your old man?”


  “You’d know better than me.” She did not want to talk about her father.


  “I haven’t seen him since …”


  “Lucky you.” She lapsed into silence.


  Jack shook his head at the stupidity of bringing up Luther. He had hoped for a reconciliation between father and daughter over the years. That obviously had not happened.


  “I hear great things about you over at the Commonwealth’s Attorney.”


  “Right.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “Since when.”


  “Everyone grows up, Kate.”


  “Not Jack Graham. Please, God, no.”


  He turned right onto Constitution, and made his way toward Union Station. Then he caught himself. He knew which direction to go, a fact he did not want to share with her. “I’m kind of rambling here, Kate. Which way?”


  “I’m sorry. Around the Capitol, over to Maryland and left on 3rd Street.”


  “You like that area?”


  “On my salary, I like it just fine. Let me guess. You’re probably in Georgetown, right, one of those big federal townhouses with maid’s quarters, right?”


  He shrugged. “I haven’t moved. I’m in the same place.”


  She stared at him. “Jack, what do you do with all of your money?”


  “I buy what I want; I just don’t want that much.” He stared back. “Hey, how about a Dairy Queen butterscotch-dipped ice cream cone?”


  “There’s none to be had in this town, I’ve tried.”


  He did a U-turn, grinned at the honkers, and roared off.


  “Apparently, counselor, you didn’t try hard enough.”


  *   *   *


   


  THIRTY MINUTES LATER HE PULLED INTO HER PARKING LOT. HE ran around to help her out. The ankle had stiffened a little more. The butterscotch cone was almost gone.


  “I’ll help you up.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “I busted your ankle. Help me relieve some of my guilt.”


  “I’ve got it, Jack.” That tone was very familiar to him, even after four years. He smiled wearily and stepped back. She was halfway up the stairs, moving slowly. He was getting back in his car when she turned around.


  “Jack?” He looked up. “Thanks for the ice cream.” She went into the building.


  Driving off, Jack did not see the man standing near the little cluster of trees at the entrance to the parking lot.


  Luther emerged from the shadows of the trees and looked up at the apartment building.


  His appearance from two days ago had drastically changed. It was lucky his beard grew fast. His hair had been cut very short, and a hat covered what was left. Sunglasses obscured his intense eyes and a bulky overcoat concealed the lean body.


  He had hoped to see her one more time before he left. He had been shocked to see Jack, but that was all right. He liked Jack.


  He huddled in his coat. The wind was picking up, and the chill was more than Washington usually carried at this time of year. He stared up at his daughter’s apartment window.


  Apartment number fourteen. He knew it well; had even been inside it on a number of occasions, unbeknownst to his daughter, of course. The standard front-door lock was child’s play for him. It would’ve taken longer for someone with a key to open it. He would sit in the chair in her living room and look around at a hundred different things, all of them carrying years of memories, some good times, but mostly disappointments.


  Sometimes he would just close his eyes and examine all the different scents in the air. He knew what perfume she wore—very little and very nondescript. Her furniture was big, solid and well-worn. Her refrigerator was routinely empty. He cringed when he viewed the meager and unhealthy contents of her cabinets. She kept things neat, but not perfect; the place looked lived in as it should have.


  And she got a lot of calls. He would listen to some of them leaving messages. They made him wish she had picked a different line of work. Being a criminal himself, he was well aware of the number of real crazy bastards out there. But it was too late for him to recommend a career change to his only child.


  He knew that it was a strange relationship to have with one’s offspring, but Luther figured that was about all he deserved. A vision of his wife entered his mind; a woman who had loved him and stood by him all those years and for what? For pain and misery. And then an early death after she had arrived at her senses and divorced him. He wondered again, for the hundredth time, why he had continued his criminal activities. It certainly wasn’t the money. He had always lived simply; much of the proceeds of his burglaries had been simply given away. His choice in life had driven his wife mad with worry and forced his daughter from his life. And for the hundredth time he came away with no compelling answer to the question of why he continued to steal from the well-protected wealthy. Perhaps it was only to show that he could.


  He looked up once again at his daughter’s apartment. He hadn’t been there for her, why should she be there for him? But he could not sever the bond entirely, even if she had. He would be there for her if she so desired, but he knew that she never would.


  Luther moved quickly down the street, finally running to catch a Metro bus heading toward the subway at Union Station. He had always been the most independent of people never relying to any significant degree on anyone else. He was a loner and had liked that. Now, Luther felt very alone, and the feeling this time was not so comforting.


  The rain started and he stared out the back window of the bus as it meandered its way to the great rail terminus, which had been saved from extinction by an ambitious railway–shopping mall renovation. The water bubbled up on the smooth surface of the window and clouded his view of where he had just been. He wished he could, but he couldn’t go back there now.


  He turned back in his seat, pulled his hat down tighter, blew into his handkerchief. He picked up a discarded newspaper, glancing down its old headlines. He wondered when they would find her. When they did, he would know about it immediately; everyone in this town would know that Christine Sullivan was dead. When rich people got themselves killed, it was front-page news. Poor people and Joe Average were stuck in the Metro section. Christy Sullivan would most certainly be on page one, front and center.


  He dropped the paper on the floor, hunched down in his seat. He needed to see a lawyer, and then he would be gone. The bus droned on, and his eyes finally closed, but he wasn’t sleeping. He was, for the moment, sitting in his daughter’s living room, and this time, she was there with him.


  









  CHAPTER SIX


  LUTHER SAT AT THE SMALL CONFERENCE ROOM TABLE IN THE very plainly furnished room. The chairs and table were old and carried a thousand scrapes. The rug was just as ancient and not very clean. A card holder was the only thing on the table other than his file. He picked up one of the cards and thumbed it. “Legal Services, Inc.” These people weren’t the best in the business; they were far from the halls of power downtown. Graduates of third-rate law schools with no shot at the traditional firm practice, they eked out their professional existence hoping for some luck down the road. But their dreams of big offices, big clients and, most important, big money faded a little more with the passage of each year. But Luther did not require the best. He only required somebody with a law degree and the right forms.


  “Everything is in order, Mr. Whitney.” The kid looked about twenty-five, still full of hope and energy. This place was not his final destination. He still clearly believed that. The tired, pinched, flabby face of the older man behind him held out no such hope. “This is Jerry Burns, the managing attorney, he’ll be the other witness to your will. We have a self-proving affidavit, so we won’t have to appear in court as to whether or not we witnessed your will.” A stern-looking, forty-something woman appeared with her pen and notary seal. “Phyllis here is our notary, Mr. Whitney.” They all sat down. “Would you like me to read the terms of your will out to you?”


  Jerry Burns had been sitting at the table looking bored to death, staring into space, dreaming of all the other places he would rather be. Jerry Burns, managing attorney. He looked like he would rather be shoveling cow manure on some farm in the Midwest. Now he glanced at his young colleague with disdain.


  “I’ve read it,” Luther replied.


  “Fine,” said Jerry Burns. “Why don’t we get started?”


  Fifteen minutes later Luther emerged from Legal Services, Inc., with two original copies of his last will and testament tucked in his coat pocket.


  Fucking lawyers, couldn’t piss, shit or die without them. That was because lawyers made all the laws. They had the rest of them by the balls. Then he thought of Jack and smiled. Jack was not like that. Jack was different. Then he thought of his daughter and his smile faded. Kate was not like that either. But then Kate hated him.


  He stopped at a camera shop and purchased a Polaroid OneStep camera and a pack of film. He didn’t plan to let anyone else develop the pictures he was going to be taking. He arrived back at the hotel. An hour later he had taken a total of ten photos. These were wrapped in paper and placed in a manila folder that was then secreted far down into his backpack.


  He sat down and looked out the window. It was almost an hour before he finally moved, sliding over and then collapsing onto the bed. Some tough guy he was. Not so indifferent that he could not flinch at death, not be horrified by an event that had ripped the life out of someone who should’ve lived a lot longer. And on top of it all was the fact that the President of the United States was involved in all of it. A man Luther had respected, had voted for. A man who held the country’s highest office had almost murdered a woman with his own drunken hands. If he had seen his closest relative bludgeon someone in cold blood, Luther would not have been any more sickened or shocked. It was as though Luther himself had been invaded, as though those murderous hands had been around his throat.


  But something else gripped at him; something he could not confront. He turned his face to the pillow, closed his eyes in a futile effort to sleep.


  *   *   *


   


  “IT’S
GREAT, JENN.” JACK LOOKED AT THE BRICK AND STONE mansion that stretched more than two hundred feet from end to end and had more rooms than a college dorm, and wondered why they were even there. The winding driveway ended in a four-car garage behind the massive structure. The lawns were groomed so perfectly that Jack felt he was staring at an enormous jade pool. The rear grounds were triple-terraced, with each terrace sporting its own pool. It had the standard accoutrements of the very wealthy: tennis courts and stables, and twenty acres—a veritable land empire by northern Virginia standards—on which to roam.


  The Realtor waited by the front door, her late-model Mercedes parked by the large stone fountain covered with fistsize roses carved out of granite. Commission dollars were being swiftly calculated and recalculated. Weren’t they a terrific young couple? She had said that enough to where Jack’s temples throbbed.


  Jennifer Baldwin took his arm and two hours later their tour was finished. Jack walked over to the edge of the broad lawn and admired the thick woods, where an eclectic grouping of elm, spruce, maple, pine and oak jostled for dominance. The leaves were beginning to turn and Jack observed the beginnings of reds, yellows and oranges dance across the face of the property they were considering.


  “So how much?” He felt he was entitled to ask that question. But this had to be out of their ballpark. His ballpark anyway. He had to admit it was convenient. Only forty-five rush-hour minutes from his office. But they couldn’t touch this place. He looked expectantly at his fiancée.


  She looked nervous, played with her hair. “Three million eight.”


  Jack’s face went gray. “Three million eight hundred thousand? Dollars?”


  “Jack, it’s worth three times that.”


  “Then why the hell are they selling it for three million eight? We can’t afford it, Jenn. Forget it.”


  She answered him by rolling her eyes. She waved reassuringly to the Realtor, who sat in her car writing up the contract.


  “Jenn, I make a hundred twenty thou a year. You make about the same, maybe a little more.”


  “When you make partner—”


  “Right. My salary goes up, but not enough for this. We can’t make the mortgage payments. I thought we were moving into your place, anyway.”


  “It’s not right for a married couple.”


  “Not right? It’s a friggin’ palace.” He walked over to a forest-green-painted garden bench and sat down.


  She planted herself in front of him, arms crossed, a determined look on her face. Her summer tan was starting to fade. She wore a creamy brown fedora from under which her long hair tumbled across her shoulders. Her pants were perfectly tailored to her elegantly slender form. Polished leather boots encased her feet and disappeared under the pant legs.


  “We won’t be carrying a mortgage, Jack.”


  He looked up at her. “Really? What, are they giving us the place because we’re such a terrific young couple?”


  She hesitated, then said, “Daddy is paying cash for it, and we’re going to pay him back.” 


  Jack had been waiting for that one.


  “Pay him back? How the hell are we going to pay him back, Jenn?”


  “He’s suggested a very liberal repayment plan, which takes into account future earnings expectations. For godsakes, Jack, I could pay for this place out of accumulated interest on one of my trusts, but I knew you’d object to that.” She sat down next to him. “I thought if we did it this way, you’d feel better about the whole thing. I know how you are about the Baldwin money. We will have to pay Daddy back. It’s not a gift. It’s a loan with interest. I’m going to sell my place. I’ll net about eight from that. You’re going to have to come up with some money too. This is not a free ride.” She playfully stuck a long finger into his chest, driving home her point. She looked back at the house. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it, Jack? We’ll be so happy here. We were meant to live here.”


  Jack looked over at the front of the house but without really seeing it. All he saw was Kate Whitney, in every window of the monolith.


  Jennifer squeezed his arm, leaned against him. Jack’s headache moved into the panic zone. His mind was refusing to function. His throat went dry and his limbs felt stiff. He gently disengaged his arm from his fiancée’s, got up and walked quietly back to the car.


  Jennifer sat there for several moments, disbelief chief among the emotions registering across her face, and then angrily followed him.


  The Realtor, who had intently watched the exchange between the two while seated in her Mercedes, stopped writing up the contract, her mouth pursed in displeasure.


  *   *   *


   


  IT WAS EARLY MORNING WHEN LUTHER EMERGED FROM THE small hotel hidden in the cluttered residential neighborhoods of Northwest Washington. He hailed a cab to the Metro Center subway, asking the driver to take a circuitous route on the presumption of seeing various D.C. landmarks. The request did not surprise the cabbie and he automatically went through the motions to be replicated a thousand times before the tourist season was officially over, if it was ever truly over for the town.


  The skies threatened rain but you never knew. The unpredictable weather systems swirled and whipped across the region either missing the city or falling hard on it before sliding into the Atlantic. Luther looked up at the darkness, which the newly risen sun could not penetrate.


  Would he even be alive six months from now? Maybe not. They could conceivably find him, despite his precautions. But he planned to enjoy the time he had left.


  The Metro took him to Washington National Airport, where he took a shuttle bus across to the Main Terminal. He had prechecked his luggage onto the American Airlines flight that would take him to Dallas/Fort Worth, where he would change airlines and then head to Miami. He would stay there overnight and then another plane would drop him in Puerto Rico and then a final flight would deposit him in Barbados. Everything was paid for in cash; his passport proclaimed him to be Arthur Lanis, age sixty-five, from Michigan. He had a half-dozen such identifying documents, all professionally crafted and official-looking and all absolutely phony. The passport was good for eight more years and showed him to be well-traveled.


  He settled into the waiting area and pretended to scan a newspaper. The place was crowded and noisy, a typical weekday for the busy airport. Occasionally Luther’s eyes would rise over the paper to see if anyone was paying more than casual attention to him, but nothing registered. And he had been doing this long enough that something would have clicked if he had anything to worry about. His flight was called, his boarding pass was handed over and he trudged down the ramp to the slender projectile that within three hours would deposit him in the heart of Texas.


  The Dallas/Fort Worth run was a busy one for American, but surprisingly he had an empty seat next to him. He took his coat off and laid it across the seat daring anyone to trespass. He settled himself in and looked out the window.


  As they began to taxi to the takeoff runway, he could make out the tip of the Washington Monument over the thick, swirling mist of the clammy morning. Barely a mile from that point his daughter would be getting up shortly to go to work while her father was ascending into the clouds to begin a new life somewhat ahead of schedule and not exactly easy in his mind.


  As the plane accelerated through the air, he looked at the terrain far below, noted the snaking of the Potomac until it was left behind. His thoughts went briefly to his long-dead wife and then back to his very much alive daughter.


  He glanced up at the smiling, efficient face of the flight attendant and ordered coffee and a minute later accepted the simple breakfast handed to him. He drank down the steaming liquid and then reached over and touched the surface of the window with its queer streaks and scratches. Wiping his glasses clean, he noted that his eyes were watering freely. He looked around quickly; most passengers were finishing up their breakfast or reclining for a short nap before they landed.


  He pushed his tray up, undid his seat belt and made his way to the lavatory. He looked at himself in the mirror. The eyes were swollen, red-blotched. The bags hung heavy, he had perceptibly aged in the last thirty-six hours.


  He ran water over his face, let the droplets gather around his mouth and then splashed on some more. He wiped his eyes again. They were painful. He leaned against the tiny basin, tried to get his twitching muscles under control.


  Despite all his willpower, his mind wandered back to that room where he had seen a woman savagely beaten. The President of the United States was a drunk, an adulterer and a woman beater. He smiled to the press, kissed babies and flirted with enchanted old women, held important meetings, flew around the world as his country’s leader, and he was a fucking asshole who screwed married women, then beat them up and then got them killed.


  What a package.


  It was more knowledge than one person should be carrying around.


  Luther felt very alone. And very mad.


  And the sorry thing was the bastard was going to get away with it.


  Luther kept telling himself if he were thirty years younger he would take this battle on. But he wasn’t. His nerves were still stronger than most, but, like river rock, they had eroded over the years; they were not what they were. At his age battles became someone else’s to fight, and win or lose. His time had finally come. He wasn’t up to it. Even he had to understand that, to accept that reality.


  Luther looked at himself in the tiny mirror again. A sob swelled in his throat before it reached the surface and filled the small room.


  But no excuse would justify what he had not done. He had not opened that mirrored door. He had not flung that man off Christine Sullivan. He could have prevented the woman’s death, that was the simple truth. She would still be alive if he had acted. He had traded his freedom, perhaps his life, for another’s. For someone who could have used his help, who was fighting for her very life while Luther just watched. A human being who had barely lived a third of Luther’s years. It had been a cowardly act, and that fact gripped him like some savage anaconda, threatening to explode every organ in his body.


  He bent low over the sink as his legs began to fail him. He was grateful for the collapse. He could not look at his reflection anymore. As choppy air buffeted the plane he was sick to his stomach.


  A few minutes elapsed and he wet a paper towel with cold water and wiped it across his face and the back of his neck. He finally managed to stumble back to his seat. As the plane thundered on his guilt grew with each passing mile. 


  *   *   *


   


  THE PHONE WAS RINGING. KATE LOOKED AT THE CLOCK. Eleven o’clock. Normally she would screen her calls. But something made her hand dart out and pick it up before the machine engaged.


  “Hello.”


  “Why aren’t you still at work?”


  “Jack?”


  “How’s your ankle?”


  “Do you realize what time it is?”


  “Just checking on my patient. Doctors never sleep.”


  “Your patient is fine. Thanks for the worry.” She smiled in spite of herself.


  “Butterscotch cone, that prescription has never failed me.”


  “Oh, so there were other patients?”


  “I’ve been advised by my attorney not to answer that question.”


  “Smart counsel.”


  Jack could visualize her sitting there, one finger playing with the ends of her hair, the same way she had done when they studied together; he laboring through securities regulations, she through French.


  “Your hair curls enough at the ends without you helping it.”


  She pulled her finger back, smiled, then frowned. That statement had brought a lot of memories back, not all good ones.


  “It’s late, Jack. I’ve got court tomorrow.”


  He stood up and paced with the cordless, thinking rapidly. Anything to hold her on the phone for a few more seconds. He felt guilty, as though he were sneaking around. He involuntarily looked over his shoulder. There was no one there, at least no one he could see.


  “I’m sorry I called late.”


  “Okay.”


  “And I’m sorry I hurt your ankle.” 


  “You already apologized for that.”


  “Yeah. So, how are you? I mean except for your ankle?”


  “Jack, I really need to get some sleep.”


  He was hoping she would say that.


  “Well tell me over lunch.”


  “I told you I’ve got court.”


  “After court.”


  “Jack, I’m not sure that’s a good idea. In fact I’m pretty sure it’s a lousy idea.”


  He wondered what she meant by that. Reading too much into her statements had always been a bad habit of his.


  “Jesus, Kate. It’s just lunch. I’m not asking you to marry me.” He laughed, but knew he’d already blown it.


  Kate was no longer fiddling with her hair. She too stood up. Her reflections caught in the hallway mirror. She pulled at the neck of her nightgown. The frown lines were prominent on her forehead.


  “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. Look, it’ll be my treat. I have to spend all that money on something.” He was met with silence. In fact, he wasn’t sure if she were still on the line.


  He had rehearsed this conversation for the last two hours. Every possible question, exchange, deviation. He’d be so smooth, she so understanding. They would hit it off so well. So far, absolutely nothing had gone according to plan. He fell back on his alternate plan. He decided to beg.


  “Please, Kate. I’d really like to talk to you. Please.”


  She sat back down, curled her legs under her, rubbed at her long toes. She took a deep breath. The years hadn’t changed her as much as she had thought. Was that good or bad? Right now she had no way to deal with that question.


  “When and where?”


  “Morton’s?”


  “For lunch?”


  He could see her incredulous face at the thought of the ultra-expensive restaurant. Wondering what type of world he now lived in. “Okay, how about the deli in Old Town near Founder’s Park around two? We’ll miss the lunchtime crowd.”


  “Better. But I can’t promise. I’ll call if I can’t make it.”


  He slowly let out his breath. “Thanks, Kate.”


  He hung up the phone and collapsed on the couch. Now that his plan had worked, he wondered what the hell he was doing. What would he say? What would she say? He didn’t want to fight. He hadn’t been lying, he did just want to talk to her, and to see her. That was all. He kept telling himself that.


  He went to the bathroom, plunged his head into a sink of cold water, grabbed a beer and went up to the rooftop pool and sat there in the darkness, watching the planes as they made their approach up the Potomac into National. The twin bright, red lights of the Washington Monument blinked consolingly at him. Eight stories down the streets were quiet except for the occasional police or ambulance siren.


  Jack looked at the calm surface of the pool, put his foot in the now cool water and watched as it rippled across. He drank his beer, went downstairs and fell asleep in a chair in the living room, the TV droning in front of him. He did not hear the phone ring, no message was left. Almost one thousand miles away, Luther Whitney hung up the phone and smoked his first cigarette in over thirty years.


  *   *   *


   


  THE FEDERAL EXPRESS TRUCK PULLED SLOWLY DOWN THE isolated country road, the driver scanning the rusty and leaning mailboxes for the correct address. He had never made a delivery out here. His truck seemed to ride ditch to ditch on the narrow road.


  He pulled into the driveway of the last house and started to back out. He just happened to look over and saw the address on the small piece of wood beside the door. He shook his head and smiled. Sometimes it was just luck.


  The house was small, and not very well kept up. The weathered aluminum window awnings, popular about twenty years before the driver had been born, sagged down, as if they were tired and just wanted to rest.


  The elderly woman who answered the door was dressed in a pullover flowered dress, a thick sweater wrapped around her shoulders. Her thick red ankles told of poor circulation and probably a host of other ailments. She seemed surprised by the delivery, but readily signed for it.


  The driver glanced at the signature on his pad: Edwina Broome. Then he got in his truck and left. She watched him leave before shutting the door.


  *   *   *


   


  THE WALKIE-TALKIE CRACKLED.


  Fred Barnes had been doing this job for seven years now. Driving around the neighborhoods of the rich, seeing the big houses, manicured grounds, the occasional expensive car with its mannequinlike occupants coming down the perfect asphalt drive and through the massive gates. He had never been inside any of the homes he was paid to guard, and never expected to be.


  He looked up at the imposing structure. Four to five million dollars, he surmised. More money than he could make in five lifetimes. Sometimes it just didn’t seem right.


  He checked in on his walkie-talkie. He would take a look around the place. He didn’t exactly know what was going on. Only that the owner had called and requested a patrol car check.


  The cold air in his face made Barnes think about a hot cup of coffee and a danish, to be followed by eight hours of sleep until he had to venture out again in his Saturn for yet another night of protecting the possessions of the wealthy. The pay wasn’t all that bad, although the benefits sucked. His wife worked full-time too, and with three kids, their combined incomes were barely enough. But then everybody had it tough He looked at the five-car garage in back, the pool and the tennis courts. Well, maybe not everybody.


  As he rounded the corner, he saw the dangling rope and thoughts of coffee and a creamy danish disappeared. He crouched down, his hand flying to his sidearm. He grabbed his mike and reported in, his voice cracking embarrassingly. The real police would be here in minutes. He could wait for them or investigate himself. For eight singles an hour he decided to stay right where he was.


  Barnes’s supervisor arrived first in the stark white station wagon with the company’s logo on the door panel. Thirty seconds later the first of five patrol cars pulled down the asphalt drive until they were stacked like a waiting train in front of the house.


  The window was covered by two officers. It was probable that the perps had long since exited the premises, but assumptions were dangerous in the police business.


  Four officers went to the front, two more covered the back. Working in pairs, the four policemen proceeded to make their way in. They noted that the front door was unlocked, the alarm off. They satisfied themselves with the downstairs and cautiously moved up the broad staircase, their ears and eyes straining for any trace of sound or movement.


  By the time they reached the second-floor landing, the nostrils of the sergeant in charge told him that this would not be a routine burglary.


  Four minutes later they stood in a circle around what had recently been a young, beautiful woman. The healthy coloring of each of the men had faded to dull white.


  The sergeant, fiftyish and a father of three, looked at the open window. Thank God, he thought to himself; even with the outside air the atmosphere inside the room was stupefying. He looked once more at the corpse, then strode quickly to the window and sucked in deep gulps of the crisp air.


  He had a daughter about that age. For a moment he imag
ined her on that floor, her face a memory, her life brutally over. The matter was out of his bailiwick now, but he wished for one thing: he wished to be there when whoever had done this atrocious thing was caught. 


  









  CHAPTER SEVEN


  SETH FRANK WAS SIMULTANEOUSLY MUNCHING A PIECE OF toast and attempting to tie his six-year-old daughter’s hair ribbons for school when the phone call came. His wife’s look told him all he needed. She finished the ribbon. Seth cradled the phone while he finished knotting his tie, listening all the while to the calm, efficient tones of the dispatcher. Two minutes later he was in his car; the official bubble light needlessly stuck to the top of his department-issued Ford and aqua blue grille lights flashing ominously as he roared through the nearly deserted back roads of the county.


  Frank’s tall, big-boned frame was beginning its inevitable journey to softness, and his curly black hair had seen more affluent days. At forty-one years old, the father of three daughters who grew more complex and bewildering by the day, he had come to realize that not all that much in life made sense. But overall he was a happy man. Life had dealt him no knockout punches. Yet. He had been in law enforcement long enough to know how abruptly that could change. 


  Frank wadded up a piece of Juicy Fruit and slowly chewed it while compact rows of needle pines flew past his window. He had started his law enforcement career as a cop in some of the worst areas of New York City where the statement “the value of life” was an oxymoron and where he had seen virtually every way one person could kill another. He had eventually made detective, which had thrilled his wife. At least now he would arrive at crime scenes after the bad guys had departed. She slept better at night, knowing that the dreaded phone call would probably not come to destroy her life. That was as much as she could hope for being married to a cop.


  Frank had finally been assigned to homicide, which was pretty much the ultimate challenge in his line of work. After a few years, he decided he liked the job and the challenge, but not at the rate of seven corpses a day. So he had made the trek south to Virginia.


  He was senior homicide detective for the County of Middleton, which sounded better than it actually was, since he also happened to be the only homicide detective the county employed. But the relatively innocuous confines of the rustic Virginia county had not lent itself to much demanding work over that time. The per capita income levels in his jurisdiction were off the scale. People were murdered, but other than wives shooting husbands or vice versa or inheritance-minded kids popping off their parents, there hadn’t been much excitement. The perps in those cases were pretty self-evident, less mental work than legwork. The dispatcher’s phone call promised to change all that.


  The road snaked past wooded area and then opened out onto fenced, green fields where leggy thoroughbreds lazily faced the new morning. Behind impressive gates and long, winding driveways were the residences of the fortunate few, who were actually very plentiful in Middleton. Frank concluded that he wasn’t going to get any help from the neighbors on this one. Once inside their fortresses they probably saw or heard nothing on the outside. Which was undoubtedly the way they wanted it and paid dearly for that privilege.


  As Frank approached the Sullivan estate he straightened his tie in the rearview mirror and pushed back some stray wisps of hair. He had no particular affinity for the wealthy, nor did he dislike them. They were parts of the puzzle. A conundrum that was as far from a game as you could get. Which led to the most satisfying part of his job. For amidst all the twists, turns, red herrings and plain mistakes, there lurked an undeniable truism: if you killed another human being, you came within his domain and you would be ultimately punished. What that punishment was, Frank usually did not care. What he did care about was that someone stand trial and, if convicted, that someone receive the meted penalty. Rich, poor or in-between. His skills may be somewhat dulled, but the instincts were still there. In the long run, he’d always go with the latter.


  As he pulled in the drive he noticed a small combine chewing under the adjacent cornfield, its driver watching the police activity with a keen eye. That information would soon be passing through the area in rapid movements. The man had no way to know he was destroying evidence, evidence of a flight. Neither did Seth Frank as he climbed out of his car, threw on his jacket and hustled through the front door.


   *   *   *


   


  HANDS DEEP IN HIS POCKETS, HIS EYES MOVED SLOWLY AROUND the room, taking in each detail of the floor, walls, and venturing to the ceiling before coming back to the mirrored door and then to the spot where the deceased had lain for the last several days.


  Seth Frank said, “Take a lot of pics, Stu, looks like we’ll need it.”


  The crime unit photographer paced through the room in discrete grids outward from the corpse in his effort to reproduce on film every aspect of the room including its lone oc
cupant. This would be followed by a videotaping of the entire crime scene complete with a narrative. Not necessarily admissible in court, but it was invaluable to the investigation. As football players watched game films, detectives were more and more scrutinizing the videos for additional clues that might only be seized upon on the eighth, tenth or hundredth examination.


  The rope was still tied to the bureau and still disappeared out the window. Only now it was covered with black fingerprint powder, but there wouldn’t be much there. One usually wore gloves to climb down a rope, even a knotted one.


  Sam Magruder, the officer in charge, approached, having just spent two minutes leaning out the window sucking in air. Fiftyish with a shock of red hair that topped a plump, hairless face, he was having a hard time keeping his breakfast down. A large portable fan had been brought in and the windows were fully open. All the CU personnel wore floater masks, but the stench was still oppressive. Nature’s parting laugh to the living. Beautiful one minute, rotting the next.


  Frank checked Magruder’s notes, noted the greenish tint to the OIC’s face.


  “Sam, if you’d stay away from the window, your sense of smell would go dead in about four minutes. You’re just making it worse.”


  “I know that, Seth. My brain tells me that, but my nose won’t listen.”


  “When did the husband phone in?”


  “This morning, seven-forty-five local time.”


  Frank tried to make out the cop’s scribbles. “And he’s where?”


  “Barbados.”


  Frank’s head inclined. “How long?”


  “We’re confirming it.”


  “Do that.”


  “How many calling cards they leave, Laura?” Frank looked over at his ident technician, Laura Simon.


  She glanced up. “I’m not finding much, Seth.” 


  Frank walked over to her. “Come on, Laura, she’s gotta be all over the place. How about her husband? The maid? There’s gotta be usables everywhere.”


  “Not that I’m finding.”


  “You’re shitting me.”


  Simon, who took her work very seriously and was the best print lifter Frank had ever worked with, including at NYPD, looked almost apologetic. Carbon dusting powder was everywhere, and there was nothing? Contrary to popular belief, a lot of criminals left their prints at the scene of the crime. You just had to know where to look. Laura Simon knew where to look and she was getting zip. Hopefully they would get something after analysis back at the lab. Many latents just weren’t visible no matter how many angles you hit them with the light. That’s why they called them latents. You just powdered and taped everything you thought the perps might have touched. And you might get lucky.


  “I’ve got a few things packaged to take back to the lab. After I use the ninhydrin and hit the rest with the Super Glue I might have something for you.” Simon dutifully returned to her work.


  Frank shook his head. Super Glue, a cyanoacrylate, was probably the best method of fuming and could pull prints off things you couldn’t believe. The problem was the damn process took time to work its magic. Time they didn’t have.


  “Come on, Laura, from the looks of the body the bad guys have had enough of a head start.”


  She looked at him. “I’ve got another cyanoacrylate ester I’ve been wanting to use. That’s faster. Or I can always speed-burn the Super Glue.” She smiled.


  The detective grimaced. “Right. The last time you tried that we had to evacuate the building.”


  “I didn’t say it was a perfect world, Seth.”


  Magruder cleared his throat. “Looks like we’re dealing with some real professionals.”


  Seth looked at the OIC sternly. “They’re not professionals, Sam, they’re criminals, they’re killers. It’s not like they went to goddamned college to learn how to do this.”


  “No, sir.”


  “We sure it’s the lady of the house?” Frank inquired.


  Magruder pointed to the photo on the nightstand. “Christine Sullivan. Of course, we’ll get a positive ID.”


  “Any witnesses?”


  “No obvious ones. Haven’t canvassed the neighbors yet. Gonna do that this morning.”


  Frank proceeded to make copious notes of the room and its occupant’s condition and then made a detailed sketch of the room and its contents. A good defense attorney could make any unprepared prosecution witness look like a candidate for the Silly Putty factory. Being unprepared meant guilty people went free.


  Frank had learned the only lesson he would ever need on the subject as a rookie cop and the first on the scene of a breaking and entering. He had never been more embarrassed or depressed in his life as he had when he had gotten off the witness stand, his testimony torn to shreds and actually used as the basis to get the defendant off. If he had been able to wear his .38 in court, the world would have had one fewer lawyer that day.


  Frank crossed the room to where the Deputy Medical Examiner, a beefy, white-haired man who was perspiring heavily despite the morning chill outside, was lowering the skirt on the corpse. Frank knelt down and examined one of the small Baggie-clad hands, then glanced at the woman’s face. It looked like it had been beaten black and blue. The clothing was soaked through with her body fluids. With death comes an almost immediate relaxing of the sphincters. The resulting smell combination was not pleasant. Luckily the insect infestation was minimal, despite the open window. Even though a forensic entomologist could usually ascertain time of death more accurately than could a pathologist, no detective, despite the increased accuracy, ever relished the thought of examining a human body that had become an insect buffet.


  “Got an approximate yet?” Frank asked the Medical Examiner.


  “My rectal thermometer isn’t going to be much use to me, not when body temperature drops one and a half degrees an hour. Seventy-two to eighty-four hours. I’ll have a better number for you after I open her up.” The ME straightened up. “Gunshot wounds to the head,” he added, although there was no doubt about the woman’s cause of death to anyone in the room.


  “I noticed the marks on her neck.”


  The Medical Examiner looked at Frank keenly for a moment and then shrugged. “They’re there. I don’t know what they mean yet.”


  “I’d appreciate a quick turnaround on this one.”


  “You’ll get it. Not many murders out this way. They usually get a priority, y’know.”


  The detective winced slightly at the remark.


  The Medical Examiner looked at him. “Hope you enjoy dealing with the press. They’ll be on this like a swarm of honeybees.”


  “More like yellowjackets.”


  The Medical Examiner shrugged. “Better you than me. I’m way too old for that crap. She’s ready to go whenever.”


  The Medical Examiner finished packing up and left.


  Frank held the small hand up to his face, looked at the professionally manicured nails. He noted several tears in two of the cuticles, which seemed likely enough if there was a struggle before she’d gotten popped. The body was grossly distended; bacteria raged everywhere as the putrefaction process raced on. Rigor had passed long ago, which meant she had been dead well over forty-eight hours. The limbs were supple as the body’s soft tissue dissolved. Frank sighed. She had indeed been here awhile. That was good for the killer, bad for the cops.


  It still amazed him how death changed a person. A bloated wreck barely recognizable as a human, when just days before … Had his sense of smell not already gone dead, he would have been unable to do what he was doing. But that came with being a homicide detective. All your clients were dead.


  He carefully held the deceased’s head up, turning each side to the light. Two small entry wounds on the right side, one large, ragged exit hole on the left. They were looking at heavy-caliber stuff. Stu had already gotten pictures of the wounds from several different angles, including from directly overhead. The circular abrasion collars and the absence of burns or tattooing on the skin’s surface led Frank to conclude that the shots had been fired from over two feet away.


  Small-caliber contact wounds, those fired muzzle to flesh, and near-contact wounds fired from a distance of less than two inches from the target, could duplicate the types of entry wounds present on the victim. But there would be powder residue deep in the tissues along the bullet track if they were looking at a contact wound. The autopsy would definitively answer that question.


  Next Frank looked at the contusion on the left side of her jaw. It was partially hidden by the natural blistering of the body as it decomposed but Frank had seen enough corpses to tell the difference. The surface of the skin there was a curious amalgamation of green, brown and black. A big blow had done that. A man? That was confusing. He called Stu over to take pictures of the area with a color scale. Then he laid the head back down with the reverence the deceased deserved even under the largely clinical circumstances.


  The medico-legal autopsy to follow would not be so deferential.


  Frank slowly lifted the skin. Underwear intact. The autopsy protocol would answer the obvious question.


  Frank moved around the room as the CU members continued their work. One thing about living in a rich, although largely rural county, the tax base was more than enough to support a first-rate if relatively small crime scene unit complete with all the latest technology and devices that theoretically made catching bad people easier.


  The victim had fallen on her left side, away from the door. Knees tucked partially under her, left arm stretched out, the other against her right hip. Her face was pointed east, perpendicular with the right side of the bed; she was almost in a fetal position. Frank rubbed his nose. From beginning to end, back to the beginning. Nobody ever knew how they were going to eventually exit this old world, did they?


  With Simon’s help he did the triangulation of the body’s location; the tape measure made a screeching sound as it unwound. It sounded somehow unholy in this room of death. He looked at the doorway and the position of the body. He and Simon performed a preliminary trajectory path of the shots. That indicated the shots most probably came from the doorway, which with a burglary you’d expect the other way around if the perp was caught in the act. However, there was another piece of evidence that would pretty much confirm which way the slugs had traveled.


  Frank again kneeled next to the body. There were no drag marks across the carpet and the bloodstains and spray patterns indicated the deceased was shot at the spot she had fallen. Frank carefully turned to the body, again lifting up the skirt. Postmortem, blood settles to the lowest portions of the body, a condition called livor mortis. After four to six hours, the livor mortis remains fixed in position. Consequently, movement of the body does not lead to a change in distribution of blood. Frank laid the body back down. All indications were strong that Christine Sullivan had died right here.


  The spray patterns also reinforced the conclusion that the deceased was probably facing toward the bed when she met her end. If so, what the hell had she been looking at? Normally a person about to be shot would look in the direction of the assailant, pleading for their life. Christine Sullivan would have begged, Frank was certain of that. The detective looked at the opulent surroundings. She had a lot to live for. 


  He eyed the carpet carefully, his face barely inches from its surface. The spray patterns were irregularly distributed as though something had been lying in front of or to the side of the deceased. That could prove to be important later on. Much had been written about spray patterns. Frank respected their usefulness, but tried not to read too much into them. But if something had partially shielded the carpet from the blood, he would want to know what that something was. Also the absence of spotting on her dress puzzled him. He would catalogue that one away; it might mean something too.


  Simon opened her rape kit and with Frank’s assistance swabbed the deceased’s vagina. Next they combed through both the hair on her head and her pubic hair with nothing readily apparent in the way of foreign substances. Next they bagged the victim’s clothing.


  Frank looked over the body minutely. He glanced at Simon. She read his mind.


  “There’s not going to be any, Seth.”


  “Indulge me, Laurie.”


  Simon dutifully lugged her print kit over and applied powder to the corpse’s wrists, breasts, neck and inside upper arms. After a few seconds she looked at Frank and slowly shook her head. She bagged what they did find.


  He watched as the body was wrapped in a white sheet, deposited in a body pouch and taken outside where a silent ambulance would transport Christine Sullivan to a place everyone prayed they would never have to go.


  He next viewed the vault, noted the chair and remote. Dust patterns on the floor of the vault had been disturbed. Simon had already covered the area. There was a smudge of dust on the chair seat. The vault had been forced though; the door and wall were heavily marked where the lock had been broken. They would cut out the levered piece of evidence, see if they could get a tool print. Frank looked back through the vault door and shook his head. One-way mirror. That was real nice. In the bedroom too. He couldn’t wait to meet the man of the house.


  He went back into the room, looked down at the picture on the nightstand. He looked over at Simon.


  “I’ve already got it, Seth,” she said. He nodded and picked up the picture. Nice-looking woman, he thought to himself, real nice-looking in a come-fuck-me kind of way. The photo had been taken in this very room, the recently departed seated in the chair next to the bed. Then he noticed the mark on the wall. The place had real plaster walls instead of the usual drywall, but the mark was still deep. Frank noted the nightstand had been moved slightly; the thick carpet betrayed its original position. He turned to Magruder.


  “Looks like somebody slammed into this.”


  “Probably during the struggle.”


  “Probably.”


  “Find the slug yet?”


  “One’s still in her, Seth.”


  “I mean the other one, Sam.” Frank impatiently shook his head. Magruder pointed to the wall beside the bed where a small hole was barely visible.


  Frank nodded. “Cut the section and let the lab boys pull it out. Don’t screw with it yourself.” Twice in the last year ballistics had been rendered useless because an overzealous uniform had scraped a bullet out of a wall, ruining the striations.


  “Any brass?”


  Magruder shook his head. “If the murder weapon ejected any spent shells, they’ve been picked up.”


  He turned to Simon. “Any treasures from the E-vac?” The evidence vacuum was a highly powerful machine that, utilizing a series of filters, was used to comb the carpet and other materials for fibers, hairs and other small objects that more often than not turned out big dividends because if the perps couldn’t see ’em, they weren’t going to try to remove ’em.


  Magruder tried to joke. “My carpet should be that clean.”


  Frank looked at his CU team. “Did we find any trace, peo
ple?” They all looked at one another not knowing if Frank was kidding or not. They were still wondering when he walked out of the room and went downstairs.


  A representative from the alarm company was talking with a uniformed officer at the front door. A CU member was packing the plate and wires in plastic evidence bags. Frank was shown where the paint had been slightly chipped and an almost microscopic metal shard indicated that the panel had been removed. On the wiring were small toothlike indentations. The security rep looked admiringly at the lawbreaker’s handiwork. Magruder joined them, his color slowly returning.


  The rep was nodding his head. “Yep, they probably used a counter. Looks that way anyway.”


  Seth looked at him. “What’s that?”


  “Computer-assisted method of ramming massive numbers of combinations into the system’s recognition bank until they hit the right combo. You know, like they do to bust the ATMs.”


  Frank looked at the gutted panel and then back at the man. “I’m surprised a place like this wouldn’t have a more sophisticated system.”


  “It is a sophisticated system.” The rep sounded defensive.


  “Lotta crooks using computers these days.”


  “Yeah, but the thing is, this baby has a fifteen-digit base, not a ten, and a forty-three-second delay. You don’t hit it, the gate comes crashing down.”


  Frank rubbed his nose. He would have to go home and shower. The stench of death warmed over several days in a hot room left its indelible mark on your clothes, hair and skin. And sinuses.


  “So?” Frank asked.


  “So, the portable models you’d most likely have to use on a job like this can’t crunch enough combos through in thirty seconds or so. Shit, based on a fifteen-digit configuration you’re looking at over a trillion-three in possibles. It’s not like the guy’s gonna be lugging around a PC.” 


  The OIC piped in. “Why thirty seconds?”


  Frank answered. “They needed some time to get the plate off, Sam.” He turned back to the security man. “So what are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that if he knocked this system over with a numbers cruncher then he had already eliminated some of the possible digits from the process. Maybe half, maybe more. I mean maybe you got a system that’ll do it all right, or they might’ve rigged something up that could pop this cage. But you’re not talking cheap hardware and you’re not talking some bozos off the street that walked into a Radio Shack and came out with a calculator. I mean they’re making computers faster and smaller every day but you gotta realize that the speed of your hardware doesn’t solve the problem. You gotta factor in how fast the security system’s computer will respond back to all the combos flowing in. It’s probably gonna be a lot slower than your equipment. And then you gotta big problem. Bottom line if I were these guys I’d want a nice comfort zone, you know what I’m saying? In their line of work, you don’t get second chances.”


  Frank looked at the man’s uniform and then back at the panel. If the guy was right he knew what that meant. His line of thinking had already moved in that direction by virtue of the fact that the front door had not been forced or even nominally tampered with.


  The security company rep continued, “I mean we could eliminate the possibility entirely. We have systems that refuse to react to massive combos being forced down their throat. Computers would be jackshit useless. Problem is those systems are so sensitive to interference they were also routinely slamming down on owners who couldn’t seem to remember their numbers on the first or second try. Hell, we were getting hit with so many false alarms the police departments were starting to fine us. Go fucking figure.”


  Frank thanked him and then moved through the rest of the house. Whoever had committed these crimes knew what they were doing. This was not going to be a quick one. Good pre
crime planning usually meant equally good post-planning. But they probably hadn’t counted on blowing away the lady of the house.


  Frank suddenly leaned against a doorway and pondered the word used by his friend the Medical Examiner: wounds.



  









  CHAPTER EIGHT


  JACK WAS EARLY. HIS WATCH SHOWED ONE-THIRTY-FIVE. HE had taken the day off, spending much of it deciding what to wear; something he had never concerned himself with before, but which now seemed vitally important.


  He pulled at his gray tweed jacket, fingered a button on his white cotton shirt and adjusted the knot in his tie for the tenth time.


  He walked down to the dock and watched the deck hands clean the Cherry Blossom, a tour ship built to resemble an old Mississippi riverboat. He and Kate had gone on it their first year in D.C. during a rare afternoon off from work. They had tried to hit all the touristy attractions. It had been a warm day like today, but clearer. Gray clouds were now rolling in from the west; afternoon thunderstorms were almost a given this time of year.


  He sat on the weathered bench near the dockmaster’s small hut and followed the lazy drift of the sea gulls across the choppy water. The Capitol was visible from his vantage point. Lady Liberty, minus the collective filth of over a hundred and thirty years of residing outdoors thanks to a recent cleaning, stood imperiously on top of the famous dome. People in this town were encased in grime over time, Jack thought to himself, it just came with the territory.


  Jack’s musings turned to Sandy Lord, the firm’s most prolific rainmaker, and the biggest ego Patton, Shaw had ever seen. Sandy was close to being an institution in the legal and political circles of D.C. The other partners dropped his name as though he had just that moment stepped down from Mount Sinai with his own version of the Ten Commandments, which would have commenced with “Thou Shalt Make Patton, Shaw and LORD Partners As Much Money As Possible.”


  Ironically, Sandy Lord was part of the attraction when Ransome Baldwin had mentioned the firm. Lord was one of the best, if not the best example of a power lawyer the city had to offer, and it had dozens in that league. The possibilities were limitless for Jack. Whether those possibilities included his personal happiness, he was far from certain.


  He was also not certain what he expected from this lunch. What he was sure about was that he wanted to see Kate Whitney. He wanted that very much. It seemed as though the closer his marriage came, the more he was emotionally retreating. And where more likely a spot to retreat than to the woman he had asked to marry him over four years ago? He shuddered as that memory engulfed him. He was terrified of marrying Jennifer Baldwin. Terrified that his life would soon become unrecognizable to him.


  Something made him turn, he wasn’t sure what exactly. But she was standing there, at the edge of the pier, watching him. The wind whipped her long skirt around her legs, the sun battled the darkening clouds, but still provided enough light to sparkle across her face as she moved the long strands of hair from her eyes. The calves and ankles were summer brown. The loose blouse bared her shoulders, showing off the freckles, and the tiny half-moon birthmark Jack had the habit of tracing after they had finished making love, she asleep and he watching her.


  He smiled as she walked toward him. She must have gone home to change. This was clearly not her courtroom armor; these clothes represented a far more feminine side to Kate Whitney than any of her legal opponents would ever witness.


  They walked down the street to the small deli, ordered and spent the first few minutes alternately staring out the window watching the approaching rain as it whipped the trees around, and exchanging awkward glances, as if on a first date and afraid to make steady eye contract.


  “I appreciate your making the time, Kate.”


  She shrugged. “I like it here. Haven’t been for a while. It’s nice to get out for a change. I usually eat at my desk.”


  “Crackers and coffee?” He smiled and stared at her teeth. The funny one that curved inwardly slightly, like it was giving a quick hug to its neighbor. He liked that tooth the best. It was the only flaw he had ever noticed about her.


  “Crackers and coffee.” She smiled back. “Down to two cigarettes a day.”


  “Congratulations.” The rain came at the same time their orders did.


  She looked up from her plate, her eyes swept over to the window and then abruptly to Jack’s face. She caught him staring at her. Jack smiled awkwardly and took a quick gulp of his drink.


  She put her napkin on the table.


  “The Mall’s a big place to accidentally run into someone.”


  He didn’t look at her. “I’ve been having a run of good luck lately.” Now he met her eye. She waited. His shoulders finally collapsed.


  “Okay, so it was less of an accident and more premeditated. You can’t argue with the results.”


  “What are the results? Lunch?”


  “I’m not looking ahead. I’m just taking it one step at a time. New life resolution. Change is good.” 


  She said with more than a little contempt, “Well, at least you’re not defending rapists and murderers anymore.”


  “And burglars?” he shot back, and then instantly regretted it.


  Kate’s face turned gray.


  “I’m sorry, Kate. I didn’t mean that.”


  She pulled out a cigarette and matches, lit up and blew smoke in his face.


  He waved the cloud away. “Your first or second of the day?”


  “Third. For some reason you always make me feel daring.” She stared at the window, crossed her legs. Her foot touched his knee and she quickly jerked it back. She stabbed out her cigarette and stood up, grabbing her purse.


  “I have to get back to work. How much do I owe you?”


  He stared at her. “I invited you to lunch. Which you haven’t even eaten.”


  She pulled out a ten and tossed it down on the table and headed for the door.


  Jack threw another ten down and raced after her.


  “Kate!”


  He caught up to her just outside the deli. The rain had stiffened and despite holding his jacket over their heads they were quickly soaked. She didn’t seem to notice. She climbed in her car. He jumped in the passenger side. She looked at him.


  “I really have to get back.”


  Jack took a deep breath, wiped the moisture off his face. The heavy rain drummed on the car’s exterior. He felt it all slipping away. He was far from sure how to handle this situation. But he had to say something.


  “Come on, Kate, we’re dripping wet, it’s almost three o’clock. Let’s go get cleaned up and hit a movie. No, we can drive out to the country. Remember the Windsor Inn?”


  She looked at him, absolute astonishment on her features. “Jack, by any chance, have you discussed this with the woman you’re engaged to marry?” 


  Jack looked down. What was he supposed to say? That he was not in love with Jennifer Baldwin despite having asked her to marry him? Right at that moment, he could not even recall asking her.


  “I’d just like to spend some time with you, Kate. That’s all. There’s nothing wrong with that.”


  “There is everything wrong with that, Jack. Everything!” She started to put the key in the ignition but he held her hand back.


  “I’m not looking to make this a battle.”


  “Jack, you’ve made your decision. It’s a little late for this now.”


  His face curled into disbelief. “Excuse me? My decision? I made a decision to marry you over four years ago. That was my decision. It was your decision to end it.”


  She pushed wet hair out of her eyes. “Okay, it was my decision. Now what?”


  He turned to face her, gripped both her shoulders.


  “Look, it suddenly occurred to me last night. Oh what the hell! It’s been every night since you left. I knew it was a mistake, goddammit! I’m not at PD anymore. You’re right, I don’t defend criminals anymore. I make a good, respectable living. I, we …” As he looked at her astonished face, his entire mind went blank. His hands were shaking. He let go of her, slumped back in the seat.


  He stripped off his drenched tie, stuffed it in his pocket, and stared at the little clock on the dashboard. She checked out the motionless speedometer, then glanced at him. There was kindness in her tone, although the pain was evident in her eyes.


  “Jack, lunch was very nice. It was good to see you. But that’s as far as we can go. I’m sorry.” She bit her lip, a movement he didn’t see because he was getting out of the car.


  He poked his head back in. “Have a good life, Kate. You ever need anything, call me.”


  She watched his thick shoulders as he walked through the steady rain, got in his car and drove off. She sat for several minutes. A tear traced its way down her cheek. She angrily flicked it away, put the car in gear and drove off in the opposite direction.


  *   *   *


   


  THE NEXT MORNING, JACK PICKED UP THE PHONE AND THEN slowly put it back down. What was the point really? He had been in the office since six, wiped out his backlog of high-priority work and moved on to projects that had been on the back burner for weeks. He looked out the window. The sun ricocheted off the concrete and brick edifices. He rubbed the glare out of his eyes and pulled the blinds down.


  Kate was not going to suddenly plunge back into his life and he had to adjust to that. He had spent the night turning every possible scenario over in his head, most wildly unrealistic. He shrugged. Things like this happened to men and women every day in every country in the world. Things sometimes did not work out. Even if you wanted them to more than anything else. You couldn’t will someone to love you back. You had to move on. He had plenty to move on to. Maybe it was time for him to enjoy the future he knew he did have.


  He sat down at his desk and methodically moved through two more projects, a joint venture for which he was doing low-level, no-brain grunt work, and a project for the only client he had other than Baldwin, Tarr Crimson.


  Crimson owned a small audiovisual company, was a genius with computer-generated graphics and images, and made a very good living running AV conferences for companies at area hotels. He also rode a motorcycle, dressed in cut-off jeans, smoked everything including an occasional cigarette, and looked like the biggest burnt-out druggie in the world.


  Jack and he had met when a friend of Jack’s had prosecuted Tarr for drunk and disorderly, and lost. Tarr had come in dressed in a three-piece suit, briefcase and neatly trimmed hair and beard, and argued persuasively that the officer’s testimony was biased because the bust was outside a Grateful Dead concert, that the field test was inadmissible because the cop had not given the proper verbal warnings and lastly because an improperly functioning piece of equipment had been used to administer the test.


  The judge, burdened with over a hundred D&Ds from the concert, had dismissed the case after admonishing the officer to adhere strictly to the rules in the future. Jack had watched the entire affair in amazement. Impressed, Jack walked out of the courtroom with Tarr, had a beer with him that night, and they quickly became friends.


  Except for occasional, relatively innocuous brushes with the law, Crimson was a good, if unwelcome, client to the halls of Patton, Shaw. It had been part of Jack’s deal that Tarr, who had fired his last attorney, would be allowed to follow Jack to Patton, Shaw as if the firm would have actually said no to their new four-million-dollar man.


  He put down his pen and moved once again to the window as his thoughts drifted back to Kate Whitney. An idea lumbered across the forefront of his mind. When Kate had left him originally, Jack had gone to see Luther. The old man had had no words of wisdom, no instant solution to Jack’s dilemma. Indeed, Luther Whitney was the unlikeliest person in the world to have the answer that would reach to his daughter’s heart. And yet Jack had always been able to talk to Luther. About anything. The man listened. He really listened. He didn’t merely wait for you to pause with your own story so he could plunge in with his own troubles. Jack wasn’t sure what he was going to say to the man. But whatever it was he was certain Luther would listen. And that was probably going to have to be good enough.


  One hour later Jack’s computerized calendar buzzed a warning. Jack checked the time and threw on his jacket.


  Jack moved quickly down the hallway. Lunch with Sandy Lord in twenty minutes. Jack was uncomfortable about being with the man, alone. Legions had been spoken about Sandy Lord, mostly true, Jack assumed. He wanted lunch with Jack Graham, Jack’s secretary had told him this morning. And what Sandy Lord wanted he got. Jack’s secretary also reminded him of that in a hushed whisper that made Jack slightly repulsed.


  Twenty minutes, but first Jack had to check with Alvis on the Bishop documents. Jack smiled as he remembered Barry’s face when the drafts had been placed carefully on his desk, thirty minutes before the deadline. Alvis had scanned them, the astonishment clear on his features.


  “This looks pretty good. I realize I gave you a tough deadline. I don’t usually like to do that.” His eyes were averted. “I really appreciate the hustle, Jack. I’m sorry if I screwed up your plans.”


  “No sweat, Barry, that’s what they pay me for.” Jack had turned to leave. Barry had risen from his desk.


  “Jack, uh, we really haven’t had a chance to talk since you’ve been here. Place is so damn big. Let’s have lunch one day, soon.”


  “Sounds great, Barry, have your secretary give mine some dates.”


  At that moment Jack realized that Barry Alvis wasn’t such a bad guy. He had dinged Jack, but so what? Compared to how the senior partners ran their underlings, Jack had gotten off easy. Besides, Barry was a first-rate corporate attorney and Jack could learn a lot from him.


  Jack passed Barry’s secretary’s desk but Sheila was not there.


  Then Jack noticed the boxes stacked against the wall. Barry’s door was closed. Jack knocked, but there was no answer. He looked around and then opened the door. His eyes closed and reopened as he looked at the empty bookcases, at the rectangular patches of unfaded wallpaper where a slew of diplomas and certificates had hung.


  
What the hell? He closed the door, turned and bumped into Sheila. 


  Normally professional and precise in her manner, without a hair out of place and glasses set firmly on the bridge of her nose, Sheila was a wreck. She had been Barry’s secretary for ten years. She stared at Jack, fire flashed through her pale blue eyes, and then was gone. She turned around, walked quickly back to her cubicle and started packing up boxes. Jack stared blankly at her.


  “Sheila, what’s going on? Where’s Barry?” She did not respond. Her hands moved faster until she was literally throwing things into the box. Jack moved over next to her, looked down at the petite frame.


  “Sheila? What the hell’s going on? Sheila!” He grabbed her hand. She slapped him, which shocked her so badly she abruptly sat down. Her head slowly went down to her desk and stayed there. She began to quietly sob.


  Jack looked around again. Was Barry dead? Had there been a terrible accident and no one had bothered to tell him? Was the firm that big, that callous? Would he read about it in a firm memo? He looked at his hands. They were trembling.


  He perched on the edge of the desk, gently touched Sheila’s shoulder, trying to bring her out of it, but without success. Jack looked around helplessly as the sobs continued, rising higher and higher in their intensity. Finally, two secretaries from around the corner appeared and quietly led Sheila away. Each of them gave Jack a not very friendly glance.


  What the hell had he done? He looked at his watch. He had to meet Lord in ten minutes. Suddenly he was very much looking forward to this lunch. Lord knew everything that happened at the firm, usually before it actually did happen. Then a thought tickled the back of his head, a truly horrible thought. His mind went back to the White House dinner and his irate fiancée. He had mentioned Barry Alvis by name to her. But she wouldn’t have … ? Jack practically sprinted down the hallway, the back of his jacket flapping behind him. 


  *   *   *


   


  FILLMORE’S WAS A WASHINGTON LANDMARK OF FAIRLY RECENT vintage. The doors were solid mahogany and bedecked with thick, weighty brass; the carpets and drapes were handwoven and supremely costly. Each table area was a self-contained haven of intense mealtime productivity. Phone, fax and copier services were readily available and widely used. The ornately carved tables were surrounded by richly upholstered chairs in which sat the truly elite of Washington’s business and political circles. The prices ensured that the clientele would remain that way.


  While crowded, the pace of the restaurant was unhurried; its occupants unused to being dictated to, they moved at their own level of intensity. Sometimes their very presence at a particular table, a raised eyebrow, a stifled cough, a knowing look, was a full day’s work for them, and would reap huge rewards for them personally or for those whom they represented. Money and raw power floated through the room in distinct patterns, coupling and uncoupling.


  Waiters in stiff shirts and neat bow ties appeared and then disappeared at discreetly placed intervals. Patrons were coddled and served and listened to or left alone as the particular occasion called for. And the gratuities reflected the clientele’s appreciation.


  Fillmore’s was Sandy Lord’s favorite lunch spot. He peered over his menu, briefly, but methodically surveyed with his intense, gray eyes the broad expanse of the dining room for potential business or perhaps something else. He moved his heavy bulk gracefully in his chair and carefully coaxed a few gray hairs back into place. The trouble was, familiar faces kept disappearing as time moved forward, stolen away by death or retirement to points south. He removed a fleck of dust from one of his monogrammed shirt curls and sighed. Lord had picked this establishment, maybe this town, clean.


  He punched on his cellular phone and checked his mes
sages. Walter Sullivan hadn’t called. If Sullivan’s deal came through, Lord could land a former Eastern Bloc country as a client.


  A whole goddamned country! How much could you charge a country for legal work? Normally a lot. The problem was the ex-communists had no money, unless you counted rubles and coupons and kopecks and whatever else they were using these days, all of which might as well be used for toilet paper.


  That reality did not trouble Lord. What the ex-commies had in abundance was raw materials that Sullivan was salivating to acquire. That was the reason Lord had spent three godforsaken months there. But it would be worth it if Sullivan came through.


  Lord had learned to have his doubts about everyone. But if anyone could pull this deal off, Walter Sullivan could. Everything he had touched seemed to multiply to global proportions, and the droppings that went to his cohorts were truly awe-inspiring. And at almost eighty, the old man hadn’t flowed a step. He worked fifteen-hour days, was married to a twenty-something babe right out of a drive-in movie. He was right this minute in Barbados where he had flown the three highest-ranking politicos for a little business and entertainment Western style. Sullivan would call. And Sandy’s short but select client list would grow by one, but what a one it would be.


  Lord took note of the young woman in the painfully short skirt and tiptoe heels strolling across the dining room.


  She smiled at him; he returned the look with slightly elevated eyebrows, a favorite signal of his because of its ambiguity. She was a congressional liaison for one of the big 16th Street associations, not that he cared about her occupation. She was excellent in bed, that he did care about.


  The view brought back a number of pleasant memories. He would have to call her soon. He jotted a note to that effect in his electronic notebook. Then he turned his attention, as did most of the ladies in the room, to the tall, angular fig
ure of Jack Graham striding across the room, heading straight for him.


  Lord rose and extended his hand. Jack didn’t take it.


  “What the hell happened to Barry Alvis?”


  Lord introduced one of his blank stares to the confrontation and sat back down. A waiter appeared and then was dismissed by a short wave of Lord’s hand. Lord eyed Jack, who remained standing.


  “You don’t give a person a chance to catch their breath, do you? Straight out the mouth and into the fire. Sometimes that strategy is smart, sometimes it isn’t.”


  “I’m not kidding, Sandy, I want to know what is going on. Barry’s office is empty, his secretary is looking at me like I personally ordered a hit on him. I want some answers.” Jack’s voice was rising, and with it the stares increased.


  “Whatever you have on your mind, I am sure we can discuss it with a little more dignity than you’re mustering right now. Why don’t you have a seat and start acting like a partner at the best damned law firm in this city.”


  Their eyes stayed locked for a full five seconds until Jack slowly sat down.


  “Drink?”


  “Beer.”


  The waiter reappeared and went away with an order for beer and Sandy’s potent gin and tonic. Sandy lit a Raleigh and casually looked out the window, then back at Jack.


  “You know about Barry then.”


  “All I know is he’s gone. Why he’s gone is what I want you to tell me.”


  “Not much to tell. He was let go, effective today.”


  “Why?”


  “What’s it to you?”


  “Barry and I were working together.”


  “But you weren’t friends.”


  “We didn’t have a chance to be friends yet.”


  “Why on God’s earth would you want to be friends with Barry Alvis? Man was permanent associate material if ever I saw one, and I’ve seen plenty.”


  “He was a helluva lawyer.”


  “No, technically, he was a highly competent attorney, proficient in the area of corporate transactional matters and tax, with a subspecialty in health care acquisitions. He’s never generated a dime in business, and never would. Thus he was not a ‘helluva lawyer.’”


  “Goddammit, you know what I mean. He was a very valuable asset to the firm. You need somebody to do the friggin’ work.”


  “We have roughly two hundred attorneys who are very well suited to do the friggin’ work. On the other hand, we have only a dozen or so partners who bring in any material clients. That is not the proportion one should strive for. Plenty of soldiers, not enough chiefs. You see Barry Alvis as an asset, we saw him as a high-priced liability without the talent to leverage himself. He billed enough to keep himself very highly compensated. That is not how we, the partners, make the most money. Thus a decision was made to sever our relationship.”


  “And you’re telling me you didn’t get a little nudge from Baldwin?”


  Lord’s face contained genuine surprise. A lawyer with over thirty-five years’ experience blowing smoke in people’s faces, he was a consummate liar. “What the hell do the Baldwins care about Barry Alvis?”


  Jack scrutinized the corpulent face for a full minute and then let his breath out slowly. He looked around the restaurant suddenly feeling silly and embarrassed. All this for nothing? But if Lord was lying? He glanced again at the man, but the face was impassive. But why would he lie? Jack could think of several reasons, but none of them made too much sense. Could he have been wrong? Had he just made a complete ass out of himself in front of the firm’s most powerful partner?


  Lord’s voice was softer now, almost consoling. “Barry Alvis was let go as part of an ongoing effort to clear out the deadwood near the top. We want more attorneys who can do the work and produce the rain. Hell, like you. Simple as that. Barry wasn’t the first and he won’t be the last. We’ve been working on this for a long time, Jack. Long before you ever came to the firm.” Lord paused and looked keenly at Jack. “Is there something you’re not telling me? We’re going to be partners soon, you can’t keep things from your partners.”


  Lord chuckled inwardly. The list of secret deals he had had with clients was a long one.


  Jack was close to biting, but decided not to.


  “I’m not a partner yet, Sandy.”


  “Pure formality.”


  “Things don’t happen till they happen.”


  Lord shifted uncomfortably in his chair, waved his cigarette smoke like a wand. So maybe the rumors that Jack was contemplating jumping ship were true. Those rumors were the reason Lord was sitting here with the young lawyer. They looked at each other. A smile tugged at Jack’s mouth. Jack’s four million in legal business was an irresistible carrot. Particularly because it meant another four hundred grand to Sandy Lord, not that he needed it, but not that he would turn it down either. He had the reputation of being a big spender. And lawyers didn’t retire. They worked until they dropped. The best made a lot of money, but compared to CEOs, rock stars and actors they were strictly minor-league compensation-wise.


  “I thought you liked our shop.”


  “I do.”


  “So?”


  “So what?”


  Sandy’s eye roamed the dining room again. He spotted another female acquaintance encased in a sleek and costly business suit under which Sandy had good reason to believe she wore absolutely nothing. He swallowed the rest of his gin and tonic, looked at Jack. Lord grew more and more irritated. The stupid, green sonofabitch. 


  “You ever been to this place before?”


  Jack shook his head, surveyed the thick menu, searching for a burger and fries and not finding it. Then the menu was yanked out of his hand and Lord leaned into him, his breath heavy and saggy in Jack’s face.


  “Well, why don’t you take a look around then?”


  Lord lifted a finger for the waiter and ordered a Dewar’s and water, which appeared a minute later. Jack leaned back in his chair, but Lord inched closer, almost straddling the ornately carved table.


  “I’ve been in restaurants before, Sandy, believe it or not.”


  “Not this one though, right? You see that little lady over there?” Lord’s surprisingly slender fingers sliced through the air. Jack’s gaze fell on the congressional liaison. “I’ve fucked that woman five times in the past six months.” Lord could not help but smile as Jack appraised the subject and came away duly impressed.


  “Now ask yourself why a creature like that would condescend to sleep with a big old bag of fat like me.”


  “Maybe she feels sorry for you.” Jack smiled.


  Lord did not. “If you actually believe that, then you possess a naïveté that borders on incompetence. Do you really believe women in this town are any more pure than the men? Why should they be? Just because they have tits and a skirt doesn’t mean they won’t take what they want and use any means at their disposal to do so.


  “You see, son, it’s because I can give her what she wants, and I don’t mean between the sheets. She knows that, I know that. I can open doors in this town only a handful of men can. And the quid pro quo for that is she lets me fuck her. It’s a straight commercial transaction entered into by intelligent, highly sophisticated parties. How about that?”


  “How about it?”


  Lord sat back in his chair, lit a fresh cigarette and blew precise rings to the ceiling. He picked at his lip and chuckled to himself.


  “Something funny, Sandy?” 


  “I was just now thinking how you probably got a kick out of people like me when you were in law school. Thinking how you were never going to be like me. Gonna go defend illegal aliens wanting political asylum or do death row appeals for poor sonofabitches who’ve butchered a few too many people and blamed it on getting spanked by their momma when they were bad. Now come on, tell the truth, you did that, didn’t you?”


  Jack loosened his tie, took a sip of beer. He had seen Lord in action before. He smelled a setup.


  “You’re one of the best lawyers around, Sandy, everybody says so.”


  “Shit, I haven’t practiced law in years.”


  “Whatever works for you.”


  “What works for you, Jack?”


  Jack felt a slight but perceptible clinch in his gut as he heard his name pass through Lord’s lips. It suggested a coming intimacy that had startled him, despite Jack’s knowledge of its inevitability. Partner? Jack took a breath and shrugged.


  “Who knows what they want to be when they grow up?”


  “But see you are grown up, Jack, and it’s time to pay the man at the door. So what’s it gonna be?”


  “I’m not following this.”


  Lord leaned in again, hands clenched, like a heavyweight pressing the exchange, looking for the tiniest opening. Indeed, for a moment, an attack seemed imminent. Jack tensed.


  “You think I’m an asshole don’t you?”


  Jack picked up his menu again. “Recommend anything?”


  “Come on, kid, you think I’m a greedy, egocentric, power-happy asshole who doesn’t give a shit about anything or anybody that can’t do something for me. Ain’t that right, Jack!” Lord’s voice was rising, his thick body half out of his chair. He pushed Jack’s menu back down to the table.


  Jack nervously scanned the room, but no one seemed to be paying attention, which meant every word of the exchange was being carefully absorbed and dissected. Lord’s red eyes focused directly on Jack’s, pulling them to him. 


  “I am, you know. That’s exactly what I am, Jack.”


  Lord settled back in his chair, triumphant. He grinned. Jack felt inclined to smile in spite of the repulsiveness.


  Jack relaxed a notch. Almost as if sensing that slight release, Lord slid his chair over next to Jack’s, crowding him. For a moment Jack seriously contemplated decking the older man—enough was enough.


  “That’s right, I’m all those things, Jack, all those things and more, much more. But you know what, Jack? That’s who I am. I don’t try to disguise it or explain it. Every sonofabitch that has ever met me has come away knowing exactly who and what I was. I believe in what I do. There’s no bullshit there.” Lord took a deep breath, and then slowly let it out. Jack shook his head, trying to clear it.


  “What about you, Jack?”


  “What about me?”


  “Who are you, Jack? What do you believe in, if anything?”


  “I’ve got twelve years of Catholic school, I’ve got to believe in something.”


  Lord shook his head wearily. “You’re disappointing me. I heard you were a bright kid. Either my reports are wrong, or you’ve got that shit-eating grin on your face because you’re afraid of what you might say.”


  Jack grasped Lord’s wrist in a viselike grip.


  “What the fuck do you want from me?”


  Lord smiled and gently tapped Jack’s hand until the grip was released.


  “You like these kinds of places? With Baldwin as a client you’ll be eating in places like this until your arteries are hard as drill bits. In about forty years, you’ll keel over in some sand trap in the Caribbean and leave behind some young and suddenly rich third-time-around honey; but you’ll die happy, believe me.”


  “One place is the same as another to me.”


  Lord’s hand came down hard on the table. This time several heads did turn. The maitre d’ glanced in their direction, trying to conceal his apprehension behind his thick mustache and quiet air of competence.


  “That’s my whole goddamned point, son, that goddamned ambivalence of yours.” His voice lowered, but he continued to lean into Jack, crowding him. “One place is definitely not the same as another. You have the key to this place, you know. Your key is Baldwin and that nice-looking daughter of his. Now the question becomes: will you or won’t you open that door? Which query interestingly enough leads us right back to my original question. What do you believe in, Jack? Because if you do not believe in this”—Lord spread his arms wide—“if you do not want to become the Sandy Lord of the next generation, if you wake up at night and laugh at or curse my little idiosyncrasies, my assholeness if you will, if you really and truly believe you are above that, if you really hate whaling away at Ms. Baldwin and if you don’t see one single item on that menu that you care for, then why don’t you tell me to fuck off? And get up and walk out that door there, your head high, your conscience clear, and your beliefs intact? Because frankly this game is far too important and intensely played for the uncommitted.”


  Lord slumped back in his chair, his mass extrapolating outward until it fully engulfed the space.


  Outside the restaurant a truly beautiful fall day was unfolding. Neither rain nor excessive humidity marred the blue sky’s perfectness; the gentle breeze rustled discarded newspapers. The torrid pace of the city seemed to have momentarily slowed a notch. Down the street at LaFayette Park, sunseekers lay in the grass, hoping for a few more moments of tan before the really cold weather set in. Bike messengers on break prowled the area looking for unconcealed legs and blouses open just a peek.


  Inside the restaurant Jack Graham and Sandy Lord were staring at each other.


  “You don’t pull any punches do you?”


  “I don’t have time for that, Jack. Not for the last twenty years. If I didn’t believe you could handle the direct approach, I would’ve just bullshit with you and let it go.”


  “What do you want me to say?”


  “All I want to know is whether you’re in or out. The truth is, with Baldwin, you could go to any other shop in town. You chose us, I’m presuming, because you like what you saw.”


  “Baldwin recommended you.”


  “He’s a smart man. Lots of people would follow his lead. You’ve been with us one year. If you choose to stay, you’ll be made a partner. Frankly, the twelve-month wait was purely a formality, to see if we were a good fit. After that you will never have any financial concerns, not counting your future wife’s considerable monies. Your main occupation will be to keep Baldwin happy, and to expand that piece of business, and to bring in anybody else you can. Because let’s face it, Jack, the only security any lawyer has are the clients he controls. They never tell you that in law school and it’s the most important lesson you have to learn. Never, never lose sight of that fact. Even doing the work should take a back seat to that. There’ll always be bodies to do the work. You will be given carte blanche to chase more business. You will have no one supervising you, except Baldwin. You will not have to monitor the legal work being done for Baldwin, we have others who will do that for you. All in all, not such a terrible life.”


  Jack looked down at his hands. Jennifer’s face appeared there. So perfect. He felt guilty for having assumed she had had Barry Alvis fired. Then he thought of the numbing hours as a PD. His thoughts finally turned to Kate, and then quickly stopped. What was there? The answer was nothing. He looked up.


  “Stupid question. Do I get to keep practicing law?”


  “If that’s what you want.” Lord eyed him closely. “So do I take that as a yes?”


  Jack glanced down at the menu. “The crab cakes look good.” 


  Sandy exhaled smoke to the ceiling and smiled broadly. “I love ’em, Jack. I goddamn love ’em.”


   *   *   *


   


  TWO HOURS LATER, SANDY STOOD IN THE CORNER OF HIS massive office suite staring out onto the busy street below, while a conference call plodded forward on the speaker phone.


  Dan Kirksen walked in the door, his stiff bow tie and crisp shirt concealing a slender jogger’s body. Kirksen was the firm’s managing partner. He had unwavering control over everyone in the place except Sandy Lord. And now perhaps Jack Graham.


  Lord glanced at him with uninterested eyes. Kirksen sat down and waited patiently until the conference call participants said their good-byes. Lord clicked the phone off and sat down in his chair. Leaning back, he eyed the ceiling and lit up. Kirksen, a health fanatic, inched back from the desk.


  “You want something?” Lord’s eyes had finally come to rest on Kirksen’s lean, hairless face. The man consistently controlled a shade under six hundred thousand in business, which guaranteed him a long, secure home at PS&L, but those numbers were chickenshit to Lord and he did nothing to hide his dislike of the firm’s managing partner.


  “We were wondering how the lunch went.”


  “You can handle the softballs. I don’t have time to play fucking softball.”


  “We had heard unsettling rumors, and then with Alvis having to be terminated when Ms. Baldwin called.”


  Lord waved a hand through the air. “That’s taken care of. He loves us, he’s staying. And I wasted two hours.”


  “The amount of money at stake, Sandy, we, we all felt it would be better, it would convey the strongest possible impression if you—”


  “Yeah. I understand the numbers, Kirksen, better than you, I understand the numbers. Okay? Now, Jacky boy is staying put. With luck he might double his fishing line in ten years, and we can all retire early.” Lord looked over at Kirksen, who seemed to grow smaller and smaller under the big man’s gaze. “He’s got balls, you know. More balls than any of my other partners.”


  Kirksen winced.


  “In fact, I kind of like the kid.” Lord stood up and moved over to the window, where he watched a procession of preschoolers attached together with rope cross the street ten stories below.


  “Then I can report a positive to the committee?”


  “You can report any goddamn thing you like. Just remember one thing: don’t you boys ever bother me with one of these things again, unless it’s really, really important, you understand me?”


  Lord glanced once more at Kirksen and then his eyes returned to the window. Sullivan still had not called. That was not good. He could see his country slipping away, like the little bodies disappearing around the corner. Gone.


  “Thank you, Sandy.”


  “Yeah.” 


  









  CHAPTER NINE


  WALTER SULLIVAN STARED AT THE FACE, OR WHAT WAS left of it. The exposed foot showed the official morgue toe tag. While his entourage waited outside, he quietly sat alone with her. The identification had already been formally made. The police had gone off to update their records, the reporters to file their stories. But Walter Sullivan, one of the most powerful men of his era, who had made money from nearly everything he had touched since he was fourteen, now suddenly found himself bereft of energy, of any will whatsoever.


  The press had had a field day with him and Christy after his marriage of forty-seven years had ended in the death of his first wife. But at almost eighty years old, he had just wanted something young and alive. After so much death, he had wanted something that would most certainly outlive him. With close friends and loved ones dying around him, he had passed his tolerance level as a mourner. Growing old was not easy, even for the very rich.


  But Christy Sullivan had not survived him. And he was going to do something about that. It was fortunate that he was largely ignorant of what lay ahead for the remains of his late wife. It was a necessary process that was not in the least designed to comfort the victim’s family.


  As soon as Walter Sullivan left the room, a technician would enter and wheel the late Mrs. Sullivan into the autopsy room. There she would be weighed and have her height confirmed. She would be photographed, first fully clothed, and then in the nude. Then X-rayed and fingerprinted. A complete external exam would be conducted, with the intent of noting and obtaining as much usable evidence and as many clues as possible from the body. Fluids would be taken and sent to toxicology for drug and alcohol screens and other testing. A Y incision would split her body shoulder to shoulder, chest to genitals. A horrific chasm for even the veteran observer. Every organ would be analyzed and weighed, her genitalia checked for signs of sexual intercourse or damage. Every trace of semen, blood or foreign hair would be sent for DNA typing.


  Her head would be examined, wound patterns traced. Then a saw would make an intermastoid incision over the top of the skull, cutting through the scalp and down to the bone. Next, the front quadrant of the skull would be cut away and the brain removed through the frontal craniotomy and examined. The one slug would be extracted, marked for chain-of-custody purposes and held for ballistics.


  Once that process was completed, Walter Sullivan would be given back his wife.


  Toxicology would verify the contents of her stomach and traces of foreign substances in her blood and urine.


  The autopsy protocol would be prepared, listing the cause and mechanism of death and all relevant findings, and the official opinion of the Medical Examiner.


  The autopsy protocol, together with all photographs, X-rays, fingerprints, toxicology reports and any other information constituting the entire case file would be deposited with the detective in charge. 


  Walter Sullivan finally rose, covered the remains of his deceased wife and left.


  From behind yet another one-way mirror, the detective’s eyes followed the bereaved husband as he left the room. Then Seth Frank put on his hat and quietly exited.


   *   *   *


   


  CONFERENCE ROOM NUMBER ONE, THE LARGEST IN THE FIRM, held a prominent center position right behind the reception area. Now, behind the thick sliding doors, a meeting of the entire partnership had just convened.


  Between Sandy Lord and another senior partner sat Jack Graham; his partnership not yet official, but protocol was not important today and Lord had insisted.


  Coffee was poured by the housekeeping staff, danishes and muffins were distributed around, and then the help retreated, closing the doors behind them.


  All heads turned to Dan Kirksen. He sipped his juice, tapped his mouth affectedly with his napkin and rose.


  “As I’m sure you’ve heard by now, a terrible tragedy has befallen one of our most”—Kirksen glanced quickly at Lord—“or I should say, our most significant client.” Jack looked around the sixty-foot marble-top table. Most heads remained trained on Kirksen, a few others were filled in on the events by whispers from their neighbor. Jack had seen the headlines. He had never worked on any of Sullivan’s matters but he knew they were extensive enough to occupy forty attorneys at the firm on almost a full-time basis. He was, by far, Patton, Shaw’s biggest client.


  Kirksen continued. “The police are investigating the matter thoroughly. As yet there have been no developments in the case.” Kirksen paused, glanced again at Lord, and then continued. “As one can imagine, this is a very distressing time for Walter. To make matters as easy as possible for him during this time, we are asking all attorneys to pay particular attention to any Sullivan-related matters, and, hopefully, to nip any potential problem in the bud before it escalates. Further, while we do not believe that this is anything other than a routine burglary with a very unfortunate result, and is in no way connected to any of Walter’s business affairs, we are asking each of you to be alert for any unusual signs in any of the dealings in which you are engaged on Walter’s behalf. Any suspicious activity is to be reported immediately to either myself or Sandy.”


  A number of heads turned toward Lord, who was looking at the ceiling in his customary fashion. Three cigarette butts lay in the ashtray in front of him, the remains of a Bloody Mary beside it.


  Ron Day, from the international law section, spoke up. His neatly trimmed hair framed an owlish face partially obscured by slender oval spectacles. “This isn’t a terrorist thing is it? I’ve been putting together a string of Middle Eastern joint ventures for Sullivan’s Kuwaiti subsidiary, and those people operate under their own rules, I can tell you that. Should I be worried for my personal safety? I’m on a flight this evening for Riyadh.”


  Lord swiveled his head around until his eyes fell on Day. Sometimes it surprised him how myopic if not downright idiotic many of his partners were. Day was a service partner whose main, and in Lord’s mind only, strength was his ability to speak seven languages and politely kiss the ass of the Saudis.


  “I wouldn’t worry about that, Ron. If this is an international conspiracy, you’re not important enough to dick around with, and if they do target you, you’ll be dead before you ever see it coming.”


  Day fiddled with his necktie as an uneasy mirth quietly circled the table.


  “Thank you for the clarification, Sandy.”


  “You’re welcome, Ron.”


  Kirksen cleared his throat. “Rest assured that everything that can be done to solve this heinous crime is being done. There’s even talk that the President himself will authorize a special investigative task force to look into the matter. As you know, Walter Sullivan has served in various capacities in several administrations, and is one of the President’s closest friends. I think we can assume that the criminals will be in custody shortly.” Kirksen sat down.


  Lord looked around the table, elevated his eyebrows and crushed out his last cigarette. The table cleared.


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK SWIVELED AROUND IN HIS CHAIR. HIS OFFICE WAS a six-by-six pen, the sheriff warranting the only spacious area in the small headquarters building. The medical examiner’s report was on his desk. It was only seven-thirty in the morning but Frank had already read every word of the report three times.


  He had attended the autopsy. It was just something detectives had to do, for a lot of reasons. Although he had been present at literally hundreds of them, he had never grown comfortable with seeing the dead tinkered with like the animal remains every college biology student had sunk their digits into. And although he no longer became ill at the sight, it usually took him two or three hours of driving around aimlessly before he could attempt to settle back down to work.


  The report was thick and neatly typed. Christy Sullivan had been dead at least seventy-two hours, probably longer. The swelling and blistering of the body, and the bacteria and gaseous onset in her organs, substantiated that time range with pretty good accuracy. However, the room had been very warm, which had accelerated the postmortem putrefaction of the body. That fact, in turn, made ascertaining the actual time of death increasingly difficult. But not less than three days, the medical examiner had been firm on that. Frank also had ancillary information that led him to believe that Christine Sullivan had met her death on Mon
day night, which would put them smack in the three-to-four-day range.


  Frank felt himself frowning. A minimum of three days meant he was facing a very cold trail. Someone who knew what they were doing could disappear from the face of the earth in three or four days. Added to that was the fact that Christine Sullivan had been dead a while now and his investigation was really no further along than when he started. He could not remember a case where the trail was so nonexistent.


  As far as they could ascertain there were no witnesses to the incidents at the Sullivan estate, other than the decedent and whoever had murdered her. Notices had been placed in the papers, at banks and shopping centers. No one had come forward.


  They had talked to every homeowner within a three-mile radius. They had all expressed shock, outrage and fear. Frank had seen the latter in the twitch of an eyebrow, hunched shoulders and the nervous rubbing of hands. Security would be even tighter than ever in the little county. All those emotions, however, yielded no usable information. The staffs of each of the neighbors had also been thoroughly questioned. There was nothing there. Telephone interviews had been conducted of Sullivan’s household staff, who had accompanied him to Barbados, with nothing earth-shattering to report back. Besides, they all had ironclad alibis. Not that that was insurmountable. Frank filed that away in the back of his mind.


  They also did not have a good snapshot of Christine Sullivan’s last day of life. She was murdered in her house, presumably late at night. But if she had indeed been murdered on Monday night, what had she been doing during the day? Frank believed that information had to lend them something to go on.


  At nine-thirty in the morning on that Monday, Christine Sullivan had been seen in downtown Washington at an upscale salon where it would cost Frank two weeks’ pay to send his wife for a pampering. Whether the woman was gearing up for some late-night fun or this was something the rich did on a regular basis was something Frank would have to find out. Their inquiries had turned up nothing on Sullivan’s whereabouts after she had left the salon around noon. She had not returned to her apartment in the city, nor had she taken a taxicab anywhere that they could determine.


  If the little woman had stayed behind when everyone else went to the sunny south, she had to have a reason, he figured. If she had been with someone that night, that was someone Frank wanted to talk to, and maybe handcuff.


  Ironically, murder in the commission of a burglary did not constitute capital murder in Virginia, although, interestingly enough, murder during the course of an armed robbery did. If you robbed and killed, you could be sentenced to death. If you burgled and killed, the most you’d be looking at was life, which wasn’t that great of a choice given the barbaric conditions of most state prisons. But Christine Sullivan had worn much jewelry. Every report the detective had received indicated she was a great lover of diamonds, emeralds, sapphires; you named it, she wore it. There was no jewelry on the body, although it was easy enough to see the marks on the skin the rings had made. Sullivan had also confirmed that his wife’s diamond necklace was missing. The beauty salon owner also remembered seeing that particular piece on Monday.


  A good prosecutor could make out a case of robbery on those facts, Frank was sure of it. The perps were lying in wait, premeditation the whole way. Why should the good people of Virginia have to pay thousands of dollars a year to feed, clothe and house a cold-blooded killer? Burglary? Robbery? Who the fuck really cared? The woman was dead. Blown away by some sick goon. Legal distinctions like that did not sit well with Frank. Like many law enforcement people, he felt the criminal justice system was weighted far too heavily in favor of the defendant. It often seemed to him that lost in the entire convoluted process with its intricate deals, technical traps and ultrasmooth defense attorneys was the fact that someone had actually broken the law. That someone had been hurt, raped or killed. That was just flat-out wrong. Frank had no way to change the system, but he could peck around its edges.


  He pulled the report closer, fumbling with his reading glasses. He took another sip of the thick, black coffee. Cause of death: lateral gunshot wounds to the cephalic region caused by high-velocity, large-caliber firearm(s) firing one expanding, softnose bullet causing a perforating wound, and a second slug of unknown composition from an unidentified weapon source causing a penetrating wound. Which, in ordinary English, meant her brain had been blown apart by some heavy-duty hardware. The report also stated that the manner of death was homicide, which was the only clear element Frank could see in the entire case. He noted that he had been correct in his conclusion of the distance from which the shots had come. There were no traces of powder in the wound track. The shots had come from over two feet away; Frank surmised that the distance was probably closer to six feet, but that was only his gut talking. Not that suicide had ever been a consideration. But murders for hire were usually of the barrel-to-flesh variety. That particular method cut down considerably on the margin of error.


  Frank leaned closer to his desk. Why more than one shot? The woman most certainly was killed with the first round. Was the assailant a sadist, pumping round after round into a dead body? And yet they could account for only two entries into the body, hardly the lead barrage of some madman. Then there was the issue of the slugs. A dumdum and a mystery bullet.


  He held up a bag with his mark on it. Only one round had been recovered from the body. It had entered below the right temple, flattened and expanded on impact, penetrated the skull and brain, causing a shock wave of the soft brain tissue, like rolling up a carpet.


  He carefully nudged the caged creature or what was left of it. A gruesome projectile that was designed to flatten upon impact and then proceed to rip apart everything in its path, it had worked as designed on Christine Sullivan. Problem was dumdums were everywhere now. And the projectile deformity had been immense. Ballistics had been next to useless.


  The second round had entered a half-inch above the other, traversed the entire brain, and exited the other side, leaving a gaping hole much larger than the entrance wound. The bone and tissue damage had been considerable.


  This bullet’s resting place had given them all a surprise. A half-inch hole in the wall against the bed. Ordinarily after having cut out the piece of plaster, the lab personnel, using special tools, would have extracted the slug, being careful to preserve the grooving of the bullet, which would enable them to narrow down the make of gun from which it was fired and hopefully to eventually match it to a particular piece of ordnance. Fingerprints and ballistics identification were as close to certain as you got in this business.


  Except in this case, while the hole was there, there was no slug in the hole, and no other slug in the room. When the lab had called him to report that finding, Seth Frank had gone down to see for himself. That was as angry as he had gotten in a long time.


  Why go to the trouble of digging out a slug when you still had one in the corpse? What would the second slug show that the first wouldn’t? There were possibilities.


  Frank made some notes. The missing bullet could be a different caliber or type, which probably would show there were at least two assailants. Strong as his imagination was, Frank could not realistically envision one person wielding a gun in each hand and popping off at the woman. So now he had a probable two suspects. That would also explain the different entry, exit and internal wound patterns. The tumbling dumdum’s entry hole was larger than the other slug’s. So the second slug wasn’t a hollow or softnose. It had blown right through her head, leaving a tunnel half the width of a pinkie in its wake. Projectile deformity had probably been minimal, which was meaningless since he didn’t have the damn slug.


  He looked over his initial scene notes. He was in the collection-of-information stage. He hoped he would not be stuck there forever. At least he didn’t have to worry about the statute of limitations expiring on this one.


  He looked at the report one more time, and his frown returned.


  He picked up his phone and dialed. Ten minutes later he was sitting across from the Medical Examiner in the latter’s office.


  The big man pried at his cuticles with an old scalpel and finally glanced up at Frank.


  “Strangulation marks. Or at least attempted strangulation. Understand, the trachea wasn’t crushed, although there was some swelling and hemorrhaging in the tissue, and I found evidence of a slight fracture of the hyoid bone. Got traces of petechia in the conjunctiva of the eyelids too. Nonligature. It’s all in the protocol.”


  Frank turned that over in his mind. Petechia, or tiny hemorrhages in the conjunctiva, or mucous membrane, of the eyes and eyelids, could be caused by strangulation and the resulting pressure on the brain.


  Frank leaned forward in his chair, looked at the degrees lining the wall proclaiming the man opposite from him to be a long-dedicated student of forensic pathology.


  “Man or woman?”


  The Medical Examiner shrugged at the inquiry.


  “Hard to tell. Human skin isn’t a stellar surface for prints, as you know. In fact it’s pretty impossible except in a few discrete areas, and after about half a day, if there was anything there, it won’t be anymore. Hard to imagine, though, a woman trying to strangle another woman with her bare hands, but it’s happened. Doesn’t take much pressure to crush a trachea, but bare-handed strangling’s usually a macho method of inflicting death. In a hundred strangling cases, I’ve never seen one where it was proved that a woman committed it. This was from the front too,” he added. “Mano a mano. You’d have to be pretty damn confident of your strength advantage. My educated guess? It was a man, for what a guess is worth.”


  “The report also says there were contusions and bruises on the left side of her jaw, loosened teeth and cuts on the inside of her mouth?”


  “Looks like somebody belted her a good one. One of the molars almost penetrated her cheek.”


  Frank glanced at his case file. “The second bullet?”


  “The damage inflicted leads me to believe it’s a large caliber, just like the first.”


  “Any guesses on the first?”


  “That’s all it would be. Maybe .357, .41. Could’ve been a 9mm too. Jesus, you saw the slug. Damn thing was flat as a pancake with half of it dispersed through her brain tissue and fluid. No lands, grooves, twists. Even if you find a probable firearm you’re not going to get a match there.”


  “If we can find the other one, we might be in business.”


  “Maybe not. Whoever dug it out of that wall probably messed up the markings. Ballistics won’t be happy with that.”


  “Yeah, but it might just have some of the deceased’s hair, blood and skin imbedded in the nose. That’s some trace I’d love to get my hands on.”


  The ME rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That’s true. But you’ve got to find it first.”


  “Which we probably won’t.” Frank smiled.


  “You never know.”


  The two men looked at each other, knowing full well that there was no way in hell they were going to find the other slug. Even if they did, they couldn’t place it at the murder scene unless it had trace evidence of the deceased on it, or they could find the gun that had fired it and placed the weapon at the murder scene. A potential double whammy.


  “Find any brass?”


  Frank shook his head.


  “Then you got no pinprick either, Seth.” The Medical Examiner was referring to the unique imprint left by the firing pin of a gun on the base of the shell casing.


  “Never said it would be easy. By the way, state guys giving you room to breathe on this one?”


  The Medical Examiner smiled. “Remarkably silent. Now if it had been Walter Sullivan getting whacked, who knows? I already filed my report in Richmond.”


  Then Frank said the question he had really come to ask.


  “Why two shots?”


  The Medical Examiner stopped picking his cuticle, put down his scalpel and looked at Frank.


  “Why not?” His eyes crinkled. He was in the unenviable position of being more than competent for the opportunities presented him in the quiet county. One of approximately five hundred Deputy Medical Examiners in the commonwealth, he enjoyed a thriving general practice but had a personal fascination with both police investigations and forensic pathology. Before settling into a quiet life in Virginia he had served as a deputy coroner for Los Angeles County for almost twenty years. It didn’t get much worse than L.A. for homicides. But this was one he could get his teeth into.


  Frank looked at him intently and said, “Either shot would have obviously been fatal. No question. So why fire a second? You wouldn’t for a lot of reasons. Number one being the noise. Number two, if you want to get the hell out of there, why take the time to pump another round into her? On top of that, why leave behind another slug that could ID you later on? Did Sullivan startle them? If so, why did the shot come from the doorway into the room, and not the other way around? Why was the firing line descending? Was she on her knees? She probably was or else the shooter was off the scale height-wise. If she was on her knees, why? Execution-style? But there were no contact wounds. And then you have the marks on the neck. Why try to strangle her first, then stop, pick up a gun and blow her head off? And then blow it off again. One slug’s taken. Why? A second gun? Why try to hide that? What’s significant about that?”


  Frank stood up and moved around the room, his hands stuck deep into his pockets, a habit of his when thinking intently. “And the crime scene was so fucking clean I couldn’t believe it. There was nothing left. And I mean nothing. I’m surprised they didn’t operate on her and pull out the other slug.


  “I mean, come on, this guy was a burglar or maybe that’s what he wants us to believe. But the vault was cleaned out. About four and a half million taken. And what was Mrs. Sullivan doing there? She was supposed to be sunning in the Caribbean. Did she know the guy? Was she screwing around on the side? If she was, are the two incidents related in any way? And why the hell would you waltz in the front door, knock out the security system, and then use a rope to climb out the window? Every time I ask myself one question another one pops up.” Frank sat back down, looking slightly bewildered at his outpouring.


  The Medical Examiner leaned back in his chair, twirled the case file around and took a minute to read over it. He took off his glasses and wiped them on his sleeve, tugged at a corner of his lip with his thumb and index finger.


  Frank’s nostrils quivered as he watched the ME. “What?”


  “You mentioned nothing being left at the crime scene. I’ve been thinking about that. You’re right. It was too clean.” The Medical Examiner took his time in lighting up a Pall Mall—unfiltered, Frank noted. Every pathologist he had ever worked with had smoked. The Medical Examiner blew rings in the air, obviously enjoying this mental exercise. 


  “Her fingernails were too clean.”


  Frank looked puzzled.


  The Medical Examiner continued. “I mean there was no dirt, nail polish—although she was wearing it, bright red stuff—none of the ordinary residues you’d expect to find. Nothing. It was like they had been scoped out, you know what I mean?” He paused and then continued. “I also found minute traces of a solution.” He paused again. “Like a cleansing solution.”


  “She’d been to some fancy beauty salon that morning. For a nail job and all that.”


  The ME shook his head. “Then you’d expect to find more residue, not less, with all the chemicals they use.”


  “So what are you saying? That her nails were deliberately cleaned out?”


  The Medical Examiner nodded. “Someone was real careful not to leave any ident material behind.”


  “Which means they were paranoid about being identified, somehow, by the physical evidence.”


  “Most perps are, Seth.”


  “To a degree. But squirting out fingernails and leaving a place so clean our E-vac came up basically empty is a little much.”


  Frank scanned the report. “You also found traces of oil on her palms?”


  The ME nodded, looked closely at the detective. “A preservative/protective compound. You know, like you’d use on fabrics, leathers, stuff like that.”


  “So she may have been holding something and the residue was left there?”


  “Yep. Although we can’t be sure exactly when the oil came to be on her hands.” The Medical Examiner put his glasses back on. “You think she knew the person, Seth?”


  “None of the evidence points that way, unless she invited him over to burglarize the place.”


  The Medical Examiner had a sudden inspiration. “Maybe she set up the burglary. You know? Tired of the old man, brings in the new bedroom buddy to conveniently steal their nest egg and it’s off to Fairy Tale Land?”


  Frank considered the theory. “Except they have a falling out or there’s a double cross all along, and she gets the business end of some serious lead?”


  “It fits the facts, Seth.”


  Frank shook his head. “From all accounts the deceased loved being Mrs. Walter Sullivan. More than the money, if you know what I mean. She got to rub shoulders, and probably other parts of her anatomy, with famous people all over the world. Pretty heady for somebody who used to flip burgers at a Burger King.”


  The ME stared at him. “You’re kidding?”


  The detective smiled. “Eighty-year-old billionaires sometimes get strange ideas. It’s like where does the eight-hundred-pound gorilla sit? Anywhere he damn well pleases.”


  The Medical Examiner grinned and shook his head. Billionaire? What would he do with a billion dollars? He looked down at the ink blotter on his desk. Then he put out his cigarette and looked back at the report, then at Frank. He cleared his throat.


  “I think the second slug was a semi- or full-metal jacket.”


  Frank loosened his tie, put his elbows on the desk. “Okay.”


  The Medical Examiner went on. “It blew through the right temporal bone of the cranium and burst through the left pareital bone, leaving an exit wound over twice the size of the entry.”


  “So you’re saying definitely two guns.”


  “Not unless the guy was chambering different types of ammo in the same gun.” He looked keenly at the detective. “That doesn’t seem to surprise you, Seth.”


  “It would have an hour ago. It doesn’t now.”


  “So we probably have two perps.”


  “Two perps with two guns. And a lady how big?” 


  The Medical Examiner didn’t need to refer to his notes. “Sixty-two inches tall, one hundred and five pounds.”


  “So a little woman and two probable male perps with heavy-caliber hardware who try to strangle her, beat her up and then both open fire on her, killing her.”


  The Medical Examiner rubbed at his chin. The facts were more than a little puzzling.


  Frank glanced at the report. “You’re sure the strangulation marks and beating came before death?”


  The Medical Examiner looked offended. “Positive. Pretty mess, isn’t it?”


  Frank flipped through the report, making notes as he went. “You could say that. No attempted rape. Nothing like that?”


  The Medical Examiner didn’t answer.


  Finally Frank looked up at him, took off his glasses, put them down on the desk and leaned back, sipping the black coffee he had been offered earlier.


  “The report doesn’t say anything about a sexual assault,” he reminded his friend.


  The Medical Examiner finally stirred. “The report’s correct. There was no sexual assault. No trace of seminal fluid, no evidence of penetration, no overt bruising. All that leads me to conclude, officially, that no sexual assault occurred.”


  “So? You’re not satisfied with that conclusion?” Frank looked at him expectantly.


  The Medical Examiner took a sip of coffee, stretched out his long arms until he felt a comforting pop deep within the confines of his aging body and then leaned forward.


  “Your wife ever go in for a gynecological exam?”


  “Sure, doesn’t every woman?”


  “You’d be surprised,” the Medical Examiner replied dryly, then continued. “Thing is, you go in for an exam, no matter how good the ob-gyn is, there’s usually some slight swelling and small abrasions in the genitalia. It’s the nature of the beast. To be thorough, you have to get in there and dig around.” 


  Frank put down his coffee, shifted in his chair. “So what are you saying, she had her gynecologist visit her in the middle of the night right before she got popped?”


  “The indications were slight, very slight, but they were there.” The Medical Examiner paused, choosing his words carefully. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since I handed in the protocol. Understand, it could be nothing. She could have done it herself, you understand what I’m saying? To each their own. But from the looks of it, I don’t think it was self-inflicted. I think somebody examined her shortly after her death. Maybe two hours after, maybe earlier.”


  “Checked her for what? To see if something had happened?” Frank did not try to hide his incredulity.


  The Medical Examiner eyed him steadily. “Not much else to check a woman for down there in that particular situation, is there?”


  Frank stared at the man for a long moment. This information merely added to his already increasing temple throbber. He shook his head. The balloon theory again. Push one side in and it bulges out somewhere else. He scribbled down some notes, his eyebrows bunched together, the coffee sipped unconsciously.


  The Medical Examiner looked him over. This was not an easy one, but so far, the detective had punched all the right buttons, asked good questions. He was puzzled, but then that was a big part of the process. The good ones never solved them all. But then they also didn’t remain puzzled forever. Eventually, if you were lucky and diligent, maybe more of some on one case than on another, you would break it open, and the pieces would come tumbling into place. The Medical Examiner hoped this was one of those cases. Right now, it didn’t look all that good.


  “She was pretty drunk when she bought it.” Frank was examining the toxicology report.


  “Point two-one. I haven’t personally seen that number since my college frat days.” 


  Frank smiled. “Well I’m wondering where she got that point two-one.”


  “Plenty of booze in a place like that.”


  “Yeah, except there were no dirty glasses, no open bottles, and no discards in the trash.”


  “So, maybe she got drunk somewhere else.”


  “So how’d she get home?”


  The Medical Examiner thought for a moment, rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Drove. I’ve seen people with higher percentages behind the wheel.”


  “You mean in the autopsy room, don’t you?” Frank continued: “The problem with that theory is that none of the cars in the garage had been driven from the time the household left for the Caribbean.”


  “How do you know that? An engine isn’t going to be warm after three days.”


  Frank perused the pages of his notebook, found what he wanted and slid it around to his friend.


  “Sullivan has a full-time chauffeur. Old guy named Bernie Kopeti. Knows his cars, anal as a tax lawyer, and he keeps meticulous records on Sullivan’s fleet of automobiles. Has the mileage for every one of them in a log book, updated daily, if you can believe it. At my request he checked the odometer on each of the cars in the garage, which presumably were the only ones the wife would have access to, and in fact were the only cars in the garage at the time of the discovery of the body. On top of that Kopeti confirmed that no vehicles were missing. There was no additional mileage on any of them. They hadn’t been driven since everyone cleared out for the Caribbean. Christine Sullivan didn’t drive home in one of those cars. So how did she get home?”


  “Cab?”


  Frank shook his head. “We’ve talked to every cab company that operates out here. No fare was dropped off at the Sullivan address on that night. It’d be pretty hard to forget the place, wouldn’t you think?” 


  “Unless maybe the cabbie whacked her, and isn’t talking.”


  “You’re saying she invited a cabbie into her house?”


  “I’m saying she was drunk and probably didn’t know what the hell she was doing.”


  “That doesn’t jibe with the fact that the alarm system was tampered with, or that there was a rope dangling outside her window. Or that we’re probably talking about two perps. I’ve never seen a cab driven by two cabbies.”


  A thought struck Frank and he scribbled in his notebook. He was certain Christine Sullivan had been driven home by someone she knew. Since that person or persons had not come forward, Frank thought he had a pretty good idea why they hadn’t. And exiting out the window via a rope instead of the way they’d entered—through the front door—meant that something had caused the killers to rush. The most obvious reason was the private security patrol, but the security guard on duty that night had not reported anything out of the ordinary. The perps didn’t know that, however. The mere sight of the patrol car might have prompted such a hasty exit.


  The Medical Examiner leaned back in his chair, unsure of what to say. He spread out his hands. “Any suspects?”


  Frank finished writing. “Maybe.”


  The Medical Examiner looked sharply at him. “What’s her husband’s story? One of the richest guys in the country.”


  “The world.” Frank put his notebook away, picked up the report, drained the last of his coffee. “She decided to opt out on the way to the airport. Her husband believes she went to stay at their Watergate apartment in town. That fact has been confirmed. Their jet was scheduled to pick her up in three days and take her down to the Sullivan estate outside of Bridgetown, Barbados. When she didn’t show at the airport, Sullivan got worried and started calling. That’s his story.”


  “She give him any reason for the change in plan?” 


  “Not that he’s telling me.”


  “Rich guys can afford the best. Make it look like a burglary while they’re four thousand miles away swinging in a hammock sipping island bug juice. Think he’s one of them?”


  Frank stared at the wall for a long moment. His thoughts went back to the memory of Walter Sullivan sitting quietly next to his wife at the morgue. How he looked when he had no reason to believe anyone was watching.


  Frank looked at the Medical Examiner, then got up to leave.


  “No. I don’t.” 


  









  CHAPTER TEN


  BILL BURTON WAS SITTING IN THE WHITE HOUSE SECRET Service command post. He slowly put down the newspaper, his third of the morning. Each carried a follow-up account of the murder of Christine Sullivan. The facts were virtually the same as the initial stories. Apparently there were no new developments.


  He had talked to Varney and Johnson. At a cookout over the weekend at his place. Just him, Collin and their two fellow agents. The guy had been in the vault, seen the President and the Mrs. The man had come out, knocked out the President, killed the lady and gotten away despite the best efforts of Burton and Collin. That story didn’t exactly match the actual sequence of events that night but both men had unfailingly accepted Burton’s version of the occurrence. Both men had also expressed anger, indignation that anyone had laid a hand on the man they were dedicated to protect. The perp deserved what was coming to him. No one would hear of the President’s involvement from them. 


  After they had left, Burton had sat in his backyard sipping a beer. If they only knew. The trouble was, he did. An honest man his entire life, Bill Burton did not savor his new role as prevaricator.


  Burton swallowed his second cup of coffee and checked his watch. He poured himself another cup and looked around the White House Secret Service quarters.


  He had always wanted to be a member of an elite security force, protecting the most important individual on the planet: the quiet resourcefulness, strength and intelligence of the Secret Service agent, the close camaraderie. The knowledge that at any moment you would be expected to and in fact would sacrifice your life for that of another man, for the benefit of the common good, made for a supremely noble act in a world more and more devoid of anything remotely virtuous. All that had allowed Agent William James Burton to get up with a smile each morning and sleep soundly at night. Now that feeling was gone. He had simply done his job, and the feeling was gone. He shook his head, sneaked a quick smoke.


  Sitting on a keg of dynamite. That’s what they all were doing. The more Gloria Russell explained it to him, the more impossible he thought it was.


  The car had been a disaster. Very discreet inquiries had traced it directly to the goddamned D.C. police impoundment lot. That was too dangerous to push. Russell had been pissed. But let her be. She said she had this under control. Bullshit.


  He folded up the paper, placed it neatly away for the next agent.


  Fuck Russell. The more Burton thought about it the madder he became. But it was too late to go back now. He touched the left side of his jacket. His .357, filled with cement, along with Collin’s 9mm, was at the bottom of the Severn River at the most remote point they could find. To most perhaps an unnecessary precaution, but to Burton, no precaution was unnecessary. The police had one useless slug and would never find the other. Even if they could, the barrel on his new pistol would be squeaky clean. Burton wasn’t worried about the ballistics department of the local Virginia police bringing him down.


  Burton hung his head as the events of that night raced through his mind. The President of the United States was an adulterer who had roughed up his lay for the night so badly she had tried to kill him and Agents Burton and Collin had to blow her away.


  And then they had covered it all up. That’s what made Burton wince every time he looked in the mirror. The coverup. They had lied. By their silence they had lied. But hadn’t he lied all this time? All these late-night trysts? When he greeted the First Lady each morning? When he played with their two kids on the rear lawn? Not telling them that her husband and their father was not nearly so nice and kind and good as they probably believed he was. As the whole country believed he was.


  The Secret Service. Burton grimaced. It was an apt title for an unlikely reason. The crap he had seen going on over the years. And Burton had looked the other way. Every agent had, at one time or another. They all joked or complained about it in private, but that was all. That particular, if unwelcome, function came with the job. Power made people crazy; it made them feel invincible. And when something bad happened it was the working stiffs of the Secret Service who were expected to clean up the mess.


  Several times Burton had picked up the phone to call the Director of the Secret Service. Tell him the whole story, try to cut his losses. But each time he had put the phone back down, unable to say the words that would end his career and, in essence, his life. And with each passing day, Burton’s hopes grew a little brighter that it might all blow over, even though his common sense told him that could not possibly happen. Now it was too late to tell the truth, he felt. Calling in a day or two later with the story might be explained away, but not now. 


  His thoughts turned back to the investigation of Christine Sullivan’s death. Burton had read with great interest the findings of the autopsy, courtesy of the local police at the request of the President, who was so, so distraught over the tragedy. Fuck him too.


  A shattered jaw and strangulation marks. His and Collin’s shots had not inflicted those injuries. She had good reason to want to kill him. But Burton couldn’t let that happen, under no circumstances could he let that happen. There were few absolutes anymore, but that was sure as hell one of them.


  He had done the right thing. Burton told himself that a thousand times. The very action he had trained virtually his entire adult life for. The ordinary person couldn’t understand, could never possibly comprehend how an agent would think or feel if something bad went down on their watch.


  He had talked to one of Kennedy’s agents a long time ago. The man had never gotten over Dallas. Walking right beside the President’s limo, nothing he could do. And the President had died. Right in front of his eyes, the President’s head had been blown apart. Nothing he could do, but there was always something. Always another precaution you could have taken. Turned to the left instead of the right, watched one building more closely than you had. Scan the crowd with a little more intensity. Kennedy’s guy had never been the same. Quit the Service, divorced, finished his human existence in obscurity in some rat’s hole in Mississippi, but still living in Dallas for the last twenty years of his life.


  That would never happen to Bill Burton. That was why he had hurled his body in front of Alan Richmond’s predecessor six years ago and caught twin .38 caliber steel jackets for his trouble despite his body armor; one through the shoulder, the other through the forearm. Miraculously, neither had struck any vital organs or arteries, leaving Burton only with a number of scars and the heartfelt gratitude of an entire country. And, more important, the adulation of his fellow agents.


  And that was why he had fired upon Christine Sullivan. And he would do the same thing today. He would kill her, kill her as often as it took. Pull the trigger, watch the one-hundred-sixty-grain bullet slam into the side of the head at over twelve hundred feet per second, the young life over. Her choice, not his. Dead.


  He went back to work. While he still could.


  *   *   *


   


  CHIEF OF STAFF RUSSELL WALKED BRISKLY DOWN THE  corridor. She had just finished briefing the President’s press secretary on the appropriate spin for the Russia-Ukraine conflict. The bare politics of the matter dictated backing Russia, but bare politics rarely controlled the decision-making process in the Richmond administration. The Russian Bear had all the intercontinental nuclear forces now, but Ukraine was in a much better position to become a major trade player with the Western countries. What had tipped the scales in Ukraine’s favor was the fact that Walter Sullivan, the good and now grieving friend of the President, was homing in on a major deal with that country. Sullivan and friends, through various networks, had contributed approximately twelve million dollars to Richmond’s campaign, and garnered him virtually every major endorsement he needed in his quest for the Oval Office. There was no way he could not make a significant payback on that kind of effect. Hence, the United States would back Ukraine.


  Russell looked at her watch, counting her blessings that there were independent reasons for siding with Kiev over Moscow, although she felt sure Richmond would have come out the same way regardless. He did not forget loyalty. Favors must be returned. A President just happened to be in a position to return them on a massive, global scale. One major problem out of the way, she settled down at the desk and turned her attention to a growing list of crises.


  Fifteen minutes into her political juggling, Russell rose and slowly walked over to the window. Life went on in Washington, much like it had for two hundred years. Factions were scattered everywhere, pouring money, massive intellects and established heavyweights into the business of politics, which essentially meant screwing others before they got around to screwing you. Russell understood that game, better than most. She also loved and excelled at it. This was clearly her element, and she was as happy as she’d been in years. Being unmarried and childless had started to worry her. The piles of professional accolades had grown monotonous, and hollow. And then Alan Richmond had come into her life. Made her see the possibility of moving up to the next level. Perhaps to a level where no woman had ever gone. That thought weighed so powerfully inside her head that she sometimes shook with anticipation.


  And then a goddamned hunk of metal exploded in her face. Where was he? Why hadn’t he come forward? He must, had to know what he had in his possession. If it was money he wanted, she would pay it. The slush funds at her disposal were more than adequate for even the most unreasonable demands, and Russell expected the worst. That was one of the wonderful things about the White House. No one really knew how much money it actually took to run the place. That was because so many agencies contributed parts of their budget and personnel to help the White House function. With so much financial confusion, administrations rarely had to worry about finding money for even the most outrageous purchases. No, Russell thought to herself, money would be the least of her worries. She had many others to concern herself with, however.


  Did the man know that the President was totally oblivious to the situation? That was what was tearing Russell’s stomach apart. What if he tried to communicate with the President directly, and not with her? She started to shake, and plopped down in a chair by the window. Richmond would immediately recognize Russell’s intentions, there was no question of that. He was arrogant but no fool. And then he would destroy her. Just like that. And she would be defenseless. There would be no good exposing him. She couldn’t prove a thing. Her word against his. And she would be relegated to the political toxic waste dump, condemned and then, worst of all, forgotten.


  She had to find him. Somehow get a message to him, that he must work through her. There was only one person who could help her do that. She sat back down at her desk, collected herself and resumed working. This was no time to panic. Right now she needed to be stronger than she had ever been in her life. She could still make it, still control the outcome if she just kept her nerves in check, used the first-rate mind God had bestowed upon her. She could get out of this mess. She knew where she had to start.


  The mechanism that she had chosen to use would strike anyone who knew Gloria Russell as particularly odd. But there was a side to the Chief of Staff that would surprise those few who claimed to know her well. Her professional career had always come foremost to the detriment of every other facet of her life, including the personal, and the sexual relationships that were spawned from that area of one’s life. But Gloria Russell considered herself a very desirable woman; indeed, she possessed a feminine side that was in the sharpest contrast to her official shroud. That the years were going by, and rapidly, only increased the apprehension she had been starting to feel regarding this imbalance in her life. Not that she was necessarily planning anything, especially in light of the potential catastrophe she was confronted with, but she believed she knew the best way to accomplish this mission. And confirm her desirability in the process. She could not escape her feelings, no more than she could her shadow. So why try? Anyway, she also felt that subtlety would be lost on her intended target.


  Several hours later she clicked off her desk lamp and called for her car. Then she checked the Secret Service staffing for the day and picked up her phone. Three minutes later Agent Collin stood before her, his hands clasped in front of him in a pose standard to all the agents. She mo
tioned for him to wait a moment. She checked her makeup, performing a perfect oval with her lips as she reapplied her lipstick. Out of the corner of her eye she studied the tall, lean man standing next to her desk. The magazine-cover looks would’ve been difficult for any woman to consciously ignore. That his profession also dictated that he lived on the brink of danger and could, indeed, be dangerous himself, only added favorably to the total package. Like the bad boys in high school girls always seemed to be drawn to, if only to escape, momentarily, the dullness of their own existence. Tim Collin, she surmised with reasonable confidence, must have broken many a female heart in his relatively short life.


  Her calendar was clear tonight, a rarity. She pushed her chair back and slipped into her heels. She didn’t see Agent Collin as his eyes shifted to her legs and then quickly back to stare straight ahead. Had she seen, she would have been pleased, not least of all for the obvious reason.


  “The President will be giving a press conference next week at the Middleton Courthouse, Tim.”


  “Yes, ma’am, nine-thirty-five A.M. We’re working on the preliminaries right now.” His eyes stared straight ahead.


  “Do you find that a little unusual?”


  Collin looked at her. “How so, ma’am?”


  “It’s after working hours, you can call me Gloria.”


  Collin shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another. She smiled at him, at his obvious awkwardness.


  “You understand what the press conference is for, don’t you?”


  “The President will be addressing the”—Collin swallowed perceptibly—“the killing of Mrs. Sullivan.”


  “That’s right. A President conducting a press conference regarding the homicide of a private citizen. Don’t you find that curious? I believe it’s a first in presidential history, Tim.”


  “I wouldn’t know about that, ma—Gloria.”


  “You’ve spent a lot of time with him lately. Have you noticed anything unusual about the President?” 


  “Like what?”


  “Like has he appeared overly stressed or worried? More than the usual?”


  Collin slowly shook his head, not knowing where this conversation was intended to go.


  “I think we might have a slight problem, Tim. I think the President might need our help. You’re ready to help him, aren’t you?”


  “He’s the President, ma’am. That’s my job, to take care of him.”


  Rummaging in her bag, she said, “Are you busy tonight, Tim? You’re off at the regular time tonight, aren’t you? I know the President’s staying in.”


  He nodded.


  “You know where I live. Come over as soon as you’re off duty. I’d like to talk to you privately, continue this discussion. Would you mind helping me, and the President?”


  Collin’s answer was immediate. “I’ll be there, Gloria.”


   *   *   *


   


  JACK KNOCKED ON THE DOOR AGAIN. NO ANSWER. THE BLINDS were drawn and no light emitted from the house. He was either asleep or not home. He checked the time. Nine o’clock. He remembered Luther Whitney to rarely be in bed before two or three A.M. The old Ford was in the driveway. The tiny garage door was shut. Jack looked in the mailbox beside the door. It was overflowing. That didn’t look good. Luther was what now, mid-sixties? Would he find his old friend on the floor, cold hands clutching at his chest? Jack looked around and then lifted up a corner on a terra-cotta planter next to the front door. The spare key was still there. He looked around once more, then put the key in the door and went in.


  The living room was neat and spare. Everything was stacked where it should be.


  “Luther?” He moved through the hallway, his memory steering him through the simple configurations of the house. Bedroom on the left, toilet on the right, kitchen at the rear of the house, small screened porch off that, garden in the back. Luther was in none of these rooms. Jack entered the small bedroom, which, like the rest of the house, was neat and orderly.


  On the nightstand a number of picture frames containing various photos of Kate looked at him as he sat on the side of the bed. He turned quickly away and left the room.


  The tiny rooms upstairs were mostly bare. He listened intently for a moment. Nothing.


  He sat down in the small wire and plastic kitchen chair, looked around. He didn’t turn on a light, but sat in the darkness. He leaned across and popped open the refrigerator. He grinned. Two six-packs of Bud looked back at him. You could always count on Luther for a cold brew. He took one and opened the back door to step outside.


  The small garden looked beaten down. The hostas and ferns drooped even in the shade of a thick oak and the nelly moser clematis clinging to the board-on-board fence was painfully withered. Jack looked at Luther’s prized annuals flowerbed and noted more victims than survivors of the Washington late-summer heat furnace.


  He sat down, put the beer to his lips. Luther had clearly not been here for a while. So? He was an adult. He could go where he wanted, when he wanted. But something just felt wrong. But it had been several years. Habits change. He reflected a moment more. But Luther’s habits would not have changed. The man was not like that. He was rock-solid, as dependable a person as Jack had ever met in his life. Stacked-up mail, dead flowers, car not in the garage, that was not how he would have voluntarily left things. Volun
tarily.


  Jack went back inside. The answering machine tape was blank. He went back into the small bedroom, the musty air hitting him again as he opened the door. He scanned the room once more, then started to feel a little silly. He wasn’t a goddamned detective. Then he laughed to himself. Luther was probably living it up on some island for a couple of weeks, and here he was playing the nervous parent. Luther was one of the most capable men Jack had ever met. Besides, it was no business of his anymore. The Whitney family were not his concern, father or daughter. In fact why was he even here? Trying to relive old times? Trying to get to Kate through her old man? That was the most unlikely scenario one could imagine.


  Jack locked the door on the way out, replaced the key under the planter. He glanced back at the house and then walked to his car.


   *   *   *


   


  GLORIA RUSSELL’S HOME OCCUPIED A CUL-DE-SAC IN A QUIET upper-brackets Bethesda suburb off River Road. Her consulting work on behalf of many of the country’s largest corporations coupled with her sizable professorship, and now Chief of Staff salary and many years of careful investing, had left her with a deep purse, and she liked to be surrounded by beautiful things. The entrance was framed by an aged arbor interlaced with strong, thick ivy. The entire front yard was enclosed by a waist-high brick and mortar serpentine wall and set up as a private garden complete with tables and umbrellas. A small fountain bubbled and hissed in a darkness broken only by the shallow light thrown from the big bay window in the front of the house.


  Gloria Russell was sitting at one of the garden tables when Agent Collin pulled up in his convertible, back ramrod straight, suit still crisp, tie knotted rigidly. The Chief of Staff had not changed either. She smiled at him and they walked up the front walk together and into the house.


  “Drink? You look like a bourbon-and-water person.” Russell looked at the young man and slowly drained her third glass of white wine. It had been a long time since she had a young man over. Maybe too long, she was thinking, although the alcohol guaranteed that she wasn’t thinking that clearly.


  “Beer, if you have it.”


  “Coming up.” She stopped to kick off her heels and padded into the kitchen. Collin looked around the expanse of the living room with its billowy professionally done curtains, textured wallpaper and tasteful antiques and wondered what he was doing here. He hoped she hurried with the beer. A star athlete, he had been seduced by women before, from high school on up. But this was not high school and Gloria Russell was no cheerleader. He decided he would not be able to endure the night without a heavy buzz. He had wanted to tell Burton about it, but something had made him keep quiet. Burton had been acting aloof and moody. What they had done was not wrong. He knew the circumstances were awkward, and an action that would ordinarily have brought them praise from the entire country had to be kept secret. He had regretted killing the woman, but there were no other options. Death happened, tragedies occurred all the time. It was her time. Christine Sullivan’s number had just come up.


  A few moments later he was sipping his beer and checking out the Chief of Staff’s derriere as she fluffed up a pillow on the broad couch before sitting down. She smiled at him, delicately sipped her wine.


  “How long have you been in the Service, Tim?”


  “Almost six years.”


  “You’ve risen quickly. The President thinks quite a lot of you. He’s never forgotten that you saved his life.”


  “I appreciate that. I really do.”


  She took another sip of wine and ran her eyes over him. He sat erect; his obvious nervousness amused her. She finished her examination and came away very impressed. Her attention had not been lost on the young agent, who was now hiding his discomfort by examining the numerous paintings that adorned the walls.


  “Nice stuff.” He pointed at the artwork. 


  She smiled at him, watched him hurriedly gulp his beer. Nice stuff. She had been thinking the same thing.


  “Let’s go sit where it’s more comfortable, Tim.” Russell stood up and looked down at him. He was led from the living room through a long, narrow hallway and then through double doors into a large sitting room. The lights came on by themselves, and Collin noted that through another set of double doors the Chief of Staff’s bed was clearly visible.


  “Would you mind if I take a minute to change? I’ve been in this suit long enough.”


  Collin watched as she went into her bedroom. She did not close the doors all the way. A sliver of the room was visible from where he was sitting. He turned his head away, tried to focus all his attention on the scrolls and designs of an antique fireplace screen that would be seeing activity soon. He finished his beer and instantly wanted another one. He lay back in the thick cushions. He tried not to but he could hear every sound she made. Finally, he couldn’t resist it. He turned his head and looked straight through the open doorway. With a pinch of regret he saw nothing. At first. Then she moved across the opening.


  It was only a moment, as she lingered by the end of the bed, to pick up some article of clothing. Chief of Staff Gloria Russell parading naked in front of him sent a jolt through Collin, although he had been expecting it, or something close to it.


  The night’s agenda confirmed, Collin turned his head away, more slowly than he probably should have. He licked the top of the beer can, absorbing the last few drops of the amber liquid. He felt the butt of his new weapon dig against his chest. Normally the mass of metal felt comforting against his skin. Now it just hurt.


  He wondered about fraternization rules. Members of the First Family had been known to become quite attached to their Secret Service agents. Over the years there had always been talk of fooling around, but the official policy was clear on that point. Were Collin discovered in this room with a naked Chief of Staff in her bedroom, his career would be short-lived.


  He thought rapidly. He could leave right now, report in to Burton. But how would that look? Russell would deny it all. Collin would look like a fool, and his career would probably be over anyway. She had brought him here for a reason. She said the President needed his help. He wondered now who he would really be helping. And for the first time Agent Collin felt trapped. Trapped. Where his athleticism, his quick wits and his 9mm were useless to him. Intellectually he was no match for the woman. In the official power structure he was so far below her, it was like he stared up from an abyss with a telescope and still couldn’t glimpse the bottom of her high heels. It promised to be a long night.


  *   *   *


   


  WALTER SULLIVAN PACED WHILE SANDY LORD WATCHED. A bottle of scotch occupied a prominent position on the corner of Lord’s desk. Outside, the darkness was marred by the dull glow of street lamps. The heat had returned for a short spell and Lord had ordered the air conditioning to remain on at Patton, Shaw for his very special visitor tonight. That visitor stopped his pacing and stared down the street where a half-dozen blocks away sat the familiar white building, home to Alan Richmond, and one of the keys to Sullivan and Lord’s grand scheme. Sullivan, however, was not thinking about business tonight. Lord was. But he was far too cunning to show it. Tonight he was here for his friend. To listen to the grief, the outpouring, to let Sullivan mourn his little hooker. The quicker that was done, the sooner they could get down to what really mattered: the next deal.


  “It was a beautiful service, people will remember it for a long time.” Lord chose his words carefully. Walter Sullivan was an old friend, but it was a friendship built on an attorney-client relationship and thus its underpinning could expe
rience some unexpected shifting. Sullivan was also the only person in Lord’s acquaintance who made him nervous, where Lord knew he was never in complete control, that the man he was dealing with was at least his equal and probably more.


  “Yes it was.” Sullivan continued to look down the street. He believed that he had finally convinced the police that the one-way mirror was not connected to the crime. Whether they were completely convinced was another matter. In any event it had been quite an embarrassing moment for a man not accustomed to such. The detective, Sullivan couldn’t remember his name, had not given Sullivan the respect he deserved and that had angered the older man. If anything, he had earned the respect of everyone. It did not help matters that Sullivan did not feel the least bit confident in the local police’s abilities to find the persons responsible.


  He shook his head as his thoughts returned to the mirror. At least it had not been disclosed to the press. That was attention Sullivan could not tolerate. The mirror had been Christine’s idea. But he had to admit he had gone along with it. Now as he looked back, it seemed ludicrous. At first it had fascinated him, watching his wife with other men. He was beyond the age where he could satisfy her himself, but he could not reasonably deny her the physical pleasures that were beyond him. But it had all been absurd, including the marriage. He saw that now. Trying to recapture his youth. He should have known that nature bowed to no one, regardless of their monetary worth. He was embarrassed and he was angry. He finally turned to Lord.


  “I’m not certain that I have confidence in the detective in charge. How can we get the federals involved?”


  Lord put his glass down, lifted a cigar from a box hidden within the recesses of his desk and slowly unwrapped it.


  “Homicide of a private citizen isn’t grounds for a federal investigation.”


  “Richmond is getting involved.” 


  “Fluff, if you ask me.”


  Sullivan shook his massive head. “No. He seemed genuinely concerned.”


  “Maybe. Don’t count on that concern lingering for too long. He has a thousand cans of worms to handle.”


  “I want the people responsible for this caught, Sandy.”


  “I understand that, Walter. Of all people, I understand that. They will be. You have to be patient. These guys weren’t nickel-and-dimers. They knew what they were doing. But everybody makes mistakes. They’ll go to trial, mark my words.”


  “And then what? Life imprisonment, correct?” Sullivan said contemptibly.


  “It’s probably not going to be a capital murder case, so life is what they’ll end up getting. But no chance of parole, Walter, believe me. They’ll never breathe another drop of free air. And getting a little prick in the arm might seem real desirable after a few years of getting bent over every night.”


  Sullivan sat down and stared at his friend. Walter Sullivan wanted no part of any trial. Where all the details of the crime would be revealed. He winced at the thought of all of it being rehashed. Strangers knowing intimate details of his life and that of his deceased wife. He could not bear that. He just wanted the men caught. He would arrange the rest. Lord had said the Commonwealth of Virginia would imprison for life the persons responsible. Walter Sullivan decided right then and there that he would save the commonwealth the cost of that lengthy incarceration.


  *   *   *


   


  RUSSELL CURLED UP ON THE END OF THE COUCH, BARE FEET tucked under a loose-fitting cotton pullover that stopped slightly above her calves. Her ample cleavage peeked at him where the fabric suddenly dipped. Collin had fetched himself two more beers and poured her another glass of wine from the bottle he had brought with him. His head was now slightly warm, as though a small fire were burning inside. The necktie was now loosened, the jacket and gun lay on the opposite couch. She had fingered it as he had taken it off.


  “It’s so heavy.”


  “You get used to it.” She did not ask the question he was usually confronted with. She knew he had killed someone.


  “Would you really take a bullet for the President?” She looked at him through drooping eyelids. She had to remain focused, she kept telling herself. That had not stopped her from leading the young man to the very threshold of her bed. She felt a large measure of her control slipping away. With a masterful effort she started to regain it. What the hell was she doing? At a crisis point in her life and she was acting like a prostitute. She needn’t approach the issue in this way. She knew that. The tugging she was feeling from another sector of her being was disrupting her decision-making processes. She could not allow that, not now.


  She should go change again, retreat back to the living room, or perhaps to her study where the dark oak paneling and walls of books would quash the unsettling rumblings.


  He eyed her steadily. “Yes.”


  She was about to get up but never made it.


  “I’d take one for you too, Gloria.”


  “For me?” Her voice quavered. She looked at him again, her strategic plans forgotten, her eyes wide.


  “Without thinking. Lot of Secret Service agents. Only one Chief of Staff. That’s the way it works.” He looked down and said quietly, “It’s not a game, Gloria.”


  When he went again for more beer he noticed that she had moved close enough that her knee touched his thigh when he sat down. She stretched her legs out, rubbing against his, and then she rested them on the table across from them. The pullover had somehow worked itself up, revealing thighs that were full and creamy white; they were the legs of an older woman, and a damned attractive one. Collin’s eyes moved slowly across the display of skin.


  “You know I’ve always admired you. I mean all of the agents.” She almost seemed embarrassed. “I know sometimes you get taken for granted. I want you to know that I appreciate you.”


  “It’s a great job. Wouldn’t trade it for anything.” He chugged another beer, and felt better. His breathing relaxed.


  She smiled at him. “I’m glad you came tonight.”


  “Anything to help, Gloria.” His confidence level was going up as his alcohol intake increased. He finished the beer and she pointed with an unsteady finger to a stand of liquor over by the door. He mixed drinks for them, sat back down.


  “I feel I can trust you, Tim.”


  “You can.”


  “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t feel that way with Burton.”


  “Bill’s a top agent. The best.”


  She touched his arm, left it there.


  “I didn’t mean it that way. I know he’s good. I just don’t know about him sometimes. It’s hard to explain. It’s just an instinct on my part.”


  “You should trust your instincts. I do.” He looked at her. She looked younger, much younger, like she should be graduating college, ready to take on the world.


  “My instincts tell me that you’re someone I can depend on, Tim.”


  “I am.” He drained his drink.


  “Always?”


  He stared at her, touched his empty glass to hers. “Always.”


  His eyes were heavy now. He thought back to high school. After scoring the winning touchdown in the state championship. Cindy Purket had looked at him just like that. An all-giving look on her face.


  He laid his hand on her thigh, rubbed it up and down. The flesh was just loose enough to be intensely womanly. She didn’t resist but instead inched closer. Then his hand disappeared under the pullover, tracing over her still firm belly, just nicking the undersides of her breasts, and then returning into view. The other arm encircled her waist, drawing her closer to him; his hand dropped down to her bottom and gripped hard. She sucked in air and then let it out slowly, as she leaned into his shoulder. He felt her chest push into his arm, up and down. The floating mass was soft, and warm. She dropped her hand to his hardening crotch and squeezed, then lingered her mouth over his, slowly pulling back and looking at him, her eyelids moving up and down in slow rhythms.


  She put her drink down, and slowly, almost teasingly, slid out of the pullover. He exploded against her, hands digging under the bra strap until he felt it give way and she poured out to him, his head buried in the loose mounds. Next, the last remaining piece of clothing, a pair of black lace panties, was ripped from her body; she smiled as it was sent sailing against the wall. Then she caught her breath as he lifted her effortlessly and carried her into the bedroom. 


  









  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THE JAGUAR DROVE SLOWLY UP THE LONG DRIVE, STOPPED, and two people got out.


  Jack turned up the collar on his coat. The evening was brisk as rain-heavy clouds marched into the area.


  Jennifer walked around the car and settled in next to him as they leaned against the luxury car.


  Jack looked up at the place. Thick sheets of ivy swept across the top of the entrance. The house had a heavy substance to it, real and committed. Its occupants probably would absorb a good measure of that. He could use that in his life right now. He had to admit, it was beautiful. What was wrong with beautiful things anyway? Four hundred thou as a partner. If he started bringing in other clients, who knew? Lord made five times that, two million dollars a year, and that was his base.


  Compensation figures of partners were strictly confidential and were never discussed even under the most informal circumstances at the firm. However, Jack had guessed cor
rectly on the computer password to the partner comp file. The code word was “greed.” Some secretary must have laughed her ass off over that one.


  Jack looked over a front lawn the size of a carrier flight deck. A vision galloped across. He looked at his fiancée.


  “It has plenty of space to play touch football with the kids.” He smiled.


  “Yes, it does.” She smiled back at him, kissed his cheek gently. She took his arm and encircled her waist with it.


  Jack looked back at the mansion, soon to be his three-point-eight-million-dollar home. Jennifer continued to look at him, her smile broadening as she gripped his fingers. Her eyes seemed to glisten, even in the darkness.


  As Jack continued to stare at the structure, he felt a rush of relief. This time he only saw windows.


  *   *   *


  AT THIRTY-SIX THOUSAND FEET, WALTER SULLIVAN LEANED back in the deep softness of his cabin chair and glanced out the window of the 747 into the darkness. As they moved east to west, Sullivan was adding a number of hours to his day, but time zones had never bothered him. The older he became the less sleep he needed, and he had never needed very much to begin with.


  The man sitting across from him took the opportunity to examine the older man closely. Sullivan was known throughout the world as a legitimate, although sometimes bullying, global businessman. Legitimate. That was the key word running itself through Michael McCarty’s head. Legitimate businessmen typically had no need of, nor desire to speak with, gentlemen in McCarty’s profession. But when one is alerted through the most discreet channels that one of the wealthiest men on earth desired a meeting with you, then you attended. McCarty had not become one of the world’s foremost assassins because he particularly enjoyed the work. He particularly enjoyed the money and with it the luxuries that money inspired. 


  McCarty’s added advantage was the fact that he appeared to be a businessman himself. Ivy League good looks, which wasn’t too far afield, since he held a degree in international politics from Dartmouth. With his thick, wavy blond hair, broad shoulders and wrinkle-free face he could be the hard-charging entrepreneur on the way up or a film star at his peak. The fact that he killed people for a living, at a per-hit fee of in excess of one million dollars, did nothing to dampen his youthful enthusiasm or his love of life.


  Sullivan finally looked at him. McCarty, despite an enormous confidence in his abilities and a supreme coolness under pressure, began to grow nervous under the billionaire’s scrutiny. From one elite to another.


  “I want you to kill someone for me,” Sullivan said simply. “Unfortunately, at the present time, I do not know who that person is. But with any luck, one day I will. Until that time comes, I will place you on a retainer so that your services will always be available to me until such time as I need them.”


  McCarty smiled and shook his head. “You may be aware of my reputation, Mr. Sullivan. My services are already in great demand. My work carries me all over the world, as I’m sure you know. Were I to devote my full time to you until this opportunity arose, then I would be forgoing other work. I’m afraid my bank account, along with my reputation, would suffer.”


  Sullivan’s reply was immediate. “One hundred thousand dollars a day until that opportunity arises, Mr. McCarty. When you successfully complete the task, double your usual fee. I can do nothing to preserve your reputation; however, I trust that the per diem arrangement will forestall any damage to your financial status.”


  McCarty’s eyes widened just a bit and then he quickly regained his composure.


  “I think that will be adequate, Mr. Sullivan.”


  “Of course you realize I am placing considerable confidence not only in your skills at eliminating subjects, but also in your discretion.” 


  McCarty hid his smile. He had been picked up in Sullivan’s plane in Istanbul at midnight local time. The flight crew had no idea who he was. No one had ever identified him, thus someone recognizing him was not a concern. Sullivan meeting him in person eliminated one thing. An intermediary who would then have Sullivan in his control. McCarty, on the other hand, had no earthly reason to betray Sullivan and every motivation not to.


  Sullivan continued, “You will receive particulars as they become available. You will assimilate yourself into the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area, although your task may take you anywhere in the world. I will need you to move on a moment’s notice. You will make your location known to me at all times and will check in with me daily on secured communication lines that I will establish. You will pay your own expenses out of the per diem. A wire transfer will be set up to funnel the fee to an account of your choosing. My planes will be available to you if the need arises. Understood?”


  McCarty nodded, a little put off by his client’s series of commands. But then you didn’t get to be a billionaire without being somewhat commanding, did you? On top of that McCarty had read about Christine Sullivan. Who the hell could blame the old man?


  Sullivan pushed a button on the armrest of his chair.


  “Thomas? How long until we’re stateside?”


  The voice was brisk and informed. “Five hours and fifteen minutes, Mr. Sullivan, if we maintain present air speed and altitude.”


  “Make sure that we do.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Sullivan pressed another button and the cabin attendant appeared and efficiently served them the sort of dinner that McCarty had never had on a plane before. Sullivan said nothing to McCarty until the dinner was cleared and the younger man rose and was being directed to his sleeping quarters by the attendant. Registering on a sweep of Sulli
van’s hand, the attendant disappeared within the recesses of the aircraft.


  “One more thing, Mr. McCarty. Have you ever failed on a mission?”


  McCarty’s eyes turned to slits as he stared back at his new employer. For the first time it was evident that the Ivy Leaguer was extremely dangerous.


  “Once, Mr. Sullivan. The Israelis. Sometimes they seem more than human.”


  “Please don’t make it twice. Thank you.”


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK WAS ROAMING THE HALLS OF THE SULLIVAN home. The yellow police lines were still up outside, fluttering softly in the increasing breeze and thickening bank of dark clouds that promised more heavy rain. Sullivan was staying at his Watergate penthouse downtown. His domestic staff were at their employer’s residence on Fisher Island, Florida, catering to members of Sullivan’s family. He had already interviewed each of them in person. They were being flown home shortly for more detailed questioning.


  He took a moment to admire the surroundings. It was as though he were touring a museum. All that money. The place reeked of it, from the superlative antiques to the broadbrush paintings that casually hung everywhere, with real signatures at the bottom. Hell, everything in the house was an original.


  He wandered into the kitchen and then into the dining room. The table resembled a bridge spanning the pale blue rug spread over the refinished parquet flooring. His feet seemed to be sucked into the thick, heavy fibers. He sat down at the head of the table, his eyes constantly roaming. As far as he could tell nothing had happened in here. Time was slipping by and progress was not coming easily.


  Outside the sun momentarily pushed through the heavy clouds and Frank got his first break on the case. He wouldn’t have noticed it if he hadn’t been admiring the moldings around the ceiling. His father had been a carpenter. Joints smooth as a baby’s cheek.


  That’s when he observed the rainbow dancing across the ceiling. As he admired the parallels of color, he began to wonder about its source, like the folklore of tracking the pot of gold at the end of the striped apparition. His eye scanned the room. It took him a few seconds, but then he had it. He quickly knelt down beside the table and peered under one of the legs. The table was a Sheraton, Eighteenth Century, which meant it was as heavy as a semi. It took him two tries, and perspiration broke across his forehead, a trickle entering his right eye and making him tear for a moment, but he finally managed to budge the table and pull it out.


  He sat back down and looked at his new possession, maybe his little pot of gold. The little piece of silver-colored material acted as a barrier between the furniture to prevent the wet carpet from causing damage to wood or upholstery and also stopped leaching into the damp fibers. With the aid of sunlight, its reflective surface also made for a nice rainbow. He had had similar ones in his own house when his wife had gotten particularly nervous about a visit from her in-laws and decided some serious household cleaning had to be done.


  He took out his notebook. The servants arrived at Dulles at ten tomorrow morning. Frank doubted in this house if the small piece of foil he was holding would have been allowed to remain in its resting place for very long. It could be nothing. It could be everything. A perfect way to gauge the lay of the land. It would probably fall somewhere in between, if he were very, very lucky.


  He hit the floor again and sniffed the carpet, ran his fingers through the fibers. The stuff they used nowadays, you could never tell. No odor, dried in a couple of hours. He would know soon enough how long it had been; if it could tell him anything. He could call Sullivan, but for some reason, he wanted to hear it from someone other than the master of the house. The old man was not high on the list of suspects, but Frank was smart enough to realize that Sullivan re
mained on that list. Whether his place descended or ascended depended on what Frank could find out today, tomorrow, next week. When you boiled it down, it was that simple. That was good, because up to now nothing about the death of Christine Sullivan had been simple. He wandered out of the room, thinking about the whimsical nature of rainbows and police investigations in general.


  *   *   *


   


  BURTON SCANNED THE CROWD, COLLIN BESIDE HIM. ALAN Richmond made his way to the informal podium set up on the steps of the Middleton Courthouse, a broad block of mortar-smeared brick, stark white dentil moldings, weather-beaten cement steps and the ubiquitous American flag alongside its Virginia counterpart swooping and swirling in the morning breeze. Precisely at nine-thirty-five the President began to speak. Behind him stood the craggy and expressionless Walter Sullivan with the ponderous Herbert Sanderson Lord beside him.


  Collin moved a little closer to the crowd of reporters at the bottom of the courthouse steps as they strained and positioned like opposing teams of basketball players waiting for the foul shot to swish or bang off the rim. He had left the Chief of Staff’s home at three in the morning. What a night it had been. What a week it had been. As ruthless and unfeeling as Gloria Russell seemed in public life, Collin had seen another side of the woman, a side that he was strongly attracted to. It still seemed like a careless daydream. He had slept with the President’s Chief of Staff. That simply did not happen. But it had happened to Agent Tim Collin. They had planned to see each other tonight as well. They had to be careful, but they were both cautious by nature. Where it would lead, Collin did not know.


  Born and raised in Lawrence, Kansas, Collin had a good set of Midwestern values to fall back upon. You dated, fell in love, married and had four or five kids, strictly in that order. He didn’t see that happening here. All he knew was he wanted to be with her again. He glanced across and eyed her where she stood behind and to the left of the President. Sunglasses on, wind lifting her hair slightly, she seemed in complete control of everything around her.


  Burton had his eyes on the crowd, then glanced at his partner in time to see the latter’s gaze riveted for an instant on the Chief of Staff. Burton frowned. Collin was a good agent who did his job well, maybe to the point of overzealousness. Not the first agent to suffer from that, and not necessarily a bad trait in their line of work. But you kept your eyes on the crowd, everything out there. What the hell was going on? Burton made a sideways glance at Russell, but she stared straight ahead, seemingly oblivious to the men assigned to protect her. Burton looked at Collin once more. The kid now scanned the crowd, changing his pace every now and then, left to right, right to left, sometimes up, occasionally he would stare straight ahead, no trace of a pattern a potential assailant could count on. But Burton could not forget the look he had given the Chief of Staff. Behind the sunglasses Burton had seen something he did not like.


  Alan Richmond finished his speech by staring stonily out at the cloudless sky as the wind whipped through his perfectly styled hair. He seemed to be looking to God for help, but in actuality he was trying to remember if he was meeting the Japanese ambassador at two or three that afternoon. But his faraway, almost visionary look would carry well on the evening news.


  On cue he snapped back to attention and turned to Walter Sullivan and gave the bereaved husband a hug befitting someone of his stature.


  “God, I am so sorry, Walter. My deepest, deepest condolences. If there is anything, anything that I can do. You know that.”


  Sullivan held on to the hand that was offered to him, and his legs began to shake until two of his entourage invisibly supported him with a quick thrust of sinewy arms. 


  “Thank you, Mr. President.”


  “Alan, please, Walter. Friend to friend now.”


  “Thank you, Alan, you have no idea how much I appreciate your taking the time to do this. Christy would have been so moved by your words today.”


  Only Gloria Russell, who was watching the pair closely, noticed the slight twinge of a smirk at the corner of her boss’s cheek. Then, in an instant it was gone.


  “I know there are really no words I can say to do justice to what you’re feeling, Walter. It seems more and more that things in this world happen for no purpose. Except for her sudden illness, this never would’ve happened. I can’t explain why things like this occur, no one can. But I want you to know that I am here for you, when you need me. Anytime, anyplace. We’ve been through so much together. And you’ve certainly helped me through some pretty rough times.”


  “Your friendship has always been important to me, Alan. I won’t forget this.”


  Richmond slid an arm around the old man’s shoulders. In the background microphones dangled on long poles. Like giant rods and reels, they surrounded the pair despite the collective efforts of the men’s respective entourages.


  “Walter, I’m going to get involved in this. I know some people will say it’s not my job and in my position I can’t become personally involved with anything. But goddammit, Walter, you’re my friend and I’m not going to just let this slide away. The people responsible for this are going to pay.”


  The two men embraced once more as the photographers popped away. The twenty-foot antennas sprouting from the fleet of news trucks dutifully broadcast this tender moment to the world. Another example of President Alan Richmond being more than just a President. It made the White House PR staff giddy thinking about the initial preelection polls.


  *   *   *


   


  THE TELEVISION CHANNEL-HOPPED FROM MTV TO GRAND OLE Opry to cartoons, to QVC to CNN to Pro Wrestling and then back to CNN. The man sat up in bed and put out his cigarette, laid the remote down. The President was giving a press conference. He looked stern and appropriately appalled at the abominable murder of Christine Sullivan, wife of billionaire Walter Sullivan, one of the President’s closest friends, and its symbolism of the growing lawlessness in this country. Whether the President would have made the same pitch if the victim had been a poor black, Hispanic or Asian found with his throat cut in an alley in Southeast D.C. was never addressed. The President spoke in firm, crisp tones with the perfect trace of anger, of toughness. The violence must stop. The people must feel safe in their homes, or at their estates in this particular case. It was an impressive scene. A thoughtful and caring President.


  The reporters were eating it up, asking all the right questions.


  The television showed Chief of Staff Gloria Russell, dressed in black, nodding approvingly when the President hit key points in his views on crime and punishment. The police fraternity and AARP vote was locked up for the next election. Forty million votes, well worth the morning drive out.


  She would not have been so happy if she knew who was watching them right this minute. Whose eyes bored into every inch of flesh on both her and the President’s faces, as the memories of that night, never far from the surface, welled up like an oil fire spewing heat and potential destruction in all directions.


  The flight to Barbados had been uneventful. The Airbus was a vast ship whose massive engines had effortlessly ripped the plane from the ground in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and in a few minutes they had hit their cruising altitude of 36,000 feet. The plane was packed, San Juan acting as a feeder for tourists bound for the clusters of islands that made up the Caribbean vacation strip. Passengers from Oregon and New York and all points in between looked at the wall of black clouds as the plane banked left and moved away from the remnants of an early-season tropical storm that had never hit hurricane status.


  A metal stairway met them as they departed the aircraft. A car, tiny by American standards, shepherded five of them on the wrong side of the road as they left the airport and headed into Bridgetown, the capital of the former British colony, which had retained strong traces of its long colonialism in its speech, dress and mannerisms. In melodious tones the driver informed them of the many wonders of the tiny island, pointing out the pirate ship tour as the skull and crossbones ship pounded through still rough seas. On its deck, pale but reddening tourists were plied with rum punch in such levels that they would all be very drunk and/or very sick by the time they returned to the dock later that afternoon.


  In the back seat two couples from Des Moines made excited plans in chirrupy patters of conversation. The older man who sat in the front seat staring out the windshield had his thoughts mired two thousand miles north. Once or twice he checked where they were headed, instinctively craving the lay of the land. The major landmarks were relatively few; the island was barely twenty-one miles long and fourteen miles across at its widest point. The near constant eighty-five-degree heat was ameliorated by the continual breeze, its sound eventually disappearing into one’s subconscious but always nearby like a faded but still potent dream.


  The hotel was an American standard Hilton built on a man-made beach that jutted out on one end of the island. Its staff was well-trained, courteous and more than willing to leave you alone if that was desired. While most of the guests gave themselves wholeheartedly to the pampering efforts, one patron shunned contact, leaving his room only to wander to isolated areas of the white beach or the mountainous Atlantic Ocean side of the island. The rest of the time was spent in his room, lights set low, TV on, room service trays littering the carpet and wicker furnishings.


  On the first day there Luther had grabbed a cab from in front of the hotel and taken a ride north, almost to the edge of the ocean, where atop one of the island’s numerous hills stood the Sullivan estate. Luther’s selection of Barbados had not been arbitrary.


  “You know Mr. Sullivan? He’s not here. Went back to America.” The cabbie’s lyrical tones had brought Luther out of his trance. The massive iron gates at the bottom of the grassy hill hid a long, winding drive up to the mansion, which, with its salmon-colored stucco walls and eighteen-foot-high white marble columns, looked strangely appropriate in the lush greenery, like an enormous pink rose jutting out from the bushes.


  “I’ve been to his place,” Luther answered. “In the States.”


  The cabbie looked at him with new respect.


  “Is anyone home? Any of the staff maybe?”


  The man shook his head. “All gone. Dis morning.”


  Luther sat back in his seat. The reason was obvious. They had found the mistress of the house.


  Luther spent the next several days on the broad white beaches watching cruise ships unload their population into the duty-free shops that littered the downtown area. Dread-locked residents of the island made their rounds with their battered briefcases housing watches, perfumes and other counterfeit paraphernalia.


  For five American dollars, you could watch an islander cut up an aloe leaf and pour its rich liquid into a small glass bottle for use when the sun started to nip at tender white skin that had lain dormant and unblemished behind suits and blouses. Your own handwoven corn rows cost you forty dollars and took about an hour, and there were many women with flabby arms and thick, crumpled feet who patiently lay in the sand while this operation was performed upon them.


  The island’s beauty should have served to free Luther, to some degree, from his melancholy. And, finally, the warming sun, gentle breezes and low-key approach to life of the island populace had eroded his nervous agitation to where he occasionally smiled at a passerby, spoke monosyllables to the bartender and sipped his mixed drinks far into the night while lying on the beach, the surf pounding into the darkness and gently lifting him away from his nightmare. He planned to move on in a few days. Where to, he wasn’t quite sure.


  And then the channel hopping stopped at the CNN broadcast and Luther, like a battered fish on an unbreakable line, was sent reeling toward what he had spent several thousand dollars and traveled several thousand miles trying to escape.


  *   *   *


   


  RUSSELL STUMBLED OUT OF BED AND WALKED OVER TO THE bureau, fumbled for a pack of cigarettes.


  “They’ll cut ten years off your life.” Collin rolled over and watched her naked machinations with amusement.


  “This job’s already done that.” She lit up, inhaled deeply for several seconds, put the smoke out and climbed back in bed, snuggling butt-first to Collin, smiling contentedly as she was wrapped up in his long, muscular arms.


  “The press conference went well, don’t you think?” She could feel him thinking it through. He was fairly transparent. Without the sunglasses they all were, she felt.


  “As long as they don’t find out what really happened.”


  She turned to face him, traced her finger along his neck, making a V against his smooth chest. Richmond’s chest had been hairy, some of the tufts turning gray, curling at the edges. Collin’s was like a baby’s bottom, but she could feel the hard muscle beneath the skin. He could break her neck with no more than a passing motion. She wondered, briefly, how that would feel.


  “You know we have a problem.”


  Collin almost laughed out loud. “Yeah, we’ve got some guy out there with the President’s and a dead woman’s prints and blood on a knife. That qualifies as a big problem I’d say.”


  “Why do you think he hasn’t come forward?”


  Collin shrugged. If he were the guy he would’ve disappeared. Taken the stash and gone. Millions of dollars. As loyal as Collin was, what he could do with that kind of money. He would disappear too. For a while. He looked at her. With that kind of money would she condescend to go with him? Then he turned his thoughts back to the discussion at hand. Maybe the guy was a member of the President’s political party, maybe he had voted for him. In any event why bring yourself that kind of trouble.


  “Probably scared to,” he finally replied.


  “There are ways of doing it anonymously.”


  “Maybe the guy’s not that sophisticated. Or maybe there’s no profit in that. Or maybe he doesn’t give a shit. Take your pick. If he was going to come forward, he probably would have. If he does, we’ll sure know soon enough.”


  She sat up in bed.


  “Tim, I’m really worried about this.” The edge in her voice made him sit up too. “I made the decision to keep that letter opener as is. If the President were to find out …” She looked at him. He read the message in her eyes and stroked her hair and then cupped her cheek with his hand.


  “He’s not going to find out from me.”


  She smiled. “I know that, Tim, I really believe that. But if he, this person, were to somehow try to communicate with the President directly.”


  Collin looked puzzled. “Why would he do that?”


  Russell shifted to the side of the bed, let her feet dangle several inches from the floor. For the first time Collin noticed the small reddish oval birthmark, half the size of a penny, at the base of her neck. Next he noticed that she was shivering, even though the room was warm.


  “Why would he do that, Gloria?” Collin edged closer.


  She spoke to the bedroom wall. “Has it occurred to you that that letter opener represents one of the most valuable objects in the world?” She turned to him, rubbed his hair, smiled at the vacant expression that was slowly coming to a conclusion.


  “Blackmail?”


  She nodded at him.


  “How do you blackmail the goddamned President?” 


  She got up, threw a loose robe around her shoulders and poured another drink from the almost-empty decanter.


  “Being President doesn’t make you immune from blackmail attempts, Tim. Hell, it just gives you that much more to lose … or gain.”


  She slowly stirred her drink, sat down on a couch and tipped her glass back, the liquid warm and soothing going down. She had been drinking much more than usual lately. Not that her performance had been impaired, but she would have to watch it, especially at this level, at this critical point. But she decided she would watch it tomorrow. Tonight, with the weight of political disaster lurking above her shoulders, and a young, handsome man in her bed, she would drink. She felt fifteen years younger. Every passing moment with him made her feel more beautiful. She would not forget her primary goal, but who was to say she couldn’t enjoy herself?


  “What do you want me to do?” Collin looked at her.


  Russell had been waiting for that. Her young, handsome Secret Service agent. A modern white knight like the kind she read about as a wide-eyed girl. She looked at him as the drink dangled from her fingers. She used her other hand to slowly pull off her robe and let it drop to the floor. There was time enough, especially for a thirty-seven-year-old woman who had never had a serious relationship with a man. Time enough for everything. The drink soothed away her fear, her paranoia. And with it her cautiousness. All of which she needed in abundance. But not tonight.


  “There is something you can do for me. But I’ll tell you in the morning.” She smiled, lay back on the couch and put out her hand. Obediently he rose and went to her. A few moments later the only sounds were intermingled groans and the persistent squeaks of the overwrought couch.


  *   *   *


   


  A HALF-BLOCK DOWN THE STREET FROM RUSSELL’S HOME, Bill Burton sat in his wife’s nondescript Bonneville and cradled a can of Diet Coke between his knees. Occasionally he would glance at the house that he had observed his partner entering at 12:14 a.m. and where he’d caught a glimpse of the Chief of Staff in attire that didn’t indicate the visit was a business one. With his long-range lens he had gotten two pictures of that particular scene that Russell would have killed to get her hands on. The lights in the house had moved progressively from room to room until they reached the east side of the place, when all lights were dramatically extinguished.


  Burton looked at the dormant taillights of his partner’s car. The kid had made a mistake. Being here. This was a career ender, maybe for both him and Russell. Burton thought back to that night. Collin racing back to the house. Russell white as a sheet. Why? In all the confusion Burton had forgotten to ask. And then they were smashing through cornfields after someone who shouldn’t have been there but sure as hell had been.


  But Collin had gone back in that house for a reason. And Burton decided it was time he found out what that reason was. He had a dim feeling of a conspiracy slowly evolving. Since he had been excluded from participating, he naturally concluded that he was probably not intended to benefit from that conspiracy. Not for one moment did he believe that Russell was interested solely in what was behind his partner’s zipper. She was not that type, not by a long shot. Everything she did had a purpose, an important purpose. A good fuck from a young buck was not nearly important enough.


  Another two hours passed. Burton looked at his watch and then stiffened as he saw Collin open the front door, move slowly down the walk and get in his car. As he drove by, Burton ducked down in his seat, feeling slightly guilty at this surveillance of a fellow agent. He watched the wink of a turn signal as the Ford made its way out of the high-priced area.


  Burton looked back up at the house. A light came on in what probably was the living room. It was late, but apparently the lady of the house was still going strong. Her stamina was legendary around the White House. Burton briefly wondered if she exhibited that same endurance between the sheets. Two minutes later the street was empty. The light in the house remained on. 


  









  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE PLANE LANDED AND THUNDERED TO A STOP ON THE SHORT strip of tarmac constituting National Airport’s main runway, hit an immediate left a few hundred yards from the tiny inlet that accessed the Potomac for the swarms of weekend boat enthusiasts, and taxied to gate number nine. An airport security officer was answering questions from a group of anxious, camera-toting tourists and did not observe the man walking rapidly past him. Not that identification was going to be made anyway.


  Luther’s return trip had followed the circuity of his exit. A stopover in Miami, and then Dallas/Fort Worth.


  He grabbed a cab and watched the south-moving rush-hour traffic on the George Washington Parkway as weary commuters threaded their way home. The skies promised more rain, and the wind whipped through the tree-lined parkway meandering lazily on its parallel course with the Potomac. Planes periodically rocketed into the air, banking left and rapidly disappearing into the clouds.


  One more battle beckoned Luther. The image of a righteously indignant President Richmond pounding the lectern in his impassioned speech against violence, his smug Chief of Staff by his side, was the one constant in Luther’s life now. The old, tired and fearful man who had fled the country was no longer tired, no longer fearful. The overriding guilt at allowing a young woman to die had been replaced with an overriding hate, an anger that surged through every nerve in his body. If he was to be, of sorts, Christine Sullivan’s avenging angel, he would perform that task with every ounce of energy and every shred of ingenuity he had left.


  Luther settled back into his seat, munched on some crackers saved from the plane trip, and wondered if Gloria Russell was any good at playing chicken.


   *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK GLANCED OUT THE CAR WINDOW. HIS PERSONAL interviews of Walter Sullivan’s household staff had revealed two things of interest, the first of which was the business enterprise Frank was now parked in front of; the second could keep. Housed in a long, gray concrete building in a heavy commercial area of Springfield just outside the Beltway, Metro Steam Cleaner’s sign proclaimed that it had been in business since 1949. That was stability that meant nothing to Frank. A lot of long-standing legitimate businesses were now money-laundering fronts for organized crime, both Mafia, Chinese and America’s own homegrown versions. And a carpet cleaner that catered to affluent homeowners was in a perfect position to scope alarm systems, cash and jewelry nests and patterns of behavior of the intended victims and their households. Whether he was dealing with a loner or an entire organization Frank didn’t know. It was more likely that he was headed toward a dead end, but then you never knew. There were two patrol cars stationed three minutes away. Just in case. Frank got out of his car.


  “That would have been Rogers, Budizinski and Jerome Pettis. Yep, August 30, nine A.M. Three floors. Damn house was so big, it took all day even with three guys.” George Patterson consulted his record book while Frank’s eyes took in the grimy office.


  “Can I speak to them?”


  “You can to Pettis. The other two are gone.”


  “Permanently?” Patterson nodded. “How long had they been with you?”


  Patterson’s eyes scanned his employment log. “Jerome’s been with me five years. He’s one of my best people. Rogers was about two months. I think he moved out of the area. Budizinski had been with us about four weeks.”


  “Pretty short stays.”


  “Hell, that’s the nature of the business. Spend a thousand bucks training these guys and wham they’re gone. It’s not a career-type job, you know what I mean? It’s hot, dirty work. And the pay ain’t exactly going to put you on the Riviera, you hear what I’m saying?”


  “You got addresses for them?” Frank took out his notebook.


  “Well, like I said, Rogers moved. Pettis is in today, if you want to talk to him. He’s got a job to do out in McLean in about a half hour. He’s back loading his truck now.”


  “Who decides which crew goes to which house?”


  “I do.”


  “All the time?”


  Patterson hesitated. “Well, I got guys who specialize in different stuff.”


  “Who specializes in the high-dollar areas?”


  “Jerome. Like I said, he’s my best guy.”


  “How did the other two get assigned to him?”


  “I don’t know, we juggle stuff like that. Depends on who shows up for work sometimes.”


  “You remember any of those three being particularly interested in visiting the Sullivan place?”


  Patterson shook his head.


  “What about Budizinski? You got an address on him?”


  Patterson consulted a notebook crammed with paper and wrote on a slip of paper. “It’s over in Arlington. Don’t know if he’s still there.”


  “I’ll want their employment file. Social Security numbers, birthdates, job history, all that stuff.”


  “Sally can get that for you. She’s the gal up front.”


  “Thanks. You got photos of these guys?”


  Patterson looked at Frank like he was nuts. “Are you kidding. This ain’t the FBI, for crying out loud.”


  “Can you give me a description?” Frank asked patiently.


  “I’ve got sixty-five employees and a turnover rate of over sixty percent. I usually don’t even see the guy after he’s hired. Everybody starts to look the same after a while anyway. Pettis’ll remember.”


  “Anything else you think might help me?”


  Patterson shook his head. “You think one of them might have killed that woman?”


  Frank stood up and stretched. “I don’t know. What do you think?”


  “Hey, I get all kinds in here. Nothing surprises me anymore.”


  Frank turned to leave, then turned back. “Oh by the way, I’ll want records of all homes and establishments cleaned by your firm in Middleton in the last two years.”


  Patterson exploded out of his chair. “What the fuck for?”


  “You have the records?”


  “Yeah, I got ’em.”


  “Good, let me know when they’re ready. Have a good one.”


   *   *   *


   


  JEROME PETTIS WAS A TALL, CADAVEROUS BLACK MAN IN HIS early forties with a perpetual cigarette hanging from his mouth. Frank watched admiringly as the man methodically loaded the heavy cleaning equipment with a practiced hand. His blue jumpsuit announced that he was a senior technician with Metro. He didn’t look at Frank, kept his eyes on his work. All around them in the huge garage white vans were being similarly loaded. A couple of men stared over at Frank but quickly returned to their work.


  “Mr. Patterson said you had some questions?”


  Frank parked himself on the van’s front bumper. “A few. You did a job at Walter Sullivan’s home in Middleton on August 30 of this year.”


  Pettis’s brow furrowed. “August? Hell, I do about four homes a day. I don’t remember them cuz they aren’t that memorable.”


  “This one took you all day. Big house out in Middleton. Rogers and Budizinski were with you.”


  Pettis smiled. “That’s right. Biggest goddamned house I’d ever seen and I’ve seen some bad places, man.”


  Frank smiled back. “That’s the same thing I thought when I saw it.”


  Pettis straightened up, relit his cigarette. “Problem was all that furniture. Had to move every damn piece, and some of that shit was heavy, heavy like they don’t make no more.”


  “So you were there all day?” Frank hadn’t meant the question to come out that way.


  Pettis stiffened, sucked on his Camel and leaned against the door of the van. “So how come the cops are interested in how the carpets were cleaned?”


  “Woman was murdered in the house. Apparently she mixed it up with some burglars. Don’t you read the papers?”


  “Just the sports. And you’re wondering if I’m one of them dudes?”


  “Not right now. I’m just collecting information. Everybody who was near that house recently interests me. I’ll probably talk to the mailman next.”


  “You’re funny for a cop. You think I killed her?”


  “I think if you did, you’re smart enough not to stick around here waiting for me to ring your doorbell. These two men who were with you, what can you tell me about them?”


  Pettis finished his smoke and looked at Frank without answering. Frank started to close his notebook.


  “You want a lawyer, Jerome?”


  “Do I need one?”


  “Not as far as I’m concerned, but it’s not my call. I don’t plan on pulling out my Miranda card if that’s what you’re worried about.”


  Pettis finally looked at the concrete floor, crushed out his cigarette, looked back at Frank. “Look, man, I’ve been with Mr. Patterson a long time. Come to work every day, do my job, take my paycheck and go home.”


  “Then it sounds like you have nothing to worry about.”


  “Right. Look, I did some stuff a while back. Did some time. You can pull it off your computers in five seconds. So I’m not gonna sit here and bullshit you, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “I’ve got four kids and no wife. I didn’t break into that house and I didn’t do anything to that woman.”


  “I believe you, Jerome. I’m a lot more interested in Rogers and Budizinski.”


  Pettis eyed the detective for several seconds. “Let’s take a walk.”


  The two men left the garage and walked over to an ancient Buick as big as a boat that had more rust than metal. Pettis got inside. Frank followed.


  “Big ears in the garage, you know?”


  Frank nodded.


  “Brian Rogers. Called him Slick cuz he was a good worker, picked up things fast.”


  “What’d he look like?”


  “White guy about fifty, maybe older. Not too tall, five eight, maybe a buck fifty. Talkative. Worked hard.”


  “And Budizinski?”


  “Buddy. Everybody here has a nickname. I’m Ton. For skeleton, you know.” Frank smiled at that one. “He was a white guy too, a little bigger. Maybe a little older than Slick. He kept to himself. Did what he was told and nothing more.”


  “Which one did the master bedroom?”


  “We all did. We had to lift the bed and the bureau. They weighed a couple tons each. Back still hurts.” Jerome reached in the rear seat and pulled out a cooler. “No time for breakfast this morning,” he explained as he pulled out a banana and an egg biscuit.


  Frank shifted uncomfortably in the worn seat. A piece of metal jabbed into his back. The car reeked of cigarette smoke.


  “Were either of them ever alone in the master bedroom or the house?”


  “Always somebody in the house. Man had a lot of people working there. They coulda gone upstairs by themselves. I never kept a watch on them. Wasn’t my job, you know?”


  “How’d Rogers and Budizinski come to be working with you that day?”


  Jerome thought for a moment. “I’m not sure, come to think of it. I know it was an early job. It might’ve just been they were the first ones here. Sometimes that’s all it takes.”


  “So if they knew ahead of time you were going to do a place like that early, and they got here before everyone else, they could hook on with you?”


  “Yeah, I guess they could. Man, we just look for bodies, you know what I’m saying? Don’t take no brain surgeon to do this shit.”


  “When was the last time you saw them?”


  The other man scrunched up his face, bit into his banana.


  “Couple of months ago, maybe longer. Buddy left first, never said why. Guys come and go all the time. I’ve been here longer than anybody except Mr. Patterson. Slick moved away, I think.”


  “Know where?”


  “I remember him saying something about Kansas. Some construction work. He used to be a carpenter. Got laid off up here when commercial went belly up. Good with his hands.”


  Frank wrote this information down while Jerome finished his breakfast. They walked back to the garage together. Frank looked inside the van, at all the hoses, power handles, bottles and heavy cleaning equipment. 


  “This the van you used to do the Sullivan place?”


  “This been my van for three years. Best one in the place.”


  “You keep the same equipment in the van?”


  “Damn straight.”


  “Then you better get a new van for a while.”


  “What?” Jerome slowly climbed out of the driver’s seat.


  “I’ll talk to Patterson. I’m impounding this one.”


  “You’re shitting me.”


  “No, Jerome, I’m afraid I’m not.”


   *   *   *


   


  “WALTER, THIS IS JACK GRAHAM. JACK, WALTER SULLIVAN.” Sandy Lord sat down heavily in his chair. Jack shook hands with Sullivan and then the men sat around the small table in conference room number five. It was eight o’clock in the morning and Jack had been in the office since six after pulling two all-nighters. He had already consumed three cups of coffee and proceeded to pour himself out a fourth from the silver coffee pot.


  “Walter, I’ve told Jack about the Ukraine deal. We’ve gone over the structure. The Hill word looks real good. Richmond pushed all the right buttons. The Bear’s dead. Kiev got the glass slipper. Your boy came through.”


  “He’s one of my best friends. I expect that from my friends. But I thought we had enough lawyers on this deal. Padding the bill, Sandy?” Sullivan heaved himself up and looked out the window at the pristine early-morning sky that promised a beautiful fall day. Jack glanced sideways at the man as he made notes from the crash course on Sullivan’s latest deal. Sullivan didn’t look all that interested in completing the multibillion international monolith. Jack didn’t know that the old man’s thoughts hung back at a morgue in Virginia, remembering a face.


  Jack had caught his breath when Lord had ceremoniously appointed him to play second chair to Lord on the biggest transaction currently going on in the firm, leapfrogging over several top partners and a host of associates senior to Jack. Hard feelings had already started to roll through the plush hallways. At this point Jack didn’t care. They didn’t have Ransome Baldwin as a client. Regardless of how he had gotten it, he had rain, substantial rain. He was tired of feeling guilty for his position. This was Lord’s test case on Jack’s abilities. He had as good as said it. Well, if he wanted the deal rammed through, Jack would deliver. Philosophical, politically correct ivory tower babble didn’t cut it here. Only results.


  “Jack is one of our best attorneys. He’s also Baldwin’s legal eagle.”


  Sullivan looked over at them. “Ransome Baldwin?”


  “Yep.”


  Sullivan appraised Jack in a different light and then turned once more to the window.


  “Our window of opportunity, however, is growing more narrow by the day,” Lord continued. “We need to firm up the players and make sure Kiev knows what the hell they’re supposed to do.”


  “Can’t you handle it?”


  Lord looked at Jack and then back at Sullivan. “Of course I can handle it, Walter, but don’t assume you can abdicate right now. You still have a major role to play. You sold this deal. Your continued involvement is absolutely necessary from the point of view of all sides.” Sullivan still did not stir. “Walter, this is the crowning glory of your career.”


  “That’s what you said about the last one.”


  “Can I help it if you keep topping yourself?” Lord shot back.


  Finally, almost imperceptibly, Sullivan smiled, for the first time since the telephone call from the States had come to shatter his life.


  Lord relaxed a bit, looked over at Jack. They had rehearsed this next step several times.


  “I’m recommending that you fly over there with Jack. Shake the right hands, pat the right shoulders, let them see you’re still in control of this tiger. They need that. Capitalism is still a new game for them.”


  “And Jack’s role?”


  Lord motioned to Jack.


  Jack stood up, went over to the window. “Mr. Sullivan, I’ve spent the last forty-eight hours learning every aspect of this deal. All the other lawyers here have just been working on a piece of it. Except for Sandy, I don’t think there’s anyone at the firm who knows what you want to accomplish better than I do.”


  Sullivan slowly turned to Jack. “That’s a pretty big statement.”


  “Well it’s a pretty big deal, sir.”


  “So you know what I want to accomplish?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well why don’t you enlighten me as to what you think that is.” Sullivan sat down, crossed his arms and stared expectantly up at Jack.


  Jack didn’t bother to swallow or catch his breath. “Ukraine has massive natural resources, all the things that heavy industry around the world use and want. The issue becomes how to get the resources out of Ukraine at minimal cost and minimal risk, considering the political situation over there.”


  Sullivan uncrossed his arms, sat up and sipped at his coffee.


  Jack continued. “The hook is you want Kiev to believe that the exports your company will be making will be matched by investments in Ukraine’s future. A long-term investment, I gather, you do not want to commit to.”


  “I spent the bulk of my adult life being scared to death of the reds. I have about as much belief in perestroika and glasnost as I do in the tooth fairy. I consider it my patriotic duty to strip the communists of as much as I can. Leave them without the means to dominate the world, which is their long-term plan, despite this latest hiccup of democracy.” 


  Jack said, “Exactly, sir. ‘Strip’ being the key word. Strip the carcass before it self-destructs … or attacks.” Jack paused to check both men’s reactions. Lord stared at the ceiling, his features unreadable.


  Sullivan stirred. “Go on. You’re getting to the interesting part.”


  “The interesting part is how to leverage the deal so that Sullivan and Company has little or no downside exposure and the maximum upside potential. You’ll either broker the deal or you’ll buy direct from Ukraine and you’ll sell to the multinationals. You sprinkle a little of those proceeds around in Ukraine.”


  “That’s right. Eventually the country will be almost cleaned out, and I’ll walk away with at least two billion net.”


  Jack again looked at Lord, who now sat straight in his chair, listening intently. This was the hook. Jack had thought of it only yesterday.


  “But why not take from Ukraine what really makes them dangerous?” Jack paused. “And triple your net at the same time.”


  Sullivan stared intently at him. “How?”


  “IRBMs. Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missiles. Ukraine has a shitload of them. And now that the ’94 Nonproliferation Treaty fell apart, those nukes are a major headache for the West again.”


  “So what are you suggesting? That I buy the goddamn things? What the hell would I do with them?”


  Jack watched Lord finally lean forward, then continued. “You buy them for bottom dollar, maybe a half-billion, using a portion of the proceeds from the raw materials sales. You will buy them using dollars, which can then be used by Ukraine to purchase other necessities in the world markets.”


  “Why bottom-dollar? Every Middle Eastern country will be bidding on them.”


  “But Ukraine can’t sell to them. The G-7 countries would never allow it. If Ukraine did, they’d be cut out of the EU and other Western markets, and if that happens, they’re dead.”


  “So I buy them and sell them to whom?”


  Jack couldn’t help but grin. “To us. The United States. Six billion is a conservative estimate on their worth. Hell, the weapons-grade plutonium those babies contain is priceless. The rest of the G-7s would probably pitch in a few billion. It’s your relationship with Kiev that makes this whole thing work. They look to you as their savior.”


  Sullivan looked stunned. He started to rise and then thought better of it. Even to him the amounts of money potentially out there were staggering. But he had enough money, more than enough. But to remove part of the nuclear equation from the collective miseries of the world …


  “And this was whose idea?” Sullivan looked at Lord as he asked the question. Lord pointed at Jack.


  Sullivan leaned back in his chair and looked up at the young man. Then he rose with a swiftness that startled Jack. The billionaire took Jack’s hand in an iron grip. “You’re going places, young man. Mind if I tag along?”


  Lord beamed like a father. Jack couldn’t stop smiling. He had started to forget what it was like to hit one out of the park.


  After Sullivan departed, Jack and Sandy sat at the table.


  Finally Sandy said, “I recognize it was not an easy assignment. How do you feel?”


  Jack couldn’t help but grin. “Like I just slept with the prettiest girl in high school, kind of tingling all over.”


  Lord laughed and stood up. “You’d better go home and get some rest. Sullivan’s probably calling his pilot from the car. At least we got his mind off the bitch.”


  Jack didn’t hear the last part as he quickly left the room. For now, for once in a long time, he felt good. No worries, just possibilities. Endless possibilities.


  That night he sat up late telling a very enthusiastic Jennifer Baldwin all about it. Afterward, over a very chilled bottle of champagne and a platter of oysters specially delivered to her townhouse, the couple had the most gratifying sex of their courtship. For once, the high ceilings and murals did not bother Jack. In fact, he was growing to like them. 


  









  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  THE WHITE HOUSE
RECEIVES MILLIONS OF PIECES OF nonofficial mail each year. Each item is carefully screened and appropriately processed, the whole task handled by an in-house staff with assistance and supervision by the Secret Service.


  The two envelopes were addressed to Gloria Russell, which was somewhat unusual since most of this type of correspondence was addressed to the President or members of the First Family, or frequently the First Pet, which currently happened to be a golden retriever named Barney.


  The handwriting on each was in block letters, the envelopes white and cheap and thus widely available. Russell got to them about twelve o’clock on a day that had been going pretty well up until then. Inside one was a single sheet of paper and inside the other was an item she had stared at for some minutes. Written on the paper, again in block letters, were the words:


  

    Question:
What constitutes high crimes and misde
meanors? 
Answer: 
I don’t think you want to find out.
Valuable item available, more to follow, chief, signed not
a secret admirer


  


   


  Even though she had expected it, in fact had desperately wanted to receive it, she still could feel her heartbeat increase to where it pounded against the wall of her chest; her saliva dwindled down to where she reached for and gulped down a glass of water and repeated the procedure until she could hold the letter without shaking. Then she looked at the second item. A photograph. The sight of the letter opener had brought the nightmare events rushing back to her. She gripped the sides of her chair. Finally the attack subsided.


  “At least he wants to deal.” Collin put down the note and photo and returned to his chair. He noted the extreme pallor of the woman and wondered if she was tough enough to make it through this one.


  “Maybe. It could also be a setup.”


  Collin shook his head. “Don’t think so.”


  Russell sat back in her chair, rubbed at her temples, downed another Tylenol. “Why not?”


  “Why set us up this way? In fact, why set us up at all? He’s got the stuff to bury us. He wants money.”


  “He probably got millions from the Sullivan heist.”


  “Maybe. But we don’t know how much of it was liquid. Maybe he stashed it and can’t get back to it. Maybe he’s just an extremely greedy person. World is full of those.”


  “I need a drink. Can you come over tonight?”


  “The President is having dinner at the Canadian embassy.”


  “Shit. Can’t you get someone to replace you?”


  “Maybe, if you pulled some strings.”


  “Consider them pulled. How soon do you think we’ll hear from him again?”


  “He doesn’t seem too anxious, although he might just be acting cautious. I would in his situation.”


  “Great. So I can smoke two packs of menthols a day until we hear from him. By then I’ll be dead of lung cancer.” 


  “If he wants money, what are you going to do?” he asked.


  “Depending on how much he wants, it can be accomplished without too much difficulty.” She seemed calmer now.


  Collin rose to go. “You’re the boss.”


  “Tim?” Russell went over to him. “Hold me for a minute.”


  He felt her rub against his pistol as he gripped her.


  “Tim, if it comes down to more than money. If we can’t get it back.”


  Collin looked down at her.


  “Then I’ll take care of it, Gloria.” He touched his fingers to her lips, turned and left.


   *   *   *


   


  COLLIN FOUND BURTON WAITING IN THE HALLWAY.


  Burton looked the younger man up and down. “So how’s she holding up?”


  “All right.” Collin continued to walk down the hallway, until Burton grabbed his arm, spun him around.


  “What the fuck’s going on, Tim?” Collin loosened his partner’s grip.


  “This isn’t the time or the place, Bill.”


  “Well, tell me the time and the place, and I’ll be there because we need to talk.”


  “What about?”


  “You gonna fucking play stupid with me?” He roughly pulled Collin to a corner.


  “I want you to think real clearly about that woman in there. She doesn’t give a shit about you or me or anybody else. The only thing she cares about is saving her own little ass. I don’t know what kind of story she’s spinning on you, and I don’t know what you two are cooking up, but I’m telling you to be careful. I don’t want to see you throw everything away over her.”


  “I appreciate the concern but I know what I’m doing, Bill.” 


  “Do you, Tim? Does fucking the Chief of Staff come within the purview of a Secret Service agent’s responsibilities? Why don’t you show me where that is in the manual? I’d like to read it for myself. And while we’re talking about it, why don’t you enlighten me about what the hell we went back into that house for. Because we ain’t got it, and I guess I know who does. My ass is on the line here too, Tim. If I’m going down I’d like to know why.”


  An aide passed by in the hallway and stared strangely at the two men. Burton smiled and nodded and then returned his attention to Collin.


  “Come on, Tim, what the hell would you do if you were me?”


  The young man looked at his friend and his face slowly relaxed from the hard line he normally wore while on duty. If he were in Burton’s position what would he do? The answer was easy. He’d kick some ass until people started talking. Burton was his friend, had proven it time and again. What the man was saying about Russell was probably true. Collin’s reasoning hadn’t totally evaporated in the presence of silk lingerie.


  “You got time for a cup of coffee, Bill?”


   *   *   *


   


  FRANK WALKED DOWN THE TWO FLIGHTS OF STAIRS, TURNED right and opened the door to the crime lab. Small and in need of paint, the room was surprisingly well-organized due in large measure to the fact that Laura Simon was a very compulsive person. Frank imagined her home to be every bit as neat and well-kept despite the presence of two preschoolers that kept her sufficiently haggard. Around the room were stacked unused evidence kits with their unbroken orange seals creating a bit of color against the drab, chipping gray walls. Cardboard boxes, carefully labeled, were piled in another corner. In yet another corner was a small floor safe that held the few physical items requiring additional security measures. Next to it was a refrigerator that housed evidence requiring a temperature-controlled environment.


  He watched her small back as it curved over a microscope at the far end of the room.


  “You rang?” Frank leaned over. On the glass slide were small fragments of some substance. He couldn’t imagine spending his days looking at microscopic pieces of who knew what, but he was also fully aware that what Laura Simon did was an enormously important contribution to the conviction process.


  “Look at this.” Simon motioned him over to the lens. Frank removed his eyeglasses, which he had forgotten were still on. He glanced down and then raised his head back up.


  “Laura, you know I never know what I’m looking at. What is it?”


  “It’s a sample of carpet taken from the Sullivans’ bedroom. We didn’t get it on the initial search, picked it up later.”


  “So, what’s significant about it?” Frank had learned to listen very attentively to this tech.


  “The carpet in the bedroom is one of those very high-priced models that cost about two hundred dollars a square foot. The carpet just for the bedroom must have run them almost a quarter mil.”


  “Jesus Christ!” Frank popped another piece of gum in his mouth. Trying to quit smoking was rotting his teeth and adding to his waistline. “Two-fifty for something you walk on?”


  “It’s incredibly durable; you could roll a tank across it and it would just spring back. It’s only been there about two years. They did a bunch of renovation back then.”


  “Renovation? The house is only a few years old.”


  “That’s when the deceased married Walter Sullivan.”


  “Oh.”


  “Women like to make their own statement about those things, Seth. Actually, she had good taste in carpets.”


  “Okay, so where does her good taste get us?” 


  “Look at the fibers again.”


  Frank sighed but obeyed the request.


  “You see at the very tips? Look at the cross section. They’ve been cut. Presumably with not very sharp scissors. The cut is pretty ragged, although like I said these fibers are like iron.”


  He looked at her. “Cut? Why would anyone do that? Where’d you find them?”


  “These particular samples were found on the bed skirt. Whoever cut them probably wouldn’t have noticed a few fibers clinging to his hand. Then he brushed against the skirt and there you are.”


  “You find a corresponding part on the carpet?”


  “Yep. Right under the left side of the bed if you’re looking toward it about ten centimeters away at a perpendicular angle. The cut was slight but verifiable.”


  Frank straightened back up and sat down on one of the stools next to Simon.


  “That’s not all, Seth. On one of the fragments I also found traces of a solvent. Like a stain remover.”


  “That might be from the recent carpet cleaning. Or maybe the maids spilled something.”


  Simon shook her head. “Uh-uh. The cleaning company uses a steam system. For spot cleaning they use a special organic-based solvent. I checked. This one is a petroleum-based, off-the-shelf cleaner. And the maids use the same cleanser as recommended by the manufacturer. It’s an organic base too. They have a whole supply of it at the house. And the carpet is chemically treated to prevent stains from soaking in. Using a petroleum-based solvent probably made it worse. That’s probably why they ended up snipping out pieces.”


  “So presumably the perp takes the fibers because they show something. Do they?”


  “Not on the sample I got, but he might have cut around the area just to make sure he didn’t miss anything and we got one of the clean specimens.” 


  “What would be on the carpet that someone would go to the trouble of cutting one-centimeter fibers out? It must’ve been a pain in the ass.”


  Both Simon and Frank had the same thought and indeed had it for several moments.


  “Blood,” Simon said simply.


  “And not the deceased’s either. If I remember correctly, hers wasn’t anywhere near that spot.” Frank added, “I think you got one more test to run, Laura.”


  She hooked a kit off the wall. “I was just getting ready to go do it, thought I’d better buzz you first.”


  “Smart girl.”


   *   *   *


   


  THE DRIVE OUT TOOK THIRTY MINUTES. FRANK ROLLED DOWN his window and let the wind course over his face. It also helped dispel the cigarette smoke. Simon was constantly giving him a hard time about that.


  The bedroom had remained sealed under Frank’s orders.


  Frank watched from the corner of Walter Sullivan’s bedroom as Simon carefully mixed the bottles of chemicals and then poured the result into a plastic sprayer. Frank then helped her stuff towels under the door and tape brown packing paper to the windows. They closed the heavy drapes, cutting out virtually all traces of natural light.


  Frank surveyed the room once again. He looked at the mirror, the bed, the window, the closets and then his eyes rested on the nightstand and at the gaping hole behind where the plaster had been removed. Then his eyes moved back to the picture. He picked it up. He was reminded again that Christine Sullivan had been a very beautiful woman, as far removed as one could get from the destroyed hulk he had viewed. In the photograph she was sitting in the chair beside the bed. The nightstand was clearly visible to her left. The corner of the bed made its way into the right side of the picture. Ironically so, considering all the use she had probably made of that particular vehicle. The springs were probably due for their sixty-thousand-mile checkup. After that, they probably wouldn’t have much to do. He remembered the look on Walter Sullivan’s face. Not much left there.


  He put the photo down and continued to observe Simon’s fluid movements. He glanced back at the photo, something bothering him, but whatever it was popped out of his head as quickly as it had sprung into it.


  “What’s that stuff called again, Laura?”


  “Luminol. It’s sold under a variety of names, but it’s the same reagent stuff. I’m ready.”


  She positioned the bottle over the section of carpet where the fibers had been cut from.


  “Good thing you don’t have to pay for this carpet.” The detective smiled at her.


  Simon turned to look at him. “Wouldn’t matter to me. I’d just declare bankruptcy. They could garnishee my wages from here until eternity. It’s the poor person’s great equalizer.”


  Frank hit the light, plunging the room into pitch-black darkness. Swishes of air were heard as Simon squeezed the trigger on the spray bottle. Almost immediately, like a mass of lightning bugs, a very small portion of the carpet started to glow a pale blue and then disappeared. Frank turned on the overhead light and looked at Simon.


  “So we got somebody else’s blood. Helluva pickup, Laura. Any way you can scrape up enough to analyze, get a blood type? DNA typing?”


  Simon looked dubious. “We’ll pull the carpet to see if any leaked through, but I doubt it. Not much soaks into a treated carpet. And any residue has been mixed with a lot of stuff. So don’t count on it.”


  Frank thought out loud. “Okay, one perp wounded. Not a lot of blood, but some.” He looked for confirmation from Simon on that point and received an affirmative nod of the head. “Wounded, but with what? She had nothing in her hand when we found her.” 


  Simon read his mind. “And as sudden as her death was, we’re probably talking cadaveric spasm. To get it out of her hand they would’ve almost had to break her fingers.”


  Frank finished the thought. “And there was no sign of that on the autopsy.”


  “Unless the impact of the slugs caused her hand to fly open.”


  “How often does that happen?”


  “Once is enough for this case.”


  “Okay, let’s assume she had a weapon, and now that weapon is missing. What kind of weapon might it have been?”


  Simon considered this as she repacked her kit.


  “You probably could rule out a gun; she should’ve been able to get a round off, and there were no powder burns on her hands. They couldn’t have scraped those off without leaving a trail.”


  “Good. Plus there’s no evidence she ever had a gun registered to her. And we’ve already confirmed that there are no guns in the house.”


  “So no gun. Maybe a knife then. Can’t tell what kind of wound it made, but maybe a slash, probably superficial. The number of fibers that were snipped out was small, so we’re not talking life-threatening.”


  “So she stabbed one of the perps, maybe in the arm or leg. Then they backed up and shot her? Or she stabbed as she was dying?” Frank corrected himself. “No. She died instantly. She stabs one of them in another room, runs in here and then gets shot. Standing over her, the wounded perp drips some blood.”


  “Except the vault’s in here. The more likely scenario is that she surprised them in the act.”


  “Right, except remember the shots came from the doorway into the room. And fired down. Who surprised who? That’s what keeps bugging the ever-loving shit out of me.”


  “So why take the knife, if that’s what it was?”


  “Cause it IDs somebody, somehow.” 


  “Prints?” Simon’s nostrils quivered as she thought of the physical evidence lurking out there.


  Frank nodded. “That’s how I read it.”


  “Was the last Mrs. Sullivan in the habit of keeping a knife with her?”


  Frank responded by slapping his hand to his forehead so hard it made Simon wince. She watched as he rushed over to the nightstand and picked up the photo. He shook his head and handed it to her.


  “There’s your goddamned knife.”


  Simon looked at the photo. In it, resting on the nightstand was a long, leather-handled letter opener.


  “The leather also explains the oily residue on the palms.”


  Frank paused at the front door on the way out. He looked at the security control panel, which had been restored to its operating condition. Then he broke into a smile as an elusive thought finally trickled to the surface.


  “Laura, you got the fluorescent lamp in the trunk?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  “You mind getting it?”


  Puzzled, Simon did so. She returned to the foyer and plugged it in.


  “Shine it right on the number keys.”


  What was revealed under the fluorescent light made Frank smile again.


  “Goddamn that’s good.”


  “What does it mean?” Simon looked at him, her brow furrowed.


  “It means two things. First, we definitely got us somebody on the inside and, second, our perps are real creative.”


   *   *   *


   


  FRANK SAT IN THE SMALL INTERROGATION ROOM AND DECIDED against another cigarette and opted instead for a cherry Tums. He looked at the cinder block walls, cheap metal table and beat-up chairs and decided this was a very depressing place to be interrogated in. Which was good. Depressed people were vulnerable people, and vulnerable people, given the appropriate prodding, tended to want to talk. And Frank wanted to listen. He would listen all day.


  The case was still extremely muddled, but certain elements were becoming clearer.


  Buddy Budizinski still lived in Arlington and now worked at a car wash in Falls Church. He had admitted being in the Sullivan house, had read about the murder, but beyond that knew nothing. Frank tended to believe him. The man was not particularly bright, had no previous police record and had spent his adult life performing menial tasks for a living, no doubt compelled by his having finished only the fifth grade. His apartment was modest to the point of near poverty. Budizinski was a dead end.


  Rogers, on the other hand, had produced a treasure trove. The Social Security number he had given on his employment application was real enough, only it belonged to a female State Department employee who had been assigned to Thailand for the last two years. He must have known the carpet cleaning company wouldn’t have checked. What did they care? The address on the application was a motel in Beltsville, Maryland. No one by that name had registered at the motel in the last year and no one fitting Rogers’s description had been seen there. The state of Kansas had no record of him. On top of that he had never cashed any of the payroll checks given to him by Metro. That in itself spoke volumes.


  An artist’s sketch based on Pettis’s recollection was being made up down the hallway and would be distributed throughout the area.


  Rogers was the guy, Frank could feel it. He had been in the house, and he had disappeared leaving behind a trail of false information. Simon was right this minute painstakingly examining Pettis’s van in the hopes that Rogers’s prints were still lurking somewhere within. They had no prints to match at the crime scene, but if they could ident Rogers, then dollars to donuts he had priors, and Frank’s case would finally be forming. It would take a great leap forward if the person he was waiting for would decide to cooperate.


  And Walter Sullivan had confirmed that an antique letter opener from his bedroom was indeed missing. Frank feverishly hoped to be able to lay his hands on that potential evidentiary gold mine. Frank had imparted his theory to Sullivan about his wife stabbing her attacker with that instrument. The old man hadn’t seemed to register the information. Frank had briefly wondered if Sullivan was losing it.


  The detective checked his list of employees at Sullivan’s residence once more, although by now he knew them all by heart. There was only one he was really interested in.


  The security company rep’s statement kept coming back to him. The variations generated by fifteen digits to get a five-digit code in the correct sequence was impossible for a portable computer to crunch in the very brief time allowed, particularly if you factored in a less than blazing fast response from the security system’s computer. In order to do it, you had to eliminate some of the possibles. How did you do that?


  An examination of the keypad showed that a chemical— Frank couldn’t remember the exact name although Simon had recognized it—which was revealed only under fluorescent light, had been applied to each of the number keys.


  Frank leaned back and envisioned Walter Sullivan—or the butler, or whoever’s job it was to set the alarm—going down and entering the code. The finger would hit the proper keys, five of them, and the alarm would be set. The person would walk away, completely unaware that he or she now had a small tracing of chemical, invisible to the naked eye, and odorless, on their finger. And, more important, they would be totally ignorant of the fact that they had just revealed the numbers comprising the security code. Under fluorescent light, the perps would be able to tell which numbers had been entered because the chemical would be smeared on those keys. With that information, it was up to the computer to deliver the correct sequence, which the security rep was certain it could do in the allotted time, once given the elimination of 99.9 percent of the possible combos.


  Now the question remained: who had applied the chemical? Frank at first had considered that Rogers, or whatever his real name was, might have done it while at the house, but the facts against that conclusion were overwhelming. First, the house was always filled with people and to even the most unobservant a stranger lurking around an alarm panel would arouse suspicion. Second, the entry foyer was large and open and the most unsecluded spot in the house, lastly, the application would take some time and care. And Rogers didn’t have that luxury. Even the slightest suspicion, the most fleeting glance and his whole plan could be mined. The person who had thought this one up was not the type to take that sort of risk. Rogers hadn’t done it. Frank was pretty sure he knew who did.


   *   *   *


   


  UPON FIRST GLANCE, THE WOMAN APPEARED SO THIN AS TO convey the impression of emaciation perhaps due to cancer. On second glance, the good color in the cheeks, the light bone structure and the graceful way she moved led to the conclusion that she was very lean but otherwise healthy.


  “Please sit down, Ms. Broome. I appreciate your coming down.”


  The woman nodded and slid into one of the seats. She wore a flowery skirt that ended midcalf. A single strand of large fake pearls encircled her neck. Her hair was tied in a neat bun; some of the strands at the top of her forehead were beginning to turn a silvery gray, like ink leaching onto paper. Going on the smooth skin and absence of wrinkles, Frank would have put her age at about thirty-nine. Actually she was some years older.


  “I thought you were already done with me, Mr. Frank.”


  “Please call me Seth. You smoke?”


  She shook her head. 


  “I’ve just got a few follow-up questions, routine. You’re not the only one. I understand you’re leaving Mr. Sullivan’s employment?”


  She noticeably swallowed, looked down and then back up. “I was close, so to speak, to Mrs. Sullivan. It’s hard now, you know …” Her voice trailed off.


  “I know it is, I know it is. It was terrible, awful.” Frank paused for a moment. “You’ve been with the Sullivans how long now?”


  “A little over a year.”


  “You do the cleaning and … ?”


  “I help do the cleaning. There’s four of us, Sally, Rebecca and me. Karen Taylor, she does the cooking. I also looked after Mrs. Sullivan’s things for her too. Her clothes and what-not. I was sort of her assistant, I guess you could say. Mr. Sullivan had his own person, Richard.”


  “Would you like some coffee?”


  Frank didn’t wait for her to answer. He got up and opened the door to the interrogation room.


  “Hey Molly, can you being me a couple of javas?” He turned to Ms. Broome. “Black? Cream?”


  “Black.”


  “Make it two pures, Molly, thanks.”


  He shut the door and sat back down.


  “Damn chill in the air, I can’t seem to stay warm.” He tapped the rough wall. “This cinder block doesn’t help much. So you were saying about Mrs. Sullivan?”


  “She was really nice to me. I mean she would talk to me about things. She wasn’t—she wasn’t, you know, from that class of people, the upper class I guess you could say. She went to high school where I did right here in Middleton.”


  “And not too far apart in years I’m thinking.”


  His remark brought a smile to Wanda Broome’s lips and a hand unconsciously moved to cajole back into place an invisible strand of hair.


  “Further than I’d like to admit.”


  The door opened and their coffee was delivered. It was gratefully hot and fresh. Frank had not been lying about the chill.


  “I won’t say she fit in real well with all those types of people, but she seemed to hold her own. She didn’t take anything from anybody if you know what I mean.”


  Frank had reason to believe that was true. From all accounts the late Mrs. Sullivan had been a hellion in many respects.


  “Would you say the relationship between the Sullivans was … good, bad, in between?”


  She didn’t hesitate. “Very good. Oh I know what people say about the age difference and all, but she was good for him, and he was good for her. I truly believe that. He loved her, I can tell you that. Maybe more like a father loves his daughter, but it was still love.”


  “And she him?”


  Now there was perceptible hesitation. “You’ve got to understand that Christy Sullivan was a very young woman, maybe younger in a lot of ways than other women her age. Mr. Sullivan opened up a whole new world for her and—” She broke off, clearly unsure of how to continue.


  Frank changed gears. “What about the vault in the bedroom? Who knew about it?”


  “I don’t know. I certainly didn’t. I assume that Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan knew. Mr. Sullivan’s valet, Richard, he may have known. But I’m not sure about that.”


  “So Christine Sullivan or her husband never indicated to you that there was a safe behind the mirror?”


  “My goodness no. I was her friend of sorts, but I was still just an employee. And only with them a year. Mr. Sullivan never really spoke to me. I mean that’s not the sort of thing you would tell someone like me, is it?”


  “No, I guess not.” Frank was certain she was lying, but he had been unable to unearth any evidence to the contrary. Christine Sullivan was the very type to show off her wealth to someone she could identify with, if only to show how far she had suddenly risen in the world. 


  “So you didn’t know the mirror was a one-way looking into the bedroom?”


  This time the woman showed visible surprise. Frank noticed a blush under the light application of makeup.


  “Wanda, can I call you Wanda? Wanda, you understand, don’t you, that the alarm system in the house was deactivated by the person who broke in? It was deactivated by the appropriate code being put in. Now, who set the alarm at night?”


  “Richard did,” she replied promptly. “Or sometimes Mr. Sullivan did it himself.”


  “So everyone in the house knew the code?”


  “Oh no, of course not. Richard did. He’s been with Mr. Sullivan for almost forty years. He was the only one other than the Sullivans who knew the code that I know of.”


  “Did you ever see him set the alarm?”


  “I was usually already in bed when the system was set.”


  Frank stared at her. I’ll bet you were, Wanda, I’ll bet you
were.


  Wanda Broome’s eyes widened. “You’re, you’re not suspecting that Richard had anything to do with it?”


  “Well, Wanda, somehow, somebody who wasn’t supposed to be able to, disarmed that alarm system. And naturally suspicion falls on anyone who had access to that code.”


  Wanda Broome looked like she might start to cry, then composed herself. “Richard is almost seventy years old.”


  “Then he’s probably in need of a nice little nest egg. You understand what I’m telling you is to be held in the strictest confidence of course?”


  She nodded and at the same time wiped her nose. The coffee, untouched, was now sipped in quick little bursts.


  Frank continued. “And until someone can explain to me how that security system was accessed, then I’m going to have to explore the avenues that make the most sense to me.”


  He continued to look at her. He had spent the past day finding out everything he could about Wanda Broome. It was a fairly average story except for one twist. She was forty-four years old, twice divorced with two grown children. She lived in the servants’ wing with the rest of the in-house staff. About four miles away her mother, aged eighty-one, lived in a modest, somewhat run-down home, existing comfortably on Social Security and her husband’s railroad pension. Broome had been employed by the Sullivans, as she said, for about a year, which was what initially had drawn Frank’s attention: she was by far the newest member of the house’s staff. That in itself didn’t mean much, but by all accounts Sullivan treated his help very well, and there was something to be said for the loyalty of long-standing, well-paid employees. Wanda Broome looked like she could be very loyal too. The question was to whom?


  The twist was that Wanda Broome had spent some time in prison, more than twenty years ago, for embezzlement when she had worked as a bookkeeper for a doctor in Pittsburgh. The other servants were squeaky-clean. So she was capable of breaking the law, and she had spent time on the inside. Her name back then had been Wanda Jackson. She had divorced Jackson when she got out, or rather he had dropped her. There was no record of arrest since then. With the name change and the conviction far in the past, if the Sullivans had done a background check, they might not have turned up anything, or maybe they didn’t care. From all sources Wanda Broome had been an honest, hardworking citizen these last twenty years. Frank wondered what had changed that.


  “Is there anything you can remember or think of that might help me, Wanda?” Frank tried to look as innocent as possible, opening his notebook and pretending to jot down some notes. If she were the inside person, the one thing he didn’t want was Wanda running back to Rogers, which would result in his going even further underground. On the other hand, if he could get her to crumble, then she just might jump sides.


  He envisioned her dusting the entrance hall. It would have been so easy, so easy to apply that chemical to the cloth, then casually brush it against the security panel. It would all look so natural, no one, even staring directly at her while she did it, would have given it a thought. Just a conscientious servant doing her job. Then sneaking down when everyone was asleep, a quick sweep of the light and her part was done.


  Technically, she would probably be an accomplice to murder, since homicide was a reasonably likely result when you burglarized someone’s home. But Frank was far less interested in sending Wanda Broome away for a large portion of the rest of her life than he was in bagging the trigger man. The woman sitting across from him had not concocted this plan, he believed. She had played a role, a small, albeit important role. Frank wanted the master of ceremonies. He would get the Commonwealth’s Attorney to cut a deal with Wanda to accomplish that goal.


  “Wanda?” Frank leaned across the table and earnestly took one of her hands. “Can you think of anything else? Anything that will help me catch the person who murdered your friend?”


  Frank finally received a small shake of the head in return and he leaned back. He hadn’t expected much on this go-round, but he had made his point. The wall was beginning to crumble. She wouldn’t warn the guy, Frank was certain of that. He was getting to Wanda Broome, little by little.


  As he would discover, he had already gone too far. 


  









  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  JACK THREW HIS CARRY-ON INTO THE CORNER, TOSSED HIS overcoat on the sofa and fought the impulse to pass out right there on the carpet. Ukraine and back in five days had been a killer. The seven-hour time difference had been bad enough, but for someone closing in on octogenarian status, Walter Sullivan had been indefatigable.


  They had been whisked through the security checkpoints with the alacrity and respect Sullivan’s wealth and reputation commanded. From that point forward a series of endless meetings had commenced. They toured manufacturing facilities, mining operations, office buildings, hospitals and then had been taken to dinner and gotten drunk with the Mayor of Kiev. The President of Ukraine had received them on the second day, and Sullivan had him eating out of his hand within the hour. Capitalism and entrepreneurship were respected above all else in the liberated republic and Sullivan was a capitalist with a capital C. Everyone wanted to talk to him, shake his hand, as if some of his moneymaking magic would rub off on them, producing untold wealth in a very short time.


  The result had been more than they could have hoped for as the Ukrainians fell in line on the business deal with glowing praise for its vision. The pitch for dollars for nukes would come later at the appropriate time. Such an asset. An unnecessary asset that could be turned into liquidity.


  Sullivan’s retrofitted 747 had flown nonstop from Kiev to BWI and his limo had just dropped Jack off. He made his way into the kitchen. The only thing in the fridge was soured milk. The Ukrainian food had been good but was heavy, and after the first couple of days he only picked at his meals. And there had been way too much booze. Apparently business could not be conducted without it.


  He rubbed his head, tussling with sleep deprivation of massive proportion. In fact he was too tired to sleep. But he was hungry. He checked his watch. His internal clock said it was almost eight A.M. His watch proclaimed that it was well after midnight. While D.C. was not the Big Apple in its ability to cater to any appetite or interest no matter the time of day or night, there were a few places where Jack could get some decent food on a weeknight despite the lateness of the hour. As he struggled into his overcoat, the phone rang. The machine was on. Jack started to go out, then hesitated. He listened to the perfunctory message followed by the beep.


  “Jack?”


  A voice swarmed up on him, from out of the past, like a ball held underwater until it’s free and explodes to the surface. He snatched up the phone.


  “Luther?”


   *   *   *


   


  THE RESTAURANT WAS HARDLY MORE THAN A HOLE IN THE wall, which made it one of Jack’s favorites. Any reasonable concoction of food could be gotten there at any time, day or night. It was a place that Jennifer Baldwin would never set foot inside and one that he and Kate had frequented. A short time ago, the results of that comparison would have disturbed him, but he had made up his mind, and he didn’t intend on revisiting the question. Life was not perfect, and you could spend your entire life waiting for that perfection. He was not going to do that.


  Jack wolfed down scrambled eggs, bacon and four pieces of toast. The fresh coffee burned his throat going down. After five days of instant java and bottled water, it tasted wonderful.


  Jack looked across at Luther, who sipped on his coffee and alternated between looking out the dirty plate-glass window onto the dark street and passing his eye around the small, grimy interior.


  Jack put his coffee down. “You look tired.”


  “So do you, Jack.”


  “I’ve been out of the country.”


  “Me too.”


  That explained the condition of the yard and the mail. A needless worry. Jack pushed the plate away and waved for a refill on his coffee.


  “I went by your place the other day.”


  “Why was that?”


  Jack had expected the question. Luther Whitney had never taken anything other than the direct approach. But anticipation was one thing, having a ready answer another. Jack shrugged.


  “I don’t know. Just wanted to see you, I guess. It’s been a while.”


  Luther nodded agreement.


  “You seeing Kate again?”


  Jack swallowed a mouthful of coffee before answering. His temples started to throb.


  “No. Why?”


  “I thought I saw you two together a while back.”


  “We sort of ran into each other. That’s all.”


  Jack couldn’t tell exactly, but Luther looked upset with that answer. He noticed Jack watching him closely, then smiled.


  “Used to be, you were the only way I could find out if my little girl was doing okay. You were my pipeline of information, Jack.”


  “You ever consider just talking to her directly, Luther? You know that might be worth a shot. The years are going by.”


  Luther waved the suggestion off and stared out the window again.


  Jack looked him over. The face was leaner than usual, the eyes puffy. There were more wrinkles on the forehead and around the eyes than Jack remembered. But it had been four years. Luther was at the age now where the onslaught of age hit you quickly, deterioration was more and more evident every day.


  He caught himself staring into Luther’s eyes. Those eyes had always fascinated Jack. Deep green, and large, like a woman’s, they were supremely confident eyes. Like you see on pilots, an infinite calmness about life in general. Nothing rattled them. Jack had seen happiness in those eyes, when he and Kate announced their engagement, but more often he had seen sadness. And yet right beneath the surface Jack saw two things he had never seen in Luther Whitney’s eyes before. He saw fear. And he saw hatred. And he wasn’t sure which one bothered him the most.


  “Luther, are you in trouble?”


  Luther took out his wallet and, despite Jack’s protests, paid for the food.


  “Let’s take a walk.”


  A taxi cab ride took them to the Mall and they walked in silence to a bench across from the Smithsonian castle. The chilly night air settled in on them and Jack pulled up the collar of his coat. Jack sat while Luther stood and lit a cigarette.


  “That’s new.” Jack looked at the smoke curving up slowly in the clear night air. 


  “At my age who gives a shit?” Luther flung the match down and buried it in the dirt with his foot. He sat down.


  “Jack, I want you to do me a favor.”


  “Okay.”


  “You haven’t heard the favor yet.” Luther suddenly stood up. “You mind walking? My joints are getting stiff.”


  They had passed the Washington Monument and were headed toward the Capitol when Luther broke the silence.


  “I’m in kind of a jam, Jack. It’s not so bad now, but I got a feeling it’s going to get worse and that might happen sooner rather than later.” Luther didn’t look at him, he seemed to be staring ahead at the massive dome of the Capitol.


  “I’m not sure how things are going to play out right now, but if it goes the way I think it’s gonna go, then I’m going to need a lawyer, and I want you, Jack. I don’t want no bullshitter and I don’t want no baby lawyer. You’re the best defense lawyer I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen a lot of them, up close and personal.”


  “I don’t do that anymore, Luther. I push paper, do deals.” It struck Jack at that moment that he was more a businessman than a lawyer. That thought was not an especially pleasing one.


  Luther did not seem to hear him. “It won’t be a freebie. I’ll pay you. But I want someone I can trust, and you’re the only one I trust, Jack.” Luther stopped walking and turned to the younger man, waiting for an answer.


  “Luther, you want to tell me what’s going on?”


  Luther shook his head vigorously. “Not unless I have to. That wouldn’t do you or anybody else any good.” He stared at Jack intently until it made him uncomfortable.


  “I gotta tell you, Jack, if you’re my lawyer on this, it’s gonna get kinda hairy.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean people could get hurt on this one, Jack. Really hurt, like not-coming-back hurt.”


  Jack stopped walking. “If you’ve got some guys like that on your butt it might be better to cut a deal now, get immu
nity and disappear in a Witness Protection Program. Lots of people do. It’s not an original idea.”


  Luther laughed out loud. Laughed until he choked and ended up doubled over, coughing up the little that was in his stomach. Jack helped him back up. He could feel the older man’s limbs trembling. He did not realize they were trembling with rage. This outburst was so out of character for the man that Jack felt his flesh crawl. He realized he was perspiring despite watching his breath produce small clouds in the late-night chill.


  Luther composed himself. He took a deep breath and looked almost embarrassed.


  “Thanks for the advice, send me a bill. I gotta go.”


  “Go? Where the hell are you going? I want to know what’s going on, Luther.”


  “If something should happen to me—”


  “Godammit, Luther, I’m growing real tired of this cloak-and-dagger shit.”


  Luther’s eyes became slits. The confidence suddenly returned with a touch of ferocity. “Everything I do is for a reason, Jack. If I’m not telling you the whole scoop now you better believe it’s for a goddamned good reason. You may not understand it now, but the way I’m doing it is to keep you as safe as I can. I wouldn’t be involving you at all except I needed to know if you’d go to bat for me when and if I needed you. Because if you won’t, forget this conversation ever happened, and forget you ever knew me.”


  “You can’t be serious.”


  “Serious as shit, Jack.”


  The men stood looking at each other. The trees behind Luther’s head had shed most of their leaves. Their bare branches reached to the skies, like bursts of dark lightning frozen in place.


  “I’ll be there, Luther.” Luther’s hand swiftly settled into Jack’s and the next minute Luther Whitney disappeared into the shadows. 


   *   *   *


   


  THE CAB DROPPED JACK OFF IN FRONT OF THE APARTMENT building. The pay phone was right across the street. He paused for a moment, gathering energy and the nerve he would need for what he was about to do.


  “Hello?” The voice was full of sleep.


  “Kate?”


  Jack counted the seconds until her mind cleared and identified the voice.


  “Jesus Christ, Jack, do you know what time it is?”


  “Can I come over?”


  “No, you cannot come over. I thought we had settled all of this.”


  He paused, steeled himself. “It’s not about that.” He paused again. “It’s about your father.”


  The extended silence was difficult to interpret.


  “What about him?” The tone was not as cold as he would have thought.


  “He’s in trouble.”


  Now the familiar tone returned. “So? Why the hell does that still surprise you?”


  “I mean he’s in serious trouble. He just proceeded to scare the living shit out of me without really telling me anything.”


  “Jack, it’s late and whatever my father is involved in—”


  “Kate, he was scared, I mean really scared. So scared he threw up.”


  Again there was a long pause. Jack tracked her mental processes as she thought about the man they both knew so well. Luther Whitney scared? That didn’t make sense. His line of work necessarily demanded someone with steel nerves. Not a violent person, his entire adult life had been spent right on the edge of danger.


  She was terse. “Where are you?”


  “Right across the street.”


  Jack looked up as he saw a slender figure move to a window of the building and look out. He waved. 


  The door opened to Jack’s knock and he saw her retreating into the kitchen where he heard a pot clattering, water being poured and the gas on the stove being lit. He looked around the room, and then stood just inside the front door feeling a little foolish.


  A minute later she walked back in. She had on a thick bathrobe that ended at her ankles. She was barefoot. Jack found himself staring at her feet. She followed his gaze and then looked at him. He jolted back.


  “How’s the ankle? Looks fine.” He smiled.


  She frowned and said tersely, “It’s late, Jack. What about him?”


  He moved into the tiny living room and sat down. She sat across from him.


  “He called me up a couple hours ago. We grabbed some food at that little dive next to Eastern Market and then started walking. He told me he needed a favor. That he was in trouble. Serious trouble with some people who could do some permanent damage to him. Real permanent.”


  The tea kettle started whistling. She jumped up. He watched her go, the sight of her perfectly shaped derriere outlined against the bathrobe bringing back a flood of memories he wished would just leave him the hell alone. She came back with two cups of tea.


  “What was the favor?” She sipped her tea. Jack left his where it was.


  “He said he needed a lawyer. He might need a lawyer. Although things might turn out so he wouldn’t. He wanted me to be that lawyer.”


  She put her tea down. “Is that it?”


  “Isn’t that enough?”


  “Maybe for an honest, respectable person, but not for him.”


  “My God, Kate, the man was scared. I’ve never seen him scared before, have you?”


  “I’ve seen all I need to see of him. He chose his lifestyle and now apparently it’s catching up to him.” 


  “He’s your father for chrissakes.”


  “Jack, I don’t want to have this conversation.” She started to get up.


  “What if something happens to him? Then what?”


  She looked at him coldly. “Then it happens. That’s not my problem.”


  Jack got up and started to leave. Then he turned back, his face red with anger. “I’ll tell you how the funeral service goes. On second thought, what the hell would you care? I’ll just make sure you get a copy of the death certificate for your scrapbook.”


  He didn’t know she could move that quickly, but he would feel the slap for about a week, like someone had poured acid across his cheek, a truer description than he realized at the moment.


  “How dare you?” Her eyes blazed at him as he slowly rubbed his face.


  Then the tears erupted from her with so much force that they spilled onto the front of the robe.


  He said quietly, as calmly as he could, “Don’t shoot the messenger, Kate. I told Luther and I’m telling you, life is way too short for this crap. I lost both my parents a long time ago. Okay, you have reasons for not liking the guy, fine. That’s up to you. But the old man loves you and cares about you and regardless of how you think he’s screwed up your life you have to respect that love. That’s my advice to you, take it or leave it.”


  He moved toward the door but she again got there before him.


  “You don’t know anything about it.”


  “Fine, I don’t know anything about it. Go back to bed, I’m sure you’ll fall right asleep, nothing important on your mind.”


  She grabbed his coat with such force that she jerked him around, even though he outweighed her by eighty pounds.


  “I was two years old when he went to prison for the last time. I was nine when he got out. Do you understand the in
credible shame of a little girl whose dad is in prison? Whose dad steals other’s people’s property for a living? When you had show-and-tell at school and the one kid’s dad is a doctor and another’s is a truck driver and it comes to your turn and the teacher looks down and tells the class that Katie’s dad had to go away because he did something bad and then she’d skip to the next kid?


  “He was never there for us. Never! Mom worried sick about him all the time. But she always kept the faith, right up until the end. She made it easy for him.”


  “She finally divorced him, Kate,” Jack gently reminded her.


  “Only because that was the only choice she had left. And right when she was just getting her life turned around, she finds a lump in her breast and in six months she’s gone.”


  Kate leaned back against the wall. She looked so tired, it was painful to witness. “And you know what the really crazy thing is? She never once stopped loving him. After all the incredible shit he put her through.” Kate shook her head, having a hard time believing the words she had just spoken. She looked up at Jack, her chin trembling slightly.


  “But that’s okay, I have enough hate for both of us.” She stared at him, a mixture of pride and righteousness on her features.


  Jack didn’t know if it was the complete exhaustion he was feeling or the fact that for so many years what he was about to say had been pent up inside him. Years of watching this charade. And brushing it aside in favor of the beauty and vivaciousness of the woman across from him. His vision of perfection.


  “Is that your idea of justice, Kate? Enough hate balanced against enough love, and everything equals out?”


  She stepped back. “What are you talking about?”


  He moved forward as she continued to retreat into the small room. “I’ve listened to this goddamned martyrdom of yours until I’m sick of it. You think you’re some perfect defender of the hurt and victimized. Nothing comes above that. Not you, not me, not your father. The only reason you’re out there prosecuting every sonofabitch that comes into your sights is because your father hurt you. Every time you convict somebody that’s another nail in your old man’s heart.”


  Her hand flew to his face. He caught it, gripped it. “Your whole adult life has been spent getting back at him. For all the wrongs. For all the hurt. For never being there for you.” He squeezed her hand until he heard her gasp. “Did you ever once stop to think that maybe you were never there for him?”


  He let go of her hand as she stood there, staring at him, a look on her face he had never seen before.


  “Do you understand that Luther loves you so much that he’s never tried to contact you, never tried to be a part of your life, because he knows that’s how you want it? His only child living a few miles away from him and he’s completely cut out of her life. Did you ever think about how he feels? Did your hate ever let you do that?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “Don’t you ever wonder why your mother loved him? Is your picture of Luther Whitney so goddamned distorted that you can’t see why she loved him?”


  He grabbed her shoulders, shook her. “Does your goddamned hatred ever let you be compassionate? Does it ever let you love anything, Kate!”


  He pushed her away. She stumbled backward, her eyes locked on his face.


  He hesitated for a moment. “The fact is, lady, you don’t deserve him.” He paused and then decided to finish. “You don’t deserve to be loved.”


  In one furious instant her teeth gnashed, her face contorted into rage. She screamed and flew at him, hammering her fists into his chest, slapping his face. He felt none of her blows as the tears slid down her cheeks.


  Her assault stopped as quickly as it started. Her arms like lead, they clutched at his coat, holding on. That’s when the heaves started and she sank to the floor, the tears bursting from her, the sobs echoing through the tiny space. 


  He lifted her up and placed her gently on the couch.


  He knelt beside her, letting her cry, and she did so for a long time, her body repeatedly tensing and then going limp until he felt himself growing weak, his hands clammy. He finally wrapped his arms around her, laid his chest against her side. Her thin fingers clutched tightly to his coat as both their bodies shook together for a long time.


  When it was over she sat up slowly, her face red, splotchy.


  Jack stepped back.


  She refused to look at him. “Get out, Jack.”


  “Kate—”


  
“Get out!” Despite her scream the voice was fragile, battered. She covered her face in her hands.


  He turned and walked out the door. As he headed down the street he turned to look at her building. Her silhouette was framed in the window, looking out, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking for something, he wasn’t sure what. Probably she didn’t even know. As he continued to watch, she turned from the window. A few moments later the light in her apartment went out.


  Jack wiped at his eyes, turned and walked slowly down the street, heading home after one of the longest days he could ever remember.


   *   *   *


   


  
“GODDAMMIT! HOW LONG?” SETH FRANK STOOD NEXT TO THE car. It was not quite eight in the morning.


  The young Fairfax County patrolman didn’t know the significance of the event and was startled by the detective’s outburst.


  “We found her about an hour ago; an early-morning jogger saw the car, called it in.”


  Frank walked around the car and peered in from the passenger side. The face was peaceful, much different from the last corpse he had viewed. The long hair was undone, streamed down the sides of the car seat and flowed across the floorboard. Wanda Broome looked like she was asleep.


  Three hours later the crime scene investigation was completed. Four pills had been found on the car seat. The autopsy would confirm that Wanda Broome had died from a massive overdose of digitalis, from a prescription she had filled for her mother but obviously had never delivered. She had been dead for about two hours when her body was discovered on the secluded dirt path that ran around a five-acre pond about eight miles from the Sullivan place just over the county line. The only other piece of tangible evidence was in a plastic bag that Frank was carrying back to headquarters after getting the okay from his sister jurisdiction. The note was on a piece of paper torn from a spiral ring notepad. The handwriting was a woman’s, flowing and embellished. Wanda’s last words had been a desperate plea for redemption. A shriek of guilt in four words.


  
I am so sorry.


  Frank drove on past the rapidly fading foliage and misty swamp that paralleled the winding back road. He had fucked that one up royally. He never would have figured the woman for a suicide candidate. Wanda Broome’s history pegged her as a survivor. Frank couldn’t help but feel sorry for the woman, but also raged at her stupidity. He could’ve gotten her a deal, a sweetheart deal! Then he reflected on the fact that his instincts had been right on one count. Wanda Broome had been a very loyal person. She had been loyal to Christine Sullivan and could not live with the guilt that she had contributed, however unintentionally, to her death. An understandable, if regrettable, reaction. But with her gone, Frank’s best, and perhaps only, opportunity to land the big fish had just died too.


  The memory of Wanda Broome faded into the background as he focused on how to bring to justice a man who had now caused the death of two women. 


   *   *   *


   


  “DAMN, TARR, WAS IT TODAY?” JACK LOOKED AT HIS CLIENT in the reception area of Patton, Shaw. The man looked as out of place as a junkyard mutt at a dog show.


  “Ten-thirty. It’s eleven-fifteen now, does that mean I get forty-five minutes free? By the way, you look like hell.”


  Jack looked down at his rumpled suit and put a hand through his unkempt hair. His internal clock was still on Ukraine time, and a sleepless night had not helped his appearance.


  “Believe me, I look much better than I feel.”


  The two men shook hands. Tarr had dressed up for the meeting, which meant his jeans didn’t have holes in them, and he wore socks with his tennis shoes. The corduroy jacket was a relic from the early 1970s, and the hair was its usual tangle of curls and mats.


  “Hey, we can do it another day, Jack. Me, I understand hangovers.”


  “Not when you got all dressed up. Come on back. All I need is some grub. I’ll take you to lunch and won’t even bill you for the tab.”


  As the men walked down the hallway, Lucinda, prim and proper in keeping with the firm’s image, breathed a sigh of relief. More than one Patton, Shaw partner had walked through her turf with absolute horror on their face at the sight of Tarr Crimson. Memos would fly this week.


  “I’m sorry, Tarr, I’m running on about twelve cylinders lately.” Jack tossed his overcoat over a chair and settled down miserably behind a stack of pink message slips about six inches high on his desk.


  “Out of the country, so I heard. Hope it was someplace fun.”


  “It wasn’t. How’s business?”


  “Booming. Pretty soon, you might be able to call me a legitimate client. Make your partners’ stomachs feel a lot better when they see me sitting in the lobby.” 


  “Screw ’em, Tarr, you pay your bills.”


  “Better to be a big client and pay some of your bills than a teeny client who pays all of his.”


  Jack smiled. “You got us all figured out, don’t you?”


  “Hey, man, you seen one algorithm, you’ve seen ’em all.”


  Jack opened Tarr’s file and perused it quickly.


  “We’ll have your new S corp set up by tomorrow. Delaware incorporation with a qualification in the District. Right?”


  Tarr nodded.


  “How’re you planning on capitalizing it?”


  Tarr pulled out a legal pad. “I’ve got the list of potentials. Same as the last deal. Do I get a reduced rate?” Tarr smiled. He liked Jack, but business was business.


  “Yeah, this time you won’t pay for the learning curve of an overpriced and underinformed associate.”


  Both men smiled.


  “I’ll cut the bill to the bone, Tarr, just like always. What’s the new company for, by the way?”


  “Got the inside track on some new technology for surveillance work.”


  Jack looked up from his notes. “Surveillance? That’s a little off the mark for you, isn’t it?”


  “Hey, you gotta go with the flow. Corporate business is down. But when one market dries up, being the good entrepreneur that I am, I look around for other opportunities. Surveillance for the private sector has always been hot. Now the new twist is big brother in the law enforcement arena.”


  “That’s ironic for somebody who got thrown in jail in every major city in the country during the 1960s.”


  “Hey, those causes were good ones. But we all grow up.”


  “How does it work?”


  “Two ways. First, low-level orbit satellites are downlinked to metropolitan police tracking stations. The birds have preprogrammed sweep sectors. They spot trouble and they send an almost instantaneous signal to the tracking station, giving precise incident information. It’s real time for the cops. The second method involves placing military-style surveillance equipment, sensors and tracking devices on top of telephone poles, or underground with surface sensors on the outside of buildings. Their exact locations will be classified, of course, but they’ll be deployed in the worst crime areas. If something starts to go down, they’ll call in the cavalry.”


  Jack shook his head. “I can think of a few civil rights that might be trampled.”


  “Tell me about it. But it’s effective.”


  “Until the bad guys move.”


  “Kinda hard to outrun a satellite, Jack.”


  Jack shook his head and turned back to his file.


  “Hey, how’re the wedding plans coming?”


  Jack looked up. “I don’t know, I try to keep out of the way.”


  Tarr laughed. “Shit, Julie and I had a total of twenty bucks to get married on, including the honeymoon. We got a justice of the peace for ten dollars, bought a case of Michelob with the rest, and rode the Harley down to Miami and slept on the beach. Had a helluva good time.”


  Jack smiled, shook his head. “I think the Baldwins have something a little more formal in mind. Although your way sounds like a lot more fun to me.”


  Tarr looked at him quizzically, remembering something. “Hey, whatever happened to that gal you were dating when you were defending the criminal elements of this fair city? Kate, right?”


  Jack looked down at his desk. “We decided to go our separate ways,” he said quietly.


  “Huh, I always thought you two made a nice-looking couple.”


  Jack looked across at him, licked his lips and then closed his eyes for a moment before answering. “Well, sometimes looks can be deceiving.”


  Tarr studied his face. “You sure?”


  “I’m sure.” 


   *   *   *


   


  AFTER LUNCH AND FINISHING UP SOME OVERDUE WORK, JACK returned half of his phone messages and decided to leave the rest until the following day. Looking out the window, he turned his thoughts fully to Luther Whitney. What he could be involved in Jack could only guess. The most puzzling aspect was that Luther was a loner in private life and with his work. Back when he was with the PD, Jack had checked on some of Luther’s priors. He worked alone. Even on the cases where he hadn’t been arrested but had been questioned, there was never an issue of more than one person involved. Then who could these other people be? A fence Luther had somehow ripped off? But Luther had been in the business much too long to do something like that. It wasn’t worth it. His victim perhaps? Maybe they couldn’t prove Luther had committed the crime but nevertheless held a vendetta against him. But who held that sort of grudge for getting burglarized? Jack could understand if someone had been hurt or killed, but Luther was not capable of that.


  He sat down at his small conference table and thought back for a moment to the night before with Kate. It had been the most painful experience of his life, even more so than when Kate had left him. But he had said what needed to be said.


  He rubbed his eyes. At this moment in his life the Whitneys weren’t especially welcome. But he had promised Luther. Why had he done that? He loosened his tie. At some point he would have to draw the line, or cut the cord, if only for his own mental well-being. Now he was hoping that his promised favor would never come due.


  He went down and got a soda from the kitchen, sat back down at his desk and finished up the bills for last month. The firm was invoicing Baldwin Enterprises roughly three hundred thou a month and the work was accelerating. While Jack had been gone, Jennifer had sent over two new matters that would occupy a regiment of associates for about six months. Jack quickly calculated his profit sharing for the quarter and whistled under his breath when he got an approximate. It was almost too easy.


  Things were really improving between Jennifer and him. His brain told him not to screw that up. The organ in the center of his chest wasn’t so sure, but he was thinking that his brain should start taking command of his life. It wasn’t that their relationship had changed. It was only that his expectation of that relationship had. Was that a compromise on his part? Probably. But who said you could manage to get through life without compromise. Kate Whitney had tried and look what it had gotten her.


  He phoned Jennifer’s office, but she wasn’t there. Gone for the day. He checked his watch. Five-thirty. When she wasn’t traveling, Jennifer Baldwin rarely left the office before eight. Jack looked at his calendar. She was in town the whole week. When he had tried her from the airport last night there had been no answer either. He hoped nothing was wrong.


  As he was contemplating leaving and heading over to her house, Dan Kirksen popped his head in.


  “Could I trouble you for a minute, Jack?”


  Jack hesitated. The little man and his bow ties irritated Jack, and he knew exactly why. Deferential as hell, Kirksen would have treated Jack like a piece of manure had he not controlled millions in business. On top of that, Jack knew that Kirksen desperately wanted to treat him like a piece of shit anyway, and he hoped to accomplish that goal one day.


  “I was thinking about heading out. I’ve been hitting it pretty heavy lately.”


  “I know.” Kirksen smiled. “The whole firm’s been talking about it. Sandy better watch out—by all accounts Walter Sullivan is very enamored with you.”


  Jack smiled to himself. Lord was the only person whom Kirksen wanted to kick in the ass more than Jack. Lord without Sullivan would be vulnerable. Jack could read all those thoughts as they passed behind the spectacles of the firm’s managing partner.


  “I don’t think Sandy has anything to worry about.”


  “Of course not. It’ll just take a few minutes. Conference room number one.” Kirksen disappeared as quickly as he had appeared.


  What the hell was all this about? Jack wondered. He grabbed his coat and walked down the hallway. As he passed a couple of fellow associates in the hallway, they gave him sidelong glances that only increased his puzzlement.


  The sliding doors to the conference room were closed, which was unusual unless something was going on inside. Jack slid back one of the thick doors. The dark room confronting him exploded into bright light, and Jack looked on in amazement as the party came into focus. The banner on the far wall said it all: CONGRATULATIONS PARTNER!


  Lord presided over the lavish affair of drinks and an expensive, catered spread. Jennifer was there, along with her father and mother.


  “I am so proud of you, sweetie.” She had already consumed several drinks and her soft eyes and gentle caresses told Jack things would only get better later that night.


  “Well, we can thank your dad for this partnership.”


  “Uh-uh, lover. If you weren’t doing a good job, Daddy would cut you loose in a New York minute. Give yourself some credit. You think Sandy Lord and Walter Sullivan are easy to please? Honey, you pleased Walter Sullivan, stunned him even, and there’s only a handful of attorneys who have ever done that.”


  Jack swallowed the rest of his drink and contemplated that statement. It sounded plausible. He had scored big with Sullivan, and who was to say Ransome Baldwin wouldn’t have taken his business elsewhere if Jack hadn’t been up to the task?


  “Maybe you’re right.”


  “Of course I’m right, Jack. If this firm were a football team, you’d be MVP or rookie of the year, maybe both.” Jennifer took another drink and slid her arm around Jack’s waist.


  “And on top of that, you can now afford to support me in the lifestyle I’ve grown accustomed to.” She pinched his arm.


  “Grown accustomed to. Right! Try, from birth.” They stole a quick kiss.


  “You’d better mingle, superstar.” She pushed him away and went in search of her parents.


  Jack looked around. Every person in this room was a millionaire. He was easily the poorest of them all, but his prospects probably surpassed all of theirs. His base income had just quadrupled. His profit sharing for the year would easily be double that. It occurred to him that he too was now, technically, a millionaire. Who would’ve thought it, when four years ago a million dollars seemed to be more money than existed on the planet?


  He had not entered law to become rich. He had spent years working as hard as he ever had for what amounted to pennies. But he was entitled now, wasn’t he? This was the typical American Dream, wasn’t it? But what was it about that dream that made you feel guilty when you finally attained it?


  He felt a big arm around his shoulder. He turned to look at Sandy Lord, red eyes and all staring at him.


  “Surprised the hell out of you, didn’t we?”


  Jack had to agree with that. Sandy’s breath was a mixture of hard liquor and roast beef. It reminded Jack of their very first encounter at Fillmore’s, not a pleasant memory. He subtlely distanced himself from his intoxicated partner.


  “Look around this room, Jack. There’s not a person here, with the possible exception of yours truly, who wouldn’t love to be in your shoes.”


  “It seems a little overwhelming. It happened so fast.” Jack was more talking to himself than to Lord.


  “Hell, these things always do. For the fortunate few, wham, zero to the top in seconds. Improbable success is just that: improbable. But that’s what makes it so damn satisfy
ing. By the way, let me shake your hand for taking such good care of Walter.”


  “Pleasure, Sandy. I like the man.”


  “By the way, I’m having a little get-together at my place on Saturday. Some people are going to be there you should meet. See if you can persuade your extremely attractive Significant Other to attend. She might find some marketing opportunities. Girl’s a natural hustler just like her daddy.”


   *   *   *


   


  JACK SHOOK THE HAND OF EVERY PARTNER IN THE PLACE, SOME more than once. By nine o’clock he and Jennifer were headed home in her company limo. By one o’clock they had already made love twice. By one-thirty Jennifer was sound asleep.


  Jack wasn’t.


  He stood by the window looking out at the few stray snowflakes that had started to fall. An early winter storm system had settled in over the area although accumulations were not supposed to be significant. Jack’s thoughts were not on the weather, however. He looked over at Jennifer. She was dressed in a silk nightgown, nestled between satin sheets, in a bed the size of his apartment’s bedroom. He looked up at his old friends the murals. Their new place was supposed to be ready by Christmas, although the very proper Baldwin family would never allow patent cohabitation until the vows were exchanged. The interiors were being redone under the sharp eye of his fiancée to suit their individual tastes and to boldly cast their own personal statement— whatever the hell that meant. As he studied the medieval faces on the ceiling it occurred to Jack that they were probably laughing at him.


  He had just made partner in the most prestigious firm in town, was the toast of some of the most influential people you could imagine, every one of them eager to advance his already meteoric career even further. He had it all. From the beautiful princess, to the rich, old father-in-law, to the hal
lowed if utterly ruthless mentor, to serious bucks in the bank. With an army of the powerful right behind him and a truly limitless future, Jack never felt more alone than he did that night. And despite all his willpower, his thoughts continually turned to an old, frightened and angry man, and his emotionally spent daughter. With those twin beauties swirling in his head he silently watched the gentle fall of snowflakes until the softened edges of daybreak greeted him.


   *   *   *


   


  THE OLD WOMAN WATCHED THROUGH THE DUSTY VENETIAN blinds that covered the living room window as the dark sedan pulled into her driveway. The arthritis in both grossly swollen knees made getting up difficult, much less trying to move herself around. Her back was permanently bent and the lungs were dense and unforgiving after fifty years of tar and nicotine bombardment. She was counting down to the end; her body had carried her about as far as it could. Longer than her daughter’s had.


  She fingered the letter that she kept in the pocket of her old, pink dressing gown that failed to completely cover the red, blistered ankles. She figured they would show up sooner or later. After Wanda had come back from the police station, she knew it was a matter of time before something like this happened. The tears welled up in her eyes as she thought back to the last few weeks.


  “It was my fault, Momma.” Her daughter had sat in the tiny kitchen where, as a little girl, she had helped her mother bake cookies and can tomatoes and stringbeans harvested from the strip of garden out back. She had repeated those words over and over as she slumped forward on the table, her body convulsing with every word. Edwina had tried to reason with her daughter but she was not eloquent enough to dent the shroud of guilt that surrounded the slender woman who had started life as a roly-poly baby with thick dark hair and horseshoe legs. She had shown Wanda the letter but it had done no good. It was beyond the old woman to make her child understand.


  Now she was gone and the police had come. And now Edwina had to do the right thing. And at eighty-one and Godfearing, Edwina was going to lie to the police, which was to her the only thing she could do.


  “I’m sorry about your daughter, Mrs. Broome.” Frank’s words rang sincere to the old woman’s ears. A trickle of a tear slipped down the deep crevices of her aged face.


  The note Wanda had left behind was given to Edwina Broome and she looked at it through a thick magnifying glass that lay on the table within easy reach. She looked at the earnest face of the detective. “I can’t imagine what she was thinking when she wrote this.”


  “You understand that a robbery took place at the Sullivan home? That Christine Sullivan was murdered by whoever it was that broke in?”


  “I heard that on the television right after it happened. That was terrible. Terrible.”


  “Did your daughter ever talk to you about the incident?”


  “Well of course she did. She was so upset by it all. She and Mrs. Sullivan got along real well, real well. It broke her up.”


  “Why do you think she took her own life?”


  “If I could tell you, I would.”


  She let that ambiguous statement hang in front of Frank’s face until he folded the paper back up.


  “Did your daughter tell you anything about her work that might shed some light on the murder?”


  “No. She liked her job pretty much. They treated her real well from what she said. Living in that big house, that’s real nice.”


  “Mrs. Broome, I understand that Wanda was in trouble with the law a while back.”


  “A long while back, Detective. A long while back. And she lived a good life since then.” Edwina Broome’s eyes had narrowed, her lips set in a firm line, as she stared down Seth Frank.


  “I’m sure she did,” Frank added quickly. “Did Wanda bring anyone by to see you in the last few months. Someone you didn’t know perhaps?”


  Edwina shook her head. That much was the truth.


  Frank eyed her for a long moment. The cataract-filled eyes stared straight back at him.


  “I understand your daughter was out of the country when the incident happened?”


  “Went down to that island with the Sullivans. They go every year I’m told.”


  “But Mrs. Sullivan didn’t go.”


  “I suppose not, since she was murdered up here while they were down there, Detective.”


  Frank almost smiled. This old lady wasn’t nearly as dumb as she was making out to be. “You wouldn’t have any idea why Mrs. Sullivan didn’t go. Something Wanda might have told you?”


  Edwina shook her head, stroked a silver and white cat that jumped up on her lap.


  “Well, thank you for talking to me. Again I’m sorry about your daughter.”


  “Thank you, I am too. Very sorry.”


  As she wrenched herself up to see him to the door, the letter fell out of her pocket. Her weary heart skipped a beat as Frank bent down, picked it up without glancing at it and handed it to her.


  She watched him pull out of the driveway. She slowly eased herself back down in the chair by the fireplace and unfolded the letter.


  It was in a man’s hand she knew well: I didn’t do it. But
you wouldn’t believe me if I told you who did.


  For Edwina Broome that was all she needed to know. Luther Whitney had been a friend for a long time, and had only broken into that house because of Wanda. If the police caught up to him, it would not be with her assistance. 


  And what her friend had asked her to do she would. God help her, it was the only decent thing she could do.


   *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK AND BILL BURTON SHOOK HANDS AND SAT DOWN. They were in Frank’s office and the sun was barely up.


  “I appreciate your seeing me, Seth.”


  “It is a little unusual.”


  “Damn unusual if you ask me.” Burton grinned. “Mind if I light one up?”


  “How about I join you?” Both men pulled out their packs.


  Burton bent his match forward as he settled back in his chair.


  “I’ve been with the Service a long time and this is a first for me. But I can understand it. Old man Sullivan is one of the President’s best friends. Helped get him started in politics. A real mentor. They both go way back. Just between you and me, I don’t think the President actually wants us to do much more than give an impression of involvement. We are in no way looking to step on your toes.”


  “Not that you have jurisdiction to do that anyway.”


  “Exactly, Seth. Exactly. Hell, I was a state trooper for eight years. I know how police investigations go. The last thing you need is somebody else looking over your goddamned shoulder.”


  The wariness started to fade from Frank’s eyes. An ex–state trooper turned Secret Service agent. This guy was really a career law enforcement person. In Frank’s book you didn’t get much better than that.


  “So what’s your proposal?”


  “I see my role as an information pipeline to the President. Something breaks you give me a call and I’ll fill in the President. Then when he sees Walter Sullivan he can speak intelligently about the case. Believe me, it’s not all smoke and mirrors. The President is genuinely concerned about the case.” Burton smiled inwardly. 


  “And no interference from the feds. No second-guessing?”


  “Hell, I’m not the FBI. It’s not a federal case. Look at me as the civilian emissary of a VIP. Not much more than a professional courtesy really.”


  Frank looked around his office as he slowly absorbed the situation. Burton followed that gaze and tried to size up Frank as precisely as possible. Burton had known many detectives. Most had average capabilities, which, coupled with an exponentially increasing caseload, resulted in a very low arrest and much lower conviction rate. But he had checked out Seth Frank. The guy was former NYPD with a string of citations a mile long. Since his coming to Middleton County, there had not been one unsolved homicide. Not one. It was a rural county to be sure, but a one hundred percent solve rate was still pretty impressive. All those facts made Burton very comfortable. For although the President had requested that Burton keep in contact with the police in order to fulfill his pledge to Sullivan, Burton had his own reason for wanting access to the investigation.


  “If something breaks really fast, I might not be able to apprise you right away.”


  “I’m not asking for miracles, Seth, just a little info when you get a chance. That’s all.” Burton stood up, crushing out his cigarette. “We got a deal?”


  “I’ll do my best, Bill.”


  “A man can’t ask for more than that. So, you got any leads?”


  Seth Frank shrugged. “Maybe. Might peter out, you never know. You know how that goes.”


  “Tell me about it.” Burton started to leave and then looked back. “Hey, as some quid pro quo if you need any red tape cut during your investigation, access to databases, stuff like that, you let me know and your request gets a top priority. Here’s my number.”


  Frank took the offered card. “I appreciate that, Bill.” 


   *   *   *


   


  TWO HOURS LATER SETH FRANK LIFTED UP HIS PHONE AND nothing happened. No dial tone, no outside line. The phone company was called.


  An hour later, Seth Frank again picked up his phone and the dial tone was there. The system was fixed. The phone closet was kept locked at all times, but even if someone had been able to look inside, the mass of lines and other equipment would have been indecipherable to the layperson. Not that the police force ordinarily worried about someone tapping their lines.


  Bill Burton’s lines of communication were open now, a lot wider than Seth Frank had ever dreamed they would be. 


  









  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  “I
THINK IT’S A MISTAKE, ALAN. I THINK WE SHOULD BE  distancing ourselves, not trying to take over the investigation.” Russell stood next to the President’s desk in the Oval Office.


  Richmond was seated at the desk going over some recent health care legislation; a quagmire to say the least and not one he planned to expend much political capital on before the election.


  “Gloria, get with the program, will you?” Richmond was preoccupied; well ahead in the polls, he thought the gap should be even greater. His anticipated opponent, Henry Jacobs, was short, and not particularly good-looking or a great speaker. His sole claim to fame was thirty years of toiling on behalf of the country’s indigent and less fortunate. Consequently, he was a walking media disaster. In the age of sound bites and photo ops, being able to look and talk a big game was an absolute necessity. Jacobs was not even the best among a very weak group that had seen its two leading candidates knocked out over assorted scandals, sexually based and otherwise. All of which made Richmond wonder why his thirty-two-point lead in the polls wasn’t fifty.


  He finally turned to look at his Chief of Staff.


  “Look, I promised Sullivan I’d keep on top of it. I said that to a goddamned national audience that got me a dozen points in the polls that apparently your well-oiled reelection team can’t improve upon. Do I need to go out and start a war to get the polls where they should be?”


  “Alan, the election’s in the bag; we both know that. But we have to play not to lose. We have to be careful. That person is still out there. What if he’s caught?”


  Exasperated, Richmond stood up. “Will you forget him! If you’d stop to think about it for a second, the fact that I have closely associated myself with the case takes away the only possible shred of credibility the guy might have had. If I hadn’t publicly proclaimed my interest some nosy reporter might have pricked up his ears at an allegation that the President was somehow involved in the death of Christine Sullivan. But now that I’ve told the nation that I’m mad and determined to bring the perpetrator to justice, if the allegation is made, people will think the guy saw me on TV and he’s a whacko.”


  Russell sat down in a chair. The problem was Richmond didn’t have all the facts. If he knew about the letter opener would he have taken these same steps? If he knew about the note and photo Russell had received? She was withholding information from her boss, information that could ruin both of them, absolutely and completely.


  *   *   *


   


  AS RUSSELL WALKED DOWN THE HALLWAY BACK TO HER office, she didn’t notice Bill Burton staring at her from a passageway. The look was not one of affection, not anywhere close.


  
Stupid, stupid bitch. From where he was standing he could’ve popped three slugs into the back of her head. No sweat. His talk with Collin had cleared up the picture completely. If he had called the police that night, there would have been trouble, but not for him and Collin. The President and his skirted sidekick would’ve taken all the heat. The woman had snookered him. And now he was barely hanging on the edge of all that he had worked for, sweated for, taken bullets for.


  He knew far better than Russell what they were all confronted with. And it was because of that knowledge that he had made his decision. It had not been an easy one, but it was the only one he could make. It was the reason he had visited Seth Frank. And it was also the reason he had had the detective’s phone line tapped. Burton knew his course of action was probably a long shot, but they were all well outside the range of guarantees of any kind now. You just had to go with the cards you had and hope Lady Luck would smile on you at some point.


  Again Burton shook with anger at the position the woman had put him in. The decision her stupidity had caused him to make. It was all he could do not to run down the stairs and break her neck. But he promised himself one thing. If he lived to do nothing else, he would ensure that this woman would suffer. He would rip her from the safe confines of her power career and hurl her right into the shit of reality—and he would enjoy every minute of it.


  *   *   *


   


  GLORIA RUSSELL CHECKED HER HAIR AND LIPSTICK IN THE mirror. She knew she was acting like a damned love-struck teenager, but there was something so naive and yet so masculine about Tim Collin that it was actually starting to distract her attention from her work, something that had never happened before. But it was a historical fact that men in power positions usually got some action on the side. Not an ardent feminist, Russell saw nothing wrong with emulating her male counterparts. As she saw it, it was just another perk of the position.


  As she slipped out of her dress and underwear and into her most transparent nightgown, she kept reminding herself of why she was seducing the younger man. She needed him for two reasons. One, he knew about her blunder with the letter opener and she needed absolute assurance that he keep quiet about that, and, second, she needed his help to get that piece of evidence back. Compelling, rational reasons and yet tonight, like all the nights before, they were the furthest things from her mind.


  At that moment she felt she could fuck Tim Collin every night for the rest of her life and never tire of the feelings that flooded through her body after each encounter. Her brain could rationalize a thousand reasons why she should stop, but the remainder of her body was, for once, not listening.


  The knock on the door came a little early. She finished primping her hair, quickly checked her makeup again, and then awkwardly slipped into her heels as she hurried down the hallway. She opened the front door and it felt like someone had plunged a knife between her breasts.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  Burton put one foot inside the half-opened door and one massive hand against the door itself.


  “We need to talk.”


  Russell unconsciously checked behind him for the man she had expected to make love to her tonight.


  Burton noted the glance. “Sorry, lover-boy ain’t coming, Chief.”


  She tried to slam the door closed, but couldn’t budge the two-hundred-and-forty-pound Burton an inch. With maddening ease he pushed open the door and went inside, shutting the door behind him.


  He stood in the entranceway looking at the Chief of Staff, who was now desperately trying to understand what he was doing there at the same time she was trying to cover up strategic parts of her anatomy. She was not succeeding with either.


  “Get out, Burton! How dare you come barging in here? You’re through.”


  Burton moved past her into the living room, barely brushing against her as he walked by.


  “Either we talk here or we talk someplace else. It’s up to you.”


  She followed him into the living room. “What the hell are you talking about? I told you to get out. You’re forgetting your place in the official hierarchy, aren’t you?”


  He turned to face her. “You always answer the door dressed like that?” He could understand Collin’s interest. The nightgown did nothing to hide the Chief of Staff’s voluptuous figure. Who would’ve thought? He might have been aroused despite twenty-four years with the same woman and four children spawned from that marriage, except for the fact that he was absolutely repulsed by the half-naked woman standing across from him.


  “Go to hell! Go straight to hell, Burton.”


  “That’s probably where we’re all going to end up, so why don’t you go get on some clothes and then we’re going to talk and then I’ll leave. But until then I ain’t going anywhere.”


  “Do you realize what you’re doing? I can crush you.”


  “Right!” He pulled out the photos from his jacket pocket and tossed them down on the table. Russell tried to ignore them, but finally picked them up. She steadied her trembling legs by placing a hand on top of a table.


  “You and Collin make a beautiful couple. You really do. I don’t think the media will lose sight of that fact. Might make for an interesting movie of the week. What do you think? Chief of Staff gets brains screwed out by young Secret Service agent. You could call it The Fuck Heard ’Round the
World. That’s catchy, don’t you think?”


  She slapped him, as hard as she had ever slapped anyone. Pain shot through her arm. It had been like hitting a piece of wood. Burton took her hand and twisted it sideways until she screamed.


  “Listen lady, I know every fucking thing that’s going on here. Everything. The letter opener. Who’s got it. Most importantly, how he got it. And now this recent correspondence from our little larcenous voyeur. Now any way you cut it, we got us a big problem, and seeing that you’ve screwed everything up from the get-go, I think a change of command is in order. Now go get out of the hooker clothes, and come back in here. If you want me to save your horny little ass, you’ll do exactly what I tell you to do. Do you understand? Because if you don’t then I suggest we go have a little chat with the President. It’s up to you. Chief!” Burton spat out the last word, communicating unequivocally his absolute disgust with her.


  Burton slowly let go of her arm but still towered over her like a mountain. His massive bulk seemed to block out her ability to think. Russell gingerly rubbed her arm and almost timidly looked up at him as the hopelessness of her situation started to sink in.


  She went immediately to the bathroom and threw up. It seemed like she was spending an increasing amount of her time doing that. The cold water on her face finally started to work through the throes of nausea until she was able to sit up and then walk slowly to her bedroom.


  Her head spinning, she changed into long pants and a thick sweater, dropping the negligee on the bed, too ashamed to even look at it as the garment floated down; her dreams for a night of pleasure shattered with terrifying abruptness. She replaced her red stilettos with a pair of brown flats.


  Patting her cheeks down as she sensed the rush of blood there, she felt like she had just been caught by her father with a boy’s hands far up her dress. That event had actually occurred in her life and probably contributed to her absolute focus on her career to the detriment of everything else, so embarrassed had she been by the entire episode. Her father had called her a whore and beaten her so badly that she had missed a week of school. She had prayed her entire life that she would never feel such embarrassment again. Until tonight that prayer had been answered.


  She forced herself to breathe regularly and when she went back into the living room she noted that Burton had taken his jacket off and a pot of coffee sat on the table. She eyed the thick holster with its deadly occupant.


  “Cream and sugar, right?”


  She managed to meet his gaze. “Yes.”


  He poured out the coffee and she sat down across from him.


  She looked down at her cup. “How much did Ti … Collin tell you?”


  “About the two of you? Nothing really. He’s not the kind of guy who would. I think he’s fallen for you pretty hard. You’ve fucked with his head and his heart. Nice going.”


  “You don’t understand anything, do you?” She almost exploded out of her chair.


  Burton was maddeningly calm. “I understand this much. We’re about one inch from the edge of the cliff and where we’re headed I can’t even see the bottom. Frankly, I don’t give a shit who you’re sleeping with. That’s not why I’m here.”


  Russell sat back down and forced herself to drink the coffee. Her stomach started to finally settle down.


  Burton leaned across and held her arm as gently as he could.


  “Look, Ms. Russell. I’m not going to sit here and bullshit and tell you I’m here because I think the world of you and I want to get you out of a jam, and you don’t have to pretend to love me either. But the way I look at it, like it or not, we’re in this thing together. And the only way I see us making it through is to work as a team. That’s the deal I’m offering.” Burton sat back and watched her.


  Russell put down her coffee and dabbed a napkin against her lips.


  “All right.” 


  Burton immediately leaned forward. “Just to recount, the letter opener still has both the President’s and Christine Sullivan’s prints on it. And their blood. Correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Any prosecutor would be salivating for that thing. We’ve got to get it back.”


  “We’ll buy it. He wants to sell it. The next communication will tell us how much.”


  Burton shocked her for the second time. He tossed the envelope across.


  “The guy’s savvy, but at some point he has to tell us a drop point.”


  Russell took out the letter and read it. The writing was block print as before. The message was brief:


  

    Coordinates coming soon. Recommend advance steps be
taken for financial backing. For such prime property suggest mid seven figures. Would suggest consequences of default be considered thoroughly. Respond via Post personals if interested.


  


   


  “He’s got quite a writing style, doesn’t he? Succinct, but he gets his point across.” Burton poured another cup of coffee. Then he tossed across another photograph of what Russell was desperately hoping to retrieve.


  “He sure likes to tease, doesn’t he, Ms. Russell?”


  “At least it sounds like he’s ready to deal.”


  “We’re talking some big bucks. You prepared for that?”


  “Let me worry about that piece, Burton. Money won’t be the problem.” Her arrogance was returning just in time.


  “Probably not,” he agreed. “By the way, why the hell didn’t you let Collin wipe that thing clean?”


  “I don’t have to answer that.”


  “No, actually you don’t, Madam President.”


  Russell and Burton actually smiled at each other. Maybe she had been wrong. Burton was a pain in her ass, but he was cunning and careful. She realized now that she needed those qualities more than Collin’s gallant naïveté even if it was accompanied by a fresh, hard body.


  “There’s one more piece to the puzzle, Chief.”


  “And that is?”


  “When it comes time to kill this guy, are you gonna get squeamish on me?”


  Russell choked on her coffee and Burton had to literally pound her on the back until she started breathing normally again.


  “I guess that answers that.”


  “What the hell are you talking about, Burton—killing him?”


  “You still don’t understand what’s going on here, do you? I thought you were some brilliant professor somewhere. Ivory towers ain’t what they used to be I guess. Or maybe you need a little dose of common sense. Let me explain this real simply for you. This guy was an eyewitness to the President trying to murder Christine Sullivan, Sullivan trying to return the favor, and me and Collin doing our job and taking her out before the President gets stuck like a side of beef. An eyewitness! Remember that term. Before I found out about this little piece of evidence you left behind, I figured our asses were cooked anyway. Guy leaks the story somehow, some way and it snowballs from there. Some things we just can’t explain, right?


  “But nothing happens and I figure maybe we all got lucky and this guy is too afraid to come forward. Now I find out about this blackmail shit and I ask myself what does that mean.”


  Burton looked questioningly at Russell.


  She answered, “It means he wants money in exchange for the letter opener. It’s his lottery. What else could it mean, Burton?”


  Burton shook his head. “No, it means this guy is fucking with us. Playing mind games. It means we got an eyewitness out there who’s getting a little daring, a little adventurous. On top of that it took a real professional to crack the Sullivan nest. So this guy is not the type who’s gonna scare too easily.”


  “So? If we get back the letter opener aren’t we home free?” Russell was dimly beginning to see what Burton was getting at, but it still wasn’t clear.


  “If he doesn’t keep photos of it, which might end up on the front page of the Post any day now. An enlarged photo of the President’s palm print on a letter opener that came from Christine Sullivan’s bedroom on page one. Probably make for an interesting series of articles. Grounds enough for the papers to start digging around. Even the slightest hint of a connection between the President and Sullivan’s murder and it’s over. Sure, we can argue the guy’s a whacko and the picture’s a clever forgery, and maybe we’ll succeed. But one of those photos showing up at the Post doesn’t concern me half as much as our other problem.”


  “Which is?” Russell sat forward now, her voice low, almost husky, as something terrible was beginning to dawn on her.


  “You seem to have forgotten that this guy saw everything we did that night. Everything. What we were wearing. Everybody’s name. How we wiped the place clean, which I’m sure the police are still scratching their heads over. He can tell them how we arrived and how we left. He can tell them to check the President’s arm for traces of a knife wound. He can tell them how we dug one slug out of the wall and where we were standing when we fired. He can tell them everything they want to know. And when he does, they’ll at first think he knows all about the crime scene because he was there and was actually the trigger man. But then the cops will start to realize that this was more than a one-man show. They’ll wonder how he knows all this other stuff. Some of which he couldn’t have made up and which they can verify. They’ll begin to wonder about all those little details that just don’t make sense but that this guy can explain.”


  Russell stood up and went over to the bar and poured her
self a scotch. She poured one for Burton too. She thought about what Burton had said. The man had seen everything. Including her and an unconscious President having sex. Miserable, she pushed the thought from her mind.


  “Why would he come forward after he’d been paid off?”


  “Who says he actually has to come forward? Remember like you said that night? He could do it from a distance. Laugh all the way to the bank and take down an administration. Hell, he can write it all down and fax it to the cops. They’ll have to investigate it and who’s to say they won’t find something? If they got any physical evidence from that bedroom, hair root, saliva, seminal fluid, all they need is a body to match it against. Before there was no reason for them to look our way, but now, who the hell knows? You get a DNA match against Richmond, we’re dead. Dead.


  “And so what if the guy never comes forward voluntarily? The detective on the case is no bonehead. And my gut tells me that, given time, he’s gonna find the sonofabitch. And a guy looking at life in prison or maybe the ultimate penalty will talk his head off, believe me. I’ve seen it happen too many times.”


  Russell felt a sudden chill. What Burton said made absolute sense. The President had sounded so convincing. Neither of them had even considered this line.


  “Besides, I don’t know about you, but I don’t plan on spending the rest of my life looking over my shoulder waiting for that shoe to drop.”


  “But how can we find him?”


  It amused Burton that the Chief of Staff had fallen in with his plans without much argument. The value of life apparently did not mean much to this woman when her personal well-being was threatened. He hadn’t expected less.


  “Before I knew about the letters, I thought we had no chance. But with blackmail, at some point you gotta have the payoff. And then he’s vulnerable.”


  “But he’ll just ask for a wire transfer. If what you say is true, this guy’s too smart to be looking for a bag of money in a Dumpster. And we won’t know where the letter opener will be until long after he’s gone.”


  “Maybe, maybe not. You let me worry about that. What is imperative is that you string the guy along just a bit. If he wants the deal done in two days, you make it four. Whatever you put in the personals make it sincere. I’ll leave that up to you, Professor. But you’ve got to buy me some time.” Burton got up. She grabbed his arm.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “The less you know about it the better. But you do understand that if the whole thing blows up, we all go down, including the President? There’s nothing at this point I could or would do to prevent that. As far as I’m concerned you both deserve it.”


  “You don’t sugarcoat things, do you?”


  “Never found it useful.” He put on his coat. “By the way, you realize that Richmond beat Christine Sullivan up bad, don’t you? From the autopsy report it looks like he tried to turn her neck into a spaghetti loop.”


  “So I understand. Is that important to know?”


  “You don’t have any children, do you?”


  Russell shook her head.


  “I’ve got four. Two daughters, not much younger than Christine Sullivan. As a parent you think about things like that. Loved ones getting messed up by some asshole like that. Just wanted you to know the kind of guy our boss is. That is, if he ever gets frisky, you might want to think twice.”


  He left her sitting in the living room contemplating her wrecked life.


  As he climbed into his car, he took a moment to light a cigarette. Burton had spent the last few days reviewing the preceding twenty years of his life. The price being paid to preserve those years was heading into the stratosphere. Was it worth it? Was he prepared to pay it? He could go to the cops. Tell them everything. His career would be over, of course. The police could get him on obstruction of justice, conspiracy to commit murder, maybe some bullshit manslaughter charge for popping Christine Sullivan and other assorted nickel-and-dime stuff. It would all add up, though. Even cutting a deal he was going to do some serious time. But he could do the time. He could also endure the scandal. All the shit the papers would write. He’d go down in history as a criminal. He’d be inextricably linked to the notoriously corrupt Richmond administration. And yet he could take that, if it came to it. What the hard-as-rock Bill Burton could not take was the look in his children’s eyes. He would never again see pride and love. And the absolute and complete trust that their daddy, this big hulk of a man, was, indisputably, one of the good guys. That was something that was too tough even for him.


  Those were the thoughts that had been racing through Burton’s head ever since his talk with Collin. A part of him wished he hadn’t asked. That he had never found out about the blackmail attempt. Because that had given him an opportunity. And opportunities were always accompanied by choices. Burton had finally made his. He wasn’t proud of it. If things worked out according to plan, he would do his best to forget it had ever happened. If things didn’t work out? Well, that was just too bad. But if he went down, so would everyone else.


  That thought triggered another idea. Burton reached across and popped open the car’s glove compartment. He pulled out a minicassette recorder and a handful of tapes. He looked back up at the house as he puffed on his cigarette.


  He put the car in gear. As he passed Gloria Russell’s house, he figured the lights there would remain on for a long time. 


  









  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  LAURA SIMON HAD JUST ABOUT GIVEN UP HOPE OF FINDING IT.


  The exterior and interior of the van had been minutely dusted and then fumed for prints. A special laser from the state police headquarters in Richmond had even been brought up, but every time they found a match, it was someone else’s prints. Someone they could account for. She knew Pettis’s prints by heart now. He was unfortunate enough to have all arches, one of the rarest of fingerprint compositions, as well as a tiny scar on his thumb that had in fact led to his arrest years earlier for grand-theft auto. Perps with scars across their fingertips were an ident tech’s best friend.


  Budizinski’s prints had shown up once because he’d stuck his finger in a solvent and then pressed it against a piece of plywood kept in the back of the van, a print as perfect as if she had fingerprinted him herself.


  All told, she had found fifty-three prints, but none were of any use to her. She sat in the middle of the van and glumly looked around its interior. She had gone over every spot where a print could reasonably be expected to exist. She had hit every nook and cranny of the vehicle with the handheld laser and was running out of ideas where else to look.


  For the twentieth time she went through the motions of men loading the truck, driving it—the rearview mirror was an ideal spot for prints—moving the equipment, lifting the bottles of cleaners, dragging the hoses, opening and closing the doors. The difficulty of her task was increased by the fact that prints tended to disappear over time, depending on the surface containing them and the surrounding climate. Wet and warm were the best preservatives, dry and cool, the worst.


  She opened the glove compartment and went through the contents again. Every item had already been inventoried and dusted. She idly flipped through the van’s maintenance log. Purplish stains on the paper reminded her that the lab’s stock of ninhydrin was low. The pages were well-worn although the van had had very few breakdowns the three years it had been in commission. Apparently the company believed in a rigorous maintenance program. Each entry was carefully noted, initialed and dated. The company had its own inhouse maintenance crew.


  As she scanned the pages, one entry caught her eye. All the other entries had been initialed by either a G. Henry or an H. Thomas, both mechanics employed by Metro. This entry had J.P. initialed beside it. Jerome Pettis. The entry indicated that the van had run low on oil and a couple of quarts had been added. All that was terribly unexciting except that the date was the day the Sullivan place had been cleaned.


  Simon’s breathing accelerated slightly as she crossed her fingers and got out of the van. She popped the hood and began looking at the engine. She shone her light around and within a minute she found it. An oily thumbprint that preened back at her from the side of the windshield washer fluid reservoir. Where someone would naturally rest their hand when they were applying leverage to open or close the oil cap. And a glance told her it wasn’t Pettis’s. Nor was it either of the two mechanics. She grabbed a file card with Budizinski’s prints on it. She was ninety-nine percent sure they weren’t his and she turned out to be right. She carefully dusted and lifted the print, filled out a card and nearly ran the entire way to Frank’s office. She found him with his hat and overcoat on, which he quickly removed.


  “You’re shitting me, Laura.”


  “You want to check with Pettis to see if he remembers Rogers adding the oil that day?”


  Frank called the cleaning company, but Pettis had already gone for the night. Calls to his home went unanswered.


  Simon looked at the lift card like it was the most precious jewel in the world. “Forget it. I’ll run it through our files. Stay all night if I have to. We can get Fairfax to access the state police AFIS, our damn terminal’s still down.” Simon was referring to the Automated Fingerprint Identification System housed in Richmond, where latent prints found at crime scenes could be compared against the ones on the state’s computerized database.


  Frank thought for a moment. “I think I can do one better.”


  “How’s that?”


  Frank pulled a card out of his pocket, picked up the phone and dialed. He spoke into the phone. “Agent Bill Burton please.”


  *   *   *


   


  BURTON PICKED UP FRANK AND THEY DROVE DOWN TOGETHER to the FBI’s Hoover Building, located on Pennsylvania Avenue. Most tourists know the building as bulky and rather ugly and as a place not to miss on a visit to D.C. Housed here was the National Crime Information Center, a computerized information system operated by the FBI, consisting of fourteen centralized-distributed types of databases and two subsystems that constituted the world’s largest collection of data on known criminals. The Automated Identification System (AIS) component of NCIC was a cop’s best friend. With tens of millions of criminal print cards on file, Frank’s chances of a hit were measurably increased.


  After depositing the print with FBI technicians—who had clear instructions that this assignment was to be moved to as near the top of the pile as possible—Burton and Frank stood outside in the hallway nervously sipping coffee.


  “This is gonna take a little while, Seth. The computer’s gonna kick out a bunch of probables. The techs will still have to make the ident manually. I’ll hang out and let you know as soon as a match comes back.”


  Frank checked his watch. His youngest was in a school play that started in forty minutes. Her role was only that of a vegetable, but was right now the most important thing on earth to his little girl.


  “You sure?”


  “Just leave me a number where I can reach you.”


  Frank did so and hurried out. The print could turn out to be nothing, a gas station attendant, but something told Frank that was not the case. Christine Sullivan had been dead a while now. Trails that cold usually stayed as cold as the victim resting six feet under, the longest six feet any of them would ever have to face. But a cold trail had suddenly turned blazing hot; whether it would flicker out remained to be seen. For now, Frank was going to enjoy the warmth. He smiled, and not just at the thought of his six-year-old running around dressed as a cucumber.


  Burton stared after him, smiling for a very different reason. The FBI used a sensitivity and reliability factor in excess of ninety percent when processing latents through the AFIS. That meant that no more than two probables, and most likely only one, would be kicked out of the system. In addition, Burton had obtained a higher priority for the search than he had told Frank. All of which gained Burton time, precious time.


  Later that night, Burton stared down at a name that was totally unfamiliar to him.


  LUTHER ALBERT WHITNEY. 


  DOB 8/5/29. His Social Security number was also listed; the first three digits were 179, indicating it had been issued in Pennsylvania. Whitney’s physical description was given as five foot eight, a buck sixty, with a two-inch scar on his left forearm. That comported with Pettis’s description of Rogers.


  Using NCIC’s Triple I (Interstate Identification Index) database, Burton had also gotten a good snapshot of the man’s past. The report listed three prior felony convictions for burglary. Whitney had records in three different states. He had done lengthy time, last coming out of prison in the mid-1970s. Nothing since then. At least nothing the authorities knew about. Burton had known men like that before. They were career guys who just kept getting better and better at their chosen profession. He was betting Whitney was one of those types.


  One hitch, the last known address was in New York and was almost twenty years old.


  Taking the point of least resistance, Burton walked down the hallway to a phone cubicle and grabbed up all the phone books for the area. He tried D.C. first; surprisingly it was a blank. Northern Virginia was next. There were three Luther Whitneys listed. His next phone call went to the Virginia State Police, where he had a longtime contact. Division of Motor Vehicles records were accessed by computer. Two of the Luther Whitneys were twenty-three and eighty-five years old respectively. However, Luther Whitney of 1645 East Washington Avenue, Arlington, had been born on August 5, 1929, and his Social Security number, used in Virignia as the driver’s license number, confirmed that he was the man. But was he Rogers? There was one way to find out.


  Burton pulled out his notebook. Frank had been very courteous in letting Burton go through the investigation file. The phone rang three times and then Jerome Pettis answered. Vaguely identifying himself as being with Frank’s office, Burton asked the question. Five long seconds followed while Burton tried to keep his nerves intact as he listened to the shallow breathing of the man on the other end of the line. The response was worth the short wait.


  “Damn, that’s right. Engine almost locked up. Somebody had left the oil cap loose. Got Rogers to do it cuz he was sitting on the case of oil we carry in the back.”


  Burton thanked him and hung up. He checked his watch. He still had time before he would have to leave Frank the message. Despite the mounting evidence, Burton still couldn’t be absolutely certain Whitney had been the guy in the vault, but Burton’s gut told him Whitney was the man. And although there was no way in hell Luther Whitney would have gone anywhere near his house after the murder, Burton wanted to get a better feel for the guy and maybe get some indication of where he’d gone. And the best way to do that was to check out where he lived. Before the cops did. He walked as quickly as he could to his car.


  *   *   *


   


  THE WEATHER HAD TURNED WET AND COLD AGAIN AS MOTHER Nature toyed with the most powerful city on earth. The wipers flapped relentlessly across the windshield. Kate didn’t exactly know why she was there. She had visited the place exactly once in all these years. And on that occasion she had sat out in the car while Jack had gone in to see him. To tell him that he and Luther’s only child were getting married. Jack had insisted, despite her maintaining that the man wouldn’t care. Apparently he had. He had come out on the front porch and looked at her, smiling, an awkward thrust to his body that proclaimed his hesitation in approaching her. Wanting to congratulate but not knowing exactly how, given their peculiar circumstances. He had shaken Jack’s hand, pounded him on the back, then looked over at her as if for approval.


  She had resolutely looked away, arms folded, until Jack had climbed back in and they had driven off. She had caught the reflection of the small figure in the side mirror as they pulled away. He looked much smaller than she remembered, almost tiny. In her mind her father would forever represent an enormous monolith of all that she resented and feared in the world, that filled all space around it and dragged one’s breath away with its sheer, overpowering bulk. That creature obviously never existed, but she refused to admit that fact. But while she had not wanted to deal with that image ever again, she could not look away. For more than a minute as the car gathered speed her eyes dipped into the reflection of the man who had given her life and then taken it and her mother’s away with brutal finality.


  As the car pulled away he had continued to look at her, a mixture of sadness and resignation on his features that had surprised her. But she had rationalized it away, as another of his tricks to make her feel guilty. She could not attribute benign qualities to any of his actions. He was a thief. He had no regard for the law. A barbarian in a civilized society. There was no possible room in his shell for sincerity. Then they had turned the corner and his image had disappeared, like it had been on a string and was suddenly pulled away.


  Kate pulled into the driveway. The house was pitch dark. As she sat there her headlights reflected off the rear of the car parked in front of her and the glare hurt her eyes. She switched off the lights, took a deep breath to steady her nerves and climbed out into the cold and wetness.


  The previous snowfall had been light, and what little residue there was crunched under her feet as she made her way up to the front door. The temperature promised icy conditions developing overnight. She placed one hand against the side of his car to balance herself as she walked. Despite not expecting to find her father home, she had washed and styled her hair, was encased in one of her suits normally reserved for court and had actually applied more than a dab of makeup. She was successful, in her own way, and if chance brought them face-to-face, she wanted him to realize that despite his maltreatment she had not only survived, she had flourished.


  The key was still where Jack had told her it was so many years ago. It had always seemed ironic to her that a consummate burglar should leave his own property so accessible. As she unlocked the door and slowly went inside, she did not notice the car that had pulled to a stop on the other side of the street or the driver who watched her intently, and who was already writing down her license plate number.


  The house had the built-up musty odor of a long-abandoned place. She had occasionally imagined what the place would look like on the inside. She had figured it to be neat and orderly and she was not disappointed.


  In the darkness she sat down in a chair in the living room, not realizing it was her father’s favorite and totally unaware that Luther had unconsciously done the same thing when he had visited her apartment.


  The photo was on the mantel. It must’ve been almost thirty years old. Kate, held in her mother’s arms, was swaddled from head to toe, a few wisps of tar-colored hair visible from under the pink bonnet; she had been born with a remarkably thick head of hair. Her father, calm-faced and wearing a snapbrim, was standing next to mother and daughter, his muscular hand touching Kate’s tiny outstretched fingers.


  Kate’s mother had kept that same photo on her dressing table until her death. Kate had thrown it away the day of the funeral, cursing the intimacy between father and daughter that the image displayed. She had hurled it away right after her father had come by the house where she had exploded at him with a fury, an outburst that became more and more out of control since its target did not respond, did not fight back, but stood there and accepted the barrage. And the quieter he had become, the more angry she became until she had slapped him, with both hands, until others had pulled her away and held her down. And only then did her father put his hat back on, lay the flowers he had brought down on the table and, with an inflamed face from her pounding and water-filled eyes, he had walked out the door, closing it quietly behind him.


  And it occurred to Kate as she sat in her father’s chair that he too had been grieving that day. Grieving for a woman he had presumably loved for a good portion of his life and who certainly had loved him. She felt a catch in her throat and rushed to forestall it with pressure from her fingers.


  She got up and moved through the house, peering cautiously into each room and then backing away, growing more and more nervous as she penetrated further and further into her father’s domain. The bedroom door was ajar, and she finally decided to push it open all the way. As she moved into the room, she risked turning on a light, and as her eyes adjusted to the exit from darkness they fell upon the nightstand and she drew nearer, finally sitting down on the bed.


  The collection of photographs was, in essence, a small shrine to her. From the earliest age upward, her life was retold here. Each night as her father went to sleep, the last thing he saw was her. But what shocked her the most were the photos from later in life. Her graduation from college and law school. Her father had certainly not been invited to these events, but they were recorded here. None of the photos were posed. She was either walking or waving to someone or just standing there obviously unaware of the camera’s presence. She moved on to the last photo. She was walking down the steps of the Alexandria Courthouse. Her first day in court, nervous as hell. A petty-misdemeanor case, General District Court Mickey Mouse stuff, but the big smile on her face proclaimed nothing less than absolute victory.


  And she wondered how in the world she had never seen him. And then she wondered if she had but just would not admit it.


  Her immediate reaction was anger. Her father had been spying on her all these years. All those special moments of her life. He had violated them. Violated her with his uninvited presence. 


  Her second reaction was more subtle. And as she felt it rising through her she abruptly jumped up from the bed and turned to flee the room.


  That’s when she thudded right into the big man standing there.


  *   *   *


   


  “AGAIN, I’M SORRY, MA’AM, I DIDN’T MEAN TO STARTLE YOU.”


  “Startle me? You scared the living hell out of me.” Kate sat on the side of the bed, trying to regain her nerves, to stop shaking, but the chill in the house didn’t help.


  “Excuse me, but why is the Secret Service interested in my father?”


  She looked at Bill Burton with something akin to fear in her eyes. At least he read it as fear. He had watched her in the bedroom, swiftly gauging her motives, her intent from her subtle body movements. A skill he had spent years developing, scanning endless crowds for the one or two true dangers that might be lurking there. His conclusions: estranged daughter and father. She had finally come looking for him. Things started to add up, and maybe in a very positive way for his purposes.


  “We’re not really, Ms. Whitney. But the police in Middleton County sure as hell are.”


  “Middleton?”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’m sure you’ve read about the Christine Sullivan homicide.” He let that statement hang out there to test her reaction. He got the expected one. Complete disbelief.


  “You think my father had something to do with that?” It was a legitimately asked question. And not one framed particularly defensively. Burton deemed that significant and another positive for his plan, which had been forming the minute he’d laid eyes on her.


  “The detective in charge of the case does. Apparently your father, as part of a carpet cleaning crew, and using a false name, was in the Sullivans’ house a short time before the murder.”


  Kate caught her breath. Her father cleaning carpets? Of course, he had been casing the place. Figuring its weaknesses, just like before. Nothing had changed. But murder?


  “I can’t believe he killed that woman.”


  “Right, but you can believe he was trying to burgle that house can’t you, Ms. Whitney? I mean this isn’t the first time, is it, or the second?”


  Kate looked down at her hands. Finally she shook her head.


  “People change, ma’am. I don’t know how close you’ve been to your father lately”—Burton noted the small but discernible jerk in her expression—“but the evidence is pretty strong that he was involved somehow. And the woman is dead. You’ve probably gotten a conviction on less evidence than that.”


  Kate looked at him suspiciously. “How do you know about me?”


  “I see a woman sneaking into the house of a man the police are looking for I do what any law enforcement officer would do, I ran your license plate. Your reputation precedes you, Ms. Whitney. The state police think the world of you.”


  She looked around the room. “He’s not here. It doesn’t look like he’s been here for a while.”


  “Yes, ma’am, I know. You wouldn’t happen to know where he is, would you? He hasn’t tried to contact you or anything?”


  Kate thought of Jack and his late-night visitor. “No.” The answer was quick, a little too quick for Burton’s taste.


  “It’ll be better if he turns himself in, Ms. Whitney. You get some trigger-happy beat cop out there …” Burton expressively raised his eyebrows.


  “I don’t know where he is, Mr. Burton. My father and I … we haven’t been close … for a long time.”


  “But you’re here now and you knew where he kept the spare key.” 


  Her voice rose an octave. “This is the first time I’ve stepped foot in this house.”


  Burton scrutinized her expression and decided she was telling the truth. Her unfamiliarity with the house had already led him pretty much to that conclusion, and also that she and her father were estranged.


  “Is there any way you can get in touch with him?”


  “Why? I really don’t want to get involved in this, Mr. Burton.”


  “Well I’m afraid you already are, to a degree. It’d be better if you’d cooperate.”


  Kate slung her purse over her arm and stood up.


  “Listen, Agent Burton, you can’t bluff me, I’ve been in the business too long. If the police want to waste their time questioning me, I’m in the phone book. The government phone book under Commonwealth’s Attorney. See you around.”


  She headed for the door.


  “Ms. Whitney?”


  She whirled round, ready for some verbal sparring. Secret Service or not, she wasn’t going to take any crap from this guy.


  “If your father committed a crime, then he should be tried by a jury of his peers and convicted. If he’s innocent, he goes free. That’s how the system’s supposed to work. You know that better than I do.”


  Kate was about to respond when her eye caught the photos. Her first day in court. It seemed a century ago and was, in a lot more ways than she could ever admit to herself. That smile, the pie-in-the-sky dreams everybody starts with, nothing less than perfection the only goal. She had dropped back to earth a long time ago.


  Whatever barbed remark she was going to come back with had just escaped her, lost in the smile of a pretty young woman with a lot she wanted to do with her life.


  Bill Burton watched her turn and leave. He looked over at the photos and then back at the empty doorway. 


  









  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  HOU SHOULDN’T HAVE FUCKING DONE THAT, BILL. YOU SAID you were not going to interfere in the investigation. Hell, I ought to throw your keester right in jail. That’d go over real well with your boss.” Seth Frank slammed his desk drawer and stood up, eyes blazing at the big man.


  Bill Burton stopped pacing and sat down. He had expected to take some lumps over this one.


  “You’re right, Seth. But Jesus I was a cop for a long time. You were unavailable, I go over there just to reconnoiter the place, I see some skirt slipping in. What would you have done?”


  Frank didn’t answer.


  “Look, Seth, you can kick me in the ass, but I’m telling you, friend, this woman is our ace up the sleeve. With her we can nail this guy.”


  Frank’s tensed face relaxed, his anger subsiding.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The girl is his daughter. His friggin’ daughter. In fact his only child. Luther Whitney is a three-time loser, a career crim who’s apparently gotten better with age. His wife finally divorced him, right? Couldn’t take it anymore. Then when she starts to get her life in order, she dies from breast cancer.”


  He paused.


  Seth Frank was all attention now. “Go on.”


  “Kate Whitney is devastated by her mother’s death. Her father’s betrayal as she sees it. So devastated that she totally breaks off from him. Not only that, she goes to law school and then goes to work as an Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney where she has the reputation of being one hard-assed prosecutor, especially for property-related crimes—burglary, theft, robbery. She goes for the max on all those guys. And usually gets it I might add.”


  “Where the hell did you get all that info?”


  “A few well-placed phone calls. People like to talk about other people’s misery, it makes them feel their own life is somehow better when it usually isn’t.”


  “So where does all this family turmoil get us?”


  “Seth, look at the possibilities here. This girl hates her old man. Hates with a capital H underscored.”


  “So you want to use her to get to him. If they’re estranged that badly, how do we do it?”


  “That’s the twist. By all accounts, all the hate and misery is on her side. Not his. He loves her. Loves her more than anything else. He’s got a goddamned shrine to her in his bedroom. I’m telling you the guy is ripe for this.”


  “If, and it’s still a big if in my mind, if she’s willing to co-operate, how does she get in touch with him? He sure as hell isn’t going to be hanging around his phone at home.”


  “No, but I bet he checks in for messages. You should see his house. This guy is very orderly, everything in its place, bills probably paid ahead of time. And he’s got no idea we’re on his ass. Not yet anyway. He probably checks his machine once or twice a day. Just in case.”


  “So she leaves him a message, arranges a meeting and we nail him?”


  Burton stood back up, flushed two cigarettes from his pack and flipped one over to Frank. They both took a moment to light up.


  “Personally, that’s how I see it going down, Seth. Unless you got a better idea.”


  “We still have to convince her to do it. From what you said, she didn’t seem too willing.”


  “I think you need to talk to her. Without me there. Maybe I came down a little too hard on her. I have a tendency to do that.”


  “I’ll hit it first thing in the morning.”


  Frank put on his hat and coat and then paused.


  “Look, I didn’t mean to jump all over your butt, Bill.”


  Burton grinned. “Sure you did. I would’ve done the same thing if I were you.”


  “I appreciate the assistance.”


  “Anytime.”


  Seth started to walk out.


  “Hey, Seth, little favor to an old-fart ex-cop.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Let me in on the kill. I wouldn’t mind seeing his face when the hammer comes down.”


  “You got it. I’ll call you after I talk to her. This cop’s going home to his family. You should do the same, Bill.”


  “After I finish this smoke I’m outta here.”


  Frank left. Burton sat down, slowly finished his cigarette, then drowned it out in a half cup of coffee.


  He could’ve withheld Whitney’s name from Seth Frank. Told him there had been no match by the FBI. But that was too dangerous a game to play. If Frank ever found out, and the detective could through a myriad of independent channels, Burton would be stone-cold dead. Nothing could explain that deception other than the truth, which wasn’t an option. Besides, Burton needed Frank to know Whitney’s identity. The Secret Service agent’s plan all along was to have the detective hunt the ex-con down. Find him, yes; arrest him, no.


  Burton stood up, put on his coat. Luther Whitney. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong people. Well, if it were any solace he wouldn’t see it coming. He’d never even hear the shot. He’d be dead before the synapses could fire the impulse to his brain. Those were the breaks. Sometimes they went for you and sometimes against you. Now if he could only think of a way to leave the President and his Chief of Staff high and dry, he would’ve done a good day’s work. But that one, he was afraid, was beyond even him.


  *   *   *


   


  COLLIN PARKED HIS CAR DOWN THE STREET. THE FEW  remaining multicolored leaves gently cascaded down on him, nudged along by the breeze that lazily made its way past. He was dressed casually: jeans, cotton pullover and leather jacket. There was no bulge under his jacket. His hair was still damp from a hasty shower. His bare ankles protruded from his loafers. He looked like he should be heading to the college library for a late-night study session or hitting the party circuit after playing in the Saturday afternoon football game.


  As he made his way up to the house, he started getting nervous. It had surprised him, her phone call. She had sounded normal, there was no strain, no anger in her voice. Burton said she had taken it pretty well, considering. But he knew how abrasive Burton could be and that was why he was worried. Letting him keep Collin’s appointment with the lady probably was not the smartest thing Collin had ever done. But the stakes were high. Burton had made him see that.


  The door opened to his knock and he walked in. As he turned, the door closed and she was standing there. Smiling. Dressed in a sheer white negligee that was too short and too tight everywhere that counted, she stood tiptoe in her bare feet to kiss him gently on the lips. Then she took his hand and led him into the bedroom.


  She motioned for him to lie down on the bed. Standing in front of him she undid the straps holding up the flimsy garment and let it drop to the floor. Next her underwear slid down her legs. He started to rise up, but she gently pushed him back down.


  She slowly climbed on top of him, running her fingers through his hair. She slid a hand down to his erection and nicked at it through his jeans with the tip of her fingernail. He almost screamed as the confines of his pants became too painful. Again he tried to touch her but she held him down. She slid his belt off and then undid his pants. They dropped to the floor. Next she freed his explosion of flesh. It sprung up at her and she cradled it between her legs, squeezing it tightly between her thighs.


  She dipped her mouth down to his and then nestled her lips against his ear.


  “Tim, you want me, don’t you? You want to fuck me so bad, don’t you?”


  He groaned and clutched at her buttocks, but she quickly moved his hands away.


  “Don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “I wanted you so bad too, the other night. And then he showed up.”


  “I know, I’m sorry about that. We talked and—”


  “I know, he told me. That you didn’t say anything about us. That you were a gentleman.”


  “That part was none of his business.”


  “That’s right, Tim. It was none of his business. And now you want to fuck me, don’t you?”


  “Jesus Christ yes, Gloria. Of course I do.”


  “So bad it hurts.”


  “It’s killing me. It’s goddamn killing me.”


  “You feel so good, Tim, God, you feel so good.”


  “Just wait, baby, just wait. You don’t know what good is.”


  “I know, Tim. All I seem to think about is making love to you. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Yes.” Collin was in so much pain now his eyes watered.


  She licked at the drops, amused.


  “And you’re sure you want me? You’re absolutely sure?” 


  “Yes!”


  Collin felt it before his mind actually registered the fact. Like a blast of cold air.


  “Get out.” The words were spoken slowly, deliberately, as though practiced a number of times, to get just the right tone, the correct inflection; the speaker savoring each syllable. She climbed off him, taking care to apply enough force to his erection that he gasped for breath.


  “Gloria—”


  His jeans hit him in the face as he lay there. When he pulled them away and sat up, her body was covered in a thick, full-length robe.


  “Get out of my house, Collin. Now.”


  He dressed quickly, embarrassed, as she stood there watching him. She followed him to the front door and as it opened and he stepped across the portal, she abruptly pushed him through and then slammed it behind him.


  He looked back for a moment, wondering if she were laughing or crying behind the door or maybe displaying any emotion at all. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. He had clearly embarrassed her. He shouldn’t have done it that way. She had certainly paid him back for that embarrassment, bringing him to the threshold like that, manipulating him like some laboratory experiment and then bringing the curtain crashing down on top of him.


  But as he walked to his car the memory of that look on her face made him relieved their brief relationship had ended.


  *   *   *


   


  FOR THE FIRST TIME SINCE JOINING THE COMMONWEALTH’S Attorney’s office, Kate called in sick. Bedcovers pulled up to her chin, she sat propped up on pillows staring out at a bleak morning. Every time she had tried to get out of bed, the image of Bill Burton loomed up in front of her like a mass of sharp-edged granite, threatening to crush or impale her.


  She slid down lower in the bed, sinking into the soft mat
tress like immersing herself in warm water, just below the surface where she could neither hear nor see anything that transpired around her.


  They would be coming soon. Just like with her mother. All those years ago. People pushing their way in and firing off questions Kate’s mother couldn’t possibly answer. Looking for Luther.


  She thought of Jack’s outburst from the other night and tightly closed her eyes, trying to hurl those words away.


  Goddamn him.


  She was tired, more tired than any trial had ever made her. And he had done it to her, just like he had to her mother. Drawn her into the web even though she wanted no part of it, detested it, would destroy it if she could.


  She sat up again, unable to breathe. She held her throat with her fingers, tightly, trying to prevent another attack. When it subsided, she turned over on her side and stared at the photo of her mother.


  He was all she had left. She almost laughed. Luther Whitney was all the family she had left. God help her.


  She lay on her back and waited. Waited for the knock at the door. From mother to daughter. It was her turn now.


  *   *   *


   


  AT THAT MOMENT, BARELY TEN MINUTES AWAY, LUTHER stared again at the old newspaper article. A cup of coffee sat near his elbow, forgotten. The small refrigerator hummed in the background. In the corner CNN droned on. Otherwise the room was absolutely quiet.


  Wanda Broome had been a friend. A good friend. Ever since their accidental meeting in a Philadelphia halfway house after Luther’s last prison term and Wanda’s first and only. And now she was dead too. Had taken her own life, the newspaper article said, slumped over in the front seat of her car with a bunch of pills stuffed down her throat.


  Luther had never operated in the mainstream, and yet, even to him, this was all a little much to take. It could have been some continuing nightmare except that every time he awoke and stared in the mirror, cold water dripping from features that grew more and more grizzled, more and more sunken with each passing day, he knew he was not going to wake up from this one.


  What was ironic, in the shadow of Wanda’s tragic death, was that the Sullivan job had been her idea. A miserable, terrible idea looking back, but one that had leapt from her surprisingly fertile mind. And an idea to which she had held doggedly, despite warnings from both Luther and her mother.


  And they had planned it and he had done it. It was really that simple. And in the cold face of retrospection he had wanted to do it. It was a challenge, and a challenge combined with a huge payoff was too tough to resist.


  How Wanda must have felt when Christine Sullivan hadn’t gotten on that plane. And no way for her to let Luther know that the coast was not nearly so clear as they thought it would be.


  She had been Christine Sullivan’s friend. That part had been absolutely sincere. A last reminder of real people in the midst of the sybaritic life Walter Sullivan lived. Where everyone was not only beautiful, like Christine Sullivan was, but educated, well-connected and sophisticated, all things Christine Sullivan was not and never would be. And because of that burgeoning friendship Christine Sullivan had begun to tell Wanda things she shouldn’t have, including finally, the location and contents of the vault constructed behind a mirrored door.


  Wanda was convinced that the Sullivans had so much, they couldn’t possibly miss so little. The world did not work that way, Luther knew, and Wanda probably did too, but that didn’t matter now.


  After a lifetime of hardship, where money was always too scarce, Wanda had gone for her lottery win. Just like Christine Sullivan had, neither of them realizing just how high the price for such things really was.


  Luther had flown to Barbados, would have gotten a mes
sage to Wanda there if she hadn’t already left. He had sent the letter to her mother. Edwina would have shown it to her. But had she believed him? Even if she had, Christine Sullivan’s life had still been sacrificed. Sacrificed, as Wanda would have seen it, to Wanda’s greed and desire to have things she had no right to. Luther could almost see those thoughts running through his friend’s mind as she drove out, alone, to that deserted spot; as she unscrewed the cap to get at those pills, as she drifted into permanent unconsciousness.


  And he had not even been able to attend the funeral. He could not tell Edwina Broome how sorry he was, without risking getting her pulled into this nightmare. He had been as close to Edwina as he had to Wanda, in some ways even closer. He and Edwina had spent many nights trying to dissuade Wanda from her plan, to no avail. And only when it dawned on them that she would do it with or without Luther did Edwina ask Luther to take care of her daughter. Not let her go to prison again.


  His eyes finally turned to the personals in the newspaper and it took him only a few seconds to find the one he was looking for. He did not smile when he read it. Like Bill Burton, Luther did not believe Gloria Russell had any redeeming qualities.


  He hoped they believed this was only about money. He pulled out a piece of paper and began to write.


  *   *   *


   


  “TRACE THE ACCOUNT.” BURTON SAT ACROSS FROM THE CHIEF of Staff in her office. He sipped on a Diet Coke but wished for something stronger.


  “I’m already doing that, Burton.” Russell put her earring back on as she replaced the phone in its cradle.


  Collin sat quietly in a corner. The Chief of Staff had not yet acknowledged his presence although he had walked in with Burton twenty minutes ago.


  “When does he want the money again?” Burton looked at her. 


  “If a wire transfer does not reach the designated account by close of business, there will be no tomorrow for any of us.” She swept her eyes across to Collin and then returned them to Burton.


  “Shit.” Burton stood up.


  Russell glowered at him. “I thought you were taking care of this, Burton.”


  He ignored the stare. “How does he say he’s going to work the drop?”


  “As soon as the money is received he’ll provide the location where the item will be.”


  “So we gotta trust him?”


  “So it would seem.”


  “How does he know you’ve even gotten the letter yet?” Burton started to pace.


  “It was in my mailbox this morning. My mail is delivered in the afternoon.”


  Burton collapsed in a chair. “Your fucking mailbox! You mean he was right outside your house?”


  “I doubt if he would have allowed someone else to deliver this particular message.”


  “How’d you know to check the mailbox?”


  “The flag was up.” Russell almost smiled.


  “This guy has got balls, I’ll give him that, Chief.”


  “Apparently bigger ones than either of you.” She concluded the statement by staring at Collin for a full minute. He cringed under the gaze, finally looking down at the floor.


  Burton smiled to himself at the exchange. That was okay, the kid would thank him in a few weeks. For pulling him out of this black widow’s web.


  “Nothing really surprises me, Chief. Not anymore. How about you?” He looked at her and then at Collin.


  Russell ignored the remark. “If the money is not transferred out, then we can expect him to go public somehow soon thereafter. What exactly are we going to do about it?”


  The Chief of Staff’s calm demeanor was no sham. She had decided that she was through crying, through vomiting every time she turned around, and that she had been hurt and embarrassed enough to last the rest of her life. Come what may, she felt almost numb to anything else. It felt surprisingly good.


  “How much does he want?” Burton asked.


  “Five million,” she replied simply.


  Burton went wide-eyed. “And you got that kind of money? Where?”


  “That doesn’t concern you.”


  “Does the President know?” Burton asked the question knowing full well the answer.


  “Again, that doesn’t concern you.”


  Burton didn’t push it. What did he care anyway?


  “Fair enough. Well, in answer to your question, we are doing something about it. If I were you I’d find a way to pull that money back somehow. Five million dollars isn’t going to do much to someone not among the living.”


  “You can’t kill what you can’t find,” Russell shot back.


  “That’s true, that’s so true, Chief.” Burton sat back and recounted his conversation with Seth Frank.


  *   *   *


   


  KATE WAS FULLY DRESSED WHEN SHE ANSWERED THE DOOR, thinking, somehow, that if she were in her bathrobe the interview would endure longer, that she would appear more and more vulnerable as each question came her way. The last thing she wanted to appear was vulnerable, which was exactly how she felt.


  “I’m not sure what you want from me.”


  “Some information, that’s all, Ms. Whitney. I realize you’re an officer of the court, and believe me, I hate to put you through this, but right now your father is my number-one suspect in a very high-profile case.” Frank looked at her with a pair of earnest eyes.


  They were sitting in the tiny living room. Frank had his notebook out. Kate sat erect on the edge of the couch trying to remain calm, although her fingers kept fluttering to her small chain necklace, twisting and turning it into small knots, tiny centers of bedlam.


  “From what you’ve told me, Lieutenant, you don’t have much. If I were the ACA on that case I don’t think I’d even have enough to get an arrest warrant issued, much less a bill of indictment returned.”


  “Maybe, maybe not.” Frank eyed the way she played with the chain. He wasn’t really there to gather information. He probably knew more about her father than she did. But he had to ease her into the trap. Because, as he thought about it, that’s what it was, a trap. For someone else. Besides, what did she care? It made his conscience feel better anyway, to think that she didn’t really care at all.


  Frank continued. “But I’ll tell you some interesting coincidences. We have your father’s print on a cleaning van that we know was at the Sullivan place a short time before the murder. The fact that we know he was in the house, and in the very bedroom where the crime was committed, a short time before. We have two eyewitnesses to that. And the fact that he used an alias and a false address and Social Security number when applying for the job. And the fact that he seems to have disappeared.”


  She looked at him. “He had priors. He probably didn’t use his real info because he didn’t think he’d get the job otherwise. You say he’s disappeared. Did you ever think he just may have taken a trip? Even ex-cons go on vacation.” Her instincts as a trial lawyer found her defending her father, an unbelievable thought. A sharp pain shot through her head. She rubbed at it distractedly.


  “Another interesting discovery is that your father was good friends with Wanda Broome, Christine Sullivan’s personal maid and confidante. I checked. Your father and Wanda Broome had the same parole officer back in Philly. According to certain sources, they’ve apparently kept in touch all these years. My bet is Wanda knew about the safe in the bedroom.”


  “So?” 


  “So I talked with Wanda Broome. It was obvious she knew more about the matter than she was letting on.”


  “So why aren’t you talking to her instead of sitting here with me? Maybe she committed the crime herself.”


  “She was out of the country at the time, a hundred witnesses to that effect.” Frank took a moment to clear his throat. “And I can’t talk to her anymore because she committed suicide. Left behind a note that said she was sorry.”


  Kate stood up and looked blankly out the window. Bands of cold seemed to close around her.


  Frank waited for some minutes, staring at her, wondering how she must feel, listening to the growing evidence against the man who had helped create her and then apparently abandoned her. Was there love left there? The detective hoped not. At least his professional side did. As a father of three, he wondered if that feeling could ever really be killed, despite the worst.


  “Ms. Whitney, are you all right?”


  Kate slowly turned away from the window. “Can we go out somewhere? I haven’t eaten for a while and there’s no food here.”


  They ended up at the same place Jack and Luther had met. Frank started to devour his food, but Kate touched nothing.


  He looked across at her plate. “You picked the place, I figured you must like the food. You know, nothing personal, but you could stand to put on some weight.”


  Kate finally looked at him, a half-smile breaking through. “So you’re a health consultant on the side?”


  “I’ve got three daughters. My oldest is sixteen going on forty and she swears she’s obese. I mean she probably goes one-ten and she’s almost as tall as me. If she didn’t have such rosy cheeks, I’d think she was anorexic. And my wife, Jesus, she’s always on some diet or another. I mean, I think she looks great, but there must be some perfect shape out there that every woman strives for.”


  “Every woman except me.” 


  “Eat your food. That’s what I tell my daughters every day. Eat.”


  Kate picked up her fork and managed to consume half her meal. As she sipped her tea and Frank fingered a big trough of coffee, they both settled themselves in as the discussion wound its way back to Luther Whitney.


  “If you think you have enough to pick him up, why don’t you?”


  Frank shook his head, put down his coffee. “You were at his house. He’s been gone for a while. Probably blew out right after it happened.”


  “If he did it. Your party bag is all circumstantial. That doesn’t come close to being beyond a reasonable doubt, Lieutenant.”


  “Can I play straight with you, Kate? Can I call you Kate, by the way?”


  She nodded.


  Frank put his elbows on the table, stared across at her. “All bullshit outside, why do you find it so hard to believe that your old man popped this woman? He’s been convicted of three prior felonies. The guy’s apparently lived on the edge his whole life. He’s been questioned in about a dozen other burglaries, but they couldn’t pin anything on him. He’s a career crim. You know the animal. Human life doesn’t mean shit to them.”


  Kate finished sipping her tea before answering. A career criminal? Of course her father was that. She had no doubt he had continued to commit crimes all these years. It was in his damn blood apparently. Like a coke addict. Incurable.


  “He doesn’t kill people,” she said quietly. “He may steal from them, but he’s never hurt anyone. It’s not the way he does things.”


  What had Jack said specifically? Her father was scared. Terrified so badly he was sick to his stomach. The police had never scared her father. But if he had killed the woman? Perhaps just a reflex, the gun fired and the bullet ended Christine Sullivan’s life. All that would have transpired in a matter of seconds. No time to think. Just to act. To prevent him from going to prison for good. It was all possible. If her father had killed the woman, he would be scared, he would be terrified, he would be sick.


  Through all the pain, the most vivid memories she held of her father was his gentleness. His big hands encircling hers. He was quiet to the point of rudeness with most people. But with her he talked. To her, not above her, or below her as most adults managed to do. He would speak to her about things a little girl was interested in. Flowers and birds and the way the sky changed color all of a sudden. And about dresses and hair ribbons and wobbly teeth that she constantly fiddled with. They were brief but sincere moments, between a father and daughter, smashed between the sudden violence of convictions, of prison. But as she had grown up those talks somehow became gibberish, as the occupation of the man behind the funny faces and the big but gentle fingers came to dominate her life, her perspective of Luther Whitney.


  How could she say that this man could not kill?


  Frank watched the eyes as they blinked rapidly. There was a crack there. He could feel it.


  Frank fingered his spoon as he scooped more sugar into his coffee. “So you’re saying it’s inconceivable that your father killed this woman? I thought you said the two of you hadn’t really kept in touch?”


  Kate jolted back from her musings. “I’m not saying it’s inconceivable. I’m just saying …” She was really blowing this. She had interviewed hundreds of witnesses and she couldn’t remember one who had performed as badly as she was right now.


  She hurriedly rummaged through her purse for her pack of Benson & Hedges. The sight of the cigarette made Frank reach for his pack of Juicy Fruit.


  She blew the smoke away from him, eyed the gum. “Trying to quit too?” A flicker of amusement crossed her face.


  “Trying and failing. You were saying?”


  She slowly exhaled the smoke, willed her nerves to cease their cartwheels. “Like I told you, I haven’t seen my father in years. We aren’t close. It’s possible that he could have killed the woman. Anything’s possible. But that doesn’t work in court. Evidence works in court. Period.”


  “And we’re attempting to build a case against him.”


  “You have no tangible physical evidence tying him to the actual crime scene? No prints? No witnesses? Nothing like that?”


  Frank hesitated, then decided to answer. “No.”


  “Have you been able to trace any of the stuff from the burglary to him?”


  “Nothing’s turned up.”


  “Ballistics?”


  “Negative. One unusable slug and no gun.”


  Kate sat back in her chair, more comfortable as the conversation centered on a legal analysis of the case.


  “That’s all you’ve got?” Her eyes squinted at him.


  He hesitated again, then shrugged. “That’s it.”


  “Then you got nothing, Detective. Nothing!”


  “I’ve got my instincts and my instincts tell me Luther Whitney was in the house that night and he was in that bedroom. Where he is now is what I want to know.”


  “I can’t help you there. That’s the same thing I told your buddy the other night.”


  “But you did go to his house that night. Why?”


  Kate shrugged. She was determined not to mention her conversation with Jack. Was she withholding evidence? Maybe.


  “I don’t know.” That, in part, was true.


  “You strike me, Kate, as someone who always knows why she does something.”


  Jack’s face flashed across her mind. She angrily pushed it out. “You’d be surprised, Lieutenant.”


  Frank ceremoniously closed his notebook and hunched forward.


  “I really need your help.”


  “For what?” 


  “This is off the record, unofficial, whatever you want to call it. I’m more interested in results than in legal niceties.”


  “Funny thing to tell a state prosecutor.”


  “I’m not saying I don’t play by the rules.” Frank finally caved in and pulled out his cigarettes. “All I’m saying is I go for the point of least resistance when I can get it. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “My information is that while you may not be wild about your father, he is still out there pining for you.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “Jesus I’m a detective. True or not?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Godammit, Kate, don’t play fucking games with me. True or not?”


  She angrily stabbed out her cigarette. “True! Satisfied?”


  “Not yet, but I’m getting there. I’ve got a plan to flush him out, and I’m looking for you to help me.”


  “I don’t see that I’m in any position to help you.” Kate knew what was coming next. She could see it in Frank’s eyes.


  It took him ten minutes to lay out his plan. She refused three times. A half hour later they were still sitting at the table.


  Frank leaned back in his chair and then abruptly lurched forward. “Look, Kate, if you don’t do it, then we don’t have a chance in hell of laying our hands on him. If it’s like you say and we don’t have a case, he goes free. But if he did do it, and we can prove it, then you’ve got to be the last goddamned person in the world that should tell me he should get away with it. Now, if you think I’m wrong about that, I’ll drive you back to your place and forget I ever saw you, and your old man can go right on stealing … and maybe killing.” He stared directly at her.


  Her mouth opened but no words came out. Her eyes drifted over his shoulder where a misty image from the past beckoned to her, but then suddenly faded away.


  At almost thirty years of age Kate Whitney was far removed from the toddler who giggled as her father twirled her through the air, or the little girl who divulged important se
crets to her father she would tell no other. She was all grown up, a mature adult, out on her own for a long time now. On top of that she was an officer of the court, a state prosecutor sworn to uphold the law and the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Virginia. It was her job to ensure that persons who broke those laws were appropriately punished regardless of who they were and regardless of to whom they were related.


  And then another image invaded her mind. Her mother watching the door, waiting for him to come home. Wondering if he were okay. Visiting him in prison, making up lists of things to talk to him about, making Kate dress up for those encounters, getting all excited as his release date came closer. As if he were some goddamned hero out saving the world instead of a thief. Jack’s words came back to her, biting hard. He had called her entire life a lie. He expected her to have sympathy for a man who had abandoned her. As if Luther Whitney had been wronged instead of Kate. Well, Jack could go straight to hell. She thanked God she had decided against marrying him. A man who could say those awful things to her did not deserve her. But Luther Whitney deserved everything coming to him. Maybe he hadn’t killed that woman. But maybe he had. It wasn’t her job to make that decision. It was her job to make sure that decision had an opportunity to be made by men and women in a jury box. Her father belonged in prison anyway. At least there he could hurt no one else. There he could ruin no more lives.


  And it was with that last thought that she agreed to help deliver her father into the hands of the police.


  Frank felt a twinge of guilt as they got up to leave. He had not been entirely truthful with Kate Whitney. In fact, he had downright lied to her about the most critical piece of the case other than the million-dollar question of where Luther Whitney happened to be. He wasn’t pleased with himself right now. Law enforcement people had to occasionally lie, just like everybody else. It didn’t make it any easier to swallow, especially considering the recipient was someone the detective had instantly respected and now heavily pitied. 


  









  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  KATE HAD PLACED THE CALL THAT NIGHT; FRANK HAD wanted to waste no time. The voice on the machine stunned her; it was the first time in years she had heard those tones. Calm, efficient, measured like the practiced stride of an infantryman. She actually began to tremble as the tone sounded and it took all her will to summon the simple words that were designed to trap him. She kept reminding herself how cunning he could be. She wanted to see him, wanted to talk to him. As soon as possible. She wondered if the wily old mind would smell a trap, and then she recalled their last face-to-face meeting, and she realized that he would never see it coming. He would never attribute deceit to the little girl who confided in him her most precious information. Even she had to give him that.


  It was barely an hour later when the phone rang. As she reached out for it, she wished to God she had never agreed to Frank’s request. Sitting in a restaurant hatching a plan to catch a suspected murderer was quite different from actually participating in a charade designed solely to deliver your father to the authorities.


  “Katie.” She sensed the slight break in the voice. A tinge of disbelief blended in.


  “Hello, Dad.” She was grateful that the words had come out on their own. At that moment she seemed incapable of articulating the simplest thought.


  Her apartment was not good. He could understand that. Too close, too personal. His place, she knew, would be unworkable for obvious reasons. They could meet on neutral grounds, he suggested. Of course they could. She wanted to talk, he certainly wanted to listen. Desperately wanted to listen.


  A time was reached, tomorrow, four o’clock, at a small café near her office. At that time of day it would be empty, quiet; they could take their time. He would be there. She was sure nothing short of death would keep him away.


  She hung up and called Frank. She gave him the time and the place. Listening to herself it finally dawned on her what she had just done. She could feel everything suddenly giving way and she could not stop it. She flung down the phone and burst into tears; so hard did her body convulse that she slumped to the floor, every muscle twitching, her moans filling the tiny apartment like helium into a balloon; it all threatened to violently explode.


  Frank had stayed on the phone a second longer and wished he hadn’t. He yelled into the phone but she could not hear him; not that it would have made a difference if she had. She was doing the right thing. She had nothing to be ashamed about, nothing to feel guilty about. When he finally gave up and cradled the receiver, his moment of euphoria at growing ever close to his quarry was over like a flamed-out match.


  So his question had been answered. She loved him still. That thought for Lieutenant Seth Frank was troubling but controllable. For Seth Frank, father of three, it made his eyes water and he suddenly didn’t like his job very much anymore. 


  *   *   *


   


  BURTON HUNG UP THE PHONE. DETECTIVE FRANK HAD BEEN true to his promise to let the agent in on the kill.


  Minutes later Burton was in Russell’s office.


  “I don’t want to know how you’re going to do it.” Russell looked worried.


  Burton smiled to himself. Getting squeamish, just like he predicted. Wanted the job done, just didn’t want to get her pretty nails dirty.


  “All you have to make sure you do is tell the President where it’s going down. And then you make damn sure he tells Sullivan before the fact. He has got to do that.”


  Russell looked puzzled. “Why?”


  “Let me worry about that. Just remember, do what I tell you.” He was gone before Russell had a chance to explode at him.


  *   *   *


   


  “ARE THE POLICE SURE HE’S THE ONE?” THERE WAS A HINT of anxiousness in the President’s voice as he looked up from his desk.


  Russell, pacing the room, stopped to look at him. “Well, Alan, I’m assuming that if he weren’t they wouldn’t be going to all the trouble to arrest him.”


  “They’ve made mistakes before, Gloria.”


  “No argument there. Just like us all.”


  The President closed the binder he had been examining and stood up, surveyed the White House grounds from the window.


  “So the man will shortly be in custody?” He turned to look at Russell.


  “So it would seem.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Only that the best-laid plans sometimes go awry.”


  “Does Burton know?” 


  “Burton seems to have orchestrated the entire thing.”


  The President walked over to Russell; put his hand on her arm.


  “What are you talking about?”


  Russell relayed the events of the last few days to her boss.


  The President rubbed his jaw. “What is Burton up to?” The question was said more to himself than to Russell.


  “Why don’t you buzz him and ask him yourself? The only point he was absolutely insistent on was your relaying the message to Sullivan.”


  “Sullivan? Why the hell would …” The President did not finish his thought. He rang for Burton but was told he had suddenly become ill and gone to the hospital.


  The President’s eyes bored into his Chief of Staff. “Is Burton going to do what I think he’s going to do?”


  “Depends on what you’re thinking.”


  “Cut the games, Gloria. You know exactly what I mean.”


  “If you mean does Burton intend on making sure that this individual is never taken into custody, yes, that thought had crossed my mind.”


  The President fingered a heavy letter opener on his desk, sat down in his chair and faced out the window. Russell shuddered when she looked at it. She had thrown the one on her desk away.


  “Alan? What do you want me to do?” She stared at the back of his head. He was the President and you had to sit and wait patiently, even if you wanted to reach across and throttle him.


  Finally he swiveled around. The eyes were dark, cold and commanding. “Nothing. I want you to do nothing. I better get in touch with Sullivan. Give me the location and time again.”


  Russell thought the same thing she had earlier as she recounted the information. Some friend.


  The President picked up his phone. Russell reached across and put her hand on top of his. “Alan, the reports said Christine Sullivan had bruises on her jaw and had been partially strangled.”


  The President didn’t look up. “Oh really?”


  “What exactly happened in that bedroom, Alan?”


  “Well, from the small pieces I can remember she wanted to play a bit rougher than I did. The marks on her neck?” He paused and put down the phone. “Let’s just put it this way: Christy was into a lot of kinky things, Gloria. Including sexual asphyxiation. You know, people get off when they’re gasping for air and climaxing at the same time.”


  “I’ve heard of it, Alan, I just didn’t think you’d be into something like that.” Her tone was harsh.


  The President snapped back: “Remember your place, Russell. I do not answer to you or anyone else for my actions.”


  She stepped back, and quickly said, “Of course, I’m sorry, Mr. President.”


  Richmond’s face relaxed; he stood up and spread his arms resignedly. “I did it for Christy, Gloria, what can I say. Women sometimes have strange effects on men. I’m certainly not immune to it.”


  “So why did she try to kill you?”


  “Like I said, she wanted to play rougher than I did. She was drunk and she just went out of control. Unfortunate, but those things happen.”


  Gloria looked past him out the window. The encounter with Christine Sullivan did not just “happen.” The time and planning that had gone into that rendezvous had eventually taken on the elements of a full-blown election campaign. She shook her head as the images from that night poured back to her.


  The President came up behind her, gripped her shoulders, turned her to him.


  “It was an awful experience for everyone, Gloria. I certainly didn’t want Christy to die. It was the last thing in the world I wanted. I went there to have a quiet, romantic evening with a very beautiful woman. My God, I’m no monster.” A disarming smile emerged across his face. 


  “I know that, Alan. It’s just, all those women, all those times. Something bad was bound to happen.”


  The President shrugged. “Well, as I told you before, I’m not the first man to hold this office to engage in those types of extracurricular activities. Nor will I be the last.” He cupped her chin in his hand. “You know the demands of the office I hold, Gloria, better than most. There’s no other job like it in the world.”


  “I know the pressures are enormous. I realize that, Alan.”


  “That’s right. It’s a job that really requires more than is humanly possible to deliver. Sometimes you have to deal with that reality by relieving some of that pressure, from pulling yourself out from between the vise occasionally. How I deal with that pressure is important, because it dictates how well I can serve the people who have elected me, who have placed their trust in me.”


  He turned back to his desk. “And besides, enjoying the company of beautiful women is a relatively innocuous way of combating that stress.”


  Gloria stared angrily at his back. As if he expected her, of all people, to be swayed by the rhetoric, by a bullshit patriotic speech.


  “It certainly wasn’t innocuous for Christine Sullivan,” she blurted out.


  Richmond turned back to her; he was no longer smiling. “I really don’t want to talk about this anymore, Gloria. What’s past is past—start thinking about the future. Understand?”


  She bowed her head in formal assent and stalked from the room.


  The President again picked up the phone. He would deliver all the necessary details about the police sting to his good friend Walter Sullivan. The President smiled to himself as the call was being placed. It sounded like it wouldn’t be long now. They were almost there. He could count on Burton. Count on him to do the right thing. For all of them. 


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER CHECKED HIS WATCH. ONE O’CLOCK. HE SHOWERED, brushed his teeth and then trimmed his newly grown beard. He lingered over his hair until it met with his satisfaction. His face looked better today. The phone call from Kate had worked wonders. He had cradled the phone in his ear playing the message over and over again, just to hear the voice, the words he had never expected to hear again. He had risked going to a men’s store downtown where he bought a new pair of slacks, sports coat and patent leathers. He had considered and then discarded the notion of a tie.


  He tried on his new coat. It felt good. The pants were a little loose on him; he had lost weight. He would have to eat more. He might even start with buying his daughter an early dinner. If she’d let him. He’d have to think about that one; he didn’t want to push it.


  Jack! It must’ve been Jack. He had told her of their meeting. That her father had been in trouble. That was the connection. Of course! He had been stupid not to see it right away. But what did that mean? That she cared? He felt a tremble start in his neck and it ended at his knees. After all these years? He swore under his breath at the timing. The fucking timing! But he had made up his mind and nothing could change that decision now. Not even his little girl. Something terribly wrong had to be set right.


  Luther was certain Richmond knew nothing about his correspondence with the Chief of Staff. Her only hope was to quietly buy back what Luther had and then make sure no one ever laid eyes on it again. Buy him off, hoping he’d disappear forever and the world would never know. He had verified that the money had arrived in the designated account. What happened to that money would be their first surprise.


  The second surprise, though, would make them forget all about the first. And the best part was that Richmond would never see it coming. He seriously doubted that the President would actually do any time. But if this didn’t meet the criteria for impeachment he didn’t know what did. This made Watergate look like a third-grade prank. He wondered what impeached ex-Presidents did. Withered in the flames of their own destruction, he hoped.


  Luther pulled the letter out of his pocket. He would arrange for her to receive it right about the time she’d be expecting the last set of instructions. The payoff. She would get her payoff. They all would. It was worth it, letting her squirm like he knew she had all this time.


  No matter how often he tried he couldn’t erase the memory of the woman’s leisurely sexual encounter in the presence of a still warm body, as though the dead woman was a pile of trash, not to be bothered with. And then Richmond. The drunken, slobbering bastard! Again the visions made Luther seethe. He clenched his teeth, then abruptly smiled.


  Whatever deal Jack could cut him he would take. Twenty years, ten years, ten days. He didn’t care anymore. Fuck the President and everybody around him. Fuck the whole town, he was taking them down.


  But first he was going to spend some time with his daughter. After that he really didn’t care anymore.


  As he walked over to the bed, Luther’s body took a jolt. Something else had just occurred to him. Something that hurt, but which he could understand. He sat on the bed and sipped a glass of water. If it were true could he really blame her? And besides, he could just kill two birds with one stone. As he lay back on the bed, it occurred to him that things that looked too good to be true usually were. Did he deserve any better from her? The answer was absolutely clear. He did not.


  *   *   *


   


  WHEN THE MONEY TRANSFER HAD REACHED DISTRICT BANK, automatic prewire instructions kicked in and the funds were immediately transferred out of the account to five different area banks, each in the amount of one million dollars. From there the funds followed a circuitous route until the total sum was once again assembled in one place.


  Russell, who had put a tracer on the flow of money from her end, would find out soon enough what had happened. She would not be particularly pleased about it. She would be far less pleased about the next message she received.


  *   *   *


   


  THE CAFÉ ALONZO HAD BEEN OPEN ABOUT A YEAR. IT HAD the usual array of outdoor tables with colorful umbrellas in a small space on the sidewalk enclosed by a waist-high black iron railing. The coffee was varied and strong; the on-premises bakery was popular among the morning and lunch crowds. At five minutes to four only one person sat at the outdoor table. In the chilly air the umbrellas were collapsed down resembling a column of giant drinking straws.


  The café was located in the ground floor of a modern office building. Two stories up hung a scaffolding. Three workers were replacing a glass panel that had cracked. The entire facade of the building consisted of mirrored panels that gave a complete image of the area directly opposite it. The panel was heavy and even the burly men struggled with the weight and bulk.


  Kate bundled her coat around her and sipped her coffee. The afternoon sun was warming in spite of the chill, but it was fading rapidly. Long shadows had commenced to creep over the tables. She felt the rawness in her eyes as she squinted at the sun suspended directly over the tops of a number of dilapidated row houses that sat diagonally across the street from the café. They were destined for demolition to make room for the continued renovation of the area. She did not notice that the upper-story window on one of the row houses was now open. The row house next door had two windows smashed out. The front door on another was partially caved in. 


  Kate looked at her watch. She had been sitting there for approximately twenty minutes. Used to the frenetic pace of the prosecutor’s office, the day had dragged interminably. She had no doubt there were dozens of police officers in the vicinity waiting to pounce once he walked up to her. Then she thought about it. Would they even have a chance to say anything to each other? What the hell could she say anyway? Hi Dad, you’re busted? She rubbed her raw cheeks and waited. He would be there right at four. And it was too late for her to change any of it. Too damned late for anything. But she was doing the right thing, despite the guilt she was feeling, despite breaking down like that after calling the detective. She angrily squeezed her hands together. She was about to hand her father over to the police, and he deserved it. She was through debating it. She now just wanted it to be over.


  *   *   *


   


  MCCARTY DID NOT LIKE IT. NOT AT ALL. HIS USUAL ROUTINE was to follow his target, sometimes for weeks, until the assassin understood the victim’s patterns of behavior better than the victim did. It made the killing so much easier. The additional time also allowed McCarty to plan his escape, to allow for worst-case scenarios. He had none of those luxuries on this job. Sullivan’s message had been terse. The man had already paid him an enormous sum on his per diem, with another two million to follow upon completion. Under any yardstick he had been compensated—now he had to deliver. Except for his first hit many years ago, McCarty could not remember being this nervous. It didn’t help matters that the place was crawling with cops.


  But he kept telling himself things would be okay. In the time he had he had planned well. He had reconnoitered the area right after Sullivan’s phone call. The row house idea had hit him immediately. It was really the only logical place. He had been here since four in the morning. The back door to the house opened into an alleyway. His rental car was parked at the curb. It would take him exactly fifteen seconds from the moment the shot was fired to drop his rifle, make his way down the stairs, out the door and into his car. He would be two miles away before the police even fully understood what had happened. A plane was leaving in forty-five minutes from a private airstrip ten miles north of Washington. Its destination was New York City. It would carry one passenger, and in a little over five hours McCarty would be a pampered passenger on board the Concorde as it descended into London.


  He checked his rifle and scope for the tenth time, automatically flicking away a grain of dust on the barrel. A suppressor would have been nice, but he had yet to find one that worked on a rifle, especially one that was chambered with supersonic ammo as his weapon was. He would count on the confusion to mask the shot and his subsequent departure. He looked across the street and checked his watch. Almost time.


  McCarty, while being a very accomplished killer, could not have possibly known that another rifle would be trained on his target’s head. And behind that rifle would be a pair of eyes as sharp if not sharper than his own.


  *   *   *


   


  TIM COLLIN HAD QUALIFIED AS AN EXPERT MARKSMAN IN THE Marine Corps, and his master sergeant had written in his evaluation that he had never seen a better shot. The focus of that accolade was now sighting through his scope; then he relaxed. Collin looked around the confines of the van he was in. Parked down the street on the curb opposite from the café, he had a straight shot to the target. He sighted through his rifle again, Kate Whitney appearing fleetingly in the crosshairs. Collin slid open the side window of the van. He was under shadow of the buildings behind him. No one could notice what he was doing. He also had the added advantage of knowing that Seth Frank and a contingent of county police were stationed to the right of the café while others were in the office building lobby where the café was located. Unmarked cars were stationed at various locations up and down the street. If Whitney ran he wouldn’t get far. But then Collin knew the man wasn’t going to run anywhere.


  After the shot Collin would quickly disassemble the rifle and secrete it in the van, emerge with his sidearm and badge and join the other authorities in pondering what the hell had happened. No one would think to check a Secret Service van for the firearm or shooter who had just wasted their target.


  Burton’s plan made a lot of sense to the young agent. Collin had nothing against Luther Whitney but there was a lot more at stake than a sixty-six-year-old career criminal’s life. A helluva lot more. Killing the old man was not something Collin was going to enjoy; in fact, he would do his best to forget it once done. But that was life. He was paid to do a job, had in fact sworn to do that job, above all else. Was he breaking the law? Technically he was committing murder. Realistically he was just doing what had to be done. He assumed the President knew about it; Gloria Russell knew about it; and Bill Burton, a man he respected more than anyone else, had instructed him to do it. Collin’s training simply did not permit him to ignore those instructions. Besides, the old guy had broken into the place. He was going to do twenty years. He’d never make twenty years. Who wanted to be in prison at eighty years old? Collin was just saving him a lot of misery. Given those choices, Collin would’ve taken the round too.


  Collin glanced up at the workmen on the scaffolding above the café as they struggled to right the replacement panel. One man grabbed the end of a rope connected to a block and tackle. Slowly the piece began to rise. 


  *   *   *


   


  KATE LOOKED UP FROM STUDYING HER HANDS AND HER EYES locked on him.


  He moved gracefully along the sidewalk. The fedora and muffler hid most of his features but the walk was unmistakable. Growing up she had always wanted to be able to glide along the ground like her father, so effortlessly, so confidently. She started to rise and thought better of it. Frank had not said at what point he would move in, but Kate didn’t expect him to wait very long.


  Luther stopped in front of the café and looked at her. He had not been this close to his daughter for over a decade, and he was a little unsure how to proceed. She felt his uncertainty and forced a smile to her lips. He immediately went to her table and sat down, his back to the street. Despite the chill he took off his hat and put his sunglasses away in his pocket.


  McCarty sighted through his rifle scope. The iron-gray hair came into focus and his finger flipped off the safety and then floated to the trigger.


  *   *   *


   


  BARELY A HUNDRED YARDS AWAY, COLLIN WAS MIRRORING those actions. He was not as hurried as McCarty since he had the advantage of knowing when the police were going to move in.


  *   *   *


   


  MCCARTY’S TRIGGER FINGER CROOKED BACK. EARLIER, HE had noticed the workmen on the scaffolding once or twice but then had put them out of his mind. It was only the second mistake he had ever committed in his line of work.


  The mirrored panel suddenly jerked upward as the rope was pulled down and the panel cocked in McCarty’s direction. Catching the falling sun directly on its surface, the panel threw the reflection, red and glimmering, full in McCarty’s eyes. Momentary pain shot through his pupils and his hand jerked involuntarily as the rifle fired. He cursed and flung down the gun. He made it to the back door five seconds ahead of schedule.


  The bullet struck the umbrella pole and severed it before ricocheting off and imbedding into the concrete pavement. Both Kate and Luther went down, father instinctively shielding daughter. A few seconds later Seth Frank and a dozen uniforms, guns drawn, formed a semicircle around the pair, facing out, their eyes scanning every nook and cranny of the street.


  “Shut this whole fucking area down,” Frank screamed to the sergeant, who barked orders into his radio. Uniforms spread out, unmarked cars moved in.


  The workmen stared down at the street, completely oblivious to the unwitting role they had played in the events unfolding below.


  Luther was pulled up and handcuffed and the entire party hustled into the lobby of the office building. An excited Seth Frank stared at the man for one satisfying moment and then read him his rights. Luther looked across at his daughter. Kate at first could not meet his gaze, but then decided he at least deserved that. His words hurt her more than anything she had prepared for.


  “Are you all right, Katie?”


  She nodded and the tears started to pour, and this time, despite squeezing her throat in an iron grip, she could not stop them as she crumpled to the floor.


  Bill Burton stood just inside the lobby doorway. When an astonished Collin came in, Burton’s look threatened to disintegrate the younger man. That is until Collin whispered in his ear.


  To his credit Burton assimilated the information rapidly and hit upon the truth a few seconds later. Sullivan had hired a hit man. The old man had actually done what Burton had intended to falsely set him up for.


  The wily billionaire rose a notch in Burton’s estimation.


  Burton walked over to Frank.


  Frank looked at him. “Any idea what the fuck that was all about?”


  “Maybe,” Burton answered back.


  Burton turned around. For the first time he and Luther Whitney actually looked at each other. For Luther, memories of that night again came hurtling back to him. But he was calm, unruffled.


  Burton had to admire that. But it also was a great source of concern for him. Whitney was obviously not overly distressed at being arrested. His eyes told Burton—a man who had participated in literally thousands of arrests, which normally involved adults blubbering like babies—all he needed to know. The guy was planning to go to the cops all along. For what reason Burton was unsure and he really didn’t care.


  Burton continued to look at Luther while Frank checked in with his men. Then Burton looked over at the huddled mass in the corner. Luther had already struggled with his captors in an attempt to go to her, but they were having no part of it. A policewoman was making awkward efforts to console Kate but with little success. Traces of tears worked their way down the thick wrinkles in the old man’s cheeks as he watched each sob wrack his little girl.


  When he noticed Burton right at his elbow, Luther finally flashed fire at the man until Burton led the old man’s eyes back over to Kate. The men’s eyes locked again. Burton raised his eyebrows a notch and then settled them back down with the finality of a round being fired into Kate’s head. Burton had stared down some of the worst criminals the area had to offer and his features could be menacing, but it was the absolute sincerity in those features that turned hardened men cold. Luther Whitney was no punk, that was easy enough to see. He was not one of the blubberers. But the wall of concrete that made up Luther Whitney’s nerves had already started to crumble. It swiftly finished dissolving and the remnants trickled toward the sobbing woman in the corner.


  Burton turned and walked out the door. 


  









  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  GLORIA RUSSELL SAT IN HER LIVING ROOM AND HELD THE epistle in her quavering hand. She looked at the clock. It had come right on time, via messenger; a turbaned older man in a beat-up Subaru. A Metro Rush Couriers logo on the passenger door. Thank you, ma’am. Say good-bye to your life. She had expected to finally have in her hand the key to wiping away all the nightmares she had suffered. All the risks she had taken.


  The wind was starting to howl in the chimney. A cozy fire burned in the fireplace. The house was scrupulously clean thanks to the efforts of Mary, her part-time maid, who had just left. Russell was expected at Senator Richard Miles’s home for dinner at eight. Miles was very important to her own personal political aspirations and he had started making all the right noises. Things had finally started to go right again. The momentum had shifted back to her. After all those torturous, humiliating moments. But now? But now?


  

    She looked at the message again. The disbelief continued to sweep over her like an enormous fishing net, dragging her to the bottom, where she would remain.


  


   


  

    Thanks for the charitable contribution. It will be greatly
appreciated. Also appreciate the extra rope you just gave
me to hang you. About that item we had discussed, it’s no
longer for sale. Now that I think about it, the cops will
probably need it for the trial. Oh, by the way, FUCK
YOU! 



  


   


  It was all she could do to stagger up. Extra rope? She couldn’t think, she couldn’t function. She first thought to call Burton, but then realized he would not be at the White House. Then it hit her. She raced to the TV. The six o’clock news was just recounting a late-breaking story. A daring police operation conducted jointly by the Middleton County Police Department and Alexandria City Police had netted a suspect in the Christine Sullivan murder case. A shot had been fired by an unknown gunman. The target was assumed to be the suspect.


  Russell watched as footage from the Middleton police station was run. She saw Luther Whitney, staring straight ahead, not in any way attempting to hide his face, walk up the steps. He was far older than she had imagined he would be. He looked like a school principal. That was the man who had watched her … It never even occurred to her that Luther had been arrested for a crime she knew he had not committed. Not that that revelation would have prompted her to do anything. As the cameraman swung around, she glimpsed Bill Burton with Collin behind him as they stood listening to Detective Seth Frank make a statement to the press.


  The goddamn incompetent bastards! He was in custody. He was in fucking custody and she had a message right there in her hand that guaranteed the guy was going to make sure they were all brought down. She had trusted Burton and Collin, the President had trusted them, and they had failed, failed miserably. She could hardly believe how Burton could be standing there so calmly while their entire world was about to flame out, like a suddenly used-up star.


  Her next thought surprised even her. She raced to the bathroom, tore open the medicine cabinet and grabbed the first bottle she saw. How many pills would be enough? Ten? A hundred?


  She twisted at the cap but her shaking hands couldn’t get it off. She continued to struggle; finally the pills spilled into the sink. She scooped up a handful and then stopped. In the mirror, her reflection stared back. For the first time she realized how much she had aged. The eyes were gaunt, her cheeks had caved in and her hair looked as if it were graying before her eyes.


  She looked at the mass of green in her hand. She couldn’t do it. Despite her world shattering in front of her, she could not do it. She flushed the pills, turned out the light. She telephoned the senator’s office. Sickness would prevent her from attending. She had just lain down on the bed when the knock came.


  At first it seemed like the distant beating of drums. Would they have a warrant? What did she have that could incriminate her? The note! She tore it out of her pocket and tossed it in the fireplace. As it ignited and a burst of flame sailed up the chimney, she smoothed down her dress, put on her pumps and walked out of the room.


  For the second time a stab of pain seared her chest as her eyes fell upon Bill Burton at the front door. Without a word he walked in, threw off his coat and went straight to the liquor.


  She slammed the door.


  “Great job, Burton. Brilliant. You took care of everything beautifully. Where’s your sidekick? Getting his damned eyes examined?”


  Burton sat down with his drink. “Shut up and listen.”


  Ordinarily such a remark would have sent her off. But his tone stopped her dead. She noted the holstered weapon. She suddenly realized she was surrounded by people carrying guns. They seemed to be everywhere. Shots were now being fired. She had thrown in her lot with some very dangerous people. She sat down and stared at him.


  “Collin never fired his weapon.”


  “But—”


  “But somebody did. I know that.” He swallowed most of his drink. Russell thought about mixing herself one, but decided against it.


  He looked at her. “Walter Sullivan. That sonofabitch. Richmond told him, right?”


  Russell nodded. “You think Sullivan was behind this?”


  “Who the fuck else could it be? He thinks the guy killed his wife. He has the money to hire the best shooters in the world. He was the only other person who knew exactly where it was going down.” He looked at her and shook his head in disgust. “Don’t be stupid, lady, we don’t have time for stupid.”


  Burton stood up and paced.


  Russell’s thoughts went back to the TV. “But the man’s in custody. He’ll tell the police everything. I thought it was them at the door.”


  Burton stopped pacing. “The guy’s going to say nothing to the police. At least for now.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about a man who will do anything so his little girl can keep on living.”


  “You, you threatened him?”


  “I got my message across real clear.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Eyes don’t lie, lady. He knows the game. Talk and his daughter goes bye-bye.”


  “You, you wouldn’t really—”


  Burton reached down and grabbed the Chief of Staff, effortlessly lifting her off the floor and holding her in midair so she was eye-level.


  “I will kill any fucking person who is in a position to fuck with me, do you understand that?” His tone was chilling. He threw her back into the chair.


  She stared up at him, the blood gone from her face, her eyes filled with terror.


  Burton’s face was crimson with fury. “You were the one who got me into this. I wanted to call the cops right from the get-go. I did my job. Maybe I killed the woman, but there ain’t a jury in the world that would’ve found me guilty. But you sucker-punched me, lady, with all your global disaster talk and bullshit concern for the President, and stupid me, I fell for it. And right now I’m about one step away from pissing away twenty years of my life and I’m not happy about it. If you can’t understand that, tough.”


  They sat without speaking for several minutes. Burton cradled his glass and studied the carpet, thinking intently. Russell kept one eye on him as she tried to stop shaking. She could not bring herself to tell Burton about the note she had received. What good would it do? For all she knew Bill Burton would pull out his gun and shoot her on the spot. The thought of violent death so close to her made her blood turn to ice.


  Russell managed to sit back in her chair. A clock ticked in the background; it seemed to be counting down the last remaining moments of her life.


  “You’re sure he won’t say anything?” She looked at Burton.


  “I’m not sure of anything.”


  “But you said—”


  “I said the guy will do anything to make sure his little girl doesn’t get herself killed. If he takes that threat away, then we’ll be waking up the next few years staring at the bottom of a bunk bed.”


  “But how can he take that threat away?”


  “If I knew the answer to that, I wouldn’t be so worried. But I can guarantee you that Luther Whitney is sitting in his cell block right now thinking of precisely how to do that.”


  “What can we do?” 


  He grabbed his coat and pulled her up roughly. “Come on, it’s time to talk to Richmond.”


  *   *   *


   


  JACK SHUFFLED THROUGH HIS NOTES AND THEN LOOKED around the conference table. His transaction team consisted of four associates, three paralegals and two partners. Jack’s coup with Sullivan had spread throughout the firm. Each of them looked at Jack with a mixture of awe, respect and a little fear.


  “Sam, you’ll coordinate the raw materials sales through Kiev. Our guy over there is a real hustler, plays close to the edge; keep an eye on him, but let him run with things.”


  Sam, a ten-year partner, snapped his briefcase shut. “You got it.”


  “Ben, I checked your report on the lobbying efforts. I agree, I think we should push hard on Foreign Relations, can’t hurt to have them on our side.” Jack flipped open another file.


  “We’ve got approximately a month to get this operation up and running. Of chief concern is Ukraine’s tenuous political status. If we’re going to hit the brass ring we have to do it pretty quickly. The last thing we need is Russia annexing our client. Now I’d like to take a few minutes to go over—”


  The door opened and Jack’s secretary leaned in. She looked edgy.


  “I’m terribly sorry to bother you.”


  “It’s okay, Martha, what’s up?”


  “There’s someone on the phone for you.”


  “I told Lucinda to hold my calls except for an emergency. I’ll get back to everybody tomorrow.”


  “I think this might be an emergency.”


  Jack swiveled around in his chair. “Who is it?”


  “She said her name was Kate Whitney.”


  Five minutes later Jack was in his car: a brand-new copper-colored Lexus 300. His thoughts raced. Kate had been near hysterical. All he managed to understand was that Luther had been arrested. For what he didn’t know.


  *   *   *


   


  KATE OPENED THE DOOR ON THE FIRST KNOCK AND NEARLY collapsed into his arms. It was several minutes before she started breathing regularly.


  “Kate, what is it? Where’s Luther? What’s he charged with?”


  She looked at him, her cheeks so puffy and raw it looked like she’d been mugged.


  When she finally managed to breathe the word out, Jack sat back stunned.


  “Murder?” He looked around the room, his mind going too fast for him to register. “That’s impossible. Who the hell is he supposed to have murdered?”


  Kate sat up straight and pushed the hair out of her face. She looked directly at him. This time the words were clear, direct and cut into him like chunks of jagged glass.


  “Christine Sullivan.”


  Frozen for a long moment, Jack exploded out of the chair. He looked down at her, tried to speak and found he couldn’t. He staggered over to the window, threw it open and let the cold beat into him. His stomach churned pure acid; it reached up into his throat until he was barely able to push it back. His legs slowly regained their rigidity. He closed the window and sat back down next to her.


  “What happened, Kate?”


  She dabbed raw eyes with a ragged tissue. Her hair was a mass of tangles. She had not taken off her overcoat. Her shoes lay next to the chair where she had kicked them off. She collected herself as best she could. She wiped a strand of hair from her mouth, and finally looked at him.


  The words rolled out of her mouth in quiet bursts. “The police have him in custody. They, they think he broke into the Sullivans’ home. No one was supposed to be there… . But Christine Sullivan was.” She paused and took a deep breath. “They think Luther shot her.” As soon as she uttered those last words her eyes closed, the eyelids seemed to ram down by themselves under a terrible weight. She slowly shook her head, her forehead a stack of wrinkles as the throbbing pain clicked up a notch.


  “That’s crazy, Kate. Luther would never kill anybody.”


  “I don’t know, Jack. I, I don’t know what to think.”


  Jack stood up and took off his coat. He put a hand through his hair as he struggled to think. He looked down at her.


  “How did you find out? How the hell did they catch him?”


  In response, Kate’s body shook. The pain seemed to be so strong as to be visible, hovering above before it plunged repeatedly into her lean frame. She took a moment to wipe her face with another tissue. It took her so long to turn to him, one inch at a time, that she seemed like an ancient grandmother. Her eyes were still closed, her breathing interrupted by gasps, as if the air was being trapped and was having to struggle mightily before escaping.


  Finally her eyes opened. The lips moved but no words came out at first. Then she managed to say them, slowly, distinctly, as though she were forcing herself to absorb every blow that accompanied them as long as possible.


  “I set him up.”


  *   *   *


   


  LUTHER, DRESSED IN AN ORANGE JAIL SUIT, SAT IN THE SAME cinder block interrogation room that Wanda Broome had occupied. Seth Frank sat across from him watching him closely. Luther stared directly ahead. He wasn’t zoned out. The guy was thinking about something.


  Two other men came in. One carried a recorder that he placed in the middle of the table. He turned it on.


  “You smoke?” Frank extended a cigarette. Luther accepted it and both men exhaled tiny clouds.


  For the record, Frank repeated, verbatim, Luther’s Mi
randa warning. There would be no procedural miscues on this one.


  “So you understand your rights?”


  Luther vaguely waved his cigarette in the air.


  The guy was not what Frank had been expecting. His record was certainly a felonious one. Three priors, but the last twenty years were clean. That didn’t mean much. But no assaults, no violent acts. That also didn’t mean much, but there was something about the guy.


  “I need a yes or no to that question.”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay. You understand that you’ve been arrested in connection with the murder of Christine Sullivan?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you’re sure you want to waive your right to have counsel present on your behalf? We can get a lawyer for you, or you can call your own.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “And you understand you do not have to make any statement to the police? That any statement you make now can be used in evidence against you?”


  “I understand.”


  Years of experience had taught Frank that confessions early on in the game could spell disaster for the prosecution. Even a confession given voluntarily could be shredded by the defense with the result often being that all evidence obtained through that confession was thrown out as tainted. The perp could have led you right to the goddamned body and the next day he walks free with his attorney smiling at you and hoping to God his client never shows up in his neighborhood. But Frank had his case. Whatever Whitney added to it was just gravy.


  He focused intently on the prisoner. “Then I’d like to ask you some questions. Okay?”


  “Fine.”


  Frank stated the month, day and year and time of day for the record and then asked Luther to state his full name. That was as far as they got. The door opened. A uniform leaned in.


  “We got his lawyer outside.”


  Frank looked at Luther, turned off the recorder.


  “What lawyer?”


  Before Luther could answer, Jack burst past the officer and entered the room.


  “Jack Graham, I’m the accused’s attorney. Get that recorder out of here. I want to talk to my client alone, right now, gentlemen.”


  Luther stared at him. “Jack—” he began sharply.


  “Shut up, Luther.” Jack looked at the men. “Right now!”


  The men began to clear the room. Frank and Jack did an eye-to-eye and then the door was closed. Jack put his briefcase down on the table but didn’t sit.


  “You want to tell me what the hell’s going on?”


  “Jack, you gotta keep out of this. I mean it.”


  “You came to me. You made me promise I’d be there for you. Well goddammit here I am.”


  “Great, you did your part, now you can go.”


  “Okay, I go, then what the hell do you do?”


  “That doesn’t concern you.”


  Jack leaned into his face. “What are you going to do?”


  Luther’s voice rose for the first time. “I’m pleading guilty! I did it.”


  “You killed her?”


  Luther looked away.


  “Did you kill Christine Sullivan?” Luther didn’t answer. Jack grabbed him by the shoulder.


  “Did you kill her?”


  “Yes.”


  Jack scrutinized the face. Then grabbed his briefcase.


  “I’m your lawyer whether you want me anymore or not. And until I figure out why you’re lying to me don’t even think about talking to the cops. If you do I’ll have you declared insane.”


  “Jack, I appreciate what you’re doing, but—” 


  “Look, Luther, Kate told me what happened, what she did and why she did it. But let me tell it to you straight. If you go down for this, your little girl is never going to recover. You hear me?”


  Luther never finished what he was about to say. Suddenly the tiny room seemed about the size of a test tube. He never heard Jack leave. He sat there and stared straight ahead. For one of the few times in his life, he had no idea what he should do.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK APPROACHED THE MEN STANDING IN THE HALLWAY.


  “Who’s in charge?”


  Frank looked at him. “Lieutenant Seth Frank.”


  “Fine, Lieutenant. Just for the record, my client doesn’t waive his Miranda rights and you’re not to attempt to talk to him outside of my presence. Understood?”


  Frank folded his arms across his chest. “Okay.”


  “Who’s the ACA handling this?”


  “Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney George Gorelick.”


  “I’m assuming you got an indictment?”


  Frank leaned forward. “Grand jury returned a true hill last week.”


  Jack put his coat on. “I’m sure they did.”


  “You can forget about bail, I guess you know that.”


  “Well, from what I’ve heard, I think he might be safer hanging with you guys. Keep an eye on him for me, will you?”


  Jack handed his card to Frank and then walked purposefully down the hallway. At the parting remark, the smile faded from Frank’s lips. He looked at the card and then toward the interrogation room and back at the rapidly disappearing defense counsel. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY


  KATE HAD SHOWERED AND CHANGED. HER DAMP HAIR WAS swept straight back and hung loosely down to her shoulders. She wore a thick indigo blue V-neck sweater with white T-shirt underneath. The faded blue jeans hung loosely around her narrow hips. Thick wool socks covered her long feet. Jack watched those feet as they moved up and down, propelling their lithe owner about the room. She had recovered somewhat from earlier. But the horror was still lurking in her eyes. She seemed to be battling it with physical activity.


  Jack cradled a glass of soda and sat back in the chair. His shoulders felt like a two-by-four. As if sensing that, Kate stopped pacing and started massaging.


  “He didn’t tell me they had an indictment.” Kate’s voice was angry.


  “You really think cops are above using people to get what they want?” he shot back.


  “I can see you’re getting back into the defense attorney state of mind.” 


  She really dug into his shoulders; it felt wonderful to him. Her wet hair dipped into his face as she bore down on the stiffest points. He closed his eyes. On the radio Billy Joel’s “River of Dreams” was playing. What was his dream? Jack asked himself. The target seemed to keep jumping on him, like spots of sunlight you tried to chase down as a kid.


  “How is he?” Kate’s question jarred him back. He swallowed the rest of his drink.


  “Confused. Screwed up. Nervous. All the things I never thought he could be. They found the rifle, by the way. Upper-story room of one of those old townhouses across the street. Whoever fired that bullet, they’re long gone by now. That’s for sure. Hell I don’t even think the cops care.”


  “When’s the arraignment?”


  “Day after tomorrow, ten o’clock.” He arched his neck and gripped her hand. “They’re going for capital murder, Kate.”


  She stopped massaging.


  “That’s bullshit. Homicide in the commission of a burglary is a class one felony, murder in the first degree, tops. Tell the ACA to check the statute.”


  “Hey that’s my line isn’t it?” He tried to make her smile, but didn’t succeed. “The commonwealth’s theory is that he broke into the house and was in the middle of the burglary when she caught him in the act. They’re using the evidence of physical violence—strangulation, beating and two shots to the head—to sever it from the act of burglary. They believe that takes it into the realm of a vile and depraved act. Plus they have the disappearance of Sullivan’s jewelry. Murder in the commission of armed robbery equals capital murder.”


  Kate sat down and rubbed her thighs. She wore no makeup and had always been one of those women who didn’t need to. The strain was telling though, especially in and under her eyes, in the slope of her shoulders.


  “What do you know about Gorelick? He’s going to be trying this sucker.” Jack popped an ice cube in his mouth.


  “He’s an arrogant asshole, pompous, bigoted and a terrific trial lawyer.” 


  “Great.” Jack got up from his chair and sat down next to Kate. He took her ankle and rubbed it. She sunk down into the sofa and put her head back. It had always been that way with them, so relaxed, so comfortable in the company of each other, like the last four years had never happened.


  “The evidence Frank told me he had wasn’t even close to getting an indictment. I don’t understand, Jack.”


  Jack slipped off her socks and rubbed her feet with both hands, feeling the fine, tiny bones. “The police got an anonymous tip on the license plate of a car seen near the Sullivan place on what was probably the night of the murder. It was traced to the D.C. impoundment lot on that night.”


  “So. The tip was wrong.”


  “No. Luther used to tell me how easy it was to pick up a car from the impoundment lot. Do a job and then return it.”


  Kate didn’t look at him, she appeared to be studying the ceiling.


  “Nice little chats you two used to have.” Her tone held the familiar reproach.


  “Come on, Kate.”


  “I’m sorry.” Her voice was weary again.


  “The police checked the floor matting. Rug fibers from the Sullivan bedroom were found there. Also present was a very peculiar soil mixture. Turns out that exact same soil mix was used by Sullivan’s gardener in the cornfield next to the house. The soil was a special blend made up for Sullivan; you won’t find that exact composition anywhere else. I had a chat with Gorelick. He’s feeling pretty confident I can tell you that. I haven’t gotten the reports yet. I’ll file my discovery motion tomorrow.”


  “Again, so what? How does that tie in to my father?”


  “They got a search warrant for Luther’s house and car. They found the same mixture on the floor mat in the car. And another sample on the living room rug.”


  Kate slowly opened her eyes. “He was in the house cleaning the damn carpets. He could’ve picked up the fibers then.”


  “And then he took a run through the cornfield? Come on.” 


  “It could’ve been tracked in the house by somebody else and he stepped in it.”


  “That’s what I would’ve argued except for one thing.”


  She sat up. “Which is?”


  “Along with the fiber and dirt, they found a petroleum-based solvent. The police pulled traces of it out of the carpet during their investigation. They think the perp tried to clean some blood away, his blood. I’m sure they’ve got a handful of witnesses ready to swear that there was no such thing used on that carpet prior to or at the time the carpets were cleaned. Therefore Luther could’ve picked up traces of the carpet cleaner only if he had been in the house after that. Soil, fibers and carpet cleaner. There’s your tie.”


  Kate slumped back down.


  “On top of that they traced the hotel where Luther was staying in town. They found a fake passport and through that tracked Luther to Barbados. Two days after the murder he flew to Texas, then Miami and then on to the island. Looks like a fleeing suspect doesn’t it? They’ve got a sworn statement from a cab driver down there who drove Luther to Sullivan’s place on the island. Luther made a reference to having been in Sullivan’s place in Virginia. On top of that they’ve got witnesses who will testify that Luther and Wanda Broome were seen together several times prior to the murder. One woman, a close friend of Wanda’s, will testify that Wanda told her she needed money, badly. And that Christine Sullivan had told her about the safe. Which shows Wanda Broome had lied to the police.”


  “I can see why Gorelick was so free with the info. But it’s still all circumstantial.”


  “No, Kate, it’s a perfect example of a case with no home-run direct evidence linking Luther to the crime, but enough indirect stuff to where the jury will be thinking ‘come on who are you kidding you did it you sonofabitch.’


  “I’ll deflect everywhere I can, but they’ve got some pretty heavy stones to hit us with. And if Gorelick can get in your Dad’s priors, we might be finished.” 


  “They’re too old. Their prejudicial value far outweighs their probative. He’ll never get them in.” Kate’s words sounded more sure than she felt. After all, how could you be sure of anything?


  The phone rang. She hesitated to answer it. “Does anyone know you’re here?”


  Jack shook his head.


  She picked up the phone. “Hello?”


  The voice on the other end was crisp, professional. “Ms. Whitney, Robert Gavin with the Washington Post. I wonder if I could ask you some questions about your father? I’d prefer to see you in person if that could be arranged.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Come on, Ms. Whitney, your father is front-page news. You’re a state prosecutor. There’s a helluva story there if you ask me.”


  Kate hung up. Jack looked at her.


  “What?”


  “A reporter.”


  “Christ, they move fast.”


  She sat down again with a weariness that startled him. He went to her, took her hand.


  Suddenly, she turned his face toward hers. She looked frightened. “Jack, you can’t handle this case.”


  “The hell I can’t. I’m an active member of the Virginia Bar. I’ve handled a half-dozen murder trials. I’m eminently qualified.”


  “I don’t mean that. I know you’re qualified. But Patton, Shaw doesn’t do criminal defense work.”


  “So? You have to start somewhere.”


  “Jack, be serious. Sullivan is a huge client of theirs. You’ve worked for him. I read about it in Legal Times.”


  “There’s no conflict there. There’s nothing I’ve learned in my attorney-client relationship with Sullivan that could be used on this case. Besides, Sullivan’s not on trial here. It’s us against the state.”


  “Jack, they’re not going to let you do this case.” 


  “Fine, then I’ll quit. Hang up my own shingle.”


  “You can’t do that. You’ve got everything going for you right now. You can’t mess that up. Not for this.”


  “Then for what? I know your old man didn’t beat up a woman and then calmly blow her head off. He probably went to that house to burgle it, but he didn’t kill anybody, that I know. But you want to know something else? I’m pretty damn sure he knows who killed her and that’s what’s got him scared to death. He saw something in that house, Kate. He saw someone.”


  Kate slowly let out her breath as the words sunk in.


  Jack sighed and looked down at his feet.


  He got up and put on his coat. He playfully pulled at her waistband. “When’s the last time you actually had a meal?”


  “I can’t remember.”


  “I recall when you filled out those jeans in a way that was a little more aesthetically pleasing to the male eye.”


  She did smile that time. “Thanks a lot.”


  “It’s not too late to work on it.”


  She looked around the four corners of her apartment. It held no appeal whatsoever.


  “What did you have in mind?”


  “Ribs, slaw and something stronger than Coke. Game?”


  She didn’t hesitate. “Let me get my coat.”


  Downstairs, Jack held open the door of the Lexus. He saw her studying every detail of the luxury car.


  “I took your advice. Thought I’d start spending some of my hard-earned money.” He had just climbed inside the car when the man appeared at the passenger door.


  He wore a slouch hat and had a gray-trimmed beard and skinny mustache. His brown overcoat was buttoned up to his neck. He held a minicassette recorder in one hand, a press badge in the other.


  “Bob Gavin, Ms. Whitney. I guess we got cut off before.”


  He looked across at Jack. His brow furrowed. “You’re Jack Graham. Luther Whitney’s attorney. I saw you at the station.” 


  “Congratulations, Mr. Gavin, you’ve obviously got twenty-twenty vision and a very winning smile. Be seeing you.”


  Gavin clung to the car. “Wait a minute, c’mon just a minute. The public is entitled to hear about this case.”


  Jack started to say something, but Kate stopped him.


  “They will, Mr. Gavin. That’s what trials are for. I’m sure you’ll have a front-row seat. Good-bye.”


  The Lexus pulled away. Gavin thought about making a run for his car but then decided not to. At forty-six, he and his soft and abused body were clearly in heart attack country. It was early in the game yet. He’d get to them sooner or later. He pulled up his collar against the wind and stalked off.


  *   *   *


   


  IT WAS NEARING MIDNIGHT WHEN THE LEXUS PULLED UP IN front of Kate’s apartment building.


  “Are you really sure you want to do this, Jack?”


  “Hell I never really liked the murals, Kate.”


  “What?”


  “Get some sleep. We’re both going to need it.”


  She put her hand on the door and then hesitated. She turned back and looked at him, nervously flicked her hair behind her ear. This time there was no pain in her eyes. It was something else, Jack couldn’t quite put his finger on. Maybe relief?


  “Jack, the things you said the other night.”


  He swallowed hard and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. He had been wondering when this was going to surface. “Kate, I’ve been thinking about that—”


  She put a hand to his mouth. A small breath floated from her lips. “You were right, Jack … about a lot of things.”


  He watched her walk slowly inside and then he drove off.


  When he got home his answering machine had run out of tape. The blinking message indicator was so full the light was reduced to one continuous crimson beacon. He decided to do the most sensible thing he could think of so he pretended they weren’t there. Jack unplugged the phone, turned out the lights and tried to go to sleep.


  It wasn’t easy.


  He had acted so confident in front of Kate. But who was he kidding? Taking on this case, by himself, without talking with anyone at Patton, Shaw was akin to professional suicide. But what good would talking have done? He knew what the answer would have been. Given the choice, his fellow partners would have slit their collective flabby wrists rather than taken on Luther Whitney as a client.


  But he was a lawyer and Luther needed one. Major issues like this were never that simple, but that was why he fought so hard to keep things as black and white as possible. Good. Bad. Right. Wrong. It was not easy going for a lawyer perpetually trained to search for the gray in everything. An advocate of any position, just depended on who your client was, who was filling the meter on any given day.


  Well he had made his decision. An old friend was fighting for his life and he’d asked Jack to help him. It didn’t matter to Jack that his client seemed to be growing unusually recalcitrant all of a sudden. Criminal defendants were seldom the most cooperative in the world. Well, Luther had asked for his help and he was sure as hell going to get it now. There was no gray in this issue anymore. There was no going back now. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  DAN KIRKSEN OPENED THE
WASHINGTON POST

AND started to take a sip of his orange juice. It never reached his mouth. Gavin had managed to file a story on the Sullivan case consisting chiefly of the information that Jack Graham, newly ordained partner at Patton, Shaw & Lord, was the defendant’s counsel. Kirksen immediately called Jack’s home. There was no answer. He dressed, called for his car and at half past eight walked through the lobby of his firm. He passed Jack’s old office where boxes and personal items were still clustered. Jack’s new quarters were just down the hall from Lord’s. A twenty-by-twenty beauty with a small wet bar, antique furnishings and a panoramic view of the city. Nicer than his, Kirksen recalled with a grimace.


  The chair was swiveled around away from the doorway. Kirksen didn’t bother to knock. He marched in and tossed the paper down on the desk.


  Jack turned slowly around. He glanced at the paper. 


  “Well at least they got the firm’s name spelled correctly. Great publicity. This could lead to some big ones.”


  Kirksen sat down without taking his eyes off Jack. He spoke slowly and deliberately, as though to a child. “Have you gone insane? We don’t handle criminal defense work. We don’t handle any litigation whatsoever.” Kirksen stood up abruptly, his long forehead now a shiny pink, his diminutive body shaking with rage. “Particularly when this animal has murdered the wife of the firm’s largest client,” he said shrilly.


  “Well, that’s not entirely correct. We didn’t handle criminal defense work but now we do. And I learned in law school that the accused is innocent until proven guilty, Dan. Maybe you forgot that.” Smiling, Jack eyed Kirksen steadily. Four
million versus six hundred thou pal. So back off, dickhead.


  Kirksen slowly shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Jack, maybe you don’t fully understand the procedures we have in place at this firm before any new matter is undertaken. I’ll have my secretary provide you with the pertinent provisions. In the meantime, take the necessary steps to have yourself and this firm taken off this matter immediately.”


  With a dismissive air, Kirksen turned to leave. Jack stood up.


  “Listen, Dan, I took the case and I’m going to try it and I don’t care what you or the firm’s policy has to say about it. Close the door on your way out.”


  Kirksen turned around slowly and looked at Jack with intense brown eyes. “Jack, tread cautiously. I am the managing partner of this firm.”


  “I know you are, Dan. So you should be able to manage to close the goddamned door on your way out.”


  Without another word, Kirksen spun on his heel, shutting the door behind him.


  The pounding in Jack’s head finally subsided. He returned to his work. His papers were just about completed. He wanted to get them filed first thing before anyone could try to stop him. He printed out the documents, signed them and called the courier himself. That done he sat back in his chair. It was almost nine o’clock. He would have to get going, he was seeing Luther at ten. Jack’s entire brain was overflowing with questions to ask his client. And then he thought about that night. That chilly night on the Mall. The look in Luther’s eyes. Jack could ask the questions, he just hoped he was ready to handle the answers.


  He threw on his coat, and in another few minutes was in his car on his way to the Middleton County Jail.


  *   *   *


   


  UNDER THE CONSTITUTION OF THE COMMONWEALTH OF virginia and its criminal procedure statute, the state must turn over to a defendant any exculpatory evidence. Failure to do so was a terrific way for an ACA to abruptly derail his or her career, not to mention getting a conviction thrown out and letting a defendant walk on appeal.


  Those particular rules were giving Seth Frank a very large headache.


  He sat in his office and thought about the prisoner sitting alone in a cell less than a minute’s walk away. His calm and seemingly innocuous manner didn’t trouble Frank. Some of the worst offenders he had ever arrested looked like they had stepped out of the church choir right after they had split open somobody’s skull for a couple of laughs. Gorelick was putting together a good case, methodically collecting a bagful of little threads that when woven together in front of a jury would make a nice sturdy necktie for Luther Whitney to choke himself on. That also didn’t trouble Frank.


  What did trouble Frank was all the little things that still didn’t add up. The wounds. Two guns. A bullet dug out of the wall. The place sanitized like an operating room. The fact that the guy was in Barbados and then came back. Luther Whitney was a pro. Frank had spent the better part of four days learning everything he could about Luther Albert Whitney. He had pulled off a crackerjack crime that except for one glitch would probably have remained unsolved. Millions from his heist, a cold trail for the cops; he’s out of the country, and the sonofabitch comes back. Professionals did not do those things. Frank would’ve understood him coming back because of his daughter, but Frank had checked with the airlines. Luther Whitney, traveling under an alias, had returned to the United States long before Frank had hatched his plot with Kate.


  And the kicker was this: was he really supposed to believe that Luther Whitney had any reason on earth to check Christine Sullivan’s vagina? And on top of that somebody had tried to kill the guy. This was one of the few times Frank actually had more questions after he had arrested his suspect than he had before taking his guy into custody.


  He felt in his pocket for a cigarette. His gum stage had long since passed. He would try again next year. When he looked back up Bill Burton was standing in front of him.


  *   *   *


   


  “YOU UNDERSTAND, SETH, I CAN’T PROVE ANYTHING BUT I’M just letting you know how I think it went down.”


  “And you’re sure the President told Sullivan?”


  Burton nodded, fiddled with an empty cup on Frank’s desk. “I just came from meeting with him. I guess I should’ve told him to keep it mum. I’m sorry, Seth.”


  “Hell, he’s the President, Bill. You gonna tell the President what to do?”


  Burton shrugged. “So what do you think?”


  “Makes sense. I’m not gonna let it lie, I can tell you that. If Sullivan was behind it I’ll take him down too, I don’t care what his justification was. That shot could’ve hit anybody.”


  “Well, knowing the way Sullivan probably operates, you ain’t gonna find much. The shooter’s probably on some island in the Pacific with a different face and a hundred people who’ll swear he’s never even been in the States.”


  Frank finished writing in his log book. 


  Burton studied him. “Get anything out of Whitney?”


  “Right! His lawyer has him clammed shut.”


  Burton appeared nonchalant. “Who is he?”


  “Jack Graham. Used to be with the Public Defenders Service in the District. Now he’s a big-shot partner with some big-shot law firm. He’s in with Whitney now.”


  “Any good?”


  Frank twisted a swizzle stick into a triangle. “He knows what he’s doing.”


  Burton stood up to go. “When’s the arraignment?”


  “Ten tomorrow.”


  “You taking Whitney over?”


  “Yeah. You want to come along, Bill?”


  Burton threw his hands over his ears. “I don’t want to know anything about it.”


  “How come?”


  “I don’t want anything leaking back to Sullivan, that’s how come.”


  “You don’t think they’d try anything again?”


  “The only thing I know is that I don’t know the answer to that question and neither do you. If I were you I’d make some special arrangements.”


  Frank looked at him intently.


  “Take care of our boy, Seth. He’s got a date with the death chamber at Greensville.”


  Burton left.


  Frank sat at his desk for some minutes. What Burton said made sense. Maybe they would try again. He picked up the phone, dialed a number and spoke for a bit and then hung up. He had taken all the precautions he could think of for transporting Luther. This time Frank was confident there would be no leak.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK LEFT LUTHER SITTING IN THE INTERROGATION ROOM AND walked down the hallway to the coffee machine. In front of him was a big guy, nice suit and a graceful tilt to his body. The man turned around just as Jack passed him. They bumped.


  “Sorry.”


  Jack rubbed his shoulder where the holstered gun had struck him.


  “Forget it.”


  “You’re Jack Graham, aren’t you?”


  “Depends on who wants to know.” Jack sized the guy up; since he was carrying a gun he obviously wasn’t a reporter. He was more like a cop. The way he held his hands, his fingers ready to move instantly. The way the eyes checked out every feature without seeming to.


  “Bill Burton, United States Secret Service.”


  The men shook hands.


  “I’m kind of the President’s earpiece on this investigation.”


  Jack’s eyes focused on Burton’s features. “Right, the news conference. Well I guess your boss is pretty happy this morning.”


  “He would be if the rest of the world wasn’t in such a godawful mess. About your guy, hey, my feeling is they’re only guilty if the court says they are.”


  “I hear you. You want to be on my jury?”


  Burton grinned. “Take it easy. Good talking to you.”


  *   *   *


   


  JACK PUT THE TWO CUPS OF COFFEE DOWN ON THE TABLE AND looked at Luther. Jack sat down and looked at his empty legal pad.


  “Luther, if you don’t start saying something I’m going to have to just make it up as I go along.”


  Luther sipped the strong coffee, looked out the barred window at the single bare oak tree next to the station. A thick, wet snow was falling. The mercury was plunging and the streets were already a mess. 


  “What’s to know, Jack? Cut me a deal, save everybody the hassle of a trial and let’s get this over with.”


  “Maybe you don’t understand, Luther. Here’s their deal. They want to strap you onto a gurney, insert an IV into your arm, pump nasty little poisons into you and pretend you’re a chemistry experiment. Or I think now the commonwealth actually gives the condemned a choice. So you can opt for having your brain fried in the electric chair. That’s their deal.”


  Jack stood up and looked out the window. For a moment the flash of a blissful evening in front of a toasty fire in the huge mansion with the big front yard with little Jacks and Jennifers running around went through his head. He swallowed hard, shook his head clear and looked back at Luther.


  “Do you hear what I’m saying?”


  “I hear.” Luther eyed Jack steadily for the first time.


  “Luther, will you please tell me what happened? Maybe you were in that house, maybe you burgled the safe, but you will never, ever make me believe you had anything to do with that woman’s death. I know you, Luther.”


  Luther smiled. “Do you, Jack? That’s good, maybe you can tell me who I am one of these days.”


  Jack threw his pad in his briefcase and snapped it shut. “I’m going to plead you not guilty. Maybe you’ll come around before we have to try this thing.” He paused and added quietly, “I hope you do.”


  He turned to leave. Luther’s hand fell on Jack’s shoulder. Jack turned back to see Luther’s quivering face.


  “Jack.” He swallowed with difficulty, his tongue seemed as big as a fist. “If I could tell you I would. But that wouldn’t do you or Kate or anybody else any good. I’m sorry.”


  “Kate? What are you talking about?”


  “I’ll see you, Jack.” Luther turned and stared back out the window.


  Jack looked at his friend, shook his head, and knocked for the guard. 


  *   *   *


   


  THE SNOW HAD CHANGED FROM FAT, SLOPPY FLAKES TO PELLETS of ice that clattered against the broad windows like handfuls of slung gravel. Kirksen paid no attention to the weather but looked directly at Lord. The managing partner’s bow tie was slightly askew. He noticed it in the reflection from the window and angrily straightened it. His long forehead was red with anger and indignation. The little fuck was going to get his. No one talked to him like that.


  Sandy Lord studied the dark clusters making up the cityscape. A cigar smoldered in his right hand. His jacket was off and his immense belly touched the window. The twin streaks of his red suspenders jumped out from the background of his highly starched monogrammed white shirt. He peered intently out as a figure dashed across the street frantically chasing down a cab.


  “He is undermining the relationship this firm, you, have with Walter Sullivan. I could only imagine what Walter must have thought when he read the paper this morning. His own firm, his own attorney actually representing this, this person. My God!”


  Lord digested only a fraction of the little man’s speech. He hadn’t heard from Sullivan for several days now. Calls to his office and home had gone unanswered. No one seemed to know where he was. That was not like his old friend, who kept himself in constant contact with an elite inner circle of which Sandy Lord was a longtime member.


  “My suggestion, Sandy, is that we take immediate action against Graham. We can’t let this lie. It would set a terrible precedent. I don’t care if he has Baldwin as a client. Hell, Baldwin is an acquaintance of Walter’s. He must be livid as well about this whole deplorable situation. We can convene a meeting of the management committee tonight. I don’t think it will take long to arrive at a conclusion. Then—”


  Lord finally held up one hand and cut off Kirksen’s ramblings. 


  “I’ll take care of it.”


  “But, Sandy, as managing partner I believe that—”


  Lord turned to look at him. The red eyes on either side of the large and bulbous nose cut right into the slender frame.


  “I said I’ll handle it.”


  Lord turned to look back out the window. Kirksen’s hurt pride was of absolutely no consequence to him. What concerned Lord was the fact that someone had tried to kill the man accused of murdering Christine Sullivan. And no one could reach Walter Sullivan.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK PARKED HIS CAR, LOOKED ACROSS THE STREET AND closed his eyes. That didn’t help since the vanity plates seemed to be imprinted on his brain. He jumped out of his car and dodged traffic as he made his way across the slippery street.


  He inserted the key in the lock, took a quick breath, and turned the doorknob.


  Jennifer sat in the small chair by the TV. Her short black skirt was matched by black heels and patterned black stockings. A white blouse was open at the collar where an emerald necklace fired dazzling color into the little room. A full-length sable was draped carefully on the sheet covering his ragged couch. She was clicking her nails against the TV set when he walked in. She looked at him without speaking. The thick ruby lips were set in a firm, vertical line.


  “Hi, Jenn.”


  “You’ve certainly been a very busy boy the last twenty-four hours, Jack.” She didn’t smile, her nails continued to click.


  “Gotta keep hustling, you know that.”


  He took off his coat, undid his tie and went into the kitchen for a beer. He reemerged, and sat across from her on the couch.


  “Hey, got a new piece of business today.” 


  She reached in her handbag and tossed across the Post.


  “I know.”


  He looked down at the headlines.


  “Your firm won’t let you do it.”


  “Too bad, I already did it.”


  “You know what I mean. What in God’s name has gotten into you?”


  “Jenn, I know the guy, okay? I know him, he’s a friend of mine. I don’t believe he killed the woman, and I’m going to defend him. Lawyers do that every day in every place where there are lawyers, and in this country that’s basically everywhere.”


  She leaned forward. “It’s Walter Sullivan, Jack. Think about what you’re doing.”


  “I know it’s Walter Sullivan, Jenn. What? Luther Whitney doesn’t deserve a good defense because somebody says he killed Walter Sullivan’s wife? Excuse me but exactly where is that written?”


  “Walter Sullivan is your client.”


  “Luther Whitney is my friend and I’ve known him a lot longer than I’ve known Walter Sullivan.”


  “Jack, the man you’re defending is a common criminal. He’s been in and out of jails all his life.”


  “Actually he hasn’t been in prison for over twenty years.”


  “He’s a convicted felon.”


  “But he’s never been convicted of murder,” Jack fired back.


  “Jack, there are more attorneys in this city than there are criminals. Why can’t another lawyer handle it?”


  Jack looked at his beer. “You want one?”


  “Answer my question.”


  Jack stood up and hurled the beer bottle against the wall.


  “Because he goddamn asked me!”


  Jenn looked up at him, the frightened look that had crossed her face passing as soon as the glass fragments and beer hit the floor. She picked up her coat and put it on.


  “You’re making a huge mistake and I hope you come to your senses before you do irreversible damage. My father almost had a coronary when he read that story.”


  Jack put his hand on her shoulder, turned her face to his and said quietly, “Jenn, this is something I have to do. I would’ve hoped you could support me on this.”


  “Jack, why don’t you stop drinking beer and start thinking about how you want to spend the rest of your life.”


  When the door closed behind her, Jack slumped against it, rubbing his head until he thought the skin would start to peel away under the pressure his fingers were exerting.


  He watched from the tiny, dirty window as the vanity plates disappeared into the blur of snow. He sat down, looked at the headlines again.


  Luther wanted to cut a deal but there was no deal to cut. The stage was set. Everyone wanted to see this trial. The TV news had given a detailed analysis of the case; Luther’s photo must have been seen by several hundred million people. They already had public opinion polls about Luther’s guilt or innocence, and he was running far behind in all of them. And Gorelick was licking his chops thinking that this was the vehicle to catapult him into the Attorney General’s office in a few years. And in Virginia, Attorneys General often ran for, and won, the Governor’s Mansion.


  Short, balding, big-voiced, Gorelick was as deadly as a rattler on speed. Dirty tactics, questionable ethics, just waiting to bury the knife in your back at the first opportunity. That was George Gorelick. Jack knew he was in for a long, tough fight.


  And Luther wasn’t talking. He was scared. And what did Kate have to do with that fear? Nothing was adding up. And Jack was going to walk into court tomorrow and plead Luther not guilty when he had absolutely no way to prove that Luther wasn’t. But proof was the state’s job. The problem was they probably had just enough to put them over the top. Jack would peck and chip, but he had a three-time loser as a client, even though the record said Luther had remained clean for the last two decades. They wouldn’t care about that. Why should they? His guy made for the perfect ending to a tragic story. A poster boy for the three-strikes rule. Three heavies and your life is over, starring Luther Whitney.


  He tossed the newspaper across the room and cleaned up the broken glass and spilled beer. He rubbed the back of his neck, felt the underused muscles in his arms and went to his bedroom and changed into sweats.


  *   *   *


   


  THE YMCA WAS TEN MINUTES AWAY. AMAZINGLY JACK found a parking space right in front and went inside. The black sedan behind him wasn’t as lucky. The driver had to circle the block several times and then pull down the street and park on the other side.


  The driver wiped his passenger-side window clear and checked out the front of the Y. Then he made up his mind, climbed out of his car and ran to the steps. He looked around, glanced at the gleaming Lexus and then slowly walked inside.


  Three pickup games later, the sweat was pouring down Jack’s body. He sat down on the bench as the teenagers continued to run up and down the court with the inexhaustible energy of youth. Jack groaned as one of the lanky black kids dressed in loose gym shorts, tank shirt and oversized sneakers tossed the ball at him. He tossed it back.


  “Hey man, you tired?”


  “No, just old.”


  Jack stood up, rubbed the kinks out of his aching thighs and headed out.


  As he was leaving the building he felt a hand on his shoulder.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK DROVE. HE GLANCED AT HIS NEW PASSENGER.


  Seth Frank looked over the interior of the Lexus. “I’ve heard great things about these cars. How much it run you, if you don’t mind my asking?”


  “Forty-nine-five, loaded.”


  “Like hell! I don’t even come close to making that in a year.”


  “Neither did I until recently.”


  “Public defenders don’t make the big bucks, I’ve heard.”


  “You heard right.”


  The men fell silent. Frank knew he was breaking more rules than they probably had written down and Jack knew that too.


  Finally Jack looked at him. “Look, Lieutenant, I’m assuming you didn’t just come out here to check my taste in automobiles. Is there something you want?”


  “Gorelick’s got a winning case against your guy.”


  “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not throwing in the towel if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “You pleading him not guilty?”


  “No, I’m gonna drive him down to the Greensville Correctional Center and inject the shit into him myself. Next question.”


  Frank smiled. “Okay, I deserved that. I think you and I need to talk. Some things about this case don’t add up. Maybe it helps or hurts your guy, I don’t know. You willing to listen?”


  “Okay, but don’t think this flow of information is going to be a two-way street.”


  “I know a place where you can actually cut the meatloaf with a butter knife and the coffee’s passable.”


  “Is it an out-of-the-way place? I don’t think you’d look good in a deputy’s uniform.”


  Frank looked over at him, grinning. “Next question.”


  Jack managed a smile and then drove home to change.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK ORDERED ANOTHER CUP OF COFFEE WHILE FRANK PLAYED with his first. The meatloaf had been terrific and the place was so isolated, Jack wasn’t even sure where they were. Rural, southern Maryland he thought. He looked around at the few occupants of the rustic dining room. No one was paying them any undue attention. He turned back to his companion.


  Frank looked at him in an amused fashion. “I understand you and Kate Whitney had a thing going a while back.”


  “Did she tell you that?”


  “Hell no. She came down to the station a few minutes after you left today. Her father wouldn’t see her. I talked with her for a while. Told her I was sorry about how things had gone down.”


  Frank’s eyes glistened for a moment and then he continued. “I shouldn’t have done what I did, Jack. Using her to get to her old man. Nobody deserves that.”


  “It worked. Some people would say don’t argue with success.”


  “Right. Well anyway the subject got around to you. I’m not so old yet that I can’t see a gleam in a woman’s eyes.”


  The waitress brought Jack’s coffee. He sipped it. Both men looked out the window where the snow had finally stopped and the whole earth seemed to be covered with a soft, white blanket.


  “Look, Jack, I know the case against Luther is just about all circumstantial. But that’s sent plenty of people to jail.”


  “I’m not arguing with that.”


  “The truth is, Jack, there’s an awful lot of shit that doesn’t make any sense.”


  Jack put down his coffee and leaned forward.


  “I’m listening.”


  Frank looked around the room and then back at Jack. “I know I’m taking a chance doing this, but I didn’t become a cop to send people to jail for crimes they didn’t commit. Plenty enough guilty people out there.”


  “So what doesn’t add up?”


  “You’ll see some of it for yourself in the reports you’ll get in your discovery, but the fact is I’m convinced Luther Whitney burgled that house and I’m also convinced that he didn’t kill Christine Sullivan. But—”


  “But you think he saw who did.”


  Frank sat back in his chair and stared wide-eyed at Jack. “How long have you thought that?”


  “Not long. Any ideas on the matter?”


  “I’m thinking your guy almost got caught with his hand in the cookie jar and then had to actually hide in that cookie jar.”


  Jack looked puzzled. Frank took a few minutes to explain about the vault, the incongruity of the physical evidence and his own questions.


  “So Luther’s in the vault all this time watching whoever gets it on with Mrs. Sullivan. Then something happens and she gets popped. Then Luther watches whoever wipe away all traces.”


  “That’s how I got it figured, Jack.”


  “So he doesn’t go to the cops because he can’t without incriminating himself.”


  “That explains a lot.”


  “Except who did it.”


  “The only obvious suspect is the husband, and I don’t believe it was him.”


  Jack thought back to Walter Sullivan. “Agreed. So who’s not so obvious?”


  “Whoever she was meeting that night.”


  “From what you’ve told me about the deceased’s sex life, that narrows it down to a couple million.”


  “I didn’t say it would be easy.”


  “Well, my hunch is it’s not some ordinary Joe.”


  “Why’s that?”


  Jack took a swallow of coffee and looked at his slice of apple pie. “Look, Lieutenant—”


  “Make it Seth.”


  “Okay, Seth, I’m walking a fine line here. I hear where you’re coming from and I appreciate the info. But …”


  “But you’re not absolutely sure you can trust me, and in any event, you don’t want to say anything that might prejudice your client?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Fair enough.”


  They paid the bill and left. Driving back the snow started again with such velocity that the wipers were having a hard time keeping up.


  Jack looked over at Frank, who stared straight ahead, lost in thought or maybe just waiting for Jack to start talking.


  “Okay. I’ll take the chance, I don’t have a helluva lot to lose, do I?”


  Frank continued to stare straight ahead. “Not that I can see.”


  “Let’s assume for the moment that Luther was in the house and saw the woman murdered.”


  Frank looked over at Jack; there was relief in the detective’s features.


  “Okay.”


  “You’ve got to know Luther, know how he thinks, to understand how he would react to something like that. He’s about as unshakable a person as I’ve ever met. And I know his record doesn’t indicate it, but he’s about as trustworthy and dependable as you can get. If I had kids and needed to leave them with someone I’d leave them with Luther because I know absolutely nothing bad would happen to them on his watch. He’s incredibly capable. Luther sees everything. He’s a control freak.”


  “Everything except his daughter leading him into a trap.”


  “Right, except for that. He wouldn’t have seen that coming. Not in a million years.”


  “But I know the kind of guy you’re talking about, Jack. Some of the guys I’ve busted, except for the little habit of taking other people’s property, they’re some of the most honorable people I’ve ever met.”


  “And if Luther saw this woman killed, I’m telling you he would’ve found some way to deliver the guy to the cops. He wouldn’t have let it go. He just wouldn’t!” Jack stared grimly out the window.


  “Except?”


  Jack looked over at him. “Except for a helluva good reason. Like maybe he knew the person or knew of him.”


  “You mean the kind of person people would have a hard time believing could do something like that so Luther figures why even bother?”


  “There’s more to it than that, Seth.” Jack turned the corner and pulled up next to the YMCA. “I’ve never seen Luther scared before this all happened. And he’s scared now. Terrified in fact. He’s resigned himself to take the rap for the whole thing and I don’t know why. I mean he left the country for godsakes.”


  “And came back.”


  “Right, which I still cannot figure out. You have the date by the way?”


  Frank flipped open his notebook and told him the date.


  “So what the hell happened after Christine Sullivan was killed and before then to get him to come back?”


  Frank shook his head. “Could be anything.”


  “No, it was one thing and if we could find out what that was, we might be able to figure this whole thing out.”


  Frank put away his notebook, absently rubbed his hand across the dashboard.


  Jack put the car in park and leaned back in his seat.


  “And he’s not just scared for himself. Somehow he’s scared for Kate too.”


  Frank looked puzzled. “You think somebody threatened Kate?”


  Jack shook his head. “No. She would’ve told me. I think someone got the message to Luther that he either keeps quiet or else.”


  “You think the same people who tried to take him out?”


  “Maybe. I don’t know.”


  Frank made a fist with both hands and looked out the car window. He took a deep breath and looked back at Jack. “Look, you’ve got to get Luther to talk. If he can deliver us whoever did Christine Sullivan, I’ll recommend probation and community service in return for his cooperation; he won’t do any time. Hell, Sullivan would probably let him keep what he stole if we could nail the guy.”


  “Recommend?”


  “Let’s put it this way, I’ll cram it down Gorelick’s throat. Good enough?” Frank extended his hand.


  Jack slowly took it, eyeing the policeman steadily. “Good enough.”


  Frank got out of the car and then poked his head back in. “For what it’s worth, as far as I’m concerned, tonight never happened and everything you’ve said stays with me, no exceptions. Not even on the witness stand. I mean it.”


  “Thanks, Seth.”


  Seth Frank walked slowly back to his car as the Lexus pulled down the street, turned the corner and was gone.


  He understood exactly the kind of guy Luther Whitney was. So what the hell could scare that kind of a guy so badly? 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  IT WAS SEVEN-THIRTY IN THE MORNING WHEN JACK PULLED into the parking lot of the Middleton police station. The morning had broken clear but bitterly cold. Amid a number of snow-covered police cars was a black sedan with a cold hood that told him Seth Frank was an early riser.


  Luther looked different today; the orange prison clothes had been replaced with a brown two-piece suit, and his striped tie was conservative and professional. He could be an insurance salesman or a senior partner in a law firm, with his thick gray hair neatly trimmed, and the remnants of his island tan. Some defense attorneys saved the nice citizen clothes for the actual trial where the jury could see that the accused wasn’t such a bad guy, just misunderstood. But Jack was going to insist on the suit throughout. It wasn’t merely game playing; it was Jack’s firm conviction that Luther didn’t deserve to be paraded around in neon orange. He might be a criminal, but he wasn’t the kind of criminal where if you got too close you might get a shiv in your ribs or find a set of criminally insane teeth on your throat. Those guys deserved to wear the orange if only to make sure you always knew where they were in proximity to everyone else.


  Jack didn’t bother to open his briefcase this time. The routine was familiar. The charges against Luther would be read to him. The judge would ask Luther if he understood the charges and then Jack would enter the plea. Then the judge would take them through the dog-and-pony show to determine if Luther understood what a plea of not guilty entailed, and whether Luther was satisfied with his legal representation. The only problem was Jack had a nagging feeling that Luther might tell him to go to hell right in front of the judge and plead himself guilty. That was not unprecedented. And who knew? The damn judge might just accept it. But the judge would most likely follow the book closely, since, in a capital murder case, any screw-up along the way could be grounds for appeal. And death penalty appeals tended to last forever anyway. Jack would just have to take his chances.


  With any luck the entire proceeding would take all of five minutes. Then a trial date would be set and the real fun would begin.


  Since the commonwealth had gotten an indictment against him, Luther wasn’t entitled to a preliminary hearing. Not that having one would have done Jack any good, but he would’ve gotten a quick look at the commonwealth’s case and a crack at some of their witnesses on cross although the circuit court judges were usually diligent in not letting defense counsel use the prelim as a fishing expedition.


  He also could have waived the arraignment, but Jack’s thinking was to let them work for everything. And he wanted Luther in open court, for all to see, and he wanted that not guilty plea heard loud and clear. And then he was going to hit Gorelick with a change of venue motion and get this case the hell out of Middleton County. With any luck Gorelick would get bumped for a new ACA and Mr. Future Attorney General could stew on that disappointment for a few decades. Then Jack was going to make Luther talk. Kate would be protected. Luther would spill his story and then the deal of the century would be cut.


  Jack looked at Luther. “You look good.”


  Luther’s mouth curled up more in a smirk than a smile.


  “Kate would like to see you before the arraignment.”


  The response shot out of Luther’s mouth. “No!”


  “Why not? My God, Luther, you’ve wanted a relationship with her forever and now that she’s finally willing to come around, you clam up. Damn, I don’t understand you sometimes.”


  “I don’t want her anywhere near me.”


  “Look, she’s sorry about what she did. It tore her up. I’m telling you.”


  Luther swiveled his head around. “She thinks I’m mad at her?”


  Jack sat down. For the first time he finally had Luther’s attention. He should have tried this before.


  “Of course she does. Why else won’t you see her?”


  Luther looked down at the plain, wooden table and shook his head in disgust.


  “Tell her I’m not mad at her. She did the right thing. You tell her that.”


  “Why don’t you tell her?”


  Luther abruptly stood up and walked around the room. He stopped in front of Jack.


  “This place has a lot of eyes, you hear me? You understand me? Somebody sees her in here with me, then somebody might think she knows something she doesn’t. And believe me that is not good.”


  “Who are you talking about?”


  Luther sat back down. “Just tell her what I said. Tell her I love her and I always have and always will. You tell her that, Jack. No matter what.”


  “So you’re saying this somebody might think you told me something even if you haven’t?”


  “I told you not to take this case, Jack, but you wouldn’t listen.” 


  Jack shrugged, flipped open his briefcase and took out a copy of the Post. “Check out the lead story.”


  Luther glanced down at the front page. Then he angrily threw the paper against the wall. “Fucking bastard! Fucking bastard!” The words exploded out of the old man’s mouth.


  The door to the room flew open and a beefy guard poked his head in, one hand on his standard issue. Jack motioned that it was all right and the guy slowly backed out, his eyes glued on Luther.


  Jack went over and picked up the paper. The cover story had a photo of Luther taken outside the police station. The headline was in bold three-inch letters normally reserved for when the ’Skins won the Super Bowl: SULLIVAN MURDER SUSPECT ARRAIGNMENT TODAY. Jack scanned the rest of the front page. More killings in the former Soviet Union as ethnic cleansing continued. The Defense Department was preparing for another budget hit. Jack’s eyes glanced over but did not really register on President Alan Richmond announcing his intent to take another stab at welfare reform and a picture of him at a children’s center in impoverished Southeast D.C. that made for a nice photo op.


  The smiling face had hit Luther right between the temples. Holding poor black babies for all the world to see. Fucking, lying asshole. The fist hit Christine Sullivan again and again and again. Blood flew into the air. The hands wrapped around her neck like a wily serpent, crushing life without a thought. Stealing life, that’s what he had done. Kissing babies and killing women.


  “Luther? Luther?” Jack gently laid a hand on Luther’s shoulder. The old man’s frame was quaking like an engine in dire need of a tune-up, threatening to fly apart, no longer able to confine itself within a quickly eroding shell. For a terrible moment Jack wondered if Luther had killed the woman, if his old friend had perhaps gone over the edge. His fears were dispelled when Luther turned and looked at him. The calm had returned, the eyes were clear and focused once more. 


  “Just tell Kate what I said, Jack. And let’s go get this over with.”


  *   *   *


   


  THE MIDDLETON COURTHOUSE HAD LONG BEEN THE CENTER-piece of the county. A hundred and ninety-five years old, it had survived the British in the War of 1812 and the Yankees and the Confederates in the War of Northern Aggression or the Civil War depending on what side of the Mason-Dixon the person you asked hailed from. A costly renovation in 1947 had given it new life and the good townspeople expected it to be around for their great-grandchildren to enjoy and occasionally go inside, hopefully for nothing more than a traffic ticket or a marriage license.


  Where before it had stood alone at the end of the two-lane road that made up Middleton’s business district, it now shared space with antique shops, restaurants, a grocery market, a huge bed-and-breakfast and a service station that was all-brick in keeping with the architectural tradition of the area. Huddled within walking distance was a row of offices where the shingles of many a respected county lawyer hung with simple grace.


  Normally quiet except on Friday morning, which was motions day for the civil and criminal docket, the Middleton Courthouse now held a scene that would have caused the town’s forefathers to do somersaults in their final resting places. At first glance one could almost imagine that the Rebels and the Union Blue had returned to settle, once and for all, the score.


  Six television trucks with thick call letters emblazoned on their white sides held forth directly in front of the courthouse steps. Their broadcast masts were already rising skyward. Crowds ten-deep pushed and prodded against the wall of sheriffs reinforced by grim members of the Virginia State Police who stared silently at the mass of reporters pushing pads, microphones and pens into their faces. 


  Fortunately, the courthouse had a side entrance, which was at this moment surrounded by a semicircle of police, riot guns and shields front and center, daring anyone to come near. The van carrying Luther would come here. Unfortunately, the courthouse did not have an inside garage. But the police still felt they had matters under control. Luther would only be exposed for a few seconds at most.


  Across the street, rifle-toting police officers patrolled the sidewalks, eyes sweeping up and down, looking for the glint of metal, an open window that shouldn’t be.


  Jack looked out the small window of the courtroom that overlooked the street. The room was as large as an auditorium with a hand-carved bench that rose a full eight feet high and swept more than fifteen feet from end to end. The American and Virginia flags stood at attention on either side of the bench. A lone bailiff sat at a small table in front of the bench, a tug boat before the ocean liner.


  Jack checked his watch, eyed the security forces in place, then looked at the crush of media. Reporters were a defense attorney’s best friends or worst nightmare. A lot depended on what the reporters thought about a particular defendant and about a particular crime. A good reporter will cry loud and hard about his or her objectivity on a story at the same time they’re trashing your client in the latest edition, long before any verdict is in. Women journalists tended to go easier on defendants accused of rape, as they tried to avoid even the appearance of gender-bias. For similar reasons, the men seemed to bend over backward for battered women who had finally struck back. Luther would have no such luck. Ex-cons who murder rich, young women would receive the battering rams of all wordsmiths involved, regardless of sex.


  Jack had already received a dozen phone calls from Los Angeles–based production companies clamoring for Luther’s story. Before the guy had even entered a plea. They wanted his story and would pay for it. Pay well. Maybe Jack should tell them yes, come on in, but only on one condition. If he tells you anything you have to let me in on it, ’cause right now man, I’ve got nothing. Zip.


  He looked across the street. The armed guards gave him some comfort. Although there were police everywhere last time and the shot was still fired. At least this time the police were forewarned. They had things pretty much under control. But they had not counted on one thing, and that one thing was now coming down the street.


  Jack swung his head around as he watched the army of reporters and plain curious turn en masse and race to the motorcade. At first Jack thought it must be Walter Sullivan, until he saw the police motorcyclists followed by the Secret Service vans and finally the twin American flags on the limo.


  The army this man had brought with him dwarfed the one that was preparing to receive Luther Whitney.


  He watched as Richmond exited the vehicle. Behind him stepped the agent he had talked to earlier. Burton. That was the guy’s name. One tough, serious dude. His eyes swept the area like a radar beam. His hand within inches of the man, ready to pull him down in an instant. The Secret Service vans parked across the street. One pulled into an alleyway across from the courthouse and then Jack looked back at the President.


  An impromptu podium was set up and Richmond began his own little news conference as cameras clicked and half a hundred grown adults with journalism degrees tried to push and pull past their neighbor. A few ordinary and saner citizens were hovering in the back, two with video cameras recording what to them was certainly a special moment.


  Jack turned to find the bailiff, a granite wall of a black man, beside him.


  “Been here twenty-seven years and never had the man out here before. Now he’s been here twice in the same year. Go figure.”


  Jack smiled at him. “Well, if your friend had invested ten mil in your campaign you might be out here too.”


  “Lot of big boys against you.” 


  “That’s okay, I brought a big bat with me …”


  “Samuel, Samuel Long.”


  “Jack Graham, Samuel.”


  “You gonna need it, Jack, hope you loaded it with lead.”


  “So what do you think, Samuel? My guy gonna get a fair shake in here?”


  “You ask me that question two, three years ago I’d say yeah, damn straight you will. Yes sir.” He looked out at the crush of people. “You ask me today, I say I don’t know. I don’t care what court you’re in. Supreme Court, traffic court. Things are changing, man. Not just the courts either. Everything. Everybody. Whole goddamn world’s changing and I just don’t know anymore.”


  They both looked out the window again.


  The door to the courtroom opened and Kate entered. Instinctively, Jack turned around and looked at her. No courtroom attire today, she had on a black pleated skirt that tapered at the waist where a thin black belt encircled her. The blouse was simple and buttoned to the neck. Her hair was brushed back off her forehead and hung to her shoulders. Her cheeks were rosy from the bitter cold, a coat was draped over her arm.


  They sat together at the counsel table. Samuel discreetly disappeared.


  “It’s almost time, Kate.”


  “I know.”


  “Listen, Kate, like I told you on the phone, it’s not that he doesn’t want to see you, he’s afraid. He’s afraid for you. The man loves you more than anything.”


  “Jack, if he doesn’t start talking, you know what’s going to happen.”


  “Maybe, but I’ve got some leads to go on. The state’s case isn’t as foolproof as everyone seems to think.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Trust me on that one. Did you see the President outside?”


  “How could you miss him? It’s okay with me though. No one paid a bit of attention to me walking in.” 


  “He definitely relegates everybody else to wallflowers.”


  “Is he here yet?”


  “Soon.”


  Kate opened her purse and fumbled for some gum. Jack smiled and pushed her quivering fingers out of the way and pulled the pack out for her.


  “Couldn’t I at least talk to him on the phone?”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  They both sat back and waited. Jack’s hand slipped over Kate’s and they both looked up at the massive bench where in a few short minutes it would start. But for now they just waited. Together.


  *   *   *


   


  THE WHITE VAN ROUNDED THE CORNER, PASSED THE SEMICIRCLE OF police officers and came to a stop within a few feet of the side door. Seth Frank pulled up directly behind the van and got out, radio in hand. Two officers alighted from the van, scanned the area. This was good. The entire crowd was in the front gawking at the President. The officer in charge turned and nodded to another man inside the van. A few seconds later Luther Whitney, ankles and hands manacled, and his suit covered by a dark trench coat, emerged. His feet touched the ground and, with an officer in front and back, he started to make his way to the courthouse.


  That’s when the crowd hit the corner. They were following the President, who was purposefully striding down the sidewalk to where his limo was parked. As he passed the side of the courthouse, he looked up. As if sensing his presence, Luther, whose eyes had been pressed to the ground, also looked up. Their eyes locked for one terrible instant. The words escaped Luther’s lips before he knew what was happening.


  “Fucking bastard.” It was said quietly, but each officer heard something, because they looked around as the Presi
dent walked by a mere hundred feet away. They were surprised. And then their thoughts focused on one thing only.


  Luther’s knees buckled. At first both officers thought he was intentionally making their job harder until they saw the blood streaming down the side of his face. One of them shouted an expletive and grabbed Luther’s arm. The other pulled his gun and swung it in wide arcs at where he thought the shot had come from. The events that happened in the next few minutes seemed a blur to most people who were there. The sound of the shot was not entirely clear over the screams of the crowds. The Secret Service agents heard it, though. Burton had Richmond on the ground in a second. Twenty dark suits carrying automatic weapons made a human cocoon around them.


  Seth Frank watched as the Secret Service van tore out of the alley and blocked off the now hysterical crowd from the President. One agent emerged wielding a machine gun and scanned the street, barking into a radio.


  Frank directed his men to cover every square inch of the area; every intersection was cordoned off and a building-by-building search would commence. Truckloads of officers would arrive shortly, but somehow Frank knew it was too late.


  In another second Frank was beside Luther. He looked on in disbelief as the blood drenched the snow, warming it into a sickening pool of crimson. An ambulance was called and would be there in minutes. But Frank also knew it was too late for ambulances. Luther’s face had already gone white, the eyes stared blank, the fingers were curled tight. Luther Whitney had two new holes in his head and the damn round had put a hole in the van after exiting the man. Someone was taking no chances.


  Frank closed the dead man’s eyes and then looked around. The President was up and being hustled into his limo. In a few seconds the limo and the vans were gone. Reporters started to flock to the murder scene, but Frank motioned to his men and the journalists were met by a brick wall of infu
riated and embarrassed police officers who brandished their batons and hoped somebody tried something.


  Seth Frank looked down at the body. He took off his jacket despite the cold and laid it across Luther’s torso and face.


  Jack had made it to the window a few seconds after the screams started. His pulse was off the chart and his forehead was suddenly drenched in sweat.


  “Stay here, Kate.” He looked at her. She was frozen, her face having already registered a fact that Jack hoped beyond hope wasn’t true.


  Samuel had emerged from the inner sanctum.


  “What the hell’s going on?”


  “Samuel, keep an eye on her, please.”


  Samuel nodded and Jack hit the door running.


  Outside there were more men with guns than Jack had ever seen outside of a Hollywood war flick. He ran to the side of the courthouse and was about to have his head cracked open by a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound baton-wielding trooper when Frank’s voice boomed out.


  Jack warily approached. Each of his steps in the tight-packed snow seemed to take a month. All eyes seemed to be on him. The crumpled figure under the coat. The blood soaking the once pristine snowfall. The anguished and at the same time disgusted look on Detective Seth Frank’s features. He would remember each of these things for many sleepless nights, perhaps for the rest of his life.


  When he finally crouched down beside his friend, he started to draw back the jacket but then stopped. He turned around and looked back from where he had just come. The sea of reporters had parted. Even the wall of cops had hinged back just enough to let her through.


  Kate stood there for a long minute, no coat on, shivering in the wind that swept down through the funnel-like space between the buildings. She looked straight ahead, her eyes so focused they seemed to register on nothing and everything simultaneously. Jack started to rise, to go to her, but his legs did not have the strength. Just a few minutes ago, juiced and prepared to do battle, mad as hell at his uncooperative client, now every scintilla of energy had been stripped from his being.


  With Frank’s help he rose on unsteady legs and went to her. For once in their lives, nosy reporters did not attempt to ask questions. Photographers seemingly forgot to take their requisite shots. As Kate knelt beside her father and gently laid her hand on his still shoulder, the only sounds were the wind and the distant whine of the approaching ambulance. For a couple of minutes the world had stopped right outside the Middleton County Courthouse.


  *   *   *


   


  AS THE LIMO WHISKED HIM BACK TO TOWN, ALAN RICHMOND smoothed down his tie and poured a club soda. His thoughts ventured to the headlines that would drown the upcoming papers. The major news shows would be salivating for him, and he would milk it. He would continue on his normal schedule for the day. The rock-solid President. Shots fired around him and he doesn’t flinch, goes on about the business of running the country, of leading the people. He could envision the polls. A good ten points at least. And it had all been too easy. When was he ever going to feel a real challenge?


  Bill Burton looked over at the man as the limo neared the D.C. line. Luther Whitney had just caught the business end of the most deadly piece of ammo Collin could find to chamber his rifle with, and this guy was calmly sipping soda water. Burton felt sick to his stomach. And it still wasn’t over. He could never in his wildest dreams put any of this behind him, but perhaps he could live the rest of his life as a free man. A man whose children respected him, even if he no longer respected himself.


  As he continued to look at the President it occurred to Burton that the sonofabitch was proud of himself. He had seen such calmness before amidst extreme and calculated violence. No remorse because a human being’s existence had just been sacrificed. Instead, a rush of euphoria. Of triumph. Burton thought back to the marks on Christine Sullivan’s neck. To the busted jaw. To the ominous sounds he had heard from behind other bedroom doors. The Man of the People.


  Burton thought back to the meeting with Richmond where he had filled in his boss on all the facts. Other than seeing Russell squirm it had not been a pleasant experience.


  Richmond had stared at each of them. Burton and Russell sat side by side. Collin hovered next to the door. They were clustered in the First Family’s private quarters. A component of the White House the eager public was never permitted to see. The rest of the First Family was on a brief holiday visiting relatives. It was best that way. The most important member of that family was not in a pleasant mood.


  The President was, finally, fully cognizant of the facts, the most remarkable of which had been a letter opener bearing some particularly incriminating evidence, and which had ended up in the hands of their intrepid and felonious eyewitness. The blood had almost frozen in the President’s veins when Burton had told him. As the words fell out of the agent’s mouth, the President had swiveled his head in Russell’s direction.


  When Collin recounted Russell’s instructions not to wipe the blade and handle clean, the President had stood up and hovered over his Chief of Staff, who had pushed herself so far back in her chair that she seemed to have become part of the fabric. His stare was crushing. She finally covered her eyes with her hand. The underarms of her blouse were soaked in perspiration. Her throat was devoid of saliva.


  Richmond had sat back down and slowly crunched the ice from his cocktail and finally turned his gaze out the window. He was still dressed in a monkey suit from yet another en
gagement but the tie was undone. He was still looking out to nowhere when he spoke.


  “How long, Burton?”


  Burton stopped looking at the floor. “Who knows? Maybe forever.”


  “You know better than that. I want your professional assessment.”


  “Sooner than later. He’s got a lawyer now. Somehow, some way the guy’s gonna pop to somebody.”


  “Do we have any idea where ‘it’ is?”


  Burton rubbed his hands together uneasily. “No sir. The police searched his house, his car. If they had found the letter opener, I would’ve heard.”


  “But they know it’s missing from Sullivan’s house?”


  Burton nodded. “The police realize it has significance. If it turns up they’ll know what to do with it.”


  The President stood up and played his fingers across a particularly ugly gothic crystal collection of his wife’s that was displayed on one of the tables. Next to them were photos of his family. He never actually registered on their countenances. All he saw in their faces were the flames of his administration. His face seemed to redden before the invisible conflagration. History was in jeopardy of being rewritten and all because of a little K mart bimbo and an overly ambitious and incredibly stupid Chief of Staff.


  “Any idea who Sullivan employed?”


  Burton again answered. Russell was no longer an equal. Collin was there only to be told what to do. “Could be one of twenty or thirty high-priced hit men. Whoever it is he’s long gone by now.”


  “But you’ve laid the mental trail with our friend the detective?”


  “He knows that you ‘innocently’ told Walter Sullivan where and when. The guy’s plenty smart enough to follow up on that.”


  The President abruptly picked up one of the crystal pieces and hurled it against the wall where it shattered, sending fragments all across the room; his face contorted into a mass of hate and anger that made even Burton shudder. “Dammit, if he hadn’t missed, it would’ve been perfect.”


  Russell looked at the tiny shards of crystal on the carpet. That was her life. All those years of education, toiling, hundred-hour weeks. For this.


  “The police are going to follow up with Sullivan. I made sure the detective on the case understood Sullivan’s possible involvement.” Burton continued, “But even though he’s the most likely suspect, he’ll deny everything. They won’t be able to prove anything. I’m not sure where that gets us, sir.”


  Richmond strolled around the room. He could’ve been preparing for a speech or getting ready to shake hands with a troop of Boy Scouts from a Midwestern state. He was actually contemplating how to murder someone in a way that absolutely no blame, not even a hint of suspicion, would ever fall his way.


  “What if he tried again? And this time succeeded.”


  Burton looked puzzled. “How do we control what Sullivan does?”


  “By doing it ourselves.”


  No one said anything for a couple of minutes. Russell glanced incredulously at her boss. Her entire life had just gone straight to hell and now she was compelled to participate in a conspiracy to commit murder. She had felt emotionally numb since all of this had started. She had been absolutely certain her situation could not get any worse. And she had been absolutely wrong about that.


  Finally Burton ventured an analysis. “I’m not sure the police would believe Sullivan would be that crazy. He’s gotta know they’re on to him, but can’t prove anything. If we pop Whitney, I’m not sure they’d look Sullivan’s way.”


  The President stopped strolling. He stood directly in front of Burton. “So let the police reach that conclusion themselves, if they ever do.”


  The reality was that Richmond no longer needed Walter Sullivan to regain the White House. Perhaps more important, this was a perfect way to rid himself of the obligation to back Sullivan’s Ukraine deal over Russia; a decision that was growing into more and more of a potential liability. If Sullivan were even remotely implicated in the death of his wife’s killer, he would be doing no more global deals. Richmond’s support would be discreetly withdrawn. Everyone who counted would understand that silent retreat.


  “Alan, you want to set Sullivan up for a murder?” These were the first words Russell had spoken. Her face betrayed her complete astonishment.


  He looked at her, with unconcealed contempt in his eyes.


  “Alan, think about what you’re saying. This is Walter Sullivan, this is not some two-bit crook no one gives a damn about.”


  Richmond smiled. Her stupidity amused him. She had seemed so bright, so incredibly capable when he first brought her on board. He had been wrong.


  The President did some rough calculations. At best Sullivan had perhaps a twenty percent chance of going down for the killing. Given similar circumstances, Richmond would take those odds. Sullivan was a big boy, he could take care of himself. And if he faltered? Well, that was why they had prisons. He looked at Burton.


  “Burton, do you understand?”


  Burton didn’t answer.


  The President said sharply, “You were certainly prepared to kill the man before, Burton. As far as I can determine, the stakes haven’t changed. In fact they’re probably higher. For all of us. Do you understand, Burton?” Richmond paused for a moment, then repeated his question.


  Burton finally looked up and said quietly, “I understand.”


  For the next two hours they laid their plans.


  As the two Secret Service agents and Russell rose to leave, the President looked at her. “So tell me, Gloria, what happened to the money?” 


  Russell looked straight at him. “It was donated, anonymously, to the American Red Cross. I understand it was one of their biggest single contributions ever.”


  The door closed and the President had smiled. Nice part
ing shot. Enjoy it, Luther Whitney. Enjoy it while you can,
you insignificant little nothing.



  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  WALTER SULLIVAN SETTLED INTO HIS CHAIR WITH A BOOK but never opened it. His mind wandered back. Back to events that seemed more ethereal, more wholly unconnected to his person than anything else that had ever happened in his life. He had hired a man to kill. To kill someone who stood accused of murdering his wife. The job had been botched. A fact for which Sullivan was quietly thankful. For his grief had subsided enough to where he knew what he had attempted to do was wrong. A civilized society must follow certain procedures unless it were to become uncivilized. And no matter how painful it would be to him, he was a civilized man. He would follow the rules.


  It was then that he looked down at the newspaper. Many days old now, its contents continued to beat incessantly into his head. The thick, dark headlines shone back at him on the white background of the page. As he turned his attention to it, distant suspicions in his mind were starting to crystallize. Walter Sullivan was not only a billionaire, he possessed a brilliant and perceptive mind. One that saw every detail along with every landscape.


  Luther Whitney was dead. The police had no suspects. Sullivan had checked the obvious solution. McCarty had been in Hong Kong on the day in question. Sullivan’s last directive to the man had indeed been heeded. Walter Sullivan had called off his hunt. But someone else had taken up the chase in his place.


  And Walter Sullivan was the only person who knew that for a fact other than his bungling assassin.


  Sullivan looked at his old timepiece. It was barely seven in the morning and he had been up for four hours already. The twenty-four hours in a day meant little to him anymore. The older he grew, the less important became the parameters of time. Four o’clock in the morning could find him wide awake on a plane over the Pacific while two in the afternoon might be the halfway point in his sleep for the day.


  There were many facts that he was sifting through, and his mind worked rapidly. A CAT scan done at his last physical evidenced a brain with the youth and vigor of a twenty-year-old. And that splendid mind was now working toward the few undeniable facts that were leading its owner to a conclusion that would amaze even him.


  He picked up the phone on his desk and looked around the highly polished cherry paneling of his study as he dialed the number.


  In a moment he had been put through to Seth Frank. Unimpressed with the man early on, Sullivan had grudgingly given him his due with the arrest of Luther Whitney. But now?


  “Yes sir, Mr. Sullivan, what can I do for you?”


  Sullivan cleared his throat. His voice had a humble note to it that was as far from his customary tone as was possible. Even Frank picked up on it.


  “I had a question regarding the information I had given you earlier about Christy, um, Christine’s sudden departure on the way to the airport for our trip to the estate in Barbados.”


  Frank sat up in his chair. “Did you remember something else?”


  “Actually I wanted to verify whether I had given you any reason for her not going on the trip.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “Well, I suppose my age is catching up with me. My bones aren’t the only thing deteriorating I’m afraid, though I don’t care to admit it to myself much less anyone else, Lieutenant. More to the point I thought I had told you she had taken ill and had to return home. I mean I thought that’s what I had told you in any event.”


  Seth took a moment to pull his file, although he was certain of the answer. “You said she didn’t give a reason, Mr. Sullivan. Just said she wasn’t going, and you didn’t push it.”


  “Ah. Well I guess that settles that. Thank you, Lieutenant.”


  Frank stood up. One hand lifted a cup of coffee and then put it back down. “Wait a minute, Mr. Sullivan. Why would you think you had told me that your wife was sick? Was she sick?”


  Sullivan paused before answering. “Actually no, Lieutenant Frank. She was remarkably healthy. To answer your question, I believe I thought I had told you differently because, to tell you the truth, aside from my occasional memory lapses, I think I’ve spent these last two months trying to convince myself that Christine staying behind was for some reason. Any reason, I guess.”


  “Sir?”


  “To, in my own mind, justify what happened to her. To not let it be just a damn coincidence. I don’t believe in fate, Lieutenant. For me, everything has a purpose. I suppose I wanted to convince myself that Christine’s staying behind did too.”


  “Oh.” 


  “I apologize if an old man’s foolishness has caused you any unnecessary perplexity.”


  “Not at all, Mr. Sullivan.”


  *   *   *


   


  WHEN FRANK HUNG UP THE PHONE HE ENDED UP STARING AT the wall for a good five minutes. Now what the hell had all that been about?


  Following up on Bill Burton’s suggestion, Frank had made discreet inquiries into Sullivan having possibly hired a contract killer to make sure his wife’s presumed killer never stood trial. Those inquiries were going slow; one had to tread cautiously in these types of waters. Frank had a career to think about, a family to support, and men like Walter Sullivan had an army of very influential friends in government who could make the detective’s professional life miserable.


  The day after the slug had ended Luther Whitney’s life, Seth Frank had made immediate inquiries as to Sullivan’s whereabouts at the time although Frank was under no delusions that the old man had pulled the trigger on the cannon that had propelled Luther Whitney into the hereafter. But murder for hire was a particularly wicked deed, and although perhaps the detective could understand the billionaire’s motivation, the fact was he had probably gunned down the wrong guy. This latest conversation with Sullivan left him with even more questions and no new answers.


  Seth Frank sat down and wondered briefly if this nightmare of a case would ever leave his watch.


  *   *   *


   


  A HALF HOUR LATER SULLIVAN PLACED A CALL TO A LOCAL television station of which he happened to own a controlling interest. His request was simple and to the point. In an hour a package was delivered to his front door. After one of the staff handed him the square box he ushered her out, shut and locked the door to the room he was in, and pressed a small lever on a portion of the wall. The small panel slid down silently, revealing a very sophisticated audiocassette tape deck. Behind most of this wall rested a cutting-edge home theater system that Christine Sullivan had seen in a magazine one day and simply had to have, although her tastes in video entertainment ventured from pornography to soap opera, neither of which in any way taxed the electronic muscle of this monolithic system.


  Sullivan carefully unwrapped the audiocassette and placed it inside the tape deck; the door automatically closed and the tape began to play. Sullivan listened for a few moments. When he heard the words, no emotion was revealed on his intricate features. He had expected to hear what he had. He had outright lied to the detective. His memory was excellent. If only his sight were half as good. For he had indeed been a blind idiot to this reality. The emotion that finally penetrated the inscrutable line of his mouth and the deep gray of his introspective eyes was anger. Anger like he had not felt in a long time. Not even at Christy’s death. A fury that would only be relieved through action. And Sullivan firmly believed that your first salvo should be your last because that meant that either you got them, or they got you, and he was not in the habit of losing.


  *   *   *


   


  THE FUNERAL WAS CONDUCTED IN HUMBLE SURROUNDINGS and with only three people other than the priest in attendance. It had taken the utmost secrecy to avoid the obvious assaults by the armies of journalists. Luther’s casket was closed. The remains of violent trauma to the head was not the lasting impression loved ones typically wanted to carry away with them.


  Neither the background of the deceased nor the means of his demise mattered the slightest to the man of God, and the service was appropriately reverent. The drive to the nearby cemetery was short as was the procession. Jack and Kate drove over together; behind them was Seth Frank. He had sat in the back of the church, awkward and uncomfortable. Jack had shaken his hand; Kate had refused to acknowledge him.


  Jack leaned against his car and watched Kate as she sat in the fold-up metal chair next to the earthen pit that had just accepted her father. Jack looked around. This cemetery was not home to grandiose monuments of tribute. It was rare to see a grave marker sticking up, most were the in-the-dirt variety; a dark rectangle with its owner’s name, dates of entry and exit from the living. A few said “in loving memory,” most ventured no parting remarks.


  Jack looked back at Kate and he saw Seth Frank start toward her, then the detective apparently thought better of his decision and made his way quietly over to the Lexus.


  Frank took off his sunglasses. “Nice service.”


  Jack shrugged. “Nothing’s really nice about getting killed.” Though miles away from Kate’s position on the issue, he had not entirely forgiven Frank for allowing Luther Whitney to die like that.


  Frank fell silent, studied the finish on the sedan, drew out a cigarette, then changed his mind. He stuck his hands in his pockets and stared off.


  He had attended Luther Whitney’s autopsy. The transient cavitation had been immense. The shock waves had dissipated radially out from the bullet track to such an extent that fully half the man’s brain had literally disintegrated. And it was no small wonder. The slug they’d dug out of the seat of the police van was an eye-popper. A .460 Magnum round. The Medical Examiner had told Frank that type of ammo was often used for sports hunting, big game in particular. And it was no wonder, since the round had slammed into Whitney with stopping power equal to over eight thousand pounds of energy. It was like someone had dropped a plane on the poor guy. Big game hunting. Frank shook his head wearily. And it had happened on his watch, right in front of him in fact. He would never forget that.


  Frank looked over the green expanse of the final resting place for over twenty thousand dearly departed. Jack leaned back against the car and followed Frank’s gaze.


  “So any leads?”


  The detective dug a toe in the dirt. “A few. None of them really going anywhere.”


  They both straightened up as Kate rose, laid a small arrangement of flowers on the mound of dirt, and then stood, staring off. The wind had died down, and although cold, the sun was bright and warming.


  Jack buttoned his coat up. “So what now? Case closed? Nobody would blame you.”


  Frank smiled, decided he’d have that smoke after all. “Not by a fucking long shot, chief.”


  “So what are you gonna do?”


  Kate turned and started to walk toward the car. Seth Frank put his hat back on, pulled out his car keys.


  “Simple, find me a murderer.”


  *   *   *


   


  “KATE, I KNOW HOW YOU FEEL, BUT YOU HAVE TO BELIEVE ME. He didn’t blame you for anything. None of this was your fault. Like you said, you were pushed into the middle involuntarily. You didn’t ask for any of this. Luther understood that.”


  They were in Jack’s car driving back into the city. The sun was eye level and dropping perceptibly with each mile. They had sat in his car at the cemetery for almost two hours because she didn’t want to leave. As though if she waited long enough he would climb out of his grave and join them.


  She cracked the window and a narrow stream of air engulfed the interior, dispelling the new-car smell with the thick moistness that heralded another storm.


  “Detective Frank hasn’t given up on the case, Kate. He’s still looking for Luther’s killer.”


  She finally looked at him. “I really don’t care what he says he’s going to do.” She touched her nose, which was red and swollen and hurt like hell.


  “Come on, Kate. It’s not like the guy wanted Luther to get shot.”


  “Oh really? A case full of holes that gets blown apart at trial leaving everyone involved, including the detective in charge, looking like complete idiots. Instead you have a corpse, and a closed case. Now tell me again what the master detective wants?”


  Jack stopped for a red light and slumped back in his seat. He knew that Frank was shooting straight with him, but there was no way in hell he was going to convince Kate of that fact.


  The light changed and he moved through traffic. He checked his watch. He had to get back to the office, assuming he had an office to go back to.


  “Kate, I don’t think you should be alone right now. How about I crash at your place for a few nights? You brew the coffee in the morning and I’ll take care of the dinners. Deal?”


  He had expected an immediate and negative response and had already prepared his rejoinder.


  “Are you sure?”


  Jack looked over at her, found wide, puffy eyes on him. Every nerve in her body seemed ready to scream. As he walked himself through the paces of what was, to both of them, a tragedy, he suddenly realized that he was still totally oblivious to the enormity of the pain and guilt she was experiencing. It stunned him, even more than the sound of the shot as he sat holding her hand. Knowing before their fingers ever parted that Luther was dead.


  “I’m sure.”


  That night he had just settled himself on the couch. The blanket was drawn up to his neck, his bulwark against the draft that hit him chest high from an invisible crevice in the window across from him. Then he heard a door squeak and she walked out of her bedroom. She wore the same robe as before, her hair drawn up tightly in a bun. Her face looked fresh and clean; only a slight red sheen hovering around her cheeks hinted at the internal trauma.


  “Do you need anything?”


  “I’m fine. This couch is a lot more comfortable than I thought it would be. I’ve still got the same one from our apartment in Charlottesville. I don’t even think it has any springs left. I think they all retired.”


  She didn’t smile, but she did sit down next to him.


  When they had lived together she had taken a bath every night. Coming to bed she had smelled so good it had nearly driven him mad. Like the breath of a newborn, there was absolutely nothing imperfect about it. And she had played dumb for a while until he lay exhausted on top of her and she would smile a decidedly wicked little smile and stroke him and he would ruminate for several minutes on how it was so crystal-clear to him that women ruled the world.


  He found his baser instincts creeping firmly ahead as she leaned her head against his shoulder. But her exhausted manner, her total apathy, swiftly quelled his secular inclinations and left him feeling more than a little guilty.


  “I’m not sure I’m going to be very good company.”


  Had she sensed what he was feeling? How could she? Her mind, everything about her, must be a million miles away from this spot.


  “Being entertained was not part of the deal. I can look after myself, Kate.”


  “I really appreciate your doing this.”


  “I can’t think of anything more important.”


  She squeezed his hand. As she rose to go the flap on her robe came undone exposing more than just her long, slender legs and he was glad she would be in another room that night. His ruminations until the early-morning hours ran the gamut from visions of white knights with large dark spots disfiguring their pristine armor to idealistic lawyers who slept miserably alone.


  On the third night he had settled in again on the couch. And, as before, she came out of her bedroom; the slight squeak made him lay down the magazine he was reading. But this time she did not go to the couch. He finally craned his neck around and found her watching him. She did not look apathetic tonight. And tonight she was not wearing the robe. She turned and went back inside her bedroom. The door stayed open.


  For a moment he did nothing. Then he rose, went to the door and peered in. Through the darkness he could make out her form on the bed. The sheet was at the foot of the bed. The contours of her body, once as familiar to him as his own, confronted him. She looked at him. He could just make out the ovals of her eyes as they focused on him. She did not put out her hand for him; he recalled that she had never done that.


  “Are you sure about this?” He felt compelled to ask it. He wanted no hurt feelings in the morning, no crushed, confused emotions.


  For an answer she rose and pulled him to the bed. The mattress was firm, and warm where she had been. In another moment he was as naked as she. He instinctively traced the half-moon, moved his hand around the crooked mouth, which now touched his. Her eyes were open and this time, and it had been a long time, there were no tears, no swelling, just the look he had grown so used to, expected to have around forever. He slowly put his arms around her.


  *   *   *


   


  THE HOME OF WALTER SULLIVAN HAD SEEN VISITING dignitaries of incredibly high rank. But tonight was special even compared to past events.


  Alan Richmond raised his glass of wine and gave a brief but eloquent toast to his host as the four other carefully selected couples clinked their glasses. The First Lady, radiant in a simple, black dress, ash blonde hair framing a sculpted face that had worn remarkably well over the years and made for delightful photo ops, smiled at the billionaire. Accustomed as she was to being surrounded by wealth and brains and refinement, she, like most people, was still in awe of Walter Sullivan and men like him, if only for their rarity on the planet.


  Technically still in mourning, Sullivan was in a particularly gregarious mood. Over imported coffee in the spacious library the conversation ventured from global business opportunities, the latest maneuvering of the Federal Reserve Board, the ’Skins’ chances against the Forty-niners that Sunday, to the election the following year. There were none in attendance who thought Alan Richmond would have a different occupation after the votes were counted.


  Except for one person.


  In saying his good-byes the President leaned into Walter Sullivan to embrace the older man and say a few private words. Sullivan smiled at the President’s remarks. Then the old man stumbled slightly but righted himself by grasping the arms of the President.


  After his guests had gone, Sullivan smoked a cigar in his study. As he moved to the window, the lights from the presidential motorcade quickly faded from view. In spite of himself, Sullivan had to smile. The image of the slight wince in the President’s eye as Sullivan had gripped his forearm had made for a particularly victorious moment. A long shot, but sometimes long shots paid off. Detective Frank had been very open with the billionaire about the detective’s theories regarding the case. One theory that had particularly interested Walter Sullivan was his wife having wounded her assailant with the letter opener, possibly in the leg or arm. It must have cut deeper than the police had thought. Possible nerve damage. A surface wound certainly would have had time to heal by now.


  Sullivan slowly walked out of the study, turning off the light as he exited. President Alan Richmond had assuredly felt only a small pain when Sullivan’s fingers had sunk into his flesh. But as with a heart attack, a small pain was so often followed by a much larger one. Sullivan smiled broadly as he considered the possibilities.


  *   *   *


   


  FROM ATOP THE KNOLL WALTER SULLIVAN STARED AT THE  little wooden house with the green tin roof. He pulled his muffler around his ears, steadied his weakened legs with a thick walking stick. The cold was bitter in the hills of southwest Virginia this time of year and the forecast pointed unerringly to snow, and a lot of it.


  He made his way down across the, for now, iron-hard ground. The house was in an excellent state of repair thanks to his limitless pocketbook and a deep sense of nostalgia that seemed to more and more consume him as he grew closer to becoming a thread of the past himself. Woodrow Wilson was in the White House and the earth was heavily into the First World War when Walter Patrick Sullivan had first seen the glimmer of light with the aid of a midwife and the grim determination of his mother, Millie, who had lost all three previous children, two in childbirth.


  His father, a coal miner—it seems everyone’s father was a coal miner in that part of Virginia back then—had lived until his son’s twelfth birthday and then had abruptly expired from a series of maladies brought on by too much coal dust and too little rest. For years the future billionaire had watched his daddy stagger into the house, every muscle exhausted, the face as black as their big Labrador’s coat, and collapse on the little bed in the back room. Too tired to eat, or play with the little boy who each day hoped for some attention but ended up getting none from a father whose perpetual weariness was so painful to witness.


  His mother had lived long enough to see her offspring become one of the richest men in the world, and her dutiful son had taken great pains to ensure that she had every comfort his immense resources could provide. For a tribute to his late father, he had purchased the mine that had killed him. Five million cash. He had paid a fifty-thousand-dollar bonus to every miner in the place and then he had, with great ceremony, shut it down.


  He opened the door and went inside. The gas fireplace threw warmth into the room without the necessity of firewood. The pantry was stocked with enough food for the next six months. Here he was entirely self-sufficient. He never allowed anyone to stay here with him. This had been his homestead. All with the right to be here, with the exception of himself, were dead. He was alone and he wanted it that way.


  The simple meal he prepared was lingered over while he stared moodily out the window where in the failing light he could just make out the circle of naked elms near the house; the branches waved to him with slow, melodic movements.


  The interior of the house had not been returned to its original condition or configuration. This was his birthplace but it had not been a happy childhood amid poverty that threatened never to go away. The sense of urgency spawned from that time had served Sullivan well in his career, for it fueled him with a stamina, a resolve before which many an obstacle had wilted.


  He cleaned the plates, and went into the small room that had once been his parents’ bedroom. Now it contained a comfortable chair, a table and several bookcases that housed an extremely select collection of reading material. In the corner was a small cot, for the room also served as his sleeping chamber.


  Sullivan picked up the sophisticated cellular phone that lay on the table. He dialed a number known only to a handful of people. A voice on the other line came on. Then Sullivan was put on hold for a moment before another voice came on.


  “Goodness, Walter, I know you tend to keep odd hours, but you really should try to slow down a bit. Where are you?”


  “You can’t slow down at my age, Alan. If you do, you might not start back up again. I’d much rather explode in a fireball of activity than recede faintly into the mists. I hope I’m not disturbing something important.”


  “Nothing that can’t wait. I’m getting better about prioritizing world crises. Was there something you needed?”


  Sullivan took a moment to place a small recording device next to the receiver. One never knew.


  “I only had one question, Alan.” Sullivan paused. It occurred to him that he was enjoying this. Then he thought of Christy’s face in the morgue and his face became grim.


  “What’s that?”


  “Why did you wait so long to kill the man?”


  In the silence that followed, Sullivan could hear the pattern of breathing on the other end of the phone. To his credit Alan Richmond did not start to hyperventilate; in fact, his breathing remained normal. Sullivan came away impressed and a little disappointed.


  “Come again?”


  “If your men had missed, you might be meeting with your attorney right now, planning your defense against impeachment. You must admit you cut it rather close.”


  “Walter, are you all right? Has something happened to you? Where are you?”


  Sullivan held the receiver away from his ear for a moment. The phone had a scrambling device that made any possible tracing of his location impossible. If they were trying to lock in his position right now, as he was reasonably certain they were, they would be confronted with a dozen locations from which the call was supposedly originating, and not one of them anywhere near where he actually was. The device had cost him ten thousand dollars. But, then, it was only money. He smiled again. He could talk as long as he wanted.


  “Actually I haven’t felt this good in a long while.”


  “Walter, you’re not making any sense. Who was killed?”


  “You know I wasn’t all that surprised when Christy didn’t want to go to Barbados. Honestly, I figured she wanted to stay behind and do some alley-catting with a few of the young men she had targeted over the summer. It was funny when she said she wasn’t feeling well. I remember sitting in the limo and thinking what her excuse would be. She wasn’t all that creative, poor girl. Her cough was particularly phony. I suppose in school she used the dog-ate-my-homework with alarming regularity.”


  “Walt—”


  “The odd thing was that when the police questioned me regarding why she hadn’t come with me, I suddenly realized I couldn’t tell them that Christy had claimed illness. You may recall that there were rumors of affairs floating in the papers about that time. I knew if I reported her not feeling well, coupled with her not joining me in the islands, that the tabloids would soon have her pregnant with another man’s child even if the autopsy confirmed otherwise. People love to assume the worst and the juiciest, Alan, you understand that. When you’re impeached they’ll assume the worst of you of course. And deservedly so.”


  “Walter, will you please tell me where you are? You are obviously not feeling well.”


  “Would you like me to play the tape for you, Alan? The one from the press conference where you gave me that particularly moving line about things that happen that have no meaning. It was quite a nice thing to say. A private comment between old friends that was picked up by several TV and radio stations in the area but that never made the light of day. It’s a tribute to your popularity, I suppose, that no one picked up on it. You were being so charming, so supportive, who cared if you said Christy was sick. And you did say that, Alan. You told me that if Christy hadn’t gotten sick she wouldn’t have been murdered. She would’ve gone with me to the island and she would be alive today.


  “I was the only one Christy told about being sick, Alan. And as I said, I never even told the police. So how did you know?”


  “You must have told me.”


  “I neither met nor spoke with you prior to the press conference. That much is easily confirmed. My schedule is monitored by the minute. As President your whereabouts and communications are pretty much known at all times. I say pretty much, because on the night Christy was killed you were certainly not among your usual haunts. You happened to be in my house, and more to the point, in my bedroom. At the press conference we were surrounded by dozens of people at all times. Everything we said to each other is on tape somewhere. You didn’t learn it from me.”


  “Walter, please tell me where you are. I want to help you through this.”


  “Christy was never really good at keeping things straight. She must have been so proud of her subterfuge with me. She probably bragged to you, didn’t she? How she had snookered the old man? Because in fact my late wife was the only person in the world who could’ve told you that she had feigned illness. And you carelessly uttered those words to me. I don’t know why it took me so long to arrive at the truth. I suppose I was so obsessed with finding Christy’s killer that I accepted the burglary theory without question. Perhaps it was also subconscious self-denial. Because I was never wholly ignorant of Christy’s desires for you. But I guess I just didn’t want to believe you could do that to me. I should have assumed the worst in human nature and I would not have found myself disappointed. But as they say, better late than never.”


  “Walter, why did you call me?”


  Sullivan’s voice grew more quiet but lost none of its force, none of its intensity. “Because, you bastard, I wanted to be the one to tell you of your new future. It will involve lawyers and courts and more public exposure than even as President you ever dreamed was possible. Because I didn’t want you to be wholly surprised when the police presented themselves on your doorstep. And most of all, I wanted you to know exactly who to thank for all of it.”


  The President’s voice became tense. “Walter, if you want me to help you, I will. But I am the President of the United States. And although you are one of my oldest friends, I will not tolerate this type of accusation from you or anyone else.” 


  “That’s good, Alan. Very good. You discerned that I would be taping the conversation. Not that it matters.” Sullivan paused for a moment, then continued. “My protégé, Alan. Taught you everything I knew, and you learned well. Well enough to hold the highest office in the land. Fortunately, your fall will also be the steepest.”


  “Walter, you’ve been under a lot of stress. For the last time, please get some help.”


  “Funny, Alan, that’s precisely my advice to you.”


  Sullivan clicked off the phone and turned off the recorder. His heart was beating abnormally fast. He put one hand against his chest, forced himself to relax. A coronary was not going to be allowed. He was going to be around to see this one.


  He looked out the window and then at the inside of the room. His little homestead. His father had died in this very room. Somehow, that thought was comforting to him.


  He lay back in the chair and closed his eyes. In the morning he would call the police. He would tell them everything and he would give them the tape. Then he would sit back and watch. Even if they didn’t convict Richmond, his career was over. Which was to say the man was as good as dead, professionally, spiritually, mentally. Who cared if his physical carcass lingered? So much the better. Sullivan smiled. He had sworn that he would avenge his wife’s killer. And he had.


  It was the sudden sensation of his hand rising from his side that brought his eyes open. And then his hand was being closed around a cold, hard object. It wasn’t until the barrel touched the side of his head that he really reacted. And by then it was too late.


  *   *   *


   


  AS THE PRESIDENT LOOKED AT THE PHONE RECEIVER, HE checked his watch. It would be over right about now. Sullivan had taught him well. Too well, as it had turned out, for the teacher. He had been almost certain Sullivan would contact him directly prior to announcing the President’s culpability to the world. That had made it relatively simple. Richmond rose and headed upstairs to his private quarters. The thought of the late Walter Sullivan had already passed from his mind. It was not efficient or productive to linger over a vanquished foe. It only set you back for your next challenge. Sullivan had also taught him that.


  *   *   *


   


  IN THE TWILIGHT THE YOUNGER MAN STARED AT THE HOUSE. He had heard the shot, but his eyes never stopped staring at the dim light in the window.


  Bill Burton rejoined Collin in a few seconds. He could not even look at his partner. Two trained and dedicated Secret Service agents, killers of young women and old men.


  On the drive back, Burton sank back in his seat. It was finally over. Three people dead, counting Christine Sullivan. And why not count her? That’s what had started this whole nightmare.


  Burton looked down at his hand, still barely able to comprehend that it had just curled around the grip of a gun, forced a trigger back and ended a man’s life. With his other hand Burton had taken the cassette recorder and the tape. They were in his pocket headed for the incinerator.


  When he had checked the telephone tap and listened to Sullivan’s phone conversation with Seth Frank, Burton had no idea what the old man was getting at with Christine Sullivan’s “illness.” But when he reported the information to the President, Richmond had looked out the window for some minutes, a shade paler than he had been when Burton had entered the room. Then he had phoned the White House Media Department. A few minutes later they had both listened to the tape from the first press conference on the Middleton Courthouse steps. To the President commiserating with his old friend, about the whimsical nature of life; how Christine Sullivan would still be alive if she hadn’t taken ill. Having forgotten that Christine Sullivan had told him that on the day of her death. A fact that could be proven. A fact that could possibly topple all of them.


  Burton had slumped back in his chair, stared at his boss, who silently looked at the tape as if he were trying to erase its words with his thoughts. Burton shook his head incredulously. Caught up in his own mushy rhetoric, just like a politician.


  “What do we do now, Chief? Make a run for it on Air Force One?” Burton was only half-joking as he studied the carpet. He was too numb to even think anymore.


  He looked up to find the President’s eyes full upon him. “Walter Sullivan is the only living person, other than ourselves, who knows the significance of this information.”


  Burton rose from his chair and returned the stare. “My job doesn’t include popping people just because you tell me to.”


  The President would not take his eyes from Burton’s face. “Walter Sullivan is now a direct threat to us. He is also fucking with us and I don’t like people fucking with me. Do you?”


  “He’s got a damned good reason to, don’t you think?”


  Richmond picked up a pen from his desk and twirled it between his fingers. “If Sullivan talks we lose everything. Everything.” The President snapped his fingers. “Gone. Just like that. And I will do everything possible to avoid it happening.”


  Burton dropped into his chair, his belly suddenly on fire. “How do you know he hasn’t already?”


  “Because I know Walter,” the President said simply. “He’ll do it in his own way. And it will be spectacular. But deliberate. He is not a man who rushes into anything. But when he does act, the results will be swift and crushing.”


  “Great.” Burton put his head in his hands, his mind whirling faster than he thought possible. Years of training had instilled in him an almost innate ability to process information instantly, think on his feet, act a fraction of a second before anyone else could. Now his brain was a muddle, like day-old coffee, thick and soupy; nothing was clear. He looked up.


  “But killing the guy?” 


  “I can guarantee you that Walter Sullivan is right this minute plotting how best to destroy us. That type of action does not invoke sympathy from me.”


  The President leaned back in his chair. “Plainly and simply this man has decided to fight us. And one has to live with the consequences of one’s decisions. Walter Sullivan knows that better than anyone alive.” The President’s eyes again lasered in on Burton’s. “The question is, are we prepared to fight back?”


  *   *   *


   


  COLLIN AND BURTON HAD SPENT THE LAST THREE DAYS  following Walter Sullivan. When the car had dropped him off in the middle of nowhere, Burton both couldn’t believe his luck and experienced deep sadness for his target, now, truly, a sitting duck.


  Husband and wife wiped out. As the car sped back to the Capital City, Burton unconsciously rubbed at his hand, trying to whittle away the filth he felt in every crevice. What turned his skin cold was the realization that he could never wipe away the feelings he was having, the reality of what he had done. The rock-bottom emotional barometer would be with him every minute of every day of the rest of his days. He had traded his life for another. Again. His backbone, for so long a steel beam, had wilted to pitiful rubber. Life had given him the supreme challenge and he had failed.


  He dug his fingers into the armrest and stared out the window into the darkness. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  THE APPARENT SUICIDE OF WALTER SULLIVAN ROCKED NOT only the financial community. The funeral was attended by the high and mighty from all over the world. In an appropriately solemn and lavish ceremony at Washington’s St. Matthew’s Cathedral, the man was eulogized by a half-dozen dignitaries. The most famous had gone on for a full twenty minutes about the great human being Walter Sullivan had been, and also about the great stress he had been under and how those under such strain sometimes do things they would otherwise never contemplate. When Alan Richmond had finished speaking, there was not a dry cheek in the place, and the tears that dampened his own face were seemingly genuine. He had always been impressed with his superb oratorical skills.


  The long funeral procession streamed out, and, over three and one half hours later, ended at the tiny house where Walter Sullivan had begun, and ended, his life. As the limos scrambled for space on the narrow, snow-covered road, Walter Sullivan was carried down and interred next to his parents, on the little knoll where the view down the valley was by far the richest part of the place.


  As the dirt covered the coffin, and the friends of Walter Sullivan made their way back to the realm of the living, Seth Frank studied every face. He watched as the President made his way back to his limo. Bill Burton saw him, registered surprise for an instant, and then nodded. Frank nodded back.


  When all the mourners had gone, Frank turned his attention to the little house. The yellow police lines were still around the perimeter and two uniformed officers stood guard.


  Frank walked over, flashed his badge and entered.


  It seemed the height of irony that one of the wealthiest men in the world had chosen a place like this to die. Walter Sullivan had been a walking poster child for Horatio Alger tales. Frank admired a man who had risen in the world on his own merit, sheer guts and determination. Who wouldn’t?


  He looked again at the chair where the body had been found, the gun beside it. The weapon had been pressed against Sullivan’s left temple. The stellate wound, large and ragged, had preceded the massive bursting fracture that had ended the man’s life. The gun had fallen on the left side of the floor. The presence of the contact wound and powder burns on the deceased’s palm had prompted the locals to file the case away as a suicide, the facts of which were simple and straightforward. A grieving Walter Sullivan had exacted revenge on his wife’s killer and then taken his own life. His associates had confirmed that Sullivan had been out of touch for days, unusual for him. He rarely came to this retreat and whenever he did, someone knew his whereabouts. The newspaper found beside the body had proclaimed the death of his wife’s suspected murderer. All the signs pointed to a man who had intended on ending his life.


  What bothered Frank was one small fact that he had purposefully not shared with anyone. He had met Walter Sullivan the day he had come to the morgue. During that meeting, Sullivan had signed off on several forms related to the autopsy and an inventory of his wife’s few possessions.


  And Sullivan had signed those forms with his right hand.


  It was inconclusive in itself. Sullivan could have held the gun in his left hand for any number of reasons. His fingerprints were on the gun clear as day, maybe too clear, Frank thought to himself.


  The physical condition of the gun: it was untraceable; the serial numbers had been so expertly obliterated that even the scope couldn’t pull up anything. A completely sterilized weapon. The kind you’d expect to find at a crime scene. But why would Walter Sullivan be concerned about anyone tracing a gun he was going to use to kill himself? The answer was he wouldn’t. But again the fact was inconclusive since the person providing Sullivan the weapon could have obtained it illegally, although Virginia was one of the easier states in which to purchase a handgun, much to the dismay of police departments in the northeast corridor of the country.


  Frank finished with the interior and paced outside. The snow still lay thickly on the ground. Sullivan had been dead before the snow had started, the autopsy had confirmed that. It was fortunate that his people knew the location of the house. They had come looking for him and the body had been discovered within approximately twelve hours of death.


  No, the snow would not help Frank. The entire place was so isolated there was no one even to ask if anything suspicious had been observed on the night of Sullivan’s death.


  His counterpart from the county sheriff’s department climbed out of his car and hustled over to where Frank was standing. The man carried a file with some papers in it. He and Frank conversed for a few moments and then Frank thanked him, climbed in his car and drove off.


  The autopsy report indicated that Walter Sullivan had died sometime between eleven P.M. and one o’clock in the morning. But at twelve-ten Walter Sullivan had called someone. 


  *   *   *


   


  THE HALLWAYS OF PS&L WERE UNSETTLINGLY QUIET. THE capillaries of a thriving law practice are ringing phones, pealing faxes, mouths moving and keyboards clicking. Lucinda, even with the firm’s individual direct-dialing lines, was normally the recipient of eight phone calls per minute. Today she leisurely read through Vogue. Most office doors were closed, shielding from view the intense and often emotional discussions going on among all but a handful of the firm’s lawyers.


  Sandy Lord’s office door was not only closed, it was locked. The few partners with the temerity to attempt a knock on the thick portal were quickly on the biting end of an obscene verbal barrage from the room’s lone and moody occupant.


  He sat in his chair, shoeless feet on the polished desk, tieless, collar undone, unshaven, a nearly empty bottle of his strongest whiskey within easy reach. Sandy Lord’s eyes were now mere blots of red. At the church he had used those eyes to stare long and hard at the shiny brass coffin containing Sullivan’s body; essentially it contained both their earthly remains.


  For many years Lord had anticipated Sullivan’s demise and had, with the help of a dozen PS&L specialists, established an elaborate series of safeguards that included cultivation of a loyal contingent on the board of directors of the parent holding company of Sullivan Enterprises, all of which would ensure continual representation of the huge network of Sullivan entities far into the future by PS&L generally and by Lord in particular. Life would go on. The PS&L train would thrive with its chief diesel engine intact and even replenished. But an unexpected development had occurred.


  That Sullivan’s passing was inevitable, the financial markets understood. What the business and investment community apparently could not accept was the man’s death, allegedly by his own hand, coupled with the increasing rumors that Sullivan had had his wife’s alleged killer gunned down, something that once accomplished, had prompted him to put a bullet into his own brain. The market was not prepared for such revelations. A surprised market, some economists would predict, often reacts wildly and precipitately. Those economists were not disappointed. Shares of stock in Sullivan Enterprises plummeted sixty-one percent in value on the New York Stock Exchange the morning after his body was discovered, on the heaviest trading volume for a single stock in the last ten years.


  With the stock selling a full six dollars a share below book value it had not taken long for the vultures to circle.


  Centrus Corp.’s tender offer was, upon Lord’s advice, rejected by the board of directors. However, all indications pointed to overwhelming acceptance of the offer by the shareholders, who had nervously watched as a large chunk of their investment had evaporated overnight. It was likely that the proxy battle would be complete and the takeover finalized in two months. Centrus’s counsel, Rhoads, Director & Minor, was one of the largest law firms in the country, well-stocked in all areas of legal expertise.


  The bottom line was clear. PS&L would not be needed. Its largest client, over twenty million dollars’ worth, almost one-third of its legal business, would disappear. Already résumés were flying out of the firm. Practice groups were trying to cut deals with Rhoads, pleading their familiarity with Sullivan’s business as a hedge against the dreaded and costly learning curve. Twenty percent of the heretofore loyal PS&L attorney ranks had submitted their resignation and there were no indications the tidal wave would subside anytime soon.


  Lord’s hand slowly meandered along his desk until the whiskey was tilted back and finished. He swiveled around, checked out the gloom of the winter’s morning and had to smile to himself.


  There was no deal awaiting him at Rhoads, Director & Minor and, thus, it had finally happened: Lord was vulnerable. He had seen clients bite the dust with alarming swiftness, especially in the last decade where you were a paper billionaire one minute and an impoverished felon the next. He had, though, never imagined that his own fall, if it ever came, would be as terrifyingly fast, as painfully complete.


  That was the problem with an eight-figure gorilla of a client. It took all of your time and attention. Old clients dried up and died away. New clients were not cultivated. His complacency had come back to bite him right in the ass.


  He calculated swiftly. Over the last twenty years he had netted roughly thirty million dollars. Unfortunately, he had managed somehow not only to spend the thirty mil but a good deal more than that. Over the years he had owned a string of luxurious homes, a vacation place in Hilton Head Island, a hideaway fuck nest in the Big Apple where he had taken his wedded prey. The luxury cars, the various collections that a man of taste and resources was supposed to accumulate, the small but select wine cellar, even his own helicopter—he had had all those things, but three divorces, none of them amicable, had deteriorated his asset base.


  The residence he now had left was straight from the pages of Architectural Digest but its mortgage matched its stunning opulence stride for stride. And the thing he truly didn’t have much of was cash. Liquidity escaped him and at PS&L you ate what you killed and PS&L partners didn’t tend to hunt in packs. That was why Lord’s monthly draw was so much larger than everyone else’s. That revised draw check would now barely cover his plastic bills; his monthly Am Ex alone routinely crept into the five-figure range.


  He turned his now-racing gray cells for a moment to his non-Sullivan clients. A rough ballpark estimate gave him maybe a half-million in potential legal business at best, if he pumped them hard, made the circuit, which he didn’t want to do, lacked any desire to do. That was beneath him now. Or it had been up until good old Walter had decided life just wasn’t worth living despite his several billions. Jesus Christ. All for
a little dumbshit whore.


  Five hundred thou! That was even less than the little prick Kirksen. Lord winced at that realization. 


  He wheeled around and studied the artwork on the far wall. Within the brush strokes of a minor nineteenth-century artist he found reason to smile once more. He had an option left to him. Though his biggest client had royally screwed up Lord’s life, the rotund deal-maker had an asset left to mine. He punched his phone.


  *   *   *


   


  FRED MARTIN PUSHED THE CART QUICKLY DOWN THE  hallway. Only his third day on the job, and his first delivering the mail to the firm’s attorneys, Martin was anxious to complete his task quickly and accurately. One of ten gofers employed by the firm, Martin was already feeling pressure from his supervisor to pick up his pace. After banging the streets for four months with no weapons other than his B.A. in history from Georgetown, Martin had figured his only recourse was to attend law school. And what better place to plumb the possibilities of such a career than at one of D.C.’s most prestigious? His endless trek of job interviews had convinced him that it was never too early to commence networking.


  He consulted his map with the attorneys’ names listed in each square representing that person’s office. Martin had grabbed the map from on top of the desk in his cubicle, not noticing the updated version buried under a multinational transaction closing binder that rose five thousand pages high, the indexing and binding of which awaited him that afternoon.


  As he rounded the corner he stopped and looked at the closed door. Everyone’s door was closed today. He took the Federal Express package and checked the name on the map, and compared that to the scrawled handwriting on the packing label. It matched. He looked at the empty nameplate holder and his eyebrows converged in confusion.


  He knocked, waited a moment, knocked again and then opened the door.


  He looked around. The place was a mess. Boxes littered the floor, the furniture was in disarray. Some papers lay scattered on the desk. His first instinct was to check with his supervisor. Maybe there was a mistake. He looked at his watch. Already ten minutes late. He grabbed the phone, dialed his supervisor. No answer. Then he saw the photo of the woman on the desk. Tall, auburn-haired, very expensively dressed. Must be the man’s office. Probably moving in. Who’d leave a looker like that behind? With that rationale established, Fred carefully laid the package on the desk chair, where it would be sure to be found. He closed the door on his way out.


  *   *   *


   


  “I’M SORRY ABOUT WALTER, SANDY. I REALLY AM.” JACK checked the view across the cityscape. A penthouse apartment in Upper Northwest. The place must have been enormously expensive, and the dollars had continued to flow for the interior design. Everywhere Jack looked were original paintings, soft leather and sculptured stone. He reasoned that the world didn’t have many Sandy Lords and they had to live somewhere.


  Lord sat by the fire that popped pleasantly in the grate, a loose paisley robe covering his bulky frame, bare feet comforted in leather slippers. A cold rain fell against the broad expanse of windows. Jack drew closer to the fire, his mind appeared to crackle and jump like the flames; a loose ember hit the marble surround, flamed and then quickly disappeared. Jack cradled his drink and looked at his partner.


  The phone call hadn’t been totally unexpected. “We need to talk, Jack, the sooner the better for me. Not at the office.”


  When he arrived, Lord’s aged valet had taken his coat and gloves and then inconspicuously receded into the farther reaches of the home.


  The two men were in Lord’s mahogany-paneled study, a luxuriously masculine retreat that Jack felt guiltily envious of. A glimmer of the large stone house briefly came into focus. It had a library, much like this. With an effort he focused on Lord’s back.


  “I’m kinda fucked, Jack.” The first words out of Lord’s mouth had the effect of making Jack want to smile. You had to appreciate the man’s candor. But he caught himself. The tone in Lord’s voice demanded a certain respect.


  “The firm’ll be okay, Sandy. We’re not going to lose many more. So we sublease some space, it’s no big deal.”


  Lord finally stood up and went straight to the well-fed bar in the corner. The shot glass was filled to the rim and downed in a well-practiced motion.


  “Excuse me, Jack, maybe I’m not making myself real clear here. The firm took a blow, but not one that’ll send it down for the count. You’re right, Patton, Shaw will weather this broadside. But what I’m talking about is whether Patton, Shaw and Lord will live to fight another day.”


  Lord lurched across the room and wearily plunged himself on the burgundy leather couch. Jack traced the column of brass nails as they marched across the outline of the heavy piece. He sipped his drink and studied the wide face. The eyes were narrow, no more than penny-wide slits really.


  “You’re the firm’s leader, Sandy, I don’t see that changing, even if your client base took a hit.”


  Lord groaned from his horizontal perch.


  “A hit? A hit? I took a goddamned A-bomb, Jack, right up my ass. The heavyweight champion of the world couldn’t have hit me any harder. I’m going down for the count. The buzzards they are a circling, and Lord he is the main course; the stuffed hog with the apple in the mouth and a bull’s-eye on the butt.”


  “Kirksen?”


  “Kirksen, Packard, Mullins, fucking Townsend. Keep counting, Jack, the list goes on until you get to the end of the partnership roll. I have, I must admit, a most unusual, hate-hate relationship with my partners.”


  “But not Graham, Sandy. Not with Graham.”


  Lord slowly edged himself up, perching on one flabby arm as he looked at Jack. 


  Jack wondered why he liked the man as much as he did. The answer probably lay somewhere in the lunch at Fillmore’s way back when. No bullshit. A real-world baptism where the sting of words made your gut clench and your brain hammer out responses you’d never have the nerve to actually deliver. Now the man was in trouble. Jack had the means to protect him. Or maybe he did; his relationship with the Baldwins right now was far from solid.


  “Sandy, if they want to get to you, they’ll have to go through me first.” There, he had said it. And he meant it. It was also true that Lord had given him his chance to shine with the big boys, thrown him right into the fire. But what other way would you know if you could actually pull it off or not? That experience was also worth something.


  “The waters might get a little rocky for both of us, Jack.”


  “I’m a good swimmer, Sandy. Besides, don’t look at this as purely altruistic. You’re an investment of the firm in which I’m a partner. You’re a top-grade rainmaker. You’re down now, but you won’t stay down. Five hundred bucks says within twelve months you’re back in the number-one slot. I don’t intend on letting an asset like that walk away.”


  “I won’t forget this, Jack.”


  “I won’t let you.”


  After Jack had left, Lord started to pour another drink but stopped. He looked down at his quivering hands and slowly put down the bottle and glass. He made it to the couch before his knees gave out. The federal-style mirror over the fire-place caught his image. It had been twenty years since a single tear had escaped the heavy face. That had been at his mother’s passing. But now the outpourings were steadily coming on. He had cried for his friend, Walter Sullivan. For years Lord had duped himself into believing that the man meant nothing more to him than a solid-gold draw check each month. The price for that self-deception had come due at the funeral, where Lord had wept so hard that he had gone back to his car until it was time to go bury his friend.


  Now he rubbed at the puffy cheeks once again, pushing away the salty liquid. Fucking young punk. Lord had planned everything down to the last detail. His pitch would be perfect. He had envisioned every possible response except the one he had gotten. He had mistaken the younger man. Lord assumed that Jack would have done what Lord himself would have done: pressed for every advantage in exchange for the enormous favor being asked.


  It wasn’t only guilt that pulled at him. It was shame. He realized that as sickness enveloped him and he bent low over the thick, spongy carpet. Shame. He hadn’t felt that one for a long time either. When the nausea subsided and he once again looked at the wreck in the mirror, Lord promised himself that he would not disappoint Jack. That he would rise back to the top. And he would not forget. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  FRANK HAD NEVER IN HIS WILDEST FANTASIES EXPECTED TO be sitting here. He looked around and quickly determined that it was indeed oval in shape. The furnishings tended to be solid, conservative, but with a splash of color here, a stripe there, a pair of expensive sneakers placed neatly on a lower shelf, that stated that the room’s occupant was not nearly ready for retirement. Frank swallowed hard and willed himself to breathe normally. He was a veteran policeman and this was just another routine inquiry in a series of endless ones. He was just following up a lead, nothing more. A few minutes and he’d be out of here.


  But then his brain reminded him that the person he was about to make inquiries of was the current President of the United States. As a new shock wave of nervousness rushed over him the door opened and he quickly stood, turned and stared for a long moment at the extended hand until his mind finally registered and he slowly moved his out to meet it. 


  “Thank you for coming down into my neck of the woods, Lieutenant.”


  “No trouble at all, sir. I mean you’ve got better things to do than sit in traffic. Although I guess you never really sit in traffic, do you, Mr. President?”


  Richmond sat behind his desk and motioned for Frank to resume his seat. An impassive Bill Burton, invisible to Frank until that moment, closed the door and inclined his head toward the detective.


  “My routes are pretty well laid out in advance I’m afraid. It’s true I don’t end up in many traffic jams but it does stifle the hell out of spontaneity.” The President grinned and Frank could feel his own mouth automatically turning up into a smile.


  The President leaned forward and stared directly at him. He clasped his hands together, his brow wrinkled and he went from jovial to intensely serious in an instant.


  “I want to thank you, Seth.” He glanced at Burton. “Bill has told me how cooperative you were with the investigation of Christine Sullivan’s death. I really appreciate that, Seth. Some officials would have been less than forthcoming or tried to turn it into a media circus for their own personal gain. I hoped for better from you and my expectations were exceeded. Again, thank you.”


  Frank glowed as though he had been awarded the fourth-grade spelling bee crown.


  “It’s terrible, you know. Tell me, have you learned of any connection between Walter’s suicide and this criminal being gunned down?”


  Frank shook the stars from his eyes and his pair of steady eyes came to rest on the chiseled features of the President.


  “Come on, Lieutenant. I can tell you that all of official and unofficial Washington is right this very minute savagely attacking the issue of Walter Sullivan having hired an assassin to avenge his wife’s death and then taking his own life in the aftermath. You can’t stop people from gossiping. I would just like to know if your investigation has led to any fact to substantiate Walter having ordered the killing of his wife’s murderer.”


  “I’m afraid that I really can’t say one way or another, sir. I hope you understand, but this is an ongoing police investigation.”


  “Don’t worry, Lieutenant, I’m not treading on your toes. But I can tell you that this has been a particularly distressing time for me. To think Walter Sullivan would end his own life. One of the most brilliant and resourceful men of his era, of any era.”


  “So I’ve heard an awful lot of people say.”


  “But just between you and me, knowing Walter as I did, it would not be out of the realm of possibility that he would have taken precise and concrete steps to have his wife’s killer … dealt with.”


  “Alleged killer, Mr. President. Innocent until proven guilty.”


  The President looked at Burton. “But I was led to understand that your case was pretty much ironclad.”


  Seth Frank scratched his ear. “Some defense attorneys love ironclad cases, sir. See, you dump enough water on iron, it starts to rust and before you know it, you got holes everywhere.”


  “And this defense attorney was such a person?”


  “And then some. I’m not a betting man, but I would’ve given us no more than a forty percent shot at getting a clean conviction. We were in for a real battle.”


  The President sat back as he absorbed this information and then looked back at Frank.


  Frank finally noted the expression of expectancy on his face and flipped open his notebook. His heartbeat calmed down as he perused the familiar scribbles.


  “Are you aware it was right before his death that Walter Sullivan called you here?”


  “I know that I spoke with him. I was not aware that it immediately preceded his death, no.” 


  “I guess I’m a little surprised that you didn’t come forward with this information earlier.”


  The President’s face fell. “I know. I guess I’m a little surprised myself. I supposed I believed I was shielding Walter, or at least his memory, from further trauma. Although I knew the police would eventually discover the call was placed. I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”


  “I need to know the details of that phone conversation.”


  “Would you like something to drink, Seth?”


  “A cup of coffee would be fine, thank you.”


  As if on cue, Burton picked up a phone in the corner and a minute later a silver-plated coffee tray was delivered in.


  The steaming hot coffee was sipped; the President looked at his watch, then saw Frank staring at him.


  “I’m sorry, Seth, I am treating your visit with the importance it deserves. However, I’ve got a congressional delegation coming to lunch in a few minutes and quite frankly I’m not looking forward to it. As funny as it sounds, I’m not particularly enamored of politicians.”


  “I understand. This will only take a few minutes. What was the purpose of the call?”


  The President leaned back in his chair as if organizing his thoughts. “I would characterize the call as one of desperation. He was definitely not his usual self. He seemed unbalanced, out of control. For long periods of time he would say nothing. Very unlike the Walter Sullivan I knew.”


  “What did he talk about?”


  “Everything, and nothing. Sometimes he just babbled. He talked about Christine’s death. And then about the man, the man you arrested for the murder. How he hated him, how he had destroyed his life. It was truly awful to hear.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “Well, I kept asking him where he was. I wanted to find him, get him some help. But he wouldn’t tell me. I’m not sure he heard a word I said, really, he was that distraught.”


  “So you think he sounded suicidal, sir?”


  “I’m no psychiatrist, Lieutenant, but if I had to make a layman’s guess about his mental state, yes, I would definitely say Walter Sullivan sounded suicidal that night. It’s one of the few times during my presidency that I felt truly hopeless. Frankly, after the conversation I had with him, I was not surprised to learn that he was dead.” Richmond glanced at Burton’s impassive face, then looked at the detective. “That’s also why I questioned you as to whether you had determined if there was any truth to the rumor that Walter had anything to do with this person being gunned down. After Walter’s telephone call I have to admit that the thought certainly crossed my mind.”


  Frank looked over at Burton. “I suppose you don’t have a recording of the conversation? I know that some of the communications here are recorded.”


  The President answered. “Sullivan called my private line, Lieutenant. It’s a secure communication link and no recordings of conversations on that line are allowed.”


  “I see. Did he directly indicate to you that he was involved in the death of Luther Whitney?”


  “Not directly, no. He obviously wasn’t thinking clearly. But reading between the lines, the rage that I knew he was feeling—well, and I hate to make this statement of a man who’s dead, I think it was pretty clear that he had had the man killed. I have no proof of that of course, but it was my strong impression.”


  Frank shook his head. “Pretty uncomfortable conversation to have.”


  “Yes, yes it was very uncomfortable. Now, Lieutenant, I’m afraid that official duty calls.”


  Frank didn’t budge. “Why do you think he called you, sir? And at that time of night?”


  The President sat back down, threw another quick glance at Burton. “Walter was one of my closest personal friends. He kept odd hours, but then so do I. It would not be unusual for him to call at that hour. I hadn’t heard very much from him for the last few months. As you know, he had been under a considerable personal strain. Walter was the sort to suffer in silence. Now Seth, if you will excuse me.”


  “It just strikes me as odd that out of all the people he could have called, he called you. I mean the chances were pretty good that you wouldn’t even be here. Presidents’ travel schedules are pretty hectic. It makes me wonder what he was thinking.”


  The President leaned back, placed his fingers together, and studied the ceiling. Cop wants to play games to show me how
smart he is. He looked back at Frank and smiled. “If I were a mind reader I wouldn’t have to rely so heavily on the pollsters.”


  Frank smiled. “I don’t think you have to be telepathic to know you’re going to be occupying that chair for another four years, sir.”


  “I appreciate that, Lieutenant. All I can tell you is that Walter called me. If he was planning on killing himself who would he call? His family has been estranged from him since his marriage to Christine. He had many business acquaintances, but few people he would call true friends. Walter and I have known each other for years, and I considered him a surrogate father. I had taken a very active interest in the investigation of his wife’s death, as you know. All of that together could explain why he wanted to talk to me, particularly if he was contemplating taking his life. That’s really all I know. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”


  The door opened. Frank did not see that it was in response to a tiny button on the underside of the President’s desk.


  The President looked at his secretary. “I’ll be right there, Lois. Lieutenant, if there’s anything I can do for you, you let Bill know. Please.”


  Frank closed his notebook. “Thank you, sir.”


  Richmond stared at the doorway after Frank had departed.


  “What was the name of Whitney’s attorney, Burton?”


  Burton thought for a moment. “Graham. Jack Graham.”


  “The name sounds familiar.”


  “Works at Patton, Shaw. He’s a partner there.” 


  The President’s eyes froze on the agent’s face.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I’m not sure.” Richmond unlocked a drawer in his desk and took out a notebook he had compiled on this little extracurricular matter. “Don’t lose sight of the fact, Burton, that one very important piece of incriminating evidence, for which we happened to have paid five million dollars, has never turned up.”


  The President flipped through the pages of his notebook. There were numerous individuals involved, to various degrees, in their little drama. If Whitney had given his attorney the letter opener along with an account of what had happened, the whole world would’ve known by now. Richmond thought back to the awards ceremony for Ransome Baldwin at the White House. Graham was clearly no shrinking violet. Clearly he didn’t have it. But then who, if anyone, would Whitney have given it to?


  As his mind spun out neat blocks of analysis and possible scenarios, one name suddenly stood out at the President from within the lines of precise writing. One person who had never really been accounted for.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK CRADLED THE CARRY-OUT IN ONE ARM, HIS BRIEFCASE IN the other, and managed to wiggle the key out of his pocket. Before he could put it in the lock, though, the door opened.


  Jack looked surprised. “I didn’t expect you home yet.”


  “You didn’t have to stop. I could’ve made something.”


  Jack went inside, dropped his briefcase on the coffee table and headed to the kitchen. Kate stared after him.


  “Hey, you work all day too. Why should you have to cook?”


  “Women do it every day, Jack. Just look around.”


  He emerged from the kitchen. “No argument there. You want sweet and sour or moo goo gai pan? I got extra spring rolls too.” 


  “Whichever you don’t want. I’m not that hungry really.”


  He withdrew and came back with two fully stocked plates.


  “You know if you don’t eat more you’re going to blow away. I half feel like stuffing rocks in your pockets as it is now.”


  He sat cross-legged next to her on the floor. She picked at her plate while he devoured his.


  “So how was work? You know you probably could have stood to take a few more days off. You’re always pushing yourself too hard.”


  “Look who’s talking.” She picked up a spring roll and then put it back down.


  He put down his fork and looked over at her.


  “So I’m listening.”


  She pulled herself up onto the couch and sat there playing with her necklace. Still dressed in her work clothes, she looked exhausted, like a flower collapsed in the wind.


  “I think a lot about what I did to Luther.”


  “Kate—”


  “Jack, let me finish.” Her voice snapped at him like a whip. In an instant her features relaxed. She continued more calmly. “I’ve come to decide that I’m never going to get over it, so I might as well accept that fact. Maybe what I did wasn’t wrong for a lot of reasons. But it was definitely wrong for at least one reason. He was my father. As lame as that might sound, it should’ve been a good enough reason.” She twisted her necklace some more until it congealed into a series of tiny clumps. “I think being a lawyer, at least the kind of lawyer I am, has made me become someone I don’t really like a lot. That’s not a real good revelation to arrive at when you’re hitting thirty.”


  Jack reached out his hand to stop hers from shaking. She didn’t move it. He could feel the blood pumping through the veins.


  “With all that said, I think I’m due for a radical change. In my life, my career, everything.”


  “What are you talking about?” He got up and sat down be
side her. His pulse had accelerated as he anticipated the line she was taking.


  “I’m not going to be a prosecutor anymore, Jack. In fact I’m not going to be a lawyer anymore. I submitted my resignation this morning. I have to admit, they were pretty shocked. Told me to think about it. I told them I already had. As much as I’m going to.”


  The incredulity was stiff in his voice. “You quit your job? Jesus, Kate, you’ve put a helluva lot into your career. You can’t just throw that away.”


  She suddenly rose and stood by the window, looking out.


  “That’s just it, Jack. I’m not throwing anything away. My memories of what I’ve done for the last four years add up to about a lifetime of horror films. That’s not exactly what I had in mind sitting in Con Law as a first-year debating grand principles of justice.”


  “Don’t sell yourself short. The streets are a heckuva lot safer because of what you’ve done.”


  She turned to look at him. “I’m not even stemming the flow anymore. I got washed out to sea a long time ago.”


  “But what are you going to do? You’re a lawyer.”


  “No. You’re wrong. I’ve only been a lawyer a tiny fraction of my life. My life before that time I liked a whole lot better.” She stopped and stared at him, her arms folded across her chest. “You made that very clear to me, Jack. I became a lawyer to pay back my father. Three years of school and four years of no life outside a courtroom is a pretty big price.” A deep sigh emerged from her throat, her body teetered for a moment before she regained her composure. “Besides, I guess I really paid him back now.”


  “Kate, it wasn’t your fault, none of it.” His mouth stopped moving as she turned away from him.


  Her next words rocked him.


  “I’m going to move away, Jack. I’m not exactly sure where yet. I’ve got a little money saved. The Southwest sounds nice. Or maybe Colorado. I want as different from here as I can get. Maybe that’s a start.” 


  “Moving.” Jack said the word more to himself than to her. “Moving.” He repeated the word as if both trying to make it go away and trying to dissect and interpret it in a manner that was not as painful as it felt at the moment.


  She looked down at her hands. “There’s nothing keeping me here, Jack.”


  He looked at her and he more felt than heard the angry response rush past his lips.


  “Goddamn you! How dare you say that?”


  She finally looked at him. He could almost see the crack in her voice as she spoke. “I think you better leave.”


  *   *   *


   


  JACK SAT AT HIS DESK UNWILLING TO FACE THE MOUNDS OF work, the small mountain of pink messages, wondering if his life could possibly get any worse. That’s when Dan Kirksen walked in. Jack inwardly groaned.


  “Dan, I really don’t—”


  “You weren’t at the partners meeting this morning.”


  “Well, no one told me we were having one.”


  “A memo was sent around, but then your office hours have been somewhat erratic of late.” He looked disapprovingly at the shambles of Jack’s desk. His own was unfailingly in pristine condition; more a testament to how little actual legal work he did than anything else.


  “I’m here now.”


  “I understand you and Sandy met at his house.”


  Jack eyed him keenly. “I guess nothing’s private anymore.”


  Kirksen flushed angrily. “Partnership matters should be discussed by the full partnership. What we don’t need are factions developing that will decimate this firm any more than it already has been.”


  Jack almost laughed out loud. Dan Kirksen, the undisputed king of the faction-builders.


  “I think we’ve seen the worst.” 


  “Do you, Jack? Do you really?” Kirksen sneered. “I didn’t know you had so much experience with this sort of thing.”


  “Well, if it bothers you so much, Dan, why don’t you leave?”


  The sneer quickly evaporated from the little man’s face. “I’ve been with this firm for almost twenty years.”


  “Sounds like it’s about time for a change then. Might do you good.”


  Kirksen sat down, removed a smudge from his glasses. “Piece of friendly advice, Jack. Don’t throw your lot in with Sandy. If you do that, you’ll be making a big mistake. He’s through.”


  “Thanks for the advice.”


  “I’m serious, Jack, don’t endanger your own position in some futile, however well-intentioned attempt to salvage him.”


  “Endanger my position? You mean the Baldwins’ position, don’t you?”


  “They’re your client … for now.”


  “Are you contemplating a change at the helm? If you are, good luck. You’d last about a minute.”


  Kirksen stood up. “Nothing is forever, Jack. Sandy Lord can tell you that as well as anybody. What goes around comes around. You can burn bridges in this town, you just have to make sure there’s no one left alive on those bridges.”


  Jack came around the desk, towering over Kirksen. “Were you like this as a little boy, Dan, or did you just turn into a fungus during your adulthood?”


  Kirksen smiled and started to leave. “Like I said, you never know, Jack. Client relationships are always so tenuous. Take yours, for example. It’s primarily based on your future nuptials with Jennifer Ryce Baldwin. Now, if Ms. Baldwin happened to find out, for instance, that you had not been going home at night, but, instead, had been sharing quarters with a certain young woman, she might be less inclined to refer legal business to you, much less become your wife.”


  It only took an instant. Kirksen’s back was flat against the wall and Jack was so close in his face the man’s glasses were fogged.


  “Don’t do anything foolish, Jack. Regardless of your status here, the partnership would not look kindly on a junior partner assaulting a senior one. We still have standards here at Patton, Shaw.”


  “Don’t ever fuck with my life like that, Kirksen. Don’t ever.” Jack effortlessly threw him against the door and turned back to his desk.


  Kirksen smoothed down his shirt and smiled to himself. So easily manipulated. The big, tall good-looking ones. As strong as mules and no smarter. About as sophisticated as a brick.


  “You know, Jack, you should realize what you’ve gotten yourself into. For some reason you seem to implicitly trust Sandy Lord. Did he tell you the truth about Barry Alvis? Did he happen to do that, Jack?”


  Jack turned slowly back around and stared dully at the man.


  “Did he use the permanent-associate, no-rainmaking-capabilities line? Or did he tell you Alvis had screwed up a big project?”


  Jack continued to look at him.


  Kirksen smiled triumphantly.


  “One phone call, Jack. Daughter calls complaining that Mr. Alvis had inconvenienced her and her father. And Barry Alvis disappears. It’s just the way the game works, Jack. Maybe you don’t want to play that game. If you don’t there’s no one stopping you from leaving.”


  Kirksen had been crafting this strategy for a while now. With Sullivan gone, he could promise Baldwin that his work would be the firm’s top priority, and Kirksen still had the core of one of the best army of attorneys in the city. And four million dollars of legal business coupled with his own existing business would make him the largest rainmaker at the place. And the name Kirksen would finally go on the door, in substitution for another that would be unceremoniously dropped.


  The managing partner smiled at Jack. “You may not like me, Jack, but I’m telling you the truth. You’re a big boy, it’s up to you to deal with it.”


  Kirksen closed the door behind him.


  Jack stood for a second longer and then collapsed back into his chair. He lunged forward, scattered his desk clear with quick, violent thrusts of his arms, and then slowly laid his head down on its surface. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  SETH FRANK LOOKED AT THE OLD MAN. SHORT, WITH A SOFT felt cap covering his head, dressed in corduroy pants, a thick sweater and winter boots, the man looked both uncomfortable and greatly excited at being in the police station. In his hand was a rectangular object covered in brown paper.


  “I’m not sure I understand, Mr. Flanders.”


  “You see I was out there. At the courthouse that day. You know, when the man got killed. Just went to see what all the fuss was about. Lived here all my life, nothing ever came close to that spectacle, I can tell you that.”


  “I can understand that,” Frank said dryly.


  “So anyway I had my new Camcorder, real nifty thing, got an image screen and all. Just hold, look at it and shoot. Great quality. So the wife said I should come down.”


  “That’s terrific, Mr. Flanders. And the purpose of all this?” Frank looked at him inquiringly.


  Realization spread over Flanders’s features. “Oh. I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I’m standing here rambling, have a tendency to do that, just ask the missus. Retired for a year. Never talked much at work. Assembly line at a processing plant. Like to talk now. Listen too. Spend a lot of time down at that little café over behind the bank. Good coffee and the muffins are the real thing, no low-fat stuff.”


  Frank looked exasperated.


  Flanders hurried on. “Well, I came down here to show you this. Give it to you, really. Kept a copy for myself of course.” He handed across the package.


  Frank opened it and looked at the videocassette.


  Flanders took off his cap, revealing a bald head with cottony tufts of hair clustered around his ears. He went on excitedly. “Got some really good shots, like I said. Like of the President and right when that fella was shot. Got all that. Jesus did I. I was following the President, you see. Ran me right into all the fireworks.”


  Frank stared at the man.


  “It’s all there, Lieutenant. For what it’s worth.” He looked at his watch. “Huh. I gotta go. Late for my lunch. Wife doesn’t like that.” He turned to leave. Seth Frank stared down at the cassette.


  “Oh, Lieutenant. One more thing.”


  “Yes.”


  “If anything were to come from my tape, do you think they might use my name when they write about it?”


  Frank shook his head. “Write about it?”


  The old man looked excited. “Yeah. You know, the historians. They’d call it the Flanders Tape, wouldn’t they, or something like that. The Flanders Video maybe. You know like before.”


  Frank wearily rubbed his temples. “Like before?”


  “Yeah, Lieutenant. You know, like Zapruder with Kennedy.”


  Frank’s face finally sagged in recognition. “I’ll be sure to let them know, Mr. Flanders. Just in case. For posterity.”


  “There you go.” Flanders pointed a happy finger at him. “Posterity, I like that. Have a good one, Lieutenant.” 


  *   *   *


   


  “ALAN?”


  Richmond absently motioned for Russell to come in and then looked down once again at the notebook in front of him. Finished, he closed it and looked at his Chief of Staff; his stare was impassive.


  Russell hesitated, studying the carpet, her hands clasped nervously in front of her. Then she hurried across the room and fell rather than sat in one of the chairs.


  “I’m not sure what to say to you, Alan. I realize my behavior was inexcusable, absolutely inappropriate, if I could plead temporary insanity I would.”


  “So you’re not going to attempt to explain it away as being somehow in my best interests?” Richmond sat back in his chair, his eyes remained on Russell.


  “No, I’m not. I’m here to offer my resignation.”


  The President smiled. “Perhaps I did underestimate you, Gloria.”


  He stood up, went around the desk and leaned against it, facing her. “On the contrary, your behavior was absolutely appropriate. If I had been in your position I would’ve done the same thing.”


  She looked up at him. Her face betrayed her astonishment.


  “Don’t misunderstand me, I expect loyalty, Gloria, like any leader. I do not, however, expect human beings to be anything more than that, meaning human, with all their associated weaknesses and survival instincts. We are, after all, animals. I have attained my position in life by never losing sight of the fact that the most important person in the world is myself. Whatever the situation, whatever the obstacle, I have never, never lost sight of that one simple truism. What you did that night displays that you also share that belief.”


  “You know what I intended?”


  “Of course I do. Gloria, I don’t condemn you for taking a situation and attempting to maximize its beneficial effect on you. My God, that’s the basis upon which this country and this city in particular are built.”


  “But when Burton told you—”


  Richmond held up one hand. “I admit I felt certain emotions that night. Betrayal perhaps foremost among them. But in the time since, I have concluded that what you did evidenced strength, not weakness, of character.”


  Russell struggled to see where this was going. “Then may I correctly assume that you do not want my resignation?”


  The President bent forward, took one of her hands. “I can’t recall you ever mentioning the word, Gloria. I can’t imagine breaking up our relationship after we’ve come to know each other so well. Shall we leave it at that?”


  Russell rose to go. The President went back to his desk.


  “Oh, Gloria. I do have a number of things I want to go over with you tonight. The family’s out of town. So perhaps we can work in my private quarters.”


  Russell looked back at him.


  “It might be a late night, Gloria. Better bring a change of clothes.” The President didn’t smile. His stare cut right through her, then he went back to his work.


  Russell’s hand trembled as she closed the door.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK POUNDED ON THE DOOR SO HARD HE COULD FEEL THE thick, polished wood cut into his knuckles.


  The housekeeper opened the door but Jack shot through before she could say a word.


  Jennifer Baldwin swept down the curved staircase and into the marbled entrance foyer. Dressed in yet another expensive evening gown, her hair tumbled down her shoulders framing significant cleavage. She was not smiling.


  “Jack, what are you doing here?”


  “I want to talk to you.”


  “Jack, I have plans. This will have to wait.”


  
“No!” He grabbed her hand, looked around, pushed open a pair of carved doors and pulled her into the library, shutting the doors behind them.


  She jerked her hand free. “Are you insane, Jack?”


  He looked around the room with its huge bookcases and well-fed shelves of gilt-edged first editions. All for show, none of them had probably ever been opened. All for show.


  “I’ve got one simple question for you to answer and then I’ll leave.”


  “Jack—”


  
“One question. And then I’ll leave.”


  She eyed him suspiciously, crossed her arms. “What is it?”


  “Did you or did you not call my firm and tell them to fire Barry Alvis because he made me work the night we were at the White House?”


  “Who told you that?”


  “Just answer the question, Jenn.”


  “Jack, why is this so important to you?”


  “So you did have him fired?”


  “Jack, I want you to stop thinking about that and start realizing the kind of future we’re going to have together. If we—”


  “Answer the goddamned question!”


  She exploded. “Yes! Yes I had the little shit fired. So what? He deserved it. He treated you as an inferior. And he was dead wrong. He was nothing. He played with fire and he got burned and I don’t feel the least bit sorry for him.” She looked at him without a trace of remorse.


  Having heard the answer he expected to hear, Jack sat down in a chair and stared at the massive desk at the other end of the room. The high-backed, leather desk chair faced away from them. He looked at the original oils adorning the walls, the huge windows with perfectly pooled flowing drapes that probably cost more than he could even guess, the ornate woodwork, the omnipresent sculptures of metal and marble. The ceiling with yet another legion of medieval characters marching across it. The world of the Baldwins. Well they were welcome to it. He slowly closed his eyes.


  Jennifer swept back her hair, looked at him, more than a hint of anxiousness in her eyes. She vacillated for a moment and then went to him, knelt beside him, touched his shoulder. The scent of her perfumed body cascaded over him. She spoke low, close to his face. Her breath tickled his ear.


  “Jack, I told you before, you don’t have to put up with that sort of behavior. And now that this ridiculous murder case is out of the way we can go on with our lives. Our house is almost ready, it’s gorgeous, it really is. And we have wedding plans to finalize. Sweetheart, now everything can go back to normal.” She touched his face, turned it toward hers. She looked at him with her best pair of bedroom eyes and then she kissed him, long and deeply, letting her lips pull back slowly from his. Her eyes quickly searched his. She didn’t find what she was looking for.


  “You’re right, Jenn. The ridiculous murder case is over. A man I respected and cared for got his brains blown apart. Case closed, time to move on. Got a fortune to build.”


  “You know what I mean. You never should have involved yourself in that thing in the first place. It wasn’t your problem. If you would just open your eyes you’d realize that all of that was beneath you, Jack.”


  “And hardly convenient for you, right?”


  Jack abruptly stood up. He was more exhausted than anything else.


  “Have a great life, Jenn. I’d say I’d see you around but I really can’t imagine that happening.” He started to leave.


  She grabbed his sleeve. “Jack, will you please tell me what I did that was so awful?”


  He hesitated and then confronted her.


  “The fact that you even have to ask. Jesus Christ!” He shook his head wearily. “You took a man’s life, Jenn, a man you didn’t even know, and you destroyed it. And why did you do that? Because something he did to me ‘inconvenienced’ you. So you took ten years worth of a career and wiped it out. With one phone call. Never thinking about what it would do to him, his family. He could’ve blown his brains out, his wife could have divorced him for all you know. You didn’t care about that. You probably never even thought about that. And the bottom line is I could never love, I could never spend my life with someone who could do something like that. If you can’t understand that, if you really think what you did wasn’t wrong, then that’s all the more reason why we need to say good-bye right now. We might as well flesh out the irreconcilable differences before the wedding. Saves everybody a lot of time and trouble.”


  He turned the handle on the door and smiled. “Everybody I know would probably tell me how crazy I am for doing this. That you’re the perfect woman, smart, rich, beautiful—and you are all of those things, Jenn. They’d say we’d have a perfect life together. That we’d have everything. How could we not be happy? But the thing is, I wouldn’t make you happy because I don’t care about the things you do. I don’t care about the millions in legal business, or houses the size of apartment buildings or cars that cost a year’s salary. I don’t like this house, I don’t like your lifestyle, I don’t like your friends. And I guess the bottom line is, I don’t like you. And right now I’m probably the only man on the planet who would say that. But I’m a pretty simple guy, Jenn, and the one thing I’d never do to you is lie. And let’s face it, in a couple of days, about a dozen guys a lot better suited to you than Jack Graham are going to be knocking on your door. You won’t be lonely.”


  He looked at her and felt a grimace of pain as he observed the absolute astonishment on her face.


  “For what it’s worth, anybody who asks, you dumped me. Not up to the Baldwin standard. Unworthy. Good-bye, Jenn.”


  She still stood there several minutes after he left. A series of emotions competed for space across her face, none, in the end, winning out. Finally she fled the room. The sounds of her high heels against the marble floor disappeared as she hurried up the carpeted stairs.


  For a few seconds more the library was quiet. Then the desk chair swung around and Ransome Baldwin eyed the doorway where his daughter had been standing.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK CHECKED THE PEEPHOLE, HALF-EXPECTING TO SEE  jennifer Baldwin standing there with a gun. His eyebrows raised a notch when he saw who it was.


  Seth Frank walked in, shrugged off his coat, and looked around appreciatively at Jack’s cluttered little apartment.


  “Man, this brings back memories of another time in my life, I can tell you.”


  “Let me guess. Delta House ’75. You were vice president in charge of bar operations.”


  Frank grinned. “Closer to the truth than I’d care to admit. Enjoy it while you can, my friend. Without meaning to sound politically incorrect, a good woman will not allow you to continue such an existence.”


  “Then I might be in luck.”


  Jack disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a brace of Sam Adamses.


  They settled into the furniture with their drinks.


  “Trouble in wedded-bliss-to-be-land, counselor?”


  “On a scale of one to ten, a one or a ten depending on your perspective.”


  “Why am I thinking that it’s not the Baldwin gal that’s entirely gotten to you?”


  “Don’t you ever stop being a detective?”


  “Not if I can help it. You want to talk about it?”


  Jack shook his head. “I might bend your ear another night, but not tonight.”


  Frank shrugged. “Just let me know, I’ll bring the beer.”


  Jack noticed the package on Frank’s lap. “Present?”


  Frank took out the tape. “I’m assuming you’ve got a VCR under some of this junk?” 


  *   *   *


   


  AS THE VIDEO CAME ON FRANK LOOKED AT JACK.


  “Jack, this is definitely not G-rated. And I’m telling you up front, it shows everything including what happened to Luther. You up to it?”


  Jack paused for a moment. “You think we might see something in here that’ll catch whoever did it?”


  “That’s what I’m hoping. You knew him a lot better than I did. Maybe you’ll see something I don’t.”


  “Then I’m up to it.”


  Even forewarned, Jack was not prepared. Frank watched him closely as the moment grew closer. When the shot rang out he saw Jack involuntarily jerk back, his eyes wide in horror.


  Frank cut off the video. “Hang in there, I warned you.”


  Jack was slumped over in his chair. His breathing was irregular, his forehead clammy. His entire body shuddered for an instant and then he slowly came around. He wiped his forehead.


  “Jesus Christ!”


  Flanders’s passing remark to the Kennedy example had not been inappropriate. “We can stop right now, Jack.”


  Jack’s lips set in a firm line. “The hell we can!”


  *   *   *


   


  JACK HIT THE REWIND ONE MORE TIME. THEY HAD GONE through the tape about a dozen times now. Watching his friend’s head virtually explode was not getting any easier to watch. The only mitigating factor was that Jack’s anger was increasing with each viewing.


  Frank shook his head. “You know it’s too bad the guy wasn’t filming the other way. We might’ve gotten a flash from the shooter. I guess that would’ve been too easy. Hey you got any coffee? I have a hard time thinking without caffeine.” 


  “Got some pretty fresh stuff in the pot, you can bring me a cup. Dishes are over the sink.”


  When Frank returned with the steaming cups, Jack had rewound the tape to a demonstrative Alan Richmond saying his piece on the impromptu stage outside the courthouse.


  “That guy’s a dynamo.”


  Frank looked at the screen. “I met him the other day.”


  “Yeah? Me too. That was in my I’m-marrying-into-the-rich-and-famous-set days.”


  “What’d you think of the guy?”


  Jack gulped his coffee, reached for a bag of peanut butter crackers that lay on the couch, offered one to Frank, who took it and then put his feet up on the rickety coffee table. The detective was slipping easily back into the less-structured domain of bachelorhood.


  Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean he’s the President. I always thought he was presidential. What do you think of him?”


  “Smart. Really smart. The kind of smart you want to be real careful not to get into a battle of wits with unless you’re real sure about your own abilities.”


  “I guess it’s a good thing he’s on America’s side.”


  “Yeah.” Frank looked back at the screen. “So anything grab your eye?”


  Jack punched a button on the remote. “One thing. Check this out.” The video leapt forward. The figures jerked around like actors in a silent movie.


  “Watch this.”


  The screen showed Luther stepping out of the van. His eyes were turned toward the ground; the manacles were obviously making it difficult for him to walk. Suddenly, a column of people moved into the video, led by the President. Luther was partially obscured. Jack froze the flame.


  “Look.”


  Frank scrutinized the screen, absently munching peanut butter crackers and draining his coffee. He shook his head. 


  Jack looked at him. “Look at Luther’s face. You can see it right between the suits. Look at his face.”


  Frank bent forward, almost touching the screen with his face. He recoiled, his eyes wide.


  “Damn, looks like he’s saying something.”


  “No, it looks like he’s saying something to somebody.”


  Frank looked across at Jack. “You’re saying he’s recognized somebody, like maybe the guy who popped him?”


  “Under the circumstances, I don’t think he’d just be making casual conversation with some stranger.”


  Frank looked back at the screen, studying it intently. Finally he shook his head. “We’re going to need some special talents on this.” He rose. “Come on.”


  Jack grabbed his coat. “Where to?”


  Frank smiled as he rewound the tape and then put on his hat.


  “Well first I’m gonna buy us some dinner. I’m married, and I’m also older and fatter than you. Consequently, crackers for dinner don’t cut it. Then we’re going down to the station. I’ve got somebody I want you to meet.”


  *   *   *


   


  TWO HOURS LATER SETH FRANK AND JACK WALKED INTO THE Middleton Police Station, their bellies lined with surf and turf and a couple slices of pecan pie. Laura Simon was in the lab; the equipment was already set up.


  After introductions, Laura popped the tape in. The images sprung to life on a forty-six-inch screen in the corner of the lab. Frank fast-forwarded to the appropriate spot.


  “There,” Jack pointed, “right there.”


  Frank froze the tape.


  Laura sat at a keyboard and typed in a series of commands. On the screen, the part of the frame containing Luther’s image was blocked out and then magnified in increasingly large degrees, like a balloon being blown up. This process continued until Luther’s face seemed to span the entire forty-six inches.


  “That’s as far as I can take it.” Laura spun her chair around and nodded to Frank. He pushed a button on the remote and the screen again came to life.


  The audio was choppy; screams, shouts, traffic noise and the blended sounds of hundreds of people served to make what Luther was saying incomprehensible. They watched as his lips moved open and closed.


  “He’s pissed. Whatever he’s saying he is not happy.” Frank pulled out a cigarette, got a dirty look from Simon and put it back in his pocket.


  “Anybody read lips?” Laura looked at each of them.


  Jack stared at the screen. What the hell was Luther saying? The look on his face. Jack had seen that once before, if he could only remember when. It had been recently, he was sure of it.


  “You see something we don’t?” Frank asked. Jack looked over to see Frank staring at him.


  Jack shook his head, rubbed his face. “I don’t know. There’s something there, I just can’t place it.”


  Frank nodded to Simon to cut off the equipment. He stood up and stretched. “Well, sleep on it. Anything comes to you, let me know. Thanks for coming in, Laura.”


  The two men walked out together. Frank glanced over at Jack, then reached across and felt behind his neck. “Jesus, you are a stress grenade ready to explode.”


  “Christ, I don’t know why I should be. The woman I was supposed to marry I’m not, the woman I wanted to marry just told me to get out of her life, and I’m reasonably sure I’m not going to have a job in the morning. Oh, not to mention, someone murdered a person I cared a lot about and we’re probably never going to find out who it is. Hell, my life couldn’t get any more perfect, could it?”


  “Well, maybe you’re due for some good luck.”


  Jack unlocked his Lexus. “Yeah, hey if you know anyone who wants an almost-brand-new car, let me know.” 


  Frank’s eyes twinkled as he looked at Jack. “Sorry, nobody I know could afford it.”


  Jack smiled back. “Me either.”


  *   *   *


   


  DRIVING BACK, JACK LOOKED AT HIS CAR CLOCK. IT WAS almost midnight. He passed the offices of Patton, Shaw, looked up at the stretch of darkened offices and wheeled his car around, turning into the garage. He slid his security card in, waved to the security camera posted outside the garage door, and a few minutes later was in the elevator heading up.


  He didn’t know exactly why he was here. His days at Patton, Shaw were now clearly numbered. Without Baldwin as a client, Kirksen would ride him out on a rail. He felt a little sorry for Lord. He had promised the man protection. But he wasn’t going to marry Jennifer Baldwin simply to ensure Lord’s mammoth draw check. And the man had lied to him about Barry Alvis’s departure from the firm. But Lord would land on his feet. Jack hadn’t been kidding about his faith in the man’s resiliency. A number of firms would snap him up in a New York minute. Lord’s future was far more assured than Jack’s.


  The elevator doors opened and Jack stepped into the firm’s lobby. The wall lights were on low and the shadowy effect would have been a little unnerving if he hadn’t been so completely preoccupied with his thoughts. He walked down the hallway toward his office, stopped at the kitchen and grabbed a glass of soda. Ordinarily, even at midnight, there were a few people beating their brains out over some impossible deadline. Tonight there was only stone-cold silence.


  Jack turned on his light and closed his office door. He looked around at the domain of his personal partnership. His kingdom, if only for another day. It was impressive. The furniture was tastefully expensive, the carpet and wall coverings luxurious. He went down his line of diplomas. Some hard-earned, others freebies that you got for just being a lawyer. He noticed that the scattered papers had been picked up, the work of the meticulous and sometimes overzealous cleaning crew who were used to attorney sloppiness and the occasional full-blown tantrum.


  He sat down, leaned back in his chair. The soft leather was more comfortable than his bed. He could visualize Jennifer talking with her father. Ransome Baldwin’s face would flame red at what he would perceive as an unforgivable insult to his precious little girl. The man would lift the phone tomorrow morning and Jack’s corporate career would be over.


  And Jack couldn’t have cared less. His only regret was not instigating that result sooner. Hopefully PD would take him back. That was where he belonged anyway. No one could stop him from doing that. No, his real troubles had started when he had tried being something and someone he wasn’t. He would never make that mistake again.


  His attention shifted to Kate. Where would she go? Had she really been serious about quitting her job? Jack recalled the fatalistic look on her face and concluded that, yes, she had been quite serious. He had pleaded with her once more. Just like four years before. Pleaded with her not to go, not to leave his life again. But there was something there he could not break through. Maybe it was the enormous guilt she carried. Maybe she simply did not love him. Had he ever really addressed that possibility? The fact was he hadn’t. Consciously had not. The possible answer scared the hell out of him. But what did it matter now?


  Luther dead; Kate leaving. His life hadn’t really changed all that much, despite all the recent activity. The Whitneys were finally, irreversibly, gone from him.


  He looked at the pink pile of messages on his desk. All routine. Then he hit a button on his phone to check his voice mail, which he hadn’t done in a couple of days. Patton, Shaw let their clients have their choice of the antiquated written phone message or the technologically advanced voice mail. The more demanding clients loved the latter. At least then they didn’t have to wait to scream at you.


  There were two calls from Tarr Crimson. He would find Tarr another lawyer. Patton, Shaw was too expensive for him anyway. There were several Baldwin-related matters. Right. Those could wait for the next guy Jennifer Baldwin set her laser sights on. The last message jolted him. It was a woman’s voice. Small, hesitant, elderly, clearly uncomfortable with the concept of voice mail. Jack played it back again.


  “Mr. Graham, you don’t know me. My name is Edwina Broome. I was a friend of Luther Whitney.” Broome? The
name was familiar. The message continued. “Luther told me that if anything happened to him I was to wait a little bit and then I was to send the package on to you. He told me not to open it and I didn’t. He said it was like a Pandora’s box. If you looked you might get hurt. God rest his soul, he was a good man, Luther was. I hadn’t heard from you, not that I expected to. But it just occurred to me that I should call and make sure that you got the thing. I’ve never had to send something like that before, overnight delivery they call it. And I think I did it right, but I don’t know. If you didn’t get it, please call me. Luther said it was very important. And Luther never said anything that wasn’t true.”


  Jack listened to the phone number and wrote it down. He checked the time of the call. Yesterday morning. He quickly searched his office. There was no package lurking there. He jogged down the hallway to his secretary’s workstation. There was no package there either. He went back to his office. My God, a package from Luther. Edwina Broome? He put his hand through his hair, assaulted his scalp, forced himself to think. Suddenly the name came to him. The mother of the woman who had killed herself. Frank had told him about her. Luther’s alleged partner.


  Jack picked up the phone. It seemed to ring for an eternity.


  “H-hello?” The voice was sleepy, distant.


  “Mrs. Broome? This is Jack Graham. I’m sorry for calling you so late.” 


  “Mr. Graham?” The voice was no longer sleepy. It was alert, sharp. Jack could almost envision her sitting up in bed, clutching at her nightgown, looking anxiously at the phone receiver.


  “I’m sorry, I just got your message. I didn’t get the package, Mrs. Broome. When did you send it?”


  “Let me think for a minute.” Jack could hear the labored breathing. “Why it was five days ago, counting today.”


  Jack thought furiously. “Do you have the receipt with a number on it?”


  “The man gave me a piece of paper. I’ll have to go get it.”


  “I’ll wait.”


  He tapped his fingers against his desk, tried to stop his mind from flying apart. Just hold on, Jack. Just hold on.


  “I’ve got it right here, Mr. Graham.”


  “Please call me Jack. Did you send it by Federal Express?”


  “That’s right. Yes.”


  “All right, what’s the tracking number?”


  “The what?”


  “I’m sorry. The number on the upper-right-hand corner of the piece of paper. It should be a long series of numbers.”


  “Oh yes.” She gave it to him. He scribbled the numbers down, read them back to her to confirm it. He also had her confirm the address of the law firm.


  “Jack, is this very serious? I mean Luther dying the way he did and all.”


  “Has anyone called you, anyone you don’t know? Besides me?”


  “No.”


  “Well if they do I want you to call Seth Frank, Middleton Police Department.”


  “I know him.”


  “He’s a good guy, Mrs. Broome. You can trust him.”


  “All right, Jack.”


  He hung up and phoned Federal Express. He could hear the computer keys clicking on the other end of the line. 


  The female voice was professional and concise. “Yes, Mr. Graham, it was delivered at the law offices of Patton, Shaw & Lord on Thursday at ten-oh-two A.M. and signed for by a Ms. Lucinda Alvarez.”


  “Thank you. I guess it’s around here somewhere.” Bewildered, he was about to hang up.


  “Has there been some special problem with this package delivery, Mr. Graham?”


  Jack looked puzzled. “Special problem? No, why?”


  “Well, when I pulled up the delivery history of this package it shows that we already had an inquiry about it earlier today.”


  Jack’s whole body tensed. “Earlier today? What time?”


  “Six-thirty P.M.”


  “Did they leave a name?”


  “Well, that’s the unusual part. According to my records, that person also identified himself as Jack Graham.” Her tone made it clear she was far from certain of Jack’s real identity.


  Jack felt a chill invade every part of his body.


  He slowly hung up the phone. Somebody else was very interested in this package, whatever it was. And someone knew it was coming to him. His hands were shaking as he picked up the phone again. He quickly dialed Seth Frank, but the detective had gone home. The person would not give out Frank’s home phone, and Jack had left that number back at his apartment. After some prodding by Jack the person tried the detective’s home, but there was no answer. He swore under his breath. A quick call to directory assistance was useless; the home number was nonpub.


  Jack leaned back in his chair, the breaths coming a little more rapidly. He felt his chest where his heart suddenly threatened to explode through his shirt. He had always considered himself a possessor of above-average courage. Now he wasn’t so sure.


  He forced himself to focus. The package had been delivered. Lucinda had signed for it. The routine at Patton, Shaw was precise; mail was vitally important to law firms. All overnight packages would be given to the firm’s in-house gofer team to be distributed with the day’s other mail. They brought it around in a cart. They all knew where Jack’s office was. Even if they didn’t, the firm printed out a map that was routinely updated. So long as you used the correct map …


  Jack raced to the door, flung it open and sprinted down the hallway. Completely unbeknownst to him, around the corner, in the opposite direction, a light had just come on in Sandy Lord’s office.


  Jack clicked on the light in his old office and the room quickly came into focus. He frantically searched the desktop, then pulled out the chair to sit down and his eyes came to rest on the package. Jack picked it up. He instinctively looked around, noted the open blinds and hurriedly shut them.


  He read the package label: Edwina Broome to Jack Graham. This was it. The package was boxy, but light. It was a box within a box, that’s what she had said. He started to open it, then stopped. They knew the package had been delivered here. They? That was the only label he could think to apply. If they knew the package was here, had in fact called about it this very day, what would they do? If whatever was inside was that important and it had already been opened, presumably they would already know about it. Since that hadn’t happened, what would they do?


  Jack sprinted back down the hallway to his office, the package held tightly under his arm. He flung on his coat, grabbed his car keys off his desk, almost knocking over his half-empty glass of soda, and turned to go out. He stopped cold.


  A noise. He couldn’t tell from where; the sound seemed to echo softly down the hallway, like water lapping through a tunnel. It wasn’t the elevator. He was sure he would have heard the elevator. But would he really? It was a big place. The background noise produced by that mode of transportation was so everyday, would he have even noticed it? And he had been on the phone, all his attention had been so concentrated. The truth was he couldn’t be sure. Besides it might just be one of the firm’s attorneys, dropping in to work or pick up something. All his instincts told him that conclusion was the wrong one. But this was a secure building. But then again how secure could any public building be? He softly closed his office door.


  There it was again. His ears strained to pick up its location without success. Whoever it was, they were moving slowly, stealthily. No one who worked here would do that. He inched over to the wall and turned off the light, waited for an instant and then carefully opened the door.


  He peered out. The hallway was clear. But for how long? His tactical problem was obvious. The firm’s office space was configured such that if he started down one way he was more or less committed to that path. And he would be totally exposed, the hallways were absolutely devoid of furnishings. If he met whoever it was going that way, he wouldn’t have a chance.


  A practical consideration struck him and he looked around the darkness of his office. His gaze finally fell upon a heavy, granite paperweight, one of the many knickknacks he had received upon making partner. It could do some real damage if wielded properly. And Jack was confident he could do so. If he was going down he wouldn’t make it easy for them. That fatalist approach helped to stiffen his resolve and he waited another few seconds before venturing out into the hallway, closing the door behind him. Whoever it was probably would have to make a door-to-door search to find his office.


  He crouched low as he came to a corner. Now he desperately wished the office was in total darkness. He took a deep breath and peered around. The way was clear, at least for now. He thought quickly. If there was more than one intruder, they would probably split up, cut their search time in half. Would they even know if he was in the building? Maybe he had been followed here. That thought was especially troubling. They might even at this moment be circling him, coming from both ways.


  The sounds were closer now. Footsteps—he could make out at least one pair. His hearing was now raised to its highest level of acuteness. He could almost make out the person’s breathing, or at least he imagined he could. He had to make a choice. And his eyes finally fell upon something on the wall, something that gleamed back at him: the fire alarm.


  As he was about to make a run for it, a leg came around the corner at the other end of the hallway. Jack jerked back, not waiting for the rest of the body to catch up with the limb. He walked as swiftly as he could in the opposite direction. He turned the corner, made his way down the hall, and came to a stairwell door. He jerked it open and a loud creak hit him full in the face.


  He heard the sounds of running feet.


  “Shit!” Jack slammed the door closed behind him and clattered down the stairs.


  A man hurtled around the corner. A black ski mask covered his face. A pistol was in his right hand.


  An office door opened and Sandy Lord, dressed in his undershirt, with his pants halfway off, stumbled out and accidentally plowed into the man. They went down hard. Lord’s flailing hands instinctively gripped the mask, pulling it off.


  Lord rolled to his knees, sucking in blood from his battered nose.


  “What the goddamn hell is going on? Who the hell are you?” Lord angrily looked eye-to-eye with the man. Then Lord saw the gun and froze.


  Tim Collin looked back at him, shaking his head half in disbelief, half in disgust. There was no way around it now. He raised his gun.


  “Jesus Christ! Please no!” Lord wailed and fell back.


  The gun fired and blood spurted from the very center of the undershirt. Lord gasped once, his eyes glazed and his body landed back against the door. It fell the rest of the way open to reveal the nearly naked figure of the young legislative liaison, who stared in shock at the dead lawyer. Collin swore under his breath. He looked at her. She knew what was coming, he could see it in the terror-filled eyes.


  Wrong place, wrong time. Sorry lady.


  His gun exploded a second time and the impact knocked her slender body back into the room. Her legs splayed, her fingers clenched, she stared blankly at the ceiling; her night of pleasure turned abruptly into her last night on earth.


  Bill Burton ran up to his kneeling partner and surveyed the carnage with incredulity, which was quickly replaced with anger.


  “Are you fucking crazy!” he exploded.


  “They saw my face, what the hell was I supposed to do? Make them promise not to tell? Fuck it!”


  Both men’s nerves were at their breaking point. Collin gripped his gun hard.


  “Where is he? Was it Graham?” Burton demanded.


  “I think so. He went down the fire stairs.”


  “So he’s gone.”


  Collin looked at him and then stood up. “Not yet. I didn’t waste two people just so he could get away.” He started to take off. Burton grabbed him.


  “Give me your gun, Tim.”


  “Goddammit, Bill, are you nuts?”


  Burton shook his head, pulled out his piece and handed it to him. He took Collin’s weapon.


  “Now go get him. I’ll try to do some damage control here.”


  Collin ran to the door and then disappeared down the stairs.


  Burton looked at the two dead bodies. He recognized Sandy Lord and sucked in his breath sharply. “Goddamn. Goddamn,” he said again. He turned and went quickly to Jack’s office. Trailing his sprinting partner, he had found it right at the moment the first shot rang out. He opened the door and turned on the light. He surveyed the interior quickly. The guy would have the package with him. That was clear. Richmond had been right about Edwina Broome’s involvement. Whitney had entrusted her with the package. Shit, they had been so close. Who knew Graham or anybody else would be here this late?


  He made another sweep of the room’s contents with his eyes. They went past and slowly came back to the desk. His plan came together in a few seconds. Finally, something might be going their way. He moved toward the desk.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK REACHED THE FIRST FLOOR AND YANKED ON THE doorknob. It didn’t budge. His heart sank. They had had trouble with this before. Routine fire drills and the doors had been locked. The building management said they had fixed the problem. Right! Only now their mistake could cost him his life. And not from any inferno.


  He looked back up the stairs. They were coming fast, silence was no longer an issue. Jack raced back up the stairs to the second floor, prayed silently before he grabbed the knob and a rush of relief swept over him as it turned in his sweating hand. He turned the corner, hit the elevator bank, pushed the button. He checked his backside, ran to the far corner and crouched down out of sight.


  Come on! He could hear the elevator heading up. But then an awful thought ran through his mind. Whoever was following him could be on that elevator. Could have figured what Jack would try to do and attempt to checkmate him.


  The car halted on his floor. At the instant the doors opened Jack heard the fire door smash against the wall. He jumped for the car, slid in between the doors and crashed against the back of the elevator. He leapt up and hit the button for the garage.


  Jack felt the presence immediately, the slightly elevated breathing. He saw a flash of black, then the gun. He hurled the paperweight, and threw himself into the corner.


  He heard a grunt of pain as the doors finally closed. 


  He ran through the dark underground parking garage, found his car and a few moments later he was through the automatic door and hit the accelerator. The car raced up the street. Jack looked back. Nothing. He looked at himself in the mirror. His face was drenched with sweat. His entire body was one large knot. He rubbed his shoulder where he had slammed into the elevator wall. Jesus, that had been so close. So close.


  As he drove he wondered where he could go. They knew him, knew all about him it seemed. He clearly couldn’t go home. Where then? The police? No. Not until he knew who was after him. Who had been able to kill Luther despite all the cops. Who seemed to always know what the cops knew. For tonight he would stay someplace in town. He had his credit cards. In the morning, first thing in the morning, he would hook up with Frank. Everything would be okay then. He eyed the box. But tonight he would see what had almost cost him his life.


  *   *   *


   


  RUSSELL
LAY UNDERNEATH THE SHEETS. RICHMOND HAD JUST finished on top of her. And without a word he had climbed off and left the room, her sole purpose brutally fulfilled. She rubbed her wrists where he had clenched them. She could feel the abrasions. Her breasts hurt where he had mauled them. Burton’s warning came back to her. Christine Sullivan, too, had been mangled, and not just by the agents’ bullets.


  She slowly moved her head back and forth, fought to hold back the tears. She had wanted this so badly. Had wanted Alan Richmond to make love to her; she had imagined it would be so romantic, so idyllic. Two intelligent, powerful and dynamic people. The perfect couple. How wonderful it should have been. And then the vision of the man startled her back to reality; pounding away at her, with no more emotion on his features than if he had been masturbating alone in the toilet with the latest Penthouse. He had never even kissed her; had never even spoken. He had just pulled off her clothes as soon as she came in the bedroom, sunk his hardened flesh into her and now he was gone. It had all taken barely ten minutes. And now she was alone. Chief of Staff! 
Chief Whore more like it.


  She wanted to scream out I fucked you! You bastard! I
fucked you in that room that night and there wasn’t a damn
thing you could do about it you sonofabitch.


  Her tears wet the pillow and she cursed herself for breaking down and crying yet again. She had been so sure of her abilities, so confident that she could control him. God, she had been so wrong. The man had people killed. Walter Sullivan. Walter Sullivan had been killed, murdered, with the knowledge, indeed the blessing, of the President of the United States. When Richmond had told her she couldn’t believe it. He said he wanted to keep her fully informed. Fully terrified was more like it. She had no idea what he was up to now. She was no longer a central part of this campaign and she thanked God that she wasn’t.


  She sat up in bed, pulled the ripped nightgown over her quivering body. Shame rocked her again, momentarily. Of course she was now his personal whore. And his consideration for that was his unspoken promise not to crush her. But was that all? Was that really all?


  She huddled the blanket around her and looked into the darkness of the room. She was an accomplice. But she was also something more. She was a witness. Luther Whitney had also been a witness. And now he was dead. And Richmond had calmly ordered the execution of one of his oldest and dearest friends. If he could do that, what was her life worth? The answer to that question was shockingly clear.


  She bit into her hand until it hurt. She looked at the doorway through which he had disappeared. Was he in there? in the dark, listening? thinking about what to do with her? A cold shudder of fear grabbed her and did not leave. She was caught. For once in her life she had no options. She wasn’t sure if she would even survive. 


  *   *   *


   


  JACK DROPPED THE BOX ON THE BED, TOOK OFF HIS COAT, looked out the window of his hotel room and then sat down. He was pretty sure he hadn’t been followed. He had gotten out of the building so fast. He had remembered, at the last minute, to ditch his car. He didn’t really know who was pursuing him, but he assumed they were sophisticated enough to trace his car’s whereabouts.


  He checked his watch. The cab had dropped him off at the hotel barely fifteen minutes ago. It was a nondescript place, a hotel where tourists on the cheap would stay and then wander around the city to get their fill of the country’s history before heading back home. It was out of the way but then he wanted out of the way.


  Jack looked at the box and then decided he had waited long enough. A few seconds later he had it open and was staring at the object inside the plastic bag.


  A knife? He looked at it more closely. No, it was a letter opener, one of the old-fashioned kind. He held the bag by its ends and examined the object minutely. He wasn’t a trained forensic specialist, and thus he didn’t register that the black crustings on the handle and blade were actually very old, dried blood. Nor was he aware of the fingerprints that existed within the leather.


  He lay the bag carefully down and leaned back in the chair. This had something to do with the woman’s murder. Of that he was certain. But what? He looked at it again. This was obviously an important piece of physical evidence. It hadn’t been the murder weapon; Christine Sullivan had been shot. But Luther had thought it critically important.


  Jack jerked straight up. Because it identified who had killed Christine Sullivan! He grabbed the bag and held it up to the light, his eyes searching every inch of space. Now he could dimly make them out, like a swirl of black threads. Prints. This had the person’s fingerprints on it. Jack looked at the blade closely. Blood. On the handle too. It had to be. What had Frank said? He struggled to recall. Sullivan had possibly stabbed her attacker. In the arm or the leg with a letter opener, the one in the bedroom photo. At least that was one of the detective’s theories he had shared with Jack. What Jack held in his hand seemed to bear that analysis out.


  He carefully placed the bag back into the box and slid it under the bed.


  He went over to the window and again looked out. The wind had picked up. The cheap window rattled and shook.


  If only Luther would have told him, confided in him. But he was scared for Kate. How had they made Luther believe Kate was in danger?


  He thought back. Luther had received nothing while in prison, Jack was certain of that. So what then? Had whoever it was just walked up to Luther and told him flat out: talk and your daughter dies? How would they even know he had a daughter? The two hadn’t been in the same room with each other for years.


  Jack lay down on the bed, closed his eyes. No, he was wrong about that. There was one time when that would have been possible. The day they had arrested Luther. That would be the only time that father and daughter would have been together. It was possible that, without saying anything, someone could have made it crystal-clear to Luther, with just a look, nothing more. Jack had handled cases that had been dismissed because witnesses were afraid to testify. No one had ever said anything to them. It was solely intimidation by the unspoken word. A silent terror, there was nothing new about that.


  So who would’ve been there to do that? To deliver the message that had made Luther shut up like his mouth was stapled closed? But the only people who were there, as far as Jack knew, were the cops. Unless it was the person who had taken a shot at Luther. But why would he hang around? How could that person just waltz into the place, walk up to Luther, make eye contact, without anyone becoming suspicious? 


  Jack’s eyes shot open.


  Unless that person were a cop. His immediate thought hit him hard in the chest.


  Seth Frank.


  He dismissed it quickly. There was no motive there, not a scintilla of motive. For the life of him he couldn’t imagine the detective and Christine Sullivan in any type of tryst and that’s what this boiled down to, didn’t it? Sullivan’s lover had killed her and Luther had seen the whole thing. It couldn’t be Seth Frank. He hoped to God it wasn’t Seth Frank because he was counting on the man to get him out of this mess. But what if tomorrow morning Jack would be delivering the very thing Frank had been desperately searching for? He could have dropped it, left the room, Luther comes out of his hiding place, picks it up and flees. It was possible. And the place sanitized so clean a pro had to be behind it. A pro. An experienced homicide detective who knew exactly how to cleanse a crime scene.


  Jack shook his head. No! Dammit no! He had to believe in something, someone. It had to be something else. Someone else. It had to be. He was just tired. His attempts at deduction were becoming ludicrous. Seth Frank was no murderer.


  He closed his eyes again. For now he believed he was safe. A few minutes later he fell into an uneasy sleep.


  *   *   *


   


  THE MORNING WAS REFRESHINGLY COLD, THE CLOSE, TRAPPED air expunged by the storm of the night before.


  Jack was already up; he had slept in his clothes and they looked it. He washed his face in the small bathroom, smoothed down his hair, cut the light off and went back into the bedroom. He sat on the bed and looked at his watch. Frank would not be in yet, but it wouldn’t be long now. He pulled the box from under the bed, laid it beside him. It felt like a time bomb next to him.


  He flicked on the small color TV that sat in the corner of the room. The early-morning local news was on. The perky blonde, no doubt aided by substantial amounts of caffeine as she waited for her break into prime time, was recounting the top stories.


  Jack expected to see the litany of various world trouble spots. The Middle East was good for at least a minute each morning. Maybe Southern California had had another quake. The President fighting the Congress.


  But there was only one top story this morning. Jack leaned forward as a place he knew very well flashed across the screen.


  Patton, Shaw & Lord. The lobby of PS&L. What was the woman saying? People dead? Sandy Lord murdered? Gunned down in his office? Jack leaped across the room and turned up the volume. He watched with increasing astonishment as twin gurneys were wheeled out of the building. A picture of Lord flashed into the upper-right-hand corner of the TV screen. His distinguished career was briefly recounted. But he was dead, unmistakably dead. In his office, someone had shot him.


  Jack fell back on the bed. Sandy had been there last night? But who was the other person? The other one under that sheet? He didn’t know. Couldn’t know that. But he believed he knew what had happened. The man after him, the man with the gun. Lord must have run into him, somehow. They were after Jack and Lord had walked right into it.


  He turned off the TV and went back into the bathroom and ran cold water over his face. His hands shook, his throat had dried up. He could not believe that this had all happened. So quickly. It had not been his fault, but Jack could not help feeling enormously guilty for his partner’s death. Guilty, like Kate had felt. It was a crushing emotion.


  He grabbed the phone and dialed.


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK
HAD BEEN AT HIS OFFICE FOR AN HOUR ALREADY. A contact from D.C. Homicide had tipped him to the twin slayings at the law firm. Frank had no idea if they were connected to Sullivan. But there was a common denominator. A common denominator that had given him a throbbing headache and it was barely seven in the morning.


  His direct line rang. He picked it up, his eyebrows arched in semidisbelief.


  “Jack, where the hell are you?”


  There was a hard edge in the detective’s tone that Jack had not expected to hear.


  “Good morning to you too.”


  “Jack, do you know what’s happened?”


  “I just saw it on the news. I was there last night, Seth. They were after me; I don’t know exactly how but Sandy must’ve walked into it and they killed him.”


  “Who? Who killed him?”


  “I don’t know! I was at the office, I heard a noise. The next thing I know I’m being chased through the building by someone with a gun and I barely get out of there with my head intact. Do the police have any leads?”


  Frank took a deep breath. The story sounded so fantastic. He believed in Jack, trusted him. But who could be absolutely certain about anyone these days?


  “Seth? Seth?”


  Frank bit on his nail, thinking furiously. Depending on what he did next one of two totally different events would take place. He momentarily thought of Kate Whitney. The trap he had laid for her and her father. He had still not gotten over that. He might be a cop, but he had been a human being long before that. He trusted he still had some decent human qualities left.


  “Jack, the police do have one lead, a real good lead in fact.”


  “Okay, what is it?”


  Frank paused, then said, “It’s you, Jack. You’re the lead. You’re the guy the entire District police force is combing the city for right this very minute.” 


  The phone slowly slid down from Jack’s hand. The blood seemed to have ceased flowing through his body.


  “Jack? Jack, goddammit talk to me.” The words of the detective did not register.


  Jack looked out the window. Out there were people who wanted to kill him and people who wanted to arrest him for murder.


  “Jack!”


  Finally, with an effort, Jack spoke. “I didn’t kill anybody, Seth.”


  The words were spoken as though they were spilling down a drain, about to be washed away.


  Frank heard what he desperately wanted to hear. It wasn’t the words—guilty people almost always lied—it was the tone with which they were spoken. Despair, disbelief, horror all rolled into one.


  “I believe you, Jack,” Frank said quietly.


  “What the hell’s going on, Seth?”


  “From what I’ve been told the cops have you on tape going into the garage at around midnight. Apparently Lord and a ladyfriend of his were there before you.”


  “I never saw them.”


  “Well, I’m not sure that you necessarily would have.” He shook his head and continued. “Seems they were found not completely clothed, especially the woman. I guess they had just finished doing it when they bought it.”


  “Oh God!”


  “And again they have you on the video blowing out of the garage apparently right after they were killed.”


  “But what about the gun? Did they find the gun?”


  “They did. In a trash Dumpster inside the garage.”


  “And?”


  “And your prints were on the gun, Jack. They were the only ones on the gun. After they saw you on the videotape, the D.C. cops accessed your fingerprints from the Virginia State Bar file. A nine-point hit I’m told.”


  Jack slumped down in the chair. 


  “I never touched any gun, Seth. Somebody tried to kill me and I ran. I hit the guy, with a paperweight I pulled off my desk. That’s all I know.” He paused. “What do I do now?”


  Frank knew that question was coming. In all honesty he wasn’t sure what to answer. Technically, the man he was speaking to was wanted for murder. As a law enforcement officer, his action should have been absolutely clear, only it wasn’t.


  “Wherever you are I want you to stay put. I’m gonna check this out. But don’t, under any circumstances, go anywhere. Call me back in three hours. Okay?”


  Jack hung up and pondered the matter. The police wanted him for murdering two people. His fingerprints were all over a weapon he had never even touched. He was a fugitive from justice. He smiled wearily, then he stiffened slightly. A fugitive. And he had just hung up from talking to a policeman. Frank hadn’t asked where he was. But they could have traced the call. They could have done that easily. Only Frank wouldn’t do that. But then Jack thought about Kate.


  Cops never told the whole truth. The detective had suckered Kate. Then he had felt sorry about it, or at least he had said he had.


  A siren blared outside and Jack’s heart stopped for an instant. He raced to the window and looked out but the patrol car kept on going until the flashing lights disappeared.


  But they might be coming. They might be coming for him right now. He grabbed his coat and put it on. Then he looked down at the bed.


  The box.


  He had never even told Frank about the damned thing. The most important thing in his life last night, now it had taken a back seat to something else.


  *   *   *


   


  “AREN’T YOU BUSY ENOUGH OUT THERE IN THE BOONIES?” Craig Miller was a D.C. homicide detective of long standing. Big, with thick, wavy black hair and a face that betrayed his love of fine whiskey. Frank had known him for years. Their relationship was one of friendship and the shared belief that murder must always be punished.


  “Never too busy to come over to see if you ever got any good at this detective stuff,” Frank replied, a wry grin on his face.


  Miller smiled. They were in Jack’s office. The crime unit was just finishing up.


  Frank looked around the spacious interior. Jack was a long way from this kind of life now, he thought to himself.


  Miller looked at him, a thought registering. “This Graham fellow, he was involved in the Sullivan case out your way, wasn’t he?”


  Frank nodded. “The suspect’s defense counsel.”


  “That’s right! Man, that’s a pretty big swing. Defense counsel to future defendant.” Miller smiled.


  “Who found the bodies?”


  “Housekeeper. She gets in around four in the morning.”


  “So any motive work its way through that big head of yours?”


  Miller eyed his friend. “Come on. It’s eight o’clock in the morning. You drove all the way in here from the middle of nowhere to pick my brain. What’s up?”


  Frank shrugged. “I don’t know. I got to know the guy during the case. Surprised the shit out of me to see his face on the morning news. I don’t know, it just stuck in my gut.”


  Miller eyed him closely for another few seconds and then decided not to pursue it.


  “The motive, it seems, is pretty clear. Walter Sullivan was the deceased’s biggest client. This fellow Graham, without talking to anybody at the firm, jumps in and represents the dude accused of murdering the guy’s wife. That, obviously, didn’t sit too well with Lord. Apparently, the two had a meeting at Lord’s place. Maybe they tried to work things out, maybe they just made things worse.”


  “How’d you get all the inside scoop?” 


  “Managing partner of the place.” Miller flipped open his notebook. “Daniel J. Kirksen. He was real helpful on all the background shit.”


  “So how does that lead to Graham coming in here to pop two people?”


  “I didn’t say it was premeditated. The video time tables show pretty clearly that the deceased was here several hours before Graham showed up.”


  “So?”


  “So the two don’t know the other’s here, or maybe Graham sees Lord’s office light on when he’s driving by. It overlooks the street, it’d be easy enough to see someone in the office.”


  “Yeah, except if the man and woman were getting it on, I’m not sure they’d be showcasing it to the rest of the city. The blinds were probably down.”


  “Right, but come on, Lord wasn’t in the best of shape so I doubt if they were doing it the whole time. In fact the office light was on when they were found and the blinds were partially open. Anyway, accidental or not, the two run into each other here. The argument is rekindled. The feelings accelerate, maybe threats are made. And bam. Heat of the moment. It could be it was Lord’s gun. They struggle. Graham gets the piece away from the old guy. Shot’s fired. Woman sees it all, she has to eat a round too. All over in a few seconds.”


  Frank shook his head. “Excuse me for saying so, Craig, but that sounds awfully farfetched.”


  “Oh yeah? Well we got the guy blowing out of here white as a sheet. The camera got a clear shot of him. I’ve seen it, there was no blood left in the guy’s face, Seth, I’m telling you.”


  “How come Security didn’t come and check things out then?”


  Miller laughed. “Security? Shit. Half the time those guys aren’t even looking at the monitors. They got a tape backup you’re lucky if they even review on any consistent basis. Let me tell you it is not hard to get into one of these office buildings after hours.”


  “So maybe somebody did.”


  Miller shook his head, grinning. “Don’t think so, Seth. That’s your problem. You look for a complicated answer when the simple one’s staring you in the face.”


  “So where did this gun mysteriously appear from?”


  “A lot of people keep guns stashed in their office.”


  “A lot? Like how many is a lot, Craig?”


  “You’d be surprised, Seth.”


  “Maybe I would!” Frank shot back.


  Miller looked puzzled. “Why do you have such a bug up your ass about this?”


  Frank didn’t look at his friend. He stared over at the desk.


  “I don’t know. Like I said, I got to know the guy. He didn’t seem like the type. So his prints were on the weapon?”


  “Two perfect hits. Right thumb and index. Never seen clearer ones.”


  Something in his friend’s words jolted Frank. He was looking at the desk. The highly polished surface had been defaced. The small water ring was clearly visible.


  “So where’s the glass?”


  “What’s that?”


  Frank pointed to the mark. “The glass that left that mark. Have you got it?”


  Miller shrugged and then chuckled. “I haven’t checked the dishwasher in the kitchen, if that’s what you’re asking. Be my guest.”


  Miller turned to sign off on a report. Frank took the opportunity to check out the desk more closely. In the middle of the desk was a slight dust ring. Something had been there. Square in shape, about three inches across. The paperweight. Frank smiled.


  A few minutes later Seth Frank walked down the hallway. The gun had perfect prints on it. Too perfect more like it. Frank had also seen the weapon and the police report on it. A .44 caliber, serial numbers obliterated, untraceable. Just like the weapon found next to Walter Sullivan.


  Frank had to allow himself a smile. He had been right in what he had done, or more accurately, what he had not done.


  Jack Graham had been telling the truth. He hadn’t killed anybody.


  *   *   *


   


  “YOU KNOW, BURTON, I’M BECOMING A LITTLE TIRED OF having to devote so much time and attention to this matter. I do have a country to run in case you’ve forgotten.” Richmond sat in a chair in the Oval Office in front of a blazing fire. His eyes were closed; his fingers formed a tight pyramid.


  Before Burton could respond, the President continued. “Instead of having the object back safely in our possession, you have managed only to contribute two more entries to the city’s homicide fiasco, and Whitney’s defense attorney is out there somewhere with possibly the evidence to bury us all. I’m absolutely thrilled with the result.”


  “Graham’s not going to the police, not unless he’s real fond of prison food and wants a big, hairy man as his date for life.” Burton stared down at the motionless President. The shit he, Burton, had gone through to save all their asses while this prize stayed safely behind the lines. And now he was criticizing. Like the veteran Secret Service agent had really enjoyed seeing two more innocent people die.


  “I do congratulate you on that part. It showed quick thinking. However, I don’t believe we can rely on that as a long-term solution. If the police do take Graham into custody he’ll certainly produce the letter opener, if he has it.”


  “But I bought us some time.”


  The President stood up, grabbed Burton’s thick shoulders. “And in that time I know you will locate Jack Graham and persuade him that taking any action detrimental to our interests would not be in his best interests.” 


  “Do you want me to tell him that before or after I put a bullet in his brain?”


  The President smiled grimly. “I’ll leave that to your professional judgment.” He turned to his desk.


  Burton stared at the President’s back. For one instant Burton visualized pumping a round from his weapon into the base of the President’s neck. Just end the bullshit right here and now. If anyone ever deserved it this guy did.


  “Any idea where he might be, Burton?”


  Burton shook his head. “No, but I’ve got a pretty reliable source.” Burton didn’t mention Jack’s phone call to Seth Frank that morning. Sooner or later Jack would reveal his location to the detective. And then Burton would make his move.


  Burton took a deep breath. If you loved a pressure-filled challenge it didn’t get much better than this. It was the ninth inning, the home team was up by one, there were two outs, one runner on, and a full count on the bruiser at the plate. Could Burton close it out or would they all watch as the white orb disappeared into the stands?


  As Burton walked out the door, more than a small part of him hoped it was the latter.


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK
WAS WAITING AT HIS DESK, STARING AT THE clock. As the second hand swept past the twelve the phone rang.


  Jack sat in the phone booth. He thanked God it was as cold as it was outside. The heavy, hooded parka he had bought that morning fit right in with the bundled-up mass of humanity. And still he had the overwhelming impression that everyone seemed to be looking at him.


  Frank picked up on the background noise. “Where the hell are you? I told you not to leave wherever you were staying.”


  Jack didn’t respond right away.


  “Jack?” 


  “Look, Seth, I’m not real good at being a sitting duck. And I’m not in a position where I can afford to completely rely on anyone. Understood?”


  Frank started to make a protest, but then leaned back in his chair. The guy was right, flat-out right.


  “Fair enough. Would you like to hear how they set you up?”


  “I’m listening.”


  “You had a glass on your desk. Apparently you were drinking something. You remember that?”


  “Yeah, Coke, so what?”


  “So whoever was after you ran into Lord and the woman like you said and they had to be popped. You got away. They knew the garage video would have you leaving right about the time of the deaths. They lifted your prints off the glass and transferred them to the gun.”


  “You can do that?”


  “You bet your ass, if you know what you’re doing and you’ve got the right equipment, which they probably found in the supply room at your firm. If we had the glass we could show it was a forgery. Just as one person’s prints are unique from another person’s, your print on the gun couldn’t match in every detail the print on the glass. Amount of pressure applied and so on.”


  “Do the D.C. cops buy that explanation?”


  Frank almost laughed. “I wouldn’t be counting on that, Jack. I really wouldn’t. All they want to do is bring you in. They’ll let other people worry about everything else.”


  “Great. So now what?”


  “First things first. Why were they after you in the first place?”


  Jack almost slapped himself. He looked down at the box.


  “I got a special delivery from someone. Edwina Broome. It’s something I think you’ll get a real kick out of seeing.”


  Seth stood up, almost wishing he could reach through the phone and snatch it. “What is it?”


  Jack told him. 


  Blood and prints. Simon would have a field day. “I can meet you anywhere, anytime.”


  Jack thought rapidly. Ironically, public places seemed to be more dangerous than private ones. “How about the Farragut West Metro station, 18th Street exit, around eleven tonight?”


  Frank jotted the information down. “I’ll be there.”


  Jack hung up the phone. He would be at the Metro station before the appointed time. Just in case. If he saw anything remotely suspicious he was going underground as far as he could. He checked his money. The dollars were dwindling. And his credit cards were out for now. He would risk hitting several ATM machines. That would net him a few hundred. That should be enough, for a while.


  He exited the phone booth, checked the crowd. It was the typical hurried pace of Union Station. No one appeared the least bit interested in him. Jack jerked slightly. Coming his way were a pair of D.C. police officers. Jack stepped back into the phone booth until they passed.


  He bought some burgers and fries at the food court and then grabbed a cab. Munching down while the cab took him through the city, Jack had a moment to reflect on his options. Once he got the letter opener to Frank would his troubles really end? Presumably the prints and blood would match up with the person in the Sullivan house that night. But then Jack’s defense counsel mentality took over. And that mind-set told him there were clear, almost insurmountable obstacles in the path of such a pristine resolution.


  First, the physical evidence may well be inconclusive. There may be no match because the person’s DNA and prints may not be on file anywhere. Jack again remembered the look on Luther’s face that night on the Mall. It was somebody important, somebody people knew. And that was another obstacle. If you made accusations against a person like that, you better make damn sure you could back it up or else your case would never see the light of day.


  Second, they were looking at a mammoth chain-of-custody problem. Could they even prove the letter opener came from Sullivan’s home? Sullivan was dead; the staff might not know for certain. Christine Sullivan had presumably handled it. Perhaps her killer had possessed it for a short period of time. Luther had kept it for a couple of months. Now Jack had it and would, hopefully, soon be passing it on to Seth Frank. It finally struck Jack.


  The letter opener’s evidentiary value was zilch. Even if they could find a match, a competent defense counsel would shred its admissibility. Hell, they probably wouldn’t even get an indictment based on it. Tainted evidence was no evidence at all.


  He stopped eating and lay back in the grimy vinyl seat.


  But come on! They had tried to get it back! They had killed to get it back. They were prepared to kill Jack to take possession of what he had. It must be important to them, deadly important. So regardless of its legal efficacy, it had value. And something valuable could be exploited. Maybe he had a chance.


  *   *   *


   


  IT WAS TEN O’CLOCK WHEN JACK HIT THE ESCALATOR HEADING down into the Farragut West Metro station. Part of the orange and blue lines on the Washington Metrorail system, Farragut West was a very busy station during the day due to its close proximity to the downtown business area with its myriad law and accounting firms, trade associations and corporate offices. At ten o’clock in the evening, however, it was pretty much deserted.


  Jack stepped off the escalator and surveyed the area. The underground Metro stations of the system were really huge tunnels with vaulted honeycombed ceilings and floors consisting of six-sided brick. A broad corridor lined with cigarette advertisements on one side and automated ticket machines on the other culminated in a kiosk that sat in the center of the aisle with the turnstiles flanking it on either side. A huge Metro map with its multicolored rail lines, and travel time and pricing information, stood against one wall next to the dual phone booths.


  One bored Metro employee leaned back in his chair in the glass-enclosed kiosk. Jack looked around and eyed the clock atop the kiosk. Then he looked back toward the escalator and froze. Coming down the escalator was a police officer. Jack willed himself to turn as casually as possible and he passed along the wall until he reached the phone booth. He flattened himself against the back of the booth, hidden behind its barrier. He caught his breath and risked peering out. The officer approached the ticket machines, nodded to the Metro guy in the kiosk and looked around the perimeter of the station entrance. Jack drew back. He would wait. The guy would move on shortly; he had to.


  Time passed. A loud voice interrupted Jack’s thoughts. He looked out. Coming down the escalator was a man, obviously homeless. His clothing was in tatters, a thick bundled blanket slung over one shoulder. His beard and hair were matted and unkempt. His face weather-beaten and strained. It was cold outside. The warmth of the Metro stations was always a welcome haven for the homeless until they got run out. The iron gates at the top of the escalators were to keep just such people out.


  Jack looked around. The police officer had disappeared. Perhaps to check out the train platforms, shoot the breeze with the kiosk guy. Jack looked in that direction. That man too had vanished.


  Jack looked back at the homeless man, who was now crumpled in one corner, inventorying his meager belongings, rubbing ungloved hands back and forth, trying to work circulation into limbs stretched to their breaking point.


  A pang of guilt hit Jack. The gauntlet of such people downtown was staggering. A generous person could empty their entire pockets in the span of one city block. Jack had done that, more than once.


  He checked the area one more time. No one. Another train would not arrive for about fifteen minutes. He stepped out of the booth and looked directly across at the man. He didn’t seem to see Jack; his attention was focused on his own little world far away from normal reality. But then Jack thought, his own reality was no longer normal, if it ever had been. Both he and the pathetic mass across from him were involved in their own peculiar struggles. And death could claim either of them, at any time. Except that Jack’s demise would probably be somewhat more violent, somewhat more sudden. But maybe that was preferable to the lingering death awaiting the other.


  He shook his head clear. Thoughts like that were doing him no good. If he were going to survive this he had to remain focused, he had to believe he would outlast the forces marshaled against him.


  Jack started forward and then stopped. His blood pressure almost doubled; the sudden metabolic change he was experiencing left him light-headed.


  The homeless man was wearing new shoes. Soft-soled, brown leathers, which probably cost over a hundred and fifty bucks. They were revealed from out of the mass of filthy clothing like a shiny blue diamond on a bed of white sand.


  And now the man was looking up at him. The eyes locked on Jack’s face. They were familiar. Beneath the depths of wrinkles, filthy hair and wind-burnt cheeks, he had seen those eyes before; he was sure of it. The man was now rising off the floor. He seemed to have much more energy than when he first staggered in.


  Jack frantically looked around. The place was as empty as a tomb. His tomb. He looked back. The man had already started toward him. Jack backed up, clutching the box to his chest. He thought back to his narrow escape in the elevator. The gun. He would see that gun appearing soon. It would be pointed right at him.


  Jack backed down the tunnel toward the kiosk. The man’s hand was going underneath his coat, a torn and beaten behemoth that spilled its woolen guts with every step. Jack looked around. He heard approaching footsteps. He looked back at the man, deciding whether he should make a run for the train or not. Then he came into sight.


  Jack almost screamed in relief.


  The police officer rounded the corner. Jack ran to him, pointing back down the tunnel at the homeless man who now stood stock-still, in the middle of the corridor.


  “That man; he’s not a homeless person. He’s an imposter.” The chance of him being recognized by the cop had crossed Jack’s mind although the young cop’s features didn’t betray any such realization.


  “What?” The bewildered cop stared at Jack.


  “Look at his shoes.” Jack realized he was making little sense, but how could he when he couldn’t tell the cop the whole story?


  The cop looked down the tunnel, saw the homeless man standing there, his face turned into a grimace. In his confusion he retreated to the normal inquiry.


  “Has he been bothering you, sir?”


  Jack hesitated, then said, “Yes.”


  “Hey!” The cop shouted at the man.


  Jack watched as the cop ran forward. The homeless man turned and fled. He made it to the escalator, but the up escalator wasn’t working. He turned and raced down the tunnel, darted around a corner and disappeared, the cop right after him.


  Now Jack was alone. He looked back at the kiosk. The Metro guy hadn’t returned.


  Jack jerked his head. He had heard something. Like a shout, of someone in pain, from where the two men had disappeared. He moved forward. As he did, the cop, slightly out of breath, came back around the corner. He looked at Jack, motioned him to come over with slow movements of his arm. The guy looked sick, like he had seen or done something that disgusted him.


  Jack hustled up next to him.


  The cop gulped in air. “Goddammit! I don’t know what the hell’s going on, buddy.” The cop again struggled to catch his breath. He put one hand out against the wall to steady himself.


  “Did you catch him?”


  The cop nodded. “You were right.”


  “What happened?”


  “Go see for yourself. I’ve gotta call this in.” The cop straightened up and pointed a warning finger at Jack. “But you are not to leave. I’m not explaining this one by myself and it sounds like maybe you know a helluva lot more about this than you’re letting on. Understood?”


  Jack nodded quickly. The cop hurried off. Jack walked around the corner. Wait. The cop had told him to wait. Wait for them to arrest him. He should bolt now. But he couldn’t. He had to see who it was. He was certain he knew the guy. He had to see.


  Jack looked up ahead. This was a service way for Metro personnel and equipment. In the darkness, far down the tunnel, there was a large bundle of clothing. In the dim lighting Jack strained to see more clearly. As he moved closer he saw that it was indeed the homeless man. For a few moments Jack remained motionless. He wanted the cops to show up. It was so quiet, so dark. The bundle did not move. Jack couldn’t hear any breathing. Was the guy dead? Had the cop needed to kill him?


  Finally, Jack moved forward. He knelt beside the man. What an elaborate disguise. Jack moved his hand briefly across the matted hair. Even the pungent odor of the street person was authentic. And then Jack saw the stream of blood as it trickled down the side of the man’s head. He moved the hair away. A cut was there, a deep one. That was the sound he had heard. There had been a struggle and the cop had hit him. It was over. They had tried to trick Jack and gotten tripped up. He wanted to remove the wig and other elements of disguise, to see who the hell his pursuers had been. But that would have to wait. Maybe it was good the police were now involved. He would give them the letter opener. He’d take his chances with them.


  He stood up, turned and watched the cop striding quickly up the corridor. Jack shook his head. What a surprise this guy was about to get. Chalk it up to being your lucky day, pal.


  Jack moved toward the cop and then stopped as the 9mm swiftly came out of the holster.


  The cop glared at him. “Mr. Graham.”


  Jack shrugged and smiled. The guy had finally identified him. “In the flesh.” He held up the box. “I’ve got something for you.”


  “I know you do, Jack. And that’s exactly what I want.”


  Tim Collin watched the smile fade from Jack’s lips. His hand tightened on the trigger as he moved forward.


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK COULD FEEL HIS PULSE QUICKEN AS HE DREW nearer to the station. Finally, he would have it. He could envision Laura Simon devouring the evidence like it was a slab of aged beef. And Frank was almost one hundred percent certain they would score a hit on some database, somewhere. And then the case would crack open like an egg hurled from the Empire State Building. And finally his questions, the nagging, nagging questions would be answered.


  *   *   *


   


  JACK LOOKED AT THE FACE, ABSORBING EVERY DETAIL. NOT that it would do him any good. He glanced over at the crumpled clothing on the floor, at the new shoes covering lifeless feet. Poor guy had probably wangled his first new pair of shoes in ages and now would never enjoy them.


  Jack looked back at Collin and said angrily, “The guy’s dead. You killed him.”


  “Let me have the box, Jack.” 


  “Who the hell are you?”


  “That really doesn’t matter, does it?” Collin flipped open a compartment on his belt and pulled out a suppressor that he quickly twirled onto the barrel of his gun.


  Jack eyed the hardware pointed at his chest. He thought of the gurneys wheeling out Lord and the woman. His turn would come in tomorrow’s paper. Jack Graham and a homeless man. Twin gurneys. Of course they’d work it so Jack would be blamed for having done in the poor, wretched street person. Jack Graham, from partner at Patton, Shaw to deceased mass murderer.


  “It matters to me.”


  “So?” Collin moved forward, placed both hands on the butt of his weapon.


  “Fuck you, take it!” Jack flung the box at Collin’s head right as the muffled explosion occurred. A bullet tore through the edge of the box and imbedded itself in the concrete wall. In the same instant, Jack hurled himself forward and made impact. Collin was solid bone and muscle but so was Jack. And they were about the same size. Jack felt the man’s breath driven completely from his body as Jack’s shoulder connected right at the diaphragm. Instinctively, long-ago wrestling moves came flowing back to his limbs and Jack picked up and then body-slammed the agent into the unwelcoming arms of the brick floor. By the time Collin managed to stagger to his feet, Jack had already turned the corner.


  Collin grabbed his gun and then the box. He stopped for an instant as sickness enveloped him. His head hurt from having struck the hard floor. He knelt down, fighting to regain his equilibrium. Jack was long gone, but at least he had it. Finally had it. Collins’s fingers closed around the box.


  Jack flew past the kiosk, hurdled the turnstiles, raced down the escalator and across the train platform. He was vaguely aware of people staring. His hood had fallen off his head. His face was clearly exposed. There was a shout behind him. The kiosk guy. But Jack kept running and exited the station on the 17th Street side. He didn’t think the man had been alone. And the last thing he needed was someone tailing him. But he doubted if they had both exits covered. They probably figured he wouldn’t be leaving the station under his own power. His shoulder ached from his collision and his breath came in difficult gulps as the cold air burned his lungs. He was two blocks away before he stopped running. He wrapped his coat around himself tightly. And then he remembered. He looked down at his empty hands. The box! He had left the goddamned box behind. He slumped against the front glass of a darkened McDonald’s.


  A car’s lights came down the road. Jack looked away from them and quickly moved around the corner. In a few minutes he hopped a bus. To where he wasn’t sure.


  *   *   *


   


  THE CAR TURNED OFF L STREET AND ONTO 19TH. SETH FRANK made his way up to Eye Street and then turned toward 18th. He parked on the corner across from the Metro station, got out of his car and went down the escalator.


  Across the street, hidden behind a collection of trash cans, debris and metal fencing, the products of a massive demolition project, Bill Burton watched. Swearing under his breath, Burton put out his cigarette, checked the street, and made his way quickly across to the escalator.


  As he got off the escalator, Frank looked around and checked the time. He wasn’t as early as he thought he would be. His eyes fell upon a collection of junk that lay against one wall. Then his gaze drifted over to the unmanned kiosk. There was no one else around. It was quiet. Too quiet. Frank’s danger radar instantly lit up. With an automatic motion he pulled his gun. His ears had pricked up at a sound that came from his right. He moved quickly down the corridor away from the turnstiles. There a darkened corridor awaited him. He peered around and at first saw nothing. Then as his eyes adjusted to the diminished light he saw two things. One was moving, one wasn’t.


  Frank stared as the man slowly rose to his feet. It wasn’t Jack. The guy was in a uniform, a gun in one hand, a box in the other. Frank’s fingers tightened on his own weapon, his eyes locked on the other man’s weapon. Frank stealthily moved forward. He hadn’t done this in a long time. The image of his wife and three daughters veered across his mind until he pushed it back out. He needed to concentrate.


  He was finally close enough. He prayed his accelerated breathing would not betray him. He leveled his pistol at the broad back.


  “Freeze! I’m a police officer.”


  The man did indeed stop all motion.


  “Lay the gun down, butt first. I don’t want to see your finger anywhere near the trigger or I’m gonna put a hole right in the back of your head. Do it. Now!”


  The gun slowly went toward the floor. Frank watched its progression, inch by inch. Then his vision became blurry. Frank’s head pounded, he staggered and then he slumped to the floor.


  At the sound, Collin slowly looked around to see Bill Burton standing there, holding his pistol by the barrel. He looked down at Frank.


  “Let’s go, Tim.”


  Collin shakily got to his feet, looked at the fallen officer and put his gun to Frank’s head. Burton’s massive hand stopped him.


  “He’s a cop. We don’t kill cops. We’re not killing any
body else, Tim.” Burton stared down at his colleague. Discomforting thoughts flickered in and out of Burton’s head at the calm and accepting manner in which the younger man had stepped into the role of conscienceless assassin.


  Collin shrugged, put his gun away.


  Burton took the box, looked down at the detective and then over at the other crumpled mass of humanity. He shook his head disdainfully and looked reproachfully at his partner.


  Several minutes after they were gone, Seth Frank let out a loud groan, tried to rise and then floated back into unconsciousness. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  KATE LAY IN BED BUT WAS AS FAR FROM SLEEP AS SHE COULD possibly be. The ceiling of her bedroom had been replaced with a torrent of images, each one more terrifying than its predecessor. She looked across at the small clock on the nightstand. Three o’clock in the morning. Her window shade was open enough to reveal the pitch-black darkness outside. She could hear the raindrops on the windowpane. Normally comforting, now they simply added to the relentless pounding in her head.


  When the phone rang, at first, she didn’t move. Her limbs seemed too heavy for her to even attempt to budge, as if each had simultaneously lost all circulation. For one terrible moment she thought she had suffered a stroke. Finally, on the fifth ring she managed to lift the receiver.


  “Hello?” Her voice was shaky, one step from oblivion; her nerves completely spent.


  “Kate. I need some help.” 


  *   *   *


   


  FOUR HOURS LATER THEY SAT IN THE FRONT OF THE LITTLE DELI at Founder’s Park, the site of their initial rendezvous after so many years apart. The weather had worsened into a hard, pelting snow that had made driving nearly impossible and walking only for the irrationally daring.


  Jack looked across at her. The hooded parka was off, but a ski cap, a few days’ worth of beard and a pair of thick glasses obscured his features to such a degree that Kate had to look twice before she recognized him.


  “You’re sure no one followed you?” He looked anxiously at her. A cup of steaming coffee partially clouded her line of vision, but she could see the strain on his face. It was clear he was near the breaking point.


  “I did what you said. The subway, two cabs and a bus. If anyone kept up with me in this weather, they’re not human.”


  Jack put his coffee down. “From what I’ve seen, they might not be.”


  He had not specifically identified the meeting place on the phone. He now assumed that they were listening to everything, to anyone connected to him. He had only mentioned the “usual” place, confident that Kate would understand, and she had. He looked out the window. Every passing face was a threat. He slid a copy of the Post across to her. The front page was revealing. Jack had shaken with anger when he had first read it.


  Seth Frank was in stable condition at George Washington University Hospital with a concussion. The homeless man, as yet unidentified, had not been so fortunate. And smack in the middle of the story was Jack Graham, a one-man crime wave. She looked up at him after reading the story.


  “We need to keep moving.” He looked at her, drained his coffee and then got up.


  The cab dropped them off at Jack’s motel on the outskirts of Alexandria’s Old Town. His eyes looking left and right and then behind, they made their way to his room. After locking and bolting the door, he took off the ski cap and glasses.


  “God, Jack, I’m so sorry you’re involved in any of this.” She shook; he could actually see her trembling from across the room. It took a moment for him to wrap his arms around her until he felt her body calm, relax. He looked at her.


  “I got myself involved. Now I just need to get myself uninvolved.” He attempted a smile, but it didn’t dent the fear she was feeling for him; the awful dread that he might soon join her father.


  “I left a dozen messages for you on your machine.”


  “I never thought to check, Kate.” He took the next half hour to tell her the events of the last few days. Her eyes reflected the growing horror with each new revelation.


  “My God!”


  They were silent for a moment.


  “Jack, do you have any idea who’s behind all this?”


  Jack shook his head, a small groan escaped his lips. “I’ve got a bunch of loose threads sliding around in my head but none of them have added up to spit so far. I’m hoping that status will change. Soon.”


  The finality with which the last word was spoken hit her like a sudden slap. His eyes told her. The message was clear. Despite the disguises, the elaborate travel safeguards, despite whatever innate ability he could bring to the battlefield, they would find him. Either the cops or whoever wanted to kill him. It was only a matter of time.


  “But at least if they got what they wanted back?” Her voice drifted off. She looked at him, almost pleadingly.


  He lay back on the bed, stretched exhausted limbs that didn’t seem to belong to him any longer.


  “That’s not something I can really hang my hat on forever, Kate, is it?” He sat up and looked across the room. At the cheap picture of Jesus hanging on the wall. He would take a dose of divine intervention right now. A small miracle would do. 


  “But you didn’t kill anyone, Jack. You told me Frank’s already figured that out. The D.C. cops will too.”


  “Will they? Frank knows me, Kate. He knows me and I could still hear the doubt in his voice at first. He picked up on the glass, but there’s no evidence that anyone tampered with it or the gun. On the other hand there’s clear, take-it-to-the-bank proof, pointing to me killing two people. Three if you count last night. My lawyer would recommend my negotiating a plea and hoping for twenty to life with the possibility of parole. I’d recommend it myself. If I go to trial I’ve got no shot. Just a bunch of speculation trying to tie Luther and Walter Sullivan and all the rest into some landscape of conspiracy of, you have to admit, mind-boggling proportions. The judge’ll laugh my ass right out of court. The jury will never hear it. Really, there’s nothing to hear.”


  He stood up and leaned against the wall, hands shoved in his pockets. He didn’t look at her. Both his short- and long-term prospects had doomsday written all over them.


  “I’ll die an old man in prison, Kate. That is, if I make it to old age—which is a big question mark in itself.”


  She sat down on the bed, her hands in her lap. A gasp caught midway in her throat as the sheer hopelessness sank in, like a boulder dropped in deep, dark waters.


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK OPENED HIS EYES. AT FIRST NOTHING CAME INTO focus. What his brain registered resembled a large white canvas on which a few hundred gallons of black, white and gray paint had been poured to form a cloggy, mind-altering quagmire. After a few anxious moments, he was able to discern the outline of the hospital room in all its stark white, chrome and sharp angles. As he tried to sit up, a hand planted itself firmly against his shoulder.


  “Uh-uh, Lieutenant. Not so fast.”


  Frank looked up into the face of Laura Simon. The smile did not entirely hide the worry lines around the eyes. Her sigh of relief was clearly audible.


  “Your wife just left to check on the kids. She’s been here all night. I told her as soon as she left you’d wake up.”


  “Where am I?”


  “GW Hospital. I guess if you were gonna have your head pounded in, at least you picked a place close to a hospital.” Simon continued to lean over the bed so Frank wouldn’t have to turn his head. He stared up at her.


  “Seth, do you remember what happened?”


  Frank thought back to last night. Or was it last night?


  “What day is it?”


  “Thursday.”


  “So it happened last night?”


  “Around eleven or so. At least they found you about then. And the other guy.”


  “Other guy?” Frank jerked his head around. Pain shot through his neck.


  “Take it easy, Seth.” Laura took a moment to prop a pillow next to Frank’s head.


  “There was another guy. Homeless. They haven’t identified him yet. Same kind of blow to the back of the head. Probably died instantly. You were lucky.”


  Frank gingerly touched his throbbing temples. He didn’t feel so lucky.


  “Anybody else?”


  “What?”


  “Did they find anybody else?”


  “Oh. No, but you’re not going to believe this. You know the lawyer who watched the tape with us?”


  Frank tensed. “Yeah, Jack Graham.”


  “Right. The guy kills two people at his law firm and then he’s spotted running away from the Metro about the time you and the other guy get whacked. The guy’s a walking nightmare. And he looked like a Mr. All-American.”


  “Have they found him yet? Jack? They’re sure he got away?” 


  Laura looked at him strangely. “He got out of the Metro station if that’s what you mean. But it’s only a matter of time.” She looked out the window, reached for her purse. “The D.C. cops want to talk with you as soon as you’re able.”


  “I’m not sure how much help I can be. I don’t remember all that much, Laura.”


  “Temporary amnesia. You’ll probably get it back.”


  She put on her jacket. “I have to go. Somebody’s got to keep Middleton County safe for the rich and famous while you’re counting sheep in here.” She smiled. “Don’t make a habit out of this, Seth. We were really worried we might have to hire a new detective.”


  “Where would you find someone as nice as me?”


  Laura laughed. “Your wife will be back in a few hours. You need to get some rest anyway.” She turned to go to the door.


  “By the way, Seth, what were you doing at the Farragut West Metro at that time of night?”


  Frank didn’t answer right away. He didn’t have amnesia. He recalled the night’s events clearly.


  “Seth?”


  “I’m not sure, Laura.” He closed his eyes and then re-opened them. “I just don’t remember.”


  “Don’t worry, it’ll come back to you. In the meantime, they’ll catch Graham. That’ll probably clear everything up.”


  After Laura left, Frank did not rest. Jack was out there. And he had probably initially thought the detective had set him up, although if Jack had seen the paper he would know that the detective had walked blindly into the ambush that had been laid for the lawyer.


  But they had the letter opener now. That’s what was in that box. He was certain of it. And without that what chance did they have of nailing these people?


  Frank again tried to struggle up. There was an IV in his arm. The pressure on his brain caused him to immediately lie back down. He had to get out of here. And he had to get in touch with Jack. Right now he had no idea how he would accomplish either. 


  *   *   *


   


  “YOU SAID YOU NEEDED MY HELP? WHAT CAN I DO?” KATE looked directly at Jack. There were no reservations on her features.


  Jack sat on the bed next to her. He looked troubled. “I’ve got some real serious doubts about getting you anywhere near this. In fact I’m wondering if calling you was the right thing to do.”


  “Jack, I’ve been surrounded by rapists, armed robbers and murderers for the last four years.”


  “I know that. But at least you knew who they were. This could be anybody. People are getting killed left and right, Kate. This is about as serious as it gets.”


  “I’m not leaving unless you let me help you.”


  Jack hesitated, his eyes turned away from hers.


  “Jack, if you don’t, then I’m going to turn you in. Better you take your chances with the cops.”


  He looked at her. “You’d do that, wouldn’t you?”


  “Damn straight I would. I’m breaking all the rules by being here with you now. If you let me in on it, then I forget all about seeing you today. If you don’t …”


  There was a look in her eyes that, despite all the horrific possibilities he was contemplating, made him somehow feel fortunate to be here at this exact moment.


  “Okay. You need to be my contact with Seth. Outside of you he’s the only one I can trust.”


  “But you lost the package. How can he help?” Kate could not hide her dislike of the homicide detective.


  Jack stood up and paced. Finally he stopped and looked down at her. “You know how your dad was a freak for control? Always have a backup plan?”


  Kate said dryly, “I remember.”


  “Well I’m counting on that quality.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “That Luther had a backup plan on this one.”


  She stared at him, open-mouthed. 


  *   *   *


   


  “MRS. BROOME?”


  The door opened another notch as Edwina Broome peered out.


  “Yes?”


  “My name is Kate Whitney. Luther Whitney was my father.”


  Kate relaxed as the old woman greeted her with a smile.


  “I knew I’d seen you before. Luther was always showing pictures of you. You’re even prettier than your photos.”


  “Thank you.”


  Edwina jerked the door open. “What am I thinking about. You must be freezing. Please come in.”


  Edwina led her into the small living room where a trio of felines were cloistered on various pieces of furniture.


  “I just made some fresh tea, would you like some?”


  Kate hesitated. Time was short. Then she looked around the narrow confines of the home. In the corner sat a battered upright piano, thick dust on the wood. Kate looked at the woman’s weakened eyes; the pleasures of a musical pastime had also been taken from her. Husband passed on, her only daughter dead. How many visitors could she possibly have?


  “Thank you, I would.”


  Both women settled into the old but comfortable furniture. Kate sipped the strong tea and she began to thaw out. She brushed the hair out of her face and looked across at the elderly woman to find a pair of sad eyes upon her.


  “I’m sorry about your daddy, Kate. I really am. I know you two had your differences. But Luther was as good a man as I’ve come across in my life.”


  Kate felt herself growing warmer. “Thank you. We both have had a lot to deal with in that regard.”


  Edwina’s eyes drifted over to a small table next to the window. Kate followed the gaze. On the table numerous photographs displayed a small shrine to Wanda Broome; capturing her in happy times. She strongly resembled her mother. 


  
A shrine. With a jolt Kate recalled her father’s own collection of her personal triumphs.


  “Yes indeed.” Edwina was looking at her again.


  Kate put down her tea. “Mrs. Broome, I hate to jump right into this, but the fact is I don’t have much time.”


  The old woman leaned forward expectantly. “This is about Luther’s death, and my daughter’s too, isn’t it?”


  Kate looked surprised. “Why do you think that?”


  Edwina leaned forward even more, her voice dropped to a whisper. “Because I know Luther didn’t kill Mrs. Sullivan. I know it as if I’d seen it with my own eyes.”


  Kate looked puzzled. “Do you have any idea who—”


  Edwina was already shaking her head sadly. “No. No, I don’t.”


  “Well how do you know my father didn’t do it?”


  Now there was definite hesitation. Edwina leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. When she finally reopened them, Kate had not moved a muscle.


  “You’re Luther’s daughter and I believe you should know the truth.” She paused, took a sip of her tea, pressed her lips dry with a napkin and then settled back into her chair. A black Persian drifted across and promptly went to sleep in her lap. “I knew about your father. His past, so to speak. He and Wanda got to know each other. She got into trouble years back and Luther helped her, helped her get back on her feet and get settled into a respectable life. I will always be grateful to him for that. He was always there when Wanda or I needed anything. The fact is, Kate, your father would never have been in the house that night if it weren’t for Wanda.”


  Edwina spoke for some minutes. When she had finished Kate sat back in her chair and realized she was holding her breath. She let out a loud gasp that seemed to echo around the room.


  Edwina didn’t say anything but continued to watch the young woman with her large sad eyes. Finally she stirred. A thickly wrinkled hand patted Kate’s knee.


  “Luther loved you, child. More than anything.” 


  “I realize that …”


  Edwina slowly shook her head. “He never blamed you for the way you felt. In fact he said you were entirely right to feel that way.”


  “He said that?”


  “He was so proud of you, your being a lawyer and all. He used to say to me, ‘My daughter is a lawyer and a damned fine one. Justice is what matters for her and she’s right, dead right.’ ”


  Kate’s head began to swirl. She was feeling emotions she was ill-equipped right now to deal with. She rubbed the back of her neck and took a moment to look outside. A black sedan pulled down the street and then disappeared. She quickly looked back at Edwina.


  “Mrs. Broome, I appreciate your telling me these things. But I really came here for a specific reason. I need your help.”


  “I’ll do whatever I can.”


  “My father sent you a package.”


  “Yes. And I sent it on to Mr. Graham, like Luther said to.”


  “Yes I know. Jack got the package. But someone … someone took it away from him. Now we’re wondering if my father sent you something else, something else that might help us?”


  Edwina’s eyes no longer looked sad. They had collected into twin masses of stark intensity. She looked over Kate’s shoulder.


  “Behind you, Kate, in the piano seat. The hymnal on the left.”


  Kate opened the piano seat and lifted out the hymnal. Inside the pages was a small packet. She looked down at it.


  “Luther was the most prepared man I have ever met in my life. Said if anything went wrong with my sending the package that I was to send this to Mr. Graham. I was getting ready to do that when I heard about him on the TV. Am I right in thinking Mr. Graham didn’t do any of the things they say he did?”


  Kate nodded. “I wish everybody thought like you did.” 


  Kate started to open the package.


  Edwina’s voice was sharp. “Don’t do that, Kate. Your father said that only Mr. Jack Graham was to see what was inside of there. Only him. I think it best if we took him at his word.”


  Kate hesitated, fighting her natural curiosity, and then closed the package.


  “Did he tell you anything else? Whether he knew who had killed Christine Sullivan?”


  “He did know.”


  Kate looked at her sharply. “But he didn’t say who?”


  Edwina shook her head vigorously. “He did say one thing though.”


  “What was that?”


  “He said if he told me who had done it, I wouldn’t have believed him.”


  Kate sat back, thought for several anxious moments.


  “What could he have meant by that?”


  “Well, it surprised me, I can tell you that.”


  “Why? Why did that surprise you?”


  “Because Luther was the most honest man I’d ever met. I would have believed anything he would have told me. Accepted it as the gospel.”


  “So whatever he saw, whoever he saw, must have been someone so unlikely as to be unbelievable. Even to you.”


  “Exactly. That’s exactly what I thought too.”


  Kate rose to go. “Thank you, Mrs. Broome.”


  “Please call me Edwina. Funny name, but it’s the only one I have.”


  Kate smiled. “After this is all over, Edwina, I … I’d like to come back and visit if you don’t mind. Talk about things some more.”


  “I’d like nothing better. Being old has its good and bad. Being old and lonely is all bad.”


  Kate put on her coat and went to the door. She put the package safely in her purse.


  “That should narrow your search shouldn’t it, Kate?”


  Kate turned around. “What?” 


  “Someone that unbelievable. Can’t be too many of them around I wouldn’t think.”


  *   *   *


   


  THE HOSPITAL SECURITY GUARD WAS TALL, BEEFY AND  uncomfortable as hell.


  “I don’t exactly know what happened. I was gone maybe two, three minutes tops.”


  “You shouldn’t have been away from your post at all, Monroe.” The diminutive supervisor was in Monroe’s face and the big man was sweating hard.


  “Like I said, the lady asked for some help with a bag, so I helped her.”


  “What lady?”


  “I told you, just some lady. Young, good-lookin’, dressed real professional.” The supervisor turned away, disgusted. He had no way of knowing the lady was Kate Whitney and that she and Seth Frank were already five blocks away in Kate’s car.


  *   *   *


   


  “DOES IT HURT?” KATE LOOKED AT HIM, WITH NOT MUCH sympathy in either her features or her voice.


  Frank gingerly touched the bandages around his head. “You kidding? My six-year-old hits me harder.” He looked around the interior of the car. “You got some smokes? Since when the hell are hospitals nonsmoking?”


  She rummaged in her purse and flipped him an open pack.


  He lit up and eyed her over the cloud of smoke. “By the way, nice job on the rent-a-cop. You should be in the movies.”


  “Great! I’m in the market for a career change.”


  “How’s our boy?”


  “Safe. For now. Let’s keep him that way.”


  She turned the corner and looked hard at him. 


  “You know, it wasn’t exactly my plan to let your old man buy it right in front of me.”


  “That’s what Jack said.”


  “But you don’t believe him?”


  “What does it matter what I believe?”


  “It does. It matters to me, Kate.”


  She stopped for a red light. “Okay. Let’s put it this way. I’m coming around to the idea that you didn’t want it to happen. Is that good enough?”


  “No, but it’ll do for now.”


  *   *   *


   


  JACK TURNED THE CORNER AND TRIED TO RELAX. THE LATEST storm front had finally wearied of the Capital City, but although there no longer was any pelting icy rain, the thermometer had remained consistently in the twenties and the wind had returned with a vengeance. He blew on stiff fingers and rubbed sleep-deprived eyes. Against a drift of black sky, a sliver of moon hung, soft and luminous. Jack checked his surroundings. The building across the street was dark and empty. The structure he was standing in front of had closed its doors a long time ago. A few passersby braved the inclement conditions, but for large chunks of time Jack stood alone. Finally he took shelter inside the doorway of the building and waited.


  Three blocks away a rusting cab pulled to the curb, the back door opened and a pair of low heels touched the cement sidewalk. The cab immediately pulled off and a moment later the street was silent again. Kate tugged her coat around her and hurried off. As she passed the next block, another car, lights out, turned the corner and drifted along in her wake. Her thoughts focused on the steps that lay ahead of her, Kate did not look back.


  Jack saw her turn the corner. He looked in all directions before moving, a habit he had quickly cultivated and hoped he would be able to discard very soon. He moved quickly to meet her. The street was quiet. Neither Kate nor Jack saw the sedan’s nose as it crept past the corner building’s front. Inside the driver zeroed in on the couple with a night-vision device the mail-order catalogue had trumpeted as being the very latest in Soviet technology. And although the former communists had no clue as to how to run a democratic, capitalist society, they did, for the most part, build sound military hardware.


  “Jesus, you’re freezing, how long have you been waiting?” Kate had touched Jack’s hand and the icy feel had coursed through her entire body.


  “Longer than I needed to. The motel room was shrinking on me. I just had to get out. I’m going to make a lousy prisoner. Well?”


  Kate opened her purse. She had called Jack from a pay phone. She couldn’t tell him what she had, only that she had something. Jack had agreed with Edwina Broome that if risks had to be taken, he would take more than anyone. Kate had already done enough.


  Jack grasped the packet. It wasn’t that difficult to discern what was contained inside. Photographs.


  
Thank God, Luther, you didn’t disappoint.


  “Are you okay?” Jack scrutinized her.


  “I’m getting there.”


  “Where’s Seth?”


  “He’s around. He’ll drive me home.”


  They stared at each other. Jack knew that the best thing was to have Kate leave, maybe leave the country for a while, until this blew over or he was convicted of murder. If the latter, then her intention of starting over somewhere else was probably the best plan anyway.


  But he didn’t want her to leave.


  “Thank you.” The words seemed wholly inadequate, like she had just dropped off lunch for him, or picked up his dry cleaning.


  “Jack, what are you going to do now?”


  “I haven’t thought it all through yet. But it’s coming. I’m not going down without a fight.” 


  “Yeah, but you don’t even know who it is you’re fighting. That’s hardly fair.”


  “Who said it was supposed to be fair?”


  He smiled at her as the wind kicked old newspapers down the street.


  “You better get going. It’s not that safe around here.”


  “I’ve got my pepper mace.”


  “Good girl.”


  She turned to leave, then clutched him by the arm.


  “Jack, please be careful.”


  “I’m always careful. I’m a lawyer. CYA is SOP for us.”


  “Jack, I’m not kidding.”


  He shrugged. “I know. I promise I will be as careful as I can.” As Jack said this he stepped toward Kate and took off his hood.


  The night goggles fixated on Jack’s exposed features and then they were lowered. Shaky hands picked up the car’s cellular phone.


  The two clung in an easy embrace. While Jack desperately wanted to kiss her, under the circumstances he settled for a soft brush of his lips against her neck. When they stepped back from each other, tears had begun to form in Kate’s eyes. Jack turned and walked quickly away.


  As Kate walked back down the street she didn’t notice the car until it swerved across the street and almost ended up on the curb. She staggered back as the driver’s side door flew open. In the background, the air had exploded with sirens, all coming toward her. Toward Jack. She instinctively looked behind her. There was no sign of him. When she turned back, she was staring into a pair of smug eyes, framed under bushy eyebrows.


  “I thought our paths might cross again, Ms. Whitney.”


  Kate stared at the man, but recognition was not forthcoming.


  He looked disappointed. “Bob Gavin. From the Post?”


  She looked at his car. She had seen it before. On the street passing Edwina Broome’s house.


  “You’ve been following me.” 


  “Yes, I have. Figured you’d eventually lead me to Graham.”


  “The police?” Her head jerked around as a squad car, siren blaring, tore down the street toward them. “You called them.”


  Gavin nodded, smiling. He was obviously pleased with himself.


  “Now before the cops get here I think we can work a little deal. You give me an exclusive. The down and dirty on Jack Graham, and my story changes just enough so that instead of an accessory, you’re just an innocent bystander in this whole mess.”


  Kate glared at the man, the rage within her, having been built up from a month of personal horrors, was near its exploding point. And Bob Gavin was standing directly over the epicenter.


  Gavin looked around at the patrol car nearing them. In the background, two more squad cars were heading in their direction.


  “Come on, Kate,” he said urgently, “you don’t have much time. You stay out of jail and I get my long-overdue Pulitzer and my fifteen minutes of fame. What’s it gonna be?”


  She gnashed her teeth, her response startlingly calm, as though she had practiced its delivery for months. “Pain, Mr. Gavin. Fifteen minutes of pain.” As he stared at her, she pulled the palm-size canister, pointed it directly at his face and squeezed the trigger. The pepper gas hit Gavin flush in the eyes and nose, marking his face with a red dye. By the time the cops exited their vehicle, Bob Gavin was on the pavement clutching at his face, trying unsuccessfully to tear his eyes out.


  *   *   *


   


  THE FIRST SIREN HAD SENT JACK INTO A SPRINT DOWN A SIDE street.


  He slid flat against a building sucking in air. His lungs ached, the cold tore at his face. The deserted nature of the area he was in had turned into a huge tactical disadvantage. He could keep moving, but he was like a black ant on a sheet of white paper. The sirens were coming so heavy now he couldn’t ascertain from what direction.


  Actually they were coming from all directions. And they were getting closer. He ran hard to the next corner, stopped and peered around. The view was not encouraging. His eyes fastened on a police blockade being set up at the end of the street. Their strategy was readily apparent. They knew his general coordinates. They would simply cordon off a wide radius and systematically close that radius in. They had the manpower and the time.


  The one thing he did have was a good knowledge of the area he was in. Many of his PD clients had come from here. Their dreams set not on college, law school, good job, loving family and the suburban split-level but on how much cash they could generate from selling bags of crack, how they could survive one day at a time. Survival. It was a strong, human drive. Jack hoped his was strong enough.


  As he flew down the alley, he had no idea what he would encounter, although he supposed the fierce weather had kept some of the local felons indoors. He almost laughed. Not one of his former partners at Patton, Shaw would have come near this place, even with an armored battalion surrounding them. He might as well be running across the surface of Pluto.


  He cleared the chain-link fence with one jump and landed slightly off-balance. As he put out his hand against the rugged brick wall to steady himself he heard two sounds. His own heavy breathing and the sound of running feet. Several pair. He’d been spotted. They were homing in on him. Next the K-9’s would be brought in and you didn’t run away from the four-legged cops. He exploded out of the alley and made his way over to Indiana Avenue.


  Jack veered down another street as the squeal of tires flew toward him. Even as he raced in the new direction, a new flank of pursuers rushed to greet him. It was only a matter of time now. He felt in his pocket for the packet. What could he do with it? He didn’t trust anybody. Technically, an inventory of an arrestee’s possessions taken from him would be made, with appropriate signatures and chain-of-custody safeguards, all of which meant nothing to Jack. Whoever could kill in the middle of hundreds of law officers and disappear without a trace could certainly manage to secure a prisoner’s personal possessions from the D.C. Police Department. And what he had in his pocket was the only chance he had. D.C. didn’t have the death penalty but life without parole wasn’t any better and in a lot of ways seemed a helluva lot worse.


  He raced in between two buildings, stumbled on some ice and plunged over a stack of garbage cans and hit the pavement hard. He picked himself up and half-rolled into the street, rubbing at his elbow. He could feel the burn, and there was a looseness in his knee that was a new sensation. As he stopped rolling, he managed to sit up, then froze.


  A car’s headlights were coming right for him. The police bubble light blasted into his eyes as the wheels came within two inches of his head. He slumped back on the asphalt. He was too winded to even move.


  The car door sprang open. Jack looked up, puzzled. It was the passenger door. Then the driver’s door flew open. Big hands slid under his armpits.


  “Goddammit, Jack, get your ass up.”


  Jack looked up at Seth Frank. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  BILL BURTON LEANED HIS HEAD INTO THE SECRET SERVICE command post. Tim Collin sat at one of the desks going over a report.


  “Come on, Tim.”


  Collin looked up, puzzled.


  Burton said quietly, “They’ve got him cornered down near the courthouse. I want to be there. Just in case.”


  *   *   *


   


  SETH FRANK’S
SEDAN FLEW DOWN THE STREET, THE BLUE bubble light commanding immediate respect from a traffic population unaccustomed to conveying any whatsoever to fellow motorists.


  “Where’s Kate?” Jack lay in the back seat, a blanket over him.


  “Right now she’s probably being read her rights. Then she’s gonna get booked on a slew of accessory charges for helping you.”


  Jack sprung up. “We’ve gotta go back, Seth. I’ll turn myself in. They’ll let her go.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “I’m not kidding, Seth.” Jack was halfway over the front seat.


  “I’m not either, Jack. You go back and turn yourself in, that’ll do nothing to help Kate and it’ll snuff out what little shot you’ve got to get your life back to reality.”


  “But Kate—”


  “I’ll take care of Kate. I’ve already called a buddy at D.C. He’ll be waiting for her. He’s a good guy.”


  Jack slumped back down. “Shit.”


  Frank opened his window, reached out and flicked the bubble light off and tossed it on the seat beside him.


  “What the hell happened?”


  Frank looked in his rearview mirror. “I’m not sure. The best I can figure is that Kate picked up a tail somewhere. I was cruising the area. We were going to meet at the Convention Center after she made the drop with you. Heard over my police radio that you had been spotted. I followed the chase over the airwaves, tried to guess where you might go. Got lucky. When I saw you blow out of the alley, I couldn’t believe it. Damn near ran you down. How’s the body by the way?”


  “Never better. I ought to do this crap once or twice a year just to keep me limber. Get ready for the Fleeing Felon Olympics.”


  Frank chuckled. “You’re still alive and kicking, my friend. Count your blessings. So did you get any nice presents?”


  Jack swore under his breath. He had been so busy running from the police that he had never even looked. He took out the packet.


  “Got a light?”


  Frank flicked on the dome light.


  Jack flipped through the photographs. 


  Frank checked the mirror. “So what do we got?”


  “Photos. Of the letter opener, knife, whatever the hell you want to call it.”


  “Huh. Not surprising I guess. Can you make out anything?”


  Jack looked closely in the poor light. “Not really. You guys must have some gadget that’ll do some good.”


  Frank sighed. “I gotta be straight with you, Jack, unless there’s something else we don’t have much of a shot. Even if we can somehow pull something that looks like a print off there who’s to say where it came from? And you can’t do DNA testing on blood from a friggin’ photograph, at least not that I’m aware of.”


  “I know that. I didn’t spend four years as a defense counsel picking my ass.”


  Seth slowed the car down. They were on Pennsylvania Avenue and the traffic had grown heavier. “So what’s your idea then?”


  Jack rubbed back his hair, dug his fingers into his leg until the pain in his knee subsided and then lay down on the seat. “Whoever’s behind all this wanted the letter opener back really bad. Enough to kill you, me, anybody else that got in the way. We’re talking paranoia at its peak.”


  “Which fits in with our theory of some big shot with a lot to lose if this comes out. So? They got it back. Where does that leave us, Jack?”


  “Luther didn’t make these photos just in case something happened to the original article.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “He came back into the country, Seth, remember? We could never figure that one out.”


  Frank stopped at a red light. He turned around in his seat.


  “Right. He came back. You think you know why?”


  Jack carefully sat up in the back seat, keeping his head below the window line. “I think so. Remember I told you that Luther wasn’t the kind of guy to let something like this lie. If he could he’d do something about it.” 


  “But he did leave the country. At first.”


  “I know. Maybe that was his initial plan. Maybe that was his plan all along if the job had gone according to plan. But the fact is he came back. Something made him change his mind and he came back. And he had these photographs.” Jack spread them fanlike.


  The light turned green and Frank started up again.


  “I’m not getting this, Jack. If he wanted to nail the guy why not just send the stuff in to the police?”


  “I think that was his plan, eventually. But he told Edwina Broome that if he told her who he had seen she wouldn’t have believed him. If even she, a close friend, wouldn’t have believed his story, considering he’d have to admit to burglary to convince someone, he probably thought that his credibility was zip.”


  “Okay, so he has a credibility problem. Where do the photos come in?”


  “Let’s say you’re doing a straight exchange. Cash for a certain item. What’s the hardest part?”


  Frank’s reply was immediate. “The payoff. How to get your money without getting killed or caught. You can send instructions later on for the pickup of the item. It’s getting the money that’s tough. That’s why the number of kidnappings have plummeted.”


  “So how would you do it?”


  Frank thought for a moment. “Since we’re talking about the payoff coming from people who ain’t gonna bring in the police I’d go for speed. Take minimal personal risk, and give yourself time to run.”


  “How would you do that?”


  “EFT. Electronic fund transfer. A wire. I was involved in a bank embezzlement case when I was in New York. Guy did it all through the wire transfer department at his own bank. You wouldn’t believe the dollars that fly through those places on a daily basis. And you also wouldn’t believe how much stuff gets lost in the shuffle. A smart perp could take a little chunk here and there and by the time they caught it, he’d be long gone. You send your wire instructions. The money is sent out. Only takes a few minutes. Helluva lot better than rummaging through a Dumpster in a park where somebody can take a nice little bead on your head with a cannon.”


  “But the sender can presumably trace the wire.”


  “Sure. You have to identify the bank it’s going to. ABA routing number, you have to have an account at the bank. All that shit.”


  “So, assuming the sender is sophisticated enough, they trace the wire. Then what?”


  “Then they can follow the flow of money. They might be able to dig some info on the account. Although no one would be stupid enough to use their own name or Social Security number. Besides, a real smart guy like Whitney would probably have preset instructions in place. Once the funds hit the first bank, bam they get sent out to another place, and then another and another. At some point, the trail probably disappears. It’s instant money after all. Immediately available funds.”


  “Fair enough. I’m betting Luther did something just like that.”


  Frank carefully scratched around the edges of his bandage. His hat was pulled down tight and the whole thing was greatly uncomfortable. “But what I can’t figure is why do it at all. He didn’t need the money after the Sullivan hit. He could’ve just stayed disappeared. Let the whole thing blow over. After a while they figure he’s permanently retired. You don’t bother me, I don’t bother you.”


  “You’re right. He could’ve done that. Retired. Given it up. But he came back, and more than that, he came back and apparently blackmailed whoever he saw kill Christine Sullivan. And if he presumably didn’t do it for money, then why?”


  The detective thought for a moment. “To make ’em sweat. To let them know he was out there. With the evidence to destroy them.”


  “But evidence he wasn’t sure was enough.” 


  “Because the perp was so respectable.”


  “Right, so what would you do given those facts?”


  Frank pulled to the curb and put the car in park. He turned around. “I’d try to get something else on them. That’s what I’d do.”


  “How? If you’re blackmailing someone?”


  Frank finally threw up his hands. “I give.”


  “You said the wire transfer could be traced by the sender.”


  “So?”


  “So, what about the other way? Receiver back up the line?”


  “Goddamned stupid.” Frank momentarily forgot his concussion and slapped his forehead. “Whitney put a tracer on the wire, going the other way. The person sending out the money thinks all along that they’re playing cat and mouse with Whitney. They’re the cat, he’s the mouse. He’s hiding, getting ready to run.”


  “Only Luther didn’t mention the fact that he was into role reversal. That he was the cat and they were the mouse.”


  “And that tracer would eventually lead right to the bad guys, probably no matter how many shields you put up, if they thought to put up any at all. Every wire in this country has to go through the Federal Reserve. You get the wire reference number from the Fed or the sending bank’s wire room, you got something to hang your hat on. Even if Whitney didn’t trace it back, the fact that he received the money, a certain amount, is damaging enough. If he could give that info to the cops with the name of the sender and they check it out …”


  Jack finished the detective’s thought. “And suddenly the unbelievable becomes very believable. Wire transfers do not lie. Money was sent. If it was a lot of money like I’m sure it was here, then that cannot be explained away. That is pretty damn close to bull’s-eye evidence. He set them up with their own payoff.”


  “I just thought of something else, Jack. If Whitney was building a case against these people, then he was eventually planning to go to the police. He was going to just walk in the door and deposit himself and his evidence.”


  Jack nodded. “That’s why he needed me. Only they were quick enough to use Kate as a way to ensure his silence. Later they used a bullet to accomplish that.”


  “So he was going to turn himself in.”


  “Right.”


  Frank rubbed his jaw. “You know what I’m thinking?”


  Jack answered immediately. “He saw it coming.” The two men looked at each other.


  Frank spoke first, the words came out low, almost hushed. “He knew Kate was a setup. And he went anyway. And I thought I was so fucking clever.”


  “Probably figured it was the only way he’d ever get to see her again.”


  “Shit. I know the guy stole for a living, but I gotta tell you, my respect for him grows by the second.”


  “I know what you mean.”


  Frank put the car back in gear and pulled off.


  “Okay, again, where does all this conjecture leave us?”


  Jack shook his head, lay back down. “I’m not sure.”


  “I mean so long as we don’t have a clue as to who it is, I’m not sure what we can do.”


  Jack exploded back up. “But we do have clues.” He sat back as though all his energy had suddenly evaporated after that one thrust. “I just can’t make any sense out of them.”


  The men drove on in silence for a few minutes.


  “Jack, I know this sounds funny coming from a policeman, but I think you might want to start considering getting the hell out of here. You got some bucks saved? Maybe you should retire early.”


  “And what, leave Kate swinging in the wind? If we don’t nail these guys what is she looking at? Ten to fifteen as an accessory? I don’t think so, Seth, not in a million years. They can fry my ass before I let that happen.”


  “You’re right. Sorry I brought it up.”


  As Seth glanced in his mirror the car next to them tried to do a U-turn directly in front of them. Frank hit the brakes and his car spun sideways, crashing into the curb with a bone-crunching impact. The Kansas license plates on the vehicle that had nearly crashed into them quickly disappeared.


  “Stupid tourists. Fucking bastards!” Frank gripped the steering wheel hard, his breath coming in gasps. The shoulder restraint had done its job, but it had dug deeply into his skin. His battered head pounded.


  
“Fucking bastard.” Frank yelled again to no one in particular. Then he remembered his passenger and looked anxiously in the back seat.


  “Jack, Jack, you okay?”


  Jack’s face was pressed up against the door glass. He was conscious; in fact, his eyes were staring at something with great intensity.


  “Jack?” Frank undid his seat belt and gripped Jack by the shoulder. “You okay? Jack!”


  Jack looked at Frank and then back out the window. Frank wondered if the impact had relieved his friend of his senses. He automatically searched Jack’s head for bruises until Jack’s hand stopped him and pointed out the window. Frank looked out.


  Even his hardened nerves took a jolt. The rear view of the White House filled his entire line of vision.


  Jack’s mind raced; images hurtled across like a video montage. The vision of the President pulling back from Jennifer Baldwin, complaining of tennis elbow. Only it had been inflicted with a certain letter opener that had started this whole crazy thing. The unusual interest taken by the President and the Secret Service in Christine Sullivan’s murder. Alan Richmond’s timely appearance at Luther’s arraignment. Led me right to him. That’s what the detective had said their videotaping citizen had reported. Led me right to him. It also explained killers who killed in the middle of an army of law enforcement officers and walked away. Who would stop a Secret Service agent protecting the President? No one. No wonder Luther felt no one would believe him. The President of the United States.


  And there had been a significant event right before Luther had returned to the country. Alan Richmond had held a press conference where he had told the public how terrible he felt about the tragic murder of Christine Sullivan. He was probably fucking the man’s wife and somehow she had gotten killed and this slimeball was gaining political dollars showing what a sensitive and good friend he was; a man who would get tough on crime. It had been a tour de force performance. And that was truly what it had been. Nothing about it had been true. It had been broadcast to the world. What would Luther have thought, seeing that? Jack believed he knew. That was why Luther had come back. To settle the score.


  All the pieces had been dangling inside Jack’s head just waiting for the right catalyst to come along.


  Jack looked back once more at the catalyst.


  Directly under the lamplight, Tim Collin again glanced down the street at the minor traffic mishap, but could make out no details in the oncoming swarm of car headlights. Next to him Bill Burton was also peering out. Collin shrugged, and then rolled the window back up on the black sedan. Burton threw his bubble light on top of the car, hit his siren, quickly drove the car through the rear White House gate and tore off in the direction of D.C. Superior Court in pursuit of Jack.


  Jack looked at Seth Frank and smiled grimly as he reflected on the detective’s outburst. The same phrase had erupted from Luther’s mouth, right before his life had ended. Jack finally remembered where he had heard it before. The hurled newspaper at the jail. The smiling President on the front page.


  Outside the courthouse, staring right at the man. Those same words had exploded out, with all the fury and venom the old man could muster.


  
“Fucking bastard,” Jack said. 


  *   *   *


   


  ALAN RICHMOND STOOD BY THE WINDOW AND WONDERED IF HE was destined to be surrounded by incompetents. Gloria Russell sat dronelike in a chair across from him. He had bedded the woman a half-dozen times and now had completely lost interest. He would catapult her away when the time was right. His next administration would be comprised of a far more capable team. Underlings who would allow him to focus on his particular vision for the country. He had not sought the presidency to sweat the details.


  “I see we haven’t gained an inch in the polls.” He didn’t look at her; he anticipated her response.


  “Does it really matter so much whether you win by sixty percent or seventy percent?”


  He whirled around. “Yes,” he hissed. “Yes, it goddamn does matter.”


  She bit her lip and retreated. “I’ll step up the effort, Alan. Maybe we can pull a shutout in the Electoral College.”


  “At a minimum, we should be able to do that, Gloria.”


  She looked down. After the election, she would travel. Around the world. Where she knew no one and no one knew her. A fresh start. That was what she needed. Then everything would be okay.


  “Well at least our little problem is cleared up.” He was looking at her, hands clasped behind his back. Tall, lean, impeccably dressed and groomed. He looked like the commander of an invincible armada. But then again history had proven that invincible armadas were far more vulnerable than people imagined.


  “It’s been disposed of?”


  “No, Gloria, I have it in my desk, would you like to see it? Perhaps you might wish to abscond with it again.” His air was so thick with condescension she felt the urgent need to bring their consultation to a close. She rose.


  “Will there be anything else?”


  He shook his head and returned to the window. She had just put her hand on the doorknob when it turned and opened.


  “We’ve got a problem.” Bill Burton looked at each of them.


  *   *   *


   


  “SO WHAT DOES HE WANT?” THE PRESIDENT LOOKED DOWN AT the photograph Burton had handed him.


  Burton replied quickly. “Note doesn’t say. I can guess that the shape the guy’s in with cops on his ass he’s looking for some quick funds.”


  The President looked pointedly at Russell. “I’m very puzzled as to how Jack Graham knew to send the photo here.”


  Burton picked up on the look from the President, and while the last thing he wanted was to defend Russell they had no time to misanalyze the situation.


  “It’s possible Whitney told him,” Burton answered.


  “If that’s true, he waited a long time to dance with us,” the President fired back.


  “Whitney may not have told him directly. Graham could’ve figured it out for himself. Pieced things together.”


  The President tossed down the photo. Russell quickly averted her eyes. The mere sight of the letter opener had paralyzed her.


  “Burton, how could this possibly be damaging to us?” The President stared at him, seemingly probing through the inner areas of the agent’s mind.


  Burton sat down, rubbed his jaw with the palm of his hand. “I’ve been thinking about that. It could be Graham’s grasping at straws. He’s in a pretty tight fix himself. And his lady friend is cooling her heels in the lockup right now. I’d chalk it up to him being desperate. He gets a sudden inspiration, puts two and two together and takes a flyer on sending us this, hoping it’s worth it to us to pay his price, whatever it might be.” 


  The President stood up and fingered his coffee cup. “Is there any way to find him? Quickly?”


  “There are always ways. How fast I don’t know.”


  “So if we ignore his communication?”


  “He may do nothing, just hightail it and take his chances.”


  “But again we’re confronted with the possibility of the police catching up to him—”


  “And him spilling his guts,” Burton finished the sentence. “Yeah, that’s a possibility. A real possibility.”


  The President picked up the photo. “With only this to back up his story.” He looked incredulous. “Why bother?”


  “It’s not the incriminating value of what’s in the photo per se that bothers me.”


  “What bothers you is that his accusations coupled with whatever ideas or leads the police can develop from the photo might make for some very uncomfortable questions.”


  “Something like that. Remember, it’s the allegations that can kill you. You’re up for reelection. He probably sees that as an ace for him. Bad press can be just as deadly to you right now.”


  The President pondered for a moment. Nothing, no one would interfere with his reelection. “Buying him off is no good, Burton. You know that. So long as Graham’s around, he’s dangerous.” Richmond looked over at Russell, who had sat the entire time, hands in her lap, eyes pointed down. His eyes bored into her. So weak.


  The President sat down at his desk and started to sift through some papers. He said dismissively, “Do it, Burton, and do it soon.”


  *   *   *


   


  FRANK LOOKED AT THE WALL CLOCK, WENT OVER AND SHUT his door and picked up the phone. His head still ached, but the doctors predicted a full recovery.


  The phone was answered. “D.C. Executive Inn.”


  “Room 233 please.” 


  “Just a moment.”


  The seconds dragged by and Frank started to get anxious. Jack was supposed to be in his room.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s me.”


  “So how’s life?”


  “Better than yours, I bet.”


  “How’s Kate?”


  “She’s out on bail. Got ’em to let her go into my custody.”


  “I’m sure she’s thrilled.”


  “That wasn’t the word I was thinking of. Look, it’s getting close to shit-or-get-off-the-pot time. Take my advice and run like hell. You’re wasting valuable time right now.”


  “But Kate—”


  “Come on, Jack, they’ve got the testimony of one guy who was trying to hit her up for an exclusive. His word against hers. Nobody else even saw you. It’s a slam dunk she’ll beat that charge. A slam dunk. I’ve talked to the Assistant U.S. Attorney. He’s looking seriously at dropping the whole case.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Goddammit, Jack. Kate is gonna come out of this a whole helluva lot better than you are if you don’t start thinking about your future. You’ve got to get out of here. That’s not just me talking. That’s her too.”


  “Kate?”


  “I saw her today. We don’t agree on much, but on that we do.”


  Jack relaxed, then let out a heavy sigh. “Okay, so where do I go and how do I get there?”


  “I get off duty at nine. At ten o’clock I’ll be at your room. Have your bags packed. I’ll take care of the rest. In the meantime, stay put.”


  Frank hung up the phone and took a deep breath. The chances he was taking. It was better not to think about them. 


  *   *   *


   


  JACK CHECKED HIS WATCH AND LOOKED AT THE SINGLE BAG ON the bed. He wouldn’t be running with much. He looked at the TV set in the corner but there wouldn’t be anything on he cared to watch. Suddenly thirsty, he pulled some change from his pocket, opened the door to his room and peered out. The drink machine was just down the hallway. He plopped on his baseball cap, donned his Coke-bottle glasses and slipped out. He didn’t hear the door to the stairwell at the other end of the hallway open. He had also forgotten to lock his door.


  When he slipped back in, it struck him that the light was off. He had left it on. As his hand hit the switch, the door was slammed shut behind him and he was thrown onto the bed. As he quickly rolled over and his eyes adjusted to the light, the two men came into focus. They were not wearing masks this time, which spoke volumes in itself.


  Jack started to lunge forward but twin cannons met him halfway. He sat back down, scrutinized each of their faces.


  “What a coincidence, I’ve already made each of your acquaintance, separately.” He pointed at Collin. “You tried to blow my head off.” He swiveled to Burton. “And you tried to blow smoke up my ass. And succeeded. Burton right? Bill Burton. Always remember names.” He looked at Collin. “Didn’t catch yours though.”


  Collin looked at Burton, then stared back at Jack. “Secret Service Agent Tim Collin. You pack a nice little wallop, Jack. Must’ve played some ball back in school.”


  “Yeah, my shoulder still remembers you.”


  Burton sat down on the bed next to Jack.


  Jack looked at him. “I thought I’d covered my tracks pretty good. I’m kind of surprised you found me.”


  Burton looked at the ceiling. “A little bird told us, Jack.”


  Jack looked over at Collin and then back at Burton. “Look, I’m heading out of town, and I’m not coming back. I don’t think you guys need to add me to the body count.” 


  Burton eyed the bag on the bed and then got up and slipped his gun back in its holster. Then he grabbed Jack and flung him up against the wall. The veteran agent left nothing unprobed by the time he had finished. Burton spent the next ten minutes examining every inch of the room for listening devices and other items of interest, ending his search at Jack’s bag. He pulled out the photos and examined them.


  Satisfied, Burton secreted them in his inner coat pocket and smiled at Jack. “Excuse me, but in my line of work paranoia is part of the mentality.” He sat back down. “I would like to know, Jack, why you sent that photo to the President.”


  Jack shrugged. “Well, since my life here happens to be over, I thought your boss might want to contribute to my going-away fund. You could’ve just wired the funds, like you did with Luther.”


  Collin grunted, shook his head and grinned. “The world doesn’t work that way, Jack, sorry. You should’ve found another solution to your problem.”


  Jack shot back, “I guess I should’ve followed your example. Got a problem? Just kill it.”


  Collin’s smile evaporated. His eyes glittered darkly at the lawyer.


  Burton stood up and paced around the room. He pulled out a cigarette and then crunched it up and put it in his pocket. He turned to Jack and said quietly, “You should’ve just gotten the hell out of town, Jack. Maybe you would’ve made it.”


  “Not with you two on my butt.”


  Burton shrugged. “You never know.”


  “How do you know I haven’t given one of those photos to the cops?”


  Burton pulled out the photos and looked down at them. “Polaroid OneStep camera. The film comes in a standard pack of ten shots. Whitney sent two to Russell. You sent one to the President. There are seven left here. Sorry, Jack, nice try.”


  “I could’ve just told Seth Frank what I know.”


  Burton shook his head. “If you had I think my little bird would’ve told me. But if you want to insist on the point we can just wait for the lieutenant to show up and join the party.”


  Jack burst up from the bed and launched himself toward the door. Right as he reached it, an iron fist slammed into his kidney. Jack crumpled to the floor. An instant later he was hustled up and thrown back on the bed.


  Jack looked up into Collin’s face.


  “Now we’re even, Jack.”


  Jack groaned and lay back on the bed, fighting the nausea the blow had caused. He sat back up, caught his breath as the pain subsided.


  When Jack finally managed to look up, his eyes found Burton’s face. Jack shook his head, the disbelief clear on his features.


  Burton eyed Jack intently and said, “What?”


  “I thought you were the good guys,” Jack said quietly.


  Burton said nothing for several long moments.


  Collin’s eyes went to the floor and stayed there.


  Finally Burton answered, his voice faint, as if his larynx had suddenly collapsed. “So did I, Jack. So did I.” He paused, swallowed painfully and went on. “I didn’t ask for this problem. If Richmond could keep his dick in his pants none of this would’ve happened. But it did. And we had to fix it.”


  Burton stood up, looked at his watch. “I’m sorry about this, Jack. I really am. You probably think that’s laughable but it’s the way I really feel.”


  He looked at Collin and nodded. Collin motioned Jack to lie back on the bed.


  “I hope the President appreciates what you’re doing for him,” Jack said bitterly.


  Burton smiled ruefully. “Let’s just say he expects it, Jack. Maybe they all do, in one way or another.”


  Jack slid slowly back and watched as the barrel moved closer and closer to his face. He could smell the metal. He could envision the smoke, the projectile racing out faster than any eye could follow.


  Then the door to the room was hit with an enormous blow. Collin whirled around. The second blow crashed the portal inward and a half-dozen D.C. cops bulled in, guns drawn.


  “Freeze. Everybody freeze. Guns on the floor. Now.”


  Collin and Burton quickly put their guns down on the floor. Jack lay back on the bed, his eyes closed. He touched his chest where his heart threatened to explode.


  Burton looked at the men in blue. “We’re United States Secret Service. IDs in our right inner pockets. We’ve tracked this man down. He was making threats against the President. We were just about to take him into custody.”


  The cops warily pulled out the IDs and scrutinized them. Two other cops pulled Jack roughly up. One began to read him his rights. Handcuffs were placed on his wrists.


  The IDs were given back.


  “Well, Agent Burton, you’re just gonna have to wait until we get done with Mr. Graham here. Murder takes a priority even over threatening the President. Might be a long wait unless this guy’s got nine lives.”


  The cop looked at Jack and then down at the bag on the bed. “Shoulda taken off when you had the chance, Graham. Sooner or later we were gonna get you.” He motioned for his men to take Jack out.


  He looked back at the bewildered agents and smiled broadly. “We got a tip he was here. Most tips are worth shit. This one. This one might get me that promotion I’m sorely in need of. Have a good day, gentlemen. Say hello to the President for me.”


  They left with their prisoner. Burton looked at Collin, and then pulled out the photos. Now Graham had nothing. He could repeat everything they had just told him to the police and they’d just get him ready for the rubber room. Poor sonofabitch. A bullet would’ve been a lot better than where he was headed. The two agents picked up their hardware and left. 


  The room was silent. Ten minutes later the door to the adjoining room was eased open and a figure slipped into Jack’s room. The corner TV was swiveled around and the back was eased off. The TV was remarkably real-looking and an absolute sham. Hands reached inside and the surveillance camera was swiftly and silently removed and the cabling was pushed through the wall until it disappeared from sight.


  The figure opened the adjoining door and went back through. A recording machine sat on a table next to the wall. The cable was coiled up and deposited in a bag. The figure hit a button on the recording machine and the tape slid out.


  Ten minutes later the man, carrying a large backpack, walked out of the front door of the Executive Inn, turned left and walked to the end of the parking lot where a car was parked, its engine idling. Tarr Crimson passed the car, and casually tossed the tape through the open window and onto the front seat. Then he proceeded over to his Harley-Davidson 1200cc touring bike, the joy of his life, got on, fired it up and thundered off. Setting up the video system had been child’s play. Voice-activated camera. Recording machine kicked on when the camera did. Your standard VHS tape. He didn’t know what was on the tape, but it must be something pretty damn valuable. Jack had promised him a year’s free legal services for doing it. As he hurtled along the highway, Tarr smiled, remembering their last meeting where the lawyer had balked at the new age of surveillance technology.


  Back in the parking lot, the car glided forward, one hand on the steering wheel, the other protectively around the tape. Seth Frank turned onto the main road. Not much of a movie-goer, this was one tape he was dying to watch.


  *   *   *


   


  BILL BURTON SAT IN THE SMALL BUT COZY BEDROOM HE HAD shared with his wife through the evolution of four beloved children. Twenty-four years together. They had made love countless times. In the corner by the window, Bill Burton had sat in a much worn rocker and fed his four offspring before reporting for early-morning shifts, allowing his exhausted wife a few minutes of much needed rest.


  They had been good years. He had never made a lot of money, but that had never seemed to matter. His wife had gone back and finished her nursing degree after their youngest had entered high school. The added income had been nice, but it was good to see someone who had long sacrificed her personal goals to the needs of others to finally do something just for herself. All in all it had been a great life. A nice house in a quiet, picturesque neighborhood safe, so far, from the ever-expanding war zones around them. There would always be bad people. And there would always be people like Bill Burton to combat them. Or people like Burton had been.


  He looked out the dormer window. Today was his day off. Dressed in jeans, bright red flannel shirt and Timberland boots, he could have easily passed as a burly lumberjack. His wife was unloading the car. Today was grocery shopping day. The same day for the last twenty years. He watched her figure admiringly as it bent low to pull out the bags. Chris, his fifteen-year-old, and Sidney, nineteen, long-legged and a real beauty, and in her sophomore year at Johns Hopkins, with her sights set on medical school, were helping their mother. His other two were out on their own and doing well. They occasionally called their old man for advice on buying a car or a house. Long-term career goals. And he loved every minute of it. He and his wife had hit four out of the park and it was a good feeling.


  He sat down at the little desk in the corner, unlocked a drawer and pulled out the box. He lifted the top and stacked the five audiocassette tapes on top of the desk next to the letter he had written that morning. The name on the envelope was written in large, clear letters. “Seth Frank.” Hell, he owed the guy.


  Laughter floated up to him and he again went to the window. Sidney and Chris were now engaged in a pitched snowball battle with Sherry, his wife, caught in the middle. The smiles were big and the confrontation culminated in all of them landing in a heap next to the driveway.


  He turned away from the window and did something he could never remember doing before. Through eight years as a cop, where tiny babies had expired in his arms, beaten to death by the ones who were supposed to love and protect them, through day after day of looking for the worst in humankind. The tears were salty. He didn’t rub them away. They kept pouring. His family would be coming in soon. They were supposed to go out to dinner tonight. Ironically, today was Bill Burton’s forty-fifth birthday.


  He leaned across the desk, and with a quick motion, pulled the revolver from his holster. A snowball hit the window. They wanted their daddy to come join them.


  
I’m sorry. I love you. I wish I could be there. I’m sorry for
all I’ve done. Please forgive your dad. Before he could lose his nerve he pushed the .357 as far down his throat as he could. It was cold and heavy. One of his gums started to bleed from a nick.


  Bill Burton had done everything he could to ensure that no one would ever know the truth. He had committed crimes; he had killed an innocent person and had been involved in five other homicides. And now, seemingly in the clear, the horror behind him, after months of mounting disgust with what he had become, and after a sleepless night next to a woman he had loved with all his heart for over two decades, Bill Burton had realized that he could not accept what he had done, nor could he live with that knowledge.


  The fact was that without self-respect, without his pride, his life was not worth living. And the unfailing love of his family did not help matters, it only made them worse. Because the object of that love, of that respect, knew that he deserved none of it.


  He looked over at the stack of cassette tapes. His insurance policy. Now they would constitute his legacy, his own bizarre epitaph. And some good would come out of it. Thank God for that.


  His lips curled into a barely perceptible smile. The Secret Service. Well, the secrets were going to fly now. He briefly thought of Alan Richmond and his eyes glistened. Here’s
hoping for life without parole and you live to be a hundred,
asshole.


  His finger tightened on the trigger.


  Another snowball hit the window. Their voices drifted up to him. The tears started again as he thought of what he was leaving behind. “Goddammit.” The word floated from his mouth, carrying with it more guilt, more anguish than he could ever hope to bear.


  
I’m sorry. Don’t hate me. Please God don’t hate me.


  At the sound of the explosion, the playing stopped as three pairs of eyes turned as one toward the house. In another minute they were inside. It only took one more minute for the screams to be heard. The quiet neighborhood was no more. 


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  THE KNOCK ON THE DOOR WAS UNEXPECTED. PRESIDENT ALAN Richmond was in a tense conference with his Cabinet. The press had lately been lambasting the administration’s domestic policies and he wanted to know why. Not that the actual policies themselves were of much interest to him. He was more concerned about the perception they conveyed. In the grand scheme of things perceptions were all that mattered. That was Politics 101.


  “Who the hell are they?” The President looked angrily at the secretary. “Whoever they are, they’re not on the list for today.” He looked around the table. Hell, his Chief of Staff had not even bothered to show up for work today. Maybe she had done the smart thing and taken a bottle of pills. That would hurt him short-term, but he would work out an impressive spin on her suicide. Besides she had been right about one thing: he was so far ahead in the polls who cared?


  The secretary timidly crept into the room. Her growing astonishment was evident. “It’s a large group of men, Mr. President. Mr. Bayliss from the FBI, several policemen, and a gentleman from Virginia, he wouldn’t give his name.”


  “The police? Tell them to leave and submit a request to see me. And tell Bayliss to call me tonight. He’d be cooling his heels in some Bureau outpost in the middle of nowhere if I hadn’t pushed through his nomination as Director. I will not tolerate this disrespect.”


  “They’re most insistent, sir.”


  The President flushed red and stood up. “Tell them to get the hell out. I’m busy, you idiot.”


  The woman quickly retreated. Before she could reach the door, however, it had opened. Four Secret Service agents entered, Johnson and Varney among them, followed by a contingent of D.C. police, including Police Chief Nathan Brimmer, and FBI Director Donald Bayliss, a short, thickly built man in a double-breasted suit with a face whiter than the building he was now in.


  Bringing up the rear, Seth Frank quietly closed the door. In his other hand he carried a plain brown briefcase. Richmond stared at each of them, his eyes finally coming to rest on the homicide detective.


  “Detective … Frank, right? In case you weren’t aware you are interrupting a confidential Cabinet meeting. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” He looked across at the four agents, raised his eyebrows and cocked his head toward the door. The men stared back; they didn’t budge.


  Frank stepped forward. He quietly slipped a paper out of his coat, unfolded it and handed it to the President. Richmond looked down at it while his Cabinet watched in utter bewilderment. Richmond finally looked back at the detective.


  “Is this some kind of joke?”


  “That is a copy of an arrest warrant naming you on capital murder charges for crimes committed in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Chief Brimmer here has a similar arrest warrant for murder one accessory charges that will be brought against you in the District. That is, after the commonwealth finishes with you.”


  The President looked over at Brimmer, who met his gaze and sternly nodded. There was a cold look in the lawman’s eyes that told exactly how he felt about the Chief Executive.


  “I’m the President of the United States. You can’t serve me with anything unless it’s coffee. Now get out.” The President turned to go back to his chair.


  “Technically that may be true. However, I don’t really care. Once the impeachment process is complete you won’t be President Alan Richmond, you’ll just be Alan Richmond. And when that happens I’ll be back. Count on it.”


  The President turned back around, his face bloodless. “Impeachment?”


  Frank moved forward until he was eye-to-eye with the man. On any other occasion this would have triggered prompt action on the part of the Secret Service. Now, they simply stood motionless. It was impossible to tell that each one of them was inwardly reeling over the loss of a respected colleague. Johnson and Varney seethed at having been duped as to the events of that night at the Sullivan estate. And the man they blamed for it all was now crumpling in front of them.


  Frank said, “Let’s cut through the bullshit. We already have Tim Collin and Gloria Russell in custody. They’ve both waived right to counsel and each has given detailed depositions regarding all of the events involving the homicides of Christine Sullivan, Luther Whitney, Walter Sullivan and the two killings at Patton, Shaw. I believe they’ve already cut deals with the prosecutors, who are really only interested in you anyway. This case is a real career-builder for a prosecutor, let me tell you.”


  The President staggered back a step, then righted himself.


  Frank opened the briefcase and pulled out a videotape and five audiocassette tapes. “I’m sure your counsel will be interested to see these. The video is of Agents Burton and Collin when they attempted to murder Jack Graham. The tapes are of several meetings at which you were present and at which the plannings for the various crimes took place. Over six hours of testimony, Mr. President. Copies have been delivered to the Hill, the FBI, CIA, the Post, the Attorney General, White House counsel and anybody else I could think of—and no gaps on the tapes. Also included is the tape Walter Sullivan made of your telephone conversation on the night of his murder. It doesn’t exactly coincide with the version you gave me. All compliments of Bill Burton. Said in his note he was cashing in his insurance policy.”


  “And where is Burton?” The President’s voice was filled with rage.


  “He was pronounced DOA at Fairfax Hospital at ten-thirty this morning. Self-inflicted gunshot wound.”


  Richmond barely made it to his chair. No one offered to assist him. He looked up at Frank.


  “Anything else?”


  “Yeah. Burton left behind one other paper. It’s his proxy. For the next election. Sorry, but it seems you didn’t get his vote.”


  One by one the Cabinet members got up and left. Fear of political suicide by association was alive and well in the Capital City. The lawmen and Secret Service agents followed. Only the President remained. His eyes stared blankly at the wall.


  Seth Frank popped his head back in the door.


  “Remember, be seeing you soon.” He quietly closed the door. 


  









  EPILOGUE


  THE SEASONS OF WASHINGTON FOLLOWED A FAMILIAR  pattern, and a bare week of spring with tolerable temperatures and humidity under fifty percent gave way abruptly to a meteoric thermometer and a humidity level that routinely delivered a full body shower whenever you walked outside. By July, the typical Washingtonian had adapted as much as they were ever going to, to air that was difficult to breathe and movements that were never slow enough to prevent a sudden burst of perspiration under one’s clothing. But in all of that misery, the occasional evening was not ruined by the sudden materialization of a whipping, drenching thunderstorm with multiple branches of lightning that threatened to touch the earth with every explosion. Where the breeze was cool, the air sweet-smelling and the sky clear. Tonight was just such a night.


  Jack sat on the edge of the pool set up on the building’s roof. His khaki shorts revealed muscled, tanned legs, hairs curled by the sun. He was even leaner than before, all remnants of office-induced flab banished by months of physical exertion. Cords of well-toned muscle sat just beneath the surface of his white T-shirt. His hair was short, his face as brown as his legs. The water swished between his bare toes. He looked at the sky and breathed deeply. The place had been packed a mere three hours ago as office dwellers dragged tan-free, fleshy bodies to the replenishing powers of the warm waters. Now Jack sat alone. No bed beckoned him. No ringing alarm would disturb his sleep the next morning.


  The door to the pool opened with a slight squeak. Jack turned and saw the beige summer suit, wrinkled and uncomfortable-looking. The man carried a brown paper bag.


  “Building super told me you were back.” Seth Frank smiled. “Mind some company?”


  “Not if you’ve got what I think you’ve got in that bag.”


  Frank sat down in a web chair and tossed a beer to Jack. They dinked cans and each man took a long pull.


  Frank looked around. “So how was wherever you were?”


  “Not bad. It was good to get away. But it’s also good to be back.”


  “This looks like a nice place to meditate.”


  “It gets crowded around seven for a couple of hours. Most of the other time it’s pretty much like this.”


  Frank looked wistfully at the pool and then started to take off his shoes. “You mind?”


  “Help yourself.”


  Frank rolled up his pants, curled his socks into his shoes and sat down next to Jack, letting his milky-white legs sink into the water up to his knees.


  “Damn that feels good. County detectives with three daughters and a mortgage out the ying-yang rarely come into contact with swimming pools.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  Frank rubbed his calves and looked at his friend. “Hey, being a bum agrees with you. You might want to think about sticking with it.” 


  “I am thinking about it. The idea gets more appealing every day.”


  Frank eyed the envelope next to Jack.


  “Important?” He pointed at the paper.


  Jack picked it up, briefly reread the contents. “Ransome Baldwin. Remember him?”


  Frank nodded. “What, has he decided to sue you for dumping his baby?”


  Jack shook his head and smiled. He finished his beer and fished in the bag and pulled out another cold one. He tossed a second one to Frank.


  “You never know, I guess. The guy basically said I was too good for Jennifer. At least for right now. That she had a lot of growing up to do. He’s sending her out on some missionary duties for the Baldwin Charitable Foundation for a year or so. He said if I ever needed anything to let him know. Hell, he even said that he admired and respected me.”


  Frank sipped his beer. “Damn. Doesn’t get much better than that.”


  “Yes, it does. Baldwin made Barry Alvis his chief inhouse counsel. Alvis was the guy Jenn got fired at Patton, Shaw. Alvis promptly walked into Dan Kirksen’s office and pulled the entire account. I think Dan was last seen on the ledge of a very tall building.”


  “I read where the firm closed its doors.”


  “All the good lawyers got snapped up right away. The bad ones ought to try something else for a living. Space is already rented out. The whole firm gone, without a trace.”


  “Well, same thing happened to the dinosaurs. It’s just taking a little longer with you attorney types.” He punched Jack in the arm.


  Jack laughed. “Thanks for coming and cheering me up.”


  “Hell, I wouldn’t miss it.”


  Jack looked at him, his face clouded. “So what happened?”


  “Don’t tell me you still haven’t been reading the papers?”


  “Not for months. After the gauntlet of reporters, talk show hosts, teams of independent prosecutors, Hollywood producers and your run-of-the-mill curious person I’ve had to deal with I never want to know anything about anything. I changed my phone number a dozen times and the bastards kept finding it. That’s why the last two months have been so sweet. No one knew me from Adam.”


  Frank took a moment to collect his thoughts. “Well, let’s see, Collin pled to conspiracy, two counts of second-degree murder, obstruction and a half-dozen assorted lesser included offenses. That was the D.C. stuff. I think the judge felt sorry for him. Collin was a Kansas farm boy, Marine, Secret Service agent. He was just following orders. Been doing that most of his life. I mean the President tells you to do something, you do it. He got twenty to life, which if you ask me was a sweetheart deal, but he gave a full account to the prosecution team. Maybe it was worth it. He’ll probably be out in time for his fiftieth birthday. The commonwealth decided not to prosecute in return for his cooperation against Richmond.”


  “What about Russell?”


  Frank almost choked on his beer. “Jesus, did that woman spill her guts. They must have spent a fortune on court-reporting fees. She just wouldn’t stop talking. She got the best deal of all. No prison time. Thousand hours of community time. Ten years’ probation. For fucking conspiracy to commit murder. Can you believe that? Between you and me, I think she’s right on the borderline sanity-wise anyway. They brought in a court-appointed shrink. I think she might spend a few years in an institution before she’s ready to come out and play. But I gotta tell you, Richmond brutalized her. Emotionally and physically. If half of what she said was true. Jesus. Mind games from hell.”


  “So what about Richmond?”


  “You really have been on Mars haven’t you? Trial of the millennium and you slept right through it.”


  “Somebody had to.”


  “He fought right to the end, I have to admit that. Must’ve spent every dime he had. The guy didn’t do himself any good testifying I can tell you that. He was so damn arrogant, obviously lying out his ass. And they traced the money wire straight back to the White House. Russell had pulled it from a bunch of accounts but made the mistake of assembling the five mil into one account before she wired it. Probably afraid if all of the money didn’t show up at the same time Luther would go to the cops. His plan worked, even if he wasn’t around to see it. Richmond didn’t have an answer for that or a lot of other things. They tore him up on cross. He brought in a Who’s Who of American Greatness and it didn’t help him one little bit, the sonofabitch. One dangerous and sick dude if you ask me.”


  “And he had the nuclear codes. Real nice. So what’d he get?”


  Frank stared at the ripples in the water for a few moments before answering. “He got the death penalty, Jack.”


  Jack stared at him. “Bullshit. How’d they manage that?”


  “A little tricky from a legal-technical point of view. They prosecuted him under the murder-for-hire statute. That’s the only one where the trigger man rule doesn’t apply.”


  “How the hell did they get murder for hire to stick?”


  “They argued that Burton and Collin were paid subordinates whose only job was to do what the President told them to do. He ordered them to kill. Like a Mafia hitman on the payroll. It’s a stretch, but the jury returned the verdict and the sentence and the judge let it stand.”


  “Jesus Christ!”


  “Hey, just because the guy was President doesn’t mean he should be treated differently than anybody else. Hell, I don’t know why we should be surprised at what happened. You know what kind of person it takes to run for President? Not normal. They could start out okay, but by the time they reach that level they’ve sold their soul to the devil so many times and stomped the guts out of enough people that they are definitely not like you and me, not even close.”


  Frank studied the depths of the pool, then finally stirred. “But they’ll never execute him.” 


  “Why not?”


  “His lawyers will appeal, the ACLU will file, along with all the other death penalty opposers; you’re gonna get amicus briefs from all over the planet. The guy took a tidal wave plunge on the popularity scale but he’s still got some powerful friends. They’ll find something wrong on the record. Besides, the country might agree on convicting the scumball. But I’m not sure the United States could actually execute some guy they elected to the presidency. Doesn’t look real good from a global perspective either. Makes me feel kind of queasy too, although the asshole deserves it.”


  Jack scooped up handfuls of water and let the warm liquid run down his arms. He stared off into the night.


  Frank looked keenly at Jack. “Not that some positives haven’t come out of all this. Hell, Fairfax wants to make yours truly a division head. I’ve gotten offers from about a dozen cities to be their chief of police. The lead prosecutor on the Richmond case, they say, is a shoo-in for the AG slot next election.”


  The detective took a sip of beer. “What about you, Jack? You were the one who brought the guy down. Setting up Burton and the President was your idea. Man, when I found my line was tapped, I thought my head was gonna explode. You were right though. So what do you get out of all this?”


  Jack looked at his friend and said simply, “I’m alive. I’m not practicing rich-man law at Patton, Shaw and I’m not marrying Jennifer Baldwin. That’s more than enough.”


  Frank studied the blue veins on his legs. “You heard from Kate?”


  Jack took another swallow of beer before answering. “She’s in Atlanta. At least she was last time she wrote.”


  “She gonna stick there?”


  Jack shrugged. “She’s not sure. Her letter wasn’t all that clear.” Jack paused. “Luther left her his house in his will.”


  “I’m surprised she’d take it. Ill-gotten gains and all that.”


  “Luther’s father left it to him, bought and paid for. Luther knew his daughter. I think he wanted her to have … something. A home’s not a bad place to start.”


  “Yeah? A home takes two if you ask me. And then some dirty diapers and infant formula to make it complete. Hell, Jack, you two were meant to be together. I’m telling you.”


  “I’m not sure that matters, Seth.” He wiped off the thick droplets of water from his arms. “She’s been through a lot. Maybe too much. I’m kind of connected to all the bad stuff. I really can’t blame her for wanting to get away from it all. Wipe the slate clean.”


  “You weren’t the problem, Jack. From what I saw everything else was.”


  Jack looked across at a helicopter roaring its way across the sky. “I’m a little tired of always being the one to make the first step, Seth, you know what I’m saying?”


  “I guess.”


  Frank looked at his watch. Jack caught the movement. “Got somewhere to go?”


  “I was just thinking we need something a lot stronger than beer. I know this nice little place out by Dulles. Rack of ribs long as my arm, two-pound corn-on-the-cobs and tequila till the sun comes up. And some not-so-bad-looking waitresses if you’re so inclined, although being married I will only watch from a respectful distance while you make a complete fool of yourself. We take a cab home because we’ll both be shit-faced and you crash at my place. What do you say?”


  Jack grinned. “Can I get a rain check on that? It sounds good though.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m sure, Seth, thanks.”


  “You got it.” Frank stood up, rolled down his pants and flopped across to put on his shoes and socks.


  “Hey, how about Saturday you come out to my place? We’re grilling, burgers, fries and dogs. Got tickets to Camden Yard too.”


  “You got a deal on that one.”


  Frank stood up and headed to the door. He looked back. “Hey, Jack, don’t think too much, okay? Sometimes that’s not real healthy.”


  Jack held up his can. “Thanks for the beer.”


  After Frank left, Jack lay back on the cement and stared at a sky that seemed filled with more stars than there were numbers. Sometimes he would awaken from a deep sleep and realize that he’d been dreaming about the most bizarre stuff. But what he’d been dreaming about had actually happened to him. It was not a pleasant feeling. And it only added to the confusion that, at his age, he hoped would have been long since eliminated from his life.


  An hour-and-a-half plane ride due south was probably the surest answer to what ailed him. Kate Whitney may or may not come back. The only thing he felt sure about was that he could not go after her. That this time it would be her responsibility to return to his life. And it was not bitterness that made Jack feel such was imperative. Kate had to make up her own mind. About her life and how she wanted to spend it. The emotional trauma she had experienced with her father had been surpassed by the overwhelming guilt and grief she had endured at his death. The woman had a lot to think through. And she had made it very clear that she needed to undertake that exercise alone. And she was probably right.


  He took off his shirt, slid into the water and did three quick laps. His arms cut powerfully through the water and then he pulled himself back up on the tiled apron. He grabbed his towel and wrapped it around his shoulders. The night air was cool and each droplet of water felt like a miniature air conditioner against his skin. He again looked at the sky. Not a mural in sight. But neither was Kate.


  He was deciding whether to head back to his apartment for some sleep when he heard the door squeak open again. Frank must have forgotten something. He looked over. For a few seconds he couldn’t move. He just sat there with the towel around his shoulders afraid to make a sound. That what was happening might not be real. Another dream that would flicker out with the sun’s first rays. Finally he slowly got up, water dripping off him, and moved toward the door.


  *   *   *


   


  DOWN ON THE STREET, SETH FRANK STOOD NEXT TO HIS CAR for a few moments admiring the simple beauty of the evening, sniffed the air that was more reminiscent of a wet spring than a humid summer. It wouldn’t be that late when he got home. Maybe Mrs. Frank would like to hit the neighborhood Dairy Queen. Just the two of them. He’d heard some good reports about the butterscotch-dipped cone. That would finish off the day just fine. He climbed in his car.


  As a father of three, Seth Frank knew what a wonderful and precious commodity life was. As a homicide detective he had learned how that precious commodity could be brutally ripped away. He looked up at the roof of the apartment building and smiled as he put the car in gear. But that was the great thing about being alive, he thought. Today might not be so good. But tomorrow, you got another chance to get it right. 


  









  AUTHOR’S NOTE
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  CHAPTER ONE


  The apartment was small, unattractive and possessed of an unsettling musty odor that suggested of long neglect. However, the few furnishings and personal belongings were clean and well organized; several of the chairs and a small side table were clearly antiques of high quality. The largest occupant of the tiny living room was a meticulously crafted maple bookcase that might as well have rested on the moon, so out of place did it seem in the modest, unremarkable space. Most of the volumes neatly lining the shelves were financial in nature and dealt with such subjects as international monetary policy and complex investment theories.


  The only light in the room came from a floor lamp next to a rumpled couch. Its small arc of illumination outlined the tall, narrow-shouldered man sitting there, his eyes closed as though he were asleep. The slender watch on his wrist showed it to be four o’clock in the morning. Conservative gray cuffed suit pants hovered over gleaming black-tasseled shoes. Hunter green suspenders ran down the front of a rigid white dress shirt. The collar of the shirt was open; the ends of a bow tie dangled around the neck. The large bald head was like an afterthought, because what captured one’s attention was the thick, steel-gray beard that fronted the wide face. However, when the man abruptly opened his eyes, all other physical characteristics became secondary. The eyes were chestnut brown in color and piercing; they seemed to swell to a size that completely engulfed the eye sockets as they swept across the room.


  Then the pain wracked the man, and he ripped at his left side; actually the hurt was everywhere now. Its origins, however, had been at the spot he now attacked with a fierce, if futile, vengeance. The breaths came deeply, the face grossly contorted.


  His hand slipped down to the apparatus attached to his belt. About the shape and size of a Walkman, it was actually a CADD pump attached to a Groshong catheter that was fully hidden under the man’s shirt, where its other end was embedded in his chest. His finger found the correct button, and the computer resting inside the CADD pump immediately delivered an incredibly potent dose of painkilling medication over and above what it automatically dispensed at regular intervals throughout the day. As the combination of drugs flowed directly into the man’s bloodstream, the pain finally beat a retreat. But it would return; it always did.


  The man lay back, exhausted, his face clammy, his freshly laundered shirt soaked with perspiration. Thank God for the pump’s on-demand feature. He had an incredible tolerance for pain, as his mental prowess could easily overpower any physical discomforts, but the beast now devouring his insides had introduced him to an altogether new level of physical anguish. He wondered briefly which would come first: his death or the drugs’ total and complete defeat at the hands of the enemy. He prayed for the former.


  He stumbled to the bathroom and looked into the mirror. It was at that moment that Arthur Lieberman started to laugh. The near-hysterical howls continued upward, threatening to explode through the thin walls of the apartment, until the outburst ended in sobs and then choked vomiting. A few minutes later, having replaced his soiled shirt with a clean one, Lieberman began calmly to coax his bow tie into shape in the reflection of the bathroom mirror. The violent mood swings were to be expected, he had been told. He shook his head and then in a fit of anger grabbed at his side as if to tear it from his body and hurl it out the window into the quiet darkness.


  He had always taken care of himself. Exercised regularly, never smoked, never drank, watched his diet. Now, at a youthful sixty-two, he would not live to see sixty-three. That fact had been confirmed by so many specialists that, finally, even Lieberman’s massive will to live had given way. But he would not go quietly. He had one card left to play. He smiled as he suddenly realized that impending death had granted him a maneuverability that had been denied in life. It would indeed be an ironic twist that such a distinguished career as his would end on such an ignoble note. But the shock waves that would accompany his exit would be worth it. He walked into the small bedroom and took a moment to glance at the photos on the desk. Tears welled up in his eyes. He quickly left the room.


  At five-thirty precisely Lieberman left the apartment and rode the small elevator down to the street level where a Crown Victoria, its government license plates a gleaming white in the wash of the streetlight, was parked at the curb, its engine idling. The chauffeur exited the car briskly and opened and held the door for Lieberman. The driver respectfully tipped his cap to his esteemed passenger and, as usual, received no response. In a few moments the car had disappeared down the street.


  *   *   *


   


  At about the time Lieberman’s car entered the on-ramp to the Beltway, the Mariner L800 jetliner was being rolled out of its hangar at Dulles International Airport in preparation for the nonstop flight to Los Angeles. Maintenance checks completed, the 155-foot-long plane was now being fueled. Western Airlines subcontracted out the fueling component of its operation. The fuel truck, squat and bulky, was parked underneath the starboard wing. On the L800 the standard configuration had fuel tanks located within each wing and in the fuselage. The fuel panel under the wing, located about a third of the way out from the fuselage, had been dropped down, and the long fuel hose snaked upward into the wing’s interior where it had been locked into place around the fuel intake valve. The one valve served to fuel all three tanks through a series of connecting manifolds. The solitary fueler, wearing thick gloves and dirty overalls, monitored the hose as the highly combustible mixture flowed into the tank. The man looked slowly around at the increasing activity surrounding the aircraft: mail and freight cargo were being loaded on, baggage carts were winding their way to the terminal. Satisfied that he wasn’t being observed, the fueler used one gloved hand to casually wipe the exposed part of the fuel tank around the intake valve. It was a perfectly natural action and would have prompted no undue suspicion even had it been observed by airline personnel. The metal of the fuel tank gleamed where it had been touched. Closer examination would have revealed a slight misting on the metal’s surface, but no closer examination would he made. Even the first officer making the rounds on the preflight check would never discover this little surprise lurking within the massive machine.


  The man replaced the small plastic container deep within one pocket of his overalls. He pulled from his other pocket a slender rectangular-shaped object and raised his hand up into the wing’s interior. Again, an action that would prompt no undue scrutiny. The fueling completed, the hose was loaded back on the truck and the fuel panel on the wing was reattached. The truck drove off to complete work on another jet. The man looked back once at the L800 and then continued on. He was scheduled to get off duty at seven this morning. He did not intend to stay a minute longer.


  *   *   *


   


  The 220,000-pound Mariner L800 lifted off the runway, easily powering through the early morning cloud cover. A single-aisle jet with twin high bypass ratio Rolls-Royce engines, the L800 was the most technologically advanced aircraft currently operating outside those flown by pilots of the U.S. Air Force.


  Flight 3223 carried 174 passengers and a seven-member flight crew. Most of the passengers were settling into their seats with newspapers and magazines while the plane climbed swiftly over the Virginia countryside to its cruising altitude of thirty-five thousand feet. The onboard navigational computer had established a flight time to Los Angeles of five-hours-and-five-minutes.


  One of the passengers in the First Class section was reading the Wall Street Journal. A hand played across the bushy steel-gray beard as large, active eyes scanned the pages of financial information. Down the narrow aisle, in the Coach section, other passengers sat quietly, some with hands folded across their chests, some with eyes half-closed and others reading. In one seat, an old woman gripped rosary beads in her right hand, her mouth silently reciting the familiar words.


  As the L800 climed to thirty-five thousand feet and leveled off, the captain came on the loudspeaker to make her perfunctory greetings while the flight attendants went about their normal routine—a routine that was about to be interrupted.


  All heads turned to the red flash that erupted on the right side of the aircraft. Those sitting in the window seats on that side watched in the starkest horror as the right wing buckled, metal skin tearing, rivets popping free. Bare seconds passed before two-thirds of the wing sheared off, carrying with it the starboard side Rolls-Royce engine. Like savaged veins, shredded hydraulic lines and cables whipped back and forth in the fierce headwind as jet fuel from the cracked fuel tank doused the fuselage.


  The L800 immediately rolled left over on its back, making a shambles of the cabin. Inside the fuselage every single human being screamed in mortal terror as the plane whipped across the sky like a tumbleweed, completely out of control. Passengers up and down the aisle were violently torn from their seats. For most of them the short trip from the seats was fatal. Screams of pain were heard as heavy pieces of luggage, disgorged from compartments torn open when the shock waves of air pressure gone wild exceeded their locking mechanisms’ strength limits, collided with soft human flesh.


  The old woman’s hand slipped open and the rosary beads slid down to the floor, which was now the ceiling of the upside-down plane. Her eyes were wide open now, but not in fear. She was one of the fortunate ones. A fatal heart attack had rescued her from the next several minutes of sheer terror.


  Twin engine commercial jetliners are certified to fly on only one engine. No jetliner, however, can fly with only one wing. The airworthiness of Flight 3223 had been irreversibly destroyed. The L800 settled into a tight nose-to-ground death spiral.


  On the flight deck the two-member crew struggled valiantly with the controls as their damaged aircraft shot downward through the overcast skies like a spear through cotton. Unsure of the precise nature of the catastrophe that had occurred, they nevertheless were well aware that the aircraft and all lives on board were in significant jeopardy. As they frantically tried to regain control of the aircraft, the two pilots silently prayed they would collide with no other plane as they hurtled to earth. “Oh my God!” The captain stared in disbelief at the altimeter as it raced on its unstoppable course to zero. Neither the most sophisticated avionics system in the world nor the most exceptional piloting skills could reverse the startling truth facing every human being on the fractured projectile: They were all going to die, and very soon. And as happens in virtually all air crashes, the two pilots would be the first to leave this world: but the others on board Flight 3223 would only be a fraction of a second behind.


  Lieberman’s mouth sagged open as he gripped the armrests in total disbelief. As the plane’s nose dropped to six o’clock, Lieberman was looking face down at the back of the seat in front of him, as if he were at the very top of some absurd roller coaster. Unfortunately for him, Arthur Lieberman would remain conscious until the very second the aircraft met the immovable object that it was now racing toward. His exit from the living would come several months ahead of schedule and not at all according to plan. As the plane started its final descent, one word escaped from Lieberman’s lips. Though monosyllabic, it was uttered in one continuous shriek that could be heard over all of the other terrifying sounds flooding the cabin.


  “Noooo!” 
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  CHAPTER ONE


  The apartment was small, unattractive and possessed of
an unsettling musty odor that suggested long neglect.
However, the few furnishings and personal belongings
were clean and well organized; several of the chairs and
a small side table were clearly antiques of high quality.
The largest occupant of the tiny living room was a meticulously crafted maple bookcase that might as well have
rested on the moon, so out of place did it seem in the
modest, unremarkable space. Most of the volumes neatly
lining the shelves were financial in nature and dealt with
such subjects as international monetary policy and complex investment theories.


  

  The only light in the room came from a floor lamp next
to a rumpled couch. Its small arc of illumination outlined
the tall, narrow-shouldered man sitting there, his eyes
closed as though he were asleep. The slender watch on
his wrist showed it to be four o’clock in the morning.
Conservative gray cuffed suit pants hovered over gleaming black-tasseled shoes. Hunter-green suspenders ran
down the front of a rigid white dress shirt. The collar of
the shirt was open, the ends of a bow tie dangled around
the neck. The large bald head was like an afterthought,
because what captured one’s attention was the thick,
steel-gray beard that fronted the wide, deeply lined face.
However, when the man abruptly opened his eyes, all
other physical characteristics became secondary; the eyes
were chestnut brown in color and piercing; they seemed
to swell to a size that completely engulfed the eye sockets as they swept across the room.


  Then the pain wracked the man and he ripped at his left
side; actually the hurt was everywhere now. Its origins,
however, had been at the spot he now attacked with a
fierce, if futile, vengeance. The breaths came in gushes,
the face grossly contorted.


  His hand slipped down to the apparatus attached to his
belt. About the shape and size of a Walkman, it was actually a CADD pump attached to a Groshong catheter that
was fully hidden under the man’s shirt, where its other
end was embedded in his chest. His finger found the correct button and the computer resting inside the CADD
pump immediately delivered an incredibly potent dose of
painkilling medication over and above what it automatically dispensed at regular intervals throughout the day.
As the combination of drugs flowed directly into the
man’s bloodstream, the pain finally retreated. But it
would return; it always did.


  

  The man lay back, exhausted, his face clammy, his
freshly laundered shirt soaked with perspiration. Thank
God for the pump’s on-demand feature. He had an incredible tolerance for pain, as his mental prowess could
easily overpower any physical discomforts, but the beast
now devouring his insides had introduced him to an altogether new level of physical anguish. He wondered
briefly which would come first: his death or the drugs’
total and complete defeat at the hands of the enemy. He
prayed for the former.


  He stumbled to the bathroom and looked into the mirror. It was at that moment that Arthur Lieberman started
to laugh. The near-hysterical howls continued upward,
threatening to explode through the thin walls of the apartment, until the uncontrollable outburst ended in sobs and
then choked vomiting. A few minutes later, having replaced his soiled shirt with a clean one, Lieberman began
calmly to coax his bow tie into shape in the reflection of
the bathroom mirror. The violent mood swings were to be
expected, he had been told. He shook his head.


  

  He had always taken care of himself. Exercised regularly, never smoked, never drank, watched his diet. Now,
at a youthful sixty-two, he would not live to see sixty-three. That fact had been confirmed by so many specialists that, finally, even Lieberman’s massive will to live
had given way. But he would not go quietly. He had one
card left to play. He smiled as he suddenly realized that
impending death had granted him a maneuverability that
had been denied in life. It would indeed be an ironic twist
that such a distinguished career as his would end on such
an ignoble note. But the shock waves that would accompany his exit would be worth it at this point. What did he
care? He walked into the small bedroom and took a moment to glance at the photos on the desk. Tears welled up
in his eyes and he quickly left the room.


  At five-thirty precisely Lieberman left the apartment
and rode the small elevator down to the street level,
where a Crown Victoria, its government license plates a
gleaming white in the wash of the streetlight, was parked
at the curb, its engine idling. The chauffeur exited the car
briskly and opened and held the door for Lieberman. The
driver respectfully tipped his cap to his esteemed passenger and, as usual, received no response. In a few moments the car had disappeared down the street.


   


  

  At about the time Lieberman’s car entered the on-ramp
to the Beltway, the Mariner L500 jetliner was being
rolled out of its hangar at Dulles International Airport in
preparation for the nonstop flight to Los Angeles. Maintenance checks completed, the 155-foot-long plane was
now being fueled. Western Airlines subcontracted out the
fueling component of its operation. The fuel truck, squat
and bulky, was parked underneath the starboard wing. On
the L500 the standard configuration had fuel tanks located within each wing and in the fuselage. The fuel
panel under the wing, located about a third of the way out
from the fuselage, had been dropped down and the long
fuel hose snaked upward into the wing’s interior, where it
had been locked into place around the fuel intake valve.
The one valve served to fuel all three tanks through a series of connecting manifolds. The solitary fueler, wearing
thick gloves and dirty overalls, monitored the hose as the
highly combustible mixture flowed into the tank. The
man looked slowly around at the increasing activity surrounding the aircraft: mail and freight cargo were being
loaded on, baggage carts were wending their way to the
terminal. Satisfied that he wasn’t being observed, the fueler used one gloved hand to casually spray the exposed
part of the fuel tank around the intake valve with a substance in a plastic container. The metal of the fuel tank
gleamed where it had been sprayed. Closer examination
would have revealed a slight misting on the metal’s surface, but no closer examination would be made. Even the
first officer making the rounds on the preflight check
would never discover this little surprise lurking within
the massive machine.


  The man replaced the small plastic container deep
within one pocket of his overalls. He pulled from his
other pocket a slender rectangular-shaped object and
raised his hand up into the wing’s interior. When his hand
came back down, it was empty. The fueling completed,
the hose was loaded back on the truck and the fuel panel
on the wing was reattached. The truck drove off to complete work on another jet. The man looked back once at
the L500 and then continued on. He was scheduled to get
off duty at seven this morning. He did not intend to stay
a minute longer.


   


  The 220,000-pound Mariner L500 lifted off the runway, easily powering through the early morning cloud
cover. A single-aisle jet with twin high bypass ratio Rolls-Royce engines, the L500 was the most technologically
advanced aircraft currently operating outside those flown
by pilots of the U.S. Air Force.


  Flight 3223 carried 174 passengers and a seven-member flight crew. Most passengers were settling into their
seats with newspapers and magazines while the plane
climbed swiftly over the Virginia countryside to its cruising altitude of thirty-five thousand feet. The onboard navigational computer had established a flight time to Los
Angeles of five hours and five minutes.


  One of the passengers in the first-class section was
reading the Wall Street Journal. A hand played across the
bushy, steel-gray beard as large, active eyes scanned the
pages of financial information. Down the narrow aisle, in
the coach section, other passengers sat quietly, some with
hands folded across their chests, some with eyes half
closed and others reading. In one seat, an old woman
gripped rosary beads in her right hand, her mouth silently
reciting the familiar words.


  As the L500 climbed to thirty-five thousand feet and
leveled off, the captain came on the loudspeaker to make
her perfunctory greetings while the flight attendants went
about their normal routine—a routine that was about to
be interrupted.


  All heads turned to the red flash that erupted on the
right side of the aircraft. Those sitting in the window
seats on that side watched in the starkest horror as the
right wing buckled, metal skin tearing, rivets popping
free. Bare seconds passed before two-thirds of the wing
sheared off, carrying with it the starboard-side Rolls-Royce engine. Like savaged veins, shredded hydraulic
lines and cables whipped back and forth in the fierce
headwind as jet fuel from the cracked fuel tank doused
the fuselage.


  The L500 immediately rolled left over on its back,
making a shambles of the cabin. Inside the fuselage every
single human being screamed in mortal terror as the plane
whipped across the sky like a tumbleweed, completely
out of control. Passengers up and down the aisle were violently torn from their seats. For most of them the short
trip from the seats was fatal. Screams of pain were heard
as heavy pieces of luggage, disgorged from compartments torn open when the shock waves of air pressure
gone wild exceeded their locking mechanism’s strength
limits, collided with soft human flesh.


  The old woman’s hand slipped open and the rosary
beads slid down to the floor, which was now the ceiling
of the upside-down plane. Her eyes were wide open now,
but not in fear. She was one of the fortunate ones. A fatal
heart attack had rescued her from the next several minutes of sheer terror.


  Twin-engine commercial jetliners are certified to fly on
only one engine. No jetliner, however, can fly with only
one wing. The airworthiness of Flight 3223 had been irreversibly destroyed. The L500 settled into a tight nose-to-ground death spiral.


  

  On the flight deck the two-member crew struggled
valiantly with the controls as their damaged aircraft shot
downward through the overcast skies like a spear through
cotton. Unsure of the precise nature of this catastrophe,
they nevertheless were well aware that the aircraft and all
lives on board were in significant jeopardy. As they frantically tried to regain control of the aircraft, the two pilots
silently prayed they would collide with no other plane as
they hurtled to earth. “Oh, my God!” The captain stared
in disbelief at the altimeter as it raced on its unstoppable
course to zero. Neither the most sophisticated avionics
system in the world nor the most exceptional piloting
skills could reverse the startling truth facing every human
being on the fractured projectile: They were all going to
die, and very soon. And as happens in virtually all air
crashes, the two pilots would be the first to leave this
world; but the others on board Flight 3223 would only be
a fraction of a second behind.


  Lieberman’s mouth sagged open as he gripped the
armrests in total disbelief. As the plane’s nose dropped to
six o’clock, Lieberman was looking face down at the
back of the seat in front of him, as if he were at the very
top of some absurd roller coaster. Unfortunately for him,
Arthur Lieberman would remain conscious until the very
second the aircraft met the immovable object that it was
now racing toward. His exit from the living would come
several months ahead of schedule and not at all according
to plan. As the plane started its final descent, one word escaped from Lieberman’s lips. Though monosyllabic, it
was uttered in one continuous shriek that could be heard
over all of the other terrifying sounds flooding the cabin.


  “Noooo!”









  


  

  CHAPTER TWO


  WASHINGTON, D.C., METROPOLITAN AREA, ONE MONTH
EARLIER


   


  Jason Archer, his starched shirt dirty, his tie askew, labored through the contents of the piles of boxes. A laptop
sat beside him. Every few minutes he would stop, pull a
piece of paper from the morass and, using a handheld device, scan the contents of the paper into his laptop. Sweat
trickled down his nose. The storage warehouse he was in
was hot and filthy. Suddenly a voice called out to him
from somewhere within the vast space. “Jason?” Footsteps approached. “Jason, are you here?”


  

  Jason quickly closed up the box he was working on,
shut down his laptop and slid it between a crevice in the
stacks of boxes. A few seconds later a man appeared.
Quentin Rowe stood about five-eight, weighed perhaps a
hundred fifty, with narrow shoulders; slender oval glasses
rested above a hairless face. His long, thin blond hair was
tied back into a neat ponytail. He was dressed casually in
faded jeans and a white cotton shirt. The antenna of a cellular phone sprouted from his shirt pocket. His hands
were stuffed into his back pockets. “I happened to be in
the area. How’s it coming?”


  Jason stood up and stretched his long, muscular frame.
“It’s coming, Quentin, it’s coming.”


  “The CyberCom deal is really heating up and they
want the financials ASAP. How much longer do you think
it will take you?” Despite his carefree appearance, Rowe
looked anxious.


  Jason eyed the stacks of boxes. “Another week, ten
days tops.”


  “You’re sure?”


  Jason nodded and methodically wiped his hands off before resting his eyes on Rowe. “I won’t let you down,
Quentin. I know how important CyberCom is to you. To
all of us.” A twinge of guilt hit Jason between the shoulder blades, but his features were inscrutable.


  Rowe relaxed somewhat. “We won’t forget your efforts, Jason. What with this and the job you did on the
tape backups. Gamble was particularly impressed, to the
extent he can understand it.”


  “I think it’ll be remembered for a long time,” Jason
agreed.


  Rowe surveyed the warehouse with incredulity. “To
think the contents of this entire warehouse could fit comfortably on a stack of floppy disks. What a waste.”


  Jason grinned. “Well, Nathan Gamble isn’t the most
computer literate person in the world.” Rowe snorted.
“His investment operations generated a lot of paper,
Quentin,” Jason continued, “and you can’t argue with
success. The man’s made a lot of money over the years.”


  “Exactly, Jason. That’s our only hope. Gamble understands money. The CyberCom deal will make all the others look puny by comparison.” Rowe looked admiringly
up at Jason Archer. “After all this work you’ve got a great
future ahead of you.”


  Jason’s eyes took on a soft gleam and then he smiled at
his colleague. “My thoughts exactly.”


   


  Jason Archer climbed into the passenger seat of the
Ford Explorer, leaned across and kissed his wife. Sidney
Archer was tall and blond. Her chiseled features had softened after the birth of their daughter. She inclined her
head toward the rear seat. Jason smiled as his eyes fell
upon Amy, two years old and dead asleep in her baby
seat, Winnie the Pooh automatically clutched in one fist.


  “Long day for her,” Jason said as he unknotted his tie.


  “For us all,” Sidney replied. “I thought being a part-time law partner would be a breeze. Now it seems like I
cram the same fifty-hour week into three days.” She
shook her head wearily and pulled the truck onto the
road. Behind them soared the world headquarters building of Triton Global, her husband’s employer and the
world’s undisputed leader in technologies ranging from
global computer networks to children’s educational software and just about everything in between.


  

  Jason took one of his wife’s hands in his and squeezed
it tenderly. “I know, Sid. I know it’s rough, but I might
have some news soon that’ll let you chuck the practice
for good.”


  She looked at him and smiled. “You devised a computer program that’ll let you pick the correct Lotto numbers?”


  “Maybe something better.” A grin flashed across his
handsome features.


  “Okay, you’ve definitely got my attention. What is it?”


  He shook his head. “Uh-uh. Not until I know for sure.”


  “Jason, don’t do this to me.” Her mock plea brought a
broader smile to his lips. He patted her hand. “You know
I’m real good at keeping secrets. And I know how you
love surprises.”


  She stopped at a red light and turned to him. “I also like
opening presents on Christmas Eve. So come on, talk.”


  “Not this time, sorry, no way, nohow. Hey, how about
we go out to eat tonight?”


  “I’m a very tenacious attorney, so don’t try to change
the subject on me. Besides, eating out is not in this
month’s budget. I want details.” She playfully poked him
as she went through the green light.


  “Very, very soon, Sid. I promise. But not now, okay?”
His tone had suddenly become more serious, as though
he regretted bringing up the subject. She looked over at
him. He was staring rigidly out the window. A trace of
concern came over her face. He turned back to her,
caught the look of worry, put a hand against her cheek
and winked. “When we got married, I promised you the
world, didn’t I?”


  “You’ve given me the world, Jason.” She stared at
Amy in the rearview mirror. “More than the world.”


  He rubbed her shoulder. “I love you, Sid, more than
anything. You deserve the best. One day I’ll give it to
you.”


  She smiled at him; however, as he turned to look out
the window the look of concern returned to her features.


   


  The man was bent over the computer, his face bare
inches from the screen. His fingers were pounding the
keys so fiercely they resembled a column of miniature
jackhammers. The battered keyboard appeared ready to
disintegrate under the relentless attack. Like pouring
water, digital images flowed down the computer screen
too fast for the eye to follow. A weak light overhead provided illumination for the man’s task. Thick droplets of
sweat clustered on his face, although the room temperature hovered at a comfortable seventy degrees. He swiped
at the moisture as the salty liquid slid behind his glasses
and stung his already painful, bloodshot eyes.


  So intent was he on his work that he did not notice the
door to the room slowly open. Nor did he hear the three
pairs of legs as they made their way in, moving across the
thick carpet until they stood directly behind him. Their
movements were unhurried; the intruders’ superior numbers apparently provided them with overwhelming confidence.


  Finally the man at the computer turned around. His
limbs started to quake uncontrollably, as though he had
foreseen what was about to happen to him.


  He would not even have time to scream.


  As the triggers snapped back simultaneously and the
firing pins rammed home, the guns roared in deafening
unison.


  Jason Archer jerked upright in the chair where he had
fallen asleep. Real sweat clung to his face while the vision of violent death clung to his mind. The damn dream,
it just wouldn’t let go. He quickly looked around. Sidney
was dozing on the couch; the TV droned on in the background. Jason rose and covered his wife with a blanket.
Then he went down to Amy’s room. It was almost midnight. As he peeked in the door he could hear her tossing
in her sleep. He went to the edge of her bed and watched
the tiny form as it moved restlessly around. She must be
having a bad dream, something her father could well relate to. Jason gently rubbed his daughter’s forehead and
then picked her up and held her, slowly swaying from
side to side in the quiet darkness. This normally chased
away the nightmares; and in a few minutes Amy was
back in a peaceful sleep. Jason covered her up and kissed
her on the cheek. Then he went to the kitchen, scribbled
a note to his wife, put it on the table next to the couch
where Sidney continued to doze and headed to the
garage, where he climbed into his old Cougar convertible.


  

  As he backed out of the garage, he did not notice Sidney at the front window watching him, his note clutched
in her hand. After his taillights disappeared down the
street, Sidney turned from the window and read the note
again. Her husband was heading back to the office to do
some work. He would be home when he could. She
looked at the clock on the fireplace mantel. It was nearly
midnight. She checked on Amy and then put a teakettle
on the stove. She suddenly slumped against the kitchen
counter as a deeply buried suspicion exploded to the surface. This wasn’t the first time she had awoken to find her
husband backing his car out of the garage, leaving a note
behind telling her he had gone back to work.


  

  She made her tea and then on impulse raced up the
stairs to the bathroom. She looked at her face in the mirror. A little fuller than when they had first married. She
abruptly stripped off her sleeping gown and underwear.
She looked from the front, side and, finally, the back,
holding up a hand mirror to check this most depressing
angle. Pregnancy had done some damage; the stomach
had pretty much recovered, but her bottom was definitely
not as firm. Were her breasts sagging? The hips did seem
slightly wider than before. Not so unusual after giving
birth. With nervous fingers she pinched the millimeter of
extra skin under her chin as acute depression sunk in.
Jason’s body was as iron-hard as it had been when they
first started dating. Her husband’s amazing physique and
classic good looks were only part of a very attractive
package that included a remarkable intellect. The package would be immensely attractive to every woman Sidney knew and certainly most of those she didn’t. As she
traced her jawline she gasped as she realized what she
was doing. A highly intelligent, well-respected attorney,
she was examining herself like a piece of meat, just as
generations of men had routinely done to womankind.
She threw her gown back on. She was attractive. Jason
loved her. He was going to work to catch up on things. He
was building his career rapidly. Soon, both their dreams
would be fulfilled. His to run his own company; hers to
be a full-time mother to Amy and the other children they
expected to have. If that sounded like a 1950s sitcom, so
be it, because that’s exactly what the Archers wanted.
And Jason, she firmly believed, was right this minute
working furiously to get there.


   


  At about the time Sidney wandered off to bed, Jason
Archer stopped at a pay phone and dialed a number he
had memorized long before. The call was answered immediately.


  “Hello, Jason.”


  “I’m telling you this has to be over soon, or I may not
make it.”


  “Bad dreams again?” The tone managed to sound sympathetic and patronizing at the same time.


  “You’re implying that they come and go. Actually
they’re always with me,” Jason curtly replied.


  “It won’t be long now.” The voice was now reassuring.


  “You’re sure they’re not on to me? I get these funny
feelings, like everyone’s watching me.”


  “It’s normal, Jason. Happens all the time. If you were
in trouble, we’d know it, believe me. We’ve been through
this before.”


  “I have believed you. I just hope that belief is not misplaced.” Jason’s voice grew more tense. “I’m not a pro at
this. Dammit, it’s getting to me.”


  “We understand that. Don’t go crazy on us now. As I
said, it’s almost over. A few more items and then you officially retire.”


  “Look, I don’t understand why we can’t go with what
I’ve already gotten.”


  “Jason, it’s not your job to think about those things. We
need to dig a little deeper and you’re just going to have to
accept that. Keep your head up. We’re not exactly babes
in the woods on things like this; we’ve got it all planned
out. You just hold up your end and we’re fine. Everybody
will be fine.”


  “Well, I’m going to finish up tonight, that’s for damn
sure. Do we use the same drop routine?”


  “No. This time it’ll be a personal exchange.”


  Jason’s tone registered surprise. “Why?”


  “We’re nearing the end and any mistakes could jeopardize the entire operation. While we have no reason to believe they’re on to you, we can’t be absolutely sure we’re
not being watched. Remember, we’re all taking chances
here. Drops are usually safe, but there’s always a margin
of error built in. A face-to-face out of the area with fresh
people eliminates that margin, simple as that. It keeps
you safer too. And your family.”


  “My family? What the hell do they have to do with
this?”


  “Don’t be stupid, Jason. These are high stakes. The
risks were explained to you from the start. It’s a violent
world. Understand?”


  “Look—”


  “Everything will be fine. You just have to follow the instructions to the letter. To the letter.” The last three words
were said with particular force. “You haven’t told anyone, have you? Particularly not your wife.”


  “No. Who the hell would I tell? Who would believe
me?”


  “You’d be surprised. Just remember: Anyone you tell is
in danger, just as you are.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know,” Jason snapped
back. “So what are the details?”


  “Not now. Soon. The usual channels. Hang in there,
Jason. We’re almost through the tunnel.”


  “Yeah, well, let’s hope the damn thing doesn’t collapse
on me before then.”


  The response drew a small chuckle and then the line
went dead.


   


  Jason slipped his thumb out of the fingerprint scanner,
spoke his name into the small speaker mounted on the
wall and patiently waited as the computer matched his
thumb and voice prints to the ones residing in its massive
files. He smiled and nodded at the uniformed security
guard sitting at a large console in the middle of the
eighth-floor reception area. Jason was conscious of the
name TRITON GLOBAL spelled out in foot-long silver letters behind the guard’s broad back.


  “Too bad they don’t give you the authority to just let
me in, Charlie. You know, one human being to another.”


  Charlie was a large black man in his early sixties, with
a bald head and a quick wit.


  

  “Hell, Jason, for all I know you could be Saddam Hussein in disguise. These days you can’t trust outward appearances. Nice sweater, by the way, Saddam.” Charlie
chuckled. “Besides, how could this big, sophisticated
company possibly trust the judgment of a little old
security guard like me when they got all these gadgets to tell
them who’s who? Computers are king, Jason. The sad
truth is human beings don’t measure up anymore.”


  “Don’t sound so depressed, Charlie. Technology has its
good points. Hey, I tell you what, why don’t we switch
jobs for a while? Then you can see the good stuff.” Jason
grinned.


  “Sure thing, Jason. I’ll go play with all those million-dollar toys and you can go sniffing around the rest room
every thirty minutes looking for bad guys. I won’t even
charge you for use of the uniform. Of course, if we switch
jobs we also switch paychecks. I wouldn’t want you to
miss out on a windfall like seven bucks an hour. It’s only
fair.”


  “You’re too damn smart for your own good, Charlie.”


  Charlie laughed and went back to studying the numerous TV monitors mounted into the console.


  As the massive door opened on whisper-quiet hinges,
the smile on Jason’s face abruptly disappeared. He
moved through the opening. Striding down the hallway,
he pulled something from his coat pocket. It was the size
and shape of a typical credit card and was also made of
plastic.


  Jason stopped in front of a doorway. The card slid
neatly into the slot in the metal box bolted to the door.
The microchip buried within the card silently communicated with its counterpart attached to the portal. Jason’s
index finger pecked four times at the adjacent numeric
pad. There was an audible click. He gripped the doorknob, turned it and the three-inch-thick door swung back
into the darkened space.


  As the lights came on, Jason was illuminated briefly in
the doorway. He quickly closed the door; the twin dead
bolts slid back into place. As he looked around the neatly
arranged office, his hands were shaking and his heart was
beating so hard he was absolutely certain it could be
heard throughout the entire building. This was not the
first time. It was far from the first time. He allowed himself a brief smile as he focused on the fact that this would
be the last time. Regardless of what happened, this was it.
Everyone had a limit, and tonight he had reached his.


  

  He moved to the desk, sat down and turned on the
computer. Attached to the monitor was a small microphone mounted on a long flexible metal neck that one
could speak into for voice commands. Jason impatiently
pushed it out of the way so he would have a clear view of
the computer screen. His back ramrod straight, eyes
glued to the screen, hands poised to strike, he was now
clearly in his element. Like a pianist’s in full swing, his
fingers flashed across the keyboard. He peered at the
screen, which fed instructions back to him, instructions
so familiar as to be rote. Jason hit four digits on the numeric pad attached to the base of the computer’s microprocessor unit, then he leaned forward and fixed his gaze
at a spot in the upper right-hand corner of the monitor.
Jason knew that a video camera had just that instant electronically interrogated his right iris, transmitting a host of
unique discriminators contained within his eye to a central database, which, in turn, compared the image of his
iris to the thirty thousand residing in that computerized
file. The entire process had taken barely four seconds. As
accustomed as he was to the ever-expanding muscle of
technology, even Jason Archer had to shake his head occasionally over what was really out there. Iris scanners
were also used to closely monitor worker productivity.
Jason grimaced. Truth be known, Orwell had actually
underestimated.


  He refocused on the machine in front of him. For the
next twenty minutes Jason worked away at the keyboard,
pausing only when more data flashed across the screen in
answer to his queries. The system was fast, yet it had a
difficult time keeping up with the fluid swiftness of
Jason’s commands. Suddenly his head jerked around as a
noise from the hallway filtered into the office. The damn
dream again. Probably just Charlie making rounds. He
looked at the screen. He wasn’t getting much of anything.
A waste of time. He wrote down a list of file names on a
piece of paper, shut the computer down, rose and went to
the door. Pausing, he leaned his ear against the wood.
Satisfied, he slid the dead bolts back and opened the door,
turning off the light as he closed the door behind him. A
moment later the dead bolts automatically moved back
into locked positions.


  He moved quickly down the hallway, finally stopping at
the far end of the corridor in a little-used section of the office space. This door had an ordinary lock that Jason
opened using a special tool. He locked the door behind
him. He did not turn on the overhead light. Instead, he produced a small flashlight from his coat pocket and turned it
on. The computer console was in the far corner of the room
next to a low filing cabinet piled three feet high with cardboard packing boxes.


  

  Jason pulled the computer workstation away from the
wall, exposing cables that dangled down from the back of
the computer. He knelt down and gripped the cables
while at the same time inching aside a filing cabinet adjacent to the worktable, revealing an outlet on the wall
with several data ports. Jason attached a cable line from
the computer into a port, making sure it was tight. Then
he sat down in front of the computer and turned it on. As
the computer came to life, Jason perched his flashlight on
a box top so that the light shone directly on the keyboard.
There was no numeric keypad on which to input a security pass code. Nor did Jason have to stare at the upper
right-hand corner of the computer screen waiting to be
positively identified. In fact, as far as Triton’s computer
network was concerned, this workstation didn’t even
exist.


  He slipped the piece of paper from his pocket and laid
it in the flashlight’s beam atop the keyboard. Suddenly he
was conscious of movement outside the door. Holding his
breath, he buried the flashlight into his armpit with his
hand before hitting the off button. He dimmed the monitor until the images on the screen receded into blackness.
Minutes went by as Jason sat in the darkness. A drop of
sweat formed on his forehead and then lazily made its
way down his nose before settling on the top of his lip.
He was too afraid to wipe it away.


  

  After five minutes of silence he turned the flashlight
and computer monitor back on and resumed his work. He
grinned once as a particularly stubborn firewall—an internal security system designed to prevent unauthorized
access to computerized databases—collapsed under his
persistent nudgings. Working quickly now, he made his
way to the end of the files listed on the paper. Then he
reached inside his coat and withdrew a three-and-a-half-inch micro floppy disk and placed it in the computer’s
disk drive. A couple of minutes later, Jason withdrew the
disk, turned off the computer and left. He walked quietly
back through the maze of security, said good-bye to
Charlie and moved out into the night.









  


  

  CHAPTER THREE


  The moonlight drifted through the window, giving
shape to certain objects in the darkened interior of the
large room. On a long, solid pine bureau a number of
framed photos stood in three tiers. In one photo, set in the
back row, Sidney Archer, dressed in a dark blue business
suit, leaned against a gleaming silver Jaguar sedan. Next
to her Jason Archer wore a smile along with his suspenders and dress shirt as he looked lovingly into Sidney’s eyes. Another photo showed the same couple,
dressed casually, standing in front of the Eiffel Tower,
their fingers pointing up, mouths opened in spontaneous
laughter.


  

  In the middle row of photos, Sidney, some years older,
her face bloated, hair wet and clinging to the sides of her
head, reclined in a hospital bed. A tiny bundle, eyes
scrunched shut, was clutched in her arms. The picture
next to that showed Jason, bleary-eyed and unshaven,
wearing only a T-shirt and Looney Tunes boxer shorts,
lying on the floor. The little one, the eyes now wide open
and the brightest of blues, formed a small and contented
hump on her father’s chest.


  The center photo in the front row had clearly been
taken at Halloween. The little bundle was now two years
old and dressed as a princess replete with tiara and slippers. Mother and father hovered proudly behind, eyes
staring into the camera, their hands cradling the little
girl’s back and shoulders.


  Jason and Sidney lay in the four-poster bed. Jason
tossed and turned. It had been a week since the last late-night visit to his office. Now the payoff finally was here,
making it impossible to sleep. Next to the bedroom door
a fully packed, large and particularly ugly canvas bag
with blue crisscross stripes and the initials JWA sat next to
a black metal case. The clock on the nightstand limped to
two A.M. Sidney’s long, slender arm reached out from
under the covers and glided around Jason’s head, slowly
pushing his hair around.


  Sidney propped herself up on one elbow and continued
to play with her husband’s hair as she moved closer to
him, finally matching his contours with her own. The
flimsy nightgown clung to her. “Are you asleep?” she
murmured. In the background the muted creaks and
groans of the aged house were the only sounds to break
the silence.


  Jason rolled over to look at his wife. “Not really.”


  “I could tell—you’ve been moving around a lot. Sometimes you do it in your sleep. You and Amy.”


  “I hope I haven’t been talking in my sleep. Don’t want
to give any secrets away.” He smiled weakly.


  Her hand dropped to his face, which she gently
stroked. “Everyone needs to keep some secrets, I guess,
although I thought we agreed not to have any.” She gave
a little laugh, but it was hollow. Jason’s mouth parted for
a moment as if he were going to speak, but he quickly
closed it, stretched his arms and looked at the clock. He
groaned when he saw the time. “Jesus, I might as well get
up now. The cab will be here at five-thirty.”


  Sidney glanced over at the bags by the doorway and
frowned. “This trip really came out of the blue, Jason.”


  Jason didn’t look at her. Instead he wiped his eyes and
yawned. “I know. I didn’t even find out about it until late
yesterday afternoon. When the boss says go, I go.”


  Sidney sighed. “I knew the day would come when
we’d both be out of town at the same time.”


  Jason’s voice was anxious as he looked at her. “But
you worked it out with the day-care center?”


  “I had to arrange for someone to stay past the regular
closing, but that’s okay. You won’t be longer than three
days, though, right?”


  “Three tops, Sid. I promise.” He rubbed vigorously at
his scalp. “You couldn’t get out of the New York trip?”


  Sidney shook her head. “Lawyers don’t get excused
from business trips. It’s not in the Tyler, Stone manual of
being a productive attorney.”


  “Christ, you do more in three days than most of them
do in five.”


  “Well, sweetie, I don’t have to tell you, but in our shop,
it’s what did you do for me today, and, more important,
what are you going to do for me tomorrow, and the day
after that.”


  Jason pulled himself up to a sitting position. “Same at
Triton; however, being in the advanced technology business, their expectations go into the next millennium. One
day our ship will come in, Sid. Maybe today.” He looked
at her.


  She shook her head. “Right. So while you’re waiting
down at the docks for our yacht, I’ll keep depositing our
paychecks and paying down debt. Deal?”


  “Okay. But sometimes you have to be optimistic. Look
into the future.”


  “Speaking of the future, have you given any more
thought to working on another baby?”


  “I’m more than ready. If the next one’s like Amy, it’ll
be a breeze.”


  Sidney pressed her full thighs against him, quietly
pleased that he voiced no objection to enlarging the family. If he was seeing someone else… ? “Speak for yourself, Mr. Male Half of this little equation.” She pushed
him.


  “Sorry, Sid. Typical brain-dead man thing to say. It
won’t happen again, promise.”


  

  Sidney lay back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling
as she gently rubbed his shoulder. Three years ago the
thought of leaving the practice of law would have been
out of the question. Now, even part-time seemed too intrusive on her life with Amy and Jason. She longed for
total freedom to be with her child. Freedom they could
not yet afford solely on Jason’s salary, even with all the
cutbacks they had made, constantly fighting the American-consumer compulsion to spend as much as they
earned. But if Jason kept moving up at Triton, who knew?


  Sidney had never wanted to be financially dependent
on anyone else. She looked at Jason. If she was going to
tie her economic survival to one person, who better than
a man she had loved almost from the moment she had
laid eyes on him? As she continued to watch him, a glimmer of moisture appeared in her eyes. She sat up, leaning
into him.


  “Well, at least while you’re in Los Angeles you can
look up some of your old friends—just skip the old
flames, please.” She tousled his hair. “Besides, you could
never leave me. My father would stalk you.” Her eyes
slowly drifted over his shirtless torso: abdominal muscles
stacked on top of one another, cords of muscle rippling
just beneath the skin of his shoulders. Sidney was once
again reminded of how lucky she had been to collide with
Jason Archer’s life. And she also knew beyond doubt that
her husband believed he was the lucky one for finding
her. He didn’t answer, just stared off. “You know you’ve
really been burning the midnight oil the last few months,
Jason. At the office at all hours, leaving me notes in the
middle of the night. I miss you.” She nudged him with
her hip. “You remember how much fun it is to snuggle at
night, don’t you?”


  In response he kissed her on the cheek.


  “Besides, Triton has a lot of employees. You don’t
have to do it all yourself,” she added.


  He looked at her and there was a painful weariness in
his eyes. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”


  Sidney sighed. “After the CyberCom acquisition
closes, you’ll probably be busier than ever. Maybe I
should sabotage the deal. I am lead counsel for Triton,
after all.” She smiled.


  He chuckled halfheartedly, his mind clearly elsewhere.


  “The meeting in New York should be interesting, anyway.”


  He abruptly focused on her. “Why’s that?”


  “Because we’re meeting on the CyberCom deal.
Nathan Gamble and your buddy Quentin Rowe will both
be there.”


  The blood slowly drained from her husband’s face. He
stammered, “I—I thought the meeting was for the Bel Tek
proposal.”


  “No, I was taken off that a month ago so I could focus
on Triton’s acquisition of CyberCom. I thought I told
you.”


  “Why are you meeting them in New York?”


  “Nathan Gamble is there this week. He has that penthouse overlooking the park. Billionaires get their way. So
off I go to New York.”


  Jason sat up, his face so gray she thought he was going
to be sick.


  “Jason, what is it?” She gripped his shoulder.


  He finally recovered and faced her, his expression an
acutely disturbing one to her—dominated as it was by
guilt.


  “Sid, I’m not exactly going to L.A. on business for Triton.”


  She took her hand off his shoulder and stared at him,
her eyes wide with astonishment. Every suspicion she
had dutifully battled during the last several months now
shot back to the surface. Her throat went completely dry.
“What do you mean, Jason?”


  “I mean”—he took a deep breath and gripped one of
her hands—“I mean, this trip is not for Triton.”


  “Then who exactly is it for?” she demanded, her face
flushed.


  “For me, us! It’s for us, Sidney.”


  Scowling, she sat back against the headboard and
crossed her arms. “Jason, you’re going to tell me what’s
going on and you’re going to do it right now.”


  He looked down and played with the bedcovers. She
took his chin in her hand and gave him a searching look.
“Jason?” She paused, sensing his inner struggle. “Pretend
it’s Christmas Eve, honey.”


  He sighed. “I’m going to L.A. to interview with another firm.”


  She took her hand away. “What?”


  He spoke quickly. “AllegraPort Technology, they’re
one of the largest specialty software manufacturers in the
world. They’ve offered me, well, they’ve offered me a
vice presidency and would be grooming me for the top
spot eventually. Triple my salary, huge year-end bonus,
stock options, beautiful retirement plan, the whole ball
game, Sid. A home run.”


  Sidney’s face instantly brightened; her shoulders
slumped in relief. “That was your big secret? Jason, that’s
wonderful. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  

  “I didn’t want to put you in an awkward position.
You’re Triton’s counsel, after all. All the late hours at the
office? I was trying to finish up my work. I didn’t want to
leave them in the lurch. Triton is a powerful company; I
didn’t want any hard feelings.”


  “Honey, there’s no law against your joining another
company. They’d be happy for you.”


  “Right!” His bitter tone puzzled her for a moment, but
he hurried on before she had a chance to question him
about it. “They’d also pay for all our relocation expenses.
In fact, we’d make a nice profit on this place, enough to
pay off all our bills.”


  She stiffened. “Relocation?”


  “Allegra’s headquarters are in Los Angeles. That’s
where we’d be moving. If you don’t want me to take it,
then I’ll respect your decision.”


  “Jason, you know my firm has an L.A. office. It’ll be
perfect.” She sat back against the headboard again and
stared at the ceiling. She looked over at him, a twinkle in
her eye. “And let’s see, at triple your current salary, the
profit from this house and stock options to boot, I just
might be able to become a full-time mom a littler sooner
than I thought.”


  He smiled as she gave him a congratulatory hug.
“That’s why I was so surprised when you told me you
were meeting with Triton.”


  She looked at him, confused.


  “They think I took some time off to work around the
house.”


  

  “Oh. Well, sweetie, don’t worry. I’ll play along. You
know there’s attorney-client privilege and then there’s the
much stronger privilege between a horny wife and her
big, beautiful husband.” Her soft eyes met his and she
nuzzled her lips against his cheek. He swung his legs
over the side of the bed. “Thanks, babe, I’m glad I told
you.” He shrugged. “Well, I might as well jump in the
shower. Maybe I can accomplish a few things before I
leave.”


  Before he could stand up, her arms clamped around his
waist.


  “I’d love to help you accomplish something, Jason.”


  He turned his head to look at her. She was now wearing nothing; the nightgown lay over the footboard. Her
large breasts pushed into his lower back. He smiled and
slid one hand down her smooth back and gripped her soft
bottom appreciatively.


  “I’ve always said, you’ve got the world’s greatest ass,
Sid.”


  She grunted. “If you like a little additional padding, but
I’m working on it.”


  His strong hands slid under her armpits, hoisting her up
so they were face-to-face. His eyes looked deeply into
hers and his mouth formed a solemn line before he spoke.
“You’re more beautiful now than the day I met you, Sidney Archer, and every day I love you more and more.”
The words came out slowly and gently, and made her
tremble just as always. It wasn’t the words he used that
had that effect on her. You could find them in any Hallmark aisle. It was how he said them. The utter conviction
in his voice, his eyes, the pressure of his touch against her
skin.


  

  Jason looked at the clock again and grinned
mischievously. “I’ve gotta leave in three hours to make my
plane.”


  She crooked her arm around his neck, pulled him down
on top of her. “Well, three hours can be a lifetime.”


   


  Two hours later, his hair still wet from the shower,
Jason Archer walked down the hallway of his home and
opened the door to a small room. Set up as a home office
with computer, filing cabinets, wood desk and two small
bookcases, the space was cramped but tidy. One small
window looked out onto the darkness.


  Jason closed the door to his office, took a key from his
desk drawer and unlocked the top drawer of the filing
cabinet. He stopped and listened for any sound. This had
become habitual even in the confines of his own house.
That revelation was suddenly profoundly disturbing to
him. His wife had gone back to sleep. Amy was sleeping
soundly two doors down. He reached in the drawer and
carefully pulled out a large old-fashioned leather briefcase with double straps, brass buckles and a worn, glossy
finish. Jason opened the briefcase and pulled out a blank
floppy disk. The instructions he had been given were precise. Put everything he had on one floppy disk, make one
hard copy of the documents and then destroy everything
else.


  He put the floppy disk in the drive slot and copied all
the other materials he had collected onto that same
floppy. That completed, his finger hovered over the delete
key as he prepared to follow his instructions on destruction of all pertinent files on his hard drive.


  His finger wavered, however, and, finally, he chose to
follow his instincts instead.


  It took him only a few minutes to make a duplicate
copy of the floppy, after which he deleted the files on his
hard drive. After perusing the contents of the duplicate
floppy on his screen for several moments, he took a few
minutes to perform some additional functions on his
computer. As he watched, the text on the screen turned to
gibberish. He saved the changes, exited out of the file,
slipped the duplicate disk out of the computer and inserted it in a small padded envelope, which he secreted
far down in a side pouch of the leather briefcase. As instructed, he then printed out a hard copy of the contents
of the original floppy and put the printed pages and the
original floppy disk in the briefcase’s main compartment.


  Next, he took out his wallet and withdrew the plastic
card he had used to enter his office earlier. He would no
longer be needing it. He flipped the card into his desk
drawer and shut it.


  

  He studied the briefcase, his thoughts hovering far
away from the little room. He didn’t enjoy lying to his
wife. He had never done that before and the feeling of
prevarication was particularly repugnant to him. But it
was almost over. He shuddered when he thought of all the
risks he had taken. His body shook again when he
dwelled on the fact that his wife knew absolutely nothing
about it. He silently went over the plan again. The route
he would take, the evasive steps he would employ, the
code names of the people who would be meeting him. In
spite of it all his mind continued to wander. He looked
out the window, seeming to stare across the horizon as,
behind the glasses he wore, his eyes seemed to grow
larger and larger as the possibilities were swiftly sorted
through. After today he could actually say for the first
time that the risk had been worth it. All he had to do was
survive today.









  


  

  CHAPTER FOUR


  The darkness that enveloped Dulles International Airport would soon be dispelled by the fast-approaching
dawn. As the new day began stretching itself awake, a
cab pulled up in front of the airport’s terminal. The rear
door of the cab opened and Jason Archer stepped out. He
carried the leather briefcase in one hand and the black
metal case, housing his laptop computer, in the other. He
put a dark green wide-brimmed hat with a leather band on
his head.


  Jason smiled as the memory of making love to his wife
commanded his thoughts. They had both showered, but
the scent of recent sex lingered, and, had there been time,
Jason Archer would have made love to his wife a second
time.


  

  He put down the computer case for a moment,
stretched his arm back inside the cab and pulled out the
oversized canvas bag, which he slung over his shoulder.


  At the Western Airlines ticket counter Jason exhibited
his driver’s license, got his seat assignment and boarding
pass and checked the canvas bag. He took a moment to
smooth down the collar on his camel-hair overcoat, push
his hat farther down on his head and adjust his tie, which
bore soft swirls of gold, hazel and lavender. His pants
were dark gray and baggy. Not that anyone would have
noticed, but the socks were white athletic ones and the
dark shoes were, in fact, tennis shoes. A few minutes
later, Jason purchased a USA Today and a cup of coffee
along the terminal’s vendors’ row. He then passed
through the security gates.


  The shuttle to the midfield terminal was three-quarters
full. Jason stood among men and women dressed much as
he was: dark suits, touches of color at the neck, rolling
racks stacked with bags clenched in many a weary hand.


  Jason’s hand never left the leather briefcase; his legs
straddled the computer case. He occasionally looked
around the interior of the shuttle examining its sleepy occupants. Then his eyes would eventually wander back to
his newspaper as the shuttle swayed and bumped over to
the midfield terminal.


  

  Sitting in the large, open waiting area in front of Gate
11, Jason checked the time. Boarding would begin soon.
He glanced outside the broad window, where a row of
Western Airlines jets sporting the familiar brown and yellow stripes were being readied for early morning flights.
Slashes of pink streaked the sky as the sun slowly rose to
illuminate the East Coast. Outside, the wind pushed
fiercely against the thick glass; airline workers hunched
forward against the invisible thrusts of nature. The full
measure of winter would be settling in soon and the
winds and icy precipitation would blanket the area until
the following April.


  Jason pulled out the boarding pass from his inner coat
pocket and studied its contents: Western Airlines Flight
3223 from Washington’s Dulles International Airport to
Los Angeles International Airport with direct, nonstop
service. Jason had been born and raised in the Los Angeles area but hadn’t been back there in over two years.
Across the aisle of the massive terminal a Western Airlines flight destined for Seattle, after a brief layover in
Chicago, would also be boarding shortly. Jason licked his
lips, a trickle of apprehension playing through his nervous system. He swallowed a couple of times to work
through the dryness in his throat. As he finished his coffee, he thumbed through the newspaper, halfheartedly observing the collective aches and miseries of the world that
poured forth from every colorful page.


  As he glanced over the headlines, Jason noted a man
striding resolutely down the middle of the concourse. He
was a six-footer with a lean build and blond hair. He was
dressed in a camel-hair overcoat and baggy gray pants. A
tie identical to Jason’s peeped out at his neck. Like Jason,
he carried a leather briefcase and black laptop computer
case. In the hand holding the computer case he also held
a white envelope.


  Jason quickly rose and walked to the men’s room. It
had just reopened after having been cleaned.


  

  Entering the last stall, Jason locked the door, hung his
overcoat on the door hook, opened the leather briefcase
and extracted a large collapsible nylon bag. He pulled out
a four-by-eight-inch mirror. He pushed it against the wall
of the stall and it held due to its magnetized back. He next
pulled out a pair of thick black glasses to replace his
wire-rimmed pair, and a paste-on black mustache. A
short-haired wig matched the inky darkness of the mustache. The tie and jacket came off, were stuffed in the bag
and replaced with a Washington Huskies sweatshirt. The
baggy pants came off, revealing matching sweats underneath. Now the tennis shoes did not look so out of place.
The overcoat was reversible and, instead of camel, it became dark blue in color. Jason checked his appearance
again in the mirror. The leather briefcase and the metal
case disappeared into the nylon bag along with the mirror. He left the hat on the hook behind the stall door. Unlocking the door, he stepped out and walked over to the
sink.


  After washing his hands, Jason studied his new bespectacled face in the mirror. In the reflection the tall blond man
he had seen earlier appeared in the doorway, moved over
to the stall Jason had just exited and closed the door. Jason
took a moment to carefully dry his hands and swipe at his
new hair. By that time the man had emerged from the stall,
Jason’s hat perched on his head. Without his disguise Jason
and the man could have passed as twins. Leaving through
the exit door, they momentarily collided. Jason quickly
mouthed an apology; the man never looked at him. He
quickly walked away, Jason’s plane ticket disappearing
into his shirt pocket, while Jason tucked the white envelope into his coat.


  Jason was about to return to his seat when he looked
over at the bank of phones. Hesitating for an instant, he
hurried over and dialed a number.


  “Sid?”


  “Jason?” Sidney was simultaneously dressing and
feeding a struggling Amy Archer and stuffing files into
her briefcase. “What’s wrong? Is your flight delayed?”


  “No, no, it leaves in a few minutes.” He fell silent as
he caught his altered reflection in the shiny face of the
telephone. He felt embarrassed to be talking to his wife
while disguised.


  Sidney struggled with Amy’s coat. “Well, is anything
wrong?”


  “No, I just thought I’d call, to check on things.”


  Sidney let out an exasperated grunt. “Well, let me give
you the rundown: I’m late, your daughter is being uncooperative as usual, and I just realized I left my plane
ticket and some documents I need at work, which means
instead of having thirty minutes to spare I’ve got maybe
ten seconds.”


  “I’m… I’m sorry, Sid. I…” Jason’s hand tightly
gripped the nylon bag. Today was the last day. The last
day, he kept repeating to himself. If anything were to happen to him—if for some reason, despite the precautions,
he didn’t make it back—she would never know, would
she?


  Sidney was seething now. Amy had just spilled her
bowl of Cheerios all over her coat and a good part of the
milk had made its way into Sidney’s crammed briefcase
as she struggled to hold the phone under her chin. “I’ve
gotta go, Jason.”


  “No, Sid, wait, I need to tell you some—”


  Sidney stood up. Her tone allowed for no compromise
as she surveyed the damage wrought by her two-year-old,
who now stared defiantly up at her mother with a chin
sharply reminiscent of her own. “Jason, it’s going to have
to wait. I’ve got a plane to catch too. Good-bye.” She
hung up the phone and snatched up her writhing daughter under one arm. Cheerios and all, they headed out the
door.


  Jason slowly put down the phone and turned away. He
let out a deep breath and for the hundredth time prayed
today would end the way it had been planned to. He did
not observe a man glance casually in his direction and
then turn away. Earlier, the same man had passed by him
before Jason had made the change in the rest room, close
enough in fact to read the identification tag on his travel
bag. It was one small but significant oversight on Jason’s
part, because the tag set forth his real name and address.


  

  A few minutes later Jason stood in line to board his
flight. He pulled out the white envelope he had been
given by the man in the rest room and took out the plane
ticket that was in it. He wondered what Seattle would be
like. He glanced across the aisle in time to see his “twin”
get on the flight to Los Angeles. Then Jason caught a
glimpse of another passenger in line for the flight to Los
Angeles. Tall and lean, the man had a bald pate that
topped a square face partially covered by a massive
beard. The expressive features looked familiar, but Jason
couldn’t quite place their owner, as the man disappeared
through the doorway on his way to the waiting plane.
Jason shrugged, dutifully handed over his boarding pass
and walked down the jetwalk.


   


  Barely half an hour later, as the jet Arthur Lieberman
was on slammed into the ground and coils of black smoke
soared toward white clouds, hundreds of miles to the
north Jason Archer sipped a fresh cup of coffee and
opened his laptop computer. Smiling, he looked out the
plane’s window as it rocketed on to Chicago. The first leg
of his trip had gone off without a hitch, and the captain
had just announced smooth sailing for the duration of the
flight.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIVE


  Sidney Archer tapped the horn impatiently and the car in
front of her sped through the green light. With a reflex
motion she checked the backseat in her Ford Explorer’s
rearview mirror. Amy, her Winnie the Pooh bear clutched
tightly in one tiny hand, was fast asleep in her baby seat.
Amy shared her mother’s thick blond hair, strong chin
and slender nose. Her dancing blue eyes and much of her
athletic grace came from her father, although Sidney
Archer had in college been a wick-thin power forward on
the women’s basketball team.


  

  She turned into the blacktop parking lot and pulled into
a parking space in front of the low brick building. She got
out, opened the rear door of the Ford and gently disengaged her daughter from the confines of the baby seat,
taking care to bring Pooh and Amy’s day bag. Sidney
pulled up the hood of Amy’s jacket and shielded her
daughter’s face from the biting wind with her overcoat. A
sign over the double glass doors said JEFFERSON COUNTY
DAY-CARE CENTER.


  Inside, Sidney removed Amy’s coat, taking a moment
to wipe off the remains of the earlier cereal incident, and
checked the provisions in her carry bag before handing it
over to Karen, one of the day-care people. The front of
Karen’s white jumpsuit was already smeared with red
crayon, and a large spot of what looked to be grape jelly
was visible on her right sleeve.


  “Hi, Amy. We’ve got some new toys you probably
want to check out.” Karen knelt down in front of her.
Amy still gripped her bear, her right thumb firmly in her
little mouth.


  Sidney held up Amy’s bag. “Beans and franks, and
some juice and a banana. She’s already had breakfast.
Potato chips, and a brownie if she’s really good. Let her
sleep a little longer at nap time, Karen, she had a rough
night.”


  Karen put out a finger for Amy to take. “Okay, Mrs.
Archer. Amy’s always good, aren’t you?”


  Sidney knelt down and pressed a small kiss on her
daughter’s cheek. “You’ve got that right. Except when
she doesn’t want to eat, sleep or do what she’s told.”


  Karen was the mother of a little boy the same age as
Amy. The two moms shared a knowing smile.


  “I’ll be here by seven-thirty tonight, Karen.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Bye-bye, Mommy. I love chu.”


  

  Sidney turned to see Amy waving at her. The little
fingers floated up and down. The sharp chin had dissolved
into a cute little bump and, with it, Sidney’s anger from
the morning’s battle. Sidney returned the wave.


  “I love you too. We’ll get some ice cream tonight,
sweetie, after dinner. And I’m sure Daddy will be calling
to talk to you, okay?” A wonderful smile broke across
Amy’s features.


  Thirty minutes later Sidney pulled into her office parking garage, grabbed her briefcase from the passenger seat
and slammed the truck door as she raced to the elevator.
The chilly wind funneling down the underground garage
entrance brightened her thoughts. Soon the old stone fireplace in their living room would be in use. She had come
to love the smell of a fire; it was comforting and made
her feel safe. The coming of winter had turned her
thoughts to Christmas. This would be the first December
in which Amy could actually appreciate its very special
time. Sidney felt herself growing more and more excited
about the approaching holidays. They were going to her
parents’ place for Thanksgiving, but this year Jason, Sidney and Amy were staying home for Christmas. Just the
three of them. In front of the popping fire flanked by a
fat-bottomed white pine Christmas tree and a mountain
of presents for their little girl.


  

  Although technically only a part-timer, she was still
one of the hardest-working attorneys at the firm. The senior partners at Tyler, Stone smiled every time they
passed Sidney Archer’s office as they saw their respective
pieces of the partnership pie grow even larger through her
efforts. Though they probably believed they were using
her, Sidney had her own agenda. The part-time scenario
was only an interim measure. Sidney could always practice law; however, she only had one opportunity to be
Amy’s mother while Amy was still a little girl.


  The old stone and brick house had been purchased at
roughly half price because of all the renovation work
needed. Work that Sidney and Jason and a group of subcontractors had completed at fiercely negotiated prices
over the last two years. The Jag had been traded in for the
cranky six-year-old Ford. The last of the massive student
loans were almost gone, and their monthly living expenses had been reduced by almost fifty percent through
common sense and sacrifice. In another year the Archers
would be almost completely debt-free.


  Her thoughts went back to the early morning hours.
Jason’s news had been truly stunning. But she felt the
tuggings of a smile as she considered the ramifications.
She was proud of Jason. He deserved this kind of success,
more than anyone. It was shaping up to be quite a good
year. All those late nights. He had probably been putting
together the details of his job. All those hours of needless
worry on her part. She now felt bad about hanging up on
him earlier. She would make it up to him when he got
back.


  

  Sidney stepped off the elevator, hurried down the
richly appointed hallway and opened the door to her office. She checked her e-mail and voice mail; neither revealed any emergencies. She loaded her briefcase with
the documents she would need for her trip, grabbed the
airplane tickets from her chair where her secretary had
left them and slid her laptop into a carry case. She left a
stream of voice-mail instructions for her secretary and
four other lawyers at the firm assisting her on various
matters. Sufficiently weighed down, she managed to stagger back out to the elevator.


  Sidney checked in at the USAir shuttle desk at National Airport and a few minutes later was settling into
her seat on the Boeing 737. She was confident the plane
would take off right on time for the barely fifty-minute
trip to New York’s La Guardia Airport. Unfortunately, it
took almost as long to drive into the city from the airport
as it did to traverse the two hundred and thirty or so miles
from the nation’s capital to the capital of the financial
world.


  The flight, as usual, was full. As she assumed her seat,
she noted that sitting next to her was an elderly man
dressed in an old-fashioned three-piece pinstripe suit. A
wide-knotted bright red tie shone out from the background of a crisp button-down shirt. In his lap sat a battered leather briefcase. Slender hands nervously clasped
and unclasped as he looked out the window. Small tufts
of white hair clung around his earlobes. The shirt collar
hung loosely around the skinny neck like walls pulling
loose from their foundation. Sidney noticed beads of
perspiration adhering to his left temple and over his thin
lips.


  The plane lumbered clumsily to the main runway. The
whir of wing flaps settling into the down takeoff position
seemed to calm the old man. He turned to Sidney.


  “That’s all I listen for anymore,” he said, his voice
deep and rocky and laced with the front-porch drawl of a
lifetime spent in the South.


  Sidney looked at him curiously. “What’s that?”


  He pointed out the small window. “Make sure they set
the damn flaps on the wings so this thing’ll get off the
ground. Remember that plane up in Dee-troit?” He said
the word as if it were actually two. “Damn pilots forgot
to set the flaps right and killed everybody on board except
for that little girl.”


  Sidney looked out the window for a moment. “I’m sure
the pilots are well aware of that,” she replied. She sighed
inwardly. The last thing she needed was to be sitting next
to a nervous flier. Sidney turned back to her notes, doing
a quick scan for her presentation before the flight attendants made everyone stow their belongings under the
seats. As the flight attendants came by for another check,
she slipped the papers back in her briefcase and slid it
under the seat in front of her. She looked out the window
at the dark, choppy waters of the Potomac. Flocks of
seagulls scattered across the water; from a distance they
resembled swirling pieces of paper. The captain crisply
announced over the intercom that the USAir shuttle was
next in line to take off.


  A few seconds later the plane rose smoothly off the
ground. After banking left to avoid flying over the restricted airspace above the Capitol and the White House,
the plane raced to its cruising altitude.


  Several minutes after the plane leveled off at twenty-nine thousand feet, the beverage cart rolled by and Sidney got a cup of tea and the obligatory bag of salty
peanuts. The elderly man next to her shook his head when
asked for his beverage request and continued to stare anxiously out the window.


  

  Sidney reached down and pulled her briefcase from
underneath the seat in anticipation of doing some work
for the next half hour. She settled back in her seat and
took some papers out of her briefcase. As she began to go
over their contents she noticed the old man still glancing
out the window; his small frame was tense as he rode
every bump, obviously listening for any out-of-the-way
sound that would herald a catastrophe. The veins were
tight in his neck; his hands were wrapped around the armrests of his seat. The common plight of the not-so-rare
white-knuckler. Her face softened. Being frightened was
difficult enough. Believing you are alone in that fear
merely compounded matters. She reached out and patted
his arm gently and smiled. He glanced quickly over at her
and returned the smile in an embarrassed fashion, his face
slightly reddening.


  “They do this flight so many times, I’m sure they’ve
worked out all the kinks,” she said, her voice quiet and
soothing.


  He smiled again and rubbed his hands to return the circulation.


  “You’re absolutely right… ma’am.”


  “Sidney, Sidney Archer.”


  “George Beard is what they call me. Glad to know you,
Sidney.” They firmly shook hands.


  Beard abruptly looked out the window at the puffy
clouds. The sunlight was sharp and penetrating. He slid
the window shade down partway. “I’ve flown so many
damn times over the years, you’d think I’d get used to
it.”


  

  “It can be nerve-racking for anyone, George, no matter
how often you’ve done it,” Sidney replied kindly. “But
it’s not nearly as frightening as the cabs we’re going to
have to take into the city.”


  They both laughed. Then Beard jumped slightly as the
plane hit a particularly stubborn air pocket and his face
once again became ashen. “Do you go to New York often,
George?” She tried to hold his eyes with hers. No mode
of transportation had ever bothered her in the past. But
ever since she’d had Amy, little cells of apprehension appeared when she boarded a plane or train, or even got in
her car. She studied Beard’s face as the old man tensed
again while the plane bumped along. “George, it’s all
right. Just a little turbulence.”


  He took a deep breath and finally eyed her squarely.
“I’m on a couple of boards of companies headquartered
in New York. Have to go up twice a year.”


  Sidney glanced back at her documents, suddenly remembering something. She frowned. There was a mistake on the fourth page. That would need to be corrected
when she got into town.


  George Beard touched her arm. “I guess we’re all right
today at least. I mean, how often do they have two
crashes in one day? Tell me that.”


  Preoccupied, Sidney did not answer right away. Finally
she turned to him, her eyes narrowing. “Pardon?”


  Beard leaned forward in a confidential manner, his
voice low. “Took one of them puddle-jumpers up from
Richmond early this morning. I got to National about
eight o’clock. I overheard two pilots talking. Couldn’t
hardly believe it. They were nervous, I can tell you that.
Hell, I would be too.”


  Sidney’s face evidenced her confusion. “What are you
talking about?”


  Beard bent even closer to her. “I don’t know if this is
public knowledge, but my hearing aid works a lot better
now with the new batteries, so those fellows might have
thought I couldn’t hear.” He paused dramatically, his eyes
glancing sharply around before settling once again on
Sidney. “There was a plane crash early this morning. No
survivors.” He looked at her, his white, bushy eyebrows
twitching like a cat’s tail.


  For an instant, Sidney’s major organs collectively
seemed to cease all functioning. “Where?”


  Beard shook his head. “I didn’t hear that part. It was a
jet, though, a pretty big one, I gathered. Fell right out of
the sky, apparently. I guess that’s why those fellows were
so nervous. I mean, not knowing why is just as bad,
right?”


  “Do you know what airline?”


  He shook his head again. “Guess we’ll know soon
enough. It’ll be on the TV when we get to New York, I
would bet. I already called my wife from the airport, told
her I was okay. Hell, of course she hadn’t even heard
about it yet, but I didn’t want her to start worrying if she
saw it on the TV or something.”


  

  Sidney looked at his bright red tie. It suddenly took on
the image of a large, fresh wound gaping at his throat. The
odds—it couldn’t be possible. She shook her head and then
stared straight ahead. Looking back at her was a quick resolution to her worry. She inserted her credit card in the slot
in the seat in front of her, grabbed the plane phone from its
niche and a moment later she was dialing Jason’s Sky Word
pager. She didn’t have his new cell phone number; in any
event, he normally turned his phone off during flights. He
had been reprimanded twice by airline personnel for receiving cell calls during flights. She hoped to God he had
remembered to bring the pager. She checked her watch. He
would be above the Midwest right about now, but bouncing its signals off a satellite, the pager was easily capable
of receiving pages on planes. However, he couldn’t call her
back on the plane phone; the 737 she was on was not
equipped with that technology yet. So she left her office
number at the prompt. She would wait ten minutes and call
in to her secretary.


  

  Ten minutes passed and she called her office. Her secretary picked up on the second ring. No, her husband
hadn’t called. At Sidney’s urging, her secretary checked
Sidney’s voice mail. Nothing there either. Her secretary
had heard of no plane accident. Sidney began to wonder
if George Beard had misunderstood the pilots’ conversation. He probably sat around imagining every possible
catastrophe, but she had to be sure. She frantically
searched her memory for the airline her husband was on.
She called information and got the number for United
Airlines. She finally got through to a human being and
was told that the airline did have an early morning flight
to L.A. from Dulles but there had been no reports of any
airline crash. The woman seemed reluctant to discuss the
subject over the telephone and Sidney hung up with fresh
doubts. Next she called American and, after that, Western
Airlines. She could not get through to an actual person at
either airline. The lines seemed to be jammed with calls.
She tried again, with the same result. A numbness slowly
coursed through her body. George Beard touched her arm
again. “Sidney… ma’am, is everything okay?” Sidney
didn’t answer. She continued to stare ahead, oblivious to
everything except the certainty that she would race off
the plane as soon as it landed.









  


  

  CHAPTER SIX


  

  Jason Archer looked at the Sky Word pager and the number etched across its tiny screen. He rubbed at his chin
and then took off his glasses and wiped them on his lunch
napkin. This was his wife’s direct office number. Like his
wife’s plane the DC-10 he was flying on also had cellular
phones recessed into the backs of every other seat. He
had started to reach for the phone and then stopped. He
knew Sidney was in her firm’s New York office today,
which was why the leaving of her D.C. office number
puzzled him. For a terrifying instant, he thought something might be wrong with Amy. He checked his SkyWord pager again. The call had come in at nine-thirty
A.M. EST. He shook his head. His wife would have been
on a plane halfway to New York at that time. It wouldn’t
have had anything to do with Amy. Their daughter would
have been at day care before eight. Was she calling to
apologize for hanging up on him earlier? That, he concluded, was far from likely. That exchange didn’t even
qualify for minor spat status. It didn’t make any sense.
Why on earth would she be calling him from a plane and
leaving the number of an office at which he knew she
would not be?


  His face suddenly went pale. Unless it was not his wife
who had called. Given the bizarre circumstances, Jason
concluded that it was probably not his wife who had
placed that call. He instinctively scanned the cabin. The
in-flight movie droned on from the pull-down screen.


  He sat back in his seat and stirred the remains of his
coffee with a plastic spoon. The flight attendants were
clearing away meal plates and offering pillows and blankets. Jason’s hand curled protectively around the handle
of the leather briefcase. He glanced at the case containing
his laptop where it was stowed under the seat in front of
him. Maybe her trip had been canceled; however, Gamble was already in New York and nobody canceled on
Nathan Gamble, Jason knew that. Besides, the CyberCom deal was at a critical stage.


  

  He leaned back farther in his seat, his hand fingering
the SkyWord pager like a ball of putty. If he placed the
call to his wife’s office, what then? Would he be relayed
to New York? Should he call home to check messages?
Any communication option at this juncture required him
to use a cellular phone. He was carrying a new, sophisticated model in his briefcase, one with the latest security
and scrambler capabilities; however, he was prohibited
by airline regulations from using it. He would have to use
the one supplied by the airline, in which case he would
also have to use a credit or phone card. And it was not a
secure line. That would allow opportunities, however remote, for his location to be ascertained. At the bare minimum, there would be a discernible trail. He was
supposed to be heading to L.A.; instead he was thirty-one
thousand feet above Denver, Colorado, on his way to the
Pacific Northwest. This unexpected bump was acutely
disturbing after all the careful planning. He hoped it was
not a precursor of things to come.


  Jason looked at the pager again. The SkyWord pager
had a headline news service and late-breaking stories
came across its screen several times a day. The political
and financial data treading across the pager screen did not
interest him at the moment. He turned the matter of the
supposed page from his wife over in his mind for a few
minutes more and then he deleted the page message and
put the audio earphones back on. However, his mind was
far away from the images drifting across the movie
screen.


   


  Sidney darted through the crowded terminal at La
Guardia, her two bags clunking against her nylon-stockinged legs. She did not see the young man until he
almost collided with her.


  

  “Sidney Archer?” He was in his twenties and dressed
in a black suit and tie, a chauffeur’s hat perched on top of
brown curly hair. She stopped and looked dully at him,
fear thudding through her body as she waited for him to
deliver his terrible message. Then she noticed the placard
in his hand with her name on it and her entire body
deflated in relief. Her firm had sent a car to take her to the
Manhattan office. She had forgotten. She nodded slowly,
her blood beginning to circulate again.


  The young man took one of her bags and led her toward the exit. “I got a description of you from your office. Like to do that in case people don’t see the sign.
Everybody moves fast around here, preoccupied, y’know.
You need a good backup system. Car’s right outside. You
might want to button your coat up, though, it’s freezing
out there.”


  As they passed the check-in counter, Sidney hesitated.
Long lines streamed out from the busy airline counters as
overwrought travelers tried valiantly to keep one step
ahead of the demands of a world that seemed more and
more to exceed human capacities. She quickly scanned
the terminal for anyone who looked like an idle airline
employee. All she saw were the skycaps calmly trucking
luggage around amid the hysteria of panicked travelers. It
was chaotic, but it was the normal chaos. That was good,
wasn’t it?


  The driver looked at her. “Everything okay, Ms.
Archer? You not feeling well?” She had grown even paler
in the last few seconds. “I’ve got some Tylenol in the
limo. Perk you right up. Those planes make me sick too.
All that recirculated air. I tell you what, though, you get
some fresh air, you’ll be A-OK. That is if you can call the
air in New York City fresh.” He smiled.


  His smile suddenly vanished as Sidney abruptly bolted
away.


  “Ms. Archer?” He sped after her.


  

  Sidney caught up with the uniformed woman whose
identifying badges and insignias stamped her as an employee of American Airlines. Sidney took a few seconds
to get her question out. The young woman’s eyes grew
large.


  “I haven’t heard anything like that.” The woman spoke
in a low voice so as not to alarm passersby. “Where did
you hear that?” When Sidney answered, the woman
smiled. By that time, the driver had joined them. “I just
got out of a briefing, ma’am. If something like that happened to one of our aircraft, we would’ve heard. Trust
me.”


  “But if it had just happened? I mean—” Sidney’s voice
was rising.


  “Ma’am, it’s all right, okay? Really. There’s nothing to
be concerned about. It’s by far the safest way to travel.”
The woman took one of Sidney’s hands in a firm grip,
looked at the driver with a reassuring smile and then
turned and walked away.


  Sidney stood there a few moments longer, staring after
the woman. Then she took a deep breath, looked around
and shook her head in dismay. She started to walk toward
the exits again and looked across at the driver as if noticing him for the first time. “What’s your name?”


  “Tom, Tom Richards. People call me Tommy.”


  “Tommy, have you been at the airport long this morning?”


  “Oh, ’bout a half hour. Like to get here early. Transportation headaches are not what businessmen—um,
people need, y’know.”


  

  They reached the exit doors and the stiff, punishing
wind hit Sidney flush in the face. She staggered for a moment and Tommy grabbed one of her arms to steady her.


  “Ma’am, you don’t look so good. You want I should
drive you to a doctor or something?”


  Sidney regained her balance. “I’m fine. Let’s just get to
the car.”


  He shrugged and she followed him to a gleaming black
Lincoln Town Car. He held the door for her.


  She lay back against the seat cushions and took several
deep breaths. Tommy climbed in the driver’s seat and
started the engine. He looked in the rearview mirror.
“Look, I don’t mean to beat a dead horse, but you sure
you’re okay?”


  She nodded and managed a brief smile. “I’m fine,
thank you.” She took another deep breath, unbuttoned her
coat, smoothed out her dress and crossed her legs. The interior of the car was very warm and after the cold burst
she had just encountered she actually wasn’t feeling all
that well. She looked at the back of the driver’s head.


  “Tommy, did you hear anything about an airplane
crash today? While you were at the airport, or on the
news?”


  Tommy’s eyebrows went up. “Crash? Not me, I ain’t
heard nothing like that. And I been listening to the
twenty-four-hour news radio all morning. Who says a
plane crashed? That’s crazy. I got friends at most of the
airlines. They would’ve told me.” He looked at her warily, as if he were suddenly unsure of her mental state.


  

  Sidney didn’t answer but lay back against the seat. She
took the cellular phone supplied by the car company out
of its receptacle and dialed Tyler, Stone’s New York
office. She silently cursed George Beard. She knew the
odds were billions to one that her husband had been in a
plane crash, a purported crash that, so far, only an old,
terrified man seemed to know about. She shook her head
and finally smiled. The whole thing was absurd. Jason
was hard at work on his laptop having a snack and a second cup of coffee or, more likely, settling in to watch the
in-flight movie. Her husband’s pager was probably gathering dust on his nightstand. She would give him hell
about it when he got back. Jason would laugh at her when
she told him this story. But that was okay. Right now she
very much wanted to hear that laugh.


  She spoke into the phone. “It’s Sidney. Tell Paul and
Harold that I’m on my way.” She looked out the window
at the smooth-flowing traffic. “Thirty-five minutes tops.”


  She replaced the phone and again stared out the window. The thick clouds were heavy with moisture and
even the stout Lincoln was buffeted by powerful winds
when they took the bridge over the East River on their
way into Manhattan. Tommy again looked at her in the
rearview mirror.


  “They’re calling for snow today. A lot of it. Me, I say
they’re blowing smoke. I can’t remember the last time the
weather guys got anything right. But if they do, you
might have a problem getting out, ma’am. They shut La
Guardia down at the drop of a hat these days.”


  

  Sidney continued to look out the tinted windows,
where the army of familiar skyscrapers making up the
world-famous Manhattan skyline filled the horizon. The
solid and imposing buildings reaching to the sky seemed
to bolster her spirit. In the foreground of her mind Sidney
could see that white pine Christmas tree holding court in
one corner of the living room, the warmth of a cozy fire
radiating outward, the touch of her husband’s arm around
her, his head against her shoulder. And, best of all, the
shiny, enchanted eyes of their two-year-old. Poor old
George Beard. He should retire from those boards. It was
clearly all becoming too much for him. She told herself
he wouldn’t even have gotten close with his preposterous
story if her husband hadn’t been flying today.


  She looked toward the front of the Lincoln and allowed
herself to relax a little. “Actually, Tommy, I’m thinking
of taking the train back.”









  


  

  CHAPTER SEVEN


  In the main conference room of Tyler, Stone’s New York
office in midtown Manhattan, the video presentation outlining the latest business terms and legal strategies for the
CyberCom deal had just ended. Sidney stopped the video
and the screen returned to a pleasant blue. She scanned
the large room where fifteen heads, mostly white males in
their early to mid-forties, stared anxiously at one man sitting at the head of the table. The group had been sequestered in the tension-filled room for hours.


  

  Nathan Gamble, the chairman of Triton Global, was a
barrel-chested individual of medium height, in his mid-fifties, with gray-streaked hair brushed straight back and
held rigidly in place with a substantial amount of gel. The
expensive double-breasted suit was professionally tailored to his stocky form. His face was deeply lined and
carried the remnants of an off-season tan. His voice was
baritone and commanding; Sidney could easily envision
the man bellowing across conference room tables at
quaking underlings. The head of a far-reaching corporate
powerhouse, he certainly looked and acted the part.


  From under thick gray eyebrows, Gamble’s dark
brown eyes were glued on her. Sidney returned the stare.
“Do you have any questions, Nathan?”


  “Just one.”


  Sidney steadied herself. She could feel it coming.
“What is it?” she asked pleasantly.


  “Why the hell are we doing this?”


  Everyone in the room, except for Sidney Archer,
winced as though they had collectively sat on one gigantic needle.


  “I’m not sure I understand your question.”


  “Sure you do, unless you’re stupid, and I know you’re
not.” Gamble spoke quietly, his features inscrutable despite the sharpness of his rhetoric.


  Sidney bit her tongue hard. “I take it you don’t like
having to sell yourself in order to buy CyberCom?”


  

  Gamble looked around the table. “I’ve offered an exorbitant amount of cash for that company. Apparently, not
content with making a ten thousand percent return on
their investment, now they want to go through my
records. Correct?” He looked at Sidney for an answer.
She nodded without speaking, and Gamble continued.
“I’ve bought a lot of companies and no one has ever
asked for those materials before. Now CyberCom does.
Which gets back to my earlier question. Why are we
doing this? What the hell’s so special about CyberCom?”
His eyes made an exacting scope of the table before settling once again on Sidney.


  A man seated to the left of Gamble stirred. A laptop
computer in front of him had drawn his attention throughout the meeting. Quentin Rowe was the very young president of Triton and subordinate only to Nathan Gamble.
While all the other men in the room were entombed in
stylish suits, he was dressed in khaki pants, worn deck
shoes, a blue denim shirt and a brown vest buttoned up
the front. Two diamond studs were lodged in his left earlobe. He looked more suited to appearing on an album
cover than stepping into a boardroom.


  “Nathan, CyberCom is special,” Rowe said. “Without
them we could well be out of business within two years.
CyberCom’s technology will completely reinvent and
then dominate how information is processed over the Internet. And as far as the high-tech business is concerned,
that’s like Moses coming down the mountain with the
Commandments; there’s no substitute.” Rowe’s tone was
a little weary but carried strident undertones. He did not
look at Gamble.


  Gamble lit up a cigar, casually leaning his expensive
lighter up against a small brass sign on the table that read
NO SMOKING. “You know, Rowe, that’s the problem with
this high-tech crap: You’re king of the hill in the morning
and cow shit by the afternoon. I never should have gotten
into the damn business in the first place.”


  “Well, if money is all you care about, keep in mind that
Triton is the world’s dominant technology company and
generates more than two billion dollars in profits per
quarter,” Quentin Rowe shot back.


  “And cow shit by tomorrow afternoon.” Gamble gave
Rowe a sidelong glance filled with disgust and puffed
away.


  Sidney Archer cleared her throat. “Not if you acquire
CyberCom, Nathan.” Gamble turned to look at her.
“You’ll be on top for at least the next decade and your
profits could well triple within five years.”


  “Really?” Gamble did not look convinced.


  “She’s right,” Rowe added. “You have to understand
that no one, until now, has been able to design software
and related communication peripherals that will allow
users to take full advantage of the Internet. Everyone’s
been floundering, trying to figure out how to make it all
work. CyberCom has accomplished that. It’s why there’s
been such a furious bidding war for the company. We are
now in a position to close that war out. We have to unless
we want to be an also-ran.”


  “I don’t like them looking at our records. Period. We’re
a privately held company of which I’m, by far, the largest
stockholder. And cash is cash.” Gamble stared hard between Sidney and Rowe.


  “They’re going to be your partners, Nathan,” Sidney
said. “They’re not taking your money and walking like
the other acquisitions you’ve done. They want to know
what they’re getting into. Triton isn’t publicly traded, so
they can’t go to the SEC and get the information they
want. This is reasonable due diligence. They requested
the same things from the other bidders.”


  “You presented my last cash offer?”


  Sidney nodded. “We did.”


  “And?”


  “And they were duly impressed and reiterated their request for financial and operational records on the company. If we give it to them, sweeten the purchase price
some and load the back-end with better incentives, I think
we’ve got a deal.”


  Gamble’s face reddened and he lurched to his feet.
“There’s not a company out there that can touch us and
this chickenshit CyberCom wants to check up on me?”


  Rowe sighed deeply. “Nathan, it’s merely perfunctory.
They’re not going to have any problems with Triton, we
both know that. Let’s just get it done. It’s not like the
records are unavailable. They’re in the best shape they’ve
ever been in,” he said, visibly frustrated. “In fact, Jason
Archer recently completed that reorganization and did a
superb job. A warehouse full of paper with no rhyme or
reason to it. I still can’t believe that.” He looked at Gamble with contempt.


  “In case you forgot, I was too busy making money to
piss around with a bunch of paper, Rowe. The only paper
I happen to care about is the green kind.”


  Rowe ignored Gamble’s response. “Because of Jason’s
work the due diligence can be completed very soon.” He
waved cigar smoke away from his face.


  Gamble glared at Rowe. “Really?” Then he scowled at
Sidney. “Well, would someone care to tell me why
Archer isn’t at this meeting, then?”


  Sidney paled and for the first time all day she mentally
shut down. “Um—”


  Rowe stepped in. “Jason took a few days off.”


  

  Gamble rubbed his temples. “Well, let’s get him on the
phone and see where we stand. Maybe we have to give
CyberCom some of it, maybe we don’t, but what I don’t
want is us giving them stuff we don’t have to. What if the
deal doesn’t go through? What then?” His fierce eyes
swept the table.


  Sidney’s tone was calm. “Nathan, we’ll have a team of
attorneys check every document before they are turned
over to CyberCom.”


  “Fine, but is there anybody who knows the records better than her husband?” Gamble looked at Rowe for an answer.


  The young man shrugged. “No, not right now.”


  “Then let’s get him on the line.”


  “Nathan—”


  Gamble cut Rowe off. “Jesus Christ, you’d think that
the chairman of the company would be able to get a status report from an employee, wouldn’t you? And why is
he taking time off anyway with the CyberCom deal heating up?” He jerked his head in Sidney’s direction. “I can’t
say that I much like the idea of having husband and wife
involved in the same acquisition, but you happen to be
the best deal attorney that I know of.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me, because this deal isn’t done yet.”
Gamble sat down and took a long puff on his cigar. “Let’s
call your husband. He home?”


  Sidney blinked rapidly and sat back down. “Well, actually he’s not right now.”


  Gamble looked at his watch. “Well, when will he be?”


  Sidney distractedly rubbed at her brow. “I’m not exactly sure. I mean, I tried him during our last break and
he wasn’t. In, I mean.”


  “Well, let’s try him again.”


  Sidney stared at the man. She seemed suddenly all
alone in the massive room. Sidney inwardly sighed and
handed the TV remote to Paul Brophy, a young New
York–based partner. Dammit, Jason, I hope you really
have this new job locked up because it looks like we’re
really going to need it, honey.


  The door to the conference room opened and a secretary poked her head in. “Ms. Archer, I hate to interrupt,
but is there a problem with your plane tickets?”


  Sidney looked puzzled. “Not that I know of, Jan,
why?”


  “Well, someone from the airline is on the phone for
you.”


  Sidney opened her briefcase, pulled out her shuttle
tickets and quickly perused them. She looked back at Jan.
“It’s a shuttle ticket, so it’s an open return. Why would
the airline be calling me about that?”


  “Can we get on with the meeting?” Gamble bellowed.


  Jan cleared her throat, looked anxiously at Nathan Gamble and continued speaking to Sidney. “Well, whoever it is
wants to talk to you. Maybe they had to cancel the shuttle
for the rest of today. It’s been snowing for the last three
hours.”


  Sidney picked up another device and hit a button. The
automatic blinds covering the wall of windows slowly
slid back.


  “Christ!” Sidney gasped in dismay. She watched the fat
snowflakes pouring down. They were so thick she
couldn’t see the building across the street.


  

  Paul Brophy looked at her. “The firm still has that
condo up on Park, Sid, if you need to stay over.” He
paused. “Maybe we could grab some dinner.” His eyes
were quietly hopeful.


  Sidney sat down wearily without looking at him. “I
can’t.” She was about to say that Jason was out of town
but quickly caught herself. Sidney thought rapidly. Gamble was obviously not going to let this one go. She could
call home, confirm what she already knew: that Jason
wasn’t there. They could all go out to dinner and she
could slip away and start calling around L.A., starting
with the offices of AllegraPort. They could patch Jason
through, he could satisfy Gamble’s curiosity, and with a
little luck she and her husband could escape with little
more than a bruised ego and the beginnings of an ulcer.
And if the airports were closed, she could take the last
Metroliner train home. She swiftly calculated travel
times. She would have to call the day care. Karen could
take Amy home with her. Worst-case scenario, Amy
could do a sleep-over at Karen’s. This logistical nightmare only reinforced Sidney’s desires for a simpler existence.


  “Ms. Archer, do you want to take the call?”


  Sidney snapped out of her musings. “I’m sorry, Jan,
just put it through in here. And Jan, see if you can get me
on the last Metroliner, just in case La Guardia’s closed.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Jan closed the door. In another moment
a red light blinked on the telephone perched on the credenza. Sidney picked it up.


  

  Paul Brophy ejected the video and the TV came back
on, voices from the screen filling the room. He quickly hit
the mute button on the remote and the room was once
again silent.


  Sidney cradled the phone against her ear.


  “This is Sidney Archer. Can I help you?”


  The woman’s voice on the other end was a little hesitant, but oddly soothing. “My name is Linda Freeman.
I’m with Western Airlines, Ms. Archer. Your office in
Washington gave me this number.”


  “Western? There must be a mistake. I’m ticketed on
USAir. On the New York to D.C. shuttle.” Sidney shook
her head. A stupid mistake. She had enough on her plate
right now.


  “Ms. Archer, I need you to confirm that you’re the
spouse of Jason W. Archer, residing at 611 Morgan Lane,
Jefferson County, Virginia.”


  Sidney’s tone betrayed her confusion; however, her answer was automatic. “Yes.” As soon as the word passed
her lips, Sidney’s entire body froze.


  “Oh, my God!” Paul Brophy’s voice cut through the
room.


  Sidney whirled around to look at him. All eyes were
staring at the TV. Sidney turned slowly toward it. She
didn’t notice the words “Special News Report” flashing
across the top of the screen, or the hearing-impaired
close-captioned subtitles flowing across the bottom while
the news correspondent recounted the tragic story. Her
eyes were riveted on the mass of smoky, blackened
wreckage that had once been a proud member of the
Western Airlines fleet. George Beard’s face appeared in
her mind. His low, confidential tones assailed her. There
was a plane crash.


  The voice on the phone beckoned to her. “Ms. Archer,
I’m afraid there’s been an incident involving one of our
aircraft.”


  Sidney Archer heard no more. Her hand slowly descended to her side. Her fingers involuntarily opened and
the phone receiver fell to the thickly carpeted floor.


  Outside, the snow continued to pour down so forcefully it resembled one of the city’s famous ticker-tape parades. The cold winds hurled themselves against the
broad array of windows, and Sidney Archer continued to
stare in complete disbelief at the crater containing the remains of Flight 3223.









  


  

  CHAPTER EIGHT


  One man, dark-haired, with a cleft chin below chubby
cheeks, dressed in a fashionable two-piece suit and
clearly introducing himself as William, met Jason Archer
at the airport gate in Seattle. The two exchanged a couple
of sentences, each composed of seemingly arbitrary
words. The coded greeting successfully exchanged, they
walked off together. As William went through the exit
doors to signal for their ride, Jason took the opportunity
to unobtrusively deposit a padded envelope into a U.S.
mailbox located to the right of the exit door. Inside the
envelope was the copy of the computer diskette he had
made before leaving home.


  

  Jason was quickly escorted to a limousine that had
pulled up to the curb on William’s signal. Inside the limo
William presented identification to Jason that revealed
his name actually to be Anthony DePazza. A few words
of innocuous conversation were exchanged, but nothing
further, as the men settled back into the deep leather. Another man, dressed in a conservative brown suit, drove.
During the ride, at DePazza’s suggestion, Jason took the
opportunity to remove the wig and mustache.


  The leather briefcase rode on Jason’s lap. Occasionally
DePazza would eye it and then continue to stare out the
window. Had Jason observed a little more closely, he
would have noticed the bulge and occasional glint of
metal under DePazza’s jacket. The Glock M-17 9mm was
a particularly deadly piece of ordnance. The driver was
similarly equipped. Even if Jason had seen the weaponry,
however, it would not have surprised him. Indeed, he expected them to carry guns.


  The limo headed east away from Puget Sound. Jason
looked out the tinted windows. The sky was overcast, and
drops of rain splattered against the window. From his
small pool of meteorological knowledge, Jason knew this
weather was apparently a fixture for Seattle.


  Within half an hour the limo had reached its destination: a collection of warehouse buildings that were accessed through an electric gate where a guard was
stationed.


  

  Jason looked around nervously, but said nothing. He
had been told to expect unusual meeting conditions. They
entered one of the warehouses through a metal overhead
door that rose up as the limo approached. Exiting the vehicle, Jason could see the door closing. The only light
came from a couple of overhead fixtures that were in
need of cleaning. A set of stairs was at one end of the vast
space. The men motioned for Jason to follow them. Jason
looked around and felt an uneasiness start to wash over
him. With an effort he brushed aside the feeling, took a
deep breath and walked toward the stairs.


  Up the stairs, they entered a narrow doorway to a
small, windowless room. The driver waited outside. DePazza hit the light switch. Jason looked around. The furnishings consisted of one card table, a couple of chairs
and a battered file cabinet with holes rusted through.


  Completely unknown to Jason, a surveillance camera,
activated as soon as the light in the small room had been
turned on, looked out from one of the file cabinet’s rusty
apertures, silently recording the events.


  DePazza sat down in one of the chairs and motioned
for Jason to do likewise. “Shouldn’t be long now,” DePazza said in a friendly tone. He flipped out a cigarette
and offered another to Jason, who shook his head. “Just
remember, Jason, don’t do any talking. They only want
what’s in that briefcase. No need to complicate matters.
Okay?”


  Jason nodded.


  Before DePazza could light the menthol, there were three
quick knocks on the door. Jason stood up, as did DePazza,
who quickly put the cigarette away and opened the door. In
the doorway stood a man, small in stature, his hair solid
gray, his skin tanned and heavily wrinkled. Behind him
were two men, dressed in cheap suits and wearing sunglasses despite the dim light. They both appeared to be in
their late thirties.


  

  The older man looked at DePazza, who in turn pointed
to Jason. The man looked at him with penetrating blue
eyes. Jason suddenly realized he was drenched with perspiration, although the entire warehouse was unheated
and the temperature must have been close to forty degrees.


  Jason glanced at DePazza, who slowly nodded. Jason
quickly handed over the leather briefcase. The man looked
inside the bag, briefly perusing its contents, taking a
minute to scrutinize one piece of paper in particular. The
two others did likewise; smiles sprouted on their lips. The
older man smiled broadly and then replaced the page,
closed the briefcase and handed it to one of his men. The
other one handed him a silver metal case, which he held
briefly and then handed over to Jason. The case was secured by an electronic lock.


  The sudden roar of the airplane overhead made them all
jerk their heads upward. It seemed to be landing on the
building. In a few moments it had passed by and the silence
returned.


  The elderly man smiled, turned, and the door quietly
closed behind all three.


  Jason slowly let out his breath.


  They waited for a minute in silence and then DePazza
opened the door and motioned for Jason to walk out. DePazza and the driver followed. The lights were turned
out. The surveillance camera instantly shut off as the
darkness returned.


  Jason climbed back into the limo, holding tightly to the
silver case. It was fairly heavy. He turned to DePazza.


  “I didn’t expect it to go exactly like that.”


  DePazza shrugged. “However you count it, though, it
was a success.”


  “Yeah, but why couldn’t I say anything?”


  DePazza stared at him, faintly annoyed. “What would
you have said, Jason?”


  Jason finally shrugged.


  “If I were you, I’d focus my attention on the contents
of that.” DePazza pointed at the briefcase.


  Jason tried to open it but without success. He raised his
eyebrows at his companion.


  “When you get to where you’ll be staying, you can
open it. I’ll tell you the code when we get there. Follow
the instructions inside.” He added, “You won’t be disappointed.”


  “But why Seattle?”


  “It’s doubtful you’d run into anyone you know here.
Correct?” DePazza’s calm eyes rested on Jason’s face.


  “And you won’t need me anymore. You’re sure?”


  DePazza almost smiled. “As sure as I’ve ever been
about anything.” He shook Jason’s hand.


  DePazza leaned back in his seat. Jason put his seat belt
on and felt something jab him in the side. He pulled his
SkyWord pager from his belt and looked guiltily at it.
What if it had been his wife calling earlier? He looked at
the tiny screen and his face suddenly registered disbelief.


  Flashing across the screen, the pager’s headline feature
told the story of a terrible tragedy: Western Airlines’ early morning Flight 3223 from Washington to L.A. had
crashed in the Virginia countryside; there were no survivors.


  Jason Archer couldn’t catch his breath. He tore open his
black metal case and frantically reached for the phone inside.


  DePazza’s voice was sharp. “What the hell are you
doing?”


  Jason handed DePazza the pager. “My wife thinks I’m
dead. Oh, Christ. That’s why she was calling. Oh, my
God.” Jason’s fingers fumbled over the phone case, trying
to open it.


  DePazza looked down at the pager. He read the digitized headline and the word “Shit” silently passed between his lips. Well, this would only accelerate the
process slightly, he thought. He didn’t like to deviate
from the established plan, yet clearly he had no choice
but to do exactly that. When he looked back up at Jason,
his eyes were cold and deadly. One hand reached over
and snatched the cellular phone from Jason’s trembling
hands. The other reached inside his jacket and reappeared, holding the compact shape of the deadly Glock
directly at Jason’s head.


  Jason looked up and saw the gun.


  “I’m afraid that you’re not calling anybody.” DePazza’s eyes never left Jason’s face.


  Transfixed, Jason watched DePazza reach up to his
face and tug at his skin. The elaborate disguise came off
piece by piece. In another moment, next to Jason sat a
blond-haired man in his early thirties with a long aquiline
nose and fair skin. The eyes, though, remained the same
blue and chilling. His real name, although he rarely used
it, was Kenneth Scales. He was a certifiable sociopath,
with a twist. He took great pleasure in killing people, and
reveled in the details that went into that terrible process.
However, he never did it randomly. And he never did it
for free.









  


  

  CHAPTER NINE


  It had taken the better part of five hours to contain the
fire, and in the end the flames retreated of their own accord after having consumed everything combustible
within their long reach. The local authorities were grateful only that the conflagration had raged in an empty, secluded dirt field.


  

  A National Transportation Safety Board “go-team,”
outfitted in their blue biohazard protective suits, were
now slowly walking the outside perimeter of the crash
while smoke billowed skyward and small pockets of obstinate flames were attacked by diligent teams of firefighters. The entire area had been cordoned off with
orange and white street barricades behind which a number of anxious area residents stood and stared in the typical mixture of horrified disbelief and morbid interest.
Columns of fire trucks, police cars, ambulances, dark
green National Guard trucks and other emergency vehicles were stacked along both sides of the field. The EMTs
stood next to their vehicles, hands in their pockets. Their
services would not be needed other than as silent transports of whatever human remains, if any, could be extracted from the holocaust.


  The mayor of the nearby rural Virginia town stood
next to the farmer whose land had received this most terrible intrusion from above. Behind them, two Ford
pickup trucks sported “I survived Pearl Harbor” license
plates. And now, for the second time in their lives, their
faces carried the horror of sudden, terrible and massive
death.


  “It’s not a crash site. It’s a goddamn crematory.” The
veteran NTSB investigator shook his head wearily, removed his cap emblazoned with the letters NTSB and
wiped at his wrinkled brow with his other hand. George
Kaplan was fifty-one years old with thinning, gray-edged
hair that covered a wide head; he carried a small paunch
on a five-foot-seven-inch frame. As a fighter pilot in Vietnam, then a commercial pilot for many years, he had
joined the NTSB after a close friend had crashed a two-seater Piper into the side of a hill after a near miss with a
727 during a heavy fog. It was then that Kaplan decided
he should do less flying and more work trying to prevent
accidents.


  

  George Kaplan was the designated investigator in
charge and this was absolutely the last place in the world
he wanted to be; but, unfortunately, one obvious place to
seek preventive safety measures was at the scene of
aircraft accidents. Every night members of the NTSB crash
investigative “go-teams” went to bed hoping beyond
hope that no one would have need of their services, praying that there would be no reason to travel to distant
places, to pick through the pieces of yet another catastrophe.


  As he scanned the crash area, Kaplan grimaced and
shook his head again. Starkly absent was the usual trail of
aircraft and body parts, luggage, clothing and the millions of other items that routinely would be discovered,
sorted, cataloged, analyzed and papered until some conclusions could be found for why a 110-ton plane had
fallen out of the skies. They had no eyewitnesses, because the crash occurred in the early morning and the
cloud cover was low. It would have only been seconds
between the time the plane exited the clouds and when it
struck the earth.


  Where the plane had penetrated the ground, nose first,
there now existed a crater that later excavation would determine to be approximately thirty feet deep, or about
one-fifth as long as the aircraft itself. That fact alone was
a terrifying testament to the force that had catapulted
everyone on board into the hereafter with frightening
ease. The entire fuselage, Kaplan figured, had collapsed
like an accordion, fore and aft, and its fragments now
rested in the depths of the impact crater. Not even the empennage, or tail assembly, was visible. To compound the
problem, tons of dirt and rock were lying on top of the
aircraft’s remains.


  

  The field and surrounding areas were peppered with
bits of debris, but most of it was palm-sized, having been
thrown off in the explosion when the aircraft hit the earth.
Much of the plane and the passengers strapped inside
would have disintegrated from the terrible weight and velocity of the impact and the igniting of the jet fuel, which
would have caused another explosion bare seconds later,
before thirty feet of dirt and rubble combined for an airtight mass grave.


  What was left on the surface was unrecognizable as a
jet aircraft. It reminded Kaplan of the inexplicable 1991
Colorado Springs crash of a United Boeing 737. He had
worked that disaster too as the aviation systems specialist. For the first time in the history of the NTSB, from its
inception in 1967 as an independent federal agency, it
had not been able to find probable cause for a plane crash.
The “tin-kickers,” as the NTSB investigators referred to
themselves, had never gotten over that one. The similarity of the Pittsburgh crash of a USAir Boeing 737 in 1994
had only heightened their feelings of guilt. If they had
solved Colorado, many of them felt, Pittsburgh might
have been prevented. And now this.


  

  George Kaplan looked at the now clear sky and his bewilderment grew. He was convinced the Colorado Springs
crash had been caused, at least in part, by a freakish rotor
cloud that had hit the aircraft on its final approach, a vulnerable moment for any jetliner. A rotor was a vortex of
air generated about a horizontal axis by high winds over
irregular terrain. In the case of United Airlines Flight 585,
the irregular terrain was supplied by the mighty Rocky
Mountains. But this was the East Coast. There were no
Rocky Mountains here. While an abnormally severe rotor
could conceivably have knocked a plane as large as an
L500 out of the sky, Kaplan could not believe that was
what had befallen Flight 3223. According to air traffic
control, the L500 had started falling from its cruising altitude of thirty-five thousand feet and never looked back.
No mountains in the United States were capable of throwing off the formation of a rotor that high. Indeed, the only
mountains nearby were in the Shenandoah National Forest and were part of the relatively smallish Blue Ridge
Mountain chain. They were all in the three- to four-thousand-foot range, more hills than mountains.


  Then there was the altitude factor. Normally, the roll
experienced by planes flying into a rotor or other freakish
atmospheric condition is controlled by aileron application. At six miles up, the Western Airlines pilots would
have had time to reestablish control. Kaplan was sure the
dark side of Mother Nature had not torn the jet from the
peaceful confines of the sky. But something else clearly
had.


  

  His team would shortly return to their hotel, where an
organizational meeting would be held. Initially, on-scene
investigative groups would be formed for structures, systems, survival factors, power plants, weather and air-traffic control. Later, units would be assembled to evaluate
aircraft performance, to analyze the cockpit voice
recorder and the flight data recorder, crew performance,
sound spectrum, maintenance records and metallurgical
examinations. It was a slow, tedious and oftentimes heart-wrenching process, but Kaplan would not leave until he
had examined every atom of what had recently been a
state-of-the-art jetliner and almost two hundred very
much alive human beings. He swore to himself that probable cause would not escape him this time.


  Kaplan slowly walked toward his rental car. An early
spring would come to the dirt field: soon, red flags would
bloom everywhere, tiny beacons signifying the location
of remnants of the flight. Darkness was settling in rapidly.
He blew into his frigid hands to warm them. A hot thermos of coffee waited in the car. He hoped the FDR, the
flight data recorder—known popularly as the “black
box,” although it was actually blazing orange—would
live up to its reputation of indestructibility. An updated
version had just been installed in the plane and the 121
parameters measured by the FDR would tell them one
hell of a lot about what had happened to doom Flight
3223. On the L500 the FDR and the cockpit voice
recorder (CVR) were located in the overhead hull between the aft galleys. An L500 had never experienced a
hull loss before; this crash would certainly test the flight
data recorder’s invulnerability.


  Too bad human beings weren’t invulnerable.


  As he climbed a small rise in the earth, George Kaplan
froze. In the rapidly failing light a tall image stood a bare
five feet from him. Sunglasses hid a pair of slate-gray
eyes; the six-foot-three-inch frame supported naturally
bulky shoulders, meaty arms and a thickening waistline,
and featured a pair of telephone-pole-sized legs; an aging
middle linebacker was the description that would probably jump to mind. The man’s hands were in his pants
pockets, the unmistakable silver shield pinned to the belt.


  Kaplan squinted in the gathering dusk. “Lee?”


  FBI Special Agent Lee Sawyer stepped forward.


  “Hello, George.”


  The men shook hands.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  Sawyer looked around at the crash site and then back at
Kaplan. His angular face carried expressive, full lips.
Sawyer had thinning black hair heavily laced with silver.
His long forehead and slender nose that veered slightly to
the right, a relic from a past case, combined with his impressive size to give him a very intense and commanding
presence. “When an American plane is downed over
American soil by what looks to be sabotage, the FBI gets
a little excited, George.” The FBI agent looked at Kaplan
pointedly.


  “Sabotage?” Kaplan said warily.


  Sawyer looked over the expanse of the disaster again.
“I checked the meteorological reports. Nothing up there
that would have caused this. And the aircraft was almost
brand-new.”


  “That doesn’t mean it was sabotage, Lee. It’s too early
to tell. You know that. Hell, even though the odds are
probably a billion to one, we could be looking at the in-flight deployment of a reverse thruster that could’ve
knocked the plane right out of the sky.”


  “There’s a part of the aircraft I’m particularly interested in, George. I’d like you to take a very close look at
it.”


  Kaplan snorted. “Well, that crater’s going to take some
time for us to dig out. And when we do, you’ll be able to
hold most of the pieces in your hand.”


  Sawyer’s response almost made Kaplan’s knees
buckle.


  “This part isn’t in the crater. And it’s fairly large: the
starboard wing and engine. We found it about thirty minutes ago.”


  Kaplan stood stock-still for a full minute as his wide
eyes took in Sawyer’s expressionless features. Then
Sawyer hustled him toward the agent’s vehicle.


  Sawyer’s rented Buick sped away as the last flames
from Flight 3223 were extinguished. The darkness would
soon be gathering around a thirty-foot-deep pit that represented a crude monument to the abrupt termination of
181 lives.









  


  

  CHAPTER TEN


  The Gulfstream jet streaked through the sky. The luxurious cabin resembled an upscale hotel lounge complete
with wood paneling, brown leather captain’s chairs and a
well-stocked bar, bartender and all. Sidney Archer was
curled up in one of the oversized chairs, eyes firmly
closed. A cold compress curved over her forehead. When
she finally opened her eyes and removed the compress,
she looked as though she were sedated, so heavy were her
eyelids, so sluggish her movements. In fact, she had neither taken medication nor availed herself of the bar’s inventory. Her mind had shut down: Today her husband had
died in a plane crash.


  

  She looked around the cabin. It had been Quentin
Rowe’s suggestion that she take Triton’s corporate jet
home with him. At the last minute, and adding to
Sidney’s pain, Gamble had accompanied them. He was now
in his private cabin in the rear of the aircraft. She hoped
to God he would remain there for the duration. She
looked up to see Richard Lucas, Triton’s in-house security chief, watching her closely.


  “Relax, Rich.” Quentin Rowe passed in front of the security man and headed over to Sidney. He sat down next
to her. “So, how’re you doing?” he asked gently. “We
have some Valium on board. Carry a constant supply because of Nathan.”


  “He uses Valium?” Sidney looked surprised.


  Rowe shrugged. “Actually, it’s for the people traveling
with Nathan.”


  Sidney managed a weak smile in return, a smile that
abruptly vanished. “Oh, God, I can’t believe it.” She
looked out the window with reddened eyes. Her hands
flew to her face. She spoke without looking at Rowe. “I
know this looks bad, Quentin.” Her voice was trembling.


  “Hey, no law against someone traveling on his own
time,” Rowe said quickly.


  “I don’t know what to say—”


  Rowe held up a hand. “Look, this isn’t the time or
place. I’ve got some things to do. You need anything, just
let me know.”


  Sidney looked at him gratefully. After he disappeared
into another part of the cabin, Sidney leaned back in her
chair and once again closed her eyes. The waves of tears
slid down her puffy cheeks. From the front of the cabin,
Richard Lucas continued his solitary watch.


  

  Sidney would sob anew each time she recalled her last
exchange with Jason. In anger, she had hung up the phone
on him. Here was a stupid little episode that didn’t mean
anything, an act replicated a thousand times over the life
of many successful marriages, and yet was that to be his
last memory of their lives together? She shuddered and
gripped the armrest. All her suspicions over the last few
months. God! He had been working so hard trying to land
a terrific new job, and she could only see the absurd
image of him bedding more attractive women. Her guilt
was numbing. The rest of her life would be forever
tainted by that single, terrible misjudgment of the man
she loved.


  When she opened her eyes, she received another
shock. Nathan Gamble was sitting next to her. She was
startled to see tenderness in his face, an emotion she had
certainly never witnessed in him before. He offered her
the glass in his hand.


  “Brandy,” he said gruffly, looking past her out the porthole at the dark sky. When she hesitated, he took her hand
and wrapped it around the glass. “Right now you don’t
want to be thinking too clearly,” he said. “Drink.”


  

  She put the glass to her lips and the warm liquid cascaded down her throat. Gamble sat back in the leather
and motioned Lucas to leave. The Triton CEO absently
rubbed the armrest as he surveyed the cabin. He had removed his suit jacket and his rolled-up shirtsleeves revealed surprisingly muscular forearms. The plane’s
engines droned deep in the background. Sidney could almost feel the electrical currents running amok through
her as she waited for Gamble to speak. She had seen him
completely devastate people at all levels of authority with
his relentless disregard for personal feelings. Now, even
through the veil of utter grief, she sensed the presence of
a different, more caring man next to her.


  “I’m very sorry about your husband.” Sidney was
dimly conscious of how ill at ease Gamble seemed. His
hands were constantly in motion, as though matching the
maneuvers of his very active mind. Sidney glanced at
him as she took another swallow of brandy.


  “Thank you,” she managed to say.


  “I really didn’t know him personally. Company as big
as Triton, hell, I’m lucky if I meet even ten percent of the
management-level people.” Gamble sighed and, as if
suddenly noticing the ceaseless dance of his hands,
folded them across his lap. “Of course, I knew him by
reputation and he was moving up quickly. By most accounts he would’ve made very good executive material.”


  Sidney winced at the words. She thought back to
Jason’s news that very morning. A new job, a vice presidency, a new life for them all. And now? She quickly finished the brandy and managed to forestall a sob before it
broke the surface. When she glanced again at Gamble, he
was looking directly at her. “I might as well get this out
now, although it’s a rotten time to do it, I know.” He
paused and studied her face. Sidney braced herself again;
her fingers instinctively gripped the armrest as she tried
hard not to shake. She swallowed an enormous lump in
her throat. The chairman’s eyes were no longer tender.


  “Your husband was on a plane to Los Angeles.” He
licked his lips nervously and leaned toward her. “Not at
home.” Sidney unconsciously nodded, as she knew exactly what the next question would be.


  “You were aware of this?”


  For one brief moment Sidney felt as if she were floating through the dense clouds without the benefit of a $25
million jet. Time seemed suspended, but actually only a
few seconds had passed before she uttered her response.
“No.” She had never lied to a client before; the word had
escaped her lips before she knew it. She was certain he
didn’t believe her. But it was too late to go back now.
Gamble searched her features for a few more seconds,
then sat back in his seat. For the moment he was motionless, as if satisfied he had made his point. Abruptly, he
patted Sidney’s arm and stood up. “When we land, I’ll
have my limo take you home. You have kids?”


  “One daughter.” Sidney stared up at him, bewildered
that the interrogation had ended so suddenly.


  “Just tell the driver where to go and he’ll pick her up
too. She in day care?” Sidney nodded. Gamble shook his
head. “Every kid’s in damned day care these days.”


  Sidney thought of her plans to stay home to raise Amy.
She was a single parent now. The revelation made her almost dizzy. If Gamble hadn’t been there, she would have
slumped to the floor in agony. She looked up to find Gamble eyeing her, one hand gingerly rubbing his forehead.
“You need anything else?”


  She managed to hold up the empty glass. “Thanks, this
helped quite a bit.”


  He took the glass. “Booze usually does.” He started to
leave, then paused. “Triton takes good care of its employees, Sidney. You need anything—money, funeral
arrangements, help with the house or kid, stuff like that—we have people to handle it. Don’t be afraid to give us a
call.”


  “I won’t. Thank you.”


  “And if you want to talk any more about… things”—his eyebrows shot up suggestively—“you know where to
find me.”


  He walked off and Richard Lucas quietly resumed his
sentry post. Shaking slightly, Sidney once again closed
her eyes. The plane raced on. All she wanted to do was
hold her daughter.









  


  

  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Sitting on the side of the bed, the man stripped down to
his boxers. Outside, the sun was not yet up. His body was
heavily muscled. A tattoo of a coiled snake rode on his
left biceps. Three packed bags stood ready by the bedroom door. A U.S. passport, a batch of airline tickets,
cash and identification documents had been waiting for
him as promised. They were in a small leather pouch on
top of one of the travel bags. His name would change
once again, not for the first time in his crime-laden life.


  

  He wouldn’t be fueling any more planes. Not that he
would ever need to work again. The electronic deposit of
funds into the offshore account had been confirmed. He
now had the kind of wealth that had eluded him his entire
life despite all his past efforts. Even with his long experience in criminal matters, his hands still shook as he pulled
the hairpiece, oval turquoise-colored eyeglasses and tinted
contacts from a small bag. Although probably weeks would
pass before anyone could figure out what had happened, in
his line of work you always planned for worst-case scenario. That dictated running immediately and running far.
He was well prepared to do both.


  He thought back to recent events. He had tossed the
plastic container into the Potomac River after he had rid it
of its contents; it would never be found. There were no
prints to pick up, no other physical evidence left behind. If
they found anything tying him to the plane sabotage, he
would be long gone anyway. Moreover, the name he had
been living under for the last two months would lead them
to a complete dead end.


  He had killed before, but certainly not on such a vast
and impersonal scale. He had always had a reason to
kill—if not a personal one, then one supplied by whoever
had hired him. This time the sheer number and complete
anonymity of the murdered people managed to prick
even his hardened conscience. He had not stayed around
to see who had boarded the aircraft. He had been paid to
do a job and he had done it. He would use the vast sums
now at his disposal to forget how he had earned that
money. He figured it would not take him all that long.


  He sat down in front of the small mirror resting on the
table in the bedroom. The wig changed his curly dark hair
to a wavy blond. A new suit, far removed in its sleek elegance from the clothing he had just discarded, was hanging on the door. He cupped his hand and bent his head
low as he concentrated on inserting the contact lenses that
would change his low-key brown eyes to a startling blue.


  He rose back up to check the effect in the mirror and
felt the elongated muzzle of the Sig P229 placed directly
against the base of his skull. With the sharpened perception that accompanies panic, he noticed how the attached
suppressor almost doubled the barrel length of the compact 9mm.


  His absolute shock lasted barely a second as he felt the
cold metal against his skin, saw the dark eyes staring at
him in the mirror’s reflection, the mouth set in a firm line.
His own countenance often held a similar look right before a kill. Taking the life of another human being had always been a serious business to him. Now, in the mirror
he watched, mesmerized, as another face went through
his very own signature ritual. Then he watched with
growing surprise as the features of the person about to
kill him next turned to anger and then moved to unadulterated loathing, emotions he had never felt in the midst
of an execution. The victim’s eyes grew wide as he focused on the finger tightening on the trigger. His mouth
moved to say something, probably an expletive; however,
the words were not formed in time, as the round exploded
into his brain. He jerked backward from the impact and
then collapsed forward onto the little table. The killer
tossed his limp body face down in the small crevice between the bed and the wall and emptied the remaining
eleven shots from the Sig’s magazine into the dead man’s
upper torso. Although the victim’s heart was no longer
pumping, dime-sized drops of dark blood appeared at
each point of entrance, like the sprout of tiny oil wells.
The auto pistol landed next to the body.


  

  The shooter walked calmly from the room, stopping
only to perform two tasks. First, he scooped up the leather
bag containing the dead man’s new identity. Second, out in
the hallway he hit the HVAC switch on the wall and turned
the air-conditioning on full blast. Ten seconds later the
front door of the apartment opened and closed. The apartment was silent. In the bedroom, the beige carpet was fast
becoming an ugly shade of crimson. The balance in the
offshore bank account would be reduced to zero and closed
within the hour, its owner no longer requiring use of the
funds.


   


  It was barely seven in the morning. Darkness still
reigned outside. Sitting at the kitchen table, wearing her
battered old houserobe, Sidney Archer slowly closed her
eyes and once again tried to pretend this was all a nightmare and her husband was still alive and would be walking through the front door. He would have a smile on his
face, a present under his arm for his daughter and a long,
soothing kiss for his wife.


  

  When she opened her eyes, nothing had changed. Sidney looked at her watch. Amy would be awake soon. Sidney had just gotten off the phone with her parents. They
would be at their daughter’s house at nine to drive the little girl to their home in Hanover, Virginia, where she was
going to stay for a few days while Sidney tried to make
some sense of what had happened. Sidney cringed at the
thought of having to explain the catastrophe to her little
girl when she was older, at having to relive, years later,
the horror she was now feeling. How to tell her daughter
that her father had died for no apparent reason other than
a plane doing the unthinkable, shedding almost two
hundred lives in the process, and killing the man who had
helped breathe life into her.


  Jason’s parents had passed on years before. An only
child, he had adopted Sidney’s family as his own, and
they had happily accepted him. Sidney’s two older brothers had already called with offers of help, commiseration
and, finally, quiet sobbing.


  Western had offered to fly Sidney to the small town
near where the crash had occurred, but she had declined.
She could not bear to be with other family members of
crash victims. She envisioned all of them boarding long,
gray buses in silence, unable to make eye contact, exhausted limbs twitching, frail nervous systems ready to
crumble from overwhelming shock. Struggling with
complicated feelings of denial, grief and sorrow was terrible enough without being surrounded by people you
didn’t know who were going through the same ordeal.
Right now, the comfort of similarly stricken folk did not
sound at all appealing to her.


  She headed upstairs, walked down the hallway and
paused at her bedroom. As she leaned against the door, it
halfway opened. She looked around the room, at all the familiar objects, each having a unique history of its own;
memories inextricably tied to her life with Jason. Her gaze
finally came to rest on the unmade bed. So much pleasure
had occurred there. She couldn’t believe that that early
morning encounter before Jason had boarded the plane was
to be the last time.


  

  She closed the door quietly and walked down the hallway to Amy’s room. The even breathing of her daughter
was comforting, especially now. Sidney sat in the wicker
rocking chair beside the trundle bed. She and Jason had recently succeeded in moving their daughter from crib to
bed. The effort had required many nights of sleeping on the
floor beside the little girl until she grew comfortable with
the new arrangements.


  While she slowly rocked in the chair, Sidney continued
to watch her daughter, the tangle of blond hair, the small
feet in thick socks that had kicked free from the blankets.
At seven-thirty, a small cry escaped Amy’s lips and she
abruptly sat up, eyes tightly shut like a baby bird’s.
Barely a moment passed before mother had daughter in
her arms. They rocked for a while longer until Amy
awoke fully.


  As the sun began its ascent, Sidney gave Amy a bath,
dried her hair, dressed her in warm clothes and helped her
down the stairs to the kitchen. While Sidney was making
breakfast and brewing coffee, Amy wandered into the adjacent living room, where Sidney could hear her playing
with an ever-growing pile of toys that had occupied one
corner of the room for the last year. Sidney opened the
cupboard and automatically pulled out two coffee cups.
She stopped halfway to the coffeepot, rocking slowly
back and forth on the wood floor. She bit into her lip until
the urge to scream subsided. She felt as though someone
had cut her in half. She put one cup back on the shelf and
carried her coffee and a bowl of hot oatmeal over to the
small pine kitchen table.


  

  She looked toward the living room. “Amy. Amy,
sweetie, it’s time to eat.” She could barely speak above a
whisper. Her throat was killing her; her entire body
seemed to have eroded into one large ache. The little girl
hurtled through the doorway. Amy’s normal speed was
most other kids’ top speed. She carried a stuffed Tigger
and a photo frame. As she raced toward her mother, her
little face was bright and shining, hair still slightly damp,
straight on top with curls emerging at the bottom.


  Sidney’s breath suddenly left her body as Amy held up
a photo of Jason. It had been taken just last month. He
had been outside working in the yard. Amy had crept up
on him and sprayed him with the hose. Daughter had
ended up with father in a pile of bright red, orange and
yellow leaves.


  “Daddy?” Amy’s face was anxious.


  Jason was to have been out of town for three days so
Sidney had already anticipated having to explain his absence to her daughter. God! Three days seemed like three
seconds now. She steeled herself as she smiled at the little face.


  “Daddy’s away right now, sweetie,” she began, unable
to hide the tremble in her voice. “It’s just you and me
right now, okay? Are you hungry, you want to eat?”


  “My daddy? Daddy working?” Amy persisted, her
chubby finger pointing at the photo. Sidney lifted her
daughter onto her lap. “Amy, do you know who you’re
going to see today?”


  Amy’s face looked expectant.


  “Gramps and Mimi.”


  The child’s mouth formed a large oval and then broke
into a big smile. She nodded enthusiastically and blew a
kiss toward the refrigerator, where a picture of her grandparents hung with the aid of a magnet. “Gamps, Mimi.”


  Sidney carefully pulled the photo of Jason from Amy’s
hand while sliding the bowl of oatmeal over.


  “Now you need to eat before you go, okay? It’s got
maple syrup and butter, your favorite.”


  “I do it. I do it.” Amy climbed out of her mother’s lap
and into her own chair, carefully maneuvering the spoon
as she hungrily plunged into the oatmeal.


  Sidney sighed and covered her eyes. She tried to hold
her body rigid, but several wracking sobs still managed to
escape. She finally fled the room, carrying the photo with
her. She raced up the stairs to her bedroom, put the photo
on the top shelf of the closet and flung herself on the bed,
muffling her sobs in the pillow.


  A full five minutes went by and the outpouring of sorrow continued. Usually Sidney could lock on Amy’s
whereabouts like radar. This time she never heard her little girl until she felt the small hand on her shoulder,
pulling at her. Amy lay down beside Sidney, burrowing
her face into her mother’s shoulder.


  Amy saw the tears and cried out “Oh, boo-boos, boo-boos,” as she touched the wetness. She cupped her
mother’s face between her two little hands and started to
cry too as she struggled to form the words. “Mommy,
sad?” Their wet faces touched, tears mixed together.
After a while Sidney pulled herself up, held her daughter,
rocked her back and forth on the soft mattress. A bit of
oatmeal clung to Amy’s mouth. Sidney silently cursed
herself for breaking down, for making her daughter cry,
but she had never experienced such overpowering emotion before.


  

  Finally the spasms stopped. Sidney rubbed at her eyes
for the hundredth time and finally there were no new tears
to replace the old. After a few more minutes she carried
Amy into the bathroom, wiped her face and kissed her.


  “It’s okay, baby, Mommy’s okay now. No more crying.”


  When Amy finally calmed down, Sidney gathered
some toys from the bathtub for her. While she was thus
preoccupied, Sidney quickly showered and changed into
a long skirt and turtleneck.


  When Sidney’s parents knocked on the door promptly
at nine, Amy’s bag was packed and she was ready to go.
They walked out to the car. Sidney’s father carried Amy’s
bag. Sidney’s mother walked along with Amy.


  Bill Patterson put one burly arm around his daughter’s
shoulder, his sunken eyes and caved-in shoulders revealing how strongly the tragedy had struck him.


  “Jesus, honey, I still can’t believe it. I just talked to
Jason two days ago. We were going to do some ice fishing this year. Up in Minnesota. Just the two of us.”


  “I know, Dad, he told me. He was very excited about
it.”


  While her father loaded Amy’s bag in the car, Sidney
strapped her daughter in the baby seat, handed her Winnie the Pooh, squeezed her hard and then kissed her gently.


  “I’ll see you very soon, babydoll. Mommy promises.”


  Sidney closed the door. Her mother took her hand.


  “Sidney, please come down with us. You don’t want to
be alone right now. Please.”


  

  Sidney gripped her mother’s slender hand. “I do need
some time alone, Mom. I need to think things through. I
won’t be long. A day or two, then I’ll be down.”


  Her mother eyed her for several more seconds and then
gripped Sidney in a massive hug, her small frame shaking. When she got in the car, her round face was smeared
with tears.


  Sidney watched the car pull out of the driveway. She
stared at the backseat where her daughter clutched her
beloved stuffed bear, a thumb stuck firmly in her small
mouth. In a few moments the car turned the corner and
they were gone.


  With the slow, unsteady motions of an elderly woman,
Sidney walked back to her house. A thought suddenly
struck her. With renewed energy, she rushed toward the
house.


  Inside, she dialed information for the Los Angeles area
and obtained the number for AllegraPort Technology. Because of the time difference, she had to wait to call. The
hours went by with agonizing slowness. As she punched
in the number, she wondered why they hadn’t called
when Jason had not shown up. There had been no messages from them on the answering machine. That fact
should have prepared her for AllegraPort’s response, but
she wasn’t.


  

  After speaking with three different people at the company, she hung up the phone and stared numbly at the
kitchen wall. Jason had not been offered a vice presidency with AllegraPort. In fact, they had never heard of
him. Sidney abruptly sat down on the floor, drew her
knees up to her chest and wept uncontrollably. All of the
suspicions she had experienced earlier swarmed back; the
swiftness of their return threatened to dissolve her remaining ties to reality. She pulled herself up and ducked
her head into the kitchen sink. The cold water partially revived her. She stumbled over to the table, where she covered her face in her hands. Jason had lied to her. That was
indisputable now. Jason was dead. That, also, was incontrovertible. And, apparently, she would never know the
truth. It was with that last thought that she finally stopped
crying and looked out the window into the backyard. She
and Jason had planted flowers, bushes and trees over the
last two years. Working together toward a common goal:
They had conducted much of their married lives along
that same theme. And despite all the uncertainty she was
feeling right now, one truth remained sacred to her. Jason
loved her and Amy. Whatever had compelled him to lie to
her, to climb aboard a doomed plane instead of remaining
safely at home doing nothing more daring than prepping
the kitchen walls for painting, she would find out what it
was. She knew Jason’s reasons would have been completely innocent. The man she knew intimately and loved
with all her heart would have been capable of nothing
less. Since he had been senselessly ripped from her, she
at least owed it to him to track down why he had been on
that plane. As soon as she was mentally able, she would
take up that pursuit with every bit of energy she could
muster.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWELVE


  The airplane hangar at the regional airport was small.
On the walls were rows of power tools; stacks of boxes
lay all over the floor. The darkness outside was turned
into daylight inside by a ceiling full of overhead lights.
Wind rattled against the metal walls as the sleet intensified, clanging like buckshot against the structure. The interior of the hangar was filled with the thick, pungent
smell of an assortment of petroleum products.


  

  On the concrete floor near the front of the hangar lay
an enormous metal object. Bent and grossly distorted, it
was the remains of the right wing of Flight 3223, with
starboard engine and pylon intact. It had landed in the
middle of a densely wooded area, directly on top of a
ninety-foot-tall, hundred-year-old oak, which was split in
half by the impact. Miraculously, the jet fuel had not
ignited. Most of the fuel load had probably been lost when
the tank and lines had been pierced, and the tree had
cushioned some of the fall. The pieces had been removed
by helicopter and brought to the hangar for examination.


  A small group of men gathered closely around the
wreckage. Their exhalations formed clouds in the unheated air; thick jackets kept them warm. They used powerful flashlights to probe the jagged edge of the wing
where it had been torn loose from the ill-fated airliner.
The nacelle housing the starboard engine was partially
crushed and the right-side cowling was caved in. The
flaps on the trailing edge of the wing had been ripped off
on impact, but these had been recovered nearby. Examination of the engine had shown severe blade shingling,
clear evidence of a major airflow disturbance while the
engine was delivering power. The “disturbance” was easy
to pinpoint. A great deal of debris had been ingested into
the engine, essentially destroying its functionality even
had it remained attached to the fuselage.


  However, the attention of the men gathered around the
wing was centered on where it had detached from the
plane. The jagged edges of the metal were burned and
blackened and, most telling, the metal was bent outward,
away from the surface of the wing, with clear signs of indentation and pitting on the metal’s surface. There was a
short list of events that could have caused that; a bomb
was clearly on that list. When Lee Sawyer had examined
the wing earlier, his eyes had riveted on that area.


  

  George Kaplan shook his head in disgust. “You’re
right, Lee. The changes in the metallurgy I’m seeing
could only have been caused by a shock wave exerting
immense but short-lived overpressure. Something exploded here, all right. It’s the damnedest thing. We put
detectors in airports so some crazy assholes with an
agenda can’t smuggle a gun or bomb on board, and now
this. Jesus!”


  Lee Sawyer moved forward and knelt down next to the
edge of the wing. Here he was, nearly fifty years old, half
of those years spent with the bureau, and again he was
sifting through the catastrophic results of human pollution.


  He had worked on the Lockerbie disaster, an investigation of mammoth proportion that had brought together a
damned near airtight case culled from what bordered on
microscopic evidence unearthed from the shattered remains of Pan Am Flight 103. With plane bombings there
were usually never any “big” clues. At least Special
Agent Sawyer had thought so up until now.


  His observant eyes swept over the wreckage before
they came to rest on the NTSB man. “What’s your best
list of possible scenarios right now, George?”


  

  Kaplan rubbed his chin, scratching absently at the stubble. “We’ll know a lot more when we recover the black
boxes, but we do have a clear result: The wing came off
a jetliner. However, those things don’t just happen. We’re
not exactly sure when it happened, but radar indicates
that a large part of the plane—now we know it was the
wing—came off in-flight. When that occurred, of course,
there was no possibility of recovery. The first thought is
some type of catastrophic structural failure based on a
faulty design. But the L500 is a state-of-the-art model
from a top manufacturer, so the chances of that kind of
structural failure are so remote that I wouldn’t waste
much time on that angle. So maybe you think it’s metal
fatigue. But this plane barely had two thousand cycles—takeoffs and landings—it’s practically brand-new. Besides that, the metal fatigue accidents we’ve seen in the
past all involved the fuselage because the constant contraction-expansion of cabin pressurization and depressurization seems to contribute to the problem. Aircraft wings
are not pressurized. So you rule out metal fatigue. Next,
you look at the environment. Lightning strike? Planes get
hit by lightning more often than people think. However,
planes are equipped to deal with that and because lightning needs to be grounded to do real damage, a plane up
in the sky may suffer, at worst, some burning of the
skin. Besides, there were no reports of lightning in the
area on the morning of the crash. Birds? Show me a bird
that flies at thirty-five thousand feet and is large enough
to take off an L500’s wing and then maybe we’ll discuss
it. It sure as hell didn’t collide with another plane. It
sure as hell didn’t.”


  Kaplan’s voice was rising with each word. He paused
to catch his breath and to look once more at the metal
remains.


  “So where does that leave us, George?” Sawyer calmly
asked.


  

  Kaplan looked back up. He sighed. “Next we look at
possible mechanical or nondesign structural failure. Catastrophic results on an aircraft usually stem from two or
more failures happening almost simultaneously. I listened
to the transmission record between the pilot and the
tower. The captain radioed in a Mayday several minutes
before the crash, although it was clear from what little
she said that they were unsure what had happened. The
plane’s transponder was still kicking the radar signals
back until impact, so at least some of the electrical systems were working up until then. But let’s say we had an
engine catch on fire at the same time a fuel leak occurred.
Most people might assume fuel leak, flames from the engine—wham, you got yourself an explosion and there
goes the wing. Or there might not have been an actual explosion, although it sure as hell looks like there was. The
fire could’ve weakened and finally collapsed the spar and
the wing gets torn off. That could explain what we think
happened to Flight 3223, at least at this early stage.” Kaplan did not sound convinced.


  “But?” Sawyer looked at him.


  

  Kaplan rubbed at his eyes, the frustration clear in his
troubled features. “There’s no evidence that anything was
wrong with the damned engine. Except for the obvious
damage caused from its impact with the terrain and ingesting debris from the initial explosion, nothing leads
me to believe that an engine problem played a role in the
crash. If there was an engine fire, standard procedure
would dictate cutting off the fuel flow to that engine and
then turning off the power. The L500’s engines are
equipped with automatic fire detection and extinguisher
systems. And, more importantly, they’re mounted low, so
no flames would fly toward the wings or the fuselage. So
even if you have twin catastrophes—a flaming engine
and a fuel leak—the design features of the aircraft and the
environmental conditions prevailing at thirty-five thousand feet and an airspeed of over five hundred miles per
hour would pretty much ensure that the two shall not
meet.” He rubbed his foot against the wing. “I guess what
I’m saying is I wouldn’t bet the farm on a bad engine having crashed this bird.” He paused. “There’s something
else.”


  Kaplan once again knelt beside the jagged edge of the
wing. “Like I said, there is clear evidence of an explosion. When I first checked the wing, I was thinking some
type of improvised explosive device. You know, like
Semtex wired to a timer or altimeter device. Plane hits a
certain altitude, the bomb goes off. The blast fractures the
skin, you got almost immediate rivet failure. Hundreds-of-miles-per-hour winds hitting it, that wing’s gonna
open right up at the weakest point, like unzipping your
fly. Spar gives way, and bam. Hell, the weight of the engine on this section of the wing would have guaranteed
that result.” He paused, apparently to study the interior of
the wing more closely. “The twist is I don’t think a typical explosive device was involved.”


  “Why’s that?” Sawyer asked.


  Kaplan pointed inside the wing to the exposed section
of the fuel tank near the fuel panel. He held his light over
the spot. “Look at this.”


  A large hole was clearly visible. All around the perforation were light brown stains and the metal was warped
and bubbled. “I noticed those earlier,” Sawyer said.


  “There is no way in the world a hole like this could
have been naturally generated. In any event, it would’ve
been caught on routine inspection before the plane took
off,” Kaplan said.


  Sawyer put on his gloves before touching the area.
“Maybe it happened during the explosion.”


  “If it did, it was the only spot it happened to. There are
no other markings like this on this section of the wing, although you got fuel everywhere. That pretty much rules
out the explosion having caused it. But I do believe
something was put on the fuel tank wall.” Kaplan paused
and nervously rubbed his fingers together. “I think something was put on it deliberately to cause that hole.”


  “Like a corrosive acid?” Sawyer asked.


  Kaplan nodded. “I’ll bet you a dinner that’s what we
find, Lee. The fuel tanks are of an aluminum alloy structure consisting of the front and rear spars and the top and
bottom of the wings. The thickness of the walls varies
around the structure. A number of acids will eat right
through a soft alloy metal like that.”


  “Okay, acid; but, depending on when it was applied, it
was probably slow-acting, to let the plane get up in the air,
right?”


  Kaplan answered immediately. “Right. The transponder continually sends the plane’s altitude to air traffic
control, so we know the plane had reached its cruising altitude shortly before the explosion.”


  Sawyer continued his line of thought. “Tank gets
pierced at some point during the flight. You got jet fuel
spilling out. Highly flammable, highly explosive. So
what ignited it? Maybe the engine wasn’t on fire, but how
about just the standard heat thrown off from the engine?”


  

  “No way. You know how cold it is at thirty-five thousand feet? It’d make Alaska feel like the Sahara. Besides,
the engine housing and coolant systems pretty much
dissipate the heat thrown off from the engine. And any heat
it does generate sure as hell ain’t gonna end up inside the
wing. Remember you got a damn fuel tank in there. It’s
pretty well insulated. On top of that, if you got a fuel leak,
because of the plane’s airspeed, the fuel will flow backward and not toward the front of the wing and below,
where the engine is located. No, if I were inclined to take
down a plane this way, no way would I count on engine
heat being my detonator. I’d want something a lot more
reliable.”


  Sawyer had a sudden thought. “If there was a leak,
wouldn’t it be contained?”


  “In some sections of the fuel tank the answer to that
would be yes. In other areas, including where we got this
hole, the answer is no.”


  “Well, if it went down like you say—and right now I’m
inclined to think you’re right, George—we’re going to
have to focus on everybody who had access to that aircraft at least twenty-four hours before its final flight.
We’re going to need to go easy. It looks to be an insider,
so the last thing we need is to spook him. If anybody else
is involved in this, I want every last sonofabitch.”


   


  Sawyer and Kaplan walked back to their cars. Kaplan
looked over at the FBI agent. “You seemed to accept my
sabotage theory pretty readily, Lee.”


  Sawyer was aware of one fact that made the bombing
theory infinitely more plausible. “It’ll need to be substantiated,” he replied without looking at the NTSB man.
“But, yeah, I think you’re right. I was pretty sure it was
that as soon as the wing was found.”


  “Why the hell would someone do that? I mean, I can
understand terrorists taking out an international flight, but
this was a plain-vanilla domestic. I just don’t get it.”


  As Kaplan was about to get into his car, Sawyer leaned
on the door. “It might make sense if you wanted to kill
someone in particular, in a spectacular fashion.”


  Kaplan stared at the agent. “Down an entire plane to
get to one guy? Who the hell was on that thing?”


  “Does the name Arthur Lieberman ring any bells?” the
FBI agent asked quietly.


  Kaplan searched his brain but came up empty. “Sounds
damn familiar, but I can’t place it.”


  “Well, if you were an investment banker or stockbroker, or a congressman on the Joint Economic Committee,
you’d know. Actually, he’s the most powerful person in
America, maybe the entire world.”


  “I thought the most powerful person in America was
the president.”


  Sawyer smiled grimly. “No. It’s Arthur Lieberman
with the big S on his chest.”


  “Who the hell was he?”


  “Arthur Lieberman was the chairman of the Federal
Reserve Board. Now he’s a homicide victim along with a
hundred and eighty others. And my hunch is, he’s the
only one they wanted to kill.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Jason Archer had no idea where he was. The limo had
seemed to drive around for hours, he couldn’t be sure,
and DePazza, or whoever the hell he really was, had
blindfolded him. The room he was now in was small and
bare. Water dripped in one corner and the air was thick
with the odor of mold. He sat on a rickety chair across
from the one door. There were no windows. The only
light came from a naked overhead bulb. He could hear
someone on the other side of the door. They had taken his
watch, so he had no idea what time it was. His captors
brought him food at very irregular intervals, which made
it difficult to ascertain how much time had passed.


  

  Once, when food was brought to him, Jason had noticed his laptop computer and cellular phone resting on a
small table just on the other side of the door. Other than
that the outer room was much like the one he was in. The
silver case had been taken from him. There had been
nothing in it, he was now reasonably certain. What was
going on was beginning to become clear to him. Christ,
what a sucker! He thought of his wife and child, and how
desperately he wanted to be with them again. What Sidney must be thinking had happened to him. He could
barely comprehend the emotions she must be feeling
right now. If only he had told her the truth. She would be
in a position to help him. He sighed. But the bottom line
was that telling her anything would have put her in danger. That was something he would never do, not even if it
meant never seeing her again. He wiped the tears from
his eyes as the image of eternal separation fixed itself in
his head. He stood up and shook himself.


  He wasn’t dead yet, although the grimness of his captors was far from reassuring. However, they had made
one mistake despite their obvious care. Jason took off his
glasses, placed them on the concrete floor and carefully
scrunched them with his foot. He picked up one jagged
piece of glass, positioned it carefully in his hand, then
walked over to the door and pounded on it.


  “Hey, can I get something to drink?”


  “Shut up in there.” The voice sounded annoyed. It
wasn’t DePazza, probably the other man.


  “Listen, dammit, I’ve got medication to take and I need
something to take it with.”


  “Try your own spit.” It was the same man’s voice.
Jason could hear a chuckle.


  “The pills are too big,” Jason shouted, hoping someone
else might hear him.


  “Too bad.”


  Jason could hear the pages of a magazine being
leisurely turned.


  “Great, I won’t take them and I’ll just keel over dead
right here. It’s for high blood pressure and right now
mine’s clear through the roof.”


  Now Jason could hear a chair scraping the floor, keys
jangling. “Step back from the door.”


  Jason did so, but only a short distance. The door swung
open. The man held the keys in one hand, his gun in the
other.


  “Where are the pills?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.


  “In my hand.”


  “Show ’em to me.”


  Jason shook his head in disgust. “I don’t believe this.”
As he stepped forward, he opened his hand and held it
out. The man glanced at it. Jason swung his leg up, connected with the man’s hand and sent the gun flying.


  “Shit,” the man yelled. He hurtled toward Jason, who
met him with a perfect uppercut. The jagged glass caught
the man right across the cheek. He howled in pain and
staggered back, blood streaming down from the grisly
wound.


  The man was large, but his muscle had long since
started to turn to fat. Jason exploded into him like a battering ram, smashing the older man flat against the wall.
They briefly struggled, but the far stronger Jason was
able to hurl the man around until he collided face first
with the cinder-block wall. One more serious head thrust
into the wall and two vicious punches to the man’s kidneys and he slumped to the cold floor unconscious.


  Jason picked up the gun and ran through the open doorway. With his free hand he scooped up his laptop and cell
phone. Stopping for a moment to gauge his surroundings,
he spotted another doorway and, pausing to listen for any
sound, he hurried through it.


  He stopped and let his eyes adjust to the darkness. He
swore under his breath. He was in the same warehouse,
or one identical to it. They must have been driving in circles. He cautiously slipped down the steps and onto the
main floor. The limo was nowhere in sight. He suddenly
heard a sound from the direction he had just come. He
raced to the overhead door, searching frantically for the
switch to open it. His head jerked around as he heard running footsteps. He ran across the warehouse to the opposite end. Hidden in a corner behind some fifty-gallon
drums, he carefully placed the gun on the floor and
clicked open his laptop.


  

  The laptop was a sophisticated model complete with a
built-in phone modem. He turned on the computer’s
power switch and used a short cable housed in his laptop’s case to hook his computer’s modem to his cellular
phone. Sweat poured from his brow as the machine took
a few seconds to warm up. Using his mouse, he clicked
through the necessary function screens and then, in the
darkness, his fingers guided by strong familiarity with the
keys, he typed his message. So intent was he on sending
it, Jason did not hear the footsteps behind him. He began
to type in the e-mail address of the recipient. He was
sending the message to his own America Online mailbox.
Unfortunately, like people who couldn’t remember their
own phone number because they never called it, Jason,
who never sent e-mail to himself, didn’t have his e-mail
address programmed into his laptop. He did remember it,
but typing it cost him a few precious seconds. While his
finger hovered over the keys, a light flashed over him, a
strong arm locked around his neck.


  Jason managed to click on the send command. The
message leaped electronically off the screen. For one
brief moment. Then a hand slashed in front of his face,
grabbed the laptop from him, the cell phone dangling precariously in the air at the end of the short cable. Jason
could see the thick fingers hitting the necessary keys to
cancel the e-mail.


  Jason swung a short, brutal punch that connected with
his assailant’s jaw. The grip relaxed on the laptop and
Jason was able to snatch it and the cell phone away. He
slammed a foot into his attacker’s abdomen and raced off,
leaving the man face down on the floor. Unfortunately, he
left the 9mm behind as well.


  

  Heading toward a distant corner of the warehouse,
Jason now could hear racing feet coming from all directions. There would be no escape for him, that was clear.
But he could still do something. He dodged behind some
metal stairs, dropped to his knees and started typing. A
shout nearby made him jerk his head up. His flying fingers, so accurate now, failed him as his right index finger hit the wrong keystroke when typing the recipient’s
e-mail address. He began typing the message, the sweat
pouring down his face, stinging his eyes. His breath
came in big clumps, his neck ached from the stranglehold. It was so dark, he couldn’t even see the keyboard.
He alternated between staring at the tiny electronic
images on the screen to desperately scanning the warehouse as the shouts and running feet came nearer and
nearer to his location.


  He didn’t realize that the small amount of light thrown
off by the computer screen was like a laser show in the
dark warehouse. The sound of men running hard toward
him barely ten feet away made him cut short his message.
Jason hit the send button and waited for the confirming
signal. Then he deleted both the file he had sent and the
name of the recipient. He did not look at the e-mail address as his finger held down the delete key. He then slid
the laptop and cell phone across the floor and underneath
the steps until they stopped far back in the corner. He had
time to do nothing more as multiple searchlights hit him
squarely in the face. He slowly stood up, his breathing
heavy but his eyes defiant.


   


  

  A few minutes later the limo pulled out of the warehouse. Jason was slumped over in the backseat, several
lacerations and deep bruises on his face, his breathing irregular. Kenneth Scales had the laptop open and was
cursing loudly as he stared at the small screen, powerless
to reverse what had occurred minutes earlier. In a fit of
rage he tore Jason’s cell phone free from the cable and repeatedly smashed it against the door of the limo until it
dropped to the floor in jagged pieces. Then he pulled a
small secured-line cellular phone from his inner jacket
pocket and punched in a number. Scales spoke slowly
into the phone. Archer had contacted someone, sent some
message. There were a number of possible recipients and
they would all have to be checked out and appropriately
dealt with. But that potential problem would just have to
keep. Other matters would now demand his time. Scales
clicked off and looked over at Jason. When Jason managed to look up, the pistol’s muzzle was almost against
his forehead.


  “Who, Jason? Who’d you send the message to?”


  Jason managed to catch his breath as he gripped his
painfully bruised ribs. “No way. Not in a million years,
pal.”


  Scales pushed the muzzle flush against Jason’s head.


  “Pull the trigger, you asshole!” Jason screamed.


  Scales’s finger started to press down on the Glock’s
trigger, but then he stopped and roughly pushed Jason
back against the seat.


  “Not yet, Jason. Didn’t I tell you? You’ve got another
gig to do.”


  Jason stared up helplessly at him as Scales smiled
wickedly.


   


  Special Agent Raymond Jackson’s eyes took in the
area with one efficient sweep. He moved into the room,
shutting the door behind him. Jackson shook his head in
quiet amazement. Arthur Lieberman had been described
to him as a fortune-builder with a career several decades
long. This hovel did not conform to that description. He
checked his watch. The forensics team would be here
shortly to conduct an in-depth search. Although it seemed
unlikely that Arthur Lieberman personally knew who had
blown him out of a peaceful Virginia sky, on investigations of this magnitude, every possibility had to be explored.


  Jackson went into the tiny kitchen and quickly determined that Arthur Lieberman did not cook or eat here.
There were no dishes or pans in any of the cupboards.
The only visible occupant of the refrigerator was a light-bulb. The stove, though old, showed no signs of recent
use. Jackson scanned the other areas of the living room
and then walked into the small bathroom. With his gloved
hand he carefully edged open the door to the medicine
cabinet. It contained the usual toiletries, nothing of significance. Jackson was about to close the mirrored door
when his eye caught the small bottle edged in between
the toothpaste and the deodorant. The prescription label
had dosage and refill information and the physician who
had prescribed it. Agent Jackson was unfamiliar with the
name of the drug. Jackson had three kids and was an informal expert on prescription and over-the-counter drugs
for a host of ailments. He wrote down the name of the
medication and closed the door to the medicine cabinet.


  Lieberman’s sleeping chamber was small, the bed little
more than a cot. A small desk sat against the wall nearest
the window. After examining the closet, Jackson turned
his attention to the desk.


  Several photos on the desk showed two men and one
woman ranging in age from what looked to be late teens
to mid-twenties. The photos appeared several years old.
Leiberman’s kids, Jackson quickly concluded.


  

  Three drawers confronted him. One was locked. It took
Jackson only a few seconds to open the locked drawer. Inside was a bundle of handwritten letters held together with
a rubber band. The handwriting was careful and precise, the
contents of the letters decidedly romantic. The only strange
part was that they were all unsigned. Jackson muddled over
that one for a moment, then replaced the letters in the
drawer. He spent a few more minutes looking around until
a knock on the door announced the arrival of the forensics
unit.









  


  

  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  During the time Sidney had been alone in her house,
she had explored every crevice of the place, driven by a
force that she could not come close to identifying. She sat
for hours in the small window seat in the kitchen, her
mind racing through her years of marriage. Every detail
of those years, even moments of relative insignificance,
came surging up from the depths of her subconscious. At
times her mouth curled in amusement as she recalled a
particularly funny memory. Those instances were brief,
however, and were always followed by wracking sobs as
the realization that there would be no more fun times with
Jason came crashing down on her.


  

  Finally stirring, she rose and walked up the stairs,
drifted slowly down the hallway and entered Jason’s
small study. She looked around at the spare contents, then
sat down in front of the computer. She moved her hand
across the glass screen. Jason had loved computers ever
since she had known him. She was computer functional,
but, aside from word processing and checking her e-mail,
her knowledge of the world of computer hardware and
software was extremely limited.


  Jason did quite a bit of correspondence by e-mail and
normally checked his electronic mailbox every day.
Sidney hadn’t checked it since the plane crash. She decided it was time to do so. Many of Jason’s friends had
probably sent messages. She turned the computer on
and watched the screen as a series of numbers and
words trooped across that were, in large part, meaningless to her. The only one she did recognize was available memory. There was a lot of it. The system had
been customized for her husband and was bursting with
power.


  She stared at the available memory number. With a jolt
she realized that the last three digits, 7, 3 and 0, constituted the date of Jason’s birthday, July 30. A deep breath
prevented a quick relapse into tears. She slid open the
desk drawer and idly fumbled through its contents. As an
attorney she well knew the number of documents and
procedures that would have to be gone through as Jason’s
estate was settled. Most of their property was jointly held,
but there were still many legal hoops. Everyone eventually had to face such things, but she couldn’t believe she
had to confront them so soon.


  

  Her fingers sifted over papers and miscellaneous office
paraphernalia in the drawer, closing over one object,
which she pulled out. Although she was unaware of the
fact, she was holding the card Jason had thrust there before leaving for the airport. She looked at it closely. It
looked like a credit card, but stamped on it was the name
“Triton Global,” followed by “Jason Archer” and, finally,
the words “Code Restricted—Level 6.” Her brow furrowed. She had never seen it before. She assumed it was
some type of security pass, although it did not have her
husband’s photo on it. She slipped it into her pocket. The
company would probably want it back.


  She accessed America Online and was greeted by the
computerized voice announcing that mail was indeed
present in their electronic mailbox. As she had thought, it
contained numerous messages from their friends. She
read through them, crying freely. Finally she lost all desire to complete the task and started to exit out of the
computer. She jumped as another e-mail suddenly flashed
on the screen; it was addressed to ArchieJW2@aol.com,
which was her husband’s e-mail address. In the next instant it was gone, like a mischievous inspiration scurrying through one’s head before disappearing.


  Sidney hit some function keys and quickly checked the
computerized mailbox again. Her brow tightened into a
sea of wrinkles when she discovered it was completely
empty. Sidney continued to stare at the screen. A creeping sensation was pushing her to the conclusion that she
had just imagined the entire episode. It had happened so
damn quickly. She rubbed at her painful eyes and sat
there for another few minutes, anxiously waiting to see if
the performance would be repeated, although she had no
idea of its meaning. The screen remained blank.


  * * *


  Moments after Jason Archer had re-sent his message,
another e-mail was announced by the computerized voice
saying, “You’ve got mail.” This time the message held
and was duly logged into the mailbox. However, this
computer mailbox was not located at the old stone and
brick house, nor was it at Sidney’s desk at the offices of
Tyler, Stone. And, currently, there was no one home to
read it. The message would just have to keep.


   


  Sidney finally rose and left the study. For some reason
the sudden flash across the computer screen had given her
an absurd hope, as if Jason were somehow communicating to her, from wherever he had gone after the jet had
plunged into the ground. Stupid! she told herself. That
was impossible.


  An hour later, after another episode of wrenching grief,
her body dehydrated, she gripped a picture of Amy. She
had to take care of herself. Amy needed her. She opened
a can of soup, turned on the stove and a few minutes later
ladled out a small quantity of beef barley into a bowl and
carried it over to the kitchen table. She managed to ingest
a few spoonfuls while she looked at the walls of the
kitchen that Jason had planned to paint that weekend after
much nagging from her. Everywhere she turned, a new
memory, a fresh pang of guilt, battered her. How could it
not? This place contained as much of them, as much of
him, as was possible for an inanimate shell to hold.


  

  She could feel the hot soup passing through her system, but her body still shuddered as though it were almost
out of fuel. She grabbed a bottle of Gatorade from the refrigerator and drank straight from the container until the
shakes stopped. Yet even as the physical side started to
calm down, she could feel the inner forces building once
again.


  She jumped up from the table and walked into the living room; she turned on the TV. Numbly channel-hopping, she ran across the inevitable: live news coverage of
the crash. She felt guilty about her curiosity regarding an
event that had ripped her husband from her. However, she
could not deny that she craved knowledge about the
event, as if her approaching it from a coldly factual angle
would at least temporarily lessen the terrible hurt that tore
at her.


  The newswoman was standing near the crash site. In
the background the collection process was being dutifully
conducted. Sidney watched the debris being carried and
sorted into various piles. Suddenly she almost fell out of
her chair. One worker had passed directly behind the
newswoman as she rambled on with her story. The canvas bag with the crisscross pattern barely looked damaged, only singed and dirtied at the edges. She could even
make out the large initials written in the bold, black print.
The bag was placed in a pile of similar items. For one
awful moment, Sidney Archer couldn’t move. Her limbs
were completely locked. The next moment she was all action.


  

  She ran upstairs, changed into jeans and a thick white
sweater, put on low warm boots and hurriedly packed a
bag. In a few minutes she was backing the Ford out of the
garage. She glanced once at the Cougar convertible
parked in the other garage bay. Jason had lovingly kept it
running for almost ten years and its battered look had
always been underscored by their memory of the sleek elegance of the Jag. Even the Explorer looked brand-new by
comparison with the Cougar. The contrast had always
amused her before. Tonight it did not, as a new cascade
of tears blurred her vision and made her slam on the
brakes.


  She beat her hands on the dashboard until jarring pain
shot up to her elbows. Finally she laid her head against
the steering wheel as she struggled to regain her breath.
She thought she would be nauseous as the taste of beef
barley made its way into her throat, but it finally receded
into the depths of her quivering stomach. Moments later
she was heading down the quiet street. She looked back
briefly at her home. They had lived there almost three
years. A wonderful place built almost a hundred years
ago with large-proportioned rooms, wide crown moldings, random-width oak plank flooring and enough secret
nooks that you didn’t have to try very hard to find a quiet
place to lose yourself on a gloomy Sunday afternoon. It
had seemed a terrific place to raise kids, they had both decided. So much they had wanted to do. So much.


  

  She felt another wave of sobs climbing diligently toward the surface. She sped up and turned on to a main
road. In ten more minutes she was looking at the red and
yellow colors of the neighborhood McDonald’s. She
pulled into the drive-through and ordered a large coffee.
As she pressed the window button, she was staring into
the freckled face of a gangly teenage girl, her long,
auburn hair tied back in a ponytail, who would more than
likely grow up into a lovely young woman, just as Amy
would. Sidney hoped the girl still had her father. It jolted
her again to think that Amy was now fatherless.


  Within an hour she was headed west on Route 29, a
narrow black strip of road that split gentle rolling Virginia countryside as it cut a roughly forty-five-degree
angle through Virginia and on across the North Carolina
border. Sidney had traveled the road many times while
she attended law school at the University of Virginia in
Charlottesville. It was a beautiful drive past long-silent
Civil War battlefields and old yet still functioning family
farms. In the fall and spring the colors of the foliage rivaled any painting she had ever seen. Names like Brightwood, Locust Dale, Madison and Montpelier flashed by
on the road signs, and Sidney thought back to the many
trips she and Jason had taken to Charlottesville to attend
some function or other. Now no part of the familiar road
or countryside felt comforting.


  The night swept on. Sidney looked at the dashboard
clock and was surprised to see it was nearing one in the
morning. She accelerated and the truck flew down the
empty road. Outside, the temperature continued to drop
as she headed into higher elevations. Thick clouds had
settled in and the spread of her headlights was the only
contrast to the pitch-blackness. She turned up the truck’s
heat even more and hit her high beams.


  An hour later, she glanced at the map resting next to
her on the front seat. Her turnoff was coming up. She
held her body rigid as she drew nearer to her destination.
She started to count the miles on her odometer.


  

  At Ruckersville she headed west. She was now in
Greene County, Virginia, rustic and rural, far removed
from the pace of life Sidney knew and had thrived in. The
county seat was the town of Standardsville, whose emotional climate was now anything but, with an impact
crater and scorched earth appearing on television screens
all over the world.


  Sidney finally pulled off the road and peered around to
try to fix her location. The darkness of the countryside enveloped her. She flicked on the reading light and held the
map close to her face. Getting her bearings, she continued
down the slash of road another mile until she rounded a
bend of partially naked slender elms, knotty maples and
towering oaks, after which the vista opened up to stark,
flat farmland.


  At the end of the road, a police cruiser was parked near
a rusted, leaning mailbox. To the right of the mailbox was
a dirt road that snaked its way back, with full, well-tended evergreen hedges bordering the dirt road on either
side. In the distance the earth seemed to glow like a huge
phosphorous cave.


  She had found the place.


  In the swirl of the Explorer’s headlights, Sidney noticed that it was lightly snowing. As she pulled up closer,
the door of the police car opened and a uniformed officer
wearing a neon-orange all-weather slicker stepped from
the vehicle. He walked over to the Ford, pointed his flashlight at the license plate and then swept it over the Explorer’s exterior before its beam came to rest on the
driver’s-side window.


  Sidney took a deep breath, hit the window switch and
the glass slowly slid down.


  

  The officer’s face appeared at her shoulder. His upper
lip was partially covered by a bushy mustache streaked
with gray, the corners of his eyes were heavily stacked
with wrinkles. Even under the orange raincoat, the bulky
strength of his shoulders and chest was evident. The officer made a perfunctory scan of the interior and then settled on Sidney.


  “Can I help you, ma’am?” The voice was tired, and not
just physically.


  “I… I came…” She faltered. Her mind suddenly
went blank. She looked at him, her mouth moved, but no
words came out.


  The cop’s shoulders sagged. “Ma’am, it’s been one
helluva long day up here, y’know? And I’ve had a lot of
people just happen on by here that really have no business being here.” He paused and studied her features.
“Are you lost?” His tone made it clear that he did not believe she had strayed one inch off her intended course.


  She managed to shake her head.


  He looked at his watch. “The TV trucks finally headed
out on down to Charlottesville about an hour ago. They
went to get some sleep. I suggest you do the same. You
can see and read all you want on the TV and in the papers, believe me.” He straightened back up, signaling that
their conversation, one-sided as it was, was at an end.
“Can you find your way back out?”


  

  Sidney slowly nodded and the cop lightly touched the
brim of his cap and headed back to his car. Sidney turned
the truck around and started to drive away. She looked in
the rearview mirror and abruptly stopped. The strange
glow beckoned to her. She opened the truck door and got
out. She opened the rear door of the Ford, pulled out her
overcoat and put it on.


  The cop watched her walk toward the patrol car and he
got out too. His slicker was wet from the snow’s moisture. Sidney’s blond hair was covered by flakes as the
winter storm stepped up its intensity.


  Before the cop could open his mouth, Sidney held up
one hand.


  “My name is Sidney Archer. My husband, Jason
Archer…” Her voice began to waver here as the full effect of the words she was about to speak hit her. She bit
her lip, hard, and continued. “He was on the plane. The
airline offered to bring me down here, but… I decided
to come down on my own. I’m really not sure why, but I
did.”


  The cop stared at her. His eyes had softened considerably; the heavy mustache drooped like a weeping willow,
his erect shoulders slumped down. “I’m really sorry, Ms.
Archer. I really am. Some of the other… family have already come by. They didn’t stay very long. The FAA people don’t want anybody up there right now. They’re
coming back tomorrow to walk the area looking… looking for…” His voice trailed off and he looked down at
the ground.


  “I just came to see…” Her voice failed her too. She
looked at him, her eyes a blistering red, her cheeks hollow, her forehead frozen into a vertical column of wrinkles. Although tall, she seemed childlike in her overcoat,
her shoulders hunched forward, hands plunged deeply
into pockets—as though she were disappearing as well,
along with Jason.


  The cop looked embarrassed, his vacillation evident.
He glanced up the dirt road, then down at his shoes and
then back at her. “Hold on a minute, Ms. Archer.” He
ducked back inside his patrol car. Then his head popped
back out. “Ma’am, come on in here out of the snow,
please, before you catch something.”


  Sidney climbed inside the patrol car. It smelled of cigarette smoke and spilled coffee. A rolled-up People
magazine was tucked inside a crevice in the front seat. A
small computer screen sat atop a stack of electronic hardware. The cop rolled down his window and swept the patrol car’s searchlight across the rear of the Explorer. He
rolled the window back up and proceeded to hit a number
of keys on the keyboard and then studied the screen. He
looked at Sidney.


  “Just punching in your license plate. Gotta confirm
your identity, ma’am. Not that I don’t believe you. I
mean, you didn’t drive up here in the middle of the night
for a vacation. I know that. But I got rules to go by.”


  “I understand.”


  The screen filled with information, which the officer
quickly studied. He pulled a clipboard off the dash and
ran through a list of names. He looked up at her briefly,
embarrassment again displayed on his features.


  “You said Jason Archer was your husband?”


  She slowly nodded. Was? The word was numbing to
her. She felt her hands begin to shake uncontrollably, the
vein in her left temple to pulse spasmodically.


  “I just had to make sure. There was another Archer on
the plane too. A Benjamin Archer.”


  

  For a moment her hopes soared, but reality threw her
immediately back down. There had been no mistake. If
there had been, Jason would have called. He had been on
that plane. As much as she had willed him not to be, he
had been. She looked over at the distant lights. He was
there now. Still there.


  She cleared her throat. “I have some photo identification, Officer.” She opened her wallet and handed it
across.


  He noted the driver’s license and then his eyes caught
on the photo of Jason, Sidney and Amy, taken barely a
month ago. He stared at it for several moments. Then he
handed the wallet back quickly. “I don’t need to check
anything else, Ms. Archer.” He looked out the window.
“There’s a couple of other deputies stationed along up the
road, and a slew of National Guard all around. Some of
the guys from Washington are still up there, that’s what
all the lights are for.” He looked at her. “I really can’t
leave my post, Ms. Archer.” He looked down at his
hands. Her eyes trailed his. She saw the wedding ring on
his left hand, the ring finger swollen by time so that the
simple gold band would never come off without taking
the digit with it. The officer’s eyes crinkled and a faint bit
of moisture appeared on his cheek. He looked away suddenly, his hand quickly rising to his face and then back
down.


  

  He started the car and put it in gear. He looked over at
her. “I can understand why you came up here, but I don’t
recommend that you stay long, Ms. Archer. It’s not…
well, it’s not that kind of a place.” The patrol car swayed
and bumped over the dirt road. The officer stared intently
ahead, toward the blinding lights. “There’s a devil in hell
and a Lord God above, and, while the devil had his way
with that plane, all those people are with the Lord right
now, Ms. Archer, every last one of ’em. You believe that,
and don’t let anybody ever tell you different.”


  Sidney found herself nodding at his words, wanting so
badly to believe that they were true.


  As they approached the lights, Sidney felt her mind recede farther and farther into the distance. “There was… a
bag, canvas with blue crisscross stripes. It was my husband’s. It has his initials on it. JWA. I actually bought it for
him for a trip we took several years ago.” She briefly
smiled as the memory washed over her. “It was really for
a joke. We had sort of had an argument and it was the ugliest bag I could find at the time. Of course, as it turned out,
he loved it.”


  She abruptly looked up and caught the officer’s surprised look. “I… I saw it on the TV. It didn’t even look
damaged. Is there any way I could see it?”


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Archer. Whatever’s been collected has
already been taken away. The truck came just about an
hour ago to take away the last shipment for the day.”


  “Do you know where it goes?”


  The officer shook his head. “It wouldn’t matter if I did.
They wouldn’t let you near it. After the investigation is
complete, they’ll return it, I expect. But from the looks of
this one, that could be years. Again, I’m sorry.”


  The patrol car finally stopped a few feet away from another uniformed policeman. The officer got out of the car
and conferred briefly with his colleague, pointing twice
in the direction of the police cruiser while Sidney sat
there, unable to take her eyes off the lights.


  She was startled when the officer leaned his head in the
car. “Ms. Archer, you can get out here.”


  Sidney opened the car door and got out. She briefly
looked at the other officer and he nervously nodded toward her, pain in his eyes. There was pain, apparently,
everywhere. These men too would have rather been home
with their families. Here there was death; it was everywhere. It seemed to cling to her clothes, much like the
snowfall.


  “Ms. Archer, when you’re ready to leave, you tell Billy
over there and he’ll radio me. I’ll come right up and get
you.”


  As he started to get back in his cruiser, she called to
him. “What’s your name?”


  The officer looked back. “Eugene, ma’am. Deputy Eugene McKenna.”


  “Thank you, Eugene.”


  He nodded and touched the brim of his cap. “Please
don’t stay too long, Ms. Archer.”


  As the car drove away, Billy led her toward the lights.
He kept his eyes straight ahead. Sidney didn’t know how
much Officer McKenna had told his partner, but she
could feel the distress emanating from his body. He was
a slender straw of a man, young, barely twenty-five, she
thought, and he looked sickened and nervous.


  He finally stopped walking. Up ahead Sidney could see
people moving slowly across the property. Barricades
and yellow police tape were everywhere. Under the artificial daylight, Sidney could see the utter devastation. It
resembled a battlefield, the earth seemingly inflicted with
a terrible surface wound.


  The young police officer touched her arm. “Ma’am,
you oughta stay back around here. Those folk from
Washington are real particular about people messing
around up here. They’re afraid somebody might stumble
over… you know, mess up stuff.” He took a deep
breath. “There’s just things everywhere, ma’am. Everywhere! I ain’t never seen anything like it and I hope I
never do again so long as I live.” He looked off in the distance again. “When you’re ready, I’ll be down there.” He
pointed in the direction from which they had come and
then headed back down.


  Sidney wrapped her coat around her and brushed the
snow from her hair. She unconsciously moved forward,
then stopped, then started advancing again. Directly
under the umbrella of light, mounds of dirt had been
thrown up. She had seen that on the news now countless
times. The impact crater. They said the entire plane was
in there, and though she knew it to be true, she could not
believe it was possible.


  The impact crater. Jason was in there too. It was a
thought that had become so deep, so wrenching, that instead of sending her into hysterics, it simply incapacitated her. She clenched her eyes shut and then reopened
them. Thick tears rolled down her cheeks, and she did not
bother to wipe them away.


  She did not expect to ever smile again.


  Even when she forced herself to think of Amy, of the
wonderful little girl Jason had left her, not a trace of happiness was able to break through her utter sorrow. She
stared ahead as cold winds buffeted her, her long hair
swirling around her head.


  While she continued to watch, several large pieces of
equipment headed over to the crater, engines whining,
black, smoky exhaust gushing up from their bowels.
Steam shovels and earth movers attacked the pit with
great force, lifting up huge mouthfuls of earth and depositing them in waiting dump trucks, which headed out
on special routes over terrain that had already been
searched. Speed was the overriding concern, even paramount to the risk of further damaging the aircraft’s remains. What everyone wanted desperately to uncover
was the FDR. That was more important than worrying
about turning a quarter-inch fragment into something
smaller by the accelerated excavation work.


  Sidney noticed the snow was adhering to the ground—an obvious concern to the investigators, she assumed, as
she saw a number of them racing around with searchlights, only stopping long enough to stick small flags in
the rapidly whitening earth. When she moved closer, she
made out the green-clad figures of the National Guardsmen as they patrolled their sectors, rifles slung over their
shoulders, their heads turning constantly in the direction
of the crater. Like an omnipotent magnet, the crash site
seemed inexorably to demand everyone’s attention. The
price to be paid for the innumerable joys of life, it
seemed, was the constant threat of swift, inexplicable
death.


  

  As Sidney moved forward again, her foot caught on
something covered by the snow. She bent down to see
what it was, and the words of the young policeman came
back to her. There are things everywhere. Everywhere!
She froze, but then continued to search with the innate
curiosity of human beings. A moment later she was running down the dirt road, her feet fumbling and slipping in
the snow, her arms jerking awkwardly forward, violent
sobs exploding from her lungs.


  She never saw the man until she collided headlong into
him, buckling his legs. They both went down, he as surprised as she, perhaps even more so.


  “Damn,” Lee Sawyer grunted as he landed on a clod of
dirt, the wind knocked out of him. Sidney, however, was
on her feet in a second and continued sprinting down the
twisting path. Sawyer started to go after her until his knee
locked, a recurring condition compliments of his chasing
down an athletic bank robber on hard pavement for
twenty long blocks many years before. “Hey,” he yelled
after her as he awkwardly hopped around on one foot,
rubbing at his knee. He shone his flashlight in her direction.


  

  When Sidney Archer turned her head, he caught her
profile in the arc of the light. A second later he snatched
a glimpse of her horror-filled eyes. Then she was gone.
He gingerly stepped over to the area where he had first
spotted her. He shone his flashlight on the ground. Who
the hell was she and what was she doing up here? Then
he shrugged. Probably a curious area resident who had
seen something she wished she hadn’t. A minute later
Sawyer’s light confirmed his suspicions. He bent down
and picked up the small shoe. It looked tiny and helpless
in his big paw. Sawyer looked back in Sidney Archer’s
direction and sighed deeply in the darkness. His large
body began to tremble in almost uncontrollable rage as he
stared at the terrible hole in the earth dead ahead. He
fought back an urge to scream at the top of his lungs.
There had only been a handful of times in his career with
the FBI that Lee Sawyer wanted to deny the persons he
had run to ground the opportunity of a trial by their peers.
This was one of those times. He silently prayed that when
he did find those responsible for this horrendous act of violence, they would try something, anything that would
provide him with the tiniest fraction of an opening, allowing him to spare the country the cost and media circus
any such trial would entail. He slipped the shoe into his
coat pocket and, nursing his injured knee, walked off to
check in with Kaplan. Then he would head back to town.
He had an appointment in Washington that afternoon. His
investigation of Arthur Lieberman would now start in
earnest.


   


  A few minutes later, Officer McKenna looked anxiously at Sidney as he helped her out of the patrol car.
“Ms. Archer, are you sure you don’t want me to call
somebody to come get you?”


  Sidney, eggshell pale, limbs convulsing, her hands and
clothes dirty from where she had fallen, shook her head
hard. “No! No! I’m all right.” She leaned up against the
cruiser. Her arms and shoulders still twitched involuntarily, but at least her balance had somewhat stabilized. She
closed the door of the police cruiser and started to walk
unsteadily toward her Ford. She hesitated and then turned
around. Officer McKenna was beside his cruiser, watching her closely.


  “Eugene?”


  “Yes, ma’am?”


  “You were right… . It’s not a place where you should
stay too long.” The words were said in the hollow tone of
one entirely vacant of spirit. She turned and slowly
walked toward the Ford and got in.


  Deputy Eugene McKenna slowly nodded, his prominent Adam’s apple sliding quickly up and down as he
briefly fought the tears welling in his eyes. He opened the
door of the police cruiser and fell rather than sat in the
front seat. He closed the door so the sounds he was about
to make would go no farther.


   


  As Sidney retraced her route back, the cellular phone
in her car buzzed. The totally unexpected sound made her
jerk so badly she almost lost control of the Explorer. She
looked down at the phone as complete disbelief spread
over her features. No one knew where she was. She
looked around at the darkness as if someone were watching her. The shorn trees were the only witnesses to her
journey back home. As far as she could tell, she was the
only living person around. Her hand slowly reached
down to pick up the phone.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  My God, Quentin, it’s three in the morning.”


  “I wouldn’t be calling unless it was really important.”


  “I’m not sure what you want me to say.” Sidney’s hand
slightly trembled as she held the cellular phone. Sidney
slowed the car; her foot had steadily pressed down on the
accelerator as the conversation continued, until she was
traveling at a dangerous rate of speed on the narrow roadway.


  “Like I said, I heard you and Gamble talking on the trip
back from New York. I thought you would have come to
me, Sidney, not Gamble.” The voice was soft but contained a certain edge.


  “I’m sorry, Quentin, but he asked questions. You
didn’t.”


  “I was trying to give you some space.”


  “I appreciate that, I really do. It’s just that Gamble confronted me. I mean he was nice about it, but I had to tell
him something.”


  “And so you told him you didn’t know why Jason was
on that plane? That was your answer? That you had no
idea he was even on the plane?” She could discern certain
unspoken thoughts in his words. How could she tell
Rowe something different from what she had told Gamble? And even if she revealed Jason’s story for going to
Los Angeles, how could she tell Rowe that she now knew
Jason hadn’t gone to interview with another company?
She was in an impossible situation and right now there
seemed to be no way out of it. She decided, instead, to
change the subject.


  “How did you think to call me in the car, Quentin?” It
made her feel slightly creepy that he had been able to
trace her.


  “I tried the house, then the office. Only place left was
the car,” he said simply. “To tell you the truth, I was kind
of worried about you. And—” His voice abruptly
stopped, as if he had decided an instant too late not to
communicate the thought.


  “And what?”


  Rowe was hesitant on the line, but then he quickly finished his thought. “Sidney, you don’t have to be a genius
to figure out the question we all want answered. Why was
Jason going to L.A.?”


  Rowe’s tone was clear enough. He wanted an answer
to that question.


  “Why would Triton care what he does on his own
time?”


  Rowe let out a deep sigh. “Sid, everything Triton does
is highly proprietary. There are whole industries out there
who spend all day long trying to steal our technology and
people. You know that.”


  Sidney flushed. “Are you accusing Jason of selling Triton’s technology to the highest bidder? That’s absurd and
you know it.” Her husband was not here to defend himself and she damned sure wasn’t going to let that insinuation go by.


  Rowe sounded hurt. “I didn’t say I was thinking it, but
others here are.”


  “Jason would never, ever do anything like that. He
worked his butt off for that company. You were his friend.
How could you even make that allegation?”


  “Okay, explain what he was doing on a plane to L.A.
instead of painting the kitchen, because I’m about to
make the one acquisition that will allow Triton to lead the
world into the twenty-first century and I cannot allow
anything or anyone to destroy that opportunity. It will
never be repeated.”


  The tone in his voice was just enough to ignite every
molecule of rage in Sidney Archer’s body.


  

  “I can’t explain it. I’m not even going to try to explain
it. I don’t know what the hell’s going on. I just lost my
husband, goddammit! There’s no body, there’s no clothes.
There’s nothing left of him and you’re sitting there telling
me you think he was ripping you off? Damn you.” The
Ford swerved slightly off the road and she had to struggle to bring it back on. She slowed down once again as
the vehicle hit a major rut. The jolt went through her
entire body. It was getting harder to see in the swirling
snow.


  “Sid, please, please calm down.” Rowe’s voice was
suddenly panicked. “Listen, I didn’t mean to upset you
further. I’m sorry.” He paused, then quickly added, “Can
I do anything for you?”


  “Yeah, you can tell every friggin’ person at Triton to
drop dead. Why don’t you go first?” She clicked the off
button and tossed the phone down. The tears were pouring so fast she finally had to pull off the road. Shaking as
if she had just been plunged into ice, Sidney finally undid
her seat restraint and lay across the front seat, one arm
covering her face for several minutes. Then she put the
Ford back into gear and took to the road once more. Despite her evident exhaustion, her thoughts moved as fast
as the V-6–powered Explorer. Jason had been terrified of
her upcoming meeting with Triton. He probably had the
job interview story ready in case of an emergency. Her
meeting with Nathan Gamble and company had qualified
as such. But why? What could he possibly have been involved in? All those late nights? His reticence? What had
he been doing?


  

  She looked at the dashboard clock and noted the time
creeping relentlessly toward four A.M. While her mind
was functioning in high gear, the rest of her wasn’t. Her
eyes would now barely stay open, and she had to address
the obvious concern of where she would spend what was
left of the night. She was coming up to Route 29. When
she turned onto the highway, she went south instead of
retracing her route north. A half hour later Sidney cruised
through the empty streets of Charlottesville. She drove
past the Holiday Inn and other possibilities for lodging
and finally turned off Route 29 onto Ivy Road. She soon
entered the parking lot of the Boar’s Head Inn, one of the
area’s best-known resorts.


  Within twenty minutes she had signed in and was
slowly pushing her near-immobile limbs between the
sheets in a well-appointed room with beautiful vistas that
at the moment she cared nothing about. What a day of
nightmares, all of them absolutely real. It was her last
conscious thought. Two hours before dawn, Sidney
Archer finally fell asleep.









  


  

  CHAPTEEN SIXTEEN


  

  At three o’clock in the morning, Seattle time, the thick
clouds spilled open and delivered still more rain to the
area. The guard huddled in the small guard shack, his feet
and hands close to the floor heater. In one corner of the
structure a steady stream of water trickled down the wall,
forming a puddle on the ragged green carpet. The guard
wearily checked the time. Four hours to go before his
watch was over. He poured out the last of the hot coffee
from his thermos and longed for a warm bed. Each building was leased by different companies. Some of the
buildings simply stood empty, but all were secure regardless of their contents, with armed guards on-site twenty-four hours a day. The high metal fence had barbed wire at
the top, although not the deadly razor wire favored at
prison facilities. Video monitors were discreetly placed
throughout the area. It would be a difficult place to break
into.


  Difficult, but far from impossible.


  The figure was clad head to foot in black. It took him
less than a minute to climb the fence in the back of the
warehouse facility, expertly avoiding the sharp wire.
Once over the fence, he slipped in and out of the shadows
as the rain continued to pour down, completely covering
the slight sounds that his quick-moving feet made. On his
left sleeve was a miniature electronic jamming device.
He passed three video cameras on the way to his destination; none of them captured his image.


  Reaching the side door of Building 22, he pulled a
slender wirelike device from his knapsack and inserted it
in the sturdy padlock. Ten seconds later the lock hung
loose.


  He took the metal steps two at a time after making a visual sweep of the building’s interior with his night-vision
goggles. He opened the door to a room, illuminating the
small space with his flashlight. He unlocked the filing
cabinet and removed the surveillance camera. He placed
the videotape in one part of his knapsack, reloaded the
camera and replaced it in the cabinet. Five minutes later,
the area was once again quiet. The guard had not yet finished his last cup of coffee.


  

  At the crack of dawn, a Gulfstream V lifted off from
the Seattle airport. The black-clad figure was now
dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt and was fast asleep in
one of the luxurious cabin chairs, his dark hair falling
into his youthful face. Across the aisle, Frank Hardy,
head of a firm specializing in corporate security and
counter-industrial espionage, intently read every page of
a lengthy report as the plane soared through the now clear
morning sky; the last vestiges of the previous night’s
storm system had finally pushed on. Inside a metal briefcase was the videotape that had been removed from the
camera in the file cabinet. The case was within easy reach
of his hand. A steward appeared and poured out another
cup of coffee for the plane’s one awake passenger.
Hardy’s eyes rested on the metal briefcase. His brow
wrinkled and, from long habit, his fingers traced and retraced the worry lines stamped across his forehead. Then
Hardy put the report down, leaned back in his seat and
stared out the cabin window as the aircraft headed east.
He had a lot to think about. He was not a happy man right
now. Both his jaw and his gut clenched and unclenched
as the sleek jet raced on.


  The Gulfstream hit its cruising altitude on a flight that
would culminate in Washington, D.C. The rays of the rising sun reflected off the familiar company logo emblazoned on the aircraft’s empennage. The soaring eagle
represented an organization like no other. More recognized worldwide than even Coca-Cola, more feared than
most of the world’s largest conglomerates—which, by
comparison, were aging dinosaurs awaiting the constant
pull of extinction. It was the complete package as the
twenty-first century hurtled toward them, just like the
bold eagle symbol that was rapidly making its way into
the four corners of the world and everywhere in between.


  Triton Global would have it no other way.









  


  

  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  

  A uniformed security guard escorted Lee Sawyer
through the massive lobby of the Marriner Eccles Building, the Constitution Avenue home of the Federal Reserve Board. Sawyer thought that the premises were in
keeping with the enormous clout of their occupant. After
walking up to the second floor, Sawyer and his escort
stopped at a thick wooden door and the escort knocked.
The words “Come in” filtered out to them. Sawyer moved
through the doorway to a large, cozily furnished office.
The floor-to-ceiling bookcases, dark furniture and ornate
moldings made a somber impression. The thick drapes
were closed. A green banker’s lamp glowed on the large,
leather-topped partners desk. The smell of cigars hovered
everywhere; Sawyer could almost see gray wisps of
smoke hanging in the air like ghostly apparitions. It
reminded him of the scholarly studies of some of his old
college professors. A small fire burning in the fireplace
threw both warmth and light into the room.


  When a man of massive girth swiveled around in the
chair behind the desk, Sawyer’s attention was instantly
riveted upon him. A corpulent red face housed light blue
eyes hiding behind lids reduced to slits by sagging facial
skin and the overgrowth of a pair of eyebrows as thick as
Sawyer had ever seen. The hair was white and abundant,
the nose was wide and the tip was even redder than the
rest of the face. For one brief moment, Sawyer jokingly
wondered if he was confronting Santa Claus.


  The man rose from behind the desk, and his big, cultured voice flowing across the room to envelop Lee
Sawyer dispelled all such thoughts.


  “Agent Sawyer, I’m Walter Burns, vice chairman of
the Federal Reserve Board.”


  Sawyer moved forward to grip the flabby hand. Burns
matched the six-foot-three Sawyer in height, but carried
at least a hundred more pounds on his frame than did the
powerfully built FBI agent. Sawyer took the leather chair
indicated by Burns. When Burns sat back down, Sawyer
noted that he moved with a grace that was not uncommon
to large men.


  “I appreciate your seeing me, sir.”


  Burns shot the FBI man a penetrating glance. “I take it
that your agency’s involvement in this matter means it
was not merely a mechanical or other similar problem
that befell that plane?”


  

  “We’re checking through all possible scenarios.
Nothing has been ruled out right now, Mr. Burns.” Sawyer’s
features were impassive.


  “My name is Walter, Agent Sawyer. Since we’re both
members of the sometimes unwieldy system known as
the federal government, I think that allows us the pleasure of a first-name basis.”


  Sawyer grinned. “Mine’s Lee.”


  “How can I help you, Lee?”


  The clatter of freezing rain assaulted the window and a
chill seemed suddenly to pervade the air. Burns rose and
walked over to the fireplace, beckoning Sawyer to pull
his chair over. While Burns placed some small pieces of
kindling taken from a brass bucket onto the fire, Sawyer
flipped open his notebook and briefly studied some notes.
When Burns sat down across from him, Sawyer was
ready.


  “I realize that a lot of people have no idea what the Fed
does. I mean people outside the financial markets.”


  Burns rubbed at one eye and Sawyer almost heard a
chuckle escape the other man’s lips. “If I were a betting
man, I would be inclined to lay money on the fact that
fully half the population of this country have no idea of
the existence of the Federal Reserve System, and that
nine out of ten have no clue as to what our actual purpose
is. I must confess I find that anonymity enormously comforting.”


  Sawyer paused and then leaned toward the older man.
“Who would benefit from Arthur Lieberman’s death? I
don’t mean personally, I’m focusing on his professional
side. As chairman of the Fed.”


  

  Burns’s eyes widened until the slits reached the shape of
half-moons, about the limits of their range. “You’re implying that someone blew up that plane in order to kill Arthur?
If you don’t mind my saying so, that seems awfully far-fetched.”


  “I didn’t say that was the case. That is, we’re looking at
everything right now.” Sawyer spoke in low tones, as
though he feared he would be overheard. “The fact is I’ve
combed through the passenger manifest and your colleague
was the only VIP aboard. If it was a deliberate sabotage,
then one reason that jumps out would be killing the Fed
chairman.”


  “Or just a planned terrorist attack and Arthur simply
had the misfortune to be on board.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “If we are looking at sabotage,
then I don’t believe Lieberman being on the plane was a
coincidence.”


  Burns leaned back in his chair and slowly put his feet
out toward the fire. “My God!” he finally said as he stared
into the fire. Although he would have looked quite at
home in a three-piece suit replete with watch chain, his
current attire—camel-hair sport coat, dark blue crew
sweater with a white button-down shirt collar peeking
out, gray pleated slacks and comfortable black loafers—did not look so out of place on his frame. Sawyer noted
that the man’s feet were surprisingly small for his size.
Neither man spoke for at least a minute.


  Sawyer finally stirred. “I know I don’t have to tell you
that anything I say to you tonight is extremely confidential.”


  Burns’s head swiveled around to the FBI agent.
“Secrets are something I am quite good at keeping, Lee.”


  “So getting back to my question: Who benefits?”


  Burns considered the query for some moments and
then took a deep breath. “The United States economy is
the largest in the world. Hence, as America goes, so goes
the world. If another country hostile to America desired
to damage our economy or disrupt the world financial
markets, perpetrating an atrocity such as this could well
have that effect. I have no doubt that the markets will take
a staggering blow if it turns out his death was premeditated.” The vice chairman shook his head sadly. “I just
never thought I would live to see the day.”


  “How about anyone in this country who might like to
see the chairman dead?” Sawyer asked again.


  “As long as the Fed has existed there have been conspiracy theories painted so vividly about the institution
that I’m quite sure there are more than a handful of people in this country who take them, however nonsensical
they are, quite seriously.”


  Sawyer’s eyes narrowed. “Conspiracy theories?”


  Burns coughed and then loudly cleared his throat.
“There are those who believe that the Fed is actually a
tool for wealthy families around the globe to keep the
poor in their place. Or that we take our marching orders
from a small group of international bankers. I’ve even
heard one theory that has us being the pawns of alien beings who have infiltrated all the highest positions of government. My birth certificate says Boston, Massachusetts,
by the way.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “Christ, that’s pretty wacko.”


  

  “Exactly. As if a seven-trillion-dollar economy
employing well over a hundred million people could be secretly run by a handful of waistcoated tycoons.”


  “So one of these conspiracy groups could have plotted
to kill the chairman in retaliation for perceived corruption
or injustice?”


  “Well, few governmental institutions are more misunderstood and feared out of ignorance than the Federal Reserve Board. When you first mentioned the possibility, I
said it was far-fetched. Having thought about it for a few
minutes, I have to say my initial reaction was probably
not correct. But blowing up a plane…” Burns shook his
head wearily.


  Sawyer jotted down some notes. “I’d like to know
more about Lieberman’s background.”


  “Arthur Lieberman was an immensely popular man in
the major financial circles. For years he was one of the
top moneymakers on Wall Street, before turning to public service. Arthur called things as he saw them and he
was usually right in his judgment. With a series of masterful maneuvers, he shook up the financial markets almost from the moment he became chairman. He showed
them who was boss.” Burns stopped to put another piece
of wood on the fire. “In fact, he led the Fed in a way that
I would like to think I would if ever given the opportunity.”


  “Any idea who might succeed Lieberman?”


  Burns shook his head. “No.”


  “Around the time he left for Los Angeles, had anything
unusual occurred at the Fed?”


  

  Burns shrugged. “We had our FOMC meeting on the
fifteenth of November, but that was a regularly scheduled
event.”


  Sawyer looked puzzled. “FOMC?”


  “Federal Open Market Committee. It’s our policymaking board.”


  “What goes on at those meetings?”


  “Well, in a shorthand version, the seven members of
the Board of Governors and the presidents of five of the
twelve Federal Reserve Banks look at all pertinent financial data on the economy and decide whether any actions
are required with respect to money supply and interest
rates.”


  Sawyer nodded. “When the Fed raises or lowers interest
rates, for instance, then that affects the entire economy.
Contracts or expands it.”


  “At least we think so,” Burns replied sardonically.
“Although our actions have not always had the results
we intended.”


  “So was there anything unusual at this FOMC meeting?”


  “No.”


  “Nevertheless, could you give me a rundown of exactly
what was said and by whom? It might seem irrelevant, but
getting a motive could really help us track down whoever
did this.”


  Burns’s voice went up an octave. “Impossible. The actual deliberations of FOMC meetings are absolutely confidential and cannot be divulged to you or anyone else.”


  

  “Walter, I won’t push it now, but with all due respect,
if any information discussed at these meetings is relevant
to the FBI’s investigation, rest assured that we will have
access to it.” Sawyer stared at him until Burns dropped
his gaze.


  “A brief report detailing the minutes of the meeting is
released six to eight weeks after the meeting is held,”
Burns said slowly, “but only after the occurrence of the
next meeting. The actual results of the meetings, whether
any action was taken or not, are released to the news
media the same day.”


  “I read in the paper where the Fed left the interest rates
the same.”


  Burns pursed his lips and then eyed Sawyer. “That’s
right, we didn’t adjust the interest rates.”


  “How exactly do you adjust rates?”


  

  “There are actually two interest rates that are directly
affected by the Fed, Lee. The Federal Funds Rate is the
interest rate banks charge other banks who borrow funds
to meet reserve requirements. If that rate goes up or
down, interest rates on bank CDs, T-bills, mortgages and
commercial paper will soon follow. The Fed sets the target Federal Funds Rate at the FOMC meetings. Then the
New York Federal Reserve Bank, through its Domestic
Trading Desk, buys or sells government securities, which
in turn restricts or expands the supply of money available
to banks to ensure that that interest rate is maintained. We
call that adding or subtracting liquidity. That’s how
Arthur took the bulls by the horns when he became chairman: by adjusting the Fed Funds Rate in ways the market
didn’t anticipate. The second interest rate which can be
affected by the Fed is the Discount Rate, the rate charged
by the Fed to banks for loans by the Fed. However, the
Discount Rate is tied to loans for what amounts to
emergency purposes; thus, it’s known as the ‘window of last
resort.’ Banks who frequent that window too often will
come under increased regulatory scrutiny, since it’s seen
as a sign of weakness in banking circles. For that reason,
most banks will borrow money from other banks at the
slightly higher Federal Funds Rate, since there is no
stigma attached to that channel of credit.”


  Sawyer decided to change direction. “Okay, had
Lieberman been acting strangely? Anything bothering
him? Any threats that you know of?”


  Burns shook his head.


  “This trip to L.A. that Lieberman was taking, was it a
regular thing?”


  “Very regular. Arthur was meeting with Charles Tiedman, president of the San Francisco Federal Reserve
Bank. Arthur was very good about making the rounds of
the presidents, and he and Charles were old friends.”


  “Wait a minute. If Tiedman is head of the San Francisco bank, why was Lieberman flying into L.A.?”


  “There is a branch office of the Fed there. Also,
Charles and his wife live in Los Angeles and Arthur
would stay with them.”


  “But he would’ve just seen Tiedman at the November
fifteenth meeting.”


  “That’s right. But Arthur’s trip to L.A. was planned
well in advance. It was only a coincidence that it occurred shortly after the FOMC meeting. However, I do
know he was anxious to talk to Charles.”


  “Do you know what about?”


  Burns shook his head. “You’d have to ask Charles.”


  “Anything else that might help me?”


  Burns considered the question briefly and then shook
his head again. “I can’t think of anything in Arthur’s personal background that would have led to this abomination.”


  Sawyer rose and shook Burns’s hand. “I appreciate the
information, Walter.”


  When Sawyer turned to leave, Burns gripped his shoulder. “Agent Sawyer, the information we have at the Fed
is so enormously valuable that the slightest slip could
reap incredible profits for undeserving individuals. I
guess I’ve become extremely tight-lipped over the years
to prevent just such an occurrence.”


  “I understand.”


  Burns put a flabby hand on the door as Sawyer buttoned up his coat. “So, do you have any suspects yet?”


  The agent turned back to Burns. “Sorry, Walter, we
have secrets at the FBI too.”


   


  Henry Wharton sat behind his desk, nervously tapping
his foot on the carpeted floor. The managing partner of
Tyler, Stone was small in stature but large in legal ability.
Partially bald with a trim gray mustache, he looked every
bit the senior partner in a major law firm. After thirty-five
years of representing the elite of American business,
Wharton was not easily intimidated. However, if anyone
came close, it was the man currently seated across from
him.


  “So that’s all she told you? That she was unaware her
husband was on the plane at all?” Wharton asked.


  

  Nathan Gamble’s eyes were half closed as he looked
down at his hands. He now looked up at Wharton. The
movement made the attorney jerk slightly.


  “That’s all I asked her.”


  Wharton shook his head sadly. “Oh, I see. Well, I know
when I spoke with her she was devastated. Poor thing.
Such a shock, right out of the blue like that. And—”


  Wharton broke off speaking as Gamble stood up and
went over to the window behind the lawyer’s desk. He
studied the Washington landscape in the late morning
sunlight. “It occurred to me, Henry, that further questioning might better come from you.” Gamble put one big
hand on Wharton’s narrow shoulder and gently squeezed.


  Wharton quickly nodded. “Yes, yes, I can understand
your thinking on that point.”


  Gamble strolled over to peruse numerous diplomas
from prestigious universities neatly lining one wall of
Wharton’s expansive quarters. “Very impressive. I never
finished high school. I don’t know if you knew that or
not.” He looked over his shoulder at the lawyer.


  “I didn’t,” Wharton said quietly.


  “I guess I did okay for a dropout.” Gamble shrugged
his thick shoulders.


  “Quite the understatement. Your success is unparalleled,” Wharton said quickly.


  “Hell, I started with nothing, probably end up that
way.”


  “I hardly think that.”


  Gamble took a moment to straighten one of the diplomas. He turned back to Wharton. “Getting to particulars,
it was obvious to me that Sidney Archer knew her husband was on that plane.”


  Wharton started. “You’re saying you think she lied to
you? No disrespect, Nathan, but I can’t believe that.”


  Gamble returned to his chair. Wharton was about to
speak again, but Gamble fixed the lawyer with a gaze that
froze him. Gamble resumed speaking. “Jason Archer was
working on a major project for me. Organizing all of Triton’s financial records for the CyberCom deal. Guy’s a
friggin’ computer genius. He had access to everything.
Everything!” Gamble slowly pointed a finger across the
desk. Wharton nervously rubbed his hands together but
kept silent. “Now, Henry, you know that CyberCom is a
deal I have to have—at least everyone keeps telling me
that.”


  “Absolutely brilliant match,” Wharton ventured.


  “Something like that.” Gamble pulled out a cigar and
took a minute to light up. He blew smoke in Wharton’s
general direction. “Anyway, on the one hand I’ve got
Jason Archer privy to all my stuff, and on the other I’ve
got Sidney Archer heading up my deal team. You following me?”


  Wharton’s brow collapsed in puzzlement. “I’m afraid,
no, I’m—”


  “There are other companies out there who want CyberCom as badly as I do. They’d pay a lot of money to get
their hands on my deal terms. Then they’d come in and
screw me. I don’t like to get fucked, at least not that way.
You understand?”


  “Yes, certainly, Nathan. But how—”


  “And you also know that one of the companies who’d
like to get their hands on CyberCom is RTG.”


  “Nathan, if you’re suggesting—”


  “Your firm also represents RTG.”


  “Nathan, you know we’ve taken care of that. This firm
is not representing RTG on their bid for CyberCom in any
way, shape or form.”


  “Philip Goldman’s still a partner here, isn’t he? And
he’s still RTG’s top gun, isn’t he?”


  “Of course. We couldn’t exactly ask him to leave. It
was merely a client conflict and one that has been more
than adequately compensated for. Philip Goldman is not
working with RTG on its bid for CyberCom.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Positive,” Wharton said quickly.


  Gamble smoothed down the front of his shirt. “Are you
having Goldman followed twenty-four hours a day, his
phone lines tapped, his mail read, his business associates
shadowed?”


  “No, of course not!”


  “Then you can hardly be positive he’s not working for
RTG and against me, can you?”


  “I have his word,” Wharton said curtly. “And we have
certain controls in place.”


  Gamble played with an elegantly shaped ring on one of
his fingers. “Much the same, you can’t know what your
other partners are really up to, including Sidney Archer,
can you?”


  “She has the highest integrity of anyone I’ve ever met,
not to mention one of the sharpest minds.” Wharton was
bristling now.


  

  “And yet she’s completely ignorant of her own husband climbing on a plane to Los Angeles, where RTG
happens to have its U.S. headquarters. That’s quite a coincidence, don’t you think?”


  “You can’t blame her husband’s actions on Sidney.”


  Gamble took the cigar out of his mouth and deliberately
removed a bit of fuzz from his suit coat. “What are the Triton billings up to per year now, Henry? Twenty million?
Forty million? I can get the exact number when I get back
to the office. It’s in that ballpark, wouldn’t you say?” Gamble stood up. “Now, you and I go back a few years. You
know my style. Somebody thinks they got the best of me,
they’re wrong. It may take me some time, but the knife
comes back at you and cuts twice as deep as the hit I took.”
Gamble put the cigar on Wharton’s desk, placed his hands
palm down on the leather surface and leaned forward so
that he was barely a foot from Wharton’s face. “If I lose
CyberCom because my own people sold me out, when I
come back at the persons responsible it’ll be like the big
old Mississippi flooding its banks. A whole lot of potential
victims out there, most of them entirely blameless, only
I’m not going to take the time to sort them out. Do you understand me?” Gamble’s tone was low and calm and yet it
slammed into Wharton like a giant fist.


  Wharton swallowed hard as he stared into the intense
brown eyes of the Triton chief. “I believe I do, yes.”


  Gamble put on his overcoat and picked up his cigar
stub. “Have a good day, Henry. When you talk to Sidney,
tell her I said hello.”


   


  

  It was one o’clock in the afternoon when Sidney pulled
the Ford out of the parking lot of the Boar’s Head and
quickly made her way back toward Route 29. She drove
past the old Memorial Gymnasium where she had once
grunted and sweated and hit tennis balls in between the
rigors of law school. She pulled her car into a parking
garage at the Corner, a favorite hangout of the college
crowd, with its numerous bookstores, restaurants and
bars.


  She slipped into one of the cafés and purchased a cup
of coffee and a copy of the day’s Washington Post. She
sat down at one of the small wooden tables and looked
over the paper’s headlines. She almost fell out of her
chair.


  The type was bold, thick and marched across the page
with the urgency its contents deserved. FEDERAL RESERVE
BOARD CHAIRMAN ARTHUR LIEBERMAN KILLED IN AIRPLANE
CRASH. Next to the headline was a photo of Lieberman.
Sidney was struck by the man’s penetrating eyes.


  

  Sidney quickly read the story. Lieberman had been a
passenger on Flight 3223. He took regular monthly trips
to Los Angeles to meet with the San Francisco Federal
Reserve Bank president, Charles Tiedman, and the ill-fated Western Airlines flight had been one of those regular excursions. Sixty-two years old, and divorced,
Lieberman had headed the Federal Reserve for the last
four years. The article devoted a great deal of space to
Lieberman’s illustrious financial career and the respect he
commanded across the globe. Indeed, the official news of
his death had not been reported until now, because the
government was doing its best to prevent a panic in the financial community. Despite those efforts, the financial
markets all over the world had begun to suffer. The story
ended with a notice of a memorial service for Lieberman
the following Sunday in Washington.


  There was an additional story about the plane accident
farther back in the front section. There were no new developments, only that the NTSB was still investigating. It
could be over a year before the world knew why Flight
3223 had ended up in a farmer’s plowed-under cornfield
instead of on the tarmac at LAX. Weather, mechanical
failure, sabotage and everything in between was being
considered, but for now it was all just speculation.


  Sidney finished her coffee, discarded the newspaper
and pulled her portable phone out of her bag. She dialed
her parents’ house and spoke for some time to her daughter, coaxing a few words out of Amy; her daughter was
still shy on the phone. Then Sidney spent a few minutes
talking with her mother and father. She next called her
answering machine. There were numerous messages, but
one that plainly stood out from the rest: Henry Wharton.
Tyler, Stone had generously allowed her all the time off
she needed to deal with this personal catastrophe. Sidney
was convinced that the rest of her life would not be long
enough. Henry had sounded worried, nervous even. She
knew what that meant: Nathan Gamble had paid him a
visit.


  She quickly dialed the familiar number and was put
through to Wharton’s office. She tried her best to steady
her nerves while she waited for him to pick up. Wharton
could be a holy terror or awe-inspiring mentor, depending on whether you were in favor or not. He had always
been one of Sidney’s biggest supporters. But now? She
took a deep breath when he came on the line.


  “Hello, Henry.”


  “Sid, how are you holding up?”


  “I’m still numb, to tell you the truth.”


  “Maybe that’s best. For now. You’ll get through this. It
might not seem like it, but you will. You’re strong.”


  “Thanks for the support, Henry. I do feel bad for leaving you in the lurch. What with CyberCom and all.”


  “I know, Sidney. Don’t worry about that.”


  “Who’s taking the lead on it?” She wanted to avoid
diving right into the Gamble issue.


  Wharton didn’t answer right away. When he did, his
voice was lower. “Sid, what do you think of Paul Brophy?”


  The question caught her by surprise, but it brought
some welcome relief. Perhaps she had been wrong about
Gamble talking to Wharton. “I like Paul, Henry.”


  “Yes, yes, I know that. He’s a pleasant enough fellow,
talented rainmaker, talks a good game.”


  Sidney spoke slowly. “You want to know whether he
can head the CyberCom deal?”


  “As you know, he’s been involved up until now. But
it’s stepped up to another level. I want to keep the circle
of attorneys with access as limited as possible. You know
why. It’s no secret about our potential problem with
Goldman and his representation of RTG. I don’t want
even the hint of an impropriety. I also only want guns on
that team that can contribute real substance to the
process. I’d like your opinion on him under those circumstances.”


  “This conversation is confidential?”


  “Absolutely.”


  Sidney spoke with authority, grateful to be analyzing,
for the moment, something other than her personal loss.
“Henry, you know as well as I do that deals as complex
as this one are like chess games. You have to see five or
ten moves ahead. And you don’t get second chances.
Paul has a bright future at the firm, but he does not possess the breadth of vision for the deal, or attention to detail. He does not belong on the final negotiation team
for the CyberCom acquisition.”


  “Thank you, Sidney, those were my thoughts precisely.”


  “Henry, I don’t think my comments are exactly earth-shattering news to you. Why was he being considered?”


  “Let’s just say he expressed a very strong interest in
heading the deal. Not hard to see why; it would be a lucrative feather in anyone’s cap.”


  “I see.”


  “I’m going to put Roger Egert in charge.”


  “He’s a first-rate transaction attorney.”


  “He was very complimentary of your work on the matter thus far. ‘Perfectly positioned,’ I think were his
words.” Wharton paused for a moment. “I hate to ask
this, Sidney, I really do.”


  “What, Henry?”


  She heard him let out a long breath. “Well, I promised
myself I wouldn’t do this—it’s just that you’re so damn
indispensable.” He paused again.


  “Henry, please, what is it?”


  

  “Could you take a moment to talk to Egert? He’s almost up to speed, but a few minutes with you on the
strategic and tactical issues would be invaluable. I know
that it would. I certainly wouldn’t ask it, Sidney, if it
weren’t vitally important. In any event, you’ll also have
to provide him with the pass code for the master computer file.”


  Sidney covered the phone and sighed. She knew Henry
meant well, but business always came first with him. “I’ll
call him today, Henry.”


  “I won’t forget, Sidney.”


  Her cellular was drowning in static. Sidney walked out
of the café to get better reception. Outside, Henry Wharton’s tone had changed slightly.


  “I received a visit from Nathan Gamble this morning.”


  Sidney stopped walking and leaned up against the
brick wall of the café. She closed her eyes and grit her
teeth until they hurt. “I’m surprised he waited so long,
Henry.”


  “He was a little distraught, Sid, to say the least. He
firmly believes you lied to him.”


  “Henry, I know this looks bad.” She hesitated and then
decided to come clean. “Jason told me he had a job interview in Los Angeles. He obviously didn’t want Triton to
know. He swore me to secrecy. That’s why I didn’t tell
Gamble.”


  “Sid, you’re Triton’s lawyer. There are no secrets—”


  “Come on, Henry, this is my husband we’re talking
about. His taking another job isn’t going to damage Triton. And he doesn’t have a noncompete.”


  “Still, Sidney, it hurts me to say this, but I’m not sure
you exercised the best judgment in the matter. Gamble
suggested quite strongly to me that he suspected Jason of
stealing corporate secrets.”


  “Jason would never do that!”


  “That’s not the point. It’s how the client perceives it.
Your having lied to Nathan Gamble does not help matters. Do you know what would happen to the firm if he
were to pull the Triton account? And don’t think he
wouldn’t.” Wharton’s voice was rising steadily.


  “Henry, when Gamble wanted to teleconference Jason
in, I had maybe two seconds to think about it.”


  “Well, for God’s sake why didn’t you tell Gamble the
truth? As you said, he wouldn’t care.”


  “Because a few seconds later I found out my husband
was dead!”


  Neither one said anything for a moment; however, immense friction was clearly present. “Some time has
passed now,” Wharton reminded her. “If you didn’t want
to tell them, you could have confided in me. I would’ve
taken care of it for you. Now, I believe I can still patch
things up. Gamble can’t hold it against us that your husband wanted to change jobs. I’m not sure Gamble will be
too excited about your working on his matters in the future, Sidney. Perhaps it’s good you’re taking some time
off. It’ll pass over, though. I’ll call him right now.”


  When she spoke, Sidney’s voice was barely audible. It
felt as though a large fist was wedged down her esophagus. “You can’t tell Gamble about the job interview,
Henry.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You can’t do it.”


  “Would you mind telling me why not?”


  

  “Because I found out that Jason wasn’t interviewing
with any other company. Apparently…” She paused and
forced back a sob. “Apparently he lied to me.”


  When Wharton again spoke, his tone was one of barely
suppressed anger. “I cannot tell you the irreparable damage that this situation may cause and may well already
have caused.”


  “Henry, I don’t know what’s going on. All I’m telling
you is what I know, which isn’t much.”


  “What exactly am I supposed to tell Gamble? He’s expecting an answer.”


  “Put the onus on me, Henry. Tell him I can’t be
reached. I’m not returning calls. You’re working on it and
I won’t be back at the office until you get to the bottom
of the matter.”


  Wharton thought that over for a moment. “I guess that
might work. At least temporarily. I appreciate your taking
responsibility for the situation, Sidney. I know it’s not of
your making, but the firm certainly shouldn’t suffer.
That’s my chief concern.”


  “I understand, Henry. In the meantime, I’ll do my best
to find out what was going on.”


  “You sure you’re up to that?” Under the circumstances,
Wharton felt compelled to ask the question, although he
was certain of the answer.


  “Do I have a choice, Henry?”


  “Our prayers are with you, Sidney. Call if you need
anything. We’re a family at Tyler, Stone. We take care of
each other.”


  

  Sidney clicked off her phone and put it away. Wharton’s words had hurt her deeply, but maybe she was just
being naive. She and Henry were professional colleagues
and friends, to a point. Their phone conversation had underscored to her just how superficial most professional
relationships are. As long as you were productive, didn’t
cause waves, kept the sum of the whole thriving, you had
nothing to worry about. Now, suddenly a single mom, she
had to be careful that her legal career didn’t abruptly vanish. She would have to pile that one next to all the other
problems she currently had.


  She took the brick walkway, cut across Ivy Road and
headed over to the university’s famed Rotunda building.
She made her way through the equally famous Lawn portion of the campus grounds, where the university’s elite
students lived in one-room quarters that had changed little from Thomas Jefferson’s time, with fireplaces the only
source of heat. The simple beauty of the campus had enthralled her whenever she had visited before. Now,
framed against a pristine late-fall morning, it was barely
noticed. She had many questions, and it was time she
started getting some answers. She sat down on the steps
of the Rotunda and once again pulled her phone from her
purse. She punched in the required numbers. The phone
rang twice.


  “Triton Global.”


  “Kay?” Sidney asked.


  “Sid?” Kay Vincent was Jason’s secretary. A plump
woman in her fifties, she had adored Jason and had even
served as a babysitter for Amy on several occasions. Sidney had liked her from the start, both sharing common
perspectives on motherhood, work and men.


  “Kay, how are you? I’m sorry I haven’t called before.”


  “How am I? Oh, Lord, Sid, I am so sorry. So damn
sorry.”


  Sidney could hear the tears welling up in the older
woman’s voice.


  “I know, Kay. I know. It’s all been so sudden. So…”
Sidney’s voice trailed off, then she steeled herself. She
had to know some things, and Kay Vincent was the most
honest source she could think of. “Kay, you know that
Jason took some time off from the office.”


  “Right. He said he was going to paint the kitchen and
fix up the garage. He’d been talking about it for a week.”


  “He never mentioned the trip to Los Angeles to you?”


  “No. I was shocked to hear he was on that plane.”


  “Has anyone been in to talk to you about Jason?”


  “Lots of people. Everyone’s devastated.”


  “How about Quentin Rowe?”


  “He’s been by several times.” Kay paused and then
said, “Sid, why all these questions?”


  “Kay, this needs to be kept between us, okay?”


  “All right.” She sounded very reluctant.


  “I thought Jason was going to L.A. for a job interview
with another company because that’s what he told me. I
recently found out that that wasn’t true.”


  “My God!”


  While Kay slowly digested the news, Sidney ventured
another question. “Kay, is there any reason you could
think of why Jason would have lied about that? Was he
acting strange at work?”


  There was a considerable pause now. “Kay?” Sidney
fidgeted on the steps. The cold from the bricks had begun
to chill her. She abruptly stood up.


  “Sid, we have really strict rules about discussing any of
the company’s business. I don’t want to get into trouble.”


  “I know that, Kay. I’m one of Triton’s attorneys, remember?”


  “Well, this is a little bit different.” Kay’s voice abruptly
disappeared from the line. Sidney wondered if she had
hung up, but then the voice reappeared. “Can you call me
later tonight? I don’t really want to talk on company time
about this. I’ll be home around eight. You still have my
home phone?”


  “I’ve got it, Kay. Thanks.”


  Kay Vincent hung up without saying anything else.


  Jason rarely discussed Triton’s business with Sidney,
although, as an attorney at Tyler, Stone, she was immersed in numerous matters for the company. Her husband took the ethical responsibilities of his position very
seriously. He had always been careful not to put his wife
in an awkward situation. At least until now. She slowly
walked back to the parking garage.


  

  After paying the attendant, she started toward her car.
Suddenly she turned, but by then the man had disappeared around the corner. She walked rapidly back to the
street next to the garage and peered down it. No one was
in sight. There were numerous shops along there, though.
Someone could have disappeared into any one of them in
a few seconds. She had first noticed him looking at her
while she was seated on the steps of the Rotunda. He had
been standing behind one of the many trees sprinkled
around the Lawn. Busy talking to Kay, she had quickly
dismissed him as some guy just checking her out for the
obvious reason. He was tall, at least six feet, lean and
dressed in a dark overcoat. His face had been partially
covered by sunglasses and the overcoat’s collar had been
turned up, further hiding his features. A brown hat had
covered his hair, although she had managed to note that it
was light in color, reddish blond, perhaps. For a brief
moment she wondered if paranoia had been added to her
growing list of problems. She couldn’t worry about it
right now. She had to get home. Tomorrow she would
pick up her daughter. She then remembered that her
mother had mentioned a memorial service for Jason. The
details of that would have to be gone over. Amid all the
mystery surrounding her late husband’s last day, the recollection of the memorial service had brought back the
crushing knowledge that Jason was indeed dead. No matter how he had deceived her, or for what reason he had
done so, he was gone. She headed back home.









  


  

  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Under drifting cloud cover that was quickly overtaking
the razor-blue sky, a chilly wind whipped through the
crash site. Armies of people walked the grounds, marking
debris with red flags, forming a mass of crimson in the
cornfield. Near the crater sat a crane with a dangling
bucket large enough to hold two grown men. Another
such crane hovered over the crater, its long cable and
bucket disappearing into the depths of this shallow hell.
Other cables connected to motorized winches set on
flatbed trucks snaked down into the pit. Heavy equipment
was lumbering nearby in preparation for the final excavation of the impact crater. The most critical piece, the
flight data recorder, had not yet been unearthed.


  

  Outside the yellow barricades a number of tents had
been raised. They served as depositories of collected
evidence for on-site analysis. In one such tent George Kaplan was pouring hot coffee from his thermos into two
cups. He briefly scanned the area. Luckily the snow had
stopped as quickly as it had started. However, the temperature had remained cool and the weather forecast
called for more precipitation. He knew that was not good.
Snow would make a logistical nightmare even more
daunting.


  Kaplan handed one of the steaming cups to Lee
Sawyer, who had followed the NTSB investigator’s gaze
around the crash site.


  “That was a good call on the fuel tank, George. The evidence was very slight, but lab results show it was an old
reliable: hydrochloric acid. Tests indicated that it
would’ve eaten through the aluminum alloy in about two
to four hours. Faster if the acid was heated. Doesn’t look
like it was accidental.”


  Kaplan grunted loudly. “Shit, like a mechanic would
be walking around with acid and just accidentally smear
it on the fuel tank.”


  “I never thought it was an accident, George.”


  Kaplan threw up his hand in apology. “And you can
carry hydrochloric acid in a plastic container, could even
use a squirt bottle with a modified tip so you can gauge
how much you’re applying. Plastic won’t trip a metal detector. It was a good choice.” Kaplan’s face twisted in
disgust.


  He looked out at the crash site for a few more seconds
and then stirred, turning to Sawyer. “Nailing down the
timing that close is good. Cuts down the list of possible
suspects who would’ve had access.”


  Sawyer nodded in agreement. “We’re following that up
right now.” He took a long sip of the coffee.


  “You really think somebody blew up an entire planeload of people to take out one guy?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Christ Almighty, I don’t mean to sound callous, but if
you want to kill the guy, why not just grab him off the
street and put a bullet in his head? Why this?” He pointed
at the crater and then slumped back in his seat, his eyes
half closed, one hand rubbing viciously at his left temple.


  Sawyer sat in one of the folding chairs. “We’re not sure
that’s the case, but Lieberman was the only passenger on
the plane warranting that kind of special attention.”


  “Why the hell go to all this trouble to kill the Fed chairman?”


  Sawyer pulled his coat tighter around him as the cold
wind swirled inside the tent space. “Well, the financial
markets took a tremendous beating when the news broke
of Lieberman’s death. The Dow lost almost twelve hundred points, or about twenty-five percent of its total. In
two days. That makes the Crash of 1929 look like a hiccup. The overseas markets are being battered too.”
Sawyer stared pointedly at Kaplan. “And wait until news
leaks that the plane was sabotaged. That Lieberman
might have been deliberately killed. Who the hell knows
what that will trigger?”


  Kaplan’s eyes widened. “Jesus! All that for one guy?”


  “Like I said, somebody killed Superman.”


  

  “So you got a lot of potential suspects—foreign governments, international terrorists, crap like that, right?”
Kaplan shook his head as he contemplated the number of
bad people on the increasingly small sphere they all
called home.


  Sawyer shrugged. “Let’s just say it’s not going to be
your run-of-the-mill street criminal.”


  The two men fell silent and again stared over at the
crash site. They watched the crane’s cable reverse its direction, and within two minutes a bucket carrying two
men appeared above the pit. The crane swung around and
gently rested the bucket on the ground. The two men
clambered out. Sawyer and Kaplan watched with growing excitement as the pair raced toward them.


  The first to arrive was a young man whose white-blond
hair partially obscured a choirboy’s features. In his hand
was clenched a plastic Baggie. Inside the Baggie was a
small, metallic, rectangular object, heavily charred. The
other man lumbered up behind him. He was older, and his
red face and labored breathing spoke of the rarity of his
finding himself racing across wide cornfields.


  “I couldn’t believe it,” the younger man almost
shouted. “The starboard wing, or what was left if it, was
sitting right on top, pretty much intact. I guess the left
side took the brunt of the explosion with the full tank.
Looks like when the nose burrowed into the ground, it
created an opening slightly larger than the circumference
of the fuselage. When the wings hit the sides of the pit,
they crumpled back and over the fuselage. Damn miracle,
if you ask me.”


  Kaplan took the Baggie and stepped over to the table.
“Where’d you find it?”


  

  “It was attached to the wing’s interior side, right next
to the access panel for the fuel tank. It must have been
placed inside the wing on the inboard side of the starboard engine. I’m not sure what it is, but I can damn sure
tell you it doesn’t belong on a plane.”


  “So it was placed to the left of where the wing sheared
off?” Kaplan asked.


  “Exactly, Chief. Another couple inches and it would’ve
been gone too.”


  The older man spoke. “From the looks of it, the fuselage shielded the starboard wing from a good deal of the
initial postcrash explosion. When the sides of the crater
collapsed, all the dirt must’ve cut off the fire almost immediately.” He paused and then added solemnly, “But the
forward section of the cabin’s gone. I mean nothing’s left,
like it was never there.”


  Kaplan handed the Baggie over to Sawyer. “Do you
know what the hell this is?”


  Sawyer’s face broke into a dark scowl. “Yeah, I do.”









  


  

  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Sidney Archer had driven to her office and was now
seated at her desk; her office door was closed and locked.
It was a little after eight in the evening, but she could hear
the faint buzz of a fax machine in the background. She
picked up the phone and dialed Kay Vincent’s number at
home.


  A man answered.


  “Kay Vincent, please. It’s Sidney Archer.”


  “Just a minute.”


  

  As Sidney waited, she looked around the confines of
her office. A place normally of deep comfort to her, it
looked strangely out of focus. The diplomas on the wall
were hers, but at this moment she could not seem to remember when or where she had earned them. She had become purely reactive, battered by one shock after another.
She wondered if a new surprise was awaiting her at the
other end of the phone line.


  “Sidney?”


  “Hello, Kay.”


  The voice sounded ashamed. “I feel so bad, I didn’t
even ask you this morning about Amy. How is she?”


  “She’s at my parents’ right now.” She swallowed hard
and then added, “She doesn’t know, of course.”


  “I’m sorry I acted the way I did at work. You know
how that place is. They get uptight if they think you’re
taking personal calls on their time.”


  “I know, Kay. I didn’t know who else to talk to over
there.” She didn’t add, whom she could trust.


  “I understand, Sid.”


  Sidney took a deep breath. She might as well get right
down to it. Had she looked up, she might have noticed the
doorknob on her door slowly turn and then stop as the
locking mechanism prohibited further movement.


  “Kay, is there something you wanted to tell me? About
Jason?”


  There was a perceptible pause on the other end of the
line before Kay answered. “I couldn’t have asked for a
better boss. He worked real hard, was moving up fast.
But he still took the time to talk to everybody, spend time
with them.” Kay stopped talking, perhaps trying to collect her thoughts before plunging ahead, Sidney wasn’t
sure. When Kay didn’t say anything, Sidney floated a
question. “Well, did that change? Was Jason acting differently?”


  “Yes.” The word was blurted out so quickly, Sidney almost didn’t catch it.


  “How so?”


  “It was a bunch of little things, really. The first thing
that had me concerned was Jason ordering a lock for his
door.”


  “A lock on an office door isn’t so unusual, Kay. I have
one on mine.” Sidney glanced over at her own office
door. The doorknob was now motionless.


  “I know that, Sid. The thing is, Jason already had a
lock on his door.”


  “I don’t understand, Kay. If he already had a lock, why
did he order another one?”


  “The lock he had on his door was a pretty simple one,
a pop-out lock on the doorknob. Yours is probably one of
those.”


  Sidney again glanced at her door. “That’s right, it is.
Aren’t all office door locks pretty much the same?”


  “Not these days, Sid. Jason had a computerized lock
put on his system that required a smart card.”


  “Smart card?”


  “You know, a plastic card with a microchip thing in it.
I’m not sure exactly how it works, but you need it to get
into the building here, and certain restricted access areas,
among other things.”


  Sidney fumbled through her purse and pulled out the
plastic card she had taken from Jason’s desk at home.


  “Does anyone else at Triton have those kinds of locks
on their office doors?”


  “About a half dozen. Most of them are in finance,
though.”


  “Did Jason tell you why he had ordered the additional
security for his office?”


  “I asked him, because I was concerned that maybe
there had been a break-in and nobody told us. But Jason
said he had taken on some additional responsibilities with
the company and had some items in his keeping that he
wanted additional protection for.”


  Tired of sitting, Sidney stood up and paced. She looked
out the window into the darkness. Across the street, the
lights of Spencers, a posh new restaurant, gleamed back
at her. A stream of taxis and luxury cars disgorged elegantly dressed parties who sauntered into the establishment for a night of fine food, drink and the latest city
gossip. Sidney pulled the blind down. She let out her
breath and sat on her credenza, slipping out of her shoes
and absently rubbing sore and tired feet.


  “Why didn’t Jason want you to tell anyone that he had
taken on additional responsibilities?”


  “I don’t know. He’s been promoted three times already
in the company. So I know it wasn’t that. You wouldn’t
be secretive about something like that anyway, would
you?”


  Sidney pondered this information for a few seconds.
Jason hadn’t mentioned a promotion to her and it was inconceivable that he would not. “Did he tell you who had
given him the additional responsibilities?”


  “No. And I really didn’t want to pry.”


  “Did you tell anyone else what Jason had told you?”


  “No one,” Kay said firmly.


  Sidney tended to believe her. She shook her head.
“What else had you concerned?”


  

  “Well, Jason kept a lot more to himself lately. He also
made excuses for missing staff meetings, things like that.
This had been going on for at least a month.”


  Sidney stopped rubbing nervously at her foot.


  “Jason never mentioned testing the waters with another
company?”


  “Never.” Sidney could almost feel the firm shake of
Kay’s head through the phone line.


  “Did you ever ask Jason if anything was bothering
him?”


  “I did once, only he wasn’t real receptive. He was a
good friend, but he was also my boss. I didn’t want to
push it.”


  “I understand, Kay.” Sidney slid off the credenza and
replaced her shoes. She noticed a shadow pass under her
door and then it stopped. She waited for a few more seconds, but the shadow did not budge. She clicked the button on her receiver to portable use and disconnected the
cord. A thought had occurred to her.


  “Kay, has anyone actually been into Jason’s office?”


  “Well…” Kay’s hesitation allowed Sidney to come up
with another inquiry.


  “But how could they, with all the extra security measures on his office door?”


  “That’s the problem, Sid. No one had the code or
Jason’s security card. The door’s three inches of solid
wood set on a steel frame. Mr. Gamble and Mr. Rowe
haven’t been in the office this week and I think no one
else really knew what to do.”


  “So no one’s been in Jason’s office since it… it happened?” Sidney looked down at the smart card.


  

  “Nobody. Mr. Rowe was in late today. He’s having the
company that installed the lock come tomorrow to open
it.”


  “Who else has been around?”


  Sidney could hear Kay let out her breath. “They had
someone over from SecurTech.”


  “SecurTech?” Sidney shifted the phone receiver to her
other ear as she continued to eye the shadow. She inched
toward the door. She was not concerned that it was an intruder. Plenty of people were still working at the office.
“That’s Triton’s security consultant, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. I was wondering why they were called in. The
word is it’s pretty normal procedure when something
happens like this.”


  Sidney was now to the right of the door, her free hand
inching toward the doorknob.


  “Sidney, I’ve got some things of Jason’s at my workstation. Photos, a sweater of his he let me borrow one
time, some books. He tried to get me interested in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature, although I’m
afraid I never did.”


  “He did the same thing with Amy until I pointed out it
would probably help to have her learn her ABCs before
she plunged headlong into Voltaire.”


  The two women laughed together, which felt very good
under the awful circumstances.


  “You can come by whenever you want to pick them
up.”


  “I will, Kay, maybe we can have lunch… and talk
some more.”


  “I’d like that. I’d like that a lot.”


  “I really appreciate what you’ve told me, Kay. You’ve
been a big help.”


  “Well, I cared a lot for Jason. He was a good, decent
man.”


  Sidney felt the tears start to bubble to the surface, but
when she looked at the shadow under her door again, her
nerves hardened. “Yes, he was.” The last word she uttered contained a dead-cold finality.


  “Sid, you need anything, and I mean anything, you just
call, you hear me?”


  Sidney smiled. “Thank you, Kay. I may just take you
up on that.” As soon as she clicked off the phone and laid
it down, Sidney yanked her office door open.


  Philip Goldman did not appear startled. He stood there
calmly staring at Sidney with his balding head, expressive face, protruding eyes, slender, rounded shoulders
and the beginnings of a belly. His clothing appeared to be
and was indeed very expensive. Standing in her shoes,
Sidney was taller than Philip by two inches.


  “Sidney, I was passing by and noticed the light on. I
had no idea you were here.”


  “Hello, Philip.” Sidney eyed him closely. Goldman
was a slender notch below Henry Wharton in the Tyler,
Stone partnership pecking order. He had a substantial
client base and his life was focused on his own professional career enhancement.


  “I must say I’m surprised to see you here, Sidney.”


  “Going home right now isn’t such an appealing idea,
Philip.”


  

  He slowly nodded his head. “Yes, yes, I can well understand that.” He glanced over her shoulder at the phone
receiver lying on the shelf of one of the bookcases.
“Talking with someone?”


  “Personal. There are a lot of details I need to go over
now.”


  “Of course. Death is terrible enough to confront. Sudden death even more so.” He continued to stare pointedly
at her.


  Sidney felt her face flushing. She turned away, grabbed
her bag off the couch and pulled her coat from behind the
door, partially closing the door on Goldman, who had to
step back quickly to avoid being struck.


  She put on her coat and poised her hand over the light
switch. “I’ve got an appointment I’m late for.”


  Goldman stepped back into the hallway. Sidney made
a show of locking her office door before shutting it.


  “This may be an awkward time, Sidney, but I wanted
to congratulate you on your handling of the CyberCom
transaction.”


  She jerked her head around. “I’m certain we should not
be discussing that subject, Philip.”


  “I know, Sidney,” he said. “However, I still read the
Wall Street Journal and your name has been mentioned
several times. Nathan Gamble must be very pleased.”


  “Thank you, Philip.” She turned to face him. “I have to
go now.”


  “Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”


  Sidney quickly nodded and then moved past Goldman.
She walked down the hallway toward the firm’s main entrance and disappeared around the corner.


  

  Goldman strode quickly down the hallway in time to
see Sidney enter the elevator. He then walked casually
back down the corridor to Sidney’s office. After looking
in both directions, he pulled out a key, inserted it in the
lock, opened the door and went inside. The lock clicked
into place, and then there was silence.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY


  

  Sidney pulled the Ford into Triton’s vast parking lot and
got out. She buttoned up her coat against the chilly wind,
checked her purse once more to make sure the plastic
card was there and walked as normally as she could to the
fifteen-story building that housed Triton’s world headquarters. She identified herself into the speaker located
next to the entrance. A video camera mounted over the
doorway was pointed directly at her head. Then a compartment next to the speaker swung open and she was directed to insert her thumb into the fingerprint scanner that
was now revealed. Triton’s after-hours security measures
probably matched those of the CIA, she surmised. The
glass and chrome doors slid noiselessly open. She walked
into the building’s lobby, which featured a soft waterfall,
soaring atrium and enough polished marble to have
emptied a good-sized quarry. When she walked toward the elevator, the lighting automatically illuminated her path.
Gentle music also followed her and the elevator doors
opened as she approached them. Triton’s headquarters
building had received the full benefit of the company’s
immense technological muscle.


  She rode the elevator to the eighth floor and got off.


  The security officer on duty there rose and walked over
to her, grasping her hand. There was pain in the man’s
eyes.


  “Hello, Charlie.”


  “Sidney, ma’am. I am so sorry.”


  “Thank you, Charlie.”


  Charlie shook his head. “On his way to the top.
Worked harder than anybody here. A lot of times it was
just him and me in the whole building. He’d bring me
coffee and a little something to eat from the lunchroom.
Never asked him to, he just did it. Wasn’t like some of the
big shots here who think they’re better than you are.”


  “You’re right, Jason wasn’t like that.”


  “No, ma’am, he wasn’t. Now what can I do for you?
You need something? You just tell old Charlie what it is.”


  “Well, I was wondering if Kay Vincent was still here.”


  Charlie stared blankly at her. “Kay? I don’t think so. I
come on duty at nine. She’s usually gone around seven
so… I wouldn’t have seen her leave. Let me check.”


  

  Charlie strode over to the console. The holster housing
his revolver flapped against his side and the keys clipped
to his gun belt jangled as he walked. He put on a headset
and punched a button on the console. After a few seconds
he shook his head. “I’m just getting her voice mail, Sidney.”


  “Oh. Well, she had some things… some things of
Jason’s that I wanted to pick up.” Sidney looked down at
the floor, apparently unable to continue speaking.


  Charlie walked back over to her. He touched her arm.
“Well, maybe she has them at her desk.”


  Sidney looked up at him. “She probably does, I would
think.”


  Charlie hesitated. He knew this was against all the
rules. But then, rules shouldn’t always apply. He went
back over to the console, hit a couple of buttons and Sidney watched as the red light next to the door leading into
the office corridor turned to green. He walked back over
and, pulling keys from his belt, unlocked the door.


  “You know how they freak out over security here, but
I think this situation is a little different. Nobody’s back
there anyway. Usually this place is buzzing up until about
ten, but it’s the holiday week and all. I’ve gotta make
rounds now on the fourth floor. You know where she sits,
right?”


  “I do, Charlie. I really appreciate this.”


  He gave her hand another squeeze. “Like I said, your
husband was a good man.”


  

  Sidney moved down the softly lit corridor. Kay’s cubicle was about halfway down, with Jason’s office diagonally across from it. While Sidney walked down the
hallway, she looked carefully around; all was quiet. She
turned the corner and saw Kay’s darkened cubicle. In a
box next to her desk chair was a sweater and some
framed photos. She probed underneath and lifted out a
finely bound book with gilt edges. David Copperfield. It
was one of Jason’s favorites. She put the things back in
the box and placed it next to the chair.


  She looked around again. The corridor was also empty.
Charlie had said everyone was gone, but then again, he
hadn’t been certain about Kay. Satisfied that she was
alone at least for now, Sidney reached her husband’s office door. Her hopes sank when she spied the numeric
keypad. Kay hadn’t mentioned that device. She thought
for a moment, pulled the plastic card out of her pocket,
looked around once more, and then slid it into the slot. A
light on the keypad clicked on. Sidney read the word
“Ready” next to the light. She thought quickly and
punched in some numbers; however, the light didn’t
budge from its position. She became frustrated. She didn’t
even know how many digits to punch in, much less what
they were. She tried a few more combinations without
success.


  

  She had almost decided to give up when she noted that
there was a small digital screen in one corner of the numeric keypad. Apparently it was a time counter and it
was now on eight seconds. The alarm light on the pad
started to glow a brighter and brighter crimson. “Oh,
shit,” she hissed. An alarm! The counter was now at five
seconds. She stood frozen. Flashing across her mind were
all the results that would occur were she found here attempting to infiltrate her husband’s office. None of them
rated less than a complete disaster. As her eyes locked on
the counter, which was now at three seconds, she broke
out of her inertia. One more possible combination rocketed across her brain. Mouthing a silent prayer, her
fingers punched in the numbers 0-6-1-6. She hit the last
digit right as the counter clicked to zero. Waiting for the
piercing alarm to explode, Sidney held her breath for one
long instant.


  The alarm light turned off and the door’s locks clicked
free. Sidney steadied herself against the wall as she
slowly started breathing normally again. June 16 was
Amy’s birthday. Triton probably had a policy about not
using personal numbers for security codes: too easy to
crack. For Sidney, it was proof positive that the little girl
was never really out of her father’s thoughts.


  She removed the plastic card from the slot. Before
grasping the doorknob, she pulled a handkerchief from
her purse and wound it around her hand to avoid leaving
any prints. Acting the part of an intruder both exhilarated
and terrified her. She felt her pulse hammering in her
ears. She entered the office and quickly closed the door
behind her.


  The flashlight she pulled from her bag was small but
effective. Before turning it on, she checked to make sure
that the window blinds were all the way down and completely closed. The thin light swept around the office. She
had been here before, several times in fact, to have lunch
with Jason, although they had not stayed long in his office. Usually it was just to snatch a quick kiss behind
closed doors. Her light skipped to bookcases filled with
technical tomes far beyond her realm of comprehension.
The technocrats really did rule, she mused for a moment,
if only because they were the only ones who could fix the
damn things when they broke down.


  

  The light fell upon the computer and she quickly went
over to it. It was off and the presence of another keypad
made her decide not to push her luck in attempting to turn
it on. She would be hopelessly lost even if she was fortunate enough to log on, since she had no idea what she was
looking for or where to search. It wasn’t worth the risk.
She noted the microphone attached to the computer monitor. A number of desk drawers were locked. The few that
weren’t revealed nothing of interest.


  In stark contrast to her office at the law firm, there were
no diplomas on the walls or other personal touches in her
husband’s office. She did note, with a glistening eye, that
a photo of Jason and his family held a prominent position
on his desk. As she looked around the office, it suddenly
occurred to her that she had taken enormous risks for
nothing. She whirled around at a sudden noise from
somewhere within the office space. The flashlight collided with the microphone and, to her horror, the slender
device bent in half. She stood completely still, listening
for the sound to be repeated. Finally, after a minute of
sheer terror, she turned her attention back to the slender
microphone. She spent a couple of minutes trying to return it to its original shape without much success. Finally
she gave up, wiped her prints from it, retreated to the
door and turned off her flashlight. Using the handkerchief
to grip the doorknob, she listened at the door for a moment and then exited the office.


  

  She heard the footsteps coming as soon as she reached
Kay’s desk. For an instant she thought it might be Charlie,
except there was no jangling of keys against his gun belt.
She looked quickly around to determine which way the
sounds were coming from. Clearly the person was back
farther in the office. She slipped across to Kay’s cubicle
and knelt down behind her desk. Trying to breathe as quietly as possible, she waited as the footsteps came closer.
Then they stopped. A minute went by and they did not resume. Then Sidney heard a slight clicking sound, as
though something was being rotated back and forth, but
only in a limited radius.


  Unable to stop herself, she cautiously peered around
the corner of Kay’s cubicle. A man’s back was barely six
feet away from her. He was slowly turning the doorknob
on Jason’s office door back and forth. The man took a
card out of his shirt pocket and started to insert it into the
slot. Then he hesitated over the keypad as if deciding
whether to chance it or not. Finally his courage failed and
he put the card back in his pocket and turned away.


  Quentin Rowe did not look pleased. He retreated down
the hallway the way he had come.


  Sidney slipped out from her hiding place and walked in
the opposite direction. She was moving rapidly when she
rounded the corner and her purse hit the wall. The noise,
while not loud, seemed to echo like an explosion through
the quiet hallways. Her breath caught in her throat when she
heard the retreating footsteps stop and then turn as Quentin
Rowe started to head rapidly in her direction. She hurried
as fast as she could down the hallway, reached the main office door, was through it in an instant and found herself
back in the reception area, staring at Charlie, who looked
back at her anxiously.


  “Sidney, you okay? You look white as a ghost.”


  

  The footsteps were nearing the door. Sidney put one
finger to her lips, pointed in the direction of the door and
motioned Charlie to go behind his console. He rapidly
caught both the sounds of the footsteps and her meaning
and quickly followed her instructions. Then Sidney
slipped over to the rest room door that stood to the right
of the entrance to the lobby. She opened her purse, poised
herself at the door to the ladies’ room, which she held
partially open with one hand, and kept an eye on the door
to the hallway. As soon as it opened and Rowe appeared,
Sidney pretended to stroll out of the ladies’ room, fumbling with something in her purse. When she looked up,
Rowe was staring at her. He held the door to the secured
area open with one hand.


  “Quentin?” She said it with as much surprise as she
could muster.


  Rowe looked from Sidney to Charlie, suspicion written
all over his features.


  “What are you doing here?” He did not try to hide his
displeasure.


  “I came to see Kay. We had talked earlier. She had
some things of Jason’s. Some personal effects she wanted
me to have.”


  Rowe snapped back, “Nothing can leave the premises
without prior authorization. Certainly nothing having to
do with Jason.”


  Sidney looked at him squarely. “I know that, Quentin.”


  Her response surprised him.


  

  She looked at Charlie, who stared at Rowe with unfriendly eyes. “Charlie already informed me of that,
though in a much less offensive way than you just did.
And he wouldn’t let me back into the office area because
we all know that’s against the company’s security policy.”


  “I apologize if I was little abrupt. I’ve been under a lot
of pressure lately.”


  Charlie’s voice was tense with a mixture of anger and
incredulity. “And she hasn’t? She just lost her husband,
for God’s sake.”


  Before Rowe could answer, Sidney cut in. “Quentin
and I have already covered that topic, Charlie, in an earlier conversation. Haven’t we, Quentin?”


  Rowe seemed to dissolve under her withering gaze.


  He decided it best to change subjects. “I thought I
heard a noise.” He again looked accusingly at Sidney.


  Sidney answered immediately. “So did we. Right before I went to the ladies’ room, Charlie went to check it
out. I guess he heard you and you heard him. He didn’t
think anyone was still in the office. But you were.” Her
tone matched his in its accusatory implications.


  Rowe bristled. “I’m the president of this company. I
can be here at any time of the day or night and it’s nobody’s business but my own.”


  Sidney stared him down. “I’m sure you can. However,
I would think that you would be working late on their behalf rather than conducting personal business, even
though it’s long after regular business hours. I’m just
speaking as a legal representative of the company,
Quentin.” Under normal circumstances, she never would
have uttered those words to a client’s senior executive.


  

  Rowe started to sputter. “Well, of course, I meant I was
working for the company. I know all—” Rowe stopped
abruptly when Sidney walked over to Charlie and took
his hand.


  “Thank you very much, Charlie. I understand that rules
are rules.” Rowe could not see the look she gave the elderly security guard, but it brought a grateful smile to
Charlie’s face.


  As she turned to leave, Rowe said, “Good night, Sidney.”


  She didn’t answer him, nor did she even look at him.
After she disappeared into the elevator, Rowe looked angrily over at Charlie, who was getting up to head out the
door.


  “Where are you going?” he demanded.


  Charlie’s expression was calm. “I’ve got rounds to
make. That’s part of my job.” He bent down to the smaller
man’s height when he said it. Charlie started out the door
and then turned back. “Oh, it might help avoid confusion
in the future if you let me know you’re still around.” He
touched his sidearm. “We don’t want no unfortunate accidents, you know?” Rowe went pale at the sight of the
gun. “You hear any more noises, you come get me, okay,
Mr. Rowe?” After Charlie turned away, he broke out in a
broad smile.


  Rowe stood at the doorway for a minute longer, thinking intently. Then he turned and went back into the office.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Lee Sawyer eyed the small three-story apartment building, which was located about five miles from Dulles International Airport. Residents enjoyed a complete fitness
center, Olympic-size pool and Jacuzzi, and huge party
room. It was home to mostly young single professionals
who got up early to make the traffic-stifling trek into
downtown. The parking lot was littered with low-end
Beemers, Saabs and the occasional Porsche.


  

  Sawyer was interested in only one of the occupants of
this community. He was not a young lawyer, marketing
executive or holder of an MBA. Sawyer briefly spoke
into his walkie-talkie. Three other agents were seated in
the sedan with him. Stationed around the area were five
other teams of FBI agents. A black-clad squadron of the
elite FBI Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) was also zeroing
in on Sawyer’s target. A battalion of local authorities was
backing up the federal lawmen. A lot of innocent people
were around, and great pains were being taken to ensure
that if anyone was going to get hurt, it would be only the
man whom Sawyer believed had already killed almost
two hundred people.


  Sawyer’s plan of attack was textbook FBI. Bring overwhelming force to a completely unsuspecting target,
force so overpowering, in a situation so totally controlled, that resistance was useless. Controlling the situation completely meant you could control the outcome
too. Or so the theory went.


  Every agent carried a 9mm semiautomatic pistol with
extra clips. Each team of agents also had one member
with an appropriately named Franchi Law-12 semiautomatic shotgun and another member sporting a Colt assault rifle. The HRT members all carried heavy-caliber
automatic weapons, most with electronic laser sights.


  Sawyer gave the signal to move in and the teams
moved forward. In less than one minute members of the
HRT had reached the door of apartment number 321. Two
other teams covered the only other possible escape, the
two back windows of the apartment that overlooked the
pool area. Snipers had already set up there, their laser
sights fixed immovably on the twin apertures. After listening intently at the door of 321 for a few seconds, the
HRT members exploded through the opening. No gunfire
disturbed the peaceful stillness of the night. Within a
minute, Sawyer received the all-clear signal. He and his
men hurried up the stairs of the apartment building.


  Sawyer was met by the leader of the HRT.


  “Nest empty?” Sawyer asked.


  The HRT man shook his head. “Might as well be.
Someone beat us to it.” He jerked his head in the direction of the small bedroom at the rear of the apartment.


  Sawyer walked quickly back there. A shiver hit him
right between the shoulder blades; the place was like the
insides of a freezer. The overhead light in the bedroom
was on. Three HRT members looked down at the small
space between the bed and the wall. Sawyer followed
their gaze and his spirits sank.


  The man was lying face down. Multiple gunshot
wounds in the back and head were plainly visible; so
were the firearm and the twelve pieces of brass that littered the floor. Sawyer, with the aid of two HRT members, carefully lifted the body, turning it sideways before
returning it exactly to the spot where it had been before.


  Sawyer rose, shaking his head. He barked into his
walkie-talkie. “Tell the state guys to get a medical examiner out here and I want the forensics team here yesterday.”


  

  Sawyer looked down at the body. Well, at least the guy
wouldn’t be sabotaging any more planes, although a full
clip into his body didn’t seem like nearly enough punishment for what the sonofabitch had done. But a dead man
couldn’t talk either. Sawyer moved out of the room, his
walkie-talkie squeezed tightly in his hand. In the empty
hallway he noted that the air-conditioning had been
turned on full blast. The apartment’s temperature hovered
around thirty degrees. He quickly jotted down the precise
temperature setting and then, using the point of a pencil
so as not to destroy any possible fingerprints, he turned
the heat back on. He wasn’t about to let his men freeze to
death while they investigated the crime scene. He
slumped against the wall, momentarily depressed. While
he’d known the odds were long that they would find the
suspect at his apartment, the fact that they had found him
murdered clearly indicated that someone was a couple of
steps ahead of the FBI. Was there a leak somewhere, or
had this murder been part of some master plan?


  He gripped the walkie-talkie and headed back to the
bedroom.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Sidney exited the Triton building and started across the
parking lot. She was so deep in thought she didn’t see the
black stretch limousine until it careened to a halt directly
in front of her. The rear door opened and Richard Lucas
stepped out. He was dressed in a dark blue conservative
single-breasted suit. His face was chiefly distinguished
by a pug nose and a pair of small eyes that were too close
together by about an inch. His breadth of shoulders and
the omnipresent hump under his suit coat made him an
imposing physical presence.


  “Mr. Gamble would like to meet with you.” His tone
was even. He held the door open and Sidney could see the
holstered pistol under his coat. She froze, swallowed hard
and then her eyes blazed. “I’m not sure that fits into my
schedule right now.”


  Lucas shrugged. “As you wish. However, Mr. Gamble
thought it best to speak directly with you. To get your
version of the facts before he decides upon any type of
action. He felt the sooner the meeting took place the better for all concerned.”


  Sidney took a deep breath and looked at the limo’s
black-tinted windows. “Where is this meeting to take
place?”


  “Mr. Gamble’s estate in Middleburg.” He checked his
watch. “Our ETA is thirty-five minutes. We will, of
course, take you back to your car after the meeting is concluded.”


  She eyed him sharply. “Do I really have a choice?”


  “A person always has choices, Ms. Archer.”


  Sidney pulled her coat tighter around her and climbed
in. Lucas sat across from her. She didn’t ask any more
questions and he ventured nothing further. His eyes, however, remained squarely upon her.


   


  

  Sidney was dimly aware of an enormous house of
stone surrounded by meticulously landscaped and tree-lined grounds. You can make it through this, she thought.
Interrogation was often a two-way street. If Gamble
wanted answers from her, she would do her best to get
some from him. She followed Lucas through a double-door entryway, down an impressive hallway and into a
large chamber of polished mahogany and comfortable
seating. Original oil paintings portraying distinctly masculine subjects covered the walls. A small fire burned in
the hearth. On a table situated in one corner a dinner with
two settings was laid out. Although she had no appetite,
the aroma was enticing nevertheless. In the center of the
table a bottle of wine was chilling. The door closed behind her with a click. She went over and confirmed that it
was indeed locked. She whirled around as she heard a
slight movement behind her.


  Nathan Gamble, dressed casually in an open-collared
shirt and cuffed slacks, came around the corner of a high-wingback chair that had been turned toward the far wall.
His penetrating gaze made her draw her coat more
closely around her. He moved over to the food. “You hungry?”


  “Not really, thanks.”


  “Well, if you change your mind, there’s plenty to eat. I
hope you don’t mind if I do.”


  “It’s your house.”


  Gamble sat down at the table and started fixing his
plate. Then she watched as he poured two glasses of
wine. “When I bought this place it came with a wine cellar and two thousand very dusty bottles of wine. Now, I
don’t know crap about wine, but my people tell me it’s a
first-rate collection, not that I intend on collecting. Where
I come from, you collect stamps. This stuff you drink.”
He held up a glass for her.


  “I really don’t think—”


  “I hate to drink alone. Makes me think I’m the only
one having fun. Besides, it worked for you on the plane,
right?”


  

  She finally nodded, slowly removed her coat and took
the glass from him. The room was soothingly warm, but
she remained on her guard; it was SOP when in the vicinity of active volcanoes and people like Nathan Gamble.
She sat down at the dinner table and eyed him while he
started eating. He looked at her and motioned at the food.
“You sure you’re not interested?”


  She held up her glass. “This is fine, thanks.”


  He shrugged, gulped his wine and then proceeded to
slice up a hefty piece of steak. “I talked to Henry Wharton recently. Nice guy, always looking out for his people.
I appreciate that in an employer. I look out for my people
too.” He sopped gravy onto a roll and bit a chunk off.


  “Henry has been a wonderful mentor to me.”


  “That’s interesting. I never had a mentor, coming up.
That might’ve been nice.” He chuckled lightly.


  Sidney glanced around the elegant room. “It doesn’t
look like it hurt you any.”


  Gamble raised his wineglass, tapped it to hers and then
resumed eating. “You holding up? You look like you’ve
lost some weight from the last time I saw you.”


  “I’m doing okay. Thanks for asking.” She flicked at her
hair while watching him carefully, trying to keep her
nerves in check. She was waiting for the inevitable moment when the small talk would abruptly end. She would
have preferred to have gotten right down to business.
Gamble was merely playing with her. She had seen him
do it dozens of times with other people.


  

  Gamble poured himself another glass of wine and despite her protests, he topped off Sidney’s glass. Twenty
minutes of innocuous conversation later, Gamble wiped
off his mouth with his napkin, stood up and led Sidney
over to an oversized leather sofa in front of the fire. She
sat down and crossed her legs and took an invisible deep
breath. He remained standing by the fireplace mantel and
looked at her from under hooded eyelids.


  She studied the fire for a moment, sipped the wine and
then looked up at him. If he wasn’t going to start, she decided she would. “I spoke with Henry too, apparently
soon after you did.”


  Gamble nodded absently. “I thought Henry might give
you a buzz after our little talk.” Underneath her opaque
exterior, Sidney felt herself growing angry at how Gamble manipulated and bullied people to get what he
wanted. Gamble produced a cigar from a humidor
perched on the mantel. “You mind?”


  “As I said, it’s your house.”


  “Some people say cigars aren’t habit-forming; I’m not
so sure about that. You have to die from something,
right?”


  She took another sip of wine. “Lucas said you wanted
to meet. I’m not privy to the agenda, so would you like to
begin?”


  Gamble took several short puffs on his cigar to get it
going before answering. “You lied to me on the plane,
didn’t you?” His tone was not one of anger, which surprised her. If anything, she had assumed that a man like
Nathan Gamble would have exhibited unbridled fury at
such an offense.


  “I wasn’t completely truthful, no.”


  

  A faint twitch moved across Gamble’s features.
“You’re so damned pretty, I keep forgetting you’re an attorney. I guess there’s a difference between lying and not
being completely truthful, although, frankly, I’m not all
that interested in the distinction. You lied to me, that’s all
I’m going to remember.”


  “I can understand that.”


  “Why was your husband on that plane?” The question
shot out of Gamble’s mouth, but his features remained
impassive as he stared at her.


  Sidney hesitated, then decided to answer fully. It was
going to come out at some point. “Jason told me he had
been offered an executive position at another technology
company based in Los Angeles. He said he was going out
for a last round of meetings.”


  “What company? RTG?”


  “It wasn’t RTG. It wasn’t a direct competitor of yours
at all. That’s why I didn’t think it important to tell you the
truth. But as it turns out, it really doesn’t matter which
company it was.”


  “Why not?” Gamble looked surprised.


  “Because what Jason told me wasn’t the truth. There
was no job offer, no meetings. I just found that out.” She
said this as calmly as she could.


  Gamble finished his wine and made considerable
progress on his cigar before he spoke again. Sidney had
noted this trait with other clients who possessed vast
wealth. Nothing hurried them. Your time was their time.


  “So your husband lied to you and you lied to me. And
I’m now supposed to accept what you’re telling me as the
gospel?” His tone remained even, but his incredulity was
unmistakable. Sidney remained silent. She couldn’t actually blame him for not believing her. “You’re my lawyer;
advise me on how I should handle this situation, Sidney.
Do I accept what the witness is saying, or not?”


  Sidney spoke hurriedly. “I’m not asking you to accept
anything. If you don’t believe me, and you probably have
reason not to, then there’s nothing I can do about that.”


  Gamble nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. What else?”


  “There is no ‘what else.’ I’ve told you all I know.”


  Gamble flicked his cigar into the fire. “Come on! In the
course of my three divorces I’ve found, much to my dismay, that pillow talk does happen. Why should you be
any different?”


  “Jason doesn’t… didn’t discuss Triton business with
me. What he did at your company was confidential as far
as I was concerned. I don’t know anything. I have a lot of
questions myself but no answers.” Her tone was suddenly
bitter, but then she quickly calmed down. “Has anything
happened at Triton? Anything that involved Jason?”
Gamble didn’t say anything. “I’d really like an answer to
that.”


  “I’m not inclined to tell you anything. I don’t know
whose side you’re on, but I doubt if it’s mine.” Gamble
was eyeing her so severely that she felt her face growing
red. She uncrossed her legs and looked up at him. “I
know you’re suspicious—”


  

  Gamble broke in heatedly. “You’re goddamned right
I’m suspicious. With RTG breathing down my neck. With
everybody telling me my company will be an also-ran unless I do a deal with CyberCom. How would you feel?”
He didn’t allow her to answer. He swiftly sat next to her
and gripped one of her hands. “Now, I’m really sorry
your husband is dead, and under any other circumstances
his getting on a plane wouldn’t be any of my business.
But when everybody starts lying to me at the same time
my company’s future is blowing in the wind, then it very
much becomes my business.” He let her hand drop.


  Tears pulled at the corners of Sidney’s eyes as she
jumped up and grabbed her coat. “Right now I don’t give a
damn about your company or you, but I can tell you that
neither my husband nor I have done anything wrong. You
got that?” Her eyes blazed at him, her chest heaving. “And
now I want to leave.”


  Nathan Gamble studied her for a long moment, then
went over to a table in the far corner of the room and
picked up the phone. She couldn’t hear what he said. In a
moment the door opened and Lucas appeared.


  “This way, Ms. Archer.”


  Walking out, she looked back at Nathan Gamble. He
lifted his wineglass in a salutary manner. “Let’s keep in
touch,” he said quietly. The delivery of those four simple
words sent a shiver through her entire body.


  The limousine reversed its trek and less than forty-five
minutes later Sidney was deposited in front of her Ford
Explorer. She quickly got in and drove off. She punched
a speed dial on her portable phone. A sleepy voice answered.


  “Henry, it’s Sidney. Sorry if I woke you.”


  “Sid, what time… Where are you?”


  “I wanted you to know that I just met with Nathan Gamble.”


  Henry Wharton was fully awake now. “How did that
come about?”


  “Let’s just say it was at Nathan’s suggestion.”


  “I’ve been trying to cover for you.”


  “I know, Henry. I appreciate it.”


  “So how did it go?”


  “Well, probably as well as it could have, under the circumstances. In fact, he was pretty civil.”


  “Well, that’s good.”


  “It might not last, though, but I wanted you to know. I
just left him.”


  “Maybe this whole thing will just blow over.” He
added hurriedly, “Of course, I don’t mean about Jason’s
death. I don’t mean in any way to minimize that horrible tragedy—”


  Sidney quickly cut him off. “I know, I know, Henry.
No offense taken.”


  “So how did you leave it with Nathan?”


  She took a deep breath. “We agreed to keep in touch.”


   


  The Hay-Adams Hotel was only a few blocks from
Tyler, Stone’s offices. Sidney awoke early. The clock
showed it to be barely five in the morning. She quietly reassessed the progress of the night before. The visit to her
husband’s office had yielded nothing useful and the meeting with Nathan Gamble had badly scared her. She hoped
she had appeased Henry Wharton. For now. After grabbing a quick shower, she called room service and ordered
a pot of coffee. She had to be on the road by seven to pick
up Amy. She would discuss the memorial service with
her parents then.


  By the time she was dressed and packed, it was six-thirty. Her parents were habitual early risers and Amy did
not ordinarily sleep past six. Sidney’s father answered the
phone.


  “How is she?”


  “Your mother’s got her. She just finished getting a bath.
Just came marching in our bedroom this morning pretty
as you please like she owned the place.” Sidney could
hear the deep pride in her father’s voice. “How you holding up, sweetie? You sound a little better.”


  “I’m holding, Dad. I’m holding. Finally got some
sleep, I’m not sure how.”


  “Well, your mother and I are coming back up with you
and we’re not taking no for an answer. We can take care of
stuff around the house, field calls, run errands, help with
Amy.”


  “Thanks, Dad. I’ll be at your place in a couple of
hours.”


  “Here comes Amy looking like a baby chick caught in
the rain. I’ll put her on.”


  Sidney could hear the receiver being coddled by the
small hands. A few chortles drifted over the line.


  “Amy, sweetie, it’s Mommy.” In the background, Sidney could hear gentle coaxing coming from her mother
and father.


  “Hi. Mommy?”


  “That’s right, sweetie, it’s Ma-ma.”


  “You talking to me?” Then the little girl laughed uncontrollably for a moment. This was a favorite phrase
right now. Amy always hopped off the ground when she
said it. Her daughter proceeded to cradle the phone and
rattle off her own version of life, in a language most of
which Sidney could easily decipher. This morning it was
pancakes and bacon and a bird that she had seen go after
a cat outside. Sidney smiled. Her smile abruptly vanished
with Amy’s next words.


  “Daddy. I want my daddy.”


  Sidney closed her eyes. One of her hands moved across
her forehead, brushing some hair back. She felt a painful
mound of air muscling its way to her throat. She held her
hand over the phone so the sound would not carry.


  Recovered, she again spoke into the phone. “I love
you, Amy. Mommy loves you more than anything. I’ll
see you in a little while, okay?”


  “Love chu. My daddy? Come over, come over now!”


  Sidney heard her father tell Amy to say bye-bye.


  “Bye-bye, baby. I’ll be there soon.” The tears fell
freely now, their salty taste very familiar to her.


  “Honey?”


  “Hello, Mom.” Sidney rubbed her sleeve across her
face. The wetness sprung back immediately, like a stubborn layer of old paint seeping through the fresh coat.


  “I’m sorry, honey. I guess she can’t talk to you without
thinking about Jason.”


  “I know.”


  “She’s been sleeping all right, at least.”


  

  “I’ll see you soon, Mom.” Sidney hung up the phone
and sat with her head in her hands for a few minutes.
Then she drifted over to the window, where she pulled
open the curtains a notch and peered out. A three-quarters
moon together with the multiple streetlights illuminated
the area exceedingly well. Even with that, Sidney didn’t
see the man standing in an alleyway across the street, a
small pair of binoculars held in his hands and pointed in
her direction. He was dressed in the same coat and hat he
had been wearing in Charlottesville. He dutifully
watched as Sidney absently scanned the streets below.
From years of pulling this kind of duty, his eyes took in
every detail. Her face, her eyes in particular, was weary.
Her neck was long and graceful, like a model’s, but her
neck and shoulders were arched back, obviously filled
with tension. When she turned away from the window, he
lowered his binoculars. A very troubled woman, he concluded. After having observed the suspicious actions of
Jason Archer at the airport the morning of the plane
crash, the man felt Sidney Archer had every reason to be
worried, nervous, perhaps even fearful. He leaned up
against the brick wall and continued his sentinel.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  

  Lee Sawyer was staring out the window of his small
apartment in southeast D.C. In the daylight he would be
able to see the dome of Union Station from his bedroom
window. But daylight was still at least thirty minutes
away. Sawyer had not arrived home from investigating
the plane fueler’s death until almost four-thirty in the
morning. He had allowed himself ten minutes under a hot
shower to work out the kinks and grogginess. Then he
had quickly dressed, put on a pot of coffee, cooked up a
couple of eggs and a slice of ham that he probably should
have tossed a week ago and toasted some bread. He ate
the simple meal on a TV tray in his living room, a small
table lamp the only light. The soothing darkness allowed
him to sit quietly and think. With the wind rattling against
the windows, Sawyer turned his head to study the simple
configurations of his home. He grimaced. Home? This
was not really his home, although he had been here over
a year. Home was in the tree-lined Virginia suburbs: a
split-level with vinyl siding, a two-car garage and a brick
barbecue in the backyard. This small apartment was
where he ate and occasionally slept, mainly because, after
the divorce, it was really the only thing he could afford.
But it was not and never would be his home, despite the
few personal effects he had brought with him, chief of
which were the photographs of his four children that
peeked out at him from everywhere. He picked up one of
the photos. Looking back at him was his youngest.
Meg—Meggie, she was called by nearly everyone. Blond
and good-looking, she had inherited her father’s height,
slender nose and full lips. His career as an FBI agent had
taken off during her formative years and he had been on
the road for much of her adolescence. Paybacks were
hell, though. They were not speaking now. At least she
wasn’t. And he, big as he was, and despite what he did for
a living, was too terrified to try anymore. Besides, how
many different ways could you say you were sorry?


  

  He rinsed off the dishes, wiped the sink clean and
threw some dirty laundry in a mesh bag for deposit at the
cleaners. He looked around for anything else that needed
to be done. Really there was nothing. He cracked a weary
smile. Just killing time. He checked his watch. Almost
seven. He would leave for the office shortly. Although he
had regular duty shifts, he was typically there at all hours.
Not too difficult to understand, since being an FBI agent
was really the only thing he had left. There would always
be another case. Isn’t that what his wife had said that
night? The night their marriage had disintegrated. She
had been right, though, there would always be another
case. In the end, what more could he really ask for or expect? Tired of waiting, he put on his hat, holstered his gun
and walked down the stairs to his car.


   


  

  Barely a five-minute ride from Sawyer’s apartment sat
the FBI headquarters building on Pennsylvania Avenue
between Ninth and Tenth Streets, northwest. It was home
to approximately seventy-five hundred employees of the
FBI’s total workforce of twenty-four thousand. Of the
seventy-five hundred, only about one thousand were special agents; the rest were support and technical personnel.
In the headquarters building one prominent special agent
was sitting at a large conference room table. Other FBI
personnel were scattered around the table dutifully going
over stacks of files or screens on their laptops. Sawyer
took a moment to look around the room and stretch his
limbs. They were in the Strategic Information Operations
Center, or SIOC. A restricted access area composed of a
block of rooms separated by glass walls and shielded
from all known types of electronic surveillance, the SIOC
was used as the command post for major FBI operations.
On one wall was a line of clocks delineating different
time zones. A cluster of large-screen TVs lined another
wall. The SIOC had secure communications to the White
House Situation Room, the CIA and a myriad of federal
law enforcement agencies. With no external windows,
and thick carpeting, it was a very quiet place used to organize mammoth investigations. A small galley kept the
personnel here functioning through exhaustive work
hours. Presently, fresh coffee was brewing. Caffeine and
brainstorming seemed to go hand in hand.


  Sawyer looked across the table to where David Long, a
longtime member of the FBI’s Bomb Squad, sat staring at a
file. To the left of Long was Herb Barracks, an agent from
the Charlottesville resident agency, the closest FBI office to
the crash site. Next to Barracks was an agent from the Richmond office, the FBI field office in nearest proximity to the
disaster. Across from them were two agents from the Washington metropolitan field office at Buzzard Point, which,
until the late eighties, had been simply the Washington field
office until the Alexandria, Virginia, field office had been
collapsed into it.


  The director of the FBI, Lawrence Malone, had left an
hour earlier after being briefed on the murder of one
Robert Sinclair, most recently employed as an aircraft fueler at Vector Fueling Systems and now an occupant of a
Virginia morgue. Sawyer felt sure that a fingerprint run
through the FBI’s Automated Fingerprint Identification
System, or AFIS, would give the late Mr. Sinclair another
name. Conspirators in a scheme as large as Sawyer figured this one was rarely used their real names in securing
employment positions they would later use to down an
airliner.


  

  More than two hundred and fifty agents had been assigned to the bombing of Flight 3223. They were following up leads, interviewing family members of the victims
and undertaking an excruciatingly detailed investigation
of all persons having the motive and opportunity to sabotage the Western Airlines jet. Sawyer figured Sinclair
had done the actual dirty work, but he wasn’t taking any
chances on overlooking an accomplice at the airport.
While rumors had been floating in the press for some
time, the first major story actually declaring the downing
of the Western flight as being caused by an explosive device would be in the next morning’s edition of the Washington Post. The public would demand answers and they
would want them soon. That was fine with Sawyer, only
results weren’t always obtained as fast as one would
like—in fact, they almost never were.


  The FBI had latched on to the Vector line soon after the
NTSB team members had found that very special piece of
evidence in the crater. After that it was a simple matter to
confirm that Sinclair had been the fueler on Flight 3223.
Now Sinclair was dead too. Someone had made sure he
would never have an opportunity to tell them why he sabotaged the plane.


  Long looked at Sawyer. “You were right, Lee. It was a
heavily modified version of one of those new portable
heating elements. The latest rage in cigarette lighters. No
flame, just intense heat from a platinum coil, pretty much
invisible.”


  “I knew I’d seen it before. Remember that arson case
involving the IRS building last year?” Sawyer said.


  

  “Right. Anyway, this thing is capable of sustaining about
fifteen hundred degrees Fahrenheit. And it wouldn’t be affected by wind or cold, even if doused by the jet fuel, or
anything like that. Five-hour supply of fuel, rigged so that
if it went out for any reason it would automatically relight.
One side was affixed with a magnetic pad. It’s a simple but
perfect way to do it. Jet fuel comes spewing out when the
tank gets penetrated. Sooner or later, it’s going to get
within range of the flame, and then boom.” He shook his
head. “Pretty damn ingenious. Carry it in your pocket;
even if it’s detected, on the surface it’s a damned cigarette
lighter.” Long sifted through some more pages as the other
agents closely watched him. He ventured a further analysis. “And they didn’t need a timer or altimeter device. They
could roughly gauge the timing by the acid’s corrosiveness. They knew it would be up in the air when it went.
Five-hour flight, plenty of time.”


  Sawyer nodded. “Kaplan and his team found the black
boxes. The casing on the flight data recorder was split
open, but the tape was relatively intact. Preliminary conclusions indicate that the starboard engine, and the controls
running through that section of the wing, were severed
from the plane seconds after the CVR recorded a strange
sound. They’re doing spectrum sound analysis on it now.
The FDR showed no drastic change in cabin pressure, so
there was definitely no explosion inside the fuselage,
which makes sense, since we now know the sabotage occurred on the wing. Before that, everything was operating
smoothly: no engine problems, level flight, ordinary control surface movements. But once things went bad, they
never had a chance.”


  “The pilots’ recording on the CVR give any clues?”
Long asked.


  

  Sawyer shook his head. “Usual expletives. The Mayday they radioed in. The FDR showed the plane was in a
ninety-degree dive for almost thirty thousand feet with
the left engine going at almost full power. Who knows if
they could even have remained conscious under those
conditions?” Sawyer paused. “Let’s hope none of them
were,” he said solemnly.


  Now that it was clear that sabotage had downed the
plane, the FBI had officially taken over the investigation
from the NTSB. Because of the complexities of the case
and its massive organizational challenges, FBI headquarters would be the originating office and Sawyer, his first-rate work on the Lockerbie bombing still fresh in the
minds of FBI leadership, would be the case agent, meaning he would run the investigation. But this bombing was
a little different: It had occurred over American airspace,
had left a crater on American soil. He would let others at
the bureau handle the press inquiries and issue statements
to the public. He much preferred doing his work in the
background.


  The FBI devoted large resources of personnel and
money to infiltrate terrorist organizations operating in the
United States, ferreting out plans and grand schemes to
wreak destruction in the name of some political or religious cause before they had a chance to come to fruition.
The bombing of Flight 3223 had come right out of the
blue. There had been no trickles of information from the
FBI’s vast network that anything of this magnitude was
on the horizon. Having been unable to prevent the disaster, Sawyer would now devote every waking moment,
and probably suffer through many a nightmare, in his
quest to bring those responsible to justice.


  “Well, we know what happened to that plane,” Sawyer
said. “Now we just have to find out why and who else is
involved. Let’s start with motive. What else did you dig
up on Arthur Lieberman, Ray?”


  Raymond Jackson was Sawyer’s young partner. He had played college football at Michigan before hanging up his cleats and eschewing an NFL career for one in law enforcement. A shade under six feet, the thick-shouldered
black man possessed intelligent eyes and a soft-spoken
manner. Jackson flipped open a three-ring notebook.


  “A lot of info here. For starters, the guy was terminal.
Pancreatic cancer. It was in an advanced stage. He had,
maybe, six months. Maybe. All treatment had been discontinued. Dude was on massive painkillers, though.
Schlesinger’s Solution, a combo of morphine and a mood
elevator, probably cocaine, one of its few legit uses in this
country. Lieberman was outfitted with one of those
portable units that dispense drugs directly into the bloodstream.”


  Sawyer’s face betrayed his astonishment. Walter Burns
and his secrets. “The Fed chairman has six months to live
and nobody knows? Where’d you get the info?”


  “I found a bottle of chemotherapy drugs in the medicine cabinet at his apartment. Then I went right to the
source. His personal physician. Told him we were just
doing routine background inquiries. Lieberman’s personal calendar evidenced a lot of doctor visits. Some visits to Johns Hopkins, another to the Mayo Clinic. Then I
mentioned the medication I’d found. The doc was nervous when I asked him about it. I subtly suggested that
not telling the whole truth to the FBI could land his keister in a shitload of trouble. When I mentioned a subpoena, he cracked. He probably figured the patient was
dead, what the hell would he care.”


  “What about the White House? They had to know.”


  “If they’re playing straight with us, they were in the
dark too. I talked with the chief of staff about Lieberman’s little secret. I don’t think he believed me at first.
Had to remind him FBI stands for fidelity, bravery and integrity. I also sent over a copy of the medical records to
him. Word is the president went ape-shit when he saw
them.”


  “That’s an interesting twist,” Sawyer said. “I always
understood Lieberman was some financial god. Solid as a
rock. And yet he forgets to mention he’s about to check
out with cancer and leave the country in the lurch. That
doesn’t make much sense.”


  Jackson grinned. “Just reporting the facts. You’re right
about the guy’s abilities. He’s a bona fide legend. However, personally, he wasn’t in such great shape financially.”


  “What do you mean?” Sawyer asked.


  Jackson turned the pages of his fat notebook and then
stopped. He flipped the notebook around and slid it
across to Sawyer. Sawyer stared down at the information
while Jackson continued his report.


  

  “Lieberman was divorced about five years ago after
twenty-five years of marriage. Apparently he was a
naughty boy caught fooling around on the side. The timing could not have been worse. He was just about to go
through Senate confirmation hearings for the Fed position. His wife threatened to shred him in the papers. The
Fed chairmanship, which I’m told Lieberman coveted,
would’ve gone bye-bye real quick. To get rid of the problem, Lieberman gave just about everything he had to his
ex. She died just a couple of years ago. To complicate
matters, rumor has it his twenty-something girlfriend
had expensive tastes. The Fed job is prestigious, but it
doesn’t pay the Wall Street bucks, not anywhere near.
Fact is, Lieberman was up to his ass in debt. Lived in a
crummy apartment over on Capitol Hill while trying to
crawl out of a financial hole the size of the Grand
Canyon. The stack of love letters we found at the apartment apparently came from her.”


  “What happened to the girlfriend?” Sawyer asked.


  “Not sure. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’d walked out
when she found out her little pot of gold was full of the
big C.”


  “Any idea where she is now?”


  Jackson shook his head. “From all accounts, she’s been
out of the picture for some time now. I tracked down several colleagues of Lieberman’s back in New York. The
woman was beautiful but brainless according to them.”


  “It’s probably a waste of time, but make some more inquiries on her anyway, Ray.”


  Jackson nodded.


  Sawyer looked at Barracks. “Any word from the Hill
on who’s going to take Lieberman’s slot?”


  When Barracks answered, Sawyer was rocked for the
second time in less than a minute.


  “General consensus: Walter Burns.”


  Sawyer stared at Barracks for several moments and
then wrote the name “Walter Burns” in his notebook. In
the margin next to it he scribbled the word “asshole” and
then the word “suspect” with a question mark next to it.


  

  Sawyer looked up from his notebook. “Sounds like our
Mr. Lieberman was riding a streak of particularly bad
luck. So why kill him?”


  “Lots of reasons,” Barracks spoke up. “The Fed chairman is the symbol of American monetary policy. Make a
nice little target for some third world crap-can of a country with a big green monster on its shoulder. Or pick from
about a dozen active terrorist groups who specialize in
plane bombings.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “No group has claimed responsibility for the bombing yet.”


  Barracks snorted. “Give ’em time. Now that we’ve
confirmed it was a bombing, whoever did it will be phoning in. Blowing Americans out of the sky to make a political statement, that’s what those assholes live for.”


  “Goddammit!” Sawyer slammed his massive fist down
on the table, stood up and started pacing, his face a sheet
of vivid red. It seemed as though every ten seconds the
image of the impact crater swept across his thoughts.
Added to that now was the smaller but even more devastating vision of the tiny, singed shoe he had held in his
hand. He had cradled each of his children in one big hand
upon their birth. It could have been any of them. Any of
them! He knew that vision would never fully leave his
thoughts for as long as he remained on this earth.


  

  The agents eyed him anxiously. Sawyer had a well-deserved reputation as being one of the sharpest agents
among a legion of them at the bureau. Through twenty-five years of seeing fellow humans gallop a crimson path
through the country, he had continued to attack each case
with the same zeal and rigor he had shown from day one
on the job. He ordinarily chose carefully worded analysis
over scattergun hyperbole; however, most of the agents
who had worked with him over the years understood
crystal-clearly that his temper was contained by a very
slender catch.


  He stopped his pacing and looked at Barracks.
“There’s a problem with that theory, Herb.” His voice
was once again calm.


  “What’s that?”


  Sawyer leaned against one of the glass walls, crossed
his arms and rested them on his broad chest. “If you’re a
terrorist looking to make a big splash, you sneak a bomb
on the plane—which, let’s face it, isn’t all that hard to do
on a domestic flight—and you blow the plane into a million pieces. Bodies pouring down, crashing through
roofs, interrupting Americans eating breakfast. Leave no
room for doubt that it was a bombing.” Sawyer paused
and intently looked at the face of each agent. “That did
not happen here, gentlemen.”


  Sawyer resumed his pacing. All eyes in the room followed his progress. “The jet was virtually intact on its way
down. If the right wing hadn’t come off, all of it would be
in that crater. Mark that point. The fueler from Vector is
presumably paid to sabotage the plane. Surreptitious work
performed by an American who is not, at least as far as we
know, linked to any terrorist group. It would be hard for me
to believe that Middle Eastern terrorist groups have started
admitting Americans into their ranks to perform their dirty
work.


  

  “We had the damage on the fuel tank, but that could as
easily have been caused by the explosion and fire. The
acid was almost all burned away. A little more heat and
maybe we would have found nothing. And Kaplan has
confirmed that the wing didn’t have to come off the fuselage in order to crash the plane in the same manner. The
starboard engine was destroyed from debris ingestion,
critical flight control hydraulic lines were severed by the
fire and explosion, and the aerodynamics of the wing,
even if it had remained intact, was destroyed. So if we
hadn’t found the igniter in the crater, this thing might’ve
gone down as some horrific mechanical failure. And
make no mistake about it, it was a damned miracle that
the igniter was found.”


  Sawyer looked through one of the glass walls and continued. “So you add that all up, and what do you have?
Arguably, someone who blows up a plane but maybe
doesn’t want it to look that way. Not your typical terrorist MO. But then the picture gets even more cloudy. The
logic starts to cut the other way. First, our fueler ends up
with a full clip in him. His bags were packed, half a disguise on, and his employer presumably changes the plan
on him. Second, we have Arthur Lieberman on the same
flight.” Sawyer glanced at Jackson. “The man went to
L.A. every month, like clockwork, same airline, same
flight each month, right?”


  Jackson, eyes narrowed to slits, nodded slowly. Each
agent was unconsciously leaning forward as they followed Sawyer’s logic.


  

  “So the odds of the guy being on the flight by accident
are so high it’s not worth debating. Looking at it cold,
Lieberman had to be the target, unless we’re missing
something really big. Now put the two pieces together.
Initially, our bombers may have tried to make it look like
an accident. Then the fueler ends up dead. Why?” Sawyer
looked sharply around the room.


  David Long finally spoke up. “Couldn’t risk it. Maybe
the chances are it goes down like an accident, and maybe
not. They can’t wait around until the papers report it one
way or another. They have to take the guy out right away.
Besides, if the original plan was to have the guy take a
hike, him not showing for work would raise suspicion.
Even if we didn’t think sabotage, the guy skipping town
would sure as hell turn us in that direction.”


  “Agreed,” Sawyer replied. “But if you want the trail to
end there, why not make it look like the fueler’s some fanatical zealot? Put a bullet into his temple, leave the gun
and some BS suicide note behind filled with I-hate-America language and let us think the guy’s a loner. You fill him
full of holes, leave behind evidence pointing to the guy getting ready to run, now we know there are others involved.
Why the hell bring yourself that kind of trouble?” Sawyer
rubbed his chin.


  The other agents leaned back in their chairs, looking
confused.


  Sawyer finally looked at Jackson. “Any word from the
ME on our dead guy?”


  “They promised a top priority. We’ll know soon.”


  “Anything else turn up at the guy’s apartment?”


  “One thing that didn’t turn up, Lee.”


  Sawyer flashed a knowing look. “No I.D. docs.”


  “Yep,” Jackson said. “Guy getting ready to hit the road
after blowing up a plane will not be running as himself.
Way this was probably planned out, he had to have phony
docs, good phony docs ready.”


  “True, Ray, but he could’ve had them stashed someplace else.”


  “Or whoever killed him might’ve taken them too,”
Barracks ventured.


  “No argument there,” Sawyer said.


  On those words the door to the SIOC opened and
through it stepped Marsha Reid. Petite and motherly
looking, with salt and pepper hair cut short and glasses
riding on a chain over her black dress, she was one of the
bureau’s top fingerprint personnel. Reid had tracked
down some of the worst criminals on the planet through
the esoteric world of arches, loops and whorls.


  Marsha nodded to the other agents in the room and
then sat down and opened the file she had carried in.


  “AFIS results, hot off the presses,” she said, her tone
businesslike but laced with a touch of humor. “Robert
Sinclair was actually Joseph Philip Riker, currently
wanted in Texas and Arkansas on murder and related
weapons charges. His arrest sheet is three pages long. His
first arrest was for armed robbery at age sixteen. His last
was for second-degree murder. He served seven years.
Was released five years ago. Since then he’s been implicated in numerous crimes, including two murders-for-hire. An extremely dangerous man. His trail went cold
about eighteen months ago. Not a peep from him since.
Until now.”


  Every agent at the table looked stunned.


  “How does a guy like that get a job fueling planes?”
Sawyer’s tone was incredulous.


  

  Jackson answered the query. “I spoke with representatives from Vector. They’re a reputable company.
Sinclair—or, rather, Riker—had been with them only about
a month. He had excellent credentials. Worked at several
aircraft fueling companies in the Northwest and in southern California. They did a background check on him,
under the name Sinclair, of course. Everything came out
okay. They were as stunned by this as anyone else.”


  “What about fingerprints? They had to check his fingerprints. That would’ve told them who the guy really
was.”


  Reid eyed Sawyer. She spoke with authority. “Depends
on who’s taking the prints, Lee. A borderline competent
tech can be fooled, you know that. There’s synthetic material out there you’d swear was skin. You can buy prints
on the street. Put it all together and a career criminal becomes a respectable citizen.”


  Barracks piped in. “And if the guy was wanted on all
those other crimes, he probably had a new face put on.
Five gets you ten the face in that morgue isn’t the face on
those wanted posters.”


  Sawyer looked at Jackson. “How did Riker end up fueling Flight 3223?”


  “About a week ago he asked to be switched to the
graveyard shift, twelve to seven. Flight 3223’s scheduled
departure time was six forty-five. Same time every day.
Log shows the plane was fueled at five-fifteen. That put
it on Riker’s rounds. Most people don’t volunteer for that
shift, so Riker got it pretty much by default.”


  Another question occurred to Sawyer. “So where’s the
real Robert Sinclair?”


  “Probably dead,” said Barracks. “Riker took over his
identity.”


  No one commented on that theory until Sawyer pursued
the issue with a startling query. “Or what if Robert Sinclair
doesn’t exist?” Now even Reid looked puzzled. Sawyer
looked deep in thought when he spoke. “There are a lot of
problems with taking over a real person’s identity. Old photos, co-workers or friends who show up unexpectedly and
blow your cover. There’s another way to do it.” Sawyer
pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows as he thought his
idea through. “I’ve got a gut feeling on this one that’s
telling me we need to redo everything that Vector did when
they performed their background check on Riker. Get on
that, Ray, like yesterday.”


  Jackson nodded and jotted down some notes.


  Reid looked at Sawyer. “Are you thinking what I think
you are?”


  Sawyer smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time a person
was invented out of whole cloth. Social Security number,
job history, past residences, photo identification, bank accounts, training certifications, fake phone numbers,
dummy references.” He looked at Reid. “Even false
prints, Marsha.”


  “Then we’re talking some pretty sophisticated guys,”
she replied.


  “I never doubted they were anything less, Ms. Reid,”
Sawyer rejoined.


  Sawyer looked around the table. “I don’t want to stray
from SOP, so we’ll still continue to conduct interviews of
family members of the victims, but I don’t want to waste
too much time on that. Lieberman is the key to this whole
thing.” He suddenly changed gears. “Rapid Start running
smoothly?” he asked Ray Jackson.


  “Very.”


  Rapid Start was the FBI’s version of the show on the
road and Sawyer had used it successfully in the past. The
premise of Rapid Start was the veracity of an electronic
clearinghouse for every bit of information, leads and
anonymous tips involved in an investigation that otherwise would become unorganized and muddled. With an
integrated investigation and pretty close to real-time access to information, the chances of success, the bureau
believed, were immeasurably increased.


  The Rapid Start operation for Flight 3223 was housed
in an abandoned tobacco warehouse on the outskirts of
Standardsville. Instead of tobacco leaves stored floor to
ceiling, the building now housed the latest in computer
and telecommunications equipment manned by dozens of
agents working in shifts who inputted information into
the massive databases twenty-four hours a day.


  “We’re gonna need every miracle it can produce. And
even that might not be enough.” Sawyer was silent for a
moment and then snapped to attention. “Let’s get to
work.”









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Quentin?” Sidney stood at the front door of her house,
the surprise evident on her face.


  Quentin Rowe stared back at her through his oval
glasses. “May I come in?”


  Sidney’s parents were out grocery shopping. While
Sidney and Quentin headed toward the living room, a
sleepy Amy wandered into the room dragging Pooh. “Hi,
Amy,” Rowe said. He knelt down and put out a hand to
her, but the little girl drew back. Rowe smiled at her. “I
was shy when I was your age too.” He looked up at Sidney. “That’s probably why I turned to computers. They
didn’t talk back at you, or try to touch you.” He paused,
seemingly lost in thought. Then he started and looked up
at her. “Do you have time to talk?”


  Sidney hesitated.


  “Please, Sidney?”


  “Let me put this little girl down for a much-needed
nap. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Sidney carried her
out.


  While she was gone, Rowe slowly walked around the
room. He studied the many photos of the Archer family
scattered across the walls and tabletops. He looked over
as Sidney came back into the room. “Beautiful little girl
you have there.”


  “She is something. A terrific something.”


  “Especially now, right?”


  Sidney nodded.


  Rowe kept his eyes on her. “I lost both my parents in a
plane crash when I was fourteen.”


  “Oh, Quentin.”


  He shrugged. “It was a long time ago. But I think I can
understand a little better than most how you’re feeling. I
was an only child. There really wasn’t anyone left for
me.”


  “I guess I’m fortunate in that regard.”


  “You are, Sidney, keep reminding yourself of that.”


  She took a deep breath. “Would you like something to
drink?”


  “Tea, if you have it.”


  A few minutes later they were settled on the living
room sofa. Rowe balanced his saucer on his knee while
he sipped delicately at his tea. He put his cup down and
looked over at her, his awkwardness apparent. “First, I
want to apologize to you.”


  “Quentin—”


  

  He put up one hand. “I know what you’re going to say,
but I was way out of line. The things I said, the way I
treated you. I… Sometimes I don’t think before I speak.
In fact, I’m often that way. I’m not all that good at presenting myself. I know I come off as geeky and uncaring
sometimes, but I’m really not.”


  “I know that, Quentin. We’ve always had a good relationship. Everyone at Triton thinks the world of you. I
know that Jason did. If it makes you feel any better, I find
you far easier to relate to than Nathan Gamble.”


  “You and the rest of the world,” Rowe said quickly.
“With that said, I guess I should explain by saying that I
was under a great deal of pressure, what with Gamble
balking at doing CyberCom, the chance that we could
lose it all.”


  “Well, I think Nathan understands what’s at stake.”


  Rowe nodded absently. “The second thing I wanted to
tell you is how truly sorry I am about Jason. It just
shouldn’t have happened. Jason was probably the one
person I could truly connect to at the company. He was as
talented as I was on the technology side, but he was also
able to present himself well, an area, as I said, I’m lacking in.”


  “I think you handle yourself very well.”


  Rowe brightened. “You do?” Then he sighed. “Next to
Gamble, most people, I guess, seem like wallflowers.”


  “I wouldn’t disagree, but I also wouldn’t recommend
that you emulate him.”


  Rowe put his tea down. “I know it seems like he and I
are strange bedfellows.”


  “It’s hard to argue with the success you two have had.”


  

  His tone was suddenly bitter. “Right. The great
measuring stick of money. When I first started out, I had
ideas. Wonderful ideas, but no capital. Then along came
Nathan.” His expression was not a pleasant one.


  “It’s not only that, Quentin. You have a vision for the future. I understand that vision, to the extent a technology
neophyte can. I know that vision is what’s driving the
CyberCom deal.”


  Rowe smacked his fist into the palm of his hand.
“Exactly, Sidney. Exactly. The stakes are so incredibly high.
CyberCom’s technology is so dramatically superior, so
monumental, it’s like the second coming of Graham
Bell.” He seemed to shiver with anticipation as he looked
at her. “Do you realize that the one thing holding back the
limitless potential of the Internet is the fact that it’s so
large, so all-consuming that navigating it efficiently is
often a horrendous exercise in futility for even the most
adept computer users?”


  “But with CyberCom, that will change?”


  “Yes! Yes. Of course.”


  “I have to confess, despite working on this deal for so
many months, I’m really not certain what exactly CyberCom has come up with. Lawyers rarely get into those nuances, particularly those who never excelled in the
sciences, such as myself.” She smiled.


  Rowe sat back, his slender frame assuming a comfortable tilt when the conversation veered toward technical
issues. “In laymen’s terms CyberCom has done nothing
less than create artificial intelligence, so-called intelligent
agents that will initially be used to effortlessly navigate
the myriad tributaries of the Internet and its progeny.”


  “Artificial intelligence? I thought that existed only in
the movies.”


  “Not at all. There are degrees of artificial intelligence,
of course. CyberCom’s is by far the most sophisticated
I’ve ever seen.”


  “How exactly does it work?”


  “Let’s say you want to find out about every article written on some controversial subject, and you also want a
summary of those articles, listing those in favor and opposed, the reasons therefor, the analysis behind it and so
on. Now, if you attempted that on your own through the
unwieldy labyrinth the Internet has become, it would take
you forever. As I said, the overwhelming amount of information contained on the Internet is its greatest drawback. Human beings are ill-equipped to deal with
something on that scale. But you get around that obstacle
and suddenly it’s as though the surface of Pluto becomes
alive with sunshine.”


  “And that’s what CyberCom has done?”


  

  “With CyberCom in our fold, we will initiate a wireless, satellite-based network that will be seamlessly coordinated with proprietary software that will soon be on
every computer in America, and eventually the world.
The software is easily the most user-friendly I’ve ever
seen. It asks the user precisely what information is
needed. It will ask additional questions as it deems necessary. Then, tapping into our satellite-based network, it
will explore every molecule of the conglomeration of
computers we call the Internet until it assembles, in picture-perfect form, the answer to every single question
you asked, and many more you weren’t perceptive
enough to think of. Best of all, it’s chameleon-like in that
the intelligent agents can adapt to and communicate with
any network server in existence. That’s another drawback
to the Internet: systems’ inability to communicate with
each other. And it will perform this task a billion times
faster than any human could. It will be like minutely examining every drop of the Nile River in a few minutes.
Even faster. Finally, the vast sources of knowledge that
are out there and growing exponentially with every passing day can actually be efficiently linked up to the one entity which really needs them.” He looked pointedly at her.
“Humanity. And it doesn’t stop there. The network interface with the Internet is only one small part of the overall puzzle. It also elevates the encryption standard to
unparalleled heights. Imagine fluid responses to attempts
to illegally decrypt electronic transmissions. Responses
that can not only adjust to fend off a hacker’s multithrust
attacks, but aggressively pursue the intruder and track
him down. Do you think that would be popular with law
enforcement agencies? This is the next milestone in the
technological revolution. This will dictate how all data is
transmitted and used in the next century. How we build,
teach, think. Just envision computers that are not merely
dumb machines reacting to precise instructions keyed in
by humans. Picture computers using their vast intellectual muscle to think on their own, to problem-solve for us
in ways unthinkable today. It will make so much obsolete, including much of Triton’s existing product line. It
changes everything. Like the internal combustion engine
did to the era of the horse-drawn carriages, but even more
profoundly.”


  “My God,” Sidney exclaimed. “And I guess the potential profits—”


  “Yes, yes, we’ll make billions from sales of software, the
network charges—every business in the world will want to
be on-line with us. And that’s only the beginning.” Rowe
sounded distinctly uninterested in this side of the equation.
“And yet with all that, Gamble still won’t see, is incapable
of understanding…” He stood up in his anxiety, his arms
flailing. He caught himself and sat back down, his face carrying a red sheen. “I’m… I’m sorry, sometimes I get carried away.”


  “It’s okay, Quentin, I understand. Jason shared your
excitement about the CyberCom deal, I know that.”


  “We had many pleasant discussions about it.”


  “And Gamble is acutely aware of the consequences of
another company acquiring CyberCom. I have to believe
that he will come to his senses over the records issue.”


  Rowe nodded. “One can only hope,” he said quickly.
Sidney glanced at the diamond studs in his earlobe. They
seemed to be the only extravagance about the man, and a
small one at that. A millionaire several hundred times over,
Rowe lived much like the impoverished college student he
had been ten years ago. Finally Rowe broke the silence.
“Jason and I talked about the future a lot, in fact. He was a
very special person.” He seemed to share the depths of Sidney’s misery whenever Jason’s name was mentioned. “I
guess you won’t be working on the CyberCom matter anymore?”


  “The attorney who’s replacing me is top-notch. You
won’t miss a beat.”


  “Oh, good.” He sounded extremely unconvinced.


  She rose and gripped his shoulder. “Quentin, this deal
will get done.” She noted his empty teacup. “Would you
like some more tea?”


  “What? Uh, no, no, thanks.” He collapsed back into
deep thought, rubbing his thin hands nervously. When he
snatched a look at her, Sidney thought she knew what
was on his mind.


  “I had an impromptu meeting with Nathan recently.”


  Rowe slowly nodded. “He told me something of it.”


  “So you know about Jason’s ‘trip’?”


  “That he told you he was going for a job interview?”


  “Yes.”


  “What company?” The question was asked very matter-of-factly.


  Sidney hesitated and then decided to answer.
“AllegraPort Technology.”


  Rowe snorted. “I could’ve told you that was a joke.
AllegraPort will be out of business in less than two
years. They were on the cutting edge a while back, but
they let the industry pass them by. You grow and keep
innovating in this field or you die. Jason would never
have seriously considered going with them.”


  “As it turned out, he didn’t. They had never heard of
him.”


  Rowe was obviously already privy to this information.
“Could it have been something else… I don’t quite
know how to put this…”


  “Personal? Another woman?”


  Like an embarrassed child, Rowe mumbled, “I
shouldn’t have said that. It’s none of my business.”


  

  “No, it’s all right. I can’t tell you that the thought never
crossed my mind. However, our relationship recently was
the best it’s ever been.”


  “So he never indicated to you that anything was going
on in his life? Nothing that would have prompted him
to… to take a trip to L.A., and not to tell you the truth
about it?”


  Sidney looked wary. Was this all a fishing expedition?
Had Gamble perhaps sent his second-in-command over
to glean some information? When she looked at Rowe’s
troubled expression, she swiftly concluded that he had
come here on his own in an attempt to figure out what had
happened to his employee and friend.


  “Nothing. Jason never really talked to me about work.
I have no idea what he was doing. I wish to God I did. It’s
the not knowing that’s killing me.” She debated whether
to ask Rowe about the new locks on Jason’s door and Kay
Vincent’s other concerns, but finally decided not to.


  After an awkward silence, Rowe stirred. “I have those
personal items of Jason’s you came to the office for in the
car. After I was so rude to you, I thought it best to bring
them myself.”


  “Thank you, Quentin. Believe me when I tell you I harbor no hard feelings. It’s a rough time for us all.”


  Rowe thanked her with a smile as he stood up. “I have
to be going. I’ll go get the box. If you need anything, just
let me know.” After bringing in the items, Rowe said his
good-byes and turned to leave. Sidney touched him on
the shoulder.


  “Nathan Gamble won’t be looking over your shoulder
forever. Everyone knows who’s really behind the success
of Triton Global.”


  He looked surprised. “You really think so?”


  “It’s hard to hide genius.”


  He breathed deeply. “I don’t know. Gamble seems to
keep surprising me in that regard.”


  He turned and walked slowly back to his car.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  

  It was nearly midnight when Lee Sawyer’s head hit the
pillow after a hastily eaten dinner. His eyes, however,
failed to close, although a massive weariness tugged at
him. He looked around the tiny living space and abruptly
decided to get up. He padded through the hallway in his
bare feet, undershorts and T-shirt and plopped down on a
beaten-up recliner in the living room. The typical career
of an FBI agent didn’t often lend itself to long-standing
domestic tranquillity. Too many missed anniversaries,
holidays, birthdays. Gone for months at a time, no end in
sight. He had been severely wounded in the line of duty,
a traumatic situation for any spouse. There had been
threats to his family from the human waste he had dedicated his life to eradicating. All for the cause of justice,
of making the world, if not better, at least momentarily
safer. A noble goal that didn’t sound so special when you
were trying to explain to your eight-year-old over the
phone why Daddy was going to miss another baseball
game, another recital or school play. He had known that
going in; Peg had too. Being so much in love, they truly
believed they could beat the odds, and they had for a long
time. Ironically, his relationship with Peg was now better
than it had been in years.


  The kids, though, were a different matter. He had taken
the full brunt of the blame for the breakup and maybe he
deserved it, he thought. Only now were his three oldest
kids beginning to talk to him on anything approaching a
consistent basis. Meggie was completely gone from him.
He didn’t know what was going on in her life. That’s
what had hurt the most. The not knowing.


  Everyone had choices to make and he had made his
own. He had enjoyed a very successful career at the bureau, but that success had come with a cost. He walked to
the kitchen, pulled out a cold beer and plopped back
down in the recliner. His magical sleeping potion of
choice. At least he wasn’t into the hard liquor. Yet. He finished the beer in several large gulps, lay back in the chair
and closed his eyes.


  An hour later, the telephone ringing roused him from a
deep sleep. He was still sitting in the recliner. He picked
up the telephone receiver on the table next to his chair.


  “Yeah?”


  “Lee?”


  

  Sawyer’s eyelids fluttered briefly, then opened.
“Frank?” Sawyer looked at his watch. “You’re not with
the bureau anymore, Frank, I thought the private sector
lets you keep more regular hours.”


  On the other end of the line Frank Hardy was fully
dressed and sitting in a nicely furnished office. On the
wall behind him hung numerous mementos depicting a
long and distinguished career with the FBI. Hardy
smiled. “Too much competition out here, Lee. Just having twenty-four hours in a day doesn’t seem fair.”


  “Well, I’m not ashamed to admit it’s about my limit.
What’s up?”


  “Your plane bombing,” Hardy said simply.


  Sawyer sat straight up, fully awake now, his eyes focusing in the darkness. “What?”


  “I got something here you’re going to need to see, Lee.
I’m not clear on exactly what it all means yet. I’m about
to brew a pot of coffee. How long will it take you to get
here?”


  “Give me thirty minutes.”


  “Just like old times.”


  

  In five minutes Sawyer was fully dressed. He slipped
his 10mm pistol into its holster and went down to the
street to fire up his sedan. On the drive over he reported
in to headquarters to alert them to this recent development. Frank Hardy had been one of the best agents the
bureau had ever produced. When he left to start his own
security firm, every agent had felt the loss, but no one begrudged Hardy the opportunity after his many years of
service. He and Sawyer had been partners for ten years
before Hardy made his exit. They had been a prolific
team, beating the odds on a number of high-profile cases
and bringing to justice criminals who had gone far
underground. Many of their targets were now serving life
sentences without parole at various maximum-security
federal prisons around the country. More than a handful,
several of them serial killers, had been executed.


  If Hardy thought he had something on the plane bombing, then he did. Sawyer sped up and within ten minutes
pulled his car into a vast parking lot. The fourteen-story
building in Tysons Corner housed a number of businesses, none of them involved in anything nearly as exciting as Hardy’s concern.


  Sawyer was cleared through security after showing his
FBI credentials and rode the elevator up to the fourteenth
floor. Stepping out of the elevator, he found himself in the
modern-looking reception area. Soft cove lighting illuminated the otherwise darkened expanse of the area. Behind
the receptionist’s desk were six-inch-high white letters
proclaiming the name of the establishment: SECURTECH.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  

  Sidney Archer watched the methodical rise and fall of
the small chest. Her parents were sleeping soundly in the
guest bedroom down the hall while Sidney sat in the
rocking chair in Amy’s room. Finally Sidney rose and
went to the window to look out. She had never been
much of a night person. Hectic days had demanded that
when the time came to sleep, she slept. Now the darkness
seemed powerfully soothing to her, like a gentle cascade
of warm water. It made recent events seem less real, less
terrifying than she knew them actually to be. When the
daylight came, though, the calming quiet of the night
would leave her again. Tomorrow also would bring the
memorial service for Jason. People would be coming to
the house to pay their respects, to reflect on what a good
life her husband had led. Sidney wasn’t sure if she would
be up to it, but that was a worry that she would allow to
lie for a few more hours.


  She kissed Amy on the cheek, quietly exited the room
and moved down the hallway to Jason’s small study. She
reached above the doorjamb and pulled down half a
bobby pin, which she inserted in the lock on the door. At
two years old, Amy Archer could get into anything: mascara, pantyhose, jewelry, Jason’s ties, shoes, wallets and
purses. They had once found the title to Jason’s Cougar
crammed in the pancake mix along with the house keys
they had been frantically searching for. Once she and
Jason had awoken to find a full box of dental floss
wrapped around their four-poster bed. Turning doorknobs
was a simple matter for the youngest Archer, hence most
doors in the place had a bobby pin or bent paper clip riding above them.


  Sidney went in and sat down in front of the desk. The
computer screen stared back at her, its flat face dark and
silent. A part of her waited for another e-mail to burst on
the screen, hoping beyond hope, but it did not happen.
She looked around the small room. Being wholly Jason’s,
it seemed continually to draw her. She touched certain favorite items of his as if they would, by osmosis, reveal to
her the secrets her husband had left behind. The phone
ringing broke her thoughts. It rang again and she quickly
picked it up, not knowing what to expect. For a moment
Sidney did not recognize the voice. “Paul?”


  “I’m sorry for calling so late. I’ve been trying to reach
you the last few days. I left messages.”


  She hesitated. “I know, Paul, I’m sorry, there’s been so
much—”


  “Jesus, Sid, I didn’t say that to make you feel guilty. I
was just worried about you. Finding out about Jason like
that, I don’t know how you’re holding up. You’re
stronger than I am.”


  She smiled weakly. “I don’t feel so strong right now.”


  Paul Brophy’s voice was earnest. “You’ve got a lot of
people at Tyler, Stone pulling for you. And one New
York–based partner in particular who is available twenty-four hours a day to help.”


  “The support is touching, it really is.”


  “I’m flying down for the memorial service tomorrow.”


  “You don’t have to do that, Paul, you must be
swamped.”


  “Not really. I don’t know if you were aware, but I made
a run at taking the helm on the CyberCom deal.”


  “Really?” Sidney did her best to keep her voice even.


  “Yeah, only I didn’t get it. Wharton was rather blunt in
rejecting my offer.”


  “I’m sorry, Paul.” Sidney felt momentary guilt. “There
will be other deals, though.”


  “I know, but I really thought I could do it. I really did.”
He paused. Sidney prayed that he would not ask her
whether Wharton had sought her advice on the matter.
When he finally did speak, she felt more guilty still. “I am
coming tomorrow, Sid. I can’t think of any place I’d
rather be.”


  “Thank you.” Sidney pulled her robe closer around her.


  “Is it okay if I come directly to your house from the airport?”


  “That’s fine.”


  

  “Get some sleep, Sid. I’ll see you first thing in the
morning. You need anything, anytime, day or night, you
just have to call, okay?”


  “Thank you, Paul. Good night.” Sidney put the phone
down. She had always gotten along with Brophy, but she
was certainly aware that under his ultrasmooth exterior
lurked a pure opportunist. She had told Henry Wharton
that Paul did not belong on the CyberCom deal and now
he was coming down to be with her in her time of grief.
Well, she may be grieving, but she didn’t believe in coincidences that big. She wondered what his true motive
could be.


  As he hung up the phone, Paul Brophy surveyed the
broad expanse of his luxurious apartment. When you
were thirty-four, single and good-looking with a mid-six-figure income, New York City was a great place to be. He
smiled and ran his hand through thick hair. Six figures
that would, with a little luck, turn into seven. Much in life
depended on whom you allied yourself with. He picked
up the phone and dialed. The phone was answered after
one ring. The voice was quick and businesslike after Brophy identified himself.


  “Hello, Paul, I was hoping to hear from you tonight,”
Philip Goldman said.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Frank Hardy loaded the videotape into the VCR resting
under the wide-screen TV in one corner of the conference
room. It was almost two o’clock in the morning. Lee
Sawyer sat in one of the plush chairs, nursing a cup of hot
coffee and admiring the surroundings. “Damn, business
must be really good, Frank. I keep forgetting how far
you’ve risen in the world.”


  Hardy laughed. “Well, if you’d ever take my offer to
join me, Lee, I wouldn’t have to keep reminding you.”


  “I’m just so set in my ways, Frank.”


  Hardy grinned. “Renee and I are thinking of going to
the Caribbean over Christmas. You could join us. Maybe
even bring somebody else along.” Hardy looked at his
former partner expectantly.


  “Sorry, Frank, there really isn’t anybody right now.”


  “It’s been two years. I just thought… After Sally
walked out, I thought I was going to die. Didn’t want to
go through the dating process again. Then Renee happened along. I couldn’t be happier.”


  “Seeing as how Renee could pass as Michelle Pfeiffer’s twin, I can see how you must be a very happy man.”


  Hardy laughed. “You might want to reconsider. Renee
has some girlfriends who adhere strictly to her level of
aesthetics. And the women go nuts over you tall, strong
types, I’m telling you.”


  Sawyer grunted. “Right. Not to detract from you, handsome old buddy, but I don’t have the bucks in the bank
you do. Consequently, my attraction level has dimmed a
little over the years. Besides, I’m still only a government
employee. Coach class and Kmart are about my limit and
I don’t think you travel in those circles anymore.”


  Hardy sat down and picked up a coffee mug with one
hand and the VCR remote with the other. “I was planning
on picking up the whole tab, Lee,” he said quietly. “Call
it an early Christmas present. You’re so damned hard to
shop for.”


  “Thanks anyway. Actually, I’m thinking about trying
to spend some time with the kids this year. If they’ll have
me.”


  Frank nodded. “I hear you.”


  “Now, what do you have for me?”


  Hardy said, “We’ve been Triton Global’s chief security
consultant for the last several years.”


  Sawyer picked up his coffee cup. “Triton Global?
Computer, telecommunications. They’re a Fortune 500,
aren’t they?”


  “Technically, they don’t qualify for the list.”


  “Why’s that?”


  They’re a nonpublic company. They dominate their
field, expanding like crazy, and doing it all without capital from the public markets.”


  “Impressive. How does that tie in to a plane taking a
nosedive into the Virginia countryside?”


  “Several months ago Triton suspected that certain proprietary information was being leaked to a competitor.
They called us in to verify the suspicion and, if true, to
discover the leak.”


  “Did you?”


  Hardy nodded. “We first narrowed down the list of
those competitors who were most likely to participate in
such a scheme. Once we had those nailed down, we undertook surveillance.”


  “That must’ve been tough. Big companies, thousands
of employees, hundreds of offices.”


  “It was a daunting challenge, at first. However, our information led us to believe the leak was fairly senior, so
we kept our eye on high-level Triton people.”


  Lee Sawyer settled farther back in his chair and sipped
his coffee. “So you identified some other ‘unofficial’
places where the exchange might take place and set up
your snooping shop?”


  Hardy smiled. “Sure you don’t want that job?”


  Sawyer shrugged off the compliment. “So what happened?”


  

  “We identified a number of these ‘unofficial’ locations, property owned by our suspect companies and which seemed to have no legitimate operational purpose. At each of these sites we set up surveillance.” Hardy smiled
sardonically at his former colleague. “Don’t read me the riot act over trespassing and other related legal violations, Lee. Sometimes the ends do justify the means.”


  “Not arguing with you there. I wish we could take
shortcuts sometimes. But then we’d have a hundred
lawyers screaming ‘unconstitutional’ and there goes my
pension.”


  “Anyway, two days ago a routine inspection was made
of a surveillance camera set up inside a warehouse building located near Seattle.”


  “What led you to stake out that particular warehouse?”


  “Information we developed led us to believe that the
building was owned, through a string of subsidiaries and
partnerships, by the RTG Group. They’re one of Triton’s
major global competitors.”


  “What was the nature of the information Triton believed was being leaked? Technology?”


  “No. Triton was involved in negotiations for the acquisition of a very valuable software company called CyberCom. We believe that information on those negotiations
was being leaked to RTG, information that RTG could
use to step in and buy the company itself, since it would
know Triton’s terms and negotiating position. Based on
the video you’re about to see, we’ve made subtle noises
to RTG. They’ve denied everything, of course. They’re
claiming that the warehouse was leased last year to an unaffiliated company. We checked out the company. It’s
nonexistent. Meaning RTG is lying or we’ve got another
player in this game.”


  Sawyer nodded. “Okay. Tell me about the tie-in to my
case.”


  Hardy responded by pushing a button on the remote.
The large-screen TV sprang to life. Sawyer and Hardy
watched as the scene in the small room in the warehouse
was replayed. When the tall young man accepted the silver case from the older gentlemen, Hardy froze the
screen. He looked over at Sawyer’s puzzled face. Hardy
pulled a laser pointer from his shirt pocket to highlight
the young man.


  “This man is employed by Triton Global. We didn’t
have him on the surveillance list because he wasn’t senior-level management and he wasn’t directly involved in
the acquisition negotiations.”


  “Despite that, he’s obviously your leak. Recognize
anyone else?”


  Hardy shook his head. “Not yet. The man’s name, by
the way, is Jason W. Archer of 611 Morgan Lane in Jefferson County, Virginia. Sound familiar?”


  Sawyer concentrated hard. The name did seem to ring
a bell. Then it suddenly hit him like a half-ton truck.
“Jesus Christ!” He half rose out of his chair, eyes bulging
at the face on the screen as the name shot out at him from
a passenger manifest that he had scrutinized a hundred
times already. At the bottom of the screen, digital images
paraded across. The date and time stamp read NOVEMBER
17, 1995 11:15 AM PST. Sawyer’s quick eyes took in the
information with one glance and he calculated rapidly.
Seven hours after the plane had crashed in Virginia, this
guy was alive and kicking in Seattle. “Jesus H. Christ!”
he exclaimed again.


  Hardy nodded. “That’s right. Jason Archer was listed
as a passenger on Flight 3223. But he obviously wasn’t
on the flight.”


  Hardy let the tape run. When the roar of the plane
erupted on its sound track, Sawyer jerked his head to the
window. The damn thing sounded like it was coming
right at them. When he looked back at Hardy, his friend
was smiling.


  “I did the same thing when I heard it for the first time.”


  Sawyer watched as the men on the screen looked skyward until the sound of the plane in the background
drifted away. Sawyer squinted at the screen. Something
caught his eye; he just couldn’t put his finger on it.


  Hardy was watching him closely. “See something?”


  Sawyer finally shook his head. “Okay, what was
Archer doing in Seattle on the morning of the Virginia
crash if he was supposed to be on a plane to L.A.? Company business?”


  “Triton didn’t even know Archer was gong to L.A.,
much less Seattle. They thought he was taking some time
off to spend at home with his family.”


  Sawyer narrowed his eyes, searching his memory.
“Help me out here, Frank.”


  Hardy’s answer was prompt. “Archer has a wife and
young daughter. His wife, Sidney, is an attorney at Tyler,
Stone, Triton’s lead outside counsel. The wife works on a
number of Triton’s business matters, including heading
up Triton’s pursuit of CyberCom.”


  “That’s real interesting, and maybe convenient for her
and her husband.”


  “Gotta admit, that’s the first thought that struck me,
Lee.”


  “If Archer was in Seattle by, say, ten or ten-thirty in the
morning, Pacific time, he must’ve grabbed an early
morning flight from D.C.”


  “Western Airlines had one leaving about the same time
as the L.A. departure.”


  Sawyer stood up and walked over to the TV screen. He
rewound the tape and then froze it. He scrutinized every
detail of Jason Archer’s face, burning it into his memory.
He turned to Hardy. “We know Archer was on Flight
3223’s passenger manifest, but you say his employer
didn’t know about the trip. How’d they find out he was on
the plane? Supposedly was,” Sawyer corrected himself.


  Hardy poured out some more coffee and stood up,
moved over to the window. Both men seemed innately to
crave movement while thinking. “Airline tracks down the
wife while she’s on a business trip to New York and tells
her the bad news. At that meeting are a bunch of people
from Triton, including the chairman. They find out then.
Pretty soon everyone knew. This videotape has only been
shown to two other people: Nathan Gamble, the chairman
of the board of Triton, and Quentin Rowe, the second-in-command over there.”


  Sawyer rubbed a kink out of his neck, picked up the
fresh cup of coffee and took a gulp. “Western confirmed
that he checked in at the ticket counter and that his boarding pass was collected. They wouldn’t have informed his
family otherwise.”


  

  “You know as well as I do that it could’ve been anyone
checking in there using a dummy I.D. The tickets were
probably paid for ahead of time. He checks a bag, goes
through security. Even with the FAA’s recent heightened
security requirements, they don’t require photo identification to board a plane, only at check-in or with the skycaps.”


  “But somebody got on the plane in Archer’s place. The
airline has his boarding pass, and once on, you do not get
off an aircraft.”


  “Whoever it was, was one very stupid or one very unlucky sonofabitch. Probably both.”


  “Right, but if Archer was on that Seattle flight, that
means he had another ticket.”


  “He could’ve checked in twice, once for each flight. He
could have used an alias and dummy I.D. for the Seattle
flight.”


  “That’s true.” Sawyer pondered the possibilities. “Or
he could’ve simply switched tickets with the guy who
took his place.”


  “Whatever the truth is, you’ve certainly got your work
cut out for you.”


  Sawyer fingered his coffee mug. “Anyone talk to the
wife?”


  In response, Hardy opened the file he had carried in
with him. “Nathan Gamble did, briefly, on two occasions.
Quentin Rowe also talked to her.”


  “And what’s her story?”


  “Initially she said she didn’t know her husband was on
the plane.”


  “Initially? So her story changed.”


  

  Hardy nodded. “Next she told Nathan Gamble that her
husband had lied to her. Said he told her he was going to
L.A. to meet with another company about a job. Turns
out he wasn’t meeting with any other company.”


  “Who says?”


  “Sidney Archer. I guess she must have called the company, probably to tell them her husband wasn’t going to
be making it.”


  “But you verified it?” asked Sawyer. Hardy nodded.
“So, any progress with your investigation?”


  Hardy’s face took on almost a pained expression. “Not
much makes sense right now. Nathan Gamble is far from
a happy man. He pays the bills and wants results. But it
takes time, you know that. Still…” Hardy paused and
studied the thick carpet. It was easy to see the man did not
enjoy being puzzled about anything. “Anyway, according
to Gamble and Rowe, at least, Mrs. Archer thinks her
husband’s dead.”


  “If she’s telling the truth, and right now everything
with me is a big if.” Sawyer’s tone was heated.


  Hardy looked at him quizzically.


  Sawyer caught the look and his shoulders slumped.
“Just between you and me, Frank, I’m feeling a little stupid on this one.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “I had it pegged for sure that Arthur Lieberman was the
target. Structured the whole investigation around that theory, mainly just going through the motions on any other
angle.”


  “It’s early on in the investigation, Lee. No harm done
yet. Besides, maybe Lieberman was the target, in a way.”


  Sawyer’s head jerked back. “How’s that?”


  “Think about it. You already answered your own question.”


  Hardy’s point suddenly came to him. Sawyer’s face
grew dark. “You mean you think this guy Archer
arranged to blow up the plane because we’d think Lieberman was the target? Come on, Frank, that’s a helluva
stretch.”


  Hardy countered. “Well if we hadn’t lucked out with
this video, that’s exactly what you’d still be thinking,
isn’t it? Remember, there’s one unique thing about an airplane crash, particularly one where the aircraft collides
with the ground relatively intact, as happened here.”


  Sawyer’s face turned ashen while he thought it
through. “No bodies. Nothing to identify, no remains.”


  “Exactly. Now, if the plane had been conventionally
blown up in the air, you’d have a lot of bodies to identify.”


  Sawyer continued to look stunned at Hardy’s revelation. “That issue had been bugging the hell out of me. If
Archer sold out, collected his payoff and was planning to
run, he’d know at some point the police would be on to
him.”


  Hardy picked up the thread. “So to cover his tracks he
sets it up like he gets on a plane which ends up thirty feet
under. If evidence of sabotage is discovered, you logically think Lieberman’s the target. If evidence of sabotage isn’t found, you still won’t be looking for a dead
man. Everyone stops looking for Jason Archer. End of
case.”


  

  “But Christ, Frank, why not just take the money and
run? It’s not that difficult to disappear. And there’s
another thing. The guy we’re pretty sure sabotaged 3223
ended up with a bunch of holes in him.”


  “Would the time of death have allowed Archer to get
back and do the killing?” Hardy asked.


  “We don’t have the autopsy results yet, but based on
what I saw of the corpse, it’s possible Archer could’ve
gotten back to the East Coast in time to do it.”


  Hardy fingered his file while he thought through this
new information.


  “Come on, Frank, how much you figure Archer got for
his info? Enough to bribe a fueler to bring down a plane
and hire a hit man to take out the fueler? This one guy
who until a few days ago led a respectable life with a
family? Now he’s some kind of mastermind criminal
blowing kids and grandmothers out of the sky?”


  Frank Hardy looked at his old friend, his lips set in a
thin line. “He personally didn’t blow up that plane, Lee.
Besides, don’t tell me you’ve started analyzing the depths
of a person’s conscience. If memory serves me correctly,
some of the worst perps we ever tracked down led lives
on the surface that looked like something out of Leave It
to Beaver.”


  Sawyer did not look convinced. “How much?”


  “Archer could’ve gotten several million easy for the
information.”


  “That sounds like a lot, but you think a guy will kill a
couple hundred people to cover his tracks for that? No
way!”


  

  “There’s another wrinkle to all this. A wrinkle that
makes me think Jason Archer was some kind of
mastermind despite appearances, or maybe that he was working
for such an organization.”


  “So what’s the wrinkle?”


  Hardy suddenly looked embarrassed. “There’s some
money missing from one of Triton’s accounts.”


  “Money? How much money?”


  Hardy eyed Sawyer squarely. “How does a quarter of a
billion dollars grab you?”


  Sawyer almost spit his coffee across the table. “What?”


  “It looks like Archer wasn’t just interested in selling
secrets. He was also into raiding bank accounts.”


  “How? I mean, a company that big, it had to have controls in place.”


  “Triton did, only those controls were premised on it receiving correct information from the bank where the
money was on deposit.”


  “I’m not following you,” Sawyer said impatiently.


  Hardy sighed and put his elbows on the table. “In this
day and age, moving money from point A to point B involves the use of a computer. The banking and financial
worlds are wholly dependent upon them, but that dependence comes with risks.”


  “Like there might be some glitch, the computers go
down, stuff like that?” Sawyer ventured.


  “Or that the bank’s computers might be penetrated and
manipulated for illegal purposes. It’s nothing new. Hell,
you know the bureau created a whole new section to deal
with computer crimes.”


  “Is that what you think happened here?”


  

  Hardy sat down and reopened his file, rustling through
some pages until he found what he wanted. “An
operating account for Triton Global Investments, Corporation,
was maintained at Consolidated BankTrust’s branch here
in northern Virginia. Triton Global Investments is Triton’s Wall Street investment company subsidiary. The account was funded over time until the total bank balance
reached two hundred and fifty million.”


  Sawyer interrupted. “Was Archer involved in setting
up the account?”


  “No. He had no access to it, in fact.”


  “Was there a lot of activity in the account?”


  “At first, yes. However, as time went on, Triton didn’t
require the funds. They were sort of kept as a reserve in
case Triton or its affiliated companies were in need of
funding.”


  “What happened next?”


  “Turns out a couple of months ago a new account was
set up at the same bank in the name of Triton Global Investments, Limited.”


  “So Triton set up another account?”


  Hardy was already shaking his head. “No, that’s the
catch. It was totally unrelated to Triton. Turns out the
company is fictitious, no address, no directors or officers,
no nothing.”


  “Do you know who set the bank account up?”


  “There was only one signatory to the account. The
name given to the bank was Alfred Rhone, chief financial
officer. Our investigation turned up zilch on Rhone. But
we did find one interesting piece of information.”


  “What’s that?” Sawyer hunched forward in his chair.


  

  “A number of transactions took place from the phony
account. Wire transfers, deposits, things like that. The
signature of Alfred Rhone appeared on each of these documents. We checked those signatures against those of all
of Triton’s employees. We found a match. Care to guess
who?”


  Sawyer’s reply was immediate. “Jason Archer.”


  Hardy nodded.


  “So what happened to the money?”


  “Someone infiltrated BankTrust’s computer system
and did some very careful rearranging of accounts. Turns
out that the legit Triton account and the phony account
were assigned the same account number.”


  “Christ! You could drive a semi through a hole like
that.”


  “Right. One day before Archer disappeared, a wire
transfer authorization was made moving the two hundred
and fifty million from the Triton account to an account set
up by the phony company at another major money center
bank in New York. BankTrust’s wire department already
had a standing authorization from our friend Alfred
Rhone. The account was fully funded, all the i’s and t’s
dotted and crossed. The money was transferred out the
same day.” Sawyer looked incredulous. “Bank people accept what the computer tells them, Lee, there’s no reason
not to. Besides, bank departments don’t talk to each
other. So long as their ass is covered, they just execute orders. Whoever was involved, they knew banking procedures down cold. Did I mention that Jason Archer used to
work in the wire department of a bank a few years before
he joined Triton?”


  

  Sawyer wearily shook his head. “I knew there was a
reason I don’t like computers. I still don’t understand
how it was done.”


  “Look at it this way, Lee. It was as if they cloned a rich
guy and then walked the fake guy in the front door of the
bank, withdrew all the rich guy’s money and then walked
back out. The only difference is BankTrust thought both
guys were rich; however, the bank was looking at the
same bank balance for both, only counting the money
twice.”


  “Any trace of the funds?”


  Hardy shook his head. “I wouldn’t have expected there
to be. It’s gone. We’ve already met with members of the
bureau’s Financial Institutions Fraud Unit. They’ve commenced an investigation.”


  Sawyer sipped his coffee and then had a sudden
thought. “You think maybe RTG was involved in both
schemes? Otherwise, it would seem kind of odd that
Archer would risk doing both the bank fraud and selling
the secrets.”


  “In fact, Lee, Archer could have initiated only the theft
of the company secrets and then RTG may have put him
up to the bank fraud in order to further hurt Triton. He
was in a perfect position to do it.”


  “But the bank has to make good on the loss. Triton
wasn’t really hurt.”


  “No, you’re wrong there. Triton has lost the use of the
money while BankTrust sorts things out and the investigation is continuing. This incident went all the way up to
the board of directors. It could take months to unravel, or
so Triton was told this morning. As you could imagine,
Nathan Gamble is one unhappy man.”


  “Did Triton need the funds for something?”


  “You bet they did. Triton was going to use the funds to
put a good-faith deposit down on the acquisition of CyberCom, the company I was telling you about.”


  “So did the deal fall through?”


  “Not yet. The last I heard, Nathan Gamble may provide
the funds personally.”


  “Christ, the guy can write a check that big?”


  “Gamble is a billionaire several times over. However,
it’s not like he wants to do it. That ties up his funds on top
of losing two hundred and fifty million of Triton’s cash.
For him it’s a five-hundred-million-dollar swing the
wrong way. Even for him, that’s a lot of money.” Hardy
winced slightly as if remembering his last encounter with
Gamble. “Like I said, not a very happy man right now.
His biggest concern is the secrets Archer sold to RTG,
however. If RTG gets CyberCom, then the ultimate loss
to Triton will be much more than a quarter billion dollars.”


  “But now that RTG knows you’re on to them, they
won’t be using the info Archer slipped them.”


  “It’s not that simple, Lee. They’ve denied any involvement, and while we have the video, it’s far from slam-dunk evidence. RTG was already in the bidding for
CyberCom. If their deal comes in a little sweeter than Triton’s, who’s to say how that happened?”


  “It does get complicated, I guess.” Sawyer wearily
studied the remains of his coffee.


  Hardy spread out his hands at his old partner and
smiled. “Well, that’s my story.”


  

  “I had faith you wouldn’t get me out of bed for a
simple purse snatching.” Sawyer paused. “Archer must be a
certifiable genius, Frank.”


  “Agreed.”


  Sawyer suddenly perked up. “Then again, everybody
makes mistakes and sometimes you get lucky, like that
videotape over there. Besides, it’s the hard ones that
make the job so gratifying. Right?” A grin spread across
his face.


  Hardy nodded in weary amusement. “So, where do you
go from here?”


  Sawyer finished his coffee and hooked the pot for a refill. He seemed reenergized as a number of possibilities
on the case had now opened up.


  “First, I’m going to use your phone to put out a worldwide APB on Jason Archer. Next, I’m going to pick your
brain clean for the next hour. Tomorrow morning I’m
going to send a team of agents to Dulles Airport to find out
as much as they can about Jason Archer. While they’re
doing that, I’m going to follow up with a personal interview of someone who may turn out to be truly integral to
this whole case.”


  “Who’s that?”


  “Sidney Archer.”









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Paul Brophy, I’m a partner of Sidney’s, Mr… .”


  Brophy stood in the foyer of the home, his overnight
bag in one hand.


  “Bill Patterson. I’m Sidney’s father.”


  “She’s spoken of you often, Bill. Sorry we never had a
chance to meet until now. Terrible what happened. I had
to come here for your daughter. She’s one of my closest
colleagues. A truly remarkable woman.”


  

  Bill Patterson eyed the bag Brophy deposited in one corner of the foyer. Dressed in a dark blue double-breasted
suit, the latest in fashionable neckwear and glossy black
shoes to go with patterned socks, the tall, lean Brophy cut
quite a figure. Something about the smooth manner, though,
the way he was casually moving around the stricken household, made Patterson frown. He had spent the better part of
his working life with his bullshit radar set on high. His
alarm was wailing now.


  “She’s got a lot of family here for her… Paul, was it?”
Patterson put particular emphasis on the word family.


  Brophy looked at him, sizing up the man quickly. “Yes.
There’s nothing more important than family right now. I
hope you don’t think I’m intruding. That’s the last thing
I want to do. I talked to Sidney last night. She said it was
okay. I’ve worked with your daughter for many years.
We’ve been through some legal deals that would send
you looking for the ulcer medicine. But I don’t have to
tell you that. You practically ran Bristol-Aluminum the
last five years you were there. Read about you in the
Journal it seems like every month. And that big spread in
Forbes a few years ago when you retired.”


  “Business is tough,” the older man agreed, relaxing his
manner as he briefly recalled past triumphs from his business career.


  “Well, I know that’s what your competition thought.”
Brophy flashed the friendliest of grins.


  Patterson returned it. The guy was probably okay; after
all, he had come all this way. Besides, this was not the
morning to start any problems. “You want something to
drink, or eat? You flew down from New York this morning you say?”


  “First shuttle out. If you’ve got some coffee, that
would be great… . Sidney?” Brophy’s eyes eagerly settled on the tall presence entering the room.


  Dressed in black, her mother by her side and similarly
attired, Sidney Archer came down the hallway.


  “Hello, Paul.”


  Brophy walked quickly over to her, gave her a full hug
and a peck on the cheek that seemed to linger for a few
seconds. A little flustered, Sidney made introductions
with her mother.


  “So, how’s little Amy taking it?” Brophy asked anxiously.


  “She’s staying with a friend. She doesn’t understand
what’s happened.” Sidney’s mother stared at him, her
eyes unfriendly.


  “Right, that’s right.” Brophy fell back a step. He had
never had kids, but that had still been a stupid question.


  Sidney unwittingly helped him. She turned to her
mother. “Paul flew down from New York this morning.”


  Her mother nodded absently and then bustled off to the
kitchen to start some breakfast.


  Brophy looked at Sidney. Her hair was silky, straw-colored, its color made more dramatic by the backdrop of
the black dress. He found her gaunt look particularly attractive. Even though he had his own agenda, Brophy
was still taken aback. The woman was beautiful.


  “Everyone else is going directly to the chapel. After the
service they’ll come here.” She sounded overwhelmed by
the prospect.


  Brophy caught the tone. “You just take it easy and
when you want to go off by yourself, I’ll be right there
making small talk and keeping everyone’s plate filled
with food. If there’s anything I’ve learned being a lawyer,
it’s how to use a lot of words and never really say anything.”


  “Don’t you have to get back to New York?”


  

  Brophy shook his head, his smile triumphant. “I’m
hanging out at the D.C. office for a while.” He pulled out
a slender cassette recorder from his inner coat pocket.
“I’m all set. Already dictated three letters and a speech
I’m giving at a political fund-raiser next month. All of
which means I’m here as long as you need me.” He
smiled tenderly, put the recorder back, reached out and
took her hand.


  She smiled back, a little embarrassed, while she slowly
pulled her hand free. “I need to go finish up before we
leave.”


  “Fine, I’ll go make trouble in the kitchen with your
parents.”


  She walked down the hallway to the bedroom. Brophy
watched her go, a smile appearing on his face as he
thought of his future prospects. A moment later Brophy
walked into the large kitchen, where Sidney’s mother was
busily preparing eggs, toast and bacon. Bill Patterson
hovered in the back, tinkering with the coffeemaker. The
phone rang. Patterson took off his glasses and picked it
up on the second ring.


  “Hello?” He switched the receiver to his other hand.
“Yes, it is. What? Oh, uh, look, can this wait? Oh, well,
hold on just a minute.”


  Mrs. Patterson looked at her husband. “Who is it?”


  “Henry Wharton.” Patterson looked at Brophy. “He’s
the head guy at your firm, right?”


  

  Brophy nodded. Even though his being an apostle of
Goldman was a well-kept secret, Brophy was still not a
favorite of Wharton’s and Brophy looked forward to the
day when Wharton was shoved rudely aside as the leader
of Tyler, Stone. “Wonderful man, very caring of his colleagues,” Brophy said.


  “Yeah, well, his timing’s lousy,” Patterson said. He put
the phone receiver down on the table and walked out of
the kitchen. With a conciliatory smile, Brophy moved
over to assist Mrs. Patterson.


   


  Her father gently knocked on the door. “Honey?”


  Sidney opened the door to the bedroom. Behind her
Patterson could see the numerous photos of Jason and the
rest of the family spread out on the bed. He took a deep
breath and swallowed.


  “Sweetie, there’s some guy from your firm on the
phone. Says it’s very important that he talk to you.”


  “Did he give a name?”


  “Henry Wharton.”


  Sidney’s brows plunged together and then her face
cleared just as suddenly. “He’s probably calling to say he
can’t make the service. I’m not really on his top ten list
right now. I’ll take it in here, Dad. Tell him to give me a
minute.”


  As her father started to close the door, he again looked
at the photos. He abruptly looked up and caught his
daughter staring at him, an almost ashamed expression on
her face, as though she were a teenager just caught smoking in her room.


  Patterson went over and kissed his daughter on the
cheek and gave her a long hug.


   


  

  In the kitchen Patterson picked up the phone again.
“She’ll be with you in a minute,” he said gruffly. He put
the phone back down and was about to return to the intricacies of the coffeemaker when he was interrupted by a
knock on the door. All three of the kitchen’s occupants
looked up. Patterson looked over at his wife. “Expecting
anyone this early?”


  She shook her head. “It’s probably just a neighbor with
some more food or something. Go answer it, Bill.”


  Patterson obediently headed to the front door.


  Brophy trailed the older man into the foyer.


  Patterson opened the front door. Two gentlemen in
suits stared back at him.


  “Can I help you?” Patterson asked.


  Lee Sawyer deliberately exhibited his credentials. The
man beside him did likewise. “I’m FBI Special Agent
Lee Sawyer. My partner, Raymond Jackson.”


  Bill Patterson’s confusion was evident as he looked
from the official government credentials to the men holding them. They looked steadily back at him.


   


  Sidney quickly put the photos away, lingering over
only one: from the day Amy had been born. Jason,
dressed in hospital garb, was holding his minutes-old
daughter. The look of absolute pride on the new father’s
face was wonderful to behold. She put that one in her
purse. She felt certain she would need it during the course
of the day when it all started to become too much, as she
knew it would. She smoothed down her dress and went
over to the nightstand, sat down on the bed and picked up
the phone.


  “Hello, Henry.”


  “Sid.”


  If she hadn’t been sitting down, Sidney would have undoubtedly toppled to the floor. As it was, her entire body
collapsed. Her brain felt as though it had been crushed.


  “Sid?” the voice said again, more anxiously.


  One step at a time, Sidney managed to focus herself.
She felt as though she were struggling to the water’s surface from some terrible depths where humans could not
survive. Her brain suddenly restarted and she struggled
up an inch at a time. As she fought an overpowering urge
to pass out, Sidney Archer managed to utter one word in
a way she never thought she would again. The two syllables struggled out from between trembling lips.


  “Jason?”









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  While Sidney’s mother walked through the living room
to join her husband at the front door, Paul Brophy discreetly retreated until he was once again in the kitchen.
FBI? This was getting interesting. While he was pondering whether to contact Goldman, Brophy spotted the
phone receiver lying on the counter where Bill Patterson
had set it down. Henry Wharton was on the phone. Brophy wondered what they were discussing. He could certainly score some significant points with Goldman if he
could find out.


  

  Brophy edged over to the kitchen doorway. The group
was still huddled in the front foyer. He hurried over to the
kitchen counter, put one hand over the lower part of the receiver and lifted the telephone to his ear. His mouth
dropped open and his eyes widened while he listened to
two very familiar voices. He reached into his pocket. He
held the Dictaphone up to the phone receiver and recorded
the conversation between husband and wife.


   


  Five minutes later, Bill Patterson again knocked on his
daughter’s door. When Sidney finally opened the door, her
father was surprised by her appearance. The eyes were still
red and weary, but there seemed to be a light in them that
he had not seen since Jason’s death. He was also startled by
what he saw on the bed: a half-filled suitcase. Without taking his eyes off the suitcase, Patterson said, “Sweetie, I
don’t know what they want, but the FBI are here. They
want to talk to you.”


  “FBI?” She suddenly went limp and her father grabbed
on to one arm.


  Patterson’s face was a morass of concern. “Baby,
what’s going on? Why are you packing?”


  Sidney managed to regain her composure. “I’m all
right, Dad. I… I just have to go somewhere after the service.”


  “Go? Go where? What are you talking about?”


  “Dad, please, not now. I can’t go into it right now.”


  “But Sid—”


  “Please, Dad.”


  Under his daughter’s pleading eyes, Patterson finally
looked away, disappointment and something akin to fear
on his features.


  “All right, Sidney.”


  “Where are the agents, Dad?”


  

  “In the living room. They said they want to talk to you
privately. I tried to get rid of them, but, hell, they’re the
FBI, you know?”


  “It’s all right, Dad, I’ll talk to them.” Sidney thought
for a moment. She looked over at the phone she had just
put down and then checked her watch. “Take them into
the den and tell them I’ll be there in two minutes.”


  Her hands clasped together, Sidney went over and
closed the suitcase, picked it up and slid it under the bed.


  Her father followed her movements, then raised his
thick eyebrows to ask, “You sure you know what you’re
doing?”


  Her answer was immediate. “I’m sure.”


   


  Jason Archer was handcuffed to the chair. A smiling
Kenneth Scales held the Glock against his head. Another
man hovered in the background. “Good job on the phone,
Jason,” Scales said. “You might have had a future in the
movies. Too bad you don’t have a future left.”


  Jason glared up at him, fury in his eyes. “You sonofabitch! You hurt my wife or my daughter and I’ll tear
you apart. I swear to God.”


  Scales’s smile broadened. “Is that right. Tell me, how
you gonna do that?” He smacked Jason across the jaw
with the pistol. The door to the small room they were in
opened slightly. As Jason recovered from the blow and
stared through the cracked door, a snarl escaped his lips.
With a burst of strength, he flung himself across the
room, chair and all. He made it to the man’s feet before
Scales and his associate subdued him, dragging him back
across the floor.


  “Goddamn you, I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you!” Jason
shrieked at the visitor.


  The man stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. He smiled while Jason was dragged up and
heavy tape was placed across his mouth. “Having bad
dreams again, Jason?”


   


  After Bill Patterson had escorted the two FBI agents to
the small but comfortably furnished den, he returned to
find his wife and Paul Brophy in the kitchen. He stared
over at the phone, puzzlement on his features. The receiver
had been replaced on the wall. Brophy caught the look. “I
hung it back up for you. Figured you had other things to
deal with.”


  “Thanks, Paul.”


  “My pleasure.” Brophy sipped at his coffee, highly
pleased with himself as he fingered the small cassette
tape tucked safely in his pants pocket. “Jesus”—he
looked at the Pattersons—“the FBI. What could they
want?”


  Patterson shrugged. “I don’t know and I know Sidney
doesn’t know.” He was intensely defensive of his daughter. The worry lines were prominent on his forehead.
“Lousy timing all around today, if you ask me,” he muttered as he sat down at the table to scan the newspaper.
He was about to say something else when he saw the
front-page headline.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY


  Agents Sawyer and Jackson rose when Sidney entered
the room. Sawyer visibly started when he saw her. He
made a conscious effort to suck in his stomach and one of
his hands flew up to his hair in a feeble attempt to press his
stubborn cowlick back into place. When he brought his
hand back down, he looked at it for a moment as though it
were not part of his body, wondering what the hell had
made it do such a thing. Both agents identified themselves
and again displayed their credentials. Sawyer was aware
that Sidney looked intently at him before sitting down
across from them.


  

  Sawyer rapidly sized her up. A real looker with brains
and spirit. But there was something else. He could have
sworn they had met before. His eyes drifted over her long
form. The black dress was tasteful and appropriate to such
a solemn occasion; however, it also clung to her figure in
several provocative locations. Her shapely legs too,
sheathed in black stockings, were equally inspiring. Her
face was lovely in its despair. “Ms. Archer, by any chance
have we met before?”


  Her surprise was genuine. “I don’t think so, Mr.
Sawyer.”


  He studied her for another moment, shrugged and
quickly launched into his interview. “As I told your father,
Ms. Archer, we understand that the timing of this interview
couldn’t be worse, but we needed to talk with you as soon
as possible.”


  “May I ask what it concerns?” Sidney’s voice was on
automatic. Her eyes flitted around the room before coming to rest on Sawyer’s face. She saw a big, strong wall
of a man who seemed sincere. Under normal circumstances, Sidney would have cooperated fully with Lee
Sawyer. Circumstances, however, were far from normal.


  Her green eyes were now sparkling and Sawyer had to
kick-start his brain when he found himself transfixed by
those eyes. In trying to read their depths, he found himself venturing into dangerous waters. “It has to do with
your husband, Ms. Archer,” he said quickly.


  “Please call me Sidney. What about my husband? Is
this about the plane accident?”


  Sawyer didn’t answer right away. He was studying her
again without seeming to do so. Every word, every expression, every pause was important. It was always a very
tiring, often frustrating, but sometimes incredibly productive task. “It wasn’t an accident, Sidney,” he finally
said.


  Her eyes flickered briefly, like the lights in a house do
when there’s a thunderstorm. The mouth parted slightly,
but no words emerged.


  “The plane was sabotaged; all the people on board that
plane, every last one of them, were deliberately murdered.” While Sawyer continued to watch, Sidney shut
down completely for about a minute. Her features held
real, not feigned, horror. Her eyes suddenly lost their feverish sparkle.


  After a minute, Sawyer gently said, “Sidney? Sidney?”


  With a jolt, Sidney came back but then was gone again
just as quickly. Her breath suddenly came out in a huge
burst. For an instant she was certain she would vomit all
over herself. She put her head in her lap, clutching her
calves. Ironically, her movements mirrored a passenger in
crash position on an airliner. When she started moaning
and the rest of her body began to shake uncontrollably,
Sawyer swiftly rose and sat beside her. One arm clutched
her shoulder, steadying her; the other gripped one of her
hands tightly.


  Sawyer looked up at Jackson. “Water, tea, something,
Ray. Pronto!”


  Jackson raced off.


  

  With nervous hands, Sidney’s mother poured out a
glass of water for Jackson. When Jackson turned to leave,
Bill Patterson held up the newspaper. “This is what it’s all
about, right?” The paper’s headlines were big, bold and
deadly sounding. WESTERN AIRLINES CRASH BLAMED ON SABOTAGE. FEDERAL GOVERNMENT OFFERS TWO-MILLION-DOLLAR REWARD. “Jason and all the others were victims of a terrorist. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” In the background, Mrs. Patterson covered her face in her hands, her quiet weeping pervading the room as she sat down at the table.


  “Sir, not right now, okay?” Jackson’s tone brooked no
opposition. He left the room with the glass of water.


  Paul Brophy, meanwhile, had gone into the front yard,
ostensibly to smoke a cigarette, despite the cold. If anyone had looked out the living room window, they would
have seen the small cellular phone pressed to the side of
his face.


   


  Sawyer virtually had to force the water down Sidney’s
throat, but finally she was able to sit up. After Sidney
composed herself and handed back the glass of water
with a grateful look, Sawyer did not return to the plane
bombing. “Believe me, if this weren’t very, very important, we’d leave right now, okay?”


  Sidney nodded. She still looked ghastly. Sawyer took a
moment to marshal his thoughts. Sidney seemed relieved
when he asked a couple of seemingly innocuous questions about Jason’s work at Triton Global. Sidney answered calmly enough, although she was clearly puzzled.
He looked around the room. They had a nice home. “Any
money problems?” he asked.


  “Where is this going, Mr. Sawyer?” Sidney’s face had
regained some of its rigidity. Suddenly she softened; she
had just remembered Jason’s remark about giving her the
world.


  

  “Wherever it happens to lead at this point, ma’am,”
Sawyer answered, his eyes meeting hers without hesitation. They seemed to burn through her exterior wall,
clearly reading the thoughts, the nagging doubts buried
deep within. She realized she would have to tread very
cautiously with him. “We’re talking with all the families
of the passengers on that plane. If the plane was sabotaged because of who was on it, we need to find out reasons why.”


  “I see.” Sidney took a deep breath. “To answer your
question, we’re in better shape financially than we’ve
been in years.”


  “You’re an attorney for Triton, right?”


  “Among about fifty other clients. So?”


  Sawyer changed tactics. “Okay, you know that your
husband had taken a few days off from work?”


  “I’m his wife.”


  “Good, then maybe you’d like to explain why it was, if
he was taking a few days off, that he happened to be on a
plane to L.A.” Sawyer had almost said “allegedly” been
on a plane but fortunately caught himself.


  Sidney’s tone was businesslike. “Look, I have to assume you’ve already talked to Triton. Maybe you’ve
spoken to Henry Wharton as well. Jason told me he was
going to L.A. on business for Triton. On the morning he
left, I reminded him that I had a meeting in New York
with Triton. That’s when he told me he was traveling to
L.A. regarding another employment opportunity. He
didn’t want me to let the fact of his L.A. trip slip to any
of the Triton people. I played along. I know it wasn’t exactly the most truthful thing to do, but I did it.”


  “But there was no other job.”


  Sidney slumped back. “No.”


  “So, being his wife and all, do you have any idea what
he was actually going to L.A. for? Any suspicions?”


  She shook her head.


  “That’s it? Nothing else? You’re sure it had nothing to
do with Triton?”


  “Jason rarely talked about company business with me.”


  “Why’s that?” Sawyer craved a cup of coffee. His body
was starting to go down on him after the late night with
Hardy.


  “My firm represents some other companies who might
be perceived as having competing interests with Triton.
However, any potential conflict has been waived by the
respective clients, including Triton, and we’ve constructed Chinese walls from time to time when necessary—”


  “Come again?” This was Ray Jackson. “Chinese
walls?”


  

  Sidney looked at him. “That’s what it’s called when we
cut off communications of any kind, access to files, even
shop talk, shooting the breeze in the hallway, about a particular client’s matters if an attorney of the firm represents another client with a possible conflict. We even
maintain secure computerized databases with respect to
pending deals we’re handling on behalf of clients. We
also do it to ensure that up-to-the-minute negotiation
terms are accurately maintained. Deals change fast, and
we don’t want clients surprised about what the principal
terms are. People’s memories are fallible; computer
memories are a lot better. Access to those files is restricted by use of a password known only to the lead attorneys on the case. The theory is that a law firm can
carve itself up, upon occasion, in order to avoid problems
like that. Hence the term.”


  Sawyer leaned in. “So what other clients does your
firm represent who could possibly have a conflict with
Triton?”


  Sidney thought for a moment. A name had come to
mind, but she was unsure of whether to give it. If she did,
the interview might be hastened to a conclusion.


  “RTG Group.”


  Sawyer and Jackson exchanged quick glances. Sawyer
spoke up. “Who at your firm represents RTG?”


  Sawyer was sure he caught a twinkle in Sidney
Archer’s eyes before she answered. “Philip Goldman.”


   


  In the front yard of the Archers’ home, the cold was beginning to eat through Paul Brophy’s very expensive gloves.


  “No, I have no clue as to what’s going on,” Brophy
said into the cellular phone. He jerked his head away
from the handheld unit when the speaker on the other end
unleashed a blistering response to Brophy’s professed ignorance. “Wait a minute, Philip. It’s the FBI. They carry
guns, okay? You weren’t expecting that to happen, why
should I?”


  

  This deference to Philip Goldman’s superior intelligence apparently calmed the man down because Brophy
now held the phone normally. “Yes, I’m sure it was him.
I know what he sounds like and she called him by name.
I’ve got the whole thing on tape. Pretty damn brilliant
on my part, wouldn’t you say? What? Yeah, you bet I
plan on sticking around, see what I can find out. Right,
I’ll check back with you in a few hours.” Brophy put the
phone away, rubbed his stiff fingers together and went
back in the house.


   


  Sawyer was watching Sidney Archer carefully as she
slid her hand back and forth on the armrest of the sofa. He
was debating whether to drop the bombshell on her: to
tell her that Jason Archer was definitely not buried in a
crater in Virginia. Finally, after much internal conflict, his
gut won out over his brain. He rose and offered Sidney
his hand. “Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Archer.
If you think of anything that might help us, you can reach
me day or night at these numbers.” Sawyer handed her a
card. “That’s my home phone on the back. Do you have
a card with numbers where you can be reached?” Sidney
picked up her purse from the table, rummaged through it
and produced one of her business cards. “Again, I’m
sorry about your husband.” He truly meant the last part.
If Hardy was right, then what the woman was going
through right now would seem like a day in the park compared to what was ahead for her. Ray Jackson exited the
room. Sawyer was about to join him when Sidney put a
hand on his shoulder.


  “Mr. Sawyer—”


  “You can make it Lee.”


  “Lee, I would have to be pretty stupid not to realize
that this all looks very bad.”


  “And not for a minute do I think you’re stupid, Sidney.” They exchanged glances of mutual respect; however, Sawyer’s statement was not entirely supportive.


  

  “Do you have any reason to suspect that my husband
was involved in anything…”—she paused and swallowed hard, preparing to utter the unthinkable—“in anything illegal?”


  He looked at her, and the unmistakable sense that he
had seen the woman somewhere before began to nag him
again until it became a certainty. “Sidney, let’s just say
that your husband’s activities right before he left on that
flight are giving us some problems.”


  Sidney thought back to all those late nights, Jason’s
trips back to the office. “Is anything amiss at Triton?”


  Sawyer watched her squeezing her hands together.
Normally the most tight-lipped of FBI agents, for some
reason Sawyer wanted to tell her everything he knew. He
resisted the temptation. “It’s an ongoing bureau investigation, Sidney. I really can’t say.”


  She stepped back a bit. “I understand, of course.”


  “We’ll be in touch.”


  After Sawyer left the room, Sidney felt a twinge of apprehension as she recalled Nathan Gamble’s similar remark about keeping in touch. She suddenly felt
enveloped by cold bands of fear. She hugged herself and
drew closer to the fire.


  The phone call from Jason had initially buoyed her to
the highest levels of euphoria. She had never felt such
joy, yet the scant details he had provided had brought her
plummeting back downward. She was currently in a
state of utter confusion, helplessness and unbridled loyalty to her husband; an unwieldy emotional elixir to be
carrying around inside. She wondered what surprises tomorrow would bring.


  * * *


  On the way out of the house, the two agents were
trailed by a chatty Paul Brophy. “So obviously my firm
would be quite anxious to learn of any possible wrongdoing involving Jason Archer and Triton Global.” He finally stopped talking and looked hopeful.


  Sawyer just kept walking. “So I’ve heard.” The FBI
agent stopped behind Bill Patterson’s Cadillac, which
was parked in the driveway. When he put his foot up on
the rear bumper to retie his shoelaces, he saw a MAINE,
THE VACATIONLAND STATE bumper sticker. When was the
last time I had a vacation? he thought. You know you’re
in trouble when you can’t even remember. He hitched up
his pants and turned to the attorney, who was watching
him from the front sidewalk.


  “What’d you say your name was again?”


  Brophy glanced at the front door and then hurried over.
“Brophy. Paul Brophy.” He hurriedly added, “As I said,
I’m a New York–based attorney, so I really have little to
do with Sidney Archer.”


  Sawyer eyed him closely. “And yet you flew all the
way down here for the memorial service. That’s what you
said, right?”


  Brophy looked at both men. Ray Jackson’s eyes narrowed as he took in Paul Brophy. Slick money and bullshit were written all over the man.


  “I’m really here as the firm’s representative. Sort of by
default. Sidney Archer is only a part-time attorney, and I
was in town on business anyway.”


  

  Sawyer stared at a patch of cloud above the house. “Is
that right? You know, I had an opportunity to check up on
Ms. Archer. From the people I spoke with, she’s one of
Tyler, Stone’s top attorneys. Part-time or not. In fact, I
asked for a list of the top five guns in your place from at
least three different sources, and you know what? The
lady was on every list.” He looked at Brophy and added,
“Funny, though, your name never came up.”


  Brophy sputtered for a moment, but Sawyer wanted to
move on anyway. “You been here awhile, Mr. Brophy?”
He nodded in the direction of the Archer residence.


  “About an hour. Why?” Brophy’s whiny tone betrayed
his hurt feelings.


  “Anything unusual happen while you were here?”


  Brophy was bursting to tell the agents that he had a
dead man’s words captured on tape, but that information
was far too valuable simply to give away. “Not really. I
mean, she’s tired and depressed, or at least seems so.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Jackson asked, taking
off his sunglasses and staring at Brophy.


  “Nothing. I mean, like I said, I don’t know Sidney all
that well. So I don’t know if she and her husband really
got along.”


  “Uh-huh.” Jackson’s lip curled and he put his shades
back on. He eyed his partner. “You ready, Lee? This man
here looks cold. Oughta go in there and warm up,” he
said, looking at Brophy. “Go pay your respects to your
bare acquaintance in there.”


  Jackson and Sawyer turned and headed to their car.


  Brophy’s face was red with anger. He looked back at
the house once more and then called after them. “Oh,
that’s right, there was the phone call she got.”


  

  Both agents turned in perfect unison. “What’s that?”
Sawyer asked. His temples throbbed from lack of
caffeine and he was tired of listening to this jerk. “What
phone call?”


  Brophy approached them and spoke in a lowered tone,
occasionally glancing back at the house. “About two
minutes before you showed up. The caller identified himself as Henry Wharton when Sidney’s father answered
the phone.” The agents looked puzzled. “He’s the managing partner of Tyler, Stone.”


  “So?” Jackson said. “The man might be checking in on
her. Seeing if she’s okay.”


  “That’s what I would’ve thought too, but…”


  Sawyer’s fuse was about gone. “But what?” he asked
angrily.


  “I’m not sure if I’m at liberty to say.”


  Sawyer’s voice dropped back to normal, but his words
took on an even more menacing tone. “It’s a little cold
out here for bullshit responses, Mr. Brophy, so I’m going
to ask you real nicely to give me the information, and that
will be the only time I’ll ask real nicely.” Sawyer leaned
into Brophy’s now frightened face while the burly Jackson crowded him from behind.


  Brophy blurted out, “I called Henry Wharton at the office while Sidney was talking to you.” Brophy paused
dramatically. “When I asked about his talk with Sidney,
he was completely surprised. He had never called her.
And when she came out of the bedroom after taking the
call, she was white as a sheet. I thought she was going to
faint. Her father noticed it too and was greatly disturbed.”


  

  “Well, if the FBI came knocking on my door on the day
of my spouse’s memorial service, I’d probably look
pretty bad too,” Jackson responded. One hand curled and
uncurled, making a very large fist that he would have
given anything at that moment to let fly.


  “Yeah, well, according to her father, she looked that
way before he told her you were at the front door.” Brophy had made that part up, but so what? It wasn’t the
FBI appearing at her doorstep that had thrown Sidney
Archer for a loop.


  Sawyer straightened up and looked at the house. He
eyed Jackson, whose eyebrows clicked up a notch.
Sawyer studied Brophy’s face. If the guy was screwing
with them… But no, it was obvious he was telling the
truth, or at least mostly the truth. He had evidently been
dying to tell them something to bounce Sidney Archer off
the ceiling. Sawyer didn’t care about Paul Brophy’s personal vendetta. He did care about that phone call.


  “Thanks for the information, Mr. Brophy. You think of
anything else, here’s my number.” He handed the attorney his card and left him in the front yard.


  Driving back into town, Sawyer glanced at his partner.
“I want Sidney Archer put under immediate twenty-four-hour surveillance. And I want all calls going into her
home in the last twenty-four hours checked, starting with
the one Mister Fancy Pants told us about.”


  Jackson stared out the window. “You think that was her
husband on the phone?”


  “I think she’s been through enough hell to where it
would take something pretty big to knock her off her feet
like that. Even while we were talking to her, you could
see something was off. Way off.”


  “So she did think he was dead?”


  

  Sawyer shrugged. “Right now, I’m not jumping to any
conclusions. We’ll just watch her and see what happens.
My gut tells me Sidney Archer is going to turn out to be
a pretty interesting piece to this puzzle.”


  “Speaking of guts, can we stop and get something to
eat? I’m starving.” Jackson looked at the long line of
eateries they were now passing.


  “Hell, I’ll even buy, Ray. Nothing’s too good for my
partner.” Sawyer smiled and turned into the parking lot of
a McDonald’s. Jackson looked over at Sawyer, mock disgust on his face. Then, shaking his head, he picked up the
car phone and started punching in numbers.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  The slim Learjet streaked through the skies with power
to spare. Inside the luxurious cabin Philip Goldman reclined in his seat and sipped at a cup of hot tea while the
remnants of a meal were cleared away by the cabin
steward. Across from Goldman sat Alan Porcher, president and chief executive officer of RTG Group, the
Western Europe–based global consortium. The tanned,
slender Porcher cradled a glass of wine and studied the
attorney intently before speaking.


  “You know Triton Global claims they have concrete
evidence of one of their employees handing over sensitive documents to us at one of our warehouse facilities in
Seattle. We can expect to hear from their lawyers shortly,
I would imagine.” Porcher paused. “From your law firm,
of course, Tyler, Stone. Ironic, isn’t it?”


  Goldman put down his teacup and folded his hands in
his lap. “And this troubles you?”


  Porcher looked surprised. “Why shouldn’t it?”


  Goldman’s reply was simple. “Because, with respect to
that claim, you’re not guilty.” He added, “Ironic, isn’t it?”


  “Still, I have heard some things about the CyberCom
deal that trouble me, Philip.”


  Goldman sighed and sat forward in his cabin chair.
“Such as?”


  “That perhaps the acquisition of CyberCom will occur
more rapidly than we thought. That perhaps we do not
know the latest offer that will be made by Triton. When
we make our offer, I must be assured it will be accepted.
I will not be allowed to bid again. CyberCom is inclined
toward the Americans as it is.”


  Goldman cocked his head and absorbed the CEO’s
words. “I’m not so sure of that. The Internet knows no
geopolitical boundaries. So who’s to say the domination
cannot occur from the other side of the Atlantic?”


  Porcher took another sip of wine before answering.
“No, other things being equal, the deal will land in the
western hemisphere. Therefore, we must ensure that conditions are decidedly unequal.” There was now a hard
glint in Porcher’s eyes.


  Goldman took a moment to methodically wipe his
mouth with his handkerchief before responding. “Tell
me, who are your sources for this information?”


  Porcher waved his hand distractedly. “It blows in the
wind.”


  

  “I don’t believe in winds. I believe in facts. And the
facts are that we do know Triton’s latest negotiating position. To the last detail.”


  “Yes, but Brophy is now out of the loop. I cannot be
limited to old news.”


  “You won’t be. As I’ve told you, I am currently very
close to solving that problem. When I do, and I will, you
can easily trump Triton and walk away with an acquisition that will ensure your domination of the information
superhighway for the foreseeable future.”


  Porcher looked pointedly at the attorney. “You know,
Philip, I have often been curious about your motivation
regarding this matter. If, as I hope and you continue to
promise, we succeed in acquiring CyberCom, Triton will
most assuredly be unhappy with your law firm. They may
go elsewhere.”


  “One can only hope.” A faraway look appeared on
Goldman’s face as he thought of the possibility.


  “I’m afraid you have lost me.”


  Goldman assumed a pedantic tone. “Triton Global is
Tyler, Stone’s largest client. Triton Global is Henry
Wharton’s client. That is the chief reason Henry is managing partner. If Triton ceases using the firm as counsel,
would you like to guess who becomes the largest rainmaker at the firm and, therefore, the probable successor
to Wharton as managing partner?”


  Porcher pointed at Goldman. “And I would hope that
in such a case RTG matters would be given the highest
priority in the firm.”


  “I think I can safely promise that.”


  

  Porcher put down his wineglass and lit a cigarette.
“Now tell me exactly how you plan to solve the problem.”


  “Do you really care about the method, or just the results?”


  “Indulge me with your brilliance. I recall you often
enjoy doing that. Just don’t sound so damn professorial
when doing so. I have been out of university many years
now.”


  Goldman raised an eyebrow at the CEO’s remark.
“You seem to know me all too well.”


  “You are one of the few attorneys in my acquaintance
who thinks like a businessman. Winning is king. Fuck the
law!”


  Goldman accepted one of the cigarettes from Porcher
and took a moment lighting it. “A very recent development has occurred that has given us a golden opportunity
to gain firsthand, almost real-time information about Triton’s proposed deal with CyberCom. We’ll know Triton’s
best and final offer before they even have a chance to
communicate it to CyberCom. Then we march in a few
hours earlier, present our proposal and wait for Triton’s
deal to come in. CyberCom rejects it and you become the
proud owner of another jewel in your far-flung empire.”


  Porcher slowly withdrew the cigarette from between
his lips and stared wide-eyed at his companion. “You can
do this?”


  “I can do this.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  Lee, let me warn you, he can be a little abrasive at times,
but that’s just the man’s personality.” Frank Hardy
glanced back at Sawyer, and the two men walked down a
long corridor after exiting a private elevator onto the top
floor of the Triton Global building.


  “Kid gloves, I promise, Frank. I don’t usually pull out
my brass knuckles on the victims, you know.”


  

  While they walked, Sawyer reflected on the results of
the airport queries about Jason Archer. His men had dug
up two airport personnel who had recognized Jason
Archer’s picture. One was the Western Airlines employee
who had checked in his bag on the morning of the seventeenth. The other was a janitor who had noticed Jason sitting and reading the paper. He remembered him because
Jason had never let go of his leather briefcase, even while
reading the paper or drinking his coffee. Jason had gone
into the rest room, but the janitor had left the area and had
not noticed him coming back out. The FBI agents could
not question the young woman who had actually collected boarding passes from the passengers on the ill-fated plane, since she had been one of the flight
attendants on Flight 3223. A number of people recalled
seeing Arthur Lieberman. He had been a regular at Dulles
for many years. All in all, not much useful information.


  Sawyer refocused on Hardy’s back; he was moving
quickly down the plushly carpeted hallway. Gaining
entry to the technology giant’s headquarters had not been
easy. Triton’s security had been so zealous that they had
even wanted to call the bureau to verify the serial number
on Sawyer’s credentials until Hardy sternly informed
them that that would be unnecessary and that the veteran
FBI special agent deserved a lot more deference than he
was being shown. None of that had ever happened to
Sawyer before in all his years with the bureau, and he
jokingly let a sheepish Hardy know it.


  “Hey, Frank, these guys hoarding gold bullion or uranium 235 in here?”


  “Let’s just say they’re slightly paranoid.”


  “I’m impressed. Usually we FBI types scare the crap
out of everybody. I bet they thumb their noses at the IRS
guys too.”


  “Actually, a former head of the IRS is their top tax
guru.”


  “Damn, they really do have all the bases covered.”


  

  An uneasy feeling crept over Sawyer the more he
thought about his chosen profession. Information was
king these days. Access to information was ruled by and
large through computers. The private sector was so far
ahead of the government realm that there was no possible
way the government would ever catch up. Even the FBI,
which in public sectors had state-of-the-art technology,
would have existed far down the technological sophistication list in the world where Triton Global did battle. To
Sawyer the revelation was not a pleasant one. One would
have to be an imbecile not to realize that computer crimes
would soon dwarf all other manifestations of human evil,
at least in dollar terms. But dollar terms meant a lot. They
translated into jobs and homes and happy families. Or
not. Sawyer stopped walking. “You mind me asking how
much Triton pays you a year?”


  Hardy turned around and smiled. “Why? You thinking
of hanging out your own shingle and trying to steal my
clients?”


  “Hey, just testing the waters in case I ever take you up
on that offer of a job.”


  Hardy glanced sharply at Sawyer. “You serious?”


  “At my age, you learn never to say never.”


  Hardy’s face resumed its serious look while he pondered his ex-partner’s words. “I’d rather not get into
specifics, but Triton is well into the seven figures as a
client, not counting a substantial retainer they pay us.”


  Sawyer blew a silent whistle. “Christ, I hope you see a
big slice of that at the end of the day, Frank.”


  Hardy nodded curtly. “I do. And you could too if you’d
ever wise up and join me.”


  “Okay, I’ll bite: What are we talking salary-wise if I
come on with you? Just ballpark.”


  “Five to six hundred thousand the first year.”


  Sawyer’s mouth almost hit the floor. “You’ve got to be
shitting me, Frank.”


  “I never joke about money, Lee. As long as crime is
around, we’ll never have a bad year.” The men resumed
walking as Hardy added, “Think about it anyway, will
you?”


  Sawyer rubbed his chin and thought about his mounting debt, never-ending work hours and his tiny office at
the Hoover Building. “I will, Frank.” He decided to
change the subject. “So is Gamble a one-man show?”


  “Not by a long shot. Oh, he’s the undisputed leader of
Triton; however, the real technology wizard is Quentin
Rowe.”


  “What’s he like? A geek?”


  “Yes and no,” Hardy explained. “Quentin Rowe graduated at the top of his class from Columbia University.
He won a slew of awards in the technology field while
working at Bell Labs, and then at Intel. He started his
own computer company at age twenty-eight. That company was the hottest stock on NASDAQ three years ago
and was one of the most sought-after acquisitions of the
decade when Nathan Gamble bought it. It’s been a brilliant fit. Quentin is the true visionary at the company.
He’s the one pushing for the CyberCom acquisition. He
and Gamble aren’t the best of friends, but they’ve done
incredibly well together and Gamble tends to listen to
him if the dollars are right. Anyway, you can’t argue with
the success they’ve had.”


  Sawyer nodded. “By the way, we got Sidney Archer
under round-the-clock surveillance.”


  “I take it your interview with her aroused some suspicions.”


  “You could say that. And something shook her up right
when we got there.”


  “What was that?”


  “A phone call.”


  “From who?”


  “I don’t know. We traced the call. It came from a phone
booth in Los Angeles. Whoever placed the call could be
in Australia by now.”


  “You think it was her husband?”


  Sawyer shrugged. “Our source said the person lied
about who he was to Sidney Archer’s dad when he picked
up the phone. And our source said Sidney Archer looked
like death warmed over after the call.”


  Using a smart card, Hardy accessed a private elevator.
While they were carried up to the top floor, Hardy took a
moment to adjust his fashionable tie and flick at his hair
in the reflection of the mirrored elevator doors. His thousand-dollar suit hung well on his lean frame. Gold-plated
cuff links glinted at his wrists. Sawyer appraised his former partner’s exterior and then looked at his own reflection. His shirt, while freshly laundered, was frayed at the
collar, the tie was a relic from a decade ago. Topping it
off, Sawyer’s perpetual cowlick stuck up like a tiny
periscope. Sawyer assumed a mock serious tone as he
looked over the very polished Hardy. “You know, Frank,
it’s a good thing you left the bureau.”


  “What?” Hardy was rocked.


  “You’re just too damn pretty to be an FBI agent anymore.” Sawyer grinned.


  Hardy laughed. “Speaking of pretty, I had lunch with
Meggie the other day. Great head on her shoulders too.
Getting into law school at Stanford isn’t easy. She’s going
to have a great life.”


  “In spite of her old man, you probably want to add.”


  The elevator stopped and they got off. “I don’t have the
best track record in the world with my two, Lee, you
know that. You weren’t the only one who missed all those
birthdays.”


  “I think you recovered a lot better with your kids than
I did.”


  “Yeah? Well, Stanford isn’t cheap. Think about my
offer. Might speed up your recovery. Here we are.” Hardy
passed through elegant glass doors etched with the shape
of an eagle, the glass sliding noiselessly open at their approach. The executive secretary, a nice-looking woman
with an efficient, firm manner, announced their arrival
into her headset. She pressed a button set in a panel on
top of a sleek wood and metal console that looked more
like a piece of modern art than a desk, and motioned
Hardy and Sawyer to move toward a massive wall of lacquered Macassar ebony wood. A section of the wall
opened up when they approached. Sawyer shook his head
in amazement, as he had done many times since entering
the Triton building.


  

  In a few moments they were standing in front of a
desk, although a more apt description would have labeled
it a command center, with its wall of TV monitors,
phones and other electronic gadgetry neatly built into
shining tables and impressive wall units. The man behind
the desk was just putting down the phone. He turned to
them.


  Hardy said, “Special Agent Lee Sawyer of the FBI,
Nathan Gamble, chairman of Triton Global.”


  Sawyer could feel the strength of the grip when Nathan
Gamble’s fingers closed around his own and the two men
exchanged perfunctory greetings.


  “Do you have Archer yet?”


  Sawyer was halfway to his chair when the question hit
him. The tone was clearly that of a superior to a subordinate and was more than sufficient to raise every hair on
the agent’s thick neck. Sawyer finished sitting down and
took a moment to study the man before answering. Out of
the corner of his eye, Sawyer caught the apprehensive
look on his former partner’s face from where he stood
rigidly near the doorway. Sawyer took another moment to
undo the button on his suit coat and flip open his notebook before resting his steady eyes back on Gamble.


  “I’ll need to ask you some questions, Mr. Gamble. I
hope it won’t take all that long.”


  “You haven’t answered my question.” The chairman’s
voice was a notch deeper now.


  “No, I haven’t and I don’t intend to.” The two men’s
eyes locked, until Gamble finally broke it off and looked
over at Hardy.


  “Mr. Gamble, it’s an ongoing bureau investigation. The
bureau doesn’t usually comment—”


  Gamble cut Hardy off with an abrupt wave of his hand.
“Then let’s get this over with. I have to leave to catch a
plane in one hour.”


  Sawyer didn’t know who he wanted to belt more—Gamble, or Hardy for taking this kind of crap.


  “Mr. Gamble, perhaps Quentin and Richard Lucas
should be in on this discussion.”


  “Maybe you should have thought about that before
scheduling this meeting, Hardy.” Gamble punched a button on his console. “Find Rowe and Lucas, right now.”


  Hardy touched Sawyer on the shoulder. “Quentin
heads up the division Archer was in. Lucas is head of internal security.”


  “Then you’re right, Frank, I’ll want to speak with
them.”


  A few minutes later the broad portal opened and two
men stepped into Nathan Gamble’s private domain.
Sawyer ran a penetrating eye over them and quickly discerned who was who. His grim demeanor, his look of
competitive reproach at Hardy, and the slight hump under
his left breast labeled Richard Lucas as Triton’s head of
security. Sawyer pegged Quentin Rowe as early thirties.
Rowe’s face held a ready smile underneath a pair of large
hazel eyes that were more dreamy than intense. Sawyer
concluded that Nathan Gamble could not have had a
more unlikely colleague. The expanded group adjourned
to the large conference table housed in one corner of
Gamble’s mammoth office.


  Gamble stared at his watch and then looked over at
Sawyer. “You have fifty minutes and counting, Sawyer. I
was hoping you’d have something important for me.
However, I feel disappointment looming. Why don’t you
prove me wrong?”


  

  Sawyer bit his lip and tensed his shoulders, then
decided against taking the bait. He looked over at Lucas.
“When did you first suspect Archer?”


  Lucas shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Obviously,
the security man felt particularly humbled by recent
events. “The first definitive event was the videotape of
Archer making the exchange in Seattle.”


  “The one Frank’s people obtained?” Sawyer eyed
Lucas for confirmation.


  Lucas’s sullen expression spoke volumes. “That’s
right. Although I had my own suspicions of Archer before
the video was taken.”


  Gamble spoke up. “Is that so? I don’t recall your ever
voicing those suspicions before. I don’t pay you all that
money to keep your mouth shut.”


  Sawyer eyed Lucas closely. The guy had said too much
with probably nothing to back it up. But Sawyer was
duty-bound to follow through.


  “What sort of suspicions?”


  Lucas’s face was still frozen on his boss, the fierce reprimand still resonating. Lucas looked dully at Sawyer.
“Well, perhaps they were more hunches than anything
else. Nothing concrete to go on. Just my gut. Sometimes
that’s more important, you know what I mean?”


  “I do.”


  “He worked a lot. Irregular hours. His computer log-in
times made for some interesting reading, I can tell you
that.”


  Gamble stirred. “I only hire hard workers. Eighty percent of the people here pull seventy-five to ninety hours
per week, every week of the year.”


  “I take it you don’t believe in idle hands,” Sawyer said.


  “I work my people hard, but they’re well compensated.
Every senior-level manager on up to the executive level
at my company is a millionaire. And most of them are
under forty.” He nodded at Quentin Rowe. “I won’t tell
you how much he got when I bought him out, but if he
wanted to go buy an island somewhere, build himself a
mansion, bring in a harem and a private jet, he could do
it all without borrowing a dime and have enough left over
to keep his great-grandchildren in Ivy League and limos.
Of course, I wouldn’t expect a federal bureaucrat to understand the nuances of free enterprise. You now have
forty-seven minutes left.”


  Sawyer promised himself he would never allow Gamble an opening of that size again. “Have you confirmed
the facts of the bank account scam?” Sawyer eyed Hardy.


  His friend nodded. “I’ll hook you up with bureau
agents handling it.”


  Gamble erupted, slamming his fist on the table and
glaring at Sawyer as though he had personally ripped off
the Triton chief. “Two hundred and fifty million dollars!”
Gamble was shaking with fury.


  An awkward moment of silence was broken by
Sawyer. “I understand Archer had some additional protective measures put on his office door.”


  Lucas answered, his face a shade paler. “That’s right,
he did.”


  “I’ll need to look over his office later. What sort of
things did he have installed?”


  Everyone in the room looked at Richard Lucas. Sawyer
could almost see the sweat glistening on the security
chief’s palms.


  “A few months ago he ordered a digital numeric pad
and smart card entry system wired to an alarm for his office door.”


  “Was that unusual or necessary?” Sawyer asked. He
couldn’t imagine it was necessary, considering how many
damn hoops one had to jump through just to get in the
place.


  “I didn’t think it was necessary at all. We have the most
secure shop in the industry.” Lucas cringed when this response was met by a loud grunt from Gamble. “But I’m
not sure I could say it was unusual; other people here had
similar setups on their office doors.”


  Quentin Rowe joined in. “Not that you could have
missed it, Mr. Sawyer, but everyone at Triton is terribly
security conscious. It’s beaten into the head of every employee here that paranoia is the proper mind-set to have
when it comes to protecting proprietary technology. In
fact, Frank comes in each quarter and lectures the employees on that very subject. If an employee had a problem or security concern, he or she could go either to
Richard or one of his staff, or Frank. My employees all
knew of Frank’s illustrious career at the FBI. I feel confident that anyone with a concern about security would
have had no hesitation about going to either of them. In
fact, employees have done that in the past, nipping some
potentially big problems in the bud.”


  Sawyer looked over at Hardy, who nodded in agreement. “But you had trouble getting into his office after he
disappeared. You must have a system to take into account
employees who get sick, die or quit.”


  “There is a system,” Lucas proclaimed.


  “Jason apparently circumvented it,” Rowe said with a
trace of admiration.


  “How?”


  Rowe looked at Lucas and then sighed. “In accordance
with company policy, the code to be inputted into any individual security system placed on-site has to be delivered to the head of security,” Quentin explained. “To
Rich. In addition, all security personnel and key management have master key cards that can access any area of
the office.”


  “Did Archer deliver the code?”


  “He delivered the code to Rich, but then he reprogrammed the reader unit at his office door with a different code.”


  “And that switch wasn’t caught before?” Sawyer
looked incredulously over at Lucas.


  “There was no reason to think he had changed the
code,” Rowe said. “During office hours Jason’s office
door was usually kept open. No one other than Jason had
any reason to be in there after normal hours.”


  “Okay, the information Archer allegedly delivered to
RTG, how did he get his hands on it? Was he cleared for
it?”


  “Some of it.” Quentin Rowe shifted uneasily in his seat
and slid one hand down his ponytail. “Jason was part of
the acquisition team for that project. However, there were
certain parts, the highest levels of the negotiation, to
which he was not privy at all. They were known only to
Nathan, myself, and three other senior executives at the
company. And outside legal counsel, of course.”


  “Where was this information kept? File drawer?
Safe?” Sawyer asked.


  Rowe and Lucas exchanged smiles.


  Rowe answered. “We have, to a significant degree, a
paperless office. All key documents are stored in computerized files.”


  “I assume there was some sort of security on these
files, then? Like a password.”


  Lucas said condescendingly, “It was far more than a
password.”


  “And yet Archer broke into it anyway, it seems,”
Sawyer jabbed back.


  Lucas scrunched his mouth up like someone had just
jammed a lemon inside.


  Quentin Rowe wiped at his glasses. “Yes, he did.
Would you like to see how?”


   


  The group of men filled the small, cluttered storeroom.
Richard Lucas pushed away the boxes from beside the
wall while Rowe, Hardy and Sawyer looked on. Nathan
Gamble had declined to join them. Where the boxes had
rested, the cable outlet was now exposed. Quentin Rowe
moved next to the computer and held up the cables.


  “Jason hardwired into our local area network through
this workstation.”


  “Why not just use the computer in his office?”


  

  Rowe was shaking his head before Sawyer had stopped
talking. “When he logs on to his own computer,” Lucas
said, “he has to go through a series of security measures.
Those security measures do not merely verify the user,
they confirm the user’s identity. Every workstation in the
place has an iris scanner, which takes an initial video
image of the user’s iris patterns. In addition, the scanner
takes periodic sweeps of the operator to continually confirm the user’s identity. If Archer had left his desk or
someone had sat down in his place, then the system
would have automatically shut off to that workstation.”


  Rowe looked steadily at Sawyer. “The important point
in all that is if Archer had accessed any file from his own
workstation, we would have known he had done it.”


  “How’s that?” Sawyer asked.


  “Our network has a tag feature. Most systems have
some attribute of that kind. If a user accesses a file, that
access is recorded by the system. By using this workstation”—Quentin pointed at the old computer—“which is
not supposed to be on the network and is assigned no
number through the network administrator, he bypassed
that risk. For all intents and purposes, this was a phantom
computer on our network. He may have used the computer in his office to find the location of certain files without accessing them. He could do that at his leisure. That
would cut down on the time he needed to spend here,
where he could be caught.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “Wait a minute. If Archer
didn’t use his own workstation to access the files because
it could positively identify him and used this one instead
because it couldn’t, how do you know it was Archer who
accessed the files in the first place?”


  Hardy pointed at the keyboard. “An old reliable. We
lifted numerous fingerprints from here. They all matched
Archer’s.”


  

  Sawyer finally asked the most obvious question.
“Okay, but how do you know this workstation was used
to access any files?”


  Lucas sat down on one of the boxes. “For a period of
time we were getting unauthorized entries onto the system.
Although Archer didn’t need to go through the identification process to log on through this unit, he would still leave
a trail if he accessed files using it unless he electronically
erased his trail as he exited. That’s possible to do, although
tricky. In fact, I think that’s what he did. Initially, at least.
Then he got sloppy. We finally picked up the trail and,
while it took time, we narrowed down the breach until it
led us right here.”


  Hardy folded his arms across his chest. “You know, it’s
ironic. You put all this time and effort and money into securing your networks against any breaches. You have steel
doors, security guards, electronic monitoring devices,
smart cards—you name it, Triton has it. And yet…” He
looked up at the ceiling. “And yet you also have drop-down ceiling panels with exposed cables connecting your
entire network together, ripe for penetration.” He shook his
head in dismay and looked at Lucas. “I’ve warned you
about this risk before.”


  “He was an insider,” Lucas said heatedly. “He knew
the system and he used that knowledge to hack it.” Lucas
brooded for a moment. “And then he took down a planeload of people in the process. Let’s not forget that little
fact.”


   


  Ten minutes later the men were once again in Gamble’s
office. He did not look up when they reappeared.


  Sawyer sat down. “Okay, any further developments on
the RTG end?” he asked.


  Gamble’s face flamed red at the mention of his competitor. “Nobody rips me off and gets away with it.”


  “Jason Archer’s involvement with RTG hasn’t been
proven. It’s all speculation at this point,” Sawyer said
evenly.


  Gamble dramatically rolled his eyes. “Right! Well, you
just go and jump through your little hoops so you can
keep your little job and I’ll take care of the tough stuff.”


  Sawyer closed his notebook and stood up to his full
height. Hardy stood up too, and reached out to grab
Sawyer’s coat, until his former partner froze him with a
stare that Hardy had seen him use on many an occasion
at the bureau. Sawyer turned back to Gamble.


  “Ten minutes, Sawyer. Since you don’t appear to have
anything of note to report, I’m going to catch my plane a
little early.” When Gamble walked past the burly FBI
agent, Sawyer tightly gripped his arm and led the Triton
chairman outside into the private reception area. Sawyer
looked over at Gamble’s executive assistant. “Excuse us
for a minute, ma’am.” The woman hesitated, looking at
Gamble.


  “I said excuse us!” Sawyer’s drill-sergeant tone catapulted the woman out of her chair and she fled the room.


  

  Sawyer turned to the chairman. “Let’s get a couple of
things straight, Gamble. First, I don’t report to you or anyone else at this place. Second, since it looks like one of your
people conspired to blow up a plane, I’ll ask you as many
questions as I want to and I don’t give a shit about your
travel schedule. And if you tell me one more time how
many minutes I’ve got left, I’ll rip that goddamned watch
off your wrist and stuff it in your mouth. I’m not one of
your lackey boys and don’t you ever, ever talk to me that
way again. I’m an FBI agent and a damn good one. I’ve
been shot, knifed, kicked and bitten by some seriously demented assholes who would make you look like the biggest
pussy in the world on your best day. So if you think your
bullshit tough-guy act is gonna make me pee in my pants,
then you’re wasting everybody’s time, including your own.
Now get back in there and sit the fuck down.”


   


  Two hours later Sawyer had finished interviewing
Gamble and company and spent thirty minutes looking
through Jason Archer’s office, ordering it off limits and
calling for an investigative team to methodically analyze
every molecule of the place. Sawyer checked out Jason’s
computer system, but he had no way of knowing that
something was missing. The only remnant of the microphone was a small, silver-plated plug.


  Sawyer walked to the elevator bank with Hardy.


  “See, Frank, I told you there was nothing to worry
about. Gamble and I got along just fine.”


  Hardy laughed out loud. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen
his face quite that shade of white before. What the hell
did you say to the man?”


  “Just told him what a great guy I thought he was. He
was probably just embarrassed by my frank admiration.”


  At the elevators, Sawyer said, “You know, I didn’t get
much usable info in there. Sure, Archer pulling off the
crime of the century might make for fascinating reading,
but I’d prefer to have him in a jail cell.”


  “Well, these guys just got taken to the cleaners and
they’re certainly not used to that experience. They know
what happened and pretty much how it happened, but all
after the fact.”


  Sawyer leaned up against the wall and rubbed his forehead. “You realize there’s no evidence tying Archer to the
plane bombing.”


  Hardy nodded in agreement. “I said before that Archer
could’ve used Lieberman to cover his tracks, but there’s
no proof of that either. If there is no connection, Archer’s
one helluva lucky guy for not getting on that plane.”


  “Well, if that’s the case, then somebody else out there
took down that airliner.”


  Sawyer was about to hit the elevator button when
Hardy touched his sleeve. “Hey, Lee, if you want my
humble opinion, I don’t think your biggest problem will
be proving Archer was involved in the plane sabotage.”


  “So what’s my biggest problem, Frank?”


  “Finding him.”


  Hardy walked off. As Sawyer waited for the elevator, a
voice called to him.


  “Mr. Sawyer? Do you have a minute?”


  Sawyer turned to find Quentin Rowe walking toward
him.


  “What can I do for you, Mr. Rowe?”


  “Please call me Quentin.” Rowe paused and looked
around the hallways. “Would you like to take a short tour
of one of our production facilities?”


  Sawyer quickly caught his meaning. “Okay. Sure.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  The fifteen-story Triton office building was hooked to a
sprawling three-story structure that covered about five acres
of ground. Sawyer pinned on a visitor’s badge at the main
entrance to the facility and followed Rowe through a number of security checkpoints. Rowe was obviously well-known and well-liked here, as he received a number of
cordial greetings from Triton personnel. At one point,
through a wall of glass, Sawyer and Rowe watched lab
technicians in white coats, gloves and surgical masks working away in a large space.


  Sawyer looked at Rowe. “Geez, looks more like an operating room than a factory.”


  Rowe smiled. “Actually, that room is far cleaner than
any hospital operating room.”


  

  He watched Sawyer’s surprised reaction with
amusement. “Those technicians are testing a new generation of
computer chips. The environment has to be completely
sterile, absolutely dust-free. Once they’re fully functional, these prototypes will be able to carry out two
TIPS.”


  “Damn,” Sawyer said absently, having no earthly idea
what the acronym stood for.


  “That means two trillion instructions per second.”


  Sawyer gaped at the small man. “What in the hell
needs to move that fast?”


  “You’d be surprised. A litany of engineering applications. Computer-aided designs of cars, aircraft, ships,
space shuttles, buildings, manufacturing processes of all
types. Financial markets, corporate operations. Take a
company like General Motors: millions of pieces of inventory, hundreds of thousands of employees, thousands
of locations. It all adds up. We help all of them do their
jobs more efficiently.” He pointed to another production
area. “A new line of hard drives is being tested in there.
They’ll be by far the most powerful and efficient in the
industry when they hit the market next year. Yet a year
after that they’ll be obsolete.” He looked at Sawyer.
“What sort of system do you use at work?”


  Sawyer put his hands in his pocket. “You might not
have heard of it: Smith Corona?”


  Rowe gaped at him. “You’re kidding.”


  “Just got a new ribbon in it, baby runs sweet as
mother’s milk.” Sawyer sounded very defensive.


  

  Rowe shook his head. “A friendly warning. Anyone
who doesn’t know how to operate a computer in the coming years will not be able to function in society. Don’t be
intimidated. The systems today are not only user friendly,
they are idiot friendly, no offense intended.”


  Sawyer sighed. “Computers getting faster all the time,
this Internet thing, whatever it really is, growing like
crazy, networks, paging, cellular phones, faxes. Jesus,
where’s it going to end?”


  “Since it’s the business I’m in, I hope it never does.”


  “Sometimes change can happen too fast.”


  Rowe smiled benignly. “The change we see going on
today will pale in comparison to what will take place in
the next five years. We’re on the cusp of technological
breakthroughs that would have seemed unthinkable
barely ten years ago.” Rowe’s eyes appeared to shine
ahead into the next century. “What we know as the Internet today will seem boring and quaint very soon. Triton
Global will be a huge part of that happening. In fact, if
things work out correctly, we will be leading the way. Education, medicine, the workplace, travel, entertainment,
how we eat, socialize, consume, produce—everything
human beings do or benefit from will be transformed.
Poverty, prejudice, crime, injustice, disease will crumple
under the sheer weight of information, of discovery. Ignorance will simply disappear. The knowledge of thousands of libraries, the sum of the world’s greatest minds,
all will be readily accessible by anyone. In the end, the
world of computers as we know it today will metamorphose into one enormous interactive global link of limitless potential.” He peered at Sawyer through his glasses.
“All the world’s knowledge, the solutions to every problem, will be one keystroke away. It’s the natural next
step.”


  “One person will be able to get all that from a computer.” Sawyer’s tone was skeptical.


  “Isn’t that a thrilling vision?”


  “Scares the shit out of me.”


  Rowe’s mouth dropped open. “How could that possibly be frightening to you?”


  “Maybe I’m a little cynical after twenty-five years of
doing what I do for a living. But you tell me one guy can
get all that information and you know the first thought
pops into my head?”


  “No, what?”


  “What if he’s a bad guy?” Rowe didn’t react. “What if
with one keystroke he wipes out all the world’s knowledge?” Sawyer snapped his fingers. “He destroys everything? Or just screws it all up. Then what the hell do we
do?”


  Rowe smiled. “The benefits of technology far surpass
any potential dangers. You may not agree with me, but
the coming years will prove me right.”


  Sawyer scratched the back of his head. “You’re probably too young to know this, but back in the fifties, nobody
thought illegal drugs would ever be a big problem either.
Go figure.”


  The two men continued their tour. “We have five of
these facilities situated across the country,” Rowe said.


  “Must get pretty expensive.”


  “You could say that. We spend over ten billion dollars
per year on R&D.”


  

  Sawyer whistled. “You’re talking numbers I can’t even
begin to contemplate. Of course, I’m just a working-stiff
bureaucrat who sits around picking his nose on the public dole.”


  Rowe smiled. “Nathan Gamble delights in making
other people squirm. I think he met his match in you,
though. For obvious reasons I didn’t applaud your performance, but I was seriously thinking about a standing
ovation.”


  “Hardy said you had your own company, hot stock. If
you don’t mind my asking, how come you hooked up
with Gamble?”


  “Money.” Rowe waved his arm around the facility they
were in. “This all costs billions of dollars. My company
was doing well, but lots of tech companies were doing
well in the stock market. What people don’t seem to understand is that while my company’s stock price went
from nineteen dollars a share on the day it hit the market
to a hundred sixty per share less than six months later, we
didn’t see any of that enormous markup. That went to the
people who bought the stock.”


  “You had to keep a chunk of the company’s stock,
though.”


  “I did, but with the securities laws being what they are,
and our underwriter’s requirements, I couldn’t really sell
any of it. On paper I was worth a fortune. However, my
company was still struggling, R&D was eating us up, we
had no earnings,” he said bitterly.


  “So enter Nathan Gamble?”


  

  “Actually he was a very early investor in the company,
before we went public. He gave us some seed capital. He
also gave us something else we didn’t have but desperately needed: respectability on Wall Street, with the
capital markets. A good solid business background. A penchant for making money. When my company went public, he held on to his shares as well. Later, Gamble and I
discussed the future and decided to take the company
back private.”


  “In retrospect a good decision?”


  “From a dollar perspective, an incredibly good decision.”


  “But money ain’t everything, right, Quentin?”


  “Sometimes I wonder.”


  Sawyer leaned up against the wall, folded his beefy
arms across his chest and looked directly at Rowe. “The
tour is real interesting, but I hope that wasn’t all you had
in mind.”


  “It wasn’t.” Rowe swiped his card through the reader
on a nearby door and motioned for Sawyer to follow him
in. They sat down at a small table. Rowe spent a moment
collecting his thoughts before he started speaking. “You
know, if you had asked me before this all happened who
I would suspect of having stolen from us, Jason Archer’s
name would never have entered my mind.” Rowe took
off his glasses and rubbed them with a handkerchief
pulled from his shirt pocket.


  “So you trusted him?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And now?”


  “And now I think I was wrong. I feel betrayed, in fact.”


  “I could see how you might feel that way. You think
anybody else at the company might be involved?”


  

  “My God, I hope not.” Rowe seemed stricken by the
suggestion. “I would certainly rather believe it was Jason
on his own or a competitor working with him. That, to
me, makes a lot more sense. Besides, Jason would have
been perfectly capable of hacking into BankTrust’s computer system by himself. It’s really not all that hard to
do.”


  “You sound like you speak from experience.”


  Rowe’s face reddened. “Let’s just say that I have an insatiable curiosity. Poking around databases was a favorite
pastime in college. My classmates and I had quite a good
time doing it, although the local authorities, on more than
one occasion, voiced their displeasure. However, we
never stole anything. I actually helped train some of the
police technicians in methods to detect and prevent computer-related crimes.”


  “Any of those people working on your security detail?”


  “You mean Richard Lucas? No, he’s been with Gamble
it seems like forever now. Again, he’s very good at what
he does, but not the most pleasant company to have
around. However, it’s not his job to be pleasant.”


  “But Archer still fooled him.”


  “He fooled all of us. I’m certainly in no position to
point fingers.”


  “Did you notice anything about Jason Archer that in
retrospect looked suspicious?”


  “Most things look different in retrospect. I know that
better than most. I’ve given it some thought and Jason did
seem to take a very active interest in the CyberCom
deal.”


  “He was working on it.”


  “I don’t mean just that. Even on the segments of the
deal he wasn’t involved in he asked a lot of questions.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like did I think the terms were fair. Did I think the
deal was going to get done. What would be his role once
it was done. That sort of thing.”


  “He ever ask you about any confidential records you
kept regarding the deal?”


  “Not directly, no.”


  “He apparently got everything he needed off the computer system?”


  “So it would seem.”


  The two men sat staring off into space for a few moments.


  “You have any inkling where Archer might be?”


  Rowe shook his head. “I visited his wife, Sidney.”


  “We’ve met.”


  “It’s hard to believe he would just up and leave them
like that. He has a daughter too. A beautiful little girl.”


  “Maybe he didn’t plan to leave them.”


  Rowe looked at him oddly. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean maybe he intends to come back for them.”


  “He’s a fugitive from justice now. Why would he come
back? Besides, Sidney wouldn’t go with him.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because he’s a criminal. She’s an attorney.”


  “This may come as a big surprise to you, Quentin, but
some lawyers aren’t honest.”


  “You mean… you mean you suspect Sidney Archer
of being involved in this whole thing?”


  

  “I mean I haven’t ruled her or anyone else out right
now as a suspect. She’s an attorney for Triton. She was
working on the CyberCom deal. Seems like a perfect position to cherry-pick secrets and sell them to RTG. Who
the hell knows? I intend to find out.”


  Rowe put his glasses back on and rubbed his hand nervously across the glass tabletop. “It’s so hard to believe
Sidney would be involved in all this.” Rowe’s tone betrayed the conviction of his words.


  Sawyer studied him closely. “Quentin, do you want to
tell me something? Maybe about Sidney Archer?”


  Rowe finally sighed and looked at Sawyer. “I’m convinced that Sidney was in Jason’s office at Triton after the
plane crash.”


  Sawyer’s eyes narrowed. “What proof do you have?”


  “The night before Jason supposedly left for L.A. he
and I were working late on a project in his office. We left
together. He secured his office door behind me. His office
remained locked from that moment until we had the company come to deactivate the alarm and remove the door.”


  “So?”


  “When we entered the office, I noticed immediately
that the microphone on Jason’s computer was bent almost
in half. Like someone had hit it and then tried to
straighten it.”


  “Why would you think that someone was Sidney
Archer? Maybe Jason came back later that night.”


  

  “If he had there would be a record of it, both electronically and with the on-site security guard.” Rowe paused,
dwelling on the memory of the night of Sidney’s visit. Finally he threw up his hands. “I know of no other way to
put it. She was sneaking around. She claimed she was not
in the restricted area, and yet I’m sure she was. I think the
security guard was covering for her. And Sidney told me
some bogus story about meeting Jason’s secretary there
to get some of Jason’s personal things.”


  “Doesn’t that sound plausible?”


  “It would have, except I casually asked Kay Vincent,
Jason’s secretary, if she had spoken to Sidney recently.
And she had, from her home, on the very night Sidney
went down to the office. She knew Kay wasn’t there.”


  Sawyer sat back in his chair. Rowe continued. “You
need a special chip card even to begin the deactivation
process on Jason’s office door. In addition, you need to
know a four-digit password or the alarm will go off. It
happened, in fact, when we initially tried to enter his office. That’s when we found out Jason had changed the
password. I even considered attempting it the night Sidney came by, only I knew it would be futile. I had a master security card, but without the password, the alarm
would’ve just gone off again.” He paused to take a
breath. “Sidney could’ve had access to Jason’s security
card and he could’ve told her the password. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but she’s involved in something, I
just don’t know what.”


  “I just looked through Archer’s office and I didn’t see
any microphone. What did it look like?”


  “About five inches long, the thickness of a pencil,
small speaker at one end. It was mounted directly on the
computer’s CPU on the bottom left-hand side. It’s for
voice-activated commands. One day it’ll replace the keyboard entirely. It’s a godsend for people who can’t type
well.”


  “I didn’t see anything like that.”


  “Probably not. I’m sure it was removed from the office
because it was so damaged.”


  Sawyer took a few minutes to jot down notes and asked
Rowe a few follow-up questions. Then Rowe escorted
him back to the exit. “You think of anything else,
Quentin, you let me know.” He handed Rowe a business
card.


  “I wish I knew what the hell was going on, Agent
Sawyer. I have my hands full with CyberCom, and now
this.”


  “I’m doing what I can, Quentin. Hang in there.”


  Rowe slowly went back inside, Sawyer’s card clutched
in his hand. Sawyer walked to his car; he could hear his
cellular phone buzzing. Ray Jackson’s voice was agitated. “You were right.”


  “About what?”


  “Sidney Archer’s on the move.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  A half block behind the airport cab were the two FBI
tail cars. Two other sedans were running on parallel
streets and would cross over at strategic points to take
over the chase so as not to alert the person they were
tracking. That person swept the hair from her eyes, took
a deep breath and stared out the window of the cab. Sidney Archer swiftly ran through the details of her trip once
more and wondered if she had just exchanged one nightmare for another.


   


  “She came back to the house after the memorial service, stayed a little while and then the cab came and
picked her up. The direction they’re heading, my call is
Dulles Airport,” Ray Jackson said into the car phone.
“She made one stop. At a bank. Probably withdrawing
some cash.”


  Lee Sawyer pressed the phone against his ear and
fought through rush-hour traffic. “Where are you now?”


  Jackson relayed his position. “You shouldn’t have trouble, Lee, we’re crawling through traffic here.”


  Sawyer started looking at cross streets. “I can be up
with you in about ten minutes. How many pieces of luggage she carrying?”


  “One medium suitcase.”


  “Short trip, then.”


  “Probably.” Jackson eyed the cab. “Oh, shit!”


  “What?” Sawyer almost yelled into the phone.


  In dismay Jackson watched as the cab abruptly pulled
into the Vienna metro subway station. “Looks like the
lady just had a change in travel arrangements. She’s hopping on the subway.” Jackson watched Sidney Archer
step out of the cab.


  “Get a couple of guys in there right now, Ray.”


  “Roger that, double-quick.”


  Sawyer turned on his grille lights and cut around the
stalled traffic. When his phone buzzed again, he snatched
it up. “Talk to me, Ray, only good news.”


  His partner’s breathing was a little more normal.
“Okay, we got two guys on with her.”


  “I’m one minute from the station. Which way she
headed? Wait a minute, Vienna’s the end of the orange
line. She must be headed into town.”


  

  “Maybe, Lee, unless she’s gonna double back on us
and grab another cab when she exits the subway. Dulles
is the other way. And we got a potential problem with our
lines of communication. The walkie-talkies don’t always
work so well on the metro. If she changes trains inside the
metro and our guys lose her, she’s gone.”


  Sawyer thought for a moment. “Did she take her luggage, Ray?”


  “What? Damn. No, she didn’t.”


  “Get two cars glued to that cab, Ray. I doubt Mrs.
Archer is leaving behind her clean undies and her
makeup kit.”


  “I’m on it myself. You want to pair with me?”


  Sawyer was about to agree, then abruptly changed his
mind. He streaked through a red light. “You hang on it,
Ray, I’m gonna cover another angle. Check in every five
minutes and let’s hope she doesn’t give us the slip.”


  Sawyer did a U-turn and hurtled east.


   


  Sidney had changed trains at the Rosslyn substation
and boarded a blue-line train heading south. At the Pentagon metro station, the doors on the subway opened and
approximately one thousand people careened off the train
cars. Sidney was carrying the white coat she had been
wearing. She didn’t want to stand out from the crowd.
The blue sweater she wore was swiftly lost in the thickening crowds of similarly attired military personnel.


  The two FBI agents pushed through the masses as they
desperately tried to relocate Sidney Archer. Neither one noticed Sidney reboard the same train several cars down, and
she continued on to National Airport. She looked behind her
several times, but the train now held no obvious pursuers.


   


  

  Sawyer pulled to a halt in front of the main terminal at
National Airport, flashed his credentials to a surprised
parking lot attendant and raced into the building. A few
seconds later he stopped dead and his shoulders sagged in
frustration as he scanned the wall-to-wall people. “Shit!”
The next second he flattened himself against the wall as
Sidney Archer passed barely ten feet in front of him.


  As soon as Sidney was safely ahead of him, Sawyer
started tracking her. The short journey ended in the line at
the United Airlines ticket desk, which stood twenty deep.


  Out of sight of both Sawyer and Sidney, Paul Brophy
rolled his luggage carrier toward an American Airlines
departure gate. Inside Brophy’s inner suit pocket was
Sidney’s entire travel itinerary gleaned from her conversation with Jason Archer. He continued on unhurriedly.
He could afford that luxury as chaos swirled around him.
He would even have time to check in with Goldman.


  After forty-five minutes Sidney finally received her
ticket and boarding pass. Sawyer watched from a distance and noted the large wad of bills she used for the
purchase. As soon as she had disappeared around the corner, Sawyer swiftly sliced through the line, his FBI badge
prominently held in his hand as the first wave of angry
travelers quickly parted for him.


  The ticket person stared at the badge and then at
Sawyer.


  “The woman you just sold a ticket to, Sidney Archer.
Tall, good-looking blond, dressed in blue with a white
coat over her arm,” Sawyer added just in case his prey
had used an alias. “What flight is she on? Quick.”


  The woman froze for an instant and then started punching keys. “Flight 715 to New Orleans. It leaves in twenty
minutes.”


  “New Orleans?” said Sawyer, more to himself than to the
woman. Now he momentarily regretted having personally
interviewed Sidney Archer. She would recognize him instantly. But there was no time to call in another agent.
“What gate?”


  “Eleven.”


  Sawyer leaned forward and spoke in a low tone.
“Okay, what’s her seat?”


  The woman glanced at the screen. “Twenty-seven C.”


  “Is there a problem here?” The woman’s supervisor
had drifted over. Sawyer showed her his FBI credentials
and quickly explained his situation. The supervisor
picked up a phone and alerted both the boarding gate and
security, who would, in turn, inform the flight crew. The
last thing Sawyer needed was a flight attendant spotting
his gun during the trip with the result that the New Orleans police would be waiting for him at the door when
the plane landed.


  

  A few minutes later Sawyer, wearing a beat-up hat
hastily borrowed from security personnel, his coat collar
turned up, strode down the terminal’s broad aisle, an airline security officer in tow. Sawyer was escorted around
the metal detectors while he scanned the crowds for Sidney Archer. He spotted her at the departure gate already
in line to board. He immediately turned around and sat
facing away from the gate. Several minutes after the last
group of people moved onto the plane, Sawyer walked
down the jetwalk. He settled down into first class, in one
of the few available seats on the crowded jet, and allowed
himself a brief smile. It was the first time he had ever
flown in such luxury. He fumbled through his wallet for
his phone card. His finger closed around Sidney Archer’s
business card. There were phone numbers for Sidney’s
direct office line, pager, fax, and mobile phone. Sawyer
shook his head. That was the private sector for you. Need
to know where you are every minute. He pulled out the
plane phone and slid his card through it.


   


  The flight to New Orleans was nonstop and two and a
half hours later the jet was descending into New Orleans
International Airport. Sidney Archer had not budged from
her seat the entire flight, for which Lee Sawyer was immensely grateful. Sawyer had made a number of phone
calls from the plane and his team was in place at the airport. When the door to the jet opened, Sawyer was the
first one off.


  When Sidney exited the airport into the mugginess of
the New Orleans night, she did not notice the black sedan
with the tinted windows parked across the narrow roadway used to pick up or drop off passengers. Settled into
her seat in the battered gray Cadillac with CAJUN CAB
COMPANY stenciled on the side, Sidney loosened the collar of her shirt and wiped a bit of perspiration from her
forehead. “The LaFitte Guest House, please. Bourbon
Street.”


  As the cab drifted away from the curb, the sedan
waited a moment, then followed. Inside the sedan Lee
Sawyer was filling in the other agents on the situation, his
eyes all the time riveted on the dirty Caddie.


  

  Sidney stared anxiously out the cab window. They left
the highway and headed to the Vieux Carre. In the background the New Orleans skyline glittered out of the
darkness, the massive hump of the Superdome resting in the
foreground.


  Bourbon Street was narrow and lined with garish edifices of, by American standards at least, the “ancient”
French Quarter. At this time of the year, the sixty-six
blocks of the Quarter were relatively quiet, although the
smell of beer rose powerfully from the sidewalks as casually dressed vacationers staggered around carrying
large cups of the stuff. Sidney left the cab in front of the
LaFitte Guest House. She took a quick look up and down
the street. No cars were in sight. She walked up the steps
and pushed open the heavy front door.


  Inside, the comforting smell of antiques embraced her.
To her left was a large and stylishly decorated drawing
room. The night clerk at the small desk raised his eyebrows slightly at Sidney’s lack of baggage but smiled and
nodded when she explained it was coming later. She was
given the choice of riding the small elevator to the third
floor, but chose the broad staircase instead. Key in hand,
she went up two flights of stairs to her room. Her room
contained a four-poster bed, writing desk, three walls of
bookshelves and a Victorian-style chaise lounge.


  Outside, the black sedan pulled into an alleyway half a
block down from the LaFitte Guest House. A man
dressed in jeans and a windbreaker alighted from the rear
of the car, walked nonchalantly down the street and went
into the building. Five minutes later he was back in the
car.


  Lee Sawyer leaned anxiously over the front seat.
“What’s going on in there?”


  

  The man unzipped his windbreaker, revealing the
pistol in his waistband. “Sidney Archer checked in for two
days. Room’s on the third floor right across from the top
of the stairs. Said her baggage was coming later.”


  The driver looked over at Sawyer. “You think she’s
meeting up with Jason Archer?”


  “Let’s put it this way: I’d be damn surprised if she flew
down here just for some R&R,” Sawyer replied.


  “What do you want to do?”


  “Discreetly surround this place. Jason Archer shows
up, we grab him. In the meantime, let’s see if we can get
some surveillance equipment in the room next to hers.
Then see if you can get a tap on her phone line. Use a
male and female team so the Archers don’t get their radar
up. Sidney Archer isn’t someone you want to underestimate.” Sawyer’s tone was filled with grudging admiration. He looked out the window. “Let’s get out of here. I
don’t want to give Jason Archer any reason not to show
up.” The sedan pulled slowly away.


   


  Sidney Archer sat in the chair by the bed, staring out
the window of her room onto the side balcony of the
LaFitte Guest House and awaiting her husband. She rose
and nervously paced the room. She was fairly certain she
had lost the FBI agents in the subway, but she could not
be absolutely sure. If they managed to trace her? She
shivered. Ever since Jason’s phone call had thrown her
life into a cataclysm for a second time, Sidney had felt invisible walls closing in around her.


  

  Jason’s instructions, however, had been explicit and
she intended to follow them. She adhered fiercely to the
belief that her husband had done nothing wrong, which
he had assured her was correct. He needed her help; that
was why she had boarded that plane and was presently
pacing a quaint room in the most famous Louisiana city.
She still had faith in her husband, despite events that, she
had to admit, had shaken that faith, and nothing short of
death would stop her from helping him. Death? Her husband had escaped its complicated tentacles one time already. From the sound of his voice, she had nagging
doubts about his present safety. He was unable to give her
many details. Not over the phone. Only in person, he had
said. She so wanted to see him, to touch him, to confirm
for herself that he was not an apparition.


  She sat down in the chair and stared out the open window. A refreshing breeze helped to dispel the humidity.
She did not hear a couple in their mid-thirties, courtesy of
the FBI’s New Orleans field office, move into the room
next to hers. With her phone line tapped and listening devices set up in the adjoining suite recording every sound
from her room, Sidney Archer finally nodded off in the
chair around one in the morning. Jason Archer had still
not come.


   


  

  The house was dark. A layer of new-fallen snow shone
under the radiant eye of a full moon. The figure alighted
from the nearby woods and approached the home from
the rear. A few moments at the back door and the old lock
succumbed to the skillful manipulations of the darkly
clad intruder. Snow boots were removed and left outside
the back door. A few moments later a single arc of light
cut through the deserted house. Sidney Archer’s parents
and Amy had left to go back to the Pattersons’ home
shortly after Sidney had departed for her trip.


  The intruder went straight to Jason Archer’s home office. The room’s window looked out onto the backyard
rather than the street, so the figure risked turning on the
desk lamp. Several minutes were spent thoroughly
searching the desk and stacks of computer floppies. Then
Jason Archer’s computer system was turned on. A search
was made of all files on the database. Each floppy was
submitted to a detailed review. With that completed, the
figure slipped a hand inside the dark jacket and extracted
a floppy disk of his own. This was inserted into the computer’s disk drive. After several minutes the task was
complete. The “sniffer” software now existing on Jason’s
computer would effectively capture everything coming
across its threshold. Within five minutes the house was
once again empty. The footprints from the edge of the
woods to the back door had been obliterated.


  

  Unknown to the Archers’ nocturnal visitor, Bill Patterson had accomplished one task, however innocently, before leaving for his Hanover home. While he backed his
car out of the driveway, he had eyed the familiar red,
white and blue truck stopping in front of his daughter’s
house. After the mail truck had departed, Patterson had
hesitated and then arrived at his decision. Save his daughter the trouble, anyway. He glanced at a few of the items
before depositing the pile of mail in a plastic bag. He
turned toward the house and then remembered he had already locked it up and the keys were in his wife’s purse.
The garage door was unlocked, however. Patterson went
in the garage, opened the door of the Explorer and placed
the bag on the front seat. He locked the car door and then
pulled down the garage door and locked it.


  About midway down in the stack of mail and unnoticed by Patterson was a soft-sided package specifically
designed with built-in padding to send fragile items
safely through the postal system. The handwriting on the
package would have been familiar to Sidney Archer at
even a passing glance.


  Jason Archer had mailed the computer disk to himself.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  Across the street from the LaFitte Guest House, Lee
Sawyer stared at the old hotel through the darkened window of the room he was occupying. The FBI had set up
their surveillance headquarters in an abandoned brick
building its owner was planning to renovate in a year or
so. Sawyer sipped hot coffee and looked at his watch.
Six-thirty A.M. Raindrops clattered against the window as
a chilly early morning shower invaded the area.


  

  Next to the window stood a tripod with a camera attached. The long-range lens was almost a foot long. The
only pictures snapped thus far had been of the LaFitte
Guest House’s entryway and only to gauge focus, distance and lighting. Sawyer walked over and looked down
at the series of photos on the table. The pictures did neither the face nor the emerald eyes justice. Sidney Archer
had been photographed by the New Orleans FBI field office upon exiting the airport. Despite her ignorance, she
looked almost posed for the camera. Her countenance
was lovely, the hair full and luxuriant. Sawyer gently
traced the slender nose down to the full lips. With a start
he jerked his hand away from the photograph and looked
around, embarrassed. Fortunately, none of the other
agents in the room had been paying attention to what he
was doing.


  He surveyed the rest of the room. The long table was
set up in the middle of the large and practically empty
space with bare brick walls, dark-timbered ceilings and
filthy floors. Twin PCs occupied the most prominent
space on the table. A tape-recording machine was next to
them. Several of the local bureau agents manned the machines. One young agent caught Sawyer’s eye and removed his headphones. “Our people are all in place.
From the sounds of it, she’s probably still asleep.”


  Sawyer nodded slowly and turned to look back out the
window once again. His men had ascertained that five
other guest rooms were occupied in the small hotel. All
couples. None of the males matched Jason Archer’s description.


  The next few hours passed slowly. Used to long stakeouts that netted little except a sour stomach and an aching
back, Sawyer was unfazed by the tedium.


  The young agent was listening intently to his headphones. “She’s exiting her room right now.”


  Sawyer stood up, stretched and again looked at his
watch. “Eleven A.M. Maybe she’s going for a late breakfast.”


  “How do you want to handle the surveillance?”


  Sawyer considered for a moment. “As we discussed.
Two teams. Use the woman from the room next door as
one and a pair as the other. They can alternate on the surveillance. Tell them to look sharp. Archer’s gonna be on
her guard. Keep in radio communication at all times. Remember, she doesn’t have any luggage at the hotel. So
tell them to be ready for any mode of transportation, including Archer jumping on another plane. Make sure you
got vehicles nearby at all times.”


  “Right.”


  Sawyer looked out the window again while his instructions were relayed to the teams of agents. He had a
feeling about all of this he couldn’t quite pin down. Why
New Orleans? Why, on the same day the FBI had interrogated her, would she risk something like this? He
abruptly stopped his musings as Sidney Archer appeared
on the front steps of the LaFitte Guest House. She looked
back over her shoulder, her eyes filled with barely concealed fright; that look was instantly familiar to the FBI
agent. A quiver went up Sawyer’s spine as he suddenly
realized where he had seen Sidney Archer before: at the
crash site. He raced across the room and snatched up a
phone.


   


  

  Sidney was wearing her white coat, testament to how
the temperature had dropped. She had managed to check
the guest registry without the clerk observing her. There
had been only one check-in after her. A couple from
Ames, Iowa, was in the room next to hers. The check-in
time must have been near midnight if not after. It didn’t
strike her as likely that a couple from the Midwest would
be checking into a hotel at about the hour they would
normally be entering REM sleep patterns. That she had
not heard them move into the room raised her suspicions
even more. Weary travelers arriving at midnight were
usually not so understanding of their fellow lodgers. She
had to assume that the FBI was next door to her and
probably watching the entire area. Despite her precautions, they had found her. It was hardly surprising, she
had to remind herself as she walked along the mostly deserted streets. The FBI did this for a living. She didn’t.
And if the FBI closed in? Well, she had decided from the
moment she learned her husband was alive that his
chances of keeping that life intact would be considerably
enhanced if he would place himself in the hands of the
authorities.


   


  Sawyer paced the room, hands shoved in his pockets.
He had drunk so much coffee he could feel his bladder
shooting nasty signals at him. The phone rang. The young
agent answered it, identified the caller as Ray Jackson,
and then handed it over to Sawyer, who took off his headphones.


  “Yeah?” Sawyer’s voice was vibrating with anticipation. He rubbed at his bloodshot eyes; a quarter century
of pulling this kind of duty didn’t make it any easier on
the body.


  “So how’s the Big Easy?” Ray Jackson sounded fresh
and alert.


  

  Sawyer looked around at the crumbling surroundings.
“Well, from where I’m standing, it’s sorely in need of a
broom and some paint.”


  Jackson chuckled. “Well, your tracking down Sidney
Archer at the airport is already the stuff of legend around
here. I still don’t know how you did it.”


  “Yeah, but I’m afraid I just wore my lucky rabbit’s foot
clean out with that one, Ray. Tell me you got something
for me.” Sawyer switched the receiver to his right ear and
stretched his left arm until a cramp worked itself loose.


  “You bet I do. Want to guess?”


  “Ray, I love you, man, I really do, but my bed last night
was a sleeping bag on a cold floor, and there’s not one
part of my body that doesn’t ache. On top of that I’ve got
no clean underwear, so unless you want me to shoot you
on sight when I get back, start talking.”


  “Stay cool, big guy. Okay, you were absolutely right,
Sidney Archer did visit the crash site in the middle of the
night.”


  “You’re sure?” Sawyer was convinced he was right,
but years of habit required independent substantiation.


  “One of the local cops…” Sawyer heard papers being
shuffled over the phone line, “Deputy Eugene McKenna,
was on duty that night when Sidney Archer pulls up.
McKenna thinks she’s just a curiosity-seeker and tells her
to head on out, but then she tells him about her husband
being on the plane. She just wants to look around; she’s
all broken up. McKenna feels sorry for her, you know,
driving all night to get there and all. He checks her out,
confirms she is who she says she is and then drives her up
near the crash site so she can at least watch what’s going
on.” Jackson paused.


  Sawyer was irritable. “So how the hell does that help
us?”


  “Man, you are grouchy. I’m getting to that. On the
drive up, Archer asks about a canvas bag with her husband’s initials on it. She had seen it on TV. I guess it had
been thrown off in the crash and was found and put with
the other collected debris. Bottom line: She wanted to get
that bag.”


  Sawyer sat down, looked out the window and then refocused on the phone. “What did McKenna tell her?”


  “That it was evidence and wasn’t even on-site anymore. That she’d probably get it back after the investigation was complete but that that would be a while, maybe
years.”


  Sawyer stood up and absentmindedly poured himself
another cup of coffee from the pot on the hot plate while
he worked through this latest development. His bladder
would just have to deal with it. “Ray, what exactly did
McKenna say about Archer’s appearance that night?”


  “I know what you’re thinking. Did she really believe
her husband was on that plane? McKenna said if she was
faking, she’d make Katharine Hepburn look like the
world’s worst actress.”


  “Okay, we’ll let that ride for now. What about the bag?
You got it?”


  “Damn straight. Right on my desk here.”


  “And?” Sawyer’s shoulders tensed, then dropped just
as suddenly at his partner’s response.


  

  “Nothing. At least nothing we can find. The lab’s been
through it three times. Just some clothes, a couple of
travel books. Notepad with nothing written on it. No surprises, Lee.”


  “Why would she drive all that way in the middle of the
night for that?”


  “Well, maybe there was supposed to be something in it,
but there wasn’t.”


  “That would figure if her husband was double-crossing
her.”


  “How’s that?”


  Sawyer sipped his coffee and then stood up. “If Archer
is on the run, one would think he is either planning to
bring his family along at a later date or dump them.
Right?”


  “Okay, I’m following you.”


  “So if his wife thought he was on that plane, maybe on
the initial leg of his getaway run, then that would jibe
with her being despondent over the plane crash. She really thinks he’s dead.”


  “But the money?”


  “Right. If Sidney Archer knew what her husband had
done, maybe had even helped him pull it off somehow,
she would want to get her hands on the money. It would
help get her over her grief, I’m thinking. Then she sees
the bag on TV.”


  “But what could be in the bag? Not the cash.”


  “No, but it could have been something to point her in
the direction of the money. Archer was a computer whiz.
Maybe the location of a computer file on a floppy where
all the info on the money is stored. A Swiss bank account
number. An airport locker key card. It could be anything,
Ray.”


  “Well, we didn’t find anything remotely like that.”


  “It wouldn’t necessarily be in that bag. She saw it on
TV and thought she could get her hands on it.”


  “So you really think she was in on this thing from the
get-go?”


  Sawyer sat back down wearily. “I don’t know, Ray.
I’ve got no strong feeling either way on it.” That wasn’t
exactly true, but Sawyer had no desire to discuss certain
disturbing thoughts with his partner.


  “So what about the plane crash? How does that tie in?”


  Sawyer’s response was abrupt. “Who knows if it does?
They could be unrelated. Maybe he paid to have it sabotaged to cover his tracks. That’s what Frank Hardy thinks
happened.” Sawyer had stepped over to the window
while he was speaking. What he saw on the street outside
made him want to end the phone call quickly.


  “Anything else, Ray?”


  “Nope, that’s it.”


  “Good, because I gotta run.” Sawyer hung up the
phone, manned the camera himself and started clicking
away. Then he stepped back to the window and watched
while Paul Brophy, looking searchingly up and down the
street, climbed the steps of the LaFitte Guest House and
went inside.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  The typical noise and merriment usually associated with
Jackson Square would have made a stark contrast to the
more modest proceedings of the Quarter at this time of
the morning. Musicians, jugglers and unicyclists, tarot
card readers and artists ranging in talent from superb to
mediocre competed for the attention and dollars of the
few tourists who had braved the inclement weather.


  

  Sidney Archer walked in front of the triple-steepled St.
Louis Cathedral on her way to find food. She was also following her husband’s instructions: If he had not contacted
her at the hotel by eleven A.M. she was to go to Jackson
Square. The bronze equestrian statue of Andrew Jackson,
which had lent dignity to the square for the last 140 years,
loomed large over her as she made her way to the French
Market Place on Decatur Street. She had visited the city
several times before, during her college and law school
days when she had been young enough to survive Mardis
Gras and even to enjoy and participate in its atmosphere of
drunken extravagance.


  Minutes later she sat near the riverfront sipping hot
coffee and biting unenthusiastically into a fluffy, butter-filled croissant, idly watching the barges and tugs along
the mighty Mississippi as they made slow progress toward the enormous bridge in the near distance. Within a
hundred yards of her, on either side, were positioned
teams of FBI agents. Listening equipment discreetly
pointed in her direction was capable of capturing virtually every word spoken by or to her.


  For a few minutes Sidney Archer remained alone. She
quietly finished her coffee and studied the muscular river
with its rain-swollen banks and stiff whitecaps.


  “Three dollars and fifty cents says I can tell you where
you got your shoes.”


  Sidney collapsed out of her brown study and stared up
at the face. Behind her the teams of agents slightly stiffened and edged forward. They would have surged toward
her at full sprint when the man began to approach except
that the speaker was short, black and close to seventy.
This was not Jason Archer. But it still might be something.


  “What?” She shook her head clear.


  

  “Your shoes. I know where you got your shoes. Three-fifty if I’m right. A free shine for you if I’m wrong.” His
snow-white mustache hung over a mouth largely absent
of teeth. His clothes were more rags than anything else.
She also observed the battered wooden shoeshine kit resting on the bench beside her.


  “I’m sorry. I’m really not interested.”


  “Come on, lady. Tell you what, I’ll throw in the shine
if I’m right, but you still got to come up with the money.
What’s to lose? You get a great shine for a very reasonable price.”


  Sidney was about to refuse him again until she saw the
ribs sticking through the worn, gauzy shirt. Her eyes
drifted over his own shoes, from which bare and heavily
callused toes protruded at several spots. She smiled and
reached inside her purse for money.


  “Uh-uh, don’t do it that way, lady. Sorry. Got to play
the game or we don’t do business.” There was more than
a small reserve of pride in his words. He started to pick
up his box.


  “Wait a minute. All right,” said Sidney.


  “Okay, you don’t think I can tell you where you got
your shoes, do you?” he said.


  Sidney Archer shook her head. She had purchased
them at an obscure store in southern Maine a little over
two years ago. It had since gone out of business. There
was no way. “Sorry, but I don’t think so,” she replied.


  “Well, I’m gonna tell you where you got those shoes.”
The man paused dramatically and then almost cackled as
he pointed down. “You got them on your feet.”


  Sidney joined in his laughter.


  In the background, the two agents holding listening devices couldn’t help but smile.


  

  After performing a mock bow to his audience of one,
the old man knelt down in front of Sidney and prepared
her shoes for polishing. He chatted away amiably while
his dexterous hands soon turned her dull black flats to
lustrous ebony.


  “Nice quality, lady. Last you a long time if you take
care of them. Nice ankles to go with them too. That never
hurts.”


  She smiled at the compliment as he rose and repacked
his box. Sidney pulled out three dollars and rummaged in
her purse for change.


  He looked at her. “That’s okay, ma’am, I got plenty of
change,” he said quickly.


  In response she handed him a five and told him to keep
the difference.


  He shook his head. “No way, no sir. Three-fifty was the
deal and three-fifty it is.”


  Despite her protests, he handed her back a crumpled
single and a fifty-cent piece. When her hand closed
around the silver, she felt the small piece of paper taped
to its underside. Her eyes bulged at him. He merely
smiled and tipped the brim of his raggedy cap. “Nice
doing business with you, ma’am. Remember, take care of
those shoes.”


  After he moved off, Sidney quickly put the money
away in her purse, waited for several minutes and then
got up and walked off as casually as she was able.


  She made her way back over to the French Market
Place and into the ladies’ room. In one of the stalls her
quivering hands unfolded the paper. The message was
short and in block print. She reread it several times and
then promptly flushed it down the toilet.


  

  Making her way up Dumaine Street toward Bourbon,
she paused and opened her purse for a moment. She made
a show of briefly checking her watch. She looked around
and noted the pay phone attached to a brick building that
housed one of the largest bars in the Quarter. She crossed
the street, picked up the phone and, calling card in hand,
punched in a series of digits. The number she was calling
was her private line at Tyler, Stone. She was bewildered,
but the piece of paper had told her to do it, and she had
no choice but to follow those instructions. The voice that
answered after two rings did not belong to anyone at her
law firm, nor was it her recorded voice announcing her
absence from the office. She could not know that the call
had been diverted from her office to another number located nowhere near Washington, D.C. She was now trying to remain calm while Jason Archer’s voice quietly
drifted over the telephone line.


  The police were watching, she was told. She was not to
say anything, especially not mention his name. They
would have to try again. She was to go home. He would
contact her again. The words were spoken in a supremely
tired manner; she could almost feel the incredible strain
in the timbre. He ended by saying that he loved her. And
Amy. And that everything would be worked out. Eventually.


  

  With a thousand questions assailing her that she was in
absolutely no position to ask, Sidney Archer hung up the
phone and walked off toward the LaFitte Guest House,
deep depression seemingly hitched to every one of her
strides. With a supreme effort at self-control, she held her
head up and attempted to walk normally. It was incredibly important not to reflect in her physical appearance the
utter terror she was feeling inside. Her husband’s obvious
fear of the authorities had undermined her belief that he
was innocent of any wrongdoing. Despite her intense joy
at knowing he was alive, she wondered at what price that
joy had come to her. In this far, she had to keep going.


   


  The recording machine was clicked off and the telephone receiver was removed from the special receptacle
in the machine. Next, Kenneth Scales rewound the digital tape. He hit the start button and listened while Jason
Archer’s voice once again filled the room. He smiled
malevolently, turned off the machine, took out the tape
and left the room.


   


  “He climbed in the window from the galleria,” Sawyer
was being informed by an agent stationed on a rooftop
overlooking Sidney Archer’s lodgings. “He’s still in
there,” the agent whispered into his radio. “You want me
to pick him up?”


  “No,” Sawyer answered, peering out through the
blinds onto the street. The surveillance devices installed
next door to Sidney’s room had told them what Paul Brophy was up to. He was searching her room. Sawyer’s earlier thought of an assignation between the two law
partners had obviously been way off the mark.


  “He’s leaving now. Going out the back way,” the agent
reported suddenly.


  

  “Good thing,” Sawyer replied as he spotted Sidney
Archer coming down the street. After she had reentered
the LaFitte Guest House, Sawyer ordered a team of
agents to tail a disappointed Paul Brophy, who was walking down Bourbon Street in the other direction.


  Ten minutes later Sawyer was informed that Sidney
Archer had placed a call from a pay phone during her
morning breakfast walk. It had gone to her office. For the
next five hours nothing happened. Then Sawyer snapped
to attention as Sidney Archer walked out of the LaFitte
Guest House. A white cab pulled up in front of the building and she got in. The cab quickly pulled away.


  Sawyer hurtled down the stairs and in another minute
was riding shotgun in the same black sedan in which he
had followed Sidney from the airport. He was not surprised to see the cab swing onto Interstate 10, or pull off
at the exit for the airport about half an hour later.


  “She’s heading home,” Sawyer muttered to no one in
particular. “She didn’t find whatever it was she came here
for, that’s for sure. Not unless Jason Archer turned himself into the invisible man.” The veteran FBI man
slumped back in his seat as a new and particularly troubling revelation crossed his mind. “She’s on to us.”


  The driver jerked his head in Sawyer’s direction. “No
way, Lee.”


  “She sure as hell is,” Sawyer insisted. “She flies all the
way down here, hangs out, then makes a phone call and
now she’s on her way back home.”


  “I know she didn’t spot our cover teams.”


  “I didn’t say she did. Her husband and whoever else is
involved in this did. They tipped her and she’s going
home.”


  “But we checked. The phone call was to her office.”


  Sawyer shook his head impatiently. “Phone calls can
be diverted.”


  “But how did she know to call? Something prearranged?”


  “Who knows? She only had that run-in with the
shoeshine guy. You’re sure?”


  “That’s it. Played the usual tourist scam on her and
then shined her shoes. He was a street person, clearly
enough. Gave her her change and that was it.”


  Sawyer abruptly eyed the man. “Change?”


  “Yeah, it was a three-fifty shine. She gave him a five.
He gave her a buck-fifty back. Wouldn’t take her tip.”


  Sawyer gripped the dashboard, leaving indentations on
the smooth surface. “Damn, that was it.”


  The driver looked bewildered. “He only gave her the
change back. I got a clear look through my lens. We heard
every word they said.”


  “Let me guess. He gave her a fifty-cent piece instead of
two quarters, right?”


  The man gaped. “How’d you know that?”


  Sawyer sighed. “How many street people you know
who would refuse a buck-fifty tip and then happen to
have a fifty-cent piece all ready to give as change? And
doesn’t it strike you as odd in the first place that it was
three-fifty for the shine as opposed to three or four bucks?
Why three-fifty?”


  “So you gotta make change.” The driver sounded depressed now that the truth was dawning on him.


  

  “Message taped to the coin.” Sawyer stared glumly
ahead at the rear of Sidney Archer’s cab. “Pick up our
generous shoeshine man. Just maybe he can manage a
description of whoever hired him.” Sawyer wasn’t holding
out much hope on that one.


  The cars sailed toward the airport. Sawyer endured the
short ride in silence, staring out the window at brightly
painted jets roaring overhead. An hour later he boarded a
private FBI jet for the trip back to Washington. Sidney’s
nonstop flight had already left. No FBI agents boarded
her plane. Sawyer and his men had reviewed the passenger manifest and diligently watched every person board
the aircraft. Jason Archer was not among them. Nothing
could occur on the flight back, they were confident. They
didn’t want to tip their hand even more to an already
alerted Sidney. They would pick up her trail at National
Airport.


  The private jet carrying Sawyer and several other FBI
agents accelerated down the runway and lifted off into
the dark sky over New Orleans. Sawyer began to wonder
what the hell had just happened. Why the trip in the first
place? It just didn’t make any sense. Then his mouth
dropped open. The muck had suddenly become just a
shade clearer. But he had also made a mistake, maybe a
big one.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  Sidney Archer sipped her coffee while the beverage cart
made its way down the rest of the aisle. She was reaching
to pick at the sandwich on her tray when the blue markings on the paper napkin caught her eye. She focused on
the writing, a jolt went through her, and she almost
spilled her coffee.


   


  The FBI are not on the plane. We need to talk.


   


  

  The napkin was on the right side of her tray and her
gaze automatically swerved in that direction. For a moment she couldn’t even think. Then recognition slowly
came to her. The man was casually drinking his soda
while munching on his meal. Thinning reddish blond hair
gave way to a long, clean-shaven face that had more than
its share of worry lines. The man looked mid-forties and
was dressed in chino pants and a white shirt. A six-footer,
he had his long legs partly stuck out into the aisle. He finally put down the soda, patted his mouth with a napkin
and turned to her.


  “You’ve been following me,” she said, her voice barely
above a whisper. “In Charlottesville.”


  “I’m afraid that’s not the only place. Actually, I’ve kept
you under surveillance since shortly after the plane
crash.”


  Sidney’s hand flew to the attendant button.


  “I wouldn’t do that.”


  Her hand stopped, millimeters from summoning assistance. “Why not?” she coldly asked.


  “Because I’m here to help you find your husband,” he
said simply.


  She finally managed to answer him, her wariness evident. “My husband is dead.”


  “I’m not the FBI, and I’m not trying to entrap you.
However, I can’t prove a negative, so I won’t even try.
What I will do is give you a telephone number where you
can reach me day or night.” He handed her a small white
card with a Virginia telephone number on it. Otherwise it
was blank.


  Sidney looked at the card. “Why should I call you? I
don’t even know who you are or what you’re doing. Only
that you’ve been following me. That does not win you
confidence points in my book,” she said angrily as her
fear receded. He couldn’t be a threat to her on a crowded
plane.


  

  The man shrugged. “I don’t have a good answer to that.
But I know your husband isn’t dead and you know it too.”
He paused; Sidney Archer stared at him, unable to say
anything. “Although you have no reason to believe me,
I’m here to help you, and Jason, if it’s not too late.”


  “What do you mean, ‘too late’?”


  The man sat back in his seat and closed his eyes. When
he reopened them, the pain evident there made her suspicions start to fade.


  “Ms. Archer, I’m not exactly sure what your husband
is involved in. But I do know enough to realize that,
wherever he is, he could very well be in grave danger.”
He closed his eyes again while Sidney’s heart sank to a
depth she hadn’t realized existed within her.


  He looked over at her. “The FBI have you under round-the-clock surveillance.” His next words chilled her to the
bone. “You should be very thankful for that, Ms. Archer.”


  When she finally spoke, the words were barely audible
to the man, who bent toward her so he could hear them.
“Do you know where Jason is?”


  The man shook his head. “If I did, I wouldn’t be sitting
on this plane with you.” He looked at her hopeless expression. “All I can tell you, Ms. Archer, is I’m not sure
of anything.” He let out a breath and passed a hand over
his forehead. For the first time Sidney noticed that his
hand was shaking.


  “I was at Dulles Airport the same morning your husband was.”


  Sidney’s eyes grew wide, her hand gripping the armrest. “You were following my husband? Why?”


  

  The man looked over at her. “I didn’t say I was following your husband.” He sipped his drink to moisten a
throat suddenly gone dry. “He was sitting in the departure
area for the flight to L.A. He looked nervous and agitated.
That’s what drew my attention to him in the first place.
He got up and went into the men’s room. Another man
went in after him a few minutes later.”


  “Why is that unusual?”


  “The second man had a white envelope in his hand
when he came into the departure area. That envelope was
clearly visible, almost like a lantern the way the guy was
swinging it. I believe it was a signal to your husband. I’ve
seen that technique used before.”


  “A signal. For what?” Sidney’s breathing had accelerated to such an extent that she had to make a conscious
effort to slow it down.


  “For your husband to act. Which he did. He went into
the men’s room. The other man came out a little later. I
forgot to mention that he was dressed almost identically
to your husband and was carrying the same sort of baggage. Your husband never did come out.”


  “What do you mean my husband never came out? He
had to.”


  “I meant he never came out as Jason Archer.”


  Sidney looked totally confused.


  He hurriedly went on. “The first thing I noticed about
your husband was his shoes. He was dressed in a suit, but
he had on black tennis shoes. Do you remember him
putting on tennis shoes that morning?”


  “I was asleep when he left.”


  “Well, when he came out of the rest room his appearance had completely changed. He looked like he was a
college student, dressed in a sweatsuit, different hair,
everything.”


  “How did you know it was him, then?”


  “Two reasons. First, the rest room had just opened after
being cleaned when your husband went in. I watched that
door like a hawk. No one remotely resembling the guy
who later came out had gone in there. Second, the black
tennis shoes were very distinctive. He probably should
have worn a more low-key pair. It was your husband, all
right. And you want to know something else?”


  Sidney could barely get the words out. “Tell me.”


  “The other guy came out wearing your husband’s hat.
With the hat on, he could’ve passed as your husband’s
twin.”


  Sidney took a deep breath as this revelation settled in.


  “Your husband got in line for the flight to Seattle. He
took the same white envelope the other guy had been carrying out of his pocket. In it was the plane ticket and
boarding pass for the Seattle flight. The other guy got on
the flight to L.A.”


  “Meaning they made a ticket switch in the rest room.
The other man was dressed to look like Jason in case anyone was watching.”


  “That’s right.” He nodded slowly. “Your husband
wanted someone to think he was on the L.A. flight.”


  “But why?” Sidney said this more to herself than to
him.


  The man shrugged. “I don’t know. I do know that the
plane your husband was supposed to be on crashed. Then
I was even more suspicious.”


  “Did you go to the police?”


  

  The man shook his head. “And tell them what? It’s not
like I saw a bomb being put on that flight. Besides, I had
my own reasons for keeping quiet.”


  “What sort of reasons?”


  The man put up one hand and shook his head. “Let’s
just leave it at that for now.”


  “How did you find out my husband’s identity? I’m assuming you didn’t know him by sight?”


  “Never laid eyes on him before. But I made a couple of
casual passes by before he went into the rest room. He
had a name and address label on his briefcase. I’m real
good at reading things upside down. It didn’t take me
long to find out where he worked, what he did for a living, more info than I’d ever need to know. I also found
out the same things about you. That’s when I started following you. To tell you the truth, I didn’t know if you
were in any danger or not.” He spoke matter-of-factly;
however, Sidney’s blood ran cold at this unexpected intrusion in her life.


  “Then while I’m down talking to a friend of mine at the
Fairfax police, an APB with your husband’s photo came
over the wire. That’s when I took up your trail in earnest.
I thought you might lead me to him.”


  “Oh.” Sidney settled back in her chair. Then a thought
struck her. “How did you follow me to New Orleans?”


  “The very first thing I did was tap your phone.” He
ignored her surprised expression. “I needed to know
quickly where you were going to go. I heard your conversation with your husband. He seemed particularly
evasive.”


  

  The plane droned on through the dark skies, and Sidney Archer touched the man’s sleeve. “You said you
weren’t FBI. Who are you, then? Why are you involved
in this?”


  The man scanned the aisle for several seconds before
answering. When he looked back at her, he sighed. “I’m
a private investigator, Ms. Archer. The case that is now
occupying me pretty much full-time is your husband.”


  “Who hired you?”


  “Nobody.” He looked around again before continuing.
“I thought your husband might try to contact you. Eventually he did. That’s why I’m here. But it seems New Orleans was a bust. That was him on the pay phone, wasn’t
it? The shoeshine guy slipped you a note, right?”


  Sidney Archer hesitated, then nodded her head.


  “Did your husband give you any clue where he might
be?”


  Sidney shook her head. “He said he would contact me
later. When it was safer.”


  The man almost laughed. “That might be a long time.
A real long time, Ms. Archer.”


  When the plane was descending into Washington National, the man turned again to Sidney. “Couple of things,
Ms. Archer. When I listened to the tape of you and your
husband talking on the phone, I picked up some background noise. Like water running. I can’t be sure, but I
think someone was listening on another line.” Sidney’s
face froze. “Ms. Archer, you had better assume the Feds
know Jason is alive too.”


  A little while later the plane thudded to a landing and
the cabin became alive with activity.


  “You said you wanted to tell me a couple of things.
What’s the other one?”


  The man leaned down and pulled out a small briefcase
from under the seat in front of him. When he sat back up,
he looked her directly in the eye. “People who can bring
down a jetliner can do just about anything. Don’t trust
anyone, Ms. Archer. And be more careful than you have
ever been in your entire life. Even that might not be
enough. I’m sorry if that sounds like shitty advice, but it’s
all I have to give you.”


  In another few minutes the man was gone. Sidney was
one of the last passengers off the plane. The airport
wasn’t crowded at this hour. She made her way toward
the cab stand. Remembering the man’s advice, she
looked carefully around, trying not to be too obvious. Her
sole comfort was the fact that amid all the people probably tracking her, at least some of them were FBI.


   


  After leaving Sidney Archer, the man boarded an airport shuttle bus that deposited him at the long-term parking lot. It was almost ten o’clock. The area was deserted.
He carried a bag that he had checked onto the flight from
New Orleans. Its orange sticker proclaimed that it carried
an unloaded firearm. As he reached his car, a late-model
Grand Marquis, he opened the bag to extract his pistol
with the intent of reloading it and placing it in his shoulder holster.


  

  The stiletto blade first hit his right lung, was pulled
free, and then the savage process was repeated on the left
one, collapsing both and forestalling any cry for help he
might otherwise have managed. The third thrust sliced
neatly through the right side of his neck. The bag dropped
to the concrete floor, the firearm now useless to its dying
owner. In another moment he was down on the ground,
his eyes already glassing over, staring up at his killer.


  A van pulled alongside and Kenneth Scales climbed in.
In another moment the dead man was alone.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  Lee Sawyer sat at the conference table in the FBI building going over numerous reports. He put one hand
through his rumpled hair, tilted back in his chair and put
his feet up on the table while he mentally sorted through
the new facts. The autopsy report on Riker indicated that
he had been dead about forty-eight hours before his body
had been discovered. Because the room temperature had
hovered around freezing, however, Sawyer knew the
postmortem putrefaction of the body was not nearly as
accurate as it otherwise would have been.


  

  Sawyer looked at photos of the Sig P229 auto pistol
that had been recovered at the crime scene. The serial
numbers on the pistol had been sanded down and then
drilled out. He next looked at photos of the slugs recovered from the body. Riker had been on the receiving end
of eleven more of the hollow-point projectiles than had
been necessary to kill him. The lead barrage bothered the
FBI agent greatly. Riker’s murder had most of the hallmarks of a professional kill. Professional assassins rarely
needed more than one shot. The first shot in this case had
been instantly fatal, the medical examiner had concluded.
The heart had not been pumping when the other bullets
had entered the body.


  The blood spatters on the table, chair and mirror indicated that Riker had been shot from behind while seated.
The killer had apparently dragged Riker out of the chair,
thrown him face down in the corner of the bedroom and
proceeded to empty his clip into the dead body from directly above at a distance of about three feet. But why?
Sawyer couldn’t answer that question right now. He
turned his thoughts elsewhere.


  Despite numerous inquiries and potential leads, nothing had been turned up on Riker’s movements for the last
eighteen months. No addresses, no friends, no jobs, no
credit card bills, nothing. While Rapid Start was processing tons of data a day on the plane crash, they couldn’t
get a solid lead on anything. They knew how it had been
done, they had the body of the damned person responsible for actually doing it, and yet they couldn’t get beyond
his corpse.


  In frustration, Sawyer sat up and thumbed another report. Riker had also had a great deal of cosmetic surgery.
Photos taken at Riker’s last arrest bore absolutely no resemblance to the man who had met his bloody end in a
quiet Virginia apartment building.


  

  Sawyer grimaced. His gut on the Sinclair alias had
been right on the mark too. Riker had not taken the place
of another person. Sinclair had been created out of broadcloth and computerized records, with the result that
Robert Sinclair had been hired as a living, breathing person, with excellent background credentials to be a fueler
for a reputable company that had contracts to service several of the major airlines operating out of Dulles International Airport, including Western. However, Vector had
made some mistakes in its background checks. They had
not verified the phone numbers of Sinclair’s previous employers, but had merely used the numbers provided by
Riker, aka Sinclair. All the references provided by the
dead man had been small fueling operations in Washington state, southern California and one in Alaska. None of
those outfits actually existed. When Sawyer’s men
checked, they found the numbers had been disconnected.
The employment addresses given by Riker on his application were phony too. His Social Security number, however, had been run through the system and had come back
as valid.


  

  His prints had also been run through the Virginia State
Police AFIS. Riker had spent time in a Virginia prison
and his prints were supposed to be on file there. Only
they weren’t. That could only mean one thing. The Social
Security Administration’s and the Virginia State Police’s
databases had been compromised. The whole system
might as well have burned up. How could you be sure of
anything now? Without absolute reliability, the systems
were next to useless. And if someone could do that to Virginia and the SSA, who was safe? Sawyer angrily shoved
the reports aside, poured himself another cup of coffee
and paced around the broad space of the SIOC.


  Jason Archer had been way ahead of them. There had
only been one reason to have Sidney Archer travel to
New Orleans. In fact, it could have been any city. The important point was that she leave town. And when she had,
the FBI had gone with her. Her home had been left unguarded. Sawyer had learned from discreet inquiries with
her neighbors that Sidney Archer’s parents and daughter
had left shortly after Sidney Archer had departed.


  Sawyer clenched and unclenched his fist. A diversion.
And he had fallen for it like the greenest agent in the
world. He had no direct evidence supporting it, but he
knew as well as he knew his own name that someone had
entered the Archer home and presumably taken something from within. To go to all that risk meant that something incredibly important had slipped right through
Sawyer’s fingers.


  It had not been a good morning and it only threatened
to grow rapidly worse. He was not used to getting his butt
kicked at every turn. He had filled in Frank Hardy on the
results thus far. His friend was making inquiries into Paul
Brophy’s and Philip Goldman’s backgrounds. Hardy had
been understandably intrigued when he heard of Brophy’s clandestine roaming through Sidney Archer’s hotel
room.


  

  Sawyer flipped open the newspaper and read the headline. Sidney Archer would be heading into the panic zone
right about now, he figured. Since Jason Archer was undoubtedly on to their pursuit of him, the consensus at the
bureau had been to go public with his alleged crimes:
corporate espionage and embezzlement of Triton’s funds.
His direct involvement in the plane crash was not alluded
to, although the story did mention that he was listed as a
passenger on the ill-fated flight but had not been on
board. People could read the huge gaps between the lines
on that one, Sawyer concluded. Sidney Archer’s recent
activities were also prominently mentioned. He looked at
his watch. He was going to pay Sidney Archer a second
visit. And despite his personal sympathy for the woman,
this time he wasn’t leaving until he got some answers.


   


  Henry Wharton stood behind his desk, his chin sunk
down on his chest as he moodily contemplated the cloudy
sky outside his window. A copy of that morning’s Post
was lying face down on his desk; at least the vastly disturbing headlines were out of sight. In a chair across from
his desk sat Philip Goldman. Goldman’s eyes were focused on Wharton’s back.


  “I really don’t see that we have any choice, Henry.”
Goldman paused, a slight look of satisfaction escaping
from his otherwise inscrutable features. “I understand
Nathan Gamble was particularly upset when he phoned
this morning. Who could really blame him? There’s talk
that he may pull the whole account.”


  

  Wharton winced at the remark. When he turned to face
Goldman, his eyes remained downcast. Wharton was
clearly wavering. Goldman leaned forward, eager to
press this obvious advantage. “It’s for the good of the
firm, Henry. It will be painful for many people, and despite my differences with her in the past, I would have to
include myself in that group, not least of which because
she is a particularly strong asset for this firm.” This time
Goldman succeeded in restraining the smile. “But the future of the firm, the future of hundreds of people, cannot
be sacrificed for the benefit of one person, Henry, you
know that.” Goldman leaned back in his chair, placing his
hands in his lap, a placid expression on his face. He managed a sigh. “I can take care of it, Henry, if you would
prefer. I know how close you two are.”


  Wharton finally looked up. The nod was quick, short,
like the abrupt plunge of the ax it clearly was. Goldman
quietly left the room.


   


  Sidney Archer was picking up the newspaper from her
front sidewalk when the phone rang. She raced back inside, the unopened Post in one hand. She was fairly certain it was not her husband calling, but right now she
could be absolutely certain of nothing. She tossed the
paper down on top of other editions she had not read yet.


  

  Her father’s voice boomed across the line. Had she
read the paper? What the hell were they talking about?
These accusations. He would sue, her father proclaimed
angrily. He would sue everyone involved, including Triton and the FBI. By the time she got him calmed down,
Sidney managed to open the paper. The headline took her
breath away, as though someone had stomped on her
chest. She tumbled into the chair in the semidarkness of
her kitchen. She quickly read the cover story, which implicated her husband in stealing immensely valuable secrets and hundreds of millions of dollars from his
employer. To top it off, Jason Archer clearly was also suspected in the plane bombing, his motive presumably to
convince the authorities he was dead. Now the world
knew him to be alive and on the run, according to the
FBI.


  When she read her own name about halfway down the
page, Sidney Archer became violently sick to her stomach. She had traveled to New Orleans, the story said,
shortly after her husband’s memorial service, which the
story made seem highly suspicious. Of course it was suspicious. Everyone, Sidney Archer included, would find
such a trip fraught with dubious motives. An entire life of
scrupulous honesty had just been irreversibly destroyed.
In her distress she hung up on her father. She barely made
it to the kitchen sink. The nausea made her dizzy. She
poured cold water over her neck and forehead.


  

  She managed to stumble back to the kitchen table,
where she sobbed for some minutes. She had never felt
such hopelessness. Then a sudden emotion invaded her
body. Anger. She raced to her bedroom, threw on some
clothes and two minutes later opened the door of the Ford
Explorer. “Shit.” The mail tumbled out and she bent
down automatically to retrieve it. Her hands quickly
sorted through the fallen pieces until she abruptly
stopped as her fingers closed around the package addressed to Jason Archer. Her husband’s handwriting on
the package made her legs wobble. She could feel the
slender object inside. She looked at the postmark. It had
been sent from Seattle on the very day Jason had left for
the airport. She involuntarily shuddered. Her husband
had many mailing packs like this in his home office. They
were specifically designed to send computer disks safely
through the mail. She did not have time to think about
this latest development. She threw the mail back in the
truck, climbed in and roared off.


   


  Thirty minutes later, a disheveled Sidney Archer, escorted by Richard Lucas, entered Nathan Gamble’s office.
Right behind them was an astonished Quentin Rowe. Sidney marched right up to Gamble’s desk and tossed the Post
in his lap.


  “I hope to hell you have some really good defamation
attorneys.” Her intense fury made Lucas step hastily forward until Gamble waved him off. The Triton chief gingerly picked up the paper and glanced down at the story.
Then he looked up at her. “I didn’t write this.”


  “The hell you didn’t.”


  Gamble put out his cigarette and stood up. “Excuse
me, but why am I thinking that I should be the one who’s
pissed off?”


  “My husband blowing up planes, selling secrets, ripping you off. It’s a pack of lies and you know it.”


  Gamble stormed around the desk to face her. “Let me
tell you what I know, lady. I’m out a ton of cash, that’s a
fact. And your husband gave RTG everything it needs to
bury my company. That’s also a fact. What am I supposed
to do, give you a goddamned medal?”


  “It’s not true.”


  “Oh, yeah!” Gamble wheeled a chair around. “Sit
down!”


  

  Gamble unlocked a drawer in his desk, pulled out a
videotape and tossed it over to Lucas. Then he hit a button on his desk console and part of the wall moved back,
revealing a large TV and VCR combination unit. While
Lucas popped the tape in, Sidney, her legs shaking, sank
into the chair. She looked over at Quentin Rowe, who
stood stock-still in the corner of the office, his wide eyes
glued to her. She nervously licked her lips and turned to
the TV.


  Her heart almost stopped beating when she saw her husband. Having only heard his voice ever since that horrible
day, she felt as though he had been gone forever. At first
she fixated on his fluid movements, so familiar to her. Then
she focused on his face and gasped. She had never seen her
husband more nervous, under more strain. The briefcase
handed across, the plane roaring overhead, the smiles of
the men, the papers examined, all of these things were in
the background for her, far in the background; she kept her
eyes on Jason. Her eyes drifted to the time and date stamp
and her heart took another jolt when the significance of
those numbers hit her. When the tape went dark, she turned
to find all eyes in the room on her.


  “That exchange took place in an RTG facility in Seattle long after that plane went into the ground.” Gamble
stood behind her. “Now if you still want to sue me for
defamation, go right ahead. Of course, if we lose CyberCom you might have trouble collecting any money,” he
added grimly.


  Sidney stood up. Gamble reached behind his desk.
“Here’s your paper.” He tossed it to her. Although she
could barely stand, she managed to catch it neatly. In another moment she had fled the room.


   


  

  Sidney pulled into her garage and listened to the door
winding its way back down. Her limbs quivering and
lungs expunging air heavily laced with sobs every few
seconds, she gripped the newspaper. When it fell open,
revealing the bottom half of the front page, Sidney
Archer received yet another shock. This one contained a
distinct element of uncontrollable dread.


  The man’s photo was some years old, but there was no
mistaking the face. His name was now revealed to her:
Edward Page. He had been a local private detective for
five years after spending ten years in New York City as a
police officer. He had worked solo, his firm bearing the
name Private Solutions, the story stated. Page had been
the victim of a fatal robbery at a National Airport parking
lot. Divorced, he left behind two teenage children, the
paper reported.


  The familiar eyes stared at her from the depths of the
page, and a chill went through her body. It was more obvious to her than to anyone else, other than Page’s killer,
that his death was not the result of a search for cash and
credit cards. A few minutes after talking to her, the man
was dead. She would have to be damn foolish to dismiss
his death as a coincidence. She jumped out of the truck
and raced into the house.


  She took out the gleaming silver metal Smith & Wesson Slim-Nine she had kept locked in the metal box in the
bedroom closet and quickly loaded it. The Hydra-Shok
hollowpoints would be highly effective against anyone
wishing to perpetrate a deadly attack. She checked her
wallet. Her concealed-weapon permit was still valid.


  

  When she reached up to return the box to the top of the
closet, the pistol slipped out of her pocket and hit the
nightstand before settling on the carpeted floor. Thank
God she’d had the safety on. As she picked it up, she
noted that a small corner of the hard plastic grip had broken off from the impact, but everything else was intact.
Pistol in hand, she returned to the garage and climbed
back into the Ford.


  She suddenly froze. A sound floated toward her from
inside her house. She flipped off the pistol’s safety, keeping one eye and the barrel of the Smith & Wesson on the
door leading back into the house. With her free hand she
struggled with her car keys. One of the keys slid across
her finger, gashing it. She hit the garage door opener
clipped to the truck’s sun visor. Her heart pounded while
she waited for the damn door to finish its agonizingly
slow ascent. She kept her eyes glued to the door to the
house, expecting any moment for it to burst open.


  Her mind darted back to the news story detailing Edward Page’s demise. Two teenagers left behind. Her features grew deadly in their own right. She was not leaving
her little girl behind. Her grip tightened on the butt of the
pistol. She hit a button on the driver’s-side armrest and
the passenger window slid down. Now she would have an
unobstructed firing line at the door leading into the house.
She had never used her weapon on anything other than
shooting range targets. But she was going to do her best
to kill whoever was about to come through that door.


  

  She did not notice the man bending low to come
through the garage door as it was opening. He stepped
quickly to the driver’s-side door, pistol drawn. At that instant, the door from the house into the garage started to
open. Sidney’s grip tightened even more on her weapon
until the veins rode high on her hands. Her finger started
to descend on the trigger.


  “Jesus Christ, lady! Put it down. Now!” The man next
to the car yelled, his pistol pointed right at the driver’s
window and through it to Sidney’s left temple.


  Sidney whirled around in the car and found herself eye
to eye with Agent Ray Jackson. Suddenly the house door
to the garage was thrown open and crashed against the
wall. Sidney jerked her head back in that direction and
watched the massive bulk of Lee Sawyer hurtle through
the door, his 10mm making wide arcs in the direction of
the vehicles. Sidney slumped back in her seat, sweat
streaming off her forehead.


  Ray Jackson, gun still in hand, threw open the door of
the Explorer and eyed both Sidney Archer and the gun
that had almost taken a considerable hole out of his partner. “Are you crazy?” He leaned across her lap and
snatched away the pistol, flipping on the safety. Sidney
made no move to stop him, but fury suddenly sprawled
across her features. “What are you doing, breaking into
my house? I could have shot you.”


  Lee Sawyer slipped his pistol back into his belt holster
and moved over to the Ford.


  

  “Front door was open, Ms. Archer. We thought something might be wrong when you didn’t answer our
knock.” His frankness made the fury evaporate as quickly
as it had surfaced. She had left the front door open when
she had raced inside to answer the phone call from her father. She put her head down on the steering wheel. She
struggled not to be sick. Her entire body was soaked with
perspiration. She shivered as a chilly wind invaded the
garage from the open door.


  “Going somewhere?” Sawyer eyed the Ford and then
rested his gaze on the woman who sat back up dejectedly.


  “Just for a drive.” Her voice was weak. She did not
look at him. She ran her hands over the steering wheel.
The sweat from her palms glistened on the padded surface.


  Sawyer looked over at the stack of mail on the passenger seat. “You always carry your mail in your car?”


  Sidney followed his stare. “I don’t know how it got
here. Maybe my father put it there before he left.”


  “That’s right. Right after you left. How was New Orleans, by the way? You have a good time?”


  Sidney stared dully at the man.


  Sawyer placed one hand firmly under her elbow. “Let’s
go have a chat, Ms. Archer.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  Before exiting the car, Sidney carefully gathered up the
mail and slid the Post under her arm. Out of the agents’
sight she slipped the disk into her jacket pocket. Climbing out of the car, she eyed the pistol Jackson had
abruptly confiscated. “I have a concealed weapons permit
for that.” Sidney handed over the authorization.


  “Mind if I unload it before I give it back?”


  “If it’ll make you feel safer,” she said, hitting the button on the garage door opener, closing the door of the
Ford and heading toward the house. “Just make sure you
leave the bullets.”


  Jackson stared after her, amazement on his features.
The two FBI agents followed her into the house.


  “Would you like coffee? Something to eat? It’s still
pretty early.” These last words Sidney said in an accusatory fashion.


  “Coffee would be fine,” Sawyer answered, ignoring
her tone. Jackson nodded his assent.


  While Sidney poured out three cups of coffee, Sawyer
methodically looked her over. Her unwashed blond hair
hung limply around her face, which bore no makeup and
was more drawn and haggard than the last time he had
been here. Her clothes hung loosely on her tall frame. Her
green eyes were as bewitching as usual, however. He
picked up on the slight shake in her hands while she handled the coffeepot. She was clearly on the edge. He had
to grudgingly admire how she was holding up under a
nightmare that seemed to metastasize with every passing
day. But then everybody had limits. He expected to learn
Sidney Archer’s before it was all over.


  Sidney placed the cups of coffee on a tray with sugar
and creamer. She reached into the breadbox and pulled
out an assortment of doughnuts and muffins. She loaded
the tray and placed it in the middle of the kitchen table.
While the agents helped themselves, she took out some
Rolaids and slowly crunched them.


  “Good doughnut. Thanks. By the way, you usually
carry a gun with you?” Sawyer looked at her expectantly.


  “There have been some break-ins nearby. I’ve received
professional instruction on how to use it. Besides, I’m no
stranger to guns. My dad and oldest brother, Kenny, were
in the Marine Corps. They’re also avid hunters. Kenny
has an extensive firearms collection. When I was growing
up, my dad used to take me skeet and target shooting.
I’ve fired just about every type of weapon you can think
of and I’m a very good shot.”


  

  Ray Jackson said, “You were handling the piece pretty
good back there in the garage.” He noted the crack in the
grip. “I hope you didn’t drop it while it was loaded.”


  “I’m very careful with firearms, Mr. Jackson, but I appreciate your concern.”


  Jackson looked at the pistol once more before sliding it
and the full magazine over to her. “Nice piece of hardware. Lightweight. I use Hydra-Shok ammo too—excellent stopping force. There’s still a round in the firing
chamber,” he reminded her.


  “It’s equipped with a magazine safety. No mag, no
fire.” Sidney touched the pistol gingerly. “But I don’t like
having to keep it in the house, especially with Amy, although it’s kept unloaded and in a locked box.”


  “Not much good, then, in the event of a burglary,”
Sawyer said between a bite of doughnut and a gulp of hot
coffee.


  “Only if you get surprised. I try never to be.” After the
events of the morning, she struggled mightily not to perceptibly wince at that remark.


  Sliding the plate of bakery goods away, he asked, “You
mind telling me why you took that little trip to New Orleans?”


  Sidney held up the morning’s newspaper so the headline was fully exposed. “Why? Are you moonlighting as
a reporter and need to file your next story? By the way,
thanks for ruining my life.” She angrily tossed the paper
on the table and looked away. A twitch erupted over her
left eye. She gripped the edge of the weathered pine table
as she felt herself trembling.


  

  Sawyer ran his eye down the story. “I don’t see anything here that isn’t true. Your husband is suspected of
being involved in a theft of secrets from his company. On
top of that, he wasn’t on a plane he was supposed to be
on. That plane ends up in a cornfield. Your husband is
alive and kicking.” When she didn’t respond, Sawyer
reached across the table and touched her elbow. “I said
your husband is alive, Ms. Archer. That doesn’t seem to
surprise you. You want to tell me about New Orleans
now?”


  She slowly turned to look at him, her features surprisingly calm. “You say he’s alive?”


  Sawyer nodded.


  “Then why don’t you tell me where he is?”


  “I was about to ask you that question.”


  Sidney dug her fingers into her thigh. “I haven’t seen
my husband since that morning.”


  Sawyer edged closer to her. “Look, Ms. Archer, let’s
cut through the crap. You get a mysterious phone call and
then you take a plane to New Orleans after you hold a
friggin’ memorial service for your dearly departed, who,
as it turns out, isn’t. You jump out of a cab and onto the
subway, leaving your suitcase behind. You lose my guys
and hightail it south. You check into a hotel, where I’m
betting you’re waiting for a rendezvous with your husband.” Sidney Archer, to her credit, did not even flinch.
Sawyer continued. “You take a walk, get a shoeshine
from a very amiable old guy who’s the only street person
in my experience who refuses a tip. You make a phone
call, and wham, you’re back on a plane to D.C. What do
you say to that?”


  

  Sidney took an invisible breath and then stared hard at
Sawyer. “You said I got a mysterious phone call. Who
told you that?”


  The agents exchanged looks. “We’ve got our sources,
Ms. Archer. We also checked your phone log,” Sawyer
said.


  Sidney crossed her legs and leaned forward. “You
mean the call from Henry Wharton?”


  Sawyer eyed her calmly. “You’re saying you talked to
Wharton?” He didn’t expect her to walk into that easy a
trap, and he wasn’t disappointed.


  “No. I’m saying someone called here identifying himself as Henry Wharton.”


  “But you spoke with someone.”


  “No.”


  Sawyer sighed. “We’ve got a record of the phone call.
You were on that phone for about five minutes. Were you
just listening to heavy breathing or what?”


  “I don’t have to sit here and be insulted by you or anyone else. Do you understand that?”


  “All right, my apologies. So who was it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Sawyer jerked upright in his chair and slammed his big
fist down on the table. Sidney almost jumped out of her
chair. “Jesus Christ, come on—”


  “I’m telling you I don’t know,” Sidney interrupted angrily. “I thought it was Henry, but it wasn’t. The person
never said anything. I hung up the phone after a few seconds.” Her heart started racing as it occurred to her that
she was lying to the FBI.


  

  Sawyer looked at her wearily. “Computers don’t lie,
Ms. Archer.” Sawyer inwardly winced at this statement
as his mind dwelled for an instant on the Riker fiasco.
“The phone log says five minutes.”


  “My father answered the phone in the kitchen and then
laid it down on the counter to come and tell me. You two
showed up at about the same time. Do you think it’s beyond the realm of possibility that he forgot to hang it
back up? Wouldn’t that account for the five minutes?
Maybe you’d like to call and ask him. You can use the
phone right over there.” Sidney pointed to the kitchen
wall next to the doorway.


  Sawyer looked over at the phone and took a moment to
think. He felt sure the lady was lying, but what she was
saying was plausible. He had forgotten he was talking to
an attorney, a highly skilled one.


  “Would you like to call him?” Sidney repeated. “I happen to know he’s home because he called just a little
while ago. The last thing I heard him scream over the
phone was his plan to file a lawsuit against the FBI and
Triton.”


  “Maybe I’ll try him later.”


  

  “Fine. I just thought you’d want to do it now so you
couldn’t accuse me later of arranging for my father to lie
to you.” Her eyes dug into the agent’s troubled features.
“And while we’re at it, let’s address your other accusations. You said I somehow evaded your men. Since I was
unaware I was being followed, it would seem impossible for me to ‘lose’ anyone. My cab was stuck in traffic. I was afraid I would miss my flight, so I jumped on the subway.
I haven’t used the subway in years, so I got out at the
Pentagon station because I couldn’t remember if I had to
change trains there to get to the airport. When I realized
my mistake, I simply got back on the same train. I didn’t take my suitcase with me because I didn’t want to have to lug it around on the subway, especially if I had to run to make a plane. If I had stayed in New Orleans, I was going to arrange for it to be sent down on a later flight. I’ve been to New Orleans many times. I’ve always had good times down there. It seemed like a logical place, not that I’ve been thinking very logically lately. I had my shoes shined. Is that illegal?” She looked at the two men. “I hope burying your spouse when you don’t even have a body is something neither of you ever have to go through.”


  She angrily tossed the newspaper on the floor. “The
man in that story is not my husband. You know what our
idea of a wild time was? Barbecuing in the backyard in
the winter. The most reckless thing I’ve ever known
Jason to do was occasionally drive too fast and not wear
his seat belt. He couldn’t have been involved in blowing
up that plane. I know you don’t believe me, but right now
I don’t really care.”


  She stood up and leaned against the refrigerator before
continuing. “I needed to get away. Do I really have to tell
you why? Do I really have to do that?” Her voice rose almost to a scream before it tapered off and she fell silent.


  

  Sawyer started to reply but then abruptly closed his
mouth as Sidney held up her hand and continued speaking, in a calmer tone. “I stayed in New Orleans all of one
day. It suddenly occurred to me that I couldn’t run away
from the nightmare my life has become. I have a little girl
who needs me. And I need her. She’s all I have left. Do
you understand that? Can either of you understand
anything?” Tears were starting to trickle out. Her hands
clenched and unclenched. Her chest rose and fell unevenly. She abruptly sat back down.


  Ray Jackson nervously played with his coffee cup
while he looked over at his partner. “Ms. Archer, Lee and
I both have families. I can’t imagine what you’re going
through right now. You gotta understand we’re just trying
to do our job. A lot of things don’t make sense right now.
But one thing is for certain. A planeload of people are
dead and whoever is responsible for that is gonna pay.”


  Sidney stood up again on unsteady legs, the tears now
pouring. Her voice was shrill, near hysterical, her eyes
blazing. “Don’t you think I know that? I went down…
there. To that… that hell!” Her voice rose to an even
higher pitch, the tears streaming down the front of her
blouse, her eyes at their widest. “I saw it.” She stared
fiercely at them. “Everything. The… the shoe… a
baby’s shoe.” Moaning, Sidney fell back into her chair,
the sobs wracking her frame to such a degree that it
looked as though her back would erupt like a volcano
spewing forth far more misery than human beings had the
ability to endure.


  Jackson rose to get her a paper towel.


  

  Sighing quietly, Sawyer put his hand on Sidney’s and
gripped it in a gentle squeeze. The baby’s shoe. The one
he had held in his hand, and also shed tears over. For the
first time he noted Sidney’s engagement ring and wedding band. A beautiful if small setting, she would have
worn it all these years with pride, he was certain of that.
Whether Jason Archer had done anything wrong or not,
he had a woman who loved him, believed in him. Sawyer
felt himself starting to hope that Jason would turn out to
be innocent, despite all the evidence to the contrary. He
did not want Sidney to have to confront the reality of betrayal. He wrapped a big arm around her shoulders. His
body seemed to jerk and pitch with every convulsion that
raced through her. He whispered soothing words into her
ear, trying desperately to get her to come around. For a
very brief instant his memory skipped back to the time he
had held another young woman like this. That catastrophe had been a prom date gone terribly bad. It had been
one of the few times he had actually been there for one of
his kids. It had felt wonderful to wrap his burly arms
around the small, quaking form, letting her hurt, her embarrassment, siphon off into him. Sawyer refocused on
Sidney Archer. She had been hurt enough, he decided.
The raw pain he was holding on to right now was not capable of being fabricated. Regardless of anything else,
Sidney Archer was telling them the truth, or at least most
of it. As if sensing his thoughts, her grip tightened on his
hand.


  Jackson handed him the wet paper towel. Sawyer did
not see his partner’s worried look as Jackson watched the
gentle way in which he slowly brought Sidney around.
The things Sawyer said to her, to calm her down, the way
he kept his arms protectively around her. Ray Jackson
was clearly not happy with his partner right now.


  

  A few minutes later Sidney was sitting in front of a fire
that Jackson had quickly prepared in the living room fireplace. The warmth felt good. When Sawyer looked out
the broad picture window he noticed that it was snowing
again. He looked around the room and his eyes settled on
the fireplace mantel, where a procession of framed photographs held forth: Jason Archer, looking anything but a
participant in one of the most horrendous crimes ever
committed; Amy Archer, as pretty a little girl as Sawyer
had ever seen; and Sidney Archer, beautiful and enchanting. A picture-perfect family, at least on the surface.
Sawyer had spent the last twenty-five years of his life
constantly probing beneath the surface. He looked forward to the day when he would not have to do that. To the
time when delving into the motives and circumstances
that turned human beings into monsters would be someone else’s job. Today, though, that duty was his. He
turned his gaze from the photo to the real thing.


  “I’m sorry. I seem to lose it every time you two show
up.” Sidney spoke slowly, her eyes clamped shut. She
seemed smaller than Sawyer had remembered, as though
crisis on top of crisis were causing her to collapse inward.


  “Where’s your little girl?” he asked.


  “With my parents,” Sidney replied quickly.


  Sawyer nodded slowly.


  Sidney’s eyes fluttered open and then closed again.
“The only time she’s not asking for her father is when
she’s asleep,” she added in a hushed voice, her lips trembling.


  Sawyer rubbed tired eyes and drew closer to the fire.
“Sidney?” She finally opened her eyes and looked at him,
gathered around her shoulders the blanket she had taken
from the ottoman, lifted her knees to her chest, and settled back into the chair. “Sidney, you said you went to the
crash site. I happen to know that’s true. You remember
running into somebody out there? My knee still aches.”


  Sidney started, her eyes seeming to dilate fully and
then slowly recede as she stared at him.


  Sawyer continued to look at her. “We also have a report
from the deputy on duty that night. Deputy McKenna?”


  “Yes, he was very nice to me.”


  “Why did you go there, Sidney?”


  Sidney didn’t answer. She wrapped her arms tightly
around her legs. Finally she looked up. However, her
eyes were fixed on the opposite wall rather than on the
two agents. She seemed to be looking over a great distance, as though she were reaching back to the painful
depths of a great hole in the earth; to a dismal cavern she
had thought at the time had swallowed her husband.


  “I had to.” She abruptly closed her mouth.


  Jackson started to say something, but Sawyer stopped
him.


  “I had to,” Sidney repeated. The tears started to tumble
again, but her voice remained steady. “I saw it on TV.”


  “What?” Sawyer leaned forward anxiously. “What did
you see?”


  

  “I saw his bag. Jason’s bag.” Her mouth trembled as
she said his name. One shaky hand fluttered to her mouth
as though to corral the utter grief concentrated there. Her
hand dropped back down. “I could still see his initials on
the side.” She stopped again and dabbed at a tear with the
back of her hand. “It suddenly occurred to me that it was
probably the only thing… the only thing left of him. So
I went to get it. Officer McKenna told me I couldn’t have
it until the investigation was over. So I went back home
with nothing. Nothing.” She said the word slowly, as
though it summarized the desolate status of the life she
had left.


  Sawyer leaned back in his chair and looked at his partner. The bag was a dead end. He let the silence persist for
about a minute before he began speaking again. “When I
said your husband was alive, you didn’t seem to be surprised.” Sawyer’s tone was low and calming, but there
was an unmistakable edge to it.


  Sidney’s response was biting, but the voice was tired.
She was obviously running out of steam. “I had just read
the article in the paper. If you wanted to see surprise, you
should have shown up before the paperboy did.” She
wasn’t about to go into the humiliating experience at
Gamble’s office.


  Sawyer sat back. He had expected that very logical answer, but was still gratified to hear it from her lips. Liars
often opted for complicated stories in their effort to avoid
detection. “Okay, fair enough. I don’t want to drag this
conversation out, so I’m just going to ask you some questions and I want some straight answers. That’s all. If you
don’t know the answer, so be it. Those are the ground
rules. Are you willing to do that?”


  Sidney didn’t respond. Her weary eyes swung between
the two FBI agents. Sawyer hunched forward some more.
“I didn’t make up those accusations against your husband. But in all honesty, the evidence we’ve uncovered
so far does not paint a real benign picture of him.”


  “What evidence?” Sidney asked sharply.


  

  Sawyer shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to
say. But I will tell you it’s strong enough for an arrest
warrant to have been issued for your husband. If you
didn’t already know it, every cop in the world right now
is looking for him.”


  Sidney’s eyes glistened as the incredible words sunk in.
Her husband, a fugitive sought worldwide. She looked at
Sawyer. “Did you know all this when you were here the
first time?”


  Sawyer’s expression became slightly pained. He finally said, “Some of it.” Sawyer shifted uneasily in his
chair while Jackson picked up for his partner.


  “If your husband didn’t do the things he’s accused of
doing, then he’s got nothing to worry about on our end.
We can’t speak for anybody else’s agenda, though.”


  Sidney riveted her gaze on him. “What do you mean by
that?”


  Jackson shrugged his broad shoulders. “Let’s say he
didn’t do anything wrong. We know beyond doubt that he
wasn’t on that plane. So where is he? If he had maybe
missed the plane by accident, he would’ve gotten on the
horn right away to you, to let you know he was okay. That
didn’t happen. Why? The partial answer to that is that
he’s got himself involved in something not exactly legit.
On top of that, the kind of planning and execution we’re
looking at on this one leads us to believe that it’s more
than a one-man show.” Jackson paused and looked over
at Sawyer, who nodded slightly. Jackson continued. “Ms.
Archer, the man we suspect actually sabotaged that plane
was found murdered in his apartment. It looked like he
was getting ready to leave the country, but somebody had
a change in plans for him.”


  

  Sidney mouthed the word slowly. “Murdered.” She
thought of Edward Page lying in a vast pool of his own
blood. Dying right after talking to her. She pulled the
blanket tighter around her. She hesitated, debating
whether to tell the agents about talking with Page. Then,
for a reason she could not precisely pinpoint, she decided
not to. She drew a deep breath. “What are your questions?”


  “First, I’ll let you in on a little theory of mine.” Sawyer
paused for a moment, compiling his thoughts. “For the
moment, we’ll accept your story that you went down to
New Orleans on a whim. We followed you down there.
We also know that your parents and your daughter left
this house shortly after you did.”


  “So? Why should they stay here?” Sidney looked
around the interior of her once beloved house. What is
here anymore except misery?


  “Right. But see, you left, we left and your parents left.”
He paused.


  “If this has a point, I’m afraid I’m not getting it.”


  Sawyer abruptly rose and stood with his broad back to
the fire while he looked down at Sidney. He spread his
arms wide. “There was no one here, Sidney. The place
was completely unguarded. Regardless of why you went
to New Orleans, it had the effect of drawing us off. And
that left no one watching your house. Now do you see?”


  Despite the fire’s warmth, a sudden chill stalked
through Sidney’s veins. She had been a diversion. Jason
knew the authorities had been watching her. He had used
her. Used her to get at something in this house.


  Sawyer and Jackson watched Sidney carefully. They
could almost see the powerful mental gymnastics flowing
behind her forehead.


  Sidney looked out the window. Her eyes swept across
the gray blazer lying over the rocking chair. The disk resting in the inside pocket. She suddenly wanted to hasten
this interview to an end.


  “There’s nothing here anyone could want.”


  “Nothing?” Jackson sounded skeptical. “Your husband
didn’t keep any files or records here? Nothing like that?”


  “Not from work. Triton is very paranoid about things
like that.”


  Sawyer slowly nodded. Based on his own experience
with Triton, that was one statement he could readily believe. “Nonetheless, Sidney, you might want to give it
some thought. You haven’t noticed anything missing or
disturbed?”


  Sidney slowly shook her head. “I haven’t really looked,
though.”


  Jackson stirred. “Well, if you don’t have an objection,
we could search the house right now.” He looked over at
his partner, who had raised his eyebrows at the request.
Then Jackson looked at Sidney, waiting for her answer.


  When she didn’t deliver one, Jackson took a step forward. “We can always get a warrant. Plenty of probable
cause. You could save us a lot of time and trouble,
though. And if it’s like you say and there’s nothing here,
you shouldn’t have a problem with that, right?”


  “I’m an attorney, Mr. Jackson,” Sidney said coldly. “I
know the drill. All right, help yourself. Please excuse the
dirt, I haven’t really kept up the household chores.” She
stood up, slipped off the blanket, reached out for her
blazer and put it on. “While you’re doing that, I’m going
for some fresh air. How long will you need?”


  The two agents looked at each other. “A few hours.”


  “Fine, help yourself to the fridge. Searching can be
very hungry work.”


  After she had walked out, Jackson turned to his partner.
“Damn, she’s a piece of work, isn’t she?”


  Sawyer stared after the lithe form as she headed toward
the garage. “She sure is.”


   


  Several hours later Sidney Archer returned.


  “Nothing?” She looked at the two disheveled men.


  “Not that we could find, anyway.” Jackson’s tone was
one of reproach.


  She stared him down. “That’s not my problem, is it?”


  The two looked at each other for several moments.
“You had some questions?” Sidney finally said.


  When the two FBI agents were leaving about an hour
later, Sidney touched Sawyer on the arm. “You obviously
didn’t know my husband. If you had, you would have no
doubt that he couldn’t…” Her lips moved, but no words
came out for a moment. “He could never have had anything to do with that plane crash. With all those people…” She closed her eyes and steadied herself against
the front door.


  Sawyer’s features were troubled. How could anyone
think someone they loved, had a child with, could be capable of anything like that? But human beings committed
atrocities every minute of every day; the only living
things who killed with malice.


  “I understand how you feel, Sidney,” the agent said quietly.


  

  Jackson kicked a piece of gravel on the way to the car
and looked over at his partner. “I don’t know, Lee, things
just aren’t adding up with that woman. She’s definitely
holding back.”


  Sawyer shrugged. “Hell, if I were in her position, I’d
do the same thing.”


  Jackson looked surprised. “Lie to the FBI?”


  “She’s caught in the middle, doesn’t know which way
to turn. Under those circumstances, I’d play it close to the
vest too.”


  “I guess I’ll go with your judgment on that.” Jackson’s
words did not sound very confident as he climbed in the
car.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY


  Sidney raced to the phone but abruptly stopped. She
looked at the receiver as though it were a cobra about to
sink venom into her. If the late Edward Page had tapped
her phone, how probable was it that others had? She put
the phone back down and looked at her cellular phone,
which sat recharging on the kitchen counter. How secure
was that? She slammed her fist against the wall in frustration as she imagined hundreds of pairs of electronic
eyes monitoring and recording her every action. She slid
her alphanumeric pager into her purse, figuring that form
of communication was reasonably safe. It would have to
do, in any case. She put her loaded pistol in her purse and
raced to the Explorer. The disk was safely in her pocket.
It would have to wait for now. She had something else to
do that at that moment was even more important.


  * * *


  The Ford pulled into the McDonald’s parking lot. Sidney went inside, ordered a take-out lunch and went down
the hallway toward the rest room, stopping at the pay
phone. After dialing, she scanned the parking lot for signs
of the FBI. She saw nothing out of the ordinary, which
was good—they were supposed to be invisible. But a
shiver went down her back as she wondered who else was
out there.


  A voice came on the other end of the phone line. It took
her several minutes to calm her father down. When she
stated her request, he began to erupt all over again.


  “What the hell do you want me to do that for?”


  “Please, Dad. I want you and Mom to go. And I want
you to take Amy with you.”


  “You know we never go to Maine after Labor Day.”


  Sidney held the receiver away from her mouth and
took a deep breath. “Look, Dad, you read the paper.”


  He started off again. “That’s the biggest bunch of bullshit I ever heard. Sid—”


  “Dad, just listen to me. I don’t have time to argue.” She
had never raised her voice to her father like that.


  They were both quiet for a moment.


  When she broke the silence, her voice was firm. “The
FBI just left my house. Jason was involved in… something. I’m not exactly sure what yet. But if even half of
what that story reported is true…” She shuddered. “On
the flight back from New Orleans a man spoke to me. His
name was Edward Page. He was a private investigator.
He was investigating something to do with Jason.”


  Bill Patterson’s voice was incredulous. “What was he
investigating Jason for?”


  “I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me.”


  “Well, I say we go ask him and we don’t take no for an
answer.”


  “We can’t ask him: He was murdered about five minutes after he left me, Dad.”


  Stunned, Bill Patterson could no longer find his voice.


  “Will you please go to the house in Maine, Dad?
Please. As soon as possible.”


  Patterson didn’t answer for a few seconds. When he finally spoke, his voice was weak. “We’ll leave after lunch.
I’ll pack my shotgun just in case.”


  Sidney’s hunched shoulders relaxed in relief.


  “Sidney?”


  “Yes, Dad?”


  “I want you to come with us.”


  Sidney shook her head. “I can’t do that, Dad.”


  Her father exploded. “Why the hell not? You’re up
there all alone. You’re Jason’s wife. You could sure as
hell be a target in all this.”


  “The FBI are watching me.”


  “You think they’re invulnerable? You don’t think they
make mistakes? Don’t be crazy, honey.”


  “I can’t, Dad. The FBI probably aren’t the only ones
watching me. If I came with you so would they.” Sidney’s
entire body shook as she uttered the words.


  “Jesus, baby.” Sidney could distinctly hear her father
swallowing over the phone line. “Look, why don’t I send
your mother and Amy up there and I’ll come stay with
you.”


  “I don’t want them or you getting involved in this. It’s
enough that I am. And I want you with Amy and Mom. I
want you to protect them. I can take care of myself.”


  “I’ve never lacked for confidence in you, baby girl.
But… but this is a little different. If these people have
already killed…” Bill Patterson couldn’t finish. He had
gone numb at the prospect of losing his youngest to violent death.


  “Dad, I’ll be fine. I have my pistol. The FBI are out
there every minute. I’ll check in with you every day.”


  “Sid—”


  “Dad, I’ll be fine.”


  Patterson didn’t answer right away. Finally he said resignedly, “Okay, but call twice a day.”


  “Okay, twice a day. Give Mom my love. I know the
paper must have upset her. But don’t tell her about our
talk.”


  “Sid, your mother’s no fool. She’s gonna wonder why
we’re suddenly taking off for Maine at this time of year.”


  “Please, Dad. Just make up something.”


  Bill Patterson finally sighed. “Anything else?”


  “Tell Amy I love her. Tell her that her dad and I love
her more than anything.” Wet clusters were forming
around Sidney’s eyes as the one thing she desperately
wanted to do, be with her daughter, was now firmly beyond her. In order to keep Amy safe, Sidney had to stay
away, far away.


  “I’ll tell her, sweetie,” Bill Patterson said quietly.


   


  

  Sidney devoured her lunch on the ride back home. She
dashed through the house and within a minute was sitting
in front of her husband’s computer. She had taken the
precaution of locking the door to the room and bringing
her cellular phone with her just in case she had to dial
911. She slid the disk out of her jacket pocket, pulled the
pistol out and laid them both down on the table next to
her.


  She turned on the computer and watched the screen as
the computer began to wake up. When she was about to
pop the disk into the floppy drive she jolted upright, her
eyes transfixed by what was on the screen. The available
memory figure had just come up. Something wasn’t right.
She hit several keys on the keyboard. The available hard
disk memory again came across the screen and then held.
Sidney read the figures slowly: 1,356,600 kilobytes, or
about 1.3 gigs, of hard drive were available. She stared
hard at the last three digits. She thought back to the last
time she had sat in front of the computer. The last three
digits of the available memory had been Jason’s birthday—seven, zero, six, a fact that had caused her to cry. To
break down once again. She had prepared herself for that
again, but there was less memory available now. But how
could that be? She hadn’t touched the computer since…


  Oh, Christ!


  

  A knot erupted in her stomach as she jumped up from
the chair, grabbed the pistol and put the disk back in her
jacket pocket. She almost felt like putting a round right
into the damned computer screen. Sawyer had been right
and wrong. Right that someone had been in her house
while she was in New Orleans. Wrong that they had come
to take something. They had left something instead.
Something that resided on her husband’s computer.
Something that she was running from now as quickly as
she could.


  It took her ten minutes to return to McDonald’s and get
back on the pay phone. Her secretary’s tone was strained.


  “Hello, Ms. Archer.”


  Ms. Archer? Her secretary had been with her almost
six years and hadn’t called her Ms. Archer after the second day. Sidney ignored it for the moment. “Sarah, is Jeff
in today?” Jeff Fisher was Tyler, Stone’s resident computer guru.


  “I’m not sure. Would you like me to transfer you to his
assistant, Ms. Archer?”


  Sidney finally blurted out, “Sarah, what the hell is it
with the Ms. Archer label?”


  Sarah didn’t immediately answer, but then she started
to whisper furiously into the phone. “Sid, that story in the
paper is all over the firm. They’ve faxed it to every office.
The Triton people are threatening to pull the entire account from the firm. Mr. Wharton is furious. And it’s no
secret that all the higher-ups are blaming you.”


  “I’m as much in the dark as everyone else.”


  “Well, that story made it seem… you know.”


  Sidney sighed heavily. “You want to transfer me to
Henry? I’ll straighten this whole thing out.”


  Sarah’s response rocked her boss. “The management
committee held a meeting this morning. They teleconferenced in the partners from the other offices. Rumor has it
that they’re putting together a letter to send to you.”


  “A letter? What kind of letter?” The astonishment was
rapidly growing on Sidney’s face.


  

  In the background, Sidney could hear people passing
by Sarah’s cubicle. After the noise drifted away, Sarah
spoke, her voice even lower. “I… I don’t know how to
tell you this, but I heard it was a letter of termination.”


  “Termination?” Sidney put one hand up against the
wall to steady herself. “I haven’t even been accused of
anything and they’ve already tried and convicted me and
now they’re sentencing me? All because of that one
story?”


  “I think everyone here is worried about the firm surviving. Most people are pointing their finger at you.”
Sarah added quickly, “And your husband. To find out
Jason’s still alive… People feel betrayed, they really
do.”


  Sidney drew a large breath and her shoulders slumped
down. A complete weariness dragged at her.


  “My God, Sarah, how do you think I felt?” Sarah
didn’t say anything. Sidney fingered the disk in her
pocket. The pistol made an uncomfortable lump under
her jacket front. She would just have to get used to that.
“Sarah, I wish I could explain it to you, but I can’t. All I
can tell you is I haven’t done anything wrong and I don’t
know what the hell’s happened to my life. But I don’t
have much time. Could you discreetly find out if Jeff’s
in? Please, Sarah.”


  Sarah paused and then said, “Hold on, Sid.”


  

  As it turned out, Jeff had taken a few days off. Sarah
gave Sidney his home number. She prayed he was not out
of town. Around three o’clock, Sidney finally reached
him. Her original plan had been to meet him at the firm.
However, now that was out of the question. Instead, she
made arrangements to meet him at his home in
Alexandria. It didn’t hurt that he had not been at the office the
last couple of days to hear all the rumors swirling around
her. When Sidney told him she had a computer problem,
he was eager to assist. He had some business to take care
of but would be home around eight. She would just have
to wait it out.


   


  Two hours later a knock at the door startled Sidney
while she was nervously pacing through the living room.
She looked through the peephole and then opened the
door in mild surprise. Lee Sawyer didn’t wait to be asked
in. He strode through the foyer and sat down in one of the
chairs next to the fireplace hearth. The fire had long since
gone out.


  “Where’s your partner?”


  Sawyer ignored her question. “I checked in at Triton,”
he said. “You didn’t tell me you had paid a call there this
morning.”


  She stood in front of him, her arms crossed. She had
showered and changed into a black pleated skirt and
white V-neck sweater. Her hair, combed straight back,
was still damp. She was in her stocking feet; her pumps
lay next to the sofa. “You didn’t ask.”


  Sawyer grunted. “So what did you think of your husband’s little video?”


  “I really haven’t given it much thought.”


  “Like hell you haven’t.”


  She sat down on the sofa, drawing her legs up underneath her before responding. “What exactly do you
want?” she said stiffly.


  “The truth wouldn’t be bad, to start with. From there
we might be able to move on to some solutions.”


  “Like putting my husband in prison for the rest of his
life? That’s the solution you want, isn’t it?” She slung the
words at him.


  Sawyer absently fingered the badge on his belt. His
stern expression faded. When he looked at her, his eyes
were weary, his big body listing to one side. “Look, Sidney, like I said, I was at the crash site that night. I… I
held that little shoe in my hand too.” His voice started to
break up. Tears appeared in Sidney’s eyes, but she continued to look at him, even as her frame started to shake.


  Sawyer resumed speaking, his voice low but clear. “I
see photos all over your house of a very happy family. A
handsome husband, one of the prettiest little girls I’ve
ever laid my eyes on and…” He paused. “And a very
beautiful wife and mother.” Sidney’s cheeks flushed at
the words.


  Embarrassed, Sawyer hurried on. “It makes no sense to
me that your husband, even if he did steal from his employer, would have participated in blowing up that
plane.” A tear plunged from Sidney’s cheek and stained
the couch while she listened. “Now, I won’t lie to you and
tell you that I think your husband is completely innocent.
For your sake, I hope to God he is and this whole mess
can be explained somehow. But my job is to find whoever
brought down that plane and killed all those people.” He
took a long breath. “Including the owner of that little
shoe.” He paused again. “And I’m going to do my job.”


  “Go on,” Sidney encouraged him, one hand nervously
gripping the hemline of her skirt.


  “The best lead I have now is your husband. The only
way I know to explore that lead right now is through
you.”


  “So you want me to help you bring my husband in?”


  “I want you to tell me anything you can that will help
me get to the bottom of this. Don’t you want that too?”


  It took Sidney a full minute to respond. When the word
finally came, it was buttressed by sobs. “Yes.” She said
nothing else for several moments. Finally she looked at
him. “But my little girl needs me. I don’t know where
Jason is, and if I were to go away too…” Her voice
trailed off.


  Sawyer looked confused for a moment and then it
dawned on him what she was saying. He reached across
and gently took one of her hands. “Sidney, I don’t believe
you had anything to do with any of this. I’m sure as hell
not going to arrest you and take you away from your
daughter. Maybe you didn’t tell me the whole story before, but Christ, you’re only human. I can’t even begin to
imagine the pressure you’ve been under. Please believe
me. And trust me.” He let go of her hand and sat back.


  She dabbed at her eyes, managed a brief smile, and
composed herself. She took one last deep breath before
taking the plunge. “That was my husband on the phone
the day you came by.” After having said it, she glanced
sharply at Sawyer, as though she were still afraid that he
might pull out his handcuffs. He merely hunched forward, his face a mass of wrinkles.


  “What did he say? Give it to me as precisely as you
can.”


  

  “He said that he knew things looked bad, but that he
would explain everything as soon as he saw me. I was so
thrilled to know he was alive, I didn’t ask very many
questions. He also called me from the airport before he
got on the plane on the day of the crash.” Sawyer perked
up. “But I didn’t have time to talk to him.”


  Sidney steeled herself for another guilt attack as the
memory flooded back to her. Then she recounted to
Sawyer Jason’s late nights at the office and their early
morning conversation before he had left for the airport.


  “And he suggested the New Orleans trip?” Sawyer
asked.


  She nodded. “He said if he didn’t contact me at the
hotel that I should go to Jackson Square and he would get
a message to me there.”


  “The shoeshine guy, right?”


  Sidney nodded again.


  Sawyer sighed. “So that was Jason you called from the
pay phone?”


  “Actually, the message said to call my office number,
only Jason answered. He said not to say anything, that the
police were around. He told me to go home and he would
contact me when it was safe to do so.”


  “But he hasn’t as yet?”


  She slowly shook her head. “I’ve heard nothing.”


  Sawyer chose his words carefully. “You know, Sidney,
your loyalty is admirable, it really is. You’ve lived up to
your marriage vows big-time, because I don’t think even
God himself envisioned these kinds of ‘bad times.’ ”


  “But?” She looked at him searchingly.


  

  “But there comes a time when you have to look beyond
the devotion, beyond the feelings you have for someone
and consider the cold, hard facts. I’m not very eloquent,
but if your husband did something wrong—and I’m not
saying he did—then you shouldn’t go down with him.
Like you said, you’ve got a little girl who needs you. I’ve
got four kids of my own; I’m not the greatest father in the
world, but I can still relate.”


  “So what are you proposing?” Her voice was hushed.


  “Cooperation. Nothing more than that. You give me
info, I give you info. Here’s some for you. Call it a good-faith deposit. The stuff in the newspaper article pretty
much sums up what we know. You saw the video. Your
husband met with someone and an exchange took place.
Triton is convinced it was information designed to hurt
their chances at acquiring CyberCom. They also have
pretty strong evidence tying Jason to the bank fraud.”


  “I know the evidence seems overwhelming, but I can’t
believe any of it. I really can’t.”


  “Well, sometimes the clearest signposts point in the
wrong direction. It’s my job to figure out which way they
should be pointing. I gotta admit I don’t believe your husband is completely clean, but on the other hand, I don’t
think he’s the only one out there.”


  “You think he’s working with RTG, don’t you?”


  “It’s possible,” Sawyer frankly admitted. “We’re following up that lead along with all the others. It seems the
most straightforward, but then again, you never know.”
He paused. “Anything else you want to tell me?”


  

  Sidney hesitated for a moment as she thought back to
her conversation with Ed Page right before he was murdered. When her eyes came to rest on her tweed jacket
lying over the chair, she almost jerked. The fact of the
disk and her planned meeting with Jeff Fisher came rushing back to her. She swallowed and then reddened. “Not
that I can think of. No.”


  Sawyer continued to watch her for a long moment and
then slowly got to his feet. “While we’re exchanging information, I thought you might like to know that your
buddy Paul Brophy followed you down to Louisiana.”


  Sidney froze at his words.


  “He searched your hotel room while you went out for
coffee. Feel free to use that information however you see
fit.” He started to walk out the door and then turned back.
“And just so there’s no mistake, we have you under
twenty-four-hour surveillance.”


  “I don’t plan on taking any more trips, if that’s what
you’re worried about.”


  His response surprised her. “Don’t keep that pistol
locked up, Sidney. Keep it within easy reach, and keep it
loaded at all times. In fact…” Sawyer opened his coat,
undid his clip-on belt holster, removed his pistol and
handed the holster to Sidney. “In my experience, guns in
purses aren’t all that effective. Please be careful.”


  He left Sidney in the open doorway, her thoughts centered on the brutal fate of the last man to give her that
particular piece of advice.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  

  Lee Sawyer looked at the carefully sculpted black-and-white marble walls and floors. They were cut in asymmetrical triangular patterns. He assumed they were
supposed to convey a sophisticated artistic statement.
However, they only served to give the FBI agent a throbbing headache. Through the gracefully carved lines of a
birchwood double doorway with etched-glass panels and
buttressed by a pair of faux Corinthian columns, the clink
of dishes and silverware filtered out to him from the main
dining area. He took off his overcoat, removed his hat
and gave both to a pretty young woman in a short black
skirt and tight blouse that managed to enhance a body
that didn’t need much enhancing. He was given a claim
check in return, accompanied by a very warm smile. One
of her fingernails had slid delicately across his palm when
the claim check was passed over, digging just deep
enough into his skin to make his body tingle in certain
discreet places. She must do damn well in tips, he figured.


  The maître d’ appeared and eyed the FBI agent.


  “I’m here to meet Frank Hardy.”


  The man again flicked his eyes over Sawyer’s rumpled
appearance. The severe appraisal was not lost on Sawyer,
who took a moment to hitch up his pants, a duty repeated
many times a day by people of Sawyer’s healthy dimensions. “How’re the burgers here, pal?” he inquired. He
took out a stick of gum, wadded it up and popped it into
his mouth.


  “Burgers?” The man seemed ready to topple over at the
thought. “We serve French cuisine here, sir. The finest in
the city.” His accented speech bubbled with indignation.


  “French? Great, I bet your fries must be damn good,
then.”


  Turning quickly on his heel the maître d’ led Sawyer
through the immense dining area, where rows of crystal
chandeliers sparkled above a clientele that nearly
matched the brilliance of the finely cut light fixtures.


  The ever elegantly dressed Frank Hardy rose from a
corner booth and inclined his head at his former partner.
Their waitress appeared moments after Sawyer did.


  “What’re you drinking, Lee?”


  Sawyer settled his bulk into the booth. “Bourbon and
spit,” he grumbled without looking up.


  The waitress looked at him blankly. “Excuse me?”


  Hardy laughed. “In his own crude way my friend
means straight bourbon. I’ll have another martini.”


  The waitress went off, rolling her eyes.


  Sawyer blew into his handkerchief and proceeded to
look around the room. “Gee, Frank, I’m glad you picked
the place.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Because if I had, we’d be at Shoneys. But maybe it’s
best. I hear it’s tough as hell to get reservations there this
time of year.”


  Hardy chuckled and swallowed the rest of his drink.
“You just can’t accept even a sliver of the good life, can
you?”


  “Hell, I can accept it, so long as I don’t have to pay for
it. I’m figuring dinner for two here would run about what
I have in my retirement plan.”


  The two men chatted for a few minutes while the waitress returned, situated their drinks and then stood ready to
take their dinner orders.


  Sawyer looked over the menu, which was written very
clearly, but unfortunately only in French. He put the
menu down on the table. “What’s the most expensive
item on the menu?” he asked the waitress. She rattled off
a dish in French.


  “Is it real food? Not snails or crap like that?”


  With raised eyebrows and a stern expression, she assured him that snails were on the menu and were excellent, but the selection she had mentioned was not snails.


  With a grin at Hardy, he said, “Then I’ll have that.”


  After the waitress departed, Sawyer swallowed his
gum, grabbed a hunk of bread from the basket in the center of the table and munched on it. “So, you find out anything on RTG?” he said between bites.


  Hardy put his hands on the table, smoothing out the
linen cloth. “Philip Goldman is RTG’s top counsel and
has been for many years now.”


  “Doesn’t that strike you as funny?”


  “What?”


  “That RTG would use the same lawyers as Triton, and
vice versa. I mean, I’m no attorney, but isn’t that setting
somebody up for a nasty fall?”


  “It’s not that simple, Lee.”


  “Gee, why am I not surprised.”


  Hardy ignored the remark. “Goldman has a national
reputation and he’s been RTG’s top dog for a long time.
Triton is a relative newcomer to Tyler, Stone’s fold.
Henry Wharton brought the account in. At the time, the
two companies had no direct conflicts. Since then, there
have been some tricky issues as the two companies’ businesses have expanded. However, they’ve always worked
through that—full disclosures, written waivers, all papered properly. Tyler, Stone is a top-flight firm and I think
neither company wanted to lose that expertise. It takes
time to build that continuity and trust.”


  “Trust. Now, there’s a funny word to use in a case like
this.” Sawyer fiddled with the bread crumbs in front of
him while he listened.


  “Anyway, with the CyberCom deal, there was a direct
conflict,” Hardy continued. “Both RTG and Triton want
CyberCom. Tyler, Stone was barred by the code of legal
ethics from representing both clients.”


  “So they opted to rep Triton. How come?”


  

  Hardy shrugged. “Wharton is managing partner. Triton
is his client. Enough said? They sure as hell weren’t
going to let both companies be represented by someone
else on this deal. Too tempting for another firm to walk
away with the whole kit and caboodle.”


  “I take it Goldman was a little upset when the firm
dissed his client like that.”


  “From what I could find out, homicidal was more like
it.”


  “But who’s to say he can’t work behind the scenes to
get RTG the prize?”


  “Nothing. Nathan Gamble is no dummy; he’s well
aware of that. And if RTG beats out Triton, you know
what might well happen, don’t you?”


  “Let me guess. Gamble might find some new
lawyers?”


  Hardy nodded. “Besides that, you read the headlines.
They are mad as hell at Sidney Archer. I think her job security might be a little weak.”


  “Well, the lady’s not too thrilled herself right now.”


  “You talked to her?”


  Sawyer nodded and finished off his bourbon. He debated and then decided not to fill in Hardy on Sidney
Archer’s confession to him. Hardy worked for Gamble,
and Sawyer was pretty sure what Gamble would do with
that information: Destroy the lady. He threw out a fact as
a theory instead. “Maybe she went to New Orleans to
meet her husband.”


  Hardy stroked his chin. “I guess it makes sense.”


  “That’s the problem, Frank, it doesn’t make a damned
bit of sense.”


  “How’s that?” Hardy looked surprised.


  

  Sawyer put his elbows on the table. “Look at it this
way. The FBI shows up on her doorstep asking a bunch
of questions. Now, you’ve got to be a friggin’ zombie not
to get a little nervous when that happens. So on the same
day she hops on a plane to meet her husband?”


  “It’s possible she didn’t know she was being followed.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “Uh-uh. This lady is sharp,
like ginzu-knife sharp. I thought I had her dead to rights
on a phone call she got the morning of her husband’s
memorial service and she sidesteps it with a perfectly
plausible explanation that she probably thought up right
then and there. She did the same thing when I accused her
of ditching my cover guys. She knew she had a tail on
her. And she still went.”


  “Maybe Jason Archer didn’t know you were watching.”


  “If the guy did pull off all this shit, you don’t think he’s
smart enough to realize the cops might be watching his
wife? Come on.”


  “But she did go to New Orleans, Lee. You can’t get
around that fact.”


  “I’m not trying to. I think her husband did contact her
and told her to hightail it down there despite our presence.”


  “Why in the hell would he do that?”


  Sawyer fiddled with his napkin and didn’t respond.
Then their meals arrived.


  “Looks good.” Sawyer eyed his meticulously arranged
meal.


  “It is. It’ll kick your cholesterol to an all-time new
high, but you’ll die a happy man.”


  Hardy reached across and tapped Sawyer’s plate with
his knife. “You haven’t answered my question: Why
would Jason Archer have done that?”


  Sawyer slid a forkful of food into his mouth. “You
weren’t kidding about this stuff, Frank. And to think I
was going to Chef Boyardee-it when you called and
asked me to dinner.”


  “Dammit, come on, Lee.”


  Sawyer put down his fork. “When Sidney Archer went
to New Orleans, we pulled all our guys because we had a
number of routes to cover. She still almost gave us the
slip. In fact, except for me getting incredibly lucky at the
airport, we wouldn’t have known where the hell she
went. And now I think I know the reason she did go: as a
diversion.”


  Hardy looked incredulous. “What the hell do you
mean? A diversion from what?”


  “When I said we pulled all our guys, I meant we pulled
all our guys, Frank. There wasn’t anybody watching the Archers’ house while we were gone.”


  Hardy sucked in his breath and collapsed back in his
seat. “Shit!”


  Sawyer eyed him wearily. “I know. A big-time screwup
on my part, but it’s too late to bitch and moan about it
now.”


  “So you think—”


  “I think somebody paid that house a call while the missus was cooling her high heels in the Big Easy.”


  “Wait a minute, you don’t think it was…”


  “Let’s put it this way: Jason Archer would be on my
top-five list.”


  “What could he have wanted?”


  “I don’t know. Ray and I searched the place and didn’t
find anything.”


  “You think the wife is in on it?”


  Sawyer took another bite of food before answering. “If
you had asked me that question a week ago, I probably
would have said yes. Now? Now I think she has no idea
what’s going on.”


  Hardy sat back. “You really believe that?”


  “The newspaper shredded her. She’s in deep shit with
her law firm. Her husband never showed up and she
comes home empty-handed. What did she gain except an
even bigger headache?”


  Hardy started to eat again but continued to look
thoughtful.


  Sawyer shook his head. “Christ, this case is like a jelly
doughnut. Every time you take a bite, sticky shit squirts
all over you.” Sawyer stuffed a mound of food in his
mouth.


  Hardy laughed and looked around the dining room. His
eyes suddenly focused on something. “I thought he was
out of town.”


  Sawyer followed his gaze. “Who?”


  “Quentin Rowe.” He discreetly pointed. “Over there.”


  

  Rowe was halfway across the dining room, ensconced
at a booth in a secluded corner. Soft candlelight gave the
table an intimate feel in the expanse of the crowded
restaurant. He wore a costly silk blazer, collarless shirt
buttoned to the top and a pair of matching silk trousers.
His ponytail flopped across the back of his neck as he engaged in an animated conversation with his dinner
companion, a man in his early twenties dressed in an expensively tailored suit. The two young men were sitting side
by side, their eyes firmly set on one another. They spoke
in low tones, and Rowe’s hand briefly flickered on top of
his companion’s.


  Sawyer arched an eyebrow at Hardy. “They make a
nice couple.”


  “Watch it. You’re starting to sound politically incorrect.”


  “Hey, live and let live. That’s my motto. Guy can date
whoever he wants.”


  Hardy continued to observe the pair. “Well, Quentin
Rowe is worth about three hundred million dollars, and
the way things are going he’ll be a billionaire well before
he’s forty. I’d say that makes him a very eligible bachelor.”


  “I’m sure there’s an army of young ladies just kicking
themselves over that one.”


  “You better believe it. But the guy’s flat-out brilliant.
He deserves the success.”


  “Yeah, he gave me a little tour of the company. I didn’t
understand half of what he was talking about, but it was
still interesting stuff. Can’t say I like where all this technology crap is going, though.”


  “Can’t stop progress, Lee.”


  “I don’t want to stop it, Frank, I’d just like to choose
how much I have to participate in it. According to Rowe,
it doesn’t look like I’m going to get that opportunity.”


  “It is a little scary. But it sure as hell is lucrative.”


  Sawyer glanced again in Rowe’s direction. “Speaking
of couples, Rowe and Gamble sure make an odd one.”


  “Really, what makes you say that?” Hardy grinned.
“Seriously, they just happened to run into each other at an
opportune time. The rest is history.”


  “So I understand. Gamble had the money bags and
Rowe brought along the brains?”


  Hardy shook his head. “Don’t sell Nathan Gamble
short. It’s not easy making the bucks he did on Wall
Street. He is one bright guy and a hell of a businessman.”


  Sawyer wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Good thing,
because the man ain’t going to get by on his charm.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  It was eight o’clock when Sidney reached Jeff Fisher’s
home, a restored row house on the outskirts of Old Town
Alexandria’s elite residential area. Dressed in MIT sweats
and battered tennis shoes, a Red Sox cap perched on his
nearly bald head, the short, pudgy Fisher welcomed her and
led her to a large room crammed top to bottom with computer equipment of all descriptions, cables running all over
the hardwood floors, and multiple electrical outlets jammed
to capacity. Sidney thought the space looked as though it
belonged more in the Pentagon War Room than in this quiet
suburban area.


  Fisher proudly watched her obvious astonishment.
“Actually, I’ve cut back some. I thought I might be getting out of control a little bit.” He grinned broadly.


  Sidney pulled the disk out of her pocket. “Jeff, could
you put this in your computer and read what’s on it?”


  Fisher took the disk, a disappointed look on his face.
“Is that all you need? Your computer at work can read this
floppy, Sidney.”


  “I know, but I was afraid I might screw it up somehow.
It came in the mail and it might be damaged. I’m not in
your league when it comes to computers, Jeff. I wanted to
come to the best.”


  Fisher beamed at this ego-stroking. “Okay. It’ll just
take a second.”


  He started to pop the disk into the computer.


  Sidney put a hand over his, halting him. “Jeff, is that
computer on-line?”


  He looked at the computer and then back at her. “Yeah.
I’ve got three different services I use, plus my own gateway onto the Internet I got through using MIT as a host.
Why?”


  “Could you use a computer that isn’t on-line? I mean,
can’t other people get to things on your database if you’re
on-line?”


  “Yeah, it’s a two-way street. You send stuff out. Others
can hack it. That’s the trade-off. But it’s a big trade-off.
Although you don‘t have to be on-line to get hacked.”


  “What do you mean?” Sidney asked.


  “Ever heard of Van Eck radiation?” Fisher asked. Sidney shook her head. “It’s really electromagnetic eavesdropping.”


  Sidney’s face held a blank look. “What’s that?”


  

  Fisher swiveled around in his chair and looked at the
puzzled attorney. “All electrical current produces a magnetic field, thus computers emit magnetic fields, relatively strong ones. These transmissions can be easily
captured and recorded. On top of it, computers also give
off digital impulses. This CRT”—Fisher pointed at his
computer monitor—“throws off clear video images if you
have the right receiving equipment, which is widely
available. I could drive through downtown D.C. with a
directional antenna, a black-and-white TV and a few
bucks’ worth of electronic parts and steal the information
off every computer network in every law firm, accounting firm and government facility in the city. Easy.”


  Sidney was incredulous. “You’re saying if it’s on
someone else’s screen you can see it? How is that possible?”


  “Simple. The shapes and lines on a computer screen
are composed of millions of tiny dots called picture elements—or pixels, for short. When you type in a command, electrons are fired at the appropriate spot on the
screen to light appropriate pixels—like painting a picture.
The computer screen must be continually refreshed with
electrons to keep the pixels lit. Whether you’re playing a
computer game or doing word processing or whatever,
that’s how you can see things on your screen. You with
me so far?” Sidney nodded.


  “Okay, each time electrons are shot at the screen, they
give off a high-voltage pulse of electromagnetic emission. A TV monitor can receive these pulses pixel by
pixel. However, since an ordinary TV monitor can’t adequately organize these pixels to reconstruct what’s on
your screen, an artificial synchronization signal is used so
the picture can be exactly reproduced.”


  

  Fisher paused to look at his computer again and then
continued. “Printer? Fax? Same thing. Cellular phones?
Give me one minute with a scanner and I can have your
internal electronics serial number, or ESN, your cell
phone number, your station class data and the phone’s
maker. I program that data into another cell phone with
some reconfigured chips, and I start selling long-distance
service and charge it to you. Any information that flows
through a computer, either through the phone lines or
through the air, is fair game. And what doesn’t these
days? Absolutely nothing is safe.


  “You know what my theory is? Pretty soon we’ll stop
using computers because of all the security problems. Go
back to typewriters and ‘snail mail.’ ”


  Sidney looked puzzled.


  “Snail mail is a techie’s derogatory term for the U.S.
mail. They may get the last laugh, though. Mark my
words. That day is coming.”


  A sudden thought entered Sidney’s head. “Jeff, what
about regular phones? How could it be that I call a number, say my firm number, and someone answers who I
know for a fact cannot be at my firm?”


  “Somebody hacked into the switch,” Fisher said immediately.


  “The switch?” Sidney looked completely bewildered.


  “It’s the electronics network over which all communications from pay phones to cellular phones travel across
the United States. If you hack into it, you can communicate with impunity.” Fisher turned back to his computer.
“However, with all that said, I’ve got a really good security system on my computer, Sid.”


  “Is it completely foolproof? No one could break it?”


  Jeff laughed. “I don’t know anyone in their right mind
who could make that claim, Sidney.”


  Sidney looked at the disk, wishing she could just tear
pages out of it and read them. “I’m sorry if I sound paranoid.”


  “No sweat. No offense, but most lawyers I know are
borderline paranoid. They must have a class in law
school on it or something. But we can at least do this.” He
unplugged the phone line from his CPU. “Now we’re officially off-line. I have a first-rate virus sweeper on this
system, in case anything got on previously. I just ran a
check, so I think we’re safe.”


  He motioned Sidney to sit down. She slid a chair
around and they both studied the screen. Fisher hit a series of keys and a directory of the files on the disk appeared. He looked over at Sidney. “About a dozen
files—from the number of bytes listed I’d say about four
hundred or so pages if it’s standard text. But if there are
a lot of graphics there’s really no way to gauge the
length.” Fisher hit some more keys. When the screen
filled up with images, his eyes sparkled.


  Sidney’s face fell as she stared at the screen. It was all
gibberish, high-tech hieroglyphics.


  She looked at Fisher. “Is there something wrong with
your computer?”


  Fisher typed rapidly. The screen went blank and then
reappeared with the same mess of digital images. Then at
the bottom of the screen a box appeared with the command line requesting a password. “No, and there’s nothing wrong with the disk either. Where’d you get it?”


  “It was sent to me. By a client,” she answered lamely.


  Luckily, Fisher was too engrossed in the high-tech conundrum to question her further about the origin of the
disk.


  His fingers flew across the keyboard for several more
minutes as he tried all the other files. The gibberish on
the screen always reappeared. So did the message requesting a password. Finally he turned to her, a smile on
his face.


  “It’s encrypted,” he said simply.


  Sidney stared at him. “Encrypted?”


  Fisher continued to stare at the screen. “Encryption is
a process whereby you take readable form text and put it
into a nonreadable form before you send it out.”


  “What good is it if the person you sent it to can’t read
it?”


  “Ah, but they can if they have the key that allows you
to decrypt the message.”


  “How do you get the key?”


  “The sender has to forward it to you, or you have to already have it in your possession.”


  Sidney slumped back in the chair. Jason would have
had the damned key. “I don’t have it.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Would someone send an encrypted message to himself?” she asked.


  

  Fisher looked over at her. “He wouldn’t. I mean, ordinarily he wouldn’t. If you have the message already in
hand, you wouldn’t encrypt it and then send it across the
Internet to yourself at another location. It would just
give someone the opportunity to intercept it and then
maybe break it. But I thought you said a client sent you
this?”


  Sidney suddenly shivered. “Jeff, do you have any coffee? It seems chilly in here.”


  “Actually, I’ve got a fresh pot made. I keep this room
a little cooler than the rest of the house because of the
heat thrown off by the equipment. I’ll be back in a
minute.”


  “Thanks.”


  When Fisher returned with two cups of coffee, Sidney
was staring at the screen.


  Fisher took a sip of the hot liquid while Sidney sat back
in the chair and closed her eyes. Fisher hunched forward
and studied the screen. He returned to his last train of
thought. “Yeah, you wouldn’t encrypt a message you
meant to send to yourself.” He took another sip of coffee.
“You’d only do it if you were sending it to someone
else.”


  Sidney’s eyes flew open and she jolted upright. The
image of the e-mail flashing across Jason’s computer
screen like an electronic phantom swept through her
memory. It was there and then gone. The key. Was it the
key? Was he sending it to her?


  She gripped Fisher’s arm. “Jeff, how is it possible for
an e-mail to appear on your computer screen and then
vanish? It’s not in your mailbox. It’s nowhere on the system. How can that happen?”


  

  “Pretty easily. The sender has a window of opportunity
to cancel the transmission. I mean, he couldn’t do it once
the mail was opened and read. But on some systems, depending on their configuration, you can recall a message
up until it’s opened by the receiver. In that regard it’s better than the U.S. mail.” Fisher grinned. “You know, you
get pissed off at someone and you write them a letter and
mail it, and then you regret having done it. Once it’s in
the metal box, you cannot get it back. No way, nohow.
With electronic mail, you can. Up to a point.”


  “How about outside a network? Like across the Internet?”


  Fisher rubbed his chin. “It’s more difficult to do because of the travel chain the message has to go through.
Sort of like the monkey bars on the playground.” Sidney
again stared at him with a blank face. “You know, you
climb up one side, swing yourself across and then climb
down the other side. That’s a rough analogy of how mail
travels over the Internet. The parts are fluid per se, but
they don’t necessarily form a single cohesive unit. The
result is, sometimes information sent cannot be retrieved.”


  “But it’s possible?”


  “If the e-mail was sent using one on-line service
through the whole route—like, for example, America Online—you can retrieve it.”


  Sidney thought quickly. They had American Online at
home. But why would Jason have sent her the key and
then taken it back? She shuddered. Unless he wasn’t the
one who had canceled the transmission.


  “Jeff, if you’re sending the e-mail and you want it to go
through, but someone else doesn’t, could they stop it?
Cancel the transmission like you said, even if the sender
wants it to go through?”


  

  “That’s kind of a weird question. But the answer is yes.
All you have to do is have access to the keyboard. Why
do you ask?”


  “I’m just thinking out loud.”


  Fisher looked at her quizzically. “Is something wrong,
Sidney?”


  Sidney ignored the question. “Is it possible to read the
message without the key?”


  Fisher looked at the screen and then turned slowly back
to Sidney. “There are some methods one can employ.” He
sounded hesitant, his tone much more formal.


  “Could you try to do it, Jeff?”


  He looked down. “Look, Sidney, right after you called
today, I phoned the office just to check on some ongoing
projects. They told me…” He paused and looked at her
with troubled eyes. “They told me about you.”


  Sidney stood up, her eyes downcast.


  “I also happened to read the paper before you came
over. Is that what this is all about? I don’t want to get into
trouble.”


  Sidney sat back down and looked directly at Fisher,
gripping his hand with one of hers. “Jeff, an e-mail came
across my computer at home. I think it was from my husband. But then it vanished. I think it might have been the
key for this message because Jason mailed that disk to
himself. Whatever is on that disk I’ve got to be able to
read. I haven’t done anything wrong, despite what my
firm or the paper or anyone says. I have no way of proving that. Yet. All you have is my word.”


  

  Fisher looked at her for a long moment and then finally nodded. “Okay, I believe you. You happen to be
one of the few attorneys at the firm I like.” He turned
back to the screen with a determined air. “You might
want to get some more coffee. If you’re hungry, there’s
some sandwich stuff in the fridge. This could take a
while.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


  The dinner with Frank Hardy had been an early one and
it was only about eight o’clock when Sawyer pulled up to
the curb in front of his apartment. When he climbed out
of the car, his stomach felt immensely comfortable. His
brain, however, didn’t share that pleasant feeling. This
case seemed to have so many angles, he wasn’t quite sure
where to start grabbing.


  

  When he slammed the car door shut, he noticed the
vintage Silver Cloud Rolls-Royce high-stepping down
the street toward him. His neighborhood was seldom, if
ever, witness to that sort of spectacular wealth. Through
the windshield Sawyer could see a black-capped chauffeur at the wheel. Sawyer had to look twice and then it hit
him what was odd. The driver was on the right side—it
was a British-built car. It slowed down and came to a
quiet stop next to him. Sawyer couldn’t see in the back of
the car because the glass was tinted. He wondered if that
was an original production item or had been added later.
He didn’t have time to wonder past that. The rear window
came down and Sawyer was staring into the countenance
of Nathan Gamble. In the meantime the chauffeur had exited the car and stood ready by the passenger door.


  Sawyer’s eyes swept the length of the massive vehicle
before coming to rest on the Triton chairman again. “Nice
set of wheels. How’s the gas mileage?”


  “Like I care. You into basketball?” Gamble used a cutter to snip off the back end of his cigar and took a moment to light up.


  “Excuse me?”


  “NBA. Tall black guys running around in little shorts
in return for shitloads of money.”


  “I catch it on the tube when I get a chance.”


  “Well, hop in, then.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ll see. I promise you won’t be bored.”


  Sawyer looked up and down the street and shrugged.
He jostled his car keys in his pocket and then looked at
the chauffeur. “I got it, buddy.” Sawyer pulled open the
door and climbed in. When he settled back against the
leather he noted Richard Lucas in the rear-facing seat.
Sawyer inclined his head slightly. Triton’s security chief
returned the bare gesture. The Rolls pulled swiftly away.


  “You want one?” Gamble held out a cigar. “Cuban. It’s
against the law to import them into this country. I think
that’s why I like them so much.”


  

  Sawyer took the offered cigar and snipped off the end
with the cutter Gamble handed him. He looked surprised
when Lucas held out a butane lighter, but accepted the
service.


  He took a few quick puffs and then a long one as he got
it going. “Not bad. Guess I’ll have to give you a break on
the illegal smokes.”


  “Thanks tons.”


  “By the way, how’d you know where I lived? I hoped
you weren’t following me. I get real jumpy when people do
that.”


  “I got better things to do than follow you, believe me.”


  “So?”


  “So what?” Gamble eyed him.


  “So how’d you know where I live?”


  “What’s it to you?”


  “Actually, it’s a lot to me. In my line of work you don’t
broadcast the place you call home.”


  “Okay, let me see, then. What did we do? Look you up
in the phone book?” Gamble abruptly shook his head and
his eyes flickered amusement at Sawyer. “No, that wasn’t
it.”


  “Good thing, since I don’t happen to be listed.”


  “Right. Well, I guess we just knew.” Gamble blew a
pair of perfect smoke rings to the ceiling. “You know, all
our computer technology. We’re Big Brother, we know
everything.” Gamble chuckled while he puffed on his
cigar and looked over at Lucas.


  

  Lucas caught Sawyer’s eye. “Actually, Frank Hardy
told us. In confidence, of course. We don’t intend to
spread that information around. I understand your
concern.” Richard Lucas paused. “Just between us,” he
added, “I was with the CIA for ten years.”


  “Ah, Rich, I just had him going too.” The smell of
liquor on Gamble’s breath permeated the car. He reached
across and opened a small door built into the wood paneling of the Rolls. A well-stocked bar was revealed. “You
look like a scotch and soda man.”


  “I had my fill at dinner.”


  Gamble filled up an etched china glass with the contents of a bottle of Johnnie Walker. Sawyer glanced over
at Lucas, who looked on calmly enough. Apparently this
was fairly routine.


  “Actually, I didn’t think I’d be hearing from you after
our little chat the other day,” said Sawyer.


  “The simple answer to that is you took me down a peg
and I probably deserved it. Actually, I was testing you
with my big-shot asshole routine and you passed with flying colors. As you can imagine, I don’t meet that many
people with the balls big enough to do that. When I do, I
like to get better acquainted. Plus in light of recent developments I want to talk to you about the case.”


  “Recent developments?”


  Gamble took a sip of his drink. “You know what I’m
talking about. Sidney Archer? New Orleans? RTG? I just
got off the horn with Hardy.”


  “You work pretty fast. I just left him not more than
twenty minutes ago.”


  Gamble pulled a tiny portable phone from a receptacle
on the Rolls’s rear console. “Remember, Sawyer, I operate in the private sector. You don’t move fast, you don’t
move at all, get it?”


  Sawyer pulled on his cigar before answering. “I’m beginning to. By the way, you never did say where we’re
going.”


  “Didn’t I? Well, sit tight. We’ll be there shortly. And
then we can have ourselves a nice little talk.”


   


  USAir Arena was home to the NBA Washington Bullets and the NHL Washington Capitals, at least until the
new downtown stadium was completed. The arena was
packed for the Bullets-Knicks game. Nathan Gamble,
Lucas and Sawyer rode the private elevator to the second
floor of the arena, where the corporate luxury boxes were
located. When Sawyer stepped down the hallway and
through the door marked TRITON GLOBAL, he felt as if he
had boarded a luxury liner. These weren’t merely seats to
a ball game; the place was about the size of his apartment.


  A young woman was tending bar and a hot and cold buffet was laid out on a long side table. There was a private
bath, closet, overstuffed sofas and chairs and a giant-screen
TV in one corner with the basketball game on. From up a
flight of stairs leading to the viewing section, Sawyer could
hear the crowd cheering. He looked at the TV. The home-team Bullets were up by seven over the heavily favored
Knicks.


  Sawyer took off his hat and coat and followed Gamble
over to the bar area.


  “You’ve gotta have something now. Can’t watch a ball
game without a drink in your hand.”


  Sawyer nodded toward the bartender. “Bud, if you’ve
got it.”


  The young woman reached in the refrigerator, popped
open a can of Budweiser and started to pour it in a glass.


  “Can’s good enough. Thanks.”


  Sawyer looked around the spacious room again. No
one else was there. He strayed over to the buffet. He was
still full from dinner, but some chips and salsa were calling to him.


  “Place usually this empty?” he asked Gamble while he
grabbed up a handful. Lucas assumed a hovering presence against the wall.


  “Usually it’s packed,” Gamble replied. “Damn good
perk for the employees. Keeps ’em happy and hardworking.” The bartender handed Gamble his drink. In response, Gamble flushed a wad of hundred-dollar bills out
of his pocket, pulled a glass off the counter and stuffed
the bills in the glass. “Here, bartender’s got to have a tip
jar. Go buy some growth stocks.” The young woman almost fainted with joy as Gamble walked over to join
Sawyer.


  Sawyer pointed his beer toward the TV. “Looks like a
great game. I’m surprised there aren’t Triton people
packed in here.”


  “I’d be real surprised if they were, since I instructed
that no tickets be given out for tonight’s game.”


  “Why’d you do that?” Sawyer took a sip of his beer.


  Gamble hooked Sawyer’s arm with his free hand.
“Because I wanted to talk to you in private.”


  

  Sawyer was led up the stairs to the viewing area. From
up here the view was pretty much straight down onto the
playing floor. Sawyer watched with a twinge of envy as
two groups of tall, muscular and very rich young men ran
up and down the court. The seating area he was in was
closed in on three sides by Plexiglas. On either side were
the occupants of other luxury boxes. However, with the
glass shield, one could conduct a very private conversation amid a crowd of fifteen thousand.


  The two men settled in. Sawyer jerked his head toward
where they had just come from. “Rich doesn’t like basketball?”


  “Lucas is on duty.”


  “Is he ever off duty?”


  “When he’s sleeping. I occasionally let him do that.”
Gamble sat back in the comfortable chair and gulped his
drink.


  Sawyer looked around curiously. He had never been in
one of these things before, and after the fancy dinner with
Hardy he was feeling a little out of his depth. At least
he’d have some stories to tell Ray. When he glanced over
at Gamble, he stopped smiling. Nada in life was free.
Everything had its cost. He decided it was time to check
the price tag.


  “So, what’d you want to talk about?”


  Gamble stared down at the sports contest without really seeing any of it. “The fact is we need CyberCom. We
need it badly.”


  “Look, Gamble, I’m not your business consultant, I’m
a cop. I don’t give a damn if you get CyberCom or not.”


  Gamble sucked on an ice cube. He seemed not to have
heard. “You work hard building something and it’s never
enough, you know? Always somebody trying to take it
away from you. Always somebody trying to screw you.”


  

  “If you’re looking for sympathy, look someplace else.
You can’t spend all the money you’ve already got. What
the hell do you care?”


  Gamble exploded. “Because you damn well get used to
it, that’s why.” He calmed down quickly. “You get used to
being on top. Having everybody measure themselves
against you. But a lot of it is about the money.” He looked
over at Sawyer. “You want to know what my total income
is per year?”


  Despite himself Sawyer was curious. “If I say no, why
do I feel like you’re going to tell me anyway?”


  “One billion dollars.” Gamble unceremoniously
dropped the ice cube from his mouth into his glass.


  Sawyer swallowed a mouthful of beer as he absorbed
this stunning information.


  “My federal income tax bill alone this year will come
to about four hundred million dollars. With that you’d
think I’d qualify for a little TLC from you Feds.”


  Sawyer glared at him. “If you’re looking for TLC, try
the hookers down on Fourteenth Street. They’re a lot
cheaper.”


  Gamble stared over at him. “Shit, you guys just don’t
get the big picture, do you?”


  “Why don’t you enlighten me as to what exactly that
is.”


  Gamble put down his glass. “You treat everybody the
same.” His tone was one of disbelief.


  “Excuse me—are you saying that’s wrong?”


  “It’s not only wrong, it’s stupid.”


  “I guess you never bothered to read the Declaration of
Independence—you know, that warm, fuzzy part about
all men being created equal.”


  “I’m talking reality. I’m talking about business.”


  “I don’t make distinctions.”


  “Like I’m gonna treat the chairman of Citicorp the
same as I would the janitor in the building. One guy can
loan me billions of dollars and the other can scrub out my
toilet.”


  “My job is to hunt down criminals, rich, poor, in-between.
It doesn’t make any difference to me.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m not a criminal. I’m a taxpayer, probably the biggest damned taxpayer in this whole country,
and all I’m asking for is a little favor that I’d get in the
private sector without even asking for it.”


  “Hooray for the public sector.”


  “That’s not funny.”


  “Not for one second was it supposed to be.” Sawyer
stared him down. When Gamble finally looked away,
Sawyer glanced down at his hands and then took another
swallow of beer. Every time he was around this guy his
heartbeat seemed to double.


  Down on the court a slam dunk by the home team
brought the crowd to its feet.


  “By the way, you ever think there’s something wrong
with you being richer than God?”


  Gamble laughed. “Like those guys down there?” He
pointed at the basketball court. “Actually, based on the
world’s present condition, I think I had a better year than
God.” He rubbed at his eyes. “Like I said, it’s not the cash
anymore. You’re right, I have more than I’ll ever need. But
I like the respect being on top brings. Everybody waits to
see what you’ll do.”


  “Don’t confuse respect with fear.”


  “In my book they go hand in hand. Look, I got where
I am by being one tough sonofabitch. You hurt me I’ll
hurt you back, only better. I grew up poorer than dirt,
took a bus to New York when I was fifteen, started on
Wall Street as a courier making a few bucks a day,
worked my way to the top and I never looked back. Made
fortunes, lost fortunes and then made them back. Hell, I
got a half dozen bullshit honorary degrees from Ivy
League colleges and I never finished the tenth grade. All
you have to do is make donations.” He arched his eyebrows and grinned.


  “Congratulations.” Sawyer prepared to stand up. “I
guess I’ll be heading on, then.”


  Gamble grabbed his arm and then immediately let it
go. “Look, I read the paper. I’ve talked to Hardy. And I
can feel RTG breathing down my neck.”


  “Like I said before, that’s not my problem.”


  “I don’t mind playing on a fair field, but I’ll be damned
if I’m gonna lose out because an employee sold me down
the river.”


  “Allegedly sold you down the river. We haven’t proven
anything yet. And whether you like it or not, that’s all that
matters in a court of law.”


  “You saw the videotape. What more proof do you
need? Hell, all I’m really asking you to do is your job.
What’s wrong with that?”


  “I saw Jason Archer giving some documents to some
people. I have no idea what the documents were or who
the people are.”


  

  Gamble sat up. “See, the problem here is that if RTG
knows my deal and outbids me for CyberCom, I’m
screwed. I need you to prove they ripped me off. Once
they get CyberCom, it’s not going to matter how they got
the deal, it’s theirs. You hear where I’m coming from?”


  “I’m working as hard as I can, Gamble. But there’s no
way in hell I’m going to tailor my investigation to fit your
business agenda. The murder of a hundred and eighty-one innocent people means a lot more to me than how
much you pay in income taxes.” Gamble didn’t answer.
“You hear where I’m coming from?” Gamble finally
shrugged. “If it turns out RTG was behind it, then you can
rest assured that I’ll spend every waking moment making
sure I bring them down.”


  “But couldn’t you put the screws hard to them right
now? The FBI investigating them would probably knock
them right out of the running for CyberCom.”


  “We are looking into it, Gamble. These things take
time. Bureaucracy with a capital B, remember?”


  “Time is something I don’t have a lot of,” he growled.


  “Sorry, the answer’s still no. Now, is there anything
else I can’t do for you?”


  The two men watched the game in silence for a few
minutes. Sawyer picked up a pair of binoculars from the
table in front of him. As he watched the action up close
he said, “So what’s up with Tyler, Stone?”


  Gamble grimaced. “If we weren’t so far into the CyberCom deal, I’d fire their ass right now. But the fact is I need
their legal expertise and institutional memory. For now,
anyway.”


  “But not Sidney Archer’s.”


  

  He shook his head. “Never would’ve figured that lady
to do something like that. Helluva lawyer. A real babe on
top of it too. What a waste.”


  “How’s that?”


  Gamble looked at him, amazed. “Excuse me, did we
read the same newspaper? She’s in it up to her nice-looking ass.”


  “You think so?”


  “Don’t you?”


  Sawyer shrugged and finished his beer.


  “Lady takes off after her husband’s memorial service,”
Gamble continued. “Hardy tells me she tried to give your
guys the slip. You followed her all over New Orleans.
She’s acting suspicious, comes right home after getting a
phone call. Hardy also said you thought somebody may
have gone through her house while she drew all you guys
off the scent. Brilliant how you let that happen, by the
way.”


  “I’m gonna have to be careful what I tell Frank in the
future.”


  “I pay him a hell of a lot of money. He better keep me
informed.”


  “I’m sure he’s worth every penny.”


  “Pennies, right! That’s a joke.”


  Sawyer gave Gamble a sidelong glance. “For all he’s
done for you, you don’t seem to hold Frank in very high
regard.”


  Gamble chuckled. “Believe it or not, I have really high
standards.”


  “Frank was one of the best agents the bureau ever produced.”


  

  “I have a short memory for good work. You have to
keep showering me with it.” Gamble’s smile quickly
turned to a glare. “On the other hand, I never forget
screwups.”


  They watched the game in silence. Finally Sawyer
stirred. “Quentin Rowe ever screw anything up for you?”


  Gamble looked surprised by the question. “Why do
you ask that?”


  “Because the guy’s your golden egg and from all accounts you treat him like crap.”


  “Who said he’s my golden egg?”


  “You saying he’s not?” Sawyer sat back and crossed
his arms.


  Gamble didn’t answer right away. He brooded over his
glass of liquor. “I’ve had a lot of golden eggs in my career. You don’t get to where I am off one racehorse.”


  “But Rowe is valuable to you.”


  “If he wasn’t, I wouldn’t have much use for his company.”


  “So you tolerate him?”


  “So long as the dollars keep pouring in.”


  “Lucky you.”


  Gamble’s look was ferocious. “I took an ivory tower
geek who couldn’t raise a damned dime on his own and
turned him into the country’s richest thirty-something.
Now, who do you think’s the lucky one?”


  Sawyer inclined his head toward the man. “I’m not trying to take anything away from you, Gamble. You chased
a dream and made it come true. I guess that’s what America’s all about.”


  

  “Coming from a Fed, I’ll have to really savor that
compliment.” Gamble once again focused on the basketball
game.


  Sawyer stood and crumpled his beer can.


  Gamble stared up at him. “Where you going?”


  “Home. It’s been a long day.” He held up the squashed
can. “Thanks for the beer.”


  “I’ll have my driver take you home. I’ll be here
awhile.”


  Sawyer looked around the luxury box. “I think I’ve had
enough of the high life for one day. I’ll take the bus. But
thanks for the invite.”


  “Yeah, I really enjoyed it too,” Gamble said with the
heaviest of sarcasm.


  The agent had started up the stairs, but Gamble’s “Hey,
Sawyer?” turned him around.


  Gamble was looking squarely at him, and then he let
out a deep sigh. “I hear where you’re coming from,
okay?”


  Sawyer stared at him a moment before answering.
“Okay.”


  “I wasn’t always this rich. I remember real well what
it’s like to be penniless and powerless. Maybe that’s why
I’m such an asshole when it comes to business: I’m terrified of going back there.”


  Sawyer considered this for a moment. “Enjoy the rest
of the game.” He left Gamble staring into his glass, deep
in thought.


  

  As Sawyer walked down the steps, he almost bumped
into Richard Lucas, who had assumed a position there.
Sawyer wondered if Lucas had overheard any part of the
conversation with Gamble. He nodded at Lucas and
stepped down into the bar area, where he launched a hook
shot and the beer can sailed through the air and neatly
into the trash can.


  The bartender looked at him with admiration. “Hey,
maybe the Bullets should sign you up,” she said with a
cute smile.


  “Yeah, I can be the token over-the-hill white guy.”


  Sawyer turned back before exiting the room. “Keep
smiling, Rich.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  Jeff Fisher stared humbly at the screen; a weary Sidney
Archer sat beside him. She had given him all the personal
information she could think of about Jason in order to
fathom a proper password. Nothing had worked.


  Fisher shook his head. “Well, we’ve gone through all the
easy possibilities and all variations thereof. I’ve run a
brute-force assault and got nothing. I’ve tried a partial random letter and number approach, but there are just too
many possibilities to conduct in our lifetime.” He turned to
Sidney. “I’m afraid your husband really knew what he was
doing. I figure he’s probably got a random number-letter
combo of about twenty or thirty characters. We’re not
going to crack it.”


  

  Sidney’s hopes plummeted. It was maddening to have
a disk full of information in her hand—presumably
information that would explain a lot about her husband’s
fate—and be absolutely unable to read it.


  She stood up and paced the room while Fisher continued
to peck at the keyboard. Sidney crossed the room and
stopped in front of a window. On a table next to the window was a stack of mail. On top was a Field & Stream
magazine. Sidney idly glanced down at the stack of mail,
eyed the magazine and then looked over at Fisher. He
hardly seemed the outdoor type, she thought. Then she
looked at the address label on the front cover. It was addressed to a Fred Smithers, but the address was that of the
house she was standing in. She picked up the magazine.


  Fisher looked over at her while he finished his Coke.
When he saw the magazine in her hands, he scowled. “I
keep getting that guy’s mail. A bunch of companies
somehow have my address on their system for this guy.
I’m 6215 Thorndike and he’s 6251 Thorndrive, which is
clear on the other side of Fairfax County. That whole
stack is his. And that’s just this week. I’ve told the mailman who handles this route, called the Postal Service a
million times, called all the companies who have been erroneously sending his mail here. Still happens.”


  Sidney slowly turned toward Fisher. An improbable
idea was taking shape in her head.


  “Jeff, an e-mail address is like any other address or
phone number, right? You type in the wrong address and
it can go to someone you never intended it to go to. Like
this magazine.” She held up Field & Stream. “Right?”


  

  “Oh, sure,” Fisher replied. “That happens all the time.
I have most of my frequently used e-mail addresses
programmed in so I just have to point and click. That cuts
down on the error rate.”


  “But if you had to type in a full e-mail address?”


  “Well, there’s a lot more room for error in that scenario. The addresses can get rather lengthy.”


  “So if you hit a wrong key, the message you intended
for someone could go to God knows who?”


  Fisher nodded as he munched on a potato chip. “I get
misaddressed e-mail all the time.”


  Sidney looked at him with a puzzled expression.
“What do you do when that happens?”


  “Well, what happens most often is pretty simple. I only
have to click on my reply-to-sender command and I send
a standard message saying they got the wrong address
and I send the e-mail back so they know what message
I’m talking about. That way I don’t need to know the address. It automatically sends it back to the originator.”


  “Jeff, you mean if my husband sent an e-mail to the
wrong location, the person receiving the e-mail by mistake could simply reply back to Jason’s e-mail address to
let him know the mistake?”


  “Right. I mean, if you’re on the same service, say
America Online, it’s relatively simple.”


  “And if that person did reply back, the e-mail would be
in Jason’s computerized mailbox right now, right?”


  Fisher looked up at her, a slightly fearful look in his
eyes at the tone in her voice. “Well, yes.”


  Sidney collected her purse.


  Fisher looked at her. “Where are you going?”


  

  “To check our computer at home for the e-mail. If the
password is on there, I can read this disk.” Sidney popped
the disk out of the floppy drive and put it in her purse.


  “Sidney, if you give me your husband’s user name and
password, I can access his mail from right here. I have
AOL on my system. It’s not hardware-specific. I’ll just
log you on as a guest. If the key to the encryption is in the
mailbox, we can read the disk here.”


  “I know, Jeff. But would your access of Jason’s mail
from this location be traceable?”


  Fisher’s eyes narrowed. “It’s possible. If whoever was
looking knew what they were doing.”


  “I think we have to assume these people know what
they’re doing, Jeff. It’ll be a lot safer for you if no one can
trace that e-mail being accessed from here.”


  Fisher turned a shade paler. He spoke slowly, the nervousness evident in his tone and features. “What have
you gotten involved in, Sidney?”


  She turned away from him as she spoke. “I’ll be in
touch.”


  After she left, Fisher sat at the screen for a few more
minutes and then plugged in the phone line to his computer.


   


  Sawyer sat down in the recliner and looked once again
at the Post story on Jason Archer and shook his head. He
flipped the paper over and as his eyes hit the other headline, he almost gagged. It took him two minutes to devour
the story. He jumped on the phone and made a series of
calls. That finished, he tore down the stairs. A minute
later his sedan shot down the street.


  * * *


  Sidney parked the Ford in the driveway, hurried into
her house, threw off her coat and went straight to her husband’s office. She was about to access her AOL mailbox
when she suddenly jumped up. “Oh, God!” She couldn’t
do it from here, not with whatever was on there. She
thought quickly. Tyler, Stone had AOL software on its
computers; she could access the mailbox from there. She
grabbed her coat, raced to the front door and flung it
open. Her scream was easily heard up and down the
street.


  Lee Sawyer was standing there, looking less than
pleased.


  She caught her breath and grabbed at her chest. “What
are you doing here?”


  In response, Sawyer held up the newspaper. “You happen to catch this story?” Sidney stared at Ed Page’s picture, recognition all over her features. “I… I haven’t,
no, just—” she stammered.


  Sawyer stepped inside the house and slammed the
door. Sidney retreated into the living room. “I thought we
had a deal. You remember? Exchange of information?
Well, we’re gonna talk. Right now!” he bellowed.


  She pushed past him toward the door. He grabbed her
arm and flung her on the couch. She jerked back up. “Get
out of here!” she screamed.


  He shook his head and held up the paper. “You want to
go it alone out there? Then your little girl better get another mommy.”


  She hurtled forward, slapped him across the face and
wound up to do it again. He grabbed both her arms and
put her in a bear squeeze. She struggled furiously.


  “Sidney, I’m not here to fight you. Whether your husband did anything wrong or not, I will still help you. But
dammit, you’ve gotta be straight with me.”


  They struggled across the room and fell onto the
couch, she awkwardly on his lap, trying her best to slug
him. He held her tightly until the tension in her arms finally faded away. He released her and she immediately
pulled away to the far end of the couch and put her face
in her lap. He slumped back and waited. Sitting up, Sidney wiped away the tears with her sleeve. Licking her
lips, she looked over at the newspaper on the floor. The
photo of Ed Page beckoned to her.


  “You talked with him on the plane from New Orleans,
didn’t you?” Sawyer asked the question very quietly. He
had watched Page get on the plane in New Orleans. The
passenger manifest revealed Page had sat right next to
Sidney. That fact had not been important, until now.
“Didn’t you, Sidney?” She slowly nodded. “Tell me
about it. And this time I mean everything.”


  And she did, including Page’s story of Jason’s switch
at the airport, and Page following her and tapping her
phone.


  “I talked to the medical examiner’s office,” Sawyer
said when she was finished. “Page was killed, by someone who knew exactly what he was doing. One puncture
wound to each lung. A precision cut through the carotid
artery and jugular vein. Page died in under a minute.
Whoever did it was not your typical street vermin wielding a pocketknife looking for some crack money.”


  Sidney took a deep breath. “That’s why I almost shot
you in the garage. I thought they were coming for me.”


  “You have no idea who ‘they’ are?”


  Sidney shook her head and rubbed at her face again.
She sat back and looked at him. “I really don’t know anything other than the fact that my life has sunk far past
hell.”


  Sawyer gripped one of her hands. “Well, let’s see if we
can get you back to the surface.” He stood and picked up
her coat from where it had fallen on the floor. “The investigative firm of Private Solutions has its headquarters
in Arlington, across from the courthouse. I’m going to
pay it a visit. And right now, I’d prefer to have you where
I can keep an eye on you. You game?”


  Sidney Archer swallowed hard as she guiltily felt the
diskette in her pocket. That was one secret she could not
bring herself, as yet, to reveal. “I’m game.”


   


  Edward Page’s office was located in a nondescript low-rise office building opposite the Arlington County Circuit
Court building. The security guard on duty could not
have been more accommodating after seeing Lee
Sawyer’s credentials. The guard led the way to the elevators and in another minute, after being deposited on the
third floor and walking down the dimly lit corridor, they
stopped in front of a solid oak door with the name PRIVATE
SOLUTIONS engraved on a metal plate next to it. The guard
pulled out his key and tried to open the door.


  “Damn!”


  “What is it?” Sawyer asked.


  “Key doesn’t work.”


  “Isn’t your master key supposed to open any door in
the place?” Sidney asked.


  “ ‘Supposed to’ is right. We’ve had a problem with this guy before.”


  “How’s that?” Sawyer asked.


  The guard looked at them. “He changed the lock. Management jumped all over him. So he gave them another
key that he said fit the new lock. Well, I can tell you right
now it doesn’t.”


  Sawyer looked up and down the corridor. “Any other
way in?”


  The guard shook his head. “Nope. I can try calling Mr.
Page at his home. Tell him to come on down here and
open it up. I’ll ream his butt good too for pulling this
crap. What if there was ever a problem and I needed to
get in there?” The guard slapped his holster importantly.
“You know what I mean?”


  “I don’t think calling Page will do any good,” Sawyer
said calmly. “He’s dead. Murdered.”


  The blood slowly drained from the young man’s face.
“Jesus Christ! Omigod!”


  “Police haven’t been here, I take it?” Sawyer asked.
The guard shook his head.


  “How’re we going to get in?” the guard asked, his
voice barely above a whisper as, wide-eyed, he looked up
and down the hallway for possible killers lurking there.


  In response, Lee Sawyer hurled his massive bulk against
the door, which splintered under the battering. One more
thrust and the lock gave way and the door burst open,
slamming against the inner wall of the office. Sawyer
looked back at the stunned young guard while he brushed
off his overcoat. “We’ll check in with you on the way out.
Thanks a lot.”


  The guard stood openmouthed for several seconds as
the two moved into the office. Then he slowly walked
back toward the elevator, shaking his head.


  Sidney looked at the broken door and then over at
Sawyer. “I can’t believe he didn’t even ask you for a
search warrant. By the way, do you have one?”


  Sawyer looked over at her. “What’s it to you?”


  “As an attorney, I’m an officer of the court. I just
thought I’d ask.”


  He shrugged his thick shoulders. “I’ll make a deal with
you, Officer: We find something, you hold on to it and I’ll
go get a search warrant.” Under different circumstances,
Sidney Archer would have burst out laughing, and as it
was, Sawyer’s response drew a smile out of her. That
perked up his own spirits.


  The office was plain but neatly and efficiently furnished. For the next half hour they searched the small
space, finding nothing out of place or extraordinary. They
did find some stationery with Ed Page’s home address on
it. An apartment over in Georgetown. Sawyer perched on
the side of the desk and surveyed the small area. “I wish
my office was this tidy. But I don’t see anything that’s
going to help us.” Sawyer looked around the room, his
expression glum. “I’d feel better if the place were ransacked. Then at least we’d know someone else was interested.”


  

  While he was talking, Sidney had made another pass
around the room. She abruptly came back to one corner of
the office where a row of gunmetal-gray filing cabinets
stood in a row. She looked down at the floor, which was
carpeted in a decidedly dull beige. “That’s odd.” Sidney
got down on her knees, her face almost resting on the carpet. She looked at a small gap between the two filing cabinets nearest the spot she was examining. The other
cabinets were butted together. She put her shoulder against
one of the cabinets and shoved. The heavy cabinet didn’t
budge. “Can I get some help over here?” She looked back
at Sawyer. He lurched over, motioned her out of the way
and shoved the cabinet clear. “Hit that light over there,”
Sidney said excitedly.


  Sawyer did so and then joined her. “What is it?”


  Sidney moved aside so the FBI agent could see. On the
floor where the cabinet had been was a rust spot, not very
large but now clearly visible. Perplexed, Sawyer looked
at her. “So? I can show you about a dozen of these in my
office. Metal rusts, leaches into the carpet. Presto. Rust
spots.”


  Sidney’s eyes twinkled. “Really?” She pointed triumphantly. There were faint but discernible indentations on
the carpet, which showed that the cabinet had originally
butted up against the one next to it. There should have been
no gap.


  She motioned to the cabinet Sawyer had moved. “Lean
it over and check the bottom.”


  Sawyer did so. “No rust spots,” he said, then looked
back at her. “So somebody moved this cabinet to cover
the rust spot. Why?”


  

  “Because that rust spot came from another filing cabinet. A filing cabinet that isn’t here anymore. Whoever
took it vacuumed out as best they could the indentations
the missing cabinet made on the rug but couldn’t get the
rust spot out. So they did the next best thing. They
covered it up with another filing cabinet and hoped no one
paid any attention to the gap.”


  “But you did,” Sawyer said, more than a trace of admiration in his tone.


  “I couldn’t figure why a guy obviously as neat as our
Mr. Page would have a gap in a wall of filing cabinets.
Answer: Someone else did it for him.”


  “And that means someone is interested in Edward Page
and what he had in that file cabinet. Which means we’re
heading in the right direction.” Sawyer picked up the
phone on Page’s desk. In a succinct request he instructed
Ray Jackson to find out everything he could about Edward Page. He hung up and looked over at Sidney. “Since
his office didn’t yield all that much, what do you say we
pay a visit to the late Edward Page’s humble abode.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


  Page’s residence was on the ground floor of a large turn-of-the-century home in Georgetown that had been transformed into a series of quaint apartments. The sleepy
owner of the property had not questioned Sawyer’s desire
to view the premises. The man had read of Page’s death
and expressed dismay over it. Two detectives had been to
the apartment and interviewed the landlord and several
tenants. The landlord had also received a phone call from
Page’s daughter in New York. The private investigator had
been a model tenant. His hours were somewhat irregular,
and he would sometimes be gone for days at a time, but the
rent was always paid on the first of the month and he had
been quiet and orderly. He had no close friends of whom
the owner was aware.


  

  Using a key provided by the owner, who lived on the
premises, Sawyer unlocked the front door of the apartment and he and Sidney stepped inside; he hit the light
switch and then shut the door behind them. He was hoping to at least get a base hit here, although a homer would
be nice.


  They had checked the security log before leaving
Page’s office. The filing cabinet had been removed the
day before by two guys in movers’ uniforms bearing a
legit-looking work order and the keys to the office door.
Sawyer figured the moving company was certainly a
phony and the contents of Page’s filing cabinet, which
probably held a treasure trove of interesting info, was
probably no more than a pile of ash at the bottom of some
incinerator by now.


  The interior of Page’s residence resembled the man’s
office in its simplicity and neatness. Sawyer and Sidney
walked through the various rooms, surveying the basic
layout of the apartment. A nice fireplace with a large Victorian-style mantel dominated the living room. Bookshelves filled one wall. Edward Page had been a
voracious and eclectic reader, if his collection of books
was any indication. There were not, however, any journals or records or receipts that might have shown where
Page had been lately or whom he might have been following other than Sidney and Jason Archer. After methodically searching the living and dining rooms, Sawyer
and Sidney moved on.


  

  The kitchen and bathroom yielded nothing of interest.
Sawyer tried the usual places like the tank behind the toilet and in the refrigerator, where he checked Coke cans
and heads of lettuce to make certain they were real and
not actually hiding places for clues as to why Ed Page
had been murdered. Sidney entered the bedroom, where
she undertook a thorough search, starting under the bed
and mattress and ending with the closet. The few pieces
of luggage there had no old airline tags. The wastebaskets
were empty. She and Sawyer sat down on the bed and
scanned the room. He looked over at the small stand of
photographs on the side table. Edward Page and family,
obviously in happier times.


  Sidney picked up one of the photos. “A nice-looking
family.” Her thoughts were suddenly fixated on the photos residing in her house. It seemed like a long time since
that phrase had applied to her family. She handed the
photo over to Sawyer.


  The wife was real good-looking, he thought, the son a
miniature image of the old man. The daughter was very
pretty. Red-headed with long coltish legs, she looked
about fourteen in the photo. The date stamp showed it
was taken five years ago. She must be a real heartbreaker
now, Sawyer figured. And yet according to the landlord
they were all in New York and Page was down here.
Why?


  

  As Sawyer started to put the photo of the Page family
back, he felt a slight bulge on the photo’s backing. He
opened up the back. Several photos about half the size of
the framed one fell out. Sawyer picked them off the floor
and studied them. They were all of the same person. A
young man, mid-twenties. Good-looking, too handsome
for Sawyer’s taste—a pretty boy, was the FBI agent’s first
thought. The clothes were too fashionable, the hair too
perfect. He thought he noted a trace of Ed Page along the
jawline and around the deep brown eyes. Sawyer turned
over all the photos. All except one were blank: “Stevie”
was penned on the photo. Possibly Page’s brother. If so,
why were the photos hidden?


  Sidney looked at him. “What do you think?”


  He shrugged. “Sometimes I think this whole case is
going to require more thinking than I can give it.” Sawyer
put all the photos back except the one with the name on
the back. That one he put in his coat pocket. They looked
around the room once more, then rose and left, locking
the door securely behind them.


   


  Sawyer walked Sidney to her house and then, out of
an abundance of caution, conducted a search of the
premises, making sure the house was empty and that
every window and door was secure. “Day or night, you
hear anything, you have a problem, you just want to talk,
you call me. Understand?” Sidney nodded. “I’ve got two
men outside. They can be in here in seconds.” He walked
to the front door. “I’m going to run some things down and
I’ll be back in the morning.” He turned to look at her.
“You going to be okay?”


  “Yes.” Sidney wrapped her arms around herself.


  Sawyer sighed and leaned back against the door. “I
hope one day I can deliver this case to you in one neat little ball, Sidney. I truly do.”


  

  “You… you still believe Jason is guilty, don’t you? I
guess I can’t blame you. Everything… looks that way, I
know.” Her eyes searched Sawyer’s troubled features.
The big man sighed and looked away for a moment.
When his eyes returned to her face, she saw a glimmer of
something there.


  “Let’s just put it this way, Sidney,” he said. “I’m starting to have some doubts.”


  She looked confused. “About Jason?”


  “No, about everything else. I can promise you this: My
top priority is finding your husband safe and sound. Then
we can sort out everything else. Okay?”


  She trembled slightly and then nodded at him. “Okay.”
When he turned to go, she touched his arm. “Thank you,
Lee.”


  She watched Sawyer from the window. He walked
over to the black sedan carrying the two FBI agents,
looked back at the house, spotted her and waved. She
made a feeble attempt at a wave back. She was feeling
rather guilty right now, for what she was about to do. She
left the window, turned out all the lights, grabbed her
gray blazer and purse and raced out the back door seconds before one of Sawyer’s men appeared to guard that
area. Slipping through the woods at the edge of the backyard, she came out onto the road on the next block. After
five minutes of brisk walking she had reached a pay
phone. The cab picked her up within ten minutes.


  

  Thirty minutes later she slipped her key in the security
slot of her office building and the heavy glass door
clicked open. She raced to the elevator bank. A minute
later Sidney stepped out onto her floor. Inside the semi-darkened space of Tyler, Stone, Sidney made her way
quietly down the hallway. The library was at the end of
the main hall on her floor. The double doors of frosted
glass were open. Beyond this portal Sidney could plainly
see shelf after shelf of books making up the firm’s impressive law library. The area comprised a huge open
space with a series of cubicles and adjacent enclosed
work areas. Behind one partition stood a row of computer
terminals, which attorneys and paralegals used for computerized legal research.


  Sidney looked around the darkened interior of the library before venturing in. She heard no sound, saw no
movement. Thankfully no junior associate was pulling
an all-nighter. Walls of windows on two adjacent sides
of the library overlooked the city streets; however, the
blinds were pulled all the way down. No one could see
in.


  Sidney sat down in front of one of the darkened terminals and risked turning on a small lamp that sat on the
computer table next to the terminal. She took the disk out
of her purse and laid it on the table. In a minute the computer was warmed up. She clicked on the necessary commands to start America Online and jerked slightly as the
screechy modem kicked in. After the connection was
made, she typed in her husband’s user name and password, silently thanking him for making her memorize
them when they had signed on a couple of years ago. She
stared anxiously at the screen, her breathing shallow, her
features taut and her stomach queasy as though she were
a defendant awaiting a verdict from a jury. The computerized voice made her jump slightly, but it was what she
was hoping for. “You have mail,” it said.


  Down the hallway two pairs of legs quietly made their
way toward the library.


  * * *


  Sawyer looked up at Jackson. They were in the FBI
conference room. “So what’d you find out on Mr. Page,
Ray?”


  Jackson sat down and opened his notebook. “Had a
nice chat with NYPD. Page used to be a cop up there. I
also spoke with Page’s ex-wife. Got her out of bed, but
you said it was important. She still lives in New York.
She hasn’t had much to do with him since their divorce.
However, he was very close to his kids. I talked with his
daughter. She’s eighteen, in her freshman year at college,
by the way, and now she has to bury her father.”


  “What she have to say?” Sawyer asked.


  “A lot. Like her father was nervous the last couple
weeks. Didn’t want them to visit him. He had started to
regularly carry a gun. Hadn’t done that in years. In fact he
had taken a gun with him to New Orleans, Lee. It was
found in a bag next to his body. Poor bastard never had a
chance to use it.”


  “Why the move from New York down here, especially
if his family stayed up there?”


  Jackson nodded his head. “That’s interesting. The wife
wouldn’t say one way or another. Just said the marriage
was kaput and that was it. Page’s daughter was of a different mind, though.”


  “She give you a reason?”


  “Ed Page’s younger brother also lived in New York. He
committed suicide about five years ago. He was a diabetic. Gave himself a serious insulin overdose after a
drinking binge. Page was close to his kid brother. His
daughter said her dad was never the same after that.”


  “So he just wanted to get away from the area?”


  Jackson shook his head. “I gather from talking to his
daughter that Ed Page was convinced his brother’s death
wasn’t a suicide or an accident,” said Jackson.


  “He thought he was murdered?”


  Jackson nodded.


  “Why?”


  “I’ve requested a copy of the file from NYPD. There
might be some answers in there, although I spoke briefly
with the detective who worked the case and he says all
the evidence points to either suicide or an accident. The
guy was drunk.”


  “If he did kill himself, anybody know why?”


  Jackson sat back. “Steven Page was a diabetic, like I
said, so his health wasn’t the greatest in the world. According to Page’s daughter, her uncle could never get his
insulin regulated. Although he was only twenty-eight
when he died, his internal organs were probably much
older.” Jackson stopped talking and looked down at his
notes for a moment. “On top of that, Steven Page had
very recently tested positive for HIV.”


  “Shit. That explains the drinking binge,” said Sawyer.


  “Probably.”


  “And maybe the suicide.”


  “That’s what NYPD thinks.”


  “How’d he contract it?”


  Jackson shook his head. “No one knows. Officially, at
least. I mean, the coroner’s report wouldn’t have been
able to determine the origin. I asked the ex-wife. She
wasn’t any help. The daughter, however, tells me her
uncle was gay. Not openly, but she was pretty sure about
it and she thinks this is how he contracted HIV.”


  Sawyer rubbed his head and blew out a mouthful of air.
“Is there some connection between the possible murder
of a gay man in New York five years ago, Jason Archer
ripping off his employer and a plane going down in Virginia?”


  Jackson pulled at his lip. “Maybe, for some reason we
don’t know, Page knew that Archer didn’t get on that
plane.”


  Sawyer felt guilt for a moment. From his conversation
with Sidney—a conversation he hadn’t shared with his
partner—Sawyer knew that Page had been aware that
Jason hadn’t been on the plane. “So Jason Archer disappears,” he said, “and Page looks to pick up the trail
through the wife.”


  “Makes sense as far as it goes. Hey, maybe it was Triton who hired Page to check on leaks, and he sniffed out
Archer.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “Between their in-house staff
and Frank Hardy’s company, they have more than enough
bodies to do the job.”


  A woman entered the room carrying a file. “Ray, this
just came in over the fax from NYPD.”


  Jackson accepted the file. “Thanks, Jennie.” After she
had gone, Jackson scrutinized the file while Sawyer made
a couple of calls.


  “Steven Page?” Sawyer finally asked, pointing at the
file.


  “Yep. Real interesting stuff.”


  Sawyer poured a cup of coffee and sat down next to his
partner.


  

  “Steven Page was employed by Fidelity Mutual in
Manhattan,” said Jackson. “It’s one of the biggest investment houses in the country. He lived in a nice apartment
building; place was filled with antiques, original oil
paintings, closet full of Brooks Brothers; Jag in the
garage down the street. He also had an extensive investment portfolio: stocks, bonds, mutual funds, money markets. Well over a million dollars’ worth.”


  “Pretty good for a twenty-eight-year-old. But I guess those investment bankers make killings. You hear all the time about these punks making truckloads of money for doing who the hell knows what. Probably screwing the
likes of you and me.”


  “Yeah, but Steven Page wasn’t an investment banker. He was a financial analyst, a market watcher. Strictly salaried position; not big bucks either, according to this report.”


  Sawyer’s brow furrowed. “So where did the investment portfolio come from? Embezzlement from Fidelity?”


  Jackson shook his head. “NYPD checked that angle.
There were no funds missing from Fidelity.”


  “So what did NYPD conclude?”


  “I don’t think NYPD ever concluded anything. Page
was found alone in his apartment, door and windows
locked from the inside. And once the medical examiner’s
report came back as a probable suicide via insulin overdose, they pretty much lost interest. In case you didn’t
know, they’ve got a bit of a backlog on homicides in the
Big Apple, Lee.”


  “Thanks for enlightening me, Ray, on New York City’s
corpse problem. So who inherited?”


  Jackson sifted through the report. “Steven Page didn’t
leave a will. His parents were dead. He had no kids. His
brother, Edward Page, as his only sibling, got everything.”


  Sawyer took a swallow of coffee. “That’s interesting.”


  “But I don’t think Ed Page popped his younger brother
to fund his kids’ college education. From what I could
find out, he was as surprised as anyone else that his
brother was a millionaire.”


  “Anything in the autopsy report catch your eye?”


  Jackson picked out two pages from the file and
handed them across to Sawyer. “As I said, a massive insulin overdose killed Steven Page. He injected himself
in the thigh. It’s a typical area of administration for diabetics. Other hypodermic entry sites around the thigh
region showed it was his normal area of injection as
well. Toxicology report showed a point-one-eight blood
alcohol level. That didn’t help his cause any when he
took the overdose. Algor mortis indicated he had been
dead about twelve hours when he was found; body temp
was about eighty degrees. He was also in full rigor; that
corroborates the time of death indicated by the body
temperature and puts his check-out time at between
three and four in the morning. Postmortem lividity was
fixed. Guy died right where they found him.”


  “Who did find him?”


  “Landlady,” said Jackson. “Probably wasn’t a real
pretty sight.”


  “Death rarely is. Any note left behind?”


  Jackson shook his head.


  “Page make any calls before he kicked the bucket?”


  “The last phone call Steven Page made from his apartment was at seven-thirty that evening.”


  “Who’d he call?”


  “His brother.”


  “Did the police talk to Ed Page?”


  “You bet they did. Especially after they found out
about the bucks Steven Page had.”


  “Ed Page have an alibi?”


  “A pretty damn good one. As you know, he was a police officer back then. He was working a drug bust with a
squad of officers on the Lower East Side when his little
brother was dying.”


  “The police ask Ed Page about the earlier phone conversation?”


  “He said his brother was distraught. Steven told him
about having HIV. Ed Page said his brother sounded like
he had already been drinking.”


  “He didn’t try to go see him?”


  “He said he wanted to, but his brother wanted no part
of that. Finally hung up on him. Ed Page tried calling
back, but there was no answer. He had to go on duty at
nine. He said he’d thought he’d let his brother alone for
the night and then try to talk to him the next day. He didn’t
get off duty until ten A.M. He grabbed a few hours’ sleep
and then went to his brother’s office downtown around
three. When he found out Steven had never come to
work, he went directly over to his brother’s apartment.
He got there about the time the police did.”


  “Jesus. I bet he was feeling some heavy-duty guilt.”


  

  “If that had been my little brother…” Jackson said.
“Damn. Anyway, they ruled it a suicide. All the facts sure
point that way.”


  Sawyer rose and started pacing. “And yet with all that,
Ed Page didn’t think it was suicide. I wonder why.”


  Jackson shrugged. “Wishful thinking. Maybe he was
really feeling guilty and made himself think that so he’d
feel better. Who knows? NYPD didn’t find any evidence
of foul play, and looking at this report, neither do I.”


  Sawyer didn’t answer. He was in deep thought.


  Jackson took the report on Steven Page and put it back
in the file. He looked over at Sawyer. “Find anything at
Page’s office?”


  Sawyer focused absently on his partner. “No. But I did
find something interesting at his house.” He put a hand
inside his suit pocket and extracted the photograph labeled “Stevie.” He handed the photograph to Jackson.
“Interesting, because it was kind of hidden behind some
other photo. I’m pretty sure it’s a picture of Steven Page.”


  As soon as Jackson’s eyes came to rest on the photo,
his mouth dropped open. “Oh, my God!” He rose from
his chair. “Oh, my God!” he said again, his voice rising, his hands violently shaking as they clasped the
photo. “This can’t be—it’s not possible.”


  Sawyer grabbed his shoulder. “Ray, Ray? What the hell
is it?”


  Jackson ran to another table in the room. He frantically
grabbed files, scanned them before tossing them down
and snatching up others, his movements becoming more
and more frenetic. Finally he stopped, a file open in his
hand, his eyes glued to something in the mass of papers
within.


  Sawyer was beside him in an instant. “Dammit, Ray,
what is it?” he said fiercely.


  In response, Jackson handed over to his partner an object from the file. Sawyer stared down at the photo in disbelief. In a different pose, the too-handsome face of
Steven Page looked back at him.


  Sawyer grabbed the photo he had taken from Ed Page’s
apartment off the table where Jackson had dropped it and
looked at the picture again. His eyes swung back to the
file photo. There was no doubt, it was the same man in
both photos.


  A wide-eyed Sawyer looked at Jackson. “Where did
you get this photo, Ray?” he asked very slowly, his voice
hardly above a whisper.


  Jackson licked his lips nervously; his head swayed
from side to side. “I can’t believe this.”


  “Where, Ray, where?”


  “Arthur Lieberman’s apartment.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


  Subj: Fwd: Not me.



  Date: 95-11-26 08:41:52 EST


  
From: ArchieKW2


  
To: ArchieJW2


   


   Dear Other Archie: Watch your typing.
By the way do you often send mail
yourself? Message a little melodramatic but a nice password nonetheless.
Maybe we can talk encryption techniques. Heard one of the best around is
the Secret Service’s racal-milgo. See
you in Cyberspace. Ciao.


  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  Forwarded Message:


  
Subj: Not me


  
Date: 95-11-19 10:30:06 PST


  
From: ArchieJW2


  
To: ArchieKW2


  
sid all wrong all backwards/disk in
mail 099121.19822.29629.295111.39614
seattlewarehouse-gethelphurryI


   


  Sidney stared at the computer screen; her mind alternated between racing out of control and threatening to
shut down. She had been right, though. Jason had
mistyped, had hit the k instead of the j. Thank you,
ArchieKW2, whoever you are. Fisher had also been right
about the password—almost thirty characters long. She
assumed that’s what the numbers represented: the password.


  Her heart sank as she looked at the date of the original
message. Her husband had implored her to hurry. There
was nothing she could have done about it, and yet she had
an overwhelming sense of having let him down. She
printed out the single page and put it in her pocket. At
least she would finally be able to read what was on the
disk. Her adrenaline soared with the thought.


  It abruptly went even higher as the sound of someone
entering the library reached her ears. She carefully exited
the program and turned off the computer. Her hands were
shaking as she put the disk back in her purse. She waited
for additional sounds, her breath coming in shallow
bursts, one hand on the butt of her pistol.


  When a sound came from her right, she slipped out of
the chair, bent low and proceeded to move quietly to her
left. She rounded a corner and stopped. Staring her in the
face was a bookshelf of F.2d, volumes she had spent
much of law school and her first years in practice poring
over. She looked through a gap in their ranks at the man
in the shadows. She could not make out his face. She
didn’t dare move farther for fear of making any noise.
Then the man started to come directly toward her. Her
grip tightened on the Smith & Wesson; her index finger
clicked off the safety. She pulled it from the holster as she
backed away. Crouching low, she made her way behind a
partition, her ears straining for any sound as she desperately tried to think of a way out. The problem was there
was only one doorway leading into the library. Her only
chance was to circle around, trying to keep a little ahead
of whoever was out there until she reached the doorway
and could run like hell. A bank of elevators was right
down the hallway. If she could make it.


  She proceeded to move a few feet and wait, then repeated the process. She had to assume she was making
enough noise for the man to hear her but not in a manner,
she felt, for him to gauge her strategy. The footsteps from
behind matched her maneuvers almost perfectly. That
should have been enough to set off alarm bells in her
head. She was almost at the doorway and could actually
see the frosted glass in the dim light. She gathered her
strength and nerve to take a few more steps, and then she
would make her run. Five more feet. Now she was almost
at the exit. Flattened against the wall, she slowly began to
count to three.


  She never made it past one.


  The bright lights blinded her. By the time she refocused, the man was right next to her. Pupils dilating, she
instinctively swung the pistol in his direction.


  “My God, have you lost your mind?” Philip Goldman
blinked rapidly to adjust to the new level of brightness.


  Sidney gaped at him.


  “What the devil do you mean, sneaking in here like
this? With a gun, no less?”


  Sidney stopped shaking and straightened up. “I’m a
partner in this firm, Philip. I have every right to be here.”
Her voice was trembling, but she met his gaze forcefully.


  Goldman’s voice was sneering. “Not for long, though.”
He withdrew an envelope from his inner pocket.
“Actually, this will save the firm the cost of a messenger.” He
held out the envelope to Sidney. “Your termination from
the firm. If you would kindly just sign it now, it would
save everyone a great deal of trouble and rid the firm of
an enormous embarrassment.”


  Sidney did not take the envelope but kept her eyes and
the pistol on Goldman.


  Goldman fingered the envelope before glancing at the
pistol. “Would you mind putting away that gun before
you add additional crimes to your résumé?”


  “I haven’t done a damn thing, and you know it.” She
spat the words out.


  Goldman rolled his eyes. “Of course. I’m sure you
were entirely ignorant of your loving husband’s nefarious
schemes.”


  “Jason hasn’t done anything wrong either.”


  “Well, I’m not going to argue with you while you have
a firearm pointed at me. Would you please put it away?”


  Finally Sidney began to lower the 9mm. Then something occurred to her. Who had turned on the lights?
Goldman hadn’t been anywhere near a switch.


  Before she had time to react, a strong hand gripped her
arm and the pistol was violently jerked from her. A powerful force slammed into her and she was thrown up against a
wall. She sank down to the floor, her head splitting with
pain from the impact. When she looked up, a burly man
dressed in a black chauffeur’s uniform stood over her,
pointing her own pistol at her head. From behind the gunman, another man appeared.


  “Hello, Sid. Gotten any more phone calls from dead
husbands lately?” Paul Brophy laughed.


  Shaking, Sidney managed to stand up and lean against
the wall while she tried to get her breath back.


  Goldman looked over at the burly man. “Good work,
Parker. You can go get the car. We’ll be down in a few
minutes.”


  Parker nodded and put Sidney’s pistol in his coat
pocket. She noted that he carried a holstered gun of his
own. Much to her dismay, he picked up her purse from
the floor where it had fallen during the brief struggle and
strode off.


  “You’ve been following me!”


  

  “I like to know the after-hours comings and goings at
the firm: an electronic tap on the entry system to the
building. I was quite pleased when I saw your name come
over the log at one-thirty A.M.” He looked at the shelves
of legal tomes. “Doing some legal research, or perhaps
following your husband’s example and trying to steal
some secrets?” Sidney would have hit Goldman flush in
the face with her fist if Paul Brophy hadn’t been too quick
for her.


  Goldman was unruffled. “Perhaps now we can get
down to business.” Sidney made a move to lunge through
the doorway; Brophy blocked her way, however, pushing
her back into the library. Sidney stared a hole through
him. “Going from partner in a major firm to burglary in a
New Orleans hotel is a big swing, Paul.” Brophy’s smile
disappeared.


  Sidney looked over at Goldman. “If I scream right
now, someone might hear me.”


  Goldman responded coolly. “Actually, Sidney, you
may have forgotten, but all attorneys and paralegals left
earlier today for the firm’s annual conference in Florida.
They won’t be back for several days. Unfortunately, I
was called away on unexpected business and have to take
an early morning flight down. Paul had a similar predicament. Everyone else is in attendance.” He glanced at his
watch. “Thus you can scream all you want. However, actually you have every reason to work with us.”


  Her eyes turned to slits, Sidney looked at both men.
“What are you talking about?”


  “This conversation might best be carried on in my office.” Goldman motioned toward the door and then produced a small-caliber revolver of his own to reinforce the
request.


   


  

  Brophy closed and locked the office door. Goldman
handed the gun to him and sat down behind his desk. He
motioned for Sidney to sit across from him. “It’s certainly
been an exciting month for you, Sidney.” He produced
the termination letter again. “However, I’m afraid your
recent excesses have resulted in your tenure at this firm
coming to an end. I wouldn’t be surprised if the firm and
Triton Global instituted civil litigation against you. Possibly criminal action as well.”


  Sidney’s eyes now bored in on Goldman. “You’re
holding me against my will at gunpoint and you’re telling
me to worry about criminal action?”


  “Paul and I, both partners in this firm, observe someone, an intruder, in the firm’s library doing God knows
what. We attempt to apprehend said suspect and what
does she do? She pulls a gun on us. We’re able to wrestle
the gun away, fortunately, before anyone is hurt, and now
we are detaining that intruder until the police arrive.”


  “Police?”


  “Oh, that’s right, I haven’t called the police yet, have
I? How absentminded of me.” Goldman reached for the
phone, lifted the receiver and then sat back in his chair
without dialing. “Oh, now I remember why I haven’t
called them.” His tone was goading. “Would you like to
know the reason?” Sidney didn’t answer. “You’re a deal
lawyer, Sidney. Well, what if I were to propose a deal to
you? A way for you to not only remain at liberty but also
derive some economic gain, since you now happen to be
unemployed.”


  “Tyler, Stone isn’t the only firm in town, Phil.”


  

  Goldman winced at the abbreviation of his name.
“Well, actually, in your case that’s not quite correct. You
see, as far as you’re concerned, there are no firms left.
Not here, not anywhere in this country, perhaps the
world.”


  Sidney’s face betrayed her confusion.


  “Let’s be rational, Sid.” Goldman’s eyes gleamed momentarily as he returned the verbal joust. “Your husband
is suspected of sabotaging a plane, resulting in the murder of almost two hundred people. On top of that it’s clear
he stole money and secrets worth hundreds of millions of
dollars from a client of this firm. Obviously these crimes
were planned over a long period of time.”


  “I haven’t heard you mention my name yet in this
ridiculous scenario.”


  “You had high-level access to Triton Global’s most
important records, perhaps records to which even your
husband wasn’t privy.”


  “That was part of my job. That doesn’t make it criminal.”


  “As they are fond of saying in legal circles, and as is
embodied in the Canon of Ethics, even the ‘appearance of
an impropriety’ must be avoided. I think that you long
ago overstepped that boundary.”


  “How? By losing my husband? By being railroaded
out of my job without a scintilla of proof? Why don’t we
talk about lawsuits for a minute? Like Sidney Archer versus Tyler, Stone for wrongful termination?”


  Goldman looked over at Brophy and nodded slightly.
Sidney turned her head to look at him. Her chin began to
tremble when she saw the minicassette recorder emerge
from his pocket.


  

  “These things come in so handy, Sid,” said Brophy.
“Record so clear it’s as if you were right there in the same
room.” He hit the play button.


  After a minute of listening to her conversation with her
husband, Sidney whirled back around to face Goldman.
“What the hell do you want?”


  “Well, let’s see. I suppose we must first establish market price. What is that tape worth? It establishes that you
lied to the FBI. A felony in itself. Then there’s aiding and
abetting a felon. Accessory after the fact. Another nasty
one. The list goes on from there. Neither of us is a criminal lawyer, but I think you get the picture. Father gone,
mother in jail. Your little girl is how old? Tragic.” He
shook his head in mock sympathy.


  Sidney jumped out of her chair. “Fuck you, Goldman.
Fuck you both.” Sidney screamed the words in uncontrollable fury. Then she lunged across the desk, gripped
Goldman’s throat with both hands and would have done
him serious damage had Brophy not come once again to
the older man’s rescue.


  Goldman, coughing and gagging, looked furiously at
Sidney as soon as she was pulled off. “You ever touch me
again, you’ll rot in jail,” he sputtered.


  Breathing hard, Sidney stared wildly at the man. She
flung off Brophy’s restraining hand but did not move as
he kept the gun trained on her. Goldman smoothed down
his tie and ruffled shirt and reassumed his confident tone.
“Despite your crude reaction, I am actually prepared to
be quite generous with you. If you would look at the matter rationally, you would be compelled to accept the offer
I’m about to make to you.” He cocked his head at her and
glanced down at the chair.


  Shaking and breathing irregularly, Sidney finally sat
back down.


  “Good. Now, as succinctly as possible, here is the situation: I know that you have spoken with Roger Egert,
who is now in charge of the CyberCom matter. You are
privy to Triton’s latest proposal regarding the CyberCom
acquisition. This I also know to be fact. Now you are also
still in possession of the password to the master computer
file for the CyberCom transaction.” Sidney looked dully
at Goldman as her thoughts jumped ahead of his words.
“I want both the latest terms of the proposal and the password to the computer file, just in case there are any last-minute changes in Triton’s negotiation position.”


  Sidney’s tone was slow, deliberate, her breathing now
returned to normal. “RTG must really want CyberCom if
they’re paying you something other than your hourly rate
to violate attorney-client privilege, not to mention stealing corporate secrets.”


  Goldman merely continued: “In return we are prepared
to pay you ten million dollars, tax-free, of course.”


  “Ensuring my economic stability now that I’m unemployable? And my silence?”


  “Something like that. You disappear to some nice little
foreign country, raise your little girl in luxury. The CyberCom deal is consummated. Triton Global will continue
on. Tyler, Stone will remain a viable firm. No one is the
worse off. The alternative? Well, it’s something considerably less pleasant. For you. However, time is of the
essence. I need your answer in one minute.” He stared at
his watch, counting the seconds off.


  

  Sidney sat back in her chair, her shoulders slumped as
she swiftly thought through the few possibilities left to
her. If she agreed, she would be rich. If she didn’t, she
could and probably would go to jail. And Amy? She
thought of Jason and all the terrible events of the past
month. More than enough for several lifetimes. She suddenly stiffened as she looked at Goldman’s triumphant
features, felt the sneering presence of Paul Brophy behind her.


  She knew what course of action she would take.


  She would accept their terms and then she would play
her own cards. She would give Goldman the information
he wanted and then she would go straight to Lee Sawyer
and tell him everything, including the existence of the
disk. She would hope for the best deal she could get and
she would expose Goldman and his client for what they
were. She wouldn’t be rich and she might be away from
her little girl if she did any prison time, but she wasn’t
going to raise Amy with Goldman’s extortion money.
And, most important, she could live with herself.


  “Time,” Goldman announced.


  Sidney didn’t speak.


  Goldman shook his head slowly and lifted up the
phone receiver once more. Finally, almost imperceptibly,
Sidney nodded her head. Goldman rose from behind the
desk, a broad smile on his face. “Excellent. What are the
terms and the password?”


  Sidney shook her head. “My bargaining position is a
little fragile. First the money, then the information. Or
you can just go ahead and dial 911.”


  

  Goldman hesitated for a moment. “Well, as you say,
your position is precarious. However, precisely because
of that fact, we can be somewhat flexible. Shall we?” He
stood up and motioned to the door. Sidney looked confused. “Now that we’ve reached agreement, I want to
fully implement the deal before I let you go. You may be
difficult to find later,” Goldman explained.


  As Sidney rose and turned, Brophy put the revolver
into the back of his waistband and intentionally brushed
lightly against her with his shoulder, his lips near her ear.
“After you get settled down into your new life, you may
want some company. I see myself having a lot more free
time and more money than I know what to do with. Think
about it.”


  Sidney’s knee slamming into his groin sent Brophy to
the floor. “I just did, Paul, and I’m trying hard not to be
sick to my stomach. Stay away from me if you want to
keep what little manhood you’ve got left.”


  Sidney walked briskly down the hallway, Goldman
right behind her. Brophy finally managed to pull himself
up. Clutching his privates, his face pale, he staggered
after them.


   


  The limo was waiting for them on the lowest level of
the garage next to the elevator bank, its engine running.
Goldman held the door while Sidney climbed in. Brophy,
still trying to catch his breath and painfully bent over, entered last and sat across from Goldman and Sidney; the
darkened glass partition was fully raised behind him.


  

  “It won’t take long to make arrangements. You may
find it’s in your best interests to maintain your present
domicile until things cool down a bit. Then we’ll fly you
to an interim destination. You can send for your daughter
and live happily ever after.” Goldman’s tone was openly
jovial.


  Sidney’s response was all business. “What about Triton
and the firm? You mentioned lawsuits?”


  “I think that can all be taken care of. Why would the
firm want to immerse itself in such embarrassing litigation? And Triton really can’t prove anything, can it?”


  “So why should I deal?”


  Brophy held up the minicassette recorder, his face still
flushed. “Because of this, you little bitch. Unless you
want to spend the rest of your life in prison.”


  Sidney’s manner remained calm. “I’ll want that tape.”


  Goldman shrugged. “Impossible for now. Perhaps
later, when things have returned to normal.”


  Goldman looked at the glass partition. “Parker?”


  The partition slid down.


  “Parker, we can go now.”


  The arm coming through the now open space between
the front and back of the limo held a gun. Brophy’s head
exploded and he fell face down onto the floor of the limo.
Goldman and Sidney were both splattered with his blood,
among other things. Goldman’s mouth dropped open and
he yelled in disbelief as the pistol turned in his direction.
“Oh, God. No! Parker!”


  

  The bullet slammed into his forehead and Philip Goldman’s long career as an exceedingly arrogant attorney
came to a decisive end. He jolted backward in the seat
from the bullet’s impact, blood covering his face as well
as the rear glass of the limo. Then he slumped over
against Sidney, who screamed as the gun now swiveled in
her direction. Her fingernails dug into the soft leather seat
in her panic. For an instant she stared at the face that was
covered by a black ski mask and then her eyes zeroed in
on the gleaming muzzle that hovered barely five feet
from her face. Every detail of the pistol was seared into
her memory as she awaited her death.


  Then the gun was pointed toward the right-side door of
the limo. As Sidney sat frozen, the arm motioned more
firmly toward the door. Trembling and unable to understand what was happening other than the fact that she apparently was not going to die, Sidney managed to push
Goldman’s limp form off her and started to climb over
Brophy’s body. While she awkwardly made her way
across the dead lawyer, her hand slipped on a patch of
blood and she fell on top of him. She instantly jerked
back. As her fingers clawed for a solid grip, she felt the
hard object under Brophy’s shoulder. Her fingers instinctively closed around the metal. With her back to the gunman, she was able to tuck Brophy’s revolver into her coat
pocket without being observed.


  When she opened the door, something hit her in the
back. Frightened out of her mind, she managed to turn
around and eyed her purse where it had fallen on top of
Brophy’s body after bouncing off her. Then her eyes
caught hold of the computer disk Jason had sent her as
the hand holding it disappeared back through the partition. With trembling hands she picked up her purse,
pushed open the heavy door all the way and fell out of the
car. Then she staggered up and raced away with every
ounce of energy in her possession.


  

  Back in the limo the man leaned through the partition.
Next to him in the front seat, Parker was slumped over, a
bullet hole in his right temple. The man carefully picked
up the minicassette recorder where it had fallen on the
seat of the limo and played a few seconds of it. He nodded to himself when he heard the voices and then carefully moved Brophy’s body slightly to the side, slid the
recorder several inches under his body and let him slump
back to his original position. The disk was put away in
the man’s fanny pack. His last act was to carefully pick
up the three shell casings ejected from the pistol. He
couldn’t make it too easy for the cops. Then the man exited the limo, the gun he had used to murder three people
carried in a baggie for deposit in an out-of-the-way place,
but not so out of the way that the police would fail to uncover it.


  Kenneth Scales took off the ski mask. Under the bright
lights of the empty garage the deadly blue eyes twinkled
with deep satisfaction. Another night’s work successfully
completed.


   


  Sidney punched the elevator button again and again
until finally the doors opened. She slumped against the
wall of the elevator car. She was covered in blood. She
could feel it on her face, her hands. It was all she could
do not to start shrieking at the top of her lungs. She just
wanted to get it off her. With an unsteady hand she hit the
button for the eighth floor.


  

  As soon as she got to the ladies’ room and saw her
bloody image in the mirror, she threw up in the sink, then
dropped to the floor, where she lay moaning, the dry
heaves pounding her unmercifully. Finally she managed
to pull herself up and wash off the blood as best she
could. She continued to pour hot water over her face until
its sting began to calm the shakes; she kept raking shaky
fingers through her hair, probing for things that did not
belong there.


  Leaving the rest room, she ran down the hallway to her
office and grabbed a spare trench coat that she kept there.
It effectively covered the remnants of blood that had refused to come off. Then she picked up the phone and prepared to dial 911. She gripped the .32 with her other
hand. She could not shake the feeling that at any moment
that gleaming pistol would be pointed in her direction
again. That the man behind the black mask would not let
her live a second time. She had keyed two of the numbers. Then her hand froze as the vision hit her. In the
limo: the barrel of the gun staring her in the face. Then its
image as it swung toward the door. That’s when she saw
it.


  The grip. The cracked grip. Cracked when she had
dropped the gun back at her home. The man had her gun.
Two men had just been murdered with her 9mm.


  Another vision burned into her brain. The tape of her
and Jason’s conversation. That too was back there, with
the dead men. The reason why she had been left alive became abundantly clear to Sidney Archer: She had been allowed to live so that she could rot in jail for murder. Like
a terribly frightened child, she scrambled back into the
far corner of her office and slumped across the floor, her
body quivering uncontrollably, tears and moans spilling
out of her, with absolutely no sign of ever stopping.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


  Sawyer was still staring at the photo of Steven Page, the
dead man’s face looming larger and larger in his mind
until he finally had to drop the picture and turn away before it completely engulfed him.


  “I just assumed it was a photo of one of Lieberman’s
kids. They were all on his desk together. I never thought
to connect up that he has two, not three children.” Jackson slapped his forehead. “It just didn’t seem all that important. Then when the investigation shifted away from
Lieberman to Archer—” Jackson shook his head in obvious misery.


  Sawyer sat on the edge of the table. Only those closest
to him would realize that the veteran FBI agent was more
stunned than he had ever been in his professional life.


  

  “I’m sorry, Lee.” Jackson snatched another look at the
photo and cringed. Sawyer softly patted his partner on the
back. “It’s not your fault, Ray. Under the circumstances it
wouldn’t have seemed important to me either.” Sawyer
stood up and started pacing. “But now it sure as hell is.
We’ll need to verify that it is Steven Page, although I really don’t have any doubt about it.” He abruptly stopped
pacing. “Hey, Ray, NYPD could never figure out where
Steven Page got all that money, right?”


  Jackson’s mind clicked into high gear. “Maybe Page
was blackmailing Lieberman. Perhaps over his affair.
They were both in finance, same professional circles.
That would explain the money Page had.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “A number of people seemed
to know about the mistress—not much opportunity for
blackmail there. Besides, most people don’t keep photos
of their blackmailers on display, Ray.” Jackson looked
sheepish. “No, I think it cuts deeper than that.” Sawyer
leaned against the wall of the conference room, folded his
arms and sunk his head on his chest. “By the way, what
did you ever get on our elusive mistress?”


  Jackson took a minute to consult a file. “A lot of nothing. I found a number of people who had heard rumors.
Unsubstantiated rumors, they were quick to point out.
They were terrified of being named or involved. I had to
do some quick soft-shoe to calm them down. It was the
damnedest thing, though: They had all heard about her,
could describe her pretty well, although each description
I got was a little different than the last. But—”


  “But nobody could tell you definitively that they had
ever actually met the mystery lady.”


  Jackson’s face scrunched up. “Yeah, that’s right.
How’d you know that?”


  Sawyer took a deep breath. “You ever play that game
as a kid, Ray, where somebody tells you something and
you tell somebody else and they tell somebody else? By
the time it gets to the end of the line, the information is
nothing like it started out to be. Or how a rumor gets
started and spreads and everybody believes it to be the
gospel, could almost swear they had personally seen
whatever it was, and none of it is true.”


  “Hell, yes. My grandmother reads the Star. She believes everything in it and talks like she actually saw Liz
Taylor getting it on with Elvis on the space shuttle.”


  “Right. It’s not true, not one bit of it, but people will
tell you it is, fervently believe that it is, simply because
they’ve read about it or heard it, especially if they’ve
heard it from more than one person.”


  “Are you saying…”


  “I’m saying that I don’t think the blond mistress ever
existed, Ray. More to the point, I think she was created
for a specific purpose.”


  “Like what?”


  Sawyer took a very deep breath before answering. “To
cover the fact that Arthur Lieberman and Steven Page
were lovers.”


  Jackson dropped into a chair as he stared at Sawyer.
“Are you serious?”


  

  “The photo of Page at his apartment, next to his kids?
Those love letters you found at the apartment? Why not
sign them? A week’s pay says the handwriting matches
Steven Page’s. And last but not least, Page being a
millionaire on a working man’s salary? Very doable if you’re
by chance sleeping with a guy who’s made lots of people
millionaires.”


  “Yeah, but why invent a story about a mistress? It
could’ve blown Lieberman’s chairmanship bid.”


  Sawyer was shaking his head. “In this day and age,
Ray, who knows? If that were the criterion, a big chunk
of the political leadership in this country would have to
pack up and go home. And the fact is it didn’t stop him
from getting the Fed’s top post. But do you think the outcome would’ve been the same if it was discovered
Lieberman was homosexual and had a male lover less
than half his age? Keep in mind that the financial community in this country is one of the most conservative
you’ll find anywhere.”


  “Okay, he would’ve been screwed, that’s for damned
sure. But talk about your double standards. It’s okay to
commit adultery, so long as it’s with someone of the opposite sex.”


  “Right, you invent a phony heterosexual affair to cover
the true homosexual one. They used to do that out in Hollywood with leading men who weren’t attracted to the
opposite sex. The studios would orchestrate phony marriages. All a complicated sham to preserve a lucrative career. Lieberman’s scam wasn’t a perfect fix, but it gets
him the brass ring. His wife may or may not have known
the truth. But she gets paid off big-time, so she’s not
going to talk. And she’s six feet under now. So no loose
lips there.”


  

  Jackson wiped his brow. “Jesus.” He looked at Sawyer,
puzzled. “If that’s the case, then Steven Page’s death was
a suicide; there would be no reason to kill him.”


  Sawyer was shaking his head. “There would be every
reason to kill him, Ray.”


  “Why?”


  Sawyer paused for a moment, looked down at his
hands and spoke quietly. “Want to make an educated
guess as to how Steven Page contracted HIV?”


  Jackson’s eyes bulged. “Lieberman?”


  Sawyer looked up. “I’d be real interested to find out
whether Lieberman was HIV-positive.”


  Jackson’s confusion suddenly cleared. “If Page knows
he might be terminal, he’d have no reason to keep quiet.”


  “Right. Getting a terminal illness from one’s lover
doesn’t normally inspire loyalty. Steven Page held Arthur
Lieberman’s professional future in his hands. I think that
equals sufficient homicidal motive, in my book.”


  “So it looks like we need to approach this case from an
entirely new angle.”


  “Agreed. Right now we have a lot of speculation, but
not really a damn thing we can take to a prosecutor.”


  Jackson got out of his chair, started to tidy up the files.
“So you really think Lieberman had Page killed?”


  When Sawyer didn’t answer, Jackson turned to find
him staring off into space.


  “Lee?” Sawyer finally looked over at him.


  “I never said that, Ray.”


  “But—”


  

  “I’ll see you in the morning. Get some sleep, you’re
going to need it.” Sawyer got up and walked to the door
leading out of the conference room. “I’ve got somebody
I need to speak to,” Sawyer said.


  “Who?”


  Sawyer turned back momentarily. “Charles Tiedman,
president of the San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank.
Lieberman never got a chance to talk to him. I think it’s
about time somebody did.”


  Sawyer left Jackson bent over the stacks of files, his
mind reeling.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


  Sidney Archer picked herself up off the floor. As the
twin feelings of hopelessness and fear faded away, they
were slowly replaced with an even stronger impulse: survival. She unlocked one of her desk drawers and pulled
out her passport. She had been called overseas on a moment’s notice more than once in her legal career. But now
the reason would be about as personal as one could get:
her life. She went to the office next to hers. It belonged to
a young associate who happened to be a rabid Atlanta
Braves fan; a good portion of one of his shelving units
mirrored that loyalty. She snatched the baseball cap off
the shelf, bobby-pinned her long hair up, and pulled the
cap down tight over her head.


  

  She thought to check her purse. Amazingly, her wallet
was still full of hundred-dollar bills from the New
Orleans trip. The killer hadn’t touched those. Exiting the
building, she hailed a cab, gave the driver her destination
and slid appreciatively into the seat as the vehicle sped
away. She carefully slid the late Philip Goldman’s .32 revolver out of her pocket, inserted it into the belt holster
Sawyer had given her, and then buttoned up her trench
coat.


  The cab pulled in front of Union Station and she got
out. She never would have gotten through airport security
with her handgun, but she had no such worry traveling on
Amtrak. Her plan, at the outset, was simple: Run to a safe
place and try to figure things out. She planned on contacting Lee Sawyer, but she didn’t want to be in the same
country as the FBI agent when she did. The problem was
she had tried to help her husband. She had lied to the
FBI. A stupid act in retrospect, but at the time it was the
only thing she could do. She had to help her husband. She
had to be there for him. Now? Her gun was at a murder
scene; the tape of her conversation with Jason was there
as well. Despite her coming partially clean with Sawyer,
what would he think now? Now, she was certain, the
handcuffs would come out. She started to sink into despair again, but she gathered her courage, turned up her
collar in the face of the icy wind and entered the railway
terminal.


  

  She bought a coach ticket on the next Metroliner train
bound for New York City. The train would leave in about
twenty minutes and would deposit her at Penn Station in
midtown New York at about five-thirty in the morning. A
cab ride would take her to JFK Airport, where she would
buy a one-way plane ticket on an early morning flight to
some country, she wasn’t sure which one yet. She went to
the ATM machine on the lower level of the train station and
withdrew some more cash. As soon as an APB was put out
on her, the plastic would be useless. It suddenly occurred to
her that she had no other clothes and that she would have to
travel as much as possible incognito. The problem was that
none of the innumerable clothing shops were open in the
terminal at this time of night. She would have to wait until
she got to New York.


  She stepped inside a phone booth and consulted her
small address book; Lee Sawyer’s card tumbled out. She
stared at it for a long moment. Dammit! She had to, she
owed the man. She dialed Sawyer’s home number. After
four rings the answering machine came on. She hesitated
and then slammed the phone down. She dialed another
number. It seemed to ring indefinitely until a sleepy voice
answered.


  “Jeff?”


  “Who’s this?”


  “Sidney Archer.”


  Sidney could hear Fisher fumbling in his bedcovers,
probably looking for the clock. “I waited up to hear from
you. Must’ve fallen asleep.”


  “Jeff, I don’t have much time. Something terrible has
happened.”


  “What? What’s happened?”


  “The less you know, the better.” She paused and struggled through her thoughts. “Jeff, I’m going to give you
the number where I can be reached right now. I want you
to go to a pay phone and call me back.”


  “Christ, it’s… it’s after two A.M.”


  “Jeff, please, just do what I ask.”


  After a little grumbling, Fisher assented. “Give me
about five minutes. What’s the number?”


  Barely six minutes later, the phone rang. Sidney
snatched it up. “You’re at the pay phone. You swear?”


  “Yes! And I’m freezing my ass off. Now talk to me.”


  “Jeff, I’ve got the password. It was in Jason’s e-mail. I
was right, it was sent to the wrong address.”


  “That’s fantastic. Now we can read the file.”


  “No, we can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I lost the disk.”


  “What? How did you do that?”


  “It doesn’t matter. It’s gone. I can’t get it back.” Sidney’s misery was evident in her voice. She collected her
thoughts. She was going to tell Fisher to leave town for a
while. He could be in danger, serious danger, if her experience in the parking garage was any indicator. She froze
at Fisher’s words.


  “Well, you’re in luck, lady.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m not only security conscious, I’m anal as hell. I’ve
lost too many files over the years that weren’t backed up
properly, Sid.”


  “Are you saying what I think you are, Jeff?”


  “While you were in the kitchen when we were working
on trying to decrypt the file…” He paused somewhat
dramatically. “I made a couple copies of the files on the
disk. One on my hard drive and one on another floppy.”


  Sidney couldn’t speak at first. When she did, her response made Fisher blush. “I love you, Jeff.”


  “When do you want to come over so we can finally see
what’s on that sucker?”


  “I can’t, Jeff.”


  “Why not?”


  “I have to go out of town. I want you to send the disk
to an address I’m about to give you. I want you to FedEx
it. Drop it off first thing in the morning. First thing, Jeff.”


  “I don’t understand, Sidney.”


  “Jeff, you’ve been a big help, but I don’t want you to
understand it. I don’t want you involved any more than
you already are. I want you to go home, get the disk and
then go stay at a hotel. The Holiday Inn in Old Town is
near your place. Send me the bill.”


  “Sid—”


  “As soon as the FedEx office opens in Old Town, I
want you to drop the package off,” she repeated. “Then
call in to the office, tell them you’re extending your vacation for a few more days. Where does your family
live?”


  “Boston.”


  “Fine. Go to Boston and stay with them. Send me the
bill for your transportation. Fly first class if you want.
Just go.”


  “Sid!”


  “Jeff, I have to get off in a minute so don’t argue with
me. You have to do everything I’ve just told you. It’s the
only way you can be reasonably safe.”


  “You’re not kidding, are you?”


  “Do you have something to write with?”


  “Yes.”


  

  She flipped through her address book. “Write down
this address. Send the package there.” She gave him her
parents’ mailing address and phone number in Bell Harbor, Maine. “I’m truly sorry I had to involve you in this
at all, but you’re the only one who could help me. Thank
you.” Sidney hung up.


  Fisher put the phone back in its cradle, looked warily
around the darkened area, ran to his car and drove home.
He was about to park his car at the curb when he noticed
a black van about a block behind him. As he squinted in
the dark light, Fisher was able to discern two figures in
the front seat of the van. His breathing immediately accelerated. He did a slow U-turn in the middle of the street
and headed back toward the heart of Old Town. He
didn’t look at the driver as he passed by the van. When
he checked his mirror again, the van was following him.


  Fisher pulled his car to a stop in front of the two-story
brick building. He looked up at the sign: CYBER@CHAT.
Fisher was good friends with the owner and had even
helped set up the computer systems offered at
Cyber@Chat.


  

  The bar stayed open all night and with good justification. Even at this hour it was three-quarters full, mostly
with a college-age crowd who didn’t have to get up and
go to work the next morning. However, instead of blaring
music, rowdy patrons and a smoky atmosphere (because
of the sensitive computer equipment, no smoking was allowed) the interior was filled with the sounds of computer
games and low, often intense discussions about whatever
was tripping its way across the abundance of computer
monitors in the place. The age-old art of flirting still took
place, and men and women roamed the room in search of
companionship, however brief.


  Fisher found his friend, the owner, a young man in his
twenties, behind the bar and struck up a friendly conversation. Explaining enough of his situation to enable his
friend to assist him, Fisher discreetly handed across the
piece of paper containing the address in Maine Sidney
had given him. The owner disappeared into the back
room. Within five minutes Fisher was entrenched behind
one of the computers. As he briefly peered out the window of the bar, the black van came to a stop in an alleyway across the street. Fisher turned back to the computer.


  A waitress brought over a bottle of beer and a glass,
and a plate of munchies. As she set the plate down next
to the computer, she put a linen napkin next to it. Inside
the carefully folded napkin was a blank three-and-a-half-inch disk. Fisher nonchalantly unfolded the napkin and
quickly slid the disk into the computer’s floppy drive. He
typed in a series of characters and the high-decibel dialing of a phone modem could be heard. Within a minute,
Fisher was connected to his computer at home. It took
about thirty seconds for him to download the computer
files he had copied from Sidney’s disk onto the blank
disk. He looked out the window again. The van had not
moved.


  

  The waitress came over to his table. Obviously privy to
his plan, she asked if he needed anything else. On her tray
was a padded FedEx envelope with the Bell Harbor address typed on the mailing label. Fisher looked out the
window again. Then down the street he noticed two policemen standing next to their patrol cars shooting the
breeze. When the waitress reached for the disk, which
had been part of the plan hastily fleshed out with the bar’s
owner, Fisher shook his head. Sidney’s warning had
come back to him. He didn’t want to involve his friends
unnecessarily in any of this and now maybe he didn’t
have to. He whispered to the waitress. She nodded and
took the FedEx envelope into the back room, returning
barely a minute later. She handed another padded envelope across to Fisher. He looked down at it and smiled
when he saw the metered postage label on the envelope.
His friend had been very liberal in his estimation of what
it would cost to mail the small package, even certified, return receipt requested. It was definitely not going to be
returned for insufficient postage. It wasn’t as fast as
FedEx, but it would have to do under the circumstances,
Fisher concluded. He slipped the disk into the envelope,
sealed it and put it in his coat pocket. He then paid his
bill, leaving a healthy tip for the waitress. He dabbed
some of the beer on his face and clothes and then tipped
the glass back and finished it in one gulp.


  As he exited the bar and walked toward his car, the
van’s headlights came on and Fisher could hear the engine start up. The van headed toward him. Fisher started
staggering and then singing loudly. The two cops down
the street turned their heads in his direction. Fisher gave
them an exaggerated salute and a bow before he collapsed into his car, started the engine and drove off toward the cops on the wrong side of the street.


  

  As he hurtled by the police, his squealing tires doing at
least twenty over the speed limit, the cops jumped in their
cruisers. The van followed at a safe distance but then
turned off when the police cruisers caught up to Fisher.
His hazardous driving and the smell of beer on his breath
earned Fisher a pair of handcuffs and a quick trip to the
police station.


  “I hope you know a good lawyer, fella,” the cop barked
from the front seat.


  Fisher’s response was completely lucid and tinged
with more than a trace of humor. “Actually, I know a
number of them, Officer.”


  At the police station he was fingerprinted and his possessions inventoried. He was allowed to make one phone
call. Before he did so, however, he politely asked the
desk sergeant to do him a favor. A minute later Fisher
watched gleefully as the padded envelope was dropped
into the police station’s U.S. mail chute. The “snail mail.”
If his techie friends could only see him now. On his way
to the holding cell, Jeff Fisher actually broke into a cheerful whistle. It wasn’t wise to screw around with an MIT
man.


   


  To his pleasant surprise, Lee Sawyer did not have to
travel to California to speak with Charles Tiedman. After
a phone call to the Federal Reserve, Sawyer learned that
Tiedman was actually in Washington for a conference.
Although it was almost three in the morning, Tiedman,
still operating on West Coast time, had quickly agreed to
speak to the agent. In fact, it seemed to Sawyer that the
San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank president was very
eager to talk to him.


  

  At the Four Seasons Hotel in Georgetown where Tiedman was staying, Sawyer and Tiedman sat across from
each other in a private room adjacent to the hotel restaurant, which had closed several hours earlier. Tiedman was
a small, clean-shaven man in his early sixties who had a
habit of nervously clasping and unclasping his hands.
Even at this hour of the night, he was dressed in a
somber gray pinstripe with a vest and bow tie; a tasteful
gold watch chain spanned the vest. Sawyer could envision the dapper little man wearing a soft felt cap and
tooling around in a roadster with the top down. His conservative appearance smacked much more of the East
Coast than the West, and Sawyer learned quickly in the
preliminary conversation that Tiedman had spent a good
many years in New York before heading to California.
For the first few minutes of their meeting he would only
occasionally seek direct eye contact with the FBI agent,
usually keeping his watery gray eyes, which were covered with a fragile pair of wire-rimmed spectacles,
squarely on the carpeted floor.


  “I take it you knew Arthur Lieberman quite well,” said
Sawyer.


  “We attended Harvard together. We both started out at
the same banking firm. I was the best man at his wedding,
and he at mine. He was one of my oldest and dearest
friends.”


  Sawyer took advantage of the opening. “His marriage
ended in divorce, right?”


  Tiedman eyed the agent. “That’s right,” he replied.


  Sawyer consulted his notebook. “In fact, that was right
about the time he was being considered to head the Fed?”


  Tiedman nodded.


  “Lousy timing.”


  “You could say that.” Tiedman poured out a glass of
water from the carafe on the table next to his chair and
took a long drink. His thin lips were dry and chafed.


  “I understand the divorce started out being really nasty
but was soon enough settled and really didn’t affect his
nomination. Guess Lieberman lucked out.”


  Tiedman’s eyes blazed. “You want to call that lucky?”


  “All I meant was he got the Fed job. I assume that as a
close personal friend of Arthur’s you probably know
more about it than just about anyone.” Sawyer looked at
Tiedman with frank, questioning eyes.


  Tiedman didn’t say anything for a full minute, then he
let out a deep breath, put his glass down and settled back
in his chair. Now he looked directly at Sawyer.


  “While it’s true that he became chairman of the Fed, it
cost Arthur just about everything he had worked for over
the years to make his ‘nasty’ little divorce go away, Mr.
Sawyer. It wasn’t fair after a career such as his.”


  “But the chairmanship paid good money. I looked up
the salary. A hundred thirty-three thousand six hundred
dollars per year. He was much better off than most.”


  Tiedman laughed. “That may be true, but before Arthur
joined the Fed he earned hundreds of millions of dollars.
Consequently, he had expensive tastes, and some debt.”


  “A lot of debt?”


  Tiedman’s eyes again went to the floor. “Let’s just say
the debt was somewhat more than he could afford on his
Fed salary, despite its relatively large size.”


  Sawyer let that information sink in while he asked another question. “What can you tell me about Walter
Burns?”


  Tiedman looked sharply at Sawyer. “What do you want
to know?”


  “Just general background stuff,” Sawyer replied innocently.


  Tiedman rubbed at his lip in a distracted manner and
eyed Sawyer’s notebook. Sawyer caught the glance and
abruptly closed the pad. “Off the record.”


  Tiedman looked resignedly at Sawyer. “I have no
doubt Burns will succeed Arthur as chairman. It’s quite
fitting. He was a follower of Arthur’s. However Arthur
voted, Walter did too.”


  “Was that a bad thing?”


  “Not usually.”


  “What does that mean?”


  The little man’s expression became astonishingly sharp
when he focused on the agent’s face. “It means that it is
never wise to follow placidly along when good judgment
should dictate otherwise.”


  Sawyer leaned back in his chair. “Meaning you didn’t
agree with Lieberman all the time.”


  Tiedman was not looking at the agent now. His features
betrayed what he was thinking, however. It was clear that
he now intensely regretted ever allowing this interview.


  “Meaning that members of the Federal Reserve Board
are placed on that board to exercise their own minds and
their own judgments and not to blindly succumb to arguments that have little basis in reality and could lead to
disastrous consequences.”


  “That’s a pretty big statement.”


  “Well, it’s a pretty big job we have.”


  

  Sawyer referred to his notes from the conversation
with Walter Burns. “Burns said Lieberman took the bull
by the horns early on, to get the market’s attention, to
shake it up. I take it you thought that wasn’t such a good
idea.”


  “Ludicrous would be a better term.”


  “If it was so off-the-wall, why did a majority go
along?” Sawyer was a little skeptical.


  “There’s a phrase that critics of economic forecasting
like to use: Give an economist a result you want, and
he’ll find the numbers to justify it. This entire city is filled
with number crunchers who look at the exact same data
and interpret it in widely disparate ways on everything
from the federal budget deficit to the Social Security surplus.”


  “Meaning that data can be manipulated.”


  “Of course it can, depending on who’s paying the
meter and whose political agenda is being furthered,”
Tiedman said with asperity. “You’ve no doubt heard the
principle that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction?” Sawyer nodded. “Well, I’m convinced its
genesis is political rather than scientific.”


  “No disrespect, but could it be they thought your views
were wrong?”


  

  “I am not omniscient, Agent Sawyer. However, I have
been intimately involved in the financial markets for the
last forty years. I have seen up and down markets. I have
seen robust economies and ones teetering on collapse. I
have seen Fed chairmen take prompt, effective action
when confronted with crisis and I have seen others flounder badly, with the result that the economy gets tipped on
its head. An ill-advised half-percent increase in the Fed
Funds Rate can cost hundreds of thousands of jobs and
absolutely devastate whole sectors of the economy. It is
an enormous power that must not be exercised lightly.
Arthur’s zigzagging with the Fed Funds Rate placed
every American citizen’s economic future in serious
jeopardy. I was not wrong.”


  “I thought you and Lieberman were close. Didn’t he
ask for your advice?”


  Tiedman fingered his coat button nervously. “Arthur
had previously sought out my counsel. Often. For a period of about three years he stopped doing that.”


  “Was that the period during which he played roller-coaster with the rates?”


  Tiedman nodded. “I finally concluded, as did others on
the board, that Arthur was punching a lazy financial market flush in the face. But that is not the board’s mission,
it’s far too dangerous. I lived through the last stages of
the Great Depression. I have no desire to do so again.”


  “I guess it never occurred to me how much power the
board wields.”


  

  Tiedman looked sternly at him. “Do you know that
when we decide to raise rates we can tell fairly precisely
how many businesses will declare bankruptcy, how many
people will lose their jobs, how many homes will be foreclosed? We have all that data, neatly bound, carefully
studied. To us it’s only numbers. We never, officially,
look behind those numbers. If we did, I don’t think any
of us would have the stomach for the job. I know that I
wouldn’t. Perhaps if we started tracking suicide, murder
and other criminal statistics, we would be more
understanding of the vast powers that we hold over our fellow
citizens.”


  “Murder? Suicide?” Sawyer looked at him warily.


  “Surely you would be the first to admit that money is
the root of all evil. Or perhaps more accurately stated, the
lack of money is the root of all evil.”


  “Jesus, I never really thought of it that way. You sort of
hold the power of…”


  “God?” Tiedman’s eyes sparkled. “Do you know how
much money the Fed wire-transfers out to maintain its
policies and to insure that the commercial banking system operates smoothly?” Sawyer shook his head. “One
trillion dollars per day.”


  Sawyer sat back, stunned. “That’s a lot of money,
Charles.”


  “No, that’s a lot of power, Agent Sawyer. We’re one of
this country’s best-kept secrets. Indeed, if average citizens were fully aware of what we can do and have often
done in the past, I believe they’d storm the walls and cast
us all into dungeons, if not worse. And maybe they would
be right.”


  Sawyer looked down at his notes. “Do you know the
dates those rate changes occurred?”


  Tiedman retreated from his musings. “Not offhand. An
astonishing admission for a banker, but my memory isn’t
all that good with numbers anymore. I can get you the answer, though.”


  “I’d appreciate it. Could there have been another reason why Lieberman went nuts with the rates?” Now
Sawyer clearly saw the twinge of anxiety mixed with fear
in the man’s features.


  “What do you mean?”


  Sawyer leaned back in his chair. “You said it was out
of character for him. And then he abruptly returned to
normal. Doesn’t that sound mysterious to you?”


  “I guess I never thought about it in that light. I’m afraid
I still do not understand your point.”


  “Let me put this as clearly as I can. Maybe Lieberman
was manipulating the rates against his will.”


  Tiedman’s eyebrows shot up. “How could anyone
make Arthur do that?”


  “Blackmail,” Sawyer said simply. “Any theories?”


  Tiedman regrouped and began speaking nervously. “I
had heard rumors that Arthur was having an affair, years
ago. A woman—”


  Sawyer broke in. “I don’t buy that and neither do you.
Lieberman paid off his wife to avoid a scandal so he
could run the Fed, but it wasn’t over a woman.” Sawyer
leaned forward so that his face was within inches of Tiedman’s. “What can you tell me about Steven Page?”


  Tiedman’s face froze, but only for an instant. “Who?”


  “This might jog your memory.” Sawyer reached in his
pocket and pulled out the photo Ray Jackson had found
in Lieberman’s apartment. He held the photo up in front
of Tiedman.


  Tiedman took the photo in quivering hands. His head
bent low, his long brow a sea of creases. However,
Sawyer could see the recognition in the man’s eyes.


  “How long have you known about this?” Sawyer asked
quietly.


  

  Tiedman’s mouth moved, but no words came out. He
finally handed the photo back to Sawyer and took another
drink of water. He didn’t look at Sawyer when he spoke,
which seemed to make the words come a little easier. “I
was actually the one who introduced them,” was Tiedman’s surprising reply. “Steven worked at Fidelity Mutual as a financial analyst. Arthur was still president of the
New York Fed at that time. I was introduced to Steven at
a financial symposium. Many colleagues whom I respected sang his praises loudly. He was an exceptionally
bright young man with some intriguing ideas on the financial markets and the Fed’s role in the evolving global
economy. He was personable, cultured, attractive; he’d
graduated near the top of his college class. I knew that
Arthur would find him a welcome addition to his circle of
intellectual acquaintances. He and Arthur quickly struck
up a friendship.” Tiedman faltered.


  “A friendship that eventually blossomed into something else?” Sawyer prompted.


  Tiedman nodded.


  “Were you aware at the time that Lieberman was homosexual, or at least bisexual?”


  “I knew that his marriage was troubled. I did not know,
at the time, that the trouble stemmed from Arthur’s sexual… confusion.”


  “He seemed to solve that confusion. He divorced his
wife.”


  “I don’t think that was Arthur’s idea. I believe Arthur
would have been perfectly happy keeping intact at least
the facade of a happy heterosexual marriage. I know that
more and more people ‘come out’ these days, but Arthur
was an intensely private man and the financial community is very conservative.”


  “So the missus wanted the divorce. Did she know
about Page?”


  “His specific identity? No, I don’t think so. But I believe she knew Arthur was having an affair, and that it
wasn’t with a woman. I believe that was why the divorce
was so acrimonious and so one-sided. Arthur had to act
quickly, lest his wife tell her attorneys, even, about her
suspicions. It cost him every penny he had. Arthur only
disclosed this information to me as the most personal secret one friend could tell another. And I only tell it to you
under those same strict, confidential terms.”


  “I appreciate that, Charles,” Sawyer said. “Only you
have to understand if Lieberman was the reason that
plane went down, I have to explore every possibility to
solve that crime. However, I can promise you that I won’t
use the information you’ve just given me unless it directly impacts on my investigation. If it turns out Lieberman’s affair is not connected, then no one will ever learn
from me what you’ve just disclosed. Fair enough?”


  “Fair enough,” Tiedman finally said. “Thank you.”


  Sawyer noted Tiedman’s exhaustion and decided to
move forward quickly. “You’re familiar with the circumstances of Steven Page’s death?”


  “I read about it in the paper.”


  “Did you know that he had tested positive for HIV?”


  Tiedman shook his head.


  Sawyer sat back. “A couple more questions. Did you
know that Lieberman had terminal pancreatic cancer?”
Tiedman nodded. “How did he feel about it? Devastated?
Hurt?”


  

  Tiedman didn’t answer immediately. He sat quietly, his
hands clasped in his lap. Then he looked at Sawyer.
“Actually, Arthur seemed happy.”


  “The guy was terminal and he seemed happy?”


  “I know it sounds strange, but it’s the only way I can
describe it. Happy and relieved.”


  The puzzled FBI agent thanked Tiedman and left, his
head swimming with an entirely new set of questions and
no way, as yet, to answer them.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


  Sidney sat alone in the dining car as the train rumbled
through the night on its way to New York. While darkened images flew past the windows, she distractedly
sipped at a cup of coffee and nibbled on a microwave-warmed muffin. The steady clicking of the train wheels
and the car’s gentle swaying as it headed up the much-traveled northeast corridor soothed her.


  

  For a good part of the train trip her mind focused on
her daughter. It seemed like an eternity since she had held
her little girl. Now she had no idea when she would see
her again. The only thing keeping her away was the certainty that if she tried to see Amy, she would bring harm
to her little girl. She would never do that, not even if it
meant never seeing her again. She would call, though, as
soon as she got into New York. She wondered how she
could explain to her parents the next nightmare that
awaited them: the headlines proclaiming their overachieving, cherished daughter a murderer now on the run.
She could do nothing to shield them against the onslaught
of attention that would be hurtling their way. That attention would find its way to Bell Harbor, Maine, she was
sure, but perhaps her parents’ trip north would buy them
some precious time away from the hideous spotlight.


  Sidney knew she had only one shot to unravel whatever it was that had come and blasted her life to hell. That
opportunity lay in the information in the hard plastic shell
that would soon be speeding its way north as fast as Federal Express could ship it. The disk was all she had. Jason
seemed to think it vitally important. If he was wrong?
She shuddered and forced her thoughts away from that
potential nightmare. She had to trust her husband on that
one. She peered out the window as a blur of trees, modest homes with crooked TV antennas and the cracked,
ugly cinder blocks of abandoned businesses raced by. She
huddled into her coat and lay back in the seat.


  

  As the train rolled into the dark caverns of Penn Station, Sidney stood by the exit door. Her watch proclaimed
it was five-thirty in the morning. She didn’t really feel
tired, although she couldn’t remember the last time she
had slept. Penn Station was fairly crowded for that hour
of the morning. Sidney waited in the cab line and then decided to make a quick phone call before she went to JFK.
She planned to dump the gun before leaving for the airport. However, the cold metal gave her a feeling of security she desperately needed right now. She still had not
decided where she was traveling, but at least the cab ride
to the airport would give her time to think of a destination.


  On her way to the pay phone, she grabbed a copy of the
Washington Post and scanned the headlines. Nothing
about the murders had appeared yet; however, the bodies
could have been found and the reporters might simply not
have had time to file their stories before deadline. If her
two former partners hadn’t been found yet, it would not
be long now. The parking garage opened to the public at
seven A.M. but it could be accessed at any time by tenants
of the building.


  She dialed her parents’ number in Bell Harbor. An automated message greeted her and announced that the
number was not in service. She groaned as she suddenly
remembered why. Her parents always had the phone
turned off during the winter. Her father had probably forgotten to turn the service back on. He would certainly do
so once he got up there. Since it wasn’t back on, that
meant they probably hadn’t arrived yet.


  

  Sidney swiftly calculated travel times. When she had
been a child, her father would drive all the way through,
about thirteen hours, stopping along the way only for
food and gas. As he had grown older, though, he had become more patient. Ever since his retirement, he would
stop along the way for the night, break the trip up into
two days. If they had left early yesterday afternoon, as
planned, that would put them in Bell Harbor at about
midafternoon today. If they had left as planned. It suddenly occurred to Sidney that she had not verified her
parents’ departure yet. She decided to correct that oversight immediately. The phone rang three times and then
the answering machine picked up. She spoke into the
phone to let her parents know it was she. They often
screened their calls. However, no one picked up the
phone. She put the phone receiver back. She would try
again from the airport. She checked her watch and decided to make one more phone call. Now that she knew
of Paul Brophy’s involvement with RTG, something
didn’t make sense to her. There was only one person she
could think of to ask about it. And she had to do it before
news of the murders reached the public.


  “Kay? It’s Sidney Archer.”


  The voice on the other end of the line was sleepy at first
and then wide awake as Kay Vincent sat up in bed.
“Sidney?”


  “I’m sorry to call so early, but I really need your help
on something.” Kay didn’t answer. “Kay, I know what all
the papers have been saying about Jason.”


  Kay’s voice cut her off. “I don’t believe any of that
stuff, Sidney. Jason could never have been involved in
any of that.”


  Sidney breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you for saying
that, Kay. I was beginning to think I was the only one
who hadn’t lost the faith.”


  “Not by a long shot, Sidney. How can I help you?”


  Sidney took a moment to calm her nerves, to keep her
voice from shaking too much. She eyed a police officer
walking down the hallway of the train station. She turned
her back to him and hunched against the wall. “Kay, you
know Jason never really talked to me about his work.”


  Kay snorted. “It’s no small wonder. It’s beaten into our
heads here: Everything’s one big secret.”


  “Right. But now secrets don’t do me any good. I need
to know what Jason was working on the last few months.
Were there any big projects he was on?”


  Kay shifted the phone to her other ear. Her husband
was snoring on the other side of the bed. “Well, you know
he was working on organizing the financial records for
the CyberCom deal. That took a lot of his time.”


  “Right, I knew something about that one.”


  Kay chuckled. “He’d come back from that warehouse
looking like he’d just mud-wrestled an alligator, filthy
from head to toe. But he kept at it and did a great job. In
fact, he really seemed to enjoy it. The other thing he spent
a lot of time on was the integration of the company’s tape
backup system.”


  “You mean the computer system storing automatic
copies of e-mails and documents and such?”


  “Right.”


  “Why did they need an integration of the tape backup
system?”


  “Well, as you probably could’ve guessed, Quentin
Rowe’s company had a first-rate system before it was
bought out by Triton. But Nathan Gamble and Triton
didn’t. Between you and me, I don’t think Nathan Gamble knows what a tape backup is. Anyway, Jason’s job
was to integrate Triton’s previous backup systems into
Quentin’s more sophisticated one.”


  “What exactly would the integration entail?”


  

  “Going through all of Triton’s backup files and formatting them into a shape that would be compatible with the
new system. E-mails, documents, reports, graphs—anything created on the computer system. He finished that
one too. The whole system is now fully integrated.”


  “Where were the old files kept? At the office?”


  “Oh, no. At the storage facility over in Reston. Boxes
stacked ten high. Same place where the financial records
were stored. Jason spent a lot of time there.”


  “Who authorized those projects?”


  “Quentin Rowe.”


  “Not Nathan Gamble?”


  “I don’t think he even knew about it initially. But he
does now.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “Because Jason got an e-mail from Nathan Gamble
commending him on the job he had done.”


  “Really? That doesn’t sound like Nathan Gamble.”


  “Yeah, it surprised me too. But he did.”


  “I suppose you don’t recall the date of that e-mail, do
you?”


  “Actually, I do, for a terrible reason.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Kay Vincent sighed deeply. “It was the day of the plane
crash.”


  Sidney jerked upright. “You’re sure?”


  “There was no way I could forget that, Sid.”


  “But Nathan Gamble was in New York on that day. I
was there with him.”


  “Oh, that doesn’t matter. He has his secretary send out
his e-mails on a preset schedule regardless of whether
he’s in the office or not.”


  

  That didn’t make any sense to Sidney. “Kay, I suppose
there’s been no more news on the CyberCom deal, has
there? The records issue is still hanging things up?”


  “What records issue?”


  “Gamble didn’t want to turn over the financial records
to CyberCom.”


  “I don’t know anything about that. I do know that the financial records have already been turned over to CyberCom.”


  “What?” Sidney almost screamed out the word. “Did
any attorneys at Tyler, Stone look them over first?”


  “I don’t know about that.”


  “When did they go out?”


  “Ironically, same day as Nathan Gamble sent Jason
that e-mail.”


  Sidney’s head was spinning. “The day of the plane
crash? You’re absolutely sure of that?”


  “I’m real good friends with one of the mail-room
clerks. They recruited him to help transport the records to
the copy department and then he helped deliver them to
CyberCom. Why? Is that important for some reason?”


  Sidney finally spoke. “I’m not sure if it is or not.”


  “Oh, well, do you need to know anything else?”


  “No, Kay, you’ve given me plenty to think about.” Sidney thanked her, hung up the phone and headed for the
cab stands.


   


  

  Kenneth Scales looked down at the message he was
holding in his hands, his eyes narrowing. The information
on the disk was encrypted. They needed the password. He
looked over at the one individual who they now knew had
to be the recipient of that precious e-mail. Jason wouldn’t
have sent the disk to his wife without sending the password as well. That had to be the e-mail message Jason
had sent from the warehouse. The password. Sidney
stood in the cab line outside Penn Station. He should
have just taken care of her in the limo. It was neither his
practice nor to his liking to leave anyone alive. But orders
were orders. At least she had been kept on a short leash
until they knew where the e-mail had gone. Now he had
marching instructions he could truly sink his deadly
blade in. He moved forward.


   


  When Sidney’s cab pulled up, she caught a reflection in
the window of the vehicle. The man was only focused on
her for an instant, but with her nerves set on high, it was
long enough. She whirled around and their eyes locked
for one terrifying moment. The same devilish eyes from
the limo. Scales cursed and raced forward. Sidney
jumped in the cab and it roared off. Scales pushed several
people waiting ahead of him in line aside, threw the
protesting cab stand attendant to the pavement and leaped
into the next available cab. It sped after Sidney.


  Sidney looked behind her. Through the darkness and
driving sleet she couldn’t make out much. However, traffic was relatively light at this time of the morning and she
saw a pair of headlights swiftly approaching. She turned
back around. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but
we’re being followed.” She gave the driver another destination. He made a hard left, then a sharp right and
roared down an empty side street and then back out onto
Fifth Avenue.


  

  Sidney’s cab pulled to a stop in front of a skyscraper.
She jumped out and raced toward the entrance, pulling
something out of her purse as she did so. She stuck the
access card into the slot in the wall and the door clicked
open. She went inside, pulling the door closed behind her.


  The security guard at the granite console in the lobby
looked up sleepily. Sidney dug once more in her bag and
produced her Tyler, Stone ID card. The guard nodded and
slumped back in his chair. Sidney glanced back once
more as she hit the elevator button. Only one elevator car
was activated this early in the morning. The second cab
screeched to a stop in front of the building and a man
jumped out and raced over to the glass doors and
pounded on them. Sidney watched as the guard got up
from his chair.


  Sidney called to him. “I think that man was following
me. He might be a nut. Please be careful.”


  The guard eyed her for a minute and then nodded. He
looked back over at the doorway. One hand slipped down
to the pistol in his holster as he strode over to the doorway. Sidney glanced back once more before she got on
the elevator. The guard was looking up and down the
street. Sidney breathed a sigh of relief and got on the elevator, hitting the button for the twenty-third floor. Moments later she entered the darkened Tyler, Stone suite
and hurried into an office. She hit a light, pulled out her
address book, consulted a phone number and dialed.


  

  She was calling her parents’ longtime neighbor and
family friend, seventy-year-old Ruth Childs. Ruth answered the phone on the first ring, and from her brisk tone
it was clear, despite it being a little after six in the morning, that she had been up for a while. Ruth tenderly
commiserated with Sidney over her recent loss and then, in
response to Sidney’s query, reported that the Pattersons
and Amy had left yesterday around two o’clock after
hastily packing for their trip. She knew Bell Harbor was
the destination, but that was all.


  “I saw your father put his shotgun case in the trunk,
Sidney,” Ruth said provocatively.


  “I wonder why,” was Sidney’s weak response. She was
about to say good-bye when Ruth said something that
made Sidney’s heart skip a beat.


  “I have to admit I was kind of worried the night before
they left. There was a car driving by at all hours. I don’t
sleep much, and when I do, it doesn’t take much to wake
me up. It’s a quiet neighborhood, you know that. Nothing
out here unless you’re going to see someone for a visit.
The car was back yesterday morning.”


  “Did you see anyone in the car?” Sidney’s voice was
trembling.


  “No, my eyes aren’t what they used to be, even with
trifocals.”


  “Is the car still there?”


  “Oh, no. It left right after your parents did. Good riddance, I say. I’ve got my baseball bat by the door, though.
Just let somebody try to break in my house. They’ll wish
they hadn’t.”


  Before hanging up, Sidney told Ruth Childs to be careful and to call the police if the car showed up again,
which Sidney was certain it wouldn’t. The car was far
away from Hanover, Virginia. It was, she was almost positive, on its way to Bell Harbor, Maine. And now, so was
she.


  She hung up the phone and turned to leave. That’s
when she heard the ding of the elevator car arriving at the
floor she was on. She didn’t stop to wonder who might be
arriving this early. She immediately assumed the worst.
She pulled out the .32 revolver and ran out of the office
in the opposite direction from the elevator. At least she
had the advantage of knowing the office layout.


  Flying feet behind her confirmed her worst suspicions.
She ran as hard as she could, her purse flapping against
her side. She could hear the person’s breath as he turned
onto the darkened corridor she was on. He drew closer.
She ran faster than she had since her college basketball
days, but it clearly wasn’t going to be fast enough. She
would have to try a different tactic. She rounded a corner,
stopped, spun around and knelt down in a shooting
stance, the revolver pointed straight ahead. The man,
charging hard, hurtled around the corner and stopped
dead barely two feet from her. She glanced at the knife in
his hand, the blood still gleaming on its blade. His body
seemed to tense for an all-out attack. As if sensing that,
Sidney sent a round sailing just past his left temple.


  “The next one hits your brain.” Sidney stood up, her
eyes glued to his face, and motioned for him to drop the
knife, which he did. “Move,” she barked, pointing behind
him with the gun. She backed him down the hallway until
they reached a metal door.


  “Open it.”


  

  The man’s eyes bore into her. Even with the gun
pointed right at his head, she felt like a kid with a slender
stick confronting a rabid dog. He opened the door wide
and looked inside. The lights automatically came on. It
was the copy room, a large operation with massive machines, stacks of paper and all the other mundane items
required by a busy law firm. She motioned through the
doorway to another door at the far end of the copier room.
“In there.” He moved through the doorway. Sidney
caught the door and held it open as she watched him
move across the room. He looked back at her as he
opened the other door. It was a storage closet for office
supplies.


  “That door opens, you’re dead.” Holding the door open
with her shoulder, the gun still trained directly on him,
she reached across to a counter just inside the room and
made a show of picking up a telephone. As soon as the
man closed the door, Sidney put down the phone, quietly
closed the copier room door and raced down the hallway
to the elevators. She hit the button and the door immediately opened. Thank God it had remained on the twenty-third floor. She jumped on and pushed the button for the
first floor, all the time listening for the man coming for
her. She kept the revolver trained on the opening, but the
office remained quiet. As soon as she reached the first
floor, she hit all the buttons up to the twenty-third floor
and jumped off the elevator. She let out her breath and allowed herself a small smile. It quickly turned to horror as
she rounded the corner and almost fell over the security
guard’s body. Forcing herself not to scream, she raced out
of the building and down the street.


   


  It was seven-fifteen in the morning and Lee Sawyer
had just closed his eyes when the phone rang. He flopped
a big hand over and picked it up.


  “Yeah?”


  “Lee?”


  Sawyer’s groggy brain snapped into high gear and he
sat up. “Sidney?”


  “I don’t have much time.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Just listen!” She was once again standing at a pay
phone in Penn Station.


  He switched the phone to his other ear as he threw the
bedcovers off. “Okay, I’m listening.”


  “A man just tried to kill me.”


  “Who? Where?” Sawyer sputtered as he grabbed a pair
of pants off the bed and started to shove them on.


  “I don’t know who he is.”


  “Are you okay?” he asked anxiously.


  Sidney looked around at the crowded train station. A
number of New York’s finest were in attendance. Problem was, they were the enemy now too. “Yes.”


  Sawyer let out a deep breath. “Okay, what’s going on?”


  “Jason sent an e-mail to our house after the plane
crash. There was a password in that e-mail.”


  “What?” Sawyer started to sputter again. “Jesus Christ,
an e-mail, you said?” Sawyer’s face was now blood-red.
He stamped around the room, throwing on a shirt, socks
and shoes while holding the cordless phone.


  “I don’t have time to tell you how I eventually received
the e-mail, only that I now have it.”


  With a massive effort at self-control, Sawyer managed
to calm down. “Well, what the hell did it say?”


  

  From the pocket of her coat, Sidney pulled out the
single sheet of paper containing the e-mail. “Do you have
something to write with?”


  “Hold on.”


  Sawyer ran into the kitchen and snatched a piece of
paper and pen from a drawer. “Go ahead. But make sure
you give it to me exactly as it appears.”


  Sidney did so, including the absence of spaces between
certain words and the decimal points segregating portions
of the password exactly as they appeared on the printed
page she was holding. Sawyer stared down at what he
had written. He went back through it again with her for
accuracy.


  “Do you have any idea what this message means, Sidney?”


  “I haven’t had much time to focus on it. I know that
Jason said it was all wrong, and I believe him. It is all
wrong.”


  “But what about this disk? Do you know what’s on it?”
He quickly read the message again. “Did you get it in the
mail?”


  Sidney hesitated and then said, “I haven’t yet.”


  “Is the password for the disk? Is it an encrypted file?”


  “I didn’t know you were such a computer expert.”


  “I’m just full of surprises.”


  “Yes, I believe it is.”


  “When do you expect to get it?”


  “I’m not sure. Look, I have to go.”


  “Wait a minute. The guy who tried to kill you. What’d
he look like?”


  

  She gave him a description. The thought of the maniacal blue eyes made her shudder. Sawyer wrote it down.
“I’ll run it through the system and see what comes up.”
He jolted upright. “Wait a minute, I’ve got you under surveillance. What the hell happened to my guys? Aren’t
you at your house?”


  Sidney swallowed hard. “I’m not exactly under surveillance right now. At least not by your people. And no,
I’m not at my house.”


  “Then would you mind telling me where you are?”


  “I’ve got to go.”


  “The hell you do. Some creep just tried to punch your
clock, my guys are nowhere on the scene. I want to know
what’s going on,” he raged.


  “Lee?”


  He calmed down slightly. “What?” he said gruffly.


  “Whatever happens, whatever you encounter, I want
you to know that I haven’t done anything wrong. Nothing.” She choked back some tears and added softly,
“Please believe that.”


  “What are you talking about? What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Good-bye.”


  

  “No! Wait!” The phone clicked in his ear and he angrily slammed it down. He looked at the message and
then put it down on the table next to the phone. He bent
over. His knees felt wobbly, his stomach more upset than
normal. He went into the bathroom and gulped down
some liquid Maalox. Wiping his mouth with the back of
his hand, he returned to the kitchen, picked up the piece
of paper he had written the e-mail down on and sat down
at the small table. He silently mouthed the words as he
read them. Watch your typing. The first portion of the
message seemed to suggest that Archer had sent the message to the wrong person. Sawyer read the recipient’s
name and then the sender’s. Sidney said Jason had sent
the e-mail to their house. ArchieJW2. That had to be
Jason Archer’s e-mail name, his last name and initials.
Then ArchieKW2 was the person the message had initially gone to. Jason Archer had hit the K instead of the J,
that seemed clear enough. ArchieKW2 had sent the message back to the sender with a message about the mistake, but in doing so had actually delivered it to the
intended destination: Sidney Archer.


  The reference to the Seattle warehouse made sense.
Jason had evidently run into some serious trouble with
whomever he was meeting. The exchange had somehow
gone bad. All wrong? Obviously, Sidney had pounced on
it as proof of her husband’s innocence. Sawyer wasn’t so
sure about that. All backwards? That seemed to be an
awkward phrase. Next, Sawyer stared at the password.
Jesus, Jason was truly a brain if he could pull that long a
password off the top of his head. Sawyer could make no
sense out of it. He squinted and parked his face closer to
the paper. Jason obviously had not had the opportunity to
finish the message.


  Sawyer stretched his kinked neck from side to side and
leaned back in his chair. The disk. They had to get the
disk. Or, more accurately, Sidney Archer would have to
get it. His thoughts were interrupted by the ringing
phone. Certain it was Sidney calling back, he snatched it
up.


  “Yeah?”


  “Lee, it’s Frank.”


  “Christ, Frank, can’t you ever call during normal business hours?”


  “It’s bad, Lee. Real bad. Law firm of Tyler, Stone. The
underground garage.”


  “What is it?”


  “Triple homicide. You better get down here.”


  Sawyer put the phone down. Sidney’s last words to
him had just taken on real meaning. Sonofabitch!


   


  The street leading into the underground parking garage
was a sea of red and blue lights as police and emergency
vehicles parked everywhere. Sawyer and Jackson flashed
their badges at the security line. A concerned-looking
Frank Hardy met them just inside the entrance and led
them to the lowest level of the garage, four stories underground, where the temperature in the garage was well
below freezing.


  “Looks like the murders took place very early this
morning, so the trail’s reasonably fresh. The bodies are in
good shape, too, except for some extra holes in them,”
Hardy said.


  “How did you find out about it, Frank?”


  “The firm’s managing partner, Henry Wharton, was
notified by the police in Florida, where he’s on firm business. He called Nathan Gamble; Gamble, in turn, immediately informed me.”


  “So I take it whoever got bumped was affiliated with
the law firm?” Sawyer asked.


  

  “You can see for yourself, Lee. Everybody’s still here.
But let’s say Triton has a particular interest in these murders. That’s why Warton called Gamble so fast. We also
just found out that the security guard at Tyler, Stone’s office in New York was murdered early this morning.”


  Sawyer stared at him. “New York?”


  Hardy nodded.


  “Anything else on it?”


  “Not yet. But there were reports of a woman running
out of the building about an hour before the body was discovered.”


  Sawyer digested this new development as the men
walked through the throng of police and forensics personnel to the driver’s side of the sleek limo. Both doors
were open. Sawyer observed the print technicians completing their dusting of the limo’s exterior. A crime scene
photographer was snapping away, while another technician was filming the area with a video camera. The medical examiner, a middle-aged man wearing a white dress
shirt with shirtsleeves rolled up, tie tucked inside the
shirt, and sporting plastic gloves and a surgical mask, was
consulting with two men wearing dark blue trench coats.
Then the two men walked over to join Hardy and the FBI
agents.


  Hardy introduced Sawyer and Jackson to Royce and
Holman, a pair of D.C. homicide detectives. “I’ve briefed
them on the bureau’s interest in the case, Lee.”


  “Who found the bodies?” Jackson asked Royce.


  

  “Accountant who worked in the building. Arrived a little before six. His parking space is down here. He thought
it was odd to see a limo here at this hour, particularly
since it was blocking a bunch of other parking spaces.
The glass on the vehicle is all tinted, as you can see. He
tapped on the door, got no response. So he opened the
passenger door. Bad decision. I think he’s still upstairs
puking. At least he managed to call it in.”


  The men moved over to the limo. Hardy motioned for
the FBI agents to have a look. After peering inside the
front and back, Sawyer looked up at Hardy. “Guy on the
floor looks familiar.”


  “He should be: Paul Brophy.”


  Sawyer looked over at Jackson.


  “Gentleman in the backseat with the third eye is Philip
Goldman,” Hardy stated.


  “RTG’s counsel,” Jackson said.


  Hardy nodded. “Victim in the front seat is James
Parker, an employee of the local RTG subsidiary; the
limo is registered to RTG, by the way.”


  “Hence, Triton’s interest in the case,” Sawyer said.


  “You got it,” Hardy said.


  Sawyer leaned back in the limo and studied the wound
on Goldman’s forehead before scanning Brophy’s body.
Over his shoulder, Hardy continued, his tone calm and
methodical. He and Sawyer had worked innumerable
homicides together. At least here all body parts were intact. They had viewed many where that was not the case.
“All three died from gunshot wounds. Appears to be
heavy-caliber, fired from close proximity. Parker’s
wound is a contact one. Brophy’s looked to be a near-contact, the little I was able to see of it. Goldman probably bought it from about three feet, maybe more,
considering the burn pattern on the forehead.”


  Sawyer nodded in agreement. “So the shooter may
have been in the front seat. Took out the driver first, Brophy next, and then Goldman last,” he ventured.


  Hardy didn’t look convinced. “Maybe, although the
killer could have been sitting next to Brophy, facing
Goldman. Popped Parker through the partition opening,
shot Brophy and then Goldman, or vice versa. We’ll have
to wait for the autopsy to get the exact trajectory of the
shots. That may give us a better idea of the order.” He
paused and then added, “Along with some other residue.”
The interior of the limo was indeed a grisly sight.


  “Got an approximate time of death yet?” Jackson
asked.


  Royce checked his notes. “Rigor hasn’t peaked yet—far from it, actually. Lividity isn’t fixed either. They’re all
in similar stages of postmortem, so it looks like they all
bought it at roughly the same time. Coupled with the
body temp, ME just gave me a preliminary of four to six
hours.”


  Sawyer checked his watch. “Eight-thirty now. So anywhere between two and four this morning.”


  Royce nodded.


  Jackson shivered as a cold draft swept down on them
when the elevator doors opened to emit additional police.
Sawyer grimaced as he watched clouds of breath floating
everywhere. Hardy smiled. “I know what you’re thinking, Lee. Nobody screwed with the air-conditioning like
with your last corpse, but as cold as it is down here—”


  “I’m not sure how accurate that time of death is going
to be,” Sawyer finished for him. “And I feel pretty certain
that every minute we’re off is gonna be real significant.”


  

  “Actually, we’ve got an exact time of entry for the limo
into the garage, Agent Sawyer,” Royce volunteered.
“Access is limited to those having valid key cards. The
garage’s security system records who enters by the individual card used to access the premises. Goldman’s card
was entered at one-forty-five this morning.”


  “So he wouldn’t have been here long before it all went
down,” Jackson ventured. “At least it gives us a benchmark.”


  Sawyer didn’t answer. He rubbed his jaw as his eyes
continued to dart around the crime scene. “Weapon?”


  Detective Holman pulled out an object enclosed in a
large sealed plastic bag. “One of the uniforms found this
in a nearby sewer drain. Luckily it had gotten hung up on
some debris lodged in there or we might never have
found it.” He handed the Baggie to Sawyer. “Smith &
Wesson nine-millimeter. Hydra-Shok rounds. Serial
numbers intact. Shouldn’t be much trouble tracing it.
Three rounds short of a full clip. And we’ve preliminarily accounted for a total of three wounds in the victims.”
All of the men could easily see the traces of blood on the
pistol, which was natural enough if it had been used to
perpetrate a contact wound. “Sure looks to be the murder
weapon,” Holman continued. “Shooter picked up the
ejected shell casings, but the slugs appear to still be in all
the victims, so we’ll get a definitive match from ballistics
depending on projectile deformity.”


  Even before he was handed the pistol, Sawyer had already noted it. So had Jackson. They looked at each other
with a sinking feeling: the cracked grip.


  Hardy noticed the exchange. “You got something?”


  

  Sawyer sighed. “Shit,” was all he could think to say at
the moment. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets,
looked over at the limo and then back at the murder
weapon. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure this gun belongs
to Sidney Archer, Frank.”


  “What was that name again?” Both homicide detectives piped in almost simultaneously.


  Sawyer filled the detectives in on Sidney’s identity and
connection to the law firm.


  “Right, the paper ran a story on her and her husband. I
knew the name was familiar. That explains a hell of a
lot,” Royce said.


  “How’s that?” Jackson asked.


  Royce consulted his notebook. “The front entrance to
the building also tracks who enters and leaves after hours.
One-twenty-one this morning, guess whose security card
was entered?”


  “Sidney Archer’s,” Sawyer said with a weary tone.


  “Bingo. Damn, husband and wife. Nice couple. We’ll
get her, though. Bodies are fresh, not too much of a head
start.” Royce sounded confident. “We’ve already lifted a
slew of partials from the limo. We’ll run them against the
dead men for elimination purposes and then focus on the
remaining ones.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if Archer’s prints turned up all
over the place,” Holman said. He cocked his head at the
limo. “Particularly with all the blood in there.”


  Sawyer turned to the detective. “Got a motive?”


  Royce held up the recorder. “Found this under Brophy.
It’s already been dusted.” The detective hit the play button. They all listened to the tape until it stopped a few
minutes later. Sawyer’s face flushed.


  

  “That’s Jason Archer’s voice,” Hardy said. “Know it
well.” He shook his head. “Now if we just had a body to
go along with the voice.”


  “And that’s Sidney’s voice,” Jackson added. He looked
over at his partner, who was leaning against a support
column, looking miserable.


  Sawyer assimilated the new information and plugged it
into the mutating landscape this case had become. Brophy had taped the conversation the morning they had
gone to interview Sidney. That’s why the sonofabitch had
looked so pleased with himself. That also explained his
trip to New Orleans and his little frolic and detour
through Sidney’s hotel room. Sawyer grimaced. He never
would have disclosed voluntarily what Sidney had told
him about the phone call. Only now the secret was out.
She had lied to the FBI. Even if Sawyer testified—which
he would do in a minute—that she had later disclosed to
him the details of the phone call, she had still made plans
to aid and abet a fugitive. Now she was looking at throw-away-the-key prison time. Amy Archer’s tiny face intruded on his thoughts and his shoulders slumped even
farther.


  As Royce and Holman drifted away to continue their
investigation, Hardy walked over to Sawyer. “You want
my two cents?”


  Sawyer nodded. Jackson joined them.


  “I probably know a couple things that you don’t. One
being that Tyler, Stone was terminating Sidney Archer,”
Hardy said.


  “Okay.” Sawyer’s eyes remained fixed on Hardy.


  

  “Ironically, the letter of termination was found on
Goldman’s person. It could’ve gone down like this:
Archer comes down to the office on her own for some
reason. Maybe it’s innocent, maybe it’s not. She meets up
with Goldman and Brophy, either by accident or arrangement. Goldman probably made Sidney Archer very familiar with the contents of the termination letter, and then
they spring the tape on her. That’s pretty heavy blackmail
material.”


  “I agree the tape is very damaging, but what would
they blackmail her for?” Sawyer’s eyes were still fixed on
his friend.


  “Like I told you before, up until the plane crash, Sidney Archer was lead counsel on the CyberCom deal. She
was privy to confidential information. Information that
RTG would be dying to get their hands on. The price for
that information is the tape. She either gives them the
deal info or she goes to prison. The firm is terminating
her anyway. What the hell does she care?”


  Sawyer looked confused. “But I thought her husband
had delivered that information to RTG already. The exchange on the videotape.”


  “Deals change, Lee. I know for a fact that since Jason
Archer’s disappearance the terms of Triton’s offer for
CyberCom have changed. What Jason gave them was old
news. They needed fresh stuff. Ironically, what the husband couldn’t give them, the wife could.”


  “Sounds like they would’ve made a deal, then. So how
does the killing part come in, Frank? Just because it was
her gun doesn’t mean she fired it.” Sawyer was now
being argumentative.


  

  Hardy ignored the tone, continuing on with his analysis. “Maybe they couldn’t agree to terms. Maybe things
turned ugly. Maybe they decided the best way was to get
the information they needed and then dispose of her.
Maybe that’s why they ended up in the limo. Parker was
carrying a gun; it was still in his holster, unfired. There
might have been a struggle. She pulls her piece, fires and
kills one of them in self-defense. Horrified, she decides
not to leave any witnesses.”


  Sawyer was shaking his head vigorously. “Three able-bodied men against one woman? Doesn’t make sense that
the situation would’ve gotten out of their control. Assuming she was in the limo, I can’t believe she would’ve
been able to kill all three and just walk away.”


  “Maybe she didn’t just walk away, Lee. She might’ve
been wounded, for all we know.”


  Sawyer looked at the concrete floor beside the limo.
There were several bloodstains, but none readily visible
farther away from the limo. Inconclusive at best, but
Hardy’s scenario was plausible.


  “So, she kills all three and then leaves without the tape.
Why?”


  Hardy shrugged. “Tape was found under Brophy. The
guy was big, at least two hundred pounds of literally dead
weight. It took two heavyweight cops to move the body
when they were trying to I.D. him. That’s when they spotted the tape. The simple answer may be that she physically couldn’t get to it. Or maybe she didn’t know it was
under there. From the looks of it, it fell out of his pocket
when he went down. Then she panicked and just ran. She
tosses the gun in the sewer and gets the hell out of Dodge.
How many times have we both seen that happen?”


  Jackson looked at Sawyer. “Makes sense, Lee.”


  Sawyer, however, was doubtful. He walked over to Detective Royce, who was signing off on some paperwork.


  “You mind if I call some of our forensics people in to
check out a few things?”


  “Hell, be my guest. I rarely turn down an assist from
the FBI. You guys got all those federal dollars. Us? We’re
lucky if we have gas in the cars.”


  “I’d like to run a few tests on the interior of the limo.
I’ll have my team here within twenty minutes. I’d like
them to do the exam with the bodies still in place. Then
I’d like to do a more thorough search—minus the bodies,
of course—back at the lab. Tow’s on us.”


  Royce considered the request for a moment and then
said, “I’ll get the necessary paperwork in order.” He
looked suspiciously at Sawyer. “Look, I’m always glad
of the bureau’s help, but this is our jurisdiction. I’d be
more than a little ticked to see credit misplaced when this
one gets solved. You hear what I’m saying?”


  “Loud and clear, Detective Royce. It’s your case.
Whatever we learn is yours to use in solving the crime. I
sincerely hope it earns you a promotion and a nice raise.”


  “You and my wife.”


  “Can I ask a favor?”


  “You can always ask,” Royce replied.


  “You mind having one of your techs get gunshot
residue samples from each of the three corpses? We’re
running out of time on that one. I can have my people analyze the samples.”


  “You think one of them might have fired the gun?”
Royce looked highly doubtful.


  “Maybe, maybe not. We can pretty much tell one way
or another, though.”


  Royce shrugged and motioned for one of his techs to
come over. After instructing her on what was wanted,
they watched as she lugged over a battered, bulky crime
scene kit, opened it and began preparations to perform a
gunshot residue test, a GSR. However, time was running
out: Samples optimally had to be collected within six
hours of the gun having been fired, and Sawyer was
afraid they were about to miss that deadline.


  The tech dipped a number of cotton swabs in a diluted
nitric acid solution. Separate swabs were rubbed over the
front and back of each corpse’s hands. If any of them had
fired a gun recently, then testing would reveal deposits of
barium and antimony, primer charge components used in
the manufacture of virtually all ammo. It wasn’t conclusive. If a positive result came back, it wouldn’t necessarily mean any of them had fired the murder weapon, only
some firearm within the last six hours. In addition, they
could have merely handled the firearm after it had been
fired—for instance, in a struggle—and gotten the residue
from the exterior of the weapon after it had just been
fired. But a positive GSR result could conceivably help
Sidney Archer’s cause, Sawyer figured. Even though all
the evidence seemingly pointed to her involvement in the
homicides, Sawyer was dead certain she hadn’t pulled the
trigger.


  “One more favor?” Sawyer asked Detective Royce.
Royce’s eyebrows shot up. “I’d like a copy of that tape.”


  “Sure. Whatever.”


  

  Sawyer rode the elevator back up to the lobby, walked
to his car and phoned in for the FBI’s forensics team.
While he waited for them to arrive, one thought beat relentlessly through Sawyer’s head. Where the hell was
Sidney Archer?









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY


  

  Usually eschewing any except the most modest makeup,
Sidney now took great pains to stencil in her face with considerable detail, holding up her compact as she stood in the
stall in the women’s rest room at Penn Station. She had concluded that the man pursuing her wouldn’t have figured her
to come back here. She then put on a tan leather cowboy
hat, pulling the brim down low over her forehead. With
enough artificial color on her face to almost qualify for
hooker status and her bloody clothes in a shopping bag destined for a Dumpster, she walked out of the rest room attired in an assortment of garments she had spent the better
part of the day acquiring: tight stone-washed blue jeans,
pointy beige cowboy boots, thick white cotton shirt and a
heavily insulated black leather bomber jacket. She looked
nothing like the conservative Washington, D.C., attorney
she had recently been and whom the police would soon be
hunting down for murder. She made certain the .32 was
carefully hidden away in an inner pocket. New York’s gun
laws were among the stiffest in the country.


  A half-hour ride northeast on the commuter train took
her to Stamford, Connecticut, one of a string of bedroom
communities feeding the working New Yorker’s desire to
live outside the hyperkinetic metropolis. A taxicab ride of
twenty minutes took her to a lovely white brick home
with black shutters nestled in a quiet neighborhood of
similarly high-priced residences. The name PATTERSON
was stenciled on the mailbox. Sidney paid the cabdriver,
but instead of going to the front door she walked around
back to the garage area. Next to the garage door hung a
large, ornate wooden bird feeder. Sidney looked around
and then stuck her hand into the feed, pushing through
the rough particles until she got to the bottom of the
feeder. She pulled out the set of keys buried there, went
over to the back door, put a key in the lock and the door
opened. Her brother, Kenny, and his family were in
France. He was incredibly bright, ran a very successful
independent publishing business, but was also absentminded as hell. He had locked himself out of every home
he had ever owned, hence the keys in the bird feeder, a
fact well known to every member of his family.


  

  The home was old, solidly built and beautifully decorated, with large rooms and comfortable furnishings. Sidney did not have time to enjoy the surroundings. She
went into a small study. Against one wall was a large enclosed oak cabinet. Using another key from the key ring,
Sidney opened the heavy double doors and viewed the
contents of the cabinet: An impressive array of shotguns
and pistols loomed in front of her. She settled on a Winchester 1300 Defender. The twelve-gauge shotgun was
relatively light, weighing in under seven pounds. It
chambered three-inch Magnum shells that would stop
anything on two legs, and, perhaps most important,
sported an eight-shot magazine. She put several boxes of
Magnum shells into one of her brother’s ammo bags she
had pulled from a drawer in the cabinet. Next she looked
over the pistols hanging on special hooks mounted into
the wall of the cabinet next to the shotgun collection. She
had little confidence in the stopping force of the .32. She
picked up several of the pistols, testing them for weight
and comfort. Then she smiled as her hand closed around
an old familiar: a Smith & Wesson Slim-Nine complete
with unblemished grip. She grabbed the pistol and a box
of 9mm ammo, stuffed it in the same bag with the shotgun loads and locked the cabinet back up. Snagging a
pair of binoculars off another shelf, Sidney left the room.


  

  She ran upstairs to the master bedroom and spent several minutes going through her sister-in-law’s clothing.
Soon Sidney had assembled a suitcase full of warm clothing and footwear. A thought suddenly struck her. She
switched on the small TV in the bedroom. She channel-surfed until she found an all-news station. The top story
of the day was being recounted, and though she had been
expecting it, her heart sank when her face appeared on
the screen next to a picture of the limo. The news story
was brief but devastating in portraying her inescapable
guilt. Sidney received another shock as the screen split
into two and she was joined by a photo of Jason. He
looked tired in the photo, which she instantly recognized
as the one on his Triton security badge. Apparently the
media were finding the husband-wife master criminal
angle an engaging one. Sidney studied her own face on
the screen. She too looked tired, her hair plastered down
on either side of her head. She and Jason looked…
guilty, she concluded. Even if they weren’t. But right
now, most of the country would believe them to be villains, a modern-day Bonnie and Clyde.


  She rose on unsteady legs and on a sudden impulse
went into the bathroom, where she stripped off her
clothes and climbed in the shower. The sight of the limo
had reminded her that she still carried vestiges on her person of those horrible few moments. She had closed and
locked the bathroom door upon entering. Keeping the
shower curtain wide open, she never left her back exposed to the door. The loaded .32 revolver lay within easy
reach. The hot water took the chill off her bones. By accident she glimpsed her exhausted, gaunt face in the
small mirror affixed to the shower wall and shuddered at
the sight. She felt tired and old. Emotionally and mentally
spent, her body was giving way on her. She could feel the
physical decline inch by miserable inch. Then she gritted
her teeth and slapped herself in the face. She couldn’t
give up now. She was an army of one, but a damned determined one. She had Amy. That was something no one
would ever take away from her.


  

  Finished with her shower, she dressed warmly and
raced to the mudroom, where she grabbed a heavy-duty
flashlight off a hook. It had suddenly occurred to her that
the police would be checking with all of her family and
friends. She carried everything out to the garage, where
she eyed the dark blue Land Rover Discovery, one of the
sturdiest vehicles ever built. She put her hand under the
left fender and pulled out a set of car keys. Her brother
really was something. She turned off the sophisticated car
security system by punching the tiny button on the car
key, slightly wincing at the weird birdlike sound made by
the deactivation. She was careful to place the shotgun on
the floorboard of the backseat with a heavy blanket over
it. The pistols were placed in the ammo bag, which was
shoved under the front seat.


  The V-8 engine roared to life. Sidney hit the door
opener that was clipped to the visor and backed the Land
Rover out of the garage. Carefully searching the street for
any people or vehicles and finding none, Sidney eased the
two-ton truck out of the driveway and onto the road,
rapidly gathering speed as she left the quiet Stamford
neighborhood.


  

  Within twenty minutes she had reached Interstate 95.
Traffic was heavy and it took her a while before she left
Connecticut behind. She sliced her way through Rhode
Island and made the loop around Boston by one in the
morning. The Land Rover was equipped with a cellular
phone; however, after her informative talk with Jeff
Fisher, Sidney was reluctant to use it. Besides, who
would she call? She stopped once, in New Hampshire, to
grab some coffee and a candy bar and to fill the gas tank.
The snow was now coming down full-tilt, but the Land
Rover easily plowed through it, and the flapping sound of
the windshield wipers at least was keeping her awake. By
three in the morning, however, she was nodding off at the
wheel so frequently that she had to pull over finally at a
truck stop. She wedged the Land Rover in between two
Peterbilt OTR semis, locked the doors, slid into the backseat, gripped the loaded 9mm with one hand and fell
asleep. The sun was well up by the time she awoke. She
grabbed a quick breakfast at the truck stop and within a
few hours was well past Portland, Maine. Two hours later
she saw the exit she was seeking and turned off the highway. She was now on U.S. Route 1. At this time of year,
Sidney had the road pretty much to herself.


  In the blur of heavy snow she passed the small sign announcing her arrival into the town of Bell Harbor, population 1,650. While she was growing up, her family had
spent many wonderful summers in the peaceful town:
private, wide beaches, ice-cream sundaes and juicy sandwiches at the innumerable eateries in the resort town, a
show at the town’s very own playhouse, long bike rides
and walks along Granite Point, where one could observe,
up close, the ominous power of the Atlantic on a windy
afternoon. She and Jason had planned one day to buy a
beach house near her parents. They both had looked forward to spending summers up here, watching Amy run
along the beach and dig pools in the sand much as Sidney
had done twenty-five years before. It was a nice thought.
She hoped it was still capable of becoming reality. Right
now none of it seemed even remotely possible.


  

  Sidney made her way toward the ocean, finally turning
south onto Beach Street, where she slowed down. Her
parents’ house was a large, two-story affair of gray
weathered board with dormer windows and a deck running the width of the house on both the upper-level ocean
side and the street side. A garage occupied the basement
level of the house. The ocean wind funneling in between
the close-together beach houses managed to rock even
the tanklike Land Rover. Sidney could not remember
ever being in Maine at this time of year. The sky looked
particularly unfriendly. When she glimpsed the endless
darkness of the Atlantic, it occurred to her that she had
never seen snow falling into the ocean before.


  She slowed down slightly as her parents’ house came
into view. All of the other beach homes on the street were
uninhabited. In winter, Bell Harbor was akin to a ghost
town. Added to that, the Bell Harbor Police Department
numbered all of one during off-season months. If the man
who had calmly killed in a stretch limo in Washington
and tracked her to New York decided to come after her
again, he would be more than a match for Bell Harbor’s
finest of one. She grabbed the ammo bag from under the
seat and put a clip in her 9mm. She pulled into her parents’ snow-covered drive and got out. There was no sign that her parents had arrived. They must have stopped
along the way because of the weather. She pulled the
Land Rover into the garage and shut the door. She unloaded it and carried the items up the interior stairs leading from the garage to the house.


  She had no way of knowing that the heavy snow had covered up very recent tire tracks in her parents’ yard. Nor did she venture into the back bedroom, where numerous pieces of luggage were neatly stacked. As she entered the kitchen, she couldn’t see the car passing slowly by the house and then continuing on.


  * * *


  The interior of the FBI testing facility was going full steam. The white-coated FBI technician walked around the exterior of the limo, motioning Sawyer and Jackson
to follow her. The left-side rear passenger door was open.
Fortunately, the limo’s recent occupants had been since
transported to the morgue. Set up next to the limo was a
PC with a screen a full twenty-one inches across. The
tech stepped in front of it and began keying in commands
as she was speaking. Wide of hip, with lovely olive skin
and a mouth that showed many smile lines, Liz Martin
was one of the bureau’s best and hardest-working lab
rats.


  “Before we physically removed any trace, we hit the entire interior, both front and back, with the Luma-lite, as you
requested, Lee. We found some things of interest. We also
videotaped the interior of the vehicle while we were conducting the exam and fed that video into the system. Makes
it a lot easier for you to follow along.” She handed each of
the two agents a pair of goggles while she donned a pair
herself. “Welcome to the theater; these are for your viewing
pleasure.” She smiled. “Actually, they block out different
wavelengths that may have occurred during the exam and
which may otherwise obscure what was captured on the
film.” As she spoke, the screen came alive. They were looking at the inside of the limo. It was very dark, the conditions
under which a Luma-lite exam was conducted. Using a
powerful laser of particularly high wattage, the test was designed to make a wide range of otherwise invisible items
lurking at a crime scene visible.


  

  Liz manipulated a mouse connected to the PC and the
two agents watched as a large white arrow made its way
across the screen. “We started out using a single light
source, no chemicals applied. We were looking for inherent fluorescence, then we moved on to a series of dyes
and powders.”


  “You said you found some items of interest, Liz?”
Sawyer’s tone was a touch impatient, his eyes glued to
the screen even as he asked the question.


  “Hard not to in such a contained space as that, considering what happened there.” Her eyes flickered briefly over
at the limo. As her fingers expertly manipulated the mouse,
the white arrow came to rest on what looked to be the rear
seat of the limo. Liz hit some additional keys and the area
was blocked off on a series of grids appearing on the
screen and magnified until it was readily visible. However,
being readily discernible to the human eye and being readily identifiable were not the same thing.


  Sawyer turned to Liz. “What the hell is that?” It looked
like a string of some kind, but magnified and enlarged as
it was, it had taken on the thickness of a pencil.


  “Simply speaking, a fiber.” Liz pressed another key on
the computer and the fiber took on a three-dimensional
shape. “From the looks of it, I’d say wool, animal, the
real thing, not synthetic, gray in color. Sound familiar to
either of you?”


  Jackson snapped his fingers. “Sidney Archer was wearing a blazer that morning. It was gray.”


  Sawyer was already nodding. “That’s right.”


  Liz looked back at the screen and nodded thoughtfully.
“Wool blazer. That would fit the bill.”


  “Where exactly did you find it, Liz?” Sawyer asked.


  

  “Left rear seat, more towards the middle really.” Using
the mouse, Liz drew a line across the screen measuring
from the spot the fiber was found to the far left side of the
rear seat. “Twenty-seven inches from the end of the left-side rear seat, seven inches up from the seat. With that location it would seem logical that it came from a coat. We
also picked up some synthetic cloth fibers right next to
the left-side door. They matched the clothing found on
the deceased male sitting in that position.”


  She turned back to the screen. “We didn’t need the
laser to find these next samples. They were plainly visible.” The screen changed and Liz used the arrow to point
out several single strands of hair.


  “Let me guess,” Sawyer said. “Long and blond. Natural, not bleached. Found very near the fiber.”


  “Very good, Lee, we’ll make a scientist out of you
yet.” Liz smiled pleasantly. “Next we used leucocrystal
violet to test for blood. Found a ton of it, as you can
imagine. Spray patterns are pretty evident and actually
very demonstrative in this case, again probably due to the
tight parameters of the crime scene.” They looked at the
computer screen, where the interior of the limo was now
glowing brightly in numerous places. For a moment it
looked like they were deep in a mine and bits of gold
blazed out at them from every nook and cranny. Liz
marked several spots with the pointer. “My conclusion is
that the gentleman found on the floor of the backseat was
either sitting facing the rear or with his face partially toward the right-hand side window. Gunshot wound was
near the right temple. Blood, bone and tissue throw-off
was considerable. You can see the rear seat is covered
with the debris.”


  “Yeah, but there’s an evident gap there.” Sawyer
pointed to the left side of the rear seat.


  “Good eye, that’s absolutely right,” Liz said. She used
her measuring device again. “We found samples pretty
uniformly distributed on the rear seat. That’s what makes
me think the victim”—she glanced at some notes next to
the computer—“Brophy, had turned away, toward his
left. That would leave the area of the gunshot, the right
temple, facing directly at the rear seat, which accounts for
the considerable trace coverage on the rear seat.”


  “Sort of like a cannon firing,” Sawyer said dryly.


  “Not exactly a technical term, but not bad for a layman,
Lee.” Liz arched her eyebrows and then continued.
“However, the left half of the rear seat is virtually absent
of any trace, no blood, no tissue, no bone fragments for
approximately forty-five inches, almost four feet. Why is
that?” She looked at the two agents like a schoolmarm
waiting for her students to start waving their hands.


  Sawyer answered. “We know one of the victims was
sitting on the far left side: Philip Goldman. He was found
there. But he was an average-size guy. There’s no way he
could account for that width. From the size of the gap,
and the hair and fiber trace you already picked up, another person was sitting right next to Goldman.”


  “That’s how I read it,” Liz answered. “Goldman’s
wound would have thrown off quite a bit of residue as
well. Again, nothing on the seat next to him. That reinforces the conclusion that someone else was seated there
and took the full brunt of it. Not a pleasant business, to
say the least. I’d be soaking in a bath for a week if it had
happened to me, knock on wood.”


  “Wool coat, long, blond hair—” Jackson began.


  “And this,” Liz broke in, and pointed at the screen.
They all stared as the scene changed once more. It was
the rear seat again. The leather had been torn in several
spots. Three parallel jagged lines ran from front to back
at a spot very near where Goldman had been found. In the
middle of the damage a solitary object rested. The agents
looked at Liz.


  “That’s part of a fingernail. We haven’t had time to run
a DNA typing analysis, of course, but it’s definitely female.”


  “How do you know that?” Jackson asked.


  “It’s not always so complicated, Ray. Long nail, professionally manicured, fingernail polish. Men rarely put
themselves through that.”


  “Oh.”


  “The parallel lines on the leather—”


  “Scratches,” Sawyer said. “She scratched the seat and
broke a nail.”


  “Right. She must’ve been really panicked,” Liz noted.


  “Not surprising, is it?” Jackson added.


  “Anything else, Liz?” Sawyer queried her.


  “Oh, yes. Lots of goodies. Prints. We used MDB, a
compound which is particularly good at fluorescing latent
prints under laser light. Also used a deep blue lens on the
Luma-lite. Got really good results. We did elimination
typing on the three victims. Their prints were everywhere. Understandably. Found a number of other partials,
though, including one that coincided with those
scratches, which seems natural enough. We also found
one that was of particular interest.”


  “What’s that?” Sawyer’s nose was almost quivering
with anticipation.


  “Brophy’s clothes were heavily spotted with blood and
other human residue from his wound. His right shoulder,
in particular, was covered in blood. Makes sense, since
his right temple would have been bleeding heavily. We
found a number of prints, thumb, index, pinkie, really examples of the entire hand, in the blood on his right shoulder.”


  “How do you account for that? Someone trying to turn
him over?” Sawyer looked puzzled.


  “No. I wouldn’t say that, although I don’t have firm evidence to support it. My gut is, judging from the palm
print I was able to pull up, it was more like—and I know
this sounds pretty bizarre under the circumstances—but it
was like someone was trying to climb over him, or at
least was straddling the guy. But the close placement of
the fingers, the angle of the palm and so on, really
strongly suggest that’s what happened.”


  Sawyer looked highly skeptical. “Climb over him?
That’s kind of a stretch, isn’t it, Liz? You can’t really tell
that from the prints, can you?”


  “I’m not basing my conclusion simply on that. We also
found this.” She pointed at the screen again. A strange object appeared there. A shape or pattern of some sort. In fact,
a couple of them. The dark background around the objects
they were looking at made it difficult to understand what
they were really observing.


  

  “This was a shot taken of Brophy’s body,” Liz explained. “He’s face down on the floorboard. We’re looking at his back. You see in the middle of his back this
shape pattern. Again, it’s made possible by a patch of
blood.”


  Jackson and Sawyer squinted and leaned close to the
screen, trying to discern what the image was. They finally
gave up and looked at Liz.


  “A knee.” She magnified the image until it spanned the
entire screen. “The human knee does make a very unique
shape, especially when you have a malleable background
such as blood.” She clicked another button and another
image sprang to life. “We also have this.”


  Sawyer and Jackson again looked at the screen. This
time the pattern was readily identifiable. “A shoe print,
the heel,” Jackson said.


  Sawyer looked unconvinced. “Yeah, but why climb all
the way over the dead guy, get blood and who knows
what else all over you, leave trace of yourself behind,
when you could just open the left-side passenger door
and step out? I mean, the person we’re probably talking
about was seated right next to Goldman on the left side.”


  Jackson and Liz looked at each other. Neither one had
a ready answer for that. Liz shrugged and smiled. “That’s
why they pay you the big bucks, guys. I’m just a lab rat.”


  Jackson smiled. “I’d love fifty more just like you, Liz.”


  She smiled at the compliment. “I’ll have a written report on all this for you later today.”


  They all took off the goggles.


  “I’m assuming you’ve already run the prints?” Sawyer
looked at her.


  

  “Jesus, I’m sorry, talk about leaving out the main
course. All of the prints—the one we looked at on the
screen, from the probable murder weapon, and all of the
ones in the limo and leading from the limo and on to the
eighth floor and back down—were from one person.”


  “Sidney Archer,” Jackson said.


  “That’s right,” Liz responded. “The office where the
blood trail took us was hers as well.”


  Sawyer stepped over to the limo and peered inside. He
motioned for Liz and Jackson to join him.


  “Okay, based on what we know right now, can we assume that Sidney Archer was sitting about right there?”
He pointed to a spot slightly left of the middle of the rear
seat.


  “Seems reasonable enough, based on the trace we’ve
uncovered so far. The blood spray patterns, fiber and print
evidence would certainly support that conclusion,” Liz
said.


  “Okay, looking at where the body ended up, Brophy
was most likely sitting facing the rear. You say he may
have turned his head and that accounted for the heavy
residue on the rear seats. Right?”


  “That’s right.” Liz was nodding her head as she followed Sawyer’s reconstruction.


  “Now, Brophy’s wound was of the contact variety,
there’s little doubt of that. How far would you say that
is?” Sawyer was pointing to the space between the front
and rear seats of the passenger area.


  

  “We don’t have to guess,” Liz said. She walked over to
her desk, pulled out a tape measure and came back over.
With Jackson’s assistance she measured the space. Liz
looked at the result on the tape and then frowned as she
now saw where Sawyer was headed with his analysis.
“Six feet six inches from the middle of one seat to the
other.”


  “Okay, based on the absence of residue on the rear
seats, Archer and Goldman were sitting there, their backs
flush against the seats, you agree?” Liz nodded, as did
Jackson. “All right, is it possible for Sidney Archer, if she
was sitting with her back flush against the rear seat, to
have perpetrated a contact wound on Brophy’s right temple?”


  Liz answered first. “No, not unless her arms dragged
the ground when she walked.”


  Sawyer was eyeing Liz carefully. “How about Brophy
was leaning toward Archer, very close, and she pulls the
gun and fires. His body falls on her, let’s say, but she
pushes him off and he lands on the floor. What’s wrong
with that picture?”


  Liz thought for a moment. “If he was leaning forward—and he really would have had to almost leave his
seat—then given the distance, the shooter would still
have to be doing about the same thing: They would sort
of meet in the middle, so to speak, for the contact wound
to be possible. But if the shooter is leaning forward, then
the spray patterns would be different, more than likely.
The shooter’s back is not flush with the seat. Even if her
body caught most of the residue, it would be highly unlikely for some not to have ended up on the seat behind
her. For her to remain flush against the seat when she
fired, Brophy would most likely had to have been almost
in her lap. That doesn’t seem too probable, does it?”


  

  “Agreed,” Sawyer said. “Let’s talk about Goldman’s
wound for a minute. She’s sitting next to Goldman on his
left side, okay? Wouldn’t you think his entry wound
would have been to the right temple and not in the middle of the forehead?”


  “He could’ve turned to face her—” Liz started to say,
and then stopped. “But then the blood spray patterns
wouldn’t make sense. Goldman was definitely looking
toward the front of the limo when the bullet hit him. But
it could still be possible, Lee.”


  “Really?” Sawyer pulled up a chair, sat down in it, held
an imaginary gun in his right hand, coiled it around and
pointed it backward as though he were about to shoot
someone sitting on his left, in the forehead as that person
stared directly ahead. He looked at Liz and Jackson.
“Pretty awkward, isn’t it?”


  “Very,” Jackson said, shaking his head.


  “It gets even more awkward, guys. Sidney Archer is
left-handed. Remember, Ray, her drinking coffee, handling the pistol? Left-handed.” Sawyer repeated his performance, this time holding the imaginary firearm in his
left hand. The result was almost laughable as the bulky
agent contorted his body.


  “That would be impossible,” Jackson said. “She’d
have to turn and face him to inflict a wound like that. Either that or she pops her arm out of the socket. Nobody
would fire a pistol in that manner.”


  “So, if Archer is the shooter, she somehow shoots the
driver in the front seat, jumps across to the rear seat,
blows away Brophy, which we’ve already shown she
couldn’t have done, and then supposedly nails Goldman
using a completely unnatural—in fact impossible—firing
angle.” Sawyer got up from the chair and shook his head.


  “You’ve made some good points, Lee, but there’s still
a lot of indisputable trace tying Sidney Archer to the
crime scene,” Liz rejoined.


  “Being at a crime scene and being the perpetrator of
said crime are two different things, Liz,” Sawyer said
heatedly. Liz looked pained at the agent’s sharp rebuff.


  As they were leaving the lab, Sawyer had a final question. “You get an answer on the gunshot residue test yet?”


  “I hope you realize the bureau’s firearms section doesn’t
really do the GSR tests anymore, since the findings
weren’t typically turning up anything relevant. However,
since it was you requesting the test, of course no one
balked. Give me one minute, Agent Sawyer, and I’ll
check.” Liz’s tone was plainly antiseptic now. Sawyer
didn’t seem to notice as he moodily studied the floor.


  Liz went back to her desk and picked up a phone.
Sawyer was staring over at the limo, looking for the
world like he wanted to make it disappear. Jackson
watched his partner carefully, a trace of concern filtering
through his eyes.


  Liz walked back over. “Negative. None of the victims
had either fired a gun or handled a recently fired weapon
with their bare hands in the six hours before their death.”


  “You’re sure? No mistake?” Sawyer asked, his brow
laced with furrows.


  

  Liz’s usually pleasant face quickly turned to a scowl.
“My people know how to do their job, Lee. A GSR test is
not that complicated, although, as I said, it’s not routinely
done anymore because a positive finding may not always
be that accurate; there are so many substances out there
that could, in practice, give a false positive. However,
that nine-millimeter would have thrown off a good deal
of residue, and the test result was negative. I’d say the
confidence level in that finding should be very high.
However, just in case you didn’t catch it, I did add a disclaimer about their bare hands. They could have worn
gloves, of course.”


  “But none were found on the dead men,” Jackson
pointed out.


  “That’s right,” Liz said, looking at Sawyer triumphantly.


  Sawyer ignored the look. “Were there any other prints
found on the nine-millimeter?” he asked.


  “One thumb print, partially obscured. It belonged to
Parker, the chauffeur driver.”


  “No one else’s?” Sawyer asked. “You’re sure.” Liz
said nothing. Her expression plainly answered the question.


  “Okay, you said Parker’s print was partially obscured.
What about Archer’s prints? How clean were they?”


  “From what I recall, fairly clean. Although there was
some smudging. I’m talking about the grip, trigger and
trigger guard. Her prints on the barrel were very clear.”


  “The barrel?” Sawyer said this more to himself. He
looked at Liz. “We have a report on the ballistics yet? I’m
real interested in the trajectory patterns.”


  “The autopsies are being performed as we speak. We’ll
know soon enough. I’ve asked to be advised of the results. They’ll probably call you first, but in case they
don’t, as soon as I hear, I’ll buzz you.” She added with a
trace of sarcasm, “You’ll want to make sure they didn’t
make any mistakes, of course.”


  Sawyer looked at her for a moment. “Thanks, Liz.
You’ve been a big help.” His sarcastic tone was not lost
on either Liz or Jackson. Lost deep in thought, his massive shoulders sagging, Sawyer trudged away slowly.


  Jackson stayed behind for a moment with Liz. She
watched Sawyer leave and then looked over at Jackson.
“What the hell’s eating him, Ray? He’s never treated me
like that before.”


  Jackson didn’t answer right away. He finally shrugged
and turned to leave. “I’m not sure I can answer that right
now, Liz. Not sure at all.” He quietly followed his partner
out.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


  Jackson climbed in the car and looked over at his partner. Sawyer was sitting there, his hands on the wheel,
staring off into the darkness. Jackson looked at his watch.
“Hey, Lee, how about some grub?” When Sawyer didn’t
reply, he added, “My treat? Don’t pass that offer up. It
may not be repeated in your lifetime.” Jackson gripped
Sawyer’s shoulder and gave it a friendly squeeze.


  Sawyer finally looked over at him. For an instant a
smile appeared on his lips and then was gone. “Springing
for a meal, huh? You think I’m seriously screwed up over
this case, don’t you, Raymond?”


  “I just don’t want you to get too skinny,” said Jackson.


  Sawyer laughed and put the car in gear.


   


  

  Jackson attacked his meal with vigor while Sawyer
merely played with a mug of coffee. The diner was in
close proximity to the headquarters building and was thus
a popular one for FBI personnel. The pair greeted a number of colleagues either grabbing a bite before heading
home or fortifying themselves before going on duty.


  Jackson eyed Sawyer. “That was a nice piece of work
you did back at the lab. But you could’ve cut Liz some
slack. She was just doing her job.”


  Sawyer’s eyes suddenly burned into his partner. “You
cut some slack when your kid misses curfew or puts a
ding in your car. If somebody wants slack, then I would
strongly suggest they don’t seek employment with the
FBI.”


  “You know what I mean. Liz is damned good at her
job.”


  Sawyer’s face softened. “I know, Ray. I’ll send her
some flowers. Okay?” Sawyer looked away again.


  Between bites Jackson said, “So what’s our next
move?”


  Sawyer looked over at him. “I’m not really sure. I’ve
had cases change on me in midstream before, but not
quite to this degree.”


  “You don’t believe Sidney Archer killed those guys, do
you?”


  “Aside from the fact that the physical evidence says
she couldn’t have, no, I don’t believe she did.”


  “But she did lie to us, Lee. The tape? She was helping
her husband. You can’t get around that.”


  

  Sawyer felt the guilt seep in again. He had never withheld information from a partner before. He looked over at
Jackson and then decided to tell him what Sidney had revealed. Five minutes later, Jackson sat back stunned.
Sawyer glanced at him anxiously. “She was scared. Didn’t
know what to do. I’m sure she wanted to tell us from the
get-go. Damn, if we only knew where she was. She could
be in real danger, Ray.” Sawyer smacked a fist into his
palm. “If she would only come to us. Work together. We
could bust this whole case, I know it.”


  Jackson leaned forward, a determined expression on
his face. “Look, Lee, we’ve done a lot of cases together.
But, despite it all, you kept your distance. You saw things
for what they were.”


  “And you think this case is different?” Sawyer’s tone
was steady.


  “I know it’s different. You’ve been sticking up for this
lady almost from the start. And you’ve damn sure been
treating her differently than you ordinarily would a major
suspect in a case like this. Now you tell me she spilled to
you about the tape and her talking to her husband. And
you kept that info to yourself. Jesus Christ, Lee, that’s
grounds to get your butt kicked right out of the bureau.”


  “If you feel you need to report it, Ray, I’m not stopping
you.”


  Jackson grunted and shook his head. “I’m not pissing
away your career. You’re doing a good enough job of
that.”


  “This case isn’t any different.”


  

  “Bullshit!” Jackson hunched forward even more. “You
know it is and it’s messing you up. All the evidence
points, at minimum, to Sidney Archer being involved in
some serious crimes, and yet you go out of your way at
every opportunity to put a positive spin on it. You did it
with Frank Hardy, with Liz, and now you’re trying to do
it with me. You’re not a politician, Lee, you’re a law enforcement officer. She may not be in on everything, but
she’s no angel either. That’s for damned certain.”


  “You disagree with my conclusions on the triple homicide?” Sawyer shot back.


  Jackson shook his head. “No. I think you’re probably
right. But if you expect me to believe that Archer is just
an innocent babe caught up in some Kafkaesque nightmare, then you’re talking to the wrong FBI agent. Remember what you said about slack? Well, I’d have to
cut you a ton of it to even begin to believe that Sidney
Archer, beautiful and intelligent as she might be,
shouldn’t spend a considerable part of her remaining
years in prison.” Jackson sat back.


  “So that’s what you think it’s all about? Beautiful,
brainy babe turns veteran agent to mush?” Jackson didn’t
respond, but the answer was clearly painted on his face.
“Old, divorced fart wants to jump in her panties, Ray?
And I can’t do that if she’s guilty. Is that what the hell you
think?” Sawyer’s voice was rising.


  “Why don’t you tell me, Lee?”


  “Maybe I should throw your ass through that window
over there instead.”


  “Maybe you should goddamn try,” Jackson shot back.


  “You sonofabitch.” Sawyer’s voice shook.


  Jackson reached across and grabbed his shoulder. “I
want you to get your head on right. You want to sleep
with her, fine. Wait until after the case is over and she’s
proved not guilty!” Jackson shouted at him.


  

  “How dare you!” Sawyer shouted back, ripping Jackson’s hand away. Sawyer then jumped up and cocked a
very large fist, a fist that stopped in midair as Sawyer realized what he was about to do. Several of the other
restaurant patrons stared in shock at the scene. Sawyer’s
and Jackson’s eyes remained locked until finally Sawyer,
his chest heaving, his bottom lip trembling, lowered his
fist and sat back down.


  Neither of them spoke for several minutes. Finally
Sawyer looked embarrassed and sighed. “Shit, I knew I
was going to regret giving up the smokes one day.” He
closed his eyes. When he reopened them, he was looking
squarely at Jackson.


  “Lee, I’m sorry. I’m just worried about—” Jackson
abruptly stopped as Sawyer held up his hand.


  Sawyer began speaking slowly and softly. “You know,
Ray, I’ve been with the bureau half my life. When I first
started out, it was easy to tell the good guys from the
bad. Back then, kids didn’t go around killing people like
they were yesterday’s lunch. And you didn’t have
smooth-running drug empires worth hundreds of billions
of dollars, enough money that just about anybody will do
just about anything. They had revolvers, we had revolvers. Pretty soon they’ll be toting surface-to-air missiles as standard equipment.


  “While I’m at the grocery trying to decide what lousy
TV dinner to eat and looking for which beer’s on sale,
about twenty new corpses are created for no better reason
than somebody turning down the wrong street or a bunch
of unemployed kids going at each other over a block-long
piece of drug turf with more firepower than an Army battalion used to carry around. We play catch-up every day,
but we never gain any ground.”


  “Come on, Lee, the thin blue line is still around. As
long as there are bad guys.”


  “That thin blue line is a lot like the ozone layer, Ray.
It’s got mountain-size holes punched all through it. I’ve
been walking that line for a long time. What do I have to
show for it? I’m divorced. My kids think I’m a lousy father because I was out running down a plane bomber, or
hauling in some slick-smiling butcher who likes to line
his trophy case with human specimens, instead of helping
them blow out candles on their birthday cakes. You know
what? They were right. I was a lousy dad. Especially to
Meggie. I worked ungodly hours, never around, and
when I was, I was either sleeping or so zoned out on a
case I probably never heard half of what they were trying
to tell me. Now I live all alone in a crummy apartment
and most of my paycheck I don’t even see. My stomach
feels like it’s got a bunch of meat cleavers stuck in it and
while I’m sure that’s just my imagination, I do happen to
have several pieces of real lead permanently embedded in
me. On top of that, lately I find it real hard to go to sleep
unless I’ve had a six-pack of beer.”


  “Jesus, Lee, you’re always the rock at work. Everyone
respects the hell out of you. You go into an investigation
and see stuff I never do. Wrap the whole picture together
while I’m still getting my notebook out. You’ve got the
best instincts of anyone I’ve ever seen.”


  

  “Good thing, Ray. Considering it’s really the only
thing I have left. But don’t shortchange yourself. I’ve got
twenty years on you. You know what instinct is? Seeing
the same thing over and over again until you start to get
a feel for things. A little extra step. You’re way ahead of
where I was with just a half dozen years under my belt.”


  “I appreciate that, Lee.”


  “But don’t misinterpret this little episode of venting. I
don’t feel sorry for myself and I’m sure as hell not looking for any pity from anybody. I had choices and I made
them. Just me. If my life’s screwed up, it’s because I
screwed it up, nobody else.”


  Sawyer got up, walked over to the counter and exchanged a few words with a skinny, wrinkled waitress. In
a moment he was striding back, cupping his hands together, a thin line of smoke floating up. He sat back down
and held up the cigarette. “For old times’ sake.” Slowly
grinding out the match in the ashtray, he sat back and
took a long pull on the cigarette, a barely audible chuckle
escaping his lips.


  “I go into this case, Ray, thinking that I had it pretty
much nailed from the get-go. Lieberman’s the target. We
figure out how the plane went down. We got a lot of motives, but not so many we can’t follow up, sift through
until we nail the sonofabitch responsible. Shit, we get the
actual bomber gift-wrapped and delivered to us, even if
he’s not breathing anymore. Things are looking pretty
damn good. Then the floor falls out from under us. We
find out Jason Archer pulled off this incredible heist and
turns up in Seattle selling secrets instead of being in a
hole in the ground in Virginia. Is that his plan? Seems
pretty likely.


  

  “Only the bomber turns out to be a guy who somehow
slipped right through the Virginia State Police’s computer
system. I get hoodwinked into going to New Orleans and
something happens at Archer’s house that I’m still in the
dark about. Then, when you least expect it, Lieberman
gets thrown back into the picture chiefly because of
Steven Page’s apparent suicide five years ago that
doesn’t seem to fit into the puzzle except for the fact that
his big brother, who can probably tell us a lot, gets his
throat handed to him in a parking lot. I talk to Charles
Tiedman and maybe, just maybe, Lieberman is being
blackmailed. If true, how the hell does that tie into Jason
Archer? Do we have two unconnected cases seemingly
connected through a coincidence: namely, Lieberman gets
on a plane Archer has paid someone to blow up? Or is it all
one case? If it is, what the hell is the connection? Because
if there is one, it sure as hell has escaped yours truly.”


  Sawyer shook his head in unconcealed frustration and
took another drag on his cigarette. He exhaled smoke up
to the grimy ceiling and then put his elbows on the table
and looked over at Jackson. “Now two other guys we figure are trying to rip off Triton Global check into the hereafter. And the common denominator in a hell of a lot of it
is Sidney Archer.” Sawyer slowly rubbed a finger across
his cheek. “Sidney Archer… . I know I respect the
woman. But maybe my judgment is getting a little
clouded. You’re probably right to kick me in the ass over
it. But I’ll let you in on a little secret, friend.” Sawyer
tapped the end of his cigarette into the ashtray.


  “What’s that?”


  

  “Sidney Archer was in that limo. And whoever killed
those three guys let her walk. Her pistol ends up with the
police.” Sawyer made an imaginary gun with his left
hand and pointed at various parts of it with his cigarette
as he continued to speak. “Smudged prints on the part she
would’ve held if she had fired it. Clear prints on the barrel only. What do you make of that?”


  Jackson thought quickly. “We know she handled the
gun.” The truth suddenly dawned on him. “If somebody
else fired it, and they were using gloves, her prints
would’ve been smudged on those areas but not the barrel.”


  “Right. The tape gets left behind. They probably did
use it to blackmail her, I’m not arguing with you over
that. She would’ve known they had it, they would’ve had
to play it for her to make her know the threat was real.
You think she would’ve left something like that behind?
That’s slam-dunk evidence of enough felonies to keep
her in prison until she’s a hundred. I’m telling you, she or
anyone else in that situation would’ve lifted that damn
limo clear up in the air to get to that tape. No, they let her
go for one reason only.”


  “To set her up for the killings.” Jackson slowly put his
coffee cup down.


  “And maybe to make sure our focus doesn’t wander
again.”


  “That’s why you wanted the GSR test done.”


  Sawyer nodded. “I needed to be sure that one of the
dead guys wasn’t the shooter. You know, there could have
been a struggle. From the looks of it, the wounds were all
instantly fatal, but who the hell really can be sure? Or one
of them could have done it and then committed suicide,
for all we know. Freaked out over what he’d done and decided to blow his own brains out. Then Sidney, in a panic,
grabs the gun and throws it down a sewer drain. But that
didn’t happen. None of the stiffs fired that weapon.”


  They sat in prolonged silence before Sawyer stirred.
“I’ll let you in on another secret, Ray. I’m gonna figure
this sucker out, even it if takes me another twenty-five
years walking that thin line. And when that day comes,
you’re going to find out something really enlightening.”


  “Such as?”


  “That Sidney Archer has no more of a clue to what the
hell is going on than you or I do right now. She’s lost her
husband, she’s lost her career, she stands a better than
even chance of standing trial for murder and about a
dozen other felonies and spending the rest of her life in
prison. Right now she’s scared out of her wits and running for her life, not knowing who to trust or believe. Sidney Archer is in fact something that, if you just looked at
the evidence in a superficial manner, you would conclude
she couldn’t possibly be.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Innocent.”


  “You really think that?”


  “No. I know it. I wish I knew something else.”


  “What’s that?”


  Sawyer stabbed out his cigarette at the same time he let
out a final mouthful of smoke. “Who really killed those
three guys.” Sawyer’s mind drifted away as he said the
words. Sidney Archer might know. But where the hell is
she?


  As the two rose to leave, Jackson put a hand on
Sawyer’s shoulder. “Hey, Lee, for what it’s worth, I don’t
care how long the good guy/bad guy odds ever get to be.
As long as you’re willing to walk the line, I will too.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


  Looking through her binoculars, Sidney surveyed the street in front of her parents’ house and then checked her watch. Dusk was rapidly gathering. She shook her head in disbelief. Could the FedEx shipment have been delayed because of weather? Snowfall in coastal Maine was usually heavy, and because of its proximity to the ocean, it was usually very slushy. That often made for hazardous driving conditions when the slush froze. And where were her parents? The problem was she had no way to communicate with them while they were traveling. Sidney
hurried to the Land Rover, dialed information on the cellular phone and got the 800 number for Federal Express.
She gave the operator the names and addresses of the
sender and recipient of the package. After Sidney listened
to computer keys clicking, the operating delivered her astonishing answer.


  “You mean you have no record of the package?”


  “No, ma’am, I mean, according to our records, we
didn’t receive the package.”


  “But that’s impossible. You had to get it. There must be
some mistake. Please check again.” Sidney listened with
growing impatience to the sounds, once again, of the keyboard. The response was the same.


  “Ma’am, perhaps you should check with the sender to
make sure the package was actually sent out.”


  Sidney hung up, got Fisher’s number from her purse in
the house, went back out to the Land Rover and dialed it.
There was little chance that Fisher would be there—he
had undoubtedly taken Sidney’s warnings to heart—but
he would most likely call in for messages. Her hands
were shaking. What if Jeff had been unable to send out
the package? The vision of the gun pointed at her in the
limo blasted into her mind. Brophy and Goldman. Their
heads exploding. All over her. For a moment, in her despair, she rested her head on the steering wheel, then
picked up the phone and dialed.


  The phone rang and then was answered. Sidney prepared to leave a message on the machine when a voice
said hello.


  Sidney started to speak until she realized the voice on
the other end was a live one.


  “Hello?” the voice said again.


  Sidney hesitated and then decided to go ahead. “Jeff
Fisher, please.”


  “Who is this?”


  “I’m… I’m a friend of his.”


  “Do you know where he is? I really need to find him,”
said the voice.


  The hackles on the back of Sidney’s neck went up.
“Who is this?”


  “Sergeant Rogers of the Alexandria Police Department.”


  Sidney quickly cut off the call.


   


  The interior of Jeff Fisher’s townhouse had seen drastic changes since Sidney Archer had been there, chief of
which was that not one single piece of computer equipment or files was left in the place. In the middle of the
day, neighbors had seen the moving truck. One of them
had even talked to the movers. Thought it was all legitimate. Fisher hadn’t mentioned that he was moving, but
the movers had been so open about it, took their time,
boxed things up, had paperwork on a clipboard, had even
taken a smoke break in the middle of the job. Only after
they had left did the neighbors get suspicious. When
Fisher’s next-door neighbor had gone inside to check on
things, he had noticed that none of the furniture was
gone, only Fisher’s extensive computer system. That’s
when the police had been called.


  

  Sergeant Rogers scratched his head. The problem was,
nobody could find Jeff Fisher. They had checked at his
job, with his family up in Boston, with his friends locally.
No one had seen him in the last couple of days. Sergeant
Rogers had received another shock during his investigation. Fisher had actually been in custody at the Alexandria Police Station on a reckless driving charge. He’d
posted bail, been given a court date and been released.
That was the last anyone apparently had seen of Jeff
Fisher. Rogers finished writing up his report and left.


   


  Sidney ran up the stairs and slammed and locked the
bedroom door. She grabbed the shotgun off the bed,
racked the action of the weapon, backed into the far corner and sat down on the floor, the gun pointed straight at
the door. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she shook
her head in disbelief. Oh, God! She should never have
gotten Jeff involved.


   


  Sawyer was at his desk at the Hoover Building when
Frank Hardy called. He briefly filled Hardy in on the
most recent developments, chief of which was Sawyer’s
conclusion, based on his examination of the forensics evidence, that Sidney Archer had not killed Goldman and
Brophy.


  “You think it could have been Jason Archer?” Hardy
asked.


  “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “You’re right. Too big a risk for him to come back here
anyway.”


  “Plus I can’t believe he’d set up his wife for the murders.” Sawyer paused as he considered his next question.
“Any word from RTG?”


  “I was just about to tell you. The president, Alan
Porcher, is unavailable for comment. Big surprise there.
The company’s PR person gave the standard line vigorously denying the allegations, of course.”


  “How about the CyberCom deal?”


  

  “Well, there we finally have some good news. This
latest development with RTG has thrown CyberCom firmly
into Triton’s camp. In fact, a news conference is scheduled for later this afternoon announcing the deal. You
want to attend?”


  “Maybe. Nathan Gamble should be a happy camper.”


  “You got that right. I’ll leave a couple of visitor badges
for the press conference if you and Ray want to come see
the show. It’s at Triton’s headquarters.”


  Sawyer considered the request for a moment. “I think
you’ll see us there, Frank.”


   


  Sawyer and Jackson, their yellow visitor badges riding
brightly on their lapels, walked into the auditorium-sized
room, which still managed to be crowded.


  “Damn, this must be a big event.” Jackson eyed the sea
of reporters, industry people, financial analysts and other
investment types.


  “Money always is, Ray.” Sawyer snagged two cups of
coffee from the hospitality table and handed one to his
partner. Sawyer stretched his six-foot-three-inch frame to
its maximum height as he looked over the crowd.


  “Looking for somebody?” Frank Hardy appeared behind the pair.


  Jackson smiled. “Yeah, we were looking for some poor
people. But I think we’re in the wrong place.”


  “That you are. Gotta admit, you can feel the excitement, can’t you?”


  Jackson nodded and then pointed at the army of reporters. “But is one company buying out another really
all that newsworthy?”


  

  “Ray, it’s a little more than that. I would be hard put to
name any other company in America whose potential exceeds CyberCom.”


  “But if CyberCom is so special, why do they need Triton?” Jackson asked.


  “With Triton they can partner with a world leader and
have the billions of dollars needed to produce, market
and expand their product base. The result will be that in
a couple of years, Triton will dominate like GM and IBM
used to—even more so, really. The flow of ninety percent
of the world’s information will be through hardware,
software and other technology created by the business
combination being formed today.”


  Sawyer shook his head as he gulped his coffee down.
“Damn, Frank,” he said, “that doesn’t leave much room
for everybody else. What happens to them?”


  Hardy smiled weakly. “Well, that’s capitalism for you.
Survival of the fittest comes from the law of the jungle.
You’ve probably watched those National Geographic
shows. Animals eating each other, struggling to survive.
It’s not a pretty sight.”


  

  Hardy looked up at the small elevated stage where a
podium had been situated. “It’s about to start, guys. I’ve
got us seats near the front. Come on.” Hardy herded them
through the crowds, entering a special roped-off section
that encompassed the first three rows from the stage.
Sawyer looked over the occupants of a short line of chairs
to the left of the podium. Quentin Rowe was there. He
was a little more dressed up today, but despite his hundreds of millions of bucks in the bank the guy apparently
didn’t own any neckties. He was engaged in an animated
conversation with three men in low-key business suits
who Sawyer assumed were the CyberCom people.


  Hardy seemed to be reading his mind. “From left to
right, CEO, CFO and COO of CyberCom.”


  “And SOL, shit outta luck, for everybody else,” Sawyer
said.


  Hardy pointed at the stage. From the right side Nathan
Gamble, nattily dressed and smiling, marched across and
settled in at the podium. The crowd quickly took their
seats and abruptly quieted down as if Moses had just
strolled down Mount Sinai with those tablets. Gamble
took out a prepared speech and launched into it with considerable vigor. Sawyer didn’t hear most of it. He was
busy watching Quentin Rowe. The young man was looking at Gamble. Whether he was conscious of it or not, his
expression was not amicable. From the little Sawyer did
hear of Gamble’s words, the main import was money, big
money that came with market domination. After Gamble
finished with a flourish—he was quite the glib salesman,
Sawyer had to admit—there was a huge wave of applause. Then Quentin Rowe took his place at the podium.
As Gamble passed him on his way to sit down, the two
men exchanged smiles that were about as phony as
Sawyer had ever seen outside a B movie.


  

  In comparison to Gamble, Rowe’s emphasis was on the
limitless positive potential the two companies, Triton and
CyberCom combined, could offer the planet. The issue
of money never came up. At least from Sawyer’s point
of view, Gamble had pretty much covered that issue
anyway. Now he looked over at Gamble, who was not
looking at Rowe at all. He was engaged in a friendly
discussion with the CyberCom acronyms. Rowe apparently noticed the exchange at one point as he glanced
over, lost his train of thought for a moment and then carried on. His talk received, Sawyer thought, polite applause. The good of the world apparently took a distant
backseat to Mother Green. At least with this crowd.


  When the CyberCom people finished up the presentation, all of the men engaged in a handshaking, ringed-arm
photo opportunity. Sawyer noted that Gamble and Rowe
never actually touched flesh. They kept the CyberCom
boys between them. Maybe that’s why they were so excited about the deal; they’d have a buffer zone now.


  Everyone from the stage made his way into the crowd
and was instantly besieged by questions. Gamble was
smiling, quipping and playing the moment for all it was
worth. The CyberCom people followed in his wake.
Sawyer watched as Rowe broke rank and headed over to
the hospitality table, where he fixed a cup of tea and
moved quickly over to a secluded corner.


  Sawyer tugged on Jackson’s sleeve and they headed in
Rowe’s direction. Hardy went over to listen to Gamble’s
pontificating.


  “Nice speech.”


  Rowe looked up to see Sawyer and Jackson standing in
front of him.


  “What? Oh, thank you.”


  “My partner, Ray Jackson.”


  Rowe and Jackson exchanged hellos.


  Sawyer looked over at the large group surrounding
Gamble. “He seems to like the limelight.”


  

  Rowe sipped his tea and wiped his mouth delicately
with his napkin. “His bottom-line approach to the business and limited knowledge of what we actually do
makes for good sound bites,” he said disdainfully.


  Jackson sat down next to Rowe. “Personally, I liked
what you were saying about the future. My kids are really
into computers. It’s true what you were saying: Better educational opportunities for everyone, especially the poor,
translates into better jobs, less crime, better world. I really believe that.”


  “Thank you. I believe it too.” Rowe looked up at
Sawyer and smiled. “Although I don’t think your partner
shares that view.”


  Sawyer, who had been scanning the crowds, looked
down at him with a hurt look on his face. “Hey, I’m for
all that positive stuff. Just don’t take away my pencil and
paper. That’s all I’m saying.” Sawyer pointed his coffee
cup over at the group of CyberCom people. “You seem to
get along with those guys all right.”


  Rowe brightened. “I do. They’re not as liberal-thinking
as I am, but they’re a long way from Gamble’s money-is-everything position. I think they might bring a nice equilibrium to the place. Although now we have to endure at
least two months of the lawyers taking their pound of
flesh while the final documents are negotiated.”


  “Tyler, Stone?” Sawyer asked.


  Rowe looked at Sawyer. “That’s right.”


  “You gonna keep them as your counsel after the CyberCom deal is put to bed?”


  “You’ll have to ask Gamble that. It’s his call. He is the
head of the company. Excuse me, gentlemen, but I have
to go.” Rowe quickly got up and left them.


  “What bee’s up his bonnet?” Jackson asked Sawyer.


  Sawyer shrugged his thick shoulders. “More like a hornets’ nest. If you were partners with Nathan Gamble,
you’d probably understand.”


  “So what now?”


  “Why don’t you grab another cup of coffee and mingle,
Ray. I want to talk to Rowe some more.” Sawyer disappeared into the crowd. Jackson looked around and then
went over to the hospitality table.


  By the time Sawyer had made his way through the
crowd, he had lost sight of Rowe. As he swept his head
back and forth, he saw Rowe go out the door. Sawyer was
about to follow him when he felt a tug at his sleeve.


  “Since when is a government bureaucrat interested in
the goings-on of the for-profit sector?” Nathan Gamble
asked.


  Sawyer cast one more look in Rowe’s direction, but he
was already out of sight. The FBI agent turned to Gamble.


  “I’m all for making a buck. Nice speech you gave, by
the way. Left me kind of tingling all over.”


  Gamble let out a belly laugh. “Like hell it did. You
want something stronger?” He pointed at Sawyer’s Styrofoam cup.


  “Sorry, I’m on duty. Besides, it’s a little early for me.”


  “We’re celebrating here, FBI man. Just announced the
biggest damn deal of my life. I’d say that’s worth getting
drunk over, wouldn’t you?”


  “If you want to. It’s not my deal.”


  “You never know,” he said provocatively. “Let’s take a
walk.”


  Gamble led Sawyer up across the stage, down a short
corridor and into a small room. Gamble plopped down in
a chair and pulled a cigar from his coat pocket. “If you
don’t want to get drunk, at least have a smoke with me.”


  Sawyer put out his hand and the two men lit up.


  Gamble slowly waved his match back and forth like a
miniature flag before crumpling it under his foot. He eyed
Sawyer intently through the twin walls of cigar smoke.
“Hardy tells me you’re thinking about joining up with
him.”


  “To tell you the truth, I really haven’t given it much
thought.”


  “You could do a hell of a lot worse for yourself.”


  “Frankly, Gamble, I don’t think I do all that bad for
myself right where I am.”


  Gamble grinned. “Shit! What do you make a year?”


  “That’s none of your damned business.”


  “Jesus, I told you what I pull in. Come on, just a ballpark.”


  Sawyer cradled the cigar in his hand before clenching
it between his teeth. There was now mild amusement in
his eyes. “Okay, it’s less than what you make. That narrow it down enough?”


  Gamble laughed.


  “Why do you care what my paycheck says?”


  “The point is, I don’t. But from what I’ve seen of you
and knowing the government’s way of doing business, I
gotta believe it’s not nearly enough.”


  “So? Even if it isn’t, that’s not your problem.”


  

  “I’m not into problems so much as I’m into problem
solving. That’s what chairmen do, Sawyer. They look at
the big picture, or at least they’re supposed to. So how
about it?”


  “So how about what?”


  Gamble puffed on his cigar, a small twinkle in his eye.


  It finally dawned on Sawyer what the man was getting at.


  “Are you offering me a job?”


  “Hardy says you’re the best. I only hire the best.”


  “Exactly what position are you looking to fill?”


  “Head of security, what else?”


  “I thought Lucas already had that job.”


  Gamble shrugged. “I’ll take care of him. He’s more of
my personal guy anyway. I quadrupled his government
salary, by the way. I’ll do better than that for you.”


  “I take it you blame Lucas for what happened with
Archer.”


  “Hey, it’s somebody’s responsibility. So what do you
say?”


  “What about Hardy?”


  “He’s a big boy. Who says I can’t bid for your services? I get you on board, maybe I don’t need as much of
him.”


  “Frank’s a good friend of mine. I’m not doing anything
that would screw him. That’s not how I operate.”


  “It’s not like the guy’s gonna be reduced to going
through trash cans. He’s already made a hell of a lot of
money. Most of it off me.” Gamble shrugged. “But suit
yourself.”


  Sawyer stood up. “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure
you and I could ever survive each other.”


  Gamble eyed him steadily. “You know, you’re probably right about that.”


  Sawyer left Gamble sitting there. When he exited the
room, he came face-to-face with Richard Lucas, who had
been standing outside the door.


  “Hey, Rich, you certainly get around.”


  “It’s part of my job,” Lucas said brusquely.


  “Well, in my book, you qualify for sainthood.” Sawyer
nodded toward the room where Nathan Gamble was puffing on his cigar and walked off.


   


  Sawyer had just gotten back to his office when his line
buzzed.


  “Yes?”


  “Charles Tiedman, Lee.”


  “I’ll sure take that one.” Sawyer hit the flashing red
light on his phone. “Hello, Charles.”


  Tiedman’s manner was brisk and businesslike. “Lee, I
was getting back to you on your question.”


  Sawyer flipped back through his notebook until he
reached the section on his previous discussion with Tiedman. “You were going to check on the dates Lieberman
had raised the rates.”


  “I didn’t want to mail or fax them to you. Even though
they are technically publicly known… well, I wasn’t
certain who might see them other than yourself. No need
to stir things up unnecessarily.”


  “I understand.” God, these Fed guys never stop with
the secrecy, do they? Sawyer thought. “Why don’t you
give them to me now.”


  

  Tiedman cleared his throat and began. “There were five
such instances. December nineteenth, 1990, was the first
change. The others occurred on February twenty-eighth
of the following year, September twenty-sixth, 1992, November fifteenth of the same year, and finally April sixteenth, 1993.”


  Sawyer wrote them down. “What was the net effect?
After all five changes?”


  “The net effect was to add one-half a percentage
point to the Fed Funds Rate. However, the first reduction was one percentage point. The last increase was
three-quarters.”


  “I take it that’s a lot at one time.”


  “If we were in the military discussing weapons systems,
one percentage point would easily equate to a nuclear
bomb.”


  “I know if early word leaked out about the Fed’s decision regarding interest rates, then people could make
enormous profits.”


  “Actually,” said Tiedman, “advance notice of the Fed’s
action on interest rates is, for all intents and purposes,
worthless.”


  Mother of God. Sawyer closed his eyes, slapped his
forehead and leaned back in his chair so far he almost
toppled over. Maybe he should just plant his trusty ten-millimeter against his temple and save himself additional
misery. “So, excuse my French, but why all the goddamned secrecy?”


  

  “Don’t misunderstand me. Unscrupulous people could
certainly profit in innumerable ways from learning inside
information about the Fed’s deliberations. However, advance information of Fed action is not typically one of
them. The market has an army of Fed watchers who are
so adept at their job that the financial community usually
knows well in advance whether the Fed is going to lower
or raise interest rates and by how much. In effect, the
market already knows what we’ll do. Is that clear enough
for you?”


  “Very.” Sawyer exhaled audibly. Then he jerked up in
his chair. “What happens if the market is wrong?”


  Tiedman’s tone showed he was very pleased with the
question. “Ah, that is an entirely different matter. If the
market is wrong, then you could have enormous swings
on the financial landscape.”


  “So if somebody knew ahead of time that one of these
unexpected changes was coming down the pike, he could
make some nice profits?”


  “That’s considerably understating it. Anyone with advance information of an unanticipated Fed change in interest rates could potentially make billions of dollars
seconds after the Fed action was announced.” Tiedman’s
response left Sawyer momentarily speechless. He wiped
his brow and whistled under his breath. “There are innumerable vehicles in which to do so, Lee, the most lucrative probably being Eurodollar contracts trading on the
International Monetary Market in Chicago. The leverage
is thousands to one. Or the stock market, of course. Rates
go up, the market goes down, and vice versa, it’s that
simple. You can make billions if you’re right, lose billions if you’re wrong.” Sawyer was still silent. “Lee, I believe there is one more question you want to ask me.”


  

  Sawyer cupped the phone receiver under his chin while
he hurriedly wrote down some notes. “Only one? I was
just getting warmed up.”


  “I think this query may make unimportant anything
else you may want to know.” Although Tiedman seemed
on the surface to be toying with him, the agent sensed a
true grimness behind the tone. He pushed himself to
think. He almost yelled into the phone when it hit him.
“The dates you just gave me, when the rates changed—were they all ‘surprises’ to the market?”


  Tiedman paused before answering. “Yes.” Sawyer
could almost feel the electricity coming over the phone
line. “In fact, they were the worst kind of surprises for the
financial markets, because they did not occur as the result
of regularly scheduled Fed meetings, but by Arthur’s unilateral actions as Fed chairman.”


  “So he can raise rates by himself?”


  “Yes, the board can give the chairman that power. It’s
often been done over the years. Arthur lobbied hard for it
and got it. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that before. It didn’t
seem important.”


  “Forget it,” Sawyer said. “And with those rate changes,
maybe somebody made more money than there are
stars?”


  “Yes,” Tiedman said very quietly. “Yes,” he said again.
“There’s also the reality that others lost at least an equal
amount of money.”


  “What do you mean?”


  

  “Well, if you’re correct that Arthur was being blackmailed to manipulate rates, the extreme steps he took—adjusting the Fed Funds Rate by as large as a percentage
point at a time—leads me to conclude that damage to others was intended.”


  “Why?” Sawyer asked.


  “Because if your goal was merely to profit from the adjustment in rates, you wouldn’t need much in the way of
movement to do so, so long as the direction, up or down,
was a surprise to the markets. However, to the investments of others who anticipated a change in the other direction, a point adjustment the other way is catastrophic.”


  “Jesus. Any way to find out who took those kinds of
hits?”


  Tiedman smiled. “Lee, with the complexities of money
movement today, neither you nor I would have enough
years left to do that.”


  Tiedman didn’t speak for at least another minute, and
Sawyer really couldn’t think of anything else to say.
When Tiedman finally broke the silence, his voice was
suddenly bone tired. “Until we had our earlier discussion,
I never had considered the possibility that Arthur’s relationship with Steven Page could have been used to coerce
him into doing it. Now it seems rather obvious.”


  “You understand, though, that we don’t have any proof
that he was being blackmailed?”


  “We’ll probably never know the answer to that, I’m
afraid,” said Tiedman. “Not with Steven Page dead.”


  “Do you know whether Lieberman ever met Page at his
apartment?”


  “I don’t believe that he did. Arthur mentioned to me
once that he leased a cottage in Connecticut. And he cautioned me about mentioning it in front of his wife.”


  “You think that was the rendezvous spot for Page and
Lieberman?”


  “It could’ve been.”


  “I’ll tell you where I’m going with this. Steven Page
left behind a considerable estate when he died.
Megabucks.”


  Tiedman’s tone was one of complete shock. “I don’t
understand. I remember Arthur telling me more than once
that Steven was always complaining about money.”


  “Nonetheless, it’s undisputed that he died a very rich
man. I’m wondering, could Lieberman have been the
source of that wealth?”


  “Highly unlikely. As I just said, Arthur’s conversations
with me indicated that he believed Steven to be far from
affluent. In addition, I think it quite impossible that
Arthur could have transferred that kind of money to
Steven Page without his wife knowing about it.”


  “Then why take a risk with leasing a cottage? Couldn’t
they have met at Page’s apartment?”


  “All I can say is he never mentioned to me that he had
visited Steven Page’s apartment.”


  “Well, maybe the cottage was Page’s idea.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Well, if Lieberman didn’t give Page the money, someone else had to. Don’t you think Lieberman would’ve
been suspicious if he had walked into Page’s apartment
and saw a Picasso on the wall? Wouldn’t he have wanted
to know where the funds came from?”


  “Absolutely!”


  “Actually, I’m certain Page wasn’t blackmailing
Lieberman. At least not directly.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “Lieberman kept a picture of Page at his apartment. I
don’t think he would keep a blackmailer’s photo around.
On top of that, we also found a bunch of letters at Lieberman’s apartment. They were unsigned, romantic in content. Lieberman obviously valued them highly.”


  “You think Page was the author of those letters?”


  “I know a way to tell for sure. You were friends with
Page. Do you have a sample of his writing?”


  “Actually, I’ve kept several handwritten letters he
wrote me while he was working in New York. I can send
them to you.” Tiedman paused. Sawyer could hear him
scribbling a note. “Lee, you’ve adeptly pointed out ways
Page could not have reaped his millions. So where did he
get his wealth?”


  “Think about it. If Page and Lieberman were having an
affair, that’s plenty of ammo to blackmail him with, you
agree?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Okay, what if someone else, a third party, encouraged
Page to have an affair with Lieberman.”


  “But I introduced them. I hope you’re not accusing me
of perpetrating this ghastly conspiracy.”


  “You may have been the one to introduce them, but
that’s not to say Page and whoever was funding him
couldn’t have helped that introduction occur. Moving in
the right circles, helping publicize Page’s financial brilliance to the right people.”


  “Go on.”


  

  “So Page and Lieberman hit it off. The third party may
believe that Lieberman may one day run the Fed. So Page
and his backer bide their time. The backer pays Page to
keep up the romance. They would’ve documented the relationship every which way from Sunday—taped phone
calls, video, still photos—you can believe that.”


  “Then Steven Page was all part of a setup. He never actually cared for Arthur. I… I can’t believe this.” The little man sounded terribly depressed.


  “Then Page gets HIV and allegedly commits suicide.”


  “Allegedly? You have doubts about his death?”


  “I’m a cop, Charles, I have doubts about the Pope.
Page is gone, but his accomplice is still out there. Lieberman becomes Fed chairman, and bam, the blackmail begins.”


  “But Arthur’s death?”


  “Well, your comment about him seeming almost happy
that he had cancer tells me one thing.”


  “Which is?”


  “That he was about to tell his blackmailer to take a flying leap and was going to go public with the scheme.”


  Tiedman rubbed his brow nervously. “It all makes perfect sense.”


  Sawyer lowered his voice. “You haven’t mentioned
any of what we’ve discussed to anyone, have you?”


  “No, I haven’t.”


  “Well, stick to that habit, and never let your guard
down.”


  “What exactly are you suggesting?” There was a sudden catch in Tiedman’s voice.


  

  “I’m just recommending in the very strongest possible
terms that you be very careful and do not tell anyone—not any of the Fed members, including Walter Burns,
your secretary, your assistants, your wife, your friends—anything about this.”


  “Are you saying that you think I’m in danger? I find
that very hard to believe.”


  Sawyer’s tone was grim. “I’m sure Arthur Lieberman
thought that too.”


  Charles Tiedman gripped a pencil on his desk so hard
that it snapped in half. “I’ll certainly follow your advice
to the letter.” Thoroughly frightened, Tiedman hung up.


  Sawyer leaned back in his chair and longed for another
cigarette as his mental engine went into overdrive. Somebody had obviously been paying off Steven Page. Sawyer
thought he had a reasonable answer for why: setting up
Lieberman. The question nagging at him now was who?
And then the biggest question of all: Who had killed
Steven Page? The FBI agent was now convinced, despite
evidence to the contrary, that Steven Page had been murdered. He picked up the phone. “Ray? It’s Lee. I want you
to give Lieberman’s personal physician another call.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


  Bill Patterson looked at the dashboard clock and
stretched out his large body. They were traveling southbound about two hours north of Bell Harbor. Next to him,
his wife was sound asleep. It had been a far longer trip to
the market than they were expecting. Sidney Archer had
been incorrect. They had not stopped on the drive up to
Bell Harbor, and had reached the beach house barely
ahead of the storm. Having piled their luggage in the
back bedroom, they headed out for food before the storm
worsened. The market in Bell Harbor was sold out, so
they were compelled to drive north to the far larger grocery in Port Vista. On the way back, their route had been
closed off by a jackknifed tanker truck. Last night had
been spent very uncomfortably in a motel.


  

  Patterson now checked the backseat; Amy was also
napping, her little mouth forming a perfect circle. Patterson looked at the heavily falling snow and grimaced. Fortunately, he had not been privy to the latest news flashes
proclaiming his daughter to be a fugitive from justice. He
was sick enough with worry as it was. In his anxiety he
had chewed his fingernails until they had bled and his gut
was full of acid. He wanted to be protecting Sidney now,
as he had dutifully done when she was a little girl. Ghosts
and bogeymen had been his chief foes back then. The
current ones were far more deadly, he had to assume. At
least he had Amy with him. God help the person who
tried to harm his granddaughter. And God be with you,
Sidney.


   


  Ray Jackson stood silently in the doorway of Sawyer’s
cramped office. Behind his desk, Lee Sawyer was immersed in a file. A full pot of coffee was on a hot plate in
front of him, a half-eaten meal next to it. Jackson could
not remember the last time the man had failed at his job.
However, Sawyer had been taking increasing heat—internally from the director of the FBI on down, in the press
and from the White House to Capitol Hill. Jackson grimaced. Hell, if they thought it was so damn easy, why
didn’t they hit the streets and try to solve the case?


  “Hey, Lee?”


  Sawyer jerked up. “Hey, Ray. Fresh pot of coffee on
the hot plate, help yourself.”


  Jackson poured himself a cup and sat down. “Word is
you’ve been taking some grief from upstairs on this
case.”


  Sawyer shrugged. “Goes with the territory.”


  “You want to talk about it?” Jackson settled down in a
chair next to him.


  “What’s there to talk about? Fine, everybody wants to
know who was behind that plane going down. I do too. I
also want to know a hell of a lot more than that. I want to
know who used Joe Riker for target practice. I want to
know who killed Steve and Ed Page. I want to know who
blew away those three guys in the limo. I want to know
where Jason Archer is.”


  “And Sidney Archer?”


  “Yeah, and Sidney Archer. And I’m not gonna find out
by listening to all the people who just have a bunch of
questions and no answers. Speaking of which, have you
got any for me? Answers, that is?”


  Jackson got up and closed the door to Sawyer’s office.


  “According to his doctor, Arthur Lieberman did not
have the HIV virus.”


  Sawyer exploded. “That’s impossible. The guy’s lying
his ass off.”


  “Don’t think so, Lee.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  

  “Because he showed me Lieberman’s medical file.”
Sawyer sat back, stunned. Jackson continued. “When I
asked the guy, I thought it was going to be like you and I
talked about—his expression would have to tell us, because the man sure as hell wasn’t going to show me any
records without a subpoena in hand. But he did, Lee. No
harm in his doctor proving that Lieberman didn’t have the
virus. Lieberman was some kind of health fanatic. Had
yearly physicals, all sorts of preventive measures and
testing. As part of the physicals, Lieberman was routinely
tested for HIV. The doctor showed me the results from
1990 until last year. They were all negative, Lee. I saw
them myself.”


   


  Sidney closed her bloodshot eyes for a moment, lay
back on her parents’ bed and took a deep breath. Wearily
she made a decision. She pulled out the card from her
purse and stared at it for some minutes. She felt the overpowering need to talk to someone. For a number of reasons, she decided it had to be him. She went down to the
Land Rover and carefully dialed the number.


  Sawyer had just opened the door to his apartment when
he heard the phone start to ring. He grabbed up the phone,
taking off his overcoat as he did so.


  “Hello?”


  The line was silent for a moment and Sawyer was just
about to hang up. Then a voice came on the other end.
Sawyer gripped the receiver with both hands and let his
coat fall on the floor. He stood rigidly in the middle of his
living room.


  “Sidney?”


  “Hello.” The voice was small, but firm.


  “Where are you?” Sawyer’s question was automatic,
but he instantly regretted it.


  “Sorry, Lee, this is not a geography lesson.”


  “Okay, okay.” Sawyer sat down in his battered recliner.
“I don’t need to know where you are. But are you safe?”


  Sidney almost laughed. “Reasonably so, I guess, but
it’s still just a guess. I’m heavily armed, if that makes a
difference.” She paused for a moment. “I saw the TV
news.”


  “I know you didn’t kill them, Sidney.”


  “How—”


  “Just trust me on that one.”


  Sidney let out a deep breath as the memory of that horrific night settled back down on her. “I’m sorry I didn’t
tell you when I called before. I… I just couldn’t.”


  “Tell me what happened that night, Sidney.”


  Sidney was silent, debating whether to hang up or not.
Sawyer sensed her deliberations. “Sidney, I’m not at the
Hoover Building. I can’t trace your call. And I happen to
be on your side. You can talk as long as you want.”


  “Okay. You’re the only one I happen to trust. What do
you want to know?”


  “Everything. Just start from the beginning.”


  It took Sidney about five minutes to recount the events
of that night.


  “You didn’t see the shooter?”


  “He was wearing a ski mask that covered his face. I
think it was the same guy who tried to kill me later. At
least I hope there aren’t two guys walking around with
eyes like that.”


  “In New York?”


  “What?”


  “The security guard, Sidney. He was murdered.”


  She rubbed at her forehead. “Yes. In New York.”


  “But definitely a man?”


  “Yes, from his build and what I could see of his facial
characteristics through the mask. And the bottom of his
neck was exposed. I could see beard stubble.”


  Sawyer was impressed with her observations and said
so.


  “You tend to remember the smallest details when you
think you’re about to die.”


  “I know what you mean. I’ve actually been in that situation myself. Look, we found the tape, Sidney. Your talk
with Jason?”


  Sidney looked around the darkened interior of the
Land Rover and the garage beyond. “So, everyone
knows—”


  “Don’t worry about that. On the tape your husband
sounded jumpy, nervous. Answered some of your questions but not all.”


  “Yes, he was distraught. Panicked.”


  “How about when you talked to him on the pay phone
in New Orleans? How did he sound then? Different or the
same?”


  Sidney narrowed her eyes as she thought back.
“Different,” she said finally.


  “How? Give it to me as exactly as you can.”


  “Well, he didn’t sound nervous. In fact, it was almost a
monotone. He told me I couldn’t say anything, that the
police were watching. He just gave me instructions and
hung up. It was a monologue rather than a conversation.
I never said anything.”


  Sawyer sighed. “Quentin Rowe is convinced that you
were in Jason’s office at Triton after the plane crash. Were
you?”


  Sidney was silent.


  “Sidney, I really don’t give a tinker’s damn if you were
there. But if you were, I just want to ask you one question
about something you might have done while you were in
there.”


  Sidney remained silent.


  “Sidney? Look, you called me. You said you trust me,
although at this point I can understand you not wanting to
trust anyone. I wouldn’t recommend it, but you can hang
up now, try going it alone.”


  “I was there,” she said quietly.


  “Okay, Rowe mentioned a microphone on Jason’s
computer.”


  Sidney sighed. “I accidentally hit it; it bent. I couldn’t
get it back straight.”


  Sawyer sat back in the recliner. “Did Jason ever use the
microphone feature of the computer? Did he, for instance, have one at home?”


  “No. He could type much faster than he could speak.
Why?”


  “So why did he have a microphone on his computer at
work?”


  Sidney thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know. I
think it was fairly recent. A few months or so, maybe a
little longer. I’ve noticed them in other offices at Triton,
if that helps. Why?”


  “I’m getting there, Sidney, just bear with an old, tired
G-man.” Sawyer tugged at his top lip. “When you talked
to Jason, both times, you’re sure it was him?”


  “Of course it was him. I know my own husband’s
voice.”


  

  Sawyer’s tone was deliberate and steady, as though he
were trying to graft those traits onto Sidney. “I didn’t ask
you if you were sure it was your husband’s voice.” He
stopped momentarily, took a slow breath and then
continued. “I asked you if you were sure it was your husband
both times.”


  Sidney froze. When she finally found her own voice, it
came out in a furious whisper. “What are you suggesting?”


  “I listened to your first conversation with Jason. You’re
right, he did sound panicked, breathing heavy, the works.
You guys had a real conversation. But now you tell me
the second time around, he sounded far different, that it
really wasn’t a conversation. He talked, you listened. No
panic. Now, we know about this microphone in Jason’s
office, something that he never uses. If he never uses it,
why is it really there?”


  “I… What other reason would it be there?”


  “A microphone, Sidney, is for recording things.
Sounds… Voices.”


  Sidney gripped the cell phone so hard her hand turned
red. “Are you saying…”


  “I’m saying that I believe that you heard your husband’s voice over the phone both times, all right. But I
think what you heard the second time was a compilation
of your husband’s words derived from the recordings
taken by the microphone, because that was its real purpose, I’m fairly certain. A recorder.”


  “That can’t be possible. Why?”


  “I don’t know why, yet. But it seems clear enough.
That explains why your second conversation with him
was so different. The second time around I gather the vocabulary was pretty ordinary?” Sidney didn’t answer.
“Sidney?” Sawyer heard a sob come over the line.


  

  “Then you think… you believe that Jason is…
dead?” Sidney fought back the tears. She had already
lived through one episode of believing her husband dead,
only to suddenly encounter him alive. Or so she thought.
The tears started to slide down her cheeks as she contemplated having to grieve again for Jason.


  “I have no way of knowing that, Sidney. The fact that
I believe Jason’s recorded voice was used rather than the
real thing leads me to think that he was not around to
speak himself. Why, I don’t know. Let’s leave it at that
for now.”


  Sidney put down the phone and clutched her head.
Every limb was now shaking like a slender elm in a windstorm.


  Alarmed, Sawyer spoke earnestly into the phone.
“Sidney? Sidney? Don’t hang up. Please! Sidney?”


  The line went dead.


  Sawyer slammed down the receiver. “Dammit! Sonofabitch!”


  A minute went by. Sawyer stomped around the small
room. Working himself into a rage, he finally slammed a
heavy fist right through the wall. He leaped for the phone
when it rang again.


  “Hello?” His voice was shaking with anticipation.


  “Let’s not talk anymore about whether Jason is… is
alive, all right?” Sidney’s voice was devoid of any emotion.


  “All right,” Sawyer said quietly. He sat down and
paused for a moment, deciding what line of questioning
to pursue.


  “Lee, why would someone at Triton want to record
Jason’s voice and then use it to communicate with me?”


  “Sidney, if I knew the answer to that, I’d be doing cartwheels down the hallway. You said a number of offices
had them installed recently. That means that it could have
been anyone at the company who could have jerry-built
his mike into a recording device. Or maybe one of Triton’s competitors could have done it somehow. I mean, if
you knew he didn’t use the microphone, other people
would as well. I do know that it’s no longer in his office.
Maybe it has something to do with the secrets he sold
RTG.” Sawyer rubbed his scalp as he sorted through the
additional questions he wanted to ask her.


  She beat him to it. “Only Jason selling secrets to RTG
doesn’t make any sense now.”


  Amazed, Sawyer stood up. “Why not?”


  “Because Paul Brophy was working on the CyberCom
deal too. He was present at all the strategy sessions. He
even made an attempt to take over the lead role in the
transaction. Brophy, I now know, was working with Goldman and RTG to learn Triton’s final negotiating position
and beat them to the punch. He would’ve known far more
about Triton’s bargaining position than Jason ever would.
The precise deal terms were physically maintained at
Tyler, Stone, not at Triton.”


  Sawyer’s eyes grew wide. “You’re saying—”


  “I’m simply saying that since Brophy was working for
RTG, they wouldn’t have needed Jason.”


  

  Sawyer sat down and swore under his breath. He had
never made that connection. “Sidney, we both saw a
video of your husband passing information to a group of
men in a warehouse in Seattle on the day of the plane
crash. If he wasn’t giving them information on the CyberCom deal, then what the hell was it?”


  Sidney shook in frustration. “I don’t know! I do know
that when Brophy was cut out of the final rounds of the
deal, they tried to blackmail me for it. I pretended to go
along. My actual plan was to go to the authorities. But
then we got in the limo.” Sidney shuddered. “You know
the rest.”


  Sawyer stabbed a hand into his pocket and pulled out a
cigarette. He cradled the phone under his chin while he lit
up. “You find out anything else?”


  “I spoke with Jason’s secretary, Kay Vincent. She said
the other major project Jason was working on other than
CyberCom was an integration of Triton’s backup files.”


  “Tape backups? Is that important?” Sawyer asked.


  “I don’t know, but Kay also told me that Triton had delivered financial records to CyberCom. On the very day
of the plane crash.” Sidney sounded exasperated.


  “So what’s unusual about that? They’re involved in a
deal.”


  “On that same day I got my butt chewed out in New
York by Nathan Gamble because he didn’t want to turn
those very same records over to CyberCom.”


  Sawyer rubbed at his forehead. “That doesn’t make
any sense. Do you think Gamble knew the records were
turned over?”


  “I don’t know. I mean, I can’t be sure about that.” Sidney paused. The damp cold was starting to become
painful. “In fact, I thought the CyberCom deal might
blow up because of Gamble’s refusal.”


  

  “Well, I can tell you for a fact that it didn’t. I attended
the press conference today announcing the deal. Gamble
was smiling like the Cheshire cat.”


  “Well, with CyberCom in the fold I can understand
him being very happy.”


  “Can’t say the same for Quentin Rowe.”


  “They certainly are an odd pair.”


  “Right. Like Al Capone and Gandhi.”


  Sidney breathed deeply into the receiver but said nothing.


  “Sidney, I know you’re not going to like this, but I’m
going to say it anyway. You’d be a lot better off if you
came in. We can protect you.”


  “You mean imprison me, don’t you?” she said, a bitter
edge in her voice.


  “Sidney, I know you didn’t kill anyone.”


  “Can you prove it?”


  “I think I can.”


  “You think? I’m sorry, Lee. I really appreciate the vote
of confidence, but I’m afraid that’s not quite good
enough. I know how the evidence stacks up. And the public’s perception of things. They’d throw away the key.”


  “You could really be in danger out there.” Sawyer
slowly fingered the FBI shield pinned to his belt. “Listen,
tell me where you are and I’ll come. No one else. Not my
partner, nobody, just me. To get you, they go through me
first. Then, meanwhile, we can try to figure this thing out
together.”


  “Lee, you’re an FBI agent. There’s a warrant for my arrest. It’s your official duty to take me into custody the
moment you lay eyes on me. On top of that, you’ve already covered for me once.”


  Sawyer swallowed with difficulty. In his mind a pair of
captivating emerald eyes blended together into the light
of a train bearing right down on him. “Then let’s just call
it part of my unofficial duty.”


  “And if it’s found out, your career is over. On top of it,
you could go to prison.”


  “I’m a big boy, I’ll take my chances about that. I give
you my word it’ll just be me coming.” His voice trembled
with suppressed excitement. Sidney could not speak.
“Sidney, I’m shooting straight with you. I… I really
want you to be okay, all right?”


  There was a catch in Sidney’s throat. “I believe you,
Lee. And I can’t tell you how much that means to me. But
I’m not going to let you throw your life away either. I’m
not having that on my conscience too.”


  “Sidney—”


  “I have to go now, Lee.”


  “Wait! Don’t.”


  “I’ll try to call back.”


  “When?”


  Sidney stared straight ahead through the windshield,
her face suddenly rigid, her eyes widening. “I’m… I’m
not sure,” she said vaguely. Then the line went dead.


  Sawyer put the phone down and fumbled in his pants
pocket for the pack of Marlboros and lit another cigarette.
He used his cupped hand for an ashtray while he paced
around the room. He stopped and fingered the fist-sized
hole in the wall and seriously contemplated giving it a
twin. Instead he stepped to the window and looked out in
complete despair at a frosty winter night.


  * * *


  As soon as Sidney had gone back into the house, the
man stepped from the dark shadows of the garage. His
breath frosted in the freezing environment. He opened the
door to the Land Rover. As the car’s interior dome light
came on, the deadly blue eyes shimmered like hideously
carved jewels in the soft light. Kenneth Scales’s gloved
hands expertly searched the car but found nothing of interest. He then picked up the cell phone and hit the redial
button. The phone rang only once before Lee Sawyer’s
excited voice came on the line. Scales smiled as he listened to the urgent tones of the FBI agent, who evidently
thought Sidney Archer had called him back. Then Scales
disconnected the call, quietly closed the car door and
made his way up the stairs to the house. From a leather
sheath on his belt he pulled the stiletto blade he had used
to kill Edward Page. He would have taken care of Sidney
Archer as she stepped from the Land Rover except he
was uncertain whether she was armed. He had already
seen her skill with a gun. Besides, his method of killing
was based on the total surprise of his victims.


  

  He made his way through the first floor looking for the
leather jacket Sidney had been wearing, but did not find
it. Her purse was on the counter, but what he wanted
wasn’t in there. He proceeded over to the stairs leading
up to the second floor. He paused at that point and cocked
his head. Over the rush of the wind, the sound reaching
his ears from the second floor made him smile once again.
Water running in the tub. On this bitterly cold winter’s
night in rustic Maine, the sole occupant of the house was
preparing to take a nice, hot, soothing bath. He made his
way silently up the stairs. The bedroom door at the top of
the landing was shut, but he could clearly hear the water
running in the adjoining bathroom. Then the water was
turned off. He waited a few more seconds as he envisioned Sidney Archer climbing into the tub, letting the
hot water comfort her weary body. Then he stepped to the
door of the bedroom. Scales would get the password first
and then occupy himself for a while with the lady of the
house. If he could not find what he wanted, he would
promise to let her live in exchange for her secret and then
he would kill her. He wondered briefly what the attractive
lawyer would look like naked. From what he had seen of
her, Scales concluded she would look very good indeed.
And it wasn’t as though he was in a rush. It had been a
long, weary trip up the East Coast to Maine. He deserved
a little R&R, he thought as he contemplated the upcoming event.


  Scales stood to the side of the door, his back against the
wall, his knife at the ready, and placed one hand on the
knob, turning it virtually noiselessly.


  

  The shotgun blast that disintegrated the door and embedded several pieces of the weapon’s Magnum load in
his left forearm was not nearly so quiet. He screamed and
threw himself down the stairs, athletically rolling and
landing virtually upright, gripping his bloody arm. He
jerked his eyes upward as Sidney Archer, fully dressed,
charged out of the bedroom. She racked the action of the
shotgun again and Scales barely managed to throw himself out of the way before another blast hit the very spot
where he had been standing. The house was almost totally dark, but if he moved again she would be able to
zero in on his location. He crouched down behind the
sofa, his predicament evident. At some point Sidney
Archer would risk turning on a light and the deadly
power of the shotgun would quickly devastate everything
in the small room, including him.


  Breathing quietly, he gripped his knife with his good
hand, looked around the confines of the living room and
waited. His arm stung terribly; Scales was far more used
to inflicting pain than receiving it. He listened to Sidney’s
footsteps as she proceeded cautiously down the stairs. He
was sure the shotgun was making wide sweeps of the
area. From out of the darkness, he cautiously raised his
head an inch or so above the top of the sofa. His eyes instantly riveted on her. She was halfway down the stairs.
So intent was she on locating her quarry, she did not see
a piece of the bedroom door that had landed on the stairs.
When she unwittingly placed her weight fully on it, the
piece slipped free and both her feet flew out from under
her. With a scream, she tumbled down the stairs, the shotgun smashing against the railing. In an instant he
pounced. As the pair rolled along the hardwood floor, he
pounded her head against it. She kicked furiously against
his chest and ribs with her heavy boots. Then she twisted
away just as he struck savagely with his knife. The blow
missed barely, tearing through the inside of her jacket instead of her flesh. A white object that had been in Sidney’s pocket was dislodged from the impact of the blow
and floated to the floor.


  

  Sidney managed to grab the shotgun and delivered a
terrific blow to Scales’s face with the butt of the solid
Winchester, breaking his nose and knocking out several
front teeth. Stunned, Scales dropped his knife and fell
back for an instant. Then, furious, he wrenched the shotgun free, turning it on a dazed Sidney Archer. In a panic
she hurled herself several feet away but was still easily in
range. His finger pulled the trigger, but the muzzle remained silent. The fall down the stairs and the ensuing
struggle had jammed the weapon. Sidney, her head bursting with pain from the earlier blow, desperately crawled
away. With a vicious snarl, Scales threw the useless shotgun away and stood up, blood streaming down his shirt
from his torn mouth and rearranged nose. He picked up
his knife where it had fallen and advanced with murderous eyes toward Sidney. When he lifted the blade to
strike, Sidney whirled around, the 9mm pointed right at
him. A split second before she fired, however, he exploded into an acrobatic leap that carried him over the
dining room table. She kept pulling the trigger of her
9mm, the Hydra-Shok slugs tracing an explosive pattern
across the wall as she tried desperately to follow the path
of his impromptu flight. Scales hit the polished wood
floor hard, his momentum sending him headlong into the
wall. As his torso whiplashed sideways from the impact
with the wall, he crashed into the legs of an ornate mahogany sideboard. The slender mahogany legs snapped
like matchsticks and the heavy piece collapsed right on
top of him, spewing its contents across the room as drawers flew open from the fall. Scales did not move after that.


  

  Sidney jumped up, ran through the kitchen, grabbed
her purse off the counter and fled down the stairs to the
garage. A minute later the garage door splintered and
erupted outward and the Land Rover careened through
the savaged opening, did a 180-degree spin in the driveway and disappeared into the snowstorm.


   


  

  As Sidney looked in her rearview mirror, she saw a
pair of headlights. Her heart skipped a beat as she
watched the big Cadillac pull into the driveway of the
house she had just left. The blood drained from her face.
Omigod! Her parents were finally here and the timing
could not have been worse. She swung the truck around,
plowing through a snowdrift, and raced back toward her
parents’ house. Then her problem was suddenly compounded as she caught sight of another pair of headlights
coming down the road from the same direction her parents had come. She watched in steadily growing fear as
the black sedan moved down the street, its tires slowly
crunching over the path just left by the Caddie. The people who had dogged her parents from Virginia. With
everything else happening, she had forgotten about them.
Sidney slammed the Land Rover’s accelerator to the
floor. Slipping in the snow for a moment, the four-wheel-drive system kicked in and the massive V-8 took hold,
propelling the little tank forward like a cannonball. As
she bore down on the sedan, Sidney saw the driver react.
His hand went inside his coat. But he was a millisecond
too late. She flew past her parents’ house, veered across
the road and, with a crush of metal, slammed into the
smaller vehicle, pushing it across the slippery road and
depositing it in a steep ditch. The air bag in the truck inflated. With a furious effort, Sidney ripped it off the steering column and slammed the truck into reverse. The
sound of metal wrenching free was clearly heard as the
two vehicles uncoupled.


  Sidney turned the truck around and then stared in disbelief. Her swift attack had taken care of whoever was
following her parents. It also had another result. She
watched in dismay as the Cadillac turned off Beach Street
and roared off back to Route 1. Sidney rammed the accelerator down and headed after them.


  The man struggled out of the car and stared in shock at
the rapidly disappearing truck.


   


  

  Sidney saw the taillights of the Cadillac just ahead. At
this point, Route 1 was a two-lane road. She pulled up behind her parents and blew her horn repeatedly. The Cadillac immediately accelerated. Her parents were by now
probably so scared they wouldn’t even stop for a state
trooper in a marked car, much less a lunatic blowing her
horn in a smashed-up truck. Sidney momentarily held her
breath and then careened onto the wrong side of the road,
mashed the gas pedal to the floor and pulled alongside her
parents’ car. She saw her father react to the Land Rover
appearing on his left. The Caddie shimmied from side to
side as it sped up, and Sidney had to keep the accelerator
close to the floor to keep up, as the damaged Land Rover
was sluggish to respond. As Sidney steadily gained
ground, Bill Patterson planted the bulky Caddie squarely
in the middle of the two-lane road, daring their pursuer to
overtake them. Sidney rolled down her window and
steered her vehicle halfway onto the dirt-and-gravel shoulder. Thank God the roads hadn’t been plowed yet or she
would have had no shoulder to travel on. As she inched
up to the passenger side of the Cadillac, her father swung
back onto the right side, forcing Sidney to go off the road
entirely. As the Land Rover bounced and swayed over the
rough terrain, Sidney looked at her speedometer; it hovered near eighty. Fear rattled through every nerve in her
body. She looked up ahead. They were coming to a steep
curve. She was about to run out of road. She smashed the
accelerator flat to the floor. She only had seconds left.
“Mom!” She screamed over the fury of the wind and the
wall of pouring snow. “Mom!” Sidney leaned as far out
the driver’s window as she could while maintaining some
control over the truck. She took one deep breath and
screamed as loud as she ever had in her life.
“MMMOOOMM!”


  She saw her mother peering through the whipping
snow, her eyes wide with terror, and then Sidney finally
saw recognition and then relief in them. Her mother
quickly turned to her father. The Cadillac slowed down
immediately and allowed Sidney to move back onto the
road ahead of them. Her face and hair covered with snow,
Sidney motioned with one hand for them to follow her. In
the near-blinding swirl of white, the two cars raced down
the road.


  

  About an hour later, they veered off at an exit. Within
ten minutes the Land Rover and the Cadillac pulled into
the parking lot of a motel. The first thing Sidney Archer
did was jump out of the truck, race to her parents’ car,
throw open the rear door and grab up her daughter in her
arms. Tears were pouring down Sidney’s face as fiercely
as the snow. She gripped her sleepy daughter with fingers
that promised never to let go again. Amy had no way of
knowing how close she had come to losing her mother
this night. If the blade had veered one inch the other way?
If Sidney’s mother had recognized her daughter a second
too late? But the little girl would never know that. Sidney
Archer certainly did, however, and it made her squeeze
her daughter to her breast as tightly as she possibly could
as her own body painfully convulsed. Bill Patterson came
around the car and planted a bear hug around his daughter. The big man was shaking severely too after this latest
nightmare. His wife joined them and they stood in a small
circle, clutching each other tightly, each of them silent.
Though the snow soon covered their clothes, they didn’t
budge; they were just holding on.


   


  The man had managed to free his vehicle and then ran
over to the Pattersons’ house, where it was still quiet. A
minute later the house was quiet no more as the sideboard
was slowly raised off the floor and then violently hurled
away with another crash and splintering of wood. Scales
painfully stood up with the aid of his colleague. The look
on his battered face made it abundantly clear that it was
indeed fortunate for her that Sidney Archer was not
presently within his deadly reach. As he went back to retrieve his knife he noticed the piece of paper Sidney had
dropped—Jason’s e-mail message. Scales picked it up,
studying it momentarily. In another five minutes he and
his associate had made their way to the damaged car.
Scales picked up his cellular phone and punched in a
speed-dial number. It was time to bring in reinforcements.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


  At two-thirty in the morning, a highly agitated Lee
Sawyer drove to the office through a snowstorm that
threatened to hit blizzard status by that afternoon. The
whole East Coast was being assaulted by a major winter
storm system that threatened to hang around until Christmas.


  

  Sawyer went directly to the conference room, where he
spent the next five hours going over every aspect of the
case, from the files, his notes and memory. His main goal
was assembling the case as he now understood it into
some semblance of logic. The problem was that not much
made sense, chiefly because he was not certain whether
he was confronted with one case or two: Lieberman and
Archer together, or Lieberman and Archer separately.
That’s really what it boiled down to. He jotted down
some new angles that occurred to him, but none of them
seemed all that promising. Then he picked up the phone
and dialed the lab asking for Liz Martin, the technician
who had performed the Luma-lite exam on the limousine.


  “Liz, I owe you an apology. I’ve been letting this case
get to me a little bit and I took it out on you. I was out of
line and I’m sorry.”


  Liz smiled. “Apology accepted. We’re all under pressure. What’s up?”


  “I need your resident computer expert skills. What do
you know about computer tape backup systems?”


  “Funny you should ask. My boyfriend’s a trial lawyer
and he was just telling me the other day it’s the hottest
topic in the legal sector right now.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Well, tape backups are potentially discoverable in litigation. For example, an employee writes an interoffice
memo or e-mail that contains damaging information
about the company. The employee later erases the e-mail
and destroys all hard copies of the memo. You’d think it
was gone for good, right? Nope, because with tape
backup, the system might well have saved it before it was
erased. And under the rules of discovery, they may have
to turn it over to the other side. My boyfriend’s firm advises clients that with documents created via computer, if
you don’t want someone else to ever read it, then don’t
create it.”


  “Hmmm.” Sawyer thumbed through the papers in front
of him. “Good thing I still opt for invisible ink.”


  “You’re a relic, Lee, but at least you’re a nice relic.”


  “Okay, Professor Liz, I’ve got another one for you.”
Sawyer read her the password.


  “That’s a pretty good password, isn’t it, Liz?”


  “Actually, it’s not.”


  “What?” That was the absolute last response Sawyer
had expected to hear.


  “It’s so long that it would be easy to forget a portion of
it or otherwise get it incorrect. Or if you were communicating it to someone else orally, they could easily get it
wrong in the transmission, transpose a number, that sort
of thing.”


  “But because it’s so long, it wouldn’t be capable of
being broken, right? I thought that was the beauty of it.”


  “Certainly. However, you don’t have to use all those
numbers to accomplish that goal. Ten would’ve been
ample for most purposes. With fifteen numbers you’re
pretty much invulnerable.”


  “But these days you’ve got computers that could crank
those combos through.”


  “With fifteen numbers you’re looking at well over a
trillion combos and most encryption packages come with
a shut-down feature if too many combos are tried at one
time. Even if it didn’t have the shut-down feature, the
fastest computer in the world doing a numbers crunch
still wouldn’t pop this password because the presence and
placement of those decimal points make the possible
combinations so high that a traditional brute-force assault
wouldn’t work.”


  “So you’re saying—”


  

  “I’m saying whoever put together this password went
way overboard. The negatives far outweigh its
imperviousness to being cracked. It simply didn’t need to be this
complex to avoid being penetrated. Maybe whoever put
it together was a novice about computers.”


  Sawyer shook his head. “I think this person knew exactly what he was doing.”


  “Well, then it wasn’t solely for protection purposes.”


  “What else could it be?”


  “I’m not sure, Lee. I’ve never seen one like this before.”


  Sawyer didn’t say anything.


  “Anything else?”


  “What? Uh, no, Liz, that’s it.” Sawyer sounded very
depressed.


  “I’m sorry if I wasn’t much help.”


  “No, you were. You gave me a lot to think about.
Thanks, Liz.” He brightened. “Hey, I owe you a lunch,
okay?”


  “I’m going to hold you to that one and this time I get
to pick the place.”


  “Fine, only make sure they take the Exxon card. That’s
about the only plastic I have left.”


  “You really know how to show a girl a good time,
Lee.”


  

  Sawyer hung up and looked down at the password
again. If half of what he had heard about Jason Archer’s
mental prowess was true, then the complexity of the password had been no accident. He looked at the numbers
again. It was driving him nuts, but he couldn’t shake the
feeling that they somehow seemed familiar. He poured
himself another cup of coffee, took out a scratch piece of
paper and started doodling, a habit that helped him think.
This case seemed to have been with him for years. With
a start he looked at the date on the e-mail message Archer
had sent his wife: 95-11-19. He wrote the numbers down
on the scratch paper: 95-11-19. He smiled. Figures a
computer would kick it out like that, more confusing than
anything else. Then he found himself staring at the numbers more intently. His smile faded. He quickly wrote
them down another way: 95/11/19 then, finally, 951119.
He quickly scribbled again, made a mistake, scratched it
out and kept going. He looked at the finished product:
599111.


  Sawyer’s face turned whiter than the paper he was writing on. Backwards. He read the e-mail from Jason Archer
again. All backwards, Archer had said. But why? If Archer
were under so much pressure that he had mistyped the address and not finished the message, why take the time to
type two phrases—“all wrong” and “all backwards”—if
they meant the same thing? The truth suddenly dawned on
Sawyer: unless the two phrases had entirely different
meanings, both quite literal. He looked at the numbers
comprising the password one more time and then started to
write furiously. After several mistakes he finally finished.
He numbly drained the last of his coffee as he took in the
numbers in their true (unbackward) order: 12-19-90, 2-28-
91, 9-26-92, 11-15-92 and 4-16-93. Archer had been very
precise in his selection of passwords. It had actually been
a clue within the password itself. Sawyer didn’t need to
consult his notes. He knew what the numbers represented.
He took a deep breath.


  

  The calendar dates of the five times Arthur Lieberman
had changed interest rates on his own. The five times
somebody out there had made enough money to buy a
country or maybe lost that much.


  Sawyer’s question had finally been answered. He had
one case, not two. There was a connection between Jason
and Lieberman. But what was it? Another thought struck
him. Edward Page had told Sidney he hadn’t been following Jason Archer at the airport. The other person he
could have been dogging was Lieberman. Page could
have been shadowing the Fed chairman and walked right
into Archer’s switch. But why follow Lieberman? With a
scowl, Sawyer finally put the message aside and looked
at the videocassette recording of Archer’s exchange at the
warehouse, which was sitting on the table. If Sidney was
right about Brophy knowing far more than Jason Archer,
what the hell had been passed off in that warehouse?
Could that be the connection to Arthur Lieberman? He
hadn’t looked at the tape in a while. He decided to fix that
oversight right now.


  

  He popped the tape in a VCR that rested under a large-screen TV in one corner of the room. He poured some
more coffee and hit the control; the tape started. He
watched the scene twice through. Then he watched it a
third time, in slow motion. A frown spread over his features. When he had watched the tape for the very first
time in Hardy’s office, something had made him frown
then too. What the hell was it? He rewound the tape again
and then hit the start button. Jason and the other man
were waiting, Jason’s briefcase was visible. The knock on
the door, the other men came in. The old guy, the other
two in sunglasses. Real cute. Sawyer looked at the two
burly men again. They looked oddly familiar, but he
couldn’t… He shook his head and continued to watch.
Here came the exchange, Jason looking extremely nervous. Then the plane going over. The warehouse was on
a flight path to the airport, he had learned. Everyone in
the room looked up at the thundering sound. Sawyer
jerked so hard he spilled most of his coffee on his shirt.
Only this time it wasn’t from the sound of the plane.


  “Holy shit!” He froze the tape. Then he planted his face
a bare inch from the screen. He grabbed the phone. “Liz,
I need your magic, and this time, Professor, it’ll be dinner.” He quickly told her what he wanted.


  It took Sawyer two minutes, running flat out, to reach
the lab. The equipment was all set up, a smiling Liz
standing next to it. Sawyer, puffing hard, handed her the
tape, which she put into another VCR. She sat down at a
control panel and the tape began to play. The screen it appeared on was a good sixty inches across.


  “Okay, okay, get ready, Liz. There! Right there!”
Sawyer almost jumped off the floor in his excitement.


  Liz froze the tape and then hit some buttons on her panel.
The human figures on the screen grew until they spanned
the whole screen. There was only one person Sawyer was
looking at. “Liz, can you blow this part up right here?” His
thick finger stabbed at a specific section of the screen. Liz
did as he asked.


  Sawyer shook his head in silent amazement. Liz joined
him in looking at the startling scene. She looked up at
him. “You were right, Lee. What does it mean?”


  

  Sawyer stared at the man who had identified himself
to Jason Archer as Anthony DePazza on that fateful
November morning in drizzly Seattle. More specifically,
Sawyer zeroed in on DePazza’s neck, which was clearly
visible, since he had jerked his head up when the plane
had gone over. In fact, Sawyer and Liz were both staring
at a clear break in the neckline, real and false skin.


  “I’m not sure, Liz. But why the hell is the guy with
Archer wearing some sort of a disguise?”


  Liz stared wistfully at the screen. “I used to be into that
when I was a thespian in college.”


  “Into what?”


  “You know, costumes, makeup, masks. For when we
put on a performance. I’ll have you know I was one
wicked Lady Macbeth.”


  Sawyer looked at the screen, his mouth wide open as
the word she had just uttered pounded through his head:
Performance?


   


  Chewing on this new information, Sawyer hustled
back to the conference room. Ray Jackson was sitting
there with several documents in his hand, which he
waved at his partner. “By fax from Charles Tiedman.
Page’s handwriting samples. I’ve got copies of the letters
I found in Lieberman’s apartment. I’m no expert, but I
think we’ve got a match.”


  Sawyer sat down and looked over the letters comparing the writing. “I agree with you, Ray, but get the lab to
give us a definite.”


  “Right.” Jackson started off to perform that task, but
Sawyer abruptly stopped him. “Hey, Ray, let me look at
those letters one more time.”


  Jackson handed them over.


  

  Sawyer only really wanted to look at one of them. The
letterhead was impressive: Columbia University Alumni
Association. Tiedman hadn’t mentioned that Steven Page
had attended Columbia. Page had evidently, at some
point, been active in alumni affairs. Sawyer did some
rough arithmetic in his head. Steven Page was twenty-eight when he had died five years ago. That would make
him thirty-three or thirty-four today, depending on his
birthdate. So he probably would have been a 1984 graduate. Another thought suddenly flared into Sawyer’s
head.


  “Go ahead, Ray. I’ve got some calls to make.”


  

  After Jackson went off with the documents, Sawyer dialed information and got the number for Columbia University’s information office. Within a couple of minutes he
got through. He was told that Steven Page had indeed been
a 1984 graduate of the university, in fact a magna cum
laude graduate. Sawyer looked down at his hands as he
prepared to ask his next question. Every finger was quivering. He did his best to keep his emotions under control as
he waited for the woman on the other end of the line to
consult her records. Yes, Sawyer was told. The other student was also an ’84 grad; indeed, this one had graduated
summa cum laude. Quite impressive, the voice said, to
achieve that at Columbia. He asked another question and
was told he would have to talk to Student Housing for the
answer. He waited, his nerves humming with electricity.
When he finally got someone at Student Housing, the
question was answered within a minute. Sawyer quietly
thanked the person for his help and then slammed down
the phone. The veteran FBI agent jumped out of his chair
and yelled “Fucking bingo!” to the empty room. Under the
circumstances, Sawyer’s excitement was quite natural.


  Quentin Rowe was also a 1984 graduate of Columbia
University. And, far more importantly, Steven Page and
Quentin Rowe had shared the same residence during their
last two years in college.


  When it occurred to Sawyer a few seconds later why
the two guys in sunglasses on the videotape looked so familiar, his happiness quickly faded into complete disbelief. There was just no damned way. But, yes, it did make
sense. Particularly if you looked at it for what it was: a
performance, all a sham. He picked up the phone. He had
to find Sidney Archer as fast as possible and he knew
where he wanted to start looking. Jesus, Joseph, Mary,
has this case just taken one big U-turn, he thought.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


  Traveling in a rental car, Mrs. Patterson and Amy were
on their way to Boston, where they would stay for a few
days. Despite arguing about it until the early morning
hours, Sidney had been unable to persuade her father to
accompany them. He had sat up all night in the motel
room cleaning every speck of dirt and grit from his Remington twelve-gauge, his jaw clenched tight and his eyes
staring straight ahead as Sidney had marched back and
forth in front of him pleading her case.


  “You know you really are impossible, Dad!” She said
this as they were heading back toward Bell Harbor in her
father’s car; the battered Land Rover had been towed to a
service shop for repairs. She breathed a quiet sigh of relief, though, as she leaned back against the seat. Right
now she didn’t want to be alone.


  Her father looked stubbornly out the window. Whoever
was after his daughter would have to kill him in order to
get to her. Ghosts and bogeymen beware: Papa was back.


   


  The white van trailing them was a good half mile behind and yet had no trouble mirroring the Cadillac’s
movements. One of the eight men in the van was not in
particularly high spirits. “First you let Archer send an
e-mail and then you let his wife get away. I can’t believe this shit.” Richard Lucas shook his head and angrily
eyed Kenneth Scales, who sat beside him. His mouth and
forearm were heavily bandaged and his nose, although
reset by his own hands, was crimson-red and swollen.


  Scales looked over at Lucas. “Believe it.” The low
voice coming through the damaged mouth carried with it
enough pure menace to make even the tough-as-nails
Lucas blink and quickly change tack.


  Triton’s internal security chief hunched forward in his
seat. “All right, no good talking about what’s past,” he
said hurriedly.


  

  “Jeff Fisher, the computer guy from Tyler, Stone, had a
copy of the contents of the disk on his hard drive. The file
directory on Fisher’s computer shows that it was accessed at the same time he was in the bar. He must’ve
gotten another copy that way. Smart little sonofabitch.
We had a few words with the waitress from the bar last
night. She gave Fisher a certified-mail envelope addressed to Bill Patterson, Bell Harbor, Maine, Sidney
Archer’s father. It’s on its way here, that’s for sure, and
above all else, we’ve got to get it. Understood?” The six
other grim-faced men in the van nodded. Each sported a
tattoo of a star with an arrow through it on the back of his
hand, the insignia of a veteran mercenary group to which
they all belonged—a group that had been formed from
the vast dregs of the defunct Cold War. As a former CIA
operative, Lucas had found it easy to rekindle the old ties
with the allure of U.S. dollars. “We’ll let Patterson pick
up the package, wait for them to get to an isolated area
and then we hit them, hard and fast.” He looked around.
“A million-dollar bonus per man when we get it.” The
men’s eyes gleamed. Then Lucas looked over at the seventh man. “Do you understand, Scales?”


  Kenneth Scales didn’t look at him. He pulled out his
knife and pointed the tip toward the front of the van and
spoke slowly through his wounded mouth. “You can get
the disk. I’ll take care of the lady. And I’ll throw in her
old man for no extra charge.”


  “First the package, then you can do whatever the hell
you want,” Lucas said angrily. Scales didn’t answer him.
His eyes stared straight ahead. Lucas started to speak
again and then thought better of it. He sat back and put
one hand nervously through his thinning hair.


   


  During the twenty minutes it took to drive to Alexandria, Jackson tried Fisher’s number three times from the
car phone, but there was no answer.


  “So you think this guy was helping Sidney with the
password?” Jackson watched the Potomac River meandering by as they scooted down the GW Parkway.


  

  Sawyer glanced over at him. “According to the surveillance log, Sidney Archer came here the night of the
murders at Tyler, Stone. I checked with them. Fisher is
Tyler, Stone’s resident computer geek.”


  “Yeah, but it looks like the gent’s not at home.”


  “Lotta things in one’s home that may help us out, Ray.”


  “I don’t recall that we have a search warrant, Lee.”


  Sawyer turned off Washington Street and shot through
the heart of Old Town Alexandria. “Details, Ray, you always get hung up on the details.” Jackson snorted and fell
silent.


  They pulled to a stop in front of Fisher’s townhouse,
got out and quickly headed up the steps. A young woman,
her dark hair blowing in the whirling snow, called to
them as she got out of her car.


  “He’s not home.”


  Sawyer looked back at her. “You wouldn’t happen to
know where he is, would you?” He walked down the
steps and over to the woman, who was hauling a couple
of grocery bags out of her car. Sawyer helped her and
then held out his official credentials. Jackson did likewise.


  The woman looked confused. “FBI? I didn’t think they
called in the FBI for burglary.”


  “Burglary, Ms… . ?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry—Amanda, Amanda Reynolds. We’ve
lived here for about two years and it’s the first time we
had the police on the block. They stole all of Jeff’s computer equipment.”


  “You’ve already talked to the police, I take it?”


  

  She looked sheepish. “We moved down from New
York City. There, you don’t chain your car to an anchor
it’s gone in the morning. You’re on your guard. Here?”
She shook her head. “Still, I feel like an idiot. I thought
for sure it was all on the up and up. I just didn’t think stuff
like that happened in an area like this.”


  “Have you seen Mr. Fisher recently?”


  The woman’s brow wilted into furrows. “Oh, three or
four days ago, at least. So miserable outside this time of
the year, everyone stays indoors.”


  They thanked her and drove over to the Alexandria Police Station. When they inquired about the burglary at
Jeff Fisher’s house, the desk sergeant punched some keys
on his computer.


  “Yeah, that’s right. Fisher. In fact, I was on duty the
night they brought him in.” The desk sergeant stared at
the screen, scrolling down some of the text with his
skinny fingers while Sawyer and Jackson exchanged puzzled looks. “Came in on a reckless endangerment spewing this story about some guys following him. We
thought he’d had a few too many. Did a sobriety test; he
wasn’t drunk but he reeked of beer. Kept him overnight
just to be sure, he posted bail the next day, got his court
date and left.”


  Sawyer stared at the man. “You’re saying Jeff Fisher
was arrested?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And the next day his home was burglarized?”


  The desk sergeant nodded his head and leaned against
the counter. “Quite a run of bad luck, I’d say.”


  “Did he describe the people following him?” Sawyer
asked.


  

  The sergeant looked at the FBI agent as if he wanted to
smell his breath as well. “There wasn’t anybody following
him.”


  “You’re sure?”


  The sergeant rolled his eyes and smiled.


  “Okay, you said he wasn’t drunk and yet you kept him
overnight?” Sawyer put his hands on the counter.


  “Well, you know some of these folks, those tests don’t
work on them. Down a twelve-pack and the Breathalyzer
comes back a point-oh-one. Fisher was driving crazy and
acting drunk, anyway. We thought it best to keep him
overnight. If he was intoxicated, he could at least sleep it
off.”


  “And he didn’t object?”


  “Hell, no, said he’d never spent a night in jail before.
Thought it might be refreshing.” The sergeant shook his
bald head. “Doesn’t that take the cake? Refreshing, my
ass!”


  “You don’t have any idea where he is now?”


  “Hell, we couldn’t even find him to tell him his place
was broken into. Like I said, he posted his bail and got his
court date. Only gets to be my concern if he doesn’t
show.”


  “Anything else you can think of?” Sawyer’s face was
full of disappointment.


  The sergeant drummed his fingers on the counter, staring off into space. Finally Sawyer looked at Jackson and
they started to leave. “Well, thanks for your help.”


  They were halfway to the door before the man broke
out of his trance. “The guy gave me a package to mail for
him, can you believe that crap? I mean, I know I wear a
uniform, but do I look like a mailman?”


  “A package?” Sawyer and Jackson bolted back to the
counter.


  The sergeant was shaking his head as he recalled the
event. “I tell him he can make a phone call and he says,
before he does that could I just pretty please drop this in
the mail chute for him? Postage is already on it, he says.
He’d really appreciate it.” The sergeant laughed.


  Sawyer stared at the man. “The package—did you mail
it?”


  The sergeant stopped chuckling and blinked at Sawyer.
“What? Yeah, I put it in that chute right over there. I
mean, it wasn’t any trouble. I figured I’d help the guy
out.”


  “What’d it look like? The package?”


  “Well, it wasn’t a letter. It was in one of those brown
puffy packages, you know.”


  “The ones with the bubble packing inside,” Jackson
suggested.


  The sergeant pointed at him. “That’s right, I could feel
it through the outside.”


  “How big was it?”


  “Oh, well, not big, about yea wide and yea long.” The
sergeant made an eight-by-six-inch shape with his bony
hands. “It was going first-class mail, return receipt requested.”


  Sawyer again put both hands flat on the counter and
looked across at him, his heart racing at a fever pitch.
“Do you remember the address on the package? Who it
was sent from or going to?”


  

  Again the man resumed his drumming. “Don’t remember who sent it; just assumed it was Fisher. But it was
going up to, uh, Maine, that’s right. Maine. I know because the wife and I just went up in that part of the country, fall a year ago. If you ever get a chance, you should
go, absolutely breathtaking. You’ll wear out your Kodak,
that’s for darn sure.”


  “Where in Maine?” Sawyer was trying his best to be patient.


  The man shook his head. “Something Harbor, I think,”
he finally said.


  Sawyer’s hopes plummeted. Off the top of his head he
could think of at least a half dozen towns in Maine with
that word in the name.


  “Come on, think!”


  The sergeant’s eyes popped wide open. “Were there
drugs in that package? That Fisher fellow a dealer? I
thought something was funny. That why the Feds are interested?”


  Sawyer shook his head wearily. “No, no, it’s nothing
like that. Look, do you at least remember who it was sent
to?”


  The man thought for another minute and then shook
his head. “I’m sorry, fellows, I just don’t.”


  Jackson said, “How about Archer? Was it going to anyone with that last name?”


  “Nope, I’d remember that one. One of the deputies
here has that last name.”


  Jackson handed him his card. “Well, if you think of
anything else, anything, give us a call immediately. It’s
very important.”


  “I’ll sure do that. Right away. Count on it.”


  Jackson touched Sawyer on the sleeve. “Let’s go, Lee.”


  They headed toward the exit. The sergeant went back
to his work. Suddenly Sawyer whirled around, his thick
finger pointing across the room like a pistol directly at the
sergeant, the vision of a MAINE VACATIONLAND bumper
sticker on a Cadillac firmly planted in his mind.
“Patterson!”


  The sergeant looked up, startled.


  “Was it going to someone named Patterson in Maine?”
Sawyer asked.


  The sergeant brightened and then snapped his fingers
again. “That’s right. Bill Patterson.” His smile was cut short
as he watched the two FBI agents sprint out of the police
station.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


  Bill Patterson looked over at his daughter as they drove
through the snow-covered streets. The snow had grown
much heavier in the last half hour. “So you’re saying this
guy from your office was supposed to send a package up
to me to hold for you? A copy of something on a computer
disk Jason sent you?” Sidney nodded. “But you don’t
know what it is?”


  “It’s in code, Dad. I have the password now, but I had
to wait for the package.”


  “But it never came? You’re sure?”


  Sidney sounded exasperated. “I called FedEx. They
have no record of the package being picked up. Then I
called his house and the police answered. Oh, God.” Sidney shuddered as she thought of Jeff Fisher’s possible
fate. “If anything’s happened to Jeff…”


  “Well, have you tried your answering machine at
home? He might have called and left a message.”


  Sidney’s mouth dropped open at the brilliant simplicity
of her father’s suggestion. “Christ! Why didn’t I think of
that?”


  “Because you’ve been running for your life the last two
days, that’s why.” Her father’s voice was gruff. He
reached down and gripped the shotgun that lay on the
floorboard.


  Sidney pulled the Cadillac into a gas station and
stopped near a phone booth. She ran over to the phone.
The snow was pouring down so fast she didn’t notice the
white van that drove past the station, turned down a side
road, made a U-turn and awaited her return to the highway.


  Sidney punched in her calling card and phone numbers. It seemed an eternity before the machine picked up.
There was a slew of messages. From her brothers, other
family members, friends who had seen the news and
called with questions, outrage, support. She waited with
growing impatience as the messages plodded on. Then
she sucked in her breath as the sound of a familiar voice
reached her ears.


  

  “Hello, Sidney, this is your Uncle George. Martha and
I are up in Canada this week. Enjoying it very much, although it’s very cold. I sent your and Amy’s Christmas
presents early like I said I would. But it’s coming in the
mail instead because we missed the damn Federal Express and didn’t want to wait. Be on the lookout for it. We
sent it first-class, certified mail so you have to sign for it.
I hope it’s what you wanted. We love you very much and
look forward to seeing you soon. Kiss Amy for us.”


  Sidney slowly put the phone down. She didn’t have an
Uncle George or an Aunt Martha, but there was no mystery
about the phone call. Jeff Fisher had impersonated the voice
of an old man pretty well. Sidney raced back to the car and
got in.


  Her father looked sharply at her. “Did he call?”


  Sidney nodded as she gunned the car and drove off
with a squeal of tires, throwing her father back against
the seat. “Where the hell are we going so damned fast?”


  “The post office.”


  The Bell Harbor Post Office was located in the middle
of the town center, its United States flag whipping back
and forth in the punishing wind. Sidney pulled up to the
curb and her father jumped out. He went in and then came
out again a couple of minutes later, ducking his head to
get back in the car. He was empty-handed. “The day’s
mail shipment isn’t in yet.”


  Sidney stared at him. “You’re sure?”


  He nodded. “Jerome’s been the postmaster up here
ever since I can remember. He said to check back around
six. He’ll stay open for us. You know, it may not be in
today’s bundle if Fisher only mailed it two days ago.”


  Sidney banged the steering wheel fiercely with both
hands before laying her head wearily down on it. Her father put a big hand gently on her shoulder. “Sidney, it’ll
get here eventually. I just hope whatever’s on that disk
will clear up this nightmare.”


  

  Sidney looked up at him, her face pale and her eyes
jumpy. “It has to, Dad. It has to.” Her voice cracked
painfully. If it didn’t? No, she couldn’t think like that.
Brushing the hair out of her face, she put the car in gear
and headed out.


  The white van waited a couple of minutes and then
pulled out of an alleyway and followed them.


   


  “I can’t friggin’ believe this,” Sawyer roared.


  Jackson looked at him with clear frustration. “What
can I tell you, Lee, it’s a blizzard out there. National,
Dulles and BWI are all shut down. Kennedy, La Guardia
and Logan are closed too. So are Newark and Philly. It’s
tied up flights all across the country. The whole East
Coast looks like Siberia. And the bureau won’t release a
plane to fly in this weather.”


  “Ray, we have got to get to Bell Harbor. We should’ve
been there by now. How about the train?”


  “Amtrak’s still clearing track. Besides, I checked—the
train doesn’t go all the way through. We’d have to take a
bus the last leg. And in this weather sections of the Interstate are bound to be down. Plus it’s not all highway.
We’d have to take some back roads. We’re talking fifteen
hours at least.”


  Sawyer looked as if he were about to explode. “They
could all be dead in one hour, much less fifteen.”


  “You don’t have to tell me that. If I could spread my
arms and fly, I would, but dammit, I can’t,” Jackson angrily retorted.


  Sawyer calmed down rapidly. “Okay, I’m sorry, Ray.”
He sat down. “Any luck getting the locals rounded up?”


  

  “I made calls. The closest field office is Boston. Well
over five hours away. And in this weather? Who knows?
There are small resident agencies in Portland and Augusta. I’ve left messages, but I haven’t heard back yet.
The state police might be a possibility, although they’ve
probably got their hands full with traffic accidents.”


  “Shit!” Sawyer shook his head in despair and
drummed his fingers impatiently on the table. “A plane’s
the only way. There’s got to be someone willing to fly in
this crap.”


  Ray shook his head. “Maybe a fighter pilot. Know
any?” he asked sarcastically.


  Sawyer jumped up. “I sure as hell do.”


   


  The black van pulled to a stop near a small hangar at
the Manassas county airport. The snow was falling so
hard that it was difficult to see more than a few inches
ahead. A half dozen black-clad members of the heavily
armed Hostage Rescue Team, each carrying assault rifles,
followed by Sawyer and Jackson, filed out rapidly and
ran toward the plane that awaited them on the tarmac, engines running. The agents quickly boarded the Saab turboprop. Sawyer settled in next to the pilot while Jackson
and the HRT members strapped themselves in the rear
seats.


  “I was hoping to see you again before this was over,
Lee,” George Kaplan shouted over the noise of the engines, and smiled at the big man.


  

  “Hell, I don’t forget my friends, George. Besides,
you’re the only sonofabitch I know crazy enough to fly in
this.” Sawyer looked out the windshield of the Saab. Staring back at him was a blanket of white. He looked over at
Kaplan, who was working the controls as the plane
taxied to the runway. A bulldozer had just finished clearing
the short strip of tarmac, but the runway was rapidly
being covered again. No other planes were operating because officially the airport was closed. All sane people
had heeded that edict.


  In the back, Ray Jackson rolled his eyes and gripped
the seat as he stared through the window at the near-whiteout conditions. He looked at one of the HRT members. “We’re all crazy; you know that, don’t you?”


  Sawyer turned around in his seat and grinned. “Hey,
Ray, you know you can stay here. I can tell you about all
the fun when I get back.”


  “Then who the hell would look after your sorry ass?”
Jackson shot back.


  Sawyer chuckled and turned back around to look at
Kaplan. The agent’s smile was replaced with a sudden
look of apprehension. “You gonna be able to get this baby
off the ground?” Sawyer asked.


  Kaplan grinned. “Try flying through napalm for a living.”


  

  Sawyer managed a weak smile, but he also noted how
focused Kaplan was on the controls, how he continually
looked at the driving snow. Finally Sawyer’s eyes came
to rest on the throbbing vein located on the NTSB man’s
right temple. Sawyer let out a deep breath, hitched his
safety belt as tight as he could and held on to his seat
with both hands as Kaplan pushed the throttle forward.
The plane rapidly gathered speed, bumping and swaying
along the snowy runway. Sawyer stared ahead. The
plane’s headlights illuminated a dirt field that signaled
the end of the airstrip; it hurtled toward them. As the
plane struggled against the snow and wind, Sawyer
again looked over at Kaplan. The pilot’s eyes constantly
scanned ahead and then skipped briefly across his instrument panel. When Sawyer looked back ahead, his stomach went into his throat. They were at the end of the
runway. The Saab’s twin engines were at their loudest
pitch. It didn’t look as if it was going to be enough.


  In the back, Ray Jackson and all the HRT members simultaneously closed their eyes. A silent prayer escaped
Ray Jackson’s lips as he thought back to another dirt field
where a plane had ended its existence along with that of
everyone on board. Suddenly the nose of the plane jerked
skyward and it lifted off the ground. A grinning Kaplan
looked over at Sawyer, who was two shades paler than he
had been a minute before. “See, I told you it would be
easy.”


  As they rose steadily through the skies, Sawyer
touched Kaplan’s sleeve. “This question might seem a little premature, but when we get up to Maine, do we have
a place to land this thing?”


  Kaplan nodded. “There’s a regional airport in Portsmouth but that’s several hours from Bell Harbor by car.
That’s in good weather. I checked the maps when I filed
our flight plan. There’s an abandoned military airfield ten
minutes outside of Bell Harbor. I verified with the state
police that transportation will be waiting for us.”


  “Did you say ‘abandoned’?”


  “It’s still usable, Lee. The good thing is there’s no air
traffic to worry about because of the weather. We’ve got
a pretty straight shot all the way.”


  “You mean nobody else is this crazy?”


  Kaplan grinned. “Anyway, the bad news is there’s no
operating tower at the airstrip. We’ll be on our own for
landing purposes, although they’re going to put lights out
for us outlining the runway. It’s okay, I’ve gone solo like
that plenty of times.”


  “In weather like this?”


  “Hey, there’s a first time for everything. Seriously, this
plane is solid as a rock, and the instrumentation is first-rate. We’ll be okay.”


  “If you say so.”


  Through several thousand feet the plane bumped and
swayed sickeningly as the snow and high winds pummeled it. One sudden blow seemed to halt the Saab in its
tracks. All on board gasped collectively as the plane
shuddered from the assault and then suddenly dropped a
few hundred feet before being hit by another gust. The
aircraft turned sideways, almost stalled and then dropped
again, this time even farther. Sawyer looked out the window. All he saw was white: snow and clouds, he really
couldn’t tell which was which. His senses of direction
and elevation were completely gone. For all he knew,
terra firma was about six feet away and coming at them
way too fast. Kaplan looked over at Sawyer. “Okay, I
admit, this is pretty bad. Hang on, guys, I’m going to take
us up to ten thousand feet. This storm system is really
strong but not that deep. Let’s see if I can get us a
smoother ride.”


  

  The next few minutes were more of the same as the
plane lurched up and down and occasionally to the side.
Finally, they broke through the cloud cover and emerged
into a rapidly darkening, clear sky. Within a minute the
plane assumed a level, smooth flight pattern due north.


   


  From a private airstrip in a rural area forty miles west
of Washington, D.C., a private jet had rocketed into the
sky about twenty minutes ahead of Sawyer and his men.
Flying at thirty-two thousand feet and at over double the
speed of the Saab, the jet would arrive in Bell Harbor in
less than half the time it would take the FBI to get there.


   


  At a few minutes past six Sidney and her father pulled
in front of the Bell Harbor Post Office. Bill Patterson
went in and this time he exited carrying a package. The
Cadillac sped off. Patterson pulled open one end of the
package and peered inside. He hit the interior light so he
could see better.


  Sidney looked over at him. “Well?”


  “It’s a computer disk, all right.”


  Sidney relaxed slightly. She reached her hand in her
pocket to pull out the paper with the password on it. Her
face turned pale as her finger probed through the large
hole in her pocket and, for the first time, she noted that
the inside of her jacket, including the pocket, was slashed
open. She stopped the car and frantically searched all of
her other pockets. “Oh, my God! I don’t believe this.”
She smashed her fists into the seat. “Dammit.”


  “What’s wrong, Sid?” Her father grabbed one of her
hands.


  She slumped back in the seat. “I had the password in
my jacket. Now it’s gone. I must’ve lost it back at the
house, when that guy was doing his best to carve me up.”


  “Can’t you remember it?”


  “It’s too long, Dad. All numbers.”


  “And nobody else has it?”


  Sidney nervously licked her lips. “Lee Sawyer does.”
She automatically checked the rearview mirror as she put
the car back in gear. “I can try him.”


  “Sawyer. Isn’t he the big guy who came to the house?”


  “Yes.”


  “But the FBI’s looking for you. You can’t contact
him.”


  “Dad, it’s okay. He’s on our side. Hang on.” She turned
into a gas station and pulled up to a phone booth. While
her father held sentinel in the car with his shotgun, Sidney dialed Sawyer’s home. As she waited for Sawyer to
answer, she watched as a white van pulled into the gas
station. It bore Rhode Island license plates. She eyed the
van suspiciously for a moment and then completely forgot about it as she watched a car carrying two Maine state
troopers pull into the station. One got out of the car. She
froze as he glanced in her direction. Then he went inside
the small gas station building, which also sold snacks and
drinks. Sidney quickly turned away from the remaining
trooper and put the collar of her coat up. A minute later
she got back in the car.


  “Jesus, I thought I was going to have a stroke when I
saw the police pull in,” Patterson said, his chest heaving.


  Sidney put the car in gear and very slowly pulled out
of the lot. The trooper was still in the gas station. Going
for coffee, she surmised.


  “Did you reach Sawyer?”


  

  Sidney shook her head. “God, I can’t believe it. First I
have the disk and no password. Then I get the password
and I lose the disk. Now I have the disk back and I’ve lost
the password again. I’m losing my mind.” She pulled at
her hair.


  “Where did you get the password in the first place?”


  “From Jason’s electronic mailbox on America Online.
Omigod!” She sat straight up in the seat.


  “What?”


  “I can access the message again from Jason’s mailbox.” Sidney slumped back down again. “No, I’d need a
computer to do that.”


  A smile slid across her father’s face. “We’ve got one.”


  She jerked her head in his direction. “What?”


  “I brought my laptop up with me. You know how Jason
got me hooked on computers. I’ve got my Rolodex, investment portfolio, games, recipes, even medical information on there. I also have an AOL account, software all loaded on. My laptop’s equipped with a phone modem.”


  “Dad, you’re beautiful.” She kissed him on the cheek.


  “There’s only one problem.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s back at the beach house with all our other stuff.”


  Sidney slapped her forehead. “Dammit!”


  “Well, let’s go get it.”


  She shook her head violently. “Uh-uh, Dad. That’s way
too risky.”


  “Why? We’re armed to the teeth. We lost whoever was
following you. They probably think we’re long gone
from the area. It’ll take me one minute to get it and then
we can drive back to the motel, plug it in and get the password.”


  Sidney was wavering. “I don’t know, Dad.”


  “Look, I don’t know about you, but I want to see
what’s on this sucker.” He held up the package. “Don’t
you?”


  Sidney looked over at the package, bit her lip. Finally
she clicked on her turn signal and headed back to the
beach house.


   


  The jet broke through the low cloud cover and skidded
to a stop on the private airstrip. The sprawling resort on
the Maine shoreline had once been a robber baron’s summer retreat. It was currently a popular destination for the
well-heeled. Now, in December, it was deserted except
for weekly maintenance checks by a local firm. Because
there was nothing within several miles, its seclusion was
one of its chief attributes. Barely three hundred yards
from the runway the Atlantic pitched and bellowed. A
group of very grim-looking people alighted from the
plane, were met by a waiting car and driven over to the
resort located about a minute away. The jet turned around
and taxied to the opposite end of the runway, where its
door reopened and another man climbed off and walked
quickly toward the resort building.


   


  

  Sidney, struggling with the Cadillac, burrowed down
the snowy road. The plows had made several passes over
the hard surface but Mother Nature clearly had the upper
hand. Even the big Cadillac pitched and swayed over the
uneven surface. Sidney turned to her father. “Dad, I don’t
like this. Let’s just drive down to Boston. We can be there
in four or five hours. We’ll hook up with Mom and Amy
and find another computer tomorrow morning.”


  Her father’s face assumed a very stubborn look. “In
this weather? The highway’s probably closed. Hell, most
of the state of Maine closes down this time of year. We’re
almost there. You stay in the car, keep it running and I’ll
be back before you can count to ten.”


  “But Dad—”


  “Sidney, there’s nobody around. We’re all alone. I’ll
take my shotgun. You think somebody would try anything? Just wait by the side of the road. Don’t pull in the
driveway, you’ll get stuck.”


  Sidney finally gave in and did as she was told. Her father got out of the car, leaned back in and, with a grin on
his face, said, “Start counting to ten.”


  “Just hurry, Dad!”


  She anxiously watched as he trudged through the snow,
shotgun in hand. Then she began to scan the street. Her
father was probably right. As she glanced down at the
package containing the disk, she picked it up and put it in
her purse. She wasn’t going to lose it again. She jerked up
suddenly as a light came on in the house. Then she caught
her breath. Her father needed to see where he was going.
They were almost there. A minute later she looked over at
the house as the front door closed and footsteps approached the car. Her father had made good time.


  “Sidney!” She jerked her head upward and stared in
horror as her father burst onto the second-story deck.“Run!”


  

  In the blinding white of the snow, she could see hands
grabbing her father, pulling him roughly down. She heard
him scream again over the wind and then she didn’t hear
him anymore. Headlights hit her in the face. As she
whirled around to stare out the windshield, the white van
was almost on her. It must have been driving before without its lights on.


  Then she saw the shadowy figure next to the car and
watched in horror as the muzzle of a machine gun started
its ascent toward her head. All in one motion she hit the
automatic door locks, slammed the car in reverse and hit
the accelerator. As she threw herself down sideways in the
seat, a burst from the machine gun strafed the front of the
Cadillac, shooting out the passenger-side window and
shattering half the windshield. The front end of the heavy
vehicle slid sharply sideways under the sudden surge,
thudded into human flesh and sent the gunman flying into
a snowdrift. The wheels of the Caddie finally burned
through the layers of snow, hit asphalt and leaped backward. Covered with bits of glass, Sidney sat back up,
fighting to get control of the spinning car as she watched
the van bearing down on her. She backed down the street
until she had just passed the intersection leading away
from the beach. Then she slammed the car in drive,
punched the gas and fishtailed through the intersection.
The car flew forward, kicking snow, salt and gravel in its
wake. The next minute she was hurtling down the road;
snow and wind screamed into the Cadillac’s new multiple openings. She looked in the rearview mirror. Nothing.
Why weren’t they following her? She almost immediately answered her own question as her mind began to
function again. Because now they had her father.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


  Here we go, guys, hang on.” Kaplan cut the airspeed,
manipulated the plane’s controls, and the aircraft, rocking
and swaying, suddenly burst through the low cloud cover.
A few miles ahead, lit wands, stuck in the hard ground,
signaled the outlines of the airstrip. Kaplan eyed the illuminated path to safety and a proud grin spread across his
face. “Damn, I’m good.”


  

  The Saab landed barely a minute later in a swirl of
snow. Sawyer had the door open before the plane had
even stopped rolling. He sucked in huge amounts of the
frigid air and his nausea quickly passed. The HRT members stumbled off, several of them sitting down on the
ice-sheathed tarmac, breathing deeply. Jackson was the
last off. A recovered Sawyer eyed him. “Damn, Ray,
you almost look white.” Jackson started to say
something, then pointed a shaky finger at his partner, covered
his mouth with his other hand and silently headed off
with the HRT members to the vehicle waiting nearby; a
Maine state trooper stood next to it, waving his flashlight at them as a guidepost.


  Sawyer leaned his head back in the plane. “Thanks for
the ride, George. You gonna hang tight here? I don’t
know how long this is gonna take.”


  Kaplan couldn’t hide the grin. “Are you kidding? And
miss the opportunity to chauffeur you guys back home?
I’ll be right here waiting.”


  Grunting in response, Sawyer closed the door and hurried over to the vehicle. The others were gathered around
waiting for him. When he saw what their transport vehicle
was, he stopped dead in his tracks. They all eyed the paddy
wagon.


  The state trooper looked over at them. “Sorry, guys, it’s
all we had on such short notice to accommodate eight of
you.”


  The FBI agents climbed into the back of the paddy
wagon.


  The vehicle had a small window of chicken wire and
glass communicating with the front. Jackson slid it open
so the trooper could hear him. “Can you turn some heat
on back here?”


  “Sorry,” the man said, “a prisoner we were transporting went nuts and busted the vents; they haven’t been
fixed yet.”


  

  Huddled on the bench, Sawyer watched clouds of breath
so thick it looked like a fire had broken out. He laid his rifle
down and rubbed his stiff fingers together to warm them.
A cold draft from some invisible crevice in the truck’s
body hit him right between the shoulder blades. Sawyer
shivered. Christ, he thought, it’s like someone turned the
air-conditioning on full-blast. He hadn’t been this cold
since investigating Brophy’s and Goldman’s deaths in the
parking garage. At that instant, Sawyer recalled his other
recent encounter with the frigid effects of air-conditioning—the slain plane fueler’s apartment. The look on his
face became one of utter disbelief as he made the mental
connection. “Oh, my God.”


   


  Sidney figured there was only one way for the men
who had abducted her father to contact her. She pulled in
to a convenience store, got out and hurried over to the
phone. She dialed her home in Virginia. When the answering machine came on, she tried her best to recognize
the voice, but she didn’t. She was given a number to call.
She assumed it was a cellular phone rather than a fixed
location. She took a deep breath and dialed the number.
The phone was immediately answered. It was a different
voice than the one on the answering machine, but again
she couldn’t place it. She was to drive twenty minutes
north of Bell Harbor along Route 1 and take the exit for
Port Haven. Then she was given detailed directions that
took her to an isolated stretch of land between Port Haven
and the larger town of Bath.


  “I want to talk to my father.” The request was refused.
“Then I’m not coming. For all I know, he’s already dead.”


  She was met with an eerie silence. Her heart thumped
against her rib cage. The air rushed out of her as she
heard the voice.


  “Sidney, sweetie.”


  “Dad, are you all right?”


  “Sid, get the hell out of he—”


  “Dad? Dad?” Sidney screamed into the phone. A man
coming out of the convenience store carrying a cup of
coffee stared at her, looked over at the heavily damaged
Cadillac and then back at her. Sidney stared back at him
as her hand dipped instinctively to the 9mm in her
pocket. The man hurried to his pickup truck and drove
off.


  The voice came back on. Sidney had thirty minutes to
get to her destination.


  “How do I know you’ll let him go if I give it to you?”


  “You don’t.” The tone of voice brooked no opposition.


  The attorney in Sidney, however, stomped to the surface. “That’s not good enough. You want this disk so bad,
then we’re going to have to agree to terms.”


  “You’ve gotta be kidding. You want your old man back
in a body bag?”


  “So we meet in the middle of nowhere, I give you the
disk and you let him and me go out of the goodness of
your heart? Right! Under that proposal you’ll have the
disk and my father and I will be somewhere in the Atlantic providing nourishment for sharks. You’ll have to
do a lot better than that if you want what I’ve got.”


  Though the man had covered the receiver, Sidney
heard voices on the other end of the line, a couple of them
raised in anger.


  “It’s our way or nothing.”


  

  “Fine, I’m on my way to state police headquarters. Be
sure to stay tuned to the evening news. I’m sure you don’t
want to miss anything. Good-bye.”


  “Wait!”


  Sidney didn’t say anything for a minute. When she
did, she spoke with far more confidence than she was
feeling at the moment. “I’ll be at the intersection of
Chaplain and Merchant Streets smack in the center of
Bell Harbor in thirty minutes. I’ll be sitting in my car. It
should be easy to spot—it’s the one with all the extra
air-conditioning. You blink your headlights twice. You
let my father out. There’s a diner right across the street.
I see him go in there, I open the car door, place the disk
on the sidewalk and drive off. Please keep in mind that
I’m heavily armed and more than prepared to send as
many of you as I can straight to hell.”


  “How do we know it’s the right disk?”


  “I want my father back. It’ll be the right disk. I hope
you choke on it. Do we have a deal?” Now her tone of
voice brooked no opposition.


  She waited anxiously for the answer. Please, God,
don’t let them call my bluff. She let out a sigh of relief
when it finally came. “Thirty minutes.” The line went
dead.


  

  Sidney got back in the car and gripped the dashboard
in frustration. How the hell had they tracked her and her
father? It was impossible. It was as if they had been
watching Sidney and her father the entire time. The white
van had also been at the gas station. The attack probably
would have occurred there except for the timely arrival of
the state troopers. She lay down across the front seat as
she fought to keep her nerves in check. She moved her
purse out of the way and then opened it, just to make sure
the disk was still there. The disk for her father. But once
the disk was gone, she would spend the rest of her life
running from the police. Or at least until they caught her.
Quite a choice. But there was really no choice about it.


  As she sat back up she started to close her purse. Then
she stopped, her thoughts drifting back to that night, the
night in the limo. So much had happened since her terrifying escape. And yet it hadn’t really been an escape, had
it? The killer had let her go and also had courteously let
her keep her purse. In fact, she would have forgotten it
entirely except for him tossing it to her. She had been so
happy to get out alive, she had never really considered
why he would have done something so remarkable… .
She started to claw through the contents of her purse. It
took a couple of minutes, but she finally found it, at the
very bottom. It had been inserted through a slit in the lining of the purse. She held it up and stared at it. A tiny
tracking device.


  

  She looked behind her as a shiver thudded up her
spine. Putting the car in gear again, she sped off. Up
ahead, a dump truck converted into a snowplow had
pulled to the curb. She looked in her mirror. There was no
one behind her. She rolled down the driver’s-side window, pulled up to the truck and cocked her hand back as
she prepared to toss the tracking device into the back of
the truck. Then, just as quickly, she stopped the swing of
her arm and rolled her window back up. The tracking device was still in her hand. She hit the gas, leaving the
truck quickly behind. She looked down at her tiny companion of the last few days. What did she have to lose?
She quickly headed toward town. She had to get to the
arranged drop-off spot as early as possible. But first she
needed something from the grocery store.


   


  The diner Sidney had mentioned in her telephone conversation was filled with hungry patrons. Two blocks
over from the prearranged drop-off spot, the Cadillac,
lights out, was parked at the curb next to the impressive
bulk of an evergreen surrounded by a calf-high wrought-iron fence. The interior of the Cadillac was dark, the silhouette of the driver barely visible.


  Two men walked quickly along the sidewalk, while
another pair across the street paralleled their movements. One of the men looked down at a small instrument clutched in his hands; the small amber screen had a
grid stamped on it. A red light burned brightly on the
screen, pointing directly at the Cadillac. The men quickly
moved in. One weapon flashed through where the passenger-side window had once been. At the same instant
the driver’s-side door was torn open. The gunmen looked
in astonishment at the driver: a mop with a leather jacket
over it, a baseball cap perched rakishly on top.


   


  

  The white van was parked at the intersection of Chaplain and Merchant, its motor running. The driver checked
his watch, scanned the street and then hit his headlights
twice. In the back of the van, Bill Patterson lay on the
floor, his feet and hands tied securely, his mouth taped
shut. The driver jerked his head around as the passenger-side door was thrown open and a 9mm pistol was pointed
at his head. Sidney climbed in the van. She cocked her
head toward the back to make sure her father was okay.
She had already seen him through the back window when
she had spotted the van a minute earlier. She figured they
had to be prepared to actually hand her father over. “Put
your gun down on the floorboard. Take it out muzzle first.
If your finger goes anywhere near the trigger, I will
empty my entire clip into your head. Do it!”


  The driver quickly did as he was told.


  “Now get out!”


  “What?”


  She shoved the pistol into his neck, where it pushed
painfully against a throbbing vein. “Get out!”


  When he opened the door and turned his back to her,
Sidney swung her legs up on the seat, coiled them back
and kicked him with all her might. He sprawled on the
pavement. She closed the door, jumped into the driver’s
seat and hit the gas. The van’s tires turned the white snow
black and then it rocketed off.


  Ten minutes outside of town, Sidney stopped the van,
jumped into the back and untied her father. The two sat
for several minutes holding on to each other, their bodies
quivering with a heavy mixture of fear and relief.


  “We need to get another car to drive. I wouldn’t put it
past them to have bugged this one. And they’ll be on the
lookout for the van,” Sidney said as they hurtled down
the road.


  “There’s a rental place about five minutes away. But
why don’t we just go to the cops, Sid?” Her father rubbed
his wrists. His swollen eyes and cracked knuckles testified to the struggle the old man had put up.


  She breathed deeply and looked over at him. “Dad, I
don’t know what’s on the disk. If it’s not enough…”


  Her father looked at her, the realization sinking in that
he might lose his little girl after all.


  “It will be enough, Sidney. If Jason took all the trouble
to send it to you, it has to be enough.”


  She smiled at him and then her face went dark. “We
have to split up, Dad.”


  “There’s no way I’m leaving you now.”


  “Your being with me makes you an accessory. I’ll tell
you one thing: We’re not both going to jail.”


  “I don’t give a damn about that.”


  “Okay, then what about Mom? What would happen to
her? And Amy? Who would be there for them?”


  Patterson started to say something and then stopped. He
frowned as he looked out the window. Finally he looked
over at her. “We’ll go to Boston together and then we’ll
talk about it. If you still want to split up then, so be it.”


  While Sidney sat outside in the van, Patterson went in
to rent a car. When he came out a few minutes later and
walked over to the van, Sidney rolled down the window.


  “Did you rent a car?” Sidney asked.


  Patterson nodded. “They’ll have it ready in about five
minutes. I got us a roomy four-door. You can sleep in the
back; I’ll drive.”


  “I love you, Dad.” Sidney rolled the window back up
and drove off. Her stunned father ran after her, but she
was quickly out of sight.


   


  

  “Christ!” Sawyer peered out the window into near-zero
visibility. “Can’t we go any faster?” he yelled through the
window to the trooper. They had already seen the devastation of the Patterson beach house and were now desperately looking everywhere for Sidney Archer and her
family.


  The trooper yelled back, “We go any faster, we’re
going to end up dead in some ditch.”


  Dead. Is that what Sidney Archer is right now? Sawyer
looked at his watch. He fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette.


  Jackson was looking at him. “Damn, Lee, don’t start
smoking in here. It’s hard enough to breathe as it is.”


  Sawyer’s lips parted as he felt the slender object in his
pocket. He slowly pulled the card out.


   


  

  As Sidney headed out of town, she decided to keep her
emotions in check and let longtime habits take over. For
what seemed like forever, she had been merely reacting
to a series of crises, without the opportunity to think
things through. She was an attorney, trained to view facts
logically, look at the details and then work them into an
overall picture. She certainly had some information to
work with. Jason had labored on Triton’s records for the
CyberCom deal. That she knew. Jason had disappeared
under mysterious circumstances and had sent her a disk
with some information on it. That, also, was a fact. Jason
was not selling secrets to RTG, not with Brophy in the
picture. That also was clear to her. And then there were
the financial records. Apparently Triton had simply
handed them over. Then why the big scene at the meeting
in New York? Why had Gamble demanded to talk to
Jason about his work on the records, particularly after he
had sent Jason an e-mail congratulating him on a job well
done? Why the big deal of getting Jason on the phone?
Why put her in an impossible situation like that?


  She slowed down and pulled off the road. Unless the
intent all along was to put her in an impossible situation.
Making it appear as though she had lied. Suspicion had
followed her from that very moment. What exactly had
been in those records in the warehouse? Was that what
was on the disk? Something Jason had found out? That
night Gamble’s limo had whisked her to his estate, he had
obviously wanted some answers. Could he have been attempting to find out if Jason had told her anything?


  Triton had been a client for several years now. A big,
powerful company with a very private past. But how did
that tie in to all the other things? The deaths of the Page
brothers. Triton beating out RTG for CyberCom. As Sidney thought once more of that horrible day in New York,
something clicked. Ironically, she had the same thought
Lee Sawyer had experienced earlier but for a different
reason: A performance.


  My God! She had to get in touch with Sawyer. She put
the van in drive and got back on the road. A shrill ring interrupted her thoughts. She looked around at the interior
of the van for the source until her eyes alighted on the
cellular phone resting on a magnetized plate against the
lower dashboard. She hadn’t noticed it until just that moment. It was ringing? Her hand went instinctively down
to answer it and then pulled back. Finally she picked it
up. “Yes?”


  “I thought you weren’t interested in playing games.”
The voice was filled with anger.


  “Right. And you just forgot to mention that you had a
bug in my purse and were just waiting to jump me.”


  “Okay, let’s talk about the future. We want the disk and
you’re going to bring it to us. Now!”


  “What I’m going to do is hang up. Now!”


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t.”


  “Listen, if you’re trying to keep me on the phone so
you can lock on my location, it’s not going—” Sidney’s
voice broke off and her entire body turned to putty as she
listened to the small voice on the other end of the line.


  “Mommy? Mommy?”


  Her tongue as big as a fist, Sidney could not answer.
Her foot went off the accelerator; her dead arms no
longer had the strength to steer the van. The vehicle
slowed down and drifted into a pile of snow on the shoulder.


  “Mommy? Daddy? Come over?” The voice sounded
frightened, pitiful.


  Suddenly sick to her stomach, her entire body swaying
uncontrollably, Sidney managed to speak. “A-A-Amy.
Baby.”


  “Mommy?”


  “Baby, it’s Mommy. I’m here.” An avalanche of tears
poured down Sidney’s face.


  Sidney heard the phone being taken away.


  “Ten minutes. Here are the directions.”


  “Let me talk to her again. Please!”


  “Now you have nine minutes and fifty-five seconds.”


  A sudden thought occurred to Sidney. What if it was a
tape? “How do I know you really have her? That could be
just a recording.”


  “Fine. If you want to take that chance, don’t come.”
The voice sounded very confident. There was no earthly
way Sidney would ever take that chance. The person on
the other line knew that too.


  “If you hurt her—”


  “We’re not interested in the kid. She can’t identify us.
After it’s over, we’ll drop her at a safe place.” He paused.
“You won’t be joining her, though, Ms. Archer. Your safe
places have just run out.”


  “Let her go. Please just let her go. She’s only a baby.”
Sidney was trembling so much she could barely keep the
phone pressed against her mouth.


  “You better write down these directions. You don’t
want to get lost. If you don’t show, there won’t be enough
left of your kid to identify.”


  

  “I’ll be there,” she said in a hushed voice and the line
went dead. She pulled back on the road. A sudden thought
leaped across her mind. Her mother! Where was her
mother? Her blood seemed to be pooling in her veins as
she gripped the steering wheel. Another ringing sound invaded the interior of the van. With a shaking hand, Sidney picked up the phone, but there was no one there. In
fact, the ringing sound was different. She pulled off the
road again and desperately searched everywhere. Her
eyes finally stopped on the seat right next to her. She
looked at her purse, slowly put her hand inside and pulled
the object out. Written across the small screen on her
pager was a phone number she didn’t recognize. She
turned off the pager’s ringer. It was probably a wrong
number. She couldn’t imagine that someone from her law
firm or a client was attempting to call her; she was fresh
out of legal advice. She was about to erase the message,
but her finger stopped. Could it be Jason? If it was Jason,
then it would qualify as the worst timing in the history of
the world. Her finger remained poised over the erase button. Finally she put the pager in her lap, picked up the
cellular phone and dialed the number on the pager’s
screen.


  The voice that came on the other end of the line was
enough to take her breath away. Apparently, miracles did
happen.


   


  The main house of the resort was dark, its seclusion
made all the more stark by a wall of bulky evergreens in
front. When the van pulled down the long driveway, two
armed guards emerged from the entryway to meet it. The
snowstorm had lightened considerably in the last few
minutes. Behind the house the dark, foreboding waters of
the Atlantic assaulted the land.


  

  One of the guards jerked back as the van continued to
roll toward them without any sign of slowing down.
“Shit,” he yelled as both men hurled themselves out of
the way. The van tore past them, crashed right through
the front door and came to an abrupt halt, its wheels still
spinning, when it struck a four-foot-thick interior wall. A
minute later, several heavily armed men surrounded the
van and wrenched the damaged door open. No one was
inside. The men’s eyes passed over the receptacle where
the cellular phone would normally be kept. The phone
was completely under the front seat, the phone cord
pretty much invisible under the weak illumination of the
dome light. They believed the phone had probably been
dislodged upon impact rather than that it had deliberately
been placed there.


  Sidney entered the house through the rear. When the
man had given her directions to the place, she had instantly recognized it. She and Jason had stayed at the resort several times, and she was very familiar with the
interior layout. She had taken a shortcut and arrived in
half the time her daughter’s captors had allotted her. She
had used those precious extra minutes to rig the van’s
steering wheel and accelerator with rope she had found in
the back of the vehicle. She clutched her pistol, her finger
resting lightly on the trigger as she stole through the dark
rooms of the resort. She was ninety percent certain that
Amy was not on the premises. The ten percent of doubt
had led her to use the rigged van as a diversion so that she
could attempt a rescue, however improbable, of her
daughter. She was under no delusions that these men
would let Amy go free.


  Up ahead she heard the sounds of raised voices and
feet running toward the front of the house. She cocked
her head to the left as a pair of footsteps echoed down the
hallway. This person was not running; the tread was slow
and methodical. She shrank back into the shadows and
waited for the person to pass by. As soon as he did, she
pressed the muzzle of her pistol directly against his neck.


  “Make any sound at all, and you’re dead,” she said
with a cold finality. “Hands over your head.”


  

  Her prisoner complied. He was tall, with broad shoulders. She felt for his gun and found it in a shoulder holster. She crammed the man’s pistol in her jacket pocket
and pushed him forward. The large room up ahead was
well lit. Sidney could not hear any noise emanating from
the space, but she didn’t think that silence would last
long. They would soon figure out her ploy, if they hadn’t
already. She prodded the man away from the light and
down a darkened hallway.


  They came to a doorway. “Open it and move inside,”
she told him.


  He opened the door and she pushed him inside. One of
her hands felt around for the light switch. When the lights
came on, she shut the door behind her and looked at the
man’s face.


  Richard Lucas stared back at her.


  “You don’t look surprised,” Lucas said, his voice even
and calm.


  “Let’s just say nothing surprises me anymore,” Sidney
replied. “Sit.” She motioned with her gun to a straight-backed chair. “Where are the others?”


  Lucas shrugged. “Here, there, everywhere. There are a
lot of them, Sidney.”


  “Where’s my daughter? And my mother?” Lucas kept
silent. Sidney put both hands on her gun and pointed it directly at his chest. “I’m not screwing around with you.
Where are they?”


  “When I was a CIA operative, I was captured and tortured by the KGB for two months before I escaped. I
never told them anything and I’m not telling you anything,” Lucas said calmly. “And if you’re thinking about
using me to exchange for your daughter, forget it. So you
might as well pull the trigger, Sidney.”


  

  Sidney’s finger quivered on the trigger as she and
Lucas engaged in a staring contest. Finally she swore
under her breath and lowered the pistol. A smile cracked
Lucas’s lips.


  She thought quickly. All right, you sonofabitch. “What
color is the hat Amy was wearing, Rich? If you have her,
you should know that.”


  The smile disappeared from Lucas’s lips. He paused
for a second and then answered. “Like a beige.”


  “Good answer. Neutral, could apply to lots of different
colors.” She paused as an enormous wave of relief washed
over her. “Only Amy wasn’t wearing a hat.”


  Lucas started to bolt out of the chair. A second faster
than he, Sidney smashed her pistol across his head. Lucas
went down in a heap, unconscious. She towered over his
prostrate form. “You’re a real asshole.”


  Sidney exited the room and stole down the corridor.
From the direction of where she had entered the house,
she heard men approaching. She changed course and
once again headed toward the lit room she had spied earlier. She peered around the corner. The light from inside
was enough to let her check her watch. She said a silent
prayer and edged into the room, keeping low behind a
long, carved wooden-backed sofa. She looked around,
her eyes taking in a wall of French doors that was visible
on the ocean side. The room was huge, with ceilings that
soared at least twenty feet high. An interior second-story
balcony ran across one side of the room. Another wall
held a collection of finely bound books. Comfortable furnishings were placed throughout.


  

  Sidney shrank back as far as she could when a group of
armed men, all dressed in black fatigues, entered the
room through another doorway. One of them barked into
a walkie-talkie. By listening to his words, she knew they
were aware of her presence. It was only a matter of time
before they found her. Blood pounding in her eardrums,
she made her way out of the room, keeping well out of
sight behind the sofa. Once in the corridor, she walked
swiftly back toward the room in which she had left
Lucas, with the intent of using him as her exit card.
Maybe they would not care about killing Lucas to get to
her, but right now it was the only option she had.


  Her plan ran into an immediate problem when she discovered Lucas was no longer in the room. She had hit
him very hard, and she briefly marveled at his recuperative powers. Apparently he hadn’t been kidding about the
KGB. She ran out of the room and toward the door where
she had entered the house. Lucas would most certainly
raise the alarm. She probably only had seconds to make
her getaway. She was a few feet from the door when she
heard it.


  “Mommy, Mommy.”


  Sidney jerked around. Amy’s wails continued down the
hallway.


  “Oh, my God!” Sidney turned and sprinted toward the
sound.


  “Amy? Amy!” The doors to the large room she had earlier been in were closed. She hurled them open and burst
into the room, her chest heaving, her eyes wildly searching for sight of her daughter.


  

  Nathan Gamble stared back at her as Richard Lucas appeared behind him. He wasn’t smiling. The side of his
face was heavily swollen. Sidney was quickly disarmed
and held by Gamble’s men. The disk was taken from her
purse and handed to Gamble.


  Gamble held up a sophisticated recording device and
Amy’s voice was heard once again: “Mommy? Mommy?”


  “As soon as I found out your husband was on to me,”
Gamble explained, “I had your house bugged. You get
lots of goodies that way.”


  “You sonofabitch.” Sidney glared at him. “I knew it
was a trick.”


  “You should have gone with your first instinct, Sidney.
I always do.” Gamble shut off the tape and strolled over
to a desk situated against one wall. For the first time Sidney noticed that a laptop computer was set up there.
Gamble took the disk and popped it in. Then he pulled a
piece of paper from his pocket and looked over at her.
“Nice touch your husband had on the password. All backwards. You’re sharp, but I bet you didn’t figure that one
out, did you?” His face crinkled into a smile as he looked
from the paper to Sidney. “Always knew Jason was a
smart guy.” Using one finger, Gamble punched a number
of keys on the keyboard and studied the screen. While
doing so, he lit up a cigar. Satisfied with the contents of
the disk, he sat down in the chair, folded his arms across
his chest and flicked cigar ash on the floor.


  She kept her eyes fixed on him. “Brains run in the family. I know it all, Gamble.”


  “I think you don’t know shit,” he calmly replied.


  “How about the billions of dollars you made trading on
changes in the Fed Funds Rate? The very same billions
you used to build Triton Global.”


  “Interesting. How did I do that?”


  “You knew the answers before the tests were given out.
You were blackmailing Arthur Lieberman. The mighty
businessman who couldn’t make a dime without cheating.” She spat out the last words. Gamble’s eyes glittered
darkly at her. “Then Lieberman threatens to expose you
and his plane crashes.”


  Gamble got up and advanced slowly toward Sidney,
his hand an anger-laden fist. “I made billions on my own.
Then some jealous competitors paid off a couple of my
traders to secretly tank me. I couldn’t prove anything, but
they ended up with cushy jobs down the street and I lost
everything I had. You call that fair?” He stopped walking
and took a deep breath. “You’re right, though. I caught on
to Lieberman’s little secret life. Scraped enough cash together to set up my little mole in luxury and bided my
time. But it wasn’t that simple.” His lips curled into a
wicked smile. “I waited until the people who had screwed
me took their investment positions on interest rates and
then I took the opposite one and told Lieberman which
way to swing it. After it was over, I’m back on top and
those guys couldn’t afford a cup of spit. Nice and clean,
and damn sweet.”


  

  His face gleamed as he recalled his personal triumph.
“People mess with me, I pay them back. Only a lot worse.
Like Lieberman. Nice guy that I am, I paid the sonofabitch over a hundred million dollars for doing his thing
with the rates. How does he show his gratitude? He tried
to take me down. Was it my fault he got cancer? He
thought he could outsmart me, the big Ivy League legend.
Didn’t think I knew he was dying. I do business with
somebody, I find out everything about him. Everything!”
Gamble’s face flushed for an instant and then he broke
into a sly grin. “Only thing I regret is not having a picture
of his face when that plane hit.”


  “I didn’t think you were into genocide, Nathan. Men,
women, babies.” Gamble suddenly looked troubled and
took a nervous puff on his cigar. “You think I wanted to
do it like that? My business is making money, not killing
people. If I could have come up with another way, I
would have. I had two problems: Lieberman and your
husband. They both knew the truth, so I had to get rid of
them both. The plane was the only way to tie them together: Kill Lieberman and blame your husband. If I
could have bought every ticket on that plane except
Lieberman’s, I would have.” He paused and looked at
her. “If it makes you feel any better, my charitable foundation has already donated ten million dollars to the victims’ families.”


  “Great, you score PR points off your own dirty work.
You think money is the answer to everything?”


  Gamble exhaled smoke. “You’d be surprised how
often it is. And the fact is, I didn’t have to do anything for
them. It’s like I told your buddy Wharton: When I go
after somebody who screwed me, I don’t care who gets in
the way. Too bad.”


  Sidney’s face suddenly hardened. “Like Jason? Where
is he? Where is my husband, you sonofabitch?” She
screamed the words in an out-of-control fury and would
have pounced on Gamble if his men hadn’t held her back.


  Gamble stepped directly in front of her. His fist
slammed into her jaw. “Shut up!”


  

  Sidney swiftly recovered, ripped her arm free and
slashed Gamble’s face with her fingernails. Shocked, he
stumbled back, clutching his torn skin. “Damn you!” he
yelled. Gamble pressed his handkerchief against his face,
his eyes blazing at her. Sidney stared back at him, her entire body shaking with more anger than she had felt in her
entire life. Gamble finally motioned to Lucas. Lucas left
the room for a minute, and when he returned, he was not
alone.


  Sidney instinctively jerked back as Kenneth Scales
stepped into the room. He stared at Sidney Archer with
eyes that bespoke intense hatred. She looked over at
Gamble. He looked down and sighed while he stuffed his
handkerchief back in his pocket, touching his face gingerly. “I guess I deserved that. You know, I had no intention of killing you, but you just couldn’t leave it alone,
could you?” He ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t
worry, I’ll set a big trust fund up for your kid. You should
be grateful I think everything through.” He waved Scales
forward.


  Sidney shouted at him. “Oh, really? Did you think
through the fact that maybe if I could figure it out, so
could Sawyer?” Gamble stared blankly at her. “Like the
fact that you blackmailed Arthur Lieberman by setting
him up with Steven Page. But just when Lieberman was
up for the Fed nomination, Page contracted HIV and
threatened to blow the whole thing. What did you do?
Just like you did with Lieberman. You had Page killed.”


  Gamble’s response stunned her. “Why the hell would I
have him killed? He was working for me.”


  

  “He’s telling the truth, Sidney.” She jerked her head
around and stared at the source of those words. Quentin
Rowe walked into the room.


  Gamble stared at him, his eyes wide. “How the hell did
you get up here?”


  Rowe barely glanced at him. “I guess you forgot that I
have my own private suite on the corporate jet. Besides,
I like to see projects through to their completion.”


  “Is she right? You had your own lover boy killed?”


  Rowe looked at him calmly. “It’s not any of your concern.”


  “It’s my company. Everything concerns me.”


  “Your company? I don’t think so. Now that we have
CyberCom, I don’t need you. My nightmare is finally
over.”


  Gamble’s face grew red. He motioned toward Richard
Lucas. “I think we need to show this little prick some respect for his superior.”


  Richard Lucas pulled out his weapon.


  Gamble shook his head. “Just rough the little sucker up
some,” he said, his eyes glowing maliciously. The glow
quickly ebbed as Lucas swung the pistol in his direction
and the cigar fell out of the Triton chief’s mouth. “What
the hell. You sonofabitch traitor—”


  “Shut up!” Lucas roared back. “Shut your mouth or I’ll
blow you away right here and now. I swear to God I
will.” Lucas’s eyes tore into Gamble’s face and Gamble
quickly closed his mouth.


  “Why, Quentin?” The words floated softly across the
room. “Why?”


  

  Rowe turned to find Sidney’s eyes on him. He took a
deep breath. “When he bought into my company, Gamble
drew up legal documents so that he technically controlled
my ideas, everything. In essence, he owned me.” For a
moment he stared at the now docile Gamble with ill-concealed disgust. Rowe looked back at Sidney, reading her
mind. “The oddest couple in the world. I know.”


  He sat down at the desk in front of the computer. He
stared at the screen as he continued to talk. The proximity of the high-tech equipment seemed to soothe Quentin
Rowe even more. “But then Gamble lost all his money.
My company was going nowhere. I pleaded with him to
let me out of the deal, but he said he’d tie me up in court
for years. I was stuck. Then Steven met Lieberman and
the plot was hatched.”


  “But you had Page killed. Why?”


  Rowe didn’t answer.


  “Did you ever try to find out who gave him HIV?”


  Rowe didn’t answer. Tears spilled down onto the laptop.


  “Quentin?”


  

  “I gave it to him. I did it!” Rowe exploded out of his
chair, staggered for a moment and then collapsed back
into the chair. In a painful voice, he continued. “When
Steven told me he had tested positive, I couldn’t believe
it. I had always been faithful to him and he swore the
same to me. We thought it might have been Lieberman.
We got a copy of his medical records; he was clean.
That’s when I took an examination.” His lips started to
quiver. “And that’s when I was told I was HIV-positive.
The only thing I could think of was a damn blood transfusion I’d had when I was in a serious car accident. I
checked with the hospital and discovered that several
other surgery patients had contracted the virus during the
same time period. I told Steven everything. I cared for
him so much. I never felt so much guilt in all my life. I
thought he would understand.” Rowe took a deep breath.
“Only he didn’t.”


  “He threatened to expose you?” Sidney asked.


  “We had come too far, worked too damn hard. Steven
wasn’t thinking clearly, he…” Rowe shook his head in
complete despondence. “He came to my apartment one
night; he had been drinking very heavily. He told me
what he was going to do. He was going to tell everything
about Lieberman, the blackmail scheme. We’d all go to
prison. I told him he had to do what he thought was
right.” Rowe paused, his voice breaking. “I often gave
him his daily dosages of insulin, kept a supply at my
place. He was always forgetful about it.” Rowe looked
down at the teardrops dropping onto his hands. “Steven
passed out on the couch. While he was asleep, I gave him
an overdose of insulin, woke him up, and put him in a cab
for home.” Rowe added quietly, “And he died. We kept
our relationship since college a secret. The police never
even questioned me.”


  He looked at Sidney. “You understand, don’t you? I
had to do it. My dreams, my vision for the future.” His
voice was almost pleading. Sidney didn’t answer. Finally
Rowe stood up and wiped the tears away. “CyberCom
was the last piece I needed. But it all came with a price.
With all the secrets between us, Gamble and I were wedded for life.” Rowe grimaced, then suddenly smiled as he
looked at Gamble. “Fortunately, I will outlive him.”


  “You double-crossing bastard!” Gamble tried his best
to get to Rowe, but Lucas held him back.


  “But Jason found out everything when he was going
through the records at the warehouse, didn’t he?” Sidney
said.


  Rowe exploded again and directed his tirade at Gamble.
“You idiot! You’ve never respected technology, and it was
your undoing. You never realized that the secret e-mails
you sent Lieberman could be captured on tape backup even
if you later deleted them. You were so damn anal about
money, kept your own set of books documenting the profits trading on Lieberman’s actions. And your enemy’s
losses. It was all buried in the warehouse. You idiot!”
Rowe exclaimed again, and looked over at Sidney. “I never
wanted any of this to happen, please believe me.”


  “Quentin, if you cooperate with the police—” Sidney
began.


  Rowe erupted in laughter and Sidney’s hopes faded
completely. He went over to the laptop and popped out
the disk. “I’m now the head of Triton Global. I just acquired the one asset that will enable me to accomplish a
better future for us all. I don’t intend to pursue that dream
from a prison cell.”


  “Quentin…” She froze as he turned to Kenneth
Scales.


  “Make it quick. She is not to suffer. I mean it.” He nodded in Gamble’s direction. “The bodies go into the ocean,
as far out as you can. A mysterious disappearance. In six
months’ time no one will even remember you,” he said to
Gamble. Rowe’s eyes shone with that thought.


  Gamble was slowly led away, struggling mightily and
cursing.


  “Quentin!” Sidney screamed as Scales came closer.
Quentin Rowe didn’t turn around.


  “Quentin, please!” Finally he looked at her. “Sidney,
I’m sorry. I really am.” Holding the disk, he started to
leave the room. As he passed by, he kindly patted her on
the shoulder.


  Her body and mind numb, Sidney’s head dropped on
her breast. When she looked back up, the cold, blue eyes
were floating toward her, the face completely blank of
emotion. She looked around. Everyone in the room was
intently watching Scales’s methodical advance, waiting
to see how he would kill her. Sidney gritted her teeth and
backed away until she was flat against a wall. She closed
her eyes and did her best to hold the image of her daughter rigidly in her mind. Amy was safe. Her parents were
safe. Under the circumstances, that was the absolute best
she could do. Good-bye, baby. Mommy loves you. The
tears spilled down her face. Please don’t forget me, Amy.
Please.


  Scales lifted up his knife and a smile crept across his
face as he looked down at the glistening blade. Light reflecting off it turned the metal a harsh reddish color, a
color it had been many times in the past. Scales’s smile
receded as he looked down at the source of this colored
light and saw the tiny red laser dot on his chest, and the
barely visible, pencil-thin beam that emanated outward
from the dot.


  

  Scales backed away, his shocked eyes fixed on Lee
Sawyer, who was pointing his assault rifle with attached
laser scope directly at him. Bewildered, the mercenaries
looked at the weaponry pointed at them by Sawyer, Jackson, the HRT and a contingent of the Maine State Police.
“Guns down, gentlemen, or start looking for your brains
on the floor,” Sawyer bellowed, tightening his grip on the
rifle. “Guns down! Now!” Sawyer took a few more steps
into the room, his finger closing on the trigger. The men
started to put down their weapons. Out of the corner of
his eye, Sawyer spotted Quentin Rowe trying to discreetly disappear. Sawyer swiveled his gun in the computer man’s direction. “Don’t think so, Mr. Rowe. Sit
down!”


  A thoroughly frightened Quentin Rowe sat down in a
chair, the disk gripped against his chest. Sawyer looked at
Ray Jackson. “Let’s get to it.” Sawyer started toward Sidney. At that instant a shot rang out and one of the FBI
agents went down. Gunfire erupted as Rowe’s men used
the opportunity to seize their weapons and open fire. The
lawmen quickly dove for cover and returned the fire.
Muzzle flashes popped up all over the room as instant
death spewed forth from over a dozen locations. It took
only seconds for every light in the room to be shot out by
gunmen on both sides, plunging the room into total darkness.


  Caught in the cross fire, Sidney threw herself to the
floor, her hands over her ears as bullets whizzed overhead.


  

  Sawyer dropped to his knees and scrambled toward Sidney. From the other direction, Scales, his knife between his
teeth, slid on his belly along the floor toward her. Sawyer
reached her first and took her by the hand to lead her to
safety. Sidney screamed as she saw Scales’s blade flash
through the air. Sawyer swung his arm out and took the
brunt of the blow, the knife cutting through his thick jacket
and slicing his forearm. Grunting in pain, he kicked at
Scales, losing his balance and toppling over on his back.
Scales pounced on the FBI agent and struck at his chest
twice. The blade, however, met the advanced-stage Teflon
mesh in Sawyer’s body armor head-on and lost decisively.
Scales paid for that defeat with a mouthful of one of
Sawyer’s massive fists and one of Sidney’s elbows slamming into the back of his neck. The man howled in pain as
his already battered mouth and broken nose received an additional litany of injuries.


  Furious, Scales violently threw Sidney off and she slid
across the floor and crashed into a wall. Scales’s fist repeatedly slammed into Sawyer’s face and then he raised
the knife, the center of the FBI agent’s broad forehead his
target. Sawyer clamped his hand around Scales’s wrist
and slowly but surely heaved himself up. Scales felt the
amazing strength in Sawyer’s bulk, raw strength the
much smaller man could not hope to match. Used to his
victims being dead before they ever had a chance to fight
back, Scales abruptly discovered he had hooked a very
much alive Great White Shark. Sawyer smashed Scales’s
hand against the floor until the knife went flying into the
darkness. Then Sawyer hauled back and unleashed a haymaker that landed flush on Scales’s face and Scales went
backward across the room, screaming in agony, his nose
now lying flat against his left cheek.


  

  Ray Jackson was in one corner of the room exchanging
fire with two of the mercenaries. Three of the HRT
members had made their way to one of the balconies. With this
tactical advantage they were quickly winning the shoot-out.
Two of the mercenaries were dead already. Another was
about to expire with a bullet wound in his leg that had severed the femoral artery. Two of the state troopers had been
shot, one seriously. Two of the HRT members had taken
hits but were still participating in the gun battle.


  Stopping to reload, Jackson looked across the room
and saw Scales get to his feet, knife raised, and sprint toward the very broad back of Lee Sawyer as the FBI agent
again tried to pull Sidney to safety.


  There was no time for Jackson to reload his rifle, his
9mm was empty and he was out of clips. If he tried to
yell, Sawyer would be unable to hear him over the barrage of gunfire. Jackson jumped to his feet. As a star
member of the University of Michigan Wolverines football team, he had rushed for thousands of hard-fought
yards on the gridiron. Now he was about to make the run
of his life. His thick legs exploded under him, and with
bullets splattering all around Jackson reached maximum
speed three steps into his sprint.


  Scales was solid bone and muscle, but he carried
about fifty fewer pounds on his frame than did the two-hundred-pound battering ram of an FBI agent. And despite being a very dangerous individual, Kenneth Scales
had never experienced the brutally violent world of Big
Ten football.


  

  Scales’s blade was barely a foot from Sawyer’s back
when Jackson’s iron shoulder collided with his breastbone. The resulting crack as Scales’s chest collapsed
could almost be heard over the gunfire. Scales’s body was
lifted cleanly off the ground and it didn’t stop moving
until it slammed against the solid oak wall almost four
feet away. The second crack, while not as loud as the first,
heralded Kenneth Scales’s exit from the living as his neck
snapped neatly in half. As he slumped to the floor and
came to rest on his back, it was finally Scales’s turn to
stare blankly upward with a pair of dead eyes. By any
yardstick, it was a long-overdue event.


  Jackson paid a price for his heroics as he took a slug in
his arm and another in his leg before Sawyer was able to
ward off the shooter with multiple bursts from his 10mm.
Sawyer grabbed Sidney’s arm and hauled her to a corner
behind a heavy table he had flipped on its side. He then
raced over to Jackson, who was slumped against a wall
breathing hard, and proceeded to drag him toward safety.
A shot thudded against the wall within an inch of
Sawyer’s head. Then another hit him squarely in the rib
cage. His pistol flew from his hand and slid across the
floor as he slumped back against the wall, coughing up
blood. The vest had done its job again, but he had heard
the crack of some ribs upon impact. He started to pull
himself up, but now he was very much a sitting duck.


  Suddenly a string of shots erupted from near the overturned table. An abrupt scream from the direction of the
shot that had hit Sawyer followed the lead barrage.
Sawyer looked over at the table and his eyes widened in
amazement as he saw Sidney Archer jam the still smoking 10mm pistol in her waistband. She raced out from behind the protective cover, and together she and Sawyer
pulled Jackson safely behind the table.


  They sat Jackson up against the wall.


  “Damn, Ray, you shouldn’t have done that, man.”
Sawyer’s eyes quickly examined his partner, confirming
that there were two wounds and no more.


  “Right, and let you give me hell from the grave for the
rest of my life? No way, Lee.” Jackson bit his lip hard as
Sawyer ripped off his tie and, using Scales’s stiletto
blade, made a crude tourniquet above the wound on Jackson’s leg.


  “Keep your hand right there, Ray.” Sawyer guided his
hand to the handle of the knife, pressing his fingers
tightly against it.


  He next tore his coat off, balled it up and stanched the
bleeding on Jackson’s arm wound. “Slug went right
through, Ray. You’re gonna be okay.”


  “I know, I could feel it exit.” The sweat poured off
Jackson’s forehead. “You took a round, didn’t you?”


  “Nah, vest caught it, I’m okay.” As he slumped back,
Sawyer’s savaged forearm started to pour blood again.


  “Oh, God, Lee.” Sidney stared at the crimson flow.
“Your arm.” Sidney took off her scarf and wound it
around Sawyer’s wounded limb.


  Sawyer eyed her kindly. “Thanks. And I’m not talking
about the scarf.”


  Sidney slumped against the wall. “Thank God we were
able to fill in each other’s blanks when you called. I regaled Gamble with my brilliant deductions to buy you
some time. Even so, I didn’t think it was going to be
enough.”


  

  He sat down next to her. “For a couple of minutes, we
lost the signal from the cell phone. Thank God we picked
it back up again.” He abruptly sat up, making the cracked
rib even worse. He looked at her battered face. “You’re
okay, aren’t you? Jesus, I didn’t even think to ask.”


  She rubbed her swollen jaw gingerly. “Nothing that
time and makeup won’t help.” She touched his swollen
cheek. “How about you?”


  Sawyer had another jolt. “Omigod! Amy? Your
mother?”


  She quickly explained about the voice recording.


  “Those sonofabitches,” he growled.


  She looked at him wistfully. “I’m not sure what would
have happened if I hadn’t answered your page.”


  “Point is, you did. I’m just glad I had one of your business cards.” He smiled. “Maybe this high-tech crap has
its uses. In tiny doses.”


   


  In another corner of the room Quentin Rowe huddled
behind the desk. His eyes were closed and his hands were
over his ears as he tried to shield out the sounds exploding all around him. He did not notice the man come up
behind him until the last instant. His ponytail was jerked
violently backward, forcing his chin up farther and farther. The hands then twisted his head around, and just before he heard the snap of his spine, he was staring into the
vicious, grinning countenance of Nathan Gamble. The
Triton chief let the limp body go and Rowe dropped to
the floor, dead. He had experienced his last vision. Gamble snatched the laptop off the desk and smashed it so
hard over Rowe’s body that it cracked in half.


  

  Gamble hovered over Rowe’s body for a moment
longer, then turned to make his escape. The bullets hit
him square in the chest. He looked, wide-eyed, at his
killer, disbelief and then anger racing across his features.
Gamble managed to grip the man’s sleeve for an instant
before toppling to the floor.


  The killer took the disk from where it had fallen next
to Quentin Rowe and made his way out.


  Rowe had fallen on his side and his body had come to
rest on its back, his head turned toward Gamble. Ironically, he and Gamble were bare inches from each other,
far closer than the two men ever had been in life.


   


  Sawyer inched his head above the table and surveyed
the room. The remaining mercenaries had dropped their
weapons and were coming out of hiding, their hands
high. The HRT members moved in, and in a moment the
men were down on the floor in handcuffs. Sawyer noticed
the limp bodies of Rowe and Gamble. But then, outside
the French doors he heard running feet. Sawyer turned to
Sidney. “Take care of Ray. Show’s not over yet.” He hustled out.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


  The wind, snow and ocean spray assaulted Lee Sawyer
on every front as he ran along the sand. His face was
bloody and swollen, his injured arm and ribs throbbed
like hell and his breath came in thudding fits and starts.
He took a minute to strip off the heavy body armor, then
he plunged on, pressing a hand firmly against his cracked
ribs to hold them in place. His feet twisted and turned in
the loose surface, slowing him down. He stumbled and
fell twice. But he figured the person he was hunting was
having the same problem. Sawyer had a flashlight, but he
didn’t want to use it, at least not yet. Twice he ran through
frigid water as he strayed too close to the border of the
pounding Atlantic. He kept his eyes straight down as he
followed the set of deep footprints in the sand.


  

  Then Sawyer was confronted with a massive
outcropping of rock. It was a common enough formation along
the Maine coast. For a moment he debated how to navigate the obstacle until he saw a rough path that cut
through the middle of the miniature mountain. He headed
up, pulling his gun out as he did so. Sawyer was hit with
a wall of ocean spray as the waters beat relentlessly
against the ancient stone. His clothes clung to his body
like plastic. Still he pushed on; his breathing came in
huge bursts as he struggled up the path, which was becoming more and more vertical. He looked out to the
ocean for a moment. Black and endless. Sawyer rounded
a slight bend in the path and then stopped. He shone his
light ahead, out to the very edge of the cliff before it disappeared straight down into the Atlantic far below.


  The light illuminated the man fully. He squinted back
and he put up a hand to shield his eyes from the unexpected burst of light. Sawyer sucked in air. The other man
was doing the same after the long chase. Sawyer put one
hand on his knee to steady himself as he half bent over,
his gut heaving.


  “What are you doing up here?” Sawyer’s voice was
wheezy but clear.


  Frank Hardy stared back at him, his breath also coming
in deep gusts from weary lungs. Like Sawyer’s, his clothes
were drenched and dirty and his hair was a wind-ravaged
mess.


  “Lee? That you?” Hardy said.


  “It sure as hell ain’t Santa Claus, Frank,” Sawyer
wheezed back. “Answer my question.”


  

  Hardy took a last lengthy breath. “I came up with
Gamble for a meeting. Right in the middle of it, he tells
me to go upstairs, that he has some personal business to
conduct. The next thing I know, all hell broke loose. I got
out of there as fast as I could. You mind telling me what’s
going on?”


  Sawyer shook his head admiringly. “You always could
think fast on your feet. It’s what made you a great FBI
agent. By the way, did you kill Gamble and Rowe, or did
Gamble beat you to Rowe?”


  Hardy looked at him grimly, his eyes narrowed.


  “Frank, take out the pistol, muzzle first, and toss it over
the cliff.”


  “What gun, Lee? I’m not armed.”


  “The gun you used to shoot one of my men and start
that little gun battle in there.” Sawyer paused and tightened his grip on his own pistol. “I won’t tell you again,
Frank.”


  Hardy slowly took the pistol out and tossed it over the
cliff.


  Sawyer flushed a cigarette out of his pocket and
clenched it between his teeth. He pulled out a lighter and
held it up. “Ever seen one of these, Frank? These suckers
will stay lit in a tornado. It’s like the one they used to
down the plane.”


  “I don’t know anything about the plane bombing,”
Hardy said angrily.


  

  Sawyer paused to light his cigarette and then took a
long puff. “You didn’t know anything about the plane
bombing. That’s true. But you were in on everything else.
In fact, I bet you charged Nathan Gamble a nice little premium. Did you get a piece of the quarter billion you
framed Archer for stealing? Duplicated his signature and
everything. Nice work.”


  “You’re crazy! Why would Gamble steal from himself?”


  “He didn’t. That money’s probably spread over a hundred different accounts he’s got all over the world. It was
perfect cover. Who’d ever suspect the guy who got taken
for all that money? I’m sure Quentin Rowe handled the
BankTrust piece and also breaking into Virginia’s AFIS
database to monkey around with Riker’s prints. Jason
Archer had the evidence to the whole blackmail scheme
with Lieberman. He had to tell someone. Who? Richard
Lucas? Don’t think so. He was Gamble’s man, plain and
simple. The inside guy.”


  “So who did he tell?” Hardy’s eyes were now pinpoints.


  Sawyer took a long drag on his cigarette before answering. “He told you, Frank.”


  “Right. Prove it,” Hardy said with disgust.


  “He went to you. The ‘outside’ guy. The former FBI
agent with a list of commendations as long as his arm.”
Sawyer spat this last sentence out. “He went to you so you
could help him expose the whole thing. Only you couldn’t
let that happen. Triton Global’s your gravy train. Giving up
private jets, the pretty ladies and nice clothes wasn’t an option, was it?”


  

  Sawyer continued, “Then you all took me through the
dog and pony show, setting up Jason to be the bad guy.
You guys must’ve been laughing your asses off at how
you suckered me. Or thought you had. But when you saw
I wasn’t buying all of it, you got a little nervous. Was it
your idea to have Gamble offer me a job? Between you
and him I never felt so popular.” Hardy remained silent.
“But that wasn’t your only performance, Frank.”


  Sawyer reached in his pocket and took out a pair of
sunglasses and put them on. He looked quite ridiculous in
the darkness. “You remember these, Frank? The two guys
on the video in the warehouse in Seattle? They were
wearing sunglasses, indoors, in a fairly dark room. Why
would anybody do that?”


  “I don’t know.” Hardy’s voice was a mere whisper
now.


  “Sure you do. Jason thought he was handing over his
proof… to the FBI. At least in the movies all Feds wear
shades and the guys you hired to play the FBI agents
must have liked going to the theater. You couldn’t just kill
Jason. You had to win his trust, make sure he hadn’t told
anyone. A top priority was getting back all the hard evidence he had. The videotape of the exchange had to be in
pristine condition because you knew you’d be giving it to
us as evidence of Jason’s guilt. You only had one shot to
get it right. But Archer was still suspicious. That’s why he
kept a copy of the information on another disk and later
sent it to his wife. Did you tell him he’d get a big reward
from the government? Was that it? Probably told him it
was the biggest damned sting in the history of the FBI.”


  Hardy remained silent.


  

  Sawyer looked at his old partner. “But unknown to
you, Frank, Gamble had his own big problem. Namely
that Arthur Lieberman was about to spill his guts. So he
hires Riker to sabotage Lieberman’s plane. I’m sure you
didn’t know about that part of the plan. On Gamble’s
orders you arrange for Archer to get ticketed on the
flight to Los Angeles, and then you had him pull a
switch and he gets on the flight to Seattle instead so you
could film your little videotape of the exchange. Rich
Lucas is ex-CIA, he probably had lots of ties to former
Eastern European operatives with no families, no past.
The guy who went down in Archer’s place wouldn’t be
missed. You had no idea Lieberman was on the L.A.
flight or that Gamble was going to kill him. But Gamble knew it was the only way the blame for Lieberman’s
death could be thrown on Archer. And with it, Gamble
kills two birds with one stone: Archer and Lieberman.
You bring me the video and I switch all my efforts to
catching Jason and I forget all about poor old Arthur
Lieberman. Except for Ed Page wandering into the picture, I don’t think I would’ve ever picked up Lieberman’s thread again.


  “And let’s not forget old RTG, who got blamed for
everything, with Triton conveniently ending up with
CyberCom. I told you about Brophy being in New Orleans. You found out he was actually connected to RTG
and that they might actually accomplish what you’d set
Jason up for: working with RTG. So you had Brophy and
Goldman followed and when the opportunity arose, you
took them both out and set up Sidney Archer to take the
fall. Why not? You’d already done the same thing to her
husband.” Sawyer paused. “That’s a hell of a transition,
Frank: FBI agent to participation in a massive criminal
conspiracy. Maybe I should take you on a visit to the
crash site. You want to do that?”


  “I didn’t have anything to do with the plane bombing,
I swear,” Hardy yelled out.


  “I know. But you were involved in one regard.”
Sawyer took off his sunglasses. “You killed the bomber.”


  “Would you care to prove that?” Hardy’s eyes blazed
at him.


  “You told me, Frank.” Hardy’s face froze. “Down in the
parking garage where Goldman and Brophy checked out.
The place was freezing. I was concerned about the decomposition of the bodies, that the frigid temperatures might
make ascertaining the time of death impossible. Remember what you said, Frank? You said it was the same problem with the bomber. That the air-conditioning had made
the apartment freeze just like the outside air did to the
parking garage.”


  “So?”


  “I never told you the air-conditioning was turned on in
Riker’s apartment. In fact, I turned the heat back on right
after we found the body. There was no mention of the
A/C being turned on in any of the bureau reports—not
that you would’ve been privy to them anyway.” Hardy’s
face had turned ashen. “You knew, Frank, because you
were the one who turned the A/C on. When you found out
about the bombing, you knew Gamble had used you.
Hell, maybe they planned to kill Riker all along. But you
were more than willing to do the honors. It didn’t hit me
until I was freezing my ass off in a police paddywagon
driving over here.”


  

  Sawyer moved forward. “Twelve shots, Frank. I admit,
that one really puzzled me. You were so furious at the guy
for what he’d done that you went a little berserk. Emptied
your whole clip into him. I guess you still had a little bit
of the cop left in you. But now it’s over.”


  Hardy swallowed hard, struggling to keep his nerves
under control. “Look, Lee, everybody who knows about
my involvement is dead.”


  “What about Jason Archer?”


  Hardy laughed. “Jason Archer was a fool. He wanted
the money, just like all of us. Only he didn’t have the
nerve, you know, not like you and me. He kept having
bad dreams.” Hardy edged forward. “You look the other
way, Lee. That’s all I’m asking. You start work at my
company next month. One million dollars a year. Stock
options, the works. You’ll be set for life.”


  Sawyer flicked his cigarette away. “Frank, let me make
this real clear to you. I don’t like ordering my food in foreign languages, and I wouldn’t know a damned stock option if it jumped up and clamped me right on the balls.”
Sawyer raised his gun. “Where you’re going, the only option will be top or bottom bunk.”


  Hardy snarled, “Not by a long shot, old buddy.” He
pulled the disk from his pocket. “You want this, then put
your gun down.”


  “You’ve gotta be kidding me—”


  “Put it down,” Hardy screamed. “Or I throw your
whole case into the Atlantic. You let me go, I’ll mail it to
you from parts unknown.”


  Hardy started to smile as Sawyer’s pistol began dropping. Then, as Sawyer stared into the grinning countenance, he abruptly returned the pistol to its original
position. “First, I want an answer to one question, and I
want it now.”


  “What is it?”


  Sawyer moved forward, his hand tightening on the
trigger. “What happened to Jason Archer?”


  “Look, Lee, what does it matter—”


  “Where is Jason Archer?” Sawyer roared over the
crash of the waves. “Because that is exactly what the lady
back there wants to know, and dammit, you’re going to
tell me, Frank. By the way, you can throw that disk as far
as you want. Rich Lucas is alive,” Sawyer lied. He had
seen Lucas lying dead in the middle of the battlefield the
hotel lobby had become. The silent sentinel was now forever silent. “Want to bet how anxious he is to rat on your
ass?”


  Hardy’s face went stone cold as he realized his exit option had just evaporated. “Take me back to the house,
Lee. I want to call my lawyer.” Hardy started forward and
then suddenly stopped as Sawyer assumed a textbook
shooting stance.


  “Now, Frank. Tell me right now.”


  “Go to hell! Read me my rights if you want, but get out
of my damned face.”


  Sawyer’s response was to shift his pistol slightly to the
left and fire one round. Hardy screamed as the slug took
off skin and the top part of his right ear. Blood poured
down the side of his face. He fell to the ground. “Are you
crazy?” Sawyer now aimed the gun directly at Hardy’s
head. “I’ll have your badge and your pension, and your
ass will be in jail for more years than you’ve got left, you
sonofabitch,” Hardy screamed. “You’ll lose everything.”


  

  “No I won’t. You’re not the only person who can manipulate a crime scene, old buddy.” Hardy watched in
growing astonishment as Sawyer popped open the gun bag
riding above his belt and took out another 10mm. He held
it up. “This will be the gun you’ll have gotten away from
me in the struggle. They’ll find it clutched in your hand.
It’ll have several shots fired from it, evidencing your homicidal intent.” He pointed toward the vast ocean. “Kind of
hard to find the slugs out there.” He held up the other pistol. “You used to be a first-rate investigator, Frank. Care to
deduce what role this pistol will play?”


  “Dammit, Lee, don’t!”


  Sawyer continued calmly. “This will be the pistol I use
to kill you.”


  “Jesus, Lee!”


  “Where is Archer?”


  “Please, Lee. Don’t!” Hardy wailed.


  Sawyer moved the muzzle to within a few inches of
Hardy’s head. When Hardy covered his face with his
hands, Sawyer snatched the disk from Hardy’s quivering
fingers and looked at it. “Come to think of it, this might
come in handy.” He put it in his pocket. “Good-bye,
Frank.” His finger descended on the trigger.


  “Wait, wait, please, I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you.” Hardy
gagged for a moment and then looked up into Sawyer’s
grim face.


  “Jason is dead,” he cried out.


  

  The few words slammed into Lee Sawyer like lightning bolts. His big shoulders collapsed and he felt the last
vestiges of energy leave his body. It was as though he had
simply died. He had been almost certain of this result but
had been hoping for a miracle, for Sidney Archer and her
little girl’s sake. Something made him turn and look behind him.


  Sidney was standing at the top of the path, barely five
feet from him, drenched and shivering. Their eyes met
under soft moonlight suddenly revealed through the
patchy clouds. They did not need to speak. She had heard
the terrible truth: Her husband was not coming back.


  A scream came from the cliffside. Gun ready, Sawyer
whirled around just as Hardy went over the cliff. Sawyer
made it to the edge in time to see his old friend and new
nemesis bounce off the jagged rocks far below and disappear into the violent waters.


  Sawyer stared down at the abyss and then with a furious thrust he hurled his pistol as far as he could into the
ocean. The movement tore at his damaged ribs, but he
didn’t feel the pain. He closed his eyes and then opened
them to stare at the savage outline of the Atlantic.
“Dammit!” Sawyer’s big body leaned heavily to one side
as he fought to keep his fractured ribs immobile and his
weary lungs functioning. His ripped arm and battered
face started to bleed once again.


  He stiffened as he felt the arm on his shoulder. Under
the circumstances, Sawyer would not have been surprised
to see Sidney Archer run as fast as she could from this
place; who could’ve blamed her? Instead, she put one of
her arms around his waist and one of his around her
shoulder, and helped the injured FBI agent back down the
path.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


  

  The funeral that finally laid Jason Archer to rest in peace
occurred on a clear December day atop a quiet knoll
about twenty minutes from his brick and stone home.
During the graveside service Sawyer had stayed in the
background as family and close friends attended the once
again grieving widow. The FBI agent had stayed at the
grave site after all of them had gone. As he stared at the
newly etched tombstone, Sawyer rested his bulk on one
of the folding chairs that had been used for the simple,
brief burial ritual. Jason Archer had occupied the agent’s
every waking moment for over a month and yet the two
men had never met. That was often the case in his line of
work; however, this time the emotions wending their way
through the veteran agent’s psyche were far different.
Sawyer knew he had been powerless to prevent the man’s
death. And yet he still felt crushed that he had let the
man’s wife and little girl down, that the Archer family
had been irretrievably destroyed because of his inability
to get at the truth in time.


  He covered his face in his hands. When he removed
them some minutes later, the tears still glimmered in his
eyes. He had successfully completed the case of a lifetime, yet he had never felt like more of a failure. He stood
up, put on his hat and headed slowly toward his car. Then
he froze. The long black limo was parked at the curb. It
had come back. Sawyer watched the face peering out
from the limo’s rear window. Sidney was looking at the
fresh hump of dirt in the earth. She turned her head in
Sawyer’s direction as he stood there trembling, unable to
move, his heart pounding, his lungs heaving, and wishing
more than anything else on earth to be able to reach into
that cold soil and return Jason Archer to her. The glass
slid back up as the limousine drove away.


   


  The night before Christmas Eve, Lee Sawyer rolled his
sedan slowly down Morgan Lane. The houses along the
street were beautifully decorated with lights, wreaths, all-weather Santa Clauses and their trusty reindeer. Down
the block a group of bundled-up carolers was performing. The area was in a festive mood, all except for one
house, which was dark but for one light on in the front
room.


  

  Sawyer pulled into the Archers’ driveway and got out
of his car. He was dressed in a new suit, his cowlick plastered down as much as it could be. He pulled a small
gift-wrapped box out of the car and walked up to the house.
His gait was a little stiff; his ribs were still on the mend.


  Sidney Archer answered his knock. She was dressed in
dark slacks and a white blouse, her hair flowing down
over her shoulders. She had gained some weight back,
but her features were still gaunt. The cuts and bruises had
healed, though.


  They sat in the living room in front of the fire. Sawyer
accepted her offer of cider and looked around the room
while she went to get it. On the side table was a box of
computer disks with a red bow on top. He put the box he
had brought with him on the coffee table, since there was
no Christmas tree to put it under.


  “Going somewhere for the holidays, I hope?” he asked
as she sat down across from him. They each took a sip of
the warm cider.


  “My parents’. They’ve got the place fixed up for
Christmas. Big tree, decorations. My father’s going to
dress up like Santa. My brothers and their families will be
there. It’ll be good for Amy.”


  Sawyer looked over at the box of disks. “I hope that’s
a gag gift.”


  

  Sidney followed his gaze and briefly smiled. “Jeff
Fisher. He thanked me for the most exciting night of his
life and offered me free computer advice in perpetuity.”
Sawyer then eyed the small, damp towel Sidney had
brought back with her and placed on the coffee table. He
slid the present across. “Slip this under the tree for Amy,
will you? It’s from me and Ray. His wife picked it out.
It’s a doll that does a bunch of stuff, you know, it talks
and pee-pees—” He abruptly stopped and looked embarrassed. He took another sip of cider.


  Sidney smiled. “Thank you very much, Lee. She’ll
love it. I’d give it to her now, except she’s asleep.”


  “It’s better to open presents on Christmas anyway.”


  “How is Ray?”


  “Hell, you couldn’t hurt him if you tried. He’s already
off the crutches—”


  Sidney turned green and quickly reached for the towel.
She held it against her mouth, got up and raced out of the
room. Sawyer stood up but didn’t follow. He sat back
down. In a couple of minutes she had rejoined him. “I’m
sorry, I must have caught a bug.”


  “How long have you known you were pregnant?”
Sawyer asked. She sat back, stunned. “I’ve got four kids,
Sidney. Believe me, I know morning sickness when I see
it.”


  Sidney’s voice was strained. “About two weeks. The
morning Jason left…” She started to rock back and
forth, one hand pressed across her face. “God, I can’t believe this. Why did he do it? Why didn’t he tell me? He
shouldn’t be dead. Dammit! He shouldn’t!”


  

  Sawyer looked down at the cup in his hands. “He tried
to do the right thing, Sidney. He could’ve just ignored
what he’d found, like most people would have. But he decided to do something about it instead. A real hero. He
took a lot of risks, but I know he did it for you and Amy.
I never had the opportunity to meet him, but I know he
loved you.” Sawyer was not about to disclose to Sidney
that the hopes of a government reward had played a
prominent role in Jason Archer’s decision to gather evidence against Triton.


  She looked at him through tear-filled eyes. “If he loved
us so much, why did he choose to do something that was
so dangerous, so… It doesn’t make any sense. God, it’s
like I lost him twice. Do you know how that feels?”


  Sawyer considered this for a minute, cleared his throat
and started speaking very quietly. “I have this friend
who’s kind of contradictory. He loved his wife and kids
so much he would’ve done anything for them. I mean
anything.”


  “Lee—”


  He held up a hand. “Please, Sidney, let me finish. Believe me, it took a lot to get to this point.” She sat back as
Sawyer continued. “He loved them so much he spent all
his time trying to make the world a safer place for them.
So much time, in fact, that he ended up hurting terribly
the very people he loved so much. And he didn’t see it
until it was too late.” He took a sip of the cider as a massive lump formed in his throat. “So you see, sometimes
people do the dumbest things for the very best reasons.”
His eyes shimmered. “Jason loved you, Sidney. Hell, at
the end of the day, that’s all that really matters. That’s the
only memory you ever have to keep.”


  Neither broke the silence for several minutes as they
both stared into the flames.


  Finally Sawyer looked at her. “So what’re you going to
do now?”


  

  Sidney shrugged. “Tyler, Stone lost its two biggest
clients, Triton and RTG. However, Henry Wharton was
very nice; he said I could come back, but I don’t know if
I’m up to it.” She covered her mouth with the towel and
then her hand dropped to her lap. “I probably don’t have
a choice, though. Jason didn’t have much life insurance.
We’ve pretty much run through our savings. With the
new baby on the way…” She shook her head in misery.


  Sawyer waited for a moment and then reached in his
suit pocket and slowly took out an envelope. “Maybe
this’ll help.”


  She dabbed at her eyes. “What is it?”


  “Open it.”


  She pulled out the slip of paper inside. She finally
looked up at Sawyer. “What is this?”


  “It’s a check made out to you for two million dollars. I
don’t think it’ll bounce, considering it was issued by the
United States Treasury.”


  “I don’t understand, Lee.”


  “There was a two-million-dollar reward from the government for information leading to the capture of the person or persons responsible for the plane bombing.”


  “But I didn’t do anything. I haven’t done anything to
earn this.”


  “Actually, I’m absolutely certain it will be the only
time in my life that I’ll give anyone a check for that much
money and then tell them what I’m about to tell you.”


  “What’s that?”


  “That it doesn’t even come close to being enough. That
there’s not enough money in the whole world that could
be enough.”


  “Lee, I can’t accept this.”


  

  “You already have. The check itself is ceremonial. The
funds have already been deposited into a special account
set up under your name. Charles Tiedman—he’s the president of the San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank—has already put together a team of top financial advisers to
invest the funds for you. All gratis. Tiedman was Lieberman’s closest friend. He asked me to convey to you his
sincerest condolences and heartfelt thanks.”


  The United States government had initially been reluctant to give the reward to Sidney Archer. It had taken Lee
Sawyer a full day with congressional and White House
representatives to make them change their minds. Everyone was adamant that the full details of the deliberate manipulation of America’s financial markets must not come
out. Sawyer’s less-than-subtle suggestion that he would
join with Sidney Archer in auctioning off the disk he had
taken from Frank Hardy while on the cliff in Maine to the
highest bidder had caused them to abruptly change their
minds on the reward. That and his flinging a chair the
length of the attorney general’s office.


  “The funds are all tax-free,” he added. “You’re pretty
much set for life.”


  Sidney wiped at her eyes and put the check back in the
envelope. Neither one of them said anything for several
minutes. The fire popped and crackled in the grate. Finally Sawyer looked at his watch and put down the cup
of cider. “It’s getting late. I’m sure you’ve got things to
do. And I’ve got some work back at the office.” He stood
up.


  “Don’t you ever take a break?”


  “Not if I can help it. Besides, what else am I gonna
do?”


  

  She stood up too and before he could say good-bye she
wrapped her arms around his thick shoulders and pressed
herself against him. “Thank you.” He could barely hear
the words, not that he needed to. The sentiments were
emanating from Sidney Archer like the warmth from the
fire. He put his arms around her, and for several minutes
they stood there in front of the flickering firelight holding
each other as the sounds of the carolers grew closer.


  When they finally drew apart, Sawyer gently took her
hand in his. “I’ll always be there for you, Sidney. Always.”


  “I know,” she finally said, her voice only a whisper.


  As he started to the door, she called to him. “This
friend of yours, Lee… you might want to tell him it’s
never too late.”


   


  Driving down the street, Lee Sawyer spotted a full
moon planted against a clear black sky. He proceeded to
hum quietly a Christmas carol of his own. He wasn’t
going back to the office. He’d go over and hassle Ray
Jackson for a while, play with his kids and maybe drink
some eggnog with his partner and his wife. Tomorrow
he’d do some late shopping for presents. Max out the old
plastic and surprise his kids. What the hell, it was Christmas. He unclipped the FBI badge from his belt and took
his pistol out of its holster. He laid them both on the seat
next to him. He allowed himself a weary smile as the
sedan drifted down the road. The next case was just going
to have to wait.









  


  

  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  The aircraft featured in the preceding pages, the Mariner
L500, is fictitious, although some of the general specifications noted in the book are based on actual commercial
airplanes. Given that acknowledgment, aircraft enthusiasts may quickly point out that the sabotage of Flight
3223 is rather far-fetched. My goal in writing this book
was not to prepare an instructional manual for deranged
persons.


  

  With respect to the Federal Reserve Board, suffice it to
say the idea of this country’s economic destiny being, in
large measure, controlled by a handful of people who
meet in secrecy without much in the way of supervision
by anyone was irresistible to me from a storytelling point
of view. Truth be known, I’ve probably understated the
Fed’s iron grip on all our lives. To be fair, though, over
the years, the Fed has navigated this country’s economy
extremely well through some very tough waters. Their
job isn’t easy, and it’s far from an exact science. While
the results of Fed action can be painful for many of us, we
can be reasonably certain these actions are taken with the
good of the country, as a whole, in mind. Still, with such
enormous power concentrated in such a small, isolated
sphere, the temptation to reap oceans of illegal profit can
never be far from the surface. And the stories one can
write!


  Regarding the computer-technological aspects of Total
Control, all of them, to the best of my research ability, are
perfectly plausible if they are not already in full-scale use
or perhaps even, if you can believe it, obsolete. The numerous benefits of computer technology are undeniably
significant; however, with benefits of such scale, there is
inevitably a downside. As the world’s computers become
increasingly linked into a global network, the risk that
one person may one day exercise “total control” over certain important aspects of our lives also increases proportionately. And as Lee Sawyer queried in the novel, “What
if he’s a bad guy?”
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  Sidney Archer has the world. A husband she loves, a job at which she excels, and a cherished young daughter. Then, as a plane plummets into the Virginia countryside, everything changes. And suddenly there is no one whom Sidney Archer can trust.


  Jason Archer is a rising young executive at Triton Global, the world’s leading technology conglomerate. Determined to give his family the best of everything, Archer has secretly entered into a deadly game of cat and mouse. He is about to disappear—leaving behind a wife who must sort out his lies from his truths, an air-crash investigation team that wants to know why the plane he was ticketed on suddenly fell from the sky, and a veteran FBI agent who wants to know it all.


   From Seattle to Washington, D.C., from New Orleans to Maine, the hunt for Jason Archer follows a trail as complex as the world he lived and worked in—a world of enormously powerful computers, a multimillion-dollar takeover deal, titanic financial standoffs, artificial intelligence, and the Internet. With brilliant minds colliding, ruthless men waging battles of intimidation, rainmakers going toe-to-toe with killers, and security specialists making a fortune trying to plug the holes, the startling truth behind Jason Archer’s disappearance explodes into a sinister plot with the murder of the country’s single most powerful individual. And soon Archer’s wife, Sidney, aided by the relentless and sharp-eyed FBI agent Lee Sawyer, will plunge straight into the violence that is leaving behind a trail of dead bodies and shocking, exposed secrets… . 


  In Total Control David Baldacci pulls out all the stops. Here is a novel that displays a breathtaking inside knowledge of the legal, financial, and high-tech fields as well as a master storyteller’s gift for suspense and unforgettable characters—from the courageous Sidney Archer to the egomaniacal head of Triton Global to the soft-spoken computer genius who is the company’s number-one asset. And with a plot that astounds from the first page to the last, Total Control achieves total success. 
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    PART ONE


  









  


  

  CHAPTER ONE


  Jackson studied the shopping mall’s long corridor, noting haggard mothers piloting loaded strollers and the senior citizens group walking the mall both for exercise and
conversation. Dressed in a gray pinstriped suit, the stocky
Jackson stared intently at the north entrance to the shopping mall. That would no doubt be the one she would use
since the bus stop was right in front. She had, Jackson
knew, no other form of transportation. Her live-in
boyfriend’s truck was in the impoundment lot, the fourth
time in as many months. It must be getting a little tedious
for her, he thought. The bus stop was on the main road.
She would have to walk about a mile to get there, but she
often did that. What other choice did she have? The baby
would be with her. She would never leave it with the
boyfriend, Jackson was certain of that.


  

  While his name always remained Jackson for all of his
business endeavors, next month his appearance would
change dramatically from the hefty middle-aged man he
was currently. Facial features of course would again be
altered; weight would probably be lost; height added or
taken away, along with hair. Male or female? Aged or
youthful? Often, the persona would be taken from people
whom he knew, either wholly or bits of thread from different ones, sewn together until the delicate quilt of fabrication was complete. In school, biology had been a
favorite subject. Specimens belonging to that rarest of all
classes, the hermaphrodite, had never ceased to fascinate
him. He smiled as he dwelled for a moment on this greatest of all physical duplicities.


  Jackson had received a first-rate education from a prestigious Eastern school. Combining his love of acting with
his natural acumen for science and chemistry, he had
achieved a rare double major in drama and chemical engineering. Mornings would find him hunched over pages
of complex equations or malodorous concoctions in the
university’s chemistry lab, while the evenings would
have him energetically embroiled in the production of a
Tennessee Williams or Arthur Miller classic.


  Those accomplishments were serving him very well.
Indeed, if his classmates could only see him now.


  

  In keeping with today’s character—a middle-aged
male, overweight and out of shape from leading a sedentary lifestyle—a bead of perspiration suddenly sprouted
on Jackson’s forehead. His lips curled into a smile. This
physical reaction pleased him immensely, aided as it was
by the insulation of the padding he was wearing to provide bulky proportions and to conceal his own wiry
frame. But it was something more than that too: He took
pride in the fact that he became the person totally, as
though different chemical reactions took place within
him depending on who and what he was pretending to be.


  He didn’t normally inhabit shopping malls; his personal tastes were far more sophisticated. However, his
clientele were most comfortable in these types of surroundings, and comfort was an important consideration
in his line of work. His meetings tended to make people
quite excited, sometimes in negative ways. Several interviews had become extremely animated, compelling him
to think on his feet. These reminiscences brought another
smile to Jackson’s lips. You couldn’t argue with success,
though. He was batting a thousand. However, it only took
one to spoil his perfect record. His smile quickly faded.
Killing someone was never a pleasant experience. Rarely
was it justified, but when it was, one simply had to do it
and move on. For several reasons he hoped the meeting
today would not precipitate such an outcome.


  He carefully dabbed his forehead with his pocket handkerchief and adjusted his shirt cuffs. He smoothed down
a barely visible tangle in the synthetic fibers of his neatly
groomed wig. His real hair was compressed under a latex
skullcap.


  He pulled open the door to the space he had rented in
the mall and went inside. The area was clean and orderly—in fact too much so, he thought suddenly as he
slowly surveyed the interior. It lacked the look of a true
working space.


  

  The receptionist seated behind the cheap metal desk in
the foyer looked up at him. In accordance with his earlier
instructions, she didn’t attempt to speak. She had no idea
who he was or why she was here. As soon as Jackson’s
appointment showed up, the receptionist had been instructed to leave. Very soon she would be on a bus out of
town, her purse a little fatter for her minimal troubles.
Jackson never looked at her; she was a simple prop in his
latest stage production.


  The phone beside her sat silent, the typewriter next to
that, unused. Yes, absolutely, too well organized, Jackson
decided with a frown. He eyed the stack of paper on the
receptionist’s desk. With a sudden motion he spread some
of the papers around the desk’s surface. He then cocked
the phone around just so and put a piece of paper in the
typewriter, winding it through with several quick spins of
the platen knob.


  Jackson looked around at his handiwork and sighed.
You couldn’t think of everything all at once.


  

  Jackson walked past the small reception area, quickly
hitting the end of the shallow space, and then turned
right. He opened the door to the tiny interior office,
slipped across the room, and sat down behind the scuffed
wooden desk. A small TV sat in one corner of the room,
its blank screen staring back at him. He pulled a cigarette
from his pocket, lit it, and leaned far back in the chair,
trying his best to relax despite the constant flow of adrenaline. He stroked his thin, dark mustache. It too was made
of synthetic fiber ventilated on a lace foundation and attached to his skin with spirit gum. His nose had been
changed considerably as well: a putty base highlighted
and shadowed, to make his nose’s actual delicate and
straight appearance bulky and slightly crooked. The
small mole resting next to the altered bridge of his nose
was also fake: a concoction of gelatin and alfalfa seeds
mixed in hot water. His straight teeth were covered with
acrylic caps to give them an uneven and unhealthy appearance. All of these illusions would be remembered by
even the most casual observer. Thus when they were removed, he, in essence, disappeared. What more could
someone wholeheartedly engaged in illegal activities
want?


  Soon, if things went according to plan, it would all
begin again. Each time was a little different, but that was
the exciting part: the not knowing. He checked his watch
again. Yes, very soon. He expected to have an extremely
productive meeting with her; more to the point, a mutually beneficial meeting.


  He only had one question to ask LuAnn Tyler, one simple question that carried the potential for very complex
repercussions. Based upon his experience, he was reasonably certain of her answer, but one just never knew.
He dearly hoped, for her sake, that she would give the
right one. For there was only one “right” answer. If she
said no? Well, the baby would never have the opportunity
to know its mother, because the baby would be an orphan.
He smacked the desktop with the palm of his hand. She
would say yes. All the others had. Jackson shook his head
vigorously as he thought it through. He would make her
see, convince her of the inescapable logic of joining with
him. How it would change everything for her. More than
she could ever imagine. More than she could ever hope
for. How could she say no? It was an offer that simply no
one could refuse.


  If she came. Jackson rubbed his cheek with the back of
his hand, took a long, slow drag on the cigarette, and
stared absently at a nail pop in the wall. But, truth be
known, how could she not come?









  


  

  CHAPTER TWO


  

  The brisk wind sailed straight down the narrow dirt road
between the compression of thick woods on either side.
Suddenly the road curved north and then just as abruptly
dipped to the east. Over a slight rise the view yielded still
more trees, some dying, bent into what seemed painful
shapes by wind, disease, and weather; but the majority
were ramrod straight, with thickening girths and soaring,
leafy branches. On the left side of the road, the more diligent eye could discern a half circle of open space consisting of mud interspersed with patches of new spring
grass. Also nestled with nature into this clearing were
rusted engine blocks, piles of trash, a small mountain of
bone-dry beer cans, discarded furniture, and a litany of
other debris that served as visual art objects when covered with snow, and as home to snakes and other creatures when the mercury made its way north. Smack in the
middle of that semicircular island rested a short, squat
mobile trailer atop a crumbling cinder block foundation.
Seemingly its only touch with the rest of the world were
the electrical and telephone lines that ran down from the
thick, leaning poles along the road and collided with one
side of the trailer. The trailer was a decided eyesore in the
middle of nowhere. Its occupants would have agreed with
that description: The middle of nowhere was aptly applied to themselves as well.


  Inside the trailer, LuAnn Tyler looked at herself in the
small mirror perched atop the leaning chest of drawers.
She held her face at an unusual angle, not only because
the battered piece of furniture listed to one side with a
broken leg, but also because the mirror was shattered.
Meandering lines grew outward on the surface of the
glass like the slender branches of a sapling such that if
LuAnn had looked head-on into the mirror she would
have seen not one but three faces in the reflection.


  LuAnn didn’t smile as she studied herself; she could
never really remember smiling at her appearance. Her
looks were her only asset—that had been beaten into her
head ever since she could remember—although she could
have used some dental work. Growing up on unfluoridated well water and never stepping foot inside a dentist’s
office had contributed to that situation.


  

  No smarts, of course, her father had said over and over.
No smarts, or no opportunity to use them? She had never
broached the subject with Benny Tyler, dead now these
past five years. Her mother, Joy, who had passed away almost three years ago, had never been happier than after
her husband died. That should have completely dispelled
Benny Tyler’s opinions of her mental ability, but little
girls believed what their daddy told them, mostly unconditionally.


  She looked over to the wall where the clock hung. It
was the only thing she had of her mother’s; a family heirloom of sorts, as it had been given to Joy Tyler by her
own mother on the day she married Benny. It had no intrinsic value; you could buy one in any pawnshop for ten
bucks. Yet LuAnn treasured it. As a little girl LuAnn had
listened to the slow, methodical ticks of that clock far into
the night. Knowing that in the middle of all the darkness
it would always be there, it would always soothe her into
sleep and greet her in the morning. Throughout her growing up it had been one of her few anchoring points. It had
a connection, too, in that it went back to her grandmother,
a woman LuAnn had adored. Having that clock around
was like having her grandmother around forever. As the
years had gone by, its inner workings had worn down
considerably so that it produced unique sounds. It had
carried LuAnn through more bad times than good, and
right before Joy died she had told LuAnn to take it, to
take good care of it. And now LuAnn would keep it for
her daughter.


  She pulled her thick auburn hair straight back, tried a
bun, and then dexterously knotted a French braid. Not
satisfied with either of these looks, she finally piled her
thick tresses on top and secured them with a legion of
bobby pins, frequently cocking her head to test the effect.
At five feet ten inches tall, she also had to stoop to see
herself in the mirror.


  

  Every few seconds she looked over at the small bundle
on the chair next to her. She smiled as she took in the
droopy eyes, the curved mouth, the chipmunk cheeks,
and doughy fists. Eight months and growing up fast. Her
daughter had already started to crawl with the funny,
back-and-forth gyrations of infancy. Walking would soon
replace that. LuAnn stopped smiling as she looked
around. It would not take Lisa long to navigate the
boundaries of this place. The interior, despite LuAnn’s
diligent efforts to keep it clean, resembled the exterior
largely due to the temperamental outbursts of the man
sprawled on the bed. Duane Harvey had twitched once or
twice since staggering into the house at four A.M., throwing off his clothes, and climbing into bed, but otherwise
he had remained motionless. She recalled fondly that on
one night early in their relationship, Duane had not come
home drunk: Lisa had been the result. Tears glimmered
for the briefest time in LuAnn’s hazel eyes. She hadn’t
much time or sympathy for tears, particularly her own. At
twenty years of age she had already cried enough of them
to last her until the end of her days, she figured.


  She turned back to the mirror. While one of her hands
played with Lisa’s tiny fist, LuAnn used the other to pull
out all the bobby pins. She swept her hair back and then
let her bangs fall naturally forward over her high forehead. It was a style she had worn in school, at least
through the seventh grade, when she had joined many of
her friends in the rural county in dropping out and seeking work and the paycheck that came with it. They had all
thought, wrongly as it turned out, that a regular paycheck
beat the hell out of an education any day of the week. For
LuAnn, there hadn’t been much choice. Half her wages
went to help her chronically unemployed parents. The
other half went to pay for things her parents couldn’t afford to give her, such as food and clothes.


  She eyed Duane carefully as she undid her tattered
robe, revealing her naked body. Seeing no sign of life
from him, she swiftly pulled on her underwear. As she
grew up, her blossoming figure had been a true eye-opener for the local boys, making them press for manhood even before the natural order of things would allow
them official entry.


  LuAnn Tyler, the movie-star-slash-supermodel-to-be.
Many of the residents of Rikersville County, Georgia,
had thoroughly considered the issue of LuAnn and bestowed upon her that title, weighted down as it was with
the highest of expectations. She was not long for their
way of life, it was plain to see, proclaimed the wrinkled,
thick local women holding court on their broad, decaying
porches, and no one disagreed with them. The natural
beauty she possessed would hold out for nothing less than
the glossiest of all brass rings. She was the vicarious hope
for the locals. New York or maybe Los Angeles would
beckon to their LuAnn, it was only a matter of time. Only
she was still here, still in the very same county where she
had lived all her life. She was a disappointment of sorts
without ever—despite being barely out of her teens—having had the opportunity to realize any of her goals.
She knew the townsfolk would have been surprised to realize that her ambitions did not include lying naked in
bed next to Hollywood’s hunk of the month or treading
the models’ catwalk wearing the latest creations of the
haute couture crowd. Although, as she slipped into her
bra, it occurred to her that, right about now, sliding into
the latest fashions in exchange for ten thousand dollars a
day was not such a bad deal.


  

  Her face. And her body. Her father had often
commented on that attribute too. Voluptuous, full-figured, he
had described it, as though it were an entity distinct from
her. Weak mind, dazzling body. Thankfully, he had never
gone beyond those verbalizations. Late at night she
sometimes wondered if he had ever wanted to but simply
lacked the courage or the opportunity. Sometimes the
way he would look at her. On rare occasions, she would
venture into the deepest parts of her subconscious and
sense, like the sudden, scary prick of a needle, the disjointed pieces of a memory that made her wonder if the
opportunity maybe had presented itself. At that point she
would always shudder and tell herself that thinking such
evil of the dead was not a good thing.


  

  She studied the contents of the small closet. Really, she
owned only one dress that would be appropriate for her
appointment. The short-sleeve, navy blue with white trim
around the collar and hemline. She remembered the day
she bought it. A whole paycheck blown. Sixty-five entire
dollars. That was two years ago and she had never repeated that insane extravagance, in fact it was the last
dress she had bought. The garment was a little frayed
now, but she had done a nice touch-up job with needle
and thread. A strand of small, fake pearls, a birthday gift
from a former admirer, encircled her long neck. She had
stayed up late methodically coloring in the nicks on her
only pair of high heels. They were dark brown and didn’t
match the dress but they would have to do. Flip-flops or
sneakers, her only other two choices, were not going to
cut it today, although she would wear the sneakers on the
mile-long trek to the bus stop. Today could be the start of
something new, or at least different. Who knew? It could
lead to somewhere, anywhere. It could carry her and Lisa
away to something other than the Duanes of the world.


  LuAnn took a deep breath, opened up the zippered interior pocket of her purse, and carefully unfolded the
piece of paper. She had written down the address and
other information from the phone call from someone who
had identified himself as a Mr. Jackson, a call she had almost not answered after pulling the midnight to seven
shift as a waitress at the Number One Truck Stop.


  When the phone call came LuAnn’s eyes had been
welded shut as she sat on the kitchen floor breast-feeding
Lisa. The little girl’s teeth were coming in and LuAnn’s
nipples felt like they were on fire, but the baby formula
was too damn expensive and they were out of milk. At
first, LuAnn had no desire to answer the phone. Her job
at the popular truck stop right off the interstate kept her
running nonstop, with Lisa meanwhile tucked safely
under the counter in her baby seat. Luckily, the little girl
could hold a bottle and the diner’s manager liked LuAnn
enough that the arrangement hadn’t jeopardized her position. They didn’t get many calls. Mostly Duane’s buddy
looking for him to go drinking or strip a few cars that had
broken down on the highway. Their Bud and Babe money
they called it, and often right to her face. No, it was not
Duane’s boys calling this early. Seven A.M. would find
them three hours into the deep sleep of another drinking
binge.


  

  After the third ring, for some reason, her hand had
reached out and plucked up the phone. The man’s voice
was crisp and professional. He had sounded as though he
were reading from a script and her sleep-clouded mind
had pretty much reasoned that he was trying to sell her
something. That was a joke! No charge cards, no checking account, just the little bit of cash hung in a plastic bag
inside the hamper she used for Lisa’s dirty diapers. It was
the only place Duane would never search. Go ahead, mister, you just try to sell me something. Credit card number? Well let me just make one up right now. Visa?
MasterCard? AmEx? Platinum. I’ve got ’em all, at least
in my dreams. But the man had asked for her by name.
And then he had mentioned the work. He wasn’t selling
her anything. He, essentially, was offering her employment. How did you get my phone number? she had asked
him. The information was readily available, he had
replied, so authoritatively that she instantly believed him.
But she already had a job, she had told him. He asked
what her salary was. She refused to answer at first and
then, opening her eyes while Lisa suckled contentedly,
she told him. She wasn’t sure why. Later, she would think
that it was a premonition of things to come.


  Because that’s when he had mentioned the pay.


  

  One hundred dollars per weekday for a guaranteed two
weeks. She had quickly done the arithmetic in her head.
A total of one thousand dollars with the very real possibility of more work to come at those same rates. And they
weren’t full days. The man had said four hours tops, per
day. That wouldn’t affect her job at the truck stop at all.
That came to twenty-five dollars per hour. No one she
knew had ever earned such money. Why, at a full year
that was twenty-five thousand dollars! And really, she
would only be working half-time. So the rate was more
like fifty thousand dollars per year! Doctors, lawyers, and
movie stars earned such gigantic sums, not a high school
dropout mother residing in the hopeless grip of poverty
with someone called Duane. As if responding to her unspoken thoughts, Duane stirred for an instant, looking at
her through brick-red eyes.


  “Where the hell you going?” Duane’s voice was thick
with the drawl of the area. It seemed that she had heard
those same words, that same tone, all her life from a variety of men. In response she picked up an empty beer can
off the chest of drawers.


  “How ’bout another beer, bay-bee?” She smiled coyly
and arched her eyebrows wickedly. Her thick lips dangled each syllable seductively. It had the desired effect.
Duane groaned at the sight of his malt and aluminum God
and slumped back into the grip of his coming hangover.
Despite his frequent drinking binges, he never could hold
his liquor. In another minute he was asleep once more.
The baby-doll smile instantly faded and LuAnn looked at
the note again. The work, the man had said, involved trying new products, listening to some ads, getting her opinion on things. Sort of like a survey. Demographic
analysis, he had termed it, whatever the hell that was.
They did it all the time. It was connected to advertising
rates, and television commercials, things like that. A hundred dollars a day for just giving her opinion, something
she did for free just about every minute of her life.


  

  Too good to be true, really. She had thought that a
number of times since his phone call. She was not nearly
as dumb as her father had thought. In fact, housed behind
her comely face was an intellect far more powerful than
the late Benny Tyler could have imagined, and it was
coupled with a shrewdness that had allowed her to live by
her wits for years now. However, only rarely did anyone
go beyond her looks. She often dreamed of an existence
where her boobs and butt weren’t the first, last, and only
thing anyone ever noticed about her, ever commented on.


  She looked over at Lisa. The little girl was awake now,
her eyes darting around the bedroom until they came to
rest with much glee upon her mother’s face. LuAnn’s
eyes crinkled back at her little girl. After all, could it be
worse than her and Lisa’s present reality? She normally
held a job for a couple of months or, if she was really
lucky, half a year, and then a layoff came with the
promise of a rehire when times got better, which they
never seemed to do. Without a high school diploma she
was immediately categorized as stupid. By virtue of living with Duane, she had long ago decided she deserved
that label. But he was Lisa’s father even if he had no intention of marrying LuAnn, not that she had pushed him
on that. She was not overeager to take Duane’s last name
or the man-child that came with it. However, having
grown up in something less than the embrace of a happy,
caring household, LuAnn was firmly convinced that the
family unit was vitally important to a child’s well-being.
She had read all the magazines and watched numerous
talk shows on the subject. In Rikersville, LuAnn was one
step ahead of the welfare rolls most of the time; there
were about twenty people for every lousy job. Lisa could
and would do far better than her mother—LuAnn had
dedicated her life to making that a reality. But with a
thousand dollars, perhaps LuAnn would do all right for
herself. A bus ticket to somewhere else. Some money to
live off until she could find a job; the little nest egg she
had so desperately wanted over the years but had never
been able to accumulate.


  

  Rikersville was dying. The trailer was Duane’s
unofficial sepulcher. He would never have it any better and
probably would have it much worse before the ground
swallowed him up. It could be her crypt too, LuAnn realized, only it wouldn’t be. Not after today. Not after she
kept her appointment. She folded up the piece of paper
and put it back in her purse. Sliding a small box out of
one of the drawers, she found enough change for bus fare.
She finished with her hair, buttoned her dress, swooped
up Lisa, and quietly left the trailer, and Duane, behind.









  


  

  CHAPTER THREE


  There was a sharp knock on the door. The man quickly
stood up from behind the desk, adjusted his tie, and
opened a file folder lying in front of him. In the ashtray
next to him were the remains of three cigarettes.


  “Come in,” he said, his voice firm and clear.


  The door opened and LuAnn stepped into the room and
looked around. Her left hand clutched the handle of the
baby carrier where Lisa lay, her eyes looking around the
room with obvious curiosity. Over LuAnn’s right shoulder hung a large bag. The man observed the vein plunging down LuAnn’s long, sinewy biceps until it connected
with a maze of others in her muscular forearm. The
woman was obviously strong, physically. What about her
character? Was it as strong?


  

  “Are you Mr. Jackson?” LuAnn asked. She looked directly at him as she spoke, waiting for his eyes to take the
inevitable inventory of her face, bosom, hips, and so on.
It didn’t matter from what walk of life they came, in that
regard men were all the same. She was thus very surprised when his gaze did not leave her face. He held out
his hand and she shook it firmly.


  “I am. Please sit down, Ms. Tyler. Thank you for coming. Your daughter is quite beautiful. Would you care to
put her down over here?” He pointed to a corner of the
room.


  “She just woke up. The walk and the bus ride makes
her go to sleep every time. I’ll just keep her beside me, if
that’s okay.” As if in agreement, Lisa began to jabber and
point.


  He nodded his assent and then sat back down and took
a moment to peruse the file.


  LuAnn put Lisa and the large bag down next to her,
pulled out a set of plastic keys, and handed them to her
daughter to play with. LuAnn straightened back up and
studied Jackson with considerable interest. He was
dressed expensively. A line of perspiration was strung
across his forehead like a miniature set of pearls and he
appeared a little nervous. She ordinarily would put that
down to her looks. Most of the men she encountered either acted like fools in attempts to impress her or shut
down within themselves like wounded animals. Something told her that neither was the case with this man.


  “I didn’t see a sign over your office. People might not
know you’re even here.” She looked at him curiously.


  Jackson smiled tightly at her. “In our business we don’t
cater to foot traffic. It doesn’t matter to us if people in the
mall know we’re here or not. All of our business is conducted via appointments, phone calls, that sort of thing.”


  “I must be the only appointment right now then. Y’all’s
waiting room is empty.”


  Jackson’s cheek twitched as he formed a steeple with
his hands. “We stagger our appointments so as not to
keep people waiting. I’m the only member of the firm at
this location.”


  “So you got other places of business?”


  He nodded absently. “Would you mind filling out this
information sheet for me? Take your time.” He slid a
piece of paper and pen over to her. LuAnn quickly filled
out the form, making short, tight motions with the pen.
Jackson watched as she did so. He reviewed her information after she finished. He already knew everything on it.


  LuAnn looked around the place. She had always been
observant. Being the object of many males’ desires, she
typically studied the configuration of every place she was
in, if only to determine the fastest exit.


  When he looked up he noted her scrutinizing the office
surroundings. “Something wrong?” he asked.


  “It’s kinda funny.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “You got a funny office, is all.”


  “How do you mean?”


  

  “Well, there’s no clock anywhere, no trash can, no calendar, and no phone. Now, I ain’t worked in any places
where people wear neckties on the job, but even Red over
at the truck stop keeps a calendar, and he’s on the phone
more than he’s not. And the lady out front, she don’t got
a clue as to what’s going on. Hell, with those three-inch
nails, using that typewriter would be mighty hard anyway.” LuAnn caught the stunned look on his face and
quickly bit her lip. Her mouth had gotten her in trouble
before, and this was one job interview she couldn’t afford
to blow. “I don’t mean nothing by it,” she said quickly.
“Just talking. Guess I’m a little nervous, is all.”


  Jackson’s lips moved for an instant and then he smiled
grimly. “You’re very observant.”


  “Got two eyes like everybody else.” LuAnn smiled
prettily, falling back on the old reliable.


  Jackson ignored her look and rustled his papers. “You
recall the terms of employment I gave to you over the
phone?”


  She snapped back to business. “One hundred dollars
per day for two weeks, with maybe some more weeks at
that same pay. I work until seven in the morning right
now. If it’s all right I’d like to come and do this job in the
early afternoon. Around about two? And is it okay if I
bring my little girl? She takes her big nap around then,
she won’t be no trouble at all. Cross my heart.” With an
automatic motion LuAnn reached down and picked up
the toy keys from the floor where the little girl had flung
them and handed them back to Lisa. Lisa thanked her
mother with a loud grunt.


  Jackson stood up and put his hands in his pockets.
“That’s fine. It’s all fine. You’re an only child and your
parents are dead, correct?”


  LuAnn jerked at the abrupt change in subject. She hesitated and then nodded, her eyes narrowing.


  

  “And for the better part of two years you have lived
with one Duane Harvey, an unskilled laborer of sorts,
currently unemployed, in a trailer in the western part of
Rikersville.” He looked at her as he recounted this information. He was not waiting for affirmation now. LuAnn
sensed that and merely stared back at him. “Duane
Harvey is the father of your daughter, Lisa, age eight months.
You quit school in the seventh grade and have held numerous low-paying jobs since that time; all of them I
think would be accurately summed up as dead-ends. You
are uncommonly bright and possess admirable survival
skills. Nothing is more important to you than your daughter’s well-being. You are desperate to change the circumstances of your life and you are just as desperate to leave
Mr. Harvey far behind. Right now you are wondering
how to accomplish any of this when you lack the financial means to do so and likely always will. You feel
trapped, and well you should. You are most assuredly
trapped, Ms. Tyler.” He stared across the desk at her.


  LuAnn’s face was flushed as she stood up. “What the
hell’s going on here? What right do you have—”


  He impatiently broke in. “You came here because I offered you more money than you’ve ever earned before.
Isn’t that right?”


  “How come you know all those things ’bout me?” she
demanded.


  He crossed his arms and studied her intently before answering. “It’s in my best interests to know everything I
can about someone with whom I’m about to do business.”


  “What does knowing about me have to do with my
opinions and surveys and such?”


  

  “Very simple, Ms. Tyler. To know how to evaluate
your opinion on things I need to know intimate details
about the opinion maker. Who you are, what you want,
what you know. And don’t know. The things you like,
dislike, your prejudices, your strengths, and weaknesses.
We all have them, in varying degrees. In sum, if I don’t
know all about you, I haven’t done my job.” He came
around the corner of the desk and perched on the edge.
“I’m sorry if I offended you. I can be rather blunt; however, I didn’t want to waste your time.”


  Finally the anger in LuAnn’s eyes passed away. “Well,
I guess if you put it that way—”


  “I do, Ms. Tyler. May I call you LuAnn?”


  “That’s my name,” she said brusquely. She sat back
down. “Well, I don’t want to waste your time either, so
what about the hours? Is the afternoon okay?”


  Jackson abruptly returned to his seat and looked down
at the desk, rubbing his hands slowly over its cracked surface. When he looked back up at her, his countenance
was even more serious than it had been seconds before.


  “Have you ever dreamed of being rich, LuAnn? I mean
rich beyond all your wildest fantasies. So wealthy in fact
that you and your daughter could literally do anything in
the world you wanted to do, when you wanted to do it?
Have you ever had that dream?”


  LuAnn started to laugh until she caught the look in his
eyes. There was no humor, no diffidence, no sympathy in
their depths, merely an intense desire to hear her answer.


  “Hell, yes. Who hasn’t had that dream?”


  “Well, those who are already filthy rich rarely do, I can
tell you that. However, you’re right, most other people, at
some point in their lives, have that fantasy. Yet virtually
no one ever makes that fantasy a reality. The reason is
simple: They can’t.”


  LuAnn smiled disarmingly. “But a hundred bucks a
day ain’t bad either.”


  

  Jackson stroked his chin for several seconds, coughed
to clear his throat, and then asked a question. “LuAnn, do
you ever play the lottery?”


  She was surprised by the inquiry but readily replied.
“Now and then. Everybody around here does. It can get
expensive, though. Duane plays every week, sometimes
half his paycheck—that is when he pulls a paycheck,
which ain’t usually the case. He’s all-fired certain he’s
going to win. Plays the same numbers every time. Says
he saw them in a dream. I say he’s just dumber than dirt.
Why?”


  “Have you ever played the national Lotto?”


  “You mean the one for the whole country?”


  Jackson nodded, his eyes fixed on her. “Yes,” he said
slowly, “that’s exactly the one I mean.”


  “Once in a while. But the odds are so big I got a better
chance of going for a stroll on the moon than I do of winning that thing.”


  “You’re absolutely right. In fact, the odds this month
are approximately one in thirty million.”


  “That’s what I mean. I’d rather go for the dollar
scratch-offs. At least then you got a chance to make a
quick twenty bucks. No sense throwing good money after
bad, I always say, particularly when you don’t got none
to speak of.”


  Jackson licked his lips and leaned his elbows on the
desk as he looked at her. “What would you say if I told
you I could drastically better your chances of winning the
lottery?” He kept his eyes trained resolutely on her.


  “Excuse me?” Jackson said nothing. LuAnn looked
around the room as if expecting to see a surveillance
camera somewhere. “What’s this got to do with the job?
I didn’t come here to play no games, mister.”


  “In fact,” Jackson continued, ignoring her queries,
“what if I could lower your odds to one in one? Would
you do it?”


  LuAnn exploded. “Is this some kind of big joke? If I
didn’t know better I’d think maybe Duane was behind
this. You better tell me what the hell’s going on before I
really get mad.”


  “This is no joke, LuAnn.”


  LuAnn rose out of the chair. “You durn sure got something else on the burner and I don’t want no parts of it. No
parts! Hundred bucks a day or not,” she said with deep
disgust, mingled with deeper disappointment as her plans
for the thousand-dollar payday rapidly faded away. She
picked up Lisa and her bag and turned to leave.


  The quiet tones of Jackson’s voice rippled across her
back. “I am guaranteeing that you will win the lottery,
LuAnn. I am guaranteeing that you will win, at minimum,
fifty million dollars.”


  She stopped. Despite her brain’s telling her to run as
fast as she could out of the place, she found herself
slowly turning to face him.


  Jackson had not moved. He still sat behind the desk,
his hands clasped in front of him. “No more Duanes, no
more graveyard shifts at the truck diner, no more worrying about having food and clean clothes for your daughter. Anything you want, you can have. Anywhere you
want to go, you can go. Anyone you want to become, you
can.” His tone remained quiet and steady.


  “You mind telling me how can you do that?” Had he
said fifty million dollars? Lord Almighty! She placed one
hand against the door to steady herself.


  “I need an answer to my question.”


  “What question?”


  Jackson spread his hands. “Do you want to be rich?”


  “Are you a crazy man or what? I’m strong as all get out
so if you try anything I’ll kick your little butt all the way
down the street and leave you with half the brains you
started the day with.”


  “Do I take that as a no?” he said.


  LuAnn tossed her hair to one side and switched Lisa’s
carrier from her right to her left hand. The little girl was
looking back and forth at them, as though absorbed in the
heated conversation. “Look, there is no way in hell that
you can guarantee me something like that. So I’m just
gonna walk on out of here and call the nut house to come
get you.”


  In response, Jackson looked at his watch and walked
over to the TV and turned it on.


  “In one minute the national daily drawing will be held.
It’s only a one million dollar payoff; however, it will
serve to illustrate a point nonetheless. Understand, I do
not profit from this, it’s used only for demonstration purposes, to quell your quite understandable skepticism.”


  LuAnn turned to look at the screen. She watched as the
lottery drawing began and the ball machines fired up.


  Jackson glanced over at her. “The winning numbers
will be eight, four, seven, eleven, nine, and six, in that
order.” He pulled a pen and paper from his pocket and
wrote the numbers down. He handed the paper to LuAnn.


  

  She almost laughed and a loud snort did escape her
mouth. It stopped just as quickly when the first number
announced was eight. In rapid succession the four, seven,
eleven, nine, and six balls were kicked out and announced as the winning combination. Her face pale,
LuAnn stared down at the paper and then at the winning
numbers on the screen.


  Jackson turned off the TV. “I trust that your doubts
about my abilities are now satisfied. Perhaps we can get
back to my offer.”


  LuAnn leaned back against the wall. Her skin seemed
to be humming against her bones, as though a million
bees had plunged into her body. She looked at the TV.
She saw no special wires or contraptions that could have
aided him in predicting the outcome. No VCR. It was just
plugged into the wall. She swallowed hard and looked
back at him.


  “How the hell did you do that?” The words came out
in a hushed, fearful tone.


  “You have no possible need to know that information.
Just answer my question, please.” His voice rose slightly.


  She took a deep breath, tried to calm her twitching
nerves. “You’re asking me if I want to do something
wrong. Then I’m telling you flat-out that I won’t. I ain’t
got much, but I’m no criminal.”


  “Who says it’s anything wrong?”


  “Excuse me, but are you saying that guaranteeing to
win the lottery ain’t wrong? Sure as hell sounds like a fix
to me. You think just because I work crap jobs I’m stupid?”


  “I actually have a high opinion of your intelligence.
That’s why you’re here. However, someone has to win
that money, LuAnn. Why not you?”


  “Because it’s wrong, that’s why.”


  “And who exactly are you hurting? Besides, it’s not
wrong, technically, if no one ever finds out.”


  “I’d know.”


  Jackson sighed. “That’s very noble. However, do you
really want to spend the rest of your life with Duane?”


  “He has his good points.”


  “Really? Would you care to enumerate them?”


  “Why don’t you go straight on to hell! I think my next
stop’s gonna be at the police station. I got a friend who’s
a cop. I betcha he’ll be real interested to hear about all
this.” LuAnn turned and gripped the doorknob.


  This was the moment Jackson had been waiting for.
His voice continued to rise. “So Lisa grows up in a filthy
trailer in the woods. Your little girl will be extraordinarily beautiful if she takes after her mother. She reaches a
certain age, the young men start to get interested, she
drops out of school, a baby perhaps comes along, the
cycle starts anew. Like your mother?” He paused. “Like
you?” Jackson added very quietly.


  LuAnn turned slowly around, her eyes wide and glimmering.


  

  Jackson eyed her sympathetically. “It’s inevitable,
LuAnn. I’m speaking the truth, you know I am. What future do you and Lisa have with him? And if not him, another Duane and then another and another. You’ll live in
poverty and you’ll die in poverty and your little girl will
do the same. There’s no changing that. It’s not fair of
course, but that doesn’t make it any less certain. Oh, people who have never been in your situation would say that
you should just pack up and go. Take your daughter and
just leave. Only they never tell you how you’re supposed
to do that. Where will the money for bus fare and motel
rooms and food come from? Who’ll watch your child,
first while you look for work, and then when you find it,
if you ever do.” Jackson shook his head in sympathy and
slid the back of one hand under his chin as he eyed her.
“Of course, you can go to the police if you want. But by
the time you get back, there will be no one here. And do
you think they’ll really believe you?” An expression of
condescension played across his features. “And then
what will you have accomplished? You’ll have missed
the opportunity of a lifetime. Your only shot at getting
out. Gone.” He shook his head sadly at her, as if to say,
“Please don’t be that stupid.”


  LuAnn tightened her grip on the baby carrier. An agitated Lisa was starting to struggle to get out and her
mother automatically started rocking the little girl back
and forth. “You talking about dreams, Mr. Jackson, I got
me my own dreams. Big ones. Damn big ones.” Her
voice was trembling though. LuAnn Tyler had a very
tough exterior built up over long, hard years of scrapping
for an existence and never getting anywhere; however,
Jackson’s words had hurt LuAnn, or rather the truth in
those words.


  “I know you do. I said you were bright and you’ve
done nothing at this meeting but reinforce that opinion.
You deserve far better than what you have now. However,
rarely do people get what they deserve in life. I’m offering you a way to achieve your big dreams.” He abruptly
snapped his fingers for effect. “Like that.”


  She suddenly looked wary. “How do I know you’re not
the police trying to set me up? I ain’t going to no prison
over money.”


  “Because it would be a clear case of entrapment, that’s
why. It would never hold up in court. And why in the
world would the police target you for such an elaborate
scheme?”


  LuAnn leaned up against the door. Under her dress she
felt her heart beating erratically between her breasts.


  Jackson stood up. “I know you don’t know me, but I
take my business very, very seriously. I never do anything
without a very good reason. I would not be here wasting
your time with some joke, and I most certainly never
waste my time.” Jackson’s voice carried an unmistakable
ring of authority and his eyes bored into LuAnn with an
intensity that was impossible to ignore.


  “Why me? Out of all the people in the whole friggin’
world, why’d you come knocking on my door?” She was
almost pleading.


  “Fair question; however, it’s not one I’m prepared to
answer, nor is it particularly pertinent.”


  “How can you know I’m going to win?”


  He looked at the TV. “Unless you think I was incredibly lucky with that drawing, then you shouldn’t doubt the
outcome.”


  “Huh! Right now, I doubt everything I’m hearing. So
what if I play along and I still don’t win?”


  “Then what have you lost?”


  “The two bucks it costs to play, that’s what! It might
not sound like much money to you, but that’s bus fare for
almost a whole week!”


  Jackson pulled four singles from his pocket and
handed them to her. “Then consider that risk eliminated
and a hundred percent return on top of it.”


  She rubbed the money between her fingers. “I wanta
know what’s in it for you. I’m a little too old to believe in
good fairies and wishes on a star.” LuAnn’s eyes were
clear and focused now.


  

  “Again, a good question, but one that only becomes
applicable if and when you agree to participate. You’re
right, however: I’m not doing this out of the goodness of
my heart.” A tiny smile escaped his lips. “It’s a business
transaction. And in all good business transactions, both
sides benefit. However, I think you’ll be pleased at how
generous the terms will be.”


  LuAnn slid the money into her bag. “If you need my
answer right this very minute, it’s going to be a big, fat
no.”


  “I realize that my proposition has certain complexities.
Therefore, I will give you some time to think about it.”
He wrote a toll-free phone number down on a piece of
paper and held it out to her. “But not too much time. The
monthly lottery drawing takes place in four days. I have
to have your answer by ten A.M. the day after tomorrow.
This number will reach me anywhere.”


  She looked at the paper in his hand. “And if I still say
no in two days, which I probably will?”


  

  Jackson shrugged. “Then someone else will win the
lottery, LuAnn. Someone else will be at least fifty million
dollars richer and they certainly won’t waste any time
feeling guilty about it, I can assure you.” He smiled
pleasantly. “Believe me when I tell you that a lot of people would gladly take your place. Gladly.” He put the
paper in her hand and closed her fist around it.
“Remember, one minute past ten A.M. and the offer to you is gone.
Forever.” Jackson of course did not mention the fact that
if LuAnn said no, he would have her immediately killed.
His tone was almost harsh, but then he quickly smiled
again and opened the door for her, glancing at Lisa as he
did so. The little girl stopped thrashing and stared wide-eyed at him. “She looks just like you. I hope she got your
brains as well.” As she passed through the doorway, he
added, “Thank you for coming, LuAnn. And have a nice
day.”


  “What makes me think your name ain’t Jackson?” she
said, giving him a piercing stare.


  “I sincerely hope to hear from you soon, LuAnn. I like
to see good things happen to deserving people. Don’t
you?” He shut the door softly behind her.









  


  

  CHAPTER FOUR


  On the bus ride home, LuAnn clutched both Lisa and
the piece of paper bearing the phone number with equal
tenacity. She had the very uncomfortable feeling that
everyone on the bus was acutely aware of what had just
happened to her and was judging her harshly as a result.
An old woman wearing a battered coat and droopy, torn
knee-high stockings gripped her plastic shopping bags
and glared at LuAnn. Whether she was really privy to
LuAnn’s interview or simply resented her youth, looks,
and beautiful baby girl, LuAnn couldn’t be sure.


  

  

  She sat back in her seat and let her mind race ahead to
examine her life if she said yes or no to the proposal.
While declining the offer seemed to carry with it certain
consequences, all of them emblazoned with Duane-like
features, acceptance seemed to bear its own problems. If
she actually won the lottery and came into incalculable
wealth, the man had said she could have anything she
wanted. Anything! Go anywhere. Do anything. God! The
thought of such unbridled freedom only a phone call and
four days away made her want to run screaming with joy
through the bus’s narrow aisle. She had put aside the notion that it was all a hoax or some bizarre scheme. Jackson had asked for no money, not that she had any to give.
He had also given no indication that he desired any sexual favors from her, although the full terms had not, as
yet, been disclosed. However, Jackson did not strike her
as being interested in her sexually. He had not tried to
touch her, had not commented on her features, at least not
directly, and seemed, in every way, professional and sincere. He could be a nut, but if he was he certainly had
done an admirable job of feigning sanity in front of her.
Plus, it had cost money to rent the space, hire the receptionist, and so forth. If Jackson was certifiable, he definitely had his normal moments. She shook her head. And
he had called every number correctly on the daily drawing, before the damn machines had even kicked them out.
She couldn’t deny that. So if he was telling the truth, then
the only catch was that his business proposal resonated
with illegality, with fraud, with more bad things than she
cared to think about. That was a big catch. And what if
she went along and then was caught somehow, the whole
truth coming out? She could go to prison, maybe for the
rest of her life. What would happen to Lisa? She suddenly
felt miserable. Like most people, she had dreamt often of
the pot of gold. It was a vision that had carried her
through many a hopeless time when self-pity threatened
to overtake her. In her dreams, though, the pot of gold
had not been attached to a ball and chain. “Damn,” she
said under her breath. A clear choice between heaven and
hell? And what were Jackson’s conditions? She was sure
the man would exact a very high price in exchange for
transforming her from penniless to a princess.


  So if she accepted and actually won, what would she
do? The potential of such freedom was easy to see, taste,
hear, feel. The actual implementation of it was something
altogether different. Travel the world? She had never
been outside Rikersville, which was best known for its
annual fair and reeking slaughterhouses. She could count
the times on one hand that she had ridden in an elevator.
She had never owned a house or a car; in fact, she had
never really owned anything. No bank account had ever
borne her name. She could read, write, and speak the
king’s English passably, but she clearly wasn’t Social
Register material. Jackson said she could have anything.
But could she really? Could you really pluck a toad from
the mud in some backwater and deposit it in a castle in
France and really believe it could actually work? But
she didn’t need to do it all, change her life so dramatically, become something and someone that she decidedly
wasn’t. She shuddered.


  

  That was the thing, though. She flipped her long hair
out of her face, leaned against Lisa, and played her fingers over her daughter’s forehead where the golden hairs
drifted across. LuAnn took a deep breath, filling her
lungs with the sweet spring air from the open bus window. The thing was, she wanted desperately to be someone else, anyone other than who she was. Most of her life
she had felt, believed, and hoped that one day she would
do something about it. With each passing year, however,
that hope grew more and more hollow, more and more
like a dream that one day would break completely free
from her and drift away until finally, when she was the
shrunken, wrinkled owner of a quickly fading, unremarkable life, she would no longer remember she had ever
possessed such dreams. Every day her bleak future became more and more graphic, like a TV with an antenna
finally attached.


  Now things had abruptly changed. She stared down at
the phone number as the bus rolled down the bumpy
street, carrying her and Lisa back to the dirt road that
would lead to the dirtier trailer, where Duane Harvey
lurked, awaiting their return in what she was certain
would be a foul temper. He would want beer money. But
she brightened as she recalled she had two extra singles
riding in her pocket. Mr. Jackson had already provided
her with some benefit. Having Duane out of the way so
she could think things through would be a start. Tonight
was dollar pitcher night at the Squat and Gobble, his favorite hangout. With two bucks, Duane would happily
drink himself into oblivion. She looked out the window
at the world awakening from winter. Spring was here. A
new beginning. Perhaps for her as well? To occur at or
before ten A.M., two days from now. She and Lisa locked
eyes for a long moment and then mother and daughter exchanged tender smiles. She laid her head gently down on
Lisa’s chest not knowing whether to laugh or cry and yet
wanting very much to do both.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIVE


  

  The busted screen door creaked open and LuAnn passed
through carrying Lisa. The trailer was dark, cool, and
quiet. Duane might still be asleep. However, as she navigated through the narrow passageway, she kept her eyes
and ears on high alert for movement or sound. She wasn’t
anything close to being afraid of Duane unless he got the
drop on her. In a fair fight, she could more than hold her
own. She had kicked the crap out of him on more than
one occasion when he had been particularly drunk. He
normally didn’t try anything too outrageous when he was
sober, which he would be now, or as close to it as he usually got. It was a strange relationship to have with someone who could be categorized as her significant other.
However, she could name ten other women she knew
who had similar arrangements, based more on pure economics, limited options, and in essence, inertia, than on
anything approaching tender emotions. She had had other
offers; but rarely was the grass greener elsewhere, she
knew that firsthand. She picked up her pace as she heard
the snores coming from the bedroom and leaned her
head in the small room. She sucked in her breath as she
eyed the twin figures lying under the sheets. Duane’s
head was visible on the right. The other person was completely covered by the sheet; however, the twin humps in
the chest region suggested it was not one of Duane’s male
drinking buddies sleeping it off.


  LuAnn quietly stepped down the hallway and placed
an anxious-looking Lisa and her carrier down in the bathroom, then closed the door. LuAnn didn’t want her little
girl to be disturbed by what was about to happen. When
she again opened the bedroom door, Duane was still snoring loudly; however, the body beside him had moved,
and the dark red hair was clearly visible now. It only took
a second for LuAnn to clamp a hand around the thick
mane, and then she pulled with all her immense strength
and the unfortunate owner of those long locks was hauled
out of the bed to crash buck-naked against the far wall.


  “Shit!” the woman bellowed as she landed on her butt
and was immediately pulled across the rough, ragged carpet by a grim-looking LuAnn. “Dammit, LuAnn, let go.”


  LuAnn looked back at her for a split second. “Shirley,
you slut around here again, and I swear to God I’ll break
your neck.”


  

  “Duane! Help me for chrissakes! She’s crazy!” Shirley
wailed, pulling and clawing at her hair in a futile effort to
make LuAnn let go. Shirley was short and about twenty
pounds overweight. Her chubby legs and full, wobbly
breasts slapped back and forth against each other as the
two women made their way to the bedroom door.


  Duane stirred as LuAnn passed by. “What’s going on
here?” he said sleepily.


  “Shut up,” LuAnn snapped back.


  As his eyes focused on the situation, Duane reached
across to the nightstand and pulled out a pack of Marlboros from the drawer. He grinned at Shirley as he lit up.


  “Going home so soon, Shirl?” He wiped his droopy
hair out of his face as he sucked contentedly on his cigarette.


  Facing to the rear as she was, Shirley glared at him, her
fat cheeks a deep burgundy. “You’re a piece of crap.”


  Duane blew her an imaginary kiss. “I love you too,
Shirl. Thanks for the visit. Made my morning.” He belly-laughed and slapped his thigh as he propped himself up
on the pillow. Then LuAnn and Shirley disappeared
through the doorway.


  After depositing Shirley next to a rusted-out Ford engine block in the front yard, LuAnn turned back to the
trailer.


  Shirley stood up and shrieked, “You pulled half my
hair out, you bitch.” LuAnn kept walking, not looking
back. “I want my clothes. Give me my damned clothes,
LuAnn.”


  LuAnn turned around. “You didn’t need ’em while you
were here, so I can’t see no reason why you’d need ’em
now.”


  “I can’t go home like this.”


  “Then don’t go home.” LuAnn went up the cinder
block steps to the trailer and slammed the door behind
her.


  Duane met her in the hallway, dressed in his boxers, an
unlit Marlboro dangling from his mouth. “Does a man
good to have two alleycats fighting over him. Got my
blood going, LuAnn. How ’bout you stepping up to the
plate? Come on, baby, give me a kiss.” He grinned at her
and tried to slide an arm around her long neck. His next
breath was a tortured one as her right fist smashed into
his mouth, loosening a couple of his teeth. As painful as
that blow was, it did not come close on the hurt scale to
the knee that planted itself violently between his legs.
Duane dropped heavily to the floor.


  LuAnn hovered over him. “If you pull that crap again,
Duane Harvey, so help me God, I’ll rip it right off and
flush it down the toilet.”


  “Crazy-ass woman,” he half-sputtered, half-whimpered,
clutching at his groin; blood seeped through his lips.


  She reached down and clamped an iron grip across his
cheeks. “No, you’re crazy if you think for one second I’m
gonna put up with that shit.”


  “We ain’t married.”


  “That’s right, but we live together. We got a kid together. And this place is as much mine as it is yours.”


  “Shirl don’t mean nothing to me. What do you care?”
He stared up at her, small tears gathering in the corners of
his eyes as he continued to clutch his privates.


  “Because that little fat piece of bacon is gonna waddle
on down to the IGA and the beauty parlor and the damned
Squat and Gobble and tell everybody that will listen all
about it and I’m gonna look like the biggest piece of trash
in the world.”


  

  “You shouldn’t have left me this morning.” He struggled up off the floor. “See, this here’s all your fault. She
came by to see you about something. What was I supposed to do?”


  “I don’t know, Duane, how about giving her a cup of
coffee instead of your dick?”


  “I don’t feel so good, babe. I really don’t.” He leaned
up against the wall.


  She roughly pushed past him on her way to check on
Lisa. “Best news I’ve heard all day.”


  A minute later she marched past him again and entered
the bedroom, where she proceeded to rip the sheets off
the bed.


  Duane sulkily watched her from the doorway. “Go
ahead and throw ’em away. I don’t give a crap, you
bought ’em.”


  She didn’t look at him as she answered. “I’m taking
’em over to Wanda’s to wash. If you’re gonna sleep
around with sluts, it ain’t gonna cost me nothing.”


  As she lifted the mattress, a flash of green caught her
eye. She shoved the mattress off the bed frame and then
looked over at Duane. “What the hell is this?” she demanded.


  Duane looked at her coldly. He sauntered into the
room, scooped up the piles of cash, and stuffed them in a
paper bag that had been sitting on the table beside the
bed. He continued to eye her as he closed up the bag.
“Let’s just say I won the lottery,” he said arrogantly.


  

  She perceptibly stiffened at his words as though she’d
been slapped flush in the face. For a moment she felt as
though she would topple right over in a dead faint. Had
Duane actually been behind all of this? Were he and Jackson in this together? She could not have envisioned a
more unlikely pair. It couldn’t possibly be. She quickly
recovered and crossed her arms. “Bull. Where’d you get
it, Duane?”


  “Let’s just say it’s a real good reason to be nice to me
and to keep your mouth shut.”


  Angrily pushing him from the room, she locked the
door. She changed into jeans, sneakers, and a sweatshirt
and then quickly packed an overnight bag. When she unlocked and threw open the door, Duane hadn’t budged;
the bag was still clutched in his hand. She moved quickly
past him, opened the door to the bathroom, and scooped
up a wriggling Lisa in one arm; the dirty linen and
overnight bag in her other hand, she headed for the front
door.


  “Where you going, LuAnn?”


  “None of your damned business.”


  “How long you gonna be pissed about this? I didn’t get
mad at you for kicking me in the balls, did I? I done already forgot about it, in fact.”


  She whirled around for a second. “Duane, you have got
to be the dumbest person on the face of this earth.”


  “Is that right? Well who do you think you are? Why, if
it weren’t for me, you and Lisa wouldn’t even have a
damned place to stay. I took you in or you wouldn’t have
nothing.” He lit up another cigarette but warily kept out of
range of her fist. He scrunched the match out on the tattered carpet. “So maybe instead of bitching all the time,
you oughta try being nice to me.” He held up the paper
bag stuffed with cash. “There’s plenty more where this
came from, too, little girl. I ain’t gonna be living in this
craphole much longer. You best think about it. You best
think real good about that. I ain’t taking crap from you or
anybody else anymore. You hear me?”


  She opened the front door. “Duane, I’ll start being nice
to you right now. You know how? I’m gonna leave before
I kill you!” Lisa started to cry at her mother’s angry tones
as though she thought they were directed at her. LuAnn
kissed the little girl and cooed in her ear to calm her
down.


  Duane watched LuAnn march across the muddy yard,
admiring her soft behind in the tight jeans. For a moment
he looked around for Shirley, but she had evidently already made a run for it, naked and all.


  “I love you, babe,” he yelled after LuAnn, grinning.


  “Go to hell, Duane.”









  


  

  CHAPTER SIX


  The mall was far busier than it had been during her visit
the day before. LuAnn was grateful for the crowds as she
made a wide berth around the office she had visited earlier, though she did glance in its direction as she passed
by. Through the glass panes on either side of the door it
seemed dark inside. She supposed if she tried the door, it
would be locked. She didn’t imagine that Jackson would
have hung around long after she had left, and she assumed she had been his sole “client.”


  

  She had called in sick to work and spent a sleepless
night at a friend’s house alternating between staring at a
full moon and Lisa’s tiny mouth as it randomly produced
smiles, grimaces, and every expression in between while
the little girl slept heavily. She had finally decided not to
make a decision on Jackson’s proposal until she had some
more information. One conclusion had come fairly
rapidly: She would not go to the police. She could prove
nothing, and who would believe her? There was no upside potential to such a move and at least fifty million
reasons against it. For all her sense of right and wrong,
she could not get past that one inescapable temptation:
Incredible, sudden wealth was perhaps staring her in the
face. She felt guilty that the decision wasn’t more black
and white. However, her latest episode with Duane had
only reinforced to her that Lisa could not be allowed to
grow up in such an environment. Something had to give.


  The mall office was at the end of a corridor on the
south side of the building. LuAnn swung open the door
and went in.


  “LuAnn?”


  LuAnn stared at the source of this exclamation. Behind
the counter, the young man was dressed neatly in a short-sleeve shirt, necktie, and black slacks. In his excitement,
he repeatedly clicked a pen in his right hand. LuAnn
stared at him, but no recognition was forthcoming.


  The young man almost vaulted over the counter. “I
didn’t expect you to remember me. Johnny Jarvis. I go by
John now.” He extended a hand in a professional manner
and then, grinning, he gave her a solid hug and spent a
full minute cooing over Lisa. LuAnn pulled out a small
blanket from her bag, set her daughter down on it, and
gave her a stuffed animal.


  “I can’t believe it’s you, Johnny. I haven’t seen you
since, what, the sixth grade?”


  “You were in the seventh, I was in the ninth.”


  “You look good. Real good. How long you been working here?”


  

  Jarvis grinned proudly. “After high school I went on to
the community college and got my A.S. That stands for
associate degree in science. Been at the mall for two
years now. Started out as a data inputter but now I’ve
moved up to sort of the assistant manager of mall operations.”


  “Congratulations. That’s wonderful, Johnny—I mean
John.”


  “Oh hell, you can call me Johnny. I can’t believe you
just walked on in that door. When I saw you, I thought I
was gonna fall over and die. I never thought I’d see you
again. I supposed you’d just gone on to New York City or
something.”


  “Nope, still here,” she said quickly.


  “I’m kinda surprised I’ve never seen you around the
mall before then.”


  “I don’t get up here much. It’s a pretty long way from
where I live now.”


  “Have a seat and tell me what you been up to. I didn’t
know you had a baby. Didn’t even know you were married.”


  “I’m not married.”


  “Oh.” Jarvis’s face reddened slightly. “Uh, you want
some coffee or something? I just put on a fresh pot.”


  “I’m kind of in a hurry, Johnny.”


  “Oh, well, what can I do for you?” He suddenly looked
surprised. “You aren’t looking for a job, are you?”


  She looked pointedly at him. “What if I was? Something wrong with that?”


  “No, I mean, course not. I just meant, you know, I
never expected you to hang around here, working in no
mall, that’s all.” He smiled.


  

  “A job’s a job, ain’t it? You work here. And while we’re
talking about it, exactly what am I supposed to be doing
with my life?”


  Jarvis’s smile quickly faded and he rubbed his hands
nervously down the legs of his pants. “I didn’t mean
nothing by it, LuAnn. I just always thought of you living
in some castle somewhere wearing fancy clothes and
driving fancy cars. I’m sorry.”


  LuAnn’s anger faded as she thought back to Jackson’s
proposition. Castles might be within her reach now. “It’s
okay, Johnny, it’s been a long week, you know what I
mean? I’m not looking for a job. What I’m looking for is
a little information about one of your renters here.”


  Jarvis glanced over his shoulder at the rear office area
where the sounds of phones and clattering keyboards
could be heard mixed with short bursts of conversation,
and then he turned back to her. “Information?”


  “Yeah. I came by here yesterday morning. Had an appointment.”


  “With who?”


  “That’s what I want you to tell me. It was that business
on the right as you come in the mall next to the bus stop.
It ain’t got no sign or anything, but it’s next to the ice
cream place.”


  Jarvis looked puzzled for a second. “I thought that
space was still vacant. We got a lot of that. This mall isn’t
exactly in the middle of a booming area.”


  “Well, it wasn’t vacant yesterday.”


  Jarvis walked over to the computer on the counter and
started punching buttons. “What was the appointment
for?”


  LuAnn’s reply was immediate. “Oh, it was a sales job,
you know. Pushing products door-to-door.”


  “Yeah, we’ve had some people like that come in on a
temporary basis. More like an interview room than anything else. If we have the space, which we usually do, we
rent it out, sometimes just for the day. Especially if it’s already been built out, you know, ready-made office
space.”


  He pulled up a screen and studied it. As voices continued to filter in from the back office he went over and shut
the door. He looked a little apprehensively at LuAnn. “So
what’d you want to know?”


  She noted his concerned look and glanced in the direction of the door he had just shut. “You’re not going to get
in trouble over this, are you, Johnny?”


  He waved his hand dismissively. “Hell, no. Remember,
I’m the assistant manager here,” he said importantly.


  “Well, just tell me whatever you can. Who the people
are. What the business is. An address somewhere. Stuff
like that.”


  Jarvis looked confused. “Well, didn’t they tell you that
during the interview?”


  “Some of it,” she said slowly. “But I just want to make
sure it’s all legit, you know. Before I accept or not. I got
to buy some nicer clothes and maybe get me a car. I don’t
want to do that if it’s not on the up-and-up.”


  Jarvis snorted. “Well, you’re smart to do that. I mean
just because we rent space to these people, it don’t mean
they’re shooting straight with you.” He added anxiously,
“They didn’t ask for money from you, did they?”


  “No, as a matter of fact, the money they were talking
about me getting was pretty unbelievable.”


  “Probably too good to be true then.”


  

  “That’s what I’m afraid of.” She watched his fingers
sail across the computer keyboard. “Where’d you learn to
do that stuff?” she said with admiration.


  “What, this? That’s when I was at the community college. They got programs over there that teach you just
about anything. Computers are cool.”


  “I wouldn’t mind going back to school one day.”


  “You were always real smart in school, LuAnn. I bet
you’d pick it up like nobody’s business.”


  She gave him a pretty look. “Maybe one day. Now
what’cha got for me?”


  Jarvis studied the screen again. “Company’s name is
Associates, Inc. At least that’s what they put on the rental
agreement. They leased for a week, starting yesterday in
fact. Paid in cash. Didn’t give any other address. When
they pay in cash we don’t really care.”


  “They ain’t nobody there now.”


  Jarvis nodded absently as he tabbed down the screen.
“Guy named Jackson signed the lease agreement,” he
said.


  “About my height with black hair, sort of fat?”


  “That’s right. I remember him now. He seemed very
professional. Anything out of the way happen during
your interview?”


  “Depends on what you call out of the way. But he was
real professional to me, too. Anything else you can tell
me?”


  Jarvis studied the screen again, hoping to find a few
more kernels of information with which to entice LuAnn.
Finally, strong disappointment etched across his features,
he looked at her and sighed. “Not really, I guess.”


  

  LuAnn hoisted up Lisa and then eyed a stack of steno
pads and a cup of pens on the counter. “Could I have one
of those pads and a pen, Johnny? I could pay you something for them.”


  “You kidding? Good golly, take all you want.”


  “One of each is all I need. Thanks.” She put the pad
and pen in her handbag.


  “No problem at all, we got tons of that stuff.”


  “Well, I appreciate what you told me. I really do. And
it was real nice seeing you, Johnny.”


  “Hell, you made my whole year walking in the door
like that.” He took a peek at his watch. “I take my lunch
break in about ten minutes. They got a nice Chinese place
down at the food court. You have time? My treat. We
could talk some more, catch up.”


  “Maybe another time. Like I said, I’m kind of in a
hurry.”


  LuAnn observed Jarvis’s disappointment and felt a little guilty. She put Lisa down and gave him a big hug. She
smiled as she listened to him breathe deeply into her
freshly washed hair. As he pressed his hands against the
small of her back, and the warmth and softness of her
chest spread over his, Jarvis’s spirits were instantly rekindled. “You’ve done real well for yourself, Johnny,”
LuAnn said as she stepped back. “Always knew you’d do
just fine.” Things might have been different, she thought,
if she had come across Johnny a while back.


  Jarvis was now treading across fine white clouds. “You
did? I’m kind of surprised you even thought about me at
all.”


  “There you go, I’m just full of surprises. Take care of
yourself, maybe I’ll see you around.” She picked up Lisa,
who was rubbing the stuffed animal against her mother’s
cheek and jabbering happily, and headed for the door.


  “Hey, LuAnn?”


  She turned back around.


  “You gonna take that job?”


  She considered the question for a moment. “I don’t
know yet. But I expect you’ll probably hear about it if I
do.”


   


  LuAnn’s next stop was the public library, a place she
had frequented when in school, but it had been years
since she had last been there. The librarian was very
pleasant and complimented LuAnn on her daughter. Lisa
snuggled against her mother while she looked around at
all the books.


  “Da. Da, ooh.”


  “She likes books,” said LuAnn. “I read to her every
day.”


  “She’s got your eyes,” the woman said looking back
and forth between mother and child. LuAnn’s hand gently slid against Lisa’s cheek.


  The woman’s smile faded when she saw no ring on
LuAnn’s finger. LuAnn noted the look. “Best thing I’ve
ever done. I ain’t got much, but this little girl’s never
gonna be hurting for love.”


  The woman smiled weakly and nodded. “My daughter
is a single mother. I do what I can to help out but it’s very
hard. There’s never enough money to go around.”


  “Tell me about it.” LuAnn dug a bottle and a container
of water out of her diaper bag, mixed some formula she
had gotten from a friend together, and helped Lisa get a
grip on it. “If I ever get to the end of a week with more
money than I started with, I’m not going to know what to
do with myself.”


  The woman shook her head wistfully. “I know they say
that money is the root of all evil, but I often think how
nice it would be not to have to worry about the bills. I
can’t imagine the feeling. Can you?”


  “I can imagine it. I imagine it must feel pretty durn
good.”


  The woman laughed. “Now, how can I help you?”


  “You keep copies of different newspapers here on that
film stuff, don’t you?”


  The woman nodded. “On microfilm. It’s in that room.”
She pointed to a doorway at the far end of the library.


  LuAnn hesitated.


  “Do you know how to use the microfilm machine? If
not, I can show you. It’s not very difficult.”


  “That’d be real nice. Thank you.”


  They entered the room, which was vacant and dark.
The woman turned on the overhead light, seated LuAnn
at one of the terminals, and picked out a microfilm spool
from one of the files. It only took a minute to insert the
spool, and information appeared on the lit screen. The
woman worked the controls and lines of text flashed
across the screen. LuAnn watched her carefully as she removed the spool and turned the machine off. “Now, you
try it,” the woman said.


  LuAnn expertly inserted the spool and manipulated the
controls as the film advanced.


  “That’s very good. You learn quickly. Most people
don’t get the hang of it right away.”


  “I’ve always been good with my hands.”


  

  “The catalogue files are clearly marked. We carry the
local paper, of course, and some of the national ones. The
publication dates are printed on the outside of the file
drawers.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  

  As soon as the woman left, LuAnn carried Lisa, who
was still slurping on the bottle, and started exploring the
rows of file cabinets. She set Lisa down and watched in
amusement as the little girl rolled to a cabinet, put down
the bottle, and tried to pull herself up. LuAnn located a
major newspaper in one of the cabinets and proceeded to
check the boxes housing the spools until she found the
dates corresponding to the last six months. She took a
minute to change and burp Lisa and then inserted the first
spool into the microfilm machine. With Lisa perched on
her lap and pointing excitedly and jabbering on about the
sights on the screen, LuAnn’s eyes scanned the front
page. It didn’t take long to locate the story and the accompanying two-inch headline. “Lottery Winner Nets
Forty-five Million Dollars.” LuAnn quickly read the
story. Outside, the sound of a sudden rainstorm assailed
her ears. Spring brought a lot of rain to the area, usually
in the form of thunderstorms. As if in response to her
thoughts, thunder boomed and the entire building seemed
to shake. LuAnn glanced anxiously over at Lisa, but the
little girl was oblivious to the sounds. LuAnn pulled a
blanket from her bag, set it down on the floor with some
toys, and put Lisa down. LuAnn turned back to the headline. She pulled the steno pad and pen out of her handbag
and started scribbling notes. She flipped to the next
month. The U.S. Lotto drawing was held on the fifteenth
of each month. The dates she was looking at were for the
sixteenth through the twentieth. Two hours later she had
completed her review of the past six winners. She
unwound the last spool and replaced it in the file drawer.
She sat back and looked at her notes. Her head was
pounding and she wanted a cup of coffee. The rain was
still coming down hard. Carrying Lisa, she went back
into the library, pulled some childrens’ books down, and
showed Lisa the pictures in them and read to the little
girl. Within twenty minutes, Lisa had fallen asleep and
LuAnn put her in the baby carrier and set it on the table
next to her. The room was quiet and warm. As LuAnn felt
herself starting to doze she put one arm protectively
across Lisa and gripped the little girl’s leg in a gentle
squeeze. The next thing she knew she was startled awake
when a hand touched her shoulder. She looked up into the
eyes of the librarian.


  “I’m sorry to wake you, but we’re closing up.”


  LuAnn looked around bewildered for a moment.
“Good Lord, what time is it?”


  “A little after six, dear.”


  LuAnn quickly packed up. “I’m sorry for falling asleep
in here like that.”


  “Didn’t bother me a bit. I’m just sorry I had to wake
you, you looked so peaceful there with your daughter and
all.”


  “Thanks again for all your help.” LuAnn cocked her
head as she listened to the rain pounding on the roof.


  The woman looked at her. “I wish I could offer you a
ride somewhere, but I take the bus.”


  “That’s okay. The bus and me know each other real
good.”


  

  LuAnn draped her coat over Lisa and left. She sprinted
to the bus stop and waited until the bus pulled up a half
hour later with a squeal of brakes and a deep sigh of its
air-powered door. She was ten cents short on the fare, but
the driver, a heavyset black man whom she knew by
sight, waved her on after dropping in the rest from his
own pocket.


  “We all of us need help every now and again,” he said.
She thanked him with a smile. Twenty minutes later,
LuAnn walked into the Number One Truck Stop several
hours before her shift.


  “Hey, girl, what you doing here so soon?” asked Beth,
LuAnn’s fiftyish and very matronly coworker, as she
wiped a wet cloth across the Formica counter.


  A three-hundred-pound truck driver appraised LuAnn
over the rim of his coffee cup and, even soaked as she
was from her jaunt in the rain, he came away dutifully
impressed. As always. “She come early so she wouldn’t
miss big old Frankie here,” he said with a grin that threatened to swallow up his whole wide face. “She knew I got
on the earlier shift and couldn’t bear the thought of not
seeing me no more.”


  “You’re right, Frankie, it’d just break her heart if
LuAnn didn’t see your big old hairy mug on a regular
basis,” Beth rejoined, while prying between her teeth
with a swizzle stick.


  “Hi, Frankie, how you?” LuAnn said.


  “Just fine, now,” Frankie replied, the smile still cemented on his features.


  

  “Beth, can you watch Lisa for a minute while I change
into my uniform?” LuAnn asked as she wiped her face
and arms down with a towel. She checked Lisa and was
relieved to find her dry and hungry. “I’m going to make
her up a bottle in just a minute and mix up some of that
oatmeal. Then she should be ready to go down for the
night even though she had a pretty big nap not too long
ago.”


  “You bet I can take that beautiful little child into my
arms. Come here, darling.” Beth hoisted up Lisa and settled her against her chest, where Lisa proceeded to make
all manner of noises and pull at the pen stuck behind
Beth’s ear. “Really, now, LuAnn, you ain’t got to be here
for hours. What’s up?”


  “I got soaked and my uniform’s the only clean thing I
got. Besides, I felt bad about missing last night. Hey, is
there anything left over from lunch? I sorta can’t remember eating yet today.”


  Beth gave LuAnn a disapproving look and planted one
hand on a very full hip. “If you took half as good care of
yourself as you do this baby. My Lord, child, it is almost
eight o’clock.”


  “Don’t nag, Beth. I just forgot, that’s all.”


  Beth grunted. “Right, Duane drank your money away
again, didn’t he?”


  “You oughta drop that little sumbitch, LuAnn,”
Frankie grumbled. “But let me kick his ass first for you.
You deserve better than that crap.”


  Beth raised an eyebrow that clearly signaled her agreement with Frankie.


  LuAnn scowled at them. “Thank you both for your
vote on my life, now if you’ll excuse me?”


  

  Later that evening, LuAnn sat at the far corner booth
finishing a plate of food Beth had rounded up for her. She
finally pushed the dinner away and sipped a cup of fresh
coffee. The rain had started again and the clattering sound
against the diner’s tin roof was comforting. She pulled a
thin sweater tighter around her shoulders and checked the
clock behind the counter. She still had two hours before
she went on duty. Normally, when she got to the diner
early she’d try to catch a little overtime, but the manager
wasn’t letting her do that anymore. Hurt the bottom line,
he had told LuAnn. Well, you don’t want to know about
my bottom line, she had told him right back, but to no
avail. But that was okay, he let her bring Lisa in. Without
that, there’d be no way she could work at all. And he paid
her in cash. She knew he was avoiding payroll taxes that
way, but she made little enough money as it was without
the government taking any. She had never filed a tax return; she had lived her entire life well below the poverty
line and rightly figured she didn’t owe any taxes.


  

  Lisa was in her carrier across from her. LuAnn tucked
the blanket more snugly around her sleeping daughter.
LuAnn had fed Lisa parts of her meal; her daughter was
taking to solid food real well, but she hadn’t made it
through the mushed carrots before falling asleep again.
LuAnn worried that her daughter wasn’t getting the right
kind of sleep. And she wondered, Was putting her baby
under the counter of a noisy, smoky truck stop every
night going to mess up Lisa’s head years from now?
Lower her self-esteem and do other damage LuAnn had
read about in the magazines or seen on TV. That nightmarish thought had cost LuAnn more sleep than she
could remember. And that wasn’t all. When Lisa turned
to solid food for good would there always be enough?
Not having a car, always scrounging change for the bus,
walking, or running through the rain. What if Lisa caught
something? What if LuAnn did? What if she were laid up
for a while? Who would take care of Lisa? She had no insurance. She took Lisa to the free county clinic for her
shots and checkups, but LuAnn hadn’t been to a doctor in
over ten years. She was young, strong, and healthy, but
that could change quickly. You never knew. She almost
laughed when she thought of Duane trying to navigate the
endless details of Lisa’s daily requirements. The boy
would run screaming into the woods after a few minutes.
But it really wasn’t a laughing matter.


  While she looked at the tiny mouth opening and closing, LuAnn’s heart suddenly felt as heavy as the semis
parked in the diner’s parking lot. Her daughter depended
on her for everything and the truth was LuAnn had nothing. One step from the edge every day of her life and getting closer all the time. A fall was inevitable; it was only
a matter of time. She thought back to Jackson’s words. A
cycle. Her mother. Then LuAnn. Duane resembled Benny
Tyler in more ways than she cared to think about. Next up
was Lisa, her darling little girl for whom she would kill,
or be killed, whatever it took to protect her. America was
full of opportunity, everybody said. You just had to unlock it. Only they forgot to give out keys for LuAnn’s
kind. Or maybe they didn’t forget at all. Maybe it was intentional. At least that’s how she usually saw things when
she was more than a little depressed, like now.


  She shook her head clear and squeezed her hands together. That kind of thinking wasn’t going to help her
now. LuAnn pulled her handbag over and slid out the
steno pad. What she had found at the library had greatly
intrigued her.


  

  Six lottery winners. She had started with the ones last
fall and continued up to the present. She had written
down their names and backgrounds. The articles had carried a photo of each winner; their smiles had seemed to
stretch across the width of the page. In reverse order of
winning they were: Judy Davis, age twenty-seven, a welfare mother with three young children; Herman Rudy,
age fifty-eight, a former truck driver on disability with
massive medical bills from an injury on the job; Wanda
Tripp, sixty-six, widowed and subsisting on Social Security’s “safety net” of four hundred dollars a month; Randy
Stith, thirty-one, a recent widower with a young child,
who had recently been laid off from his assembly line
job; Bobbie Jo Reynolds, thirty-three, a waitress in New
York who after winning the article said had given up her
dream of starring on Broadway to take up painting in the
south of France. Finally, there was Raymond Powell,
forty-four, a recent bankrupt who had moved into a
homeless shelter.


  LuAnn slumped back in her seat. And LuAnn Tyler,
twenty years old, single mother, dirt poor, uneducated, no
prospects, no future. She would fit in perfectly with this
desperate group.


  

  She had only gone back six months. How many more
of them were there? It made for great stories, she had to
admit. People in dire straits hit the jackpot. Old people
with newfound wealth. Young children with a suddenly
bright future. All their dreams coming true. Jackson’s
face appeared in her thoughts. Someone has to win. Why
not you, LuAnn? His calm, cool tones beckoned to her. In
fact, those two sentences reverberated over and over in
her head. She felt herself beginning to slide over the top
of an imaginary dam. What was awaiting her in the deep
waters below, she was not sure. The unknown both scared
her and drew her, fiercely. She looked at Lisa. She could
not shake the image of her little girl growing into a
woman in a trailer with no way to escape while the young
wolves circled.


  “What’cha doing, sweetie?”


  LuAnn jerked around and stared into Beth’s face. The
older woman expertly juggled plates full of food in both
hands.


  “Nothing much, just counting up all my fortune,”
LuAnn said.


  Beth grinned and looked at the steno pad, which
LuAnn quickly closed. “Well, don’t forget the little people when you hit the big time, Miss LuAnn Tyler.” Beth
cackled and then carried the food orders to the waiting
customers.


  LuAnn smiled uneasily. “I won’t, Beth. I swear,” she
said quietly.









  


  

  CHAPTER SEVEN


  It was eight o’clock in the morning on the day. LuAnn
stepped off the bus with Lisa. This was not her usual stop,
but it was close enough to the trailer that she could walk
it in half an hour or so, which was nothing to her. The rain
had passed and left the sky a brilliant blue and the earth
a lush green. Small clusters of birds sang the praises of
the changing season and the exit of another tedious winter. Everywhere LuAnn turned as she tramped along
under the newly risen sun there was fresh growth. She
liked this time of the day. It was calm, soothing, and she
tended to feel hopeful about things.


  

  LuAnn looked ahead to the gently rolling fields and
her manner grew both somber and expectant. She walked
slowly through the arched gateway and past the patinated
sign proclaiming her entrance into the Heavenly Meadows Cemetery. Her long, slender feet carried her
automatically to Section 14, Lot 21, Plot 6; it occupied a
space on a small knoll in the shadow of a mature dogwood that would soon begin showing its unique wares.
She laid Lisa’s carrier down on the stone bench near her
mother’s grave and lifted out the little girl. Kneeling in
the dewy grass, she brushed some twigs and dirt off the
bronze marker. Her mother, Joy, had not lived all that
long: thirty-seven years. It had seemed both brief and an
eternity for Joy Tyler, that LuAnn knew. The years with
Benny had not been pleasant, and had, LuAnn firmly believed now, hastened her mother’s exit from the living.


  “Remember? This is where your grandma is, Lisa. We
haven’t been for a while because the weather was so bad.
But now that it’s spring it’s time to visit again.” LuAnn
held up her daughter and pointed with her finger at the recessed ground. “Right there. She’s sleeping right now,
but whenever we come by, she sort of wakes up. She
can’t really talk back to us but if you close your eyes tight
as a baby bird’s, and listen real, real hard, you can kinda
hear her. She’s letting you know what she thinks about
things.”


  After saying this, LuAnn rose up and sat on the bench
with Lisa on her lap, bundled against the chill of the early
morning. Lisa was still sleepy; it usually took her a while
to wake up, but once she did, the little girl wouldn’t stop
moving or talking for several hours. The cemetery was
deserted except for a workman LuAnn could see far in
the distance, cutting grass on a riding mower. The sounds
of the mower’s engine didn’t reach her and there were
few cars on the roadway. The silence was peaceful and
she closed her eyes tight as a baby bird’s and listened as
hard as she could.


  At the diner she had made up her mind to call Jackson
right after she got off work. He had said anytime and she
figured he would answer the phone on the first ring regardless of the time. Saying yes had seemed like the easiest thing in the world to do. And the smartest. It was her
turn. After twenty years filled with grief, disappointment,
and depths of despair that seemed to have endless elasticity, the gods had smiled upon her. Out of the masses of
billions, LuAnn Tyler’s name had turned the hat trick on
the slot machine. It would never happen again, of that she
was dead certain. She was also sure that the other people
she had read about in the paper had made a similar phone
call. She hadn’t read anything about them getting in trouble. That sort of news would have been all over, certainly
in as poor an area as she lived in, where everyone played
the lottery in a frantic effort to throw off the bitter hopelessness of being a have-not. Somewhere between leaving the diner and stepping on the bus, however, she had
felt something very deep inside of her prompting her to
not pick up the phone but, instead, to seek counsel other
than her own. She came here often, to talk, to lay flowers
she had picked, or to spruce up her mother’s final resting
place. In the past, she had often thought she actually did
communicate with her mother. She had never heard
voices; it was more levels of feelings, of senses. Euphoria or deep sadness sometimes overtook her here, and she
had finally put it down to her mother reaching out to her,
letting her opinion on things having to do with LuAnn
seep into her child’s body, into her mind. Doctors would
probably call her crazy, she knew, but that didn’t take
away from what she felt.


  

  Right now she hoped for something to speak to her, to
let her know what to do. Her mother had raised her right.
LuAnn had never told a lie until she had started living
with Duane. Then the fabrications seemed to just happen;
they seemed to be an inextricable part of simply surviving. But she had never stolen anything in her life, never
really done anything wrong that she knew of. She had
kept her dignity and self-respect through a lot over the
years and it felt good. It helped her get up and face the
toil of another day when that day contained little in the
way of hope that the next day and the next would be any
different, any better.


  

  But today, nothing was happening. The noisy lawn
mower was drawing closer and the traffic on the road had
picked up. She opened her eyes and sighed. Things were
not right. Her mother apparently was not going to be
available today of all days. She stood up and was preparing to leave when a feeling came over her. It was like
nothing she had ever experienced before. Her eyes were
automatically drawn to another section of the cemetery,
to another plot that lay about five hundred yards away.
Something was pulling her there, and she had no doubt
what it was. Eyes wide, and her legs moving of their own
accord, LuAnn made her way down the narrow, winding
asphalt walkway. Something made her clutch Lisa tightly
to her bosom, as though if she didn’t the little girl would
be snatched away by the unseen force compelling LuAnn
to its epicenter. As she drew nearer to the spot, the sky
seemed to turn a terrible dark. The sounds of the mowing
were gone, the cars had stopped coming down the road.
The only sound was the wind whistling over the flat grass
and around the weathered testaments to the dead. Her
hair blowing straight back, LuAnn finally stopped and
looked down. The bronze marker was similar in style to
her mother’s, and the last name on it was identical: Benjamin Herbert Tyler. She had not been to this spot since
her father had died. She had tightly clutched her mother’s
hand at his funeral, neither woman feeling the least bit
saddened and yet having to display appropriate emotions
for the many friends and family of the departed. In the
strange way the world sometimes worked, Benny Tyler
had been immensely popular with just about everyone
except his own family because he had been generous and
cordial with everyone except his own family. Seeing his
formal name etched in the metal made her suck in her
breath. It was as though the letters were stenciled over an
office door and she would soon be ushered in to see the
man himself. She started to draw back from the sunken
earth, to retreat from the sharp jabs that seemed to sink in
deeper with each step she had taken toward his remains.
Then the intense feeling she had not realized beside her
mother’s grave suddenly overtook her. Of all places. She
could almost see wisps of gauzy membrane swirling
above the grave like a spiderweb picked up by the wind.
She turned and ran. Even with Lisa, she hit an all-out
sprint three steps into a run that would have made many
an Olympian bristle with envy. Without missing a step
and gripping Lisa to her chest, LuAnn snatched up Lisa’s
baby carrier and flew past the gates of the cemetery. She
had not closed her eyes tight like a baby bird. She had not
even been listening particularly hard. And yet the immortal speech of Benny Tyler had risen from depths so far
down she could not contemplate them, and had made its
way ferociously into the tender ear canals of his only
child.


  Take the money, little girl. Daddy says take it and
damn everyone and everything else. Listen to me. Use
what little brain you’ve got. When the body goes, you got
nothing. Nothing! When did I ever lie to you, baby doll?
Take it, dammit, take it, you dumb bitch! Daddy loves
you. Do it for Big Daddy. You know you want to.


  The man on the mower paused to watch her race away
under a sky of pristine blue that begged to be photographed. The traffic on the road had picked up considerably. All the sounds of life, which had disappeared so
inexplicably for LuAnn during those few moments, had
once again reappeared.


  The man looked over at the grave from which LuAnn
had fled. Some people just got spooked in a graveyard, he
figured, even in broad daylight. He went back to his
mowing.


  LuAnn was already out of sight.


   


  The wind chased the pair down the long dirt road.
Sweat drenched LuAnn’s face as the sun bore down on
her from gaps in the foliage; her long legs ate up the
ground with a stride that was both machine-like in its precision and wonderfully animalistic in its grace. Growing
up she had been able to outrun just about everybody in
the county, including most of the varsity football team.
God-given world-class speed, her seventh-grade gym
teacher had told her. What exactly she was supposed to
do with that gift no one ever told her. For a thirteen-year-old girl with a woman’s figure it had just meant if she
couldn’t beat up the boy who was trying to feel her up, at
least she could probably outrun him.


  

  Now her chest was burning. For a minute she
wondered if she would keel over from a heart attack, as her
father had. Perhaps there was some physical flaw buried
deep within all the descendants of the man, just waiting
for the opportunity to cleave another Tyler from the
ranks. She slowed down. Lisa was bawling now and
LuAnn finally stopped running and hugged her baby
hard, whispering soothing words into the little girl’s
small pink ear while she made slow, wide circles in the
dense shadows of the forest until the cries finally
stopped.


  LuAnn walked the rest of the way home. The words of
Benny Tyler had made up her mind. She would pack what
she could from the trailer and send somebody back for
the rest. She would stay with Beth for a while. Beth had
offered before. She had an old ramshackle house, but it
had a lot of rooms and after the death of her husband her
only companions were a pair of cats that Beth swore were
crazier than she was. LuAnn would take Lisa into the
classroom with her if need be, but she was going to get
her GED and then maybe take some classes at the community college. If Johnny Jarvis could do it then she
could, too. And Mr. Jackson could find somebody else to
“gladly” take her place. All these answers to her life’s
dilemmas had come roaring in upon her so fast she could
barely keep her head from exploding off her shoulders
with relief. Her mother had spoken to her, in a roundabout manner perhaps, but the magic had been worked.
“Never forget about the dearly departed, Lisa,” she whispered to the little girl. “You just never know.”


  

  LuAnn slowed as she neared the trailer. Duane had
been rolling in money the day before. She wondered how
much he had left. He was quick to buy rounds at the
Squat and Gobble when he had a few bucks in his pocket.
Lord only knew what he had done with the wad he had
under the bed. She didn’t want to know where he had gotten it. She figured it was only an additional reason to get
the hell out.


  As she rounded the bend, a flock of blackbirds scattered from the trees overhead and scared her. She looked
up at them angrily for a moment and then kept walking.
As the trailer came into her line of sight, she abruptly
stopped. There was a car parked out front. A convertible,
big and wide, shiny black with white sidewalls, and on
the hood a huge chrome ornament that from a distance
looked vaguely like a woman engaged in some indecent
sexual act. Duane drove a battered Ford pickup truck
which had been in the impoundment lot the last LuAnn
had seen it. None of Duane’s cronies drove anything like
this crazy machine. What in the world was going on? Had
Duane gone flat-out loco and bought this boat? She stole
up to the vehicle and examined it, keeping one eye on the
trailer. The seats were covered in a white leather with inlays of deep burgundy. The inside of the car was spotless,
the dashboard clock polished enough to hurt your eye
when the sunlight hit it just so. There was nothing in the
front or rear seats to identify the owner. The keys hung in
the ignition, a tiny Bud can attached to the ring. A phone
rested in a device built specifically to hold it and attached
to the hump between the front seat and the dashboard.
Maybe this thing did belong to Duane. But she figured it
would’ve taken all the cash under his mattress and then
some to buy this rig.


  

  She moved quickly up the steps and listened for sounds
from within before venturing farther. When she didn’t
hear anything, she decided finally to brave it. She had
kicked his butt the last time, she could do it again.


  “Duane?” She slammed the door loudly. “Duane, what
the hell did you do? Is that thing out there yours?” There
was still no answer. LuAnn put an agitated Lisa down in
her baby carrier and moved through the trailer. “Duane,
are you here? Come on, answer me, will you, please. I
don’t have time to play around.”


  She went into the bedroom, but he wasn’t there. Her
eyes were riveted by her clock on the wall. It took her an
instant to stuff it in her bag. She wasn’t going to leave it
with Duane. She exited the bedroom and moved down
the hallway, passing Lisa as she did so. She stopped to
calm the little girl down and placed her bag next to the
baby carrier.


  She finally saw Duane, lying on the raggedy couch.
The TV was on, but no sound came from the battered
box. A grease-stained bucket of chicken wings was on the
coffee table next to what LuAnn assumed was an empty
can of beer. A mess of fries and an overturned bottle of
ketchup were next to the bucket of wings. Whether this
was breakfast or the remnants of dinner from last night,
she didn’t know.


  “Hey, Duane, didn’t you hear me?”


  

  She saw him turn his head, very, very slowly, toward
her. She scowled. Still drunk. “Duane, ain’t you never
going to grow up?” She started forward. “We got to talk.
And you ain’t going to like it, but that’s too bad becau—”
She got no further as the big hand clamped over her
mouth, cutting off her scream. A thick arm encircled her
waist, pinning her arms to her sides. As her panicked eyes
swept the room, she noted for the first time that the front
of Duane’s shirt was a mass of splotchy crimson. As she
watched in horror, he fell off the couch with a small groan
and then didn’t move again.


  The hand shot up to her throat and pushed her chin up
so hard she thought her neck was going to snap under the
pressure. She sucked in a huge breath as she saw the other
hand holding the blade that descended toward her neck.


  “Sorry, lady, wrong time, wrong place.” LuAnn didn’t
recognize the voice. The breath was a mixture of cheap
beer and spicy chicken wings. The foul odor pressed
against her cheek as fiercely as the hand against her
mouth. He had made a mistake, though. With one hand
bracing her chin and the other holding the knife, he had
left her arms free. Perhaps he thought she would be paralyzed with fear. She was far from it. Her foot crunched
backward against his knee at the same moment her bony
elbow sunk deep into his flabby gut, hitting right at the
diaphragm.


  

  The force of her blow caused his hand to jerk suddenly
and the knife slashed her chin. She tasted blood. The man
dropped to the floor, spitting and coughing. The hunting
knife clattered to the bare carpet next to him. LuAnn hurtled toward the front door, but her attacker managed to
snag a leg as she passed by and she tumbled to the floor
a few feet from him. Despite being doubled over, he
clamped thick fingers around her ankle and dragged her
back toward him. Finally, she got a good look at him as
she turned over on her back, kicking at him with all her
might: sunburned skin, thick, caterpillar eyebrows,
sweaty, matted black hair, and full, cracked lips that were
at the moment grimacing in pain. She couldn’t see his
eyes, which were half-closed as his body shrugged off her
blows. LuAnn took in those features in an instant. What
was even more evident was that he was twice her size. In
the grip that tightened around her leg, she knew she had
no chance against him, strength-wise. However, she wasn’t about to leave Lisa to face him alone; not without a lot
more fight than she had already given him.


  Instead of resisting further, she threw herself toward
him, screaming as loudly as she could. The scream and
her sudden leap startled him. Off-balance, he let go of her
leg. Now she could see his eyes; they were deep brown,
the color of old pennies. In another second they were shut
tightly again as she planted her index fingers in both of
them. Howling again, the man fell backward against the
wall but then he ricocheted off like a bounced ball and
slammed blindly into her. They both pitched over the
couch. LuAnn’s flailing hand seized an object on the way
down. She couldn’t see exactly what it was, but it was
solid and hard and that’s all she cared about as she swung
with all her might and smashed it against his head right
before she hit the floor, barely missing Duane’s limp
body, and then she slammed headfirst into the wall.


  

  The telephone had shattered into pieces upon impact
with the man’s thick skull. Seemingly unconscious, her
attacker lay facedown on the floor. The dark hair was
now a mass of red as the blood poured from the head
wound. LuAnn lay on the floor for a moment and then sat
up. Her arm tingled where she had hit the coffee table,
and then it went numb on her. Her buttocks ached where
she had slammed into the floor. Her head pounded where
it had struck the wall. “Damn,” she said as she struggled
to regain her equilibrium. She had to get out of here, she
told herself. Grab Lisa and keep running until her legs or
lungs gave out. Her vision blurred for an instant and her
eyes rolled up into her head. “Oh, Lord,” she moaned as
she felt it coming. Her lips parted and she sank back
down to the floor, unconscious.









  


  

  CHAPTER EIGHT


  LuAnn had no idea how long she had been out. The
blood that had poured out of the wound on her chin hadn’t
yet hardened against her skin so it couldn’t have been all
that long. Her shirt was ripped and bloody; one breast
hung loose from her bra. She slowly sat up and rearranged herself with her good arm. She wiped her chin
and touched the cut; it was jagged and painful. She
slowly lifted herself up. She could not seem to catch her
breath as lingering terror and physical trauma battered
her from within and without.


  

  The two men lay side by side; the big man was clearly
still breathing, the expansions and contractions of his
huge gut were easy to see. LuAnn wasn’t sure about
Duane. She dropped to her knees and felt for his pulse,
but if it was there, she couldn’t find it. His face looked
gray, but it was hard to tell in the darkness. She jumped
up and flipped on a light, but the illumination was still
poor. She knelt down beside him again and touched his
chest gingerly. Then she lifted his shirt. She quickly
pulled it back down, nauseated at the sight of all the
blood there. “Oh, Lord, Duane, what have you gone and
done? Duane, can you hear me? Duane!” In the dim light
she was able to see that no more blood was flowing from
his wounds: a sign that his heart was probably no longer
beating. She felt his arm; it was still warm to the touch,
but she felt his fingers and they were already beginning
to curl and grow cold. She eyed the remnants of the
phone. There was no way to call the ambulance now, although it didn’t look like Duane was going to need one.
She should probably go fetch the police, though. Find out
who the other man was, why he had cut up Duane and
tried to kill her.


  When LuAnn rose to leave, she noticed the small pile
of bags that had been hidden behind the greasy bucket of
chicken. They had fallen off the table in the scuffle.
LuAnn stooped down and picked one up. It was clear
plastic. Inside was a small amount of white powder.
Drugs.


  

  Then she heard the whimpering. Oh God, where was
Lisa? But there was another sound. LuAnn sucked in her
breath as she jerked around and looked down. The big
man’s hand was moving, he was starting to rise. He was
coming for her! Oh sweet Lord, he was coming for her!
She dropped the bag and raced to the hallway. Using her
good arm to snatch up Lisa, who started screaming when
she saw her mother, LuAnn bolted through the front door,
slamming it back against the side of the trailer. She ran
past the convertible, stopped, and turned back. The
massive wall of flesh she had clocked with the phone didn’t
explode through the door. At least not yet. Her eyes
shifted slightly to the car; the dangling keys glimmered
temptingly in the sunlight. She hesitated for only an instant, then she and Lisa were in the car. LuAnn gunned
the motor and fishtailed out of the muck and onto the
road. She took a minute to get her nerves under control
before she turned onto the main highway into town.


  Now Duane’s sudden wealth made a lot of sense. Selling drugs was obviously far more lucrative than stripping
cars for a living. Only Duane had apparently gotten
greedy and kept a little too much of the drugs or green for
himself. The stupid idiot! She had to call the police. Even
if Duane was alive, which she doubted, she was probably
only saving him for a long spell in jail. But if he was still
alive, she couldn’t just leave him to die. The other fellow
she didn’t give a damn about. She only wished she had hit
him harder. As she sped up, she looked over at Lisa. The
little girl sat wide-eyed in her baby carrier, the terror still
clearly observable in her quivering lips and cheeks.
LuAnn settled her injured arm over her daughter, biting
back the pain this simple movement caused her. Her neck
felt as though a car had run over it. Then her eyes alighted
on the cellular phone. She pulled off the road and
snatched it up.


  

  After quickly figuring out how to work it, she started
to dial 911. Then she slowly put down the phone. She
looked down at her fingers. They were shaking so hard
she couldn’t make a fist. They were also covered with
blood, and probably not just her own. It was suddenly
dawning on her that she could easily be implicated in all
of this. Despite his starting to move, the guy could have
slumped back down, dead, for all she knew. She would
have killed him in self-defense, she knew that, but would
anyone else? A drug dealer. She was driving his car.


  This thought made her look around suddenly to see if
anyone was watching. Some cars were heading toward
her. The top! She had to close the ragtop. She jumped into
the backseat and gripped the stiff fabric. She pulled upward, and then the big white convertible top descended
down upon them like a clam closing up. She hit the ragtop’s clamps, jumped back into the driver’s seat, and tore
down the road.


  Would the police believe that she knew nothing about
Duane’s selling drugs? Somehow Duane had kept the
truth from her, but who would accept that as the truth?
She didn’t believe it herself. This reality swept over her
like a fire raging through a paper house; there seemed to
be no escape. But maybe there was. She almost shrieked
as she thought of it. For an instant her mother’s face appeared in her thoughts. It was with immense difficulty
that she pushed it away. “I’m sorry, Momma. I ain’t got
no choices left.” She had to do it: the call to Jackson.


  That’s when her gaze came to rest on the dashboard.
For several seconds she could not even manage a breath.
It was like every ounce of blood had evaporated from her
body as her eyes stayed locked on the shiny clock.


  It was five minutes past ten.


  Gone. Forever, Jackson had said, and she didn’t doubt
for an instant he had meant it. She pulled off the road and
slumped over the steering wheel in her misery. What
would happen to Lisa while she was in prison? Stupid,
stupid Duane. Screwed her in life, and now in death.


  

  She slowly raised her head up and looked across the
street, wiping her eyes so she could make out the image:
a bank branch, squat, solid, all-brick. If she had owned a
gun, she would have seriously contemplated robbing it.
Even that was not an option, though; it was Sunday and
the bank was closed. As her eyes drifted over the front of
the bank her heart started to beat rapidly again. The
change in her state of mind was so sudden as to feel almost drug-induced.


  The bank clock showed four minutes before ten.


  Bankers were supposed to be steady, reliable folk. She
hoped to God their clocks were reliable as well. She
snatched up the phone, at the same time digging frantically in her pocket for the slip of paper with the number
on it. Her coordination seemed to have totally deserted
her. She could barely force her fingers to punch in the
numbers. It seemed to take forever for the line to begin
ringing. Fortunately for her nerves, it rang only once before being answered.


  “I was beginning to wonder about you, LuAnn,” Jackson said. She could envision him checking his watch,
probably marveling at how close she had cut it.


  She forced herself to breathe normally. “I guess the
time just got away from me. I had a lot going on.”


  “Your cavalier attitude is refreshing, although, quite
frankly, it’s a bit amazing to me.”


  “So what now?”


  “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  LuAnn looked puzzled. “What?” Her brain was near
serious burnout. A series of pains shot throughout her
body. If all this turned out to be a joke…


  

  “I made you an offer, LuAnn. In order to have a legally
enforceable arrangement, I need an acceptance from you.
A formality, perhaps, but one on which I have to insist.”


  “I accept.”


  “Wonderful. I can tell you with complete assurance
that you will never regret that decision.”


  LuAnn looked nervously around. Two people walking
on the other side of the highway were staring at the car.
She put the vehicle in gear and headed down the road.
“So now what?” she again asked Jackson.


  “Where are you?”


  Her tone was wary. “Why?” Then she added quickly,
“I’m at home.”


  “Fine. You are to go to the nearest outlet selling lottery
tickets. You will purchase one.”


  “What numbers do I play?”


  “That doesn’t matter. As you know, you have two options. Either accept a ticket with numbers automatically
dispensed by the machine or pick whatever numbers you
want. They’re all fed into the same central computer system with up-to-the-second results and no duplicate combinations are allowed; that ensures only one winner. If
you opt for a personalized combination and your first
choice has already been taken, simply pick another combination.”


  “But I don’t understand. I thought you were gonna tell
me what numbers to play. The winning numbers.”


  “There is no need for you to understand anything,
LuAnn.” Jackson’s voice had risen a notch higher. “You
are simply to do what you’re told. Once you have the
combination, call me back and tell me what the numbers
are. I’ll take care of the rest.”


  “So when do I get the money?”


  “There will be a press conference—”


  “Press conference!” LuAnn almost flipped the car
over. She fought to keep it under control with her good
arm as she cradled the phone under her chin.


  Now Jackson sounded truly exasperated. “Haven’t you
ever watched one of these things? The winner attends a
press conference, usually in New York. It’s televised
across the country, the world. You’ll have your photo
taken holding a ceremonial check and then reporters will
ask questions about your background, your child, your
dreams, what you’ll do with the money. Quite nauseating,
but the Lottery Commission insists. It’s terrific PR for
them. That’s why ticket sales have been doubling every
year for the last five years. Everybody loves a deserving
winner, if for no other reason than most people believe
themselves to be quite deserving.”


  “Do I have to do it?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I don’t want to be on TV.”


  “Well, I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. Keep in
mind that you’re going to be at least fifty million dollars
richer, LuAnn. For that kind of money, they expect you to
be able to handle one press conference. And, frankly, they
are right.”


  “So I have to go?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Do I have to use my real name?”


  “Why wouldn’t you want to?”


  “I’ve got my reasons, Mr. Jackson. Would I?”


  

  “Yes! There is a certain statute, LuAnn, not that I would expect you to be aware of it, popularly termed the ‘right to know’ law. To put it simply, it says that the public is entitled to know the identities, the real identities, of all lottery winners.”


  LuAnn let out a deep breath filled with disappointment. “Okay, so when do I get the money?”


  Now Jackson discernibly paused. The hair on the back
of LuAnn’s neck started to bristle. “Listen, don’t try
pulling no crap on me here. What about the damn
money?”


  “There’s no cause to get testy, LuAnn. I was merely
pondering how to explain it to you in the simplest terms
possible. The money will be transferred into an account
of your designation.”


  “But I don’t have any account. I’ve never had enough
money to open a damn account.”


  “Calm down, LuAnn, I’ll take care of all of that. You
don’t have to worry about it. The only thing you have to
do is win.” Jackson’s voice tried to sound upbeat. “Go to
New York with Lisa, hold that big check, smile, wave,
say nice, humble things, and then spend the rest of your
life on the beach.”


  “How do I get to New York?”


  

  “Good question; however, one for which I have already prepared. There’s no airport near where you live,
but there is a bus station. You’ll take a bus to the train station in Atlanta. That’s on Amtrak’s Crescent line. The
Gainesville station is closer to you, but they don’t sell tickets there. It’s a long ride, about eighteen hours or so with
numerous stops; however, a good part of it will be while
you’re sleeping. It will take you to New York and you
won’t have to change trains. I’d put you on a plane to
New York, but that’s a little more complicated. You have
to show identification, and, frankly, I don’t want you in
New York that quickly. I’ll make all the arrangements. A
reserved ticket will be waiting for you at each station.
You can leave for New York right after the lottery drawing takes place.”


  The prone figures of Duane and the man who had tried
his best to kill her flashed across LuAnn’s mind. “I’m not
sure I want to hang around here that long.”


  Jackson was startled. “Why not?”


  “That’s my business,” she said sharply, then her tone
softened. “It’s just that if I’m gonna win this thing, I don’t
want to be around here when people find out, is all. It’ll
be like a pack of wolves on a calf, if you know what I
mean.”


  “That won’t happen. You won’t be publicly identified
as the winner until the press conference occurs in New
York. When you arrive in the city, someone will be waiting for you and will take you to the lottery headquarters.
Your winning ticket will be confirmed and then the press
conference will occur the next day. It used to take weeks
to verify the winning ticket. With the technology they
have today, it takes hours.”


  “How about if I drive to Atlanta and take the train up
today?”


  “You have a car? My goodness, what will Duane say?”
There was considerable mirth in Jackson’s tone.


  “Let me worry about that,” LuAnn snapped.


  “You know, LuAnn, you might want to act a little more
grateful, unless, of course, someone makes you rich beyond your wildest dreams on a routine basis.”


  

  LuAnn swallowed hard. She was going to be rich all
right. By cheating. “I am,” she said slowly. “It’s just now
that I made up my mind, everything’s going to change.
My whole life. And Lisa’s, too. It’s a little mind-boggling.”


  “Well, I understand that. But keep in mind that this
particular change is definitely of the positive variety. It’s
not like you’re going to prison or anything.”


  LuAnn fought back the catch in her throat and
clenched her bottom lip between her teeth. “Can’t I
please take the train up today? Please?”


  “Hold on for one minute.” He clicked off. LuAnn
looked up ahead. A police cruiser sat on the side of the
road, a radar gun perched on the door. LuAnn automatically checked her speedometer and, although she was
under the speed limit, slowed down slightly. She didn’t
breathe again until she was several hundred yards down
the road. Jackson clicked back on, his abrupt tones startling her.


  “The Crescent pulls into Atlanta at seven-fifteen this
evening and arrives in New York at one-thirty tomorrow
afternoon. Atlanta is only a couple hours’ drive from
where you are.” He paused for an instant. “You’re going
to need money for the ticket, though, and I’m assuming
you’ll need additional funds, perhaps for some travel-related incidentals.”


  LuAnn unconsciously nodded at the phone. “Yes.” She
suddenly felt very dirty, like a whore pleading for some
extra cash after an hour’s work.


  “There’s a Western Union office near the train station.
I’ll wire you five thousand dollars there.” LuAnn gulped
at the amount. “Remember my initial job offer? We’ll just
call it your salary for a job well done. You just have to
show proper identification—”


  “I don’t have any.”


  “Just a driver’s license or passport. That’s all they
need.”


  LuAnn almost laughed. “Passport? You don’t need a
passport to go from the Piggly-Wiggly to the Wal-Mart,
do you? And I don’t have a driver’s license either.”


  “But you’re planning to drive a car to Atlanta.” Jackson’s astonished tone was even more amusing to her.
Here the man was, orchestrating a multimillion-dollar
scam, and he could not comprehend that LuAnn would
operate an automobile without a license.


  “You’d be surprised how many people ain’t got a license for anything and they still do it.”


  “Well, you can’t get the money without proper identification.”


  “Are you anywhere nearby?”


  “LuAnn, I only came to glorious Rikersville to conduct
my meeting with you. Once it was done, I didn’t hang
around.” He paused again and LuAnn could hear the displeasure in his voice when he spoke next. “Well, we have
a problem then.”


  “Well, how much would the train ticket be?”


  “About fifteen hundred.”


  Remembering Duane’s money hoard, a sudden thought
struck LuAnn. She again pulled off the road, put down
the phone, and quickly searched the car’s interior. The
brown leather bag she pulled from underneath the front
seat didn’t disappoint her. There was enough cash in there
probably to buy the train.


  “A woman I work with, her husband left her some
money when he passed on. I can ask her for the money. A
loan. I know she’ll give it to me,” she told Jackson. “I
won’t need no ID for cash, will I?” she added.


  “Money is king, LuAnn. I’m sure Amtrak will accommodate you. Just don’t use your real name, of course. Use
something simple, but not too phony sounding. Now go
buy the lottery ticket and then call me back immediately.
Do you know how to get to Atlanta?”


  “It’s a big place, or so I’ve heard. I’ll find it.”


  “Wear something to hide your face. The last thing we
need is for you to be recognized.”


  “I understand, Mr. Jackson.”


  “You’re almost there, LuAnn. Congratulations.”


  “I don’t feel much like celebrating.”


  “Not to worry, you have the rest of your life to do
that.”


  

  LuAnn put down the phone and looked around. The
car windows were tinted so she didn’t think anyone had
actually seen her, but that could change. She had to ditch
the car as fast as possible. The only question was where.
She didn’t want to be seen getting out of the car. It would
be pretty hard to miss a tall, blood-caked woman hauling
a baby out of a car with tinted windows and a chrome figure doing nasty things on the vehicle’s hood. An idea finally hit her. A little dangerous perhaps, but right now she
didn’t have much alternative. She did a U-turn and
headed in the opposite direction. Within twenty minutes
she was pulling slowly down the dirt road, and straining
to see ahead as she drew nearer to her destination. The
trailer finally came into view. She saw no other vehicles,
no movement. As she pulled in front of the trailer cold
dread poured over her as she once again felt the man’s
hands around her throat, as she watched the blade swooping toward her. “You see that man coming out that
house,” LuAnn said out loud to herself, “you’re gonna
run right over his butt, let his lips kiss the oil pan on this
thing.”


  She rolled down the passenger window so she could
check for sounds coming from within but heard nothing.
She pulled a diaper wipe out of Lisa’s bag and methodically rubbed down all of the car’s surfaces that she had
touched. She had watched a few episodes of America’s
Most Wanted. If it hadn’t been too dangerous she would
have gone back inside the trailer and wiped down the
telephone. But she had lived there for almost two years.
Her fingerprints would be all over the place, anyway. She
climbed out of the car, stuffing as much cash from the bag
as she could under the liner of Lisa’s baby seat. She
pulled her torn shirt together as best she could. She noiselessly closed the car door and, holding Lisa with her good
arm, she quickly made her way back down the dirt road.


  

  From within the trailer, the pair of dark eyes watched
LuAnn’s hasty departure, taking in every detail. When
she suddenly glanced around the man stepped back into
the shadow of the trailer’s interior. LuAnn didn’t know
him, but he wasn’t taking any chances at being observed.
His dark leather jacket was zipped halfway up the front,
the butt of a 9-mm visible sticking out of the inside
pocket. He stepped quickly over the two men lying on the
floor, careful to avoid the pools of blood. He had happened along at an opportune time. He was left with the
spoils of a battle he had not even had to fight. What could
be better? He scooped the drug packets off both the coffee table and the floor and deposited them in a plastic bag
that the man pulled from his jacket. After thinking about
it for a moment, he put half the stash back where he had
found it. No sense being greedy, and if the organization
these boys worked for got wind that no drugs had been
discovered by the police in the trailer they might start
looking for who took it. If only part of the stash was missing they’d probably assume the cops had sticky fingers.


  He eyed the fight scene and then noted the torn fabric
on the floor; recognition spread across his features. It was
from the woman’s shirt. He put it in his pocket. She owed
him now. He looked at the remnants of the phone, the position of each man’s body, the knife and the dents in the
wall. She must have walked right into the middle of this,
he deduced. Fat man got the little man, and LuAnn somehow got the fat man. His admiration for her increased as
he noted the man’s bulk.


  As if he sensed this observation, the fat man started to
stir again slowly. Not waiting for the fat man to recover
further, the other man stooped down, used a cloth to
snatch up the knife, and then plunged it repeatedly into
the man’s side. The dying man grew momentarily stiff,
his fingers digging into the threadbare carpet, hanging on
to the last seconds of his life, desperately unwilling to let
go. After a few moments, though, his entire body shook
for an instant and then slowly relaxed, his fingers uncurled and splayed out, his palms flush against the floor.
His face was turned to the side; one lifeless, blood-filled
eye stared up at his killer.


  Next, he roughly flipped over Duane, squinting in the
dim light as he tried to determine if the chest was moving
up or down. Just to be safe he used several carefully
aimed thrusts to make certain Duane Harvey joined the
fat man in the hereafter. He tossed the knife down.


  

  In another few seconds he was through the front door
and around the back of the trailer where he plunged into
the woods. His car was parked off a little-used dirt trail
that snaked through the heavy woods. It was windy and
rough, but it would deliver him onto the main road in
plenty of time to take up his real task: following LuAnn
Tyler. When he climbed into his car, his car phone was
ringing. He picked it up.


  “Your duties are at an end,” Jackson said. “The hunt
has officially been called off. The balance of your payment will be sent to you via the usual channels. I thank
you for your work and I’ll keep you in mind for future
employment.”


  Anthony Romanello gripped the phone hard. He debated whether to tell Jackson about the two bodies in the
trailer and then decided not to. He might have stumbled
onto something really interesting.


  “I saw the little lady tearing out of here on foot. But
she doesn’t look like she has the resources to go very far,”
Romanello said.


  Jackson chuckled. “I think money will be the least of
her worries.” Then the line went dead.


  Romanello clicked off his phone and pondered the
matter for a moment. Technically, he had been called off.
His work was at an end and he could just return home and
wait for the rest of his money. But there was something
screwy going on here. Everything about the job was
somehow off. Sending him down here to the sticks to kill
some hick chick. And then being told not to. And there
was Jackson’s passing reference to money. Dollars were
something that always held Romanello’s interest. He
made up his mind and put the car in gear. He was going
to follow LuAnn Tyler.









  


  

  CHAPTER NINE


  LuAnn stopped at a gas station rest room and cleaned up
as best as she could. She cleaned the wound on her jaw,
pulled a Band-Aid out of Lisa’s diaper bag, and covered
the cut with it. While Lisa slurped contentedly on a bottle, LuAnn bought her lottery ticket and some ointment
and gauze at the local 7-Eleven. As part of the ten numbers she picked, she used her own and Lisa’s birthdays.


  “People been coming in here like damn cattle,” said
the clerk, who was a friend of hers named Bobby.


  “What happened there?” he asked, pointing to the large
Band-Aid on her face.


  “Fell and cut myself,” she said quickly. “So what’s the
jackpot up to?” LuAnn asked.


  

  “A cool sixty-five mil and counting.” Bobby’s eyes
gleamed with anticipation. “I got a dozen tickets myself.
I’m feeling good about this one, LuAnn. Hey, you know
that movie where the cop gives the waitress half his lottery winnings? LuAnn, tell you what, darling, I win this
thing, I’ll give half to you, cross my heart.”


  “I appreciate that, Bobby, but what exactly do I have to
do for the money?”


  “Why, marry me, o’ course.” Bobby grinned as he
handed her the ticket she had purchased. “So what do you
say, how about half of yours if you win? We’ll still get
hitched.”


  “I think I’ll just play this one all by myself. Besides, I
thought you were engaged to Mary Anne Simmons.”


  “I was, but that was last week.” Bobby looked her up
and down in obvious admiration. “Duane is dumb as
dirt.”


  LuAnn jammed the ticket far down into her jeans.
“You been seeing much of him lately?”


  Bobby shook his head. “Nah, he’s been keeping to
himself lately. I heard he’s been spending a lot of time
over Gwinnett County way. Got some business over there
or something.”


  “What kind of business?”


  Bobby shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t want to know.
Got better things to do with my time than worry about the
likes of him.”


  “Duane come into some money that you know of?”


  “Come to think of it, he was flashing some cash around
the other night. I thought maybe he won the lottery. If he
did, I think I’ll just go kill myself right now. Damn, she
looks just like you.” Bobby gave Lisa’s cheek a gentle
rub. “You change your mind about splitting the pot or
marrying me, you just let me know, sweet cheeks. I get
off at seven.”


  “I’ll see you around, Bobby.”


  At a nearby pay phone, LuAnn dialed the number
again and once again Jackson picked it up on the first
ring. She gave him the ten digits from her ticket and she
could hear him rustling paper on the other end of the line
as he wrote them down.


  “Read them to me once more, slowly,” he said. “As
you can understand, we can’t have any mistakes now.”


  She read them again and he read them back to her.


  “Good,” he said. “Very good. Well, now the hard part
is over. Get on the train, do your little press conference,
and sail away into the sunset.”


  “I’m going to the train station right now.”


  “Someone will meet you at Penn Station and take you
to your hotel.”


  “I thought I was going to New York.”


  “That’s the name of the train station in New York,
LuAnn,” Jackson said impatiently. “The person meeting
you will have a description of you and Lisa.” He paused.
“I’m assuming you’re bringing her.”


  “She don’t go, I don’t go.”


  “That’s not what I meant, LuAnn, of course you can
bring her. However, I trust you did not include Duane in
the travel plans.”


  LuAnn swallowed hard as she thought back to the
bloodstains on Duane’s shirt, how he had fallen off the
couch and never moved again. “Duane won’t be coming,” she said.


  “Excellent,” Jackson said. “Enjoy your trip.”


   


  

  The bus dropped off LuAnn and Lisa at the train station in Atlanta. After her phone call with Jackson, she had
stopped at the Wal-Mart and purchased some essentials
for herself and Lisa, which were in a bag slung over her
shoulder; her own torn shirt had been replaced with a new
one. A cowboy hat and a pair of sunglasses hid her face.
She had thoroughly cleaned and dressed the knife wound
in the rest room. It felt a lot better. She went to the ticket
counter to purchase her train ticket to New York. And
that’s when LuAnn made a big mistake.


  “Name, please,” the agent said.


  LuAnn was fiddling with a fussing Lisa and thus answered automatically, “LuAnn Tyler.” She caught her
breath as soon as she said it. She looked at the clerk, who
was busily typing the information into her computer.
LuAnn couldn’t change it now. That would obviously
make the woman suspicious. She swallowed hard and
hoped to God the slip would not come back to haunt her.
The woman recommended the Deluxe sleeping car accommodations since LuAnn was traveling with a baby.
“There’s one available and it has a private shower and
all,” the woman said. LuAnn quickly agreed. While the
ticket was being processed, the sales agent raised an eyebrow when LuAnn pulled some bills from under Lisa’s
baby seat to pay for the ticket, stuffing the rest in her
pocket.


  LuAnn observed the woman’s look, thought quickly,
and smiled at her. “My rainy day money. Figured I might
as well use it while the weather’s nice. Go up to New
York and see the sights.”


  

  “Well, enjoy yourself,” the woman said, “but be careful. You shouldn’t be carrying a lot of cash up there. My
husband and I made that mistake when we went years
ago. We weren’t five minutes out of the train station when
we got robbed. Had to call my mother to send us some
money so we could come home.”


  “Thanks, I’ll be real careful.”


  The woman looked behind LuAnn. “Where’s your luggage?”


  “Oh, I like to travel light. Besides, we got family up
there. Thanks again.” LuAnn turned and walked toward
the departure area.


  The woman stared after her and then turned back and
was startled by the person who had seemingly appeared
from nowhere and was now standing in front of her window. The man in the dark leather jacket put his hands on
the counter. “One-way ticket to New York City, please,”
Anthony Romanello said politely and then stole a sideways glance in LuAnn’s direction. He had watched
through the plate glass of the 7-Eleven as LuAnn had
purchased her lottery ticket. Next, he had observed her
make the phone call from the pay phone, although he had
not risked getting close enough to overhear the conversation. The fact that she was now on her way to New York
had piqued his curiosity to the maximum. He had many
reasons for wanting to leave the area as quickly as possible, anyway. Even though his assignment was over, finding out what LuAnn Tyler was up to and why she was
going to New York was just an added inducement. It was
all the more convenient because he happened to live
there. It could be she was simply running from the bodies in the trailer. Or it could be more. Much more. He
took the train ticket and headed toward the platform.


  

  LuAnn stood well back from the tracks when the train
came noisily into the station a bit behind schedule. With
the aid of a conductor she found her compartment. The
Deluxe Viewliner sleeping compartment had a lower
bunk, an upper bunk, an armchair, sink, toilet, and private
shower. Because of the lateness of the hour, and with
LuAnn’s permission, the attendant changed the compartment to its sleeping configuration. After he was finished,
LuAnn closed the door to the room, sat down in the armchair, pulled out a bottle, and started feeding Lisa as the
train slid smoothly out of the station half an hour later.
The train gathered speed and soon LuAnn was watching
the countryside sail by through the two large picture windows. She finished feeding Lisa and cradled the little girl
against her chest to burp her. That accomplished, LuAnn
turned Lisa around and started playing with her, doing
patty cake and singing songs, which the delighted little
girl joined in on in her own unique fashion. They passed
an hour or so playing together until Lisa finally grew
tired and LuAnn put her in the baby carrier.


  LuAnn sat back and tried to relax. She had never been
on a train before, and the gliding sensation and rhythmic
click of the wheels was making her drowsy as well. It was
hard to remember the last time she had slept, and she
started to drift off. LuAnn awoke with a start several
hours later. It must be nearly midnight, she thought. She
suddenly recalled that she hadn’t eaten all day. It hadn’t
seemed important with everything that had happened.
She popped her head out the compartment door, spied an
attendant, and asked if there was food on the train. The
man looked a little surprised and glanced at his watch.
“They made the last call for dinner several hours ago,
ma’am. The dining car is closed now.”


  “Oh,” LuAnn said. It wouldn’t be the first time she had
gone hungry. At least Lisa had eaten.


  However, when the man caught sight of Lisa and then
looked at how tired LuAnn seemed, he smiled kindly and
told her to wait just a bit. Twenty minutes later he came
back with a tray loaded with food and even set it out for
her, using the lower bunk as an impromptu table. LuAnn
tipped him generously from her stash of funds. After he
left, she devoured her meal. She wiped off her hands and
reached carefully into her pocket and pulled out the lottery ticket. She looked over at Lisa; the little girl’s hands
were gently swaying in her slumber, a smile played
across the small features. Must be a nice dream, LuAnn
thought, smiling at the precious sight.


  LuAnn’s features grew softer and she leaned down and
spoke quietly into Lisa’s tiny ear. “Momma’s gonna be
able to take care of you now, baby, like I should’ve been
doing all along. The man says we can go anywhere, do
anything.” She stroked Lisa’s chin and nuzzled her cheek
with the back of her hand. “Where you wanta go, baby
doll? You name it, we’ll go. How’s that sound? That
sound good?”


  LuAnn locked the door and laid Lisa down on the bed,
checking to make sure the straps on the baby seat were
tight. LuAnn lay back on the bed and curled her body
protectively around her daughter. While the train made its
way to New York City, she stared out the window into the
darkness, wondering mightily about what was going to
come next.









  


  

  CHAPTER TEN


  

  The train had been delayed at several points along the
route and it was nearly three-thirty in the afternoon when
LuAnn and Lisa emerged into the frenzy of Penn Station.
LuAnn had never seen this many people in one place in
all her life. She looked around, dazed, as people and luggage flew past her like sprays of buckshot. She tightened
her grip on Lisa’s carrier as the train ticket agent’s warning came back to her. Her arm was still throbbing
painfully, but she figured she could still deck just about
anybody who tried something. She looked down at Lisa.
With so many interesting things going on around her, the
little girl seemed ready to explode out of her seat. LuAnn
moved slowly forward, not knowing how to get out of the
place. She saw a sign for Madison Square Garden and
vaguely recalled that several years ago she had watched
a boxing match on TV that had been telecast from there.
Jackson said someone would be here, but LuAnn couldn’t
imagine how the person would find her in the middle of
all this chaos.


  She jerked slightly as the man brushed against her.
LuAnn looked up into dark brown eyes with a silvery
mustache resting below the broad, flattened nose. For an
instant LuAnn wondered if he was the man she had seen
fighting at the Garden; however, she quickly realized that
he was much too old, at least in his early fifties. He had
the breadth of shoulders, flattened, crusty ears, and battered face, though, that marked the man as an ex-boxer.


  “Miss Tyler?” His voice was low but clear. “Mr. Jackson sent me to pick you up.”


  LuAnn nodded and put out her hand. “Call me LuAnn.
What’s your name?”


  The man started for an instant. “That’s not really important. Please follow me, I have a car waiting.” He
started to walk away.


  “I really like to know people’s names,” LuAnn said,
without budging.


  He came back to her, looking slightly irritated, although somewhere in his features she thought she discerned the beginnings of a smile. “Okay, you can call me
Charlie. How’s that?”


  “That’s fine, Charlie. I guess you work for Mr. Jackson. Do you use your real names with each other?”


  He didn’t answer as he led her toward the exit. “You
want me to carry the little girl? That thing looks heavy.”


  “I’ve got it okay.” She winced as another stab of pain
shot through her injured arm.


  “You sure?” he asked. He eyed her bandaged jaw.
“You look like you’ve been in a fight.”


  She nodded. “I’m okay.”


  The pair exited the train station, moved past the line of
people waiting in the cab stand, and Charlie opened the
door of a stretch limo for LuAnn. She gawked for a
minute at the luxurious vehicle before climbing in.


  Charlie sat across from her. LuAnn couldn’t help staring at the vehicle’s interior.


  “We’ll be at the hotel in about twenty minutes. You
want something to eat or drink in the meantime? Train
food sucks,” said Charlie.


  “I’ve had a lot worse, although I am kinda hungry. But
I don’t want you to have to make a special stop.”


  He looked at her curiously. “We don’t have to stop.”
He reached into the refrigerator and pulled out soda, beer,
and some sandwiches and snack foods. He unlocked a
section of the limo’s interior paneling and a table materialized. As LuAnn watched in astonishment, Charlie laid
the food and drink out and completed the repast with a
plate, silverware, and napkin, his big hands working
quickly and methodically.


  “I knew you were bringing the baby, so I had the limo
stocked with milk, bottles, and stuff like that. At the hotel
they’ll have everything you need.”


  LuAnn made up a bottle for Lisa, cradled her against
one arm, and fed her with one hand while she devoured a
sandwich with the other.


  Charlie watched the tender way she handled her
daughter. “She’s cute, what’s her name?”


  “Lisa, Lisa Marie. You know, after Elvis’s daughter.”


  “You look a little young to be a fan of the King.”


  

  “I wasn’t—I mean, I don’t really listen to that kind of
music. But my momma did. She was a big fan. I did it for
her.”


  “She appreciated it, I guess.”


  “I don’t know, I hope she does. She died before Lisa
was born.”


  “Oh, sorry.” Charlie fell silent for a moment. “Well,
what kind of music do you like?”


  “Classical. I really don’t know nothing about that
kinda music. I just like the way it sounds. The way it
makes me feel, sorta clean and graceful, like swimming
in a lake somewhere up in the mountains, where you can
see all the way to the bottom.”


  Charlie grinned. “I never thought about it that way.
Jazz is my thing. I actually play a little horn myself. Outside of New Orleans, New York has some of the best jazz
clubs around. Play until the sun comes up, too. A couple
of them not too far from the hotel.”


  “Which hotel are we going to?” she asked.


  “Waldorf-Astoria. The Towers. You ever been to New
York City?” Charlie took a swig of club soda and sat back
against the seat, unbuttoning the front of his suit coat.


  LuAnn shook her head and swallowed a bite of sandwich. “I ain’t never really been anywhere.”


  Charlie chuckled softly. “Well then, the Big Apple is a
helluva place to start.”


  “What’s the hotel like?”


  “It’s real nice. First-rate, especially the Towers. Now
it’s not the Plaza, but then what is? Maybe you’ll be staying at the Plaza one day, who knows.” He laughed and
wiped his mouth with a napkin. She noticed that his fingers were abnormally large and thick, the knuckles massive and knobby.


  LuAnn looked at him nervously as she finished her
sandwich and took a sip of Coke. “Do you know why I’m
here?”


  Charlie settled a keen gaze upon her. “Let’s just say I
know enough not to ask too many questions. Let’s leave
it at that.” He smiled curtly.


  “Have you ever met Mr. Jackson?”


  Charlie’s features grew grim. “Let’s just leave it alone,
okay?”


  “Okay, just curious, is all.”


  “Well, you know what curiosity did to that old cat.”
The dark eyes glittered briefly at LuAnn as the words
rolled off his tongue. “Just stay cool, do what you’re told,
and you and your kid have no problems, ever again.
Sound good to you?”


  “Sounds good to me,” LuAnn said meekly, cradling
Lisa closer to her hip.


  Right before they climbed out of the limo, Charlie
pulled out a black leather trench coat and matching wide-brimmed hat and asked LuAnn to put them on. “For obvious reasons, we don’t want you to be observed right
now. You can ditch the cowboy hat.”


  LuAnn put on the coat and hat, cinching the belt up
tight.


  “I’ll check you in. Your suite is under the name of
Linda Freeman, an American business executive with a
London-based firm traveling with her daughter on a combination of business and pleasure.”


  “A business executive? I hope nobody asks me no
questions.”


  “Don’t worry, nobody will.”


  “So that’s who I’m supposed to be? Linda Freeman?”


  “At least until the big event. Then you can go back to
being LuAnn Tyler.”


  Do I have to? LuAnn wondered to herself.


  The suite Charlie escorted her to after he checked her
in was on the thirty-second floor and was mammoth in
size. It had a large sitting room and a separate bedroom.
LuAnn looked around in wonderment at the elegant furnishings, and almost fell over when she saw the opulent
bathroom.


  “You get to wear these robes?” She fingered the soft
cotton.


  “You can have it if you want. For seventy-five bucks
or so a pop that is,” Charlie replied.


  She walked over to the window and partially drew
back the curtains. A goodly slice of the New York City
skyline confronted her. The sky was overcast and it was
already growing dark. “I ain’t never seen so many buildings in all my life. How in the world do people tell ’em
apart? They all look the same to me.” She looked back at
him.


  Charlie shook his head. “You know, you’re real funny.
If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were the biggest
hick in the world.”


  LuAnn looked down. “I am the biggest hick in the
world. At least the biggest one you’ll probably ever see.”


  

  He caught her look. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything by it.
You grow up here, you get an attitude about things, you
know what I mean?” He paused for a minute while he
watched LuAnn go over and stroke Lisa’s face. “Look,
here’s the refreshment bar,” he finally said. He showed
her how it worked. Next, he opened the thick closet door.
“Over here is the safe.” He indicated the heavy metal
door inserted into the wall. He punched in a code and the
cylinders whirled into place. “It’s a real good idea to keep
your valuables in there.”


  “I don’t think I have anything worth putting in there.”


  “How about that lottery ticket?”


  LuAnn gulped, dug into her pocket, and produced the
lottery ticket. “So you know that much, huh?”


  Charlie didn’t answer her. He took the ticket, barely
glancing at it, before thrusting it in the safe. “Pick a
combo—nothing obvious like birthdays or stuff like that.
But choose something you’ll remember off the top of
your head. You don’t want to be writing the numbers
down anywhere. Got that?” He opened the safe again.


  LuAnn nodded, and input her own code and waited
until the safe was in the lock mode before shutting the
closet door.


  Charlie headed to the door. “I’ll be back tomorrow
morning about nine. In the meantime, you get hungry or
anything, just order up room service. Don’t let the waiter
get a good look at your face, though. Put your hair up in
a bun or wear the shower cap, like you’re about to jump
in the tub. Open the door, sign the bill as Linda Freeman,
and then go into the bedroom. Leave some tip money on
the table. Here.” Charlie took a wad of bills from his
pocket and handed them to her. “Generally, keep a low
profile. Don’t go walking around the hotel or stuff like
that.”


  “Don’t worry, I know I don’t sound like no executive
person.” LuAnn pulled her hair out of her eyes and tried
to sound flippant, although her low self-esteem was as
plain as the hurt tones in Charlie’s response.


  

  “That’s not it, LuAnn. I didn’t mean…” He finally
shrugged. “Look, I barely finished high school. I never
went to college and I did okay for myself. So neither one
of us could pass as a Harvard grad, so who the hell
cares?” He touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Get a
good night’s sleep. When I come back tomorrow, we can
go out and see some of the sights and you can talk your
head off, how about that?”


  She brightened. “Going out would be nice.”


  “It’s supposed to be chilly tomorrow, so dress
warmly.”


  LuAnn suddenly looked down at her wrinkled shirt
and jeans. “Uh, these are all the clothes I have. I, uh, I left
home kind of quick.” She looked embarrassed.


  Charlie said kindly, “That’s all right: No luggage, no
problem.” He sized her up quickly. “What, you’re about
five ten, right? Size eight?”


  LuAnn nodded and blushed slightly. “Maybe a little
bigger on top than that.”


  Charlie’s eyes hovered over her chest area for a moment. “Right,” he said. “I’ll bring some clothes with me
tomorrow. I’ll get some things for Lisa, too. I’ll need a little extra time though. I’ll be here around noon.”


  “I can take Lisa with us, right?”


  “Absolutely, the kid comes with us.”


  “Thanks, Charlie. I really appreciate it. I wouldn’t
have the nerve to go out on my own. But I’m kind of itching to, if you know what I mean. I never seen a place this
big in my whole life. I betcha there’s probably more people in this one hotel than in my whole hometown.”


  Charlie laughed. “Yeah, I guess being from here, I kind
of take it for granted. But I see what you mean. I see it
exactly.”


  After he left, LuAnn gently lifted Lisa out of her carrier and laid her in the middle of the king-size bed,
stroking her hair as she did so. She quickly undressed her,
gave her a bath in the oversize tub, and dressed Lisa in
her pajamas. After laying the little girl back down on the
bed, covering her with a blanket, and propping big pillows on either side of her so she wouldn’t roll off, LuAnn
debated whether to venture into the bathroom and perhaps give the tub a try as well to work the pains out of her
body. That’s when the phone rang. She hesitated for an
instant, feeling guilty and trapped at the same time. She
picked it up. “Hello?”


  “Miss Freeman?”


  “Sorry, you’ve—” LuAnn mentally kicked herself.
“Yes, this is Miss Freeman,” she said quickly, trying to
sound as professional as possible.


  “A little faster next time, LuAnn,” Jackson said.
“People rarely forget their own names. How are things? Are
you being taken care of?”


  “Sure am. Charlie’s wonderful.”


  “Charlie? Yes, of course. You have the lottery ticket?”


  “It’s in the safe.”


  “Good idea. Do you have pen and paper?”


  LuAnn looked around the room and then pulled a sheet
of paper and a pen from the drawer of the antique-looking
desk against the window.


  

  Jackson continued: “Jot down what you can. Charlie
will have all the details as well. You’ll be happy to know
that everything is in place. At six P.M. the day after tomorrow, the winning ticket will be announced nationwide. You can watch it on TV from your hotel room; all
the major networks will be carrying it. I’m afraid there
won’t be much drama in the proceedings for you, however.” LuAnn could almost envision the tight little smile
on his lips as he said this. “Then the entire country will
eagerly wait for the winner to come forward. You won’t
do it immediately. We have to give you time, in theory of
course, to calm down, start thinking clearly, perhaps get
some advice from financial people, lawyers, et cetera,
and then you make your joyous way up to New York.
Winners aren’t required to come to New York, of course.
The press conference can be held anywhere, even in the
winner’s hometown. However, many past winners have
voluntarily made the trek and the Lottery Commission
likes it that way. It’s far easier to hold a national press
conference from here. Thus, all your activities will take a
day or two. Officially, you have thirty days to claim the
money, so there’s no problem there. By the way, in case
you haven’t figured it out, that’s why I wanted you to
wait before coming. It would not look good if people
were aware you arrived in New York before the winning
number was announced. You’ll have to remain incognito
until we’re ready to present you as the winner.” He
sounded upset that his plans had been altered.


  LuAnn scribbled down notes as fast as she could. “I’m
sorry, but I really couldn’t wait, Mr. Jackson,” LuAnn
said hurriedly. “I told you what it would be like back
home. It’s such a small place and everything. People
would know I’d got the winning ticket, they just would.”


  “All right, fine, there’s no sense wasting time discussing it now,” he said brusquely. “The point is we have
to keep you under cover until a day or so after the lottery
drawing. You took the bus to Atlanta, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you took suitable precautions to disguise your
appearance?”


  “Big hat and glasses. I didn’t see anybody I knew.”


  “And you of course didn’t use your real name when
buying your ticket?”


  “Of course not,” LuAnn lied.


  “Good. I think your tracks have been effectively
erased.”


  “I hope so.”


  “It won’t matter, LuAnn. It really won’t. In a few days,
you’ll be much farther away than New York.”


  “Where exactly will I be?”


  “As I said before, you tell me. Europe? Asia? South
America? Just name it and I’ll make all the arrangements.”


  LuAnn thought for a moment. “Do I have to decide
now?”


  “Of course not. But if you want to leave immediately
after the press conference, the sooner you let me know
the better. I’ve been known to work miracles with travel
arrangements, but I’m not a magician, particularly since
you don’t have a passport or any other identification documents.” He sounded incredulous as he said this. “Those
will have to be prepared as well.”


  “Can you get them made up? Even like a Social Security card?”


  “You don’t have a Social Security number? That’s impossible.”


  “It ain’t if your parents never filled out the paperwork
for one,” she fired back.


  “I thought the hospital wouldn’t let a baby leave without that paperwork having been completed.”


  LuAnn almost laughed. “I wasn’t born in no hospital,
Mr. Jackson. They say the first sight I saw was the dirty
laundry stacked in my momma’s bedroom because that’s
right where my grandma delivered me.”


  “Yes, I suppose I can get you a Social Security number,” he said huffily.


  “Then could you have them put another name on the
passport, I mean with my picture on it, but with a different name? And on all the other paperwork too?”


  Jackson said slowly, “Why would you want that,
LuAnn?”


  “Well, because of Duane. I know he looks stupid and
all, but when he finds out I won all this money, he’s
gonna do everything he can to find me. I thought it’d be
best if I disappeared. Start over again. Fresh, so to speak.
New name and everything.”


  Jackson laughed out loud. “You honestly think Duane
Harvey will be able to track you down? I seriously doubt
if he could find his way out of Rikersville County if he
had a police escort.”


  “Please, Mr. Jackson, if you could do it that way, I’d
really appreciate it. Of course, if it’s too hard for you, I’ll
understand.” LuAnn held her breath desperately, hoping
that Jackson’s ego would take the bait.


  “It’s not,” Jackson snapped. “It’s quite simple, in fact,
when you have the right connections, as I do. Well, I suppose you haven’t thought of the name you want to use,
have you?”


  She surprised him by rattling one off immediately, as
well as the place where the fictitious person was from.


  “It seems you’ve been thinking about doing this for a
while. Perhaps with or without the lottery money. True?”


  “You got secrets, Mr. Jackson. Why not me, too?”


  She heard him sigh. “Very well, LuAnn, your request
is certainly unprecedented, but I’ll take care of it. I still
need to know where you want to go.”


  “I understand. I’ll think real hard about it and let you
know real soon.”


  “Why am I suddenly worried that I will regret having
selected you for this little adventure?” There was a hint
of something in his tone that caused LuAnn to shudder.
“I’ll be in touch after the lottery drawing, to let you know
the rest of the details. That’s all for now. Enjoy your visit
to New York. If you need anything just tell…”


  “Charlie.”


  “Charlie, right.” Jackson hung up.


  LuAnn went immediately to the wet bar and uncapped
a bottle of beer. Lisa started to make noise and LuAnn let
her down on the floor. LuAnn watched with a big smile
on her face as Lisa moved around the room. Just in the
last few days, her little girl had started to really get the
hang of crawling and now she was exploring the large dimensions of the suite with considerable energy. Finally,
LuAnn got down on the floor and joined her. Mother and
daughter made the circuit of the hotel room for about an
hour until Lisa grew tired and LuAnn put her down for
the night.


  

  LuAnn went into the bathroom and started running
water in the tub while she checked the cut on her jaw in
the mirror. It was healing okay, but it would probably
leave a scar. That didn’t bother her; it could have been a
lot worse. She got another beer from the refrigerator and
walked back into the bathroom. She slid into the hot
water and took a sip of the cold beer. She figured she
would need plenty of both alcohol and steamy, soothing
water to get through the next couple of days.


   


  Promptly at twelve o’clock, Charlie arrived with several bags from Bloomingdale’s and Baby Gap. During the
next hour, LuAnn tried on several outfits that made her
tingle all over.


  “You certainly do those clothes justice. More than justice,” Charlie said admiringly.


  “Thank you. Thanks for all this stuff. You got the size
just right.”


  “Hell, you got the height and figure of a model. They
make these clothes for people like you. You ever think
about doing that for a living? Modeling, that is?”


  LuAnn shrugged as she put on a cream-colored jacket
over a long, pleated black skirt. “Sometimes, when I was
younger.”


  “Younger? My God, you can’t be far out of your
teens.”


  “I’m twenty, but you feel older after having a baby.”


  “I guess that’s true.”


  “No, I ain’t cut out for modeling.”


  “Why not?”


  She looked at him and said simply, “I don’t like getting
my picture taken, and I don’t like looking at myself.”


  

  Charlie just shook his head. “You are definitely one
strange young woman. Most girls your age, with your
looks, you couldn’t drag them away from the mirror. Narcissus personified. Oh, but you need to wear those big
sunglasses and keep the hat on; Jackson said to keep you
under wraps. We probably shouldn’t be going out, but in
a city of seven million I don’t think we’re going to have
a problem.” He held up a cigarette. “You mind?”


  She smiled. “Are you kidding? I work in a truck diner.
They don’t even let you in unless you got your smokes
and plan to use ’em. Most nights the place looks like it’s
on fire.”


  “Well, no more truck diners for you.”


  “I guess not.” She pinned a wide-brimmed, floppy hat
to her hair. “How do I look?” She posed for him.


  “Better than anything in Cosmo, that’s for sure.”


  “You ain’t seen nothing yet. You just wait till I dress
my little girl,” she said proudly. “Now that is something
I dream about. A lot!”


  An hour later, LuAnn put Lisa, who was decked out in
the latest Baby Gap fashions, in her baby carrier and
hefted it. She turned to Charlie. “You ready?”


  “Not just yet.” He opened the door to the suite and then
looked back at her. “Why don’t you close your eyes. We
might as well do the whole production.” LuAnn looked
strangely at him. “Go on, just do it,” he said, grinning.


  She obeyed. A few seconds later he said, “Okay, open
them up.” When she did, she was staring at a brand new
and very expensive baby carriage. “Oh, Charlie.”


  “You keep lugging that thing around much longer,” he
said, pointing at the baby carrier, “your hands are going
to scrape the ground.”


  LuAnn gave him a big hug, loaded Lisa in, and they
were off.









  


  

  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Shirley Watson was madder than hell. In seeking appropriate revenge for her humiliation at the hands of LuAnn
Tyler, Shirley had taxed her ingenuity, to the extent she
had any, to the maximum. She parked her pickup in an
out-of-the-way spot about a quarter of a mile from the
trailer and got out, a metal canister held tightly in her
right hand. She looked at her watch as she made her way
toward the trailer, where she was pretty certain LuAnn
would be deeply sleeping after working at the diner all
night. Where Duane was she didn’t really care. If he was
there, then she might get a piece of him too for not defending her against the Amazon-like LuAnn.


  

  With each step, the short, squat Shirley grew even angrier. She had gone to school with LuAnn, and had also
dropped out before graduating. Also like LuAnn, she had
lived in Rikersville all her life. Unlike LuAnn, however,
she had no desire to leave it. Which made what LuAnn
had done to her even more awful. People had seen her
sneaking home, completely naked. She had never been
more humiliated. She had gotten more crap than she
knew how to deal with. She was going to have to live
with that the rest of her life. Stories would be told again
and again until she would be the laughingstock of her
hometown. The abuse would continue until she was dead
and buried; maybe even then it wouldn’t stop. LuAnn
Tyler was going to pay for that. So she was screwing
around with Duane, so what? Everybody knew Duane
had no intention of marrying LuAnn. And everyone also
knew that LuAnn would probably kill herself before she
would ever walk down the aisle with that man. LuAnn
stayed because she had nowhere else to go, or lacked the
courage to make a change, Shirley knew that—at least
she believed she did—for a fact. Everyone thought
LuAnn was so beautiful, so capable. Shirley fumed and
grew even more flushed in the face despite the cool
breeze flickering across the road. Well, she was going to
love to hear what people had to say about LuAnn’s looks
after she got done with her.


  

  When she drew close to the trailer, Shirley bent low
and made her way from tree to tree. The big convertible
was still parked in front of the trailer. Shirley could see
the tire marks in the hardened mud where something had
spun out. She passed the car, taking a moment to peer inside before continuing her stealthy approach. What if
somebody else was there? She suddenly smiled to herself. Maybe LuAnn was getting some on the side while
Duane was away. Then she could pay LuAnn back even
steven. She smiled even more broadly as she envisioned
a naked LuAnn running screaming from the trailer. Suddenly, everything became very quiet, very still. As if on
cue, even the breeze stopped. Shirley’s smile disappeared
and she looked around nervously. She gripped the canister even more firmly and reached in her jacket pocket and
pulled out the hunting knife. If she missed with the battery acid she was carrying in the canister, then she most
assuredly wouldn’t miss with the knife. She had been
cleaning game and fish most of her life and could wield
a blade with the best of them. LuAnn’s face would get the
benefit of that expertise, at least in the areas the acid
missed.


  “Damn,” she said as she moved up to the front steps
and the smell hit her right in the face. She looked around
again. She hadn’t experienced such an odor even when
working a brief stint at the local landfill. She slipped the
knife back in her pocket, unscrewed the top to the canister, and then took a moment to cover her nose with a
handkerchief. She had come too far to turn back now,
smell or not. She silently moved into the trailer, and made
her way down to the bedroom. Edging open the door, she
looked in. Empty. She closed the door softly and turned
to head down the other way. Maybe LuAnn and her beau
were asleep on the couch there. The hallway was dark
and she felt her way along the wall. As she drew closer,
Shirley steeled herself to strike. She lurched forward and,
instead, stumbled over something and fell to the floor,
coming face-to-face with the decaying source of the
stench. Her scream could be heard almost to the main
road.


  * * *


   


  “You sure didn’t buy much, LuAnn.” Charlie surveyed
the few bags on the chaise lounge in her hotel room.


  LuAnn came out of the bathroom where she had
changed into a pair of jeans and a white sweater, her hair
done up in a French braid. “I just like looking. That was
fun enough. Besides, I flat out can’t believe the prices up
here. Good God!”


  “But I would’ve paid for it,” Charlie protested. “I told
you that a hundred times.”


  “I don’t want you spending money on me, Charlie.”


  Charlie sat down in a chair and stared at her. “LuAnn,
it’s not my money. I told you that, too. I’m on an expense
account. Whatever you wanted, you could have.”


  “Is that what Mr. Jackson said?”


  “Something like that. Let’s just call it an advance on
your future winnings.” He grinned.


  LuAnn sat down on the bed and played with her hands,
a deep frown on her face. Lisa was still in her baby carriage playing with some toys Charlie had bought her. Her
happy sounds filled the room.


  “Here.” Charlie handed LuAnn a package of photos
from their day in New York. “For the memory book.”


  LuAnn looked at the photos and her eyes crinkled. “I
never thought I’d see a horse and buggy in this city. It
was lots of fun riding around that big old park. Smack
dab in the middle of all them buildings, too.”


  “Come on, you’d never heard of Central Park?”


  “Sure I had. Heard, leastways. Only I just thought it
was all made up.” LuAnn handed him a double photo of
herself that she picked out of the pack.


  “Whoops, thanks for reminding me,” said Charlie.


  “That’s for my passport?”


  He nodded as he slipped the photo into his jacket
pocket.


  “Don’t Lisa need one?”


  He shook his head. “She’s not old enough. She can
travel under yours.”


  “Oh.”


  “So I understand you want to change your name.”


  LuAnn put the photos away and started fiddling with
the packages. “I thought it’d be a good idea. A fresh
start.”


  “That’s what Jackson said you said. I guess if that’s
what you want.”


  LuAnn suddenly plopped down on the chaise lounge
and put her head in her hands.


  Charlie looked keenly at her. “Come on, LuAnn,
changing your name isn’t that traumatic. What’s bothering you?”


  She finally looked up. “Are you sure I’m gonna win
the lottery tomorrow?”


  He spoke carefully. “Let’s just wait until tomorrow,
LuAnn, but I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”


  “All that money, but I don’t feel good about it, Charlie,
not one bit.”


  He lit a cigarette and puffed on it as he continued to
watch her. “I’m gonna order up some room service. Three
courses, a bottle of wine. Some hot coffee, the works.
You’ll feel better after you’ve eaten.” He opened up the
hotel services book and began to peruse the menu.


  “Have you done this before? I mean, looked after people that… Mr. Jackson has met with?”


  

  Charlie looked up from the menu. “I’ve worked with
him for a while, yeah. I’ve never met him in person. We
communicate solely over the phone. He’s a smart guy. A
little anal for my tastes, a bit paranoid, but real sharp. He
pays me well, real well. And baby-sitting people in fancy
hotels and ordering room service isn’t such a bad life.”
He added with a big smile, “I’ve never looked after anybody I had this much fun with, though.”


  She knelt down beside the baby carriage and pulled out
a gift-wrapped package from the storage bin underneath.
She handed it to him.


  Charlie’s mouth gaped in surprise. “What’s this?”


  “I got you a present. Actually, it’s from me and Lisa. I
was looking for something for you and she started pointing and squealing at it.”


  “When did you do this?”


  “Remember, while you were over looking at the men’s
clothing.”


  “LuAnn, you didn’t have to—”


  “I know that,” she said quickly. “That’s why it’s called
a gift, you’re not supposed to have to.” Charlie gripped
the box tightly in his hands, his eyes riveted on her.
“Well, go ahead and open it for gosh sakes,” she said.


  While Charlie carefully pulled off the wrapping paper,
LuAnn heard Lisa stir. She went over and picked up the
little girl. They both watched Charlie as he took off the
box top.


  “Damn!” He gently lifted out the dark green fedora. It
had an inch-wide leather band on the outside and a ribbon
of cream-colored silk lining the inside.


  “I saw you trying it on at the store. I thought you
looked real nice in it, real sharp. But then you put it back.
I could tell you didn’t want to.”


  “LuAnn, this thing cost a lot of money.”


  She waved him off. “I had some saved up. I hope you
like it.”


  “I love it, thank you.” He gave her a hug and then took
one of Lisa’s dimpled fists in his. He gave it a gentle, formal shake. “And thank you, little lady. Excellent taste.”


  “Well, try it on again. Make sure you still like it.”


  He slid it over his head and checked himself out in the
mirror.


  “Slick, Charlie, real slick.”


  He smiled. “Not bad, not bad.” He fussed with it a little until he caught the proper angle. Then he took it off
and sat back down. “I’ve never gotten a gift from the people I’ve looked after. I’m usually only with them for a
couple of days anyway, then Jackson takes over.”


  LuAnn quickly picked up on the opening. “So how’d
you come to be doing this kind of work?”


  “I take it you’d like to hear my life story?”


  “Sure. I’ve been bending your ear enough.”


  Charlie settled back in the chair and assumed a comfortable look. He pointed to his face. “Bet you didn’t
guess I used to ply my skills in the boxing ring.” He
grinned. “Mostly, I was a sparring partner—a punching
bag for up-and-comers. I was smart enough to get out
while I still had my brains, at least some of them. After
that, I took up semipro football. Let me tell you, that isn’t
any easier on the body, but at least you get to wear helmets and pads. I’d always been athletic, though, and to
tell you the truth I liked making my living that way.”


  “You look like you’re in real good shape.”


  

  Charlie slapped his hard stomach. “Not bad for being
almost fifty-four. Anyway, after football, I coached a
little, got married, floated around here and there, never
finding anything that fit, you know?”


  LuAnn said, “I know that feeling real good.”


  “Then my career path took a big turn.” He paused to
crush out his cigarette and immediately lit another.


  LuAnn took the opportunity to put Lisa back in the
baby carriage. “What’d you do?”


  “I spent some time as a guest of the U.S. government.”
LuAnn looked at him curiously, not getting his meaning.
“I was in a federal prison, LuAnn.”


  She looked astonished. “You don’t look the type, Charlie.”


  He laughed. “I don’t know about that. Besides, there
are lots of different types doing time, LuAnn, let me tell
you.”


  “So what’d you do?”


  “Income tax evasion. Or fraud I guess they’d call it, at
least the prosecutor did. And he was right. I guess I just
got tired of paying it. Never seemed like there was
enough to live on, let alone giving a chunk to the government.” He brushed his hair back. “That little mistake
cost me three years and my marriage.”


  “I’m sorry, Charlie.”


  

  He shrugged. “Probably the best thing that ever happened to me, really. I was in a minimum security facility
with a bunch of other white collar criminal types so I
didn’t have to worry every minute about somebody cutting my head off. I took a bunch of classes, started thinking about what I wanted to do with my life. Really only
one bad thing happened to me on the inside.” He held up
the cigarette. “Never smoked until I got to prison. There,
just about everybody did. When I got out I finally quit.
For a long time. Took it back up about six months ago.
What the hell. Anyway, when I got out, I went to work for
my lawyer, sort of as an in-house investigator. He knew I
was an honest, reliable sort, despite my little conviction.
And I knew a lot of people up and down the socioeconomic scale, if you know what I mean. A lot of contacts.
Plus I learned a lot while I was in the slammer. Talk about
your education. I had professors in every subject from insurance scams to auto chop shops. That experience
helped out a lot when I jumped to the law firm. It was a
good gig, I enjoyed the work.”


  “So how’d you hook up with Mr. Jackson?”


  Now Charlie didn’t look so comfortable. “Let’s just
say he happened to call one day. I had gotten myself in a
little bit of trouble. Nothing real serious, but I was still on
parole and it could’ve cost me some serious time inside.
He offered to help me out and I accepted that offer.”


  “Kind of like I did,” said LuAnn, an edge to her voice.
“His offers can be kind of hard to refuse.”


  He glanced at her, his eyes suddenly wary. “Yeah,” he said curtly.


  She sat down on the edge of the bed and blurted out,
“I’ve never cheated on anything in my whole life, Charlie.”


  Charlie dragged on his cigarette and then put it out. “I
guess it all depends on how you look at it.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  

  “Well, if you think about it, people who are otherwise
good, honest, and hardworking cheat every day of their
lives. Some in big ways, most in small ones. People
fudge on their taxes, or just don’t pay ’em, like me. Or
they don’t give money back when somebody figures up a
bill wrong. Little white lies, folks tell almost automatically on a daily basis, sometimes just to get through the
day with their sanity. Then there’s the big cheat: Men and
women have affairs all the time. That one I know a lot
about. I think my ex-wife majored in adultery.”


  “I got a little taste of that, too,” LuAnn said quietly.


  Charlie stared at her. “One dumb SOB is all I can say.
Anyway, it all adds up over a lifetime.”


  “But not to no fifty million dollars’ worth.”


  “Maybe not in dollar terms, no. But I might take one
big cheat in a lifetime over a thousand little ones that eat
away at you eventually, make you not like yourself too
much.”


  LuAnn hugged herself and shivered.


  He studied her for a moment and then looked once
more at the room service menu. “I’m gonna order dinner.
Fish okay with you?”


  LuAnn nodded absently and stared down at her shoes
while Charlie conveyed their dinner order over the
phone.


  That done, he flipped another cigarette out of the pack
and lit up. “Hell, I don’t know one single person who
would turn down the offer you got. As far as I’m concerned you’d be stupid to.” He paused and fiddled with
his lighter. “And from the little I’ve seen of you, maybe
you can redeem yourself, at least in your eyes. Not that
you’d need much redeeming.”


  She stared up at him. “How can I do that?”


  

  “Use some of the money to help other people,” he said
simply. “Maybe treat it like a public trust, or something
like that. I’m not saying don’t enjoy the money. I think
you deserve that.” He added, “I saw some background
info on you. You haven’t exactly had the easiest life.”


  LuAnn shrugged. “I got by.”


  Charlie sat down beside her. “That’s exactly right,
LuAnn, you’re a survivor. You’ll survive this, too.” He
looked at her intently. “You mind me asking a personal
question now that I’ve spilled my guts to you?”


  “Depends on the question.”


  “Fair enough.” He nodded. “Well, like I said, I looked
at some of your background stuff. I was just wondering
how you ever hooked up with a guy like Duane Harvey.
He has ‘loser’ stamped all over him.”


  LuAnn thought of Duane’s slender body lying facedown on the dirty carpet, the small groan he had made before plummeting over, as though he were calling to her,
pleading for help. But she hadn’t answered that call.
“Duane’s not so bad. He had a bunch of bad breaks.” She
stood up and paced. “I was going through a real bad time.
My momma had just died. I met Duane while I was thinking of what to do with my life. You either grow up in that
county and die there or you get out just as fast as you can.
Ain’t nobody ever moved into Rikersville County, least
not that I ever heard of.” She took a deep breath and continued. “Duane had just moved into this trailer he had
found. He had a job then. He treated me nice, we talked
some about getting married. He was just different.”


  “You wanted to be one of the ones who was born and
died there?”


  

  She looked at him, shocked. “Hell, no. We were going
to get out. I wanted to and that’s what Duane wanted, at
least that’s what he said.” She stopped pacing and looked
over at Charlie. “Then we had Lisa,” she said simply.
“That kinda changed things for Duane. I don’t think having a kid was part of his plan. But we did and it’s the best
thing that ever happened to me. But after that, I knew
things weren’t going to work out between us. I knew I
had to leave. I was just trying to figure out how when Mr.
Jackson called.”


  LuAnn looked out the window at the twinkling lights
etched against the darkness. “Jackson said there were
some conditions with all this. With the money. I know
he’s not doing this because he loves me.” She looked
over her shoulder at Charlie.


  Charlie grunted. “No, you’re absolutely right about
that.”


  “You got any idea what the conditions are?”


  Charlie was shaking his head before she finished asking the question. “I do know that you’ll have more money
than you’ll know what to do with.”


  “And I can use that money any way I want, right?”


  “That’s right. It’s yours, free and clear. You can clean
out Saks Fifth Avenue and Tiffany. Or build a hospital in
Harlem. It’s up to you.”


  LuAnn looked back out the window and her eyes
began to shine as the thoughts plowing through her head
seemed to dwarf the skyline staring back at her. Right
that very instant, everything seemed to click! Even the
massive number of buildings in New York City seemed
far too small to hold the things she wanted to do with her
life. With all that money.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWELVE


  “We should’ve just stayed at the hotel and watched it
from there.” Charlie looked around nervously. “Jackson
would kill me if he knew we were here. I have strict orders never to take any of the ‘clients’ here.” “Here” was
the headquarters of the United States National Lottery
Commission located in a brand new state-of-the-art,
needle-thin skyscraper on Park Avenue. The huge auditorium was filled with people. Network news correspondents were scattered throughout, microphones clamped in
their fists, as were representatives from magazines, newspapers, and cable TV.


  Near the front of the stage, LuAnn cradled Lisa against
her chest. She wore the glasses Charlie had bought for
her and a baseball cap turned backward under which her
long hair was balled up. Her memorable figure was hidden under the full-length trench coat.


  “It’s okay, Charlie, nobody’s gonna remember me
under all this stuff.”


  He shook his head. “I still don’t like it.”


  “I had to come see. It just wouldn’t be the same sitting
in the hotel room watching on TV.”


  “Jackson’s gonna probably call the hotel right after the
drawing,” he grumbled.


  “I’ll just tell him I fell asleep and didn’t hear the
phone.”


  “Right!” He lowered his voice. “You’re gonna win at
least fifty million bucks and you fall asleep?”


  “Well, if I already know I’m gonna win, what’s so exciting about it?” she shot back.


  Charlie had no ready answer for that so he clamped his
mouth shut and again took up a careful scrutiny of the
room and its occupants.


  LuAnn looked at the stage where the lottery pinball
machine was set up on a table. It was about six feet long
and comprised ten large tubes, each one rising above an
attached bin of Ping-Pong balls. Each ball had a number
painted on it. After the machine was activated, the air
would circulate the balls until one made its way through
the tiny hatch, popped up into the tube, and was caught
and held by a special device inside the tube. Once a ball
was thus captured, the bin of balls below that tube would
immediately shut down and the next bin would automatically activate. Down the line it would go, the suspense
building, until all ten winning numbers were finally revealed.


  

  People were nervously looking at their lottery tickets;
many held at least a dozen in their hands. One young man
had an open laptop computer in front of him. The screen
was filled with hundreds of lottery combinations he had
purchased as he reviewed his electronic inventory.
LuAnn had no need to look at her ticket; she had memorized the numbers: 0810080521, which represented her
and Lisa’s birthdays, and the age LuAnn would be on her
next birthday. She didn’t feel any more guilt as she observed the hopeful looks on the faces surrounding her, the
silently mouthed prayers as the time for the drawing drew
nearer. She would be able to handle their imminent disappointment. She had made up her mind, set her plan,
and that decision had bolstered her spirits incredibly and
it was the reason she was standing in the middle of this
sea of tense people instead of hiding under the bed back
at the Waldorf.


  She stirred out of her musings as a man walked onto
the stage. The crowd instantly hushed. LuAnn had half-expected to see Jackson striding across the stage, but the
man was younger and far better looking. LuAnn wondered for a moment if he was in on it. She and Charlie exchanged tight smiles. A blond woman in a short skirt,
black nylons, and spike heels joined the man and stood
next to the sophisticated-looking machine, hands clasped
behind her back.


  

  The man’s announcement was brief and clear as the
TV cameras focused on his handsome features. He welcomed everyone to the drawing and then he paused,
stared dramatically out at the crowd, and delivered the
real news of the evening: The official jackpot, based upon
ticket sales up to the very last minute, was a record-setting one hundred million dollars! A collective gasp
went up from the crowd at the mention of the gigantic
sum. Even LuAnn’s mouth dropped open. Charlie looked
over at her, shook his head slightly, and a small grin escaped his lips. He playfully elbowed her, leaned close,
and whispered into her ear. “Hell, you can clean out Saks
and Tiffany and still build that hospital, just with the friggin’ interest.”


  It was indeed the largest jackpot ever and someone,
one incredibly fortunate person, was about to win it, the
lottery man declared with a beaming smile and a ton of
showmanship. The crowd cheered wildly. The man gestured dramatically to the woman, who hit the power
switch on the side of the machine. LuAnn watched as the
balls in the first bin started bouncing around. When the
balls started attacking the narrow pathway into the tubes,
LuAnn felt her heart race and her breathing constrict. Despite the presence of Charlie beside her, the calm, authoritative manner of Mr. Jackson, his correct predicting
of the daily lottery, and all the other things she had been
through in the last several days, she suddenly felt that her
being here was totally crazy. How could Jackson or anyone else control what those gyrating balls would do? It
occurred to her that what she was witnessing resembled
sperm dive-bombing an egg, something she had seen
once on a TV program. What were the chances of correctly picking the one that would break through and impregnate? Her spirits plummeted as she confronted a very
distinct set of options: travel back home and somehow
explain the deaths of two men in a drug-filled trailer she
happened to call home; or seek the hospitality of the nearest homeless shelter here in the city and contemplate
what to do with the wrecked state of her life.


  

  She clutched Lisa even more tightly and one of her
hands drifted over and clasped Charlie’s thick fingers. A
ball squirted through the opening and was caught in the
first tube. It was the number zero. It was shown on a large
screen suspended over the stage. As soon as this occurred, the second bin of balls started popping. In a few
seconds, it too had produced a winner: the number eight.
In quick succession, six more of the balls popped through
into their respective tubes and were caught. The tally now
stood as follows: 0-8-1-0-0-8-0-5. LuAnn mouthed the
familiar numbers silently. Sweat appeared on her forehead and she felt her legs begin to give way. “Oh my
God,” she whispered to herself, “it’s really gonna happen.” Jackson had done it; somehow, some way, the uppity, anal little man had done it. She heard many moans
and groans next to her as lottery tickets were torn up and
thrown to the floor as the numbers stared back at the
crowd from the stage. LuAnn watched, completely mesmerized, as the ninth bin of balls started bouncing. The
entire process now seemed to be occurring in the slowest
of slow motion. Finally, the number two ball kicked out
and held in tube number nine. There were no hopeful
faces left in the crowd. Except for one.


  

  The last bin fired up and the number one ball quickly
fought its way right against the hatch of the last tube and
appeared to be ready to shoot through to victory at any
moment. LuAnn’s grip on Charlie’s fingers began to
loosen. Then, like a pricked balloon hemorrhaging air,
the number one ball suddenly slid back down to the bottom and was replaced near the hatch by a suddenly energetic and determined number four ball. With sharp, jerky
motions, it grew closer and closer to the open pathway
leading into the number ten and final tube, although it appeared to be repeatedly repelled from the opening. The
blood slowly drained from LuAnn’s face and for a moment she thought she would end up on the floor. “Oh,
shit,” she said out loud, although not even Charlie could
hear her over the crowd noise. LuAnn squeezed Charlie’s
fingers so tightly he almost yelled out in pain.


  Charlie’s own heart was racing as if in sympathy for
LuAnn. He had never known Jackson to fail, but, well,
you never knew. What the hell, it couldn’t hurt, he
thought. He moved his free hand up and quietly felt under
his shirt for the thick, silver crucifix he had worn for as
long as he could remember. He rubbed it for good luck.


  Ever so slowly, even as LuAnn’s heart threatened to
cease beating, the two balls, as though carefully choreographed, again swapped places with each other in the
swirling spray of hot air, even ricocheting off one another
at one point. After this momentary collision, the number
one ball, mercifully for LuAnn, finally shot through the
opening and was caught in the tenth and final tube.


  It was all LuAnn could do not to scream out loud from
pure relief, rather than from the excitement of having just
become one hundred million dollars richer. She and
Charlie looked at each other, their eyes wide, both bodies
shaking, faces drenched with perspiration, as though they
had just finished making love. Charlie inclined his head
toward her, his eyebrows arched as if to say “You won,
didn’t you?”


  LuAnn nodded slightly, her head swaying slowly as if
to the tunes of a favorite song. Lisa kicked and squirmed
as though she sensed her mother’s exhilaration.


  

  “Damn,” Charlie said, “I thought I was going to pee in
my pants waiting for that last number to drop.” He led
LuAnn out of the room and in a couple of minutes they
were walking slowly down the street in the direction of
the hotel. It was a beautiful, brisk night; the cloudless sky
housed a stretch of stars that seemingly had no end. It
matched LuAnn’s mood precisely. Charlie rubbed at his
hand. “God, I thought you were going to snap my fingers
off. What was that all about?”


  “You don’t wanta know,” said LuAnn firmly. She
smiled at him, sucked in huge amounts of the sweet,
chilly air, and gave Lisa a tender kiss on the cheek. She
suddenly elbowed Charlie in the side, a mischievous grin
on her face. “Last one to the hotel pays for dinner.” She
took off like a blue streak, the trench coat billowing out
like a parachute in her wake. Even as she left him in the
dust, Charlie could hear her shrieks of joy flowing back
to him. He grinned and then bolted after her.


  Neither one would have been so happy had they seen
the man who had followed them to the lottery drawing
and was watching from across the street. Romanello had
figured that tailing LuAnn might result in some interesting developments. But even he had to admit that his expectations had so far been exceeded.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  “You’re certain that’s where you want to go, LuAnn?”


  LuAnn spoke earnestly into the phone. “Yes sir, Mr.
Jackson. I’ve always wanted to go to Sweden. My
momma’s people came from there, a long time ago. She
always wanted to go there, but never had the chance. So
I’d sort of be doing it for her. Is that much trouble?”


  “Everything is trouble, LuAnn. It’s just a matter of degrees.”


  “But you can get it done, can’t you? I mean I’d like to
go to other places, but I’d really like to start in Sweden.”


  Jackson said testily, “If I can arrange for someone like
you to win one hundred million dollars, then I can certainly take care of travel plans.”


  “I appreciate it. I really do.” LuAnn looked over at
Charlie, who was holding Lisa and playing with her.


  She smiled at him. “You look real good doing that.”


  “What’s that?” Jackson asked.


  “I’m sorry, I was talking to Charlie.”


  “Put him on, we need to arrange for your visit to the
lottery office so they can confirm the winning ticket. The
sooner that’s accomplished, the sooner we can get on
with the press conference and then you can be on your
way.”


  “The conditions you talked about—” LuAnn began.


  Jackson interrupted, “I’m not ready to discuss that
right now. Put Charlie on, I’m in a hurry.”


  LuAnn swapped the phone for Lisa. She watched
closely as Charlie spoke in low tones into the phone, his
back to her. She saw him nod several times and then he
hung up.


  “Everything okay?” Her tone was anxious as she held
a rambunctious Lisa.


  He looked around the room for a moment before his
eyes finally met hers. “Sure, everything’s A-okay. You
have to go over to see the lottery people this afternoon.
Enough time has passed.”


  “Will you go with me?”


  “I’ll go over in the cab with you, but I won’t go in the
building. I’ll hang around outside until you come out.”


  “What all do I have to do?”


  

  “Just present the winning ticket. They’ll validate it and
issue you an official receipt. There’ll be witnesses there
and all. You’ll be confirmed every which way from Sunday. They go over the ticket with a high-tech laser to verify it’s authentic. They got special fiber threads in the
tickets, some of them right under the row of numbers.
Kind of like U.S. currency, to prevent counterfeiting. It’s
impossible to duplicate, especially in a short time frame.
They’ll call the outlet where you bought the ticket to confirm that lottery number was indeed purchased at that
site. They’ll ask for background info on you. Where
you’re from, kids, parents, that sort of thing. It takes a
few hours. You don’t have to wait. They’ll get in touch
when the process is complete. Then they’ll release a
statement to the press that the winner has come forward,
but they won’t release your name until the press conference. You know, keep the suspense building. That stuff
really sells tickets for the next drawing. You don’t have to
hang around for that either. The actual press conference
will be the next day.”


  “Do we come back here?”


  “Actually, ‘Linda Freeman’ is checking out today.
We’ll go to another hotel where you can check in as
LuAnn Tyler, one of the richest people in the country.
Fresh in town and ready to take on the world.”


  “You ever been to one of these press conferences before?”


  He nodded. “A few. They can be a little crazy. Especially when the winners bring family with them. Money
can do strange things to people. But it doesn’t last too
long. You get asked a bunch of questions and then off you
go.” He paused and then added, “That’s nice what you’re
doing, going to Sweden for your mom like that.”


  LuAnn looked down as she played with Lisa’s feet. “I
hope so. It’s sure gonna be different.”


  “Well, sounds like you can use a little different.”


  “I don’t know how long I’ll stay.”


  “Stay as long as you want. Hell, you can stay forever
if you want to.”


  “I’m not sure I can do that. I don’t think I’d fit in.”


  He gripped her shoulders and looked her in the face.
“Listen, LuAnn, give yourself some credit. Okay, so you
don’t have a bunch of fancy degrees, but you’re sharp,
you take great care of your kid, and you got a good heart.
In my book, that puts you ahead of about ninety-nine percent of the population.”


  “I don’t know how good I’d be doing right now if you
weren’t here helping me out.”


  He shrugged. “Hey, like I said, it’s part of the job.” He
let go of her shoulders and fished a cigarette out of his
pack. “Why don’t we have some quick lunch and then
you go claim your prize? What do you say, you ready to
be filthy rich, lady?”


  LuAnn took a deep breath before answering. “I’m
ready.”


   


  LuAnn emerged from the Lottery Commission building, walked down the street, and turned a corner, where
she met Charlie at a prearranged spot. He had kept Lisa
for her while she had gone in.


  “She’s been watching everything going by. She’s a real
alert kid,” he said.


  “Won’t be long before I’m running every which way
after her.”


  “She was doing her best to get down and crawl off,
swear to God.” Charlie smiled and put a very exuberant
Lisa back in her carriage. “So how’d it go?”


  “They were real friendly. Treated me real special. ‘You
want coffee, Ms. Tyler?’ ‘You want a phone to make
calls?’ One woman asked me if I wanted to hire her as my
personal assistant.” She laughed.


  “You better get used to that. You have the receipt?”


  “Yep, in my purse.”


  “What time’s the press conference?”


  “Tomorrow at six o’clock, they said.” She eyed him.
“What’s wrong?”


  As they walked, Charlie had glanced surreptitiously
over his shoulder a couple of times. He looked over at
her. “I don’t know. When I was in prison and then doing
the PI stuff I developed this kind of built-in radar that
tells me when somebody’s paying a little too close attention to me. My alarm’s going off right now.”


  LuAnn started to look around, but he cut her off.
“Don’t do that. Just keep walking. We’re fine. I checked
you in at another hotel. It’s another block down. Let’s get
you and Lisa in okay and then I’ll snoop around a little.
It’s probably nothing.”


  LuAnn looked at the worry creases around his eyes and
concluded his words did not match his feelings. She
gripped the baby carriage tighter as they continued down
the street.


   


  

  Twenty yards behind and on the other side of the street,
Anthony Romanello debated whether or not he had been
spotted. The streets were filled with people at this hour,
but something in the sudden rigidity of the people he was
tracking had set off his own warning bell. He hunkered in
his jacket and dropped back another ten yards, still keeping them well in sight. He kept a constant lookout for the
closest taxi in case they decided to snare one. He had the
advantage though, in that it would take some time to load
the baby carriage and baby in. He would have plenty of
opportunity to hail a cab in that time. But they continued
on foot until they reached their destination. Romanello
waited outside the hotel for a moment, looked up and
down the street, and then went in.


   


  “When did you get these?” LuAnn stared at the new set
of luggage stacked in a corner of the hotel suite.


  Charlie grinned. “You can’t go on your big trip without
the proper baggage. And this stuff is super-durable. Not
that expensive crap that falls apart if you look at it wrong.
One bag is already packed with things you’ll need for the
trip over. Things for Lisa and what-not. I had a lady
friend of mine do it. We’ll have to do some more shopping today to fill up the other bags, though.”


  “My God, I can’t believe this, Charlie.” She gave him
a hug and a peck on the cheek.


  He looked down in embarrassment, his face flushed.
“It wasn’t such a big deal. Here.” He handed her passport
to her. She solemnly looked at the name inside, as though
the fact of her reincarnation were just sinking in, which it
was. She closed the small blue book. It represented a
gateway to another world, a world she would soon, with
a little luck, be embracing.


  “Fill that sucker up, LuAnn, see the whole damned
planet. You and Lisa.” He turned to leave. “I’m going to
go check on some things. I’ll be back shortly.”


  She fingered the passport and looked up at him, her
cheeks slightly red. “Why don’t you come with us, Charlie?”


  He turned slowly back around and stared at her.
“What?”


  

  LuAnn looked down at her hands and spoke hurriedly.
“I was thinking I got all this money now. And you been
real nice to me and Lisa. And I never been anywhere
before and all. And, well, I’d like you to come with us—that
is, if you want to. I’ll understand if you don’t.”


  “That’s a very generous offer, LuAnn,” he said softly.
“But you don’t really know me. And that’s a big commitment to make to someone you don’t really know.”


  “I know all I need to,” she said stubbornly. “I know
you’re a good person. I know you been taking care of us.
And Lisa took to you like nobody’s business. That counts
for a durn lot in my book.”


  Charlie smiled in the little girl’s direction and then
looked back at LuAnn. “Why don’t we both think on it,
LuAnn. Then we’ll talk, okay?”


  She shrugged and slid several strands of hair out of her
face. “I ain’t proposing marriage to you, Charlie, if that’s
what you think.”


  “Good thing, since I’m almost old enough to be your
grandfather.” He smiled at her.


  “But I really like having you with me. I ain’t had that
many friends, least that I can count on. I know I can count
on you. You’re my friend, ain’t you?”


  There was a catch in his throat when Charlie answered.
“Yes.” He coughed and assumed a more businesslike
tone. “I hear what you’re saying, LuAnn. We’ll talk about
it when I get back. Promise.”


  

  When the door closed behind him, LuAnn got Lisa
ready for her nap. While the little girl drifted off to sleep,
LuAnn restlessly walked the parameters of the hotel
suite. She looked out the window in time to see Charlie
exit the building and head down the street. She followed
him with her eyes until he was out of sight. She had not
seen anyone who appeared to be tracking him, but there
were so many people around, she couldn’t be sure. She
sighed and then frowned. She was out of her element
here. She just wanted to see him back safe and sound. She
began to think about the press conference, but as she envisioned a bunch of strangers asking her all sorts of questions, her nerves began to jangle too much and she quit
thinking about it.


  The knock at the door startled her. She stared at the
door, unsure what to do.


  “Room service,” the voice said. LuAnn went to the
door and squinted through the peephole. The young man
standing there was indeed dressed in a bellman’s uniform.


  “I didn’t order anything,” she said, trying hard to keep
her voice from quaking.


  “It’s a note and package for you, ma’am.”


  LuAnn jerked back. “Who from?”


  “I don’t know, ma’am. A man in the lobby asked me to
give it to you.”


  Charlie? LuAnn thought. “Did he ask for me by
name?”


  “No, he pointed you out when you were walking to the
elevator, and just said give it to you. Do you want it,
ma’am?” he said patiently. “If not, I’ll just put it in your
box behind the registration desk.”


  LuAnn opened the door slightly. “No, I’ll take it. She
stuck out her arm and the bellman put the package in it.
She immediately closed the door. The young man stood
there for a moment, upset that his errand and patience had
not resulted in a tip. However, the man had already rewarded him handsomely for it, so it had worked out okay.


  LuAnn tore open the envelope and unfolded the letter.
The message was brief and written on hotel stationery.


   


  
Dear LuAnn, how’s Duane feeling
lately? And the other guy, what’d you
hit him with anyway? Dead as a doornail. Sure hope the police don’t find out you were there. Hope you enjoy the
story, a little hometown news. Let’s
chat. In one hour. Take a cab to the Empire State Building. It’s truly a landmark worth seeing. Leave the big
guy and the kid at home. XXXOOOs


   


  LuAnn ripped off the brown packing paper and the newspaper fell out. She picked it up and looked at it: It was the Atlanta Journal and Constitution. It had a page marked with a yellow piece of paper. She opened to that page and sat down on the sofa.


  In her agitation at seeing the headline, she jumped up. Her eyes fed voraciously on the words, occasionally darting to the accompanying photo. If possible, the trailer looked even dingier captured in grainy black and white; in fact it looked like it had actually collapsed and was
merely awaiting the dump truck to cart it and its occupants away for burial. The convertible was also in the photo, its long hood and obscene ornament pointed straight at the trailer like some hunting dog telling its master: There’s the kill.


  

  Two men dead, the story said. Drugs involved. As
LuAnn read the name Duane Harvey, a teardrop splattered onto the page and blurred some of the text. She sat
down and did her best to compose herself. The other man
had not yet been identified. LuAnn read quickly, and then
she stopped searching when she found her name. The
police were looking for her right now; the paper didn’t say
she had been charged with any crime, although her disappearance had probably only increased the police’s suspicions. She flinched when she read that Shirley Watson
had discovered the bodies. A canister of battery acid had
been found on the floor of the trailer. LuAnn’s eyes narrowed. Battery acid. Shirley had come back to avenge
herself and had brought that acid to do the job, that was
clear. She doubted, though, if the police would care about
a crime that had not occurred when they had their hands
full with at least two that had.


  While she sat staring in shock at the paper, another
knock on the door almost made LuAnn jump out of her
chair.


  “LuAnn?”


  She took a deep breath. “Charlie?”


  “Who else?”


  “Just a minute.” LuAnn jumped up, hastily ripped the
news article out of the paper and stuffed it in her pocket.
She slid the letter and the rest of the newspaper under the
couch.


  She unlocked the door and he entered the room and
shrugged off his coat. “Stupid idea, like I’m going to be
able to spot somebody out on those streets.” He slid a cigarette from its pack and lit up, thoughtfully staring out the
window. “Still can’t shake the feeling that somebody was
tailing us, though.”


  “It could’ve just been somebody looking to rob us,
Charlie. You got a lot of that up here, don’t you?”


  

  He shook his head. “Crooks have gotten more daring
lately, but if that was the case, they would’ve hit us and
run. Grabbed your purse and disappeared. It’s not like
they were going to pull a gun and stick us up in the middle of a million people. I had the sense whoever it was
was tracking us for a while.” He turned to stare at her.
“Nothing unusual happened to you on the way up, did
it?”


  LuAnn shook her head, staring back at him with wide
eyes, afraid to speak.


  “Nobody followed you up to New York that you know
of, did they?”


  “I didn’t see anybody, Charlie. I swear I didn’t.”
LuAnn started to shake. “I’m scared.”


  He put a big arm around her. “Hey, it’s okay. Probably
just paranoid Charlie going off on nothing. But sometimes it pays to be paranoid. Look, how about we go do
some more shopping? It’ll make you feel better.”


  LuAnn nervously fingered the newspaper article in her
pocket. Her heart seemed to be climbing up her throat,
seeking a larger space in which to explode. However,
when she looked up at him, her face was calm, bewitching. “You know what I really want to do?”


  “What’s that? Name it and it’s done.”


  “I want to get my hair done. And maybe my nails.
They both look kinda crappy. And with the press conference going on across the whole country and all, I’d like
to look good.”


  “Damn, why didn’t I think of that? Well, let’s just look
up the fanciest beauty parlor in the phone book—”


  “There’s one in the lobby,” LuAnn said hurriedly. “I
saw it coming in. They do hair and nails and feet, and facials, stuff like that. It looked real nice. Real nice.”


  “Even better then.”


  “Could you watch Lisa for me?”


  “We can come down and hang out with you.”


  “Charlie, I swear. Don’t you know nothing?”


  “What? What’d I say?”


  “Men don’t come down to the beauty parlor and watch
the goings-on. That’s for us females to keep secret. If you
knew how much trouble it takes to get us all pretty, it
wouldn’t be nearly as special. But you got a job to do.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You can ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ when I get back and tell me how beautiful I look.”


  Charlie grinned. “I think I can handle that one.”


  “I don’t know how long I’ll be. I might not be able to
get in right away. There’s a bottle ready in the refrigerator for Lisa for when she gets hungry. She’s gonna want
to play for a while and then you can put her down for a
nap.”


  “Take your time, I’ve got nothing else on the agenda.
A beer and cable TV”—he went over and lifted Lisa out
of the baby carriage—“and the company of this little
lady, and I’m a happy man.”


  LuAnn picked up her coat.


  Charlie said, “What do you need that for?”


  “I need to buy some personal things. There’s a drug
store across the street.”


  “You can just get them in the gift shop in the lobby.”


  “If they’re anything like the prices at the last hotel, I’ll
go across the street and save myself some money, thank
you very much.”


  “LuAnn, you’re one of the richest women in the world,
you could buy the whole damned hotel if you wanted.”


  

  “Charlie, I’ve been scraping pennies all my life. I can’t
change overnight.” She opened the door and glanced
back at him, trying her best to hide the rising anxiety she
was experiencing. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  Charlie moved over to the door. “I don’t like it. If you
go out, I’m supposed to go with you.”


  “Charlie, I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself. Besides, Lisa’s going to have to take a nap soon and
we can’t leave her here by herself, can we?”


  “Well, no, but—”


  LuAnn slid an arm across his shoulder. “You look after
Lisa and I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She gave Lisa a
kiss on the cheek and Charlie a gentle squeeze on the
arm.


  After she left, Charlie grabbed a beer from the wet bar
and settled into his chair with Lisa on his lap and the TV
remote in hand. He suddenly paused and looked over at
the doorway, a frown appearing on his features as he did
so. Then he turned back and did his best to interest Lisa
in channel surfing.









  


  

  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  When LuAnn stepped from the cab she looked up at the
towering presence of the Empire State Building. She
didn’t have long to dwell upon the architecture, though,
as she felt the arm slide around hers.


  “This way, we can talk.” The voice was smooth, comforting, and it made every hair on her neck stiffen.


  She pulled her arm free and looked at him. Very tall
and broad shouldered, his face was clean-shaven, the hair
thick and dark, matching the eyebrows. The eyes were
big and luminous.


  “What do you want?” Now that she could actually see
the man behind the note, LuAnn’s fear quickly receded.


  Romanello looked around. “You know, even in New
York, we’re bound to attract attention if we conduct this
conversation out in the open. There’s a deli across the
street. I suggest we continue our chat there.”


  “Why should I?”


  He crossed his arms and smiled at her. “You read my
note and the news article, obviously, or you wouldn’t be
here.”


  “I read it,” LuAnn said, keeping her voice level.


  “Then I think it’s clear we have some things to discuss.”


  “What the hell do you have to do with it? Were you involved in that drug dealing?”


  The smile faded from the man’s lips and he stepped
back for a moment. “Look—”


  “I didn’t kill nobody,” she said fiercely.


  Romanello looked around nervously. “Do you want
everybody here to know our business?”


  LuAnn looked around at the passersby and then
stalked toward the deli with Romanello right behind.


  Inside they found an isolated booth far in the back. Romanello ordered coffee and then looked at LuAnn.
“Anything interest you on the menu?” he asked pleasantly.


  “Nothing.” She glared back at him.


  After the waitress departed, he looked at her. “Since I
can understand your not wanting to prolong this discussion, let’s get to the heart of it.”


  “What’s your name?”


  He looked startled. “Why?”


  “Just make up one, that’s what everybody else seems
to be doing.”


  “What are you talking—” He stopped and considered
for a moment. “All right, call me Rainbow.”


  “Rainbow, huh, that’s a different one. You don’t look
like no rainbow I’ve ever seen.”


  “See, that’s where you’re wrong.” His eyes gleamed
for an instant. “Rainbows have pots of gold at the end.”


  “So?” LuAnn’s tone was calm, but her look was wary.


  “So, you’re my pot of gold, LuAnn. At the end of my
rainbow.” He spread apart his hands. She started to get
up.


  “Sit down!” The words shot out of his mouth. LuAnn
stopped in midrise, staring at the man. “Sit down unless
you want to spend the rest of your life in prison instead
of paradise.” The calm returned to his manner and he politely gestured for her to resume her seat. She did so,
slowly, her eyes squarely on his.


  “I ain’t never been real good at games, Mr. Rainbow,
so why don’t you say whatever the hell it is you want to
say and let’s be done with it.”


  Romanello waited for a moment as the waitress returned with his coffee. “You sure you don’t want some?
It’s quite chilly outside.”


  The chill in LuAnn’s eyes compelled him to move on.
He waited until the waitress had set the coffee and cream
down and asked if they wanted anything else. After she
left, he leaned across the table, his eyes bare inches from
LuAnn’s. “I was at your trailer, LuAnn. I saw the bodies.”


  She flinched for an instant. “What were you doing
there?”


  He sat back. “Just happened by.”


  “You’re full of crap and you know it.”


  “Maybe. The point is, I saw you drive up to the trailer
in that car, the same one in the newspaper photo. I saw
you pull a wad of cash out of your kid’s baby seat at the
train station. I saw you make a number of phone calls.”


  “So what? I’m not allowed to make phone calls?”


  “The trailer had two dead bodies and a shitload of
drugs in it, LuAnn. That was your trailer.”


  LuAnn’s eyes narrowed. Was Rainbow a policeman
sent to get her to confess? She fidgeted in her seat. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about. I never seen no
bodies. You musta seen somebody else get out of that car.
And who says I can’t keep my money wherever the hell I
want to keep it.” She dug her hand into her pocket and
pulled out the newspaper article. “Here, why don’t you
take this back and go try scaring somebody else.”


  Romanello picked up the piece of paper, glanced at it,
and put it in his pocket. When his hand returned to view,
LuAnn could barely keep from trembling as she saw the
torn piece of bloody shirt.


  “Recognize this, LuAnn?”


  She struggled to maintain her composure. “Looks like
a shirt with some stains on it. So what?”


  He smiled at her. “You know, I didn’t expect you to remain this calm about it. You’re a dumb chick from
Hooterville. I pictured you dropping to your knees pleading for mercy.”


  “Sorry I ain’t what you imagined. And if you call me a
dumb anything again, I’ll knock you flat on your ass.”


  His face suddenly became hard and he slid down the
zipper of his jacket until the butt of his 9-mm was revealed. “The last thing you want to do, LuAnn, is make
me upset,” he said quietly. “When I get upset, I can be
very unpleasant. In fact I can be downright violent.”


  LuAnn barely glanced at the weapon. “What do you
want from me?”


  He zipped the jacket back up. “Like I said, you’re my
pot of gold.”


  “I ain’t got any money,” she said quickly.


  He almost laughed. “Why are you in New York,
LuAnn? I bet you’ve never been out of that godforsaken
county before. Why of all places did you take off for the
Big Apple?” He cocked his head at her, waiting for an answer.


  LuAnn rubbed her hands nervously across the uneven
surface of the table. She didn’t look at him when she finally spoke. “Okay, maybe I knew what happened in that
trailer. But I didn’t do nothing wrong. I had to get out,
though, because I knew it might look real bad for me.
New York seemed as good as anyplace.” She looked up
to test his reaction to her explanation. The mirth was still
there.


  “What are you going to do with all the money,
LuAnn?”


  She nearly crossed her eyes. “What are you talking
about? What money? In the baby seat?”


  “I would hope you weren’t going to try and stuff one
hundred million dollars in a baby seat.” He eyed her
chest. “Or, despite its obvious capacity, your bra.” She
just stared at him, her mouth open a notch. “Let’s see,” he
continued, “what’s the going price for blackmail these
days? Ten percent? Twenty percent? Fifty percent? I
mean, even at half, you’re still talking millions in your
bank account. That’ll keep you and the kid in jeans and
sneakers for life, right?” He took a sip of his coffee and
sat back, idly fingering the edges of his napkin while he
watched her.


  LuAnn clamped a fist around the fork in front of her.
For a moment she thought about attacking him, but that
impulse subsided.


  “You’re crazy, mister, you really are.”


  “The press conference is tomorrow, LuAnn.”


  “What press conference?”


  “You know, that’s where you’re going to hold that big
old check and smile and wave to the disappointed
masses.”


  “I’ve gotta go.”


  His right hand shot across and gripped her arm. “I
don’t think you can spend that money from a prison cell.”


  “I said I gotta go.” She jerked her hand free and stood
up.


  “Don’t be a fool, LuAnn. I saw you buy the lottery
ticket. I was at the lottery drawing. I saw the big smile on
your face, the way you ran down the street whooping and
hollering. And I was inside the lottery building when you
went to get your winning ticket validated. So don’t try to
bullshit with me. You walk out of here and the first thing
I’m going to do is place a call to that Podunk county and
that Podunk sheriff and tell them everything I saw. And
then I’m going to send them this piece of shirt. You can’t
believe the high-tech stuff they’ve got in the lab these
days. They’ll start piecing it together. And when I tell
them you just won the lottery and maybe they should
grab you before you disappear, then you can just kiss
your new life good-bye. Although I guess you can afford
to put your kid up somewhere nice while you rot in jail.”


  “I didn’t do nothing wrong.”


  

  “No, what you did was stupid, LuAnn. You ran. And
when you run, the cops always figure you’re guilty. It’s
how cops think. They’ll believe you were in it up to your
pretty little ass. Right now, they haven’t gotten around to
you. But they will. It’s up to you to decide whether they
start focusing on you ten minutes from now, or ten days
from now. If it’s ten minutes, you’re dead. If it’s ten days,
I figure your plan is to disappear forever. Because that’s
what I intend to do. You only pay me once, that I’ll guarantee. I couldn’t spend all that money even if I tried and
neither could you. We all win that way. The other way,
you lose, slam-dunk. So what’s it gonna be?”


  She stood frozen for a moment halfway out of her
chair. Slowly, inch by inch, she sat back down.


  “Very smart of you, LuAnn.”


  “I can’t pay you half.”


  His face darkened. “Don’t be greedy, lady.”


  “It’s got nothing to do with that. I can pay you, I just
don’t know how much, but it’ll be a lot. Enough for you
to do whatever the hell you want to.”


  “I don’t understand—” he began.


  LuAnn interrupted, borrowing phraseology from Jackson. “You don’t have to understand nothing. But if I do
this I want you to answer one question for me and I want
the truth or you can just go and call the cops, I don’t
care.”


  He eyed her cautiously. “What’s the question?”


  LuAnn leaned across the table, her voice low but intense. “What were you doing in that trailer? You just
didn’t happen on by, I know that sure as I’m sitting here.”


  “Look, what does it matter why I was there?” He threw
his arm up in a casual motion.


  LuAnn reached out as quickly as a striking rattler and
grabbed his wrist. He winced as she squeezed it with a
strength he had not anticipated. Big and strong as he was,
it would’ve taken all his might to break that grip. “I said
I wanted an answer, and it better be the right one.”


  “I earn my living”—he smiled and corrected himself—“I used to earn my living by taking care of little problems
for people.”


  LuAnn continued to grip the wrist. “What problems?
Did this have to do with the drugs Duane was dealing?”


  Romanello was already shaking his head. “I didn’t
know anything about the drugs. Duane was already dead.
Maybe he was holding out on his supplier or maybe
skimming off the top and the other guy cut him up. Who
knows? Who cares?”


  “What happened to the other guy?”


  “You were the one who hit him, weren’t you? Like I
said in the note, dead as a doornail.” LuAnn didn’t answer. He paused and took a breath. “You can let go of my
wrist any time now.”


  “You haven’t answered my question. And unless you
answer it, you can just go call the sheriff, because you
ain’t getting one red cent from me.”


  Romanello hesitated, but then his greed won out over
his better judgment. “I went there to kill you,” he said
simply.


  She slowly let go of his wrist after giving it one more
intense ratchet. He took a minute to rub the circulation
back in.


  “Why?” LuAnn demanded fiercely.


  “I don’t ask questions. I just do what I’m paid to do.”


  “Who told you to kill me?”


  

  He shrugged. “I don’t know.” She reached for his wrist
again, but this time he was ready for her and jerked it out
of danger. “I’m telling you I don’t know. My clients don’t
just drop by and have coffee and chat about who they
want me to take out. I got a call, I got half the money up
front. Half when the job was done. All through the mail.”


  “I’m still alive.”


  “That’s right. But only because I got called off.”


  “By who?”


  “By whoever hired me.”


  “When did you get the call?”


  “I was in your trailer. I saw you get out of the car and
take off. I went to my car and got the call then. Around
ten-fifteen.”


  LuAnn sat back as the truth dawned on her: Jackson.
So that’s how he took care of those who refused to go
along.


  When she didn’t say anything, Romanello leaned forward. “So now that I’ve answered all your questions, why
don’t we discuss the arrangements for our little deal?”


  LuAnn stared at him for a full minute before speaking.
“If I find out you’re lying to me, you won’t like it one
bit.”


  “You know, somebody who kills for a living usually
strikes a little more fear into people than what you’re
showing,” he said, his dark eyes flickering at her. He partially unzipped his jacket again so that the butt of the 9-
mm was once more visible. “Don’t push it!” His tone was
menacing.


  

  LuAnn glanced at the pistol with contempt before settling her eyes back on his. “I growed up surrounded by
crazy people, Mr. Rainbow. Rednecks getting drunk and
pointing twelve-gauge shotguns in people’s faces and
then pulling the trigger just for fun, or cutting somebody
up so bad their momma wouldn’t have knowed them and
then betting on how long they’d take to bleed to death.
Then there was the black boy who ended up in a lake with
his throat slashed and his private parts gone, ’cause
somebody thought he was too uppity hanging around a
white girl. I’m pretty sure my daddy had something to do
with that, not that the police down there gave a damn. So
your little gun and your big man bullshit don’t mean crap
to me. Let’s just get this over with and then you can get
the hell out of my life.”


  The danger in the depths of Romanello’s eyes rapidly
dissipated. “All right,” he said quietly, zipping his jacket
back up.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  A half hour later Romanello and LuAnn exited the deli.
LuAnn climbed into a cab and headed back to her hotel
where, to follow through on her cover story to Charlie,
she would spend the next several hours at the beauty
salon. Romanello walked down the street in the opposite
direction, silently whistling to himself. Today had been a
very good day. The arrangements he had made with
LuAnn weren’t a hundred percent foolproof, but his gut
told him she would honor the deal she had made. If the
first installment of the money wasn’t in his account by
close of business two days from now, then he would be
on the phone to the police in Rikersville. She would pay,
Romanello was sure of that. Why bring all that grief on
yourself?


  

  Since he was in a festive mood, he decided to stop and
buy a bottle of Chianti on the way to his apartment. His
thoughts were already focused on the mansion he would
buy in some faraway land to replace it. He had earned
good money over the years exterminating human beings,
but he had to be careful in how he spent it or where he
kept it. The last thing he wanted was the IRS knocking on
his door asking to see his W-2s. Now that problem was
behind him. Instant, massive wealth allowed one to soar
beyond the reach of the Revenue boys, and everyone else.
Yes, it had been a great day, Romanello concluded.


  Not finding a cab handy, he opted for the subway. It
was very crowded and he could barely find standing
room in one of the train cars. He rode the subway for a
number of stops before pushing through the masses and
once again hitting the street. He turned the key in his
door, closed and locked it, and walked into the kitchen to
drop off the bottle. He was about to take off his jacket and
pour himself a glass of Chianti when someone knocked at
the door. He squinted through the peephole. The brown
uniform of the UPS man filled his line of vision.


  “What’s up?” he asked through the door.


  “Got a delivery for an Anthony Romanello, this address.” The UPS man was busily scanning the package,
an eight-by-eleven-inch container that bulged out at the
center.


  Romanello opened the door.


  “You Anthony Romanello?”


  He nodded.


  “Just sign right here, please.” He handed Romanello a
pen attached to what looked to be an electronic clipboard.


  “You’re not trying to serve me with legal papers, are
you?” Romanello grinned as he signed for the package.


  

  “They couldn’t pay me enough to do that,” the UPS
man replied. “My brother-in-law used to be a process
server up in Detroit. After he was shot the second time,
he went to work driving a bakery truck. Here you go.
Have a good one.”


  Romanello closed the door and felt the contents of the
package through the thin cardboard. A smile broke across
his lips. The second installment on his LuAnn Tyler hit.
He had been told of the possibility of being called off.
But his employer had assured him that the rest of the
money would be forthcoming regardless. The smile froze
on his face as it suddenly struck him that the payment
should have been mailed to his post office box. Nobody
was supposed to know where he lived. Or his real name.


  He whirled around at the sound behind him.


  Jackson emerged from the shadows of the living room.
Dressed as immaculately as when he had interviewed
LuAnn, Jackson leaned against the doorway to the
kitchen and looked Romanello up and down behind a pair
of dark glasses. Jackson’s hair was streaked with gray
and a neatly trimmed beard covered his chin. His cheeks
were large and puffy, the ears red and flattened-looking,
both the result of carefully designed latex molds.


  “Who the hell are you and how did you get in here?”


  In response, Jackson pointed one gloved hand at the
package. “Open it.”


  “What?” Romanello growled back.


  “Count the money and make certain it’s all there. Don’t
worry, you won’t hurt my feelings by doing so.”


  “Look—”


  

  Jackson slipped off the glasses and his eyes bored into
Romanello. “Open it.” The voice was barely above a
whisper and spoken in an entirely nonthreatening manner
that made Romanello wonder why he was shivering inside. After all, he had murdered six people in premeditated fashion over the span of the last three years.
Nobody intimidated him.


  He quickly ripped open the package and the contents
spilled out. Romanello watched as the cut-up newspaper
drifted to the floor.


  “Is this supposed to be funny? If it is, I’m not laughing.” He glowered at Jackson.


  Jackson shook his head sadly. “As soon as I hung up
with you I knew my little slip over the phone would
prove to be serious. I made mention of LuAnn Tyler and
money, and money, as you well know, makes people do
strange things.”


  “What exactly are you talking about?”


  “Mr. Romanello, you were hired to perform a job for
me. Once that task was called off, your participation in
my affairs was at an end. Or let me rephrase that: Your
participation in my affairs was supposed to be at an end.”


  “They were at an end. I didn’t kill the lady and all I get
from you is cut-up newspaper. I’m the one who should be
pissed.”


  Jackson ticked the points off with his fingers. “You followed the woman back to New York. You, in fact, have
been following her all over the city. You sent her a note.
You met with her, and while I wasn’t privy to the conversation itself, from the looks of things the subject matter wasn’t pleasant.”


  “How the hell do you know all that?”


  “There isn’t much I don’t know, Mr. Romanello. There
really isn’t.” Jackson put the glasses back on.


  “Well, you can’t prove anything.”


  Jackson laughed, a laugh that sent every hair on Romanello’s neck skyward and made him reach for his gun,
a gun that was no longer there.


  Jackson looked at the man’s amazed face and shook his
head sadly. “Subways are so crowded this time of night.
Pickpockets, I understand, can stalk honest people with
impunity. There’s no telling what else you might find
missing.”


  “Well, like I said, you can’t prove it. And it’s not like
you can just go to the cops. You hired me to kill someone.
That doesn’t do a whole lot for your credibility.”


  “I have no interest in going to the authorities. You disobeyed my instructions and in doing so jeopardized my
plans. I came here to inform you that I was aware of this,
to plainly show you that the rest of your money has been
forfeited because of your improper actions, and that I
have decided upon the appropriate punishment. A punishment that I fully intend to mete out now.”


  Romanello drew himself up to his full six feet three
inch height, towering over Jackson, and laughed heartily.
“Well, if you came here to punish me, I hope you brought
somebody else with you to do the punishing.”


  “I prefer to handle these matters myself.”


  “Well, then this is going to be your last job.” In a flash,
Romanello’s hand went down to his ankle and he was
erect again in a second, the jagged-edge blade in his right
hand. He started forward and then stopped as he eyed the
device in Jackson’s hand.


  

  “The touted advantages of strength and superior size
are so often overrated, wouldn’t you agree?” said Jackson. The twin darts shot out from the taser gun and hit
Romanello dead center in the chest. Jackson continued to
squeeze the trigger, sending 120,000 volts of electricity
along the thin metal cords that were attached to the darts.
Romanello went down as though poleaxed, and he lay
there staring up as Jackson stood over him.


  “I’ve held the trigger down for a full minute now,
which will incapacitate you for at least fifteen minutes,
more than ample for my purposes.”


  Romanello watched helplessly as Jackson knelt down
beside him and gingerly pulled the two darts free and
packed the apparatus back in his pocket. He carefully
opened Romanello’s shirt. “Quite hairy, Mr. Romanello.
A medical examiner will never pick up on the extremely
small holes in your chest.” The next item Jackson withdrew from his coat would have left Romanello numb if he
hadn’t already been. With his tongue feeling as big as a
knobby tree root, Romanello thought he had suffered a
stroke. His limbs were useless to him; there was no physical sensation at all. He could still see clearly, however,
and suddenly wished he had been blinded as well. He
watched in horror as Jackson methodically checked the
hypodermic needle he held in his hand.


  

  “It’s mostly an innocuous saline solution, you know,”
Jackson said as though he were addressing a science
class. “I say mostly, because what’s lurking in here can be
quite deadly under certain conditions.” He smiled down
at Romanello and paused for a moment as he considered
the import of his own words and then continued. “This
solution contains prostaglandin, a substance produced
naturally in the body. Normal levels are measured in micrograms. I’m about to give you a dose several thousand
times that, measured in milligrams in fact. When this
dose hits your heart it will cause the coronary arteries to
severely constrict, triggering what doctors would technically term a myocardial infarction or coronary occlusion,
also known as a heart attack of the most devastating kind.
To tell you the truth, I’ve never combined the effects of
electrification caused by the stun gun with this method of
inflicting death. It might be interesting to observe the
process.” Jackson was betraying no more emotion than if
he were about to dissect a frog in biology class. “Since
prostaglandin occurs naturally in the body, as I mentioned, it’s also naturally metabolized by the body, meaning there will be no suspiciously high traces left for a
medical examiner to detect. I’m currently working on a
poison to which I will attach an enzyme, encapsulated by
a special coating. The protective cover is quickly broken
down by the components in the bloodstream; however,
the poison will have ample time to do its work before that
occurs. Once the protective coating is gone the enzymes
will instantly react with the poison compound and break
it down, in effect destroying it. They use a similar process
to clean up oil slicks. It’s absolutely untraceable. I was
planning to use it on you tonight; however, the process is
not yet perfected and I hate to rush things of that nature.
Chemistry, after all, requires patience and precision.
Hence, the fallback to the old reliable: prostaglandin.”


  Jackson held the needle very close to Romanello’s
neck, seeking the perfect entry site. “They will find you
here, a young, strapping man felled in his prime by natural causes. Another statistic in the ongoing health debate.”


  

  Romanello’s eyes almost exploded out of his head as
he struggled with every ounce of will to break the grip of
inertia the stun gun had caused. The veins stood out on
his neck with the effort he was exerting and Jackson quietly thanked him for providing such a convenient place,
right before the needle plunged into the jugular vein and
its contents poured into his body. Jackson smiled and
gently patted Romanello on the head as his pupils shot
back and forth like a metronome.


  From his bag, Jackson extracted a razor blade. “Now,
a sharp-eyed medical examiner might pick up on the hypodermic’s entry site, so we will have to address that.”
Using the razor, Jackson nicked Romanello’s skin at the
precise place the needle had gone in. A drop of blood
floated to the surface of the skin. Jackson replaced the
razor in the bag and pulled out a Band-Aid. He pressed it
across the fresh cut and sat back to study his handiwork,
smiling as he did so.


  “I’m sorry that it’s come to this, as your services might
have been useful to me in the future.” Jackson picked up
one of Romanello’s limp hands and made the sign of the
cross over the stricken man’s chest. “I know that you
were raised Roman Catholic, Mr. Romanello,” he said
earnestly, “although you obviously have strayed from the
teachings of the Church, but I’m afraid a priest to administer last rites is out of the question. I hardly think it matters where you’re going anyway, do you? Purgatory is
such a silly notion after all.” He picked up Romanello’s
knife and placed it back in the sheath strapped to his
ankle.


  

  Jackson was about to stand up when he noted the edge
of the newspaper sticking out from the inside of Romanello’s jacket pocket. He nimbly plucked it out. As he
read the article detailing the story of the two murders,
drugs, LuAnn’s disappearance, and the police’s search
for her, his features became grim. That explained a lot.
Romanello was blackmailing her. Or attempting to. Had
he discovered this piece of information a day earlier,
Jackson’s solution would have been simple. He would’ve
executed LuAnn Tyler on the spot. Now he could not do
that and he hated that he had lost partial control of the situation. She had already been confirmed as the winning
ticket holder. She was scheduled to appear to the world in
less than twenty-four hours as the lottery’s newest winner. Yes, now her requests made more sense. He folded
up the piece of paper and put it in his pocket. Like it or
not, he was wedded to LuAnn Tyler, warts and all. It was
a challenge, and, if nothing else, he loved a challenge.
However, he would take control back. He would tell her
exactly what she had to do, and if she didn’t follow his instructions precisely, then he would kill her after she won
the lottery.


  

  Jackson gathered up the shredded newspaper and remnants of the UPS package. The dark suit he was wearing
came off with a tug on certain discreet parts of the garment, and together with the now revealed body moldings
that had given Jackson his girth, all of these items were
packed in a pizza carrier bag that Jackson pulled from a
corner of the living room. Underneath, a much slimmer
Jackson was wearing the blue and white shirt proclaiming him to be a Domino’s Pizza delivery person. From
one of his pockets, he pulled out a piece of thread and,
edging it carefully under the putty on his nose, lifted the
piece cleanly off and stuck it in the pizza box. The mole,
beard, and ear pieces he similarly discarded. He swabbed
his face down with alcohol from a bottle pulled from his
pocket, removing the shadows and highlights that had
aged his face. His hands worked quickly and methodically from years of long practice. Last, he combed a gel
through his hair that effectively removed the sprayed-on
streaks of gray. He checked his altered appearance in a
small mirror hanging on the wall. Then this chameleon
landscape was swiftly altered by a small bristly mustache
applied with spirit gum, and a hair extender hung in a
long ponytail out from under the Yankee baseball cap he
was now putting on. Dark glasses covered his eyes; dress
shoes were replaced with tennis shoes. He once again
checked his appearance: completely different. He had to
smile. It was quite a talent. When Jackson quietly left the
building a few seconds later, Romanello’s features were
relaxed, peaceful. They would forever remain so.









  


  

  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  “Everything will be all right, LuAnn.” Roger Davis, the
young, handsome man who had announced the lottery
drawing, said these words as he patted her on the hand. “I
know you have to be nervous but I’ll be right there with
you. We’ll make it as painless as possible for you, I give
you my word,” he said gallantly.


  They were in a plush room inside the lottery building,
just down the corridor from the large auditorium where a
mass of press and regular folk awaited the latest lottery
winner’s arrival. LuAnn wore a pale blue knee-length
dress with matching shoes, her hair and makeup impeccable thanks to the in-house staff at the Lottery Commission. The cut on her jaw had healed enough that she had
opted for makeup instead of the bandage.


  

  “You look beautiful, LuAnn,” said Davis. “I can’t
remember a winner looking so ravishing, I mean that.” He
sat down right next to her, his leg touching hers.


  LuAnn flashed him a quick smile, slid a couple of
inches away, and turned her attention to Lisa. “I don’t
want Lisa to have to go out there. All them lights and people would just scare her to death.”


  “That’s fine. She can stay in here. We’ll have someone
watching her of course, every minute. Security is very
tight here as you can imagine.” He paused while he once
again took in LuAnn’s shapely form. “We’ll announce
that you have a daughter, though. That’s why your story
is so great. Young mother and daughter, all this wealth.
You must be so happy.” He patted her on the knee and
then let his hand linger for a moment before pulling it
away. She wondered again whether he was in on all of it.
Whether he knew she had won an enormous fortune by
cheating. He looked the type, she concluded. The kind
who would do anything for money. She imagined he
would be very well paid for helping to pull off something
this big.


  “How long until we go out there?” she asked.


  “About ten minutes.” He smiled at her again and then
said as casually as possible, “Uh, you weren’t exactly
clear on your marital status. Will your husband—”


  “I’m not married,” LuAnn said quickly.


  “Oh, well, will the father of the child be attending?”
He added quickly, “We just have to know for scheduling
purposes.”


  LuAnn looked dead at him. “No, he won’t.”


  

  Davis smiled confidently and inched closer. “I see.
Hmmm.” He made a steeple with his hands and rested
them against his lips for a moment and then he laid one
arm casually across the back of her seat. “Well, I don’t
know what your plans are, but if you need anyone to
show you around town I am absolutely here for you,
LuAnn, twenty-four hours a day. I know after living all
your life in a small town, that the big city”—Davis lifted
his other arm dramatically toward the ceiling—“must be
very overwhelming. But I know it like the back of my
hand. The best restaurants, theaters, shopping. We could
have a great time.” He edged still closer, his eyes hugging
the contours of her body as his fingers drifted toward her
shoulder.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Davis, I think maybe you got the
wrong idea. Lisa’s father ain’t coming for the press conference, but he’s coming up after. He had to get leave
first.”


  “Leave?”


  “He’s in the Navy. He’s with the SEALs.” She shook
her head and stared off as if digging up some shocking
memories. “Let me tell you, it downright scares me some
of the stuff he’s told me about. But if there’s anybody that
can take care of himself it’s Frank. Why, he beat six guys
unconscious in a bar one time ’cause they were coming
on to me. He probably would’ve killed them if the police
hadn’t pulled him off, and it took five of them to do it,
big, strong cops, too.”


  Davis’s mouth dropped open and he scooted away
from LuAnn. “Good Lord!”


  “Oh, but don’t say nothing about that at the press conference, Mr. Davis. What Frank does is all top-secret-like
and he’d get real pissed at you if you said anything. Real
pissed!” She stared intently at him, watching the waves
of fear pour over his pretty-boy features.


  Davis stood up abruptly. “No, of course not, not one
word. I swear.” Davis licked his lips and put a shaky hand
through his heavily moussed hair. “I’d better go check on
things, LuAnn.” He managed a weak smile and gave her
a shaky thumbs-up.


  She returned the gesture. “Thanks so much for understanding, Mr. Davis.” After he had gone, LuAnn turned
back to Lisa. “You ain’t never gonna have to do that,
baby doll. And pretty soon, your momma ain’t gonna
have to do it no more either.” She cradled Lisa against her
chest and stared across at the clock on the wall, watching
the time tick down.


   


  Charlie glanced around the crowded auditorium while
he methodically pushed his way toward the front of the
stage. He stopped at a spot where he could see clearly and
waited. He would’ve liked to be up on the stage with
LuAnn, giving her what he knew would be much needed
moral support. However, that was out of the question. He
had to remain in the background; raising suspicion was
not part of his job description. He would see LuAnn after
the press conference was completed. He also would have
to tell her his decision about whether he would accompany her or not. The problem was he hadn’t made up his
mind yet. He stuffed his hand in his pocket for a cigarette
and then remembered smoking wasn’t permitted in the
building. He really was craving the soothing influences
of the tobacco and for a brief instant he contemplated
sneaking outside for a quick one, but there wasn’t enough
time.


  

  He sighed and his broad shoulders collapsed. He had
spent the better part of his life roaming from point to
point with nothing in the way of a comprehensive plan,
nothing resembling long-term goals. He loved kids and
would never have any of his own. He was paid well, but
while money went a long way toward improving his
physical surroundings it didn’t really contribute to his
genuine overall happiness. At his age, he figured this was
as good as it was going to get. The avenues he had taken
as a young man had pretty much dictated what the remaining years of his life would be like. Until now. LuAnn
Tyler had offered him a way out of that. He held no delusions that she was interested in him sexually, and in the
cold face of reality, away from her unpretentious and yet
incredibly seductive presence, Charlie had concluded that
he did not want that either. What he wanted was her sincere friendship, her goodness—two elements that had
been appallingly lacking in his life. And that brought him
back to the choice. Should he go or not? If he went, he
had little doubt that he would enjoy the hell out of LuAnn
and Lisa, with an added plus of being a father figure for
the little girl. For a few years anyway. But he had sat up
most of the night thinking about what would happen after
those first few years.


  

  It was inevitable that beautiful LuAnn, with her new
wealth, and the refinement that would come from those
riches, would be the target of dozens of the world’s most
eligible men. She was very young, had one child, and
would want more. She would marry one of these men.
That man would assume the responsibilities of fathering
Lisa, and properly so. He would be the man in LuAnn’s
life. And where would that leave Charlie? He edged forward, squeezing between two CNN cameramen as he
thought about this again. At some point, Charlie figured,
he would be compelled to leave them. It would be too
awkward. It wasn’t like he was family or anything. And
when that time came it would be painful, more painful
than allowing his body to be used for a punching bag during his youth. After spending only a few days with them,
he felt a bond with LuAnn and Lisa that he had not managed to form in over ten years of marriage with his ex-wife. What would it be like after three or four years
together? Could he calmly walk away from Lisa and her
mother without suffering an irreparably broken heart, a
screwed-up psyche? He shook his head. What a tough
guy he had turned out to be. He barely knew these simple
people from the South and he was now engulfed in a life-churning decision the consequences of which he was extrapolating out years into the future.


  A part of him said simply go for the ride and enjoy the
hell out of yourself. You could be dead from a heart attack next year, what the hell did it matter? The other part
of him, though, he was afraid, was winning the day. He
knew that he could be LuAnn’s friend for the rest of his
life, but he didn’t know if he could do it close-up, every
day, with the knowledge that it might end abruptly.
“Shit,” he muttered. It came down to pure envy, he decided. If he were only twenty—he shrugged—okay,
thirty years younger. Envy of the guy who would eventually win her. Win her love, a love that he was sure would
last forever, at least on her side. And heaven help the poor
man who betrayed her. She was a hellcat, that was easy to
see. A firecracker with a heart of gold, but that was a big
part of the attraction: Polar opposites like that in the same
fragile shell of skin and bones and raw nerve endings was
a rare find.


  Charlie abruptly stopped his musings and looked up at
the stage. The entire crowd seemed to tense all at once,
like a biceps flexing and forming a ridge of muscle. Then
the cameras started clicking away as LuAnn, tall,
queenly, and calm, walked gracefully into their field of
vision and stood before them all. Charlie shook his head
in silent wonderment. “Damn,” he said under his breath.
She had just made his decision that much harder.


   


  Sheriff Roy Waymer nearly spit his mouthful of beer
clear across the room as he watched LuAnn Tyler waving
back at him from the TV. “Jesus, Joseph, Mary!” He
looked over at his wife, Doris, whose eyes were boring
into the twenty-seven-inch screen.


  “You been looking for her all over the county and there
she is right there in New York City,” Doris exclaimed.
“The gall of that girl. And she just won all that money.”
Doris said this bitterly as she wrung her hands together;
twenty-four torn-up lottery tickets resided in the trash can
in her back yard.


  Waymer wrestled his considerable girth out of his La-Z-Boy and headed toward the telephone. “I phoned up to
the train stations around here and at the airport in Atlanta,
but I hadn’t heard nothing back yet. I didn’t take her to be
heading up to no New York, though. I didn’t put no APB
out on LuAnn because I didn’t think she’d be able to get
out of the county, much less the state. I mean, the girl
ain’t even got a car. And she had the baby and all. I
thought for sure she’d just hightail it over to some
friend’s house.”


  

  “Well, it sure looks like she slipped right out on you.”
Doris pointed at LuAnn on the TV. “Right or wrong there
ain’t many people that look like that, that’s for sure.”


  “Well, Mother,” he said to his wife, “we don’t exactly
have the manpower of the FBI down here. With Freddie
out with his back I only got two uniformed officers on
duty. And the state police are up to their eyeballs in work;
they couldn’t spare nobody.” He picked up the phone.


  Doris looked at him anxiously. “You think LuAnn
killed Duane and that other boy?”


  Waymer held the phone up to his ear and shrugged.
“LuAnn could kick the crap out of most men I know. She
sure as hell could Duane. But that other guy was a hoss,
almost three hundred pounds.” He started punching in
numbers on the phone. “But she coulda snuck up behind
him and smashed that phone over his head. She’d been in
a fight. More than one person saw her with a bandage on
her chin that day.”


  “Drugs was behind it, that’s for sure,” Doris said.
“That poor little baby in that trailer with all them drugs.”


  Waymer was nodding his head. “I know that.”


  “I bet’cha LuAnn was the brains behind it all. She’s
sharp, all right, we all know that. And she was always too
good for us. She tried to hide it, but we could all see
through that. She didn’t belong here, she wanted to get
out, but she didn’t have no way. Drug money, that was
her way, you mark my words, Roy.”


  “I hear you, Mother. Except she don’t need drug
money no more.” He nodded toward the TV.


  “You best hurry up then, before she gets away.”


  “I’ll contact the police up in New York to go pick her
up.”


  “Think they’ll do that?”


  “Mother, she’s a possible suspect in a double murder
investigation,” he said importantly. “Even if she ain’t
done nothing wrong, she’s probably gonna be what they
call a material witness.”


  “Yeah, but you think those Yankee police up in New
York gonna care about that? Huh!”


  “Police is police, Doris, North or South. The law’s the
law.”


  Unconvinced of the virtues of her Northern compatriots, Doris snorted and then suddenly looked hopeful.
“Well, if she’s convicted wouldn’t she have to give back
the money she won?” Doris looked back at the TV, at
LuAnn’s smiling face, wondering whether to go out to
the trash and try to reconstruct all those lottery tickets.
“She sure as heck wouldn’t need all that money in prison,
would she?”


  Sheriff Waymer didn’t answer. He was now trying to
get through to the NYPD.


   


  LuAnn held the big check, waved, and smiled at the
crowds and answered a barrage of questions thrown at
her from all sides of the vast room. Her picture was transported across the United States and then across the world.


  Had she definitive plans for the money? If so, what
were they?


  “You’ll know,” LuAnn answered. “You’ll see, but
you’ll just have to wait.”


  There were a series of predictably stupid questions
such as “Do you feel lucky?”


  “Incredibly,” she responded. “More than you’ll ever
know.”


  “Will you spend it all in one place?”


  “Not likely unless it’s a really, really big place.”


  “Will you help your family?”


  “I’ll help all the people I care about.”


  Three times her hand was sought in matrimony. She
answered each suitor differently and with polite humor
but the bottom line was always “No.” Charlie silently
fumed at these exchanges; and then, checking his watch,
he made his way out of the room.


  After more questions, more photos, and more laughter
and smiles, the press conference was finally over and
LuAnn was escorted off the stage. She returned to the
holding room, quickly changed into slacks and a blouse,
erased all the makeup from her face, piled her long hair
under a cowboy hat, and picked up Lisa. She checked her
watch. Barely twenty minutes had passed since she had
been introduced to the world as the new lottery winner.
She expected that the local sheriff would be contacting
the New York police by now. Everyone from LuAnn’s
hometown watched the lottery drawing religiously including Sheriff Roy Waymer. The timing would be very
tight.


  Davis leaned his head in the door. “Uh, Ms. Tyler,
there’s a car waiting for you at the rear entrance to the
building. I’ll have someone escort you down if you’re
ready.”


  “Ready as I’ll ever be.” When he turned to leave,
LuAnn called after him. “If anybody shows up asking for
me, I’ll be at my hotel.”


  Davis looked at her coldly. “Are you expecting anyone?”


  “Lisa’s father, Frank.”


  Davis’s face tightened. “And you’re staying at?”


  “The Plaza.”


  “Of course.”


  “But please don’t tell anybody else where I am. I
haven’t seen Frank in a while. He’s been on maneuvers
for almost three months. So we don’t want to be disturbed.” She arched her eyebrows wickedly and smiled.
“You know what I mean?”


  Davis managed a very insincere smile and made a
mock bow. “You can trust me implicitly, Ms. Tyler. Your
chariot awaits.”


  Inwardly, LuAnn smiled. Now she was certain that
when the police came for her, they would be directed as
fast as possible to the Plaza Hotel. That would gain her
the precious moments she would need to escape this
town, and this country. Her new life was about to begin.









  


  

  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  The rear exit was very private and thus very quiet. A
black stretch limo confronted LuAnn as she left the building. The chauffeur tipped his cap to her and held open the
door. She got in and settled Lisa in the seat next to her.


  “Good work, LuAnn. Your performance was flawless,”
Jackson said.


  LuAnn nearly screamed out as she jerked around and
stared into the dark recesses of the limo’s far corner. All
the interior lights in the rear of the limo were off except
for a solitary one directly over her head that suddenly
came on, illuminating her. She felt as though she were
back on the stage at the lottery building. She could barely
make out his shape as he hunkered back into his seat.


  

  His voice drifted out to her. “Really very poised and
dignified, a touch of humor when it was called for, the reporters eat that up, you know. And of course the looks to
top it all off. Tres marriage proposals during one press
conference is certainly a record as far as I’m aware.”


  LuAnn composed herself and settled back into her seat
as the limo proceeded down the street. “Thank you.”


  “Quite frankly I was concerned that you would make a
complete fool of yourself. Nothing against you of course.
As I said before, you are an intelligent young woman;
however, anyone, no matter their sophistication, thrust
into a strange situation, is more apt to fail than not,
wouldn’t you agree?”


  “I’ve had a lot of practice.”


  “Excuse me?” Jackson leaned forward slightly but still
remained hidden from her view. “Practice with what?”


  LuAnn stared toward the darkened corner, her vision
blocked by the shining light. “Strange situations.”


  “You know, LuAnn, you really do amaze me sometimes, you really do. In some limited instances your perspicacity rivals my own and I don’t say that lightly.” He
stared at her for several more seconds and then opened a
briefcase lying on the seat next to him and pulled out several pieces of paper. As he sat back against the soft
leather, a smile played across his features and a sigh of
contentment escaped his lips.


  “And now, LuAnn, it’s time to discuss the conditions.”


  LuAnn fumbled with her blouse before crossing her
legs. “We need to talk about something first.”


  Jackson cocked his head. “Really? And what might
that be?”


  

  LuAnn let out a deep breath. She had stayed awake all
night deciding how best to tell him about the man calling
himself Rainbow. She had first wondered whether Jackson needed to know at all. Then she decided that since it
was about the money, that he would probably find out at
some point. Better it be from her.


  “A man came and talked to me yesterday.”


  “A man, you say. What about?”


  “He wanted money from me.”


  Jackson laughed. “LuAnn, my dear, everybody will
want money from you.”


  “No, it’s not like that. He wanted half of my winnings.”


  “Excuse me? That’s absurd.”


  “No it ain’t. He… he had some information about me,
things that had happened to me, that he said he would tell,
if I didn’t pay him.”


  “My goodness, what sorts of things?”


  LuAnn paused and looked out the window. “Can I
have something to drink?”


  “Help yourself.” A gloved finger came out of the darkness and pointed to the door built into one side of the
limo. LuAnn did not look in his direction as she opened
the refrigerator door and pulled out a Coke.


  She took a long drink, wiped her lips, and continued.
“Something happened to me right before I called to tell
you I was going to take your offer.”


  “Would that possibly be the two dead bodies in your
trailer? The drugs there? The fact that the police are looking for you? Or perhaps something else you tried to hide
from me?” She didn’t answer at first, nervously cradling
the soda in her lap, the astonishment clear on her face.


  “I didn’t have nothing to do with those drugs. And that
man was trying to kill me. I was just protecting myself.”


  

  “I should have realized when you wanted to leave town
so quickly, change your name, all that, that there was
something up.” He shook his head sadly. “My poor, poor
LuAnn. I guess I would’ve left town quickly too, confronted with those circumstances. And who would have
thought it of our little Duane. Drugs! How terrible. But I
tell you what, out of the goodness of my heart, I won’t
hold it against you. What’s past is past. However”—here
Jackson’s tone became starkly forceful—“don’t ever try
to hide anything from me again, LuAnn. Please don’t do
that to yourself.”


  “But this man—”


  Jackson spoke impatiently. “That’s taken care of. You
certainly won’t be giving any money to him.”


  She stared into the darkness, amazement again spreading across her face. “But how could you have done that?”


  “People are always saying that about me: How could I
have done that?” Jackson looked amused and said in a
slightly hushed voice, “I can do anything, LuAnn, don’t
you know that by now? Anything. Does that frighten
you? If it doesn’t, it should. It even frightens me sometimes.”


  “The man said he was sent to kill me.”


  “Indeed.”


  “But then he got called off.”


  “How terribly peculiar.”


  “Timewise, I figure he got called off right after I called
you and said I’d do it.”


  “Life is chock full of coincidence, isn’t it?” Jackson’s
tone had become mocking.


  Now LuAnn’s features took on their own glint of ferocity. “I get bit, I bite back, real hard. Just so we understand each other, Mr. Jackson.”


  

  “I think we understand each other perfectly, LuAnn.”
In the darkness, she heard papers rustling. “However, this
certainly complicates matters. When you wanted your
name changed, I thought we could still do everything
aboveboard.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Taxes, LuAnn. We do have the issue of taxes.”


  “But I thought all that money was mine to keep. The
government couldn’t touch it. That’s what all the ads
say.”


  “That’s not exactly true. In fact the advertising is very
misleading. Funny how the government can do that. The
principal is not tax-free, it’s tax-deferred. But only for the
first year.”


  “What the hell does that mean?”


  “It means that for the first year the winner pays no federal or state taxes, but the amount of that tax is simply deferred until the next year. The underlying tax is still
owed, it’s just the timing that’s affected. No penalties or
interest will accrue of course, so long as payment is made
on a timely basis during the next tax year. The law states
that the tax must be paid over ten years in equal installments. On one hundred million dollars, for example, you
will owe roughly fifty million dollars in state and federal
income tax, or one half the total amount. You’re obviously in the highest tax bracket now. Divided by ten years
the tax payment comes to five million dollars per year. In
addition to that, generally speaking, any money you earn
from the principal amount is taxable without any type of
tax-deferred status.


  

  “And I must tell you, LuAnn. I have plans for that principal, rather grand plans. You will make a great deal more
money in the coming years; however, it will almost all be
taxable income, dividends, capital gains, interest from
taxable bonds, that sort of thing. That ordinarily would
not present a problem, since law-abiding citizens who are
not on the run from the police under an assumed name
can file their tax returns, pay their fair share of tax, and
live quite nicely. You can no longer do that. If my people
filed your tax return under the name LuAnn Tyler with
your current address and other personal information,
don’t you think the police might come knocking on your
door?”


  “Well, can’t I pay tax under my new name?”


  “Ah, potentially a brilliant solution; however, the IRS
tends to get quite curious when the very first tax return
filed by someone barely out of her teens has so many
zeros on it. They might wonder what you were doing before and why all of a sudden you’re richer than a Rockefeller. Again, the result would probably be the police, or
even more likely the FBI, knocking on your door. No,
that won’t really do.”


  “So what do we do?”


  When Jackson next spoke, the tone that reached
LuAnn’s ears made her tighten her grip on Lisa.


  “You will do exactly as I tell you, LuAnn. You are ticketed on a flight that will take you out of the country. You
will never return to the United States. This little mess in
Georgia has bestowed upon you a life on the move. Forever, I’m afraid.”


  “But—”


  “There’s no but to it, LuAnn, that is the way it will be.
Do you understand?”


  

  LuAnn sat back against the leather seat and said stubbornly, “I got enough money now to where I can handle
myself okay. And I don’t like people telling me what to
do.”


  “Is that right?” Jackson’s hand closed around the pistol
he had lifted from his briefcase. In the darkness he could
have swung it up in an instant: mother and child obliterated. “Well, then why don’t you take your chances on getting out of the country by yourself. Would you like to do
that?”


  “I can take care of myself.”


  “That’s not the point. You made a deal with me,
LuAnn. A deal I expect you to honor. Unless you’re a fool
you will work with me and not against me. You will see
that in the long run your and my interests are the same.
Otherwise, I can stop the limo right here, toss you and the
child out, and I’ll phone the police to come and pick you
up. It’s your choice. Decide. Now!”


  Confronted with that option, LuAnn looked desperately around the interior of the limo. Her eyes finally settled on Lisa. Her daughter looked up at her with big, soft
eyes; there was complete faith there. LuAnn let out a
deep breath. What choice did she really have?


  “All right.”


  Jackson again rustled the papers he held. “Now, we
have just enough time to go over these documents. There
are a number of them for you to sign, but let me discuss
the principal terms first. I will try to be as simple in my
explanation as possible.


  

  “You have just won one hundred million dollars and
change. As we speak, that money has been placed into a
special escrow account set up by the Lottery Commission
under your name. By the way, I have obtained a Social
Security number for you, under your new name. It makes
life so much easier when you have one of those. Once
you execute these papers my people will be able to transfer the funds out of that account and into one over which
I will have complete and total control.”


  “But how do I get to the money?” LuAnn protested.


  

  “Patience, LuAnn, all will be explained. The money
will be invested as I see fit and for my own account.
However, from those investment funds you will be guaranteed a minimum return of twenty-five percent per
annum, which comes to approximately twenty-five million dollars per year. Those funds will be available to you
all during the course of the year. I have accountants and
financial advisors who will handle all of that for you,
don’t worry.” He held up a cautionary finger.
“Understand that that is income from principal. The one hundred
million is never touched. I will control that principal
amount for a period of ten years and invest it however I
choose. It will take several months or more to fully implement my plans for the money, so the ten-year period
will commence approximately in the late fall of this year.
I will provide you with the exact date later. Ten years
from that date, you will receive the full one hundred million dollars back. Any of the yearly income you’ve
earned over the ten years is of course yours to keep. We
will invest that for you as well, free of charge. I’m sure
you’re ignorant of this, but at that rate, your money, compounded, less even an exorbitant personal allowance, will
double approximately every three years, particularly
when you don’t pay any taxes. Under practically any reasonable projection, you will be worth hundreds of millions of dollars at the end of the ten-year period,
risk-free.” Jackson’s eyes sparkled as he rattled off the
figures. “It’s positively intoxicating, isn’t it, LuAnn? It
just beats the hell out of a hundred dollars a day, doesn’t
it? You’ve come a long way in less than a week, you truly
have.” He laughed heartily. “To start you off, I will advance you the sum of five million dollars, interest-free.
That should be sufficient to keep you until the investment
earnings come rolling in.”


  LuAnn swallowed hard at the mention of the gigantic
sums. “I don’t know nothing about investing, but how
can you guarantee me so much money each year?”


  Jackson looked disappointed. “The same way I could
guarantee that you would win the lottery. If I can perform
that magic, I think I can handle Wall Street.”


  “What if something should happen to me?”


  “The contract you will be signing binds your heirs and
assigns.” He nodded at Lisa. “Your daughter. However,
that income would go to her and at the end of the ten-year
period so would the principal amount. There’s also a
power of attorney form. I took the liberty of already having filled in the notary panel. I’m a man of many talents.”
He chuckled lightly. From out of the darkness, Jackson
extended the packet of documents and a pen to her.
“They’re clearly marked where your signature is required. I trust that you are satisfied with the terms. I told
you from the start that they would be generous, didn’t I?”


  LuAnn hesitated for an instant.


  “Is there a problem, LuAnn?” Jackson asked sharply.


  She shook her head, quickly signed the documents,
and handed them back. Jackson took the documents and
slid open a compartment in the console of the limo.


  LuAnn heard Jackson make some tapping sounds and
a loud screech ensued and then stopped.


  Jackson said, “Faxes are wonderful things especially
when time is of the essence. Within ten minutes the funds
will be wired into my account.” He picked the papers up
as they slid out of the machine and placed them back into
his briefcase.


  

  “Your bags are in the trunk. I have your plane tickets
and hotel reservations with me. I have planned your itinerary out for the first twelve months. It will be a great
deal of travel; however, I think the scenery will be pleasant enough. I have honored your request to travel to Sweden, the land of your maternal ancestors. Think of it all as
an extremely long vacation. I may have you end up in
Monaco. They have no personal income tax. However,
out of an abundance of caution I’m putting together and
thoroughly documenting an intricate cover story for you.
In sum, you left the States as a very young girl. You met
and married a wealthy foreign national. The money will
all be his, as far as the IRS is concerned. You see? The
funds will be kept only in foreign banks and offshore accounts. U.S. banks have stringent reporting requirements
to the IRS. None of your money will ever, ever be kept in
the United States. However, keep in mind that you will be
traveling under a United States passport as a United
States citizen. Some accounts of your wealth may well
trickle back here. We have to be prepared for that. However, if the money is all your husband’s, who is not an
American citizen, who does not reside at any time in this
country, who earns no income directly in America, or
from investments or business endeavors connected to this
country, then, generally speaking, the IRS cannot touch
you. I won’t bore you with the complex tax rules having
to do with U.S. source income such as interest on bonds
issued by U.S. concerns, dividends paid by U.S. corporations, other transactions and sales of property having
some tangible connection to the United States that could
trip up the unwary. My people will take care of all that.
Believe me when I say it won’t be a problem.”


  LuAnn reached out for the tickets.


  “Not quite yet, LuAnn, we have some steps to take.
The police,” he said pointedly.


  “I took care of that.”


  “Oh, did you now?” His tone was one of amusement.
“Well, I would be very surprised if New York’s Finest
weren’t stationing themselves at every airport, bus, and
train station right this very minute. Since you’re a felon
fleeing across state lines, they’ve probably called the FBI
in as well. They’re sharp. It’s not like they’ll be waiting
patiently at your hotel for you to show up.” He looked out
the window of the limo. “We have some preparations to
take care of. It’ll give the police additional time to set up
their net; however, it’s a trade-off we have to make.”


  As Jackson was talking, LuAnn felt the limo slow
down and then stop. Then she heard a long, slow clanking sound, as though a door were being raised. When it
stopped, the limo pulled through and then stopped again.


  The limo phone rang and Jackson quickly answered it.
He listened for a few moments and then hung up.
“Confirmation that the hundred million dollars has been received; though it’s after regular banking hours, I’d had
special arrangements in place. Omniscience is such a rewarding gift.”


  He patted the seat. “Now I need you to sit next to me.
First, close your eyes and then give me your hand so I can
guide you,” Jackson said, reaching for it out of the darkness.


  “Why do I have to close my eyes?”


  “Indulge me, LuAnn. I can’t resist a little drama in life,
particularly since it’s so rare. I can assure you that what
I’m about to do will be absolutely essential to your safely
evading the police and starting your new life.”


  LuAnn started to question him again but then thought
better of it. She took his hand and closed her eyes.


  He settled her down beside him. She could feel a light
shine down on her features. She jerked as she felt the
scissors cut into her hair. Jackson’s breath was right next
to her ear. “I would advise you not to do that again. It’s
hard enough to do this in such a small space with limited
time and equipment. I wouldn’t want to do you serious
damage.” Jackson continued cutting until her hair
stopped just above her ears. He periodically stuffed the
cut hair into a large trash bag. A wet substance was continually run through the remaining strands and then it
quickly hardened almost like concrete. Jackson used a
styling brush to manipulate the remaining strands into
place.


  

  Jackson next clamped a portable mirror surrounded by
nonheating light bulbs to the edge of the limo’s console.
Ordinarily, with the nose job he was going to perform, he
would employ two mirrors to test profile constantly;
however, he didn’t have that luxury sitting in a limo in a
Manhattan underground parking garage. He opened up
his kit, a ten-tray case filled with makeup supplies and a
myriad of tools with which to apply them and then set to
work. She felt his nimble fingers flying over her face. He
blocked out her eyebrows with Kryolan’s eyebrow plastic, covered them with a sealer, dressed the area with a
creme stick, and then powdered it. Then he created totally
new ones using a small brush. He thoroughly cleansed the lower part of her face with rubbing alcohol. He applied spirit gum to her nose, and let it dry. While it did so, he applied K-Y lubricating jelly to his fingers so the putty he was going to use wouldn’t stick to them. He let the putty heat up in his hand, and then commenced applying the malleable substance to her nose, methodically kneading and pressing until a satisfactory shape was created.“Your nose is long and straight, LuAnn, classic, really. However, a little putty, a little shadowing and highlighting and, voilà, we have a thick, crooked piece of cartilage that isn’t nearly as becoming. However, it’s only temporary. Everyone, after all, is only temporary.” He chuckled lightly at this philosophical statement as he went through the process of stippling the putty with a black stipple sponge, powdering the surface, stippling in a foundation color, and adding rouge to the nares to give a natural appearance. Using subtle shadowing and highlights, he made LuAnn’s eyes seem closer together, and made her chin and jawline seem less prominent with the aid of powders and creams. Rouge was placed skillfully on the cheekbones to lessen their impact on her overall appearance.


  She felt him gently examining the wound on her jaw. “Nasty cut. Souvenir from your trailer experience?”
When LuAnn didn’t answer, he said, “You know this will require some stitching. Even with that, it’s deep enough that it probably will scar. Don’t worry, after I’m done, it will be invisible. But eventually, you may want to consider plastic surgery.” He chuckled again and added, “In my professional opinion.”


  

  Next, Jackson carefully painted her lips. “A little
thinner, I’m afraid, than the classical model, LuAnn. You
may want to consider collagen at some point.”


  It was all LuAnn could do not to jump up and run
screaming from him. She had no idea what she was going
to look like; it was as though he were some mad scientist
bringing her back from the dead.


  “I’m stippling in freckles now, along the forehead,
around the nose and cheeks. If I had time, I’d do your
hands as well, but I don’t. No one would notice anyway,
most people are so unobservant.” He spread open the collar of her shirt and applied foundation and stippling
around her neck. Then he buttoned her shirt up, repacked
his equipment, and guided her back to her seat.


  “There’s a small mirror in the compartment next to
you,” Jackson informed her.


  LuAnn slowly pulled out the mirror and held it up in
front of her face. She gasped. Looking back at her was a
redheaded woman with short, spiky hair, a very light, almost albino complexion, and an abundance of freckles.
Her eyes were smaller and closer together, her chin and
jawline less prominent, the cheeks flat and oval. Her lips
were a deep red and made her mouth look huge. Her nose
was much broader and bore a distinctive curve to the
right. Her dark eyebrows were now tinted a much lighter
color. She was completely unrecognizable to herself.


  Jackson tossed something on her lap. She looked
down. It was a passport. She opened it. The photo staring
back at her was the same woman whom she had looked
at in the mirror.


  “Wonderful work, wouldn’t you say?” Jackson said.


  

  As LuAnn looked up, Jackson hit a switch and a light
illuminated him. Or her, rather, as LuAnn received a
second jolt. Sitting across from her was her double, or the
double of the woman she had just become. The same
short red hair, facial complexion, crooked nose, everything—it was as though she had suddenly discovered a
twin. The only difference was she was wearing jeans and
her twin was wearing a dress.


  LuAnn was too amazed to speak.


  Jackson quietly clapped his hands together. “I’ve impersonated women before, but I believe this is the first
time I’ve impersonated an impersonation. That photo is
of me, by the way. Taken this morning. I think I hit it
rather well, although I don’t think I did your bust justice.
Well, even ‘twins’ needn’t be identical in every respect.”
He smiled at her shocked look. “No need to applaud,
however I do think that considering the working conditions, it does deserve some degree of acclaim.”


  The limo started moving again. They exited the garage
and a little more than half an hour later, they arrived at
JFK.


  

  Before the driver opened the door, Jackson looked
sharply at LuAnn. “Don’t put on your hat or your glasses,
as that suggests attempting to hide one’s features and you
could conceivably mess up the makeup. Remember, rule
number one: When trying to hide, make yourself as obvious as possible, put yourself right out in the open. Seeing
adult twins together is fairly rare, however, but while
people—the police included—will notice us, perhaps
even gawk, there will be no levels of suspicion. In addition, the police will be looking for one woman. When
they see two together, and twins at that, even with a child,
they’ll discount us entirely, even as they stare at us. It’s
just human nature. They have a lot of ground to cover and
not much time.”


  Jackson reached across for Lisa. LuAnn automatically
blocked his hand, looking at him suspiciously.


  “LuAnn, I am trying my best to get you and this little
girl safely out of the country. We will shortly be walking
through a squadron of police and FBI agents who will be
doing their best to apprehend you. Believe me, I have no
interest in keeping your daughter, but I do need her for a
very specific reason.”


  Finally, LuAnn let go. They climbed out of the limo. In
high heels Jackson was a little taller than LuAnn. She
noted that he had a long, lean build that, she had to admit,
looked good in the stylish clothing. He put a black coat
on over his dark dress.


  “Come on,” he said to LuAnn. She stiffened at the new
tone of his voice. Now he also sounded exactly like her.


   


  “Where’s Charlie?” LuAnn asked as they entered the
terminal a few minutes later, a chubby skycap with the
bags in tow.


  “Why?” Jackson said quickly. He expertly maneuvered
in the high heels.


  LuAnn shrugged. “Just wondering. He’d been taking
me around before. I thought I’d see him today.”


  “I’m afraid Charlie’s duties with you are at an end.”


  “Oh.”


  

  “Don’t worry, LuAnn, you’re in much better hands.”
They entered the terminal and Jackson glanced up ahead.
“Please act natural; we’re twin sisters, if anyone asks,
which they won’t. However, I have identification to
support that cover just in case they do. Let me do the talking.”


  LuAnn looked up ahead and swallowed quickly as she
eyed the quartet of police officers carefully scrutinizing
each of the patrons at the crowded airport.


  They passed by the officers, who did indeed stare at
them. One even took a moment to check out Jackson’s
long legs as the coat he was wearing flapped open. Jackson seemed pleased at the attention. Then, just as Jackson
had predicted, the police quickly lost interest in them and
focused on other persons coming into the terminal.


  Jackson and LuAnn stopped near the international
flight check-in for British Airways. “I’ll check in at the
ticket counter for you while you wait over near that snack
bar.” Jackson pointed across the broad aisle of the terminal.


  “Why can’t I check in myself?”


  “How many times have you flown overseas?”


  “I ain’t never flown.”


  “Precisely. I can get through the process a lot faster
than you. If you messed up something, said something
you weren’t supposed to, then we might attract some attention that we don’t really need right now. Airline personnel aren’t the most security conscious people I’ve
ever run across but they’re not idiots either and you’d be
surprised what they pick up on.”


  “All right. I don’t want to mess nothing up.”


  

  “Good, now give me your passport, the one I just gave
you.” LuAnn did so and watched as Jackson, the skycap
behind him, swung Lisa’s baby carrier in one hand as he
sauntered over to the ticket counter. Jackson had even
picked up that mannerism of hers. LuAnn shook her head
in awe and moved over to the spot designated by Jackson.


  Jackson was in the very short first-class line and it
moved very quickly. He rejoined LuAnn in a few minutes. “So far, so good. Now, I wouldn’t recommend
changing your appearance for several months. You can
wash the red dye out of course, although, frankly, I think
the color works well on you.” His eyes twinkled. “Once
things die down, and your hair grows out, you can use the
passport I originally made up for you.” He handed a second U.S. passport to her, which she quickly put in her
bag.


  From the corner of his eye, Jackson watched as two
men and a woman all dressed in suits moved down the
aisle, their eyes sweeping the area. Jackson cleared his
throat and LuAnn glanced in their direction and then
away again. LuAnn had spied, in one of their hands, a
piece of paper. On it was a picture of her, no doubt taken
at the press conference. She froze until she felt Jackson’s
hand inside hers. He gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Those
are FBI agents. But just remember that you don’t look
anything like that photo now. It’s as if you’re invisible.”
His confident tones assuaged her fears. Jackson moved
forward. “Your flight leaves in twenty minutes. Follow
me.” They went through security and down to the departure gate and sat down in the waiting area.


  

  “Here.” Jackson handed her the passport, along with a
small packet. “There’s cash, credit cards, and an international driver’s license in there, all in your new name. And
your new appearance with respect to the driver’s license.” He took a moment to toy with her hair in a completely clinical fashion. He scrutinized her altered
features and came away duly impressed with himself
again. Jackson took a moment to grip her by the hand and
even patted her shoulder. “Good luck. If you find yourself
in difficulty at any time, here is a phone number that will
reach me anywhere in the world day or night. I will tell
you, though, that unless there is a problem you and I
will never meet or speak to each other again.” He handed
her the card with the number on it.


  “Isn’t there something you want to say to me,
LuAnn?” Jackson was smiling pleasantly.


  She looked at him curiously and shook her head. “Like
what?”


  “Perhaps, thank you?” he said, no longer smiling.


  “Thank you,” she said very slowly. It was difficult
pulling her gaze away from him.


  “You’re welcome,” he said very slowly back, his eyes
riveted to hers.


  Finally, LuAnn nervously looked down at the card. She
hoped she would never have to use it. If she never looked
upon Jackson’s face again, it would be all right with her.
The way she felt around the man was too close to the
feeling she had experienced at the cemetery when her father’s grave had threatened to swallow her up. When she
looked up again, Jackson had disappeared into the crowd.


  She sighed. She was already tired of running and now
she was about to start a lifetime of just that.


  

  LuAnn took out her passport and looked at its blank
pages. That would soon change. Then she turned back to
the first page and stared at the strange photo and the
stranger name underneath it. A name that would not be so
unusual after a while: Catherine Savage from Charlottesville, Virginia. Her mother had been born in
Charlottesville before moving as a young girl into the deep
South. Her mother had spoken to LuAnn often of the
good times she had as a child in the beautiful, rolling
countryside of Virginia. Moving to Georgia and marrying
Benny Tyler had abruptly ended those good times.
LuAnn thought it appropriate that her new identity
should call that city her hometown as well. Her new
name had been well thought out too. A savage she was
and a savage she would remain despite an enormous fortune at her command. She looked at the photo again and
her skin tingled as she remembered that it was Jackson
staring back at her. She quickly closed the passport and
put it away.


  She touched her new face gingerly and then looked
away after she eyed another policeman making his way
toward her. She couldn’t tell if he was one of the ones
who might have seen Jackson check in for her. If so, what
if he watched her get on the plane instead of Jackson?
Her mouth went dry and she silently wished that Jackson
hadn’t left. Her flight was called. As the policeman approached, LuAnn willed herself to stand. As she picked
up Lisa her packet of documents tumbled to the floor. Her
heart trembling, she bent down to retrieve them with one
hand, at the same time awkwardly balancing Lisa in her
car seat with her other. She suddenly found herself staring at a pair of black shoes. The cop bent down and
looked her over. In one hand he held a photo of her.
LuAnn froze for an instant as his dark eyes bored into
hers.


  A kindly smile emerged on his face. “Let me help you,
ma’am. I’ve got kids of my own. Traveling with them is
never easy.”


  He scooped up the papers, replaced them in the packet,
and handed it to her. LuAnn thanked him and he tipped
his cap to her before moving off.


  LuAnn was sure that if someone had cut her at that instant no blood would have come out. It was all frozen inside her.


  Since first-class passengers could board at their
leisure, LuAnn took some time to look around; however,
her hopes were fading. It was clear that Charlie wasn’t
coming. She walked down the jetwalk and the flight attendant greeted her warmly while LuAnn marveled at the
interior size of the Boeing 747.


  “Right this way, Ms. Savage. Beautiful little girl.”
LuAnn was led up a spiral staircase and escorted to her
seat. With Lisa in the seat next to her, LuAnn accepted a
glass of wine from the cabin attendant. She again looked
around the lavish space in awe and noted the built-in TV
and phone at each seat. She had never been on a plane before. This was quite a princely way to experience it for
the first time.


  

  The darkness was rapidly gathering as she looked out
the window. For now Lisa was content to look around the
cabin and LuAnn used the time to think while she sipped
on her wine. She took a series of deep breaths and then
studied the other passengers as they entered the first-class
compartment. Some were elderly and expensively
dressed. Others were in business suits. One young man
wore jeans and a sweatshirt. LuAnn thought she recognized him as a member of a big-time rock band. She settled back in her seat and then jumped a bit as the plane
pushed back from its moorings. The flight attendants
went through their preflight safety drill and within ten
minutes the giant plane was lumbering down the runway.
LuAnn held onto the sides of her seat and gritted her teeth
as the plane rocked and swayed while it gathered speed.
She didn’t dare look outside the window. Oh Lord, what
had she done? One of her arms flew protectively over
Lisa, who appeared far calmer than her mother. Then
with a graceful motion, the plane lifted into the air and
the lurching and swaying stopped. LuAnn felt as though
she were floating into the sky on an enormous bubble. A
princess on a magic carpet; the image swept into her
mind and stayed there. Her grip relaxed, her lips parted.
She looked out the window and down at the twinkling
lights of the city, the country she was leaving behind.
Forever, according to Jackson. She gave a symbolic wave
out the window and then leaned back against the seat.


  Twenty minutes later she had put on her headphones
and was gently swaying her head to some classical music.
She jerked upright when the hand fell upon her shoulder
and Charlie’s voice filtered down to her. He wore the hat
she had bought him. His smile was big and genuine, but
there was nervousness evident in his body language, the
twitching of his eyes. LuAnn took off the headphones.


  “Good gosh,” he whispered. “If I hadn’t recognized
Lisa I would’ve passed right by you. What the hell happened?”


  “A long story.” She gripped his wrist tightly and let out a barely audible sigh. “Does this mean you’re finally gonna tell me your real name, Charlie?”


   


  

  A light rain had started to fall on the city shortly after
the 747 had lifted off. Walking slowly down the street in
midtown Manhattan with the aid of a cane, the man in the
black trench coat and waterproof hat seemed not to notice
the inclement weather. Jackson’s appearance had
changed drastically since his last encounter with LuAnn.
He had aged at least forty years. Heavy pouches hung
under his eyes, a fringe of brittle white hair circled the
back of his bald head, which was mottled all over with
age spots. The nose was long and saggy, the chin and
neck equally so. His gait, slow and measured, matched
the feebleness of his character. He often aged himself at
night, as though when darkness came he felt compelled to
shrink down, to draw nearer to old age, to death. He
looked up into the cloudy sky. The plane would be over
Nova Scotia about now as it traveled along its convex
path to Europe.


  

  And she had not gone alone; Charlie had gone off with
her. Jackson had stayed behind after dropping off LuAnn
and watched Charlie board the aircraft, not knowing his
employer was only a few feet away. That arrangement
might work out all right after all, Jackson thought. He had
doubts about LuAnn, serious doubts. She had withheld
information from him, usually an unpardonable sin. He
had managed to avoid a serious problem by eliminating
Romanello, and he had to concede that the difficulty had
been partially his in the making. He had, after all, hired
Romanello to kill his chosen one if she had failed to accept his offer. However, he had never before had a winner on the run from the police. He would do what he
always did when confronted with a possible disaster: He
would sit back and observe. If things continued to run
smoothly he would do nothing. At the slightest sign of
trouble, however, he would take immediate and forceful
action. So having capable Charlie along with her might
prove to be a good thing. LuAnn was different from the
others, that was certain.


  Jackson pulled his collar up and slowly ambled down
a side street. New York City in the darkness and rain held
no terror for him. He was heavily armed and expertly
skilled in innumerable ways of killing anything that
breathed. Anyone targeting the “old man” as easy pickings would painfully realize the mistake. Jackson had no
desire to kill. It was sometimes necessary, but he took no
pleasure in it. Only the attainment of money, power, or
ideally both, would suffice as justification in his mind.
He had far better things to do with his time.


  Jackson turned his face once again to the sky. The light
rain fell on the latex folds of his “face.” He licked at
them; they were cool to the touch, felt good against his
real skin. Godspeed to you both, he said under his breath
and then smiled.


  And God help you if you ever betray me.


  He continued down the street, thinking intently and
whistling while he did so. It was now time to plan for
next month’s winner.









  


  

    PART TWO
Ten Years Later


  









  


  

  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  The small private jet landed at the airstrip at
Charlottesville-Albemarle Airport and taxied to a halt. It
was nearly ten o’clock at night and the airport had pretty
much shut down for the day. The Gulfstream V was the
day’s last incoming flight in fact. The limousine was
waiting on the tarmac. Three people quickly exited the
plane and climbed into the limo, which immediately
drove off and a few minutes later was heading south on
Route 29.


  

  Inside the limo, the woman took off her glasses and
laid her arm across the young girl’s shoulder. Then
LuAnn Tyler slumped back against the seat and took a
deep breath. Home. Finally, they were back in the United
States. All the years of planning had finally been executed. She had thought about little else for some time
now. She glanced over at the man who sat in the
rear-facing seat. His eyes stared straight ahead, his thick fingers drummed a somber rhythm across the car’s window.
Charlie looked concerned, and he was concerned, but he
still managed a smile, a reassuring grin. If nothing else
he had always been reassuring for her over the last ten
years.


  He put his hands in his lap and cocked his head at her.
“You scared?” he asked.


  LuAnn nodded and then looked down at ten-year-old
Lisa, who had immediately slumped over her mother’s
lap and fallen into an exhausted sleep. The trip had been
a long and tedious one.


  “How about you?” she asked back.


  He shrugged his thick shoulders. “We prepared as well
as we could, we understand the risks. Now we just live
with it.” He smiled again, this time more broadly. “We’ll
be okay.”


  She smiled back at him, her eyes deep and heavy. They
had been through a lot over the last decade. If she never
climbed aboard another airplane, never passed through
another Customs post, never again wondered what country she was in, what language she should be trying to
muddle through, it would be perfectly fine with her. The
longest trip she wanted to take for the rest of her life was
strolling down to the mailbox to pick up her mail, or
driving down to the mall to go shopping. God, if it could
only be that easy. She winced slightly and rubbed in a distracted fashion at her temples.


  

  Charlie quickly picked up on this. Over the years he
had acquired a heightened sensitivity to the subtle tracks
of her emotions. He scrutinized Lisa for a long moment
to make sure she was indeed sleeping. Satisfied, he undid
his seat belt, sat down next to LuAnn, and spoke in soft
tones.


  “He doesn’t know we’ve come back. Jackson doesn’t
know.”


  She whispered back to him. “We don’t know that,
Charlie. We can’t be sure. My God, I don’t know what’s
scaring me the most: the police or him. No, that’s a lie. I
know, it’s him. I’d take the police over him any day. He
told me never to come back here. Never. Now I am back.
We all are.”


  Charlie laid his hand on top of hers and spoke as
calmly as he could. “If he knew, do you think he’d have
let us get this far? We took about as circuitous a route as
anybody could take. Five plane changes, a train trip, four
countries, we zigzagged halfway across the world to get
here. He doesn’t know. And you know what, even if he
does he’s not going to care. It’s been ten years. The deal’s
expired. Why should he care now?”


  “Why should he do any of the things he’s done? You
tell me. He does them because he wants to.”


  Charlie sighed, undid his jacket button, and lay back
against the seat.


  LuAnn turned to him and gently rubbed his shoulder.
“We’re back. You’re right, we made the decision and now
we’re going to live with it. It’s not like I’m going to announce to the whole world that I’m around again. We’re
going to live a nice, quiet life.”


  “In considerable luxury. You saw the photos of the
house.”


  LuAnn nodded. “It looks beautiful.”


  

  “An old estate. About ten thousand square feet. Been
on the market for a long time, but with an asking price of
six million bucks, can’t say I’m surprised. Let me tell
you, we got a deal at three point five mil. But then I drive
a hard bargain. Although, of course, we dumped another
million into renovation. About fourteen months’ worth,
but we had the time, right?”


  “And secluded?”


  “Very. Almost three hundred acres, plus or minus as
they say. About a hundred of those acres are open,
‘gently rolling land.’ That description was in the
brochure. Growing up in New York, I never saw so
much green grass. Beautiful Piedmont, Virginia, or so
the realtor kept telling me on all those trips I took over
here to scout for homes. And it was the prettiest home
I saw. True it took a lot of work to get it in shape, but I
got some good people, architects and what-not representing our interests. It’s got a truckload of outbuildings, caretaker’s house, three-stall horse barn, a couple
of cottages, all vacant by the way; I don’t see us taking
in renters. Anyway, all those big estates have that stuff.
It’s got a pool. Lisa will love that. Plenty of room for a
tennis court. The works. But then there’s dense forest
all around. Look at it as a hardwood moat. And I’ve already started shopping around for a firm to construct a
security fence and gate around the property line
fronting the road. Probably should have already gotten
that done.”


  “Like you didn’t have enough to do. You do too much
as it is.”


  “I don’t mind. I kind of like it.”


  “And my name’s not on the ownership papers?”


  

  “Catherine Savage appears nowhere. We used a straw
man for the contract and closing. Deed was transferred
into the name of the corporation I had set up. That’s untraceable back to you.”


  “I wish I could have changed my name again, just in
case he’s on the lookout for it.”


  “That would’ve been nice except the cover story he
built for you, the same one we used to appease the IRS,
has you as Catherine Savage. It’s complicated enough
without adding another layer to it. Geez, the death certificate we had made up for your ‘late’ husband was hell
to get.”


  “I know.” She sighed heavily.


  He glanced over at her. “Charlottesville, Virginia,
home to lots of rich and famous, I hear. Is that why you
picked it? Private, you can live like a hermit, and nobody’ll care?”


  “That was one of two reasons.”


  “And the other?”


  “My mother was born here,” LuAnn said, her voice
dropping a notch as she delicately traced the hem of her
skirt. “She was happy here, at least she told me she was.
And she wasn’t rich either.” She fell silent, her eyes staring off. She jolted back and looked at Charlie, her face
reddening slightly. “Maybe some of that happiness will
rub off on us, what do you think?”


  “I think so long as I’m with you and this little one,” he
said, gently stroking Lisa’s cheek, “I’m a happy man.”


  “She’s all enrolled in the private school?”


  

  Charlie nodded. “St. Anne’s-Belfield. Pretty exclusive,
low student-to-teacher ratio. But, hell, Lisa’s educational
qualifications are outstanding. She speaks multiple
languages, been all over the world. Already done things
most adults will never do their whole life.”


  “I don’t know, maybe I should have hired a private
tutor.”


  “Come on, LuAnn, she’s been doing that ever since she
could walk. She needs to be around other kids. It’ll be
good for her. It’ll be good for you too. You know what
they say about time away.”


  She suddenly smiled at him slyly. “Are you feeling
claustrophobic with us, Charlie?”


  “You bet I am. I’m gonna start staying out late. Might
even take up some hobbies like golf or something.” He
grinned at LuAnn to show her he was only joking.


  “It’s been a good ten years, hasn’t it?” Her voice was
touched with anxiety.


  “Wouldn’t trade ’em for anything,” he said.


  

  Let’s hope the next ten are just as good, LuAnn said
to herself. She laid her head against his shoulder. When
she had stared out at the New York skyline all those
years ago, she had been brimming with excitement, with
the potential of all the good she could do with the
money. She had promised herself that she would and she
had fulfilled that promise. Personally, however, those
wonderful dreams had not been met. The last ten years
had only been good to her if you defined good as constantly on the move, fearful of discovery, having pangs
of guilt every time she bought something because of
how she had come by the money. She had always heard
that the incredibly rich were never really happy, for a
variety of reasons. Growing up in poverty LuAnn had
never believed that, she simply took it to be a ruse of the
wealthy. Now, she knew it to be true, at least in her own
case.


  As the limo drove on, she closed her eyes and tried to
rest. She would need it. Her “second” new life was about
to commence.









  


  

  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Thomas Donovan sat staring at his computer screen in
the frenetic news room of the Washington Tribune.
Journalistic awards from a number of distinguished organizations dotted the walls and shelves of his cluttered cubicle,
including a Pulitzer he had won before he was thirty.
Donovan was now in his early fifties but still possessed
the drive and fervor of his youth. Like most investigative
journalists, he could dish out a strong dose of cynicism
about the workings of the real world, if only because he
had seen the worst of it. What he was working on now
was a story the substance of which disgusted him.


  He was glancing at some of his notes when a shadow
fell across his desk.


  “Mr. Donovan?”


  Donovan looked up into the face of a young kid from
the mail room.


  “Yeah?”


  “This just came in for you. I think it’s some research
you had requested.”


  Donovan thanked him and took the packet. He dug into
it with obvious zeal.


  

  The lottery story he was working on had so much potential. He had already done a great deal of research. The
national lottery took in billions of dollars each year in
profits and the amount was growing at more than twenty
percent a year. The government paid out about half its
revenue in prize money, about ten percent to vendors and
other operating costs, and kept forty percent as profit, a
margin most companies would kill for. Surveys and
scholars had argued for years about whether the lottery
amounted to a regressive tax with the poor the chief loser.
The government maintained that, demographically, the
poor didn’t spend a disproportionate share of their income on the game. Such arguments didn’t sit well with
Donovan. He knew for a fact that millions of the people
who played the game were borderline poverty-level,
squandering Social Security money, food stamps, and
anything else they could get their hands on to purchase
the chance at the easy life, even though the odds were so
astronomically high as to be farcical. And the government advertisements were highly misleading when it
came to detailing precisely what those odds were. But
that wasn’t all. Donovan had turned up an astonishing
seventy-five percent bankruptcy rate per year for the winners. Nine out of every twelve winners each year subsequently had declared bankruptcy. His angle had to do
with financial management companies and other scheming, sophisticated types getting hold of these poor people
and basically ripping them off. Charities calling up and
hounding them relentlessly. Purveyors of every type of
sybaritic gratification selling them just about anything
they didn’t need, calling their wares “must-have” status
items for the nouveaux riches and charging a thousand
percent markup for their troubles. It didn’t stop there. The
sudden wealth had destroyed families and lifetime friendships as greed supplanted all rational emotions.


  And the government was just as much to blame, Donovan felt, for these financial crashes. About twelve years
ago they had bestowed the initial prize in one lump sum
and given it tax-deferred status for one year to attract
more and more players. The advertisements had played
up this fact dramatically, touting the winnings as
“tax-free” in the large print and counting on the “fine print” to
inform the public that the amounts were actually tax-deferred and only for one year. Previously, the winnings
had been paid out over time and taxes taken out automatically. Now the winners were on their own as far as structuring the payment of taxes went. Some, Donovan had
learned, thought they owed no tax at all and went out and
spent the money freely. All the earnings on that principal
were subject to numerous taxes as well, and hefty ones.
The Feds just hung the winners out there with a pat on the
back and a big check. And when the winners weren’t astute enough to set up sophisticated accounting and financial systems, the tax boys would come after them and
take every last dime they had, under the guise of penalties and interest and what-not, and leave them poorer than
when they started out.


  

  It was a game designed for the ultimate destruction of
the winner and it was done under the veil of the
government’s doing good for its people. It was the devil’s game
and our own government was doing it to us, Donovan
was firmly convinced. And the government did it for one
reason and one reason only: money. Just like everybody
else. He had watched other papers give the problem lip
service. And whenever a real attack or exposé was
formed in the news media, government lottery officials
quickly squelched it with oceans of statistics showing
how much good the lottery monies were doing. The public thought the money was earmarked for education,
highway maintenance, and the like, but a large part of it
went into the general purpose funds and ended up in
some very interesting places, far away from buying
school books and filling potholes. Lottery officials received fat paychecks and fatter bonuses. Politicians who
supported the lottery saw large funds flow to their states.
All of it stunk and Donovan felt it was high time the truth
came out. His pen would defend the less fortunate, just as
it had over his entire career. If he did nothing else, Donovan would at least shame the government into reconsidering the morals of this gargantuan revenue source. It
might not change anything, but he was going to give it his
best.


  He refocused on the packet of documents. He had
tested his theory on the bankruptcy rate going back five
years. The documents he was holding took those results
back another seven years. As he paged through year after
year of lottery winners, the results were almost identical,
the ratio staying at virtually nine out of twelve a year declaring personal bankruptcy. Absolutely astonishing. He
happily thumbed through the pages. His instincts had
been dead-on. It was no fluke.


  Then he abruptly stopped and stared at one page, his
smile disappearing. The page represented the list of
twelve consecutive lottery winners from exactly ten years
ago. It couldn’t be possible. There must be some mistake.
Donovan picked up the phone and made a call to the research service he had engaged to do the study. No, there
was no mistake, he was told. Bankruptcy filings were
matters of public record.


  Donovan slowly hung up the phone and stared again at
the page. Herman Rudy, Bobbie Jo Reynolds, LuAnn
Tyler, the list went on and on, twelve winners in a row.
Not one of them had declared personal bankruptcy. Not
one. Every twelve-month period for the lottery except
this one had resulted in nine bankruptcies.


  Most reporters of Thomas Donovan’s caliber lived or
died by two intangibles: perseverance and instincts.
Donovan’s instinct was that the story he might be onto
right now would make his other angle seem about as exciting as an article on pruning.


  

  He had some sources to check and he wanted to do
them in more privacy than the crowded newsroom allowed. He threw the file in his battered briefcase and
quickly left the office. In non–rush hour traffic he
reached his small apartment in Virginia in twenty minutes. Twice divorced with no children, Donovan led a life
focused solely on his work. He had a relationship slowly
percolating with Alicia Crane, a well-known Washington
socialite from a wealthy family, which had once been politically well connected. He had never been fully comfortable moving in these circles; however, Alicia was
supportive and devoted to him, and truth be known,
flitting around the edges of her luxurious existence wasn’t
so bad.


  He settled into his home office and picked up the
phone. There was a definite way to obtain information on
people, particularly rich people, no matter how guarded
their lives. He dialed the number of a longtime source at
the Internal Revenue Service. Donovan gave that person
the names of the twelve consecutive lottery winners who
had not declared bankruptcy. Two hours later he got a call
back. As he listened, Donovan checked off the names on
his lists. He asked a few more questions, thanked his
friend, hung up, and looked down at his list. All of the
names were crossed off except for one. Eleven of the lottery winners had duly filed their tax returns each year, his
source had reported. That was as far as his source would
go, however. He would tell Donovan no specifics except
to add that the income reported on all of the eleven tax returns was enormous. While the question still intrigued
Donovan as to how all of them had avoided bankruptcy
and apparently done very well over the last ten years, another more puzzling question had emerged.


  

  He stared down at the name of the sole lottery winner
that wasn’t crossed off. According to his source, this person had not filed any tax returns, at least under her own
name. In fact this person had outright disappeared. Donovan had a vague recollection of the reason why. Two murders, her boyfriend in rural Georgia and another man.
Drugs had been involved. The story had not interested
him all that much ten years ago. He would not have recalled it at all except that the woman had disappeared just
after winning a hundred million dollars and the money
had disappeared with her. Now his curiosity was much
greater as he eyed that particular name on his list:
“LuAnn Tyler.” She must have switched identities on her
run from the murder charge. With her lottery winnings
she could easily have invented a new life for herself.


  Donovan smiled for an instant as it suddenly occurred
to him that he might have a way of discovering LuAnn
Tyler’s new identity. And maybe a lot more. At least he
could try.


   


  The next day Donovan telephoned the sheriff in Rikersville, Georgia, LuAnn’s hometown. Roy Waymer had
died five years ago. Ironically, the current sheriff was
Billy Harvey, Duane’s uncle. Harvey was very talkative
with Donovan when the subject of LuAnn came up.


  “She got Duane killed,” he said angrily. “She got him
involved in those drugs sure as I’m talking to you. The
Harvey family ain’t got much, but we got our pride.”


  “Have you heard from her in any way over the last ten
years?” Donovan asked.


  Billy Harvey paused for a lengthy moment. “Well, she
sent down some money.”


  “Money?”


  “To Duane’s folks. They didn’t ask for it, I can tell you
that.”


  “Did they keep it?”


  “Well, they’re on in years and poorer’n dirt. You don’t
just turn your back on that kind of money.”


  “How much are we talking about?”


  “Two hundred thousand dollars. If that doesn’t show
LuAnn’s guilty conscience, I don’t know what would.”


  Donovan whistled under his breath. “Did you try to
trace the money?”


  “I wasn’t sheriff then, but Roy Waymer did. He even
had some local FBI boys over to help, but they never
turned up a durn thing. She’s helped some other people
round here too, but we could never get a handle on her
whereabouts from them either. Like she was a damned
ghost or something.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yeah, you ever talk to her, you tell her that the Harvey family ain’t forgot, not even after all these years.
That murder warrant is still outstanding. We get her back
to Georgia, she’ll be spending some nice quality time
with us. I’m talking twenty to life. No statute of limitations on murder. Am I right?”


  “I’ll let her know, Sheriff, thanks. Oh, I’m wondering
if you could send me a copy of the file on the case. The
autopsy reports, investigative notes, forensics, the
works?”


  “You really think you can find her after all this time?”


  “I’ve been doing this kind of stuff for thirty years and
I’m pretty good at it. I’m sure going to try.”


  “Well, then I’ll send it up to you, Mr. Donovan.”


  Donovan gave Harvey the Trib’s FedEx number and
address, hung up, and wrote down some notes. Tyler had
a new name, that was for certain. In order even to begin
to track her down, he had to find out what that name was.


  

  He spent the next week exploring every crevice of
LuAnn’s life. He got copies of her parents’ death notices
from the Rikersville Gazette. Obituaries were full of interesting items: birthplaces, relatives, and other items that
could conceivably lead him to some valuable information. Her mother had been born in Charlottesville, Virginia. Donovan talked to the relatives listed in the
obituary, at least the few who were alive, but received
few useful facts. LuAnn had never tried to contact them.


  

  Next, Donovan dug up as many facts as he could on
LuAnn’s last day in the country. Donovan had conversations with personnel from the NYPD and the FBI field office in New York. Sheriff Waymer had seen her on TV
and immediately notified the police in New York that
LuAnn was wanted in Georgia in connection with a double murder and drug trafficking. They, in turn, had put a
blanket over the bus and train stations, and the airports.
In a city of seven million, that was the best they could do;
they couldn’t exactly put up roadblocks. However, there
hadn’t been one sign of the woman. That had greatly puzzled the FBI. According to the agent Donovan talked to
who was somewhat familiar with the file, the Bureau
wanted to know how a twenty-year-old woman with a
seventh-grade education from rural Georgia, carrying a
baby no less, had waltzed right through their net. An
elaborate disguise and cover documents were out of the
question, or so they thought. The police had thrown out
their net barely a half hour after she had appeared on national television. No one was that fast. And all the money
had disappeared as well. At the time, some at the FBI had
wondered whether she had had help. But that lead had
never been followed up as other crises of more national
importance had swallowed up the Bureau’s time and manpower. They had officially concluded that LuAnn Tyler
had not left the country, but had simply driven out of New
York or taken the subway to a suburb and then lost herself somewhere in the country or perhaps Canada. The
NYPD had reported its failure to Sheriff Waymer and that
had been the end of it. Until now. Now, Donovan was
greatly intrigued. His gut told him that LuAnn Tyler had
left the country. Somehow she had gotten past the law. If
she had gotten on a plane, then he had something to work
with.


  He could narrow the list down in any event. He had a
certain day to work with, even a block of hours on that
day. Donovan would begin with the premise that LuAnn
Tyler had fled the country. He would focus on international flights departing from JFK during that time frame,
ten years ago. If the records at JFK turned up nothing, he
would focus on LaGuardia and then Newark International Airport. At least it was a start. There were far fewer
international flights than domestic. If he had to start
checking domestic flights, he concluded he would have
to try another angle. There were simply too many. As he
was about to start this process a package arrived from
Sheriff Harvey.


  

  Donovan munched on a sandwich at his cubicle while
he looked through the files. The autopsy photos were understandably gruesome; however, they didn’t faze the
veteran reporter. He had seen far worse in his career.
After an hour of reading he laid the file aside and made
some notes. From the looks of it, he believed LuAnn
Tyler to be innocent of the charges for which Harvey
wanted to arrest her. He had done some independent digging of his own into Rikersville, Georgia. By virtually all
accounts, Duane Harvey was a lazy good-for-nothing
with no greater ambition than to spend his life drinking
beer, chasing women, and adding nothing whatsoever of
value to mankind. LuAnn Tyler, on the other hand, had
been described to him by several persons who had known
her as hardworking, honest, and a loving, caring mother
to her little girl. Orphaned as a teenager, she seemed to
have done as well as she could under the circumstances.
Donovan had seen photos of her, had even managed to
dig up a videotape of the press conference announcing
her as the lottery winner ten years ago. She was a looker
all right, but there was something behind that beauty. She
hadn’t scraped by all those years on her physical assets
alone.


  

  Donovan finished his sandwich and took a sip of his
coffee. Duane Harvey had been cut up badly. The other
man, Otis Burns, had also died from knife wounds to his
upper torso. There had been serious but nonfatal head
trauma also present, and the clear signs of a struggle.
LuAnn’s fingerprints had been found on the broken
phone receiver and also all over the trailer. No surprise
since she happened to live there. There had been one witness account of seeing her in Otis Burns’s car that morning. Despite Sheriff Harvey’s protests to the contrary,
Donovan’s research led him to believe that Duane was
the drug dealer in the family and had been caught skimming. Burns was probably his supplier. The man had a
lengthy rap sheet in neighboring Gwinnett County, all
drug related. Burns had probably come to settle the score.
Whether LuAnn Tyler knew of Duane’s drug dealing was
anybody’s guess. She had worked at the truck stop up
until the time she had bought her lottery ticket and disappeared only to resurface, however briefly, in New York
City. So if she had known of Duane’s sideline, she hadn’t
reaped any discernible benefits from it. Whether she had
been in the trailer that morning and had had anything to
do with either man’s death was also unclear. Donovan really didn’t care one way or another. He had no reason to
sympathize with Duane Harvey or Otis Burns. At this
point he didn’t know what he felt about LuAnn Tyler. He
did know that he wanted to find her. He wanted that very
much.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Jackson sat in a chair in the darkened living room of a
luxurious apartment in a prewar building overlooking
Central Park. His eyes were closed, his hands neatly
folded in his lap. Approaching forty years of age he was
still lean and wiry in build. His actual facial features were
androgynous, although the years had etched fine lines
around his eyes and mouth. His short hair was cut stylishly, his clothing was quietly expensive. His eyes, however, were clearly his most distinctive feature, which he
had to disguise very carefully when he was working. He
rose and moved slowly through the amply proportioned
apartment. The furnishings were eclectic: English,
French, and Spanish antiques mixed liberally with Oriental art and sculpture.


  

  He entered an area of his apartment reminiscent of a
Broadway star’s dressing room. It was his makeup room
and workshop. Special recessed lighting covered the ceiling. Multiple mirrors with their own special nonheating
bulbs ringed the room. Two padded reclining leather
chairs sat in front of two of the largest mirrors. The chairs
had casters which allowed them to be rolled about the
room. Innumerable photos were neatly pinned to cork
bulletin boards on the walls. Jackson was an avid photographer, and many of his subjects were the basis for
most of the identities he had created over the years. Both
full wigs and hairpieces, neatly separated into toupees
and falls, lined one wall, each hanging on special cotton-covered wire. Customized wall cabinets housed dozens
of latex caps and other body pieces along with acrylic
teeth, caps, and molds, and other synthetic materials and
putties. One massive storage unit contained absorbent
cotton, acetone, spirit gum, powders, body makeup;
large, medium, and small brushes with bristles of varying
rigidity; cake makeup, modeling clay, collodion to make
scars and pock marks; crepe hair to make beards, mustaches, and even eyebrows; Derma wax to alter the face,
creme makeup, gelatin, makeup palettes; netting, toupee
tape, sponges, ventilating needles to knot hair into net or
gauze for beards and wigs; and hundreds of other devices, materials, and substances designed solely to reshape one’s appearance. There were three racks of
clothing of all descriptions and several full-length mirrors to test the effect of any disguise. In a specially built
case with multiple drawers were over fifty complete sets
of identification documents that would allow Jackson to
travel the world as a man or a woman.


  

  Jackson smiled as he noted various articles in the
room. This was where he was most comfortable. Creating
his numerous roles was the one constant pleasure in his
life. Acting out the part, however, ran a close second as
his favorite endeavor. He sat down at the table and ran his
hand along its top. He stared into a mirror. Unlike anyone
else looking into a mirror, Jackson didn’t see his reflection staring back at him. Instead, he saw a blank countenance, one to be manipulated, carved, painted, covered,
and massaged into someone else. Although he was perfectly content with his intellect and personality, why be
limited to one physical identity one’s whole life, he
thought, when there was so much more out there to experience? Go anywhere, do anything. He had told that to
all twelve of his lottery winners. His baby ducklings all
in a row. And they had all bought it, completely and absolutely, for he had been dead right.


  

  Over the last ten years he had earned hundreds of millions of dollars for each of his winners, and billions of
dollars for himself. Ironically, Jackson had grown up in
very affluent circumstances. “Old money” his family had
been. His parents were long dead. The old man had been,
in Jackson’s eyes, a typical example of those members of
the upper class whose money and position had been inherited rather than earned. Jackson’s father had been both
arrogant and insecure. A politician and insider in Washington for many years, the old man had taken his family
connections as far as he could until his decided lack of
merit and marketable skills had done him in and the escalator had stopped moving upward. And then he had
spent the family money in a futile attempt to regain that
upward momentum. And then the money was gone. Jackson, the eldest, had often taken the brunt of the old man’s
wrath over the years. Upon turning eighteen, Jackson
discovered that the large trust fund his grandfather had set
up for him had been raided illegally so many times by his
father that there wasn’t anything left. The continuing rage
and physical abuse the old man had wielded after Jackson
had confronted him with this discovery had left a profound impression on the son.


  The physical bruises eventually had healed. The psychological damage was still with Jackson and his own
inner rage seemed to grow exponentially with each year,
as though he were trying to outdo his elder in that regard.


  It might seem trite to others, Jackson understood that.
Lost your fortune? So what? Who gives a damn? But
Jackson gave a damn. Year after year he had counted on
that money to free him from his father’s tyrannical persecution. When that long-held hope was abruptly torn
away, the absolute shock had carved a definite change in
him. What was rightfully his had been stolen from him,
and by the one man who shouldn’t have done it, by a man
who should have loved his son and wanted the best for
him, respected him, wanted to protect him. Instead Jackson had gotten an empty bank account and the hate-filled
blows of a madman. And Jackson had taken it. Up to a
point. But then he hadn’t taken it anymore.


  Jackson’s father had died unexpectedly. Parents killed
their small children every day, never with good reason.
By comparison, children killed their parents only rarely,
usually with excellent purpose. Jackson smiled lightly as
he thought of this. An early chemical experiment, administered through his father’s beloved scotch, the rupturing
of a brain aneurysm the result. As with any occupation,
one had to start somewhere.


  

  When those of average or below-average intelligence
committed crimes such as murder, they usually did so
clumsily, with no long-range planning or preparation.
The result was typically swift arrest and conviction.
Among the highly intelligent, serious crimes evolved
from careful planning, long-term approaches, many sessions of mental gymnastics. As a result, arrests were rare,
convictions even rarer. Jackson was definitely in the latter category.


  The eldest son had been compelled to go out and earn
the family fortune back. A college merit scholarship to a
prestigious university and graduation at the top of his
class had been followed by his careful nurturing of old
family contacts, for those embers could not be allowed to
die out if Jackson’s long-range plan was to succeed. Over
those years he had devoted himself to mastering a variety
of skills, both corporeal and cerebral, that would allow
him to pursue his dream of wealth and the power that
came with it. His body was as fit and strong as his mind,
the one in precise balance with the other. However, ever
mindful of not following in his father’s footsteps, Jackson had set a far more ambitious goal for himself: He
would do all of it while remaining completely invisible
from scrutiny. Despite his love of acting, he did not crave
the spotlight as his politician father had. He was perfectly
content with his audience of one.


  And so he had built his invisible empire albeit in a profoundly illegal manner. The results were the same regardless of where the dollars had originated. Go
anywhere, do anything. It didn’t only apply to his ducklings.


  He smiled at this thought as he continued to move
through the apartment.


  Jackson had a younger brother and sister. His brother
had inherited their father’s bad habits and consequently
expected the world to offer up its best for nothing of
comparable value in return. Jackson had given him
enough money to live a comfortable but hardly luxurious
existence. If he ran through that money there would be no
more. For him, that well was dry. His sister was another
matter. Jackson cared deeply for her, although she had
adored the old man with the blind faith a daughter often
shows to her father. Jackson had set her up in grand style
but never visited her. The demands on his time were too
immense. One night might find him in Hong Kong, the
next in London. Moreover, visits with his sister would
necessitate conversation and he had no desire to lie to her
about what he had done and continued to do for a living.
She would never be a part of that world of his. She could
live out her days in idle luxury and complete ignorance
looking for someone to replace the father she believed
had been so kind, so noble.


  Still, Jackson had done right by his family. He had no
shame, no guilt there. He was not his father. He had allowed himself one constant reminder of the old man, the
name he used in all his dealings: Jackson. His father’s
name was Jack. And no matter what he did, he would always be Jack’s son.


  

  As he continued to drift around his apartment he
stopped at a window and looked out at a spectacular
evening in New York. The apartment he was living in was
the very same one he had grown up in, although he had
completely gutted it after purchasing it; the ostensible
reason had been to modernize and make it suitable for his
particular needs. The more subtle motivation had been to
obliterate, to the extent he could, the past. That compulsion did not only apply to his physical surroundings.
Every time he put on a disguise, he was, in effect, layering over his real self, hiding the person his father had
never felt deserved his respect or his love. None of the
pain would ever be fully wiped away, though, so long as
Jackson lived, as long as he could remember. The truth
was, every corner of the apartment held the capability of
flinging painful memories at him at any moment. But that
wasn’t so bad, he had long since concluded. Pain was a
wonderful motivational tool.


  Jackson entered and exited his penthouse by private elevator. No one was ever allowed in his apartment under
any circumstances. All mail and other deliveries were left
at the front desk; but there was very little of that. Most of
his business was conducted by means of phone, computer
modem, and fax. He did his own cleaning, but with his
traveling schedule and spartan habits, these were not
overly time-consuming chores, and were certainly a
small price to pay for absolute privacy.


  

  Jackson had created a disguise for his real identity and
used it whenever he left his apartment. It was a worst-case-scenario plan, in the event the police ever came calling at his door. Horace Parker, the elderly doorman who
greeted Jackson each time he left his apartment, was the
same one who had tipped his cap to the shy, bookish boy
clutching his mother’s hand all those years ago. Jackson’s
family had left New York when he was a teenager, because his father had fallen on bad times, so the aged
Parker had accepted Jackson’s altered appearance as simply maturation. Now with the “fake” image firmly in
people’s minds, Jackson was confident that no one could
ever identify him.


  For Jackson, hearing his given name from Horace
Parker was comforting and troubling at the same time.
Juggling so many identities was not easy, and Jackson occasionally found himself not responding when he heard
his real name uttered. It was actually nice being himself
at times, however, since it was an escape of sorts where
he could relax, and explore the never-ending intricacies
of the city. But no matter which identity he assumed, he
always took care of business. Nothing came before that.
Opportunities were everywhere and he had exploited
them all.


  With such limitless capital, he had made the world his
playpen for the last decade, and the effects of his manipulations could be felt in financial markets and political
paradigms all across the globe. His funds had propelled
enterprises as diverse as his identities, from guerrilla activities in Third World countries to the cornering of precious metal markets in the industrialized world. When
one could mold world events in that way, one could profit
enormously in the financial markets. Why gamble on futures markets, when one could manipulate the underlying
product itself, and thereby know precisely which way the
winds would be blowing? It was predictable and logical;
risk was controlled. These sorts of climates he loved.


  

  He had exhibited a distinctly benevolent side as well,
and large sums of money had been funneled to deserving
causes across the globe. But even with those situations he
demanded and received ultimate control however invisible it was, figuring that he could exercise far better judgment than anyone else. With so much money at stake,
who would deny him? He would never appear on any
power list or hold any political office; no financial magazine would ever interview him. He floated from one passion to another with the utmost ease. He could not
envision a more perfect existence, although he had to
admit that even his global meanderings were becoming a
little tedious lately. Redundancy was beginning to usurp
originality in his numerous lines of business and he had
begun searching around for a new pursuit that would satisfy an ever-growing appetite for the unusual, for the extremely risky, if only to test and retest his skills of
control, of domination, and ultimately, of survival.


  He entered a smaller room which was filled floor to
ceiling with computer equipment. This represented the
nerve center of his operation. The flat screens told him in
real time how his many worldwide interests were doing.
Everything from stock exchanges to futures markets to
late-breaking news stories was captured, catalogued, and
eventually analyzed here by him.


  He craved information, absorbed it like a three-year-old learning a foreign language. He only needed to hear
it once and he never forgot it. His eyes scanned each of
the screens, and from long habit he was able to separate
the important from the mundane, the interesting from the
obvious in a matter of minutes. Investments of his colored in soft blue on the screens meant he was doing very
well; those mired in harsh red meant he was doing less
well. He sighed in satisfaction as a sea of blue blinked
back at him.


  

  He went into another, larger room that housed his collection of mementos from past projects. He pulled out a
scrapbook and opened it. Inside were photographs of and
background information on his twelve precious pieces of
gold—the dozen individuals upon whom he had bestowed great wealth and new lives; and who, in turn, had
allowed him to recoup his family’s fortune. He flipped
idly through the pages, occasionally smiling as various
pleasant memories flickered through his mind.


  He had handpicked his winners carefully, culling them
from welfare rolls and bankruptcy filings; logging hundreds of hours tramping through poor, desolate areas of
the country, both urban and rural, searching for desperate
people who would do anything to change their fortunes—normal law-abiding citizens who would commit what
was technically a financial crime of immense proportion
without blinking an eye. It was wonderful what the
human mind could rationalize given the appropriate inducement.


  The lottery had been remarkably easy to fix. It was
often that way. People just assumed institutions like that
were absolutely above corruption or reproach. They must
have forgotten that government lotteries had been banned
on a wholesale basis in the last century because of widespread corruption. History did tend to repeat itself, if in a
more sophisticated and focused manner. If Jackson had
learned one thing over the years it was that nothing, absolutely nothing, was above corruption so long as human
beings were involved, because, in truth, most people
were not above the lure of the dollar or other material enticements, particularly when they worked around vast
sums of money all day. They tended to believe that part
of it was rightfully theirs anyway.


  

  And an army of people wasn’t required to carry out his
plans. Indeed, to Jackson, the notion of a “widespread
conspiracy” was an oxymoron anyway.


  He had a large group of associates working for him
around the globe. However, none of them knew who he
really was, where he lived, how he had come by his fortune. None of them were privy to the grand plans he had
laid, the worldwide machinations he had orchestrated.
They simply performed their small slice of the pie and
were very well compensated for doing so. When he
wanted something, a bit of information not readily available to him, he would contact one of them and within the
hour he would have it. It was the perfect setting for contemplation, planning, and then action—swift, precise,
and final.


  He completely trusted no one. And with his ability to
create flawlessly more than fifty separate identities, why
should he? With state-of-the-art computer and communications technology at his fingertips, he could actually be
in several different places at the same time. As different
people. His smile broadened. Could the world be any
more his personal stage?


  As he perused one page of the scrapbook his smile
faded and was replaced with something more understated; it was a mixture of discernible interest and an
emotion that Jackson almost never experienced: uncertainty. And something else. He would never have characterized it as fear; that particular demon never bothered
him. Rather he could adequately describe it as a feeling
of destiny, of the unmistakable conviction that two trains
were on a collision course and no matter what one or the
other did, their ominous meeting would take place in a
very memorable manner.


  Jackson stared at the truly remarkable countenance of
LuAnn Tyler. Of the twelve lottery winners, she had been
by far the most memorable. There was danger in that
woman, danger and a definite volatility that drew Jackson
like the most powerful magnet in the world. He had spent
several weeks in Rikersville, Georgia, a locale he had
picked for one simple reason: its irreversible cycle of
poverty, of hopelessness. There were many such places in
America, so well documented by the government under
such categories as “lowest per capita income levels,”
“below standard health and education resources,”
“negative economic growth.” Stark fiscal terms that did little or
nothing to enlighten anyone as to the people behind the
statistics; to shed light on a large segment of the population’s free fall into misery. Ever the capitalist, Jackson
surprisingly did not mind the added element of his actually doing some good here. He never picked rich people
to win, although he had no doubt most of them would
have been far easier to persuade than the poor he solicited.


  

  He had discovered LuAnn Tyler as she rode the bus to
work. Jackson had sat across from her, in disguise, of
course, blending into the background in his torn jeans,
stained shirt, and Georgia Bulldogs cap, a scruffy beard
covering the lower part of his face, his piercing eyes hidden behind thick glasses. Her appearance had struck him
immediately. She seemed out of place down here; everyone else looked so unhealthy, so hopeless, as though the
youngest among them were already counting the days
until burial. He had watched her play with her daughter;
listened to her greet the people around her, and watched
their dismal spirits noticeably lifted by her thoughtful
comments. He had proceeded to investigate every element of LuAnn’s life, from her impoverished background
to her life in a trailer home with Duane Harvey. He had
visited that trailer several times while LuAnn and her
“boyfriend” had not been there. He had seen the small
touches LuAnn had employed to keep the place neat and
clean despite Duane Harvey’s slovenly lifestyle. Everything having to do with Lisa was kept separate and immaculate by LuAnn. Jackson had seen that clearly. Her
daughter was her life.


  Disguised as a truck driver, he had spent many a night
in the roadside diner where LuAnn worked. He had
watched her carefully, seen the terms of her life grow
more and more desperate, observed her stare woefully
into her infant daughter’s eyes, dreaming of a better life.
And then, after all this observation, he had chosen her as
one of the fortunate few. A decade ago.


  And then he had not seen or spoken to her in ten years;
however, a rare week went by that he did not at least
think of her. At first he had kept quite a watchful eye on
her movements, but as the years went by and she continued to move from country to country in accordance with
his wishes, his diligence had lessened considerably. Now,
she was pretty much off his radar screen entirely. The last
he had heard she was in New Zealand. Next year could
find her in Monaco, Scandinavia, China, he well knew.
She would float from one locale to the next until she died.
She would never return to the United States, of that he
was certain.


  

  Jackson had been born to great wealth, to every material advantage, and then it had all been taken away. He
had had to earn it back through his skill, his sweat, his
nerve. LuAnn Tyler had been born to nothing, had
worked like a dog for pennies, no way out, and look at
her now. He had given LuAnn Tyler the world, allowing
her to become who she had always wanted to be: someone other than LuAnn Tyler. Jackson smiled. With his
complete love of deception, how could he not appreciate
that irony? He had spent most of his adult life pretending
to be other people. LuAnn had spent the last ten years of
hers living another life, filling in the dimensions of another identity. He stared into the lively hazel eyes, studied the high cheekbones, the long hair; he traced with his
index finger the slender yet strong neck and began to
wonder once more about those trains, and the truly wonderful collision they might one day create. His eyes
began to shine with the thought.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Donovan entered his apartment and sat down at the dining room table, spreading the pages he had taken out of
his briefcase in front of him. His manner was one of subdued excitement. It had taken several weeks, dozens of
phone calls, and a massive amount of leg work to accumulate the information he was now sifting through.


  

  Initially, the task seemed more than daunting; indeed it
had seemed destined for failure through sheer numbers.
During the year LuAnn Tyler had disappeared, there had
been over seventy thousand scheduled international
passenger-aircraft movements at JFK. On the day she
presumably fled there had been two hundred flights, or
ten per hour, because there had been no flights between
one and six A.M. Donovan had whittled down the parameters of his search at JFK to include women between
the ages of twenty and thirty traveling on an international
flight on the date of the press conference ten years ago,
between the hours of seven P.M and one A.M. The press
conference had lasted until six-thirty and Donovan
doubted she could have made a seven o’clock flight, but
the flight could have been delayed, and he wasn’t taking
any chances. That meant checking sixty flights and about
fifteen thousand passengers. Donovan had learned during
his investigation that most airlines kept active records of
passengers going back five years. After that the information was archived. His task promised to be easier because
most airline records had been computerized in the mid-seventies. However, Donovan had met a stone wall in
seeking passenger records from ten years ago. The FBI
could get such records, he had been told, but usually only
through a subpoena.


  Through a contact at the Bureau who owed him a
favor, Donovan had been able to pursue his request.
Without going into particulars and naming names with
his FBI contact, Donovan had been able to convey the
precise parameters of his search, including the fact that
the person he was seeking had probably been traveling
under a newly issued passport and traveling with a baby.
That had narrowed things down considerably. Only three
people satisfied those very narrow criteria and he was
now looking at a list of them together with their last
known addresses.


  

  Next, Donovan pulled out his address book. The number he was calling was a firm called Best Data, a well-known national credit check agency. Over the years the
company had amassed a large database of names, addresses, and, most important, Social Security numbers.
They serviced numerous firms requiring that information,
including collection agencies and banks checking up on
the credit of potential borrowers. Donovan gave the three
names and last known addresses of the people on his list
to the person at Best Data, and then provided his credit
card number to pay for Best Data’s fee. Within five minutes he was given the Social Security numbers for all
three people, their last known addresses, and five
“nearbys,” or neighbors’ addresses. He checked those against
the records from the airlines. Two of the women had
moved, which wasn’t surprising given their ages ten
years ago; in the interim they had probably moved on to
careers and marriages. One woman, however, had not
changed her address. Catherine Savage was still listed as
living in Virginia. Donovan called directory assistance in
Virginia, but no number came up for that name and address. Undeterred, he next called the Virginia Department
of Motor Vehicles, or DMV, and gave the woman’s name,
last known address, and Social Security number, which in
Virginia was also the driver’s license number. The person
at DMV would only tell Donovan that the woman had a
current, valid Virginia driver’s license but would not reveal when it had been issued or the woman’s current address. Unfortunate, but Donovan had chased lots of leads
into brick walls in the past. At least he knew she was now
living in Virginia or at least had a driver’s license in the
commonwealth. The question now was where in the
commonwealth might she be? He had ways of finding
that out, but decided in the meantime to dig up some
more information on the woman’s history.


  

  He returned to the office where he had an on-line account through the newspaper and accessed the Social Security Administration’s PEBES, or Personal Earnings and
Benefit Estimate Statement database on the World Wide
Web. Donovan was from the old school when it came to
research methods, but even he occasionally lumbered out
to do some Net surfing. All one needed to find out information on a person was their Social Security number,
mother’s maiden name, and the birthplace of the person.
Donovan had all of those facts in hand. LuAnn Tyler had
been born in Georgia, that he knew for certain. However,
the first three digits of the Social Security number he had
been given identified Catherine Savage as having been
born in Virginia. If LuAnn Tyler and Catherine Savage
were one and the same, then Tyler had obtained a phony
SSN. It wasn’t all that difficult to do, but he doubted
whether the woman would’ve had the connections to do
it. The PEBES listed a person’s earnings going back to
the early fifties, their contributions to the Social Security
fund, and their expected benefits upon retirement based
upon those contributions. That was normally what was
shown. However, Donovan was looking at a blank
screen. Catherine Savage had no history of wage earnings
of any kind. LuAnn Tyler had worked, Donovan knew
that. Her last job had been at a truck diner. If she had received a paycheck, her employers should have withheld
payroll taxes, including amounts for Social Security. Either they hadn’t or LuAnn Tyler didn’t have a Social Security number to begin with. Or both. He called up Best
Data again and went through the same process. The answer this time, however, was different. As far as the Social Security Administration was concerned, LuAnn
Tyler didn’t exist. She simply did not have a Social Security number. There was no more to be learned here. It
was time for Donovan to take some more serious steps.


  That evening Donovan returned home, opened a file,
and took out IRS form 2848. The form was entitled
“Power of Attorney and Declaration of Representative.”
A relatively simple form as Internal Revenue documents
went, but one that carried extraordinary power. With it
Donovan could obtain all sorts of confidential tax documents on the person he was investigating. True, he would
have to stretch the truth a little in filling out the form, and
a little falsification of signature was involved, but his motives were pure, and, thus, his conscience was clear. Besides, Donovan knew that the IRS received tens of
millions of requests a year from taxpayers for information about their tax returns. The fact that somebody
would take the time to match signatures was beyond the
realm of probability. Donovan smiled. The odds of it
would be greater even than the odds of winning the lottery. He filled out the form, listing the woman’s name and
last known address, put in her Social Security number,
listed himself as the woman’s representative for tax purposes, and requested the woman’s federal income tax returns for the last three years, and mailed it off.


   


  

  It took two months and numerous prodding phone
calls, but the wait was worth it. Donovan had devoured
the contents of the package from the IRS when it finally
came. Catherine Savage was an awfully wealthy woman
and her tax return from the prior year, at a full forty pages
in length, reflected that wealth and the financial complexities that level of income bore. He had requested her
last three years’ worth of returns, but the IRS had only
sent one for the simple reason that she had only filed one
return. The mystery behind that had been cleared up
quickly, because Donovan, as Catherine Savage’s tax representative, had been able to contact the IRS and ask virtually every question that he wanted about the taxpayer.
Donovan had learned that Catherine Savage’s tax situation had sparked a great deal of initial interest with the
IRS. A U.S. citizen with such an extraordinary level of income filing a tax return for the first time at age thirty was
enough to jump-start even the most drone-like of Revenue agents into action. There were over a million Americans living abroad who simply never filed returns,
costing the government billions in unpaid taxes, and consequently this was an area that always received the IRS’s
attention. However, the initial interest had quickly dissipated as every question the agency had asked had been
answered and every answer had been supported by substantial documentation, Donovan had been told.


  

  Donovan looked at his notes from the conversation
with the IRS agent. Catherine Savage had been born in
the United States, in Charlottesville, Virginia, in fact, and
then left the country as a young girl when her father’s
business had taken him overseas. As a young woman living in France, she had met and married a wealthy German
businessman who was a resident of Monaco at the time.
The man had died a little over two years ago and his fortune had duly passed to his young widow. Now, as a U.S.
citizen with control of her own money, all of which was
passive, unearned income, she had begun paying her income taxes to her homeland. The documents in the file
were numerous and legitimate, the IRS agent had assured
Donovan. Everything was aboveboard. As far as the IRS
was concerned, Catherine Savage was a responsible
citizen who was lawfully paying her taxes although residing
outside the United States.


  Donovan leaned back in his chair and studied the ceiling, his hands clasped behind his head. The agent had
also provided Donovan with another piece of interesting
news. The IRS had very recently received a change of address form for Catherine Savage. She was now in the
United States. In fact, she had returned, at least according
to her records, to the town of her birth: Charlottesville,
Virginia. The same town where LuAnn Tyler’s mother
had been born. That was far too much of a coincidence
for Donovan.


  And with all that information in hand, Donovan was
fairly certain of one thing: LuAnn Tyler had finally come
home. And now that he was so intimately familiar with
virtually every facet of her life, Donovan felt it was time
that they actually meet. How and where was what he
started to think about.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Sitting in his pickup truck parked on the side of a sharp
bend in the road, Matt Riggs surveyed the area through a
pair of lightweight field binoculars. The tree-filled,
steeply graded land was, to his experienced eye, impenetrable. The half mile of winding asphalt private road running to his right formed a T-intersection with the road he
was on; beyond that, he knew, sat a grand country estate
with beautiful vistas of the nearby mountains. However,
the estate, surrounded by thick woods, couldn’t be seen
from anywhere except overhead. Which made him wonder again why the owner would want to pay for an expensive perimeter security fence in the first place. The
estate already had the very best of nature’s own handiwork for protection.


  

  Riggs shrugged and bent down to slip on a pair of
Overland boots, then pulled on his coat. The chilly wind
buffeted him as he stepped from his truck. He sucked the
fresh air in and put a hand through his unkempt dark
brown hair, working a couple of kinks out of his muscular frame before donning a pair of leather gloves. It
would take him about an hour to walk the front location
of the fence. The plans called for the fence to be seven
feet high, made of solid steel painted glossy black, with
each post set in two feet of concrete. The fence would
have electronic sensors spaced randomly across its frame,
and would be topped by dangerously sharp spike finials.
The front gates, set on six-foot-high, four-foot-square
concrete monuments with a brick veneer, would be of
similar style and construction. The job also called for a
video camera, intercom system, and a locking mechanism on the huge gates that would ensure that nothing
less than the head-on impact of an Abrams tank could
ever open it without the permission of the owner. From
what he could tell, Riggs didn’t expect such permission
to be granted very often.


  Bordered by Nelson County on the southwest, Greene
County to the north, and Fluvanna and Louisa counties
on the east, Albemarle County, Virginia, was home to
many wealthy people, some famous and some not. However, they all had one thing in common: They all craved
privacy and were more than willing to pay for it. Thus,
Riggs was not entirely surprised at the precautions being
undertaken here. All the negotiations had been handled
through a duly authorized intermediary. He reasoned that
someone who could afford a fence such as this, and the
cost was well into the hundreds of thousands of dollars,
probably had better things to do with his time than sit
down and chat with a lowly general contractor.


  Binoculars dangling around his neck, he dutifully
trudged down the road until he found a narrow pathway
into the woods. The two most difficult parts of the job
were clear to him: getting the heavy equipment up here
and having his men work in such cramped surroundings.
Mixing concrete, punching postholes, laying out the
frames, clearing land, and angling sections of a very
heavy fence, all of that took space, ample space that they
would not have here. He was very glad to have added a
healthy premium to the job, plus a provision for a cost
overrun for exactly those reasons. The owner, apparently,
had not set a limit as to the price, because the representative had promptly agreed to the huge dollar amount Riggs
had worked up. Not that he was complaining. This single
job would guarantee his best year ever in business. And
although he had only been on his own for three years, his
operation had been growing steadily ever since the first
day. He got to work.


   


  

  The BMW pulled slowly out from the garage and
headed down the drive. The road going down was lined
on either side with four-board oak fencing painted a pristine white. Most of the cleared land was surrounded by
the same style of fencing, the white lines making a stunning contrast to the green landscape. It was not quite
seven in the morning and the stillness of the day remained unbroken. These early morning drives had become a soothing ritual for LuAnn. She glanced back at
the house in her rearview mirror. Constructed of beautiful Pennsylvania stone and weathered brick with a row of
new white columns bracketing a deep front porch, a slate
roof, aged-looking copper gutters, and numerous French
doors, the house was elegantly refined despite its imposing size.


  As the car passed down the drive and out of sight of the
house, LuAnn turned her eyes back to the road and suddenly took her foot off the gas and hit the brake. The man
was waving at her, his arms crisscrossing themselves as
he flagged her down. She inched forward and then
stopped the car. He came up to the driver’s side window
and motioned for her to open it. Out of the corner of her
eye she saw the black Honda parked on a grass strip bordering the road.


  She eyed him with deep suspicion but hit the button
and the window descended slightly. She kept one foot on
the accelerator ready to mash it down if the situation
called for it. His appearance was innocent enough: middle-aged and slight of build, with a beard laced around the
edges with gray.


  “Can I help you?” she asked, her eyes attempting to
duck his gaze at the same time she tried her best to note
any sudden movements on his part.


  “I think I’m lost. Is this the old Brillstein Estate?” He
pointed up the road toward where the house was.


  LuAnn shook her head. “We just recently moved in,
but that wasn’t the name of the owners before us. It’s
called Wicken’s Hunt.”


  “Huh, I could’ve sworn this was the right place.”


  “Who were you looking for?”


  The man leaned forward so that his face filled her window. “Maybe you know her. The name is LuAnn Tyler,
from Georgia.”


  

  LuAnn sucked in a mouthful of air so quickly she
almost gagged. There was no hiding the astonishment on
her face.


  Thomas Donovan, his face full of satisfaction, leaned
even closer, his lips right at her eye level. “LuAnn, I’d
like to talk to you. It’s important and—”


  She hit the accelerator and Donovan had to jump back
to avoid having his feet crushed by the car tires.


  “Hey!” he screamed after her. The car was almost out
of sight. Donovan, his face ashen, ran to his car, started it
up, and roared off down the road. “Christ!” he said to
himself.


  Donovan had tried directory assistance in Charlottesville, but they had no listing for Catherine Savage.
He would have been shocked if they had. Someone on the
run all these years didn’t ordinarily give out her phone
number. He had decided, after much thought, that the direct approach would be, if not the best, at least the most
productive. He had watched the house for the last week,
noted her pattern of early morning drives, and chosen
today to make contact. Despite being almost run over, he
had the satisfaction of knowing that he had been right.
Throwing the question at her out of the blue like that, he
knew, was the only sure way to get the truth. And now he
had it. Catherine Savage was LuAnn Tyler. Her looks had
changed considerably from the video and photos he had
seen from ten years ago. The changes were subtle, no one
single alteration really dramatic, yet the cumulative effect
had been marked. Except for the look on her face and her
abrupt departure, Donovan wouldn’t have known it was
her.


  

  He now focused on the road ahead. He had just
glimpsed the gray BMW. It was still far ahead, but on the
curvy mountain road his smaller and more agile Honda
was gaining. He didn’t like playing the daredevil role; he
had disdained it in his younger days when covering dangerous events halfway around the world, and he disliked
it even more now. However, he had to make her understand what he was trying to do. He had to make her listen. And he had to get his story. He hadn’t worked
twenty-hour days the last several months tracking her
down simply to watch her disappear again.


   


  Matt Riggs stopped for a moment and again studied the
terrain. The air was so clean and pure up here, the sky so
blue, the peace and quiet so ethereal, he again marveled
at why he had waited so long to chuck the big city, and
come to calmer, if less exciting, parts. After years of
being in the very center of millions of tense, increasingly
aggressive people, he now found being able to feel like
you were all alone in the world, for even a few minutes,
was more soothing than he could have imagined. He was
about to pull the property survey out of his jacket to study
in more detail the dimensions of the property line when
all thoughts of work amid the peaceful countryside
abruptly disappeared from his mind.


  

  He jerked his head around and whipped the binoculars
up to his eyes to focus on what had suddenly destroyed
the morning’s calm. He quickly located the origin of the
explosion of sound. Through the trees he spied two cars
hurtling down from the road where the country estate was
situated, their respective engines at full throttle. The car
in front was a big BMW sedan. The car behind it was a
smaller vehicle. What the smaller car lacked in muscle
power to the big Bimmer, it more than made up for in
agility around the winding road. At the speeds the two
were doing, Riggs thought it most likely they would both
end up either wrapped around a tree or upside down in
one of the steep ditches that bordered either side of the
road.


  The next two visuals he made through his binoculars
made him turn and run as fast as he could back to his
truck.


  The look of raw fear on the woman’s face in the Bimmer, the way she looked behind to check her pursuer’s
progress, and the grim countenance of the man apparently chasing her were all he needed to kick-start every
instinct he had ever gained from his former life.


  He gunned the engine, unsure exactly what his plan of
action would be, not that he had much time to come up
with one. He pulled onto the road, strapping his seat belt
across him as he did so. He normally carried a shotgun in
the truck to ward off snakes, but he had forgotten it this
morning. He had some shovels and a crowbar in the truck
bed, although he hoped it wasn’t going to come to that.


  

  

  As he flew down the road, the two cars appeared in
front of him on the main road. The Bimmer took the turn
almost on two wheels before stabilizing, the other car
right behind it. However, now on the straightaway, the
three hundred plus horses of the BMW could be fully
used, and the woman quickly opened a two-hundred-yard
gap between herself and her pursuer, a gap that grew with
every second. That wouldn’t last, Riggs knew, because a
curve that would qualify for deadman’s status was fast
approaching. He hoped to God the woman knew it; if she
didn’t he would be watching the BMW turn into a fireball
as it sailed off the road and crashed into an army of
unyielding hardwoods. With that prospect nearly upon
them, his plan finally came together. He punched the gas,
the truck flew forward, and he gained on what he now
saw was a black Honda. The man apparently had all of
his attention focused on the BMW, because when Riggs
passed him on the left, the man didn’t even look over.
However, he took abrupt and angry notice when Riggs
cut in front of him and immediately slowed down to
twenty miles an hour. Up ahead, Riggs saw the woman
glance back in her rearview mirror, her eyes riveted on
Riggs and his fortuitous appearance on the scene as the
truck and Honda fought a pitched battle for supremacy of
the road. Riggs tried to motion to her to slow down, to
make her understand what he was trying to do. Whether
she got the message or not, he couldn’t tell. Like the coils
of a sidewinder, the truck and the Honda swayed back
and forth across the narrow roadway, coming dangerously close to the sheer drop on the right side. Once, the
truck’s wheel partially skidded in the gravel shoulder and
Riggs braced himself for the plunge over, before he
barely managed to regain control. The driver of the
Honda tried mightily to pass, leaning on the horn
the whole time. But in his past career Riggs had done his
share of dangerous, high-speed driving and he expertly
matched the other man maneuver for maneuver. A minute
later they rounded the almost V-shaped curve, a wall of
sheer jutting rock on his left and an almost vertical drop
to the right. Riggs anxiously looked down that steep
slope for any sight of the Bimmer’s wreckage. He
breathed a sigh of relief as he saw none. He looked up the
once again straight road. He saw the glint of a bumper far
up ahead and then the big sedan was completely out of
sight. Admiration was his first thought. The woman
hadn’t slowed down much, if any, coming around that
curve. Even at twenty miles an hour Riggs hadn’t felt all
that safe. Damn.


  

  Riggs reached across to his glove box and pulled out
his portable phone. He was just about to punch in 911
when the Honda now took the very aggressive tack of
ramming his truck from behind. The phone flew out of
his hand and smashed into several pieces against the
dashboard. Riggs cursed, shook off the impact, clenched
the wheel hard, shifted into low gear, and slowed down
even more as the Honda repeatedly smashed into him.
What he was hoping would happen eventually did, as the
Honda’s front bumper and the truck’s heavy-duty rear
one locked together. He could hear the gears grinding in
the Honda as the driver tried to extricate his vehicle without success. Riggs peered into the rearview mirror and he
saw the man’s hand slide over to his glove compartment.
Riggs wasn’t going to wait around to see whether a
weapon emerged from it or not. He jerked the truck to a
stop, slammed the gear in reverse, and the two vehicles
roared backward down the road. He watched with satisfaction as the man in the Honda jerked back upright and
gripped the steering wheel in a panic. Riggs slowed as he
came to the curve, cleared it and then shot forward again.
As he came to a straightaway, he cut the wheel sharply to
the left and slammed the Honda into the rocky side of the
road. The force of that collision uncoupled the two vehicles. The driver appeared unhurt. Riggs slammed the
truck into drive and quickly disappeared down the road in
pursuit of the BMW. He continually looked back for several minutes but there was no sign of the Honda. Either it
had been disabled upon impact, or the driver had decided
not to pursue his reckless actions further.


  The adrenaline continued to course through Riggs’s
body for several minutes until it finally dissipated. Five
years removed from the dangers of his former profession,
Riggs was aware that this morning’s five-minute episode
had reminded him vividly of how many close calls he had
survived. He had neither expected nor ever wanted to
rekindle that anxious feeling in the sleepy morning mists
of central Virginia.


  His damaged bumper clanking loudly, Riggs finally
slowed down, as further pursuit of the BMW was hopeless. There were innumerable roads off the main track
and the woman could have taken any one of them and be
long gone by now. Riggs pulled off the road and stopped,
plucked a pen from his shirt pocket and wrote the license
plate numbers of the Honda and BMW down on the pad
of paper he kept affixed to his dashboard. He ripped the
paper off the pad and tucked it in his pocket. He had a
pretty good idea who was in the Bimmer. Someone who
lived in the big house. The same big house he had been
hired to surround with a state-of-the-art security fence.
Now the owner’s request started to make a whole lot
more sense to Riggs. And the question he was most interested in now was why? He drove off, deep in thought,
the morning’s peacefulness irretrievably shattered by the
look of sheer terror on a woman’s face.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  The BMW had indeed pulled off on a side road several
miles away from where Riggs and the Honda had tangled. The driver’s side door was open, the motor running.
Arms clutched tightly around her sides, LuAnn walked in
tight, frenetic circles in the middle of the road, shooting
frosty breaths skyward in her agitation. Anger, confusion,
and frustration raced across her features. All traces of fear
were gone, however. The present emotions were actually
far more damaging to her. Fear almost always passed;
these other mental battering rams did not retreat so easily. She had learned this over the years, and had even
managed to cope with it as best as she could.


  

  Now thirty years old, LuAnn Tyler still carried the impulsive energy and sleek animal movements of her youth.
The years had grafted onto her a more complete, mature
beauty. However, the basic elements of that beauty had
been discernibly altered. Her body was leaner, the waist
even tighter. The effect was to make her appear even
taller than she already was. Her hair had grown out and
now was far more blond than auburn, and cut in a sophisticated manner that highlighted her more defined facial features, including the minor nose job done for
disguise rather than aesthetics. Her teeth were now perfect, having benefitted from years of expensive dentistry.
There was, however, one imperfection.


  She had not followed Jackson’s advice regarding the
knife wound to her jaw. She had had it stitched, but let
the scar remain. It wasn’t all that noticeable, but every
time she looked in the mirror, it was a stark reminder of
where she had come from, how she had gotten here. It
was her most visible tie to the past, and not a pleasant
one. That was the reason she would not cover it over with
surgery. She wanted to be reminded of the unpleasantness, of the pain.


  People she had grown up with would probably have
recognized her; however, she never planned to see anyone like that here. She had resigned herself to wearing a
big hat and sunglasses whenever she ventured out into
public, which wasn’t very often. A lifetime of hiding
from the world: that had come with her deal.


  She went and sat back down on the front seat of the
BMW, rubbing her hands back and forth across the
padded steering wheel. She continually looked back
down the road for any sign of her pursuer; however, the
only sounds were her car’s engine and her own uneven
breathing. Huddled in her leather jacket, she hitched up
her jeans, swung her long legs inside the car, and closed
the door and locked it.


  She took off and for a few moments as she drove her
thoughts centered on the man in the truck. He had obviously helped her. Was he just a good Samaritan who had
happened along at the right time? Or was he something
else, something more complex than that? She had lived
with this paranoia for so long now that it was like an exterior coating of paint. All observations had to pass
through its screening first, all conclusions were based in
some way upon how she perceived the motivation of anyone colliding unexpectedly with her universe. It all came
down to one grim fact: fear of discovery. She took one
long, deep breath and wondered for the hundredth time if
she had made a grievous mistake by returning to the
United States.


   


  

  Riggs drove his battered truck up the private road. He
had kept a close eye out for the Honda on his return down
the road, but the car and driver had not reappeared. Going
up to the house, he figured, was the quickest way to find
a telephone, and perhaps also seek an explanation of sorts
for this morning’s events. Not that he deserved one, but
his intervention had helped the woman and he felt that
was worth something. In any event, he couldn’t exactly
let it rest now. He was surprised that no one stopped him
on the drive up. There was no private security, apparently.
He had met with the owner’s representative in town; this
was his first visit to the estate, which had been christened
Wicken’s Hunt long ago. The home was one of the most
beautiful in the area. It had been constructed in the early
1920s with craftsmanship that was simply nonexistent
today. The Wall Street magnate who had had it built as a
summer retreat had jumped off a New York skyscraper
during the stock market crash of ’29. The home had
passed through several hands, and had been on the market six years before being sold to the current owner. The
place had required substantial renovation. Riggs had
talked to some of the subcontractors employed to do that
work. They had spoken with awe of the craftsmanship
and beauty of the place.


  Whatever moving trucks had hauled the owner’s possessions up the mountain road had apparently done so in
the middle of the night, because Riggs could find no one
who had seen them. No one had seen the owner, either.
He had checked at the courthouse land records. The
home was owned by a corporation that Riggs had never
heard of. The usual channels of gossip had not yielded an
answer to the mystery, although St. Anne’s-Belfield
School had admitted a ten-year-old girl named Lisa Savage who had given Wicken’s Hunt as her home address.
Riggs had heard that a tall young woman would occasionally drop off and pick up the child; although she had
always worn sunglasses and a large hat. Most often picking up the little girl would be an elderly man who had
been described to Riggs as built like a linebacker. A
strange household. Riggs had several friends who
worked at the school but none of them would talk about
the young woman. If they knew her name, they wouldn’t
say what it was.


  When Riggs rounded a curve, the mansion suddenly
appeared directly in front of him. His truck resembled a
plain, squat tug bearing down on the QEII. The mansion
stood three stories tall, with a double doorway spanning
at least twenty feet.


  

  He parked his truck in the wraparound drive that
encircled a magnificent stone fountain that, on this cold
morning, was not operating. The landscaping was as lush
and as carefully planned as the house; and where annuals
and even late-blooming perennials had died out, evergreens and other hardy foliage of all descriptions filled in
the spaces.


  He slid out of his seat, making sure he had the piece of
paper with the license plate numbers still in his pocket.
As he walked up to the front door, he wondered if a place
like this would condescend to have a doorbell; or would
a butler automatically open the door at his approach? Actually, neither happened, but as he cleared the top step, a
voice did speak to him from a brand new–looking intercom built into the side of the wall next to the door.


  “Can I help you?” It was a man’s voice, big, solid, and,
Riggs thought, slightly threatening.


  “Matthew Riggs. My company was hired to build the
privacy fence on the property’s perimeter.”


  “Okay.”


  The door didn’t budge, and the tone of the voice made
clear that unless Riggs had more information to impart,
this status was not going to change. He looked around,
suddenly conscious that he was being observed. Sure
enough, above his head, recessed within the back of one
of the columns, was a video camera. That looked new as
well. He waved.


  “Can I help you?” the voice said again.


  “I’d like to use a telephone.”


  “I’m sorry, that’s not possible.”


  

  “Well, I’d say it should be possible since I just crashed
my truck into a car that was chasing a big charcoal gray
BMW that I’m pretty sure came from this house. I just
wanted to make sure that the woman driving the car was
okay. She looked pretty scared the last time I saw her.”


  The next sound Riggs heard was the front door being
unbolted and thrown open. The elderly man facing him
matched the six foot one Riggs in height, but was far
broader across the shoulders and chest. However, Riggs
noted that the man moved with a slight limp as though the
legs and, perhaps, the knees in particular were beginning
to go. The possessor of a very strong, athletic body himself, Riggs decided he would not want to have to take this
guy on. Despite his advancing age and obvious infirmities, the man looked strong enough to break Riggs’s back
with ease. This was obviously the guy seen at the school
picking up Lisa Savage. The doting linebacker.


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  Riggs pointed toward the road. “About ten minutes
ago, I was out doing a preliminary survey of the property
line in advance of ordering up men and equipment when
this BMW comes bolting down the road, a woman driving, blond from what I could see, and scared to death. Another car, a black Honda Accord, probably a 1992 or ’93
model, right on her butt. A guy was driving that one and
he looked determined as hell.”


  “The woman, is she all right?” The elderly man edged
forward perceptibly. Riggs backed up a notch, unwilling
to let the guy get too close until he had a better understanding of the situation. For all he knew, this guy could
be in cahoots with the man in the Honda. Riggs’s internal
radar was all over the place on this one.


  

  “As far as I know. I got in between them and took the
Honda out, banged the crap out of my truck in the
process.” Riggs briefly rubbed his neck as the
recollection of his collision brought several distinct painful
twinges to that location. He would have to soak in the tub
tonight.


  “We’ll take care of the truck. Where’s the woman?”


  “I didn’t come up here to complain about the truck,
mister—”


  “Charlie, call me Charlie.” The man extended his hand, which Riggs shook. He had not underestimated the strength the old guy possessed. As he took his hand back Riggs observed the indentations in his fingers caused by the other man’s vise-like grip. Whether he was merely anxious about the safety of the woman, or he mangled
visitors’ fingers on a routine basis, Riggs didn’t know.


  “I go by Matt. Like I said, she got away, and as far as
I know, she’s fine. But I still wanted to call it in.”


  “Call it in?”


  “The police. The guy in the Honda was breaking at
least several laws that I know of, including a couple of
felonies. Too bad I didn’t get to read him his rights.”


  “You sound like a cop.”


  Had Charlie’s face darkened, or was that his imagination, Riggs wondered.


  “Something like that. A long while back. I got the license plate number of both cars.” He looked at Charlie,
studying the battered and grizzled face, trying to get beyond the stolid stare he was getting in return. “I’m assuming the BMW belongs to this house, and the woman.”


  Charlie hesitated for a moment and then nodded.
“She’s the owner.”


  “And the Honda?”


  “Never seen it before.”


  

  Riggs turned and looked back down the road. “The guy
could’ve been waiting partially down the entry road.
There’s nothing stopping him from doing that.” Riggs
turned and looked back at Charlie.


  “That’s why we contracted with you to build the fence
and gate.” A glint of anger rose in Charlie’s eyes.


  “Now I can see why that might be a good idea, but I
only got the signed contract yesterday. I work fast, but
not that fast.”


  Charlie relaxed at the obvious logic of Riggs’s words
and looked down for a moment.


  “What about using that phone, Charlie?” Riggs took a
step forward. “Look, I know a kidnap attempt when I see
one.” He looked up at the facade of the house. “It’s not
hard to see why either, is it?”


  Charlie took a deep breath, his loyalties sharply divided. He was sick with worry about LuAnn—Catherine,
he corrected himself mentally; despite the passage of ten
years, he had never been comfortable with her new name.
He was finding it close to impossible to allow the police
to be called in.


  “I take it you’re her friend or family—”


  “Both actually,” Charlie said with renewed vigor as he
stared over Riggs’s shoulder, a smile breaking across his
face.


  The reason for that change in attitude reached Riggs’s
ears a second later. He turned and watched the BMW pull
up behind his truck.


  LuAnn got out of the car, glanced at the truck for a moment, until her eyes riveted on the damaged bumper; then
she strode up the steps, passing over Riggs to focus on
Charlie.


  “This guy said you ran into some trouble,” said Charlie, pointing at Riggs.


  “Matt Riggs.” Riggs extended his hand. In her boots,
the woman wasn’t much shorter than he. The impression
of exceptional beauty he had gotten through his binoculars was considerably magnified up close. The hair was
long and full, with golden highlights that seemed to catch
every streak of the sun’s rays as it slowly rose over them.
The face and complexion were flawless to the point of
seeming impossible to achieve naturally, yet the woman
was young so the cut of the plastic surgeon’s knife could
not have beckoned to her yet. Riggs reasoned the beauty
must be all her own. Then he spotted the scar that ran
along her jawline. That surprised him, it seemed so out of
place with the rest of her. The scar also intrigued Riggs
because, to his experienced eye, the wound seemed to
have been made by a knife with a serrated edge. Most
women, he figured, especially those who had the kind of
money she obviously did, would have paid any amount to
cover up that blemish.


  The pair of calm, hazel eyes that stared into Riggs
made him conclude that this woman was different. The
person he was looking at was one of those rare creations:
a very lovely woman who cared little about her looks. As
his eyes continued to sweep over her, he noted the lean,
elegant, body; but from the smallish hips and waist there
grew a breadth of shoulders that suggested exceptional
physical strength. When her hand closed around his, he
almost gasped. The grip was almost indistinguishable
from Charlie’s.


  

  “I hope you’re okay,” said Riggs. “I got the plate number of the Honda. I was going to call it in to the cops, but
my cell phone got broken when the guy hit me. The car’s
probably stolen anyway. I got a good look at the guy. This
is a pretty isolated place. We should be able to nail him,
if we act fast enough.”


  LuAnn looked at him, confusion on her face. “What
are you talking about?”


  Riggs blinked and stepped back. “The car that was
chasing you.”


  LuAnn looked over at Charlie. Riggs watched closely
but he saw no discernible signals passing between them.
Then LuAnn pointed over at Riggs’s truck. “I saw that
truck and another car driving erratically, but I didn’t stop
to ask any questions. It was none of my business.”


  Riggs gaped for a moment before he responded. “The
reason I was doing the two-step with the Honda was because he was trying his best to run you off the road. In
fact, I almost took your place as the wreck of the week.”


  “Again, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. Don’t you think I would know if someone
were trying to run me off the road?”


  “So you’re saying that you always drive eighty miles
an hour around curvy, mountainous roads just for the fun
of it?” Riggs asked heatedly.


  “I don’t think my driving methods are any of your concern,” she snapped back. “However, since you happen to
be on my property, I think it is my concern to know why
you’re here.”


  Charlie piped in. “He’s the guy who’s building the security fence.”


  LuAnn eyed Riggs steadily. “Then I would strongly
suggest you concentrate on that task rather than come up
here with some outrageous account of my being chased.”


  Riggs’s face flushed and he started to say something,
but then decided against it. “Have a good day, ma’am.”
He turned and headed back to his truck.


  LuAnn didn’t look back. She passed by Charlie without a glance and walked quickly into the house. Charlie
stared after Riggs for a moment before shutting the door.


  As Riggs climbed back in his truck another car pulled
up the drive. An older woman was driving. The back seat
of the car was stacked with groceries. The woman was
Sally Beecham, LuAnn’s live-in housekeeper, just back
from early-morning grocery shopping. She glanced over
at Riggs in a cursory fashion. Though his features were
laced with anger, he curtly nodded at her and she returned
the gesture. As was her custom, she pulled around to the
side-load garage and hit the garage door opener clipped
to the car’s visor. The door in from the garage led directly
to the kitchen, and Beecham was an efficient person who
detested wasted effort.


  As Riggs pulled off he glanced back up at the massive
house. With so many windows staring back at him he
didn’t catch the one framing LuAnn Tyler, arms folded
across her chest, looking resolutely at him, a mixture of
worry and guilt on her face.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  The Honda slowed down, turned off the back road, then
made its way over a rustic wooden bridge spanning a
small creek, and then disappeared into the thickness of
the surrounding forest. The antenna clipped some of the
overhanging branches, sending a shower of dewdrops
onto the windshield. Up ahead, under an umbrella of oak
trees, a small, ramshackle cottage was visible. The Honda
pulled into the tiny backyard and then into a small shed
located behind the cottage. The man closed the doors of
the shed and walked up to the house.


  

  Donovan rubbed his lower back and then worked his
neck around some in an attempt to overcome the aftereffects of his early morning escapade. He was still visibly
shaking. Donovan stamped into the house, threw off his
coat, and proceeded to make coffee in the small kitchen.
Nervously smoking a cigarette while the coffee
percolated, he looked outside the window with a slight feeling
of apprehension, although he was fairly certain no one
had followed him. He rubbed his brow. The cottage was
isolated and the landlord didn’t know his real name or the
reason he had decided to take up temporary residence
here.


  The guy in the truck, who the hell had he been? Friend
of the woman or some guy who had happened by? Since
he had been seen, Donovan would have to shave off his
beard and do something with his hair. He would also have
to rent another car. The Honda was damaged and the guy
in the truck could’ve gotten the license plate number. But
the Honda was a rental, and Donovan had not used his
real name in leasing it. He wasn’t worried about the
woman doing anything about it, but the guy might put a
crimp in his plans. He wouldn’t risk driving the Honda
back into town to exchange it for another rental. He didn’t want to be spotted driving it, and he didn’t want to
have to explain the damage to the bumper right now.
Tonight, he’d walk to the main road and catch a bus into
town, where he would pick up another rental car.


  He poured a cup of coffee and walked into the dining
room that had been set up as an office. A computer terminal, printer, and fax and phone were set up on one
table. File boxes were stacked neatly in one corner. On
two walls hung several large bulletin boards. They were
filled with newspaper clippings.


  

  The car chase had been stupid, Donovan muttered to
himself. It was a miracle both of them weren’t dead in
some ravine right now. Tyler’s reaction had absolutely astonished him. Although, thinking about it now, it probably shouldn’t have. She was scared, and she had ample
reason to be. Donovan’s next problem was apparent.
What if she disappeared again? Finding her the first time
had been part hard work and part luck. There was no
guarantee he would be as fortunate the next time. However, there was nothing he could do about that now. He
could only wait and watch.


  He had established a contact at the regional airport
who would advise Donovan if any person matching
LuAnn Tyler’s description or traveling under the name
Catherine Savage was headed out of the area via plane.
Unless she had another identity already set up, it would
be difficult for Tyler to travel any time soon except under
the name Catherine Savage, and that would leave him a
trail. If she left the area by means other than airplane,
well, he could watch the house, but he couldn’t do it
twenty-four hours a day. He briefly contemplated calling
in reinforcements from the Trib, but there were many factors that cautioned him against doing that. He had worked
alone for almost thirty years, and bringing in a partner
now was not very appealing, even if the newspaper
would consent to do it. No, he would do what he could to
dog her movements, and he would work very hard to set
up another face-to-face. He was convinced that he could
make the woman trust him, work with him. He didn’t believe that she had killed anybody. But he was fairly certain that she and perhaps some of the other winners were
hiding something about the lottery. He wanted that story,
wherever it led him.


   


  

  A fire blazed in the hearth of the spacious two-story library, which had floor-to-ceiling maple bookcases on
three walls and inviting, overstuffed furniture arranged in
intimate conversation patterns. LuAnn sat on a leather
sofa, her legs drawn up under her, bare feet protruding, an
embroidered cotton shawl covering her shoulders. A cup
of tea and a plate of uneaten breakfast sat on the table
next to her. Sally Beecham, dressed in a gray uniform
with a sparkling white apron, was just leaving, carrying
the serving tray. Charlie closed the arched double doors
behind her and sat down next to LuAnn.


  “Listen, are you gonna tell me what really happened or
not?” When LuAnn didn’t answer, Charlie gripped one of
her hands. “Your hands are like ice. Drink the tea.” He
rose and stoked the fire until the flames made his face
redden. He looked at her expectantly. “I can’t help you if
you don’t tell me what’s wrong, LuAnn.”


  Over the last ten years a lasting bond had been built between the two that had seen them through many crises,
both minor and major, in their travels. From the time
Charlie had touched her shoulder as the 747 climbed into
the skies, until they had arrived back in America, they
had been inseparable. Even though his given name was
Robert, he had taken “Charlie” as his accepted name. It
wasn’t too far from the truth, as his middle name was
Charles. What was in a name anyway? However, he referred to her as LuAnn only in private, as now. He was
her closest friend and confidant, really her only one, since
there were things she could not even tell her daughter.


  

  As he sat back down, Charlie winced in pain. He was
acutely aware that he was slowing down, a process that
was exacerbated by the rough treatment of his body in his
youth. The difference in years between the two was now
more pronounced than ever, as nature took its toll on him.
Even with all that, he would do anything for her, would
face any danger, confront any enemy she had with every
ounce of strength and ingenuity he had left.


  It was the look in Charlie’s eyes as LuAnn read these
very thoughts that made her finally start talking.


  “I had just left the house. He was standing in the middle of the driveway waving for me to stop.”


  “And you did?” Charlie’s tone was incredulous.


  “I didn’t get out of the car. I couldn’t exactly run over
the man. If he tried anything, or pulled a gun, you can bet
I would’ve done just that.”


  Charlie hitched one leg up over the other, an action that
was accompanied by another painful wince. “Go on. Eat
while you’re talking, and drink your tea! Your face is
white as a sheet.”


  LuAnn did as he said, managing to get some bites of
egg and toast down and a few sips of the hot tea. Putting
the cup back down, she wiped her mouth with a napkin.
“He motioned for me to roll the window down. I cracked
it a bit and asked him what he wanted.”


  “Wait a minute, what’d he look like?”


  “Medium height, full beard, a little gray at the edges.
Wire-rimmed glasses. Olive complexion, maybe a hundred sixty pounds. Probably late forties or early fifties.”
Over the last ten years, memorizing minute details of
people’s appearances had become second nature to
LuAnn.


  Charlie mentally filed away her description of the man.
“Go on.”


  “He said he was looking for the Brillstein Estate.” She
hesitated and took another sip of the tea. “I told him that
this wasn’t the place.”


  Charlie suddenly leaned forward. “What’d he say
then?”


  Now LuAnn was perceptibly shaking. “He said he was
looking for somebody.”


  “Who? Who?” Charlie asked again as LuAnn’s blank
stare dropped to the floor.


  She finally looked up at him. “LuAnn Tyler from
Georgia.”


  Charlie sat back. After a decade, they had pretty much
put the fear of exposure on the back burner, though it was
still there and always would be. Now that flame had just
been rekindled.


  “Did he say anything else?”


  LuAnn rubbed the napkin across her dry lips and then
sat back up. “He said something about wanting to talk to
me. Then… I… I just went blank, slammed the accelerator, and almost ran over him.” She let all the air drain
out of her after speaking. She looked over at Charlie.


  “And he chased you?”


  She nodded. “I’ve got strong nerves, Charlie, you
know that, but they have their limits. When you’re going
out for a relaxing early morning drive and you get hit
with something like that instead?” She cocked her head at
him. “God, I was just starting to feel comfortable here.
Jackson hasn’t shown up, Lisa loves school, this place is
so beautiful.” She fell silent.


  “What about the other guy, Riggs? Is his story true?”


  

  Suddenly agitated, LuAnn stood up and paced the
room. She stopped and ran her hand fondly along a row
of finely bound novels resting on the shelves. Over the
years, she had read just about every book in the room.
Ten years of intensive education with some of the finest
private tutors had produced an articulate, polished, cosmopolitan woman far removed from the one who had run
from that trailer, from those bodies. Now those bloody
images would not budge from her mind.


  “Yes. He just jumped right into the middle of it. I probably would’ve lost the guy, anyway.” She added quietly,
“But he did help me. And I would’ve liked to have
thanked him. But I couldn’t exactly do that, could I?” She
threw up her hands in frustration and sat back down.


  Charlie rubbed his chin as he pondered the situation.


  “You know, legally, the lottery scam amounts to a
bunch of felonies, but the statute of limitations has expired on all of them. The guy can’t really hurt you there.”


  “What about the murder charge? There’s no statute of
limitations on that. I did kill the man, Charlie. I did it in
self-defense, but who the hell would believe me now?”


  “True, but the police haven’t pursued that case in
years.”


  “Okay, do you want me to go turn myself in?”


  “I’m not saying that. I just think you might be blowing
this out of proportion.”


  LuAnn trembled. Going to jail over the money or the
killing was not her biggest concern. She put her hands together and looked over at Charlie.


  “My daddy probably never said one word to me that
was true. He did his best to make me feel like the most
worthless piece of trash in the world and any time I built
up some confidence he’d come along and tear it down.
The only thing I was good for according to him was making babies and looking pretty for my man.”


  “I know you had it rough, LuAnn—”


  

  “I swore to myself that I would never, ever do that to
any child of mine. I swore that to God on a stack of
Bibles, said it on my mother’s grave, and whispered it to
Lisa while I was carrying her and every night for six
months after she was born.” LuAnn swallowed hard and
stood up. “And you know what? Everything I’ve told her,
everything she knows about herself, you, me, every
damned molecule of her existence is a lie. It’s all made
up, Charlie. Okay, maybe the statute of limitations is expired, maybe I won’t go to jail because the police don’t
care that I killed a drug dealer. But if this man has found
out my past and he brings it all out into the open, then
Lisa will know. She’ll know that her mother told her
more lies than my daddy probably ever thought of in his
entire life. I’ll be a hundred times worse than Benny
Tyler, and I’ll lose my little girl as certain as the sun
comes up. I’ll lose Lisa.” After this outburst, LuAnn
shuddered and closed her eyes.


  “I’m sorry, LuAnn, I hadn’t thought about it like that.”
Charlie looked down at his hands.


  LuAnn’s eyes opened and they held a distinctly fatalistic look. “And if that happens, if she finds out, then it’s
over for me. Jail will seem like a day in the park, because
if I lose my little girl, then I won’t have any reason to be
anymore. Despite all this.” She swept her arms around
the room. “No reason at all.”


  LuAnn sat back down and rubbed at her forehead.


  Charlie finally broke the silence. “Riggs got the license
plate number. On both cars.” He fiddled with his shirt and
added, “Riggs is an ex-cop, LuAnn.”


  Her head in her hands, LuAnn looked at him. “Oh
God! And I didn’t think it could get any worse.”


  

  “Don’t worry, he runs your plate, he gets nothing
except Catherine Savage with this address, legit Social Security number, the works. Your identity has no holes in it.
Not after all this time.”


  “I think we have a very big hole, Charlie. The guy in
the Honda?”


  Charlie conceded the point with a quick nod of his
head. “Right, right, but I’m talking about Riggs. Your end
with him is okay.”


  “But if he tracks the other guy down, maybe talks to
him?”


  “Then maybe we got a big problem.” Charlie finished
the thought for her.


  “You think Riggs might do that?”


  “I don’t know. I do know that he didn’t buy your story
about not knowing you were being chased. Under the circumstances, I don’t blame you for not acknowledging it,
but an ex-cop? Hell, he’s got to be suspicious. I don’t
think we can count on him letting it lie.”


  LuAnn rubbed the hair out of her eyes. “So what do we
do?”


  Charlie gently took one of her hands. “You do nothing.
You let old Charlie see what he can find out. We’ve been
in tight places before. Right?”


  She slowly nodded and then licked her lips nervously.
“But this might be the tightest one of them all.”


   


  

  Matt Riggs walked quickly up the steps of the old Victorian with a wraparound porch that he had meticulously
restored over the last year. He had had a few years of carpentry and woodworking experience before coming to
Charlottesville. They had been pursuits he had taken up
to alleviate the stress that had come with what he used to
do for a living. He wasn’t thinking about the graceful
lines of his home right now, however.


  He went inside and down the hall to his office, for his
home also housed his business. He shut the door, grabbed
the phone, and placed a call to an old friend in Washington, D.C. The Honda had D.C. tags. Riggs was pretty sure
what running the license plate would reveal: either a
rental or stolen. The BMW would be another matter. At
least he would find out the woman’s name, since it had
suddenly occurred to him on the drive home that neither
the man calling himself Charlie nor the woman had ever
mentioned it. He was assuming the last name would be
Savage and that the woman in the BMW was either Lisa
Savage’s mother or perhaps, from her youthful looks, an
older sister.


  A half hour later he had his answers. The Honda was
indeed a rental out of the nation’s capital. Tom Jones was
the name of the lessee and he had rented the vehicle two
weeks ago. Tom Jones! That was real clever, Riggs
thought. The address he had for the man would be as
phony as the name, he was certain. A total dead-end; he
had expected nothing less.


  Then he stared down at the woman’s name he had written on a piece of paper. Catherine Savage. Born in Charlottesville, Virginia. Age: thirty. Social Security number
had checked out, current address was correct: Wicken’s
Hunt. Unmarried. Excellent credit, no priors. No red flags
at all in her background. He had a good slice of her past
right there in his hand in less than half an hour. Computers were wonderful. And yet…


  

  He looked at her age again. Thirty years old. He
thought back to the house and substantial grounds, three
hundred acres of prime Virginia real estate. He knew the
asking price for Wicken’s Hunt had been six million dollars. If she had struck a wonderful deal, Ms. Savage could
conceivably have gotten it for between four and five million, but from what he heard the renovation work had
easily run to seven figures. Where the hell does a woman
that young get that kind of money? She wasn’t a movie
star or rock star; the name Catherine Savage meant nothing to him, and he wasn’t that far out of the loop on popular culture.


  Or was it Charlie who had the bucks? They weren’t
husband and wife, that was clear. He had said he was
family, but something was off there too. He leaned back
in his chair, slid open a drawer of his desk, and popped a
couple of aspirin, as his neck threatened to stiffen up
again. It could be she had inherited serious family money
or been the extraordinarily rich widow of some old duffer. Recalling her face, he could easily see that. A lot of
men would shower her with everything they had.


  So what now? He looked out the window of his office
at the beauty of the surrounding trees with their vibrant
fall colors. Things were going well for him: An unhappy
past behind him; a thriving business in a place he loved.
A low-key lifestyle that he figured would add lots of
quality years to his life. And now this. He held the piece
of paper with her name on it up to eye level. Despite having no material incentive to care at all about her, Riggs’s
curiosity was at a high pitch.


  “Who the hell are you, Catherine Savage?”









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  “You about ready, honey?” LuAnn peeked in the door
and cast her gaze fondly on the back of the young girl
who was finishing dressing.


  Lisa looked around at her mother. “Almost.”


  With a face and athletic build that mirrored LuAnn’s,
Lisa Savage was the one immovable landmark in her
mother’s life.


  LuAnn stepped into the room, closed the door, and settled on the bed. “Miss Sally says you didn’t eat much
breakfast, are you feeling all right?”


  

  “I have a test today. I guess I’m just a little nervous.”
One result of having lived all over the world was that her
speech carried myriad traces of the different cultures, dialects, and accents. The mesh was a pleasing one, although several months in Virginia had already started to
graft upon Lisa the beginnings of a mild Southern inflection.


  LuAnn smiled. “I would’ve thought that by now, after
so many straight A’s, you wouldn’t get so nervous.” She
touched her daughter’s shoulder. During the time spent
traveling, LuAnn had thrown every ounce of energy and
a great deal of money into reshaping herself to be who
she had always wanted to be, which was as far from
Southern white trash named LuAnn Tyler as she could
get. Well-educated, able to speak two foreign languages,
she noted with pride that Lisa could speak four, as much
at home in China as in London. She had covered several
lifetimes in the last ten years. With this morning’s developments, maybe that was a good thing. Had she run out
of time?


  Lisa finished dressing and sat down with her back to
her mother. LuAnn picked up a brush and started doing
her daughter’s hair, a daily ritual between the two that allowed them to talk and catch up with each other.


  “I can’t help it, I still do get nervous. It’s not always
easy.”


  “Most things worthwhile in life aren’t easy. But, you
work hard and that’s the important thing. You do your
best, that’s all I’ll ever ask, regardless of what your
grades are.” She combed Lisa’s hair into a thick ponytail
and then clipped on a bow. “Just don’t bring home any
B’s.” They both laughed.


  As they walked downstairs together, Lisa looked over
at her mother. “I saw you talking to a man outside this
morning. You and Uncle Charlie.”


  LuAnn tried to hide her apprehensiveness. “You were
up? It was pretty early.”


  “Like I said, I was nervous about the test.”


  “Right.”


  “Who was he?”


  “He’s putting up the security fence and gate around the
property. He had some questions about the plans.”


  “Why do we need a security fence?”


  LuAnn took her hand. “We’ve talked about this before,
Lisa. We’re, well, we’re very well-off financially. You
know that. There are some bad people in the world. They
might try to do things, to get money from us.”


  “Like robbing us?”


  “Yes, or maybe something else.”


  “Like what?”


  LuAnn stopped and sat down on the steps, beckoning
Lisa to join her. “Remember how I’m always telling you
to be careful, watch out for people?” Lisa nodded. “Well,
that’s because some bad people might try to take you
away from me.”


  Lisa looked frightened. “I’m not telling you that to
scare you, baby, but in a way I guess I do want you to be
concerned, to be aware of what’s going on. If you use your
head and keep your eyes open, everything will be fine. Me
and Uncle Charlie won’t let anything happen to you.
Mommy promises. Okay?”


  Lisa nodded and they went down the stairs hand in
hand.


  Charlie met them in the hallway. “My, don’t we look
extra pretty this morning.”


  “I’ve got a test.”


  

  “You think I don’t know that? I was up last night until
ten-thirty with you going over the stuff. You’re gonna ace
it, sure as anything. Go get your coat, I’ll be out front in
the car.”


  “Isn’t Mommy taking me today?”


  Charlie glanced over at LuAnn. “I’m gonna give your
mom a break this morning. Besides, it’ll give us one more
time to go over the test stuff, right?”


  Lisa beamed. “Right.”


  After Lisa had gone, Charlie turned a very serious face
to LuAnn. “I’m gonna check some things out in town
after I drop Lisa off.”


  “You think you can find this guy?”


  Charlie shrugged as he buttoned up his overcoat.
“Maybe, maybe not. It’s not a big town, but it’s got lots
of hiding places. One reason we picked it, right?”


  LuAnn nodded. “What about Riggs?”


  “I’ll save him for later. I go knock on his door now, he
might get more suspicious than he already is. I’ll call
from the car if I find out anything.”


  

  LuAnn watched the two climb into Charlie’s Range
Rover and drive off. Deep in thought, she pulled on a
heavy coat, walked through the house and out the back.
She passed the Olympic-size pool with surrounding flagstone patio and three-foot-high brick wall. At this time of
year, the pool was drained and protected by a metal cover.
The tennis court would probably go in next year. LuAnn
cared little for either activity. Her underprivileged childhood had yielded no opportunities to idly hit a yellow ball
around or lounge in chlorinated water. But Lisa was an
avid swimmer and tennis player, and upon arriving at
Wicken’s Hunt, she had pressed eagerly for a tennis
court. Actually, it was nice to know she was going to be
around in one spot long enough actually to plan
something like the construction of a tennis court down the
road.


  The one activity LuAnn had picked up in her travels
was what she was heading to do right now. The horse
barn was about five hundred yards behind the main house
and surrounded on three sides by a thick grove of trees.
Her long strides took her there quickly. She employed
several people full-time to care for the grounds and horse
barn, but they were not yet at work. She pulled the gear
from the tack room and expertly saddled her horse, Joy,
named for her mother. She snagged a wide-brimmed Stetson hat and leather gloves off the wall, and swung herself
up onto her ride. She had had Joy for several years now;
the horse had traveled with them to several countries, not
an easy task, but one that was quite manageable when
your pocketbook was bottomless. LuAnn and company
had arrived in the United States via plane. Joy had made
the crossing by boat.


  One reason she and Charlie had decided upon the property was its myriad of riding trails, some probably dating
from Thomas Jefferson’s days.


  She started off at a good pace and soon left the house
behind. Twin clouds of breath escorted the pair as they
made their way down a gradual decline and then around
a curve, the trees hugging either side of the trail. The
morning’s briskness helped to clear LuAnn’s head, let her
think about things.


  

  She had not recognized the man, not that she had expected to. Counterintuitively, she had always expected
discovery to come from unknown quarters. He had
known her real name. Whether that was a recent
discovery on his part or he had found out long ago, she had no
way of knowing.


  Many times she had thought about going back to Georgia and telling the truth, just making a clean breast of it
and attempting to put all of it behind her. But these
thoughts had never managed to work themselves into cohesive actions and the reasons were clear. Although she
had killed the man in self-defense, the words of the person calling himself Mr. Rainbow had continually come
back to her. She had run. Thus, the police would assume
the worst. On top of that, she was vastly rich, and who
would have any sympathy or compassion for her now?
Especially people from her hometown. The Shirley Watsons of the world were not so rare. Added to that was the
fact that she had done something that was absolutely
wrong. The horse she was riding, the clothes she was
wearing, the home she was living in, the education and
worldliness she had obtained over the years for herself
and Lisa, all had been bought and paid for with what
amounted to stolen dollars. In stark fiscal terms, she was
one of the biggest crooks in history. If need be, she could
endure prosecution for all that, but then Lisa’s face
sprung up in her thoughts. Almost simultaneously, the
imagined words of Benny Tyler that day at the graveyard
came filtering back to her.


  Do it for Big Daddy. When did I ever lie to you, baby
doll? Daddy loves you.


  She pulled Joy to a halt and sunk her head in her hands
as a painful vision entered her head.


  

  Lisa, sweetheart, your whole life is a lie. You were
born in a trailer in the woods because I couldn’t afford to
have you anywhere else. Your father was a no-account loser who got murdered over drugs. I used to stick you
under the counter at the Number One Truck Stop in Rikersville, Georgia, while I waited tables. I’ve killed a man
and run from the police over it. Mommy stole all this
money, more money than you could dream of. Everything
you and I have came from that stolen money.


  When did Mommy ever lie to you, baby doll? Mommy
loves you.


  LuAnn slowly dismounted and collapsed on a large
stone that jutted at an angle from the ground. Only after
several minutes did she slowly come around, her head
swaying in long, slow movements, as though she were
drunk.


  She finally rose and took a handful of pebbles from the
ground. She idly skipped the stones across the smooth
surface of a small pond, sending each one farther and farther with quick, graceful flicks of her wrist. She could
never go back now. There was nothing to go back to. She
had given herself a new life, but it had come with a terrifyingly high cost. Her past was total fabrication, thus her
future was uncertain. Her day-to-day existence vacillated
between fear of total collapse of the flimsy veneer
shrouding her true identity and immense guilt for what
she had done. But if she lived for anything, it was to ensure that Lisa’s life would not be harmed in any way by
her mother’s past—or future—actions. Whatever else
happened, her little girl would not suffer because of her.


  

  LuAnn remounted Joy, cantering along until she
slowed the mare down to a walk as they passed through
some overhanging tree branches. She guided Joy to the
edge of the trail and watched the swift, powerful thrust of
the swollen creek that cut a jagged path across her
property. There had been recent heavy rains, and early snow
in the mountains had turned the usually docile water into
a dangerous torrent. She backed Joy away from the edge
and continued on.


  Ten years ago, just after she, Charlie, and Lisa had
landed in London, they had immediately boarded a plane
for Sweden. Jackson had given them detailed marching
orders for the first twelve months and they had not dared
to deviate from them. The next six months had been a
whirlwind zigzag through western Europe and then several years in Holland and then back to Scandinavia where
a tall, light-haired woman would not seem so out of
place. They had also spent time in Monaco and surrounding countries. The last two years had them in New
Zealand, where they had all enjoyed the quiet, civilized,
and even somewhat old-fashioned lifestyle. While Lisa
knew multiple languages, English had been her primary
one; LuAnn had been firm on that. LuAnn was an American despite spending so much time away.


  

  It had indeed been fortunate that Charlie was a seasoned traveler. It had been largely through his efforts that
potential disaster had been avoided at several different
times. They had not heard from Jackson, but both assumed that he knew Charlie was with her. Thank God he
was. If he hadn’t gotten on that plane, LuAnn didn’t
know what she would’ve done. As it stood now, she
couldn’t function without him. And he wasn’t getting any
younger. She shook at the thought of life without the
man. To be robbed of the one person in her life who
shared her secret, who loved her and Lisa. There was
nothing Charlie wouldn’t do for them, and when his life
ended and that void erupted… She drew in a deep
breath.


  Their new identities had been cemented over the years
as LuAnn had taken great pains to establish the history
Jackson had concocted for her and her daughter. The
toughest part by far had been Lisa. Lisa believed her father to have been an extremely wealthy European financier who had died when Lisa was very young and who
had left behind no family other than them. Charlie’s role,
while never fully explained, was clearly one of family
and the “uncle” label had seemed a natural one. There
were no photographs of Mr. Savage. LuAnn had explained to Lisa that her father was very reclusive and a
touch eccentric and had allowed none to be taken. LuAnn
and Charlie had long debated whether actually to create a
man, photos and all, but had decided that it would be too
dangerous. A wall with holes punched through it would
eventually fall. Thus, Lisa believed her mother to be the
very young widow of an extremely wealthy man, whose
wealth, in turn, had made her mother one of the wealthiest women in the world. And one of the most generous.


  

  LuAnn had sent Beth, her former coworker, enough
money to start her own chain of restaurants. Johnny
Jarvis from the mall had received enough to pay for several advanced degrees at the country’s most prestigious
universities. Duane’s parents had received enough money
to keep them secure in their retirement. LuAnn had even
sent money to Shirley Watson, a guilty reaction to having
lashed the woman with a negative reputation in the only
place where Shirley would ever have the ambition or
courage to live. Finally, LuAnn’s mother’s gravesite was
now marked with a far more elaborate monument. The
police, she was sure, had done all they could to track her
down through this largesse, but without success. Jackson
had hidden the money well and there had been absolutely
no trace for the authorities to follow.


  In addition, half her yearly income had been donated
anonymously to a number of charities and other good
works that she and Charlie had identified over the years.
They were ever on the lookout for more deserving homes
for the lottery money. LuAnn was determined to do as
much good as she could with the money to atone, at least
in part, for the manner in which she had acquired it. Even
with all that, the money came in far faster than they could
dispose of it. Jackson’s investments had paid off more
handsomely than even he had envisioned and the anticipated twenty-five million dollars in earnings each year
had actually exceeded forty million per annum. All
money unspent by LuAnn had also been reinvested by
Jackson and the surplus had kept compounding until the
assets LuAnn now held in her own name were almost half
a billion dollars. She shook her head at the thought of the
staggering sum. And the original lottery prize money, one
hundred million dollars, was to be returned to her very
shortly, the ten-year period having expired, as her contract with Jackson had stated. That mattered little to
LuAnn. Jackson could keep it; it wasn’t as though she
needed it. But he would return it. The man, she had to
admit, had been utterly faithful to his promise.


  

  Over all these years, every quarter the detailed financial statements had arrived, no matter where they happened to be in the world. But since only the papers and
never the man showed up, LuAnn’s anxiety finally had
passed. The letter accompanying all the financial packets
was from an investment company with a Swiss address.
She had no idea of Jackson’s ties to this firm, nor did she
care to explore that area further. She had seen enough of
him to be respectful of his volatility; and more disturbingly, of the extreme consequences which he was capable of causing. She also remembered how he had been
prepared to kill her if she had rejected his offer. There
was something not quite natural about him. The powers
he seemed to possess could hardly be of this world.


  She stopped at a large oak. From one of its branches a
long knotted rope dangled. LuAnn gripped the rope and
lifted herself off the saddle, while Joy, already quite familiar with this ritual, waited patiently. Her arms moving
like wonderfully calibrated pistons, LuAnn swiftly
climbed to the other end of the rope, which was tied
around a thick branch almost thirty feet off the ground,
and then made her way back down. She repeated the
process twice more. She had a fully equipped gymnasium
in her home where she worked out diligently. It wasn’t
vanity; she had little interest in how it made her look. She
was naturally strong, and that physical strength had carried her through many a crisis. It was one of the few constant things in her life and she was loath to let it
disappear.


  Growing up in Georgia, she had climbed many trees,
run through miles of countryside, and jumped many
ravines. She had just been having fun; the concept of exercise hadn’t come into the equation. And so, in addition
to pumping the iron, she had built a more natural exercise
course across her extensive grounds. She pulled herself
up the rope one more time, the muscle cords in her arms
and back tight as rebar.


  Breathing hard, she settled lightly back into the saddle
and made her way back to the horse barn, her heart lightened and her spirits raised by the invigorating ride
through the countryside and the strenuous rope climb.


  In the large storage building next to the horse barn, one
of the groundspeople, a beefy man in his early thirties,
had just started splitting logs with a sledgehammer and
wedge. LuAnn glanced at him through the open doorway
as she rode by. She quickly unsaddled Joy and returned
the horse to its stall. She walked over to the doorway of
the outbuilding. The man briefly nodded to her and then
continued his work. He knew she lived in the mansion.
Other than that, he knew nothing about her. She watched
the man for a minute and then took off her coat, lifted a
second sledgehammer off the wall, squeezed a spare
wedge between her fingers, testing its weight, set a log up
on the block, tapped the wedge into its rough surface,
stepped back, and swung cleanly. The wedge bit deep, but
didn’t cleave the log in two. She hit it again, dead center,
and then again. The log broke clean. The man glanced at
her in surprise, then shrugged and kept splitting. They
both pounded away, barely ten feet from each other. The
man could split a log with one swing of the hammer,
while it continued to take LuAnn two and sometimes
three blows. He smiled over at her, the sweat showing on
his brow. She kept pounding away, though, her arms and
shoulders working in precise unity, and within five minutes she was cracking a log with one blow, and before he
knew it she was doing it faster than he.


  

  The man picked up his pace, the sweat falling faster
across his brow, his grin gone as his breaths became more
painful. After twenty minutes, he was taking two and
three strikes to crack a log as his big arms and shoulders
started to tire rapidly, his chest heaving and his legs rubbery. He watched in growing amazement as LuAnn continued, her pace steady, the strength of her blows against
the wood totally undiminished. In fact, she seemed to be
hitting the wedge harder and harder. The sound of metal
on metal rang out louder and louder. Finally, the man
dropped the sledgehammer and leaned back against the
wall, his gut heaving, his arms dead, his shirt drenched in
perspiration despite the chilly weather. LuAnn finished
her pile of logs and, barely missing a stroke, finished off
his stack as well. Her work complete, she wiped her forehead and replaced the sledgehammer on the wall hook
before glancing over at the puffing man as she shook out
her arms.


  “You’re very strong,” she said, looking at the substantial pile of wood he had split as she put her coat back on.


  He looked at her in surprise and then started laughing.
“I was thinking that too before you came along. Now I’ve
half a mind to go work in the kitchen.”


  She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. She had
chopped wood virtually every day of her life from the
time she had started school until she was sixteen. She
hadn’t done it for exercise, like now; back then she had
done it to keep warm. “Don’t feel bad, I’ve had a lot of
practice.”


  

  As she walked back up to the house she took a moment
to admire the rear facade of the mansion. The purchase
and renovation of this house had been, by far, her greatest extravagance. And she had done it for two reasons.
First, because she was tired of traveling and wanted to
settle down, although she would’ve been happy in
something far less magnificent than what she was staring at.
Second, and more important, she had done it for the same
reason she had done most things over the years: for Lisa.
To give her a real home with a sense of permanence
where she could grow up, marry, and have children of her
own. Home the last ten years had been hotels, rented villas, and chalets, not that LuAnn was complaining about
existing in such luxury, but none of them were home. The
tiny trailer in the middle of the woods all those years ago
had had far deeper roots for her than the most extravagant
residence in Europe. Now they had this. LuAnn smiled at
the sight: big, beautiful, and safe. At the thought of the
last word, LuAnn suddenly huddled in her coat as a wind
broke through the stand of trees.


  Safe? When they had gone to bed last night they had
been safe and secure, or as much as one could be living
the kind of existence they all did. The face of the man in
the Honda sprang up before her and she closed her eyes
tightly until it finally went away. In its place came another image. The man’s face stared at her with many
emotions passing across it. Matthew Riggs had risked his
life for her and the best she could do was accuse him of
lying. And with that response she had only served to
make him more suspicious. She pondered a moment, and
then sprinted toward the house.


  

  Charlie’s office was straight out of a men’s club in
London, with a magnificent wet bar of polished walnut
occupying one corner. The custom-built mahogany desk
had neatly sorted piles of correspondence, bills, and other
household matters. LuAnn quickly flipped through his
card file until she found the one she wanted and plucked
it out. She then took out a key Charlie kept high up on a
shelf and used it to open a drawer in his desk. She took
out the .38 revolver, loaded it, and carried it upstairs with
her. The weight of the compact weapon restored some of
her confidence. She showered, changed into a black skirt
and sweater, threw on a full-length coat, and went down
to the garage. As she drove down the private road, one
hand tight around the pistol in her coat pocket, LuAnn
anxiously looked around, for the Honda could be lurking.
She breathed a sigh of relief when she hit the main road
and was still all alone. She glanced at the address and
phone number on the business card and wondered
whether she should call first. Her hand hesitated over the
car phone and then she decided just to chance it. If he
wasn’t there, then maybe it was best. She didn’t know
whether what she was planning would help or hurt matters. Ever one to choose action over passivity, she couldn’t
change her ways now. Besides, it was her problem, not
anyone else’s. She would have to deal with it eventually.


  Eventually, she would have to deal with it all.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Jackson had just arrived back from a cross-country trip
and was in his makeup room divesting himself of his
most recent disguise when the phone rang. It was not his
residential phone. It was his business line, an untraceable
communications linkage, and it almost never rang. Jackson called out on the line often during the business day to
convey precise instructions to his associates across the
globe. Almost no one ever called him, however; and that
was the way he wanted it. He had a myriad of other ways
to ascertain whether his instructions were being carried
out. He snatched up the phone.


  “Yes?”


  “I think we might have a problem here, or it may be
nothing,” the voice said.


  

  “I’m listening.” Jackson sat down and used a long
piece of string to lift the putty off his nose. Then he
removed the latex pieces adhering to his face by tugging
gently on their edges.


  “As you know, two days ago we wired income from
the last quarter to Catherine Savage’s account in the Caymans. To Banque Internacional. Just like always.”


  “So? Is she complaining about the rate of return?”
Jackson said sarcastically. He tugged firmly on the back
edges of his snow white wig and then pulled up and then
forward. He next removed the latex skullcap and his own
hair sprang free.


  “No, but I got a call from the wire department at
Banque and they wanted to confirm something.”


  “What was that?” Jackson cleansed his face while he
was listening, his eyes scanning the mirror as layer after
layer of concealment was removed.


  “That they had wired all the monies from Savage’s accounts to Citibank in New York.”


  New York! As he absorbed this stunning news, Jackson
opened his mouth wide and removed the acrylic caps. Instantly, dark, misshapen teeth became white and straight.
His dark eyes glittered menacingly and he stopped removing his disguise. “First, why would they call you if it
was her account?”


  “They shouldn’t have. I mean they never have before.
I think the guy at the wire desk down there is new. He
must have seen my name and phone number on some of
the paperwork and figured I was a principal on the receiving account instead of being on the other end of the
transaction, the sending account.”


  “What did you tell him? I hope you didn’t excite any
suspicion.”


  

  “No, not at all,” the voice said nervously. “I simply
thanked him and said that was correct. I hope I did the
right thing, but of course I wanted to report it to you right
away. It seemed unusual.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Anything you want me to do on follow-up?”


  “I’ll handle it.” Jackson hung up the phone. He sat
back and fiddled absently with the wig. None of LuAnn’s
money was ever, ever supposed to end up in the United
States. Money in the United States was traceable. Banks
filed 1099s with the IRS, and other documents detailing
income and account balances. Social Security numbers
were communicated and kept as part of the official
record; filings with the IRS on behalf of the taxpayer
were required. None of that was ever supposed to happen
in LuAnn’s case. LuAnn Tyler was a fugitive. Fugitives
did not return to their homeland and start paying their
taxes, even under assumed names.


  He picked up his phone and dialed a number.


  “Yes, sir?” the voice asked.


  Jackson said, “The taxpayer’s name is Catherine Savage.” Jackson provided her Social Security number and
other pertinent information. “You will find out immediately whether she has filed a U.S. tax return or any other
type of documents with the IRS. Use all the sources at
your disposal, but I need this information within the
hour.”


  He hung up again. For the next forty-five minutes, he
walked around his apartment, wearing the portable phone
and headset, a requirement when you liked to pace and
your apartment was as large as Jackson’s was.


  Then the phone rang again.


  

  The voice was crisp. “Catherine Savage filed an
income tax return last year. I couldn’t get full particulars in
such a short time frame; however, according to my
source, the income reported was substantial. She also recently filed a change of address form with the IRS.”


  “Give it to me.” Jackson wrote the Charlottesville,
Virginia, address down on a piece of paper and put it in
his pocket.


  “One more thing,” the voice said. “My source pulled
up a very recent filing in connection with Savage’s tax
account.”


  “By her?”


  “No. It was a Form 2848. It gives a third party a power
of attorney to represent the taxpayer with respect to just
about anything having to do with their tax matters.”


  “Who was the requesting party?”


  “A fellow named Thomas Jones. According to the file,
he’s already received information on her account, including her change of address and last year’s income tax return. I was able to get a facsimile of the 2848 form he
filed. I can send it to you right now.”


  “Do so.”


  

  Jackson hung up and a minute later had the fax in his
hands. He looked at Catherine Savage’s signature on the
form. He pulled out the originals of the documents
LuAnn had signed ten years earlier in connection with
their agreement for the lottery winnings. The signatures
weren’t even close, not that the IRS, cumbersome institution that it was, would ever have taken the time to compare signatures. A forgery. Whoever the man was, he had
filed this document without the woman’s knowledge.
Jackson studied the address and phone number that Tom
Jones had given for himself. Jackson called the number.
It was no longer in service. The address was a P.O. box.
Jackson was certain that would also be another dead end.
The man was privy to Catherine Savage’s tax situation
and her new address and his background was a complete
sham.


  That startling fact was not what annoyed Jackson the
most, troubling as it was. He sat down in a chair and studied the wall as his mind moved in ever expanding circles
of thought. LuAnn had come back to the United States,
despite his explicit instructions to the contrary. She had
disobeyed him. That was bad enough. The problem was
compounded by the fact that someone else was now interested in her. For what reason? Where was this person
now? Probably the same place Jackson was just about to
head to: Charlottesville, Virginia.


  The lights of the two trains were becoming clearer. The
possibility of that collision with LuAnn Tyler crept closer
and closer to reality. Jackson went back to his makeup
room. It was time for another creation.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  

  After dropping Lisa off at St. Anne’s, taking care to
walk her directly into the classroom, as was his and
LuAnn’s practice, Charlie had wheeled the Range Rover
out of the parking lot and headed into town. Over the last
few months while LuAnn had remained reclusive inside
their mountainside fortress, Charlie had been the point
man, meeting with prominent townsfolk, making the
rounds of businesses and charities and university officials. He and LuAnn had decided that they could not keep
secret her wealth and presence in this small, albeit cosmopolitan town and any attempt to do so would invite
more suspicion rather than less. Thus, Charlie’s task was
to lay the groundwork with the town’s leaders for the
eventual emergence of LuAnn into their society. However, it would only be a very limited emergence. Everyone could understand the need for privacy of the
extremely wealthy. And there were many organizations
very eager to receive donations from LuAnn, so that
maximum cooperation and understanding would likely
be forthcoming. That pipeline had already been opened,
as LuAnn had donated over a hundred thousand dollars to
several local causes. As he headed down the road Charlie
shook his head wearily. All these plans, strategies, and
what-not. Being phenomenally wealthy was a big pain in
the ass. Sometimes he yearned for the old days. A few
bucks in his pocket, a beer nearby, and a pack of smokes
when he wanted it; a fight on the tube. He smiled wryly.
LuAnn had finally gotten him to stop smoking about
eight years ago and he knew that had prolonged his life
considerably. But he was allowed an occasional cigar.
She wasn’t about to mother him to death.


  

  Charlie’s earlier forays into Charlottesville society had
produced one contact in an extremely useful position, a
contact that he now intended to pump for information that
would allow him and LuAnn to check out her pursuer
and, if possible, forestall any real problem. If the man
wanted money, that was one thing. Money was not an
issue. LuAnn’s pocketbook was more than sufficient to
satisfy even the most outrageous blackmailer. But what if
the issue wasn’t simply money? The problem was, Charlie was unsure exactly what the man knew or didn’t
know. He had mentioned LuAnn’s real name. Did he also
know about Duane Harvey’s murder and LuAnn’s relationship to the dead man? The warrant that had been issued for LuAnn’s arrest ten years ago? And how had he
tracked LuAnn down after all these years? The next issue
was even more critical: Did the man know about the lottery fix? LuAnn had told Charlie all about the man
calling himself Rainbow. Rainbow might have figured it out.
He had followed her, watched her buy a lottery ticket,
leave immediately for New York, and win a fortune. Had
the man known it was rigged? And had he told anyone?
LuAnn had not been sure.


  And what had happened to Rainbow? Charlie licked
his lips nervously. He had never really known Jackson,
never even seen him. But while he had worked for him,
he had talked to the man often. The tones of Jackson’s
voice had been unremarkable: even, calm, direct,
supremely confident. Charlie had known people just like
that. These men weren’t the blusterers, the ones who always said a hell of a lot more than they ever had the
courage or ability to back up in reality. They were the
ones who looked you dead in the eye, said precisely what
they intended to do with little fanfare or hyperbole, and
then simply did it. These types would efficiently disembowel you and not lose any sleep over it. Jackson, Charlie had long ago decided, was one of those. Despite his
own toughness and strength, Charlie shivered slightly.
Wherever Rainbow was, it wasn’t among the living, that
was for damn sure. Charlie drove on, lost in thought.









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  LuAnn pulled her car into the driveway and stopped in
front of the house. She didn’t see the pickup truck anywhere. He probably was off at another job. She was about
to leave, but the simple beauty of Matt Riggs’s home
made her stop, get out of the BMW, and go up the plank
steps. The graceful lines of the old structure, the obvious
care and skill which had gone into rehabbing it, made her
eager to explore the place, even if its owner was absent.


  

  She moved around the broad porch, running her hand
along its intricate wooden scrollwork. She opened the
screen door and knocked at the front door, but there was
no answer. She hesitated and then tried the doorknob. It
turned easily in her hand. People had not locked their
doors where she had grown up either. As security conscious as she was now, it was good to know there were
still places like that left in the world. She hesitated again.
Entering the man’s home without his knowledge might
only compound matters. However, if he never found out?
She might be able to obtain some useful information
about him, something she could use to help extricate herself from this potential disaster.


  

  She pushed open the front door and then closed it
softly behind her. The living room had random-width oak
flooring splotched and mottled with age. The furnishings
were simple but carefully arranged and each was of excellent quality. LuAnn wondered whether Matt Riggs
bought the pieces in broken condition and then worked
on them. She moved through the rooms, stopping to admire the man’s handiwork here and there. The slight
smell of varnish hovered over various pieces of furniture.
The place was neat and clean. There were no pictures of
family: no wife, no kids. She didn’t know why but this
struck her as odd. She reached his office and peered inside. Quietly moving over to his desk, she stopped for a
moment as she thought she heard a sound come from
somewhere within the house. Her heart started to race
and she briefly contemplated fleeing. The sound wasn’t
repeated, however, and she calmed down and seated herself behind the desk. The first thing that caught her eye
was the paper on which Riggs had jotted down the notes.
Her name and other information about her. Then she
glanced at the information on the Honda. She looked at
her watch. Riggs was clearly not a man who believed in
idleness. And he was able to get information from
sources that were obviously more than a little sophisticated. That was troubling. LuAnn jerked her head up as
she looked out the broad window into the backyard.
There was a barn-like structure there. The door was open
slightly. LuAnn had thought she had noted movement
there. As she got up to go outside, her hand dipped into
her jacket pocket and closed around the .38.


  When she exited the house she started to head back to
her car. Then her curiosity got the better of her and she
crept over to the barn door and peered inside. An overhead light illuminated the area well. It was set up as a
workshop and storage facility. In front of two entire walls
were sturdy work benches and tables and more tools than
LuAnn had ever before seen in one place. The two other
walls had shelving where wood supplies and other materials were stacked in precise configurations. As LuAnn
moved inside she eyed the staircase at the rear of the
structure. In former times she was certain it would have
led to a hayloft. Riggs, however, had no animals in need
of hay, at least that she could see. She wondered what it
housed now.


  She took the steps slowly. When she reached the top,
she stared in amazement. The place was set up as a small
study and observation area. Two bookcases, a beat-up
leather chair and ottoman, and an ancient potbellied stove
stared back at her. In one corner, an old-fashioned telescope was set up to look out a huge window in the rear of
the barn. As LuAnn climbed up and looked through the
window, her heart started to pound. Riggs’s truck was
parked behind the barn.


  As she turned to run down the stairs, she found herself
staring down the barrel of a twelve-gauge shotgun.


  When Riggs saw who it was he slowly lowered the
weapon. “What the hell are you doing here?” She tried to
move past him, but Riggs grabbed her arm. She just as
quickly pulled it free.


  “You scared me to death,” she said.


  “Sorry. Now what the hell are you doing here?”


  “Is this how you usually welcome company into your
home?”


  “Company usually comes in through the front door,
and only after I’ve opened it.” He looked around. “This
sure as hell isn’t my front door, and I don’t remember
inviting you in.”


  LuAnn moved away from him as she looked around
the space and then returned her gaze to his angry features.


  “This is a nice place to come and think. How would
you like to build me something like this at my house?”


  Riggs leaned up against the wall. He still held the shotgun in the down position but he could swing it up into a
firing position in the matter of a second. “I would think
you’d want to see my work on the fence before you hired
me for something else, Ms. Savage.”


  She feigned surprise at the sound of her name but apparently not enough to satisfy Riggs.


  “So, did you find anything else of interest in my office
besides my homework on you?”


  She looked at him with even more respect. “I’m a little paranoid about my privacy.”


  “So I noticed. Is that why you carry a pistol?”


  LuAnn looked down at her pocket. A sliver of the .38
was visible.


  “You have good eyes.”


  

  “A thirty-eight doesn’t have such great stopping
power. If you’re serious about your privacy, and your security, you might want to step up to a nine millimeter. A
semiautomatic over a revolver is a no-brainer.” The hand
holding the shotgun twitched for an instant. “I tell you
what, you take the revolver out, muzzle first, and I’ll stop
fussing with my shotgun here.”


  “I’m not going to shoot you.”


  “That’s absolutely right, you’re not,” he said evenly.
“Please do as I say, Ms. Savage. And do it very slowly.”


  LuAnn took the pistol out, holding it by the barrel.


  “Now unload it and put the bullets in one pocket and
the pistol in the other. And I can count to six so don’t try
to be cute.”


  LuAnn did as she was told, looking at him angrily.
“I’m not used to being treated like a criminal.”


  “You break into my house carrying a weapon, that’s
exactly how I’m going to treat you. Count yourself lucky
that I didn’t shoot first and ask questions later. Buckshot
can be very irritating to the skin.”


  “I didn’t break in. The door was open.”


  “Don’t try that one in a court of law,” he fired back.


  When Riggs had confirmed that she had emptied the
revolver, he broke open the shotgun and laid it down on
the bookcase. He crossed his arms and studied her.


  Slightly unnerved, LuAnn went back to her original
train of thought. “My circle of friends is very small.
When somebody intrudes on that circle I tend to get curious.”


  “That’s funny. You call it intrusion, but what I did this
morning ordinarily would be called coming to the rescue.”


  LuAnn brushed a strand of hair out of her face and
looked away for a moment. “Look, Mr. Riggs—”


  “My friends call me Matt. We’re not friends, but I’ll
allow you the privilege,” he said coolly.


  “I’d rather call you Matthew. I don’t want to break any
of your rules.”


  Riggs looked startled for a moment before settling
back down. “Whatever.”


  “Charlie said you were a cop.”


  “I never said so.”


  She looked at him, surprise now clear on her features.
“Well, were you?”


  “What I was really isn’t any of your business. And you
still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.”


  She rubbed her hand across the old leather chair. She
didn’t answer right away and Riggs was content to let the
silence endure until she broke it. “What happened this
morning is a little more complicated than it appeared. It’s
something that I’m taking care of.” She paused and
looked up at him, her eyes searching his. “I appreciate
what you did. You helped me and you didn’t have to. I
came here to thank you.”


  Riggs relaxed a little bit. “Okay, although I didn’t expect any thanks. You needed some help and I was around
to give it. One human being to another. The world would
be a hell of a lot better place if we all lived by that rule.”


  “I also came to ask a favor.”


  Riggs inclined his head toward her, waiting.


  “The situation this morning, I would appreciate it if
you’d just forget about it. Like I said, Charlie and I are
taking care of it. If you got involved, it might make things
more difficult for me.”


  Riggs took this in for a few moments.


  “Do you know the guy?”


  “I really don’t want to get into it.”


  Riggs rubbed his chin. “You know, the guy banged me
up. So I already feel like I’m involved.”


  LuAnn moved closer to him. “I know you don’t know
me, but it would mean a lot if you would just drop it. It
really would.” Her eyes seemed to widen with each word
spoken.


  Riggs felt himself drawing closer to her although he
hadn’t physically budged an inch. Her gaze seemed to be
pasted onto his face, all the sunlight streaming through
the window seemed to be blocked out as though an
eclipse were occurring.


  “I’ll tell you what: Unless the guy gives me any more
trouble, I’ll forget it ever happened.”


  LuAnn’s tensed shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank
you.”


  She moved past him toward the stairs. The scent of her
perfume drifted through his nostrils. His skin started to
tingle. It had been a long time since that had happened.


  “Your home is beautiful,” she said.


  “It certainly doesn’t compare to yours.”


  “Did you do it all yourself?”


  “Most of it. I’m pretty handy.”


  “Why don’t you come by tomorrow and we can talk
about you doing some more work for me.”


  “Ms. Savage—”


  “Call me Catherine.”


  “Catherine, you don’t have to buy my silence.”


  “Around noon? I can have some lunch ready.”


  Riggs gave her a searching look and then shrugged. “I
can make that.”


  

  As she started down the stairs, he called after her.
“That guy in the Honda. Don’t assume he’s going to give
up.”


  She glanced back at the shotgun for one significant
moment before settling her gaze on him.


  “I never assume anything anymore, Matthew.”


   


  “Well, it’s a good cause, John, and she likes to help
good causes.” Charlie leaned back in his chair and sipped
the hot coffee. He was sitting at a window table in the
dining room of the Boar’s Head Inn, off Ivy Road a little
west of the University of Virginia. Two plates held the
remnants of breakfast. The man across from him beamed.


  “Well, I can’t tell you how much it means to the community. Having her here—both of you—is just wonderful.” Wearing a costly double-breasted suit, with a
colorful handkerchief dangling from the outer pocket and
matching his polka-dot tie, the wavy-haired John Pemberton was one of the area’s most successful and well-connected real estate agents. He also sat on the boards of
numerous charities and local committees. The man knew
virtually everything that happened in the area, which was
precisely the reason Charlie had asked him to breakfast.
Further, the commission on the sale of LuAnn’s home
had landed six figures in Pemberton’s pocket and he was,
thus, an eternal friend.


  Now he looked down at his lap and a sheepish grin appeared on his handsome features when he looked back up
at Charlie. “We are hoping to actually meet Ms. Savage
at some point.”


  “Absolutely, John, absolutely. She’s looking forward
to meeting you too. It’ll just take some time. She’s a very
private person, you understand.”


  “Of course, of course, this place is full of people like
that. Movie stars, writers, people with more money than
they know what to do with.”


  An involuntary smile played across Pemberton’s lips.
Charlie assumed the man was daydreaming about future
dollars of commission when these wealthy folk moved in
or out of the area.


  “You’ll just have to live with my company for a little
while longer.” A grin creased Charlie’s features.


  “And very enjoyable company it is too,” Pemberton
replied automatically.


  Charlie put down his coffee cup and pushed his breakfast plate away. If he still smoked cigarettes he would’ve
stopped to light one up. “We have Matt Riggs doing some
work for us.”


  “Putting in the security fence. Yes, I know. Undoubtedly his biggest job to date.”


  Upon noting Charlie’s surprised look, Pemberton
smiled in an embarrassed fashion. “Despite its cosmopolitan appearance, Charlottesville really is a small
town. There is very little that happens that isn’t known by
most people soon thereafter.”


  At those words, Charlie’s spirits plummeted. Had
Riggs already told someone? Had they made a mistake
coming here? Should they have planted themselves amid
the seven million residents of New York City instead?


  With an effort, he shook off these numbing thoughts
and plunged ahead. “Right. Well, the guy had some terrific references.”


  

  “He does very good work, dependable and professional. He hasn’t been here all that long by the standards
of most locals, about five years, but I’ve never heard a
bad word said about him.”


  “Where’d he come from?”


  “Washington. D.C., not the state of.” Pemberton fingered his teacup.


  “So he was a builder up there then?”


  Pemberton shook his head. “No, he got his general
contractor’s license after he got here.”


  “Still, he could’ve apprenticed up there.”


  “I think he had some natural talent for the trade. He’s
a first-rate carpenter, but he apprenticed with Ralph
Steed, one of our best local builders for two years. Ralph
passed away about that time and that’s when Riggs went
out on his own. He’s done very well. He’s a hard worker.
And landing that fence job doesn’t hurt any.”


  “True. Still, the guy just shows up in town one day and
plunges into something new. That takes some balls. I
mean I’ve met him, and it wasn’t like he would’ve been
fresh out of college when he came here.”


  “No, he wasn’t.” Pemberton looked around the small
dining area. When he spoke next it was with a lowered
voice. “You’re not the first person who has been curious
about Riggs’s origins.”


  Charlie leaned forward, adding to the conspiratorial
image of the pair. “Is that right? What do we have here, a
little local intrigue?” Charlie tried to make his tone appear light and unconcerned.


  “Of course rumors come and go, and you know the
questionable veracity of most of them. Still, I have heard
from various sources that Riggs held some important position in Washington.” Pemberton paused for effect. “In
the intelligence community.”


  Behind the stone mask Charlie fought the urge to
abruptly give back his breakfast. Although LuAnn had
had the good luck to be one of the recipients of Jackson’s
control of the lottery, she might have just matched that
luck with a dose of incredibly bad fortune. “In intelligence, you say? Like a spy?”


  Pemberton threw up his hands. “Who knows. Secrets
are a way of life with people like that. Torture them and
they won’t say a thing. Probably bite on their cyanide pill
or whatever and go peacefully into the night.” Pemberton
obviously enjoyed a touch of the dramatic mixed in with
elements of danger and intrigue, particularly at a safe distance.


  Charlie rubbed at his left knee. “I had heard he was a
cop.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “I don’t recall. Just heard it in passing.”


  “Well, if he was a policeman that’s something that can
be checked. If he was a spy, there’d be no record of it,
would there?”


  “So he never talked to anyone here about his past?”


  “Only in vague terms. That’s probably why you heard
he was a policeman. People hear bits and pieces, they
start to fill in the holes themselves.”


  “Well, son of a gun.” Charlie sat back, trying hard to
appear calm.


  “Still, he’s an exceptional builder. He’ll do good work
for you.” Pemberton laughed. “Just so long as he doesn’t
start snooping around. You know if he was a spy, those
habits probably die hard. I’ve led a pretty squeaky clean
life, but everybody has skeletons in their closet, don’t you
think?”


  Charlie cleared his throat before answering. “Some
more than others.”


  Charlie leaned forward again, his hands clasped in
front of him on the table; he was quite eager to change the
subject and had the vehicle to do so. “John,” Charlie’s
voice dipped low, “John, I’ve got a small favor to ask of
you.”


  Pemberton’s smile broadened. “Just ask it, Charlie.
And consider it done.”


  “A man came by the house the other day asking for a
donation to a charitable foundation he said he headed.”


  Pemberton looked startled. “What was his name?”


  “He wasn’t local,” Charlie said quickly. “He gave me
a name but I’m not sure it was his real one. It all seemed
suspicious, you understand what I’m saying.”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Someone in Ms. Savage’s position has to be careful.
There are a lot of scams out there.”


  “Don’t I know it. How upsetting.”


  “Right. Well, anyway, the guy said he was staying in
the area for a while. Asked for a follow-up meeting with
Ms. Savage.”


  “I hope you’re not going to agree to that.”


  “I haven’t yet. The guy left a phone number, but it’s
not a local one. I called it. It was an answering service.”


  “What was the name of the foundation?”


  “I don’t remember exactly, but it had something to do
with medical research of some kind.”


  “That’s so easy to concoct,” Pemberton said knowingly. “Of course I have no personal experience with
frauds like that,” he added huffily, “but I understand that
there is a proliferation of them.”


  “That was exactly my read. Well, to make a long story
short, since the guy said he was going to be around
awhile, I thought it probable that he was renting someplace hereabouts, instead of sacking out at a hotel. That
gets to be expensive after a while, especially if you’re living scam to scam.”


  “And you want to know if I can find out where he
might be staying?”


  “Exactly. I wouldn’t ask it if it weren’t real important.
With things like this I’m never too careful. I want to
know who I’m dealing with in case he shows up again.”


  “Of course, of course.” Pemberton let out a shallow
breath and sipped at his tea. “I’ll certainly look into it for
you. My sympathies lie with you and Ms. Savage.”


  “And we will be very grateful for any assistance you
can give us. I’ve mentioned several of the other charities
you head up to Ms. Savage and she spoke very positively
about all of them and your work with them.”


  Pemberton was glowing now. “Why don’t you give me
a description of the man? I have the morning free and I
can start my own little investigation. If he’s within fifty
miles of here, with my connections, I’m certain I can find
him.”


  Charlie described the man, laid some cash on the table
for the meal, and stood up. “We really appreciate it,
John.”









  


  

  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  

  Thomas Donovan scanned the city streets for a parking
spot. Georgetown was not known for its abundance of
places to leave one’s vehicle. He was driving a new rental
car, a late model Chrysler. He turned right from M Street
onto Wisconsin Avenue, and finally managed to snag a
spot on a side street not too far from where he was heading. A light rain began to fall as he walked down the
street. The quiet area he soon found himself in harbored
an elite neighborhood of towering brick and clapboard
residences which were home to high-ranking businessmen and political types. He eyed some of the homes as he
walked along. In the lights visible through intricately designed windows Donovan could make out well-dressed
owners settling down in front of warm fires, coddling
drinks and exchanging light kisses as they went through
their rituals of relaxation after another day of perhaps
changing the world, or merely adding to their already
hefty investment portfolios.


  So much wealth and power rested in this area that an
energy seemed to wash up from the brick sidewalks and
hurtle Donovan along at a furious clip. Money and power
had never been overriding ambitions of his. Despite that,
his occupation often placed him in close proximity to
those who held the attainment of one or both of these
prizes above all else. It was a wonderful position from
which to play the altruistic cynic and Donovan often
played that role to the fullest for the simple reason that he
genuinely believed in what he did for a living. The irony
of this was not lost on him. For without the rich and powerful and their evil ways, at whom would he throw his
sharp-edged stones?


  Donovan finally stopped at one formidable residence:
a one-hundred-year-old three-story brick townhouse sitting behind a waist-high brick wall topped by black steel
wrought-iron fencing of a style found throughout the
area. He inserted a key into the gate’s lock and went up
the sidewalk. Another key allowed him entry through the
massive wooden front door and he shook off his coat.


  The housekeeper appeared immediately and took the
wet coat from him. She wore a traditional maid’s uniform
and spoke with a practiced degree of deference.


  “I’ll tell the missus you’re here, Mr. Donovan.”


  

  He nodded quickly and moved past her into the drawing room where he took a moment to warm himself before the blazing fire and then looked around with
contentment. His upbringing had been decidedly blue
collar but he did not attempt to hide his pleasure at occasionally dabbling in luxury. It was an incongruity in his
nature that had bothered him greatly in his youth, but
much less so now. Some things did become better as one
aged, he mused, including layers of personal guilt that
one ended up shedding like peeling an onion.


  By the time he had mixed himself a drink from the
stock housed behind a cabinet in one corner of the drawing room, the woman had appeared.


  She moved quickly to him and gave him a deep kiss.
He took her hand and caressed it lightly.


  “I missed you,” she said.


  He led her over to the large sofa against one wall. Their
knees touched as they sat close together.


  Alicia Crane was petite, in her mid-thirties, with long
hair that was looking more ash than blond with each passing day. Her dress was costly and the jewelry clinging to
her wrists and ears easily matched the richness of the garment; however, the image was one of quiet wealth and
sophistication. Her features were delicate, the nose so
small as to be barely noticeable between the deep luster
of the dark brown eyes. While she was not a traditional
beauty, her obvious wealth and refinement had inspired a
certain look that was pleasant enough. On her best days
she would be described as very well put together.


  Her cheek trembled slightly as he stroked it.


  “I missed you too, Alicia. A lot.”


  “I don’t like it when you have to be away.” Her voice
was cultured and dignified, its cadence slow and exact. It
was a voice seemingly too formal for a relatively young
woman.


  

  “Well, it’s part of the job.” He smiled at her. “But
you’re making that job a lot more difficult to do.” He was
attracted to Alicia Crane. While not the brightest star in
the universe, she was a good person, without the pretenses and airs that her level of wealth usually stamped
on its possessors.


  With a start, she stared. “Why in the world did you
shave off your beard?”


  Donovan rubbed his hand across the smooth skin.
“Change of pace,” he said quickly. “You know men go
through their own form of menopause. I think it took
about ten years off the mug. What do you think?”


  “I think you’re just as handsome without it as you were
with it. In fact, you remind me a little of Father. When he
was a younger man, of course.”


  “Thanks for lying to an old man.” He smiled. “But
being compared to him, well that’s high praise.”


  “I can have Maggie put on some supper. You must be
starved.” She gripped his hand with both of hers.


  “Thank you, Alicia. And maybe a hot bath after that.”


  “Of course, the rain is so chilling this time of year.”
She hesitated for a moment. “Will you have to leave
again soon? I was thinking we could go down to the islands. It’s so beautiful this time of year.”


  “That sounds wonderful, but I’m afraid it’ll have to
keep. I have to leave tomorrow.”


  Her disappointment shone through on her face before
her gaze dropped. “Oh, I see.”


  

  He tucked one hand under her chin and stared into her
eyes. “Alicia, I had a breakthrough today. A breakthrough
that I wasn’t sure would happen. It was a risk on my part,
but sometimes you have to take risks if you want the payoff.” He remembered from that morning, the haunted
look in LuAnn Tyler’s eyes. “All that sniffing around,
never sure if anything’s going to turn up. But that’s all
part of the game.”


  “That’s wonderful, Thomas, I’m so happy for you. But
I hope you didn’t place yourself in personal danger. I
don’t know what I would do if anything happened to
you.”


  He sat back as he contemplated his daredevil morning.
“I can take care of myself. But I don’t take unnecessary
risks. I leave that for the kiddies coming up.” His voice
was calming.


  He glanced over at her; the look on her face was that
of a child listening to her favorite hero recount a past adventure. Donovan finished his drink. A hero. He liked the
feeling. Who wouldn’t? Who didn’t need that kind of
unadulterated admiration every now and then? He smiled
deeply and gripped Alicia’s small hand in his.


  “I promise you something. After I break this story,
we’re going to take a long vacation. Just you and me.
Someplace warm, with plenty to drink, and I can dust off
my talents as a sailor. I haven’t done that in a long time
and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather do it with. How’s
that sound?”


  She laid her head against his shoulder and squeezed his
hand tightly. “Wonderful.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY


  “You invited him for lunch?” Charlie stared at LuAnn
with a mixture of anger and frustration on his grizzled
face. “Would you mind telling me why you did that? And
would you mind telling me why the hell you went there
in the first place?”


  They were in Charlie’s office. LuAnn stood next to the
bulky desk while Charlie sat in front of it. He had unwrapped a thick cigar and was about to light it when
LuAnn had delivered the news of her excursion that
morning.


  Defiance was all over LuAnn’s features as she scowled
back at him. “I couldn’t just sit around and do nothing.”


  “I told you I was going to handle it. What, you don’t
trust my judgment anymore?”


  

  “Of course I do, Charlie, it’s not that.” LuAnn dropped
her defiant stance, perched on the edge of his chair and
ran her fingers through his thinning hair. “I figured if I
could get to Riggs before he had a chance to do anything,
apologize and then get him to drop it, we’d be free and
clear.”


  Charlie shook his head, wincing as a small pain
worked at his left temple. He took a deep breath and put
an arm around her waist. “LuAnn, I had a very informative conversation with John Pemberton this morning.”


  “Who?”


  “Real estate agent. Guy who sold us the house. That’s
not important. What is relevant is the fact that Pemberton
knows everybody and everything that goes on in this
town. He’s trying to track down the guy in the Honda for
us right now.”


  LuAnn jerked back. “You didn’t tell him—”


  “I concocted a cover story and fed it to him. He slurped
it up like it was the sweetest ice cream in the world. We
both have gotten real good with making up stuff over the
years, haven’t we?”


  “Sometimes too good,” LuAnn said gloomily. “It’s
getting harder and harder to remember what’s true and
what’s not.”


  “I also talked to Pemberton about Riggs. Trying to get
some of the guy’s history out, to try and get a feel for the
guy.”


  “He’s not a cop. I asked him and he said he wasn’t. You
said he was.”


  “I know, a screw-up on my part, but Riggs led me to
believe he was.”


  “So what the heck was he? And why all the secrecy?”


  

  “A funny question coming from you.” LuAnn jabbed
an elbow playfully into Charlie’s side. Her smile
disappeared with Charlie’s next words. “Pemberton thinks
Riggs was a government spy.”


  “A spy? Like the CIA?”


  “Who the hell knows. It’s not like the guy’s gonna advertise what outfit he was with. Nobody really knows for
sure. His background is kind of a blur as far as Pemberton can tell.”


  LuAnn shuddered, remembering the info Riggs had
gathered on her so quickly. Now it perhaps made sense.
But she was still unconvinced. “And now he builds
fences in rural Virginia. I didn’t think they ever let spies
retire.”


  “You’ve been watching too many mob movies. Even
spies change jobs or retire, especially with the Cold War
ending. And there are a lot of specialties in intelligence
gathering. Not all of them involve trench coats, pistols up
the sleeve, and assassination plots against foreign dictators. He could’ve been just some schlep working in an office looking at aerial photos of Moscow.”


  LuAnn recalled her meeting with Riggs at his home.
The way he had handled the shotgun, his observation
skills and his knowledge of firearms. And finally his confident and cool demeanor. She shook her head firmly.
“He doesn’t strike me as the office type.”


  Charlie sighed deeply. “Me either. So how did it go?”


  LuAnn stood back up and leaned against the doorjamb,
her fingers hooked through the belt loops on the jeans she
had changed into. “He had already dug up some info on
me and the Honda. The cover stuff came up on me, so
we’re okay there.”


  “Anything on the Honda?”


  LuAnn shook her head. “Rental up in D.C. Name
looked phony. Probably a dead-end.”


  “Riggs moves fast. How’d you find that out?”


  “I did a little snooping around his office. When he
caught me he was holding a shotgun.”


  “Good gosh, LuAnn, if the guy was a spy you’re lucky
he didn’t blow your head off.”


  “It didn’t seem so risky while I was doing it. It turned
out all right anyway.”


  “You and your risk-taking. Like going to the drawing
that night in New York. I should really start putting my
foot down around here. What else?”


  “I admitted to him that the car chase was something we
were concerned about and that we were handling it.”


  “And he accepted that? No questions?” Charlie’s tone
was skeptical.


  “I was telling the truth, Charlie,” she said heatedly. “I
get kind of tingling all over when the rare occasion happens along that I can do that.”


  “Okay, okay. I didn’t mean to put a stick in your
spokes. God, we sound like an old married couple here.”


  LuAnn smiled. “We are an old married couple. We just
have a few more secrets to share than most.”


  Charlie flashed her a quick grin and took a moment to
light his cigar. “So you really think Riggs is okay? He
won’t keep nosing around?”


  “I think he’s very curious, and he should be. But he
told me he wasn’t going to pursue it and I believe him.
I’m not exactly sure why, but I do. There doesn’t appear
to be much B.S. in the man.”


  “And him coming over for lunch tomorrow? I take it
you want to get to know him a little better.”


  LuAnn studied Charlie’s face for a moment. Was there
a touch of jealousy there? She shrugged her shoulders.
“Well, it’s a way to keep an eye on him, and maybe learn
a little more about him. Maybe he’s got some secrets, too.
It certainly sounds like it, anyway.”


  Charlie puffed on his cigar. “So if things are cool with
Riggs then we got only the guy in the Honda to worry
about.”


  “Isn’t that enough?”


  “It’s better than two headaches at one time. If Pemberton can trace him maybe we have clear sailing.”


  LuAnn looked nervously at him. “If he finds him, what
are you going to do?”


  “I’ve been thinking about that. I think I’ve decided to
play straight with the man, call his hand and see what the
hell he wants. If it’s money, maybe we see what we can
work out.”


  “And if it’s not just money he wants?” She had difficulty getting the next part out. “What if he knows about
the lottery?”


  Charlie took the cigar from his mouth and stared at her.


  “I can’t see how he could. But in the billion to one
chance he does, there are a lot of other places in the world
we can live, LuAnn. We could be gone tomorrow if need
be.”


  “On the run again,” she said, her tone bone-tired.


  “Consider the alternative. It’s not pleasant.”


  She reached out and plucked the cigar from between
his fingers. Clenching it between her teeth, she drew the
smoke in and then let it slowly out. She handed it back to
him.


  “When is Pemberton supposed to get back to you?”


  “No set time. Could be tonight, could be next week.”


  “Let me know when you hear from him.”


  “You’ll be the first to know, milady.”


  She turned to leave.


  “Oh, am I invited to this lunch tomorrow?” he asked.


  She glanced back. “I was kind of counting on it, Charlie.” She smiled prettily and left. He stood up and
watched her glide gracefully down the hallway. Then he
closed the door to his study and sat down at his desk puffing thoughtfully on his stogie.


   


  Riggs had put on a pair of chino pants, and the collar
of his button-down shirt peeked out from under his patterned sweater. He had driven over in a Jeep Cherokee he
had borrowed while his pickup truck was in the shop having its bumper repaired. The Jeep seemed more fitting to
the affluent surroundings than his battered truck anyway.
He smoothed down his freshly washed hair before climbing out of the Cherokee and walking up the steps of the
mansion. These days he didn’t usually dress up, except
for the occasional social event he attended in town. He
had finally decided a jacket and dress slacks was too pretentious. It was only lunch after all. And who knew? The
lady of the house might ask him to do some on-site work.


  The door was answered by the maid who escorted
Riggs to the library. Riggs wondered if he had been
watched as he had pulled up in the circle. Maybe there
were video cameras trained on that area as well, with
Catherine Savage and her sidekick Charlie sitting in
some observation room crammed floor to ceiling with TV
monitors.


  

  He looked around the spacious area and noted with due
respect the numerous volumes lining the walls. He wondered if they were for show only. He had been in places
where that was the case. Somehow he didn’t think that
was true here. His attention fell upon the photos lining
the fireplace mantel. There were ones there of Charlie
and a little girl who strongly resembled Catherine Savage, but none of Catherine Savage. That seemed odd, but
the woman was odd, so there was some semblance of
consistency there.


  He turned when the double doors to the library opened.
His first real encounter with the woman, in his reconfigured hayloft, had not prepared him for his second.


  The golden hair tumbled down the stylishly flared
shoulders of a black one-piece dress that ended at her
bare calves and didn’t miss any contour of her long,
curvy body along the way. It struck him that on her the
garment would have seemed equally appropriate at a state
fair or a White House dinner. She wore matching black
low heel shoes. The image of a sleek, muscular panther
gliding toward him held fast in his mind. After giving it
some thought, Riggs had decided that the woman’s
beauty was undeniable, but wasn’t perfect. After all,
whose was? And another remarkable detail now emerged:
While there were fine lines beginning to carve themselves around her eyes, Riggs noticed the almost complete absence of lines around her mouth, as though she
had never smiled.


  Curiously, the small scar on her jaw considerably
heightened her attraction, he felt. Perhaps by silently
forging a layer of danger, of adventure into her past?


  

  “I’m glad you could make it,” she said, moving briskly
forward and extending a hand, which Riggs shook. He
was again amazed at the strength he felt in that grip; her
long fingers seemed to swallow his big, callused hand. “I
know contractors have numerous emergencies during the
day. Your time is never your own.”


  Riggs eyed the walls and ceilings of the library. “I
heard about some of the renovations you had done here.
I don’t care how good the G.C. is, something this complex, things get out of whack every now and then.”


  “Charlie handled all of that. But I think things went
fairly smoothly. I’m certainly pleased with the end product.”


  “I could see that.”


  “Lunch will be ready in a few minutes. Sally is setting
it up in the rear verandah. The dining room seats about
fifty and I thought it might be a little overwhelming for
three. Would you like something to drink beforehand?”


  “I’m okay.” He pointed at the photos. “Is that your
daughter? Or younger sister?”


  She blushed and then followed his gesture, but settled
herself on the couch before answering. “My daughter,
Lisa. She’s ten years old. I can’t believe that, the years go
by so quickly.”


  Riggs looked her over in an unassuming manner. “You
must have had her very young then.”


  “Younger than I probably should have, but I wouldn’t
give her back for anything in the world. Do you have
children?”


  Riggs shook his head quickly and looked down at his
hands. “Never been that lucky.”


  

  LuAnn had noted the absence of a wedding ring, although some men never wore them. She assumed a man
who worked with his hands all day might not wear it simply for safety reasons.


  “Your wife—”


  “I’m divorced,” he interjected. “Almost four years
now.” He put his hands in his pockets and again ran his
eyes around the room. He could sense her following the
path of his observations. “You?” he asked, settling his
eyes back upon her.


  “Widowed.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  She shrugged. “It was a long time ago,” she said simply. There was a ring in her voice that told Riggs the
years had not managed to diminish the impact of the loss.


  “Ms. Savage—”


  “Please, call me Catherine.” She smiled impishly. “All
my close friends do.”


  He smiled back and sat down next to her. “So where’s
Charlie?”


  “He’s out running some errands. He’ll be joining us for
lunch though.”


  “So he’s your uncle?”


  LuAnn nodded. “His wife passed on years ago. Both
my parents are dead. We’re really all the family left.”


  “I take it your late husband did very well for himself.
Or maybe you did. I don’t want to sound politically incorrect.” Riggs grinned suddenly. “Either that, or one of
you won the lottery.”


  LuAnn’s hand tightened perceptibly on the edge of the
couch. “My husband was a brilliant businessman who obviously left me very well-off.” She managed to say this
with a casual air.


  “He sure did,” Riggs agreed.


  “And you? Have you lived here all your life?”


  “Gee, after my visit here yesterday I thought you
would have checked out my background thoroughly.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t have quite the level of sources you
obviously do. I didn’t think builders had such an information network.” Her eyes remained fixed on his.


  “I moved here about five years ago. Apprenticed with
a local builder who taught me the trade. He died about
three years ago and that’s when I set up my own shop.”


  “Five years. So your wife lived here with you for a
year.”


  Riggs shook his head. “The divorce was final four
years ago, but we had been separated for about fourteen
months. She’s still up in D.C. Probably always will be.”


  “Is she in politics?”


  “Attorney. Big partner, at a big firm. She has some politically connected clients. She’s very successful.”


  “She must be good then. That’s still very much a man’s
world. Like a lot of other ones.”


  Riggs shrugged. “She’s smart, a great business-getter.
I think that’s why we broke up. The marriage thing got in
the way.”


  “I see.”


  “Not what you’d call an original story, but it’s the only
one I have. I moved down here and never looked back.”


  “I take it you like what you do.”


  “It can be a hassle sometimes, just like any job. But I
like putting things together. It’s therapeutic. And peaceful. I’ve been lucky, got some good word of mouth and
the business has been steady. As you probably know,
there’s a lot of money in this area. Even before you
came.”


  “So I understand. I’m glad your career change has
worked out.”


  He sat back while he digested her words, his lips
pursed, his hands balled up into fists, but not in a threatening way.


  He chuckled. “Let me guess, you heard that I was either a CIA operative or an international assassin who
abruptly decided to chuck all that and take up hammering
and sawing in more placid surroundings.”


  “Actually, I hadn’t heard the assassin angle.”


  They exchanged brief smiles.


  “You know if you just told people the truth, they’d stop
speculating.” She couldn’t believe she had just made that
statement, but there it was. She looked at him with what
she hoped was an air of complete innocence.


  “You’re assuming that I care if people speculate about
me. I don’t.”


  “That’s beneath you, I take it.”


  “If I’ve learned anything in life, it’s that you don’t
worry about what other people think or say. You worry
about yourself and that’s good enough. Otherwise you’re
setting yourself up to be a basket case. People can be
cruel. Especially people who supposedly cared about
you. Believe me, I speak from experience.”


  “I take it the divorce wasn’t exactly amicable?”


  He didn’t look at her when he spoke. “I’m not taking
anything away from you, but sometimes losing a spouse
isn’t as traumatic or painful as going through a divorce.
They each have their own degrees of hurt, I guess.”


  

  He looked down at his hands. There was a definite ring
of sincerity in his words and LuAnn felt instant guilt that
she in fact had not been widowed, at least not by the
falsehood of losing a wealthy husband. It was as though
he were baring his wounds in return for LuAnn baring
hers. As usual, it was all lies on her part. Could she even
speak the truth anymore? In fact how could she? Speaking the truth would destroy her, all the lies would immediately fall to earth like those old buildings demolished
by explosives that caused them to implode.


  “I can understand that,” she said.


  Riggs didn’t appear inclined to continue.


  LuAnn finally looked at her watch. “Lunch should be
just about ready. I thought after we eat you could look at
a site at the rear grounds where I’m thinking of having
you build a small studio.” She stood up and Riggs did
too. He appeared immeasurably relieved that this particular conversation was over.


  “That sounds good, Catherine. In my business, work is
always welcome.”


  As they walked to the rear of the house, Charlie joined
them. The two men shook hands. “Glad to see you again,
Matt. I hope you’re hungry. Sally usually puts out a good
spread.”


  Lunch was devoted to enjoying the food and drink and
discussing innocuous subjects of local interest. However,
there was an energy between Charlie and Catherine Savage that was unmistakable to Riggs. A strong bond, he
concluded. Unbreakable, in fact. They were family, after
all.


   


  

  “So what’re we looking at timewise on the fence,
Matt?” Charlie asked. He and Riggs were on the rear terrace overlooking the grounds. Lunch was over and
LuAnn had gone to pick up Lisa. School had ended early
because of a scheduled teacher workshop. She had asked
Riggs to remain until she returned so they could talk
about the studio construction. Riggs wondered if her
going to get Lisa had been a deliberate maneuver to leave
Charlie behind to pump him for information. Whatever
the reason, he remained on guard.


  Before Riggs had a chance to answer him about the
fence, Charlie extended a cigar. “You smoke these
things?”


  Riggs took it. “After a meal like that, and a gorgeous
day like this, even if I didn’t, I’d be tempted.” He snipped
off the end with a cutter Charlie handed him and they
took a moment to get their respective smokes going.


  “I figure a week to dig all the postholes. Two weeks
clearing land, and assembling and installing the fencing.
That includes pouring the cement for the posts. Another
week to install the gate and security systems. One month
total. That’s about what I estimated in the contract.”


  Charlie looked him over. “I know, but sometimes what
you put on paper doesn’t work exactly that way in reality.”


  “That pretty much sums up the construction business,”
Riggs agreed. He puffed on his cigar. “But we’ll get in
before the frost, and the lay of the land isn’t as bad as I
originally thought.” He paused and eyed Charlie. “After
yesterday, I wish I could have that sucker in today. I’m
sure you do too.”


  

  It was an open invitation for discussion and Charlie
didn’t disappoint Riggs. “Have a seat, Matt.” Charlie indicated a pair of white wrought-iron chairs next to the
balustrade. Charlie sat down gingerly. “God these suckers are uncomfortable as hell, and for what they cost
you’d think they were made out of gold. I’m thinking the
interior designer we used must’ve gotten some kind of
kickback on them.” He smoked his cigar while he looked
over the landscape. “Damn, it’s beautiful here.”


  Riggs followed his gaze. “It’s one reason I came here.
A big reason.”


  “What were the other reasons?” Charlie grinned at
him. “I’m just kidding. That’s your business.” The emphasis on the word was not lost on Riggs. Charlie wriggled in the seat until he managed to find a
semicomfortable position. “Catherine told me about your
little discussion yesterday.”


  “I assumed she would. She shouldn’t go sneaking
around people’s houses, though. That’s not always a
healthy thing to do.”


  “That’s exactly what I told her. I know it might be hard
to see, but she’s rather headstrong.”


  The two men exchanged knowing chuckles.


  “I do appreciate your agreeing not to pursue it,” Charlie said.


  “I told her so long as the guy didn’t bother me, I
wouldn’t bother him.”


  “Fair enough. I’m sure you can see that with all of
Catherine’s wealth, she’s a target for a variety of scams,
hustles, or downright threats. We have Lisa to worry
about too. We keep a real close eye on her.”


  “You sound like you speak from experience.”


  “I do. This isn’t the first time. And it won’t be the last.
But you can’t let it get to you. I mean Catherine could
buy a deserted island somewhere and make it impossible
for anyone to reach her, but what kind of life would that
be? For her or Lisa?”


  “And you. It’s not like you’re tapping on the grave,
Charlie. You look like you could suit up for the Redskins
on Sunday.”


  Charlie beamed at the compliment. “I actually played
some semipro ball way back when. And I take care of
myself. And Catherine nags me about my diet. I think she
lets me smoke these things out of pity.” He held up the
cigar. “Although lately I’m feeling old beyond my years.
But yeah, I don’t want to live on a deserted island.”


  “So any luck finding the guy in the Honda?” Riggs
asked.


  “I’m working on it. Got some inquiries going.”


  “Don’t take offense at this, but if you find him, what
do you plan on doing about it?”


  Charlie looked over at him. “What would you do?”


  “Depends on his intentions.”


  “Exactly. So until I find him and determine what his
intentions are, I don’t know what I’m going to do.” There
was a slight trace of hostility in Charlie’s tone that Riggs
chose to ignore. He looked back over the countryside.


  “Catherine says she wants to put up an outdoor studio.
Do you know where?”


  Charlie shook his head. “I really haven’t discussed it
with her. I think it was a recent impulse on her part.”


  Riggs again looked over at him. Had that been a conscious slip on his part? It was as though Charlie were
telling him point-blank that the potential new piece of
business was the payoff for Riggs keeping his mouth
shut. Or was there another reason?


  “What would she be using it for, the studio?”


  Charlie glanced at him. “Does it matter?”


  

  “Actually it does. If it’s an art studio, I’d make sure
there was sufficient lighting, maybe put in some skylights, and a ventilation system to carry the paint fumes
out. If she just wants to use it to get away, read or sleep,
I’d configure it differently.”


  Charlie nodded thoughtfully. “I see. Well, I don’t know
what she plans to use it for. But she doesn’t paint, that I
know.”


  The men fell silent until that silence was interrupted by
the sounds of LuAnn and Lisa approaching. The door to
the terrace opened and the pair came out.


  In person, Lisa Savage resembled her mother even
more than in the photo. They both walked the same way,
easy glides, no wasted energy.


  “This is Mr. Riggs, Lisa.”


  Riggs had not been around many children in his life,
but he did what came naturally. He put out his hand. “Call
me Matt, Lisa. Pleased to meet you.”


  She smiled and squeezed his hand in return. “Pleased
to meet you, Matt.”


  “That’s quite a grip.” He glanced up at LuAnn and then
Charlie. “That particular attribute must run in the family.
If I keep coming over here I might have to start wearing
a steel glove.”


  Lisa smiled.


  “Matthew is going to build a studio for me, Lisa. Out
there somewhere.” She pointed toward the rear grounds.


  Lisa looked up at the house in undisguised wonderment. “Isn’t our house big enough?”


  All the adults burst into laughter at that one and finally
Lisa joined in too.


  “What’s the studio for?” Lisa asked.


  “Well, maybe it’ll be kind of a surprise. In fact, I might
let you use it too, sometimes.”


  Lisa grinned broadly at the news.


  “But only if you keep your grades up,” said Charlie.
“By the way, how’d your test go?” Charlie’s tone was
gruff, but it clearly was all a facade. It was obvious to
Riggs that the old guy loved Lisa as much as he did her
mother, if not more.


  Lisa’s mouth dropped into a pout. “I didn’t get an A.”


  “That’s okay, sweetie,” Charlie said kindly. “Probably
my fault. I’m not all that good with math.”


  Lisa suddenly broke into a big smile. “I got an A plus.”


  Charlie playfully cuffed her head. “You got your
mother’s sense of humor, that’s for sure.”


  LuAnn said, “Miss Sally has some lunch ready for you.
I know you didn’t get a chance to eat at school. Run along
and I’ll see you after I finish up with Matthew.”


  LuAnn and Riggs walked through the rear grounds.
Charlie had begged off. He had some things to do, he had
said.


  After Riggs had walked the property he pointed to a
clearing that was level, had an unobstructed view of the
distant mountains, but still had shade trees on two sides.
“That looks like a nice spot. Actually, with this much
land, you probably have a number of potential locations.
By the way, if I knew what you were going to use the
place for I could make a more informed choice for the
site.” He looked around. “And you have a number of outbuildings already. Another option would be to convert
one of those into a studio.”


  

  “I’m sorry, I thought I was clear on that. I want it done
from scratch. None of the other buildings would really
do. I want it set up like yours. Two stories. The first floor
could be set up as a workshop for some of my hobbies,
that is, when I get around to having some hobbies. Lisa is
into drawing and she’s getting pretty good. Maybe I
could take up sculpting. That seems like a very relaxing
pastime. On the second level I want a woodstove, a telescope, comfortable furniture, built-in bookcases, maybe a
small kitchen, bay windows.”


  Riggs nodded and looked around. “I saw the pool area.
Are you planning on a poolhouse and maybe tennis
courts?”


  “Next spring. Why?”


  “I was just thinking that we might want to tie those and
the studio into an overall plan. You know, use the same
materials or some combo thereof with the poolhouse and
the studio.”


  LuAnn shook her head. “No, I want it separate. We’ll
put in a large gazebo for outdoor entertaining and all that.
It’ll be mostly Lisa using the pool and tennis courts. I
want those facilities closer to the main house. The pool is
already close. The studio I want farther away. Sort of hidden.”


  “That’s fine. You certainly have the land.” He checked
out the slope of the property. “So do you swim or play
tennis?”


  “I can swim like a fish, but I’ve never played tennis
and I really don’t have any desire to start.”


  “I thought all rich people played tennis. That and golf.”


  “Maybe if you’re born with money. I haven’t always
been wealthy.”


  “Georgia.”


  LuAnn looked sharply at him. “What?”


  “I’ve been trying to place your accent. Lisa’s is all over
the place. Yours is very faint, but it’s still there. I’d guess
you spent a lot of years in Europe, but you know what
they say, you can take the girl out of Georgia but you
can’t take Georgia out of the girl.”


  LuAnn hesitated for a moment before replying. “I’ve
never been to Georgia.”


  “I’m surprised. I’m usually pretty good at gauging
that.”


  “Nobody’s perfect.” She flicked her hair out of her
eyes. “So what do you think?” She looked at the clearing.


  Riggs stared at her curiously for a moment before answering. “We’ll have to draw up plans. They’ll help you
get it exactly the way you want, although it sounds like
you have a pretty good idea already. Depending on the
size and complexity, it could take anywhere from two to
six months.”


  “When could you start?”


  “Not any time this year, Catherine.”


  “You’re that busy?”


  “It’s got nothing to do with that. No sane builder would
start on a project like that now. We need architectural
plans and we also need to get building permits. The
ground will be freezing soon and I don’t like to pour footers after that. And we wouldn’t be able to get it framed
and under roof before winter set in. Weather can get real
nasty up here. This is definitely a next spring project.”


  “Oh.” LuAnn sounded deeply disappointed. She stared
off at the site as though she were seeing her hideaway
fully completed.


  

  Trying to make her feel better Riggs said, “Spring will
be here before you know it, Catherine. And the winter
will allow us to work up a really good set of plans. I know
a first-rate architect. I can set up a meeting.”


  LuAnn was hardly listening. Would they even be here
next spring? Riggs’s news about the construction schedule had dissipated much of her enthusiasm for the project.


  “I’ll see. Thanks.”


  As they walked back to the house Riggs touched her
shoulder. “I take it you’re not into delayed gratification.
If I could put it up for you right now, I would. Some
sleazy builders might take on the job and charge you a
healthy premium and then proceed to turn out a piece of
crap that’ll fall down in a year or two. But I take pride in
my work and I want to deliver a quality job for you.”


  She smiled at him. “Charlie said you had excellent references. I guess I can see why.”


  They were passing by the horse barn. LuAnn pointed
at it and said, “I guess that counts as a hobby. You ride?”


  “I’m no expert, but I won’t fall off either.”


  “We should go for a ride sometime. There are some
beautiful trails around here.”


  “I know,” was Riggs’s surprising reply. “I used to walk
them before this property was sold. You made an excellent choice in real estate, by the way.”


  “Charlie found it.”


  “He’s a good person to have around.”


  “He makes my life a lot easier. I don’t know what I’d
do without him.”


  “Nice to have somebody like that in your life.”


  She cast a furtive glance at him as they continued back
to the house.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  Charlie met them at the rear entrance. There was a suppressed excitement in his manner, and the darting glances
he gave LuAnn told her the reason: Pemberton had found
where the man in the Honda was staying.


  While not showing it, Riggs picked up on the subtle
undercurrents.


  “Thanks for the lunch,” he said. “I’m sure you’ve got
things to do and I’ve got some appointments to take care
of this afternoon.” He looked over at LuAnn. “Catherine,
let me know about the studio.”


  “I will. Call me about going for a ride.”


  “I’ll do that.”


  After he left, Charlie and LuAnn went into Charlie’s
study and closed the door.


  “Where is the guy?” she asked.


  “He’s our neighbor.”


  “What?”


  “A little rental cottage. Pretty isolated. It’s not more
than four miles from here up Highway Twenty-two. I
looked at some land up near there when we were thinking of building. Used to be a big estate up there but now
there’s just the caretaker’s cottage. Remember, we took a
drive up there a while back?”


  “I remember exactly. You could walk or ride it through
the back trails. I’ve done it. The guy could have been spying on us for a while.”


  “I know. That’s what worries me. Pemberton gave me
exact directions to the place.” Charlie laid the paper with
the directions down on his desk while he pulled on his
coat.


  LuAnn took the opportunity to scan surreptitiously the
directions and commit them to memory.


  Charlie unlocked a drawer of his desk. LuAnn’s eyes
widened as she watched him pull out the .38. He proceeded to load it.


  “What are you going to do?” she said fiercely.


  He didn’t look at her as he checked the safety and put
the gun in his pocket. “Like we planned, I’m going to go
check it out.”


  “I’m going with you.”


  He looked at her angrily. “The hell you are.”


  “Charlie, I am.”


  “What if there’s trouble?”


  “You’re saying that to me?”


  “You know what I mean. Let me check it out first, see
what the guy’s up to. I’m not going to do anything dangerous.”


  “So why the gun?”


  “I said I’m not going to do anything dangerous. I don’t
know about him.”


  “I don’t like it, Charlie.”


  “You think I do? I’m telling you, it’s the only way.
Something happens, the last thing I want is you in the
middle of it.”


  “I’ve never expected you to fight my battles for me.”


  He touched her cheek gently. “You’re not exactly
twisting my arm here. I want you and Lisa to be safe and
sound. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve kind of made that
my life’s work. By choice.” He smiled.


  She watched him open the door and start to head out.
“Charlie, please be careful.”


  He looked back, noting the worry in her features.


  “LuAnn, you know I’m always careful.”


  As soon as he left, LuAnn went to her room, changed
into jeans and a warm shirt, and pulled on sturdy boots.


  In case you hadn’t noticed, Charlie, my life’s work is to
make sure you and Lisa are safe and sound.


  She grabbed a leather jacket from her closet and raced
out of the house in the direction of the horse barn. She
saddled Joy and then galloped off toward the maze of
trails behind the mansion.


   


  

  As soon as Charlie hit the main road, Riggs started to
follow from a safe distance in the Cherokee. Riggs had
thought it a fifty-fifty possibility that something was
going to happen as soon as he left. A friend of Riggs had
mentioned seeing Pemberton and Charlie having breakfast the day before. That was smart on Charlie’s part, and
indeed, was probably the path Riggs would have taken to
track down the man in the Honda. That and Charlie’s
excited manner had been enough to convince Riggs that
something was up. If he had been wrong, he wouldn’t
have wasted much time. He kept the Range Rover just in
sight as it turned north onto Highway 22. It wasn’t easy
being invisible on the rural road, but Riggs was confident
he could manage it. On the seat next to him was his shotgun. This time he would be prepared.


   


  Charlie glanced to the right and left as he pulled the
Range Rover underneath the cover of trees and then
stopped. He could see the cottage up ahead. He might
have wondered who would have built the place in the
middle of nowhere, but Pemberton had informed him that
the house had been a caretaker’s cottage for a vast estate
that was no longer in existence. Ironic that the tiny structure had outlived the main house. He gripped the pistol in
his pocket and got out. Threading his way through the
thick trees behind the cottage, he made his first stop the
shed. Rubbing away the dirt and grime on the window he
was able barely to make out the black Honda inside. For
this, he and LuAnn owed Pemberton a nice little donation
to a charity of his choice.


  Charlie waited about another ten minutes, his gaze
glued to the small cottage, looking for any movement,
any shadows falling across the windows. The place appeared unoccupied but the car in the shed belied that appearance. Charlie moved forward cautiously.


  He glanced around but did not notice Riggs crouched
behind a stand of thick holly bushes to the left of the
house.


  

  Riggs lowered his binoculars and surveyed the area.
Like Charlie, he had detected no movement or sound
coming from the cottage but that didn’t mean anything.
The guy could be in there just waiting for Charlie to put
in an appearance. Shoot first and ask questions later.
Riggs gripped his shotgun and waited.


   


  

  The front door was locked. Charlie could have
smashed a glass pane next to the door and unlocked the
door from the inside, or simply kicked the door until it
tore loose from the doorjamb—it didn’t look all that
sturdy. However, if the house was indeed occupied,
knocking down the door might prompt a deadly response.
And, if it wasn’t occupied, he didn’t want to leave any evidence that he had been to the cottage. Charlie knocked
on the door, his pistol half out of his pocket. He waited
and knocked again. There was no answer. He slid the gun
back in his pocket and looked at the lock, a common pin
tumbler, to his expert eye. He pulled out two items from
his inner coat pocket: a straight pick and a tension tool.
Fortunately, arthritis had not yet set into his fingers or he
would not have had the dexterity needed to pick the lock.
He first slid the pick into the keyhole and then eased the
tension tool underneath the pick. Using the pick, Charlie
raised the tumbler pins to their open position, and the
constant pressure from the tension tool kept the tumbler
pins open. Charlie manipulated the pick, sensing the subtle vibrations of the pins until he was rewarded with a
click. He turned the doorknob and the door swung open.
He replaced his tools in his coat. His State Pen degree had
once again worked its magic. All the while he listened intently. He was well aware that a trap could be awaiting
him. His hand closed around the .38. If the guy gave
Charlie the opportunity to use it he would. The
ramifications of such an act were too numerous to analyze; however, at least a few of them would be better than outright
exposure.


  The cottage’s interior was of a simple configuration.
The hallway ran from front to back, splitting the space
into roughly equivalent halves. The kitchen was in the
back on the left; the small dining room fronted that. On
his right was an equally modest living room. Tacked on
to the rear of that was a combination mud room/laundry
room. Plain wooden stairs on the right made their way to
the bedrooms on the second floor. Charlie observed little
of this, because his attention was riveted on the dining
room. He stared in amazement at the computer, printer,
fax, and stacks of file boxes. He moved closer as his eyes
swept to the bulletin board with all the news clippings
and photos affixed to it.


  He mouthed the headlines. LuAnn’s face was prominent among the various photos. The whole story was
there: the murders, LuAnn winning the lottery, her disappearance. Well, that had confirmed his suspicions. Now it
remained to discover who the man was and, more important, what he wanted from them.


  He made his way around the room, carefully lifting papers here and there, studying the clippings, examining the
file boxes. His eyes diligently searched for anything that
would identify the man; however, there was nothing.
Whoever was pursuing them knew what he was doing.


  

  Charlie moved to the desk and carefully slid open a
drawer. The papers in there yielded nothing new. He tried
the other drawers with similar results. For a moment he
thought about turning on the computer but his skills with
that technology were about nil. He was about to begin a
search of the rest of the house when a solitary box in the
far corner caught his eye. He might as well hit that too,
he figured.


  Lifting off the top, Charlie’s eyes immediately started
to twitch uncontrollably. The word “shit” passed almost
silently from between his lips and his legs made a serious
threat of giving out on him.


  A single piece of paper stared back at him. The names
were listed neatly on it. LuAnn’s name was there. Most
of the remaining names represented people Charlie was
also familiar with: Herman Rudy, Wanda Tripp, Randy
Stith, Bobbie Jo Reynolds among others. All past lottery
winners. Most of them Charlie had personally escorted,
like LuAnn. All of them, he knew, had won their fortunes
with Jackson’s help.


  Charlie steadied himself by placing a shaking hand on
top of the windowsill. He had been prepared to find evidence of the man knowing all about the murders and
LuAnn’s involvement. He had not been at all prepared to
learn that the lottery scam had been uncovered. The hairs
on his forearms felt like they had suddenly been electrified.


  How? How could the guy have found out? Who the
hell was he? He quickly put the boxtop back, turned, and
headed out the door. He made sure it was locked before
shutting it. He swiftly retraced his steps to the Range
Rover, climbed in, and drove off.


   


  

  Donovan headed down Route 29. He had been on the
road the better part of two hours on his return trip from
Washington and he was anxious to get back on the hunt.
He sped up as he neared his final destination. On the
drive down, he had thought of the next steps he would
employ against LuAnn Tyler. Steps designed to make her
cave in and do so quickly. If one approach failed, he
would find another. The saving grace in all of this—a
look of deep satisfaction came to his features as he
thought of it—was that he had LuAnn Tyler over a barrel. The oft-quoted phrase was quite true: A chain was
only as strong as its weakest link. And LuAnn, you are
that rusty link, he said to himself. And you’re not going
to get away. He checked his watch. He would be at the
cottage shortly. On the seat next to him was a small-caliber pistol. He didn’t like guns, but he wasn’t stupid
either.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  As Riggs watched Charlie drive off he caught only a
glimpse of the man’s face. However, it was enough to tell
him that something was up. And that what was up was all
bad. After the Range Rover disappeared from his line of
sight, Riggs turned around and stared at the cottage.
Should he make an attempt as well to search the place? It
might answer a lot of questions. He had almost decided
to flip a coin when another development caused him to
crouch down behind the holly tree again and return to his
role of observer.


  

  LuAnn had tethered Joy to a tree in the woods about a
hundred yards from the clearing in which the cottage
stood. She emerged from outside the tree line with the
same graceful movements Riggs had observed in her before. She squatted down on her haunches and waited, surveying the area with quick, darting movements of her
head. Despite the impenetrable bulk of the holly tree,
Riggs almost felt naked before her intense gaze.


  LuAnn studied the road at the same time Riggs studied
her. Was she aware that Charlie had already come and
gone? Probably not. However, her features gave away
nothing.


  LuAnn silently watched the cottage for a time before
moving over to the shed. Glancing through the same window Charlie had, she looked over the Honda. Then she
lifted some dirt and grime from the windowsill and covered over the small opening Charlie had made in the filth.
Riggs watched this procedure with growing respect. Even
he might not have thought to do that. Charlie certainly
hadn’t.


  

  LuAnn turned her attention to the house. Both hands
were in the pockets of her coat. She knew Charlie had
been here but had already left. The smeared window had
told her that. She also deduced he hadn’t stayed very long
because she had ridden Joy hard on the way over, and her
route had been far more direct than the one Charlie had
had to drive, although he had had a head start. His short
stay meant he had found either nothing, or something
highly incriminating. Her instincts told her that it was almost undoubtedly the latter. Should she leave and return
home and let him fill her in? While that would have been
the most prudent thing to do, LuAnn quickly made her
way to the front porch and her hand closed around the
doorknob. It didn’t budge despite the immense pressure
she was exerting. She had no special tools to jimmy it as
Charlie had; thus she moved on, looking for another way
in and finding it at the rear of the cottage. The window
finally opened under her persistent tuggings and she
quickly climbed inside.


  She silently descended from the windowsill to the
floor and immediately crouched down. From her line of
sight she could make out the kitchen. She had very acute
hearing, and if someone had been in the small house she
was certain she would have heard his breathing no matter
how shallow. She edged forward until she reached what
should have been the dining room but had been set up as
an office. LuAnn’s eyes widened as she saw the news
clippings on the bulletin board. As LuAnn’s gaze swept
around the room, she sensed there was something more at
work here than a blackmail scheme.


   


  “Oh, hell.” Riggs ducked down after saying the words
and watched in dismay as the Chrysler passed by him on
the way to the cottage. The man was hunched over the
steering wheel, but Rigs had no trouble recognizing him
despite the beard’s having been shaved off. Thinking
quickly, Riggs gripped his shotgun and hurried to his
Cherokee.


   


  

  LuAnn flew to the back of the cottage as soon as she
heard the car drive up. She raised her head a few inches
above the windowsill; her heart sank. “Dammit!” She
watched Donovan pull around to the rear of the cottage
and climb out of the Chrysler. Her eyes were riveted on
the pistol he held in his right hand. He headed straight for
the rear door. LuAnn backed away, her eyes darting every
which way, looking desperately for an exit. The problem
was there wasn’t any, at least none that would be unobserved. The front door was locked and if she attempted to
open it, he would hear her. There was no time to wriggle
through a window. The cottage was so small that he
couldn’t possibly fail to see her if she remained on the
first floor.


  Donovan inserted the key in the door lock. If he had
glanced through the paned door window, he would have
spotted LuAnn immediately. The door began to open.


  LuAnn edged back into the dining room and was about
to head upstairs and try for an escape from the second
floor when she heard it.


  The car horn was loud and shrill and the sound pattern
kept repeating itself, like a car alarm that had been activated. She crept back to the window and watched as
Donovan jerked to a halt, slammed the door closed, and
then ran around to the front of the cottage.


  LuAnn lost no time. She launched herself through the
same window she had used to enter, did a roll, and came
up running. She made it to the shed and crouched down.
The horn was still beeping. She ran to the far side of the
shed, peered around the edge, and watched as Donovan
advanced down the road, away from her, toward the
sound, his pistol making wide sweeps as he did so.


  The hand that suddenly gripped LuAnn’s shoulder almost made her scream.


  “Where’s your horse?” Riggs’s voice was even and
calm.


  She looked at him, the whiplash of fear receding as
quickly as it had appeared. “About a hundred yards that
way.” She jerked her head in the direction of the thick
woods. “Is that your car alarm?”


  

  Riggs nodded and gripped his car keys tightly. One eye
on Donovan and the other on their avenue of escape,
Riggs rose to his feet and pulled LuAnn up with him.
“Ready, go.” Bursting out from their cover they raced
across the open ground. Keeping his eyes on Donovan’s
back, Riggs unfortunately caught his foot on a root and
he went down, his finger gripping the key ring, accidentally pressing the alarm’s shut-off button. Donovan
whipped around and stared at them. LuAnn had Riggs up
again in a moment and they raced off into the woods.
Donovan lurched toward them, his pistol making broad
sweeps. “Hey,” he screamed. “Dammit, hold it right
there.” Donovan waved the gun around, but he wasn’t
going to shoot; he wasn’t a killer.


  LuAnn ran like the wind and Riggs found it impossible to keep up with her. He had slightly twisted his ankle,
he told himself, but truth be known, even at full speed he
probably could not have caught her. They reached Joy,
who stood patiently awaiting her owner’s arrival. LuAnn
quickly released the tether and jumped into the saddle
without even bothering to use the stirrup. She flicked out
a hand and hauled Riggs up behind her. The next moment
they were racing up the trail astride the fleet mare. Riggs
looked back for an instant, but Donovan was nowhere in
sight. They had moved so fast he wasn’t surprised. Riggs
gripped LuAnn’s waist with both hands and hung on for
dear life as she whipped Joy at a breakneck pace through
the swerving trails.


  They had returned Joy to the horse barn and were
walking back to the main house before Riggs broke the
silence. “I take it that’s how you handle those kind of situations. Break into the place. See what you can find. I
don’t know why I should be surprised. That’s what you
did with me.” He looked at LuAnn with angry eyes.


  She matched the look. “I didn’t break into your place.
And I don’t remember asking you to follow me.”


  “I followed Charlie, not you,” he corrected her. “But
it’s a damn good thing I was there, wasn’t it? Two times
in two days. At this rate you’ll wear out your nine lives in
a week.” She kept walking, her arms crossed in front of
her, her eyes staring resolutely ahead. Riggs stopped.


  She stopped too and looked down for an instant. When
she looked up there was a far softer countenance confronting him. “Thank you. Again. But the more distance
you put between the three of us and yourself, the better
off you’ll be, I guarantee it. Forget the fence. I don’t think
we’ll be staying on here. Don’t worry, I’ll pay you for it
anyway.” She stared at him for a moment longer, trying
to push away feelings that had been strangers to her for
so long that they now simply frightened her. “Have a
good life, Matthew.” She turned and headed for the
house.


  “Catherine?” She kept walking. “Catherine,” he said
again.


  She finally stopped.


  “Would you please tell me what’s going on? I might be
able to help you.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “You never know.”


  “Believe me, I know.”


  She started toward the house again.


  Riggs stood there staring after her. “Hey, in case you
forgot, I don’t have a car to get home in.”


  When she turned around, the key ring was already sailing through the air. Riggs caught it in the palm of his
hand.


  “Take my car. It’s parked out front. Keep it as long as
you like. I’ve got another one.”


  On that she spun back around and disappeared into the
house.


  Riggs slowly pocketed the keys, shaking his head in
absolute frustration.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  “Where the hell have you been?” Charlie came out of his
study and leaned up against the doorjamb. His face was
still pale, a detail LuAnn picked up on immediately.


  “Same place you were,” she said.


  “What? LuAnn, I told you—”


  “You weren’t alone. Riggs followed you. In fact he
managed to save me again. If he happens to do it once
more, I might have to consider marrying the man.”


  Charlie went a shade paler. “Did he go inside the
house?”


  “No, but I did.”


  “How much did you see?” Charlie asked nervously.


  LuAnn swept past him and into the office. “I don’t
want Lisa to hear.”


  

  Charlie closed the door behind them. He went straight
over to the liquor stand and poured himself a drink.
LuAnn watched his movements in silence for a moment
before speaking.


  “Apparently, you saw more than I did.”


  He turned to her and downed the drink in one motion.
“The news clippings on the lottery? The murders?”


  LuAnn nodded. “I saw them. After my first encounter
with the man, I wasn’t very surprised to see that.”


  “I wasn’t either.”


  “Apparently there was more, though.” She looked at
him pointedly at the same time she sat down on the sofa,
folding her hands in her lap and collecting her nerves as
best she could.


  There was a haunted look in Charlie’s features, as
though he had awoken from a nightmare and attempted to
laugh it off, only to find out he wasn’t dreaming. “I saw
some names. A list of them in fact. Yours was on there.”
He paused and put the glass down. His hands were shaking. LuAnn braced herself. “Herman Rudy. Wanda Tripp.
Randy Stith. They were on there too. I escorted them all
in New York.”


  LuAnn slowly rested her head in her hands.


  Charlie sat down beside her, put one beefy hand on her
back, and slowly rubbed it.


  She sat back and slumped against him; a painful weariness laced her words. “We have to go, Charlie. We have
to pack up and go. Tonight.”


  He considered the request before running a hand across
his forehead. “I’ve been thinking about that. We can run,
like we’ve done before. But there’s a difference now.”


  

  LuAnn’s response was immediate. “He knows about
the lottery fix and he knows LuAnn Tyler and Catherine
Savage are one and the same. Our cover isn’t going to
work anymore.”


  Charlie nodded glumly. “We’ve never been confronted
with both of those before. It makes disappearing a little
trickier.”


  She suddenly stood up and started her ritualistic pacing, moving in fluid circles around the room. “What does
he want, Charlie?”


  “I’ve been thinking about that too.” He went over to
the liquor stand with his empty glass, hesitated, and decided against a second round. “You saw the guy’s setup.
What did it look like to you?” he asked.


  LuAnn stopped pacing and leaned up against the fireplace mantel. In her mind, she went through every detail
of the place.


  “His car was a rental, under an assumed name. So he
doesn’t want us to be able to trace his real identity. I
didn’t recognize the man, but there must be another reason he’s going incognito.”


  “Right.” Charlie studied her. Over the years, he had
learned that LuAnn missed almost nothing and her instincts were first-rate.


  “He tried to spook me, which he did. I take that as a
warning, a message that he’s a player and he wants us to
be aware of that for the next time he calls.”


  “Go on,” he encouraged.


  “The place, the little I saw of it, was set up like an office. Very neat, very orderly. Computer, fax, printer, files.
It was like he had made all of this some special research
project.”


  “Well, he would’ve had to do a ton of research to figure out the lottery scam. Jackson is no dummy.”


  “How do you think he did it, Charlie?”


  He rubbed his chin and sat down in front of his desk.
“Well, we don’t know for absolute certain that he has figured it all out. I just saw the list. That’s all.”


  “With the names of all those lottery winners? Come
on. How long did Jackson run the scam anyway?”


  Charlie shook his head. “I don’t know. I mean, I was
there for nine of them, including you. Started in August.
You were Miss April, my last gig.”


  LuAnn shook her head stubbornly. “He knows, Charlie; we have to assume that to be true. However he did it,
he did it.”


  “Okay. So it seems pretty clear the guy wants money.”


  She shook her head. “We don’t know that. I mean, why
would he set up shop here and bring all that stuff with
him? He didn’t need to do that. He could just send me a
letter from parts unknown with the same info, and a demand for money to be wire-transferred to his bank account.”


  Charlie sat back, his face carrying extreme confusion.
He had not looked at the matter in that light. “That’s
true.”


  “And I don’t think the guy’s hurting for money. He was
wearing really nice clothes. Two leased cars, the rent on
that cottage isn’t cheap, I’m thinking, and all that equipment he had. He’s not digging his dinner out of garbage
cans.”


  “Right, but unless he’s already a millionaire, going
after you would significantly enrich his bank account,”
said Charlie.


  

  “But he hasn’t done that. He hasn’t asked for anything.
I wish I knew why.” She was lost deep in thought for a
moment and then looked up. “How long did Pemberton
say the cottage had been rented?”


  “About a month.”


  “That makes it even more unlikely he was going to
blackmail us. Why wait? Why come right out and warn
me that he knows everything? How does he know I won’t
just disappear in the middle of the night? If I do that, he’s
not going to be filling up his bank account with my
funds.”


  Charlie sighed deeply. “So what do we do now?”


  “Wait,” was finally the answer from LuAnn’s lips.
“But make arrangements for us to leave the country on a
moment’s notice. By private jet. And since he knows
about Catherine Savage, we’re going to need another set
of identification papers. Can you get them?”


  “I’ll have to look up some old contacts, but I can do it.
It’ll take a few days.”


  LuAnn stood up.


  “What about Riggs?” Charlie asked. “The man’s not
going to let it go now.”


  “There’s nothing we can do about that. He doesn’t trust
us and I don’t blame him.”


  “Well, I doubt if he’ll do anything that’ll end up hurting you.”


  She looked sharply at him. “How do you know that?”


  “Look, LuAnn, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see
Riggs has a thing for you.” A hint of resentment tinged
his response. His tone softened, however, with his next
words. “Seems like a nice guy. Under different circumstances, who knows. You shouldn’t spend your life alone,
LuAnn.”


  

  A flush swept over her face. “I’m not alone. I’ve got
Lisa and I’ve got you. I don’t need anybody else. I can’t
handle anybody else.” She looked away. How could she
invite anyone into her life? It was impossible. Half truths
competing with complete falsehoods. She was no longer
a real person. She was a thirty-year-old shell, period.
Everything else had been bartered away. Jackson had
taken the rest of it. He and his offer. If she hadn’t made
that call way back when. If she hadn’t panicked? She
wouldn’t have spent ten years turning herself into the
woman she always wanted to be. She wouldn’t be living
in a million-dollar mansion. But as ironic as it sounded,
she would probably have far more of a life than she had
now. Whether it was to be spent in another wrecked mobile trailer or slinging fried foods at the truck stop,
LuAnn Tyler, the pauper, would probably have been happier than Catherine Savage, the princess, ever dreamt of
being. But if she hadn’t accepted the offer, Jackson would
have had her killed. There was no way out. She turned
back to Charlie and spread her arms wide.


  “That’s the trade-off, Charlie. For this. For all this.
You, me, and Lisa.”


  “The Three Musketeers.” Charlie attempted a smile.


  “Let’s pray for a happy ending.” LuAnn opened the
door and disappeared down the hallway in search of her
daughter.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  “Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice,
Mr. Pemberton.”


  “John, please call me John, Mr. Conklin.” Pemberton
shook the other man’s hand and they sat down at the
small conference table in Pemberton’s real estate office.


  “I go by Harry,” the other man said.


  “Now you mentioned over the phone that you were interested in a house, but you really didn’t say what area or
price range.”


  Without seeming to do so, Pemberton looked Harry
Conklin over. Probably in his sixties, expensive clothing,
air of assurance, undoubtedly liked the good things in
life. Pemberton swiftly calculated his potential commission.


  

  “I got your name on good reference. I understand that
you specialize in the upper-end market around here,”
Conklin said.


  “That’s correct. Born and raised here. Know everybody and every property worth knowing about. So would
that be the price range you’re interested in? The upper
end?”


  Conklin assumed a comfortable look. “Let me tell you
a little about myself. I make my living on Wall Street and
it’s a damn good living if I do say so myself. But it’s also
a young man’s game and I’m not a young man anymore.
I’ve made my fortune and it’s substantial. I’ve got a penthouse in Manhattan, a place in Rio, a home on Fisher Island in Florida, and a country estate outside London. But
I’m looking to get out of New York and radically simplify
my life. And this place is about as beautiful as they
come.”


  “Absolutely right,” Pemberton chimed in.


  “Now, I do a lot of entertaining, so it would have to be
a substantial place. But I want privacy as well. Something
old, and elegant, but restored. I like old things, but not old
plumbing, you understand me?”


  “Perfectly.”


  “Now, I’m assuming that there are probably a number
of properties around here that fit that bill.”


  “There are. Most assuredly,” Pemberton said excitedly.


  “But see, I’ve got one in mind. One I heard about from
my father, in fact. He was in the stock market too. Back
in the twenties. Made a bundle and was fortunate to get
out before the crash. He used to come here and stay with
a good friend of his who was in the market too. My father, God rest his soul, loved it there, and I thought it
would be appropriate for his son to buy it and live in it.”


  “What a truly inspiring idea. Certainly makes my job
easier. Do you know the name of the place?” Pemberton’s
smile was broadening.


  “Wicken’s Hunt.”


  Pemberton’s smile quickly faded.


  “Oh.” He licked his lips, made a clicking sound with
his tongue against his teeth. “Wicken’s Hunt,” he repeated, looking depressed.


  “What’s the matter? Did it burn down or something?”


  “No, no. It’s a beautiful place, wonderfully restored.”
Pemberton sighed deeply. “Unfortunately it’s no longer
on the market.”


  “You sure?” Conklin sounded skeptical.


  “I’m certain. I was the selling agent.”


  “Damn, how long ago?”


  “About two years, although the people have only been
in it for several months. There was a lot of renovation
work to do.”


  Conklin looked at him slyly, eyebrows cocked. “Think
they might want to sell?”


  Pemberton’s mind raced through the possibilities. Flipping a property like that within the relatively short span
of two years? What a wonderful impact on his wallet.


  “Anything’s possible. I’ve actually gotten to know
them—well, one of them anyway—fairly well. Just had
breakfast with him, in fact.”


  “So it’s a couple then, old like me, I guess. Wicken’s
Hunt isn’t exactly a starter home from what my father
told me.”


  “Actually, they’re not a couple. And he’s older, but the
property doesn’t belong to him. It belongs to her.”


  Conklin leaned forward. “To her?”


  Pemberton looked around for a moment, got up and
fully shut the door to his conference room, and then sat
back down.


  “You understand that I’m telling you this in confidence.”


  “Absolutely. I didn’t survive all those years on Wall
Street without understanding confidences.”


  “While the land records show a corporation as the title
holder, the real owner of Wicken’s Hunt is a young
woman. Catherine Savage. Obviously incredibly wealthy.
Quite frankly, I’m not certain what the source of that
wealth is, nor is it my business to ask. She lived abroad
for years. Has a little girl about ten. Charlie Thomas—the
older man—he and I have had some nice little discussions. They’ve been very generous with several local
charities. She doesn’t come out in public very much, but
that’s understandable.”


  “Sure is. If I moved here, you might not see me for
weeks on end.”


  “Exactly. They seem to be real good people, though.
They seem very happy here. Very happy.”


  Conklin sat back and it was his turn to sigh. “Well, I
guess they won’t be looking to move any time soon.
Damn shame too.” He eyed Pemberton intently. “Real
damn shame, since I make it my practice to pay a finder’s
fee on top of any real estate commission you might collect from the seller.”


  Pemberton perked up noticeably. “Is that right?”


  “Now, there aren’t any ethical considerations that
would prevent you from accepting such an inducement,
are there?”


  “None that I can think of,” Pemberton said quickly.
“So, how much would that inducement come to?”


  “Twenty percent of the purchase price.” Harry Conklin
drummed his fingers on the tabletop and watched Pemberton’s face turn different colors.


  If Pemberton hadn’t been sitting down, he would’ve
toppled to the floor. “That’s very generous,” he finally
managed to say.


  “If I want something done, I find the best way to accomplish my goal is to provide decent incentives to those
in a position to help me achieve that goal. But from the
looks of things here, I don’t think it’s likely. Maybe I’ll
try North Carolina, I hear good things about it.” Conklin
started to get up.


  “Wait a minute. Please wait just a minute.”


  Conklin hesitated and then slowly resumed his seat.


  “Actually, your timing may be perfect.”


  “Why’s that?”


  Pemberton leaned even closer to him. “There have
been recent developments, very recent developments,
that might give us an opening to approach them about
selling.”


  “If they just moved in, seem happy here, what kind of
developments are we talking about? The place isn’t
haunted, is it?”


  “No, nothing like that. As I said, I had a breakfast
meeting with Charlie. He was concerned about a person
who had come to visit them. Asking for money.”


  “So? That happens to me all the time. You think that’ll
make them pack up and leave?”


  

  “Well, I wouldn’t have thought so at first either, but the
more I thought about it, the more unusual it sounded. I
mean, you’re right, the rich get approached all the time,
so why should this man upset them so? But he obviously
did.”


  “How do you know that?”


  Pemberton smiled. “In many ways, in fact, in more
ways than people around here care to admit, Charlottesville is a small town. Now I know for a fact that
very recently Matt Riggs was up surveying Ms. Savage’s
property line when he became engaged in a reckless
chase with another car that almost got him killed.”


  Conklin shook his head in confusion. “Who’s Matt
Riggs?”


  “A local contractor hired by Ms. Savage to install a security fence around her property.”


  “So he was chasing another car? How does that tie in
with Catherine Savage?”


  “A friend of mine was heading to work that morning.
He lives up in that same area and works in town. He was
about to turn on to the main road heading into town when
a charcoal gray BMW flew by. He said it must’ve been
doing eighty. If he had pulled out a second sooner that
BMW would’ve torn his car in half. He was so shaken, he
couldn’t budge for a full minute. Good thing too, because
while he’s sitting there trying to keep his breakfast down,
Matt Riggs’s pickup comes barreling by and another car
is locked on his bumper. They were obviously going at
it.”


  “Do you know who was in the BMW?”


  

  “Now, I’ve never met her but I know people who have
seen her. Catherine Savage is a tall, blond woman. Real
good-looking. My friend only got a glimpse of the driver,
but he said she was blond and pretty. And I saw a
charcoal gray BMW parked up at Wicken’s Hunt when I went
up to do a preclosing walk-through with Charlie.”


  “So you think somebody was chasing her?”


  “And I think Matt Riggs must’ve run smack into it. I
know that his truck’s in the shop with a busted bumper. I
also know that Sally Beecham—she’s the maid up at
Wicken’s—saw Riggs walking off in a huff from the
house later that same morning.”


  Conklin stroked his chin. “Very interesting. Guess
there’s no way to find out who was chasing her?”


  “Yes there is. I mean I did. At least his location. You
see, it gets even more interesting. As I said, Charlie invited me to breakfast. That’s when he told me about this
man who had come by the house wanting money. Charlie
wanted my help in finding out if the man was staying in
the area. Of course, I agreed to do what I could. At that
point I didn’t know about the car chase. I found that out
later.”


  “You said you were able to find the man? But how
could you? Lots of places to hide around here, I would
think.” Conklin asked this in a nonchalant manner.


  Pemberton smiled triumphantly. “Not much escapes
my notice, Harry. Like I said, I was born and raised here.
Charlie gave me a description of the man and the car. I
used my contacts and in less than twenty-four hours I had
located him.”


  “Probably holed up pretty far away, I’ll bet.”


  Pemberton shook his head. “Not at all. He was right
under their noses. A small cottage. It’s barely ten minutes
from Wicken’s Hunt by car. But very isolated.”


  “Help me out here. I don’t have my bearings here yet.
Is it near Monticello?”


  “Well, in the general vicinity, but the area I’m talking
about is north of that, north of Interstate Sixty-four, in
fact. The cottage isn’t too far from the Airslie Estate, off
Highway Twenty-two, the Keswick Hunt area it’s called.
The man had leased the cottage about a month ago.”


  “Good gosh, did you get a name?”


  “Tom Jones.” Pemberton smiled knowingly.
“Obviously false.”


  “Well, I guess they appreciated your help. So what
happened?”


  “I don’t know. My business keeps me hopping. I really
haven’t talked to them about it any more.”


  “Well, this Riggs fellow, I bet he’s sure sorry he got involved.”


  “Well, he can take care of himself.”


  “Maybe so, but getting banged around in a car in a
high-speed chase? Most general contractors don’t do
that.”


  “Well, Riggs wasn’t always a G.C.”


  “Really?” Conklin said, his features inscrutable. “You
really do have the Peyton Place here. So what’s his
story?”


  Pemberton shrugged his shoulders. “Your guess is as
good as mine. He never talks about his past. He just appeared one day about five years ago, started learning the
building trade and he’s been here ever since. Pretty mysterious. Charlie thought he was a policeman. Frankly, I
think he was with the government in some secret capacity and they put him out to pasture. Call it my gut.”


  “That’s real interesting. Old guy then.”


  “No. Mid- to late thirties. Tall, strong, and very capable. Excellent reputation.”


  “Good for him.”


  “Now about our arrangement. If this man really is dogging them, I can talk to Charlie, see what he has to say.
Maybe they will agree to move. It’s certainly worth asking.”


  “I tell you what, you let me think about it for a few
days.”


  “I can get the process started anyway.”


  Conklin put up one hand. “No, I don’t want you doing
that. When I’m ready to move, we’ll move fast, don’t you
worry about that.”


  “I just thought—”


  Conklin abruptly got up. “You’ll hear from me very
soon, John. I appreciate the insight, I really do.”


  “And if they won’t move, there are at least a dozen
other estates I can show you. They would serve your purposes equally well, I’m sure.”


  “This fellow in the cottage intrigues me. You wouldn’t
happen to have an exact address and directions, would
you?”


  Pemberton was startled at the question. “You certainly
don’t want to talk to him, do you? He might be dangerous.”


  “I can take care of myself. And I’ve learned in my
business that you never know where you might find an
ally.” Conklin looked at him keenly until understanding
spread across Pemberton’s face. He wrote the information down on a piece of paper and handed it to the other
man.


  Conklin took an envelope out of his pocket and handed
it to Pemberton, motioning for him to open it.


  

  “Oh my God.” Pemberton sat there gaping at the wad
of cash that spilled out. “What’s this for? I haven’t done
anything yet.”


  Conklin eyed Pemberton steadily. “You’ve given me
information, John. Information is always worth a great
deal to me. I’ll be in touch.” The men shook hands and
Conklin took his leave.


   


  Back at the country inn where he was staying, Harry
Conklin walked into the bathroom, closed the door, and
turned on the water. Fifteen minutes later the door opened
and Jackson emerged, the remnants of Harry Conklin
bundled in a plastic bag which Jackson deposited in a
side pouch of his luggage. His conversation with Pemberton had been very enlightening. His encounter with
the man had not been by chance. Upon arriving in Charlottesville, Jackson had made discreet inquiries around
town that had quickly identified Pemberton as the selling
agent for Wicken’s Hunt. He sat on the bed and opened a
large, detailed map of the Charlottesville area, noting and
committing to memory the places he and Pemberton had
discussed and the written directions to the cottage. Before
talking to Pemberton he had educated himself on some of
the history of Wicken’s Hunt, which had been nicely detailed in a book on local area estates and their original
owners at the county library. It had given him enough
background information to form his cover story and draw
out Pemberton on the subject.


  Jackson closed his eyes, deep in thought. Right now he
was planning how best to begin his campaign against
LuAnn Tyler and the man who was pursuing her.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  Riggs had given it a day before he had attempted to retrieve his Jeep. Just in case the guy was still around, he
went armed and he went at night. The Cherokee looked
undamaged. Riggs made a quick check of it before heading toward the cottage. The Chrysler was nowhere to be
seen. He shone his flashlight in the window of the shed.
The Honda was still there. Riggs went up to the front
door and wondered for the hundredth time if he should
just leave this business alone. Dangerous things seemed
to happen around Catherine Savage. He had had his fill of
such events and he had come to Charlottesville in search
of other things. Still, he could not stop his hand from
carefully turning the doorknob. The door swung open.


  

  The flashlight in one hand, his pistol in the other,
Riggs moved forward slowly. He was reasonably certain
that the place was empty, but assumptions like that could
earn you an unwanted trip to the morgue with a tag
around your big toe. He could see most of the first floor
from where he was standing. He shone his flashlight
slowly around the room. There was a light switch on the
wall, but he wasn’t about to use it. In what had been the
dining room, he discerned dust patterns on the floor that
showed certain objects had been removed. He ran his fingers over these areas and then moved on. He moved into
the kitchen where he lifted the phone. There was no dial
tone. He moved back into the dining room.


  As Riggs’s eyes swept the room, they passed right over
the figure dressed all in black standing just inside the
half-opened closet door next to the stairs.


  Jackson closed his eyes the second before the light
moved across his hiding place so that his pupils would
not reflect off it. When the arc of illumination had passed,
Jackson reopened his eyes and gripped the handle of the
knife tightly. He had heard Riggs before he had ever set
foot on the porch. It was not the man who had leased the
cottage. He was long gone; Jackson had already searched
the place thoroughly. This man had come to reconnoiter
the place as well. Riggs, it must be, Jackson concluded.
In fact, Jackson found Riggs almost as interesting as the
man he had come to kill tonight. Ten years ago Jackson
had predicted that LuAnn would be a problem, and now
that prediction was coming true. He had done some preliminary checking on Riggs’s background after his discussion with Pemberton. The fact that there was little to
find out had intrigued him greatly.


  

  When Riggs passed within a few feet of him, Jackson
contemplated killing him. It would take just a flick of the
razor-sharp blade against his throat. But as quickly as the
homicidal impulse flared through his system, it passed.
Killing Riggs would further no purpose, at least not at
present. Jackson’s hand gripping the knife relaxed. Riggs
would live another day. If there was a next time, Jackson
decided, the outcome might be far different. He didn’t
like people meddling in his business. If nothing else, he
would now check into Riggs’s background with far
greater intensity.


   


  Riggs left the cottage and headed toward his Cherokee.
He glanced back at the cottage. A sensation had just come
over him, as though he had just survived a close call. He
shrugged it off. He had once lived by his instincts; however, he assumed they had rusted somewhat since his occupation had changed. It was an empty house and nothing
more.


  

  Watching from the window, Jackson picked up on
Riggs’s slight hesitation, and with it his curiosity grew
even more. Riggs would possibly make an interesting
project, but he would have to wait. Jackson had something more pressing to take care of. From the floor of the
closet Jackson picked up what looked like a doctor’s bag.
He moved to the dining room, crouched down, and unpacked the contents of a first-rate fingerprint kit. Jackson
then moved over to the light switch and hit it from various angles with a handheld laser carried in his jacket
pocket. Several latent prints sprang to life under the
beam. Jackson dusted the area with a fiberglass brush
dipped in black powder and gently brushed around the
area of the light switch, outlining the latent prints. The
kitchen counter, telephone, and doorknobs were subjected to the same process. The telephone, especially,
evidenced very clear fingerprints. Jackson smiled. Riggs’s
real identity would not be a mystery much longer. Using
pressure-wound tape, he then lifted the prints from each
of the areas and transferred them to separate index cards.
Humming quietly to himself, Jackson marked the cards
with special identification hieroglyphics and placed them
in separate plastic-lined containers. He then carefully removed all evidence of the fingerprint powder from each
of the surfaces. He loved the methodology of it all. Precise steps that reached a precise conclusion. It took him
only a few minutes to repack his kit and then he left the
cottage. He took a side trail to his waiting car and drove
off. It was not often that one captured two birds with one
stone. Tonight’s work was beginning to look like precisely that.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  “I like Mr. Riggs, Mom.”


  “Well, you don’t really know him, do you?”


  LuAnn sat on the edge of her daughter’s bed and fingered the bed covers absentmindedly.


  “I have good instincts about these things.”


  Mother and daughter exchanged smiles. “Really? Well,
maybe you can share some of your insights with me.”


  “Seriously, is he going to come back soon?”


  LuAnn took a deep breath. “Lisa, we may have to go
away soon.”


  Lisa’s hopeful smile faded away at this abrupt change
of subjects. “Go away? Where?”


  “I’m not sure just yet. And it’s not for certain. Uncle
Charlie and I haven’t finished talking about it yet.”


  “Were you going to include me in those discussions?”


  The unfamiliar tone in her daughter’s voice startled
LuAnn. “What are you talking about?”


  “How many times have we moved in the last six years?
Eight? And that’s just as far back as I can remember. God
knows how many times we did when I was really little.
It’s not fair.” Lisa’s face colored and her voice shook.


  LuAnn swept an arm around her shoulders. “Sweetie,
I didn’t say it was for certain. I just said maybe.”


  “That’s not the point. Okay, so it’s maybe now. Or
maybe next month. But then one day it’ll be ‘we’re moving’ and there’s nothing I can do about it.”


  LuAnn put her face in Lisa’s long hair. “I know it’s
hard on you, baby.”


  “I’m not a baby, Mom, not anymore. And I’d really
like to know what we’re running from.”


  LuAnn stiffened and raised her head back up, her eyes
searching out Lisa’s.


  “We’re not running from anything. What would we
possibly be running from?”


  “I was hoping you would tell me. I like it here, I don’t
want to leave, and unless you can give me a really good
explanation why we have to, I’m not going.”


  “Lisa, you’re ten years old and even though you’re a
very intelligent and mature ten-year-old, you’re still only
a child. So where I go, you go.”


  Lisa turned her face away. “Do I have a big trust
fund?”


  “Yes, why?”


  “Because when I turn eighteen I’m going to have my
own home and I’m going to stay there until I die. And I
don’t want you to ever visit me.”


  LuAnn’s cheeks reddened. “Lisa!”


  “I mean it. And then maybe I’ll have friends and can
do the things I want to do.”


  “Lisa Marie Savage, you’ve been all over the world.
You’ve done things most people will never get a chance
to do their entire lives.”


  “Well, you know what?”


  “What?” LuAnn shot back.


  “Right now, I’d trade with them in a heartbeat.”


  Lisa lay down in the bed and put the covers up almost
over her head. “And right now, I’d like to be alone.”


  LuAnn started to say something and then thought better of it. Biting her lip hard, she raced down the hallway
to her room, where she collapsed on the bed.


  It was unraveling. She could feel it, like a big ball of
twine someone had tossed down a long set of stairs. She
rose, went into the bathroom, and started the shower. She
pulled off her clothes and stepped under the steaming
water. Leaning up against the wall she closed her eyes
and tried to tell herself that it would be okay, that in the
morning Lisa would be all right, that her love for her
mother remained undiminished. This was not the first serious argument mother and daughter had had over the
years. Lisa did not just share her mother’s physical attributes; LuAnn’s independence and stubborn streak had
been replicated in her daughter. After a few minutes
LuAnn finally calmed down and let the soothing water
envelop her.


  

  When she opened her eyes another image invaded her
thoughts. Matthew Riggs must believe her to be insane
by now. Insane and dishonest as hell. Quite a combination if you were trying to make an impression. But she
wasn’t. If anything, she felt sorry for him, for having
risked his life twice and gotten kicked in the gut both
times for his trouble. He was a very attractive man, but
she wasn’t looking for a relationship. How could she?
How could she even contemplate partnering with someone? She’d be afraid to speak for fear of letting a secret
scurry free. With all that, the image of Matt Riggs remained fixed in her head. A very handsome man. Strong,
honest, courageous. And there was secrecy in his background too. And hurt. She suddenly cursed out loud that
her life wasn’t normal. That she couldn’t attempt even a
friendship with him.


  

  She moved her hands fiercely along her limbs as she
soaped up and released her frustrations at the same time.
The harsh movements against her skin rekindled a disturbing revelation. The last man she had slept with was
Duane Harvey over ten years ago. As her fingers moved
over her breasts, Riggs’s face appeared again in her
thoughts. She shook her head angrily, closed her eyes
again, and laid her face against the wall of the shower.
The costly imported tile was wet and warm. She remained in that position despite danger signs flashing in
her mind. So wet. So warm. So safe. Almost unconsciously her hands dipped to her waist and then over her
buttocks and all the while Matthew Riggs resided in her
thoughts. She kept her eyes scrunched tight. The fingers
of her right hand slithered around to her navel. Her
breaths became heavier. Under the sounds of the water, a
low moan passed over her lips. A large tear made its way
down her face before it was washed away. Ten years. Ten
damned years. The fingers of her two hands were touching now, intermeshed in a way, like the gears of a clock.
Slow, methodical, reliable. Back and forth… She jerked
straight up so quickly she almost smashed her skull
against the showerhead.


  “Good Lord, LuAnn!” She exclaimed this to herself.
She cut off the water and stepped out of the shower. She
sat down on the lid of the toilet and hung her head between her knees; the light-headedness was already passing. Her wet hair sprawled across her long, bare legs. The
floor became sopping wet as the water poured off her
body. She glanced over at the shower, a guilty look on her
face. The muscles in her back bunched together, the veins
in her arms swelled large. It wasn’t easy. It just wasn’t
easy at all.


  She rose on unsteady legs, toweled off, and went into
the bedroom.


  Among the costly furnishings of her bedroom was a
very familiar object. The clock her mother had given her
ticked away, and as LuAnn listened, her nerves began to
reassemble themselves. Thank God she had stuffed it in
her bag right before almost being killed in that trailer so
many years ago. Even now she would lie awake at night
listening to its clunkiness. It skipped every third beat and
at around five o’clock in the afternoon it would make a
noise like someone had lightly smacked a cymbal. The
gears and wires, the guts of the contraption, were tired;
but it was like listening to an old friend strum on a weathered guitar, the notes not what they should be, ideally, but
holding comfort for her, some peace.


  

  She pulled on a pair of panties and then went back into
the bathroom to dry her hair. Looking in the mirror she
saw a woman on the brink of something: disaster probably. Should she start seeing a shrink? Didn’t you have to
be truthful in therapy in order to make any progress? She
mouthed this question to her reflection in the mirror. No,
psychotherapy wasn’t going to be an option. As usual,
she would just go it alone.


  She traced the scar on her face, letting her finger feel
each contour of the ridged, damaged skin, in essence reliving the painful events of her past. Never forget, she
told herself. It’s all a sham. All a lie.


  She finished drying her hair, and was about to go back
into the bedroom and collapse onto the bed when Lisa’s
words came back to her. She just couldn’t let that resentment and anger fester all night. She had to talk to her
daughter again. Or at least try to.


  She went back into the bedroom to put on her robe before heading for Lisa’s room.


  “Hello, LuAnn.”


  So stunned was LuAnn that she had to reach out and
grip the doorjamb or she would’ve sagged to the floor. As
LuAnn stared at him, she found that the muscles in her
face had ceased to function. She couldn’t even form a response, as though she had just suffered a stroke.


  “It’s been a long time.” Jackson stepped away from the
window and sat down on the edge of the bed.


  His casual movements finally broke LuAnn free from
her inertia. “How the hell did you get in here?”


  “Not relevant.” The words and tone were instantly familiar to her. All those years ago came rushing back with
such speed that the effect was nearly incapacitating.


  “What do you want?” She forced the words to come
out.


  “Ah, very relevant. However, we have much to discuss, and I would suggest you do so in the comfort of
some clothing.” He stared pointedly at her body.


  LuAnn found it extremely difficult to take her eyes off
him. Being half naked in front of the man was far less disturbing than having to turn her back on him. Finally, she
threw open her closet door, pulled out a knee-length robe,
and quickly put it on. She cinched the robe tightly around
her waist and turned back around. Jackson wasn’t even
looking at her. His eyes roamed the spectacular parameters of her boudoir; his gaze rested on the clock on the
wall briefly and then moved on. Apparently, the brief
view of her body—a sight many men would have paid
hard cash for—had inspired in him nothing more than extreme diffidence.


  “You’ve done well for yourself. If I remember correctly, your previous decorating tastes were limited to
dirty linoleum and Goodwill castoffs.”


  “I don’t appreciate this intrusion.”


  He swiveled his head around and his eyes flashed into
hers. “And I don’t appreciate having to take time away
from a very busy schedule to rescue you yet again,
LuAnn. By the way, do you prefer LuAnn or Catherine?”


  “I’ll let you choose,” she said sharply. “And I don’t
need to be rescued by anyone, certainly not by you.”


  He rose from the bed and scrutinized her altered appearance closely. “Very good. Not quite as good as I
could have done, but I won’t nit-pick,” he finally said.
“Still, the look is very chic, very sophisticated. Congratulations.”


  LuAnn responded by remarking, “The last time I saw
you, you were wearing a dress. Other than that, you
haven’t changed much.”


  

  Jackson still had on the dark clothing he had worn at
the cottage. His features were the same as for their first
meeting, although he had not covered his lean frame with
padding. He thrust his head forward; the smile seemed to
engulf his entire face. “Didn’t you know?” he said.
“Aside from my other remarkable abilities, I also never
age.” His smile receded as quickly as it had appeared.
“Now, let’s talk.” He once again perched on the edge of
the bed and motioned for LuAnn to sit at a small antique
writing desk situated against one wall. She did so.


  “What about?”


  “I understand you had a visitor. A man who chased you
in a car?”


  “How the hell do you know that?” LuAnn said angrily.


  “You just won’t accept the fact that you can’t conceal
information from me. Like the fact that you have re-entered the United States against my most explicit instructions.”


  “The ten years are up.”


  “Funny, I don’t remember setting an expiration date on
those instructions.”


  “You can’t expect me to run for the rest of my life.”


  “On the contrary, that is exactly what I expect. That is
exactly what I demand.”


  “You cannot run my life.”


  Jackson looked around the room again and then stood
up. “First things first. Tell me about the man.”


  “I can handle this situation by myself.”


  “Is that right? From what I can tell, you’ve committed
one blunder after another.”


  “I want you to leave right now. I want you to get the
hell out of my house.”


  

  Jackson calmly shook his head. “The years have done
nothing to ameliorate your temper. An unlimited supply
of money can’t purchase good breeding or tact, can it?”


  “Go to hell.”


  In response Jackson reached one hand inside his
jacket.


  In an instant LuAnn had snatched up a letter opener
from her writing desk. She cocked her arm back in preparation to hurl it. “I can kill you with this from twenty feet.
Money can buy a lot of things.”


  Jackson shook his head sadly. “Ten years ago I found
you, a young girl with a good head on her shoulders in
very difficult circumstances. But you were still white
trash, LuAnn. And, I’m afraid to say, some things just
don’t change.” His hand slowly came out of his jacket. In
it he held a slip of paper. “You can put your little toy
away. You won’t need it.” He looked at her with a calmness that managed, under the circumstances, to paralyze
her. “At least not tonight.” He unfolded the paper. “Now,
I understand that two men have recently entered your life:
Matthew Riggs is one; the other is as yet unidentified.”


  LuAnn slowly dropped her arm, but she still clutched
the letter opener in her hand.


  Jackson looked up from the paper. “I have a vested interest in ensuring that your secret never be found out. I
have a number of ongoing business activities, and above
all I value anonymity. You’re one in a line of dominoes.
And when they start to fall, they tend to keep falling until
they reach the end. I am that end. Do you understand?”


  LuAnn sat back down in the chair and crossed her legs.
“Yes,” she answered curtly.


  

  “You have unnecessarily complicated my life by coming back to the United States. The man who is following
you discovered your identity, in part, through your tax
records. That is why I never wanted you to come back
here.”


  “I probably shouldn’t have,” LuAnn conceded. “But
you try moving just about every six months, a new country, a new language. And try doing it with a little girl.”


  “I appreciate your difficulties; however, I assumed that
being one of the richest women on earth would more than
make up the difference.”


  “Like you said, money can’t buy everything.”


  “You never met the man before? In your extensive
travels? You’re absolutely certain?”


  “I would’ve remembered. I’ve remembered everything
the last ten years.” She said this softly.


  Jackson studied her closely. “I believe you. Do you
have any reason to think that he knows about the lottery?”


  LuAnn hesitated a second. “No.”


  “You’re lying. Tell me the truth immediately or I’ll kill
everyone in this house starting with you.” This abrupt
threat, delivered calmly and precisely, made her suck in
her breath.


  She swallowed with difficulty. “He had a list. A list
with twelve names on it. Mine, Herman Rudy, Bobbie Jo
Reynolds, and some others.”


  Jackson assimilated this information rapidly and then
looked down at the paper. “And the man Riggs?”


  “What about him?”


  “There’s some confusion as to his background.”


  “Everyone has secrets.”


  

  Jackson smiled. “Touché. Under other circumstances
that would not bother me. However, in this instance it
does.”


  “I’m not following you.”


  “Riggs has a mysterious past and he just happens to be
around when you need assistance. I take it he did help
you.”


  LuAnn looked at him quizzically. “Yes, but he’s been
here for five years, long before I got here.”


  “That’s not the point. I’m not suggesting the man is a
plant. I am suggesting that he could well be something
entirely different than what he claims. Now he coincidentally collides with your world. That’s what worries
me.”


  “I don’t think it was anything other than a coincidence.
He was hired to do a job for me. It was perfectly natural
that he would be nearby when the other man started chasing me.”


  Jackson shook his head. “I don’t like it. I saw him
tonight.” LuAnn stiffened perceptibly. “At the cottage. I
was this close to him.” He spread his hands about two
feet apart. “I contemplated killing him on the spot. It
would have been extremely easy.”


  LuAnn’s face turned white and she licked dry lips.
“There’s no reason to do that.”


  “You have no way of knowing that. I’m going to check
him out and if I find anything in his background to suggest trouble for me, then I will eliminate him. It’s that
simple.”


  “Let me get that information for you.”


  “What?” Jackson looked startled.


  

  “Riggs likes me. He’s already helped me, probably
saved my life. It would be natural for me to show my
gratitude. Get to know him better.”


  “No, I don’t like it.”


  “Riggs is a nobody. A local builder. Why trouble yourself with him? Like you said, you’re busy.”


  Jackson studied her intensely for a moment. “All right,
LuAnn, you do that. However, any information you obtain better be reported to me in a timely fashion or, with
respect to Mr. Riggs, I will take matters into my own very
capable hands. Clear?”


  LuAnn let out a deep breath. “Clear.”


  “The other man, of course, I must find. It shouldn’t be
too terribly difficult.”


  “Don’t do that.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You don’t have to do that. Find him.”


  “I am very much certain that I do.”


  The memory of Mr. Rainbow came flooding back to
her. She did not want another death on her conscience.
She wasn’t worth it. “If he shows up again, we’re just
going to leave the country.”


  Jackson refolded the paper and replaced it in his
pocket. He made a precise steeple with his hands. “You
obviously do not fully understand the situation. Were you
the only one he was onto, then perhaps your simplistic
solution might resolve the matter, at least temporarily.
However, the man has a list with the names of eleven
other people with whom I worked. I would submit that a
resolution involving all of them fleeing the country almost simultaneously would be essentially unworkable.”


  

  LuAnn drew in a sharp breath. “I could pay the man.
How much money can he want? That would take care of
it.”


  Jackson smiled tightly. “Blackmailers are a bad lot.
They never seem to go away.” He added sharply, “Unless
they receive extreme persuasion to do so.”


  “Mr. Jackson, please don’t do it,” she said again.


  “Don’t do what, LuAnn? Ensure your survival?” He
glanced around. “And with it all of this?” He rested his
gaze back upon her. “How is Lisa, by the way? As beautiful as her mother?”


  LuAnn felt her throat constrict. “She’s fine.”


  “Excellent. Let’s keep it that way, shall we?”


  “Can’t you just let it go? Let me handle it.”


  “LuAnn, many years ago we were confronted with a
situation regarding another would-be blackmailer. I took
care of that incident and I will take care of this one. In
matters like this I almost never opt for delegation. Count
your blessings that I’m allowing Riggs to live. For now.”


  “But that man can’t prove anything. How can he? And
even if he could, they’ll never be able to trace anything to
you. Maybe I’ll go to jail, but you won’t. Hell, I don’t
even know who you really are.”


  Jackson stood up, his lips pursed. He took a moment to
rub his left hand delicately along the edge of the bedspread.


  “Beautiful needlework here,” Jackson commented.
“Indian isn’t it?”


  Distracted for an instant by his query, LuAnn was suddenly staring down the barrel of a 9-mm, a suppressor attached to its muzzle.


  

  “One potential solution could involve my killing all
twelve of you. That would certainly qualify as a startling
dead-end for our inquisitive friend. Remember that the
ten-year period is up. The lottery’s principal amount has
already been returned to a Swiss account that I have set
up in your name. I would strongly advise against transferring that money into the United States.” He pulled another slip of paper from his pocket and put it down on her
bed. “Here are the authorization codes and other account
information that will enable you to access it. The funds
are untraceable. There you have it. As agreed.” Jackson’s
finger curled around the trigger of his weapon.
“However, now I really don’t have any incentive to keep you
around, do I?” He advanced toward her. LuAnn’s fingers
tightened around the letter opener.


  “Put it down, LuAnn. Granted, you’re remarkably athletic, but you’re not faster than a bullet. Put it down.
Now!”


  She dropped the letter opener and backed up against
the wall.


  Jackson stopped a few inches from her. While he lined
up the pistol with her left cheekbone, he ran a gloved
hand along her right cheek. There was no sexual content
to the motion. Even through the glove, LuAnn could
sense the purely clinical chill of his touch.


  “You should have thrown it the first time, LuAnn. You
really should have.” His eyes were mocking.


  “I’m not going to kill someone in cold blood,” said
LuAnn.


  “I know. You see, that is your greatest shortcoming, because that’s precisely when you should strike.”


  He removed his hand and looked at her.


  

  “Ten years ago I felt you were the weak link in the
chain. During the intervening years, I thought perhaps I
was wrong. Everything was going so smoothly. But now
I find my initial intuition was correct. Even if I were in
no personal danger of discovery, were I to let this man
blackmail you or perhaps even expose the manipulations
of the lottery, then that would be a failure on my part. I
do not fail. Ever. And I do not let other people have any
control whatsoever over plans of mine, for that, in itself,
would be a form of failure. Besides, I couldn’t bear to let
such a grand performance be ruined.


  “Just think about the wonderful life I’ve given you,
LuAnn. Remember what I told you all those years ago:
‘Go anywhere, do anything.’ I gave that to you. The impossible. All yours. Look at you now. Flawless beauty.”
His hand went to the front of her robe. With slow movements he undid the strap and the robe fell open, fully exposing her quivering breasts and flat belly. He slid the
robe over her shoulders and it fell to the floor.


  “The most prudent action on my part, of course, would
be to kill you. Right here and right now. In fact, what the
hell.” He pointed the gun directly at her head and pulled
on the trigger. LuAnn jerked back, her eyes slamming
shut.


  When she reopened them, Jackson was studying her
reaction. She was shaking terribly; her heart was thumping around inside her, she couldn’t catch her breath.


  

  Jackson shook his head. “Your nerves don’t seem to be
as strong, LuAnn, as when we were last together. And
nerves, or a lack thereof, really are the whole ball of
wax.” He looked at the pistol for a moment, slipped off
the safety, and continued speaking calmly. “As I was saying, the most prudent thing, when one is confronted with
a weak link, is to snip it out.” He paused and then
continued, “I’m not going to do that with you, at least not yet.
Not even after you’ve disobeyed me, jeopardized everything. Would you like to know why?”


  LuAnn remained planted against the wall, afraid to
move, her eyes fixed on his.


  

  He took her silence for assent. “Because I feel you
have a greater destiny to fulfill. A dramatic statement, but
I’m a dramatic person; I think I’ll allow myself that. It’s
really as simple as that. And in very large measure, you
are a creation of mine. Would you be living in this house,
speaking and thinking as an educated person, traveling
the world on a whim, without me? Of course not. In
killing you, I would, in effect, be killing part of myself.
That, as I’m sure you can appreciate, I am loath to do.
Nevertheless, please keep in mind that a wild animal,
when trapped, will ultimately sacrifice a limb in order to
escape and survive. Don’t think for one moment that I am
not capable of that sacrifice. If you do, you’re a fool. I
sincerely hope that we are able to extricate you from this
little problem.” He shook his head sympathetically, much
as he had ten years earlier during their very first meeting.
“I really do, LuAnn. However, if we can’t, we can’t.
Problems come up in business all the time, and I’m
counting on you to do your part, to do all you can to ensure that we successfully navigate this one.” Jackson’s
tone once again became businesslike as he ticked off
items with his fingers. “You will not leave the country.
You obviously went to a great deal of trouble to get back
in, so stay and enjoy it for a while. You will immediately
report to me any further contact with our mysterious
stranger. The number I gave you ten years ago will still
reach me. I will be in touch on a regular basis. Whatever
additional instructions I give you, you will follow precisely. Understood?”


  She quickly nodded.


  “I’m quite serious, LuAnn. If you disobey me again, I
will kill you. And it will be slow and unbelievably
painful.” He studied her reaction to these words for a moment. “Now go into the bathroom and compose yourself.”


  She started to turn away.


  “Oh, LuAnn?”


  She looked back.


  “Keep in mind that if we do fail to contain this problem and I have to eliminate that weak link, there will be
no reason that I can see to stop there.” He glanced ominously in the direction of the doorway leading to the hallway, where barely twenty feet away Lisa lay sleeping. He
turned back to her. “I like to give my business associates
as much incentive as possible to achieve success. I find
that they’re much more likely not to disappoint.”


  LuAnn ran into the bathroom, locking the door after
her. She gripped the cold marble of the vanity, every limb
shaking uncontrollably, as though she had left her skeleton back there with him. Wrapping a thick, full-length
towel around her, she sank down to the floor. Her natural
courage was tempered with a strong dose of common
sense and she understood quite clearly the serious personal jeopardy she was in. But that was far from her
greatest fear. The fact that Jackson might set his murderous sights on Lisa made her nearly delirious with terror.


  

  Curiously enough it was with this thought that
LuAnn’s features grew deadly still in their own right. Her
eyes stared across at the doorway, on the other side of
which stood a person to whom she was probably more
similar than dissimilar. They both had secrets; they both
were incredibly rich from ill-gotten gains. They both had
mental and physical abilities above and beyond the norm.
And perhaps most telling, they both had killed someone.
Her act had been spontaneous, survival the only motive.
Jackson’s had been premeditated, but survival of sorts
had also been his motivation. Perhaps not as wide a
chasm as it looked on the surface. The results, after all,
had been the deaths of two human beings.


  She slowly rose from the floor. If Jackson ever came
after Lisa, then either he would die or LuAnn would;
there would be no other possibilities. She let the towel
fall to the floor. She unlocked the door. There seemed to
exist an ethereal connection between Jackson and LuAnn
Tyler that defied a logical explanation. It was as though,
even after all this time apart, that their synapses had become fused together at a certain, almost psychic level.
For she was absolutely certain what she would find when
she returned to the bedroom. She threw open the door.


  Nothing. Jackson was gone.


   


  LuAnn pulled on some clothes and hurried down the
hallway to check on Lisa. The little girl’s steady breathing told her mother that she was asleep. For a while,
LuAnn simply hovered over Lisa, afraid to leave her. She
didn’t want to wake her. She wouldn’t be able to hide the
terror she was feeling from her daughter. Finally, LuAnn
made certain the windows were locked and left the room.


  Next she made her way to Charlie’s bedroom and gently roused him from sleep.


  “I just had a visitor.”


  “What? Who?”


  “We should’ve known he’d find out,” she said wearily.


  When the meaning behind her words worked through
his grogginess, Charlie sat straight up in bed, almost
knocking over the lamp on the nightstand. “Good God, he
was here? Jackson was here?”


  “When I finished my shower I found him waiting for
me in my bedroom. I don’t think I’ve ever been that
scared in my life.”


  “Oh, God, LuAnn, baby.” Charlie hugged her tightly
for several moments. “How the hell—how the hell did he
find us?”


  “I don’t know, but he knows everything. The man who
chased me. About Riggs. I, I told him about the list of lottery winners. I tried to lie, but he knew I was. He threatened everyone in the house if I didn’t tell him the truth.”


  “What’s he going to do?”


  “He’s going to find the guy and then he’s going to kill
him.”


  Charlie leaned up against the headboard and LuAnn
sat down next to him. Charlie put a big hand across his
face and shook his head. He looked over at her. “What
else did he say?”


  “That we weren’t to do anything. Be careful around
Riggs and to let him know if the other guy showed up
again.”


  “Riggs? Why’d he mention him?”


  She looked over at him. “Jackson seemed very suspicious of him. Like maybe he has an ulterior motive for
being involved.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Charlie moaned and abruptly rolled
out of bed. He stood up and started getting dressed.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I don’t know, but I feel like I’ve got to do something.
Warn Riggs. If Jackson’s after him—”


  She reached up and gripped his arm. “If you tell Riggs
about Jackson, then all you’re doing is guaranteeing his
death. Somehow, some way, Jackson will find out. He always does. I’ve got Riggs safe, at least for now.”


  “How’d you do that?”


  “Jackson and I worked out a little arrangement. At
least I think he bought it. Who can tell with him?”


  Charlie stopped pulling on his pants and looked over at
her.


  LuAnn continued, “For now anyway, Jackson’s going
to focus on the other man. He’ll find him, and it’s not like
we can warn him, because we don’t even know who he
is.”


  Charlie sat back down on the bed. “So what do we
do?”


  LuAnn took his hand in hers. “I want you to take Lisa
away. I want both of you to go away.”


  “There’s no way I’m leaving you alone with that guy
in the neighborhood. No way in hell.”


  “Yes you will, Charlie, because you know I’m right.
By myself, I’m okay. But if he were to get hold of
Lisa…” She didn’t need to finish the thought.


  “Why don’t you go with her and let me stay here and
handle it?”


  LuAnn shook her head. “That won’t work. If I leave
Jackson will come looking. Looking hard. So long as I’m
around, he’s not going to stray too far. In the meantime,
you two can get away.”


  “I don’t like it. I don’t want to abandon you, LuAnn.
Not now.”


  She put her arms around his burly shoulders. “My God,
you’re not abandoning me. You’re going to be taking care
of the most precious thing I have—” She broke off here,
as Jackson’s face planted itself squarely in her thoughts.


  Finally Charlie took her hand. “Okay. When do you
want us to leave?”


  “Right now. I’ll go get Lisa ready while you pack.
Jackson just left, so I doubt if he’s going to be watching
the place. He probably figures I’m too frozen with fear to
do anything. Actually, he wouldn’t be too far from the
truth.”


  “Where do we go?”


  “You pick the place. I don’t want to know. That way
nobody can get the information out of me. Call when you
get there and then we’ll make arrangements to safely
communicate after that.”


  Charlie shrugged. “I never thought it would come to
this.”


  She kissed him lightly on the forehead. “We’ll be okay.
We just need to be really careful.”


  “And what about you? What are you going to do?”


  LuAnn took a deep breath. “Whatever it takes to make
sure we all survive this.”


  “And Riggs?”


  She looked squarely at him. “Especially Riggs.”


   


  “I hate this, Mom. I hate it.” Lisa stomped around the
room in her pajamas as LuAnn hurriedly packed her
daughter’s bags.


  “I’m sorry, Lisa, but you’re just going to have to trust
me on this.”


  “Trust, ha, that’s a funny one coming from you.” Lisa
glared at her from across the room.


  “I don’t need that kind of talk right now, young lady.”


  “And I don’t need this.” Lisa sat down on the bed and
stubbornly crossed her arms.


  “Uncle Charlie is ready, you need to get a move on.”


  “But we’re having a party at school tomorrow. Can’t it
at least wait until after that?”


  LuAnn slammed the suitcase shut. “No, Lisa, I’m
afraid it really can’t.”


  “When is this going to stop? When are you going to
stop dragging me all over the place?”


  LuAnn ran a shaky hand through her hair and sat down
next to her daughter, putting an arm around Lisa’s quaking form. She sensed the pain coursing through the small
body. Could the truth hurt her daughter any worse than
this? LuAnn clenched her fist and pushed it against her
right eye as she tried to stop her nerves from pouring
right out of her body.


  She turned to her daughter. “Lisa?” The little girl refused to look at her mother.


  “Lisa, please look at me.”


  Finally, Lisa looked at her mother, her small face a
blend of anger and disappointment, a combination that
was crushing to LuAnn.


  

  LuAnn spoke slowly. The words she was uttering
would have been unthinkable an hour ago. But then Jackson had shown up and his appearance had changed a lot
of things. “I promise that one day, very soon, I will tell
you everything you want to know. In fact, more than you
will ever want to know about me, about you, about everything. All right?”


  “But why—”


  LuAnn put her hand gently across her daughter’s
mouth, silencing her. “But I’m telling you right now that
when I do it will shock you, it will hurt you and you
might never understand or appreciate why I did what I
did. You may hate me for it, you may be sorry I’m your
mother”—she paused, biting hard into her lip—“but
however you feel, I want you to know that I did what I
thought was best at the time. I did what I thought was best
for you. I was very young and I really didn’t have anyone
to help me make my decision.”


  She cupped Lisa’s chin with her hand and tilted her
daughter’s face up to hers. Lisa’s eyes were now filled
with tears. “I know I’m hurting you now. I don’t want you
to go away, but I will die before I’d let anything happen
to you. So would Uncle Charlie.”


  “Mom, you’re scaring me.”


  LuAnn gripped Lisa with both hands. “I love you,
Lisa. More than I’ve ever loved anything in my whole
life.”


  “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” Lisa touched
her mother’s face. “Mom, will you be okay?”


  LuAnn managed a reassuring smile. “A cat always
lands on its feet, sweetie. Mommy’ll be just fine.”









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  The next morning LuAnn rose early after a mostly
sleepless night. Saying good-bye to her daughter had
been the most wrenching thing she had ever done; however, she knew that task would seem easy compared to
the day she would tell Lisa the truth about her life, about
her mother’s life. LuAnn hoped she would have the opportunity to do that. And yet a huge wave of relief had
swept over her when she had watched the lights of the
Range Rover disappear down the road the night before.


  Now her biggest concern was devising a way to reapproach Riggs without making him even more suspicious.
But she didn’t have much time. If she didn’t report back
to Jackson with some information soon, then he would
turn his attention fully on Riggs. She was not going to let
that happen.


  

  She was thinking this through as she drew back her
bedroom curtains and peered out onto the rear lawn. Her
bedroom was on the third floor and provided an inspiring
view of the surrounding countryside. A balcony opened
off the bedroom through a pair of French doors. LuAnn
wondered if that was how Jackson had gained access to
the room last night. Normally she activated the burglar
alarm right before she went to bed. She might start doing
it earlier, although she had little hope that any security
system would pose much of a challenge for the man. He
seemed to be able to walk right up and then through
walls.


  She brewed a pot of coffee in the small kitchenette next
to her dressing room. Then she put on a silk robe and,
holding a cup of steaming coffee in one hand, she stepped
out onto the balcony. A table and two chairs were set up
there; however, she chose to perch on the marble railing
and look out over her property. The sun was on its way up
and the rays of pink and gold formed a backdrop to a sea
of equally colorful foliage. The view was almost enough
to raise her sagging spirits. What she saw next almost
caused her to fall off the balcony.


  Matthew Riggs was kneeling in the grass near the spot
where she had wanted her studio to be built. From her
vantage point LuAnn watched in growing amazement as
Riggs unrolled a thick set of blueprints and eyed the lay
of the land. LuAnn clambered up on top of the railing
and, one hand clinging to the brick wall of the house for
support, she stood on tip-toe for a better look. Now she
could make out stakes planted in the ground at various
points. While she watched, Riggs unraveled some twine
and, tying one end to a stake, he started laying out what
looked to be the footprint of a building.


  She tried calling to him, but her voice couldn’t carry
far enough.


  LuAnn jumped down from the railing, raced through
her bedroom, not even pausing to put on shoes. She took
the stairs two at a time and unlocked the back door.
Sprinting across the dewy grass in her bare feet, the silk
robe clung to her form, showing a good deal of her long
legs in the process.


  Breathing hard, she reached the spot where Riggs had
been and looked around. Her breaths were visible in the
early morning chill and she pulled the sheer robe tight
around her.


  Where the hell had he gone? She hadn’t imagined it.
The stakes were there, the string affixed to them. She
stared at them as if they would eventually reveal the secret of the man’s whereabouts.


  “Morning.”


  LuAnn whirled around and stared at him as he
emerged from the stand of trees, a large rock in his hand.
He set it down ceremoniously in the middle of the staked-out area.


  “Your stone chimney,” he proclaimed, grinning.


  “What are you doing?” LuAnn asked in an amazed
tone.


  “You always run around outside in that? You’re going
to catch pneumonia.” He stared at her and then discreetly
looked away as the emerging sun’s rays cleared the tops
of the trees and made the thin robe virtually transparent;
she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. “Not to mention what it’s doing to me,” he muttered to himself.


  “I don’t usually see someone on my property at the
crack of dawn putting stakes into the ground.”


  “Just following orders.”


  “What?”


  “You wanted a studio, I’m building you a studio.”


  “You said there wasn’t enough time before winter set
in. And you needed plans and permits.”


  “Well, you admired mine so much, I had the brilliant
idea of using those diagrams for this one. That’ll save a
lot of time. And I’ve got contacts at the inspector’s office
so we can expedite the approval process.” He paused and
looked at her as she stood there shivering. “Now don’t
rush to thank me,” he said.


  She crossed her arms. “It’s not that, I—” She shuddered again as a brisk wind sailed down the tree line.
Riggs took off his heavy coat and draped it around her
shoulders.


  “You know you really shouldn’t be outside in your
bare feet.”


  “You don’t have to do this, Matthew. I think I’ve intruded on your time and patience enough.”


  He shrugged and looked down at the ground, tapping
one of the stakes lightly with his foot. “I don’t really
mind, Catherine.” He coughed in an embarrassed fashion
and looked up at the tree line. “There are a lot worse
things than hanging out with a woman like you.” He shot
her a quick glance and then looked away.


  LuAnn blushed, biting nervously at her bottom lip
while Riggs shoved his hands in his pockets and stared
off at nothing. The pair unconsciously emulated two
teens nervously feeling each other out for that vital first
date.


  She looked over at the staked-out area. “So, it’ll be just
like yours?”


  Riggs nodded. “I had the time since you fired me on
the fence job.”


  “I told you I’d pay you and I meant it.”


  “I’m sure you meant it, but I have a policy of not accepting payment for a job I didn’t do. I’m kind of funny
that way. Don’t worry, I’ll charge you plenty for this
one.”


  Riggs once again looked at the surrounding country.
“It doesn’t get much prettier than this, I can tell you that.
Once I build this thing, you probably won’t want to leave
it.”


  “That sounds very nice, but hardly realistic.”


  He glanced over at her. “I guess you travel a lot. A person in your position.”


  “It’s not that. But I do travel a lot.” She added wearily,
“Too much.”


  Riggs looked around again. “It’s good to see the world.
But it’s nice to come home too.”


  “You sound like you speak from experience.” She
looked at him curiously.


  He grinned sheepishly. “Me? I haven’t really been anywhere.”


  “But you still like to come home. For some peace?”
she said quietly, her big eyes locked on his.


  His grin disappeared and he looked at her with renewed respect. “Yes,” he finally said.


  “How about some breakfast?”


  “I already ate, but thanks.”


  “Coffee?” She was balancing on one bare foot and then
the other as the cold ate at her skin.


  

  Riggs watched her movements and then said, “I’ll take
you up on that one.” Riggs tugged off his work gloves
and stuffed them in his pants pocket. He turned around
and bent down. “Climb on.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Climb on.” He patted his back. “I know I’m not as
bulky as your horse but just pretend.”


  LuAnn didn’t budge. “I don’t think so.”


  Riggs turned and looked at her. “Will you come on?
I’m not kidding about the pneumonia. Besides, I do this
with billionaires all the time, I’m telling you.”


  LuAnn laughed, pulled his coat on all the way, and
hoisted herself up piggyback style, wrapping her arms
around his neck. He locked his arms around her bare
thighs. “Are you sure you’re up to it? It’s a pretty long
way and I’m not exactly petite.”


  “I think I can manage, just don’t shoot me if I collapse.” They started off.


  Halfway there she jabbed him playfully in the sides
with her knees.


  “What the hell was that for?”


  “I’m pretending, just like you said. So giddy-up.”


  “Don’t push it,” he groused back and then smiled.


   


  

  In the woods near the horse barn, Jackson repacked his
sound wand and made his way through the woods to his
car parked on a side road. He had watched in some
amusement as Riggs carried LuAnn back to the house.
He had also noted the rough footprint for the structure
Riggs was apparently building for her. Considering how
she was dressed, Jackson thought it likely that LuAnn
and the handsome Riggs would probably be enjoying an
intimate moment very shortly. That was good, since it
would give her an opportunity to pump him for
information. Using the sound wand, he had also recorded Riggs’s
voice, an asset that might prove valuable later. He
reached his car and drove off.


   


  Riggs sipped on a cup of coffee in the kitchen while
LuAnn munched on a piece of buttered toast. She rose
and fixed herself another cup of coffee and freshened his.


  Riggs couldn’t help but stare when her back was
turned. She hadn’t changed her clothes and the clingy
robe was making him think about things he probably
shouldn’t be. He finally looked away, his face hot.


  “If I get another horse, I think I’ll name it after you,”
LuAnn said.


  “Thanks bunches.” He looked around. “Everybody
else still sleeping?”


  She put the coffeepot back down and took a moment to
sponge up a bit of spillage on the counter. “Sally has the
day off. Charlie and Lisa went on a little vacation.”


  “Without you?”


  She sat back down, her eyes roaming the room before
she looked back at him and spoke casually. “I had some
things to take care of. I might have to leave for Europe
soon. If I do, I’ll meet up with them and then we’ll all go
together. Italy is beautiful this time of year. Have you
ever been?”


  “The only Rome I’ve been to is in New York.”


  “In your past life?” She looked at him over the top of
her coffee cup.


  “There we go with that past life thing again. It’s really
not all that exciting.”


  “So why not tell me about it then?”


  “So what’s the quid pro quo?”


  “Ah, I assume you learned that phrase from your attorney ex-wife.”


  “Assumptions are dangerous things. I like facts a lot
better.”


  “So do I. So shower me with them.”


  “Why are you so interested in what I did before I came
to Charlottesville?”


  Because I’m doing my best to keep you alive, and it
sickens me every time I think how close you came to
being dead because of me. LuAnn struggled to keep her
tone at an even level despite that painful reality. “I’m just
a naturally curious person.”


  “Well, so am I. And I have a hunch your secrets are a
lot more interesting than mine.”


  She tried her best to look surprised. “I don’t have any
secrets.”


  He put down his coffee cup. “I can’t believe you can
actually say that with a straight face.”


  “I have a lot of money. Some people would like to take
it away from me any way they can. That doesn’t exactly
qualify for shocker status.”


  “So, you’ve concluded the guy in the Honda was a potential kidnapper.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Funny kidnapper.”


  “What do you mean?”


  

  “I’ve been thinking a lot about it. The guy looked like
a college professor. He rented a place in the area and furnished it. When he attempted to ‘kidnap’ you he wasn’t
even wearing a mask. And when I showed up on the
scene, instead of hightailing it off, he tried to drive right
through me even though he had no chance of catching
you. And in my experience most kidnappers don’t work
solo. Logistically, it’s difficult to go it alone.”


  “In your experience?”


  “See, I’m showering you with secrets.”


  “Maybe he was trying to frighten me before he actually
made the kidnap attempt.”


  “Don’t think so. Why put you on your guard? Kidnappers kind of like the element of surprise.”


  “If he’s not a kidnapper, what then?”


  “I was hoping you could tell me. Charlie went into the
cottage and so did you. What did you find?”


  “Nothing.”


  “That’s bullshit and you know it.”


  LuAnn stood up and glared at him. “I don’t appreciate
being called a liar.”


  “Then stop lying.”


  Her lips trembled and she abruptly turned away from
him.


  “Catherine, I’m trying to help you here. Okay, in my
past life I did deal with the criminal class quite a bit. I’ve
got some insights and some skills that might prove useful
if you’d just tell me the truth.”


  He rose and put a hand on her shoulder. He turned her
around to face him. “I know you’re scared. And I also
know you’ve got stronger nerves and more spirit than just
about anybody I’ve ever run across, so I’m assuming
whatever you’re facing is pretty bad. And I want to help
you. I will help you, if you’ll just let me.” He cupped her
chin with his hand. “I’m playing straight with you,
Catherine. I really am.”


  

  She winced slightly as he said her name again. Her
fake name. She finally reached up and lightly caressed his
fingers with her own. “I know you are, Matthew. I know.”
She looked up at him and her lips parted slightly. Their
eyes did not budge from each other as their fingers exchanged touches that were suddenly electrifying both
their bodies. The spontaneity of the sensation absolutely
immobilized them. But not for long.


  Riggs swallowed hard, dropped his hands to her bottom, and abruptly pulled LuAnn against him. The warmth
and softness of her breasts burned invisible holes through
his thick flannel shirt. Their mouths erupted against each
other as he yanked the robe free and it fell to the floor.
LuAnn moaned and closed her eyes, her head swaying
drunkenly from side to side as Riggs attacked her neck.
She pulled at his hair and then wrapped her arms around
his head as he hoisted her up in the air, his face buried in
her chest. She wrapped her legs around his torso.


  Following her frantic, whispered directions, Riggs
lunged blindly along the hallway to the small first-floor
guest bedroom. Riggs pushed open the door. LuAnn
jerked away from him and sprawled flat on her back on
the bed, the muscles in her long legs tensing in anticipation. She reached up and pulled at him.


  “Dammit, Matthew, hurry!” At his subconscious level
Riggs noticed the abrupt return of the Georgia drawl but
he was far too intoxicated with the passion of the moment
to do anything about it.


  Riggs’s heavy work boots hit the hardwood floor with
a loud thump and his pants followed immediately. She
jerked his shirt off, popping several buttons in the
process, then slid his boxers down. They didn’t bother
with the bed covers although Riggs did manage to back-kick the door closed before he plunged on top of her.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  

  Jackson sat at the table and studied the laptop’s small
screen. His suite was large and airy and furnished with
eighteenth-century reproductions. The aged hardwood
floors were partially covered with area rugs stitched with
early American colonial themes. A large wooden carving
of a duck in flight hung on one wall. A set of framed
prints, each depicting a Virginia native who had gone on
to become president of his country long ago, was on another wall. The inn was located in close proximity to his
areas of focus, was quiet, and allowed Jackson the greatest freedom of unobserved movement. The night before,
he had checked out as Harry Conklin and checked back
in under another name. He liked to do that. He became
uncomfortable staying in one character too long. Besides,
he had met with Pemberton in the Conklin role and he
didn’t want to run into the man again. Now a baseball cap
covered his head. Heavy latex eye pouches bracketed the
fake nose. The hair was blondish-gray and tied in a ponytail that sprouted out the back of the cap. His neck was
long and wrinkled and his build was stocky. He looked
like an aging hippie. His luggage was stacked neatly in
one corner. He had a practice of not unpacking when he
traveled; his line of work sometimes necessitated rapid
exits.


  Two hours earlier he had scanned one set of the fingerprints lifted from the cottage into his hard drive and
transmitted them via modem to one of his information
contacts. He had already called this person and told him
what was coming. This particular contact had access to a
database that housed oceans of the most interesting facts,
the sole reason that Jackson had enlisted his services
many years ago. It wasn’t certain that the man who was
pursuing LuAnn would have his fingerprints on file anywhere, but Jackson had nothing to lose by checking. If
the man did, Jackson’s task of tracking him down would
become far easier.


  Jackson smiled as his computer screen started filling
up with data. A digitized photo of the man had even accompanied the personal details.


  

  Thomas J. Donovan. The photo was three years old,
but Jackson reckoned that at this time of life, Donovan
wouldn’t have changed all that much. He studied the
nondescript features of the man carefully and then
checked the contents of his portable makeup kit and various hairpieces he had brought with him. Yes, if it came
down to it, he could impersonate the man. Donovan’s
name was actually familiar to Jackson. Donovan was an
award-winning journalist at the Washington Tribune. In
fact, about a year ago he had done an in-depth piece on
Jackson’s father’s career as a United States senator.


  Jackson had read the story and quickly condemned it
as a fluff piece that came nowhere near to addressing the
personal side of his father and his monstrous behavior.
The history books would smile upon the man; his son
knew better.


  Jackson’s hunch had proven correct. He had figured
the man trailing LuAnn wasn’t your typical blackmailer.
It had taken a lot to track her down and an investigative
journalist or perhaps ex–law enforcement person would
have the skills, knowledge, and more important, the informational resources to have successfully done so.


  Jackson sat back and mused for a moment. Actually, a
true blackmailer would have posed less of a difficulty for
him. Donovan was undoubtedly onto a story, an enormous story, and he would not stop until he achieved his
goal. Or until someone stopped him. It was an interesting
challenge. Simply killing the man wouldn’t do any good,
however. That might make people suspicious. Also,
Donovan might have told others of his investigations, although most journalists of Donovan’s capabilities, Jackson was aware, kept their cards close to the vest until they
broke the story, for a variety of reasons not the least of
which was the fear of being scooped.


  

  He had to determine how much Donovan knew and
whether he had told anyone else. He picked up the phone,
got the number for the Trib, and dialed it. He asked for
Thomas Donovan. He was told that Donovan had taken a
leave of absence. He slowly hung up the phone. He
wouldn’t have talked to the man if he had come on the
phone. He did want to hear his voice, though, in case that
knowledge should become useful later. Jackson was also
an accomplished mimic and impersonating someone’s
voice was a wonderful way to manipulate others.


  According to Pemberton, Donovan had been in the
Charlottesville area for at least a month. Jackson focused
briefly on one obvious question: Of all the lottery winners why had the man targeted LuAnn? Jackson almost
immediately answered his own query. Because she was
the only one running from a murder charge. The only one
who had disappeared for ten years and then resurfaced.
But how could Donovan possibly have picked up her
trail? The cover had been deep and it had been buried
even deeper with the passage of ten years, even though
LuAnn had committed a tremendous blunder by coming
back to the States.


  He had a sudden thought. Donovan apparently knew
the names of all or some of the lottery winners for the
year Jackson had fixed the game. What if he attempted to
contact some of the others? If he didn’t get what he
wanted from LuAnn, and Jackson felt reasonably sure he
wouldn’t, the next logical step would be to seek out
the others. Jackson took out his electronic Rolodex and
started making phone calls. After half an hour he had finished contacting the other eleven. Compared to LuAnn,
they were sheep to be led around. What he told them to
do, they did. He was their savior, the man who had led
them to the Promised Land of wealth and leisure. Now, if
Donovan bit, the trap would spring.


  

  Jackson began to pace the room. He paused and
opened his briefcase. He pulled out the photos. They had
been taken on his first day in Charlottesville, even before
meeting with Pemberton. The quality of the photos was
good considering he had been using a long-range lens and
the early morning light had not been the best. The faces
stared back at him. Sally Beecham looked tired and bothered. In her forties, tall and slender, she was LuAnn’s
live-in housekeeper. Her suite was on the first floor on
the north side of the mansion. He studied the next two
photos. The two young Hispanic women constituted the
cleaning staff. They came at nine and left at six. Finally
came the photos of the groundspeople. Jackson studied
each of their faces. When taking the photos, he had
watched the people intently; how they moved, how they
gestured. His handheld sound wand had picked up their
voices perfectly. He had listened to their voices over and
over as he had just listened to Riggs’s. Yes, it was coming together nicely. Like pieces in a strategic battle plan,
he was positioning his soldiers to optimal advantage.
Possibly, none of the information he had painstakingly
gathered about Catherine Savage’s daily world would
ever come into play. But, on the chance that it might, he
would be more than ready. He put the photos away and
closed the briefcase.


  

  From a hidden compartment in his suitcase he drew out
a short-handled throwing knife. Hand-crafted in China,
the blade was so sharp it couldn’t even be touched by a
bare hand without drawing blood; it was thrown by
means of the perfectly balanced teak handle. Jackson
strolled around the room, as his mind was sidetracked for
a moment. LuAnn was uncommonly fast, lithe, agile,
words that could equally be applied to himself. Yes, she
had certainly upgraded herself. What else had she
learned? What other skills had she acquired? He wondered whether she had experienced the same premonition
he had: that their paths would cross again one day like
two trains colliding. And had she done her utmost to prepare for that eventuality? Twenty feet. Using the letter
opener, she could have killed him from that distance. Fast
as he was, the blade would have been imbedded in his
heart before he had a chance to react.


  On this last thought Jackson wheeled around and let
the knife fly. It sailed across the room, splitting the duck’s
head completely in half upon impact and burrowing several inches into the wall. Jackson eyed the distance between himself and his target: At least thirty feet, he
estimated. He smiled. LuAnn would have been far wiser
to have killed him. She had, no doubt, been constrained
by her conscience. That was her greatest weakness and
Jackson’s greatest advantage, for he had no such parallel
compunction.


  Ultimately, if it came down to it, he knew that would
be the difference.









  


  

  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  LuAnn watched Riggs, who lay dozing next to her. She
let out a small breath and stretched her neck. She had felt
like a virgin while they made love. An incredibly energetic display of sex, she was surprised the bed hadn’t
caved in; they’d probably be sore tomorrow. A grin
spread over her face. She stroked his shoulder and huddled next to him, putting one of her bare legs across both
of his. With this movement he finally stirred and looked
over at her.


  A boyish smile cracked his face.


  “What?” she asked, her eyes impish.


  “I’m just trying to remember how many times I said
‘oh, baby.’ ”


  

  She rubbed her hand across his chest, letting the nails
bite in just enough to make him playfully grab her hand.
LuAnn said, “I think it was more often than I screamed
‘yes, yes,’ but that was only because I couldn’t catch my
breath.”


  He sat up and put a hand through her hair. “You make
me feel young and old all at the same time.”


  They kissed again and Riggs lay back while LuAnn
nestled on his chest. She noticed a scar on his side.


  “Let me guess, old war wound?”


  He looked up surprised and then followed her gaze to
the scar. “Oh, yeah, real exciting, appendicitis.”


  “Really? I didn’t think people came with two appendixes.”


  “What?”


  She pointed to another scar on his other side.


  “Hey, can we just enjoy the moment here and stop with
the observations and questions?” His tone was playful,
but she noted the serious intent just below the surface.


  “Well, you know, if you come over every day to work
on the studio, we might make this a regular thing, sort of
like breakfast.” LuAnn smiled and then almost immediately caught herself. What was the chance of that happening? The impact of this thought was crushing.


  She quickly moved away from him and started to get
up.


  Riggs could hardly miss this dramatic transformation.


  “Was it something I didn’t say?”


  She turned to find him looking at her. As if suddenly
self-conscious about her nakedness, she pulled the bedspread off the bed and draped it around her. “I’ve got a lot
to do today.”


  

  Riggs sat up and grabbed at the bedspread. “Well, excuse the hell out of me. I didn’t mean to get in the way of
your schedule. I guess I had the six A.M. to seven A.M.
slot. Who’s up next? The Kiwanis Club?”


  She jerked the bedspread free. “Hey, I don’t deserve
that.”


  Riggs rubbed his neck and started to pull on his
clothes. “Okay. It’s just that I’m having trouble switching
gears as fast as you. Going nonstop from the most intensive passion I can ever remember to discussing the day’s
workload sort of rubbed me the wrong way. I’m sorry as
hell if I offended you.”


  LuAnn looked down and then moved over and sat next
to him. “That’s how it was for me too, Matthew,” she said
quietly. “I’m embarrassed to tell you how long it’s been.”
She paused and then said almost to herself, “Years.”


  He looked at her incredulously. “You’ve gotta be kidding.” She didn’t answer and he was reluctant to break
the silence. The ringing phone did.


  Hesitating for a moment, LuAnn picked it up. She
hoped to God it was Charlie and not Jackson. “Hello?”


  It turned out to be neither. “We’re going to talk, Ms.
Tyler, and we’re going to do it today,” Thomas Donovan
said.


  “Who is this?” LuAnn demanded.


  Riggs quickly looked over at her.


  “We had a brief meeting the other day when you were
out driving. The next time I saw you was when you were
sneaking out of my place with your boyfriend.”


  “How did you get this number? It’s unlisted.”


  Donovan silently laughed. “Ms. Tyler, no information
is safe, if you know where to look. I’m assuming by now
that you realize I know where to look.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Like I said, I want to talk.”


  “I don’t have anything to say to you.”


  Riggs went over to the phone and held the receiver
with her. At first LuAnn tried to push him off but Riggs
held firm.


  “Sure you do. And I have a lot to say to you. I can understand your reaction the other day. Maybe I should
have approached you differently, but that’s past. I know
beyond a doubt that you’re sitting on a story of immense
importance, and I want to know what it is.”


  “I have nothing to say to you.”


  Donovan considered this for a moment. He ordinarily
didn’t like to take this tack, but right now he couldn’t
think of an alternative strategy. He made up his mind.
“I’ll give you this as an inducement. If you talk to me, I’ll
give you forty-eight hours to leave the country before I
go public. If you don’t talk to me then I go public with
everything I have as soon as I get off the phone.” He
struggled internally for a moment and then added quietly,
“Murder doesn’t have a statute of limitations, LuAnn.”


  Riggs stared over at LuAnn, wide-eyed. She looked
away from him.


  “Where?” she asked.


  Riggs was shaking his head fiercely but LuAnn ignored him.


  “Let’s make it a very public place,” Donovan said.
“Michie’s Tavern. I’m sure you know where that is. One
o’clock. And don’t bring anyone with you. I’m way too
old for guns and speeding cars. I catch a whiff of your
boyfriend or anyone else, the deal is off and I call the
sheriff in Georgia. Do you understand?”


  LuAnn ripped the phone free from Riggs and slammed
it down.


  Riggs faced her. “Would you like to fill me in on
what’s going on? Who are you supposed to have murdered? Somebody in Georgia?”


  LuAnn stood up and pushed past him, her face crimson
from the abrupt revealing of this secret. Riggs grabbed
her arm and pulled her back roughly. “Dammit, you’re
going to tell me what’s going on.”


  She snapped around and, quick as a ferret, connected
her right fist flush with his chin, causing his head to snap
back and hit hard against the wall.


  When he came to Riggs was lying on the bed. LuAnn
sat next to him holding a cold compress to his bruised
chin and then pressed it against the growing knot on his
head.


  “Damn!” he said as the cold went through his system.


  “I’m sorry, Matthew. I didn’t mean to do that. I just—”


  He rubbed his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you
knocked me out. I’m not a chauvinist, but I can’t believe
a woman just flattened my butt with one punch.”


  She managed a feeble smile. “I had a lot of practice
growing up, and I’m pretty strong.” She added kindly,
“But I think your head hitting the wall had a lot to do with
it.”


  Riggs rubbed his jaw and sat up. “Next time we’re
having an argument and you’re thinking about popping
me, just let me know and I’ll surrender on the spot.
Deal?”


  She touched his face gently and kissed him on the forehead. “I’m not going to hit you anymore.”


  Riggs looked over at the phone. “Are you going to
meet him?”


  “I don’t have a choice—that I can see.”


  “I’m going with you.”


  LuAnn shook her head. “You heard him.”


  Riggs sighed. “I don’t believe you murdered anyone.”


  LuAnn took a deep breath and decided to tell him. “I
didn’t murder him. It was self-defense. The man I was
living with ten years ago was involved in drugs. I guess
he was skimming off the top and I walked right into the
middle of it.”


  “So you killed your boyfriend?”


  “No, the man who killed my boyfriend.”


  “And the police—”


  “I didn’t stay around long enough to find out what they
were going to do.”


  Riggs looked around the room. “The drugs. Is that
where all this came from?”


  LuAnn almost laughed. “No, he was a small-timer.
Drug money didn’t have anything to do with this.”


  Riggs wanted desperately to ask what did, but refrained from doing so. He sensed that she had divulged
enough of her past life for now. Instead he watched in
silent frustration as LuAnn slowly got up and started to
leave the room, the bedspread dragging behind her, the
well-defined muscles in her bare back tensing with each
stride.


  “LuAnn? That’s your real name?”


  She turned to look at him and nodded faintly. “LuAnn
Tyler. You were right about Georgia. Ten years ago I was
a lot different. A lot.”


  

  “I believe it, although I bet you’ve always had that
right cross.” He attempted a smile, but neither of them
was buying it.


  She watched Riggs as he dug into his pants pocket. He
tossed something to her. She caught the keys in the palm
of her hand. “Thanks for letting me use your BMW; you
might need the horsepower in case he starts chasing you
again.”


  She frowned, looked down, and then walked out of the
room.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY


  Wearing a long black leather coat and a matching hat,
her eyes hidden behind a pair of Ray-Bans, LuAnn stood
outside the “Ordinary,” an aged wooden building that
was part of Michie’s Tavern, a historic structure originally built in the late 1700s and later moved to its current
location down the road from Monticello in the late 1920s.
It was lunchtime and the place was starting to fill up with
tourists either lining their stomachs with the fried chicken
buffet offered there after touring Jefferson’s home and its
neighbor Ash Lawn, or fueling up before setting out on
the tour. Inside, a fire blazed in the hearth and LuAnn,
who had arrived early to check things out, had soaked in
the warmth from the flames before deciding to wait for
him outside. She looked up when the man walked toward
her. Even without his beard she recognized him.


  “Let’s go,” Donovan said.


  LuAnn looked at him. “Go where?”


  “You follow me in your car. I’ll be checking my
rearview mirror. If I see anyone who remotely looks like
they’re following us, then I pick up my cell phone and
you go to prison.”


  “I’m not following you anywhere.”


  He leaned into her face and said quietly, “I think you
might want to reconsider.”


  “I don’t know who you are or what you want. You said
you wanted to meet. Well, I’m here.”


  Donovan looked around at the line of people making
their way into the tavern. “I had in mind a little more privacy than this.”


  “You picked the place.”


  “That I did.” Donovan jammed his hands in his pocket
and stared at her in obvious discomfort.


  LuAnn broke the silence. “I’ll tell you what, we’ll go
for a drive in my car.” She stared at him ominously and
spoke in low tones. “But don’t try anything because if
you do, I will hurt you.”


  Donovan snorted for a moment and then just as quickly
stopped as he stared into her eyes. An involuntary shiver
swept over him. He followed her long strides to her car.


   


  LuAnn got on Interstate 64 and put the big sedan on
cruise control.


  Donovan turned to her. “You know, you threatened me
back there with bodily injury. Maybe you did kill that guy
in the trailer.”


  “I didn’t murder anyone. I didn’t do anything wrong in
that trailer.”


  

  Donovan studied her features and then looked away.
When he spoke next, his tone was softer, calmer. “I didn’t
spend the last several months tracking you down, LuAnn,
in order to destroy your life.”


  She glanced over at him. “Then what did you track me
down for?”


  “Tell me what did happen in that trailer.”


  LuAnn shook her head in frustration and remained
silent.


  “I’ve dug through a lot of dirt over the years, and I can
read between the lines with the best of them. I don’t believe you murdered anyone,” Donovan said. “Come on,
I’m not a cop. You can check me for a wire if you want.
I’ve read all the newspaper accounts. I’d like to hear your
version.”


  LuAnn let out a deep sigh and looked over at him.
“Duane was dealing drugs. I didn’t know anything about
it. I just wanted to get out of that life. I went to the trailer
to tell him so. Duane was cut up very badly. A man
grabbed me, tried to cut my throat. We fought. I hit him
with the telephone and he died.”


  Donovan looked puzzled. “You just hit him with the
telephone?”


  “Really hard. I guess I cracked his skull.”


  Donovan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The man didn’t
die from that. He was stabbed to death.”


  The BMW almost ran off the road before LuAnn regained control. LuAnn stared over at him, her eyes wide.
“What?” she gasped.


  “I’ve seen the autopsy reports. He did have a wound to
the head, but it wasn’t fatal. He died from multiple stab
wounds to his chest. No doubt about it.”


  

  It didn’t take LuAnn long to realize the truth. Rainbow.
Rainbow had killed him. And then lied to her. She shook
her head. Why should that be such a big surprise, she
thought. “All these years, I believed that I had killed
him.”


  “That’s a horrible thing to carry around inside. I’m
glad I could clear your conscience on it.”


  “The police can’t still be interested in all this. It’s been
ten years,” LuAnn said.


  “That’s where you’ve run into some incredibly bad
luck. Duane Harvey’s uncle is the sheriff in Rikersville
now.”


  “Billy Harvey is sheriff?” LuAnn said in astonishment.
“He’s one of the biggest crooks down there. He had an
auto chop shop. He ran gambling in the back rooms of the
bars; he was into everything you could earn a buck from
illegally. Duane kept trying to get in on it, but Billy knew
Duane was too stupid and unreliable. That’s probably
why he ended up selling drugs over in Gwinnett.”


  “I don’t doubt it. But the fact is he’s sheriff. Probably
figured the best way to avoid trouble with the police was
to become the police.”


  “So you talked to him?”


  

  Donovan nodded. “According to him, the whole family has never gotten over poor Duane and his hasty exit
from the living. He said the drug dealing sort of besmirched the whole family. And the money you sent? Instead of salving over those wounds, they took it as
pouring salt on them, like you were trying to buy them off
somehow. I mean they spent it and all, but they still didn’t
like it, at least according to the illustrious Billy Harvey.
Bottom line is, he told me that the investigation is still active and he’s not going to rest until LuAnn Tyler is
brought in for trial. From what I can tell his theory is that
you’re the one who was involved in the drug dealing because you wanted to escape Duane and the boring life.
Duane died trying to protect you and then you murdered
the other guy, who allegedly was your partner.”


  “That’s a bunch of lies.”


  Donovan shrugged. “You know it is, I know it is. But
the people deciding that will be a jury of your peers down
in Rikersville, Georgia.” He took a moment to appraise
her expensive clothing. “Or a jury of whom your peers
used to be. I wouldn’t recommend that you wear that outfit to the trial. It might rub people the wrong way. Duane
being flower food and all these last ten years while you
were living the high life and doing a pretty good impersonation of Jackie O, it just wouldn’t sit well with the
good folks down there.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.” She paused for a
moment. “So is that your deal? If I don’t talk, you’re
going to throw me to Billy Harvey?”


  Donovan patted the dashboard. “It may surprise you to
know that I don’t give a damn about all that stuff. If you
hit that man, you did it in self-defense. That I believe.”


  LuAnn lifted her sunglasses and stared across at him.
“Then what do you care about?”


  He leaned toward her. “The lottery.” His eyebrows
arched.


  LuAnn spoke evenly. “What about it?”


  “You won it ten years ago. One hundred million dollars.”


  “So?”


  “So, how’d you do it?”


  “I bought a ticket that turned out to be the winning
number, how else do you do it?”


  “I don’t mean that. Let me fill you in on something.
Without getting too technical, I went back through years’
worth of lottery winners. There’s a constant rate of bankruptcy declared by all those winners. Nine out of twelve
every year. Bang, bang, you can set your clock by it.
Then I run across twelve consecutive winners who somehow managed to avoid the big B and you were smack in
the middle of that unique group. Now how is that possible?”


  She glanced over at him. “How should I know? I’ve
got good money managers. Maybe they do too.”


  “You haven’t paid taxes on your income nine out of the
last ten years; I guess that helps.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Again, all sorts of information is available. You just
have to know where to look. I know where to look.”


  “You’d have to talk to my financial people about that.
I was in other parts of the world during that time, maybe
the income wasn’t taxable in the U.S.”


  “I doubt that. I’ve written enough financial stories to
know that there’s almost nothing Uncle Sam won’t tax, if
he can find it, that is.”


  “So call up the IRS and report me.”


  “That’s not the story I’m looking for.”


  “Story?”


  

  “That’s right. I forgot to fill you in on the reason I
came to visit you. My name’s Thomas Donovan. You
probably haven’t heard of me, but I’m a journalist for the
Washington Trib going on thirty years now and a damned
good one even if I am blowing my own horn. A while
back I decided to do a story on the national lottery. Personally, I think the whole thing is a travesty. Our own
government doing that to the poorest among us. Dangling
carrots like that, all the catchy ads, enticing people to
cash in their Social Security checks to play something
with odds at millions to one. Excuse the soapbox, but I
only write about things I feel passionate about. Anyway,
my original angle was the rich sucking it back out of the
poor after they hit the jackpot. You know, investment
shysters, people peddling one scheme after another, and
the government just letting them go right ahead and do it,
and then when the winners’ finances are so screwed up,
they haven’t paid enough tax or what-not, the IRS comes
in and takes every last dime, leaving them poorer than before they won. A good story, and one I feel needs to be
told. Well, while I’m researching the story, I find out this
interesting coincidence about all the lottery winners from
your year: They didn’t lose a dime of their money. In fact,
using their tax returns as a gauge, they’re all richer now.
A lot richer. So I track you down and here I am. What I
want is simple: the truth.”


  “And if I don’t tell you, I end up in a Georgia prison,
is that it? That’s what you implied over the phone.”


  Donovan stared across at her angrily. “I won two
Pulitzers before I was thirty-five. I’ve covered Vietnam,
Korea, China, Bosnia, South Africa. Gotten my ass shot
up twice. I’ve spent my life chasing every hot spot in the
world. I’m as legit as they come. I’m not going to blackmail you, because I don’t operate that way. I told you that
over the phone just to get you to meet with me. If Sheriff
Billy catches up to you it’s not going to be with my help.
Personally, I hope he never does.”


  “Thank you.”


  “But if you don’t tell me the truth, I’ll find it out someplace else. And then I’m going to write that story. And if
you don’t tell me your side of things, I can’t guarantee
how flatteringly I can portray you. I report the facts, guilt
will fall where it may. If you’re willing to talk to me, I
can guarantee only one thing: that your side of the story
will be heard. But if you’ve broken the law somehow,
there’s nothing I can do about that. I’m not a cop, and I’m
not a judge.” He paused and looked at her. “So what’s it
going to be?”


  She didn’t speak for several minutes, her eyes staring
down the road. He could see the conflict going on inside
her.


  Finally she looked over at him. “I want to tell you the
truth. God, I want to tell somebody the truth.” She took a
deep breath that almost turned into a shudder. “But I
can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “You’re already in a great deal of danger. If I were to
talk to you, that danger would turn to an absolute certainty that you’re going to die.”


  “Come on, LuAnn, I’ve been in dangerous spots before. It comes with the territory. What is it, and who’s behind it?”


  “I want you to leave the country.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I’ll pay. You pick a place, I’ll make all the arrangements. I’ll set up an account for you.”


  “Is that your way of dealing with problems? Send them
off to Europe? Sorry, but I’ve got a life right here.”


  “That’s just it. If you stay you’re not going to have a
life.”


  “You’re really going to have to do better than that. If
you’d work with me, we could really accomplish something here. Just talk to me. Trust me. I didn’t come down
here to shake you down. But I also didn’t come down
here to be thrown a bunch of bullshit.”


  “I’m telling you the truth. You are in serious danger!”


  Donovan wasn’t listening now. He rubbed his chin as
he thought out loud. “Similar backgrounds. All poor, desperate. It made for great stories, really picked up the
numbers of players.” He looked at her, clutched her arm.
“Come on, LuAnn, you had help leaving the country ten
years ago. You’ve gotten a whole lot richer. I can smell
the story here, if you’d just give me the right angle. This
could rank right up there with the Lindbergh baby and
who shot JFK. I’ve got to know the truth. Is the government behind this, whatever this is? They’re making billions off this thing every month, sucking it out of the rest
of us. Taxation without representation.” Donovan rubbed
eager hands together. “Are we talking all the way to the
White House? Please tell me we are.”


  “I’m not telling you anything. And I’m doing it to keep
you as safe as I can.”


  “If you work with me, we both win.”


  “I don’t consider being murdered winning. Do you?”


  “Last chance.”


  “Will you please believe me?”


  “Believe what? You haven’t told me anything,” he bellowed.


  “If I tell you what I know, it’s like I’m putting a pistol
against your head and pulling the trigger myself.”


  Donovan sighed. “Then why don’t you take me back to
my car. I don’t know, LuAnn, I guess I expected more
from you. You grew up dirt-poor, raised a kid by yourself,
and then got this incredible break. I thought you might
give a crap.”


  LuAnn put the car in gear and they started off again.
She glanced once or twice at him and then started speaking in a very low voice, as though she were afraid of
being overheard. “Mr. Donovan, the person who is looking for you right this very minute is not someone you
want to mess around with. He told me he’s going to kill
you because you might know too much. And he will. Unless you leave right now, he’ll find you for sure and when
he does it won’t be pretty. This person can do anything.
Anything.”


  Donovan snorted and then his face froze. He slowly
turned and looked at her as the answer finally hit him.
“Including making a poor woman from Georgia rich?”


  Donovan saw LuAnn jerk slightly as he said the words.
His eyes widened. “Jesus, that’s it, isn’t it? You said this
man can do anything. He made you the lottery winner,
didn’t he? A woman barely out of her teens running from
the police after believing she committed a murder—”


  “Mr. Donovan, please.”


  “She stops to buy a lottery ticket and then just happens
to travel to New York where the lottery drawing is being
held. And what do you know, she wins a hundred million
bucks.” Donovan slapped the dashboard with the palm of
his hand. “Good God, the national lottery was fixed.”


  “Mr. Donovan, you have got to let it drop.”


  

  Donovan’s face flushed crimson. “No way, LuAnn. No
way am I letting this drop. Like I said, you couldn’t have
eluded the NYPD and the FBI all by yourself. You had
help, a lot of help. This elaborate cover story you had in
Europe. Your ‘perfect’ money managers. This guy set all
of it up. All of it, didn’t he? Didn’t he?” LuAnn didn’t answer. “God, I can’t believe I didn’t see it all before. Sitting here talking to you, it just all fell into place. I’ve
been drifting in circles for months and now—” He turned
sideways in his seat. “You’re not the only one either, are
you? The other eleven nonbankrupts? Maybe more. Am I
right?”


  LuAnn was shaking her head hard. “Please stop.”


  “He didn’t do it for free. He must’ve gotten some of
your winnings. But, Christ, how did he fix it? Why?
What’s he doing with all that money? It can’t be just one
guy.” Donovan fired questions left and right. “Who,
what, when, why, how?” He gripped her shoulder. “Okay,
I’ll accept your statement that whoever is behind this is
one very dangerous individual. But don’t discount the
power of the press, LuAnn. It’s toppled crooks bigger
than this guy. We can do it, if we work together.” When
LuAnn didn’t respond, Donovan let go of her shoulder.
“All I’m asking is that you think about it, LuAnn. But we
don’t have a lot of time.”


  When they returned to his car Donovan got out and
then poked his head back in the door. “This number will
reach me.” He handed across a card. LuAnn didn’t take
it.


  “I don’t want to know how to reach you. You’ll be
safer that way.” LuAnn suddenly reached across and
grabbed his hand. Donovan winced from the pressure of
her fingers.


  

  “Will you please take this?” She reached in her purse
and took out an envelope. “There’s ten thousand dollars
in here. Pack your bags, go to the airport, get on a plane,
and get the hell out of here. Call me when you get to
wherever you’re going and I’ll send enough money to
keep you in hotels and restaurants for as long as you
want.”


  “I don’t want money, LuAnn. I want the truth.”


  LuAnn pushed back the urge to scream. “Dammit I’m
trying my best to save your life.”


  He dropped the card onto her front seat. “You warned
me and I appreciate that. But if you won’t help me, I’ll
get it from somewhere else. One way or another, this
story is being told.” He looked at her ominously. “If this
person is half as dangerous as you say he is, you might
want to think about getting the hell out of here. My butt
may be in the crosshairs now, but it’s only my butt.
You’ve got a kid.” He paused again and right before he
turned to leave he said, “I hope we both make it through
this, LuAnn. I mean that.”


  

  He walked across the parking lot to his car, got in, and
drove off. LuAnn watched him go. She took a deep
breath, trying to calm her shaken nerves. Jackson was
going to kill the man unless she did something. But what
could she do? For one thing, she wasn’t going to tell
Jackson about her meeting with Donovan. She looked
around the parking lot for any sign of him. But what was
the use? He could be anyone. Her heart took another jolt.
He could’ve tapped her phone lines. If so he would know
about Donovan’s phone call, that they had planned to
meet. If he knew that, it was highly likely that he had followed her. Then Jackson would already be tracking
Donovan. She looked down the road. Donovan’s car was
already out of sight. She slammed her fists into the steering wheel.


  Although LuAnn didn’t know it, Jackson had not
tapped her phone line. However, as she drove off, she
also had no inkling that directly beneath her seat a small
transmitter had been affixed to the floorboard. Her entire
conversation with Donovan had just been heard by
someone else.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  Riggs turned off the receiving unit and the sounds of
LuAnn’s BMW coming through his earphones vanished.
He slowly took off the headphones, sat back in his desk
chair, and let out a long breath. He had anticipated obtaining some information about LuAnn Tyler and her discussions with the man he now knew to be Thomas
Donovan, a newspaper reporter. The name was familiar
to Riggs; he had seen the guy’s byline in past years. However, Riggs hadn’t anticipated stumbling across something that had all the earmarks of a major conspiracy.


  

  “Damn.” Riggs stood up and looked out the window of
his home office. The trees were stunning, the sky a pale
blue that was both dazzling and soothing. To the right a
squirrel scampered up a tree, a chestnut secured between
its jaws. Farther back, through the thickness of the trees,
Riggs could make out a slender procession of deer
headed by a six-point buck as they made their way cautiously toward the small spring-fed pond situated on
Riggs’s property. So peaceful, so serene, all that he had
hoped for. He looked back at the receiving device he had
used to listen in on LuAnn and Donovan’s conversation.
“LuAnn Tyler,” Riggs said out loud. Not Catherine Savage, not even close, she had said. New identity, new life,
far, far away. That was something Riggs could certainly
relate to. He eyed the phone, hesitated, then picked it up.
The number he was calling had been given to him five
years ago, for emergencies, just as, unknown to Riggs,
Jackson had provided one to LuAnn ten years ago. Just
for emergencies. Well, Riggs decided as he punched in
the numbers, he supposed this qualified as such.


  An automated voice came on the line. Riggs left a series of numbers and then his name. He spoke slowly in
order to let the computer verify the authenticity of his
voice patterns. He put down the phone. One minute later
it rang. He picked it up.


  “That was fast,” Riggs said, sitting back down.


  “That number gets our attention. What’s the situation?
You in trouble?”


  “Not directly. But I’ve come across something I need
to check up on.”


  “Person, place, or thing?”


  “Person.”


  “I’m ready, who is it?”


  Riggs took a silent breath and hoped to God he was
doing the right thing. He would at least hedge his bets
until he understood matters a little better. “I need to find
out about someone named LuAnn Tyler.”


  * * *


   


  LuAnn’s car phone buzzed as she was driving back
home.


  “Hello?”


  The voice on the other end of the line made her breathe
easier.


  “Don’t tell me where you are, Charlie, we can’t be sure
this line is safe.” She checked where she was on the road.
“Give me twenty minutes and then call me at the prearranged spot.” She hung up. When they had come to the
area, they had identified a pay phone at a McDonald’s
that would receive incoming calls. That was their safe
phone.


  Twenty minutes later she was standing at the pay
phone, snatching it up on the first ring.


  “How’s Lisa?”


  Charlie’s tone was low. “Fine, we’re both okay. She’s
still bumming, but who can blame the kid.”


  “I know. Did she talk to you at all?”


  “A little. Although, I think we’re both the enemy as far
as she’s concerned right now. That little girl’s playing it
close to the vest. Chip off the old block, right?”


  “Where is she?”


  “Crashed on the bed. We drove all night, and she didn’t
sleep much, just stared out the car window.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Right now we’re at a motel on the outskirts of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, just across the Maryland state
line. We had to stop, I was falling asleep at the wheel.”


  “You didn’t use a credit card, did you? Jackson can
trace that.”


  “You think I’m a novice at being on the run? All cash.”


  “Any sign that you’ve been followed?”


  “I’ve varied my route, gone the interstate, back roads,
lots of stops in very public places. I’ve checked every car
that even looks remotely familiar. No one’s onto us.
How’s it on your end? You hook up with Riggs?”


  LuAnn blushed at the question. “You could say that.”
She paused and cleared her throat. “I met up with Donovan.”


  “Who?”


  “The guy from the cottage. His name is Donovan. He’s
a reporter.”


  “Aw, crap!”


  “He knows about the twelve lottery winners.”


  “How?”


  “It gets complicated, but basically because none of us
declared bankruptcy. In fact we all became a lot richer
through shrewd investment advice. I guess that’s pretty
unusual with lottery winners.”


  “Damn, I guess Jackson isn’t infallible.”


  “That’s a comforting thought. I’ve got to go. Give me
the number there.” Charlie did so.


  “I brought the portable cell phone too, LuAnn. You’ve
got the number, right?”


  “Memorized.”


  “I don’t like it that you’re all alone in this. I really
don’t.”


  “I’m holding my own. I’ve just got to think things
through a little. When Jackson shows up again, I want to
be ready.”


  “I’m not sure that’s possible. The guy’s not human.”


  

  LuAnn hung up the phone and walked back to her car.
As unobtrusively as she could, she scanned the parking
lot for anyone looking remotely suspicious. But that was
the problem: Jackson never looked suspicious.


   


  Charlie hung up the phone, checked on Lisa, and then
went to the window of the ground-floor motel room. The
building was constructed in the shape of a horseshoe so
that Charlie was looking out not only at the parking lot
but also at the motel units on the other side of the parking lot. He had a habit of checking the parking lots every
thirty minutes to see who had pulled in after them. He
had selected fairly isolated places that would make it easier to flush out someone who was following them. Despite his sharp scrutiny he could not have seen the pair of
binoculars focused on him from the dark recesses of the
motel room directly across from his. This person’s car
was not in the parking lot because he was not a paying
guest of the motel. He had broken into the room when
Charlie and Lisa had gone out to eat. The man put down
the binoculars and jotted some words down in a notebook
before taking up his sentry once again.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  The BMW pulled into the front drive. LuAnn sat in the
car and stared up at the house. She had not gone home.
After driving around for a while, she had decided to come
here. The Jeep was there, so he must be as well. She got
out of the sedan and walked up the wide steps of the Victorian.


  Riggs heard her coming. He was just finishing up his
phone call, the paper in front of him covered with notes,
more information than he had ever wanted to know. His
gut was cramping up just thinking about it all.


  He opened the door to her knock and she passed
through the doorway without looking at him.


  “How’d it go?” he asked.


  

  LuAnn drifted around the room before settling down
on the couch and looking up at him with a shrug. “Not all
that well, really.” Her voice was listless. Riggs rubbed his
eyes and sat down in the chair opposite her.


  “Tell me about it.”


  “Why? Why in the hell would I want to get you involved in all this?”


  He paused and briefly considered what he was about to
say. He could walk away from this. She was obviously
giving him the opportunity to do so. He could just say
you’re right and escort her to the door and out of his life.
As he looked at her, so tired, so alone, he spoke quietly
and intensely.


  “I want to help you.”


  “That’s nice, but I really wouldn’t know where to
begin.”


  “How about ten years ago, Georgia, and you’re running from the cops for a murder you didn’t commit.”


  She stared over at him, biting her lip. She wanted desperately to trust the man; it was an almost physiologically
compelling need. And yet, as she stared down the hallway
to where his study was, where she had previously seen
the information he had obtained on her so easily, so
quickly, the doubts came flooding back to her. Jackson
was suspicious of the man. Who was he? Where had he
come from? What had he done in his past life?


  When she looked back over at him, he was watching
her closely. He read the uncertainty, the suspicions there.


  “LuAnn, I know you really don’t know me. Yet. But
you can trust me.”


  “I want to, Matthew. I really do. It’s just—” She stood
up and started her ritualistic pacing. “It’s just that I’ve
made a habit the last ten years of never trusting anyone.
Anyone other than Charlie.”


  “Well, Charlie’s not here, and from the looks of things,
you’re not going to be able to handle this alone.”


  She stiffened at the words. “You’d be surprised at what
I can handle.”


  “I don’t doubt that. Not at all,” he said in a sincere, if
disarming, manner.


  “And getting you involved means, ultimately, placing
you in danger. That’s not something I want on my conscience.”


  “You’d be surprised at how accustomed I am to dangerous things. And people.”


  She stared at him, a glimmer of a smile on her lips. Her
deep hazel eyes were intoxicating to him, calling up the
fresh memory of their lovemaking.


  “I still don’t want you to get hurt.”


  “Then why are you here? In spite of how terrific this
morning was, I doubt if you’re here for a nooner. You’ve
got other things on your mind, I can tell.”


  She sat back down and clasped her hands together.
After thinking the matter over a minute she started speaking earnestly. “The man’s name was Thomas Donovan.
He’s a reporter of some kind. He started investigating
me.”


  “Why? Why you? The murder?”


  LuAnn hesitated before answering. “That was part of
it.”


  “What was the other part?”


  LuAnn didn’t answer now; she looked at the floor. Imparting personal information to anyone other than Charlie went against every instinct she possessed.


  Riggs decided to take a shot. “Did it have to do with
the lottery?”


  She slowly looked up, the astonishment starkly on her
face.


  “I knew your real name; something clicked. You won
a hundred million dollars ten years ago, a lot of stories
about you back then. Then you disappeared.”


  She studied him warily, alarm bells ringing. His face,
though, was one of complete sincerity, and finally that
look subdued her suspicions, at least temporarily.


  “Yes, I won that money.”


  “So what did Donovan want? Your story on the
killing?”


  “Partly.”


  “What was the other part?” he asked persistently.


  Now the alarm bells started ringing again, and this
time Riggs’s honest features did not silence them. LuAnn
rose. “I’ve got to be going.”


  “Come on, LuAnn. Talk to me.”


  “I think I’ve said more than I should have.”


  Riggs knew far more than she had already told him,
but he had wanted to hear it from her. His source for the
information on LuAnn had naturally desired to know
why he wanted it. He had lied, or gotten close to it. He
wasn’t going to give LuAnn Tyler away, at least not yet.
He had no reason to trust her, and many reasons not to.
But he did trust her. He did believe in her.


  As her hand closed over the doorknob he called to her.


  “LuAnn, if you change your mind, I’ll be here.”


  

  She didn’t look at him, fearful of what might happen if
she did. She wanted to tell him everything. She wanted
his help, she wanted to make love to him again. After all
these years of fabrication, of lies, deceit, and constant
fear of exposure, she just wanted to be held; to be loved
for herself, not for the enormous wealth she possessed.


  Riggs watched the BMW pull out of his driveway.
When it had disappeared from view he turned and went
back to his study. Because of his inquiries into LuAnn
Tyler, Riggs knew the Feds would undoubtedly get
around to dispatching some agents to Charlottesville to
talk to him or at least get the local FBI office involved.
But because of his special status, they would have to
jump through some bureaucratic hoops before that could
be accomplished. He had some time, but not much. And
once the Bureau boys showed up, it was over for LuAnn
Tyler. All of her diligent work over the last ten years to
remain hidden Riggs could blow up in the next few days.
A very strong emotion told Riggs he could not allow that
to happen, despite what he knew about the woman. In the
course of his past career, deception had become a way of
life. So also had reading people, telling the good ones
from the bad, to the extent you could. LuAnn was a good
person, Riggs had long ago concluded. Even if she didn’t
want his help, she was going to get it. But she was obviously involved with some very dangerous people. And
now, Riggs thought to himself, so was he.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


  When LuAnn arrived home it was late; the household
staff had gone, and Sally Beecham would not return until
tomorrow. She went in the house through the garage,
punched in the alarm code, and threw her coat and purse
down on the kitchen island. She went upstairs to shower
and change. She had a lot of things to think through right
now.


   


  

  In the shrubs bordering the edge of the expansive lawn
by the garage side of the house, Jackson knelt in the
mulch and smiled to himself. He lowered the small piece
of equipment he was holding in his hand. On its digital
face were the six numbers constituting LuAnn’s pass
code for the home’s alarm system. The scanner had
picked up the electrical impulses thrown off when LuAnn
inputted her pass code and then it had unscrambled them.
With the pass code Jackson could come and go freely.


  When he got back to his rental car, his cell phone
buzzed. He spoke for a few minutes and then hung up.
Charlie and Lisa were at a motel outside of Gettysburg.
They would probably be on the move again soon. LuAnn
had tried to get them away from him, or rather Lisa away
from him. Charlie could take care of himself, Jackson
well knew. If it came to it, Lisa was the Achilles’ heel of
her mother.


   


  LuAnn had watched out the window as the figure made
its way down the tree line toward the main road. The
steps had been animal-like in their stealth and precision,
much as hers would have been. She didn’t know what had
drawn her to the window at that precise instant. She felt
no fear or even apprehension as she watched Jackson
move down the hillside. She had expected him to be
there. For what specific reason or for how long Jackson
had been watching the house, she wasn’t sure; but it was
completely logical that he should be. She was now his
main focus, she knew. And to be the main focus of the
man was akin to treading on the very edge of the grave.
She drew the curtains shut and sat on her bed. The enormous house felt cold and threatening, as though she were
all alone in a mausoleum of immense proportion, just
waiting for something unspeakably horrible to happen to
her.


  Was Lisa truly safe, beyond the reach of the man? The
answer to that question was so obvious that it hit her like
a hard slap in the face.


  I can do anything, LuAnn.


  The mocking words came back to her after all these
years and sent a shiver through her. Riggs was right, she
couldn’t get through this alone. He had offered help, and
this time she needed it. Whether she was making the right
decision or not, she didn’t care. Right now, she just
needed to do something. She jumped up, grabbed her car
keys, unlocked a box in her closet, and placed the loaded
nickel-plated .44 Magnum in her purse. She ran down the
stairs and into the garage. A minute later the BMW was
flying down the road.


  Riggs was in the room over his barn when he heard the
car drive up and park next to the garage. He watched out
the window as LuAnn came into view. She started toward
the house but then, as if sensing his presence, she turned
to stare at him. Their eyes stayed locked for a long moment as each silently probed the other. A minute later she
was sitting across from him, warming her hands from the
heat of the stove.


  This time Riggs felt no compunction to mince words.


  “The lottery was fixed, wasn’t it? You knew you were
going to win, didn’t you?”


  LuAnn jolted upright for an instant, but then let out an
almost simultaneous breath of relief.


  “Yes.” With that one word she felt as though the last
ten years of her life had suddenly evaporated. It was a
cleansing feeling. “How’d you figure it out?”


  “I had some help.”


  LuAnn tensed and slowly rose. Had she just made the
biggest mistake of her life?


  

  Riggs sensed her sudden change and put up a hand. As
calmly as he could, he said, “Nobody else knows right
now. I pulled some pieces of information from different
sources and then took a wild stab.” He hesitated and then
added, “I also bugged your car. I heard your entire conversation with Donovan.”


  “Who the hell are you?” LuAnn hissed, her hand feeling for her purse catch and the gun inside even as she
stared at him.


  Riggs just sat there and stared back at her. “I’m someone very much like you,” was his surprising reply. Those
words stopped her cold. Riggs stood and put his hands in
his pockets, leaned up against the bookcase, and eyed the
gently swaying trees through the window. “My past is a
secret, my present is all made up.” He looked over at her.
“A lie. But for a good reason.” He raised his eyebrows.
“Like you.”


  LuAnn trembled for an instant. Her legs felt weak and
she abruptly sat down on the floor. Riggs swiftly knelt
beside her, taking her hand in his. “We don’t have a lot of
time so I’m not going to sugarcoat things. I made some
inquiries about you. I did it discreetly, but it’s going to
have ripple effects nonetheless.” He looked at her intently. “Are you ready to hear this?”


  LuAnn swallowed hard and nodded; the fear passed
from her eyes and was replaced with an inexplicable
calmness.


  “The FBI has been interested in you ever since you
fled the country. The case has been dormant for a while,
but that’s not going to last. They know something is up
with you, and maybe with how you won the money, but
they don’t know what, and they haven’t been able to
prove anything.”


  “If you bugged the car, you know how Donovan got
onto it.”


  Riggs nodded and helped her up. They both sat on the
couch. “Bankruptcy. Pretty clever. I know the Feds
haven’t latched on to that angle yet. Do you know how it
was rigged?”


  LuAnn shook her head.


  “Is it a group, an organization behind it? Donovan
thought it was the government. Please don’t tell me it is.
That gets way too complicated.”


  “It’s not.” LuAnn was speaking clearly now, although
traces of fear, the effect of the sudden exposure of long-held secrets, flitted over her features. “It’s one person, as
far as I know.”


  Riggs sat back with an amazed look. “One person.
That isn’t possible.”


  “He had some people working for him, at least two that
I know of, but I’m pretty sure he was the boss.” That was
an understatement. LuAnn could not imagine Jackson
taking orders from anyone.


  “Was Charlie one of those people?”


  LuAnn started again. “What makes you say that?”


  Riggs shrugged. “The uncle story was a little lame.
And you two seemed to be sharing a secret. There wasn’t
any mention in all my research about you of any uncle, so
I assumed he came into the picture after the lottery
scam.”


  “I’m not going to answer that.” The last thing she was
going to do was incriminate Charlie.


  “Fair enough. What about this person behind it? What
can you tell me about him?”


  

  “He calls himself Jackson.” LuAnn stopped suddenly,
astonished that she was telling anyone this. As the name
passed over her lips, she closed her eyes and imagined for
an instant what Jackson would do to her, to all of them, if
he had any idea what she was revealing. She instinctively
looked over her shoulder.


  Riggs gripped her arm. “LuAnn, you’re not alone anymore. He can’t hurt you now.”


  She almost laughed out loud. “Matthew, if we’re the
luckiest people in the world, he’ll kill us quick instead of
making us suffer.”


  Riggs felt her arm shaking. As strong and resourceful
as he knew her to be, she was clearly afraid.


  “If it makes you feel any better,” he said, “I’ve dealt
with some pretty bad people in my time, and I’m still
here. Everyone has weaknesses.”


  “Sure, right.” LuAnn’s voice was hushed, her words
lifeless.


  Riggs’s tone was harsh. “Well, if you want to roll over
for him and play dead, go ahead. I don’t see how that’s
going to help Lisa, though. If this guy’s as scary as you
say, you think he’s going to let her walk?”


  “I haven’t told her about any of this.”


  “Jackson’s not going to assume that. He’s going to assume that she knows everything, and that she’s going to
have to be eliminated if things turn against him.”


  “I know,” she finally said. She rubbed her face and
glanced wearily at him. “I don’t understand. Why do you
want to help me? You don’t even know me. And I just
told you I did something illegal.”


  “Like I said, I checked you out. I know your background. Jackson took advantage of you. Hell, if it had
been me in your same position, I would’ve jumped at the
chance to be rich too.”


  

  “That’s just it, I didn’t. I had decided not to go along,
but then I walked into Duane’s drug deal, and the next
thing I know two men are dead and I’m running as fast as
I can with a baby in my arms. I… I didn’t think I had
any choice left. I just wanted to get away.”


  “I can understand that, LuAnn. I really can.”


  “I’ve been running ever since, scared of my shadow,
afraid somebody would find everything out. It’s been ten
years, but it’s felt like a hundred.” She shook her head
and gripped her hands together.


  “So I take it Jackson’s in the area.”


  “He was in my garden about forty-five minutes ago.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not sure what he was up to, but I’m assuming he’s
laying the groundwork for whatever plan he’s about to
implement.”


  “What sort of plan?”


  “He’s going to kill Donovan for starters.”


  “So I heard you tell Donovan.”


  “And then Jackson will probably come after us.”
LuAnn put her face in her hands.


  “Well, you won’t be seeing him again.”


  “You’re wrong there, Matthew. I have to meet with
him. And very soon.”


  He looked at her in absolute shock. “Are you crazy?”


  “Jackson suddenly appeared in my bedroom last night.
We had quite a lengthy discussion. I told him I was going
to get to know you better. I don’t think he had sex in
mind, it just worked out that way.”


  “LuAnn, you don’t—”


  “He was going to kill you. In the cottage last night. I
guess you went back for your truck. He said he was two
feet from you. You’re lucky to be alive. Very lucky.”


  Riggs sat back. His instincts had been right. That was
a little heartening, despite the close call he had unwittingly experienced.


  “He was going to check you out. He was concerned
about your background, it was fuzzy. He was going to
look into your background, and if he found anything worrisome, he was going to kill you.”


  “But?”


  “But I told him I’d check you out instead.”


  “You took a risk there.”


  “Not as many as you’ve taken for me. I owed you. And
I didn’t want anything to happen to you. Not because of
me.”


  Riggs spread his hands wide. “So why? Why the lottery fix? Did you give him some of your winnings?”


  “All of it.” Riggs looked blankly at her. LuAnn said,
“He had control of the money for ten years; that period
just ended. He invested the money and paid me some of
the income from those investments.”


  “He had a hundred million to invest. How much did
you earn each year?”


  “Around forty million on the initial principal. He also
invested any amounts I didn’t spend. I earned tens of millions more on that each year.”


  Riggs gaped at her. “That’s a forty percent return on
your lottery money alone.”


  “I know. And Jackson made a lot more than that, I’m
certain. He wasn’t in this out of the goodness of his heart.
It was a business transaction, plain and simple.”


  

  “So if you made forty percent, he probably made at
least that and maybe more. That’s a minimum of eighty
percent return on your money. He could only have done
that through illegal channels.”


  “I don’t know about that.”


  “And at the end of ten years?”


  “I got the hundred million back.”


  Riggs rubbed at his brow. “And if there were twelve of
you at, say, an average of seventy million dollars each,
this guy had almost one billion dollars to invest.”


  “He’s got a lot more than that now, I’m sure.” She
looked at him, saw the worry lines. “What, what are you
thinking?”


  He looked at her steadily. “Another thing that’s had the
FBI’s dander up.” She looked puzzled. Riggs started to
explain. “I know for a fact that for years now the FBI, Interpol, and a few other foreign law enforcement agencies
have been aware of something: Tremendous amounts of
money have been funneled into lots of activities across
the globe, some legit, others not. At first the Feds thought
it was drug cartel money, either from South America or
Asia, partly to launder it. That didn’t turn out to be the
case. They picked up threads here and there, but the leads
always fizzled. Someone with that much money can
cover himself really well. Maybe that someone is Jackson.” Riggs fell silent.


  “You’re sure the Feds don’t know about the lottery?”


  Riggs looked uneasy. “I can tell you, if they do, they
didn’t learn it from me. But they do know of my inquiries
about you. There was no getting around that.”


  “And if they’ve figured it out for themselves? Then we
have Jackson and the federal government coming for us.
Right?”


  Riggs looked away for a moment and then stared her
directly in the eye. “Right.”


  “And to tell you the truth, I’m not sure which one
frightens me more.”


  They looked at each other, similar thoughts running
through their minds. Two people against all of this.


  “I need to go now,” LuAnn said.


  “Go where?”


  “I’m pretty certain that Jackson’s been following my
movements closely. He’ll know we’ve seen each other
several times. He may know I’ve met with Donovan. If I
don’t report back to him right away”—here she took a
painful swallow—“well, it won’t be pretty.”


  Riggs gripped her shoulders tightly. “LuAnn, this guy
is a psycho, but he must be brilliant as well. That makes
him even more dangerous. You walk in there, the guy
gets the least bit suspicious…”


  She gently rubbed his arms with her hands. “Well, I
just have to make sure he doesn’t get suspicious.”


  “How in the hell are you going to do that? He already
must be. I say we bring in the troops, set the guy up and
take him.”


  “And me, what about me?”


  Riggs stared at her. “I’m sure you could probably work
a deal with the authorities,” he said lamely.


  “And the folks down in Georgia? You heard Donovan,
they want to lynch me.”


  “The Feds could talk to them, they…” Riggs broke
off as he realized absolutely none of what he was saying
could be guaranteed.


  

  “And maybe I work a deal with all of them. I give back
the money. It might surprise you, but I really don’t care
about that. And then maybe I get a sympathetic judge, or
judges, and they give me a break. Cumulatively what
could I be looking at? Twenty years?”


  “Maybe not that much.”


  “How much then?”


  “I can’t tell you that. I don’t know.”


  “I’d make a real sympathetic defendant, wouldn’t I? I
can see the headlines now: Drug dealer-turned-murderess-turned-dream-stealer-turned-fugitive LuAnn Tyler living
like a queen while people blow their Social Security
checks on the lottery. Maybe they’d give me a prize instead of throwing away the key. What do you think?”


  Riggs didn’t answer and he couldn’t manage to look at
her either.


  “And let’s say we set Jackson up. What if we miss and
he gets away? Or what if we nail him? Do you think with
all his money, all his power, he might beat the rap? Or
maybe he just might pay someone to carry out his revenge for him. Given that, what do you think my life is
worth? And my daughter’s life?”


  Riggs did answer this time. “Nothing. Okay, I hear
where you’re coming from. But listen, why can’t you report back to the guy over the phone? You don’t need to
see him in person.”


  LuAnn considered this for a minute. “I’ll try,” was all
she could promise.


  

  LuAnn stood up to her full height and gazed down at
him. She looked twenty again, strong, rangy, confident.
“Despite having zillions of dollars and traveling all over
the world, I’m not the FBI. I’m still just a dumb girl from
Georgia, but you might be a little surprised at what I can
do when I set my mind to it.” Lisa’s face was conjured up
in her thoughts. “And I’ve got a lot to lose. Too much.”
Her eyes seemed to look right through his, seeing something far, far down the road. When she spoke, her voice
carried the full measure of her deep Southern roots. “So
I’m not going to lose.”









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  

  George Masters stared down at the file intently. He was
sitting in his office at the Hoover Building in Washington. Masters had been with the FBI for over twenty-five
years. Ten of those years had been spent in the FBI’s New
York office. And now Masters was staring down at a
name that he had become intimately familiar with ten
years ago: LuAnn Tyler. Masters had been part of the
federal investigation of Tyler’s flight from the United
States, and although the investigation had been officially
closed years ago due to basic inertia, Masters had never
lost interest mainly because none of it made sense.
Things that didn’t make sense bothered the veteran FBI
agent greatly. Even after transferring to Washington, he
had kept the case in the back of his mind. Now there were
recent events that had ignited that spark of interest into a
full flame. Matthew Riggs had made inquiries about
LuAnn Tyler. Riggs, Masters knew, was in Charlottesville, Virginia. Masters knew Riggs, or who Riggs
used to be, very well. If someone like Riggs was interested in Tyler, so was Masters.


  After failing to prevent LuAnn Tyler’s escape from
New York, Masters and his team had spent considerable
time trying to reconstruct the last several days leading up
to her disappearance. He had figured that she would have
either driven up from Georgia to New York or taken the
train. She didn’t have a driver’s license or a car. The big
convertible she had been spotted in had been found in
front of the trailer, so she hadn’t used that vehicle. Masters had then focused on the trains. At the station in Atlanta, Masters had hit the jackpot. LuAnn Tyler had taken
the Amtrak Crescent to New York City on the day the authorities believed the murders were committed. But that
wasn’t all she had done. LuAnn had made a phone call
from Otis Burns’s car phone. Burns was the other dead
man in the trailer. The FBI had traced the phone call. The
number was an eight hundred number, but it had already
been disconnected. Investigations into who had leased
the phone number had run into a complete dead-end. That
had gotten Masters’s curiosity up even more.


  

  Now that he was once again focused on LuAnn Tyler,
Masters had instructed his men to go over NYPD records
looking for any unusual events occurring around the time
of LuAnn’s disappearance. One item his men had just
discovered had interested Masters greatly. A man named
Anthony Romanello had been found dead in his New
York apartment the night before the press conference announcing LuAnn as the lottery winner. The discovery of
a dead body in New York City was hardly news;
however, the police had been suspicious of Romanello’s death
because he had a long arrest record and was suspected of
hiring himself out as an assassin. The police had probed
into the details of what he had done on his last day among
the living. Romanello and a woman had been seen at a
restaurant shortly before Romanello had died; they had
been observed having a serious argument. Barely two
hours later, Romanello was dead. The official cause of
death had been ruled cardiac arrest; however, the autopsy
had revealed no sign of heart trouble in the youthful and
strongly built man. None of those details had gotten Masters excited. What had gotten his adrenaline going was
the description of the woman: It matched LuAnn Tyler
precisely.


  Masters shifted uncomfortably in his chair and lit up a
cigarette. And then came the kicker: Found on Romanello’s person was a receipt for a train ticket. Romanello had been in Georgia and returned to New York
on the very same train with LuAnn, although they had
been seated in separate compartments. Was there a connection? Drawing on information that had been long
buried in his mind, the veteran FBI agent was beginning
to piece things together from a clearer perspective.
Maybe being away from the case all these years had been
a good thing.


  

  He had finished poring over the files he had accumulated on LuAnn Tyler, including records from the lottery.
The winning ticket had been purchased at a 7-Eleven in
Rikersville, Georgia, on the day of the trailer murders,
presumably by LuAnn Tyler. Pretty nervy for her to stop
and buy a ticket after a double homicide, Masters
thought. The winning ticket had been announced on the
following Wednesday at the drawing in New York. The
woman fitting LuAnn’s description had been seen with
Romanello on Friday evening. And the press conference
announcing LuAnn as the winner had been held on Saturday. But the thing was, according to Amtrak records
and the ticket found on Romanello, both Tyler and Romanello had taken the Crescent train on the previous
Sunday getting them into New York on Monday. If so, that
meant LuAnn had left for New York City before she had
known she had even won the lottery. Was she just running
from a possible murder charge and coincidentally chose
New York in which to hide, and then just happened to win
a hundred million bucks? If so, she must be the luckiest
person in the world. George Masters did not believe that
anyone could be that lucky. He ticked off the points on
his hand. Murders. Telephone call. Purchase of lottery
ticket. Train to New York before winning ticket announced. LuAnn Tyler wins the lottery. Romanello and
Tyler argue. Romanello dies. LuAnn Tyler, a twenty-year-old with a seventh-grade education and a baby,
walks right through a massive police net and successfully
disappears. She could not, Masters decided, have done
that alone. All of this had been planned well in advance.
And that meant one thing. Masters suddenly gripped the
arms of his chair tightly as the conclusion hit him.


  LuAnn Tyler knew that she was going to win the lottery.


  

  The implications of that last thought sent a deep shudder through the grim-faced agent. He couldn’t believe he
hadn’t seen that possibility ten years ago, but he had to
admit it had never even occurred to him. He was looking
for a potential murderer and nothing else. He drew solace
from the fact that ten years ago he didn’t have the Romanello angle to chew on.


  Masters obviously wasn’t old enough to remember all
the lottery corruption from the last century, but he certainly remembered the game show scandals in the 1950s.
Those would seem laughable by comparison to what the
country might be now facing.


  Ten years ago someone may have corrupted the United
States Lottery. At least once, possibly more. The ramifications were truly terrifying to think about. The federal
government depended on the revenue from that lottery to
fund a myriad of programs, programs that were now so
entrenched politically that it would be impossible to repeal them. But if the source of those funds was contaminated? If the American People ever discovered that fact?


  Masters’s mouth went dry with the thought. He swallowed some water from a carafe on his desk and downed
a couple of aspirin to combat the beginnings of what
would still become a torturous headache. He composed
himself and picked up his phone. “Get me the director,”
he instructed. While he waited for the call to go through,
Masters sat back in his chair. He knew this eventually
would have to go up to the White House. But he’d let the
director talk to the attorney general and the A.G. could
talk to the president. If his conclusions were right, so
much shit would hit the fan that everyone would eventually be covered in it.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


  Jackson was again in his suite and was again staring at
his laptop. LuAnn had met with Riggs several times now.
Jackson would give her another few hours to call. He was
disappointed in her nonetheless. He had not tapped
LuAnn’s phone line, an oversight that he had decided was
not worth remedying at this point. She had caught him a
little off-guard by sending Lisa away so quickly. The associate he had retained to track LuAnn’s movements had
been compelled to follow Charlie and Lisa, thereby depriving Jackson of a valuable pair of eyes. Thus, he did
not know that LuAnn and Donovan had already met.


  

  He had contemplated sending for more people so that
all bases would be covered, but too many strangers lurking around town would probably raise suspicion. He
wanted to avoid that if possible. Particularly because
there was a wild card out there he was unsure of: Matt
Riggs. He had transmitted Riggs’s fingerprints to the
same information source and was awaiting a reply.


  Jackson’s mouth sagged as the information spread over
the screen. The name that appeared as the owner of the
fingerprints was not Matthew Riggs. For a moment Jackson wondered if he could have lifted someone else’s
prints in the cottage by mistake. But that was impossible;
he had seen the exact area the man calling himself Matt
Riggs had touched. There could have been no mistake
there. He quickly decided to check the other source of a
possible mistake. He dialed the number and spoke at
length to the person on the other end.


  “This one was tricky,” the voice said. “We went
through normal channels initially to avoid any suspicions. We believe the request was kicked to senior level
and we received back a ‘no-fingerprint-found’ reply.”


  “But a person was identified,” Jackson said.


  “Right, but only after we went back through other
channels.” Jackson knew that meant hacking into a database. “That’s when we pulled up the information we
transmitted to you.”


  “But it’s a different name than the one he’s using now
and it lists him as being deceased.”


  “Right, but the thing is, when a criminal dies, the standard procedure is to fingerprint the corpse and transmit
the prints to the FBI for verification. When that’s completed, the pointer—the linkage used to retrieve the print
from the database—is deleted. The result is that there are,
technically, no prints of deceased criminals on the database.”


  

  “So how do you explain what you just sent me? Why
would they want to have this person listed as deceased
but under another name?”


  “Well, that tells me that the name listed on the database
is his real one and the one he’s using now is phony. The
fact that he’s listed as dead tells me that the Feds want
people to believe he’s dead, including anyone who might
try to get access to their database to check. I’ve seen the
Feds do that before.”


  “Why?”


  The answer the man gave him caused Jackson to
slowly hang up the phone. Now it all made sense. He
stared at the screen.


  Daniel Buckman: Deceased.


   


  It was less than three minutes after LuAnn left that
Riggs received a telephone call. The message was terse,
but still managed to chill Riggs to the bone.


  “Someone just made an unauthorized access of your
fingerprint file through the Automated Fingerprint Identification System. And it was somebody who knew what
he was doing because we didn’t realize it happened until
after the fact. Exercise extreme care, we’re checking it
out right now.”


  Riggs slammed down the phone and grabbed his receiving unit. He took a moment to unlock a drawer of his
desk. He pulled out two pistols, two ammo clips, and an
ankle holster. The larger pistol he put in his pocket and
the smaller one he inserted in the holster he belted around
his ankle. Then he ran for his Jeep. He hoped to God
LuAnn hadn’t found and removed the transmitter from
her car.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


  From the car phone LuAnn called the number Jackson
had given her. He buzzed her back less than a minute
later.


  “I’m on the move too,” he said. “We need to talk.”


  “I’m reporting back to you, like you said.”


  “I’m sure you are. I trust you have a good deal to tell
me.”


  “I don’t think we have a serious problem on our
hands.”


  “Oh, really, I’m so very glad to hear it.”


  LuAnn responded testily. “Do you want to hear it or
not?”


  “Yes, but in person.”


  “Why?”


  “Why not?” he fired back. “And I have some information that might be of interest to you.”


  “About what?”


  “No, about whom. Matt Riggs. Like his real name, his
real background, and why you should take every caution
in dealing with him.”


  “You can tell me all that over the phone.”


  “LuAnn, perhaps you didn’t hear me. I said you’re
going to meet me in person.”


  “Why should I?”


  “I’ll give you a wonderful reason. If you don’t I’ll find
Riggs and kill him in the next half hour. I’ll cut off his
head and mail it to you. If you call to warn him, then I’ll
go to your home and kill everyone there from the maids
to the gardeners and then I’ll burn it to the ground. Then
I’ll go to your precious daughter’s exclusive school and
slaughter everyone there. You can keep calling, trying to
warn the whole town, and I’ll just start killing people at
random. Is that a good enough reason, LuAnn, or do you
want to hear more?”


  LuAnn, pale and trembling at this verbal onslaught,
had to force her next breath out. She knew that he meant
every insane word. “Where and when?”


  “Just like old times. Speaking of old times, why don’t
you ask Charlie to join us. This applies to him as well.”


  LuAnn held the phone away from her, staring at it as
though she wanted to melt it down along with the man on
the other end. “He’s not around right now.”


  “My, my. And I thought he never left your side, the
faithful sidekick.”


  Something in his tone touched a chord in LuAnn’s
memory. She couldn’t think of what it was. “We’re not
exactly joined at the hip. He’s got a life to live.”


  For now, Jackson thought. For now, just like you. I’m
having my doubts, though, I really am.


  “Let’s meet at the cottage where our inquisitive friend
was nesting. Thirty minutes, can you manage it?”


  “I’ll be at the cottage in thirty minutes.”


  Jackson hung up the car phone and with an automatic
motion felt for the knife hidden in his jacket.


  Ten miles away LuAnn almost mirrored that movement, slipping off the safety on her .44.


   


  Dusk was gathering as LuAnn drove down the treelined, leaf-strewn dirt road. The area was very dark. It
had rained heavily the night before and a spray of water
kicked up on her windshield as she drove through a deep
puddle; she was momentarily startled. The cottage was
up ahead. She slowed down and swept the terrain with
her eyes. She saw no car, no person. She knew that meant
nothing. Jackson seemed to appear and disappear whenever he damn well pleased with less rippling than a pebble flung across the ocean. She pulled the BMW to a stop
in front of the ramshackle structure and climbed out. She
knelt down for a moment and eyed the dirt. There were
no other tire tracks and the mud would have shown any
very clearly.


  LuAnn studied the exterior of the cottage. He was already there, she was certain. It was as though the man
carried a scent that was detectable only to her. It smelled
like the grave, moldy and dank. She took one last deep
breath and started toward the door.


  Upon entering the cottage, LuAnn surveyed the small
area.


  

  “You’re early.” Jackson stepped from the shadows. His
face was the same one from each of their face-to-face encounters. He liked to be consistent. He wore a leather
jacket and jeans. A black ski cap covered the top of his
head. Dark hiking boots were on his feet. “But at least
you came alone,” he added.


  “I hope the same can be said of you.” LuAnn shifted
slightly so that her back was against a wall rather than the
door.


  Jackson interpreted her movements and smiled
slightly. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall,
his lips pursed. “You can start delivering your report,” he
ordered.


  LuAnn kept her hands in her jacket, one fist closed
around her pistol; she managed to point the muzzle at
Jackson through the pocket.


  Her movements were slight but Jackson cocked his
head and smiled. “Now I distinctly remember you saying
you wouldn’t kill in cold blood.”


  “There are exceptions to everything.”


  “Fascinating, but we don’t have time for games. The
report?”


  LuAnn started speaking in short bursts. “I met with
Donovan. He’s the man who was following me, Thomas
Donovan.” LuAnn assumed that Jackson had already run
down Donovan’s identity. She had decided on the drive
over that the best approach was to tell Jackson mostly
the truth and to only lie at critical junctures. Half truths
were a wonderful way to inspire credibility, and right
now she needed all she could muster. “He’s a reporter
with the Washington Tribune.”


  

  Jackson squatted on his haunches, his hands pressed
together in front of him. His eyes remained keenly on her.
“Go on.”


  “He was doing a story on the lottery. Twelve of the
winners from ten years ago.” She nodded toward Jackson. “You know the ones; they’ve all flourished financially.”


  “So?”


  “So, Donovan wanted to know how, since so many of
the other winners have gone belly-up. A very consistent
percentage, he said. So your twelve sort of stuck out.”


  Jackson hid his chagrin well. He didn’t like having
loose ends, and this one had been glaring. LuAnn studied
him closely. She read the smallest of self-doubts in his
features. That was enormously comforting to her, but this
was not the time to dwell on it.


  “What did you tell him?”


  “I told him I had been referred to an excellent investment firm by someone from the lottery. I gave him the
name of the investment firm you used. I’m assuming
they’re legitimate.”


  “Very,” Jackson replied. “At least on the surface. And
the others?”


  “I told Donovan I didn’t know about them, but that
they could have been referred to the same firm for all I
knew.”


  “And he bought that?”


  

  “Let’s just say that he was disappointed. He wanted to
write a story about the wealthy screwing the poor—you
know, they win the lottery and then parasitic investment
firms churn their accounts, earn their pieces of the pie,
and leave the winner with nothing but attorney fees for
filing bankruptcy. I told him that I certainly didn’t support that conclusion. I had done just fine.”


  “And he knew about your situation in Georgia?”


  “That’s what drew him to me initially, I would imagine.” LuAnn drew in a small breath of relief as she saw
Jackson nod slightly at this remark. He apparently had arrived at the same conclusion. “He thought I would confess to some big conspiracy, I guess.”


  Jackson’s eyes glittered darkly. “Did he mention any
other theories, like the lottery being fixed?”


  To hesitate now would be disastrous, LuAnn knew, so
she plunged ahead. “No. Although he thought he had a
big story. I told him to talk directly to the investment
firm, that I had nothing to hide. That seemed to take the
wind out of his sails. I told him if he wanted to contact
the Georgia police he could go ahead. Maybe it was time
to get things out in the open.”


  “You weren’t being serious.”


  “I wanted him to believe I was. I figured if I made a big
deal out of resisting or wanting to hide anything, he’d get
even more suspicious. As it was, everything sort of fizzled for him.”


  “How did you leave it?”


  “He thanked me for meeting with him, even apologized for troubling me. He said he might contact me later,
but kind of doubted it.” Once again LuAnn saw Jackson
incline his head slightly. This was working out better than
she could have expected. “He got out of my car and into
his. That’s the last I saw of him.”


  

  Jackson was silent for several moments and then he
slowly rose, silently clapping his hands together. “I love
a good performance and I think you handled the situation
very well, LuAnn.”


  “I had a good teacher.”


  “What?”


  “Ten years ago. The airport, where you impersonated
an impersonation. You told me the best way to hide is to
stick out, because it runs counterintuitive to human nature. I used the same principle. Be overly open, cooperative, and honest, and even suspicious people tend to
rethink things.”


  “I am honored that you remembered all that.”


  A little ego-stroking went a long way with most men,
LuAnn knew, and Jackson, exceptional though he was in
many ways, was no exception in that regard. In an understatement of mammoth proportions, LuAnn said, “You’re
a little hard to forget. So you don’t have to do anything
with Donovan, he’s harmless. Now tell me about Riggs.”


  A smile formed on the man’s lips. “I witnessed your
impromptu meeting with Riggs on the rear grounds this
morning. It was rather picturesque. From your state of
undress, I imagine he had quite a pleasant morning.”


  LuAnn hid her anger at this barb. Right now she
needed information. She replied, “All the more reason
why I should know all about him.”


  “Well, let’s start with his real name: Daniel Buckman.”


  “Buckman? Why would he have a different name?”


  “Funny question coming from you. Why do people
change their names, LuAnn?”


  Perspiration sprouted on her forehead. “Because they
have something to hide.”


  “Precisely.”


  “Was he a spy?”


  Jackson laughed. “Not quite. Actually, he’s not anything.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “I mean that dead men, technically, can’t be anything
other than dead, correct?”


  “Dead?” LuAnn’s entire body froze. Had Jackson
killed Matthew? It couldn’t be. She fought with all her
might not to plunge to the floor. Luckily, Jackson continued.


  “I obtained his fingerprints, had them run through a
database and the computer told me that he’s dead.”


  “The computer’s wrong.”


  “The computer only relays what it’s been told. Someone wanted it to appear that Riggs was dead in case anyone came looking.”


  “Came looking? Like who?”


  “His enemies.” When LuAnn didn’t respond, Jackson
said, “Have you ever heard of the Witness Protection and
Relocation Program?”


  “No. Should I?”


  “You’ve lived abroad for so long, I suppose not. It’s
run by the federal government, more particularly by the
United States Marshal’s Service. It’s to protect persons
testifying against dangerous criminals or organizations.
They get new identities, new lives. Officially, Riggs is
dead. Shows up in a small town, starts a new life under a
new identity. Maybe his features have been altered somewhat. I don’t know for certain, but it’s an educated guess
on my part that Riggs is a member of that select group.”


  “Riggs—Buckman—was a witness? To what?”


  

  Jackson shrugged. “Who knows? Who cares? What
I’m telling you is that Riggs is a criminal. Or was a
criminal. Probably drugs or something like that. Maybe Mafia
informant. Witness Protection isn’t used for purse snatchers.”


  LuAnn settled back against the wall to keep herself
from falling. Riggs was a criminal.


  “I hope you haven’t confided anything to him. There’s
no telling what his agenda might be.”


  “I haven’t,” LuAnn managed to say.


  “So what can you tell me about the man?”


  “Not as much as you just told me. He doesn’t know
any more than he did before. He’s not pushing the issue.
He thinks Donovan was a potential kidnapper. From what
you just said, I’m sure he doesn’t want to draw any attention to himself.”


  “True, that’s very good for us. And I’m sure your little
rendezvous this morning didn’t hurt at all.”


  “That’s really none of your business,” she retorted
hotly. With their exchange of information at an end, she
wasn’t going to let that remark pass.


  “Ah, your first mistake this session. You just can’t
make it through without committing some blunder, can
you?” He pointed a slender finger at her. “Everything
about you is my business. I made you. And in a real sense
I feel responsible for your well-being. I don’t take that responsibility lightly.”


  LuAnn blurted out, “Look, the ten years is up. You’ve
made your money. I’ve made mine. I say we call it a day,
forever. In thirty-six hours I’ll be on the other side of the
world. You go your way, I’ll go mine, because I’m more
than real tired of all this.”


  “You disobeyed me.”


  

  “Right, well I spent ten damn years in twenty different
countries, constantly looking over my shoulder, obeying
your instructions. And I guess now I’ll spend the rest of
my life doing the same thing. So let me get to it.” The two
engaged in a stare-down of prolonged duration.


  “You’ll leave right away?”


  “Just give me time to pack my bags. We’ll be gone by
tomorrow morning.”


  Jackson rubbed his chin as he considered this proposal.
“Tell me something, LuAnn, tell me why I shouldn’t kill
you right now.”


  She had been prepared for that question. “Because
Donovan might find it a little peculiar that right after he
talks to me I end up a corpse. He’s not suspicious now. I
think I can guarantee you that would get his radar going.
You really want that kind of trouble?”


  Jackson pursed his lips for a moment and then motioned to the door. “Go pack.”


  LuAnn looked at him and motioned to the door. “You
first.”


  “Let’s leave together, LuAnn. That way, we’ll each
have a reasonable chance at reciprocating in kind in the
event one of us tries something violent.”


  They went to the door together, their gazes glued to
each other.


  Right when Jackson put his hand on the doorknob, the
door burst open, almost knocking him down.


  Riggs stood there, his gun leveled on Jackson. Before
he could fire, Jackson pulled LuAnn in front of him, his
hand edging downward.


  “Matthew, don’t,” LuAnn cried out.


  Riggs shot her a glance. “LuAnn—”


  

  LuAnn sensed rather than saw Jackson cock his arm.
He was using an underhanded throwing method to hurl
the knife, but it wouldn’t be any less deadly that way.


  Her hand shot out, partially colliding with Jackson’s
forearm. The next instant Riggs was grunting in pain, the
knife sticking out of his arm. He dropped to the floor,
clutching at the blade’s handle. LuAnn pulled her gun out
of her pocket and whipped around, trying to draw a bead
on Jackson. At the very same time, Jackson pulled her
backward against him.


  

  Their combined momentum sent Jackson and LuAnn
crashing through the glass window. LuAnn landed on top
of him as they hit the porch, hard. LuAnn’s pistol squirted
free from her hand and slid across the porch. Each felt the
subtle but undeniable strength of the other as they wrestled amid the thick, slippery shards of glass, trying to gain
some footage. He clutched at her neck, she kicked at his
groin, one of her elbows levered against his chin. Locked
tightly together, they both rose slowly, each seeking an
advantage. She noted the blood pouring from the grisly
wound on Jackson’s hand; he must have cut it going
through the window. His grip couldn’t be a hundred percent, she thought. With a sudden burst of strength that
seemed to astonish even Jackson, LuAnn tore free from
him, seized him by his belt and shirt front, and threw him
face first against the side of the cottage where he slumped
down, momentarily stunned from the impact. Without
wasting an instant or any unnecessary motion, LuAnn
propelled herself forward, straddled his back, gripped his
chin with both hands, and pulled it backward, trying her
best to crack his spine. Jackson screamed in pain as she
pulled harder and harder. Another inch and he was a dead
man. Her hands, however, suddenly slipped and she fell
backward, landing in the glass. She exploded up and then
froze as she looked down. In her hands was Jackson’s
face.


  Jackson staggered up. For one terrible instant their
eyes locked on each other. And for the first time, LuAnn
was staring at Jackson’s real face.


  Jackson looked down at her hands. He touched his
face, felt his own skin, his own hair, his breath coming in
great gasps. Now she could identify him. Now she had to
die.


  The same thought occurred to LuAnn. She dove for the
gun at the same time Jackson pounced on her; they slid
together along the porch, both straining for the gun.


  “Get off her, you bastard!” Riggs screamed. LuAnn
turned to see the man, deathly pale, standing at the window, his shirt entirely red, the gun in his shaky hands.
With an enviable bit of speed Jackson leapt over the
porch railing. Riggs fired an instant too late, the bullets
striking the porch instead of flesh.


  “Shit!” Riggs groaned and dropped to his knees, disappearing from LuAnn’s line of sight.


  “Matthew!” LuAnn sprung to the window. Meanwhile,
Jackson had disappeared into the woods.


  

  LuAnn raced through the door, pulling off her jacket as
she did so. She was next to Riggs in an instant. “Wait,
don’t pull it out, Matthew.” Using her teeth, she tore her
jacket sleeve apart and into strips. Next, she ripped open
his shirtsleeve and exposed the wound. At first she tried
to staunch the bleeding with the cloths, but she couldn’t.
She searched under Riggs’s armpit and applied pressure
with her finger at a certain spot. The flow of blood finally
stopped. As gently as she could LuAnn pulled the knife
free while Riggs’s fingers dug into her arm, his teeth almost biting through his lip. She tossed the blade down.


  “Matthew, hold your finger right here, don’t push too
hard, you need to allow a little blood to flow through.”
She guided his finger to the pressure point under his arm
that she had been pressing against.


  “I’ve got a first-aid kit in my car. I’ll dress it as best as
I can. Then we need to get you to a doctor.”


  LuAnn retrieved her gun from the porch and they hustled out to the BMW, where LuAnn cleaned and dressed
the wound using the first-aid kit from her glove compartment. As she cut the last piece of tape off with her teeth
and wound it around the gauze, Riggs looked at her.
“Where did you learn to do this stuff?”


  LuAnn grunted. “Hell, the first time I ever saw a doctor was when Lisa was born. And even then it was only
for about twenty minutes. You live in the boonies with no
money, you have to learn how to do this just to survive.”


  When they got to an urgent care center off Route 29,
LuAnn started to get out of the car to help Riggs in. He
stopped her.


  “Look, I think it’ll be better if I go in alone. I’ve been
to this place before, they know me. General contractors
get hurt a lot. I’ll tell ’em I slipped and stuck a hunting
knife in my arm.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yeah, I think I made a big enough mess for you already.”


  He struggled out of the car.


  “I’ll be here when you get out, I promise,” she said.


  He smiled weakly, and holding his injured arm, he
went inside.


  LuAnn pulled the BMW around and backed into the
parking space so she could see anyone coming in. She
locked the doors and then swore under her breath. Riggs
had come to her rescue, for that she could hardly fault
him. But right before that she had Jackson convinced that
everything was okay. Another minute and they would’ve
been home free. God, the timing. She slumped against the
seat. It was possible that she could explain Riggs’s sudden and armed presence away. Riggs had been concerned
for her safety, followed her, thinking maybe that the man
she was meeting was Donovan. But Riggs had done
something else, something that she couldn’t explain
away. She let out a loud groan as she watched the traffic
pass by on Route 29.


  In front of Jackson, Riggs had called her LuAnn. That
one word had destroyed everything. There was no way he
would’ve missed that. Now, Jackson knew she had lied to
him about what Riggs knew. She had no doubt what the
punishment for that would be. Her spirits had been so
high barely thirty minutes ago. Now all bets were off.


  She glanced down at the seat and saw the white piece
of paper there. She picked up Donovan’s card and looked
at the phone number. She thought for a moment and then
picked up the phone. She silently cursed when she only
got the answering machine. She left a lengthy message
telling Donovan what had happened. She implored him
once again to go underground, that she would pay for
everything. He was a good man looking for the truth. She
didn’t want him to die. She didn’t want anyone else to die
because of her. She hoped to God he would live to get
the message.


  * * *


   


  Jackson pressed the cloth against his palm. He had indeed badly cut his hand going through the glass. Damn
the woman. Riggs would’ve been dead if she hadn’t hit
Jackson’s arm a millisecond before he released the knife.


  He gingerly touched his real skin. A small lump had
appeared thanks to one of her blows. He had finally felt
her raw strength and he had to admit, it exceeded his
own. Who would have thought it? The big muscle-bound
types never possessed genuine God-given strength like
that; that kind you couldn’t manufacture in a health spa.
It was a combination of both inner and outer phenomena,
working in precise, albeit spontaneous, bursts when
called upon. One couldn’t measure it or quantify it, because it came and went upon demand by its owner and
varied in its intensity depending on the situation, rising to
the occasion and mustering just enough reserve so that
failure was never a possibility. Either you had that type of
power or you didn’t. LuAnn Tyler clearly did. He would
not forget that. He would not seek to conquer her that
way, but, as always, he would adapt around it. And the
stakes were as high as they were ever likely to climb, for
one specific reason.


  The irony was he had believed her. He had been prepared to let her walk away. LuAnn had confided in Riggs,
that was clear. Riggs knew her real name. There were few
actions that angered Jackson more than prevarication by
his own people. Disloyalty could not and would not be
tolerated. If she had lied about Riggs, it was more than
probable that she had lied about Donovan. Jackson had to
assume that the Trib reporter was closing in on the truth.
Thus, he had to be stopped as well.


  

  As these thoughts were going around in Jackson’s
mind, his portable phone rang. He picked it up. He listened, asked a few questions, conveyed some clear instructions, and when he hung up, a deep look of
satisfaction graced his true features. The timing couldn’t
have been better: His trap had just been sprung.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


  The Bell Ranger helicopter landed in a grassy field
where three black sedans bearing government license
plates were waiting. George Masters alighted from the
chopper, another agent, Lou Berman, right at his elbow.
They climbed in one of the cars and started off. Riggs had
seriously underestimated the quickness of the response
time from Washington.


  Twenty minutes later the procession made its way
down the gravel road and stopped in front of Riggs’s
home. Car doors swung open and serious-looking men,
weapons out and ready, swarmed the front and back of
the house and barn.


  

  Masters strode up to the front door. When his knocks
were not answered, he motioned to one of his men. The
burly agent planted one foot directly against the lock and
the door flew open, crashing against the interior wall.
After they searched the house thoroughly, they finally
converged in Riggs’s office.


  Masters sat down at the desk and quickly rustled
through the papers, his eyes alighting on one set of notes.
Masters leaned back in the chair and intently studied
Riggs’s scribbles on LuAnn Tyler and someone named
Catherine Savage. He looked up at Berman. “Tyler disappears and Catherine Savage reappears. That’s the
cover.”


  “We can check the airports, see if Catherine Savage
flew out ten years ago,” Berman said.


  Masters shook his head. “We don’t need to do that.
They’re one and the same. Tyler is here. Find out Savage’s address pronto. Call up some of the high-end real
estate agents around here. I don’t think her highness will
be living in another trailer.”


  Berman nodded, pulled out a portable phone, and went
to confer with the local FBI agents who had accompanied
them here.


  

  Masters ran his eyes around Riggs’s office. He was
wondering how Riggs fit into all this. He had it nice here,
new life, new career, peaceful, lot of good years left to
live. But now? Masters had been at the White House
meeting with the president, the attorney general, and the
director of the FBI. As Masters had outlined his theory,
he had watched each of their faces go sickly pale. A scandal of horrific proportions. The government lottery, fixed.
The American people would believe that their own government had done it to them. How could they not? The
president had publicly announced his support for the lottery, even appeared in a TV commercial touting it. So
long as the billions flowed in, and a few lucky people
were elevated to millionaire status, who cared?


  The concept of the lottery had received attacks claiming that what it spent on furthering the public welfare was
largely negated by what it cost in others: breakup of families, gambling addiction, making poor people even
poorer, causing people to eschew hard work and industriousness for the unrealistic dream of winning the lottery.
One critic had said it was much like inner city kids striving for the NBA instead of an MBA. However, the lottery
had remained bulletproof from those attacks.


  If it came out, however, that the game was fixed, then
the bullets would rapidly shatter that bubble. There
would be a tremendous blood-letting and everyone from
the president on down was going to take a major hit. As
Masters had sat in the Oval Office he saw that clearly in
all their features: the FBI director, the nation’s top lawman; the attorney general, the nation’s top lawyer; the
president, the number one of all. The responsibility
would fall there and it would fall heavily. So Masters had
been given explicit instructions: Bring in LuAnn Tyler, at
any cost and by any means possible. And he intended to
do just that.


   


  “How’s it feel?”


  Riggs climbed slowly into the car. His right arm was in
a sling. “Well, they gave me enough painkillers to where
I’m not sure I can feel anything.”


  LuAnn put the car in gear and they sped out onto the
highway.


  “Where are we going?” he asked.


  “McDonald’s. I’m starving and I can’t remember the
last time I had a Big Mac and fries. Sound good?”


  “Sounds good.”


  She pulled into the drive-through of a McDonald’s, ordering some burgers, fries, and two coffees.


  They ate as they drove. Riggs put down his coffee,
wiped his mouth, and nervously fingered the dashboard
with his good arm. “So tell me, how badly did I screw
things up for you?”


  “Matthew, I’m not blaming you.”


  “I know,” he said sheepishly. He slapped the seat. “I
thought you were walking into a trap.”


  She stared over at him. “And why’s that?”


  Riggs looked out the window for a long moment before answering. “Right after you left I got a call.”


  “Is that right. Who from, and what did it have to do
with me?”


  He sighed deeply. “Well, for starters, my name’s not
Matthew Riggs. I mean it’s been my name for the last five
years, but it’s not my real name.”


  “Well, at least we’re even on that score.”


  He said with a forced grin, “Daniel Buckman.” He held
out his hand. “My friends call me Dan.”


  LuAnn didn’t take it. “You’re Matthew to me. Do your
friends also know that technically you’re dead and that
you’re in the Witness Protection Program?”


  Riggs slowly withdrew his hand.


  She flipped him an impatient look. “I told you that
Jackson can do anything. I wish you’d start believing
me.”


  

  “I was betting he was the one who tapped into my file.
That’s why I followed you. If he knew about me, I didn’t
know how he’d react. I thought he might kill you.”


  “That’s always a possibility with the man.”


  “I got a good look at him.”


  LuAnn was exasperated. “That wasn’t his real face.
Dammit, it’s never his real face.” She thought of the rubbery flesh she had held. She had seen his real face. His
real face. She knew what that meant. Jackson would now
do everything in his power to kill her.


  She slid her hands nervously over the steering wheel.
“Jackson said you were a criminal. So what’d you do?”


  “Are you telling me you believe everything that guy
says to you? Just in case you didn’t notice, he’s a psycho.
I haven’t seen eyes like that since they executed Ted
Bundy.”


  “Are you saying you’re not in Witness Protection?”


  “No. But the program isn’t just for the bad guys.”


  She looked at him, puzzled. “What does that mean?”


  “Do you think criminals can pick up the phone and get
the sort of info I got on you?”


  “I don’t know, why can’t they?”


  “Pull over.”


  “What?”


  “Just pull the damn car over!”


  LuAnn turned into a parking lot and stopped the car.


  Riggs leaned over and pulled out the listening device
from under LuAnn’s seat. “I told you I had bugged your
car.” He held up the sophisticated device. “Let me tell
you, they almost never give out equipment like this to
felons.”


  LuAnn looked at him, her eyes wide.


  

  Riggs took a deep breath. “Up until five years ago, I
was a special agent with the FBI. I’d like to think a very
special agent. I worked undercover infiltrating gangs operating both in Mexico and along the Texas border. These
guys were into everything from extortion to drugs to murder for hire; you name it, they were doing it. I lived and
breathed with that scum for a year. When we busted the
case open, I was the lead witness for the prosecution. We
knocked out the entire operation, sent a bunch of them to
prison for life. But the big bosses in Colombia didn’t take
all that kindly to my depriving them of about four hundred million a year in disposable income from the drug
operation component. I knew how badly they’d want me.
So I did the brave, honorable thing. I asked to disappear.”


  “And?”


  “And the Bureau turned me down. They said I was too
valuable in the field. Too experienced. They did have the
courtesy to set me up in another town, in another gig. A
desk job for a while.”


  “So there was no wife. That was all made up.”


  Riggs rubbed his injured arm again. “No, I was married. After I relocated. Her name was Julie.”


  LuAnn said very quietly, “Was?”


  Riggs shook his head slowly and took a weary sip on
his coffee. The steam from the liquid fogged the window
and he traced his real initials in it, forming the D and the
B for Dan Buckman with great care as though doing it for
the very first time. “Ambush on the Pacific Coast Highway. Car went over the cliff with about a hundred bullet
holes in it. Julie was killed by the gunfire. I took two
slugs; somehow neither of them hit any vitals. I was
thrown clear of the car, landed on a ledge. Those were the
scars you saw.”


  “Oh, God. I’m so sorry, Matthew.”


  “Guys like me, we probably shouldn’t get married. It
wasn’t something I was looking for. It just happened. You
know, you meet, you fall in love, you want to get married.
You expect everything to sort of click after that. Things
that you know might come up to ruin it, you sort of will
them away. If I had resisted that impulse, Julie would still
be alive and teaching first grade.” He looked down at his
hands as he spoke. “Anyway, that was when the brilliant
higher-ups at the Bureau decided I just might want to retire and change my identity. Officially, I died in the ambush. Julie’s six feet under in Pasadena and I’m a general
contractor in safe, pastoral Charlottesville.” He finished
his coffee. “Or at least it used to be safe.”


  LuAnn slid her hand across the front seat and took his
in a firm grip.


  He squeezed back and said, “It’s tough wiping out so
many years of your life. Trying not to think about it, forgetting people and places, things that were so important
to you for so long. Always afraid you’re going to slip up.”
He stared at her. “It’s damn tough,” he said wearily.


  She raised her hand up and stroked his face. “I never
realized how much we had in common,” she said.


  “Well, here’s another one.” He paused for a second as
their eyes locked. “I hadn’t been with a woman since
Julie.”


  They kissed tenderly and slowly.


  “I want you to know,” Riggs said, “that that wasn’t the
reason this morning happened. I’ve had other opportunities over the years. I just never felt like doing anything
about them.” He added quietly, “Until you.”


  

  She traced his jaw line with her index finger and then
her finger curled up to his lips. “I’ve had other chances
too,” she said. They kissed again and then their bodies instinctively embraced and held tightly like two pieces
from a mold, joined at last. They sat and rocked together
for several minutes.


  When they finally pulled away, Riggs checked the
parking lot, refocusing on the present situation.


  “Let’s get to your house, pack some clothes, and whatever else you need. Then we’ll go to my house and I’ll do
the same. I left the notes I made from my phone calls
about you on my desk. I don’t want to leave a trail for
anyone.”


  “There’s a motel off twenty-nine about four miles
north of here.”


  “That’s a start.”


  “So, what do you think Jackson’s going to do now?”


  “He knows I lied about you. He has to assume I lied
about Donovan. Since I have every reason not to reveal
the truth and Donovan is trying his best to do that, Jackson will go after him first and me second. I called Donovan and left a message warning him.”


  “Boy, that’s real encouraging, being number two on
Master Psycho’s hit list,” Riggs said, tapping his hand
against the gun in his pocket.


  A few minutes later they pulled up the private drive to
Wicken’s Hunt. The house was dark. LuAnn parked in
front and she and Riggs got out. LuAnn punched in the
home’s security code and they went inside.


  Riggs sat alertly on the bed while LuAnn stuffed some
things in a small travel bag.


  “You’re sure Lisa and Charlie are okay?”


  “As sure as I can be. They’re far away from here. And
him. That can only be a good thing.”


  Riggs went over to the window that overlooked the
front drive. What he saw coming up the driveway made
his knees buckle for an instant. Then he snatched LuAnn
by the hand and they were racing down the stairs and out
the rear entrance.


   


  The black sedans stopped in front of the house and the
men quickly scrambled out. George Masters laid a hand
on the BMW’s hood and immediately scanned the area.
“It’s warm. She’s here somewhere. Find her.” The men
fanned out and surrounded the house.


   


  LuAnn and Riggs were racing past the horse barn and
were headed into the deep woods when LuAnn pulled up.


  Riggs stopped too, clutching at his arm, sucking in air.
They were both trembling.


  “What are you doing?” he gasped.


  She motioned toward the horse barn. “You can’t run
with that arm. And we can’t just go floundering around in
the woods.”


  

  They entered the horse barn. Joy immediately started
to make some noise and LuAnn quickly darted over and
soothed the animal. While LuAnn readied their mount,
Riggs pulled a pair of binoculars off the wall and went
outside. Setting up in some thick bushes that hid the
horse barn from the house, Riggs focused the binoculars.
He automatically jerked back as he saw, under the floodlights that fully illuminated the entire rear lawn, the man
moving across the back of the house, rifle in hand and the
letters “FBI” emblazoned across his jacket. The next
sight made Riggs mutter under his breath. It was five
years since he had seen the man. George Masters hadn’t
changed much. The next instant the men disappeared
from view as they entered the house.


  Riggs hustled back to the horse barn where LuAnn was
checking the cinches on the saddle. She patted Joy’s
neck, whispering calming words to the horse as she slid
on the bridle.


  “You ready?” she asked Riggs.


  “Better be. As soon as they find the house empty,
they’re going to check the grounds. They know we’re
around somewhere—the car’s engine would’ve still been
warm.”


  LuAnn planted a wooden crate next to Joy, swung up,
and reached out a hand for Riggs. “Step on the crate and
hold on tight to me.”


  Riggs managed to struggle up in this fashion, clutching
his arm as he did so. He planted his good arm around
LuAnn’s waist.


  “I’ll go as slow as I can, but it’s going to jostle you a
lot regardless. Horseback riding does that.”


  “Don’t worry about me. I’ll take a little pain to having
to try and explain everything to the FBI.”


  As they started off on the trail LuAnn said, “So that’s
who it was? Your old friends?” Riggs nodded.


  “At least one old friend in fact. Used to be a friend anyway. George Masters. He’s the one at the Bureau who
said I was too valuable in the field, who wouldn’t let me
enter Witness Protection until my wife was dead.”


  “Matthew, it’s not worth it. There’s no reason you
should be running from them, you haven’t done anything
wrong.”


  “Look, LuAnn, it’s not like I owe those guys anything.”


  “But if I’m caught and you’re with me?”


  “Well, we just won’t get caught.” He grinned.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “I was just thinking how bored I’d been the last few
years. I guess I’m not really happy unless I’m doing
something where I have a reasonable shot at getting my
head blown off. I might as well own up to it.”


  “Well, you picked the right person to hang with then.”
She looked up ahead. “The motel’s probably out of the
question.”


  “Yep, they’ll cover every place like that. Besides, riding up on a horse might make the motel manager suspicious.”


  “I’ve got another car back at the house, fat lot of good
that’ll do us.”


  “Wait a minute. We do have a car.”


  “Where?”


  “We’ve got to get to the cottage, pronto.”


   


  When they arrived at the cottage, Riggs said, “Keep a
sharp eye out in case you know who decided to come
back.” He opened up the doors to the rear shed and went
inside. In the darkness, LuAnn couldn’t see what he was
doing. Then she heard a motor turn over and then die.
Then it kicked over again and this time it kept running. A
moment later, Donovan’s black Honda, torn-up front
bumper and all, appeared in the doorway. Riggs pulled it
to a stop outside the shed doors and climbed out.


  “What do you want to do with the horse?”


  

  LuAnn looked around. “I could send her back up the
trail. She’d probably go back to the horse barn on her
own, but in the dark like this, she might miss the trail or
wander off and fall in a hole or maybe the creek.”


  “How about we put her in the shed and then you can
call somebody to come get her?” he offered.


  “Good idea.” She swung down and led Joy inside the
shed.


  She looked around and noted the watering trough, tack
wall, and two small bales of hay stored in the back of the
shed.


  “It’s perfect. The tenant before Donovan must have
kept a horse and used this as a stable.”


  Lifting off the saddle and slipping off the horse’s bridle, LuAnn tethered Joy to a hook on the wall with a
piece of rope she found. LuAnn scrounged up a bucket
and, using water from the outside tap, she filled up the
watering trough, and laid out the hay in front of Joy. The
horse immediately dipped her head to the trough and then
started to munch on the hay. LuAnn shut the doors and
climbed in the driver’s seat of the Honda while Riggs
eased in the other side.


  There was no key in the ignition. LuAnn glanced under
the steering column and saw a bundle of exposed wires
hanging down. “They teach hot wiring at the FBI?”


  “You learn a lot of things going through life.”


  She put the car in gear. “Tell me about it.”


  They were silent and still for a moment and then Riggs
stirred. “We may only have one shot at getting out of this
relatively intact.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “The FBI can be accommodating to people who cooperate.”


  “But, Matthew—”


  He broke in, “But they can be absolutely forgiving to
people who give them what they really want.”


  “Are you suggesting what I think you are?”


  “All we need to do is deliver Jackson to them.”


  “That’s good to hear. For a minute there I thought it
might be something difficult.”


  They drove off in the Honda.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


  It was ten o’clock in the morning. Donovan stared
through a pair of binoculars at the large Southern colonial
home set amid mature trees. He was in McLean, Virginia,
one of the most affluent locales in the United States. Million-dollar properties were the norm here and that was
typically only on an acre of land or less. The home he was
staring at rested on five secluded acres. You had to have
substantial wealth for a place like this. As he looked at the
columned portico, Donovan knew without a doubt that
the current owner had more than enough.


  

  As he watched, a brand new Mercedes drove down
the street from the opposite direction and approached
the massive gates to the property. As the Mercedes
nosed toward the entrance, the gates parted and the car
entered the private drive. Through the binoculars,
Donovan eyed the woman driving. In her forties now,
she still matched her lottery photo from ten years ago
pretty well. Lots of money could slow down the aging
process, Donovan figured.


  He checked his watch. He had gotten here early just to
scope things out. He had checked his answering machine
and had listened to LuAnn Tyler’s warning. He wasn’t
going to run yet, but he had taken her advice quite seriously. He would’ve been a fool to think there weren’t
some serious forces behind all this. He took out the gun
from his pocket and checked to make sure it was fully
loaded. He scanned the area intently once more. He
waited a few more minutes to give her time to get settled,
then tossed his cigarette out the window, rolled it up, and
drove toward the house.


  He pulled up to the gates and spoke into an intercom.
The voice answering him sounded nervous, agitated. The
gates opened and a minute later he was standing inside
the foyer that rose a full three stories above his head.


  “Ms. Reynolds?”


  Bobbie Jo Reynolds was trying her best not to meet his
eye. She didn’t speak, but simply nodded. She was
dressed in a way Donovan would describe as very put together. You wouldn’t have suspected that barely ten years
ago she had been a starving actress wannabe hustling tables. She had been back in the country for almost five
years now after a lengthy sojourn in France. During his
investigation into the lottery winners, Donovan had
checked her out thoroughly. She was now a very respected member of the Washington social community. He
suddenly wondered if Alicia Crane and she knew each
other.


  

  After failing to get anywhere with LuAnn, Donovan
had contacted the eleven other lottery winners. They had
been far easier to track down than LuAnn; none of them
were fugitives from the law. Yet.


  Reynolds was the only one who had agreed to speak
with him. Five of the winners had hung up on him. Herman Rudy had threatened bodily harm and used language
Donovan hadn’t heard since his Navy days. The others
hadn’t called back after he had left messages.


  Reynolds escorted him into what Donovan figured was
the living room—large, airy, and filled, presumably
under an interior designer’s tasteful eye, with contemporary furnishings, sprinkled here and there with costly antiques.


  Reynolds sat down in a wingback chair and motioned
Donovan to the settee across from her. “Would you like
some tea or coffee?” She still didn’t look at him, her
hands nervously clasping and unclasping.


  “I’m fine.” He hunched forward, took out his notebook, and slipped a tape recorder from his pocket. “You
mind if I record this conversation?”


  “Why is that necessary?” Reynolds was suddenly
showing a little backbone now, he thought. Donovan
quickly decided to squelch that tendency before it gained
any further strength.


  “Ms. Reynolds, I assumed when you called me back
that you were prepared to talk about things. I’m a reporter. I don’t want to put words in your mouth, I want to
get the facts exactly straight, can you understand that?”


  

  “Yes,” she said nervously, “I suppose I can. That’s why
I called you back. I don’t want my name besmirched. I
want you to know that I’ve been a very respectable
member of this community for years. I’ve given generously to
numerous charities, I sit on several local boards—”


  “Ms. Reynolds,” Donovan interrupted, “do you mind if
I call you Bobbie Jo?”


  There was a perceptible wince on Reynolds’s face. “I
go by Roberta,” she said primly.


  Reynolds reminded Donovan so much of Alicia he was
tempted to ask if they knew each other. He decided to
pass on that impulse.


  “All right, Roberta, I know you’ve done a ton of good
for the community. A real pillar. But I’m not interested in
the present. I want to talk about the past, specifically ten
years ago.”


  “You mentioned that on the phone. The lottery.” She
swept a shaky hand through her hair.


  “That’s right. The source of all this.” He looked around
at the opulence.


  “I won the lottery ten years ago, that’s hardly news
now, Mr. Donovan.”


  “Call me Tom.”


  “I would prefer not.”


  “Fine. Roberta, do you know someone named LuAnn
Tyler?”


  Reynolds thought a moment and then shook her head.
“It doesn’t seem familiar. Should I know her?”


  “Probably not. She won the lottery too, in fact two
months after you did.”


  “Good for her.”


  “She was a lot like you. Poor, not a lot to look forward
to. No way out, really.”


  She laughed nervously. “You make it sound like I was
destitute. I was hardly that.”


  “But you weren’t exactly rolling in dough, were you?
I mean that’s why you played the lottery, right?”


  “I suppose. It’s not like I expected to win.”


  “Didn’t you, Roberta?”


  She looked startled. “What are you talking about?”


  “Who manages your investments?”


  “That’s none of your business.”


  “Well, my guess is it’s the same person who manages
the money of eleven other lottery winners, including
LuAnn Tyler.”


  “So?”


  “Come on, Roberta, talk to me. Something’s up. You
know all about it and I want to find out all about it. In
fact, you knew you were going to win the lottery.”


  “You’re crazy.” Her voice was trembling badly.


  “Am I? I don’t think so. I’ve interviewed lots of liars,
Roberta, some very accomplished. You’re not one of
them.”


  Reynolds stood up. “I don’t have to listen to this.”


  Donovan persisted. “The story’s going to come out,
Roberta. I’m close to breaking through on a variety of
fronts. It’s only a matter of time. The question is: Do you
want to cooperate and maybe get out of this whole thing
relatively unscathed or do you want to go down with
everybody?”


  “I…I…”


  

  Donovan continued in a steady voice. “I’m not looking
to wipe out your life, Roberta. But if you participated in
a conspiracy to fix the lottery, in whatever manner, you’re
going to take some lumps. But I’ll offer you the same
deal I offered Tyler. Tell me all you know, I go and write
my story and you do whatever you want to do until the
story hits. Like disappear. Consider the alternative. It’s
not nearly as pretty.”


  Reynolds sat back down and looked around her home
for a moment. She took a deep breath. “What do you
want to know?”


  Donovan turned on the recorder. “Was the lottery
fixed?” She nodded. “I need an audible response,
Roberta.” He nodded toward the recorder.


  “Yes.”


  “How?” Donovan was almost shaking as he waited for
the answer.


  “Would you mind pouring me a glass of water from
that carafe over there?”


  Donovan jumped up, poured the water, and set the
glass down in front of her. He sat back down.


  “How?” he repeated.


  “It had to do with chemicals.”


  Donovan cocked his head. “Chemicals?”


  Reynolds pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and
wiped at a sudden cluster of tears in her eyes.


  As Donovan watched her, he figured she was near the
breaking point. Ironic that the one to call him back would
be the nervous Nellie type.


  “I’m no scientist, Roberta, give it to me as simply as
you can.”


  Reynolds gripped the handkerchief tightly. “All but
one ball, the one with the winning number, was sprayed
with some chemical. And the passageway through which
the ball traveled was sprayed with something. I can’t explain it exactly, but it made certain that only the one ball
that wasn’t sprayed with anything went through. It was
the same for all the other ball bins.”


  “Damn!” Donovan stared at her in amazement. “Okay,
Roberta, I got a million questions. Do the other winners
know about this? How was it done? And by whom?” He
thought back to LuAnn Tyler. She knew, that was for
damned sure.


  “No. None of the winners knew how it was done. Only
the people who did it knew.” She pointed to his tape
recorder. “Your recorder’s stopped.” She added bitterly,
“I’m sure you don’t want to miss one word of this.”


  Donovan picked up the recorder and studied it as he reflected on her words. “But that’s not exactly right, because you knew how the lottery was fixed, Roberta, you
just told me. Come on, give me the whole truth.”


  The crunching blow to his upper torso sent Donovan
over the top of the settee. He landed hard on the oak floor,
his breath painfully gone. He could feel shattered ribs
floating inside him.


  Reynolds hovered over him. “No, the truth is only the
person who came up with the whole scheme knew how it
was done.” The feminine hair and face came off and
Jackson stared down at the injured man.


  Donovan tried desperately to get up. “Christ.”


  Jackson’s foot slammed into his chest, knocking him
back against the wall. Jackson stood erect. “Kick-boxing
is a particularly deadly art form. You can literally kill
someone without using your hands.”


  Donovan’s hand slipped down to his pocket, fumbling
for his gun. His limbs would barely respond, his broken
ribs were prodding internal organs they weren’t meant to
touch. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath.


  

  “Really, you’re obviously not feeling well. Let me help
you.” Jackson knelt down and, using the handkerchief,
pulled the gun out of Donovan’s pocket. “This actually is
perfect. Thank you.”


  He kicked Donovan viciously in the head and the reporter’s eyes finally closed. Jackson pulled plastic locking binds from his pocket and within a minute had
Donovan secured.


  He pulled off the rest of the disguise, packed it carefully in his bag pulled from under the couch, and went up
the stairs two at a time. He raced down the hallway and
opened the bedroom door at the far end.


  Bobbie Jo Reynolds lay spread-eagled on the bed, her
arms and legs tied to the bedposts, tape over her mouth.
She looked wildly up at Jackson, her body twitching in
uncontrollable fear.


  Jackson sat down next to her. “I want to thank you for
following my directions so precisely. You gave the staff
the day off and made the appointment with Mr. Donovan
just as I requested.” He patted her hand. “I knew that I
could count on you, the most faithful of my little flock.”
He looked at her with soft, comforting eyes until her
trembling subsided. He unloosened her straps and gently
removed the tape.


  He stood up. “I have to attend to Mr. Donovan downstairs. We’ll be gone very soon and won’t trouble you
anymore. You will stay here until we’re gone, do you understand?”


  She nodded in a jerky motion, rubbing her wrists.


  Jackson stood up, pointed Donovan’s gun at her, and
squeezed the trigger until the firing pin had no bullets left
to ignite.


  

  He watched for a moment as blood spread over the
sheets. Jackson shook his head sadly. He did not enjoy
killing lambs. But that was how the world worked.
Lambs were made for sacrifice. They never put up a
fight.


  He went back downstairs, pulled out his makeup kit
and mirror, and spent the next thirty minutes hovering
over Donovan.


  When the reporter finally came to his head was splitting; he could feel the internal bleeding but at least he
was still alive.


  His heart almost stopped when he found himself staring up at… Thomas Donovan. The person even had his
coat and hat on. Donovan refocused his eyes. His initial
impression had been one of staring at his twin. Now he
could see subtle differences, things that weren’t exactly
right. However, the impersonation was still remarkable.


  Jackson knelt down. “You look surprised, but I assure
you I’m very adept at this. Powders, creams, latex, hairpieces, spirit gum, putty. It really is amazing what one
can do, even if it is all an illusion of sorts. Besides, in
your case it wasn’t all that difficult. I don’t mean this in
a negative way, but you have quite an ordinary face. I
didn’t have to do anything special and I’ve been studying
your features for several days now. You did surprise me
by shaving off your beard, though. However, instead of
beard we have beard stubble courtesy of crepe hair and
adhesive.”


  He grabbed Donovan under his armpits and lifted him
up to the couch and sat down across from him. The
groggy journalist listed to one side. Jackson gently
propped him up with a pillow.


  “It certainly wouldn’t pass the closest of scrutiny;
however, the result isn’t bad for a half hour’s work.”


  “I need to get to a doctor.” Donovan managed to get
the words out through blood-caked lips.


  “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen. But I will take
a couple of minutes to explain some things to you. For
what it’s worth, I believe that I owe you that. You were
quite ingenious in figuring out the bankruptcy angle.
That, I admit, had never occurred to me. My main concern was to ensure that none of my winners would want
for money. Any shortage of funds might give them motivation to tell all. Fat and happy people rarely double-cross their benefactor. You found the hole in that plan.”


  Donovan coughed and, with a sudden motion, managed to sit up straight. “How’d you pick up my trail?”


  “I knew LuAnn would tell you basically nothing. What
would you do next? Ferret out another source. I phoned
all my other winners and alerted them that you might call.
Ten of them I instructed to blow you off. I told Bobbie
Jo—excuse me, Roberta—to meet with you.”


  “Why her?”


  “Simple enough. Geographically, she was the closest
one to me. As it is, I had to drive through the night to get
here and set everything up. That was me in the Mercedes,
by the way. I had a description of you. I thought that was
you in the car watching the house.”


  “Where’s Bobbie Jo?”


  

  “Not relevant.” Jackson smiled both in his eagerness to
explain and in his triumph and total control over the veteran reporter. “Now, to continue. The substance applied
to nine of the ten balls was a clear light acrylic. If you
care for precise details, it was a diluted solution of polydimethyl siloxane that I made a few modifications to, a
turbocharged version if you will. It builds up a powerful
static charge and also increases the size of the ball by approximately one thousandth of an inch without, however,
a measurable change in weight or appearance or even
smell. They do weigh the balls, you know, to ensure that
all are of equal weight. In each bin the ball with the winning number on it had no chemicals applied to it. Each
passageway through which the winning ball must travel
was given a small trace of the modified polydimethyl
siloxane solution as well. Under those precisely controlled conditions, the nine balls with the static charge
could not enter a passageway coated with the same substance; indeed, they repelled each other, much like a
force field. Thus they could not be part of the winning
combination. Only the uncoated ball would be able to do
so.”


  The awe was clear on Donovan’s face, but then his features clouded. “Wait a minute: If the nine balls were
coated with the same charge, why wouldn’t they be repelling each other in the bin? Wouldn’t that make people
suspicious?”


  “Wonderful question. I thrive on the details. I further
modified the chemical so that it would be instantly activated by the heat given off by the air flow into the machines to make the balls gyrate. Until then, the balls
would remain motionless.”


  

  Jackson paused, his eyes shining. “Inferior minds seek
convoluted scenarios; it takes a brilliant one to achieve
simplicity. And I’m sure your background research revealed that all of my winners were poor, desperate,
searching for a little hope, a little help. And I gave it to
them. To all of you. The lottery loved it. The government
looked like saints helping the impoverished like that. You
people in the media got to write your teary-eyed stories.
Everybody won. Including me.” Donovan half expected
the man to take a bow.


  “And you did this all by your lonesome?” Donovan
sneered.


  Jackson’s retort was sharp. “I didn’t need anyone else,
other than my winners. Human beings are infinitely fallible, completely unreliable. Science is not. Science is absolute. Under strict principles, if you do A and B, then C
will occur. That rarely happens if you inject the inefficiencies of humanity into the process.”


  “How’d you get the access?” Donovan was starting to
slur his words as his injuries took their toll.


  Jackson’s smile broadened. “I was able to gain employment as a technician at the company that provided
and maintained the ball machines. I was drastically
overqualified for the position, which was one reason I got
it. No one really cared about the geeky little techie, it was
like I wasn’t even there. But I had complete and unrestricted access to the machines. I even bought one of the
ball machines so that I could experiment in private as to
the right combinations of chemicals. So there I am, mister technician, spraying the balls with what everyone
thought was a cleansing solution to get rid of dust and
other grime that might have gotten into the bins. And all
I had to do was hold the winning ball in my hand while I
did so. The solution dries almost immediately. I surreptitiously drop the winning ball back into the bin and I’m all
set.”


  

  Jackson laughed. “People really should respect the
technicians of the world more, Mr. Donovan. They control everything because they control the machines that
control the flow of information. In fact, I use many of
them in my work. I didn’t need to buy off the leaders.
They’re useless because they’re incompetent showpieces.
Give me the worker bees any day.”


  Jackson stood up and put on a pair of thick gloves. “I
think that covers everything,” he said. “Now, after I finish with you, I’m going to visit LuAnn.”


  Damn me for a fool for not listening to you, LuAnn,


  Donovan thought to himself.


  Through the glove Jackson rubbed his injured hand
where the glass had cut him. He had many paybacks
planned for LuAnn.


  “Piece of advice, A-hole,” Donovan sputtered, “tangle
with that woman and she’ll cut your balls off.”


  “Thank you for your point of view.” Jackson gripped
Donovan tightly by the shoulders.


  “Why’re you keeping me alive, you son of a bitch?”
Donovan tried to pull back from him, but was far too
weak.


  

  “Actually, I’m not.” Jackson suddenly placed both
hands around the sides of Donovan’s head and gave it an
abrupt twist. The sound of bone cracking was slight but
unmistakable. Jackson lifted the dead man up and over
his shoulder. Carrying him down to the garage, Jackson
opened the front door of the Mercedes and pressed Donovan’s fingers against the steering wheel, dash, clock, and
several other surfaces that would leave good prints. Finally, Jackson clinched the dead man’s hand around the
gun he had used to kill Bobbie Jo Reynolds. Wrapping
the body in a blanket, Jackson loaded it in the trunk of the
Mercedes. He raced back into the house, retrieved his bag
and Donovan’s recorder, then returned to the garage and
climbed behind the wheel of the Mercedes. In a few minutes the car had left the very quiet neighborhood behind.
Jackson stopped by the side of the road, rolled down the
window, and hurled the gun into the woods before pulling
off again. Jackson would wait until nightfall and then a
certain local incinerator he had found on an earlier reconnaissance would prove to be Thomas Donovan’s final
resting place.


  As he drove on, Jackson thought briefly of how he
would deal with LuAnn Tyler and her new ally, Riggs.
Her disloyalty was now firmly established and there
would be no more reprieves. He would focus his undivided attention on that matter shortly. But first he had
something else to take care of.


   


  Jackson entered Donovan’s apartment, closed the door,
and took a moment to survey the premises. He was still
wearing the dead man’s face. Thus, even if he had been
spotted, it was of no concern to him. Donovan’s body had
been incinerated, but Jackson had a limited amount of
time to complete his search of the late reporter’s apartment. A journalist kept records, and those records were
what Jackson had come for. Very soon the housekeeper
would discover Bobbie Jo Reynolds’s body and would
call the police. Their search would very quickly, largely
through Jackson’s efforts, lead to Thomas Donovan.


  

  He searched the apartment rapidly but methodically
and soon found what he was looking for. He stacked the
record boxes in the middle of the small foyer. They were
the same ones Donovan had kept at the cottage in Charlottesville, filled with the results of his investigation into
the lottery. Next he logged on to Donovan’s computer
and did a search of the hard drive. Thankfully, Donovan
had not bothered to employ any passwords. The hard
drive was clear. He probably kept everything on disk for
portability. He looked at the back of the computer and
then behind the desk. No phone modem. Just to be sure,
Jackson again checked the icon screen. No computer services like America Online were present. Thus there was
no e-mail to search. How old-fashioned of Donovan, he
thought. Next he checked a stack of floppies in the desk
drawer and piled them all in one of the boxes. He would
look at them later.


  He was preparing to leave when he noted the phone answering machine in the living room. The red light was
blinking. He went over to the phone and hit the playback
button. The first three messages were innocuous. The
voice on the fourth message made Jackson jerk around
and bend his head low to catch every single word.


  Alicia Crane sounded nervous and scared. Where were
you, Thomas, she implored. You haven’t called. What
you were working on was too dangerous. Please, please
call me, the message said.


  Jackson rewound the tape and listened to Alicia’s voice
again. He hit another button on the machine. Finally, he
picked up the boxes and left the apartment.









  


  

  CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


  

  LuAnn looked at the Lincoln Memorial as she drove the
Honda over the Memorial Bridge. The water of the Potomac River was dark and choppy. Flecks of white foam
appeared but then quickly dissipated. It was the morning
rush hour and the traffic over the bridge was heavy. They
had spent one night in a motel near Fredericksburg while
they decided what to do. Then they had driven to the outskirts of Washington, D.C., and spent the night at a motel
near Arlington. Riggs had made some phone calls and
visited a couple of retail establishments preparing for the
events that would take place the next day. Then they had
sat in the motel room eating while Riggs had gone over
the plan, the details of which LuAnn quickly memorized.
With that completed they had turned out the lights. One
slept while the other kept watch. That was the plan at
least. However, neither one got much rest. Finally, they
both sat up, one curled around the other. Under any other
circumstances they would have probably made love. As it
was they spent the night looking out the window onto the
dark street, listening for any sound that might herald another wave of danger.


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” LuAnn said as they
drove along.


  “Hey, you said you trusted me.”


  “I do. I do trust you.”


  “LuAnn, I know what I’m doing. There are two things
I know: how to build things, and how the Bureau works.
This is the way to do it. The only way that makes sense.
You run, they’ll eventually find you.”


  “I got away before,” she said confidently.


  “You had some help and a better head start. You’d
never get out of the country now. So if you can’t run, you
do the reverse, you go right at them, take the offensive.”


  LuAnn focused on the traffic at the same time she was
thinking intently about what they were about to do. What
she was about to do. The only man she had ever absolutely trusted was Charlie. And that complete trust had
not come quickly, it had been built and then cemented
over a ten-year period. She had only known Riggs for a
very short time. And yet he had earned her trust, even in
a matter of days. His actions reached her far more deeply
than any words he could try to tempt her with.


  “Aren’t you nervous?” she asked. “I mean you don’t
really know what you’re going to be walking into.”


  He grinned at her. “That’s the really great part, isn’t
it?”


  

  “You’re a crazy man, Matthew Riggs, you really are.
All I want in my life is a little predictability, a semblance
of tranquillity, of normalcy even, and you’re salivating
over walking along the edge of the cliff.”


  “It’s all in how you look at it.” He looked out the window. “Here we are.” He pointed to an open spot on the
curb and she pulled over and parked. Riggs got out and
then poked his head back in. “You remember the plan?”


  LuAnn nodded. “Going over everything last night
helped. I can find it with no trouble.”


  “Good, see you soon.”


  As Riggs walked down the street to the pay phone,
LuAnn looked up at the large, ugly building. The J.
EDGAR HOOVER BUILDING was stenciled on its facade.
Home of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. These people were looking for her everywhere and here she was
parked ten feet from their damned headquarters. She
shivered and put on her sunglasses. Putting the car in
gear, she tried to keep her nerves in check. She hoped to
hell the man really knew what he was doing.


   


  Riggs made the phone call. The man on the other end
was understandably excited. Within a few minutes Riggs
was inside the Hoover Building and being escorted by an
armed guard to his destination.


  The conference room he was deposited in was large
but sparsely furnished. He passed by the chairs gathered
around the small table, and remained standing waiting for
them to arrive. He took a deep breath and almost cracked
a smile. He had come home, in a manner of speaking. He
scanned the room for any hidden cameras, and saw nothing obvious, which meant the room was probably under
both audio and video surveillance.


  He swung around when the door opened and two men
dressed in white shirts and similar ties entered.


  George Masters extended his hand. He was large,
nearly bald, but his figure was trim. Lou Berman sported
a severe crew cut and a grim demeanor.


  “It’s been a long time, Dan.”


  Riggs shook his hand. “It’s Matt now. Dan’s dead, remember, George?”


  George Masters cleared his throat, looked nervously
around, and motioned Riggs to sit down at the nicked-up
table. After they were all seated, George Masters inclined
his head toward the other man. “Lou Berman, he’s heading up the investigation we discussed over the phone.”
Berman nodded curtly at Riggs.


  Masters looked at Berman. “Dan”—Masters paused,
correcting himself—“Matt was one of the best damned
undercover agents we ever had.”


  “Sacrificed a lot in the name of justice, didn’t I,
George?” Riggs eyed him evenly.


  “You want a cigarette?” Masters asked. “If I remember
correctly, you were a smoker.”


  “Gave it up, too dangerous.” He looked over at
Berman. “George here will tell you I stayed in the ball
game one inning too many. Right, George? Sort of
against my will, though.”


  “That was all a long time ago.”


  “Funny, it still seems like yesterday to me.”


  “Goes with the territory, Matt.”


  

  “That’s easy to say when you haven’t watched your
wife get her brains blown out because of what her husband did for a living. How’s your wife by the way,
George? Three kids too, right? Having kids and a wife
must be nice.”


  “All right, Matt. I get your point. I’m sorry.”


  Riggs swallowed hard. He was feeling far more emotion than he had expected, but it did feel like yesterday
and he had waited half a decade to say this. “It would’ve
meant a lot more if you had said it five years ago,
George.”


  Riggs’s stare was so intense that Masters finally had to
look down.


  “Let’s get down to it,” Riggs finally said, breaking out
of the past.


  Masters put his elbows up on the table and glanced
over at him. “FYI, I was in Charlottesville two nights
ago.”


  “Beautiful little college town.”


  “Visited a couple of places. Thought I might see you.”


  “I’m a working man. Gotta keep busy.”


  Masters eyed the sling. “Accident?”


  “The construction business can be very hazardous. I’m
here to strike a deal, George. A mutually satisfactory
deal.”


  “Do you know where LuAnn Tyler is?” Berman leaned
forward, his eyes darting all over Riggs’s face.


  Riggs cocked his head at the other man. “I’ve got her
down in the car, Lou, you want to go check? Here.” Riggs
reached in his pocket, pulled out a set of keys, and dangled them in front of the FBI agent. They were the keys
to his house, but Riggs figured Berman wouldn’t take
him up on the offer.


  “I’m not here to play games,” Berman snarled.


  

  Riggs put the keys away and leaned forward. “Neither
am I. Like I said, I’m here to make a deal. You want to
hear it?”


  “Why should we deal? How do we know you’re not
working with Tyler?”


  “What do you care if I am?”


  Berman’s face turned red. “She’s a criminal.”


  “I worked with criminals most of my career, Lou. And
who says she’s a criminal?”


  “The state of Georgia.”


  “Have you really looked at that case? I mean really
looked at it. My sources say it’s bullshit.”


  “Your sources?” Berman almost laughed.


  Masters intervened. “I’ve looked at it, Matt. It probably is bullshit.” He glowered over at Berman. “And even
if it isn’t, it’s Georgia’s problem, not ours.”


  “Right, and your interests should lie elsewhere.”


  Berman refused to give it up. “She’s also a tax evader.
She won a hundred million bucks and then disappeared
for ten years and hasn’t paid Uncle Sam a dime.”


  “I thought you were an FBI agent, not an accountant,”
Riggs shot back.


  “Let’s settle down, guys,” Masters said.


  Riggs leaned forward. “I thought you’d be a lot more
interested in the person behind LuAnn Tyler, the person
behind a lot of people. The invisible guy with billions of
dollars running around the planet playing games, causing
havoc, making your lives miserable. Now, do you want to
get to him, or do you want to talk to LuAnn Tyler about
her itemized deductions?”


  “What are you suggesting?”


  Riggs sat back. “Just like old times, George. We reel in
the big fish and let the little one go.”


  “I don’t like it,” Berman grumbled.


  Riggs’s eyes played over the man’s features. “Based
upon my experience at the Bureau, catching the big fish
gets you promoted and, more important, gets you pay
raises; delivering the small fry doesn’t.”


  “Don’t lecture me on the FBI, Riggs, I’ve been around
the block a few times.”


  “Good, Lou, then I shouldn’t have to waste time on
this crap. We deliver you the man and LuAnn Tyler
walks. And I mean from everything—federal, taxes, and
the state of Georgia.”


  “We can’t guarantee that, Matt. The boys at the IRS go
their own way.”


  “Well, maybe she pays some money.”


  “Maybe she pays a lot of money.”


  “But no jail. Unless we can agree on that, it’s a no go.
You have to make the murder charge go away.”


  “How about we arrest you right now and hold you until
you tell us where she is?” Berman was inching forward,
crowding Riggs.


  “Then how about you never break the biggest case of
your career. Because LuAnn Tyler will disappear again
and you’ll be stuck at point A again. And on what charge
would you be holding me by the way?”


  “Accessory,” Berman fired back.


  “Accessory to what?”


  Berman thought for a moment. “Aiding and abetting a
fugitive.”


  “What proof do you have of that? What actual proof do
you have that I even know where she is, or have ever
even met her?”


  “You’ve been investigating her. We saw the notes in
your house.”


  “Oh, so you came by my house on your visit to Charlottesville? You should’ve called ahead. I would’ve fixed
up something nice for dinner.”


  “And we found lots of interesting stuff,” Berman
snapped.


  “Good for you. Can I see the search warrant you used
to enter my premises without permission?”


  Berman started to say something and then clamped his
mouth shut.


  A thin smile broke across Riggs’s face. “Great. No
search warrant. All inadmissible. And since when is it a
crime to make a phone call and get some public
information on someone? Considering that I got that information
from the Feds.”


  “Your WPP handler, not us,” Berman said threateningly.


  “I guess I treat all you guys as one big, happy family.”


  Masters started speaking slowly. “Supposing we do go
along, you haven’t given us the connection between Tyler
and this other person.”


  Riggs had been expecting this question and was surprised it hadn’t come up before. “He had to get the money
from somewhere.”


  Masters considered this statement for a moment, and
then his eyes flickered. “Listen, Matt, this is a little bigger than you probably know.” He looked over at Berman
briefly before continuing. “We know—or rather we
think—the lottery was…” Masters paused, searching for
the right words. “We believe the lottery may have been
compromised. Was it?”


  Riggs sat back in his chair and tapped his fingers on
the table. “Maybe.”


  Masters again chose his words carefully. “Let me make
this real clear to you. The president, the A.G., the director of the FBI, they’ve all been apprised of this possibility. I can tell you that their collective reaction was one of
absolute shock.”


  “Bully for them.”


  Masters ignored Riggs’s sarcastic tone. “If the lottery
was fixed, then this situation has to be handled very delicately.”


  Riggs chuckled. “Translation: If it ever gets out to the
public, half the guys in Washington, including the president, the A.G., the director, and you two guys, will probably be looking through the want ads. So what you’re
suggesting is a major cover-up.”


  “Hey, this all probably happened ten years ago. It didn’t
occur on our watch,” Berman said.


  “Gee, Lou, that’ll go over real big with John Q. Public.
All of your butts are on the line here and you know it.”


  Masters banged his fist down on the table. “Do you realize what would happen if it becomes public that the lottery was fixed?” Masters said hotly. “Can you imagine
the lawsuits, the investigations, the scandals, the blow it
would give the old U.S. of A. right in the gut? It would
almost be like the country defaulting on its debt. It cannot be allowed to happen. It will not be allowed to happen.”


  “So what’s your suggestion, George?”


  

  Masters rapidly calmed down and ticked off the points
with his fingers. “You bring in Tyler. We question her, we
get her cooperation. With that information in hand we
bring in the people—”


  “Person, George,” Riggs interrupted. “There’s just one
of him, but let me tell you, he’s a very special one.”


  “Okay, so with Tyler’s help we nail him.”


  “And what happens to LuAnn Tyler?”


  Masters spread his hands helplessly. “Come on, Matt,
she’s got a state murder warrant out. She hasn’t paid taxes
for almost a decade. I have to assume she was in on the
lottery scam. That all adds up to a few lifetimes in prison,
but I’ll settle for just one, maybe half of one if she’s real
cooperative, but I can’t guarantee it.”


  Riggs stood up. “Well, guys, it was nice talking to
you.”


  Berman was up in an instant and he slid over to the
door, blocking Riggs’s exit.


  “Lou, I’ve still got one good arm, and the fist attached
to it is just itching like hell to plant one right across your
face.” Riggs started to advance menacingly toward the
door.


  “Wait a minute, just hold it. Both of you sit down,”
Masters bellowed.


  Riggs and Berman engaged in a suitably lengthy stare-down and then slowly returned to their seats.


  Riggs stared over at Masters. “If you think the
woman’s going to waltz in here so she can risk her life in
order to bring this guy down and then be rewarded by
spending the rest of her life in prison, then you’ve hung
around the Bureau too long, George. Your brains are
gone.”


  

  Riggs pointed a finger at him. “Let me fill you in on
something. It’s the game of life and it’s called ‘who’s got
the leverage.’ You call up the state of Georgia and tell
them that LuAnn Tyler is no longer wanted for murder
there, or for anything else. If she’s got a friggin’ parking
ticket outstanding, then it’s wiped out. You understand
me? Squeaky clean. Then you call up the IRS and you tell
them that she’ll pay what she owes, but they can forget
jail time. As far as being involved in any lottery scam, if
the statute of limitations hasn’t already expired, then that
goes away too. The tiniest infraction that could possibly
put her in jail for even a second gets blotted out. Gone.
She’s a free person.”


  “Are you nuts?” Berman said.


  “Or?” Masters said quietly, his eyes fixed on Riggs.


  “Or, we go public with everything, George. What does
she have to lose? If she’s going to go to prison for life,
then she’s going to have to have some hobbies to fill up
her days. I’m thinking appearances on Sixty Minutes,
Dateline, Prime Time Live, maybe even Oprah. A book
deal would probably be in the cards too. She can just talk
her little heart out about the lottery being fixed, how the
president and the A.G. and the FBI director wanted to
cover it all up to save their jobs and how they were stupid enough to let a master criminal who’s been wreaking
worldwide havoc for years walk away so they could put
a young woman who grew up dirt-poor in prison for
doing something all of us would’ve done in an instant!”


  Riggs sat back and looked at both men. “That, gentlemen, is what I mean by leverage.”


  

  While Masters considered this, Berman snorted. “One
guy? I don’t believe that. We’re looking at a big organization. No way could one person do all the stuff I’ve been
seeing on my radar screen. We haven’t been able to prove
anything, but we know there are multiple players.”


  Riggs thought back to the cottage, right before the
knife sliced into his arm. He had stared right into the
most deadly pair of eyes he had ever seen. Over the years
working undercover in some very dangerous situations,
he had been scared before; he was only human after all.
But he had never before felt the nervous terror those eyes
had aroused in him. If he had had a crucifix handy, he
would have pulled it out to ward the guy off.


  He looked at Berman. “You know, Lou, you’d be surprised. This guy is a master of disguise. He can probably
play enough roles to fill a Broadway musical. And by
going it alone, he never has to worry about anyone turning snitch on him or trying to cut him out.”


  Masters started speaking in low tones as he tried a different tack. “Remember, Matt, not so long ago, you were
one of us. You might want to think about that. You’ve obviously gained Tyler’s confidence. You bring her in, well,
let’s just say your government would be very grateful. No
more sawing and hammering to make a living.”


  “Let me think about that for a second, George.” Riggs
closed his eyes, reopened them almost instantaneously,
and said, “Go to hell.”


  He and Masters locked eyes. “What do you say,
George? Is it a deal? Or do I go and phone Oprah?”


  Slowly, almost imperceptibly, Masters nodded.


  “I’d really love to hear you say it, George.”


  Berman started to cut in, but Masters stared him into
silence.


  “Yes, it’s a deal,” Masters said, “no jail.”


  “Georgia too?”


  “Georgia too.”


  “You sure you can do that? I know your authority is
limited there.” Riggs’s tone was taunting.


  “Mine is, but I don’t think the president of the United
States has that same problem. My instructions are to
avoid public exposure at all costs. I guarantee that either
he or the A.G. will make that phone call.”


  “Good, now get the director and the attorney general in
here, because I want to hear the same things from them.
By the way, is the president busy today?”


  “There’s no way in hell the president is meeting with
you.”


  “Then get the director and the A.G. in here, George.
Right now.”


  “You don’t trust my word?”


  “Let’s just say your track record hasn’t inspired my
confidence all that much. And I take comfort in numbers.” He nodded at the phone. “Make the call.”


  Masters and Riggs stared across at each other for at
least a minute. Then Masters slowly picked up the phone
and spoke into it at length. It took some schedule-juggling, but within thirty minutes the director of the FBI
and the attorney general of the United States were sitting
across from Riggs. Riggs presented the same deal to them
he had presented to Masters, and he extracted the same
promises.


  Riggs rose. “Thank you for your cooperation.”


  Berman got up too. “All right, if we’re working together now, bring Tyler in, we can wire her, get a team together, and go get this ‘one man crime wave.’ ”


  “Uh-uh, Lou. The deal was I’d bring him in, not the
FBI.”


  Berman looked ready to explode. “Listen you—”


  “Shut up, Lou!” The FBI director’s eyes bored into
him and then he turned to look at Riggs. “You really think
you can pull this off?”


  Riggs smiled. “Have I ever let you guys down before?”
He glanced over at Masters.


  Masters didn’t return the smile, but just continued to
study Riggs’s face. “If you don’t, all bets are off. For
Tyler.” He paused and then added ominously, “And you.
Your cover’s blown. And I’m not sure how much incentive we’d have to reestablish it. And your enemies are
still plenty active.”


  Riggs walked across the room to the door, but then
turned back. “Well, George, I never really expected anything less from you guys. Oh, and don’t try to have me
followed. That’ll just piss me off and waste a lot of time.
Okay?”


  Masters nodded quickly. “Sure, don’t sweat it.”


  The big-voiced attorney general asked a final question.
“Was the lottery fixed, Mr. Riggs?”


  Riggs looked back at her. “You bet it was. And you
want to know the kicker? It looks like the United States
Lottery was used to finance the plans of one of the most
dangerous psychopaths I’ve personally ever seen. I truly
hope this never makes it onto the six o’clock news.” His
eyes swept the room taking in the steadily rising panic in
each of their faces. “Have a good day.” Riggs closed the
door behind him.


  The rest of the group looked around at each other.
“Holy shit,” was all the director could say, his head swaying from side to side.


  

  Masters picked up the phone and spoke into it. “He’s
leaving the building now. He’ll know he’s being followed. Make it a short leash, but give him some room.
He’s an expert at this stuff, so he’ll take you for a waltz
around the city and then try to lose you. Be alert! When
he hooks up with Tyler, communicate with me immediately. Keep them under surveillance, but don’t approach
them.” He looked over at the A.G., who nodded her assent. Masters hung up the phone and took a deep breath.


  “Do you believe Riggs’s story that it’s only one man
behind all this?” the director asked, looking nervously at
Masters.


  “It sounds incredible, but I hope to God it’s true,” said
Masters. “I’d rather be dealing with one guy than some
worldwide crime syndicate.” The A.G. and director both
nodded in agreement.


  Berman looked around with questioning eyes. “So
what’s the plan here?”


  The director cleared his throat heavily and said, “We
can’t ever let this come out, you all know that. No matter
what happens. No matter who gets hurt. Even if Riggs is
successful and we are able to apprehend this person and
any others involved in the scheme, then we still face a
major problem.”


  The A.G. folded her arms across her chest and picked
up this line of thought. “Even if we can build a case
against him on all the other activities this person will
know he has ‘leverage,’ to use Riggs’s term. And he’ll
use the same threat Riggs used. Deal with him or he goes
public. I can just see his defense lawyer salivating over
that one.” She involuntarily shuddered.


  “So what you’re saying is this thing can never go to
trial,” Berman said. “What then?”


  The A.G. ignored the question and instead asked Masters, “You think Riggs is playing straight with us?”


  Masters shrugged. “He was one of the best at undercover operations. To do that you have to lie on a regular
basis and appear not to be. Truth takes a backseat. Sometimes reality becomes blurred. And old habits die hard.”


  “Meaning we can’t completely trust him,” the A.G.
said.


  Masters looked thoughtful for a moment. “No more
than he can trust us.”


  “Well,” the director said, “there’s the strong possibility
that we won’t bring this guy in alive.” He looked around
the room. “Right?”


  They all nodded. Masters ventured, “If he’s half as
dangerous as Riggs says he is, I’d shoot first and ask no
questions later. Then maybe our problem goes away.”


  “And what about Riggs and Tyler?” the A.G. asked.


  Berman answered, “Well, if we’re going to go that
route, you never know who might get caught in the crossfire. I mean none of us wants that to happen, of course,”
he quickly added, “but like Riggs’s wife, you know, innocent people sometimes die.”


  “Tyler is hardly innocent!” the director said angrily.


  “That’s right,” Masters said. “And if Riggs is tying his
allegiances to her instead of us, well then he has to accept
the consequences. Whatever they may be.”


  

  All of them looked at each other uneasily. Under normal circumstances, none of them would have been remotely contemplating any of this. They had dedicated
their lives to apprehending criminals and then seeing
them receive a fair trial before a court of law for their offenses. They’re now silently praying that justice wouldn’t
happen this time, that instead several human beings
would die before a judge or jury ever heard their case,
was not sitting well with any of them. However, in this
present case, they were all confronted with something
much larger than merely hunting down a criminal. Here
the truth was far more dangerous.


  “Whatever the consequences may be,” the director quietly repeated.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY


  Walking down the street, Riggs looked at his watch. The
clock housing was actually a sophisticated recording device; the tiny perforations in the leather strap were the
speaker component. The day before, he had spent some
time in a well-known “spy shop” four blocks from the
FBI building. The technology had certainly gotten better
over the years. At least his deal with the government was
recorded somewhere other than in his memory. With operations like this, he shouldn’t put too much faith in anyone, no matter which side he was on.


  

  Riggs knew that the government could never allow the
truth to come out. In this case capturing the criminal alive
was just as bad as not capturing him, maybe worse. And
anyone who knew the truth was in serious jeopardy, and
not just from Jackson. Riggs knew that the FBI would
never intentionally gun down an innocent person. But he
knew the FBI hardly regarded LuAnn as innocent. And
since Riggs had thrown his support her way, he was automatically lumped with her as the enemy. If it got dicey
toward the end, which Riggs knew it would, and if
LuAnn were anywhere near Jackson, well, the FBI might
not be real careful about who they were firing at. Riggs
didn’t expect Jackson to go down quietly. He would take
out as many agents as he could. Riggs had seen that in his
eyes at the cottage. The man had no respect for human
life. To him a person was merely a factor to be manipulated and eliminated if circumstances called for it. As an
undercover agent, Riggs had dealt with people like that
for years. People almost as dangerous as Jackson. Given
those elements, the FBI would err on the side of killing
the man rather than taking him alive; they wouldn’t risk
the life of an agent in order to ensure that the man would
stand trial. Riggs was well aware that the government had
no incentive to bring Jackson to trial and every incentive
not to. So Riggs’s job was to flush out Jackson and then
the Feds could do what they wanted. If that was pumping
the man full of lead, Riggs would be glad to help them do
so. But he was going to keep LuAnn as far away from the
man as humanly possible. She was not going to be caught
in the crossfire. He had been through that once. History
was not going to repeat itself.


  Riggs didn’t bother to look behind him. He knew he
was already under surveillance. Despite Masters’s assurances to the contrary, he would have immediately ordered
a tail. Riggs would’ve done the same thing in his position. Now he had to beat the tail before meeting up with
LuAnn. He smiled. Just like old times.


  * * *


   


  While Riggs had been dealing with the FBI, LuAnn
had driven to another pay phone and dialed a certain
phone number. It rang several times and LuAnn thought
she would probably get the standard automated message.
Then a voice answered. She could barely recognize it, the
connection was so bad.


  “Charlie?”


  “LuAnn?”


  “Where are you?”


  “On the road. I can barely hear you. Hold on, I’m passing some power lines.”


  In a moment, the connection was much clearer.


  “That’s better,” LuAnn said.


  “Hang on, there’s someone who wants to talk to you.”


  “Mom?”


  “Hello, baby.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, sweetie, I told you Mommy would be fine.”


  “Uncle Charlie said you and Mr. Riggs saw each
other.”


  “That’s right. He’s helping me. With things.”


  “I’m glad you’re not alone. I miss you.”


  “I miss you too, Lisa, I can’t tell you how much.”


  “Can we come home soon?”


  Home? Where was home now? “I think so, baby.
Mommy’s working really hard on that right now.”


  “I love you.”


  “Oh, sweetie, I love you too.”


  “Here’s Uncle Charlie.”


  “Lisa?”


  “Yes?”


  “I mean to keep my promise to you. I’m going to tell
you everything. The truth. Okay?”


  The voice was small, a little scared. “All right, Mom.”


  When Charlie came back on the phone, LuAnn told
him to just listen. She filled him in on the latest events including Riggs’s plan and his real background.


  Charlie could barely contain himself. “I’m pulling over
at a rest stop in two minutes. Call me back.”


  When LuAnn did so, Charlie’s tone was heated. “Are
you crazy?”


  “Where’s Lisa?”


  “In the rest room.”


  “Is it safe?”


  “I’m right outside the door and the place is packed
with families. Now answer my question.”


  “No, I don’t think I’m crazy.”


  “You let Riggs, an ex–FBI agent, walk into the Hoover
Building and cut a deal for you. How in the hell do you
know he’s not selling you down the river right now?”


  “I trust him.”


  “Trust him?” Charlie’s face turned crimson. “You
barely know him. LuAnn, this is a big mistake, darling. A
damned big one.”


  “I don’t think so. Riggs is playing straight. I know he
is. I’ve learned some things about him in the last few
days.”


  “Like he’s an experienced undercover agent who’s an
expert at lying.”


  LuAnn blinked for a second as these words sank in. A
small seed of doubt suddenly grew, invading her confidence in Matthew Riggs.


  “LuAnn, are you there?”


  She gripped the phone hard. “Yes. Well, if he did sell
me down the river, it won’t be long before I find out.”


  “You’ve got to get out of there. You said you’ve got the
car. Get the hell out of there.”


  “Charlie, he saved my life. Jackson almost killed him
while he was trying to help me.”


  Charlie was silent for a minute. He was having an internal conflict and was highly uncomfortable with it.
From everything LuAnn had just told him, Riggs probably was going to bat for her. Charlie thought he knew
why: The man was in love with her. Was LuAnn in love
with him? Why shouldn’t she be? And where did that
leave him? The fact was, Charlie wanted Riggs to be
lying. He wanted the man out of their lives. That thought
was skewing his whole mental process. But Charlie did
love LuAnn. And he loved Lisa too. He had always put
his own interests behind theirs. And with that thought his
inner conflict disappeared. “LuAnn, I’ll go with your instincts. Riggs is probably okay, now that I think about it.
Just keep your eyes open, will you?”


  “I will, Charlie. Where are you?”


  “We headed through West Virginia, then into Kentucky, skirted the edge of Tennessee, and now we’re
floating back toward Virginia.”


  “I’ve gotta go now. I’ll call later today and fill you in.”


  “I hope the rest of today isn’t as exciting as the last two
were.”


  “You and me both. Thanks, Charlie.”


  “For what? I haven’t done anything.”


  “Now who’s lying?”


  “Take care of yourself.”


  

  LuAnn hung up the phone. She would be meeting
Riggs soon if everything went according to plan. As she
walked back to the car, Charlie’s initial reaction came
back to her. Could she trust Riggs? She slid into the front
seat of the Honda. She had left it running because she had
no keys and didn’t share Riggs’s skills at hot-wiring automobiles. She was about to put the car in gear when her
hand stopped. This was no time for doubts, and yet she
was suddenly overwhelmed with them. Her hand refused
to move.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


  Riggs walked slowly down Ninth Street, looking casually around, as if he had all the time in the world. A gust
of freezing air hit him. He stopped, gingerly slipped off
the sling, and put his injured arm in the sleeve of his overcoat, buttoning it all the way up. As the bitter wind continued to blow down the street, Riggs pulled up the collar
of his overcoat, took a knit cap emblazoned with the
Washington Redskins logo from his pocket, and pulled it
tightly over his head so that only the lower part of his
reddening face was visible. He entered a corner convenience store.


  The two teams of agents that were following him, one
on foot, the other in a gray Ford, swiftly moved into position. One team covered the front of the store, the other
the rear. They knew Riggs was an experienced undercover agent and they weren’t taking any chances.


  Riggs appeared carrying a newspaper under his arm,
walked down the street, and hailed a taxi. The agents
quickly climbed into the sedan, and it followed the taxi.


  Moments after the sedan disappeared, the real Matt
Riggs, wearing a dark felt cap, emerged from the store
and walked quickly in the opposite direction. The key
had been the brightly colored knit cap. His pursuers
would have focused on the burgundy and gold colors like
a ship’s beacon to pinpoint their man and would not notice the subtle differences in the overcoats, pants, and
shoes. He had called in a favor last night from an old
friend who had thought Riggs long dead. The FBI was
now tailing that old friend to his job at a law firm near the
White House. The man lived near the FBI building, so his
being in the vicinity would not be difficult to explain.
And a lot of Washingtonians wore Redskins knit caps this
time of year. Finally, the FBI couldn’t possibly know of
the long ago connection between the two men. The agents
would question him briefly, realize their mistake, report
back to Masters and the director, and get their heads
handed to them for their morning troubles.


  Riggs climbed in a cab and gave an address. The car
sped off. He ran a hand through his hair. He was glad to
get that one under his belt. He and LuAnn were a long
way from being home free, but it felt good to know he
still had it, at least in small doses. As the cab stopped at
a red light, Riggs opened the newspaper he had purchased at the store.


  

  Staring back at him from the front page were two photos. One person he knew, the other was a stranger to him.
He quickly read the story and then looked at the pictures
again. With a press badge dangling around his neck and a
small notepad and pen peeking out from his shirt pocket,
a sleepy-eyed Thomas Donovan looked like he had just
climbed off a plane from covering some major news
event on the other side of the world.


  The woman in the photo next to his could not have
struck a greater contrast to the reporter’s disheveled
image. The dress was elegant, the hair and makeup obviously professionally done and thus impeccable, the background almost surreal in its abundant luxury: a charity
event where the rich and famous caucused to raise money
for the less fortunate. Roberta Reynolds had been a longtime participant in such events and the story said her brutal murder had robbed the Washington area’s charitable
community of a great benefactor. Only one line of the
story recounted the source of Reynold’s wealth: a sixty-five-million-dollar lottery win ten years earlier. She was
apparently worth far more than that now. Or, at least, now
her estate was.


  

  She had been murdered—allegedly, the story reported,
by one Thomas Donovan. He had been seen around the
woman’s home. A message from Donovan requesting an
interview was on the dead woman’s answering machine.
Donovan’s prints had been found on a carafe of water and
a glass in Reynolds’s home, which indicated the two had
indeed met. And, finally, the pistol apparently used to
slaughter Roberta Reynolds had been found in a wooded
area about a mile from her home, along with her Mercedes, with Donovan’s prints all over both of them. The
murdered woman had been discovered lying on her bed.
Evidence indicated she had been bound and held for
some period of time, so that the crime was obviously premeditated, the paper said. There was an APB out on
Donovan and the police were confident they would soon
apprehend him.


  Riggs finished reading the story and slowly folded up
the newspaper. He knew the police were completely
wrong. Donovan hadn’t killed Reynolds. And it was
highly likely that Donovan was dead as well. Riggs took
a deep breath and thought about how he would break the
news to LuAnn.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


  The burly man looked around at the other pricey homes
in the Georgetown neighborhood. Fiftyish with pale skin
and a neatly trimmed mustache, the man hitched up his
pants, tucked his shirt in, and rang the bell next to the
front door.


  Alicia Crane opened the door, looking anxious and
tired.


  “Yes?”


  “Alicia Crane?”


  “Yes.”


  The man flashed his identification. “Hank Rollins,
homicide detective, Fairfax County, Virginia.”


  Alicia stared at the man’s photo and the badge affixed
to it. “I’m not sure—”


  “Are you an acquaintance of Thomas Donovan?”


  Alicia closed her eyes and bit her lip on the inside.
When she reopened her eyes she said, “Yes.”


  Rollins rubbed his hands together. “Ma’am, I’ve got
some questions to ask you. We can either do it down at
the station or you can ask me in before I freeze to death,
it’s your call.”


  Alicia immediately opened the door. “Of course, I’m
sorry.” She led him down the hallway to the living room.
After settling him down on the sofa she asked him if he
wanted coffee.


  “That’d be great, yes, ma’am.”


  As soon as she left the room, Rollins lurched to his feet
and looked around the room. One item commanded his
immediate attention. The photo of Donovan, his arm
around Alicia Crane. It looked to be of recent vintage.
They both looked extremely happy.


  Rollins was holding the photo in his hands when Alicia walked back in carrying a tray with two cups of coffee and some creamer and two blue packets of Equal.


  She lowered the tray to the coffee table. “I couldn’t
find the sugar. The housekeeper ran an errand. She’ll be
back in about an hour and I don’t usually—” Her eyes
caught the photo.


  “May I have that?” she asked. She set down the tray
and held out her hand.


  Rollins quickly passed the photo over and returned to
his seat. “I’ll get to the point, Ms. Crane. You’ve read the
newspaper, I assume?”


  “You mean that pack of lies.” Her eyes flashed for an
instant.


  

  “Well, I’ll agree that it’s all largely speculation at this
time; however, there’s a lot of things pointing toward
Thomas Donovan having killed Roberta Reynolds.”


  “His fingerprints and his gun?”


  “It’s an active homicide investigation, Ms. Crane, so I
can’t really go into it with you, but, yes, things like that.”


  “Thomas wouldn’t hurt anyone.”


  Rollins shifted his bulk around, picked up a cup of coffee, and stirred some cream into it. He tasted the result
and then poured the contents of an Equal pack into the
cup before he resumed speaking. “But he did go visit
Roberta Reynolds.”


  Alicia crossed her arms and glared at him. “Did he?”


  “He never mentioned it to you, that he was going to
meet with her?”


  “He told me nothing.”


  Rollins pondered this for a moment. “Ma’am, we got
your name off Donovan’s answering machine at his
apartment. You sounded upset, said what he was working
on was dangerous.” Alicia didn’t take the bait. “Also his
place had been ransacked, all his records, files, everything gone.”


  Alicia started to shake, finally steadying herself by
grasping the arm of the chair she was sitting in.


  “Ms. Crane, you might want to have some of that coffee. You don’t look too good.”


  “I’m all right.” However, she did raise the cup and take
several nervous sips.


  “Well, if, as you say, someone went through Thomas’s
apartment, then there must be someone else involved.
You should focus your efforts on apprehending that person.”


  

  “I’m not arguing with you on that point, but I have to
have something to go on. I guess I don’t have to tell you
that Ms. Reynolds was a very prominent member of the
community and we’re getting a lot of heat to find her
killer, pronto. Now I’ve already talked to someone at the
Trib. He told me Donovan was working on a story having
to do with lottery winners. And Roberta Reynolds was
one of those winners. Now, I’m not a reporter, but when
you’re talking that kind of money, maybe somebody
would have a motive for murder.”


  Alicia smiled for an instant.


  “Something you want to tell me?”


  Alicia returned to her prim manner and shook her
head.


  “Ms. Crane, I’ve been working homicide since my
youngest was born and now he’s got his own kids. Don’t
take this the wrong way, but you’re holding out on me
and I’d like to know why. Murder isn’t something you
want to screw around with.” He looked at the elegant
room. “Murderers and those who assist murderers don’t
end up in places nearly as nice as this one.”


  Alicia’s eyes bulged at him. “What are you implying?”


  “I’m not implying a damn thing. I came here looking
for facts. I listened to your voice on Donovan’s answering machine. That voice told me two things: First, you
were scared for him; second, you knew exactly why you
were scared for him.”


  Alicia kneaded and kneaded her lap with her fisted
hands. She closed and opened her eyes several times.
Rollins waited patiently while she went through her
decision-making process.


  When she started speaking it was in quick bursts.
Rollins whipped out his notebook and scribbled.


  “Thomas had initially started investigating the lottery
because he was convinced that several top money management firms were taking the winners’ money and either
losing it or charging such huge commissions, churning,
he called it, that the winners were left with nothing. He
also hated the government for, in essence, leaving these
poor people exposed to all of that. And then so many of
them not understanding how to handle their taxes, and
then the IRS coming in and taking everything back. And
more. Leaving them with nothing.”


  “How did he arrive at that conclusion?”


  “Bankruptcies,” she said simply. “All these people
were winning all this money and then they were declaring bankruptcy.”


  Rollins scratched his head. “Well, I’ve read about that
from time to time. I always chalked it up to the winners’
not being money savvy. You know, spend everything they
get, forget to pay taxes, that kind of stuff, like you said.
Pretty soon, you can work your way right through all
those winnings. Hell, I’d probably do the same thing, just
go nuts.”


  “Well, Thomas didn’t think that was all there was to it.
But then he discovered something else.” She took another
sip of coffee, her face coloring prettily as she recalled
Thomas Donovan’s cleverness.


  “Which was?” Rollins prodded.


  “Which was the fact that twelve lottery winners in a
row didn’t declare bankruptcy.”


  “So?”


  

  “So Thomas’s research went back many years. In all
that time the ratio of winners to bankrupt was completely
consistent. Then, right in the middle of this consistency
were twelve who didn’t. Not only didn’t they declare
bankruptcy but they grew far wealthier.”


  Rollins rubbed his chin, unconvinced. “I’m still not
seeing a story here.”


  “Thomas wasn’t clear in his mind about that yet. But
he was getting closer. He called me regularly from the
road to let me know how things were going, what he had
found out. That’s why I was so worried when I hadn’t
heard from him.”


  Rollins looked at his notebook. “Right. You mentioned
danger in your phone message.”


  “Thomas tracked down one of the twelve lottery winners.” Alicia paused and struggled to remember the name.
“LuAnn somebody. Tyler, that’s right, LuAnn Tyler. He
said she was charged with murdering somebody right before she won the lottery and then she disappeared. He
tracked her down, partly through her tax records. He went
to visit her.”


  “Now, where was this?” Rollins was again scribbling
in his notebook.


  “Charlottesville. Lovely country, some of the most
beautiful estates. Have you ever been?”


  “On my salary, I’m not really into estate shopping.
What next?”


  “He confronted the woman.”


  “And?”


  “And she cracked. Or almost did. Thomas said you can
always tell by the eyes.”


  “Uh-huh.” Rollins rolled his own eyes. “So what was
Donovan’s angle?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “His angle. What story was he going to write that you
thought put him in danger?”


  “Oh, well, the woman was a murderer. She had killed
once, she could kill again.”


  Rollins smiled lightly. “I see.”


  “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.”


  “I take my work very seriously. I just don’t see the connection. Are you suggesting that this LuAnn person killed
Roberta Reynolds? Why would she do that? We don’t
even know if they knew each other. Are you suggesting
that she may have threatened Donovan?”


  “I’m not suggesting that LuAnn Tyler threatened or
murdered anyone. I mean I have no proof of that.”


  “Then what?” Rollins was struggling to maintain his
patience.


  Alicia looked away. “I… I don’t know. I mean I’m
not sure.”


  Rollins stood up, closing his notebook. “Well, if I need
any more information I’ll be in touch.”


  Alicia just sat there, her face pale, her eyes shut.
Rollins was almost at the door when she spoke. “The lottery was fixed.”


  Rollins slowly turned and walked back into the living
room. “Fixed?”


  “He called two days ago and told me that. Thomas
made me promise not to breathe a word to anyone.” She
clutched at the hem of her skirt in her anxiety. “That
LuAnn Tyler person practically admitted that the lottery
was fixed. Thomas sounded, well, he sounded a little
frightened. And now, I’m just so worried about him. He
was supposed to call again, but never did.”


  Rollins parked his bulk on the sofa once more. “What
else did he tell you?”


  “That he had contacted the other eleven winners, but
that only one had called him back.” Her lips trembled.
“Roberta Reynolds.”


  “So Donovan did meet with her.” His tone was accusatory.


  Alicia rubbed a tear from her eye. She didn’t speak but
merely shook her head. Finally she said, “He had been
working on this story for a long time, but he only recently
confided in me. He was scared. I could tell in his voice.”
She cleared her throat. “He had at least arranged to meet
with Roberta Reynolds. The meeting was to take place
yesterday morning. I haven’t heard from him since that
time, and he’d promised to call me right after it was over.
Oh, God, I know something terrible has happened.”


  “Did he tell you who fixed the lottery?”


  “No, but LuAnn Tyler told him to watch out for somebody. A man. That this person would kill him, that he was
on Thomas’s trail and would find him. That he was very
dangerous. I’m sure this person had something to do with
that woman’s death.”


  Rollins sat back and stared sadly at her and took a big
gulp of the hot coffee.


  Alicia didn’t look up. “I told Thomas to go to the police with what he knew.”


  Rollins sat forward. “Did he?”


  She shook her head fiercely. “Dammit no!” A huge
breath escaped her lungs. “I pleaded with him to. If someone had fixed the lottery, all that money. I mean people
would kill for that. You’re a policeman, aren’t I right
about that?”


  “I know people who’d cut your heart out for a couple
of singles,” was Rollins’s chilling reply. He looked down
at his empty coffee cup. “Got any more?”


  Alicia started. “What? Oh, yes, I just made a fresh
pot.”


  Rollins took out his notepad again. “Okay, when you
get back, we’ll have to go over every detail and then I’m
calling in some reinforcements. I’m not afraid to admit
that this one is looking like it’s way over my head. You
up for a trip to police headquarters?”


  Alicia nodded without much enthusiasm and left the
room. She came back a couple of minutes later balancing
the wooden tray, her eyes focused on the filled coffee
cups, trying not to spill them. When she looked up her
eyes widened in utter disbelief and she dropped the entire
tray on the floor.


  “Peter?”


  The remnants of Detective Rollins—wig, mustache,
facial mask, and malleable rubber padding—were neatly
positioned on the wingback chair. Jackson, or Peter
Crane, Alicia Crane’s elder brother, was looking back at
her, his features infinitely troubled as his right cheek
rested on his right palm.


  Donovan’s observation that Bobbie Jo Reynolds had
looked a lot like Alicia Crane was right on the mark.
However, it had been Peter Crane’s alias, Jackson, disguised as Bobbie Jo Reynolds, who looked a lot like Alicia Crane. The family resemblance was remarkable.


  “Hello, Alicia.”


  She stared at the discarded disguise. “What are you
doing? What is all this?”


  “I think you should sit down. Would you like me to
clean up that mess?”


  “Don’t touch it.” She put one hand against the doorjamb to steady herself.


  “I didn’t mean to upset you so,” said Jackson with sudden sincere remorse. “I… I guess when faced with confrontation, I’m just more comfortable not being myself.”
He smiled weakly.


  “I don’t appreciate this at all. I almost had a heart attack.”


  He rose quickly, encircled her waist with one of his
arms, and guided her over to the sofa. He patted her hand
kindly. “I’m sorry, Alicia, I really am.”


  Alicia again stared over at the remains of the beefy
homicide detective. “What is this all about, Peter? Why
were you asking me all those questions?”


  “Well, I needed to know how much you knew about
everything. I needed to know what Donovan had told
you.”


  She jerked her hand from under his. “Thomas? How do
you know about Thomas? I haven’t seen or spoken to you
in three years.”


  “Has it been that long?” he said evasively. “You don’t
need anything, do you? You just had to ask.”


  “Your checks come like clockwork,” she said, a bit bitterly. “I don’t need any more money. It would have been
nice to have seen you once in a while. I know you’re very
busy, but we are family.”


  “I know.” He looked down for a moment. “I always
said I would take care of you. And I always will. Family
is family.”


  “Speaking of, I spoke with Roger the other day.”


  “And how is our decadent, undeserving younger
brother?”


  “He needed money, like always.”


  “I hope you didn’t send him any. I gave him enough to
last a lifetime, even invested it for him. All he had to do
was stay within a reasonable budget.”


  “There’s nothing reasonable about Roger, you know
that.” She looked at him a little nervously. “I sent him
some money.” Jackson started to say something, but she
hurried on. “I know what you said all those years ago, but
I just couldn’t let him be thrown out on the street.”


  “Why not? It might be the best thing that ever happened to him. He shouldn’t live in New York. It’s too expensive.”


  “He wouldn’t survive. He’s not strong, not like Father.”


  Jackson held his tongue at the mention of their father.
The years had not cleared up his sister’s blindness in that
regard. “Forget it, I’m not going to waste my time discussing Roger.”


  “I want you to tell me what’s going on, Peter.”


  “When did you meet Donovan?”


  “Why?”


  “Please just answer the question.”


  “Almost a year ago. He did a lengthy piece on Father
and his distinguished career in the senate. It was a wonderful, compelling testimonial.”


  Jackson shook his head in disbelief. She would have
viewed it that way: the exact opposite of the truth.


  

  “So I called Thomas up to thank him. We had lunch
and then dinner and, well, it’s been wonderful.
Extraordinarily wonderful. Thomas is a noble man with a noble
purpose in life.”


  “Like Father?” Jackson’s mouth curled into a smirk.


  “Very much like him,” she said indignantly.


  “It’s truly a small world.” He shook his head at the
irony.


  “Why do you say that?”


  Jackson stood up and spread his arms to show the entire sweep of the room. “Alicia, where exactly do you
think all of this came from?”


  “Why, from the family money, of course.”


  “The family money? That was gone. All of it. Has been
for years.”


  “What are you talking about? I know that Father ran
into some financial difficulties along the way, but he recovered. He always did.”


  Jackson looked at her with contempt. “He recovered
shit, Alicia. He didn’t earn a dime of it. It was all made
long before he was around. All he did was blow it. My inheritance, your inheritance. He pissed it away on himself
and his lousy dreams of greatness. He was a fake and a
loser.”


  She jumped up and slapped his face. “How dare you!
Everything you have is because of him.”


  Jackson slowly rubbed his skin where she had hit him.
His real skin was pale, smooth as though he had lived his
life in a temple like a Buddhist monk, which in one sense
he had.


  “Ten years ago, I fixed the national lottery,” he said
quietly, his dark eyes glittery as he stared at her small,
stunned face. “All that money, everything you have came
from that money. From me. Not dear old Dad.”


  “What do you mean? How could you—”


  Jackson pushed her down on the sofa as he interrupted.


  “I collected almost one billion dollars from twelve lottery winners, the very same ones Donovan was investigating. I took their winnings and I invested the money.
You remember Grandfather’s network of Wall Street
elite? He actually earned his money. I maintained those
contacts over the years for a very specific purpose. With
the fortune I amassed from the lottery winners, which
Wall Street assumed came from the ‘family money,’ I was one of their preferred customers. I negotiated the best
deals, was given first choice of all the initial public offerings, the sure-fire winners. That’s a well-kept secret of the rich, Alicia. They get first dibs on everything: A stock that I get at ten dollars a share right before it hits the market goes to seventy dollars a share in the twenty-four
hours after it hits the market. I sell it to the ordinary folks, collect my six hundred percent return, and move on to the next windfall. It was like printing money; it’s all in who you know and what you bring to the table. When you
bring a billion dollars, believe me, everybody sits up and
takes notice. The rich get richer and the poor never will.”


  Alicia’s lips had begun trembling halfway through her
brother’s explanation, as his speech and mannerisms
grew more and more intense, more and more feverish.
“Where is Thomas?” Her question was barely audible.


  Jackson looked away and licked his dry lips. “He was
no good for you, Alicia. No good at all. An opportunist.
And I’m sure he loved all of this. All that you had. All
that I had given you.”


  “Was? Was no good?” Alicia stood up, her hands
clamped so tightly together the skin looked boiled.


  “Where is he? What have you done to him?”


  Jackson stared at her, searching her features for something. It suddenly occurred to him that he was looking for
some redeeming quality. From afar he had long held idyllic visions of his only sister, putting her perhaps on a
pedestal. Face-to-face with her he found that image was
unsustainable. The tone of his response was casual, his
words far from casual, as he finally made up his mind.


  “I killed him, Alicia.”


  She stood there frozen for an instant and then started
toppling to the floor. He grabbed her and laid her on the
couch, this time not so gently. “Now don’t be this way.
There will be other men, I can assure you of that. You can
walk the earth searching for Father. Donovan wasn’t him,
but I’m sure you’ll keep trying.” He didn’t try to hide the
sarcasm.


  She wasn’t listening to him, however. The tears stained
her cheeks.


  He continued despite her tears, pacing in front of her,
the professor in front of his class of one. “You’ll have to
leave the country, Alicia. I erased your phone message to
Donovan, so the police won’t have that to go on. However, since your relationship has endured for a year, it
must be well known to others. The police will come calling at some point. I’ll make all the arrangements. As I recall, you’ve always loved New Zealand. Or perhaps
Austria. We had several lovely times there as children.”


  “Stop it! Stop it, you animal.”


  He turned to find her on her feet.


  “Alicia—”


  “I’m not going anywhere.”


  

  “Let me be quite clear. You know too much. The police
will ask questions. You have no experience in these matters. They will get the truth from you quite easily.”


  “You’re right about that. I intend to call them right now
and tell them everything.”


  She started for the phone, but he blocked her way.
“Alicia, be reasonable.”


  She hit him with her fists as violently as she could.
They did no physical damage to him; however, the blows
conjured up the memory of another violent confrontation
with another family member. His father, back then, had
been physically stronger than he, was able to dominate
him in ways that Jackson had never let himself be dominated since.


  “I loved him, damn you! I loved Thomas,” Alicia
shrieked in his face.


  Jackson focused a pair of watery eyes upon her. “I
loved someone too,” he said. “Someone who should have
loved me back, respected me, but who didn’t.” Despite
the years of pain, of guilt and embarrassment, Jack’s son
still held long-buried feelings for the old man. Feelings
that he had never dwelt upon or vocalized until now. The
resurgence of this emotional maelstrom had a violent impact on him.


  He grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her roughly
on the sofa.


  “Peter—”


  “Shut up, Alicia.” He sat down next to her. “You’re
leaving the country. You are not going to call the police.
Do you understand?”


  “You’re crazy, you’re insane. Oh, God, I don’t believe
this is happening.”


  

  “Actually, right now, I’m absolutely certain I’m the
most rational member in the family.” He stared into her
eyes and repeated the words very slowly: “You’re not
talking to anyone, Alicia, do you understand?”


  She looked at his eyes and suddenly shivered to the
depths of her soul. For the first time during this confrontation, terror had suddenly replaced her anger. It had
been a long time since she had seen her brother. The boy
she had happily romped with, and whose maturity and intelligence she had been fascinated by, was now unrecognizable to her. The man across from her was not her
brother. This manifestation was something else altogether.


  She hastily changed course and spoke as calmly as she
could. “Yes, Peter, I understand. I… I’ll pack tonight.”


  Jackson’s face took on a level of despair that it had not
carried for many years. He had read her thoughts, her
fears; they were so plainly written on the thin parchment
of her soft features. His fingers clutched the large throw
pillow on the sofa between them.


  “Where would you like to go, Alicia?”


  “Anywhere, Peter, anywhere you say. New Zealand,
you mentioned New Zealand. That would be fine.”


  “It is a beautiful country. Or Austria, as I said, we had
good times there, didn’t we?” He tightened his grip on the
pillow. “Didn’t we?” he asked again.


  “Yes we did.” Her eyes dipped to follow his movements and she tried to swallow but her throat was too dry.
“Perhaps I could travel there first and then on to New
Zealand.”


  “And not a word to the police? You promise?” He
lifted up the pillow.


  Her chin trembled uncontrollably as she watched the
pillow come toward her. “Peter. Please. Please don’t.”


  His words were stated very precisely. “My name is
Jackson, Alicia. Peter Crane doesn’t live here anymore.”


  With a sudden pounce, he pushed her flat against the
couch, the pillow completely covering her face. She
fought hard, kicking, scratching, gyrating her body, but
she was so small, so weak; he barely felt her fighting for
her life. He had spent so many years making his body
hard as rock; she had spent that time waiting for a precise
replica of her father to stride gallantly into her life, her
muscles and her mind growing soft in the process.


  Soon, it was over. As he watched, the violent movements diminished quickly and then stopped altogether.
Her pale right arm slid down to her side and then dangled
off the couch. He removed the pillow and forced himself
to look down at her. She at least deserved that. The mouth
was partially open, the eyes wide and staring. He quickly
closed them and sat there with her, patting her hand gently. He did not try to hold back his own tears. That
would’ve done no good. He struggled to remember the
last time he had cried but couldn’t. How healthy was it
when you couldn’t even recall?


  He placed her arms across her chest but then decided
to have them clasped at her waist instead. He carefully
lifted her legs up on the sofa and put the pillow he had
used to kill her under her head, arranging her pretty hair
so that it swept out evenly over the pillow. He thought she
was very lovely in death despite the utter stillness. There
was a peace there, a serenity that was at least heartening
to him, as though what he had just done wasn’t all that
terrible.


  He hesitated for a moment and then went ahead: He
checked her pulse and laid her hand back down. If she’d
still been alive, then he would’ve left the room, fled the
country, and left it at that. He wouldn’t have touched her
like that again. She was family after all. But she was
dead. He rose and looked down at her one last time.


  It needn’t have ended this way. Now all the family he
had left was the useless Roger. He should go kill his
brother right now. It should have been him lying there,
not his cherished Alicia. However, Roger wasn’t worth
the effort. He froze for an instant as an idea occurred to
him. Perhaps his brother could play a supporting role in
this production. He would call Roger and make him an
offer. An offer he knew his younger brother would be unable to resist as it would be all cash; the most potent drug
in existence.


  

  He gathered up the elements of his disguise, and methodically reapplied them, all the time making little darting glances at his dead sister. He had coated his hands
with a lacquer-like substance, so he wasn’t concerned
about leaving fingerprints. He left by the back door. They
would find her soon enough. Alicia had said her housekeeper had gone out to run an errand. It was a better than
even chance that the police would think Thomas Donovan had continued his homicidal rampage by murdering
his lady friend, Alicia Morgan Crane. Her obituary would
be extensive, her family had been very important; there
would be much to write about. And at some point, Jackson would have to come back, as himself once more, to
bury her. Roger could hardly be trusted to do that. I am
sorry, Alicia. It shouldn’t have come to this. This unexpected turn of events had come closer than anything he
could remember to completely immobilizing him. Above
all else he cherished complete control and it suddenly had
been stripped from him. He looked down at his hands, the
instruments of his sister’s death. His sister. Even now his
legs felt rubbery, his body not in sync with his mind.


  As he walked down the street, still reeling from what
he had just done, Jackson’s mental energies finally were
able to focus on the one person he clearly saw as responsible for all of it.


  LuAnn Tyler would experience the brunt of everything
he was now feeling. The pain that slashed so viciously
through him would be multiplied a hundredfold upon her
until she would beg him to just finish her, make her stop
breathing because every breath would be a hell, would be
beyond what any person could endure. Even her.


  And the grand part of it all was that he would not have
to go looking for her. She would come to him. She would
run to him with all the speed and strength her extraordinary physical specimen of a body could inspire. For he
would have something that LuAnn would go anywhere,
do anything for. He would hold something that LuAnn
Tyler would die for. And so you will LuAnn Tyler slash
Catherine Savage. As he disappeared down the street he
swore this, over the mental image of a still-warm body
whose dear face strongly resembled his own.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


  For the tenth time Riggs looked around the Mall and
then checked his watch. In cutting his deal with the FBI,
he had just shimmied out onto the most fragile limb in the
world and LuAnn was three hours late. If she never
showed up, where did that leave him? Jackson was still
out there, and Riggs doubted if the knife would miss its
mark a second time. If he didn’t produce Jackson, fulfill
his deal with his former employer, and have his cover
reestablished, the cartel members who had sworn to kill
him five years ago would soon learn that he was alive and
they would surely try again. He couldn’t return to his
house. His business was probably already going to hell,
and to top it off, he had five bucks in his pocket and no
car. If he could have screwed up his life to any greater
degree he was at a loss as to how.


  

  He slumped on a bench and stared up at the
Washington Monument while the cold wind whipped up and down
the flat, open space that stretched from the Lincoln
Memorial to the United States Capitol. The sky was overcast; it would be raining again soon. You could smell it in
the air. Just wonderful. And you’re right between a rock
and a hard place, Mr. Riggs, he said to himself. His emotional barometer had dropped to its lowest point since
finding out his wife had perished in the gang attack five
years ago. Had it really been less than one week ago that
he had been leading a relatively normal life? Building
things for wealthy people, reading books by his woodstove, attending a few night classes at the university,
thinking seriously about taking a real vacation for a
change?


  He blew on his cold fingers and stuffed them in his
pockets. His injured shoulder ached. He was just about to
leave when the hand touched his neck.


  “I’m sorry.”


  As he turned his head, his spirits soared with such
swiftness that he felt dizzy. But he couldn’t help smiling.
He needed desperately to smile.


  “Sorry for what?”


  He watched as LuAnn settled in beside him, slipping
her arm through his. She didn’t answer right away. After
staring off for a minute and then taking a heavy breath,
she turned to him, stroked his hand with hers.


  “I had some misgivings.”


  “About me?”


  “I shouldn’t have. After all you’ve done, I shouldn’t
have any doubts left.”


  

  He looked at her kindly. “Sure you should. Everybody
has doubts. After the last ten years, you should have more
than most.” He patted her hand, looked into her eyes,
noted their moist edges, and then said, “But you’re here
now. You came. So it must be okay, right? I passed the
test?”


  She simply nodded her head, unable to speak.


  “I vote for finding a warm place where I can fill you in
on developments and we can discuss our plan of attack.
Sound good?”


  “I’m all yours.” Her grip tightened on his hand as
though she would never let go. And right now, that was
just fine with him.


  They ditched the Honda, which was acting up, and
rented a sedan. Riggs was getting tired of hot-wiring the
car anyway.


  They drove to the outskirts of western Fairfax County
and stopped for lunch at a nearly empty restaurant. On
the drive out Riggs filled her in on the meeting at the
Hoover Building. They walked past the bar area and sat
at a table in the corner. LuAnn absently watched the bartender tinker with the TV to better the reception of a daytime soap he was watching. He slouched against the bar
and pried between his teeth with a swizzle stick as he
watched the small screen. It would be wonderful, she
thought, to be that relaxed, that laid back.


  They ordered their food and then Riggs pulled out the
newspaper. He didn’t say a word until LuAnn had read
the entire story.


  “Good Lord.”


  “Donovan should have listened to you.”


  “You think Jackson killed him?”


  

  Riggs nodded grimly. “Probably set him up. Had
Reynolds call him, say she was gonna spill her guts.
Jackson is there and pops them both with the result that Donovan gets blamed for it all.”


  LuAnn let her head rest in her hands.


  Riggs gently touched her head. “Hey, LuAnn, you tried
to warn the guy. There was nothing else you could do.”


  “I could have said no to Jackson ten years ago. Then
none of this would’ve happened.”


  “Yeah, but I bet if you had, he would’ve done you right
then and there.”


  LuAnn wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “So now I’ve
got this great deal with the FBI you negotiated for me,
and in order to finalize it all we need to do is drop a net
over Lucifer.” She sipped on her coffee. “Would you care
to tell me how we’re going to do that?”


  Riggs put away the paper. “I’ve been giving it a lot of
thought as you might have guessed. The problem is we
can’t be too simplistic or too complicated. Either way,
he’ll smell a trap.”


  “I don’t think he’ll take another meeting with me.”


  “No, I wasn’t going to suggest that. He wouldn’t show,
but he’d send somebody to kill you. That’s way too dangerous.”


  “Didn’t you know, I like danger, Matthew. If I wasn’t
constantly smothered in the stuff, I wouldn’t know what
to do with myself. Okay, no meeting, what else?”


  “Like I said before, if we can find out who he really is,
track him down, then we might be in business.” Riggs
paused as their food came. After the waitress left he
picked up his sandwich and started talking in between
bites. “You don’t remember anything about the guy? I
mean anything that could start us in the right direction to
finding out who he really is?”


  “He was always disguised.”


  “The financial documents he sent you?”


  “They were from a firm in Switzerland. I’ve got some
back at the house, which I guess I can’t get to. Even with
our deal?” She raised an eyebrow.


  “I wouldn’t advise that, LuAnn. The Feds run across
you now, they might forget all about out little deal.”


  “I’ve got some other documents at my bank in New
York.”


  “Still too risky.”


  “I could write the firm in Switzerland, but I don’t think
they’re going to know anything. And if they do, I don’t
think they’re going to talk. I mean, that’s why people
bank in Switzerland, right?”


  “Okay, okay. Anything else? There’s gotta be something you remember about the guy. The way he dressed,
smelled, talked, walked. Any particular interests? How
about Charlie? Would he have any ideas?”


  LuAnn hesitated. “We could ask him,” she said, wiping her hands on her napkin, “but I wouldn’t bet on it.
Charlie told me he’d never even met Jackson face-to-face. It was always over the phone.”


  Riggs slumped back and touched his injured arm.


  “I just don’t see any way to get to him, Matthew.”


  “There is a way, LuAnn. In fact I had already concluded it was the only way. I was just going through the
motions with all those questions.”


  “How?”


  “You have a phone number where you can reach him?”


  “Yes. So?”


  “We set up a meeting.”


  “But you just said—”


  “The meeting will be with me, not you.”


  LuAnn half stood up in her anger. “No way, Matthew,
there is no way in hell I’m going to let you near that guy.
Look what he did to you.” She pointed at his arm. “The
next time will be worse. A lot worse.”


  “It would’ve been a lot worse if you hadn’t messed up
his aim.” He smiled tenderly at her. “Look, I’ll call him.
I tell him that you’re leaving the country and all these
problems behind. You know Donovan is dead, so Jackson
doesn’t have that issue anymore. Everybody’s home
free.” LuAnn was vigorously shaking her head as she sat
back down.


  “Then I’ll tell him,” Riggs continued, “that I’m not
such a happy camper. I’ve got it all figured out: I’m a little tired of construction work, and I want my payoff.”


  “No, Matthew, no!”


  “Jackson figures I’m a criminal anyway. Trying to extort him wouldn’t seem out of line at all. I’ll tell him I
bugged your bedroom, that I’ve got a recording of a conversation he had with you, that night at your house, where
you both talked a lot about things.”


  “Are you nuts?”


  “I want money. Lots of it. Then he gets the tape.”


  “He will kill you.”


  Now Riggs’s face darkened. “He’ll do that anyway. I
don’t like sitting around waiting for the other shoe to
drop. I’d rather go on the offensive. Make him sweat for
a change. And I may not be the killing machine he is, but
I’m no slouch either. I’m a veteran FBI agent. I’ve killed
before, in the line of duty, and if you think I’d hesitate
one second before blowing his brains out, then you really
don’t know me.”


  Riggs looked down for a moment, trying to make himself calm down. His plan was risky, but what plan wouldn’t
be? When he looked back up at LuAnn, he was about to
say something else but the look on her face froze the
words in his mouth.


  “LuAnn?”


  “Oh, no!” Her voice was filled with panic.


  “What is it? What’s the matter?” Riggs grabbed her
shoulder, which was quivering. She didn’t answer him.
She was looking at something over his shoulder. He
whirled around, expecting to see Jackson coming for
them, foot-long knives in either hand. He scanned the
nearly empty restaurant and then his eyes settled on the
TV where a special news report was being broadcast.


  A woman’s face spread across the screen. Two hours
ago, Alicia Crane, prominent Washingtonian, had been
found dead in her home by her housekeeper. The evidence collected so far suggested that she had been murdered. Riggs’s eyes widened as he listened to the
broadcaster mention that Thomas Donovan, prime suspect in the Roberta Reynolds murder, apparently had
been dating Alicia Crane.


  LuAnn could not pull her eyes away from that face.
She had seen those features, those eyes staring at her
from the front porch of the cottage. Jackson’s eyes bored
into her.


  His real face.


  She had shuddered when she had actually seen it, or realized what she was seeing. She had hoped to never lay
eyes on those features again. Now she was staring at
them. They were planted on the TV.


  

  When Riggs looked back at her, she raised a shaky
finger toward the screen. “That’s Jackson,” she said, her
voice breaking. “Dressed up like a woman.”


  Riggs looked back at the screen. That couldn’t be Jackson, he thought. He turned back to LuAnn. “How do you
know? You said he was always in disguise.”


  LuAnn could barely take her eyes away from the face
on the screen. “At the cottage, when he and I went
through the window. We fought and his face, plastic, rubber, whatever, came off. I saw his real face. That face.”
She pointed to the screen.


  Riggs’s first thought was the correct one. Family?
God, could it be? The connection to Donovan couldn’t be
a coincidence, could it? He raced to the phone.


   


  “Sorry I lost your boys, George. Hope that didn’t cost
you any brownie points with the top brass.”


  “Where the hell are you?” Masters demanded.


  “Just listen.” Riggs recounted the news story he had
just heard.


  “You think he’s related to Alicia Crane?” Masters
asked, the excitement echoing in his voice, his anger at
Riggs completely gone, for now.


  “Could be. Ages are about right. Older or younger
brother maybe, I don’t know.”


  “Thank God for strong genes.”


  “What’s your game plan?”


  “We check her family. Shouldn’t be too hard to do. Her
father was a U.S. senator for years. Very prominent lineage. If she has brothers, cousins, whatever, we hit ’em
fast. Bring them in for questioning. Hell, it can’t hurt.”


  “I don’t think he’s going to be waiting for you to knock
on the front door.”


  “They never do, do they?”


  “If he is around, be careful, George.”


  “Yeah. If you’re right about all this—”


  Riggs finished for him: “The guy just killed his own
sister. I’d hate to see what he’d do to a nonfamily member.”


  Riggs hung up. For the very first time he actually felt
hopeful. He was under no delusions that Jackson would
be around for the FBI to take into custody. He would be
flushed out, cut off from his home base. He’d be pissed,
full of revenge. Well, let him be. He’d have to cut Riggs’s
heart out before he’d get to LuAnn. And they wouldn’t be
sitting targets. Now was the time to keep on the move.


  Ten minutes later they were in the car heading for
points unknown.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


  Jackson boarded the Delta shuttle for New York. He
needed additional supplies and he was going to pick up
Roger. He couldn’t count on him to travel by himself
and get to where he was supposed to be. Then they
would head back south. During the short flight Jackson
checked in with the man following Charlie and Lisa.
They had made a rest stop. Charlie had talked on the
phone. No doubt checking in with LuAnn. They had
gone on and were now close to reentering Virginia on
the southern side. It was all working out very well. An
hour later, Jackson was in a cab threading its way
through Manhattan toward his apartment.


   


  

  Horace Parker looked around with intense curiosity. A
doorman for over fifty years at a building where average
apartments covered four thousand square feet and went
for five million, and the penthouse that covered triple that
space and went for twenty mil, he had never seen anything like this before. He watched as the small army of
men in FBI windbreakers swept through the lobby and
into the private elevator that went only to the penthouse.
They looked deadly serious and had the weaponry to
prove it.


  He went back outside and looked up and down the
street. A cab pulled up and out stepped Jackson. Parker
immediately went over to him. The doorman had known
him for most of his life. Years ago he had skipped pennies
in the lobby’s massive fountain with Jackson and his
younger brother, Roger. To earn extra money he had
baby-sat them and taken them to Central Park on the
weekends; he had bought them their first beers when they
were barely into puberty. Finally, he had watched them
grow up and then leave the nest. The Cranes, he had
heard, had fallen on hard times, and they had left New
York. Peter Crane, though, had come back and bought the
penthouse. Apparently, he had done awfully well for himself.


  “Good evening, Horace,” Jackson said cordially.


  “Evening, Mr. Crane,” Parker said and tipped his cap.


  Jackson started past him.


  “Mr. Crane, sir?”


  Jackson turned to him. “What is it? I’m in a bit of a
hurry, Horace.”


  Parker looked upward. “There’s some men come to the
building, Mr. Crane. They went right up to your apartment. A bunch of them. FBI. Guns and everything, never
seen nothing like it. They’re up there right now. I think
they’re waiting for you to get home, sir.”


  Jackson’s reply was calm and immediate. “Thank you
for the information, Horace. Simply a misunderstanding.”


  Jackson put out his hand, which Parker took. Jackson
immediately turned and walked away from the apartment
building. When Parker opened his hand, there was a wad
of hundred-dollar bills there. He looked around discreetly
before stuffing the cash in his pocket and taking up his
position by the door once more.


  

  From the shadows of an alley across the street, Jackson
turned and looked up at his apartment building. His eyes
kept going up and up until they came to rest upon the
windows of the penthouse. His penthouse. He could see
the silhouettes move slowly across the windows, and his
lips started to tremble at this outrageous invasion of his
home. The possibility that they could have traced him to
his personal residence had not occurred to him. How in
the hell? He couldn’t worry about it now, though. He
went down the cross street and made a phone call.
Twenty minutes later a limousine picked him up. He
called his brother and told him to leave his apartment immediately—not even bothering to pack a bag—and meet
Jackson in front of the St. James Theater. Jackson wasn’t
sure how the police had found out his identity, but he
couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t wind up at Roger Crane’s
apartment at any minute. Then he made a quick stop to
gather together some necessary supplies from another
smaller apartment he kept under a phony name. Under
the ownership of one of his myriad corporate shells he
maintained a private jet and full-time crew at La Guardia.
He called ahead so that the pilot on duty would be able to
file his flight plan as quickly as possible. Jackson did not
intend to spend time twiddling his thumbs in the waiting
area. The limo would take them right to the plane. That
accomplished, he collected his brother from in front of
the theater.


  Roger was two years younger and slimly built but wiry
like his older brother. He also shared the same shock of
dark hair and delicate facial features. He was certainly
curious about his brother’s abrupt return to his life. “I
couldn’t believe you called like that out of the blue.
What’s up, Peter?”


  “Shut up, I need to think.” He suddenly turned to his
younger brother. “Have you seen the news?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t usually watch TV. Why?”


  He obviously didn’t know of Alicia’s death. That was
good. Jackson didn’t answer his brother; he settled back
in the seat, his mind racing through a seemingly infinite
number of scenarios.


  In a half hour they were at La Guardia Airport. Soon
they had left the Manhattan skyline behind on their way
south.


   


  The FBI did converge on Roger Crane’s small apartment building, but a little too late. Yet they were far more
intrigued by what they had discovered at Peter Crane’s
penthouse.


  Masters and Berman, walking around the massive
penthouse, came across Jackson’s makeup and archives
rooms and his computerized control center.


  “Holy shit,” Berman said, his hands in his pockets as
he stared at the masks, makeup bins, and racks of clothing.


  

  Masters held the scrapbook gingerly in his gloved
hands. FBI technicians roamed everywhere collecting evidence.


  “Looks like Riggs was right. One guy. Maybe we can
survive all this,” Masters said.


  “So what’s our next move?”


  Masters answered immediately. “We focus on Peter
Crane. Put a blanket on the airports and train and bus stations. I want road blocks posted on all the major arteries
heading out of town. You’re to instruct all the men that
he’s extremely dangerous and a master of disguise. Send
out photos of the guy everywhere, fat lot of good that’ll
do us. We’ve cut off his home base, but he’s obviously
got enormous financial resources. If we do manage to
track him down, I want no unnecessary chances. Tell the
men that if there’s the slightest threat, to shoot him
down.”


  “How about Riggs and Tyler?” Berman asked.


  “So long as they don’t get in the way, they’ll be okay.
If they get mixed up with Crane along the way, well,
there’s no guarantee. I’m not going to jeopardize my men
to make sure they don’t get hurt. As far as I’m concerned
LuAnn Tyler belongs in jail. But that’s why we’ve got
some ammo with her. We can send her to jail or threaten
to. I think she’ll keep her mouth shut. Why don’t you go
oversee the rest of the evidence collection.”


  While Berman did so, Masters sat down and read the
background information on LuAnn that accompanied her
photo.


  He was finishing up when Berman returned.


  “You think Crane’s going to go after Tyler now?”
Berman asked.


  

  Masters didn’t answer. Instead he looked down at the
picture of LuAnn Tyler staring back at him from the
photo album. He now understood why she had been
picked as a lottery winner. Why they had all been picked.
He now had a much clearer idea of who LuAnn Tyler was
and why she had done what she had. She had been destitute, stuck in a cycle of poverty, with an infant daughter.
No hope. All of the chosen winners had shared this common denominator: no hope. They were ripe for this man’s
scheme. Masters’s features betrayed the emotions he was
feeling. Right at that very moment, and for a number of
reasons, George Masters was starting to feel immense
guilt.


   


  It was nearing midnight when Riggs and LuAnn
stopped at a motel. After checking in, Riggs phoned
George Masters. The FBI agent had just returned from
New York and he detailed to Riggs what had happened
since they had last spoken. After receiving this briefing
Riggs hung up the phone and looked over at a very anxious LuAnn.


  “What happened? What did they say?”


  Riggs shook his head. “As expected. Jackson wasn’t
there, but they found enough evidence to keep him in
prison for the rest of his life and then some. Including a
scrapbook on all the lottery winners.”


  “So he was related to Alicia Crane.”


  Riggs nodded grimly. “Her older brother, Peter. Peter
Crane is Jackson. Or at least everything points that way.”


  LuAnn was wide-eyed. “Then he murdered his own
sister.”


  “Looks that way.”


  “Because she knew too much? Because of Donovan?”


  “Right. Jackson couldn’t take a chance on that. Maybe
he shows up disguised or maybe as his true self. He gets
what he wants out of her, maybe he tells her he killed
Donovan. Who knows. She apparently was dating the
guy. She might have gone nuts, threatened to go to the
police. At some point he murdered her, I feel sure of
that.”


  LuAnn shuddered. “Where do you think he is?”


  Riggs shrugged. “The Feds got to his house, but from
the looks of the place the man has money to burn, a million different places he could go, a dozen faces and identities he could go there under. It’s not going to be easy to
catch him.”


  “To finish our deal?” LuAnn’s tone was slightly sarcastic.


  “We handed the Feds his friggin’ identity. They’re at
his ‘world’ headquarters right now. When I said we’d deliver him, I didn’t necessarily mean in a box with a ribbon on it, laid on the doorstep of the Hoover Building. As
far as I’m concerned we’ve lived up to our end of the bargain.”


  LuAnn let out a deep breath. “So does that mean
everything’s square? With the FBI? And Georgia?”


  

  “We’ll have some details to work out, but yeah, I think
so. Unknown to them, I recorded the entire meeting at the
Hoover Building. I’ve got Masters, the director of the
FBI, and the attorney general of the United States herself,
acting upon the authority of the president of the United
States no less, all on tape agreeing to the deal I proposed.
They’ve got to play straight with us now. But I’ve gotta
be straight with you too. The IRS is going to put a big
dent in your bank account. In fact after so many years of
compounded penalties and interest, I’m not sure how
much money you’re going to have left, if any.”


  “I don’t care about that. I want to pay my taxes, even
if it takes everything I’ve got. The truth is, I stole the
money to begin with. I just want to know if I have to keep
looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life.”


  “You’re not going to prison, if that’s what you mean.”
He touched her cheek with his hand. “You don’t look too
happy.”


  She blushed and smiled at him. “I am.” Her smile
quickly faded though.


  “I know what you’re thinking.”


  She blurted out, “Until they catch Jackson, my life’s
not worth spit. Or yours. Or Charlie’s.” Her lips trembled.
“Or Lisa’s.” She suddenly jumped up and grabbed the
phone.


  “What are you doing?” Riggs asked.


  “I need to see my daughter. I need to know that she’s
safe.”


  “Wait a minute, what are you going to tell them?”


  “That we can meet up somewhere. I want her near me.
Nothing’s going to happen to her without it happening to
me first.”


  “LuAnn, look—”


  “This subject isn’t open for discussion.” Her tone was
ferocious.


  “All right, all right, I hear you. But where are we going
to meet them?”


  LuAnn passed a hand over her forehead. “I don’t
know. Does it matter?”


  Riggs said, “Where are they now?”


  “The last I heard, they were heading back into southern Virginia.”


  He rubbed his chin. “What’s Charlie driving?”


  “The Range Rover.”


  “Terrific. It’ll hold all of us. We’ll meet them wherever
they are right now. We’ll leave the rental and head out.
Go somewhere and wait for the FBI to do its thing. So
call them and I’ll run up to that all-night burger place we
saw on the way in and get us some food.”


  “Good enough.”


  When Riggs got back with two bags of food, LuAnn
was no longer on the phone.


  “You reach them?”


  “They’re at a motel on the outskirts of Danville, Virginia. But I need to call them back and let them know
when we’re going to be there.” She looked around.
“Where the hell are we?”


  “We’re in Edgewood, Maryland, north of Baltimore.
Danville is a little over a hundred miles south of Charlottesville, which means we’re about five or six hours
from Danville.”


  “Okay, if we start right now—”


  “LuAnn, it’s after midnight. They’re probably in bed,
right?”


  “So?”


  “So, we can catch some sleep, which we both really
need, get up early, and meet them tomorrow around
noon.”


  “I don’t want to wait. I want Lisa safe with me.”


  

  “LuAnn, driving when you’re exhausted isn’t real safe.
Even if we start right now, we won’t make it until five or
six in the morning. Nothing’s going to happen between
now and then. Come on, I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day. And if Lisa knows you’re coming
tonight, she won’t get a wink of sleep.”


  “I don’t care. I’d rather she’d be sleepy and safe.”


  Riggs shook his head slowly. “LuAnn, there’s another
reason we might not want to hook up with them right
now, and it has to do with keeping Lisa safe.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Riggs put his hands in his pockets and leaned up
against the wall. “Jackson is somewhere out there, that
we know. Now, the last time we saw him he was running
off into the woods. He could have easily come back and
followed us.”


  “But what about Donovan and Bobbie Jo Reynolds
and Alicia Crane? He killed them.”


  “We believe he killed them, or had someone kill them.
Or he could’ve killed all of them personally and hired
someone to follow us. That man has a deep pocketbook;
there isn’t much he can’t buy.”


  LuAnn reflected briefly on Anthony Romanello. Jackson had hired him to kill her. “So Jackson could know
about your meeting with the FBI? He could know where
we are right now?”


  “And if we go running off to see Lisa, then we lead
him right to her as well.”


  LuAnn slumped down on the bed. “We can’t do that,
Matthew,” she said wearily.


  He rubbed her shoulders. “I know.”


  “But I want to see my little girl. Can’t I do that?”


  

  Riggs thought for a few minutes and then sat on the
bed beside her and held her hands with his. “Okay, we’ll
stay here for the night. It would be a lot easier for
someone to follow us at night and remain unseen. Tomorrow,
we’ll get an early start and head down to Danville. I’ll
keep an eagle eye out for anyone remotely suspicious. As
an undercover agent, I got pretty good at that. We’ll take
secondary roads, make frequent stops, and occasionally
take the interstate. It’ll be impossible for anyone to tail
us. We’ll meet Charlie and Lisa at the motel and then
we’ll have Charlie take her directly to the local FBI office in Charlottesville. We’ll follow in our car but we
won’t go in. I don’t want them getting hold of you just
yet. But since we struck a deal with the Feds, we might
as well avail ourselves of some of their protection resources. How’s that sound?”


  She smiled. “So I’ll see Lisa tomorrow?”


  He cupped her chin in his hand. “Tomorrow.”


  LuAnn called Charlie back, setting the meeting time at
one o’clock the following day at the motel in Danville.
With Charlie, Riggs, and herself around her little girl,
Jackson could just come on and try something, because
she liked their odds of survival under those circumstances.


  They slid into bed and Riggs wrapped his good arm
around her slim waist and snuggled against her. His 9-
mm was under his pillow, a chair wedged tightly under
the door lock. He had unscrewed a light bulb, broken it,
and sprinkled the remains in front of the door. Although
he didn’t expect anything to happen, he wanted as much
advance warning as he could get if it did.


  As he lay next to her he was both confident and uneasy.
She apparently sensed this and turned to face him, her
hand gently stroking his face.


  “Got something on your mind?”


  “Anticipation, I guess. When I was with the FBI I had
to work hard to keep my patience. I seem to have a natural aversion to delayed gratification.”


  “That all?” Riggs slowly nodded. “You sure you’re not
sorry you got involved in all this?”


  He pulled her closer to him. “Why in the world would
I be?”


  “Well, let me list some things for you. You’ve been
stabbed, and came within an inch of dying. A madman is
probably going to try his best to kill us. You stuck your
neck out with the FBI for me and your cover is blown,
with the result that the people who tried to kill you before
may try again. You’re running around the country with
me trying to stay one step ahead of everybody and your
business is going to hell and it doesn’t look like I’ll have
two dimes to rub together to even begin to repay you for
everything you’ve done. That cover it?”


  Riggs stroked her hair and figured he might as well say
it now. Who knew how things were going to go. He might
not get another chance.


  “You left out the part about me falling in love with
you.”


  Her breath caught as her eyes drifted over him, taking
in every subtle quiver, trying to give them all simultaneous meaning. All the while his words echoed in her head.
She tried to say something but couldn’t.


  He filled in the silence. “I know it’s probably the
world’s worst timing, but I just wanted you to know.”


  “Oh, Matthew,” she finally managed to say. Her voice
was trembling, everything about her was.


  “I’m sure you’ve heard those words before. Lots of
times, from guys probably a lot better suited—”


  She covered his mouth with her hand but she didn’t say
anything for a long minute. He gently kissed her fingers.


  Her voice was husky as though she were reaching
down deep in order to utter the words. “Other men have
said them. But this is the first time I’ve really been listening.”


  She stroked his hair and then her lips searched out and
found his in the darkness and sunk in, slowly and deeply.
They blindly undressed each other, their fingers probing
and gently caressing. LuAnn began to softly cry as the
unlikely twins of nervous fear and intense happiness
fought for dominance. Finally, she just stopped thinking
and gave herself over to what she had been looking for
for so many years, across so many countries; from precious dreams that rudely dissolved into nightmares,
which viciously framed realities that never came close to
inspiring in her any more than an extreme ambivalence
about her life. She clutched Matthew Riggs hard, as if realizing that this might be her last chance. Their bodies
gripped each other for a long time before relaxing. They
fell into an exhausted sleep safely in each other’s arms.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


  Charlie rubbed the sleep from his eyes and stared over
at the phone. It had been a couple of hours since LuAnn
had filled him in on all the recent developments and he
still couldn’t get to sleep. So Jackson was really Peter
Crane. That information personally did him no good, but
Charlie figured it would help immeasurably the authorities’ efforts to track the man down. On the downside, if
Jackson knew his identity had been discovered, Charlie
figured he would be one pissed-off person. And Charlie
wouldn’t want anyone he cared for to be in the vicinity of
the gentleman if that was the case.


  

  He pulled himself up from the couch. His knees were
aching more than usual. All the driving was getting to
him. He was very much looking forward to seeing
LuAnn. And Riggs too, he supposed. Sounded like the
guy had really come through for LuAnn. If he could pull
all this off, well, it would be a miracle.


  He went into the adjoining room and checked on Lisa.
She was still sleeping soundly. He looked at her delicate
features, seeing so much of her mother in them. She was
going to be tall too. The last ten years had gone by so fast.
Where would they all be next week? Where would he be?
Maybe with Riggs in the equation, his run was coming to
an end. He had no doubt that LuAnn would take care of
him financially, but it would never be the same. But what
the hell, the whirlwind that represented the last ten years
with her and Lisa had been far more than he deserved
anyway.


  The ringing phone startled him. He checked his watch.
Almost two A.M. He snatched up the receiver.


  “Charlie?”


  Charlie didn’t recognize the voice at first. “Who’s
this?”


  “Matt Riggs.”


  “Riggs? Where’s LuAnn? Is she okay?”


  “She’s more than okay. They caught him. They caught
Jackson.” His tone was one of unbridled joy.


  “Christ Almighty. Hallelujah! Where?”


  “In Charlottesville. The FBI had put a team of agents
together at the airport and he and his brother walked right
into it. I guess he was coming to pay LuAnn back.”


  “His brother?”


  “Roger. The FBI doesn’t know if he’s involved in all
this, but I don’t think they care. They’ve got Peter Crane.
They want LuAnn to come to Washington in the morning
to give a deposition.”


  “Tomorrow? What about meeting us down here?”


  “That’s why I called. I want you and Lisa to get packed
up right now and meet us in Washington. At the Hoover
Building. Ninth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue. They’ll
be expecting you. I set it all up. If you leave now, you can
meet us for breakfast. I personally want to celebrate.”


  “And the FBI? The murder charge?”


  “All taken care of, Charlie. LuAnn’s home free.”


  “That’s great, Riggs. That’s the most wonderful news
I’ve heard in I can’t remember how long. Where’s
LuAnn?”


  “She’s on the other phone talking to the FBI. Tell Lisa
that her mother loves her and can’t wait to see her.”


  “You got it.” He hung up and immediately started to
pack. He would’ve loved to have seen Jackson’s face
when the FBI busted him. The prick. He figured he’d
pack the car before waking Lisa. Might as well let her
sleep as long as possible. When she heard the news about
her mother Charlie was sure further sleep would not be
possible for the little girl. It looked like Riggs had come
through after all.


  His heart lighter than it had been in years, Charlie, a
bag under each arm, opened the front door.


  He immediately froze. The man was standing in the
doorway, his face covered by a black ski mask, a pistol in
his hand. With a scream of rage, Charlie threw the bag at
him, knocking the gun free. Next, Charlie grabbed the
man by the mask and hurled him into the room, where he
slammed against a wall and went down. Before the man
could get up, Charlie was on top of him, hammering him
with lefts and rights, his old boxing skills coming back as
though he had never left the ring.


  

  The piston-like battering took its toll as the man
slumped down, groaning from the furious beating, and
lay still. Charlie turned his head as he felt the second
presence in the room.


  “Hello, Charlie.” Jackson closed the door behind him.


  As soon as he recognized the voice, Charlie leapt for
him, surprising Jackson with his quickness. The twin
darts from the stun gun hit Charlie in the chest, but not
before his massive fist collided with Jackson’s chin,
knocking him back against the door. However, Jackson
continued to squeeze the trigger, sending the massive
electrical current into Charlie’s body.


  Charlie was on his knees using all of his strength to try
to rise, to kick the shit out of the man, to beat him into
oblivion where he could hurt no one else. He tried to propel himself forward, every mental impulse in his brain
craving nothing less than the man’s complete destruction.
But his body refused to follow his orders. As he slowly
sank to the floor, he stared at a terrified Lisa standing in
the doorway leading into the bedroom.


  He tried to say something, tried to scream to her to run,
to run like hell, but all that came out was something that
would hardly qualify as a whisper.


  He watched in horror as Jackson staggered up, flew
over to Lisa, and pressed something against her mouth.
The girl struggled valiantly but it was no use. As her nostrils sucked in the chloroform she was soon on the floor
next to Charlie.


  Jackson wiped the blood from his face and roughly
pulled his associate up. “Take her to the car and don’t let
anyone see you.”


  The man nodded dully, his entire body one large hurt
from Charlie’s fists.


  Charlie watched helplessly as the man carried the unconscious Lisa out. Then his eyes slid over to Jackson,
who knelt down next to him, rubbing his chin gingerly.


  Then, speaking in a voice that exactly impersonated
Riggs, he said, “They caught Jackson. They caught him.
I feel like celebrating.” Then Jackson laughed out loud.


  Charlie didn’t say anything. He just lay there, watching, waiting.


  In his own voice, Jackson said, “I knew my phone call
would make you drop your guard just enough. Opening
the door without checking first, no gun ready. How lax.
You were really very diligent about not being followed,
though. I knew you would be. That’s why on the very
first night I was in Charlottesville, I entered the garage at
Wicken’s Hunt and placed a transmitter inside the wheel
well of each vehicle there, including your Range Rover.
This particular transmitter was originally designed for
military use and employs satellite-tracking technology. I
could have followed you around the globe. It was very
expensive, but obviously was well worth it.


  “I knew after I met with LuAnn that she would send
Lisa off with you and I needed to know exactly where
you were just in case I needed little Lisa for the final
showdown. I love strategic thinking, don’t you? It’s so
rare when someone does it correctly. As it turns out, I do
need her. That’s why I’m here.”


  Charlie winced slightly when Jackson pulled the knife
from his coat and he flinched again when Jackson pulled
up the sleeve of Charlie’s shirt.


  

  “I really love this device,” Jackson said, looking at the
stun gun. “It’s one of the few instruments I’m aware of
that allows one to have full control over another without
seriously injuring them and still leaving them fully conscious.”


  Jackson packed the stun gun away in his coat. He left
the darts in Charlie. He wasn’t worried about leaving any
evidence behind this time.


  “You sided with the wrong person.” As Jackson said
this he ripped open the shirtsleeve up to Charlie’s shoulder to give himself a clear space in which to work. “You
were loyal to LuAnn and look where it got you.” Jackson
shook his head sadly, but the smile on his face betrayed
his true feelings of glee.


  As slowly as he could, Charlie tried to flex his legs. He
grimaced a little, but he could feel something down there.
It hurt, but at least he could feel it. What Jackson didn’t
know was that one of the darts had hit Charlie’s thick
Crucifix, imbedding completely in it. The other dart had
partially hit the medallion before entering his chest, with
the result that the voltage that had rocked his body was
far less than Jackson had counted on it to be.


  “Now, the stun charge will last approximately fifteen
minutes,” Jackson lectured him. “Unfortunately, the cut
I’m about to inflict upon you will only take about ten
minutes to cause you to bleed to death. However, you
won’t feel anything, physically. Mentally, well, it might
be rather unnerving watching yourself bleed to death and
being absolutely powerless to do anything about it. I
could kill you quick, but this way seems far more gratifying to me personally.”


  As he spoke, Jackson made a precise and deep gash in
Charlie’s upper arm. Charlie bit the inside of his jaw as
he felt the sharp blade slice through his skin. As Charlie’s
blood started to pour out in a steady flow, Jackson rose.


  “Good-bye, Charlie, I’ll tell LuAnn you said hello.
Right before I kill her.” Jackson snapped this last sentence out, his face a twisted mass of hatred. Then he
smiled and closed the door.


  

  Inch by agonizing inch, Charlie managed to roll over
onto his back. Then, after an equally hard struggle, he
brought his massive hands up, up until they closed
around the darts. He was already dizzy from the blood
loss. The sweat pouring off his brow, he pulled with all
his strength and, little by little, the darts came loose and
he tossed them aside. That didn’t lessen the numbness of
his body, but it felt good nonetheless. With what little
control he had over his limbs, he slid over to the wall
backward and inched his torso up to a sitting position by
levering himself against this solid surface. His legs were
on fire, the equivalent of a million burning needles stuck
in them, and his body was covered in blood, but he managed to thrust himself upward as though he were squatting weights and his legs held, his knees locked in place.
Ironically, the stun gun’s impact had made his knees feel
better than they had in years. Keeping himself pressed
against the wall for support, he made it to the closet,
which he managed to throw open. He pushed himself into
the closet and gripped a wooden suit hanger with his
teeth. All his limbs were on fire now, which was exhilarating because the slow return of his motor functions was
becoming evident all over his body. He managed to grip
the suit hanger in one hand and rip off the slender stem
that normally kept trousers neatly in place. Dropping the
rest of the hanger, he pushed off from the wall, propelling
himself to the bed. Using his teeth and one of his hands,
he shredded the bed sheet into strips. He worked more
quickly now as his limbs returned to a semblance of normalcy. He was starting to feel nauseated; the blood loss
was taking its toll. He was running out of time. As
quickly as he could he wound a long strip directly above
the cut and then used the thin piece of wood to torque
down on it. The rude tourniquet worked its life-saving
magic and the flow of blood finally halted. Charlie
knocked the phone receiver off and punched in 911. After
giving his location he sat back on the bed, sweat pouring
off him, his entire body crimson from his own blood. He
was still uncertain whether he was going to live or not,
and yet all he could think about was the fact that Jackson
had Lisa. He knew exactly what Jackson was going to do
with her. The girl was bait. Bait to lure the mother. And
when LuAnn went for that bait, Charlie knew exactly
what would happen: Jackson would slaughter them both.


  This terrifying thought was his last before he lost consciousness.


   


  As the van moved down the highway, Jackson looked
over at the unconscious Lisa, finally shining a penlight on
her features so he could see them more clearly. “The spitting image of her mother,” he said to himself. “She has
her fighting spirit too,” he added.


  Jackson reached over and touched the young girl’s
face. “You were just an infant when I last saw you.” He
paused for a moment and looked out into the darkness before returning his gaze to her. “I’m very sorry it had to
come to this.”


  

  He rubbed her cheek lightly, before slowly withdrawing his hand. Roberta, Donovan, his sister, Alicia, and
now the little girl. How many more people was he going
to have to kill? After this was all over, he told himself, he
would go to the most remote location he possibly could
find and do nothing for the next five years. When he had
cleansed his mind of the events of this past week, he
would go on with his life. But first he had to take care of
LuAnn. That was one death he was not going to lose
much sleep over.


  “I’m coming, LuAnn,” he said to the darkness.


   


  LuAnn sat bolt upright in bed feeling as if every nerve
were on fire. Her breath came in big chunks, her heart
pounding out of control.


  “Sweetie, what is it?” Riggs sat up and wrapped an
arm around her quivering shoulders.


  “Oh, God, Matthew.”


  “What? What is it?”


  “Something’s happened to Lisa.”


  “What? LuAnn, you were dreaming. You had a bad
dream, that’s all.”


  “He’s got her. He’s got my baby. Oh, God, he was
touching her. I saw it.”


  Riggs pulled her around to face him. Her eyes were careening all over the room. “LuAnn, there’s nothing
wrong with Lisa. You had a nightmare. Perfectly natural
under the circumstances.” He tried to sound as calm as
possible, although being wakened out of a dead sleep by
this hysterical outburst had certainly unnerved him.


  She pushed him off, jumped up, and started tossing
things off the table next to the bed.


  “Where’s the phone?”


  “What?”


  “Where’s the damned phone?” she screamed. As soon
as she said it, she uncovered the phone.


  “Who are you calling?”


  She didn’t answer. Her fingers flew across the face of
the receiver as she punched in the cell phone number. She
was almost vibrating off the ground as she waited for an
answer. “They’re not answering.”


  “So? Charlie probably turned off the phone. Do you
know what time it is?”


  “He wouldn’t turn off the phone. He never turns off the
damned phone.” She redialed, with the same result.


  “Well, if that’s the case, maybe the battery’s dead. If he
didn’t plug it in when he got to the motel.”


  LuAnn was shaking her head. “Something’s happened.
Something’s wrong.”


  Riggs got up and went over to her. “LuAnn, listen to
me.” He shook her to the extent his wound would allow
him. “Will you listen for a minute?”


  She finally calmed down a bit and managed to look at
him.


  “Lisa is fine. Charlie is fine. You had a nightmare and
that’s all.” He put his arm around her, squeezed her
tightly to him. “We’re going to see them tomorrow. And
everything is going to be fine, okay? If we go tonight and
we are being followed, we’ll never know it. Don’t let a nightmare make you do something that could end up really putting Lisa in danger.”


  She stared at him, terror still in her eyes.


  

  He continued to murmur in her ear and his soothing
tones finally reached her. She let him draw her back over
to the bed and they climbed in. As he settled back to
sleep, however, LuAnn stared at the ceiling, silently
praying that it really had only been a nightmare. Something
deep within her kept telling her it wasn’t. In the darkness
she could see what looked to be a hand reaching out for
her. Whether in a friendly gesture or not she couldn’t tell,
because it never fully formed and then it was gone. She
put an arm around the sleeping Riggs, holding him protectively. She would have given anything to be doing the
same for her daughter.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


  The two FBI agents sipped hot coffee and enjoyed the
late morning calm and beauty of the area. The winds were
whipping up, however, as a storm system approached
with the promise of even higher winds and a lot of rain,
that night and into the next day. Stationed at the road
leading up to LuAnn’s home, the veteran agents had seen
little activity, but they kept alert despite the tedium.


  At eleven o’clock a car approached their checkpoint
and stopped. The window came down on the driver’s
side.


  

  Sally Beecham, LuAnn’s housekeeper, looked expectantly at one of the agents and he quickly waved her
through. She had gone out two hours before to run some
errands. When she had passed the checkpoint earlier she
had been very nervous. The FBI hadn’t explained much
to her, but they had made it clear that she wasn’t in
trouble. They wanted her to go about her normal duties, keep
everything the same. They had given her a number to call
in case she noticed anything suspicious.


  As she passed through the checkpoint this time, she
looked more comfortable, perhaps even a touch self-important with all of this official attention.


  One of the agents commented to the other, “I don’t
think Tyler’s going to be coming back to eat any of that
food.” His colleague smirked knowingly.


  The next vehicle that came down the road and stopped
at the checkpoint drew some special attention. The older
man driving the van explained that he was the
groundskeeper. The younger man in the passenger seat
was his assistant. They produced ID, which the agents
checked thoroughly, then made some phone calls to verify. The agents opened the back of the van and it was indeed filled with tools, boxes, and old rolled-up tarps. Just
to make sure, one of the agents followed the van up the
road.


  Sally Beecham’s car was parked in front; a shrill beep
emanated from the house. The front door was open and
the agent could see her just inside the door deactivating
the alarm system, he presumed. He was proven correct
when the beep stopped. The agent watched the men get
out of the van, pull some tools from the back of the vehicle, stack them in a wheelbarrow, and head around to the
back of the house. Then the agent got in his car and drove
back to the checkpoint.


   


  

  LuAnn and Riggs were standing in the parking lot of
the motel outside Danville, Virginia. Riggs had talked to
the motel manager. The police had been summoned the
night before. The man in Room 112 had been attacked
and badly injured. Because of the severity of the wound,
a medevac helicopter had been called to airlift out the
man. The name the man had given was not Charlie’s;
however, that meant nothing. And the manager was not
aware of a young girl being with the man.


  “You’re sure they were in room one twelve?”


  LuAnn whirled around. “Of course I’m sure.”


  She closed her eyes, stopped pacing, and rocked on her
heels. She knew! She knew what had happened. The
thought of Jackson touching Lisa, hurting her, all because
of what LuAnn had done or hadn’t done. It was numbing,
absolutely and totally incapacitating.


  “Look, how was I supposed to know you have some
kind of psychic connection with this guy?” Riggs replied.


  “Not him dammit. Her! My daughter.”


  This statement stopped Riggs dead in his tracks. He
looked down and then watched her resume her pacing.


  “We need some information, Matthew. Right now.”


  Riggs agreed, but he didn’t want to go to the police.
That would entail wasting a lot of time in explanations
and the end result might very well be the local cops taking LuAnn into custody.


  Finally, Riggs said, “Come on.”


  They went into the motel office and Riggs walked over
to a pay phone. Riggs phoned Masters. The FBI still had
no leads on Jackson and Roger Crane still had not surfaced, Riggs was told.


  Riggs briefly explained the situation at the motel the
night before to Masters.


  “Hold on,” Masters said.


  

  While Riggs did so he looked over at LuAnn staring at
him. She was silently waiting for the worst news she
could possibly receive, of that he was certain. He tried to
smile reassuringly at her, but then stopped. The last thing
he could be right now was reassuring, particularly since
he had nothing to base it upon. Why set her up even further for the long fall.


  When Masters came back on, his tone was low and
nervous. Riggs turned away from LuAnn while he listened.


  Masters said, “I just checked with the local police in
Danville. Your information is correct, a man was stabbed
at that motel on the outskirts of town. The ID found on
him gave his name as Robert Charles Thomas.”


  Charlie? Riggs licked his lips, gripped the phone. “His
ID? He couldn’t tell the police?”


  “He was unconscious. Lost a lot of blood. Damn miracle he’s even alive, they tell me. The wound was professionally administered, designed to slow-bleed the person.
They found darts from a stun gun in the room. Guess that
was how he was incapacitated. As of early this morning,
they weren’t sure if he was going to make it.”


  “What’s he look like?” Riggs heard some paper
rustling over the line. He was almost certain it was Charlie, but he needed to be absolutely sure.


  Masters started speaking again. “Over six feet, in his
sixties, strongly built, must be strong as an ox to have
survived to this point.”


  Riggs breathed deeply. No doubt now. It was Charlie.
“Where is he now?”


  “The medevac took him to the UVA trauma center in
Charlottesville.”


  Riggs felt the presence next to him. He turned to find
LuAnn staring at him; the look in her eyes was scary.


  “George, was there any mention of a ten-year-old girl
being with him?”


  “I asked. The report said that the man came to for a few
seconds and started shouting a name.”


  “Lisa?”


  Riggs heard Masters clear his throat. “Yes.” Riggs remained silent. “It was her daughter, wasn’t it? This guy’s
got her, doesn’t he?” Masters asked.


  “Looks like it,” Riggs managed to get out.


  “Where are you?”


  “Look, George, I don’t think I’m ready to give you that
information yet.”


  Masters started speaking more forcefully. “He’s got the
little girl. You two could be next, Matt. Think about it. We
can protect you both. You have got to come in.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Look, you can go back to her house. I’ve got the entrance under twenty-four-hour guard. If she agrees to go
there, I’ll fill the place up with agents.”


  “Hold on, George.” Riggs held the phone against his
chest and looked at LuAnn. His eyes told her all she
needed to know.


  “Charlie?”


  “Unconscious. They don’t know if he’s going to make
it. The good news is that a medevac helicopter flew him
to the trauma center at UVA hospital.”


  “He’s in Charlottesville?” she asked.


  Riggs nodded. “It’s only a short hop from Danville by
air, and the trauma unit there is top-notch. He’ll get the
best care.”


  She continued to stare at him, waiting. And he knew
exactly what for.


  “Jackson probably has Lisa.” He moved on quickly.
“LuAnn, the FBI wants us to come in. So they can protect us. We can go to Wicken’s Hunt if you want. Agents
are already guarding the entrance. They think—”


  She snatched the phone out of his hand.


  She screamed into it. “I don’t want protection. I don’t
need your damned protection. He’s got my daughter. And
the only thing I’m going to do is find her. I’m going to get
her back. You hear me?”


  “Ms. Tyler, I’m assuming this is LuAnn Tyler—” Masters started to say.


  “You just stay out of the way. He’ll kill her sure as hell
if he even thinks you’re around.”


  Masters tried to remain calm even as he said the awful
words. “Ms. Tyler, you can’t be sure he hasn’t already
done something to her.”


  Her reply was surprising, both for its content and its intensity. “I know he hasn’t hurt her. Not yet.”


  “The man’s a psycho. You can’t be sure—”


  “The hell I can’t. I know exactly what he wants. And
it’s not Lisa. You just stay out of the way, FBI man. If my
daughter dies because you got in the way, there won’t be
any place on this earth that I won’t find you.”


  Sitting at his desk in the heavily guarded Hoover
Building, with twenty-five years of high-level criminal
detection work behind him, during which he’d confronted more than his share of evil, now surrounded by a
thousand superbly trained, hardened FBI special agents,
George Masters actually shivered as he listened to those
words.


  The next sound he heard was the phone slamming
down.


   


  Riggs raced after LuAnn as she stormed to the car.


  “LuAnn, will you wait a damned minute?” She whirled
around, waiting for him to speak. “Look, what George
said makes a lot of sense.”


  LuAnn threw up her hands and started to get in the car.


  “LuAnn, you go in to the FBI. Let them protect you
from this guy. Let me stay on the outside. Let me track
him down.”


  “Lisa is my daughter. I’m the reason she’s in this danger and I’m the one who’s going to get her out. Just me.
Nobody else. Charlie’s almost dead. You were almost
killed. Three other people have been slaughtered. I’m not
involving anybody else in my screwed up, miserable,
sonofabitchin’ excuse for a life.” She screamed the words at him; when she stopped, both their chests were heaving.


  “LuAnn, I’m not letting you go after him alone. If you
don’t want to go to the FBI, fine. I won’t go either. But
you’re not, repeat not, going after him alone. That way
you both die.”


  “Matthew, did you hear me? Just get out of this. Go to
your buddies at the FBI and let them get you a new life
somewhere the hell away from all of this. The hell away
from me. Do you want to die? Because if you hang
around me, you’re going to, sure as I’m looking at you.”
The polished facade had fallen away, shed like a snake’s
skin in autumn. She was one long, raw muscle standing
alone.


  

  “He’ll come after me, regardless, LuAnn,” Riggs said
quietly. “He’ll find me and he’ll kill me whether I go to
the FBI or not.” She didn’t respond so he continued.
“And to tell you the truth, I’m too old, too tired of running and hiding to start it up again. I’d rather go down the
cobra’s hole and meet him head-on. I’ll take my chances
with you next to me. I’d rather have you than every agent
at the Bureau, than every cop in the country. We’re probably only going to have one shot at this, and I’ll take that
shot with you.” He paused for a moment as she stared at
him, her eyes wild, her long hair billowing in the wind,
her strong hands balling up into fists and then uncurling.
Then he said, “If you’ll take that shot with me.”


  The wind was really picking up now. They each stood
barely two feet apart from the other. The gap would either
swell or diminish with LuAnn’s answer. Despite the chill,
cold sweat clung to each of their faces. She finally broke
the silence.


  “Get in.”


   


  The room was completely dark. Outside the rain was
pouring down and had been for most of the day. Sitting in
the very center of the space, her body bound tightly to a
chair, Lisa was trying, without much success, to use her
nose to inch up the mask that covered her eyes. The intense darkness—being totally and completely blind—was unnerving to her. She had the impression that
perilous things were lurking very near her. In that regard
she was completely right.


  “Are you hungry?” The voice was right at her elbow
and her heart nearly stopped.


  “Who is it? Who are you?” Her voice quavered.


  “I’m an old friend of your mother’s.” Jackson knelt beside her. “These bindings aren’t too tight, are they?”


  “Where’s Uncle Charlie? What did you do to him?”
Lisa’s courage suddenly resurfaced.


  Jackson quietly chuckled. “Uncle, is it?” He stood
back up. “That’s good, very good.”


  “Where is he?”


  “Not relevant,” Jackson snapped. “If you’re hungry,
tell me so.”


  “I’m not.”


  “Something to drink then?”


  Lisa hesitated. “Maybe some water.”


  She heard some tinkling of glass in the background and
then she felt a coldness against her lips and jerked back.


  “It’s only water. I’m not going to poison you.” Jackson
said this in such a commanding fashion that Lisa quickly
opened her mouth and drank deeply. Jackson patiently
held the cup until she was finished.


  “If you need anything else, to use the bathroom for instance, then just say so. I’ll be right here.”


  “Where are we?” When Jackson didn’t answer, she
asked, “Why are you doing this?”


  Standing there in the darkness, Jackson considered the
question carefully before answering. “Your mother and I
have some unfinished business. It has to do with things
that occurred a long time ago, although there have been
repercussions of a very recent vintage that are motivating
me.”


  “I bet my mom didn’t do anything to you.”


  “On the contrary, while she owes her entire life to me,
she has done everything in her power to hurt me.”


  “I don’t believe that,” Lisa said hotly.


  

  “I don’t expect you to,” Jackson said. “You’re loyal to
your mother, as you should be. Family ties are very
important.” He crossed his arms and thought for a moment
on the status of his own family, of Alicia’s sweet, peaceful face. Sweet and peaceful in death. With an effort he
shrugged the vision off.


  “My mom will come and get me.”


  “I certainly expect her to.”


  Lisa blinked rapidly as his meaning suddenly dawned
upon her. “You’re going to hurt her, aren’t you? You’re
going to try and hurt my mom when she comes to get
me.” Her voice had risen.


  “Call if you need anything. I don’t intend to make you
suffer unduly.”


  “Don’t hurt my mom, please.” The tears materialized
behind the mask.


  

  Jackson did his best to ignore the pleas. Finally, the
crying turned to bawling and then dissolved into exhausted whimpering. He had first seen Lisa as an eight-month-old infant. She had certainly grown up into a
lovely child. Had LuAnn not accepted his offer, the orphaned Lisa would probably be in a foster home somewhere. He looked over at her, suffering terribly inside,
her head slumped onto her chest in her private agony. A
lot for a ten-year-old to handle. Maybe she would have
been better off in that foster home, without ever really
having known her mother. The woman Jackson was
going to now eliminate from her life. He had no desire to
cause pain to the daughter, but such was life. It wasn’t
fair. He had told LuAnn that the very first day they had
met: Life was not fair. If you wanted something you had
to take it. Before someone else took from you. Neatly dissected down to its essence, life was one long series of lily
pad hoppings. The quick and the resourceful were able to
adapt and survive; all others were simply crushed as a
more nimble creature landed on the lily pad they had occupied for too long.


  He stood completely motionless as though conserving
all his energies for what lay ahead. He stared off into the
darkness. Very soon it would all begin. And very soon it
would all end.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


  The medical facility at the University of Virginia was a
teaching component of the medical school as well as a
highly regarded public hospital with a level-one trauma
center. LuAnn raced down the corridor. Riggs was parking the car and then would follow her in. She reflected
briefly on the fact that she had never before been in a hospital. She quickly concluded that she didn’t care for either
the smell or atmosphere. A lot of that was probably due
to the reason she was here: to see Charlie.


  He was in a private room. A member of the Charlottesville police force stood guard outside his door.
LuAnn shot right past him and started to enter the room.


  “Whoa, there, ma’am. No visitors,” said the police officer, a solidly built man in his early thirties, holding out
a beefy arm for emphasis.


  LuAnn had whirled around ready for a fight when
Riggs hustled up.


  “Hey, Billy.”


  The officer turned around. “Hey, Matt, how you doing?


  “Not so good. Won’t be playing basketball at the Y
with you for a while.”


  Billy looked at his sling. “How’d you do that?”


  “Long story. The guy in there is her uncle.” He nodded
at LuAnn.


  Billy looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t
know. They told me no visitors, but I know they didn’t
mean family. You go on in.”


  “Thanks, Billy,” Riggs said.


  LuAnn pushed open the door and went in. Riggs was
right behind her.


  LuAnn stared across at Charlie lying in the bed. As if
he sensed her presence, he looked over and a smile
spread across his face. He looked pale but his eyes were
quick and active.


  “Damn, now that’s a real pleasant sight,” he said.


  LuAnn was next to him in an instant, taking his big
hand in hers. “Thank God, you’re okay.”


  Charlie was about to say something when the door
opened and a middle-aged man in a white coat popped his
head in. “Just making rounds, folks.” He opened the door
all the way and came in. He carried a clipboard.


  “Dr. Reese,” he said, introducing himself.


  “Matt Riggs. This is Charlie’s niece, Catherine.” Riggs
pointed at LuAnn, who shook the doctor’s hand.


  

  Dr. Reese checked Charlie’s vital signs while he spoke.
“Well, it’s very lucky Charlie was so good with a
tourniquet. Stopped the blood loss before things got really
nasty.”


  “So he’s going to be okay?” LuAnn asked anxiously.


  Reese peered at her over his glasses. “Oh, yes. He’s in
no danger. We replaced the blood he lost, the wound is all
stitched up. All he needs is some rest, get his strength
back.” Reese noted his findings on Charlie’s record log.


  Charlie half-sat up. “I feel fine. When can I check
out?”


  “I think we’ll give you a couple of more days to get
back on your feet.”


  Charlie was clearly not pleased with that answer.


  “I’ll be back in the morning,” Reese said. “Don’t stay
too long, folks, let him get some rest.”


  As soon as Reese was gone, Charlie sat all the way up.
“Any word on Lisa?”


  LuAnn closed her eyes and looked down. Thick tears
slid out from under her eyelids. Charlie looked over at
Riggs for the first time.


  “We think he has her, Charlie,” said Riggs.


  “I know he has her. I told the cops everything I knew
as soon as I came to.”


  “I’m sure they’re working on it,” Riggs said lamely.


  Charlie banged his fist against the metal sides of the
bed. “Dammit, they’re not going to catch him. He’s long
gone. We’ve got to do something. He hasn’t tried to contact you?”


  “I’m going to contact him,” LuAnn said, opening her
eyes. “But I had to come see you first. They said—they
said you might not make it.” Her voice shook and her
hand gripped his tighter.


  

  “It’d take a lot more than one cut to send yours truly
into oblivion.” He paused, struggling with what he was
about to say. “I’m sorry, LuAnn. That bastard’s got her
and it’s my fault. He called in the middle of the night, impersonated Riggs’s voice. Said that the FBI had Jackson.
That I was to come up to Washington and rendezvous
with you at the FBI building. I dropped my guard. I
walked right into his trap.” Charlie shook his head. “God,
I should’ve suspected something, but he sounded just like
Riggs.”


  LuAnn leaned over and hugged him. “Damn you,
Charlie, you almost got yourself killed for her. And for
me.”


  Charlie wrapped his big arms around her while Riggs
watched in respectful silence as the two shook and
swayed together.


  “Lisa will be okay, Charlie.” She sounded a lot more
confident than she actually felt. However, it would do
Lisa no good if LuAnn allowed herself to become hysterical and thus useless.


  “LuAnn, you know that guy. He could do anything to
her.”


  “He wants me, Charlie. His whole world is falling
apart. The Feds are on to him, he killed Donovan and
Bobbie Jo Reynolds and probably his own sister as well.
And I know he thinks I’m the cause for all of it.”


  “That’s nuts.”


  “It’s not nuts if he believes it.”


  “Well, you can’t just walk in there and give yourself to
him.”


  Riggs piped in, “My sentiments exactly. You can’t just
call the guy up and say ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be right over so
you can kill me.’ ”


  LuAnn didn’t answer him.


  “He’s right, LuAnn,” Charlie said. He started to get up.


  “What the hell are you doing?” she said sharply.


  “Getting dressed.”


  “Excuse me, didn’t you hear the doctor?”


  “I’m old, my hearing’s going. And so am I. Going, that
is.”


  “Charlie—”


  “Look,” he said angrily as he stumbled trying to get his
pants on. LuAnn gripped his good arm, while Riggs
steadied him on the other side. “I’m not going to lie here
in this bed while that son of a bitch has Lisa. If you don’t
understand that, I really don’t care.”


  LuAnn nodded in understanding and helped him get
his pants on. “You’re a big old ornery bear, you know
that?”


  “I’ve got one good arm, and just let me get it around
that guy’s neck.”


  Riggs held up his own injured arm. “Well, between us
we have two good arms. I owe the guy too.”


  LuAnn put her hands on her hips and looked around.
“There’s a cop outside.”


  “I can take care of him,” Riggs said.


  LuAnn picked up the rest of Charlie’s belongings, including the portable cell phone, and put them in a plastic
hospital bag.


  When Charlie was finished dressing, Riggs stepped out
the door and spoke to Billy.


  

  “Billy, you mind going down to the cafeteria and getting a couple of coffees and maybe some stuff to munch
on? I’d go but I can’t carry anything with this bum arm.”
He jerked his head toward the room. “And she’s pretty
hysterical right now. I don’t want to leave her.”


  “I’m really not supposed to leave my post, Matt.”


  “I’ll hang out here, Billy, it’ll be okay.” Riggs held up
some money. “Here, get yourself something too. Last
time we played hoops I remember you eating a whole
pizza by yourself afterward.” He eyed Billy’s healthy dimensions. “I don’t want you to wilt away to nothing.”


  Billy took the money and laughed. “You sure know the
way to a fella’s heart.”


  As soon as Billy got into the elevator and the doors
closed, Charlie, LuAnn, and Riggs left the room and
made their way out by the back stairs. With LuAnn and
Riggs supporting Charlie, they quickly walked through
the pouring rain to the car. With the thick clouds, it was
already dark and the visibility was getting worse every
minute.


  Shortly, the three of them were in the car heading down
Route 29. Charlie used the opportunity to tell them everything that had happened at the motel, including the fact
that Jackson had had another man with him. After he finished, Charlie leaned forward from the back seat. “So
what’s the plan?” He winced as the car bounced over a
pothole and jostled his arm.


  LuAnn pulled into a gas station. She pulled out a slip
of paper from her pocket. “I’m going to call him.”


  “And then what?” Riggs asked.


  “I’ll let him tell me,” she replied.


  “You know what the hell he’s going to say,” Charlie rejoined. “He’s going to set up a meeting, just you and him.
And if you go, he’s going to kill you.”


  “And if I don’t go, he’s going to kill Lisa.”


  “He’ll kill her anyway,” Riggs said hotly.


  LuAnn looked over at him. “Not if I get him first.” She
thought back to her last encounter with Jackson, at the
cottage. She was stronger than he was. Not by much, but
she had the clear advantage there. However, he knew that
too. She had seen that in his eyes. That meant he would
not go toe-to-toe with her again, at least not physically.
She would have to remember that. If he could adapt, so
could she.


  “LuAnn, I have a lot of confidence in you,” Riggs said,
“but this guy is something else again.”


  “He’s right, LuAnn,” Charlie added.


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence, guys.” She didn’t
wait for them to answer. She pulled the portable phone
out of the bag and punched in the number. Before it
started ringing, she looked at both of them. “But remember, I’ve got two good arms.”


  Riggs slid his hand down into his coat until it touched
the reassuring metal of his pistol. His aim would have to
be a lot better this time around. He hoped to not have the
painful distraction of a knife sticking out of his arm.


  He and Charlie watched as LuAnn spoke into the receiver, leaving the number of the cell phone. She hung up
and waited, still not looking at them. Barely three minutes had passed before the phone rang.


  Before LuAnn could say anything, Jackson said,
“Please know that I have a device attached to my phone
that will indicate whether this call is being traced, just in
case you happen to be sitting at police headquarters. It
will tell me in about five seconds if that is occurring. If
you are, I will immediately hang up and slit your daughter’s throat.”


  “I’m not at the police and I’m not tracing your call.”


  He didn’t say anything for five seconds. She could envision him eyeing his device, perhaps hoping she was
lying to him. “I applaud you for avoiding the obvious,”
he finally said quite pleasantly.


  “When and where?” LuAnn said.


  “No greeting? No small talk? Where are your manners? Has the expensively constructed princess deteriorated that suddenly? Like a flower without water?
Without sunshine?”


  “I want to talk to Lisa. Right now.”


  “Sorry about Uncle Charlie,” Jackson said. He was sitting on the floor almost in total darkness. He held the
phone close to his mouth, speaking slowly and in as casual a tone as he could muster. He wanted her panic level
to rise steadily, he wanted her to feel his absolute control
of the situation. When the time came he wanted her to
come obediently forward to receive her punishment. He
wanted her to come meekly to confront her executioner.


  She wasn’t about to tell Jackson that Charlie was sitting right behind her wanting nothing more than to wring
the life out of him. “I want to talk to Lisa!”


  “How can you be sure I haven’t killed her already?”


  “What?” she gasped.


  “You can talk to her, but how will you know it’s not me
mimicking her voice? ‘Mommy, Mommy,’ I could say.
‘Come help me.’ I could say all those things. So if you
want to talk to her, you can, but it will prove nothing.”


  “You son of a bitch!”


  “Would you still like to talk to her?”


  “Yes,” LuAnn said pleadingly.


  “Manners now. Yes, what?”


  She hesitated for an instant, taking a deep breath, trying to keep her wits and her nerves together. “Yes,
please,” she said.


  “Just a minute. Now where have I put that child?”


  Riggs was doing his best to listen in. Exasperated,
LuAnn finally opened the door and got out of the car.


  She strained to hear any sound in the background.


  “Mom, Mom, is that you?”


  “Honey, baby, it’s Mom. Oh, God, sweetie, I’m so
sorry.”


  “Oh, excuse me, LuAnn, that’s still me,” Jackson said.
“Oh, Mom, Mommy, are you there?” he said again, mimicking Lisa’s voice precisely.


  LuAnn was too stunned to say anything.


  The next voice she heard was Jackson’s real one. His
tone almost bit into her ear it was said with such forcefulness. “I’ll let you talk to her, really talk to her. You can
have your mother–daughter emotional exchange. But
when you’re done I will tell you exactly what you will
do. If you deviate in any way from my instructions…”


  He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to. They both sat there
on the phone, not saying anything, simply listening to
each other’s breathing, two trains careening out of control, about to slam into each other across the wireless
void. LuAnn tried with all her might to hold back the
thick gush of air that was ramming against her throat. She
knew what he was doing. What he was doing to her mind.
But she was equally aware that she could do nothing
about it. At least not right now.


  “Do you understand?”


  

  “Yes.” As soon as she said the word, she heard it. She
heard the sound in the background that made her both
smile and grimace simultaneously. She looked at her
watch. Five o’clock. The smile increased at the same time
her eyes took on a gleam. A gleam of hope.


  The next minute she was talking to Lisa, quickly asking her questions that only her little girl would know the
answer to. They both desperately wanted to reach
through the darkness that separated them.


  And then Jackson came back on the line and gave her
the instructions, the where and the when. None of it surprised her as she focused again on the sounds occurring
in the background on his end. He ended the call by saying, with daunting finality, “See you soon.”


  She clicked off the phone and got back in the car. She
spoke with a calmness that astonished the two men, particularly under the circumstances.


  “I’m to call him tomorrow at ten A.M. He’ll give me the
meeting place then. He’ll let Lisa go if I come alone. If
he even thinks anyone else is around, he’ll kill her.”


  “So it’s you for Lisa,” Riggs said.


  She looked at both of them. “That’s the way it’s going
to be.”


  “LuAnn—”


  “That’s the way it’s going to be,” she said more forcefully.


  “How do you know he’ll let her go? You can’t trust
him,” Charlie implored.


  “On this I can. He just wants me.”


  “There’s got to be another way,” Riggs exclaimed.


  “There’s only one way, Matthew, and you know it.”
She looked at him sadly before putting the car in gear and
driving off.


  

  She had one more card to play. But Charlie and Riggs
weren’t going to be invited to the game. They had already
sacrificed too much for her. Jackson had nearly killed
both men, and she wasn’t about to give the man another
try on either. If Jackson were given an extra shot, she
knew what the outcome would be. It was now up to her.
It was up to her to save her daughter, and that, she felt,
was the way it should be. She had been self-reliant for
most of her life, and truth be known, that was the way she
liked it. That knowledge was reassuring. And she knew
something else.


  She knew where Jackson and Lisa were.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


  The rain had finally slackened off but the spring showers were far from over. LuAnn had tacked up a blanket
over the shattered window of the cottage. Riggs had
turned the heat fully on and it was comfortable enough.
The remnants of a meal rested on the kitchen sink. Riggs
eyed the stains on the dining room floor. His blood. Charlie and Riggs had pulled mattresses down from the upstairs bedroom and laid them out on the floor. They had
decided the cottage was the best place to spend the night.
Charlie and Riggs had argued with LuAnn for hours trying to change her mind. Finally, she said they could call
the FBI in the morning before she called Jackson. It was
possible the FBI could trace the call. That had appeased
the men enough that they agreed to let LuAnn keep the
first watch. Riggs would relieve her in two hours.


  

  Exhausted, both men soon began snoring deeply.
LuAnn stood with her back to the window and silently
observed them. She looked at her watch; it was after midnight. She made sure her gun was loaded, then she knelt
next to Charlie and gave him a light kiss on the cheek. He
barely moved.


  She moved over to Riggs and watched the even rise
and fall of his chest. Brushing the hair out of his eyes, she
watched him a while longer. She knew the odds were not
good that she would ever see either man again. She
kissed him gently on the lips and then rose. For one long
moment she leaned back against the wall, taking deep
breaths as everything she was confronted with threatened
to simply overwhelm her.


  Then she was on the move again, climbing through the
window to avoid the squeaky front door. She put up her
hood against the fine rain falling. Ignoring the car and the
unavoidable noise it would make, she went to the shed
and opened the door. Joy was still there. LuAnn had forgotten to call anyone to come get the horse; however, the
shed was dry and warm and there was still water and hay
left. She quickly saddled the animal and swung onto
Joy’s back. Easing her out of the shed, they made it to the
woods with scarcely any noise.


  

  When she reached the edge of her property, she dismounted and led Joy back to the horse barn. She hesitated
for a moment and then she took the binoculars off the
wall, edged through the thick brush, and set up surveillance in a narrow break in the tree line, exactly where
Riggs had earlier. She scanned the rear of the house. She
jerked back as a car’s headlights glinted off the binoculars. The car pulled around to the garage side, but the
garage doors didn’t budge. As LuAnn watched, a man got
out of the car and walked around the rear of the house as
if on patrol. Under the rear floods, LuAnn could see the
FBI insignia emblazoned on his windbreaker. Then the
man got back in the car and it pulled off.


  LuAnn broke from the trees and raced across the open
ground. She made it to the side of the house in time to see
the car head back down the private drive toward the main
road, the one where she had fled from Donovan, the encounter that had started this whole nightmare. The FBI
was guarding the entrance to her home. She suddenly remembered that Riggs had mentioned that to her during
his conversation with Masters. She would have dearly
loved to have enlisted the agents’ very able assistance,
but they no doubt would have arrested her on the spot.
Yet fear of arrest wasn’t the chief factor. She simply refused to involve anyone else in her problems. No one else
was going to be stabbed or killed because of her. Jackson
wanted her and only her. She knew he expected her to
walk meekly to him, to receive her punishment in exchange for her daughter’s release. Well, in this case, he
was going to get more than he wanted. A lot more. She
and Lisa were going to survive this. He wasn’t.


  As she started to head back to the rear of the house, she
noticed something else. Sally Beecham’s car out front.
That puzzled her. She shrugged and went around to the
rear door.


  

  The sound she had heard in the background during
Jackson’s call to her was what had brought her here. The
absolutely unique sounds of the old clock, the family
heirloom, passed down to her from her mother, the very
same one LuAnn had diligently refused ever to part with.
It had proved to be the most valuable possession she had
because she had heard it in the background during her
phone conversation with Jackson.


  Jackson had been in her house, had called from her
house. And LuAnn was absolutely convinced that Lisa
was there now. Jackson was here too, she knew. LuAnn
had to admire the man’s nerve, to come here, with the
FBI waiting just down the road. In a very few minutes,
she would come face-to-face with her worst nightmare.


  She pressed herself flat against the brick wall and
peered in the side door, squinting hard through the pane
of glass to see if the alarm light that was visible from this
point was red or green. She breathed a quiet sigh of relief
when she saw the friendly green. She knew the code to
disarm it of course, but disarming it would produce one
shrill beep that might jeopardize everything.


  LuAnn inserted her key in the lock and slowly opened
the door. She paused for a minute; the gun she held made
quick, darting movements all around. She heard nothing.
It was well past midnight now so that wasn’t so surprising. Something was bothering her, however.


  Being back in her own house should have brought
some comfort to her, but it didn’t. If anything it was close
to unnerving. Letting her guard down now, letting herself
be lulled by the familiarity of the surroundings, could
easily result in her and Lisa’s not being around to see the
sun come up.


  

  She continued down the hallway and then froze. She
heard voices clearly. Several people; she recognized none
of them. She slowly let out her breath as the music from
a commercial came on. Someone was watching TV. A
glint of light came from a doorway at the end of the hallway. LuAnn quietly moved forward, stopping right
before her shadow would pass across the small opening between door and wall. She listened for a few seconds
more. Then she edged open the door with her left hand as
she pointed her gun through the opening with her right.
The door swung silently inward and LuAnn leaned in.
The room was dark, the only light coming from the TV.
What she saw next made her freeze once again. The dark
hair, cut short around the neck and built high up in the
form of a modified beehive, was directly in front of her.
Sally Beecham was in her bedroom watching TV. Or was
she? She was sitting so still that LuAnn couldn’t tell if
she was alive or not.


  For an instant: the image of LuAnn threading her way
through that trailer ten years ago, spotting Duane on the
couch. Going toward him, walking right up to him. And
seeing him turn, turn so slowly toward her, the blood all
over his chest, his face as gray as a Navy ship. And
watching him fall off that couch, dying. And then the
hand clamping over her mouth from behind. From behind!


  She whirled but there was no one there; however, her
abrupt movements had made some noise. When she
looked back Sally Beecham was staring at her with horror in her eyes. When she recognized LuAnn she seemed
to catch her breath. A hand fluttered up to her chest,
which was heaving.


  She started to say something, but LuAnn put a finger
up to her lips and whispered, “Shh.”


  “There’s someone here,” LuAnn said. Sally looked
confused. “Have you seen anyone here?” Sally shook her
head and pointed to herself, the worry lines sprouting all
over her ghastly pale face.


  And that’s when it hit LuAnn, and her own face went
pale.


  Sally Beecham never parked in front of the house. She
always parked in the garage which led directly into the
kitchen. LuAnn’s hand tightened on the gun. She looked
at the face again. It was hard to tell in the dark light, but
she wasn’t taking any chances. “I’ll tell you what, Sally.
I want you to get in the kitchen pantry and I’m going to
lock you in. Just to be safe.”


  LuAnn watched as the eyes darted over her face. Then
one of the hands started to move behind the woman’s
back.


  LuAnn thrust the gun forward. “And we’re going to do
it right now or I’ll shoot you right here. And pull out the
gun, butt-first.”


  When the pistol emerged, LuAnn motioned to the
floor. The gun clunked when it hit the hardwood.


  When the person moved in front of LuAnn, LuAnn
quickly reached out and jerked the wig off, revealing the
man. He had short, dark hair. He jerked around for an instant, but LuAnn shoved the gun in his ear.


  “Move, Mr. Jackson! Or should I say, Mr. Crane?” She
had no false hopes as to the fate of Sally Beecham, but
with everything else confronting her, LuAnn did not have
the opportunity to dwell on it. She hoped she would have
the chance to grieve for the woman.


  When they reached the kitchen, LuAnn shoved him inside the pantry and locked the door from the outside. The
door was an original from the house, solid oak, three
inches thick with a deadbolt. It would hold him. At least
for a while. She didn’t need long.


  

  She raced to the end of the hallway and flew up the
carpeted stairs. LuAnn made her way from door to door.
She was fairly certain that Lisa was in her mother’s bedroom but she couldn’t take any chances. Her eyes had adjusted well to the darkness and she quickly surveyed
room after room. All empty. She went on. There was only
one more bedroom left: hers. LuAnn willed her hearing
to the highest possible acuity. All she wanted to hear was
Lisa sighing, mumbling, breathing, anything to let her
mother know she was okay. She couldn’t call out, that
was too dangerous. She recalled that Jackson now had
someone with him. Where was that person?


  She reached the door, slid her hand around the doorknob, took a deep breath, and turned it.


   


  A long bolt of lightning cut across the sky, followed by
a deafening clap of thunder. At the same instant, the blanket was blown off the window and rain started coming in.
The combination of these events finally woke Riggs. He
sat up, disoriented for a moment, and then looked around.
He saw the open window, the wind and rain coming
through. He glanced over at Charlie, who was still sleeping. Then it hit him.


  He staggered up. “LuAnn? LuAnn?” His cries roused
Charlie.


  “What the hell?” he said.


  In a minute they had searched the small cottage.


  “She’s not here,” he screamed to Charlie.


  They both raced outside. The car was still there. Riggs
looked around bewildered.


  “LuAnn,” Charlie screamed over the sounds of the
storm.


  

  Riggs looked over at the shed. The doors were open. It
hit him. He raced over and looked in the empty shed. He
looked down at the mud in front of the shed. Even in the
darkness, he could make out the hoof prints. He followed
the tracks to the edge of the woods. Charlie ran up beside
him.


  “Joy was in the shed,” he told Charlie. “It looks like
she’s gone back to the house.”


  “Why would she do that?”


  Riggs thought hard for a minute. “Were you surprised
she agreed to finally calling the FBI tomorrow?”


  “Yes,” Charlie said, “but I was too damn tired and too
relieved to think much about it.”


  “Why would she go to the house?” Riggs repeated
Charlie’s question. “The FBI is guarding the place. What
would be there that she’d take that sort of risk?”


  Charlie went pale and he staggered slightly.


  “What is it, Charlie?”


  “LuAnn once told me something Jackson had told her.
A rule he lived by.”


  “What was it?” Riggs demanded.


  “If you want to hide something, put it out in plain sight
because no one would see it.”


  Now it was Riggs’s turn to go pale as the truth hit him.
“Lisa’s at the house.”


  “And so is Jackson.”


  They raced to the car.


  As the sedan flew down the road Riggs picked up the
portable phone. He dialed the police and then the local
FBI. He was shocked to hear Masters’s voice come on the
line.


  

  “He’s here, George. Crane’s at Wicken’s Hunt. Bring
everything you got.” Riggs heard the phone drop to the
desk and footsteps running off. Then he clicked off the
phone and floored the car.


   


  As the door swung open, LuAnn darted into the room.
Smack in the center was a chair and in that chair was
Lisa, slumped over, exhausted. The next sound LuAnn
heard was the labored ticking of that clock, that wonderful, beautiful clock. She closed the door behind her and
ran to her daughter, hugged her. Her face dissolved into a
big smile when her daughter’s eyes met her mother’s.


  And then a loop of thick cord was around LuAnn’s
neck, was pulled tight, and LuAnn’s breath was suddenly
gone; her gun fell to the floor.


  Lisa screamed and screamed in agonizing silence, the
tape still tightly across her mouth. She kicked at her chair,
trying to topple it over, trying to reach her mother, help
her in some way before this man killed her.


  Jackson was fully behind LuAnn now. He had watched
from the darkness next to the dresser as LuAnn had sailed
toward Lisa, oblivious to his presence in the room. Then
he had struck. The cord had a piece of wood attached to
it and Jackson was winding it tighter and tighter. LuAnn’s
face was turning blue, her senses were slipping away as
the cord dug deeply into the skin of her neck. She tried to
punch him but it was too awkward, her fists flailed helplessly, sapping away what remaining strength she had.
She kicked at him, but he was too quick and dodged those
blows as well. She dug at the rope with her strong fingers
but it was so imbedded in her skin that there was no space
left to get a grip.


  

  He whispered into her ear. “Tick-tock, LuAnn. Tick-tock of the little clock. Like a magnet, it led you right to
me. I held the phone right next to it so you couldn’t help
but hear it. I told you I find out everything about someone I do business with. I visited your trailer in good old
Rikersville. I listened to the rather unique sounds of that
timepiece several times. And then seeing it on the wall of
the bedroom the night I first visited you. Your little,
cheap family heirloom.” He laughed. “I would have
loved to have seen your face when you thought you had
outsmarted me. Was it a happy face, LuAnn? Was it?”


  Jackson’s smile deepened as he felt her giving way, her
vaunted strength almost gone. “Now don’t forget your
daughter. There she is.” He hit a light switch and swung
her around violently so that she could see Lisa reaching
for her. “She’ll watch you die, LuAnn. And then it will be
her turn. You cost me a family member. Someone I loved.
How does it feel to be responsible for her death?” He
yanked on the cord harder and harder. “Die, LuAnn. Just
give in to it. Close your eyes and just stop breathing. Just
do it. It’s so easy. Just do it. Do it for me. You know you
want to,” he hissed.


  LuAnn’s eyes were close to erupting out of their sockets now, her lungs almost dead. She felt like she was deep
under water; she would give anything to take one breath,
just one long drink of air. As LuAnn listened to those
taunting words she was swept back to a graveyard, to a
plot of dirt, to a small brass marker in the ground many
years ago. Exactly where she was heading. Do it for Big
Daddy, LuAnn. It’s so easy. Come and see Big Daddy. You
know you want to.


  

  From the corner of her blood-filled right eye she could
barely see Lisa silently screaming for her mother, reaching for her across a chasm that was barely seconds from
becoming eternal. At that very moment and from a place
so deep that LuAnn never even knew she possessed it,
there came a rush of strength so unbelievably powerful
that it almost knocked her over. With a shriek, LuAnn
jerked upright and then bent forward, lifting an astonished Jackson completely off the floor in the process. She
clamped her arms around his legs so that she was carrying him piggyback style. Then she exploded backward,
her legs pumping like a long jumper about to erupt into
flight until she slammed Jackson violently into the heavy
dresser against the wall. The sharp wooden edge caught
him dead on the spine.


  He screamed in pain but hung on to the cord. LuAnn
reached up and dug her fingernails right into the recent
wound on his hand—the one from the fight at the cottage—tearing the cut wide open. Jackson screamed again
and this time he let go of the cord. Feeling the rope go
lax, LuAnn whipped her torso forward and Jackson went
flying over her shoulders and crashing into a mirror hanging on the wall.


  LuAnn staggered drunkenly around in the middle of
the room sucking in huge amounts of air. She reached up
to her throat and pulled off the cord. Then her eyes settled dead center on the man.


  

  Jackson grabbed at his injured back and struggled to
stand up. It was too little too late, as with a guttural
scream LuAnn pounced. She flattened him to the floor
and pinned him there. Her legs clamped against his, immobilizing them. Her hands encircled his throat and now
his face started to turn blue. The grip he felt against his
throat was ten times as strong as the one he had battled on
the cottage porch. He looked into her blood-filled eyes,
red with burst capillaries from her near strangling, and he
knew there was no way he could ever break her choke
hold. His hands groped the floor as she continued to
squeeze the life out of him. A series of visions proceeded
across his mind, but there was no rush of strength to accompany it. His body started to go limp. His eyes rolled
in their sockets, his neck constricted to the breaking point
under the ever increasing pressure. His fingers finally
closed around a bit of glass from the shattered mirror and
held. He swung it upward, catching her in the arm and
cutting through her clothing and into her skin. She didn’t
release her grip. He cut her again and then again but to no
avail. She was beyond pain; she would simply not let go.


  Finally, with the last bit of strength he had left, his fingers felt under her arm and he pressed as hard as he
could. Suddenly, LuAnn’s arms went dead as Jackson
found the pressure point and her grip was abruptly broken. In an instant he had pushed her off and sprinted
across the room, gasping for breath.


  LuAnn watched in horror as he grabbed Lisa’s chair
and dragged it across the room to the window. She got to
her feet, flying toward them. She knew exactly what he
was going to do, but damn if she was going to let him do
it. He was lifting the chair and Lisa with it, and LuAnn
dove for it, her hand closing around her daughter’s leg as
the chair smashed against the window that overlooked
the brick patio almost thirty feet below. LuAnn and Lisa
crashed to the floor amid the shattered glass.


  

  Jackson tried to snatch up her gun but LuAnn was one
step ahead of him. LuAnn’s leg flew up and caught Jackson, who had strayed a little too close, directly in the
crotch. He bent down, groaning. She jumped up and
landed a powerful right hand squarely against Jackson’s
chin. He went down to the floor.


  In the distance they all heard the police sirens coming.
Jackson swore under his breath, picked himself up, and,
clutching his privates, raced through the doorway.


  LuAnn let him go, slamming and locking the door behind him. Screaming and crying in relief, she gently
pulled off the tape and undid the ropes holding Lisa.
Mother and daughter held each other tightly. LuAnn
clutched at Lisa’s body, she pushed her face in Lisa’s hair,
her nose drank in every wonderful smell of her little girl.
Then LuAnn stood and picked up her gun and fired two
shots out the window.


   


  Riggs and Charlie and the FBI agents were engaged in
an animated discussion at the entrance to the private road
when they heard the shots. Riggs threw the car in gear
and roared up the road. The FBI agents ran to their car.


   


  Jackson bolted down the hallway, suddenly stopped,
and looked in Sally Beecham’s bedroom. Empty. He
spied the gun on the floor and snatched it up. Then he
heard the pounding. He raced to the kitchen and unlocked
and threw open the pantry door. Roger Crane, squinting
and quivering, stumbled out.


  “Thank God, Peter. She had a gun. She put me in here.
I… I did exactly as you told me.”


  “Thank you, Roger.” He lifted up the pistol. “Tell Alicia I said hello.” Then he fired point blank into his
brother’s face. The next instant he was out the door and
racing across the lawn for the woods.


  * * *


   


  As they jumped out of their car Riggs saw Jackson first
and sprinted after him. Charlie, despite his weakened
state, was right behind. When the lawmen pulled up seconds later, they ran to the house.


  LuAnn met them on the stairs. “Where are Matthew
and Charlie?”


  The men looked at each other. “I saw somebody running into the woods,” one of them answered.


  They all ran out onto the front lawn. That’s when they
heard it, the drone of the helicopter as the blades cut
through the rain and wind. It landed on the front lawn.
They all saw the FBI insignia on the side. The group
raced over; LuAnn and Lisa reached it first.


  Several police cars pulled up next to the fountain and
a small army of officers poured out.


  George Masters climbed out of the helicopter followed
by a team of FBI agents. He looked at her. “LuAnn
Tyler?” She nodded. Masters looked at Lisa. “Your
daughter?”


  “Yes,” LuAnn said.


  “Thank God.” He let out a deep sigh of relief and held
out his hand. “George Masters, FBI. I came into town to
interview Charlie Thomas. When I got to the hospital he
was gone.”


  “We’ve got to go after Jackson, I mean Peter Crane. He
went into the woods,” LuAnn said. “Matthew and Charlie went after him. But I want Lisa safe. I can’t leave her
without knowing she’ll be completely safe.”


  Masters looked between mother and daughter, spitting
images of each other. Then he looked at the helicopter.


  

  “We’ll transport her to the FBI office here in Charlottesville in this helicopter. I’ll put her smack in the
center of a room with a half dozen heavily armed FBI agents.
That good enough?” He smiled weakly.


  A grateful look crossed her face. “Yes. Thanks for understanding.”


  “I’ve got children too, LuAnn.”


  While Masters gave instructions to the pilot, LuAnn
gave Lisa one more hug and kiss and then turned and
raced for the woods, a swarm of FBI agents and police officers right behind her. As fleet of foot as she was, and
knowing the terrain as well as she did, she soon left them
far behind.


   


  Riggs could hear the feet flying in front of him. Charlie had dropped back a bit, but Riggs could hear his heavy
breathing not far behind. The woods were wreathed in almost complete darkness and the rain continued to pour
down. Riggs blinked his eyes rapidly to gain some degree
of night vision. He pulled his gun, slipped the safety off
with a quick punch of his finger. Then he halted abruptly
as the sounds ahead of him stopped. He crouched and
swept the area with his eyes, his gun making wide arcs.
He heard the sound behind him an instant too late as the
foot slammed into his back, sending him lunging forward
and then down. He hit the wet ground hard, his face sliding painfully across the grass and dirt, and he ended up
slamming against a tree, his gun smacking hard against
the trunk. The impact caused his wounded arm to start
bleeding again. When he flipped over on his back, he saw
the man flying at him, the foot poised to deliver another
crunching blow. Then Charlie blindsided Jackson and the
two men went sprawling.


  

  An incensed Charlie pounded Jackson with his fists
and then cocked his arm back to deliver a knock-out
punch. Quick as an eel, Jackson made a direct hit on
Charlie’s wound, a blow that made him scream and double over. Then, with the same motion employed in striking a cymbal, Jackson smashed both palms against
Charlie’s ears, forcing a sudden, painful rush of air into
his ear canals and rupturing an eardrum. Nauseated and
dizzy from the combined blows, Charlie fell off Jackson
and lay on the ground groaning.


  “I should’ve slit your throat at the motel,” Jackson spat
down at him. Jackson was about to deliver a crushing
kick to Charlie’s head when he heard Riggs scream at
him.


  “Get the hell away from him before I blow your damn
head off.”


  When Jackson looked over, Riggs’s gun was pointed
directly at him. Jackson stepped away from Charlie.


  “Finally, we meet. Riggs the criminal. How about discussing a financial arrangement that will make you very
rich?” Jackson said. His voice was hoarse and weak from
his near strangling by LuAnn. He clutched at his torn
hand; his face was bleeding from Charlie’s blows.


  “I’m not a criminal, asshole. I was an FBI agent who
testified against a cartel. That’s why I was in Witness Protection.”


  

  Jackson circled closer to Riggs. “Ex-FBI? Well, then at
least I’m certain you won’t shoot me down in cold
blood.” He pointed a warning finger at Riggs.
“Understand though, if I go down, so does LuAnn. I’ll tell your
former employers that she was in on everything, even
helped me plan it. I’ll paint a picture so dark that she’ll be
grateful for a life sentence. My attorneys will see to that.
But don’t worry, I understand you can have yearly conjugal visits in some prisons now.”


  “You’re going to rot in jail.”


  “I hardly think that. I can only imagine what sort of
deal I can cut with the Feds. I would think they’d do anything to avoid public disclosure of all this. When this is
all over, I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again. In fact, I look
forward to it.”


  Jackson’s mocking tones burned through every fiber of
Riggs’s body. What was even more maddening was the
fact that everything Jackson had predicted could very
well happen. But it wouldn’t, Riggs swore to himself.
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Riggs said.


  “About what?”


  “About killing you in cold blood.” Riggs pulled the
trigger. The sound that didn’t occur seemed to drive all
the blood from Riggs’s body. The gun didn’t fire; the impact with the tree had jammed it. He pulled the trigger
again with the same sickening result.


  Jackson instantly drew his own gun and pointed it at
Riggs.


  Riggs dropped the useless pistol and backed up as
Jackson advanced. He finally stopped retreating when his
foot felt nothing but air. He looked behind him: a sheer
drop. Down below, the fast-moving water. He looked
back at Jackson, who smiled and then fired.


  The bullet hit right in front of Riggs’s feet and he
stepped back a half inch, teetering on the edge.


  “Let’s see how well you swim with no arms.” The next
shot hit Riggs’s good arm. He grunted in pain and doubled over, clutching it, trying to maintain his balance.
Then he looked up at the sneering face of Jackson.


  “Take the bullet or the jump, it’s your choice. But do it
quick, I don’t have much time.”


  Riggs had only an instant. As he crouched over, the
arm that had just been hit slid up the length of his sling—a very natural movement under the circumstances. Jackson had underestimated his resourcefulness. Jackson
wasn’t the only one who had lived by his wits, who had
gotten himself out of tight spots by acting nimbly. What
Riggs was about to do had saved his life while working
undercover during a drug deal that had gone sour. It
would not save his life this time. But it would save several others, including one that he cared more about than
his own: LuAnn’s.


  He locked eyes with Jackson. His anger was so intense
that it blocked out the pain in both arms. His hand closed
around the butt of the compact gun taped inside his sling,
the one he had originally had in his ankle holster. Its muzzle was pointed right at Jackson. Wounded arm and all,
his aim was as sharp as ever. And Jackson was only a few
feet away. But Riggs had to make the first shot count.


  “Riggs!” Charlie screamed.


  Jackson didn’t take his eyes off Riggs. “You’re next, Uncle Charlie.”


  Matt Riggs would never forget the look on Jackson’s
face as the first shot Riggs fired erupted through the sling
and hit the man flush in the face, tearing first through the
powder, putty, and spirit gum, and then slamming a microsecond later into real flesh and bone. The gun fell
from an astonished Jackson’s hand.


  

  Riggs kept pulling the trigger, sending bullet after bullet slamming into Jackson. Head, torso, leg, arm—there
wasn’t a piece of him Riggs missed until the firing pin
banged empty twelve shots later. And all the time Jackson’s countenance held a look of supreme disbelief as
blood mixed with fake hair and skin; creams and powders
mutated into a dull crimson. The total effect was eerie, as
though the man were dissolving. Then Jackson dropped
to his knees, blood pouring from a dozen wounds, and
then he fell face forward to the ground and did not move
again. His last performance.


  That’s when Riggs went fully over the edge. The multiple kicks from the pistol were enough to completely unsettle his balance, and his feet were unable to counter the
slippery red clay. But as he went over, a look of grim satisfaction came over his face even as he stared down at the
abyss he was plummeting toward. Two useless arms, both
bleeding him to death, deep, fast, icy water, nothing to
grab. It was over.


  He heard Charlie scream his name one more time, and
then he heard nothing else. He felt no pain now, only
peace. He hit the water awkwardly and went under.


  Charlie scrambled over and was just about to plunge in
when a body hurtled by him and went over the edge.


  LuAnn broke the surface of the water cleanly and almost instantly reappeared. She scanned the surface of the
rapidly moving water that was already pulling her downstream.


  From the bank, Charlie stumbled along through the
thick trees and heavy underbrush, trying to keep up. The
shouts of the FBI agents and police officers were getting
louder, but it didn’t look as though their help would arrive in time.


  

  “Matthew!” LuAnn screamed. Nothing. She dove
under, methodically pushing off from bank to bank
searching for him. Twenty seconds later she resurfaced,
sucking in air.


  “LuAnn!” Charlie yelled at her.


  She ignored his cries. As the cold rain pelted her, she
sucked in another lungful of air and went under again.
Charlie stopped, his eyes darting everywhere, trying to
pinpoint where she would come up. He wasn’t about to
lose both of them.


  When LuAnn broke the surface again she wasn’t
alone. She gripped Riggs tightly around the chest as the
current swept them along. He gagged and spit up water as
his lungs struggled to function again. She tried to swim
cross-current but was making little progress. She was
freezing. In another minute hypothermia could well incapacitate her. Riggs was sheer dead weight, and she felt
her strength fading. She scissored her legs around his
upper torso, angling just enough that his face was above
the water’s surface. She kept putting pressure on his
stomach, making his diaphragm kick up and down, helping him clear his lungs.


  She looked desperately behind her, searching for some
way out. Her eyes fell upon a fallen tree, and, more important, the thick branch that was suspended partially out
over the water. It would be close. She readied herself,
gauging the distance and height. She tensed her legs
around Riggs and then made her lunge. Her hands closed
around the branch and held. She raised herself up. She
and Riggs were now partially out of the water. She tried
to pull herself up more, but couldn’t; Riggs was too
heavy. She looked down and saw him staring at her, his
breath coming in short gasps. Then she watched horrified
as he started to unwrap her legs from around him.


  “Matthew, don’t! Please!”


  Through blue lips that moved in a painfully slow manner he said, “We’re not going to both die, LuAnn.” He
pushed her legs again and she was now fighting him and
the current and the weary ache in her limbs as the numbing cold settled deeply within her. Her lips were trembling with both rage and helplessness. She looked down
at him again as he tried desperately to free himself, to rid
her of the burden. She could simply let go, fall with him,
but what about Lisa? She had seconds to make a choice,
but then she didn’t have to. For the first time in her life,
her strength failed, and her grip was broken. She started
to plummet downward.


  The thick arm that clamped around her body ended her
fall and the next thing she felt was herself and Riggs
being lifted completely out of the water.


  She cocked her head back and her eyes fell upon his
face.


  Straddling the tree trunk, Charlie, bad arm and all,
grunted and grimaced and finally pulled them safely to a
narrow dirt bank where they all three collapsed, the water
inches from them. LuAnn’s legs were still locked in a
death grip around Riggs. She lay back, her head on Charlie’s chest, which was heaving mightily from his efforts.
LuAnn slid her right hand down to Riggs, who took it,
laying it against his cheek. Her left hand went up and
gripped Charlie’s shoulder. He covered her hand with his.
None of them said a word.









  


  

  CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


  “Well, it’s all done,” Riggs said, gingerly hanging up the
phone. They were in his home office, LuAnn, Charlie,
and Lisa. A gentle snow was falling outside. Christmas
was rapidly closing in.


  “So what’s the bottom line?” LuAnn asked.


  LuAnn and Charlie were healed. Riggs was out of his
sling, and the cast he had had to wear to mend the bone
Jackson’s bullet had broken had recently been removed
as well. He still moved slowly, though.


  “Not great. The IRS finished its calculations of the
back taxes you owed, penalties and interest all compounded for the last eight or so years.”


  “And?”


  

  “And it came to all the cash you had, all the investments you had, and all the property you had, including
Wicken’s Hunt.” He managed a grin, trying to ease the
impact of the depressing news. “You were actually short
sixty-five cents so I threw it in for you, no charge.”


  Charlie snorted. “What a Christmas present. And the
other lottery winners get to keep all their money. That’s
not fair.”


  “They paid their taxes, Charlie,” Riggs replied.


  “She’s paid taxes.”


  “Only since coming back to this country and only
under the name Catherine Savage.”


  “Well, she couldn’t before. Not without probably
going to prison for a crime she didn’t commit.”


  “Well, gee, that’s a real winning argument.”


  “Yeah, but they all won by cheating too,” Charlie retorted.


  “Well, the government isn’t about to announce that to
the world. They make billions off the lottery. Telling the
truth might just mess that up, don’t you think?”


  “How about all the millions she gave to charity, doesn’t
that count for something?” Charlie said angrily.


  “The IRS applauded LuAnn’s generosity but said they
really couldn’t help on that because she had never filed a
return. I’m telling you it’s not a bad deal. She could have
gone to prison for a long time over this. Except for that
fact, she probably could have kept some of the money.
But that was a very real threat over her head. Sheriff Harvey didn’t go away very easily.”


  “I can’t believe this crap. After all she’s been through.
She broke up Crane’s worldwide criminal syndicate, the
FBI looks like heroes, they confiscated all his property,
billions of bucks into the Treasury, and she winds up with
nothing. Not even a pat on the back. It’s not fair!”


  

  LuAnn put a hand on a seething Charlie’s shoulder.
“It’s okay, Charlie. I didn’t deserve any of that money.
And I wanted to pay what I owed. I just want to be
LuAnn Tyler again. I told Matthew that. But I didn’t murder anyone. All the charges against me are gone, right?”
She looked at Riggs for confirmation.


  “That’s right. Federal, state, everything. Free as a
bird.”


  “Yeah, and poor as a church mouse,” Charlie added angrily.


  “Is that it, Matthew? They can’t come back on me
later? The IRS, I mean? For more money?”


  “All the papers are signed. They dropped everything.
It’s over. They confiscated all your accounts, they foreclosed on the house. Anyway, even if they came after
you, which they can’t, you don’t have any more money.”


  Lisa looked at him. “Maybe we can move in here,
Mom.” She added quickly, “I mean for a little while.” She
looked between LuAnn and Riggs nervously. LuAnn
smiled at Lisa. Telling her daughter the entire truth had
been the hardest thing she had ever had to do. But the second she had finished, she had never felt greater relief.
Lisa had taken the news admirably. Now at least their relationship could take on a semblance of normalcy.


  Riggs looked at LuAnn, a little nervous himself. “I was
thinking along those lines myself.” He swallowed hard.
“Can you excuse us for a minute?” he asked Charlie and
Lisa.


  He took LuAnn by the arm and they left the room.
Charlie and Lisa watched them go and then exchanged
smiles.


  * * *


   


  Riggs sat LuAnn down by the fireplace and stood in
front of her. “I’d love for all of you to move in here.
There’s plenty of room. But—” He looked down.


  “But what?” she asked.


  “I was thinking about a more permanent arrangement.”


  “I see.”


  “I mean, I earn a good living and, well, now that you
don’t have all that money.” She cocked her head at him
as he blew out a deep breath. “I just never wanted you to
think I was after you because of your wealth. It would’ve
driven me crazy. It was like this big roadblock I couldn’t
get around. I don’t want you to think that I’m happy
you’re not rich anymore. If there had been some way for
you to keep the money, that would’ve been great. But,
now that you don’t have it, I just want you to know…”
Here he stumbled again, unable to continue, suddenly terrified at the deep waters he had ventured into.


  “I love you, Matthew,” LuAnn said simply.


  Riggs’s features fully relaxed. He didn’t look terrified
anymore. In fact, he couldn’t remember ever being this
happy before. “I love you too, LuAnn Tyler.”


  “Have you ever been to Switzerland?” she asked.


  He looked surprised. “No. Why?”


  “I always thought about honeymooning there. It’s so
romantic, so beautiful. Especially at Christmas time.”


  Riggs looked troubled. “Well, sweetie, I work hard, but
small-town, one-man-shop general contractors don’t
make enough money to do those sorts of things. I’m
sorry.” He licked his lips nervously. “I’ll understand if
you can’t accept that, after all these years of being so
rich.”


  

  In response, LuAnn opened her purse and took out a
slip of paper. On it was an account number at a bank in
Switzerland. The account had been opened with one hundred million dollars: Jackson’s return of her principal. It
was all there, just waiting. It cranked out six million a
year in interest alone. She would retain her lottery prize
after all. And she wasn’t feeling any guilt about it this
time around. Right now in fact, it seemed like she had
earned it. She had spent the last ten years trying to be
someone she wasn’t. It had been a life of great wealth and
great misery. Now she was going to spend the rest of her
life being who she really was and enjoying it. She had a
beautiful, healthy daughter and two men who loved her.
No more running, no more hiding for LuAnn Tyler. She
was truly blessed.


  She smiled at him, stroked his face.


  “You know what, Matthew?”


  “What?”


  Right before she kissed him she said, “I think we’ll be
just fine.”
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      The simple truth is,
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      This book is also lovingly dedicated to the memory of Brenda Gayle Jennings, a special child


    

  









  

    

      



       Acknowledgments


      To Jennifer Steinberg, once more for superb research.


      To Lou Saccoccio, for his able assistance on military legal matters.


      To Lee Calligaro, whose stories about his tenure as a JAG attorney during the Vietnam War fascinated me, and who is also the finest trial lawyer I have ever met.


      To Steve Jennings, for his astute editorial comments.


      To the Warner Books family — Larry, Maureen, Mel, Emi, Tina, Heather, Jackie J. and Jackie M. and all the rest of an incredibly fine and dedicated group of people who make my life so much more enriched.


      To my mother, for the finer points of southwest Virginia, an area she knows awfully well.


      To Karen Spiegel, who has been with me for a long time on this story.


      To attorney Ed Vaughan, for educating me on some of the finer points of Virginia law and practice.


      To those other sources, for their help in enlightening me on that fascinating place, the United States Supreme Court.


      To my friend and agent, Aaron Priest, who provided me, as always, with a lot of good counsel as I worked my way through this novel.


      To Frances Jalet-Miller, for putting so much time, effort and spirit into helping me realize the full potential of this work. I couldn’t have done it without you.


       


       


    

  









  

    

      



      The Truth is rarely pure and never simple.


      —Oscar Wilde


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER ONE


      At this prison the doors are inches thick, steel; once factory smooth, they now carry multiple dents. Imprints of human faces, knees, elbows, teeth, residue of blood are harvested large on their gray surface. Prison hieroglyphics: pain, fear, death, all permanently recorded here, at least until a new slab of metal arrives. The doors have a square opening at eye level. The guards stare through it, use the small space to throw bright lights at the human cattle on their watch. Without warning, batons smack against the metal with the pop of gun reports. The oldies bear it well, looking down at the floor, studying nothing — meaning their lives — in a subtle act of defiance, not that anyone notices or cares. The rookies still tense when the pop or light comes; some dribble pee down their cotton pants, watch it flow over their black low-quarter shoes. They soon get over it, smack the damn door back, fight down the push of schoolboy tears and belly bile. If they want to survive.


      At night, the prison cells hold the darkness of a cave but for odd shapes here and there. On this night a thunderstorm grips the area. When a lightning bolt dips from the sky, it splashes illumination into the cells through the small Plexiglas windows. The honeycomb pattern of the chicken wire stretched tight across the glass is reproduced on the opposite wall with each burst.


      During the passage of such light, the man’s face emerges from the dark, as though having suddenly parted the surface of water. Unlike those in the other cells, he sits alone, thinks alone, sees no one in here. The other prisoners fear him; the guards too, even armed as they are, for he is a man of intimidating proportions. When he passes by the other cons, hardened, violent men in their own right, they quickly look away.


      His name is Rufus Harms and his reputation at Fort Jackson Military Prison is that of a destroyer: He will crush you if you come at him. He never takes the first step, but he will the last. Twenty-five years of incarceration have taken a considerable toll on the man. Like the age rings of a tree, the ruts of scars on Harms’s skin, the poorly healed fractures of bone on his skeleton are a chronicle of his time here. However, far worse damage lies within the soft tissue of his brain, within the centers of his humanity: memory, thought, love, hate, fear, all tainted, all turned against him. But mostly memory, a humbling tumor of iron against the tip of his spine.


      There is substantial strength left in the massive frame, though; it is evident in the long, knotty arms, the density of Harms’s shoulders. Even the wide girth of his middle carries the promise of exceptional power. But Harms is still a listing oak, topped out on growth, some limbs dead or dying, beyond the cure of pruning, the roots ripped out on one side. He is a living oxymoron: a gentle man, respectful of others, faithful to his God, irreversibly cast in the image of a heartless killer. Because of this the guards and the other prisoners leave him be. And he is content with that. Until this day. What his brother has brought him. A package of gold, a surge of hope. A way out of this place.


      Another burst of light shows his eyes brimming with deep red, as though bloodied, until one sees the tears that stain his dark, heavy face. As the light recedes, he smooths out the piece of paper, taking care not to make any sound, an invitation to the guards to come sniffing. Lights have been extinguished for several hours now, and he is unable to reverse that. As it has been for a quarter century, his darkness will end only with the dawn. The absence of light matters little, though. Harms has already read the letter, absorbed every word. Each syllable cuts him like the quick bite of a shiv. The insignia of the United States Army appears bold at the top of the paper. He knows the symbol well. The Army has been his employer, his warden for almost thirty years.


      The Army was requesting information from Rufus Harms, a failed and forgotten private from the era of Vietnam. Detailed information. Information Harms had no way of giving. His finger navigating true even without light, Harms touched the place in the letter that had first aroused fragments of memory drifting within him all these years. These particles had generated the incapacitation of endless nightmare, but the nucleus had seemed forever beyond him. Upon first reading the letter, Harms had dipped his head low to the paper, as though trying to reveal to himself the hidden meanings in the typewritten squiggles, to solve the greatest mystery of his mortal life. Tonight, those twisted fragments had suddenly coalesced into firm recollection, into the truth. Finally.


      Until he read the letter from the Army, Harms had only two distinct memories of that night twenty-five years ago: the little girl; and the rain. It had been a punishing storm, much like tonight. The girl’s features were delicate; the nose only a bud of cartilage; the face as yet unlined by sun, age or worry; her staring eyes blue and innocent, the ambitions of a long life ahead still forming within their simple depths. Her skin was the white of sugar, and unblemished except for the red marks crushed upon a neck as fragile as a flower stem. The marks had been caused by the hands of Private Rufus Harms, the same hands that now clutched the letter as his mind careened dangerously close to that image once more.


      Whenever he thought of the dead girl he wept, had to, couldn’t help it, but he did so silently, with good reason. The guards and cons were buzzards, sharks, they sniffed blood, weakness, an opening, from a million miles away; they saw it in the twitch of your eyes, the widened pores of your skin, even in the stink of your sweat. Here, every sense was heightened. Here, strong, fast, tough, nimble equaled life. Or not.


      He was kneeling beside her when the MPs found them. Her thin dress clung to her diminutive frame, which had receded into the saturated earth, as though she had been dropped from a great height to form the shallowest of graves. Harms had looked up at the MPs once, but his mind had registered nothing more than a confusion of darkened silhouettes. He had never felt such fury in his life, even as the nausea seized him, his eyes losing their focus, his pulse rate, respiration, blood pressure all bottoming out. He had gripped his head as if to prevent his bursting brain from cleaving through the bone of his skull, through tissue and hair, and exploding into the soaked air.


      When he had looked down once more at the dead girl, and then at the pair of twitching hands that had ended her life, the anger had drained from him, as though someone had jerked free a plug embedded within. The functions of his body oddly abandoning him, Harms could only remain kneeling, wet and shivering, his knees sunk deeply into the mud. A black high chieftain in green fatigues presiding over a small pale-skinned sacrifice, was how one stunned witness would later describe it.


      The next day he would come to learn the little girl’s name: Ruth Ann Mosley, ten years old, from Columbia, South Carolina. She and her family had been visiting her brother, who was stationed at the base. On that night Harms had only known Ruth Ann Mosley as a corpse, small — tiny, in fact — compared to the stunning breadth of his six-foot-five-inch, three-hundred-pound body. The blurred image of the rifle butt that one of the MPs smashed against his skull represented the last mental sliver Harms carried from that night. The blow had dropped him to the ground right next to her. The girl’s lifeless face pointed upward, collecting droplets of rain in every still crevice. His face sunken into the mud, Rufus Harms saw nothing more. Remembered nothing more.


      Until tonight. He swelled his lungs with rain-drenched air and stared out the half-open window. He was suddenly that still rare beast: an innocent man in prison.


      He had convinced himself over the years that such evil had been lurking, cancerlike, within him. He had even thought of suicide, to make penance for stealing the life of another, more pitiably a child’s. But he was deeply religious, and not a fleeting jailhouse convert to the Lord. He thus could not commit the sin of prematurely forcing his last breath. He also knew the girl’s killing had condemned him to an afterlife a thousand times worse than the one he was now enduring. He was unwilling to rush to its embrace. Better this place, this man-made prison, for now.


      Now he understood that his decision to live had been right. God had known, had kept him alive for this moment. With stunning clarity he recalled the men who had come for him that night at the stockade. His mind once more clearly held every contorted face, the stripes on the uniforms some of them wore — his comrades in arms. He recalled the way they circled him, wolves to prey, emboldened only by their numbers; the telling hatred of their words. What they had done that night had caused Ruth Ann Mosley to die. And in a very real sense, Harms had died as well.


      To these men Harms was an able-bodied soldier who had never fought in defense of his country. Whatever he got, he deserved, they no doubt believed. Now he was a middle-aged man slowly dying in a cage as punishment for a crime of long-ago origin. He had no power to see that any semblance of justice was done on his behalf. And yet with all that, Rufus Harms stared into the familiar darkness of his crypt, a single passion empowering him: After twenty-five years of terrible, wrenching guilt that had relentlessly taunted him until he was just barely in possession of a ruined life, he knew that it was now their turn to suffer. He gripped the worn Bible his mother had given him, and he promised this to the God who had chosen never to abandon him.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER TWO


      The steps leading up to the United States Supreme Court building were wide and seemingly endless. Trudging up them was akin to laboring toward Mount Olympus to request an audience of Zeus, which in a real sense you were. Engraved in the facade above the main doorway were the words EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER LAW. The phrase came from no significant document or court ruling but from Cass Gilbert, the architect who had designed and built the courthouse. It was a matter of spacing: The words fit perfectly into the area designated by Gilbert for a memorable legal phrase.


      The majestic building rose four stories above ground level. Ironically, Congress had appropriated the funds to construct it in 1929, the same year the stock market crashed and helped bring on the Great Depression. Almost a third of the building’s $9 million cost had gone to the purchase of marble. Pure Vermont was on the exterior, hauled down by an army of freight cars; crystal-lined Georgia rock padded the four interior courts; and milky Alabama stone lay over most of the floors and walls of the interior, except in the Great Hall. Underfoot there was a darker Italian marble, with African stone in other places. The columns in the hall had been cast from blocks of Italian marble quarried from the Montarrenti site and shipped to Knoxville, Tennessee. There ordinary men struggled to cast the blocks into thirty-foot shapes to help support the building that had been the professional home to nine men since 1935 and, since 1981, to at least one woman, all of extraordinary achievement. Its supporters deemed the building a fine example of the Corinthian style of Greek architecture. Its detractors decried it as a palace for the insane pleasures of kings, rather than a place for the rational dispensation of justice.


      And yet since John Marshall’s time, the Court had been the defender and interpreter of the Constitution. It could declare an act of Congress unconstitutional. These nine people could force a sitting president to turn over tapes and documents that would ultimately lead to his resignation and disgrace. Crafted alongside the legislative authority of the Congress and the executive power of the presidency by the Founding Fathers, the American judiciary, headed by the Supreme Court, was an equal branch of government. And govern it did, as the Supreme Court bent and shaped the will of the American people by virtue of its decisions on any number of significant issues.


      The elderly man walking down the Great Hall carried on this honored tradition. He was tall and bony, with soft brown eyes in no need of glasses, his eyesight still excellent even after decades of reading small print. His hair was nearly gone; his shoulders had narrowed and curved over the years, and he walked with a slight limp. Still, Chief Justice Harold Ramsey had a nervous energy about him and a peerless intellect that more than compensated for any physical slide. Even his footfalls seemed to carry special purpose.


      He was the highest-ranking jurist in the land, and this was his Court, his building. The “Ramsey Court,” the media had long deemed it, like the Warren Court and its other predecessors — his legacy for all time. Ramsey ran his court tight and true, cobbling together a consistent majority that was now going on ten years running. He loved the wheeling and dealing that went on behind the scenes at the Court. A carefully placed word or paragraph here or there, give a little on one point with the favor to be repaid later. Waiting patiently for just the right case to come along as a vehicle for change, sometimes in ways unexpected by his colleagues. Culling together the five votes necessary for a majority was an absolute obsession with Ramsey.


      He had come to the Court as an associate justice and then been elevated to the top rank a decade ago. Merely first among equals in theory, but something more than that in reality. Ramsey was a man of intense beliefs and personal philosophies. Fortunately for him, he had been nominated to the Court when the selection process had nothing of the political sophistication of today. There were no bothersome questions about a candidate’s positions on specific legal issues like abortion, capital punishment and affirmative action, queries that now littered the highly politicized process of becoming a Supreme Court justice. Back then, if the president nominated you, if you possessed the requisite legal pedigree, and if there were no particularly bad skeletons lying in wait, you were in.


      The Senate had confirmed Ramsey unanimously. It really had no choice. His educational and legal backgrounds were of the first order. Multiple degrees, all from Ivy League schools, and top of his class in every one of them. Next had come an award-winning stint as a law professor with original, sweeping theories on the direction the law and, by extension, humanity should take. Then he had been nominated to the federal appellate bench, quickly becoming chief judge of his circuit. During his tenure on the appellate bench, the Supreme Court had never reversed one of his majority opinions. Over the years he had built the right network of contacts, done all the necessary things in his pursuit of the position he now held as tightly as he could.


      He had earned the position. Nothing had ever been given to him. That was another of his firm beliefs. If you worked hard, you would succeed in America. No one was entitled to any handouts, not the poor, not the rich, not the middle class. The United States was the land of opportunity, but you had to work for it, sweat for it, sacrifice for its bounty. Ramsey had no patience for people’s excuses for not getting ahead. He had been born to abysmal poverty and an abusive, hard-drinking father. Ramsey had found no refuge with his mother; his father had crushed any maternal instincts she might have had. Not a promising start in life, and look where he now stood. If he could survive and flourish under those circumstances, then others could too. And if they didn’t it was their fault, and he would not hear otherwise.


      He let out a contented sigh. Another Court term had just begun. Things were going smoothly. But there was one hitch. A chain was only as strong as its weakest leak. And he had one of those. His potential Waterloo. Things might be going well now, but what about five years down the road? Those problems were better dealt with early on, before they surged out of control.


      He knew he was close to meeting his match with Elizabeth Knight. She was as smart as he, and just as tough, perhaps. He had known this the day her nomination had been approved. A young-blood female on a court of old men. He had been working on her from day one. He would assign her opinions when he thought she was on the fence, with the hope that the responsibility of penning a draft that would bring together a majority would put her firmly in his camp. He had tried to place her under his wing, to guide her through the intricacies of the Court process. Still, she had shown a very stubborn independent streak. He had watched other chief justices grow complacent, let their guard down, with the result that their leadership had been usurped by others more diligent. Ramsey was determined never to join that group.


      


      * * *


      


      “Murphy’s concerned about the Chance case,” Michael Fiske said to Sara Evans. They were in her office on the second floor of the Court building. Michael was six-two and handsome, with the graceful proportions of the athlete he once was. Most clerks did a one-year stint at the Supreme Court before moving on to prestigious positions in private practice, public service or academia. Michael was beginning an almost unprecedented third year here as senior clerk to Justice Thomas Murphy, the Court’s legendary liberal.


      Michael was the possessor of a truly wondrous mind. His brain was like a money-sorting machine: Data poured into his head and was swiftly sorted and sent to its proper location. He could mentally juggle dozens of complex factual scenarios, testing each to see how it would impact on the others. At the Court he happily labored over cases of national importance, surrounded with mental sabers equal to his own. And Michael had found that, even in the context of rigorous intellectual discourse, there was time and opportunity for something deeper than what the stark words of a law proclaimed. He really didn’t want to leave the Supreme Court. The outside world held no appeal for him.


      Sara looked concerned. Last term, Murphy had voted to hear the Chance case. Oral argument was set, and the bench memo was being prepared. Sara was in her mid-twenties, about five-five, slender, but her body possessed subtle curves. Her face was nicely shaped, the eyes wide and blue. Her hair was thick and light brown — it still turned blondish in the summer — and seemed always to carry a fresh, pleasing scent. She was the senior clerk for Justice Elizabeth Knight. “I don’t understand. I thought he was behind us on this. It’s right up his alley. Little person against a big bureaucracy.”


      “He’s also a firm believer in upholding precedent.”


      “Even if it’s wrong?”


      “You’re preaching to the choir, Sara, but I thought I’d pass it along. Knight’s not going to get five votes without him, you know that. Even with him she might fall short.”


      “Well, what does he want?”


      This was how it went most of the time. The famed clerk network. They hustled and debated and scrounged for votes on behalf of their justices like the most shameless political hucksters. It was beneath the justices to openly lobby for votes, for a particular phrasing in an opinion, or for a specific angle, addition or deletion, but it wasn’t below the clerks. In fact, most of them took great pride in the process. It was akin to an enormous, never-ending gossip column with national interests at stake. In the hands of twenty-five-year-olds at their first real job, no less.


      “He doesn’t necessarily disagree with Knight’s position. But if she gets five votes at conference, the opinion will have to be very narrowly drawn. He’s not going to give away the farm. He was in the military in World War II. He holds it in the highest regard. He believes it deserves special consideration. You need to know that when you’re putting together the draft opinion.”


      She nodded her head in appreciation. The backgrounds of the justices played more of a role in their decision making than most people would suspect. “Thanks. But first Knight has to get the opinion to write.”


      “Of course she will. Ramsey is not voting to overturn Feres and Stanley, you know that. Murphy will probably vote in favor of Chance at the conference. He’s the senior associate, so he gets to assign the opinion. If she gets her five votes at conference, he’ll give Knight her shot. If she delivers the goods — meaning no broad, sweeping language — we’re all okay.”


      United States v. Chance was one of the most important cases on the docket for this term. Barbara Chance had been a private in the Army. She had been bullied, harassed and frightened into repeatedly having sexual intercourse with several of her male superiors. The case had gone through the internal channels of the Army with the result that one of the men had been court-martialed and imprisoned. Barbara Chance, however, had not been content with that. After leaving the military, she had sued the Army for damages, claiming that it had allowed this hostile environment to exist for her and other female recruits.


      The case had slowly worked its way through the proper legal channels, Chance losing at each stop. The matter presented enough gray areas in the law that it had eventually been plopped like a big tuna on the doorstep of this place.


      The current law said that Chance had, ironically, no chance of winning. The military was virtually immune from suit by its personnel for any damages, regardless of the cause or the element of fault. But the justices could change what the law said. And Knight and Sara Evans were working hard behind the scenes to do just that. The support of Thomas Murphy was critical to that plan. Murphy might not support overturning completely the military’s immunity right, but the Chance case could at least punch a hole in the Army’s wall of invincibility.


      It seemed premature to be discussing resolution of a case that had not yet been heard, but in many cases and for many justices, oral argument was anticlimactic. By the time it rolled around, most had already made up their minds. The argument phase of the process was more an opportunity for the justices to showcase their positions and concerns to their colleagues, often by use of extreme hypotheticals. They were akin to mental scare tactics, as if to say, “See what could happen, Brother Justice, if you vote that way?”


      Michael stood and looked down at her. It was at his urging that Sara had signed up for another term at the Court. Raised on a small farm in North Carolina and educated at Stanford, Sara had, like all the clerks here, a wonderful professional future waiting once she left the Court. Having a clerkship at the Supreme Court on one’s résumé was a gold key to entry at just about anyplace an attorney would care to put down his briefcase. That had affected some clerks in a negative way, giving them inflated egos that their actual accomplishments did not quite back up. Michael and Sara, though, had remained the same people they had always been. Which was one reason, aside from her intelligence, good looks and refreshingly balanced personality, that Michael had asked her a very important question a week ago. A question he hoped to receive an answer to soon. Perhaps now. He had never been a particularly patient man.


      Sara looked up at him expectantly.


      “Have you given my question any thought?”


      She had known it was coming. She had avoided it long enough. “That’s all I’ve been thinking about.”


      “They say when it takes that long, it’s a bad sign.” He said this jokingly, but the humor was obviously forced.


      “Michael, I like you a lot.”


      “Like? Oh boy, another bad sign.” His face suddenly grew warm.


      She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”


      He shrugged. “Probably not half as sorry as I am. I’ve never asked anyone to marry me before.”


      “You’re actually my first too. And I can’t tell you how flattered I am. You’ve got it all.”


      “Except for one thing.” Michael looked down at his hands as they quivered a bit. His skin suddenly seemed too tight for his body. “I respect your decision. I’m not one of those who thinks you can learn to love someone over time. It’s either there or not.”


      “You’ll find someone, Michael. And that woman will be very lucky.” Sara felt so awkward. “I hope this doesn’t mean I’m losing my best friend on the Court.”


      “Probably.” He held up a hand as she started to protest. “I’m just kidding.” He sighed. “I don’t mean this to sound egotistical, but this is the first time anybody’s really turned me down for anything.”


      “I wish my life had been so easy.” Sara smiled.


      “No, you don’t. It makes rejection a lot harder to accept.” Michael went over to the doorway. “We’re still friends, Sara. You’re too much fun to be around. I’m too smart to let that go. And you’ll find someone too, and he’ll be very lucky.” He didn’t look at her when he added, “Have you found him yet, by the way?”


      She started slightly. “Why do you ask that?”


      “Call it a sixth sense. Losing is a little easier to accept if you know who you lost out to.”


      “There’s no one else,” she said quickly.


      Michael didn’t look convinced. “Talk to you later.”


      Sara stared after him, very troubled.


      


      * * *


      


      “I remember my first years on the Court.” Ramsey was staring out the window, a smile working across his face.


      He was seated across from Elizabeth Knight, the Court’s most junior associate. Elizabeth Knight was in her mid-forties, average height, with a slender body, and long black hair tied back in a harsh, unflattering bun. Her face possessed sharply edged features, and her skin was unlined, as though she never spent any time outdoors. Knight had quickly established a reputation as one of the most vocal questioners at oral argument and as one of the most hardworking of all the justices.


      “I’m sure they’re still vivid.” Knight leaned back in her desk chair as she mentally checked off her work schedule for the rest of the day.


      “It was quite a learning process.”


      She stared at him. He was now looking directly at her, his large hands clasped behind his head.


      “It took me five years just to figure out things, really,” Ramsey continued.


      Knight managed not to smile. “Harold, you’re being much too modest. I’m sure you had it all figured out before you walked in the door.”


      “Seriously, it does take time. And I had many fine examples with whom to work. Felix Abernathy, old Tom Parks. Respecting the experience of others is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s an indoctrination process we all go through. Though you certainly have progressed faster than most,” he quickly added. “Still, here, patience is a very cherished virtue indeed. You’ve been here only three years. I’ve called this place home for over twenty. I hope you understand my point.”


      Knight hid a smile. “I understand you are a little perturbed that I led the way for U.S. v. Chance to be put on the docket at the end of the last term.”


      Ramsey sat up straight. “Don’t believe everything you hear around here.”


      “On the contrary, I’ve found the clerk grapevine to be extraordinarily accurate.”


      Ramsey sat back once more. “Well, I have to admit that I was a little surprised about it. The case presents no unsettled question of law that requires our intervention. Need I say more?” He threw up his hands.


      “In your opinion?”


      A tinge of red eased across Ramsey’s face. “In the published opinions of this Court over the last fifty years. All I ask is that you accord the Court’s precedents the respect they deserve.”


      “You’ll find no one who holds this institution in higher regard than I do.”


      “Very happy to hear that.”


      “And I’ll be delighted to entertain your thoughts further on the Chance case after we hear oral argument.”


      Ramsey looked at her dully. “It will be a very short discussion, considering that it doesn’t take long to say yes or no. Bluntly speaking, at the end of the day, I’ll have at least five votes and you won’t.”


      “Well, I convinced three other justices to vote to hear the case.”


      Ramsey looked as though he might laugh. “You’ll quickly learn that the difference between votes to hear a case and votes to decide it is enormous. Rest assured, I will have the majority.”


      Knight smiled pleasantly. “Your confidence is inspiring. That I can learn from.”


      Ramsey rose to leave. “Then consider this other lesson: Small mistakes tend to lead to large ones. Ours is a lifetime appointment, and all you have is your reputation. Once it’s gone, it doesn’t come back.” Ramsey went to the door. “I wish you a productive day, Beth,” he said before leaving her.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER THREE


      “Rufus?” Samuel Rider cautiously pressed the phone to his ear. “How did you track me down?”


      “Ain’t many lawyers up these parts, Samuel,” Rufus Harms said.


      “I’m not in the JAG anymore.”


      “Being on the outside pays good, I guess.”


      “Some days I miss the uniform,” Rider lied. He had been a terrified draftee, fortunately with a law degree in hand, and had chosen a safe role in the Judge Advocate General’s Office — or JAG — over toting a gun through the jungles of Vietnam as a pudgy, fear-soaked GI, a sure beacon for enemy fire.


      “I need to see you. Don’t want to say why over the phone.”


      “Everything okay up at Fort Jackson? I heard you were transferred there.”


      “Sure. Prison’s just fine.”


      “I didn’t mean that, Rufus. I was just wondering why you looked me up after all this time.”


      “You’re still my lawyer, ain’t you? Only time I ever needed one.”


      “My schedule’s kind of tight, and I don’t usually travel over that way.” Rider’s hand tightened on the phone with Harms’s next words.


      “I really need to see you tomorrow, Samuel. You think you owe me that?”


      “I did all I could for you back then.”


      “You took the deal. Quick and easy.”


      “No,” Rider countered, “we did the pretrial agreement with the convening authority, and the trial counsel signed off on it, and that was the smart thing to do.”


      “You didn’t really try to beat it none on the sentencing. Most try to do that.”


      “Who told you that?”


      “Learn a lot in prison.”


      “Well, you can’t waive the sentencing phase. We put on our case to the members, you know that.”


      “But you didn’t call no witnesses, didn’t really do much that I could see.”


      Rider now got very defensive. “I did the best I could. Remember something, Rufus, they could’ve executed you. A little white girl and all. They would’ve gone for first degree, they told me that. At least you got to live.”


      “Tomorrow, Samuel. I put you on my visitors’ list. Around about nine A.M. Thank you. Thank you kindly. Oh, bring a little radio with you.” Before Rider could ask him why he should bring such a device, or why he should even come to see him, Harms had hung up the phone.


      Rider eased back in his very comfortable chair and looked around his spacious, wood-paneled office. He practiced law in a small rural town some distance from Blacksburg, Virginia. He made a fine living: nice house, new Buick every three years, vacations twice annually. He had put the past behind him, particularly the most horrible case he had ever handled in his brief career as a military lawyer. The kind of case that had the same effect on your stomach as curdled milk, only no amount of Pepto-Bismol could right the discomfort.


      Rider touched a hand to his face as his thoughts now drifted back to the early seventies, a time of chaos in the military, the country, the world. Everybody blaming everybody else for everything that had ever gone wrong in the history of the universe. Rufus Harms had sounded bitter over the phone, but he had killed that little girl. Brutally. Right in front of her family. Crushed her neck in a few seconds, before anyone could even attempt to stop him.


      On Harms’s behalf, Rider had negotiated a pretrial agreement, but then, under the rules of military law, he had the right to attempt to beat that deal in the sentencing phase. The defendant would either receive the punishment in the pre-trial agreement, or the one meted out by the judge or by the members — the military counterpart of a jury — whichever involved less prison time. Harms’s words gnawed at the lawyer, though, for Rider had been persuaded at the time not to put on much of a case at the sentencing phase. He had agreed with the prosecutor not to bring in any witnesses from outside the area who could attest to Harms’s character and so forth. He had also agreed to rely on stipulations from the official record instead of attempting to find fresh evidence and witnesses.


      That was not exactly playing by the rules, because a defendant’s right to beat the deal was not supposed to be waived or bargained away in any substantive manner. But without Rider working behind the scenes like that, the prosecutor would have gone for the death penalty, and with those facts, he probably would have gotten it. It mattered little that the murder had happened so quickly that proving premeditation would have been very difficult. The cold body of a child could derail the most logical of legal analyses.


      The bald truth was nobody cared about Rufus Harms. He was a black man who had spent most of his Army career locked in the stockade. His senseless murder of a child certainly had not improved his standing in the eyes of the military. Such a man was not entitled to justice, many had felt, unless it was swift, painful, and lethal. And maybe Rider was one of those who felt that way. So he hadn’t exactly practiced the scorched-earth policy in his defense of the man, but Rider had gotten Rufus Harms life. That was the best any lawyer could have done.


      So what could Rufus want to see him about? he wondered.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER FOUR


      As John Fiske rose from the counsel’s table he glanced over at his opponent, Paul Williams. The young assistant commonwealth attorney, or ACA, had just finished confidently stating the particulars of his motion. Fiske whispered, “Your ass is grass, Paulie. You messed up.”


      When Fiske turned to face Judge Walters, his manner was one of subdued excitement. Fiske was broad-shouldered, though at six feet he was a couple of inches shorter than his younger brother. And unlike Michael Fiske, his features were far from classically handsome. He had chubby cheeks, a too-sharp chin and a twice-broken nose, one time from high school wrestling, the other time a carryover from his cop days. However, Fiske’s black hair was swept over his forehead in an unkempt manner that somehow managed to be attractive and intimate, and his brown eyes housed an intense core.


      “Your Honor, in the interest of not wasting the court’s time, I would like to make an offer in open court to the Commonwealth Attorney’s Office regarding its motion. If they agree to withdraw with prejudice and contribute one thousand dollars to the public defender’s fund, I will withdraw my response, not file for sanctions and we can all go home.”


      Paul Williams leaped to his feet so quickly his eyeglasses fell off and hit the table. “Your Honor, this is outrageous!”


      Judge Walters looked over his crowded courtroom, silently contemplated his equally bulging docket and flicked a weary hand at both men. “Approach.”


      At the sidebar, Fiske said, “Judge, I’m only trying to do the commonwealth a favor.”


      “The commonwealth doesn’t need favors from Mr. Fiske,” Williams said with disgust.


      “Come on, Paulie, a thousand bucks, and you can get a beer before you go back and explain to your boss how you messed up. I’ll even buy you the beer.”


      “Not in ten thousand years will you get a dime from us,” Williams said disdainfully.


      “Well, Mr. Williams, this motion is a little unusual,” Judge Walters said. In the Richmond criminal courts, motions were heard before or during trial. And there weren’t lengthy briefs attached to them. The sad truth was, most issues of criminal law were well settled. Only in the unusual case in which the judge was unsure of a ruling after he had heard the lawyers’oral arguments would he ask for written briefs to review before making his decision. Thus, Judge Walters was a little bewildered by the unsolicited and lengthy brief filed by the commonwealth.


      “I know, Your Honor,” said Williams. “However, as I stated, this is an unusual situation.”


      “Unusual?” Fiske said. “Try nuts, Paulie.”


      Judge Walters impatiently broke in. “Mr. Fiske, I have admonished you before regarding your unorthodox behavior in my courtroom, and I will not hesitate to find you in contempt if your future actions warrant it. Get on with your response.”


      Williams returned to his seat and Fiske stepped to the lectern. “Your Honor, in spite of the fact that the commonwealth’s ‘emergency’motion was faxed to my office in the middle of the night and I haven’t had time to prepare a truly proper response, I believe that if you would refer to each of the second paragraphs on pages four, six and nine of the commonwealth’s memorandum, you will conclude that the facts relied upon therein, particularly with regard to the defendant’s prior criminal record, the statements of the arresting officers and the two eyewitness accounts at the location of the crime allegedly committed by my client, are unsustainable with the established record in this case. Further, the principal precedent cited by the commonwealth on page ten was very recently overturned by a decision of the Virginia Supreme Court. I’ve attached the pertinent materials to my response and highlighted the discrepancies for your ease of review.”


      As Judge Walters examined the file in front of him, Fiske leaned over to Williams and said, “See what happens when you draft this shit in the middle of the night?” Fiske dropped his reply brief in front of Williams. “Since I only had about five minutes to read your brief, I thought I’d return the favor. You can read along with the judge.”


      Walters finished reviewing the file and gave Williams a stare that chilled even the most casual observer in the courtroom.


      “I hope the commonwealth has an appropriate response to this, Mr. Williams, although I’m at a loss as to what it could possibly be.”


      Williams rose from his chair. As he tried to speak, he suddenly discovered that his voice, along with his hubris, had deserted him.


      “Well?” Judge Walters said expectantly. “Please say something or I’ve a mind to grant Mr. Fiske’s motion for sanctions before I’ve even heard it.”


      When Fiske glanced over at Williams, his expression softened somewhat. You never knew when you might need a favor. “Your Honor, I’m certain the factual and legal errors in the commonwealth’s motion are due to the overworked lawyers there rather than anything intentional. I’ll even cut my settlement offer to five hundred dollars, but I’d like a personal apology from the commonwealth on the record. I really could’ve used some sleep last night.” That last comment brought laughter from around the courtroom.


      Suddenly a voice boomed out from the back of the courtroom. “Judge Walters, if I may intercede, the commonwealth will accept that offer.”


      Everyone looked at the source of the announcement, a short, almost bald, thick-bodied man dressed in a seersucker suit, his hairy neck pinched by his starchy collar. “We’ll take the offer,” the man said again in a gravelly voice laced with both the pleasing drawl of a lifelong Virginian and the rasp of a lifelong smoker. “And we do apologize to the court for taking up its valuable time.”


      “I’m glad you happened by when you did, Mr. Graham,” Judge Walters said.


      Bobby Graham, commonwealth attorney for the city of Richmond, nodded curtly before leaving through the double glass doors. He had offered no apology to Fiske; however, the defense lawyer chose not to push it. In a court of law, you rarely got everything you asked for.


      Judge Walters said, “Commonwealth’s motion is dismissed with prejudice.” He looked at Williams. “Mr. Williams, I think you should go have that beer with Mr. Fiske, only I think you should be the one doing the buying, son.”


      As the next motion was called, Fiske snapped shut his briefcase and walked out of the courtroom, Williams right next to him.


      “Should’ve taken my first offer, Paulie.”


      “I won’t forget this, Fiske,” Williams said angrily.


      “Don’t.”


      “We’re still going to put Jerome Hicks away,” Williams sneered. “Don’t think we’re not.”


      For Paulie Williams and most of the other assistant commonwealth attorneys Fiske faced, Fiske knew his clients were like their personal, lifelong enemies, undeserving of anything other than the harshest of punishments. In some cases, Fiske knew, they were right. But not in all.


      “You know what I’m thinking?” Fiske asked Williams. “I’m thinking how fast ten thousand years can go by.”


      As Fiske left the third-floor courtroom, he passed police officers he had worked with when he was a Richmond cop. One of them smiled, nodded a hello, but the others refused to look at him. To them he was a traitor to the ranks, suit and briefcase traded for badge and gun. Mouthpiece for the other side. Rot in hell, Brother Fiske.


      Fiske looked at one group of young black men, crewcuts so severe they looked bald, pants pushed down to the crotch, boxers showing, puffy gang jackets, bulky tennies with no laces. Their open defiance of the criminal justice system was clear; they were imperiously sulky in their sameness.


      These young men crowded around their attorney, a white guy, office-chunky, sweaty, expensive pinstripe soiled at the cuffs, slick-skinned loafers on his feet, horn-rim glasses twisting a little as he hammered home a point to his scout troop. He banged his fist into his meaty palm as the young black men, abdominals racked under their silk drug-trove shirts, listened intently, the only time they figured they would need this man, would bother to even look at him other than with contempt, or through a gun sight. Until the next time they needed him. And they would. In this building, he was magic. Here Michael Jordan could not touch this white man. They were Lewis and Clark. He was their Sacajewea. Shout the mystical words, Sac. Don’t let them do us.


      Fiske knew what the suit was saying, knew it as if he could read the man’s lips. The man specialized in defending gang members on any crime they cared to commit. The best strategy: stone silence. Seen nothing, heard nothing, remembered nothing. Gunshots? Car backfire, most likely. Remember this, boys: Thou Shalt not kill; but if thou Shalt kill, thou Shalt not rat on each other about it. He smacked his palm against his briefcase for added emphasis. The huddle broke and the game commenced.


      Along another part of the hallway, sitting on the boxy gray-carpeted seating built into the wall, were three hookers, working teens of the night. A variety pack: one black, one Asian, one white, they waited their turn before justice. The Asian looked nervous, probably needing a calming smoke or the sting of a needle. The others were vets, Fiske knew. They strolled, sat, showed some thigh, the jiggle of breast occasionally when some good old boys or young turks prowled by. Why miss some business over a little court thing? This was America, after all.


      Fiske took the elevator down and was just passing by the metal detector and X-ray machine, standard equipment in virtually every courthouse these days, when Bobby Graham approached him, an unlit cigarette in his hand. Fiske liked the man neither personally nor professionally. Graham selected cases for prosecution based on the size of the headlines they would garner for him. And he never took on a case he would have to work real hard to win. The public doesn’t like prosecutors who lose.


      “Just a little pretrial motion in a dime-a-dozen case. The big man has better things to do with his time, don’t you, Bobby?” said Fiske.


      “Maybe I had an inkling that you were going to chew up and spit out one of my baby lawyers. It wouldn’t have been so easy if you’d been up against a real attorney.”


      “Who, like you?”


      With a wry smile, Graham put the unlit cigarette in his mouth. “Here we are, living in arguably the damned tobacco capital of the world, the biggest cigarette manufacturing facility on the planet just a spit on down the road, and one can’t even smoke in the halls of justice.” He chewed on the end of his unfiltered Pall Mall, noisily sucking in the nicotine. Actually there were still designated smoking areas in the Richmond court building, only not where Graham happened to be standing.


      The prosecutor let slip a triumphant grin. “Oh, by the way, Jerome Hicks was picked up this morning on suspicion of murdering a guy over on Southside. Black on black, drugs involved. Wow, what a surprise. Apparently he wanted to increase his inventory of coke and didn’t want to go through the normal acquisition channels. Only your guy didn’t know we had his target staked out.”


      Fiske wearily leaned up against the wall. Court victories were often empty, particularly when your client couldn’t keep a lid on his felonious impulses. “Really? That’s the first I’ve heard about it.”


      “I was coming down here anyway for a pretrial conference, thought I’d fill you in. Professional courtesy.”


      “Right,” Fiske said dryly. “If that’s the case, why did you let Paulie’s motion go forward?” When Graham didn’t respond, Fiske answered his own question. “Just making me jump through the hoops?”


      “A man’s got to have some fun with his work.”


      Fiske balled up a fist, and then just as quickly he uncurled it. Graham wasn’t worth it. “Well, as a professional courtesy, were there any eyewitnesses?”


      “Oh, about a half dozen, murder weapon found in Jerome’s car, along with Jerome. He almost ran down two policemen trying to get away. We’ve got blood, the drugs, the whole candy store, really. Guy shouldn’t have been granted bail in the first place. Anyway, I’ve a mind to drop this rinky-dink distribution charge you’re representing him on and just focus on this new development. Got to maximize my scarce resources. Hicks is a bad one, John. I think we’re gonna have to seek a capital murder indictment on this one.”


      “Capital case? Come on, Bobby.”


      “The willful, deliberate and premeditated killing of any person in the commission of a robbery equals capital murder equals death penalty. At least that’s what my Virginia statute book says.”


      “I don’t give a shit what the law says, he’s only eighteen years old.”


      Graham’s face tensed. “Funny talk coming from a lawyer, an officer of the court.”


      “The law’s a sieve I have to slip my facts through, because my facts always suck.”


      “They’re scum. Come out of the womb looking to hurt people. We oughta start building baby prisons before the sonsofbitches can really hurt anybody.”


      “Jerome Hicks’s entire life can be summed up — ”


      “Right, blame it on his piss-poor childhood,”Graham interrupted. “Same old story.”


      “That’s right, same old story.”


      Graham smiled and shook his head. “Look, I didn’t grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth, okay? Wanta know my secret? I worked my ass off. If I can do it, they damn well can too. Case closed.”


      Fiske started to walk off and then looked back. “Let me take a look at the arrest report and I’ll call you.”


      “We got nothing to talk about.”


      “Killing him won’t get you the AG slot, Bobby, you know that. Aim higher.” Fiske turned and walked away.


      Graham twisted the cigarette between his fingers. “Try getting a real job, Fiske.”


      


      * * *


      


      A half hour later, John Fiske was at a suburban county jail meeting with one of his clients. His practice often took him outside of Richmond, to the counties of Henrico, Chesterfield ,Hanover, even Goochland. His ever-expanding pool of work was not something he was particularly pleased about, but it was like the sun rising. It would continue until the day it stopped for good.


      “I’ve got a plea to talk to you about, Derek.”


      Derek Brown — or DB1, as he was known on the street — was a light-skinned black, with tattoos of hate, obscenity and poetry running down his arms. He spent enough time in jail to be buffed; wormy veins split his biceps. Fiske had once seen Derek playing basketball in the jail’s recreation yard, shirt off, well muscled, more tattoos on his back and shoulders. It looked like a damn musical score from a distance. Rising from the air like a jet on takeoff, gliding smooth, held up by something Fiske couldn’t see, the guards and other cons turning to look in admiration, the young man slammed the ball home, finishing with high-fives all around. Never good enough, though, to play college ball, much less NBA. So here they were looking at each other in the county lockup.


      “ACA’s offered malicious wounding, Class Three felony.”


      “Why not Class Six?”


      Fiske stared at him. These guys were in and out of the criminal system so often they knew the criminal code better than most lawyers.


      “Class Six is heat of the moment. Your heat came the next day.”


      “He had a gun. I ain’t going up against Pack when he got his shooter and I ain’t got mine. What, you stupid?”


      Fiske wanted to reach across and wipe the man’s attitude right off his face. “Sorry, the Commonwealth isn’t budging from Class Three.”


      “How much time?” Derek said stonily. His ears were pierced, by Fiske’s count twelve times.


      “Five, with time already served.”


      “Bullshit. Five years for cutting somebody a little with a damn pocketknife?”


      “Stiletto, six-inch blade. And you stabbed him ten damn times. In front of witnesses.”


      “Shit, he was feeling up my bitch. Ain’t that a defense?”


      “You’re lucky you’re not looking at murder in the first, Derek. The docs said it was a miracle the guy didn’t bleed to death right there on the street. And if Pack weren’t such a dangerous slimeball you wouldn’t just be looking at malicious wounding either. You could’ve been looking at aggravated malicious wounding. That’s twenty to life. You know that.”


      “Messing with my bitch.” Derek leaned forward and popped his bony knuckles to emphasize the absolute logic of both his legal and moral positions.


      Derek had a good-paying job, Fiske knew, albeit an illegal one. He was a first lieutenant for the number two drug distribution ring in Richmond, hence his street name of DB1. Turbo was the boss, all of twenty-four years old. His empire was well organized, discipline enforced, and included the facade of legality with dry-cleaning operations, a café, a pawnshop, and a stable of accountants and lawyers to deal with the drug funds after they had been laundered. Turbo was a very smart young man, good head for numbers and business. Fiske had always wanted to ask him why he didn’t try running a Fortune 500 company. The pay was almost as good, and the mortality rate was considerably lower.


      Normally, Turbo would have one of his three-hundred-dollar-an-hour Main or Franklin Street lawyers take care of Derek. But Derek’s offense was unrelated to Turbo’s business, so that accommodation had not been made. Sloughing him off to someone like Fiske was a form of punishment for Derek doing something as stupid as losing his head over a female. Turbo had no reason to fear Derek’s turning snitch. The prosecutor hadn’t even made any noises along those lines, knowing it was futile. You talk, you die — in or out of prison, it made no difference.


      Derek had grown up in a nice middle-class neighborhood, with nice middle-class parents, before he decided to drop out of high school and take the easy route of drug dealing over actually working for a living. He had every advantage, could have done anything with his life. There were just enough Derek Browns around to make the world largely apathetic to the horrific lives of the kids who turned to the sugar-elixir provided by people like Turbo. Which made Fiske want to take Derek out to an alley late at night with a baseball bat in hand and teach the young man some good old-fashioned values.


      “The ACA doesn’t give a damn about what he was doing to your girlfriend that night.”


      “I can’t believe this shit. Buddy of mine cut up somebody last year and he got two years, half that suspended. Out in three months with time served. And I’m looking at five damn years? What kinda shitty lawyer are you?”


      “Did your buddy have a prior felony conviction?” Was your good old buddy one of the top men for one of Richmond’s worst diseases? Fiske wanted to ask, and he would have but it would be wasted breath. “I tell you what — I’ll go back with three and time served.”


      Now Derek looked interested. “You think you can get that?”


      Fiske stood up. “Don’t know. I’m just a shitty lawyer.”


      On the way out, Fiske looked out the barred window and watched as a new shipment of inmates climbed from the prison van, grouped close, shackles beating a chant on the asphalt. Most were young blacks or Latinos, already sizing each other up. Slave to master. Who gets cut or scored first. The few whites looked as though they might drop and die from sheer panic before they even got to their cells. Some of these young men were probably the sons of men Patrolman John Fiske had arrested ten years ago. They would have been just kids then, maybe dreaming of something other than the public dole, no daddy at home, mother struggling through a horror of a life with no end in sight. Then again, maybe not. Reality had a way of punishing one’s subconscious. Dreams weren’t a reprieve, merely a continuation of the real-life nightmare.


      As a cop, the dialogue he had had with many arrestees tended to repeat itself.


      “Kill you, man. Kill your whole damn family,” some would scream at him, drug-faced, as he put the cuffs on.


      “Uh-huh. You have the right to remain silent. Think about using it.”


      “Come on, man, ain’t my fault. My buddy done it. Screwed me.”


      “Where would that buddy be? And the blood on your hands? The gun in your pants? The coke still in your nostrils? Buddy do all that? Some buddy.”


      Then they might eye the dead body and lose it, blubbering. “Holy shit! Sweet Jesus! My momma, where’s my momma? You call her. Do that for me, oh shit, do that, will you? Momma! Oh shit!”


      “You have the right to an attorney,” he would calmly tell them.


      And that now was John Fiske.


      After a couple more court appearances downtown, Fiske left the glass and brick John Marshall Courts Building, named after the third chief justice of the United States Supreme Court. Marshall’s ancestral home was still right next door, now a museum dedicated to preserving the memory of the great Virginian and American. The man would have turned over in his grave if he had known of the vile acts being debated and defended in the building that bore his name.


      Fiske headed down Ninth Street toward the James River. Hot and humid the last few days, the weather patterns had angled cooler with the coming rain, and he pulled his trench coat tighter around him. As the rain started, he began to jog along the pavement, his shoes cleaving through puddles of filthy water collected in dips of asphalt and concrete.


      By the time he reached his office in Shockoe Slip, his hair and coat were soaked, the water running in miniature rivulets down his back. Eschewing the elevator, he took the steps two at a time and unlocked the door to his office. It was located in a cavernous building that had once been a tobacco warehouse, its oak and pine guts having been given the new ribs of multiple office drywall. The reek of the tobacco leaves forever lingered, however. And this wasn’t the only place it could be found. Cruising on Interstate 95 south past the Philip Morris cigarette-manufacturing facility Bobby Graham had referred to, one could almost get a nicotine high without even lighting up. Fiske had often been tempted to fling a lighted match out the window as he drove by, to see if the air would simply explode.


      Fiske’s office was one room with a small attached bathroom, which was important, since he slept here more often than he did at his apartment. He hung up his coat to dry, and wiped his face and hair down with a towel he grabbed off the rack in the bath. He put on a pot of coffee and watched it brew while he thought about Jerome Hicks.


      If Fiske did a superb job, Jerome Hicks would spend the rest of his life behind bars instead of receiving the prick of lethal injection at the Virginia death house. Killing an eighteen-year-old black kid would not win Graham the attorney general’s job he coveted. A black-on-black, loser-on-loser murder wouldn’t even warrant a back-page story in the newspaper.


      As a Richmond cop, Fiske had survived, barely, the violence of combat. It swept through neighborhood and town, swelling large, like an aneurysm, the size of a county, leaving behind the shattered ghettos, and the soaring, dollar-consumed spires of downtown, flowing over, around and through the ill-conceived barricades of suburbia. And it wasn’t just the commonwealth. Glaciers of criminal activity flowed from all the states. When they eventually met, then where would we go? Fiske wondered.


      He abruptly sat down. The burn had started slowly at first; it usually did. He sensed its march from his belly up to his chest, then spreading. Finally, like lava in a trench, the sensation of impossible heat started down his arms and poured into his fingers. Fiske staggered up, locked his office door and stripped off his shirt and tie. He had a T-shirt on underneath; always wore the damn T-shirt. Through the cotton, his fingers touched the starting point of the thickened scar, after all these years still rough-edged. It began just below his navel and followed the meandering path of the surgeon’s saw in an unbroken line, until it ended at the base of his neck.


      Fiske dropped to the floor and did fifty push-ups without ceasing, the heat in his chest and extremities surging and then diminishing with each repetition. A drop of sweat fell from his brow and hit the wooden floor. He thought he could see his reflection in it. At least it wasn’t blood. He followed the push-ups with an equal number of stomach crunches. The scar rippled and flexed with each bend of his body, like a serpent unwillingly grafted to his torso. He attached a quick-release bar to the doorway leading to the bathroom and struggled through a dozen pull-ups. He used to be able to do twice that many, but his strength was slowly ebbing. What lurked beneath the fused skin would eventually overtake him, kill him, but, for now, the heat faded; the physical exertion seemed to frighten it off, letting the trespasser know that somebody was still home.


      He cleaned up in the bathroom and put his shirt back on. As he sipped his coffee he looked out the window. From this vantage point he could barely make out the line of the James River. The water would grow rough as the rain picked up. He and his brother had often boated down the river, or leisurely floated down it in truck-tire inner tubes on hot summer days. That had been years ago. This was as close as Fiske got to the water these days. Leisure time was over. He had no space left for it in his shortened frame of life. He enjoyed what he did, though, at least most of the time. It wasn’t the life of a Supreme Court superlawyer like his brother, but he took a certain pride in his job and how he did it. He would have no money or grand reputation when he died, but he believed he would die reasonably satisfied, reasonably fulfilled. He turned back to his work.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER FIVE


      Like a brooding hawk, Fort Jackson perched on the desolate topography of southwest Virginia, fairly equidistant from the Tennessee, Kentucky and West Virginia borders and in the middle of a remote scrap of coal country. There were few if any stand-alone military prisons in the United States; they were typically attached to a military facility, due both to tradition and to the constraints of defense dollars. Fort Jackson did have a military base component; however, the dominant feature of the place would always be the prison, where the most dangerous offenders in the United States Army silently counted down their lives.


      There had never been an escape from Fort Jackson, and even if an inmate could manage to achieve his freedom without benefit of a court ruling, such liberty would be empty and short-lived. The surrounding countryside represented a prison of even greater menace, with jagged-faced, strip-mined mountains, treacherous roads with widowmaker drops, dense, unyielding forest laced with copperheads and rattlers. And along the polluted waterways awaited their more aggressive cousin, the water moccasin, anxious for panicked feet crashing its border. And the self-reliant local folk in the forgotten “toe” of Virginia — the human equivalent of razor wire — were well schooled with the gun and the knife, and unafraid to use either. And yet in the slope of the land, the breadth of forest, shrub and flower, the scent of unhurried wildlife and the quiet of ocean depths, there was much beauty here.


      Attorney Samuel Rider passed through the fort’s main gate, received his visitor’s badge and parked his car in the visitors’ lot. He nervously walked up to the flat, stonewalled entrance of the prison, his briefcase lightly tapping against his blue-clothed leg. It took him twenty minutes to go through the screening procedure, which included producing personal identification, verifying that he was on the visitors’list, a pat-down of his person, walking through a metal detector and ending with a search of his briefcase. The guards suspiciously eyed the small transistor radio, but allowed him to keep it after confirming that it contained no contraband. He was read the standard rules of visitation and to each he gave an affirmative, audible reply that he understood. Rider knew that were he to run afoul of any of these rules, the guard’s polite facade would quickly disappear.


      He looked around, unable to shake the oppression of fear, of extreme nervousness, as though the prison’s architect had managed to craft these elements into the bones of the place. Rider’s bowels clenched, and his palms were sweaty, like he was about to climb on a twenty-seat turboprop in the face of a hurricane. As a member of the military during Vietnam, Rider had never left the country, never come close to combat, to mortal danger. Damn ironic if he were to drop dead from a coronary while standing in a military prison on United States soil. He took a deep breath, mentally signaled his heart to calm down, and wondered again why he had come. Rufus Harms was in no position to make him, or anyone else, do anything. But here he was. Rider took another deep breath, clipped on his visitor’s badge and gripped the comforting handle of his briefcase, his leather amulet, as a guard escorted him to the visitors’room.


      Alone for a few minutes, Rider eyed the dull brown of the walls that seemed designed to depress further those who probably already lived in the throes of near-suicidal intent. He wondered how many men called this place home, entombed by their fellow man and with excellent reason. And yet they all had mothers, even the vilest among them; some, Rider assumed, even had fathers, beyond the stain of semen on egg. And still, they ended up here. Born evil? Maybe so. Probably have a genetic test soon that’ll tell you if your preschooler is the second coming of Ted Bundy, Rider thought. But when they drop the bad news on you, then what the hell do you do?


      Rider stopped his musings as Rufus Harms, towering over the two guards trailing him, entered the visitors’room. The quick image was that of the lord to his serfs, reality the reverse of that. Harms was the largest man Rider had ever personally encountered, a giant possessed of truly abnormal strength. Even now he seemed to fill up the room with his bulk. His chest was two slabs of rebarred concrete hung side by side, arms thicker than some trees. Harms wore shackles on both his hands and feet that forced him to do the “prison shuffle.” He was accomplished at it, though; the shortened strides were graceful.


      He must be close to fifty, Rider thought, but actually looked a good ten years older; he noted the facial scars, the awkward twist of bone beneath Harms’s right eye. The young man Rider had represented was the owner of fine, even handsome features. Rider wondered how often Rufus had been beaten in here, what other telling evidence of abuse he carried under his clothing.


      Harms sat down across from Rider at a wooden table heavily scored by thousands of nervous, desperate fingernails. He didn’t look at Rider just yet, but instead eyed the guard, who remained in the room.


      Rider caught Harms’s silent meaning and said to the guard, “Private, I’m his lawyer, so you’re going to have to give us some space here.”


      The reply was automatic. “This is a maximum-security prison facility and every prisoner here is classified as violent and dangerous. I’m here for your safety.”


      The men here were dangerous, both prisoners and guards, and that was just the way things were, Rider knew.


      “I understand that,” replied the lawyer. “I’m not asking you to abandon me, but I’d be obliged if you could stand farther away. Attorney-client privilege — you understand, don’t you?”


      The guard didn’t answer, but he did move to the far end of the room, ostensibly out of earshot. Finally, Rufus Harms looked over at Rider. “You bring the radio?”


      “A strange request, but one that I honored.”


      “Take it out and turn it on, would you?”


      Rider did so. The room was immediately filled with the mournful tunes of country-western music, the lyrics contrived, shallow in the face of the genuine misery sensed at this place, Rider thought uncomfortably.


      When the lawyer looked at him questioningly, Harms glanced around the room. “Lotta ears around this place, some you can’t see, right?”


      “Bugging the conversations of an attorney and his client is against the law.”


      Harms moved his hands slightly, chains rattling. “Lot of things against the law, but people still do ’em. Both in and out of this place. Right?”


      Rider found himself nodding. Harms was no longer a young, scared kid. He was a man. A man in control despite being unable to control one single element of his existence. Rider also observed that each of Harms’s physical movements was measured, calculated; like he was engaging in chess, reaching out slowly to touch a piece, and then drawing back with equal caution. Here, swift motion could be deadly.


      The inmate leaned forward and started speaking in a tone so low that Rider had to strain to hear him above the music. “I thank you for coming. I’m surprised you did.”


      “Surprised the hell out of me to hear from you. But I guess it got my curiosity up too.”


      “You look good. The years have been kind to you.”


      Rider had to laugh. “I lost all my hair and put on fifty pounds, but thank you anyway.”


      “I won’t waste your time. I got something I want you to file in court for me.”


      Rider’s astonishment was clear. “What court?”


      Harms spoke in even lower tones, despite the cover of the music. “Biggest one there is. Supreme Court.”


      Rider’s jaw went slack. “You got to be kidding.” The look in Harms’s eyes would not brook such a conclusion. “Okay, what exactly do you want me to file?”


      With smooth increments of motion, despite the restraints of the manacles, Harms slid an envelope out of his shirt and held it up. In an instant, the guard stepped across and snatched it from his hand.


      Rider protested immediately. “Private, that is a confidential attorney-client communication.”


      “Let him read it, Samuel, I got nothing to hide,” Harms said evenly, eyes staring off.


      The guard opened the envelope and scanned the contents of the letter. Satisfied, he returned it to Harms and resumed his post across the room.


      Harms handed the envelope and letter across to Rider, who looked down at the material. When he looked back up, Harms was leaning even closer to him, and he spoke for at least ten minutes. Several times Rider’s eyes widened as Harms’s words spilled over him. Finished, the prisoner sat back and looked at him.


      “You going to help me, ain’t you?”


      Rider could not answer, apparently still digesting all that he had heard. If the waist chain had not prevented such a movement, Harms would have reached out and put his hand over Rider’s, not in a threatening manner, but as a tangible plea for help from a man who had experienced none for almost thirty years. “Ain’t you, Samuel?”


      Finally, Rider nodded. “I’ll help you, Rufus.”


      Harms rose and headed for the door.


      Rider put the paper back in the envelope and tucked it and the radio away in his briefcase. The lawyer had no way of knowing that on the other side of a large mirror that hung on the wall of the visitors’room, someone had watched the entire exchange between prisoner and attorney. This person now rubbed his chin, lost in deep, troubled thought.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER SIX


      At ten A.M., the marshal of the Supreme Court, Richard Perkins, dressed in charcoal-gray tails, the traditional Supreme Court dress of lawyers from the Solicitor General’s Office as well, stood up at one end of the massive bench, behind which sat nine high-backed leather chairs of various styles and sizes, and pounded his gavel. The packed courtroom grew silent. “The Honorable, the Chief Justice, and the Associate Justices of the United States,” Perkins announced.


      The long burgundy-colored curtain behind the bench parted at nine different places, and there appeared a like number of justices looking stiff and uncomfortable in their black robes, as though startled awake and discovering a crowd next to their beds. As they took their seats, Perkins continued. “Oyez, oyez, oyez. All persons having business before the Honorable, the Supreme Court of the United States, are admonished to draw near and give their attention, for the Court is now sitting. God save the United States and this honorable Court.”


      Perkins sat down and looked out over a courtroom with the square footage of a mansion. Its forty-four-foot ceiling made the eye look for drifting clouds. After some preliminary business and the ceremonial swearing in of new Supreme Court Bar members, the first of the day’s two morning cases would be called. On this day, a Wednesday, only two cases during the morning would be heard, afternoon sessions being held only on Monday and Tuesday. No oral arguments were held on Thursday and Friday. On it would go, three days a week every two weeks, until the end of April, approximately one hundred and fifty oral argument sessions later, the justices assuming the modern-day role of Solomon for the people of the United States.


      There were impressive friezes on either side of the courtroom. On the right were figures of lawgivers of the pre-Christian era. On the left, their counterparts of the Christian period. Two armies ready to have go at each other. Perhaps to determine who had gotten it right. Moses versus Napoleon, Hammurabi against Muhammad. The law, the handing down of justice, could be damn painful — bloody, even. Right above the bench were two figures carved in marble, one depicting the majesty of the law, the other the power of government. Between the two panels was a tableau of the Ten Commandments. Swirling around the vast chamber like flocks of doves were carvings — Safeguard of the Rights of People, Genii of Wisdom and Statecraft, Defense of Human Rights — representing the role of the Court. If there ever was a stage of perfect proportion for the hearing of matters paramount, it seemed that this landscape represented it. However, topography could be deceiving.


      Ramsey sat in the middle of the bench, Elizabeth Knight at the extreme right. A boom microphone was suspended from the middle of the ceiling. The moms and pops in the audience had noticeably tensed up when the justices appeared. Even their gangly, bored kids sat a little straighter. It was understandable enough even for those barely familiar with the reputation of this place. There was a discernible feeling of raw power, of important confrontations to come.


      These nine black-robed justices told women when they could legally abort their fetuses; dictated to schoolchildren where they would do their learning; proclaimed what speech was obscene or not; pronounced that police could not unreasonably search and seize, or beat confessions out of people. No one elected them to their positions. They held their positions for life against virtually all challenge. And the justices operated in such levels of secrecy, in such a black hole, that it made the public personae of other venerable federal institutions seem vainglorious by comparison. They routinely confronted issues that had activist groups all over the country banging heads, bombing abortion clinics, demonstrating outside prison death houses. They judged the complex issues that would bedevil human civilization until its extinction. And they looked so calm.


      The first case was called. It dealt with affirmative action in public universities — or, rather, what was left of the concept. Frank Campbell, the counsel arguing on behalf of affirmative action, barely got through his first sentence before Ramsey pounced.


      The chief justice pointed out that the Fourteenth Amendment unequivocally stated that no one shall be discriminated against. Didn’t that mean affirmative action of any sort was impermissible under the Constitution?


      “But there are broad wrongs that are trying to be — ”


      “Why does diversity equate with equality?” Ramsey abruptly asked Campbell.


      “It ensures that a broad and diverse body of students will be available to express different ideas, represent different cultures, which in turn will serve to break down the ignorance of stereotypes.”


      “Aren’t you premising your entire argument on the fact that blacks and whites think differently? That a black raised by parents who are college professors in a well-to-do household in, say, San Francisco will bring a different set of values and ideas to a university than a white person who was raised in the exact same affluent environment in San Francisco?” Ramsey’s tone was filled with skepticism.


      “I think that everyone has differences,” Campbell responded.


      “Instead of basing it on skin color, doesn’t it seem that the most impoverished among us have a greater right to a helping hand?” Justice Knight asked. Ramsey looked over at her curiously as she said this. “And yet your argument draws no distinction on wealth or lack thereof, does it?” Knight added.


      “No,” Campbell conceded.


      Michael Fiske and Sara Evans sat in a special section of seats perpendicular to the bench. Michael glanced over at Sara as he listened to this line of questioning. She didn’t look at him.


      “You can’t get around the letter of the law, can you? You would have us turn the Constitution on its head,” Ramsey persisted after finally taking his eyes off Knight.


      “How about the spirit behind those words?” Campbell rejoined.


      “Spirits are such amorphous things, I much prefer to deal in concrete.” Ramsey’s words brought scattered laughter from the audience. The chief justice renewed his verbal attack, and with deadly precision he skewered Campbell’s precedents and line of reasoning. Knight said nothing more, staring straight ahead, her thoughts obviously far from the courtroom. As the red light on the counsel lectern came on indicating Campbell’s time was up, he almost ran to his seat. As the counsel opposing affirmative action took his place at the lectern and began his argument, it didn’t seem like the justices were even listening anymore.


      


      * * *


      


      “Boy, Ramsey is efficient,” Sara remarked. She and Michael were in the Court’s cafeteria, the justices having retired to their dining room for their traditional post-oral argument luncheon. “He sliced up the university’s lawyer in about five seconds.”


      Michael swallowed a bite of sandwich. “He’s been on the lookout for a case for the last three years to really blow affirmative action out of the water. Well, he found it. They should have settled the case before it got here.”


      “You really think Ramsey will go that far?”


      “Are you kidding? Wait until you see the opinion. He’ll probably write it himself, just so he can gloat. It’s dead.”


      “I can partly see his logic,” Sara said.


      “Of course you can. It’s evident. A conservative group brought the case, handpicked the plaintiff. White, bright, blue-collar, hardworking, never given a handout. And, even better, a woman.”


      “The Constitution does say no one shall discriminate.”


      “Sara, you know that the Fourteenth Amendment was passed right after the Civil War to ensure that blacks wouldn’t be discriminated against. Now it’s been forged into a bat to crush the people it was supposed to help. Well, the crushers just guaranteed their own Armageddon.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean that poor with hope starts to push back. Poor without hope lashes back. Not pretty.”


      “Oh.” She looked at Michael, his manner so intense, so mercurial. Serious beyond his years. He climbed on the soapbox with regularity, sometimes to an embarrassing degree. It was one of the elements about him that she both admired and feared.


      “My brother could tell you some stories about that,” Michael added.


      “I’m sure he could. I hope to meet him someday.”


      Michael glanced at her and then looked away. “Ramsey sees the world differently than it actually is. He made it in the world by himself, why can’t everybody else? I admire the guy, though. He sticks it equally to the poor and the rich, the state and the individual. He doesn’t play favorites. I’ll give him that.”


      “You overcame a lot too.”


      “Yeah. I’m not blowing my own horn, but I’ve got an IQ over one-sixty. Not everybody has that.”


      “I know,” Sara said wistfully. “My legal brain says what happened today was correct. My heart says it’s a tragedy.”


      “Hey, this is the Supreme Court. It’s not supposed to be easy. And by the way, what was Knight trying to do in there today?” Michael was perpetually in the loop on everything that happened at the Court, all the inner secrets, the gossip, the strategies employed by the justices and their clerks to further philosophies and points of view on cases before them. He felt behind on whatever Knight had alluded to in court this morning, though, and it bothered him.


      “Michael, it was only a couple sentences.”


      “So what? Two sentences with a ton of potential. Rights for the poor? You saw the way Ramsey picked up on it. Is Knight posturing for something down the road? A case she was trying to set up in there?”


      “I can’t believe you’re asking me that. It’s confidential.”


      “We’re all on the same team here, Sara.”


      “Right! How often do Knight and Murphy vote together? Not very. And this place has nine very separate compartments, you know that.”


      “Right, nine little kingdoms. But if Knight has something up her sleeve, I’d like to know about it.”


      “You don’t have to know everything that goes on at this place. Christ, you already know more than all the clerks combined, and most of the justices. I mean, how many other clerks go down to the mail room at the crack of dawn to get a jump on the appeals coming in?”


      “I don’t like to do anything halfway.”


      She looked at him, was about to say something, but then stopped herself. Why complicate things? She had already given him her answer. In reality, although a driven person herself, she could not imagine being married to someone with standards as high as Michael Fiske’s. She could never reach them, sustain them. It would be unhealthy even to try.


      “Well, I’m not betraying any confidences. You know as well as I do that this place is like a military campaign. Loose lips sink ships. And you have to watch your backside.”


      “I’m not disagreeing with you in the grand scheme of things, but I am in this case. You know Murphy, he’s a throwback — a lovable throwback, but he’s a pure liberal. Anything to help the poor he’d go for. He and Knight would be aligned on this, no doubt about it. He’s always on the lookout to throw a wrench in Ramsey’s machine. Tom Mur-phy led the Court before Ramsey got the upper hand. It’s no fun always being on the dissenting end in your twilight years.”


      Sara shook her head. “I really can’t go into it.”


      He sighed and picked at his meal. “We’re just pulling away from each other at all points, aren’t we?”


      “That’s not true. You’re just trying to make it seem that way. I know I hurt you when I said no, and I’m sorry.”


      He suddenly grinned. “Maybe it’s for the best. We’re both so headstrong, we’d probably end up killing each other.”


      “Good old Virginia boy and a gal from Carolina,” she drawled. “You’re probably right.”


      He fiddled with his drink and eyed her. “If you think I’m stubborn, you really should meet my brother.”


      Sara didn’t meet his gaze. “I’m sure. He was terrific during that trial we watched.”


      “I’m very proud of him.”


      Now she looked at him. “So why did we have to sneak in and out of the courtroom so he wouldn’t know we were there?”


      “You’d have to ask him that.”


      “I’m asking you.”


      Michael shrugged. “He’s got a problem with me. He sort of banished me from his life.”


      “Why?”


      “I actually don’t know all the reasons. Maybe he doesn’t either. I do know it hasn’t made him very happy.”


      “From the little I saw, he didn’t strike me as that sort of person. Depressed or anything.”


      “Really? How did he strike you?”


      “Funny, smart, identifies well with people.”


      “I see he identified with you.”


      “He didn’t even know I was there.”


      “You would have liked him to, though, wouldn’t you?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Only that I’m not blind. And I’ve walked in his shadow all my life.”


      “You’re the boy genius with a limitless future.”


      “And he’s a heroic ex-cop who now defends the very people he used to arrest. He also has a martyr quality about him that I never have been able to get around. He’s a good guy who pushes himself unbelievably hard.” Michael shook his head. All the time his brother had spent in the hospital. None of them knowing if he was going to make it day to day, minute to minute. He had never known such fear, the thought of losing his brother. But he had lost him anyway, it seemed, and not because of death. Not because of those bullets.


      “Maybe he feels like he’s living in your shadow.”


      “I doubt that.”


      “Did you ever ask him?”


      “Like I said, we don’t talk anymore.” He paused and then added quietly, “Is he the reason you turned me down?” He had watched her as she observed his brother. She had been enraptured with John Fiske from the moment she saw him. It had seemed like a fun idea at the time, the two of them going to watch his brother. Now Michael cursed himself for doing it.


      She flushed. “I don’t even know him. How could I possibly have any feelings for him?”


      “Are you asking me that, or yourself?”


      “I’m not going to answer that.” Her voice trembled. “What about you? Do you love him?”


      He abruptly sat up straight and looked at her. “I will always love my brother, Sara. Always.”


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER SEVEN


      Rider wordlessly passed his secretary, fled to his office, opened his briefcase and slipped out the envelope. He withdrew the letter from inside, but barely glanced at it before tossing it in the wastebasket. In the letter Rufus Harms had written his last will and testament, but that was just a dodge, something innocuous for the guard to read. Rider looked at the envelope closely while he punched his intercom.


      “Sheila, can you bring in the hot plate and the teakettle? Fill it with water.”


      “Mr. Rider, I can make tea for you.”


      “I don’t want tea, Sheila, just bring the damned kettle and the hot plate.”


      Sheila didn’t question this odd request or her boss’s temper. She brought in the kettle and hot plate, then quietly withdrew.


      Rider plugged in the hot plate and within a few minutes steam poured out of the kettle. Gingerly grasping the envelope by its edges, Rider held it over the steam and watched as the envelope began to come apart, just as Rufus Harms had told him it would. Rider fussed with the edges, and he soon had it completely laid out. Instead of an envelope, he now held two pieces of paper: one handwritten; the other a copy of the letter Harms had received from the Army.


      As he turned off the hot plate, Rider marveled at how Rufus had managed to construct this device — an envelope that was actually a letter — and how he had copied and then concealed the letter from the Army in it as well. Then he recalled that Harms’s father had worked at a printing press company. It would have been better for Rufus if he had followed his daddy into the printing business instead of joining the Army, Rider muttered to himself.


      He let the pieces of paper dry out for a minute and then sat behind his desk while he read what Rufus had written. It didn’t take long, the remarks were fairly brief, though many words were oddly formed and misspelled. Rider couldn’t have known it, but Harms had scrawled it out in near darkness, stopping every time he heard the steps of the guards draw close. There wasn’t a trace of saliva left in Rider’s throat when he had finished reading. Then he forced himself to read the official notice from the Army. Another body blow.


      “Good God!” He sank back in his chair, rubbed a trembling hand over his bald spot, and then lurched to his feet, rushed over and locked his office door. The fear spread like a mutating virus. He could barely breathe. He staggered back to his desk and hit his intercom button again. “Sheila, bring me in some water and some aspirin, please.”


      A minute later Sheila knocked on the door. “Mr. Rider,” she said through the door, “it’s locked.”


      He quickly unlocked the door, took the glass and aspirin from her and was about to shut the door again when Sheila said, “Are you okay?”


      “Fine, fine,” he replied, hustling her out the door.


      He looked down at the paper Rufus wanted him to file with the United States Supreme Court. Rider happened to be a member of the largely ceremonial Supreme Court Bar, solely by virtue of the sponsorship of a former colleague in the military who had gone on to the Justice Department. If he did exactly as Rufus asked, he would be the attorney of record in Harms’s appeal. Rider could envision only personal catastrophe resulting from such an arrangement. And yet he had promised Rufus.


      Rider lay down on the leather sofa in one corner of his office, closed his eyes and commenced a silent deliberation. So many things hadn’t added up the night Ruth Ann Mosley had been killed. Rufus didn’t have a history of violence, only a constant failure to follow orders that had enraged many a superior, and, at first, had bewildered Rider as well. Harms’s inability to process even the simplest of commands had been finally explained during Rider’s representation of him. But his escaping from the stockade never had. Confronted with no defense, factually, Rider had made noises about an insanity plea, which had given him just enough leverage to save his client from possible execution. And that had been the end of it. Justice had been served. At least as much as one could expect in this world.


      Rider looked once more at the notice from the Army, the stark lie of the past now firmly revealed. This information should have been in Harms’s military file at the time of the murder, but it wasn’t. It would have constituted a completely plausible defense. Harms’s military file had been tampered with, and Rider now understood why.


      Harms wanted his freedom and his name cleared and he wanted it to come from the highest court in the land. And he refused to entrust the prospect of freedom to the Army. That’s what Harms had said to him while the country-western music had covered his words. And could he blame him?


      All things good were in Rufus’s corner. He should be heard and he should be free. But despite that, Rider remained immobile on his couch of worn leather and burnished nails. It was nothing complex. It was fear — a far stronger emotion, it seemed, than any of the others bestowed upon humankind. He planned to retire in a few years to the condo he and his wife had already picked out on the Gulf Coast. Their kids were grown. Rider was weary of the frigid winters that settled into the low pockets of the area and he was tired of always chasing new pieces of business, of diligently recording his professional life in quarter-hour increments. However, as enticing as that retirement was, it wasn’t quite enough to prevent Rider from helping his old client. Some things were right and some things were wrong.


      Rider rose from the couch and settled behind his desk. At first he had thought the simplest way to help Rufus was to mail what he had to one of the newspapers and let the power of the press take over. But for all he knew, the paper would either toss it as a letter from some crazy, or otherwise bungle it such that Rufus might be put in danger. What had really made up Rider’s mind as to his course of action was simple. Rufus was his client and he had asked his lawyer to file his appeal with the United States Supreme Court. And that’s what Rider was going to do. He had failed Rufus once before; he wasn’t going to do it again. The man was in dire need of a little justice, and what better place for that than the highest court in the land? If you couldn’t get justice there, where the hell could you get it? Rider wondered.


      As he took out a sheet of paper from his desk drawer, sunlight from the window glanced off his square gold cuff links, sending bright dots around the room helter-skelter. He pulled over his ancient typewriter, kept out of nostalgia. Rider was unfamiliar with the Supreme Court’s technical filing requirements, but he assumed he would be running afoul of most of them. That didn’t bother him. He just wanted to get the story out — away from him.


      When he had finished typing, he started to place what he had typed, together with Harms’s letter and the letter from the Army, into a mailing envelope. Then he stopped. Paranoia, spilling over from thirty years of practice, made him hustle out to the small workroom at the rear of his office suite and make copies of both Harms’s handwritten letter and Rider’s own typewritten one. This same uneasiness made him decide to keep, for now, the letter from the Army. When the story broke he could always produce it, again anonymously. He hid the copies in one of his desk drawers and locked it. He returned the originals to the envelope, looked up the address of the Supreme Court in his legal directory, and next typed up a label. He did not provide a return address on the envelope. That done, he put on his hat and coat and walked down to the post office at the corner.


      Before he had time to change his mind, he filled out the form to send the envelope by certified mail so he would get a return receipt, handed it to the postal clerk, completed the simple transaction and returned to his office. It was only then that it struck him. The return receipt could be a way for the Court to identify who had sent the package. He sighed. Rufus had been waiting half his life for this. And, in a way, Rider had abandoned him back then. For the rest of the day Rider lay on the couch in his office, in the dark, silently praying that he had done the right thing, and knowing, in his heart, that he had.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER EIGHT


      “Ramsey’s clerks have been pestering me about the comment you made the other day, Justice Knight, about the poor being entitled to certain preferences.” Sara looked over at the woman, sitting so calmly behind her desk.


      A smile flickered across Knight’s face as she scanned some documents. “I’m sure they have.”


      They both knew that Ramsey’s clerks were like a well-trained commando unit. They had feelers out everywhere, looking for anything of interest to the chief justice and his agendas. Almost nothing escaped their notice. Every word, exclamation, meeting or casual corridor conversation was duly noted, analyzed and catalogued away for future use.


      “So you intended for that reaction to happen?”


      “Sara, as much as I may not like it, there is a certain process at this place that one must struggle through. Some call it a game, I don’t choose to do so. But I can’t ignore its presence. I’m not so much concerned with the chief. The positions I’m thinking about taking on a number of cases Ramsey would never support. I know that and he knows that.”


      “So you were floating a trial balloon to the other justices.”


      “In part, yes. Oral argument is also an open, public forum.”


      “So, to the public.” Sara thought quickly. “And the media?”


      Knight put down the papers and clasped her hands together as she stared at the younger woman. “This Court is swayed more by public opinion than many would dare to confess. Some here would like to see the status quo always preserved. But the Court has to move forward.”


      “And this ties into the cases you’ve been having me research about equalizing educational rights of the poor?”


      “I have a compelling interest in that.” Elizabeth Knight had grown up in East Texas, the middle of nowhere, but her father had had money. Thus, her education had been first-rate, and she had often wondered how her life would have been if her father had been poor like so many of the people she had grown up with. All justices carried psychological baggage to the Court and Elizabeth Knight was no exception. “And that’s all I’m really going to say right now.”


      “And Blankley?” Sara said, referring to the affirmative action case Ramsey had so thoroughly decimated.


      “We haven’t voted on it yet, of course, Sara, so I can’t say one way or the other how it will turn out.” The voting conferences took place in complete secrecy, without even a stenographer or secretary in residence. However, for those who followed the Court with any consistency, and for the clerks who lived in the place every day, it wasn’t too difficult to predict how votes were lining up, although the justices had surprised people in the past. Justice Knight’s depressed look made it clear, however, which way the votes were aligned on the Blankley case.


      And Sara could read the tea leaves as well as anyone. Michael Fiske was right. The only question was how sweeping the opinion would be.


      “Too bad I won’t be around to see the results of my research come to fruition,” Sara said.


      “You never know. You came back for a second term. Michael Fiske signed up with Tommy for a third. I’d love to have you back again.”


      “Funny you should mention him. Michael was also asking about your remarks at oral argument. He thought Murphy might welcome anything you were trying to put together concerning preferences for the poor.”


      Knight smiled. “Michael would know. He and Tommy are as close as clerk and justice can be.”


      “Michael knows more about the Court than just about anyone. Actually, sometimes he can be a little scary.”


      Knight eyed her keenly. “I thought you and Michael were close.”


      “We are. I mean, we’re good friends.” Sara blushed as Knight continued to watch her.


      “We won’t be getting any announcements from the two of you, will we?” Knight smiled warmly.


      “What? No, no. We’re just friends.”


      “I see. I’m sorry, Sara, it’s certainly none of my business.”


      “It’s okay. We do spend a fair amount of time together. I’m sure some people assume that there’s more there than just friendship. I mean, Michael’s a very attractive man, obviously very smart. Great future.”


      “Sara, don’t take this the wrong way, but you sound like you’re trying to convince yourself of something.”


      Sara looked down. “I guess I do, don’t I?”


      “Take it from someone who has two grown daughters. Don’t rush it. Let it take its natural course. You have plenty of time. End of motherly advice.”


      Sara smiled. “Thanks.”


      “Now, how is the bench memo coming on Chance v. U.S.?”


      “I know Steven’s been working on it nonstop.”


      “Steven Wright is not holding up well here.”


      “Well, he’s trying really hard.”


      “You have to help him, Sara. You’re the senior clerk. I should have had that memo two weeks ago. Ramsey has his ammo bag filled and the precedents are completely on his side. I need to be at least equal to that if I’m going to have a shot.”


      “I’ll make it a top priority.”


      “Good.”


      Sara rose to leave. “And I think you’ll handle the chief justice just fine.”


      The women exchanged smiles. Elizabeth Knight had become almost a second mother to Sara Evans, replacing the one she had lost as a young child.


      As Sara walked out the door, Knight sat back in her chair. Where she was now was the culmination of a lifetime of work and sacrifice, luck and skill. She was married to a well-respected United States senator, a man she loved and who loved her. She was one of only three women who had ever donned the robes of a Supreme Court justice. She felt humble and empowered at the same time. The president who had nominated her was still in office. He had seen her as a reliable middle-of-the-road jurist. She had not been that active politically, so he could not exactly expect her to toe his party’s line, but he probably expected her to be judicially passive, letting the solution to the really important questions fall to the people’s elected representatives.


      She had no deep-set philosophies like Ramsey or Murphy. They decided cases not so much on the facts of each one, but on the broad positions each case represented. Murphy would never vote to uphold or reverse any case in favor of capital punishment. Ramsey would wither and die before he would side with a defendant in a criminal rights case. Knight could not choose her sides in that manner. She took each case, each party, as they came. She agonized over the facts. While she thought about the broader impact of the court’s decisions, she also worried about the fairness to the actual parties. It often meant she was the swing vote on a lot of cases, and she didn’t really mind that. She was no wallflower, and she had come here to make a difference.


      Only now was she seeing what a very great impact she could have. And the responsibility that came with such power was what humbled her. And frightened her. Made her stare at the ceiling wide awake as her husband slept soundly beside her. Still, she thought with a smile, there was no other place she would rather be; no other way she would rather be spending her life.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER NINE


      John Fiske walked into the building located in the West End of Richmond. The place was officially called a rest home, but, plain and simple, it was a place for the elderly to come to die. Fiske tried to ignore the moans and cries as he strode down the corridor. He saw the feeble bodies, heads dipping low, limbs useless, encased in the wheelchairs, stacked like shopping carts against the wall, waiting for a dance partner who was never going to show up.


      It had taken all the resolve he and his father had in order to move John’s mother into this place. Michael Fiske had never faced up to the fact that their mother’s mind was gone, eaten away by Alzheimer’s. The good times were easy to enjoy. The real worth of a person came from how he acted during the bad times. As far as John Fiske was concerned, his brother Mike had failed that test miserably.


      He checked in at the desk. “How is she today?” he asked the assistant administrator. As a frequent visitor here, he knew all the staff.


      “She’s had better ones, John, but your being here will perk her up,” the woman answered.


      “Right,” Fiske muttered as he walked to the visitors’ room.


      His mother awaited him there, dressed, as always, in her housecoat and slippers. Her eyes wandered aimlessly, her mouth moving, but no words coming out. When Fiske appeared at the doorway, she looked at him, a smile breaking across her face. He walked over and sat down across from her.


      “How’s my Mikey?” Gladys Fiske asked, tenderly rubbing his face. “How’s Momma’s baby?”


      Fiske took a deep breath. It was the same damn thing, for the last two years. In Gladys Fiske’s devastated mind he was Mike, he would always be his brother until the very end of his mother’s life. John Fiske had somehow completely vanished from her memory, as if he had never been born.


      He gently touched her hands, doing his best to quiet the absolute frustration inside him. “I’m fine. Doing good. Pop’s good too.” He then added quietly, “Johnny’s doing good too, he asked about you. Always does.”


      Her stare was blank. “Johnny?”


      Fiske attempted this every time, and every time the response was the same. Why did she forget him and not his brother? There had to have been some deep-rooted facet in her that had allowed the Alzheimer’s to erase his identity from her life. Was his existence never that strong, never that important to her? And yet he had been the son who had always been there for his parents. He had helped them as a boy, and continued to be there for them as a man. Everything from giving them a large part of his income to getting up on the roof on a suffocating August day, in the middle of a hellish trial, to help his old man shingle their house, because he didn’t have the cash to pay someone to do it. And Mike, always the favorite, always the one to go his own way, his own selfish way, Fiske thought … Mike was always hailed as the great one, the one who would do the family proud. In reality, his parents had never been that extreme in their views of their sons; Fiske knew that. But his anger had skewed that truth, empowering the bad and subverting the good.


      “Mikey?” she said anxiously. “How are the children?”


      “They’re fine, they’re good, growing like weeds. They look just like you.” Having to pretend that he was his brother and had fathered children made Fiske want to collapse to the floor bawling.


      She smiled and touched her hair.


      He picked up on that. “Looks good. Pop says you’re prettier than ever.” Gladys Fiske had been an attractive woman for most of her life, and her appearance had been very important to her. The effects of the Alzheimer’s had, in her case, accelerated the aging process. She would have been terribly upset with how she looked now, Fiske knew. He hoped his mother still saw herself as twenty years old and the prettiest she would ever be.


      He held out a package he had brought. She seized it with the glee of a child and tore off the wrapping. She touched the brush delicately and then ran it through her hair very carefully.


      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”


      She said that about everything he brought her. Tissues, lipstick, a picture book. The most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Mike. Every time he came here, his brother scored brownie points. Fiske forced these thoughts away and spent a very pleasant hour with his mother. He loved her so much. He would rip from her the disease that had destroyed her brain if he could. Since he couldn’t, he would do anything to spend time with her. Even under another’s name.


      


      * * *


      


      Fiske left the rest home and drove to his father’s house. As he turned onto the familiar street, he looked around the disintegrating boundaries of his first eighteen years of life: dilapidated homes with peeling paint and crumbling porches, sagging wire fences, and dirt front yards running down to narrow, cracked streets where twin streams of ancient, battered Fords and Chevys docked. Fifty years ago, the neighborhood had been a typical starter community for the post–World War II masses filled with the unshakable confidence that life would only get better. For those who hadn’t crossed that bridge of prosperity, the most visible change in their worn-out lives was a wooden wheelchair ramp grafted over the front stoop. As he looked at one of the ramps, Fiske knew he would choose a wheelchair over the rot of his mother’s brain.


      He pulled into the driveway of his father’s well-kept home. The more the neighborhood fell apart around him, the harder his old man worked to keep it at bay. Perhaps to keep the past alive a little longer. Maybe hoping his wife would come home twenty years old again with a fresh, healthy mind. The old Buick was in the driveway, its body rusted a little, but the engine in mint condition thanks to its owner’s skills as a master mechanic. Fiske saw his father in the garage, dressed in his usual outfit of white T-shirt and blue work pants, hunkered over some piece of equipment. Retired now, Ed Fiske was at his happiest with his fingers full of grease, the guts of some complex machinery strewn out helter-skelter in front of him.


      “Cold beer’s in the fridge,” Ed said without looking up.


      Fiske opened the old refrigerator his father kept in the garage and pulled out a Miller. He sat down on a rickety old kitchen chair and watched his father work, just as he had done as a young boy. He had always been fascinated with the skill of his father’s hands, the way the man confidently knew where every piece went.


      “Saw Mom today.”


      With a practiced roll of his tongue, Ed pushed the cigarette he was puffing on to the right side of his mouth. His muscular forearms flexed and then relaxed as he ratcheted a bolt tight.


      “I’m going tomorrow. Thought I’d get all dressed up, bring some flowers, a little boxed dinner Ida is going to make up. Make it real special. Just me and her.”


      Ida German was the next-door neighbor. She had lived in the neighborhood longer than anyone else. She had been good company to his father ever since his wife had gone away.


      “She’ll love that.” Fiske sipped on his beer and smiled at the picture the two would make together.


      Ed finished up what he was doing and took a minute to clean up, using gasoline and a rag to get the grease off his hands. He grabbed a beer and sat down on an old toolbox across from his son.


      “Talked to Mike yesterday,” he said.


      “Is that right?” Fiske said with no interest.


      “He’s doing good up there at the Court. You know they asked him back for another year. He must be good.”


      “I’m sure he’s the best they’ve ever had.” Fiske stood up and went over to the open doorway. He took a deep breath, letting his lungs fill with the scent of freshly cut grass. Every Saturday growing up, he and his brother would mow the lawn, do the chores and then the family would pile into the mammoth station wagon for the weekly trip to the A&P grocery store. If they had been really good, done all their chores correctly, not clipped the grass too short, they’d get a soda from the machine next to the paper box outside the A&P. To the boys it was liquid gold. Fiske and his brother would think all week about getting that cold soda. They had been so close growing up. Carried the morning Times Dispatch together, played sports together, though John was three years older than his brother. Mike was so gifted physically that he had played varsity sports as a freshman. The Fiske brothers. Everybody knew them, respected them. Those were happy times. Those times were over. He turned back and looked at his father.


      Ed shook his head. “Did you know Mike turned down a teaching job at one of them big law schools, Harvard or something, to stay at the Court? He got a slew of offers from big law firms. He showed me ’em. Lord, they were talking money I can’t even believe.” The pride in his voice was obvious.


      “More power to him,” Fiske said dryly.


      Ed suddenly slapped his thigh. “What’s wrong with you, Johnny? What the hell do you have against your brother?”


      “I’ve got nothing against him.”


      “Then why the hell don’t you two get along like you used to? I’ve talked to Mike. It’s not on account of him.”


      “Look, Pop, he’s got his life and I’ve got mine. I don’t remember you being all touchy-feely with Uncle Ben.”


      “My brother was a bum and a drunk. Your brother ain’t either of those.”


      “Being a drunk and a bum aren’t the only vices in the world.”


      “Damn, I just don’t understand you, son.”


      “Join the crowd.”


      Ed put out his cigarette on the concrete floor, stood and leaned against one of the garage’s exposed wall studs. “Jealousy ain’t right between brothers. You should feel good about what he’s done with his life.”


      “Oh, so you think I’m jealous?”


      “Are you?”


      Fiske took another sip of beer and looked over at the belly-button-high wire fence surrounding his father’s small backyard. It was currently painted dark green. Over the years it had seen many different colors. John and Mike had painted it each summer, the color being whatever the trucking firm Ed worked for had left over from its annual office repainting. Fiske looked over at the apple tree that spread over one corner of the yard. He motioned with his beer. “You’ve got caterpillars. Get me a flare.”


      “I’ll get to it.”


      “Pop, you don’t even like standing on a chair.”


      Fiske took off his jacket, grabbed a ladder from the garage and took the flare his father handed him. He ignited it, positioned the ladder under the bulging nest and climbed up. It took a few minutes, but the nest slowly dissolved under the heat of the flare. Fiske climbed back down and stamped out the flare while his father raked up the remains of the nest.


      “And you just saw my problem with Mike.”


      “What?” Ed looked confused.


      “When was the last time Mike was down here to help? Hell, just to see you or Mom?”


      Ed scratched at his beard stubble and fumbled in his pants pocket for another cigarette. “He’s busy. He gets down when he can.”


      “Sure he does.”


      “He’s got important work to do for the government. Up there helping all them judges. It’s the damn highest court in the land, you know that.”


      “Well, guess what, Pop, I keep pretty busy too.”


      “I know that, son. But — ”


      “But, I know, it’s different.” Fiske threw his jacket over his shoulder, wiped the sweat from his eyes. The mosquitoes would be out soon. That made him think of water. His father kept a trailer at a campground down by the Mattaponi River. “You been down to the trailer lately?”


      Ed shook his head, relieved at the change in subject. “Naw, planning to go soon, though. Take the boat out before it gets too cold.”


      Fiske rubbed another bead of sweat off his forehead. “Let me know, I might run down with you.”


      Ed scrutinized his eldest son. “How you doing?”


      “Professionally? Lost two, won two this week. I take that as an acceptable batting average these days.”


      “You be careful, son. I know you believe in what you’re doing and all, but that’s a damn rough bunch you’re lawyering for. Some of them might remember you from your cop days. I lie awake at night thinking about that.”


      Fiske smiled. He loved his father as much as he did his mother, and, in some subtle ways of men, even more. The thought of his father still losing sleep over him was very reassuring. He slapped his father on the back.


      “Don’t worry, Pop, I never let my guard down.”


      “How about the other thing?”


      Fiske unconsciously touched his chest. “Doing just fine. Hell, probably live to be a hundred.”


      “I hope you do, son,” his father said with great conviction as he watched his boy leave.


      Ed shook his head as he thought of how far his sons had drifted apart and his being unable to do anything about it. “Damn,” was all he could think of to say before sitting down on the toolbox to finish his beer.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER TEN


      It was early in the morning as Michael Fiske quietly hummed his way through the broad, high-ceilinged hallway toward the clerks’ mail room. As he entered the room, a clerk looked up. “You picked a good time, Michael. We just got in a shipment.”


      “Any con mail?” Michael asked, referring to the ever-growing number of petitions from prisoners. Most of them were filed in forma pauperis, meaning, literally, in the form of a pauper. There was a separate docket kept for these petitions, and it was so large that one clerk was specially designated to manage the filings. The IFPs, as they were termed by Court personnel, were usually a place to discover either humor over some ridiculous claim or occasionally a case worthy of the Court’s attention. Michael knew that some of the most important Court decisions ever had resulted from IFP cases — thus his early morning ritual of panning for appellate gold in the paper piles.


      “From the hand scribblings I’ve tried to decipher so far, I’d say that was a good bet,” the clerk responded.


      Michael dragged a box over to one corner. Within its confines was an array of complaints, penned miseries, a procession of claimed injustice of varying content and description. But none of them could be simply shrugged off. Many were from death row inmates; for them, the Supreme Court represented the last hope before legal extermination.


      For the next two hours Michael dug through the box. He was very accomplished at this now. It was like expertly shucking corn, his mind scanning the lengthy documents with ease, effortlessly probing through the legalese to the important points, comparing them to pending cases as well as precedents from fifty years ago pulled from his encyclopedic memory; then filing them away and moving on. However, at the end of two hours he had not found much of great interest.


      He was thinking of heading up to his office when his hand closed around the plain manila envelope. The address label was typewritten, but the envelope had no return address. That was strange, Michael thought. People seeking to plead their case before the Court normally wanted the justices to know where to find them in the rare event that their plea was answered. There was, however, the left side of a postal return receipt card affixed to it. He slid open the envelope and removed the two sheets of paper. One of the functions of the clerks’mail room was to ensure that all filings met the strict standards of the Court. For parties claiming indigent status, if their petitions were granted, the Court would waive certain filing requirements and fees, and even engage and pick up some of the expenses of counsel, although the attorney would not bill for his or her time. It was an honor simply to stand before the Court as an advocate. Two of the forms required to achieve indigent status were a motion for leave to file as a pauper, and an affidavit signed by the prisoner, basically swearing to the person’s impoverished status. Neither was in the envelope, Michael quickly noted. The appeal would have to be kicked back.


      When Michael started reading what was in the envelope, all thoughts of any filing deficiencies vanished. After he finished, he could see the sweat from his palms leach onto the paper. At first Michael wanted to put the pages back in the envelope and forget he had ever seen them. But, as though he had now witnessed a crime himself, he felt he had to do something.


      “Hey, Michael, Murphy’s chambers just called down for you,” the clerk said. When Michael didn’t answer, the clerk said again, “Michael? Justice Murphy is looking for you.”


      Michael nodded, finally managing to focus on something other than the papers in his hand. When the clerk turned back to his work, Michael put the pages back in the manila envelope. He hesitated an instant. His entire legal career, his entire life, could be decided in the next second or so. Finally, as though his hands were acting independently from his thoughts, he slipped the envelope into his briefcase. By doing so before the petition had been officially processed with the Court, he had just committed, among other crimes, theft of federal property, a felony.


      As he raced out of the mail room, he almost collided head-on with Sara Evans.


      She smiled at first, but the look changed quickly when she saw his face. “Michael, what’s wrong?”


      “Nothing. I’m fine.”


      She gripped his arm. “You’re not fine. You’re shaking and your face is white as a sheet.”


      “I think I’m coming down with something.”


      “Well, then you should go home.”


      “I’ll grab some aspirin from the nurse. I’ll be okay.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Sara, I really have to go.” He pulled away, leaving her staring worriedly after him.


      The rest of the day moved at a glacial pace for Michael and he repeatedly found himself staring at his briefcase, thinking of the contents. Late that night, his day’s work at the Court finally completed, he furiously rode his bike back to his apartment on Capitol Hill. He locked the door behind him and took out the envelope once more. He grabbed a yellow legal pad from his briefcase and carried everything over to the small dinette table.


      An hour later he sat back and stared at the numerous notes he had made. He opened his laptop and rewrote these notes onto his hard drive, changing, tinkering, rethinking as he did so, a longtime habit of his. He had decided to attack this problem as he would any other. He would check out the information in the petition as carefully as he could. Most important, he would have to confirm that the names listed on the petition were actually the people he thought they were. If it seemed legitimate, he would return the appeal to the clerks’mail room. If it was clearly frivolous, the work of an unbalanced mind or a prisoner blindly lashing out, he had made up his mind to destroy it.


      Michael looked out the window and across the street at the cluttered line of row houses that had been converted into apartments just like his. Young disciples of government were honeycombed in this neighborhood. Half were still at work, the rest in bed, nightmaring through a list of uncompleted tasks of national importance, at least until the five A.M. awakening. The darkness Michael stared into was interrupted only by the wash of a corner streetlight. The wind had gained strength, and the temperature had dropped, in readiness for an advancing storm. The boiler in the old building was not yet engaged, and a sudden chill hit Michael through the window. He pulled a sweatshirt from his closet, threw it on, and returned to stare out to the street.


      He had never heard of Rufus Harms. According to the dates in the letter, the man had been incarcerated when Michael was only five years old. The spelling in the letter was abysmal, the formation of the letters and words clumsy, resembling a child’s humorous first attempts at penmanship. The typewritten letter explained some of the background of the case and was obviously composed by a far better educated person. A lawyer, perhaps, Michael thought. The language had a legal air to it, although it was as though the person typing it had intended his professional — together with his personal — identity, to remain unknown. The notice from the Army, according to the typewritten letter, had requested certain information from Rufus Harms. However, Rufus Harms denied ever being in the program the Army’s records apparently indicated he was in. It had been a cover, Harms was alleging, for a crime that had resulted in a horrific miscarriage of justice — a legal fiasco that had caused a quarter century of his life to disappear.


      Suddenly warm, Michael pressed his face into the coolness of the window and took a deep breath, the air frosting the glass. What he was doing amounted to blatant interference with a party’s right to seek his day in court. All of his life Michael had believed in a person’s inalienable franchise to have access to the law, no matter how rich or poor. It was not scrip that could be revoked or declared worthless. He comforted himself somewhat with the knowledge that the appeal would have been defeated via a host of technical deficiencies.


      But this case was different. Even if false, it could still do terrible damage to the reputations of some very important people. If it was true? He closed his eyes. Please, God, do not let it be, he prayed.


      He turned his head and eyed the phone. He suddenly wondered if he should call and seek his brother’s advice. John was savvy in ways his younger brother was not. He might know how to handle the situation better. Michael hesitated for a moment longer, reluctant to admit that he needed any help, especially from that troubling, estranged source. But it also might be a way back into his brother’s life. The fault was not entirely on one side; Michael had matured enough to comprehend the elusiveness of blame.


      He picked up the phone and dialed. He got the answering machine, a result that pleased a certain part of him. He left a message asking for his brother’s help but revealing nothing. He hung up, and returned to the window once more. It was probably better that John had not been there to take the call. His brother tended to see things only in rigid lines of black and white, a telling facet of the way he lived his life.


      Toward the early hours of the morning, Michael drifted off to sleep, growing ever more confident that he could handle this potential nightmare, however it turned out.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER ELEVEN


      Three days after Michael Fiske had taken the file from the clerks’mail room, Rufus Harms placed another call to Sam Rider’s office, but was told the attorney was out of town on business. As he was escorted back to his cell, Rufus passed a man in the corridor.


      “Lot of phone calls lately, Harms. What, you have a mail-order business going or something?” The guards laughed loudly at the man’s words. Vic Tremaine was a little under six feet, had white-blond, close-cropped hair, weathered features and was molded like a gun turret. He was the second-in-command of Fort Jackson, and he had made it his personal mission to compress as much misery into Harms’s life as he could. Harms said nothing, but stood there patiently as Tremaine looked him up and down.


      “What’d your lawyer want? He coming up with another defense for you slaughtering that little girl? Is that it?” Tremaine drew closer to the prisoner. “You still see her in your sleep? I hope you do. I listen to you crying in your cell, you know.” Tremaine’s tone was openly taunting, the muscles in his arms and shoulders tensing with each word, neck veins pulling taut, as though he were hoping Harms would crack, try something, and that would be the end of the prisoner’s life tenure here. “Crying like a damn baby. I bet that little girl’s momma and daddy cried too. I bet they wanted to wrap their fingers around your throat. Like you did to their baby. You ever think about that?”


      Harms did not flinch. His lips remained in a straight line, his eyes looking past Tremaine. Harms had been through isolation, solitary, taunts, physical and mental abuse; everything one man could do to another out of cruelty, fear and hatred, he had endured. Tremaine’s words, no matter their content or how they were delivered, could not break through the wall that encased him, kept him alive.


      Sensing this, Tremaine took a step back. “Get him out of my sight.” As the group headed off, Tremaine called after them, “Go back to reading your Bible, Harms. That’s as close as you’re ever getting to heaven.”


      


      * * *


      


      John Fiske hustled after the woman walking down the hallway of the court building.


      “Hey, Janet, got a minute?”


      Janet Ryan was a very experienced prosecutor currently doing her best to send one of Fiske’s clients away for a long time. She was also attractive and divorced. She smiled when she turned to him. “For you, two minutes.”


      “About Rodney — ”


      “Wait, refresh my memory. I’ve got lots of Rodneys.”


      “Burglary, electronics store, north side.”


      “Firearm involved, police chase, priors — now I remember.”


      “Right. Anyway, neither one of us wants to take this sucker to trial.”


      “Translation, John: Your case stinks and mine is overwhelming.”


      Fiske shook his head. “You might have a chain-of-custody problem with some of the evidence.”


      “Might is such a funny word, don’t you think?”


      “And that confession has holes.”


      “They always do. But the fact is your guy is a career crim. And I’ll get a jury who’ll put him away for a long time.”


      “So why waste the taxpayers’money, then?”


      “What’s your deal?”


      “Plead to the burglary, possession of stolen property. Drop the nasty little firearm count. We end up with five years with credit for time served.”


      Janet started walking. “See you in court.”


      “Okay, okay, eight, but I need to talk with my guy.”


      She turned around and ticked off the points on her fingers. “He pleads to all of it, including the ‘nasty little firearm’ count, he gets ten years, forget the time served, and he punches the whole ticket. Probation for another five after that. If he pees funny, he goes back for another ten, no questions asked. If he goes to trial you’re looking at a slam-dunk of twenty. And I want an answer right now.”


      “Damn, Janet, where’s the compassion?”


      “Saving it for somebody who deserves it. As you can probably guess, my list is very short. Besides, it’s a sweetheart deal. Yes or no?”


      Fiske tapped his fingers against his briefcase.


      “Going once, going twice,” Ryan said.


      “Okay, okay, deal.”


      “Good doing business with you, John. By the way, why don’t you call me sometime. You know, off hours?”


      “Don’t you think there might be a conflict lurking there somewhere?”


      “Not at all. I’m always hardest on my friends.”


      She walked off humming while Fiske leaned up against the wall and shook his head.


      An hour later, he returned to his office and tossed down his briefcase. He picked up the phone and checked his messages at home, listening to the recorded voices at the same time he wrote down notes for an upcoming hearing. When he heard his brother’s voice, he didn’t even stop writing. One finger flicked out and erased the message. It was rare but not unheard-of for Mike to call. Fiske had never called him back. Now he thought his brother was doing it just to antagonize him. As soon as he completed this thought, he knew it was not true. He rose and went over to a bookcase jammed with trial notebooks and legal tomes. He slid out the framed photograph. It was an old picture. He was in his policeman’s uniform, Mike stood next to him. Proud little brother just entering manhood and stern-faced big brother, who had already seen a lot of evil in life and expected to see a lot more before he was done. In reality he had experienced firsthand the ugly side of humanity, and was still, but now he did so without the uniform. Just a briefcase, a cheap suit and a fast mouth. Bullets exchanged for words. Till the end of his days. He put the photo back and sat down. However, he looked over at the photo, suddenly unable to concentrate.


      


      * * *


      


      A few days later, Sara Evans knocked and then opened the door to Michael Fiske’s office. It was empty. Michael had borrowed a book and she needed it back. She looked around the room but didn’t see it lying anywhere. Then she spotted his briefcase underneath the kneehole of his desk. She picked it up. From the weight, she knew there was something inside. The briefcase was locked, but she knew the combination from having borrowed his briefcase a couple of times before. She opened it and immediately saw two books and the papers inside. Neither book was the one she was looking for though. She was going to close it back up but then stopped. She pulled the papers out and then looked at the envelope they had come in. Addressed to the clerks’ office. She had just glanced at the handwritten page and then the typewritten letter when she heard footsteps. She put the papers back, closed the briefcase and slid it back under the desk. A moment later Michael walked in.


      “Sara, what are you doing here?”


      Sara did her best to look normal. “I just came looking for that book I had lent you last week.”


      “I’ve got it at home.” “Well, maybe I can come over for dinner and get it.” “I’m kind of busy.”


      “We’re all busy, Michael. But you’ve really been keeping to yourself lately. Are you sure you’re okay? Not cracking under the strain?” She smiled to show she was kidding. But Michael did look like he was cracking.


      “I’m fine, really. I’ll bring the book tomorrow.”


      “It’s not that big a deal.”


      “I’ll bring it tomorrow,” he said a little angrily, his face flushing, but he calmed down quickly. “I’ve really got a lot of work to do.” He looked at the door.


      Sara went over and put her hand on the knob, then looked back. “Michael, if you need to talk about anything, I’m here for you.”


      “Yeah, okay, thanks.” He ushered her out and closed and locked the door. He went over to his desk and pulled out the briefcase. He looked at the contents and then over at the door.


      


      * * *


      


      Later that night, Sara pulled her car down the gravel drive and stopped in front of the small cottage located off the George Washington Parkway, a truly beautiful stretch of road. The cottage was the first thing she had ever owned and she had put a lot of work into fixing up the place. A stairway led down to the Potomac, where her small sailboat was docked. She and Michael had spent their rare free time sailing across the river to the Maryland side and then north under Memorial Bridge and then on to Georgetown. It was a haven of calm for them both, surrounded as they were by a sea of crisis at work. Michael had turned down her last offer to go sailing. In fact, he had turned down all of her get-together ideas the past week. At first she thought it was due to her rejecting his marriage offer, but after the encounter at his office, she knew that was not it. She struggled to remember precisely what she had seen in the briefcase. It was a filing, she was sure of that. And she had seen a name on the typewritten letter. It was Harms. She hadn’t remembered the first name. From the little she had been able to read before Michael walked in, apparently Harms was filing some sort of appeal with the Court. She didn’t know what about. There had been no signature at the bottom of the typewritten letter.


      She had gone directly to the clerks’ office to see if any case with the name Harms had been logged in. It hadn’t. She couldn’t believe she was thinking this, but had Michael taken an appeal before it had been processed and put into the system? If he had, that was a very serious crime. He could be fired from the Court — sent to jail, even.


      She went inside, changed into jeans and a T-shirt and walked back outside. It was already dark. Supreme Court clerks rarely made it home while it was still light, unless it was daybreak and they were coming home to shower and change clothes before going back to work. She walked down the stairs to the dock and sat on her boat. If only Michael would confide in her, she could help. Despite his words to the contrary, Michael had pulled back from her. He had not taken rejection well. Who would? she told herself.


      She abruptly jumped up and raced to the house, picked up the phone and started to dial his number, but then stopped. Michael Fiske was a stubborn man. If she confronted him on what she had seen, that could very well make matters worse. She put the phone back down. She would have to let him come to her. She went back outside and looked at the water. A jet flew by and she automatically waved to it, a ritual of hers. Indeed, the planes were so low at this point that, had it been light, a passenger on the plane could have seen her waving. When her hand dropped back down, she felt more depressed than she had since her father had passed away, leaving her all alone.


      After that loss, she had started life anew. Gone to the West Coast for law school, where she had excelled, clerked at the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals and then taken a job with the Supreme Court. That’s when she had sold the farm in North Carolina and bought this place. She wasn’t running from her old life, or from the sadness that gripped her whenever she dwelled on her parents not being around either to see her accomplishments, or to simply hold her. At least she didn’t think she was. When the day came for her to leave the Court, she had no idea what she wanted to do. In the legal arena, she could go anywhere. The trouble was, she didn’t even know if she wanted the law to be part of her life. Three years of law school, a year at the court of appeals, starting on her second year up here, she was creeping close to burnout.


      She thought of her father, a farmer and also the town’s justice of the peace. He had no fancy courtroom. He often dispensed sound and fair justice while perched on his tractor in the field or while washing up for dinner. To Sara, that was what the law was, what it meant to most people, or at least what it should mean. A search for the truth, and then the handing down of justice after that truth was found. No hidden agendas, no word games, simply common sense applied to the facts. She sighed. But it was never that simple. She knew that better than most.


      She went back inside, stood on a chair and snared a pack of cigarettes off the top of the cabinet in the kitchen. She sat on the glider on the back porch overlooking the water. She looked up at the clear sky and located the Big Dipper. Her dad had been an avid, if amateur, astronomer, and had taught her many of the constellations. Sara often used the stars to sail by, a practice she had picked up while at Stanford. On a clear night, you could never lose the stars, and with them you could never be truly lost. That was comforting. As she smoked her cigarette, she hoped Michael knew what he was doing.


      Her next thoughts turned to another Fiske: John. Michael’s comment about his brother had been close to the mark despite her protests. At the very first instant she had seen John Fiske, something had clicked in all the important conduits of her heart, brain and soul that she simply had no way to explain. She did not believe that significant emotions could be aroused to such an intensity that quickly. It just didn’t happen. But that was why she was so confused, because, in a way, that’s exactly what had occurred to her. Every movement John Fiske made, every word he spoke, every time he made eye contact with someone, or simply laughed, smiled or frowned, she felt as though she could watch him forever and never grow tired of it. She almost laughed at the absurdity. But then again, how crazy could it be when it was how she felt?


      And that wasn’t her only observation of the man. Unknown to Michael, she had checked with a friend at the courthouse in Richmond and found out Fiske’s trial schedule for a two-week period. She had been amazed at how often the man was in court. She had gone down once more during the summer when things were slower at the Supreme Court, and watched John Fiske argue at a sentencing hearing. She had worn a scarf and glasses, just in case she was ever introduced to him later on, or in case he had seen her the first time she had come to watch him with Michael.


      She had listened to him argue forcefully for his client. As soon as he had finished, the judge had put the man away for life. His client led away to begin his prison term, Fiske packed his briefcase and left the courtroom. Outside, Sara had watched as Fiske had attempted to comfort the man’s family. The wife was thin and sickly, her face covered with bruises and welts.


      Fiske spoke a few words to the wife, hugged her and then turned to the oldest son, a young man of fourteen who already looked to be a committed slave of the street.


      “You’re the man of the house now, Lucas. You have to look after your family,” said Fiske.


      Sara studied the teenager. The anger in his face was painful to see. How could someone so young have all that hostility inside him?


      “Uh-huh,” Lucas said, staring at the wall. He was dressed for gang work, a bandanna covered his head. He wore clothes one could not afford flipping burgers at McDonald’s.


      Fiske knelt down and looked at the other son. Enis was six years old, cute as the devil and usually bubbly.


      “Hey, Enis, how you doing?” Fiske asked, holding out his hand.


      Enis warily shook Fiske’s hand. “Where’s my daddy?”


      “He had to go away for a while.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “Cause he kill — ” Lucas started to say before Fiske cut him off with the sharpest of looks. Lucas muttered an expletive, threw off his mother’s shaky hand and stalked away.


      Fiske looked back at Enis. “Your daddy did something he’s not too proud of. Now he’s going away to make up for it.”


      “Jail?” Enis asked. Fiske nodded.


      As Sara observed this exchange it occurred to her that today Fiske, and adults in general, probably felt foolish and inadequate in these situations, like sitcom characters from the 1950s trying to deal with a second millennium child. Even at six years old Enis probably knew a great deal about the criminal justice system. In fact, the little boy probably knew far more about the evil parts of life than many adults ever would.


      “When’s he getting out?” Enis asked.


      Fiske looked up at the wife and then back at the little boy. “Not for a real long time, Enis. But your mom’s going to be here.”


      “Okay, then,” Enis said with little emotion. He took his mom’s hand and they left.


      Sara watched as Fiske looked after the pair for a moment. Again, she could almost feel what he was thinking. One son perhaps lost forever, the other casually leaving his father behind, like a stray dog on the street.


      Finally, Fiske had loosened his tie and walked off.


      Sara wasn’t exactly sure why, but she decided to follow him. Fiske kept a slow pace, and she easily was able to keep him in sight. The bar he entered was a little slit in the wall, its windows dark. Sara hesitated and then went in.


      Fiske was at the bar. He had obviously already ordered because the bartender was sliding a beer across to him. She quickly went to a back booth and sat down. Despite its dingy appearance, the bar was fairly full and it was barely five o’clock. There was an interesting mixture of working class and downtown office dwellers in here. Fiske sat between two construction workers, their yellow hard hats on the bar in front of them. Fiske slipped his jacket off and sat on it. His shoulders were as broad as the burly men’s next to him. Sara noted that his shirt was untucked and fell over the back of his pants. The way his dark hair covered the back of his neck and touched the white of his shirt held her gaze for some time.


      He was talking to the men on either side of him. The workers laughed heartily at something Fiske had said, and Sara felt herself smile even though she hadn’t heard it. A waitress finally came over and Sara ordered a ginger ale. She continued to watch Fiske sitting at the bar. He was not joking around anymore. He stared at the wall so intently Sara caught herself looking at it too. All she saw were bottles of beer and liquor, neatly arranged; Fiske obviously observed far more. He had already ordered a second beer, and when it arrived he held the bottle to his lips until it was empty. She noticed that his hands were large, the fingers thick and strong-looking. They didn’t look like the hands of someone who spent all his time pushing a pencil or sitting in front of a computer screen.


      Fiske slapped some money down, grabbed his jacket and turned around. For an instant Sara thought she felt his eyes upon her. He hesitated a moment and then pulled his jacket on. The corner she was in was dark. She didn’t believe he had seen her, but why had he hesitated? A little nervous now, she waited an extra minute or so before she rose and left, leaving a couple of singles behind for her drink.


      She didn’t see him as she came back out into the sunlight. Just like that, as though in a dream, he was gone. On an impulse she went back into the bar and asked the bartender if he knew John. He shook his head. She wanted to ask some more questions, but the bartender’s expression signaled that he would not be communicative if she did.


      The construction workers eyed her with a great deal of interest. She decided to leave before things turned uncomfortable for her. Sara walked back to her car and climbed in. Half of her had wanted to run into Fiske somehow, the other part of her was glad that she hadn’t. What would she say anyway? Hello, I work with your brother and I’m sort of stalking you?


      She had driven back to northern Virginia that night, had two beers herself, and fallen asleep in the glider on her rear deck. The same one she was sitting in right now as she smoked her cigarette and watched the sky. That had been the last time she had seen John Fiske, almost four months ago.


      She couldn’t be in love with him, since she didn’t even know the man; infatuation was far more likely. Maybe if she ever did meet Fiske it would destroy her impression of him.


      She wasn’t a believer in destiny, though. If anything was going to happen between them, it would probably be up to her to make the first move. She was just totally confused as to what that first move should be.


      Sara put out her cigarette and stared at the sky. She felt like going for a sail. She wanted to feel the wind in her hair, the tickle of water spray against her skin, the sting of rope against her palm. But right now, she didn’t want to experience any of those things alone. She wanted to do them with someone, someone in particular. But with what little Michael had told her about John Fiske, and what she had seen of the man herself, she doubted that would ever happen.


      


      * * *


      


      A hundred miles south, John Fiske too gazed up at the sky for a moment as he got out of his car. The Buick wasn’t in the driveway, but Fiske had not come to see his father anyway. The neighborhood was quiet other than a couple of teenagers two doors down working on a Chevy with an engine so big it looked like it had ruptured through the car’s hood.


      Fiske had just spent all day in a trial. He had presented his case, warts and all, as best he could. The ACA had vigorously represented the commonwealth. Eight hours of intense sparring, and Fiske had barely had time to go to the john to take a leak before the jury came back with a guilty verdict. It was his guy’s third strike. He was gone for good. The ironic thing was Fiske really believed him innocent of this particular charge — not something he could say with most of his clients. But his guy had beat so many other raps, maybe the jury was just unconsciously evening the score. To top it off, he’d die of old age waiting for the rest of his legal fee to come. Prisoners for life seldom bothered about settling their debts, particularly debts to their loser attorneys.


      Fiske went into the backyard, opened the side door to the garage, went in and pulled a beer from the fridge. The humidity still lay over them like a damp blanket, and he held the cold bottle against his temple, letting the chill sink deep. At the very rear of the yard was a small stand of bent trees and a long-dead grapevine still tightly wrapped around rusty poles and wire. Fiske went back there and leaned up against one of the elms. He looked down at a recessed spot in the grass. Here was buried Bo, the Belgian shepherd the Fiske brothers had grown up with. Their father had brought the dog home one day when Bo was no bigger than his fist. Within a year or so he had grown into a big-chested, sixty-pound, black and white beauty that both boys adored, Mike especially. Bo would follow them on their morning paper routes, taking turns with the two boys. They had had almost nine years of intense pleasure together before Bo had toppled over from a stroke while Mike was playing with him. John had never seen anyone cry that hard in his whole life. Neither his mother nor his father could console Mike. He had sat in the backyard bawling, holding the dog’s bushy coat, trying to make him stand up again, to go play with him in the sunshine. John had held his brother tightly that day, cried with him, stroked the still head of their beloved shepherd.


      When Mike had gone to school the next day, John had stayed behind with his father to bury the dog here. When Mike had come home they all had attended a little service in the backyard for Bo. Mike had read with great conviction from the Bible and the brothers had placed a little headstone, actually a chunk of cinder block, with Bo’s name scrawled on it in pen, at the head of the simple grave. The piece of cinder block was still there, though the ink had long since vanished.


      Fiske knelt down and ran his hand along the grass, so smooth and fine in this shaded spot. Damn, they had loved that dog so much. Why did the past have to recede so quickly? Why did one always recall the good times as being so brief? He shook his head, and then the voice startled him.


      “I remember that old dog like it was yesterday.”


      He looked up at Ida German, who stood on the other side of the fence staring at him. He rose, looking a little embarrassed. “It was a long time ago, Ms. German.”


      The woman smelled perpetually of beef and onions, as did her house, Fiske knew. A widow for nearly thirty years now, she moved slowly, her body shrunken, squat and thick. Her long housecoat covered veiny, splotched legs and bloated ankles. But at nearly ninety years old, her mind was still clear, her words crisp.


      “Everything’s a long time ago with me. Not with you. Not just yet. How’s your momma?”


      “Holding her own.”


      “I’ve been meaning to get over there to see her soon, but this old body just doesn’t have the get up and go it used to.”


      “I’m sure she’d love seeing you.”


      “Your daddy went out a while ago. American Legion or VFW, I think.”


      “Good, I’m glad to see he’s getting out. And I appreciate you keeping him company.”


      “Isn’t any fun being alone. I’ve outlived three of my own children. Hardest thing in the world for a parent to do is bury their babies. Ain’t natural. How’s Mike? Don’t see him much.”


      “He keeps pretty busy.”


      “Who would’ve thought that chubby-cheeked little tow-head would’ve gone on to do what he’s done? Mind-boggling, if you ask me.”


      “He’s earned it.” Fiske stopped for a moment. That had just slipped out. But his brother had earned it.


      “You both have.”


      “I think Mike hit it a little higher than I did.”


      “Huh. Don’t you go believing that. Your daddy brags about you a mile a minute. I mean, he talks about Mike too, but you’re the king of the hill with him.”


      “Well, he and Mom brought us up right. Sacrificed everything for us. You don’t forget that.” Maybe Mike had, but he never would, Fiske told himself.


      “Well, Mike had three fine examples to follow.” Fiske looked at her curiously. “That boy worshiped the ground you walked on.”


      “People change.”


      “You think so, do you?”


      A few drops of rain started to fall. “You better get back inside, Ms. German, it looks like it might pour.”


      “You know you can call me Ida if you want.”


      Fiske smiled. “Some things don’t change, Ms. German.”


      He watched her until she made it inside. The neighborhood wasn’t nearly as safe as it had once been. He and his father had installed deadbolts on her doors, sash locks on her windows and a peephole in her front door. The elderly carried a bull’s-eye on them when it came to crime.


      Fiske looked down once more at Bo’s grave, the vision of his brother crying his eyes out over a dead dog cemented in his mind.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER TWELVE


      “How are you, Mom?” Michael Fiske touched his mother’s face. It was early in the morning and Gladys was not in a good mood. Her face darkened and she pulled back from his touch. He looked at her a moment, deep sadness in his eyes as he saw the open hostility in hers.


      “I brought you something.” He opened the bag he carried and pulled out a gift-wrapped box. When she made no move to open it, he did so for her. He showed her the blouse, her favorite shade of lavender. He held it out to her, but she wouldn’t take it. It was like this every time he came to visit. She would rarely talk to him, her mood always foul. And his gifts were never accepted. He repeatedly tried to draw her out in conversation, but she refused.


      He sat back and sighed. He had told his father about this, that his mother absolutely refused to have anything to do with him. But his old man was powerless to change things. No one could control who Gladys was nice to. Michael’s visits had grown less and less frequent because of it. He had tried to talk to his brother about it, but John had refused to discuss it with him. His mother would never treat John that way, Michael knew. To her, he was the golden child. Michael Fiske could be elected the president of the United States or win the Nobel Prize, and in her eyes he would still always be second to his older brother. He left the blouse on the table, gave his mother a quick kiss and left.


      Outside, the rain had started to come down. Michael pulled up the collar on his trench coat and got back in his car. He had a very long drive ahead of him. The visit to his mother was not the only reason he had driven south. He was now headed to southwest Virginia. To Fort Jackson. To see Rufus Harms. For a moment, he debated whether to stop and see his brother. John had not returned his phone call, which was no surprise. But the journey he was about to undertake had some personal risk to it, and Michael wouldn’t have minded having his brother’s advice and perhaps presence. But then he shook his head. John Fiske was a very busy attorney and he didn’t have time to run around the state chasing wild theories of his younger brother’s. He would just have to deal with it alone.


      


      * * *


      


      As she often did, Elizabeth Knight rose early, did some stretching exercises on the floor and then ran on the treadmill in the spare bedroom of her and her husband Senator Jordan Knight’s Watergate apartment. She showered, dressed, fixed some coffee and toast and looked over some bench memos in preparation for oral argument next week. Since it was Friday, the justices would spend part of the day in conference, where they would vote on cases they had already heard. Ramsey ran the conferences on a tight schedule. To her disappointment, there was little debate at these meetings. Ramsey would summarize the salient points of each case, cast his vote orally, and wait while the other justices did the same. If Ramsey was in the majority, which he usually was, he assigned the opinion. If he wasn’t, the most senior associate justice in the majority, usually Murphy — ideological opposites, he and Ramsey rarely if ever voted the same way — would assign the opinion.


      As Knight finished her coffee, she thought back over her first three years on the Court. It had been a whirlwind, really. Because of her gender, she was automatically seen as not only a champion of women’s rights but also of causes that many women traditionally supported. People never considered this stereotyping, although it was a blatant form of it, Knight knew. She was a judge, not a politician. She had to look at each case separately, just as she had done as a trial court judge. And yet, even she had to own up to the fact that the Supreme Court was different. The impact of its decisions was so far-reaching that the justices were forced to go beyond the four corners of each case and look at the effect of the decision on everyone else. That had been one of the hardest things for her to do.


      She looked around the luxurious apartment. She and her husband had a good life together. They were routinely touted as the capital’s number one power couple. And in a way they were. She carried that mantle as well as she could, even as she combated the isolation that each justice had to endure. When you went on the Court, friends stopped calling, people treated you differently, were careful, guarded in what they said around you. Knight had always been gregarious, outgoing. Now she felt much less so. She clung to her husband’s professional life as a way to lessen the impact of this abrupt change. Sometimes she felt like a nun with eight monks as her lifelong companions.


      As if in answer to her thoughts, Jordan Knight, still dressed in his pajamas, came up behind her and gave her a hug. “You know, there’s no rule that says you have to start every day at the crack of dawn. Snuggling in bed is good for the soul,” he said.


      She kissed his hand and turned to give him a hug back.


      “I don’t recall you being a late sleeper either, Senator.”


      “We should both make a concerted effort to do it, I think. Who knows what it could lead to? I’ve heard sex is the best defense against aging.”


      Jordan Knight was tall and heavily built, with thinning gray hair and a tanned face scored with lines. In the inequitable way of the world regarding the physical appearances of men and women, he would be considered handsome even with the wrinkles and the extra pounds. He cut quite a figure on the pages of the Post and local magazines, and on national TV shows where even the most experienced political pundits were often overwhelmed by his wit, experience and intelligence.


      “You certainly have some interesting opinions.”


      He poured himself a cup of coffee while she looked over her papers.


      “Ramsey still grooming you to become a good member of his camp?”


      “Oh, he’s pushing all the right buttons, saying all the right things. However, I’m afraid some of my recent actions aren’t sitting all that well with him.”


      “You go your own way, Beth, just like always. You’re smarter than all of them. Hell, you should be chief justice.”


      She put an arm around his thick shoulders. “Like maybe you should be president?”


      He shrugged. “I think the U.S. Senate is challenge enough for me. Who knows, this might be the last roundup for yours truly.”


      She pulled her arm away. “We really haven’t talked about it.”


      “I know. We’re both busy. Too many demands on our time. When things settle down, we’ll talk. I think we have to.”


      “You sound serious.”


      “Can’t keep on the treadmill forever, Beth.”


      She let out a troubled laugh. “I’m afraid I signed on for life.”


      “Good thing about politics. You can always decide not to run again. Or you can lose your seat.”


      “I thought there was a lot more you wanted to accomplish.”


      “It’s not going to happen. Too many obstacles. Too many games. To tell you the truth, I’m getting kind of tired.”


      Beth Knight started to say something and then stopped. She had jumped firmly into the “game” of the Supreme Court.


      Jordan Knight picked up his coffee and kissed her on the cheek. “Go get ’em, Ms. Justice.”


      As the senator walked off, she rubbed her face where he had kissed it. She tried to study her papers once more, but found she couldn’t. She simply sat there, her mind suddenly whirling in many different directions.


      


      * * *


      


      John Fiske held the photo of himself and his brother. He had sat there for almost twenty minutes with it, not even looking at it for much of that time. Finally he stood it up on his bookcase, went over to the phone and dialed his brother’s number. There was no answer and Fiske didn’t bother leaving a message. He then called the Supreme Court, but was told Michael was not yet in. He called thirty minutes later and was told by another person that Michael would not be in at all that day. Figures, he thought. He couldn’t get hold of his brother when he had at last gotten up the nerve to call him. Was that what it was — nerve? He sat down at his desk and tried to work, but his eyes kept stealing over to that photo.


      Finally, he packed his briefcase, grateful that he had to go to court, grateful to get away from some nagging feelings.


      In the course of the morning, he had two hearings back to back. One he won convincingly; with the other he was torn apart by the judge, who seemingly took every opportunity to ridicule his legal arguments, while the assistant commonwealth attorney stood by politely, holding back the smiles; you had to maintain the professional facade, because it could be your butt being put through the wringer the next time. Everyone here understood that. Or at least those who stuck with it did.


      He next went to the Richmond city jail and then the county jail in Henrico to speak with clients. With one, he discussed strategy for the man’s upcoming trial. His inmate client offered to go on the witness stand and lie. Sorry, you won’t be doing that, Fiske told him. With another client the talk was about the ubiquitous plea bargain. Months, years, decades. How much time? Will I have a shot at parole? Suspended sentence? Help me out, man. I got a woman and kids. I got bizness to take care of. Okay, right. What’s a little murder and mayhem compared to that?


      With the last client, things took a very different turn. “We’re not in good shape here, Leon. I think we should plead,” Fiske advised.


      “Nope. We go to trial.”


      “They’ve got two eyewitnesses.”


      “Is that right?”


      Leon had been charged with the shooting of a child. It had been a dispute between two gangs of skinheads, and the little girl had gotten in the way — a fairly common tragedy these days. “Well, they’re not going to hurt me if they don’t testify, are they?”


      “Why won’t they testify?” Fiske said evenly. He had been down this road before. How many times as a cop had cases disappeared before his eyes because the witnesses suddenly forgot what they had so clearly seen and remembered before?


      Leon shrugged. “You know, things come up. People don’t keep their appointments.”


      “The police took their statements.”


      Leon gave him a sharp glance. “Right, but I get to face people testifying against me, right? So’s you can trip ’em up on the witness stand, right?”


      “You certainly know your Constitution,” Fiske said dryly. He took a deep breath. He was so tired of the game of witness intimidation. “Come on, Leon, tell me — I’m your attorney, it’s all privileged. Why won’t they testify against you?”


      Leon cracked a smile. “You don’t need to know.”


      “Yes, I do. I don’t need any surprises. You never know what a prosecutor is going to try. Believe me, I’ve seen it happen before. If something goes down and I’m not prepared for it, your ass could go up the river.”


      Now Leon looked a little worried. He obviously hadn’t thought of that. He rubbed at the swastika on his forearm. “Privileged, right? That’s what you said.”


      “That’s right.” Fiske leaned forward. “Between you, me and God.”


      Leon laughed. “God? Shit, that’s a good one.” He hunched forward and spoke in a low voice. “Got me a couple of friends. They gonna pay a little visit to these witnesses. Make sure they forget their way to the courthouse. It’s all set up.”


      Fiske slumped back. “Aw hell, now you’ve done it.”


      “Done what?”


      “Told me the one damn thing I have to go to the judge with.”


      “What the hell you talking about?”


      “Legally, and ethically, I can’t divulge any information given to me by a client.”


      “So, what’s the problem? I’m your client and I just gave you the damn information.”


      “Right, but you see, there’s an important exception to that rule. You just told me about a crime you’ve planned for the future. That’s the one thing I have to tell the court. I can’t let you commit the crime. I have to advise you not to do it. Consider yourself so advised. If you’d already done it, we’d be okay. What the hell were you thinking about, telling me that?” Fiske looked disgusted.


      “I didn’t know that was the law. Shit, I ain’t no damn lawyer.”


      “Come on, Leon, you know the law better than most lawyers. Now you’ve gone and screwed up your own case. Now we have to plead.”


      “What the hell do you mean?”


      “If we go to trial and the witnesses don’t show, I have to tell the court what you told me. If the witnesses show, your ass is cooked.”


      “Well, then don’t you go telling nobody nothing.”


      “That’s not an option, Leon. If I don’t and it comes out somehow, I lose my license to practice. And while I like you a lot, no client is worth that. Without my license I don’t eat. And you screwed up, man, not me.”


      “I don’t believe this shit. I thought you could tell your damn attorney anything.”


      “I’ll see what I can do on the plea. You’re going to spend some time in jail, Leon, no way around that.” Fiske stood and patted the prisoner on the back. “Don’t worry, I’ll cut you the best deal I can.”


      As Fiske walked out of the visitors’ room he smiled for the first time all day.


       


    

  









  


  

    

       CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      Michael Fiske looked up ahead nervously as he drove. His wipers struggled to maintain visibility in the face of the pouring rain. Headed west, he had passed places with names like Pulaski, Bland and even something called Hungry Mothers State Park, which had conjured up in his mind a discomforting vision of huddled masses of women and children begging for food along the park’s trails. For a while winds swirling off nearby Big A Mountain buffeted the car. Even though he had been born and raised in Virginia, Fiske had never been west of Roanoke, and he had only ventured there to take the bar exam. Up to this point he had made good time, because the trip had been all highway. Once he had exited Interstate 81 and headed in a northwesterly direction, that had abruptly changed. Now the terrain was rugged and unforgiving, the roads narrow and serpentine.


      He glanced over at the briefcase next to him on the front seat, drawing a long breath as he did so. He had learned a lot since reading Rufus Harms’s plea for help.


      Harms had murdered a young girl, who was visiting the military base where Harms had been stationed at the end of the Vietnam War. He had been in the stockade at the time but had somehow broken out. There was no motive; it just seemed a random act of violence by a madman. Those facts were uncontroverted. As a Supreme Court clerk, Michael had many information resources to turn to, and he had used all of them in compiling the background facts. However, the military wouldn’t acknowledge that such a program as described in Harms’s petition even existed. Michael slapped the steering wheel. If only Harms or his attorney had included the letter from the Army in his filing.


      Michael had finally decided that he needed to hear the account from its source: Rufus Harms. He had tried to do it through channels other than direct confrontation. He had tracked down Samuel Rider through the postal trail, but had received no reply to his calls. Was he the author of the typewritten paper? Michael believed it was a strong possibility. He had called the prison to try to talk with Harms on the phone, but his request had been denied. That had only increased his suspicions. If an innocent man was in prison, it was Michael’s job — his duty, he corrected himself — to see that that man became free.


      And there was a final reason for this trip. Some of the names listed in the petition, the people allegedly involved in the little girl’s death, were names well known to Michael. If it turned out Rufus Harms was telling the truth … he shuddered as one nightmarish scenario after another rolled through his thoughts.


      On the seat next to him was a road atlas and a sheet of written directions he had made up for himself showing precisely the way to the prison. Over the next hour or so, he traveled through miles of back roads and over corroded wooden bridges, blackened by weather and car exhaust, through towns that weren’t big enough to justify the title, and past battered house trailers tucked into narrow crevices of rock along the foothills of the Appalachians. He was passed by muddy pickup trucks with miniature Confederate flags flapping from radio antennae, and shotguns and deer rifles slung across racks in the rear window. As he drew closer to the prison, the tight, weathered faces of the few people he saw grew more and more taciturn, their eyes filled with a constant, irreversible suspicion.


      As Michael rounded a curve, the prison facility loomed before him. The stone walls were thick, towering and vast, like a medieval castle transported to this miserably poor stretch of rocky soil. He wondered for a moment if the stone had been quarried by the prisoners into the assemblage of their own tombs.


      He received his visitor’s card, passed through the main gate and was then directed to the prison’s visitors’parking. He explained his purpose to the guard at the entrance.


      “You’re not on the visitors’list,” the young guard said. He eyed Michael’s dark blue suit and intelligent features with contempt. A rich, smartass, pretty boy from the city, Michael could read in the man’s eyes.


      “I called several times, but I never got through to anyone who could tell me the procedure for being put on the list.”


      “Up to the prisoner. Generally speaking, if he wants you to visit, you do. If he don’t, you don’t. Only control these boys got.” The guard cracked a grin.


      “If you tell him that an attorney is here to see him, I’m sure he’ll put me on his visitors’list.”


      “You’re his lawyer?” “I’m involved with an appeal of his right now,” Michael said evasively.


      The guard looked down at his ledger. “Rufus Harms,” he said, evidently confused. “He’s been here since before I was even born. Exactly what sort of appeal could somebody like him have going after all this time?”


      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Michael said. “My work is covered by attorney-client privilege and is absolutely confidential.”


      “I know that. What, you think I’m stupid?”


      “Not at all.”


      “If I let you in and it turns out I wasn’t supposed to, then my keester’s in a lot of trouble.”


      “Well, I was just thinking that you might want to check with your superior. That way, it’s not your call and you can’t get in trouble.”


      The guard picked up his phone. “I was already going to do that,” he said in a very unfriendly tone.


      He spoke into the phone for a couple minutes and then hung up.


      “Somebody’s coming on down.” Michael nodded. “Where you from?” the guard asked.


      “Washington, D.C.”


      “How much does somebody like you get paid?” It was clear that whatever sum Michael stated would be too much.


      He took a deep breath as he observed the approach of the uniformed officer. “Actually, not nearly enough.”


      The young guard quickly stood and saluted his superior officer. The officer turned to Michael. “Please come with me, Mr. Fiske.” The man was in his fifties, with the lean build, calm but serious manner and closely cut gray hair that helped mark him as career military.


      Michael followed the man’s precise strides down the hallway to a small office. For five minutes Michael patiently explained what he was doing there without really revealing any information of substance. He could do the lawyer-speak with the best of them.


      “If you tell Mr. Harms that I’m here, he’ll see me.”


      The man twirled a pen between his fingers, his eyes dead center on the young lawyer. “This is rather puzzling. Rufus Harms just received a visit from his lawyer not too long ago. And that person wasn’t you.”


      “Is that right? Was his name Samuel Rider?” The man didn’t answer, but the momentary surprise on his features made Michael inwardly smile. His hunch had proven correct. Harms’s former military counsel had enclosed the typewritten sheet of paper. “A person can have more than one lawyer, sir.”


      “Not someone like Rufus Harms. He hasn’t had anyone for the last twenty-five years. Oh, his brother visits pretty regularly, but all this interest in the man has us puzzled. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”


      Michael smiled pleasantly, but his next words were spoken in a firm manner. “I hope you can appreciate the fact that a prisoner is entitled to speak with an attorney.”


      The officer stared at him for a few moments and then picked up the phone and spoke into it. He hung up and looked back at Michael without speaking. Five minutes passed before the phone rang again. When the man put it back down, he nodded at Michael and said curtly,“He’ll see you.”


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FOURTEEN


        When Rufus Harms appeared in the doorway of the visitors’ room, he looked confused as his gaze settled on the young man. He shuffled forward. Michael rose to greet him and was met with a bark by the guard behind Rufus.


        “Sit down.”


        Michael did so immediately.


        The guard watched closely until Rufus took a seat across from Michael, and turned to the lawyer. “You were previously instructed as to the rules of conduct during visitation. In case you forgot any of them, they’re posted clearly right over there.” He pointed to a large sign on the wall. “No physical contact is permitted at any time. And you are to remain seated at all times. Do you understand?”


        “Yes. Do you have to stay in the room? There is such a thing as attorney-client confidentiality. Also, does he have to be chained like that?” Michael asked.


        “You wouldn’t ask that if you’d seen what he did to a bunch of guys inside this place. Even all chained up he could snap your skinny little neck in half in two seconds.” The guard moved closer to Michael. “Maybe at other prisons you get some more privacy, but this isn’t like other prisons. We only got the biggest and the baddest here, and we have our own set of rules to operate by. This is an unscheduled visit, so you got twenty minutes before the big bad wolf here has to go to work cleaning toilets. And we got some real messy ones today.”


        “Then I’d appreciate your letting us get started,” said Michael.


        The guard said nothing else and moved over to his post against the door.


        When Michael looked at Rufus he found the big man’s gaze squarely on him. “Good afternoon, Mr. Harms. My name is Michael Fiske.”


        “That name don’t mean nothing to me.”


        “I know, but I’m here to ask you some questions.”


        “They said you were my lawyer. You’re not my lawyer.”


        “I didn’t say I was. They just assumed that. I’m not associated with Mr. Rider.”


        Rufus’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know about Samuel?”


        “That’s really not relevant. I’m here to ask you questions, because I received your writ for certiorari.”


        “You did what?”


        “Your appeal.” Michael lowered his voice. “I work at the United States Supreme Court.”


        Rufus’s mouth fell open. “Then what the hell are you doing here?”


        Michael nervously cleared his throat. “I know this isn’t actually orthodox. But I read your appeal, and I wanted to ask you some questions about it. It makes a number of very damaging allegations against some very prominent people.” As he looked into Rufus’s astonished eyes, Michael suddenly regretted ever coming here. “I looked into the background of your case and some things don’t make sense to me. I wanted to ask you some questions and then, if things check out, we can get your appeal going.”


        “Why isn’t it going already? It got to the damned Court, didn’t it?”


        “Yes, but it also had a number of technical deficiencies that would have caused it to be denied processing. I can try to help you with those. But what I want to avoid is a scandal. You have to understand, Mr. Harms, that the Court receives bags of appeals from prisoners every year that have no merit.”


        Rufus’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying I’m lying? Is that what you’re saying? Why don’t you spend twenty-five years in this place for something that wasn’t your fault and then come here and tell me that?”


        “I’m not saying you’re lying. I actually think there’s something to all of this or, believe me, I wouldn’t have come here.” He looked around the grim room. He had never been near a place like this, sitting across from a man like Rufus. He suddenly felt like a first-grader getting off the bus and realizing he was somehow in high school. “Believe me,” he said again. “I just need to talk to you.”


        “You got some ID shows you are who you say you are? I ain’t been in a real trusting mood for the last thirty years.”


        Supreme Court clerks were not issued ID badges. The security personnel at the Court were required to learn to recognize them by sight. However, the Court did publish an official directory with the clerks’ names and photos. That was one way to help the guards get to know their faces. Michael pulled this from his pocket and showed it to Rufus. Rufus studied it intently, looked over at the guard, then turned back to Michael. “You got a radio in your briefcase?”


        “A radio?” Michael shook his head.


        Rufus lowered his voice even more. “Then start humming.”


        “What?” Michael said, bewildered. “I can’t really … I mean, I’m not really musical.”


        Rufus shook his head impatiently. “Then you got a pen?”


        Michael nodded dumbly.


        “Then pull it out and start tapping on the table. They’ve probably heard all they need to hear by now anyway, but we’ll leave ’em a few surprises.”


        When Michael started to say something, Rufus interrupted. “No words, just tap. And listen.”


        Michael began to tap the table with his pen. The guard glanced over but said nothing.


        Rufus spoke so softly that Michael had to strain to hear him. “You shouldn’t have come here at all. You don’t know the chance I took to get that piece of paper out of this place. If you read it, you know why. Killing some old black con who strangled a little white girl, people wouldn’t give a damn. Don’t think they would.”


        Michael stopped tapping. “That was all a long time ago. Things have changed.”


        Rufus let out a grunt. “Is that right? Why don’t you go knock on Medgar Evers’s or Martin Luther King’s coffin and tell ’em that? Things have changed, yes sir, everything be all right now. Praise the Lord.”


        “That’s not what I meant.”


        “If the people I talked about in that letter were black, and I was white — and I didn’t call this place home — would you be here right now ‘checking up’on my story?”


        Michael looked down. When he looked back up, his expression was pained. “Maybe not.”


        “Sure as hell not! Start tapping, and don’t stop.”


        Michael did so. “Believe it or not, I want to help you. If the things you described in your letter did happen, then I want to see justice served.”


        “Why the hell you care about somebody like me?”


        “Because I care about the truth,” Michael said simply. “If you’re telling the truth, then I will do everything in my power to get you out of this place.”


        “That’s sure easy enough to say, ain’t it?”


        “Mr. Harms, I like to use my brains, my skills, to help people less fortunate than I am. I feel it’s my duty.”


        “Well, that’s real nice of you, son, but don’t go patting me on the head. I might bite your hand off.”


        Michael blinked in confusion, and then it registered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be condescending. Look, if you’ve been wrongly imprisoned, then I want to help you get your freedom. That’s all.”


        Rufus didn’t say anything for a minute, as though attempting to gauge the sincerity of the young man’s words. When he finally leaned forward again, his features were softer, but his manner remained guarded.


        “It ain’t safe to talk about this stuff here.”


        “Where else can we talk?”


        “No place that I know of. They don’t let people like me out for vacation. But everything I said is true.”


        “You made reference to a let — ”


        “Shut up!” Rufus said. He looked around again, his eyes locking for a moment on the large mirror. “Wasn’t it with what was filed?”


        “No.”


        “All right, you know my attorney. You said his name before.”


        Michael nodded. “Samuel Rider. I tried to call him, but he didn’t call me back.”


        “Tap louder.” Michael picked up the beat. Rufus glanced around and then began speaking. “I’ll tell him to talk to you. Whatever you need to know, he’ll tell you.”


        “Mr. Harms, why did you file your appeal with the Supreme Court?”


        “Ain’t no higher one, is there?”


        “No.”


        “Didn’t think so. We get newspapers in here. Some TV, radio. I’ve been watching them people over the years. In here you think a lot about courts and such. Faces change, but them judges can do anything. Anything they want to. I seen it. Whole country’s seen it.”


        “But from a purely legal technical point of view there are other avenues you really have to pursue in the lower courts before your appeal can be heard there. You don’t even have a lower court ruling from which you’re appealing, for instance. In sum, your appeal has numerous flaws.”


        Rufus shook his head wearily. “I been in this place half my life. I ain’t got all that much time left. I ain’t never been married, I ain’t never gonna have no kids. The last thing I’m gonna do is spend years messing around with lawyers and courts and such. I want out of here, and I want out of here just as fast as I can. I want to be free. Them big judges, they can get me outta here, if they believe in doing the right thing. That’s the right thing, you go back and tell ’em that. They call ’em justices, well, that’s justice.”


        Michael looked at him curiously. “Are you sure there’s not another reason you filed it with the Supreme Court?”


        Rufus looked blankly at him. “Like what?”


        Michael let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. It was certainly possible that Rufus wouldn’t know the positions now held by some of the men named in his appeal. “Never mind.”


        Rufus sat back and stared at Michael. “So what do them judges think about all this? They sent you down here, didn’t they?”


        Michael stopped tapping and said nervously, “Actually, they don’t know I’m here.”


        “What?”


        “I haven’t actually shown anyone your appeal, Mr. Harms. I … I wanted to be sure, you know, that it was all aboveboard.”


        “You’re the only one that’s seen it?”


        “For now, but like I said — ”


        Rufus looked at Michael’s briefcase. “You didn’t bring my letter with you, did you?”


        Michael followed his gaze to the briefcase. “Well, I wanted to ask you some questions about it. You see — ”


        “Lord help us,” Rufus said so violently that the guard braced himself to pounce.


        “Did they take your briefcase when you come in? Because two of the men I wrote about are at this prison. One of them is in charge of the whole damn place.”


        “They’re here?” Michael went pale. He had confirmed that the men named in the appeal were in the Army back in the seventies. He knew the current whereabouts of two of them, but he hadn’t bothered to locate the others. He froze, suddenly realizing that he had just made a potentially fatal mistake.


        “Did they take your damn briefcase?”


        Michael stammered, “Just — just for a couple of minutes. But I put the documents in a sealed envelope, and it’s still sealed.”


        “You done killed us both,” Rufus screamed. Like a hot geyser, he exploded upward, flipping the heavy table over as though it were made of balsa wood. Michael leaped out of the way and slid across the floor. The guard blew his whistle and grabbed Rufus from behind in a choke hold. Michael watched as the giant prisoner, shackled as he was, flipped the two-hundred-pound guard off like a bothersome gnat. A half dozen other guards poured into the room and went at the man, swinging their batons. Rufus kept tossing them off like a moose against a pack of wolves, for a good five minutes, until he finally went down. They dragged him from the room, first screaming and then gagging as a baton was wedged against his throat. Right before Rufus disappeared, he stared at Michael, horror and betrayal in his eyes.


        


        * * *


        


        After an exhausting struggle that had continued all the way down the hallway, the guards managed to strap Rufus to a gurney.


        “Get him to the infirmary,” somebody screamed. “I think he’s going into convulsions.”


        Even with the shackles and thick leather restraints on, Rufus wildly gyrated, the gurney rocking back and forth. He kept screaming until someone stuffed a cloth into his mouth.


        “Hurry up, dammit,” the same man said.


        The group burst through the double doors and into the infirmary.


        “Good God!” The physician on duty pointed to a clear space. “Over here, men.”


        They swung the gurney around and slid it into the empty spot. As the doctor approached, one of Rufus’s thrashing feet almost clipped him in the gut.


        “Take that out of his mouth,” the doctor said, pointing at the handkerchief balled up in Rufus’s mouth. The prisoner’s face was turning a deep purple.


        One of the guards looked at him warily. “You better take care, Doc, he’s gone nuts. If he can reach you, he’ll hurt you. He already took out three of my men. Crazy SOB.” The guard looked menacingly at Rufus. As soon as the cloth was pulled from his mouth, Rufus’s screams filled the room.


        “Get a monitor on him,” the doctor said to one of the attending nurses. Seconds after they managed to attach the sensors to Rufus, the doctor was closely watching the erratic rise and fall of Rufus’s blood pressure and pulse. He looked at one of the nurses. “Get an IV over here.” To another nurse he said, “An amp of lidocaine, stat, before he goes into cardiac arrest or has a stroke.”


        Both guards and medical personnel crowded around the gurney.


        “Can’t your men get out of here?” the doctor yelled into the ear of one of the guards.


        The man shook his head. “He’s strong enough to maybe break those restraints, and if he does and we’re not here, then he could kill everybody in this room within a minute. Believe me, he could.”


        The doctor eyed the portable IV stand as it was placed next to the gurney. The other nurse raced up with the amp of lidocaine. The doctor nodded at the guards. “We’re going to need your help to hold him down. We need a good vein to get the IV started, and from the looks of things we’re only going to get one shot at it.”


        The men gathered around Rufus, holding him down. Even with their combined weight, it was barely enough.


        Rufus looked back at them, so enraged, so terrified, he could barely keep his senses. Just like the night when Ruth Ann Mosley had perished. They ripped his shirtsleeve up, exposing his sinewy forearm, the veins strong and pronounced. He shut his eyes and then opened them again as he saw the shiny needle coming his way. He shut his eyes one more time. When he opened them he was no longer in the infirmary at Fort Jackson. He was in the stockade in South Carolina a quarter of a century ago. The door burst open and a group of men walked in like they owned the place, like they owned him. There was only one he didn’t know by sight. He had expected to see the batons come out, to feel the sharp thrusts into his ribs, against his buttocks and forearms. It had become a morning and evening ritual. As he absorbed the blows in silence, his mind would recite a Bible prayer, his spiritual side carrying him past the physical torture.


        Instead, a gun was placed against his head. He was told to kneel down on the floor and to close his eyes. That’s when it happened. He remembered the surprise, the shock he had felt as he stared up at the grinning, triumphant group. The smiles vanished when, a few minutes later, Harms rose, threw off the men as though they were weightless, burst through his cell door, bowled over the guard on duty and was out of the stockade, running wild.


        Rufus blinked again and he was back in the infirmary, looking at the faces, the bodies bearing down on him. He saw the needle coming closer to his forearm. He was looking up, the only person doing that. That’s when he saw the second needle puncture the IV bag, the fluid from the hypodermic flowing into the lidocaine solution.


        Vic Tremaine had carried out his task calmly and efficiently, as though he were watering flowers instead of committing murder. He didn’t even look at his victim. Rufus jerked his head back around and eyed the IV needle held by the doctor. It was just about to puncture his skin, discharging into his body whatever poison Tremaine had chosen to kill him with. They had taken half his life already. He was not about to let them take the rest, not yet.


        Rufus timed it as best as he could.


        “Shit!” the doctor yelled, as Rufus ripped free from the restraint, grabbed his hand and whipped it across his body. The IV stand came tumbling down; the IV bag hit the floor and burst. A furious Tremaine took the opportunity to quickly leave the infirmary. Rufus’s chest suddenly tightened, and his breathing became constricted. When the doctor managed to stagger up, he looked at Rufus. So still was the prisoner that the doctor had to check the monitor to make sure he was still alive. As he stared at vital signs that had dropped to dangerously low levels, he said, “Nobody can take this many extremes. He could be going into shock.” He turned to a nurse. “Get a medevac helicopter up here.” He looked at the head guard. “We’re not equipped to handle this kind of situation. We’ll stabilize him and then fly him to the hospital in Roanoke. But we need to move fast. I assume you’re sending a guard with him.”


        The guard rubbed his bruised jaw and looked at the docile Rufus. “I’d send a whole platoon if they could fit in the damn chopper.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTEEN


        Escorted by an armed guard, Michael Fiske walked unsteadily down the hallway. Waiting at the end of the corridor was the uniformed officer who had questioned him earlier. Michael could see that he was holding two pieces of paper.


        “Mr. Fiske, I didn’t identify myself when we first met. My name is Colonel Frank Rayfield. I’m the commanding officer here.”


        Michael licked his lips. Frank Rayfield was one of the men Rufus had named in his appeal. The name had meant nothing to Michael at the time. Inside this prison, it meant that he was going to die. Who could have imagined that two of the men Rufus had accused of, essentially, murder in his appeal would be here of all places? But now that he thought about it, this would be a perfect place for them to keep close watch on Rufus Harms.


        Focusing on Rayfield once more, Michael wondered where they would dump his body. As he had done as a child, he suddenly found himself wishing that his big brother would appear to help him. He looked on dully as Rayfield handed him the papers and motioned the guard to leave. As Michael clutched the papers, Rayfield looked apologetic.


        “I’m afraid my men were a little overzealous,” said Ray-field. “We don’t usually photocopy documents in a sealed envelope.” Actually, Rayfield had opened the envelope and photocopied its contents himself. None of his men had seen the documents.


        Michael looked down at the papers. “I don’t understand. The envelope was still sealed.”


        “The envelope is a very common one. They just put it back in a new one and sealed it.”


        Michael inwardly cursed himself for missing something that obvious.


        Rayfield broke into a chuckle.


        “What’s so funny?” Michael demanded.


        “This is the fifth time Rufus Harms has named me in some cockamamie lawsuit, Mr. Fiske. What else am I supposed to do but laugh?”


        “Excuse me?”


        “He’s never gone as high as the United States Supreme Court before — that’s who you’re with, isn’t it?”


        “I don’t have to answer that.”


        “Okay. But if you are, then your presence here is a little unusual.”


        “That’s my business.”


        “And my business is running this prison in a precise, military way,” Rayfield snapped back. But then his voice softened. “I don’t blame you, though. Harms is slick. Looks like he conned his old military lawyer to help him this time, and Sam Rider should know better.”


        “You’re saying Rufus Harms makes a practice of filing frivolous lawsuits?”


        “You think that’s unusual for prisoners? Too much time on their hands. Anyway, last year he accused the president of the United States, the Secretary of Defense and yours truly of conspiring to frame him for a murder he committed, and which was witnessed by at least a half dozen people.”


        “Really?” Michael looked skeptical.


        “Yes, really. It was finally dismissed, but it cost a few thousand bucks in government attorney time to get it done. I know the courts are open to everybody, Mr. Fiske. But a nuisance suit is a nuisance suit and, quite frankly, I’m getting tired of them.”


        “But he said in his petition — ”


        “Right, I read it. Two years ago, he claimed it was Agent Orange suffered in combat that caused him to do it. And you know what? Rufus Harms was never exposed to Agent Orange, because he was never in combat. He spent most of his two-year Army career in the stockade for insubordination, among other things. It’s no secret — look it up yourself if you want. That is, if you haven’t already done so.” He gazed at Michael, who was looking down. “Now take your little papers, go back to Washington and let it work its way through the system. It’ll get dismissed like all the others. Some innocent people are going to get embarrassed as hell, but that’s the American way. I guess it’s why I fought for this country: to sustain all those freedoms. Even when they’re abused.”


        “You’re just going to let me go?”


        “You’re not a prisoner here. I’ve got a lot of real inmates to worry about, including one that just beat the crap out of three of my guards. You’re going to have to answer some questions that one of my men will be here shortly to ask you. It will relate to what happened in the visitors’ room. We need it for our incident report.”


        “But that means it will go into the official record. My being here, everything.”


        “That’s right, it will. It was your choice to come here, not mine. You have to live with the consequences.”


        “I know. But I wasn’t counting on any of this.”


        “Well, life is full of little surprises.”


        “Look, do you really have to file anything?”


        “Your presence here is a matter of official record anyway, Mr. Fiske, regardless of what happened in that visitors’ room. You are in the visitation book with an assigned badge number.”


        “I guess I hadn’t thought that all the way through.”


        “I guess not. I take it you’re not really experienced in military matters?” While Michael stood there looking miserable, Rayfield thought for a moment. “Look, we need to fill out the report, but other things being equal, I may not officially file it. Maybe your presence here at the prison gets expunged too.”


        Michael breathed a sigh of relief. “Could you do that?”


        “Maybe. You’re a lawyer. What about a quid pro quo?”


        “What do you mean?”


        “I throw away the report and you throw away that appeal.” He paused as he stared at the young man. “It would save the government another lawyer bill. I mean, God bless anybody’s rights to seek their day in court, but this is getting a little old.”


        Michael looked away. “I’ll have to think about that. It has some technical deficiencies anyway. Maybe you’re right.”


        “I am right. I’m not looking to mess up your career. We’ll just forget this ever happened. And hopefully I won’t be reading about this case in the papers. If I do, then maybe your being down here has to come out too. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Rayfield turned on his heel and walked off, leaving behind a visibly distressed Michael Fiske.


        


        * * *


        


        Rayfield went directly to his office. Rufus’s suspicions had been well founded; a listening device designed to blend in with the wood grain had been planted on the underside of the table in the visitors’room. Rayfield listened once more to the conversation between Michael and Rufus. Some of it had been disrupted by Michael tapping his pen. The radio had obliterated all of Rufus’s earlier conversation with Rider. Rufus was no idiot. But Rayfield had heard and read enough to know that potentially they had a big problem. And his conversation with Michael had not solved the dilemma, at least not permanently. He picked up the phone and placed a call. In concise sentences Rayfield recounted the events to the party at the other end.


        “Holy shit, I can’t believe this.”


        “I know.”


        “All of this happened today?”


        “Well, I told you about Rider coming in earlier, but yes, all of these events happened just now.”


        “Why the hell did you let him in to see Harms?”


        “If I didn’t, don’t you think he would’ve gotten more suspicious? After reading what Harms had written in his damn letter to the Court, what choice did I have?”


        “You should have taken care of the sonofabitch before this. You’ve had twenty-five years to do it, Frank.”


        “That was the plan twenty-five years ago, to kill him,” Rayfield fired back. “And look what happened. Tremaine and I have spent half our lives watching over his ass.”


        “You two aren’t exactly doing it for free. What’s your little nest egg up to so far? A million? Retirement’s going to be awfully nice. But it won’t be, for any of us, if this gets out.”


        “It’s not like I haven’t tried to kill the guy. Hell, Tremaine tried to do him today in the infirmary, but damn, it’s like the guy’s got a sixth sense. Rufus Harms is as mean as a snake when his back’s against the wall. The guards will only go so far and we’ve got people looking over our shoulder, surprise inspections, the damn ACLU. The bastard just won’t die. Why don’t you come down here and try?”


        “All right, all right, there’s no use us arguing about it. You’re sure we were all named in the letter? How is that possible? He didn’t even know who I was.”


        Rayfield didn’t hesitate. The person he was speaking with had not been named in Rufus’s letter, but Rayfield wasn’t going to tell him that. Everybody was on the hook for this one. “How should I know? He’s had twenty-five years to think about it.”


        “So how did he get the letter out?”


        “That blows my mind. The guard saw the damn thing. It was his last will and testament, that was it.”


        “But he got it out somehow.”


        “Sam Rider is involved. That’s for sure. He brought a radio with him and the noise messed up the bug we installed, so I couldn’t hear what they said to each other. That should’ve told me something was up.”


        “I never trusted that guy. Except for Rider’s insanity BS, Harms would’ve been dead a long time ago, courtesy of the Army.”


        “The second letter we found in Fiske’s briefcase had been done on a typewriter. There were no initials at the bottom, you know, like when it’s typed by a personal secretary, so Rider probably did it himself. They were both original documents, by the way.”


        “Dammit, why now? After all this time?”


        “Harms received a letter from the Army. He referenced it in the paper he filed. Maybe that jogged his memory. I can tell you that up to now he either didn’t remember what happened, or he’s been keeping it inside for the last twenty-five years.”


        “Why would he do that? And why in the hell would the Army be sending him anything after all this time?”


        “I don’t know,” Rayfield said nervously. He actually did know. The reason had been referenced in Rufus’s court petition. But Rayfield was going to keep that card hidden for now.


        “And of course you don’t have this mysterious letter from the Army, do you?”


        “No. I mean, not yet.”


        “It must be in his cell, although I can’t imagine how it slipped through.” The voice was again accusatory.


        “Sometimes I think the guy’s a magician,” said Rayfield.


        “Has he had any other visitors?”


        “Just his brother, Josh Harms. He comes about once a month.”


        “And what about Rufus?”


        “Looks like he’s just about bought it. Stroke or heart attack. Even if he makes it, he probably won’t be the same.”


        “Where is he?”


        “En route to the hospital in Roanoke.”


        “Why the hell did you let him out?”


        “The doc ordered it. He has an obligation to save the man’s life, prisoner or not. If I overruled him, don’t you think it would raise suspicion?”


        “Well, keep on top of it, and pray his heart blows up. And if it doesn’t, make it.”


        “Come on, who’d believe him?”


        “You might be surprised. This Michael Fiske? He’s the only other one who knows, besides Rider?”


        “That’s right. At least I think so. He came here to check out Harms’s story. Didn’t tell anybody — at least that’s what he told Harms. We caught a big break there,” Rayfield said. “I gave him the song and dance about Harms being a chronic jailhouse lawyer. I think he bought it. We got leverage because he could get in big trouble for being here. I don’t think he’s going to let the appeal go through.”


        The voice on the other end went up a few decibels. “Are you nuts? Fiske isn’t going to have a choice in the matter.”


        “He’s a Supreme Court clerk, for chrissakes. I heard him tell Harms.”


        “I know that. I damn well know that. But let me tell you exactly what you’re going to do. You’re going to take care of Fiske and Rider. And you’re going to do it pronto.”


        Rayfield paled. “You want me to kill a Supreme Court clerk and a local lawyer? Come on, they don’t have any proof of this. They can’t hurt us.”


        “You don’t know that. You don’t know what was in the letter from the Army. You don’t know what new information Fiske or Rider might have found out in the interim. And Rider’s been practicing law for thirty years. He wouldn’t have filed something he thought was frivolous, not with the damn Supreme Court. And maybe you’re not aware of this, but Supreme Court clerks aren’t exactly dummies. Fiske didn’t drive all the way down there because he thought Harms was a lunatic. From what you told me, the contents of the letters were very specific on what happened in that stockade.”


        “They were,” Rayfield conceded.


        “So there you are. But that’s not the biggest hole in all this. Remember, Harms isn’t a jailhouse lawyer. He’s never filed anything else in court. If Fiske checks out your claim, he’ll find out you lied. And when Fiske does that — and I have to believe he will — then everything blows up.”


        “It’s not like I had a lot of time to think up a plan,” Ray-field said hotly.


        “I’m not saying otherwise. But by lying to him, you just made him a big liability. And we have yet another problem.”


        “What’s that?”


        “Everything Harms said in his appeal happens to be true. Did you forget that? The truth is funny. You start looking here and there and all of a sudden the wall of lies starts to topple over. Guess where it’s going to land? Do you really want to take that chance? Because when that wall comes down, the only place you’re going to be retiring to is Fort Jackson. And this time on the other side of the prison cell door. That sound good to you, Frank?”


        Rayfield took a weary breath and checked his watch.


        “Shit, I’d take Nam over this any day.”


        “I guess we all got a little too comfortable. Well, it’s time to earn your money, Frank. You and Tremaine just get it done. And while you’re taking care of business, remember this: We all either survive this together, or we all go down together.”


        


        * * *


        


        Thirty minutes later, after his debriefing by Rayfield’s assistant, Michael left the prison building and walked in the light rain to his car. What a sucker he’d been. He felt like tearing up the appeal papers, but he wouldn’t. Maybe he’d put them back into the process. Still, he felt sorry for Rufus Harms. All those years in prison had taken their toll. As Michael pulled out of the parking lot, he had no way of knowing that most of his radiator fluid had been collected in a bucket and poured into the nearby woods.


        Five minutes later he looked on in dismay as the steam poured out from the hood of his car. He got out, gingerly raised the hood and then jumped back as a cloud of steam momentarily engulfed him. Swearing angrily, he looked around: not a car or human in sight. He thought for a moment. He could walk back to the prison, use the phone and call a towing service. As if on cue, the rain picked up in intensity.


        As he looked up ahead of him, his spirits brightened. A van was approaching from the direction of the prison. He waved his arms to flag it down. As he did so he looked back at the car, steam still pouring out. Funny — he had just had it serviced in preparation for the trip. As he looked back at the van, his heart started to beat rapidly. He looked around, and then turned and sprinted away from the van. It sped up and quickly overtook him, blocking his way. He was about to race into the woods when the window came down and a gun was pointed at him.


        “Get in,” Victor Tremaine ordered.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER SIXTEEN


        It was Saturday afternoon when Sara Evans drove to Michael’s apartment and looked at the cars parked on the street. His Honda wasn’t there. He had called in sick on Friday, something she had never known him to do before. She had called his apartment, but he hadn’t answered the phone. She parked, went in the building and knocked on his door. There was no answer. She didn’t have a key. She went around to the rear of the building and climbed up the fire escape. She looked in the window of his small kitchen. Nothing. She tried the door, but it was locked. She drove back to the Court, her worries increased tenfold. Michael was not sick, she knew that. All this had something to do with the papers she had seen in his briefcase, she was sure of it. She silently prayed that he was not in over his head. That he was safe, and would be back to work on Monday.


        She went back to work for the rest of the day and then had a late dinner with some of the other clerks at a restaurant near Union Station. They all wanted to talk shop, except for Sara. Usually a devoted fan of this ritual, she simply could not get into the conversations. At one point she wanted to run screaming from the room, sick of the endless strategizing, predictions, case selections, the subtlest nuances analyzed to death; mushroom clouds from mere mushrooms.


        Later that night she lingered on the rear deck of her home. Then she made up her mind and took her boat out for a late-night sail on the river. She counted the stars, made funny pictures from them in her mind. She thought of Michael’s offer of marriage and the reasons she had refused it. Her colleagues would be amazed that she had. It would be a brilliant match, they would say. They would have a wonderful, dynamic life together, with the almost absolute certainty that their children would be highly intelligent, ambitious and athletically gifted. Sara herself had been a scholarship lacrosse player in college, although Michael was the better athlete of the two.


        She wondered whom he would ultimately marry. Or if he even would. Her rejection might cause him to remain a bachelor the rest of his life. As she sailed along, she had to smile. She was giving herself far too much credit. In a year’s time, Michael would be off doing something incredibly fantastic. She would be lucky if he even remembered who she was five years from now.


        As she docked her boat and wrapped the sails, she stopped for a moment to catch one last breeze off the water before she headed back to the house. Barely a twenty-minute non-rush-hour trip due north would deliver her to the most powerful city on earth, to her place with the most awe-inspiring legal minds of her time. And yet all she really wanted to do right now was snuggle under her blanket with the lights off and pretend she never had to go back there. Reasonably ambitious all her life, she suddenly had no drive to accomplish anything else of note in her professional life.


        It was like she had used up all her energy in getting to this point. Marriage and being a mom? Was that what she wanted? She had no siblings and had been pretty spoiled growing up. She wasn’t used to being around kids all that much, but something pulled at her in this direction. Something very strong. But even so, she wasn’t sure. And shouldn’t she be by now?


        As she went inside, undressed and climbed into bed, she realized that having a family required one thing to start: finding someone to love. She had just turned down one opportunity to do so with a truly exceptional man. Would another chance come along? Did she want a man in her life right now? Still, sometimes one shot was all you got. One shot. That was her last thought before falling asleep.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


        It was Monday and John Fiske sat at his desk, digesting yet another arrest report on one of his clients. By now he was extremely adept at this process. He was only halfway through the report and he could already tell the sort of deal the guy could expect to get. Well, it was nice being good at something.


        The knock on his office door startled him. His right hand slid open the top drawer of his desk. Inside was a 9mm, a leftover from his cop days. His clientele were not the most trustworthy. So while he would represent them zealously, he was not naive enough to turn his back on them either. Some of his clients had shown up at his door drugged or drunk, with a grudge against him for some perceived wrong. Thus, his spirits were lifted considerably by the feel of hard steel against his palm.


        “Come on in, door’s unlocked.”


        The uniformed police officer who stepped through the doorway brought a smile to Fiske’s lips, and he closed his desk drawer. “Hey, Billy, how you doing?”


        “I’ve been better, John,” Officer Billy Hawkins said.


        As Hawkins came forward and sat down, Fiske saw the multicolored bruises on his friend’s face. “What the hell happened to you?”


        Hawkins touched one of the bruises. “Guy went nuts at a bar the other night, popped me a couple of good ones.” He added quickly, “That’s not why I’m here, John.”


        Fiske knew Hawkins to be a good-natured sort who didn’t let the constant pressures of his job overwhelm him. He was always as reliable and serious about his job as he was casual and friendly off duty.


        Hawkins glanced nervously at Fiske.


        “It’s not anything with Bonnie or the kids, is it?” Fiske asked.


        “It’s not about my family, John.”


        “Is that right?” As he looked into Hawkins’s troubled eyes, Fiske’s gut clenched.


        “Damn, John, you know how much we hated going around to the next of kin, and we didn’t even know them.”


        Fiske slowly stood up, his mouth instantly dry. “Next of kin? Oh my God, not my mom? My dad?”


        “No, John, it’s not them.”


        “Just tell me what the hell you need to tell me, Billy.”


        Hawkins licked his lips and then started speaking quickly. “We got a call from the police up in D.C.”


        Fiske looked confused for an instant. “D.C.?” As soon as he said it, his body froze. “Mike?”


        Hawkins nodded.


        “Was it a car accident?”


        “No accident.” Hawkins paused for a moment and cleared his throat. “It was a homicide, John. Looks like a robbery gone bad. They found his car in an alley. Bad part of town, I understand.”


        Fiske let this horrific news sink in for a long minute. As a cop and now a lawyer, he had seen the results of many murders on other people, other families. This was new territory. “You haven’t told my dad, have you?” he said quietly.


        Hawkins shook his head. “Figured you’d want to do that. And what with your momma the way she is.”


        “I’ll take care of it,” Fiske said.


        His thoughts were interrupted by Hawkins’s next words.


        “The detective in charge has requested an ID from next of kin, John.”


        As a police officer, how many times had Fiske told a grieving parent that same thing?


        “I’ll go on up.”


        “I’m so sorry, John.”


        “I know, Billy, I know.”


        After Hawkins had left, Fiske walked over to the photo of him and his brother and picked it up. His hands were shaking. It was not possible, what Hawkins had just told him. He had survived two gunshot wounds and spent nearly a month in the hospital, his mother and his little brother next to him for much of that time. If John Fiske could survive that, if he could be alive right now, how could his brother be dead? He put the photo back down. He tried to move to get his coat, but his legs were frozen. He just stood there.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


        Rufus Harms slowly opened his eyes. The room was dim, shadowy. However, he was accustomed to seeing without benefit of light, becoming, over the years, an expert of sorts. The years in prison had also boosted the acuity of his hearing such that he could almost hear someone thinking. You did both a lot in prison: listening and thinking.


        He shifted slowly on his hospital bed. His arms and legs were still in restraints. He knew there was a guard right outside the door to his room. Rufus had seen him several times now, as people had come and gone from his room. The guard was not a cop; he was in fatigues, and he was armed. Regular Army or maybe reserves, Harms couldn’t be sure. He took a shallow breath. Over the course of the last two days, Harms had listened to the doctors checking him. He had not suffered a heart attack, although apparently he had come close. He couldn’t remember what the doctors had called it, but his heartbeat had been irregular enough for him to stay in intensive care awhile.


        He thought back to his last hour at Fort Jackson. He wondered if Michael Fiske had even made it out of the prison before they killed him. Ironically, Rufus’s near heart attack had saved his life. At least he was out of Fort Jackson. For now. But when his condition improved, they would send him back. And then he would die. Unless they killed him in here first.


        He had scrutinized each of the doctors and nurses attending him. Anyone administering drugs to him was given special attention. He was confident that, if he thought himself in danger, he could rip the sides of the hospital bed off. For now, all he could do was get his strength back, wait, watch, and hope. If he could not gain his freedom through the court system, then he would obtain it another way. He was not going back to Fort Jackson. Not while he was still breathing.


        For the next two hours he watched people come and go. Every time the door to his room opened, he would look at the guard outside. A young kid, looking very self-important in his uniform and wearing his gun. Two guards had flown with him on the helicopter, but neither was the one posted outside now. Perhaps they were doing a rotation. When the door opened, the guard would nod and smile at the person entering or leaving, especially if the person happened to be young and female. When the guard had occasionally looked into the room, Rufus had seen two emotions in his eyes: hatred and fear. That was good. That meant he had a chance. Both could lead to the one thing Rufus desperately needed the guard to commit: a mistake.


        Leaving a single guard, they must think him pretty well incapacitated, Rufus figured; only he wasn’t. The monitors with their numbers and jumpy lines meant nothing to him. They were metal-cased buzzards waiting for him to fade before moving in. But he could feel his strength returning; that was something tangible. He curled and uncurled his hands in anticipation of being able eventually to fully move his arms.


        Two hours later he heard the door swing inward, and then the light came on. The nurse carried a metal clipboard and smiled at him as she checked his monitor. She was in her mid-forties, he guessed. Pretty, with a full figure. Looking at her wide hips, he figured she had been through several childbirths.


        “You’re doing better today,” she said when she noticed him watching her.


        “I’m sorry to hear that.”


        She stared at him openmouthed. “You better believe a lot of people in this place would love to have that kind of prognosis.”


        “Where exactly am I?”


        “Roanoke, Virginia.”


        “Never been to Roanoke.”


        “It’s a pretty town.”


        “Not as pretty as you,” said Rufus with an embarrassed smile, the words having slipped through his lips. He had not been this close to a woman in almost three decades. The last woman he had ever seen in person was his mother, weeping at his side as they carried him off to serve his life sentence. She had died within the week. Something exploded in her brain, his brother had told him. But he knew his mother had died from a broken heart.


        His nose wrinkled up as the scent touched it. It seemed out of place in a hospital. At first, Harms did not realize that he was simply smelling the nurse’s scent, a mixture of slight perfume, moisturizing lotion and woman. Damn. What else had he forgotten about living a real life? A tear started to tremble at the corner of his right eye as he thought this.


        She looked down at him, her eyebrows raised, a hand on one hip. “They told me to be careful around you.”


        He looked at her. “I’d never hurt you, ma’am.” His tone was solemn, sincere. She saw the tear barely clinging to his eye. She didn’t really know what to say next.


        “Can’t you put on that chart that I’m dying or something?”


        “Are you crazy? I can’t do that. Don’t you want to get better?”


        “Soon as I do, I go right back to Fort Jackson.”


        “Not a nice place, I take it.”


        “I been in the same cell there for over twenty years. Kind of nice seeing something else for a change. Not much to do there except count your heartbeats and stare at the concrete.”


        She looked surprised. “Twenty years? How old are you?”


        Rufus thought for a moment. “I don’t know exactly, to tell you the truth. Not over fifty.”


        “Come on, you don’t know how old you are?” He eyed her steadily. “The only cons who keep a calendar are the ones getting out someday. I’m serving a life sentence, ma’am. Ain’t never getting out. What’s it matter how old I am?” He said this so matter-of-factly that the nurse felt her cheeks flush.


        “Oh.” Her voice quavered. “I guess I see your point.”


        He shifted his body slightly. The shackles pinged against the metal sides of the bed. She drew back.


        “Can you call somebody for me, ma’am?”


        “Who? Your wife?”


        “I don’t got no wife. My brother. He don’t know where I am. Wanted to let him know.”


        “I think I have to check with the guard first.”


        Rufus looked past her. “That little boy out there? What’s he got to do with my brother? He don’t look like he can go pee-pee by hisself.”


        She laughed. “Well, they sent him to guard big old you, now, didn’t they?”


        “My brother’s name is Joshua. Joshua Harms. He goes by Josh. I can tell you his phone number if you got yourself a pencil. Just call him and tell him where I am. Gets kind of lonely in here. He don’t live all that far away. Who knows, he might come on over and see me.”


        “It does get lonely here,” she said a little wistfully. She looked down at him, at his tall, strong body, all covered with tubes and patches. And the shackles — they held her attention.


        Rufus noted her staring. Chains on a man usually had that effect on people, he had found.


        “What’d you do anyway? To be in prison for.”


        “What’s your name?”


        “Why?”


        “Just like to know. My name’s Rufus. Rufus Harms.”


        “I knew that. It’s on your chart.”


        “Well, I ain’t got no chart to look up your name.”


        She hesitated for a moment, looked around at the door and then back at him. “My name’s Cassandra,” she said.


        “Real pretty name.” His eyes passed over her figure. “It fits you.”


        “Thank you. So you’re not going to tell me what you did?”


        “Why you want to know?”


        “Just curious.”


        “I killed somebody. A long time ago.”


        “Why’d you do it? Were they trying to hurt you?”


        “Didn’t do nothing to me.”


        “So why’d you do it?”


        “Didn’t know what I was doing. Was out of my mind.”


        “Is that right?” She drew back a little farther as he said this. “Isn’t that what they all say?”


        “Just happens to be the truth with me. You gonna call my brother?”


        “I don’t know. Maybe.”


        “Tell you what, I’ll give you the number. If you don’t, you don’t. If you do, then I thank you very much.”


        She looked at him curiously. “You don’t act like a murderer.”


        “You ought to be careful about that. It’s the sweet-talking ones end up hurting you. I seen enough of that kind.”


        “So I shouldn’t trust you, then?”


        His eyes seized on hers. “You got to make up your own mind on that.”


        She considered this for a moment. “So what’s your brother’s number?”


        She took down the telephone number, slipped it in her pocket and turned to leave.


        “Hey, Ms. Cassandra?” She turned back around. “You’re right. I ain’t no killer. You come back and talk to me some more … if you want to, that is.” He managed a weak smile and rattled the shackles. “I ain’t going nowhere.”


        She eyed him from across the room and he thought he saw a smile flicker across her mouth. Then she turned and went out the door. Rufus craned his neck to see if she spoke to the guard, but she walked right past him. Rufus lay back and stared at the ceiling. He inhaled deeply, letting the remnants of her scent soak into him. A few moments later a smile spread across his face. As did, finally, the tears.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER NINETEEN


        It was an unusual gathering of all of the clerks and the justices. Marshal of the Court Richard Perkins and Supreme Court Police Chief Leo Dellasandro were there too, looking stonily around the table in the large room. Elizabeth Knight’s eyes were moist and she dabbed continually at them with a handkerchief.


        As Sara Evans looked at the grim-faced justices, her eyes stopped on Thomas Murphy. Murphy was short and flabby, with white hair and tufted eyebrows. His face held cheekbones the shape of almonds. He still favored three-piece suits and wore large, showy cuff links. His dress, however, did not attract Sara’s attention; rather it was his expression of complete mourning. She quickly finished checking the occupants of the room: Michael Fiske was not there. She felt the blood rush to her head. When Harold Ramsey rose from the head of the table, his deep voice was oddly subdued; she could not really hear him that well, but she knew exactly what he was saying, as though reading his lips.


        “This is terrible, terrible news. In fact, I can’t remember anything like it.” Ramsey surveyed the room, his hands making fists in his anxiety, his tall frame shaking.


        He took a heavy breath. “Michael Fiske is dead.” The justices obviously already knew. All the clerks, however, collectively missed a breath.


        Ramsey started to say something else but then stopped. He motioned to Leo Dellasandro, who nodded and stepped forward while the chief justice collapsed into his chair.


        Dellasandro was about five-ten, face wide, with flat cheeks and a pug nose, and a layer of fat over a muscular physique. He had an olive complexion, with wiry black and gray hair. Arising from his pores was the smell of cigar. He wore his uniform with a proud air, his thick fingers tucked inside the gun belt. The other man in uniform standing immediately behind him was Ron Klaus, his second-in-command. Klaus was trim and professional in appearance, the darting activity of his blue eyes suggesting a nimble mind. He and Dellasandro were the watchdogs of this place. They seemed to move about in tandem. Most people who worked at the Court could not think of one man without the other.


        “The details are sketchy right now, but apparently Michael was the victim of a robbery. He was found in his car in an alley in Southeast near the Anacostia River. His family has been notified, and one of them is coming up to officially identify the body. However, there’s no question that it’s Michael.” He looked down for a moment.“When they learned he was employed here, the police brought over a photograph.”


        One nervous-looking clerk raised his hand. “Are they sure it was a robbery? It didn’t have to do with his working here?”


        Sara looked over at him angrily. Not the question you really wanted to hear five seconds after learning someone you worked with, cared about, was dead. But then she supposed violent death did that to people: made them instinctively fear for their own lives.


        Dellasandro put up his big calming hands. “We have heard nothing that would make us believe that his death had anything whatsoever to do with the Court. However, out of an abundance of caution, we are increasing security around here, and should anyone notice anything suspicious or out of the ordinary, please contact either myself or Mr. Klaus. We’ll make available to you any future details about this situation at the appropriate time.” He looked over at Ramsey, who had his head bowed in his hands and was making no move to get up. Dellasandro stood there awkwardly until Elizabeth Knight rose.


        “I know this has been a terrible shock to all of us. Michael was one of the most popular people ever to work here. His loss touches us all, especially those who had become close to him.” She paused and looked at Sara for a moment. “If any of you wishes to talk about anything, please feel free to do so with your justice. Or you can stop by and see me. I’m not sure how we can continue to function, but the work of the Court must go on, despite this horrible, horrible …” Knight stopped again and gripped the table to stop herself from collapsing to the floor. Dellasandro quickly took her arm, but she motioned him away.


        Knight rallied herself enough to call an end to the meeting and the room quickly cleared. Except for Sara Evans. She sat there, numb, staring at the spot where Knight had stood. The tears freely streamed down her face. Michael was dead. He had taken an appeal, acted very strangely for over a week, and now he was dead. Murdered. A robbery, they said. She didn’t believe the answer was that simple. But right now it didn’t matter. All that mattered was she had lost someone very close to her. Someone who, under different circumstances perhaps, she might have gladly spent her life with. She put her head down on the table as the sobs burst from her.


        From the doorway, Elizabeth Knight watched her.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY


        A little over three hours after Billy Hawkins had announced his brother’s death, John Fiske was walking through the hallways of the D.C. morgue, a white-coated intake specialist leading the way. Fiske had had to show identification and prove to the man that he was really Michael Fiske’s brother. He had been prepared for that and had brought pictures of the two together. He had tried to reach his father before leaving town, but there had been no answer. Fiske had driven by the house, but no one had been home. He left a note for his dad, including no details. He had to be sure it was his brother, and the only way to be certain was where he was headed.


        Fiske was surprised when they entered an office, and even more puzzled when the morgue attendant pulled a Polaroid from a file and held it out to him.


        “I’m not identifying a photo. I want to see the body.”


        “That’s not the procedure we have here, sir. We’re in the process of installing a video system so that IDs can be made via remote television, but it’s not functional yet. Until then, it’s done with a Polaroid.”


        “Not this time.”


        The man tapped the photo against his palm as though trying to arouse Fiske’s curiosity in it. “Most people would much prefer to do it with a photograph. This is very unusual.”


        “I’m not ‘most people,’ and having a brother murdered is unusual. At least it is for me.”


        The attendant picked up the phone and conveyed instructions to prepare the body for viewing. Then he opened the door to his office, motioning Fiske to follow him. After a short walk, they entered a small room that carried a medicinal smell several times stronger than that in a hospital. In the center of the room stood a gurney. From under the white sheet rose a number of edges representing the head, nose, shoulders, knees and feet of the body. As Fiske headed toward the gurney, he clutched at the same irrational hope that everyone in his position would leap for: that the person under the sheet was not his brother, that his family was still reasonably intact.


        As the attendant gripped the edge of the sheet, Fiske slid one hand around the metal side of the gurney and squeezed tightly. As the sheet rose upward, exposing the head and upper torso of the deceased, Fiske closed his eyes, looked upward and mouthed a silent prayer. He took a deep breath, held it, opened his eyes and then looked down. Before he knew it, he was nodding.


        He tried to look away but couldn’t. Even a stranger could have looked at the slope of the forehead, the arrangement of the eyes and mouth, the flow of the chin, and concluded that the two men held some close familial bond. “That’s my brother.”


        The sheet was replaced and the attendant gave Fiske the ID card to sign. “Other than the items the police have retained, we’ll release his personal effects to you.” The attendant glanced at the gurney. “We’ve had a busy week, and we’re backed up with bodies, but we should have autopsy results fairly soon. This one looks pretty simple anyway.”


        Anger flared on Fiske’s face but then quickly faded. The man was not paid to be tactful. “Did they find the bullet that killed him?”


        “Only the autopsy can determine cause of death.”


        “Don’t bullshit me.” The attendant looked startled. “I saw the exit wound on the left side of his head. Did they find it?”


        “No. At least not yet.”


        “I heard it was a robbery,” said Fiske. The attendant nodded. “He was found in his car?”


        “Right, wallet gone. We had to trace his identity through his license plate.”


        “So if a robbery, why didn’t they take the car? Carjacking’s the hot thing right now. Beat the victim’s ATM password out of him or her, kill them, take the car and hit a few banks, load up on money, ditch the car and go on to the next one. Why not with this one?”


        “I don’t know anything about that.”


        “Who’s handling the case?”


        “It happened in D.C. Must be D.C. Homicide Division.”


        “My brother was a federal employee. United States Supreme Court. Maybe the FBI will be involved too.”


        “Again, I don’t know anything about that.”


        “I’d like the name of the detective at D.C. Homicide.”


        The attendant didn’t answer, but jotted some notes down in the file, perhaps hoping that if he remained quiet Fiske would just go away.


        “I’d really like that name, please,” Fiske said, edging a step closer.


        The attendant finally sighed, pulled a business card out of the file and handed it to Fiske. “Buford Chandler. He’ll probably want to talk to you anyway. He’s a good guy. Prob-ably’ll catch the person who did this.”


        Fiske looked briefly at the card before putting it in his coat pocket. He settled a clear-eyed gaze on the attendant. “Oh, we’re going to get whoever did this.” The odd tone in his voice made the attendant look up from his file. “Now I’d like some time alone with my brother.”


        The attendant glanced over at the gurney. “Sure, I’ll be outside. Just let me know when you’re done.”


        After the man left, Fiske pulled a chair next to the gurney and sat down. He had not shed a tear since learning of his brother’s death. He told himself it was because positive ID had not been made yet, but now it had and still no tears. On the drive up, he had caught himself counting out-of-state license plates, a game the brothers had played growing up. A game Mike Fiske had usually won.


        He lifted the side of the sheet and took one of his brother’s hands. It was cold, but the fingers were supple. He squeezed them gently. Fiske looked down at the concrete floor and closed his eyes. When he reopened them a few minutes later only two tears had collected on the concrete. He quickly looked up and a gush of air came out of his lungs. It felt forced, all of it, and he suddenly felt unworthy to be here.


        As a cop, he had sat with the parents of too many drunken kids who had wrapped themselves around a tree or telephone pole. He had consoled them, expressed empathy, even held them. He had truly believed that he had approached, even touched the depths of their despair. He often wondered what it would feel like when it happened to him. He plainly knew this was not it.


        He forced himself to think about his parents. How exactly would he tell his father that his golden child was dead? And his mother? At least there was an easy answer to that question: He couldn’t and shouldn’t tell her.


        Raised Catholic, but not a religious man, Fiske chose to speak with his brother instead of God. He pressed his brother’s hand against his chest and talked to him of things he was sorry for, of how much he loved him, how much he wanted him not to be dead, in case his brother’s spirit was lingering behind, waiting for this communication, this quiet rupture of guilt and remorse from his older brother. Then Fiske fell silent, his eyes closed again. He could hear each solid drum of his heart, a sound that was somehow dwarfed by the stillness of the body next to his.


        The attendant poked his head in. “Mr. Fiske, we need to take your brother on down. It’s been half an hour.”


        Fiske rose and passed the attendant without a word. His brother’s body was going to a terrifying place, where strangers would forage through his remains for clues as to who had killed him. As they wheeled the gurney away, Fiske walked back out into the sunlight and left his little brother behind.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


        “You’re sure you covered your tracks?”


        Rayfield nodded into the phone. “Every record of his being here has been expunged. I’ve already transferred all the personnel who saw Fiske to other facilities. Even if someone figures out somehow that he came here, there won’t be anyone left to tell them anything.”


        “And no one saw you dump the body?”


        “Vic drove his car back. I followed him. We picked a good place. The police will think it was a robbery. Nobody saw us. And even if they did, it’s not the sort of place where people are real cooperative with the law.”


        “Nothing left in the car?”


        “We took his wallet to further the robbery angle. His briefcase too. A map. There wasn’t anything else. Of course we filled the radiator back up with fluid.”


        “And Harms?”


        “He’s still in the hospital. Looks like he’s going to make it.”


        “Damn. Just our luck.”


        “Don’t sweat it. When he comes back here, we’ll deal with him. Weak heart and all, you never know what might happen to you.”


        “Don’t wait too long. You can’t hit him in the hospital?”


        “Too dangerous. Too many people around.”


        “And you’ve got him well guarded?”


        “He’s chained to the bed with a guard posted twenty-four hours a day outside his door. He’s being released tomorrow morning. By tomorrow night he’ll be dead. Vic’s already working on the details.”


        “And there’s nobody out there who can help him? You’re sure?”


        Rayfield laughed. “Hell, no one even knows he’s there. He’s got nobody. Never has, never will.”


        “No mistakes, Frank.”


        “I’ll call you when he’s dead.”


        *    *    *


        Fiske sat in the car and cranked up the air-conditioning, which, in his fourteen-year-old Ford, merely caused the slow movement of muggy air from left to right. Sweat trickling down his face and staining his shirt collar, Fiske finally eased down the window as he stared at the building. Average-looking on the outside, it was not on the inside. There, the people spent all of their time searching for those who killed other people. And Fiske was trying to decide whether to join them in their pursuit or drive back home. He had identified his brother’s remains, his official duty as next of kin completed. He could go home, tell his father, make the funeral arrangements, see to his brother’s final affairs, bury him and then get on with his life. That’s what everyone else did.


        Instead, Fiske pulled himself out of the car and into the muggy air, and entered the building at 300 Indiana Avenue, home to the D.C. Police Homicide Division. After passing through security and being directed by a uniformed police officer, he stopped at a desk. He had tried his father once again from the morgue, but still no answer. Frustrated, he was now also worried that his father had somehow found out and was on his way up here.


        He looked down at the card the attendant at the morgue had given him. “Detective Buford Chandler, please,” he said, looking down at the young woman behind the desk.


        “And you are?” The sharp angle of her neck, and her superior tone, immediately made Fiske want to stuff her in one of her own desk drawers.


        “John Fiske. Detective Chandler is investigating my brother’s … my brother’s murder. His name was Michael Fiske.” She stared at him, no recognition on her features. “He was a clerk at the Supreme Court,” he added.


        She glanced at some papers on her desk. “And somebody killed him?”


        “This is the Homicide Division, isn’t it?” She settled her gaze back on him, her look of annoyance pronounced. He continued: “Yes, somebody killed him” — he glanced down at the nameplate on her desk — “Ms. Baxter.”


        “Well, what exactly can I do for you?”


        “I’d like to see Detective Chandler.”


        “Is he expecting you?”


        Fiske leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “Not exactly, but — ”


        “Then I’m afraid he’s not in,” she said, cutting him off.


        “I think if you put a call into — ” Fiske stopped and watched as she turned away from him and started typing on her computer. “Look, I really need to see Detective Chandler.”


        She typed as she spoke. “Let me educate you on the situation here, okay? We have lots of cases and not too many detectives. We don’t have time for every drop-in off the street. We have to have priorities. I’m sure you can understand that.” Her voice drifted off as she looked at the computer screen.


        Fiske leaned forward until his face was only a couple of inches from the woman. When she looked around, they were eye to eye. “Let me make you understand something. I came up from Richmond to identify the remains of my brother at Detective Chandler’s request. I did that. My brother is dead. And right about now the medical examiner is cutting a Y incision in his chest so that he can lift out his insides, organ by organ. Then he’s going to take a saw and cut an intermastoid incision like a wedge of pie through his skull, right about here.” Fiske made an imaginary cut along Ms. Baxter’s head with his finger, overcoming a very strong impulse to snatch up a handful of the woman’s permed blond hair. “That’s so he can lift out his brain and trace the path of the bullet that killed him and perhaps get some shell fragments. Now, I thought I’d come and have a chat with Detective Chandler and see if he and I can come up with some leads on who might have killed him.”


        She said coldly, “Well, that’s not your job, is it? We have enough problems without family members getting involved in police investigations. I’m sure Detective Chandler will be in touch if he needs you.” She again turned away from him.


        Fiske gripped the edge of her desk and took a deep breath, trying his best not to lose it. “Look, I can understand the caseload problem you must have here, and the fact that you don’t know me from Adam — ”


        “I’m really busy right now, sir. So if you have a problem, I suggest you put it in writing.”


        “All I want to do is talk to the man!”


        “Am I going to have to call a guard, or what?”


        Fiske slammed his hand down on the desk. “My brother is dead! And I would really appreciate if you would take that piss-poor attitude you’re wearing and replace it with just an ounce of compassion. And if you can’t force yourself to mean it, lady, then just pretend.”


        “I’m Buford Chandler.”


        Both Fiske and Baxter turned. Chandler was black, in his early fifties, with curly white hair, a matching mustache and a tall, thickened frame that managed to retain a certain athleticism from his youth. He wore an empty shoulder holster, a smudge of pistol oil on his shirt where the grip had lain against it. He looked Fiske up and down from behind a pair of trifocals.


        “I’m John Fiske.”


        “I heard. In fact I’ve been standing over here listening to the whole thing.”


        “Then you know what he said to me, Detective Chandler?” Baxter said.


        “Every word.”


        “And don’t you have something to say?”


        “Yes, I do.”


        Baxter looked over at Fiske with a look of satisfaction on her face. “Well?”


        “I think this young man gave you some pretty good advice.” Chandler hooked a finger at Fiske. “Let’s talk.”


        Chandler and Fiske made their way through busy hallways to a small, cluttered office. “Have a seat.” Chandler pointed to the only chair in the room other than the one behind his desk. There were files stacked on the chair. “Just put those on the floor.” Chandler held up a warning finger. “Be careful you don’t taint any evidence. These days if I belch while I’m looking at tissue samples, all I’m going to hear is, ‘Inadmissible! Free my mass-murdering sonofabitch of a client.’”


        Fiske very carefully moved the files while Chandler settled behind his desk.


        “Now, I don’t want you feeling sorry for what you said to Judy Baxter.”


        “I wasn’t planning on it.”


        Chandler suppressed a smile. “Okay, first things first. I’m sorry about your brother.”


        “Thank you,” Fiske said in a subdued manner.


        “Probably the first time you heard that since arriving up here, isn’t it?”


        “Actually, it is.”


        “So you were in law enforcement?” Chandler casually remarked, then smiled at Fiske’s surprise. “The average citizen doesn’t usually know about Y incisions and inter-mastoid cuts. With the way you got in Ms. Baxter’s face, the manner in which you carry yourself, and your build, I’d say you were a patrolman.”


        “Past tense?”


        “If you were still on the force the folks in Richmond would’ve told me when we contacted them. And besides, I know very few police officers who wear suits off duty.”


        “Right on all counts. I’m glad you were assigned to this case, Detective Chandler.”


        “You and forty-two other active cases.” Fiske shook his head, and Chandler continued: “Budgetary cuts and all. I don’t even have a partner anymore.”


        “So in other words, don’t expect any miracles?”


        “I will do my best to catch whoever killed your brother. But I can give no guarantees.”


        “Then how about a little unofficial help?”


        “How do you mean?”


        “I worked a lot of homicides with the detectives down in Richmond. Learned a lot, remember a lot. Maybe I can be your new partner.”


        “Officially, that’s absolutely impossible.”


        “Officially, I absolutely understand.”


        “What do you do now?”


        “I’m a criminal defense attorney,” said Fiske. Chandler rolled his eyes. “And I take pride in my work too, Detective Chandler.”


        Chandler nodded over Fiske’s shoulder toward the door. “Shut that, will you?” He remained silent until Fiske did so and returned to his seat.


        “Now, despite my better judgment, I will take your offer of assistance under advisement.”


        Fiske shook his head. “I’m here now. Considering that after forty-eight hours the success rate on homicides heads to China, that’s not going to cut it.” Fiske thought this might set the man off, but Chandler remained calm.


        “You got a business card where you can be reached?” Chandler asked.


        Fiske passed across his card after writing his home number on the back.


        In return, Chandler handed him a card with a series of phone numbers on it. “Office, home, beeper, fax, cell phone — when I remember to carry it, which I never do.”


        Chandler opened a file on his desk and studied it. Reading upside down, Fiske saw his brother’s name on the label. “I was told he was killed during a robbery.”


        “That’s what the prelim indicated anyway.”


        Fiske caught the odd tone in Chandler’s voice. “And has that opinion changed?”


        “It was only a prelim to begin with.” He closed the file and looked at Fiske. “The facts of this case, at least what we know so far, are pretty simple. Your brother was found in the front seat of his car in an alleyway near the Anacostia River with a gunshot contact wound to the right side of his head and an exit wound on the left. Looked to be fairly heavy caliber. We have not found the slug, but that search continues. The killer could have found it and taken it with him so that we couldn’t do a ballistics test, if we ever get a gun to do a match.”


        “It would take a cool hand to root around in an alley looking for a slug while a dead body is sitting a few feet away.”


        “I agree. But again, the bullet may still be found.”


        “I understand his wallet was missing.”


        “Let’s put it another way. No wallet was found on him. Was he in the habit of not carrying one?”


        Fiske looked away for an instant. “We haven’t seen each other much the last few years, but I think you can assume he was carrying a wallet. So you didn’t find it in his apartment?”


        “Give me a little slack, John. Your brother’s body was only found yesterday.” Chandler opened his notebook and picked up a pen. “The alley where he was found is a high-use drug area, among other things. To your knowledge was he a drug user? Casual or otherwise?”


        “No. He was not a drug user.”


        “But you can’t be sure, can you? You just said you hadn’t seen much of each other. Right?”


        “My brother set the highest goals for himself with everything he did, and then he surpassed those goals. Drugs did not enter into that equation.”


        “Any idea why he would’ve been in that area?”


        “No, but he could have been kidnapped somewhere else and driven there.”


        “Any reason why someone would want him dead?”


        “I can’t think of a one.”


        “No enemies? Jealous boyfriends? Money problems?”


        “No. But again I’m probably not the best source for that. Do you have a prelim on the time of death?”


        “Pretty vague. I’m waiting on the official word. Why?”


        “I just came from the morgue. I felt my brother’s hand. It was soft, supple. Rigor had long since passed. What was the condition of the body when it was found last night?”


        “Let’s just say he had been there awhile.”


        “That’s surprising. From what you said, it’s not an isolated area.”


        “True, but in that area dead bodies in alleys aren’t all that uncommon. Then again, about ninety-nine percent of the homicides in that area involve black victims for the very simple fact that whites just don’t frequent the place.”


        “So my brother should have stood out, you’re saying. Any ATM withdrawals? Credit card purchases?”


        “We’re checking all that. When did you last speak with your brother?”


        “He called me over a week ago.”


        “What’d he say?”


        “I wasn’t in. He left a message. Said he needed my advice on something.”


        “Did you call him back?”


        “Not until recently.”


        “Why’d you wait?”


        “It wasn’t high on my priority list.”


        “Is that right?” Chandler twirled his pen between his fingers. “Tell me something. Did you even like your brother?”


        Fiske looked at him squarely. “Somebody killed my brother. I want to catch whoever did it. And that’s really all I’m going to say about it.”


        The look in Fiske’s eyes made Chandler decide to move on. “Maybe he wanted to talk about something to do with work? See, what makes this case intriguing is your brother’s occupation.”


        “Meaning, is his murder related to something at the Supreme Court?”


        “It’s a long shot, absolutely, but what you just told me about your brother’s phone call might just make it slightly less of a long shot than it seemed a minute ago.”


        “I doubt if he wanted my two cents on the latest abortion case.”


        “Then what? How to pick up women?”


        “You must not have seen a picture of him. He never needed help with that one.”


        “I have seen a picture of him, but the dead don’t photograph all that well. But he said he wanted some advice. Maybe it was legal.”


        “Well, you can always make a trip to the Court to see if there are any conspiracies going on up there.”


        “We have to tread lightly, you know.”


        “We?”


        “I’m sure your brother has personal effects there, and it would not be unusual for next of kin to visit his place of work. I’m assuming you’ve been there before?”


        “Once, when Mike first started. My dad and I.”


        “And your mother?”


        “Alzheimer’s.”


        “Sorry to hear that.”


        “Any other developments?”


        In answer, Chandler rose, took down his jacket from a hanger on the back of the door and slipped it on. “I’d like to take you down to your brother’s car.”


        “And after that?”


        Chandler checked his watch before looking up and smiling. “Then we’ll have just enough time to go to Court, Counselor.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


        Rufus watched the door as it slowly opened. He braced himself for the sight of a mass of men in green fatigues moving in on him, but then his apprehension slid away when he saw who it was.


        “Time to check me again?”


        Cassandra came and stood next to the bed. “Now, isn’t that a woman’s plight in life, always checking up on men?” Her words were funny, her tone was not. She looked at the monitors and made some notations in his chart, glancing at him as she did so.


        “It feels good. I ain’t used to that.” He took care not to rattle his restraints as he sat up a little.


        “I called your brother.”


        Rufus’s expression grew serious. “Is that right? What’d he say?”


        “He said he’d be coming to see you.”


        “He say when?”


        “Sooner than later. Today, in fact.”


        “What all did you tell him?”


        “I told him you were sick, but getting better fast.”


        “He tell you anything else?”


        “I found him to be a man of few words,” Cassandra remarked.


        “That’s Josh.”


        “Is he as big as you?”


        “Nah. He’s a little guy. Six-three or so, not much over two hundred pounds.” Cassandra shook her head and turned to leave. “You got time to sit and talk?” Rufus asked.


        “I’m supposed to be on my break. I just came to tell you about your brother. I’ve got to go.” She seemed a little unfriendly.


        “You okay?”


        “Even if I’m not, there isn’t anything you can do about it.” Her tone was now edgy, rough.


        Rufus studied her for a moment. “Is there a Bible around here?”


        She turned back, surprised. “Why?”


        “I read the Bible every day. Have for as long as I can remember.”


        She looked over at the table next to the bed, went across and pulled out a Gideon’s Bible. “I can’t give it to you. Can’t get that close. The people from the prison were real, real clear on that point.”


        “You don’t have to give it to me. If you would, I’d appreciate if you could read a passage to me.”


        “Read to you?”


        “You don’t have to,” he said quickly. “You may not even be interested, you know, in the Bible and churchgoing.”


        She looked down at him, one hand on her hip, the other closed around the green Bible. “I sing in the choir. My husband, God rest his soul, was a lay minister.”


        “That’s real good, Cassandra. And your kids?”


        “How do you know I have kids? Because I’m not skinny?”


        “Uh-uh.”


        “What, then?”


        “You look like you’re used to loving little things.”


        His words startled her, a smile quickly breaking through the cloud over her features. “I am going to have to watch you.” She noted that he looked at the Bible like he was thirsty and needed a drink, and she was holding the freshest, coldest glass of water in the history of the world.


        “What do you want me to read?”


        “Hundred and third Psalm.”


        Cassandra debated for a moment and then pulled up a chair and sat down.


        Rufus lay back on the bed. “Thank you, Cassandra.”


        As she read, she glanced at him. His eyes were closed. She read a few more words, looked up and saw his lips moving and then stopping. She looked at the next sentence, quickly memorized it, and read it, while watching him. Rufus was silently mouthing each of the words at the same time she was saying them. She stopped, but he continued to the end of the sentence. When she did not start up again, he opened his eyes. “You know the Psalm by heart?”she asked.


        “Know most of the Bible by heart. All the Psalms and Proverbs.”


        “That’s pretty impressive.”


        “I’ve had a long time to work on it.”


        “Why did you want me to read it to you, then, if you already knew it?”


        “Looked like you were a little troubled. I thought visiting the scriptures might help you some.”


        “Help me?” Cassandra looked down at the page and read to herself. “He forgives all my sins. He heals me. He ransoms me from Hell. He surrounds me with loving kindness and tender mercies.” Work was depressing. Her teenage children were more and more beyond her control every day. She was on the north side of forty, fifty pounds overweight, and there wasn’t an eligible man in sight. With all that, as she watched this prisoner, this chained-up killer who was going to die in prison, she felt like bursting into tears in the face of his kindness, his unsolicited consideration for her plight.


        The Hundred and Third Psalm also held special appeal for Rufus, one line in particular. He mouthed it to himself: “He gives justice to all who are treated unfairly.”


        *    *    *


        “Recognize it?” Chandler asked as they approached the 1987 silver Honda sedan parked in the police lot.


        Fiske nodded. “We got it for him when he graduated from college. We all chipped in, my parents and me.”


        “I’ve got five brothers. They never did that for me.”


        Chandler unlocked the driver’s-side door and stepped back for Fiske to look inside.


        “Where did you find the car keys?”


        “On the front seat.”


        “Any other personal items?” Chandler shook his head. Fiske examined the front seat, dash, windshield and side windows, his puzzlement clear. “Has it been cleaned?”


        “No. Just like we found it, except for the occupant.”


        Fiske straightened back up and looked at the detective.


        “If you put a heavy-caliber pistol flush against somebody’s temple and pull the trigger in a confined space like this you’ll have blood splatters on the seat, steering wheel, windshield. You’d also have bone and tissue throw-off. All I see are a few stains here and there, probably where his head was touching the seat.”


        Chandler looked amused. “Is that right?”


        Fiske clenched his jaw. “I’m not telling you anything you didn’t already know. I take it this was another little test of yours?”


        Chandler nodded slowly. “Could be. Could be another reason. Remember I said I had five brothers?”


        “Yeah.”


        “Well, I started out with six. One of my brothers was murdered thirty-five years ago. Working at a gas station and some punk came in and popped him for the twelve bucks in the register. I was only sixteen at the time, but I remember every detail like it was maybe five minutes ago. Anyway, most families who come in to identify their loved ones don’t head over to my office and offer their services. They grieve and console each other, which is entirely proper. Oh, they rant and rave for a while about wanting to catch the SOB who did it, but they don’t really want to get involved in the process. I mean, who would? And they don’t usually have a law enforcement background. Add it all up, and I spotted you as somebody who might be able to really contribute. And you just proved it.


        “I can understand the rage you must be feeling, John, whether you liked your brother or not. Somebody took something from you, something important — ripped it from you, in fact. It’s been thirty-five years and I still feel that rage.”


        Fiske looked around at all the civilian cars in the police lot. He assumed each hunk of metal was waiting its turn to spill the secrets of another tragedy. He turned back to Chandler. “I guess rage will do.” He added quietly, looking down, “Until something else comes along.” His tone did not hold out much hope.


        “Fair enough.” Chandler continued his analysis. “The absence of all the physical evidence you just mentioned does have me puzzled.”


        “It doesn’t look like he was killed in the car.”


        “That’s right. It looks like he was killed somewhere else and his body was then put in the front seat. Now, that single conclusion takes us into a whole new realm of possibilities.”


        “Then we’re talking about something more deliberate than a random kidnapping and murder.”


        “Possibly, although some punks could have kidnapped him, taken him out of the car to maybe hit an ATM. He refuses, they pop him. Get scared and then dump him back in his car.”


        “Then there would have been some physical evidence at the ATM. Any sign of that?”


        “No, but there are a lot of ATMs.”


        “And a lot of people use them. If it’s been at least a day, you’d think someone would have noticed.”


        “You’d think, but you can’t be sure. We’re trying to isolate your brother’s movements and whereabouts for the last forty-eight hours. He was last seen at his apartment on Thursday night. After that, nada.”


        “If somebody carjacked him, what about prints? Most perps looking for ATM cards aren’t sophisticated enough to wear gloves.”


        “We’re still processing that.”


        “Would you like another observation?”


        “Fire away.”


        Fiske held open the car door and pointed at the inside part of the doorjamb, the section that you don’t see when the door is closed. Chandler fumbled for his glasses, put them on and saw what Fiske was pointing at. Chandler slapped on a pair of latex gloves he pulled from his coat pocket, gently lifted the small piece of sticky plastic off and held it in his palm, observing it carefully.


        “Your brother just had his car serviced at Wal-Mart.”


        “It recommends that the next oil service takes place in three months or three thousand miles, whichever comes first. They put the future date and future mileage reading on that sticker as a reminder for when you’re supposed to come back in. According to the date on that sticker, and subtracting out three months, my brother went in for service three days before his body was found. Now look at the mileage for when the next service is recommended and subtract three thousand miles from it. That’ll give you approximately what the odometer should read right now.”


        Chandler swiftly did the math. “Eighty-six thousand, five hundred and forty-three.”


        “Now look at the Honda’s current odometer reading.”


        Chandler leaned back in the car and checked. Then he looked back at Fiske, his eyes slightly wide. “Somebody put about eight hundred miles on this car in the last three days.”


        “That’s right,” Fiske said.


        “Where the hell did he go?”


        “The sticker doesn’t have which Wal-Mart he used, but probably it was one close to his home. You should call around, they might be able to tell us something useful.”


        “Right. Can’t believe we missed this,” said Chandler. He slipped the plastic sticker in a clear zippered bag he pulled from his coat pocket and wrote some information on the outside of it. “Oh, and John?”


        “Yeah?”


        He held up the zippered bag. “No more tests, okay?”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


        A half hour later, Chandler and Fiske walked through the front entrance of the United States Supreme Court.


        Inside, the place was large and intimidating. What really engaged Fiske’s attention, though, was the quiet, so extreme as to be unsettling. It seemed to border on the hallucinatory — trying to imagine a functioning world right outside the doors. Fiske thought of the last very silent place he had been today: the morgue.


        He said, “Who are we supposed to be meeting?”


        Chandler pointed to a group of men walking purposefully down the hallway toward them. “Them.” As they drew nearer, their collective footsteps became the boom of cannon in this acoustical tunnel. One of the men wore a suit; the other two were in uniforms and carried sidearms.


        “Detective Chandler?” The man in the suit extended his hand. “I’m Richard Perkins, marshal of the United States Supreme Court.” Perkins was about five-nine, skinny, with the stuck-out ears of a boy, and white hair combed straight over his forehead like a frozen waterfall. He introduced his companions. “Chief of Police Leo Dellasandro; his second-in-command, Ron Klaus.”


        “Good to meet you,” Chandler said, and he watched Perkins look expectantly over at Fiske. He added, “John Fiske. Michael Fiske’s brother.”


        All of them rushed to provide their condolences.


        “A tragedy. A mindless tragedy,” Perkins said. “Michael was so highly thought of. He’ll be sorely missed.”


        Fiske managed an appreciative demeanor in the face of all this instant sympathy.


        “You’ve locked up Michael Fiske’s office, as I requested?” Chandler asked.


        Dellasandro nodded. “It was difficult, because he shared it with another clerk. Two to an office is the norm.”


        “Let’s hope we won’t need to keep it off limits long.”


        “We can meet in my office if you’d like and go over your agenda, Detective Chandler,” Perkins offered. “It’s right down the hallway.”


        “Let’s do it.”


        As Fiske started off with them, Perkins stopped and looked at Chandler.


        “I’m sorry. I was assuming that Mr. Fiske was here for another reason unrelated to your investigation.”


        “He’s helping me out with some background information on his brother,” Chandler said.


        Perkins looked at Fiske with what Fiske gauged as unfriendly eyes.


        “I didn’t even know Michael had a brother,” said Perkins. “He never mentioned you.”


        “That’s okay, he never mentioned you either,” Fiske replied.


        Perkins’s office was right off the hallway leading to the courtroom. It was furnished in an old-fashioned colonial style, the architecture and craftsmanship from an era of government unburdened with trillion-dollar national debts and budgets awash in red.


        At a side table of Perkins’s office sat a man in his late forties. His blond hair was cut very short, and his long narrow face carried an unshakable air of authority. His self-assured manner suggested that he enjoyed the exercise of that authority. When he rose, Fiske noted that he was well over six feet tall and looked as though he spent regular time in the gym.


        “Detective Chandler?” The man extended one hand and with the other flashed his identification card. “FBI Special Agent Warren McKenna.”


        Chandler looked at Perkins. “I wasn’t aware that the Bureau had been brought in on this.”


        Perkins started to say something, but McKenna said briskly, “As I’m sure you know, the attorney general and the FBI have the legal right to fully investigate the murder of any person employed by the United States government. However, the Bureau is not looking to take over the investigation or step on your toes.”


        “That’s good, because even the tiniest bit of unwanted pressure and I just go nuts.” Chandler smiled.


        McKenna’s expression remained unchanged. “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”


        Fiske held out his hand. “John Fiske, Agent McKenna. Michael Fiske was my brother.”


        “I’m sorry, Mr. Fiske. I know it must be damn tough for you,” McKenna said, shaking his hand. The FBI agent focused again on Chandler. “If conditions dictate a more active role for the Bureau, then we would expect your full cooperation. Remember that the victim was a federal employee.” He looked around the room. “Employed by one of the most revered institutions in the world. And perhaps one of the most feared.”


        “Fear out of ignorance,” Perkins pointed out.


        “But feared nonetheless. After Waco, the World Trade Center and Oklahoma City, we’ve learned to be extra careful,” McKenna said.


        “Too bad you people weren’t faster learners,” Chandler said dryly. “But turf battles are big wastes of time. I do believe in share and share alike, though, okay?”


        “Of course,” McKenna said.


        Chandler asked a half hour’s worth of questions, trying basically to establish if any case Michael Fiske had been working on at the Court could have led to his murder. The same answer kept coming back to him from each of the Court representatives: “Impossible.”


        McKenna asked very few questions but listened intently to the ones asked by Chandler.


        “The precise details of cases pending before the Court are so well insulated from the public that there would be no way anyone could know what a specific clerk is or isn’t working on.” Perkins smacked the tabletop with his palm to emphasize the point.


        “Unless that clerk told someone.”


        Perkins shook his head. “I personally run them through the drill on security and confidentiality as part of their orientation. The ethical rules which apply to them are very stringent. They’re even provided with a handbook on the subject. No leaks are permitted.”


        Chandler looked unconvinced. “What’s the average age of the clerks here? Twenty-five? Twenty-six?”


        “Something like that.”


        “They’re kids, working at the highest court in the land. You telling me that it’s impossible that they might let something slip? Not even to impress a date?”


        “I’ve been around long enough to know better than to use the word impossible to ever describe anything.”


        “I’m a homicide detective, Mr. Perkins, and believe you me, I got the same damn problem.”


        “Could we back up to square one here?”Dellasandro said. “From what I know about the case, it seemed that robbery was the motive.” He spread his hands and looked expectantly at Chandler. “How does that involve the Court? Have you searched his apartment yet?”


        “Not yet. I’m sending a team over tomorrow.”


        “How do we know it’s not something connected to his personal life?” Dellasandro asked.


        Everyone looked at Chandler for an answer. The detective glanced down at his notes without really focusing on them. “I’m just covering all the bases. Going to a homicide victim’s place of work and asking questions is not even remotely unusual, gentlemen.”


        “Certainly,” Perkins said. “You can count on our full cooperation.”


        “Now why don’t we have a look at Mr. Fiske’s office,” Chandler said.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


        The man glided cat-smooth down the corridor. He was six-foot-three, lean but strongly built, with wide shoulders fanning out from a thick neck. He had a long and narrow face; the skin chestnut brown and smooth, except for deep tracings of lines at the eyes and mouth, like the whorls of a fingerprint. He wore a crumpled Virginia Tech baseball cap. A short-haired black and gray beard outlined his jaw. He was dressed in worn jeans and a faded, sweat-stained denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showing off a pair of thick, veiny forearms. A pack of Pall Malls poked out of the shirt’s front pocket. He approached the end of the hallway and rounded the corner. As soon as he did so, the soldier sitting next to the doorway of the last room on the hall rose and held up a hand.


        “Sorry, sir, this area is off limits to everyone except necessary medical personnel.”


        “My brother’s in there,” Joshua Harms said. “And I’m going to see him.”


        “I’m afraid that’s impossible.”


        Harms eyed the soldier’s name tag. “I’m afraid it ain’t, Private Brown. I visit him at the prison all the time. Now you let me in there, you hear me?”


        “I don’t think so.”


        “Well, then I’m gonna go round up the head of this hospital and the local police and the damn commandant over at Fort Jackson and tell ’em you refused to allow a family member to visit a dying relative. Then they’ll all take turns kicking your butt on down the road, soldier boy. Did I mention I spent three years in Vietnam and got me enough medals to cover your whole damn body? Now you gonna let me in or we gonna have to go down that other street? I want your answer and I want it right this damned minute.”


        An unnerved Brown looked around for a minute, unsure of what to do. “I need to call somebody.”


        “No, you don’t. You can search me, but I’m going on in there. Won’t be long. But it’s gonna be right now.”


        “What’s your name?”


        “Josh Harms.” He pulled out his wallet. “Here’s my driver’s license. I been over the prison a lot over the years, but I don’t recall ever seeing you.”


        “I don’t work at the prison,” he said. “I’m on temporary assignment here. I’m in the reserves.”


        “The reserves? Pulling guard duty on a prisoner?”


        “The correctional facility specialists who flew in with your brother went back yesterday. They’re bringing in some replacements tomorrow morning.”


        “Hallelujah for them. Now, we ready to get this done?”


        Private Brown stared at him for another few seconds. “Turn around,” he said finally.


        Josh did so. Brown started to pat him down. Right before he reached his front pants pocket, Josh said, “Don’t get excited, but there’s a pocketknife in there. Just pull it out and hold it for me. You hold it good and tight, son, I’m right partial to that knife.”


        Private Brown finished the pat-down and straightened. “You got ten minutes, and that’s it. And I’m going in with you.”


        “You go in with me, then you’re deserting your post. You desert your post in the Army or the reserves and you gonna end up where my brother is.” He looked at the man’s youthful features. A wannabe weekend warrior, he concluded. Probably pushed a pencil Monday through Friday before slipping on his fatigues and gun looking for adventure. “And let me tell you, prison ain’t where somebody looks like you wants to be.”


        Private Brown swallowed nervously. “Ten minutes.”


        The two men locked eyes. “Thank you kindly,” Josh Harms said, not meaning one word of it.


        He entered the room and closed the door behind him.


        “Rufus,” he said quietly.


        “Didn’t think you were gonna get here so quick, brother.”


        Josh went over to the side of the bed and stared down at him. “What in the hell happened to you?”


        “Ain’t sure you want to know.”


        “It’s all about that damn letter you got, ain’t it?” Josh pulled a chair over next to the bed.


        “How long the guard give you?”


        “Ten minutes, but I ain’t worried about him.”


        “Ten minutes ain’t going to be long enough to tell you much. But I’ll tell you this. I go back to Fort Jackson and they’re gonna kill me soon as I step inside.”


        “Who’s ‘they’?”


        Rufus shook his head. “I tell you, then they gonna just come after you.”


        “I’m in here with you, ain’t I? That baby soldier out there is stupid, but he ain’t that stupid. He’s gonna put me down on the visitors’roster. You know that.”


        Rufus swallowed with difficulty. “I know, probably never should’ve got you to come on down here.”


        “I’m here now. So start talking.”


        Rufus thought about it for a minute. “Look, Josh, that letter from the Army, when I got it, I remembered everything that happened that night. I mean everything. It was like somebody shot it right into my head.”


        “You talking about the girl?”


        Rufus was already nodding. “Everything. I know why I did it. And the fact is, it wasn’t my fault.”


        His brother looked at him skeptically. “Come on, now, Rufus, you did kill that little girl. No way around that.”


        “Killing and meaning to kill’s two different things. Anyway, I got my lawyer from back then — ”


        “You mean your piss-poor excuse for a lawyer.”


        “You read the letter?”


        “Sure I did. Came to my house, didn’t it? Guess that was the last civilian address the Army had for you. Big, dumb carcass, didn’t know it had you smack in one of its own damn prisons.”


        “Well, I got Rider to file something for me. In court.”


        “What’d he file?”


        “A letter I wrote.”


        “Letter? How’d you get it out?”


        “Same way you got the letter from the Army in.”


        Both men smiled.


        Rufus said, “They got a printing operation inside the prison. The machinery’s hot and dirty, so the guards give you a little space. Let me work my magic.”


        “So you think the Court’s gonna look at your case? I wouldn’t bet my life on it, little brother.”


        “Don’t look like the Court’s gonna do nothing.”


        “Well, gee, that’s a big-ass surprise.”


        Rufus looked past his brother at the door. “When the guards coming back from the prison?”


        “Boy said tomorrow morning.”


        “Well, that means I got to get out of here tonight.”


        “Woman who called me said you had some kind of heart problem. Look at you, all strapped to this crap. How far you think you can run?”


        “How far you think I can run dead?”


        “You really think they gonna try and kill you?”


        “They don’t want this to come out. You said you read the letter from the Army.”


        “Yep.”


        “Well, I was never in the program they said I was.”


        Josh eyed him hard. “How you mean?”


        “Just what I said. Somebody put me in the records. They wanted me to look like I was in it, to cover up what they did to me. Why I killed that little girl. In case somebody checked, I reckon they had to do it. They thought I was going to be dead.”


        Josh took this in slowly until the truth hit him. “Jesus Lord Almighty. Why would they do that shit to you?”


        “You asking me that? They hated me. Thought I was the biggest screw-up in the world. Wanted me dead.”


        “If I had known all that was happening, I sure as hell would’ve come back and kicked some butt.”


        “You were busy trying to keep the VC from tearing you up. But I go back to prison now, they gonna make sure they get me this time.”


        Josh looked at the door and then down at his brother’s restraints.


        “I need your help to do this, Josh.”


        “You’re damn right you do, Rufus.”


        “You ain’t gotta help me. You can turn and walk straight out of here. I still love you. You stood by me all these years. What I’m asking ain’t fair, I know that. You worked hard, you got yourself a good life. I’d understand.”


        “Then you don’t know your brother.”


        Rufus slowly reached out and took his brother’s hand. They gripped each other tightly, as though trying to give strength and resolve to one another for what lay ahead.


        “Anybody see you come in?”


        “Nobody except the guard. I didn’t exactly come in the front door.”


        “Then I can pretend to knock you out, get out of here on my own. They know I’m a crazy SOB. Kill my own brother and never think twice about it.”


        “Bullshit. That dog just won’t hunt, Rufus. You wouldn’t even know where the hell to go. They’d catch your butt in ten minutes. I worked on repairs at this hospital for almost two years, know it like the back of my hand. Way I came in is supposed to be locked, only the nurses taped over the lock. They sneak their smokes out there.”


        “How you wanta work it, then?”


        “We just go back out the way I came in. It’s right down the hall on the left. Don’t pass no nurses’station or nothing. My truck’s right outside the door. I got a buddy thirty minutes from here. He owes me a favor. I’ll leave my truck in one of his old barns and borrow his rig for a while. He won’t ask no questions and he won’t answer any if the police come along. We hit the road and don’t look back.”


        “You sure you want to do this? How about your kids?”


        “They all gone. Don’t see ’em much.”


        “What about Louise?”


        Josh looked down for a moment. “Louise walked out the door five years ago and I ain’t seen her since.”


        “You never told me that!”


        “What you gonna do about it if I had?”


        “I’m sorry.”


        “I’m damn sorry about a lot of things. I ain’t the easiest person to live with. Can’t say I blame any of them.” Josh shrugged his shoulders. “So it’s just the two of us again. Make Momma happy if she was alive.”


        “You sure?”


        “Don’t ask me that again, Rufus.”


        Rufus raised his manacled hands. “What about these?”


        His brother was already sliding something out of his boot. When he straightened back up he was holding a slender piece of metal with a slight hook at one end.


        “Don’t tell me that boy didn’t search you?”


        “Shit, like he knew where to look. Once he took my pocketknife, he figured he had all my dangerous weapons. Didn’t even bother to do my boots.” Josh grinned and then inserted the metal in the lock on the restraints.


        “You think you can pick it?”


        Josh stopped and looked at his brother with contempt. “If I can escape from the damn Viet Cong, I can sure as hell pick an Army-issued pair of handcuffs.”


        *    *    *


        Out in the hallway, Private Brown looked at his watch. The ten minutes were up. He cracked open the door to the room. “All right, Harms, time’s up.” He pushed the door open farther. “Mr. Harms? Did you hear me? Time’s up.”


        Brown heard a small groan. He drew his pistol and pushed the door all the way open. “What’s going on in here?”


        The groaning became louder. Brown looked around for the light switch. That’s when he stumbled over something. He knelt down and touched the man’s face as his vision focused.


        “Mr. Harms? Mr. Harms, you okay?”


        Josh opened his eyes. “I’m fine. How ’bout you?”


        Then a big hand clamped down on Brown’s gun and stripped it clean away. The other hand went around his mouth and he was lifted completely off the floor, one massive fist colliding with his jaw and knocking him out.


        Rufus put Brown in the bed, covering him with the sheet. Josh put the restraints around the unconscious soldier’s arms and legs and locked them up tight. Then he used adhesive tape and gauze he found in one of the cabinets to tape his mouth shut. The last thing he did was search the soldier and retrieve his pocketknife.


        As Josh turned toward him, Rufus wrapped his arms around his brother and squeezed tight. Josh returned the hug, the first time the men had been able to do this in twenty-five years. His eyes moist, Rufus shook a little as Josh finally pulled away.


        “Now, don’t get too mushy on me. We ain’t got no time for that.”


        Rufus smiled. “Still feels good to hold you, Josh.”


        Josh put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Never thought we’d get a chance to ever do that. Never gonna take that for granted again.”


        “So what now?”


        “You can’t see where the boy was sitting from the hallway. But they got private security here.” Josh checked his watch. “When I was working here they made rounds every hour on the hour. It’s quarter past now. Those boys are on the six-singles-an-hour plan and don’t give much of a shit about guarding bedpans, but they’ll probably notice he’s gone at some point. You ready?”


        Rufus had already pulled on his prison pants and shoes. He had left off the shirt, opting for just his T-shirt instead. He had one thing clutched in his hand:the Gideon Bible. He didn’t feel free yet, but he was only seconds from it. “Twenty-five years’worth of ready.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


        Chandler looked around Michael Fiske’s office. Located on the second floor of the building, it was large, with high ceilings, and half-foot-wide moldings. There were two massive wooden desks, each with a computer workstation, shelves filled with volumes of law books and case reporters, and a portable book caddy. There were wooden cabinets and stacks of files placed on the desks. The place was organized in a disorderly fashion, he concluded.


        Perkins looked at Chandler. “There has to be someone from the Court present while you search. There are many confidential documents in here. Drafts of opinions, memos from justices and other clerks, that sort of thing, pertaining to undecided cases.”


        “All right. We won’t remove anything that may relate to pending cases.”


        “But how can you know if it does or not?”


        “I’ll ask you.”


        “I don’t know. I’m not even a lawyer.”


        Chandler said, “Well, then get somebody down here who is, because I’m going through this office.”


        “It may not be possible today. Can it wait until tomorrow? I believe all the clerks have gone home. Chief Justice Ramsey didn’t think they should work late considering what happened.”


        “Some of the justices are still here, Richard,” Klaus said.


        Perkins cast an unfriendly glance at Klaus, who looked over at Dellasandro. “I didn’t want to bring the justices into this until it was absolutely necessary. But let me see what I can do,” he said. “I’m afraid I’ll have to lock this door until I get back.”


        Chandler took a step closer to Perkins. “Look, Richard, I’m the police. Now, maybe I’m wrong and you don’t mean what I thought you did by that very stupid remark.”


        Perkins’s face flushed, but he left the door unlocked, motioned to Klaus to accompany him, and they walked off. Dellasandro stayed behind, talking to McKenna.


        Chandler went over to Fiske. “I get the feeling this has all been scripted out long before we got here.”


        “McKenna knew your name before you were introduced.”


        “They’ve obviously already done some digging.”


        “Well, I guess you can’t blame them.”


        “I’m gonna go over and talk to McKenna,” said Chandler. “Never know when we might need a favor from the Feds.”


        Fiske leaned back against the wall and checked his watch. He still hadn’t reached his father.


        The door a short way down the hall from his brother’s office opened and a young man came out.


        Fiske nodded his head. “Busy place.”


        “Are you with the police?”


        Fiske shook his head and extended his hand. “Just an observer. I’m John Fiske. Mike was my brother.”


        The young man went pale. “Oh God, it’s awful. Awful. I’m so sorry.” He shook Fiske’s hand. “I’m Steven Wright.”


        “Did you know Mike well?”


        “Not really. I just started this session. I clerk for Justice Knight. I know everyone thought the world of him.”


        Fiske looked at the door Wright had come out of. “Is that your office?” Wright nodded. “I guess there’s been a lot of activity at my brother’s office.”


        “You bet. People have been in and out all day.”


        “Like Mr. Perkins, Chief Dellasandro?”


        “And that gentleman over there.”


        Fiske looked to where he was pointing. “That’s Agent McKenna from the FBI,” Fiske said.


        Wright shook his head sadly. “I’ve never known anyone who’s been …” He stopped and looked embarrassed.


        “It’s okay. I know what you mean.” Suddenly all of Fiske’s attention was trained on a pair of people walking toward him. His focus, actually, was on only one. Despite her obvious physical attractiveness, the woman looked, Fiske concluded, like the tomboy next door. Someone you could play touch football or chess with. And end up losing.


        Sara Evans eyed Fiske. She had seen him come into the building earlier and guessed what he was here for. She had stayed close by in case they needed one of the clerks to talk to. That’s why Perkins had “found” her so quickly. She stopped directly in front of Fiske, causing Perkins to abruptly do the same.


        “Oh,” he said, “John Fiske, this is Sara Evans.”


        “You’re Michael’s brother?”


        “Let me guess, he never mentioned me,” said Fiske.


        “As a matter of fact, he did.”


        They shared a firm handshake. The whites of her eyes were smudged with red, as was the tip of her nose. Her voice sounded tired. Fiske noted that she clutched a handkerchief in her other hand. He had the feeling they had met before.


        “I’m very, very sorry about Michael,” she said.


        “Thank you. It came as a tremendous shock.” Fiske blinked. Was there something in her eyes when he said that? Something that said it wasn’t all that shocking to her?


        Perkins looked at Wright. “I didn’t know you were in your office.”


        “You might have tried knocking,” Fiske suggested.


        Perkins cast him an unfriendly glance and walked over to Chandler and McKenna.


        “Hi, Sara,” Wright said, a smile breaking across his face.


        From the way Wright was looking at her, it was obvious to Fiske that he was infatuated with the woman.


        “Hello, Steven. How are you holding up?”


        “I don’t think anyone’s gotten much work done today. I’m thinking about leaving soon.”


        Sara looked at Fiske. “Everyone thought the world of your brother. It’s rocked all of us, from the chief justice on down. But it doesn’t come close to equaling your loss, I know.”


        She said this so strangely that Fiske did a double-take. Before he could say anything, Perkins rejoined them.


        “All right, Detective Chandler from D.C. Homicide is waiting along with a gentleman from the FBI,” Perkins said to Sara.


        “Why do they want to search Michael’s office?”


        Perkins’s tone was blunt. “That’s none of our business.”


        “It’s part of the investigation, Ms. Evans,” Fiske explained, “in case there’s a connection with his murder.”


        “I thought it was a robbery.”


        “It was a robbery, and the sooner we can convince Detective Chandler that it has nothing whatsoever to do with the Court, the better,” Perkins said huffily.


        “If that happens to be the case,” Fiske said.


        “Of course, but it is the case.” Perkins turned to Sara. “As I explained on the way down, your task is to ensure that no confidential documents are seen or taken.”


        “Confidential meaning exactly what?” she asked.


        “You know, anything having to do with pending court cases, opinions, memos, that sort of thing.”


        “Shouldn’t I be involved in that decision, Richard,” came a new voice, “or is that outside my jurisdiction?”


        Fiske easily recognized the man approaching them. Harold Ramsey strode toward them like a vintage ocean liner grandly pulling into harbor.


        “Chief, I didn’t see you there,” Perkins said nervously.


        “Obviously not.” Ramsey looked at Fiske. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”


        “Michael’s brother, John Fiske,” offered Sara.


        Ramsey held out his hand; his long, bony fingers seemed to wrap twice around Fiske’s. “I cannot tell you how sorry I am. Michael was a very special young man. I know that you and your family must feel his loss terribly. If there’s anything we can do, please let us know.”


        Fiske acknowledged Ramsey’s sentiments, feeling like a stranger at a wake, awkwardly receiving condolences for a deceased he could not name.


        “I will,” he said solemnly.


        Ramsey looked at Perkins and inclined his head toward Chandler and McKenna. “Who are those men and what do they want?”


        Perkins explained the situation in a fairly efficient manner, although it was clear that Ramsey had already thought five steps ahead by the time Perkins finished his account.


        “Would you ask Detective Chandler and Agent McKenna to step over here, please, Richard?”


        When introductions had been made, Ramsey turned to Chandler. “It seems to me that the better way of approaching the problem is to sit down with Justice Murphy and his clerks and take an oral inventory of the cases on which Michael was engaged. Understand that I’m trying to balance your right to investigate this crime with the Court’s responsibility to keep confidential its opinions, until such time as they become publicly known.”


        “Okay.” And I don’t want anyone trying to pin any leak on me, Chandler thought to himself.


        Ramsey continued. “I see no reason why you can’t examine Michael’s personal effects, if he kept any here. I only ask that any documents pertaining to the Court’s work be set aside until you have had your discussion with Justice Murphy. Then, should there appear to be a connection between a case Michael was working on and his death, arrangements can be made for you to investigate any link thoroughly.”


        “All right, Mr. Chief Justice,” Chandler said. “I’ve actually already spoken briefly with Justice Murphy.”


        McKenna quickly agreed with this approach.


        Ramsey turned to Perkins. “Richard, please advise Justice Murphy and his clerks that Detective Chandler will want to meet with them as soon as possible. I’m assuming tomorrow after oral argument would do?”


        “That’ll be fine,” Chandler replied.


        “I’ll also make available the Court’s legal counsel to assist you in coordinating matters and addressing any concerns of confidentiality that may arise. Sara, you’ll be available tomorrow, won’t you? You were close with Michael.”


        Fiske eyed her. How close? he wondered.


        Ramsey once again extended his hand to Fiske. “I would also appreciate being advised of funeral arrangements.”


        Ramsey then turned to Perkins. “Richard, after you speak with Justice Murphy, please come to my office.” The meaning in his tone was clear.


        After Ramsey and Perkins had left, Chandler watched as McKenna looked into Michael Fiske’s office again. “Chief Dellasandro,” Chandler said, “to be as least disruptive as possible, I’ll bring a team in tomorrow to search the office, so we only have to do it once.”


        “We appreciate that,” Dellasandro replied.


        “However, I want this door locked until I come back,” Chandler continued. “Nobody goes in, and that means you, or Mr. Perkins, or” — he looked pointedly at Agent McKenna — “anybody else.”


        McKenna glared at Chandler as Dellasandro nodded his agreement.


        Fiske looked around and caught Wright staring at Chandler. Wright abruptly closed his office door, and Fiske heard the lock turn. Smart man, he thought.


        As Fiske and Chandler were leaving the building, a voice made them stop.


        “Do you mind if I see you out?” Sara said.


        “Okay with me,” Chandler said. “John?”


        Fiske shrugged noncommittally.


        Chandler smiled as they walked along. “Why do I have the feeling we were just in the presence of the Almighty?”


        Sara smiled. “The chief has that effect on people.”


        “So you clerk for Justice Knight?” Fiske asked.


        “Going on my second year.”


        As they rounded a corner, they almost collided with Elizabeth and Jordan Knight.


        “Oh, Justice Knight, we were just talking about you,” Sara said. She made introductions all around.


        “Senator,” Chandler said, “we appreciate what you’re doing for the District. Without the special funding you just pushed through for the police department, I’d be conducting homicide investigations via bicycle.”


        “We’ve got a lot more to do, as you know. The problems were built up over a long time, and they’re going to take just as long to correct,” Knight said in a political stumping tone. He looked at Fiske and his voice softened. “I am sorry about your brother, John. I didn’t personally know him. I don’t make it up to the Court much. If I have lunch with my wife too often the media thinks I’m trying to influence her decision making. I guess they forget we share the same house and bed. But please accept my heartfelt condolences to you and your family.”


        Fiske thanked him and then added, “For what it’s worth, I voted for you.”


        “Every vote counts.” He looked over at his wife and smiled warmly. “Just like it does up here, right, Mrs. Justice? How did Brennan put it? You need five votes to do anything? God, if I only had five votes to worry about I’d be thirty pounds lighter and my hair would still be black.”


        Elizabeth Knight didn’t smile. Her eyes were as red as Sara’s, her skin paler than usual. “Sara,” she said, “I’d like to meet with you after the afternoon session tomorrow.” She cleared her throat. “And I’d like you to speak with Steven about the bench memo on Chance. I have to have it by tomorrow at the latest. If he has to work through the night, I have to have it.” Her voice was almost shrill.


        Sara looked shaken. “I’ll tell him right away, Justice Knight.”


        Knight gripped one of Sara’s hands. “Thank you.” She swallowed with difficulty. “Please also remember that the dinner for Judge Wilkinson is tomorrow night at seven o’clock at my home.”


        “It’s on my calendar,” Sara said a little reluctantly.


        Elizabeth Knight finally looked at Fiske. “Your brother was a very gifted lawyer, Mr. Fiske. I know it may sound callous discussing these details, but the business of the Court stops for no one.” She added a little wearily, “I learned that lesson a long time ago. Again, I’m very sorry.” She checked her watch. “Jordan, you’re going to be late for your meeting on the Hill. And I have some work to finish.” She looked at Fiske. “If you’ll excuse us.”


        Fiske shrugged. “Like you said, the machine stops for no one.”


        After the Knights had departed, Sara commented, “Justice Knight is tough, but fair.” She glanced quickly at Fiske. “I’m sure she didn’t mean it to sound that way.”


        “Sure she did,” Fiske said.


        Chandler stepped in. “Well, she probably had to work three times as hard as a man to get where she is. You don’t ever forget that sort of experience.”


        “That’s a very liberated mind-set,” Sara said.


        “If you knew my wife, you’d understand.”


        Sara smiled. “Ramsey and Knight are from different walks of life, although they tend to work together on many issues. He seems overly accommodating to her. Maybe he doesn’t like confrontation with women. He’s from a different generation.”


        “I don’t think gender has anything to do with it,” Fiske remarked bluntly.


        “She’s a brilliant jurist,” Sara said defensively.


        They all heard the beeping sound. Chandler reached down to his belt, held up the pager and looked at the number on its screen. “Can I use a phone?” he asked Sara.


        She led the way.


        Chandler rejoined them a minute later and shook his head wearily. “Couple of new customers for me to interview. Shotgun wounds to the heads. Lucky, lucky me.”


        “Can you take me back to the station so I can pick up my car?” Fiske asked.


        “Actually, I was heading the other way.”


        “I can drive you,” Sara said quickly. Both men looked at her. “I’m finished for the day. Not that I got much accomplished.” She looked down and smiled a little wistfully. “The ironic thing is, I know Michael wouldn’t approve. I’ve never seen anyone so dedicated, so hardworking.” She looked at Fiske keenly, as though giving added strength to her words.


        “Grab some dinner or something,” Chandler suggested. “You two might find a lot to talk about.”


        Fiske glanced around, clearly uncomfortable with this suggestion, but he finally nodded. “You ready?”


        “Give me a minute.” She shook her head wearily. “I have to tell Steven he has to work all night,” she said, and headed off.


        Chandler said, “John, find out what you can. She was close to your brother.” He added, “Unlike you.”


        “I’m not real good at spying,” Fiske said, feeling guilty about plotting like this behind Sara’s back. He had to catch himself, though; he didn’t even know the woman.


        As if he were privy to Fiske’s thoughts, Chandler said, “John, I know she’s smart and pretty, and she worked with your brother and she’s shook up about his death. But remember one thing.”


        “What’s that?”


        “Those are not reasons to trust her.” With that parting comment, Chandler walked off.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


        Jordan Knight stood in the doorway of his wife’s office and watched her. Elizabeth Knight’s head was bowed as she sat at her desk. Several books were open in front of her, but she was obviously not reading any of them.


        “Why don’t you call it a day, honey?”


        She looked up, startled. “Jordan, I thought you had left for your meeting.”


        He came over and stood next to her, massaging the back of her neck with one hand. “I canceled it. And now it’s time to go home.”


        “But I have some more work to go. We’re all behind. It’s so hard — ”


        He put a hand under her arm and helped her up. “Beth, no matter how important it is, it’s not that important. Let’s go home,” he said firmly.


        A few minutes later they were being driven in a government car to their apartment. After a relaxing shower, something to eat and a glass of wine, Elizabeth Knight finally started to feel halfway normal again as she lay on her bed. Her husband came in and sat down next to her, putting her feet on his lap and rubbing them.


        “Sometimes I think we’re too hard on our clerks. Work them too hard. Expect too much from them,” she said after a while.


        “Is that right?” Jordan Knight cupped her chin in one hand. “What, are you somehow trying to blame yourself for Michael Fiske’s death? He wasn’t working late the night he was probably killed. You told me he called in sick. His being in an alleyway in a bad part of town has nothing to do with you or the Court. Somebody, some piece of street trash, killed him. Maybe it was a robbery, or maybe he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but you had nothing to do with it.”


        “The police think it was a robbery.”


        “I’m sure it’s early on in the investigation, but it’ll be given the highest priority.”


        “One of the clerks today asked if Michael’s death might be connected to the Court somehow.”


        Jordan Knight considered this for a moment. “Look, I suppose it’s possible, but I can’t see how.” He suddenly looked worried. “If it is, though, I’m going to make sure you have added protection. I’ll make a call tomorrow and you’ll have your own Secret Service or FBI agent, round the clock.”


        “Jordan, you don’t have to do that.”


        “What, make sure that some nut doesn’t take you away from me? I think about that a lot, Beth. Some of the Court’s decisions are very unpopular. You all get death threats from time to time. You can’t ignore that.”


        “I don’t. I just try not to think about it.”


        “Fine, but don’t get upset if I do.”


        She smiled, touched his face. “You take much too good care of me, you know.”


        He smiled. “When you have something precious, that’s the only way to go.”


        They tenderly kissed and then Jordan pulled the covers up over her, turned out the light and left to finish up some work in his study. Elizabeth Knight didn’t go to sleep right away. She stared into the darkness, a series of emotions hitting her. Right when they all threatened to overwhelm her, she thankfully drifted off.


        *    *    *


        “I can’t imagine what you’re going through, John. I know how badly I’m feeling, and I’d only known Michael for a relatively short time.”


        They were in Sara’s car and had just crossed over the Potomac River and into Virginia. Fiske wondered if she was trying to impress upon him that she had little information to provide.


        “So how long did you two work together?”


        “A year. Michael talked me into coming back for a second year.”


        “Ramsey said you and Michael were close. How close?”


        She looked sharply at him. “What are you implying?”


        “I just want to gather facts about my brother. I want to know who his friends were. If he was seeing anyone.” He glanced over at her to gauge her reaction. If she had one, she wasn’t showing it.


        “You only lived two hours away and you know nothing about his life?”


        “Is that your opinion or someone else’s?”


        “I can actually make observations all by myself.”


        “Well, that’s a two-way street.”


        “The observations, or the two-hour drive?”


        “Both.”


        They pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant in northern Virginia. They went inside, got a table and ordered their drinks and food. A minute later, Fiske took a swallow of his Corona; Sara sipped on a margarita.


        Fiske wiped his mouth. “So, do you come from a family of lawyers? We tend to run in packs.”


        She smiled and shook her head. “I’m from a farm in North Carolina. Single-stoplight town. But my father had a connection to law.”


        Fiske looked mildly interested. “What was that?”


        “He was the justice of the peace for the area. Officially, his courtroom was a little space in the back of the jail. More often he’d hear cases while sitting on his John Deere tractor in the middle of the field.”


        “Is that what got you interested in law?”


        She nodded. “My dad looked more like a judge sitting on dusty farm equipment than some others I’ve seen in the fanciest courts.”


        “Including the one you’re in now?”


        Sara blinked and suddenly looked away. Fiske felt guilty for having made the comment. “I bet your dad was a good JP. Common sense, fair in his decisions. Man of the soil.”


        She glanced at him to see if he was being sarcastic, but Fiske’s look was genuine. “That’s exactly what he was. He mostly dealt with poachers and traffic tickets, but I don’t think anyone walked away feeling they had been treated unfairly.”


        “You see him often?”


        “He died six years ago.”


        “I’m sorry. Is your mom still around?”


        “She died before Dad. Rural life can be rough.”


        “Sisters or brothers?”


        She shook her head and seemed relieved to see their food arrive.


        “It just occurred to me that I haven’t eaten today,” Fiske said as he took a large bite of his tortilla.


        “I do that a lot. I think I had an apple this morning.”


        “Not good.” His gaze swept over her. “You don’t have a lot of excess on you.”


        She looked him over. Despite his broad shoulders and full cheeks, he almost looked gaunt, his shirt collar loose against his neck, his waist a little too small for his size. “Neither do you.”


        Twenty minutes later Fiske pushed away his empty plate and sat back. “I know you’re busy, so I won’t waste your time. My brother and I didn’t see a lot of each other. There’s an information void I need to fill if I’m going to find out who did this.”


        “I thought that was Detective Chandler’s job.”


        “Unofficially, it’s mine.”


        “Your cop background?” Sara asked. Fiske arched his eyebrows. “Michael told me a lot about you.”


        “Is that right?”


        “Yes, that’s right. He was very proud of you. From cop to criminal defense attorney. Michael and I had some interesting discussions about that.”


        “Look, it bothers me that someone I don’t know has been having discussions about my life.”


        “There’s no reason to get upset. We just thought it was an interesting career change.”


        Fiske shrugged. “When I was a cop I spent all my time getting criminals off the streets. Now I make my living defending them. To tell you the truth, I was starting to feel sorry for them.”


        “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a cop admit that.”


        “Really? How many cops have you dealt with?”


        “I have a heavy foot. I get lots of traffic tickets.” She smiled teasingly. “Seriously, why did you make the switch?”


        He absently played with his knife for a moment. “I busted a guy who was carrying a brick of coke. He was a mule for some drug runners, a real minor role; just transport the stuff from point A to point B. I had other probable cause to do a stop and search. I turn up the brick and then the guy, with the vocabulary of a first-grader, tells me he thought it was a hunk of cheese.” Fiske looked directly as her. “Can you believe that? He would’ve been better off claiming he didn’t know how it got in there. Then his attorney could’ve at least had a shot at raising reasonable doubt on the possession charge. Trying to sell a jury on the fact that somebody who looks, acts and talks like a slimeball really thought ten thousand bucks worth of misery for their kids was a chuck of Swiss, well, you got problems.” He shook his head. “You put ten of these guys in jail, there’s a hundred more just waiting to take their place. They’ve got nowhere else to go. If they had, they would. The thing is, you don’t give people hope, they don’t care what they do to themselves or each other.”


        Sara smiled. “What’s so funny?” he asked.


        “You sound a lot like your brother.”


        Fiske paused and rubbed his hand across a water ring on the table. “You spent a lot of time with Mike?”


        “Yes, quite a lot.”


        “Socially too?”


        “We had drinks, dinner, outings.” She took a sip of her drink and smiled. “I’ve never been deposed before.”


        “Depositions can actually be quite painful.”


        “Really?”


        “Yes, like this for instance: Something tells me Mike’s death didn’t seem to surprise you all that much. Is that true?”


        Sara instantly dropped her casual manner. “No. I was horrified.”


        “Horrified, yes. But surprised?”


        The waitress stopped by and asked if they would like some dessert or coffee. Fiske asked for the bill.


        Then they were back in the car and heading toward the District. A light rain had begun to fall. October was a quirky month, weatherwise, for the area. It could be hot, cold or mild during any given stretch. Right now it was very hot and humid outside, and Sara had the AC on high.


        Fiske looked at her expectantly. She caught his gaze, took a troubled breath and started speaking slowly.


        “Recently, Michael did seem nervous, distracted.”


        “Was that unusual?”


        “For the last six weeks we’ve been cranking out bench memos. Everybody’s short-fused, but Michael thrived under those conditions.”


        “You think it was related to something at the Court?”


        “Michael didn’t have much of a life outside the Court.”


        “Other than you?”


        She glanced at him sharply but said nothing.


        “Any big controversial cases pending?” he asked.


        “Every case is big and controversial.”


        “But he never mentioned specifics to you?”


        Sara stared ahead but again chose not to answer.


        “Whatever you can tell me will help, Sara.”


        She slowed the car slightly. “Your brother was funny. Do you know that he would go down to the clerks’mail room at the crack of dawn to get an early jump on any interesting cases?”


        “I’m not surprised. He never did things halfway. How are the appeals normally processed?”


        “The clerks’ mail room is where the filings are opened and processed. Each filing goes to a case analyst to make sure that it complies with the requirements of the rules of the Court, and so forth. If it’s handwritten, like a lot of the in forma pauperis appeals are, they even make sure the handwriting is legible. Then the information goes into a database under the last name of the party filing the appeal. Lastly, the filing is copied and sent to all the justices’ chambers.”


        “Mike once told me how many appeals the Court gets. The justices can’t possibly read all of them.”


        “They don’t. The petitions are divided up among the justices’ chambers, and the clerks are assigned to do certorari pool memos on them. For example, we might get in a hundred or so appeals in a week’s time. There are nine justices, so each chamber gets roughly a dozen appeals. Of the dozen appeals sent to Justice Knight’s chambers, I might write a memo on three. That memo is circulated to all the chambers. Then the other justices’ clerks look over my memo and make a recommendation to their justice on whether the Court should grant cert or not.”


        “You clerks have a lot of power.”


        “In some areas, but not really with the opinions. A clerk’s draft of an opinion is mostly a recap of the facts of the case and then stringing together cites. The justices just use the clerks to get the grunt work done, the paper pulp. We have the greatest impact in the screening of the appeals.”


        Fiske looked thoughtful. “So a justice may not even see the actual documents filed with the Court before deciding whether to hear the case or not? He’d just read the pool memo and the clerk’s recommendation.”


        “Maybe not even the memo, perhaps just the clerk’s recommendation. The justices hold discussion conferences usually twice a week. That’s when all the petitions screened by the clerks are discussed and voted upon to see if there are at least four votes, the minimum you need, to hear the case.”


        “So the first person to actually see an appeal filed with the Court would be someone in the clerks’mail room?”


        “That’s normally the case.”


        “What do you mean, ‘normally’?”


        “I mean there’s no guarantee that things will always be done by the rules.”


        Fiske thought about this for a moment. “Are you suggesting that my brother might have taken an appeal before the clerks’mail room could process it?”


        Sara let out a muffled groan but quickly composed herself. “I can only tell you this in confidence, John.”


        He shook his head. “I’m not going to promise you something I can’t deliver.”


        Sara sighed and in concise sentences told Fiske about finding the papers in his brother’s briefcase. “I didn’t really mean to snoop. But he had been acting strangely, and I was worried about him. I ran into him one morning coming from the clerks’mail room. He looked really distraught. I think he had just taken the appeal I found in his briefcase.”


        “The filing you saw, was it the original or a copy?”


        “Original. One of the pages was handwritten, the other typewritten.”


        “Are originals normally circulated?”


        “No. Only copies. And the copied files certainly don’t have the original envelope the filing came in.”


        “I remember Mike telling me that clerks sometimes take home files, even originals sometimes.”


        “That’s true.”


        “So maybe that was the case here.”


        She shook her head. “It wasn’t set up like a normal case file. There was no return address on the envelope, and the typewritten page had no signature at the bottom. The handwritten page made me think it was an in forma pauperis petition, but there was no motion or affidavit of indigency that I could see.”


        “Did you see any name on the papers, anything that could identify who was involved?”


        “I did. That’s why I knew Michael had taken a filing.”


        “How?”


        “I managed to glance at the first sentence of the typewritten page. The person identified as the party filing the appeal was named there. As soon as I left Michael’s office I checked the Court’s filing database. There was no one by that name listed.”


        “What was the name?”


        “The last name was Harms.”


        “First name?”


        “I didn’t see it.”


        “Do you remember anything else?”


        “No.”


        Fiske eased back in his seat. “The thing is, if Mike took the appeal, he had to be sure that no one would call up about the disappearance of the file. Like the attorney who filed it, if an attorney did.”


        “Well, the envelope had a return receipt requested label. The sending party would’ve gotten notice that it was delivered to the Court.”


        “Okay. And why one handwritten page and one typewritten page?”


        “Two different people. Maybe the person didn’t want to be recognized, but still wanted to help Harms.”


        “From all the appeals the Court gets, Mike takes this one. Why?”


        She glanced at him nervously. “Oh God, if it turns out that this had anything to do with Michael’s death. I never thought …” She suddenly looked as though she would burst into tears.


        “I’m not going to tell anyone about this. For now. You took a risk for Mike. I appreciate that.” There was a lengthy silence until Fiske said, “It’s getting late.”


        As they drove along, Fiske finally said, “We’ve been able to ascertain that Mike put eight hundred or so miles on his car in the last couple of days. Any idea where he might have gone?”


        “No. I don’t think he liked driving. He rode his bike to work.”


        “How was he perceived by the other clerks?”


        “Highly respected. He was incredibly motivated. I guess all Supreme Court clerks are, but Michael seemed incapable of turning it off. I consider myself a hard worker too, but I think a balance in life is good.”


        “Mike was always that way,” Fiske said a little wearily. “He started at perfection and moved up from there.”


        “Must run in the family. Michael told me that, growing up, you worked two and three jobs almost all the time.”


        “I like to have spending money.”


        The money had not remained long in Fiske’s pocket. It had gone to his father, who had never earned more than fifteen lousy grand a year in over forty years of working his ass off. Now it went to his mother and her massive health bills.


        “You also went to college while working as a cop.”


        Fiske impatiently tapped his fingers against the car window. “Good old Virginia Commonwealth University, the Stanford of the next century.”


        “And you read for the law.” Fiske looked at her angrily. “Please don’t get upset, John. I’m just curious.”


        Fiske sighed. “I apprenticed to a Richmond criminal defense attorney. Learned a lot. Got my certificate and passed the bar.” He added dryly, “It’s the only way to become a lawyer if you’re too dumb to score high enough on the LSATs.”


        “You’re not dumb.”


        “Thanks, but how would you know?”


        “We watched you do a trial.”


        He turned to look at her. “Excuse me?”


        “Over the summer, Michael and I came down to Richmond and watched you do a trial in circuit court.” She was not going to mention her second trip to watch him in court. “Why didn’t you let me know you were there?”


        Sara shrugged. “Michael thought you’d be upset.”


        “Why would I be upset at seeing my brother?”


        “Why are you asking me? He was your brother.” When Fiske said nothing, Sara continued, “I was really impressed. I think you might have motivated me to become a criminal defense lawyer someday. At least for a while, try it out, see what it’s really like.”


        “Oh, you think you’d like to do that?”


        “Why not? The law can still be a noble calling. Defending the rights of others. The poor. I’d love to hear about some of your cases.”


        “Would you really?”


        “Absolutely,” she said enthusiastically.


        He settled down, pretended to think hard. “Let’s see, there was Ronald James. That was his real name, but he preferred to be called Backdoor Daddy. That referred to his sexual position of choice with the six women he brutally raped. I plea-bargained that one, even though all six women identified him from a police lineup. I had some leverage, though. Four of the women couldn’t face Backdoor in court. That’s what terror will do for you. Or to you. The fifth victim had a few nasties in her past that maybe we could’ve used to attack her credibility. The last woman wanted nothing less than to crucify him. But one good witness isn’t the same as a half dozen. Bottom line: The prosecutor got cold feet and Backdoor got twenty years with a shot at parole.


        “Then there was Jenny, a nice kid who put a cleaver into her grandmother’s skull because, as she tearfully explained to me, the old, dumb bitch wouldn’t let her go to the mall with her friends. Jenny’s mother, the daughter of the woman little Jenny butchered, is paying my legal bill in installments of two bucks a month.”


        “I think I get the point,” Sara said tersely.


        “Now, I don’t want to disillusion you. The guy I just got off for burglary paid my bill in full, probably with the cash he got from fencing the property he stole. I’ve learned not to ask. So my rent’s paid for the month, and I haven’t had to pull a gun on one of my clients in a long time. And tomorrow’s always a new day.” Fiske leaned back. “Go get ’em, Ms. Evans.”


        “You really enjoy shocking people, don’t you?”


        “You asked.”


        “So why the hell do you do it, then?”


        “Someone has to.”


        “That wasn’t exactly the answer I was expecting, but let’s just drop it,” she said harshly. “Thanks for bursting my balloon, though, I really appreciate it.”


        “If I burst your little balloon, you should thank me,” he said angrily. Then he added more calmly, “Look, Sara, I’m no white knight. Most of my clients are guilty. I know that, they know that, everybody knows that. Ninety percent of my cases are plea-bargained for that very reason. If somebody actually came to me proclaiming their innocence, I’d probably die of a heart attack. I’m not a defender of anybody, I’m a negotiator of sentencing. My job is to make sure that the prison time is fair relative to what everybody else gets. On the rare occasion I do go to trial, the trick there is to blow enough smoke around that a jury just loses the energy to figure it all out and gives up. Like they really want to sit around debating the fate of somebody they don’t even know, and could give a shit about.”


        “Gee, whatever happened to the truth?”


        “Sometimes the truth is a lawyer’s biggest enemy. You can’t spin it. Nine times out of ten, with the truth I lose. Now, I’m not paid to lose, but I try to be fair. So we all do our little shuffle during the day, the tuna nets go out at night and catch a batch of fresh meat, and we all come back and do the dance again. And on and on it goes.”


        “Your version of real life?” she asked.


        “Don’t worry, you’re never going to see it. You’ll be teaching at Harvard, or working at some gold-plated New York law firm. If I’m ever up there, I’ll be sure to wave to you from the Dumpster.”


        “Can you please stop?” Sara exclaimed.


        They drove on in silence until something occurred to Fiske.


        “If you had already seen me at the trial, why did you make a show of not knowing who I was back at the Court when Perkins introduced us?”


        Sara took a short breath. “I don’t know. I guess because in front of Perkins, I couldn’t think of a clever way to tell you how I had already seen you.”


        “Why did it have to be clever?”


        “You know what they say about first impressions.” She shook her head at the thought now. Christ!


        As Fiske watched her, the last of his hostility faded. “Don’t let my cynical ass dampen your enthusiasm, Sara.” He added quietly, “Nobody has that right. I’m sorry.”


        Sara looked over at him. “I think you care more than you let on.” She hesitated for a moment, debating whether to tell him or not. “You know a little boy named Enis, don’t you?” Fiske stared over at her. “I saw you talking to him.”


        It finally hit Fiske. “The bar. I knew I had seen you before. What were you doing, following me?”


        “Yes.”


        Her frankness caught Fiske off guard. “Why?” he asked quietly.


        She spoke slowly. “That’s a little difficult to explain. I don’t think I’m up to it right now. I wasn’t spying on you. I could see how difficult it was for you, talking to Enis and his family.”


        “Best thing that ever happened to them. Next time the old man might have killed them.”


        “Still, to lose your father like that…”


        “He wasn’t Enis’s father.”


        “I’m sorry, I thought he was.”


        “Oh, Enis is his son. But that doesn’t make somebody your father. Fathers don’t do what that guy did to his family.”


        “What’ll happen to them?”


        Fiske shrugged. “I give Lucas two more years before they find him in some alley with a dozen holes in him. The really sad thing is, he knows it too.”


        “Maybe he’ll surprise you.”


        “Yeah. Maybe.”


        “And Enis?”


        “I don’t know about Enis. And I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”


        They remained silent until they pulled up in front of the Homicide building.


        “I’m parked right in front.”


        Sara looked at him in surprise. “Pretty lucky. In the two years I’ve lived in this city, I don’t think I’ve ever found an empty parking space on the street.”


        Fiske stared at one spot. “I could’ve sworn I parked right here.”


        Sara looked out the window. “You mean right next to that tow-away zone sign?”


        Fiske jumped out of the car just as the rain picked up, and looked at the sign and then at the space where his car used to be. He climbed back in her car, leaned back against the seat and closed his eyes. Water droplets clung to his face and hair. “I really can’t believe this day.”


        “They have a number you can call to get your car back.” Sara picked up the cell phone and punched in the numbers as she read them off the street sign. The phone rang ten times, but no one answered. She hung up. “It doesn’t look like you’re going to get your car back tonight.”


        “I can’t go to sleep until my dad knows.”


        “Oh.” She thought for a moment. “Well, I’ll drive you.”


        Fiske looked outside at the pouring rain. “You sure?”


        She put the car in gear. “Let’s go find your dad.”


        “Can we make one stop first?”


        “Sure, just tell me where.”


        “My brother’s apartment.”


        “John, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


        “I think it’s a great idea.”


        “We can’t get in.”


        “I’ve got a key,” said Fiske. She looked puzzled. “I helped move him in when he started working at the Court.”


        “Won’t the police have it taped off or anything?”


        “Chandler said he was going to go over it tomorrow.” He looked at her. “Don’t worry, you’re staying in the car. If anything happens, just take off.”


        “And if maybe the person who killed Michael is there?”


        “You got a tire iron in the trunk?”


        “Yes.”


        “Then it’s my lucky day.”


        Sara took a shallow breath. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”


        Me too, Fiske thought.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


        When they reached Michael Fiske’s apartment, Sara pulled into a parking space around the corner. “Pop the trunk,” Fiske said, before getting out.


        She could hear him rummaging through the compartment for a moment. She was startled for an instant when he appeared at her window. She quickly rolled it down.


        “Keep the car doors locked, the engine running and your eyes open, okay?” he said.


        She nodded, noting the tire iron in one hand and a flashlight in his other.


        “If you get nervous or anything, just leave. I’m a big boy. I’ll get to Richmond okay.”


        She shook her head stubbornly. “I’ll be right here.”


        As she watched him head around the corner, a thought occurred to her. She waited a minute or so to allow him time to get into the building, then she pulled around the corner, back onto Michael’s street and parked across from the row house. She picked up her cell phone and held it ready. If she spotted anything remotely suspicious, she was going to call the apartment and warn Fiske. A good emergency plan, but one she hoped she wouldn’t have to use.


        *    *    *


        Fiske closed the door behind him, clicked on the flashlight and looked around. He saw no obvious signs that anyone had searched the place.


        He entered the small kitchen, which was separated from the living room by a waist-high bar. He looked for and found a couple of plastic baggies in one of the kitchen drawers and covered his hands with them, so as not to leave any prints. There was a small door leading to the pantry, but Fiske didn’t bother with it. His brother wasn’t the type to have neatly arranged rows of canned corn and peas. It was no doubt empty.


        He went through the living room, checked the small coat closet, but there was nothing in any of the coat pockets. Next he headed to the single bedroom at the rear of the apartment. The floors were worn tongue-in-groove and the creaks followed him with each step. He pushed open the door and looked in. Bed was unmade, clothes here and there. He checked the pockets — nothing. There was a small desk in the corner. He searched it carefully but came up empty. Hidden behind the desk he saw a power cord plugged into the wall and frowned as he held up the other end. He looked next to the desk but didn’t see what he had expected to see there: the laptop computer the cord should have been attached to. And his brother’s briefcase; Fiske had actually bought it for Mike upon his graduation from law school. He made a mental note to ask Sara about both the briefcase and the laptop.


        Finished with the bedroom, he moved back down the hallway and toward the kitchen. He stopped for a moment, listening intently. As he did so, he tightly gripped the tire iron.


        With a sudden lunge he jerked open the pantry door, the tire iron raised, the light shining directly into the small space.


        The man burst out and hit Fiske right in the stomach with his shoulder. Fiske grunted, the flashlight flew away, but he held his ground and managed to clip the man across the neck with the tire iron. He heard a pained cry; but the man recovered more quickly than Fiske had anticipated, lifted him off the floor and threw him over the bar. Fiske landed hard and felt his shoulder go numb. Even so, he managed to twist sideways and kick the legs out from under the guy as he hurtled past, going for the door. He swung with the tire iron again, but in the darkness missed and it hit the floor instead. A fist connected with his jaw. Fiske swung out and hit solid flesh as well.


        The guy was on his feet and through the door in a few seconds. Fiske finally lurched up and raced to the door, holding his shoulder. He heard feet clattering down the steps. He hustled after the man and heard the front door to the building crash open. Ten seconds later Fiske was out on the street. He looked right and left. A horn blew.


        Sara rolled down her window and pointed to the right. Fiske sprinted hard through the rain in that direction and turned the corner. Sara put the car in gear, but had to wait for two cars to pass, and then she spun rubber after him. She turned the corner, raced down the next block but didn’t see anyone. She backed the car up and turned down another side street, and then another, growing more and more frantic. She let out a shriek of relief when she saw Fiske in the middle of the street, sucking in air.


        She jumped out of the car and ran over to him.


        “John, thank God you’re okay.”


        Fiske was furious that the man had gotten away. He stomped around in tight circles. “Dammit! Shit!”


        “What the hell was that all about?”


        Fiske calmed down. “Bad guys one, good guys zip.”


        Sara put an arm around his waist and walked him over to the car. She eased him into it. Then she climbed in the driver’s side and they started off. “You need to see a doctor.”


        “No! It’s just a stinger. Did you see the guy?”


        Sara shook her head. “Not really. He came out so fast, I thought it was you.”


        “My size? Distinguishing clothing? White, black?”


        Sara thought hard for a moment, trying to visualize what she had seen. “I don’t know about his age. He was close to your size. He had on dark clothing and a mask, I think.” She sighed. “It happened so fast. Where was he?”


        “In the pantry. I didn’t hear him on my first pass through, but I heard the floor squeak on my way back out.” He rubbed his shoulder. “And now comes the hard part.” He picked up her cell phone and pulled a business card from his wallet. “Telling Chandler what just happened.”


        Fiske paged Chandler and the detective called back a few minutes later. When Fiske told him what he had done, he had to hold the phone away from his ear.


        “Slightly upset?” Sara asked.


        “Yeah, like Mount Saint Helens slightly erupted.” Fiske brought the receiver back to his ear. “Look, Buford — ”


        “What the hell were you thinking, doing something that stupid?” yelled Chandler. “You were a cop.”


        “That’s how I was thinking. Like I was still a cop.”


        “Well, you’re not a damn cop anymore.”


        “Do you want the description of the guy or not?”


        “I’m not finished with you yet.”


        “I know, but there’s plenty of me to go around.”


        “Give me the damn description,” Chandler said.


        After Fiske finished, Chandler said, “I’ll get a squad car over there right now to secure it, and I’ll request a tech team ASAP to go over the place.”


        “My brother’s briefcase wasn’t at his apartment. Was it in his car?”


        “No, I told you we found no personal items.”


        Fiske looked at Sara. “Is the briefcase in his office? I don’t remember seeing it. Or his laptop computer.”


        She shook her head. “I don’t remember seeing the briefcase. And he usually didn’t bring his laptop to work, since we all have desktops.”


        Fiske spoke back into the phone. “Looks like his briefcase is missing. And so is his computer; I found the power cord to it.”


        “Did the guy maybe have either of the items on him?”


        “He was empty-handed. I know. He clocked me good with one of those empty hands.”


        “Okay, so we got a missing briefcase, missing laptop and a dumb-as-shit ex-police officer who I’ve got half a mind to arrest right this instant.”


        “Come on, you guys already towed my car.”


        “Put Ms. Evans on the line.”


        “Why?”


        “Just do it.”


        Fiske handed the phone over to a perplexed Sara.


        “Yes, Detective Chandler?” she said, nervously twirling a strand of her hair.


        “Ms. Evans,” he began politely, “I thought you were simply going to drive Mr. Fiske to his car and maybe get a little dinner, not engage in filming a James Bond movie.”


        “But you see, his car was towed and — ”


        Chandler’s tone quickly changed. “I don’t appreciate you two making my job even more difficult. Where are you?”


        “About a mile from Michael’s apartment.”


        “And where are you headed?”


        “To Richmond. To tell John’s father about Michael.”


        “Okay, then you drive him to Richmond, Ms. Evans. Don’t let him out of your sight. If he wants to play Sherlock Holmes again, you call me, and I will come directly over and shoot him myself. Do I make myself clear?”


        “Yes, Detective Chandler. Absolutely.”


        “And I expect to see both of you back in D.C. tomorrow. Is that also understood?”


        “Yes, we’ll be back.”


        “Good, Tonto, now put the Lone Ranger back on.”


        Fiske took back the phone. “Look, I know it was stupid, but I was only trying to help.”


        “Do me a favor, don’t try to help anymore unless I’m with you. Okay?”


        “Okay.”


        “John, any number of things could’ve happened tonight, most of them bad. Not only to you, but to Ms. Evans.”


        Fiske rubbed his shoulder and glanced over at the woman. “I know,” he said quietly.


        “Give my condolences to your father.”


        Fiske put down the phone.


        “Can we go to Richmond now?” Sara asked.


        “Yes, we can go to Richmond now.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


        In his friend’s pickup truck, Josh Harms drove along the deserted country road. The dense forest bracketing the narrow lanes gave him a certain comfort. Isolation, a buffer between himself and those who would hassle him, had been Josh’s one constant goal in life. As a carpenter of considerable skill, he worked alone. When he was not working, he was either hunting or fishing, again alone. He did not desire the conversation of others, and he very rarely offered any of his own. All of that had changed now. The responsibility he had just acquired had not yet fully sunk in, but he knew it was considerable. And he also knew his decision had been the right one.


        The truck had a camper and his brother was back there supposedly resting, although Josh had doubts as to whether the man could really be sleeping. The back of the camper was also filled with a month’s worth of food and bottled water, two deer rifles and a semiautomatic pistol in addition to the one he had tucked in his belt. That arsenal was insignificant compared to what would soon be coming after them, but he had faced long odds before and survived.


        He lit a cigarette and blew the smoke cleanly out the window. They were already two hundred miles from Roanoke and he was putting as much distance between it and them as he could. The escape would have been discovered by now, he knew. The roadblocks would be set up, but not out this far, he figured. They had gotten a head start, but that gap would quickly close. The boys in green had a big advantage in manpower and equipment. But Josh had fished and hunted around the area for the last twenty years. He knew all the abandoned cabins, all the hidden valleys, the smallest opening in otherwise solid forest. His survival skills had been honed as much from scraping for an existence in America as from dodging death halfway around the world in Vietnam.


        Even with his outright distrust of all authority, he didn’t break the law lightly. He had never figured his little brother for some crazed killer. Rufus never should have joined the Army, wasn’t cut out for it. Ironically, Josh had been the decorated war hero, and he had been drafted. His brother had volunteered and had spent his career in the stockade. Josh hadn’t been too thrilled about taking up a rifle for a country that had largely failed him and anyone his color. But once in the service he had fought with great distinction. He had done it for himself and the men in his company, and for no other reason. He had no other motivation to fight and kill men with whom he had no personal quarrel.


        Josh slowed the truck and turned down a dirt road that led deeper into the woods. Rufus had filled him in on some of the details of what had happened twenty-five years ago, what those men had done to him. Josh felt his face grow hot as he now recalled an incident he had kept buried. It was principally what drove the anger, the hatred in him. What their little town in Alabama had done to the Harms family after the news of Rufus’s crime. He had tried to protect his mother then, but had failed. Let me meet up with the men who did this to my brother. You hear that one, God? You listening?


        His plan was to hide out for a while and then hit the road again when the pressure died down. Maybe try to get to Mexico and disappear. Josh wasn’t leaving all that much behind. A disintegrated family, a carpentry business that was always on the wrong side of profitability despite his skill. He guessed Rufus was all the family he had left. And he was certainly all Rufus ever would have. They had been cut off from each other for a quarter century. Now, in middle age, they had a chance to be closer than brothers normally were at this time in their lives. If Josh and Rufus could survive. He tossed out the cigarette and kept on driving.


        In the back of the camper, Rufus was, indeed, not asleep. He lay on his back, a black tarp partially over him — Josh’s doing, the tarp designed to blend in with the dark truck bed liner under him. Stacked around him were boxes of food, secured by bungie cords — also Josh’s doing, a wall to prevent anyone from seeing in. He tried to stretch out a little, relax. The motion of the truck was unsettling. He had not been in a civilian automobile since Richard Nixon had been president. Could that really be? How many presidents ago was that? The Army had always transported him between prisons via helicopters, apparently unwilling to let him get this close to the road, to freedom. When you escape from a chopper, there wasn’t much place to go except down.


        Rufus tried to peek between cardboard, out at the passing night. Too dark now. Freedom. He often wondered what it would feel like. He still did not know. He was too scared. People, lots of them, looking for him. Wanting to kill him. And now his brother. His fingers gripped the unfamiliar texture of the hospital Bible. The one his mother had given him was back in the cell. He had kept it beside him all these years, turned again and again to the scriptures as sustenance against all that was his existence. He felt empty of brain and heart without it. Too late now. He felt his heart start to accelerate. He figured that was bad — too much strain on it. From memory he recited comforting words from the Bible’s bounty. How many nights had he mumbled the Proverbs, all thirty-one chapters, the one hundred and fifty Psalms, each one telling and forceful, each one with particular meaning, insight into elements of his existence.


        When he finished his “readings,” he half rose and slid open the window of the camper. From this angle he could see his brother’s face in the reflection of the rearview mirror.


        “I thought you were sleeping,” Josh said.


        “Can’t.”


        “How’s your heart feel?”


        “My heart ain’t troubling me none. If I die, it ain’t gonna be because of my heart.”


        “Not unless it’s a bullet ripping through it.”


        “Where we headed?”


        “A little place in the middle of nowhere. I figure we stay there a bit, let things die down, and then we head out again when it’s dark. They probably think we’re shooting south, going for the Mexican border, so we’re going north to Pennsylvania, at least for now.”


        “Sounds good.”


        “Hey, you said Rayfield and that other sonofabitch — ”


        “Tremaine. Old Vic.”


        “Yeah, you said they’ve been watching over you all this time. After all those years went by, how come they were still hanging in there? Didn’t they figure if you remembered what happened you would’ve said something before now? Like maybe at your trial?”


        “Been thinking about that. They maybe thought I couldn’t remember nothing then, but maybe I might one day. Not that I could prove nothing, but just me saying stuff might get them in trouble or at least get people looking around. Easiest thing was to kill me. Believe me, they tried that, but it didn’t work. Maybe they thought I was messing with ’em, playing dumb and hoping they’d give up the guard, and then I start talking. With them at the prison, they pretty much had me under their thumb. Read my mail, checked out people coming to see me. Anything look funny, then they just take me out. Probably felt better about doing it like that. After so many years, though, they got a little lazy, I guess. Let Samuel and that fellow from the Court come see me.”


        “I figured that. But I still got that letter from the Army in to you. I didn’t know all this shit was going on, but I didn’t want them having a look-see at it either.”


        The two stayed quiet for a while. Josh was naturally reserved and Rufus wasn’t used to having anyone to talk to. The silence was both liberating and oppressive to him. He had a lot he wanted to say. During Josh’s thirty-minute visits at the prison each month, he would talk and his brother would mostly listen, as though he sensed the accumulation of words, of thoughts in Rufus’s head.


        “I don’t think I ever asked you:You been back home?”


        Josh shifted in his seat. “Home? What home?”


        Rufus started slightly. “Where we was born, Josh!”


        “Why the hell would I want to go back to that place?”


        “Momma’s grave is there, ain’t it?” Rufus said quietly.


        Josh considered this for a moment and then nodded. “Yeah, it’s there, all right. She owned the dirt, she had the burial insurance. They couldn’t not bury her there, although they sure as hell tried.”


        “Is it a nice grave? Who’s keeping it up?”


        “Look, Rufus, Momma’s dead, okay? Long time now. Ain’t no way in hell she’s knowing nothing about how her grave looks. And I ain’t going all the way down to damn Alabama to brush some leaves off the damn ground, not after what happened down there. Not after what that town done to the Harms family. I hope they all burn in hell for it, every last damn one of ’em. If there is a God, and I got me some big-ass doubts on that, then that’s what the Big Man should do. If you want to worry about the dead, you go right ahead. I’m gonna stick to what counts: keeping you and me alive.”


        Rufus continued to watch his brother. There is a God, he wanted to tell him. That same God had kept Rufus going all these years when he had wanted to just curl up and sink into oblivion. And one should respect the dead and their final resting place. If he lived through this, Rufus would go see to his mother’s grave. They would meet up again. For all eternity.


        “I talk to God every day.”


        Josh grunted. “That’s real good. I’m glad He’s keeping company with somebody.”


        They fell silent until Josh said, “Hey, what was the name of that fella come visit you?”


        “Samuel Rider?”


        “No, no, the young fella.”


        Harms thought for a moment. “Michael somebody.”


        “From the Supreme Court, you said?” Rufus nodded. “Well, they killed him. Michael Fiske. Anyway, I guess they killed him. Saw it on the TV right before I came to get you.”


        Rufus looked down. “Damn. I figured that would happen.”


        “Stupid thing he did, coming to the prison like that.”


        “He was just trying to help me. Damn,” Rufus said again, and then fell silent as the truck rolled on.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


        With Fiske directing her, Sara drove to his father’s neighborhood on the outskirts of Richmond and pulled into the gravel driveway. The grass was brown in spots after another heat- and humidity-filled Richmond summer, but fronting the house there were carefully tended flower beds that had benefited from consistent watering.


        “You grew up in this house?”


        “Only house my parents have ever owned.” Fiske looked around, shaking his head. “I don’t see his car.”


        “Maybe it’s in the garage.”


        “There’s no room. He was a mechanic for forty years, and accumulated a lot of junk. He parks in the driveway.” He looked at his watch. “Where the hell is he?” He got out of the car. Sara did as well.


        He looked at her over the roof of the car. “You can stay here if you want.”


        “I’ll come in with you,” she said quickly.


        Fiske unlocked the front door and they went in. He turned on a light, and they moved through the small living room and into the adjacent dining room, where Sara stared at a collection of photos on the dining room table. There was one of Fiske in his football uniform; a little blood on the face, grass stains on the knees, sweaty. Very sexy. She caught herself and looked away, suddenly feeling guilty.


        She looked at some of the other pictures. “You two played a lot of sports.”


        “Mike was the natural athlete of the family. Every record I set, he broke. Easily.”


        “Quite the jock family.”


        “He was also valedictorian of his class, a GPA on the north side of four-point-oh, and a near-perfect score on the SATs and LSATs.”


        “You sound like the proud big brother.”


        “A lot of people were proud of him,” Fiske said.


        “And you?”


        He looked at her steadily. “I was proud of him for some things, and not proud of him for others. Okay?”


        Sara picked up a photo. “Your parents?”


        Fiske stood beside her. “Their thirtieth anniversary. Before Mom got sick.”


        “They look happy.”


        “They were happy,” he said quickly. He was growing very uncomfortable with her seeing these items from his past. “Wait here.” Fiske went to the back room, which had once been the brothers’shared bedroom and now had been turned into a small den. He checked the answering machine. His father had not listened to his messages. He was about to leave the room when he saw the baseball glove on the shelf. He picked it up. It was his brother’s, the pocket ribbing torn, but the leather well oiled — by his father, obviously. Mike was a lefty, but the family had no money to buy a special glove for him, so Mike had learned to field the ball, pull off his glove and throw. He had gotten so good that he could do it all faster than a righty could. Fiske recalled that blur of efficiency, no obstacle his brother couldn’t overcome. He put the glove down and rejoined Sara.


        “He hasn’t listened to my phone messages.”


        “Any idea where he could’ve gone?”


        Fiske thought a moment and then snapped his fingers. “Pop usually tells Ms. German.”


        While he was gone, Sara looked around the room some more. She eyed a small framed letter, set on a wooden pedestal. Wrapped around it was a medal. She picked up the frame and read the letter. The medal was for valor, awarded to Patrolman John Fiske, and the letter commemorated the event. She looked at the date it had been given. Quickly calculating, she concluded that the award would have been given at about the time Fiske had left the force. She still didn’t know why he had, and Michael never would say. When she heard the back door open, she quickly put the letter and medal down.


        Fiske entered the room. “He’s at the trailer.”


        “What trailer?”


        “Down by the river. He goes there to fish. Go boating.”


        “Can you call the trailer?”


        Fiske shook his head. “No phone.”


        “Okay, so we drive. Where is it?”


        “You’ve gone way beyond the call of duty already.”


        “I don’t mind, John.”


        “It’s about another hour and a half from here.”


        “The night’s sort of shot anyway.”


        “You mind if I drive? It’s off the beaten path.”


        She tossed him the keys. “I thought you’d never ask.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY


        “Let me get this right: On top of everything else that’s happened, you let him escape.”


        “First of all, I didn’t let him do anything. I thought the guy had just had a friggin’heart attack. He was chained to the damn bed. He had an armed guard outside his door, and nobody was supposed to know he was even there,” Rayfield snapped back into the telephone. “I still don’t know how his brother found out.”


        “And his brother’s some kind of war hero, I understand. Superbly trained in all forms of eluding capture. That’s just great.”


        “It is for our purposes.”


        “Why don’t you explain that one to me, Frank?”


        “I’ve ordered my men to shoot to kill. They’ll put a bullet into both of them as soon as they get a chance.”


        “What if he tells somebody first?”


        “Tells them what? That he got a letter from the Army that says something he has no way to prove? Now we’ve got a dead Supreme Court clerk on our hands. That just makes our job a lot tougher.”


        “Well, we were supposed to have a dead country lawyer too, but, funny, I haven’t read his obituary anywhere.”


        “Rider went out of town.”


        “Oh, good, we’ll just wait until he gets back from vacation and hope he’s not in discussions with the FBI.”


        “I don’t know where he is,” Rayfield said angrily.


        “The Army has an intelligence component, Frank. What do you say you try to use some of it? Take care of Rider and then concentrate on finding Harms and his brother. And when you do, you put them six feet under. I hope that’s clear enough for you.” The phone went dead.


        Rayfield slammed the receiver down and stared up at Vic Tremaine.


        “This is going to hell in a handbasket.”


        Tremaine shrugged his shoulders. “We take Rider out and then those two black SOBs, we’re home free,” he said in a gravelly voice that seemed perfectly calibrated to command men to fight.


        “I don’t like it. We’re not in a war here.”


        “We are at war, Frank.”


        “The killing never did bother you, did it, Vic?”


        “All I care about is the success of my mission.”


        “Do you mean to tell me that right before you pulled the trigger on Fiske you didn’t feel anything?”


        “Mission accomplished.” Tremaine put his palms down on Rayfield’s desk and leaned forward. “Frank, we’ve been through a lot together, combat and otherwise. But let me tell you something. I’ve spent thirty years in the Army, the last twenty-five in various military prisons just like this one when I could’ve gotten a civilian job that paid a lot more. We all made a pact that was supposed to protect us from a stupid thing we did a long time ago. I’ve kept my end of the bargain. I’ve baby-sat Rufus Harms while the others went on with their lives.


        “Now, in addition to my military pension, I’ve got over one million bucks sitting in an offshore account. In case you’ve forgotten, you’ve got the same little nest egg. That’s our comp for all these years of doing this crap. And after all the shit I’ve been through, no one and nothing is going to keep me from enjoying that money. The best thing Rufus Harms ever did for me is escape. Because now I’ve got a bulletproof reason to blow his sorry ass away and nobody’ll ask any questions. And as soon as that sonofabitch has breathed his last, this uniform I’m wearing goes into mothballs. For good.”


        Tremaine straightened up. “And, Frank, I will destroy anyone who even remotely tries to mess that up.” His eyes became black dots as he said the next word. “Anyone.”


         


      


    

  









  

    

      

        



         CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


        On the drive to the trailer, Fiske stopped at an all-night convenience store. Sara waited in the car. A rusty Esso sign clanked back and forth from the force of a semi sailing past and made her jump. When Fiske got back in the car, Sara stared at the two six-packs of Budweiser. “You intend to drink your sorrows away?”


        He ignored the question. “Once we get down there, there’s really no way for you to get back by yourself. It’s really in the middle of nowhere; sometimes I get lost.”


        “I’m prepared to sleep in the car.”


        About thirty minutes later, Fiske slowed the car, turned into a narrow gravel drive and drove up to a small, darkened cottage. “You’re supposed to check in here and pay the guest fee before going into the grounds,” he explained. “I’ll do it before we leave tomorrow.”


        He pulled the car past the cottage and into the middle of the campground. Sara looked at the trailers, which were laid out in a street grid style. Most of them were brilliantly outlined with Christmas lights and had flagpoles either attached to the trailer or porch, or sunk into concrete. With the strings of lights and the moonlight, the area was surprisingly well illuminated. They passed late-blooming flower beds of impatiens, and red and pink mums. Clumpy vines of clematis gripped the sides of some homes. Everywhere Sara looked were outdoor sculptures of metal, marble and resin. There were a number of cinder-block grills and a large smoke pit; the commingled smells of cooked meat and charcoal lingered tantalizingly in the hot, humid air.


        “This place is like a little gingerbread town built by gnomes,” Sara said. She eyed the numerous flagpoles and added, “Patriotic gnomes.”


        “A lot of the people are from the American Legion and VFW crowd. My dad has one of the tallest flagpoles. He was in the Navy in World War II. The all-year Christmas lights became sort of a tradition a long while back.”


        “Did you and Michael spend much time here?”


        “My dad only got a week’s vacation, but Mom would bring us down for a couple weeks at a time during the summer. Some of the old guys taught us to sail, swim and fish. Things Pop never had time to do. He’s made up for it since he retired.”


        He stopped the car in front of one trailer. It had bright Christmas lights and was painted a soothing, muted blue. His father’s Buick, with a SUPPORT YOUR LOCAL POLICE bumper sticker, was parked next to the trailer. Fronting the trailer was a bed of bulky plantation hostas. Next to the Buick was a golf cart. The flagpole in front of the trailer went a good thirty feet into the air.


        Fiske eyed the Buick. “At least he’s here.” Well, this is it, John, no more reprieves, he thought.


        “Is there a golf course nearby?”


        Fiske glanced at her. “No, why?”


        “So what’s with the golf cart?”


        “The owners of the trailer park buy them secondhand from golf courses. The roads are pretty narrow here and, while you can drive your car to your trailer, you can’t drive it around the grounds. And the people down here are elderly, for the most part. They use the golf carts to get around.”


        Fiske got out of the car with the two six-packs. Sara didn’t move to join him. He looked at her questioningly.


        “I thought you might want to talk to your dad alone.”


        “After everything we’ve been through tonight, I think you’ve earned the right to see it through. I’ll understand if you don’t want to.” He looked over at the trailer and felt his nerves slowly disintegrate. He turned back to her. “I could sort of use the company.”


        She nodded. “Okay, give me a minute.”


        She flipped down the visor mirror and checked her face and hair. She grimaced and reached for her purse, doing the best she could with lipstick and a small hairbrush. She was sweaty and sticky too, her dress clingy, her hair beyond salvation thanks to the rain and humidity. As trivial as worrying about her appearance seemed under the circumstances, she felt like such a fifth wheel that it was the only thing she could think to address.


        With a sigh, she flipped the visor back up, opened the door and got out. As they headed up the wooden porch, she smoothed down her dress and fiddled some more with her hair.


        Fiske noted this and said, “He’s not going to care how you look. Not after I tell him.”


        She sighed. “I know. I guess I just didn’t want to look like too much of a disaster.”


        Fiske took a deep breath and knocked on the door. He waited and knocked again. “Pop.” He waited a moment and knocked again, louder this time. “Pop,” he called out, and kept knocking.


        They finally heard movement in the trailer and then a light came on. The door opened and Fiske’s father, Ed, peered out. Sara looked at him closely. He was as tall as his son, and very lean, although he had vestiges of the powerful musculature shared by both his boys. His forearms were enormous, like thick pieces of sun-baked wood. Sara was able to observe this because he had on a tank-top shirt. He was deeply tanned, his face lined and starting to sag, but she could see he had been handsome as a younger man. His hair was thinning and curly and almost totally gray except for small flecks of black at the temples. She fixed for a moment on his long sideburns, a holdover from the seventies, she guessed. He had on a pair of pants halfway zipped up, the clasp unbuttoned so that his striped boxers were clearly in sight. He was barefoot.


        “Johnny? What the hell you doing here?” A broad smile cracked his face. When he registered Sara, he looked startled and quickly turned so his back was to them. They watched him fumble with his pants until they were right. Then he turned back to face them.


        “Pop, I need to talk to you.”


        Ed Fiske glanced over at Sara again.


        “I’m sorry — Sara Evans, Ed Fiske,” John said.


        “Hello, Mr. Fiske,” she said, trying to sound both pleasant and neutral at the same time. She awkwardly held out her hand.


        He shook it. “Call me Ed, Sara, pleased to meet you.” He looked back at his son curiously. “So what’s up? You two getting married or something?”


        Fiske glanced at Sara. “No! She worked with Mike at the Supreme Court.”


        “Oh, well, hell, where are my manners, come on in. I got the air going, sticky as the damn devil out there.”


        They went inside. Ed pointed to a worn sofa and Fiske and Sara sat down there. Ed pulled a metal chair from the small dinette and sat down opposite them.


        “Sorry I took so long. Just nodded off to sleep.”


        Sara looked around the small space. It was paneled with thin plywood stained dark. Several stuffed fish were mounted on plaques and hung on the wall. Slung across a rack on another wall was a shotgun. In the corner she saw a long, round container with one end of a rod and reel poking out. A folded newspaper was lying on the dinette table. Next to that was a small kitchen area with a sink and a little refrigerator. There was a worn-out recliner in one corner, a small TV across from it. There was one window. Mounted on the ceiling was an air conditioner that was making the room deliciously cool. She actually shivered as she adjusted to the temperature. The floor was cheap, uneven linoleum with a thin rug covering a portion of it.


        Sara sniffed and then coughed. She could almost see the cigarette smoke lingering in the air. As if in response to her thoughts, Ed pulled a pack of Marlboros from a knicked-up side table and deftly popped a cigarette in his mouth, taking a moment to light up, then blew the smoke to the nicotine-coated ceiling. He grabbed a small ashtray off the same table and tapped his cigarette in it. He put his hands on his knees and leaned forward. She noted that his fingers were abnormally thick, the nails cracked, and blackened in spots from what looked like grease. He had been a mechanic, she recalled.


        “So what brings you two down here so late?”


        Fiske handed his father a six-pack. “Not good news.”


        The elder Fiske tensed, and he squinted at them through the smoke. “It’s not your mom. I just saw her, she’s okay.” As soon as he said this, he shot a glance at Sara. The look on his face was clear: She “worked” with Mike.


        He looked back at John. “Why don’t you tell me whatever the hell it is you need to tell me, son.”


        “Mike’s dead, Pop.” As he finished saying it, it was as though he were hearing the news for the first time. He could feel his face grow hot as though he had leaned too close to a fire. Perhaps he had waited to see his father, to join his grief with his. He could believe that, couldn’t he?


        Fiske could sense Sara looking at him, but he kept his gaze on his father. As he watched the devastation wash over the man, Fiske suddenly found he could barely breathe.


        Ed took the cigarette out of his mouth and dropped the ashtray, his fingers shaking. “How?”


        “Robbery. At least they think so.” Fiske paused and then added the obvious, since he knew his father was going to ask anyway. “Somebody shot him.”


        Ed tore off one of the Buds from the plastic holder and popped the tab. He drank it down almost in one swallow, his Adam’s apple moving up and down.


        Ed crushed the beer can against his leg and threw it against the wall. He stood up and went over to the small window and looked out, the cigarette dangling from his mouth, his big hands closing and opening, the veins in his forearms swelling and then diminishing.


        “Have you seen him?” he asked without turning around.


        “I went up to identify the body this afternoon.”


        His father whirled around, furious. “This afternoon? Why the hell did you wait so long to come tell me, boy?”


        Fiske stood up. “I’ve been trying to track you down all day. I left messages on your answering machine. I only knew you were here because I asked Mrs. German.”


        “That should’ve been the first damn place you started,” his father countered. “Ida always knows where I am. You know that.” He took a step toward them, one fist balled up.


        Sara, who had risen along with Fiske, shrank back. She glanced over at the shotgun and suddenly wondered if it was loaded.


        Fiske moved closer to his father. “Pop, as soon as I found out, I called you. Then I went by your house. After that I had to go up to the morgue. It wasn’t any fun identifying Mike’s body, but I did it. And the rest of the day has been pretty much downhill from there.” He swallowed hard, suddenly feeling guilty that his father’s angry reaction was more painful to him than his brother’s death. “Let’s not argue about the timing, okay? That’s not going to bring Mike back.”


        All the anger seemed to go out of Ed as he listened to those words. Calm, rational words that did nothing to explain or reduce the anguish he was feeling. They hadn’t invented the words that could do that, or the person to deliver them. Ed sat back down, his head swinging loosely from side to side. When he looked back up, there were tears in his eyes. “I always said you never had to chase bad news, it always got to you faster than anything good. A helluva lot faster.” There was a catch in his throat when he spoke. He absently crushed his cigarette out on the carpet.


        “I know, Pop. I know.”


        “Do they got whoever did this?”


        “Not yet. They’re working on it. The detective in charge is first-rate. I’m sort of helping him.”


        “D.C.?”


        “Yes.”


        “I never liked Mike being up there.”


        He glared at Sara, who completely froze in the face of that accusing look.


        He pointed a thick finger at her. “People kill you for nothing up there. Crazy bastards.”


        “Pop, they’ll do that anywhere these days.”


        Sara managed to find her voice. “I liked and deeply respected your son. Everyone at the Court thought he was wonderful. I’m so, so very sorry about this.”


        “He was wonderful,” Ed said. “He damn sure was. Never figured out how we turned out such a one as Mike.”


        Fiske looked down at the floor. Sara picked up on the pained expression on his face.


        Ed looked around the trailer’s interior, memories of good times with his family nudging him from all corners. “Got his mother’s brains.” His lower lip trembled for an instant. “Least the one she used to have.” A low sob escaped from his mouth and he slumped to the floor.


        Fiske knelt down next to his father and wrapped his arms around him, their shoulders shaking together.


        Sara looked on, unsure of what to do. She was embarrassed at witnessing such a private moment, and wondered if she should just get up and flee to her car. Finally she simply looked down and closed her eyes, silently releasing her own tears onto the cheap carpet.


        *    *    *


        Thirty minutes later, Sara sat on the porch and sipped on a warm can of beer. She was barefoot, her shoes next to her. She absently rubbed her toes and stared out into a darkness that was occasionally broken by the wink of a lightning bug. She swatted at a mosquito and then swiped off a trickle of sweat that meandered down her leg. Holding the beer can to her forehead, she contemplated getting into her car, cranking up the AC and trying to fall asleep.


        The door opened and Fiske appeared. He had changed into faded jeans and an untucked short-sleeved shirt. He was barefoot as well. He held a plastic package strip with two beers dangling from it. He sat down beside her.


        “How is he?”


        Fiske shrugged. “Sleeping, or at least trying to.”


        “Does he want to come back with us?” Fiske shook his head. “He’s going to come over to my place tomorrow night.” He glanced at his watch and realized that dawn was not very far away. “I mean tonight. I need to stop by my apartment on the way back so I can pick up some clean clothes.”


        Sara looked down at her dress. “Tell me about it. Where’d you get those?”


        “I left them down here from the last fishing trip.”


        She wiped her forehead. “God, it’s so humid.”


        Fiske looked toward the woods. “Well, there’s a cooler breeze down by the water.” He led her over to the golf cart. As they drove along the quiet dirt roads, Fiske handed her a beer. “This one is cold.”


        She popped it open. It felt good going down, and managed to lift her spirits a little. She held the can next to her cheek.


        The narrow road took them through a mass of scrub pine, holly, oak and river birch with its bark unraveling like pencil shavings. Then the land opened up and Sara could see a wooden dock with several boats tied to it. She watched as the wooden structure moved up and down with the lap of the water.


        “It’s a floating dock; rests on fifty-gallon drums,” Fiske explained.


        “I gathered. Is that a boat ramp?” she asked, pointing to a place where the road angled sharply into the water.


        Fiske nodded. “The people bring their cars up another road to get here. Pop has a little motorboat. That one over there.” He pointed to a white boat with red stripes that bobbed in the water. “They usually pull them out at night. He must have forgotten. He got it cheap; we spent a year fixing it up. It’s no yacht, but it’ll get you where you want to go.”


        “What river is this?”


        “Do you remember on the drive down 95 seeing signs for the Matta, the Po and the Ni Rivers?” Sara nodded. “Well, up near Fort A. P. Hill, southeast of Fredericksburg, they converge and it’s called the Mattaponi River.” He looked out at the water. There were few things more relaxing than skimming along the water, and he could think out there. “There’s a full moon, the boat has running lights and a guide beacon and I know this part of the river real well. And it’s a lot cooler on the water.” He looked at her questioningly.


        Sara didn’t hesitate. “Sounds good.”


        They walked out to the boat and Fiske helped her in.


        “Do you know how to cast off?” he asked.


        “I actually did some competitive racing when I was an undergrad at Stanford.”


        Fiske watched her expertly undo the knots and cast off the line. “The old Mattaponi must seem pretty dull, then.”


        “It’s all in who you’re doing it with.”


        She sat next to Fiske, who stuck his hand into a storage compartment next to the captain’s chair and pulled out a set of keys. He started the engine and they slowly pulled away from the dock. They got out into the middle of the river and he eased the throttle forward until they were moving at a fairly decent clip. The temperature was about twenty degrees cooler on the water. Fiske kept one hand on the wheel, his beer in the other. Sara folded her legs up under her and then raised herself up so that her upper torso was above the low-slung windshield. She held her arms out from her sides and let the wind grip her.


        “God, this feels wonderful.”


        Fiske looked out over the water. “Mike and I would race each other across the river. It gets pretty wide at some points. Couple of times I thought one or the other of us was surely going to drown. But one thing kept us going.”


        “What was that?”


        “We couldn’t bear the thought of the other winning.”


        Sara sat back down and swung her chair around until she was facing him, smoothing out her hair as she did so.


        “Do you mind a really personal question?”


        Fiske stiffened slightly. “Probably.”


        “You won’t take this the wrong way?”


        “I will now.”


        “Why weren’t you and Michael closer?”


        “There’s no law that says siblings have to be close.”


        “But you and Michael seemed to have so much in common. He spoke so highly of you, and you obviously were proud of him. I sense you had some differences. I’m just confused as to what went wrong.”


        Fiske shut the engine down and allowed the boat to drift. He cut off the beacon and the moon became their only source of light. The river was very calm, and they were at one of the widest points. Fiske pulled his pants legs up, went to the side of the boat, sat on the edge and swung his feet into the water.


        Sara sat down next to him, hiked her skirt up a little and lowered her feet in.


        Fiske gazed out over the river, sipping his beer.


        “John, I’m really not trying to pry.”


        “I’m not really in the mood to talk about it, okay?”


        “But — ”


        Fiske sliced the air with his hand. “Sara, it’s not the place to do it, and it’s damn sure not the time, okay?”


        “Okay, I’m sorry. I just care. About all of you.”


        They sat there as the boat drifted along, the noise of the cicadas barely reaching them from shore.


        Fiske finally stirred. “You know, Virginia’s such a beautiful place. You’ve got water, mountains, forest, beaches, history, culture, high-tech centers and old battlefields. People move a little slower, enjoy life a little more here. I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Hell, I’ve never been anywhere else.”


        “And they have really nice trailer parks,” Sara said.


        Fiske smiled. “That too.”


        “So does your segue into the travelogue mean the topic of you and your brother is officially closed?” Sara bit her tongue when she finished. Stupid mouth, she berated herself.


        “Guess so.” Fiske abruptly stood up. The boat rocked and Sara almost ended up in the river. Fiske’s hand shot out and gripped her arm. He squeezed tightly and looked down at her. She looked up at him, her eyes as big as the moon over them, her legs splayed out and gently drifting in the water, her dress wet where the river had touched it.


        “How about a swim?” she said. “To cool off?”


        “I don’t have any swimsuits,” he said.


        “My clothes are wet enough.”


        He pulled her up into the boat and then went over and started the engine, destroying the peace. “Okay.”


        “Why not swim here?”


        “Current’s a little too strong.”


        He swung the boat around and headed toward the dock. Three-quarters of the way there, he cut across and headed to the shoreline. Here the bank sloped gradually down to the water, and as they drew closer Sara could make out fifty-gallon drums floating about twenty feet apart. As they kept heading in, she could see that they were tied together by mesh rope forming a huge rectangular-shaped pool.


        Fiske cut the engine near one of the drums and let the boat’s momentum propel them along until he could reach out and touch the big container. Then he tied a line to a hook mounted on the drum and dropped a small anchor, actually a gallon paint bucket filled with concrete, over the side for added security.


        “It’s about eight feet at its deepest point inside the ropes. There’s a fence of wire mesh that circles the whole area and goes all the way to the bottom. That way if the current catches you, you won’t end up in the Atlantic.”


        When Sara started to slip out of her dress, Fiske quickly turned around.


        She smiled. “John, don’t be a prude. My bikini shows more than this.” In her panties and bra, she dove over the side, coming up a moment later treading water.


        She called out, “I’ll turn my back, if you’re too embarrassed.”


        “I think I’ll sit this one out.”


        “Oh, come on, I won’t bite.”


        “I’m a little old for skinny-dipping, Sara.”


        “Water’s really great.”


        “It looks it.” He still made no move to join her.


        A disappointed look on her face, she finally turned and swam away from him, her arms cutting powerful strokes through the smooth surface.


        As Fiske watched her, he absently ran his finger the length of the wound, touching the two circular humps of burned flesh where the bullets had entered him. He abruptly removed his hand and sat down.


        The name “Harms” kept reverberating in his head. An in forma pauperis petition probably would have come from a prisoner, if that’s what the handwritten document amounted to. He shifted in his seat and once more looked in Sara’s direction. Under the moonlight he could barely make her out, in the shallow end, drifting. Whether she was looking at him or not, he couldn’t tell.


        He looked out over the river, his mind taking him back. There was splashing in the water, the two young men swimming for all they were worth, one pulling ahead a bit and then the other. Sometimes Mike would win, other times John. Then they would race back. Day after day, growing more tan, leaner and stronger. So much fun. No real worries, no heartaches. Swim, explore the woods, devour bologna-and-mayo sandwiches for lunch; for dinner, skewered hot dogs on straightened hangers and cooked over the coals until the meat split open. So much damn fun. Fiske looked away from the water and forced himself to concentrate.


        If Harms was a prisoner, finding him would be easy. As a former police officer, Fiske knew that there were no categories of humanity better monitored than America’s inmate population of nearly two million. The country might not know where all its children or homeless were, but it religiously kept track of the cons. And most of the information was on computer database now. He looked back over and saw Sara swimming toward the boat. He didn’t notice the glow of a burning cigarette as someone sat on the shore and watched them.


        A couple minutes later Fiske was helping Sara into the boat. She sat on the deck, breathing deeply. “I haven’t swum that much in a long time.”


        Fiske held out a towel he had pulled from the small cabin, averting his eyes as he did so. She quickly toweled down and then slipped her dress on. When she handed him back the towel, their arms brushed. That made him look at her. She was still breathing deeply from her swim, the rise and fall of her eyelids hypnotic.


        He studied her face in silence for a moment, then looked past her at something in the sky. She turned her head to look too. Pink swirls were lapping against the dark edges of the sky as dawn began to break. Everywhere they looked, the soft glow of the coming light was apparent. The trees, the leaves, the water were cast as a shimmering facade, as the boat gently rocked them.


        “It’s beautiful,” she said in a hushed tone.


        “Yes, it is,” he said.


        As she turned back to him, she reached up her hand, slowly at first, her eyes searching his for some reaction to what she was doing. Her fingers touched his chin, cupping it, his beard stubble rough against her skin. Her hand moved higher, tracing his cheeks, his eyes and then pressing against his hair, each touch gentle, unhurried. As she gripped the back of his neck and pulled his head toward her, she felt him flinch. Her lips trembled when she saw his glistening eyes. Sara removed her hand and stepped back.


        Fiske suddenly looked out over the water, as though still seeing two young boys swimming their hearts out. He turned back to her. “My brother’s dead, Sara,” he said simply, his voice shaking slightly. “I’m just really messed up right now.” He tried to say something else, but the words would not come.


        Sara slowly walked over and sat in one of the seats. She wiped at her eyes and then self-consciously gripped the hemline of her skirt, trying to smooth it, to wring out some of the wetness. The breeze had picked up and the river bounced them. She glanced up at Fiske.


        “I really did like your brother. And I’m so damned sorry that he’s gone.” She looked down, as though searching at her feet for the right words. “And I’m sorry for what I just did.”


        He looked away. “I could have said something to you before now.” He glanced up at her, bewilderment on his features. “I’m not sure why I didn’t.”


        She stood up, wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I’m a little cold. We should go back now, shouldn’t we?”


        Fiske hauled up the anchor while Sara cast off, and then he fired up the motor and they headed back to the dock, each unable to look at the other, for fear of what might happen, of what their bodies might do, despite the words they had just spoken.


        On the shore, the owner of the glowing cigarette had departed just as Sara had drawn close to Fiske.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


        Fiske and Sara docked the boat, walked in silence to the golf cart and climbed in. The footsteps made Fiske look around. “Pop? What are you doing here?”


        His father didn’t answer but kept coming toward them. Fiske walked to him, his arms outstretched. “Pop, you okay?”


        A puzzled Sara watched from the golf cart.


        The men were about a foot apart when the elder Fiske lunged forward and punched his son in the jaw.


        “You bastard,” Ed shouted.


        Fiske fell back from the blow, as Ed pounced on his son and hammered away with both fists.


        Fiske pushed himself away from his father and staggered backward, blood coming from his mouth and nose. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he screamed.


        Sara was halfway out of the cart, but she froze when Ed pointed at her.


        “Get that slut and your ass out of here! Get the hell out of here, you hear me?”


        “Pop, what are you talking about?”


        Enraged, Ed rushed his son again. This time Fiske sidestepped the charge, wrapping his arms around his father and holding tight as the older man spun wildly, trying with all his might to hit him again.


        “I saw you, damn you both. Half naked, kissing, while your brother lies dead on some slab. Your brother!” He screamed the words so loudly his voice broke.


        Fiske’s voice cracked as he realized what his father had seen. Or thought he had seen. “Pop, nothing happened.”


        “You bastard.” He tried to pull his son’s hair, clothing, anything to get at him again. “You heartless sonofabitch,” he kept screaming, his face brick red, his breathing becoming more and more labored, his movements sluggish.


        “Stop it, Pop, stop it. You’re gonna have a coronary.”


        The two men struggled fiercely as they slipped, pitched and swung around in the loose dirt and gravel.


        “My own son doing that. I don’t have a son. Both my sons are dead. Both my sons are dead.” Ed spat out these words in a crescendo of fury.


        Fiske let his father go, and the old man spun around and dropped to the ground in exhaustion. He tried to rise, but then slumped back down, his T-shirt stained with the sweat of his efforts, the merged smells of alcohol and tobacco enveloping him. Fiske stood over him, chest heaving, his blood mixed with salty tears.


        A horrified Sara stepped out of the cart, knelt down next to Ed and put a hand gently on his shoulder. She didn’t know what to say.


        Ed swung his arms around blindly and struck Sara on the thigh.


        She gasped in pain.


        “Get the hell out of here. Both of you. Now!” Ed screamed.


        Fiske gripped Sara’s arm and pulled her up. “Let’s go, Sara.” He looked at his father. “Dad, take the cart back.” As they entered the forest, Fiske and Sara could still hear the screams of the old man.


        Her leg aching, her tears half blinding her, Sara said, “Oh, my God, John, this is all my fault.”


        Fiske didn’t answer. His insides were on fire. The pain had never been this bad, and he was scared. The dispassionate warnings of scores of doctors engulfed him. He kept walking faster and faster, until Sara had to half trot to keep up.


        “John, John, please say something.”


        She reached over to wipe some blood from his chin, but he quickly pushed her hand away. Then, without warning, he started to run.


        “John!” Sara started to run too, but she had never seen anyone accelerate as Fiske had. “John,” she screamed, “please come back. Stop! Please!”


        In the next moment, he had rounded a bend in the forest path and disappeared completely from her sight.


        She slowed down, her own chest burning now. Then she stepped on a loose clod of dirt and fell heavily to the ground amid the scattered pine needles. She sat there sobbing, her thigh already bruised and aching from where Ed had hit her.


        A minute later she started as a hand touched her shoulder. Terrified, she looked up, certain that Ed had come to beat her too, for blackening the memory of his dead son.


        Fiske was breathing hard, his T-shirt soaked in sweat, the blood already hardened on his face. “Are you okay?”


        She nodded and stood up, gritting her teeth as the pain in her leg increased. If Ed’s blind swipe at her leg had caused so much hurt, she could hardly imagine what John was feeling, after taking a direct blow to the face. She balanced against him while he bent down, edged her skirt up and examined her thigh.


        Fiske shook his head. “It’s bruised pretty good. He didn’t know what he was doing. I’m sorry.”


        “I deserved it.”


        With Fiske’s help she was able to walk pretty normally.


        “I’m sorry, John,” she said. “This … this is a nightmare.”


        As they neared the trailer, she heard him say something. At first she thought he was talking to her, but he wasn’t.


        He said it again, in a low voice, his eyes straight ahead, his head slowly turning in disbelief. “I’m sorry.”


        The apology was not directed toward her, she instinctively knew. Perhaps to the screaming man back at the dock. And maybe to the dead brother?


        When they reached the trailer, Sara sat down on the steps while Fiske went inside. He came back out a minute later with some ice and a roll of paper towels. While she held the ice wrapped in a paper towel against her bruised thigh, she used one of the ice cubes and another paper towel to wipe the blood from his face and clean the cut on his lip. After she had finished, he stood, went down the steps and headed down the dirt road.


        “Where are you going?” she asked.


        “To get my father,” he said without turning around.


        She watched until he disappeared into the forest. While he was gone, Sara limped into the trailer and cleaned herself up in the small bathroom. She spotted Fiske’s suit and shoes and carried them out to her car. She ran her hand along the smooth metal surface of the flagpole and wondered if Ed would manage to raise the Stars and Stripes today. Maybe he would, at half-mast, in memory of his son. Perhaps mourning both sons?


        She began trembling with that thought, moved away from the flagpole and leaned up against her car. She scanned the woods nervously as though anticipating the abrupt charge of all sorts of terror from its underbelly.


        An elderly woman came out of the trailer next door and stopped when she saw Sara.


        Sara smiled in an embarrassed fashion. “I’m, uh, a friend of John Fiske’s.”


        The woman nodded. “Well, good morning.”


        “Good morning to you too.”


        The woman disappeared down the road toward the cottage.


        Sara looked anxiously back toward the woods, clutching her hands together. “Come on, John. Please, come on.”


        Fifteen minutes later the golf cart came into view. Fiske was driving. His father was slumped in the rear, apparently asleep.


        Fiske pulled up to the trailer, got out, carefully lifted his father and put him over his shoulder. He marched up the steps and disappeared inside. He came out a few minutes later carrying the shotgun.


        “He’s asleep,” Fiske said.


        “What’s that for?” Sara pointed at the weapon.


        “I’m not leaving it here with him.”


        “You don’t think he’d shoot anybody.”


        “No, but I don’t want him sticking it in his mouth and pulling the trigger either. Guns, alcohol and bad news don’t mix real well.” He put the shotgun in the back seat of the car. “You’d better let me drive.”


        “Your clothes are in the trunk.”


        They climbed in the car and a minute later were back at the owner’s cottage. Fiske went in and slapped four singles down for the guest fee. He bought some pastries and a couple cartons of orange juice.


        The woman who had greeted Sara was also there. “I saw your lady friend, John. Real cute girl.”


        “Uh-huh.”


        “You leaving already?”


        “Yep.”


        “I’ll bet your daddy wishes you were staying longer.”


        Fiske paid for the food and didn’t wait for a bag. “I’ll take that bet,” he told the puzzled woman, before heading back out to the car.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


        Samuel Rider arrived at his office early after being away a few days for business. Sheila hadn’t come in yet. It was just as well, since Rider wanted to be alone. He picked up his phone and called Fort Jackson, identified himself as Harms’s attorney and asked to speak with him.


        “He’s no longer here.”


        “Excuse me? He’s serving a life sentence. Where exactly could he have gone?”


        “I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to give out that information over the phone. If you would like to come down in person or make an official inquiry in writing — ”


        Rider slammed down the phone and collapsed in his chair. Was Rufus dead? Had they somehow discovered what he was up to? Once Rider had filed the appeal with the Supreme Court, Rufus should have had instant security.


        Rider clamped his fingers around the edge of his desk. If it had reached the Court. He tore open his desk drawer and pulled out the white receipt with the tracking number on it. The green receipt should have come back to his office. Sheila! He jumped up and raced to Sheila’s work area. Normally, any return receipts would be included in the appropriate case file. However, there was no case file for Rufus Harms. What could she have done with the damn receipt?


        As if in answer to his thoughts, the woman herself walked in the door. She was surprised to see him.


        “Why, you’re in awful early, Mr. Rider.”


        Rider assumed a casual tone. “Trying to catch up on a few things.” He edged away from her desk; however, she had picked up on his intentions.


        “Are you looking for something?”


        “Well, now that you mention it, I was, actually. I had sent a letter out and, you know, I had sent it return receipt requested, and then it occurred to me that I hadn’t told you anything about it. Stupid of me.”


        Her next words brought an inward sigh of relief.


        “So that’s what that was. At first I thought I had forgotten to open a case file. I was meaning to ask you about it when you got back.”


        “So you got it back, then,” Rider said, trying to veil his eagerness.


        Sheila opened a drawer of her desk and pulled out a green receipt. “The United States Supreme Court,” she said with awe, passing it over to him. “I remember thinking, are we going to be doing something with them or what?”


        Rider put on his best lawyer’s face. “Naw, Sheila, just something to do with a bar function. We don’t need to look to Washington for our daily bread.”


        “Oh, here are your phone messages that came in while you were out of town. I tried to prioritize them for you.”


        He gave her hand a nice squeeze. “You’re the essence of efficiency,” he said gallantly.


        She smiled and started to fuss at her desk.


        Rider went back to his office, closed the door and looked down at the receipt. The filing had been delivered. The signature was right there. But then where was Rufus?


        Rider planned to spend much of the morning in meetings discussing the possible development of a shopping mall on a vast tract of land that had been used since the forties as an auto wrecking yard. One of the men he was meeting with had flown a prop plane into Blacksburg, Virginia, from Washington early that morning and was driving over to Rider’s office. With everything on his mind it was all Rider could do to act normal when the man arrived at his office a while later. The man had brought with him a copy of the morning’s Washington Post. While the man accepted a cup of coffee from Sheila, Rider idly ran his eye over the Post’s headlines. One in particular caught his attention. The man noticed what Rider was doing.


        “Damn shame,” he said, nodding at the story Rider was focused on. “One of the best and brightest,” he said as Rider silently mouthed the headline again: SUPREME COURT CLERK SLAIN.


        “Did you know him?” Rider asked. It couldn’t be connected. There was no way in hell.


        “No. But if he was clerking up there, you know he had to be top of the top. Murdered too. Shows you how dangerous times have become. Nobody’s safe anymore.”


        Rider stared at him for a moment, and then looked down at the paper and the accompanying photo. Michael Fiske, age thirty. He had earned a Ph.D. from Columbia University and then gone on to the University of Virginia Law School, where he had been editor-in-chief of the Law Review. He was the senior law clerk for Justice Thomas Murphy. No suspects, no clues, other than a missing wallet. Nobody’s safe anymore. He tightly gripped the paper as he stared at the grainy, depressing photo of the dead man. It couldn’t be. However, there was one way to find out.


        He excused himself and slipped into his office, where he called the Supreme Court clerks’office.


        “We have no case with the name Harms, sir, either on the regular or IFP docket.”


        “But I’ve got a return receipt that shows it was delivered to you people.” The voice on the other end again delivered the perfunctory message.


        “Don’t you have some way of keeping track of your mail up there?” The polite answer Rider received did not sit well with him. He yelled into the phone. “Rufus Harms is rotting in the damn stockade and you people can’t keep track of your mail.” He threw down the phone.


        Somewhere between its arrival and the point where a case was actually placed in the official system, Rufus Harms’s filing had apparently disappeared. And so had Rufus Harms. Rider suddenly felt chilled.


        Rider looked down once more at the newspaper. And a Supreme Court clerk had been murdered. It all seemed so far-fetched, but then so had the story Rufus told him. Then another thought hit him even harder:If they had killed Rufus and the clerk, they surely wouldn’t stop there. If they had what Rider had filed with the Court, then they would know that Rider had played a role in all of it. That meant he could be next on their hit list.


        But come on, he told himself, you’re just being paranoid. And that’s when it finally dawned on him. The sheaf of phone messages that Sheila had collected while he had been away. He had idly skimmed through them, returning the ones he felt were most important. The name, the damn name.


        He clawed through his desk until he found the pink pieces of paper. His hands flew through them, scanning, scanning, finally ripping the pile apart in his rising anxiety, until he found it. He looked down at the name, the blood slowly draining from his face. Michael Fiske had called him. Twice.


        Oh, my God. In an avalanche of thought, visions of his wife, the condo in Florida, his grown children, all the years of billable hours, flew through his mind. Well, damn if he was waiting around for them to come get him. He punched his intercom and told Sheila he wasn’t feeling well, to convey that to his visitor and the other gentlemen who would shortly arrive, and accommodate them any way she could.


        “I won’t be back today,” he told her as he hurried through the reception area. I hope I will someday. And not in a coffin, he added silently.


        “All right, Mr. Rider, you take care.”


        He almost laughed at her remark. He had phoned his house before leaving the office, but his wife wasn’t in. As he drove along, he had already made up his mind what he was going to do. The two had kicked around the idea of taking a late fall vacation, maybe down to the islands, one last dose of sun and water before the ice set in. Only they might stay awhile. He’d prefer to pour his savings into staying alive than into securing the view of a Florida sunset he might never get a chance to see.


        They could drive to Roanoke, hop a commuter flight and take it into Washington or Richmond. From there they could go anywhere. He would explain it to his wife by saying he was just being spontaneous, something she had said he never was and never could be. Good old steady, reliable Sam Rider. Did nothing more with his life than work hard, pay his bills, raise his kids, love his wife and try to catch a few strands of happiness along the way. Lord, I’m already writing my obituary, he realized.


        He wouldn’t be in a position to help Rufus, but he figured the man was probably dead anyway. I’m sorry, Rufus, he thought. But you’re in a much better place, far better than the one those bastards saddled you with on this earth.


        A sudden thought made him almost turn the car around. He had left the copies of the filing he had made for Rufus back at the office. Should he go back? He finally decided that his life was worth more than a few pieces of paper. What could he do with them now anyway?


        He concentrated on the road. There wasn’t much between his office and his home except windy roads, birds and the occasional deer or black bear. The isolation had never bothered Rider until now. At this moment, it terrified him. He had a shotgun at home that he used for quail hunting. He wished he had it with him.


        He rounded an elbow-shaped bend in the road, a rusted guardrail the only thing standing between him and a five-hundred-foot drop. As he tapped his brakes to slow down, his breath caught in his throat. His brakes. Oh, my God, I’ve lost my brakes! He started to scream. But then the brakes held. Don’t let your senses run away from you, Sam, he cautioned himself. A few minutes later he turned the last corner and saw his mailbox. A minute after that he pulled the car into his garage. His wife’s car was next to his.


        As he passed by her car, he glanced at the front seat. His feet seemed to sink right into the concrete floor. His wife was lying facedown in the front seat. Even from where he was standing, Rider could see the blood pouring from the head wound. That was the next to last memory Rider would have. The hand came around and clamped across his face a large cloth that had a sickening medicinal odor. Another hand slipped something into Rider’s hand. As the lawyer looked down with eyes that were already beginning to close, he saw and felt the still-warm pistol as his fingers were wrapped around it by a pair of latex-gloved hands. It was Rider’s pistol, one he used for target shooting. The one he now also knew had been used to kill his wife. From the heat left in the metal, they must have done it as soon as he turned into the driveway. They must have been watching for him. He arched his head and stared into the cold, clear eyes of Victor Tremaine as his face was thrust deeper and deeper into the clutches of unconsciousness. This man had killed her, but Rider would be blamed for it. Not that it would matter much to him. He was dead too. As he finished this thought, Samuel Rider’s eyes closed for the last time.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


        Driving down the George Washington Parkway south of Old Town Alexandria, Fiske glimpsed a bike rider as he flitted, phantomlike, among the line of trees that ran along the asphalt bike path paralleling the river. Fiske nudged Sara awake and she told him where to turn off the parkway. She glanced quickly at him. The encounter with his father had not been mentioned on the drive back. It was as though they had silently agreed not to discuss it.


        With Sara directing, Fiske pulled down another blacktop road, and then turned right onto a gravel lane that ran steeply down toward the water. He stopped the car in front of the small, wood-framed cottage, which stood there prim and dour among the untidy backdrop of tree, bramble and wild-flower, like the preacher’s wife at a church picnic turned rowdy. The clapboard was layered with fifty years’worth of white paint; the structure also had black shutters, and a wide brick chimney the color of terra-cotta. Fiske watched as a squirrel sprinted across the phone line, leaped to the roof and corkscrewed up the chimney.


        Anchoring one corner of the property was a crape myrtle in full bloom, its bark the texture and color of deerskin. Wedged against the other side of the cottage was a twenty-foot holly, red berries peeping out, ornamentlike, from among the dark green leaves. In between was a hedge of burning bush, the ground underneath it sprinkled with cardinal-red leaves. Behind the house Fiske noted the stairway angling down to the water. From there he thought he saw the bob of a sail mast. From the back seat, he grabbed the clean clothes he had gotten from his apartment. They got out of the car.


        “Nice place,” he commented.


        Sara stretched and yawned deeply. “When I got the clerkship at the Court, I flew in to look at housing. I thought I’d just rent at first, but found this place and fell in love with it. So I went down to North Carolina, sold the farm, and bought this.”


        “Must have been hard selling the homestead.”


        Sara shook her head. “The two reasons it was important to me were dead. All that was left was a bunch of dirt that I couldn’t do anything with.”


        Still stretching, she headed to the house. “I’ll get the coffee going.” She looked at her watch and moaned. “I’m going to be late for oral argument. I should call in, but I’m afraid to.”


        “I’m sure they’ll understand, given the circumstances.”


        “You’d think so, wouldn’t you,” she said doubtfully.


        Fiske hesitated. “Do you have a map around here?”


        “What kind?”


        “Eastern half of the United States.”


        She thought a moment. “Check the glove compartment.”


        He did so and pulled out the map. As they went into the house she asked, “What are you looking for?”


        “I’ve been thinking about the eight hundred miles that were on Mike’s car.”


        “You want to see what’s eight hundred miles from here?”


        “No, four hundred.” Sara looked puzzled. “Four hundred miles out, but he, or someone else, had to drive back to D.C.”


        “Although it could be a number of smaller trips, a hundred miles here and there.”


        Fiske shook his head. “Human remains inside a trunk on a hot day aren’t real pleasant to be around. I’ve found a couple that way,” he added grimly.


        While she fixed coffee in the kitchen, Fiske looked out the window that faced the river. From this vantage point he could now see the pressure-treated lumber dock and the sailboat tied up to it.


        “You get to sail much?”


        “Black or cream?”


        “Black.”


        She got out two cups. “Not as much as I used to. Where I lived in North Carolina was pretty landlocked. Some fishing with my dad, swimming at a pond a few miles down the road. But out at Stanford, I really got into it. You never know how big something can be until you see the Pacific Ocean. It dwarfs everything else I’ve ever experienced.”


        “Never been there.”


        “Let me know if you ever decide to. I could show you around.” She wiped the hair out of her eyes, poured his coffee and handed him his cup.


        “I’ll put that on my list,” he said dryly.


        “I’ve only got one bathroom, so we’ll have to take turns showering.”


        “You go first. I want to check out this map.”


        “If I’m not down in twenty minutes, pound on the door; I’ll probably have fallen asleep in the shower.”


        Fiske was looking at the map, sipping his coffee, and didn’t comment. Sara paused on the stairs.


        “John?”He looked up. “I hope you can forgive me for last night.” She stopped, as though mulling over what she had just said. “The problem is, I don’t think I deserve to be forgiven.”


        Fiske put his cup down and stared at her. The sunlight poured through the window at a graceful angle, falling full upon her face, accentuating the sparkle of her eyes, the sensual margins of her lips. Her hair was limp from the river water, sweat and sleeping on it. The little makeup she wore had long since lost its life, staining her eyelids and cheeks, her entire body pushed to the point of exhaustion. This woman had been the source of a major, perhaps cataclysmic rift between him and his father, a man he worshiped. And yet Fiske had to fight the impulse to slip off her clothes and lie down next to her right there on the floor.


        “Everybody deserves to be forgiven,” he finally said, and then looked back at the map.


        While Sara was showering, Fiske went into a room off the kitchen. She obviously used it as a home office of sorts, since it had a desk, computer, bookshelf full of law books and a printer. He spread the map out on the desk. He found the scale at the bottom, converting inches into miles, and rummaged around in the desk drawer until he found a ruler. Using Washington as the epicenter, he drew lines outward in north, west and southerly directions and then drew a line attaching the end points. He ignored the east, since four hundred miles out would put him well into the Atlantic. He made a list of the various states within this rough circumference, picked up the phone and called directory assistance. Within a minute he was on the phone with someone from the Federal Bureau of Prisons. He gave the name Harms to the person on the other end, along with the geographic radius he might be within. It had occurred to Fiske that his brother may have gone to visit Harms in prison. The call his brother had made to him seeking some advice would then make sense. John Fiske knew a lot more about prisons than his younger brother did.


        When the bureau representative came back on the line with the results, Fiske’s face sagged. “You sure there’s no prisoner with that last name in any federal prison in the geographic area I gave you?”


        “I even went out an extra couple hundred miles.”


        “Well, how about state prisons, then?”


        “I can give you the phone numbers for each state. You’ll have to contact them separately. Do you know which ones are in that area?”


        Fiske looked at the map and rattled them off. There were over a dozen. Fiske wrote down the telephone numbers he was given and hung up.


        He thought for a moment and then decided to check messages at his home and office. One was from an insurance agent. Fiske returned the call to the agent, who was located in the D.C. metropolitan area.


        “I was very sorry to read about your brother’s death, Mr. Fiske,” the woman said.


        “I didn’t know my brother had any life insurance.”


        “Sometimes the beneficiaries aren’t aware. In fact, it’s not the insurance company’s obligation to notify the beneficiaries even if we’re aware of the insured’s death. Bluntly speaking, insurers don’t go out of their way to pay out claims.”


        “So why did you call me?”


        “Because I was horrified by Michael’s death.”


        “When did he take the policy out?”


        “About six months ago.”


        “He had no wife or kids. Why did he need insurance?”


        “Well, it’s why I called you. He said he wanted you to have the money in case anything happened to him.”


        Fiske felt a catch in his throat and he held the phone away for a moment. “Our parents could use the money a lot more than me,” he finally managed to say.


        “He told me you’d probably give the money to them, but he wanted you to use some of it for yourself. And he thought you’d know better than your parents how to deal with it.”


        “I see. Well, how much money are we talking about?”


        “A half million dollars.” She read his address to him to confirm that it was still accurate. “For what it’s worth, I write a lot of policies for people, for a lot of different reasons, not all of them good, but in case you didn’t realize it, your brother loved you very much. I wished I was as close to my brother.”


        As Fiske hung up the phone, he realized that he was not on the verge of tears. He was on the verge of putting his fist through a wall.


        He got up, put the list in his pocket and went outside, down the stairway, past the vertical rise of cattail on one side, the sprawl of fern on the other, his feet taking him to the small dock. The sky was deep blue, with dabs of cloud, the breeze encouraging, the humidity vanished for now. He looked to the north, to the four-story reach of the million-dollar town houses on the outer ring of the Old Town Alexandria area, and then at the long, serpentine shape of the Woodrow Wilson Bridge. Across the water he made out the Maryland shore, a tree-lined mirror image of the Virginia side. A jet powered by, its landing gear down as it headed into National Airport a few miles distant. The fuselage was so close to the earth that Fiske almost could have hit it with a rock.


        As the plane passed by and the silence returned, he stepped onto the bow of the sailboat. The craft gently swayed under him; the sunlight stroked his face. He sat down and put his head against the mast, sniffed the canvas of the unfurled sail and closed his eyes. He was so damn tired.


        “You look awfully comfortable.”


        Startled awake, Fiske looked around before turning and seeing Sara standing there. She wore a black two-piece business suit; a white silk blouse peeked out at the neckline. Her neck was encircled with a small strand of pearls, her hair tied in a simple bun, a touch of makeup and pale red lipstick tinting her face.


        She smiled. “I’m sorry I had to wake you. You were sleeping so peacefully.”


        “Have you been watching me long?” Fiske asked, and then wondered why he had.


        “Long enough. You can take your shower now.”


        He stood up and stepped back on the dock. “Nice boat.”


        “I’m lucky, the riverbank drops off steeply here. I don’t have to keep it at one of the marinas. I’ll take you out if you want. We have time left before it has to be winterized.”


        “Maybe.”


        He walked past her toward the cottage.


        “John?”He turned back. She put one hand on the stair rail and looked over at her sailboat, as though hoping to carve a wedge of calm from its tranquil frame.


        “If it’s the last thing I ever do, I will make it right with your father,” she said.


        “It’s my problem. You don’t have to do that.”


        “Yes, John, I do,” she said firmly.


        *    *    *


        Thirty minutes later, Fiske drove the car out onto the private road leading to the parkway. The two black sedans flashing in front of their car made Fiske slam on the brakes. Sara screamed. Fiske jumped out of the car. He stopped as soon as he saw the guns pointed at him.


        “Hands in the air,” one of the men barked.


        Fiske immediately put his hands up.


        Sara climbed out of the car in time to see Perkins emerge from one vehicle and Agent McKenna from the other.


        Perkins spotted Sara. “Holster your weapons,” he said to the two men in suits.


        McKenna’s voice boomed out. “Those men are under my command, not yours. They will holster their weapons upon my order only.” McKenna stopped directly in front of Fiske.


        “Are you all right, Sara?” Perkins asked.


        “Of course I’m all right. What the hell is going on?”


        “I left an urgent message with you.”


        “I didn’t check my messages. What’s wrong?”


        McKenna’s eye caught the shotgun lying in the back seat. Now he pulled his own weapon and pointed it directly at Fiske. He studied Fiske’s injured face. “Is this man holding you against your will?” McKenna asked Sara.


        “Will you stop with the dramatic crap?” said Fiske. He lowered his hands and caught a sucker punch in the gut from McKenna. Fiske dropped to his knees, gasping. Sara raced to him, helping him lean back against the car tire.


        “Keep your hands up until the lady answers the question.” McKenna reached down and jerked Fiske’s hands up in the air. “Keep your damn hands up.”


        Sara screamed, “No, for God’s sake, he’s not holding me. Stop it. Leave him alone!” She pushed McKenna’s hand away.


        Perkins stepped forward. “Agent McKenna — ” he began, but McKenna cut him off with a cold stare.


        “He’s got a shotgun in the car,” McKenna said. “You want to take a chance with your men, fine. I don’t operate that way.”


        Another sedan pulled up and Chandler and two uniformed Virginia police officers climbed out, guns drawn.


        “Everybody freeze!” Chandler boomed out.


        McKenna looked around. “Tell your men to put away their weapons, Chandler. I’ve got the situation under control.”


        Chandler walked right up to McKenna. “Tell your men to holster their weapons right now, McKenna. Right now or I’ll have these officers arrest you on the spot for assault and battery.” McKenna didn’t move. Chandler leaned directly in his face. “Right now, Special Agent Warren McKenna, or you’ll be calling the Bureau’s legal counsel from a Virginia lockup. You really want that in your record?”


        Finally, the man flinched. “Holster your weapons,” McKenna ordered his men.


        “Now move the hell away from him,” Chandler ordered.


        McKenna very slowly edged away from the fallen Fiske, his eyes burning into Chandler’s with every backward step.


        Chandler knelt down and gripped Fiske’s shoulder. “John, you okay?”


        Fiske nodded painfully, his eyes on McKenna.


        “Will someone please tell us what is going on?” Sara cried out.


        “Steven Wright was found murdered,” Chandler said.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


        The shack rested in the center of a heavy forest in a remote part of southwestern Pennsylvania, where it notched into West Virginia. A muddy, tire-gouged strip of dirt was the only way in or out. Josh came in the front door, his 9mm poking out of his waistband, red clay and pine needles sticking to his boots. The truck was parked under a leafy shield of a soaring walnut tree, but Josh had taken the added precaution of covering the vehicle with camouflage netting. His biggest worry was being spotted from overhead. Luckily, the nights were still warm. He couldn’t risk building a fire; you couldn’t control where smoke went.


        Rufus sat on the floor, his broad back resting against the wall, his Bible in his lap. He was drinking a soda, the remains of his lunch beside him. He had changed into some clothes that his brother had brought him.


        “Everything okay?”


        “Just us and the squirrels. How you feeling?”


        “Happy as hell and scared as the devil.” Rufus shook his head and smiled. “Feels good to be free, sitting here drinking a Coke, not having to worry about somebody trying to get the jump on me every second of my life.”


        “The guards or the other cons?”


        “What do you think?”


        “I think both. I was on the inside for a while too, you know. We could probably write us a book.”


        “How long we gonna stay here?”


        “A couple of days. Let things die down a little. Then we’ll head on, make our way down to Mexico. Live good on a tenth of what it takes up here. Went a few times after the war. Got some old Army buddies who live there. They’ll help us get in and then set us up. Find us a boat, do some fishing, live on the beach. That sound good to you?”


        “Living in the sewer would sound good to me.” Rufus stood up. “Got a question for you.”


        His brother leaned against the wall and started carving up an apple with his pocketknife. “I’m listening.”


        “Your truck was full of groceries, two rifles and that pistol you’re carrying. And the clothes I’m wearing.”


        “So?”


        “So you just happen to be carrying all that stuff when you come visit me?”


        Josh swallowed a slice of apple. “I got to eat. That means I got to go to the store, now, don’t it?”


        “Yeah, but you didn’t buy nothing that’d go bad, no milk or eggs, stuff like that. All cans and boxes.”


        “I ate out of a can in the Army. I guess I just fell in love with meals ready to eat.”


        “And you always carry all them guns with you?”


        “Maybe I’m still screwed up from Nam, got some syndrome or other.”


        Rufus tugged at his shirt, which was the size of a blanket. “My size don’t exactly come off the rack. You came ready to bust me out, didn’t you, Josh?”


        Josh finished working on his apple and then threw the core out the open window. He wiped the apple juice from his hands onto his jeans before facing his brother.


        “Look, Rufus, I never knew why you killed that little girl. But I knew you weren’t right in the head when you done it. When I got that letter from the Army it crossed my mind there was something there. Now, I didn’t know it was some cover for what they done to you. But the fact is, nowadays, people go crazy and do bad shit, they stick ’em in the nut-house, and when they’re better, they just let ’em go. You been in prison for twenty-five years for something I know for a fact you didn’t even mean to do. Let’s just say I took it on myself to say that was long enough. You served your time, you know,’paid your debt to society’crap. It was time for you to get out, and I was gonna bring the key. If you hadn’t wanted to come, I was going to make you change your way of thinking. Call me right or wrong, I don’t give a damn. It’s what I made up my mind to do.”


        The two brothers looked at each other for at least a minute without speaking.


        “You a good brother, Josh.”


        “You damn right I am.”


        Rufus sat on the floor again and picked up the Bible, his hands gently turning the pages until he found the part he wanted. Josh eyed him.


        “You still reading that stuff after all this time?”


        Rufus looked up at him. “Gonna read it all my life.”


        Josh snorted. “You do what you want with your time, but wasting it ain’t such a good idea if you ask me.”


        Rufus eyed him stonily. “The word of the Lord kept me alive all these years. That ain’t no waste of time.”


        Josh shook his head, looked out the window and then back at Rufus. He touched the grip of his pistol. “This is God. Or a knife, or a stick of dynamite, or a don’t-piss-on-me attitude. Not some holy book full of people killing each other, men taking other men’s women, just about every sin you can think of — ”


        “Sins of man, not God.”


        “God ain’t the one busted you out. I did.”


        “God sent you to me, Josh. His will is everywhere.”


        “So you’re saying God made me come get you?”


        “Why did you come?”


        “I told you. Get you out.”


        “’cause you love me?”


        Josh appeared a little startled. “Yes,” he said.


        “That’s the will of God, Josh. You love me, you help me. That’s God’s way of working.”


        Josh shook his head and looked away. Rufus went back to his reading.


        A squawking sound came from Josh’s portable police scanner, which he had set on the floor along with his radio. Josh had managed to tune in a radio station from southwest Virginia for any local news on Rufus’s escape.


        “Heard your name on the police band anymore?” Josh asked.


        Rufus Harms had been mentioned in the news the day before. All the military authorities would say was that Harms was a convicted murderer who had a history of violence inside prison. He had escaped with the help of his brother, a dangerous man in his own right. The standard lingo was used, namely that both men were believed to be armed and dangerous. Translation: No one should be surprised or ask any questions when the authorities dragged their corpses in.


        “A little,” Rufus replied. “They’re looking south, like you thought.”


        Just then the afternoon news came on the radio. The first two news stories meant nothing to either brother. The third news story was a late-breaking one and it made both brothers stare at the radio. Josh hustled over and turned up the sound. The story only lasted about a minute and when it was over Josh turned the radio off. “Rider and his wife,” he said.


        “Made it look like he killed her and then turned the gun on himself,” Rufus added, his head shaking slowly in disbelief. “Two men come to see me and now they’re both dead.”


        Josh stared over at his brother. He knew exactly what he was thinking. “Rufus, you can’t bring him back, you can’t bring none of them back.”


        “It’s my fault they’re dead. For trying to help me. And Rider’s wife, she didn’t know nothing about any of this.”


        “You didn’t ask that Fiske boy to come down to the prison.”


        “But I asked Samuel. He’d be alive except for me.”


        “He owed you, Rufus. Why you think he came on down in the first place? He felt guilty. He knew he didn’t fight hard for you back then. He was trying to make up for that.”


        “He’s still dead, ain’t he? Because of me.”


        “Supposing that’s true, you can’t do nothing about it.”


        Rufus looked over at him. “I can make sure they didn’t die for nothing. Them folks took most of my life away. And now they took these other peoples’lives. You say we’ll be okay in Mexico, but they ain’t never gonna stop looking for us. Vic Tremaine is crazy as hell. Just have to look in the man’s eyes to see that. Old Vic been trying to get me all these years. Probably think he’s got his chance now. Fill us both up with lead.”


        “The Army catches up with us before the police do, they’ll damn sure keep firing till their mags are empty,” Josh agreed. He pulled out his Pall Malls and lit up, blowing smoke across the room. “Well, I can shoot straight too. They’ll know they been in a damn fight if they don’t know nothing else.”


        Rufus shook his head stubbornly. “Nobody should be able to get away with what they done.”


        Josh flicked cigarette ash to the floor and stared at him. “Well, exactly what are you gonna do? March in to the police and say, ‘Listen up, boys, I got some story to tell. Now y’all come on help a brother put these big-important white folk away’?” Josh took the cigarette out of his mouth and spit on the dirt floor. “Shit, Rufus.”


        “I need to get me that letter from the Army.”


        “Where’d you leave it?”


        “I hid it back in my cell.”


        “Well, we ain’t going back to the prison. You try to do that, I’ll shoot you myself.”


        “I ain’t going back to Fort Jackson.”


        “What, then?”


        “Samuel was a lawyer. Lawyers make copies of things.”


        Josh arched his eyebrows. “You wanta go to Rider’s office?”


        “We got to, Josh.”


        Josh smoked his Pall Mall down to the filter before answering. “I ain’t got to do nothing, Rufus. The whole damn United States Army is out looking for your ass. And mine too. You can’t exactly melt into the crowd. Hell, you’d make George Foreman look like a damn sissy.”


        “We still got to do it, Josh. Least I got to do it. If I can get that letter, then maybe I can get it to somebody who can help. Maybe write another letter to the Court.”


        “Yeah, look at all the good it done you last time. Them big-ass judges just come running to help you, didn’t they?”


        “It don’t matter if you don’t want to come, Josh. But I got to do it.”


        “What about Mexico? Damn, Rufus, you free. For now. We try poking around this thing, they gonna take you back to prison or most likely shoot you down first. We got to go while we got the chance, man.”


        “I want to be free. But I can’t leave it like this. I go to Mexico now and I’ll die of guilt, if the Lord don’t strike me down before then.”


        “Guilt? You done twenty-five years for nothing. When you die you going to heaven and you gonna be sitting in God’s lap. You a lock for that.”


        “No good, Josh. You ain’t changing my mind.”


        Josh spit again and looked out the dirty, cracked window. “You sonofabitchin’ crazy. Prison’s screwed you for good. Damn!”


        “Maybe I am crazy.”


        Josh glared at him. “Where the hell is Rider’s office?”


        “About thirty minutes outside Blacksburg. That’s all I know. Shouldn’t be hard to find out where it is exactly.”


        “Probably crawling with cops.”


        “Maybe not, if they think Samuel done it all.”


        “Shit.” Josh violently kicked the wall and then turned to his brother. “Okay, we’ll wait until nightfall and then head on out.”


        “Thanks, Josh.”


        “Don’t thank me for helping us both get killed. That kind of thanks I surely don’t want.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


        The flag at the United States Supreme Court was flying at half-mast. Newspaper, TV and radio reports nationwide were filled with accounts of the two murdered clerks. The phones in the Court’s Public Information Office refused to stop ringing. The adjoining press room was standing room only. Major TV and radio networks were broadcasting live from booths on the ground floor of the Court. Supreme Court police, reinforced by fifty D.C. police officers, National Guardsmen and FBI agents, ringed the Court’s perimeter.


        The private hallways outside the justices’chambers were filled with clusters of people nervously talking. Most of the justices were secluded inside their chambers, having barely made it through the oral argument sessions, their minds far from the advocates and issues before them. The young faces of the law clerks too bore the terror inspired by the killings.


        The small first-floor room normally used for the justices’ conferences was filled. The walls were dark-paneled and lined with bookshelves containing the bound volumes of two hundred years of the Court’s decisions. Another wall held a fireplace, unlit on this very warm day. A grand chandelier hung overhead. Ramsey sat at the head of the table. Justices Knight and Murphy sat in their regular chairs.


        While Knight’s gaze darted around the table, Murphy, fiddling with an old pocket watch strung on a chain across his puffy middle, kept his eyes downcast. Also present were Chandler, Fiske, Perkins, Ron Klaus, and McKenna. Fiske and McKenna occasionally made eye contact, but Fiske had kept his temper under control.


        Wright had been found in a park a half dozen blocks from his Capitol Hills apartment, with a single gunshot wound to the head. His wallet, like Michael Fiske’s, was missing. Robbery was the superficial motive, although no one in the room believed the answer could be that simple. Preliminary indications were that Wright had been killed between midnight and two in the morning.


        On the ride over to the Court, Chandler had filled Fiske in on recent developments. He had had Michael Fiske’s autopsy expedited, although he was still awaiting the official report and the exact time of death. The cause of Michael Fiske’s death, however, had definitely been a single gunshot to the head. Chandler had tracked down the northern Virginia Wal-Mart where Fiske had had his car serviced, but no one there could give them any useful information.


        Fiske had had one thought that prompted him and Chandler to make a short detour on the way to the Court: They had returned to the car impoundment lot to have another look at Michael’s Honda. Fiske had looked in the back pockets of the front seat.


        “He kept a map in here, always did. He had this weird fear of getting lost. Had to plot out his whole trip before he set foot on the road. There’s no map here, but there is this.” He held up a couple of yellow Post-its that he had found wadded up at the bottom of the seat pocket. There was writing on them, names of interstates and roads — directions, given the faded condition of the ink, from some trip taken long ago.


        Chandler looked at the pieces of yellow paper. “So why take the map book?”


        “He would’ve had the directions to wherever he was going in there.”


        “So the miles had something to do with his death.”


        Fiske hesitated for a moment, debating whether to tell Chandler about the Harms filing. Revealing that information would open a can of worms that he didn’t want to deal with right now. “Maybe,” he finally said.


        After that, he and Chandler had driven to the Court.


        Now they were all in the conference room staring at each other. Without disclosing how he had come by the information, Chandler had just reported that there had been an intruder at Michael Fiske’s apartment the night before.


        “We’re in your hands, Detective Chandler,” Ramsey said. “Although now I think it much more likely that we have some madman at work with a grudge against the Court, rather than it pertaining to some matter Michael was working on.”


        McKenna said, “I want you to know that the Bureau has assigned a hundred agents to this matter. We’ve also arranged around-the-clock protection for the justices.”


        “What about the clerks?” Fiske said. “They’re the ones getting killed.”


        Chandler stepped in. “I’ve compiled the home addresses of all the clerks. I’ve beefed up patrols in those areas. Most of them live on Capitol Hill close to the Court. We’ve offered to house any clerk who so chooses at a local hotel where full-time security is available. I’ve also instructed one of our experts to talk to the clerks about ways to keep safe, be on the lookout for suspicious persons, avoid going out alone or at night, that sort of thing.” He looked around for a moment. “By the way, where is Dellasandro?”


        “He’s trying to coordinate all the new security measures,” Klaus reported. “I’ve never seen him this worried. I think he’s taking it personally.”


        “I’ve been on the Court for almost thirty-three years, and I never thought I would ever see the likes of this,” Justice Murphy said sadly.


        “None of us did, Tommy,” Knight said forcefully. She looked pointedly at Chandler. “You have no leads at all?”


        “I wouldn’t go that far. We have several things to go on. I’m talking about Michael Fiske’s death. With Wright’s murder it’s still too early to say.”


        “But you believe them to be connected?” Ramsey said.


        “I really don’t have a belief on that one way or the other.”


        “What do you recommend that we do?”


        “That you go about your business as usual. If this is the work of some nut out to disrupt the Court, then you’d be playing into his hands by canceling your docket.”


        “Or we could risk infuriating whoever’s doing this, with the result that he will strike again,” Knight said.


        “That’s always a possibility, Justice Knight,” Chandler conceded. “But I’m not convinced that what the Court does or doesn’t do will have any effect on that. If the cases are connected.” He looked at Ramsey. “I do think it’s worth going over the cases both clerks were involved in, just to cover that base. I know it’s a long shot, but I could end up kicking myself later on if I don’t address it now.”


        “I understand.”


        Chandler turned to Justice Murphy. “Will you and your other clerks still be available today to go over cases Michael Fiske was handling?”


        “Yes,” Murphy replied quickly.


        “And I would appreciate if all of you would confer with the other justices and try to determine if any one case you’ve heard over the last few years may have prompted some action like this,” said Chandler.


        Knight looked at him and shook her head. “Detective Chandler, many of the cases we deal with stir incredible emotions in people. It would be impossible to know where to start.”


        “I see your point. I guess you’ve all been lucky that no one’s tried to do something like this before.”


        “Well, if you want us to go about our normal routines, then I suppose that the dinner honoring Judge Wilkinson will go forward tonight,” Knight said.


        Murphy sat straight up in protest. “Beth, if nothing else, I think the murders of two Court personnel would dictate that the dinner be put off.”


        “That’s easy enough to say, Tommy, but you didn’t happen to plan the event. I did. Kenneth Wilkinson is eighty-five years old and he has pancreatic cancer. I won’t risk putting it off, unfortunate as the timing may be. This is very important to him.”


        “And to you as well, correct, Beth?” Ramsey said. “And your husband?”


        “That’s right. Are we going to have another debate on legal ethics, Harold? In front of all these people?”


        “No,” he said. “You know my feelings on the subject.”


        “Yes, I do, and the dinner will proceed.”


        Fiske was fascinated by the exchange. He thought he saw a hint of a smile pass across Ramsey’s face as the man said, “All right, Beth. Far be it from me to attempt to change your mind on any matter of importance, much less those bordering on the trivial.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


        Tremaine set the Army helicopter down in the grassy field. As the circling of the copter blades slowed, he and Rayfield looked over at the sedan parked near the edge of the tree line. They lifted off their seat harnesses, climbed out and, torsos bent forward as they passed beneath the blades, headed toward the car. When they reached it, Rayfield sat in the front seat while Tremaine slipped into the back.


        “Glad you could make it,” said the man in the driver’s seat, turning to face Rayfield.


        The colonel’s jaw fell. “What happened to you?”


        The bruises were purplish in the center, leaching out to yellow around the edges. One clung to the side of his right eye, the two others spread out from his collar.


        “Fiske,” he answered.


        “Fiske? He’s dead.”


        “His brother, John,” the man said impatiently. “He caught me at his brother’s apartment.”


        “Did he recognize you?”


        “I was wearing a mask.”


        “What was he doing at his brother’s apartment?”


        “Same thing I was, looking for anything that the cops could use to find out the truth.”


        “Did he find anything?”


        “Nothing to find. We’d already gotten Fiske’s laptop.” He looked at Tremaine. “And you got his briefcase from his car before you killed him, right?” Tremaine nodded. “Where is it?” the man asked.


        “A pile of ash.”


        “Good.”


        “Is this brother a problem?” Rayfield wanted to know.


        “Maybe. He’s an ex-cop. He and one of the other clerks are snooping around. He’s helping the detective investigate the clerks’murders.”


        Rayfield started. “Murders? More than one?”


        “Steven Wright.”


        “What the hell’s going on?” Rayfield demanded.


        “Wright saw someone come out of Michael Fiske’s office. He also heard something he shouldn’t have. We couldn’t trust him to be quiet, so I had to bluff him out of the building and kill him. We’re okay on that one.”


        “Are you nuts? This thing is totally out of control,” Rayfield said angrily.


        The man looked at Tremaine. “Hey, Vic, tell your superior to stay cool. I think Nam took away some of your nerve, Frank. You’ve never been the same since.”


        “Four murders, and you say stay cool? And Harms and his brother are still out there.”


        “So we’ve got two more bodies to go. The two most important. You understand that, don’t you, Vic?”


        “I do,” Tremaine answered.


        The man looked over at Rayfield with a pair of very cold eyes.


        Rayfield swallowed nervously. “I guess there’s no going back now.”


        “You’re right there.”


        “John Fiske and this clerk: What are you doing about them? If Fiske is on some mission to find his brother’s killer, he may be a problem.”


        “He already is a problem. They’re on a real short leash. And they’ll stay there until we decide what to do with them.”


        “Meaning?” Rayfield asked.


        “Meaning we might have four more bodies to go instead of two.”


        *    *    *


        Sara sat in her new office. Chandler had declared the space she shared with Wright off limits, but he had allowed Court personnel to move Sara’s computer and work files to this overflow space. She had taken the list of state prison agencies Fiske had given her and started calling. At the end of a half an hour she hung up the phone, depressed. There was no one with the last name Harms in any prison in any of those states. She tried to remember any other helpful word or phrase from the documents she had seen, but she finally gave that up.


        Suddenly she had a mental flash: the letter R sticking in her mind. Harms’s first name started with an R; she had seen that in the filing. It was maddening that she couldn’t remember anything else.


        She stood, and that’s when it caught her eye. She had just grabbed a stack of files with her abrupt move and hadn’t noticed it until now. It was the Chance bench memo. The one she had told Wright he had to work on last night until he finished. A handwritten note was attached asking Sara to review it.


        She sat down and her head sank to the desktop. What if there really was some psychopath targeting clerks? Was it just chance that Wright had been killed instead of her? For a minute she sat there, frozen. Come on, Sara, you can beat this. You have to beat this, she urged herself. Using every bit of resolve she could marshal, she stood and walked out the door.


        A minute later, she entered the clerks’ office, and went over to a clerk who was manning one of the Court’s computer database terminals. The question she was about to ask was one she had asked earlier, but she wanted to be absolutely certain.


        “Could you check and see if there’s any case at the Court with the name Harms as one of the parties?”


        The clerk nodded and started tapping buttons. After about a minute he shook his head.


        “I’m not finding anything. When was it filed?”


        “Recently. Within the last couple of weeks or so.”


        “I’ve gone back six months — there’s nothing coming up. Didn’t you ask me about this a while ago?”


        Before Sara could answer, another voice spoke.


        “Did you say Harms?”


        Sara stared at the other clerk. “Yes. Harms was the last name.”


        “That’s strange.”


        Sara’s skin started to tingle. “What?”


        “I got a call early this morning from a man asking about an appeal and he used that name. I told him we didn’t have any case filing with that name.”


        “Harms? You’re sure?” The clerk nodded. “How about a first name?” Sara asked, trying to suppress her excitement.


        The clerk thought a moment.


        “Maybe starting with an R?” Sara prompted.


        The clerk snapped his fingers. “That’s right. Rufus, Rufus Harms. Sounds like a hick.”


        “Did the caller identify himself?”


        “No. He got pretty upset.”


        “Anything else you can remember?”


        The man thought a bit longer. “He said something about the guy rotting in a stockade, whatever that meant.”


        Sara’s eyes opened wide and she started to race out.


        “What’s this all about, Sara? Does this have anything to do with the murders?”the clerk asked. Sara kept going without answering. The clerk hesitated for a moment and then looked around to see if anyone was watching. Then he picked up his phone and dialed a number. When it was answered, he spoke quietly into the receiver.


        Sara almost sprinted up the stairs. The reference to the stockade had shown her that there was a big hole in Fiske’s list. She reached her office, grabbed a card from her Rolodex and dialed the number. She was calling Military Police Operations. Fiske had covered both the federal and state prison populations, but he had not thought of the military. Sara’s favorite uncle had retired from the Army as a brigadier general. She knew very well what a stockade was: Rufus Harms was a prisoner of the United States Army.


        She got through to Master Sergeant Dillard, the corrections specialist on duty. “I don’t have his prison ID number, but I believe he’s incarcerated at a military facility within four hundred miles or so of Washington,” she said.


        “I can’t give you that information. The official procedure is to send a written request to the deputy chief of staff for operations and plans. Then that department, in turn, will send your request to the Freedom of Information Act people. They may or may not answer your request depending on the circumstances.”


        “The thing is, I really need the information now.”


        “Are you from the media?”


        “No, I’m calling from the United States Supreme Court.”


        “Right. How do I know that?”


        Sara thought for a moment. “Call directory assistance for the general number for the Supreme Court. Then call the number they give you and ask for me. My name is Sara Evans.”


        Dillard sounded skeptical. “This is highly unusual.”


        “Please, Sergeant Dillard, it’s really important.”


        There was silence on the other end of the line for a few seconds. “Give me a few minutes.”


        Five very long minutes later the call was put through to Sara’s phone. “You know, Sergeant Dillard, I’ve gotten information from your office before about military prisoners without going through the FOIA process.”


        “Well, sometimes the people here are a little generous with the information.”


        “I just want to know where Rufus Harms is, that’s all.”


        “Actually, it wouldn’t really be a problem with any other prisoner.”


        “I don’t understand. Why is Rufus Harms so special?”


        “Haven’t you been reading your newspaper?”


        “Not today, no, why?”


        “Maybe it’s not real big news, but the public ought to know, for its own safety if nothing else.”


        “The public ought to know what?”


        “That Rufus Harms escaped.” In concise sentences, Dillard filled her in on the details.


        “Where was he incarcerated?”


        “Fort Jackson.”


        “Where is that?”


        Dillard told her and Sara wrote down the location.


        “Now I got a question for you, Ms. Evans. Why is the Supreme Court interested in Rufus Harms?”


        “He filed an appeal with the Court.”


        “What sort of appeal?”


        “I’m sorry, Sergeant Dillard, but that’s all I can tell you. I have rules to go by too.”


        “All right, but I tell you what. If I were you, I’d hold off working on his appeal. The courts aren’t open to dead people, are they?”


        “Actually, they can be. What exactly did the man do?”


        “You’ll have to check his military file.”


        “How do I do that?”


        “You’re a lawyer, aren’t you?”


        “Yes, but I don’t do a lot of work with the military.”


        She could hear him muttering a bit over the phone.


        “Since he’s a prisoner of the military, Rufus Harms is no longer technically in the United States Army. Along with his conviction he would have been given either a dishonorable or a bad-conduct discharge. His military records would have been sent to the St. Louis Military Personnel Records office. Hard copies are kept there. It’s not on a computer database or anything. Harms was convicted about twenty-five years ago, so his records should have been transferred to microfilm, although the personnel office is a little behind on that process. If you or anyone other than Harms wants his records, you have to use a subpoena.”


        Sara wrote all of this down. “Thank you again, Sergeant Dillard, you’ve been a huge help.”


        She had map software on her computer. Sara brought the screen up and, using her mouse, drew a distance line from Washington, D.C., to the approximate location of Fort Jackson.


        “Almost four hundred miles exactly,” she said to herself. She hurried upstairs to the Court’s third-floor library and went on-line via one of the computer terminals there. None of the law clerks’office terminals were connected to phone modems for obvious reasons of security and confidentiality. But the library terminals had on-line access. Using an Internet explorer service she typed in Rufus Harms’s name. She looked around at the hand-carved oak paneling as she waited for the computer to sprinkle its technological pixie dust.


        A few minutes later she was reading all the latest news accounts on Rufus Harms, his background and that of his brother. She printed out all of these. One of the stories had a quote from the newspaper editor in Harms’s hometown. Using an Internet telephone directory, she looked up the man’s number. He still lived in the same small town near Mobile, Alabama, where both brothers had grown up.


        The phone was answered after three rings. Sara introduced herself to the man, George Barker, still editor-in-chief of the local paper.


        “I already talked to the papers about that,” he said flatly.


        His deep southern drawl made Sara think of braying coon dogs and clear jugs of ’shine. “I’d appreciate if you could answer a few questions for me, that’s all.”


        “Who are you with again?”


        “An independent news service. I’m a freelancer.”


        “Well, what exactly do you want to know?”


        “I’ve read that Rufus Harms was convicted of killing a young girl on the military base where he was stationed.” She glanced at the news accounts she had printed out. “Fort Plessy.”


        “Killed a little white girl. He’s a Negro, you know.”


        “Yes, I know,” Sara said curtly. “Do you know the name of the attorney who represented him at the trial?”


        “Wasn’t really a trial. He did a plea arrangement. I covered the story some, because Rufus was local, sort of the reverse of the local boy makes good.”


        “So you know the name of his attorney?”


        “Well, I’d have to look it up. Give me your number and I can call you back.”


        Evans gave him her home number. “If I’m not there, just leave it on the answering machine. What else can you tell me about Rufus and his brother?”


        “Well, the most noticeable thing about Rufus was his size. He must have already been six-foot-three by the time he was fourteen. And he wasn’t skinny or lanky or anything. He already had a man’s body.”


        “Good student? bad? In trouble with the police?”


        “From what I recall, he wasn’t a good student. He never graduated high school, although he was real good with his hands. He worked at a little printing press with his daddy growing up. His brother did too. Why, I remember one time the press at my newspaper broke down. They sent Rufus over to fix it. He couldn’t have been much more’n sixteen. I gave him the manual for the machinery, but he wouldn’t take it. ‘Words just mess me up, Mr. Barker,’ he said, or something to that effect. He went in there and within one hour he had the whole damn thing up and running, good as new.”


        “That’s pretty impressive.”


        “And he was never in trouble with the police. His momma wouldn’t have let him. You got to understand, this is one small town, no more than a thousand souls have ever lived here, even fewer today. I’m pushing eighty, still run the newspaper. Nobody’s been here longer than me. Now, the Harmses lived in the colored section of town, of course, but we still knew ’em. Now, I don’t have colored folk over to my house, but they seemed like good people. She worked at the meat processing factory here just like most everybody else. Cleaning crew, not one of the good-paying jobs. But she took care of her boys.”


        “What happened to their father?”


        “He was a good man, not prone to drink or wild living like so many of their kind. He worked hard, too hard, because one day he just didn’t wake up. Heart attack.”


        “You have a good memory.”


        “I wrote out his obituary.”


        “What about his brother?”


        “Now, Josh was a different story. Around here, he’s what we call a bad black. Hotheaded, arrogant, trying to be better than he was. Now, I’m not prejudiced or anything and I don’t tolerate the use of the n word in my presence, but if I did use that particular word I’d use it to describe Josh Harms. He rubbed a lot of people the wrong way.”


        “I read that he fought in Vietnam and was actually a war hero.”


        “Sure, that’s right,” Barker conceded quickly. “He was the most decorated war hero to ever come out of this town, by a long shot. People were damn surprised about that, let me tell you. But he could fight, I’ll give the man that.”


        “What else?”


        “Well, Josh actually graduated high school.” Barker’s voice changed. “But where he really showed up everybody was in sports. I’m a one-man shop here and I cover all the news. Josh Harms was the greatest pure athlete I have ever had the privilege to see. White, black, green or purple, that boy could run faster, jump higher, stronger, quicker than anybody else. Now, I know the coloreds can do all that really well anyway, but Josh was truly special. He lettered in just about every sport there was. Do you know he still holds about a half dozen state athletic records?”He added proudly, “And you know Alabama’s got more than its share of great athletes.”


        Sara sighed. “Did he play at the collegiate level?”


        “Well, he got a slew of scholarship offers for football and basketball. Bear Bryant even wanted him at ‘Bama, that’s how good he was. Probably would’ve been a star in the NBA or the NFL. But he got sidetracked.”


        “How so?”


        “Well, you know how so. His government asked him to defend his country in the war against communism.”


        “In other words, he got drafted and was shipped to Vietnam.”


        “That’s right.”


        “Did he come back home afterward?”


        “Oh, sure. His momma was still alive, but not for long. See, right about that time was when Rufus got in all that trouble. I actually think Rufus volunteered for the Army because of Josh. Maybe he wanted to be like his older brother, you know, a hero. Really I think he just wanted something to go right with his life for a change. After his daddy died there wasn’t anything for him in this town. Of course, it ended up going about as wrong as it could. Anyway, Josh came to see me, to see if there was anything I could do. You know, the power of the press, but there wasn’t anything I could do.”


        “Did Rufus killing the girl surprise you? I mean, had he ever been violent, that you knew?”


        “He never hurt anyone that I know of. A real gentle giant. When I heard about the little girl I couldn’t believe it. Now, if it had been Josh, I wouldn’t have blinked twice, but not Rufus. But with all that, the evidence was clear as could be.”


        “Did Josh keep living there?”


        “Well, now you take me to a particularly troubling part of this town’s history.”


        “What’s that?”


        “I’d rather not say.” Sara thought quickly. What was the journalistic phrase? “It can be off the record.”


        “Is that right?” Barker sounded wary.


        “Absolutely. It’s off the record.”


        “I want you to know that I just recorded what you said. So if I read in some newspaper what I’m about to tell you, I’ll sue you and your paper for every last cent you got,” he said sternly. “I’m a journalist, I know how these things work.”


        “Mr. Barker, I promise that whatever you’re about to tell me will not be used in any way for a story.”


        “All right. Actually, I guess so much time has passed that it doesn’t matter anymore — legally, anyway. But you can never be too careful in this old world.” He cleared his throat. “Well, the story of what Rufus had done got around town, no way it wouldn’t. A bunch of boys started drinking, got together and decided to do something. Now, they couldn’t do anything to Rufus, he was in the custody of the United States Army. But they could do something about the other Harms living here.”


        “What did they do?”


        “Well, what they did was they burned Mrs. Harms’s house to the ground.”


        “Good God! Was she in it?”


        “She was until Josh pulled her out. And let me tell you what, Josh went after those boys. They went at it right up and down the town’s streets. I watched it from my office. You know, it must’ve been ten against one, but Josh put half of them boys in the hospital, until the rest beat him up bad, real bad. Never seen anything like it, hope I never do again.”


        “It sounds almost like a riot. Didn’t the police come?”


        Barker coughed in an embarrassed fashion. “Well, just so happens that it was rumored that a couple of the boys that were in on it, you know, who had burned the house down — ”


        “Were the police,” Sara finished the sentence for him. Barker didn’t say anything. “I hope Josh Harms sued for all the money the town had,” she said.


        “Well, actually, they sued him. I mean, the boys he put in the hospital did. Josh couldn’t prove anything about the fire. I mean, I had my speculations, but that was all. And the police sort of put together this story about him resisting arrest and all. It was ten people’s word against one, and a colored’s word at that. Well, the long and the short of it was he spent some time in jail and they took everything he and his momma had, little enough that it was. She died soon thereafter. What happened to both her boys, I guess, was too much for her.”


        It was all Sara could do not to start screaming at the man. “Mr. Barker, that is the most disgusting story I have ever heard,” she said. “I don’t know much about your town, but I do know I would never want anyone I cared about to live there.”


        “It has its good points.”


        “Really — like welcoming home a war hero like that?”


        “I know. I thought about that too. You fight for your country, get shot up and then come home to something like that, probably makes you wonder what the hell you were fighting for.”


        “You sound like you knew the truth. Didn’t you use the power of the press that time?”


        Barker sighed deeply. “This has always been my home, Ms. Evans, and you can only offend the powers that be so many times, even if they deserve it. Now, I can’t say that I’m any great friend of the blacks, because I’m not. And I wouldn’t lie to you and say I championed Josh Harms’s cause, because frankly I didn’t.”


        “Well, I guess that’s partly what the courts are for:to keep people like those in your town from screwing people like Josh Harms. Please call me back with the name of Harms’s lawyer.”


        She hung up the phone. Her whole body was tingling with rage from what she had just heard. But then, how many blacks had she known growing up in Carolina? The generations of squatters down the road? Or during harvest time when her father would bring in the part-timers to help? She had watched these men from the porch, sweat soaking the thin fabric of their shirts, their skin growing ever darker under the bite of the sun. She and her mother would bring them lemonade, food. They would mumble their thanks, never making eye contact, eat their meal and toil on into the darkness. Sara’s school had been all white, despite the string of Supreme Court cases demanding otherwise. These cases were the twentieth century battlefields of racial equality, replacing the Antietams, Gettysburgs and Chickamaugas of the last century. And some would argue with equal futility. And here at the Court there was one black justice, who occupied the so-called Thurgood Marshall seat, and currently one black clerk, out of thirty-six. Many of the justices had never had a minority person clerk for them. What sort of message did that send? At the highest court of justice in the land?


        As she hurried down the hallway in search of Fiske, Sara wondered if they would ever really find out the truth. If the Army caught up to the Harms brothers before anyone else, the truth might very well die with them.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


        Fiske was standing outside his brother’s office while Chandler was overseeing the progress of his evidence-collection team under close supervision of the Court’s staff counsel. However, with now two dead clerks, concerns over confidentiality had taken a back seat to finding the killer or killers. When they finished with Michael Fiske’s office, they would go down the hallway and start on Steven Wright’s.


        Fiske looked over at his brother’s office door and then back at Wright’s. He did so a couple more times as an idea began to percolate through his head. He went over to Chandler.


        “Exactly where was Wright’s body found?”


        Chandler flipped open his notebook and started looking through his notes. “By the way, I got your car out of impound. It’s at my office in a nice, legal parking space.”


        “Thanks for doing that for me.”


        “Don’t thank me. With the tow and fine and all, it’s gonna cost you about two hundred bucks.”


        “Two hundred bucks? I don’t have that kind of money for a lousy parking ticket.”


        “Is that right? Well, maybe I can pull a few strings, you know, do you a favor. But you’ll have to work it off. I got some painting that needs to be done at my house.” Chandler cracked a smile and then stopped leafing through his notes. “Okay, here we are. Wright lived about a block from the Eastern Market metro station. His body was found in Garfield Park. That’s at F and Second Streets. It’s about a half dozen blocks from the Court.”


        “How did Wright usually get to and from work?”


        “According to several people here, he either walked, took a cab or occasionally the metro.”


        “Was this Garfield Park on his way home?”


        Chandler tilted his head as he studied his notes. “Not really. Normally he would’ve hung a left from Second onto E to go home. He wouldn’t have continued on down to the park.”


        “Did he have a dog or anything? Maybe he went home and then took it for a walk in the park.”


        “He did have a dog, but he hadn’t been home. At least we don’t think he had. And if he was going to walk his dog, Marion Park is a lot closer to his home.”


        “That is strange.”


        Chandler’s eyes narrowed as he thought of something.


        “But Marion Park has something that Garfield doesn’t.”


        “What’s that?”


        “A police substation right across the street.”


        “Whoever killed him might have known that.”


        “The substation’s not exactly a big secret. We want our presence known there as a deterrent to crime.”


        “Does it look like he was killed at the park, or maybe somewhere else and dumped there?”


        “The grass had blood on it. No shell casings — that we found yet, anyway. Shooter probably would’ve used a silencer, unless it was some random robbery. A silencer on a revolver is too tricky. If he used a semiautomatic, then we should find a shell casing unless it was picked up.”


        “Bullet still in the body?”


        Chandler nodded. “Hope we lay our hands on a gun to match it against.”


        “Considering what happened at Mike’s apartment, you should probably have someone posted at Wright’s.”


        “Gee, now, why didn’t I think of that.”


        “Sorry. Any idea when Wright left the Court last night?”


        “We’re still checking on that. After regular hours there’s only one door open for entering and exiting. That door is constantly guarded and it closes up at 2 A.M. After that you need a guard to let you out. You can leave via the garage too, but it’s also secured. However, Wright didn’t drive, so the garage is irrelevant.”


        “Then someone must have seen him leave.”


        “My people are checking with the guards on duty last night.”


        “Doesn’t this place have surveillance cameras?”


        “You mean in the courtroom?” Chandler asked with a smile. “The answer is yes, but not everywhere and unfortunately not along this part of the hallway. But we’re checking the tapes right now to see if there’s anything relevant on them.” Chandler scanned his notes once more. “At that time of night, really the only activity on this floor would have been a clerk working late.”


        “Anything in Wright’s background helpful?”


        Chandler shook his head. “No skeletons that we found so far. Motive is going to be tough on this one.”


        “But his wallet was missing.”


        “Yeah, I thought about that. A little too convenient.”


        “Like somebody wants to make us think both murders are connected?”


        “You know, it actually could be some nut with a grudge against the Court.”


        “I believe the murders are connected but not for the reasons everyone probably thinks,” Fiske said.


        “How do you mean?”


        “If Mike was killed for a reason someone doesn’t want us to find out about, then killing another clerk and making it look related would be a great way to divert our attention.”


        Chandler looked intrigued. “So what’s the real reason someone killed your brother and is trying to cover it up?”


        Fiske hesitated again. Keeping the stolen appeal a secret was beginning to become very awkward. “I don’t know, but I might have an idea why Wright was killed.”


        “Other than as a red herring?”


        “Let’s say his death might have served a dual purpose.”


        At that moment Sara joined them, trying very hard to conceal her excitement.


        “John, can we talk for a minute?”


        “Ms. Evans,” Chandler said with a broad smile, “I hope your drive to Richmond was pleasant and uneventful.”


        “Let’s just say it was different,” she said quickly. “John, I really need to talk to you.”


        “Can I catch up with you later, Buford?”


        “And you can tell me your theory.”


        As they walked off together, Chandler’s smile faded. He was wondering if he had just lost his “unofficial” partner to Sara Evans.


        *    *    *


        Minutes after Sara had left her office, Justice Knight had stopped by to see her. She started to leave a written message when she saw the Chance bench memo with Wright’s attached note. She sat down in Sara’s chair and read the note. After she finished, it suddenly dawned on Knight what she had done. She had instructed Wright to work late, all night if necessary. He had done so, left the building late and someone had killed him. Her precious bench memo. She had never really focused on this chain of events before. A gush of air came out of her lungs so hard it almost choked her. She put the memo down and rushed from the room.


        A minute later she raced past her astonished staff and locked the door to her office. She looked around the spacious, beautiful room, with even its own fireplace. Here she had sat and contemplated her little strategies, her philosophies of life. And it had cost a young man his life. She threw off her pumps, collapsed in a corner, covered her face and wept.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


        Back at her office, Sara spent the next thirty minutes filling Fiske in on everything she had found out. “When Barker calls back with the attorney’s name, we can talk to him and maybe really start getting somewhere.”


        “That would be nice.”


        “Do you believe Michael went to see Harms in prison?”


        “It really complicates matters that the guy’s escaped.”


        Sara had a sudden terrifying thought. “You don’t think Michael was somehow mixed up in that, do you?”


        “My brother would not be part of anything illegal.”


        “I didn’t mean intentionally.”


        “According to the newspaper reports, Harms escaped from a hospital in Roanoke after Mike’s body was found. But I’m not saying that the timing is just coincidental.”


        “Do you have any brilliant deductions?”


        “I think I know why Wright was killed.”


        “Why? Because he knew about Harms? About what Michael had done?”


        “No, he was killed because he saw something. Something he shouldn’t have.”


        Sara drew her chair closer to his. “What do you mean?”


        “Wright’s office — your former office — is right down the hallway from Mike’s. Wright was going to be working all night.”


        Sara slumped in her chair. “Right. Because I told him he had to.”


        “No, because Knight told you to tell him he had to. Well, his body was found in a park that wasn’t on his way home. Chandler told me that he was killed between midnight and two last night. If he was working all night here, what was he doing in that park?”


        “You believe someone took him there and killed him?”


        “More to the point, someone took him from inside the Court to the park and killed him.”


        Sara gaped. “Meaning the killer was here?”


        Fiske nodded. “I don’t know if the person works here, but I believe he was physically present here last night.”


        “What could Steven have seen that cost him his life?”


        “I think he saw someone go into Mike’s office. Yesterday, Wright heard Chandler tell everyone that the office was off limits to everyone. Whoever went into Mike’s office might not have known that Wright was in his office. I assume you don’t broadcast when you’re working late.”


        “Like last night, often we don’t even know until the last minute.”


        “Right. So somebody goes into the office looking for something — ”


        “Like what?”


        “Who knows? Copies of the appeal that Mike took. Telephone messages, something on his computer.”


        “But that’s an awfully big risk. There’s security here twenty-four hours a day.”


        “Well, if the person knew the police were going to search the office thoroughly the next morning, he’d only have a limited amount of time to do it.”


        “That makes sense.”


        “So Wright hears something, or he’s finished his memo, he comes out, and runs right into whoever.”


        “If your theory is correct, do you think Steven knew the person who killed him?”


        Fiske took a deep breath and sat back. “I think he had to. Otherwise he would’ve raised the alarm right away. And I saw Dellasandro lock the door to Mike’s office. There’s no sign of forced entry. The person had a key.”


        “But someone must have seen something, then.”


        “Not necessarily. If the killer is familiar with the layout of the Court, then he’d know ways to avoid being seen with Wright until they got out of the building.”


        “So it might be somebody he trusted.”


        Fiske looked at her. “Like one of the justices?”


        Sara stared back, horrified. “I’ll accept a lot, but I can’t accept that.” She had a sudden thought. “Maybe it was McKenna? Steven would have trusted him, FBI and all.”


        “How could McKenna be involved in this?”


        “I don’t know. He’s the first one who occurred to me.”


        “Because he’s not with the Court and he slugged me?”


        Sara sighed. “Probably.” Then she remembered something and tore through the papers on her desk until she found it. “I can tell you about what time Steven left.” She picked up the memo Wright had left for her. Across the top of the memo was a date and time stamp. She flipped the papers around so Fiske could see it.


        “The word-processing system automatically puts the date and time stamp on documents because we go through so many drafts. That way we can quickly tell what’s current or not.”


        Fiske looked at the time stamp. “This was printed out at one-fifteen this morning.”


        “That’s right. Steven finished the memo, printed it out, put it on my desk and then presumably left.”


        “And saw whatever he saw.”


        Sara suddenly looked puzzled. “Wait a minute. Something doesn’t make sense here. When a clerk works late, ordinarily what happens is one of the Court police officers will give the clerk a ride home, if you live nearby.” She looked at Fiske. “The police here are really good to us.”


        “And at one-fifteen the metro’s not running, is it?”


        “No. Besides that, Steven lived barely a five-minute car ride from here. He’s gotten rides home before.”


        “So the chances are very good that Wright got a ride home from somebody at the Court?”


        “Leaving here at one-fifteen in the morning, I’d say it was a really safe bet.”


        “How about a cab, though? Maybe at that hour there weren’t enough guards to spare to take him home.”


        Sara looked doubtful. “I guess it’s possible.”


        “If a police officer did take him home, that should be easy enough to check. I’ll tell Chandler.”


        “So where does that leave us?”


        Fiske shrugged. “We need to see Harms’s military file. I’ve got an old friend with the Army JAG. I’m going to call and see if he can help expedite the process. Until we know who’s involved in all this, I want as few people as possible to know we’re looking around.”


        Sara shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself.


        “You know what?” she said. “I’m starting to become terrified of what the truth might be.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY


        While Sara went back to work, Fiske telephoned his lawyer friend at the JAG office, Phil Jansen, and relayed his request. Among other things, he asked Jansen to obtain a list of the personnel stationed at Fort Plessy during the time Rufus Harms was there.


        When Fiske rejoined Chandler, he related his theory of why Wright had been killed. Chandler was impressed. “We’ll check the cab companies too. We can only hope somebody saw or heard something.”


        Chandler stared intently at the young man. “So, did you find out anything interesting with Ms. Evans during your time together last night?”


        “I think she’s a good person. A little impulsive, but a good person. Very smart.”


        “Anything else? At our initial meeting, Ramsey said that she and your brother were close. She have any reason why he might have been killed?”


        “You might want to ask her that.”


        “Well, I’m asking you, John. I thought we were a team.” He moved closer to Fiske. “I’ve got way too much I don’t understand on the front end of this case without having to watch my backside. You were a police officer; you should understand about covering somebody’s backside.”


        Fiske said angrily, “I never let a partner down.”


        “Good to hear. So tell me about last night.”


        Fiske looked away, thinking how best to handle this. Withholding information was not the best course. So how could he do the right thing with Chandler and avoid destroying Sara’s life and his brother’s reputation?


        “Can we get some coffee around here?”


        “In the cafeteria. I’ll even buy.”


        A few minutes later they were in the ground-floor cafeteria. The Court’s afternoon session was in progress and thus the cafeteria was fairly empty.


        Fiske sipped on his coffee while Chandler watched him.


        “John, it can’t be that bad, unless you tell me you’re the one running around popping people.”


        “Buford, if I tell you something, then you have very specific rules as to what you do with that information and who else learns that information.”


        “That’s true. And those rules are what’s stopping you from coming clean?”


        “What do you think?”


        “I think let’s talk hypotheticals, okay? Now, my job is to collect the facts and to use those facts to ultimately arrest somebody for a crime. If we’re not talking facts, but just theories — like your theory of why Wright was murdered — then I can follow up that theory but I don’t have an obligation to report it to anyone until it’s proven correct by the discovery of facts to corroborate it.”


        “So we can talk theoretically and it’ll just stay between you and me?”


        Chandler shook his head. “Can’t promise it will stay between you and me. Not if it becomes a fact.”


        Fiske looked down at his coffee cup. Sensing he was losing him, Chandler tapped his spoon against Fiske’s cup.


        “John, the bottom line here is finding out who murdered your brother and Wright. I thought that’s what you wanted.”


        “It is. That’s all I want.”


        Really? Chandler suddenly doubted that. “Then what’s the problem?”


        “The problem is you can hurt people at the same time you’re trying to help them.”


        “Just your brother? Or somebody else?”


        Fiske knew he had already said too much. He decided to go on the offensive.


        “Okay, Buford, let’s discuss theories for a minute. Let’s suppose that somebody at the Court took an appeal before it was put into the Court’s system.”


        “Why and how?”


        “Apparently the how is easy. The why isn’t.”


        “Okay, go on.”


        “Now let’s suppose that somebody else at the Court saw this appeal, discovered that it wasn’t on the system, but didn’t say anything about it.”


        “I take it the why on that is also complicated?”


        “Maybe not. Let’s further assume that the person who took the appeal did so for a good reason. And that this person went somewhere, to visit the person who had filed the appeal.”


        “The eight hundred miles on your brother’s car?”


        Fiske stonily eyed the detective. “That’s a fact, Buford, I’m not discussing facts.”


        Chandler took a drink of coffee. “Go on.”


        “And let’s suppose that the person filing the appeal was a prisoner.”


        “Is that a fact or just speculation?”


        “I’m not prepared to say.”


        “Well, I’m prepared to ask. Where is this prisoner?”


        “I don’t know.”


        “What do you mean, you ’don’t know’? If he’s a prisoner, he has to be in some prison somewhere, doesn’t he?”


        “Not necessarily.”


        “What the hell does that — ” Chandler abruptly closed his mouth and stared across the table. “Are you saying this person escaped from prison?” Fiske didn’t answer. “Please don’t tell me that your brother got all suckered by some con’s BS plea for help, went to the prison, helped bust him out and then the guy killed him. Dammit, please do not tell me that.” Chandler’s voice rose in his agitation.


        “I’m not telling you that. That’s not what happened.”


        “Okay. This appeal … do you know what it says?”


        They had gone well beyond theories now, Fiske knew. He shook his head. “I’ve never even seen it.”


        “So how do you know it exists?”


        “Buford, I’m not going to answer that question.”


        “John, I can make you answer that question.”


        “Then you’re going to have to.”


        “You know you’re taking a risk here.”


        “I do.” Fiske finished his coffee and stood up. “I’ll grab a cab back to pick up my car.”


        “I’ll drive you. I do have other cases I’m working, even if this is the only one the world cares about right now.”


        “I think it would be better for both of us if you didn’t drive me.”


        Chandler pursed his lips. “Suit yourself. Your car’s in the back lot. Keys are on the front seat.”


        “Thanks.”


        Chandler watched Fiske leave the cafeteria. “I hope she’s worth it, John,” the detective said quietly.


        *    *    *


        Chandler had put some inquiries of his own into play, and when he returned to his office he found a stack of paper on his desk. One standard line of investigation had been to obtain the phone records of Michael Fiske’s office and home phones over the last month. The results were catalogued in the ream of paper. The phone call to his brother was on there. There were others to family. A dozen of them to a phone number that had been identified as Sara Evans’s. That was interesting, he thought. Had both Fiske brothers fallen for the same woman? When Chandler got near the end of the list, his pulse quickened. After all the years on the job, that rarely happened anymore. Michael Fiske had called Fort Jackson in southwest Virginia several times, the last only three days before his body had been discovered. Fort Jackson, Chandler knew, housed a military prison. And that wasn’t all. Chandler scattered the piles on his desk until he found what he was looking for. The telex had been sent nationwide asking for assistance on apprehending the man. When he had seen it earlier, Chandler hadn’t thought much about it.


        Now he intently studied the photo of Rufus Harms. He picked up his phone and made a quick call. Chandler needed one piece of information and he got it within a minute. Fort Jackson was approximately four hundred miles from Washington, D.C. Had Harms been the one to file the appeal John Fiske had mentioned? And if he had, why, according to Fiske’s “theory,” had his brother taken it?


        Chandler looked back at the list of phone calls. His eyes flitted over one number without registering, perhaps because it was to some law office and there were several law-related calls on the list. But the name Sam Rider would have meant nothing to the detective even if he had focused on it for some reason. Chandler put down the phone list and contemplated bringing in Fiske and Sara Evans, and making them tell him what was going on. But then the instincts built up over thirty years kicked in with one precept clearly emerging: You can’t trust anyone.


        *    *    *


        “Come on, John,” Sara pleaded. They were in her office near the end of the workday.


        “Sara, I don’t even know Judge Wilkinson.”


        “But don’t you see? If someone at the Court is involved, this would be a perfect opportunity to find out some information because practically everybody from the Court will be there.”


        Fiske was about to protest again but then stopped. He rubbed his chin. “What time does it start?”


        “Seven-thirty. By the way, have you heard from your JAG friend?”


        “Yeah. There are actually two files that are applicable. Harms’s service record, which contains not only his record of service, but also evaluations, personal info, enlistment contract, pay and medical histories. The second file, the record of his court-martial proceedings, would be with him at Fort Jackson. His lawyer’s work product would be maintained at the JAG office that handled Harms’s defense. That is, if they’ve kept it all these years. Jansen’s checking. He’ll send what he can.”


        As Sara started gathering her things to leave, Fiske remained sitting. “So what can you tell me about the Knights? Their pasts and all that?”


        “Why?”


        “Well, we’re going to a party that they’re hosting. She’s a big part of the Court and he’s a VIP in his own right. That qualifies them to be part of our investigation, don’t you think?”


        “You probably know more about Jordan Knight’s past than I do. He’s from your hometown.”


        Fiske shrugged. “True. Jordan Knight is big business in Richmond. At least he was until he entered politics. He made a lot of money.”


        “And a lot of enemies?”


        “No, I don’t think so. He’s given a lot back to Virginia. Besides, he’s a low-key, nice guy.”


        “Then he’s an odd match for Elizabeth Knight.”


        “I could see how she’d bruise a few egos on the way up.”


        “More than a few. It came with the territory. Tough federal prosecutor turned tougher trial judge. Everybody knew she was being groomed for a seat on the Court. She’s the swing vote on most of the major cases, which drives Ramsey crazy. I’m sure that’s why he treats her the way he does. Kid gloves most of the time, but every once in a while he can’t resist jabbing her.”


        Fiske thought back to the confrontation between the two justices at the conference. So that’s what it was.


        “How well do you know the other justices? You seem to know them well enough to believe they couldn’t commit murder.”


        “Like in any other large organization, I know them mostly superficially.”


        “What’s Ramsey’s background?”


        “He’s the chief justice of the country’s highest court and you don’t know?”


        “Humor me.”


        “He was an associate justice before being elevated to the top spot about ten years ago.”


        “Anything unusual in his background?”


        “He was in the military. Army or Marines, maybe.” She caught Fiske’s look. “Don’t even think it, John. Ramsey is not going around killing people. Other than that, just what’s in his official bio.”


        Fiske looked puzzled. “I would have thought you’d know everything about the other justices by talking to the clerks.”


        “The clerks for one justice tend to stick together to a certain degree, although every Thursday afternoon there’s a happy hour when we all get together. And periodically the clerks of one justice take another justice out to lunch just as a get-to-know-you sort of thing. Otherwise, each chamber is pretty self-contained” — she paused — “except for the famed clerk opinion network.”


        “Mike mentioned something like that to me after he first came to the Court.”


        Sara smiled. “I’m sure he did. The clerks are the mouthpieces for their justices. We send up trial balloons all the time, feeling each other out on a justice’s position. For example, Michael used to ask me what Knight needed in a majority opinion to join Murphy.”


        “But if Murphy is already writing the majority opinion, why does he need to court other votes?”


        “You really are in the dark about how we work.”


        “Just a simple country lawyer.”


        “Okay, Mr. Simple Country Lawyer, the fact is if I had ten bucks for every time a majority opinion turned into a dissent because enough support wasn’t garnered for it, I’d be wealthy. The trick is you have to craft an opinion that’ll get five votes. And of course the opposition doesn’t just sit idly by. One or more dissenting opinions might be circulated simultaneously. The use of dissenting opinions, or even the threat of them, is a fine art.”


        Fiske looked at her curiously. “I thought the dissenters were on the losing side. What kind of leverage could they have?”


        “Let’s say a justice doesn’t like how a majority opinion is shaping up, so the justice either circulates a draft of a scathing dissent that may make the whole court look bad if it’s published or that even undercuts the majority’s opinion. Or better yet, and easier, the justice will let it be known that he intends to write such a dissent, unless the majority opinion is scaled back. They all do it. Ramsey, Knight, Murphy. They go at it tooth and nail.”


        Fiske shook his head. “Like one long political campaign, always scrounging for votes. The legal version of porkbellies. Give me this and you got my vote.”


        “And knowing when to pick your battles. Let’s say one or more justices doesn’t like how a case was decided five years ago. Now, the Court doesn’t lightly overturn its own precedent, so you have to think strategically. Those justices might use a case in the present to start laying the building blocks for overturning the precedent they didn’t like years from now. That also goes for case selection. The justices are always on the outlook for just the right case to use as a vehicle to change a precedent they don’t like. It’s like a chess game.”


        “Let’s hope one thing doesn’t get lost in all the game playing.”


        “What’s that?”


        “Justice. Maybe that’s what Rufus Harms wants. Why he filed his appeal. You think he can get justice here?”


        Sara looked down. “I don’t know. The fact is the individual parties involved in the cases at this level really aren’t all that important. The precedents established through their cases, that’s what counts. It all depends on what he’s asking for. How it will impact others.”


        “Well, that really sucks.” Fiske shook his head and gave her a penetrating look. “A damn interesting place, this Supreme Court.”


        “So you’ll come to the party?”


        “Wouldn’t miss it.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


        Josh Harms assumed the police would now be covering the back roads, so he had taken the unusual tactic of driving on the interstate. It was dusk, though, and with the windows rolled up, they were okay; a police cruiser would have a tough time seeing inside. But despite all his precautions, he knew they were steering toward disaster.


        Funny, he thought, after all the hell his brother had been put through, that he would even think about wanting to do the right thing at the risk of dying, of losing the freedom that never should have been taken away from him in the first place. He felt like both cursing and praising Rufus in the same breath. Josh’s outlook on life wasn’t complicated: It was him against everybody else. He didn’t go looking for trouble, but he had a hair trigger when confronted with anybody looking to piss on him. It was a wonder he’d lived this long, he knew.


        Still, you had to admire a person like Rufus, who could fight through all that, through people who didn’t want to see the world change one iota since they were riding on top of it. Maybe the truth will set you free, Rufus, he thought. Suddenly out of the corner of his eye he saw something in the truck’s sideview mirror that made him ease his hand over and grip his gun.


        “Rufus,” he called back through the open window connecting to the camper, “we got a problem here.”


        Rufus’s face appeared at the window. “What is it?”


        “Stay low! Stay low!” Josh cautioned. He again eyed the police cruiser, which was a fixture in the truck’s side mirror. “Trooper’s passed us twice and then dropped back.”


        “You speeding?”


        “Five clicks under.”


        “Something wrong with the truck, taillight out?”


        “I ain’t that dumb. Truck’s fine.”


        “So what, then?”


        “Look, Rufus, just because you’ve been in prison all these years doesn’t mean the world’s changed any. I’m a black man in a real nice-looking vehicle on the highway at night. Cops think I either stole it or I’m running drugs. Shit, going to the store for milk can be a real adventure.” He looked in the side mirror again. “Looks like he’s just about to hit his light.”


        “What we gonna do? I can’t hide back here.”


        Josh didn’t take his eyes off the mirror even as he slipped his gun under the seat. “Yep, any second now he’s gonna hit that light, and we are done. Get down on the floor and pull that tarp on top of you, Rufus. Do it now.” Josh pushed his baseball cap down low so that only the white hair of his temples showed. He stuck out his chin and pushed his bottom lip out, giving the impression that he had no teeth. He leaned over, flipped open the glove box and took out a tin of chew and put a big plug of it in his mouth, which made his cheek bulge. He let his strong frame collapse. Then he rolled down the window and stuck his arm out, motioning in long, slow waves for the police cruiser to pull over to the highway shoulder. Josh eased the truck off the road and stopped. The cruiser quickly pulled in behind the truck, its roof lights throwing off a startling, ominous blue into the darkness.


        Josh waited in the truck. You let the boys in blue come to you, no hurried movement. He winced as the cruiser’s searchlight beam reflected off the side mirror. A cop tactic to disorient you, he knew well. Josh heard the boots crunching on the bite of gravel. He could envision the trooper approaching, hand on his gun, eyes trained on the door.


        Three times in the past, cops had pulled him over and then Josh would hear the tinkling of glass as the baton just happened to collide with a taillight, with the result that he had been cited for an equipment infraction. It was done just to piss him off, see if he’d do something that would warrant some jail time. It had never worked.


        Yes sir, no sir, mister policeman, sir, even as he wanted to beat the man unconscious.


        At least they had never planted drugs in his car and then tried to pin that on him. He had several buddies idling in prison right now after being hit with that shit.


        “Fight it,” his ex-wife Louise had always said.


        “Fight what?” he had retorted. “Might as well be fighting God for all the good it’ll do me.”


        As the footsteps stopped, Josh looked out the window.


        The state trooper stared back at him. Josh noted that he was Hispanic.


        “What’s the matter, sir?” the trooper asked.


        The chew bulging against his cheek with each syllable, Josh said, “Wanta git me on Luzzana.” He pointed down the road. “Dis a’ight?”


        The puzzled trooper crossed his arms. “Now where do you want to go again?”


        “Luzzana. Bat’ Rouge.”


        “Baton Rouge, Louisiana?”The trooper laughed. “You’re a long way from there.”


        Josh scratched his neck and looked around. “Got me chil’ren on down dare ain’t seen they’s daddy in a while.”


        The trooper’s expression turned serious. “Okay.”


        “Man say I gone git dare from dis here road.”


        “Well, the man didn’t tell you exactly right.”


        “Huh, you know’s how’s I git dare, den?”


        “Yeah, you can follow me, but I can’t drive the whole way.”


        Josh just stared at the man. “My chil’ren, dey bin good. Dey wanta see Daddy. You hep me?”


        “Okay, I tell you what, we’re close to the exit you need to take to head on down that way. You follow me there, and then you’re on your own. You stop and ask somebody else. How’s that sound?”


        “A’ight.” Josh touched the bill of his cap.


        The trooper was about to return to his cruiser when he glanced at the camper. He hit his light through the side window and saw the stacked boxes. “Sir, you mind my taking a look in the camper?”


        Josh didn’t flinch, although his hand edged toward the front of the seat, where his gun was. “Hell, no.” The trooper went to the rear of the camper and opened the upper glass door. The wall of boxes stared back at him. Behind the stacks, Rufus huddled under the tarp in the darkness of the camper.


        “What you got in here, sir?” the trooper called out.


        “Food,” Josh called back, leaning out the window.


        The trooper opened one box, shook a soup can, opened the box of crackers and then replaced it, closed the box and then the camper window. He walked back to the driver’sside window.


        “Lot of food. The trip isn’t that long.”


        “Axed my chil’ren what dey want. Dey say food.”


        The trooper blinked. “Oh. Well, that’s good of you. Real good of you.”


        “You got chil’ren?”


        “Two.”


        “A’ight, den.”


        “Have a safe trip.” The cop walked back to his cruiser.


        Josh pulled back onto the road after the cruiser did.


        Rufus appeared at the camper window. “I was sweating a damn river back there.”


        Josh smiled. “You got to take it cool. You play badass, they cuff you. You act too polite, they figure you scamming their ass and they cuff you. Now, you be old and dumb, they don’t give a shit.”


        “Still a close call, Josh.”


        “We caught us a break with the Mexie. They’re real big on family, kids. Talk that shit and they’re cool with you. If he’d been white, we might have had us a big problem. Once he made up his mind to look, Whitie would’ve pulled everything out of that camper until he found your ass. Now, a bro’ might’ve cut me some slack, but you never know. Sometimes, they got that uniform on, they start to act white.”


        Rufus stared at his brother with a look of displeasure.


        “Now, the Asians, they the worst,” Josh continued. “You can’t say shit to them. They just stand there and look at you, not listening to a damn word, and then go off and do what they’re gonna do. Might as well just shoot them mothers before they kung fu your ass. Yeah, it’s real good we met up with Officer Pedro.” Josh spit the chew out the window.


        “You got everybody figured out?” Rufus said angrily.


        Josh glanced at him. “You got a problem with that?”


        “Maybe.”


        “Well, you live your life the way you want, I live mine the way I want. We see who makes it farther. I know you had it hard inside, but it ain’t no picnic on the outside. I got me my own little prison right out here. And nobody’s convicted me of a damn thing.”


        “God made all of us, Josh. We all his children. Ain’t no good trying to divide us all up. I seen plenty of white folk beaten up in prison. Evil comes in all forms, all colors. Bible says so. I ain’t judging nobody except on themselves. Only way to do it.”


        Josh snorted. “Look at you, saying that. After all Tremaine and them done to you. You telling me you don’t hate them, want to kill ’em?”


        “No. If I felt that way, that’d mean Vic took the love from my heart. Took my Lord away from me. He does that, that means he’s controlling me. Ain’t nobody on this earth strong enough to take God from me. Not old Vic, you or anybody else. I’m not dumb, Josh. I know life ain’t fair. I know black folk ain’t riding on top of the world. But I ain’t adding to the problem by hating people.”


        “Shit. You got the gold card from God to hate every white person ever born.”


        “You’re wrong. I hate them, it’s like hating myself. I went down that road when I first went to prison. Hated everybody. The Devil had me, but the Lord took me back. Can’t do it. Won’t do it.”


        “Well, that’s your problem. Sooner you get over that the better.”


        *    *    *


        “That was a big oversight on your part, Frank. You take out Rider and his wife, but you didn’t search his office?”


        Rayfield’s grip tightened around the phone. “Well, tell me exactly when I was supposed to do that. If I had done it before we killed him, he would’ve gotten suspicious and maybe gotten away. If we had gotten caught going through it now, there would’ve been questions I don’t have answers for.”


        “But you just told me they ruled it a murder-suicide. The cops aren’t going to investigate that anymore.”


        “Probably true.”


        “So you can hit his office. Like tonight.”


        “If the coast is clear, we’ll do it.”


        “Have you found the letter Harms got from the Army?”


        “Not yet — ” He broke off as Tremaine burst into his office, waving a piece of paper. “Hold on.”


        Tremaine slid the paper in front of Rayfield, who went pale as he read it. He looked up at a grim Tremaine.


        “Where’d you find it?”


        “That SOB hollowed out one of the bed supports. Pretty slick,” Tremaine grudgingly conceded.


        Rayfield spoke into the receiver. In terse sentences he conveyed the contents of the letter.


        “Was this your doing, Frank?”


        “Look, if the guy had died in the stockade the way we planned, they would’ve done an autopsy, right? Well, this was the only way to cover that hole. We all agreed.”


        “But, Christ, Harms didn’t die. Why didn’t you have it expunged from the system later?”


        “I did! Don’t you think if I hadn’t, it would’ve come out during the investigation? Rider wasn’t stupid, he would’ve pounced on that as a defense.”


        “So if you took it out of the record back then, why did the Army send him that letter all these years later?”


        “Who knows? Some dipshit clerk could have come across a piece of paper and put it back in, or these days entered it into a database. Once in the Army’s official record, you never know if something’s going to resurface, no matter how hard you tried to bury it. It’s the biggest damn bureaucracy in the world. You can’t account for everything.”


        “But it was your job to stay on top of it.”


        “Don’t tell me what my job is. I tried to stay on top of it, but it’s not like I could check on it every stinking day for the last quarter century.”


        The voice sighed. “So now we know what triggered Harms’s memory.”


        “Any strategy comes with risks.”


        “Well, maybe Rider had a copy of this letter.”


        “I don’t see how Rufus Harms could’ve had access to a copier, and the letter wasn’t part of what he filed with the Court, we know that for a fact.”


        “But we can’t be sure that he didn’t. That’s all the more reason for you to go over Rider’s office tonight.”


        Rayfield looked up at Tremaine and then said into the phone, “All right, we’ll hit it tonight. Fast and hard.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


        Senator Knight warmly greeted Fiske and Sara as they entered the foyer. Behind him, they could see the place was filled with the business and political elite of the nation’s capital.


        “Glad you could come, John,” Jordan Knight said, shaking his hand. “Sara, you look radiant as always.” He gave her a hug and they exchanged pecks on the cheek.


        Fiske looked over at Sara. She had changed out of her business attire and into a light summer dress of soft pastel colors that accented nicely her suntanned skin. The bun was gone and her hair swept appealingly around her face.


        She caught Fiske staring at her and he quickly looked away, embarrassed, before accepting a drink from one of the waiters. Sara and Jordan Knight did the same.


        Jordan looked around, seemingly a little embarrassed himself. “I know the timing on this damn thing is atrocious.” He eyed Sara closely when he said this. “I know Beth feels the same way, although she won’t admit it.”


        Sure she does, thought Fiske.


        Jordan pointed his drink toward an elderly man in a wheelchair and spoke softly. “Kenneth Wilkinson unfortunately isn’t long for this world. He’s a scrapper, though, and he might fool us all. But he’s lived a long, inspiring life. My mentor and my friend. I’m a better man for having known him.”


        “Didn’t he introduce you and your wife?” Sara asked.


        “That’s another reason I owe him so much.”


        Fiske watched Elizabeth Knight methodically work the room, as polished and poised as any experienced politico. Fiske scanned the room again but didn’t see any sign of Ramsey or Murphy. He wondered if they had boycotted the event. He did note several of the other justices looking nervous and uncomfortable. The fear that a madman wanted to mount your head in his trophy case could do that to you.


        His eyes passed over Richard Perkins hovering in the background. There were armed guards everywhere and Fiske knew the hot topic of the evening was the two murdered clerks. Fiske’s eyes narrowed as he spied Warren McKenna knifing through the crowd like a shark looking for flesh to devour.


        “You two make a great team,” Sara said.


        Jordan Knight touched his glass to hers. “I think so too.”


        “Your wife ever think about running for political office?” Fiske asked.


        “John, she’s a Supreme Court justice. It’s a lifetime appointment,” Sara exclaimed.


        Fiske kept his eyes on Jordan. “Wouldn’t be the first time someone left the Court in pursuit of another job, would it?”


        Jordan looked at him keenly. “No, it wouldn’t, John. As a matter of fact, over the years Beth and I have talked about that. I’m not going to be in the Senate forever. I’ve got a seven-thousand-acre ranch out in New Mexico. I can easily see myself running that until the end of my days.”


        “And maybe your wife becomes the Virginia senator in the household?”


        “I never presume to know what Beth will do. It actually adds a level of excitement to our marriage that I think is incredibly healthy.” He smiled at his remark and Fiske felt himself smile in return.


        Sara was raising her glass as a thought hit her. “Senator, can I use a phone?”


        “Use the one in my study, Sara. It’s more private.”


        She glanced at Fiske but said nothing. After she had gone, Jordan said, “She’s quite a young woman.”


        “I wouldn’t disagree with that,” Fiske said.


        “Since she’s been clerking for Beth, I’ve come to know her quite well. I’ve been almost like a father figure, I guess you could say. She has a brilliant future ahead of her.”


        “Well, she’s got a great role model in your wife.” Fiske almost choked on his drink as he said this.


        “The absolute best. Beth does nothing halfway.”


        Fiske thought about this remark for a moment. “I know your wife is a real go-getter, but she might want to cut back on her schedule until the case is solved. You don’t want to give some maniac a free shot.”


        Jordan studied Fiske over the rim of his glass for a moment. “Do you really think the justices might be in danger?”


        Fiske didn’t really think so, but he wasn’t about to say that to Jordan. If he and Sara were wrong in their conclusions, he didn’t want anyone letting down his guard.


        “Let’s put it this way, Senator, if anything happens to your wife, no one will care what I think.”


        Jordan’s face slowly went pale. “I see your point.”


        Fiske noticed a line forming to talk to the man. “I won’t take up any more of your time. Keep up the good work.”


        “Thank you, John, I intend to.”


        Senator Knight started to receive the other guests. He needn’t have bothered to work the room, Fiske thought. His wife had probably already hit all the important players.


        *    *    *


        In Jordan Knight’s study, Sara dialed home for messages. She had forgotten to check earlier, and she was desperately hoping to hear back from George Barker, the newspaper editor from Rufus Harms’s hometown. Her hopes were rewarded when she heard the old man’s deep voice on her answering machine. He sounded a little contrite, she thought.


        She snatched a piece of paper from the notebook on the desk and wrote the name down: Samuel Rider. George Barker had left only the man’s name; apparently, after twenty-five years, that was all the information his files had contained. She had to find out Rider’s office address and telephone number right away. As she looked up, she saw the way to do it. The bookshelves on the far wall of the study held a set of current Martindale-Hubbells, the official directory of the legal profession, which purported to have the name, office address and phone number of virtually every attorney licensed to practice in the United States. It was divided by states and territories, and she decided to opt for the local jurisdictions first. As she looked through the index for the commonwealth of Virginia, her search was rewarded as she spotted the name Samuel Rider. Flipping to the page indicated, she found a brief bio of Rider. He had been in the JAG in the early seventies. That had to be the man.


        She dialed the phone number to his office, but received no answer. She dialed Information for his home phone number, but it was unlisted. She hung up, thoroughly frustrated. She had to talk to the man. She thought a moment. The timing would be very tight, so there was only one way to do it. A phone directory was on the desk and she used it to look up a number. It took only a few minutes to arrange things. She and Fiske had a couple of hours before they could leave. With any luck they would be back by early tomorrow morning.


        As Sara opened the door to the study, Elizabeth Knight was standing there.


        “Jordan told me you might be back here.”


        “I had to make a phone call.”


        “I see.”


        “I guess I’ll get back to the party.”


        “Sara, I need to talk to you in private for a moment.”


        Elizabeth Knight motioned her back into the study and then closed the door behind them. The justice had on a simple white dress, minimal makeup and a tasteful sapphire necklace. The white dress made her skin seem even more pallid. However, she wore her hair down and the dark strands were striking against the white background. When she made the effort, Sara thought, Elizabeth Knight could be a very attractive woman. She apparently picked those moments with great care. At this moment, Elizabeth Knight looked very uncomfortable.


        “Is there something wrong?” Sara asked.


        “I dislike delving into the personal lives of my clerks, Sara, I really do, but when it reflects on the image of the Court, then I feel that it is my duty to say something.”


        “I’m not sure I understand.”


        Knight collected her thoughts for a moment. Ever since the realization that she had, however unwittingly, condemned Steven Wright to death, her nerves had been in tatters. She felt like lashing out at someone, even if unfairly. It was not her habit to do such a thing, but the fact was she was upset with Sara Evans. And she did care about her. Thus, the young woman was going to feel the justice’s wrath. “You’re a very smart woman. A very attractive and smart young woman.”


        “I’m afraid I still don’t — ”


        Knight’s tone changed. “I’m talking about you and John Fiske. Richard Perkins reported that he saw you and Fiske leaving your home together this morning.”


        “Justice Knight, with all due respect, that is my personal business.”


        “It is certainly more than your personal business, Sara, if it reflects negatively on the Court.”


        “I don’t see how that could possibly be the case.”


        “Let me see if I can make it clearer for you. Do you think it would sully the Court’s reputation if it became known that one of its clerks was sleeping with the brother of her slain colleague on the day after his murder was discovered?”


        “I am not sleeping with him,” Sara said forcefully.


        “That is quite beside the point. Public opinion is driven by perception rather than by fact, particularly in this town. If a newspaper reporter had seen you and Fiske leave your home this morning, what do you think the headline would’ve read? Even if it just recounted the actual facts of the reporter’s observations, what do you think would be the likely perception of the reading public?” When Sara didn’t answer, Knight continued. “Right now we don’t need any additional adverse complications, Sara. We have quite enough of them to deal with.”


        “I guess I never thought that part through.”


        “That is exactly what you must do if you want to have anything other than a mediocre legal career.”


        “I’m sorry. I won’t repeat the mistake.”


        Knight stared hard at her, then she opened the door. “Please see that you don’t.”


        As Sara passed her, Knight added, “Oh, Sara, until the identity of the murderer is definitively ascertained, I wouldn’t put your complete faith or trust in anyone. Whether you’re aware of it or not, a large percentage of murders are committed by family members.”


        Astonished, Sara turned to face her. “You’re not implying — ”


        “I imply nothing,” Knight said sharply. “I’m only conveying a fact. You do with it what you will.”


        *    *    *


        Bored, Fiske meandered through the apartment when he felt someone at his shoulder.


        “There’s a question I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


        Fiske looked around. Agent McKenna was staring at him.


        “McKenna, I’m seriously considering a lawsuit against you, so get the hell away from me.”


        “Just doing my job. And right now I want to know where you were at the time your brother was murdered.”


        Fiske finished his glass of wine and then looked out the broad bank of windows. “Haven’t you forgotten something?”


        “What’s that?”


        “They haven’t ascertained the time of death yet.”


        “You’re a little behind in the investigation.”


        “Is that right?” Fiske said, a little taken aback.


        “Between three and four A.M. Saturday. Where were you during that time?”


        “Am I a suspect in this case?”


        “If and when you become a suspect, I’ll let you know.”


        “I was working at my office in Richmond until about four in the morning on Saturday. Now you’re going to ask me if anyone can corroborate that, right?”


        “Can anyone?”


        “No. But I went to the Laundromat around ten that morning.”


        “Richmond’s only a two-hour drive from Washington. You’d have plenty of time.”


        “So your theory is I drove up to Washington, killed my brother in cold blood, dumped his body in the middle of a heavily black area, with such skill that no one noticed me do it, drove back to Richmond and washed my underwear. And the motive is?” As soon as Fiske said the last sentence, his next breath caught in his throat. He had the perfect motive: five hundred thousand dollars in life insurance. Shit!


        “Motives can always come later. You have no alibi, which means you had the opportunity to commit the murder.”


        “So you think I murdered Wright too? Remember, you told the justices that you think the two murders are related. I do have an alibi for that one.”


        “Just because I said something doesn’t mean it’s true.”


        “Fascinating. Do you take that same philosophy with you to the witness stand?”


        “During the course of an investigation I’ve found it’s not always good to show your hand. The killings could be completely unrelated, which means any alibi you have for Wright’s murder means nothing.”


        As Fiske watched McKenna walk off, a very unsettling sensation went down his spine. Even McKenna wouldn’t be so stupid as to try to pin the murder of his brother on him, would he? And why hadn’t Fiske known about the autopsy results ascertaining the time of his brother’s death? Fiske immediately answered that question: The information flow from Chandler had dried up.


        “John?”


        Fiske turned around and looked at Richard Perkins.


        “Got a minute?” the man asked nervously. The two men went over to a corner. Perkins looked out the window for a moment as though preparing what he was about to say. “I’ve only been the marshal at the Supreme Court for two years. It’s a great job, prestigious, not too much stress, pays quite well. I oversee almost two hundred employees, everybody from barbers to police officers. I worked at the Senate before that, thought I’d probably retire there, but then this opportunity came up.”


        “Good for you,” Fiske said, but he wondered why Perkins was telling him this.


        “Even though your brother’s death didn’t take place at the Court I felt a real responsibility for his safety, for everyone who works at the Court. Now with Wright’s death, I’m just reeling. I’m not used to handling things like this. I’m a lot better at payroll issues and overseeing the orderly functioning of bureaucracies than I am being in the middle of a homicide investigation.”


        “Well, Chandler is really good at his job. And of course you’ve got the FBI on the case too.” Fiske almost bit his tongue when he said this. Perkins picked up on it.


        “Agent McKenna seems to hold some kind of grudge against you. Have you ever met the man before?”


        “No.”


        Perkins looked down at his hands. “Do you really think there’s some crazy out there with a vendetta?”


        “It’s not out of the realm of possibility.”


        “But why now of all times? And why target clerks? Why not the justices?”


        “Or other court personnel.”


        “What do you mean?”


        “You might be in danger too, Richard.”


        Perkins looked astonished. “Me?”


        “You’re the head of security. If this person wants to show that he can pick people off at will, then he’s flouting the security of the Court. He’s flouting you.”


        Perkins seemed to consider this. “So you think the deaths are definitely connected?”


        “If they’re not, it’s one helluva coincidence. Frankly, I don’t believe in coincidences that big.”


        “And Chandler too?”


        “Maybe. I’m sure he’ll keep you informed.”


        As Perkins walked off, Elizabeth Knight powered by. It was as though the crowd automatically parted for her.


        A hand pressed against his shoulder. “Meet me outside the building in ten minutes.” It was Sara’s voice, but by the time Fiske turned around he could only see her disappearing into the crowd.


        Visibly frustrated, he looked around and picked up on Elizabeth Knight’s movements again. She probably forgot Kenneth Wilkinson was even here, he thought. At his own party too. He was thus very surprised when Elizabeth went over to Wilkinson and spoke with him briefly. He watched as she wheeled him out onto the lighted and empty terrace, where he could see her kneeling beside the wheelchair, holding one of Wilkinson’s hands and talking to him.


        Fiske mingled a bit more and then couldn’t keep himself from heading out to the terrace. Elizabeth Knight looked up and then quickly rose from her kneeling position.


        “I’m sorry for interrupting, but I have to leave and I wanted to say hello to Judge Wilkinson.”


        Knight stepped back and Fiske went forward and introduced himself. He shook Kenneth Wilkinson’s hand and passed along his congratulations for the elderly man’s long career in public service. As he started back into the room, Knight stopped him.


        “I assume you’re leaving with Sara.”


        “Is that a problem?”


        “I guess that’s up to you.”


        “What’s that supposed to mean?”


        “Sara has a wonderful future ahead of her. But little things can sometimes disrupt careers with great potential.”


        “You know, Justice Knight, I think you have a real problem with me, and I’m not sure why.”


        “I don’t know you, Mr. Fiske. If you’re anything like your brother, then maybe I don’t have a big problem.”


        “I’m not like anybody else. I try not to compare people or make nice, neat assumptions. They seldom prove true.”


        Knight appeared taken aback by this but said, “I actually agree with you.”


        “I’m glad we could agree on something.”


        “However, I do know Sara, and I care about her very much. If certain actions you take reflect negatively on her and thus on the Court, then you’re right, I do have a problem with that.”


        “Look, all I’m concerned about is finding out who killed my brother.”


        She looked at him keenly. “Are you sure that’s all?”


        “If I weren’t sure, well, you know what, it’s a free country.” Fiske thought he saw an amused expression pass across her face.


        She crossed her arms. “You don’t seem the least bit intimidated by a Supreme Court Justice, Mr. Fiske.”


        “If you knew something about me, you’d understand why.”


        “Perhaps I should make a point of finding out about you. Perhaps I already have.”


        “I guess that can be a two-way street.”


        Knight’s expression turned dark. “Confidence is one thing, Mr. Fiske, disrespect is quite another.”


        “I’ve found that also to be a two-way street.”


        “I hope you appreciate my concerns for Sara. They are genuine.”


        “I’m sure they are.”


        She started to turn away and then looked back at him. “Your brother was a very special person. Highly intelligent, the consummate legal analyst.”


        “He was one of a kind.”


        “With that said, I’m not sure he was the most able lawyer in his family.”


        Knight walked away, leaving a surprised Fiske behind. He stood there for a minute trying to analyze her words. Then he left the terrace and made his way down in the elevator to the lobby. He looked around but didn’t see Sara. A horn beeped and he saw her car ease up to the front door. He climbed in and looked over at her. “Where are we going?”


        “To the airport.”


        “What are you talking about?”


        “We’re going to see Samuel Rider, Esquire.”


        “And who is Samuel Rider, Esquire?”


        “Rufus Harms’s attorney. George Barker called back with the name. I looked Rider up. He practices outside of Blacksburg, only a couple hours east of the prison. I tried his office, but there was no answer. His home phone’s unlisted.”


        “So why are we flying out there then?”


        “We have his office address. It’ll be late by the time we get there, so it’s a long shot he’ll be in his office. But it’s also not a big town: We should be able to find somebody there who can give us his home address or at least his phone number. And if we’re right about his involvement, he could be in danger. If something happens to him, we may never find out the truth.”


        “So you really think he’s the one who called the Court? The one who filed the appeal?”


        “I wouldn’t bet against it.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


        Twenty-five minutes later Fiske and Sara arrived at National Airport, and Sara pulled into one of the parking garages. After that they made their way to the general aviation terminal. “Are you sure we can get a flight out?” Fiske asked.


        “I chartered a private plane to take us there.”


        “You did what? Do you know how much that costs?”


        “Do you know how much it costs?”


        Fiske looked sheepish. “No, I mean it’s not like I ever chartered a friggin’ plane before. But it can’t be cheap.”


        “It’s about twenty-two hundred dollars for a round-trip flight to Blacksburg. I maxed out my credit card.”


        “Then I’ll pay you back somehow.”


        “You don’t have to do that.”


        “I don’t like owing people.”


        “Fine, I’m sure I can figure out lots of ways for you to pay it off.” She smiled.


        A few minutes later they approached a small twin-engine jet sitting on the tarmac. Fiske watched as a boxy 737 lumbered down the main runway and then lifted gracefully into the air. Everywhere was the nauseating smell of jet fuel and the irritating whine of engines.


        Sara and Fiske headed up the steps of the sleek jet, where they were met by a man in his fifties with short white hair and a wiry build. He introduced himself as the pilot, Chuck Herman.


        Herman looked up at the skies. “I got the flight plan filed okay, but we’re a little behind in the takeoff schedule. They had some delays earlier because of a software glitch in the control tower and everybody’s paying for it.”


        “We’re on a short time fuse, Chuck,” Sara said. The later they arrived at Rider’s office, the less likely it was that they’d find someone to help them. In addition, she couldn’t be late for work again.


        Herman looked proudly at his aircraft. “Not to worry. We’re only talking a seventy-minute trip, and I can step on the gas if need be.”


        They all moved into the cabin and Herman indicated chairs for them to sit in.


        “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t get a cabin steward in here on such short notice. Do you two want anything?”


        “A glass of white wine,” Sara said.


        “How about you, John? Can I get you anything?” Fiske declined. “The fridge is fully stocked with food. Please help yourself.”


        Ten minutes after takeoff, the flight became very smooth, like gliding on a calm pond in a canoe. Sara unstrapped her belt and looked over at Fiske. He stared out the window at the sinking sun.


        “How about I fix up something to eat? And I’ve got some interesting things to tell you.”


        “Same here.” Fiske unstrapped himself, followed her back and sat down at the table, where he watched Sara make up some sandwiches.


        “Coffee?”


        Fiske nodded. “Something tells me it’s going to be a long night.”


        Sara finished making the food and poured out two cups of coffee. She sat down across from Fiske and looked at her watch. “The flight is so short we don’t have all that much time. There aren’t any rental car places at the airport in Blacksburg. We can take a cab to a rental place in town and get a car there, though.”


        Fiske took a bite of sandwich and swallowed it down with some coffee. “You mentioned some things that happened at the party.”


        “I had a run-in with Justice Knight.” She recounted the story to Fiske. He then shared his own experience with Knight.


        “A hard woman to figure out,” Fiske remarked.


        “Anything else?”


        “McKenna asked me if I had an alibi for the time my brother was murdered.”


        “Are you serious?”


        “I don’t have an alibi, Sara.”


        “John, it’s not like anyone believes that you could have murdered your own brother. And how would that tie in to Steven’s death?”


        “If the two are connected.”


        “So did McKenna have a theory as to what your motive might be?”


        Fiske put his coffee down. It might be good to get somebody else’s view, he thought. “No, but the fact is, I have a perfect motive.”


        Surprised, she put down her coffee. “What?”


        “I found out today that Mike had taken out a half-million-dollar life insurance policy on himself and named me as the beneficiary. That qualifies as a top-rank motive, don’t you think?”


        “But you said you just found out today.”


        “Do you seriously think McKenna will believe that?”


        “That’s strange.”


        Fiske cocked his head at her. “What is?”


        “Justice Knight said something along the lines that most homicides are committed by family members, and that I shouldn’t trust anybody — meaning, I’m sure, you.”


        “Was she ever in the Army that you know?”


        Sara almost laughed. “No, why?”


        “I was just wondering if she could have anything to do with Rufus Harms.”


        Sara smiled. “But now that we’re on the subject, how about Senator Knight? He might have been in the Army.”


        “He wasn’t. I remember reading in the Richmond papers during his first Senate campaign that he was physically unable to be in the Armed Forces. His political opponent at the time was a war hero and he tried to make a big deal out of Knight not serving his country. But he did, in an intelligence capacity, good record and all, and the whole thing went away.” Fiske shook his head in frustration. “This is silly. We’re trying to pound square pegs in round holes.” He took a long breath. “I hope Rider can help us.”


        


        * * *


        


        Dressed in overalls, the man pushed the bulky cleaning cart down the hallway and then stopped outside one office, noting the stenciled lettering on the frosted glass door: SAMUEL RIDER, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW. The man cocked his head and looked around, listening intently. The office building was small and Rider’s law office was one of only a half dozen places of business on the second floor. At this hour, the town and the building were pretty much deserted.


        Josh Harms tapped against the door and waited for a response. He tapped again, this time a little louder. Josh had left Rufus in the truck parked in the alley while he reconnoitered the area. He had found the cleaning supply closet and hatched his plan in case someone showed up. He tapped on Rider’s office door once more, waited another couple of minutes, pursed his lips and gave a low whistle. Within twenty seconds, Rufus, who had been trailing him in the darkness of the hallway, joined him. Rufus wasn’t wearing a cleaning uniform; there hadn’t been one in the storage closet that came close to fitting him.


        Josh pulled his lock-pick equipment and within a few seconds they were on the other side of the office door in the receptionist’s area.


        “We got to move fast. Somebody might show up,” Josh said. Tucked inside his belt was his pistol, fully loaded, a round chambered.


        “I’ll look here and you go into Samuel’s office and start looking around.”


        Rufus was already going through a file cabinet using the flashlight he had brought with him from the truck. Josh went into Rider’s office. The first thing he did, after checking the street for activity, was close the drapes. He pulled out a flashlight of his own and started searching. He came to the locked desk drawer and jimmied it. He gave a low whistle as his hand closed around the packet that had been taped to the underside of the desk drawer. He went to the doorway. “Rufus, I got it.”


        His brother rushed in and took the papers. He scanned them under the flashlight’s arc.


        “You still ain’t told me how having these pieces of paper is gonna help your butt any which way.”


        “I ain’t thought that all the way through, but I’d rather have them than not have them.”


        “Well, let’s get out of here before somebody has us.”


        They had barely made it to the receptionist area when they both heard the footsteps, two sets of them. They glanced quickly at each other. Josh pulled the pistol and punched off the safety. “Cops. They know we’re here.”


        Rufus looked at him and shook his head. “It ain’t the cops. And it ain’t the Army. Building’s deserted. If it was them they’d come in here sirens going and the next sound we’d be hearing is glass breaking when the tear gas canisters come through the damn window. Come on.” Rufus led the way back into Rider’s interior office and softly closed the door. All they could do now was wait.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


        Chandler walked around Michael Fiske’s apartment. He knelt down and examined the gouge mark in the floor caused by John Fiske’s swing with a tire iron. If the blow had found its mark, this mystery might have been solved. Chandler rose and shook his head. It was never that easy. His men were putting the finishing touches on the apartment. Black carbon dusting powder lay everywhere in piles like magic sprinkles, which in a way they were. They had taken Michael Fiske’s prints for purposes of elimination. They would have to get his brother’s as well. Since John Fiske was a lawyer licensed in Virginia, his fingerprints would be on file with the Virginia State Police. He should get Sara Evans’s prints as well, he figured. She had undoubtedly been here too. He looked down the hallway. In the bedroom, perhaps? However, his inquiries had revealed only that the two had been good friends.


        He had met with Murphy and his clerks. They had gone over all the cases Michael had been working on. Nothing really stuck out. That line of investigation would simply take too long. And people were dying.


        John Fiske’s unwillingness to confide in Chandler had cost him. As Fiske had earlier deduced, Chandler had cut off the flow of information to him. Chandler had played fair with the Feds, though, and passed along what he had to McKenna, including his newfound information on Rufus Harms’s escape from prison and Michael Fiske’s earlier calls to the prison. He had also informed McKenna of the missing appeal Fiske had told him about. McKenna had thanked him but had been unable to add any new information of his own. As if on cue, he heard a sound at the front door and the FBI agent walked into the room — after showing his ID card to the uniform outside and being added to the crime scene list, Chandler assumed. Crime scene. Well, it was one of sorts, Chandler said to himself.


        “You’re working late tonight, Agent McKenna.”


        “So are you.” The FBI agent’s gaze swept the area, starting at the center and marching outward grid by grid. “So, is the director of the FBI just a little bit on your butt, or a lot, to get this thing solved?”


        “Same as your boss. In the Bureau you get double kudos if you solve the crime in time for the evening news.” McKenna flashed a rare smile, although it was as though his mouth didn’t know quite how to manage it, because the effect came off as lopsided.


        Chandler wondered if the man did it on purpose to throw people off. Because he’d had a weird feeling about the guy, Chandler had discreetly checked out Warren McKenna. His career at the Bureau was first-rate in all respects. He had been assigned to the Washington Metropolitan Field Office at Buzzard Point for eight years after transferring from the Richmond Field Office. Before his career at the FBI, he had done a brief stint in the military, then completed college. Since that time McKenna had done nothing except make positive impressions on his superiors. One curious thing Chandler had found out: McKenna had refused several promotions that would have taken him out of the field.


        “You’re lucky John Fiske hasn’t slapped you with a lawsuit yet. He still might.”


        “Maybe he should,” was McKenna’s surprising reply. “I probably would if I were him.”


        “I’ll be sure and tell him that,” Chandler said slowly.


        McKenna’s gaze darted all over the place for a couple of minutes, seemingly absorbing every detail like a sheet of Polaroid, before he glanced back at Chandler. “What are you, anyway, his mentor?”


        “Didn’t know the man until a couple days ago.”


        “You make friends a lot faster than I do, then.” McKenna inclined his head at Chandler. “Mind if I look around?”


        “Go ahead. Try not to touch anything that doesn’t look like it’s got a pound of print dust on it.”


        McKenna nodded and stepped carefully around the living room. He noted the mark on the floor.


        “Fiske going after his purported attacker?”


        “That’s right. Only I didn’t know he was purported.”


        “He is until we have a corroborating account. At least that’s how I work.”


        Chandler unwrapped a piece of gum and popped it in his mouth, slowly chewing over both the agent’s words and the gum.


        “Sara Evans reported to me that she also saw a man flee from the building and that Fiske was chasing him. Is that good enough for you?”


        “That’s convenient corroboration. Fiske is one lucky guy. He should run out right now and play the lottery while he’s so hot.”


        “I wouldn’t call losing your brother being lucky.”


        McKenna stopped walking and looked at the pantry door, which was ajar and covered with print dust. “I guess it depends on how you look at it, doesn’t it?”


        “What the hell do you have against him? You don’t even know the guy.”


        McKenna’s eyes flashed at him. “That’s right, Detective Chandler, and you know what? Neither do you.”


        Chandler wanted to say something back but couldn’t think of anything. In a way the man was right. This thought was interrupted by one of his men.


        “Detective Chandler, we found something I think you might want to see.”


        Chandler took the sheaf of papers from the tech and looked down at it. McKenna joined him.


        “Looks like an insurance policy,” McKenna said.


        “We found it on one of the shelves in the pantry. No food in there. Guy used it for storage. Tax returns, bills and stuff like that are in there too.”


        “Half a million bucks worth of life insurance,” Chandler muttered. He flipped rapidly through the pages, passing by the legalese until he got to the end, where more specific information was set forth.


        “Michael Fiske was the insured.”


        McKenna’s finger suddenly stabbed at the bottom of the page. Chandler paled a little as he read the line the man had so energetically indicated. “And John is the primary beneficiary.”


        The two men looked at each other. “Would you like to take a walk and hear a theory of mine?” McKenna asked.


        Chandler wasn’t sure exactly what to do.


        “It won’t take long,” McKenna added. “In fact, some of it you’re probably thinking right now, I would imagine.”


        Chandler finally shrugged. “You got five minutes.”


        The two men walked out onto the sidewalk in front of the row house. McKenna took a moment to light up a cigarette and then offered one to Chandler. The detective held out his pack of gum. “I can be overweight or I can smoke. I like to eat, so there we are.”


        They strolled along the dark street as McKenna began talking. “I found out that Fiske doesn’t have an alibi for the probable time his brother was murdered.”


        “Might be something in his favor. If he killed his brother, he would’ve worked hard to establish one.”


        “I disagree for a couple of reasons. First, he probably never thought he would become a suspect.”


        “With a half-million-dollar life insurance policy?”


        “He might have thought we wouldn’t find out. We go down a different trail and that’s it. He waits awhile and then collects his money.”


        “I don’t know about that. What’s your second point?”


        “If he had some perfect alibi — which there is no such thing if you’re guilty — then a hole would come up in it somewhere, sometime, somehow. So why bother? He was a cop and now a lawyer. He knows all about alibis. He says he doesn’t have one and then he doesn’t have to worry about it blowing up in his face. And then he counts on everybody reaching the conclusion you just did, namely, that if he’s guilty he would’ve concocted a good one.”


        McKenna took a long drag on his cigarette and looked up at the few stars visible in the sky. “So he’s got motive and, by his own admission, opportunity. I checked him out. He’s got a dip-shit law practice in Richmond, defending the scum of the earth. Guy never even went to law school. He’s third-rate at best. Unmarried, no kids, lives in a shithole. A real loner. Oh, and he left the Richmond police force under a somewhat dark cloud.”


        “How do you mean?” Chandler asked sharply.


        “Let’s just say that there was a shooting incident that was never fully explained other than the fact a civilian and another police officer were dead as a result.”


        Chandler looked shaken, but recovered. “So why does he come up and offer his assistance in the investigation?”


        “Again, a cover. Fiske’s position would be, ‘How could I have pulled the trigger? I’m up here working my butt off to find the person who murdered my brother.’”


        “How does that explain Wright’s death?”


        “Who says it has to? Like you said, the two murders could be unrelated. If they are, then if I were Fiske I’d jump on it and argue that they are connected. See, he’s got an alibi for Wright’s murder.”


        Evans again, Chandler thought.


        McKenna continued, “So if we believe they’re connected, he’s home free.”


        “And Sara Evans? Remember? She said she saw the guy running out of Michael Fiske’s apartment building. You say she’s lying too?” McKenna stopped walking and so did Chandler. McKenna took a last puff of his cigarette and then crushed it out on the sidewalk with several twists of his foot. “Sara Evans too,” McKenna repeated Chandler’s words, eyeing the detective closely.


        Chandler shook his head. “Come on, McKenna.”


        “I’m not saying she’s in on the whole thing. I’m saying maybe she has a thing for Fiske and she’s doing what he tells her to.”


        “They just met.”


        “Is that right? You know that for sure?”


        “Actually, no.”


        “Okay, he convinces her he’s done nothing wrong, but some people might try to frame him.”


        “Why do you have such a thing against Fiske?”


        Now McKenna erupted. “He’s got a smart mouth. He comes off as holier than thou, the defender of his brother’s memory, only they seemed to have no contact recently. He and Evans spent the night at her house doing who knows what the day after his brother’s body is found. He’s got a shotgun for some reason. He’s nosed his way into the investigation, which means he knows just about everything we do. He’s got no alibi for the night of the murder and five minutes ago we found out he’s a half million bucks richer because his brother is dead. What the hell am I supposed to think? Are you saying your cop radar’s not even tingling over this?”


        “Okay, you’ve made your point. Maybe I have been too lax with him. Rule number one: Don’t trust anybody.”


        “Good rule to live by.” McKenna paused and then added, “Or die by.” He walked off leaving a very shaken Chandler staring after him.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


        Fiske knocked on Rider’s office door. He squinted through the glass. “Dark inside.”


        “He’s probably at home. We need to find out where that is.”


        “Well, the guy also might be eating dinner out, or out of town on business. He might even be on vacation. Or — ”


        “Or something could have happened to him,” Sara said.


        “Don’t get overly dramatic.” Fiske clasped the doorknob and it turned easily. He and Sara exchanged a significant glance. Fiske looked up and down the hallway. That’s when he saw the cleaning cart and relaxed slightly. “Cleaning crew?”


        “And they’re cleaning in the pitch-dark because …?” Sara responded.


        “That’s just what I was thinking.” He pulled Sara away from the door and over to the cart. He rummaged around, before pulling out a pair of Vise-Grips from a toolbox.


        Whispering, he said, “Go down near the exit stairs. If you hear anything, run to the car and call the cops.”


        She grabbed his arm and whispered back, “I have a much better idea. Let’s go call the police together right now and report a burglary.”


        “We don’t know that it is a burglary.”


        “We don’t know that it isn’t either.”


        “If we leave, they could get away.”


        “And if you go in there and get killed, what exactly is that going to accomplish? You don’t even have a gun — you have that thing, whatever the hell that is.”


        “Vise-Grips.”


        “Great, they could have guns and you have a tool.”


        “Maybe you’re right.”


        “Lady is for sure right. Too bad you didn’t listen.”


        Fiske and Sara whirled around.


        Josh Harms stood there, his pistol aimed at them.


        “Wall’s mighty thin. Figured when we heard the door start to open, and then all that whispering, you two were going to go for the cops. Can’t let you do that.”


        Fiske studied him. He was big but not bulky. Unless they had run into a routine burglary, this man had to be Josh Harms. He eyed the gun and then scrutinized Josh’s features, trying to size up quickly whether he had it in him to pull the trigger. He had killed in Vietnam; Fiske knew that from reading the news reports. But killing them would have to be in cold blood, and Fiske just did not see that in Josh Harms’s eyes. But that could always change. Mouth, do your magic, he told himself.


        “Hello, Josh, my name’s John Fiske. This is Sara Evans with the United States Supreme Court. Where’s your brother?”


        Behind him, from the open doorway leading into Rider’s office, appeared a man of such huge proportions that both Sara and Fiske knew he could only be Rufus Harms. He had obviously heard Fiske’s words.


        “How you know all that?” Rufus said while his brother kept his pistol tightly on the pair.


        “I’d be glad to tell you. But why don’t we talk inside the office? You have that APB out on you and everything.”


        He motioned to Sara. “After you, Sara.” Out of the Harms brothers’ line of sight, he gave her a reassuring wink. He only wished he could feel as confident on the inside. They were confronted with a convicted murderer who had been in a hellhole for twenty-five years, which had probably not made him any nicer, and a wily Vietnam vet whose trigger finger was looking itchier with every passing second.


        Sara walked into the office, with Fiske behind her.


        Josh and Rufus eyed each other quizzically. Then they followed the pair inside and shut the door behind them.


        


        * * *


        


        The Jeep sailed through the back roads on the way to Samuel Rider’s office. Tremaine was driving; Rayfield sat beside him. The two-seater Jeep was Tremaine’s private vehicle. They were both off duty now and had decided against checking out a military vehicle from the motor pool. In case anyone came upon them while they were searching Rider’s office, they had settled upon a cover story: Sam Rider, Rufus Harms’s old military attorney, practiced in the area and had recently visited Harms in prison for an unknown reason. Rider and his wife had been killed. Harms and his brother could have committed the murders; perhaps Rider had mentioned to Harms that he kept cash or other valuables at his home or office.


        Tremaine glanced over at Rayfield.


        “Something wrong?” Tremaine asked.


        Rayfield stared straight ahead. “This is a big mistake. We’re taking all the risks here.”


        “You think I don’t know that?”


        “If we get the letter that Harms filed, along with Rider’s letter, maybe we can forget about Harms.”


        Tremaine looked sharply over at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”


        “Harms wrote that letter because he wanted out of prison. He killed the little girl, but he really didn’t murder her, right? Well, he’s out of prison. He and his brother are probably in Mexico right now waiting on a plane to South America. That’s exactly what I’d be doing.”


        Tremaine shook his head. “We can’t be sure of that.”


        “What else is he going to do, Vic? Write another letter to the Court and say, what? ‘Your Honor, I wrote you before with this crazy story I can’t prove, but something happened to my appeal, and my lawyer and the clerk who got it are now dead. So I escaped from prison, I’m on the run and I want my day in court.’That’s bullshit, Vic. He’s not going to do that. He’s going to run like hell. He is running like hell.”


        Tremaine considered this. “Maybe. But on the off chance that he isn’t as smart as you think he is, I’m going to do everything I can to blow him away. And his brother. I don’t like Rufus Harms. I’ve never liked the guy. I’m getting my ass shot up in Nam and he’s back in the States safe and sound, three squares a day. We should’ve just let him rot in the stockade, but we didn’t,” Tremaine added bitterly.


        “Too late for that now.”


        “Well, I’m going to do him a big favor. When I find him, his next cell is going to be seven feet long, four feet wide and made of pine. And he ain’t getting a damn flag on it.” Tremaine punched the gas even more.


        Rayfield shook his head and settled back down in his seat. He checked his watch and then looked down the road. They were almost at Rider’s office.


        


        * * *


        


        Sara and Fiske sat on the leather couch while the Harms brothers stood in front of them.


        “Why don’t we just tie them up and get the hell out of here?” Josh said to his brother.


        Fiske jumped in. “I think you’re going to find we’re on the same side.”


        Josh scowled at him. “Now, don’t go taking this the wrong way, but you’re full of shit.”


        “He’s right,” Sara said. “We’re here to help you.” Josh snorted but didn’t bother to respond.


        “John Fiske?” Rufus said. He studied Fiske’s features, remembering where he’d seen similar ones. “That clerk they killed was family, wasn’t he? Brother?”


        Fiske nodded. “Yes. Who killed him?”


        Josh broke in: “Don’t tell them nothing, Rufus. We don’t know who they are or what they want.”


        “We came here to talk to Sam Rider,” Sara said.


        Josh looked over at her. “Well, unless you’re gonna put on a séance or something you’re gonna have a real hard time doing that.”


        Fiske and Sara looked at each other and then back at the brothers.


        “He’s dead?” Sara asked.


        Rufus nodded. “He and his wife. Made it look like suicide.”


        Fiske noted the file clutched in his hand. “Is that what you sent to the Court?”


        “You mind if I ask the questions?” Rufus said.


        “I’m telling you, Rufus, we’re your friends.”


        “Sorry, but I don’t make friends nowhere near that easy. What’d you want to talk to Samuel about?”


        “He filed that for you at the Court, didn’t he?”


        “I ain’t answering no questions.”


        “Okay, I’ll just tell you what we know and then you can take it from there. How’s that sound?”


        “I’m listening.”


        “Rider filed it. My brother got it and took it out of the Court’s system. He came to the prison to see you. Then he ended up dead in an alley in Washington. They made it look like a robbery. Now you tell us Rider is dead. Another clerk was killed too. I think it’s connected to my brother’s death, but I’m not sure why.” Fiske stopped talking and studied the two men. “That’s all we know. Now, I think you know a lot more. Like why all this is happening.”


        “You know so much. You with the cops?” Josh demanded.


        “I’m helping the detective in charge.”


        “See, Rufus, I told you. We got to get out of here. Cops probably on their way right now.”


        “No, they’re not,” Sara said. “I saw your name in the papers Michael had, Mr. Harms, but that’s all I saw. I don’t know why you filed it or what was in it.”


        “Why does a prisoner file something with a court?” Rufus asked.


        “Because you want out,” Fiske said. Rufus nodded. “But you have to have grounds to do that.”


        “I got me the best grounds of all: the simple truth,” Rufus said forcefully.


        “Tell me what it is,” said Fiske.


        Josh edged toward the door. “Rufus, I got a bad feeling about all this. We stand here talking to them and the cops are closing in. You’ve already said too much.”


        “They killed his brother, Josh.”


        “You don’t know if he really is his brother.”


        Fiske pulled out his wallet with his driver’s license.


        “This’ll at least prove we have the same last name.”


        Rufus waved it off. “I don’t need to see that. You got the same way about you too.”


        “Even if they ain’t in on it, what the hell can they do to help?” Josh asked.


        Rufus looked over at Fiske and Sara. “You both talk real good and quick. You got an answer to that one?”


        “I work at the Supreme Court, Mr. Harms,” Sara said. “I know all the justices. If you have evidence that shows you’re innocent, then I promise you it will be heard. If not by the Supreme Court, then by another court, believe me.”


        Fiske added, “The detective on the case knows something is fishy. If you tell us what’s going on, we can go to him and get him to explore that angle.”


        “I know the truth,” Rufus said again.


        “That’s great, Rufus, but the fact is, in a court of law it’s not the truth unless you can prove it,” Fiske said.


        Sara said, “What was in your appeal, then?”


        “Rufus, don’t you answer that, dammit!” Josh yelled.


        Rufus ignored him. “Something the Army sent me.”


        “Did you kill the little girl, Rufus?” Fiske asked.


        “I did,” he said, looking down. “At least my hands did. The rest of me didn’t know what the hell was going on. Not after what they done to me.”


        “What do you mean by that? Who did what to you?”


        “Rufus, he’s looking to trick you,” Josh warned.


        “Messed with my head, that’s what,” Rufus said.


        Fiske eyed him sharply. “Are you pleading some sort of insanity? Because if you are, you don’t have a chance in hell.” He watched Rufus intently. “But it’s more than that, isn’t it?”


        “Why you say that?” Rufus said.


        “Because my brother took whatever was in that appeal very seriously. Seriously enough that he broke the law by taking it, and lost his life trying to help you. He wouldn’t have done that for some twenty-five-year-old insanity plea. Tell me what it was that cost my brother his life.”


        Josh put one big hand on Fiske’s chest and pushed him hard against the back of the couch. “Look here, Mr. Smart-ass, Rufus here didn’t ask your brother to do jack-shit for him. Your brother was the one that blew this whole thing up sky-high. He had to come check Rufus out cuz he’s some old colored man sitting in some old prison for some old crime. So don’t sit there singing that song ’bout your ‘righteous brother.’”


        Fiske ripped the hand away. “Why don’t you go to hell, you sonofabitch!”


        Josh moved the pistol closer to Fiske’s face and said menacingly, “Why don’t I send you there first? I catch up with you later. How’s that sound, whitebread?”


        “Please don’t,” Sara implored. “Please, he’s just trying to help.”


        “I don’t need no damn help from the likes of you.”


        “We’re only trying to get your brother justice in a court of law.”


        Josh shook his head. “I can get me justice in a court all by myself. We done overwhelmed your white asses. Prisons full of us and you just too cheap to build more. So I can get me mor’n justice in a court. Problem is I can’t get me none on the outside, and damn if that ain’t where I spend most of my time.”


        “This ain’t the way to handle things,” Rufus said.


        “Oh, so now you know the way to handle everything all of a sudden?” said Josh.


        Fiske was growing more nervous. Josh Harms sounded like he was at the point where maybe even his brother would have no control over him. Should he make a jump for the gun? Josh was probably fifteen years older than he, but the man looked as strong as an oak tree. If Fiske made a grab and got tossed on his head, he would probably be eating several rounds from the 9mm.


        The screeching of rubber against asphalt made them all look toward the window. Rufus hustled across and cautiously looked out. When he turned back from the window they all could see the fear in his eyes.


        “It’s Vic Tremaine and Rayfield.”


        “Shit!” Josh exclaimed. “What they carrying?” Rufus took one long breath. “Vic’s got a machine gun.”


        “Shit!” Josh said again as they all listened to the heavy boots clattering into the building. In another couple of minutes, maybe less, they would be here. He suddenly glared at Fiske and Sara. “I told you. They set us up. We been sitting here jawing with them while the Army surrounds this place.”


        “In case you didn’t notice, we’re not in uniform,” Fiske said. “Maybe they followed you.”


        “We didn’t come from the direction of the prison. When they see the two of us, they’re gonna shoot, and that’s it.”


        “Not if you give yourselves up, they won’t.”


        “That ain’t an option,” Josh said loudly.


        “It ain’t an option,” Rufus repeated. “They ain’t gonna let me live, knowing what I know.”


        Fiske looked at Rufus Harms. The man’s eyes darted left and right. He had admitted to killing the girl. Shouldn’t that be an end to it? Why not let the Army put him back in his cage? But Mike had wanted to help him.


        Fiske jumped up.


        Josh covered him with his pistol. “Don’t make this no harder than it is.”


        Fiske didn’t even look at him; his eyes were squarely on Rufus. “Rufus? Rufus!”


        Rufus finally seemed to break out of his inertia and looked at him.


        “Maybe I can get you out of this, but you have to do exactly what I say.”


        Josh said, “We can damn well get ourselves out of this.”


        “In about thirty seconds those two guys are going to come through that door and it’ll be over. You can’t match their firepower.”


        “How ’bout I put one of my bullets in you right now?” Josh said.


        “Rufus, will you trust me? My brother came to help you. Let me finish what he started. Come on, Rufus. Give me a chance.” A bead of sweat trickled down Fiske’s forehead.


        Sara couldn’t even speak. All she could hear were those boots, all she could see was that machine gun, coming closer and closer.


        Finally, almost imperceptibly, Rufus nodded.


        Fiske launched into action. “Get in the bathroom, both of you,” he said.


        Josh started to protest until Rufus cut him off and pushed him toward the private bath adjoining the office.


        “Sara, you go with them.”


        She looked at him, stunned. “What?”


        “Just do what I say. If you hear me call your name, flush the toilet and then come out. You two” — he nodded at the brothers — “stay behind that door. If you don’t hear me say your name, Sara, stay put.”


        “And you don’t think them Army boys might just want to come take a peek at the toilet, especially if the door’s closed?” Josh asked sarcastically.


        “Let me worry about that.”


        “Okay,” Josh said slowly. “But let me give you another thing to worry about, smart boy. You sell us out and the first bullet I fire is gonna hit you right about here.” Josh placed his pistol against the base of Fiske’s skull. “But you won’t even hear my pistol fire. You’ll be dead before your damn ears tells your damn brain.”


        Fiske nodded at Josh as though accepting his challenge, which, in effect, he was. He looked at Sara; her face was pale. She leaned into him, shaking hard, trying, without success, to catch her breath, as the pounding feet drew closer.


        “John, I can’t do this.”


        He gripped her shoulders hard. “Sara, you can do this. You are going to do this. Now go. Go.” He squeezed her hand and then she and the Harms brothers went into the bathroom and Sara shut the door behind them. Fiske looked around the office, fighting hard to get his composure. He spied a briefcase against one wall, grabbed it and unsnapped the lid. It was empty. He stuffed files from the top of Rider’s desk into the briefcase. As the boots boomed down the hallway, he raced to the small conference table set up in one corner. As he sat down, he heard the outer door open. As he pulled a file from the briefcase and opened it, he heard the inner door start to open. He leaned back in the chair and pretended to study some of the papers as the door opened. He stared up into the faces of the men.


        “What the hell — ” he started to say until he saw the machine gun pointed at him and fell silent.


        “Who are you?” Rayfield demanded.


        “I was about to ask you that question. I’m here for a meeting with Sam Rider. I’ve been waiting ten minutes already and he hasn’t bothered to show up.”


        Rayfield edged closer. “You’re a client of his?”


        Fiske nodded. “Flew in from Washington this evening on a chartered plane. The meeting’s been planned for several weeks now.”


        “Little late for a meeting, isn’t it?” Tremaine’s eyes bored into Fiske.


        “I have a very busy schedule. This was the only time I could meet.” He looked at both men sternly. “And why is the Army bursting in here with machine guns in the first place?”


        Tremaine’s face flushed angrily, but Rayfield assumed a more diplomatic tone. “It’s not our business, Mr — ”


        Fiske started to say his real last name, but then decided not to. Rufus had known these men by name. That meant these men were somehow involved with whatever had happened to Rufus. If that was true, they might have killed Mike.


        “Michaels, John Michaels. I run a real estate development company and Rider is my land-use attorney.”


        “Well, you’re going to have to get another lawyer,” Rayfield said.


        “I’m happy with Sam’s work.”


        “That’s not the point. The point is Rider’s dead. He committed suicide. Killed his wife and then himself.”


        Fiske stood up, trying to make his expression as horrified as possible. It wasn’t too hard, given the fact that he was trying to scam two armed men, with two more armed men in the adjoining room. If he failed, he would be the first casualty, if Josh Harms had anything to say about it.


        “What the hell are you talking about? I spoke with him recently. He seemed fine.”


        “That’s all well and good, but the fact is he’s dead,” Rayfield said.


        Fiske sat down abruptly, looking numbly at the files in front of him. “I can’t believe it,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “I feel like an idiot. Sitting in the man’s office waiting to hold a meeting. But I didn’t know. No one told me. The door to his office was unlocked. Christ!” He pushed the files away, then looked up sharply. “So what are you two doing here? Why is the Army involved?”


        Tremaine and Rayfield exchanged glances. “There’s been an escape from the military prison nearby.”


        “Good Lord, you think whoever escaped is around here?”


        “Don’t know. Fact is, Rider was the escapee’s lawyer. We thought he might hit this place for some cash or something. Who knows, the prisoner might have murdered Rider, for all we know.”


        “But you said it was a suicide.”


        “That’s what the police think. That’s why we’re here. To look around, catch the guy if he’s here.”


        Fiske watched with a sinking heart as Tremaine headed to the bathroom door.


        “Susan, can you please come out here?” Fiske called in a loud voice.


        Tremaine stared hard at Fiske as they all heard the toilet flush. And then the door opened partially and Sara came out, trying her best to look astonished. She did a pretty good job, Fiske thought, probably because she too was scared shitless.


        “John, what’s going on?”


        “I told these gentlemen about our meeting with Sam Rider. You’re not going to believe this, but he’s dead.”


        “Oh, my God.”


        “Susan is my assistant.” She nodded at both men.


        “I didn’t get your names,” Fiske said.


        “That’s right,” Tremaine shot back.


        Fiske hurriedly continued: “These men are from the Army. They’re looking for an escaped prisoner. They think the person might have had something to do with Sam’s death.”


        “Oh, my God. John, let’s just get back on the plane and get out of here.”


        “That’s not a bad idea,” Tremaine said. “We can search the place a lot faster with you two out of the way.” He once again looked over at the bathroom door. Holding his gun with one hand, he reached out to push the door all the way open.


        “Well, I can tell you there’s no one hiding in there,” she said with as straight a face as she could.


        “If you don’t mind, ma’am, I like to see these things for myself,” Tremaine said curtly.


        Fiske watched Sara. He was sure she was going to start screaming. Come on, Sara, hold on. Don’t lose it.


        Behind the door of the darkened bathroom, Josh Harms had his pistol pointed directly at Tremaine’s head through the slight gap between the door and doorjamb.


        Josh had already sized up the tactical advantages he had, slight though they were. Vic Tremaine first, and then Rayfield, unless Rayfield got him first, which was a real possibility given Josh’s very limited field of vision. Well, there was no way he could miss the little Sherman tank of a target Vic Tremaine represented. His hand tightened on the trigger as his brother loomed over his shoulder, pressing his bulk up as far as he could against the wall. But there was barely an inch of space between him and the door. As soon as Tremaine touched the wood, it would be over.


        At that moment Fiske started to stuff the files in his briefcase. “I can’t believe it. First two black guys almost run us over and now this.”


        Tremaine and Rayfield jerked around and stared at him. “What two black guys?” they said in unison.


        Fiske stopped what he was doing and looked at them. “We were coming in the building and they ran by us, almost knocked Susan down.”


        “What’d they look like?” Rayfield asked, his voice strained as he edged closer to Fiske. Tremaine quickly moved away from the bathroom door.


        “Well, they were black, like I said. Now, one of them looked like he was ex-NFL or something. You remember how big he was, Susan?” She nodded and then started breathing again. “I mean, he was huge. And the guy with him was pretty big too, six-two, six-three at least, but a lot leaner. They were running like the devil and they weren’t young either. Forty-five, fifty if they were a day.”


        “Did you see which way they went?” Tremaine asked.


        “They jumped in some old car and took off on the main road heading north. I’m not good with cars, I don’t know the make or anything, but it was an old model. Green, I think.” He suddenly looked frightened. “You don’t think it was the escaped prisoner, do you?”


        Tremaine and Rayfield didn’t answer because they were rushing out the door. As soon as they heard the outer door open and the boots running down the hallway, Fiske and Sara looked at each other and then they both, as though tied together with string, collapsed onto the sofa. They reached for each other and huddled together.


        “Glad I didn’t have to shoot you. You think fast on your feet.”


        They looked up at the grinning face of Josh Harms as he jammed his pistol into his pants. “We’re both lawyers,” Fiske said hoarsely, still clutching Sara tightly.


        “Well, nobody’s perfect,” Josh said.


        Rufus appeared behind his brother. “Thanks,” he said quietly.


        “I hope you believe us now,” Fiske said.


        “Yeah, but I ain’t gonna take your help.”


        “Rufus — ”


        “Everybody’s tried to help me up till now, they’re dead. Except Josh, and we all almost bought it tonight. I ain’t having that on my conscience. You two get back on that plane of yours and stay the hell out of this.”


        “I can’t do that. He was my brother.”


        “Suit yourself, but you’re gonna do it without me.” He went to the window and watched as the Jeep sped off, heading north. He motioned to Josh. “Let’s get going. No telling when they might get the itch to come back.”


        As the two men started to turn away, Fiske reached in his pocket and took out something, which he held out to Rufus. “This is my business card. It’s got my office and home numbers on it. Rufus, think about what you’re doing. By yourself, you’re not going to get anywhere. When you finally realize that, call me.”


        Fiske looked surprised as Sara lifted the card from him and wrote something on the back. She held it out to Rufus. “That’s my home and car phone numbers on the back. Call either one of us, day or night.”


        Slowly, the huge hand reached out, took the card. Rufus slipped it in his shirt pocket. In another minute Sara and Fiske were all alone. They again stared at each other, completely drained. A full minute passed before Fiske broke the silence.


        “Well, I have to admit, that was pretty close.”


        “John, I never, ever want to do that again.” Sara walked unsteadily to the bathroom.


        “Where are you going?”


        She didn’t bother to look back at him. “To the bathroom. Unless you want me to throw up out here.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


        An hour after his conversation with Warren McKenna, Chandler climbed out of his car and walked slowly to his house. It was a comfortable brick and siding split-level set in a neighborhood of like structures. A nice, safe place to raise kids — at least it had been twenty years ago. It wasn’t as safe or as nice today, but then what was? he thought.


        Many years ago, when he wanted to unwind after work, he would shoot a few hoops in the driveway with his kids using the basketball net he had hung over the garage doors. That net had long since rotted away and the hoop and backboard had been removed. Now he went into the small backyard, where he sat down on a weathered gray cedar bench, situated near a spreading magnolia and in front of a small in-ground fountain. His wife had pestered him into putting in the fountain and he had bitched and complained the whole time. It was only after he had finished the project that he had understood her insistence. Building the thing had been cathartic for him: the planning, the measurements, the selection of materials. It was a lot like detective work, meaning a jigsaw puzzle where, if you were equal parts competent and lucky, all the pieces fit.


        After ten minutes of quiet he finally lurched to his feet, his coat thrown over his shoulder, and ambled into the house. He looked around the quiet, dark kitchen. It was well decorated, the whole house was, due entirely to the efforts of his wife, Juanita. Kids raised, doctor visits made, bills paid, flowers tended to, grass clipped, beds made, clothes washed and ironed, meals cooked, dishes cleaned — she did all those things while he worked horrendous hours on his way up. That had been their partnership. After the kids were gone, she had gone back to school, become a nurse and worked at a local hospital on the pediatric wing. Married thirty-three years now and still going strong.


        Chandler had no idea how much longer he could continue being a detective. It was all getting to him. The stench of the work, the feel of his hands in rubber gloves, the taking of tiny, measured steps for fear of trampling a bit of evidence that might cost somebody his life or let a butcher go free. The paperwork, the slick defense attorneys asking the same questions, plotting the same verbal traps, the bored judges reading off the sentencing guidelines like they were parceling out test results. The robotic looks of the defendants who said nothing, showed no emotion, went to prison with all their buddies, their institution of higher learning, coming out much more accomplished criminals.


        The ringing phone cut short these depressing thoughts.


        “Hello?” He listened for a couple of minutes, gave a series of instructions and hung up. A slug had been found in the alleyway where Michael Fiske’s body had been discovered. It apparently had ricocheted off one wall and gotten wedged in some trash that had fallen behind a Dumpster. From what Chandler had been told, the slug was in very good shape with little projectile deformity. The lab would have to confirm that it was actually the bullet that had killed the young clerk. That would be fairly easy to determine for a sickening reason: The slug would have blood, bone and brain tissue residue on it that could be linked pretty much conclusively to the head of Michael Fiske. With the bullet in hand, they could now search hard for the murder weapon. Ballistics could match the slug to the gun that had fired it with the reliability of matching fingerprints to a human hand.


        Chandler rose and went into the living room, purposely leaving his own gun behind. He sat down in a recliner that matched his bulky proportions. The room was dark and he did not move to turn on a light. He had too many lights around him at work. Lights in his office beating down on him every day. Harsher lights in the autopsy room, that made every piece of flesh enormous, ominously raw, memorable to the point of Chandler’s excusing himself every once in a great while to go to the men’s room, where his stomach showed its appreciation for the polished skill of official dismemberment. The popping lights of the photographers at a crime scene or a courthouse. Too many damn lights. Darkness was quiet, darkness was soothing. Darkness was how he wanted his retirement to be. Cool and dark. Like his fountain in the backyard.


        Warren McKenna’s words had disturbed Chandler, though he had tried hard not to show it. He couldn’t bring himself to accept that John Fiske could murder his own brother. But, truth be known, wouldn’t that be exactly what Fiske wanted Chandler to believe? But then he had something else to think about. Michael Fiske’s phone calls to Fort Jackson. And now Rufus Harms’s escape. Were they connected? Fiske was covering for Sara Evans, that was clear. Chandler shook his head. He would have to sleep on it, because his old brain was running on empty.


        He started to get up and then stopped abruptly. The arms suddenly encircled his neck, startling him. His hands gripped the person’s forearms as his eyes popped huge. His gun — where the hell was his gun?


        “Working hard or hardly working?”


        He immediately relaxed and looked up into Juanita’s face. The edges of her mouth were crinkled into the beginnings of a smile. Her face always held that same look, as though she were about to tell a joke or laugh at one. That look never failed to cheer him up no matter how lousy his day had been, no matter how many bodies he had poked and probed.


        He put a hand on his heaving chest. “Damn, woman, you sneak up on me like that again, the only thing I’m going to be working is my angel wings.”


        She sat down on his lap. She was wearing a long white robe, bare feet showing. “Come on, now, a big, strong fella like yourself? And aren’t you being a bit presumptuous about those angel wings?”


        He slid an arm around her waist, which, after three children, wasn’t as small as on their wedding night, but then neither was his. They had grown together, he often liked to say. Balance was essential in life. One fatty and one skinny was just heading for disaster.


        There was no one alive who knew him better than Juanita. Maybe that was really the one important product of a successful marriage: the knowledge that there was one other soul out there who had your number, all the way down to the last possible decimal place, out there with pi, maybe more; if that was possible, Juanita had his.


        He smiled back at her. “Sure, I’m one big, strong guy, but sensitive, baby. Us sensitive types, you just never know what might knock us over. And after a life spent fighting crime, I thought the Lord would be up there right now sewing together a nice fancy pair of angel wings for me, size extra-large, of course. He’s all-knowing, so He’ll be aware of the fact that I’ve spread some in my old age.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek and they held hands. She swept her fingers through his disappearing hair. She could sense that his humor was forced.


        “Buford, why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you so we can talk about it and then you can come to bed? It’s getting pretty late. Tomorrow’s always another day.”


        Chandler smiled at her remark. “Hey, what happened to my poker face? As I look a culprit in the eye and wear him down without ever revealing what I’m really thinking.”


        “You stink at poker. So talk to me, baby.”


        She rubbed at his kinked-up neck and he reciprocated by massaging her long feet.


        “You remember that young man I was telling you about? John Fiske? His brother was a clerk at the Supreme Court?”


        “I remember. And now another clerk dead too.”


        “Right. Well, I was over at his brother’s apartment tonight, going through it for evidence collection. McKenna, that agent from the FBI, showed up.”


        “The one you said was wound up like a grenade ready to blow? Couldn’t figure him out?”


        “He’s the one.”


        “Mmm-hmm.”


        “Well, we found a life insurance policy that pays John Fiske half a million dollars upon his brother’s death.”


        “So, they were family, weren’t they? You have life insurance, don’t you? I get rich if you die, right?” She lightly smacked the top of his head. “You better have, anyway. Promising me all this nice stuff my whole life and never delivering. I better be rich when your sorry butt kicks off.”


        They both laughed and exchanged lingering hugs.


        “Fiske never told me about the insurance policy. I mean, come on, that’s a classic motive for murder.”


        “Well, maybe he doesn’t know about the policy.”


        “Maybe,” Chandler conceded. “Anyway, McKenna laid out this whole theory that has Fiske killing his brother for the money, getting another clerk at the Court to help him because she’s got a thing for him and then throwing all this misdirection at us, offering to help with the investigation and whatnot. Even lying about an intruder at his brother’s apartment. I have to admit, he put together a pretty convincing argument, at least on the surface.”


        “So John Fiske was at his brother’s apartment?”


        “Yep. Claims some guy hit him there and took off. Maybe stole some stuff from the apartment, something that tied in to the murder.”


        “Well, if John Fiske was at his brother’s apartment and made up the story about this intruder person, and he knew about the life insurance policy, why didn’t he search his brother’s apartment for the policy? Why leave it for you to find and get suspicious?”


        Chandler stared at her, wide-eyed.


        “Buford, are you okay?”


        “Damn, sweetie, I thought I was the detective in the family. Now, how the hell did I miss that one?”


        “Because you’re overworked and underappreciated, that’s why.” She got up and extended her hand to his. “But if you come upstairs right now, I will show you some extra-special appreciation. Leave your sensitive side down here, though, baby, and just bring your other parts upstairs.” She looked at him with heavy-lidded eyes that he knew did not indicate sleepiness.


        Chandler quickly rose, took her hand and together they walked up the stairs.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


        As the Jeep raced down the road, Tremaine scrutinized the passengers of each car they passed.


        “The damn luck,” Rayfield moaned. “We couldn’t have missed them by more than a few minutes.”


        Tremaine ignored him, focusing instead on the car in front of them. The dome light of the car came on as they passed, revealing the driver and passenger. The passenger was unfolding a map.


        As Tremaine stared at the car’s interior he hit the brakes, ripped the Jeep to the left and went across the median. The vehicle bumped and jostled in the grassy ditch before the tires found asphalt again and they were heading back toward Rider’s office.


        Rayfield grabbed Tremaine’s shoulder. “What the hell are you doing?”


        “They suckered us. The guy and the gal. Their story was bullshit.”


        “How do you know that?”


        “The light in the bathroom.”


        “The light? What about it?”


        “It wasn’t on. The bitch was in there in the dark. It hit me when I saw the dome light go on in the car back there. There was no light coming from under the bathroom door when she was in there. When she opened the door she didn’t hit the light switch because the bathroom was already dark. She wasn’t using the can. She was standing in the bathroom in the pitch-dark. And guess why?”


        Rayfield’s face went pale. “Because Harms and his brother were in there too.” While he looked at the road ahead he had another thought. “The guy said his name was John Michaels. Could it have been John Fiske?”


        “And the girl was Sara Evans. That’s what I’m thinking. You better call and let the others know.”


        Rayfield picked up the cell phone. “We’ll never catch up to Harms now.”


        “Yes, we will.”


        “How the hell can we?”


        Tremaine drew on thirty years of Army training, studying what the other side would do in a particular scenario. “Fiske said he saw them get in a car. Opposite of a car is a truck. He said it was an old car. Opposite of that is a new truck. He said they were going north, so we go south. It’s only been five minutes. We’ll catch them.”


        “I hope to God you’re right. If they were at Rider’s office — ” He broke off and looked anxiously out the window.


        Tremaine looked over at him. “Then that means the Harms brothers ain’t running. That means they were looking for something Rider had. And that sure as hell is not good news for us.” He nodded at the phone. “Make that call. We’ll take care of Harms and his brother. They’ll have to deal with Fiske and the woman.”


        


        * * *


        


        Because of the high-profile nature of the case, the FBI had offered the use of its laboratory to perform the analysis on the slug found in the alley. After comparing tissue samples taken from Michael Fiske’s remains, the slug was deemed to have been fired through his brain. The slug was a 9mm of a type typically carried by law enforcement personnel.


        With that information, Agent McKenna sat down in front of a computer terminal at the Hoover Building and typed in a high-priority request to the Virginia State Police. Within a few minutes he had his answer. John Fiske had a 9mm SIG-Sauer registered to his name, a carryover from his cop days. Within minutes McKenna was in his car. Two hours later he turned off Interstate 95 and headed through the darkened streets of downtown Richmond. His car rumbled over the aged and uneven streets of Shockoe Slip. He parked in a secluded area near the old train station.


        Ten minutes later he was standing in John Fiske’s office, having picked the locks of the building and the lawyer’s office with remarkable ease. He looked around the darkened space using a small light. He had decided to search Fiske’s office first rather than his apartment. It only took a couple of minutes until he found it. The 9mm pistol was relatively light and compact. Wearing gloves, McKenna palmed it for a moment and then put it in his pocket.


        He shone his light around the rest of the office. The beam caught on something and he went over to the bookcase. He picked up the framed picture. The flashlight kicked up too much glare on the glass covering the photo, so McKenna took it over to the window and looked at it under the moonlight.


        The Fiske brothers looked like any others, standing side by side. Michael Fiske was taller and better-looking than his older brother, but the fire in John Fiske’s eyes burned with a greater intensity. John had on his police uniform, so this had been taken a while back, McKenna knew. The older brother had seen much of life wearing that uniform, just as McKenna had in his career at the FBI. Sometimes those experiences gave you that fire, or else harshly took it away.


        He put the photo back and left the office. In another five minutes the FBI agent’s car was heading north once again. Two hours later, back at his home in a well-to-do northern Virginia suburb, McKenna sat in his small study and alternated sipping on a beer and pursing his lips around a cigarette. He held the pistol he had taken from Fiske’s office. It was nicely maintained, a solid piece of work. Fiske had made a good choice in ordnance. As a cop he would have relied on this weapon to survive. Years ago policemen rarely had to pull their sidearm. That had changed.


        Fiske had killed a man with this gun, McKenna knew. Fired the shot that had taken another’s life. McKenna understood the complexities of that journey — a journey that was typically compressed within the span of a few seconds. The heat of the metal, the nauseating smell of exploded powder. Unlike in the movies, a bullet didn’t blow a man backward several feet. A man fell where you shot him; made him crap and pee in his pants, plunged him to the dirt without a word. McKenna had killed a man too. It was quick, reflexive; he had seen the eyes bulge out, the body twist. Then McKenna had gone back to the spot where he had fired from and noted the two bullet holes on the wall on either side of where he had stood. The dead man had gotten off his own shots. They had miraculously passed on either side of the FBI agent. McKenna would later learn that the dead man had an eye disability that threw off his depth perception. McKenna had gone on, lived to see his wife and kids because the dead man had a wobbly pupil. On the drive home, McKenna had soiled his pants.


        He put the pistol down and cast his thoughts forward now. His snitch in the clerks’office had paid off. Tomorrow, both Fiske and Evans would face some tough questioning. He would get hold of Chandler first thing, lay the facts before him, and let the pugnacious homicide detective do his duty. McKenna got up and walked around the room. On the walls were framed photos of him with a number of important people. Carefully arranged on a side table were the numerous awards and commendations Warren McKenna had earned with his wits and his courage as an FBI agent. He had led a long, productive career on the side of law enforcement, but that had not made up for one event that had caused him great shame ever since. It had happened so many years ago, and yet was still one of the clearest memories he possessed. What he had done back then was, today, compelling him to frame John Fiske for a crime.


        He put out the cigarette and moved silently through the house. His wife had long since gone to bed. His two children were grown and on their own. He had done all right financially, although FBI agents never earned the big dollars, unless they gave up the badge. But his wife, a partner in a major D.C. law firm, had. Thus, the house was large, expensively furnished, and basically empty. He looked back in the direction of the den. His distinguished career, neatly tallied on that table, lastingly captured in those photos. He took a long breath as the darkness clung to him. Penance was a lifelong responsibility.


        


        * * *


        


        The plane touched down and taxied to a stop. Commercial jets and some private planes could not land at National after ten o’clock at night because of noise-level restrictions, but the small aircraft Fiske and Sara were flying in could take off and land pretty much wherever it wanted. A few minutes later Fiske and Sara were headed toward the parking garage at National Airport.


        “We flew all the way out there, nearly got slaughtered and we came back empty-handed,” Sara muttered. “Brilliant idea on my part.”


        “That’s where you’re wrong,” Fiske said.


        They reached the car and climbed in. “So what exactly did we learn?” she asked.


        “Quite a few things. One, we saw Rufus Harms face-to-face. I think he’s telling the truth, whatever the truth happens to be.”


        “You can’t be sure of that.”


        “He came to Rider’s office, Sara, when he should be doing his best to get out of the country. He came to get the appeal he had written. Why would he do that unless he believed it to be true?”


        “I don’t know,” Sara admitted. “If it was his appeal, why not just write it again?”


        “Rider had filed his own document with it. You saw that in my brother’s briefcase. Now that Rider’s dead, that was something Harms couldn’t duplicate. He also mentioned something he got from the Army. A letter. Maybe he thought that would help, so he came to get both.”


        “That makes more sense.”


        “The Army guys were on a blood hunt. They didn’t come there to look for Rufus Harms. They came there to search Rider’s office.”


        “How do you know that?”


        “They didn’t even ask us if we’d seen anyone suspicious, anyone who looked like Rufus. I had to volunteer the information. And they weren’t doing it in their official capacity. The middle of the night, machine guns. They weren’t MPs or anything. They were of fairly high rank, judging from their age and attitude. Barging into civilian offices with machine guns at midnight, that’s not how the Army does things.”


        “Maybe you’re right.”


        “So I’m thinking whatever was in that appeal had something to do with those guys personally.”


        “But we don’t even know who they are.”


        “Yes, we do. Rufus said their names at Rider’s office. Tremaine, Vic Tremaine — and the other guy’s name is Rayfield. They’re in the Army, which means they must be connected with Fort Jackson somehow. Rufus said they did something to him. I’m sure he meant back in the stockade.”


        “John, even if they somehow encouraged him to kill that little girl, or even ordered him to do it for some hellish reason, the most they’d get pinned on is some sort of accessory. And after all these years? If that’s all Harms has, he has nothing, you damn well know that.”


        “The problem is we don’t know enough about the actual events back then. If some people visited Harms in the stockade on the night the little girl was killed, there should be a record of that.”


        Sara looked skeptical. “After twenty-five years?”


        “And then there’s the letter from the Army that Harms mentioned. What sort of letter would the Army be sending a court-martialed con?”


        “Do you think the letter somehow triggered this?”


        “It could have had some information that Harms didn’t know about before. I don’t know what it could be or why he wouldn’t have known it before, though.”


        “Wait a minute. If Tremaine and Rayfield are from Fort Jackson, why would they let that kind of a letter reach Harms? Isn’t a prisoner’s mail censored?”


        Fiske thought for a moment. “Maybe it just slipped through.”


        “Or maybe it didn’t come to the prison at all. Josh Harms seems to know all about it; maybe he got the letter, put two and two together and told Rufus about it.”


        “And then Rufus maybe fakes a heart attack somehow, gets taken to the nearest hospital and that’s where Josh breaks him out?”


        “That works.”


        “I just wish we knew what happened at Fort Jackson that day. It’s pretty clear from what Josh and Rufus said that my brother visited him at the prison.”


        “Why not call or go to the prison? Then we can find out if Michael was there.”


        Fiske shook his head. “If those two guys are at the prison, they’ll have covered that up, maybe transferred anyone who saw Mike out of the place. And we can’t go to Chandler with it, because what would we say? Two Army guys are looking for a prisoner who escaped from their custody. So what?”


        “Well, if Rayfield and Tremaine work at the prison, then Michael walked right into the lion’s den. Even though you two weren’t close, I’m really surprised Michael didn’t try to call you for help. He might still be alive if he had.”


        Fiske froze at her words and then closed his eyes. He said nothing more as they drove along.


        


        * * *


        


        When they reached Sara’s cottage, Fiske went directly to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer.


        “Do you have any cigarettes?”


        She raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t think you smoked.”


        “I haven’t for years. But I really need one right now.”


        “Well, you’re in luck.” She pulled a chair over and set it next to the kitchen counter. She slipped off her pumps and stepped onto the chair’s seat. “I’ve found that if I make it as difficult as possible to get to my little stash, I crave them less. I guess I have a real lazy streak.”


        Fiske watched as she stood on tiptoe and reached up over the highest cabinet, her fingers barely scraping the top edge.


        “Sara, come on, let me do that. You’re going to kill yourself.”


        “I’ve got it, John. Just about there.” She stretched her body as far as she could and Fiske found himself staring at the tops of her exposed thighs as her dress had risen. She started to sway a bit, so he placed a hand on her waist to steady her. On the back of her right thigh was a small birthmark, almost perfectly triangular in shape and a dull red in color. It seemed to pulse with each of her exertions. He glanced down at her feet as he continued to hold on to her, the bottom of his hand resting lightly on the softness of her hip. Her toes were long and uncramped, as though she went barefoot often. He looked away.


        “Got ’em.” She held up the pack. “Camels okay?”


        “As long as you can light one end, I don’t really care.” He helped her down, took out a cigarette, and then looked at her. “You in? You did all the work.” She nodded and he nudged one out for her. They took a moment lighting up and Sara joined Fiske with a beer. They went out onto the small rear deck that looked out over the river and sat down in a faded wooden glider.


        “You made a good choice in housing,” he commented.


        “The first time I saw it, I could see myself living here forever.” She drew her legs up under her, tapped her cigarette against the deck rail, and watched as the breeze carried the ash away. She arched her long neck and took a long sip of beer.


        “Impulsive of you.”


        She put the beer down and studied his face. “Haven’t you ever felt that way about something?”


        He thought about it for a moment. “Not really. So what’s next? Husband, kids? Solely the career path?” He took a puff and waited for her to answer.


        She took another swallow of beer and watched the car lights pass over the Woodrow Wilson Bridge in the distance. Then she stood up. “Want to go sailing?”


        He looked up at her in surprise. “A little late for that, isn’t it?”


        “No later than our last boat trip. I’ve got the permit and the boat lights. We’ll just do a lazy circle and come back in.” Before he could answer, she disappeared into the cottage. Within a couple minutes she came back out wearing jean cutoffs, a tank top and deck shoes, her hair pulled back in a bun.


        Fiske glanced down at his dress shirt, slacks and loafers. “I didn’t bring my sailor suit.”


        “That’s okay. You’re not the sailor, I am.” She had two fresh beers. They walked down to the dock. It was miserably humid, and Fiske quickly broke a sweat helping Sara ready the sails. While standing on the bow to rig the jib sail, Fiske slipped and almost tumbled into the water. “If you had fallen into the Potomac, we wouldn’t need the moon to sail by, you’d be glowing all by yourself,” Sara said, laughing.


        The water was flat, no shore wind evident, so Sara fired up the auxiliary engine and they motored out into the middle of the river, where the sails finally caught a breeze and swelled with the warm air. For the next hour they moved in slow ovals across the river. The boat had a light, and the moon was at three-quarters and there were no other craft on the river.


        Fiske took a turn at the helm, with Sara coaching him at the tiller until he felt comfortable. Each time they tacked into the wind, the mainsail would shudder and drop, Fiske would duck and Sara would swing the boom around and watch as the canvas filled again and propelled them along.


        She looked over at him and smiled. “It feels magical to catch something invisible and yet so powerful, and compel it to do your bidding, doesn’t it?” The way she said it, so girlish, with so much frank wonder, he had to smile. They drank beer and both smoked another cigarette after several humorous attempts at lighting up in the face of a stiff wind. They talked about things unrelated to present events, and both felt relieved to be able to do so even for a short time.


        “You have a nice smile,” Sara remarked. “You should use it more often.”


        By the time they headed back in, Fiske had a blister on the inside of his thumb from clutching the boom line.


        They docked the boat and tied down the sails. Sara went up to the cottage and came back with more beer and a bag of chips and salsa. “Don’t let it be said that I don’t feed my guests.”


        They sat on the boat and drank, and whittled down at the chips. The wind started to pick up and the temperature dipped suddenly as a late night storm rolled in. They watched as the clouds turned black-edged and pops of lightning appeared on the horizon. In her tank top shirt, Sara shivered a little and Fiske put his arm around her. She leaned into him. Then a few drops of rain hit and Sara jumped up. With Fiske’s help she pulled out the vinyl covers and snapped them into place across the open compartments of the boat.


        “We better head in,” she said.


        They walked up to the cottage, running the last few feet as it started to pour.


        “Long day tomorrow,” Sara said, looking at the kitchen clock while patting her wet hair with a paper towel.


        “Especially after no sleep last night,” Fiske added, yawning. They turned the lights off and headed upstairs.


        Sara said goodnight and went to her room. Fiske watched breeze in along with some of the rain. A shaft of lightning flared across the sky and connected with the earth somewhere. The boom was deafening. So much power, Fiske thought. He went down the hallway to the other bedroom and undressed. He sat on the bed in his undershorts and T-shirt, listening to the rain. His room was stuffy, but he made no move to open a window. The house was too old to have central air, but it didn’t have window-mounted air conditioners either. Apparently Sara preferred the river breeze to cool her. A clock hanging on the wall ticked the seconds at him. He caught himself measuring his pulse against it. His heart was pumping fast, gallons of blood gushing through him.


        He pulled on his trousers, rose and went down the hallway. Her room was dark now, but the door was still open. The curtains kicked up and down with the bursts of wind. He stood in the doorway and watched her as she lay in bed, only a sheet over her.


        She was watching him watching her. Was she waiting for him? Letting him come to her this time? He moved into the room, hesitantly, as though this was the first time he had entered a woman’s bedroom. She didn’t move or speak, neither encouraging nor discouraging.


        He lay down next to her and she immediately moved next to him, as though refusing to give him the opportunity to rethink his decision, to flee from her. She wore no clothes. Her body was warm, her skin smooth; the breasts spongy and heat-filled; the scent of the outside air thick over them. Sara’s hair was tangled and falling in her face. Her lips clenched and then opened; her fingers stroked him gently, everywhere. Together, they worked his pants off and let them fall to the floor.


        They kissed, lightly at first, and then with greater depth. She moved to raise his T-shirt, to rub his chest, his belly against hers. He moved her hand away and pulled his shirt back down. As the rain hit the roof and glanced off the windows, Fiske slid off his undershorts, lifted his body up, and eased himself down on top of her.


        


        * * *


        


        Sara awoke early, the first shafts of sunlight just dropping over the windowsill. Behind the storm had come waves of deliciously chilly air, and a sky that would transform fully from pink and gray to a deep blue in another hour. She put out her arm to touch him and felt the empty space next to her. She quickly sat up and looked around. Wrapping the sheet around her, she rushed down the hallway and checked the guest room. Empty. So was the bathroom. In a panic she reached the top of the stairs and stopped, a smile edging across her face.


        She watched Fiske as he poured a cup of coffee and then returned to cracking eggs in a bowl, to which he then added grated cheddar cheese. Sara stood there, the smell of simmering onion reaching her nostrils. Fiske was fully dressed, his hair damp from the shower. As he turned to pull open the refrigerator door, he saw her.


        Sara clutched the sheet a little tighter around her.


        “I thought you might have left.”


        “Thought I’d let you sleep in. It was a late night.”


        A wonderful night, she wanted to say, but didn’t. “You okay?” she asked as casually as she could, unable as yet to fully read the subtle messages behind his words, his movements and expressions. Especially about something as recent as their lovemaking. Was the choice of eggs over lying next to her until they both awoke a bad sign?


        “I’m fine, Sara.” He smiled, as if to show her that this was actually so.


        She smiled back. “Whatever you’re making smells wonderful.”


        “Nothing fancy. Western omelet.”


        “I usually have dry toast and kitchen sink coffee. It’s a nice change. Do I have time to shower?”


        “Make it fast.”


        “Not like last night.” She smiled, flicked her eyebrows and turned away. The sheet was fully open in the back.


        Fiske watched her go, aroused again at the sight of her naked body, the delicate, sensual tensing of her back, legs and buttocks. He sat down at the kitchen table and looked around the cozy space. He had stood on the rear deck for a while and watched the sun slowly rise over him. Dawn always seemed so much purer over water, as though these two essential elements of life, heat and water, produced a near-spiritual performance. He glanced back at the stairs as the sound of the shower started. He had watched Sara after she had fallen asleep. In the darkness of the night, their mingled scents a second skin, it had seemed as though he belonged next to her, and she to him. But then the blunt clarity of morning had come. Fiske lifted the coffee cup to his lips, but then quickly put it back down. If he had called his brother back right away, Mike would be alive right now. Fiske could never dodge that truth. He would, in fact, have to live with it forever.


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


        Elizabeth Knight also awoke at the crack of dawn, showering and dressing quickly. Jordan Knight still slept soundly and she made no move to wake him. She brewed the coffee, poured a cup, took her notebook and sat out on the terrace and watched the sun come up. She looked over every page of her materials for oral argument today, which included the last bench memo Steven Wright would ever author. His blood seemed to replace the ink on the page. As she thought this, she had to fight back the tears again. She swore to herself that he wouldn’t die in vain. Ramsey would not carry this day, this case. Knight already had great incentive to make sure that Barbara Chance and women like her could sue the Army for damages for, in essence, condoning the cruel, sadistic and illegal behavior of its male personnel. The organization had not been invented that deserved immunity from such action. But now her motivation, her will to win, to beat Ramsey, had grown a thousandfold. She finished her coffee, packed her briefcase and took a cab to the Supreme Court.


        


        * * *


        


        Fiske rubbed his reddened eyes and tried to put the memory of the night before and its bewildering complexities out of his mind. He sat in a special section reserved for members of the Supreme Court bar. He looked over at Sara, who sat with the other clerks in a section of seats perpendicular to the bench. She looked over at him and smiled.


        When the justices appeared from behind the curtain and took their seats, Perkins finished his little speech and everyone came to rigid attention. Fiske looked over at Knight. Her subtle movements, an elbow resting lightly here, a finger sifting through paper there, were those of nearly uncontrollable raw energy. She looked, he thought, like a rocket straining at its tethers, desperately wanting to explode. He looked over at Ramsey. The man was smiling, looking calm, in control. If Fiske were a betting man, though, his chips would be at the extreme right of the bench, directly in front of Justice Elizabeth Knight.


        The case of Chance v. United States was called.


        Chance’s attorney, a hired gun from Harvard Law School, who made a practice of appearing before the Supreme Court with much success, launched into his argument with vigor. Until Ramsey cut in.


        “You’re aware of the Feres Doctrine, Mr. Barr?” Ramsey asked, referring to the 1950 Supreme Court opinion first granting immunity from lawsuits to the military.


        Barr smiled. “Unfortunately, yes.”


        “Aren’t you asking us to overturn fifty years of Court precedent?” Ramsey looked up and down the bench as he said this. “How can we decide this case in favor of your client without turning the military and this Court on their heads?”


        Knight did not let Barr answer. “The Court did not allow that argument to dissuade it from overturning the segregated school system in this country. If the cause is right, the means are justified, and precedent cannot stand in the way of that.”


        “Please answer my question, Mr. Barr,” Ramsey persisted.


        “I think this case is distinguishable.”


        “Really? There is no question that Barbara Chance and her male superiors were in uniform, on government property and performing their official duties when the sexual episodes occurred?”


        “I would hardly call coerced sex, ‘official duties.’ But nonetheless, the fact that her superior used his rank to coerce her into what amounted to a rape, and — ”


        “And,” Knight cut in, seemingly unable to remain quiet, “the superior officers at the base in question and the regional command were aware these events had taken place — had been advised in writing of them, even — and had taken no action to even investigate the matter other than in a cursory fashion. It was Barbara Chance who called in the local police. They undertook an investigation which resulted in the truth coming to light. That truth clearly establishes a cause of action that would result in damages with respect to any other organization in this country.”


        Fiske stared from Ramsey to Knight. It was suddenly as though, instead of nine justices, there were only two. In Fiske’s mind, the courtroom had been transformed into a boxing ring, with Ramsey the champ and Knight the talented contender, but still an underdog.


        “We’re talking about the military here, Mr. Barr,” Ramsey said, but he looked at Knight. “This Court has ruled that the military is sui generis. That is the precedent you face. Your case deals with chain-of-command issues. An inferior personnel to her superior. That is just the issue that this Court has — several times in the past — addressed and unequivocally decided that it would not intrude upon the military’s presumptive immunity. That was the law yesterday, and it is the law today. Which gets me back to my original statement. For us to hold for your client, this court must reverse its position on a long and deeply followed line of precedents. That is what you are asking us to do.”


        “And as I mentioned earlier, stare decisis is clearly not in-fallible,” Knight said, referring to the Court’s practice of adhering to and upholding its previous decisions.


        Back and forth Knight and Ramsey went at it. For every salvo fired by one, there was an answer fired by the other.


        The other justices, and Mr. Barr, Fiske thought, were reduced to interested spectators.


        When the lawyer for the United States, James Anderson, stepped forward to deliver his argument, Knight did not even let him begin a sentence.


        “Why does allowing a damage suit against the Army for condoning a hostile environment for women interfere with the chain of command?” she asked him.


        “It clearly impacts negatively on the integrity of the relationship between superior and subordinate personnel,” Anderson promptly replied.


        “So let me see if I understand your reasoning. By allowing the military over the years to poison, gas, maim, kill and rape its soldiers with impunity, and stripping the victims of any legal recourse, that will somehow improve the relationship, the integrity, of the military and its personnel? I’m sorry, but I’m not quite getting the connection.”


        Fiske had to stop himself from laughing out loud. His respect for Knight as a lawyer and judge increased tenfold as she finished her statement. In two sentences, she had reduced the Army’s entire case to the level of absurdity. He looked over at Sara. Her gaze was trained on Knight, with, Fiske thought, a great deal of pride.


        Anderson reddened slightly. “The military, as the chief justice has pointed out, is a unique, special entity. Allowing lawsuits to fly at will can only inhibit and destroy that special bond between personnel, the need for discipline that is at the very core of military preparation and readiness.”


        “So the military is special?”


        “Right.”


        “Because it serves to defend and protect us?”


        “Exactly.”


        “So we have the four branches of the Armed Forces which are already covered by that immunity. Why don’t we extend this immunity to other special organizations? Like the fire department? The police department? They protect us. The Secret Service? They protect the president, arguably the most important person in the country. How about hospitals? They save our lives. Why not let hospitals be immune from suit in the event male doctors rape female personnel?”


        “We are getting far outside the boundaries of this case,” Ramsey said sternly.


        “I think those boundaries are precisely what we’re trying to determine,” Knight fired back.


        “I believe that U.S. v. Stanley — ” Anderson began.


        “I’m glad you mentioned it. Let me briefly recount the facts of that case,” Knight said. She wanted this heard. By her fellow justices, several of whom were on the Court when the case had been decided, as well as by the public. To Knight, the Stanley case was one of the worst miscarriages of justice in history and represented everything that was wrong with the Court. That had also been Steven Wright’s conclusion in his bench memo. And she intended to make those conclusions heard both today and when it came time to win a majority vote on this case.


        When Knight spoke, her voice was strong and resonating.


        “Master Sergeant James Stanley was in the Army in the fifties and volunteered for a program which he was told had to do with testing protective clothing against gas warfare. The testing was conducted in Maryland, at the Aberdeen Proving Grounds. Stanley signed up for it, but he was never asked to wear any special clothing or do testing with gas masks or anything. He only talked to some psychologists for great lengths of time about a variety of personal subjects, was given some water to drink during these sessions and that was it. In 1975, Stanley, whose life had gone downhill — inexplicable behavior, discharge from the Army, divorce — received a letter from the Army asking him to participate in a follow-up exam by members of the Army who had been given LSD in 1959, because the Army wanted to study the long-term effects of the drug. Under the pretense of testing clothing against gas warfare, the Army had slipped him and other soldiers LSD without his knowledge.”


        A collective gasp went up from the general public’s seats as they heard this, and the spectators started talking to each other. Perkins actually had to bang his gavel, an almost unheard-of event.


        As Fiske sat there and listened, it occurred to him how important this case was. Rufus Harms had filed an appeal with this Court. Was he also seeking to sue the Army? Something terrible had happened to him while in the military. Certain men had done something to him that had ruined his life and resulted in the death of a little girl. Rufus wanted his freedom, wanted justice. He had the truth on his side, Rufus had proclaimed. And yet even with the truth, under the current law, it didn’t matter. Just like Sergeant Stanley, Private Rufus Harms would lose.


        Knight continued, secretly well pleased with the audience’s reaction. “The psychologist was employed by the CIA. The CIA and the Army had undertaken a joint effort on the study of the drug’s effects, because the CIA had received reports that the Soviet Union had stockpiled the drug and the Army wanted to know how it might be used against its soldiers in wartime. That sort of thing. Stanley, who rightly blamed the Army for destroying his life, sued. His case finally made it to the Supreme Court.” She paused. “And he lost.”


        Another gasp came from the public.


        Fiske looked around at Sara. Her eyes were still fixed on Knight. Fiske peered over at Ramsey. He was livid.


        “In effect, what you’re asking is for this court to deny to Barbara Chance and similar plaintiffs one of the most cherished constitutional rights we possess as a people: the right to our day in court. Isn’t that what you’re asking? Letting the guilty go unpunished?”


        “Mr. Anderson,” Ramsey broke in. “What has happened to the men who perpetrated these sexual assaults?”


        “At least one has been court-martialed, found guilty and imprisoned,” Anderson again promptly replied.


        Ramsey smiled triumphantly. “So hardly unpunished.”


        “Mr. Anderson, the record below clearly establishes that the actions for which the man was imprisoned have been going on for a very long time and were known to higher-ups in the Army, who declined to take any action. In point of fact only when Barbara Chance went to the local police did an investigation ensue. So tell me, have the guilty been punished?”


        “I would say it depends on your definition of guilt.”


        “Who’s policing the military, Mr. Anderson? To make sure what happened to Sergeant Stanley doesn’t happen again?”


        “The military is policing itself. And doing a good job.”


        “Stanley was decided in 1986. Since that time we’ve had Tailhook, the still-unexplained incidents in the Persian Gulf War, and now the rape of female Army personnel. Do you call that doing a good job?”


        “Well, every large organization will have small pockets of trouble.”


        Knight bristled. “I rather doubt if the victims of these crimes would describe them as small pockets of trouble.”


        “Of course, I didn’t mean — ”


        “When I alluded to extending immunity to police, firemen, hospitals, you didn’t agree with that, did you?”


        “No. Too many exceptions to the rule disproves the rule.”


        “You recall the Challenger explosion, of course?” Anderson nodded. “The survivors of the civilians on board the shuttle were entitled to sue the government, and the contractor that built the shuttle, for damages. However, the families of the military personnel on board were denied that right because of the immunity granted to the military by this court. Do you consider that fair?”


        Anderson fell back upon the old reliable. “If we allow lawsuits against the military it will unnecessarily complicate the national security of this country.”


        “And that’s really the whole ball of wax,” Ramsey said, pleased that Anderson had raised the point. “It’s a balancing act, and this court has already determined where that balance lies.”


        “Precisely, Mr. Chief Justice,” Anderson said. “It’s bedrock law.”


        Knight almost smiled. “Really? I thought bedrock law was the constitutional right of citizens of this country to seek redress of their grievances before the courts. No immunity from suit was granted to the military by any law of this country. Congress did not see fit to do it. In fact, it was this court in 1950 which invented, out of broadcloth, such specialized treatment, and they apparently did so, in part, because they were afraid that allowing such suits would bankrupt the U.S. Treasury. I would hardly call that bedrock.”


        “However, it is the controlling precedent now,” Ramsey pointed out.


        “Precedents change,” Knight replied, “particularly if they’re wrong.” Ramsey’s words truly irked her, since the chief justice had no problem overturning precedents of long standing when it suited him.


        Anderson said, “With all due respect, I think the military is better suited to handle this matter internally, Justice Knight.”


        “Mr. Anderson, do you dispute this court’s jurisdiction or authority to hear and decide this case?”


        “Of course not.”


        “This court has to determine whether serving your country in the military ironically carries the price of stripping away virtually all protections one has as a citizen.”


        “I wouldn’t phrase it quite that way.”


        “However, I would, Mr. Anderson. It’s really a question of justice.” She locked eyes with Ramsey. “And if we can’t deliver justice here, then I truly despair to think of where one could find it.”


        As Fiske listened to these impassioned words, he looked again at Sara. As though she somehow knew he was looking, she glanced at him.


        Fiske had the strong sense that she was thinking the same thing he was: Even if they somehow solved this whole mystery and the truth finally came out, would Rufus Harms ever really find justice?


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


        Josh Harms finished his sandwich and then idly smoked a cigarette as he watched his brother doze in the front seat of the truck. They were parked on an old logging road in a dense forest. Driving through the night, they had finally stopped because Josh could barely keep his eyes open, and he didn’t trust his brother to drive, since Rufus hadn’t been behind the wheel of a vehicle for almost thirty years. Besides, when they were on the road, Rufus, for obvious reasons, had to be in the back of the truck. Rufus had kept watch while his brother had dozed and now Josh had taken up the sentinel.


        They had talked during the drive about what they were going to do. Much to his own surprise, Josh found himself arguing that they shouldn’t go to Mexico.


        “What the hell’s going on with you? I didn’t think you’d want any part of that. You said you didn’t,” Rufus had said in wonderment.


        “I didn’t. But once we made up our mind — hell, once I made up my mind — then all I’m saying is we should stick to it. I don’t like being no wimp on shit like that. If you’re going to do something, then you should do it.”


        “Look, Josh, if Fiske hadn’t thought real fast, we’d both be dead right now. I don’t want you on my conscience.”


        “See, that’s where you ain’t thinking. Hell, it ain’t going to get any worse than it is. Why don’t we see what we can do to help it get better? You were right: They deserve what’s coming to ’em. Seeing those two boys at Rider’s office, I almost shot ’em down in cold blood, and I ain’t never done nothing like that in my whole life. Fiske and that woman, they stood up for us. Maybe they’re shooting straight.”


        Rufus had stared at him. “And you don’t have a problem with them?”


        “What the hell, you think I’m racist?” Josh had pulled out a cigarette as he said this, a grin lighting his face.


        “I can’t figure you out, Josh.”


        “You ain’t got to figure me out. I ain’t figured me out, and I’ve had a long time to do it. All you got to do is decide if you want to go to Mexico or you want to stick it out. And don’t worry about me. If there’s anybody that can take care of himself, then you’re looking at him.”


        That had done it, and as soon as his brother woke up, they were going to head back toward Virginia, hook up with Fiske and see what they could do. If it was proof that was needed, then they could get proof, somehow, some way, Josh believed. They had the truth on their side, and if that still didn’t count for something, then they might as well go ahead and get themselves shot up.


        Josh eyed the surrounding woods. The leaves had already started to turn here, and the way the sunlight cut and dipped through the foliage presented a pleasing combination of colors and textures. He often sat in the woods when hunting; he’d find an old log and rest his bones, taking in the simple beauty of the country, a marvel that didn’t cost you a dime. After coming back from Southeast Asia, he had avoided the woods for several years. In Vietnam, the trees, the dirt, everything around you meant death by some of the most ingenious methods the Vietnamese could devise. He checked his watch. Another ten minutes and they would have to be on their way.


        He looked back out the window and squinted as the sunlight reflected off something and hurt his eyes. He sucked in his next breath instead of letting it go, spit his cigarette out the window, started the engine and put the truck in gear.


        “What the hell,” Rufus said as he was jolted awake.


        “Get your gun and keep your damn head down,” Josh hollered at him. “It’s Tremaine.”


        Rufus gripped his pistol and ducked down.


        Tremaine charged from the woods and opened fire. The first shots from the machine gun hit the tailgate of the truck, blowing out one of the lights and riddling the frame with holes. A cone of dirt kicked up in the truck’s wake and momentarily blinded Tremaine, who stopped shooting and ran forward, trying desperately to get a clear field of fire on the truck.


        Sensing what Tremaine was trying to do, Josh cut the wheel to the left and the truck went off-road and onto what appeared to be the dry remains of a shallow creek bed. It was a good move for another reason, as Rayfield came flying down the road in the Jeep from the other direction, trying to box the truck in.


        Rayfield stopped to let Tremaine climb in and they went after the truck.


        “How in the hell did they catch up to us?” Rufus wondered aloud.


        “Ain’t no sense wasting time thinking about that. They’re here,” Josh shot back. He glanced in the rearview mirror and his eyes narrowed. The Jeep was more nimble and better built to maneuver through the woods than the bulky truck.


        “They’re going to shoot out the tires and then they got us like sitting ducks,” Rufus said.


        “Yeah, well, Vic should’ve shot those tires out first thing. That was his second mistake.”


        “What was his first?”


        “Letting the sunlight hit his binoculars. I saw that long before I spotted that little bastard.”


        “Let’s hope they keep making mistakes.”


        “We count on ourselves, and hope that’s enough.”


        Back in the Jeep, Tremaine hung out the side and fired his weapon. The machine gun wasn’t really worth a spit long-range, although in close quarters it could take out an entire platoon of men in a few seconds; he wanted just two. He slipped the machine gun strap off his shoulder and pulled out his sidearm.


        “Get as close as you can,” he barked to a very nervous-looking Rayfield. “If I can take out one of their tires, they’ll plow right into a tree and our problems are over.”


        Rufus looked back through the window in the camper and saw what Tremaine was attempting to do. He slid open the glass separating the cab from the interior of the camper and drew a bead on the Jeep. He had not touched a gun in almost thirty years, basic training with a rifle his last experience with a firearm. When he fired, the explosion pierced his ears, the truck’s cabin immediately full of the sickening fumes of burned metal, flashed powder. The bullet shattered the rear glass door of the camper shell and then flew at the Jeep like an angry, metal-jacketed hornet. Tremaine ducked back into his vehicle and the Jeep swerved a little.


        “Hit anything?” Josh asked.


        “Bought us a little time.” Rufus’s hand was shaking, and he rubbed at his ears. “I forgot how loud these things are.”


        “Try firing an M-16 for three years. They’re real loud, especially when they explode in your face. Hold on.”


        Josh cut the wheel to the right and then to the left to avoid several trees that had toppled across the creek bed. Beyond was a mass of scrub pines, oaks and brambles. With the Jeep closing in, Tremaine was again taking up his shooting position. Josh cut the truck to the right and through a narrow cleft in the trees and brush, leaves and slender branches slapping and tearing at the truck. But the maneuver had its intended effect because Tremaine had to duck back inside the Jeep to avoid having his head torn off by a tree limb.


        The Jeep slowed down. The narrow lane ahead opened up a little, and Josh decided to take advantage, hoping Rayfield was losing a little of his nerve.


        “Hold the wheel,” he shouted to his brother.


        Rufus gripped the steering wheel hard, alternating between looking at his brother and eyeing where the truck was heading.


        Josh pulled his pistol and scanned the trees ahead. They were on a fairly level bit of ground now, so the truck didn’t rock as much. He gripped the pistol with both hands, doing his best to figure distance and speed, and then selected what he wanted: a thick oak branch high up on a forty-footer. The branch was at least twenty feet long and four inches thick, with other, smaller branches growing from it, and it hung directly over the narrow lane. What had drawn Josh’s attention was the fact that the branch was so long and heavy it had started to crack where it was attached to the trunk.


        Josh slid his arm out the window, kept it parallel to the truck, took aim and started firing. The first bullet hit the tree trunk directly above where the branch joined it. Having now gauged the trajectory, Josh continued to fire, and each bullet after that hit squarely at the juncture of branch and trunk as the truck hurtled closer. For him it wasn’t that extraordinary a display of marksmanship. As a game, he had been shooting at tree branches since he was old enough to carry a.22 rifle. Scaring coons and squirrels, having fun. Still, he had never attempted it in a moving vehicle with two men shooting at him.


        Rufus had to keep his eyes open to steer, but he scrunched up his face with each shot. His ears were ringing so loudly you could have shouted in his face and he would not have been able to hear you. The heavy branch dropped a couple of inches as its support weakened. Josh kept firing, as sprays of wood chips shot off the oak like steam from an old train engine.


        Tremaine saw what he was doing. “Gun it, gun it.”


        Rayfield hit the gas.


        Josh never took his eyes off the branch as he kept firing. It gave some more, and finally gravity took over and it cracked and swung down. A layer of bark clung to the tree, then the branch slapped hard against the trunk, broke free completely and started coming down. Josh slammed on the accelerator and took the steering wheel back, passing by the tree as he did so.


        “Go, go,” Tremaine screamed at Rayfield.


        However, Rayfield slammed on the brakes as about a thousand pounds of tree branch smashed into the middle of the narrow lane directly in front of them. Tremaine was almost thrown from the vehicle.


        “Dammit, why in the hell did you stop?” Tremaine looked ready to turn his pistol on the man.


        Rayfield was breathing very hard. “If I hadn’t, that damn thing would’ve crushed us. This Jeep doesn’t have a hard top, Vic.”


        Josh looked up ahead and then to the right where the path opened up some. He braked hard, swerved to the left, swung the truck around and then headed right and gunned the motor. The truck broke free from the brush, lifted a little off the ground as it went over a shallow gully, and landed in a clearing. Rufus’s head hit the top of the cab’s interior as the truck came back to earth.


        “Damn, what’re you doing?”


        “Just hold tight.”


        Josh slammed on the gas again and Rufus looked up in time to see the small shack ahead of them that his brother had spotted seconds before.


        Josh looked back and saw what he expected to see. Nothing. But it wouldn’t take Tremaine and Rayfield long to work the Jeep around the obstacle.


        Josh looked past the shack at an angle and could see the road that lay beyond it. He had been right. Where there was a shack in the woods, there usually was a road. He pulled the truck around onto the other side of the old structure. Both brothers’hearts sank. There was a road there, all right. But it had a large steel barricade blocking any passage. And on either side of the barricade were impenetrable woods. Josh looked back. They were trapped. Maybe he could hoof it, but Rufus wasn’t built for speed, and Josh wasn’t leaving his brother behind.


        Josh’s eyes narrowed again as he looked at the shack. The Jeep would be on them in another minute or so. Even now he could hear the machine gun efficiently tearing the tree limb apart so the Jeep could shove it aside.


        A minute later the Jeep scaled the gully and made its way to the clearing. Rayfield slowed down as they scanned ahead and immediately saw the shack.


        “Where’d they go?” he asked.


        Tremaine checked the area with his binoculars and spotted the road as it snaked off through the woods. “That way,” he shouted, pointing ahead.


        Rayfield hit the gas and the Jeep shot around the corner of the shack. Instantly both men saw that the road was blocked off and Rayfield slammed the Jeep to a stop. With a roar, the truck, which had been hidden on the far side of the shack, exploded forward and hit the vehicle broadside, knocking it over on its side and flinging Rayfield and Tremaine out.


        Rayfield landed on top of a pile of rotted stumps, his head at a vicious angle. He lay still.


        Tremaine took cover behind the overturned Jeep and opened fire, forcing Josh to back the truck up, his head below the dashboard. Finally the truck engine died, steam pouring out from the hood, the front tires flattened by the machine-gun fire.


        Josh came out the driver’s side while Rufus covered him. Josh lunged, dropped to his knees and rolled until he made it to the rear of the truck, and then he peered out. Tremaine hadn’t moved from his position. Josh could see the tip of the machine gun. Tremaine was probably putting in another clip just as Josh was doing, and taking a moment to study the tactical situation.


        Josh’s heart was pounding, and he rubbed at his eyes to clear the dirt and sweat away. He had been in many battles on both foreign and American soil, but the last one had been almost thirty years ago. Besides, it didn’t matter: Every time, you were terrified that you were going to die. When somebody was shooting at you, it didn’t exactly make you think more clearly. You reacted more than anything else.


        Josh had an edge, though. There were two of them and only one of Tremaine. Josh peered out once more and then sprinted from behind the truck and made it to the edge of the shack.


        “Rufus,” he hollered. “On the count of three.”


        “Start counting,” Rufus shouted back, tremors of fear in his voice.


        Three seconds later Josh opened fire on Tremaine, the bullets pinging off the Jeep’s frame. Rufus hustled to the back of the truck. He was stopped there, however, when Tremaine managed to fire a burst between the truck and the shack. The air smelled of gunfire, and of the sweat of frightened men.


        Josh and Rufus looked at each other, and then Josh cracked a smile, sensing the rising panic in his brother.


        “Hey, Vic,” Josh yelled out, “how ’bout you throw down that damn widowmaker and come on out with your hands up?”


        Tremaine responded by blowing a chunk of wood off the shack a little above Josh’s head.


        “Okay, okay, Vic, I hear you. Now, you be cool, you hear me, little buddy? Don’t you worry, we’ll bury you and Rayfield. Ain’t gonna leave you for the bears and shit to chew on. That’s bad shit. Animals eating dead bodies. You saw that in Nam, didn’t you, Vic? Or maybe you was running too fast the other way to see that.” While he was talking, Josh was motioning for Rufus to stay put and then pointing around the shack to show his brother what he was going to do.


        Rufus nodded to show he understood. Josh was going to try to flush the man into his brother’s field of vision and let Rufus cut him down. Rufus gripped his gun and slipped in a new clip, grateful that his brother had taken the time to show him how. He was having trouble breathing; his arms felt heavy holding the gun. He was afraid that he would not have the nerve, the killer instinct, much less the skill to shoot the man down, even if Tremaine came at him, firing with that damn machine gun. Rufus had fought many men in prison in order to survive — with his hands only, even though his opponents had always been armed with a shiv or piece of pipe. But a gun was different. A gun could kill from a distance. But if he didn’t shoot, his brother would die. And for once he could not pray to God to help him. He could not speak to his Lord for assistance in killing another.


        In a half crouch, Josh made his way across the front of the shack, stopping at intervals to listen intently. Once he dared to raise his head up to one of the windows, in order to perhaps see through it and out the rear window to where the Jeep was, but the angle was wrong and his view was blocked. Josh was totally focused now. The fear was still there, it was very much there, but he had done his best to transform it into adrenaline, to heighten every sense he possessed. He pointed his pistol directly in front of him, knowing full well that if Tremaine had figured what his plan was, his best course of action would be to slip out from behind the Jeep and come around the shack the other way, with the result that he would meet Josh head-on somewhere in the middle. Machine gun against pistol, a hundred rounds to one, meaning Josh would die, and then so would Rufus.


        He moved forward another foot. Then he heard the machine gun open fire again and listened as the bullets tore into the pickup truck. He raced forward and rounded the corner. While Tremaine was busy firing at Rufus, Josh could outflank him and silence the sonofabitch once and for all.


        This plan vanished when he went around the corner, for Tremaine was standing there, his pistol pointed at Josh’s head. An astonished Josh stopped so abruptly that his feet slid in the gravel and his legs went out from under him. This was fortunate, since the bullet slammed into his shoulder instead of his brain. His momentum carried him forward and his legs clipped Tremaine’s, and they went down hard, both their pistols sailing out of reach.


        Tremaine came up first; Josh, holding his bloody shoulder, was slower to rise. Tremaine pulled a knife from his belt. In the background the machine gun stopped firing. Josh yelled out as Tremaine lunged into him and both men hit the wall of the shack, shaking the primitive structure right down to its wooden joints. Josh managed to block Tremaine’s arm with his forearm. His whole side hurt like hell. Whatever piece of ordnance was in him had gone beyond his shoulder to explore other parts of his body. He managed to kick at Tremaine and caught him once in the belly, but the man was up and was on Josh again in an instant. Josh felt the knife cut through his shirt and into his side, and he started to lose consciousness. The pain from this fresh wound was barely felt, so overwhelmed was it by the first. He could hardly make out the image of Tremaine pulling the knife free from his body and rearing his arm back for a final thrust. Probably at his throat, Josh dimly thought, as his brain started to shut down. The throat was quick and always fatal. That’s what he would do, he thought, as the darkness started to close around him.


        The knife never made its downward plunge. It stopped at its highest point and moved no closer to Josh Harms. Tremaine kicked and jerked as he was torn off the wounded man. Rufus was directly behind him. One hand gripped the wrist holding the knife. He smashed it against the shack until Tremaine’s finger lock was finally broken and the knife dropped to the ground. Tremaine was solid muscle and superbly trained in hand-to-hand combat. But he was half Rufus’s size. One on one, there were few men who could match Rufus. The big man was like a grizzly bear once he got hold of somebody. And he had a good hold of Vic Tremaine, the man who had made his life a nightmare he’d thought would never end.


        As Tremaine tried to wedge a forearm against Rufus’s windpipe, Rufus changed his tactic and lifted Tremaine completely off the ground, slamming his face again and again into the wall until Tremaine was groggy from the impacts, his face bloody. Finally Rufus put Tremaine’s head right through the window, the jagged glass cutting deeply into the man’s face. Then Josh screamed in pain from his wounds, and Rufus looked at him, his grip loosening a bit. Tremaine, sensing this, kicked out Rufus’s knee and whip-sawed an elbow into his kidney, dropping the big man to the ground. Tremaine rolled free, gripped his knife and lunged toward the defenseless man. The bullet hit him smack in the back of the head and dropped him on the spot.


        Rufus heaved upward and looked at his brother, wisps of smoke still seeping from the barrel of the 9mm Josh held. Then he put the pistol down and lay back in the dirt. Rufus raced over and knelt next to him. “Josh! Josh?”


        Josh opened his eyes and looked over at Tremaine’s twisted body, both relieved and sickened by what he had done. Even the worst enemy in the world didn’t look so terrifying dead. He looked back at Rufus. “You done good, little brother. Shit, better’n me.”


        “I’d be dead if you hadn’t killed him.”


        “Ain’t gonna let him get you. Ain’t gonna let him …”


        Rufus ripped open his brother’s shirt and looked at the wounds. The knife had only cut a slice in his side. Probably hadn’t hit anything vital, Rufus concluded, but it was bleeding like a bitch. The bullet, though, was something else. He saw the blood dripping from his brother’s mouth, the rising glaze to his eyes. Rufus could stop the bleeding on the outside, but he could do nothing about what was going on inside. And that’s what could kill him. Rufus took off his shirt and put it over his brother, who was now shivering despite the heat.


        “Hold on, Josh.” Rufus ran over to the Jeep and quickly looked through it. He found the first-aid kit and hustled back over to his brother. Josh’s eyes were now closed and he didn’t seem to be breathing.


        Rufus shook him gently. “Josh, Josh, don’t do it, keep your damn eyes open. Don’t be going to sleep on me. Josh!”


        Finally Josh opened his eyes and appeared lucid. “You got to get outta here, Rufus. All the shooting, people might be coming. You got to go. Now.”


        “We got to get out of here — that’s right.”


        Rufus lifted Josh up a little and checked his back. The bullet hadn’t gone through; it was still in him somewhere. Rufus started cleaning both wounds.


        At one point Josh gripped his arm. “Rufus, get the hell out of here,” he said again.


        “You don’t go, I don’t go, so that’s what we got.”


        “You still crazy.”


        “Yeah, I’m crazy as hell, let’s leave it at that.” He finished cleaning and then dressing the wounds and tightly bandaged them. He gently lifted his brother, but the movement sent Josh into a coughing spasm, blood from his mouth pooling down his shirt. Rufus carried him over to the truck and laid him down next to it.


        “Shit, Rufus, this thing ain’t going nowhere,” Josh said desperately, looking at the battered truck.


        “I know that.” Rufus pulled a bottle of water from the camper, twisted it open and put it to Josh’s lips. “Can you hold it? You need to get some liquid in you.”


        Josh answered by gripping the bottle with his good hand and drinking a little.


        Rufus rose and went to the overturned Jeep. He pulled the machine gun free from where Tremaine had wedged it between the seat and the metal side of the Jeep. The man had used wire, a piece of metal and a string to rig the trigger for full automatic fire while he set up his ambush of Josh. Rufus eyed the situation for a moment and then tried to push against the hood to right the vehicle, but he couldn’t get any leverage that way, and his feet slipped in the loose gravel. He studied the situation some more. There was really only one way that he could see.


        He put his back against the edge of the driver’s-side seat and then squatted down. He dug his fingers into the dirt and gravel until they got underneath the Jeep’s side, and then he clenched the metal tightly. He gave one good pull to gauge what he was up against. The Jeep was heavy, damn heavy. Thirty years ago, this wouldn’t have been that much trouble for him. As a young man he had lifted the front end of a full-sized Buick, engine and all, clean off the ground by a good three feet. But he wasn’t twenty anymore. He pulled again and he could feel the Jeep rise a little before settling back down. He pulled once more, straining and grunting, the muscles in his neck tensing hard beneath his skin.


        Josh put the bottle down and even managed to lift himself partially off the ground by leaning against the shredded truck tire, as he watched what his brother was trying to do.


        Rufus was tired already. His arms and legs weren’t used to this anymore, not for a long time. He had always been strong, stronger than anyone else. Now, when he really needed it, when his brother would surely die if he couldn’t turn this damn Jeep upright, would he not be strong enough?


        He hunkered down again, closed his eyes and then opened them. He looked skyward where a big, black crow lazily circled. Not a care in the world, just long, unhurried brush strokes against the canvas of blue.


        As sweat poured off Rufus’s face he clenched his eyes again and did what he always did when he was troubled, when he thought he wouldn’t make it. He prayed. He prayed for Josh. He asked the Lord to please grant him the strength he needed to save his brother’s life.


        He gripped the sides of the Jeep once more, tensed his massive shoulders and legs. His long arms began to pull, his bent legs began to straighten. For a moment, Jeep and man were suspended in a precarious equilibrium, moving neither up nor down — the Jeep unwilling to yield and Rufus just as stubborn. But then Rufus slowly started to fall back a little as the weight was just too much for him. Rufus sensed he would not have another chance. Even as the Jeep began to win the battle, he opened his mouth and let out a terrible scream that forced tears from his eyes. As Josh looked on at the impossible thing his brother was trying to do for him, tears started to fall down his exhausted face.


        Rufus’s eyes opened again as he felt the Jeep rise, inch by agonizing inch. His joints and tendons afire with what he was accomplishing, Rufus grunted and pulled and heaved and ignored the pain as it snapped perilous signals through his trembling body. The Jeep fought him every punishing inch. It creaked and groaned, cursing him. But then he was standing upright, and he gave the hunk of metal one last heave. Like a wave about to pitch onto a beach, the Jeep cleared the point of no return and fell hard to earth, rocking upon impact and then coming to rest on all four wheels.


        Rufus sat down in the Jeep, his whole body shaking from his immense exertions.


        Josh looked on in silent wonderment. “Damn,” was all he could finally say about what he had just witnessed.


        Rufus’s heart was racing so hard now, he worried his success might prove to be an empty one. He clutched at his chest, breathed deeply. “Please,” he quietly said, “please don’t.” A minute later Rufus slowly rose, shuffled over to his brother and carefully lifted him into the Jeep. He rearranged the cloth top, which had become dislodged when Tremaine and Rayfield had been thrown clear. He gathered up as many supplies as he could from the truck, including his Bible, and put them into the back of the Jeep along with the weaponry. He climbed in the driver’s seat and then stopped and looked over at Tremaine and Rayfield. Then he stared up once again at the circling crow, which had now been joined by several brethren, large enough to be buzzards. In less than a day the two dead men would be picked to the bone if left out in the open.


        Rufus climbed out of the Jeep and went over to Rayfield. He didn’t have to check the man’s pulse. The eyes didn’t lie. That and the stench of released bowels. He slid first Rayfield’s and then Tremaine’s bodies into the shack. He said a few simple words over both men before rising and closing the door. One day he would forgive them for all they had done, but not today. Rufus climbed back in the Jeep, gave Josh a reassuring look and started the Jeep. The engine didn’t catch the first time, but it did the second. Gears grinding as Rufus got a quick lesson in driving a stick shift, the Jeep jolted forward, and the brothers left this impromptu battlefield behind.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTY


        The justices traditionally had a private lunch in the Court’s second-floor dining room after oral argument. Fiske had left Sara in her office to catch up on some work. He had decided to use the opportunity to make some inquiries on his own. If his flow of information had been cut off from D.C. Homicide, Fiske decided he’d better make it up somehow. One possible source was Police Chief Leo Dellasandro.


        As he walked along the hallway, he thought about the oral argument he just listened to. Even as a lawyer, he had never really understood how much power was wielded from this building. The Supreme Court over its history had taken some very unpopular positions on a myriad of significant issues. Many had been brave and, at least in Fiske’s opinion, correct. But it was unnerving to realize that if a vote or two had gone the other way on some or all of those prior decisions, the country might be very different today. By any definition that seemed to be a precarious, if not perilous, state of events.


        Fiske also thought about his brother, and how much good he had undoubtedly brought to this place, even in the role of a clerk. Mike Fiske had always been fair and just in his opinions and actions. And when he made up his mind, a person could not ask for a more loyal friend. Mike Fiske was good for this place. The Court had indeed suffered a great loss when someone had taken his life. But not as great as the Fiske family’s loss.


        Fiske made his way to Dellasandro’s ground-floor office, knocked on the door, waited. He knocked again, and then opened the door and peered inside. He was looking at the anteroom to Dellasandro’s office, where his secretary worked. That space was empty. Probably at lunch, Fiske assumed. He stepped into the office. “Chief Dellasandro?” He wanted to know if anything had turned up on the surveillance videos. He also wanted to know if one of the officers had driven Wright home.


        He approached the inner office door. “Chief Dellasandro, it’s John Fiske. I was wondering if we could talk.” Still no answer. Fiske decided to leave the man a note. But he didn’t want to leave it at the secretary’s desk.


        He slipped into Dellasandro’s office and over to his desk. He picked up a piece of paper and, using a pen from the holder on the desk, scrawled out a brief note. As he finished and positioned the note prominently on the desk, he looked around the office for a moment. There were many ceremonial tokens on shelves and walls, attesting to a distinguished career. On one wall was a photo of a much younger Dellasandro in his uniform.


        Fiske turned to leave. Hanging on the back of the door was a jacket. It had to belong to Dellasandro, obviously part of his Court uniform. As Fiske passed by it, he noticed several smudges on the collar. He rubbed it with his finger and examined the residue: makeup. He went out into the anteroom and looked at the photos on the desk there. He had seen Dellasandro’s secretary once before. A young, tall brunette with quite memorable features. On her desk, there was a photo of her and Chief Dellasandro. His arm was around her shoulder; they were both smiling into the camera. Probably many secretaries had a photograph with their bosses. There was something in the eyes, how close they were standing together, however, that might suggest something more than a platonic working relationship. He wondered if the Court had specific rules on fraternization. And there was another reason why Dellasandro would be well advised to keep his pants on and his hands off his secretary: Fiske glanced back into Dellasandro’s office at the photo on his credenza — of his wife and kids. A very happy-looking family. Only on the surface, obviously. As he left the office, he concluded that it pretty much summed up how this place and the world in general operated: Surface appearances could be very deceiving; one had to dig deeper to get to the real truth.


        


        * * *


        


        Rufus stopped the Jeep. “I’m going to flag down the first cop I see. Get you some help,” Rufus said.


        With an effort, Josh sat up. “The hell you are. Cops get hold of you, they find Tremaine and Rayfield, they’ll bury you.”


        “You need a doctor, Josh.”


        “I don’t need shit.” With a lunge, he gripped his pistol. “We started this, we gonna finish it.” He wedged the barrel of the pistol against his gut. “You stop for anybody, I’m gonna put a hole right here.”


        “You’re crazy. What the hell you want me to do?”


        Josh coughed up blood. “You find Fiske and that girl. I can’t help you no more, maybe they can.” Rufus looked at the gun. “Don’t go thinking it — bullet’s pretty damn fast.”


        Rufus put the Jeep in gear and pulled back on the road. Josh watched him, his eyes coming in and out of focus. “Stop that shit.”


        “What?”


        “I see you doing that mumbling shit. Don’t be praying for me.”


        “Ain’t nobody telling me when I can talk to the Lord.”


        “Just keep me out of it.”


        “I’m praying for Him to watch over you. Keep you alive.”


        “Does it look like it’s troubling me any? You just wasting your breath.”


        “God gave me the strength to lift this Jeep.”


        “You lifted this damn hunk of metal. Ain’t no angels come down from no heaven and help you do shit.”


        “Josh — ”


        “Just drive.” The intensity of his pain forced Josh to suddenly hunch forward. “I’m tired of talking.”


        


        * * *


        


        While she was in her office, Sara received an urgent summons from Elizabeth Knight. She was surprised by this, because on Wednesday afternoons the justices were usually in conference, going over the cases heard on Monday. Each justice had two secretaries and a personal assistant. As she entered Knight’s chambers, Sara greeted Knight’s longtime secretary, Harriet, who had been with the justice through several careers. Normally cheerful and friendly, Harriet spoke in a cold tone. “Go right in, Ms. Evans.”


        Sara passed by Harriet’s desk and paused at the door to Knight’s office. She turned around and caught Harriet staring at her. Harriet quickly turned back to her work. Sara took a deep breath and opened the door.


        Within the office, either standing or perched upon chairs, were Ramsey, Detective Chandler, Perkins and Agent McKenna. Seated behind her antique desk, Elizabeth Knight was nervously fiddling with a letter opener when she saw Sara.


        “Please come in and sit down.” Her tone was barely cordial, Sara thought.


        She sat in an upholstered wing chair that had been, she thought, carefully positioned because it allowed everyone in the room to directly face her. Or confront her, perhaps?


        She looked at Knight. “You wanted to see me?”


        Ramsey stepped forward. “We all wanted to see you, and, more to the point, hear you, Ms. Evans. However, I will let Detective Chandler do the honors.” Ramsey was as stern as Sara had ever seen him. He leaned back against the fireplace mantel and continued to stare at her, his large hands clasping and unclasping nervously.


        Chandler sat down across from her, his knees almost touching hers. “I’ve got some questions I need to ask you, and I want the truth in return,” he said quietly.


        Sara looked around the room. Only half joking, she said, “Do I need a lawyer?”


        “Not unless you’ve done something wrong, Sara,” Knight quickly pointed out. “However, I think you should make the determination whether to have legal counsel present or not.”


        Sara swallowed with difficulty and then looked back at Chandler. “What do you want to know?”


        “Have you ever heard the name Rufus Harms?”


        Sara closed her eyes for a moment. Oh, shit. “Let me explain — ”


        “Yes or no, please, Ms. Evans,” Chandler said. “Explanations can come later.”


        She nodded, then said, “Yes.”


        “Exactly how are you familiar with that name?”


        She fidgeted in her chair. “I know that he’s a military prisoner who escaped. I read that in the papers.”


        “Was that the first you’d heard of him?” When she didn’t answer, Chandler continued, “You’ve been asking questions at the clerks’ office about an appeal presumably filed by Rufus Harms. In fact, you did that before he escaped from prison, didn’t you? What were you looking for?”


        “I thought … I mean — ”


        “Did John Fiske put you up to it?” Knight asked sharply. She looked searchingly at Sara, the disappointment on her features making Sara feel even more guilty.


        “No. I did it on my own.”


        “Why?” Chandler asked. From his vague conversation with Fiske in the Court’s cafeteria, he already had a notion as to what the truth was. But he needed to hear it from her.


        Sara let out a deep breath and looked once more at the army aligned against her. She wished that Fiske would suddenly appear to help her, but that was not going to happen. “One day I happened to see what looked like an appeal with Rufus Harms’s name on it. I checked at the clerks’ office, because I didn’t recall seeing it on the docket. The clerks’ office had no record of it.”


        “Where did you see this appeal?” Ramsey interjected, before Chandler could get the same question out.


        “Just somewhere,” Sara said, looking miserable.


        “Sara,” Knight said harshly, “it’s no use covering up for somebody. Just tell us the truth. Don’t throw your career away for this.”


        “I don’t remember where I saw it, I just saw it. For maybe two seconds. And I only saw Rufus Harms’s name, not what was in the filing,” Sara said stubbornly.


        “But if you suspected it was an appeal that was not logged into the system,” Perkins said, “then why didn’t you take it down to the clerks’office and have it logged in?”


        How was she supposed to answer that? “It really wasn’t convenient at the moment, and I didn’t get another chance.”


        “Wasn’t convenient?” Ramsey looked ready to erupt. “It’s my understanding that you just recently inquired at the clerks’ office about this ‘missing’ appeal. Was it still not convenient for you to have it logged in then?”


        “At that point I didn’t know where it was.”


        McKenna spoke up forcefully. “Listen, Ms. Evans, either you tell us or we find out from another source.”


        Sara stood up. “I resent your tone and I don’t appreciate being treated this way.”


        “I think it’s in your interests to cooperate,” McKenna said, “and stop trying to protect the Fiske brothers.”


        “What are you talking about?”


        “We have reason to suspect that Michael Fiske took that appeal for his own purposes, and that somehow you’re involved in all of that,” Chandler informed her.


        “If he did and you knew about it but remained silent, that is a very serious ethical offense, Ms. Evans,” said Ramsey.


        “You’re doing all of this running around, asking questions, because John Fiske put you up to it, didn’t he?”


        “This may come as quite a shock to you, but I can think and act all by myself, Agent McKenna,” she said hotly.


        “You know that Michael Fiske had a half-million-dollar insurance policy naming his brother as beneficiary?”


        “Yes, John told me.”


        “And do you also know that Fiske has no alibi for the time of his brother’s death?”


        Sara shook her head and smiled tightly. “You’re wasting valuable time trying to pin Michael’s murder on his brother. He had nothing to do with it, and he’s trying as hard as he can to find out who did murder Michael.”


        McKenna put his hands in his pockets and studied her for a moment, changing his tactic. “Would you say the Fiske brothers were close?”


        “What do you mean by ‘close’?”


        McKenna rolled his eyes. “Just the ordinary meaning of the word, that’s all.”


        “No, I don’t think they were particularly close. So?”


        “We found the life insurance policy at Michael Fiske’s apartment. Tell me why he insured his life for all that money and made his not-so-close older brother the beneficiary. Why not his parents? From what I’ve found out, they can certainly use the money.”


        “I don’t know what Michael was thinking when he did that. I guess we’ll never know.”


        “Maybe it wasn’t Michael Fiske who did it at all.”


        Sara was momentarily stunned. “What do you mean?”


        “Do you know how easy it is to take out a life insurance policy on somebody else? There’s no photo identification necessary. A nurse comes to your house, takes some measurements and fluid samples. You forge a few signatures, pay the premiums through a dummy account.”


        Sara’s eyes widened. “Are you suggesting that John impersonated his brother in order to take out the life insurance policy on him?”


        “Why not? It would make it a lot clearer why two estranged brothers would have such a big financial pact.”


        “You obviously do not know John Fiske.” McKenna gazed at her in a way that she found unnerving. “The point is, Ms. Evans, neither do you.”


        McKenna’s next words almost put her on the floor.


        “Did you also know that Michael Fiske was killed by a slug fired from a nine-millimeter?” He paused for effect. “And that John Fiske has a nine-millimeter registered to his name? And this appeal, I’m sure he’s telling you it’s connected to his brother’s murder, isn’t he?”


        Sara looked at Chandler. “I can’t believe this.”


        “Well, none of it’s been proven yet,” Chandler said.


        Perkins nodded thoughtfully, his arms crossed. “We received a phone call from the Office of Special Military Operations, Ms. Evans. A Master Sergeant Dillard. He said you had called about Rufus Harms, that you said an appeal had been filed by Rufus Harms with the Court and you were checking into his background.”


        “There’s no law that says I can’t make a phone call to clarify something, is there?”


        “So you admit having called him,” Perkins said triumphantly, looking first at Ramsey and then at Knight. “That means you admit to having used Court facilities and Court time on some personal investigation into some escaped convict. And you happened to have lied to the military, since no such appeal is on file here, as you pointed out.”


        “Your offenses are quickly adding up,” added McKenna.


        “I admit to no such thing. As far as I’m concerned, it was Court business and I had a perfect right to do it.”


        “Ms. Evans, are you going to tell us who exactly had that appeal?” Ramsey was staring at her just as he had peered down at the lawyers during oral argument that morning. “If someone at this Court stole an appeal before it was filed — the very idea is unthinkable — and if you know who it was, you have a duty to this institution to tell us who it was.”


        They all knew the answer to that question, Sara realized, or at least they thought they did. However, she wasn’t providing any clarification. Summoning a reserve of strength she was unaware she possessed, she rose slowly. “I think I’ve answered enough questions, Mr. Chief Justice.”


        Ramsey looked over at Perkins and then at Elizabeth Knight. Sara thought she could see a slight nod pass among all of them.


        “Then, Sara, I have to ask you to voluntarily resign your clerkship, effective immediately,” Knight said, her voice breaking as she made this announcement.


        Sara looked at her with very little surprise. “I understand, Justice Knight. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”


        “Not nearly as sorry as I am. Mr. Perkins will escort you out. You may gather your personal belongings from your office.” Knight abruptly looked away.


        As Sara turned to go, Ramsey’s voice boomed out again. “Ms. Evans, be advised that if your actions cause this institution any harm whatsoever, all appropriate action will be taken against you and any other responsible parties. However, if I am reading the situation correctly, I think the harm has already come to pass, and may well be irreversible.” His voice rose dramatically. “If so, then may your conscience haunt you with that damnable fact for the rest of your natural life!”


        Ramsey’s face was red with indignation; his gaunt body seemed ready to burst through his suit. Sara could read it all in his smoldering eyes: A scandal on his watch. At the one institution that had been above scandal in a town constantly and infamously mired in it. His place in history, his long-earned career of jurisprudence, to be blemished by the blunders of an insignificant clerk; the history of his professional life reduced to a series of explanatory footnotes. If she had struck down his entire family right in front of him, Sara Evans could not have devastated the man any more. She fled the room before she burst into tears.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


        Fiske was waiting for Sara in her office. When she appeared in the doorway, he rose and started to speak, but then Perkins appeared behind her. Sara went over to her desk and started cleaning it out, while Perkins watched from the doorway.


        “Sara, what happened?”


        “This is none of your concern, Mr. Fiske,” Perkins said. “However, I will let Detective Chandler and Agent McKenna know you’re here. They have something to ask you.”


        “Well, why don’t you run off and tattle on me so I can talk to Sara in private.”


        “I am going to escort Ms. Evans from the building.”


        Sara continued to pack her things into a large shopping bag and then picked up her purse and laid it on top in the bag. As she passed Fiske, she whispered, “I’ll meet you in the garage.”


        As she went by Perkins, he said, “I’ll also need all of your keys to this building.”


        Sara put her bag down, fished through her purse, pulled the keys off her key ring and tossed them to Perkins.


        “It’s not like I’m enjoying any of this,” Perkins said indignantly. “The Court’s in shambles, we’re surrounded by a media army, people being murdered, the police swarming everywhere. It’s not like I wanted you to lose your job.”


        Sara wordlessly pushed past him.


        On the way down the main hallway, the group slowed as Chandler and McKenna approached from the other way.


        “I need to talk to you, John,” Chandler said.


        Fiske looked at Sara. “I’ll catch up with you, Sara.”


        She and Perkins walked off.


        “You want to ask me something?” Fiske said.


        “That’s right.”


        “Would this be about my brother’s life insurance policy?”


        “Yes it would,” Chandler said grimly. “McKenna thinks you might have taken it out yourself in your brother’s name without his knowledge and then killed him.”


        “You found the policy in my brother’s apartment?” Chandler nodded. “Well, then he obviously knew about it.”


        Chandler looked over at McKenna with an inquiring look. However, McKenna remained silent.


        “Look, I didn’t know my brother had taken out the policy. The insurance agent talked with me. I’ll give you her name. She actually met with my brother, if you’re really thinking I set this whole thing up myself.” He looked at McKenna and saw the man’s face darken. “Sorry to pop your balloon, McKenna. The money’s going to our parents — Mike knew that’s what I’d do with it. Talk to the insurance agent, she can confirm it. Unless you think I’m also in cahoots with her. Why stop there? I’ve probably got all nine justices in the back of my pocket too. Right?”


        “So you talked your brother into taking out a life insurance policy to help your parents. But you and only you are the beneficiary. That’s still terrific motivation to kill him,” McKenna said. He turned to Chandler. “You want to ask him or do you want me to?”


        Chandler looked at Fiske. “Your brother was killed by a nine-millimeter slug.”


        “Really?”


        “You own a nine-millimeter pistol, don’t you?”


        Fiske looked at both men. “Been talking to the Virginia State Police?”


        “Just answer the question,” McKenna said.


        “Why answer it, if you already know the answer?”


        “John — ” Chandler began.


        “All right, yes. I own a nine-millimeter. SIG-Sauer P226, to be specific, with a fifteen-round mag.”


        “Where is it?”


        “In my office, back in Richmond.”


        “We’d like to have it.”


        “For ballistics?”


        “Among other things.”


        “Buford, this is a waste of time — ”


        “Do we have your permission to go to your office and get the gun?”


        “No.”


        McKenna said, “Well, we’ll have a search warrant issued in about one hour.”


        “You don’t need a warrant. I’ll give you the gun.”


        McKenna looked stunned. “But I thought you just said — ”


        “I don’t want them breaking into my office to get it. I know how cops can be sometimes. They’re not the most gentle souls, and it’d take me forever to get reimbursed on the cost of fixing my door.” Fiske looked at Chandler. “I assume I’m not part of the unofficial team anymore, but a couple of things: Did you talk to the guards on duty the night Wright was murdered, and have the video cameras been checked?”


        “I would advise you to say nothing to him, Chandler,” McKenna said.


        “Advice duly noted.” Chandler looked at Fiske. “For old times’ sake. We talked to the guards. Unless one of them’s lying, none of them gave Wright a lift home. One of them offered, but Wright declined.”


        “What time was that?”


        “About one-thirty A.M. or so. The film from the video cameras was checked and showed nothing out of the ordinary.”


        “Did Wright give a reason for not wanting a ride home?”


        “The guard said he just walked out the door and he didn’t see him after that.”


        “Okay, let’s get back to the gun,” McKenna said. “I’m going with you to your office.”


        “I’m not driving anywhere with you.”


        “I meant I’ll follow you down.”


        “Do whatever you want, but I want a uniformed Richmond police officer there, and I want him to take the gun into custody and then have it transferred to D.C. Homicide. I will not let you be anywhere near the chain of custody.”


        “I really don’t like what you’re implying.”


        “Fine, but that’s the way it’s going to be, or you can go get your warrant. It’s up to you.”


        Chandler spoke up, “Okay, anybody in particular?”


        “Officer William Hawkins. I trust him and so can you.”


        “Done. I want you to leave right now, John. I’ll arrange things with Richmond.”


        Fiske looked down the hallway. “Give me a half hour. I need to talk to somebody.”


        Chandler put a hand on Fiske’s shoulder. “Okay, John, but if the Richmond police don’t have your gun in about three hours or so, then you got a big problem with yours truly, understood?”


        Fiske hustled off to the garage in search of Sara.


        A couple minutes later, Dellasandro joined Chandler and McKenna.


        “I’d like to know what the hell is going on around here,” Dellasandro said angrily. “Two clerks murdered and now another fired over some missing appeal.”


        McKenna shrugged. “Pretty complicated.”


        “That’s real encouraging,” Dellasandro said.


        “I’m not paid to be encouraging,” McKenna shot back.


        “No, you’re paid to find out who’s doing this. And you too, Detective Chandler,” Dellasandro replied.


        “And that’s what we’re doing,” Chandler snapped.


        “Okay, okay,” Dellasandro said wearily. “Perkins filled me in earlier. You really think John Fiske killed his brother? I mean, okay, he had the motive, but, damn. Five hundred thousand sounds like a lot, but it’s really not these days.”


        McKenna answered. “When you’ve got zip in your bank account, anything seems like a lot. He’s got the motive, he’s got no alibi, and in a few hours we’ll see if he has the murder weapon.”


        Dellasandro looked unconvinced. “And what about Wright’s death? How does that tie in?”


        McKenna spread his hands. “Look at it this way. Sara Evans may have somehow been duped into helping Fiske. Evans and Wright shared an office. It’s not out of the realm of possibility that Wright overheard something or saw something that made him suspicious about those two.”


        “But I thought Fiske has an alibi for the time of Wright’s death,” Dellasandro said.


        “Yeah, Sara Evans,” McKenna said.


        “And all this stuff with this escaped convict Harms and the questions Evans was asking?”


        Chandler shrugged. “I can’t claim we have it all figured out, but that could be just another red herring.”


        McKenna said, “I don’t think, I know. If there was anything to it, they would’ve told somebody. Evans couldn’t even tell us what was in the appeal. Maybe Michael Fiske took some appeal, so what? John Fiske pops him for the money and he uses this missing appeal as a bunch of mumbo-jumbo to dupe Evans and everybody else.”


        “Well, I’m not letting my guard down until we know for sure,” Dellasandro said. “The people in this building are my responsibility and we’ve already lost two of them.” He looked over at McKenna. “I hope you know what you’re doing with Fiske.”


        “I know exactly what I’m doing with him.”


        


        * * *


        


        Fiske caught up with Sara in the parking garage. It didn’t take her long to explain what had happened.


        “Sara, I hoped I would never have to tell you this, but Chandler boxed me into a corner the other day. I’m sure I’m the reason you just lost your job.”


        Sara put the shopping bag in the trunk of her car. “I’m a big girl. I’m responsible for my own actions.”


        Fiske leaned up against the car. “Maybe I can go and talk to Ramsey and Knight, try and explain things to them?”


        “Explain it how? What they’re alleging I did, I did.” Sara closed the trunk and joined him. “I assume they told you about your gun?”


        Fiske nodded. “McKenna’s giving me an armed escort to my office so I can hand it over.” He looked at her closely. “So what are you going to do now?”


        “I don’t know. But I’ve suddenly got a lot of free time on my hands. I’ll try to find out about Tremaine and Rayfield.”


        “You sure you still want to help?”


        “At least I won’t have ruined my career for nothing. What about you?”


        “I don’t have any choice in the matter.”


        He looked at his watch. “How about I come by your place around seven tonight?”


        “I think I can manage dinner. Buy some food, a nice bottle of wine. I might even get real ambitious and dust. We can celebrate my last day at the Court. Maybe go for another sail.” She paused and touched his arm. “And finish it off the same way?”


        “I can bag Richmond and stay with you. I know how you must be feeling.”


        “But what about Chandler and McKenna?”


        “I don’t have to do what they say.”


        “If you don’t go, McKenna will probably push for the electric chair. Besides, to tell you the truth, I feel really good.”


        “Are you sure?”


        “I’m sure, John, but thanks.” She stroked his face. “Tonight you can be with me.”


        After Fiske left, Sara was about to get in her car when she realized she had left her purse, with her car keys, in the bag in the trunk. She popped the trunk and reached in the bag to get her purse. As she lifted it out, the photo on top caught her eye. She had taken it from Michael Fiske’s office before the police had searched it. It suddenly occurred to her that she did have something very important to take care of. She got in her car and pulled out of the garage.


        She had just been fired as a Supreme Court clerk. Oddly, she didn’t feel like bursting into tears, or slipping her head in an oven. She felt like going for a drive. Down to Richmond. She needed to see somebody. And today was as good a day as any.


        When she drove past the columned facade of her old place of work, a great wave of relief swept over her. It was so sudden that it left her breathless. Then, bit by bit, she was okay. She accelerated down Independence Avenue and didn’t look back.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


        Fiske hurried down to Knight’s chambers and, surprisingly, was allowed in. Knight sat behind her desk. Ramsey was still there, slumped in a chair. He quickly rose when Fiske entered.


        Fiske plunged in. “I want you to know that anything Sara did or didn’t do was to protect my brother. All she’s trying to do now is help me find who killed him.”


        “And you’re sure that question wouldn’t be answered by your simply looking in a mirror?” Ramsey said forcefully.


        Fiske paled. “You’re way off the mark, sir.”


        “Am I? The authorities don’t seem to think so. If you are a murderer, then I hope you spend the rest of your life in prison. As for your brother’s actions, they reside not far down the ladder from taking someone’s life, at least in my book.”


        “My brother did what he thought was right.”


        “I find that statement positively laughable.”


        “Harold — ” Knight began, but he cut her off with a sweep of his hand.


        “And I want you” — he pointed at Fiske — “to get out of this office and out of this building before I have you arrested for trespassing.”


        Fiske looked at the two of them. The anger he was feeling right now was the culmination of the last three days of sheer hell. It was as though everything bad that had ever happened to him had been caused by Harold Ramsey. “I’ve seen the nice little sign over the front door of this place: ‘Equal Justice Under Law’? I find that laughable.”


        Ramsey looked ready to attack Fiske. “How dare you!”


        “I’ve got a client on death row right now. If I ever have the ‘honor’ of appearing before you, can you tell me you’ll actually care whether my guy lives or dies? Or will you just be using him and me to overturn a precedent that pissed you off ten years ago?”


        “You insufferable — ”


        “Can you tell me that?” Fiske shouted. “Because if you can’t, then I don’t know what you are, but you’re sure as hell not a judge.”


        Ramsey was livid. “What do you know about anything? The system — ”


        Fiske smacked his chest. “I’m the system. Me and the people I represent. Not you. Not this place.”


        “Do you realize the magnitude of the issues we deal with here?”


        “When’s the last time you sat and ‘judged’ a battered wife? Or a molested child? Have you ever watched a man die in the electric chair? Have you? You sit up here and you never even see a real person. You don’t hear from any live witnesses, you never hear from any of the people you’ll destroy or help by your actions. All you get is a bunch of high-powered lawyers throwing a bunch of paper at you. You have no idea of the faces, the people, the heartbreak and pain behind any of it. To you it’s some intellectual game. A game! Nothing more.” Fiske stared at the man. His voice shook as he said, “You think the big issues are so hard? Try dealing with the little ones.”


        “I think you should leave,” Knight said, almost pleadingly. “Right now.”


        Fiske stared at Ramsey for a few seconds longer and then, calming down, he looked at the woman. “You know, that’s good advice, Counselor, I think I’ll take it.” Fiske turned to the door.


        “Mr. Fiske,” Ramsey boomed out. Fiske slowly turned back. “I have several good friends at the Virginia state bar. I think they should be apprised of the situation. I would think that appropriate action should be taken against you, perhaps resulting in suspension and subsequent disbarment.”


        “Guilty until proved innocent? That’s your idea of how the criminal justice system should work?”


        “It’s my strong opinion that it’s only a matter of time until you’re found guilty.”


        Fiske started to say something else, but Knight, one hand on the phone, said, “John, I would much prefer if you left without the assistance of the guards.”


        


        * * *


        


        After Fiske was gone, Ramsey shook his head. “Beyond all doubt, the man’s a psychopath.”


        He turned and looked at Knight. She sat there, staring straight ahead. “Beth, I just want to let you know that you’re welcome to use one of my clerks until you find a replacement for Sara.”


        She looked over at him. The offer of a clerk seemed very nice. On the surface. A spy in her camp underneath that surface?


        “I’ll be fine. We’ll just have to work harder.”


        “You put up a good fight at oral argument today, though I do wish you wouldn’t take it personally. It’s a little unseemly when we bicker back and forth like that in public.”


        “How can I not take the cases personally, Harold? Tell me how.” Her eyes were swollen, her voice suddenly hoarse.


        “You have to. I never lose sleep over a case. Even a death penalty one. We don’t decide guilt or innocence. We interpret words. You have to think of it in those terms. Otherwise you’ll burn out.”


        “Maybe burning out early is a preferable alternative to having a long, distinguished career that only challenges my intellect.” Ramsey glanced sharply at her. “I want to hurt, I want to feel the pain. Everyone else does. Why are we an exception? Dammit, we should be agonizing over these cases.”


        Ramsey shook his head sadly. “Then I’m afraid you’ll never endure. And you have to if you want to make a real difference up here.”


        “We’ll see. I may surprise you. Starting today.”


        “You don’t have a chance of overturning Stanley. But I admire your tenacity, even though it was wasted today.”


        “The votes haven’t been counted yet that I recall.”


        Ramsey smiled. “Of course, of course. A formality only.” He put his hands in his pockets and stood in front of her. “And just so you know, I also am aware of your plans to reexamine the issue of the rights of the poor — ”


        “Harold, we’ve just lost our third clerk. A third human being. One whom I care greatly about. The place is in shambles. I don’t feel like talking about Court business right now. I may never feel like it again, in fact.”


        “Beth, we must move on. True, it’s been one crisis after another, but we will persevere.”


        “Harold, please!”


        Ramsey would not back down. “The court goes on. We — ”


        Knight stood up. “Get out.”


        “I beg your pardon?”


        “Get out of my office.”


        “Beth — ”


        “Get out! Get out!”


        Without another word, Ramsey left. Knight stood there for another minute or so. Then she quickly left her office.


        


        * * *


        


        After his confrontation with Ramsey, Fiske entered the Court’s underground garage and went straight to his car. He felt numb. He had gotten Sara fired, was being set up for murdering his brother and had just told off the chief justice of the United States. All in less than an hour. In any realm other than total lunacy, that would be called a bad day. He sat in his car. He had no desire to drive to Richmond and watch McKenna try to put the finishing touches on the destruction of his life.


        He pushed his fists against his eye sockets. A groan escaped from him and then he jerked forward as he heard the sound. His eyes widened as he saw Elizabeth Knight tapping on the car window. He rolled it down.


        “I would like to talk to you.”


        He composed himself as best he could. “What about?”


        “Can we go for a short drive? I don’t think I’d risk bringing you back in the building. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Harold quite that upset.”


        Fiske thought he saw a trace of a smile on the woman’s face as she said this. “You want to go for a drive in my car?” he asked.


        “I don’t have a car here. Is there a problem with yours?”


        Fiske looked at her expensive dress. “Well, my car’s interior is basically rust covered with a veneer of grime.”


        Knight smiled. “I grew up on a ranch in East Texas. When my family drove to the little shacks that constituted the town we lived near, we did so on a backhoe with me and my six siblings hanging on for dear life and enjoying every minute of it. And I would like to talk to you.”


        Fiske finally nodded and Knight slipped in the front seat.


        “Where to?” Fiske asked as they left the garage.


        “Take a left at the light. I hope you don’t have anything pressing. It was rude of me not to ask.”


        Fiske thought of McKenna waiting for him. “Nothing important.”


        After he made the turn, Knight started speaking. “You shouldn’t have come back and said those things, you know.”


        “I hope you didn’t come here just to tell me that,” Fiske said sharply.


        “I came to tell you that I feel terribly about Sara.”


        “Join the crowd. She tried to help my brother and then me. I’m sure she just loves the day she ran into the Fiske brothers.”


        “Well, at least one of you anyway.”


        “What does that mean?”


        “Sara liked and respected your brother. But she didn’t love him, although, quite frankly, I think he was in love with her. But her heart lies elsewhere.”


        “Is that right? And she told you this?”


        “John, I really don’t like to admit to any gender bias, but I also refuse to ignore some basic realities: I doubt if my eight male colleagues have any clue whatsoever, but it’s clear to me that Sara Evans is very much in love with you.”


        “Your womanly intuition?”


        “Something like that. I also have two girls of my own.” She noted his curious look. “My first husband died. My daughters are grown and on their own.” Knight put her hands in her lap and looked out the window. “However, that’s not really why I wanted to talk to you,” she said. “Turn right, up here,” she said.


        As Fiske did so, he asked, “So what is on your agenda? You people seem to always have one.”


        “And you find that somehow wrong?”


        “You tell me. Seeing the games you people play doesn’t give me warm fuzzies.”


        “I can respect that point of view.”


        “I’m in no position to really judge what you do. But, to me, you’re not judges, you’re policymakers. And what that policy will be depends on who lobbies hard enough to get five votes. What does that have to do with the rights of one plaintiff and one defendant?” As soon as Fiske had finished speaking he had a sudden, depressing thought: He had no room to complain about the Court and how it operated. He spent all his time dodging the truth on behalf of his clients. In a way, that was worse than anything the Court did or didn’t do in the name of justice.


        They drove in silence for a minute until Knight broke it. “I started out as a prosecutor. And then became a trial judge.” She paused. “I can’t tell you that your feelings are wrong.” Fiske looked mildly surprised. “John, we could debate this until we’re both sick of it, but the fact is there is a system in place and one must work within that system. If that means playing by its rules and, on occasion, bending them, so be it. Perhaps that’s an oversimplified philosophy for a complex situation, but sometimes you have to go with your gut.” She looked at him. “Do you know what I mean?”


        He nodded. “My instincts are pretty good.”


        “And what do your instincts tell you about Michael and Steven’s deaths? Is there anything to this story of the missing appeal? If there is, I would really like to know about it.”


        “Why ask me?”


        “Because you seem to know more than anyone else. That’s why I wanted to talk to you in private.”


        “Are you really hoping that I killed my brother and I’m using this appeal as a red herring? That way the Court doesn’t get a black eye.”


        “I didn’t say that.”


        “You said as much to Sara at your party.”


        Knight sighed and sat back. “I’m not sure why I did. Perhaps to scare her away from you.”


        “I didn’t kill my brother.”


        “I believe you. So this missing appeal may be important?”


        Fiske nodded. “My brother was killed because he knew what that appeal said. I think Wright was killed because he was working late, came out of his office and saw someone at the Court going through my brother’s office.”


        She turned pale. “You believe someone at the Court murdered Steven?” Fiske nodded. “Can you prove that?”


        “I hope so.”


        “That can’t be, John. Why?”


        “There’s a guy who’s spent half his life in prison who’d like to know the answer to that.”


        “Does Detective Chandler know all this?”


        “Some of it. But Agent McKenna has pretty much convinced him I’m the bad guy.”


        “I’m not sure Detective Chandler believes that.”


        “We’ll see.”


        As Fiske dropped Knight back at the Court, she said, “If everything you suspect is true and someone at the Court is involved in this …” She stopped, unable to continue for a moment. “Do you realize what this could do to the Court’s reputation?”


        “I’m not sure of a lot in life, but I’m certain of one thing.” He paused and then said, “The Court’s reputation isn’t worth an innocent man dying in prison.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


        Rufus looked anxiously over at his brother, who had just finished an exhausting coughing fit. Josh tried to sit up a little, thinking that would help his breathing. His insides, he knew, were all but destroyed. Something important to keeping him alive might burst at any moment. He still held the pistol against his side. But it didn’t look like a bullet would be needed to end his life. At least, not another one.


        It was fortunate for them that Tremaine and Rayfield hadn’t come in an Army vehicle. But the Jeep did have one crushed side from being broadsided by the truck and this would draw unwanted attention to them. At least it had a cloth top, which prevented anyone from getting a good glimpse of what was inside.


        Rufus didn’t know where he was going, and Josh moved in and out of lucidity too much to really help him. Rufus flipped open the glove box and pulled out a map. He studied it quickly and traced the route to Richmond with his finger. He had to get to the highway. If he had to he would stop and ask directions. He pulled the little card out of his shirt pocket and glanced at the names and telephone numbers. Now he just had to find a phone.


        


        * * *


        


        When Fiske and McKenna arrived at Fiske’s office, the FBI agent said, “Let’s get to it.”


        “We wait for the police,” Fiske said firmly.


        Just as he said that, a police cruiser pulled up and Officer Hawkins climbed out.


        “What the heck’s going on here, John?” Hawkins asked, perplexed.


        Fiske pointed at McKenna. “Agent McKenna thinks I killed Mike. He’s here to get my gun so he can do a ballistics test.”


        Hawkins looked at McKenna with hostile eyes. “If that’s not the biggest bunch of bullshit I ever heard …”


        “Right, thanks for your official assessment — Officer Hawkins, is it?” McKenna said, coming forward.


        “That’s right,” Hawkins said grimly.


        “Well, Officer Hawkins, you have the consent of Mr. Fiske to search his office for a nine-millimeter pistol registered to his name.” He looked at Fiske. “I’m assuming you are still giving that consent.” When Fiske didn’t respond, McKenna looked back at Hawkins. “Now, if you have a problem with that, then let’s go talk to your boss and you can start planning another career outside of law enforcement.”


        Before Hawkins could do something foolish, Fiske grabbed his sleeve and said, “Let’s just go get this over with, Billy.”


        As they walked into the building, Fiske commented, “Your face looks a lot better.”


        Hawkins smiled, embarrassed. “Yeah, thanks.”


        “What happened?” McKenna asked.


        Hawkins looked at him sullenly. “Guy decided to take a ride on drugs. He was a little difficult to arrest.”


        There was a stack of mail and packages in front of Fiske’s office door. He picked them up and unlocked the door. They went inside and Fiske walked over to his desk and dropped the stack of mail on it. He slid open the top drawer and looked inside. He stuck his hand in and fumbled through the contents before looking up at both men. “It was right in this drawer. I actually saw it the day you came to tell me about Mike, Billy.”


        McKenna crossed his arms and eyed Fiske sternly. “Okay, has anybody else had access to your office? Cleaning crew, secretary, delivery people, window washers?”


        “No, nobody. Nobody else has a key, except for the landlord.”


        Hawkins said, “You’ve been gone, what, two days or so?”


        “That’s right.”


        McKenna was looking at the door. “But there’s no signs of forced entry.”


        Hawkins said, “That doesn’t mean anything. Person who knew what they were doing could pick that lock and you’d never even know it.”


        “Who knew you kept the gun here?” McKenna asked.


        “Nobody.”


        “Maybe one of your clients took it so he’d have a piece of ordnance to knock over a bank with,” McKenna said.


        “I don’t interview clients in my office, McKenna. They’re usually in prison by the time I get the call.”


        “Well, it looks like we have a little problem here. Your brother was killed by a nine-millimeter slug. You have a nine-millimeter Sig registered to you. You admit it was actually in your possession as of a few days ago. Now that pistol is missing. You have no alibi for the time of your brother’s death and you’re a half million bucks richer because of his death.”


        Hawkins glanced over at Fiske. “A life insurance policy Mike took out,” Fiske explained. “It was for Mom and Dad.”


        “At least that’s your story, right?” McKenna added.


        Fiske edged closer to McKenna. “If you think you have enough to charge me, then do it. If not, get the hell out of my office.”


        McKenna wasn’t fazed. “I believe Officer Hawkins has your consent to search your entire office for the gun, not just the drawer you said it was in. Now, friend or not, I would expect him to carry out his sworn duty.”


        Fiske backed off and looked over at Hawkins. “Go ahead, Billy. I’m going down to the corner café for something to drink. You want anything?” Hawkins shook his head.


        “I could use a cup of coffee,” McKenna said, following Fiske out. “It’ll give us a chance to have a little talk.”


        


        * * *


        


        Sara pulled her car into the driveway. She took a deep breath. The Buick was there. As she got out of the car, the smell of cut grass hit her. It was comforting, taking her back to high school football games, lazy summers in the peace of the Carolinas. When she knocked on the door, it was jerked open so quickly she almost fell off the stoop. Ed Fiske must have watched her drive up. Before he could slam the door in her face, she held the photo out to him.


        There were four people in the photo: Ed and Gladys Fiske and their two sons. They all wore broad smiles.


        Ed looked questioningly at Sara.


        “Michael had it in his office. I wanted you to have it.”


        “And why’s that?” His tone was still cold, but at least he wasn’t screaming obscenities at her.


        “Because it seemed like the right thing to do.”


        Ed took the photo from her. “I got nothing to say to you.”


        “But I have a lot to say to you. I promised someone something, and I like to keep my promises.”


        “Who? Johnny? Well, you can tell him that it’s no good sending you over to try to mend things.”


        “He doesn’t know I’m here. He told me not to come.”


        He looked surprised. “So why are you here?”


        “That promise. What you saw the other night wasn’t John’s fault. It was mine.”


        “It takes two to tango and you ain’t telling me no different.”


        “May I come in?”


        “I don’t see why.”


        “I’d really like to talk to you about your sons. I think you need to know some things. Some information that might make things a little clearer. It won’t take all that long and I promise you, after I’m done, I won’t ever bother you again. Please?”


        After a long moment, Ed finally moved aside and let her pass. He closed the door noisily behind them.


        The living room was much the way it had been the first time she had seen it. The man liked things tidy. She imagined his garage full of tools kept in the same manner. Ed motioned to the sofa and Sara sat down. He went into the dining room and carefully placed the photo among the others there. “You want something to drink?” he asked grudgingly.


        “Only if you’re having something.”


        Ed sat down in a chair across from her.


        “I’m not.”


        She looked at him closely. Now she could more clearly see the rough outlines of both sons in his face, his build. The mother was there too, though more in Michael than in John. Ed started to light up a cigarette and then stopped.


        “You can smoke if you want. It’s your house.”


        Ed replaced the pack of smokes in his pocket and slid the lighter back in his pants pocket. “Gladys wouldn’t let me smoke in the house, just outside. Old habits are hard to break.” He crossed his arms, waiting for her to start talking.


        “Michael and I were very close friends.”


        “I’m not sure how close you could’ve been after what I saw the other night.” Ed’s face started to flush.


        “The fact is, Mr. Fiske — ”


        “Look, just call me Ed,” he said gruffly.


        “All right, Ed, the fact is we were close friends. That’s how I saw it, but Michael wanted more than that.”


        “What do you mean?”


        Sara swallowed hard, her own face reddening. “Michael asked me to marry him.”


        Ed looked shocked. “He never said anything to me.”


        “I’m sure he didn’t. You see” — she hesitated for a moment, very nervous about what his reaction would be to these next words — “you see, I told him no.” She shrank back a little, but Fiske just sat there, trying to digest this.


        “Is that right? I take it you didn’t love him.”


        “I didn’t — not like that, anyway. I’m not sure why I didn’t. He seemed perfect. Maybe that’s what scared me, sharing my life with someone like that, trying to keep my standards up that high for a lifetime. And he was so caught up in his work. Even if I had loved him, I’m not sure there would have been room for me.”


        Ed looked down. “It was hard raising those two boys. Johnny was good at most everything, but Mike … Mike was flat-out great at anything he wanted to do. I was working all the damn time and didn’t really see it that good when they were growing up. I see it a whole lot better now. I bragged a lot on Mike. Too much. Mike told me Johnny wouldn’t have nothing to do with him, and wouldn’t really say why. Johnny really keeps to himself. Hard to get him to talk.”


        Sara looked past him, out the window, where a cardinal flitted by and settled on the branch of a weeping willow.


        She said, “I know. I’ve spent a lot of time with him the last few days. You know, I always thought I’d be able to tell, almost instantly: This is the person I want to spend my life with. I guess that notion seems silly. And unfair. Doesn’t it?”


        A tiny smile creased the man’s face. “The first time I saw Gladys, she was waitressing at this little diner across from where I worked. I walked in the door with a bunch of my buddies one day and from the moment I saw her I didn’t hear a word they said. It was like it was just me and her in the whole damn world. Went back to work and made a mess of a Cummins diesel engine. Couldn’t get her out of my head.”


        Sara smiled. “I’m well acquainted with the stubbornness of John and Michael Fiske. So I doubt if you just left it at that.”


        Ed smiled too. “I went back over to that diner for breakfast, lunch and dinner for the next six months. We started going out. Then I got up the courage to ask her to marry me. I swear to God I would’ve done it that first day, but I thought she’d think I was crazy or something.” He paused for a moment and then said with finality, “We’ve had a damn good life together too.” He studied her face. “Is that what happened to you when you saw Johnny?” Sara nodded. “Did Mike know?”


        “I think he figured it out. When I finally met John I asked him if he had any idea why the two of them didn’t seem to be close. I thought that might have been part of it, but they seemed to have drifted apart before then.” Sara tensed. “So that night in the boat, what you saw was me pushing myself on your son. He had been through the most hellish day imaginable and all I could think about was myself.” She looked directly at him. “He turned me down flat.” She thought of last night, the tenderness she and John Fiske had exchanged, both in and out of her bed. And then the morning after. She thought she had figured it all out. That had been a good feeling. Now she was close to overwhelmed by the sense that she knew nothing about the man or his feelings. She let out a troubled laugh. “It was a very humbling experience.” She pulled a tissue from her pocketbook and dabbed at her eyes. “That’s all I came to tell you. If you want to hate anyone, hate me, not your son.”


        Ed studied the carpet for a minute and then stood. “Just finished cutting the grass. I’d like an iced tea, how about you?” With a surprised look, Sara nodded.


        A few minutes later Ed came back with glasses of ice and a pitcher of tea. As he filled the glasses he said, “I’ve thought a lot about that night. I don’t remember all of it. Had a damn bad hangover the next day. As mad as I was, I never should’ve hit Johnny. Not in the damn gut.”


        “He’s pretty tough.”


        “That’s not what I meant.” Ed took a swallow of tea and sat back, chewing on his lip. “Did Johnny ever tell you why he left the police force?”


        “He said he had arrested some young kid for a drug offense. That the kid was so pathetic and everything, that he decided to start helping people like that.”


        Ed nodded. “Well, he didn’t actually arrest him. That boy died at the scene. And so did the officer that backed Johnny up on that call.”


        Sara almost spilled her tea. “What?”


        Ed looked a little uncomfortable now that he had opened this subject, but he continued. “Johnny never really talked about it, but I got the story from the officers who arrived after it all happened. Johnny stopped the car for some reason. It was stolen, I think. Anyway, he called in for backup. He got the two boys out of the car. Found the drugs. That’s when his backup came. Right before they were going to search them, one of the boys dropped like he was having a seizure. Johnny tried to help him. His backup should’ve kept his gun on the other, but he didn’t, and the other fellow pulled a gun and killed him. Johnny managed to fire, but the boy put two rounds into him.


        “They both went down, facing each other. The other boy had just been faking it. He jumped up and took off in the car. They caught him a little while later. The other fellow and Johnny were about a foot apart, both bleeding like crazy.”


        “Omigod!”


        “Johnny stuffed a finger in one of the holes. It stopped the bleeding a little. Well — and I heard some of this from him while he was in the hospital half out of his head — the boy said some things to Johnny. I’m not exactly sure what, Johnny never would say, but they found the boy dead and Johnny next to him, his arm around him. Must’ve dragged himself over there or something. Some of the cops didn’t exactly like that, what with one of their own lying dead because of the kid. But they checked everything out and Johnny was cleared. It was the other cop’s fault. Anyway, Johnny almost died on the way to the hospital. As it was, he was in there for about a month. Whatever load the boy was carrying in that pistol ripped Johnny’s insides to shreds.”


        Sara suddenly thought back to Fiske’s pulling his shirt back down before they made love. “Does he have a scar?”


        Ed looked at her funny. “Why do you ask?”


        “Something he said.”


        He nodded slowly. “From his gut to his neck.”


        “Too old for skinny-dipping,” Sara said to herself.


        “Guess they could’ve done some plastic surgery, but Johnny had had enough of hospitals. Besides, I think he figured if they couldn’t fix him on the inside, what the hell did it matter what he looked like on the outside?”


        Sara’s face took on a stricken look. “What do you mean? He fully recovered, didn’t he?”


        Ed shook his head sadly. “Those bullets ripped him bad, bounced around inside him like a damn pinball. They patched him up, but just about every one of his organs was damaged for good. Maybe they could make it all right if Johnny wanted to spend a bunch of years in the hospital, have transplants and stuff like that. But that ain’t my son. Docs say eventually things inside him are just going to stop working. They said it was like diabetes — you know, how a person’s organs get worn out and all?” Sara nodded as her own stomach started to churn. “Well, the docs said those two bullets will eventually cost Johnny about twenty years of his life, maybe more. And there wasn’t really nothing they could do about it. Back then we didn’t care. Hell, he was alive, that was enough. But I know he thinks about it. He pumped iron, ran like a damn demon, got himself in good shape, at least on the outside. Quit the police force. Wouldn’t even take damn disability, although he was sure as hell entitled. Became a lawyer, works like a dog for what amounts to chickenshit, and gives me and his momma most of it. I got no pension and Gladys’s medical bills added up to more than I made in my whole life. Hell, we had to mortgage this place again after spending thirty years paying it off. But you do what you got to do.”


        As Ed paused, Sara glanced over at the table where John Fiske’s medal for valor sat. A little piece of metal for all that pain.


        “I tell you all this so you’ll see Johnny doesn’t really have the same goals as you and me might. Never got married, never talks about having no kids of his own. Everything is sped up for him. He figures if he makes it to fifty, he’s the luckiest man on earth. He told me that himself.” Ed Fiske looked down, his voice catching. “Never figured I’d outlive Mike. I hope to God I don’t outlive my other boy.”


        Sara finally found her voice. “I appreciate your telling me this. I realize it was hard for you. You don’t really know me.”


        “Depending on the situation, sometimes you can know a person better in ten minutes than someone you’ve crossed paths with all your life.”


        Sara rose to leave. “Thank you for your time. And John really needs to hear from you.”


        He nodded solemnly. “I’ll do that.”


        As her hand touched the doorknob, Ed spoke one last time. “You still love my son?”


        Sara walked out without answering.


        


        * * *


        


        At the small café down from his office building, Fiske bought his coffee and sat down at an outside table. McKenna did the same. At first Fiske chose to completely ignore the hovering FBI agent and idly watched the passersby while he drank his coffee. He slipped on his sunglasses as the sun cleared the top of the building across the street and drew both men’s shadows across the bricks. McKenna silently munched on some crackers he had bought and fingered his Styrofoam cup of coffee.


        “How’s the gut? Sorry I had to punch you like that.”


        “The only thing you’re sorry about is that you didn’t hit me harder.”


        “No, really. I saw the shotgun and got concerned.”


        Fiske looked up at him. “I guess you thought I might be able to somehow open the car door, pull the shotgun out, swing it around and get off a shot before you could blow me away from a distance of, what, six inches?”


        McKenna shrugged. “FYI, I read up on your police record. You were a good cop. Right up until the end, anyway.”


        “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


        McKenna sat down at the table. “Nothing, other than there being some questions about that last event in your record. Care to fill me in on it?”


        Fiske took off his glasses and stared at the man. “Why don’t you put a bullet in my head instead? I think that would be more fun for me.”


        McKenna leaned his chair back against the side of the building and lit up a cigarette. “You know, if you’re so anxious to prove your innocence, then you might want to start being a little more cooperative.”


        “McKenna, you’re convinced I killed my brother, so why should I bother?”


        “I’ve worked a lot of cases over the years. Half the time my original theory didn’t turn out to be right. My philosophy is: Never say never.”


        “Boy, you really sound sincere.”


        McKenna assumed a friendlier tone. “Look, John, I’ve been doing this stuff a long time, okay? Nice, neat little cases aren’t the norm. There are twists on this one and I’m not ignoring them.” He stopped and then added as casually as he could, “So why was your brother interested in Rufus Harms, and what exactly was in the appeal?”


        Fiske put his sunglasses back on. “That doesn’t fit into your theory of me killing my brother.”


        “That’s only one of my theories. I’m down here following that up by looking for your suddenly vanished nine-millimeter. While I’m waiting on that, I’m looking at it from another angle: Rufus Harms. Your brother took the appeal, it looks like he visited the prison.”


        “Chandler told you that?”


        “I have a lot of information sources. You and Evans have both been snooping around into Harms’s background. He escaped from a prison in southwest Virginia. And you two took a chartered plane to that area last night. Why don’t you tell me about that? Where’d you go and why?”


        Fiske sat back, stunned. McKenna had put them under surveillance. That wasn’t unusual, yet somehow Fiske hadn’t even thought about the possibility. “You seem to know so much — why ask me?”


        “You might have some information I could use to solve this case.”


        “Ahead of Chandler?”


        “When people are getting killed, what does it matter who stops it first?”


        That statement made a lot of sense, Fiske knew. On the surface, at least. But of course it mattered a great deal who stopped it. People in law enforcement kept score, just like people in other lines of work. Fiske stood up. “Let’s check in with Billy. By now he’s probably found those two bodies I stuffed in my file cabinet last week.”


        Hawkins was just finishing up when they returned.


        “Nothing,” he said in response to McKenna’s look. “You can search it yourself if you want,” he added defiantly.


        “That’s okay, I trust you,” McKenna said amicably.


        Fiske was staring at Hawkins. “What’s that, Billy?” Fiske pointed at his neck and collar.


        “What’s what?”


        Fiske touched Hawkins’s collar with his finger and then held it up for the man to see.


        Hawkins blushed a little. “Oh. Damn, that was Bonnie’s idea to cover the bruises. That’s why my face doesn’t look so beat up. I’ve never been hit that hard in my life. I mean, the guy was big, but so am I.”


        McKenna said, “I would’ve emptied my clip in the bastard.”


        Fiske stared openmouthed at McKenna as he said this.


        Hawkins nodded. “I was tempted. But anyway, the guys would give me hell if they knew, but it’s so hot outside and you start sweating, and the stuff just comes off on your clothes. I don’t know how women do it.”


        “Then you’re saying it’s — ”


        “Yeah, it’s makeup,” he said sheepishly.


        Despite the revelation that had just occurred to him, Fiske tried his best to appear calm. He unconsciously rubbed his still-tender shoulder.


        McKenna was staring at him.


        Just then the phone rang. Fiske picked it up. It was the nursing home where his mother lived.


        “I read about Michael in the paper. I’m so sorry, John.” The woman had worked at the home for years and Fiske knew her very well.


        “Thanks, Anne. Look, right now is a real bad time — ”


        “I mean, Michael was just here and now he’s gone. I can’t believe it.”


        Fiske tensed. “‘Here,’as in at the nursing home?”


        “Yes. Just last week. Thursday — no, Friday.”


        The day he disappeared.


        “I remember because he usually comes on Saturday.”


        Fiske shook his head clear. “What are you talking about? Mike didn’t visit Mom.”


        “Sure he did. I mean, not nearly as often as you did.”


        “You never told me that.”


        “Didn’t I? Well, I guess if you have to know, Michael didn’t want you to know.”


        “Why in the hell didn’t he want me to know? I’m sick and tired of people not telling me things about my brother.”


        “I’m sorry, John,” the woman said, “but he asked me not to say anything and I honored his request. That’s all. But now that he’s gone, I … I didn’t think it would hurt for you to know.”


        “He saw Mom on Friday? Did he talk to you?”


        “No, not really. He seemed a little nervous, actually. I mean, sort of anxious. He came really early and only stayed about a half hour.”


        “So they talked?”


        “They met. I don’t know how much they actually talked. Gladys can be difficult sometimes. When do you think you might stop by to see her? I mean, she couldn’t possibly know about Michael, but still she seems very depressed for some reason.”


        It was clear to Fiske that the woman believed a mother’s link to her children could trump even the grip of Alzheimer’s. “I’m really busy right — ” Fiske broke off what he was saying. It would be a miracle if his mother could remember anything of any conversation she might have had with Mike that could possibly help them. But if she did?


        “I’ll be right over.”


        Fiske hung up the phone, picked up his briefcase and stuffed the stack of mail in there.


        “Your brother visited your mom on the day he disappeared?” McKenna asked. Fiske nodded. “Then she might be able to tell us something.”


        “McKenna, my mom has Alzheimer’s. She thinks John Kennedy is still president.”


        “Okay, what about somebody who works there?”


        Fiske wrote down an address and phone number on the back of one of his cards. “But leave my mom out of it.”


        “You’re going to see her, aren’t you? How come?”


        “She’s my mother.” Fiske disappeared out the door.


        Hawkins looked over at McKenna. “You ready to leave? Because I want to lock up. Don’t want anybody else coming in here and stealing any more stuff.”


        The way Hawkins said it made McKenna blink. The guy couldn’t know that he had taken the gun, could he? Still, he felt guilty about it. But he had bigger things to feel guilty about. Far bigger.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


        Sara was stopped at a red light on her way to Fiske’s office when she saw him drive through the intersection heading west. She didn’t have time even to blow her horn. She thought about flagging him down, but a glimpse of his tense face stopped her. She turned right and followed him.


        Thirty minutes later she slowed as Fiske’s car turned into the parking lot of a long-term care facility located in the West End of Richmond. Sara had been here once before, with Michael, to visit his mother. She kept her car hidden behind a broad-leaved evergreen next to the entrance and watched as Fiske stepped out of his car and hurried inside.


        Fiske met up with Anne, the woman who had just called him, who apologized again and led him to the visitors’ lounge, where Gladys sat docilely in her pajamas and slippers. When Fiske appeared, she looked up and silently clapped her hands together.


        Fiske sat down across from her, and Gladys put out her hands and tenderly touched his face. Her smile broadened, her eyes wide and catching absolutely nothing of reality.


        “How’s my Mike? How’s Momma’s baby?”


        He gently touched her hands. “I’m fine. Doing good. Pop’s good too,” he lied. “We had a nice visit the other day, didn’t we?”


        “Visits are so nice.” She looked behind him and smiled. She often did that. It was hard keeping her attention. She was an infant now, the cycle complete.


        She touched his cheek again. “Your daddy was here.”


        “When was that?”


        She shook her head, “Last year sometime. He got leave. His ship went down. Japs done it.”


        “Really? He’s okay, isn’t he?”


        She laughed long and loud. “Oh yes, that man is A-okay.” She leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Mike, honey, can you keep a secret?”


        “Sure, Mom,” Fiske said hesitantly.


        She looked around, blushing. “I’m pregnant again.”


        Fiske took a deep breath. This was a new one. “Really? When did you find out?”


        “Now, don’t you worry, sweetie, Momma’s got enough love to go around for all of you.” She pinched his cheek and kissed his forehead.


        He squeezed her hand and managed a smile. “We had a good talk the other day, didn’t we?” She nodded absently. This was crazy, he thought, but he was here and he might as well try. “I had a good trip. You remember where I went?”


        “You went to school, Mike, just like every day. Your daddy took you on his ship.” She frowned. “You be careful out there. Lot of fighting going on. Your daddy’s out fighting right now.” She punched a fist in the air. “Get ’em, Eddie.”


        Fiske sat back and stared at her. “I’ll be careful.” Looking at her was like watching a portrait that was fading daily under unforgiving sunlight. Eventually, he would come to visit and all the paint would be gone, the only image left would come from his memory. And so life goes. “I have to get going. I’m, uh, I’m late for school.”


        “So pretty.” She looked past him and waved. “Hello, there.” Fiske turned around and froze as he saw Sara standing there.


        “I’m pregnant, honey,” Gladys told her.


        “Congratulations,” was all Sara could think to say.


        


        * * *


        


        Fiske stormed down the hallway to the exit, Sara trailing him. He threw open the door so hard it smacked against the wall.


        “John, will you stop and talk to me?” she pleaded.


        He whirled around. “How dare you come and spy on me.”


        “I wasn’t spying.”


        “It’s none of your damn business.” He pulled out his keys and got into his car. She jumped in.


        “Get the hell out of my car.”


        “I’m not budging until we talk about this.”


        “Bullshit!”


        “If you want me out, throw me out.”


        “Damn you!” Fiske shouted, before climbing out of the car.


        Sara followed him. “Damn you, John Fiske. Will you please stop running away and talk to me?”


        “We’ve got nothing to talk about.”


        “We have everything to talk about.”


        He pointed an unsteady finger at her. “Why the hell are you doing this to me, Sara?”


        “Because I care about you.”


        “I don’t need your help.”


        “I think you do. I know you do.”


        They stood there staring at each other.


        “Can’t we go somewhere and talk about this? Please.” She slowly walked around the car and stood next to him. Touching his arm, she said, “If last night meant half as much to you as it did to me, we should at least be able to talk.” She stood there, convinced that his response would be to climb in his car and drive out of her life.


        Fiske looked at her for a moment, dropped his head and wearily leaned against his car. Sara’s hand slipped down to his and tightened around it. Fiske looked beyond her to a car parked on the road and the two men inside. “We’ll have the Feds along for a ride.” His manner and tone were now resigned. At least it wasn’t McKenna back there.


        “Good, I’ll feel very safe,” she said, her gaze refusing to leave his, until finally she saw she hadn’t lost him, at least for now.


        They climbed in their cars and Sara followed Fiske to a small shopping mall about a mile away, where they sat at an outdoor table and sipped lemonade in the heat of the late afternoon.


        “I can understand how you could hold that against your brother, although it’s not his fault,” Sara said.


        “Nothing was ever Mike’s fault,” Fiske said bitterly.


        “It’s not like your mother can help herself. It could just as easily be that she called Michael by your name.”


        “Yeah, right. She chose not to remember me.”


        “Maybe she calls you that because you visited her a lot more than Michael did and that’s her way of reacting to it.”


        “I’m not buying that.”


        Sara looked angry. “Well, if you want to be jealous of your brother even now that he’s dead, then I guess that’s your right.”


        Fiske settled a very cold gaze on her. She expected him to erupt. Instead, he said, “I am, was, whatever, jealous of my brother. Who wouldn’t be?”


        “But that doesn’t make it right.”


        “Maybe it doesn’t,” Fiske said, his voice tired. He looked away. “The first time I visited Mom and she called me Mike, I thought it was a temporary thing, you know, she was having a real bad day. After two months of it …” He paused. “Well, that’s when I cut Mike off. For good. Everything that had ever ticked me off about him, no matter how stupid, I just blew up into a huge picture of this evil sonofabitch with no heart, nothing good. He had taken my mother away from me.”


        “John, the day we came to see you at trial, I went with Michael to see your mother.”


        He tensed. “What?”


        “Your mother wouldn’t even talk to him. He brought her a gift, she wouldn’t take it. He told me she was always like that. He assumed that it was because she loved you so much, that she didn’t care about him”


        “You’re lying,” Fiske said in a hushed tone.


        “No, I’m not. It’s the truth.”


        “You’re lying!” he said again, more forcefully.


        “Ask some of the people who work there. They know.”


        A few minutes of silence passed. Fiske’s head was bowed. When he looked back up, he said, “I never really thought about him losing his mother too.”


        “Are you sure about that?” Sara asked quietly.


        Fiske stared at her, his hands clenched. “What do you mean?” he said, his voice shaking.


        “What stopped you from talking to your brother? Michael told me you had shut him out, and you just admitted that. Even so, I can’t believe you never knew how she treated him.”


        For a full minute Fiske said nothing. He stared at Sara, perhaps through her; his eyes revealed nothing of what he was thinking. Finally, he closed his eyes and said in a barely audible tone, “I knew.”


        He looked at her. The terrible pain on his features made her tremble.


        “I just didn’t want to care,” Fiske said. Sara gripped his shoulder tightly. “I guess I used it as an excuse not to have anything to do with my own brother.” He took another deep breath. “There’s something else. Mike did call me, before he went to the prison. I didn’t call him back. Not until it was too late.… I killed him.”


        “You can’t blame yourself for that.” Sara’s words had no effect, she could see that, so she changed tactics. “If you want to blame yourself, then do it for the right reason. You unfairly cut your brother out of your life. You were wrong to do that. Very wrong. Now he’s gone. That’s something you’ll have to live with forever, John.”


        Now he looked at her. His face grew calmer. “I guess I’ve been living with it already.”


        Since he had confided in her, Sara decided it was only fair to reciprocate. “I saw your father today.” Before Fiske could say anything, she hurried on. “I promised you I would. I told him what really happened.”


        “And he believed you,” Fiske said skeptically.


        “I was telling the truth. He’s going to call you.”


        “Thanks, but I wish you had kept out of it.”


        “He filled in some gaps for me.”


        “Like what?” Fiske said sharply.


        “Like what happened to make you stop being a cop.”


        “Dammit, Sara, you had no need to know that.”


        “Yes, I did. A great reason.”


        “What is it?”


        “You know what!”


        Neither of them spoke for several minutes. Fiske looked down at the table too, and fiddled with his straw. Finally, he sat back and crossed his arms. “So my dad told you everything?”


        Sara glanced up at him. “About the shooting, yes.” Her tone was cautious.


        “So you know I’m probably not going to be alive and kicking when I’m sixty or maybe even fifty.”


        “I think you can beat any odds someone throws at you.”


        “And if I don’t?”


        “If you don’t, that doesn’t matter to me.”


        He leaned forward. “But it matters to me, Sara.”


        “So you give up the life you do have?”


        “I think I’m leading my life exactly how I want to.”


        “Maybe you are,” she quietly conceded.


        “It would never work, you know.”


        “So you’ve thought about it?”


        “I’ve thought about it. Have you? How do you know this isn’t another impulse decision? Like buying your house?”


        “It’s what I feel.”


        “Feelings change.”


        “And it’s so much easier to admit defeat rather than work at something.”


        “When I want something, I work very hard at it.” Fiske had no idea why he said that, but he saw the devastated look on Sara’s face.


        “I see. And I guess I have no choice in the matter?”


        “You really don’t want to have to make that kind of a choice.” She said nothing and Fiske remained quiet for a moment. “You know, my dad didn’t tell you everything, because he doesn’t know everything.”


        “He told me how you almost died, how the other officer did die. And the man who shot you. I can understand how that could change your life. How it could make you do what you do. I think it’s very noble, if that’s the right word.”


        “That’s not even close. Do you really want to know why I do what I do?”


        Sara could sense the sudden change of mood. “Tell me.”


        “Because I’m scared.” He nodded at her. “Fear drives me. The longer I was a cop, the more it became ‘us against them.’Young, angry, attitude, with a pistol to back it all up.” Fiske stopped speaking and watched through the glass partition as people inside bought refreshments. They appeared carefree, happy, pursuing some tangible goal in their lives; they were everything he wasn’t, couldn’t be.


        He looked back at Sara. “I kept arresting the same guys over and over and it seemed like before I filed the paperwork they were back on the streets. And they’d blow you away like stepping on a cockroach. See, they lived the game of ‘us against them’ too. You lump people together. Young and black, catch ’em if you can. Blues coming at you? Kill ’em if you can. It’s quick and you don’t have to make choices about individuals. It’s like a drug addiction.”


        “Not everybody does that. The whole world isn’t made up of people like that.”


        “I know that. I know that most people, black, white or whatever, are good people, lead relatively normal lives. I really want to believe that. It’s just that as a cop I never saw any of that. Normal ships didn’t sail by my dock.”


        “So did the shooting make you rethink things?”


        Fiske didn’t answer right away. When he did, he spoke slowly. “I remember dropping to my knees to check the guy, who it turned out was faking a seizure. I heard the gun go off, my partner scream. I pulled my pistol at the same time I was turning. I don’t know how I got a round off, but I did. It hit him right in the chest. We both went down. He lost his gun, but I kept mine. Pointed it right at him. He wasn’t more than a foot from me. Every breath he took, blood kicked out of the bullet hole like a red geyser. It made this swishing sound I still hear in my sleep. His eyes had started to freeze up, but you never knew. All I knew was that he had just shot my backup, and he had just shot me. My insides felt like they were dissolving.” Fiske let out a long breath. “I was going to just wait for him to die, Sara.” Fiske stopped talking as he recalled how close he had come to being another blue in a box, buried and mostly forgotten.


        “Your father said you were found with your arm around him,” Sara gently prompted.


        “I thought he was trying to grab my gun. I had one finger on the trigger and one finger stuck in the hole in my gut. But he didn’t even put his hand out. Then I heard him talking. I could barely make out what he was saying at first, but he kept saying it until I did.”


        “What did he say?” Sara asked gently.


        Fiske let out a breath, half expecting to see blood kick out of his old wounds, his tired, betrayed organs calling it quits on him forty years early. “He was asking me to kill him.” As if in answer to her unspoken question, Fiske said, “I couldn’t. I didn’t. It didn’t matter, though, he stopped talking a few seconds later.”


        Sara slowly sat back, unable to say anything.


        “I actually think he was terrified he wasn’t going to die.” Fiske shook his head slowly, the words becoming more difficult to put together. “He was only nineteen. I’m an old man already, next to him. His name was Darnell — Darnell Jackson. His mother was a crack addict, and when he was eight or nine she would whore him out for drug money.”


        He looked at her. “Does that sound horrible to you?”


        “Of course it does. Yes!”


        “To me, it was the same old shit. I saw it all the time. I’d become immune to it, or at least I thought I had.” He licked his dry lips. “I didn’t think I had any compassion left. But after Darnell, I got some back.” He flashed a troubled smile. “I call it my steel-jacketed epiphany. Two slugs in my body, a kid dying in front of me, wanting me to finish him off. It’s hard to imagine one event having enough force to make you question everything you’ve ever believed. But it happened to me that night.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Now I think of the whole future of the world solely in the context of Darnell Jackson. He’s my version of nuclear holocaust, only it won’t be over in a few seconds.” He looked at her. “That’s the terror that drives me.”


        “I think you really do care. You do a lot of good.”


        Fiske shook his head, his eyes glimmering. “I’m not some rich, brilliant white attorney running around nobly saving the little Enis’s of the world. And it took a lost kid blowing up my insides with a cannon to make me even give a damn. How many people do you think really care?”


        “You can’t be that cynical, can you?”


        Fiske stared at her a moment before answering. “Actually, I’m the most hopeful cynic you’ll ever meet.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

        CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


        “You did the right thing, Beth. As much as it hurts. I still can’t believe it about Sara, though.” Jordan Knight shook his head. They were in the back seat of his government limousine, which was threading its way through bumper-to-bumper traffic toward their Watergate apartment. “Maybe she just cracked. The pressures are enormous.”


        “I know,” Elizabeth Knight said quietly.


        “It all seems so bizarre. A clerk steals an appeal. Sara knows about it but keeps quiet. The clerk is then murdered. Then the clerk’s brother comes under suspicion. John Fiske just doesn’t strike me as the murderous type.”


        “He doesn’t strike me that way either.” Her discussion with John Fiske had only deepened her fears.


        Jordan Knight patted his wife’s hand. “I’ve checked on Chandler and McKenna. Both are rock-solid. McKenna has an excellent reputation at the Bureau. If anybody can solve this thing, I think those two can.”


        “I find Warren McKenna rude and obnoxious.”


        “Well, in his line of work I suppose he sometimes has to be,” he pointed out.


        “That’s not all. There’s just something about him. He’s so intense, but he almost seems to be” — she paused, searching for the right word — “playacting.”


        “In the middle of a murder investigation?”


        “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s just how I feel.”


        The senator shrugged and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I’ve always said a woman’s intuition is worth more than a man’s best judgment. I guess in this town we’re all on a stage. Sometimes one does grow tired of it.”


        She eyed him closely. “The New Mexico ranch beckons?”


        “I’ve got a dozen years on you, Beth. Every day becomes a little more precious.”


        “It’s not like we’re not together.”


        “Time together in D.C. is not really the same. We’re both so busy here.”


        “My appointment to the Court is a lifetime one, Jordan.”


        “I just don’t want you to have any regrets. And I’m trying my best not to have any.”


        They both fell silent and looked out the window as the car traveled along Virginia Avenue.


        “I heard you and Ramsey went at it tooth and claw today. Do you think you have a chance?”


        “Jordan, you know I don’t feel comfortable talking to you about these things.”


        Jordan reddened. “That’s one thing I hate about this town, and our jobs. Government should not interfere in the covenant of marriage.”


        “Funny talk, coming from a politician.”


        Jordan laughed deeply. “Well, as a politician, I have to get up on the damn soapbox every now and then, don’t I?” He stopped and took her hand. “I appreciate your going forward with the dinner for Kenneth. You took some heat for it, I know.”


        Elizabeth shrugged. “Harold takes any opportunity, no matter how trivial, to tweak me, Jordan. I’ve built up a very strong resistance.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek, while he lovingly stroked her hair.


        “We really have prevailed, despite all the odds, haven’t we? We have a nice life, don’t we?”


        “We have a wonderful life, Jordan.” She kissed him again and he put a protective arm around her.


        “I say tonight we cancel all of our appointments and just stay home. Have some dinner, watch a movie. And talk. We don’t get to do that much anymore.”


        “I’m afraid I won’t be good company.”


        Jordan squeezed her tightly. “You’re always good company, Beth. Always.”


        When the Knights arrived at their apartment, Mary, their housekeeper, handed a phone message to Elizabeth. A curious expression crossed her face as she looked at the name on the paper.


        Jordan appeared in the hallway rubbing his hands together. He looked at Mary. “I hope you have something nice planned for dinner.”


        “Your favorite. Beef tenderloin.”


        Jordan smiled. “I think we’re going to have a late dinner. Tonight the missus and I are going to relax completely. No interruptions.” He looked at his wife. “Anything wrong?” He noted the paper in her hand.


        “No. Court business. It never ends.”


        “You don’t have to tell me that,” he said dryly. “Well, I’m for a hot shower.” He went down the hallway. “You’re welcome to join me,” he called over his shoulder.


        Mary went off to the kitchen, a smile on her lips at the senator’s remark.


        Elizabeth took the opportunity to slip into the study and dialed the number on the message.


        “I’m returning your call,” she said into the phone.


        “We need to talk, Justice Knight. How’s right now?”


        “What is this about?”


        “What I’m about to tell you will come as quite a shock. Are you prepared for that?”


        For some reason, Elizabeth Knight sensed that the man was enjoying this. “I really don’t have time for the cloak-and-dagger rhetoric that obviously amuses you.”


        “Well, I’m going to give you a crash course in it.”


        “What are you talking about?”


        “Just listen.”


        And she did. Twenty minutes later she threw the phone down, raced out of the room and almost knocked down Mary, who was coming down the hallway. Elizabeth raced into the powder room, where she splashed water on her face. She gripped the edges of the sink, composed herself, opened the door and moved slowly down the hallway.


        She could still hear Jordan in the shower. She looked at her watch. She went out into the lobby and down the elevator to the reception area of the building and waited over by the main entrance. Time seemed to pass slowly. Actually only ten minutes had gone by since her phone call. Finally, a man she didn’t recognize, but who clearly knew her by sight, appeared and handed her something. She looked down at it. When she looked back up, he had already disappeared. She put what he had given her into her pocket and hurried back up to her apartment.


        “Where’s Jordan?” she asked Mary.


        “I believe he’s in the bedroom getting dressed. Are you all right, Ms. Knight?”


        “Yes, I … my stomach was just a little upset, but I’m fine now. I decided to stretch my legs and do some window shopping downstairs, get some fresh air. Would you mix up some cocktails and put them out on the terrace?”


        “It’s starting to rain.”


        “But the awning’s up. And I feel very claustrophobic all of a sudden. I need the air. It’s been so hot and humid lately, and the rain has made things so cool. So very cool,” she said wistfully. “Make Jordan’s favorite, will you?”


        “Beefeater Martini with a twist, yes, ma’am.”


        “And the dinner, Mary … please make sure it’s absolutely wonderful. Just perfect.”


        “I will, ma’am.” Mary headed to the bar with a puzzled look on her face.


        Elizabeth Knight squeezed her hands together to fight the waves of panic. She just had to stop thinking about it. If she was going to make it through this, she had to merely act, not think. Please, God, help me, she prayed.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

        CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


        Fiske stared moodily out the car window at the dark clouds. He and Sara were halfway to Washington, and neither one had said much on the drive up.


        Sara turned on the wipers as the rain started to fall. She looked over at him and frowned. “John, we’ve got a lot of information to work with. We might want to use the next hour making some sense of it all.”


        Fiske glanced at her. “I guess you’re right. Do you have pen and paper anywhere?”


        “Don’t you have that in your briefcase?”


        He undid his seat belt, pulled his briefcase from the back seat and popped it open. He pushed through the stack of mail until his hands closed around a bulky package. “Christ, that was fast.”


        “What?”


        “I think this is Harms’s service record.” Fiske tore it open and started reading. Ten minutes later, he looked at her. “It’s in two different parts. His service record, portions of the record of court-martial, and the personnel list from Fort Plessy during the time Harms was stationed there.” Fiske pulled out a section marked MEDICAL RECORDS. He studied the pages and then stopped. “Would you like to guess why Rufus Harms was so insubordinate, wouldn’t take orders, was always in trouble?”


        “He was dyslexic,” Sara answered promptly.


        “How the hell did you know that?”


        “A couple of things. Even the little I saw of it, the handwriting and spelling on the appeal was so bad. That’s a sign of dyslexia, although it’s not conclusive. But when I talked to George Barker, remember he told me that story about Rufus fixing his printing press?” Fiske nodded. “Well, he recalled Rufus saying that he didn’t want to look at the manual for the printing press, that the words would just mess him up. I went to school with a girl who had dyslexia. She once told me more or less the same thing. It’s like you can’t communicate with the world. Although, from our encounter last night, it looks like Rufus has conquered his disability.” “If he can survive in prison all those years with people trying to kill him, he can do anything he sets his mind to.” Fiske looked back at the records. “Looks like he was diagnosed with it after the murder. Probably during the court-martial proceedings. Maybe Rider discovered it. Preparing a defense requires some client cooperation.”


        “Dyslexia is not a defense to murder.”


        “No, but I know what is.”


        “What?” Sara asked excitedly. “What?”


        “First, a question: Leo Dellasandro — is he having an affair with his secretary?”


        “Why are you asking that?”


        “He had makeup on his coat collar.”


        “Maybe it was from his wife.”


        “Maybe, but I don’t think so.”


        “I really doubt he was having an affair, because his secretary just got married.”


        “I didn’t think they were.”


        “So why did you ask me?”


        “Just covering all the bases. I don’t think Dellasandro got it from his wife either. I think he was wearing it.”


        “Why would a man — a chief of police, no less — be wearing makeup?”


        “To cover the bruises he got when I hit him in my brother’s apartment.” Sara’s breath caught as Fiske continued. “I haven’t seen Dellasandro since that night. He wasn’t at the meeting at the Court after Wright was murdered. I’ve been with Chandler a lot and the man never came by to check up on the investigation. At least while I was there. I think he was avoiding me. Maybe afraid I’d recognize him somehow.”


        “Why in the world would Leo Dellasandro have been at your brother’s apartment?”


        In response, Fiske held up a sheaf of papers. “The list of personnel stationed at Fort Plessy. Luckily, it’s alphabetized.” He turned toward the end of the roster. “Sergeant Victor Tremaine.” He turned another page. “Captain Frank Rayfield.” He flipped back through some pages and stopped. “Private Rufus Harms.” Then he went back near the beginning, circled a name with his pen, and said triumphantly, “And Corporal Leo Dellasandro.”


        “Good God. Then Rayfield, Tremaine and Dellasandro were the men in the stockade that night?”


        “I think so.”


        “How did you know Dellasandro was in the military?”


        “I saw a photo of Dellasandro in his office. He was much younger, in uniform. His Army uniform. I think the three of them went there to teach Rufus Harms a lesson. I think we’ll find they all fought in Vietnam, and Rufus didn’t. He wouldn’t follow orders, was always in trouble.”


        “But what the hell did they do to Rufus Harms?”


        “I think they — ”


        The car phone rang. Sara glanced at Fiske and then picked it up. Her face went pale as she listened. “Yes, I’ll accept the call. Hello? What? Okay, calm down. He’s right here.” She handed the phone to Fiske. “Rufus Harms. And he doesn’t sound good.”


        Fiske gripped the phone. “Rufus, where are you?”


        Rufus was inside the Jeep parked next to a pay phone. He had one hand on the phone, the other on Josh, who was now slipping into longer periods of unconsciousness, but still had the pistol wedged against his side. “Richmond,” he answered. “I’m two minutes from the address on the card you gave me. Josh is hurt bad. I need a damn doctor and I need him quick.”


        “Okay, okay, tell me what happened.”


        “Rayfield and Tremaine caught up to us.”


        “Where are they now?”


        “They’re dead, dammit, and my brother’s about ready to join ’em. You said you’d help me. Well, I need help.”


        Fiske glanced in the rearview mirror. The black sedan was still back there. He thought quickly. “Okay, I’ll meet you at my office in four hours tops.”


        “Josh ain’t got four hours. He’s shot the hell up.”


        “We’re going to take care of Josh right now, Rufus. I’m meeting you, not Josh.”


        “What the hell you talking about?”


        “I’m going to call a buddy of mine who’s a cop. He’ll get an ambulance. They’ll take care of him. MCV Hospital is only a few minutes from my office.”


        “No police!”


        Fiske yelled into the phone,“ Do you want Josh to die? Do you?” Fiske took the silence as Rufus’s surrender to whatever help Fiske could give him. “Describe the car to me and give me the intersection where you are right now.” Rufus did so. “My friend will have help there in a few minutes. Leave Josh in the car. As soon as you hang up, walk to my office building. It’s open. Go in the front door and go down the flight of stairs on your left. You go through another door. There’s a door on your right marked ‘Supplies.’ It’s unlocked. Get in there and sit tight. I’ll be down quick as I can. I also want you to take your brother’s wallet because I don’t want him to have any ID. If they know it’s Josh, they’re going to start looking for you nearby. That includes my office. The police cordoning off the area would throw a real wrench in my plan.”


        “What if somebody sees me? Maybe recognizes me?”


        “We don’t have much choice now, Rufus.”


        “I’m trusting you. Please help my brother. Please don’t let me down.”


        “Rufus, I’m trusting you too. Don’t let me down.”


        When Rufus hung up, he looked at Josh. He slipped a gun under his shirt and reached out to touch his brother. He thought Josh was completely unconscious now, but when Rufus brushed his shoulder gently with his finger, Josh opened his eyes.


        “Josh — ”


        “I heard.” The voice was weak; everything about him was now.


        “He wants me to take your wallet, so they won’t know who you are just yet.”


        “In my back pocket.” Rufus slid it out. “Now get going.”


        Rufus considered this for a moment. “I can stay with you. We go together.”


        “No good.” Josh spit up some more blood. “Docs’ll sew me up. I been hurt a lot worse than this.” Josh moved a shaky hand out, touched his brother’s face, brushed away the wetness from his eyes.


        “I’m gonna stay with you, Josh.”


        “You stay, all this is for nothing.”


        “I can’t leave you alone. Not like this. Not after all these years away.”


        With a painful grimace, Josh sat up. “You ain’t leaving me alone. Give it to me.”


        “Give you what?”


        Josh said, “The Bible.”


        Without taking his eyes off his brother, Rufus slowly reached behind the seat and handed him the book. In return, Josh held out the pistol that had been wedged against his ribs for all these hours. Rufus looked at him questioningly. “Fair swap,” Josh said hoarsely.


        Rufus thought he saw a smile flicker across his brother’s lips before Josh closed his eyes, his breathing shallow but steady. One large hand gripped the Bible so tightly the spine of the book twisted.


        As Rufus climbed out of the Jeep, he looked back once more, and then left his brother behind.


        


        * * *


        


        Fiske finally reached Hawkins at home. “Don’t ask me why or how, Billy. I can’t tell you who it is. For now he’s a John Doe. Stall the paperwork and drive the Jeep to the hospital.” Fiske hung up.


        “John, how are we going to meet Rufus with the FBI right behind us?” Sara said.


        “I’m meeting Rufus, you’re not.”


        “Wait a minute — ”


        “Sara — ”


        “I want to see this through.”


        “Believe me, you will. You have to make a phone call for me, to my friend at the JAG.”


        “What about? And you still haven’t told me what you think happened in that stockade twenty-five years ago.”


        He put one hand on top of hers. “U.S. v. Stanley. An innocent soldier and LSD,” Fiske said, watching her eyes go wide. “Only worse,” he added.


        


        * * *


        


        After making a quick stop at Sara’s home, they drove to National Airport and parked. Fiske tugged the trench coat around him and pulled his hat down tightly over his head as the rain began to fall harder. He opened a big umbrella and covered Sara with it. They went to the general aviation terminal, and then out the other side to the boarding area, where they climbed in a sedan with tinted windows. A couple minutes later the car pulled away from the curb.


        Behind them were two FBI agents, one of whom was already communicating this development to his superiors. Then he went over to the service counter to determine the destination of the flight Fiske and Sara were about to get on. The other agent went out and watched as the sedan pulled up to the private jet.


        Inside the sedan, Fiske and the driver, Chuck Herman’s copilot, were busy switching places. The driver put on the trench coat and hat. From a distance he would look like Fiske. Their plan was to have Sara stay on the plane for an hour, during which time she would attempt to contact Fiske’s JAG friend, Phil Jansen. Then she would leave. They knew the FBI would question her about Fiske’s disappearance, but they would have no grounds to detain her.


        The FBI agent watched as a thin, white-haired man came down the steps from the plane and greeted Sara and the man whom he assumed was Fiske as they climbed out of the car. The group went up the steps and into the plane. The sedan pulled away. The FBI agent kept his eyes on the plane as the sedan passed by him and continued on to the main road leading out of the terminal.


        Driving the sedan, Fiske let out a deep breath as he pulled onto the George Washington Parkway. Within ten minutes he was headed south on Interstate 95 toward Richmond. Traffic was heavy; it was almost three hours before he pulled the car up to his office building. He had already checked in with Billy Hawkins. Josh Harms was in surgery at MCV. It didn’t look good, Hawkins had told him. Fiske parked the car and went around to the office’s rear entrance, just in case.


        He made his way to the lower level and approached the supply room. Please be there, he urged Rufus. He tapped on the door. “Rufus?” he said quietly. “It’s John Fiske.”


        Rufus cautiously opened the door.


        “Let’s get out of here.”


        Rufus gripped his arm. “How’s Josh?”


        “He’s in surgery. All you can do is pray.”


        “That’s all I been doing.”


        They went out the rear entrance, walked quickly to Fiske’s car and climbed in.


        “Where we going?” Rufus said.


        “You want to tell me about the letter from the Army?”


        “What about it?”


        “They wanted to follow up on the phencyclidine testing, right?”


        Harms stiffened. “Phen-what?”


        “You know, PCP.”


        “How did you know about that?”


        “Same thing happened to another guy in the Army named Stanley, who was in a bogus program. They used LSD on him.”


        “I wasn’t in no damn PCP program, even if they said I was.” He pulled out the letter and gave it to Fiske.


        Fiske took a moment to read it and then looked at him. “Tell me about it, Rufus.”


        Harms sat back as much as he could. He was so large that his knees touched the dash and his head brushed the car’s ceiling. “They’d been out to get me for a while. Tremaine and Rayfield.”


        “And Dellasandro? Corporal Leo Dellasandro?”


        “Yeah, him too. I guess they didn’t take too kindly to me sitting nice and snug in the States, even if it was in the stockade.”


        “They didn’t know about your dyslexia?”


        “You seem to know a damn lot.”


        “Go on.”


        “I’d had plenty of run-ins with that group before. Tremaine got thrown in the stockade with me one night for drinking. He told me real directly what he thought about me. I guess they planned this thing out. They came in the stockade one night. Leo had a gun. They made me close my eyes, get on the floor. The next thing I knew, they stuck something in me. I opened my eyes and saw the needle coming out of my arm. They all stood there laughing, waiting for me to die. I could tell from what they said, that was their plan. OD me on the stuff.”


        “How the hell did you go from getting shot up with PCP to escaping from the stockade?”


        “My whole body seemed to swell up like somebody was pumping air in me. I remember getting up and it felt like the room wasn’t big enough to hold me. I tossed ’em all aside like they were made of straw. They had left the door unlocked. The guard on duty came running up, but I hit him like a truck and then I was running free.” His breathing had accelerated, his huge hands clasping and unclasping, as though reliving what he had done with them so long ago.


        “And you ran into Ruth Ann Mosley?”


        “She was there visiting her brother.” Rufus slammed his fist down onto the dash. “If only God had struck me down before I got to that little girl. Why’d it have to be a child? Why?” Tears streamed down the man’s face.


        “It wasn’t your fault, Rufus. PCP can make you do anything, anything. It wasn’t your fault.”


        In answer Rufus held up his hands and bellowed, “These did it. No matter what shit they put in me, ain’t nothing gonna change the fact that I killed that beautiful little girl. Ain’t nothing on this earth gonna make that go away. Is it? Is it?” Rufus’s eyes blazed at Fiske, but then he closed them and slumped back, as though lifeless.


        Fiske tried to keep calm. “And you remembered nothing, until you got the letter?”


        Finally Rufus came around. “Hell, all those years the only thing I remembered from that night was sitting in the stockade reading the Bible my momma give me. The next thing I knew I’m next to this dead little girl. That’s all.” He wiped the tears away with his sleeve.


        “PCP can do that too. Screw with your memory. Probably the shock of it all too.”


        Rufus took a heavy breath. “Sometimes I think that crap’s still in me.”


        “But you pleaded guilty to the murder anyway?”


        “There was a bunch of witnesses. Samuel Rider said if I didn’t take the deal, they’d convict me and then they’d execute me. What the hell else was I supposed to do?”


        Fiske thought about that for a moment and then said quietly, “I guess I would’ve done the same thing.”


        “But when I got that letter, it was like somebody turned this big light on inside my head, and some part of my brain that had been all dark got real bright and everything came back to me. Every damn little bit.”


        “And so you wrote the letter to the Court and asked Rider to file it for you?”


        Rufus nodded. “And then your brother came to see me. Said he believed in justice, wanted to help me if I was telling the truth. He was a good man.”


        “Yes, he was,” Fiske said hoarsely.


        “The thing was, he had brought my letter with him. Rayfield and old Vic weren’t going to let him go. No way. I went crazy when I found out. They took me to the infirmary, tried to kill me there. I got to the hospital and Josh busted me out.”


        “You said Tremaine and Rayfield are dead.”


        Rufus nodded. He took another deep breath, watched the rain falling over the darkened Richmond skyline and then looked over at Fiske. “Now you know everything I know. So what are we going to do?”


        “I’m not sure,” was all Fiske could manage to say.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

        CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


        An hour after Fiske had driven off, Chuck Herman smiled as he passed Sara in the plane aisle. “This is the only time I’ve ever been paid not to fly.”


        “This is Washington, Chuck. They pay farmers not to grow crops too,” Sara said dryly.


        She picked up the cell phone for the tenth time and dialed Phil Jansen’s home number. His office had already told Sara that Jansen had left for the day. Luckily, Fiske had given her Jansen’s home number too. She was relieved when Jansen finally answered. She quickly introduced herself and explained her connection to Fiske.


        “I don’t have much time, Mr. Jansen, so I might as well get to the point. In the past has the Army been involved in PCP testing programs?”


        Jansen’s voice tensed. “Why exactly are you asking that, Ms. Evans?”


        “John thinks that Rufus Harms was involuntarily given PCP when he was in an Army stockade at Fort Plessy twenty-five years ago. He thinks the exposure to PCP caused Harms to go berserk and kill a little girl. He’s been in prison for the crime ever since.”


        Sara recounted all that she and Fiske had deduced, along with what they had learned from Rufus at Rider’s office. Sara continued, “Rufus Harms recently received a letter from the Army asking him to participate in a follow-up test to determine the long-term effects of PCP. That’s what happened to Sergeant James Stanley, right? The Army sent him a letter. That was the only reason he knew the Army had given him LSD. Well, we think a group of Army personnel forcefully administered PCP to Harms in the stockade, but not as part of any program. We think they intended to use the drug to kill him. Instead he broke free and committed the murder.”


        Jansen said, “Wait a minute. Why did the Army send him a letter saying Harms was in the program, if he wasn’t?”


        “We think whoever gave Harms the PCP enrolled him in the program.”


        “And why would they do that?”


        “If they killed him with the PCP and there was an autopsy, presumably the substance would have been found in his bloodstream.”


        “Yes, it would,” Jansen said slowly. “So they enrolled him in the program to cover that up. The coroner would chalk it up to an unfortunate reaction to the drug. I can’t believe this.”


        “Right. So such a program existed?”


        “Yes,” Jansen conceded. “It’s public information now. All declassified. It was run jointly by the Army and CIA in the seventies. They wanted to determine if PCP could be used to ‘build’super soldiers. If Harms was listed in the program’s records, he would have recently received a follow-up letter.” Jansen paused for a moment. “What are you and John going to do now?”


        “I wish we knew.” Sara thanked Jansen and hung up.


        She waited awhile longer and then left the plane and walked across the tarmac to the terminal. She was immediately stopped by the two FBI agents.


        “Where’s Fiske?” one of them demanded.


        “John Fiske?” she asked innocently.


        “Come on, Ms. Evans.”


        “He left a while back.”


        The agents looked startled. “Left. How?”


        “I assume he drove. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


        She smiled as the stunned men took off at a dead run toward the plane. They had no grounds to detain her. She took the opportunity to hop on the shuttle bus to the garage and got her car. She drove out of the airport and headed south. A sudden thought hit her and she pulled off the road and into a gas station. Keeping the motor running, she opened Fiske’s briefcase and took out the packet of documents they had received from St. Louis. She wasn’t sure how closely Fiske had examined them, but it had occurred to her that it was possible the Army might have put a copy of the letter they had sent to Rufus Harms in his official file — although technically it had been closed upon the occasion of his court-martial. It was worth a look.


        A half hour later she sat back, disappointed. She started returning the papers to the briefcase when her hand closed around the personnel list from Fort Plessy. She leafed through the pages, noting the names of Victor Tremaine and Frank Rayfield. Then her eye sadly passed over the name of Rufus Harms. So many years of his life gone.


        As she was thinking this, she was continuing to turn pages, running her eye down the personnel list; as soon as she saw the name, she froze. When she finally broke out of her trance, she did so with such force that she bumped her head against the window. She threw the file down and slammed the car into gear, burning rubber on the slick pavement as she sped out of the gas station. She glanced down at the floorboard where the personnel list had landed, where the name Warren McKenna seemed to stare back at her, taunting her. She never looked back, so she didn’t notice the car that had followed her from the airport.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

        CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


        Harold Ramsey leaned back in his chair, a grave look on his face. “I never imagined that anything like this could have happened here.”


        McKenna and Chandler sat in Ramsey’s chambers. McKenna watched the chief justice closely. They seemed to make eye contact for a moment, and then McKenna looked away and glanced over at Chandler.


        “Well, we don’t have any solid proof one way or another about whether Michael Fiske actually stole an appeal, or if there even was an appeal,” Chandler said.


        Ramsey shook his head in disagreement. “After the discussion with Sara Evans, can there be any doubt?”


        Discussion? Inquisition was more like it, Chandler thought. “It’s still speculation. And I would advise against going public with this information.”


        “I agree,” McKenna said. “It could complicate the investigation.”


        “I thought you were convinced that John Fiske was behind it all,” Ramsey said. “If you’re changing your position now, I don’t see how we’re any farther ahead than we were two days ago.”


        “Murders don’t just solve themselves. And this one is a little more complex than usual. And I never said I had changed my position,” McKenna said. “Fiske’s gun was missing from his office. No big surprise there. Don’t worry, things are falling into place.”


        Ramsey looked unconvinced.


        “I really don’t see why waiting a bit will hurt,” Chandler said. “And if things turn out the way we hope, maybe the public never has to know.”


        “I don’t see how that is possible,” Ramsey said angrily. “But I suppose it won’t make this disaster any more horrible by taking your advice. For now. What about Fiske and Evans? Where are they?”


        “We have them under surveillance,” McKenna answered.


        “So you know where they are right now?” Ramsey asked.


        McKenna maintained his stone face. He wasn’t about to admit that in fact both Sara and Fiske had managed to elude his FBI surveillance team. McKenna had just gotten that message a minute before he had stepped into this meeting.


        “Yes,” McKenna answered.


        “Where are they?” Ramsey asked.


        “I’m afraid I can’t give out that information, Mr. Chief Justice.” He added quickly, “As much as I’d like to accommodate you. We really need to keep that confidential.”


        Ramsey looked sternly at him. “Agent McKenna, you promised to keep the Court informed about the progress of this case.”


        “I did. That’s why I’m here right now.”


        “The Court has its own police force. Chief Dellasandro and Ron Klaus are out right this very minute trying to solve this thing. We have our own investigation ongoing and it’s in the best interests of everybody that we have full disclosure. Now please answer my question. Where are they?”


        “What you say makes a lot of sense, but I’m afraid I still can’t divulge that information,” he said. “FBI policy, you understand.”


        Ramsey arched his eyebrows. “I think I should speak to someone else at the Bureau, then,” he said. “I don’t like going over people’s heads, Agent McKenna, but this is a unique situation.”


        “I’d be glad to give you some names to call at the Bureau, starting with the director himself,” McKenna offered pleasantly.


        “Do you have anything of actual importance to report,” Ramsey said dryly, “or is that it?”


        McKenna stood up. “We’re trying as hard as we can to get to the bottom of this. And I’m convinced that, with a little luck, we will.”


        Ramsey stood up too, towering over them. “A word of advice, Agent McKenna. Never leave anything to chance. Anyone who does that usually lives to regret it.”


        


        * * *


        


        Sara unlocked the door to her cottage and hurried inside. From her car she had tried phoning Fiske’s home and office; then had tried Ed Fiske too, but he had heard nothing from his son. She threw her purse down on the kitchen table, went upstairs and changed out of her wet clothes and into jeans and a T-shirt. She was nearing panic and she wasn’t sure what to do. If Dellasandro was in on this, that was bad enough. He was privy to what was happening with the investigation. The fact that FBI Agent Warren McKenna was also involved was potentially catastrophic. He was practically running the damn investigation. She could now see the subtle manipulations of the FBI agent at every juncture in the case. Fiske implicated, herself forced to quit the Court; all of it building motive for John’s killing his brother. It was all untrue, and yet, for someone just looking at the bare facts, it would make sense.


        She tried Chandler’s office. She wanted to know definitively if Agent McKenna had been stationed at Fort Plessy, or if it had been simply someone else with the same name. She couldn’t believe two McKennas would be involved here, but she needed to be sure. Unfortunately, Chandler wasn’t in. Who else could she call who would have that information? Jansen might be able to find out, but it would probably take him a while. She tried his number anyway, but there was no answer. Who else? It suddenly hit her. She dialed the number. After three rings a woman answered. It was the housekeeper.


        “Is he in? It’s Sara Evans.”


        A minute later Jordan Knight’s voice came on the line.


        “Sara?”


        “I know this is terrible timing, Senator.”


        “I heard what happened today.” His tone was cold.


        “I know what you must think, and I’m sure nothing I could say would change your mind.”


        “You’re probably right about that. However, for what it’s worth Beth feels terrible about what happened. She was one of your strongest supporters.”


        “I appreciate that.” Sara held the phone away from her ear as she struggled to hold her nerves in check. Every second counted now. “I need a favor.”


        “A favor?” Jordan sounded perplexed.


        “Some information on someone.”


        “Sara, I hardly think this is appropriate.”


        “Senator, I will never, ever call you again, but I really need to know the answer to my question, and with all your information resources, and your personal clout, you’re the only person I can think of to ask. Please? For old times’ sake.”


        Jordan pondered this for a moment. “Well, I’m not at my office right now. I was just settling down to a late dinner with Beth, in fact.”


        “But you could call your office, or maybe the FBI.”


        “The FBI?” he said loudly.


        She hurried on. “A phone call would be all that it would take. I’m at home. You can even have the person call me back directly. You and I won’t even have to speak again.”


        Finally, Jordan relented. “All right, what’s your question?”


        “It’s about Agent McKenna.”


        “What about him?”


        “I need to know if he ever served in the Army. Specifically at Fort Plessy during the seventies.”


        “Why in the world do you need to know that?”


        “Senator, it would take me far too long to explain.”


        He sighed. “All right. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll have someone from my office check and then call you. You’ll be at home?”


        “Yes.”


        “Sara, I hope you know what you’re doing.”


        “If you can believe it, Senator, I really do.”


        “If you say so,” he replied, not sounding convinced.


        When he went back into the dining room about fifteen minutes later, Elizabeth looked up at him. “What in the world did Sara want?”


        “The strangest thing. You know that FBI agent fellow? The one you were complaining about?”


        She tensed. “Warren McKenna? What about him?”


        “She wanted to know if he had ever served in the Army.”


        Elizabeth Knight dropped her fork. “Why would she want to know that?”


        “I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me.” Jordan looked over at her curiously, noting her tension. “Are you all right?”


        “I’m fine. This has just been the day from hell.”


        “I know, honey, I know,” he said soothingly. He looked down at his cold meal. “I guess our relaxing evening just went out the window.”


        “What did you tell her?”


        “Tell her? I told her I’d check. And that I’d have somebody get back to her. That’s what I was doing, calling my office. I guess they can check on the computer or something.”


        “Where is Sara?”


        “At home, waiting for the answer to her question.” Elizabeth got up, her face pale.


        “Beth, are you all right?”


        “A headache just hit me. I need some aspirin.”


        “I can get it for you.”


        “No, that’s all right. Finish your dinner. Then maybe we can finally relax.”


        A worried-looking Jordan Knight watched his wife go down the hallway. Elizabeth Knight did indeed get some aspirin, since she did have a very real headache. Then she slipped down the hallway to her bedroom, picked up the phone and dialed a number.


        “Hello,” the voice said.


        “Sara Evans just called. She asked Jordan a question.”


        “What was the question?”


        “She wanted to know if you had ever been in the Army.”


        Warren McKenna loosened his tie and took a sip of water from the glass on his desk. He had just returned from the meeting at the Court. “And what did he tell her?”


        “That he’d check and get back to her.” Elizabeth did her best to fight back the tears.


        McKenna nodded to himself. “Where is she?”


        “She told Jordan she was at home.”


        “And John Fiske?”


        “I don’t know. Apparently she didn’t say.”


        McKenna grabbed his coat. “Thanks for the information, Justice Knight. It might prove to be even more valuable than one of your opinions.”


        Elizabeth Knight slowly hung up the receiver and then picked it up again. She couldn’t leave it like this. She dialed Information and got the number. The call was answered. “Detective Chandler, please. Tell him it’s Elizabeth Knight and it’s urgent.”


        Chandler came on the line. “What can I do for you, Justice Knight?”


        “Detective Chandler, please don’t ask me how I know, but you have to get to Sara Evans’s house. I think she’s in grave danger. Please hurry.”


        Chandler didn’t waste time asking questions. He raced out of his office without even hanging up the phone.


        Elizabeth Knight slowly put down the receiver. She had thought her work at the Court was pressure-filled, but this … She knew that no matter how this turned out, her life was going to be devastated. For her, there was no way out. How ironic, she thought, that justice would end up destroying her.


        


        * * *


        


        The figure was outfitted in dark clothing, a ski mask pulled over his face. He had followed Sara down to Richmond and then trailed her and Fiske and the FBI agents back to Washington. He was very grateful that she had lost the FBI agents; it would make his job much easier. Crouching down, he made his way over to the car and opened the driver’s-side door. The dome light came on when he did so, and he quickly twisted the control to dim it. He looked at the windows of the house. He saw Sara pass by once, but she didn’t look outside. He pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and swept the beam around the car’s interior. He saw the papers on the floorboard, glanced at them and noted the encircled name. He gathered up the files and put them in a knapsack he was carrying. He pulled a pistol from his holster and attached a silencer to the muzzle. Looking up at the house again, he saw no sign of Sara this time. But she was in there. Alone. He put out the light and headed toward the house.


        


        * * *


        


        Sara had been nervously pacing the kitchen, constantly checking her watch and waiting for a phone call from Jordan Knight’s office. She stepped out onto the rear deck and watched as a jet slid past under the canopy of dark clouds. Then she looked down at her sailboat as it nudged against the rubber tires that were affixed to the dock to act as buffers between the smooth fiberglass and the rough wood. She had to smile as she thought back to the events of last night. The smile disappeared as she recalled what she and Fiske had discussed after their encounter at the nursing home. She pressed her bare toes against the damp wood, and took a moment to breathe in the soothing smells of the wet, rustic surroundings.


        She went inside and up the stairs, stopping at the doorway of her bedroom and looking inside. The bed was still unmade. She sat down on the mattress and picked up one edge of the sheet as she recalled their lovemaking. She thought of how Fiske had pulled his T-shirt back down. The scar went from navel to neck, Ed had told her. As if it could ever actually make a difference to her. And yet Fiske obviously believed it could.


        She listened as another jet passed overhead and then the complete silence returned in its wake, as though all sound had disappeared into a Pratt & Whitney-made vacuum. The silence so profound she could clearly hear the side door of the cottage open. She jumped up and raced to the stairs. “John?” There was no answer, and when the downstairs light went out, a shiver of fear hit her spine. She ran into her bedroom, shut and locked the door. Her chest heaving, her own pulse bursting in her eardrums, she looked around desperately for a weapon, because there was no way to escape. The window was small and even if she could manage to wriggle through, the grade of the land was such that the room was two stories off the ground, with a concrete sidewalk down below — and breaking both her legs didn’t seem like a good idea.


        Her sense of desperation turned to panic when the sounds of the footsteps reached her. She now cursed herself for not having a phone in the bedroom. She held her breath as she saw the doorknob slowly turn until the lock halted the movement, but both the lock and the door were very old. As something hit the door with a solid blow, she instinctively jumped back, a small scream escaping her lips. She scanned the room before her gaze settled on the four-poster bed. She raced over and grabbed one of the pineapple-shaped finials off one of the bedposts. Thank God she had never gotten around to having the bed actually canopied. The finial was solid wood and weighed at least a pound.


        She held it in one upraised hand and stepped quickly over to the door. It shook as another blow landed, the lock bending under the force of it; the doorframe started to splinter. After that impact she reached over, quietly unlocked the door and then stood back. With the door unbolted, the next blow sent it and the man flying into the room. Sara’s arm came down swiftly and the finial hit flesh. She raced through the doorway and down the hallway. The man she had struck lay on the floor holding his shoulder and moaning.


        Sara knew that Rayfield and Tremaine were dead. Then the man she had just hit was either Dellasandro or — she shuddered at the thought of the man being in her home — Warren McKenna. She navigated the stairs in two jumps, grabbed her car keys off the table and threw open the door on her way to the car. She let out a shriek of terror.


        The second man stared back at her, calmly, coolly. As he stepped forward, Leo Dellasandro pointed a pistol directly at her. The man in black came racing down the stairs holding his shoulder, his gun trained on her as well. Dellasandro closed the door. Sara looked at the man behind her. It must be McKenna. But then her expression changed. This man wasn’t nearly big enough to be the FBI agent.


        The ski mask came off and Richard Perkins glared at her. Then he smiled at her obvious astonishment and pulled some papers from his knapsack. “You must have overlooked my name on the Fort Plessy service roster, Sara. How sloppy of you.”


        She stared at him angrily. “The marshal of the Supreme Court and the chief of its police, parties to a despicable crime.”


        “Harms killed that girl, not me,” Dellasandro said.


        “Have you made yourself believe that, Leo? You killed her, not Rufus, just as sure as if your hands were around her neck.”


        Dellasandro’s face turned ugly. “That sonofabitch. If I had my way I would’ve pumped him full of lead instead of some damn drug. He was a disgrace to the uniform.”


        “He was dyslexic,” Sara screamed at him. “He didn’t follow orders because he couldn’t understand them, you idiot. You destroyed his life and that girl’s for nothing.”


        A smirk appeared on Dellasandro’s face. “I don’t see it that way. Not at all. He got what he deserved.”


        “How’s the face, Leo? John really popped you. He knows everything, of course.”


        “We’ll just have to visit him too.”


        “You, Vic Tremaine and Frank Rayfield?”


        “You’re damn right,” Dellasandro said with a sneer.


        “Your buddies are dead.” Sara’s smile emerged as Dellasandro’s faded. “They ambushed Rufus and his brother, but just like last time they couldn’t finish the job,” she added tauntingly.


        “Then I hope I get the chance to do it for them.”


        Sara stared him up and down and finally shook her head in disgust. “Tell me something, Leo. How did vermin like you ever get to be a police chief of anything?”


        He slapped her across the face, and would have hit her again if Perkins hadn’t stopped him. “We don’t have time for this crap, Leo.” He gripped Sara by the shoulder. That’s when the phone rang.


        Perkins looked at Dellasandro. “Fiske?” He looked again at Sara. “Fiske is with Harms, isn’t he? That’s why you had to split up, isn’t it?” Sara looked away as the phone rang again. Perkins stuck his pistol under her chin and his finger tightened on the trigger. “I’ll ask you one more time. Is Fiske with Rufus Harms?” He pushed the gun harder against her skin. “In two seconds your head will disappear, I swear to God. Answer me!”


        “Yes! Yes, he’s with him,” she said in a strangled voice as the metal pushed against her windpipe.


        He shoved her to the phone. “Answer it. If it’s Fiske, pick a place to meet. Make it somewhere around here, but private. Tell him you’ve found some more information. You say anything to warn him, you’re dead.” She hesitated. “Do it! Or die!” Sara could see now that the mild-mannered Perkins was actually the more dangerous of her two captors. She slowly picked up the phone. Perkins stood next to her listening, his gun pressed against her temple. She took a quick breath to try to calm herself.


        “Hello?”


        “Sara?” It was Fiske.


        “I’ve been trying to reach you everywhere.”


        “I’m with Rufus.”


        Perkins pushed the gun against her head as he listened. “Where are you?” she asked.


        “We’re halfway to D.C. At a rest stop.”


        “What’s your plan?”


        “I think it’s time we went to Chandler. Rufus and I have talked it over.”


        Perkins shook his head and pointed at the phone.


        “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, John.”


        “Why not?”


        “I’ve … I’ve found out some things that you need to know first. Before you go to Chandler.”


        “Like what?”


        “I can’t tell you over the phone. It could be bugged.”


        “Come on, I kind of doubt that, Sara.”


        “Look, I tell you what, give me the number where you’re at and I’ll call you from the car.” She looked over at Perkins. “We can arrange to meet someplace. Then we can go to Chandler. The FBI has the tag number of the car you’re in. You have to get rid of it anyway.”


        He gave her the number and she wrote it down on a pad by the phone and ripped off the top sheet.


        “Are you sure you can’t tell me over the phone?”


        “I talked to your friend at the JAG,” Sara said, whispering a silent prayer for what she was about to say next. If Fiske reacted the wrong way, she was dead. She had to trust him. “Darnell Jackson told me all about the PCP testing.”


        Fiske stiffened and looked over at Rufus, who sat in the car at the darkened rest stop. Darnell Jackson. He answered quickly. “Darnell’s never let me down before.”


        Sara let out an inaudible breath. “I’ll call you back in five minutes.” She hung up and looked at the two men.


        Perkins grinned malevolently. “Good job, Sara. Now let’s go see your friends.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


        After Sara called him back with the meeting place, Fiske made one more phone call. The news was not good. Not good at all. Then he got in the car and looked at Harms. “He’s got Sara.”


        “Who’s got her?” Harms asked.


        “Your old buddy. Dellasandro. He’s the only one left.”


        “What you talking about, the only one left?”


        “Rayfield and Tremaine are dead. That leaves Dellasandro. Sara tipped me off without him catching on — ” Fiske stopped and stared at Rufus, who was staring back at him quizzically. Fiske spoke haltingly. “Rufus, how many men were in the stockade that night?”


        “Five.”


        Fiske slumped back. “I only know about the three I just mentioned. Who are the other two?”


        “Perkins. Dick Perkins.”


        Fiske thought he might be sick. “Richard Perkins is the marshal of the Supreme Court.”


        “I ain’t seen him since that night and damn glad of it. Except for Tremaine, he was the worst of the bunch. He’d come in and beat me with his damn baton. He’s the one who shot me up with the PCP.”


        “And the fifth man?”


        “Didn’t know him. Never seen him before.”


        “That’s okay. I think I know who it is.” Sara had not told him about finding the man’s name on Fort Plessy’s personnel roster, but Fiske had finally figured it out himself. Warren McKenna’s image appeared starkly in his thoughts. That’s why the FBI agent was trying to frame him. It all made sense. Fiske started up the car.


        “Where we going?”


        “Sara just called back. She … they want us to meet them at a place off the GW Parkway in Virginia. I tried to get hold of Chandler, but he wasn’t in. I left a message telling him where we’ll be. I just hope he gets it in time.”


        “And we’re going to go?”


        “If we don’t, they’ll kill Sara. If you want to stay behind, you can.”


        In response, Rufus slid a pistol out of his pocket and handed it to Fiske. “You know how to use one of these things?”


        Fiske took the pistol, pulled back the slide and made sure a round was chambered. “I think I can manage,” he said.


        


        * * *


        


        It was well after midnight now and the parkway was deserted. At various points there were pull-offs with picnic areas and small parks where, during the day, families would gather for barbecues and quality time. But now, as Fiske pulled the car down the road, the area was dark, isolated and, he knew, deadly. He eyed the exit signs until he found the one he wanted. At the same time that he saw the sign, he spotted Sara’s car parked in the otherwise empty parking lot. Large trees served as a backdrop to the grassy picnic area. Beyond them Fiske could make out the deeper darkness that was the Potomac River.


        Rufus was crouched in the back seat, his eyes level with the bottom edge of the window. His gaze swept the darkened landscape. “Somebody’s in the car. Can’t tell if it’s a man or woman, though,” he said.


        Fiske squinted and then nodded in confirmation. They had devised a plan of sorts on the way up. Now that the lay of the land had been established, they could implement that plan. He pulled ahead a little until they passed a bend in the road that took them beyond the line of sight from Sara’s car. Fiske pulled to a stop. The back door of the car opened, and Rufus quickly disappeared into the surrounding trees and headed through the woods toward the parking lot.


        Fiske drove into the parking lot and pulled up a couple of spaces from Sara’s car. He looked over and was relieved to see her in the driver’s seat. He pulled his gun and slowly got out. He looked over the top of his car. “Sara?”


        She looked at him, nodded and smiled tightly. The smile disappeared when the man next to her rose up and pointed a gun against her head. They both got out the driver’s side. Dellasandro locked one arm around her neck, his free hand holding the gun tightly against her temple.


        “Over here, Fiske,” Dellasandro said. Fiske did his best to look shocked. “Where’s Harms?” Dellasandro said.


        Fiske made a show of rubbing his cheek. “He had a change of heart. Didn’t want to go to the cops. Hit me and took off.”


        “And left you the car? I don’t think so. Give me the answer I want or your girlfriend gets a chunk of lead in her brain.”


        “I’m telling you the truth. You know he’s been in prison all these years. He didn’t take the car because he can’t even drive.”


        Dellasandro considered this for a moment. “Come over here. I want your hands way, way up in the air.”


        Fiske slipped the pistol in the back of his waistband and put his hands up in the air. He stepped slowly around the car and walked toward them. When he got close enough, he saw the ugly bruise on Sara’s cheek. “Are you all right, Sara?”


        She nodded. “I’m sorry, John.”


        “Right, right — look, just shut up,” Dellasandro said. “Exactly where did Harms get away from you?”


        “When we got off the interstate. We came up Route One.”


        “That was pretty stupid of him to go off like that. He’ll never get far.”


        “Well, like they say, you can lead a horse to water …”


        “Why don’t I believe a word you’re saying?”


        “Maybe because you’ve been a lying sack of shit all your life and you figure everybody is the same way.”


        Dellasandro pointed his gun at Fiske’s head. “It’s gonna be so much fun blowing you away.”


        “Kind of hard disposing of a couple bodies.”


        Dellasandro glanced toward the river. “Not when you’ve got the best of Mother Nature to help you.”


        “And you don’t think Chandler will suspect anything?”


        “What’s to suspect? The cops think you killed your brother for the insurance money. The chick here got fired today because of you and your dumb brother. Her whole career ruined. You two meet up, things get violent. Maybe you kill her and then pop yourself. Maybe it’s the other way around. Who cares? They’ll find her car, and a few days or weeks later, they’ll find your bodies floating somewhere — what’s left of them, anyway. Case closed.”


        “Actually, that’s a good plan. And since I know there’s no way you could have thought of it, where are your partners?”


        “What are you talking about?”


        “The other two guys in the stockade that night.”


        “Perkins is one,” Sara blurted out. “He’s here too.”


        “Shut up!” Dellasandro yelled.


        “I actually knew that one. I think I can guess who the other one is.”


        “Run your theories by the fish. Let’s go.”


        They all started to move toward the riverbank. Fiske glanced back at Dellasandro. “Don’t even think about it, Fiske. I could blow you away from fifty yards, much less two feet. And if your plan is to have that stupid lummox jump me from the trees, well, then just bring him on.”


        Since that was their plan, Fiske’s heart sank. Then a bullet hit the dirt next to Dellasandro’s leg. He shouted and moved the pistol away from Sara’s head.


        Fiske hit him hard in the belly, doubling him over, and then clocked him in the head with his fist. Before Dellasandro could recover, Rufus exploded from behind a tree and hit him with the force of a runaway tank. The man sailed down the bank and into the water from the impact. Fiske pulled his gun. Rufus was about to go after Dellasandro when more shots zipped past them and everybody hit the ground.


        Fiske had one protective arm over Sara. “You see anything, Rufus?”


        “Yeah, but you ain’t going to like it. I think those shots came from two different places.”


        “Great, both his backups are here. Shit!” He clenched his pistol. “Look, Rufus, here’s the plan. We’ll fire two shots each and draw their fire in return so we can see where the muzzle flashes are coming from. Then I’ll cover you and you take Sara and get the hell out of here. Make it to her car and go.” Before Sara could say anything, he added, “Somebody’s got to go get Chandler.”


        Rufus said, “I can stay behind. I owe these suckers a lot more than you.”


        “I think you’ve carried the ball long enough.” Fiske aimed his gun. “You fire left and check left, one-two-three, now!” Sara covered her ears as the shots rang out. A few seconds later their fire was returned.


        Fiske and Rufus quickly analyzed the muzzle flashes. Fiske said, “One of them’s aiming wild. Maybe we hit him. Okay, I’m going to fire in both directions. Keep your gun ready, but don’t shoot. I’m going to move to my right about ten yards. I’ll draw the fire my way. Give me to the count of twenty and then when you hear the first round go, hit it.”


        Fiske started to move away, but Sara clutched at his hand, unwilling to let him go.


        Fiske wanted to say something confident, cocky even, to her, to show he wasn’t scared. But he was. “I know what I’m doing, Sara. And I guess fifty years of living is better than nothing.”


        She stared at him as he crawled off, convinced it would be the last time she would see him alive.


        A minute later the shots began. Rufus half carried Sara as they raced for the car. They made it and Rufus threw open the door and pushed Sara inside before climbing in.


        Fiske moved slowly through the underbrush, the smell of hot metal and flamed gunpowder clinging to him. His spirits had faded to nothing. He had counted his shots carefully, but, unknown to him, his clip had not been full to begin with; he had no more ammo. As he heard the car crank up, he smiled grimly. With his thoughts distracted for a moment, his ears still ringing from the shots he had fired, he didn’t hear the sound behind him until it was too late.


        Dellasandro, dripping filthy river water, pointed the gun at him. Fiske couldn’t speak, his mouth too dry. He also couldn’t breathe, as though his lungs had sized up the situation and decided to stop working a few seconds before the slug would force them to. Two bullet holes in him, the third would do the trick. Darnell Jackson had been facing Fiske’s gun, had been off balance after killing Fiske’s partner; Dellasandro would have no such problems. Fiske looked in the direction of the river. A week in that water and not even his father would be able to identify him. He looked back at Leo Dellasandro: his last image before death.


        When the shot came, Fiske watched in stunned silence as Leo Dellasandro pitched forward and lay still.


        Fiske looked up. What he saw made him wish Dellasandro had been able to get off his own round. McKenna looked down at him. Fiske could only shake his head. Why couldn’t it have been Chandler? Why couldn’t he catch a damn break just this once? And then he saw Dellasandro’s pistol where it had landed very near to him.


        “Don’t try it, Fiske,” McKenna said sharply.


        “You sonofabitch!”


        “Actually, I thought you’d want to thank me.”


        “Why? For killing your accomplice before you kill me?”


        In response, McKenna pulled another pistol from his pocket. “Here’s your pistol. I just happened to find it.”


        “Right. Some way, someday you’re going to get what’s coming to you.”


        McKenna glanced at Dellasandro. “Actually, in a way, I just did.”


        The man’s next actions absolutely astonished Fiske.


        McKenna flipped the gun around and handed it to him, grip first. “Now don’t go and shoot me.” He put a hand out and helped Fiske up. “Chandler’s on his way. I managed to catch him at Evans’s house. I got there just as Perkins and Dellasandro were leaving with Sara. I figured they were trying to use her to set you up. I followed along as your unofficial backup. A little better than the last one you had. I never let my guard down.”


        Fiske just stared at him, unable to speak.


        “Perkins took off. He was the other guy firing. I tried to hit him, but he was too far off. I also fired the shot to distract Leo. I figured Rufus was around here somewhere.”


        “I thought you were one of the guys in the stockade that night,” said Fiske.


        “I was.”


        “Then what are you doing? Clearing your conscience? If you are, you’re the only one of the five to do it.”


        “I wasn’t one of the five.”


        “But you just said you were in the stockade that night.”


        “There were six men there that night other than Rufus.”


        Fiske looked bewildered. “I don’t understand.”


        “I was the guard on duty that night, John. It took me twenty-five years to figure out what happened, but I couldn’t have done it without you and Sara. I think the PCP angle hit me right after it did you at your office. I never even knew about the drug testing at Fort Plessy, although I guess it wasn’t something they broadcast.”


        “Whether anybody else knew or not, I don’t think anyone back then cared about what happened to Rufus Harms.”


        “Actually, I cared.” McKenna looked down. “I just didn’t have the balls to do anything about it until it was too late. I could have stopped this whole thing.” His body seemed to sag for a second as his mind went back to the past. “But I didn’t.”


        Fiske studied the man for a moment, still reeling from this last development. “Well, you’re doing something about it now.”


        “Twenty-five years too late.”


        “Rufus is going to be free, isn’t he? That’s all he cares about.”


        McKenna looked up. “Rufus is free now, John. No one will ever put him back in prison. If they try to, they have to go through me first. And believe me, they won’t be able to.”


        Fiske looked toward the road. “What about Perkins?”


        McKenna smiled. “I know exactly where Perkins is going. We can call Sara in the car and let her know. As soon as Chandler gets here, we’ll go.”


        “Go? Go where?”


        “Perkins is going to see the fifth person who was in the stockade that night.”


        “Who? Who was it?”


        “You’ll find out. Soon you’ll know everything.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER SIXTY


        When the woman opened the door, Richard Perkins burst in past her. “Where is he?”


        “In his study.”


        Perkins raced down the hallway and threw open the door. The tall man looked back at him, a calm look in his eyes.


        Perkins shut the door. “Everything’s gone to hell and I’m getting out of here.”


        Jordan Knight sat back and shook his head. “If you run, they’ll know you’re guilty.”


        “They know I’m guilty now. I kidnapped Sara Evans. Leo is probably dead by now.”


        “You followed her ever since she left the Court today. I hoped, when I contacted you, it would all have been taken care of. But it’s still only her word against yours.”


        “Why would she make up something like that?”


        Jordan rubbed his chin. “Think about it. She was fired today. You escorted her out the door. She makes wild accusations against you; perhaps you can invent some others to bolster your position.”


        “Rufus Harms is still out there. I saw him.”


        Jordan’s face darkened. “Ah, the celebrated Mr. Harms.”


        “He killed Frank and Vic.”


        “Two fewer people to worry about, then.”


        “That’s damn cold-blooded of you. You were the one who told them to kill Michael Fiske. You got all this started.”


        Jordan looked thoughtful. “I still don’t know how Rufus Harms was able to identify me in that appeal. He knew all of you. I wasn’t even in the Army.”


        “He didn’t ID you.”


        Knight looked shocked at first; then there was a glint of hope in his eyes.


        Perkins explained, “I talked to Tremaine. Rayfield lied to you. You weren’t named in the appeal. Just the four of us.”


        “So I’m the only unknown.” Jordan stood up and looked at Perkins. God, that meant he still had a way out. Only one more thing, one more person to deal with, and this nightmare was over. He almost trembled at the thought of it.


        “Who knows for how long. God, all this for what? We shoot the bastard up with PCP and it comes down to this.”


        “You actually shot him up, Richard.”


        “Don’t act high and mighty now. It was your idea to use the PCP, Mr. CIA.”


        “Well, naturally — I was there conducting the testing. And listening to all of you complain about Harms. Just trying to do you a favor.” He eyed Perkins with an unnerving calmness. “I’m very anti-drug now, of course.”


        “Stumping to the end? How about anti-murder? How do you feel about that, Senator?”


        “I never killed anybody.”


        “How about that little girl, Jordan? How about her?”


        “Rufus Harms pled guilty to that crime. As far as I’m concerned, that plea hasn’t changed.”


        “Well, it will soon enough if we don’t do something.”


        “Are you certain you want to run?”


        “I’m not hanging around for the ax to fall.”


        “I suppose you’ll need money?”


        Perkins nodded. “I don’t have a nice little retirement package like we put together for Vic and Frank. I have the bad habit of always living beyond my means.”


        Jordan took a key from his pocket and unlocked his desk drawer. “I have some cash here. The rest will have to be by check. I can give you fifty thousand, to start.”


        “That sounds good. To start.”


        Jordan turned and pointed a pistol at Perkins.


        “What the hell are you doing, Jordan?”


        “You burst in here, clearly out of your mind, telling of these outrageous crimes you’ve committed, including kidnapping Sara Evans, for what purpose I don’t know. You threaten me. I manage to get out my gun and kill you.”


        “You’re crazy. No one will believe that.”


        “Oh, they will, Richard.” Jordan pulled the trigger and Perkins dropped to the floor. He heard a scream from the hallway. Jordan moved to the body, quickly searched Perkins, found his gun, placed it in the dead man’s hand and fired a shot into the wall. “It’s all right,” he called out, rising from the floor and putting the pistol down. “I’m all right.” He opened the door and froze as Rufus Harms stared back at him. Behind Rufus were Chandler, McKenna, Fiske and Sara.


        Jordan finally pulled his gaze from Rufus and looked at Chandler. “Richard Perkins burst in here making wild threats. He had a gun. Fortunately I was a better shot.”


        McKenna stepped forward. “Senator, you don’t remember me, do you? I mean, outside the FBI?” Jordan stared at him without recognition. McKenna edged closer to the man. “Perkins and Dellasandro didn’t remember me either. It’s been a long time and we’ve all changed a lot. Besides, everybody was pretty drunk that night. Everybody except you.”


        “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


        “I was the guard on duty the night you and your friends came calling on Rufus at Fort Plessy. It was my first and last time pulling guard duty at the stockade. Probably why nobody remembered me.”


        Jordan Knight flinched. “Am I supposed to know what you’re talking about?”


        “I let you in to see Rufus because I was a greenhorn scared private and I had a captain ordering me to. And then Rufus came busting out of his cell, knocked me down and changed everybody’s life forever. For twenty-five damn years I’ve wondered what really happened in there. I kept quiet about all of you because I was scared. Rayfield was the most senior. He probably would’ve remembered me. Guess no one mentioned my name to him. Lucky. Rayfield fixed it up so I wouldn’t get in trouble, but he made it clear I had better keep my mouth shut about all of you being in there. And I never knew what had happened anyway. And by the time I got the courage to say something, it was all over, and Rufus was in prison. I’ve lived with that guilt all these years. But I got off easy.” McKenna looked over at Rufus. “I’m sorry, Rufus. I was weak, a coward. It probably doesn’t make any difference to you, but there hasn’t been a day gone by that I didn’t hate myself for it.”


        Jordan cleared his throat. “Very touching, Agent McKenna. However, if you think you saw me in the stockade that night, you’re mistaken.”


        “CIA records will show that you were at Fort Plessy conducting PCP tests on soldiers stationed there,” McKenna pointed out.


        “If you can get those records, get them. Even if I was there, so what? I was in the intelligence service back then. That’s no secret. The public is aware of that.”


        “I wonder if your constituents would be bothered by the fact that you were administering PCP to soldiers,” Chandler said heatedly.


        “Even if I did — and I’m not admitting anything — the program was perfectly aboveboard and legal, as my wife could certainly tell you.”


        “U.S. v. Stanley?” Sara said bitterly.


        Jordan’s gaze did not leave McKenna. “Quite a coincidence that you claim to have been in the stockade and now you’re involved in this matter,” he said.


        “It was no coincidence, it was intentional,” was McKenna’s surprising reply. “After I left the Army I finished college, and then went to the FBI academy. But I kept tabs on you and the others. Guilt is very strong motivation. Rayfield and Tremaine moved around with Rufus. That I found suspicious, but not conclusive. Perkins and Dellasandro moved around with you. They had positions in your various businesses. I got myself transferred to the Richmond Field Office so I could be close to you. When you jumped into politics they again went with you. When you went to D.C., you got Dellasandro and Perkins jobs at the Senate. So I got transferred to D.C. When you were given a seat on the Senate Judiciary Committee a few years ago, you got them their positions at the Court. Real nice of you. It must be part of the payback, the agreement all of you made. Rayfield and Tremaine baby-sat Rufus. You took care of Perkins and Leo. I bet if we checked their accounts, we’d find some nice little retirement funds somewhere.


        “When I got wind of Michael Fiske’s murder, I jumped on it only because it was at the Court. When I discovered Rufus was connected somehow, I prayed all those years of following you were going to pay off. Now the truth has finally come out.”


        “Absurd speculation, you mean,” Jordan Knight countered. “From your own words, it’s obvious you have some deranged vendetta against me. I find it outrageous that you’ve come into my home making all these accusations, particularly after I’ve had a man try to murder me, forcing me to kill him. And other than Detective Chandler, who has to investigate this act of obvious self-defense, I want the rest of you to get the hell out of my home.”


        McKenna pulled a cell phone from his pocket, spoke into it and listened to the response. “I’m placing you under arrest, Senator Jordan. I’m sure Detective Chandler will do the same.”


        “Get the hell out of here. Now!”


        “I’m going to read you your rights now.”


        “I’ll have you in the FBI equivalent of Siberia by dawn. You have no proof of anything.”


        “Actually, I’m basing my arrest on your own words.” While everyone watched, McKenna knelt under the desk kneehole, probed for a moment and pulled out a listening device. “Your statements came through loud and clear in the surveillance van parked outside.” He looked at Fiske. “Knight was the one who told Rayfield to kill your brother.”


        Jordan was furious. “That is completely illegal. There’s not a judge in this city who would have given you a warrant for that. I’m not going to prison, you are.”


        “We didn’t need a warrant. We had consent.”


        “Bullshit!” Jordan roared. He looked like he was about to attack the agent. “I demand you give me those tapes immediately. You’re an imbecile if you think anyone will believe that I gave such consent.”


        “You didn’t, Jordan. I did.”


        The blood drained from Jordan’s face as his wife stepped into the room. She didn’t even look at Perkins’s body. Her gaze remained fixed on her husband.


        “You?”


        “I live here too, Jordan. I gave that consent.”


        “In God’s name, why?”


        Elizabeth held his gaze for a moment, then touched the sleeve of Rufus Harms. “This man is why, Jordan. This man is the only reason strong enough to make me do what I did.”


        “For him? He’s a child killer.”


        “It’s no good, Jordan. I know the truth. And damn you for what you’ve done.”


        “What I’ve done? All I’ve ever done is serve my country.” He stabbed a finger at Rufus. “This man never did shit for anything or anybody. The bastard deserved to die.”


        Moving faster than his bulk would seem to have allowed, Rufus reached Jordan, his big hands encircling the senator’s neck as he slammed him up against the wall.


        “Damn you!” Rufus screamed. His grip tightened and Jordan started turning red.


        McKenna and Chandler trained their guns, but couldn’t bring themselves to shoot. They looked helpless. They grabbed Rufus, but it was like pulling on a mountain.


        “Jordan,” Elizabeth screamed.


        “Rufus, stop,” Sara yelled.


        Jordan was nearly unconscious.


        Fiske stepped forward. “Rufus, Rufus?” Fiske took a quick breath and then just said it. “Josh didn’t make it.” Rufus instantly loosened his grip on Jordan’s throat and stared at Fiske. “He’s dead, Rufus. We both lost our brothers.” Fiske was visibly trembling and Sara put a hand on his shoulder. “If you kill him, you’ll go back to prison and Josh will have died for nothing.” Rufus relaxed his grip even more as tears wound down his face. “You can’t do it, Rufus.” Fiske took another unsteady step forward. “You just can’t.”


        As the two bereaved men looked at one another, Rufus simply let go, and a gasping Jordan Knight slumped to the carpet.


        


        * * *


        


        Jordan did not look at his wife as he was led away in handcuffs by McKenna. An hour later the forensics team had completed its work and Perkins’s body was removed. Chandler, Rufus, Sara and Fiske remained behind. Elizabeth Knight was in her bedroom.


        “So how much did you know about the truth, Buford?” Fiske asked.


        “Some of it. McKenna and I had talks. At first I think he really believed you were involved, or at least he genuinely did-n’t like you.” Chandler smiled. “But after he learned Rufus was somehow connected, his opinion changed. I didn’t like the idea of him setting you up for the fall, though. And he pushed the buttons on Sara getting fired.”


        “Why?” Sara asked.


        “You two were getting close to the truth. That meant you both were in danger. McKenna knew the people involved were capable of a lot. But he didn’t have any proof. He had to make them think you two were the primary suspects. And every time we were around Perkins and Dellasandro, McKenna made it clear he thought Rufus’s appeal was bogus and John was the killer. He took your gun and made sure Perkins and Dellasandro knew it was missing. He hoped that meant they would feel safe and might slip up. Also it was meant to keep you two safe.”


        “I don’t think it accomplished the last part,” Sara said with a shiver.


        “Well, he didn’t count on you losing his surveillance team either. Once McKenna got Justice Knight to agree to the bug, he just had to spring the trap. McKenna had already told Justice Knight that he knew her husband from Fort Plessy, so when the senator told her he had to call to get that information, she knew he was lying.”


        “So Justice Knight’s quick thinking probably saved my life,” Sara commented.


        Chandler nodded in agreement. “When everything went down, McKenna knew Perkins would make a run for it and would need Jordan’s help. It worked out okay. Jordan killing Perkins was not in the game plan. But I’m not going to lose any sleep over that.” Chandler looked at Rufus Harms. “I need to take you into custody, but it won’t be for long.”


        “I want to see my brother.”


        Chandler nodded. “I can arrange that.”


        “I’ll go with you, Rufus,” Fiske said.


        As they walked to the door, Elizabeth Knight met them in the hallway.


        “Justice Knight, you did a very brave thing tonight. I know how painful it was for you,” Chandler said.


        Elizabeth reached out her hand to Rufus Harms. “It can’t possibly be worth anything to you after all you have suffered, Mr. Harms, but I am so sorry for everything. So very, very sorry.”


        He took her hand gently. “It’s worth a lot, ma’am. To me and my brother.”


        As they headed out the door, Elizabeth Knight looked at them all and said with finality, “Good-bye.”


        The group headed to the elevator. When the three men stepped on the elevator car, Sara hesitated. “I’ll catch up with you later,” she said. As the elevator doors closed, she raced back to the apartment. Mary opened the door.


        “Where’s Justice Knight?”


        “She went into the bedroom. Why — ”


        Sara flew past her and burst into the bedroom. Sitting on the bed, Elizabeth Knight looked up at her former clerk. The justice’s hand was clenched in a fist; a prescription bottle lay empty next to her.


        Sara walked slowly over to her, sat down and took her hand. She opened it and the pills spilled out. “Elizabeth, that’s not the way to deal with this.”


        “Deal with it?” Elizabeth said hysterically. “My life just walked out that door in handcuffs.”


        “Jordan Knight just walked out that door. Justice Elizabeth Knight is sitting right here next to me. The same Justice Knight who will be leading the Supreme Court into the next century.”


        “Sara …” The tears spilled down her face.


        “It’s a lifetime appointment. And you have a lot of life left.” Sara squeezed her hand. “I’d like to help you with your work, your very important work. If you’ll have me back.”


        Sara put her arms around the woman’s trembling shoulders.


        “I don’t know if I can do this … survive this.”


        “I’m certain that you can. And you won’t be doing it alone. I promise.”


        Elizabeth clutched at the young woman’s shoulder. “Will you stay with me tonight, Sara?”


        “I’ll stay as long as you want.”


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


        On the strength of his being the possessor of the Silver Star, Purple Heart and Distinguished Service Medal, Josh Harms was entitled to burial with modified honors — the highest an enlisted man could attain — at Arlington National Cemetery. However, the Army representative who had come to speak to Rufus about the arrangement seemed bent on talking him out of it.


        “He got shot up, saved a bunch of the men in his company, won himself a box full of medals,” Rufus said, eyeing the man’s uniform, the single row of colored metal on it. “A lot mor’n you got.”


        The man twisted his lips. “His record was not the cleanest in the world either. He had a real problem with authority. From what I could gather, he didn’t like or respect one thing about the institution he was representing.”


        “So you think burying him up there with all them generals and such would be disrespectful?”


        “The cemetery is running out of space. I think it would be a nice gesture to reserve those spaces for soldiers who actually were proud to wear the uniform, that’s all I’m saying.”


        “Even though he earned it?” Rufus said.


        “I’m not disputing that. But I can’t believe your brother would want to be buried there either.”


        “I guess he’d spend all of eternity telling those dead brass exactly what he thinks of them.”


        “Something like that,” the man said dryly. “So then we’re in agreement? You’ll arrange burial for him elsewhere?”


        Rufus eyed the man. “I made up my mind.”


        Thus, on a cool, clear day in October, former Sergeant Joshua Harms, USA, was laid to rest at Arlington National Cemetery. From an angle, the ground was so covered with white crosses that it looked like an early snow had fallen. As the honor guard fired off its salute and the bugler launched into taps, the simple coffin was lowered into the ground. Rufus and one of Josh’s sons received the flag, folded tricornered, from a somber and respectful Army officer, while Fiske, Sara, McKenna and Chandler looked on.


        Later, as Rufus prayed over his brother’s grave, he thought about all of the bodies buried here, most in the name of war. There were both men and women who had this as their final resting place, although, historically, it was the men who were the instigators and chief wagers of armed conflict. For those who traced their history though the Book of Genesis and beyond, as did Rufus, the bodies buried here could blame the existence of wars on the man called Cain and the mortal blow he struck his brother Abel.


        As Rufus finished his prayer, his talk with his Lord and his brother, he rose and put an arm around the nephew he had never seen until today. His heart was sad, but his spirits were lifted. He knew that his brother had passed on to a better place. And for as long as Rufus lived, Josh Harms would never be forgotten. And when Rufus went to join his Lord he would also, once again, embrace his brother.


         


      


    

  









  


  

    

      

         CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


        Two days later, Michael Fiske was buried at a private cemetery on the outskirts of Richmond. The well-attended funeral service included each justice of the United States Supreme Court. Ed Fiske, dressed in an old suit, his hair neatly combed, awkwardly stood next to his surviving son and received condolences from each of the jurists, together with many of Virginia’s political and social elite.


        Harold Ramsey spent an extra minute giving comfort to the father and then turned to the son.


        “I appreciate all that you did, John. And the sacrifice that your brother made.”


        “The ultimate one,” Fiske said in an unfriendly tone.


        Ramsey nodded. “I also respect your views. I hope that you can respect my views as well.”


        Fiske shook the man’s hand. “I guess that’s what makes the world go round.”


        Looking at Ramsey made Fiske think of what lay ahead for Rufus. Fiske had encouraged him to sue everybody he could think of, including the Army and Jordan Knight. There was no statute of limitations on murder, and the ensuing cover-up orchestrated by Jordan and the others had broken numerous other laws.


        Rufus had refused Fiske’s advice, however. “All of ’em except for Knight are in a far worse place than any judge on this earth could send ’em to,” he had said. “That’s their true punishment. And Knight’s got to live with what he done. That’s enough for me. I got no reason to get mixed up with courts and judges no more. I just want to live as a free man, spend a lot of time with Josh’s children. Go see my momma’s grave. That’s all.”


        Fiske had tried to get him to change his mind, until he realized that the man was right. Besides, Fiske thought, according to the precedents established by the Supreme Court, Rufus couldn’t sue the Army anyway. Not unless Elizabeth Knight could use the Barbara Chance case to give military personnel the same basic rights as the rest of the country’s citizens. To do that, she had to get past Ramsey. As he thought about it, though, Fiske concluded that if anyone could do it, Elizabeth Knight could. He’d like to be a fly on the wall of the Supreme Court in the coming years.


        But there were two things Fiske — with the assistance of JAG attorney Phil Jansen — was going to accomplish for Rufus: an honorable discharge, and a full military pension and benefits. Rufus Harms wasn’t going to scrape for an existence, not after all he had been through.


        As Fiske finished this thought, Sara walked up with Elizabeth Knight. Sara had returned to the Court as Knight’s clerk. The place was slowly returning to normal. Or as normal as it was going to get with Knight and Ramsey in the same building.


        “I feel deeply responsible for all of this,” Knight said.


        She and the senator, Fiske knew, were divorcing. The government, the Army in particular, wanted to keep all of this quiet. Important strings in Washington were being pulled. That meant that Jordan Knight might not go to prison for all that he had done. Even with Elizabeth Knight’s consent, the legality of the electronic surveillance of the man had already been drawn into serious question by the senator’s very skillful lawyers. In a private meeting with McKenna, the FBI agent had told Fiske that the wiretap had been a risky strategy, since they did not have the consent of one of the parties being taped, but it was the only way McKenna could think of to implicate Jordan Knight. But without the recording, Chandler and McKenna really had nothing to take to court. The thought that Jordan would go unpunished made Fiske want to visit the man late at night with his 9mm. But the man had suffered, and would continue to do so. The wiretap had carried some leverage. Jordan had resigned his senate seat and, more devastatingly, lost the woman he cherished. He still had his New Mexico ranch, though. Let it be your seven-thousand-acre prison, Fiske thought.


        “If there’s anything I can ever do for you …” Elizabeth Knight said.


        “You have the same offer from me,” Fiske said.


        Thirty minutes after the last mourners were gone, Fiske, his father and Sara watched as the chairs and green carpet were removed. The coffin was lowered, and the slab was laid over the vault. Then the dirt was shoveled on top. Fiske spoke with his father and Sara for a few minutes and told them he would meet them back at his father’s house. He watched them drive off. When he looked back over at the fresh hump of earth, he was startled. The cemetery workers were gone now, but on his knees next to the new grave, eyes closed, Bible clutched in one hand, was Rufus Harms.


        Fiske walked over and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Rufus, you okay? I didn’t even know you were still here.”


        Rufus didn’t open his eyes, and he didn’t say anything. Fiske watched as his lips moved slightly. Finally, Rufus opened his eyes and looked up at him.


        “What were you doing?”


        “Praying.”


        “Oh.”


        “How about you?”


        “How about me, what?”


        “Have you prayed over your brother yet?”


        “Rufus, I haven’t been to Mass since high school.”


        Rufus gripped Fiske’s sleeve and pulled him down next to him. “Then it’s time you started up again.”


        His face suddenly pale, Fiske looked at the grave site. “Come on, Rufus, this isn’t funny.”


        “Nothing funny about saying good-bye. Talk to your brother, and then talk to your Lord.”


        “I don’t remember any prayers.”


        “Then don’t pray. Just talk, plain words.”


        “What exactly am I supposed to say?”


        Rufus had already closed his eyes and didn’t answer.


        Fiske looked around to see if anyone was watching. Then he turned back, looked over at Rufus, awkwardly put his hands together and, embarrassed, finally let them dangle at his sides. At first he didn’t even close his eyes, but then they just seemed to do so on their own. He felt the moisture from the ground soak through his pants legs, but he didn’t move. He felt the comforting presence of Rufus next to him. He didn’t know if he could have remained here without it.


        He focused on all that had happened. He thought of his mother and his father. The insurance money had given Gladys Fiske her first trip to the beauty parlor in years, and some new clothes to admire herself in. To her he was still Mike, but at least she remembered one of them. Ed Fiske would soon be driving a new Ford pickup, the loan on the house paid off. He and his father were planning a fishing trip for the next year, down in the Ozarks. A lot to be thankful for.


        With a smile Fiske thought of Sara, gratefully, even with all the complexities that came with the woman. Fifty, sixty, maybe seventy years old? Why not give himself the benefit of the doubt? He had a life to live. Potentially a very satisfying one. Particularly when it included Sara. Then he tilted his head up and smelled the wet air, caught the scent of leaves burning somewhere. The air also carried to him an infant’s cry, followed by the silence of the dead around him. Growing more comfortable, he squatted back on his haunches, easing himself more firmly into the embrace of the ground, the cool touch of the dirt now welcome somehow.


        Finally, with difficulty, he thought of his brother. He was so tired of grudges held. He now focused on reality. On the truth. On his baby brother, a person he would have done anything for. He recalled the pride he shared with his mother and father for the exceptional human being they had jointly raised. For the good man Mike Fiske had grown into, graceful faults and all, just like the rest of them. A brother who had shown, through his actions, that he respected John Fiske, cared about him. Loved him. Through the half dozen feet of dirt, past the bound flowers on top, inside the bronze coffin, he could clearly see his brother’s face, the dark suit he had been buried in, the hair parted on the side, the hands folded across the chest, the eyes closed. At rest. At peace. The limbs stilled much too early. The exceptional mind shut down far from its potential.


        It did not take long for the tremors to start. The two-year void that John Fiske had artificially forced upon the pair was nothing compared to the one he was suddenly stricken with now. It was as though Billy Hawkins had just walked through the door and told him that Mike, the other half of his life growing up, was dead. Only he wouldn’t have to identify the body. He wouldn’t have to search for and falsely share grief with his father. He wouldn’t have to watch as his mother called him by another’s name. He would not have to risk his life to find his brother’s killers. But he would have to do something else. The one task left was the hardest of all.


        He felt the burn in his chest, but it was not the underbelly of his scar come calling. This pain was not capable of killing him, but it was worse by legions than that inflicted on him by the two bullets. The things he had found out about his brother lately only highlighted how unfair Fiske had been in shutting him out. But if he had tried, Fiske would have realized all those things while Mike was still alive. Now his brother was dead. John Fiske was kneeling in front of his grave. Mike was not coming back. He had lost him. He had to say good-bye and he didn’t want to. He desperately wanted his brother back. He had so much he wanted to do with him, suddenly so much love he wanted to convey. He felt his heart would burst if he didn’t get it out.


        “Oh God,” he said with an outward breath. He couldn’t do this. He felt his body start to give on him. The tears suddenly poured with such force he thought his nose was bleeding. He started to go down, but a strong hand grasped him, easily held him up; Fiske’s body felt light, fragile, as though he had left part of it somewhere else. Through the blur of tears he looked at Rufus. The man had one hand under Fiske’s arm, thrusting him up. Yet his eyes were still closed, his head looking to the sky; the lips still rising and falling in the narrowest of ranges as he continued his prayers.


        Right then John Fiske envied Rufus Harms, a man who had lost his own brother, a man who really had nothing. And yet in the most important way, Rufus Harms was the richest man on earth. How could anyone believe in anything that much? Without doubt, without debate, without an agenda, with all his substantial heart?


        As Fiske looked at the calm face of his friend next to him, he thought how very fine it must be to know for certain that your loved one is in a better place, embraced and held for all time by the phenomenon of unassailable good. So comforting a notion at the precise time you needed to feel it. How often did such timing occur in life? Death as joyous. Death as the beginning. Meaning life was both more and less precious because of it.


        Fiske looked away from Rufus and stared down at the grave, the image of a pale hand under a white sheet coming back to him, and then leaving, like a bird in search of food. He dug his knees into the earth, closed his eyes, bowed his head, placed his hands firmly together and started making his peace. With his brother below. And with whatever lay above.
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      CHAPTER 1


      Will Robie crouched shadow-like at a window in a deserted building, inside a country that was currently an ally of the United States.


      Tomorrow that could change.


      Robie had been in many vacant buildings in foreign lands over the years, tactically positioned at windows while holding a weapon. One did not normally kill from long distance with a sniper rifle chambered with brain-busting ordnance fired with the aid of world-class optics, while people stood around and watched you do it.


      Robie was and always would be a tactical weapon. Longer-term strategies were the professional domain of others, mostly political types. These folks made good assassins too. Only instead of bullets, they were basically bribed to enact laws by other folks with more money than was good for them. And they harmed a lot more people than Robie ever could.


      He eyed the street four stories below.


      Quiet.


      Well, that wouldn’t last. Not after I do what I came here to do.


      A voice spoke in his ear mic. It was a slew of last minute intelligence, and a verification of all details of the “execution plan” that was quite aptly named. Robie absorbed all of it, just as he had so many times in the past. He processed the information, asked a few pertinent questions and received a standby command. It was all part of the professional equation, all normal, if such things could be in a situation where the end result was someone dying violently.


      . He had not set out to kill others on the command of an elite few. Yet here he was, part of a false-flag unit loosely attached to a clandestine intelligence agency known by its three-letter acronym that people from Bangor to Bangladesh would instantly recognize.


      He had come to it by degrees.


      Initially came the training where the targets were first paper, then clay, and finally mannequins, that looked and bled surprisingly realistic blood housed in hard paks stuffed in torso and heads. Where precisely plastic flesh and Hollywood blood had turned to real flesh and real corpuscles he couldn’t say. It might be that he had subconsciously set aside this most transformative of sequences. It was certainly true that he had never looked back and tried to sort out how he had arrived here.


      He had pulled triggers and wielded blades and swung fists and fingers, legs and elbows, and even his head in precise motions, and ended the lives of many without questioning the basis for these actions.


      Official killers who questioned were not popular. In fact, for the most part, they were unemployed. Or dead.


      Lately, though, he had started asking questions. Which was why he wasn’t as “popular” as he used to be with the acronym agency whose first letter was “c” and whose last letter was “a”. The letter in-between stood for “intelligence,” which Robie sometimes thought was seriously lacking there.


      He shook off these thoughts because tonight he had another trigger to pull.


      He gripped a pair of night-vision binoculars and took a sweep of the narrow building across from him. It was not vacant as his was. It had lots of people inside it. People with more guns than he had. But he only needed one. This was a precise execution, not an OK Corral shootout.


      There were twenty-four windows facing him, four on each of the six floors. He was only concerned about the second window over from the left on the third floor. In his mind it had a bulls eye painted right over it.


      The curtains were currently drawn over this opening, but that would have to change. He couldn’t kill what he couldn’t see. And right now those millimeter-thick cotton drapes might as well be two-inch thick polycarbonate sheets with a Kevlar-threaded middle.


      He looked at his watch.


      Five minutes to go.


      Four-and-a-half of those minutes would seem like an eternity. The last thirty seconds would seem like drawing a breath – and a quick one at that. Normal people would experience an accompanying adrenaline rush right about now. Robie was not normal. His heartbeat would actually slow, not rise. And his features would relax, not tighten.


      His left hand reached over and touched the already assembled long-range, custom-built rifle lying partially inside his duffel. It was relatively lightweight as such weapons went, and the jacketed subsonic round was already chambered. He would only have one chance to fire one round. He had never needed more than that.


      His hand went out and lightly rapped the wooden windowsill.


      Even state-sanctioned assassins needed a bit of luck every now and then.


      He knew the background of the man he was going to kill tonight. It was like so many of the others whose lives he had terminated. The target’s interests and goals were not in alignment with the United States, which had allied itself with competing — if similarly barbaric — factions that were demanding the removal of this person. Why they didn’t simply do it themselves was a good question that Robie had never bothered to ask for one simple reason.


      He wouldn’t have gotten an answer.


      Thus, he and his gun had been sent to do the deed, in the interests of national security, which seemed to be a catchall to justify any death, anywhere, any time.


      The clipped voice came back in his ear.


      “Target alone in the space other than the two bodyguards and the domestic. The curtains will be opened in three minutes.”


      “Confirmed on all counts?” Robie asked because he wanted no surprises.


      “Confirmed on all counts.”


      He looked over his shoulder at the window behind him. That was to be his escape route. It didn’t look like much of an escape route and the truth was, it wasn’t. But he’d survived worse ones. He was simply a shadow tonight. Shadows were hard to catch. And harder still to kill.


      He looked at his watch, synchronizing it in his head with the countdown point he’d just been given. Countdown to calm, he told himself. Countdown to the kill, he added.


      The window he was kneeling in front of had already been raised two inches. The windowsill would be his rough fulcrum point. He lifted the rifle out of the duffel and slid the barrel through this opening until the muzzle cleared the glass by three inches and no more. He had drawn a thick bright red line on his barrel that constituted his stop point.


      The night was black, and the ambient light meager. The attack was, hopefully, unexpected. Anyone spotting the dark metal barrel would have to be exceptionally good, and the fact was the other side didn’t have anyone of that caliber. That was the reason why Robie had been able to gain access to a vacant building with a sightline directly into the target’s home. That would never have happened with the Russians. Or the Iranians.


      Right on schedule the curtains parted. It was a simple movement replicated millions of times a day all over the world. However, people usually opened the curtains when it was daytime to let in natural light. At night they usually closed them to gain privacy.


      That was always the hitch in this plan. And Robie would know nearly immediately if that hitch turned into total disaster.


      The maid stepped back from the window.


      Robie thought the woman’s gaze lifted just a bit to the building across the street. And she seemed to linger too long in front of the glass.


      Move, Robie thought to himself, trying to will this message across the width of the street and into her head. It had taken considerable effort, money and skill to place her right where she was, where she had to be for all this to work.


      But if she froze now, none of that would happen. She would die and the man she worked for would not. Robie being here would all be for naught. He might die too, since the U.S. would disavow any connection to him whatsoever. That was just how this worked.


      A moment later she moved way from the opening and his sightline once more became unobstructed.


      Robie let out a long breath of relief and allowed his muscles to relax.


      He rested his right cheek against the rifle stock’s carbon fiber left side. The use of this material had dropped his rifle’s weight from eight pounds to three. And like an aircraft, weight was critical for Robie’s task, the less the better. He gazed through the optics latched down on his Picatinny rail. The inches wide crevice in the curtains came into focus. Through his scope it looked a mile across. It would be impossible for him to miss.


      There was a table in view. On the table was a phone. Not a mobile phone – an old-fashioned landline with a spiral cord. The call would be coming through in less than two minutes. The stage was set, everything choreographed down to the last detail.


      Part of Robie couldn’t believe the man or his bodyguards would not notice just how carefully everything had been arranged. Through the parted curtains he could see the bodyguards doing what bodyguards did. Moving, taking in details , trying to keep their deep paranoia in check long enough to carry out their job. But never once did they look toward the window. Or, presumably, think about where the phone was positioned in front of that window.


      Never once.


      Which meant they were idiots. Robie’s people had long since discovered that convenient truth. Because of that they had not even attempted to buy these folks off. They weren’t worth the price.


      Robie started exhaling longer and longer breaths, getting his physiological markers down to levels acceptable for a shot of this kind: cold zero. In reality the actual shot would not be that difficult. The narrow street plus the curbs was barely a hundred feet wide, which was the reason he was using the quieter subsonic round; it was an ordnance perfectly acceptable for a shot over such a short distance. His shot was angled down one story – again, not a problem. It was true he would be firing through glass at the other end, but at this range, glass was not a factor. There was no wind and no ancillary light sources that could possibly blind him.


      In short, it should be an easy kill.


      But Robie had found that there was really no such thing.


      The voice in his ear spoke two words.


      “Vee-one.”


      It was the same terminology that pilots in the cockpit used. V-1 meant that the takeoff roll could no longer be safely aborted. Your butt was going up into the sky whether you wanted to or not.


      There was one small difference here, though, and Robie well knew it. So did the person on the other end of his secure line.


      I can abort this mission all the way up until my finger pulls the trigger.


      “Thirty seconds,” said the voice.


      Robie gave one more sweeping glance left, than right. Then he looked only through his optics, his gaze and aim dead on the opening between the curtains.


      Place empty except for target, two bodyguards and the maid.


      Check, check and check.


      “Ten seconds.”


      The call on the phone would be the catalyst for all.


      “Five seconds.”


      Robie counted off the remaining moments in his head.


      “Call engaged,” said the voice.


      It was being done via remote computer link. There would be no living person on the other end.


      A man moved into view between the curtains.


      He was of medium height and build, but that was all that was average about him. Like Hitler before him he had the extraordinary ability of being able to whip his followers into a frenzy of such devotion that they would commit any atrocity he ordered. That skill had led him to be deemed a Category Alpha enemy of an important if fluid ally of the United States. And that category was reserved only for those who would eventually suffer violent deaths, as the United States played the role of global wrecking ball for those willing to pony up allegiance to it, however briefly.


      Robie’s finger slid to the trigger guard and then to the real V-1 point for him – the trigger.


      He saw motion to the right of the target but still fired, pulling the trigger with a clean, measured sweep as he had done countless times before.


      As was his custom, after the muzzle recoil, he kept his gaze aimed squarely on the target through his optics. He would see this to the end of the bullet’s flight path. The only way to confirm a kill was to see it. He had been tricked once before. He never would be again.


      The glass cracked and the jacketed round slammed into and then through the target. He fell where he stood, the phone receiver still clutched in the man’s dead hand.


      There was no one alive on either end of the call now.


      Right as Robie was about to look away, the target disappeared completely from sight.And revealed behind him was the child – obviously the blur of motion Robie had seen right as he fired.


      The jacketed round had cleared the target’s skull and still had enough velocity to hit and kill the second, far smaller target.


      Through his optics Robie saw the girl, the bullet hole dead center of her small chest, crumple to the floor.


      One shot, two dead.


      One intended.


      One never contemplated.


      Will Robie grabbed his gear and ran for it.


    

  









  

    

      CHAPTER 2


      His escape route took Robie out the fourth floor window opposite where he had fired the shot that had killed one male adult and one female child. With his duffel over his shoulder he jumped and his booted feet landed on the gravel roof of the adjacent three-story building. He heard gunshots and then the breaking of glass.


      The bodyguards had just fired their salvos at the building he’d been in.


      Then he heard two more rapid-fire shots: Bang-bang.


      The maid had hopefully just dispatched the guards.


      And then she had better run like hell because Robie could already hear tires squealing on pavement.


      His landing had been awkward and he had felt the scarred skin on his arm from a past injury pull and then tear as it took the impact of the landing. He leapt up and ran for the roof doorway that led into the building. He took the stairs down three at a time. He cleared the building and found himself in an alley. There were two vehicles parked there. In one he threw his gear and his outer layer of clothes and his boots. Now he had on only skivvies. The driver sped off without even looking at him.


      He climbed in the rear of the other vehicle. It was an ambulance. A man dressed in blue scrubs was in the back. Robie climbed up on the gurney where he was covered with a sheet and a surgical cap was placed on his head. He was hooked up to several drip lines and an oxygen mask was placed on his face . The man injected a solution into Robie’s cheek that a minute later turned his face brick red, and would keep it that way for thirty minutes.


      The ambulance drove off, its singsong siren and rack lights going full-bore.


      They turned onto a road that ran parallel to the street that separated Robie’s shooter’s nest from the target’s building.


      Two minutes later the ambulance lurched to a stop and the back doors were thrown open. Robie closed his eyes and let his breathing run shallow.


      Men with guns appeared. One climbed in and barked at the man in scrubs. He replied in his native language with just the right amount of professional indignation, and then pointed at Robie. The man with the gun drew very close to Robie’s face. Then he examined the IV lines and the oxygen mask and Robie’s flaming red face. He asked another question, which the scrub man answered.


      Then the armed man climbed out and the ambulance doors closed. The vehicle started up again.


      But Robie kept his eyes shut. He didn’t open them until thirty minutes later when the ambulance stopped next to a chain link fence.


      The scrub man tapped Robie on the shoulder and then pulled the IV lines and took off the mask. Robie climbed out, his bare feet touching cold pavement. A car was waiting next to the ambulance. He climbed inside, was handed clothes and shoes and quickly dressed.


      Thirty minutes later he was wheels up in a jump seat in the back of a UPS Boeing 777 freighter that had counted him as an extra package on board. The jumbo jet banked sharply north and then west, and started its climb out on the long flight back to America.


      Robie sat in his jump seat and pulled out the burn phone the scrub man back in the ambulance had tossed him right before he’d exited the vehicle.


      The message was waiting for him in the form of a text.


      TARGET DOWN. OP EXIT SUCCESSFUL ON ALL COUNTS.


      Well, Robie knew the first part. And now he knew the maid had carried out her role and gotten away too. And he also knew that the folks on the other end of this communication were trying to put a positive spin on the whole mess.


      He typed in a message on the phone and fired it off.


      All he could see in his mind was the face of the little girl with curly dark hair that he’d killed tonight. Unintentional or not, she was still dead. Nothing on earth could bring her back. And he wanted to know how it had happened.


      The ding represented his query being answered.


      UNCLEAR HIS DAUGHTER BUT CLASSIFIED AS COLLATERAL DAMAGE.


      Collateral Damage? They were really going to try and spin that one? On me?


      His finger poised over the phone’s keypad, Robie was set to fire back a response that matched the vitriol he was feeling. Then he threw the phone into his travel bag and slumped back against the plane’s inner wall.


      It wouldn’t matter what he said. He rubbed his face and closed his eyes. Burned seemingly on the insides of his eyeballs, was the little face. She had looked surprised at being dead. And who could blame her? Running to her daddy, seeing him die at the same moment she too joined him in death?


      He had come close to killing a child once, but he hadn’t pulled the trigger. That had nearly cost him his career and with it his life.


      He opened his eyes and bent over as the jet hit a rough patch of air and he was jostled roughly around. He turned to the side and threw up. It had nothing to do with unsettled air, and everything to do with the small face burning a hole in his brain and his belly.


      He hung his head between his knees. The unflappable man he always was, always had to be, was coming apart at important junctures, like the torn scar tissue on his arm.


      I just killed a little girl. I murdered a little girl. She’s dead because of me.


      He looked down at his trigger finger, heavily callused from all the practice rounds fired over the years. He had wondered when and if he would know it was time to walk away from all this.


      He might just have found his answer.


      His phone dinged. He picked it up and looked at the screen.


      Blue Man.


      The one person other than his sometimes partner Jessica Reel who Robie could count on at an agency that would never officially recognize he even existed. Blue Man always told it to him straight whether Robie wanted to hear it or not.


      Will be standing by when you land. We’ll talk.


      He tried to interpret the meaning behind those few words.


      What was there to talk about? His trigger pull was done. The op was completed. The official response at the senseless death of a child was collateral damage. Robie could imagine that explanation being input on a form and that form being filed away wherever they kept such records.


      On this day in a foreign land shot dead by Will Robie, one megalomaniac and one daughter of said megalomaniac.


      He would be on to his next assignment, expected to forget what he had just done. Like a cornerback giving up a long touchdown pass. You shook it off, picked yourself back up and moved on to the next play.


      Only there, nobody died.


      In Will Robie’s world, somebody always died.


      Always….


    

  









  

    

      CHAPTER 3


      Robie walked down the metal steps and his feet hit American soil for the first time in a month. He looked straight ahead and saw the man in a rumpled trench coat standing next to the rear door of the dusty black Suburban. It was like a Cold War-era movie was unspooling in front of him in clickety-clack black and white film.


      The vehicles were always black and they always seemed to be Suburbans. And the people were always wearing ruffled trench coats, as though they felt inclined to confirm the stereotype.


      He walked over to the SUV and climbed inside. The door closed, the trench coat got in the driver’s seat and the Suburban pulled off.


      Only then did Robie look to his right.


      Blue Man gazed back at him.


      His real name was Roger Walton.


      But to Robie he would always be Blue Man, which had to do with his color level of leadership at the agency. Not the highest there was, but plenty high enough for Blue Man to know all, or at least nearly all, that was going on.


      As usual he wore an off-the-rack blue suit with a red tie and a collar tab. His silver hair was neatly combed, his face freshly shaved. Blue Man was old school, professional every second of his life. Nothing rattled him. Nothing altered the ingrained habits of a long career that frequently involved killing the few to keep safe the many.


      By comparison, after an eleven-hour flight in the back of an air freighter piled high with cardboard boxes filled with products made by penny labor in faraway lands, Robie looked like a corpse. He didn’t feel professional. He really didn’t feel anything.


      Robie didn’t break the silence. He had nothing to say. Yet. He wanted to hear it from Blue Man first.


      The other man cleared his throat and said, “Obviously, it did not all go according to plan.”


      Robie still didn’t speak.


      Blue Man continued, “The intelligence was flawed. It often is over there, as you well know. But we have to work with what we have. The child was supposed to be with her mother. There was apparently a last minute snafu. The mother abruptly changed her plans. The daughter was left at home. There was no time to abort without suspicion falling on our inside operative.”


      Everything that Blue Man had just uttered was perfectly reasonable, and, Robie knew, perfectly true. And it didn’t make him feel better in the least.


      They drove for a while longer in silence.


      Finally, Robie said, “How old was she?”


      “Robie, you had no way of—”


      “How old!”


      Robie kept his gaze on the back of the driver’s head and he saw the man’s neck muscles tighten.


      “Four,” replied Blue Man. “And her name was Sasha.”


      Robie knew she was young. So this should have come as no surprise. But the waves of nausea, of an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia hit him like the round he’d fired nearly twelve hours ago. The round that had killed four-year-old Sasha.


      “Stop the car.”


      “What?” This came from the driver.


      “Stop the car.” Robie didn’t say this in a raised voice. His tone was level and calm yet managed to sound more deadly than if he had screamed his guts out and pulled an MP5.


      The driver’s gaze hit the rearview mirror and he saw Blue Man nod.


      The driver eased off the road and put the SUV in park.


      Robie had opened the door before the truck had even stopped rolling. He got out on the side of the highway they were on and started walking along the shoulder.


      Blue Man reached over and closed the door. He eyed the driver, who was still watching him in the rearview obviously waiting for an order, perhaps to speed up and run over Robie.


      “Just follow on the shoulder, Bennett. Put your flashers on. We don’t want any accidents.”


      Bennett did so and the vehicle slowly followed Robie down the shoulder as cars and trucks whizzed by.


      “Let’s hope a cop doesn’t stop us,” muttered Bennett.


      “If one does I will handle it,” said Blue Man impassively.


      * * *


      Robie walked slowly, his muscles tight, the torn skin on his arm aching like he’d been slashed with a K-bar knife. He had been told sometime back that he would need a skin graft. It looked like the person had been right.


      A stiff wind pummeled him as he lumbered on; his feet felt clumsy, his senses slow. But then he hadn’t slept in twenty-six hours. He had just crossed quite a few time zones and was also jet-lagged.


      And he’d killed a kid.


      He looked neither right nor left. He didn’t react when eighty-thousand-pound semis blew past him at seventy miles an hour, whipping his coat around him.


      The SUV followed Robie for a quarter of a mile before he walked back to them, climbed in the truck and Bennett pulled onto the highway.


      “Where’s Jessica?” Robie asked.


      “She’s on assignment out of the country,” said Blue Man.


      “When will she be back?”


      “Not for a while.”


      Robie looked out the window. He needed to talk this out with Jessica Reel. She alone would be able to understand what was going on inside his head. Not even Blue Man could get all the way there.


      But there was something else. Something that needed doing as soon as possible. He could feel it in every pore of his skin, in every fired synapse of his brain.


      He blurted, “I need to get out in the field again. Fast. Whatever you have, let me do it.”


      “I’m not sure that is advisable.”


      “I need to pull the trigger again,” said Robie, his gaze now dead on Blue Man. “I need to. You must have something ready to go.”


      Blue Man cleared his throat again. “We actually have a mission that we thought would be scrubbed, but is now a go.”


      “I’ll take it.”


      “You don’t know what it is yet.”


      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll take it.”


      Blue Man let out a shallow breath and straightened his tie. “Are you sure it wouldn’t be better to-”


      Robie held up his hand and his trigger finger made the pull. “This is what I do, sir. If I can’t do this, then I am nothing. I need to know that I still can.”


      “Then you’ll get the briefing papers tomorrow.” Blue Man paused. “While what happened was terribly tragic, that was not the only reason I wanted to meet with you.”


      Robie turned to look at him. “What was the other reason?”


      “It’s personal.” He glanced at the driver. “Bennett? The glass please.”


      Bennett hit a button on the console and an inch thick sheet of glass slid into place sealing off the front compartment from the back.


      “Personal?” said Robie. He had nothing “personal” if Jessica Reel was okay.


      But no, that was wrong.


      He stiffened. “Julie? Is it Julie?”


      Julie Getty was a fifteen-year-old girl who had been catapulted into Robie’s life sometime ago in the most violent way possible. They had both nearly died in a bus explosion. Julie’s life had been put in danger more than once because of her connection to Robie. And also to Jessica Reel.


      If anything had happened to her….


      But Blue Man was already holding up his hand.


      “Ms. Getty is perfectly fine. It has nothing to do with her.”


      “Then I don’t understand what you mean by personal. Beyond them I —”


      “It’s your father,” interjected Blue Man.


      Robie tried to focus on these three words. It wasn’t working. All he saw was a face transposed over Blue Man’s.


      His father’s.


      A hard, unrelenting countenance that Robie thought he would never, ever see again. In fact, Robie had not seen his father for over twenty years. He shook his head, trying to rid himself of memories he had not thought about for a long time. Yetnow, with Blue Man’s words, they were charging at him from all corners.


      “Is he dead?”


      Robie’s father was at an age now where a heart attack or stroke could have claimed him.


      “No.”


      “What then?” said Robie sharply, tired of how Blue Man was drawing this out. It was not like the man. He was normally terse and precisely to the point. And that’s what Robie needed now.


      “He’s been arrested.”


      “Arrested? For what?”


      “For murder.” Blue Man paused when Robie said nothing. “I thought you’d like to know.”


      Robie looked away and replied, “Well, you thought wrong.”
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CHAPTER 1


    The somber group of men sat in a large room that rested far below ground, accessed by only a single, high-speed elevator. The chamber had been secretly built during the early 1960s under the guise of renovating the private building that squatted over it. The original plan, of course, was to use this “super-bunker” as a refuge during a nuclear attack. This facility was not for the top leaders of American government; it was for those whose level of relative “unimportance” dictated that they probably wouldn’t be able to get out in time but who still rated protection afforded no ordinary citizen. Politically, even in the context of total destruction, there must be order.


    The bunker was built at a time when people believed it possible to survive a direct nuclear hit by burrowing into the earth inside a steel cocoon. After the holocaust that would annihilate the rest of the country, leaders would emerge from the rubble with absolutely nothing left to lead, unless you counted vapor.


    The original, aboveground building had been leveled long ago, but the subterranean room remained under what was now a small strip mall that had been vacant for years. Forgotten by virtually all, the chamber was now used as a meeting place for certain people in the country’s primary intelligence-gathering agency. There was some risk involved, since the meetings were not related to the men’s official duties. The matters discussed at these gatherings were illegal, and tonight even murderous. Thus additional precautions had been necessary.


    The super-thick steel walls had been supplemented by a copper coating. That measure, along with tons of dirt overhead, protected against prying electronic ears lurking in space and elsewhere. These men didn’t particularly like coming to this underground room. It was inconvenient, and ironically, it seemed far too James Bondish even for their admittedly cloak-and-dagger tastes. However, the truth was the earth was now encircled with so much advanced surveillance technology that virtually no conversation taking place on its surface was safe from interception. One had to dig into the dirt to escape his enemies. And if there was a place where people could meet with reasonable confidence that their conversations would not be overheard even in their world of ultrasophisticated peekaboo, this was it.


    The gray-headed people present at the meeting were all white males, and most were nearing their agency’s mandatory retirement age of sixty. Dressed quietly and professionally, they could have been doctors, lawyers or investment bankers. One would probably not remember any of the group a day after seeing them. This anonymity was their stock-in-trade. These sorts of people lived and died, sometimes violently, over such details.


    Collectively, this cabal possessed thousands of secrets that could never be known by the general public because the public would certainly condemn the actions giving rise to these secrets. However, America often demanded results—economic, political, social and otherwise—that could be obtained only by smashing certain parts of the world to a bloody pulp. It was the job of these men to figure out how to do so in a clandestine manner that would not reflect poorly on the United States, yet would still keep the country safe from the pesky international terrorists and other foreigners unhappy with the stretch of America’s muscle.


    The purpose of tonight’s gathering was to plot the killing of Faith Lockhart. Technically, the CIA was prohibited by presidential executive order from engaging in assassination. However, these men, though employed by the Agency, were not representing the CIA tonight. This was their private agenda, and there was little disagreement that the woman had to die, and soon; it was critical for the well-being of the country. These men knew this, even if American presidents did not. However, because of another life that was involved, the meeting had become acrimonious, the group resembling a cadre of posturing members fighting on Capitol Hill over billion-dollar slices of pork.


    “What you’re saying, then,” one of the white-haired men said as he poked the smoke-filled air with a slender finger, “is that along with Lockhart we have to kill a federal agent.” The man shook his head incredulously. “Why kill one of our own? It can only lead to disaster.”


    The gentleman at the head of the table nodded thoughtfully. Robert Thornhill was the CIA’s most distinguished Cold War soldier, a man whose status at the Agency was unique. His reputation was unassailable, his compilation of professional victories unmatched. As associate deputy director of Operations, he was the Agency’s ultimate free safety. The DDO, or deputy director of operations, was responsible for running the field operations that undertook the secret collection of foreign intelligence. The operations directorate of the CIA was also unofficially known as the “spy shop,” and the deputy director was still not even publicly identified. It was the perfect place to get meaningful work done.


    Thornhill had organized this select group, who were as upset as he about the state of affairs at the CIA. It was he who had remembered that this bloated underground time capsule existed. And it was Thornhill who had found the money to secretly bring the chamber back to working condition and upgrade its facilities. There were thousands of little taxpayer-funded toys like that sprinkled around the country, many of them gone to complete waste. Thornhill suppressed a smile. Well, if governments didn’t waste their citizens’ hard-earned money, then what would be left for governments to do?


    Even now, as he ran his hand over the stainless steel console with its quaint built-in ashtrays, sniffed the filtered air and felt the protective coolness of the earth all around, Thornhill’s mind wandered back for a moment to the Cold War period. At least there was a measure of certainty with the hammer and sickle. In truth, Thornhill would take the lumbering Russian bull over the agile sand snake that you never knew was out there until it flung its venom into you. There were many who wanted nothing more in life than to topple the United States. It was his job to ensure that never happened.


    Gazing around the table, Thornhill gauged each man’s devotion to his country and was satisfied it matched his own. He had wanted to serve America for as long as he could remember. His father had been with the OSS, the World War II–era predecessor to the CIA. He had known little of what his father did at the time, but the man had instilled in his son the philosophy that there was no greater thing to do with one’s life than to serve one’s country. Thornhill had joined the Agency right out of Yale. Right up until the day he died, his father had been proud of his son. But no prouder than the son had been of the old man.


    Thornhill’s hair was a shining silver, which lent him a distinguished air. His eyes were gray and active, the angle of his chin blunt. His voice was deep, cultured; technical jargon and the poetry of Longfellow flowed from his mouth with equal ease. The man still wore three-piece suits and favored pipe smoking over cigarettes. The fifty-eight-year-old Thornhill could have quietly finished out his time at the CIA and led the pleasant life of a former public servant, well traveled, erudite. He had no thought of going out quietly, and the reason was very clear.


    For the last ten years, the CIA’s responsibilities and budgets had been decimated. It was a disastrous development, for the firestorms that were popping up across the world now often involved fanatical minds accountable to no political body and possessing the capability to obtain weapons of mass destruction. And while just about everyone thought high-tech was the answer for all the ills of the world, the best satellites in the world couldn’t stroll down alleys in Baghdad, Seoul or Belgrade and take the emotional temperature of the people there. Computers in space could never capture what people were thinking, what devilish urges were lurking in their hearts. Thornhill would always choose a smart field operative willing to risk his or her life over the best hardware money could buy.


    Thornhill had just such a small group of skilled operatives within the CIA, completely loyal to him and his private agenda. They had all worked hard to regain for the Agency its former prominence. Now Thornhill finally had the vehicle to do that. He would very soon have under his thumb powerful congressmen, senators, even the vice president himself, and enough high-ranking bureaucrats to choke an independent counsel. Thornhill would see his budgets revive, his manpower skyrocket, his agency’s scope of responsibility in the world return to its rightful place.


    The strategy had worked for J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI. It was no coincidence, Thornhill believed, that the Bureau’s budget and influence had flourished under the late director and his allegedly “secret” files on powerful politicians. If there was one organization in the world that Robert Thornhill hated with all his soul, it was the FBI. But he would use whatever tactics he could to bring his agency back to the forefront, even if it meant stealing a page from his most bitter foe. Well, watch me do you one better, Ed.


    Thornhill focused again on the men clustered around him. “Not having to kill one of our own would, of course, be ideal,” he said. “However, the fact is, the FBI have her under ’round-the-clock stealth security. The only time she’s truly vulnerable is when she goes to the cottage. They may place her in Witness Protection without warning, so we have to hit them at the cottage.”


    Another man spoke up. “Okay, we kill Lockhart, but let the FBI agent live, for God’s sake, Bob.”


    Thornhill shook his head. “The risk is too great. I know that killing a fellow agent is deplorable. But to shirk our duty now would be a catastrophic mistake. You know what we’ve invested in this operation. We cannot fail.”


    “Dammit, Bob,” the first man to protest said, “do you know what will happen if the FBI learns we took out one of their people?”


    “If we can’t keep a secret like that, we have no business doing what we do,” Thornhill snapped. “This is not the first time lives have been sacrificed.”


    Another member of the group leaned forward in his chair. He was the youngest of them. He had, however, earned the respect of the group with his intelligence and his ability to exercise extreme, focused ruthlessness.


    “We’ve only really looked at the scenario of killing Lockhart to forestall the FBI’s investigation into Buchanan. Why not appeal to the FBI director and have him order his team to give up the investigation? Then no one has to die.”


    Thornhill gave his younger colleague a disappointed look. “And how would you propose going about explaining to the FBI director why we wish him to do so?”


    “How about some semblance of the truth?” the younger man said. “Even in the intelligence business there’s sometimes room for that, isn’t there?”


    Thornhill smiled warmly. “So I should say to the FBI director—who, by the way, would love to see us all permanently interred in a museum—that we wish him to call off his potentially blockbuster investigation so that the CIA can use illegal means to trump his agency. Brilliant. Why didn’t I think of that? And where would you like to serve your prison term?”


    “For chrissakes, Bob, we work with the FBI now. This isn’t 1960 anymore. Don’t forget about CTC.”


    CTC stood for the Counter Terrorism Center, a cooperative effort between the CIA and the FBI to fight terrorism by sharing intelligence and resources. It had been generally deemed a success by those involved. To Thornhill, it was simply another way for the FBI to stick its greedy fingers into his business.


    “I happen to be involved in CTC in a modest way,” Thornhill said. “I find it an ideal perch on which to keep tabs on the Bureau and what they’re up to, which is usually no good, as far as we’re concerned.”


    “Come on, we’re all on the same team, Bob.”


    Thornhill’s eyes focused on the younger man in such a way that everyone in the room froze. “I request that you never say those words in my presence again,” Thornhill said.


    The man paled and sat back in his chair.


    Thornhill clenched his pipe between his teeth. “Would you like me to give you concrete examples of the FBI taking the credit, the glory for work done by our agency? For the blood spilled by our field agents? For the countless times we’ve saved the world from annihilation? How they manipulate investigations in order to crush everyone else, to beef up their already bloated budget? Would you like me to give you instances in my thirty-six-year career where the FBI did all it could to discredit our mission, our people? Would you?” The man slowly shook his head as Thornhill’s gaze bored into him. “I don’t give a damn if the FBI director himself came down here and kissed my shoes and swore his undying allegiance to me—I will not be swayed. Ever! Have I made my position clear?”


    “I understand.” As he said this, the younger man managed not to shake his head in bewilderment. Everyone in this room other than Robert Thornhill knew that the FBI and CIA actually got along well. Though they could be ham-handed at times in joint investigations because they had more resources than anyone else, the FBI was not on a witch hunt to bring down the Agency. But the men in this room also understood quite clearly that Robert Thornhill believed the FBI was their worst enemy. And they also knew that Thornhill had, decades ago, orchestrated a number of Agency-authorized assassinations with cunning and zeal. Why cross such a man?


    Another colleague said, “But if we kill the agent, don’t you think the FBI will go on a crusade to find out the truth? They have the resources to scorch the earth. No matter how good we are, we can’t match their strength. Then where are we?”


    Some grumbling rose from the others. Thornhill looked around warily. The collection of men here represented an uneasy alliance. They were paranoid, inscrutable fellows long used to keeping their own counsel. It had truly been a miracle to forge them together in the first place.


    “The FBI will do everything they can to solve the murder of one of their agents and the chief witness to one of their most ambitious investigations ever. So what I would propose doing is to give them the solution we desire them to have.” They looked curiously at him. Thornhill sipped water from his glass and then took a minute to prime his pipe.


    “After years of helping Buchanan run his operation, Faith Lockhart’s conscience or good sense or paranoia got the better of her. She went to the FBI and has now begun telling them everything she knows. Through a little foresight on my part, we were able to discover this development. Buchanan, however, is completely unaware that his partner has turned against him. He also doesn’t know that we intend to kill her. Only we know.” Thornhill inwardly congratulated himself for this last remark. It felt good, omniscience; it was the business he was in, after all.


    “The FBI, however, may suspect that he does know about her betrayal or may find out at some point. Thus, to the outside observer, no one in the world has greater motivation to kill Faith Lockhart than Danny Buchanan.”


    “And your point?” the questioner persisted.


    “My point,” said Thornhill tersely, “is quite simple. Instead of allowing Buchanan to disappear, we tip off the FBI that he and his clients discovered Lockhart’s duplicity and had her and the agent murdered.”


    “But once they get hold of Buchanan, he’ll tell them everything,” the man quickly responded.


    Thornhill looked at him as a disappointed teacher to pupil. Over the last year, Buchanan had given them everything they needed; he was now officially expendable.


    The truth slowly dawned on the group. “So we tip the FBI about Buchanan posthumously. Three deaths. Correction, three murders,” another man said.


    Thornhill looked around the room, silently gauging the reaction of the others to this exchange, to his plan. Despite their protestations about killing an FBI agent, he knew that three deaths meant nothing to these men. They were from the old school, which quite clearly understood that sacrifices of that nature were sometimes necessary. Certainly what they did for a living sometimes cost people their lives; however, their operations had also avoided open war. Kill three to save three million, who could possibly argue with that? Even if the victims were relatively innocent. Every soldier who ever died in battle was innocent too. Covert action, quaintly referred to as the “third option” in intelligence circles, the one between diplomacy and open war, was where the CIA could really prove its worth, Thornhill believed. Although it was also at the heart of some of the Agency’s worst disasters. Well, without risk there was never the possibility for glory. That epitaph could be put on his tombstone.


    No formal vote was taken by Thornhill; none was needed.


    “Thank you, gentlemen,” Thornhill said. “I’ll take care of everything.” He adjourned the meeting.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 2


    The small, wood-shingled cottage stood alone at the end of a short, hard-packed gravel road, its dirt shoulders laced with the tangled sprawl of dandelion, curly dock and chickweed. The ramshackle structure rested on an acre of cleared flat land, but was surrounded on three sides by woods where each tree struggled to find sunlight at the expense of its neighbor. Because of wetlands and other development problems, the eighty-year-old home had never had any neighbors. The nearest community was about three miles away by car, but less than half that distance if one had the backbone to challenge the dense woods.


    For much of the last twenty years the rustic cottage had been used for impromptu teen parties, and on occasion by the wandering homeless looking for the comfort and relative safety of four walls and a roof, however porous. The cottage’s discouraged current owner, who had recently inherited the beast, had finally opted to rent it out. He had found a willing tenant who had paid the full year’s rent in advance, in cash.


    Tonight the calf-high grass in the front yard was pushed low and then straightened in the face of a strengthening wind. Behind the house a line of thick oaks seemed to mimic the movements of the grass as they swayed back and forth. It hardly seemed possible, yet except for the wind, there were no other sounds.


    Save one.


    In the woods, several hundred yards directly behind the house, a pair of feet splashed through a shallow creek bed. The man’s dirty trousers and soaked boots attested to the difficulty with which he had navigated the congested terrain in the dark, even with the aid of a three-quarters-full moon. He paused to scrape his muddy boots against the trunk of a fallen tree.


    Lee Adams was both sweaty and chilled after the punishing trek. At forty-one years of age, his six-foot-two body was exceptionally strong. He worked out regularly, and his biceps and delts showed it. Keeping in reasonably good shape was a necessity in his line of work. While he was often required to sit in a car for days on end, or in a library or courthouse reviewing microfiche records, he also, on occasion, had to climb trees, subdue men even larger than he was or, like now, slog through gully-filled woods in the dead of night. A little extra muscle never hurt. However, he wasn’t twenty anymore either, and his body was letting him know it.


    Lee had thick, wavy brown hair that seemed perpetually in his face, a quick, infectious smile, pronounced cheekbones and an engaging set of blue eyes that had caused female hearts spontaneously to flutter from fifth grade onward. He had suffered enough broken bones during his career, though, and other assorted injuries, that his body felt far older than it looked. And that’s what hit him every morning when he rose. The creaks, the little pains. Cancerous tumor or merely arthritis? he sometimes wondered. What the hell did it really matter? When God punched your ticket, He did so with authority. A good diet and messing around with weights or pitter-pattering on the treadmill wasn’t going to change the Man’s decision to pull your string.


    Lee looked up ahead. He couldn’t see the cottage just yet; the forest clutter was too thick. He fussed with the controls of the camera he had pulled from his knapsack while he took a series of replenishing breaths. Lee had made this same trek several times before but had never gone inside the cottage. He had seen things, though—peculiar things. That’s why he was back. It was time to learn the secret of this place.


    His wind having returned, Lee trudged on, his only companions the scurrying wildlife. Deer, rabbit, squirrel and even beaver were plentiful in this still-rural part of northern Virginia. As he walked along, Lee listened to the flit of flying creatures. All he could envision were rabid, foaming bats blindly cleaving the air around his head. And it seemed that every few steps he would run straight into a twister of mosquitoes. Though he had been paid a large amount of cash up front, he was seriously considering increasing his daily fee on this one.


    When he approached the edge of the woods, Lee stopped. He had a great deal of experience spying on the haunts of people and their activities. Slow and methodical was the best way, like a pilot’s checklist. You just had to hope nothing happened to make you improvise.


    Lee’s bent nose was a permanent badge of honor from his time as an amateur boxer in the Navy, where he had taken out his youthful aggression in a square of roped canvas against an opponent of like weight and ability. A pair of stout gloves, quick hands and nimble feet, a cagey mind and a strong heart had constituted his arsenal of weapons. The majority of the time, they had been enough for victory.


    After his military stint, things had worked out mostly okay for him. Never rich, never actually poor despite being mostly self-employed over the years; never quite alone, though he had been divorced for almost fifteen years. The only good thing from that marriage had just turned twenty. His daughter was tall, blond and brainy, as well as the proud bearer of a full academic scholarship to the University of Virginia and a star on the women’s lacrosse team. And for the last ten years, Renee Adams had had no interest whatsoever in having anything to do with her old man. A decision that had her mother’s full blessing, if not her insistence, Lee well knew. And his ex had seemed so kind on those first few dates, so infatuated with his Navy uniform, so enthusiastic in tearing up his bed.


    His ex-wife, a former stripper named Trish Bardoe, had married on the rebound a fellow by the name of Eddie Stipowicz, an unemployed engineer with a drinking problem. Lee thought she was heading for disaster and had tried to get custody of Renee on the grounds that her mom and stepfather could not provide for her. Well, about that time, Eddie, a sneaky runt Lee despised, invented, mostly by accident, some microchip piece of crap that had made him a gazillionaire. Lee’s custody battle had lost its juice after that. To add insult to injury, there had been stories on Eddie in the Wall Street Journal, Time, Newsweek and a number of other publications. He was famous. Their house had even been featured in Architectural Digest.


    Lee had gotten that issue of the Digest. Trish’s new home was grossly huge, mostly crimson red or eggplant so dark it made Lee think of the inside of a coffin. The windows were cathedral-size, the furniture large enough to become lost in and there were enough wood moldings, paneling and staircases to heat a typical midwestern town for an entire year. There were also stone fountains sculpted with naked people. What a kicker! A photo of the happy couple was included in the spread. In Lee’s opinion they might as well have captioned it “The Nerd and the Bombshell strike it rich in poor taste.”


    One photo had captured Lee’s complete attention, however. Renee had been poised on the most magnificent stallion Lee had ever seen, on a field of grass that was so green and perfectly trimmed that it looked like a pond of sea glass. Lee had carefully cut that photo out and put it away in a safe spot—his family album of sorts. The article, of course, made no mention of him; no reason that it should. The one thing that had ticked him off, though, was the reference to Renee as Ed’s daughter.


    “Stepdaughter,” Lee had said out loud when he read that line. “Stepdaughter. That one you can’t take away, Trish.” Most of the time he felt no envy for the wealth his ex-wife now had, for it meant that his daughter would never want. But sometimes it still hurt.


    When you had something for all those years, something you had made with a part of yourself, and loved more than it was probably good to love anything, and then lost it—well, Lee tried never to dwell for long on that loss. Big tough guy that he was, when he did let himself think about the massive hole dead center in his chest, he ended up blubbering like a baby.


    Life was so funny sometimes. Funny like when you get a clean bill of health one day and drop dead the next.


    Lee looked down at his muddy pants and worked a painful cramp out of his weary leg at the same time he swatted a mosquito out of his eye. Hotel-size house. Servants. Fountains. Big horses. Sleek private jet… . Probably all a real pain in the ass.


    Lee hugged the camera to his chest. It was loaded with 400-speed film that Lee was “turbocharging” by setting the camera’s ISO speed to 1600. Fast film required less light, and with the shutter opening for shorter periods of time, there was far less likelihood that camera wobble or vibration would distort any photos. He slipped on a 600mm telephoto lens and flipped down the lens’s attached tripod.


    Peering between the branches of a wild dogwood, Lee focused on the rear of the cottage. Scattered clouds drifted past the moon and deepened the darkness around him. He took a series of shots and then put the camera away.


    As he stared at the house, the problem was he couldn’t tell from here if the place was occupied or not. It was true he couldn’t see a light on, but the place might have an interior room not visible from here. Added to that, he couldn’t see the front of the house, and there might be a car parked there, for all he knew. He had observed the traffic and foot patterns on his other trips here. There hadn’t been much to see. Few cars came down this road, and no walkers or joggers did. All the cars he had seen had turned around, obviously having made a wrong turn. All, that is, except one.


    He glanced up at the sky. The wind had died down. Lee roughly calculated that the clouds would obscure the moonlight for a few minutes more. He slung the pack across his back, tensed for a moment, as though marshaling all of his energy, and then slid out of the woods.


    Lee glided noiselessly until he reached a spot where he could squat behind a copse of overgrown bushes and still observe the front and back of the house. While he watched the house, the shades of darkness grew lighter as the moon reappeared. It seemed to be lazily watching him, curious as to what he was doing here.


    Though isolated, the cottage was only a forty-minute drive from downtown D.C. That made it very convenient for any number of things. Lee had made inquiries about the owner and found him to be legitimate. The renter, however, had been a little tougher to pin down.


    Lee pulled out a device that looked like a cassette recorder but was actually a battery-powered lock-pick gun, along with a zippered case, which he opened. He felt the different lock picks inside, then selected the one he wanted. Using an Allen wrench, he secured the pick into the machine. Lee’s fingers moved quickly, confidently, even as another bank of clouds passed over, deepening the darkness once more. Lee had done this so many times that he could have closed his eyes and his fingers would carry on, manipulating his tools of felony with enviable precision.


    Lee had already checked out the locks on the cottage with his spotting scope during daylight. That had also disturbed him. Deadbolt locks on all the exterior doors. Sash locks on both the first- and second-story windows. All the hardware looked new too. On a falling-down rental in the middle of nowhere.


    Despite the cool weather, a bead of nervous sweat surfaced on Lee’s forehead as he thought about this. He touched the 9mm in his belt clip holster; the metal was comforting. He took a moment to put the single-action pistol in a cocked-and-locked position—a round in the firing chamber, the hammer cocked and the safety set.


    The cottage also had a security system. That had been a real stunner. If he was smart, Lee would pack his tools of criminality and go home, reporting failure to his employer. However, he took pride in his work. He would see it through at least until something happened to make him change his mind. And Lee could run very fast when he needed to.


    Getting into the house wouldn’t be all that difficult, particularly since Lee had the pass-code. He’d managed to get it the third time he’d been here, when the two people had come to the cottage. He had already confirmed the place was wired, so he had come prepared. He had beat the couple here and waited while they did whatever they were doing inside. When they had come out, the woman had entered the pass-code to arm the system. Lee, hiding in the same copse he was in now, just happened to have a bit of electronic wizardry that snatched that code right out of the air like a fly ball neatly falling into a glove. All electrical current produces a magnetic field, like a little transmitter. When the tall woman had punched in the numbers, the security system had thrown off a discrete signal for each digit, right into Lee’s electronic mitt.


    Lee checked the cloud cover once more, slapped on a pair of latex gloves with reinforced fingertip and palm pads, readied his flashlight and took another deep breath. A minute later he moved out from the cover of the bushes and made it quietly to the back door. He slipped off his muddy boots and set them next to the door. He didn’t want to leave traces of his visit. Good private investigators were invisible. Lee held the light under his arm while he inserted the pick in the door lock and activated the device.


    He used the pick gun partly for speed and partly because he didn’t crack enough locks to be that proficient at it. A pick and tension tool required constant use to allow the fingers the level of sensitivity required to detect the proximity of the shear line, the subtle descent of the tension tool as the lock’s tumblers began to do their little jig. Using a pick and tension tool, an experienced locksmith could pick the lock faster than Lee could with his pick gun. It was a true art and Lee knew his limitations. Soon, he felt the deadbolt sliding back.


    When he eased open the door, the silence was broken by the low beeping sound of the security system. He quickly found the control pad, punched in six numbers and the beeping sound immediately stopped. As Lee closed the door softly behind him, he knew he was now a felon.


    *  *  *


    The man lowered his rifle and the red dot emanating from the weapon’s laser scope disappeared from the wide back of an unsuspecting Lee Adams. The man holding the rifle was Leonid Serov, a former KGB officer specializing in assassination. Serov had found himself without gainful employment after the breakup of the Soviet Union. However, his ability to efficiently kill human beings was much in demand in the “civilized” world. Fairly well pampered as a communist for many years, with his own apartment and car, Serov had grown wealthy literally overnight as a capitalist. If he had only known.


    Serov didn’t know Lee Adams and had no idea why he was here. He had not noticed him until Lee had made his break for the bushes near the house, because Lee had come through the woods on the side farthest from the Russian. The sounds of his presence, Serov correctly surmised, had been covered by the wind.


    Serov checked his watch. They would be coming soon. He inspected the elongated suppressor attached to the rifle and then rubbed its long snout gently, like a favorite pet, as though bestowing the notion of infallibility onto the polished metal. The rifle’s stock was a special composite of Kevlar, fiberglass and graphite that provided remarkable stability. And the weapon’s bore was not rifled in the conventional way. Instead it had a rounded rectangular profile, known as polygonal boring, with a right-hand twist. This type of rifling was supposed to increase muzzle velocity by upward of eight percent, and, more important, a ballistics match on a bullet fired from this gun was virtually impossible because there were no lands or grooves in the barrel that would make distinctive markings on the bullet as it exploded from the weapon. Success really was all in the details. Serov had built his entire career on that one philosophy.


    The place was so isolated that Serov had mulled over perhaps removing the suppressor and relying on his skill as a marksman, his high-tech scope and his well-conceived exit plan. His confidence was justified, he believed. Just like the tree falling, when you kill someone in the middle of nowhere, who can hear him die? And he had known some suppressors to greatly distort the flight path of a bullet, with the unacceptable result that no one had died, except for the would-be assassin once his client had learned of the failure. Still, Serov had personally supervised this device’s construction and was confident it would perform as designed.


    The Russian shifted quietly, working out a cramp in his shoulder. He had been here since nightfall but was used to lengthy vigils. He never tired during these assignments. He took life seriously enough that preparing to extinguish another’s kept his adrenaline high. With risk always came invigoration, it seemed. Whether you were mountain climbing or contemplating murder, it ironically made you feel more alive to have the possibility of death so close.


    His escape route through the woods would take him to a quiet road where a car would be waiting to whisk him to nearby Dulles Airport. He would go on to other assignments, other places probably far more exotic than this. However, for his particular purpose, this setting had its virtues.


    Killing someone in the city was the most difficult. Setting up where you would shoot, pulling the trigger and then escaping, all were vastly complicated by the fact that witnesses and the police were only a few anxious steps away in any direction. Give him the country, the isolation of the rural life, the cover of trees, the separation of homes, and like a tiger in a cattle pen he would kill with numbing efficiency every day of the week.


    Serov sat on a stump a few feet from the tree line and only about thirty yards from the house. Despite the thickness of the woods, this spot allowed a clear field of fire: A bullet only needed an inch or so of free space. The man and woman, he had been told, would enter the house from the rear door. Only they would never make it that far. Whatever the laser touched, the bullet would destroy. He was confident he could hit a lightning bug from twice the distance he was confronted with here.


    Things were set up so perfectly that Serov’s instincts told him to be on high alert. Now he had an excellent reason not to fall into that trap: the man in the house. He was not the police. Law enforcement types didn’t slink through the bushes and break into people’s homes. Since he had not been made aware beforehand of the man’s presence tonight, he concluded that the man was not on his side. However, Serov did not like to deviate from an established plan. He decided that if the man remained in the house after the bodies fell, he would follow through on his original plan and escape through the woods. If the man interfered in any way or came outside after the shots were fired—well, Serov had plenty of ammo, and the result would be three bodies instead of two.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 3


    Daniel Buchanan sat in his darkened office and sipped black coffee of such strength that he could almost feel his pulse rise with each swallow. He ran a hand through hair that was still thick and curly but had gone from blond to white after thirty years toiling in Washington. After another long day of trying to convince legislators that his causes were worthy of their attention, the level of exhaustion was intense, and enormous amounts of caffeine were increasingly becoming the only remedy. A full night of sleep was not typically an option. A catnap here or there, closing his eyes while being driven around to the next meeting, the next flight, occasionally blanking out during an interminably long congressional hearing, even an hour or two in his bed at home—that was his official rest. Otherwise, he was working the Hill in all its near-mystical facets.


    Buchanan had grown into a six-footer with wide shoulders and sparkling eyes, and possessing an enormous appetite for achievement. A boyhood friend had entered politics. While Buchanan had no interest in holding office, his lively wit and natural powers of persuasion had made him a perfect lobbyist. He had been an instant success. His career had been his only obsession. When he was not pushing the legislative process Buchanan was not a comfortable man.


    Sitting in the chambers of various congressmen, Buchanan would hear the voting buzzer go off and watch the TV every member had in his or her office. The monitor gave them the current bill up for vote, the tally for and against and the time they had left to scurry like ants to the floor and cast their ballot. With about five minutes remaining on a vote, Buchanan would conclude his meeting and hurry down the corridors looking for other members he needed to talk to, the Whip Wind-up Report clutched in his hand. It gave the daily voting schedules, which helped Buchanan determine where certain members might be—critical information when you were tracking dozens of moving targets who probably didn’t want to talk to you.


    Today Buchanan had managed to grab the ear of an important senator by riding the private underground subway to the Capitol for a floor vote. Buchanan left the man feeling fairly confident of help. He wasn’t one of Buchanan’s “special” people, but Buchanan was aware that you never knew where help could come from. He didn’t care that his clients weren’t popular or that they lacked a constituency that would hook a member’s attention. He would just keep hammering away. The cause was a virtuous one; the means were therefore susceptible to a lower standard of conduct.


    Buchanan’s office was sparsely furnished and lacked many of the normal accoutrements of a busy lobbyist. Danny, as he liked to be called, kept no computer, no diskettes, no files, no records of anything of importance here. Paper files could be stolen, computers could be hacked into. Telephone conversations were bugged all the time. Spies were listening with everything from drinking glasses pressed to walls, to the latest gadgets that a year before hadn’t even been invented but that could suck up streams of valuable information right out of the air. A typical organization bled confidential information the way a torpedoed ship shed its sailors. And Buchanan had a lot to hide.


    For over two decades Buchanan had been the top influence peddler of them all. In some important ways he had laid the groundwork for lobbying in Washington. It had evolved from highly paid lawyers dozing at congressional hearings to a world of numbing complexity where the stakes couldn’t possibly be higher. As a Capitol Hill hired gun, he had successfully represented environmental polluters in battles with the EPA, allowing them to spread death to an unsuspecting public; he had been the lead political strategist for pharmaceutical giants who had killed moms and their kids; next a passionate advocate for gun makers who didn’t care if their weapons were safe; then a behind-the-scenes player for automobile manufacturers who would rather fight than admit they were wrong on safety issues; and finally, in the mother of all cash cows, he had spearheaded the efforts of tobacco companies in bloody wars with everyone. Back then Washington could not afford to ignore him or his clients. And Buchanan had earned an enormous fortune.


    Many of the strategies he had concocted during that time had become staples of current legislative manipulation. Years ago he had had congressmen float bills on the House floor he knew would be defeated, in order to rip away platforms for change later. Now that tactic was routinely employed in Congress. Buchanan’s clients hated change. He had constantly fought rearguard actions as those who wanted what his clients had nipped at his heels. How many times had he avoided outright political disaster by flooding members’ offices with letters, propaganda, thinly veiled threats to drop financial support? “My client will support you for reelection, Senator, because we know you’ll do right by us. And, by the way, the contribution check is already in your campaign account.” How many times had he said those words?


    Ironically, it was the spoils of lobbying for the powerful that had led to a dramatic change in Buchanan’s life over ten years ago. His original plan had been to build his career first and then settle down with a wife and raise a family. Deciding to see the world before he took on these responsibilities, Buchanan had driven through western Africa in a sixty-thousand-dollar Range Rover on a photography safari. In addition to the beautiful animals, he had seen squalor and human suffering of unmatched depth. On another trip, to a remote region of the Sudan, he had witnessed a mass burial of children. An epidemic had swept the village earlier, he was told. It was one of the devastating diseases that routinely afflicted the area, killing off the young and elderly. What was the disease? Buchanan had asked. Something like measles, he was told.


    Another trip he had watched as billions of American-produced cigarettes were unloaded on Chinese docks, to be consumed by people who already spent their lives wearing masks because of abysmal air pollution. He was witness to birth-control devices that had been banned in the United States being dumped by the hundreds of thousands in South America with one set of instructions written only in English. He had viewed shacks next to skyscrapers in Mexico City, starvation next to crooked capitalists in Russia. Though he had never been able to go there, North Korea, he knew, was a certified gangster state where it was believed that ten percent of the population had starved to death in the last five years. Every country had its schizophrenic story to tell.


    After two years of this “pilgrimage,” Buchanan’s passion for marriage, having a family of his own, had evaporated. All the dying children he had seen became his children, his family. Fresh graves would still come by the millions for the young, the old, the starving of the world, but not without a fight that had become his. And he brought to it all that he had, more than he had ever given to the tobacco, chemical and gun behemoths. To this day he recalled in precise detail how this revelation of sorts had come: returning from a trip to South America, an airplane lavatory, him on his knees, his stomach sickened. It was as though he had personally murdered every dying child he had seen on that continent.


    With eyes freshly opened, Buchanan started marching to these places to see precisely how he could help. He had personally brought a shipment of food and medicine to one country, only to discover there was no way to transport it to the interior regions. He had watched, helpless, as looters stripped his “care” package clean. Then he started working as an unpaid fund-raiser for humanitarian organizations ranging from CARE to Catholic Relief Services. He had done well, but the dollars amounted to a drip into a bottomless bucket. The numbers were not in their favor; the problem was only getting worse.


    That’s when Buchanan turned to his mastery of Washington. He had left the firm he had founded, taking only one person with him: Faith Lockhart. For the last decade his clients, his wards, were the most impoverished countries in the world. In truth, it was difficult for Buchanan to regard them as geopolitical units; he saw them as fragile clusters of devastated people under various flags who had no voice. He had dedicated the remainder of his life to solving the unsolvable problem of the global have-nots.


    He had used all of his immense lobbying skills and contacts in Washington, only to find that these new causes paled in popularity to those he had represented before. When he had gone to Capitol Hill as an advocate of the powerful, the politicians had greeted him with smiles, no doubt with visions of campaign contributions and PAC dollars dancing in their heads. Now they gave him nothing. Some members of Congress bragged that they didn’t even have passports, that the United States already spent far too much on foreign aid. Charity starts at home, they had said, and let’s damn well keep it there.


    But by far the most common retort was, “Where’s the constituency, Danny? How does feeding the Ethiopians get me reelected in Illinois?” As he was quickly ushered from office after office, he sensed that they all looked at him with pity: Danny Buchanan, perhaps the greatest lobbyist ever, was now muddled, senile. It was so sad. Sure, it was a good cause and all, who can doubt that, but get real. Africa? Starving babies in Latin America? I’ve got my own problems right here.


    “Look, if it ain’t trade, troops or oil, Danny, why the hell are you here wasting my time?” one highly regarded senator had told him. That could be the quintessential statement on American foreign policy.


    Could they be that blind? Buchanan had asked himself over and over. Or was he the utter fool?


    Finally, Buchanan decided he had only one option. It was completely illegal, but a man pushed to the precipice could not afford allegiance to pristine ethics. Using the fortune he had amassed over the years, he had taken to bribing, in very special ways, certain key politicians for their assistance. It had worked wonderfully. The aid to his clients had grown, in so many different ways. Even as his own wealth was dissipated, things were looking up, Buchanan believed. Or at least things were not getting worse; he would count the holding of precious, hard-won ground as a success. It had all worked well, until about a year ago.


    As if on cue, the knock on his office door startled him from his reverie. The building was closed, supposedly secure, the cleaning crews long since departed. He didn’t get up from his desk. He simply watched as the door swung inward, the silhouette of a tall man framed against the opening. The man’s hand reached out and flicked on the light.


    Buchanan squinted as the glare of the overheads hit him. When his eyes adjusted to the brightness, he watched as Robert Thornhill took off his trench coat, smoothed down his jacket and shirt and sat down across from him. The man’s movements were graceful, unhurried, as though he had plopped down for a leisurely drink at his country club.


    “How did you get in here?” Buchanan asked sharply. “The building is supposed to be secure.” For some reason Buchanan could sense that others lurked right outside the door.


    “And it is, Danny. It is. For most people.”


    “I don’t like you coming here, Thornhill.”


    “I’m courteous enough to use your given name. I’d appreciate reciprocity on that point. A small thing, to be sure, but at least I’m not demanding that you address me as Mister Thornhill. That’s the norm between master and servant, isn’t it, Danny? You see, I’m not so bad to work for.”


    The man’s smug look was designed, Buchanan knew, to drive him to such distraction that he couldn’t think clearly. Instead he leaned back in his chair and settled his hands across his middle.


    “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Bob?”


    “Your meeting with Senator Milstead.”


    “I could easily have met him in town. I’m not sure why you insisted that I go to Pennsylvania.”


    “But this way you get one more opportunity to make your pitch for all those starving masses. You see, I do have a heart.”


    “Does it even make a dent in whatever you call a conscience that you’re using the plight of millions of men, women and children who consider it a miracle to see the sun rise, to further your own selfish agenda?”


    “I’m not paid to have a conscience. I’m paid to protect the interests of this country. Your interests. Besides, if having a conscience were the criteria, there would be no one left in this town. In fact, I applaud your efforts. I have nothing against the poor and helpless. Good for you, Danny!”


    “Sorry if I don’t buy that.”


    Thornhill smiled. “Every country in the world has people like me. That is, they do if they’re smart. We get the results everybody wants, because most ‘everybody’ lacks the courage to do it himself.”


    “So you play God? Interesting line of work.”


    “God is conceptual. I deal in facts. Speaking of which, you powered your agenda by illegal means; who are you to deny me the same right?”


    In truth, Buchanan had no response to this statement. And Thornhill’s intractably calm demeanor only reinforced the helplessness he felt.


    “Any questions about the meeting with Milstead?” Thornhill asked.


    “You have enough on Harvey Milstead to put him away for three lives. What are you really after?”


    Thornhill chuckled. “I hope you’re not accusing me of having a hidden agenda.”


    “You can tell me, Bob, we’re partners.”


    “Maybe it’s as simple as wanting you to jump when I snap my fingers.”


    “Fine, but a year from now, if you pop up like this, you may not leave under your own power.”


    “Threats from a solitary lobbyist to me.” Thornhill sighed. “But not so solitary. You have an army of one. How is Faith? Doing well?”


    “Faith is not a part of this. Faith will never be a part of this.”


    Thornhill nodded. “You’re the only one in the crosshairs. You and your fine group of felonious politicians. America’s best and brightest.”


    Buchanan stared coldly at his antagonist and said nothing.


    “Things are coming to a head, Danny. The show will be coming to a close soon. I hope you’re ready to exit cleanly.”


    “When I leave, my trail will be so clean, not even your spy satellites will be able to pick it up.”


    “Confidence is inspiring. Yet so often misplaced.”


    “Is that all you wanted to tell me? Be prepared to escape? I’ve been ready to do that since the first minute I met you.”


    Thornhill stood. “You focus on Senator Milstead. Get us some good, juicy stuff. Get him to talk about the income he’ll have when he retires, the nominal tasks he’ll have to perform as window dressing. The more specific, the better.”


    “It heartens me to see you enjoying this so much. Probably a lot more fun than the Bay of Pigs.”


    “Before my time.”


    “Well, I’m sure you’ve made your mark in other ways.”


    Thornhill bristled for a moment and then his calm returned. “You’d make a fine poker player, Danny. But try to remember that a bluff when one is holding nothing of value is still a bluff.” Thornhill put on his trench coat. “Don’t trouble yourself, I can find my way out.”


    In the next instant Thornhill was gone. The man appeared and disappeared at will, it seemed. Buchanan leaned back in his chair and let out a quick breath. His hands were trembling and he pressed them hard against the desk until the quivering stopped.


    Thornhill had thundered into his life like an exploding torpedo. Buchanan had become, essentially, a lackey, now spying on those he had been bribing for years with his own money, now collecting a wealth of material for this ogre to use as blackmail. And Buchanan was powerless to stop the man.


    Ironically, this decline in his material assets and now his work in the service of another had brought Buchanan directly back from whence he had come. He had grown up on the illustrious Philadelphia Main Line. He had lived on one of the most magnificent estates in that area. Stacked fieldstone walls—like thick gray brushstrokes of paint—outlined the grass perimeters of the vast, perfect lawns, on which was situated a sprawling twelve-thousand-square-foot house with broad, covered porches, and a detached quadruple-car garage with an apartment overhead. The house had more bedrooms than a dormitory, and lavish baths with costly tile and the luster of gold on something as commonplace as a faucet.


    It was the world of the American blue bloods, where pampered lifestyles and crushing expectations existed side by side. Buchanan had observed this complex universe from an intimate perspective, yet he was not one of its privileged inhabitants. Buchanan’s family had been the chauffeurs and maids and gardeners, the handymen, nannies and cooks to these blue bloods. Having survived the Canadian border winters, the Buchanans had migrated south, en masse, to a gentler climate, to less demanding work than that required by ax and spade, boat and hook. Up there they had hunted for food and cut wood for warmth, only to watch helplessly as nature mercilessly culled their ranks, a process that had made the survivors stronger, their descendants stronger still. And Danny Buchanan was perhaps the strongest of them all.


    Young Danny Buchanan had watered the lawn and cleaned the pool, swept and repainted the tennis court, picked the flowers and vegetables and played, in a properly respectful manner, with the children. As he had gotten older, Buchanan had huddled with the younger generation of the spoiled rich, deep in the privacy of the complex flower gardens, smoking, drinking and exploring each other sexually. Buchanan had even acted as pallbearer, weeping sincerely as he bore two of the young and the rich who had wasted their privileged lives, mixing too much whiskey with a racing sports car, driving too fast for impaired motor skills. When you lived life that fast, often you died fast as well. Right now Buchanan could see his own end rushing headlong at him.


    Buchanan had never felt comfortable in either group—the rich or the poor—since then. The rich he would never be a part of, no matter how much his bank account swelled. He had played with the wealthy heirs, but when mealtime came, they went to the formal dining room while he trudged to the kitchen to break his bread with the other servants. The baby blues had attended Harvard, Yale and Princeton; he had worked his way through night school at an institution his betters would openly mock.


    Buchanan’s own family was now equally foreign to him. He sent his relatives money. They sent it back. When he went to visit, he had found they had nothing to talk about. They neither understood nor cared about what he did. However, they made him feel that there was nothing honest about his life’s occupation; he could see that in their tightly drawn faces, their mumbled words. Washington was as foreign as hell itself to all that they believed in. He lied for money, large sums of it. Better he had followed in their tread: honest if simple work. By rising above them, he had fallen far below what they represented: fairness, integrity, character.


    The path he had chosen during the last ten years had only deepened this solitary confinement. He had few friends. Nevertheless, he did have millions of strangers across the world who deeply depended on him for something as basic as survival. Even Buchanan had to admit, it was a bizarre existence.


    And now, with the coming of Thornhill, Buchanan’s foothold had dropped another rung on the ladder leading to the abyss. Now he could no longer even confide in his one indisputable soul mate, Faith Lockhart. She knew nothing about Thornhill, and she never would know of the man from the CIA; this was all that was keeping her safe. It had cost him his last thread of real human contact.


    Danny Buchanan was now truly alone.


    He stepped to the window of his office and looked out at majestic monuments known around the world. Some might argue that their beautiful facades were just that: Like the magician’s hand, they were designed to guide the eyes away from the truly important business of this city, transacted usually for the benefit of a select few.


    Buchanan had learned that effective, long-term power came essentially from the gentle force of rule of the few over the many, for most people were not political beasts. A delicate balance was called for, the few over the many, gently, civilly; and Buchanan knew that the most perfect example of it in the history of the world existed right here.


    Closing his eyes, he let the darkness envelop him, let new energy spill into his body for the fight tomorrow. It promised to be a very long night, however, for in truth, his life had now become one long tunnel to nowhere. If he could only ensure Thornhill’s destruction as well, it would all be worth it. One small crack in the darkness, that would be all Buchanan needed. If only it could be so.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 4


    The car moved down the highway at precisely the speed limit. The man was driving, the woman next to him. Both sat rigidly, as though one feared a sudden attack from the other.


    As a jet, landing gear down, roared over them like a swooping hawk on its way in to Dulles Airport, Faith Lockhart closed her eyes and pretended for a moment that she was on that plane, and instead of landing, it was beginning some far-flung journey. As she slowly opened her eyes, the car took an exit off the highway and they left the unsettling glare of sodium lights behind. They were soon sailing past jagged rows of trees on both sides of the road, the wide, grassy ditches deep and soggy; the dull pulse of flat-looking stars was now their only source of light other than the car’s twin beams stabbing the darkness.


    “I don’t understand why Agent Reynolds couldn’t come tonight,” she said.


    “The simple answer is, you’re not the only investigation she has going, Faith,” Special Agent Ken Newman replied. “But I’m not exactly a stranger, am I? We’re just going to talk, like the other times. Pretend I’m Brooke Reynolds. We’re all on the same team.”


    The car turned onto another, even more isolated road. On this stretch the trees were replaced by denuded fields awaiting the final scrape of the bulldozers. In a year’s time there would be almost as many homes here as there had been trees before, as suburban sprawl continued its push. Now the land simply looked ravaged, naked. And bleak, perhaps because of what was to come. In that regard, the land and Faith Lockhart were as one.


    Newman glanced over at her. Although he didn’t like to admit it, he felt uneasy around Faith Lockhart, as though he were seated next to a ball of wired C-4 with no idea when it might explode. He shifted in his seat. His skin was a little raw where the leather of his shoulder holster usually rubbed against his skin. Most people developed a callus at that spot, but his skin just kept blistering and then peeling off. Ironically, he felt that the twinge of pain gave him an edge because he never relaxed; it was a clear warning that if he let down his guard, that small discomfort could become a fatal one. Tonight, however, because he was wearing body armor, the holster wasn’t scraping his skin; the pain and heightened sense of awareness were not nearly as strong.


    Faith could feel the blood rush through her ears, all senses elevated, the way they were when you were lying in bed late at night and hearing a strange, troubling sound. When you were a child and that happened, you raced to your parents’ bed and climbed in, to be wrapped up, consoled by loving, understanding arms. Her parents were dead and she was now thirty-six years old. Who was out there for Faith Lockhart?


    “And after tonight, it’ll be Agent Reynolds instead of me,” Newman said. “You’re comfortable with her, aren’t you?”


    “I’m not sure ‘comfort’ applies to situations like this.”


    “Sure it does. It’s very important, in fact. Reynolds is a straight shooter. Believe me, if it weren’t for her, this thing would be going nowhere. You haven’t exactly given us much to go on. But she believes in you. So long as you don’t do anything to destroy that confidence, you have a powerful ally in Brooke Reynolds. She cares about you.”


    Faith crossed her legs and folded her arms across her chest. She was about five-five, and her torso was short. Her bosom was flatter than she would have liked, but her legs were long and well shaped. If nothing else, she could always count on her legs to get attention. The defined muscles in her calves and thighs, visible through her sheer stockings, were enough to cause Newman’s gaze to flicker over them several times with what appeared to be mild interest, she noted.


    Faith swatted her long auburn hair out of her face and rested her hand on the bridge of her nose. A few white strands of hair floated among the darker. They were not yet noticeable, but that would change with time. In fact, the pressure she was under would undoubtedly accelerate the aging process. Besides hard work, agile wits and poise, Faith’s good looks, she knew, had helped her career. It was shallow to believe that one’s features made a difference. Yet the truth was they did, particularly when one dealt with an overwhelmingly male audience, as she had for her entire career.


    The broad smiles she received when entering a senator’s office were not so much due to her gray matter, she knew, as to the above-the-knee skirts she favored. Sometimes it was as simple as dangling a shoe. She was talking about children dying, families living in sewers in far-off lands, and these men were fixated on toe cleavage. God, testosterone was a man’s greatest weakness and a woman’s most powerful advantage. At least it helped to level a playing field that had always been tilted in favor of the males.


    “It’s nice to be so well loved,” said Faith. “But picking me up in an alley. Coming out here in the middle of nowhere in the dead of night. That’s a little much, don’t you think?”


    “Your walking into the Washington Field Office just wasn’t an option. You’re the star witness in what could be a very important investigation. This place is safe.”


    “You mean it’s perfect for an ambush. How do you know we haven’t been followed?”


    “We’ve been followed, all right. By our people. If anyone else had been around, believe me, our people would’ve noticed it before sending us on. We had a tail car until we turned off the highway. There’s nobody back there.”


    “So your people are infallible. I wish I had that kind of people working for me. Where do you find them?”


    “Look, we know what we’re doing, okay? Relax.” Even as he said this, though, he checked the mirror again.


    He glanced at the cell phone lying on the front seat, and Faith could easily read his thoughts. “Suddenly wanting backup?” Newman glanced sharply at her but said nothing. “Okay, so let’s get to the principal terms,” she said. “What do I really get out of all this? We’ve never quite nailed it down.” When Newman still didn’t respond, she studied his profile for a minute, sizing up his nerve. She reached over and touched his arm.


    “I took a lot of risk to do what I’m doing,” she said. She felt him tense through his suit jacket where her fingers rested. She kept her fingers there, applied slightly more pressure. Her fingertips could now distinguish the material of his jacket from that of his shirt. As he turned slightly toward her, Faith was able to see the bulletproof vest he was wearing. The saliva in her mouth suddenly evaporated, along with her composure.


    Newman glanced at her. “I’ll give it to you straight. What exactly your deal will be, that’s not up to me. So far, you haven’t really given us anything. But play by the rules and everything will be okay. You’ll cut your deal, you’ll give us what we need and pretty soon you’ll have a new identity selling seashells on Fiji, while your partner and his playmates become long-term guests of the government. Don’t revel in it, don’t think too much about it, just try to survive it. Remember, we’re on your side here. We’re the only friends you have.”


    Faith sat back, finally drawing her gaze from the body armor. She decided it was time to drop her bombshell. She may as well try it out on Newman instead of Reynolds. In some ways, Reynolds and she had hit it off. Two women in a sea of men. In many subtle ways, the female agent had understood things a man never would have. In other ways, however, they had been like two alley cats circling around fish bones.


    “I want to bring in Buchanan. I know I can get him to do it. If we work together, your case will be much stronger.” She said all of this quickly, vastly relieved to have it finally out.


    Newman’s face betrayed his astonishment. “Faith, we’re pretty flexible, but we’re not cutting a deal with the guy who, according to you, masterminded this whole thing.”


    “You don’t understand all the facts. Why he did it. He’s not the bad person in all this. He’s a good guy.”


    “He broke the law. According to you, he corrupted government officials. That’s enough for me.”


    “When you understand why he did it, you won’t think that way.”


    “Don’t pin your hopes on that strategy, Faith. Don’t do that to yourself.”


    “What if I say it’s both or none?”


    “Then you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”


    “So it’s either me or him?”


    “And it shouldn’t be that tough a choice.”


    “I’ll just have to talk to Reynolds, then.”


    “She’ll tell you the same thing I just did.”


    “Don’t be so sure. I can be pretty persuasive. And I also happen to be right.”


    “Faith, you have no idea what’s involved here. FBI agents don’t decide who to prosecute. The U.S. Attorney’s Office does. Even if Reynolds sided with you, and I doubt she will, I can tell you there’s no way in hell the lawyers will go along. If they try to take down all these powerful politicos and cut a sweetheart deal with the guy who got them into it in the first place, they’re gonna lose their asses, and then their jobs. This is Washington, these are eight-hundred-pound gorillas we’re dealing with here. There’ll be phones ringing off the hook, a media frenzy, behind-the-scenes deals going a mile a minute, and at the end of the day, we’ll all be toast. Trust me, I’ve been doing this for over twenty years. It’s Buchanan or nothing.”


    Faith sat back and stared at the sky. For a moment, amid the clouds, she envisioned Danny Buchanan slumped over in a dark, hopeless prison cell. She could never let it come to that. She would have to talk to Reynolds and the attorneys, make them see that Buchanan had to be given immunity too. That was the only way it could work. But Newman sounded so sure of himself. What he had just said made perfect sense. This was Washington. As suddenly as the strike of a match, her confidence completely deserted her. Had she, the consummate lobbyist, who had been tallying political scorecards for God knew how long, failed to account for the political situation here?


    “I need a bathroom,” Faith said.


    “We’ll be at the cottage in about fifteen minutes.”


    “Actually, if you take the next left, there’s a twenty-four-hour gas station about a mile down the road.”


    He looked at her in surprise. “How do you know that?”


    She stared back with a look of confidence that masked a rising panic. “I like to know what I’m getting into. That includes the people and the geography.”


    He didn’t answer, but hung the left, and they were soon at the well-lit Exxon, which had a convenience store component. The highway had to be nearby, despite the isolation of the surroundings, because semis were parked up and down the lot. The Exxon obviously catered to open-road truckers. Men in boots and cowboy hats, Wrangler jeans and windbreakers, with trucking- and automotive-parts’ logos stenciled across them, strode across the lot. Some patiently filled their rigs with fuel; others sipped hot coffee, tiny wisps of steam heat rising past tired, leathery faces. No one paid attention to the sedan as it pulled up next to the rest room located on the far side of the building.


    Faith locked the bathroom door behind her, put the toilet lid down and sat on it. She didn’t need to use the facilities; she needed time to think, to control the panic hitting her from all sides. She looked around, her eyes absently taking in the handwritten scribbles on the chipping yellow paint covering the block walls. Some of the obscene language almost made her blush. Some of the writings were witty—belly-rocking funny, even—in their crudeness. They probably surpassed anything the men had composed to decorate their rest room next door, although most males would never concede this possibility. Men were always underestimating women.


    She stood, splashed cold tap water on her face and dried it with a paper towel. About that time her knees decided to give, and she locked them, her fingers curling tightly around the stained porcelain of the sink. She had had nightmares about doing that at her wedding: locking her knees and then passing out because of it. Well, one less thing to worry about now. She’d never had a lasting relationship in her life, unless one counted a certain young man in fifth grade whose name she couldn’t remember but whose sky-blue eyes she would never forget.


    Danny Buchanan had given her lasting friendship. He’d been her mentor and substitute father for the last fifteen years. He had seen potential in her where no one else had. He had given her a chance when she so desperately needed one. She had come to Washington with boundless ambition and enthusiasm and absolutely no focus. Lobbying? She knew nothing about it, but it sounded exciting. And lucrative. Her father had been a good-natured if aimless wanderer, dragging his wife and daughter from one get-rich scheme to the next. He was one of nature’s cruelest concoctions: a visionary lacking the skills to implement that vision. He measured gainful employment in days instead of years. They all lived one nervous week to the next. When his plans went awry and he was losing other people’s money, he would pack up Faith and her mother and flee. They’d been homeless on occasion, hungry more often than not; still, her father had always gotten back on his feet, however totteringly. Until the day he died. Poverty was a lasting, powerful memory for her.


    Faith wanted a good, stable life, and she wanted to be dependent on no one for it. Buchanan had given her the opportunity, the skills to accomplish her dream, and much more than that. He had not only vision, but also the tools to execute his sweeping ideas. She could never betray him. She was in breathless awe of what he had done and was still trying so hard to do. He was the rock she had needed at that stage of her life. However, in the last year their relationship had changed. Ever more reclusive, he had stopped talking to her. Danny was irritable, snapping for little reason. When she pressed him to tell her what was troubling him, he withdrew even more. Their relationship had been so close that the change had been even harder for her to accept. He became stealthy, stopped inviting her to travel with him; they no longer even engaged in their lengthy strategy sessions.


    And then he had done something entirely original and personally devastating: He had lied to her. The matter had been purely trivial, but the implications were serious. If he spun lies in small areas, what was he holding from her of importance? They had one final confrontation and Buchanan had told her that no possible good could come from his sharing what troubled him. And then he dropped the real stunner.


    If she wanted to leave his employ, she was free to do so, and maybe it was time she did, he had strongly intimated. His employ! The father telling his precocious daughter to get the hell out of the house was more the effect upon her.


    Why did he want her to go away? And then it finally dawned on her. How could she have been so blind? They were on to Danny. Somebody was on to him, and he didn’t want her to share his fate. She had point-blank confronted him on that issue. And he had point-blank denied it. And then insisted that she leave. Noble to the end.


    And yet if he wouldn’t confide in her, she would map a separate course for them. After much deliberation she had gone to the FBI. She knew there was a chance it was the FBI that had somehow discovered Danny’s secret, but this might make it easier, Faith had thought. Now a thousand doubts assailed her for the decision to approach the Bureau. Did she really believe the Bureau would just fall all over themselves inviting Buchanan into the prosecution’s fold? She cursed herself for giving them Danny’s name, although he was very famous in a town of famous people; the FBI would not have failed to make the connection. They wanted Danny to go to prison. Her for Danny. That was supposed to be her choice? She had never felt more alone.


    She looked at herself in the bathroom’s cracked mirror. The bones of her face seemed to be pushing through her skin, her eye sockets hollowing right in front of her. A centimeter of skin between her and nothing. Her grand vision, the way out for them both, had suddenly become a free fall of insane, dizzying proportion. Her wayward father would have just packed up and fled into the night. What was his daughter supposed to do?


  









  

     
CHAPTER 5


    Lee pulled out his pistol and pointed it ahead of him as he moved through the hallway. With his other hand he swung the flashlight in slow, steady arcs.


    The first room he peered into was the kitchen, containing a small 1950s-era refrigerator, GE electric range and tattered black-and-yellow-checked linoleum flooring. The walls were discolored in places by water damage. The ceiling was unfinished, the joists and the subfloor above clearly visible. Lee gazed at the old copper pipes and the newer grafts of PVC as they made a series of right angles through the exposed, darkened wall studs.


    There was no aroma of food here, only a smell of grease, presumably hardened in the stove-top burners and in the bowels of the vent, along with probably a few trillion bacteria. A chipped Formica table and four bent-metal, vinyl-backed chairs stood in the center of the kitchen. The counters were barren, no dishes visible. There were also no towels, coffeemaker or condiment canisters, nor any other item or personal touch that might have suggested the kitchen had been used in the last decade or so. It was as though he had stepped back in time, or happened upon a bomb shelter put into service during the hysteria of the fifties.


    The small dining room was across the hallway from the kitchen. Lee looked at the waist-high wood paneling, darkened and cracked over the years. He had a sudden chill, though the air was stale and oppressive inside. The house apparently had no central heating, nor had Lee seen any wall-mounted air conditioners. There had been no heating oil tank outside either, at least aboveground. Lee eyed the chill-chasers bolted along the bottom of the walls, their power cords plugged into electrical outlets. As in the kitchen, the ceiling here was unfinished. The electrical line to the dust-ridden chandelier ran through holes bored in the exposed joists. Electricity, Lee deduced, must have come to the home after it was first built.


    As he moved down the hallway toward the front of the house, Lee was unable to see the invisible trip beam, positioned at knee height, that stretched across the hall. He pierced this security perimeter, and from somewhere in the house a barely audible click was heard. Lee jerked for a moment, pointing his gun in wide circles, and then relaxed. It was an old house, and old houses made lots of noises. He was just being jumpy, yet he had a right to be. The cottage and its location were right the hell out of a Friday the 13th movie.


    Lee entered one of the front rooms. There, under the sweep of his flashlight, he saw that the furniture had been moved up against the walls, and there were footprints and drag patterns in the layers of dust on the floor. In the center of the room were a number of folding chairs and a rectangular-shaped table. A stack of Styrofoam coffee cups rested at one end of the table next to a coffeemaker. Packets of coffee, creamer and sugar lay next to the coffeemaker.


    Lee took all this in and jerked when he saw the windows. Not only were the heavy drapes drawn tight, but also the windows had been boarded over with big sheets of plywood, the drapes dangling from underneath the wood.


    “Shit,” Lee muttered. He quickly discovered that the small square windows set in the front door had been covered over with cardboard. He pulled out his camera and snapped some shots of all these puzzling items.


    Wanting to complete his search as soon as possible, Lee hurried up the stairs to the second floor. He cautiously opened the door to the first bedroom and peered in. The bed was small and made, and its smell of mildew hit him immediately. The walls here were unfinished as well. Lee put his hand against the exposed wall and immediately felt air from the outside coming through the cracks. He was startled for a moment when he saw a slender line of light coming from the top of the wall. Then he realized it was the moonlight coming through a gap where wall was supposed to meet roof.


    Lee carefully nudged open the closet door. It still let out a prolonged squeak that made him catch a breath. No clothes, not even a single hanger. He shook his head and went into the small connecting bathroom. Here, there was a more modern, drop-down ceiling, linoleum floor with a pebble design and plasterboard walls covered with peeling flower-patterned wallpaper. The shower was a one-piece fiberglass unit. However, there were no towels, toilet paper or soap. No way to shower or even freshen up.


    He went through into the other, adjoining bedroom. Here, the smell of mildew on the bedcovers was so strong he almost had to hold his nose. The closet here was empty as well.


    None of this was making sense. He stood in the pool of moonlight coming through the window, felt his neck tickled by the drafts of air pushing through the cracks in the walls and shook his head. What was Faith Lockhart doing here if not using it as some kind of love nest? That was what his initial conclusion had been, even though he had only seen her with the tall woman. People swung lots of ways. But not even with cement up their noses could they have been having sex on these sheets.


    Returning downstairs, he went across the hallway and into the other front space, which Lee assumed was the living room. The windows here had been boarded over as well. There was a bookshelf notched into one of the walls, although no books were on it. As in the kitchen, the ceiling was unfinished. As Lee swung his light upward, he spied the short pieces of wood tacked between the joists at forty-five-degree angles, forming a line of X’s across the ceiling. The wood was clearly different from that used for the original construction; it was lighter and of a different grain. Additional support? Why had that been necessary?


    He shook his head in the manner of a man resigned to his fate. Now added to Lee’s list of worries was the possibility that the damn second floor would collapse at any minute on his head. He envisioned his obit headlined something like: LUCKLESS PI FELLED BY BATHTUB/SHOWER COMBO; WEALTHY EX-WIFE REFUSES COMMENT.


    As Lee shone his light around, he froze. Set into one wall was a door. A closet, most likely. Nothing unusual about that, except that this door was secured by a deadbolt. He went over and examined the lock more closely, glancing at the small pile of wood dust on the floor directly under the lock. Lee knew it had been left over when the person installing the lock had drilled the hole through the wooden door. Exterior deadbolts. A security system. A deadbolt recently installed on an interior closet door in a crappy rental in the boonies. What could be so valuable here to go to all this trouble?


    “Shit,” Lee said again. He wanted to leave this place, but he could not take his eyes off the lock. If Lee Adams had one fault—and it could hardly be considered a fault for someone in his line of work—it was that he was a very curious man. Secrets plagued him. People attempting to hide things came close to infuriating him. As a “lunch pail” kind of guy utterly convinced that great monied forces stalked the earth creating all kinds of havoc for ordinary folk like him, Lee believed in the principle of full and fair disclosure with all his substantial heart. Putting action to that belief, he wedged the flashlight under his armpit, holstered his gun and pulled out his lock-pick kit. His fingers worked nimbly as he slipped a fresh pick into the lock-pick gun. He took a deep breath, inserted the pick in the lock and turned on the machine.


    When the deadbolt slid back, Lee took another deep breath, pulled his pistol and pointed it at the door as he turned the knob. He didn’t really believe that anyone had locked himself in a closet and was about to jump him, but then again, he had seen stranger things happen. Someone might be on the other side of this door.


    When he saw what was in the closet, a part of him wished the problem were as simple as someone preparing to ambush him. He swore under his breath, holstered his pistol and ran.


    In the closet the blink of red lights from the stacks of electronic equipment shone forth now in the open doorway.


    Lee raced into the other front room and shone his light around the walls in even patterns, moving higher and higher. Then he saw it. There was a camera lens in the wall next to the molding. Probably a pinhole lens, designed specifically for covert surveillance. It was impossible to see in the poor lighting, but the beam from the flashlight was reflecting off it. As he moved the beam around, he hit a total of four camera lenses.


    Holy shit. The sound he had heard earlier. He must have tripped some device that had triggered the cameras. He raced back to the living room closet, flashed his light on the front of the video machine.


    Eject! Where the hell was eject? He found the button, hit it and nothing happened. He punched it again and again. He hit the other buttons. Nothing. Then Lee’s gaze closed on the second small infrared portal in the front of the machine, and the answer hit him. The machine was controlled by a special remote, its function buttons overridden. His blood ran cold with the possibilities this sort of arrangement suggested. He thought about putting a bullet into the thing, to make it cough up the precious tape. But for all he knew, the damn thing was armored and he’d end up eating his own slug off the ricochet. And what if it had a real-time satellite link and the tape was only a backup? Was there a camera in here? People could be looking at him right now. For one ridiculous second, he thought about giving them the finger.


    Lee was about to run again but then had a sudden inspiration. He fumbled in his knapsack, his usually steady fingers now not quite so dexterous. His hands closed around the small case. He whipped it out, fought with the lid for an instant and then managed to pull out the small but powerful magnet.


    Magnets were a popular burglary tool because they were ideal for locating and popping window pins once you had cut through the glass. Otherwise, the pins would defeat the most accomplished burglar. Now the magnet would play the reverse role: not helping him break in, but rather assisting him in making what he hoped would be an invisible exit.


    He palmed the magnet and then ran it in front of the video machine and then over the top. He did it as many times as he could in the one minute he had allowed himself before fleeing for his life. He prayed that the magnetic field would obliterate the images on the tape. His images.


    He threw the magnet back in his bag, turned and ran for the door. God only knew who might be on their way here. Lee suddenly stopped. Should he go back to the closet, rip the VCR out and take it with him? The next sound Lee heard drove all thoughts of the VCR from his mind.


    A car was coming.


    “Sonofabitch!” hissed Lee. Was it Lockhart and her escort? They had come here every other evening. So much for a pattern. He raced back down the hall, threw open the back door, burst through and hurdled the concrete stoop. He landed heavily in the slick grass, his shoeless feet slipped and he fell hard. The impact knocked the breath out of him and he felt a sharp pain where his elbow had struck at an odd angle. But fear was a great painkiller. Within a few seconds he was up and chugging for the tree line.


    He was halfway to the woods when the car pulled into the driveway, its light beams bouncing a little as the car moved from flat road to uneven ground. Lee took another few strides, hit the tree line and dove under cover.


    *  *  *


    The red dot had lingered for a few moments on Lee’s chest. Serov could have taken the man so easily. But that would warn the people in the car. The former KGB man aimed the rifle at the driver’s-side door. He hoped the man who had now made it to the woods would not be stupid enough to try anything. He had been very lucky up until now. He had escaped death not once, but twice. One should not waste that much luck. It would be in such poor taste, Serov thought as he once more sighted through the laser scope.


    Lee should have kept running, but he stopped, his chest heaving, and crept back to the tree line. His curiosity had always been his strongest trait, sometimes too strong. Besides, the people behind all the electronic equipment probably had already identified him. Hell, they probably knew the dentist he used and his preference for Coke over Pepsi, so he might as well stick around and see what was coming next. If the people in the car started for the woods, he would do his best impersonation of an Olympic marathoner, shoeless feet and all, and dare anyone to catch him.


    He crouched down and took out his night-vision monocular. It utilized forward-looking infrared, or FLIR, technology, which was a vast improvement over the ambient light intensifier, or I-squareds, Lee had used in the past. FLIR worked by detecting, in essence, heat. It needed no light to operate, and unlike the I-squareds, it could distinguish dark images against dark backgrounds, with the heat transferred into crystal-clear video images.


    As Lee focused the contraption, his field of vision was now a green screen with red images. The car appeared so close that Lee had the sense that he could reach out and touch it. The engine area glowed particularly brightly, since it was still very hot. He watched the man as he climbed out of the driver’s side. Lee didn’t recognize him, but the private investigator tensed as he watched Faith Lockhart climb out of the car and join the man. They were side by side at this point. The man hesitated as though he had forgotten something.


    “Damn,” Lee hissed between clenched teeth. “The door.” Lee focused for a moment on the back door to the cottage. It was standing wide open.


    The man had obviously seen this. He turned, facing the woman, and reached inside his coat.


    In the woods, Serov fixed his laser point on the base of the man’s neck. He smiled contentedly. The man and woman were lined up nicely. The ammo the Russian was chambering was highly customized, military-style ordnance with full metal jackets. Serov was a careful student of both weapons and the wounds they caused. With its high velocity, the bullet would have minimal projectile deformity as it passed through its target. However, it would still cause devastating injury when the kinetic energy the bullet carried was released and then rapidly lost in the body. The initial wound track and cavity would be many times larger than the size of the bullet before it partially closed. And the destruction to tissue and bone would occur radially, akin to the epicenter of an earthquake, with terrible damage resulting a great distance away. It was quite beautiful, in its own way, Serov felt.


    Velocity was the key to kinetic energy levels—the Russian was well aware—which, in turn, determined damage force on the target. Double the weight of a bullet and it doubled the kinetic energy. However, Serov had long ago learned that when you doubled the velocity at which the bullet was fired, the kinetic energy was quadrupled. And Serov’s weapon and ammo were at the top end of the scale on velocity. Yes, beautiful indeed.


    However, because of its full metal jacket, the bullet could also easily pass through one person and then strike and kill another. This was not an unpopular result for soldiers who were going at it in combat. And for hired killers with two targets. However, if another bullet was required to kill the woman, so be it. Ammo was relatively cheap. Consequently, so were humans.


    Serov took a slight breath, became absolutely still and lightly squeezed the trigger.


    *  *  *


    “Oh my God!” Lee shouted as he watched the man’s body twist and then pitch violently against the woman. They both dropped to the ground as though sewn together.


    Lee instinctively started to race out of the woods to help. A shot hit the tree right next to his head. Lee instantly dropped to the ground and sought cover as another shot hit near him. Lying on his back, his body shaking so hard he could barely focus the damn monocular, Lee scanned the area where he thought the shots had come from.


    Another shot hit close to him, kicking up wet dirt in his face, stinging his eyes. Whoever was out there knew what he was doing and was loaded for dinosaur. Lee could sense the shooter methodically closing in on him grid by grid.


    Lee could tell that the shooter was using a suppressor, because each shot sounded like someone slapping a wall hard with the palm of his hand. Splat. Splat. Splat. They could have been balloons exploding at a child’s party, not cone-shaped pieces of metal flying at a million Mach seeking to wipe out a certain PI.


    Other than the hand holding his monocular, Lee tried not to move, tried not to breathe. For one terrifying instant he saw the red line of the laser dart near his leg like a curious snake, and then it was gone. He didn’t have much time. If he just stayed here, he was a dead man.


    Laying his gun on his chest, Lee stretched his fingers out and carefully groped for a moment in the dirt until his hand closed around a stone. Using just the flick of his wrist, he tossed the stone about five feet away, waited; and when it hit a tree, a bullet struck the same spot a few seconds later.


    With his infrared eye, Lee instantly zeroed in on the heat of this last muzzle flash, as oxygen-deprived, super-hot gas escaping from the rifle barrel collided with the outside air. This simple reaction of physical elements had cost many a soldier his life as it revealed his position. Lee could only hope for the same result now.


    Lee used the muzzle flash to fix on the man’s thermal image amid the cover of trees. The shooter wasn’t that far away, well within range of Lee’s SIG. Realizing he would probably get only one attempt, Lee slowly gripped his gun and raised his arm, trying to locate a clear line of fire. Keeping his gaze on his target through the monocular, Lee clicked off the safety, said a silent prayer and fired eight shots from his fifteen-round mag. They were all aimed fairly close together, increasing his chances of a hit. His pistol shots were much louder than the rifle’s suppressed ones. On all sides of him wildlife fled the human conflict.


    One of Lee’s shots miraculously found its mark, mainly because Serov had moved right into the path of the shot as he was attempting to shift to a closer position. The Russian grunted in pain as the bullet entered his left forearm. For a split second it stung, then the dull throbbing came as the bullet ripped through soft tissue and veins, shattered his humerus and finally came to rest in his clavicle. His left arm immediately became heavy and useless. After killing a dozen people in his career, always with a gun, Leonid Serov finally knew what it felt like to be shot. Clutching the rifle in his good hand, the ex-KGB agent took the professional way out. He turned and ran, blood splattering on the ground with each step.


    Through the FLIR, Lee watched him run for a few moments. From the way the man was retreating, Lee was pretty certain that at least one of his shots had scored a hit. He decided it would be both stupid and unnecessary to chase an armed and wounded man. Besides, he had something else to do. He grabbed his bag and ran toward the cottage.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 6


    While Lee and Serov were exchanging fire, Faith struggled to get her breath back. The collision with Newman had taken most of her wind and left a throbbing pain in her shoulder. With convulsive strength she was able to roll him off. She felt a warm and sticky substance on her dress. For a terrifying moment she thought she had been shot. Faith couldn’t have known it, but the agent’s Glock pistol had acted as a mini-shield, deflecting the bullet as it left his body. It was the only reason she was still alive. For a moment she stared at what was left of Newman’s face and felt herself growing sick.


    Pulling her gaze away, Faith managed to squat low in the driveway and slid her hand into Newman’s pocket, then pulled out his car keys. Faith’s heart was pumping so frantically that it was difficult for her mind to focus. She could barely hold the damn car keys. Still crouching, she eased open the driver’s-side door.


    Her body was shaking so hard she didn’t even know if she could drive the car once she got in it. Then she was inside, slammed the door shut and locked it. When the engine caught, she put the car in gear, hit the gas and the engine flooded and died on her. Swearing loudly, she turned the key again; the engine caught. She made a more cautious movement on the gas pedal and the engine remained purring.


    She was about to hit the gas when her breath caught in her throat. A man stood at the driver’s-side window. He was breathing heavily and looked as scared as she felt. What really held her attention, though, was the gun pointed directly at her. He motioned for her to roll the window down. She contemplated hitting the gas.


    “Don’t try it,” he said, seemingly reading her thoughts. “I’m not the one who shot at you,” he said through the glass. He added, “If I were, you’d already be dead.”


    Finally Faith edged down the window.


    “Unlock the door,” he said, “and move over.”


    “Who are you?”


    “Let’s go, lady. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be here when someone else shows up. They might be a better shot.”


    Faith unlocked the door and slid over. Lee holstered his gun, threw his bag in the back, got in, slammed the door shut and backed out. Right at that instant the cell phone on the front seat rang, causing them to both jump. He stopped the car and they looked down at the phone and then at each other.


    “It’s not my phone,” he said.


    “It’s not mine either,” replied Faith.


    When the ringing stopped, he asked, “Who’s the dead guy?”


    “I’m not telling you anything.”


    The car hit the road and he shifted to drive and punched the gas. “You might regret that decision.”


    “I don’t think so.”


    He appeared confused by her confident tone.


    She slipped her seat belt on as he took a curve a little fast. “If you shot that man back there, then you’ll shoot me regardless of what I tell you or not. If you’re telling the truth and you didn’t shoot him, then I don’t think you’ll kill me simply because I won’t talk.”


    “You have a very naive perspective of good and bad. Even good guys have to kill on occasion,” he said.


    “Are you speaking from experience?” Faith edged closer against the door.


    He hit the auto door lock. “Now, don’t go and throw yourself out the car. I just want to know what’s going on. Starting with who’s the dead guy.”


    Faith stared at him, her nerves completely shattered. When she finally spoke, her voice was very weak. “Do you mind if we just go somewhere, anywhere, so I can just sit and think for a bit?” She curled her fingers and added hoarsely, “I’ve never seen anyone killed before. I’ve never almost been …” Her voice rose as she said this last part and she started to tremble. “Please pull over. For God’s sake, pull over! I’m going to be sick.”


    He skidded the car to a stop on the shoulder and hit the auto unlock button. Faith threw open the door, leaned out and vomited.


    He reached across and put his hand on her shoulder, squeezing tightly until she stopped shaking. He spoke in a slow, steady tone. “You’re gonna be okay.” He paused and waited until she was able to sit back up and close the door before continuing. “First we need to ditch this car. Mine’s on the other side of the woods. It’ll only take a few minutes to get there. Then I know a place where you can be safe. Okay?”


    “Okay,” Faith managed to say.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 7


    Barely twenty minutes later, a sedan pulled into the cottage’s driveway and a man and woman got out. The metal of their weapons reflected off the light thrown from the car’s headlights. Approaching the dead man, the woman knelt down and looked at the body. If she hadn’t known Ken Newman very well, she might not have recognized him. She had seen human death before, yet she still felt something rising from her stomach to her throat. She quickly stood and turned away. The pair searched the cottage thoroughly and then did a quick sweep of the tree line before coming back to the body.


    The large, barrel-chested fellow looked down at Ken Newman’s body and uttered a curse. Howard Constantinople was “Connie” to all who knew him. A veteran FBI agent, he had seen just about everything in his career. However, tonight was new territory even for him. Ken Newman was a good friend of his. Connie looked as though he might burst into sobs.


    The woman stood next to him. At six feet one, she matched Connie’s height. Her brunette hair was cut very short, curving over her ears. Her face was long, narrow and intelligent, and she was dressed in a stylishly fitting pantsuit. Both the years and the stress of her occupation had hammered fine lines around her mouth and around her dark, sad eyes. Her gaze swept the surrounding area with the ease of someone accustomed not only to observing but also to making accurate deductions from what she observed. There was an edge to her features that clearly demonstrated a powerful internal anger.


    At age thirty-nine, Brooke Reynolds’s attractive features and tall, lean physique would make her appealing to men for as long as she desired the attention. However, immersed as she was in the middle of a bitter divorce that had wreaked havoc on her two young children, she questioned whether she would ever again want the companionship of a man.


    Reynolds had been christened, over the objections of her mother, Brooklyn Dodgers Reynolds by her overzealous baseball-fan father. Her old man had never been the same when his beloved ball club went to California. Almost from day one, her mother had insisted she be called Brooke.


    “My God,” Reynolds finally said, her gaze fixed on her dead colleague.


    Connie looked over at her. “So what do we do now?”


    She shook off the net of despair that had settled over her. Action was called for, swift but methodical. “We have a crime scene, Connie. We don’t have much choice.”


    “Locals?”


    “This is an AFO,” she said, referring to an assault on a federal officer, “so the Bureau will be in the lead.” She found she couldn’t take her gaze from the body. “But we’ll still have to work with the county and state people. I have contacts with them, so I’m reasonably sure we can control the information flow.”


    “With an AFO we have the Bureau’s Violent Crime Unit. That breaks our Chinese wall.”


    Reynolds took a deep breath to quell the tears she felt rising to her eyes. “We’ll do the best we can. The first thing we have to do is secure the crime scene, not that it’s going to be too difficult out here. I’ll call Paul Fisher at HQ and fill him in.” Reynolds mentally went up her chain of command at the Bureau’s Washington Field Office, or WFO. The ASAC, SAC and ADIC would have to be notified; the ADIC, or assistant director in charge, was the head of the WFO, really only a notch below the director of the FBI himself. Soon, she thought, there would be enough abbreviations here to sink a battleship.


    “Dollars to donuts the director himself will be out here too,” Connie added.


    The walls of Reynolds’s stomach started to burn. An agent being killed was a shock. An agent losing his life on her watch was a nightmare she would never wake up from.


    An hour later, forces had converged on the scene, fortunately without any media. The state medical examiner verified what everyone who had even remotely seen the devastating wound already knew: namely, that Special Agent Kenneth Newman had died from a distant gunshot entry wound to the upper neck, exiting from his face. While the local police stood guard, the VCU, or Violent Crime Unit, agents methodically collected evidence.


    Reynolds, Connie and their superiors gathered around her car. The ADIC was Fred Massey, the ranking agent at the scene. He was a small, humorless man who kept shaking his head in exaggerated motions. His white shirt collar was loose around a skinny neck, his bald head seeming to glow under the moonlight.


    A VCU agent appeared with a videotape from the cottage and a pair of muddy boots. Reynolds and Connie had noted the boots when they had searched the cottage, but had wisely opted against disturbing any evidence.


    “Someone was in the house,” he reported. “These boots were on the back stoop. No forced entry. The alarm was deactivated and the equipment closet was open. Looks like we maybe got the person on tape. They tripped the laser.”


    He handed the tape to Massey, who promptly handed it over to Reynolds. The act was far from subtle. All this was her responsibility. She would either get the credit or take the fall. The VCU agent put the boots in an evidence bag and went back into the house to continue searching.


    Massey said, “Give me your observations, Agent Reynolds.” His tone was curt, and everyone understood why.


    Some of the other agents had openly shed tears and cursed loudly when they saw their colleague’s body. As the only woman here, and Newman’s squad supervisor to boot, Reynolds didn’t feel she had the luxury of dissolving into tears in front of them. The vast majority of FBI agents went through their entire careers without ever even drawing their sidearms except for weapons recertification. Reynolds had sometimes wondered how she would react if such a catastrophe ever hit home. Now she knew: Not very well.


    This was probably the most important case Reynolds would ever handle. A while back, she had been assigned to the Bureau’s Public Corruption Unit, a component of the illustrious Criminal Investigation Division. After receiving a phone call from Faith Lockhart one night and secretly meeting the woman on several occasions, Reynolds had been named the squad supervisor of a unit detailed to a special. That “special” had the opportunity, if Lockhart was telling the truth, to topple some of the biggest names in the United States government. Most agents would die for such a case during their careers. Well, one had tonight.


    Reynolds held up the tape. “I’m hoping this tape will tell us something of what happened here. And what happened to Faith Lockhart.”


    “You think it’s likely she shot Ken? If so, a nationwide APB goes out in about two seconds,” Massey said.


    Reynolds shook her head. “My gut tells me she had nothing to do with it. But the fact is we don’t know enough. We’ll check the blood type and other residue. If it only matches Ken’s, then we know she wasn’t hit as well. We know Ken hadn’t fired his gun. And he had on his vest. Something took a chunk out of his Glock, though.”


    Connie nodded. “The bullet that killed him. Through the back of the neck and out the front. He had his weapon out, probably eye-height, the slug hit and deflected off it.” Connie swallowed with difficulty. “The residue on Ken’s pistol supports that conclusion.”


    Reynolds stared sadly at the man and continued the analysis. “So Ken might have been between Lockhart and the shooter?”


    Connie slowly shook his head. “Human shield. I thought only the Secret Service did that crap.”


    Reynolds said, “I spoke with the ME. We won’t know anything until the post and we can see the wound track, but I think it was most likely a rifle shot. Not the sort of weapon a woman ordinarily carries in her purse.”


    “So another person waiting for them?” Massey ventured.


    “And why would that person kill and then go inside the house?” Connie asked.


    “Maybe it was Newman and Lockhart who went in the house,” Massey surmised.


    Reynolds knew it had been years since Massey had worked a field investigation, but he was still her ADIC and she couldn’t very well ignore him. She didn’t have to agree with him, though.


    Reynolds shook her head decisively. “If they had gone in the house, Ken wouldn’t have been killed in the driveway. They’d still be in the house. We interview Lockhart for at least two hours each time. We got here a half hour after they would have, tops. And those weren’t Ken’s boots. But they are men’s boots, about a size twelve. Odds are a big guy.”


    “If Newman and Lockhart didn’t go in the house, and there are no signs of forced entry, then this third party had the pass-code to the alarm.” Massey’s tone was clearly accusatory.


    Reynolds looked miserable, but she had to keep going. “From where Ken fell, it looked like he had just gotten out of the car. Then something must have spooked Ken. He pulls his Glock and then takes the round.”


    Reynolds led them over to the driveway. “Look at the rut marks here. The ground around here is reasonably dry, but the tires really gouged the dirt. I think somebody was getting out of here in a hurry. Hell, fast enough that he ran out of his boots.”


    “And Lockhart?”


    “Maybe the shooter took her with him,” Connie said.


    Reynolds thought about this. “It’s possible, but I don’t see why. They’d want her dead too.”


    “In the first place, how would a shooter know to come here?” Massey asked, and then answered his own question. “A leak?”


    Reynolds had been considering this possibility from the moment she had seen Newman’s body. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t see how that could be the case.”


    Massey coldly ticked off the points on his fingers. “We’ve got one dead man, a missing woman and a pair of boots. Put it all together and I’m looking at a third party being involved. Tell me how that third party got here without inside information.”


    Reynolds spoke in a very low tone. “It could be a random thing. Lonely place, possible armed robbery. It happens.” She took a quick breath. “But if you’re right and there is a leak, it’s not complete.” They all looked at her curiously. “The shooter obviously didn’t know about our last-second change of plan. That Connie and I would be here tonight,” Reynolds explained. “Ordinarily, I would’ve been with Faith, but I was working another case. It didn’t pan out and I decided at the last minute to hook up with Connie and come out here.”


    Connie glanced over at the van. “You’re right, no one could have known about that. Ken didn’t even know.”


    “I tried to call Ken about twenty minutes before we got here. I didn’t want to just suddenly appear. If he heard a car pull up to the safe house without prior warning, he might have gotten spooked, shot first and asked questions later. He must have already been dead when I tried to reach him.”


    Massey stepped toward her. “Agent Reynolds, I know you’ve been handling this investigation from the beginning. I know that your use of this safe house and the closed-circuit TV surveillance of Ms. Lockhart were all approved by the appropriate parties. I understand your difficulties in pursuing this case and gaining this witness’s trust.” Massey paused for a moment, seeming to select his words with great care. Newman’s death had stunned them all, although agents were often in harm’s way. Still, there would be definite blame assessed in this case, and everyone knew it.


    Massey continued, “However, your approach was hardly textbook. And the fact is, an agent is dead.”


    Reynolds plunged right in. “We had to do this very quietly. We couldn’t exactly have surrounded Lockhart with agents. Buchanan would’ve been gone before we had enough evidence for prosecution.” She took a long breath. “Sir, you asked for my observations. Here they are. I don’t think Lockhart killed Ken. I think Buchanan is behind it. We have to find her. But we have to do it quietly. If we put out an APB, then Ken Newman has probably died in vain. And if Lockhart is alive, she won’t be for long if we go public.”


    Reynolds looked over at the van just as its doors closed on Newman’s body. If she had been escorting Faith Lockhart instead of Ken, the odds were that she would have lost her life tonight. For any FBI agent, death was always a possibility, however remote. If she were killed, would Brooklyn Dodgers Reynolds fade in her children’s memory? She was certain her six-year-old daughter would always remember “Mommy.” She had doubts about three-year-old David, though. If she were killed, would David, years from now, only refer to Reynolds as his “birth” mother? The thought itself was nearly paralyzing.


    One day she had actually taken the ridiculous step of having her palm read. The palm reader had warmly welcomed Reynolds, given her a cup of herbal tea and chatted with her, asking her questions that tried to sound casual. These queries, Reynolds knew, were designed to gather background information to which the woman could add appropriate mumbo-jumbo as she “saw” into Reynolds’s past, as well as her future.


    After examining Reynolds’s hand, the palm reader had told her that her life line was short. Significantly so, in fact. The worst she’d ever seen. The woman said this as she stared at a scar on Reynolds’s palm. Reynolds knew it was the result of falling on a broken Coke bottle in her backyard when she was eight.


    The reader had picked up her cup of tea, apparently waiting for Reynolds to plead for more information, presumably at an appropriate premium over the initial fee. Reynolds had informed her that she was strong as a horse with years in between even a simple bout of flu.


    Death needn’t be by natural causes, the palm reader had replied, her painted eyebrows rising to emphasize the obvious point.


    On that, Reynolds had paid her five dollars and walked out the door.


    Now she wondered.


    Connie scuffed the dirt with his toe. “If Buchanan is behind this, he’s probably long gone by now anyway.”


    “I don’t think so,” Reynolds replied. “If he runs right after this, then he’s as good as admitting guilt. No, he’ll play it cool.”


    “I don’t like this,” Massey said. “I say we APB Lockhart and bring her in, assuming she’s still living.”


    “Sir,” Reynolds said, her voice tight, edgy, “we can’t name her as a subject in a homicide when we have reason to believe she wasn’t involved in the murder, but may well be a victim herself. That opens the Bureau to a whole civil-action can of worms if she does turn up. You know that.”


    “Material witness, then. She damn well qualifies for that,” said Massey.


    Reynolds looked directly at him. “An APB is not the answer. It’s going to do more harm than good. For everybody involved.”


    “Buchanan has no reason to keep her alive.”


    “Lockhart is a smart woman,” Reynolds said. “I spent time with her, got to know her. She’s a survivor. If she can hang on for a few days, we have a shot. Buchanan can’t possibly know what she’s been telling us. But we do an APB naming her as a material witness, we just sign her death notice.”


    They were all silent for a bit. “All right, I see your point,” Massey finally said. “You really think you can find her on the Q.T.?”


    “Yes.” What else could she say?


    “Is that your gut talking, or your brain?”


    “Both.”


    Massey studied her for a long moment. “For now, Agent Reynolds, you focus on finding Lockhart. The VCU people will investigate Newman’s murder.”


    “I’d have them lockstep the yard looking for the slug that killed Ken. Then I’d search the woods,” Reynolds said.


    “Why the woods? The boots were on the stoop.”


    She glanced over at the tree line. “If I were here to ambush someone, that”—she pointed toward the woods—“would be my first tactical choice. Good cover, excellent line of fire and a hidden escape route. Car waiting, gun disposed of, a quick trip to Dulles Airport. In an hour the shooter’s in another time zone. The shot that killed Ken entered the back of his neck. He’s facing away from the woods. Ken must not have seen his attacker, or else he wouldn’t have turned his back.” She eyed the thick woods. “It all points there.”


    Another car pulled up and the director of the FBI himself climbed out. Massey and his aides hurried over, leaving Connie and Reynolds alone.


    “So what’s our plan of action?” Connie asked.


    “Maybe I’ll try to match those boots to my Cinderella,” Reynolds said as she watched Massey talking to the director. The director was a former field agent who, Reynolds knew, would take this catastrophe extremely personally. Everybody and everything associated with it would be subject to intense scrutiny.


    “We’ll cover all the usual bases.” She tapped her finger against the tape. “But this is really all we have. Whoever’s on this tape we hit hard, like there’s no tomorrow.”


    “Depending on how this turns out, we might not have many tomorrows left, Brooke,” said Connie.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 8


    Lee gripped the steering wheel so hard his fingers were turning white. As the police car, lights blazing, raced past him going in the opposite direction, he let out an enormous breath and then pushed hard on the accelerator. They were in Lee’s car after having ditched the other. He had scrubbed down the inside of the dead man’s car, but he could have easily missed something. And nowadays equipment existed that could find things completely invisible to the naked eye. Not good.


    *  *  *


    As Faith watched the swirling lights disappear into the darkness, she wondered if the police were heading to the cottage. Did Ken Newman have a wife and kids? she wondered. There had been no wedding band on his finger. Like many women, Faith had the habit of making that quick observation. Yet he’d seemed like the fatherly type.


    As Lee maneuvered the car through the back roads, Faith’s hand moved up, down and then drew a vertical line across her chest as she finished crossing herself. The near-automatic movement conveyed a subtle sense of surprise to her. She added a silent prayer for the dead man. She whispered another prayer for any family he might have. “I’m so sorry you’re dead,” she said out loud, to help assuage her mounting feelings of guilt for simply having survived.


    Lee looked over at her. “Friend of yours?”


    She shook her head. “He was killed because of me. Isn’t that enough?”


    Faith was surprised at how easily the words of prayer and remorse had come back to her. Because of her nomadic father, her attendance at mass over the years had been sporadic. But her mother had insisted on Catholic schools wherever the family happened to venture, and her father had followed this rule after his wife had died. Catholic school must have ingrained something in her other than the constant bite of the ruler on her knuckles from Sister Something-or-other. The summer before her senior year, she had become an orphan, her travels with her father abruptly cut short by a heart attack. She was sent to live with a relative who did not want her and who took pains to show no attention to her. Faith had rebelled however she could. She smoked, she drank, she ceased to be virgin Faith long before it was fashionable to do so. At school the daily tugging down of her skirt to below her knees by the nuns only made her want to pull the damn thing up to her crotch. All in all, it was a truly forgettable year in her life, followed by several more as she struggled through college, tried to gain some direction in her life. Then for the past fifteen years she had thought her rudder was flawless, the grand movements of her life fluid. Now she was floundering, speeding toward the rocks.


    Faith looked at Lee. “We need to call the police, tell somebody that he’s back there.”


    Lee shook his head. “That opens a whole other can of worms. That is definitely not a good idea.”


    “We can’t just leave him back there. It’s not right.”


    “Do you suggest we go to the local precinct and try to explain this thing? They’ll put us in straitjackets.”


    “Dammit! If you won’t do it, I will. I am not leaving him back there for the squirrels.”


    “All right, all right. Calm down.” He sighed. “I guess we could place an anonymous call in a little while, get the cops to check it out.”


    “Fine,” said Faith.


    *  *  *


    A few minutes later, Lee noticed that Faith was fidgeting.


    “I have another request,” she said.


    The woman’s demanding style was really starting to annoy him. Lee tried not to think about the hurt in his elbow, the irritating specks of cold dirt in his eyes, the unknown dangers that lay ahead.


    “Like what?” he said wearily.


    “There’s a gas station near here. I’d like to wash up.” She added quietly, “If that’s okay.”


    Lee looked down at the stains on her clothes and his expression softened. “No problem,” he said.


    “It’s down this road—”


    “I know where it is,” Lee said. “I like to get the lay of the land where I’m working.”


    Faith simply stared at him.


    *  *  *


    In the bathroom Faith tried not to focus on what she was doing as she painstakingly cleaned the blood off her clothing. Still, every couple of minutes she felt like ripping off all her clothes and scrubbing herself down using the soap from the dispenser and the stack of paper towels on the dirty sink.


    When she climbed back in the car, her companion’s look said what his mouth didn’t.


    “I’ll make it, for now,” she said.


    “By the way, my name’s Lee. Lee Adams.”


    Faith said nothing. He started the car and they left the gas station.


    “You don’t have to tell me your name,” he said. “I was hired to follow you, Ms. Lockhart.”


    She eyed him suspiciously. “Who hired you to do that?”


    “Don’t know.”


    “How could you possibly not know who hired you?”


    “I admit it’s a little unusual, but it happens, on occasion. Some people are embarrassed about hiring a private detective.”


    “So that’s what you are, a private eye?” Her tone was one of contempt.


    “It can be a very legit way of earning a buck. And I’m as legit as they come.”


    “And how did this person come to hire you?”


    “Other than the fact that I’ve got a killer Yellow Pages ad, I don’t have a clue.”


    “Do you have any idea what you’re mixed up in, Mr. Adams?”


    “Let’s just say I have a better idea now than I did a little bit ago. Getting shot at is the one thing that has always captured my undivided attention.”


    “And who shot at you?”


    “The same guy who nailed your friend. I think I winged him, but he got away.”


    Faith rubbed her temples and looked out into the darkness. His next words startled her.


    “What are you, Witness Protection?” Lee waited. When she didn’t answer, he continued. “I did a ten-second down-and-dirty on your friend while you were busy choking out the car. He had a Glock nine-millimeter and a Kevlar vest, for all the good it did him. The shield on his belt said FBI. I didn’t have time to check for ID. So what was his name?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “It might.”


    “Why Witness Protection?” she asked.


    “The cottage. Special locks, security system. It’s a safe house, of sorts. Nobody’s living there, that’s for sure.”


    “So you’ve been inside.”


    He nodded. “At first I thought you were having an affair. A couple minutes inside told me it wasn’t a love nest. Strange house, though. Hidden cameras, tape-recording system. Did you know you were on stage, by the way?”


    The astonished look on her face answered his question.


    “If you didn’t know who hired you, how were you engaged to follow me?”


    “Easy enough. Phone message said a packet of information on you and an advance on my fee would be delivered to my office. They were. A file on you, and a big chunk of cash. It said to follow your movements, and I did.”


    “I was told I wasn’t being followed.”


    “I’ve gotten pretty good at it.”


    “Apparently.”


    “Once I knew where you were going, I just got here ahead of you. Pretty simple.”


    “Was the voice a man’s or woman’s?”


    “Couldn’t tell; it was scrambled.”


    “Didn’t that make you suspicious?”


    “Everything makes me suspicious. One thing’s for sure, whoever’s after you, they ain’t playing around. The ammo the guy was using back there could have wasted an elephant. I got to see it up close and personal.”


    He fell silent and Faith could not bring herself to say anything else. She had several credit cards in her purse, all with virtually limitless spending power. And they were all useless to her, because as soon as one went through the swipe machine, they would know where she was. She put her hand in her purse and touched the Tiffany pewter ring holding the keys to her beautiful home and her luxury car. Useless as well. In her wallet was the grand sum of fifty-five dollars and a few pennies. She had been stripped bare except for this cash and the clothes on her back. Her impoverished childhood had come roaring back in all its tarnished, hopeless memory.


    She did have a large sum of cash, but it was in a safe-deposit box at her bank in D.C. The bank would not be open until tomorrow morning. And there were two other items she kept in that box that were even more critical to her: a driver’s license and another credit card. They were both under a fake name. They had been relatively easy to set up, but she had hoped she would never have to use them. So much so that she had kept them in her bank instead of a more accessible place. Now she shook her head at such stupidity.


    With those two cards she could go just about anywhere. If everything collapsed on top of her, she had often reminded herself, this would be her way out. Well, she thought now, the roof’s gone, the walls are creaking, the killer tornado’s at the window and the fat lady is in the limo on the way back to the hotel. It’s time to pull the tent and call it a life.


    She looked at Lee. What would she do with him? Faith knew that her most pressing challenge was surviving the rest of the night. Maybe he could help her do that. He seemed to know what he was doing, and he had a gun. If she could just get in and out of her bank without too much trouble, she would be okay. There were about seven hours between now and the bank’s opening. They might as well have been seven years.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 9


    Thornhill sat in the small study of his lovely ivy-draped old home in a much-sought-after neighborhood in McLean, Virginia. His wife’s family had money, and he enjoyed the luxuries that money could buy, as well as the freedom it gave him to be a public servant his entire career. Right now, though, he was not feeling much comfort.


    The message he had just received was unbelievable to him, and yet all plans had the potential for failure. He looked at the man sitting across from him. This person was also a veteran at the Agency, and a member of Thornhill’s secret group. Philip Winslow shared Thornhill’s ideals and concerns. They had spent many a night in Thornhill’s study, both reminiscing about past glories and devising plans that would ensure there would be many future triumphs as well. They were both Yale graduates, two of the best and brightest. They had come along at a time when it was considered honorable to serve one’s country. And the CIA had gotten its share of the Ivy League’s best back then. They had also come from a generation in which a man did whatever it took to protect his country’s interests. A man with vision, Thornhill believed with all his heart, had to be willing to take risks to achieve that vision.


    “The FBI agent was killed,” Thornhill said to his friend and colleague.


    “And Lockhart?” Winslow asked.


    Thornhill gave one brief shake of his head. “She’s disappeared.”


    Winslow summed it up. “So we take out one of the Bureau’s finest and let the real target get away.” He clinked the ice in his drink. “Not good, Bob. The others won’t be happy to hear that.”


    “Just to get all the good news out, our man was also shot in the process.”


    “By the agent?”


    Thornhill shook his head. “No. There was someone else there tonight. Unknown as yet. Serov has been debriefed. He gave a description of the man who was at the cottage. We’re doing computer generations of him right now. We should know his identity shortly.”


    “Could he tell us anything else?”


    “Not at present. Mr. Serov is being detained, for now, in safe quarters.”


    “You know the Bureau will go after this tooth and nail, Bob.”


    “More precisely,” Thornhill said, “they will do everything in their power to find Faith Lockhart.”


    “Who do they suspect?”


    “Buchanan, of course. It’s logical,” Thornhill replied.


    “So what do we do with Buchanan?”


    “For now, nothing. We’ll keep him informed. Of at least our version of the truth, that is. We’ll keep him busy at the same time we keep close tabs on the FBI. He has a trip out of town this morning, so we’re covered there. However, if the FBI’s investigation gets too close to Buchanan, we’ll provide him with an early death and provide our professional brethren with all the sordid facts of how Buchanan tried to have Lockhart murdered.”


    “And Lockhart?” Winslow asked.


    “Oh, the FBI will find her. They’re quite good at that sort of thing, in their limited way.”


    “I don’t see how that helps us. She talks, and Buchanan goes down and takes us with him.”


    “I hardly think that,” Thornhill said. “When the FBI finds her, we will be there as well, if we don’t find her first. And this time we won’t miss. With Lockhart gone, Buchanan will soon follow. Then we can move forward with our original plan.”


    “God, if it could only work.”


    “Oh, it will work,” said Thornhill with his usual optimism. To last as long as he had in this business, one had to have a positive attitude.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 10


    Lee pulled the car into the alleyway and stopped. His gaze swept over the darkened landscape. They had driven around for over two hours until he felt reasonably sure they had not been followed, and then he had made the phone call to the police from a pay phone. Although they seemed relatively safe now, Lee still kept one hand resting on the grip of his pistol, ready to pull it in an instant, to terminate their enemies with the salvos from his deadly SIG. That was a joke.


    These days you could kill from a sky away, with a bomb smarter than a man, taking the most important thing a human being had without so much as a “Hello, you’re dead.” Lee wondered if, during the millisecond it took to cremate the poor bastards, the brain moved fast enough to spark the thought that the Hand of God had struck them down instead of something manufactured by man, the idiot. For a crazy moment, Lee scanned the sky looking for a guided missile. And depending on who was involved in all this, maybe it wasn’t so crazy after all.


    “What did you tell the police?” Faith asked.


    “Short and sweet. The location of the place and what happened.”


    “And?”


    “And the dispatcher was skeptical but did his best to keep me on the line.”


    Faith looked around the alley. “Is this the safe place you mentioned?” She took in the darkness, the hidden crevices, the garbage can and the distant tap of footsteps on pavement.


    “No, we leave the car here and walk to the safe place. Which, by the way, is my apartment.”


    “Where are we?”


    “North Arlington. It’s being yuppified, but it can still be dangerous, especially this time of night.”


    She stayed right next to him as they made their way down the alley and out onto the next street, which was an avenue of old but nicely kept-up attached rowhouses.


    “Which one’s yours?”


    “The big one at the end there. Owner’s retired, lives in Florida. He’s got a couple of other properties. I troubleshoot for him, and he gives me a break on the rent.”


    Faith started to walk out of the alley, but Lee stopped her. “Give me a sec, I want to check things first.”


    She clutched his jacket. “You are not leaving me here alone.”


    “I’m just making sure there’s nobody there waiting to throw us a surprise party. Anything looks weird, give a shout and I’m back in two shakes.”


    He disappeared and Faith edged into the crevice of the alley. Her heart was beating so loud, she half expected a window to open and a shoe to come sailing out at her. When she thought she could not take being alone anymore, Lee reappeared.


    “Okay, it looks good. Let’s go.”


    The outer door to the building was locked, but Lee opened it with his key. Faith noted the video camera bolted to the wall above her head.


    Lee looked at her. “My idea. I like to know who’s coming to see me.”


    They went up four flights of stairs to the top floor and down the hallway to the last door on the right. Faith eyed the three locks on the door. Lee opened each of them with another key.


    When the door opened, she heard a beeping sound. They went inside the apartment. On the wall was an alarm panel. Screwed into the wall above it was a piece of shiny copper on a hinge. Lee flipped the copper shield down so that it covered the alarm panel. He reached his hand underneath the copper plate and hit some buttons on the panel and the beeping sound stopped.


    He looked over at Faith, who was watching him closely.


    “Van Eck radiation. You probably wouldn’t understand.”


    She hiked her eyebrows. “You’re probably right.”


    Next to the alarm panel was a small video screen built into the wall. On the screen Faith could see the front stoop of the building. It was obviously the video link to the surveillance camera outside.


    Lee locked the front door and then put his hand on it. “It’s steel, set in a special metal frame I built myself. It doesn’t matter how strong the lock is. What usually gives is the frame. A lousy two-by-four if you’re lucky. A crook’s Christmas present handed out by the building industry. I’ve also got pick-proof window locks, outside motion detectors, piggyback cellular on the alarm system’s phone link. We’ll be okay.”


    “I take it you’re somewhat security-minded?” she said.


    “No, I’m paranoid.”


    Faith heard something approaching from down the hall. She flinched, but relaxed when she saw Lee smile and move toward the sound. A second later an old German shepherd wandered around the corner. Lee squatted and played with the big dog, who rolled over on his back. Lee accommodated the animal with a belly rub.


    “Hey, Max, how you doing, boy?” Lee patted Max’s head and the dog affectionately licked his owner’s hand.


    “Now, this thing is the best security device ever invented. Don’t have to worry about electrical outages, batteries going dead or somebody turning his loyalties.”


    “So your plan is that we stay here?”


    Lee looked up at her. “You want something to eat or drink? We might as well work on this over a full stomach.”


    “Hot tea would be nice. I couldn’t really look at food right now.”


    A few minutes later they were sitting at the kitchen table. Faith sipped on herbal tea while Lee worked on a cup of coffee. Max dozed under the table.


    “We have a problem,” Lee began. “When I went in the cottage I tripped something. So I’m on the videotape.”


    Faith looked stricken. “My God, they could be on their way here right now.”


    “Maybe that’s a good thing.” Lee looked at her sharply.


    “And why is that?”


    “I’m not into helping criminals.”


    “So you think I’m a criminal?”


    “Are you?”


    Faith fingered her teacup. “I was working with the FBI, not against them.”


    “Okay, what were they doing with you?”


    “I can’t answer that.”


    “Then I can’t help you. Come on, I’ll give you a ride to your place.” Lee started to rise from his chair.


    She gripped his arm. “Wait, please wait.” The thought of being left alone just then was paralyzing.


    He sat back down and waited expectantly.


    “How much do I have to tell you before you’ll help me?”


    “Depends on what sort of help you want. I’m not doing anything against the law.”


    “I wouldn’t ask you to.”


    “Then you’ve got no problem, other than somebody wanting to kill you.”


    Faith took a nervous sip of her tea while Lee watched her.


    “If they know who you are from the video, should we be just sitting here?” she asked.


    “I messed with the tape. Ran my magnet over it.”


    Faith looked at him, a glint of hope in her eyes. “You think you were able to erase it?”


    “I can’t tell for sure. I’m not an expert in that stuff.”


    “But at the very least it might take some time for them to reconstruct it?”


    “That’s what I’m hoping. But we’re not exactly dealing with the Camp Fire girls here. The recording equipment also had a security system built in. Chances are if the police try to force the tape out, it might self-destruct. Personally, I’d give the forty-seven bucks I have in the bank if that did happen. I’m a man who likes his privacy. But you still need to fill me in.”


    Faith didn’t say anything. She just stared at him, like he had just made an unwanted pass at her.


    Lee cocked his head at her. “I tell you what. I’m the detective, okay? I’ll make some deductions and you tell me if I’m right or not, how’s that?” When Faith still said nothing, he continued. “The cameras I saw were only in the living room. And the table, chairs, coffee and stuff were set up in the living room only. Now, I tripped the laser or whatever it was going in. That apparently set off the cameras.”


    “I guess that would make sense,” Faith said.


    “No, it doesn’t. I had the access code to the alarm system,” said Lee.


    “So?”


    “So I put in the code and disarmed the security system. So why have the trip device still operating? The way it was set up, even when the guy you were with disarmed the security system, he would still have engaged the cameras. Why would he want to record himself?”


    Faith looked deeply confused. “I don’t know.”


    “Hello, so they’d have you on film without you knowing it. Now the out-of-the-way place with the CIA-level security in place, the Feds, the cameras and taping equipment, all point to one thing.” Lee paused as he thought about exactly how he was going to phrase this. “They brought you there to interrogate you. But maybe they’re not sure of your level of cooperation, or they think somebody might try to pop you, so they film the interrogations just in case you turn up missing later on.”


    Faith looked at him with a resigned smile. “Terribly prescient of them, don’t you think? The ‘turning up missing’ thing.”


    Lee stood and stared out the window as he thought things through. Something very important had just occurred to him. Something that he should have thought about a lot sooner. And even though he didn’t know the woman, he was feeling kind of crappy about what he had to say. “I’ve got some bad news for you.”


    Faith looked startled. “What do you mean?”


    “You’re under interrogation by the FBI. Presumably you’re also in their protective custody. One of their guys gets popped protecting you and I probably wounded the guy who killed him. The Feds have my face on their tape.” He paused for a moment. “I’ve got to turn you in.”


    Faith jumped up. “You can’t do that! You can’t! You said you’d help me.”


    “If I don’t, then I’m looking at some serious time in a place where guys get way too friendly with other guys. At the very least I lose my PI license. I’m sure if I knew you better I’d feel even worse about doing this, but at the end of the day I’m not sure even my grandma would be worth that much trouble.” He slipped on his jacket. “Who’s your principal handler?”


    “I don’t know his name,” Faith said coldly.


    “Do you have a phone number?”


    “It wouldn’t do any good. I doubt he’d be able to take the call now.”


    Lee eyed her dubiously. “Are you telling me the dead guy back there is your only contact?”


    “That’s it.” Faith told this lie with a completely straight face.


    “The guy was your handler and he never bothered to tell you his name? That’s not exactly textbook FBI.”


    “Sorry, that’s all I know.”


    “Is that right? Well, let me tell you what I know. I saw you at that cottage three other times with a woman. A tall brunette. What, did you sit around calling her Agent X?” He leaned right into her face. “Bullshit Rule Number One: Make damn sure the person you’re lying to can’t prove same.” He hooked an arm around hers. “Let’s go.”


    “You know, Mr. Adams, you have a problem you may not have thought about.”


    “Is that right? Care to share it?”


    “What exactly are you going to tell the FBI when you bring me in?”


    “I don’t know, how about the truth?”


    “Okay. Let’s look at the truth. You were following me because someone you don’t know and can’t identify instructed you to. Which means we only have your word for that. You were able to follow me even though the FBI assured me no one could. You were in that house tonight. Your face is on the tape. An FBI agent is dead. You fired your gun. You say you shot the other man, but you have no way to prove another man was even there. So the proven facts are we have you at the house and me at the house. You fired your gun and an FBI agent is dead.”


    “The ammo that killed that guy is not something my pistol happens to chamber,” he said angrily, releasing her arm.


    “So you threw the other gun away.”


    “Why would I snatch you from the place, then? If I was the shooter, why wouldn’t I have killed you back there?”


    “I’m not saying what I think, Mr. Adams. I’m just suggesting to you that the FBI might suspect you. I suppose if there’s nothing in your past to make them suspicious, the FBI might believe you.” She added offhandedly, “They’ll probably just investigate you for a year and then drop it if nothing turns up.”


    Lee scowled at her. His recent past was squeaky clean. Going back a little further, the waters got a little murkier. When he was first starting out as a PI, he had done some things he would never even consider doing now. Not illegal, but still hard to explain to straightlaced federal agents.


    And then there was the restraining order his ex had gotten right before Lucky Eddie had struck patent gold. Claimed Lee was stalking her, was perhaps violent. Lee would have become violent if he had gotten hold of the little shit. Every time Lee thought about the bruises on his daughter’s arms and cheek when he had made an unexpected visit to their rat-trap apartment he almost had a stroke. Trish claimed Renee had fallen down the stairs. Stood there and lied to his face, when Lee could see the imprint of what he knew was a knuckle against his daughter’s soft skin. He had taken a crowbar to Eddie’s car and would’ve taken one to Eddie if the guy hadn’t locked himself in the bathroom and called the cops.


    So did he really want the FBI snooping around his life for the next twelve months? On the other hand, if he let the woman walk away and the Feds tracked him down, then where would he be? Everywhere he turned, he ran into a nest of snakes.


    Faith spoke in a pleasant tone. “Do you want to drop me at the Washington Field Office? They’re at Fourth and F Streets.”


    “Okay, okay, you’ve made your point,” Lee said hotly. “But I didn’t ask for this crap to be dropped in my lap.”


    “And I didn’t ask for you to become involved in this either. But …”


    “But what?”


    “But if you weren’t there tonight, I wouldn’t be alive right now. I’m sorry I haven’t thanked you before. I’m thanking you now.”


    Despite his suspicions, Lee felt his anger slowly receding. Either the woman was sincere or she was one of the slickest operators he’d come across. Or maybe it was a little slice of both. This was Washington, after all.


    “Always glad to help a lady,” he said dryly. “Okay, supposing I decide not to turn you in. What do you have in mind to pass the night away?”


    “I need to get away from here. I need some time to think things through.”


    “The FBI is not going to just let you walk away. I’m assuming you’ve cut some sort of deal.”


    “Not yet. And even if I had, don’t you think I have good grounds to declare them in default?”


    “What about the people who tried to kill you?”


    “Once I have some space, I can decide what to do. I’ll probably end up just going back to the FBI. But I don’t want to die. I don’t want anyone else associated with me to die.” She stared very deliberately at him.


    “I appreciate your concern, but I can take care of myself. So where do you plan to run, and how do you plan to get there?”


    Faith started to say something and then stopped. She looked down, suddenly wary.


    “If you don’t trust me, Faith, none of this works,” Lee prodded gently. “If I let you walk, that means I’m going to bat for you big-time. But I haven’t made that decision yet. A lot depends on what you’re thinking. If the Feds need you to bring down some powerful people—and what I’ve seen so far clearly rules out this being shoplifting material—then I’m going to have to side with the Feds.”


    “What if I agreed to come back so long as they could give guarantees as to my safety?”


    “I guess that sounds reasonable. But what guarantee is there that you’ll come back at all?”


    “What if you come with me?” she said quickly.


    Lee stiffened so much that he accidentally kicked Max, who came out from under the table and looked at him pitifully.


    Faith rushed on. “It’s probably only a matter of time before they identify you on the tape. The person you shot, what if he identifies you to whoever hired him? It’s obvious that you’re in danger too.”


    “I’m not sure—”


    “Lee,” Faith said excitedly, “did it ever occur to you that the person who hired you to follow me had you trailed as well? You could very well have been used to set up the shooting.”


    “Well, if they could follow me, they could follow you,” he countered.


    “But what if they wanted to frame you for all this somehow?”


    Lee blew the air from his cheeks as the hopelessness of his situation set in. Sonofabitch, what a night. How the hell hadn’t he seen it coming? Anonymous client. Bag full of cash. Mystery target. Lonely cottage. Had he been in a frigging coma or what? “I’m listening.”


    “I have a safe-deposit box in a bank in D.C. In that box I have cash, and some pieces of plastic with another name on them that’ll let us go about as far as we need to. The only problem is they might be watching my bank. I need your help.”


    “I can’t access your safe-deposit box.”


    “But you can help me scope the place out, see if anyone’s watching. You’re obviously better at that than I am. I go in, clean out the box and get out as fast as possible while you cover me. Anything looks suspicious, we run like hell.”


    “It sounds like we’re planning to rob the place,” he said angrily.


    “I swear to God all the things in that box are mine.”


    Lee put a hand through his hair. “Okay, maybe that works. Then what?”


    “Then we head south.”


    “South where?”


    “The Carolina shore. Outer Banks. I have a place there.”


    “Are you listed as the owner? They can check that.”


    “I bought it in the name of a corporation and signed the papers under my other name, as an officer. But what about you? You can’t travel under your own name.”


    “Don’t worry about me. I’ve been more people in my life than Shirley MacLaine, and I’ve got the papers to prove it.”


    “Then we’re all set.”


    Lee looked down at Max, who had settled his big head in his lap. Lee gently stroked the dog’s nose.


    “How long?”


    Faith shook her head. “I don’t know. A week, maybe.”


    Lee sighed. “I guess I can have the lady downstairs take care of Max.”


    “Then you’ll do it?”


    “Just so long as you understand that while I don’t mind helping somebody who needs it, I’m not playing the world’s greatest sucker either.”


    “You don’t strike me as someone who would ever play that role.”


    “If you really want a laugh, tell my ex-wife that.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 11


    Old town Alexandria was located in northern Virginia next to the Potomac River, about a fifteen-minute drive south of Washington, D.C. The waters were the primary reason the city had been established, and it had flourished as a seaport for a very long time. It was still an affluent and desirable place to live, although the river no longer played a prominent role in the town’s economic future.


    It was a setting of both old wealth and freshly monied families nestled within the graceful brick, stone and wood-frame structures of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century architecture. A few of the streets were covered in the very same rolling cobblestone that had supported the treads of Washington and Jefferson. And of the young Robert E. Lee at his two boyhood homes, which were set across from each other on Oronoco Street, itself named after a particular brand of long-ago Virginia-grown tobacco. Many of the town’s sidewalks were brick and had buckled up around the numerous trees that had shaded the homes, streets and inhabitants for so long. A number of the wrought-iron fences that encircled the courtyards and gardens of the homes were painted the color of gold on their European-inspired spikes and finials.


    At this early hour the streets of Old Town were quiet except for the drizzle of rain and the rush of wind among the branches of the aged, knobby trees whose shallow roots clutched at the hard Virginia clay. The street names reflected the colonial origins of the place. Driving through town, one would pass King, Queen, Duke and Prince Streets. Off-road parking was scarce here, so the narrow avenues were lined with virtually every make and model of vehicle. Placed against the two-hundred-year-old homes, the chrome, rubber and metal hulls seemed oddly out of place, as though a time warp had whisked the automobile back to the era of horse and buggy.


    The narrow four-story brick townhouse that was wedged among a line of others along Duke Street was by no means the grandest in the area. There was a lone, tilting maple in the small front yard, its split trunk covered with leafy suckers. The wrought-iron fencing was in good but not superb condition. The home had a garden and courtyard out back, yet the plantings, dripping fountain and brickwork there were unremarkable when compared with others located but a few steps away.


    Inside the home, the furnishings were far more elegant than the outside of the place would have led the observer to expect. There was a simple reason for this: The outside of the home was something Danny Buchanan could not hide from curious eyes.


    The first traces of the pink dawn were just starting to nudge at the edges of the horizon as Buchanan sat, fully dressed, in the small oval-shaped library off the dining room. A car was waiting to take him to Reagan National Airport.


    The senator he was meeting with was on the Appropriations Committee, arguably the Senate’s most important committee, since it (and its subcommittees) controlled the government’s purse strings. More importantly for Buchanan’s purposes, the man also chaired the Subcommittee on Foreign Operations, which determined where most foreign aid dollars went. The tall, distinguished senator with the smooth manners and confident tones was a longtime associate of Buchanan’s. The man had always enjoyed the power that came with his position and he had consistently lived beyond his means. The retirement package he had waiting from Buchanan would be almost impossible for a human being to exhaust.


    Buchanan’s bribery scheme had started out cautiously at first. He had analyzed all the players in Washington who even remotely might further his goals, and whether they could be bribed. Many members of Congress were wealthy, but many others were not. It was often both a financial and familial nightmare for people to serve in Congress. Members had to maintain two residences, and the Washington metro area was not cheap. And their family often did not come with them. Buchanan approached the ones he figured he could corrupt and began a long process of feeling them out on possible involvement. The carrots he dangled were small at first but quickly grew in size if the targets showed any enthusiasm. Buchanan had selected well, because he had never had a target not agree to exchange votes and influence for rewards down the road. Perhaps they felt that the difference between what he proposed and what occurred in Washington every day was marginal at best. He didn’t know if they cared that the goal was a worthy one. However, they hadn’t gone out of their way to increase foreign aid to any of Buchanan’s clients on their own.


    And they had all seen colleagues leave office and grab the gold of lobbydom. But who wanted to work that hard then? Buchanan’s experience was that ex-members made terrible lobbyists anyway. Going back hat in hand to lobby former colleagues over whom you no longer had any leverage was not appealing to these overly proud folk. Much smarter to use them when they were the most powerful they would ever be. Work them hard first. And then pay them grandly later. What could be better?


    Buchanan wondered if he could really hold it together during the meeting with a man he had already betrayed. But then, betrayal was doled out in large doses in this town. Everyone was constantly scrambling for a chair before the music stopped. The senator would be understandably upset. Well, he would have to stand in line with the rest.


    Buchanan suddenly felt tired. He didn’t want to get in the car or climb on another plane, but he had no say in the matter. Still a member of the Philadelphia servant class?


    The lobbyist focused his attention on the man who was standing before him.


    “He sends his compliments,” the burly man said. To the outside world he was Buchanan’s driver. In reality he was one of Thornhill’s men keeping close tabs on their most important charge.


    “And please send Mr. Thornhill my sincerest wishes that God should decree he not grow one day older,” said Buchanan.


    “There have been important developments of which he would like you to be aware,” the man said impassively.


    “Such as?”


    “Lockhart is working with the FBI to bring you down.”


    For a brief, dizzying moment Buchanan thought he would vomit all over himself. “What in the hell are you talking about?”


    “This information was just discovered by our operative inside the Bureau.”


    “You mean they entrapped her? Made her work for them?” Just like you did to me.


    “She voluntarily went to them.”


    Buchanan slowly regained his composure. “Tell me everything,” he said.


    The man responded with a series of truths, half-truths and outright lies. He told them all with equal, practiced sincerity.


    “Where is Faith now?”


    “She’s gone underground. The FBI is looking for her.”


    “How much has she told them? Should I be making plans to leave the country?”


    “No. It’s very early in the game. What she’s told them thus far would not warrant prosecution of any kind. She’s told them more of the process of how it was done, but not who was involved. However, that’s not to say they can’t follow up what she’s told them. But they have to be careful. The targets aren’t exactly flipping burgers at McDonald’s.”


    “And the vaunted Mr. Thornhill doesn’t know where Faith is? I hope his omniscience isn’t failing him now.”


    “I have no information about that,” said the man.


    “A poor state of affairs for an intelligence-gathering agency,” Buchanan said, even managing a smile. A log in the fireplace let out a loud pop, and a fat wad of sap shot out and hit the screen. Buchanan watched it dripping down the mesh face, its escape halted, its existence over. Why did he suddenly feel the remainder of his life had just been symbolically played out?


    “Perhaps I should try to find her.”


    “It’s really not your concern.”


    Buchanan stared at him. Had the idiot really said that? “You won’t be the one going to prison.”


    “It’ll work out. You just continue right on.”


    “I want to be kept informed. Clear?” Buchanan turned to the window. In its reflection he studied the man’s reaction to his sharply spoken words. But what were they really worth? Buchanan had clearly lost this round; he had no way of winning it, actually.


    The street was dark, no visible movement, just the familiar sounds of squirrels corkscrewing up the trees and then leaping from branch to branch in their never-ending game of survival. Buchanan was engaged in a similar contest, but even more dangerous than hopping across the slippery bark of thirty-foot-tall trees. The wind had picked up some; the beginnings of a low howling sound could be heard in the chimney. A bit of smoke from the fire drifted into the room with the backdraft of air.


    The man looked at his watch. “We need to leave in fifteen minutes to make your flight.” He picked up Buchanan’s briefcase, turned and left.


    Robert Thornhill had always been careful in how he contacted Buchanan. No phone calls to the house or office. Face-to-face meetings only under conditions such as these where it would not raise suspicions, where surveillance by others could not be maintained. The first meeting between the two had been one of the few times in Buchanan’s life that he had felt inadequate in the face of an opponent. Thornhill had calmly presented stark evidence of Buchanan’s illegal dealings with members of Congress, high-ranking bureaucrats, even reaching inside the White House. Tapes of them going over voting schemes, strategies to defeat legislation, frank discussions of what their fake duties would be once they left office, how the payoffs would occur. The CIA man had uncovered Buchanan’s web of slush funds and corporations designed to funnel money to his public officials.


    “You now work for me,” Thornhill had said bluntly. “And you will go right on doing what you are doing until my net is as strong as steel. And then you will stand clear, and I will take over.”


    Buchanan had refused. “I’ll go to prison,” he had said. “I’ll take that over indentured servitude.”


    Thornhill, Buchanan recalled, had looked slightly impatient. “I’m sorry if I wasn’t clear. Prison isn’t an option. You either work for me or you cease to live.”


    Buchanan had paled in the face of this threat, but still held firm. “A public servant embroiled in murder?”


    “I’m a special type of public servant. I work in extremes. It tends to justify what I do.”


    “My answer’s the same.”


    “Do you also speak for Faith Lockhart? Or should I consult her personally on the matter?”


    That remark had struck Buchanan like a bullet to the brain. It was quite clear to Buchanan that Robert Thornhill was no bully. There was not a hint of bluster in the man. If he said something as innocuous as, “I’m sorry it’s come to this,” you would probably be dead the next day. Thornhill was a careful, deliberate, focused person, Buchanan had thought at the time. Not unlike himself. Buchanan had gone along. To save Faith.


    Now Buchanan understood the relevance of Thornhill’s safeguards. The FBI was watching him. Well, they had their work cut out for them, for Buchanan doubted they were in Thornhill’s league when it came to clandestine operations. But everyone had an Achilles’ heel. Thornhill had easily found his in Faith Lockhart. Buchanan had long wondered what Thornhill’s weakness was.


    Buchanan slumped in a chair and studied the painting hanging on the library wall. It was a portrait of a mother and child. It had hung in a private museum for almost eighty years. It was by one of the acknowledged—but lesser known—masters of the Renaissance period. The mother was clearly the protector, the infant boy unable to defend himself. The wondrous colors, the exquisitely painted profiles, the subtle brilliance of the hand that had invented this image so clearly evident in every brushstroke, never failed to enrapture anyone who saw it. The gentle curl of finger, the luminosity of the eyes, each detail still so vibrant almost four hundred years after the paint had hardened.


    It was perfect love on both sides, uncomplicated by silent, corrosive agendas. At one level it was the simple thread of biological function. At another it was a phenomenon enhanced by the touch of God. This painting was his most prized possession. Unfortunately, it would soon have to be sold, and perhaps his home as well. He was running out of money to fund the “retirements” of his people. Indeed, he felt guilty for still owning the painting. The funds it could generate, the help it could bring to so many. And yet just to sit and gaze at it was so soothing, so uplifting. It was the height of selfishness, and brought him more pleasure than just about anything else.


    But maybe it was all moot at this point. The end was coming for Buchanan. He knew that Thornhill would never let him walk away from all of this. And he had no illusions that he would let Buchanan’s people enjoy any retirement whatsoever. They were his slaves-in-waiting. The CIA man, despite his refinement and pedigree, was a spy. What were spies but living lies? However, Buchanan would honor his agreement with his politicians. What he had promised them in return for helping him would be there, whether they would be able to enjoy it or not.


    As the light of the fire played over the painting, the woman’s face, it seemed to Buchanan, took on the characteristics of Faith Lockhart—not the first time he had observed this. His gaze traced the set of full lips that could turn petulant or sensual without warning. As his eye ran down the long, gracefully formed face, the hair golden, not auburn, in just the right splash of angled light, he always thought of Faith. She had a pair of eyes that held you; the left pupil slightly off center added depth to make Faith’s countenance truly remarkable. And it was as though this flaw of nature had empowered her to see right through anyone.


    He remembered every detail of their very first meeting. Fresh out of college, she had bounded into his life with the enthusiasm of a newly minted missionary, ready to take on the world. She was raw, immature at certain levels, largely ignorant of the ways of Washington, astonishingly naive in various respects. And yet she could also command a room like a movie star. She could be funny and then turn serious on a dime. She could stroke egos with the best of them and still get her message across, without overtly pushing the issue. After five minutes talking to her, Buchanan knew she had what it took to flourish in his world. After her first month on the job, his intuition proved correct. She did her homework, worked tirelessly, learned the issues, dissected the players down to the level needed to do the job and then went deeper. She understood what everyone needed in order to walk away a winner. Burning bridges in this town meant you didn’t survive. Sooner or later, you needed help from everyone, and memories were exceptionally long in the capital city. As tenacious as a wolverine, she had endured defeat after defeat on a number of fronts, but continued to pound away until she was victorious. He had never met anyone like her before or since. They had been through more together in fifteen years than couples married a lifetime. She was really all the family he had. The precocious daughter he was destined never to have. And now? How did he protect his little girl?


    As the rain drifted across the roof and the wind strummed its peculiar sounds down the aged firebrick of his Old Town chimney, Buchanan forgot about his car and his flight and the dilemmas confronting him. The man continued to stare at the painting in the soft glow of the quietly crackling fire. And it was clearly not the work of the grand master that fascinated him so.


    Faith had not betrayed him. Nothing Thornhill could ever tell him would change that belief. But now she was in Thornhill’s way, which meant she was in mortal danger. He stared at the painting. “Run, Faith, run just as fast as you can,” he said under his breath, with all the anguish of a desperate father seeing violent death racing after his child. In the face of the protector mother in the painting, Buchanan felt even more powerless.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 12


    Brooke Reynolds sat in rented office space about ten blocks from the Washington Field Office. The Bureau sometimes took off-site space for agents engaged in sensitive investigations, where something overheard even in the cafeteria or hallway could have disastrous effects. Virtually everything the Public Corruption Unit did was of a sensitive nature. The usual targets of the unit’s investigation were not bank robbers wearing masks and waving guns. They were often people one read about on the front pages of the newspapers or saw being interviewed on the TV news.


    Reynolds leaned forward and slipped out of her flats, rubbing her aching feet against the legs of her chair. Everything about her was tight, raw and hurting: Her sinuses were almost completely closed, her skin feverish, her throat scratchy. But at least she was alive. Unlike Ken Newman. She had driven straight to his home after first calling ahead to let his wife know she had to see her. Reynolds hadn’t said why, but Anne Newman had known that her husband was dead. Reynolds had heard it in the tone of the few words the woman had managed to speak.


    Normally, a person of a higher level than Reynolds would accompany her to the home of a bereaved spouse, to show that the Bureau did care, from top to bottom, when it lost one of its own. However, Reynolds had not waited for anyone else to volunteer to come with her. Ken was her responsibility, including telling his family that he was dead.


    When she had arrived at the house, Reynolds had gotten right down to it, figuring a drawn-out monologue would only prolong the woman’s obvious agony. Reynolds’s compassion and empathy for the bereaved woman had been unhurried, however, and sincere. She had held Anne, consoled her as best she could, broken down in tears with her. Anne had taken the absence of information well, Reynolds had thought, far better than she probably would were the roles reversed.


    Anne would be allowed to see her husband’s body. Then it would be autopsied by the state’s chief medical examiner. Connie and Reynolds would attend the post along with representatives from the Virginia State Police and the commonwealth’s attorney office, all of whom were under strict confidentiality orders.


    They would also have to count on Anne Newman to help keep angry and confused family members under control. It was a potentially weak link in the chain, expecting a woman in personal agony to help a government agency that couldn’t even tell her all the circumstances of her husband’s death. But it was all they had.


    As she had left the stricken woman’s home—the kids had been away with friends—Reynolds had the distinct feeling that Anne blamed her for Ken’s death. And as Reynolds had walked back to her car she couldn’t really disagree with that. The guilt Reynolds was feeling right now was like a crusty barnacle sunk into her skin, a free radical roaming inside her body, seeking a place to nest, grow and eventually kill her.


    Outside the Newmans’ home she had run into the director of the FBI as he had come to offer his own condolences. He conveyed heartfelt sympathy to Reynolds for the loss of one of her men. He told her that he had been briefed on her conversation with Massey and that he concurred in her judgment. However, he made it clear that results had better be both quick and substantial.


    As Reynolds now eyed the considerable clutter of her office, it occurred to her that the mess well symbolized the disorganization, some would say dysfunction, of her personal life. Matters of importance from many open cases lay across her desk and small conference table. They were wedged onto her shelves, had mutated into piles on her floor and even found their way onto the couch where she often slept, far away from her children.


    But for her live-in nanny and the nanny’s teenage daughter, Reynolds didn’t know how she could possibly keep a halfway normal life for her kids. Rosemary, a wonderful woman from Central America who loved the children nearly as much as Reynolds did and was fanatical about keeping the house clean, the meals cooked and the clothes laundered, was costing Reynolds over a quarter of her entire salary and was more than worth every penny. But after the divorce was final it would be very tight. And Reynolds’s ex would not be paying any alimony. His work as a fashion photographer, though lucrative, came in quick bursts followed by long periods of deliberate inactivity. Reynolds would be lucky if she didn’t end up paying him alimony. And child support from him, while she would seek it, would be a joke. The man may as well have had “deadbeat dad” engraved on his forehead.


    She looked at her watch. The FBI lab was working on the videotape right now. Because the existence of her “special” was unknown within the FBI except for very select personnel, any lab work that was required was supposed to be sent over under a dummy case name and file number. It would be nice to have separate laboratory facilities and personnel, but that would entail enormous expense that just didn’t figure in the Bureau’s budget. Even elite crime fighters had to live within the allowance Uncle Sam gave them. Normally a liaison agent at the main agency would work with Reynolds’s team to coordinate any lab submissions and findings with Reynolds. However, Reynolds didn’t have time for normal channels. She had personally delivered the tape to the lab and with her superior’s blessing it had received a very high priority.


    After meeting with Anne Newman she had gone home, cuddled for as long as she could with her sleeping kids, showered, changed and driven right back to work. All the time she had been thinking of that damn tape. As if in response to her thoughts, the phone rang.


    “Yes?”


    “You better come over,” said the man. “And just so you know, it’s not good news.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 13


    Faith awoke with a start. she looked at her watch. It was nearly seven. Lee had insisted that she get some rest, but she hadn’t expected to be out so long. She sat up, feeling thickheaded. Her body was aching and when she swung her legs over the side of the bed, she felt a little sick to her stomach. She still had her suit on, but she had slipped off her shoes and pantyhose before lying down.


    She got off the bed, padded into the adjoining bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. “God,” was all she could manage to say. Her hair was matted flat, her face a mess, her clothes filthy and her brain felt like cement. Such a pleasant way to begin the day.


    She turned on the shower and stepped back into the bedroom to undress. She had taken off her clothes and was standing naked in the middle of the bedroom when Lee knocked on the door.


    “Yes?” she said anxiously.


    “Before you get in the shower, we need to do something,” Lee said through the door.


    “Is that right?” The odd tone of his words sent a chill up her spine. She quickly put her clothes back on and stood rigidly in the middle of the room.


    “Can I come in?” He sounded impatient.


    She went over and edged open the door. “What is—” Faith almost screamed when she saw him.


    The man looking at her was not Lee Adams. This man had a buzz cut, the hair dyed blond and damp, a matching short beard and mustache, and he wore glasses. And instead of dazzling blue, his eyes were brown.


    The man smiled as he watched her reaction. “Good, it passed the test.”


    “Lee?”


    “We can’t quite walk past the FBI as ourselves.”


    Lee held out his hands. Faith saw the scissors and a box of hair coloring.


    “Short hair is easier to take care of, and personally I think it’s a myth that blondes have more fun.”


    She looked at him dully. “You want me to cut my hair? And then color it?”


    “No, I’ll cut it. And if you want, I can color it for you too.”


    “I can’t do that.”


    “You have to do that.”


    “I know it seems silly under the circumstances—”


    “You’re right, it does seem silly under the circumstances. Hair grows back, but once you’re dead, you’re dead,” he said bluntly.


    She started to protest but then realized he was right.


    “How short?”


    He cocked his head, examining her hair from different angles. “How about a short, Joan of Arc do? Boyish, but cute.”


    Faith just stared at him. “Wonderful. Boyish, but cute—my lifetime ambitions realized with a few snips and a bottle of hair color.”


    They went into the bathroom. Lee sat her down on the toilet and began to cut while Faith kept her eyes tightly shut.


    “Want me to do the color too?” Lee asked when he was done.


    “Please. I’m not sure I can look at it right now.”


    It took some time under the sink, and the smell of chemicals contained in the coloring mix was tough to take on an empty stomach, but when Faith finally managed to look in the mirror she was pleasantly surprised. It didn’t look as bad as she would have thought. The outline of her head, now more fully revealed, was actually a nice shape. And the dark color went well with her skin tones.


    “Now grab a shower,” Lee said. “The color won’t rinse out. Blow dryer’s under the sink. There’ll be some clean clothes on the bed.”


    She eyed his big frame. “I’m not your size.”


    “Not to worry. I run a full-service resort.”


    Thirty minutes later, Faith emerged from the bedroom in jeans and a flannel shirt, jacket and low-heeled boots that Lee had left for her. From power suit to college student. She felt years younger. The short black hair encircled her face, which she left au naturel. Fresh start all around.


    Lee sat at the kitchen table. He studied her new appearance. “Looks good,” he said approvingly.


    “You did it.” She looked at his wet hair and a thought struck her. “Do you have a second bathroom?”


    “Nope, just the one. I showered while you were sleeping. I didn’t use the hair dryer because I was afraid it would wake you. You’ll find I’m a very considerate soul.”


    She recoiled slightly. It was a creepy revelation, that he had been lurking around while she was asleep in his bed. She got this sudden image of a maniacal, scissors-toting Lee Adams leering while she lay there tied to the bed, naked and helpless.


    “God, I must have really been out,” she said as casually as she could.


    “You were. I actually grabbed some shut-eye too.” He continued to study her appearance. “You know, you look better without makeup.”


    Faith smiled. “Your lies are very much appreciated.” She smoothed down her shirt. “By the way, do you always keep women’s clothes around your apartment?”


    Lee pulled on a pair of socks and then some tennis shoes. He wore jeans and a white T-shirt that was spread taut across his chest. The veins in his biceps and smooth forearms rippled, and Faith hadn’t really noticed before how thick his neck was. His torso narrowed dramatically at his waist, the pants slightly loose there, giving him a hard V-shape. His thighs looked ready to burst through the denim. He caught her staring and Faith quickly looked away.


    “My niece Rachel,” he said. “She goes to law school at Michigan. She clerked at a law firm here last year and stayed with me, rent-free. Only she earned more money in one summer than I do in about a year. She left some of her stuff. Lucky you’re about the same size. She’ll probably be back next summer.”


    “Tell her to be careful. This town has a way of destroying people.”


    “I don’t think she’ll have your problems. She wants to be a judge one day. No felons need apply.”


    Faith’s face flushed. She took a mug from the sink rack and poured a cup of coffee.


    Lee stood. “Look, that was out of line. I’m sorry.”


    “I deserve a lot worse than that, actually.”


    “Fine, I’ll let other people do the honors.”


    Faith poured a cup of coffee for him and sat down at the table. Max came into the kitchen and nudged her hand. She smiled and petted the dog’s broad head.


    “Max taken care of?”


    “All set.” He checked his watch. “The bank opens shortly. We’ll have just enough time to pack. We’ll get your stuff, head to the airport, get our tickets and fly, fly away.”


    “I can call down and arrange for the house from the airport. Or should I try from here?”


    “No. Phone logs can be checked.”


    “I didn’t think of that.”


    “You’re going to have to start to.” He took a sip of coffee. “Hope the place is available.”


    “It will be. I happen to own it. Or at least my other identity does.”


    “Small place?”


    “Depends on what you call small. I think you’ll be comfortable.”


    “I’m easy.” He carried his coffee into the bedroom and came out a few minutes later wearing a navy blue sweater over his T-shirt. His mustache and beard were gone and he had a baseball cap on. He was carrying a small plastic bag.


    “The evidence of our makeovers,” he explained.


    “And no disguise?”


    “Mrs. Carter’s used to me keeping odd hours, but if I barge in looking like somebody else, it’ll be a little much for her this early in the morning. And I don’t want her being able to give anyone a description later on.”


    “You are good at this,” said Faith. “That’s reassuring.”


    He called Max. The big dog obediently padded from the small living room into the kitchen, stretched his body and then sat next to Lee. “If the phone rings, don’t answer it. And stay away from the windows.”


    Faith nodded and then he and Max were gone. She took her coffee and walked around the small apartment. It was a curious cross between a messy college dorm and a more mature person’s home. In what should have been the dining room, Faith found a home gym. Nothing fancy, no high-dollar, high-tech machines, just barbells, a weight bench and squat rack that were set up throughout the space. In one corner was a heavy punching bag and next to it a speed bag. Boxing and weight gloves, hand wraps and towels were neatly arranged on a small wooden table next to a box of white powder. A medicine ball sat in another corner.


    On the walls were some photos of men in Navy whites. Faith picked out Lee quite easily. He looked pretty much the same at eighteen as he did now. However, the years had weathered his face, cut in lines and angles that made him even more attractive, even more seductive. Why was aging so damn tilted in favor of men? There were black and white photos of Lee in the boxing ring, and one of him with his hand raised in victory, a medal resting against his wide chest. His expression was calm, as though he had expected to win; in fact, as though he would not accept losing.


    Faith gave the heavy bag a small punch with a loosely made fist, and her hand and wrist instantly throbbed. In that moment she recalled how big and thick Lee’s hands were, the knuckles resembling a miniature mountain range. A very strong, resourceful, tough man. A man who could take punishment. She just hoped he would remain on her side.


    She went into the bedroom. On the nightstand next to his bed was a cell phone and next to that a portable panic-button device. Faith had been too exhausted to notice them last night. She wondered if he slept with his pistol under his pillow. Was he really just paranoid or did he know something the rest of the world didn’t?


    It suddenly occurred to her: Wasn’t he afraid she might make a run for it? She went back into the hallway. The front was covered; he would see her leave that way. But there was a back door off the kitchen that went down a fire escape. She went over to the door and tried to open it. It was locked. Deadbolted. The kind you could only open with a key even from inside. The windows also had key locks. It angered Faith, being trapped like this, but the truth was she had been trapped long before Lee Adams popped up in her life.


    She continued looking through the apartment. Faith smiled at the collection of record albums housed in their original covers, and a framed poster from the movie The Sting. She doubted if the man had a CD player or even cable TV. She opened another door and went into the room. She started to turn on the light and then paused as a sound caught her attention. She stepped to the window, inched back the blinds and looked out. It was fully light outside now, although the sky was still gray and gloomy. She didn’t see anyone, but that meant nothing. She could be encircled by an army and she’d never know it.


    She turned the light on and looked around, surprised. A desk, file cabinets, a sophisticated phone system and shelves filled with manuals surrounded her. There were large pegboards on the wall with memo cards tacked to them. On the desk were neatly arranged files, a calendar and the usual desktop accessories. Apparently, Lee’s home also served as his place of business.


    If this was his office, maybe the file on her was here. Lee would probably be gone for a few more minutes. She started to sift carefully through the papers on his desk. Then she went through the desk drawers and then moved on to the file cabinets. Lee was very organized and he had a lot of clients—mostly businesses and law firms, from the file labels she was seeing. Defense lawyers, she assumed, since prosecutors had their own detective force.


    The ringing phone made her almost leap out of her shoes. Trembling, she went over to it. The base unit had an LCD readout. Lee obviously had caller ID, because the number of the person calling him was displayed on the readout. It was long distance, with a 215 area code. Philadelphia, she recalled. Lee’s voice came on and told the caller to leave a message after the beep. When that person started talking, Faith froze.


    “Where is Faith Lockhart?” asked the voice of Danny Buchanan. Danny sounded very distressed as he fired more questions: What had Lee found out? He wanted answers and he wanted them immediately. Buchanan left a phone number, then hung up. Faith felt herself backing away from the phone. She stopped and stood still, transfixed by what she had just heard. A full minute passed as numbing thoughts of betrayal swirled through her mind like confetti in a parade. Then she heard a sound behind her and whirled around. Her scream was short, sharp, leaving her momentarily breathless. Lee was staring at her.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 14


    Buchanan looked around the crowded airport. He had taken a risk in calling Lee Adams directly, but his options now were few. As his eyes roamed the area, he wondered which of the people it was. The old lady in the corner with her big purse and hair in a bun? She had been on Buchanan’s flight. A tall, middle-aged man had been pacing the aisle while Buchanan had been on the phone. He too had been on the flight from National.


    The truth was Thornhill’s people could be anywhere, anyone. It was like being attacked by nerve gas. You never saw the enemy. A sense of profound hopelessness gripped Buchanan.


    Buchanan’s greatest fear had been that Thornhill would either try to get Faith involved in his scheme, or suddenly find her a liability. He might have pushed Faith away, but would never abandon her. This was why he had hired Adams to follow her. As the end drew near, he had to make sure she remained safe.


    Buchanan had looked in the phone book, of all places, and used the simplest logic he could think of. Lee Adams had been the first person listed under private investigators. Buchanan almost laughed out loud now at what he had done. But unlike Thornhill, he didn’t have an army at his beck and call. For all he knew, Adams hadn’t reported in because he was dead.


    He paused for a moment. Should he just flee to the ticket counter, book the first flight available to anywhere remote and then lose himself? Easy to fantasize about, quite another thing to implement. He envisioned trying to escape: Thornhill’s heretofore invisible army would suddenly materialize and descend upon him from the shadows, displaying official-looking badges to anyone bold enough to intervene. Then Buchanan would be taken to a quiet room in the bowels of the Philadelphia airport. There Robert Thornhill would be calmly waiting with his pipe and his three-piece suit and his casual arrogance. He would calmly ask Buchanan, did he want to die right this very minute? Because Thornhill would certainly accommodate him if he did. And Buchanan would have absolutely no response.


    Finally Danny Buchanan did the only thing he could do. He left the airport, climbed in his waiting car and drove to see his friend the senator, to put another nail in the man’s coffin with his smiling, disarming manner and the listening device he was wearing, which looked exactly like skin and hair follicles and was so advanced that it wouldn’t set off the most sophisticated of metal detectors. A surveillance van would follow him to his destination and record every word said by Buchanan and the senator.


    As a backup, in case the transmission from his listening device was somehow interfered with, Buchanan’s briefcase had a tape recorder built into its frame. A slight twist on the briefcase handle activated the recorder. It too was undetectable by even the most sophisticated airport security. Thornhill really had thought of everything. Damn the man.


    On the drive over, Buchanan comforted himself with a deliriously inspiring fantasy involving a pleading, broken Thornhill, an assortment of poisonous snakes, boiling oil and a rusted machete.


    If only dreams could come true.


    *  *  *


    The person sitting in the airport was clean-cut, mid-thirties, dressed in a dark, conservatively cut suit and working on a laptop computer—meaning he mirrored about a thousand other business travelers all around him. He seemed busy and focused, even talking to himself at times. He gave the appearance, to the casual passersby, of a man preparing for a sales pitch or compiling a marketing report. He was actually quietly talking into the tiny microphone embedded in his necktie. What looked like infrared data ports on the backside of his computer were really sensors. One was designed to capture electronic signals. The other was a sound wand that collected words and posted them onto the screen. The first sensor quite easily snagged the phone number Buchanan had just called and automatically transmitted it to the screen. The voice sensor had been a little garbled, what with so many conversations going on at the airport; but enough had come through to make the man excited. The words “Where is Faith Lockhart?” stared back at him from the screen.


    The man conveyed the telephone number and other information to his colleagues back in Washington. Within seconds a computer at Langley had produced the account holder of the phone and the address to which the phone number was registered. Within minutes a very experienced team of professionals completely in allegiance to Robert Thornhill—who had been waiting for just such a mission—was dispatched to Lee Adams’s apartment.


    Thornhill’s instructions were simple. If Faith Lockhart was there, they were to “terminate” her, as it was so benignly termed in official espionage parlance, as though she would simply be fired and asked to collect her personal belongings and leave the building, instead of having a bullet fired into her head. Anyone with her would suffer the same fate. For the good of the country.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 15


    “You scared the hell out of me.” Faith couldn’t stop trembling.


    Lee moved into the room and looked around. “What are you doing in my office?”


    “Nothing! I was just wandering. I didn’t even know you had your office here.”


    “That’s because you didn’t need to know that.”


    “I thought I heard a sound outside the window when I came in here.”


    “You did hear a sound, but it didn’t come from the window.” He pointed to the doorjamb.


    Faith noted the rectangular piece of white plastic attached to the wood there.


    “It’s a sensor. Anybody opens the door to my office, it trips the sensor and triggers my beeper.” He took the device out of his pocket. “If I hadn’t had Max to calm down at Mrs. Carter’s, I would’ve been up here a lot sooner.” He scowled at her. “I don’t appreciate this, Faith.”


    “Hey, I was just looking around, killing time.”


    “Interesting choice of words: ‘killing.’”


    “Lee, I’m not plotting against you. I swear it.”


    “Let’s finish packing. Don’t want to keep your bankers waiting.”


    Faith avoided looking at the phone again. Lee must not have heard the message. He had been hired by Buchanan to follow her. Had he killed the agent last night? When they got on the plane, would he somehow manage to push her out at thirty thousand feet and laugh riotously while she plummeted screaming through the clouds?


    But he could have killed her at any point from last night to now. Leaving her dead at the cottage would have been the easiest move. That’s when it hit her: It would have been the easiest move unless Danny wanted to know how much she had told the FBI. That would explain why she was still alive. And also why Lee was so eager to get her to talk. Once she did, then he would kill her. And here they were flying off together to a North Carolina beach community that would be largely deserted this time of year. She slowly walked out of the room, a condemned woman on the way to her execution.


    Twenty minutes later, Faith closed the small travel bag and slid her purse strap over her head and onto her shoulder. Lee came into the bedroom. He had put back on the mustache and beard, and the baseball cap was gone. In his right hand were his pistol, two boxes of ammo and his belt holster.


    Faith watched as he loaded the items into a special hard-sided container. “You can’t take a gun on a plane,” she said.


    “You’re kidding, really? When did they start that shit?” He closed the container and locked it, pocketing the keys before looking at her. “You can take a gun on a plane if you disclose the weapon when you check in and fill out a declaration form. They ensure that the weapon is unloaded and in an approved case.” He rapped his knuckles against the hard-sided aluminum case. “Which it is. They check that the ammo is a hundred rounds or fewer and is in the manufacturer’s original or otherwise FAA-approved packaging. Again, I’m cool. Then they mark the bag with a special tag and it goes to the cargo bay, where it would be real hard for me to get to if I was thinking about skyjacking the plane, wouldn’t you agree?”


    “Thanks for the explanation,” Faith said curtly.


    “I’m not a damn amateur,” he said hotly.


    “I never said you were.”


    “Right.”


    “Okay, I’m sorry.” She hesitated, intensely desiring to establish some sort of truce, for a number of reasons, her survival being chief among them. “Would you do me a favor?”


    He looked at her suspiciously.


    “Call me Faith.”


    The door buzzer startled them both.


    Lee checked his watch. “Little early for visitors.”


    Faith watched in amazement as his hands moved like a machine. Within twenty seconds the pistol was out of the container and fully loaded. He put the container and the ammo boxes in his small travel bag and hoisted it over his shoulder. “Get your bag.”


    “Who do you think it is?” Faith felt her pulse throbbing in her ears.


    “Let’s go find out.”


    They stepped quietly into the hallway and Faith followed Lee to the front door.


    He checked the TV screen. They both saw the man standing there on the front stoop of the building, a couple of packages in his arms. The familiar brown uniform was clearly visible. As they watched, he hit the buzzer once more.


    “It’s just the UPS man,” Faith said, letting out a relieved breath.


    Lee didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “Is that right?” He hit a button on the screen that obviously moved the camera, as Faith found herself now staring at the street in front of the building. Something that should have been there wasn’t.


    “Where’s his truck?” she said, her fear abruptly returning.


    “Excellent question. And the fact is I know the UPS guy on this route real well, and that’s not him.”


    “Maybe he’s on vacation.”


    “Actually, he just got back from a week in the islands with his new bride. And he never comes at this time of the morning. Which means we’ve got a big problem.”


    “Maybe we can get out through the back.”


    “Yeah, I’m sure they forgot to cover the rear.”


    “There’s only the one man.”


    “No, he’s the only one we can see. He’s got the front. They probably want to flush us out the back right into their arms.”


    “So we’re trapped,” she managed to whisper.


    The buzzer rang again and Lee reached out his finger to hit the intercom button.


    Faith grabbed his hand. “What the hell are you doing?”


    “I’m going to see what he wants. He’ll say UPS and I’m going to let him in.”


    “You’re going to let him in,” Faith repeated dully. She glanced at his pistol. “What, and have a shoot-out in your apartment building?”


    Lee’s face hardened. “When I tell you to move, you move your ass like a T-Rex is breathing down your neck.”


    “Move? Move where?”


    “Just follow me. And no more questions.”


    Lee hit the intercom button, the man identified himself and Lee touched the door release. As soon as he did, he activated the apartment’s alarm system, whipped open the front door, grabbed Faith by the arm and pulled her out into the hallway. There was a door across from Lee’s apartment. It had no apartment number on it. As Faith listened to the UPS man’s footsteps echoing in the building down below, Lee already had unlocked the door. They were through it in an instant and he quietly closed and locked the door behind them. The place was very dark, but Lee obviously knew his way around here. He led her to the back, through another door that opened up into what looked like a back bedroom, from the little Faith could see.


    Lee opened another door in the room and motioned Faith in. She stepped through and almost immediately felt a wall against her. When Lee joined her, it was a very tight fit, like a telephone booth. He closed the door and the darkness became blacker than anything Faith had ever experienced before.


    He startled her when he spoke, his breath tickling her ear. “Right in front of you there’s a ladder. Here are the rungs.” He gripped her hand and guided it until her fingers touched the rungs. Lee continued whispering. “Give me your bag and start climbing. Take it slow. I’ll sacrifice speed for silence right now. I’ll be right behind you. When you get to the top, just stop. I’ll take it from there.”


    As she began to climb, Faith started feeling severely claustrophobic. And, because she had lost her bearings, she was becoming queasy. Now would be such a perfect time to lose the contents of her stomach, little though it was.


    She moved her hands and feet slowly as she went up. Then, gaining confidence, she started to pick up her pace. That was a mistake because her foot missed a rung, she slipped and her chin painfully clipped one of the rungs. But then Lee’s strong arm was round her in an instant, holding her up. She took a moment to steady herself, tried to ignore the pain in her chin and kept climbing until she felt the ceiling above her head and then stopped.


    Lee was still on the rung right below her. Then he suddenly moved up on the same rung she was on, his legs on either side of hers so that her legs were pinched between his. He leaned against her with increasing force, and she wasn’t sure what he was trying to do. It was becoming painful to breathe with her chest pushed up hard against the ladder rungs. For one terrifying moment she thought he had lured her in here to rape her. Suddenly a blast of light hit her from above and he moved away from her. She looked up, blinking rapidly. The view of the blue sky was so wonderful after the terror of the darkness that she felt like screaming in relief.


    “Go up and onto the roof, but keep low. As low as you can,” Lee whispered urgently into her ear.


    She went up and through, dropping to her belly and looking around. The roof of the old building was flat, with a gravel and tar base. Bulky old heating units and newer air-conditioning machinery dotted the roof in various places. They made for good hiding places and Faith slid over and squatted next to the nearest one.


    Lee was still on the ladder. He listened intently and then checked his watch. The guy would be at his door right about now. He would buzz, wait for Lee to answer. They had thirty seconds at most before the guy realized no one was coming to the door. It would be nice to have a little more time than that, and also a way to draw in the other forces Lee knew were out there. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and hit a speed-dial number.


    When the person answered, he said, “Mrs. Carter, it’s Lee Adams. Listen to me, I want you to let Max out in the hallway. Right, I know I just dropped him off. I know he’ll head up to my apartment. That’s what I want. I, uh, I forgot to give him a shot he needs. Please hurry, I really need to get out of here.”


    He pocketed the phone and pushed the bags up and out, then he hoisted himself through the opening and closed the hatch behind him. He scanned the roof and spotted Faith. Grabbing the bags, he slid over to her.


    “Okay, we got a little time.”


    Down below they heard a dog start to bark loudly and Lee smiled. “Follow me.” Squatting low, they made their way to the edge of the roof. The building attached to Lee’s was a little shorter so that the roof was about five feet lower. Lee motioned for Faith to take his hands. She did so and he lowered her over the edge, holding tightly until her feet touched the roof. As soon as Lee joined her, they both heard shouts coming from Lee’s building.


    “Okay, they’ve made their all-out assault. They’ll go through the door and that’ll trip the alarm. I don’t have a call-back option with the alarm company, so there’s no delay in sending the cops. A few minutes and it’ll be a big mess.”


    “What do we do in the meantime?” Faith asked.


    “Three more buildings and then down the fire escape. Move!”


    Five minutes later they were running through a back alley and then out onto another quiet suburban street flanked by a number of low-rise apartment buildings. The street was lined on both sides with parked cars. In the background Faith could hear the thump of a tennis ball being hit. She could make out a tennis court surrounded by several tall pine trees in a small park across from the apartment buildings.


    She watched as Lee eyed a line of cars parked at the curb. Then he jogged across to the park area and bent down. When he straightened up, he was holding a tennis ball—one of many that had landed there from years of errant shots on the court. He walked back over to Faith. She could see that he was working a hole in the tennis ball with his pocketknife.


    “What are you doing?” she asked.


    “Go up on the sidewalk and walk as calmly as you can. And keep your eyes open.”


    “Lee—”


    “Just do it, Faith!”


    She spun around and went up on the sidewalk, paralleling his movements as he walked on the other side of the parked cars, his eyes scanning each of the vehicles. He finally stopped at a new-looking luxury model.


    “See anybody watching us?” Lee asked.


    Faith shook her head.


    He walked over to the car and held the tennis ball against the key lock, the hole in the ball facing the lock’s opening.


    Faith looked at him as if he were insane. “What are you doing?”


    In response, he slammed his fist against the tennis ball, driving all the air out of the ball and into the key lock. Faith watched in amazement as all four door locks popped open.


    “How did you do that?”


    “Get in.”


    Lee slid into the car, and Faith did the same.


    He poked his head under the steering column and found the wires he needed.


    “You can’t hot-wire these new cars. The technology—” Faith stopped talking when the car started.


    Lee sat up, put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. He looked at Faith. “What?”


    “All right, so how did the tennis ball unlock the car?”


    “I’ve got my professional secrets.”


    *  *  *


    While Lee waited in the car with his eyes sharply on the lookout, Faith entered her bank, explained what she wanted to the assistant manager and managed to sign her name, all without falling over in a dead faint. Steady, girl, one step at a time. Fortunately, she knew the man.


    The assistant manager looked curiously at her new appearance.


    “Midlife crisis,” she said, responding to his stare. “Decided to go for the youthful, streamlined look.”


    “It’s very becoming, Ms. Lockhart,” he said gallantly.


    She closely watched him as he took her key, inserted it and the bank’s duplicate key into the lock and pulled out her box. They left the vault and he set the box inside the private booth across from the vault reserved for safe-deposit box tenants. As he walked away, Faith continued to watch him.


    Was he one of them? Was he going to slip away and call the police or the FBI or whoever was running around killing people? Instead he sat down at his desk, opened a white bag, extracted a glazed donut and proceeded to devour it.


    Satisfied for the moment, Faith closed and locked the door. She opened the box and stared at the contents for a moment. Then she swept it all into her bag and closed the box. The young man put the safe-deposit box back in the vault and Faith walked out as calmly as she could.


    Back in the car, Faith and Lee headed down Interstate 395, where they exited on to the GW Parkway and headed south to Reagan National Airport. Going against the morning rush hour, they made good time.


    Faith looked over at Lee, who stared straight ahead, lost in thought.


    “You did really well back there,” she said.


    “Actually, we cut it closer than I would have liked.” He paused and shook his head. “I’m really worried about Max, as stupid as that sounds under the circumstances.”


    “It doesn’t sound stupid.”


    “Max and I have been together a long time. For years it’s been only me and that old dog.”


    “I doubt they would have done anything to him with all those people around.”


    “Yeah, you’d like to think so, wouldn’t you? But the fact is if they’ll kill a man, a dog doesn’t have a chance.”


    “I’m sorry you had to do that for me.”


    He sat up straight. “Well, a dog is still a dog, Faith. And we’ve got other things to worry about, don’t we?”


    Faith found herself nodding. “Yes.”


    “I guess my magnet trick didn’t work so well. They must have identified me through the video. Still, that was awfully fast.” He shook his head, his expression a mix of admiration and fear. “Like scary fast.”


    Faith felt her spirits sink. If Lee was scared, at what level of sheer terror should she be operating? “Not very encouraging, is it?” she said.


    “I might be a little better prepared if you tell me what’s going on.”


    After the man’s heroics, Faith found herself wanting to confide in him. But then the phone call from Buchanan came flashing back, ringing in her ears, like the shots last night.


    “When we get to North Carolina, we’ll have it all out. Both sides,” Faith said.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 16


    Thornhill replaced the phone receiver and looked around his office, a disturbed expression on his face. His men had found the nest empty, and one of them had even been bitten by a dog. There had been reports of a man and woman running down the street. This was all just a little too much. Thornhill was a patient man, used to working on projects for many years, but still, there were limits to what he could tolerate. His men had listened to the message Buchanan had left on Lee’s answering machine. They had taken the tape and played it back for Thornhill over his secure phone line.


    “So you’ve hired a private investigator, Danny,” Thornhill muttered to himself. “You’ll pay for that one.” He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll make you pay.”


    The police had responded to the burglar alarm, but when Thornhill’s men had flashed official-looking IDs they had quickly backed off. Legally, the CIA had no authority to operate within the United States. Thus, Thornhill’s team routinely carried several types of identification and would select one depending on who confronted them.


    The patrolmen had been sent off with instructions to bury deeply all that they had seen. Still, Thornhill didn’t like it. It was all too close to the edge. There were holes there, ways for people to gain an advantage over him.


    He went to the window and looked outside. It was a beautiful fall day, the colors starting to turn. As he studied the pleasing foliage, he primed his pipe, but unfortunately that was all he could do. CIA headquarters was a nonsmoking building. The deputy director had a balcony outside his office where Thornhill could sit and smoke, but it was not the same. During the Cold War, the CIA offices had been as foggy as steam baths. Tobacco helped one think, Thornhill believed. It was a minor thing, yet it symbolized all that had gone wrong with the place.


    In Thornhill’s opinion, the CIA’s downfall had accelerated in 1994 with the Aldrich Ames debacle. Thornhill still winced every time he thought of the former CIA counterintelligence officer being arrested for spying for the Soviets and later the Russians. And of course, as fate would have it, the FBI had broken the case. After that, the president had issued a directive ordering an FBI agent to be made a permanent employee of the CIA. From then on, this FBI agent oversaw the agency’s counterespionage efforts and had access to all CIA files. An FBI agent on the premises! His nose in all their secrets! Not to be outdone by the executive branch, the idiotic Congress had followed with a law requiring all government agencies, including the CIA, to notify the FBI whenever there was evidence that classified information might have been improperly disclosed to foreign powers. The result: The CIA took all the risk and gave the prize to the FBI. Thornhill seethed. It was a direct usurpation of the CIA’s mission.


    Thornhill’s rage was building. The CIA could no longer even put people under surveillance or wiretap. If it had suspicions of someone, it had to go to the FBI and request surveillance, electronic or otherwise. If electronic surveillance was desired, then the FBI had to go to FISC, the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court, and obtain authorization. The CIA couldn’t even approach FISC on its own. It had to have its hand held by Big Brother. Everything was stacked in the FBI’s favor.


    Thornhill’s thoughts went into a tailspin as he reminded himself that the shackles on the CIA weren’t just domestic; the Agency had to get authorization from the president before commencing any covert operations overseas. The congressional oversight committees had to be told of any such operations in a timely fashion. And with the world of espionage becoming more and more complicated, the CIA and FBI found themselves continually running into each other over jurisdictional squabbles, use of witnesses and informants and the like. Though it was supposed to be a domestic agency only, the FBI, in reality, did considerable work abroad, where it focused on antiterrorism and anti-drug operations, including the collection and analysis of information. Again, that hit right at the CIA’s home turf.


    Was it any wonder Thornhill hated his federal counterparts? Like a cancer, the bastards were everywhere. And to drive the nail a little farther into the CIA’s coffin, a former FBI agent now headed up the Center for CIA Security, which conducted internal background checks on all current and prospective personnel. And all CIA employees had to file annual financial disclosure forms that were damn well exhaustive in their content requirements.


    Before he suffered a stroke thinking any more on this sore subject, Thornhill forced himself to turn his attention to other matters. If Buchanan had hired this PI person to follow Lockhart, then he very well could have been the man at the cottage last night and the person who had shot Serov. There had been permanent nerve damage to the man’s arm from the gunshot wound, and Thornhill had ordered the Russian to be finished off. A hired killer who could no longer hold a weapon steady enough to kill would look for other ways to make money and could pose a small threat. It was Serov’s own fault, and if there was one thing Thornhill demanded from his people, it was accountability.


    So this Lee Adams was now in the mix of things, he mused. Thornhill had already ordered a complete background search on the man. In these days of computerized files, he would have a full dossier in half an hour, if not sooner. Thornhill did have Adams’s file on Faith Lockhart; his men had taken that from the apartment. The notes showed that the man was thorough, logical in his approach to investigation. That was both good and bad for Thornhill’s purposes. Adams had also given Thornhill’s men the slip. That was not an easy thing to do. On the good side, if Adams was logical, he should be amenable to a reasonable offer, meaning one that would allow him to live.


    Presumably Adams had also escaped from the cottage with Faith Lockhart. He had not reported in to Buchanan about this, which was why Buchanan had left that phone message. Buchanan was obviously unaware of what had happened last night. Thornhill would do all he could to make sure this state of affairs continued.


    How would they run? A train? Thornhill doubted it. Trains were slow. And you couldn’t take a train overseas. Now, a train to an airport was a more intriguing possibility. Or a cab. That seemed certainly more likely.


    Thornhill eased back into his chair as an assistant entered with some files he had requested. While everything at the CIA was computerized these days, Thornhill still liked the feel of paper in his hand. He could think much more clearly with paper than when he was simply staring at the pixeled screen.


    So all the usual bases were covered. What about the unusual? With the added element of a professional investigator, Adams and Lockhart might be fleeing under false identities, even disguises. He had men at all three airports and the train stations. That would only go so far. The pair could easily rent a car and drive to New York and take a plane there. Or they could go south and do the same thing. It certainly was problematic.


    Thornhill hated these sorts of chases. There were too many places to cover and he had limited manpower for these “extracurricular” activities of his. At least he had the advantage of operating more or less autonomously. No one from the director of Central Intelligence on down really questioned him as to what he was up to. Or if they did, he was able to dance around any issue they threw at him. He got results that made them all look good, and that was his biggest weapon.


    It was much better to coax the runners out, bring them to you, which was certainly possible with the right sort of bait. Thornhill just had to come up with that bait. That would take some more thinking. Lockhart had no family, no elderly parents or young children. He didn’t know enough about Adams yet, but he would. If the man had just hooked up with the woman, he couldn’t possibly be willing to sacrifice everything for her. Not just yet. Other things being equal, Adams was the one to focus on. And they had a communication link to him by virtue of knowing where he lived. If they needed to get a discreet message to him, they could.


    Now Thornhill’s thoughts turned to Buchanan. He was currently in Philadelphia meeting with a prominent senator on how best to further the agenda of one of Buchanan’s clients. They had this particular fellow on enough felonious activity to make the man literally break down and plead for his miserable life. He had been a special pain in the ass to the CIA, nickel-and-diming them to death from the high perch of his Appropriations Committee seat. The payback would be so gratifying.


    Thornhill envisioned walking into all these mighty politicians’ offices and showing them the videos, the audiotapes, the paper trails. Of them and Buchanan plotting their little conspiracies, all the details of the future payoffs; they so eager to do Buchanan’s bidding in return for all that money. How greedy they looked!


    Good Senator, would you mind very much licking my boots, you whiny, squealing excuse for a human being. And then you will do exactly as I say, no more, no less, or I will crush you underfoot faster than you can say “vote for me.”


    Of course, Thornhill would never say that. These men demanded your respect even if they didn’t deserve it. He would tell them that Danny Buchanan had disappeared and left these tapes with them. They weren’t quite sure what to do with the evidence, but it appeared that the tapes should be turned over to the FBI. It seemed an awful thing to do; these fine men couldn’t possibly be guilty of these sorts of things, but once the FBI started its feeding frenzy, they all knew where that would end: prison. And how could that possibly help the country? The world would laugh at us. Terrorists would be emboldened in the face of a supposedly weakened foe. And resources were so tight. Why, the CIA itself was understaffed and underfunded, its responsibility unfairly curtailed. And could you fine people perhaps do something to change that? And would you please do so at the expense of the FBI, the very bastards who would love to get their hands on these tapes so they could destroy you? Starting with getting them the hell off our backs? And we thank you very much, you fine public leaders. We knew you’d understand.


    The first move in Thornhill’s grand plan would be to have his new allies find a way to completely remove the FBI presence from the Agency. Next, the operations budget for the CIA would be increased by fifty percent. To start. In the next fiscal year he would get serious about the dollars. In the future, the CIA would only report to a joint intelligence committee instead of the separate House and Senate committees it was confronted with now. It was far easier to co-opt one committee. Then the hierarchy of the U.S. intelligence-gathering agencies needed to be straightened out once and for all. And the director of Central Intelligence would be at the very top of that pyramid. The FBI would be as far down the totem pole as Thornhill could bury it. And the tools of the CIA would be considerably strengthened. Domestic surveillance, the covert funding and arming of insurgency groups to overthrow enemies of the United States, even selective assassination, all would come back as weapons of choice for him and his colleagues. Right that minute Thornhill could think of five heads of state whose immediate deaths would leave the world a better, safer, more humane place. It was time to take the shackles off the best and brightest and let them do their jobs again. God, he was so close.


    “Keep up the good work, Danny,” Thornhill said out loud. “Pour it on until the end. That’s a good man. Let them almost taste victory right before I take their lives away.”


    Grim-faced, he looked at his watch and rose from behind his desk. Thornhill was a man who loathed the press. He had, of course, never granted an interview in all his years at the Agency. But as senior as he was now, he occasionally had to undertake another sort of appearance, one that he equally detested. He had to testify before the House and Senate Select Committees on Intelligence on a series of matters involving the Agency.


    In these “enlightened” times, CIA personnel gave more than one thousand substantive reports to Congress in a year’s time. So much for covert operations. Thornhill was able to get through these briefings only by focusing on how easily he could manipulate the idiots who were supposed to be overseeing his agency. With their smug looks, they posed to him questions formulated by their very diligent staffs, who were more knowledgeable about most intelligence matters than the elected officials they served.


    At least the hearing would be in camera, no public or press allowed. To Thornhill the First Amendment’s rights to an unfettered press had been the biggest mistake the Founding Fathers ever made. You had to be damn careful around the scribes; they looked for every advantage, any chance to put words in your mouth, trip you up, make the Agency look bad. It deeply hurt Thornhill that no one seemed to really trust them. Of course they lied about things; that was their job.


    In Thornhill’s mind the CIA was clearly the Hill’s favorite whipping boy. The members loved to look tough in facing down the super-secret organization. That really played well back home: FARMER-TURNED-CONGRESSMAN STARES DOWN SPOOKS. By now Thornhill could write the headlines himself.


    However, today’s hearing actually promised to be positive because the Agency had scored some serious PR points lately in the most recent Middle East peace talks. Indeed, largely through Thornhill’s behind-the-scenes work, the Agency had overall fashioned a more benign, upstanding image, an image he would seek to bolster today.


    Thornhill snapped his briefcase shut and put his pipe in his pocket. Off to lie to a bunch of liars, and we both know it and we both win, he thought. Only in America.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 17


    “Senator,” Buchanan said, shaking hands with the tall, elegant-looking gentleman. Senator Harvey Milstead was a proven leader with high morals and strong political instincts who offered thoughtful insight on the issues. A true statesman. That was the public perception. The reality was that Milstead was a womanizer of the first order and was addicted to painkillers for a chronically bad back, medications that sometimes left him incoherent. He also had a worsening drinking problem. It was years since he had sponsored any meaningful legislation of his own, although in his prime he had helped enact laws from which every American now benefited. These days when he spoke, it was in gobbledygook that no one ever bothered to check up on because he said it with such authority. Besides, the press loved the charming guy with such genteel manners, and he held a very powerful leadership position. He also fed the media machine with a flow of appropriately timed juicy leaks, and he was quotable to a fault. They loved him, Buchanan knew. How could they not?


    There were five hundred and thirty-five members of Congress—a hundred senators plus the representatives in the House. Well over three-quarters of them, Buchanan estimated perhaps a little generously, were decent, hard-working, genuinely caring men and women who believed strongly in what they were doing both in Washington and for the people. Buchanan termed them, collectively, the “Believers.” Buchanan stayed away from the Believers. Touching those folk would only have earned him a quick trip to prison.


    The rest of the Washington leadership were like Harvey Milstead. Most were not drunks or womanizers or shells of their former selves, but, for various reasons, they were ripe for manipulation, easy targets for the lures Buchanan was tossing overboard.


    There were two such groups that Buchanan had successfully recruited over the years. Forget Republicans and Democrats. The parties Buchanan was interested in were the members of the venerable “Townies,” and the group Buchanan had labeled, only somewhat tongue-in-cheek, the “Zombies.”


    The Townies knew the system better than anyone. They were the system. Washington was their town, hence the nickname. They had all been here longer than God. If you cut them, their blood would run red, white and blue, or so they liked to tell you. There was another color Buchanan had added to that mix: green.


    By contrast, the Zombies had come to Congress with nary a stitch of moral fiber or whiff of a political philosophy. They had won their place of leadership with the finest campaigns that media dollars could buy. They were fabulous on sound bite TV and in the confines of tightly controlled debates. They were, at best, mediocre in intellect and ability and yet delivered the sales pitch with the verve and enthusiasm of a JFK at his oratorical best. And when they were elected, they arrived in Washington with absolutely no idea what to do. Their only goal had already been achieved: They had won their campaign.


    However, despite this, the Zombies tended to stay in Congress because they loved the power and access that came with being an incumbent. And with the cost of elections going through the stratosphere, it was still possible to defeat an entrenched incumbent … in the same way that it was still theoretically possible to climb Mount Everest without oxygen. One only had to hold his breath for several days.


    Buchanan and Milstead sat down on a comfortable leather couch in the senator’s spacious office. The shelves were filled with the usual spoils of a longtime politician: plaques and medals of appreciation, silver cups, awards made of crystal, hundreds of photographs of the senator standing with people even more famous than he; inscribed ceremonial gavels and bronzed miniature shovels symbolizing political pork brought to his state. As Buchanan looked around, it occurred to him that he had spent his entire professional life coming to places such as this, hat in hand, essentially begging.


    It was early yet, but the man’s staff was busy in the outer suite preparing for a hectic day with Keystone State constituents, a day laced with lunches, speeches, appearances and pop-in-and-out dinners, meet-and-greets, drinks and parties. The senator was not up for reelection, but it was always nice to put on a good show for the people back home.


    “I appreciate your meeting with me on such short notice, Harvey.”


    “Hard to refuse you, Danny.”


    “I’ll get right to it. Pickens’s bill is looking to knock out my funding, along with about twenty other aid packages. We can’t let that happen. The results speak for themselves. The infant mortality rate has been cut seventy percent. My God, the wonders of vaccine and antibiotics. Jobs are being created, the economy is moving from thuggery to legitimate business. Exports are up by a third, and imports from us are up twenty percent. So you see it’s creating jobs here too. We can’t let the plug be pulled now. Not only is it morally wrong, it’s stupid from our side. If we can get countries like this on their feet, we won’t have a trade imbalance. But you need reliable sources of electricity first. You need an educated population.”


    “AID is accomplishing a lot,” the senator pointed out.


    Buchanan was intimately familiar with AID, or the Agency for International Development. Formerly an independent agency, it now reported to the Secretary of State, who also more or less controlled its very substantial budget. AID was the flagship of American foreign aid, with the vast majority of funds flowing through its long-standing programs. Every year it was like musical chairs to see where AID’s limited budget dollars would end up. Buchanan had been caught without a seat many times, and he was so weary of it. The grant process was intensive and highly competitive, and unless you fit the template set up by AID for the programs it wanted to sponsor, you were out of luck.


    “AID can’t do it all. And my clients are too small a bite for IMF and the World Bank. Besides, now all I hear is ‘sustainable development.’ No dollars unless it goes for sustainable development. Hell, last time I looked, food and medicine were necessary for life. Doesn’t that qualify?”


    “You’re preaching to the choir, Danny. But people count pennies around here too. The days of fat are over,” Milstead said solemnly.


    “My clients will take gristle. Just don’t cut them off.”


    “Look, I just won’t schedule the bill.”


    In the Senate, if a chairman didn’t want a bill to get out of committee, he simply didn’t schedule it for hearing, as Milstead was now suggesting. Buchanan had played that game many times before.


    “But Pickens could end-run you on that,” Buchanan said. “Word is he’s dead set on getting this thing heard one way or another. And he might get a more sympathetic audience on the floor than he would in committee. Why not put a hold on the bill and run it out of session?” Buchanan suggested.


    Danny Buchanan was the master at this technique. A hold was simply one senator objecting to a pending bill. The legislation would be in complete limbo until the hold was removed. Years ago, Buchanan and his allies on the Hill had used it to stunning effect in representing the most powerful special interests in the country. It took real power in Washington to make things not happen. And for Buchanan, that had always been the most fascinating aspect of the city. Why health care reform legislation or the tobacco settlement bills, propelled by intense media coverage and public clamor, simply disappeared into the yawning gulf of the Congress. And it was very often the case that special interests wanted to maintain the status quo they had worked so hard to erect. For them change was not good. Hence, a good deal of Buchanan’s previous lobbying work had focused on burying any legislation that would harm his powerful clients.


    The hold maneuver was also known as the “blind rolling” hold because, as in the passing of the baton on a relay team, a different senator could place a new hold when the previous one had been released, and only the leadership knew who had placed the restriction. There was a lot more to it, but at the end of the day the blind rolling hold was an enormous waste of time, and hugely effective, which explained much of politics in a nutshell, Buchanan well knew.


    The senator shook his head. “I found out Pickens has holds on two of my pieces, and I’m close to cutting a deal that’ll make him let go. I hit him with another hold and the sonofabitch’ll clamp down on my ass like a ferret on a cobra.”


    Buchanan sat back and sipped his coffee as a number of potential strategies rolled through his mind. “Look, let’s go back to square one. If you have the votes to knock it out, schedule it and let the committee vote on it and kill the bastard for good. Then if he takes it to the floor I can’t believe he’ll have the support to carry it. Shit, once it’s on the floor we can hold it up forever, ask for amendments, hit it in the cloak room, cut the crap out of it pretending to want to deal for some juice on one of your bills. In fact, we’re so close to the elections now we can even play the quorum call game until he yells uncle.”


    Milstead nodded thoughtfully. “You know Archer and Simms are giving me a little trouble.”


    “Harvey, you’ve sent enough highway construction dollars to both those bastards’ states to choke every man and woman and child there. Call them on it! They don’t give a damn about this bill. They probably haven’t even read the staff briefing materials.”


    Milstead looked suddenly confident. “One way or another, we’ll get it done for you. In a one-point-seven-trillion-dollar budget, it’s not that big a deal.”


    “It is for my client. A lot of people are counting on this one, Harvey. And most of them can’t even walk yet.”


    “I hear you.”


    “You should take a fact-finding trip over there. I’ll go with you. It’s really beautiful country, you just can’t use the land for shit. God might have blessed America, but he forgot about a lot of the rest of the world. But they keep going. If you ever think you’re having a bad day, it’s a good memory to have.”


    Milstead coughed. “My schedule is really full, Danny. And you know I’m not running for reelection. Two more years and I’m out of here.”


    Okay, shop talk and humanitarian plea time is over, Buchanan thought. Now let’s play traitor.


    He leaned forward and casually moved his briefcase out of the way. One twist on the handle activated the recording device secreted inside. This one’s for you, Thornhill, you smug bastard.


    Buchanan cleared his throat. “Well, I guess it’s never too early to talk about replacements. I need some people on Foreign Aid and Ops who’ll participate in my little retirement program. I can promise them as good as I’ll be paying you. They’ll want for nothing. They just have to get my agenda done. I’m at the point now where I can’t afford defeat on anything. They have to come through for me. That’s the only way I can guarantee the payoff at the end. Just like you. You always come through for me, Harvey. Almost ten years and counting, and you always get it done. By hook or crook.”


    Milstead glanced at the door and then spoke in a very low voice, as though that made it all better. “I do have some people you might want to talk to.” He looked nervous, uncomfortable. “About taking over some of my duties. I haven’t broached the issue with them directly, of course, but I’d be surprised if they weren’t amenable to some sort of arrangement.”


    “That’s real good to hear.”


    “And you’re right to plan ahead. The two years will go quickly.”


    “Christ, in two years I might not be here, Harvey.”


    The senator smiled warmly. “I didn’t think you’d ever retire.” He paused. “But I guess you have your heir apparent. How is Faith, by the way? Vivacious as ever, I’m sure.”


    “Faith is Faith. You know that.”


    “Lucky to have someone like her backing you up.”


    “Very lucky,” Buchanan said, frowning slightly.


    “Give her my best when you see her. Tell her to come up and see old Harvey. Best mind and legs in the place,” he added with a wink.


    To this, Buchanan said nothing.


    The senator sat back against the couch. “I’ve been in public service half my life. The pay is ridiculous—chickenshit, really, for somebody of my ability and stature. You know what I could earn on the outside. That’s the trade-off when you serve your country.”


    “Absolutely, Harvey. Of course it is.” The bribe money is only your due. You earned it.


    “But I don’t regret it. Any of it.”


    “No reason you should.”


    Milstead smiled wearily. “The dollars I’ve spent over the years rebuilding this country, shaping it for the future, for the next generation. And the next.”


    Now it was his money. He saved the country. “People never appreciate that,” said Buchanan. “The media only goes after the dirt.”


    “Guess I’m just making up for it in my golden years,” Milstead said, sounding a little contrite.


    After all these years a little humility, a little guilt remain. “You deserve it. You served your country well. It’s all waiting for you. Just like we discussed. Better than we discussed. You and Louise will want for nothing. You’ll live like a king and queen. You did your job, and you’ll reap the rewards. The American way.”


    “I’m tired, Danny. Weary to the bones. Between you and me, I’m not sure I can last two more minutes, much less two more years. This place has sucked the life right out of me.”


    “You’re a true statesman. A hero to us all.”


    Buchanan took a deep breath and wondered if Thornhill’s boys parked in the van outside were enjoying this sappy exchange. In truth, Buchanan too was looking forward to getting out. He looked at his old friend. An expression of giddiness was on the man’s features as he no doubt thought of a truly glorious retirement with his wife of thirty-five years, a woman he had cheated on many times, who had always allowed him back. And kept silent about it. The psychology of political wives would be a worthy college course, Buchanan believed.


    In truth, Buchanan had a soft spot for his Townies. They actually had accomplished a lot, and in their own way were some of the most honorable people Buchanan had ever met. And yet the senator had no problem being bought.


    Very soon Harvey Milstead would have a new master. The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution had outlawed slavery, but apparently no one had bothered telling Robert Thornhill that. He was turning his friends over to the Devil. That’s what troubled Buchanan most of all. Thornhill, always Thornhill.


    The men rose and Buchanan and the senator shook hands. “Thank you, Danny. Thank you for everything.”


    “Please, don’t mention it,” Buchanan said. “Please don’t.” He grabbed his spy briefcase and fled the room.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 18


    “Degaussed?” Reynolds stared at the two technicians.


    “My tape has been degaussed? Will someone please explain that to me?” She had watched the video twenty times now. From every angle possible. Or rather, she had watched jagged lines and dots swarm across the screen like a World War I aerial dogfight with heavy doses of ground flack thrown in. She had been sitting here for a very long time and knew no more than when she had first walked in.


    “Without getting too technical—” one of the men started to say.


    “Please don’t,” Reynolds interjected. Her head was pounding. If the tape was useless? Good God, it can’t be.


    “‘Degaussing’ is the reference term used for the erasure of a magnetic medium. It’s done for many reasons, some of the most common being so that the medium can be used again, or to eliminate confidential information that was recorded. A videotape is one of the many forms of magnetic media. What happened to the tape you gave us was an unwanted intrusional influence that has distorted and/or corrupted the medium, preventing its proper utilization.”


    Reynolds stared in wonder at the man. What the hell would his technical answer have been?


    “So you’re saying someone intentionally screwed with the tape?” she said.


    “That’s right.”


    “But couldn’t it be a problem with the tape itself? How can you be sure someone ‘intruded’ upon it?”


    The other technician spoke up. “The level of corruption we’ve seen in the images so far would preclude that conclusion. We can’t be one hundred percent sure, of course, but it really does look like third party interference. From what I understand, the surveillance system used was very sophisticated. A multiplexer with three or four cameras on line, so there was no dwell time gap. How were the units activated? Motion or trip?”


    “Trip.”


    “Motion is better. The systems these days are so sensitive they can pick up a hand reaching for something on a desk in a one-foot-square zone. Trips are obsolete.”


    “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” she said dryly.


    “We did a pixel zoom for detail enhancement, but still nothing. Definitely interference.”


    Reynolds remembered that the closet at the cottage containing the video equipment had been found open.


    “Okay, how could they have done it?”


    “Well, there’s a wide variety of specialized equipment available.”


    Reynolds shook her head. “No, we’re not talking a lab setting. We’re looking at doing it on site, where the equipment was set up. And maybe whoever did it wouldn’t have even known there was video recording equipment there. So assume that whatever they happened to have with them would have been what they used.”


    The techs thought for a moment. “Well,” one of them said, “if the person had a powerful magnet and passed it over the recorder a number of times, that could distort the tape by rearranging the metallic particles, which would, in turn, remove the previously recorded signals.”


    Reynolds took a deep, troubled breath. A simple magnet could have blown away her only clue. “Is there any way to get it back, the images on the tape?”


    “It’s possible, but it will take some time. We can’t make any guarantees until we get in there.”


    “Do it. But let me make this real clear.” She stood, towering over the two men. “I need to be able to see what’s on that tape. I need to be able to see who was in that house. You have no higher priority than that. Check with the AD if you have a conflict, but whatever it takes, twenty-four hours a day. I need it. Understood?”


    The men looked at each other briefly before nodding.


    When Reynolds got back to her office, a man was waiting to see her.


    “Paul.” She nodded at him as she sat down.


    Paul Fisher rose and closed the door to Reynolds’s office. He was her liaison at Headquarters. He stepped over a pile of documents as he sat back down. “You look like you’re overworked, Brooke. You always look like you’re overworked. I guess that’s what I love about you.”


    He smiled and Brooke caught herself smiling back.


    Fisher was one of the few people at the FBI whom Reynolds looked up to, literally, as he was easily six-foot-five. They were about the same age, although Fisher was her superior in the chain of command and had been at Bureau two years longer. He was competent and assured. He was also handsome, having retained the tousled blond hair and trim figure of his California days at UCLA. After her marriage had started to disintegrate, Reynolds had imagined having an affair with the divorced Fisher. Even now, his unexpected visit made Reynolds feel fortunate she’d had the opportunity to go home, shower and change her clothes.


    Fisher’s jacket was off, his shirt draped gracefully over his long torso. He had just come on duty, she knew, although he tended to be around at all hours.


    “I’m sorry about Ken,” he said. “I was out of town, or I would’ve been there last night.”


    Reynolds played with a letter opener on her desk. “Not as sorry as I am. And neither of us is anywhere near where Anne Newman is on the sorry meter.”


    “I’ve talked to the SAC,” Fisher said, referring to the special agent in charge, “but I want you to tell me about it.”


    After she told him what she knew, he rubbed his chin. “Obviously the targets know you’re on to them.”


    “It would seem so.”


    “You’re not that far along in the investigation, are you?”


    “Nowhere near referring it to the U.S. attorney for indictment, if that’s what you mean.”


    “So Ken’s dead and your chief and only witness is MIA. Tell me about Faith Lockhart.”


    She glanced up sharply, being equally disturbed by his choice of words and the blunt tone he had used to say them.


    He stared back at her, his hazel eyes holding a definable measure of unfriendliness, Reynolds concluded. But right now, she knew, he was not supposed to be her friend. He represented Headquarters.


    “Is there something you want to tell me, Paul?”


    “Brooke, we’ve always shot straight with each other.” He paused and tapped his fingers against the arm of the chair as though trying to communicate with her in Morse code. “I know Massey authorized some leeway for you last night, but they’re all very concerned about you. You need to know that.”


    “I know that in light of recent developments—”


    “They were concerned before this. Recent developments have only heightened that level of concern.”


    “Do they want me to just drop it? Christ, it could implicate people who have government buildings named after them.”


    “It’s a question of proof. Without Lockhart what do you have?”


    “It’s there, Paul.”


    “What names has she given you, other than Buchanan?”


    Reynolds looked momentarily flustered. The problem was Lockhart hadn’t given them any names. Yet. She had been too smart for that. She was saving that for when her deal was completed.


    “Nothing specific yet. But we’ll get it. Buchanan didn’t do business with local school board members. And she told us some of his scheme. They work for him while in power, and when they leave office he lines up jobs for them with no real duties and mega-dollars in compensation and other perks. It’s simple. Simply brilliant. The level of detail she’s provided us could not be made up.”


    “I’m not disputing her credibility. But again, can you prove your case? Right now?”


    “We’re doing everything we can to prove it. I was going to ask her to wear a wire for us when all this happened, but you can’t rush these things, you know that. If I pushed too hard, or lost her confidence, we’d end up with nothing.”


    “Do you want my coldly reasoned analysis?” Fisher took her silence as assent. “You’ve got all these nameless but very powerful people, many of whom may have things lined up in the future or currently have nice post–public service careers. What’s so unusual about that? It happens all the time. They get on the phone, have lunches, whisper in ears, call in some favors. That’s America. So where are we?”


    “This is more than that, Paul. A lot more.”


    “Are you saying you can trace the actual illegal activity, how the legislation was manipulated?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “‘Not exactly’ is right. It’s really like trying to prove a negative.”


    Reynolds knew he was right on that point. How did you prove someone didn’t do something? Many of the tools Buchanan’s people would have used to further his agenda were probably tools every politician used, legitimately. They were talking motivation here. Why somebody was doing something, not how they were doing it. The why was illegal, the how wasn’t. Like a basketball player not trying his best because he’d been paid off.


    “Is Buchanan a director in these unknown firms where the former, unknown politicians get jobs? A stockholder? Did he put up the money? Does he have any ongoing business with any of them?”


    “You sound like a defense lawyer,” she said hotly.


    “That’s exactly my intent. Because those are the sort of questions you’ll need answers for.”


    “We have not been able to uncover evidence directly tying Buchanan to any of it.”


    “Then what are you basing your conclusion on? What’s your evidence that there is a connection at all?”


    Reynolds started to speak and then stopped. Her face flushed and in her agitation she broke in half the pencil she was holding.


    “Let me answer that for you,” said Fisher. “Faith Lockhart, your missing witness.”


    “We’ll find her, Paul. And then we’re back in business.”


    “And if you don’t find her? What then?”


    “We’ll find another way.”


    “Can you determine the identities of the bribed officials independently?”


    Reynolds desperately wanted to say yes to that question, but she couldn’t. Buchanan had been in Washington for decades. He’d probably had dealings with just about every politician and bureaucrat in the city. It would be impossible to narrow down the list without Lockhart.


    “Anything’s possible,” she said gamely.


    He shook his head. “Actually, it’s not, Brooke.”


    Reynolds erupted. “Buchanan and his cronies have broken the law. Doesn’t that count for anything?”


    “In a court of law it counts for zero without proof,” he shot back.


    She slammed her fist down on the desk. “I damn well refuse to believe that. Besides, the evidence is there; we just have to keep digging.”


    “You see, that’s the problem. It would be one thing if you could do it in complete secrecy. But an investigation of this magnitude, with the sort of important targets we’re talking about, can never remain completely secret. And now we have a homicide investigation to deal with as well.”


    “Meaning there will be leaks,” Reynolds said, wondering if Fisher suspected that those leaks might have already occurred.


    “Meaning that when you go after important people, you better be damn sure of your case before any leaks do occur. You can’t target people like that unless you’re loaded for bear. Right now, your gun’s empty and I’m not sure where you go to reload. It pretty much says in the Bureau manual, you can’t hunt down public officials based on rumor and innuendo.”


    She looked at him coolly when he finished saying this. “Okay, Paul, would you like to tell me exactly what it is you want me to do?”


    “The Violent Crime Unit will keep you informed on its investigation. You have to find Lockhart. Since the two cases are inextricably connected, I suggest cooperation.”


    “I can’t tell them anything about our investigation.”


    “I’m not asking you to. Just work with them to help clear Newman’s murder. And find Lockhart.”


    “And beyond that? If we can’t find her? What happens to my investigation?”


    “I don’t know, Brooke. The tea leaves are very hard to read right now.”


    Reynolds stood and looked out the window. Thick, dark clouds had turned day almost into night. She could see both her reflection and Fisher’s in the window. He never took his eyes off her, and she doubted if he was all that interested at the moment in how her backside and long legs looked in the black knee-length skirt and matching stockings she was wearing.


    As she stood there her ears picked up on a sound they usually didn’t: the “white noise.” At sensitive government facilities windows were potential outlets for valuable information, namely speech. To plug this leak, speakers were mounted at the windows in these facilities to filter out the sound of voices such that anyone lurking outside with the fanciest in surveillance equipment would end up with zip. The speakers accomplished this by emitting a sound akin to a small waterfall, hence the term “white noise.” Reynolds, like most employees in such buildings, had tuned out the background noise; it was such a daily part of her life. Now she noticed it with stunning clarity. Was that a signal to her to notice other things as well? Things, people she saw every day and then thought no more of, accepting them for what they proclaimed to be? She turned to face Fisher.


    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Paul.”


    “Your career has been nothing short of spectacular. But the public sector is often like the private in one regard: It’s the ‘what have you done for me lately?’ syndrome. I’m not going to sugarcoat this, Brooke. I’ve already started to hear the rumblings.”


    She folded her arms across her chest. “I appreciate your complete bluntness,” she said coldly. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see what I can do for you lately, Agent Fisher.”


    As Fisher rose to leave, he moved next to her, touching her lightly on the shoulder. Reynolds recoiled slightly from this, the bite of his words still smarting.


    “I’ve always supported you, and I will continue to support you, Brooke. Don’t read this as though I’m throwing you to the wolves. I’m not. I respect the hell out of you. I just didn’t want you to be blindsided on this. You don’t deserve that. This messenger is friendly.”


    “That’s good to know, Paul,” she said unenthusiastically.


    When he reached the door, he turned back. “We’re handling the media relations from WFO. We’ve already had inquiries from the press. For now, an agent was killed during an undercover operation. No other details were provided, including his identity. That won’t last long. And when the dam breaks, I’m not sure who can keep dry.”


    As soon as the door closed behind him, a cold shudder hit Reynolds. She felt as though she were being suspended over a vat of boiling something. Was it her old paranoia kicking in? Or was it simply her reasoned judgment? She kicked her shoes off and paced her office, stepping over the paper land mines as she did so. She rocked on the balls of her feet, trying to guide the massive tension she was feeling throughout her body toward the floor. It didn’t come close to working.


  









  

    CHAPTER 19


    The recently renamed Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, which everyone in the area still simply called “National,” was very busy this morning. It was loved for its convenience to the city and its numerous daily flights, and hated for its congestion, short runways and stomach-jolting tight turns to avoid restricted airspace. However, the airport’s new sparkling terminal with its row of Jeffersonian-inspired domes and hulking, multitiered parking garages with skywalks to the terminal were very welcome to the hassled air traveler.


    Lee and Faith entered the new terminal, where Lee eyed a police officer patrolling the corridor. They had left the car in one of the parking lots.


    Faith watched the policeman’s movements too. She was wearing “eyeglasses” that Lee had given her. The lenses were ordinary glass, but they helped to further change her look. She touched Lee’s arm. “Nervous?”


    “Always. It kind of gives me an edge. Makes up for a serious lack of formal schooling.” He put their bags over his shoulder. “Let’s grab a cup of coffee and let the line at the ticket counter die down a little, scope the place out.” As they looked for a coffee shop, he asked, “Any idea of when we can get a flight out of here?”


    “We fly through Norfolk and then take a commuter to Pine Island, off the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Flights to Norfolk are pretty frequent. The commuter to Pine Island you have to call ahead and schedule. Once we get the Norfolk flight scheduled, I’ll call down and arrange that. They only fly during daylight.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “Because we won’t be landing on a regular runway; it’s more like a little road. No lights or tower or anything. Just a wind sock.”


    “That’s comforting.”


    “Let me call down and check on the house.”


    They went over to the phone bank and Lee listened while Faith confirmed their arrival. She hung up. “All set. We can get a rental car once we get down there.”


    “So far, so good.”


    “It’s a nice place to relax. You don’t need to see or talk to anybody else if you don’t want to.”


    “I don’t want to,” said Lee firmly.


    “I’d like to ask you a question,” Faith said as they walked toward a café.


    “Shoot.”


    “How long had you been following me?”


    “Six days,” he promptly answered, “during which you made three trips to the cottage, including last night.”


    Last night, Faith thought. Was that all it had been? “And you haven’t reported back to your employer yet?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “I like to do weekly reports, unless something really extraordinary happens. Believe me, if I’d had time, last night would have qualified for the mother of all reports.”


    “How were you to make these reports if you don’t know who hired you?”


    “I was given a phone number.”


    “And you never checked up on it?”


    He looked at her with annoyance. “Nah, why should I care? Take the money and run.”


    She looked chastened. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


    “Uh-huh, sure.” He shifted the bags slightly and continued, “There’s a special crisscross directory that’ll give you the corresponding address if you have the phone number.”


    “And?”


    “And in these days of satellite phones and nationwide cell networks and crap like that, nothing came up. I called the number. It must have been set up just to receive calls from me because it told Mr. Adams to leave any information on the tape. It also gave a P.O. box in D.C. Being the ever curious type I checked that out too, but it was listed in the name of a corporation I’d never heard of, with an address that turned out to be phony. Dead end.” He looked down at her. “I take my work seriously, Faith. I don’t like walking into traps. Famous last words, right?”


    They stopped at the small café, bought their coffee and a couple of bagels and sat down in a vacant corner of the place.


    Faith took a quick breath as she sipped her coffee and nibbled on a poppyseed bagel oozing butter. Maybe he was being straight with her, but he still had a connection to Danny Buchanan. It was such a strange feeling suddenly being fearful of a man she had idolized. If things had not changed so much between them the last year, she would have been tempted to call Danny. But she was confused now, the horror of last night so crystal clear in her mind. Besides, what was she supposed to ask him: Danny, did you try and have me killed last night? If you did, please stop, I’m working with the FBI to help you, really. And why did you hire Lee to follow me, Danny? Yes, she had to part company with Lee, and soon.


    “The report you were given, tell me what it said about me,” Faith said.


    “You’re a lobbyist. You used to be with a big outfit, represented Fortune 500s. About ten years ago, you and a man named Daniel Buchanan started your own firm.”


    “Did it mention any of our current clients?”


    He cocked his head. “No, is that important?”


    “What do you know about Buchanan?”


    “The report didn’t say much about him, but I did some digging on my own, nothing you won’t know. Buchanan is a legend on the Hill. Knows everybody and everybody knows him. Fought all the big battles, made a ton of money doing it. I assume you didn’t do so badly yourself.”


    “I did well. What else?”


    He stared at her strangely. “Why do you want to hear something you already know? Is Buchanan somehow mixed up in all this?”


    Now it was Faith’s turn to scrutinize Lee. If he was playing dumb, he was doing an exceptional job, she thought.


    “Danny Buchanan is an honorable man. I owe him everything I have.”


    “Sounds like a good friend. But you didn’t answer my question.”


    “People like Danny are rare. A true visionary.”


    “And you?”


    “Me? I just help implement his vision. People like me are a dime a dozen.”


    “You don’t strike me as so ordinary.” Faith took a sip of coffee and didn’t respond. “So how does one become a lobbyist?”


    Faith stifled a yawn and sipped her coffee again. Her head was starting to pound. She had never needed much rest, galloping the globe, catching only plane catnaps. But right now she felt like curling up under the table and sleeping for the next ten years. Maybe her body was reacting to the last twelve hours of horror by shutting itself down, throwing in the towel. Please don’t hurt me.


    “I could lie and say I wanted to change the world. That’s what everyone says, isn’t it?” She pulled a bottle of aspirin from her bag, popped two and washed them down with coffee. “Actually, I remember watching the Watergate hearings when I was a kid. All those very serious people in that room. All these middle-aged men with wide ugly ties, puffy faces, over-easy hair, talking into these clunky microphones, and all the lawyers whispering into their ears. All the media, the whole world focused right there. What the rest of the country apparently found appalling, I found extremely cool. All that power!” She smiled weakly into her coffee cup. “My demented soul. The nuns were right about me. One in particular, Sister Audrey Ann, truly believed my name was a blasphemy. ‘Dear Faith,’ she would say, ‘live up to your Christian name, not down to your devilish urges.’”


    “So you were a rabble rouser?”


    “It’s like if I saw a habit coming my way I just turned evil. My dad moved us around a lot, but I did well enough in school, even if I raised hell outside it. I went to a good college, ended up in Washington with all those memories of absolute power dancing in my head. I didn’t have the faintest idea what to do with myself, but I knew desperately I wanted to get into the game. I did a stint on Capitol Hill for a freshman congressman and caught the eye of Danny Buchanan. He snatched me up, saw something in me, I guess. I think he liked my spirit—I was running the office with all of two months’ experience behind me. The way I sort of refused to back down from anyone, even the Speaker of the House.”


    “I guess that is impressive for somebody right out of college.”


    “My philosophy was, after the nuns, politicians weren’t much of a challenge.”


    Lee cracked a smile. “Makes me glad I went to public school.” He glanced away for a second. “Don’t look now, but the FBI is circling.”


    “What?” She whipped her head around, looking everywhere.


    Lee rolled his eyes. “Oh, that was good.”


    “Where are they?”


    He lightly smacked the tabletop. “They’re nowhere. And they’re everywhere. The Feds don’t walk around with their badges pinned to their foreheads. You won’t see them.”


    “So why the hell did you say they were circling?”


    “It was a little test. And you failed. I can spot the Feds, sometimes, not always. If I ever say that to you again, I won’t be kidding. They will be there. And you can’t react the way you just did. Normal, slow movements. Just a pretty woman on a holiday with her boyfriend. Understand?”


    “Okay, fine. But just don’t pull that crap on me again. My nerves aren’t well rested.”


    “How are you paying for the tickets?”


    “How should I pay for them?”


    “Your credit card. Under your other name. Don’t want to flash a bunch of cash around. You buy a one-way ticket with cash leaving today, that might be a red flag for the airline. Right now, the less attention, the better. What is it, by the way? Your other name?”


    “Suzanne Blake.”


    “Nice name.”


    “Suzanne was my mother’s name.”


    “Was? Passed on?”


    “Both my parents. My mother when I was eleven. My dad six years later. No brothers or sisters. I was a seventeen-year-old orphan.”


    “That must’ve been tough.”


    Faith didn’t say anything for a long moment. Talking about her past was always hard, so she rarely did so. And she really didn’t know this man. Still, there was something about Lee Adams that was comforting, solid. “I really loved my mother,” she began. “She was a good woman, and long-suffering, because of my dad. He was a good person too, but one of those souls who always have an angle, a way to make a quick buck with these crazy ideas. And when his plan blew up, and it always did, we’d have to pack up and move on.”


    “Why was that?”


    “Because other people always lost money with my dad’s grand schemes too. And they were understandably upset about it. We moved four times before my mother died. Five more times after that. We prayed for my dad every day, my mom and I. Right before she died, she told me to take care of him, and me all of eleven.”


    Lee shook his head. “I can’t even relate to that. My parents have lived in the same house for fifty years. How did you manage to keep it together after your mother died?”


    The words somehow came easier for Faith now. “It wasn’t as tough as you’d think. Mom loved my dad, hated how he lived, his schemes, all the moving. But he wasn’t going to change, so they weren’t the happiest couple to live with. There were times I really thought she was going to kill him. When she died, it sort of became my dad and me against the world. He’d dress me up in the one nice outfit I had and show me off to all his prospective partners. I guess people would think, how can this guy be so bad, what with his little girl right there and all? When I got to be sixteen I’d even help him pitch his deals. I grew up fast. I guess that’s where I got my motor mouth and my backbone. I learned to think on my feet.”


    “Quite an alternative education,” Lee commented. “But I can see how it would serve you well as a lobbyist.”


    Her eyes grew moist. “On the way to every meeting, he’d say, ‘This one is the one, Faith, darling. I can feel it right here,’ and he’d put his hand over his heart. ‘It’s all for you, baby girl. Daddy loves his Faith.’ And I believed him every single damn time.”


    “Sounds like he really ended up hurting you,” Lee said quietly.


    Faith shook her head stubbornly. “It wasn’t like he was trying to rip people off. We’re not talking Ponzi schemes or anything. He sincerely believed his ideas would work. But they never did and we’d move on. And it wasn’t like we ever made any money. God, we slept in our car enough times. How many times do I remember my dad strolling into the back door of restaurants and walking out a little later with dinner he had talked them into giving him. We’d sit in the backseat and eat. He’d stare at the sky, pointing out the constellations to me. He never even finished high school, but he knew all about the stars. Said he’d been chasing enough of them his whole life. We’d just sit there far into the night, and my dad would tell me things would get better. Just down the road.”


    “Sounds like a man who could talk his way into anywhere. Probably would’ve made a good PI.”


    Faith smiled as she thought back. “I’d walk into a bank with him, and within five minutes he’d know everybody by name, drinking coffee, talking with the bank manager like he’d known him his whole life. And we’d walk out with a letter of recommendation and a list of local high-net-worth individuals for my dad to solicit. He just had that way about him. Everyone liked him. Until they lost their money. And we always lost what little we had too. Dad was a stickler about that. His money went in too. He was actually very honest.”


    “You sound like you still miss him.”


    “I do,” she said proudly. “He named me Faith because he said with Faith beside him, how could he ever fail?” On this Faith closed her eyes, tears trickling down her cheeks.


    Lee pulled a napkin out of the holder and slipped it into her hand. She wiped her eyes.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve never really talked about this with anyone before.”


    “It’s okay, Faith. I’m a good listener.”


    “I found my dad again in Danny,” she said, clearing her throat, her eyes wide. “He has the same way about him. The pluck of the Irishman. He can talk his way into seeing anybody. Knows every angle, every issue. Refuses to back down from anyone. He’s taught me a lot. And not just about lobbying. About life. He didn’t have it easy growing up either. We had a lot in common.”


    Lee smiled. “So from scams with your dad to lobbying in D.C.?”


    “And some would say my job description hasn’t changed.” Faith smiled at her own remark.


    “And some would say that the nut didn’t fall far from the tree.”


    She bit into her bagel. “Since we’re into true confessions, how about your family?”


    Lee settled back. “Four of each. I’m number six.”


    “God! Eight kids. Your mother must be a saint.”


    “We gave them both enough heartache to last ten lifetimes.”


    “So they’re both still around.”


    “Going strong. We’re all pretty close now, although we had some rough times growing up. Good support groups when things go haywire. Help’s only a phone call away. Usually, that is. Not this time, though.”


    “That sounds nice. Real nice.” Faith looked away.


    Lee eyed her keenly, easily reading her thoughts.


    “Families have their problems too, Faith. Divorces, serious illnesses, depression, hard times, we’ve seen it all. I have to say sometimes I’d rather be an only child.”


    “No, you wouldn’t,” she said with authority. “You might think you would, but trust me, you wouldn’t.”


    “I do.”


    She looked confused. “You do what?”


    “Trust you.”


    She said slowly, “You know, for a paranoid PI, you sure make friends fast. I could be a mass murderer, for all you know.”


    “If you were really bad, the Feds would’ve had you in custody.”


    She put down her coffee and leaned toward him, her expression very serious. “I appreciate the observation. But just so we’re very clear on this, I’ve never physically harmed even an ant in my entire life, and I still don’t consider myself a criminal, but I guess if the FBI wanted to put me in jail, they could. Just so we’re clear,” she said again. “Now, you still want to get on that plane with me?”


    “Absolutely. You’ve really got my curiosity up now.”


    She sighed and sat back, glancing down the terminal’s corridor. “Don’t look now, but here come a pair who look an awful lot like the FBI.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Unlike you, I wouldn’t even attempt to joke about something like that.” She bent over and fiddled with something in her bag. After a few anxious moments, she sat back up as the pair passed by without looking at them.


    “Lee, depending on what they’ve found out, they may be looking for a man and a woman. Why don’t you stay here while I go buy the tickets? I’ll meet you at the security gate.”


    Lee looked uncertain. “Let me think about that.”


    “I thought you said you trusted me.”


    “I do.” For a moment he envisioned Faith’s dad standing in front of him, asking for money. And damn if Lee wasn’t reaching in his pocket for his wallet.


    “But even trust has its limits, right? I tell you what, you keep the bags. I need to take my purse. If you’re really worried, you have a clear view of the security entrance from here. If I try to give you the slip, you’ve got me dead on. And I’m sure you can run much faster than I can.” She stood. “And you know I can’t call in the FBI, now, can I?”


    She eyed him for a moment longer, apparently daring him to challenge her logic.


    “Okay.”


    “What’s your new name? I’ll need it for your ticket.”


    “Charles Wright.”


    She winked at him. “And your friends call you Chuck?”


    He gave her an uneasy smile and then Faith turned and disappeared into the crowd.


    As soon as she was gone, Lee regretted his decision. Sure she had left her bag, but it only had a few clothes in it, the ones he had given her! She had her purse with her, which meant she had what she really needed: her fake ID and her money. Yes, he could see the security gate from here, but what if she just walked out the front door? What if that’s what she was doing right now? Without her, he had nothing. Except some really dangerous people who now knew where he lived. People who would take great pleasure in breaking his bones one by one until he told them what he knew, which was nothing. They wouldn’t be thrilled to hear that. Next stop: your standard landfill burial. That did it. Lee jumped up, grabbed the bags and headed after her.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 20


    There was a knock on Reynolds’s door. Connie popped his head in. Reynolds was on the phone but she waved him in.


    Connie had two cups of coffee. He put one in front of Reynolds, together with two cream packets, a sugar and a swizzle stick. She thanked him with an appreciative smile. He sat down and sipped on his coffee while she finished her call.


    Reynolds put down the phone and started mixing her coffee. “I would absolutely love some good news, Connie.” She noted that he also had gone home, showered and changed. Rambling through the woods in the dark had probably done a real number on his suit, she assumed. His hair was still damp and the wetness made it seem more gray than usual. Reynolds kept forgetting that he was in his fifties. Connie just never seemed to change, always big, always craggy, the weatherbeaten rock upon which she clung when the riptide gripped her. As it was right now.


    “Do you want lies or the truth?”


    Reynolds took a sip of the coffee, sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Right now, I’m not sure.”


    He sat forward, perching his coffee on her desk. “I worked the scene with the VCU boys. That’s where I started at the Bureau, you know. Just like old times.” He put his palms flat on his knees and flexed his thick neck to work out a kink. “Damn, my back feels like Reggie White’s been doing jumping jacks on it. I’m getting too old for this kind of work.”


    “You can’t retire. I can’t function without you.”


    Connie picked up his coffee cup. “The hell you say.” It was obvious, though, that the remark had pleased him. He sat back, unbuttoned his jacket and let his belly push through. He let a minute or so pass as he presumably collected his thoughts.


    Reynolds waited patiently. She knew Connie had not come down here to shoot the breeze with her. He rarely did that with anyone. Reynolds had learned that just about everything the man did had a specific purpose. Connie was a true veteran of the ways of bureaucracy and, consequently, he carried an agenda with him everywhere. While she thoroughly relied on him for his field expertise and his instincts, Reynolds never quite lost sight of the fact that she was younger, less experienced, yet was still his boss; it had to be a sore point with the man. And she was a woman, to boot, in a field that still didn’t have many at her level of responsibility. She could not really blame Connie if he felt resentment toward her. And yet he had never said a negative word about her, nor had he ever dragged his feet on an assignment in order to make her look bad. On the contrary, he was methodical to a fault, and reliable as the sunrise. Still, she had to watch herself.


    “I saw Anne Newman this morning. She appreciated your coming over last night. She said you were a real comfort.”


    This surprised Reynolds. Maybe the woman didn’t blame her. “She took it about as well as anyone could.”


    “I understand the director went too. That was good of him. You know Ken and I go way back.” The look on Connie’s face was easily read. If the man caught up to the killer before the VCU did, there might not be any need for a trial.


    “I know. I never stopped to think how hard this must be for you.”


    “You have enough on your mind. Besides, I’m the last person you need to worry about.” Connie took a swallow of coffee. “The shooter was hit. Least it looks that way.”


    Reynolds immediately sat forward. “Let me have everything.”


    Connie momentarily smiled. “Don’t want to wait for the written report from VCU?” He crossed one thick leg over the other, hitching up his cuffed trousers as he did so. “You were right about the shooter’s location. We found blood, a fair amount of it in the woods behind the house. Did a rough trajectory. The location jells with where the shot probably came from. We followed the trail as best we could, but lost it in the woods after a few hundred feet.”


    “Exactly how much blood? Life-threatening?”


    “Hard to say. It was dark. A team’s over there right now continuing the search. They’re lockstepping the lawn, looking for the slug that killed Ken. They’re also canvassing the neighborhood, but the place was so isolated, I’m not sure that’ll pay off.”


    Reynolds took a deep breath. “If we find a body, that would both simplify and complicate things.”


    Connie nodded thoughtfully. “I see where you’re going with that.”


    “You got a blood sample?”


    “Lab’s running it as we speak. Don’t know what it’ll be worth.”


    “At the very least it’ll confirm whether it’s human or not.”


    “That’s true. Maybe all we’ll find is a deer carcass. But I don’t think so.” Reynolds perked up. “Nothing concrete,” he said in response to her look, “just call it my gut.”


    “If the guy’s wounded, that should make it a little easier to track him down.”


    “Maybe. If he required medical attention, he wouldn’t be so stupid as to go to a local emergency room. They have to report gunshot wounds. And we don’t know how badly he was hurt. Might have just been a flesh wound that bled like a bitch. If so, he bandages it up, gets on a plane and poof. Gone. I mean we’ve got all the bases covered, but if the guy was leaving on a private plane, then we got problems. The truth is he’s probably already long gone.”


    “Or maybe dead. Apparently he missed his primary target. Whoever hired him won’t be happy about that.”


    “Right.”


    Reynolds folded her hands in front of her as she thought of the next topic she wanted to discuss. “Connie, Ken’s gun was unfired.”


    Connie had obviously given this line of inquiry some thought because he said, “Which means, if the blood is confirmed as human, we definitely have a fourth person at the cottage last night. And that party shot the shooter.” He shook his head wearily. “Shit, listen to us, it all sounds crazy.”


    “Crazy but apparently true under the facts as we know them. Think about this: Could this fourth person have killed Ken? And not the guy who was wounded?”


    “Don’t think so. The VCUs are looking for shell cartridges in the woods where we think the other shot came from, as confirmation. If there was a gun battle between two unknown parties, then maybe we’ll find another set of ejected shells as well.”


    “Well, this fourth person being present may explain the door being unlocked and the cameras being tripped.”


    He sat up straight. “Anything on the tape yet? We had to get some faces or something.”


    “To put it simply, we have been degaussed.”


    “What?”


    “Don’t ask. For right now we can’t count on the tape.”


    “Well, shit. That doesn’t leave us with much.”


    “Specifically, it leaves us with Faith Lockhart.”


    “We’ve got all the airports, train and bus stations, rental car agencies covered. Her firm too, although I can’t believe she’d go there.”


    “Agreed. Actually, that may be where the bullet came from,” Reynolds said slowly.


    “Buchanan?”


    “Wish we could prove it.”


    “If we find Lockhart, we still may be able to. We’ll have some leverage there.”


    “Don’t count on it. Almost getting your head blown off can make you rethink loyalties,” Reynolds said dryly.


    “If Buchanan and his people are on to Lockhart, then they must be on to us as well.”


    “You said that before. A leak? From here?”


    “A leak from somewhere. Here or at Lockhart’s end. Maybe she did something to make Buchanan suspicious. From all accounts, the guy’s cagey as hell. He had her followed somehow. They saw her meeting with you at the house. He dug a little more, hit the truth and contracted to take her out.”


    “I’d like to believe that more than someone here selling us down the river.”


    “So would I. But the fact is every law enforcement agency has some bad apples.”


    Reynolds briefly wondered for a moment if Connie was suspicious of her. Everyone who worked at the FBI, from special agents to support staff, had top-secret security clearance. When you applied for a job at the Bureau, teams of agents would show up investigating every single piece of your past, no matter how insignificant, talking to everyone who ever knew you. Every five years a full field investigation was conducted on on-board Bureau employees. In the interim any suspicious activity involving a Bureau employee or any complaints of persons asking suspicious questions of an employee were to be reported to the security officer in the employee’s division. That had never happened to Reynolds, thank God. Her record was clean.


    If there were suspicions of a leak or other type of security breach, it might very well be investigated by the Office of Professional Responsibility, and a polygraph exam might be ordered for the suspect employee. Other than that, the Bureau was always on the lookout for any signs that an employee was having undue personal or professional problems that might make him or her susceptible to bribes or influence by third parties.


    Reynolds knew Connie was doing okay financially. His wife had died years ago from a lengthy illness that had sapped their resources, but he lived in a nice house that was worth a lot more than he had paid for it. His kids’ college educations were done, and he had his pension locked in. All in all, he had a nice retirement to look forward to.


    On the other hand, Reynolds knew her personal life and finances were in abysmal shape. College funds? Damn, she’d be lucky if she could continue to afford the private school tuition for first grade. And pretty soon, she wouldn’t have a house to call her own. That was being sold as part of the divorce. The condo she was eyeing was about the size of the one she had rented when she had finished college. It had seemed cozy with one person. An adult and two energetic kids would quickly turn cozy into cramped. And could she afford to keep her nanny? With her hours, how could she not? She couldn’t leave the kids alone at night.


    In any other occupation she would probably be on the top ten soon-to-crash-and-burn list. But in the FBI, the divorce rate was such that her mess of a marriage would not create a blip on the Bureau radar. A career in the FBI was often simply not conducive to a happy personal life.


    She blinked for a moment as she found Connie’s gaze still upon her. Did he really suspect her of being the leak? Of causing Ken Newman to die? She knew it looked bad. On the very night when she’d had Newman substitute for her with Lockhart, he was killed. She knew Paul Fisher had been thinking that, and she was reasonably sure Connie was right now.


    She composed herself and said, “There’s really nothing we can do about this theory of a leak right now. Let’s concentrate on what we can do.”


    “Fine. So what’s our next move?”


    “Hit all our lines of investigation as hard as we can. Find Lockhart. Let’s hope she uses a credit card for plane or train tickets. If she does that, we’ve got her. We need to at least make an effort to find the shooter. Shadow Buchanan. Unscramble that tape and see who was in that house. I want you to act as liaison with the VCU. We have a lot of threads, if we can only grab one or two of them and hold on.”


    “Hey, isn’t that always the case?”


    “We’re in a really tight spot here, Connie.”


    He nodded thoughtfully. “I heard Fisher was here. Figured he’d been by to see you.”


    Reynolds didn’t respond to this, and Connie plunged on.


    “Thirteen years ago, I was heading up a joint undercover drug operation with the DEA in Brownsville, Texas.” He paused for a moment as if deciding whether to go forward or not. “Our official goal was to disrupt the flow of cocaine over the Mexican border. Our unofficial goal was to accomplish our mission without making the Mexican government look bad. For that reason, we had open lines of communication with our counterparts in Mexico City. Perhaps too open, since there was rampant corruption south of the border at all levels. But it was done that way so the Mexican authorities could share in the glory after we did all the work and scored the perps heading up the cartel. After two years of work, a huge bust was planned. But our plans got leaked and my guys walked into an ambush that left two of them dead.”


    “Oh my God. I heard about that case, but I didn’t know you were involved in it.”


    “You were probably still cutting your teeth at Quantico.”


    Reynolds didn’t know if this was a backdoor barb or not, but she chose not to respond.


    “Anyway, after all that went down, I got a visit from one of the young ladder climbers at HQ who wouldn’t know which end of his pistol to hold, and who politely informed me that if I didn’t make things right, my ass was cooked. But there was one stipulation. If I found out our friends in Mexico sent us down the river, I couldn’t use that as an excuse. International relations, I was told. I’d just have to fall on the sword for the good of the world.” Connie’s voice trembled a little as he said this last part.


    Reynolds found she was holding her breath. It was not like Connie to talk this much. In the dictionary, the man’s picture could well be found next to the word “taciturn.”


    He took a gulp of coffee and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “Well, you know what? I traced the leak right to the top of the Mexican police department and I put a big X on the bastards’ foreheads and walked away from it. If my superiors didn’t want to do anything about it, fine. But damn if I was going to take the fall for somebody’s else’s shit.” He eyed her steadily. “‘International relations,’” he said, a bitter smile spreading across his lips as he did so. He rested his elbows on her desk.


    Was this a challenge he was laying before her? Reynolds wondered. Was he expecting to leave an X on her forehead, or daring her to pin one on his?


    “That’s been my official motto ever since,” he said.


    “What’s that?”


    “Fuck ‘international relations.’”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 21


    Through the airport terminal drifted members of both the FBI and Central Intelligence, with the former group completely unaware of the latter’s presence. Thornhill’s men also had the advantage of knowing that Lee Adams was probably traveling with Faith Lockhart. The FBI agents were only looking for the woman.


    Lee unknowingly passed a couple of the FBI agents dressed as businessmen with briefcases and Wall Street Journals. They were equally oblivious to him. Faith had passed by the agents a moment earlier.


    Lee slowed when he got near to the main ticket counter. Faith was up there speaking with a clerk. This was starting to look okay. He had a sudden feeling of guilt for not having trusted her. He edged over to a corner and waited.


    *  *  *


    At the counter, Faith displayed her new ID and purchased three tickets. Two tickets were in the name of Suzanne Blake and Charles Wright. The woman barely looked at her photo. Thank God for that, although Faith supposed people rarely looked like their ID photos anyway. The flight to Norfolk International left in about forty-five minutes. The third ticket she purchased was in the name of Faith Lockhart. It was a flight heading to San Francisco with a stopover in Chicago. It left in forty minutes. She had spotted it on the monitors. West Coast, big city. She could lose herself, drive down the coast, maybe even sneak into Mexico. She wasn’t sure how she would accomplish that, but she just had to take it one step at a time.


    Faith had explained that she was buying the ticket to San Francisco for her boss, who would arrive shortly.


    “She’ll have to hurry,” the clerk said. “She still has to check in. And they’re going to begin boarding in about ten minutes.”


    “It won’t be a problem,” Faith assured her. “She doesn’t have any luggage, so she can check in at the gate.”


    The clerk handed her the ticket. Faith figured she was safe using her real name on the ticket because she paid for all of them with her Suzanne Blake credit card. And the only other ID she had to check in with was her real one. It was Faith Lockhart or nothing. Everything would be okay.


    She could not have been any more wrong.


    *  *  *


    As Lee watched Faith, a thought jolted him. His gun! He had to check it before going through security or all hell would break lose. He shot across to the counter and next to a startled Faith.


    He put his arm around her and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Hey, babe. Sorry, the phone call took longer than I thought.” He looked at the ticket agent and said casually, “I have a pistol I need to check.”


    The ticket agent raised her eyes slightly at this.


    “You’re Mr. Wright?”


    Lee nodded. She went about processing the necessary documents. He showed her his fake ID and she stamped his passenger ticket appropriately and entered the information in the computer. He turned over the gun and ammo, and filled out the declaration form. The agent tagged the container and they left the ticket counter.


    “Sorry, I forgot about the gun.” Lee looked up ahead to the security gate. “Okay, they’re going to have people posted at the gate. We’ll go through separately. Be cool; you don’t look anything like Faith Lockhart.”


    Although Faith felt her heart in her throat the entire time, they went through the security gate without incident.


    As they passed the flight information monitors, Lee spotted their gate. “Down this way.”


    Faith nodded as she noted how the gates were configured here. The departure gate for the San Francisco flight was close enough to easily get to, but far enough away from the Norfolk gate. She hid a smile. Perfect.


    As they walked along, she looked over at Lee. He had done a lot for her. She wasn’t feeling good about what she was about to do, but had convinced herself it was for the best. For both of them.


    They reached the gate for the flight to Norfolk. The plane would be boarding in about ten minutes, they were told. There was a good crowd waiting.


    Lee looked at her. “You better call that commuter service for the flight to Pine Island.”


    Lee and Faith walked over to the phone bank and she made that call.


    “All set,” Faith said. “Now we can relax.”


    “Right,” Lee said dryly.


    Faith looked around. “I need to use the rest room.”


    “Better hurry.”


    She hustled off while Lee looked after her thoughtfully.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 22


    “Bingo!” the man sitting in front of the computer screen said. He was in a van outside of the airport. The FBI had a designated liaison with the airlines to monitor the travel of persons the Bureau was looking for. With more than one airline sharing reservation systems and data and the advent of code-sharing, the FBI’s job had been made a little easier. The Bureau had requested that the name Faith Lockhart be marked with a tag in the major airlines’ reservation systems. That request had just paid an enormous dividend.


    “She just made a reservation for a flight to San Francisco that leaves in about half an hour,” he said into his headset microphone. “United Airlines.” He passed along the flight number and gate information. “Hit it,” he ordered the men inside the terminal. He picked up the phone to notify Brooke Reynolds.


    *  *  *


    Lee was leafing through a magazine someone had left on the seat next to his when two men dressed in suits flew past. A few moments later, a pair of gents in jeans and windbreakers hurried past, heading in the same direction.


    Lee immediately jumped up, looked around for anyone else hustling by, saw no one moving fast and then followed after the group.


    The FBI agents, followed by the men in jeans, hurried past the women’s room a minute before Faith came out. The men had disappeared into the crowds by the time she emerged.


    Lee slowed as he saw Faith come out from the women’s room. Another false alarm? When she turned away from him and went in the opposite direction, he knew his fears were justified. As he kept his gaze on her, she looked at her watch and picked up her pace. Shit, he knew exactly what she was doing: going for another flight. And from the way she had checked her watch and started walking faster, it must be close to leaving. As he pushed through the crowds, he scanned the aisle ahead. There were ten gates remaining down here. He stopped for a second at the monitors, his gaze flying down the listings, checking the gates off one by one until he stopped at the flashing “boarding” message for a United flight to San Francisco. As his eye drifted farther, he saw that a flight to Toledo was also boarding. Which one was it? Well, there was one definite way to find out.


    He sprinted ahead, cut through a waiting area and managed to get past Faith without her seeing him. He abruptly stopped within sight of the gate for the San Francisco flight. The men in suits who had sprinted past him were standing at the departure door talking to a nervous-looking United employee. Then the stone-faced men moved off and stood behind a partition, their gaze fixed on the crowd and departure area. FBI for sure. The San Francisco flight had to be the one Faith was going for.


    But something didn’t make sense. If Faith had used her phony name, how … ? Then it hit Lee. She couldn’t use her phony name for both tickets for flights leaving a few minutes apart. That would have been a big red flag for the ticket agent. She had used her real name because she needed ID to get on the flight. Shit! She was heading right for them. She’d show her ticket, the agent would signal the FBI and then it would be over.


    Just as he was about to turn, he spotted the two men in windbreakers and jeans who had rushed past him earlier. To Lee’s experienced eyes, they were watching the Feds intently, without seeming to do so. He edged closer, and with the gloomy weather outside he managed to catch their reflection in the window. One man held something in his hand. A chill went down Lee’s back as he maneuvered some more and managed to spot what it was. Or what he thought it was. This case suddenly took on a whole other dimension.


    Lee fought his way back down the aisle; seemingly everyone who lived in the Washington metropolitan area had decided to fly today. He saw Faith across the aisle. In another moment she’d be past him. He made a lunge across the wall of people and tripped over a garment bag someone had set down. He fell to the floor hard, his knees taking the brunt of it. When he sprang up, Faith was past him. He had a few seconds, if that.


    “Suzanne? Suzanne Blake?” he called out.


    At first it didn’t register. But then she stopped, looked around. If she saw him, Lee knew she might run. But her stopping had given him the few seconds he needed. He circled and came up behind her.


    Faith almost collapsed when he gripped her arm. “Turn around and walk with me,” he said.


    She pulled at his fingers. “Lee, you don’t understand. Please, let me go.”


    “No, you don’t understand. The FBI is waiting for you at the San Francisco gate.”


    The words made her freeze.


    “You messed up bad. You made the second reservation in your name. They monitor stuff like that, Faith. They know you’re here now.”


    They headed as quickly as they could back down the aisle to the original departure gate. The plane was boarding. Lee grabbed their bags, but instead of getting on the plane, Lee veered off, pulling Faith along with him. They went back through security and headed toward the elevator.


    “Where are we going?” Faith said. “The plane to Norfolk is leaving.”


    “We’re getting the hell out of here before they shut the whole terminal down looking for us.”


    They took the elevator down to the lower level, went outside and Lee signaled for a taxi. They got in one, Lee gave the man an address in Virginia and the cab pulled off. Only then did Lee look at her.


    “We couldn’t get on the plane to Norfolk.”


    “Why not? That ticket was in my other name.”


    Lee glanced at the driver, an old guy slumped down in his seat listening to country western on the radio.


    Satisfied, Lee still spoke in low tones. “Because the first thing they’ll do is check at the ticket counter to see who purchased the ticket for Faith Lockhart. Then they’ll know Suzanne Blake did. And they’ll know Charles Wright is traveling with you. And they’ll be given descriptions of us both. And they’ll check the reservations for Blake and Wright and the FBI will be waiting for us when we get off the plane in Norfolk.”


    Faith paled. “They move that fast?”


    Lee trembled with rage. “Who the hell do you think you’re dealing with here? Larry, Moe and Curly Joe?” He slapped his thigh in sudden anger. “Sonofabitch!”


    “What?” Faith said frantically. “What?”


    “They have my gun. It’s registered in my name. My real name. Dammit! Now I’ve aided and abetted, and the Feds right on our ass.” In his despair he rested his head in his hands. “This must be my birthday, things are going so good for me.”


    Faith started to touch him on the shoulder, but pulled her hand back. She looked out the window instead. “I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry.” She put a hand against the car window, letting the cold from the glass seep into her skin. “Look, just take me to the FBI. I’ll tell them the truth.”


    “That would be great except the FBI’s not going to take your word for it. And there’s another thing.”


    “What?” Faith wondered if he was going to tell her about working for Buchanan.


    “Not now.” Lee was actually thinking of the other men at the gate, what he had seen in the hand of one of the men. “Right now I’d like you to tell me what that was all about back there.”


    She stared out the window at the choppy gray Potomac. “I’m not sure I can,” she said so softly he could barely hear her.


    “Well, I’d like you to try,” he said very firmly. “I’d like you to try very, very hard.”


    “I don’t think you’d understand.”


    “I can understand with the best of them.”


    She finally turned to him, her face flushed, her gaze refusing to catch his. She nervously played with the edge of her jacket. “I just thought it would be better if you weren’t with me. You see, I thought you’d be safer that way.”


    Lee looked away in disgust. “Bullshit!”


    “It’s true!”


    He whirled back around and clutched her shoulder so tightly she winced in pain. “Listen, Faith, they were at my apartment, whoever they are. They know I’m involved. Whether I’m with you or not, the danger level really doesn’t change for me, it actually gets worse. And you running around trying to ditch me isn’t damn well helping.”


    “But they already knew you were involved. Remember back at your apartment?”


    Lee shook his head. “Those weren’t the Feds.”


    She looked stunned. “Who, then?”


    “I don’t know. But the Feds don’t show up disguised as UPS men. FBI Rule Number One: Overwhelming force trumps all. They would’ve come with about a hundred guys and the Hostage Rescue Team and the dogs and body armor and shit like that. And they just come in and take your ass, case closed.” Lee’s voice grew calmer as he thought things through. “Now, the guys waiting for you at the gate were FBI.” He nodded thoughtfully. “They weren’t trying to hide who they were.” The other two men at the departure gate? All bets were off. But he knew Faith was very lucky to be alive.


    “Oh, and by the way, you’re welcome for me saving your butt again. Another few seconds and you’re back in FBI land with more questions than you have answers for. Maybe I should’ve just let them take you,” he added wearily.


    “Why didn’t you?” she asked quietly.


    Lee almost felt like laughing. The whole experience was like a dream. But where do I go to wake up?


    “Right now, lunacy seems to be at the top of the list.”


    Faith attempted a smile. “Thank God for lunatics.”


    Lee didn’t smile back. “From now on, we are Siamese twins. You better get used to seeing a man take a piss because, lady, we are inseparable from here on.”


    “Lee—”


    “I don’t want to hear it! Just don’t say a damn thing.” His voice was trembling. “I’m so close to punching the shit out of you, I swear to God.” He made a big show of reaching over and clamping one big hand over her wrist, as though a living handcuff. Then he sat back, staring at nothing.


    *  *  *


    Faith didn’t try to pull her hand away, not that she could have. And she was really terrified he might take a swing at her. This was probably about as angry as Lee Adams had ever gotten in his entire life, she thought. She finally sat back and tried to calm down. Her heart was beating so fast it seemed impossible for her blood vessels to survive the pressure. Maybe she’d save everyone a lot of trouble and just drop from a coronary.


    In Washington you could lie about sex, money, power, loyalties. You could spin falsehoods into truths and simple facts into lies. She had seen it all. It was one of the most frustrating and cruelest places on earth, where one relied on old alliances and quick feet for survival and where every new day, every fresh relationship, could be the one that made you or destroyed you. And Faith had thrived in that world, loved it, in fact. Until now.


    Faith could not look at Lee Adams, for fear of what she would see in his eyes. He was all she had. Although she barely knew the man, for some reason she craved his respect, his understanding. She knew she would get neither. She didn’t deserve them.


    Out of the car window she stared at a plane quickly gaining altitude. In another few seconds it would disappear into the clouds. Soon the passengers would only be able to see that layer of puffy cumulus beneath them, as though the world below had suddenly disappeared. Why couldn’t she be on that plane and just keep climbing, to a place where she could start over? Why couldn’t a place like that exist? Why?


  









  

     
CHAPTER 23


    Brooke Reynolds sat glumly at the small table, chin resting on her palm, and wondered if anything ever was going to go right on this case. They had found Ken Newman’s car. It had been professionally cleansed such that her team of “experts” were unable to provide her with any real clues. She had just checked with the lab. They were still messing around with the tape. Worst of all, Faith Lockhart had slipped right through her fingers. At this rate she’d be FBI director in no time. She was certain there would be a stream of messages from the ADIC on down when she returned to her office, and none of them complimentary, she imagined.


    Reynolds and Connie were in a private area at Reagan National. They had thoroughly questioned the airline employee who had sold Faith Lockhart her tickets. They had reviewed all the surveillance tapes and the agent had readily picked out Lockhart. Reynolds assumed the woman was Faith Lockhart. The ticket agent had been shown a picture of Lockhart and was reasonably sure she was the same woman.


    If it was Lockhart, she had changed her appearance considerably: a haircut and dye job, from what Reynolds had seen on the airport surveillance tape. And now Lockhart had help. For also captured on the video was a tall, well-built man leaving with Lockhart. Reynolds had initiated the obvious inquiries including checking taxi pickups at the airport during that time. They also had colleagues checking in Norfolk in case the pair had made additional travel arrangements there. So far nothing had turned up. They did, however, have one very promising lead.


    Reynolds opened the metal gun case and looked at the SIG-Sauer 9mm while Connie leaned against the wall and scowled at nothing. The gun had already been checked for prints, and they were running the results through the Bureau’s databases, but they had something even better: The gun was registered. They had quickly gotten the name and address of the owner from the Virginia State Police.


    Reynolds said, “Okay, so the gun’s registered to this Lee Adams. We’re getting a photo of the guy from DMV. I’m assuming he’s the one with Lockhart. What do we know about him so far?”


    Connie took a mouthful of Coke from the cup he was holding and popped two Advil. “PI. Been around a while. Seems very legit. Some of the guys at the Bureau know him in fact. Say he’s a good guy. We’ll get his picture to the ticket agent. See if she can positive-ID him. That’s all for right now. We’ll have more soon.” He glanced at the gun. “We found shell casings in the woods behind the cottage. They’d been fired from a pistol. Nine-millimeter. From the number we found, the person emptied half his mag at something.”


    “Think this is the pistol?”


    “We haven’t found any slugs to match it to, but ballistics will tell us if the pinpricks on the shell casings we found match ones fired from that gun,” Connie said, referring to the indentation a gun’s firing pin makes on the bottom of the shell casing, a mark about as unique as a fingerprint. “And since we’ve got his ammo, we can test-fire from the source, which is ideal, you know. And we’re running a print check on the casings. That won’t definitely confirm if Adams was there, since he could’ve loaded the pistol earlier and someone else could have fired it at the cottage, but it’s still something.”


    They both knew that shell casings were much better surfaces for getting usable prints than a pistol grip.


    “It’d be nice if we could get his prints inside the cottage.”


    “VCU found nothing. Adams obviously knows how to do this stuff. Had to be wearing gloves.”


    “If ballistics does match, then Adams looks to be the one who wounded the shooter.”


    “He didn’t fire all those times at Ken, that’s for sure, and a SIG is for shit long-distance. If Adams was able to hit Ken with a pistol shot from that distance in the dark, then we’ve got to get him a job at Quantico on the firing range.”


    Reynolds looked unconvinced.


    Connie went on. “And the lab confirmed that the blood in the woods is definitely human. We also found a slug near the spot where all the pistol shell casings were. Struck a tree and stayed there. We also turned up a number of shell casings near the blood. Rifle ordnance. Full metal jacket, heavy-caliber stuff. And customized, no manufacturer’s code or caliber stamp on the casings. But the lab did say the ammo used a Berdan primer instead of an American Boxer.”


    Reynolds looked at him sharply. “Berdan? So European manufacture?”


    “There are so many freaky variations these days, but it looks that way.”


    Reynolds was very familiar with the Berdan primer. It differed from the American version principally in that it had no integral anvil. The anvil was constructed right into the cartridge case, forming a miniature T-shaped projection in the primer pocket with two flash holes to allow the exploded primer to get to the powder. It was a clever, efficient design, Reynolds thought.


    When you pulled the trigger of a weapon, Brooke had learned when she joined the Bureau, the firing pin hit the primer cup, compressing the primer between the cup and anvil and causing the primer to explode. This mini-explosion, in turn, shot through the flash holes and ignited the powder to temperatures in excess of five thousand degrees. A millisecond later the bullet went roaring down the gun barrel, and before you could blink, a human being was probably dead. Guns were by far the weapon of choice for murder in America, and Brooke knew that homicides happened at the rate of fifty-five times a day in the United States. Consequently, Reynolds and her colleagues would never lack for work.


    “European-manufactured shells might tie in to the foreign interest angle Lockhart was telling us about,” Reynolds said almost to herself. “So Adams and the shooter were going at it and Adams gets the better of it.” Reynolds stared thoughtfully at her partner. “Any connection between Adams and Lockhart?”


    “None that we can see right now, but we’ve just started digging.”


    “Here’s another theory, Connie: Adams came out of the woods, killed Ken and then went back through the woods. He could’ve fallen on something and cut himself. That would account for the blood. I know that doesn’t explain the rifle slug, but it’s a possibility we can’t ignore. For all we know, he was carrying a rifle as well. Or it could have been from a hunter’s gun. They hunt in those woods, I bet.”


    “Come on, Brooke. The guy can’t have a gun battle with himself. Remember the two separate piles of different shell casings. And no hunter I know is going to stand there and pump shot after shot at something. They’ll kill their buddy or maybe themselves. Most states require plugs in a rifle’s magazine to limit shots for that very reason. And those shell casings hadn’t been there very long.”


    “Okay, okay, but I’m just not willing to trust Adams at this point.”


    “And you think I am? I don’t trust my own mother, God rest her soul. But I can’t ignore facts either. Lockhart drives away in Ken’s car? And Adams just leaves his boots behind before he takes his jaunt through the woods? Come on, you don’t believe that.”


    “Look, Connie, I’m just pointing out the possibilities. I’m not saying I’m sold on any of them. The thing that keeps bugging me is, what spooked Ken? If the shooter’s in the woods, it wasn’t him.”


    Connie rubbed his jaw. “Now, that’s true.”


    Reynolds suddenly snapped her fingers. “Dammit, the door. How could I have been so blind? When we got to the cottage the screen door was wide open. I remember it clearly. It opens out, so Ken would have seen it when he turned that way. What would he have done? Pull his gun.”


    “And he might have seen the boots too. It was dark, but the cottage’s back porch isn’t that big.” Connie took another swallow of Coke and rubbed his left temple. “Come on, Advil, do your magic. Well, we’ll know for certain if Adams was even there when the lab guys unscramble the video.”


    “If they unscramble it. But why would Adams have been at the cottage in the first place?”


    “Maybe someone hired him to shadow Lockhart.”


    “Buchanan?”


    “Probably first on my list.”


    “But if Buchanan hired the shooter to take out Lockhart, why have Adams there to witness it?”


    Connie bunched up his thick shoulders and then let them collapse, like a bear scratching itself against a tree. “That for sure doesn’t make a helluva lot of sense.”


    “Well, let me complicate things further for you. Two tickets were purchased by Lockhart for a trip to Norfolk. But only one in her real name for the trip to San Francisco.”


    “And you got Adams running after our guys on the airport surveillance video.”


    “Think Lockhart tried to give him the slip?”


    “Ticket agent said Adams didn’t come up to the counter until after Lockhart had purchased the tickets. And the video shows Adams leading her back from the vicinity of the San Francisco gate.”


    “So maybe an involuntary partnership of sorts,” Reynolds said. She had a sudden thought as she looked at Connie. Like ours, perhaps? “You know what I’d really like?” Reynolds said. Connie raised his eyebrows. “I’d like to return Mr. Adams’s boots. We have his home address?”


    “North Arlington. Twenty minutes from here, tops.”


    Reynolds rose. “Let’s go.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 24


    While Connie parked the car at the curb, Reynolds stared up at the old brownstone. “Adams must do pretty well. This isn’t a cheap area.”


    Connie looked around and said, “Maybe I should sell my house and buy an apartment around here. Stroll around the street, sit in the park, enjoy life.”


    “Thoughts of retirement creeping in?”


    “Seeing Ken in a body bag isn’t making me want to do this forever.”


    They walked up to the front door. Each of them noted the video camera, and then Connie rang the door buzzer.


    “Who is it?” a voice fiercely demanded.


    “FBI,” Reynolds said. “Agents Reynolds and Constantinople.”


    The door didn’t buzz open as they had expected.


    “Show me your badges,” the elderly voice proclaimed. “Hold them up to the camera.”


    The two agents looked at each other.


    Reynolds smiled. “Let’s play nice and do as we’re told, Connie.”


    The pair held up their credentials, or “creds,” to the camera. They both carried them the same way: gold badge pinned to the outside of the ID case, so you got the shield first and the picture ID card last. It was intended to be intimidating. And it was. A minute later they heard a door open from inside the building and a woman’s face appeared at the glass of the old-fashioned double doors.


    “Let me see them again,” she said. “My eyes aren’t all that good anymore.”


    “Ma’am—” Connie began hotly until Reynolds elbowed him. They held up their creds again.


    The woman scrutinized them and then opened the door.


    “I’m sorry,” she said as they came in. “But after all the goings-on this morning, I’m about ready to pack my bags and leave for good. And this has been my home for twenty years.”


    “What goings-on?” Reynolds asked sharply.


    The woman eyed her warily. “Who did you come here to see?”


    “Lee Adams,” Reynolds said.


    “I thought so. Well, he’s not here.”


    “Any idea where he might be, Ms… . ?”


    “Carter. Angie Carter. And no, I don’t have any idea where he’s got to. Left this morning and I haven’t seen him since.”


    “So what happened this morning?” Connie said. “It was this morning, right?”


    Carter nodded. “Fairly early. Just having my coffee when Lee called down and said he wanted me to watch Max because he was going away.” They looked at her curiously. “Max is Lee’s German shepherd.” Her mouth quivered for a moment. “Poor animal.”


    Reynolds said, “What happened to the dog?”


    “They hit him. He’ll be okay, but they hurt him.”


    Connie edged closer to the old woman. “Who hurt him?”


    “Ms. Carter, why don’t we go into your apartment and sit down?” Reynolds suggested.


    The apartment contained old, comfortable furniture, tiny shelves with odd knickknacks placed just so and the aroma of burnt kale and onions.


    After they were seated, Reynolds said, “Maybe it would be better if you just started at the beginning, and we’ll ask questions along the way.”


    Carter told of how she had agreed to keep Lee’s dog. “I do it a lot, Lee’s gone a lot. He’s a private investigator, you know.”


    “We know. So he didn’t say where he was going? Nothing at all?” Connie prompted.


    “Never does. Private investigator is just what it means, and Lee was a stickler for that.”


    “Does he have a separate office somewhere?”


    “No, he uses his spare bedroom for an office. He also looks after the building. He’s the one who put in the camera outside, sturdy locks on the doors, things like that. Never accepted one penny for it either. Anybody has a problem in the building—the tenants are mostly old, like me—they go to Lee, and he takes care of it.”


    Reynolds smiled warmly. “Sounds like a nice guy. Go on with your story.”


    “Well, I had just gotten Max settled when the UPS man came. Saw him out the window. And then Lee called me and said to let Max out.”


    Reynolds interrupted. “Did he call from the building?”


    “Don’t know. The connection was a little scratchy, like one of those cellular phones, maybe. But the thing is, I didn’t see him leave the building. Guess he could have gone out the back and down the fire escape, though.”


    “How did he sound?”


    Mrs. Carter patted her hands together while she thought. “Well, I guess I have to say he was agitated about something. I was surprised he wanted me to let Max back out. I mean, I had just gotten him settled, like I told you. Lee said he needed to give the dog a shot or something. Now that didn’t make any sense to me, but I did what Lee told me and then all hell broke loose after that.”


    “This UPS man, did you see him?”


    Mrs. Carter snorted. “He wasn’t the UPS man. I mean, he had on the uniform and everything, but he wasn’t our regular UPS person.”


    “Maybe a replacement. A substitute.”


    “I’ve never seen a UPS man carrying a gun before, have you?”


    “So you saw a gun?”


    She nodded. “When he came running back down the steps. He had a gun in one hand, and his other hand was bleeding. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Before that I heard Max barking like I’ve never heard him bark before. Then there was a scuffle, could hear it clear as day. Feet stomping, a man yelling, Max’s claws on the wood floor. Then I heard a thud and then I heard poor old Max howl. Then somebody started beating on Lee’s door. The next thing I know, I hear a bunch of feet going up the fire escape. I looked out the window of my kitchen and saw all these men running up the fire escape. It was like I was watching a TV show. I went back to the front door and looked out my peephole. That’s when I saw the UPS man go out the front door. Guess he went around back and joined the others. I’m not sure.”


    Connie leaned forward in his chair. “Did these other men have any type of uniforms on?”


    Mrs. Carter looked at him strangely. “Well, you of all people should know.”


    Reynolds looked at her, confused. “What do you mean?”


    But Mrs. Carter hurried on with her story. “When they knocked the back door in, the alarm went off. The police came right off.”


    “What happened when the police came?”


    “The men were still here. At least some of them were.”


    “Did the police arrest them?”


    “Of course not. The police took Max away and let them keep searching the place.”


    Reynolds exclaimed, “Do you have any idea why the police let them stay?”


    “Same reason I let you in the door.”


    Reynolds looked in shock at Connie and then back at Carter and said, “You mean—”


    “I mean,” Carter broke in testily, “they were the FBI.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 25


    “What exactly are we doing here, Lee?” Faith asked. They had taken two other cabs after the one from the airport. The last taxi had dropped them off in what seemed like the middle of nowhere, and they had been walking along back streets now for what seemed like several miles.


    Lee glanced at her. “Rule number one when running from the law: Assume they’ll find the cabbie or cabbies who dropped you off. So you never let a cabbie drop you off at your real destination.” He pointed up ahead. “We’re almost there.” As he walked along, Lee put his hands up to his eyes and popped out the contact lenses, returning his eyes to their normal blue. He put the lenses away in a special case in his bag. “Those suckers kill my eyes.”


    Faith stared ahead but saw nothing other than rundown homes, cracked sidewalks and sickly-looking trees and lawns. They were traveling parallel to U.S. Route 1 in Virginia, also known as Jefferson Davis Highway after the president of the Confederacy. It was ironic they were here, Faith thought, since Davis himself knew very well about being chased. In fact he had been chased all over the South after the war until the boys in blue had finally caught up with him and Davis had served a long prison term. Faith knew the history, she just didn’t want the same result.


    She didn’t ordinarily come to this part of northern Virginia. It was heavily industrialized, speckled with on-the-fringe small businesses, truck and boat repair shops, shady-looking car dealerships working out of rusted trailers, and a flea market housed in a decrepit building one failing support beam from condemnation. She was a little surprised when Lee turned and headed for Jeff Davis. She hurried to stay up with him.


    “Shouldn’t we be getting out of town? I mean, according to you, the FBI can do anything. And then there’s the other people you refused to name who are on our track. I’m sure they’re incredibly deadly in their own right. And here we are strolling through the suburbs.” Lee said nothing and she finally grabbed his arm. “Lee, will you please tell me what’s going on?”


    He stopped so abruptly she bumped into him. It was like hitting a wall.


    Lee glared at her. “Call me stupid, but I just can’t shake the feeling that the more information you have, the more likely you’ll get another harebrained idea in your head that’ll end up getting us both checked into coffins.”


    “Look, I’m sorry about the airport. You’re right, it was stupid. But I had my reasons.”


    “Your reasons are bullshit. Your whole life is bullshit,” he said angrily, and started walking again.


    She hurried up next to him, jerked on his arm and they squared off.


    “Okay, if you really feel like that, what do you say we just go our separate ways? Here and now. Each take our chances.”


    He put his hands on his hips. “Because of you I can’t go home and I can’t use my credit card. I don’t have my gun, the Feds are right on my butt and I’ve got four bucks in my wallet. Let me just jump right on that offer, lady.”


    “You can have half my cash.”


    “And where exactly are you going to go?”


    “My whole life might be bullshit, and this may shock you, but I can take care of myself.”


    He shook his head. “We stick together. For a lot of reasons. Number one being when and if the Feds pick us up, I want you right there next to me swearing on your mother’s grave that yours truly is just an innocent babe stuck in the middle of your nightmare.”


    “Lee!”


    “Discussion closed.”


    He started walking fast and Faith decided against saying anything else. The truth was she didn’t want to go it alone. She jogged up to him as they turned onto Route 1. At the light they hurried across the street.


    “I want you to wait here,” Lee said, putting the bags down. “There’s a chance I might get recognized where I’m going, and I don’t want you with me.”


    Faith looked around. Behind her was an eight-foot-high chain-link fence with barbed wire on the top. It housed a boat repair facility. Inside the fence a Doberman patrolled the area. Did boats really require that much security? she wondered. Maybe in this area everything did. The business on the next corner was located inside an ugly cinder-block building with big red banners across the windows proclaiming the best deals in town on new and used motorcycles. The parking lot was filled with the two-wheeled machines.


    “Do I have to stay here by myself?” she said.


    Lee pulled out a baseball cap from his bag and put on his sunglasses. “Yes,” he said curtly. “Or was that a ghost back there telling me she can take care of herself?”


    With no snappy reply coming to mind, Faith had to content herself with angrily watching as Lee hurried across the street and into the motorcycle shop. As she waited, she suddenly sensed a presence behind her. When she turned, she was staring directly at the large Doberman. It had wandered out of the yard. Apparently the boat yard’s tight security didn’t include closing the damn gate! When the animal showed its teeth and uttered a low, terrifying growl, Faith slowly reached down and gripped the bags. Holding them in front of her, she backed across the street and into the parking lot of the motorcycle shop. The Dobie lost interest in her and went back inside the boat yard.


    Faith breathed a sigh of relief and put down the bags. She noted a couple of fleshy teenagers sporting sparse goatees checking out a used Yamaha at the same time they were ogling her. She pulled her baseball cap down farther, turned away and pretended to examine a shiny red Kawasaki that was, surprise, on sale. Across Jeff Davis was a business that leased heavy construction equipment. She looked at a crane that rose a good thirty feet in the air. Dangling from its cable was a small forklift that had a sign painted across it that read, RENT ME. Everywhere she looked was a world she no longer knew much about. She had traveled a much different circuit: capital cities of the world, high political stakes, demanding clients, enormous amounts of power and money, all perpetually shifting like the continental plates. Things got crushed in between these masses all the time, and no one even knew it. She suddenly realized that the real world was a two-ton forklift dangling like a guppy on a string. Rent me. Employ people. Build something.


    But Danny had given her a shot at redemption. She was a dime a dozen, yet she had been doing some good in the world. For ten years now she had been helping people who desperately needed it. Perhaps also these ten years she’d been atoning for the vicarious guilt she’d felt growing up, watching her father’s shenanigans, however well intentioned, and all the pain they had caused. She had actually been afraid to ever analyze that part of her life too deeply.


    Faith heard footsteps behind her and turned around. The man was dressed in jeans, black boots and a sweatshirt with the logo of the motorcycle shop printed across it. He was young, early twenties, big, sleepy eyes, tall, slender and good-looking. And he knew it, she could readily tell, by his cocky manner. His expression clearly evidenced that his interest in Faith was deeper than her choice in two-wheeled transportation.


    “Can I help you with anything, ma’am? Anything at all?”


    “Just browsing. I’m waiting for my boyfriend.” “Hey, this is a pretty machine over here.” He pointed to a BMW cycle that just reeked, even to Faith’s untrained eye, of money. Wasted money, in her opinion. But then again, wasn’t she the proud owner of a big BMW sedan, which sat in the garage of her very expensive digs in McLean?


    He rubbed one hand slowly across the Beemer’s gas tank. “Purrs like a kitten. You take care of beautiful things, they take good care of you. Real good.” A big smile broke across his features as he said this. He looked her over and winked.


    Faith wondered if this was his best pickup line.


    “I don’t drive them, I just ride on them,” she said casually, and then regretted her choice of words.


    He smiled broadly. “Well, that’s the best news I’ve heard all day. In fact, you just made my whole year. Just ride ’em, huh?” The young man laughed and clapped his hands together. “Well, how about we go for a spin, sweet thing? You can check out my equipment. Just climb on.”


    Her face flushed. “I don’t appreciate your—”


    “Now, don’t go getting mad. If you need anything, my name’s Rick.” He held out his card and winked at her again. He added in a low voice, “Home phone’s on the back, babe.”


    She looked at the card in his hand with distaste. “Okay, Rick, but I like full disclosure. Are you man enough to take it?”


    Rick didn’t look so comfortable now. “I’m man enough for anything, babe.”


    “Good to hear. My boyfriend is inside. He’s about your height, but he’s got a real man’s body.”


    The hand holding the card dropped to Rick’s side as he scowled at her. Faith easily sensed that his pat lines had been forgotten and his mind was too slow to think of new ones.


    Faith eyed him closely. “Yeah, his shoulders are about the size of Nebraska, and did I mention he’s an ex-Navy boxing champ?”


    “Is that right?” Rick pocketed his card.


    “Don’t take my word for it; he’s right there. Go ahead and ask him.” She pointed behind him.


    Rick whirled around and watched as Lee came out of the building carrying two helmets and two one-piece riding suits. A map was stuffed into his front jacket pocket. Even under the bulky clothes he was wearing, Lee’s impressive build was very apparent. He glared suspiciously at Rick.


    “Do I know you?” Lee asked him gruffly.


    Rick smiled uneasily and then swallowed with difficulty as he looked Lee over. “N-no, sir,” he stammered.


    “Then what the hell do you want, kid?”


    Faith piped in, “Oh, he was just asking me the sorts of things I liked in my riding equipment, right, Ricky?” She smiled at the young salesman.


    “That’s right. Yep. Well, see ya.” Rick practically ran toward the shop.


    “Bye-bye, sweet thing,” Faith called after him.


    Lee scowled at her. “I told you to wait across the street. Can I not leave you alone for one damn minute?”


    “I had an encounter with a Dobie. Retreat seemed the wisest course.”


    “Right. What, were you negotiating with the guy to jump me so you can get away?”


    “Don’t get crazy on me, Lee.”


    “I kind of wished you had. It’d give me an excuse to kick the shit out of somebody. What’d he really want?”


    “Junior wanted to sell me something, and it wasn’t a motorcycle. What’s that?” she asked, pointing at what he was carrying.


    “Necessary equipment for motorcycle riders this time of year. At sixty miles an hour, there’s a tiny bite in the air.”


    “We don’t have a motorcycle.”


    “We do now.”


    She followed him around back to where an enormous Honda Gold Wing SE road bike sat. With its slick chrome and futuristic design, high-tech equipment and full windshield, the motorcycle looked like something Batman might tool around on. It was painted pearl-gray-green with dark gray-green trim and had a king and queen seat with a padded backrest. The passenger would fit snugly there, like a ball in a glove. It was so big and elaborately equipped that it looked like an open-air recreational vehicle.


    Lee stuck a key in the ignition and started putting on his suit. He handed the other outfit to Faith.


    “Just where are we going on this thing?”


    Lee zipped up his suit. “We are going to your little place in North Carolina.”


    “All that way on a motorcycle?”


    “We can’t rent a car without a credit card and ID. Your car and mine are useless. We can’t take a train, plane or bus. They’ll cover all those places. Unless you can sprout wings, this is it.”


    “I’ve never even been on a motorcycle.”


    He took off his shades. “You don’t have to drive it. That’s what I’m here for. So what do you say? Want to go for a ride?” He flashed a grin at her.


    Faith felt as though a brick had hit her in the head when he said those words. Her skin was afire as she looked at him perched on that machine. And at that exact moment, as though by the will of God, the sun broke through the gloom. A shaft of light came down and ignited those already dazzling blue eyes into flame-filled sapphires. She found she couldn’t move. Lord, she could barely breathe; her knees began to quiver.


    It was fifth grade, recess. The boy with the man-size eyes the exact color of Lee’s had ridden his bike with the banana seat up to where she sat on the swing reading a book.


    “Want to go for a ride?” he had asked her. “No,” she had said, and then immediately dropped her book and climbed on back. They were an “item” for two months, planning their lives together, vowing their undying love for each other, even though they never exchanged so much as a peck on the lips. Then her mother died, and Faith’s father moved them away. She briefly wondered if Lee and he could be one and the same. She had banished the memory so completely from her subconscious that she couldn’t even remember the boy’s name. It could be Lee, couldn’t it? She thought this because the only other time in her entire life when her knees had gone weak was on that playground. The boy had said what Lee had just said, and the sun had hit those eyes just as it had smacked Lee’s, and her heart felt as though it would explode if she didn’t do exactly as he said. Just how it felt right now.


    “Are you okay?” Lee asked.


    Faith gripped one of the handlebars to steady herself, and said as calmly as she could, “And they’re just going to let you drive off with it?”


    “My brother runs the place. It’s a demo. We’re officially taking it for an extended test drive.”


    “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Just like fifth grade, there was no way she could not get on that bike.


    “Consider the alternative, and then the idea of your butt on this Honda starts looking beautiful.” He slid his shades on and flipped his helmet’s shield down as though putting an exclamation point on this statement.


    Faith slipped on the suit, and with Lee’s help managed to get the helmet on snugly. He loaded their bags into the Honda’s spacious trunk and saddle pouches, and Faith climbed on behind him. He started the engine, gunned it for a moment or so and then hit the gas. When he released the clutch, the power of the Honda threw Faith back against the padded bar and she found herself clamping her arms and legs around Lee and the eight-hundred-pound motorcycle, respectively, as they rocketed onto Jeff Davis heading south.


    She almost jumped off the bike when she heard the voice in her ear.


    “Okay, calm down, it’s a Chatterbox helmet-to-helmet audio link,” Lee’s voice said. He’d obviously felt her shock. “You ever driven down to your beach house?”


    “No, I always flew.”


    “That’s okay. I’ve got a map. We’ll take 95 down and pick up Interstate 64 near Richmond. That’ll get us to Norfolk. We’ll figure out the best way from there. We’ll grab something to eat on the way. We should make it before it gets too dark. Okay?”


    She found herself nodding and then remembered to say, “Okay.”


    “Now, just sit back and relax. You’re in good hands.”


    Instead, she leaned into him, circled her arms around his waist and held tightly. She was suddenly immersed in the recollection of those divine two months in fifth grade. This had to be an omen. Maybe they could drive off and never come back. Start at the Outer Banks, hire a boat and end up on a patch of soil somewhere in the Caribbean no one had ever been before, a place no one would ever see except for them. She could learn to keep a hut, cook with coconut milk or whatever they had there, be a good little homemaker while Lee was off catching fish. They could make love every night under the moonlight. She leaned farther into him. None of that sounded bad. Or too far-fetched, under the circumstances. None of it.


    “Oh, and Faith?” Lee said into her ear.


    She touched her helmet to his, felt the solid breadth of his torso against her breasts. She was twenty again, the wind was delicious, the warmth of the sun inspiring, her greatest worry a midterm exam. A sudden vision of them lying naked under the sky, skin brown, hair wet, limbs intertwined, made her wish they weren’t in body suits with thick zippers, going sixty miles an hour over hard pavement.


    “Yes?”


    “If you even think about trying to pull another stunt on me like at the airport, I’ll use those good hands to wring your neck. Understand?”


    She leaned away from him and rested her back against the sissy bar, pushing herself deep into the leather. And away from him. Her shining white knight with the bedeviling blue eyes.


    So much for memories. So much for dreams.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 26


    Danny Buchanan surveyed a familiar scene. The event was typical of Washington: a political fund-raising dinner at a downtown hotel. The chicken was stringy and cold, the wine cheap, the conversation high-powered, the stakes enormous, the protocol tricky, the egos often impossible. The attendees were either wealthy and/or well connected, or underpaid political staffers who worked long, frantic hours during the day and were rewarded for these prodigious efforts by being compelled to work these sorts of events at night. The Secretary of the Treasury was supposed to have attended, along with some other political heavyweights; ever since he had become engaged to a well-known Hollywood actress with a thing about exhibiting her cleavage at the drop of an intern, the secretary had been more in demand than the keeper of the cash normally was. Then, at the last minute, he had gotten a better offer to speak at another event, which was often the case in the endless game of “where is the political grass greener?” An underling had been sent in his place, a gawky, nervous person no one really knew or cared about.


    The event was another opportunity to see and be seen, to check the ever-changing pecking order of a certain subgroup of the political hierarchy. Most never even sat down to eat. They just dropped off their check and then it was off to another fund-raiser. Networking flowed through the room as though from a well-fed spring. Or open wound, depending on how one looked at it.


    How many of these events had Buchanan attended over the years? During the frenzy of key fund-raising periods when he used to represent Big Business, Buchanan would attend breakfasts, luncheons, dinners and assorted parties nonstop for weeks. Exhausted, he had sometimes shown up at the wrong event—a reception for the senator from North Dakota instead of a dinner for the South Dakota congressman. After taking over for the world’s poor, he had no such problems, for the simple fact that he now had no money to give members. However, Buchanan was well aware that if there was one truism in political fund-raising, it was that there was never enough money. And that meant that there would always be the opportunity for influence peddling. Always.


    After he got back from Philly, his day had really started, without Faith. He had met with half a dozen different members on the Hill and their staff on a myriad of matters, and set up appointments for future meetings. Staffs were important, particularly committee staff, especially appropriations committee staff. Members came and went. The staff tended to stay forever; they knew the issues and process cold. And Danny knew that you never wanted to surprise a member by trying to dodge the staff. You might be successful once, but you were dead after that, as the angry aides took their revenge by shutting you completely out.


    A late luncheon followed, with a paying client whom Faith had typically taken care of. Buchanan had had to make excuses for her absence, and he did so with his usual aplomb and humor. “Sorry, you get the second string today,” he told the client. “But I’ll try not to mess things up too badly for you.”


    Though there was no need to bolster Faith’s excellent reputation, Buchanan had recounted to this client the story of how Faith had once personally hand-delivered—in a gift box with a big red ribbon, no less—to all five hundred and thirty-five members of Congress detailed polling data that showed the American public was fully in support of funding for global vaccination of all children in the world. She’d included in the gift box accompanying briefing materials and before-and-after photos of vaccinated children from distant lands. Sometimes pictures were the most important weapons Danny and she had. Then she had worked the phone for thirty-six hours straight enlisting support here and overseas and made exhaustive presentations with several of the larger international relief organizations over a two-week period on three continents to show just how such a thing could be accomplished. How important it was. The result: passage of a bill in Congress that supported a study to determine if such an endeavor could work. Now consultants would rack up millions of dollars in fees and kill several forests of trees for the mountains of paper the study would generate (to justify the enormous consulting fees, of course), with no assurances that a single child would receive a single dose of vaccine.


    “A small success, to be sure, but a step forward,” Buchanan had told the client. “When Faith goes after something, stay out of her way.” The client already knew this about Faith, Buchanan was aware. Perhaps he was just saying it to bolster his own spirits. Perhaps he just wanted to talk about Faith. He had been hard on her the last year, very hard. Terrified that she would be drawn into his Thornhillian nightmare, he had outright pushed her away. Well, he had succeeded in driving her right into the arms of the FBI, it seemed. I’m sorry, Faith.


    After the luncheon it was back to the Hill, where Buchanan waited with a handful of Rolaids on a series of floor votes. He sent in his cards to the floor asking for time from some of the members. He would buttonhole others as they came off the elevator.


    “Foreign debt relief is essential, Senator,” he individually told more than a dozen members, hustling along beside them and their overly protective entourages. “They’re spending more on debt payments than on health and education,” Danny would plead. “What good is a strong balance sheet when the population is dying at the rate of ten percent a year? They’ll have great credit and not a damn person left to use it. Let’s spread the wealth here.” There was only one person better at pitching this appeal, but Faith was not here.


    “Right, right, Danny, we’ll get back to you. Send me some materials.” Like the petals of a flower closing up for the night, the entourage would close ranks around the member, and Danny the bee would be off to gather other nectar.


    Congress was an ecosystem just as complicated as the one existing in the oceans. As Danny trolled the corridors, he looked at the activity swirling all around. True to their titles, whips were everywhere prodding members to follow the party line. Back in the whip’s chambers, Buchanan knew the phones were constantly being worked with the same goal in mind. Gofers scurried down the corridors in search of people more important than themselves. Small groups of people huddled in pockets of the broad hallways, discussing matters of importance with solemn, downcast expressions. Men and women pushed onto crowded elevators with the hope of snaring a few precious seconds with a member whose support they desperately needed. Members talked with each other, laying the groundwork for future deals or reaffirming agreements already struck. It was all chaotic and yet possessed a certain order, as people coupled and uncoupled like robotic arms around hunks of metal on an assembly line. Give a touch here and on to the next one. Danny dared to think that his work might be as exhausting as childbirth; and he would swear it was more exhilarating than skydiving. The man was thoroughly addicted to it. He would miss it.


    “Get back to me?” was his typical closing to each member’s aide.


    “Of course, you can count on it,” would be each aide’s typical response.


    And, of course, he’d never hear back. But they would hear from him. Again and again, until they got it. You just fired your shotgun pellets and hoped one stuck somewhere.


    Next, Buchanan had spent a few minutes with one of his “chosen few,” going over the language Buchanan wanted to insert in a line amendment in a bill’s report. Almost no one ever read the report language, yet it was in the monotonous details that important actions were accomplished. In this case, the language would tell the managers at AID precisely how funding approved by the underlying bill was to be spent.


    With the verbiage in good shape, Buchanan mentally checked that off his list and went prowling again for other members. From years of practice, Buchanan navigated with ease the labyrinths of the Senate and House office buildings where even veterans of the Hill sometimes became lost. The only other place where he spent as much time was the Capitol itself. His eyes darted left and right, picking up on everyone he saw, staff members or other lobbyists, swiftly making a calculation as to whether a particular person could help the cause or not. And when you went into chambers with members or caught them in the halls, you had better be ready to roll. They were busy, often harassed, and thinking of five hundred things at once.


    Fortunately, Buchanan could summarize the most complex issues in a matter of sentences, a talent for which he was legendary; members, besieged on all sides by special interests of every kind, absolutely demanded this skill. And he could pitch his client’s position with passion. All in two minutes while walking down a crowded corridor or while packed inside an elevator or, if he was very lucky, on a long plane flight. Catching the really powerful members was important. If he could get the Speaker of the House to voice support for one of his bills, even informally, Buchanan would use that to leverage other members on the fence. Sometimes that was enough.


    “He in, Doris?” Buchanan asked as he popped his head into a member’s chambers and eyed the matronly appointments secretary, a veteran of the place.


    “He’s leaving in five minutes to catch a flight, Danny.”


    “That’s great because I only need two minutes. I can use the other three to catch up with you. I like talking to you better anyway. And God bless Steve, but you’re far easier on the eye, my dear.”


    Doris’s heavy face crinkled into a smile. “You smoothie, you.”


    And he got his two minutes with Congressman Steve.


    Buchanan next had stopped at the cloakroom and found out which Senate committees had been assigned to a series of bills he was interested in. There were committees of primary and sequential and, in rare cases, concurrent jurisdiction, depending on what was in a particular bill. Simply determining who had what bill and in what priority of importance was a huge, ever-changing jigsaw puzzle that lobbyists had to constantly figure out. It was often a maddening challenge, and there was no one better at it than Danny Buchanan.


    In the course of this day Buchanan had, as always, plied members’ offices with his “leave behinds,” information and summaries the staffs would need to educate their members on the issues. If they had a question or concern, he would find an answer or an expert, promptly. And Buchanan had concluded every single meeting with the all-important question: “When can I follow up?” Without getting a date certain, he would never hear back from any of them. He would be forgotten, his place taken by a hundred others clamoring just as passionately for their clients.


    Then he had spent the late afternoon covering other clients normally handled by Faith. He gave apologies and vague explanations for her absence. What else could he do?


    After that he gave remarks at a think-tank-sponsored seminar on world hunger, and then it was back to his office to make phone calls ranging from reminding members’ staffs of a variety of issues coming up for vote, to drumming up coalition support from other charitable organizations. A couple of dinners were arranged, future overseas travel booked, along with a visit in January to the White House, where he would personally introduce the president to the new head of an international children’s rights organization. It was a real coup that Buchanan and the organizations he supported hoped would generate some good publicity. They were constantly on the lookout for celebrity support. Faith had been particularly good at that. Journalists were rarely interested in the poor from faraway lands, but throw in a Hollywood superstar and the media room would be bursting with scribes. Such was life.


    Then Buchanan had spent some time doing his FARA—or Foreign Agent Registration Act—quarterly reports, which were a real pain in the ass, particularly since you had to stamp every page filed with Congress with the ominous label “foreign propaganda,” as if you were Tokyo Rose calling for the overthrow of the U.S. government, instead of, in Danny’s case, selling his soul to get crop seeds and powdered milk.


    After bending a few more ears on the phone, then studying a few hundred pages of briefing materials, he had decided to call it a day. A glamorous day in the life of a typical Washington lobbyist, which usually ended with him collapsing into bed, except that today he did not have that luxury. Instead, he was here in this downtown hotel, attending yet another political fund-raiser, and the reason was standing in the far corner of the room sipping a glass of white wine and looking extremely bored. Buchanan headed over.


    “You look like you could use something stronger than white wine,” Buchanan said.


    Senator Russell Ward turned and a smile broke across his face as he looked at Buchanan. “It’s good to see an honest face in this sea of iniquity, Danny.”


    “How about we trade this place for the Monocle?”


    Ward put his glass down on a table. “Best offer I’ve had all day.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 27


    The Monocle was a restaurant of long standing on Capitol Hill’s Senate side. The restaurant, and the U.S. Capitol Police building, which itself used to be an Immigration and Naturalization building, were the only two structures left in this location that formerly housed a long row of buildings. The Monocle was a favorite place for politicians, lobbyists and VIPs to gather for lunch, dinner and drinks.


    The maître d’ welcomed Buchanan and Ward by name and ushered the pair to a private corner table. The decor was conservative, the walls adorned with enough photographs of past and present politicians to fill the Washington Monument. The food was good, yet people didn’t come for the delights of the menus; they came to be seen, do business and talk shop. Ward and Buchanan were regulars here.


    They ordered drinks and perused the menu for a moment.


    As Ward studied his menu, Buchanan studied him.


    Russell Ward had been called Rusty for as long as Buchanan could remember. And that was a long time, since the two had grown up together. As chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, Ward was a powerful influence on the well-being—or not—of all the country’s intelligence agencies. He was smart, politically savvy, honest, hard-working, and he came from a very wealthy northeast family that had lost its fortune when Ward was a young man. He had gone south to Raleigh and methodically built himself a career in public service. He was North Carolina’s senior senator and worshipped by the entire state. Under Buchanan’s classification system, Rusty Ward would be absolutely labeled a “Believer.” He was familiar with every political game ever played. Ward knew all the inside stories on everyone in this town. He knew people’s strengths and, more important, their weaknesses. Physically, the man was a wreck, Buchanan knew, with problems ranging from diabetes to the prostate. Yet mentally, Ward was sharp as ever. Those who underestimated the man’s massive intellect because of the physical ailments had all lived to regret it.


    Ward looked up from his menu. “Anything interesting on your plate these days, Danny?”


    Ward’s voice was deep and sonorous, and so wonderfully southern, all traces of clipped Yankee long gone. Buchanan could sit and listen to the man for hours. And he had done so on many occasions.


    Buchanan replied, “Same old, same old. You?”


    “Had an interesting hearing this morning. Senate Intelligence. CIA.”


    “Is that right?”


    “You ever hear of a gentleman by the name of Thornhill? Robert Thornhill?”


    Buchanan’s features were impassive. “Can’t say that I know the man at all. Tell me about him.”


    “He’s one of the old powers there. Associate DDO. Smart, cunning, lies his ass off with the best of them. I don’t trust him.”


    “Doesn’t sound like you should.”


    “I have to give the man his due though. He’s done terrific work, outlasted numerous CIA directors. Really served his country extraordinarily well. He’s actually a legend over there. They let him do more or less what he wants because of that. Such a policy, however, is dangerous.”


    “Really? He sounds like a real patriot.”


    “That’s what worries me. People who believe themselves to be true patriots tend to be zealots. Zealots, in my opinion, are one short step from lunatics. History has given us enough examples of that.” Ward grinned. “Today he came in to deliver the usual bullshit. He looked so smug I decided I had to tweak him a little.”


    Buchanan looked very interested. “How’d you do that?”


    “I asked him about death squads.” Ward paused and looked around for a moment. “We’ve had problems with the CIA over that in the past. They fund these little insurgency groups, outfit and train ’em, then turn ’em loose, like an old coon dog. Then, unlike a good coon dog, they go and do things they weren’t supposed to be doing. At least according to the official agency rules.”


    “What’d he say to that?”


    “Well, it wasn’t part of his little script. He looked through his briefing book like he was attempting to shake out a small band of armed men.” Ward laughed deeply. “Then he threw me some gobbledy-gook that really amounted to nothing. Said that the ‘new’ CIA was merely a collector and analyzer of information. When I asked him if he was conceding that there was something wrong with the ‘old’ CIA, I thought he might come over the table at me.” Ward laughed again. “Same old, same old.”


    “So what’s he up to now that’s got you ticked off?”


    Ward smiled. “Trying to get me to reveal confidences?”


    “Of course.”


    Ward glanced around again and then leaned forward and spoke quietly. “He was withholding information, what else? You know the spooks, Danny, they want more and more funding but when you start to ask questions about what they’re doing with that money, Jesus, it’s like you killed their mother. But what else am I going to do when I’m presented with reports from the CIA’s inspector general that have so many damn redaction’s the paper looks black? So I brought that fact to Mr. Thornhill’s attention.”


    “How did he react to that? Pissed off? Cool and collected?”


    “Why are you so curious about him?”


    “You started it, Rusty. Don’t blame me if I find your work fascinating.”


    “Well, he said those reports had to be censored to protect the identities of intelligence sources. That it was a very fine line and that the CIA walked it the best it could. I told him that it was kind of like my granddaughter playing hopscotch. She can’t hit all the squares just right, so she misses some of them on purpose. I told him it was damn cute. When little kids did it.


    “Now, I have to give the man his due. He made some sense. He said that it’s a delusion that we’re going to knock out entrenched dictators with simple satellite photos and high-speed modems. We need old-fashioned assets on the ground. We need people inside their organizations, within their inner circles. That’s the only way we win. I understand that well enough. But the arrogance of the man, well, it gets to me. And I’m convinced that even if Robert Thornhill had no reason to lie, the man still wouldn’t tell the truth. Hell, he has this little system where he taps his pen against the table and one of his aides pretends to whisper in his ear so he’ll have a couple extra breaths to think of some lie. He’s been using that same code all these years. I guess he thinks I’m some kind of horse’s ass and wouldn’t ever catch on.”


    “I’d like to think this Thornhill fellow knows better than to underestimate you.”


    “Oh, he’s good. I have to admit he got the better of today’s jousting. I mean, the man can say absolutely nothing and make it sound as strong and noble as the Ten Commandments. And when he got backed into a corner, he pulled out his national security bullshit, counting on the fact that it would scare everybody to death. Bottom line: He promised me all these answers. And I told him I looked forward to working with him.” Ward sipped his water. “Yep, he won today. But there’s always tomorrow.”


    The waiter returned with their drinks and they gave their orders. Buchanan worked on a glass of scotch and water while Ward nuzzled a bourbon, neat.


    “So how’s your better half? Faith burning the midnight oil for another client looking to ravage us poor, defenseless elected officials?”


    “Actually, right now I believe she’s out of town. Personal reasons.”


    “Nothing serious, I hope.”


    Buchanan shrugged. “Jury’s still out on that. I’m sure she’ll pull through.” But where was Faith? he wondered once more.


    “I guess we’re all survivors. I don’t know how much longer this tired old carcass of mine will hold out, though.”


    Buchanan raised his drink. “Outlive us all, word of Danny Buchanan.”


    “God, I hope not.” Ward looked at him keenly. “It’s hard to believe that it’s been forty years since we left Bryn Mawr. You know, sometimes I envy you having grown up in that apartment over our garage.”


    Buchanan smiled. “Funny, I was jealous of you for growing up in the mansion with all that money while my family waited on yours. Now which of us sounds drunk?”


    “You’re the best friend I ever had.”


    “And you know that sentiment is reciprocated, Senator.”


    “It’s even more remarkable that you’ve never asked me for a damn thing. You damn well know I sit on a couple committees that could help your causes.”


    “I like to avoid the appearance of impropriety.”


    “You must be the only one in this town.” Ward chuckled.


    “Let’s just say our friendship is more important to me than even that.”


    Ward spoke softly. “I never told you, but what you said at my mother’s funeral touched me deeply. I swear, I think you knew the woman better than I did.”


    “She was a class act. Taught me all I ever needed to know about everything. She deserved a grand sendoff. What I said didn’t come close by half.”


    Ward stared into his glass. “If my stepfather could have only lived off my family’s inheritance and not tried to play businessman we might have kept the estate, and he wouldn’t have taken his head off with a shotgun. But then maybe I wouldn’t have gotten to play senator all these years if I’d had a trust fund to blow.”


    “If more people played the game the way you do, Rusty, the country would be far better off.”


    “I wasn’t fishing for a compliment, but I appreciate you saying it.”


    Buchanan drummed his fingers against the table. “I drove out to the old place a couple weeks ago.”


    Ward looked up, surprised. “Why?”


    Buchanan shrugged. “Not really sure. I was close by, I had some time. It hasn’t changed much. Still beautiful.”


    “I haven’t been there since I left for college. Don’t even know who owns it now.”


    “A young couple. I saw the wife and kids through the gate, playing on the front lawn. Investment banker or Internet mogul, probably. An idea and ten bucks in his pocket yesterday, a red-hot company and a hundred million in stock today.”


    Ward lifted his glass. “God bless America.”


    “If I had had the money back then, your mother wouldn’t have lost that house.”


    “I know that, Danny.”


    “But everything happens for a reason, Rusty. Like you said, you might not have gone into politics. You’ve had a grand career. You’re a Believer.”


    Ward smiled. “Your little classification system has always intrigued me. You have it all written down somewhere? I’d like to compare it with my own conclusions about my distinguished colleagues.”


    Buchanan tapped his forehead. “It’s all up here.”


    “All that gold, stored in one man’s brain. What a pity.”


    “You know everything about everybody in this town too.” Buchanan paused and then added quietly, “So what do you know about me?”


    Ward seemed surprised by the question.


    “Don’t tell me the world’s greatest lobbyist is having self-doubt? I thought the book on Daniel J. Buchanan was unshakable confidence, encyclopedic mind and a keen insight into the psychology of windbag politicians and their innate weaknesses, which could fill the Pacific, by the way.”


    “Everybody has doubts, Rusty, even people like you and me. That’s why we last so long. One inch from the edge. Death at any minute if you let down your guard.”


    The way he said this made Ward drop his amused look. “You got something you’d like to talk about?”


    “Not in a million years,” Buchanan said with a sudden smile. “If I start telling the sorry likes of you all my secrets, then I’ll have to take my lemonade stand somewhere else and start over. And I’m way too old for that.”


    Ward leaned back against the soft cushion and looked his friend over. “What makes you do it, Danny? Not money, surely.”


    Buchanan slowly nodded in agreement. “If I did it solely for the dollars, I would’ve been gone ten years ago.” He swallowed the rest of his drink and looked over at the doorway, where the ambassador from Italy and his substantial entourage stood, along with several senior Hill staffers, a couple of senators and three women in short black dresses who looked like they had been rented for the evening, and very well might have been. The Monocle was filling up with so many VIPs now you could hardly spit without nailing some leader of something. And they all wanted the world. And they all wanted you to get it for them. Eat you up and leave nothing and then call you a friend. Buchanan knew all the lyrics to that song.


    He looked up at an old photograph on the wall. A baldheaded man with a beak nose, dour look and ferocious eyes peered down at him. Long dead now, he had once been one of the most powerful men in Washington for decades. And most feared. Power and fear seemed to go hand in hand here. Now Buchanan couldn’t even remember the man’s name. Didn’t that speak volumes.


    Ward put down his glass. “I think I know. Your causes have become much more benevolent over the years. You’re out to save a world few even care about. You’re really the only lobbyist I know who does it.”


    Buchanan shook his head. “A poor Irish lad who brought himself up by the bootstraps and made a fortune sees the light and then uses his golden years helping the less fortunate? Hell, Rusty, I’m driven more by fear than altruism.”


    Ward looked at him curiously. “How’s that?”


    Buchanan sat up very straight, put his palms together and cleared his throat. He had never told anyone this. Not even Faith. Maybe it was time. He would look insane, of course, but at least Rusty would keep it to himself.


    “I have this recurring dream, you see. In my dream America keeps getting richer and richer, fatter and fatter. Where an athlete gets a hundred million dollars to bounce a ball, a movie star earns twenty million to act in trash and a model gets ten million to walk around in her underwear. Where a nineteen-year-old can make a billion dollars in stock options by using the Internet to sell us more things we don’t need faster than ever.” Buchanan stopped and stared off for a moment. “And where a lobbyist can earn enough to buy his own plane.” He refocused on Ward. “We keep hoarding the wealth of the world. Anybody gets in the way, we crush them, in a hundred different ways, while selling them the message of America the Beautiful. The world’s remaining superpower, right?


    “Then, little by little, the rest of the world wakes up and sees us for what we are: a fraud. And they start coming for us. In log boats and propeller planes and God knows how else. First by the thousands, then by the millions and then by the billions. And they wipe us out. Stuff us all down some pipe and flush us for good. You, me, the ballplayers, the movie stars, the supermodels, Wall Street, Hollywood and Washington. The true land of make believe.”


    Ward stared at him wide eyed. “My God, a dream or a nightmare?”


    Buchanan shot him a stern glance. “You tell me.”


    “Your country, love it or leave it, Danny. There’s an element of truth in that slogan. We’re not so bad.”


    “We also suck up a disproportionate share of the wealth and energy in the world. We pollute more than any other country. We trash foreign economies and never look back. But still, for a lot of big and small reasons that I really can’t explain, I do love my country. That’s why this nightmare disturbs me so much. I don’t want it to happen. But it’s getting harder and harder to feel any hope.”


    “If that’s the case, why do you do it?”


    Buchanan stared at the old photograph again and said, “Do you want something pithy or philosophical?”


    “How about the truth?”


    Buchanan looked at his old friend. “I deeply regret never having children,” he began slowly, then paused. “A good friend of mine has a dozen grandchildren. He was telling me about a PTA meeting he had attended at his granddaughter’s elementary school. I asked him why he was bothering with doing that. Wasn’t that the parents’ job? I said. You know what he told me? He said that with the way the world is now, we all have to think about things beyond our lifetime. Beyond our children’s lifetime, in fact. It’s our right. It’s our duty, my good friend told me.”


    Buchanan smoothed out his napkin. “So maybe I do what I do because the sum of the world’s tragedies outweighs its happiness. And that’s just not right.” He paused again, moistness creeping into his eyes.


    “Other than that, I haven’t the faintest idea.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 28


    Brooke Reynolds was just finished saying grace, and they all started on their meals. She had burst through the door ten minutes earlier, determined to eat dinner with her family. Her regular hours at the Bureau were eight-fifteen A.M. to five P.M. That was the funniest joke at the Bureau: regular hours. She had changed into jeans and a sweatshirt and exchanged her suede flats for Reeboks. Reynolds took much pleasure in scooping out spoonfuls of peas and mashed potatoes for all their plates. Rosemary poured out milk for the kids while her teenage daughter Theresa helped three-year-old David cut up his meat. It was a nice, quiet family gathering, which Reynolds had come to cherish and which she did everything possible to make each evening, even if it meant going back to work later.


    Reynolds rose from the table and poured herself a glass of white wine. While half her brain focused on finding Faith Lockhart and her new confederate, Lee Adams, the other part was looking ahead with much anticipation to Halloween, less than a week away. Sydney, her six-year-old daughter, was dead set on being Eeyore, for the second year in a row. David would be the bouncy Tigger, a character that fit the perpetual-motion child perfectly. After that, Thanksgiving, perhaps a trip to her parents’ in Florida, if she could find the time. Then Christmas. This year Reynolds was taking the kids to see Santa Claus. She had missed last year because of—what else?—Bureau business. This year she would pull her 9mm on anyone who tried to stop her appointment with Kris Kringle. All in all, a good plan, if she could just make it work. Conception was easy; execution was the key that so often fell out of the lock.


    As she put the cork back in the bottle, she looked sadly around a home that would not be hers much longer. Her son and daughter sensed that the change was coming. David hadn’t slept through the night in over a week. Reynolds, home after working fifteen-hour days, would hold the quivering, wailing little boy, trying to calm him, rock him back to sleep. She tried to tell him that things would be just fine, when she was as uncertain as anyone whether they would be. It was sometimes terrifying being a parent, particularly in the midst of a divorce and all the pain it caused, which you saw every day etched into the faces of your children. More than once Reynolds had thought about calling off the divorce for that reason alone. But hanging on for the sake of the children wasn’t the answer, she felt. At least not for her. They would have a better life without the man than they’d had with him. And her ex, she thought, might be a better father after the divorce than he had been before. Well, at least she could hope. Reynolds simply did not want to let her children down.


    When Reynolds caught her daughter Sydney looking apprehensively at her, she smiled as naturally as she could. Sydney was six going on sixteen, so mature beyond her years that it scared Reynolds to death. She picked up on everything, missed nothing of significance. Reynolds had never in her career interrogated a suspect as thoroughly as Sydney did her mother nearly every day. The child dug deep, trying to understand what was going on, what their future would hold, and Reynolds had no ready answers for any of it.


    More than once, she had found Sydney holding her crying brother in his bed late at night, attempting to soothe him, relieve his fears. Reynolds had recently told her daughter that she didn’t need to assume that responsibility too, that her mother would always be there. Her statement had a hollow ring, and Sydney’s face plainly showed a lack of belief. The fact that her daughter had not accepted this statement as dead, solid truth had aged Reynolds several years in several seconds. The memory of the palm reader and her predictions of premature death had come back to roost.


    “Rosemary’s chicken is awesome, isn’t it, honey?” Reynolds said to Sydney.


    The little girl nodded.


    “Thank you, ma’am,” Rosemary said, pleased.


    “Are you okay, Mom?” Sydney asked. At the same time, she moved her little brother’s milk away from the edge of the table. David had a propensity for spilling any liquid within his reach.


    That subtle act of motherhood and her daughter’s earnest question moved Reynolds almost to tears. She had been on such an emotional roller coaster of late that it didn’t take much to set her off. She took a sip of wine, hoping it would prevent her from actually collapsing into a crying fit. It was like being pregnant again. The littlest thing affected her as if it were life or death. But then her common sense kicked in. She was a mom, things would work out. She had the luxury of a devoted live-in nanny. Sitting around whining, feeling sorry for yourself, wasn’t the answer. So their life wasn’t perfect. Whose was? She thought of what Anne Newman was going through right now. Suddenly Reynolds’s problems didn’t seem so bad.


    “Everything’s really good, Syd. Really good. Congratulations on your spelling test. Ms. Betack said you were the star of the day.”


    “I like school a lot.”


    “And it shows, young lady.”


    Reynolds was about to sit back down when the phone rang. She had caller ID and checked the readout screen. The ID screen came up blank. The caller must have ID block or his number was unlisted. She debated whether to answer it or not. The problem was that every FBI agent she knew had an unlisted number. Ordinarily, though, anyone from the Bureau would call her on her pager or cell phone, both of which numbers she closely guarded; and calls to those two she would always answer. It was probably a random computer dialer and she would be told to wait until a real person came on and tried to sell her a time-share in Disney World. Still, something made her reach out and pick up the phone.


    “Hello?”


    “Brooke?”


    Anne Newman sounded distressed. And as she listened to the woman, Reynolds sensed that there was something in addition to her husband’s violent death—poor Anne, what worse could there be?


    “I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” Reynolds said.


    She grabbed her coat and car keys, took a bite out of a slice of the bread on her plate and kissed her children.


    “Will you be back in time to read us a story, Mom?” Sydney asked.


    “Three bears, three pigs, three goats.” David promptly recited his favorite nighttime storytelling ritual to Brooke, his favorite story reader. His sister Sydney favored reading the stories herself, every night, sounding out each word along the way. Little David now took a big gulp of milk, loudly burped and then excused himself in a fit of laughter.


    Reynolds smiled. Sometimes when she was tired she would tell the stories so fast they almost blurred together. The pigs built their houses, the bears went for their walk while Goldilocks burglarized the joint and the three billy goats gruff trounced the evil troll and lived happily ever after in their new pasture of grass. Sounded nice. Where could she buy some? And then, undressing for bed, Reynolds would endure spasms of crushing guilt. The reality was that her kids would be grown and gone before she blinked her eyes twice, and she routinely short-changed them on three short fairy tales because she wanted to do something so unimportant as sleep. Sometimes it was better not to think too much. Reynolds was a classic overachiever and a perfectionist, to boot, while a “perfect parent” was the world’s greatest oxymoron.


    “I’ll try my best. I promise.”


    The disappointed look on her daughter’s face made Reynolds turn and flee the room. She stopped at the small room on the first floor that served as her study. From the top of a cabinet she removed a squat, heavy metal box, which she unlocked. Removing her SIG 9mm, she loaded in a fresh mag, pulled the slide back to chamber a round, clicked the safety on, slid the weapon in her clip holster and was out the door before she could think any more about another interrupted meal in a long string of disappointments for her children. Superwoman: career, kids, she had it all. Now, if she could only clone herself. Twice.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 29


    Lee and Faith had made two stops on the way to North Carolina, once for a late lunch at a Cracker Barrel and another at a large strip mall in southern Virginia. Lee had seen a billboard off the highway advertising a week-long gun show. The parking lot was packed with pickup trucks, RVs and cars with fat tires and engines erupting through their hoods. Some of the men were dressed in Polo and Chaps, and others in Grateful Dead T-shirts and ragged jeans. Americans of all backgrounds apparently loved their guns.


    “Why here?” Faith asked as Lee got off the bike.


    “Virginia law requires that licensed gun dealers conduct on-the-spot background checks on people trying to buy weapons,” he explained. “You have to fill out a form, have your gun permit and two forms of identification.


    But the law doesn’t apply to gun shows. All they want is your money. Which, by the way, I need.”


    “Do you really have to have a gun?”


    He stared at her as though she had just hatched from an egg. “Everybody coming after us has them.”


    Unable to dispute this devastating logic, she said nothing more, gave him the cash and huddled on the bike as he went inside. Leave it to the man to say something that would paralyze her very soul.


    Inside, Lee purchased a Smith & Wesson double-action autopistol with a fifteen-round mag, chambering 9mm Parabellums. The autopistol tag was misleading. You had to pull the trigger each time to fire. The “auto” term referred to the fact that the pistol automatically loaded a new round with each pull of the trigger. He also bought a box of ammo and a cleaning kit and then returned to the parking lot.


    Faith watched closely as he packed the gun and ammo away in the motorcycle’s storage compartment.


    “Feel safer now?” she asked dryly.


    “Right now I wouldn’t feel safe sitting in the Hoover Building with a hundred FBI agents staring at me. Gee, I wonder why.”


    They made Duck, North Carolina, by nightfall, and Faith gave Lee directions to the house in the Pine Island community.


    When they pulled up in front, Lee stared at the immense structure, tugged off his helmet and turned to her. “I thought you said it was small.”


    “Actually, I think you referred to it as small. I said it was comfortable.”


    She climbed off the Honda and stretched out her body. Every bit of her, especially her butt, was one solid knot.


    “It must be at least six thousand square feet.” Lee continued to stare at the three-story, wooden-shingle-siding house that had dual stone chimneys and a cedar shake roof. Two broad veranda-style porches ran across the second and third floors, which gave it a plantation feel. There were gabled turrets and walls of lattice and glass; and immense displays of fountain grass erupted from the ground. Lee watched as the automatic sprinklers came on, along with the exterior landscape lighting. Behind the house he could hear the pounding surf. The house was situated at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac, although there were similar monster homes painted yellow, blue, green and gray lined up on the beach side in both directions as far as the eye could see. Although the air was warm and slightly humid, they were approaching November, and virtually all the other homes were dark.


    Faith said, “I’ve never really bothered to add up the square footage. I rent it out April through September. It covers the mortgage and nets me about thirty thousand a year—just in case you’re interested.” Taking off her helmet and running her hands through her sweaty hair, she said, “I need a shower and some food. The kitchen should be stocked. You can put the bike in the carport.”


    Faith unlocked the front door and went inside while Lee parked the Honda in one of two bays of the carport and then carried in the bags. The inside of the house was even more beautiful than the outside. Lee was also grateful to see that the place had a security system. As he looked around, he took in the soaring ceilings, pickled wood beams and paneling, an enormous kitchen, Italian tile floors in some places, high-dollar Berber carpeting elsewhere. He counted six bedrooms, seven bathrooms and discovered an outdoor Jacuzzi on the back porch big enough for at least six drunken adults to flop around in. There were also three fireplaces, including a gas one in the master suite. The furniture was overstuffed rattan and wicker, all seemingly designed to beckon one to catnap.


    Lee opened a set of French doors off the kitchen, stepped onto the deck and looked down into the enclosed courtyard. A kidney-shaped pool was situated down there. The chlorinated water sparkled under the glow of the pool lights. A Creepy Crawly made its way through the water, sucking up bugs and debris.


    Faith joined him on the deck. “I had the people come out this morning and get everything going. They maintain the pool all year ’round anyway. I’ve skinny-dipped down here in December. It’s gloriously peaceful.”


    “There doesn’t seem to be anybody else in the other houses.”


    “Certain parts of the Outer Banks are pretty full about nine or even ten months out of the year now, what with the nice weather. But you always have the chance of hurricanes this time of year, and this area is pretty expensive. The houses rent out for a small fortune, even in the off season. Unless you can get a big group together to rent them, your average family isn’t going to be staying here. Mostly, you see the owners come down this time of year. But with kids in school, it’s tough to do that during the week. So empty we have.”


    “Empty I like.”


    “The pool’s heated, if you want to take a dip.”


    “I didn’t bring my trunks.”


    “Not into skinny-dipping, huh?” She smiled and was very relieved that it was too dark for her to really see his eyes. If his baby blues had hit her just right, she might have pushed him in the pool, dived after him and everything else be damned.


    “There are plenty of places in town to get some swimming stuff. I keep clothes down here, so I’m okay. We’ll buy you some things tomorrow.”


    “I think I’m fine with what I brought.”


    “You don’t want to stick out here, do you?”


    “I’m not sure we’ll be here long enough for that.”


    Faith looked out toward the wooden walkways leading past the sand dunes to where the Atlantic Ocean pitched and bellowed. “You never know. I don’t think there’s a better place to sleep than at the beach. There’s nothing like the sound of waves crashing in your ears to drive you into unconsciousness. Back in D.C. I never sleep well. Too many things to worry about.”


    “Funny, I sleep just fine there.”


    She glared at him. “To each his own.”


    “What’s for dinner?”


    “First, a shower. You can have the master suite.”


    “It’s your place. I’m fine on a couch.”


    “With six bedrooms, I don’t think that would make much sense. Take the one at the end of the hall upstairs. It opens out onto the back porch. The Jacuzzi’s out there. Feel free. Even without trunks. Don’t worry, I won’t peek.”


    *  *  *


    They went inside. Lee grabbed his bag and followed her upstairs. He showered and put on a clean pair of khakis, a sweatshirt and sneakers without socks, since he had forgotten to bring the latter. He didn’t bother to dry his new buzz cut. He caught himself looking in the mirror. The haircut didn’t look so bad on him. In fact, it had taken a few years off. He slapped his hard gut, even did an exaggerated flex in the mirror.


    “Yeah, right,” he said to his reflection. “Even if she were your type, which she sure as hell ain’t.” He left his room and was about to head downstairs when he stopped in the hallway.


    Faith’s bedroom was at the other end of the corridor. He could still hear her shower running. She was probably taking her time under the hot water after the long ride. She had held up well, he had to admit, hadn’t complained too much. He was edging down the hallway the whole time he was thinking this, because it had just occurred to him that Faith might at this very minute be escaping out the back door while using the running shower as a ruse. For all he knew, she had arranged for a rental car that was parked down the street, and she was about to drive off, leaving him with not much of a life. Was she just like her old man? Running away into the night when things got tough?


    He knocked on her door. “Faith?” There was no answer, so he knocked louder. “Faith? Faith!” The water was still running. “Faith!” he yelled. He tried the door. It was locked. He pounded on the door again and yelled her name.


    Lee was about to hustle down the stairs when he heard footsteps and the door was flung open. Faith stood there, her hair soaked and hanging in her face, water dripping down her legs, a towel covering, barely, the front of her.


    “What?” she demanded. “What’s wrong?”


    Lee found himself staring at the elegant bone development of her shoulders, the now fully revealed Audrey Hepburn neck, the tightness of her arms. Then his gaze slid down to her upper thighs and he quickly concluded that her arms had nothing on her legs.


    “What the hell is it, Lee?” she said loudly.


    He snapped back. “Oh. I was just wondering, um, how about I make dinner?” He smiled weakly.


    She stared incredulously at him as a puddle of water collected on the carpet at her feet. As she wrapped the mostly wet towel around her, Faith’s small, firm breasts were now fully outlined against the thin wet fabric. That’s when Lee began thinking seriously about taking another shower, only this time with water cold enough to turn certain parts of his anatomy the same color as his eyes.


    “Fine.” She slammed the door in his face.


    “Very fine,” Lee said quietly to the door.


    He went downstairs and examined the contents of the refrigerator. He decided on a menu and started pulling food and pans. He had been living alone for so long that he had finally decided, after years of Golden Arches food, that he had better learn how to cook properly. He actually found it therapeutic, and he fully expected to live an extra twenty years now that he had cleaned his arteries of all the grease. At least until he met Faith Lockhart. Now all bets on a long life were off.


    Lee laid out tilapia on a baking sheet, brushed the fish with butter he had melted in a pan and let it soak in. Then he added garlic, lemon juice and some other secret spices handed down to him through generations of Adamses and put the fish in the wall oven to broil. He sliced up tomatoes and a slab of mozzarella, arranged them nicely on a serving plate and doused them with olive oil and seasoning. Next he prepared a salad and then slit a length of French bread, buttered it, added garlic and placed it in the lower oven. He got out two plates, silverware and cloth napkins he found in a drawer and set the table. There were candles on the table, but lighting them seemed like a cheesy idea. This wasn’t a honeymoon, and they still had that nationwide manhunt thing to consider.


    He opened a small, built-in wine cooler next to the fridge and selected a chilled bottle of white. As he was pouring out two glasses of wine, Faith came down the stairs. She wore an unbuttoned blue denim shirt with a white T-shirt underneath, a pair of loose-fitting white slacks and red sandals. He noted she still wore no makeup, at least that he could detect. A silver bangle bracelet dangled at her wrist. She also wore turquoise earrings done in a loopy southwestern design.


    She looked surprised at the kitchen activity. “A man who can shoot a gun, lose the Feds and cook too. You just never cease to amaze me.”


    He handed her a wine glass. “A good meal, a quiet evening and then we get down to serious business.”


    She glanced coolly at him as he clinked his glass against hers. “You clean up well,” she said.


    “Another one of my talents.” He went to check the fish while Faith went over to the wall of windows and stared out.


    They ate quietly, both of them apparently feeling a little awkward now that they had arrived at their destination. Getting here, ironically enough, seemed to be the easy part.


    Faith insisted on cleaning up the kitchen while Lee turned on the TV.


    “Did we make the news?” Faith asked.


    “Not that I can see. But there must have been reports of the FBI agent being found. A murdered Fed is still pretty damn rare even in this day and age, thank God. I’ll get a newspaper tomorrow.”


    Faith finished cleaning up, poured herself another glass of wine and joined him.


    “Okay, our bellies are full, the booze has us about as mellow as we’re going to get, so now’s the time to talk,” Lee said. “I need to hear the whole story, Faith. As sweet and simple as that.”


    “So you feed a girl a nice meal, fill her with wine and you think she’s yours for the asking?” She smiled coyly.


    He frowned. “I’m serious, Faith.”


    Her smile disappeared, along with her coyness. “Let’s go for a walk on the beach.”


    Lee started to protest but then stopped. “Okay. It’s your turf, home rules apply.” He headed up the stairs.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Be right back.”


    When Lee came back down, he had on a windbreaker.


    “You didn’t need a jacket, it’s still pretty warm.”


    He spread open the front of the jacket, revealing the clip holster and the Smith & Wesson in it. “Didn’t want to spook any sand crabs we come across.”


    “Guns frighten me to death.”


    “Guns also prevent death, when properly used. Usually sudden, violent death.”


    “No one could have followed us. No one knows we’re here.”


    His reply chilled her to the bone.


    “I hope to God you’re right.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 30


    Reynolds didn’t use her bubble light but would have if a patrol car had tried to pull her over, as she was exceeding the speed limit by more than twenty miles per hour on the few open stretches of the Beltway before having to slow down in a sea of red brake lights. She checked her watch: seven-thirty. When wasn’t there a rush hour in this damn area? People got up earlier and earlier to go to work, or stayed later and later before going home to avoid the traffic. Pretty soon the two groups would smack right into each other and the twenty-four-hour-a-day highway parking lot would officially begin. Luckily Anne Newman’s house was only a few exits down from hers.


    As she drove, Reynolds thought about her visit to Adams’s apartment building. Reynolds had thought she had seen and heard everything by now, but Angie Carter’s statement about the FBI had stunned her, and the shock of it had moved her and Connie into hyperspeed. They’d notified their superiors at the Bureau and quickly determined that no FBI operation had been conducted at Adams’s address. Then the shit had really hit the fan. The impersonation of FBI agents got the attention of the director himself, and he had personally issued orders on the case. Even though the back door to Adams’s apartment had been knocked off its hinges and they could have walked right in, a search warrant was fast-tracked and executed, again with the director’s personal blessing. Reynolds was actually relieved about that because she didn’t want to have any slip-ups on this one. Any mistakes would come home to roost right on her head.


    The apartment was thoroughly searched by one of the Bureau’s crack forensics teams, pulled off another high-profile case. In the end they didn’t find much. There was no tape in the answering machine. That had really ticked Reynolds off. If the phony FBI people had taken the tape, there must have been something important on it. Her search team had continued to strike out. There were no travel documents, maps consulted, nothing that would hint as to where Adams and Lockhart were going. They had found fingerprints matching Faith Lockhart’s, so that was something. They were checking into Adams’s background. He had family in the area; maybe they knew something.


    They had discovered the roof hatch in the empty apartment next door to Adams’s. Clever. Reynolds had also noted the extra locks, video surveillance, steel door and frame and the copper shield over the alarm panel. Lee Adams knew what he was doing.


    They had retrieved the bag of hair and hair coloring from one of the trash cans behind the apartment. That, together with the snips they had seen of the airport surveillance tapes, showed that Adams was now a blond, Lockhart a brunette. Not that this helped much. They were checking into whether either of them had other residences listed in their names elsewhere in the country. That was a needle in a haystack, she knew, even if they had used their real names. She doubted they would be that stupid. And even if they had used their aliases, the names Suzanne Blake and Charles Wright were too common to aid Reynolds very much.


    The police officers who responded to the call at Adams’s apartment were pulled in and questioned. The men posing as FBI agents had fed them a story that Lee Adams was wanted in connection with a kidnapping ring across state lines. The FBI posers’ credentials looked real, both police officers were quick to point out. And they carried the firepower and the professional swagger one normally associated with federal law enforcement. They were searching the place expertly and had made no move to run when the cruiser had shown up. The imposters talked the talk and walked the walk in all respects, said the two police officers, who were both veterans on the street. They had been given the name of the supposed special agent in charge. It was run through the FBI personnel database and came up negative. No surprise there. The police officers had given descriptions of the men they had seen, and a Bureau technician was creating computer images of them. Still, all in all, it was a dead end, with frightening implications. Implications that struck very close to home for Reynolds.


    She had received another visit from Paul Fisher. He came with orders right from Massey, as he was quick to point out. Reynolds was to proceed with all due speed, but with the utmost caution, to find Faith Lockhart, and she could be assured of all the support she needed.


    “Just don’t make any more mistakes,” he had said.


    “I wasn’t aware I had made any mistakes, Paul.”


    “An agent killed. Faith Lockhart falls into your lap and you let her get away. What would you call those?”


    “Leaked information caused Ken to die,” she had fired back. “I fail to see how that was my fault.”


    “Brooke,” Fisher had said, “if you really believe that, then you might want to request reassignment right now. The buck stops with you. As far as the Bureau is concerned, if there is a leak, every member of your squad, including you, is at the top of the list. And that’s how the Bureau’s following that up.”


    As soon as he left her office, Reynolds had thrown her shoe against the closed door. Then she had thrown the other one, just to be sure he was aware of her extreme displeasure. Paul Fisher was officially off her sexual fantasy list.


    Reynolds raced down the exit ramp, hung a left on Braddock Road and fought through some late traffic backup until she turned off and entered the quiet residential neighborhood of the slain FBI agent. She slowed when she reached the Newmans’ street. The house was dark, a single car in the driveway. Reynolds parked her government-issue sedan at the curb, got out and hustled up to the door.


    Anne Newman must have been watching for her, because the door opened before Reynolds could ring the bell.


    Anne Newman didn’t attempt to make small talk or ask Reynolds if she wanted anything to drink. She led the FBI agent directly to a small back room that had been set up as an office with a desk, metal file cabinet, computer and fax machine. On the wall were framed baseball cards and other sports memorabilia. On the desk were stacks of silver dollars encased in hard plastic and neatly labeled.


    “I was looking through Ken’s office. I don’t know why. It just seemed …”


    “You don’t have to explain, Anne. There are no set rules for what you’re going through.”


    Anne Newman wiped away a tear as Reynolds studied her. Clearly the woman was near the breaking point, on all fronts. She was dressed in an old robe, her hair unwashed, eyes red and puffy. Yesterday afternoon, the most pressing decision she probably had to make was what to have for dinner, Reynolds assumed. God, it could all turn on a dime. Ken Newman wasn’t the only one being buried. Anne was right there beside him. The only catch was she still had to go on living.


    “I found these photo albums. I didn’t even know they were back here. They were in a box with some other things. I know this might look bad, but … but if it helps in finding out what happened to Ken …” She faded out for a moment as more tears plunked down onto the photo album she was holding with its tattered, seventies-style psychedelic cover.


    “Calling you was the right thing to do,” Anne finally said with a bluntness that was both painful and gratifying for Reynolds to hear.


    “I know this is terribly difficult for you.” Reynolds eyed the album, not wanting to prolong this any more than absolutely necessary. “Can I see what you found?”


    Anne Newman sat down on a small sofa and opened the album and pulled up the clear plastic sheet that kept the photos securely inside. On the page she had opened to was an eight-by-ten photo of a group of men in hunting garb holding rifles. Ken Newman was one of the men. She pulled out the photo, revealing a piece of paper and a small key pressed into the album page. She handed Reynolds both and watched her closely as the FBI agent examined them.


    The piece of paper was an account statement for a safe-deposit box at a local bank. The key, presumably, fit that box.


    Reynolds looked at her. “You didn’t know about this?”


    Anne Newman shook her head. “We have a safe-deposit box. But not at that bank. And of course that’s not all.”


    Reynolds looked back at the bank statement and she jerked involuntarily. The name of the boxholder was not Ken Newman. Nor was the billing address for the house she was in. “Who’s Frank Andrews?”


    Anne Newman looked like she would burst into tears again. “God, I have no idea.”


    “Did Ken ever mention that name to you?”


    Anne shook her head.


    Reynolds took a deep breath. If Newman had a safe-deposit box under a false name, he would have needed one thing to set up the account.


    She sat on the sofa next to Anne and took her hand. “Have you found any identification around here that might match the name Frank Andrews?”


    The tears welled in the stricken woman’s eyes and Reynolds truly felt for her.


    “You mean with Ken’s picture on it? Showing that he was this Frank Andrews person?”


    “Yes, that’s what I mean,” Reynolds said softly.


    Anne Newman put her hand in her robe and pulled out a Virginia driver’s license. The name on it was Frank Andrews. The license number, which in Virginia was the person’s Social Security number, was on there. And in the small accompanying photo Ken Newman was staring back at her.


    “I thought about going to open the safe-deposit box myself, but then I realized they wouldn’t let me. I’m not on the account. And I wouldn’t be able to explain that it was my husband, but just under a fake name.”


    “I know, Anne. I know. You were right to bring me in. Now, where exactly did you find the fake ID?”


    “In another one of the photo albums. They weren’t family albums, of course. I keep those, been through them a zillion times. These albums were pictures of Ken and his hunting and fishing buddies. They took trips every year. Ken was good about taking pictures. I never knew he kept them in albums. I wasn’t all that interested in looking at those pictures, you see.” She stared wistfully at the far wall. “Sometimes it seemed Ken was happier with his buddies shooting at ducks or at his coin and card shows than he was at home.” She caught a quick breath, put a hand over her mouth and looked down.


    Reynolds could sense Anne had never meant to share that personal bit of information with her, a semi-stranger. She said nothing. Experience told her to allow Anne Newman to work her way through this. A minute later the woman started speaking again.


    “I never would have found it, I suppose, unless … what happened to Ken … you know. I guess life is funny sometimes.”


    Or terribly cruel. “Anne, I need to check this out. I’m going to take these items, and I don’t want you to mention it to anyone. Not friends, family …” She paused, choosing her words as carefully as she could. “Or anyone else at the Bureau. Not until I dig a little bit.”


    Anne Newman looked up at her with frightened eyes. “What do you think Ken was involved in, Brooke?”


    “I don’t know yet. Let’s not jump to conclusions on this. The safe-deposit box might be empty. Ken might have leased it a long time ago and then forgotten about it.”


    “And the fake ID?”


    Reynolds licked her dry lips. “Ken worked some undercover over the years. This might be a souvenir of those days.” Reynolds knew this was a lie, and Anne Newman probably did too, she thought. The license had a recent issue date on it. And those working undercover in the FBI didn’t usually take home the props with their secret identities on them once their tasks were completed. The fake license, she was fairly certain, was unrelated to his FBI duties. It was her job to discover what it was connected to.


    “Anne, not a word to anyone. It’s for your own safety as much as anything.”


    Anne Newman clutched her arm as Reynolds stood. “Brooke, I’ve got three kids. If Ken was mixed up in something …”


    “I’ll put the house under twenty-four-hour surveillance. Anything remotely suspicious catches your eye, you call me.” She handed her a card with her direct-dial numbers on it. “Day or night.”


    “I didn’t know where else to turn. Ken thought a lot of you, he really did.”


    “He was a damn good agent and he had a terrific career.” If she discovered that Ken Newman had been a sell-out, however, the Bureau would crush his memory, his reputation, everything about his professional life. That would, of course, destroy his private side as well, including the woman Reynolds was looking at, and her children. But that was life. Reynolds didn’t make the rules, didn’t always agree with the rules, but she lived by them. However, she would check out the safe-deposit box by herself. If there was nothing suspicious in there, she would tell no one. She would continue to investigate why Newman was using an alias, but that would be done on her own time. She wasn’t going to destroy his memory without a very compelling reason. She owed the man that.


    She left Anne Newman sitting on the sofa, the photo album open in her lap. The ironic thing was, if Newman was the leak on the Lockhart case, he had probably helped himself to an early death. Now that Reynolds thought about it, whoever might have hired him had probably hoped to eliminate the mole and the main target in one efficient thrust. Only a slug deflecting off a pistol barrel had saved Faith Lockhart from joining Ken Newman on a slab. And perhaps the assistance of Lee Adams as well?


    Whoever had orchestrated it clearly knew what he was doing. Which was bad for Reynolds. Contrary to popular fiction and film, most criminals weren’t that accomplished and couldn’t so easily outmaneuver the police at every turn. The majority of murderers, rapists, burglars, robbers, drug dealers and other felons were usually uneducated or scared; or drugged-out punks or drunks terrified of their own shadows when off the needle or bottle, yet demons when high. They left many clues behind and were usually caught, or turned themselves in, or were ratted on by their “friends.” They were prosecuted and did jail time or, in rare cases, were executed. They were in no sense of the word professionals.


    Reynolds knew that this was not the case here. Amateurs didn’t find ways to pay off veteran FBI agents. They didn’t hire hit men who lurked in the woods waiting for their prey. They didn’t impersonate FBI agents with credentials so authentic they had scared off the cops. Sinister theories of conspiracy swirled in her head, sending a shiver of fear down her back. No matter how long you did this, the fear was always there. To be alive was to be afraid. To not be afraid was to be dead.


    As she walked out, Reynolds passed under a blinking fire detector that was in the hallway. There were three other such devices in the house, including one in Ken Newman’s office. While they were plugged into the home’s electrical wiring and did function as designed, they all also housed sophisticated surveillance cameras with pinhole lenses. Two of the wall outlets on each level were similarly “modified.” The modifications had taken place two weeks ago when the Newmans had taken a rare three-day vacation. This type of surveillance mode was based upon PLCs, power line carrier technology favored by the FBI. And the Central Intelligence Agency.


    Robert Thornhill was on the prowl. And his attention would now turn to Brooke Reynolds.


    As she climbed in her car, Reynolds understood very clearly that she was perhaps at the crossroads of her career. She would probably need every bit of ingenuity and inner strength she could muster to survive this. And yet the only thing she really wanted to do right now was drive home and tell her two beautiful children the story of the three pigs, just as slowly, accurately and colorfully as she possibly could.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 31


    The wind, it turned out, was blowing hard along the beach, and the temperature had dropped drastically. Faith buttoned her overshirt; then, despite the cold, she took off her sandals and held them in one hand.


    “I like to feel the sand,” she explained to Lee. The tide was low, so they had a broad beach on which to meander. The sky held scattered clouds, the moon almost full, the stars winks of light staring down upon them. Far out on the water they saw the blink of what was probably a ship’s light or stationary buoy. Except for the wind, it was completely quiet. No cars, no blaring TVs, no planes, no other people.


    “It’s really nice out here,” Lee finally said as he watched a sand crab do its funny sideways scuttle into its tiny home. Stuck in the sand was a piece of PVC pipe. Lee knew that fishermen would stick their poles in the hollow tube when they were fishing from the beach.


    “I’ve thought of moving here permanently,” said Faith. She broke ranks with him and ventured into the water up to her ankles. Lee slipped off his shoes, rolled up his pants legs and joined her.


    “Colder than I thought it would be,” he said. “No swimming out here.”


    “You wouldn’t believe how invigorating a swim in cold water can be.”


    “You’re right, I wouldn’t.”


    “I’m sure you’ve been asked this a million times, but how did you become a private investigator?”


    He shrugged and looked out toward the ocean. “Sort of fell into it. My dad was an engineer and I was a gadget guy, like him. But I never had the book smarts he did. I was sort of a rebel too, like you. But I didn’t go to college. I joined the Navy.”


    “Please tell me you were a Navy SEAL. I’d sleep better.”


    Lee smiled. “I can barely shoot straight. I can’t build a nuclear device out of toothpicks and gum wrappers, and the last time I checked, I couldn’t disable a man simply by pressing my thumb against his forehead.”


    “I guess I’ll keep you anyway. Sorry to interrupt.”


    “Not much more to it. I studied telephony, communications, that sort of thing in the Navy. Got married, had a kid. I left the service and worked at the phone company as a repairman. Then I lost my daughter in a messy divorce. I quit my job, answered an ad at a private security firm for someone experienced in electronic surveillance. I figured with my technical background I could learn what I needed to know. The job really got into my blood. I started my own private investigation firm, got some decent clients, made mistakes along the way but then got a firm footing. Now you see me today as the head of a mighty empire.”


    “How long have you been divorced?”


    “A long time.” He looked at her. “Why?”


    “Just curious. Ever gotten close to the altar since then?”


    “No. I guess I’m terrified of making the same mistakes.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Quite honestly, the problems came from both ends. I’m not easy to live with.” He smiled. “I think God makes two kinds of people: those who should marry and procreate and those who should remain alone and have sex only for fun. I think I’m in the latter group. Not that I’ve been having much ‘fun’ lately.”


    Faith looked down. “Save some room for me.”


    “Not to worry. There’s plenty of space left.”


    He touched her elbow. “Let’s talk. We’re running out of time.”


    Faith led him back up onto the beach and plopped down cross-legged on a patch of dry sand. He sat next to her.


    “Where would you like to begin?” she asked.


    “How about the beginning?”


    “No, I meant do you want me to tell you all first, or do you want to spill your secrets first?”


    He looked startled. “My secrets? Sorry, I’m fresh out.”


    She picked up a stick, drew the letters d and b in the sand and then glanced at him. “Danny Buchanan. What do you really know about him?”


    “Just what I told you. He’s your partner.”


    “He’s also the man who hired you.”


    Lee couldn’t find his voice for a few seconds. “I told you I didn’t know who had hired me.”


    “That’s right. That’s what you told me.”


    “How do you know he hired me?”


    “While I was in your office, I listened to a message from Danny, and he sounded quite anxious to know where I was and what you had found out. He left his phone number for you to call him back. He was more distressed than I’ve ever heard him. I guess I would be too if someone I had arranged to have killed was still alive and kicking.”


    “You’re sure it was him on the phone?”


    “After fifteen years of working with him I think I know his voice. So you didn’t know?”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “You know that’s really hard to believe.”


    “I guess it is,” he agreed. “But it happens to be the truth.” He scooped up some sand and let it run through his fingers. “So I take it that phone call is why you tried to give me the slip at the airport? You don’t trust me.”


    She licked her dry lips and glanced at the holstered gun, which was visible as the wind whipped Lee’s jacket around. “I do trust you, Lee. Otherwise I wouldn’t be sitting on a lonely beach in the dark with an armed man who’s still pretty much a stranger to me.”


    Lee let his shoulders slump. “I was hired to follow you, Faith. That’s all.”


    “Don’t you first find out if the client or his intentions are legitimate?”


    Lee started to say something and then stopped. That was a reasonable question. The fact was business had been slow recently and the assignment and cash had been timely. And the file he had been given had a photo of Faith. And then he had seen her in person. Well, what the hell could he say? Most of his targets weren’t as attractive as Faith Lockhart. In the photo her face had suggested vulnerability. After meeting her, he knew that impression wasn’t necessarily true. But it was a very potent combination for him, beauty and vulnerability. For any man.


    “Normally, I like to meet with a client, get to know him and his agenda before I agree to accept a job.”


    “But not here?”


    “It was a little difficult, since I didn’t know who had hired me.”


    “So instead of returning the cash, you accepted the offer and started following me—blindly, as it were.”


    “I didn’t see any harm in just following you.”


    “But they could have been using you to get to me.”


    “It’s not exactly like you were in hiding. Like I said, I thought you might be having some sort of affair. When I went inside the cottage, I knew that wasn’t the case. The rest of the night’s events damn sure reinforced that conclusion. That’s all I really know.”


    Faith stared out toward the ocean, to the horizon, where water met sky. It was a visual collision of sorts that happened every day and was comforting for some reason. It gave her hope when she probably had no other reason to feel it. Other than the man sitting beside her, perhaps.


    “Let’s go back to the house,” she said.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 32


    They sat in the spacious family room. Faith picked up a remote control, hit a button and the flames in the gas fireplace crept to life. She poured another glass of wine, offered one to Lee, but he declined. They sat on the overstuffed couch.


    Faith took a sip of wine and stared out the window, her eyes focusing on nothing. “Washington represents the richest, most enormous pie in the history of mankind. And everyone in the whole world wants a slice of it. There are certain people who hold the knife that portions out that pie. If you want a slice, you have to go through them.”


    “That’s where you and Buchanan come in?”


    “I lived, breathed and ate my career. Sometimes I worked more than twenty-four hours in a day because I’d cross the International Date Line. I can’t tell you the hundreds of details, nuances, mind-reading, gut checks and sheer nerve and perseverance that lobbying on the scale we did requires.” She put down her wine glass and focused on him. “I had a great teacher in Danny Buchanan. He almost never lost. That’s remarkable, don’t you think?”


    “I guess never losing at anything is pretty remarkable. We can’t all be Michael Jordan.”


    “In your line of work can you guarantee to your client that a certain result will occur?”


    Lee smiled. “If I could forsee the future, I’d start playing the lottery.”


    “Danny Buchanan could guarantee the future.”


    Lee stopped smiling. “How?”


    “He who controls the gatekeepers controls the future.”


    Lee slowly nodded in understanding. “So he was paying off people in government?”


    “On a more sophisticated scale than anyone’s done before.”


    “Congressmen on the payroll? That sort of thing?”


    “Actually, they did it for free.”


    “What—”


    “Until they left office. Then Danny had a whole world of goodies lined up for them. Lucrative do-nothing jobs in companies he had set up. Income from private portfolios of stocks and bonds, and cash funneled through legitimate businesses under the cover of services rendered. They could play golf all day, make a couple of sham phone calls to the Hill, take a few meetings and live like kings. Hey, it’s like a super 401(k). You know how Americans are so into their stocks. Danny worked them hard while they were on the Hill, but he would give them the best golden years money could buy.”


    “How many of them have ‘retired’?”


    “None, as yet. But everything is set up for when they do. Danny’s been doing this only about ten years.”


    “He’s been in D.C. a lot longer than ten years.”


    “I mean he’s been bribing people for only ten years. Before then, he was a much more successful lobbyist. The last ten years, he’s made a lot less money.”


    “I thought guaranteeing results would bring him a lot more money.”


    “The last ten years have been pretty much a charitable decade for him.”


    “The man must have deep pockets.”


    “Danny has pretty much gone through his money. We started representing paying clients again so we could continue what we were doing. And the longer his people do what they are told, the more they will receive later. And by waiting until they’re out of office to be paid, the chances any of them will be caught go down considerably.”


    “They must really trust Buchanan’s word.”


    “I’m sure he’s had to show them proof of what’s waiting for them. But he’s also an honorable man.”


    “All crooks are, aren’t they? Who are some of the people on his retirement plan?”


    She looked at him suspiciously. “Why?”


    “Just humor me.”


    Faith named two of the men.


    “Correct me if I’m mistaken, but aren’t they the current vice president of the United States and the Speaker of the House?”


    “Danny doesn’t work with middle management. He actually started working with the vice president before he rose to that office, back when he was a House whip. But when Danny needs the man to pick up the phone and put the screws to someone, the man does.”


    “Holy shit, Faith. What the hell did you need that kind of firepower for? Are we talking military secrets?”


    “Actually, something much more valuable.” She picked up her wine glass. “We represent the poorest of the world’s poor. African nations, in issues of humanitarian aid, food, medicine, clothing, farm equipment, crop seed, desalinization systems. In Latin America, money for vaccines and other medical supplies. The export of legal birth control devices, sterile needles and health information in the poorest countries.”


    Lee looked skeptical. “You’re saying you were bribing government officials to help third world countries?”


    She set down her wine glass and looked directly at him. “Actually, the official lexicon has changed. The rich nations have developed very politically correct terminology for their destitute neighbors. The CIA publishes a manual on them, in fact. So instead of ‘third world,’ you have new categories: LDCs are ‘less-developed countries,’ meaning they’re in the bottom group in the hierarchy of developed countries. There are officially one hundred and seventy-two LDCs, or the vast majority of countries in the world. Then there are the LLDCs. They’re the ‘least developed countries.’ They’re the bottom of the barrel, dead in the water. There are only forty-two of them. This may surprise you, but about half of the people on this planet live in abject poverty.”


    “And that makes it right?” Lee said. “That makes bribery and cheating right?”


    “I’m not asking you to condone any of it. I don’t really care if you agree with it or not. You wanted the facts, I’m giving them to you.”


    “America gives lots of foreign aid. And we don’t have to give a dime.”


    She gave him a fierce look, one he had never seen from her before. “If you talk facts with me, you lose,” she said sharply.


    “Come again?”


    “I’ve been researching this—living this—for more than ten years! We pay farmers in this country more not to grow crops than we do on humanitarian relief overseas. Of the total federal budget, foreign aid represents about one percent, with the vast majority of that going to two countries, Egypt and Israel. Americans spend a hundred times as much money on makeup or fast food or video rentals in a year’s time than we do on feeding starving children in third world countries in a decade. We could wipe out a dozen serious childhood diseases in undeveloped countries around the world with less money than we spend on Beanie Babies.”


    “You’re naïve, Faith. You and Buchanan are probably just filling the lining of some dictator’s pockets.”


    “No! That’s an easy excuse, and one that I’m so sick of. The money we do manage to get goes directly to legitimate humanitarian relief organizations, and never to the government directly. I’ve personally seen enough health ministers in African countries wearing Armani and driving a Mercedes while babies starve at their feet.”


    “And there aren’t starving children in this country?”


    “They get a lot of aid, and rightfully so. All I’m saying is that Danny and I had our agenda, and ours involved the foreign poor. Human beings are dying, Lee, by the millions. Children all over the world are perishing for no reason other than neglect. Every day, every hour, every minute.”


    “And do you really expect me to believe you two did this out of the goodness of your hearts?” He looked around the house. “This isn’t exactly a soup kitchen, Faith.”


    “The first five years I worked with Danny I did my job, represented the big clients and I made a lot of money. A lot of money. I’ll be the first to admit I’m one materialistic hardass. I like the money, and I loved what the money could buy.”


    “And then what happened? You found God?”


    “No, he found me.” Lee looked bewildered, and Faith quickly continued. “Danny had begun lobbying on behalf of the foreign poor. He was getting nowhere. No one cared, he kept telling me. The other partners at our firm were getting tired of Danny’s charitable endeavors. They wanted to represent IBM and Philip Morris, not Sudan’s starving masses. Danny came to my office one day, said he was forming his own firm and wanted me to go with him. We weren’t taking any clients, but Danny told me not to worry, that he’d take care of me.”


    Lee appeared mollified. “That much I can believe: You didn’t know he was bribing people, or at least planning to.”


    “Of course I knew about it! He told me everything. He wanted me to go into this with eyes wide open. That’s how he is. He’s not some crook.”


    “Faith, do you know what you’re saying? You went along, even though you knew you’d be breaking the law?”


    She fixed a cold gaze upon him. “If I could fix it so that cigarette companies could keep selling cancer on a stick to anybody with a fresh set of lungs and gun manufacturers could roll out machine guns to anyone with a heartbeat, I guess I felt nothing was beneath me. And the goal here was something I could actually be proud of.”


    “Materialistic hardass goes soft?” Lee said with contempt.


    “It’s been known to happen,” she shot back.


    “How did you two work it?” Lee said in a baiting tone.


    “I was Mister Outside, working all the people we didn’t have in our back pocket. I was also good at getting celebrities to appear at some events, even travel to some of the countries. Photo ops, meet-and-greets with members.” She sipped her wine. “Danny was Mister Inside. He worked all the people on the take while I pushed from the outside.”


    “And you kept this up for ten years?”


    Faith nodded. “About a year ago Danny started running out of money. A lot of our lobbying expenses he paid out of his own pocket. It wasn’t like our clients could afford to pay us anything. And he had to invest a lot of his own money into these ‘trust’ funds, as he called them, for the members we were bribing. Danny took that part very seriously. He was their trustee. Every cent he promised would be there.”


    “Honor among thieves.”


    Faith ignored the barb. “That’s when he told me to concentrate on paying clients while he carried the torch on the other matters. I offered to sell my house, and this house, to help raise money. He refused. He said I’d done enough.” She shook her head. “Maybe I should still sell it—believe me, no one could ever do enough.”


    She fell silent for a bit and Lee chose not to break it. She stared across at him. “We really were accomplishing a lot of good.”


    “What do you want, Faith? You want me to break out in applause?”


    Her eyes flashed at him. “Why don’t you get on that stupid motorcycle and get the hell out of my life?”


    “All right,” Lee said calmly, “if you thought so highly of what you were doing, how did you turn out to be a witness for the FBI?”


    Faith covered her face with her hands, as though she were about to start bawling. When Faith finally looked at him she seemed so distressed, Lee felt his anger slip away.


    “For some time Danny had been acting strangely. I suspected that maybe someone was on to him. That scared the hell out of me. I didn’t want to go to prison. I kept asking him what was wrong, but he wouldn’t talk to me about it. He kept withdrawing, became more and more paranoid, finally even asking me to leave the firm. I felt so alone, for the first time in a long time. It was like I had lost my father again.”


    “So you went to the FBI, tried to cut a deal. You for Buchanan.”


    “No!” she exclaimed. “Never!”


    “What, then?”


    “About six months ago there was a lot of news coverage about the FBI breaking a major public corruption case, involving a defense contractor bribing several congressmen to help it win a large federal contract. A couple of employees at the defense contractor contacted the FBI and revealed what was going on. They were actually part of the conspiracy early on, but were granted immunity in exchange for their testimony and assistance. That sounded like a good deal to me. Maybe I could get a deal too. Since Danny wouldn’t confide in me, I decided to go for it. The lead agent was named in the article: Brooke Reynolds. I called her.


    “I didn’t know what to expect from the FBI, but I knew one thing: I wouldn’t tell them much right away, no names or anything, not until I saw what the lay of the land was. And I had leverage. They needed a live witness with a head full of dates, times, names, meetings, records of votes and agendas to make this work.”


    “And Buchanan was ignorant of all this?”


    “I guess not, considering he hired someone to kill me.”


    “We don’t know that he did.”


    “Oh, come on, Lee, who else could it be?”


    Lee thought back to the other men he had seen at the airport. The device in the man’s hand was a high-tech blowgun of sorts. Lee had seen a demonstration of one at a seminar on counterterrorism. The gun and ammo were constructed solely from plastic to allow passage through metal detectors. You hit the palm trigger and the air compression fired a tiny needle either tipped or filled with a deadly toxin, like thallium or ricin, or the all-time favorite of assassins, curare, because it reacted so damn fast in the body that there was no known antidote. In a crowd, the act could be carried out and the assassin gone before the victim fell dead.


    “Go on,” he said.


    “I offered to bring Danny into the fold.”


    “And how did they react to that?”


    “They made it very clear that Danny was going down.”


    “I’m not following your logic. If you and Buchanan were going to turn witness, who were the Feds going to prosecute: the foreign countries?”


    “No. Their representatives didn’t know what we were doing. As I said, the money didn’t go directly to the governments. And it’s not like CARE or the Catholic Relief Services or UNICEF would ever condone bribery. Danny was their unofficial and unpaid lobbyist-in-residence but they had no idea what he was doing. He represented about fifteen such organizations. It was tough going. They all had their agendas, took a scattergun approach. They typically proposed hundreds of single-issue bills, instead of a few comprehensive ones. Danny got them organized, working together, sponsoring a small number of bills containing more comprehensive legislation. He taught them what they had to do to be more effective.”


    “So tell me exactly who were you going to testify against, then?”


    “The politicians we paid off,” she said simply. “They did it just for the money. It’s not like they gave a damn about children with dead eyes living in Hepatitis Heaven. I saw it every day in their greedy faces. They just expected a rich reward—thought it was their due.”


    “Don’t you think you’re coming down a little heavy on these guys?”


    “Why don’t you stop being so naïve? How do you think people get elected in this country? They get elected by the groups who organize the voters, who shape citizens’ decisions on who and what to vote for. And do you know who those groups are? They’re big business and special interests, and the wealthy who fill the coffers of political candidates every year. Do you really think ordinary people attend five-thousand-dollar-a-plate dinners? And then do you really think these groups give all that money out of the goodness of their collective hearts? When the politicians get into office, you better believe they’re expected to deliver.”


    “So you’re saying all politicians in this country are corrupt. That still doesn’t make what you did right.”


    “No? What congressman from the state of Michigan would vote to do anything to seriously hurt the automobile industry? How long do you think she’d be in office? Or high-tech in California? Or farmers in the Midwest? Or tobacco in the South? It’s like a self-fulfilling prophecy in a way. Business and labor and other special interests have a lot at stake. They’re focused, they have big dollars, they have PACs and lobbyists blasting their messages to Washington nonstop. Big and small business employ just about everybody. Those same people vote in elections. They vote their pocketbooks. Voilà, there’s your big, dark conspiracy of American politics. I see Danny as the first visionary ever to outsmart greed and selfishness.”


    “But what about the foreign aid? If this story came out, wouldn’t that kill the pipeline?”


    “That’s the thing! Can you imagine all the positive attention it would get? The poorest countries on earth forced to bribe greedy American politicians to get the help they so desperately needed because it was unavailable any other way. You get stories like that in the media, then maybe some real, substantive changes would be made.”


    “That all sounds pretty far-fetched. I mean, come on.”


    “Maybe so, but my options weren’t exactly flowing over. It’s real damn easy to second-guess, Lee.”


    Lee sat back as he mulled this over. “Okay, okay. Do you really think Buchanan would try to kill you?”


    “We were partners, friends. Actually, more than that. In many ways he was like a father to me. I … I just don’t know. Maybe he found out I went to the FBI. He would think I betrayed him. That could have driven him over the edge.”


    “There’s a major problem with the theory that Buchanan is behind all this.”


    She looked over at him curiously.


    “I hadn’t reported back to Buchanan, remember? So unless he has someone else working for him, he doesn’t know you’re dealing with the FBI. And it takes time to set up a professional-caliber hit. You can’t just call your local shooter and ask him to pop somebody for you and charge it to your Visa.”


    “But he might have known a hired killer already, and then he planned to somehow set you up for the murder.”


    Lee was shaking his head before she finished. “He would have had no idea I would be there that night. And if you had been killed, he’d have the problem of me finding out about it and maybe going to the police with the result that everything gets traced back to him. Why bring all that misery on himself? Think about it, Faith, if Buchanan was planning to kill you, he would not have hired me.”


    She slumped in a chair. “My God, what you’re saying makes perfect sense.” Terror seeped into Faith’s eyes as she thought about what all this meant. “Then you’re saying … ?”


    “I’m saying that somebody else wants you dead.”


    “Who? Who?” She almost shouted this at him.


    “I don’t know,” he said.


    Faith abruptly stood and stared into the fire. The shadows of the flames lapped against her face. When she spoke her voice was calm, almost resigned. “Do you see your daughter much?”


    “Not much. Why?”


    “I thought marriage and kids could wait. And then months turned to years and years to decades. And now this.”


    “You’re not in your golden years yet.”


    She looked at him. “Can you tell me I’ll be alive tomorrow, a week from tomorrow?”


    “Nobody has that guarantee. We can always go to the FBI, and now maybe we should.”


    “I can’t do that. Not after what you’ve just told me.”


    He stood and gripped her shoulder. “What are you talking about?”


    She moved away from him. “The FBI won’t let me bring Danny in. Either he goes to jail or I do. When I thought he was behind trying to have me killed, I probably would have gone back and testified. But I can’t do that now. I can’t be part of him going to prison.”


    “If there hadn’t been an attempt on your life, what were you going to do?”


    “I was going to give them an ultimatum. If they wanted my cooperation, then Danny would have to be given immunity.”


    “And if they turned you down, like they did?”


    “Then Danny and I would have been long gone. Somehow.” She stared directly at him. “I’m not going back. For a lot of reasons. Not wanting to die being right at the top.”


    “And exactly where the hell does that leave me?”


    “This isn’t such a bad place, is it?” Faith said weakly.


    “Are you crazy? We can’t stay here forever.”


    “Then we better think of another place to run to.”


    “And what about my home? My life? I do have a family. Do you expect me to just kiss it all good-bye?”


    “Whoever wants me dead will assume you know everything I do. You won’t be safe.”


    “That’s my decision, not yours.”


    “I’m sorry, Lee. I never thought anyone else would be dragged into this. Especially not someone like you.”


    “There has to be another way.”


    She headed for the stairs. “I’m very, very tired. And what else is there to talk about?”


    “Dammit, I can’t just walk away and start over.”


    Faith was halfway up the stairs. She stopped, turned and looked down at him.


    “Do you think things will look better in the morning?” she asked.


    “No,” said Lee frankly.


    “Which is why there’s nothing left for us to talk about. Good night.”


    “Why do I think you made your decision not to go back a long time ago? Like the minute you met me.”


    “Lee—”


    “You sucker me into going with you, pull that stupid stunt at the airport and now I’m trapped too. Thanks a helluva lot, lady.”


    “I didn’t plan it like this! You’re wrong.”


    “And you really expect me to believe you?”


    “What do you want me to say?”


    Lee stared up at her. “Granted it’s not much, but I like my life, Faith.”


    “I’m sorry.” She fled upstairs.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 33


    Lee grabbed a six-pack of Red Dog from the refrigerator and slammed the side door on his way out. He stopped at the Honda, wondering whether he should just climb on the big machine and run until his gas, money or sanity were gone. Then another possibility occurred to him. He could go to the Feds alone. Turn Faith in and claim ignorance about all of this. And he was ignorant. He hadn’t done anything wrong. And he owed the woman nothing. In fact, she had been a source of misery, terror and near-death experiences. Turning her in should be an easy decision. So why the hell wasn’t it?


    He went out the rear gate and onto the walkway leading past the dunes. Lee intended to go down to the sand, watch the ocean and drink beer until either his mind ceased to function or he came up with a brilliant plan that would save them both. Or at least him. For some reason, he turned to look back at the house for a moment. The light was on in Faith’s bedroom. The mini-blinds were down but not closed.


    As Faith came into view, Lee stiffened. She didn’t close the blinds. She moved through the room, disappeared into the bathroom for a minute and then reappeared. As she started to undress, Lee looked around to see if anyone was watching him watching her. The police responding to a Peeping-Tom call would put the finishing touches on a spectacular day in the charmed life of Lee Adams. The other homes were dark, however; he could safely continue his voyeurism. Her shirt came off first, then her pants. She kept shedding clothes until all the window was filled with skin. And she didn’t slip into any pajamas or even a T-shirt. Apparently this highly paid lobbyist-turned-Joan-of-Arc slept in the raw. Lee had a fairly clear view of things the towel had only hinted at. Maybe she knew he was out here and was putting on a peep show for him. What, as compensation for destroying his life? The bedroom light went out and Lee popped a beer, turned and headed for the beach. The show was over.


    He had finished the first beer by the time he hit the sand. The tide was starting to roll in, and he didn’t have to venture far to be in water past his ankles. He cracked another beer and went in farther, up to his knees. The water was freezing, but he went in farther still, almost to his crotch, and then stopped, for a practical reason: A wet pistol wasn’t particularly useful.


    He sloughed back to the sand, dropped the beer, slipped off his waterlogged sneakers and started to run. He was tired, but his legs moved seemingly of their own accord, his limbs scissoring, his breath coming in great chunks of foggy air. He did a quick mile, one of his fastest ever, it seemed to him. Then he dropped to the sand, sucking oxygen from the damp air. He felt hot and then chilled. He thought about his mother and father, his siblings. He envisioned his daughter Renee when she was young, falling off her great horse and calling for Daddy, her cries finally dying away to nothing when he did not come. It was as though his flow of blood had been reversed; it was all backing up, not knowing where to go. He felt the walls of his body giving way, unable to hold everything inside.


    He stood on shaky legs, jogged unsteadily back to the beer and his shoes. He sat on the sand for a while, listened to the ocean scream at him and downed another two cans of Red Dog. He squinted into the darkness. It was funny. A few beers and he could see clearly the end of his life at the edge of the horizon. Always wondered when it was going to happen. Now he knew. Forty-one years, three months and fourteen days and the Man upstairs had pulled his ticket. He looked to the sky, waved. Thanks a lot, God.


    He rose and moved on to the house but didn’t go inside. Instead he went to the enclosed courtyard, put his pistol on the table, stripped off all his clothes and dived into the pool. The water temperature, he figured, hovered around eighty-five degrees. His chills quickly disappeared and he went under, touched bottom, did an awkward handstand, blowing freshly chlorinated water out his nostrils, and then floated on the surface, staring at a sky smeared with clouds. He swam some more, practiced his crawl and breast strokes and then drifted over to the side and downed another beer.


    He crawled up on the pool deck and thought of his ruined life and of the woman who had done it to him. He dived back in, did another few laps and then climbed out of the pool for good. He looked down, surprised. That was a real kicker. He looked up at the dark window. Was she asleep? How could she be? How in the hell could she be, after all this?


    Lee decided he would find out for certain. No one could screw up his life and then fall into peaceful sleep. He looked down at himself again. Shit! He glanced at his soggy, sandy clothes and then up at the window. He finished another can of beer in quick gulps, his pulse seemingly spiking with each swallow. He wouldn’t need the threads. He’d leave his pistol down here too. If things got out of hand, he didn’t want lead to start flying. He pitched the last can of Red Dog over the fence, unopened. Let the birds pry it open and get a buzz. Why should he have all the fun?


    He opened the side door quietly and took the stairs two at a time. He thought about kicking her bedroom door in but found it unlocked. He pushed the door open, peered in, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness here. He could make her out on the bed, one long hump. One long hump. To his alcohol-saturated mind, that phrase was immensely funny. He took three quick strides and was next to the bed.


    Faith stared up at him. “Lee.” It wasn’t a question, how she said it. It was a simple statement that he didn’t know the meaning of.


    He knew she could see he was naked. Even in the darkness he trusted she could see he was fully aroused. With a sudden thrust of his arm he stripped the cover off her.


    “Lee?” she said again, this time a question.


    He looked down at the fine curves and softness of her naked body. His pulse rose, the blood rocketed through his veins, delivering devilish potency to a man severely wronged. He roughly bulled between her legs, flopped down chest-to-chest. She made no move to resist, her body limp. He started to kiss her on the neck and then stopped. It was not that sort of thing. No tenderness. He clenched her wrists hard.


    She just lay there, saying nothing, not telling him to stop. This angered him. He breathed heavily in her face. He wanted her to know it was the beer, not her. He wanted her to feel, to know this was not about her or how she looked or how he felt about her or anything else. He was a red-eyed drunken sonofabitch and she was easy meat. That was all. He loosened his grip. He wanted her to scream, to slug him as hard as she could. Then he would stop. But not before.


    Her voice broke through the sounds of what he was doing. “I’d appreciate if you’d get your elbows off my chest.”


    He wouldn’t stop, however, kept going. Hard elbow against soft tissue. The king and the peasant. Give it to me, Faith. Clean my clock.


    “You don’t have to do it like this.”


    “Whad’cha have in mind?” he slurred back. Navy shore leave in New York City was the last time he had even come close to being this drunk. Intense pain clacked against his temples. Five beers and a few glasses of wine and he was pretty damn well blitzed. God, he was getting old.


    “Me on top. You’re obviously too intoxicated to know what you’re even doing.” Her tone was blunt, reproachful.


    “On top? Always the boss, even between the sheets? The hell with you.” He squeezed her wrists so tightly his thumbs and index fingers touched together. To her credit she didn’t even make a whimper, though he could sense the pain coursing through her in how her body tensed under him. He pawed her breasts and buttocks, roughly pummeled her legs and torso. He made no move, though, to enter her. And it wasn’t because he was too drunk to accomplish the mechanics; it was because not even alcohol could make him do that to a woman. He kept his eyes closed, didn’t want to look at her. But he dipped his face to hers. Lee wanted Faith to smell the stink of his sweat, to soak in the barley and hops base of his lust.


    “I just thought you might enjoy it more, that’s all,” she said.


    “Dammit!” he roared. “Are you just gonna let me do this?”


    “Would you have me call the police?”


    Her voice was like a twirling drill bit against his already throbbing skull. He hovered over her, arms locked, the cords of his triceps bulging.


    He felt a tear escape his eye, touch his cheek, like a single wandering snowflake—homeless, just like him. “Why aren’t you kicking the shit out of me, Faith?”


    “Because it’s not your fault.”


    Lee started to feel sick to his stomach, his arms weakening. She moved her arm, and he let it go, releasing her without Faith having to say a word. She touched his face, very gently, like a feather dropped from the sky. With a simple motion she rubbed the single tear away. When she spoke, her voice was hoarse. “Because I took your life.”


    He nodded in understanding. “So if I run with you, do I get this every night? My little dog biscuit?”


    “If that’s what you want.” She suddenly took her hand away, let it drop to the bedding.


    He made no move to take it again.


    He finally opened his eyes and stared down at the numbing sadness in her gaze, the lingering pain in the tightness of her neck and face; pain he had inflicted and she had taken, silently; the outline of her own hopeless tears against pale cheeks. They all were like searing heat that somehow flashed right past his skin, collided with his heart, vaporizing it.


    He pulled himself off her, staggered into the bathroom. He barely made it to the toilet, where the beer and dinner came out much faster than it had gone in. Then Lee passed out on the very expensive Italian tile floor.


    *  *  *


    The tingle of the cold washcloth against his forehead brought him around. Faith was behind him, cradling him. She seemed to be wearing some kind of long-sleeved T-shirt. He could make out her long, muscular calves and her skinny, curved toes. Lee felt a thick towel across his middle. He was still nauseous, and cold, his teeth chattering. She helped him sit up and then stand, her arm around his waist. He was wearing a pair of Jockeys. She must have done it; he wouldn’t have been capable. As it was, he felt like he’d been hog-tied to a whirlybird for about two days. Together they made it back to the bed and she helped him in, covering him with the sheet and comforter.


    “I’ll sleep in another room,” she said softly.


    He said nothing, refusing to open his eyes once more.


    He could hear her move to the door. Right before she left, he said, “I’m sorry, Faith.” He swallowed; his tongue felt big as a damn pineapple.


    Before she closed the door, he heard her say so very quietly, “You won’t believe this, Lee, but I’m more sorry than you.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 34


    Brooke Reynolds looked calmly around the interior of the bank. It had just opened and there were no other customers in the branch. In another life she might have been casing the place for future robbery. The thought actually brought a rare smile to her face. She had several scenarios she could have played out, but the very young man sitting behind the desk, with the title of assistant branch manager on a name plate in front of him, had decided the matter.


    He looked up as she approached. “Can I help you?”


    His eyes grew appreciably larger when the FBI creds came out, and he sat up much straighter, as though attempting to show her that he indeed had a backbone beneath the boyish facade. “Is there a problem?”


    “I need your assistance, Mr. Sobel,” Reynolds said, eyeing the name on the brass plate. “It has to do with an ongoing Bureau investigation.”


    “Of course, certainly, whatever I can do,” he said.


    Reynolds sat down across from him and spoke in a quiet, direct manner. “I have a key here that fits a safe-deposit box at this branch. It was obtained during the investigation. We think whatever’s in the box might lead to serious consequences. I need to get inside that box.”


    “I see. Well, um—”


    “I have the account statement with me, if that’ll help.”


    Bankers loved paper, she knew; and the more numbers and statistics, the better. She handed it across to him.


    He looked down at the statement.


    “Do you recognize the name Frank Andrews?” she asked.


    “No,” he said. “But I’ve only been at this branch for a week. Bank consolidation, it never ends.”


    “I’m sure; even the government is cutting way back.”


    “I hope not with you people. Lot of crime out there.”


    “I guess, being in bank management, you see a lot.”


    The young man looked smug and sipped his coffee.


    “Oh, the stories I could tell you.”


    “I bet. Is there any way to tell how often Mr. Andrews visited the box?”


    “Absolutely. We transfer those logs to the computer now.” He punched in the account number on his computer and waited while it crunched the data. “Would you like some coffee, Agent Reynolds?”


    “Thanks, no. How large a box is it?”


    He glanced at the statement. “From the monthly fee, it’s our deluxe, double width.”


    “I guess it can hold a lot.”


    “They’re very roomy.” He leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “I bet this has to do with drugs, doesn’t it? Laundering, that sort of thing? I’ve taken a class on the subject.”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Sobel, it’s an ongoing investigation, and I really can’t comment. You understand.”


    He quickly leaned back. “Absolutely. Sure. We all have rules—you wouldn’t believe what we have to deal with at this place.”


    “I’m sure. Anything come up on the computer?”


    “Oh, right.” Sobel looked at the screen. “He’s actually been in here quite a bit. I can print the log out for you, if you’d like.”


    “That would be a big help.”


    As they walked toward the vault a minute later, Sobel started looking nervous. “I’m just wondering if I should check upstairs first. I mean, I’m sure they’d have no problem and all, but still, they’re incredibly strict with safe-deposit box access.”


    “I understand, but I thought the assistant branch manager would have the authority. I won’t be taking anything out, just reviewing the contents. And depending on what I find, the box may have to be impounded. It’s not the first time the Bureau’s had to do this. I’ll take full responsibility. Don’t worry.”


    That seemed to relieve the young man and they proceeded into the vault. He took Reynolds’s key and his own master and pulled out the large box.


    “We have a private room where you can look at it.”


    He showed her into the small room and Reynolds closed the door. She took a deep breath and noticed that her palms were sweaty. In this box might be something that could shatter any number of lives and perhaps careers. She slowly raised the lid. What she saw made her swear under her breath.


    The cash was neatly bundled with thick rubber bands, old, not new bills. She did a quick count. Tens of thousands. She put the lid back down.


    Sobel was standing outside the booth when she opened the door. He returned the box to the vault.


    “Can I see the sign-in register for this box?”


    He showed her the signature log. It was Ken Newman’s handwriting; she knew it well. A murdered FBI agent and a box full of cash under an alias. God help them.


    “Did you find anything helpful?” Sobel asked.


    “I need this box impounded. Anyone shows up wanting to get inside, you’re to call me immediately at these numbers.” She handed him her card.


    “This is serious, isn’t it?” Sobel suddenly looked very unhappy that he had been assigned to this branch.


    “I appreciate your help, Mr. Sobel. I’ll be in touch.”


    Reynolds returned to her car and drove as quickly as possible toward Anne Newman’s house. She called from her car and confirmed the woman would be home. The funeral was scheduled to take place in three days. It would be a big affair, with top officials from the Bureau as well as law enforcement agencies from across the country attending. The funeral motorcade would be especially long and would pass between columns of somber, respectful federal agents and men and women in blue. The FBI buried its agents who died in the line of duty with the great honor and dignity they deserved.


    *  *  *


    “What did you find out, Brooke?” Anne Newman wore a black dress, her hair was nicely styled, and there was a touch of makeup on her face. Reynolds could hear talk coming from the kitchen. There were two cars parked out front when she had arrived. Probably family or friends offering condolences. She also noted platters of food on the dining room table. Cooking and condolences seemed, ironically, to go hand in hand; grief was better digested on a full stomach, apparently.


    “I need to see records of your and Ken’s bank accounts. Do you know where they are?”


    “Well, Ken always handled the finances, but I’m sure they’re in his office.” She led Reynolds down the hallway and they went into Ken Newman’s home office.


    “Do you have more than one bank you deal with?”


    “No. That much I do know. I always get the mail. It’s just the one bank. And we only have a checking account, no savings. Ken said the interest they paid was a joke. He was really good about money. We own some good stocks, and the kids have their college accounts.”


    While Anne looked for the records, Reynolds idly glanced around the room. Stacked on one bookshelf were numerous hard plastic containers in various colors. While she had noted the coins encased in clear plastic on her previous visit, she hadn’t really focused on these.


    “What’s in those containers?”


    Anne looked at where she was pointing. “Oh, those are Ken’s sports cards. Coins too. He was really good at it. He even took a course and became certified to grade both cards and coins. Just about every weekend he was at some show or another.” She pointed up to the ceiling. “That’s why there’s a fire detector in here. Ken was really afraid of fire, in this room especially. All that paper and plastic. It could go up in a minute.”


    “I’m surprised he found the time for collecting.”


    “Well, he made the time. He really loved it.”


    “Did you or the kids ever go with him?”


    “No. He never asked us to.”


    Her tone made Reynolds drop that line of inquiry. “I hate to ask this, but did Ken have life insurance?”


    “Yes. A lot.”


    “At least you won’t have to worry about that. I know it’s little enough consolation, but so many people never think about those things. Ken obviously wanted you all to be taken care of if anything happened to him. Acts of love often speak louder than words.” Reynolds was sincere, yet that last statement had sounded so incredibly lame that she decided to shut her mouth on the subject.


    Anne pulled out a three-inch red notebook and handed it to Reynolds.


    “I think this is what you’re looking for. There are more in the drawer. This is the most current one.”


    Reynolds looked down at the binder. There was a laminated label affixed to the front flap of the notebook indicating that it contained checking account statements for the current year. She flipped it open. The statements were neatly labeled and organized chronologically by month, the most recent month on top.


    “The canceled checks are in the other drawer. Ken kept them divided by year.”


    Damn! Reynolds kept her financial records stuffed in an assortment of drawers in her bedroom and even in the garage. Tax time at the Reynolds household was an accountant’s worst nightmare.


    “Anne, I know you have company. I can look through these by myself.”


    “You can take them with you if you want.”


    “If you don’t mind, I’ll look at them here.”


    “Okay. Would you like something to drink or eat? Lord knows we’ve got plenty of food. And I just put on a fresh pot of coffee.”


    “Actually, coffee would be great, thanks. Just a little cream and sugar.”


    Anne suddenly looked nervous. “You still haven’t told me if you found out anything.”


    “I want to make absolutely sure before I say anything. I don’t want to be wrong.” As Reynolds looked into the poor woman’s face, she felt tremendous guilt. Here she was letting the man’s wife unknowingly assist her in possibly tarnishing her husband’s memory.


    “How are the kids holding up?” Reynolds asked, doing her best to shake this traitorous feeling.


    “How any children would be, I suppose. They’re sixteen and seventeen, so they understand things better than a five-year-old would. But it’s still hard. For all of us. Only reason I’m not still bawling is that I ran out of tears this morning. I sent them to school. I decided it couldn’t be any worse than sitting around here while a parade of people came through talking about their dad.”


    “You’re probably right.”


    “You can only do the best you can. I knew there was always the possibility. God, Ken was an agent for twenty-four years. The only time he ever got hurt on duty was when his car got a flat and he wrenched his back changing the tire.” Anne smiled briefly at this memory. “He was even talking about retirement. Maybe moving away when the kids were both in college. His mother lives in South Carolina. She’s getting to the age where she needs some family close by.”


    Anne looked like she might start crying again. If she did, Reynolds wasn’t sure she wouldn’t join her, given her own mental state right now.


    “You have children?”


    “Boy and girl. Three and six.”


    Anne smiled. “Oh, still babies.”


    “I understand it gets tougher as they get older.”


    “Well, let’s put it this way, it gets more complex. You go from spitting, biting, potty-training, to battles over clothes, boys, money. About age thirteen they suddenly can’t stand being around Mom and Dad. That one was tough, but they finally came back. Then you worry yourself sick over alcohol and cars and sex and drugs.”


    Reynolds managed a weak smile. “Gee, I can’t wait.”


    “How long have you been with the Bureau?”


    “Thirteen years. Joined after one incredibly boring year as a corporate lawyer.”


    “It’s a dangerous business.”


    Reynolds stared at her. “It certainly can be.”


    “You’re married?”


    “Technically, yes, but in a couple of months, no.”


    “Sorry to hear that.”


    “Believe me, it’s best all around.”


    “You’re keeping the children?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “That’s good. Children belong with their mothers, I don’t care what the politically correct folk say.”


    “In my case, I wonder—I work long, unpredictable hours. All I know is that my children belong with me.”


    “You say you have a law degree?”


    “From Georgetown.”


    “Lawyers make good money. And it’s not nearly as dangerous as being an FBI agent.”


    “I suppose not.” Reynolds finally realized where this was going.


    “You might want to think about a career change. Too many nuts out there now. And too many guns. When Ken started at the Bureau, there weren’t kids just out of diapers running around with machine guns shooting people down like they were in some damn cartoon.”


    Reynolds had no answer for that. She just stood there hugging the notebook to her chest, thinking of her kids.


    “I’ll bring your coffee.”


    Anne closed the door behind her and Reynolds sank into the nearest chair. She was having a sudden vision of her body being put inside a black pouch while the palm reader delivered the bad news to her bereaved children. I told your mother so. Shit! She shook off these thoughts and opened the notebook. Anne returned with her coffee, and then, left to herself, Reynolds made considerable progress. What she found out was very disturbing.


    For at least the last three years, Ken Newman had made deposits, all in cash, to his checking account. The amounts were small—a hundred dollars here, fifty there—and they were made at random times. She pulled out the log Sobel had given her and ran her eye down the dates Newman had visited the safe-deposit box. Most of them corresponded with the dates he had also deposited cash into his checking account. Visit the box, put fresh cash in, take some old cash out and deposit it in the family bank account, she surmised. She also figured he would have gone to another bank branch to deposit the money. He couldn’t very well take cash out of his box as Frank Andrews and deposit it as Ken Newman, all at the same branch.


    It all added up to a significant amount of money, yet not a vast fortune. The thing was, the total balance of the checking account was never very large because there were always checks written on the account that depleted this balance. Newman’s FBI payroll checks were on direct deposit, she noted. And there were numerous checks written to a stock brokerage firm. Reynolds found those records in another file drawer and quickly determined that while Newman was far from wealthy, he’d had a nice stock portfolio going, and the records showed he religiously added to it. With the long bull market still steaming along, his investments had grown considerably.


    Except for the cash deposits, what she was looking at wasn’t really that unusual. He had saved money and invested it well. He wasn’t wealthy, but he was comfortable. Dividends from the investment account were also deposited to the Newmans’ checking account, further muddling the income picture. Simply put, it would be difficult to conclude that there was anything suspicious about the agent’s finances unless one really took a very close look. And unless one knew about the safe-deposit box cash, the amount of money seemingly at issue just didn’t warrant that level of scrutiny.


    The confusing thing was the amount of cash she had seen in the safe-deposit box. Why keep that much in the box where it was earning no interest? What puzzled her almost as much as the cash was what she wasn’t finding. When Anne came to check on her, she decided to ask her directly.


    “I’m not finding any mortgage or credit card payments recorded here.”


    “We don’t have a mortgage. That is, we did, a thirty-year one, but Ken made extra payments and finally paid it off early.”


    “Good for him. When was that?”


    “About three or four years ago, I think.”


    “What about credit cards?”


    “Ken didn’t believe in them. What we bought, we bought with cash. Appliances, clothes, even cars. We never bought new, only used.”


    “Well, that’s smart. Saves a ton in finance charges.”


    “Like I said, Ken was really good with the money.”


    “If I’d known how good, I would’ve had him help me.”


    “Do you need to look at anything else?”


    “One more thing, I’m afraid. Your tax returns for the last couple of years, if you have them.”


    The large amount of cash in the box made sense now to Reynolds. If Newman paid cash for everything, then he would have no need to deposit it in his checking account. Of course, for things like the mortgage, the utilities and the phone bill, he needed to write a check, so he would have to deposit cash to cover those checks. And this also meant that for the money he didn’t deposit into his checking account there was no record that he ever had the money in the box at all. Cash was cash, after all. And that meant that the IRS would have no way of knowing Newman ever had it either.


    He wisely hadn’t changed his lifestyle. Same house, no fancy cars, and he hadn’t gone on the insane shopping binges that had toppled so many thieves. And with no mortgage or credit card payments, he had a lot of free cash flow; on a cursory examination, this would seem to explain the ability to make the regular stock investments. Someone would have to really dig as Reynolds had to uncover the truth.


    Anne found tax returns for the last six years in the metal filing cabinet standing against one wall. These were as well organized as the rest of the man’s financial records. A quick look at the returns for the last three years confirmed Reynolds’s suspicions. The only income listed was Newman’s FBI salary and some miscellaneous investment interest and dividends and bank interest.


    Reynolds put the files back and slipped on her coat. “Anne, I’m so sorry I had to come and do all this in the middle of everything you’re having to deal with.”


    “I asked you for help, Brooke.”


    Reynolds felt another stab of guilt. “Well, I don’t know how much help I’ve been.”


    Anne gripped her arm. “Now can you tell me what’s going on? Has Ken done anything wrong?”


    “All I can tell you right now is that I found some things I can’t explain. I won’t lie to you, they are very troubling.”


    Anne slowly took her hand away. “I guess you’ll have to report what you’ve found.”


    Reynolds stared at the woman. Technically what she should do was go directly to OPR and tell them everything. The Office of Professional Responsibility was officially under the umbrella of the Bureau but was actually run by the Department of Justice. OPR investigated allegations of misconduct by Bureau personnel. They had a reputation for being very thorough. An OPR investigation could put a scare into even the toughest FBI agent.


    Yes, from a simple technical point of view, it was a no-brainer. If life could only be so simple. The devastated woman standing before Reynolds made her decision much less simple. In the end she went with her human side and put aside the Bureau manual for now. Ken Newman would be buried a hero. The man had been an agent for over two decades; he at least deserved that.


    “At some point, yes, I’ll have to report my findings. But not right now.” She paused and gripped the woman’s hand. “I know when the funeral is. I’ll be there with everyone else, paying our respects to Ken.”


    Reynolds gave Anne a reassuring hug and then walked out, her mind whirling so fast she felt a little dizzy.


    If Ken Newman was on the take, he had been doing it for a while. Was he the leak on Reynolds’s investigation? Had he sold out other investigations as well? Was he just a freelancing mole selling to the highest bidder? Or was he a regular snitch working for the same party? If so, why was such a party interested in Faith Lockhart? There were foreign interests involved. Lockhart had told them that much. Was that the key? Was Newman working for a foreign government all this time, a foreign government that was also coincidentally caught up in Buchanan’s scheme?


    She sighed. The whole thing was snowballing into something so big, she halfway felt like running home and pulling the covers over her head. Instead she would get in her car, drive to the office and continue chipping away at this case, as she had hundreds of others over the years. She had won more than she had lost. And that was the best anyone in her line of work could ever hope for.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 35


    Lee had awoken very late with the mother of all hangovers and decided to run it off. At first, each of his strides on the sand sent lethal darts through his brain. Then, as he loosened up, breathed the chilly air, felt the salty wind on his face, at about the one-mile point in his run, the effects of his crushed grape and Red Dog shooters disappeared. When he got back to the beach house, he went around to the pool and retrieved his clothes and his gun. He sat in a sling chair for a while, letting the sun warm him. When he went back inside, he smelled coffee and eggs.


    Faith was in the kitchen, pouring a cup of coffee. She had on jeans and a short-sleeved shirt and was barefoot. When she saw him come in, she pulled out another mug and filled it. For a moment, this simple act of companionship pleased him. And then his actions of the night before washed that feeling away, like ocean waves brutally wiping out sand castles.


    “I figured you’d sleep all day,” she said. Her tone was excessively casual, he thought, and she didn’t look at him when she spoke.


    This qualified for the most awkward moment in Lee’s entire life. What was he supposed to say? Hey, sorry about that little sexual assault thing last night.


    He came into the kitchen area, fingered the mug, half hoping the large lump in his throat would end up strangling him to death. “Sometimes the best remedy for doing something incredibly stupid and inexcusable is to run until you drop.” He glanced at the eggs. “Smells good.”


    “Doesn’t compare to the meal you made last night. But then again, I’m no whiz in the kitchen. I guess I’m a room-service kind of girl. But I’m sure you already figured that out.” As she moved over to the stove, he noted she walked with a slight limp. He also couldn’t fail to notice the bruises on her uncovered wrists. He laid the pistol down on the counter before he could impulsively use it to blow his brains out.


    “Faith?”


    She didn’t turn around, just kept scrambling the eggs around in the pan.


    “If you want me to leave, I’ll leave,” said Lee.


    While she seemed to consider this, he decided to say what he had been thinking during his run. “What happened last night, what I did to you last night, there’s no excuse for. I’ve never, ever done anything like that in my life. That’s not who I am. I can’t blame you if you don’t believe that. But it’s the truth.”


    She suddenly turned to him, her eyes glistening. “Well, I can’t say I hadn’t imagined something happening between us, even in the nightmare we’re in. I just didn’t think it would be like that… .” Her voice broke off and she just as quickly turned away from him.


    He looked down and nodded slightly, her words doubly devastating to him. “You see, I’m in a bit of a dilemma here. My gut and my conscience tell me to get out of your life so you won’t have to be reminded of what happened last night every time you see me. But I don’t want to leave you alone with all this. Not when someone’s out to kill you.”


    She turned the burner off and set out two plates, shoveled the eggs on them, buttered two pieces of toast and put everything on the table. Lee didn’t move. He just watched her, moving slowly, her cheeks wet from her tears. The bruises on her wrists were like permanent shackles around his soul.


    He sat down across from her and picked at his eggs.


    “I could have stopped you last night,” she said bluntly. The tears slid down her cheeks and she made no attempt to wipe them away.


    Lee felt his own eyes begin to burn with the beginnings of tears. “I wish to God you had.”


    “You were drunk. I’m not saying that’s an excuse for what you did, but I also know you wouldn’t have done it if you had been sober. And you also didn’t go all the way. I choose to believe you would never sink so low as that. In fact, if I weren’t absolutely sure of that, I would’ve shot you with your gun when you passed out.” She paused, seemed to be searching for the right combination of words. “But maybe what I’ve done to you is much more awful than what you could have done to me last night.” She pushed her plate away and looked out the window at what was shaping up to be a beautiful day.


    When she next spoke, it was in a wistful, faraway tone that was curiously both hopeful and tragic. “When I was a little girl, I had my whole life planned out. I was going to be a nurse. And then a doctor. And I was going to get married and have ten kids. Dr. Faith Lockhart was going to save lives during the day and then come home to a wonderful man who loved her and be the perfect mother to her perfect children. After moving around all those years with my father, I just wanted one home. I’d live there the rest of my life. My children would always, always know where to find me. It seemed so simple, so … achievable, when I was only eight years old.” She finally used her paper napkin to dab at her eyes, seeming only then to feel the wetness on her face.


    She looked back at Lee. “But I have this life instead.” Her gaze roamed the lovely room. “I actually had a pretty good run. Made a lot of money. What do I have to complain about? That’s the American Dream, isn’t it? Money? Power? Owning beautiful things? I even ended up doing a little good, even if I did it illegally. But then I went and ruined everything. The best of intentions, but I struck out in the end. Just like my father. You’re right, the nut didn’t fall far from the tree.” She paused again, played with her silverware, precisely placing the fork and butter knife perpendicular to one another.


    “I don’t want you to leave.” On this she rose, quickly crossed the room and then raced up the stairs.


    Lee heard her bedroom door slam shut.


    Lee took a deep breath, stood and was surprised to find his legs so rubbery. It wasn’t from the run, he knew. He showered, changed and came back downstairs. Faith’s door was still closed and he had no intention of interrupting whatever she was doing in there. With his nerves unraveling, he decided to spend an hour with the mundane task of thoroughly cleaning his gun. The downside to salt and water was that they were tough on weapons, and automatic pistols were notoriously finicky anyway. If the ammo wasn’t of a very high quality, you could count on the thing misfiring and then jamming—or a little sand and grit could cause the same malfunction. And you couldn’t clear an autopistol by simply pulling the trigger and bringing up a clean cylinder, as you would a revolver. By the time you got your gun all straightened out, you’d be dead. And with Lee’s luck to date, it would happen right when he absolutely needed the thing to fire true and straight. However, on the plus side, the 9mm Parabellums fired by the compact Smith & Wesson had excellent stopping power. Whatever they hit would drop. He prayed he wouldn’t have to use the gun, however. Because that would probably mean someone was shooting at him.


    He reloaded the fifteen-shot magazine, inserted it in the grip and chambered a round. He clicked on the safety and holstered the gun. He thought about taking the Honda down to the store for a newspaper but decided he didn’t quite have the energy or desire to undertake even such a simple task. He also didn’t want to leave Faith alone. When she came downstairs, he wanted to be here.


    When Lee went to get a drink of water at the kitchen sink, he glanced out the window and almost had a heart attack. Across the roadway, above a wall of tall, thick brush that ran about as far as the eye could see, suddenly exploding into his line of vision was a small plane! That’s when Lee remembered the runway Faith had told him about. It was across from the house and shielded by the brush.


    Lee hurried to the front door to watch the landing. By the time he got outside, the plane had already disappeared. Then whizzing above the top of the brush was the tail of the plane. It flashed in front of him and then continued past at a fast clip.


    He went up on the second-story front porch and watched as the plane taxied to a stop and the passengers deplaned. A car was waiting to pick them up. Bags were off-loaded and stored in the car, which left with the passengers through a small paved opening in the brush not far from Faith’s house. The pilot got out of the twin-prop plane, checked a few things and then climbed back in. A few minutes later the plane taxied to the other end of the runway and turned around. The pilot opened the throttle and came roaring down the runway in the same direction he had landed, and then lifted gracefully into the air. The plane headed out toward the water, made a turn and quickly disappeared into the horizon.


    Lee went back inside and tried to watch some TV, while at the same time listening for Faith. After roaming through about a thousand channels, he concluded there was absolutely nothing worth watching, and he played a game of solitaire. He enjoyed losing so much, he played another dozen games, with the same result. He wandered downstairs and shot some pool in the game room. When lunchtime came around, he fixed a tuna sandwich and some beef barley soup and ate out on the deck overlooking the pool. He watched the same plane land once more around one o’clock. It shed its passengers and soared once more. He thought about knocking on Faith’s door to see if she was hungry and then decided against it. He went for a swim in the pool and then lay on the cool concrete and caught some rays from the intense sun. He felt guilty every minute for enjoying it.


    The hours passed, and when it started to grow dark, he began contemplating cooking dinner. He would go and get Faith this time, and make her eat. He was just about to head up the stairs when her door opened and she came out.


    The first thing that caught his eye was what she was wearing: a white cotton dress, knee-length and clingy, paired with a light blue cotton sweater. Her legs were bare, and she wore simple sandals that managed to look very classy. Her hair was nicely styled; a touch of makeup highlighted her features and pale red lipstick completed the look. She held a small clutch purse. The sweater covered the bruises on her wrists. Probably why she had picked it, he thought. He was thankful that her limp seemed to be gone.


    “Going out?” Lee asked.


    “Dinner. I’m starving.”


    “I was going to make something.”


    “I’d rather eat out. I’m getting cabin fever.”


    “So where are you going?”


    “Well, actually I thought we might go.”


    Lee looked down at his faded khakis, deck shoes and short-sleeved Polo shirt. “I look sort of ragged next to you.”


    “You look fine.” She glanced at the holstered gun. “I’d leave the six-shooter behind, though.”


    He looked at her dress. “Faith, I’m not sure how comfortable you’ll be on the Honda in that.”


    “The country club’s only a half mile up the road. It has a public restaurant. I thought we could walk. Looks to be a beautiful evening.”


    Lee finally nodded, understanding that getting out made perfect sense, for a lot of reasons. “Sounds good. Give me a sec.” He ran upstairs, slipped off his gun and put it in a drawer in his room. He splashed water on his face, wet down his hair a little, grabbed his jacket and joined Faith at the front door, where she was activating the alarm. They left the house and crossed the service road. Reaching the sidewalk, which ran parallel to the main road, they strolled along under a sky that had changed from blue to pink as the sun sank. Landscape lighting had come on in the common areas and so had the underground sprinklers. The sound of the pressurized water was soothing to Lee. The lighting lent a nice mood to the walk, he thought. The whole place seemed to possess almost an ethereal glow, as though they were in a perfectly lit scene from a movie.


    Lee looked up in time to see a twin-prop airplane coming in for a landing. He shook his head.


    “Scared the hell out of me the first time I saw that thing this morning.”


    “It would have scared me too, except the first time I came here I was flying on it. That’s the last flight for the evening. It’s getting too dark now.”


    They reached the restaurant, which was decorated with a distinctly nautical theme: a big ship’s wheel at the front entrance, diving helmets hung on the wall, fish netting suspended from the ceiling, knotty pine walls, rope banisters and hand rails and an enormous aquarium filled with castles, plant life and an odd assortment of fish peeking out here and there. The servers were young, energetic and attired in cruise line uniforms. The one attending Faith and Lee’s table was particularly bubbly. She took their drink orders. Lee opted for iced tea. Faith ordered a wine spritzer. That done, the waitress proceeded to sing the specials for the day in a pleasant if wavering alto. After she left, Faith and Lee looked at each other and had to laugh.


    While they waited for their drinks, Faith looked around the room.


    Lee shot her a glance. “See anybody you recognize?”


    “No. I never really went out when I came down here. I was afraid I’d run into someone I knew.”


    “Stay cool. You look very different from Faith Lockhart.” He looked her over. “And I should have said this before, but you look really … well, you really look pretty tonight. I mean really fine.” He suddenly looked embarrassed. “Not that you don’t look good all the time. I meant …” Thoroughly tongue-tied, Lee lapsed into silence, sat back and perused his menu.


    Faith looked over at him, feeling just as awkward as he did, she was sure, but a smile still eased across her lips. “Thank you.”


    They were there for two pleasant stolen hours, discussing innocuous subjects, telling stories of times past and learning more about each other. Since it was the off-season and a weekday, there were few other patrons. They finished their meal, then had coffee and shared a thick slice of coconut cream pie. They paid in cash and left a very generous tip, which would probably make their waitress sing all the way home.


    Faith and Lee walked slowly back, enjoying the crisp night air and digesting their meals. Instead of going to the house, though, Faith led Lee down to the beach after dropping her purse off by the back door of the beach house. She slipped off her sandals and they continued their stroll on the sand. It was completely dark now, the wind light and refreshing, and they had the beach entirely to themselves.


    Lee looked over at her. “Going out was a good idea. I really enjoyed myself.”


    “You can be very charming when you want to be.”


    He looked annoyed for a moment until he realized she was kidding him. “I guess going out together made for a fresh start of sorts too.”


    “That did cross my mind.” She stopped and sat down on the beach, sinking her feet into the sand. Lee remained standing, looking out to the ocean.


    “So what do we do now, Lee?”


    He sat next to her, slipped off his shoes and curled his toes under the sand. “It would be great if we could stay here, but I don’t think we can.”


    “Then where? I’m fresh out of houses.”


    “I’ve been thinking about that. I’ve got some good buddies in San Diego. Private investigators like me. They know everybody. If I ask, I’m sure they’ll help us slip across the border into Mexico.”


    Faith didn’t look very enthusiastic about that idea. “Mexico? And from there?”


    Lee shrugged. “I don’t know. We can maybe get some fake documents and use them to get to South America.”


    “South America? And you work the cocaine fields while I labor in a brothel?”


    “Look, I’ve been there. It’s not just drugs and prostitutes. We’ll have lots of options.”


    “Two fugitives from justice with God knows who else after them?” Faith looked down at the sand and shook her head doubtfully.


    “If you have a better idea, I’m listening,” said Lee.


    “I’ve got money. A lot of it in a numbered account in Switzerland.”


    He looked skeptical. “They really have those things?”


    “Oh, yes. And all those global conspiracies you’ve probably heard about? Secret organizations ruling the planet? Well, they’re all true.” She smiled and tossed sand on him.


    “Well, if the Feds search your home or office, will they find records for it? If they know the account numbers, they can put a tag on it. Trace the money.”


    “The whole purpose of a Swiss numbered account is to ensure absolute confidentiality. If Swiss bankers ran around giving out that information to anyone who asked for it, their whole system sort of topples.”


    “The FBI isn’t just anyone.”


    “Not to worry, I didn’t keep any records. I have the access information with me.”


    Lee looked unconvinced. “So do you have to go to Switzerland to get the money? Because that would be, you know, sort of impossible.”


    “I went there to open the account. The bank appointed a fiduciary, a bank employee, with a power of attorney to handle the transaction in person. It’s pretty elaborate. You have to show your access numbers, give positive ID, then provide your signature, which they compare with the one they have on file.”


    “So from then on you call the fiduciary and he does all that for you?”


    “Right. I’ve done small transactions in the past, just to make sure it works. It’s the same guy. He knows me and my voice. I give him the numbers and where I want the money to go. And it happens.”


    “You know you can’t deposit it in Faith Lockhart’s checking account.”


    “No, but I have a bank account down here under the name of SLC Corporation.”


    “And you’re a signatory as an officer?”


    “Yes, as Suzanne Blake.”


    “The problem is, the Feds know that name. Remember, from the airport.”


    “Do you know how many Suzanne Blakes there are in this country?”


    Lee shrugged. “That’s true.”


    “So at least we’ll have money to live off. It won’t last us forever, but it’s something.”


    “Something is good.”


    They fell silent for a bit. Faith alternated between nervously looking at him and then out toward the ocean.


    He glanced at her, having noticed her scrutiny. “What is it? Do I have coconut pie on my chin?”


    “Lee, when the money comes, you can take half and leave. You don’t have to come with me.”


    “Faith, we’ve already been through this.”


    “No, we haven’t. I practically ordered you to come with me. I know it would be difficult to go back without me, but at least you’ll have the money to go somewhere. Look, I can even call the FBI. I’ll tell them you had no involvement. You were just blindly helping me. And that I gave you the slip. Then you can go back home.”


    “Thanks, Faith, but let’s take it one step at a time. And I can’t leave until I know you’re safe.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, I’m really sure. I won’t go unless you tell me to. And then even if you do, I’ll still stalk you, to make sure you’re okay.”


    She reached out and took his arm. “Lee, I can never thank you enough for all you’ve done for me.”


    “Just consider me the big brother you never had.”


    The look they shared, though, held more than sibling affection. He looked down at the sand, trying to get his head straight. Faith looked back out at the water. When Lee looked over at her a minute later, Faith was moving her head from side to side and smiling.


    “What are you thinking?” he asked.


    She stood and looked down at him. “I’m thinking that I’d like to dance.”


    He stared up at her in amazement. “Dancing? How much did you have to drink?”


    “How many nights do we have left here? Two? Three? Then it’s off to play fugitive for the rest of our lives? Come on, Lee, last chance to party.” She slipped off her sweater and let it fall to the sand. The white dress had spaghetti straps. She slipped them off her shoulders, gave him a heart-stopping wink and held out her hands for Lee to take. “Let’s go, big boy.”


    “You’re crazy, you truly are.” However, Lee gripped her hands and stood. “Fair warning, I haven’t danced in a long time.”


    “You’re a boxer, right? Your footwork is probably better than mine. I’ll lead first, and then you take over.”


    Lee took a few halting steps and dropped his hands. “This is silly, Faith. What if somebody’s watching? They’ll think we’re nuts.”


    She looked at him stubbornly. “I’ve spent the last fifteen years of my life worrying about what everybody thought about everything. So right now, I don’t give a damn about what anybody thinks about anything.”


    “But we don’t even have any music.”


    “Hum a tune. Listen to the wind, it’ll come.”


    And surprisingly it did. They started slowly at first, Lee feeling clumsy and Faith unused to leading. Then, as they started to get more familiar with each other’s movements, they began making wider circles in the sand. After about ten minutes, Lee’s right hand was perched comfortably on Faith’s hip, hers was around his waist, and their other pair of hands were interlocked and held chest high.


    Then they grew noticeably braver and started doing some spins and twirls and other moves reminiscent of Big Band swing and Lindy hop. It was difficult, even in the hard-packed sand, but they gave it an inspired effort. Anyone watching would have thought them either intoxicated or reliving their youth and having the time of their lives. And, in a way, both observations would have been true.


    “I haven’t done this since high school,” Lee said, smiling. “Although Three Dog Night was the big thing back then, not Benny Goodman.”


    Faith said nothing as she twirled and dipped around him, her moves growing more and more daring, more and more seductive; a flamenco dancer in white flaming heat.


    She hiked her skirt up to give herself more freedom of movement, and Lee felt his heart race at the sight of her pale thighs.


    They even ventured out into the water, splashing mightily as they went about their increasingly intricate dance steps. They had some tumbles into the sand and even into the salty, chilly water, but they got back up and kept going. Occasionally a truly spectacular combination, perfectly executed, left them both breathless and grinning like schoolkids at a prom.


    They finally reached the point where they both grew silent, their smiles faded and they drew closer to each other. The spins and twirls stopped, their heavy breaths eased and they found their bodies touching as their dance circles grew smaller. Finally they stopped altogether and simply stood there rocking slightly side to side, the last dance of the evening, arms around each other, faces close, eyes directly on one another as the wind whistled around them, the waves pitched and crashed hard, the stars and the moon watched from above.


    Faith finally stepped away from him, her eyelids heavy, her limbs starting to once again erotically move to a silent tune.


    Lee reached out to take her back. “I don’t feel like dancing anymore, Faith.” His meaning was crystal clear.


    She reached out to him too, and then, quick as the snap of a whip, she shoved him hard in the chest and he flopped backward into the sand. She turned and ran, her peals of laughter descending over him as he looked after her, stunned. He grinned, jumped up and raced after her, catching her at the stairs going up to the beach house. He slung her over his shoulder and carried her the rest of the way, her legs and arms flailing in mock protest. They had forgotten the house alarm was set and went in the back door. Faith had to race like mad to the front door to disarm it in time.


    “God, that was close. Like we really want the police coming by,” she said.


    “I don’t want anybody coming by.”


    Gripping his hand tightly, Faith led Lee up to her bedroom. They sat on the bed in the darkness for a few minutes holding one another, gently rocking back and forth as though extending their movements on the beach to this more intimate place.


    Finally she eased back from him, cupped his chin with her hand. “It’s been a while, Lee. It’s been a long time, in fact.” Her tone was almost one of embarrassment, and Faith did feel embarrassed at this admission. She didn’t want to disappoint him.


    He stroked her fingers gently, held her gaze with his as the sounds of the waves reached them through the open window. It was comforting, she thought, the water, the wind, the touches of skin; a moment she may not experience again for a very long time, if ever.


    “It’ll never be easier for you, Faith.”


    This surprised her. “Why do you say that?”


    Even in the darkness the glow of his eyes surrounded her, held her—protectively, she felt. The fifth-grade romance finally consummated? And yet she was with a man, not a boy. A unique man, in his own right. She looked him over. No, definitely not a boy.


    “Because I can’t believe you’ve ever been with a man who feels the way I do about you.”


    “Easy to say,” she murmured, though in fact his words had touched her deeply.


    “Not for me,” Lee said.


    These few words were spoken with such depth of sincerity, with not a trace of the glibness, the self-servedness of the world she had thrived in for the last fifteen years, that Faith honestly didn’t know how to react. But the time for talk had passed. She found herself sliding Lee’s clothes off, and then he disrobed her. He massaged her shoulders and neck as he did so. Lee’s big fingers were surprisingly gentle. She would’ve expected them to be rough.


    All of their movements were unhurried, natural, as though they had done this thousands of times over the course of a long, happy marriage, seeking just the right spots to work, to please the other.


    They slid under the covers. Ten minutes later Lee slumped down, breathing heavy. Faith was under him, gasping for air as well. She kissed his face, his chest, his arms. Their sweat mingled, their limbs intertwined, they lay there talking and slowly kissing for another two hours, falling in and out of sleep as they did so. About three in the morning they made love again. And then both collapsed into deep, exhausted sleep.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 36


    Reynolds was sitting at her desk when the phone call came. It was Joyce Bennett, the lawyer representing Reynolds in her divorce.


    “We have a problem, Brooke. Your husband’s attorney just called, ranting and raving about you hiding assets.”


    Brooke’s face collapsed in disbelief. “Are you serious? Well, tell him to let me in on it. I could use the extra money.”


    “This isn’t a joke. He faxed me some account statements he says he just discovered. Under the children’s names.”


    “For God’s sake, Joyce, those are the kids’ college accounts. Steve knew about those. That’s why I didn’t list them with my assets. Besides, they only have a few hundred dollars in them.”


    “Actually, the statements I’m looking at show a balance of fifty thousand dollars in each.”


    Reynolds’s mouth went dry. “That’s not possible. There must be some mistake.”


    “The other troubling thing is that the accounts are set up as Uniform Transfer to Minor’s Act accounts. That means they’re revocable at the discretion of the donor and trustee. You’re the listed trustee, and I’m assuming you would be the donor of the funds as well. In essence, it’s your money. You should have told me about these, Brooke.”


    “Joyce, there was nothing to tell. I have no idea where that money came from. What do the statements show as the origin of funds?”


    “Several wire transfers of roughly equal amounts. It doesn’t show where they came from. Steve’s attorney is threatening to go to court and claim fraud. Brooke, he also says he’s called the Bureau.”


    Reynolds squeezed the phone and sat rigidly. “The Bureau?”


    “You’re sure you don’t know where the money came from? How about your parents?”


    “They don’t have that kind of money. Can we trace the funds?”


    “It’s your account. I think you better do something. Keep me posted.”


    Reynolds hung up the phone and stared blankly at the papers on her desk, her mind reeling from this latest development. When the phone rang again a few minutes later, she almost didn’t answer it. She knew who it was.


    Paul Fisher spoke more coldly than ever to her. She was to come to the Hoover Building immediately. That was all he would tell her. As she walked down the stairs to the parking garage, her legs threatened to collapse under her several times. Every instinct she had told her she had just been summoned to her own professional execution.


    The conference room at the Hoover Building was small and windowless. Paul Fisher was there, along with the ADIC, Fred Massey. Massey sat at the head of the table, twirling a pen between his fingers, his gaze locked on her. She recognized the two other people in the room: a Bureau lawyer and a senior investigator from OPR.


    “Sit down, Agent Reynolds,” Massey said firmly.


    Reynolds sat. She wasn’t guilty of anything, so why did she feel like Charlie Manson with a bloody knife in his sock?


    “We have some things to discuss with you.” He glanced at the Bureau lawyer. “I have to advise you, however, that you have the right to have counsel present, if you so wish.”


    She tried to act surprised, but couldn’t really, not after the phone call from Joyce Bennett. Her forced reaction certainly increased her guilt in their eyes, she felt sure. She wondered about the timing of that phone call from Bennett. Not a big believer in conspiracies, Reynolds suddenly began to reconsider that stance.


    “And why would I need counsel?”


    Massey eyed Fisher, who turned to Reynolds. “We received a phone call from the attorney representing your husband in the divorce.”


    “I see. Well, I just received a call from my attorney, and I can assure you I’m as much in the dark as anyone else about how that money got into those accounts.”


    “Really?” Massey looked at her skeptically. “So you’re saying it’s a mistake that someone very recently dumped a hundred thousand dollars into accounts under your children’s names, monies which are solely controlled by you?”


    “I’m saying I don’t know what to think. But I will find out, I can assure you.”


    “The timing, as you can understand, has us deeply troubled,” Massey said.


    “Not as troubled as me. It’s my reputation at stake.”


    “Actually, it’s the reputation of the Bureau we’re concerned about,” Fisher bluntly pointed out.


    Reynolds gave him a cold stare and then looked back at Massey. “I don’t know what’s going on. Feel free to investigate; I’ve got nothing to hide.”


    Massey glanced down at a file in front of him. “Are you quite certain of that?”


    Reynolds looked at the file. This was a classic interrogation technique. She had used it herself. Bluff the subject by suggesting you had incriminating evidence that would catch him in a lie and hope he’d cave. The only thing was, she didn’t know if Massey was really bluffing or not. She suddenly knew what it was like to be on the other side of the interrogation. It wasn’t fun.


    “Am I quite certain of what?” she said, buying time.


    “That you have nothing to hide?”


    “I really resent that question, sir.”


    He tapped the file with his index finger. “You know what has deeply distressed me about Ken Newman’s death? The fact that on the night he was murdered, he had taken your place. At your instruction. But for that order, he would be alive today. Would you?”


    Reynolds’s face turned red and she stood, towering over Massey. “Are you accusing me of being involved in Ken’s murder?”


    “Please sit down, Agent Reynolds.”


    “Are you?”


    “I’m saying the coincidence, if it is one, has me concerned.”


    “It was a coincidence, since I didn’t happen to know there was someone waiting there to kill him. If you recall, I showed up almost in time to stop it.”


    “Almost in time. That was convenient. Almost like a built-in alibi. A coincidence, or perfect timing? Perhaps too perfect timing?” Massey’s gaze burned into her.


    “I was working another case and finished sooner than I thought I would. Howard Constantinople can corroborate that.”


    “Oh, we plan to talk to Connie. You and he are friends, aren’t you?”


    “We’re professional colleagues.”


    “I’m sure he wouldn’t want to say anything that would implicate you in any way.”


    “I’m sure he’ll tell you the truth if you just ask him.”


    “So you’re saying there is no connection between Ken Newman’s murder and the money showing up in your account?”


    “Let me put it a little more strongly than that. I’m saying it’s all bullshit! If I were guilty, why would I have anyone put a hundred grand into one of my accounts so close to the time Ken was killed? Don’t you think that’s a little obvious?”


    “But it wasn’t really your account, was it? It was in your children’s names. And according to your personnel records, you’re not due for a Bureau five-year check for another two years. I rather doubt the money would be in the account at that time, and by then I’m sure you’d have a good answer in case anyone did discover that money had once been there. The point is, if your husband’s attorney hadn’t dug it up, no one would know. That hardly qualifies as obvious.”


    “Okay, if it’s not a mistake, then someone is setting me up.”


    “And who exactly would be doing that?”


    “The person who killed Ken, and who tried to kill Faith Lockhart. Maybe he’s afraid I’m getting too close.”


    “So Danny Buchanan is trying to set you up, is that what you’re saying?”


    Reynolds glanced at the Bureau lawyer and the representative from OPR. “Do they have clearance to hear this?”


    “Your investigation has taken a backseat to these more recent charges,” Fisher said.


    Reynolds glared at him with rising anger. “Charges! They’re unsubstantiated garbage.”


    Massey opened the file. “So are you saying that your private investigation into Ken Newman’s finances is garbage?”


    On this Reynolds froze and then abruptly sat down. She pressed sweaty palms against the table and tried to get her emotions under control. Her temper was not doing her any good. She was playing right into their hands. Indeed, Fisher and Massey exchanged what she saw as pleased glances at her obvious distress.


    “We talked to Anne Newman. She told us everything you’ve done,” Fisher said. “I can’t even begin to tell you how many Bureau rules you’ve broken.”


    “I was trying to protect Ken and his family.”


    “Oh, please!” Fisher exclaimed.


    “It’s true! I was going to go to OPR, but not until after the funeral.”


    “That was so very considerate of you,” Fisher said sarcastically.


    “Why don’t you go to hell, Paul.”


    “Agent Reynolds, keep a civil tongue in your head,” Massey commanded.


    Reynolds sat back and rubbed her forehead. “May I ask how you found out about what I was doing? Did Anne Newman come to you?”


    “If you don’t mind, we’ll ask the questions.” Massey leaned forward and made a pyramid with his fingers. “What exactly did you find in the safe-deposit box?”


    “Cash. A lot. Thousands.”


    “And Newman’s financial records?”


    “A lot of unexplained income.”


    “We’ve also talked to the bank branch you visited. You told them not to allow access to the box to anyone except yourself. And you told Anne Newman not to tell anyone about it, not even anyone at the Bureau.”


    “I didn’t want anybody getting to that money. It was material evidence. And I told Anne to keep quiet until I had a chance to dig further. It was for her own protection, until I found out who was behind it.”


    “Or did you want the time to get the money for yourself? With Ken dead and Anne Newman apparently not even aware her husband had the safe-deposit box, you would be the only one who knew the money was there.” Massey stared directly at her; his tiny eyes resembled twin bullets coming for her.


    Fisher piped in: “It’s curious that when Newman dies you access a box with thousands of dollars in it that he had under a fake name, and about the same time, accounts controlled by you fill up with a hundred thousand dollars.”


    “If you’re somehow trying to say I had Ken killed because of the money in the box, you’re way off base. Anne called and asked for my help. I never knew Ken had a safe-deposit box until she told me about it. I had no idea what was in the box until after Ken was already dead.”


    “So you say,” Fisher said.


    “So I know,” Reynolds replied hotly. She looked at Massey. “Am I being formally charged with anything?”


    Massey sat back and put his hands behind his head. “You must realize how very, very bad this all looks. If you were sitting in my chair, what would your conclusions be?”


    “I can see how you might have your suspicions. But if you just give me the chance—”


    Massey closed his file and stood. “You’re suspended, Agent Reynolds, effective immediately.”


    Reynolds was stunned. “Suspended? I haven’t even been formally charged. You don’t even have any specific evidence that I’ve done anything wrong. And you’re suspending me?”


    “You should be grateful it’s not worse,” Fisher said.


    “Fred,” Reynolds said, half rising from her chair, “I can understand your taking me off this assignment. You can transfer me somewhere else while you investigate, but don’t suspend me. Everybody in the Bureau will assume I’m guilty. It’s not right.”


    Massey’s face did not soften at all. “Please turn in your credentials and sidearm to Agent Fisher. You are not to return to your office. And you are not to leave the area for any reason.”


    The blood drained from Reynolds’s face and she fell back into her chair.


    Massey went to the door. “Your highly suspicious actions, coupled with the murder of an agent and reports of unknown people impersonating FBI agents, do not allow me the option of merely reassigning you, Reynolds. If you’re innocent as you claim, then you’ll be reinstated with no loss in pay, seniority or responsibility. And I’ll make absolutely certain there’s no permanent damage to your reputation. If you’re guilty, well, you know better than most what awaits you.” Massey closed the door behind him.


    Reynolds stood to leave, but Fisher blocked her way.


    “Creds and gun. Now.”


    Reynolds slipped them out and handed them over. It was as though she were giving up one of her children. She looked at Fisher’s triumphant features. “Gee, Paul, try not to enjoy it so much. You’ll look like less of a fool when I’m exonerated.”


    “Exonerated? You’ll be lucky if you’re not under arrest by day’s end. But we want this case to be airtight. And if you’re thinking of running, we’ll be watching. So don’t even try.”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it. I want to be here to see your face when I come and get my gun and badge back. Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to kiss my ass.”


    Reynolds walked down the hallway and out of the building, feeling as though every pair of eyes in the entire Bureau were fully upon her.


  









  

    CHAPTER 37


    Lee got up before Faith, showered, changed his clothes and then stood next to the bed, watching her as she slept. For a few seconds he allowed himself to forget about everything except the wonderful night the two had spent together. He knew it had changed his life forever, and that thought scared him to death.


    He went downstairs, moving a little slowly. Parts of him were aching that hadn’t in a long time. And it wasn’t just from the dancing. He went into the kitchen and made coffee. While it was brewing, he thought about last night. In his mind, Lee had made a very strong commitment to Faith Lockhart. Perhaps an old-fashioned sentiment to some, but sleeping with a woman meant you had deep feelings for her, at least as far as Lee was concerned.


    He poured a cup of coffee and went out to sit on the deck off the kitchen. It was already late morning and a warm sunny day, but off in the distance, Lee could see darkening clouds approaching. Ahead of the storm was the twin-prop plane as it floated in for a landing with another load of passengers. Faith had told him that during the summer months, the planes might make ten or so trips a day. Now it was down to three; morning, noon and early evening. And so far none of the plane passengers had remained on this street. They had driven off to other places, which suited Lee just fine.


    As he sipped his coffee, Lee concluded that he did have such feelings for Faith, even though he had only known her a few days. Stranger things had happened, he guessed. And their relationship had certainly begun on the shakiest of grounds. After all she had put him through, Lee knew he would be justified in hating the woman. And after what he had done to her that night, drunk or not, she would be right to loathe him. Did he love Faith Lockhart? He knew that right now he didn’t want to be away from her. He wanted to protect her from harm. He wanted to hold her, spend every minute with her and, yes, have incredibly energetic sex with her as often as his body could manage. Did that constitute love?


    On the other hand, she had participated in a bribery scheme involving government officials and was wanted by the FBI, among others. Yes, he thought with a sigh, things had gotten very complicated indeed. Right before they were taking off to God knew where. It wasn’t like they could go to a church or even a justice of the peace and get married. That’s right, Father, we’re the fugitive couple. Could you please hurry it up?


    Lee rolled his eyes and slapped his forehead. Marriage! Good God, was he nuts? Maybe that was how he felt, but what about Faith? Maybe she was into one-night stands, although everything he had observed about the woman argued against such a conclusion. Did she love him? Maybe she was infatuated, caught up in his role as her protector. Last night could be explained away by alcohol, the intoxication of the danger swirling around them or perhaps just simple lust. And he wasn’t going to ask her how she felt. She had enough going on.


    He focused on the immediate future. Was traveling cross-country on the Honda to San Diego the best plan? Mexico and then South America? He felt a pang of guilt when he thought of the family he would be leaving behind. Then he thought about something else: his reputation, what his family would think. If he ran, he would be admitting guilt of sorts. And if they did get caught while running, who would believe them?


    He slumped back in his chair and suddenly pondered a very different strategy. A few minutes before, flight seemed the wisest choice. Faith, understandably, didn’t want to go back and help send Buchanan to prison. Lee really didn’t have much interest in doing that either, not after hearing why the man had been bribing the politicians. In truth, Danny Buchanan probably should be sainted instead. That’s when an idea started to form in his head.


    Lee went back inside and picked up his cell phone from the coffee table. He had one of those mega-minute deals with no long distance or roaming charges, so that he rarely even used his hard-line phone anymore. It had voice mail, text mail, caller ID. It even had a news banner where you could check out late-breaking stories, or how your stocks were doing, not that he had any.


    When he had first started out as a private investigator, Lee had used an IBM typewriter; touch-tone phones were cutting edge; and fax machines spit out curly thermal paper and were the domain of only the largest companies. That was less than fifteen years ago. Now he was holding a global communications command center in the palm of his hand. Change that fast just couldn’t be healthy. But still, who could live without these damn things now?


    He plopped down on the couch and stared at the slowly revolving ceiling fan’s rattan blades, contemplating the pros and cons of what he was thinking about doing. Then he made up his mind, and slipped his wallet out of his back pocket. The piece of paper was in there with the number his client, who he knew now was Danny Buchanan, had originally given him. The one he had been unable to trace. Then doubt seized him. What if he was wrong about Buchanan’s not being involved in the attempt on Faith’s life? He stood and paced. When he looked out the window at the blue sky, he saw only possible disaster looming in the approaching storm clouds. Still, Buchanan had hired him. He was technically working for the man. Maybe it was time to report in. He said a silent prayer, picked up his cell phone and punched in the numbers from the piece of paper.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 38


    Connie did not look happy as Paul Fisher leaned foward and addressed him in a conspiratorial tone.


    “We have every reason to believe that she’s in on it, Connie. Despite what you’ve told us.”


    Connie glared at the man. He hated everything about Fisher, from his perfect hair and rocky-ledge chin down to his ramrod-straight posture and wrinkle-free shirts. He had been sitting in here for half an hour. He had told Fisher and Massey his side of the story, and they had told him theirs. They were not going to find any middle ground.


    “That’s bullshit with a capital B, Paul.”


    Fisher sat back and looked at Massey. “You heard the facts. How can you sit there and defend her?”


    “Because I know she’s innocent, how about that?”


    “Do you have any facts to back that up, Connie?” Massey wanted to know.


    “I’ve been sitting here telling you the facts, Fred. We had a hot lead at Agriculture on another case. Brooke didn’t even want Ken to go with Lockhart that night. She wanted to go.”


    “Or so she told you,” Massey replied.


    “Look, I’ve got twenty-five years’ worth of experience that says Brooke Reynolds is as clean as they come.”


    “She investigated Ken Newman’s finances without telling anyone.”


    “Come on, it’s not the first time an agent’s gone off the manual. She gets a hot one and wants to follow it up. But she doesn’t want to bury Ken’s reputation along with the body. Not until she’s sure.”


    “And the hundred thousand dollars in her kids’ accounts?”


    “Planted.”


    “By whom?”


    “That’s what we have to figure out.”


    Fisher shook his head in frustration. “We’re going to have her followed. Every minute until we break this.”


    Connie leaned forward and did his best to keep his big hands from flying to Fisher’s neck. “What you should be doing, Paul, is following up the leads from Ken’s murder. And trying to track down Faith Lockhart.”


    “If you don’t mind, Connie, we’ll run the investigation.”


    Connie looked over at Fred Massey. “You want a tail on Reynolds, I’m your guy.”


    “You! No way!” Fisher protested.


    “Hear me out, Fred,” Connie said, his gaze locked on Massey. “I admit, things look bad for Brooke. But I also know there’s not a finer agent in the Bureau. And I don’t want to see a good agent’s career go down the toilet because somebody made the wrong call. I’ve been down that road myself. Right, Fred?”


    Massey looked intensely troubled at this last statement. He seemed to shrink in his chair under Connie’s withering gaze.


    “Fred,” Fisher said, “we need an independent source—”


    Connie interrupted, “I can be independent. If I’m wrong, then Brooke goes down, and I’ll be the first one to break the news to her. But I’m betting she’s going to come back and pick up her badge and gun. In fact, in ten years I see her running this whole damn place.”


    “I don’t know, Connie,” Massey began.


    “I think somebody owes me that opportunity, Fred,” Connie said very quietly. “What do you think?”


    There was a long moment of silence while Fisher looked back and forth between the two men.


    “All right, Connie, you follow her,” Massey said. “And you report back to me at regular intervals. Exactly what you see. No more. No less. I’m counting on you. For old times’ sake.”


    Connie rose from the table and flicked a victorious glance at Fisher. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, gentlemen. I won’t disappoint.”


    Fisher followed Connie out into the hallway.


    “I don’t know what you just pulled in there, but remember this: Your career already has one black mark against it, Connie. It can’t afford another. And anything you report to Massey, I want to know about.”


    Connie crowded the much taller Fisher back against the wall.


    “Listen up, Paul.” He paused, ostensibly to pick a piece of lint off Fisher’s shirt. “I understand that, technically, you’re my superior here. Don’t confuse that, though, with reality.”


    “You’re treading a dangerous line, Connie.”


    “I like danger, Paul, that’s why I joined the Bureau. That’s why I carry a gun. I’ve killed somebody with mine. How about you?”


    “You’re not making sense. You’re throwing your career away.” Fisher felt the wall behind him; his face was growing red as Connie continued to lean into him like a listing oak against a picket fence.


    “Is that right? Well, let me make some sense of this for you. Somebody is setting Brooke up. Now, who could that be? It’s got to be the leak here at the Bureau. Somebody wants to discredit her, bring her down. And if you ask me, Paul, you’re trying awfully hard to do just that.”


    “Me? You’re accusing me of being the leak?”


    “I’m not accusing anybody of anything. I’m just reminding you that until we do find that leak, nobody, and I mean nobody, from the director down to the guys who clean the johns here, is above suspicion in my book.”


    Connie moved away from Fisher. “Have a nice day, Paul. I’m off to catch some bad guys.”


    Fisher stared after him, slowly shaking his head, something close to fear in his eyes.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 39


    The phone number Lee called was linked to a pager, so that Buchanan would know the instant the number was called. When the pager went off, Buchanan was at home packing his briefcase for a meeting at a downtown law firm that was doing pro bono work for one of Buchanan’s clients. He had given up hope of the damn beeper ever sounding. When it did, he thought he would suffer a stroke.


    Now Buchanan’s dilemma was apparent. How to check the message and call back without Thornhill knowing about it. Then he thought of a plan. He called his driver. It was Thornhill’s man, of course. It always was. They drove downtown to the law firm.


    “I’ll be a couple of hours. I’ll phone when I’m done,” he told the driver.


    Buchanan went into the building. He had been here before, knew the layout well. He didn’t go to the elevator bank, but instead went through the main lobby and passed through a door in the back that also served as a rear entrance to the parking garage. He took the elevator down two levels and stepped off. He went through the underground lobby area and out into the parking level. Right next to the door leading out from the lobby was a pay phone. He put in his coins and dialed the number that would allow him to check the message. His reasoning was clear: If Thornhill could intercept a random hard-line call under a thousand tons of concrete, he was the devil himself and Buchanan had no chance of beating him anyway.


    On the message Lee’s voice was tight, his words few. And the impact on Buchanan was enormous. He had left a number. Buchanan dialed it. A man answered the phone immediately.


    “Mr. Buchanan?” Lee asked.


    “Is Faith all right?”


    Lee gave a sigh of relief. He was hoping that would be the man’s first question. That told him a lot. But still, he had to be cautious. “Just to verify it’s really you: You sent me a package of information. How did you send it, and what was in it? And let me have the answers fast.”


    “Personal courier. I use Dash Services. The packet had a photo of Faith, five pages of background information on her and my firm, the contact phone number, a summary of my concerns and what I wanted you to do. It also had five thousand dollars in cash in denominations of fifties and twenties. I also called you three days ago at your office and left a message on your machine. Now please tell me that Faith is all right.”


    “She’s fine, for now. But we have some problems.”


    “Yes, we do. For starters, how do I know you’re Adams?”


    Lee thought quickly. “I have a great Yellow Pages ad with a corny magnifying glass and everything. I have three brothers. The youngest works at a motorcycle shop in south Alexandria. He goes by Scotty, but his nickname in college was Scooter because he played football and could run so damn fast. If you want you can call him, check it out and call me back.”


    “Not necessary. I’m convinced. What happened? Why did you run?”


    “Well, you would have too if someone tried to kill you.”


    “Tell me everything, Mr. Adams. Leave nothing out.”


    “Well, I know who you are, but I’m not sure I trust you. What can you do about that?”


    “You tell me why Faith went to the FBI. That much I do know. And then I’ll tell you who you’re really up against. And it’s not me. When I tell you who it is, you’ll wish it were me.”


    Lee debated this for a moment. He could hear Faith getting up and heading probably to the shower. Well, here goes. “She was scared. She said you had been acting strangely, jumpy for a while. She had tried to talk to you about it, but you blew her off, even asked her to leave the firm. That made her even more fearful. She was afraid the authorities were on to you. She went to the FBI with the idea of bringing you in to testify too. Against the people you were bribing. You both cut a deal and walk.”


    “That would never have worked.”


    “Well, as she’s fond of telling me, it’s easy to second-guess.”


    “So she’s told you everything?”


    “Pretty much. She thought maybe you were the one who tried to kill her. But I put that notion to rest.” I hope I was right.


    “I had no idea Faith had even gone to the FBI until after she disappeared.”


    “It’s not just the FBI after her. There are some other people too. They were at the airport. And they were carrying something I’ve only seen at a seminar on counterterrorism.”


    “Who sponsored the seminar?”


    This question puzzled Lee. “The counterterrorism stuff was put on by the official spooks. You know, I guess the guys at CIA.”


    Buchanan said, “Well, at least you have encountered the enemy and you’re still alive. That’s good.”


    “What are you talking …” The blood suddenly seemed to pool over Lee’s temples. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


    “Let’s just put it this way, Mr. Adams: Faith is not the only one working for a prominent federal agency. At least her involvement was voluntarily. Mine wasn’t.”


    “Oh, shit.”


    “To put it mildly, yes. Where are you?”


    “Why?”


    “Because I need to get to you.”


    “And how can you do that without bringing the ACME assassin squad down on us? I assume you’re under surveillance.”


    “Unbelievably, astonishingly tight surveillance.”


    “Okay, so you’re not coming anywhere near us.”


    “Mr. Adams, the only chance we have is to work together. That can’t be done from a distance. I have to come to you, because I don’t think it wise for you to come here.”


    “You’re not convincing me.”


    “I won’t come if I can’t lose them.”


    “Lose them? Look, who do you think you are, Houdini reincarnated? Well, let me tell you, not even Houdini could lose both the FBI and the CIA.”


    “I’m neither a spy nor a magician. I’m a humble lobbyist, but I have one advantage: I know this city better than anyone alive. And I have friends in both high and low places. And right now, they are equally valuable to me. Rest assured, I will get to you alone. And then we might be able to survive this. Now I want to speak to Faith.”


    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Mr. Buchanan.”


    “Yes, it is.”


    Lee whirled around and saw Faith standing on the stairs in a T-shirt. “It’s time, Lee. In fact, it’s way past time.”


    He took a deep breath and held out the phone.


    “Hello, Danny,” she said into the phone.


    “God, Faith, I’m sorry. For all of this.” Buchanan’s voice cracked in midsentence.


    “I should be apologizing. I started this whole nightmare by going to the FBI.”


    “Well, we have to finish it. We may as well do it together. How is Adams? Is he capable? We’re going to need some support.”


    Faith glanced over at Lee, who was anxiously watching her. “In my informed opinion, we have no problems there. In fact, that’s probably our one ace in the hole.”


    “Tell me where you are, and I’ll be down as quickly as possible.”


    She did. She also told Buchanan everything she and Lee knew. When she hung up, she looked over at Lee.


    He shrugged. “I figured it was our only shot. Either that or we spend the rest of our lives running.”


    She sat on his lap, curled her legs up and laid her head against his chest. “You did the right thing. Whoever’s involved in this, they’ll find a tough opponent in Danny.”


    Lee’s hopes, however, had plummeted. The CIA. Hired assassins, legions of people expert in all sorts of nasty things: computers, satellites, covert operations, air guns with poisoned bullets, all coming for them. If he was smart, he’d throw Faith on the Honda and run like hell.


    “I’m going to grab a shower,” Faith said. “Danny said he’d be down as soon as he could.”


    “Right,” Lee said, a faraway look in his eyes.


    As Faith headed up the stairs, Lee picked up his phone, glanced at it and froze. Lee Adams had never been more stunned in his life. And with the events of the last few days, the bar on what surprised him had risen to about the level of the sun. The text message on the cell phone’s screen was concise. And it came close to stopping even Lee’s very strong heart.


    Faith Lockhart for Renee Adams, it said. There was a phone number to call. They wanted Faith in exchange for his daughter.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 40


    Reynolds sat in her living room cradling a cup of tea and staring into a fire that was slowly dying. The last time she could remember being home at this time of the day was when she had been on maternity leave with David. Her son had been as surprised to see her come through the door as Rosemary. David was now napping, and Rosemary was busy doing laundry. Just another normal day for them. Reynolds simply stared into the embers of the fire, wishing that something, anything about her life could be normal.


    It had started to rain hard, which fit in perfectly with her deep depression. Suspended. She felt naked without her gun and credentials. All those years at the Bureau, never a blemish, and now she was a step away from a ruined career. Then what would she do? Where could she go? Without her job, would her husband try to take the kids? Could she stop him if he did?


    She put her cup down, kicked off her shoes and sank back on the couch. The tears started to come fast and heavy, and she put an arm across her face both to soak them up and muffle her sobs. The ringing doorbell made her sit up, wipe at her face and head to the door. She looked through the peephole and found herself staring at Howard Constantinople.


    Connie stood in front of the fire he had just stoked, warming his hands. An embarrassed Reynolds quickly dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. He could not have missed her red eyes and splotchy cheeks, she knew, but he had tactfully said nothing.


    “Did they talk to you?” she asked.


    Connie turned and dropped into a chair, nodding as he did so. “And I came damn close to being suspended myself. I was about two seconds from punching out Fisher, that shit-faced excuse for an agent.”


    “Don’t go and crater your career for me, Connie.”


    “If I had slugged the guy, believe me, it would’ve been for me, not you.” He popped a big knuckle, as though emphasizing the point, and then looked across at her. “The thing that kills me is, they actually believe you’re somehow involved in this. I told them the truth. Something came up, we were working another case. You wanted to go with Lockhart because you had the relationship with her, but we had this potential whistleblower over at Agriculture we were committed to. I told them you were fretting like all get-out because you didn’t know if Ken going with Lockhart out there was the right thing to do.”


    “And?”


    “And they weren’t listening. They’ve already made up their minds.”


    “Because of the money? Did they tell you about that?”


    Connie nodded slowly and suddenly hunched forward. For a big man his movements could be quick, agile. “I don’t like kicking you while you’re down, but why in the hell did you go sniffing around Newman’s accounts without telling somebody? Like me, for instance? You know detectives go in pairs for lots of reasons, not the least of which is to cover the other’s ass. Now you’ve got nobody to corroborate shit for you, except Anne Newman. And as far as they’re concerned, she doesn’t count.”


    Reynolds threw up her hands. “I never in a million years thought this would happen. I was trying to do right by Ken and his family.”


    “Well, if he was being paid off, maybe Ken doesn’t deserve that sort of consideration. And that’s coming from a good friend of his.”


    “We don’t know that he was bad yet.”


    “Cash in a safe-deposit box under a fake name? Yeah, I guess everybody does that, don’t they?”


    “Connie, how did they know I was investigating Ken’s finances? I can’t believe Anne would have called the Bureau. She asked me for help.”


    “I asked Massey, but he’s a clam. Figures I’m the enemy too. I nosed around a bit, though, and I think they got a phone tip. Anonymous, of course. Massey told me you were screaming frame-up. And you know what, I think you’re right, even if they don’t.”


    The sight of Connie at the door had been welcome. The fact that he was still loyal meant a lot to her. And she wanted to do right by him too. Especially him. “Look, this isn’t going to help your career, being seen with me, Connie. I’m sure Fisher has a tail on me.”


    “Actually, I’m your tail.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “No, the hell I am not. I talked the ADIC into it. Called in a few markers. For old times’ sake, Massey said. In case you didn’t know, Fred Massey was the guy who asked me to take the dive on the Brownsville case all those years ago. If he thinks this evens us up, he’s brain-dead. But don’t get all excited. They know I have every incentive to cover my ass on this. And that means if you fall, they don’t have to go putting blame anywhere else. Including on yours truly.” Connie paused and made a mock show of surprise. “ADIC? Come to think of it, that acronym really fits. Massey’s a little shit too.”


    “You don’t have much respect for your chain of command.” Reynolds smiled. “What do you think of me, Agent Constantinople?”


    “I think you screwed up big-time, and you just gave the Bureau a face-saving scapegoat,” he said bluntly.


    Reynolds’s face grew serious. “You don’t sugarcoat.”


    “Do you want me to waste time doing that?” Connie stood. “Or do you want to clear your name?”


    “I have to clear my name. If I don’t, I could lose it all, Connie. My kids, my career. All of it.” Reynolds could feel herself trembling again and she took several deep breaths to counteract the panic she was feeling. She felt like a high schooler who had just learned she was pregnant. “But I’m suspended. No creds, no gun. No authority.”


    In answer Connie pulled on his overcoat. “Well, you’ve got me. I’ve got creds, a gun and, while I’m only a humble field agent after two and a half decades of doing this crap, I can do authority with the best of them. So get your coat and let’s try to track down Lockhart.”


    “Lockhart?”


    “I figure we deliver her, the pieces start to fall into place. The more they do, the more the blame gets shifted off you. I’ve talked to the VCU boys. They’re spinning their wheels waiting on lab results and crap like that. And now Massey has them going hot and heavy on your angle and to hell with Lockhart for now. You know nobody’s even gone to her house looking for clues?”


    Reynolds looked miserable. “We were so reactive on the whole thing. Ken killed. Lockhart gone. The fiasco at the airport. Then people calling themselves the FBI at Adams’s apartment. We never really had a chance to take the proper investigative steps.”


    “So I figure we follow up some leads while they’re still hot. Like checking out Adams’s family in the area. I’ve got the list of names and addresses. If he went on the run, he might have gotten one of them to help.”


    “You could get into deep trouble for this, Connie.”


    He shrugged. “Not the first time. Besides, we don’t have a squad supervisor anymore. I don’t know if you heard, but she was suspended for being stupid.”


    They exchanged smiles.


    Connie continued. “So, as second-in-command, I’m entitled to investigate an active case I happened to be assigned to. My instructions are to find Faith Lockhart, so that’s what I’m going to do. They just don’t know I’m doing it with you. And I talked to the VCU guys. They know what I’m up to, so we won’t run into another team going through Adams’s relatives.”


    “I need to tell Rosemary I might be gone overnight.” “Then go.” He looked at his watch. “I guess Sydney’s still in school. Where’s your boy?”


    “Sleeping.”


    “Whisper in his ear that Mommy’s gonna kick some butt.”


    When Reynolds returned, she went straight to the closet and got her coat. She hustled toward her study and then stopped.


    “What’s wrong?” Connie asked.


    She looked at him, slightly embarrassed. “I was going to get my gun. Old habits die hard.”


    “Not to worry. You’ll get yours back soon enough. But you have to make me a promise. When you go to get your gun and creds, take me with you. I want to see their faces.”


    She opened the door for him. “Deal.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 41


    Buchanan made a number of other phone calls from the parking garage as he worked out his arrangements. He then went up to the law firm and spent time on an important matter he suddenly cared nothing about. He was driven home, his mind working the whole time as he devised his plan against Robert Thornhill. That was one area of his being that the CIA man could never penetrate or control: Buchanan’s mind. That fact was enormously comforting. Buchanan was slowly regaining his confidence. Maybe he could give the man a run for his money.


    Buchanan unlocked the front door to his home and went inside. He lay his briefcase down on a chair and passed the darkened library. He turned on the light to gaze at his beloved painting, to give him strength for what lay ahead. As the light came on, Buchanan stared in disbelief at the empty frame. He staggered over to it, put his hands through the frame and touched the wall. He had been robbed. Yet he had a very good security system, and it had not been tripped.


    He raced across to the phone to call the police. As his hand touched the receiver, it rang. He picked it up.


    “Your car will be around in a couple of minutes, sir. Going to the office?”


    At first Buchanan’s mind didn’t register.


    “To the office, sir?”


    “Yes,” Buchanan was finally able to say.


    He put the phone down and stared over at where his painting had hung. First Faith, and now his painting. All Thornhill’s doing. All right, Bob, first point to you. Now it’s my turn.


    He went upstairs, washed his face and changed his clothes, carefully selecting what he needed to wear. He had a custom-built entertainment system in his bedroom housing a TV, stereo, VCR and DVD player. It was relatively safe from burglars since one couldn’t take the components out without unscrewing numerous wooden pieces, a very time-consuming process. Buchanan did not watch TV or movies. And when he wanted music, he put a 33 platter on his old phonograph.


    Sticking his hand in the slot of the VCR, Buchanan pulled out his passport, credit card and ID, all under an alias, and a slim bundle of hundred-dollar bills and put it all in a zippered inner pocket of his coat. Coming back downstairs, he looked outside and saw his car waiting. He would let him wait a few more minutes, just for the hell of it.


    When that time had passed, Buchanan picked up his briefcase and walked out to the car. He climbed in and the car drove off.


    “Hello, Bob,” Buchanan said as calmly as he could.


    Thornhill glanced down at the briefcase.


    Buchanan nodded his head toward the tinted window. “I’m going to the office. The FBI will expect me to take my briefcase. Unless you assume they haven’t tapped my phone line by now.”


    Thornhill nodded. “You have the makings of a good field operative in you, Danny.”


    “Where is the painting?”


    “In a very safe place, which is far more than you deserve under the circumstances.”


    “What exactly does that mean?”


    “That exactly means Lee Adams, private investigator. Hired by you to follow Faith Lockhart.”


    Buchanan feigned being taken aback for a minute. As a young man he’d had notions of being an actor. Not in the movies, but on the stage. For him, lobbying was the next best thing. “I didn’t know she had gone to the FBI when I did that. I was only concerned for her safety.”


    “And why was that?”


    “I think you know the answer.”


    Thornhill looked offended. “Why in the world would I want to harm Faith Lockhart? I don’t even know the woman.”


    “Do you have to know someone before you destroy her?”


    Thornhill’s tone was mocking. “You were wrong to have done it, Danny. The painting will probably be returned to you. But for now, learn to live without it.”


    “How did you get into my house, Thornhill? I have a security system.”


    Thornhill looked as though he might burst out laughing. “A home security system? Oh, dear.”


    It was all Buchanan could do not to fling himself on the man.


    “You amuse me, Danny, you really do. Running around trying to save the have-nots. Don’t you understand? That’s what makes the world go ’round. The rich and the poor. The powerful and the powerless. We’ll always have them, until the world ends. And nothing you do will change that. Just as people will always hate each other, will betray each other. If it weren’t for the evil qualities in humanity, I wouldn’t have a job.”


    “I was just thinking that you missed your calling as a psychiatrist,” said Buchanan. “For the criminally insane. You’d have so much in common with your patients.”


    Thornhill smiled. “That’s how I got on to you, you know. Someone you tried to help ended up betraying you. Jealous of your success, your wanting to do good, I suppose. He didn’t know about your little scheme, but he aroused my curiosity. And when I focus on someone’s life, well, kept secrets are not an option. I tapped your home, your office, even your clothing, and found myself a treasure trove. We so enjoyed listening to you.”


    “Fascinating. Now tell me where Faith is.”


    “I was hoping you could tell me that.”


    “What do you want with her?”


    “I want her to come and work for me. There is a friendly competition between the two agencies, but between the FBI and my agency, I would have to say that we play much fairer with our people. I’ve been working on this project longer than the Bureau. I don’t want all my efforts to be in vain.”


    Buchanan chose his words carefully. He knew he was in great personal danger here. “What can Faith possibly give you that I already haven’t?”


    “In my line of work, two is always better than one.”


    “Would your math include the FBI agent you had killed, Bob?”


    Thornhill took out his pipe and fiddled with it.


    “You know, Danny, you would be well advised to keep yourself focused on your part of this puzzle only.”


    “I consider every part my part. I read the newspapers. You told me Faith had gone to the FBI. An FBI agent is killed working on an undisclosed case. Faith disappears at the same time. You’re right, I hired Lee Adams to find out what was going on. I haven’t heard from him. Did you have him killed too?”


    “I’m a public servant. I don’t have people killed.”


    “The FBI got on to Faith somehow, and you couldn’t allow that, because your whole plan goes down the tubes if they find out the truth. And did you really think I believed you’d let me walk away with a slap on the back for a job well done? I didn’t survive this long in the business by being a damned idiot.”


    Thornhill put his pipe away. “Survival, interesting concept. You consider yourself a survivor, and yet you come to me and make all these sorts of unfounded accusations—”


    Buchanan leaned forward and placed his face right next to Thornhill’s. “I’ve forgotten more about the subject of survival than you ever knew. I don’t have armies of people with guns running around doing my bidding while I sit safely behind the walls of Langley analyzing the field of battle like it was a chess game. The minute you came into my life, I made contingency plans that will absolutely destroy you if anything happens to me. Didn’t you ever consider the possibility that someone might be half as agile as yourself? Or have all your successes really gone to your head?”


    Thornhill simply stared at him, so Buchanan kept going. “Now, I consider myself a partner of sorts with you, no matter how loathsome that thought is. And I want to know if you killed the FBI agent, because I want to know exactly what I have to do to get out of this nightmare. And I want to know if you killed Faith and Adams as well. And if you don’t tell me, the minute I leave this car, my next stop will be the FBI. And if you think yourself so invincible as to try and kill me while the Feds are back there, then go ahead. However, if I die, you go down too.”


    Buchanan leaned back and allowed himself a smile. “You know the old story of the frog and the scorpion, don’t you? The scorpion needs a ride across the water and tells the frog he won’t sting it if the frog will provide that ride. And the frog knows that if the scorpion does sting it, that the scorpion will drown, so he gives it the ride. Halfway across the water, the scorpion, against all reason, does sting the frog. As it’s dying, the frog cries out, ‘Why did you do it? Now you’ll die too.’ And the scorpion simply tells him, ‘It’s my nature.’” Buchanan made a mock show of waving. “Hello, Mr. Frog.”


    The two men sat staring at each other for the next mile, until Thornhill broke the silence.


    “Lockhart needed to be eliminated. The FBI agent was with her. So he had to die too.”


    “But you missed Faith?”


    “With your private investigator’s help. But for your blunder, this crisis would never have happened.”


    “It never occurred to me that you would be planning to kill anyone. So you have no idea where she is?”


    “It’s only a matter of time. I have a number of irons in the fire. And where there’s bait, there’s always hope.”


    “Meaning what?”


    “Meaning I’m done talking with you.”


    The next fifteen minutes passed in complete silence. The car drove into the underground parking garage of Buchanan’s building. A gray sedan waited on the lower level, its engine running. Before Thornhill got out, he gripped Buchanan’s arm.


    “You claim to have the ability to destroy me if anything happens to you. Well, here’s my side. If your colleague and her new ‘friend’ bring all that I’ve worked for crashing down, you will all be eliminated. Immediately.” He removed his hand. “Just so we understand one another. Mr. Scorpion,” Thornhill added scornfully.


    A minute later, the gray sedan pulled out of the parking garage. Thornhill was already on the phone.


    “Buchanan is not to be out of sight for even one second.” He clicked off and began to think of how to attack this new development.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 42


    “This is the last place,” Connie said as they pulled up to the motorcycle shop in his sedan.


    They got out and Reynolds looked around. “His younger brother?”


    Connie nodded as he checked his list. “Scott Adams. Manages the place.”


    “Well, let’s hope he’s a little more helpful than the others.”


    They had covered all of Lee’s relatives in the area. None had seen or heard from him in the last week. Or at least that’s what they said. Scott Adams might be their last chance. However, when they got inside they were told he was out of town for a friend’s wedding and wouldn’t be back for a couple of days.


    Connie handed the young man behind the counter his card. “Tell him to call me when he gets in.”


    Rick, the salesman who had obnoxiously flirted with Faith, looked down at the card. “Does this have to do with his brother?”


    Connie and Reynolds eyed him. “Do you know Lee Adams?” Reynolds asked.


    “Can’t say I know him. He don’t know my name or nothing. But he’s come by a few times. Just a couple days ago, in fact.”


    The two agents looked Rick up and down, gauging his credibility.


    “Was he alone?” Reynolds asked.


    “No. He had some chick with him.”


    Reynolds took out a photo of Lockhart and handed it over to him. “Think short hair, not long, black, not auburn.”


    Rick nodded as he stared at the photograph. “Yep, that’s her. And Lee’s hair was different too. Short and blond. And he had a beard and mustache too. I’m real good at noticing things.”


    Reynolds and Connie looked at each other, trying hard to hide their excitement.


    “Any idea where they might have gone?” Connie asked.


    “Maybe. But I sure know why they came here.”


    “Really? Why’s that?”


    “They needed wheels. Took a bike. One of the big Gold Wings.”


    “Gold Wing?” Reynolds repeated.


    “Yeah.” Rick rifled through a stack of color brochures on the counter and flipped one around so Reynolds could see. “This one here. The Honda Gold Wing SE. If you’re going long distance, nothing beats this baby. Trust me.”


    “And you say Adams took one. Got a color, license plate number?”


    “I can look the plate up. The color’s the same as on the brochure. That was a demo. Scotty let him take it.”


    “You said you might have an idea where they went,” Reynolds prompted.


    “What do you want with Lee?”


    “We want to talk with him. And the lady he’s with,” she said amiably.


    “They do something wrong?”


    “Won’t know until we talk to them,” Connie replied. He stepped forward a little. “It’s an ongoing FBI investigation. You a friend of theirs or something?”


    Rick paled at the suggestion. “Hell, no, that chick is bad news. A real attitude. While Lee was inside, I went out to the sales lot and tried to help her. Real professional-like, and she jumped all over me. And Lee’s no better. When he came out, he gave me some lip. I came close to kicking his ass, in fact.”


    As Connie looked at the beanpole Rick, he recalled the surveillance tape of the physically imposing Lee Adams. “Kick his ass? Is that right?”


    Rick looked defensive. “He’s got some weight on me, but he’s an old guy. And I’m into tae kwon do.”


    Reynolds studied Rick closely. “So you’re saying that Lee Adams was inside for a while, and the woman was out in the lot by herself?”


    “That’s right.”


    Reynolds and Connie traded a quick glance. “If you have information as to where they went, the Bureau would greatly appreciate it,” Reynolds said, growing impatient. “That and the plate number on the bike. Like right now, if you don’t mind. We’re sort of in a hurry.”


    “Sure. Lee also got a map for North Carolina. We sell ’em here, but Scotty just gave it to him. That’s what Shirley, the girl who usually works the desk, said.”


    “Is she in today?”


    “Nope. Sick. I’m it.”


    “Can I get one of those Carolina maps?” Reynolds asked. Rick pulled one out and handed it to her. “How much?”


    He smiled. “Hey, it’s on the house. Just being a good citizen. You know, I’m thinking about joining the FBI.”


    “Well, we could always use a good man,” Connie said with a blank expression, his gaze averted.


    Rick looked up the plate number on the demo and gave it to Connie. “You guys let me know what happens,” Rick said as they started to leave.


    “You’ll be the first,” Connie called back over his shoulder.


    The two agents settled back in the car.


    Reynolds looked at her partner. “Well, Lockhart isn’t being held by Adams against her will. He left her outside by herself. She could’ve taken off.”


    “They sure look to be a team of sorts. At least right now.”


    “North Carolina,” Reynolds said almost to herself.


    “Big state,” Connie said back.


    Reynolds looked at him with a wry expression. “Well, let’s see if we can cut it down some. At the airport, Lockhart bought two tickets for a flight to Norfolk International.”


    “So why the map for North Carolina?”


    “They couldn’t take the plane. We’d have been waiting for them in Norfolk. At least Adams seemed to know that. He was probably aware we have an arrangement with the airlines, and that’s how we scored Lockhart at the airport.”


    “Lockhart screwed up by using her real name for the second ticket. But that was probably all she could do, unless she had a third fake ID,” Connie added.


    “So no plane. Can’t use a credit card, so no rental car. Adams figures we have the bus and railroad terminals covered. So they get the Honda from his brother and a map for their true destination: North Carolina.”


    “Meaning that when they got to Norfolk by plane they were either going to drive or hop another plane to someplace in Carolina.”


    Reynolds shook her head. “But that doesn’t make sense. If they were going to North Carolina, why not just take a plane directly there? There are tons of flights to Raleigh and Charlotte out of National. Why go through Norfolk?”


    “Well, maybe you’d go through Norfolk if you weren’t going to Charlotte or Raleigh or anyplace near them,” Connie ventured, “but still wanted to go to someplace in North Carolina.”


    “But why not still go through one of those two major airports?”


    “Well, what if Norfolk is a lot closer to where they wanted to go than Charlotte or Raleigh are?”


    Reynolds thought a moment. “Raleigh’s roughly in the middle of the state. Charlotte is west.”


    Connie snapped his fingers. “East! The coast. The Outer Banks?”


    Reynolds found herself nodding in agreement. “Maybe.The Outer Banks has thousands of beach houses where one could hide.”


    Connie suddenly looked less hopeful. “Thousands of beach houses,” he muttered.


    “Well, the first thing you can do is call the Bureau’s airline liaison and find out what flights run out of Norfolk for the Outer Banks. And we have some times to work with. Their flight was scheduled to get into Norfolk at noon. I don’t see them cooling their heels any longer than necessary at a public place, so the flight out had to be relatively close to noon or so. Maybe one of the commuters has regular service. We already checked with the major airlines. They didn’t reserve with any of them out of Norfolk.”


    Connie picked up the car phone and placed the call. It didn’t take long before they got an answer.


    Connie’s features looked hopeful again. “You’re not going to believe this, but there’s only one commuter service to the Outer Banks from Norfolk International.”


    Reynolds smiled broadly and shook her head. “Finally, some luck in this damn case. Talk to me.”


    “Tarheel Airways. They fly out of Norfolk to five places in Carolina: Kill Devil Hills, Manteo, Ocracoke, Hatteras and a place called Pine Island, near Duck. There’re no regular departures. You call ahead and the plane is waiting for you.”


    Reynolds spread open the map and scanned it. “Okay, there are Hatteras and Ocracoke. They’re the farthest south.” She put a finger on the map. “Kill Devil Hills is here. Manteo south of that. And Duck is here, to the north.”


    Connie looked at where she was pointing. “I’ve been down there on vacation. You cross the bridge over the sound and head north for Duck. South for Kill Devil. They’re fairly equidistant from each other at that point.”


    “So what do you think? North or south?”


    “Well, if they were going to North Carolina, it was probably at Lockhart’s prompting.” Reynolds looked at him curiously. “Because Adams took the map,” Connie explained. “If he knew the area, he wouldn’t have done that.”


    “Nice, Sherlock, what else?”


    “Well, Lockhart has some serious money. One look at her house in McLean will tell you that. If I were her, I’d have a safe house under my phony name in case the roof caved in.”


    “But we’re still at square one: north or south?”


    They sat there stewing over this until Reynolds suddenly slapped her forehead. “God, how stupid. Connie, if you have to call Tarheel to arrange for a flight, our answer’s right there.”


    Connie’s eyes grew wide. “Damn, talk about blind.” He picked up the phone, got the number for Tarheel and placed the call, relaying the date and approximate time and the name Suzanne Blake.


    He hung up and looked at her. “A reservation for two people with Tarheel was made by our Ms. Blake two days ago to fly out of Norfolk around two P.M. They were pissed because she never showed. They normally take a credit card, but she’d flown with them before, and so they just took her on her word.”


    “And their destination?”


    “Pine Island.”


    Reynolds couldn’t help but smile. “God, Connie, we might actually pull this off.”


    Connie put the car in gear. “Only bad thing is, I don’t rate one of the Bureau’s planes. We’re stuck with the old Crown Vic here. I figure six hours or so, not counting stops.” He checked his watch. “With stops, that’ll put us there about one in the morning.”


    “I’m not supposed to leave the area.”


    “Bureau Rule Number One: You can go anywhere so long as you have your guardian angel along.”


    Reynolds looked troubled. “What do you think about calling in reinforcements?”


    He eyed her quizzically. “Well, I guess we could call Massey and Fisher and let them take all the credit.”


    Reynolds suddenly smiled. “Give me a minute to call home and then let’s roll.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 43


    It had taken Lee many agonizing hours, but he had finally tracked down Renee. Her mother had flatly refused to give him her phone number at college, but in a series of calls to the admissions office, among others, Lee had lied, begged and threatened until the number had been given up. It figured. He hadn’t called his daughter for a long time, and when he did, it had to be for something like this. Boy, she was really going to cherish her old man now.


    Renee’s roommate at UVA swore on her grave that Renee had left for class accompanied by two members of the football team, one of whom she was dating. After telling the young woman who he was and leaving a number for Renee to call, Lee had hung up the phone and then gotten the telephone number for the Albermarle County Sheriff’s office. He talked his way to a deputy sheriff and told the woman that someone had made threats against Renee Adams, a student at UVA. Would they please send someone to check on her? The woman asked questions that Lee could not answer, including wanting to know who the hell he was. Just check the latest most-wanted list, he wanted to tell her. Sick with worry, he tried his best to impress upon her the sincerity of what he was saying. Then he hung up and stared down at the digital missive once more: “Renee for Faith,” he slowly said to himself.


    “What?”


    He jerked around and stared at Faith, there on the stairs, her eyes wide, her mouth open.


    “Lee, what is it?”


    Lee was out of ideas at the moment. He simply held up the phone for Faith, his face an anguished mess.


    She looked at the message and then stared at him. “We have to call the police.”


    “She’s okay, I just talked to her roommate. And I called the police. Somebody’s blowing smoke at us. Trying to spook us.”


    “You don’t know that.”


    “You’re right, I don’t,” he said miserably.


    “Are you going to call the number back?”


    “That’s probably what they want me to do.”


    “You mean so they can trace the call? Can you trace a cellular call?”


    “It’s possible, if you have the right equipment. Phone carriers have to be able to trace a cell call to determine the location of a 911 caller. It uses a time difference of arrival method by measuring signal distances between cell towers and kicks out a string of possible locations… . Shit, my daughter’s head might be in the guillotine and I sound like a damn walking science magazine.”


    “But not an exact location.”


    “No, at least I don’t think so. It’s not as precise as satellite positioning, that’s for certain. But who the hell really knows? Some geeky asshole invents some new piece of shit every second that rips away a little bit more of your privacy. I know, my ex-wife married one.”


    “You should call, Lee.”


    “And what the hell am I supposed to say? They want to trade you for her.”


    She put one hand on his shoulder, rubbed his neck and then leaned against him. “Call them. And then we’ll see what we can do. Nothing is going to happen to your daughter.”


    He looked at her. “You can’t guarantee that.”


    “I can guarantee that I will do everything I can to make sure she’s not harmed.”


    “Including walking into their hands?”


    “If it comes to that, yes. I’m not going to let an innocent person get hurt because of me.”


    Lee slumped back against the couch. “I’m supposed to be so good under pressure too and I can’t even think straight.”


    “Call them,” Faith said very firmly.


    Lee took a long breath and punched in the numbers. With Faith sitting beside him and listening in, they waited as the phone rang once and then was answered.


    “Mr. Adams?” Lee didn’t recognize the voice. It had a mechanical quality to it, making him think it was being altered somehow. It sounded inhuman enough to make his skin tingle with absolute dread.


    “This is Lee Adams.”


    “Nice of you to leave your cell phone number at your apartment. It made contacting you much more convenient.”


    “I just checked on my daughter. She’s fine. And the cops are on the scene. So your little kidnapping plan—”


    “I have no need to kidnap your daughter, Mr. Adams.”


    “Then I’m not sure why I’m talking to you.”


    “You needn’t abduct someone to kill her. Your daughter can be eliminated today, tomorrow, next month, next year. While going to class, lacrosse practice, driving on holiday, even while she’s sleeping. Her bed is right next to a window, first floor. She often stays late at the library. It couldn’t be easier, really.”


    “You sick bastard! You sonofabitch!” Lee looked like he wanted to break the phone in two.


    Faith gripped his shoulders, trying to calm him down.


    The voice continued with irritating calm. “Histrionics won’t help your daughter. Where is Faith Lockhart, Mr. Adams? That’s all we want. Give her up and all your problems go away.”


    “And I’m supposed to just accept that as gospel?”


    “You really don’t have a choice.”


    “How do you know I’ve even got the woman?”


    “Do you want your daughter to die?”


    “But Lockhart got away.”


    “Fine, next week you can bury Renee.”


    Faith jerked at Lee’s arm and pointed at the phone.


    “Wait, wait!” Lee said. “Okay, okay, if I have Faith, what do you propose?”


    “A meeting.”


    “She’s not going to come voluntarily.”


    “I don’t really care how you get her there. That’s your responsibility. We’ll be waiting.”


    “And you’ll just let me walk away?”


    “Drop her off and drive away. We’ll take care of the rest. You don’t interest us.”


    “Where?”


    Lee was given an address outside of Washington, D.C., on the Maryland side. He knew it well: very isolated.


    “I have to drive it. And the cops are everywhere. I need a few days.”


    “Tomorrow night. Twelve sharp.”


    “Dammit, that’s not a lot of time.”


    “Then I suggest you start right now.”


    “Listen, if you lay a hand on my daughter, I’ll find you, somehow I will. I swear it. First I’ll break every bone in your body, and then I’ll really hurt you.”


    “Mr. Adams, consider yourself the luckiest human being on the face of the earth that we don’t see you as a threat. And do yourself a favor: When you walk away don’t ever, ever look back. You won’t turn to salt, but it still won’t be pretty.” The line went dead.


    Lee put the phone down. For a few minutes he and Faith just sat there without speaking. “Now what do we do?” Lee finally managed to say.


    “Danny said he’d be here as soon as he could.”


    “Great. I’ve got a deadline: tomorrow, midnight.”


    “If Danny’s not here in time we’ll drive to the place they gave you. But first we’ll call in some reinforcements.”


    “Like who, the FBI?” Faith nodded. “Faith, I’m not sure we could explain all this to the Feds in one year, much less one day.”


    “It’s all we have, Lee. If Danny gets here in time and has a better plan, so be it. Otherwise I’ll call Agent Reynolds. She’ll help us. I’ll make it work.” She squeezed his arm. “Nothing is going to happen to your daughter. I promise.”


    Lee gripped her hand, hoping with all his heart that the woman was right.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 44


    Buchanan had a number of meetings on Capitol Hill scheduled for the early evening, pitching to an audience that didn’t want to receive his message. It was like throwing a ball at a wave. It would either be kicked back in your face or lost at sea. Well, today was the end. No more.


    His car dropped him off near the Capitol. He went up the front steps and over to the Senate side of the building, where he climbed the broad staircase to the second floor, which was mostly restricted space, and continued to the third floor, where people could freely wander.


    Buchanan knew he was being followed by more people now. While there were lots of dark suits around, he had trekked these halls long enough to sense who should be here as opposed to those who looked out of place. He assumed they were the FBI and Thornhill’s men. After the encounter in the car, the Frog would have deployed more resources. Good. Buchanan smiled. He would, from now on, refer to the CIA man as the Frog. Spies liked code names. And he couldn’t think of a more appropriate one for Thornhill. Buchanan just hoped that his stinger was potent enough, and that the Frog’s shiny, inviting back wouldn’t prove too slippery.


    The door was the first one a person would come to upon reaching the third floor and turning left. A middle-aged man in a suit stood next to it. There was no brass plate to identify whose office this was. Right next door was the office of Franklin Graham, the Senate sergeant-at-arms. The sergeant-at-arms was the Senate’s principal law enforcement, administrative support and protocol officer. Graham was a good friend of Buchanan’s.


    “Good to see you, Danny,” the man in the suit said.


    “Hello, Phil, how’s that back of yours?”


    “Doc says I should have the surgery.”


    “Listen to me, don’t let them cut you. When you’re feeling the pain, have a nice, pleasing shot of Scotch, sing a song at the top of your lungs and then make love to your wife.”


    “Drinking, dancing and loving—sounds like good advice to me,” Phil said.


    “What’d you expect from an Irishman?”


    Phil laughed. “You’re a good man, Danny Buchanan.”


    “You know why I’m here?”


    Phil nodded. “Mr. Graham told me. You can go right in.”


    He unlocked the door and Buchanan passed through, and then Phil closed the door and stood guard. He didn’t notice the two pairs of people who had idly watched this exchange.


    The agents reasonably figured they could wait for Buchanan to come out and then take up their surveillance once more. They were on the third floor, after all. It wasn’t like the man could fly away.


    Inside the room, Buchanan grabbed a raincoat off the hook on the wall. Lucky for him it was drizzly outside. There was also a yellow hard hat on another wall hook. He slipped this on as well. Then he pulled Coke-bottle glasses and work gloves from his briefcase. At least from a distance, with his briefcase under the raincoat, he would change from lobbyist to laborer.


    Going to another door at the end of the room, Buchanan removed the chain locking this door and opened it. He went up the stairs and then opened a hatch-like door, which revealed a ladder leading up. Buchanan put his feet on the rungs and started climbing. At the top, he popped another hatch and found himself on the roof of the Capitol.


    The attic room was how the pages accessed the roof to change the flags that flew over the Capitol. The inside joke was that the flags were constantly changed, some flying only for seconds, so that members could send generous constituents back home a continuous supply of Stars and Stripes that had “flown” over the Capitol. Buchanan rubbed his brow. God, what a town.


    Buchanan looked down at the front grounds of the Capitol. People were scurrying here and there, running for meetings with people they desperately needed help from. And with all the egos, factions, agendas, crisis upon crisis and stakes greater than anything that had come before in the world’s history, everything somehow seemed to work out. A large anthill came to mind as Buchanan looked down upon the scene. This well-oiled machine of democracy. At least the ants did it for survival. But maybe in a way, we do too, he thought.


    He looked up at Lady Liberty on her century-and-a-half perch atop the Capitol’s dome. She had recently been removed via helicopter and stout cable, and the grime of a hundred fifty years had been thoroughly cleaned away. Too bad the sins of people weren’t as easy to scrape off.


    For one insane moment, Buchanan contemplated jumping. He might have too, except the desire to beat Thornhill was simply too strong. And that would be the coward’s way out anyway. Buchanan was many things, but a coward was not one of them.


    There was a catwalk that ran across the roof of the Capitol, and it would take Buchanan to the second part of his journey. Or, more accurately, his escape. The House wing of the Capitol building had a similar attic room, which its pages used to raise and lower its flags. Buchanan quickly went across the catwalk and through the hatch on the House side. He climbed down the ladder and into the attic room, where he removed the hard hat and gloves, but kept on the glasses. He pulled a snapbrim hat from his briefcase and put it on. Pulling up the collar on the raincoat, he took a deep breath, opened the door to the attic room and passed through. People milled here and there, but no one really gave him a second glance.


    In another minute he had left the Capitol through a rear doorway known only to a few veterans of the place. A car was waiting for him there. A half hour later he was at National Airport, where a private plane, its twin engines revving, awaited its sole passenger. Here was where the friend in high places earned his money. The plane received clearance for takeoff a few minutes later. Soon thereafter Buchanan looked out the window of the plane as the capital city slowly disappeared from view. How many times had he seen that sight from the air?


    “Good riddance,” he said under his breath.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 45


    Thornhill was heading home after a very productive day. With Adams now in the fold, they would soon have Faith Lockhart. The man might try to dupe them, but Thornhill didn’t think so. He had heard the very real fear in Adams’s voice. Thank God for families. Yes, all in all, a productive day. The ringing phone would soon change all that.


    “Yes?” Thornhill’s confident look vanished as the man reported to him that somehow, some way, Danny Buchanan had utterly vanished, from the very top floor of the Capitol, no less.


    “Find him!” Thornhill roared into the phone before slamming it down. What could the man’s game be? Had he decided to begin his escape a little early? Or was it for another reason? Had he contacted Lockhart somehow? That was intensely troubling. Shared information between the two was not good for Thornhill. He thought back to their meeting in the car. Buchanan had displayed his usual temper, his little word games—mere bluster, really—but had otherwise been fairly subdued. What could have precipitated this latest development?


    In his agitation, Thornhill drummed his fingers on the briefcase he had in his lap. As he looked down at the hard leather, his mouth dropped open. The briefcase! The damn briefcase! He had provided one for Buchanan. It had a backup recorder in it. The conversation in the car. Thornhill admitting he had had the FBI agent killed. Buchanan had tricked him into betraying himself and then taped him. Taped him with CIA-issued equipment. That two-faced sonofabitch!


    Thornhill grabbed the phone; his fingers were shaking so badly he misdialed twice. “His briefcase, the tape in it. Find it. And him. You must get it. You have to get it.”


    He dropped the phone and slumped back in the seat. The master strategist of over a thousand clandestine operations was absolutely stunned by this development. Buchanan could take him down with this. He was running loose with the evidence to crush him. But Buchanan would go down too, had to, there was no way around it.


    Wait. The scorpion! The frog! Now it all made sense. Buchanan was going to go down and take Thornhill with him. The CIA man loosened his tie, wedged himself into the seat and fought the panic he felt flooding his body.


    This is not how it will end, Robert, he told himself. After thirty-five years this is not damn well how it’s going to end. Calm down. Now is when you need to think. Now is where you earn your place in history. This man will not beat you. Slowly, steadily, Thornhill’s breathing returned to normal.


    It could be that Buchanan would simply use the tape as insurance. Why spend the rest of his life in prison when he could quietly disappear? No, it made no sense that he would take the tape to the authorities. He had as much to lose as Thornhill, and he couldn’t possibly be that vindictive. Thornhill had a sudden thought: Perhaps it was the painting, the idiotic painting. Maybe that was what had started this whole thing. Thornhill should never have taken the damned thing. He would leave a message on Buchanan’s machine at once, telling him his precious object had been returned. Thornhill left the message and arranged for the painting to be brought back to Buchanan’s home.


    As Thornhill sat back and looked out the window, his confidence was restored. He had one ace in the hole. A good commander always held something in reserve. Thornhill made another phone call and received some positive news, a piece of intelligence that had just come in. His face brightened, the visions of doom receding. It would be all right after all. His mouth eased into a smile. The snatch of victory from the jaws of defeat; it could either age a man several decades overnight or give him bronze balls. Or sometimes both.


    In another few minutes Thornhill was getting out of his car and going up the sidewalk to his lovely house. His impeccably dressed wife met him at the door and gave him a perfunctory peck on the cheek. She had just come back from a country club function. In fact, she was always coming back from a country club function, he thought, muttering to himself. While he agonized over terrorists sneaking into the country with nuclear-bomb-making materials, she lounged at fashion shows where young, vacuous women with legs stretching to their inflated bosoms pranced about in outfits that didn’t even bother to cover their derrieres. He was out every day saving the world, and his spouse ate finger sandwiches and drank champagne in the afternoon with other ladies of considerable means. The idle rich were as stupid as the uneducated poor—more brainless than cows, in fact, was Thornhill’s opinion. At least cows had a reasonable understanding that they were the slaves. I’m an underpaid civil servant, Thornhill mused, and if I ever let my defenses down, the only thing left of the wealthy and powerful in this country would be the echoes of their screams. It was a mesmerizing thought.


    He barely heard his wife’s inconsequential ramblings on “her day” as he put down his briefcase, mixed a drink and escaped to his study and closed the door. He never told the woman about his day. She’d chat about it to her one-name, oh-so-chic glorified barber, who would tell another client, who would let it slip to someone else and the world would stop tomorrow. No, he never talked shop with the wife. But he did indulge her in just about everything else. But finger sandwiches indeed!


    Ironically, Thornhill’s home office was much like Buchanan’s. There were no plaques, testimonials or souvenirs of his long career on display. He was a spy, after all. Was he supposed to act like the idiotic FBI and wear T-shirts and hats emblazoned with CIA? He almost choked on his whiskey at the thought. No, his career had been invisible to the public, but highly visible to those who mattered. The country was far better off because of him, though the ordinary folk would never know it. That was all right. To seek accolades from the great and ignorant public was the vice of a fool. He did what he did because of pride. Pride in himself, in his devotion to his country.


    Thornhill thought back to his beloved father, a patriot who carried his secrets, his distinguished triumphs to the grave. Service and honor. That was what it was all about.


    Soon, with a little luck, the son would notch another triumph in his own career. When Faith showed up, she would be dead within an hour. And Adams? Well, he would have to die too. Certainly Thornhill had lied to the man on the phone. Thornhill understood quite clearly that deceit was nothing more nor less than a highly effective tool of the trade. One just had to make sure that lies at work didn’t interfere with one’s personal life. But Thornhill had always been good with compartmentalization. Just ask his country club wife. He could initiate a covert action in Central America in the morning and play, and win, at bridge at the Congressional Country Club in the evening. Now, dammit, that was compartmentalization!


    And whatever anyone said about him within the confines of the Agency, he had always been good with his people. He pulled them out of situations when they needed to be pulled. He had never left an agent or case officer spinning in the wind, helpless. But he also kept them in the field when he knew they could carry it home. He had developed an instinct for such things, and it had hardly ever proved wrong. He also didn’t play political games with intelligence collection. He had never told the politicians simply what they wanted to hear, as others at the Agency had—sometimes with disastrous consequences. Well, he could only do what he could. In two years it would be someone else’s problem. He would leave the organization in as strong a state as he could. His parting gift. There was no need to thank him. Service and honor. He lifted his drink in memory of his late father.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 46


    “Stay low, Faith,” Lee said as he edged close to a window overlooking the street. He had his gun out and was watching a car drop a man off out front. “Is that Buchanan?” he asked.


    Faith anxiously peered over the windowsill and then immediately relaxed.


    “Yes.”


    “Okay, answer the front door. I’ll cover you.”


    “I told you it was Danny.”


    “Great, then go let Danny in. I’m not taking any unnecessary chances.”


    Frowning at this remark, Faith went to the front door and opened it. Buchanan slipped through and she closed and locked the door behind him. They exchanged a prolonged hug as Lee watched from the stairs, his gun in plain sight in his belt clip. Their bodies shook together, and tears streamed down their faces. He felt a pang of jealousy at this embrace. It quickly passed, though, as he sensed the exchange of affection was clearly that of a father and his daughter; a reunion of souls separated by life’s circumstances.


    “You must be Lee Adams,” Buchanan said, extending his hand. “I’m sure you regret the day you ever took on this assignment.”


    Lee came down and shook his hand. “Nah. This one’s been a piece of cake. I’m actually thinking about specializing in this area, especially considering no one else would be stupid enough to do it.”


    “I thank God you were there to protect Faith.”


    “Actually, I’ve gotten pretty good at saving Faith.” Lee and Faith exchanged smiles, then Lee looked back at Buchanan. “But the fact is we have one additional complication. A very important one,” Lee added. “Let’s go to the kitchen. You might want to hear it over a drink.”


    As they sat at the kitchen table, Lee filled Buchanan in on the situation with his daughter.


    Buchanan looked furious. “That bastard.”


    Lee eyed him keenly. “This bastard have a name? I’d love to know it, for future reference.”


    Buchanan shook his head. “Trust me, you don’t want to go down that route.”


    “Who is behind all this, Danny?” Faith touched his arm. “I think I have a right to know.”


    Buchanan looked at Lee.


    “Sorry,” Lee said, putting up his hands, “that’s your call.”


    Buchanan gripped Faith’s arm. “They’re very powerful people and they happen to work for this country. That’s all I can really say without endangering you even more.”


    Faith sat back astonished. “Our own government is trying to kill us?”


    “The gentleman I’ve been dealing with tends to go his own way. But he does have resources, lots of them.”


    “So Lee’s daughter is in real danger?”


    “Yes. This man will usually say rather less than what he actually intends.”


    “Why’d you come here, Buchanan?” Lee wanted to know. “You got away from the guy. At least for our sakes I hope you did. You could’ve lost yourself in a million different places. Why come here?”


    “I got you both into this. I intend to get you out.”


    “Well, whatever plan you have better include saving my daughter or else you can count me out. I’ll park myself inside her skin for the next twenty years if I have to.”


    Faith said, “I thought I could call the FBI agent I was working with, Brooke Reynolds. We can tell her what’s going on. She could place Lee’s daughter in protective custody.”


    “For the rest of her life?” Buchanan shook his head. “No, that won’t work. We have to cut the hydra’s heads off and then burn the stubs. Otherwise we’re just wasting time.”


    “And exactly how do we do that?” Lee asked.


    Buchanan opened his briefcase and pulled out the tiny cassette tape from a hidden crevice. “With this. I was able to record the gentleman I’ve been talking about. On this tape he admits that he had the FBI agent killed, among other incriminating things.”


    For the first time Lee looked hopeful. “Are you serious?”


    “Trust me, I would never joke about this man.”


    “So we use this tape to keep the hound at bay. He hurts us, we destroy him? He knows that. Then we’ve pulled his fangs.”


    Buchanan slowly nodded. “Exactly.”


    “And you know how to contact him?” asked Lee.


    Buchanan nodded. “I’m sure that he’s figured out what I did and is right now trying to deduce what my intention is.”


    “Well, my intention is that you call up this asshole right this second and tell him to stay the hell away from my daughter. I want it in blood. And I don’t trust the sonofabitch, so I still want something like a company of SEALs outside her dorm room for good measure. And I still plan on heading up there myself. Just in case. They want Renee? They go through me.”


    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Buchanan said.


    “I don’t remember asking for your permission,” Lee fired back.


    “Lee, please,” Faith said. “Danny’s just trying to help.”


    “I wouldn’t be in this nightmare if this guy had been straight with me up front. So excuse the hell out of me if I don’t treat him like he’s my best buddy.”


    “I don’t blame you for feeling that way,” Buchanan said. “But you called me for help, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you. And your daughter. That I swear.”


    Lee’s guarded manner relaxed somewhat in the face of this seemingly frank declaration.


    “Okay,” he said grudgingly. “I admit you get points for coming here. You’ll get more points when you call off the assassins. And then after that we should get the hell out of here. I’ve already called this psycho once on my cell phone. I’m assuming that at some point he’ll be able to narrow our location down from that. When you call him, it’ll give them even more info to work with.”


    “Understood. I have a plane at my disposal at a private airstrip not too far from here.”


    “Your friends in high places?”


    “Friend. Senior senator from this state, Russell Ward.”


    “Good old Rusty,” Faith said, smiling.


    “You’re sure you weren’t followed?” Lee glanced at the front door.


    “No one could have followed me. I’m not sure of much anymore, but I am certain of that.”


    “If this guy is as good as you seem to think he is, I wouldn’t feel too certain of anything.” Lee held out his cell phone. “Now please make the call.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 47


    Thornhill was in his study at home when Buchanan’s phone call came in. His communication link was such that the call was not traceable to Thornhill, if Buchanan was perhaps sitting at FBI headquarters. And Thornhill’s phone also had a voice scrambler that would make voice ID impossible. On the other hand, Thornhill’s people were working on tracing Buchanan’s location, but as yet they hadn’t been successful. Even the CIA had its limits, what with the explosion in the field of communications technology. There were so many electronic signals flying through the air, it made it damn near impossible to trace a wireless call to a precise location.


    The National Security Agency would be able to trace the call with its stadium-size circular antennae. The super-secret NSA possessed technological might that made anything the CIA had pale by comparison, Thornhill well knew. It was said that the intelligence the NSA perpetually swept out of the air could fill the Library of Congress every three hours, gobbling up avalanches of information-bytes. Thornhill had availed himself of the NSA’s services before. However, the NSA (the inside joke was that the acronym stood for “no such agency”) was often difficult for anyone to control. Thus Thornhill didn’t want to involve them in this highly sensitive matter. He would handle it himself.


    “You know why I’m calling?” Buchanan said.


    “A tape. A highly personal one.”


    “It’s good doing business with someone who considers himself omniscient.”


    “I would appreciate some small bit of evidence, if it’s not too much trouble,” Thornhill said placidly.


    Buchanan played a snatch of the earlier conversation between the two men.


    “Thank you, Danny. Now, your terms?”


    “Point one, you don’t go near Lee Adams’s daughter. That is called off. Now and forever.”


    “Do you happen to be with Mr. Adams and Ms. Lockhart right now?”


    “Second, all three of us are off limits as well. If anything remotely suspicious happens, then the tape goes directly to the FBI.”


    “During our last conversation you said you already had the means to destroy me.”


    “I lied.”


    “Do Adams and Lockhart know of my involvement?”


    “No.”


    “How can I trust you?”


    “It would only have put them in more danger to tell them. All they want to do is survive. It seems a common enough goal these days. And I’m afraid you’ll just have to take my word for it.”


    “Even though you just admitted lying to me?”


    “Exactly. Tell me, how does it feel?”


    “And my long-term plan?”


    “I really don’t give a damn at this point.”


    “Why did you run?”


    “Put yourself in my place; what would you have done?”


    “I would never have allowed myself to be put in your place,” said Thornhill.


    “Thank God we can’t all be like you. Do we have an agreement?”


    “I don’t have much choice, do I?”


    “Join the club,” said Buchanan. “However, you can be absolutely certain that if anything happens to any of us, it’s over for you. But if you play fair, you accomplish your goal. Everyone lives to celebrate.”


    “Good doing business with you too, Danny.”


    Thornhill clicked off and sat there seething for a few moments. Then he made another call but came away disappointed. The trace had not been made. Well, that was all right. He hardly expected it to be so easy. He still had his ace in the hole. He made one more phone call and this time the information brought a broad smile to his lips. As Danny had said, Thornhill did know all there was to know, and he thanked God for his omniscience. When you planned for every possible contingency you were difficult to beat.


    Buchanan was with Lockhart, of that he was almost certain. His two golden birds were occupying the same nest. That made his task infinitely simpler. Buchanan had outsmarted himself.


    He was just about to refill his scotch when his wife popped her head in. Would he like to go to the club with her? There was a bridge tournament going on. She had just gotten a call. A couple had canceled and wanted to know if the Thornhills could take their place.


    “Actually,” he said, “I’m very much engaged in a game of chess.” His wife looked around the empty room. “Oh, it’s long-distance, dear,” Thornhill explained, nodding at his desktop computer. “You know the things one can do with technology these days. You can do battle and never even see your opponent.”


    “Well, don’t stay up too late,” she said. “You’ve been working very hard and you’re not a young man anymore.”


    “I see light at the end of the tunnel,” Thornhill replied. And this time he was telling the absolute truth.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 48


    Reynolds and Connie reached Duck, North Carolina, around one in the morning after only a single stop for fuel and food and reached Pine Island a short while later. The streets were dark, the businesses closed. They were fortunate in finding an all-night gas station, however. While Reynolds got two coffees and some pastries, Connie found out from the clerk on duty where the airplane runway was located. They sat in the gas station lot, ate, and mulled things over.


    “I checked in at WFO,” Connie told Reynolds as he stirred sugar into his coffee. “Interesting twist. Buchanan’s disappeared.”


    She swallowed a bite of her pastry and stared at him. “How the hell did that happen?”


    “Nobody knows. That’s why so many people are catching grief over it.”


    “Well, at least they can’t blame that one on us.” “Don’t be too sure of that. Laying blame is a fine art in D.C., and the Bureau ain’t no exception.”


    Reynolds had a sudden thought. “Connie, do you think Buchanan could be trying to rendezvous with Lockhart? That may be why he disappeared.”


    “If we could nail them both at the same time, you might get appointed director.”


    Reynolds smiled. “I’ll settle for having my suspension lifted. But Buchanan might be on his way here. What time did they say they lost the tail?”


    “Early evening.”


    “Then he could already be here; hours ago if he took a plane.”


    Connie sipped his coffee, while he thought this over. “Why would Buchanan and Lockhart be doing anything together?” he asked slowly.


    “Don’t forget, if we’re right about Buchanan hiring Adams, then maybe Adams called Buchanan and they hooked up that way.”


    “If Adams is innocent in all this. But he sure as hell wouldn’t call Buchanan if he thought the guy had anything to do with trying to knock off Lockhart. After all we’ve found out, I’m gauging the guy as her protector, of sorts.”


    “I think you’re right about that. But maybe Adams found out something that made him believe Buchanan didn’t order the hit. If that was the case, he might try to team with Buchanan to figure out together what the hell was going on and who else was out there trying to kill Lockhart.”


    “Somebody else behind this? One of the foreign governments Buchanan was working with, maybe? If the truth came out, they’d be sitting out there with world-class egg on their face. That’s plenty of incentive to kill somebody,” Connie said.


    “I wonder,” Reynolds began, as Connie watched her closely. “There’s just been something about this case that’s never added up,” she said. “We’ve got somebody impersonating FBI agents. Somebody who seems to know our every move.”


    “Ken Newman?”


    “Maybe. But that doesn’t seem to make sense either. Ken’s had cash coming in for a long time. Has he been somebody’s mole for that long a period of time? Or is it somebody else?”


    “And don’t forget about whoever’s trying to frame you. Moving money around accounts like that takes some expertise.”


    “Exactly. But I just don’t see operatives of a foreign government being able to do all that, and no one the wiser.”


    “Brooke, countries conduct industrial espionage against us every day. Shit, our staunchest allies even do it, ripping off our technology because they’re not smart enough to do it on their own. And our borders are so open it doesn’t take much to get in. You know that.”


    Reynolds let out a deep sigh as she stared into the darkness lying right outside the gas station’s harsh ring of lights. “I suppose you’re right. I guess instead of trying to figure out who’s behind this, we should try to find Lockhart and company and just ask them.”


    “Now, that’s a plan I can relate to.” Connie put the car in gear and they sped off into the darkness.


    *  *  *


    After locating the runway, Reynolds and Connie cruised the dark streets looking for the Honda Gold Wing. Virtually all of the beach houses appeared vacant now, which made their search both easier and more difficult. It cut down the number of places they had to focus on, but it also made the agents stand out more.


    Connie finally spotted the Honda in the carport of one of the beach houses. Reynolds eased out of the car and got a close enough look to confirm that the license tag matched the bike Lee Adams had borrowed from his brother’s shop. Then they drove to the other end of the street, hit the lights and talked it over.


    “Maybe it’s as simple as me going in the front and you going in the back,” Reynolds said as she studied the dark house. Her skin was tingling with the thought that a bare fifty feet away were two or possibly the three key people in this whole investigation.


    Connie shook his head. “I don’t like that. The Honda being there means Adams is in there too.”


    “We’ve got his gun.”


    “A guy like that, first thing he would’ve done is get another one. And we go in, even if we surprise him, he knows the lay of the land better than we do. He might get one of us.” He added, “And you don’t even have a gun, so we’re not splitting up.”


    “You’re the one who said you thought Adams wasn’t a bad guy.”


    “Thinking something and being absolutely certain of it are two different things. And that difference is not something I’m willing to risk anybody’s life over. And rushing in on anybody, good or bad, in the middle of the night, mistakes can happen. I intend on getting you back to your kids in one piece. And I wouldn’t mind doing the same.”


    “So how do we play it? Wait for daylight and call in reinforcements?”


    “Calling in the locals will probably mean every TV station down here will be on the block an hour after we do. That won’t earn us many points at HQ.”


    “Well, I guess we can wait for them to ride off on the Honda and then pull them.”


    “Other things being equal, I’m inclined to watch the place and see what happens. If they come out, we move in. If we get real lucky, Lockhart will surface without Adams and we can take her. After that, I’m figuring we can bait Adams out pretty easy.”


    “And if they don’t come out, together or singly?”


    “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


    “I don’t want to lose them again, Connie.”


    “It’s not like they can just take off down the beach or swim to England. Adams went to a lot of trouble to get those wheels. He’s not going to abandon the bike because he doesn’t have another way to replace it. Where he goes, that Honda goes. And that Honda ain’t going anywhere without us seeing it.”


    They settled down and waited.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 49


    His pistol resting on his belly, Lee had spent a few fitful hours on the couch downstairs. Every few minutes he thought he heard someone breaking in, and each time it proved to be nothing more than his very tired imagination doing its best to drive him crazy. Since he couldn’t sleep, he had finally decided to get ready to leave for Charlottesville. He grabbed a quick shower and changed his clothes. He was packing his bag when a soft knock came on his door.


    Faith was dressed in a long white robe; her puffy cheeks and tired-looking eyes were stark testaments to her inability to sleep.


    “Where’s Buchanan?” he asked.


    “Actually dozing, I think. I never came close.”


    “Tell me about it.” He finished packing and closed his bag.


    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” she asked.


    He shook his head. “I don’t want you anywhere near this guy and his goons if they show up. I got through to Renee last night. First time I’ve talked to her in I don’t know how long and I have to tell her she might be the target of some psycho because of something her stupid dad did.”


    “How did she take it?”


    On this Lee brightened. “Actually, she seemed happy to hear from me. I didn’t tell her everything that was going on. I didn’t want to panic her too much, but I think she’s looking forward to seeing me.”


    “I’m glad to hear that. I’m really happy for you, Lee.”


    “The cops at least took my call seriously. Renee said a patrolman came by and a marked car’s been cruising the area.”


    He put his bag down, took her hand. “I don’t feel good about leaving you.”


    “It’s your daughter. We’ll be fine. You heard Danny. He’s got this person over a barrel.”


    Lee looked unconvinced. “The last thing you should do right now is let down your guard. The car will be here at eight to take you and Buchanan to the plane. You head back to D.C.”


    “And then what?”


    “Go to a motel in the suburbs. Register under a false name and then call me on my cell phone. As soon as things are okay with Renee I’ll head back. I already talked it over with Buchanan. He’s in agreement.”


    “And then?” Faith persisted.


    “Let’s just take it a step at a time. I told you there are no guarantees in this.”


    “I was actually talking about us.”


    Lee played with the strap on his bag. “Oh,” was all that came out, and it sounded idiotic.


    “I see.”


    “You see what?” Lee demanded.


    “Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am.”


    “Where do you get off thinking like that? Don’t you know what kind of a man I am by now?”


    “Actually, I thought I did. But I guess I forgot. You’re in the loner group: sex only for fun. Right?”


    “Why are we doing this? Like we don’t have enough going on. We can talk about it later. It’s not like I’m not coming back.”


    Lee didn’t mean to put her off, but—hell, why couldn’t she see there was no time for this right now?


    Faith sat down on the bed.


    “Like you said, no guarantees,” she said.


    He put a hand on her shoulder. “I am coming back, Faith. I didn’t come this far to desert you now.”


    “Okay,” was all she said. She stood and gave him a quick hug. “Please, please, be careful.”


    Faith let him out the rear door. As she turned to go back in, Lee’s gaze was riveted on her. He took in everything, from the bare feet to the short dark hair and all points in between. For one troubling moment, he wondered if this was the last time he would ever see her.


    Lee climbed on the Honda and quickly started up the bike.


    *  *  *


    As Lee roared out of the driveway and hit the street, Brooke Reynolds raced back to the Crown Vic and threw open the door. Breathless, she looked inside.


    “Shit, I knew the minute I left the car to get a closer look at the house this would happen. He must have come out a rear door. He didn’t even turn on the carport light. I never saw him until the bike cranked up. So what do we do? House or the bike?”


    Connie looked down the road. “Adams is already out of sight. And that bike is a lot more agile than this tank.”


    “I guess that leaves the house and Lockhart.”


    Connie suddenly looked worried. “We’re presuming she’s still inside. In fact, we don’t even know if she was ever inside.”


    “Shit, I knew you were going to say that. She damn well better be. If we just let Adams go and Lockhart isn’t in that house, I will swim to England. And you’re going to have to be right beside me. Come on, Connie, we have to go in the house.”


    Connie climbed out of the car, pulled his gun and looked around nervously. “Shit, I don’t like this. It could be a setup. We could be walking right into an ambush. And we’ve got no backup.”


    “We don’t have much choice, do we?”


    “All right, but dammit, stay behind me.”


    They headed for the house.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 50


    Dressed in black sweats and tennis shoes, the three men raced along the beach, keeping low to the sand. Although the dawn was fast approaching, they were virtually invisible in their dark clothing against the backdrop of the ocean, and the pounding surf covered all sounds of their movements.


    They had arrived in the area barely an hour ago and had just received some very disturbing news. Lee Adams had left the house. Lockhart wasn’t with him. She must still be in the house. Or at least they hoped she was. Buchanan, they had been told, might be there as well. They would take those two over Adams. He could wait. They would eventually get him. In fact, they would not stop until they got him.


    Each team member was equipped with an automatic pistol and a knife specially designed to take out the carotid in one efficient stroke. Each man was well skilled in exactly how to execute just such a lethal blow. Their orders were clear. Everyone in the house had to die. Perfectly executed, it could be a clean operation. They could be back in Washington by late morning.


    They were proud men, professionals in their own right and long in the service of Robert Thornhill. As a team they had survived some dangerous times in the last twenty years with their wit, skill, physical strength and stamina. They had saved lives, made certain parts of the world safer, helped to ensure that the United States would become the world’s sole remaining superpower. This would mean a fairer, more just world for many. Like Robert Thornhill, they had joined the Agency to perform a service, to engage in a public trust. To them, there was no higher calling.


    All three men were also part of the group Lee and Faith had eluded at Adams’s apartment. The episode had embarrassed them, tarnishing their reputation for near perfection. They had been hoping for a shot at redemption, and now they did not intend to waste it.


    One man stayed near the top of the stairs to keep watch, while the other two hurried down the boardwalk to the rear of the house. The plan was simple, direct, unencumbered by layers of detail. They would hit the house hard and fast, starting on the ground floor and moving up. When they ran into anyone, they wouldn’t ask questions or seek identification. Their suppressor-equipped pistols would fire one time for each victim, and then they would move on until every living thing in the house no longer was. Yes, it was definitely conceivable they could be back in Washington before lunch.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 51


    Lee slowed down the Honda and then stopped in the middle of the road, his feet coming down lightly on the asphalt. He looked back over his shoulder. The street was long, black and empty. Daylight would be coming soon, though. He could see it in the softening edges of the sky, like the streaked edges of a Polaroid slowly lapping to vibrancy.


    So why couldn’t he have waited? He could have stayed until the car came to take Faith and Buchanan to the airstrip. It would only delay his trip to Charlottesville by a couple of hours at most. And it would certainly increase his peace of mind. Why the hell was he running away so fast? Renee was protected. What about Faith?


    His gloved hand tapped against the Honda’s throttle. It would also give him a chance to talk to the woman, to let Faith know that he cared very much for her.


    He turned the Honda around and headed back. When he reached the street, he slowed the bike. The car was parked at the far end of the street. It was a big sedan that just screamed federal government. True, it was at the opposite end of the street and he wouldn’t have passed it heading to the main road, but how the hell had his “expert” eyes missed that? God, was he really getting that old?


    He drove directly at the car, figuring that if it was the Feds, he could cut off easily enough and lose them. As he drew closer, however, it was clear the car was empty. Starting to panic, he swung the Honda around, rode up into the driveway of the beach house two lots down from Faith’s and jumped off. Throwing down his helmet and pulling his pistol, Lee raced around to the rear courtyard of the house and then on to the boardwalk that crisscrossed the rear common areas connecting all the houses to the main steps going to the beach, like human veins leading to the heart’s arteries. His own heart was pumping at a feverishly high pace.


    He jumped off the boardwalk, squatted low behind some sawgrass and peered at the back of Faith’s beach house. What he saw chilled him to the bone. The two men were dressed all in black and were sliding over the rear wall of Faith’s courtyard. Were they the Feds? Or were they the men who had been prepared to assassinate Faith at the airport? Please, God, don’t let it be them. The two men had already disappeared over the wall. In seconds they would be in the house. Had Faith reset the alarm system after she let him out? No, he thought, she probably hadn’t.


    Lee jumped up and dashed toward the house. As he crossed the boardwalk, he sensed something coming at him from the left as the darkness began to lift even more. That sensation was probably the only thing that saved his life.


    The knife plunged into his arm instead of his neck as he ducked and rolled. He came up bleeding, but the rigid material of the bike suit had absorbed a good deal of the blow. His attacker didn’t hesitate but leaped straight at him.


    However, Lee timed it just right, managed to raise his good arm, pushed hard, levered the man over him, throwing him into the sawgrass, which was about as unpleasant as having a sharp knife driven into your flesh. Lee lunged for his gun, which he had lost when the guy had slammed into him. Lee had no qualms about shooting the guy down and raising a ruckus. Right now he would welcome any assistance the local police cared to provide.


    His opponent made a stunning recovery, however, bursting out of the sawgrass with startling velocity and colliding with Lee before he could retrieve his pistol. The two men landed at the edge of the steps. Lee saw the knife thrust coming again but was able to grip the man’s wrist before the blade hit him. The guy was strong; Lee could feel the steely tendons in the man’s forearm and in the rocklike triceps as he grabbed the man’s upper arm in an attempt to force the knife out of his hand. But Lee wasn’t exactly a weakling either. He hadn’t shoved tons of barbells around for years for nothing.


    The guy he was battling was an experienced fighter as well because he managed to get in two or three efficient gut punches with his free hand. After the first one, though, Lee tightened his abdominals and obliques and felt little pain from the other jabs. He had spent over two decades doing stomach crunches and having medicine balls slammed into his belly. After that punishment, the human fist offered very little difficulty for him, no matter how hard it was thrown.


    Thinking that two could play at that game, Lee let go of the man’s upper arm and landed a body uppercut to the diaphragm. He felt the wind go out of the guy, but the grip on the knife remained unbroken. Then Lee landed three successful kidney punches, about the most painful ones you could throw and still leave your opponent conscious. The knife fell from the man’s hand, clattering down the steps.


    Then both men rose to their feet, breathing hard, still clinging to each other. Like a burst of wind, the man executed a nifty loopkick that knocked Lee’s legs out from under him. He went down with a grunt but popped right back up when he saw the guy go for his pistol. Being seconds from death gave Lee’s body resiliency he could never summon in less dangerous times. He hit the guy low and hard, linebacker to running back in a textbook impact, and they both went over the edge of the steps, bouncing painfully down each pressure-treated plank and landing in a pile of twisted arms, legs and torsos in the sand and then eating mouthfuls of salty water as they rolled into the water, the rising tide being almost up to the steps.


    Lee had seen the pistol tumble away during the fall, so he kicked himself free and stood in ankle-deep water. The guy rose too, but not as swiftly. Lee, however, was tightly on guard. The guy knew karate; Lee had felt it in the kick at the top of the stairs; he was seeing it in the defensive posture the man now assumed, making himself into a little ball, leaving no angles, nothing of much width to hit. His brain working faster than conscious thought, Lee figured he had about four inches and fifty pounds on the guy, but if the man nailed him with a lethal foot to the head, Lee would go down. And then he and Faith and Buchanan were all dead. But if he didn’t finish the guy within the next minute, Faith and Buchanan would be dead anyway.


    The man aimed a crushing side kick to Lee’s torso; however, his having to slosh through water to deliver the kick gave Lee the little extra time he needed. Lee had to get in close, grab what he could and not give Chuck Norris Jr. enough space to do his martial arts magic. Lee was a boxer; in-close fighting, where whipping legs couldn’t do much damage, was where he could be absolutely devastating. Lee braced himself and absorbed the rib-rattling leg shot to the body but then held on to the limb with his bloodied arm, clinching it to his side in a viselike grip. With his free hand, he landed a cartilage-shattering blow to the guy’s knee, driving it backward to a degree knees were not designed to go. The man screamed. Then Lee delivered a crunching straight jab to the guy’s face, feeling the nose flatten under the impact. Finally, in a flash of almost choreographed movement, Lee dropped the leg, curled low and then erupted out of that position with a cannonball left hook that carried all two hundred and twenty pounds of his bulk plus whatever multiplying factor pure fury brought to the battle. When his fist hit facial bone, which promptly yielded under the terrible impact, Lee knew he had won. Nobody short of a professional heavyweight had a jaw that hard.


    The man went down as though shot through the head. Lee instantly flipped him on his stomach and pushed his head under the water. He didn’t have time to actually drown the guy, so he brought his elbow down with all his might dead center on the back of the man’s neck. The resulting sound was unmistakable, even with the water lapping all over them, as though God wanted Lee to damn well know what he’d done, and didn’t want him to ever forget it.


    The body went limp and Lee rose over the dead man. Lee had been in more than his share of fights both in and out of the boxing ring, but he had never killed anyone before. As he looked down at the body, he knew it was nothing to be proud of. Lee was just grateful it wasn’t him lying dead.


    Sick to his stomach and suddenly feeling the full force of the pain in his wounded arm, Lee looked up the steps leading to the beach houses. He had only two other beasts to conquer and then he could call it a day. And it was clear they weren’t the Feds. FBI agents didn’t run around trying to kill people with fancy knives and karate kicks; they pulled their shields and guns and told you to stop right in your tracks. And if you were smart, you did.


    No, they were the other guys. The CIA robokillers. He raced up the steps, found his pistol and hustled as fast as he could to the beach house, hoping with every labored breath that he was not too late.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 52


    Faith had changed into jeans and a sweatshirt and now sat on her bed staring at her bare feet. The sounds of the motorcycle had disappeared as though into an enormous vacuum. As she looked around the room, it was as though Lee Adams had never even been here, had never been real. She had spent so much time and energy trying to lose the man, and now that he was gone, all of her spirit seemed to have been swept into the void Lee had left behind.


    At first she thought the sound she heard in the stillness of the house was Buchanan stirring. Then she thought it might actually be Lee returning. It had sounded like the back door. As she rose from the bed, it suddenly occurred to her that it couldn’t be Lee because she hadn’t heard the motorcycle pull into the carport; as this thought hit, her heart started thudding uncontrollably.


    Had she locked the door? She couldn’t remember. She knew she hadn’t set the alarm. Could it be just Danny stumbling around? For some reason Faith knew it wasn’t.


    She eased over to the doorway and peered out, her ears straining to hear any sound. She knew she hadn’t imagined the noise. Someone had come in the house, she was sure of it. Someone was in the house right now. She looked down the hallway. There was another alarm control panel in the bedroom Lee had used. Could she reach it, activate the system, the motion detector? She dropped to her knees and crawled out into the hallway.


    Connie and Reynolds had gone in the side door and made their way down the lower-floor hallway. Connie had his gun pointed ahead. Reynolds was behind him, feeling naked and useless without her own pistol. They eased open each door on the lower level and found each room empty.


    “They must be upstairs,” Reynolds whispered into Connie’s ear.


    “I hope there’s somebody here,” he whispered back, his voice carrying an ominous tone.


    They both froze when a sound came from somewhere within the house. Connie motioned upstairs with his finger and Reynolds nodded in agreement. They approached the stairs and headed up. Fortunately, the stairs were carpeted and absorbed the sounds of their footsteps. They reached the first landing and paused, listening intently. Silence. They moved forward again.


    The family area was empty, as far as they could see. They moved along one wall, their heads swiveling in near-synchronized motion.


    *  *  *


    Right above them, in the upstairs hallway, Faith was flat on her stomach on the floor. She peered over the edge and relaxed slightly as she saw that it was Agent Reynolds. When she saw the two other men moving up the stairs from the lower level, her fear instantly returned.


    “Look out,” Faith yelled.


    Connie and Reynolds turned back to look at her and saw where she was pointing. Connie swung his gun in the direction of the two men, who also had their guns out, pointed directly at the two agents.


    “FBI,” Reynolds barked out to the men in black. “Drop your weapons.” Usually when she said that, she felt fairly confident of the response. Now, with two guns against one, she was not nearly as confident.


    The two men didn’t drop their weapons. They moved forward as Connie swung his gun back and forth between the two.


    One of the men looked up at Faith. “Come down here, Ms. Lockhart.”


    “Stay up there, Faith,” Reynolds called out, her gaze finding Faith’s and holding on it. “Go to your room and lock the door.”


    “Faith?” Buchanan appeared in the hallway, his white hair disheveled, his eyes blinking.


    “You too, Buchanan. Now,” the same man commanded. “Down here.”


    “No!” Reynolds said, moving forward. “Listen up, an HRT unit is on its way here right now. We’re looking at an ETA of about two minutes. If you won’t put your weapons down, then I suggest you run like hell unless you want to go up against those guys.”


    The man looked at her and smiled. “There’s no HRT unit coming, Agent Reynolds.”


    Reynolds could not hide her astonishment. That astonishment immeasurably increased with the man’s next words.


    “Agent Constantinople,” the man said, looking over at Connie, “you can leave now. We have it under control, but we appreciate your assistance.”


    Slowly, Reynolds turned and looked at her partner, her mouth open in absolute shock.


    Connie stared back at her, a distinct look of resignation on his features.


    “Connie?” Reynolds took a quick breath. “It can’t be, Connie. Please tell me it’s not.”


    Connie fingered his pistol and he shrugged. Gradually his taut posture relaxed. “My plan was to get you out of this alive and get your suspension lifted.” He looked over at the two men. One of them shook his head decisively.


    “You’re the leak?” Reynolds said. “Not Ken?”


    “Ken was no leak,” Connie said.


    “But the money in the safe-deposit box?”


    “That came from his card and coin trading. He operated all in cash. I actually did some shows with him. I knew. He was cheating the tax guys. So who the hell cared? More power to him. Most of it was going to college funds for his kids anyway.”


    “You let me think he was the leak.”


    “Well, I didn’t want you to think it was me. Obviously, that would not have been good.”


    One of the men ran upstairs and disappeared into one of the bedrooms. A minute later he emerged carrying Buchanan’s briefcase. He escorted Faith and Buchanan down the stairs. The man popped open the briefcase and took out the cassette. He played a little of the tape to confirm what was on it. Then he cracked open the cassette, pulled out the tape and threw the long strands into the gas fireplace and hit the remote switch. They all watched in silence as the tape was quickly reduced to a gooey mess.


    As Reynolds watched the tape disappear, she couldn’t help but think she was being shown the next few minutes of her life. The last few minutes of her life.


    Reynolds looked at the two men and then at Connie. “So they just tailed us all the way down? I didn’t see anybody,” she said bitterly.


    Connie shook his head. “There was a transmitter in my car. They’ve been listening in. They let us find the right house and then followed.”


    “Why, Connie? Why turn traitor?”


    Connie’s tone was reflective. “I put in twenty-five years at the Bureau. Twenty-five damn good years, and I’m still at square one, still a grunt in the field. I got a dozen years on you and you’re my boss. Because I wouldn’t play the political game south of the border. Because I wouldn’t lie and just go along, they tanked my career.” He shook his head and looked down. When he stared back up at her, he looked apologetic. “Understand, I got nothing against you, Brooke. Nothing. You’re a damn fine agent. I didn’t want it to end like this. The plan was for us to stay outside and let these guys do their thing. When I got the all-clear, we’d go in and find the bodies. Your name would be cleared, everything would work out fine. Adams taking off like that blew our plan apart.” Connie stared with unfriendly eyes at the man in black who had identified him by name. “But if this guy hadn’t said anything, maybe I still could have figured out a way for you to walk away with me.”


    The man shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t know that was important to you. But you’d better get going. It’s getting light outside. Give us half an hour. Then you can call the cops. Make up any cover story you want.”


    Reynolds never took her eyes off Connie. “Let me make up a cover story for you, Connie. It goes like this: We found the house. I go in the front while you cover the rear. I don’t come out. You hear shots, you go in. Find us all dead.” Reynolds’s voice broke as she thought of her children, of never seeing them again. “You see someone leaving, empty your pistol at him. But you miss, give chase, are almost killed, but luckily barely survive. You call the cops. They get here. You call HQ, fill them in. They send people down. You get bitched at a little for coming down here with me, but you were just standing by your boss. Loyalty. Who could really blame you? They investigate and never reach a satisfactory answer. Probably think I’m the leak for sure, came down for a payoff. You can tell them it was my idea to come here, that I knew exactly where to go. I go in the house, get popped. And you, a poor innocent dupe, almost lose your life too. Case closed. How’s that sound, Agent Constantinople?” She almost spat this last part out.


    One of Thornhill’s men looked over at Connie and smiled. “Sounds good to me.”


    Connie never took his eyes off Reynolds. “I’m sorry, Brooke, I really am.”


    Reynolds’s eyes filled with tears and her voice cracked again when she spoke. “Tell Anne Newman that. Tell my kids that, you bastard!”


    His eyes downcast, Connie moved past them and started to head down the stairs.


    “We’ll do them here, one by one,” the first man said.


    He looked at Buchanan. “You first.”


    “I take it that was a special request from your boss,” Buchanan said.


    “Who? I want a name,” Reynolds demanded.


    “What does it matter?” the second man said. “It’s not like you’re going to be around to testify—”


    The instant he said this, the bullet hit him in the back of the head.


    The other man whirled, trying to aim his gun, but was too late and took a blast right in the face. He dropped, dead, next to his partner.


    Connie came back up the stairs, a wisp of smoke still trailing from his pistol’s muzzle. He looked down at the two dead men. “That was for Ken Newman, you assholes.” He looked up at Reynolds. “I didn’t know they were going to kill Ken, Brooke. I swear that on a stack of Bibles. But after it happened, there was nothing I could do but bide my time and see what happened.”


    “And let me chase a wild goose? Watch me get suspended. My career ruined.”


    “There wasn’t much I could do about that. Like I said, my intent was to get you out of this, get you reinstated. Let you be the hero. Let Ken take the charge as snitch. He was dead, what did it matter?”


    “It would matter to his family, Connie.”


    Connie’s features turned angry. “Look, I don’t have to stand here and explain shit to you or anybody else. I’m not proud of what I did, but I had my reasons. You don’t have to agree with them, and I’m not asking you to, but don’t stand there and lecture me about something you know nothing about, lady. You want’a talk pain and bitterness? I got about fifteen years of it on you.”


    Reynolds blinked and stepped back, eyeing the pistol.


    “Okay, Connie, you just saved our lives. That’ll count for a lot.”


    “You think so, do you?”


    She pulled out her cell phone. “I’m going to call Massey and get a team down here.”


    “Put the phone away, Brooke.”


    “Connie—”


    “Put the damn phone down. Now!”


    Reynolds let the phone drop to the floor. “Connie, it’s over.”


    “It’s never over, Brooke, you know that. Stuff that happened years ago will always come back to bite you in the ass. People find out stuff and look you up and suddenly your life is over.”


    “Is that why you’re involved in this? Somebody was blackmailing you?”


    He slowly gazed about. “What the hell does it matter?”


    “It matters to me!” said Reynolds.


    Connie let out a deep sigh. “When my wife got cancer, our insurance wouldn’t cover all the specialized treatments. The doctors thought the treatments might give her a chance, a few more months. I mortgaged the house to the hilt. I cleaned out our bank accounts. It still wasn’t enough. What was I supposed to do? Just let her die?” Connie angrily shook his head. “So some coke and other stuff turned up missing from the Bureau evidence room. Some people found out about it later. And suddenly I had a new employer.” He paused and looked down for a moment. “And the most damnable thing is June died anyway.”


    “I can help you, Connie. You can end this right now.”


    Connie smiled grimly. “Nobody can help me, Brooke. I made my deal with the devil.”


    “Connie, let them go. It’s over.”


    He shook his head. “I came here to do a job. And you know me well enough to know that I always finish what I start.”


    “Then what? How will you talk yourself out of these?” She looked at the two dead men. “And now you’re going to kill three more people? That’s crazy. Please.”


    “Not as crazy as giving up and spending the rest of my life in prison. Or maybe getting the chair.” He shrugged his big shoulders. “I’ll think of something.”


    “Please, Connie. Don’t do this. You can’t do this. I know you. You can’t.”


    Connie looked at his pistol and then knelt down and picked up one of the dead men’s guns that had a suppressor attached. “I’ve got to. And I am sorry, Brooke.”


    They all heard the click. Connie and Reynolds instantly recognized it as the cock of a semi-automatic pistol.


    Lee barked, “Drop the pistol. Now! Or I put a tunnel in your head.”


    Connie froze and let the gun fall to the floor.


    Lee came up the stairs and put the muzzle of his pistol against the agent’s head. “I’m real tempted to shoot you anyway, but you did save me the trouble of tangling with two more gorillas.” Lee looked at Reynolds. “Agent Reynolds, I’d appreciate if you’d pick up the pistol and keep it trained on your boy here.”


    Reynolds did so, her eyes burning into her partner’s. “Sit down, Connie. Now!” she ordered.


    Lee went over and put his arms around Faith.


    “Lee,” was all she said, leaning into him.


    “Thank God I decided to come back.”


    “Can someone tell me what the hell this is all about?” Reynolds said.


    Buchanan stepped forward. “I can, but it may not do any good. The proof I had was on that tape. I was planning on making copies, but I didn’t have the chance to before I left Washington.”


    Reynolds looked down at Connie. “You obviously know what’s going on. If you cooperate, it’ll help your sentencing.”


    “I might as well strap myself in the chair,” Connie said.


    “Who? Dammit, who is behind this that everybody’s so scared to death of?”


    “Agent Reynolds,” Buchanan said, “I’m sure that particular gentleman is waiting to hear the outcome of all this. If he doesn’t get it soon, he’ll send out more men. I suggest we stop that from happening.”


    Reynolds looked at him. “Why should I trust you? What I should do is call the cops.”


    Faith said, “The night Agent Newman was killed, I told him I wanted Danny to come in and testify with me. Newman told me that would never happen.”


    “Well, he told you right.”


    “But I think if you know all the facts, you won’t think that way. What we did was wrong, but there was no other way… .”


    “Well, that makes it all perfectly clear,” Reynolds replied.


    “That can wait,” Buchanan said with urgency. “Right now we have to take care of the man behind these people.” He looked down at the dead men.


    “You can add one more to that count,” Lee said. “He’s outside taking a dip in the ocean.”


    Reynolds looked exasperated. “Everybody except for me seems to know everything.” She turned to Buchanan with a scowl. “Okay, I’m listening. What’s your suggestion?”


    Buchanan started to answer when they all heard the sound of a plane coming in. Their eyes went to the window, where the dawn had broken.


    “It’s just the commuter service. It’s daylight. First flight in. The runway’s across the street,” Faith explained.


    “That I do know,” Reynolds said.


    “I suggest we use your friend there,” Buchanan said, nodding at Connie, “to communicate with this person.”


    “And tell him what?”


    “That his operation was a total success, except that his men were killed in the ensuing battle. He’ll understand that, of course. Losses happen. But that Faith and I were killed and the tape was destroyed. That way he’ll feel safe.”


    “And me?” Lee said.


    Buchanan glanced at him. “We’ll let you be our wild card.”


    “And why exactly should I do that?” Reynolds wanted to know. “When I could take you and Faith, and him”—she flicked her pistol at Connie—“to the WFO, get my job back and walk away a hero?”


    “Because if you do that, the man who has caused all of this will go free. Free to do something like this again.”


    Reynolds looked confused and troubled.


    Buchanan watched her closely. “It’s up to you.”


    Reynolds looked at each of them and then her gaze came to rest on Lee. She noted the blood on his sleeve, the cuts and bruises on his face.


    “You saved all of our lives. You’re probably the most innocent person in this room. What do you think?”


    Lee looked at Faith and then at Buchanan before coming back to Reynolds. “I don’t think I can give you a great reason to do it, but if you want my gut, I’d say to go along with them.”


    Reynolds sighed and looked over at Connie. “You have a way of contacting this monster?” Connie said nothing. “Connie, you work with us on this, it’ll help you. I know you were just prepared to kill all of us, and I shouldn’t give a damn about what happens to you.” She paused and looked down for a moment. “But I do. Last chance, Connie, what do you say?”


    Connie’s big hands clenched and unclenched nervously. He looked at Buchanan. “What exactly do you want me to say?”


    Buchanan told him precisely, and Connie sat down on the couch, picked up the phone and dialed. When the line was answered, he said, “This is … ”—Connie looked embarrassed for a moment—“this is Ace-in-the-Hole.” A few minutes later Connie put down the phone and looked at each of them. “Okay, it’s done.”


    “Did he seem to buy it?” Lee asked.


    “Yes, but you can never be sure with these guys.”


    “Good, enough; that gives us some time,” Buchanan said.


    “Well, right now we have some things to tend to,” Reynolds said. “Like a number of dead bodies. And I’ve got to report in. And get you”—she looked at Connie—“into a cell.”


    Connie glared at her. “So much for loyalty,” he said.


    She glared back. “You made your choices. What you did for us will help you. But you’re going to be in prison a long time, Connie. At least you get to live. That’s more of a choice than Ken had.”


    She looked at Buchanan. “Now what?”


    “I suggest we leave here immediately. Once we’re out of the area, you can call the police. When we get back to Washington, Faith and I will meet with the FBI, tell them what we know. We must keep everything completely secret. If he knows we’re working with the FBI, we’ll never get the proof we need.”


    “This guy had Ken killed?”


    “Yes.”


    “Is he with a foreign interest?”


    “Actually, you both have the same employer.”


    Reynolds looked at him, stunned. “Uncle Sam?” she said slowly.


    Buchanan nodded. “If you trust me, I will do my best to bring him to you. I have my own personal score to settle with him.”


    “And what exactly do you expect in return?”


    “For me? Nothing. If I go to prison, I go to prison. But Faith goes free. Unless you can guarantee me that, you can just call the police right now.”


    Faith grabbed his arm. “Danny, you’re not taking the fall for this.”


    “Why not? It was my doing.”


    “But your reasons—”


    “Reasons are no defense. I knew I was taking a chance when I broke the law.”


    “Well, so did I, dammit!”


    Buchanan turned back to Reynolds. “Do we have a deal? Faith does not go to prison.”


    “I’m really not in a position to offer you anything.” She pondered the issue for a moment. “But I can promise you this: If you are shooting straight with me, I’ll do everything in my power to see that Faith goes free.”


    Connie stood up, suddenly looking pale. “Brooke, I need to hit the john, like quick.” He was wobbly on his feet; one hand slid to his chest.


    She glanced at him suspiciously. “What’s the matter?” She scrutinized his pallid features. “Are you all right?”


    “To tell you the truth, I’ve been better,” he mumbled, his head rolling to one side, his left side drooping.


    “I’ll go with him,” Lee said.


    As the pair started to the stairs, Connie seemed to lose his balance and he pressed his hand hard against the center of his chest, his face contorted in pain. “Shit. Oh, God!” He dropped to one knee, moaning, saliva dripping out of his mouth; he started gurgling.


    “Connie!” Reynolds started toward him.


    “He’s having a heart attack,” Faith cried out.


    “Connie!” Reynolds said again as she stared at her stricken partner, who was fast sinking to the floor, his body twitching uncontrollably.


    The movement was fast. It seemed too fast for a man in his fifties, but then again, desperation could mix with adrenaline in a flash.


    Connie’s hand dipped to his ankle. A compact pistol was in a holster there. The gun was out and aimed before anyone could react. Connie had multiple targets, but he chose Danny Buchanan and fired.


    The only one who reacted as fast as Connie did was Faith Lockhart.


    From where she was standing next to Buchanan, she saw the pistol come out before anyone else. She saw the barrel pointed at her friend. In her mind she could hear the explosion that would launch the bullet that would kill Buchanan. How she moved that fast was inexplicable.


    The bullet hit Faith in the chest; she gasped once and then dropped at Buchanan’s feet.


    “Faith!” Lee screamed. Instead of tackling Connie, he lunged for her.


    Reynolds’s gun was trained on Connie. As he swung the pistol around in her direction, the image of the palm reader flashed through her mind. That all-too-short life line. MOTHER OF TWO, FEDERAL AGENT DEAD. She saw the headline fully and boldly in her mind. The whole thing was almost paralyzing. Almost.


    She and Connie locked gazes. He was bringing up his pistol, lining it up with her. He would pull the trigger, she had no doubt. He clearly had the nerve, the balls to kill. Did she? Her finger tightened on her own trigger as the entire world seemed to slow to the pace of an underwater world, where gravity was either suspended or magnified. Her partner. An FBI agent. A traitor. Her children. Her own life. Now or never.


    Reynolds pulled the trigger once and then a second time. The recoil was short, her aim perfect. As the bullets entered Connie’s body, his bulk quivered, his mind perhaps still sending messages, not yet realizing that it was dead.


    Reynolds thought she saw Connie stare searchingly at her as he started to go down, the gun falling from his hand. That image would haunt her forever. Only when Agent Howard Constantinople hit the floor and didn’t move again did Brooke Reynolds take a breath.


    “Faith, Faith!” Lee was tearing at her shirt, exposing the horribly bloody wound in her chest. “Oh my God. Faith.” She was unconscious, her breathing barely detectable.


    Buchanan stared down in blank horror.


    Reynolds knelt beside Lee. “How bad?”


    Lee looked up in anguish. He couldn’t speak.


    Reynolds assessed the wound. “Bad,” she said. “Slug’s still in her. The hole’s right near her heart.”


    Lee looked at Faith. Her skin was already beginning to pale. He could feel the warmth of life spilling out from her with each shallow breath she took. “Oh, God. No. Please!” he cried out.


    “We’ve got to get her to a hospital. Fast,” Reynolds said. She had no idea where the closest hospital was, let alone a trauma center, which was what Faith really needed. And searching the local area by car would be akin to signing the woman’s death warrant. She could call the paramedics, but who knew how long it would take for them to get here? The roar of the plane engine outside made Reynolds glance at the window. The plan formed in her head within seconds. She raced back to Connie and lifted his FBI credentials from his body. For one brief moment she gazed at her former colleague. She shouldn’t feel bad for what she had done. He had been well prepared to kill her. So why did she feel crushed by remorse? But Connie was dead. Faith Lockhart wasn’t. At least not yet. Reynolds hustled back over to where Faith lay. “Lee, we’re taking the plane. Hurry!”


    The group raced outside, Reynolds in the lead. They could hear the plane’s engines revving up as it prepared to take off. Reynolds sprinted ahead. She headed for the wall of brush until Lee screamed at her and pointed toward the access road. She raced in that direction and a minute later found herself on the runway. She looked down at the opposite end. The plane was turning, getting ready to roar down the tarmac, lift into the air; their only hope would be gone in seconds. She ran down the asphalt, directly at the aircraft, waving the pistol, the badge, screaming, “FBI!” at the top of her lungs. The plane came racing at her, as Buchanan and Lee, carrying Faith, burst onto the runway.


    The pilot finally focused on the woman waving a pistol and coming at him. He pulled back on the throttle and the aircraft stopped its roll; the engines whined down.


    Reynolds reached the plane, held up the badge and the pilot slid open his window.


    “FBI,” she said hoarsely. “I have a badly wounded person. I need your aircraft. You’re going to fly us to the nearest hospital. Now.”


    The pilot looked at the badge, the gun and nodded dumbly. “Okay.”


    They all climbed on the plane, Lee cradling Faith against his chest. The pilot turned the aircraft around again, went back to the end of the runway and started his takeoff roll once more. A minute later the plane lifted into the air and rushed toward the embrace of the quickly lightening sky.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 53


    The pilot radioed ahead and a life-support ambulance unit was waiting on the tarmac at the airstrip in Manteo, which was thankfully only a few minutes of flight time away. Reynolds and Lee had used some bandages from the first-aid kit on the plane to try to stop the bleeding, and Lee had given Faith oxygen from the small canister on board, but none of it seemed to have any effect. She had not yet regained consciousness; they could barely get a pulse now. Her limbs were beginning to grow cold, even as Lee clung to her, tried to give her heat from his own body, as though that would do any good.


    Lee rode in the ambulance with Faith over to Beach Medical Center, which had an emergency and trauma center. Reynolds and Buchanan were driven there in a car. On the way to the hospital, Reynolds called Fred Massey in Washington. She told him just enough that he was already running to catch a Bureau plane. Just him, Reynolds had insisted; no one else could come. Massey had accepted this condition without comment. Perhaps it had been the tone of her voice, or simply the stunning content of her very few words.


    Faith was immediately taken to the emergency room, where doctors labored over her for almost two hours, trying to get her vitals up, her heart regulated, the internal bleeding stopped. None of it looked good. Once, the crash cart even had to be called.


    Through the doors Lee watched in the numbest horror as Faith repeatedly jerked under the impact of the electrical current surging through the paddles. Only when he saw the heart monitor go from flat line to its regular peaks and valleys did he find he could even move.


    Barely two hours later they had to cut her chest open, spread her ribs wide and massage her heart to get it going. Every hour seemed to bring a new crisis as she barely clung to life.


    Lee paced the floor incessantly, hands shoved in his pockets, head down, talking to no one. He had said every prayer he could remember. He had made up some new ones. He was helpless to do anything for the woman, and that’s what tore at him. How could he have let this happen? How could Constantinople, that old, bulky sonofabitch, have gotten that shot off? And him right beside the guy? And Faith, why had she taken the round? Why? Buchanan should be the guy lying on that gurney with people swarming over him, trying desperately to push life back into his wrecked body.


    Lee slumped against the wall and slid down to the floor, covering his face with both hands as his big body shook.


    In a private room, Reynolds waited with Buchanan, who had barely spoken a word since Faith had been shot. He just sat there and stared at the wall. To look at Buchanan, no one would have guessed that anger was building in him: the absolute hatred he was holding for Robert Thornhill, a man who had destroyed everything he cared about.


    About the time Fred Massey arrived, Faith was taken to the ICU. She was stabilized for the time being, the doctor told them. The bullet was one of those vicious dum-dums, he said. It had tumbled through her body like a runaway bowling ball, doing considerable damage to organs, and the internal hemorrhaging had been severe. She was strong and for now she was alive. She had a chance, that was all, he cautioned. They would know more soon.


    As the doctor walked away, Reynolds put a hand on Lee’s shoulder and handed him a fresh cup of coffee.


    “Lee, if she survived until now, I have to believe she’s going to make it.”


    “No guarantees,” he mumbled to himself, unable to look at the woman.


    They went to the private room, where Reynolds introduced Buchanan and Lee to Fred Massey.


    “I think Mr. Buchanan should start telling you his story,” Reynolds said to Massey.


    “And he’s willing to do that?” Massey asked skeptically.


    At this Buchanan perked up. “Something more than willing. But before I do, tell me one thing. What’s more important to you? What I did, or arresting the person who killed your agent?”


    Massey leaned forward. “I’m not sure I’m prepared to discuss any sort of deal with you.”


    Buchanan put his elbows on the table. “When I tell you my story, you will be. But I’ll do so on only one condition. You let me deal with this man. In my own way.”


    “Agent Reynolds informed me this person works for the federal government.”


    “That’s right.”


    “Well, that’s pretty damn unbelievable. Do you have proof?”


    “You let me do this my way, and you’ll have your proof.”


    Massey looked over at Reynolds. “The bodies at the house. Do we know who they are yet?”


    She shook her head. “I just checked in. The police and agents from D.C., Raleigh and Norfolk are on the scene. But it’s too early yet to have that info. But everything’s on the QT. The locals have been told nothing. We’re controlling all flows of information. You won’t see anything on the news about the bodies or about Faith being alive and in this hospital.”


    Massey nodded. “Good work.” As though suddenly remembering something, he opened his briefcase, pulled out two objects and handed them to her.


    Reynolds looked down at her pistol and creds.


    “I’m sorry any of this happened, Brooke,” Massey said. “I should have trusted you and I didn’t. Maybe I’ve been out of the field too damn long. Pushing too many papers and not listening to my instincts anymore.”


    Reynolds holstered her gun and put the creds in her purse. She once more felt complete. “Maybe I wouldn’t have either, in your position. But it’s in the past, Fred, let’s move on. We don’t have much time.”


    “Rest assured, Mr. Massey,” Buchanan said, “you’ll never identify those men. Or if you do, they’ll have no ties to the person I’m talking about.”


    “How can you be so sure of that?” Massey demanded.


    “Trust me, I know how this man operates.”


    “Look, why don’t you just tell me who it is and I’ll handle it from there?”


    “No,” Buchanan said firmly.


    “What do you mean no? We’re the FBI, mister, we do this for a living. If you want any sort of deal—”


    “You will listen to me.” Buchanan hardly raised his voice, but his eyes bored into Massey with such overwhelming force that the ADIC lost his train of thought and fell silent. “We have one chance to bring him in. One! He’s already infiltrated the FBI. Constantinople may not be the only mole. There may be others.”


    “I highly doubt that—” Massey began.


    Now Buchanan raised his voice. “Can you guarantee me that there aren’t? Can you?”


    Massey sat back, looking uncomfortable. He glanced at Reynolds, who shrugged.


    “If they could turn Connie, they could turn anybody,” she said.


    Massey looked miserable, shaking his head slowly. “Connie … I still can’t believe it.”


    Buchanan tapped the tabletop. “And if there is another spy in your ranks and you try to trap this man on your own, you will absolutely fail. And your chance will be gone. Forever. Do you really want to risk that?”


    Massey rubbed his smooth chin, thinking it over. When he looked up at Buchanan, his expression was wary but interested.


    “Do you really think you can nail this guy?”


    “I’m prepared to die trying. And I need to work the phones. Call in some very special help.” Buchanan smiled to himself. A lobbyist to the very end. He turned to Lee. “And I need your help, Lee. If you’re willing.”


    Lee looked surprised. “Me? What can I do to help anybody?”


    “I spoke with Faith about you last night. She told me about your ‘special’ abilities. She said you were a good man to have in a bad situation.”


    “I guess she was wrong about that. Otherwise she wouldn’t be lying up there with a hole in her chest.”


    Buchanan put a hand on Lee’s arm. “I can barely function with the guilt I have, for her having stepped in front of that bullet. But I can’t change that now. What I can do is try to make sure she didn’t risk her life for nothing. There’s great danger for you. Even if we get this man, he has many at his back. There’ll always be some out there.”


    Buchanan settled back in his chair and watched Lee closely. Massey and Reynolds stared at the PI too. Lee’s muscular arms and broad shoulders were in stark contrast to the fragility of the look deep within his eyes.


    Lee Adams took a deep breath. What he really wanted to do was stand next to Faith’s bed and never leave until she woke up, saw him, smiled, said she’d be okay. And then, so would he. But, Lee knew, one rarely got what one wished for in this life. So instead, he looked at Buchanan and said, “I guess I’m your man.”


  









  

     
CHAPTER 54


    The black sedan pulled up to the front of the house. Robert Thornhill and his wife, dressed in formal evening clothes, came out the front door. Thornhill locked the house, then the two got in the car and were driven away. The Thornhills were attending an official dinner at the White House.


    The sedan passed the phone-line control pedestal belonging to the community where the Thornhills lived. The metal box was large, bulky and painted light green. It had been placed there about two years ago when the phone company had upgraded the communications lines for this old neighborhood. The metal box had been a sudden eyesore in an area that prided itself on splendid homes and high-dollar landscaping. Thus, the residents had paid for a number of large bushes to be planted around the aboveground pedestal. These bushes now hid the box completely from the road, which meant that the telephone servicemen had to approach it from the rear side, which faced the woods. Aesthetically pleasing, the bushes were also very welcome to the man who had watched the sedan pass by and then had opened the box and begun delicately picking his way through its electronic guts.


    Lee Adams identified the line going to the Thornhills’ residence with a special piece of his own customized equipment. His background in communications hardware was serving him well. The Thornhills’ home had a good security system. However, every security system had an Achilles’ heel: the phone line. Always the phone line. Thank you, Ma Bell.


    Lee went through the steps in his head. When an intruder broke into someone’s home, the alarm went off and the computer dialed the central monitoring station to inform him of the break-in. Then the security person at the monitoring station called the home to see if everything was okay. If the owner answered, he had to give his special code or else the police would be sent. If no one answered the phone, the police would be sent automatically.


    Simply put, Lee was making sure that in this home security system the computer’s phone call would never reach the monitoring station, yet the computer would think that it had. He was accomplishing this by building an in-line component or phone simulator. He had dropped the Thornhill home from the landline feed, effectively severing outside phone communication. Now he had to trick the alarm computer into thinking it had phone service. To do this, he installed the in-line component and threw the switch, effectively giving the Thornhills’ home a dial tone and phone line that went absolutely nowhere.


    He had also found out that the Thornhills’ alarm system had no cellular backup, just the regular landline. That was a big hole. A cellular backup was incapable of being fooled, since it was a wireless system with no way for Lee to access its feed line. Virtually all alarm systems in the country had the very same backbone land- and data-lines. And, thus, they all had back doors in. Lee had just completed his.


    He packed up his tools and made his way through the woods to the rear of the Thornhills’ home. He located a window that was not visible from the street. He had a copy of the Thornhills’ floor plan and alarm layout. It had been provided to him by Fred Massey. By accessing this window, he could reach the upstairs alarm panel without passing any motion detector points.


    He pulled a stun gun from his backpack and held it flush against the window. The windows were all wired, even the second-floor ones, he knew. And both top and bottom window components had contacts. Most homes only had contacts at the bottom window casement; if that had been the case here, Lee would have simply picked the window lock and slid down the top window, without breaking any contacts.


    He pulled the trigger on the stun gun and then moved it to another position on the window where he thought the contact elements were probably located. In all, he fired eight shots into the window frame from the stun gun. The electrical charge from the gun would melt the contacts, fusing them together and rendering them inoperable.


    He picked the sash lock, held his breath and slid the window up. No alarm sounded. He quickly climbed through the window and closed it. Pulling a small flashlight from his pocket, he found the stairs and headed up. The Thornhills, he quickly observed, lived in extremely comfortable luxury. The furnishings were mostly antique; real oil paintings hung on the walls; and his feet melted into the thick and, he assumed, expensive carpet.


    The alarm panel was where all such alarm panels were located; on the upper floor in the master bedroom. He unscrewed the plate and found the wire for the sound cannon. Two snips and the alarm system had suddenly developed laryngitis. Now he was free to roam. He went downstairs and passed in front of the motion detector, waving his arms in defiance, even giving it the finger, pretending it was Thornhill there scowling at him, helpless to do anything about the intrusion. The red light came on and the alarm system was activated, although the system no longer could scream its warning. The computer would soon be dialing the central station, only its call would never get there. It would dial the number eight times, get no answer and then it would stop trying and go back to sleep. At the central station, everything would seem perfectly normal: a burglar’s dream.


    Lee watched as the red light on the motion detector disappeared. Each time he passed in front of it, though, it would go through the same routine, with the same result. Call eight times and then stop. Lee smiled. So far, so good. Before the Thornhills came home he would reattach the wires for the sound cannons: Thornhill would be suspicious if the normal beeping sound didn’t occur when he opened the door. But for now, Lee had work to do.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 55


    The white house dinner was very memorable for Mrs. Thornhill. Her husband, on the other hand, was working. He sat at the long table and made inconsequential conversation when called upon, but spent most of his time listening intently to the guests. There were a number of foreign visitors tonight, and Thornhill knew that good intelligence might come from unusual sources, even a White House dinner. Whether the foreign guests knew he was with the CIA, he wasn’t sure. That was certainly not public knowledge. The guest list that would be printed in the Washington Post the next morning would identify them only as Mr. and Mrs. Robert Thornhill.


    Ironically, the invitation to the dinner had not come because of Thornhill’s position at the Agency. Who was invited to White House functions such as this, and why, were the greatest of mysteries in the capital city. However, the Thornhills’ invitation had been extended because of his wife’s well-known philanthropic work for the District of Columbia poor—a charitable endeavor in which the first lady herself was much involved as well. And Thornhill had to admit, his wife was dedicated to this cause. When she wasn’t at the country club, of course.


    The ride home was uneventful; the couple talked of mundane things while most of Thornhill’s mind was focused on the phone call from Howard Constantinople. Losing his men had been a blow to Thornhill, both personally and professionally. He had worked with them for years. How all three had been killed was beyond his comprehension. He had people down in North Carolina right now finding out as much as possible.


    He had not heard anything further from Constantinople. Whether the man had run was unknown. But Faith and Buchanan were dead. And so was the other FBI agent, Reynolds. At least he was almost certain they were dead. The fact that no newspaper reports had come out regarding at least six dead bodies at a beach house in an affluent area in the Outer Banks was particularly troubling. It had been over a week, and nothing. It might be the Bureau’s doing, covering up what was quickly building to a PR nightmare for them. Yes, he could see them doing that. Unfortunately, without Constantinople he had lost his eyes and ears at the Bureau. He would have to do something about that soon. It would take time to cultivate a new mole, yet nothing was impossible.


    Well, the trail could never lead back to him. His three operatives had cover buried so deeply that the authorities would be incredibly fortunate if they managed to dig through even the surface layer. They would find nothing after that. Well, the three had died heroes. He and his colleagues had toasted their memory in the underground chamber upon learning of their deaths.


    There was one more troubling loose end: Lee Adams. He had gone off on his motorcycle, presumably to Charlottesville to make sure his daughter was safe. He had never arrived in Charlottesville, that Thornhill knew for a fact. So where was he? Had he come back and managed to kill Thornhill’s men? And yet one man taking out all three of them was incomprehensible. But Constantinople had not mentioned Adams in the call.


    As the car drove along, Thornhill felt much less confident than he had at the beginning of the evening. He would have to watch the situation very carefully. Perhaps there would be some message waiting for him at home.


    As the car pulled into their driveway, Thornhill glanced at his watch. It was late, and he had an early morning. He had to testify tomorrow before Rusty Ward’s committee. He had finally tracked down the answers the senator wanted, meaning he was prepared to throw out so much bullshit that the room would have to be fumigated after he had finished.


    Thornhill disarmed the security system, kissed his wife good night and watched as she went up the stairs to her bedroom. She was still a very attractive woman, slender, fine-boned. Retirement would be coming soon. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. He’d had nightmares about it; his sitting in agony at interminable bridge games, country club dinners, fund-raisers; or hacking his way through infinite rounds of golf, his insufferably perky wife at his side for all of it.


    However, as he watched the woman’s nicely shaped backside gliding up the stairs, Thornhill suddenly saw more enticing possibilities for his golden years. They were relatively young, wealthy; they could travel the world. He even thought he might turn in early tonight, and take advantage of the physical urges he was suddenly feeling as he watched Mrs. Thornhill gracefully ascend the stairs to their bedroom. He liked the way she slid her high heels off, exposing black-hosed feet; moved a hand along her curvy hip; let her hair down in back, her shoulder muscles tensing with each movement. Those hours at the country club certainly hadn’t all been wasted. He would just pop in his study to check his messages and then head upstairs.


    He clicked on the light in his study and went over to his desk. He was about to check for any messages on his secure phone when he heard a noise. He turned to the French doors that opened out onto the garden. The doors were opening and a man was stepping through.


    Lee put a finger to his lips and smiled, his gun pointed directly at Thornhill. The CIA man stiffened, his eyes darting left and right, looking for escape, but there was none to be had. If he ran or screamed, he would be dead; he could see that in the man’s eyes. Lee crossed the room and closed, then locked the door to the study. Thornhill watched him silently.


    Thornhill received a second shock when another man stepped through the French doors, closing and locking them too.


    Danny Buchanan looked so calm as to be almost asleep, yet a high level of energy danced behind his eyes.


    “Who are you? What are you doing in my house?” Thornhill demanded.


    “I expected something a little more original, Bob,” said Buchanan. “How often is it that you see a ghost from the very recent past?”


    “Sit,” Lee ordered Thornhill.


    Thornhill eyed the gun one more time, then went over and sat on the leather couch facing the two men. He undid his bow tie and dropped it on the couch, trying, with some difficulty, to assess the situation and decide on a course of action.


    “I thought we had a deal, Bob,” Buchanan said. “Why did you send your team of killers down? A lot of people lost their lives unnecessarily. Why?”


    Thornhill looked at him suspiciously and then at Lee.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t even know who the hell you are.”


    It was clear what Thornhill was thinking: Lee and Buchanan were wired. Perhaps they were working with the FBI. And they were in his house. His wife was upstairs undressing, and these two men were in his house asking him these sorts of questions. Well, they would get nothing for their troubles.


    “I”—Buchanan stopped and glanced at Lee—“we came here, as the sole survivors, to see what sort of arrangement we can work out. I don’t want to keep looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life.”


    “Arrangement? How about I yell up to my wife to call the police? You like that arrangement?” Thornhill eyed Buchanan closely and then pretended recognition. “I know I’ve seen you somewhere before. In the newspapers?”


    Buchanan smiled. “That certain tape Agent Constantinople told you was destroyed?” He slid his hand in his coat pocket and pulled out a cassette. “Well, he didn’t get it exactly right.”


    Thornhill stared at the cassette as if it were plutonium about to be shoved down his throat. He reached into his own jacket.


    Lee raised the pistol.


    Thornhill gave him a disappointed look and slowly edged out his pipe and lighter, taking a moment to light up. Several soothing puffs later, he eyed Buchanan.


    “Since I don’t even know what you’re talking about, why don’t you play the tape? I’d be interested to know what’s on it. It might explain why two complete strangers have broken into my house.” And if that tape had me talking about killing an FBI agent, neither of you would be here, and I’d already be under arrest. Bluff, bluff, bluff, Danny.


    Buchanan slowly tapped the cassette against his palm, while Lee looked nervous.


    “Come now, don’t tease me with something and then pull it away,” said Thornhill.


    Buchanan dropped the cassette on the desk. “Maybe later. Right now I want to know what you’re going to do for us. Something that will make us not go to the FBI and tell them what we know.”


    “And what might that be? You talked about people getting killed. Are you insinuating that I might have killed somebody? I’m assuming that you know I’m employed by the CIA. Are you foreign agents attempting some sort of bizarre blackmail scheme? The problem with that is, you need to have something to blackmail me with.”


    Lee said, “We know enough to bury you.”


    “Well, then I suggest you go get your shovel and start digging, Mr… . ?”


    “Adams, Lee Adams,” Lee said with a fierce scowl.


    “Faith is dead, you know, Bob,” Buchanan said. As he said this, Lee looked down. “She almost made it. Constantinopole killed her. He also killed two of your men. Payback for your killing the FBI agent.”


    Thornhill looked suitably bewildered. “Faith? Constantinople? What the hell are you talking about?”


    Lee came and stood directly in front of Thornhill. “You bastard! You kill people like stepping on ants. A game. That’s all it is to you.”


    “Please put the gun away and leave my house. Now!”


    “Damn you!” Lee aimed his pistol directly at Thornhill’s head.


    Buchanan was next to him in an instant. “Lee, please don’t. That won’t do any good.”


    “I would listen to your friend if I were you,” Thornhill said as calmly as he could. He had had a gun pulled on him once before, when his cover had been blown in Istanbul many years ago. He had been lucky to get out alive. He wondered if his luck would hold tonight.


    “Why should I listen to anybody?” Lee growled.


    “Lee, please,” Buchanan said.


    Lee’s finger hovered on the trigger for an instant, his gaze locked with Thornhill’s. Finally, he lowered the gun, slowly.


    “Well, I guess we’ll have to go to the Feds with what we have,” Lee said.


    “I just want you out of my house.”


    “And all I want,” Buchanan said, “is your personal assurances that no one else will be killed. You’ve got what you want. You don’t have to harm anyone else.”


    “Right. Right, whatever you say. I won’t kill anybody else,” Thornhill said sarcastically. “Now if you’ll please leave my house. I don’t want to upset my wife. She has no idea she’s married to a mass murderer.”


    “This is no joke,” Buchanan said angrily.


    “No, it really isn’t, and I hope you get the help you so obviously need,” said Thornhill. “And please take care that your gun-toting friend doesn’t hurt anyone.” That should sound very nice on the tape. I am actually caring about others.


    Buchanan picked up the cassette.


    “Not leaving the evidence of my crimes?”


    Buchanan swiveled around and eyed him severely. “Under the circumstances, I don’t think it will be necessary.”


    He looks like he wants to kill me, Thornhill thought. Good, very good.


    Thornhill watched as the two men hurried down his driveway and disappeared onto the darkened street. A minute later he heard a car start up. He raced toward the phone on his desk and then stopped. Was it tapped? Was this whole thing a charade to trick him into a mistake? He stared at the window. Yes, they could be out there right now. He hit a button under his desk. All the drapes in the room descended and then a small whooshing sound commenced at each of the windows: white noise. He slid open his drawer and pulled out his secure phone. It had so many security and scrambling features that not even the NSA jocks could lift a conversation on it from the air. Similar to the technology used on military aircraft, the phone threw out electronic chaff that jammed attempts to intercept its signal. So much for electronic eavesdropping, you amateurs.


    “Buchanan and Lee Adams were in my study,” he said into the phone. “Yes. In my home, dammit! They just left. I want all the men we can spare. We’re only minutes from Langley. You should be able to find them.” He paused to relight his pipe. “They sang some bullshit song about the cassette tape where I admitted to having the FBI agent killed. But Buchanan was just bluffing. The tape is gone. I figured they were wired, and I played dumb with everything. It almost cost me my life. That idiot Adams was two seconds away from blowing my head off. Buchanan said Lockhart was dead, which is good for us, if it’s true. But I don’t know if they’re somehow working with the FBI. But without that tape they’ve got no evidence of what we’ve done. What? No, Buchanan was begging for us to leave him alone. We could go ahead with the blackmail plan, just let him live. It was pitiful, actually. When I first saw them, I thought they had come to kill me. That Adams is dangerous. And they told me Constantinople killed two of our men. Constantinople must be dead, so we need to get another spy at the FBI. But whatever you do, you find them. And this time no mistakes. They are dead. And after that, it’s time to execute the plan. I can’t wait to see those pitiful faces on Capitol Hill when I hit them with this.”


    Thornhill clicked off and sat at his desk. It was funny, their coming here that way. A desperate act. From desperate men. Did they really think they could bluff a man such as himself? It was rather insulting. But he had won in the end. The reality was that tomorrow or soon thereafter they would be dead and he wouldn’t be.


    He rose from behind the desk. He had been brave, cool under pressure. Survival is always intoxicating, Thornhill thought as he turned out the light.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 56


    The Dirksen Senate Office Building was bustling as usual on this crisp morning. Robert Thornhill walked with special purpose down the long hallway, swinging his briefcase cavalierly at his side. Last night had been quite something, a success in many ways. The only downside was that they had failed to find Buchanan and Adams.


    The rest of the night had been simply marvelous. Mrs. Thornhill had been impressed with his animalistic zeal. The woman had even gotten up early and made him breakfast, dressed in a sheer, clingy black outfit. That hadn’t happened in years—making his breakfast or the clingy number.


    The hearing room was at the far end of the hallway. Rusty Ward’s little fiefdom, Thornhill thought derisively. He ruled with a southern fist, meaning velvet-gloved, yet with granite knuckles underneath. Ward would lull you to sleep with his ridiculously syrupy drawl and when you least expected it, he would pounce and shred you. His intense gaze and oh-so-precise words could melt the unsuspecting foe right in his uncomfortable, government-issue hot seat.


    Everything about Rusty Ward painfully assaulted Thornhill’s old-school, Ivy-League sensibilities. But this morning he was ready. He would talk death squads and redactions until the cows came home, to borrow one of Ward’s favorite lines; and the senator would be left with no more information at the end of the day than when he had started.


    Before entering the hearing room, Thornhill took one energizing deep breath. He envisioned the setting that he was about to confront: Ward and company behind their little bench, the chairman pulling at his suspenders, his fat face looking here and there as he rustled through his briefing papers, missing nothing in the confines of his pathetic kingdom. When Thornhill entered, Ward would look at him, smile, nod, give him some little innocent greeting intended to disarm Thornhill’s defenses, as if that were even a possibility. But I guess he has to go through the motions. Teaching an old dog new tricks indeed. That was another of Ward’s stupid little sayings. How dreary.


    Thornhill pulled open the door and strode confidently down the aisle of the hearing room. About halfway down, he realized that the room held many more people than usual. The small space was literally bursting with bodies. And as he looked around, he noted numerous faces he did not recognize. As he approached the witness table, he received another shock. There were already people sitting there, their backs to him.


    He looked up at the committee. Ward stared back at him. There was no smile, no inane greeting from the portly chairman.


    “Mr. Thornhill, take a seat in the front row, will you? We have one person testifying before you.”


    Thornhill looked dazed. “Excuse me?”


    “Just sit down, Mr. Thornhill,” Ward said again.


    Thornhill looked at his watch. “I’m afraid I have limited time today, Mr. Chairman. And I wasn’t told about anyone else testifying.” Thornhill glanced at the witness table. He didn’t recognize the men sitting there. “Perhaps we should just reschedule.”


    Ward looked past Thornhill. The latter turned and followed his gaze. The uniformed Capitol Hill police officer ceremoniously closed the door to the hearing room and then stood with his broad back against it, as though daring anyone to try to get past him.


    Thornhill looked back around at Ward. “Am I missing something here?”


    “If you are, it will be made crystal clear in a minute,” Ward replied ominously. Then he looked over at one of his aides and nodded.


    The aide disappeared through a small doorway behind the committee. He was back in a few seconds. And then Thornhill received what amounted to the greatest shock of his life, as Danny Buchanan walked through the doorway and made his way to the witness table. He never even looked at Thornhill, who just stood there in the middle of the aisle, his briefcase now resting motionless against his leg. The men rose from the witness table and took seats in the audience.


    Buchanan stood in front of the witness table, raised his right hand, was sworn in and then sat down.


    Ward glanced over at Thornhill, who still hadn’t moved.


    “Mr. Thornhill, will you please sit down so we can get started here?”


    Thornhill couldn’t take his eyes off Buchanan. He shuffled sideways toward the one remaining empty seat in the front row. The large man sitting at the end of the row moved aside so Thornhill could pass by. As Thornhill sat, he glanced over at the man and found himself staring at Lee Adams.


    “Good to see you again,” Lee said in an undertone before settling back in his chair and turning his attention toward the front of the room.


    “Mr. Buchanan,” Ward began. “Can you tell us why you’re here today, sir?”


    “To provide testimony regarding a shocking conspiracy at the Central Intelligence Agency,” Buchanan replied in a calm, assured tone. Over the years he had testified before more committees than all the Watergate folk combined. He was on familiar ground, his best friend in the world doing the questioning. This was his time. Finally.


    “Then I guess you should start at the beginning, sir.”


    Buchanan placed his hands neatly in front of him, leaned forward and spoke into the microphone.


    “Approximately fifteen months ago I was approached by a high-level official at the CIA. The gentleman was quite familiar with my lobbying practice. He was aware that I knew many of the members on the Hill intimately. He wanted me to help him with a very special project.”


    “What sort of project?” Ward prompted.


    “He wanted me to help him gather evidence against congressmen that could be used to blackmail them.”


    “Blackmail? How?”


    “He knew of my efforts to lobby on behalf of impoverished countries and world humanitarian organizations.”


    “We all are aware of your efforts in that regard,” Ward said magnanimously.


    “As you can imagine, it’s a tough sell up here. I’ve used most of my own money in that crusade. The man knew that too. He felt I was desperate. An easy mark, I believe is what he said.”


    “Precisely how would this blackmail scheme work?”


    “I would approach certain congressmen and bureaucrats who could help influence foreign-aid dollars and other overseas relief. I would only approach those who needed money. I would tell them that in return for their help, they would be compensated after they left office. They didn’t know it, of course, but the CIA would finance these ‘retirement’ packages. If they agreed to help, then I would wear a wire provided by the CIA and record incriminating conversations with these men and women. They would also be placed under surveillance by the CIA. All this ‘illegal’ activity would be captured and subsequently used against them by the man at the CIA.”


    “How so?”


    “Many of the people I was supposed to bribe for foreign aid also serve on committees overseeing the CIA. For example, two of the members of this very committee, Senators Johnson and McNamara, also sit on the appropriations committee for foreign operations. The gentleman from the CIA gave me a list of names of all the people he wanted to target. Senators Johnson and McNamara were on that list. The plan was to blackmail them and others into using their committee positions to help the CIA. Increased budgets for the CIA, greater responsibilities, less congressional oversight. That sort of thing. In return, I would be paid a large sum of money.”


    Buchanan looked at Johnson and McNamara, men he had recruited so easily ten years ago. They stared back at him with exactly the proper look of shock and anger. Over the last week Buchanan had met with every single one of his bribees and had explained what was happening. If they wanted to survive, they would back up every word of the lie he was now telling. What choice did they have? They would also continue to support Buchanan’s causes, and they wouldn’t be getting a dime from him for doing so. Their efforts would really turn out to be “charitable.” There was a God.


    And he had confided in Ward as well. His friend had taken it better than Buchanan had thought possible. He had not condoned Buchanan’s actions, yet he had decided to stand by his old friend. There were greater crimes to punish.


    “This is all the truth, Mr. Buchanan?”


    “Yes sir,” Buchanan said, with the look of a saint.


    Thornhill sat impassively in his seat. The man’s expression was akin to the condemned walking alone to the gas chamber—a mixture of bitterness, terror and disbelief. Buchanan had obviously cut a deal. The politicians were backing his story. He could see it in Johnson’s and McNamara’s faces. How could Thornhill attack their claims without revealing his own participation? He could hardly jump up and say, “That’s not how it happened. Buchanan was already bribing them, I just caught him and used him for my own blackmail purposes.” His Achilles’ heel. It had never occurred to him. The frog and the scorpion, only the scorpion was going to survive.


    “What did you do?” Ward asked Buchanan.


    “I immediately went to the people on the list and told them what had happened, including Senators Johnson and McNamara. I’m sorry we were unable to bring you into the loop at the time, Mr. Chairman, but absolute confidentiality was the key. We collectively decided to set up a sting of sorts. I would pretend to go along with the CIA’s plan, and the targets would pretend to be part of the plan. Then, while the CIA was gathering its blackmail material, I would secretly gather evidence against the CIA. When we felt the case was strong enough, we planned to go to the FBI with what we had.”


    Ward took off his glasses and dangled them in front of his face. “Damn risky business, Mr. Buchanan. Was this blackmail operation officially sanctioned by the CIA, do you know?”


    Buchanan shook his head. “It was clearly the work of one official there.”


    “What happened then?”


    “I gathered my evidence, but then my associate, Faith Lockhart, who was unaware of any of this, became suspicious of me. She thought, I suppose, that I was actually involved in a blackmail scheme. I, of course, couldn’t confide in her. She went to the FBI with her story. They commenced an investigation. The man from the CIA found out about this development and arranged to have Ms. Lockhart killed. Thankfully, she escaped, but an FBI agent was killed.”


    The entire room began buzzing at this.


    Ward looked pointedly at Buchanan. “Are you telling me that an official from the CIA was responsible for the murder of an FBI agent?”


    Buchanan nodded. “Yes. Several other deaths have also occurred, including”—Buchanan looked down for a moment, his lips trembling—“Faith Lockhart. That is what has prompted my appearance here today. To stop the killing.”


    “Who is this man, Mr. Buchanan?” Ward said with as much indignity and curiosity as he could feign.


    Buchanan turned and pointed directly at Robert Thornhill.


    “Associate Deputy Director of Operations Robert Thornhill.”


    Thornhill erupted from his chair, waving an angry fist in the air, and roared, “That is a damnable lie. This entire event is a circus, an abomination the likes of which I have never witnessed in all my years in government. You bring me here under false pretenses and then subject me to the preposterous, outrageous accusations of this person. They—they were in my home last night. This Buchanan person, and this man!” Thornhill pointed a finger angrily at Lee. “This man held a gun to my head. They threatened me with this same insane story. They claimed to have evidence of this nonsense, but when I called their bluff, they ran off. I demand that you place them under immediate arrest. I intend to press full charges. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have legitimate business elsewhere.”


    Thornhill tried to get past Lee, but the PI stood up and blocked his way.


    Thornhill looked at Ward. “Unless you do something right this instant, Mr. Chairman, I will be forced to call the police on my portable phone. I doubt if it would look very good on the evening news.”


    “I have proof of all that I’ve said,” Buchanan said.


    “What,” Thornhill cried out, “the silly tape you threatened me with last night? If you have it, produce it. But whatever’s on it is obviously forged.”


    Buchanan opened a briefcase, which rested on the table in front of him. Instead of an audiocassette, he took out a videocassette and handed it to an aide of Ward’s.


    Everyone in the room watched as another aide wheeled a television, with a VCR attached, out into a corner of the room where everyone could see the screen. The aide took the tape and inserted it in the VCR, hit the remote, and stepped back. Everyone in the room watched breathlessly as the screen came to life.


    On the TV Lee and Buchanan were just leaving Thornhill’s study. Then Thornhill was at his desk, reaching for his phone, hesitating, then after a moment extracting from a desk drawer a different phone. He spoke into it anxiously. His conversation of the night before was played out before the entire room. His blackmail scheme, the killing of the FBI agent, his ordering the murders of Buchanan and Lee Adams. The look of triumph on his face as he put down the phone was in monumental contrast to the look the man wore now.


    As the screen went to black, Thornhill continued to stare at the TV, his mouth slightly open, his lips moving but no words coming out. His briefcase, with all its important papers, fell to the floor, forgotten.


    Ward tapped his pen against the microphone, his eyes squarely on Thornhill. There was some satisfaction in the senator’s features, but it could not overcome the horror there as well. Ward appeared sickened by what he had just watched.


    “I suppose that since you’ve admitted that these men were in your home last night, then you won’t claim this piece of evidence is a forgery, Mr. Thornhill?” Ward said.


    Danny Buchanan sat quietly at the table, his eyes downcast. His face showed relief, tinged with sadness; and there was about his bearing a weariness. He too had clearly had enough.


    Lee watched Thornhill intently. The other task he had performed at the Thornhill residence last night had been a relatively simple one. The underlying technology was PLC, the same as that used by Thornhill to bug Ken Newman’s home. It was a wireless system with a 2.4-gigahertz transmitter, covert camera and antenna installed in a device that looked just like the smoke alarm in Thornhill’s study and actually performed the functions of a smoke detector while it simultaneously conducted surveillance. It was powered by the home’s regular electrical current and produced clear, crisp video and audio of everything in its range. Thornhill had stopped his incriminating conversation from leaving his house, but it had never occurred to him that there was a miniature Trojan horse of sorts inside his house.


    “I will be available to testify at the trial,” said Danny Buchanan. He rose, turned and started to walk up the aisle.


    Lee put a hand on Thornhill’s shoulder. “Excuse me,” he said politely. Thornhill gripped Lee’s arm.


    “How did you do it?” Thornhill said.


    Lee slowly pulled away from his grip and joined Buchanan. The two men quietly walked out together.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 57


    One month to the day after Buchanan’S testimony to Ward’s committee, Robert Thornhill bounded down the steps of the federal courthouse in Washington, leaving his lawyers in his liberated, if anxious, wake. The car was waiting for him. He slid inside. He had been granted bail, after four weeks of sitting behind bars. Now it was time to get to work. Now it was damn well time for revenge.


    “Have they all been contacted?” Thornhill asked the driver.


    The man nodded. “They’re already there. Waiting for you.”


    “Buchanan and Adams? Status?”


    “Buchanan is in Witness Protection, but we have some leads. Adams is right out in the open. Available anytime to take out.”


    “Lockhart?”


    “Dead.”


    “You’re certain?”


    “We haven’t actually dug up her body, but everything else points to her having died from her wounds at the hospital in North Carolina.”


    Thornhill leaned back against his seat with a sigh. “Lucky her.”


    The car entered a public garage, where Thornhill left the vehicle. He stepped directly into a van waiting there for him, which then pulled out from the garage and headed in the opposite direction. So much for any tail the FBI had.


    Within forty-five minutes he was at the small abandoned strip mall. He stepped into the elevator and was zipping several hundred feet down into the earth. The lower he was carried, the better Thornhill felt. This thought deeply amused him.


    The doors parted and he literally burst out of the confines of the elevator. The men, his colleagues, were all there. His chair at the head of the table was empty. His trusty comrade Phil Winslow was in the seat to the immediate right. Thornhill allowed himself a grateful smile. Back in business, ready to go.


    He sat down, looked around.


    “Congratulations on getting bail, Bob,” Winslow said.


    “Four weeks later,” Thornhill said bitterly. “I think the Agency needs to upgrade its legal counsel.”


    “Well, that video was very damaging,” said Aaron Royce, the younger man who had butted heads with Thornhill at the previous meeting here. “I’m actually surprised you were able to get bail at all. And, quite frankly, I’m a little stunned that the Agency even saw fit to provide counsel.”


    “Of course it was damaging,” Thornhill said scornfully. “And the Agency provided counsel because of loyalty. It doesn’t forget its people. Unfortunately, however, it means I have to disappear. The lawyers think we have a shot at suppressing the video, but I think all would agree that, despite having technical legal deficiencies, the subject matter of the tape was a little too detailed to allow me to continue in my present capacity.” Thornhill looked saddened for a moment. His career over, and not in the way he had planned. But then his features reassumed their usual steeliness; his resolve flooded back into him like an oil gusher. He looked around the room in triumph. “But I will lead the battle from a distance. And we will win the war. Now, I understand Buchanan went underground. But Adams didn’t. We’ll go the path of least resistance. Adams first. Then Buchanan. I want someone at the U.S. marshal’s service. We have people there. We locate good old Danny and make his life disappear. Next, I want to make damn sure Faith Lockhart is no more.” He looked at Winslow. “Are my travel documents ready, Phil?”


    “Actually, no, Bob,” Winslow said slowly.


    Royce stared at Thornhill. “This operation has cost us too much,” he said. “Three operatives dead. You indicted. The Agency’s turned upside down. The FBI is all over us. It’s a total and complete disaster. This makes Aldrich Ames seem like a bounced check.”


    Thornhill noticed that every man in the room, Winslow included, was looking at him with a very unfriendly face. “We will survive this, make no mistake about that,” Thornhill said in an encouraging tone.


    “I’m quite sure we will survive it,” Royce said forcefully.


    Royce was definitely beginning to bother Thornhill. He was showing backbone in a way that had to be quickly quashed. But for now Thornhill decided to ignore him. “The damn FBI,” complained Thornhill. “Bugging my house. Is the Constitution not applicable to them?”


    “Thank God you didn’t mention my name during the phone call that night,” Winslow said.


    Thornhill looked at him again, struck by the curious tone in his friend’s voice. “About my documents … I should prepare to leave the country as soon as possible.”


    “That won’t be necessary, Bob,” Royce said. “And frankly, despite your constant outbursts to the contrary, until you screwed everything up, we had quite a good working relationship with the FBI. Cooperation is the key these days. Turf battles make losers of everyone. You made us into dinosaurs and you’re dragging us down into the mud with you.”


    Thornhill gave him an exasperated look and then glanced at Winslow. “Phil, I don’t have time for this. You deal with him.”


    Winslow coughed nervously. “I’m afraid he’s right, Bob.”


    Thornhill froze for a moment and then looked around the table before settling back on Winslow. “Phil, I want my documents and my cover, and I want them right now.”


    Winslow looked at Royce and gave a slight nod of the head.


    Aaron Royce rose from his chair. He didn’t smile; he showed no signs of triumph. Just as he had been trained.


    “Bob,” he said, “there’s been a change in plan. We won’t be needing your assistance in this matter any further.”


    Thornhill’s face flushed with anger. “What the hell are you talking about? I’m running this operation. And I want Buchanan and Adams dead. Now!”


    “There will be no more killing,” Winslow said fiercely. “No more killing of innocent people,” he added quietly.


    He stood. “I’m sorry, Bob. I truly am.”


    Thornhill stared at him, the first tremors of the truth hitting him. Phil Winslow had been his classmate at Yale, his fraternity brother. The two men were members of Skull & Bones. Winslow had been his best man. They’d been lifelong friends. Lifelong.


    “Phil?” Thornhill said cautiously.


    Winslow motioned to the other men, who rose too. They all headed for the elevator.


    “Phil?” Thornhill said again, his mouth going dry.


    When the group reached the elevator, Winslow looked back. “We can’t let this matter go any further. We can’t let it go to trial. And we can’t let you steal away. They’ll never stop looking for you. We need closure, Bob.”


    Thornhill half rose from his chair. “Then we can fake my death. My suicide.”


    “I’m sorry, Bob. We need complete and honest closure.”


    “Phil!” Thornhill screamed out. “Please!”


    When all the men were inside the elevator, Winslow looked at his friend one last time. “Sacrifices are sometimes necessary, Bob. You know that better than anyone. For the good of the country.”


    The elevator doors closed.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 58


    Lee carefully held the basket of flowers in both hands as he walked down the hospital corridor. Once she’d regained enough strength, Faith had been transferred to a hospital outside of Richmond, Virginia. There she was listed under an alias, though, and an armed guard was stationed outside her room at all times. The hospital was considered far enough away from Washington to maintain absolute secrecy on her whereabouts, yet near enough for Brooke Reynolds to keep a close watch on her.


    This was the first time Lee had been allowed in to see her, despite his frantic pleas to Reynolds. At least she was alive. And getting better every day, he had been told.


    Thus he was very surprised when he approached her room and there was no guard outside. He knocked on the door, waited, then pushed it open. The room was empty, the bed stripped. He walked around the room in a daze for a few seconds and then ran back out into the hallway where he nearly collided with a nurse. He grabbed the woman’s arm.


    “The patient in 212? Where is she?” he asked.


    The nurse glanced at the empty room and then back at him, her expression a sad one. “Are you family?”


    “Yes,” he lied.


    She looked at the flowers and her expression grew even more distressed. “Didn’t anyone call you?”


    “Call me? About what?”


    “She passed away last night.”


    Lee’s face paled. “Passed away,” he said numbly. “But she was out of danger. She was going to make it. What the hell are you talking about—passing away?”


    “Please, sir, there are other patients here.” She took his arm and steered him away from the room. “I don’t know the exact details. I wasn’t on duty. I can refer you to someone here who can answer your questions.”


    Lee pulled his arm free. “Look, she can’t be dead, okay? That was just a story. To keep her safe.”


    “What?” The woman looked puzzled.


    “I’ll take it from here,” a voice said.


    They both turned and looked at Brooke Reynolds standing there. She held out her badge for the nurse to see. “I’ll take it from here,” she said again. The nurse nodded and walked quickly away.


    “What the hell is going on?” Lee demanded.


    “Let’s go to a quiet place and talk this over.”


    “Where is Faith?”


    “Lee, not here! Dammit, do you want to ruin everything?” She pulled on his arm, but he wasn’t budging, and she knew she couldn’t physically make him.


    “Why should I go with you?”


    “Because I’m going to tell you the truth.”


    They got in Reynolds’s car and she pulled out of the parking lot.


    “I knew you were coming today, and I was planning on being at the hospital ahead of you, waiting. I didn’t quite make it. I’m sorry you had to hear about it from a nurse; that’s not what I intended.” Reynolds looked down at the flowers he still held tightly, and her heart went out to him. She wasn’t an FBI agent for this moment—she was simply a fellow human being sitting next to someone whose heart, she knew, was being torn apart. And what she had to tell him would only make it worse.


    “Faith has been placed in Witness Protection. Buchanan too.”


    “What? Buchanan I can understand! But Faith isn’t a witness to anything!” Lee’s relief was matched only by his outrage. This was all wrong.


    “But she is in need of protection. If certain people knew she was still alive—well, you know what could happen.”


    “When’s the damn trial?”


    “Actually, there isn’t going to be a trial.”


    He stared over at her. “Don’t tell me that sonofabitch Thornhill copped some sort of sweetheart deal. Don’t tell me that.”


    “He didn’t.”


    “So why no trial?”


    “A trial needs a defendant.” Reynolds tapped her fingers against the steering wheel and then slid on a pair of sunglasses. She proceeded to fiddle with the heating control.


    “I’m waiting,” Lee said. “Or don’t I qualify for an explanation?”


    Reynolds sighed and straightened up. “Thornhill is dead. He was found in his car on a back-country road with a single gunshot wound to the head. Suicide.”


    Lee was stunned into silence. After a minute he was able to mutter, “The coward’s way out.”


    “I think everyone’s relieved, actually. I know the people at CIA are. To say this whole thing rocked them to their super-secretive bones is an understatement. I guess for the good of the country, it’s better to be spared a lengthy, embarrassing trial.”


    “Right, dirty laundry and all,” Lee said acidly. “Hooray for the country.” Lee gave a mock salute to a flag flying in front of a post office they passed. “So if Thornhill’s out of the way, why does Faith need Witness Protection?”


    “You know the answer to that. When Thornhill died, he took the identity of everyone else involved in this with him to the grave. But they’re out there, we know they are. Remember the videotape you orchestrated? Thornhill was talking to somebody on that phone, and that somebody is still out there. The CIA is doing an internal investigation to try to ferret them out, but I’m not holding my breath. And you know these people will do their best to get to Faith and Buchanan. For pure revenge, if nothing else.” She touched his arm. “And you too, Lee.”


    He glanced over at her, read her mind. “No. There is no way I’m going into Witness Protection. I can’t deal with a new name. I have a hard enough time remembering my real one. Might as well wait for Thornhill’s sidekicks. Least I’ll have some fun before I die.”


    “Lee, this is no joke. If you don’t go underground, you’ll be in great danger. And we can’t follow you around twenty-four hours a day.”


    “No? After all I did for the Bureau? Does this also mean I don’t get the FBI decoder ring and free T-shirt?”


    “Why are you being such a smartass about this?”


    “Maybe I don’t give a shit anymore, Brooke. You’re a smart lady, didn’t that one ever occur to you?”


    Neither said a word for the next couple of miles.


    “If it were up to me, you’d get anything you wanted, including your own island somewhere with servants, but it’s not up to me,” Reynolds finally said.


    He shrugged. “I’ll take my chances. If they want to come after me, so be it. They’ll find me a little tougher bite than they think.”


    “Isn’t there anything I can say to change your mind?”


    He held up the flowers. “You can tell me where Faith is.”


    “I can’t do that. You know I can’t do that.”


    “Oh, come on, sure you can. You just have to say it.”


    “Lee, please—”


    He smashed his big fist against the dashboard, cracking it. “Dammit, Brooke, you don’t understand. I have to see Faith. I have to!”


    “You’re wrong, Lee, I do understand. And that’s why this is so hard for me. But if I tell you and you go to her, that puts her in danger. And you too. You know that. That breaks all the rules. And I’m not going to do that. I’m sorry. You don’t know how terrible I feel about all this.”


    Lee laid his head against the back of the seat and the two remained silent for another several minutes as Reynolds drove aimlessly.


    “How is she?” he finally asked quietly.


    “I won’t lie to you. That bullet did a lot of damage. She’s recovering, but slowly. They almost lost her a couple more times along the way.”


    Lee put his hand over his face, slowly shook his head.


    “If it’s any consolation, she was as upset as you are about this arrangement.”


    “Boy,” Lee said, “that just makes everything wonderful. I’m the friggin’ king of the world.”


    “That’s not how I meant it.”


    “You’re really not going to let me see her, are you?”


    “No, I’m really not.”


    “Then you can drop me at the corner.”


    “But your car’s back at the hospital.”


    He opened the car door before she came to a stop. “I’ll walk.”


    “It’s miles,” Reynolds said, her voice strained. “And it’s freezing outside. Lee, let me drive you. Let’s go get some coffee. Talk about this some more.”


    “I need the fresh air. And what’s there to talk about? I’m all talked out. I may never talk again.” He climbed out and then leaned back in. “You can do something for me.”


    “Just name it.”


    He handed her the flowers. “Could you see that Faith gets these? I’d appreciate it.” Lee shut the door and walked off.


    Reynolds gripped the flowers and looked at Lee as he trudged away, head down, hands stuffed in his pockets. She saw his shoulders quiver. And then Brooke Reynolds lay back against the seat as the tears trickled down her face.


  









  

     
CHAPTER 59


    Nine months later Lee was staking out the hideaway townhouse of a man soon to be involved in an acrimonious divorce proceeding with his many-times-cheated-on wife. Lee had been hired by the very suspicious spouse to collect dirt on her hubby, and it hadn’t taken him long to fill up bag after bag, as Lee watched a parade of pretty young things flounce through the premises. The wife wanted a nice-size financial settlement from the guy, who had about five hundred million bucks’ worth of stock options at some high-tech Internet outfit he had cofounded. And Lee was very happy to help her get it. The adulterous husband reminded him of Eddie Stipowicz, his ex-wife’s billion-dollar man. Collecting evidence on this guy was a little bit like hurling rocks at little Eddie’s bloated head.


    Lee took out his camera and shot some pictures of a tall, blond, miniskirted number sauntering up to the townhouse. The photo of the bare-chested guy standing at the door awaiting her, beer can in hand, a goofy, lascivious smile on his fat face, would be exhibit numero uno for the wife’s lawyers. No-fault divorce laws had seriously depressed the business of PIs running around digging up dirt, but when it came time to split the marriage loot, the slimy ooze still carried weight. Nobody liked being embarrassed with that stuff. Especially when there were kids involved, as there were here.


    The long-legged blonde couldn’t have been more than twenty, about his daughter Renee’s age, while the hubby was pushing fifty. God, those stock options. Must be nice. Or maybe it was the man’s bald head, diminutive stature and soft pooch. You couldn’t figure some women. Nah, must be the dough, Lee told himself. He put the camera away.


    It was August in Washington, which meant just about everybody, other than cheating husbands and their bimbos, and PIs who spied on them, was out of town. It was hot, muggy, miserable. Lee had his window rolled down, praying for even the slightest movement of air, as he munched on trail mix and bottled water. The hardest thing with this type of surveillance was the lack of peepee breaks. That’s why he preferred bottled water. The empty plastic containers had come in handy more than once for him.


    He checked his watch; it was close on midnight. Most lights in the apartments and townhouses in the area had long since gone out. He was thinking about heading on, himself. He had gotten enough stuff in the last few days, including some embarrassing shots of a late-night romp in the townhouse’s outdoor hot tub, to make the guy easily fork up three quarters of his net worth. Two naked girls who looked young enough to be thinking about the senior prom, frolicking in the bubbly water with a guy old enough to know better—this probably wouldn’t sit too well with the upstanding stockholders of the husband’s nice little high-tech concern, Lee imagined.


    His own life had taken on a routine bordering on obsessive monotony, or so he had dubbed it. He got up early, worked out hard, pounding the bag, crunching the stomach and hoisting the weights until he thought his body would raise the white flag and then present him with an aneurysm. Then he went to work and kept at it nonstop until he barely made it to dinner at the McDonald’s late-night drive-through near his apartment. Then he went home, alone, and tried to sleep, but found that he was never able to actually accomplish total unconsciousness. So he would prowl the apartment, look out the window, wonder about a whole bunch of things he couldn’t do a damn thing about. His life’s “what if ” book was filled up. He’d have to go buy another one.


    There had been some positives. Brooke Reynolds had made it her mission to send as much business his way as possible, and it had been quality, good-paying stuff. She also had had a number of ex-FBI agent buddies now in corporate security offer him full-time employment with, of course, stock options. He had turned them all down. The gesture was appreciated, he had told Reynolds, but he worked alone. He was not a suit type. He didn’t like eating the kinds of lunches that required silverware. Traditional elements of success would undoubtedly be hazardous to his health.


    He had seen Renee a great deal, and each time, things had gotten better between them. For about a month after everything had shaken out, he had barely left her side, making sure that nothing would happen to her because of Robert Thornhill and company. After Thornhill had killed himself his concerns had faded, although he was always on her to stay alert. She was going to come and visit him before school started up again. Maybe he’d drop Trish and Eddie a postcard, telling them what a fabulous job they’d done raising her. Or maybe he wouldn’t.


    Life was good, he kept telling himself. Business was good, he was in good health, his daughter was back in his life. He wasn’t six feet under helping to fertilize grass. And he had served his country. All good shit. Which made him wonder why he was so unhappy, so out-and-out miserable. Actually, he knew, but there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. Wasn’t that a kicker? Story of his life. Know the blues, but just can’t change them.


    A car’s headlights flicked across his side mirror. His gaze immediately went to the car that had just pulled up behind him. It wasn’t a cop wondering why he had been parked here for several hours. He frowned and looked over at the townhouse. He wondered if his naughty tech mogul had noticed him and called in some reinforcements to help teach the curious PI a little lesson. Lee hoped that was the case. He had his crowbar in the seat next to him. This might actually be fun. Kicking the crap out of somebody might be the depression antidote he needed; get those endorphins going. At least it might get him through the night.


    He was surprised when only one person emerged from the passenger side and headed his way. The person was small, slender, hidden inside an ankle-length coat with a hood, not exactly your recommended attire for a ninety-degree thermometer and one hundred percent humidity. His hand tightened on the crowbar. As the figure came up to his passenger door, he hit the door lock. The next moment, his lungs had locked up and he was gasping for air.


    The face looking in at him was very pale and very thin. And very Faith Lockhart. He unlocked the door and she slid in.


    He looked at her, finally found his voice down near his knees. “God, is it really you?”


    She smiled, and suddenly she didn’t seem so pale, so drawn, so frail. She slid off her long, hooded coat. Underneath she had on a short-sleeved shirt and khaki shorts. Her feet were in sandals. Her legs were very pale and thinner than he remembered; all of her was. Months in a hospital had decimated her, he realized. Her hair had grown out and was longer, though far from its original length. She looked better with her real hair color, he thought. Actually, he would have taken the woman bald.


    “It’s me,” she said quietly. “At least, what’s left.”


    “Is that Reynolds back there?”


    “Nervous and upset that I talked her into it.”


    “You look beautiful, Faith.”


    She smiled in a resigned fashion. “Liar. I look like hell. I can’t even bear to look at my chest. God!” She said the words in a joking manner, but Lee could sense the anguish behind the light tone.


    He very gently touched her face with his hand. “I’m not lying, and you know it.”


    She put her hand around his and gripped it with amazing strength. “Thank you.”


    “How are you really doing? I want facts, nothing but.”


    She stretched her arm slowly, the pain in her face so evident from such a simple movement. “I’m officially retired from the aerobics circuit, but I’m hanging in there. Actually, each day it gets better. The doctors expect a full recovery. Well, in the ninetieth percentile anyway.”


    “I never thought I’d see you again.”


    “I couldn’t let that happen.”


    He slid over to her, put his arm around her. She winced a little as he did this, and he quickly backed off.


    “I’m sorry, Faith, I’m sorry.”


    She smiled and put his arm back around her, patting his hand as she did so. “I’m not that fragile. And the day you can’t put your arm around me is the day I call it a life.”


    “I’d ask you where you’re living, but I don’t want to do anything that could put you in danger.”


    “Helluva way to have to live, don’t you think?” Faith asked.


    “Yes.”


    She leaned against him, resting her head against his chest. “I saw Danny right after I got out of the hospital. When they told us Thornhill had killed himself, I didn’t think he was ever going to stop smiling.”


    “Can’t say I felt any different.”


    She looked at him. “How are you, Lee?”


    “Me! Nothing happened to me. Nobody shot me. Nobody tells me where I have to live. I’m doing fine. I got the best deal of all.”


    “Lie or the truth?”


    “Lie,” he said softly.


    They exchanged a quick kiss and then a longer one. The movements were so easy, Lee thought, their heads turning at just the right angle, their arms going around each other with no wasted motion, like pieces in a puzzle someone was sliding together. They could be waking up at the beach house, the morning after. The nightmare never having occurred. How was it possible that one could know another person for such a short period of time and have it feel like several lifetimes? God would only let that happen once, if ever. And in Lee’s case, God had taken it away. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right. He pressed his face into her hair, soaking up every particle of her scent.


    “How long are you here?” he asked.


    “What did you have in mind?”


    “Nothing fancy. Dinner at my place, a quiet talk. Letting me hold you all night.”


    “As wonderful as that sounds, I’m not sure I’m up to that last part just yet.”


    He looked at her. “I’m being literal, Faith. I just want to hold you. That’s all. That’s all I’ve been thinking about all these months. Just holding you.”


    Faith looked as though she might start crying. Instead she brushed away the lone tear that had tumbled down Lee’s face.


    Lee glanced in the rearview mirror. “But I guess that’s not in Reynolds’s agenda, is it?”


    “I doubt it.”


    He looked back at her. “Faith,” he said softly, “why did you step in front of that bullet? I know you care for Buchanan and all, but why?”


    She took a shallow breath. “Like I said, he’s unique, I’m ordinary. I couldn’t let him die.”


    “I wouldn’t have done it.”


    “Would you have done it for me?” she asked.


    “Yes.”


    “You sacrifice for people you care about. And I care a great deal about Danny.”


    “I guess the fact that you had all the means to disappear—fake ID, Swiss bank account, safe house—and instead went to the FBI to try and save Buchanan should have clued me in on that.”


    She clutched his arm. “But I survived. I made it. Maybe that makes me just a little extraordinary, in a way?”


    He cupped her face with his hand. “Now that you’re here, I really don’t want you to go, Faith. Like I would give everything I have, do anything I can, if you wouldn’t leave me.”


    She traced his mouth with her fingers, kissed his lips, stared at his eyes, which even in the darkness seemed to have the blinding heat of the sun behind them. She never thought she would ever see those eyes again; maybe the fact that she might, if she were to survive, had been the only thing that had saved her, had not let her die. Right now she wasn’t sure what else she had to live for. Other than the apparently depthless love of this man. And right now it meant everything to her.


    “Start the car,” she said.


    Puzzled, he looked at her but said nothing. He turned the key in the ignition, put the car in gear.


    “Go ahead,” Faith said.


    He pulled the car away from the curb and the vehicle behind them immediately did the same.


    They drove along, the car following them.


    “Reynolds must be pulling her hair out,” Lee said.


    “She’ll get over it.”


    “Where to?” he said.


    “How much gas do you have in the car?” Faith asked.


    He looked surprised. “I was on a stakeout. Full tank.”


    She was settled against him, her arm curling around his middle, her hair tickling his nose; she smelled so wonderful he felt dizzy.


    “We can drive to the lookout spot off the GW Parkway.” She looked at the star-filled sky. “I can show you the constellations.”


    He looked at her. “Been chasing stars lately?”


    She smiled at him. “Always.”


    “And after that?”


    “They can’t keep me in Witness Protection against my will, can they?”


    “No. But you’d be in danger.”


    “How about we’d be in danger?”


    “In a second, Faith. In a second. But what happens when we run out of gas?”


    “For now, just drive.”


    And that’s exactly what he did.
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    Writers are mostly a nostalgic lot. We pine for the past and have an uncanny ability to remember everything we’ve ever seen, heard, loved, hated, or suffered through. We drink up history, be it official or the juicier pieces represented by rumor and innuendo, or sometimes even bald-faced lies. And then we knead, polish, embellish, and cajole these observations, musings, and hyperbole into readable prose that others are willing to plunk down cash to experience. Writers also tend to be an emotional group. We grow unduly teary or cheerful, especially over events from times past, as memories, seen through the storyteller’s skewed prism, take on heightened, even exaggerated, significance. I must confess that I have these “afflictions” in abundance. I treasure memories, both real and imagined, from my youth. I have always been fascinated by the tortured, fiercely divided history of my native Virginia and the South in general. I spend much time exploring the lives of my parents’ families. A lost uncle here, a wandering great-grandfather there, a funny story of the paternal family from the old country, a poignant tale of my maternal family’s struggles in the mountains; I get the shivers each time I unearth such priceless nuggets.


    Indeed, this nostalgia appears to be gaining strength, the older I become and the more stories I write. I think that’s chiefly a function of my role as a father (now in its seventh year), and my ever-growing sense of my own mortality. I want my children to know where they came from: what their ancestors were like, how they struggled and persevered through both failures and triumphs. Isn’t that sense of family how the vaunted twin pillars of value and character are built? Whatever the reason or reasons, I have been looking more and more to the past in an attempt to understand why life today is so confusing and troublesome.


    We are now in a time of change so dramatic that it rivals, or perhaps surpasses, anything that has come before. It is indeed different this time. At least all the stock-market jocks tell us so, if only to justify billion-dollar capitalizations of companies with no firm plans to earn money in any way other than by selling their own stock. We are in one of the greatest economic booms ever, with unemployment at historic lows, consumer confidence at historic highs, and welfare rolls, rightly or not, being pared down with blazing speed all across the country. We are the single remaining superpower, with only terrorists, both foreign and homegrown, and the occasional “rogue nation” (now considered so harmless that they’re “nations of concern”) to worry about. Serious crime is down across the board. The Internet has, in a mere five years, brought us closer to being a global community than people ever thought possible. We have more information available to us than ever before, at speeds faster than ever before. The world is, arguably, freer than it’s ever been. Technology continues to make our lives more comfortable and more productive. We are living longer and in better health. All in all, it is a very rosy picture.


    So why are we so miserable? New horrors inflicted by humans upon each other have become a daily occurrence, and we seem to grow less shocked at each new one. When acts of depravity are committed these days, their details are disseminated with lightning speed. Then, before the ink has even dried on reports of the original event, it is followed by acts of even greater atrocity. Business rocks at the speed of the Web, with machines of all kind going twenty-four hours a day, and the information flow never stops. Employers expect their employees to keep pace and never stop working; at least, that’s how I interpret the weary and tense countenances I see everywhere. We are surrounded by homes with absent parents and children left to grow up without the benefit of mature hands guiding them. Who hasn’t grown weary of the relentless clack of computer keys on planes, or the ubiquitous buzz of cell phone conversations? The failure of companies, ideas, fortunes, and lives occur at astonishing speed. There is no margin of error; there is no room to be merely capable and willing. Either you are the best or you are not. Either you win or you lose. Business leaders boast that American companies have never been leaner, meaner, stronger. But the ironic companion to all this is that there are angry, frustrated, vastly disenchanted people tramping through life at all levels. “Civility is gone,” proclaim major newspapers across the land. These days, folks are often taken aback when someone is actually polite. We’re not so far from the following headline: TWO HUMANS ACTUALLY SEEN SMILING AT EACH OTHER ON STREET TODAY. At certain levels we have all grown immune to this rudeness, if only because we feel powerless against it. Americans today, though they may pass judgment, are disinclined to reprimand even the most boorish behavior. They know that if they do, they could be physically attacked or, perhaps even worse, sued and put at risk of losing everything in courts of justice that more and more have become courts of frivolity, conveyors of lottery-style wealth to the winner.


    In case I’m not being entirely clear, I fear that we are coming apart at the seams. No doubt many will argue that American society is routinely in jeopardy of doing just that, only to be followed by a swing of the pendulum the other way. We live in a country of unsettling extremes. However, to me, the rending of social fabric seems more pronounced this time around. Perhaps my awareness of this is another part of being a father; I have two small children whom at some point I will be leaving behind to deal with this mess. And as a parent I find myself ill-equipped to advise them on how to do so, because I don’t have a clue how to deal with it myself. But it seems to me that we are caring less and less about each other; people in pain have become objects chiefly to ignore. Perhaps that response is partly a bunker mentality about a world that, if not completely mad, is at least markedly less sane than any in recent memory. In essence, having given up trying to understand how we can commit acts of ingenious depravity against one another and then write songs, books, and movies about them, how the resentment and sheer hatred among the have-nots, the have-somethings, and the people who have too much are building to explosive levels, we pull the wagons in a tight circle and dare anyone to come hurt us and our very select clan of loved ones. That reaction, while understandable, leaves little opportunity to reach out to others.


    So, in response to what I had observed over the last few years of dizzying social and economic change, I fell back on the only thing I am halfway proficient at: I wrote a story. Not just any story, but a story set in the past (1940 to be precise), and set in a place my family and I know very well: the mountains of southwest Virginia. Wish You Well is a tale of tragedy, hope, and survival, failure, prejudice, hatred, justice and injustice, faith, love, and the tender art of living, spread among generations of family. That it’s about family means it is about life, in all its swell of good and endearing moments, and in all its challenging sadness, in all its mean-spirited ways. I have no delusions that this book will, in any way, affect the problems I have discussed above. Unfortunately, not that many people read books anymore. A lousy movie will capture a far larger audience than the greatest novel ever written. In fact, a recent news story in a prominent East Coast newspaper even suggested that with the new technologies available, we might not even need authors anymore. We will have books with sound and video chips, and the reader will rewrite a canned work any way he wants, or even create it himself, however unskilled he may be at crafting tales. Thus, the novel, as we know it, will go the way of the horse and buggy, to be replaced with something snazzier, with more bells and whistles, if not more heart and substance. Yet the power of a book lies in the power of the story, which can never be underestimated; the strength and resiliency of any writing comes from the themes dealt with in the pages and the fire sparked by its characters.


    Wish You Well is by far the most personal story I’ve ever written. At the heart of it lies a connection between generations that represents a pipeline of information, knowledge, and experience that I feel dwarfs anything delivered via high-speed modem or Cisco router. An important part of what makes us human, I believe, is a sense, both large and small, of where we come from, and that means a connection to the lives of other people, and to their pasts. This intimacy used to be delivered in many ways. For some, it was as simple as a grandfather’s tales on the front porch after Sunday dinner. Or the discovery of that box in the attic filled with the treasures of lives lived long ago, lives that had a direct and lasting path to the finder. While writing Wish You Well, I surrounded myself with photographs, yellowed and curled with age, of my ancestors. I drew on these pictures for inspiration, working from the outside in. I would start with the surroundings, the jagged, tree-covered Appalachian rock, the rolling Virginia valleys, the farm buildings, the animals, and then I would finally arrive at the people, my people, and my eyes would wander over their shoes and their worn clothing and their sensible hats. I would trace their leathered hands, their lean but mountain-strong torsos, and finally reach their faces. I spent much time there, searching each feature, and then finally my eyes would come to rest on theirs. I would stare at them, and they seemed to stare back, over the span of a hundred years or so, and I wondered if they ever could have imagined me as I am today, see me as sharply defined before them, just as I saw them. Some lived long enough for me to actually know them. Many did not. Thus, I am left with old letters, stories handed down from aged relatives, and family bibles filled with loopy old-fashioned script documenting births, marriages and deaths. All these personal possessions have survived much to reach my hands and fill in the gaps that mortality inflicts. To keep this chain of lives going is a responsibility that I find daunting yet also critical to what we refer to as our humanity. Understanding how others have suffered helps us deal with our own suffering. The fact that it’s our flesh and blood makes the lesson even more forceful. The same is true in happier times. When we learn of compassionate acts rendered long ago it helps us understand why we seek to help others, and makes us more apt to do the same. When we understand that a mother or great-grandfather overcame hurdles that dwarf the problems confronting folks today, it helps us get by. It is all there, it has all been done before. Pain and suffering, happiness and wonder, dreams realized through hard work, passionate outcries against injustice, one person reaching out to take and hold and comfort another: these acts and desires have all been around since the first humans took their first breaths. Understanding this means that even in the worst of possible times, even when we feel most alone, we have the strong backs of family supporting us. However long ago their physical forms vanished from this earth, they are still helping us to get by.


    Wish You Well is a novel that I look forward to reading to my children when they are older. It will tell them how members of their family were born, grew up, worked, loved, cried, suffered, persevered, and then passed on. I will show them childhood photographs of family members, long since grown and now dead, and start them wondering about these ancestors—their lives, their dreams, their fears—until they understand that the people in the photos are their people. Even that is only a start. The most it can do is whet my kids’ appetites for more knowledge of their family; there is no guarantee that their appetites will be so whetted by a single book, or by old photographs. That may be too easy an answer to the complex question of how we understand family. Still, all I can do is gently but consistently point them in that direction and then let them form their own decisions. The process is one that really never ends. It is an innately human endeavor, to pass down memories and experiences, creating a chain wherein the events of today become the history of tomorrow. When we do pass on our cherished links to the past, we do it well. The problem is that we are doing so less often. And once the chain is truly broken, repair may be impossible.


    Thus it is up to each of us to take our own journey to yesterday to make sense of today. I refuse to believe that our future is so different that the past no longer has value as a guidepost, as a touchstone. In fact, we may need the lessons and strength garnered from the past more today than ever before. A fast computer connection never made anyone more human or more socially responsible. A tech-laden stock portfolio alone never made anyone a pleasure to be around. The next deal, the next combination of powerhouse companies, the next technological breakthrough—even if it has us vacationing on Mars—will never make us more decent, or caring, or compassionate. There are, undoubtedly, numerous treasures lying ahead of us. I hope they never dissuade us from looking behind, to the path that is strewn with an older, more abiding wealth.
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    The air was moist, the coming rain telegraphed by plump, gray clouds, and the blue sky fast fading. The 1936 four-door Lincoln Zephyr sedan moved down the winding road at a decent, if unhurried, pace. The car’s interior was filled with the inviting aromas of warm sourdough bread, baked chicken, and peach and cinnamon pie from the picnic basket that sat so temptingly between the two children in the backseat.


    Louisa Mae Cardinal, twelve years old, tall and rangy, her hair the color of sun-dappled straw and her eyes blue, was known simply as Lou. She was a pretty girl who would almost certainly grow into a beautiful woman. But Lou would fight tea parties, pigtails, and frilly dresses to the death. And somehow win. It was just her nature.


    The notebook was open on her lap, and Lou was filling the blank pages with writings of importance to her, as a fisherman does his net. And from the girl’s pleased look, she was landing fat cod with every pitch and catch. As always, she was very intent on her writing. Lou came by that trait honestly, as her father had such fever to an even greater degree than his daughter.


    On the other side of the picnic basket was Lou’s brother, Oz. The name was a contraction of his given one, Oscar. He was seven, small for his age, though there was the promise of height in his long feet. He did not possess the lanky limbs and athletic grace of his sister. Oz also lacked the confidence that so plainly burned in Lou’s eyes. And yet he held his worn stuffed bear with the unbreakable clench of a wrestler, and he had a way about him that naturally warmed other’s souls. After meeting Oz Cardinal, one came away convinced that he was a little boy with a heart as big and giving as God could bestow on lowly, conflicted mortals.


    Jack Cardinal was driving. He seemed unaware of the approaching storm, or even the car’s other occupants. His slender fingers drummed on the steering wheel. The tips of his fingers were callused from years of punching the typewriter keys, and there was a permanent groove in the middle finger of his right hand where the pen pressed against it. Badges of honor, he often said.


    As a writer, Jack assembled vivid landscapes densely populated with flawed characters who, with each turn of the page, seemed more real than one’s family. Readers would often weep as a beloved character perished under the writer’s nib, yet the distinct beauty of the language never overshadowed the blunt force of the story, for the themes imbedded in Jack Cardinal’s tales were powerful indeed. But then an especially well-tooled line would come along and make one smile and perhaps even laugh aloud, because a bit of humor was often the most effective tool for painlessly driving home a serious point.


    Jack Cardinal’s talents as a writer had brought him much critical acclaim, and very little money. The Lincoln Zephyr did not belong to him, for luxuries such as automobiles, fancy or plain, seemed forever beyond his reach. The car had been borrowed for this special outing from a friend and admirer of Jack’s work. Certainly the woman sitting next to him had not married Jack Cardinal for money.


    Amanda Cardinal usually bore well the drift of her husband’s nimble mind. Even now her expression signaled good-natured surrender to the workings of the man’s imagination, which always allowed him escape from the bothersome details of life. But later, when the blanket was spread and the picnic food was apportioned, and the children wanted to play, she would nudge her husband from his literary alchemy. And yet today Amanda felt a deeper concern as they drove to the park. They needed this outing together, and not simply for the fresh air and special food. This surprisingly warm late winter’s day was a godsend in many ways. She looked at the threatening sky.


    Go away, storm, please go away now.


    To ease her skittish nerves, Amanda turned and looked at Oz and smiled. It was hard not to feel good when looking at the little boy, though he was a child easily frightened as well. Amanda had often cradled her son when Oz had been seized by a nightmare. Fortunately, his fearful cries would be replaced by a smile when Oz would at last focus on her, and she would want to hold her son always, keep him safe always.


    Oz’s looks came directly from his mother, while Lou had a pleasing variation of Amanda’s long forehead and her father’s lean nose and compact angle of jaw. And yet if Lou were asked, she would say she took after her father only. This did not reflect disrespect for her mother, but signaled that, foremost, Lou would always see herself as Jack Cardinal’s daughter.


    Amanda turned back to her husband. “Another story?” she asked as her fingers skimmed Jack’s forearm.


    The man’s mind slowly rocked free from his latest concocting and Jack looked at her, a grin riding on full lips that, aside from the memorable flicker of his gray eyes, were her husband’s most attractive physical feature, Amanda thought.


    “Take a breath, work on a story,” said Jack.


    “A prisoner of your own devices,” replied Amanda softly, and she stopped rubbing his arm.


    As her husband drifted back to work, Amanda watched as Lou labored with her own story. Mother saw the potential for much happiness and some inevitable pain in her daughter. She could not live Lou’s life for her, and Amanda knew she would have to watch her little girl fall at times. Still, Amanda would never hold out her hand, for Lou being Lou would certainly refuse it. But if her daughter’s fingers sought out her mother’s, she would be there. It was a situation burdened with pitfalls, yet it seemed the one destined for mother and daughter.


    “How’s the story coming, Lou?”


    Head down, hand moving with the flourishing thrust of youthful penmanship, Lou said, “Fine.” Amanda could easily sense her daughter’s underlying message: that writing was a task not to be discussed with nonwriters. Amanda took it as good-naturedly as she did most things having to do with her volatile daughter. But even a mother sometimes needed a comforting pillow on which to lay her head, so Amanda reached out and tousled her son’s blondish hair. Sons were not nearly so complex, and as much as Lou wore her out, Oz rejuvenated his mother.


    “How’re you doing, Oz?” asked Amanda.


    The little boy answered by letting out a crowing sound that banged off all sides of the car’s interior, startling even the inattentive Jack.


    “Miss English said I’m the best rooster she’s ever heard,” said Oz, and crowed again, flapping his arms. Amanda laughed and even Jack turned and smiled at his son.


    Lou smirked at her brother, but then reached over and tenderly patted Oz on the hand. “And you are too, Oz. A lot better than me when I was your age,” said Lou.


    Amanda smiled at Lou’s remark and then said, “Jack, you’re coming to Oz’s school play, aren’t you?”


    Lou said, “Mom, you know he’s working on a story. He doesn’t have time to watch Oz playing a rooster.”


    “I’ll try, Amanda. I really will this time,” Jack said. However, Amanda knew that the level of doubt in his tone heralded another disappointment for Oz. For her.


    Amanda turned back and stared out the windshield. Her thoughts showed through so clearly on her features. Life married to Jack Cardinal: I’ll try.


    Oz’s enthusiasm, however, was undiminished. “And next I’m going to be the Easter Bunny. You’ll be there, won’t you, Mom?”


    Amanda looked at him, her smile wide and easing her eyes to pleasing angles.


    “You know Mom wouldn’t miss it,” she said, giving his head another gentle rub.


    But Mom did miss it. They all missed it.
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  To my mother,

the inspiration for this novel


  









  

    
AUTHOR’S NOTE


  

  


  

    

  


  


  The story in Wish You Well is fictional, but the setting, other than the place names, is not. I have been to those mountains, and also was fortunate to grow up with two women who called the high rock home for many years. My maternal grandmother, Cora Rose, lived with my family in Richmond for the last ten years of her life, but spent the prior six decades or so on the top of a mountain in southwestern Virginia. At her knee I learned about that land and the life there. My mother, the youngest of ten, lived on that mountain for the first seventeen years of her life, and while I was growing up she passed along to me many fascinating stories from her youth. Indeed, both the hardships and the adventures experienced by the characters in the novel would not be unfamiliar to her.


  


  In addition to the stories I listened to as a child, I spent considerable time interviewing my mother in preparation for writing Wish You Well, and it was an enlightening time for me, on many levels. Once we reach adulthood, most of us assume we know all there is to know about our parents and other family members. However, if you take the time to ask questions and actually listen to the answers, you may find there is still much to learn about people so close to you. Thus this novel is, in part, an oral history of both where and how my mother grew up. Oral histories are a dying art, which is sad indeed, for they show appropriate respect for the lives and experiences of those who have come before. And, just as important, they document those remembrances, for once those lives are over, that personal knowledge is lost forever. Unfortunately, we live in a time now where everyone seems to be solely looking ahead, as though we deem nothing in the past worthy of our attention. The future is always fresh and exciting, and it has a pull on us that times past simply can never muster. Yet it may well be that our greatest wealth as human beings can be “discovered” by simply looking behind us.


  


  Though I am known for my suspense novels, I have always been drawn to stories of the past in my native Virginia, and tales of people living in places that sharply limited their ambitions, yet provided them with a richness of knowledge and experience few have ever attained. Ironically, as a writer, I’ve spent the last twenty years or so hunting relentlessly for story material, and utterly failed to see a lumberyardful within my own family. However, while it came later than it probably should have, writing this novel was one of the most rewarding experiences of my life.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  

    

  


  THE AIR WAS MOIST, THE COMING RAIN telegraphed by plump, gray clouds, and the blue sky fast fading. The 1936 four-door Lincoln Zephyr sedan moved down the winding road at a decent, if unhurried, pace. The car’s interior was filled with the inviting aromas of warm sourdough bread, baked chicken, and peach and cinnamon pie from the picnic basket that sat so temptingly between the two children in the backseat.


  Louisa Mae Cardinal, twelve years old, tall and rangy, her hair the color of sun-dappled straw and her eyes blue, was known simply as Lou. She was a pretty girl who would almost certainly grow into a beautiful woman. But Lou would fight tea parties, pigtails, and frilly dresses to the death. And somehow win. It was just her nature.


  The notebook was open on her lap, and Lou was filling the blank pages with writings of importance to her, as a fisherman does his net. And from the girl’s pleased look, she was landing fat cod with every pitch and catch. As always, she was very intent on her writing. Lou came by that trait honestly, as her father had such fever to an even greater degree than his daughter.


  On the other side of the picnic basket was Lou’s brother, Oz. The name was a contraction of his given one, Oscar. He was seven, small for his age, though there was the promise of height in his long feet. He did not possess the lanky limbs and athletic grace of his sister. Oz also lacked the confidence that so plainly burned in Lou’s eyes. And yet he held his worn stuffed bear with the unbreakable clench of a wrestler, and he had a way about him that naturally warmed other’s souls. After meeting Oz Cardinal, one came away convinced that he was a little boy with a heart as big and giving as God could bestow on lowly, conflicted mortals.


  Jack Cardinal was driving. He seemed unaware of the approaching storm, or even the car’s other occupants. His slender fingers drummed on the steering wheel. The tips of his fingers were callused from years of punching the typewriter keys, and there was a permanent groove in the middle finger of his right hand where the pen pressed against it. Badges of honor, he often said.


  As a writer, Jack assembled vivid landscapes densely populated with flawed characters who, with each turn of the page, seemed more real than one’s family. Readers would often weep as a beloved character perished under the writer’s nib, yet the distinct beauty of the language never overshadowed the blunt force of the story, for the themes imbedded in Jack Cardinal’s tales were powerful indeed. But then an especially well-tooled line would come along and make one smile and perhaps even laugh aloud, because a bit of humor was often the most effective tool for painlessly driving home a serious point.


  Jack Cardinal’s talents as a writer had brought him much critical acclaim, and very little money. The Lincoln Zephyr did not belong to him, for luxuries such as automobiles, fancy or plain, seemed forever beyond his reach. The car had been borrowed for this special outing from a friend and admirer of Jack’s work. Certainly the woman sitting next to him had not married Jack Cardinal for money.


  Amanda Cardinal usually bore well the drift of her husband’s nimble mind. Even now her expression signaled good-natured surrender to the workings of the man’s imagination, which always allowed him escape from the bothersome details of life. But later, when the blanket was spread and the picnic food was apportioned, and the children wanted to play, she would nudge her husband from his literary alchemy. And yet today Amanda felt a deeper concern as they drove to the park. They needed this outing together, and not simply for the fresh air and special food. This surprisingly warm late winter’s day was a godsend in many ways. She looked at the threatening sky.


  Go away, storm, please go away now.


  To ease her skittish nerves, Amanda turned and looked at Oz and smiled. It was hard not to feel good when looking at the little boy, though he was a child easily frightened as well. Amanda had often cradled her son when Oz had been seized by a nightmare. Fortunately, his fearful cries would be replaced by a smile when Oz would at last focus on her, and she would want to hold her son always, keep him safe always.


  Oz’s looks came directly from his mother, while Lou had a pleasing variation of Amanda’s long forehead and her father’s lean nose and compact angle of jaw. And yet if Lou were asked, she would say she took after her father only. This did not reflect disrespect for her mother, but signaled that, foremost, Lou would always see herself as Jack Cardinal’s daughter.


  Amanda turned back to her husband. “Another story?” she asked as her fingers skimmed Jack’s forearm.


  The man’s mind slowly rocked free from his latest concocting and Jack looked at her, a grin riding on full lips that, aside from the memorable flicker of his gray eyes, were her husband’s most attractive physical feature, Amanda thought.


  “Take a breath, work on a story,” said Jack.


  “A prisoner of your own devices,” replied Amanda softly, and she stopped rubbing his arm.


  As her husband drifted back to work, Amanda watched as Lou labored with her own story. Mother saw the potential for much happiness and some inevitable pain in her daughter. She could not live Lou’s life for her, and Amanda knew she would have to watch her little girl fall at times. Still, Amanda would never hold out her hand, for Lou being Lou would certainly refuse it. But if her daughter’s fingers sought out her mother’s, she would be there. It was a situation burdened with pitfalls, yet it seemed the one destined for mother and daughter.


  “How’s the story coming, Lou?”


  Head down, hand moving with the flourishing thrust of youthful penmanship, Lou said, “Fine.” Amanda could easily sense her daughter’s underlying message: that writing was a task not to be discussed with nonwriters. Amanda took it as good-naturedly as she did most things having to do with her volatile daughter. But even a mother sometimes needed a comforting pillow on which to lay her head, so Amanda reached out and tousled her son’s blondish hair. Sons were not nearly so complex, and as much as Lou wore her out, Oz rejuvenated his mother.


  “How’re you doing, Oz?” asked Amanda.


  The little boy answered by letting out a crowing sound that banged off all sides of the car’s interior, startling even the inattentive Jack.


  “Miss English said I’m the best rooster she’s ever heard,” said Oz, and crowed again, flapping his arms. Amanda laughed and even Jack turned and smiled at his son.


  Lou smirked at her brother, but then reached over and tenderly patted Oz on the hand. “And you are too, Oz. A lot better than me when I was your age,” said Lou.


  Amanda smiled at Lou’s remark and then said, “Jack, you’re coming to Oz’s school play, aren’t you?”


  Lou said, “Mom, you know he’s working on a story. He doesn’t have time to watch Oz playing a rooster.”


  “I’ll try, Amanda. I really will this time,” Jack said. However, Amanda knew that the level of doubt in his tone heralded another disappointment for Oz. For her.


  Amanda turned back and stared out the windshield. Her thoughts showed through so clearly on her features. Life married to Jack Cardinal: I’ll try.


  Oz’s enthusiasm, however, was undiminished. “And next I’m going to be the Easter Bunny. You’ll be there, won’t you, Mom?”


  Amanda looked at him, her smile wide and easing her eyes to pleasing angles.


  “You know Mom wouldn’t miss it,” she said, giving his head another gentle rub.


  But Mom did miss it. They all missed it.


  









  CHAPTER TWO


  


  

    

  


  AMANDA LOOKED OUT THE CAR WINDOW. Her prayers had been answered, and the storm had passed with little more than annoying patches of drizzle and an occasional gust of wind that failed to motivate the park trees to much more than a skimming of limbs. Everyone’s lungs had been pressed hard from running the long, curvy strips of park grass end to end. And to his credit, Jack had played with as much abandon as any of them. Like a child, he had hurtled down the cobblestone paths with Lou or Oz on his back laughing riotously. Once he had even run right out of his loafers and then let the children chase him down and put them back on after a spirited struggle. Later, to the delight of all, he hung upside down while he performed on the swings. It was exactly what the Cardinal family needed.


  At day’s end the children had collapsed on their parents, and they all had napped right there, a huge ball of wild-angled limbs, deep breathing, and the contented sighs of tired, happy people at rest. A part of Amanda could have lain there the rest of her life, and felt as though she had accomplished all the world could ever reasonably demand of her.


  Now, as they returned to the city, to a very small but cherished home that would not be theirs much longer, Amanda felt a growing uneasiness. She did not particularly care for confrontation, but Amanda also knew it was sometimes necessary when the cause was important. She checked the backseat. Oz was sleeping. Lou’s face was turned to the window; she also appeared to be dozing. Since she rarely had her husband all to herself, Amanda decided now was the time.


  She said softly to Jack, “We really need to talk about California.”


  Her husband squinted although there was no sun; in fact the darkness was almost complete around them. “The movie studio already has writing assignments lined up,” he said.


  She noted that he stated this without a trace of enthusiasm. Emboldened by this, Amanda pressed on. “You’re an award-winning novelist. Your work is already being taught in schools. You’ve been called the most gifted storyteller of your generation.”


  He seemed wary of all this praise. “So?”


  “So why go to California and let them tell you what to write?”


  The light in his eyes dimmed. “I don’t have a choice.”


  Amanda gripped his shoulder. “Jack, you do have a choice. And you can’t think that writing for the movies will make everything perfect, because it won’t!”


  Her mother’s raised voice caused Lou to slowly turn and stare at her parents.


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” said Jack. “I really appreciate it, Amanda. Especially now. You know this isn’t easy for me.”


  “That’s not what I meant. If you’d only think about—” Lou suddenly hunched forward, one arm grazing her father’s shoulder even as her mother retreated. Lou’s smile was big but obviously forced. “I think California will be great, Dad.”


  Jack grinned and gave Lou a tap on the hand. Amanda could sense Lou’s soul leaping to this slight praise. She knew that Jack failed to realize the hold he commanded over his little girl; how everything she did was weighed against whether it would please him enough. And that scared Amanda.


  “Jack, California is not the answer, it’s just not. You have to understand that,” said Amanda. “You won’t be happy.”


  His expression was pained. “I’m tired of wonderful reviews and awards for my shelf, and then not even making enough money to support my family. All my family.” He glanced at Lou, and there appeared on his features an emotion that Amanda interpreted as shame. She wanted to lean across and hold him, tell him that he was the most wonderful man she had ever known. But she had told him that before, and they were still going to California.


  “I can go back to teaching. That’ll give you the freedom to write. Long after we’re all gone, people will still be reading Jack Cardinal.”


  “I’d like to go somewhere and be appreciated while I’m still alive.”


  “You are appreciated. Or don’t we count?”


  Jack looked surprised, a writer betrayed by his own words. “Amanda, I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.”


  Lou reached for her notebook. “Dad, I finished the story I was telling you about.”


  Jack’s gaze held on Amanda. “Lou, your mother and I are talking.”


  Amanda had been thinking about this for weeks, ever since he had told her of plans for a new life writing screenplays amid the sunshine and palm trees of California, for considerable sums of money. She felt he would be tarnishing his skills by putting into words the visions of others, substituting stories from his soul with those that would earn the most dollars.


  “Why don’t we move to Virginia?” she said, and then Amanda held her breath.


  Jack’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. Outside there were no other cars, no lights other than the Zephyr’s. The sky was a long reef of suspect haze, no punctures of stars to guide them. They could have been driving over a flat, blue ocean, up and down exactly alike. One’s mind could easily be tricked by such a conspiracy of heavens and earth.


  “What’s in Virginia?” His tone was very cautious.


  Amanda clutched his arm in her growing frustration. “Your grandmother! The farm in the mountains. The setting for all those beautiful novels. You’ve written about it all your life and you’ve never been back. The children have never even met Louisa. My God, I’ve never met Louisa. Don’t you think it’s finally time?”


  His mother’s raised voice startled Oz awake. Lou’s hand went out to him, covering his slight chest, transferring calm from her to him. It was an automatic thing now for Lou, for Amanda was not the only protector Oz had.


  Jack stared ahead, clearly annoyed by this conversation. “If things work out like I’m planning, she’ll come and live with us. We’ll take care of her. Louisa can’t stay up there at her age.” He added grimly, “It’s too hard a life.”


  Amanda shook her head. “Louisa will never leave the mountain. I only know her through the letters and what you’ve told me, but even I know that.”


  “Well, you can’t always live in the past. And we’re going to California. We will be happy there.”


  “Jack, you can’t really believe that. You can’t!”


  Lou once more rocked forward. She was all elbows, neck, knees—slender limbs seemingly growing before her parents’ eyes.


  “Dad, don’t you want to hear about my story?”


  Amanda put a hand on Lou’s arm even as she gazed at a frightened Oz and tried to give him a reassuring smile, though reassurance was the last thing she was feeling. Now was clearly not the time for this discussion. “Lou, wait a minute, honey. Jack, we can talk later. Not in front of the kids.” She was suddenly very fearful of where this might actually go.


  “What do you mean I can’t really believe that?” Jack said.


  “Jack, not now.”


  “You started this conversation, don’t blame me for wanting to finish it.”


  “Jack, please—”


  “Now, Amanda!”


  She had never heard quite this tone, and instead of making her more afraid, it made her even angrier. “You hardly spend any time with the kids as it is. Always traveling, giving lectures, attending events. Everybody already wants a piece of Jack Cardinal, even if they won’t pay you for the privilege. Do you really think it’ll be better in California? Lou and Oz will never see you.”


  Jack’s eyes, cheekbones, and lips formed a wall of defiance. When it came, his voice was filled with a potent combination of his own distress and the intent to inflict the same upon her. “Are you telling me I ignore my children?”


  Amanda understood this tactic, but somehow still succumbed to it. She spoke quietly. “Maybe not intentionally, but you get so wrapped up in your writing—”


  Lou almost vaulted over the front seat. “He does not ignore us. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re wrong! You’re wrong!”


  Jack’s dense wall turned upon Lou. “You do not talk to your mother that way. Ever!”


  Amanda glanced at Lou, but even as she tried to think of something conciliatory to say, her daughter proved swifter.


  “Dad, this really is the best story I’ve ever written. I swear. Let me tell you how it starts.”


  However, Jack Cardinal, for probably the only time in his life, was not interested in a story. He turned and stared directly at his daughter. Under his withering look, her face went from hope to savage disappointment faster than Amanda could take a breath.


  “Lou, I said not now!”


  Jack slowly turned back. He and Amanda saw the same thing at the same time, and it pulled the blood from both their faces. The man was leaning into the trunk of his stalled car. They were so close to him that in the headlights Amanda saw the square bulge of the man’s wallet in his back pocket. He wouldn’t even have time to turn, to see his death coming at him at fifty miles an hour.


  “Oh my God,” Jack cried out. He cut the wheel hard to the left. The Zephyr responded with unexpected agility and actually missed the car, leaving the careless man to live another day. But now the Zephyr was off the road and onto sloped ground, and there were trees up ahead. Jack heaved the wheel to the right.


  Amanda screamed, and reached out to her children as the car rocked uncontrollably. She could sense that even the bottom-heavy Zephyr would not maintain its balance.


  Jack’s eyes were silver dollars of panic, his breath no longer coming up. As the car raced across the slick road and onto the dirt shoulder on the other side, Amanda lunged into the backseat. Her arms closed around her children, bringing them together, her body between them and all that was hard and dangerous about the car. Jack swung the wheel back the other way, but the Zephyr’s balance was gone, its brakes useless. The car missed a stand of what would have been unforgiving trees, but then did what Amanda had feared it would all along, it rolled.


  As the top of the car slammed into the dirt, the driver’s door was thrown open, and like a swimmer lost in a sudden rip, Jack Cardinal was gone from them. The Zephyr rolled again, and clipped a tree, which slowed its momentum. Shattered glass cascaded over Amanda and the children. The sound of tearing metal mixed with their screams was terrible; the smell of freed gasoline and billowy smoke searing. And through every roll, impact, and pitch again, Amanda pinned Lou and Oz safely against the seat with a strength that could not be completely her own. She absorbed every blow, keeping it from them.


  The steel of the Zephyr fought a fearsome battle with the hard-packed dirt, but the earth finally triumphed and the car’s top and right side buckled. One sharp-edged part caught Amanda on the back of her head, and then the blood came fast. As Amanda sank, the car, with one last spin, came to rest upside down, pointing back the way they had come.


  Oz reached for his mother, incomprehension the only thing between the little boy and possibly fatal panic.


  With a whipsaw motion of youthful agility, Lou pulled free of the destroyed guts of the car. The Zephyr’s headlights were somehow still working, and she looked frantically for her father in the confusion of light and dark. She heard footsteps approaching and started saying a grateful prayer that her father had survived. Then her lips stopped moving. In the spread of the car’s beams she saw the body sprawled in the dirt, the neck at an angle that could not support life. Then someone was pounding on the car with a hand, and the person they had almost killed was saying something. Lou chose not to hear the man whose negligent actions had just shattered her family. Lou turned and looked at her mother.


  Amanda Cardinal too had seen her husband outlined there in the unforgiving light. For one impossibly long moment, mother and daughter shared a gaze that was completely one-sided in its communication. Betrayal, anger, hatred—Amanda read all of these terrible things on her daughter’s features. And these emotions covered Amanda like a concrete slab over her crypt; they far exceeded the sum total of every nightmare she had ever suffered through. When Lou looked away, she left a ruined mother in her wake. As Amanda’s eyes closed, all she could hear was Lou screaming for her father to come to her. For her father not to leave her. And then, for Amanda Cardinal, there was nothing more.


  









  CHAPTER THREE


  


  

    

  


  THERE WAS A CALM PIETY IN THE SONOROUS ring of the church bell. Like steady rain, its sounds covered the area, where the trees were starting to bud and the grass was stretching awake after a winter’s rest. The curls of fireplace smoke from the cluster of homes here met in the clear sky. And to the south were visible the lofty spires and formidable minarets of New York City. These stark monuments to millions of dollars and thousands of weary backs seemed trifling against the crown of blue sky.


  The large fieldstone church imparted an anchor’s mass, an object incapable of being moved no matter the magnitude of problem that assailed its doors. The pile of stone and steeple seemed able to dispense comfort if one merely drew near it. Inside the thick walls there was another sound besides the peal of holy bell.


  Holy singing.


  The fluid chords of “Amazing Grace” poured down the hallways and crowded against portraits of white-collared men who had spent much of their lives absorbing punishing confessions and doling out reams of Hail Marys as spiritual salve. Then the wave of song split around statues of blessed Jesus dying or rising, and finally broke in a pool of sanctified water just inside the front entrance. Creating rainbows, the sunlight filtered through the brilliant hues of stained glass windows up and down these corridors of Christ and sinners. The children would always “ooh” and “ahh” over these colorful displays, before they trudged reluctantly into Mass, thinking, no doubt, that churches always made fine rainbows.


  Through the double doors of oak the choir was singing to the very pinnacle of the church, the tiny organist pumping with surprising energy for one so aged and crumpled, and “Amazing Grace” trumpeted ever higher. The priest stood at the altar, long arms tenaciously reaching to heaven’s wisdom and comfort, a prayer of hope rising from him, even as the man pushed back against the tidal wave of grief confronting him. And he needed much divine support, for it was never an easy thing explaining away tragedy by invoking God’s will.


  The coffin sat at the front of the altar. The polished mahogany was covered with sprays of delicate baby’s breath, a solid clump of roses, and a few distinctive irises, and yet that sturdy block of mahogany was what held one’s attention, like five fingers against one’s throat. Jack and Amanda Cardinal had exchanged their wedding vows in this church. They had not been back since, and no one present today could have envisioned their return being for a funeral mass barely fourteen years later.


  Lou and Oz sat in the front pew of the full church. Oz had his bear crushed to his chest, his gaze cast down, a collection of tears plunking on the smooth wood between skinny legs that did not reach the floor. A blue hymnal lay unopened beside him; song was really beyond the boy right now.


  Lou had one arm around Oz’s shoulders, but her eyes never left the casket. It did not matter that the lid was closed. And the shield of beautiful flowers did nothing to obscure for her the image of the body inside. Today she had chosen to wear a dress for one of the few times in her life; the hated uniforms she had to wear to meet the requirements of the Catholic school she and her brother attended did not count. Her father had always loved her in dresses, even sketching her once for a children’s book he had planned but never got around to. She pulled at her white socks, which reached uncomfortably to her bony knees. A pair of new black shoes pinched her long, narrow feet, feet that were quite firmly on the floor.


  Lou had not bothered to sing “Amazing Grace.” She had listened to the priest say that death was merely the beginning, that in God’s enigmatic way this was a time for rejoicing, not sorrow, and then she did not listen anymore. Lou did not even pray for the lost soul of her father. She knew Jack Cardinal was a good man, a wonderful writer and teller of tales. She knew he would be deeply missed. No choir, no man of the cloth, no god needed to tell her these things.


  The singing stopped, and the priest once more took up his ramblings, while Lou picked up on the conversation of the two men behind her. Her father had been a shameless eavesdropper in his search for the authentic ring of conversation, and his daughter shared that curiosity. Now Lou had even more reason to do so.


  “So, have you come up with any brilliant ideas?” the older man whispered to his younger companion.


  “Ideas? We’re the executors of an estate with nothing in it” was the agitated response from the younger man.


  The older man shook his head and spoke in an even lower tone, which Lou struggled to hear.


  “Nothing? Jack did leave two children and a wife.”


  The younger man glanced to the side and then said in a low hiss, “A wife? They might as well be orphans.”


  It was not clear whether Oz heard this, but he lifted his head and put a hand on the arm of the woman sitting next to him. Actually, Amanda was in a wheelchair. A wide-bodied nurse sat on the other side of her, arms folded across her flop of bosom; the nurse was clearly unmoved by the death of a stranger.


  A thick bandage was wrapped around Amanda’s head, her auburn hair cut short. Her eyes were closed. In fact, they had never once opened since the accident. The doctors had told Lou and Oz that their mother’s physical side had been mostly repaired. The problem now apparently was only a matter of her soul’s having fled.


  Later, outside the church, the hearse carried Lou’s father away and she did not even look. In her mind she had said her good-byes. In her heart she could never do so. She pulled Oz along through the trenches of somber suit coats and mourning dresses. Lou was so tired of sad faces, moist eyes catching her dry ones, telegraphing sympathy, mouths firing off broadsides of the literary world’s collective, devastating loss. Well, none of their fathers lay dead in that box. This was her loss, hers and her brother’s. And she was weary of people apologizing for a tragedy they could not begin to understand. “I’m so sorry,” they would whisper. “So sad. A great man. A beautiful man. Struck down in his prime. So many stories left untold.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Lou had started saying right back. “Didn’t you hear the priest? This is a time to rejoice. Death is good. Come on and sing with me.”


  These people would stare, smile nervously, and then move on to “rejoice” with someone else of a more understanding nature.


  Next, they were to go to the grave-site service where the priest would no doubt say more uplifting words, bless the children, sprinkle his sacred dirt; and then another six feet of ordinary fill would be poured in, closing this terribly odd spectacle. Death must have its ritual, because society says it must. Lou did not intend to rush to it, for she had a more pressing matter to attend to right now.


  

    

  


  The same two men were in the grassy parking lot. Freed from ecclesiastical confines, they were debating in normal voices the future of what remained of the Cardinal family.


  “Wish to God Jack hadn’t named us as executors,” said the older man as he pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. He lit up and then pressed the match flame out between his thumb and forefinger. “Figured I’d be long dead by the time Jack checked out.”


  The younger man looked down at his polished shoes and said, “We just can’t leave them like this, living with strangers. The kids need someone.”


  The other man puffed his smoke and gazed off after the bubble-topped hearse. Up above, a flock of black-birds seemed to form a loose squadron, an informal sendoff for Jack Cardinal. The man flicked ash. “Children belong with their family. These two just don’t happen to have any left.”


  “Excuse me.”


  When they turned, they saw Lou and Oz staring at them.


  “Actually, we do have family,” Lou said. “Our great-grandmother, Louisa Mae Cardinal. She lives in Virginia. It’s where my father grew up.”


  The younger man looked hopeful, as though the burden of the world, or at least of two children, might still be shed from his narrow shoulders. The older man, though, looked suspicious.


  “Your great-grandmother? She’s still alive?” he asked.


  “My parents were just talking about us moving to Virginia to be with her before the accident.”


  “Do you know if she’ll take you?” the younger man eagerly wanted to know.


  “She’ll take us” was Lou’s immediate reply, though in truth she had no idea at all if the woman would.


  “All of us?” This question came from Oz.


  Lou knew her little brother was thinking of their wheelchair-bound mother. She said in a very firm voice to the two men, “All of us.”


  









  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  

    

  


  AS LOU STARED OUT THE WINDOW OF THE train, it occurred to her that she had never really cared that much for New York City. It was true that during her childhood she had sampled many of its eclectic offerings, filling her days with trips to museums, zoos, and theaters. She had towered over the world on the observation deck of the Empire State Building, laughed and cried at the antics of the city dwellers trapped in glee or doom, observed scenes of emotional intimacy and witnessed passionate displays of public outcry. She had made some of these treks with her father, who had so often told her that the choice to be a writer was not the mere selection of an occupation, but rather the choice of an all-consuming lifestyle. And the business of a writer, he carefully pointed out, was the business of life, in both its uplifting glory and its complex frailty. And Lou had been privy to the results of such observations, as she had been enthralled by the readings and musings of some of the most skillful writers of the day, many in the privacy of the Cardinals’ modest two-bedroom walkup in Brooklyn.


  And their mother had taken her and Oz to all the boroughs of the city, gradually immersing them in various economic and social levels of urban civilization, for Amanda Cardinal was a very well-educated woman intensely curious about such things. The children had received a well-rounded education that had made Lou both respect and remain ever curious about her fellow human beings.


  Still, with all that, she had never really become that excited about the city. Where she was going now, that she was very eager about. Despite living in New York City for most of his adult life, where he was surrounded by a large supply of story material that other writers had culled with critical and financial success over the years, Jack Cardinal had chosen to base all his novels upon the place the train was carrying his family to: the mountains of Virginia that rose high in the toe of the state’s topographical boot. Since her beloved father had deemed the place worthy of his life’s work, Lou had little difficulty in deciding to go there now.


  She moved aside so that Oz could look out the window too. If ever hope and fear could be compressed into one emotion and displayed on a single face, they were now on the little boy’s. With any given breath, Oz Cardinal looked like he might either laugh till his ribs pushed through his chest, or else faint dead away from utter terror. Lately, though, there had only been tears.


  “It looks smaller from here,” he commented, inclining his head at the fast-receding city of artificial lights and concrete blocks stacked around welded threads of steel.


  Lou nodded in agreement. “But wait until you see the Virginia mountains—now, they’re big. And they stay like that, however you look at them.”


  “How do you know? You’ve never seen those mountains.”


  “Of course I have. In books.”


  “Do they look all that big on paper?”


  If Lou hadn’t known better, she would have thought Oz was being smart, but she knew her brother did not possess even a mildly wicked bone in his whole being.


  “Trust me, Oz, they’re big. And I’ve read about them in Dad’s books too.”


  “You haven’t read all of Dad’s books. He said you weren’t old enough.”


  “Well, I’ve read one of them. And he read parts of all the others to me.”


  “Did you talk to that woman?”


  “Who? Louisa Mae? No, but the people who wrote to her said she really wanted us to come.”


  Oz pondered this. “That’s a good thing, I guess.”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Does she look like Dad?”


  This stumped his sister. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen a picture of her.”


  It was clear this answer troubled Oz. “Do you think she’s maybe mean and scary-looking? If she is, can’t we come back home?”


  “Virginia is our home now, Oz.” Lou smiled at him. “She won’t be scary-looking. And she won’t be mean. If she were, she never would have agreed to take us.”


  “But witches do that sometimes, Lou. Remember Hansel and Gretel? They trick you. Because they want to eat you. They all do that. I know; I read books too.”


  “So long as I’m there, no witch is going to be bothering you.” She gripped his arm, showing off her strength, and he finally relaxed and looked over at the other occupants of their sleeper compartment.


  This trip had been financed entirely by the friends of Jack and Amanda Cardinal, and collectively they had spared no expense in sending the children off in comfort to their new lives. This included a nurse to travel with them, and to stay with them in Virginia for a reasonable length of time, to care for Amanda.


  Unfortunately, the hired nurse seemed to have taken it upon herself to act as the disciplinarian of wayward children as well as overseer of motherly health. Understandably, she and Lou had not particularly seen eye to eye. Lou and Oz watched as the tall, bony woman tended to her patient.


  “Can we be with her for a bit?” Oz finally asked in a small voice. To him the nurse was part viper, part fairytale evil, and she scared him into the next century. It seemed to Oz that the woman’s hand at any moment could become a knife, and he the blade’s only target. The idea of their great-grandmother having witchlike qualities had not come entirely from the unfortunate tale of Hansel and Gretel. Oz held out no hope that the nurse would agree to his request, but, surprisingly, she did.


  As she slid closed the door to the compartment, Oz looked at Lou. “I guess she’s not so bad.”


  “Oz, she went to take a smoke.”


  “How do you know she smokes?”


  “If the nicotine stains on her fingers hadn’t clued me in, the fact that she reeks of tobacco would’ve been enough.”


  Oz sat next to his mother, who lay in the lower bunk bed, arms across her middle, eyes closed, her breath shallow but at least there.


  “It’s us, Mom, me and Lou.”


  Lou looked exasperated. “Oz, she can’t hear you.”


  “Yes, she can!” There was a bite to the boy’s words that startled Lou, who was used to virtually all of his ways. She crossed her arms and looked away. When she glanced back, Oz had taken a small box from his suitcase and was opening it. The chain necklace he pulled out had a small quartz stone at the end.


  “Oz, please,” his sister implored, “will you stop?”


  He ignored her and held the necklace over his mother.


  Amanda could eat and drink, though for some reason unfathomable to her children she could not move her limbs or speak, and her eyes never opened. This was what bothered Oz greatly and also gave him the most hope. He figured some small thing must be out of sorts, like a pebble in a shoe, a clog in a pipe. All he had to do was clear this simple obstruction and his mother would join them again.


  “Oz, you are so dumb. Don’t do this.”


  He stopped and looked at her. “Your problem is you don’t believe in anything, Lou.”


  “And your problem is you believe in everything.”


  Oz started to swing the necklace slowly back and forth over his mother. He closed his eyes and started saying words that could not be clearly understood, perhaps not even by him.


  Lou stood and fidgeted, but finally could not take this foolishness any longer. “Anybody sees you doing that, they’ll think you’re loony. And you know what? You are!”


  Oz stopped his incantations and looked at her crossly. “Well, you ruined it. Complete silence is necessary for the cure to work.”


  “Cure? What cure? What are you talking about?”


  “Do you want Mom to stay like this?”


  “Well, if she does, it’s her own fault,” Lou snapped. “If she hadn’t been arguing with Dad, none of this would’ve happened.”


  Oz was stunned by her words. Even Lou looked surprised that she could have said something like that. But true to her nature, Lou wasn’t about to take any of it back once it was said.


  Neither one looked at Amanda right at that moment, but if they had, the pair would have seen something, only a tremble of the eyelids, that suggested Amanda had somehow heard her daughter, then fallen deeper into the abyss that had held her so very tightly already.


  Although most of the passengers were unaware, the train gradually banked left as the line curved away from the city on its way south. As it did so, Amanda’s arm slid off her stomach and dangled over the side of the bed.


  Oz stood there stunned for a moment. One could sense that the boy believed he had just witnessed a miracle of biblical dimension, like a flung stone felling a giant. He screamed out, “Mom! Mom!” and almost dragged Lou to the floor in his excitement. “Lou, did you see that?”


  But Lou could not speak. She had presumed their mother incapable of such activity ever again. Lou had started to utter the word “Mom” when the door to the compartment slid open, and the nurse filled the space like an avalanche of white rock, her face a craggy pile of displeasure. Wisps of cigarette smoke hovered above her head, as though she were about to spontaneously combust. If Oz had not been so fixated on his mother, he might have jumped for the window at the sight of the woman.


  “What’s going on here?” She staggered forward as the train rocked some more, before settling into its arrow path through New Jersey.


  Oz dropped the necklace and pointed at his mother, as if he were a bird dog in search of praise. “She moved. Mom moved her arm. We both saw it, didn’t we, Lou?”


  Lou, however, could only stare from her mother to Oz and back again. It was as though someone had driven a pole down her throat; she could form no words.


  The nurse examined Amanda and came away even more sour-faced, apparently finding the interruption of her cigarette break unforgivable. She put Amanda’s arm back across her stomach and covered her with the sheet.


  “The train went around a curve. That’s all.” As she bent low to tuck in the bedcovers, she saw the necklace on the floor, incriminating evidence of Oz’s plot to hasten his mother’s recovery.


  “What’s this?” she demanded, reaching down and picking up Exhibit One in her case against the little boy.


  “I was just using it to help Mom. It’s sort of “—Oz glanced nervously at his sister—”it’s sort of magic.”


  “That is nonsense.”


  “I’d like it back, please.”


  “Your mother is in a catatonic state,” the woman said in a cold, pedantic tone designed to strike absolute terror in all who were insecure and vulnerable, and she had an easy target in Oz. “There is little hope of her regaining consciousness. And it certainly won’t happen because of a necklace, young man.”


  “Please give it back,” Oz said, his hands clenched together, as though in prayer.


  “I have already told you—” She was cut off by the tap on her shoulder. When she turned, Lou stood directly in front of her. The girl seemed to have grown many inches in the last several seconds. At least the thrust of her head, neck, and shoulders seemed emboldened. “Give it back to him!”


  The nurse’s face reddened at this abuse. “I do not take orders from a child.”


  Quick as a whip Lou grabbed the necklace, but the nurse was surprisingly strong and managed to pocket it, though Lou struggled hard.


  “This is not helping your mother,” the nurse snapped, puffing out the odor of Lucky Strikes with each breath. “Now, please sit down and keep quiet!”


  Oz looked at his mother, the agony clear on his face at having lost his precious necklace over a curve in the track.


  Lou and Oz settled next to the window and spent the next several rolling miles quietly watching the death of the sun. When Oz started to fidget, Lou asked him what was the matter.


  “I don’t feel good about leaving Dad by himself back there.”


  “Oz, he’s not alone.”


  “But he was in that box all by himself. And it’s getting dark now. He might be scared. It’s not right, Lou.”


  “He’s not in that box, he’s with God. They’re up there talking right now, looking down on us.”


  Oz looked up at the sky. His hand lifted to wave, but then he looked unsure.


  “You can wave to him, Oz. He’s up there.”


  “Cross your heart, stick a needle in your eye?”


  “All of that. Go ahead and wave.”


  Oz did and then smiled a precious one.


  “What?” his sister asked.


  “I don’t know, it just felt good. Think he waved back?”


  “Of course. God too. You know how Dad is, telling stories and all. They’re probably good friends by now.” Lou waved too, and as her fingers drifted against the cool glass, she pretended for a moment that she was certain of all that she had just said. And it did feel good.


  Since their father’s death, winter had almost given over to spring. She missed him more each day, the vast emptiness inside her swelling with every breath Lou took. She wanted her dad to be fine and healthy. And with them. But it would never be. Her father really was gone. It was an impossibly agonizing feeling. She looked to the sky.


  Hello, Dad. Please never forget me, for I won’t ever forget you. She mouthed these words so Oz couldn’t hear. When she finished, Lou thought she might start bawling herself, but she couldn’t, not in front of Oz. If she cried, there was a strong possibility that her brother might also cry, and keep right on going for the rest of his life.


  “What’s it like to be dead, Lou?” Oz stared out into the night as he asked this.


  After a few moments she said, “Well, I guess part of being dead is not feeling anything. But in another way you feel everything. All good. If you’ve led a decent life. If not, well, you know.”


  “The Devil?” Oz asked, the fear visible in his features even as he said the terrible word.


  “You don’t have to worry about that. Or Dad either.”


  Oz’s gaze made its way, by steady measures, to Amanda. “Is Mom going to die?”


  “We’re all going to die one day.” Lou would not sugarcoat that one, not even for Oz, but she did squeeze him tightly. “Let’s just take it one step at a time. We’ve got a lot going on.”


  Lou stared out the window as she held tightly to her brother. Nothing was forever, and didn’t she know that.


  









  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  

    

  


  IT WAS VERY EARLY MORNING, WHEN THE BIRDS had barely awoken and thumped their wings to life, and cold mists were rising from the warm ground, and the sun was only a seam of fire in the eastern sky. They had made one stop in Richmond, where the locomotive had been changed, then the train had cleared the Shenandoah Valley, the most splendidly fertile soil and temperate climate for growing virtually anything. Now the angle of land was far steeper.


  Lou had slept little because she had shared the top bunk with Oz, who was restless at night under the best circumstances. On a swaying train heading to a new, terrifying world, her little brother had been a wildcat in his sleep. Her limbs had been bruised from his unconscious flailing, despite her holding him tight; her ears were hurting from his tragic screams, in spite of her whispered words of comfort. Lou had finally climbed down, touched the cold floor with bare feet, stumbled to the window in the darkness, pulled back the curtains, and been rewarded by seeing her first Virginia mountain face-to-face.


  Jack Cardinal had once told his daughter that it was believed that there were actually two sets of Appalachian mountains. The first had been formed by receding seas and the shrinkage of the earth millions of years before, and had risen to a great height that rivaled the present Rockies. Later these ridges had been eroded away to peneplain by the pounding of unsettled water. Then the world had shaken itself again, Lou’s father had explained to her, and the rock had risen high once more, though not nearly so high as before, and formed the current Appalachians, which stood like menacing hands between parts of Virginia and West Virginia, and extended from Canada all the way down to Alabama.


  The Appalachians had prevented early expansion westward, Jack had taught his ever-curious Lou, and kept the American colonies unified long enough to win their independence from an English monarch. Later, the mountain range’s natural resources had fueled one of the greatest manufacturing eras the world had ever seen. Despite all that, her father had added with a resigned smile, man never gave the mountains much credit in shaping his affairs.


  Lou knew that Jack Cardinal had loved the Virginia mountains, and had held high-angled rock in the deepest awe. He had often told her that there was something magical about this stretch of lofty earth, because he believed it held powers that could not be logically explained. She had often wondered how a mixture of dirt and stone, despite its elevation, could impress her father so. Now, for the first time, she had a sense of how it could, for Lou had never experienced anything quite like it. The bumps of tree-shrouded dirt and slate piles Lou had initially seen really qualified only as small offspring; behind these “children” she could see the outlines of the tall parents, the mountains. They seemed unlimited by sky or earth. So large and broad were they that the mountains seemed unnatural, though they had been born directly from the planet’s crust. And out there was a woman Lou had been named for but had never met. There was both comfort and alarm in that thought. For one panicked moment, Lou felt as though they had passed right into another solar system on this clickety-clack train. Then Oz was beside her, and though he was not one to inspire confidence in others, Lou did feel reassurance in his small presence.


  “I think we’re getting close,” she said, rubbing his small shoulders, working out the tension of another round of nightmares. She and her mother had become experts in this. Oz, Amanda had told her, had the worst case of night terrors she had ever seen. But it was something neither to pity, nor to make light of, she had taught her daughter. All one could do was be there for the little boy and work out the mental and physical snarls as best one could.


  That could have been Lou’s own personal scripture: Thou shalt have no greater duty than taking care of Thy brother Oz. She meant to honor that commandment above all else.


  The little boy focused on the landscape. “Where is it? Where we’re going to be?”


  She pointed out the window. “Somewhere out there.”


  “Will the train drive right up to the house?”


  Lou smiled at his remark. “No. Someone will be waiting for us at the station.”


  The train passed into a tunnel slashed through the side of one of the hills, throwing them into even greater darkness. Moments later they shot clear of the tunnel and then how they climbed! Their degree of ascent made Lou and Oz peer out anxiously. Up ahead was a trestle. The train slowed and then eased carefully onto the bridge, like a foot at cold water’s edge. Lou and Oz looked down, but could not see the ground below in the poor light. It was as though they were suspended in the sky, somehow carried aloft by an iron bird weighing many tons. Then suddenly the train was back on firm ground, and the climb was on again. As the train picked up speed, Oz took a deep breath interrupted by a yawn—perhaps, Lou thought, to stifle his anxiety.


  “I’m going to like it here,” Oz suddenly proclaimed as he balanced his bear against the window. “Look out there,” he said to his stuffed animal, which had never had a name that Lou knew of. Then Oz’s thumb nervously probed the insides of his mouth. He’d been diligently trying to stop sucking his thumb, yet with all that was happening he was finding it tough going.


  “It’ll be okay, right, Lou?” he mumbled.


  She perched her little brother on her lap, tickling the back of his neck with her chin until Oz squirmed.


  “We’re going to be just fine.” And Lou somehow forced herself to believe that it would be so.


  









  CHAPTER SIX


  


  

    

  


  THE TRAIN STATION AT RAINWATER RIDGE was no more than a glorified pine-studded lean-to, with a single cracked and spider-webbed window and an opening for a door but no door to fill the space. A narrow jump separated this wreck of nail and board from the railroad track. The channeled wind was fierce as it fought its way through the gaps in rock and tree, and the faces of the few folk hanging about, along with the runted trees, evidenced the blunt force of its chisel.


  Lou and Oz watched as their mother was loaded into an ancient ambulance. As the nurse climbed into the vehicle, she scowled back at her charges, the confrontation of the day before obviously still rankling her.


  When the doors of the vehicle closed, Lou pulled the quartz necklace from her coat pocket and handed it to Oz.


  “I slipped into her room before she got up. It was still in her pocket.”


  Oz smiled, pocketed the precious item, and then reached on tiptoe to give his sister a kiss on the cheek. The two stood next to their luggage, patiently awaiting Louisa Mae Cardinal.


  Their skin was scrubbed raw, each hair on their heads assiduously brushed—Lou had taken extra time with Oz. They were dressed in their very best clothes, which managed barely to conceal their pounding hearts. They had been there for a minute when they sensed someone behind them.


  The Negro man was young and, in keeping with the geography, ruggedly built. He was tall and wide of shoulder, deep-chested, with arms like slabs of ham, a waist not small but not soft either, and legs long but one oddly pushed out where calf met knee. His skin was the color of deep rust and pleasing to the eye. He was looking down at his feet, which necessarily drew Lou’s gaze to them. His old work boots were so big a newborn could have slept in them with some room to spare, the girl observed. His overalls were as worn as the shoes, but they were clean, or as clean as the dirt and wind would allow anything to be up here. Lou held out her hand, but he did not take it.


  Instead, with one impressive move, he picked up all their bags, then flicked his head toward the road. Lou interpreted this as “hello,” “come on,” and “I’ll tell you my name maybe later,” all wrapped into one efficient motion. He limped off, the bulging leg now revealed to be a bum one. Lou and Oz looked at each other and then trudged after him. Oz clutched his bear and Lou’s hand. No doubt the boy would have tugged the train after them if he could have somehow managed it, so as to effect a quick escape if needed.


  The long-bodied Hudson four-door sedan was the color of a sweet pickle. The car was old but clean inside. Its tall, exposed radiator looked like a tombstone, and its two front fenders were missing, as was the rear window glass. Lou and Oz sat in the backseat while the man drove. He worked the long stick shift with an easy skill, nary a gear ever left grinding.


  After the woeful state of the train station, Lou had not expected much in the way of civilization up here. However, after only twenty minutes on the road they entered a town of fair size, though in New York City such a meager collection of structures would hardly have filled one sorry block.


  A sign announced that they were entering the township of Dickens, Virginia. The main street was two-laned and paved with asphalt. Well-kept structures of wood and brick lined both sides of it. One such building rose five stories, its vacancy sign proclaiming it to be a hotel at fair rates. Automobiles were plentiful here, mostly bulky Ford and Chrysler sedans, and hefty trucks of various makes adorned with mud. All were parked slantwise in front of the buildings.


  There were general stores, restaurants, and an open-door warehouse with box towers of Domino sugar and Quick napkins, Post Toasties and Quaker Oats visible inside. There was an automobile dealership with shiny cars in the window, and next to that an Esso gas station sporting twin pumps with bubble tops and a uniformed man with a big smile filling up the tank of a dented La Salle sedan, with a dusty Nash two-door waiting behind it. A big Coca-Cola soda cap was hanging in front of one café, and an Eveready Battery sign was bolted to the wall of a hardware shop. Telephone and electrical poles of poplar ran down one side of the street, black cables snaking out from them to each of the structures. Another shop announced the sale of pianos and organs for cash at good prices. A movie theater was on one corner, a laundry on another. Gas street lamps ran down both sides of the road, like big, lit matchsticks.


  The sidewalks were crowded with folks. They ranged from well-dressed women with stylish hairdos topped by modest hats, to bent, grimy men who, Lou thought, probably toiled here in the coal mines she had read about.


  As they passed through, the last building of significance was also the grandest. It was red brick with an elegant two-story pediment portico, supported by paired Greek Ionic columns, and had a steeply pitched, hammered tin roof painted black, with a brick clock tower top-hatting it. The Virginia and American flags snapped out front in the fine breeze. The elegant red brick, however, sat on a foundation of ugly, scored concrete. This curious pairing struck Lou as akin to fine pants over filthy boots. The carved words above the columns simply read: “Court House.” And then they left the finite sprawl of Dickens behind.


  Lou sat back puzzled. Her father’s stories had been filled with tales of the brutish mountains, and the primitive life there, where hunters squatted near campfires of hickory sticks and cooked their kill and drank their bitter coffee; where farmers rose before the sun and worked the land till they collapsed; where miners dug into the earth, filling their lungs with black that would eventually kill them; and where lumberjacks swept virgin forests clean with the measured strokes of ax and saw. Quick wits, a sound knowledge of the land, and a strong back were essential up here. Danger roamed the steep slopes and loamy valleys, and the magisterial high rock presided over both men and beasts, sharply defining the limits of their ambition, of their lives. A place like Dickens, with its paved roads, hotel, Coca-Cola signs, and pianos for cash at good prices, had no right to be here. Yet Lou suddenly realized that the time period her father had written about had been well over twenty years ago.


  She sighed. Everything, even the mountains and its people, apparently, changed. Now Lou assumed her great-grandmother probably lived in a quite ordinary neighborhood with quite ordinary neighbors. Perhaps she had a cat and went to have her hair done every Saturday at a shop that smelled of chemicals and cigarette smoke. Lou and Oz would drink orange soda pop on the front porch and go to church on Sunday and wave to people as they passed in their cars, and life would not be all that much different than it had been in New York. And while there was absolutely nothing wrong with that, it was not the dense, breathtaking wilderness Lou had been expecting. It was not the life her father had experienced and then written about, and Lou was clearly disappointed.


  The car passed through more miles of trees, soaring rock and dipping valleys, and then Lou saw another sign. This town was named Tremont. This was probably it, she thought. Tremont appeared roughly one-third the size of Dickens. About fifteen cars were slant-parked in front of shops similar to those in the larger town, only there was no high-rise building, no courthouse, and the asphalt road had given way to macadam and gravel. Lou also spotted the occasional horse rider, and then Tremont was behind them, and the ground moved higher still. Her great-grandmother, Lou surmised, must live on the outskirts of Tremont.


  The next place they passed had no sign naming its location, and the scant number of buildings and few people they saw didn’t seem enough to justify a name. The road was now dirt, and the Hudson swayed from side to side over this humble pack of shifting earth. Lou saw a shallow post office building, and next to that was a leaning pile of boards with no sign out front, and steps that had the rot. And finally there was a good-sized general store with the name “McKenzie’s” on the wall; crates of sugar, flour, salt, and pepper were piled high outside. In one window of McKenzie’s hung a pair of blue overalls, harnesses, and a kerosene lamp. And that was about all there was of the nameless stop along the poor road.


  As they drifted over the soft dirt, they passed silent, sunken-eyed men, faces partially covered by wispy beards; they wore dirty one-piece overalls, slouch hats, and lumpy brogans, and traveled on foot, mule, or horse. A woman with vacant eyes, a droopy face, and bony limbs, clothed in a gingham blouse and a homespun woolen skirt bunched at the waist with pins, rocked along in a small schooner wagon pulled by a pair of mules. In the back of the wagon was a pile of children riding burlap seed bags bigger than they were. Running parallel to the road here a long coal train was stopped under a water tower and taking in big gulps, steam belching out from its throat with each greedy swallow. On another mountain in the distance Lou could see a coal tipple on wooden stilts, and another line of coal cars passing underneath this structure, like a column of obedient ants.


  They passed over a large bridge. A tin sign said this was the McCloud River flowing thirty feet underneath them. In the reflection of the rising sun the water looked pink, like a miles-long curvy tongue. The mountain peaks were smoke-blue, the mists of fog right below them forming a gauzy kerchief.


  With no more towns apparent, Lou figured it was time to get acquainted with the gentleman up front.


  “What’s your name?” she asked. She had known many Negroes, mostly writers, poets, musicians, and those who acted on the stage, all her parents’ friends. But there had been others too. During her excursions through the city with her mother, Lou had met colored people who loaded the trash, flagged down the cabs, heaved the bags, scooted after others’ children, cleaned the streets, washed the windows, shined the shoes, cooked the food, and did the laundry, and took, in amicable measures, the insults and tips of their white clientele.


  This fellow driving, he was different, because he apparently didn’t like to talk. Back in New York Lou had befriended one kindly old gentleman who worked a lowly job at Yankee Stadium, where she and her father would sometimes steal away to games. This old man, only a shade darker than the peanuts he sold, had told her that a colored man would talk your ear off every day of the week except the Sabbath, when he’d let God and the women have their shot.


  The big fellow just continued to drive; his gaze didn’t even creep to the rearview mirror when Lou spoke. A lack of curiosity was something Lou could not tolerate in her fellow man.


  “My parents named me Louisa Mae Cardinal, after my great-grandmother. I go by Lou, though, just Lou. My dad is John Jacob Cardinal. He’s a very famous writer. You’ve probably heard of him.”


  The young man didn’t grunt or even wiggle a finger. The road ahead apparently held fascination for him that a dose of Cardinal family history simply could not compete with.


  Getting into his sister’s spirited attempt at conversation, Oz said, “He’s dead, but our mom’s not.”


  This indelicate comment drew an immediate scowl from Lou, and just as quickly Oz looked out the window, ostensibly to admire the countryside.


  They were thrown forward a little when the Hudson came to an abrupt stop.


  The young boy standing there was a little older than Lou, but about the same height. His red hair was all crazy-angled cowlicks, which still failed to cover conical ears that could easily have caught on a nail. He wore a stained long john shirt and dirty overalls that didn’t manage to hide bony ankles. His feet were bare even though the air wasn’t warm. He carried a long, hand-whittled cane fishing pole and a dented tackle box, which appeared to have once been blue. There was a black-and-tan mutt of a dog next to him, its lumpy pink tongue hanging out. The boy put his pole and box through the Hudson’s open rear window and climbed in the front seat like he owned it, his dog following his relaxed lead.


  “Howdy-howdy, Hell No,” the stranger boy said amiably to the driver, who acknowledged this newcomer with an ever-so-slight nod of the head.


  Lou and Oz looked at each other in puzzlement over this very odd greeting.


  Like a pop-up toy, the visitor poked his head over the seat and stared at them. He had more than an adequate crop of freckles on his flat cheeks, a small mound of nose that carried still more freckles, and out of the sun his hair seemed even redder. His eyes were the color of raw peas, and together with the hair they made Lou think of Christmas wrapping paper.


  “I bet I knowed me what, y’all Miss Louisa’s people, ain’tcha?” he said in a pleasant drawl, his smile endearingly impish.


  Lou nodded slowly. “I’m Lou. This is my brother, Oz,” she said, with an easy courtesy, if only to show she wasn’t nervous.


  Swift as a salesman’s grin, the boy shook hands with them. His fingers were strong, with many fine examples of the countryside imbedded in each of them. Indeed, if he’d ever had fingernails, it was difficult to tell under this remarkable collection of dirt. Lou and Oz both couldn’t help but stare at those fingers.


  He must have noted their looks, because he said, “Been to digging worms since afore light. Candle in one hand, tin can in the other. Dirty work, y’all know.” He said this matter-of-factly, as though for years they all had knelt side by side under a hot sun hunting skinny bait.


  Oz looked at his own hand and saw there the transfers of rich soil from the handshake. He smiled because it was as though the two had just undertaken the blood brother ritual. A brother! Now that was something Oz could get excited about.


  The red-haired young man grinned good-naturedly, showing that most of his teeth were where they were supposed to be, though not many of them were what one could call either straight or white.


  “Name’s Jimmy Skinner,” he said by way of modest introduction, “but folk call me Diamond, ’cause my daddy say that how hard my head be. This here hound’s Jeb.”


  At the sound of his name Jeb poked his fluffy head over the seat and Diamond gave each of the dog’s ears a playful tug. Then he looked at Oz.


  “That a right funny name fer a body. Oz.”


  Now Oz looked worried under the scrutiny of his blood brother. Was their partnership not to be?


  Lou answered for him. “His real name is Oscar. As in Oscar Wilde. Oz is a nickname, like in the Wizard of.”


  His gaze on the ceiling of the Hudson, Diamond considered these facts, obviously searching his memory.


  “Never tell of no Wildes up here.” He paused, thinking hard again, the wrinkles on his brow crazy-lined. “And wizard’a what ’xactly?”


  Lou could not hide her astonishment. “The book? The movie? Judy Garland?”


  “The Munchkins? And the Cowardly Lion?” added Oz.


  “Ain’t never been to no pitcher show.” Diamond glanced at Oz’s bear and a disapproving look simmered on his face. “You right big fer that, now ain’tcha, son?”


  This sealed it for Oz. He sadly wiped his hand clean on the seat, annulling his and Diamond’s solemn covenant.


  Lou leaned forward so close she could smell Diamond’s breath. “That’s none of your business, is it?”


  A chastened Diamond slumped in the front seat and let Jeb idly lick dirt and worm juice from his fingers. It was as though Lou had spit at the boy using words.


  The ambulance was far ahead of them, driving slowly.


  “I sorry your ma hurt,” said Diamond, in the manner of passing the peace pipe.


  “She’s going to get better,” said Oz, always nimbler on the draw than was Lou with matters concerning their mother.


  Lou stared out the window, arms across her chest.


  “Hell No,” said Diamond, “just plop me off over to the bridge. Catch me anythin’ good, I bring it fer supper. Tell Miss Louisa?”


  Lou watched as Hell No edged his blunt chin forward, apparently signaling a big, happy “Okay, Diamond!”


  The boy popped up over the seat again. “Hey, y’all fancy good lard-fried fish fer supper?” His expression was hopeful, his intentions no doubt honorable; however, Lou was unwilling just now to make friends.


  “We all shore would, Diamond. Then maybe we can find us a pitcher show in this one-horse town.”


  As soon as Lou said this, she regretted it. It wasn’t just the disappointed look on Diamond’s face; it was also the fact that she had just blasphemed the place where her father had grown up. She caught herself looking to heaven, watching for grim lightning bolts, or maybe sudden rains, like tears falling.


  “From some big city, ain’tcha?” Diamond said.


  Lou drew her gaze from the sky. “The biggest. New York,” she said.


  “Huh, well, y’all don’t be telling folks round here that.”


  Oz gaped at his ex–blood brother. “Why not?”


  “Right chere’s good, Hell No. Come on now, Jeb.”


  Hell No stopped the car. Directly in front of them was the bridge, although it was the puniest such one Lou had ever seen. It was a mere twenty feet of warped wooden planks laid over six-by-six tarred railroad ties, with an arch of rusted metal on either side to prevent one from plummeting all of five feet into what looked to be a creek full of more flat rock than water. Suicide by bridge jumping did not appear to be a realistic option here. And, judging from the shallow water, Lou did not hold out much hope for a lard-fried fish dinner, not that such a meal sounded particularly appealing to her anyway.


  As Diamond pulled his gear from the back of the Hudson, Lou, who was a little sorry for what she had said, but more curious than sorry, leaned over the seat and whispered to him through the open rear window.


  “Why do you call him Hell No?”


  Her unexpected attention brought Diamond back to good spirits and he smiled at her. “ ’Cause that be his name,” he said in an inoffensive manner. “He live with Miss Louisa.”


  “Where did he get that kind of a name?”


  Diamond glanced toward the front seat and pretended to fiddle with something in his tackle box. In a low voice he said, “His daddy pass through these parts when Hell No ain’t no more’n a baby. Plunked him right on the dirt. Well, a body say to him, ‘You gonna come back, take that child?’ And he say, ‘Hell no.’ Now, Hell No, he never done nobody wrong his whole life. Ain’t many folk say that. And no rich ones.”


  Diamond grabbed his tackle box and swung the pole to his shoulder. He walked to the bridge, whistling a tune, and Hell No drove the Hudson across, the structure groaning and complaining with each turn of the car wheels. Diamond waved and Oz returned it with his stained hand, hope welling back for maybe a friendship of enduring degree with Jimmy “Diamond” Skinner, crimson-crowned fisherboy of the mountain.


  Lou simply stared at the front seat. At a man named Hell No.


  









  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  

    

  


  THE DROP WAS A GOOD THREE THOUSAND feet if it was an inch. The Appalachians might pale in size if leveled against the upstart Rockies, but to the Cardinal children they seemed abundantly tall enough.


  After leaving the small bridge and Diamond behind, the ninety-six horses of the Hudson’s engine had started to whine, and Hell No had dropped to a lower gear. The car’s protest was understandable, for now the uneven dirt road headed up at almost a forty-five-degree angle and wound around the mountain like a rattler’s coils. The road’s supposed twin lanes, by any reasonable measurement, were really only a single pregnant one. Fallen rock lay along the roadside, like solid tears from the mountain’s face.


  Oz looked out only once at this potential drop to heaven, and then he chose to look no more. Lou stared off, their rise to the sky not really bothering her any.


  Then, suddenly flying around a curve at them was a farm tractor, mostly rust and missing pieces and held together with coils of rusty wire and other assorted trash. It was almost too big for the narrow road all by itself, much less with a lumbering Hudson coming at it. Children were hanging and dangling every which way on the bulky equipment, as if it were a mobile jungle gym. One young boy about Lou’s age was actually suspended over nothing but air, hanging on only by his own ten fingers and God’s will, and he was laughing! The other children, a girl of about ten and a boy about Oz’s age, were clamped tight around whatever they could find to hold, their expressions seized with terror.


  The man piloting this contraption was far more frightening even than the vision of out-of-control machinery holding flailing children hostage. A felt hat covered his head, years of sweat having leached to all points of the material. His beard was bristly rough, and his face was burnt dark and heavily wrinkled by the unforgiving sun. He seemed to be short, but his body was thick and muscular. His clothes, and those of the children, were almost rags.


  The tractor was almost on top of the Hudson. Oz covered his eyes, too afraid even to attempt a scream. But Lou cried out as the tractor bore down on them.


  Hell No, with an air of practiced calm, somehow drove the car out of the tractor’s path and stopped to let the other vehicle safely pass. So close were they to the edge that a full third of the Hudson’s tires were gripping nothing but the chilly brace of mountain air. Displaced rock and dirt dribbled over the side and were instantly scattered in the swirl of wind. For a moment Lou was certain they were going over, and she gripped Oz with all her strength, as though that would make a difference.


  As the tractor roared by, the man glared at them all before settling on Hell No and shouting, “Stupid nig—”


  The rest, thankfully, was covered by the whine of the tractor and the laughter and whoops of the suspended-in-air boy. Lou looked at Hell No, who didn’t flinch at any of this. Not the first time, she imagined—the near fatal collision and the awful name calling.


  And then like a strike of hail in July, this rolling circus was gone. Hell No drove on.


  As she got her nerves settled down, Lou could see loaded coal trucks far below them inching down one side of a road, while on the other side empty trucks flew hell-bent back up, like honeybees, to gorge some more. All around here the face of the mountains had been gashed open in places, exposing rock underneath, the topsoil and trees all gone. Lou watched as coal trolleys emerged from these wounds in the mountains, like drips of blackened blood, and the coal was tippled into the truck beds.


  “Name’s Eugene.”


  Lou and Oz both stared toward the front seat. The young man was looking at them in the mirror.


  “Name’s Eugene,” he said again. “Diamond, he fergit sometime. But he a good boy. My frien’.”


  “Hi, Eugene,” said Oz. And then Lou said hello too.


  “Ain’t see folks much. Words ain’t come easy for me. I sorry for that.”


  “That’s okay, Eugene,” said Lou. “Meeting strangers is hard.”


  “Miss Louisa and me, we real glad you come. She a good woman. Take me in when I ain’t got no home. You lucky she your kin.”


  “Well, that’s good because we haven’t been very lucky lately,” said Lou.


  “She talk ’bout y’all much. And your daddy and momma. She care for your momma. Miss Louisa, she heal the sick.”


  Oz looked at Lou with renewed hope, but she shook her head.


  More miles went by, and then Eugene turned the car down a lane that wasn’t much more than twin ruts in the dirt spread over with still dormant grass and bracketed by thick wild brush. As they were obviously drawing near to their destination, Oz and Lou exchanged a glance. Excitement, nervousness, panic, and hope competed for space on the small landscapes of their faces.


  The dirt lane nudged over to the north as it cleared a rise. Here the land splayed out into a broad valley of simple beauty. Green meadows were bracketed by vast forests of every wood the state boasted. Next to the meadows were cleared patchwork fields that yielded to split-rail corrals, weathered gray and wrapped with naked rambler rose vines. Anchoring the corrals was a large two-story plank barn, topped by a gambrel roof with rain hood, all covered by cedar shingles fashioned with froe and maul. It had large double doors at each end, with a set of hay doors above. A projecting timber was immediately above this portal and used to support the hay fork dangling from it. Three cows lay in the grass in one protected space, while a roan horse grazed alone in a small snake-rail corral. Lou counted a half dozen sheared sheep in another pen. And behind that was another fenced space where enormous hogs rolled in a wallow of mud, like giant babies at play. A pair of mules were doubletreed to a large wagon that sat by the barn, the sun reflecting off its tin-wrapped wooden wheels. Near the barn was a farmhouse of modest proportion.


  There were other buildings and lean-tos, large and small, scattered here and there, most of plank. One structure situated in an overhang of maple trees looked to be formed from logs chinked with mud and seemed half-buried in the earth. The cleared fields, which sloped at their ends like the curl of hair, sprang outward from the central farm buildings like spokes on a wheel. And rising high behind all of this were the Appalachians, making this good-sized farm property seem but a child’s model by comparison.


  Lou was finally here, the place her father had spent much of his life writing about yet had never returned to. She drew in several quick breaths, and sat very erect as they drove on to the house, where Louisa Mae Cardinal, the woman who had helped to raise their father, awaited them.


  









  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  

    

  


  INSIDE THE FARMHOUSE THE NURSE WAS ADVISing the woman as to Amanda’s condition and other essentials, while the woman listened intently and asked pointed questions.


  “And we might as well get my requirements out of the way,” said the nurse finally. “I suffer from animal and pollen allergies, and you need to make sure that their presence here is kept to a minimum. Under no circumstances should animals be allowed in the house. I have certain specific dietary needs. I will provide you with a list. I will also require a free reign in overseeing the children. I know that falls outside my formal duties, but those two obviously need discipline, and I intend to so provide it. That girl, in particular, is a real piece of work. I’m sure you can appreciate my frankness. Now you can show me to my room.”


  Louisa Mae Cardinal said to the nurse, “I appreciate you coming out. Fact is, we ain’t got room for you.”


  The tall nurse stood as erect as she could, but she was still shorter than Louisa Mae Cardinal. “Excuse me?” she said with indignation.


  “Tell Sam out there to take you on back to the train station. Another train north be coming through. Rare place for a walk while you wait.”


  “I was retained to come here and look after my patient.”


  “I look after Amanda just fine.”


  “You are not qualified to do so.”


  “Sam and Hank, they need get on back, honey.”


  “I need to call somebody about this.” The nurse was so red-faced that she looked as though she might become a patient.


  “Nearest phone on down the mountain in Tremont. But you can call the president of these United States, still my home.” Louisa Mae gripped the woman’s elbow with a strength that made the nurse’s eyes flutter. “And we ain’t got to bother Amanda with this.” She guided the woman from the room, closing the door behind them.


  “Do you seriously expect me to believe that you don’t have a telephone?” the nurse said.


  “Don’t have that electricity thing neither, but I hear they right fine. Thank you agin, and you have a good trip back.” She placed three worn dollar bills in the nurse’s hand. “I wish it was more, honey, but it all the egg money I got.”


  The nurse stared down at the cash for a moment and said, “I’m staying until I’m satisfied that my patient—”


  Louisa Mae once more gripped her elbow and led her to the front door. “Most folk here got rules ’bout trespassing. Warning shot’s fired right close to the head. Get they’s attention. Next shot gets a lot more personal. Now, I’m too old to waste time firing a warning shot, and I ain’t never once used salt in my gun. And now I can’t give it no straighter’n that.”


  

    

  


  When the Hudson pulled up, the ambulance was still parked in front of the farmhouse, which had a deep, cool porch and shadows elongating across it as the sun rose higher. Lou and Oz got out of the car and confronted their new home. It was smaller than it had appeared from a distance. And Lou noted several sets of uneven add-ons to the sides and back, all of which were set on a crumbling fieldstone base with stepstone rock leading from ground to porch. The unshingled roof had what looked to be black tar paper across it. A picket-fence railing ran along the porch, which also sagged in places. The chimney was made of hand-formed brick, and the mortar had leached over parts of it. The clapboard was in need of painting, heat pops were fairly numerous, and wood had buckled and warped in places where moisture had crawled inside.


  Lou accepted it for what it clearly was: an old house, having gone through various reincarnations and situated in a place of unforgiving elements. But the front-yard grass was neatly cut, the steps, windows, and porch floor were clean, and she tallied the early bloom of flowers in glass jars and wooden buckets set along the porch rail and in window boxes. Climbing rose vines ran up the porch columns, a screen of dormant maypops covered part of the porch, and a husky vine of sleeping honeysuckle spread against one wall. There was a rough-hewn workbench on the porch with tools scattered across its surface and a split-bottom hickory chair next to it.


  Brown hens started singing around their feet, and a couple of mean-looking geese came calling, sending the hens off screeching for their lives. And then a yellow-footed rooster stomped by and scared the geese off, cocked its head at Lou and Oz, gave a crow, and stomped back from whence it had come. The mare whinnied a greeting from its corral, while the pair of mules just stared at nothing. Their hairy skin was cave black, their ears and snout not quite balanced with each other. Oz took a step toward them for a better look and then retreated when one of the mules made a noise Oz had never heard before yet which clearly sounded threatening.


  Lou’s and Oz’s attention shifted to the front door when it was thrown open with far more thrust than was necessary. Their mother’s nurse came clomping out. She stalked past them, her long arms and legs cocking and firing off rounds of silent fury.


  “Never in all my life,” she wailed to the Appalachians. Without another word or grimace, flap of arm or kick of leg, she climbed into the ambulance, closed the doors, which made two modest thunks as metal hit metal, and the volunteer brigade beat a timid retreat.


  Beyond perplexed, Lou and Oz turned back to the house for answers and found themselves staring at her.


  Standing in the doorway was Louisa Mae Cardinal. She was very tall, and though also very lean, she looked strong enough to strangle a bear, and determined enough to do so. Her face was leathern, the lines creasing it the etch of wood grain. Although she was approaching her eightieth year, the balls of her cheeks still rode high. The jaw was also strong, though her mouth drooped some. Her silver hair was tied with a simple cord at the nape, and then plunged to her waist.


  Lou was heartened to see that she wore not a dress, but instead baggy denim trousers faded to near white and an indigo shirt patched in various places. Old brogans covered her feet. She was statue-like in her majesty, yet the woman had a remarkable pair of hazel eyes that clearly missed nothing in their range.


  Lou boldly stepped forward while Oz did his best to melt into his sister’s back. “I’m Louisa Mae Cardinal. This is my brother, Oscar.” There was a tremble to Lou’s voice. She stood her ground, though, only inches from her namesake, and this proximity revealed a remarkable fact: Their profiles were almost identical. They seemed twins separated by a mere three generations.


  Louisa said nothing, her gaze trailing the ambulance.


  Lou noted this and said, “Wasn’t she supposed to stay and help look after our mother? She has a lot of needs, and we have to make sure that she’s comfortable.”


  Her great-grandmother shifted her focus to the Hudson.


  “Eugene,” Louisa Mae said in a voice possessed of negligible twang, yet which seemed undeniably southern still, “bring the bags in, honey.” Only then did she look at Lou, and though the stare was rigid, there was something prowling behind the eyes that gave Lou a reason to feel welcome. “We take good care of your mother.”


  Louisa Mae turned and went back in the house. Eugene followed with their bags. Oz was fully concentrating on his bear and his thumb. His wide, blue eyes were blinking rapidly, a sure indication that his nerves were racing at a feverish pitch. Indeed, he looked like he wanted to run all the way back to New York City right that minute. And Oz very well might have, if only he had known in which direction it happened to be.


  









  CHAPTER NINE


  


  

    

  


  THE BEDROOM GIVEN TO LOU WAS SPARTAN and also the only room on the second floor, accessed by a rear staircase. It had one large window that looked out over the farmyard. The angled walls and low ceiling were covered with old newspaper and magazine pages pasted there like wallpaper. Most were yellowed, and some hung down where the paste had worn away. There was a simple rope bed of hickory and a pine wardrobe scarred in places. And there was a small desk of rough-hewn wood by the window, where the morning light fell upon it. The desk was unremarkable in design, yet it drew Lou’s attention as though cast from gold and trimmed by diamonds.


  Her father’s initials were still so vivid: “JJC.” John Jacob Cardinal. This had to be the desk at which he had first started writing. She imagined her father as a little boy, lips set firm, hands working precisely, as he scored his initials into the wood, and then set out upon his career as a storyteller. As she touched the cut letters, it was as though she had just put her hand on top of her father’s. For some reason Lou sensed that her great-grandmother had deliberately given her this room.


  Her father had been reserved about his life here. However, whenever Lou had asked him about her namesake, Jack Cardinal had been effusive in his answer. “A finer woman never walked the earth.” And then he would tell about some of his life on the mountain, but only some. Apparently, he left the intimate details for his books, all but one of which Lou would have to wait until adult-hood to read, her father had told her. Thus she was left with many unanswered questions.


  She reached in her suitcase and pulled out a small, wood-framed photograph. Her mother’s smile was wide, and though the photograph was black and white, Lou knew the swell of her mother’s amber eyes was near hypnotic. Lou had always loved that color, even sometimes hoping that the blue in hers would disappear one morning and be replaced with this collision of brown and gold. The photo had been taken on her mother’s birthday. Toddler Lou was standing in front of Amanda, and mother had both arms around her child. In the photo their smiles were suspended together for all time. Lou often wished she could remember something of that day.


  Oz came into the room and Lou slipped the photograph back into her bag. As usual, her brother looked worried.


  “Can I stay in your room?” he asked.


  “What’s wrong with yours?”


  “It’s next to hers.”


  “Who, Louisa?” Oz answered yes very solemnly, as though he was testifying in court. “Well, what’s wrong with that?”


  “She scares me,” he said. “She really does, Lou.”


  “She let us come live with her.”


  “And I’m right glad you did come.”


  Louisa came forward from the doorway. “Sorry I was short with you. I was thinking ’bout your mother.” She stared at Lou. “And her needs.”


  “That’s okay,” Oz said, as he flitted next to his sister. “I think you spooked my sister a little, but she’s all right now.”


  Lou studied the woman’s features, seeing if there was any of her father there. She concluded that there wasn’t. “We didn’t have anyone else,” Lou said.


  “Y’all always have me,” Louisa Mae answered back. She moved in closer, and Lou suddenly saw fragments of her father there. She also now understood why the woman’s mouth drooped. There were only a few teeth there, all of them yellowed or darkened.


  “Sorry as I can be I ain’t made the funeral. News comes slowly here when it bothers to come a’tall.” She looked down for a moment, as though gripped by something Lou couldn’t see. “You’re Oz. And you’re Lou.” Louisa pointed to them as she said the names.


  Lou said, “The people who arranged our coming, I guess they told you.”


  “I knew long afore that. Y’all call me Louisa. They’s chores to be done each day. We make or grow ’bout all we need. Breakfast’s at five. Supper when the sun falls.”


  “Five o’clock in the morning!” exclaimed Oz.


  “What about school?” asked Lou.


  “Called Big Spruce. No more’n couple miles off. Eugene take you in the wagon first day, and then y’all walk after that. Or take the mare. Ain’t spare the mules, for they do the pulling round here. But the nag will do.”


  Oz paled. “We don’t know how to ride a horse.”


  “Y’all will. Horse and mule bestest way to get by up here, other than two good feet.”


  “What about the car?” asked Lou.


  Louisa shook her head. “T’ain’t practical. Take money we surely ain’t got. Eugene know how it works and built a little lean-to for it. He start it up every now and agin, ’cause he say he have to so it run when we need it. Wouldn’t have that durn thing, ’cept William and Jane Giles on down the road give it to us when they moved on. Can’t drive it, no plans to ever learn.”


  “Is Big Spruce the same school my dad went to?” asked Lou.


  “Yes, only the schoolhouse he went to ain’t there no more. ’Bout as old as me, it fall down. But you got the same teacher. Change, like news, comes slowly here. You hungry?”


  “We ate on the train,” said Lou, unable to draw her gaze from the woman’s face.


  “Fine. Your momma settled in. Y’all g’on see her.”


  Lou said, “I’d like to stay here and look around some.”


  Louisa held the door open for them. Her voice was gentle but firm. “See your momma first.”


  

    

  


  The room was comfortable—good light, window open. Homespun curtains, curled by the damp and bleached by the sun, were lightly flapping in the breeze. As Lou looked around, she knew it had probably taken some effort to make this into what amounted to a sickroom. Some of the furniture looked worked on, the floor freshly scrubbed, the smell of paint still lingering; a chipped rocking chair sat in one corner with a thick blanket across it.


  On the walls were ancient ferrotypes of men, women, and children, all dressed in what was probably their finest clothing: stiff white-collared shirts and bowler hats for the men; long skirts and bonnets for the women; lace frills for the young girls; and small suits and string ties for the boys. Lou studied them. Their expressions ran the gamut from dour to pleased, the children being the most animated, the grown women appearing the most suspicious, as though they believed their lives were to be taken, instead of simply their photographs.


  Amanda, in a bed of yellow poplar, was propped up on fat feather pillows, and her eyes were shut. The mattress was feather-filled too, lumpy but soft, housed in a striped ticking. A patchwork quilt covered her. A faded drugget lay next to the bed so bare feet wouldn’t have to touch a cold wood floor first thing in the morning. Lou knew her mother would not be needing that. On the walls were pegs with items of clothing hung from them. An old dresser was in one corner, a painted china pitcher and bowl resting on it. Lou wandered around the room idly, looking and touching. She noted that the window frame was slightly crooked, the panes of glass filmy, as though a fog had infiltrated the material some-how.


  Oz sat next to his mother, leaned over, and kissed her.


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “She can’t hear you,” Lou muttered to herself as she stopped her wandering and looked out the window, smelling air purer than any she had before; in the draft were a medley of trees and flowers, wood smoke, long bluegrass, and animals large and small.


  “It sure is pretty here in…” Oz looked at Lou.


  “Virginia,” Lou answered, without turning around.


  “Virginia,” Oz repeated. Then he took out the necklace.


  From the doorway, Louisa watched this exchange.


  Lou turned and saw what he was doing. “Oz, that stupid necklace doesn’t work.”


  “So why’d you get it back for me then?” he said sharply.


  This stopped Lou dead, for she had no ready answer. Oz turned back and began his ritual over Amanda. But with each swing of the quartz crystal, with each softly spoken utterance by Oz, Lou just knew he was trying to melt an iceberg with a single match; and she wanted no part of it. She raced past her great-grandmother and down the hall.


  Louisa stepped into the room and sat down next to Oz. “What’s that for, Oz?” she asked, pointing to the jewelry.


  Oz cupped the necklace in his hand, eyed it closely, like it was a timepiece and he was checking what o’clock it was. “Friend told me about it. Supposed to help Mom. Lou doesn’t believe it will.” He paused. “Don’t know if I do either.”


  Louisa ran a hand through his hair. “Some say believing a person get better is half the battle. I’m one who subscribes to that notion.”


  Fortunately, with Oz, a few seconds of despair were usually followed by replenished hope. He took the necklace and slid it under his mother’s mattress. “Maybe it’ll keep oozing its power this way. She’ll get well, won’t she?”


  Louisa stared at the little boy, and then at his mother lying so still there. She touched Oz’s cheek with her hand—very old against very new skin, and its mix seemed pleasing to both. “You keep right on believing, Oz. Don’t you never stop believing.”


  









  CHAPTER TEN


  


  

    

  


  THE KITCHEN SHELVES WERE WORN, KNOT-holed pine, floors the same. The floorboards creaked slightly as Oz swept with a short-handled broom, while Lou loaded lengths of cut wood into the iron belly of the Sears catalogue cook-stove that took up one wall of the small room. Fading sunlight came through the window and also peered through each wall crevice, and there were many. An old coal-oil lamp hung from a peg. Fat black iron kettles hung from the wall. In another corner was a food safe with hammered metal doors; a string of dried onions lay atop it and a glass jug of kerosene next to that.


  As Lou examined each piece of hickory or oak, it was as though she was revisiting each facet of her prior life, before throwing it in the fire, saying good-bye as the flames ate it away. The room was dark and the smells of damp and burnt wood equally pungent. Lou stared over at the fireplace. The opening was large, and she guessed that the cooking had been done there before the Sears cookstove had come. The brick ran to the ceiling, and iron nails were driven through the mortar all over; tools and kettles, and odd pieces of other things Lou couldn’t identify but that looked well-used, hung from them. In the center of the brick wall was a long rifle resting on twin braces angled into the mortar.


  The knock on the door startled them both. Who would expect visitors so far above sea level? Lou opened the door and Diamond Skinner stared back at her with a vast smile. He held up a mess of smallmouth bass, as though he was offering her the crowns of dead kings. Loyal Jeb was beside him, his snout wrinkling as he drew in the fine fishy aroma.


  Louisa came striding in from outside, her brow glistening with sweat, her gloved hands coated with rich dirt, as were her brogans. She slipped off her gloves and dabbed at her face with a sweat rag pulled from her pocket. Her long hair was pulled up under a cloth scarf, wisps of silver peeking out in spots.


  “Well, Diamond, I believe that’s the nicest mess of smallmouth I ever seen, son.” She gave Jeb a pat. “How you doing, Mr. Jeb? You help Diamond catch all them fish?”


  Diamond’s grin was so wide Lou could almost count all his teeth. “Yes’m. Did Hell No—”


  Louisa held up a finger and politely but firmly corrected, “Eugene.”


  Diamond looked down, collecting himself after this blunder. “Yes’m, sorry. Did Eugene tell you—”


  “That you’d be bringing supper? Yes. And you’ll be staying for it seeing you caught it. And get to know Lou and Oz here. Sure y’all be good friends.”


  “We’ve already met,” Lou said stiffly.


  Louisa looked between her and Diamond. “Well, that’s right good. Diamond and you close in years. And be good for Oz to have another boy round.”


  “He’s got me,” Lou said bluntly.


  “Yes, he does,” Louisa agreed. “Well, Diamond, you gonna stay for meal?”


  He considered the matter. “I ain’t got me no more ’pointments today, so yep, I set myself down.” Diamond glanced at Lou, and then he wiped at his dirty face and attempted to tug down one of a dozen cowlicks. Lou had turned away, however, completely unaware of his effort.


  

    

  


  The table was set with Depression glass plates and cups, collected over the years by Louisa, she told them, from Crystal Winter oatmeal boxes. The dishes were green, pink, blue, amber, and rose. However pretty they might be, no one was really focusing on the dishes. Instead, tin fork and knife clashed as they all dug into the meal. When Louisa had said the meal prayer, Lou and Oz crossed themselves, while Diamond and Eugene looked on curiously but said nothing. Jeb lay in the corner, surprisingly patient with his portion. Eugene sat at one end of the table, methodically chewing his food. Oz absorbed his entire meal so fast Lou seriously considered checking to make sure his fork had not disappeared down his throat. Louisa dished Oz the last piece of lard-fried fish, the rest of the cooked vegetables, and another piece of cooked-in-grease cornbread, which, to Lou, tasted better than ice cream.


  Louisa had not filled her plate.


  “You didn’t have any fish, Louisa,” Oz said, as he stared guiltily at his second helping. “Aren’t you hungry?”


  “Meal by itself seeing a boy eating his way up to a growed man. Et while I cooked, honey. Always do.”


  Eugene glanced questioningly at Louisa when she said this and then went back to his meal.


  Diamond’s gaze kept sliding between Lou and Oz. He seemed eager to make friends again, yet seemed unsure how to accomplish it.


  “Can you show me some of the places my dad would go around here?” Lou asked Louisa. “The things he liked to do? See, I’m a writer too.”


  “I know that,” she said, and Lou gave her a surprised look. Louisa put her cup of water down and studied Lou’s face. “Your daddy he like to tell ’bout the land. But afore he done that he done something real smart.” She paused as Lou considered this.


  “Like what?” the girl finally asked.


  “He come to unnerstand the land.”


  “Understand… dirt?”


  “It got lots of secrets, and not all good ones. Things up here hurt you bad if you ain’t careful. Weather so fickle, like it break your heart ’bout the time it do your back. Land don’t help none who don’t never bother to learn it.” On this she glanced at Eugene. “Lord knows Eugene could use help. This farm ain’t going one minute more without his strong back.”


  Eugene swallowed a piece of fish and washed it down with a gulp of water he had poured directly into his glass from a bucket. As Lou watched him, Eugene’s mouth trembled. She interpreted that as a big smile.


  “Fact is,” Louisa continued, “you and Oz coming here is a blessing. Some folk might say I helping you out, but that ain’t the truth. You helping me a lot more’n I can you. For that I thank you.”


  “Sure,” said Oz gallantly. “Glad to do it.”


  “You mentioned there were chores,” Lou said.


  Louisa looked over at Eugene. “Better to show, not tell. Come morning, I commence showing.”


  Diamond could contain himself no longer.


  “Johnny Booker’s pa said some fellers been looking round his place.”


  “What fellers?” asked Louisa sharply.


  “Ain’t know. But they’s asking questions ’bout the coal mines.”


  “Get your ears on the ground, Diamond.” Louisa looked at Lou and Oz. “And you too. God put us on this earth and he take us away when he good and ready. Meantime, family got to look out for each other.”


  Oz smiled and said he’d keep his ears so low to the ground, they’d be regularly filled with dirt. Everyone except Lou laughed at that. She simply stared at Louisa and said nothing.


  

    

  


  The table was cleared, and while Louisa scraped dishes, Lou worked the sink hand pump hard, the way Louisa had shown her, to make only a very thin stream of water come out. No indoor plumbing, she had been told. Louisa had also explained to them the outhouse arrangement and shown them the small rolls of toilet paper stacked in the pantry. She had said a lantern would be needed after dark if the facilities were required, and she had shown Lou how to light one. There was also a chamberpot under each of their beds if the call of nature was of such urgency that they couldn’t make it to the outhouse in time. However, Louisa informed them that the cleaning of the chamberpot was strictly the responsibility of the one using it. Lou wondered how timid Oz, a champion user of the bathroom in the middle of the night, would get along with this accommodation. She imagined she would be standing outside this outhouse many an evening while he did his business, and that was a weary thought.


  Right after supper Oz and Diamond had gone outside with Jeb. Lou now watched as Eugene lifted the rifle off its rack above the fireplace. He loaded the gun and went outside.


  Lou said to Louisa, “Where’s he going with that gun?”


  Louisa scrubbed plates vigorously with a hardened corncob. “See to the livestock. Now we done turned out the cows and hogs, Old Mo’s coming round.”


  “Old Mo?”


  “Mountain lion. Old Mo, he ’bout as old as me, but that durn cat still be a bother. Not to people. Lets the mare and the mules be too, ’specially the mules, Hit and Sam. Don’t never cross no mule, Lou. They’s the toughest things God ever made, and them durn critters keep grudges till kingdom come. Don’t never forget one smack of the whip, or slip of a shoeing nail. Some folks say mules ’bout as smart as a man. Mebbe that why they get so mean.” She smiled. “But Mo does go after the sheep, hogs, and cows. So we got to protect ’em. Eugene gonna fire the gun, scare Old Mo off.”


  “Diamond told me about Eugene’s father leaving him.”


  Louisa glanced at her sternly. “A lie! Tom Randall were a good man.”


  “What happened to him then?” Lou prompted when it appeared Louisa was not inclined to go on.


  Louisa finished with a plate first and set it down to dry. “Eugene’s mother die young. Tom left the baby with his sister here and went on over to Bristol, Tennessee, for work. He a coal miner here, but lot of folks started coming round to do that too, and they always let the Negroes go first. He got kilt in an accident afore he could send for Eugene. When Eugene’s aunt passed on, I took him in. The other’s just lies by folks who have hate in their hearts.”


  “Does Eugene know?”


  “Course he does! I told him when he were old enough.”


  “So why don’t you tell people the truth?”


  “People don’t want’a listen, ain’t no good what you try tell ’em.” She shot Lou a glance. “Unnerstand me?”


  Lou nodded, but in truth she wasn’t convinced she did.


  









  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  

    

  


  WHEN LOU WENT OUTSIDE, SHE SAW Diamond and Oz over by the split-rail corral where the horse was grazing. When Diamond saw Lou, he pulled a sheet of paper and a tin of tobacco out of his pocket, rolled the smoke, licked it closed, struck a match against a rail, and lit up.


  Oz and Lou both gaped, and she exclaimed, “You’re too young to do that.”


  Diamond casually waved off her protest, a pleased smile on his face. “Aww, I all growed up. Man a man.”


  “But you’re not much older than me, Diamond.”


  “Different up here, you see.”


  “Where do you and your family live?” asked Lou.


  “On down the road a piece afore you get somewhere.”


  Diamond pulled a cover-less baseball from his pocket and tossed it. Jeb raced after the ball and brought it back.


  “Man give me that ball ’cause I tell him his future.”


  “What was his future?” asked Lou.


  “That he gonna give a feller named Diamond his old ball.”


  “It’s getting late,” Lou said. “Won’t your parents be getting worried?”


  Diamond stubbed out the homemade smoke on his overalls and stuck it behind his ear as he wound up to throw again. “Naw, like I say, all growed up. Ain’t got to do nothing if ’n don’t want to.”


  Lou pointed to something dangling on Diamond’s overalls. “What’s that?”


  Diamond looked down and grinned. “Left hind foot of a graveyard rabbit. Aside fur heart’a calf, luckiest thing they is. Shoot, don’t they school you nuthin’ in the city?”


  “A graveyard rabbit?” Oz said.


  “Yessir. Caught and kilt in graveyard in black of night.” He slipped the foot off its string and gave it to Oz. “Here, son, I always get me ’nuther, anytime I want I can.”


  Oz held it reverently. “Gosh, thanks, Diamond.”


  Oz watched Jeb race after the ball. “Jeb sure is a good dog. Gets that ball every time.”


  When Jeb brought the ball and dropped it in front of Diamond, he picked it up and tossed it over to Oz. “Prob’ly ain’t much room to throw nuthin’ in the city, but give it a whirl, son.”


  Oz stared at the ball as though he’d never held one. Then he glanced at Lou.


  “Go ahead, Oz. You can do it,” she said.


  Oz wound up and threw the ball, his arm snapping like a whip, and that ball sprang forth from his small hand like a freed bird, soaring higher and higher. Jeb raced after it, but the dog wasn’t gaining any ground. An astonished Oz just stared at what he’d done. Lou did the same.


  The cigarette fell off a startled Diamond’s ear. “God dog, where’d you learn to toss like that?”


  Oz could only offer up the wonderful smile of a boy who had just realized he might be athletically gifted. Then he turned and raced after the ball. Lou and Diamond were silent for a bit and then the ball came sailing back. In the gathering darkness they couldn’t even see Oz yet, but they could hear him and Jeb coming, a total of six spirited legs flying at them.


  “So what do you do for excitement in this place, Diamond?” asked Lou.


  “Fishing mostly. Hey, you ever skinny-dip in a gravel pit?”


  “There are no gravel pits in New York City. Anything else?”


  “Well”—he paused dramatically—”course, there’s the haunted well.”


  “A haunted well?” exclaimed Oz, who had just run up, Jeb at his heels.


  “Where?” asked Lou.


  “Come on now.”


  

    

  


  Captain Diamond and his company of infantry cleared the tree line and plunged across an open field of tall grass so fine and uniformly placed, it looked like combed hair. The wind was chilly, but they were much too excited to be bothered by that slight discomfort.


  “Where is it?” asked Lou, running beside Diamond.


  “Shhh! Getting close, so’s we got to be real quiet. Spooks round.”


  They kept moving forward. Suddenly Diamond called out, “Hit the ground!”


  They all dropped as though attached by taut rope.


  Oz said in a trembling voice, “What is it, Diamond?”


  Diamond hid a smile. “Thought mebbe I hear something, is all. Can’t never be too careful round spooks.” They all rose.


  “What y’all doing here?”


  The man had stepped from behind a stand of hickory trees, the shotgun in his right hand. Under the moonlight Lou could make out the glow of an evil pair of eyes staring dead at them. The three stood frozen as the fellow approached. Lou recognized him as the crazy man on the tractor recklessly flying down the mountain. He stopped in front of them and his mouth delivered a shot of chew spit near their feet.


  “Got no bizness round here,” the man said, as he lifted up the shotgun and rested the barrel on his left forearm such that the muzzle was pointed at them, his forefinger near the trigger.


  Diamond stepped forward. “Ain’t doing nuthin’, George Davis, ’cept running round, and ain’t no law agin that.”


  “You shet your mouth, Diamond Skinner, afore I put my fist to it.” He peered over at quaking Oz, who drew back and clutched his sister’s arm.


  “You ’em chillin Louisa take in. Got the crippled ma. Ain’tcha?” He spit again.


  Diamond said, “You ain’t got no bizness with ’em, so leave ’em be.”


  Davis moved closer to Oz. “Mountain cat round, boy,” he said, his voice low and taunting. And then he cried out, “You want it git you!” At the same time he said this, Davis feigned a lunge at Oz, who threw himself down and huddled in the high grass. Davis cackled wickedly at the terrified boy.


  Lou stood between her brother and the man. “You stay away from us!”


  “Gawd damn you, girl,” Davis said. “Telling a man what to do?” He looked at Diamond. “You on my land, boy.”


  “T’ain’t your land!” said Diamond, his hands making fists, his anxious gaze fixed on that shotgun. “Don’t belong nobody.”


  “Calling me a liar?” snapped Davis, in a fearsome voice.


  Then the scream came. It rose higher and higher until Lou figured the trees must surely topple from the force, or the rocks would work loose and slide down the mountain and maybe, with luck, crush their antagonist. Jeb came around growling, his hackles up. Davis stared off anxiously into the trees.


  “You got you a gun,” said Diamond, “then go git your old mountain cat. ’Cept mebbe you scared.”


  Davis’s gaze burned into the boy, but then the scream came again, and hit them all just as hard, and Davis took off at a half-trot toward the trees.


  “Come on now!” cried out Diamond, and they ran as fast as they could between trees and along more open fields. Owls hooted at them, and a bobwhite bobwhited at them. Things they couldn’t see ran up and down tall oaks, or flitted in front of them, yet none of it came close to scaring them as much as they already had been by George Davis and his shotgun. Lou was a blur, faster even than Diamond. But when Oz tripped and fell, she rounded back and helped him.


  They finally stopped and squatted in the high grass, breathing heavy and listening for a crazy man or a wildcat coming after them.


  “Who is that awful man?” asked Lou.


  Diamond checked behind him before answering. “George Davis. He got a farm next Miss Louisa’s. He a hard man. A bad man! Dropped on his head when he were a baby, or mebbe mule kicked him, don’t know which. He got a corn liquor still up here in one of the hollows, so’s he don’t like people coming round. I wish somebody just shoot him.”


  They soon reached another small clearing. Diamond held up his hand for them to stop and then proudly pointed up ahead, as though he had just discovered Noah’s Ark on a simple mountaintop in Virginia.


  “There she is.”


  The well was moss-crusted brick, crumbling in places, and yet undeniably spooky. The three glided up to it; Jeb guarded their rear flank while hunting small prey in the high grass.


  They all peered over the edge of the well’s opening. It was black, seemingly without bottom; they could have been staring at the other side of the world. All sorts of things could have been peering back.


  “Why do you say it’s haunted?” Oz asked breathlessly.


  Diamond sprawled in the grass next to the well and they joined him.


  “’Bout a thousand million years ago,” he began in a thick and thrilling voice that made Oz’s eyes widen, fast-blink, and water all at the same time, “they was a man and woman live up chere. Now, they was in love, ain’t no denying that. And so’s they wanted to get hitched o’course. But they’s family hated each other, wouldn’t let ’em do it. No sir. So they come up with a plan to run off. Only somethin’ went bad and the feller thought the woman had done got herself kilt. He was so broke up, he came to this here well and jumped in. It’s way deep, shoot, you seed that. And he drowned hisself. Now the girl found out what was what, and she come and jumped in herself too. Never found ’em ’cause it was like they was plopped on the sun. Not a durn thing left.”


  Lou was completely unmoved by this sad tale. “That sounds a lot like Romeo and Juliet.”


  Diamond looked puzzled. “That kin of yours?”


  “You’re making this up,” she said.


  All around them sounds of peculiar quality started up, like millions of tiny voices all trying to jabber at once, as though ants had suddenly acquired larynxes.


  “What’s that?” Oz said, clinging to Lou.


  “Don’t be doubting my words, Lou,” Diamond hissed, his face the color of cream. “You riling the spirits.”


  “Yeah, Lou,” said Oz, who was looking everywhere for demons of hell coming for them. “Don’t be riling the spirits.”


  The noises finally died down, and Diamond, regaining his confidence, stared triumphantly at Lou. “Shoot, any fool can see this well’s magic. You see a house anywhere round? No, and I tell you why. This well growed up right out of the earth, that’s why. And it ain’t just a haunted well. It what you call a wishing well.”


  Oz said, “A wishing well? How?”


  “Them two people lost each other, but they’s still in love. Now, people die, but love don’t never die. Made the well magic. Anybody done got a wish, they come here, wish for it, and it’ll happen. Ever time. Rain or shine.”


  Oz clutched his arm. “Any wish? You’re sure?”


  “Yep. ’Cept they’s one little catch.”


  Lou spoke up, “I thought so. What is it?”


  “ ’Cause them folks died to make this here a wishing well, anybody want a wish, they’s got to give up somethin’ too.”


  “Give up what?” This came from Oz, who was so excited the boy seemed to float above the supple grass like a tethered bubble.


  Diamond lifted his arms to the dark sky. “Like just the most grandest, importantest thing they got in the whole dang world.”


  Lou was surprised he didn’t take a bow. She knew what was coming now, as Oz tugged at her sleeve.


  “Lou, maybe we can—”


  “No!” she said sharply. “Oz, you have got to understand that dangling necklaces and wishing wells won’t work. Nothing will.”


  “But, Lou.”


  The girl stood and pulled her brother’s hand free. “Don’t be stupid, Oz. You’ll just end up crying your eyes out again.”


  Lou ran off. After a second’s hesitation Oz followed her.


  Diamond was left with the spoils of something, surely not victory, judging by his disappointed face. He looked around and whistled, and Jeb came running. “Let’s get on home, Jeb,” he said quietly.


  The pair ran off in the opposite direction from Lou and Oz, as the mountains headed for sleep.


  









  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  

    

  


  THERE WAS NO TRACE OF OUTSIDE LIGHT AS yet, when Lou heard the creak of foot on stair. The door to her room opened and Lou sat up in bed. The glow of lantern light eased into the space, followed by Louisa, already fully dressed. With her flow of silver hair and the gentle illumination around her, the woman seemed a messenger from heaven to Lou’s sleepy mind. The air in the room was chilly; Lou thought she could see her own breath.


  “Thought I’d let you and Oz sleep in,” Louisa said softly as she came and sat next to Lou.


  Lou stifled a yawn and looked out the window at the blackness. “What time is it?”


  “Nearly five.”


  “Five!” Lou dropped back against her pillow and pulled the covers over her head.


  Louisa smiled. “Eugene’s milking the cows. Be good you learn how.”


  “I can’t do it later?” Lou asked from under the blanket.


  “Cows don’t care to wait round for us people,” Louisa said. “They moan till the bag’s dry.” She added, “Oz is already dressed.”


  Lou jolted upright. “Mom couldn’t get him out of bed before eight, and even that was a fight.”


  “He’s right now having a bowl of molasses over cornbread and fresh milk. Be good if you’d join us.”


  Lou threw off the covers and touched the cold floor, which sent a shiver directly to her brain. Now she was convinced she could see her breath. “Give me five minutes,” she said bravely.


  Louisa noted the girl’s obvious physical distress. “Had us a frost last night,” Louisa said. “Stays cold up here longer. Works into your bones like a little knife. Be warm afore long, and then when winter comes, we move you and Oz down to the front room, right by the fire. Fill it with coal, keep you warm all night. We’ll make it right good for you here.” She paused and looked around the room. “Can’t give you what you had in the city, but we do our best.” She rose and went to the door. “I put hot water in the washbowl earlier so’s you can clean up.”


  “Louisa?”


  She turned back, the arc of lantern light throwing and then magnifying her shadow against the wall. “Yes, honey?”


  “This was my dad’s room, wasn’t it?”


  Louisa looked around slowly before coming back to the girl, and the question. “From time he was four till he gone away. Ain’t nobody use this room since.”


  Lou pointed to the covered walls. “Did my dad do that?”


  Louisa nodded. “He’d walk ten miles to get ahold of a paper or a book. Read ’em all a dozen times and then stuck them newspapers up there and kept right on reading. Never saw a boy that curious in all my life.” She looked at Lou. “Bet you just like him.”


  “I want to thank you for taking Oz and me in.”


  Louisa looked toward the door. “This place be good for your mother too. We all pitch in, she be fine.”


  Lou looked away, started to fumble with her nightdress. “I’ll be down in a minute,” she said abruptly.


  Louisa accepted this change in the girl’s manner without comment and softly closed the door behind her.


  

    

  


  Downstairs, Oz was just finishing the last of his breakfast when Lou appeared, dressed, as he was, in faded overalls, long john shirt, and lace-up boots Louisa had laid out for them. A lantern hanging on a wall hook, and the coal fire, gave the room its only light. Lou looked at the grandmother clock on the fireplace mantel, itself a six-by-six timber of planed oak. It was indeed a little past five. Who would have thought cows would be up so early? she thought.


  “Hey, Lou,” Oz said. “You’ve got to taste this milk. It’s great.”


  Louisa looked at Lou and smiled. “Those clothes fit real good. Said a prayer they would. If ’n the boots too big, we fill ’em with rags.”


  “They’re fine,” said Lou, though they were actually too small, pinching her feet some.


  Louisa brought over a bucket and a glass. She put the glass on the table, draped a cloth over it, and poured the milk from the bucket into it, foam bubbling up on the cloth. “Want molasses on your cornbread?” she asked. “Real good that way. Line your belly.”


  “It’s great,” gushed Oz as he swallowed the last bite of his meal and washed it down with the rest of his milk.


  Lou looked at her glass. “What’s the cloth for?”


  “Take things out the milk you don’t need in you,” answered Louisa.


  “You mean the milk’s not pasteurized?” Lou said this in such a distressed tone that Oz gaped at his empty glass, looking as though he might drop dead that very instant.


  “What’s pastures?” he asked anxiously. “Can it get me?”


  “The milk’s fine,” Louisa said in a calm tone. “I’ve had it this way all my life. And your daddy too.”


  At her words, a relieved Oz sat back and commenced breathing again. Lou sniffed at her milk, tasted it gingerly a couple of times, and then took a longer swallow.


  “I told you it was good,” Oz said. “Putting it out to pasture probably makes it taste bad, I bet.”


  Lou said, “Pasteurization is named after Louis Pasteur, the scientist who discovered a process that kills bacteria and makes milk safe to drink.”


  “I’m sure he were a smart man,” said Louisa, as she set down a bowl of cornbread and molasses in front of Lou. “But we boil the cloth in between, and we get by just fine.” The way she said this made Lou not want to wrestle the issue anymore.


  Lou took a forkful of the cornbread and molasses. Her eyes widened at the taste. “Where do you buy this?” she asked Louisa.


  “Buy what?”


  “This food. It’s really good.”


  “Told you,” said Oz again smugly.


  Louisa said, “Don’t buy it, honey. Make it.”


  “How do you do that?”


  “Show, remember? A lot better’n telling. And best way of all is doing. Now, hurry up and you get yourself together with a cow by the name of Bran. Old Bran’s got trouble you two can help Eugene fix.”


  With this enticement, Lou quickly finished her breakfast, and she and Oz hurried to the door.


  “Wait, children,” Louisa said. “Plates in the tub here, and you gonna need this.” She picked up another lantern and lit it. The smell of working kerosene filled the room.


  “This house really doesn’t have electricity?” Lou asked.


  “Know some folks down Tremont got the dang thing. It go off sometimes and they got no idea what to do with theirselves. Like they forgot how to light kerosene. Just give me a good lantern in hand and I be fine.”


  Oz and Lou carried their plates to the sink.


  “After you done in the barn, I show you the springhouse. Where we get our water. Haul it up twice a day. Be one of your chores.”


  Lou looked confused. “But you have the pump.”


  “That just for dishes and such. Need water for lots of things. Animals, washing, tool grinder, bathing. Pump ain’t got no pressure. Take you a day to fill up a good-sized lard bucket.” She smiled. “Sometimes seems we spend most our breath hauling wood and water. First ten years’a my life, I thought my name was ‘git.’ “


  They were about to go out the door again, Lou carrying the lantern, when she stopped. “Uh, which one’s the cow barn?”


  “How’s ’bout I show you?”


  The air was bone-hurting cold and Lou was grateful for the thick shirt, but still wedged her bare hands under her armpits. With Louisa and her lantern leading the way, they went past the chicken coop and corrals and over to the barn, a big A-frame building with a wide set of double doors. These doors stood open and a solitary light was on inside. From the barn Lou heard the snorts and calls of animals, the shuffling of restless hoofs on dirt, and from the coop came the flapping of skittish wings. The sky was curiously darker in some places than in others, and then Lou realized these ebony patches were the Appalachians.


  She had never encountered night such as this. No streetlights, no lights from buildings, no cars, no illumination of any kind granted by battery or electricity. The only lights were the few stars overhead, the kerosene lamp Louisa was carrying, and the one Eugene presumably had on in the barn. The darkness didn’t frighten Lou at all, though. In fact she felt oddly safe here as she followed the tall figure of her great-grandmother. Oz trailed close, and Lou could sense he was not nearly so comfortable right now. She well knew that, given time to think about it, her brother could imagine unspeakable terror in just about anything.


  The barn smelled of stacked hay, wet earth, large animals and their warm manure. The floor was dirt covered with straw. On the walls hung bridles and harnesses, some cracked and worn out, others well oiled and supple. There were single- and doubletrees stacked on top of each other. A hayloft was reached by a wooden ladder with a broken second step. The loft took up most of the upper level and was filled with both loose and baled hay. There were center poles of poplar, which Lou assumed helped hold up the building. The barn had small wings built onto it on the sides and rear. Stalls and pens had been constructed there, and the mare, mules, hogs, and sheep loitered in their respective areas. Lou could see clouds of cold air erupting from warm animal nostrils.


  In one stall, Eugene sat on a small three-legged stool that was barely visible under his bulk. Right next to him was a cow, white with black patches. Her tail twitched back and forth, her head dipping into the manger box.


  Louisa left them there with Eugene and returned to the farmhouse. Oz crowded close to Lou as the cow in the next stall bumped into the partition and let out a moo. Eugene looked up at them.


  “Old Bran got the milk fever,” he said. “Got to hep Old Bran out.” He pointed to a rusty tire pump in one corner of the stall. “Hand me that there pump, Miss Lou.”


  Lou gave it to him, and Eugene held the hose tightly against one of Bran’s teats.


  “Now g’on pump.”


  Oz pumped while Eugene went about holding the hose end against each of the four teats and rubbing the cow’s udder, which was inflating like a ball.


  “That a good girl, never held your milk afore. We take care of you,” Eugene said soothingly to Bran. “Okay, that’s right good,” he said to Oz, who stopped pumping and stepped back, waiting. Eugene set the pump aside and motioned for Lou to take his place on the stool. He guided her hands to Bran’s teats and showed her how to grip them properly and also how to rub them to get them supple to help the flow.


  “We done pumped her up, now we got to get her dry. You pull hard, Miss Lou, Old Bran ain’t caring none. Got to get her milk to run. That what be hurting her bad.”


  Lou pulled tentatively at first, and then started to hit her stride. Her hands worked efficiently, and they all heard the air escaping from the udder. It made small, warm clouds in the cold air.


  Oz stepped forward. “Can I try?”


  Lou got up and Eugene moved Oz in, set him up. Soon he was pulling as well as Lou, and finally drips of milk appeared at the ends of the teats.


  “You doing good, Mr. Oz. You done pulled cow teat up there in the city?”


  They all laughed over that one.


  Three hours later, Lou and Oz were no longer laughing. They had milked the other two cows—one heavy with calf, Louisa told them—which had taken half an hour each; carried four large buckets of water into the house; and then lugged four more from the springhouse for the animals. That was followed by two loads of wood and three of coal to fill the house’s wood and coal bins. Now they were slopping the hogs, and their chore list only seemed to be growing.


  Oz struggled with his bucket and Eugene helped him get it over the top rail. Lou dumped hers and then stepped back.


  “I can’t believe we have to feed pigs,” she said.


  “They sure eat a lot,” added Oz, as he watched the creatures attack what appeared to be liquid garbage.


  “They’re disgusting,” said Lou, as she wiped her hands on her overalls.


  “And they give us food when we need it.”


  They both turned and saw Louisa standing there, a full bucket of corn feed for the chickens in hand, her brow already damp with sweat, despite the coolness. Louisa picked up Lou’s empty slop bucket and handed it to her. “Snow come there’s no going down the mountain. Have to store up. And they’re hogs, Lou, not pigs.” Lou and Louisa held a silent stare-down for a half dozen heartbeats, until the sound of the car coming made them look toward the farmhouse.


  It was an Oldsmobile roadster, packing all of forty-seven horsepower and a rumble seat. The car’s black paint was chipped and rusted in numerous places, fenders dented, skinny tires near bald; and it had a convertible top that was open on this cold morning. It was a beautiful wreck of a thing.


  The man stopped the car and got out. He was tall, with a lanky body that both foretold a certain fragility and also promised exceptional strength. When he took off his hat, his hair was revealed as dark and straight, cutting a fine outline around his head. A nicely shaped nose and jawline, pleasant light blue eyes, and a mouth that had an abundance of laugh lines shimmying around it gave him a face that would prompt a smile even on a trying day. He appeared closer to forty than thirty. His suit was a two-piece gray, with a black vest and a gentleman’s watch the size of a silver dollar hanging from a heavy chain riding across the front of the vest. The pants were baggy at the knee, and the man’s shoes had long since given back their shine for good. He started to walk toward them, stopped, went back to his car, and pulled out a fat and battered briefcase.


  Absentminded, Lou thought to herself as she watched him closely. After meeting the likes of Hell No and Diamond, she wondered what odd moniker this stranger might have.


  “Who’s that?” Oz asked.


  Louisa said in a loud voice, “Lou, Oz, this here’s Cotton Longfellow, the finest lawyer round.”


  The man smiled and shook Louisa’s hand. “Well, since I’m also one of the very few lawyers round here, that’s a dubious distinction at best, Louisa.”


  His voice, a mixture of southern drawl and a New England rhythm, was unique to Lou. She could not place him to a particular area, and she was usually quite good at that. Cotton Longfellow! Lord, she had not been disappointed with the name.


  Cotton put down his briefcase and shook their hands solemnly, though there was an easy twinkle in his eye as he did so. “Very honored to meet you both. I feel like I know you from all that Louisa has told me. I’ve always hoped to meet you one day. And I’m right sorry it has to be under these circumstances.” He said the last with a gentleness that not even Lou could fault.


  “Cotton and I got things to talk about. After you slop the hogs, you help Eugene turn the rest of the livestock out and drop hay. Then you can finish gathering the eggs.”


  As Cotton and Louisa walked off, Oz picked up his bucket and happily went for some more slop. But Lou stared after Cotton and Louisa, clearly not thinking of hogs. She was wondering about a man with the strange name of Cotton Longfellow, who spoke sort of oddly and seemed to know so much about them. Finally, she eyed a four-hundred-pound hog that would somehow keep them from all starving come winter, and trudged after her brother. The walls of mountains seemed to close around the girl.
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  COTTON AND LOUISA ENTERED THE HOUSE through the back door. As they headed down the hallway to the front room, Cotton stopped, his gaze holding through the partially opened door and into the room where Amanda lay in bed.


  Cotton said, “What do the doctors say?”


  “Men… tal trau… ma.” Louisa formed the strange words slowly. “That what the nurse call it.”


  They went to the kitchen and sat down in stump-legged chairs of hand-planed oak worn so smooth the wood felt like glass. Cotton pulled some papers from his briefcase and slid a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles from his pocket. He slipped them on and studied the papers for a moment, and then settled back, prepared to discuss them. Louisa poured out a cup of chicory coffee for him. He took a swallow and smiled. “If this don’t get you going, then you must be dead.”


  Louisa poured herself a cup and said, “So what’d you find out from them fellers?”


  “Your grandson didn’t have a will, Louisa. Not that it mattered much, because he also didn’t have any money.”


  Louisa looked bewildered. “With all his fine writing?”


  Cotton nodded. “As wonderful as they were, the books didn’t sell all that well. He had to take on other writing assignments to make ends meet. Also, Oz had some health problems when he was born. Lot of expenses. And New York City is not exactly cheap.”


  Louisa looked down. “And that ain’t all,” she said. He looked at her curiously. “Jack sent me money all these years, he did. I wrote him back once, told him it weren’t right for him to be doing it. Got his own family and all. But he say he were a rich man. He told me that! Wanted me to have it, he say, after all I done for him. But I ain’t really done nothing.”


  “Well, it seems Jack was planning to go write for a movie studio in California when the accident happened.”


  “California?” Louisa said the word like it was a malignancy, and then sat back and sighed. “That little boy always run circles round me. But giving me money when he ain’t got it. And curse me for taking it.” She stared off for a bit before speaking again. “I got me a problem, Cotton. Last three years of drought and ain’t no crops come in. Down to five hogs and gotta butcher me one purty soon. Got me three sows and one boar left over. Last litter more runts than anythin’. Three passable milking cows. Had one studded out, but she ain’t dropped her calf yet and I getting right worried. And Bran got the fever. Sheep getting to be more bother than anything. And that old nag ain’t do a lick of work no more, and eats me out of house and home. And yet that old girl done worked herself to death all these years for me.” She paused and drew a breath. “And McKenzie on down at the store, he ain’t giving no more credit to us folk up here.”


  “Hard times, Louisa, no denying that.”


  “I know I can’t complain none, this old mountain give me all it can over the years.”


  Cotton hunched forward. “Well, the one thing you do have, Louisa, is land. Now, there’s an asset.” “Can’t sell it, Cotton. When time comes, it’ll go to Lou and Oz. Their daddy loved this place as much as me. And Eugene too. He my family. He work hard. He getting some of this land so’s he can have his own place, raise his own family. Only fair.”


  Cotton said, “I think so too.”


  “When them folks wrote to see if ’n I’d take the children, how could I not? Amanda’s people all gone, I’m all they got left. And a sorry savior I am, long past being worth a spit for farming.” Her fingers clustered nervously together, and she stared anxiously out the window. “I been thinking ’bout them all these years, wondering what they was like. Reading Amanda’s letters, seeing them pictures she sent. Just busting with pride over what Jack done. And them beautiful children.” She let out a troubled sigh, the deeply cut wrinkles on her long forehead like tiny furrows in a field.


  Cotton said, “You’ll get by, Louisa. You need me for anything, come up and help with the planting, the children, you just let me know. I’d be beyond proud to help you.”


  “G’on now, Cotton, you a busy lawyer.”


  “Folks up here don’t have much need for the likes of me. And maybe that’s not such a bad thing. Got a problem, go down to Judge Atkins over the courthouse and just talk it out. Lawyers just make things complicated.” He smiled and patted her hand. “It’ll be okay, Louisa. Those children being here with you is the right thing. For everybody.”


  Louisa smiled, and then her expression slowly changed to a frown. “Cotton, Diamond said some men coming round folks’ coal mines. Don’t like that.”


  “Surveyors, mineral experts, so I’ve heard.”


  “Ain’t they cutting the mountains up fast enough? Make me sick ever’ time I see another hole. I never sell out to the coal folk. Rip all that’s beautiful out.”


  “I’ve heard these folks are looking for oil, not coal.”


  “Oil!” she said in disbelief. “This ain’t Texas.”


  “Just what I’ve heard.”


  “Can’t worry about that nonsense.” She stood. “You right, Cotton, it’ll be just fine. Lord’ll give us rain this year. If not, well, I figger something out.”


  As Cotton rose to leave, he looked back down the hallway. “Louisa, do you mind if I stop in and pay my respects to Miss Amanda?”


  Louisa thought about this. “Another voice might do her good. And you got a nice way about you, Cotton. How come you ain’t never married?”


  “I’ve yet to find the good woman who could put up with the sorry likes of me.”


  In Amanda’s room, Cotton put down his briefcase and hat and quietly approached the bed. “Miss Cardinal, I’m Cotton Longfellow. It’s a real pleasure to meet you. I feel like I know you already, for Louisa has read me some of the letters you sent.” Amanda of course moved not one muscle, and Cotton looked over at Louisa.


  “I been talking to her. Oz too. But she ain’t never say nothing back. Don’t never even wiggle a finger.”


  “And Lou?” asked Cotton.


  Louisa shook her head. “That child’s gonna bust one day, all she keep inside.”


  “Louisa, it might be a good idea to have Travis Barnes from Dickens come up and look at Amanda.”


  “Doctors cost money, Cotton.”


  “Travis owes me a favor. He’ll come.”


  Louisa said quietly, “I thank you.”


  He looked around the room and noted a Bible on the dresser. “Can I come back?” he asked. Louisa looked at him curiously. “I thought I might, well, that I might read to her. Mental stimulation. I’ve heard of such. There are no guarantees. But if I can do nothing else well, I can read.”


  Before Louisa could answer, Cotton looked at Amanda. “It’ll be my real privilege to read to you.”
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  AS DAWN BROKE,LOUISA,EUGENE,LOU, and Oz stood in one of the fields. Hit, the mule, was harnessed on a singletree to a plow with a turnover blade.


  Lou and Oz had already had their milk and cornbread in gravy for breakfast. The food was good, and filling, but eating by lantern light had already grown old. Oz had gathered chicken eggs while Lou had milked the two healthy cows under Louisa’s watchful eye. Eugene had split wood, and Lou and Oz had hauled it in for the cookstove and then carried buckets of water for the animals. Livestock had been turned out and hay dropped for them. And now, apparently, the real work was about to begin.


  “Got to plow unner this whole field,” said Louisa.


  Lou sniffed the air. “What’s that awful smell?”


  Louisa bent down, picked up some earth, and crumbled it between her fingers. “Manure. Muck the stalls ever fall, drop it here. Makes rich soil even better.”


  “It stinks,” said Lou.


  Louisa let the bits of dirt in her hand swirl away in the morning breeze as she stared pointedly at the girl. “You’ll come to love that smell.”


  Eugene handled the plow while Louisa and the children walked beside him.


  “This here’s a turnover blade,” Louisa said, pointing to the oddly shaped disc of metal. “You run it down one row, turn mule and plow round, kick the blade over, go down the row again. Throws up same furrows of dirt on both sides. It kicks up big clods of earth too. So’s after we plow, we drag the field to break up the clods. Then we harrow, makes the dirt real smooth. Then we use what’s called a laid-off plow. Gives you fine rows. Then we plant.”


  She had Eugene plow one row to show them how, and then Louisa kicked at the plow. “You look purty strong, Lou. You want’a give it a go?”


  “Sure,” she said. “It’ll be easy.”


  Eugene set her up properly, put the guide straps around her waist, handed her the whip, and then stepped back. Hit apparently summed her up as an easy mark, because he took off unexpectedly fast. Strong Lou very quickly got a taste of the rich earth.


  As Louisa pulled her up and wiped her face, she said, “That old mule had the best of you this time. Bet it won’t next go round.”


  “I don’t want to do this anymore,” Lou said, hiding her face with her sleeve, spitting up chunks of things she didn’t want to think about. Her cheeks were red, and tears edged from under her eyelids.


  Louisa knelt in front of her. “First time your daddy tried to plow, he your age. Mule took him on a ride ended in the crick. Took me the better part of a day to get him and that durn animal out. Your daddy said the same thing you did. And I decided to let him be about it.”


  Lou stopped brushing at her face, her eyes drying up. “And what happened?”


  “For two days he wouldn’t go near the fields. Or that mule. And then I come out here to work one morning and there he was.”


  “And he plowed the whole field?” Oz guessed.


  Louisa shook her head. “Mule and your daddy ended up in the hog pen with enough slop on both choke a bear.” Oz and Lou laughed, and then Louisa continued, “Next time, boy and mule reached an unnerstanding. Boy had paid his dues, and mule had had his fun, and them two made the best plow team I ever saw.”


  From across the valley there came the sound of a siren. It was so loud that Lou and Oz had to cover their ears. The mule snorted and jerked against its harness. Louisa frowned.


  “What is that?” Lou shouted.


  “Coal mine horn,” said Louisa.


  “Was there a cave-in?”


  “No, hush now,” Louisa said, her eyes scanning the slopes. Five anxious minutes passed by and the siren finally stopped. And then from all sides they heard the low rumbling sound. It rose around them like an avalanche coming. Lou thought she could see the trees, even the mountain, shaking. She gripped Oz’s hand and was thinking of fleeing, but she didn’t because Louisa hadn’t budged. And then the quiet returned.


  Louisa turned back to them. “Coal folks sound the horn afore they blast. They use dynamite. Sometimes too much and they’s hill slides. And people get hurt. Not miners. Farmers working the land.” Louisa scowled once more in the direction where the blast seemed to have come from, and then they went back to farming.


  

    

  


  At supper, they had steaming plates of pinto beans mixed with cornbread, grease, and milk, and washed down with springwater so cold it hurt. The night was chilly, the wind howling fiercely as it attacked the structure, but the walls and roof withstood this charge. The coal fire was warm, and the lantern light gentle on the eye. Oz was so tired he almost fell asleep in his Crystal Winters Oatmeal plate the color of the sky.


  After supper Eugene went out to the barn, while Oz lay in front of the fire, his little body so obviously sore and spent. Louisa watched as Lou went over to him, put his head in her lap, and stroked his hair. Louisa slid a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles over her eyes and worked on mending a shirt by the firelight. After a while, she stopped and sat down beside the children.


  “He’s just tired,” Lou said. “He’s not used to this.”


  “Can’t say a body ever gets used to hard work.” Louisa rubbed at Oz’s hair too. It seemed the little boy just had a head people liked to touch. Maybe for luck.


  “You doing a good job. Real good. Better’n me when I your age. And I ain’t come from no big city. Make it harder, don’t it?”


  The door opened and the wind rushed in. Eugene looked worried. “Calf coming.”


  In the barn the cow called Purty lay on her side in a wide birthing stall, pitching and rolling in agony. Eugene knelt and held her down, while Louisa got in behind her and pried with her fingers, looking for the slicked package of a fresh calf emerging. It was a hard-fought battle, the calf seeming not to want to enter the world just yet. But Eugene and Louisa coaxed it out, a slippery mass of limbs, eyes scrunched tight. The event was bloody, and Lou’s and Oz’s stomach took another jolt when Purty ate the afterbirth, but Louisa told them that was natural. Purty started licking her baby and didn’t stop until its hair was sticking out all over. With Eugene’s help, the calf rose on tottering stick legs, while Louisa got Purty ready for the next step, which the calf took to as the most natural endeavor of all: suckling. Eugene stayed with the mother and her calf while Louisa and the children went back inside.


  Lou and Oz were both excited and exhausted, the grandmother clock showing it was nearing midnight.


  “I’ve never seen a cow born before,” said Oz.


  “You’ve never seen anything born before,” said his sister.


  Oz thought about this. “Yes, I did. I was there when I was born.”


  “That doesn’t count,” Lou shot back.


  “Well, it should,” countered Oz. “It was a lot of work. Mom told me so.”


  Louisa put another rock of coal on the fire, drove it into the flames with an iron poker, and then sat back down with her mending. The woman’s dark-veined and knotted hands moved slowly yet with precision.


  “You get on to bed, both of you,” she said.


  Oz said, “I’m going to see Mom first. Tell her about the cow.” He looked at Lou. “My second time.” He walked off.


  His sister made no move to leave the fire’s warmth.


  “Lou, g’on see your mother too,” said Louisa.


  Lou stared into the depths of the coal fire. “Oz is too young to understand, but I do.”


  Louisa put down her mending. “Unnerstand what?”


  “The doctors in New York said that each day there was less chance Mom would come back. It’s been too long now.”


  “But you can’t give up hope, honey.”


  Lou turned to look at her. “You don’t understand either, Louisa. Our dad’s gone. I saw him die. Maybe”— Lou swallowed with difficulty—”maybe I was partly the reason he did die.” She rubbed at her eyes and then Lou’s hands curled to fists. “And it’s not like she’s laying in there healing. I listened to the doctors. I heard everything all the grown-ups said about her, even though they tried to hide it from me. Like it wasn’t my business! They let us take her home, because there was nothing more they could do for her.” She paused, took a long breath, and slowly grew calm. “And you just don’t know Oz. He gets his hopes up so high, starts doing crazy things. And then…” Lou’s voice trailed off, and she looked down. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  In the fade of lantern light and the flickering coal fire, Louisa could only stare after the young girl as she trudged off. When her footsteps faded away, Louisa once more picked up her sewing, but the needle did not move. When Eugene came in and went to bed, she was still there, the fire having died down low, as thoughts as humbling as the mountains outside consumed her.


  After a bit, though, Louisa rose and went into her bedroom, where she pulled out a short stack of letters from her dresser. She went up the stairs to Lou’s room and found the girl wide awake, staring out the window.


  Lou turned and saw the letters.


  “What are those?”


  “Letters your mother wrote to me. I want you to read ’em.”


  “What for?”


  “’Cause words say a lot about a person.”


  “Words won’t change anything. Oz can believe if he wants to. But he doesn’t know any better.”


  Louisa placed the letters on the bed. “Sometime older folks do right good to follow the young’uns. Might learn ’em something.”


  After Louisa left, Lou put the letters in her father’s old desk and very firmly shut the drawer.
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  LOU GOT UP ESPECIALLY EARLY AND WENT into her mother’s room, where she watched for a bit the even rise and fall of the woman’s chest. Perched on the bed, Lou pulled back the covers and massaged and moved her mother’s arms. Then she spent considerable time exercising her mother’s legs the way the doctors back in New York City had shown her. Lou was just about finished when she caught Louisa watching her from the doorway.


  “We have to make her comfortable,” explained Lou. She covered her mother and went into the kitchen. Louisa trailed her.


  When Lou put on a kettle to boil, Louisa said, “I can do that, honey.”


  “I’ve got it.” Lou mixed some oat flakes in the hot water and added butter taken from a lard bucket. She took the bowl back into her mother’s room and carefully spooned the food into her mother’s mouth. Amandaate and drank readily enough, with just a tap of spoon or cup against her lips, though she could only manage soft food. Yet that was all she could do. Louisa sat with them, and Lou pointed to the ferrotypes on the wall.


  “Who are those people?”


  “My daddy and momma. That me with ’em when I just a spit. Some of my momma’s folks too. First time I ever had my pitcher took. I liked it. But Momma scared.” She pointed to another ferrotype. “That pitcher there my brother Robert. He dead now. They all dead now.”


  “Your parents and brother were tall.”


  “Run in the line. Funny how that get passed down. Your daddy, he were already six feet when he weren’t more’n fourteen. I still tall, but I growed down some from what I was. You gonna be big too.”


  Lou cleaned the bowl and spoon and afterward helped Louisa make breakfast for everyone else. Eugene was in the barn now, and they both heard Oz stirring in his room.


  Lou said, “I need to show Oz how to move Mom’s arms and legs. And he can help feed her too.”


  “That right fine.” She laid a hand on Lou’s shoulder. “Now, did you read any of them letters?”


  Lou looked at her. “I didn’t want to lose my mother and father. But I have. Now I’ve got to look after Oz. And I have to look ahead, not back.” She added with firmness, “You may not understand that, but it’s what I have to do.”


  

    

  


  After morning chores, Eugene took Lou and Oz by mule and wagon to the school and then left to continue his work. In old burlap seed bags, Lou and Oz carried their worn books, a few sheets of precious paper tucked inside the pages. They each had one fat lead pencil, with dire orders from Louisa to trim it down only when absolutely necessary, and to use a sharp knife when doing so. The books were the same ones their father had learned with, and Lou hugged hers to her chest like it was a present direct from Jesus. They also carried a dented lard bucket with some cornbread chunks, a small jar of apple butter jelly, and a jug of milk for their lunch.


  The Big Spruce schoolhouse was only a few years old. It had been built with New Deal dollars to replace the log building that had stood on the same spot for almost eighty years. The structure was white clapboard with windows down one side, and was set on cinder blocks. Like Louisa’s farmhouse, the roof had no shingles, just a “roll of roofing” that came in long sheets and was tacked down in overlapping sections like shingles. The school had one door, with a short overhang. A brick chimney rose through the A-frame roof.


  On any given day school attendance was roughly half of the number of students who should have been there, and that was actually a high number compared to the attendance figures in the past. On the mountain, farming always trumped book learning.


  The schoolyard was dirt, a split-trunk walnut tree in the center of it. There were about fifty children milling about outside, ranging in age from Oz’s to Lou’s. Most were dressed in overalls, though a few girls wore floral dresses made from Chop bags, which were hundred-pound sacks of feed for animals. The bags were beautiful and of sturdy material, and a girl always felt extra special having a Chop bag outfit. Some children were in bare feet, others in what used to be shoes but were now sandals of sorts. Some wore straw hats, others were bareheaded; a few of the older boys had already upgraded to dirty felt, no doubt hand-me-downs from their daddies. Some girls favored pigtails, others wore their hair straight, and still others had the sausage curl at the end.


  The children all stared at the newcomers with what Lou perceived as unfriendly eyes.


  One boy stepped forward. Lou recognized him as the one who had dangled on the tractor over the side of the mountain their first day here. Probably the son of George Davis, the crazy man who had threatened them with the shotgun in the woods. Lou wondered if the fellow’s offspring also suffered from insanity.


  “What’s the matter, y’all can’t walk by yourselves? Hell No got to bring you?” the boy said.


  “His name is Eugene,” said Lou right to the boy’s face. Then she asked, “Can anybody tell me where the second- and sixth-grade classes are?”


  “Why sure,” the same boy said, pointing. “They’s both right over there.”


  Lou and Oz turned and saw the listing wooden outhouse behind the school building.


  “Course,” the boy added with a sly grin, “that’s just for you Yankees.”


  This set all the mountain children to whooping and laughing, and Oz nervously took a step closer to Lou. Lou studied the outhouse for a moment and then looked back at the boy.


  “What’s your name?” she asked.


  “Billy Davis,” he said proudly.


  “Are you always that scintillating, Billy Davis?”


  Billy frowned. “What’s that mean? You call me a name, girl?”


  “Didn’t you just call us one?”


  “Ain’t said nuthin’ ’cept the truth. Yankee once is a Yankee for life. Coming here ain’t changing that.”


  The crowd of rebels voiced their complete agreement with this point of view, and Lou and Oz found themselves encircled by the enemy. They were saved only by the ringing of the school bell, which sent the children dashing for the door. Lou and Oz looked at each other and then trudged after this mob.


  “I don’t think they like us much, Lou,” Oz said.


  “I don’t think I much care,” his sister said back.


  The number of classrooms was one, they immediately discovered, which served all grades from first to seventh, the students separated in discrete clusters by age. The number of teachers matched the number of classrooms. Her name was Estelle McCoy, and she was paid eight hundred dollars a school year. This was the only job she had ever had, going on thirty-nine years now, which explained why her hair was far more white than mousey brown.


  Wide blackboards covered three walls. A potbellied stove sat in one corner, a long pipe from it running to the ceiling. And, seeming very much out of place in the simple confines, a beautifully crafted maple bookcase with an arched top took up another corner of the room. It had glass-paned doors, and inside Lou could see a number of books. A handwritten sign on the wall next to the cabinet read: “Library.”


  Estelle McCoy stood in front of them all with her apple cheeks, canyon smile, and chubby figure draped in a bright floral dress.


  “I have a real treat for y’all, today. I’d like to introduce two new students: Louisa Mae Cardinal and her brother, Oscar. Louisa Mae and Oscar, will you stand up please?”


  As someone who routinely bowed to the slightest exercise of authority, Oz immediately leapt to his feet. However, he stared down at the floor, one foot shifting over the other, as though he had to pee really badly.


  Lou, however, remained sitting.


  “Louisa Mae,” Estelle McCoy said again, “stand up and let them see you, honey.”


  “My name is Lou.”


  Estelle McCoy’s smile went down a bit in wattage. “Yes, um, their father was a very famous writer named Jack Cardinal.”


  Here, Billy Davis piped in loudly, “Didn’t he die? Somebody say that man’s dead.”


  Lou glared at Billy, who made a face right back at her.


  Their teacher now looked completely flustered. “Billy, please. Uh, as I was saying, he was famous, and I helped teach him. And in my own humble way, I hope that I had some influence over his development as a writer. And they do say the early years are the most important. Anyway, did you know that Mr. Jack Cardinal even signed one of his books in Washington, for the president of these United States?”


  As Lou looked around the room, she could tell this meant absolutely nothing to the children of the mountain. In fact, mentioning the capital of the Yankee nation was probably not a smart thing to do. It didn’t make her angry that they were not properly in awe of her father’s accomplishments; instead it made Lou pity their ignorance.


  Estelle McCoy was ill-prepared for the prolonged silence. “Uh, well, we welcome you, Louisa Mae, and you too, Oscar. I’m sure you’ll do your father proud here, at his… alma mater.”


  Now Lou stood, even as Oz hastily dropped back into his seat, his face down, his eyes scrunched closed. One could tell he was afraid of whatever it was his sister was about to do. Lou never did anything in a small way, Oz well knew. It was either both barrels of the shotgun in your face, or you got to live another day. There was rarely any middle ground with the girl.


  And yet all she said was “My name is Lou.” And then she took her seat.


  Billy leaned over and said, “Welcome to the mountain, Miss Louisa Mae.”


  

    

  


  The school day ended at three, and the children didn’t rush to go home, since it was certain only more chores awaited them there. Instead, they milled about in small packs in the schoolyard, the boys swapping pocket knives, hand-whittled yo-yos, and homemade burley chew. The girls exchanged local gossip and cooking and sewing secrets, and talked about boys. Billy Davis did pull-ups on a sapling that had been laid across the low branches of the walnut tree, to the admiring look of one wide-hipped girl with crooked teeth, but also rosy cheeks and pretty blue eyes.


  As Lou and Oz came outside, Billy stopped his workout and strolled over to them.


  “Why, it’s Miss Louisa Mae. You been up see the president, Miss Louisa Mae?” he said in a loud, mocking voice.


  “Keep walking, Lou, please,” said Oz.


  Billy spoke even louder. “Did he get you to sign one of your daddy’s books, him being dead and all?”


  Lou stopped. Oz, sensing that further pleading was futile, stepped back. Lou turned to look at her tormentor.


  “What’s the matter, you still sore because us Yankees kicked your tail, you dumb hillbilly?”


  The other children, sensing blood, quietly formed a circle to shield from the eyes of Mrs. McCoy a potentially good fight.


  Billy scowled. “You best take that back.”


  Lou dropped her bag. “You best make me, if you think you can.”


  “Shoot, I ain’t hitting no girl.”


  This made Lou angrier than ever a thrown fist could have. She grabbed Billy by his overall straps and threw him to the dirt, where he lay stunned, probably both at her strength and at her audacity. The crowd moved closer.


  “I’ll kick your tail if you don’t take that back,” Lou said, and she leaned down and dug a finger in his chest.


  Oz pulled at her as the crowd closed even tighter, as though a hand becoming a fist. “Come on, Lou, please don’t fight. Please.”


  Billy jumped up and proceeded to commit a major offense. Instead of swinging at Lou, he grabbed Oz and threw him down hard.


  “No-good stinking northerner.”


  His look of triumph was short-lived because it ran smack into Lou’s bony right fist. Billy joined Oz on the ground, blood spurting from his nose. Lou was straddling Billy before the boy could take a breath, both her fists pounding away. Billy, howling like a whipped dog, swung his arms wildly back. One blow caught Lou on the lip, but she kept slugging until Billy finally stopped swinging and just covered his face.


  Then the seas parted, and Mrs. McCoy poured through this gap. She managed to pull Lou off Billy, but not without an effort that left her breathing hard.


  “Louisa Mae! What would your daddy think?” she said.


  Lou’s chest rose and fell hard, her hands still balled into mighty, boy-bashing instruments.


  Estelle McCoy helped Billy up. The boy covered his face with his sleeve, quietly sobbing into his armpit. “Now, you tell Billy you’re sorry,” she said.


  Lou’s response was to lunge and take another furious swing at him. Billy jumped back like a rabbit cornered by a snake intent on eating it.


  Mrs. McCoy pulled hard on Lou’s arm. “Louisa Mae, you stop that right now and tell him you’re sorry.”


  “He can go straight on to hell.”


  Estelle McCoy looked ready to keel over in the face of such language from the daughter of a famous man.


  “Louisa Mae! Your mouth!”


  Lou jerked free and ran like the wind down the road.


  Billy fled in the other direction. And Estelle McCoy stood there empty-handed on the field of battle.


  Oz, forgotten in all this, quietly got off the ground, picked up his sister’s burlap bag, brushed it off, and went and tugged on his teacher’s dress. She looked down at him.


  “Excuse me, ma’am,” Oz said. “But her name is Lou.”


  









  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  

    

  


  LOUISA CLEANED THE CUT ON LOU’S FACE with water and lye soap, and applied some homemade tincture that stung like fire, but Lou made herself not even flinch.


  “Glad you got yourself off to such a good start, Lou.”


  “They called us Yankees!”


  “Well, good Lord,” Louisa said with mock indignity. “Ain’t that evil!”


  “And he hurt Oz.”


  Louisa’s expression softened. “You got to go to school, honey. You got to learn to get along.”


  Lou scowled. “Why can’t they get along with us?”


  “ ’Cause this their home. They act like that ’cause you’re not like nobody they ever seen.”


  Lou stood. “You don’t know what it’s like to be an outsider.” She ran out the door, while Louisa looked after her, shaking her head.


  Oz was waiting for his sister on the front porch.


  “I put your bag in your room,” he told her.


  Lou sat on the steps and rested her chin on her knees.


  “I’m okay, Lou.” Oz stood and spun in a circle to show her and almost fell off the porch. “See, he didn’t hurt me any.”


  “Good thing, or I really would’ve pounded him.”


  Oz closely studied her cut lip. “Does it hurt much?”


  “Don’t feel a thing. Shoot, they might be able to milk cows and plow fields, but mountain boys sure can’t hit worth anything.”


  They looked up as Cotton’s Oldsmobile pulled into the front yard. He got out, a book cradled under one arm.


  “I heard about your little adventure over at the school today,” he said, walking up.


  Lou looked surprised. “That was fast.”


  Cotton sat next to them on the steps. “Up here when a good fight breaks out people will move heaven and earth to get the word around.”


  “Wasn’t much of a fight,” said Lou proudly. “Billy Davis just curled up and squawked like a baby.”


  Oz added, “He cut Lou’s lip, but it doesn’t hurt any.”


  She said, “They called us Yankees, like it was some kind of disease.”


  “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m a Yankee too. From Boston. And they’ve accepted me here. Well, at least most of them have.”


  Lou’s eyes widened as she made the connection and wondered why she hadn’t before. “Boston? Longfellow. Are you—”


  “Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was my grandfather’s great-grandfather. I guess that’s the easiest way to put it.”


  “Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Gosh!”


  “Yeah, gosh!” Oz said, though in fact he had no idea who they were talking about.


  “Yes, gosh indeed. I wanted to be a writer since I was a child.”


  “Well, why aren’t you?” asked Lou.


  Cotton smiled. “While I can appreciate inspired, well-crafted writing better than most, I’m absolutely confounded when attempting to do it myself. Maybe that’s why I came here after I got my law degree. As far from Longfellow’s Boston as one can be. I’m not a particularly good lawyer, but I get by. And it gives me time to read those who can write well.” He cleared his throat and recited in a pleasant voice: “Often I think of the beautiful town, that is seated by the sea; Often in thought go up and down—”


  Lou took up the verse: “The pleasant streets of that dear old town. And my youth comes back to me.”


  Cotton looked impressed. “You can quote Longfellow?”


  “He was one of my dad’s favorites.”


  He held up the book he was carrying. “And this is one of my favorite writers.”


  Lou glanced at the book. “That’s the first novel my dad ever wrote.”


  “Have you read it?”


  “My dad read part of it to me. A mother loses her only son, thinks she’s all alone. It’s very sad.”


  “But it’s also a story of healing, Lou. Of one helping another.” He paused. “I’m going to read it to your mother.”


  “Dad already read all his books to her,” she said coldly.


  Cotton realized what he had just done. “Lou, I’m not trying to replace your father.”


  She stood. “He was a real writer. He didn’t have to go around quoting other people.”


  Cotton stood too. “I am sure if your father were here he would tell you that there is no shame in repeating the words of others. That it’s a show of respect, in fact. And I have the greatest respect for your father’s talents.”


  “You think it might help? Reading to her,” said Oz.


  “Waste your time if you want.” Lou walked off.


  “It’s okay with me if you read to her,” said Oz.


  Cotton shook the boy’s hand. “Thank you much for your permission, Oz. I’ll do my best.”


  “Come on, Oz, there’s chores to do,” called Lou.


  As Oz ran off, Cotton glanced down at the book and then went inside. Louisa was in the kitchen.


  “You here to do your reading?” she asked.


  “Well, that was my thinking, but Lou made it very clear she doesn’t want me to read from her father’s books. And maybe she’s right.”


  Louisa looked out the window and saw Lou and Oz disappear into the barn. “Well, I tell you what, I got lots of letters Jack wrote to me over the years. They’s some he sent me from college that I always liked. He use some big words then I ain’t know what they mean, but the letters’ still nice. Why don’t you read those to her? See, Cotton, my thinking is it ain’t what folks read to her that’s important. I think the best thing is for us to spend time with her, to let Amanda know we ain’t give up hope.”


  Cotton smiled. “You are a wise woman, Louisa. I think that’s a fine idea.”


  

    

  


  Lou carried the coal bucket in and filled the bin next to the fireplace. Then she crept to the hallway and listened. Murmurs of a single voice drifted down the hall. She scooted back outside and stared at Cotton’s car, the curiosity bug finally getting the better of her. She ran around the side of the house and came up under her mother’s bedroom window. The window was open, but it was too high for her to look in. She stood on tiptoe, but that didn’t work either.


  “Hey there.”


  She whirled around and saw Diamond. She grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the window. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that,” she said.


  “Sorry,” he said, smiling.


  She noticed he had something behind his back. “What do you have there?”


  “Where?”


  “Right there behind your back, Diamond.”


  “Oh, that. Well, you see I was just walking down by the meadow, and, well, they was just sitting there all purty like. And swear to Jesus they was saying your name.”


  “What was?”


  Diamond pulled out a bunch of yellow crocuses and handed them to her.


  Lou was touched, but of course she didn’t want to show it. She said thank you to Diamond and gave him a hard smack on the back that made him cough.


  “I didn’t see you at school today, Diamond.”


  “Oh, well.” He pawed the ground with one bare foot, gripped his overalls, and looked everywhere except at Lou. “Hey, what you be doing at that window when I come up?” he finally said.


  Lou forgot about school for now. She had an idea, and like Diamond, she wished to defer the explanation behind her actions. “You want to help me with something?”


  A few moments later, Diamond fidgeted some, and Lou smacked him on the head to make him be still. This was easy for her to do since she was sitting on his shoulders while peering into her mother’s room. Amanda was propped in the bed. Cotton was in the rocking chair next to her, reading. Lou noted with surprise that he was not reading from the novel he had brought, but rather from a letter he was holding. And Lou had to admit, the man had a pleasant voice.


  Cotton had selected the letter he was reading from a number Louisa had given him. This letter, he had thought, was particularly appropriate.


  “Well, Louisa, you’ll be pleased to know the memories of the mountain are as strong right now as the day I left three years ago. In fact, it is rather easy for me to transport myself back to the high rock in Virginia. I simply close my eyes, and I immediately see many examples of reliable friends parceled here and there, like favorite books kept in special places. You know the stand of river birch down by the creek. Well, when their branches pressed together, I always imagined they were imparting secrets to each other. Then right in front of me a wisp of does and fawns creep along the fringe where your plowed fields snuggle up against the hardwood. Then I look to the sky and follow the jagged flight of irascible black crows, and then settle upon a solitary hawk tacked against a sky of cobalt blue.


  “That sky. Oh, that sky. You told me so many times that up on the mountain it seems you can just reach up and take it, hold it in your hand, stroke it like a dozing cat, admire its abundant grace. I always found it to be a generous blanket I just wanted to wrap myself in, Louisa, take a long nap on the porch with as I settled under its cool warmth. And when night came, I would always hold the memory of that sky tight and fast, as though an honored dream, right up to the smoldering pink of sunrise.


  “I also remember you telling me that you often looked out upon your land knowing full well that it never truly belonged to you, no more than you could hold deed to the sunlight or save up the air you breathed. I sometimes imagine many of our line standing at the door of the farmhouse and staring out at that same ground. But, at some point, the Cardinal family will all be gone. After that, my dear Louisa, you take heart, for the sweep of open land across the valley, the race of busy rivers, and the gentle bumps of green-shrouded hills, with little beads of light poking out here and there, like bits of sly gold— they all will continue on. And they won’t be worse off either, for our mortal dabbling in their forever existence, seeing that God made them to last forever, as you’ve also told me so many times.


  “Though I have a new life now, and am enjoying the city for the most part, I will never forget that the passing down of memories is the strongest link in the gossamer bridge that binds us as people. I plan to devote my life to doing just that. And if you taught me anything, it’s that what we hold in our hearts is truly the fiercest component of our humanity.”


  Cotton heard a noise, glanced toward the window, and saw a glimpse of Lou right before she ducked down. Cotton silently read the last part of the letter and then decided to read it in a very loud voice. He would be speaking as much to the daughter, who the man knew lurked right outside the window, as to the mother lying in bed.


  “And from watching you all those years conduct your life with honesty, dignity, and compassion, I know that there is nothing so powerful as the emboldened kindness of one human being reaching out to another, who is held only by despair. I think of you every day, Louisa, and so I will, as long as my heart continues to beat. With much love, Jack.”


  Lou poked her head over the sill again. Inch by inch she turned until she was looking at her mother. But there was no change in the woman, none at all. Lou angrily pushed away from the window. Poor Diamond was teetering mightily now, for her shove against the windowsill had done his balancing efforts no kindness. Diamond finally lost the battle, and both he and Lou went tumbling over, their plummet ending in a series of grunts and groans as they sprawled on the ground.


  Cotton rushed to the window in time to see the pair race around the house. He turned back to the woman in bed. “You really must come and join us, Miss Amanda,” he said, and then added quietly, as though afraid that anyone other than himself would hear, “for a lot of reasons.”


  









  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  

    

  


  THE HOUSE WAS DARK, THE SKY A MESS OF clouds that promised a good rain come morning. However, when skittish clouds and fragile currents bumped over high rock, the weather often changed quickly: snow became rain and clear became foul, and a body got wet or cold when he least expected to. The cows, hogs, and sheep were safely in the barn, for Old Mo, the mountain lion, had been seen around, and there had been talk of the Tyler farm losing a calf, and the Ramseys a pig. All those on the mountain handy with a shotgun or rifle were keeping their eyes peeled for the old scavenger.


  Sam and Hit stood silently in their own corral. Old Mo would never prey on the pair. An ornery mule could kick just about anything to death in a matter of minutes.


  The front door of the farmhouse opened. Oz made not a sound when he closed the door behind him. The boy was fully dressed and had his bear clutched tight. He looked around for a few seconds and then took off past the corral, cleared the fields, and plunged into the woods.


  The night was a bucket of coal, the wind rattled tree limbs, the underbrush was thick with sounds of stealthy movement, and the tall grass seemed to clutch at Oz’s pant legs. The little boy was certain that regiments of hobgoblins were roaming nearby in full terrifying splendor, he their sole target on earth. Yet something inside Oz had clearly risen superior to these horrors, for he did not once think of turning back. Well, maybe once, he admitted to himself. Or perhaps twice.


  He ran hard for a while, making his way over knolls, navigating crisscross gullies, and stumbling through the jumble of dense woods. He cleared one last grove of trees, stopped, stooped low, waited a bit, and then eased out into the meadow. Up ahead he saw what he had come for: the well. He took one last deep breath, gripped his bear, and boldly walked right up to it. But Oz was no fool, so just in case, he whispered, “It’s a wishing well, not a haunted well. It’s a wishing well, not a haunted well.”


  He stopped and stared at the brick-and-mortar beast, then spit on one hand and rubbed it on his head for luck. He next looked at his beloved bear for a long time, and then laid it gently down against the base of the well and backed away.


  “Good-bye, bear. I love you, but I’ve got to give you up. You understand.”


  Now Oz was unsure of how to proceed. Finally, he crossed himself and put his hands together as though in prayer, figuring that would satisfy even the most demanding of spirits who granted wishes to little boys desperately in need of them. Staring at the sky he said, “I wish that my mother will wake up and love me again.” He paused and then added solemnly, “And Lou too.”


  He stood there with the wind slicing into him and with peculiar sounds emerging from a thousand hidden crevices, all potent with evil, he was sure. And yet with all that, Oz was unafraid; he had done what he came to do.


  He concluded with “Amen, Jesus.”


  Moments after Oz turned and ran off, Lou stepped from the trees and looked after her little brother. She walked up to the well, reached down, and picked up his bear.


  “Oz, you are so dumb.” But she didn’t have her heart in the insult, and her voice broke. And ironically it was iron-tough Lou and not open-souled Oz who knelt there on the damp ground and sobbed. Finally wiping her face on her sleeve, Lou rose and turned her back to the well. With Oz’s bear held tightly to her chest, she started to walk away. Something made her stop though—she wasn’t exactly sure what. But, yes, the fierce wind truly seemed to be blowing her backward, toward the thing Diamond Skinner had so foolishly called a wishing well. She turned and looked at it, and on a night when the moon seemed to have totally abandoned her and the well, the brick seemed to glow as though afire.


  Lou wasted no time. She set the bear back down, reached in the pocket of her overalls, and pulled it out: the photo of her and her mother, still in the frame. Lou placed the precious photograph next to the beloved bear, stepped back, and taking a page from her brother’s book, clasped her hands together and looked to the sky. Unlike Oz, though, she did not bother to cross herself, or to speak loud and clear to that well or to the heavens above. Her mouth moved, but no words could be heard, as though her faith in what she was doing were lacking still.


  Finished, she turned and ran after her brother, though she would be careful to keep her distance. She didn’t want Oz to know he’d been followed, even though she had come along only to watch over him. Behind her the bear and the photo lay forlornly against the brick, resembling nothing so much as a temporary shrine to the dead.


  

    

  


  As Louisa had predicted, Lou and Hit finally reached middle ground. Louisa had proudly watched as Lou rose each time Hit knocked her down, the girl growing not more afraid through each tussle with the wily beast, but rather more determined. And smarter. Now plow, mule, and Lou moved with a fluid motion.


  For his part Oz had become an expert at riding the big sled that Sam the mule dragged through the fields. Since Oz was lacking in girth, Eugene had piled rocks all around him. The big clods of dirt gave way and broke up under the constant dragging, and the sled eventually smoothed the field like icing on a cake. After weeks of work, sweat, and tired muscles, the four of them stood back and took stock of good ground that was ready now to accept seed.


  Dr. Travis Barnes had come up from Dickens to check on Amanda. He was a burly man—red hammy face, short legs—with gray side whiskers, dressed all in black. To Lou, he looked more like an undertaker coming to bury a body than a man trained in preserving life. However, he turned out to be kindly, with a sense of humor designed to make them all comfortable in light of his bleak mission. Cotton and the children waited in the front room while Louisa stayed with Travis during his examination. He was shaking his head and clutching his black bag when he joined them in the front room. Louisa trailed him, trying to look cheerful. The doctor sat at the kitchen table and fingered the cup of coffee Louisa had poured. He stared into his cup for a bit, as though looking for some comforting words floating among the strains of beans and chicory root.


  “Good news,” he began, “is that far as I can tell, your momma’s fine physically. Her injuries all healed up. She’s young and strong and can eat and drink, and so long as you keep exercising her arms and legs, the muscles won’t get too weak.” He paused and set his cup down. “But I’m afraid that’s also the bad news, for that means the problem lies here.” He touched his forehead. “And there’s not much we can do about that. Certainly beyond me. We can only hope and pray that she comes out of it one day.”


  Oz took this in stride, his optimism barely tarnished. Lou absorbed this information simply as further validation of what she already knew.


  

    

  


  School had been going more smoothly than Lou had thought it would. She and Oz found the mountain children to be far more accepting of them now than before Lou had thrown her punches. Lou didn’t feel she would ever be close to any of them, but at least the outright hostility had waned. Billy Davis did not return to school for several days. By the time he did, the bruises she had inflicted were mostly healed, though there were fresh ones which Lou suspected had originated with the awful George Davis. And that was enough to make her feel a certain guilt. For his part, Billy avoided her like she was a water moccasin looking to get the jump on him, yet Lou was still on her guard. She knew by now: It was right when you least expected it that trouble tended to smack you in the head.


  Estelle McCoy, too, was subdued around her. It was apparent that Lou and Oz were well ahead of the others in terms of book learning. They did not flaunt this advantage, though, and Estelle McCoy seemed appreciative of that. And she never again referred to Lou as Louisa Mae. Lou and Oz had given the school library a box of their own books, and the children had slipped by one after the other to thank them. It was a steady if not spectacular truce all around.


  Lou rose before dawn, did her chores, then went to school and did her work there. At lunchtime she ate her cornbread and drank her milk with Oz under the walnut tree, which was scored with the initials and names of those who had done their learning here. Lou never felt an urge to carve her name there, for it suggested a permanency she was far from willing to accept. They went back to the farm to work in the afternoon, and then went to bed, exhausted, not long after the sun set. It was a steady, uninspired life much appreciated by Lou right now.


  Head lice had made their way through Big Spruce, though, and both Lou and Oz had endured shampoos in kerosene. “Don’t get near the fire,” Louisa had warned.


  “This is disgusting,” said Lou, fingering the coated strands.


  “When I was at school and got me the lice, they put sulfur, lard, and gunpowder on my hair,” Louisa told them. “I couldn’t bear to smell myself, and I was terrible afraid somebody’d strike a match and my head would blow.”


  “They had school when you were little?” Oz asked.


  Louisa smiled. “They had what was called subscription school, Oz. A dollar a month for three month a year, and I were a right good student. We was a hunnerd people in a one-room log cabin with a puncheon floor that was splintery on hot days and ice on cold. Teacher quick with the whip or strap, some bad child standing on tippy-toe a good half hour with his nose stuck in a circle the teacher drawed on the board. I ain’t never had to stand on tippy-toe. I weren’t always good, but I ain’t never got caught neither. Some were growed men not long from the War missing arms and legs, come to learn they’s letters and numbers. Used to say our spelling words out loud. Got so the durn noise spooked the horses.” Her hazel eyes sparkled. “Had me one teacher who used the markings on his cow to learn us geography. To this day, I can’t never look at no map without thinking of that durn animal.” She looked at them. “I guess you can fill up your head just about anywhere. So you learn what you got to. Just like your daddy done,” she added, mostly for Lou’s benefit, and the girl finally stopped complaining about her kerosene hair.


  









  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  

    

  


  LOUISA FELT SORRY FOR THEM ONE MORNING and gave Lou and Oz a much needed Saturday off to do as they pleased. The day was fine, with a clean breeze from the west across a blue sky, trees flushed with green swaying to its touch. Diamond and Jeb came calling that morning, because Diamond said there was a special place in the woods he wanted to show them, and they started off.


  His appearance was little changed: same overalls, same shirt, no shoes. The bottoms of his feet must have had every nerve deadened like hoofs, Lou thought, because she saw him run across sharp rocks, over briars, and even through a thorny thicket, and never once did she see blood drawn or face wince. He wore an oily cap pulled low on his forehead. She asked him if it was his father’s, but received only a grunt in response.


  They came to a tall oak set in a clearing, or at least where underbrush had been cut away some. Lou noted that pieces of sawed wood had been nailed into the tree’s trunk, forming a rough ladder. Diamond put a foot up on the first rung and started to climb.


  “Where are you going?” asked Lou, as Oz kept a grip on Jeb because the hound was acting as though he too wanted to head up the tree behind his master.


  “See God,” Diamond hollered back, pointing straight up. Lou and Oz looked to the sky.


  Far up a number of stripped scrub pines were laid side by side on a couple of the oak’s massive branches, forming a floor. A canvas tarp had been flung over a sturdy limb above, and the sides had been tied down to the pines with rope to form a crude tent. While promising all sorts of pleasant times, the tree house looked a good puff of wind away from hitting the ground.


  Diamond was already three-quarters up, moving with an easy grace. “Come on now,” he said.


  Lou, who would have preferred to die a death of impossible agony rather than concede that anything was beyond her, put a hand and a foot on two of the pieces of wood. “You can stay down here if you want, Oz,” she said. “We probably won’t be long.” She started up.


  “I got me neat stuff up here, yes sir,” Diamond said enticingly. He had reached the summit, his bare feet dangling over the edge.


  Oz ceremoniously spit on his hands, gripped a wood piece, and clambered up behind his sister. They sat cross-legged on the laid pines, which formed about a six-by-six square, the canvas roof throwing a nice shade, and Diamond showed them his wares. First out was a flint arrowhead he said was at least one million years old and had been given to him in a dream. Then from a cloth bag rank with outside damp he pulled the skeleton of a small bird that he said had not been seen since shortly after God put the universe together.


  “You mean it’s extinct,” Lou said.


  “Naw, I mean it ain’t round no more.”


  Oz was intrigued by a hollow length of metal that had a thick bit of glass fitted into one end. He looked through it, and while the sights were magnified some, the glass was so dirty and scratched, it started giving him a headache.


  “See a body coming from miles away,” proclaimed Diamond, sweeping a hand across his kingdom. “Enemy or friend.” He next showed them a bullet fired from what he said was an 1861 U.S. Springfield rifle.


  “How do you know that?” said Lou.


  “ ’Cause my great-granddaddy five times removed passed it on down and my granddaddy give it to me afore he died. My great-granddaddy five times removed, he fought for the Union, you know.”


  “Wow,” Oz said. “Yep, turned his pitcher to the wall and everythin’, they did. But he weren’t taking up a gun for nobody owning nobody else. T’ain’t right.”


  “That’s admirable,” said Lou.


  “Look here now,” said Diamond. From a small wooden box, he pulled forth a lump of coal and handed it to Lou. “What d’ya think?” he asked. She looked down at it. The rock was all chipped and rough.


  “It’s a lump of coal,” she said, giving it back and wiping her hand clean on her pants leg.


  “No, it ain’t just that. You see, they’s a diamond in there. A diamond, just like me.”


  Oz inched over and held the rock. “Wow” was again all he could manage.


  “A diamond?” Lou said. “How do you know?”


  “ ’Cause the man who gimme it said it was. And he ain’t ask for not a durn thing. And man ain’t even know my name was Diamond. So there,” he added indignantly, seeing the disbelief on Lou’s features. He took the coal lump back from Oz. “I chip me off a little piece ever day. And one time I gonna tap it and there it’ll be, the biggest, purtiest diamond anybody’s ever saw.”


  Oz eyed the rock with the reverence he usually reserved for grown-ups and church. “Then what will you do with it?”


  Diamond shrugged. “Ain’t sure. Mebbe nothing. Mebbe keep it right up here. Mebbe give it to you. You like that?”


  “If there is a diamond in there, you could sell it for a lot of money,” Lou pointed out.


  Diamond rubbed at his nose. “Ain’t need no money. Got me all I need right here on this mountain.”


  “Have you ever been off this mountain?” Lou asked.


  He stared at her, obviously offended. “What, you think I’a hick or somethin’? Gone on down to McKenzie’s near the bridge lots of times. And over to Tremont.”


  Lou looked out over the woods below. “How about Dickens? You ever been there?”


  “Dickens?” Diamond almost fell out of the tree. “Take a day to walk it. ’Sides, why’d a body want’a go there?”


  “Because it’s different than here. Because I’m tired of dirt and mules and manure and hauling water,” said Lou. She patted her pocket. “And because I’ve got twenty dollars I brought with me from New York that’s burning a hole in my pocket,” she added, staring at him.


  This gigantic sum staggered Diamond, yet even he seemed to understand the possibilities. “Too fer to walk,” he said, fingering the coal lump, as though trying to hurry the diamond into hatching.


  “Then we don’t walk,” replied Lou.


  He glanced at her. “Tremont right closer.”


  “No, Dickens. I want to go to Dickens.”


  Oz said, “We could take a taxi.”


  “If we get to the bridge at McKenzie’s,” Lou ventured, “then maybe we can hitch a ride to Dickens with somebody. How far is the bridge on foot?”


  Diamond considered this. “Well, by road it a good four hour. Time git down there, got to come back. And that be a tiring way to spend a day off from farming.”


  “What way is there other than the road?”


  “You really want’a get on down there?” he said.


  Lou took a deep breath. “I really want to, Diamond.”


  “Well, then, we going. I knowed me a shortcut. Shoot, get us there quick as a sneeze.”


  Since the mountains had been formed, water had continued eroding the soft limestone, carving thousand-foot- deep gullies between the harder rocks. The line of finger ridges marched next to the three of them as they walked along. The ravine they finally came to was wide and seemed impassable until Diamond led them over to the tree. The yellow poplars here grew to immense proportion, gauged by a caliper measured in feet instead of inches. Many were thicker than a man was tall, and rose up to a hundred and fifty feet in height. Fifteen thousand board feet of lumber could be gotten from a single poplar. A healthy specimen lay across this gap, forming a bridge.


  “Going ’cross here cuts the trip way down,” Diamond said.


  Oz looked over the edge, saw nothing but rock and water at the end of a long fall, and backed away like a spooked cow. Even Lou looked uncertain. But Diamond walked right up to the log.


  “Ain’t no problem. Thick and wide. Shoot, walk ’cross with your eyes closed. Come on now.”


  He made his way across, never once looking down. Jeb scooted easily after him. Diamond reached safe ground and looked back. “Come on now,” he said again.


  Lou put one foot up on the poplar but didn’t take another step.


  Diamond called out from across the chasm. “Just don’t look down. Easy.”


  Lou turned to her brother. “You stay here, Oz. Let me make sure it’s okay.” Lou clenched her fists, stepped onto the log, and started across. She kept her eyes leveled on nothing but Diamond and soon joined him on the other side. They looked back at Oz. He made no move toward the log, his gaze fixed on the dirt.


  “You go on ahead, Diamond. I’ll go back with him.”


  “No, we ain’t gonna do that. You said you want’a go to town? Well, dang it, we going to town.”


  “I’m not going without Oz.”


  “Ain’t got to.”


  Diamond jogged back across the poplar bridge after telling Jeb to stay put. He got Oz to climb on his back and Lou watched in admiration as Diamond carried him across.


  “You sure are strong, Diamond,” said Oz as he gingerly slid down to the ground with a relieved breath.


  “Shoot, that ain’t nuthin’. Bear chased me ’cross that tree one time and I had Jeb and a sack of flour on my back. And it were nighttime too. And the rain was pouring so hard God must’ve been bawling ’bout somethin’. Couldn’t see a durn thing. Why, I almost fell twice.”


  “Well, good Lord,” said Oz.


  Lou hid her smile well. “What happened to the bear?” she asked in seemingly honest excitement.


  “Missed me and landed in the water, and that durn thing never bothered me no mo’.”


  “Let’s go to town, Diamond,” she said, pulling on his arm, “before that bear comes back.”


  They crossed one more bridge of sorts, a swinging one made from rope and cedar slats with holes bored in them so the hemp could be pulled through and then knotted. Diamond told them that pirates, colonial settlers, and later on, Confederate refugees had made the old bridge and added to it at various points in time. And Diamond said he knew where they were all buried, but had been sworn to secrecy by a person he wouldn’t name.


  They made their way down slopes so steep they had to hang on to trees, vines, and each other to stop from tumbling down head-first. Lou stopped every once in a while to gaze out as she clutched a sapling for support. It was something to stand on steep ground and look out at land of even greater angles. When the land became flatter and Oz grew tired, Lou and Diamond took turns carrying him.


  At the bottom of the mountain, they were confronted with another obstacle. The idling coal train was at least a hundred cars long, and it blocked the way as far as they could see in either direction. Unlike those of a passenger train, the coal train’s cars were too close together to step between. Diamond picked up a rock and hurled it at one of the cars. It struck right at the name emblazoned across it: Southern Valley Coal and Gas.


  “Now what?” said Lou. “Climb over?” She looked at the fully loaded cars and the few handholds, and wondered how that would be possible.


  “Shoot naw,” said Diamond. “Unner.” He stuck his hat in his pocket, dropped to his belly, and slid between the car wheels and under the train. Lou and Oz quickly followed, as did Jeb. They all emerged on the other side and dusted themselves off.


  “Boy got hisself cut in half last year doing that very thing,” said Diamond. “Train start up when he were unner it. Now, I ain’t see it, but I hear it were surely not purty.”


  “Why didn’t you tell us that before we crawled under the train?” demanded a stunned Lou.


  “Well, if I’d done that, you ain’t never crawled unner, now would you?”


  On the main road they caught a ride in a Ramsey Candy truck and each was given a Blue Banner chocolate bar by the chubby, uniformed driver. “Spread the word,” he told them. “Good stuff.”


  “Sure will,” said Diamond as he bit into the candy. He chewed slowly, methodically, as though suddenly a connoisseur of fine chocolate testing a fresh batch. “You give me ’nuther one and I get the word out twice as fast, mister.”


  After a long, bumpy ride the truck dropped them off in the middle of Dickens proper. Diamond’s bare toes had hardly touched asphalt when he quickly lifted first one foot and then the other. “Feels funny,” he said. “Ain’t liking it none.”


  “Diamond, I swear, you’d walk on nails without a word,” Lou said as she looked around. Dickens wasn’t even a bump in the road compared to what she was used to, but after their time on the mountain it seemed like the most sophisticated metropolis she had ever seen. The sidewalks were filled with people on this fine Saturday morning, and small pockets of them spilled onto the streets. Most were dressed in nice clothes, but the miners were easy enough to spot, lumbering along with their wrecked backs and the loud, hacking coughs coming from their ruined lungs.


  A huge banner had been stretched across the street. It read “Coal Is King” in letters black as the mineral. Directly under where the banner had been tied off to a beam jutting from one of the buildings was a Southern Valley Coal and Gas office. There was a line of men going in, and a line of them coming out, all with smiles on their faces, clutching either cash, or, presumably, promises of a good job.


  Smartly dressed men in fedoras and three-piece suits chucked silver coins to eager children in the streets. The automobile dealership was doing a brisk business, and the shops were filled with both quality goods and folks clamoring to purchase them. Prosperity was clearly alive and well at the foot of this Virginia mountain. It was a happy, energetic scene, and it made Lou homesick for the city.


  “How come your parents have never brought you down here?” Lou asked Diamond as they walked along.


  “Ain’t never had no reason to come here, that’s why.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared up at a telephone pole with wires sprouting from it and smacking into one building. Then he eyed a droop-shouldered man in a suit and a little boy in dark slacks and a dress shirt as they came out of a store with a big paper bag of something. The two went over to one of the slant-parked cars that lined both sides of the street, and the man opened the car door. The boy stared over at Diamond and asked him where he was from.


  “How you know I ain’t from right here, son?” said Diamond, glaring at the town boy.


  The child looked at Diamond’s dirty clothes and face, his bare feet and wild hair, then jumped in the car and locked the door.


  They kept walking and passed the Esso gas station with its twin pumps and a smiling man in crisp company uniform standing out front as rigidly as a cigar store Indian. Next they peered through the glass of a Rexall drugstore. The store was running an “all-in-the-window” sale. The two dozen or so varied items could be had for the sum of three dollars.


  “Shoot, why? You can make all that stuff yourself. Ain’t got to buy it,” Diamond pointed out, apparently sensing that Lou was tempted to go inside and clean out the display.


  “Diamond, we’re here to spend money. Have fun.”


  “I’m having fun,” he said with a scowl. “Don’t be telling me I ain’t having no fun.”


  They headed past the Dominion Café with its Chero Cola and “Ice Cream Here” signs, and then Lou stopped.


  “Let’s go in,” she said. Lou gripped the door, pulled it open, setting a bell to tinkling, and stepped inside. Oz followed her. Diamond stayed outside for a long enough time to show his displeasure with this decision and then hurried in after them.


  The place smelled of coffee, wood smoke, and baking fruit pies. Umbrellas for sale hung from the ceiling. There was a bench down one wall, and three swivel chrome barstools with padded green seats were bolted to the floor in front of a waist-high counter. Glass containers filled with candy rested on the display cabinets. There was a modest soda and ice cream fountain machine, and through a pair of saloon doors they could hear the clatter of dishes and smell the aromas of food cooking. In one corner was a potbellied stove, its smoke pipe supported by wire and cutting through one wall.


  A man dressed in a white shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbows, a short wide tie, and wearing an apron passed through the saloon doors and stood behind the counter. He had a smooth face and hair parted equally to either side, held down with what appeared to Lou to be a slop bucket of grease.


  He looked at them as though they were a brigade of Union troops sent directly from General Grant to rub the good Virginians’ noses in it a little more. He edged back a bit as they moved forward. Lou got up on one of the stools and looked at the menu neatly written in loopy cursive on a blackboard. The man moved back. farther. His hand glided out and one of his knuckles rapped against a glass cabinet set against the wall. The words “No Credit” had been written in thick white strokes on the glass.


  In response to this not-so-subtle gesture, Lou pulled out five one-dollar bills and aligned them neatly on the counter. The man’s eyes went to the folding cash and he smiled, showing off a gold front tooth. He came forward, now their good friend for all time. Oz scooted up on another of the barstools, leaned on the counter, and sniffed the wonderful smells coming through those saloon doors. Diamond hung back, as though wanting to be nearest the door when they had to make a run for it.


  “How much for a slice of pie?” Lou asked.


  “Nickel,” the man said, his gaze locked on the five Washingtons on his counter.


  “How about a whole pie?”


  “Fifty cents.”


  “So I could buy ten pies with this money?”


  “Ten pies?” exclaimed Diamond. “God dog!”


  “That’s right,” the man said quickly. “And we can make ’em for you too.” He glanced over at Diamond, his gaze descending from the boy’s explosion of cowlicks to his bare toes. “He with you?”


  “Naw, they with me,” said Diamond, ambling over to the counter, fingers tucked around his overall straps.


  Oz was staring at another sign on the wall. “Only Whites Served,” he read out loud, and then glanced in confusion at the man. “Well, our hair’s blond, and Diamond’s is red. Does that mean only old people can get pie?”


  The fellow looked at Oz like the boy was “special” in the head, stuck a toothpick between his teeth, and eyed Diamond. “Shoes are required in my establishment. Where you from, boy? Mountain?”


  “Naw, the moon.” Diamond leaned forward and flashed an exaggerated smile. “Want’a see my green teeth?”


  As though brandishing a tiny sword, the man waved the toothpick in front of Diamond’s face. “You smart mouth. Just march yourself right outta here. Go on. Git back up that mountain where you belong and stay there!”


  Instead, Diamond went up on his toes, grabbed an umbrella off the ceiling rack, and opened it.


  The man came around from behind the counter.


  “Don’t you do that now. That’s bad luck.”


  “Why, I doing it. Mebbe a chunk of rock’ll fall off the mountain and squash you to poultice!”


  Before the man reached him, Diamond tossed the opened umbrella into the air and it landed on the soda machine. A stream of goo shot out and painted one cabinet a nice shade of brown.


  “Hey!” the man yelled, but Diamond had already fled.


  Lou scooped up her money, and she and Oz stood to leave.


  “Where y’all going?” the man said.


  “I decided I didn’t want pie,” Lou said amiably and shut the door quietly behind her and Oz.


  They heard the man yell out, “Hicks!”


  They caught up with Diamond, and all three bent over laughing while people walked around them, staring curiously.


  “Nice to see you having a good time,” a voice said.


  They turned and saw Cotton standing there, wearing vest, tie, and coat, briefcase in hand, yet with a clear look of mirth in his eyes.


  “Cotton,” Lou said, “what are you doing here?”


  He pointed across the street. “Well, I happen to work here, Lou.”


  They all stared at where he was pointing. The courthouse loomed large before them, beautiful brick over ugly concrete.


  “Now, what are y’all doing here?” he asked.


  “Louisa gave us the day off. Been working pretty hard,” said Lou.


  Cotton nodded. “So I’ve seen.”


  Lou looked at the bustle of people. “It surprised me when I first saw this place. Really prosperous.”


  Cotton glanced around. “Well, looks can be deceiving. Thing about this part of the state, we’re generally one industry-moving-on from total collapse. Lumber folks did it, and now most jobs are tied to the coal and not just the miners. And most of the businesses here rely on those people spending those mining dollars. If that goes away, then it might not seem so prosperous anymore. A house of cards falls swiftly. Who knows, in five years’ time this place might not even be here.” He eyed Diamond and grinned. “But the mountain folk will. They always get by.” He looked around. “I tell you what, I’ve got some things to do over to the courthouse. Court’s not in session today of course, but always some work to be done. Suppose you meet me there in two hours. Then I’d be proud to buy you some lunch.”


  Lou looked around. “Where?”


  “A place I think you’d like, Lou. Called the New York Restaurant. Open twenty-four hours, breakfast, lunch, or supper any time of the day or night. Now, there aren’t many folk in Dickens who stay up past nine o’clock, but I suppose it’s comforting to have the option of eggs, grits, and bacon at midnight.”


  “Two hours,” repeated Oz, “but we don’t have anything to tell time with.”


  “Well, the courthouse has a clock tower, but it tends to run a little slow. I tell you what, Oz, here.” Cotton took off his pocket watch and handed it to him. “You use this. Take good care of it. My father gave it to me.”


  “When you left to come here?” Lou asked.


  “That’s right. He said I’d have plenty of time on my hands, and I guess he wanted me to keep good track of it.” He tipped his hat to them. “Two hours.” And then he walked away.


  “So what we gonna do for two hours?” said Diamond.


  Lou looked around and her eyes lit up.


  “Come on,” she said and took off running. “You’re finally going to see yourself a picture show, Mr. Diamond.”


  For almost two hours they were in a place far removed from Dickens, Virginia, the mountains of Appalachia, and the troublesome concerns of real life. They were in the breathtaking land of The Wizard of Oz, which was having a long run at movie houses across the land. When they came out, Diamond peppered them with dozens of questions about how any of what they had just seen was possible.


  “Had God done it?” he asked more than once in a hushed tone.


  Lou pointed to the courthouse. “Come on, or we’ll be late.”


  They dashed across the street and up the wide steps of the courthouse. A uniformed deputy sheriff with a thick mustache stopped them.


  “Whoa, now, where you think y’all going?”


  “It’s all right, Howard, they’re with me,” Cotton said, coming out the door. “They all might be lawyers one day. Coming to check out the halls of justice.”


  “God forbid, Cotton, we ain’t needing us no more fine lawyers,” Howard said, smiling, and then moved on.


  “Having a good time?” Cotton asked.


  “I just seen a lion, a durn scarecrow, and a metal man on a big wall,” said Diamond, “and I still ain’t figgered out how they done it.”


  “Y’all want to see where I do my daily labor?” asked Cotton.


  They all clamored that they did indeed. Before they went inside, Oz solemnly handed the pocket watch back to Cotton.


  “Thanks for taking such good care of it, Oz.”


  “It’s been two hours, you know,” said the little boy.


  “Punctuality is a virtue,” replied the lawyer.


  They went inside the courthouse while Jeb lay down outside. There were doorways up and down the broad hall, and hanging above the doors various brass plates that read: “Marriage Registrar,” “Tax Collections,” “Births and Deaths,” “Commonwealth’s Attorney,” and so on. Cotton explained their various functions and then showed them the courtroom, which Diamond said was the largest such space he had ever seen. They were introduced to Fred the bailiff, who had popped out of some room or other when they had come in. Judge Atkins, he explained, had gone home for lunch.


  On the walls were portraits of white-haired men in black robes. The children ran their hands along the carved wood and took turns sitting in the witness and jury boxes. Diamond asked to sit in the judge’s chair, but Cotton didn’t think that was a good idea, and neither did Fred. When they weren’t looking, Diamond grabbed a sit anyway and came away puff-chested like a rooster, until Lou, who had seen this offense, poked him hard in the ribs.


  They left the courthouse and went next door to a building that housed a small number of offices, including Cotton’s. His place was one large room with creaky oak flooring that had shelves on three sides which held worn law books, will and deed boxes, and a fine set of the Statutes of Virginia. A big walnut desk sat in the middle of the room, along with a telephone and drifts of papers. There was an old crate for a wastebasket, and a listing hat and umbrella stand in one corner. There were no hats on the hooks, and where the umbrellas should have been was an old fishing pole. Cotton let Diamond dial a single number on the phone and talk to Shirley the operator. The boy nearly jumped out of his skin when her raspy voice tickled his ear.


  Next, Cotton showed them the apartment where he lived at the top of this same building. It had a small kitchen that was piled high with canned vegetables, jars of molasses and bread and butter pickles, sacks of potatoes, blankets, and lanterns, among many other items.


  “Where’d you get all that stuff ?” asked Lou.


  “Folks don’t always have cash. Pay their legal bills in barter.” He opened the small icebox and showed them the cuts of chicken, beef, and bacon in there. “Can’t put none of it in the bank, but it sure tastes a lot better’n money.” There was a tiny bedroom with a rope bed and a reading light on a small nightstand, and one large front room utterly buried under books.


  As they stared at the mounds, Cotton took off his glasses. “No wonder I’m going blind,” he said.


  “You read all them books?” Diamond asked in awe.


  “I plead guilty to that. In fact I’ve read many of them more than once,” Cotton answered.


  “I read me a book one time,” Diamond said proudly.


  “What was the title?” Lou asked.


  “Don’t recall ’xactly, but it had lots of pictures. No, I take that back, I read me two books, if you count the Bible.”


  “I think we can safely include that, Diamond,” said Cotton, smiling. “Come over here, Lou.” Cotton showed her one bookcase neatly filled with volumes, many of them fine leatherbound ones of notable authors. “This is reserved for my favorite writers.”


  Lou looked at the titles there and immediately saw every novel and collection of short stories her father had written. It was nice, conciliatory bait Cotton was throwing out, only Lou was not in a conciliatory mood. She said, “I’m hungry. Can we eat now?”


  The New York Restaurant served nothing remotely close to New York fare but it was good food nonetheless, and Diamond had what he said was his first bottle of “soder” pop. He liked it so much he had two more. Afterward they walked down the street, peppermint candy rolling in their mouths. They went into the five-and-dime and 25-cent store and Cotton showed them how because of the land grade all six stories of the place opened out onto ground level, a fact that had actually been discussed in the national media at one point. “Dickens’s claim to fame,” he chuckled, “unique angles of dirt.”


  The store was stacked high with dry goods, tools, and foodstuffs. The aromas of tobacco and coffee were strong and seemed to have settled into the bones of the place. Horse collars hung next to racks of spooled thread, which sat alongside fat barrels of candies. Lou bought a pair of socks for herself and a pocketknife for Diamond, who was reluctant to accept it until she told him that in return he had to whittle something for her. She purchased a stuffed bear for Oz and handed it to him without commenting on the whereabouts of the old one.


  Lou disappeared for a few minutes and returned with an object which she handed to Cotton. It was a magnifying glass. “For all that reading,” she said and smiled, and Cotton smiled back. “Thank you, Lou. This way I’ll think of you every time I open a book.” She bought a shawl for Louisa and a straw hat for Eugene. Oz borrowed some money from her and went off with Cotton to browse. When they came back, he held a parcel wrapped in brown paper and steadfastly refused to reveal what it was.


  After wandering the town, Cotton showing them things that Lou and Oz had certainly seen before, but Diamond never had, they piled into Cotton’s Oldsmobile, which sat parked in front of the courthouse. They headed off, Diamond and Lou squeezed into the rumble seat while Oz and Jeb rode with Cotton in front. The sun was just beginning its descent now and the breeze felt good to all. There didn’t seem to be anything so pretty as sun setting over mountain.


  They passed through Tremont and a while later crossed the tiny bridge near McKenzie’s and started up the first ridge. They came to a railroad crossing, and instead of continuing on the road, Cotton turned and drove the Oldsmobile on down the tracks.


  “Smoother than the roads up here,” he explained. “We’ll pick it back up later on. They’ve got asphalt and macadam at the foothills, but not up here. These mountain roads were built by hands swinging picks and shovels. Law used to be every able-bodied man between sixteen and sixty had to help build the roads ten days a year and bring his own tools and sweat to do it. Only teachers and preachers were exempt from having to do it, although I imagine those workers could’ve used some powerful prayers every now and again. They did a right good job, built eighty miles of road over forty years, but it’s still hard on one’s bottom to travel across the results of all that fine work.”


  “What if a train comes?” asked an anxious Oz.


  “Then I suspect we’ll have to get off,” Cotton said.


  They eventually did hear the whistle and Cotton pulled the car to safety and waited. A few minutes later a fully loaded train rolled past, looking like a giant serpent. It was moving slowly, for the track was curvy here. “Is that coal?” Oz said, eyeing the great lumps of rock visible in the open train cars.


  Cotton shook his head. “Coke. Made from slack coal and cooked in the ovens. Ship it out to the steel mills.” He shook his head slowly. “Trains come up here empty and leave full. Coal, coke, lumber. Don’t bring anything here except more bodies for labor.”


  On a spur off the main line, Cotton showed them a coal company town made up of small, identical homes, with a train track dead center of the place and a commissary store that had goods piled floor to ceiling, Cotton informed them, because he had been inside before. A long series of connected brick structures shaped like beehives were set along one high road. Each one had a metal door and a chimney with fill dirt packed around it. Smoke belched from each stack, turning the darkening sky ever blacker. “Coke ovens,” Cotton explained. There was one large house with a shiny new Chrysler Crown Imperial parked out front. The mine superintendent’s home, Cotton told them. Next to this house was a corral with a few grazing mares and a couple of energetic yearlings leaping and galloping around.


  “I got to take care of some personal business,” said Diamond, already pulling his overall straps down. “Too much soder pop. Won’t be one minute, just duck behind that shed.”


  Cotton stopped the car and Diamond got out and ran off. Cotton and the children talked while they waited, and the lawyer pointed out some other things of interest.


  “This is a Southern Valley coal mining operation. The Clinch Number Two mine, they call it. Coal mining pays pretty good, but the work is terribly hard, and with the way the company stores are set up the miners end up owing more to the company than they earn in wages.” Cotton stopped talking and looked thoughtfully in the direction of where Diamond had gone, a frown easing across his face. He continued, “And the men also get sick and die of the black lung, or from cave-ins, accidents, and such.”


  A whistle sounded and they watched as a group of charcoal-faced, probably bone-tired men emerged from the mine entrance. A group of women and children ran to greet them, and they all walked toward the copycat houses, the men swinging metal dinner pails and pulling out their smokes and liquor bottles. Another group of men, looking as tired as the other, trudged past them to take their place under the earth.


  “They used to run three shifts here, but now they only have two,” said Cotton. “Coal’s starting to run out.”


  Diamond returned and vaulted into the rumble seat.


  “You all right, Diamond?” asked Cotton.


  “Am now,” said the boy, a smile pushing against his cheeks, his feline green eyes lighted up.


  

    

  


  Louisa was upset when she learned they had gone to town. Cotton explained that he should not have kept the children as long as he had, therefore she should blame him. But then Louisa said she recalled that their daddy had done the very same thing, and the pioneer spirit was a hard one to dodge, so it was okay. Louisa accepted the shawl with tears in her eyes, and Eugene tried on the hat and proclaimed it the nicest gift he had ever gotten.


  After supper that night Oz excused himself and went to his mother’s room. Curious, Lou followed him, spying on her brother as usual from the narrow opening between door and wall. Oz carefully unwrapped the parcel he had purchased in town and held the hairbrush firmly. Amanda’s face was peaceful, her eyes, as always, shut. To Lou, her mother was a princess reclining in a deathlike state, and none of them possessed the necessary antidote. Oz knelt on the bed and began brushing Amanda’s hair and telling his mother of their wonderfully fine day in town. Lou watched him struggle with the brushing for a few moments and then went in to help. She held out her mother’s hair and showed Oz how to properly perform the strokes. Their mother’s hair had grown out some, but it was still short.


  Later that night Lou went to her room, put away the socks she had bought, lay on the bed fully dressed down to her boots, thinking about their trip to town, and never once closed her eyes until it was time to milk the cows the next morning.


  









  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  


  

    

  


  THEY ALL WERE SITTING DOWN TO DINNER A few nights later while the rain poured down outside. Diamond had come for supper, wearing a tattered piece of worn canvas with a hole cut out for his head, his homegrown mackintosh of sorts. Jeb had shaken himself off and headed for the fire as though he owned the place. When Diamond freed himself from the canvas coat, Lou saw something tied around his neck. And it wasn’t particularly sweetsmelling.


  “What is that?” Lou asked, her fingers pinching her nose, for the stench was awful.


  “Asafetida,” Louisa answered for the boy. “A root. Ward off sickness. Diamond, honey, I think if you warm yourself by the fire, you can give that to me. I thank you.” While Diamond wasn’t looking, she carried the root out to the back porch and flung the foul thing away into the darkness.


  Louisa’s frying pan held the dual aromas of popping lard and ribs cut thick with so much fat they didn’t dare curl. The meat had come from one of the hogs they had had to slaughter. Usually a winter task, they had been compelled, by a variety of circumstances, to perform the deed in spring. Actually, Eugene had done the killing while the children were at school. But at Oz’s insistence Eugene had agreed to let him help scrape down the hog and get off the ribs, middle meat, bacon, and chitlins. However, when Oz saw the dead animal strung up on a wooden tripod, a steel hook through its bloody mouth, and a cauldron of boiling water nearby— just waiting, he no doubt believed, for the hide of a little boy to give it the right spice, he had run off. His screams echoed back and forth across the valley, as though from a careless giant who had stubbed his toe. Eugene had admired both the boy’s speed and lung capacity and then gone on to work the hog himself.


  They all ate heartily of the meat, and also of canned tomatoes and green beans that had marinated for the better part of six months in brine and sugar, and the last of the pinto beans.


  Louisa kept all plates full, except her own. She nibbled on some of the tomato chunks and beans, and dipped cornbread into heated lard, but that was all. She sipped on a cup of chicory coffee and looked around the table where all were enjoying themselves, laughing hard at something silly Diamond had said. She listened to the rain on the roof. So far so good, though rain now meant nothing; if none fell in July and August, the crop would still be dust, blown off in a gentle breeze, and dust had never lined anyone’s belly. Very soon they would be laying in their food crops: corn, pole beans, tomatoes, squash, rutabaga, late potatoes, cabbage, sweet potatoes, and string beans. Irish potatoes and onions were already in the ground, and duly hilled over, frost not bothering them any. The land would be good to them this year; it was their due this time around.


  Louisa listened to the rain some more. Thank you, Lord, but be sure to send us some more of your bounty come summer. Not too much so’s the tomatoes burst and rot on the vines, and not too little that the corn only grows waist high. I know it’s asking a lot, but it’d be much appreciated. She said a silent amen and then did her best to join in the festivities.


  There came a rap on the door and Cotton walked in, his outer coat soaked through even though the walk from car to porch was a quick one. He was not his usual self; the man did not even smile. He accepted a cup of coffee, a bit of cornbread, and sat next to Diamond. The boy stared up at him as though he knew what was coming.


  “Sheriff came by to see me, Diamond.”


  Everyone looked at Cotton first and then they all stared at Diamond. Oz’s eyes were open so wide the boy looked like an owl without feathers.


  “Is that right?” Diamond said, as he took a mouthful of beans and stewed onions.


  “Seems a pile of horse manure got in the mine superintendent’s brand-new Chrysler at the Clinch Number Two. The man sat in it without knowing, it still being dark and all, and he had the bad cold in the nose and couldn’t smell it. He was understandably upset by the experience.”


  “Durn, how ’bout that,” said Diamond. “Wonder how the horse done got that in there? Pro’bly just backed itself up to the window and let fly.” That said, Diamond went right on eating, though none of the others did.


  “I recall I dropped you off to do some personal business right around there on our drive back from Dickens.”


  “You tell the sheriff that?” Diamond asked quickly.


  “No, my memory curiously abandoned me about the time he asked.” Diamond looked relieved as Cotton continued. “But I spent a sorry hour over at the courthouse with the superintendent and a coal company lawyer who were all-fire sure that you had done it. Now upon my careful cross-examination I was able to demonstrate that there were no eyewitnesses and no other evidence tying you to the scene of this… little situation. And, fortunately, one can’t take fingerprints from horse manure. Judge Atkins held with my side of things, and so there we are. But those coal folk have long memories, son, you know that.”


  “Not so long as mine,” countered Diamond.


  “Why would he do something like that?” said Lou.


  Louisa looked at Cotton and he looked at her, and then Cotton said, “Diamond, my heart’s with you on this, son, it really is. You know that. But the law’s not. And next time, it might not be so easy to get out of it. And folk might start taking matters into their own hands. So my advice to you is to get on with things. I’m saying it for your own good, Diamond, you know that I am.”


  With that Cotton rose and put his hat back on. He refused all further questions from Lou and declined an invitation to stay. He paused and looked at Diamond, who was considering the rest of his meal without enthusiasm.


  Cotton said, “Diamond, after those coal folk left the courtroom, me and Judge Atkins had us a long laugh. I’d say that was a right good one to end your career on, son. Okay?”


  Diamond finally smiled at the man and said, “Okay.”


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  

    

  


  LOU ROSE EARLY ONE MORNING, EVEN BEFORE Louisa and Eugene, she believed, for she heard no stirring below. She had grown used to dressing in the dark now and her fingers moved swiftly, arranging her clothes and lacing her boots. She stepped to the window and looked out. It was so dark she had a vague feeling of being deep underwater. She flinched, for Lou thought she had seen something slip out from the barn. And then, like a frame of spent lightning, it was gone. She opened the window for a better look, but whatever it was wasn’t there anymore. It must have been her imagination.


  She went down the stairs as quietly as she could, started toward Oz’s room to wake him, but stopped at the door of her mother’s instead. It was partially open, and Lou just stood there for a moment, as though something blocked her passage. She leaned against the wall, squirmed a bit, slid her hands along the door frame, pushed herself away, and then leaned back. Finally, Lou edged her head into the bedroom.


  Lou was surprised to see two figures on the bed. Oz was lying next to their mother. He was dressed in his long johns, a bit of his thin calves visible where the bottoms had inched up, his feet in thick wool socks he had brought with him to the mountain. His tiny rear end was stuck up in the air, his face turned to the side so Lou could see it. A tender smile was on his lips, and he was clenching his new bear.


  Lou crept forward and laid a hand on his back. He never stirred, and Lou let her hand slide down and gently touch her mother’s arm. When she exercised her mother’s limbs, a part of Lou would always be feeling for her mother to be pushing back just a little. But it was always just dead weight. And Amanda had been so strong during the accident, keeping her and Oz from being hurt. Maybe in saving her children, Lou thought, she had used up all she had. Lou left the two and went to the kitchen.


  She loaded the coal in the front-room fireplace, got the flame going, then sat in front of the fire for a time, letting the heat melt the chill from her bones. At dawn she opened the door and felt the cool air on her face. There were corpulent gray clouds loitering about from a passed storm, their underbellies outlined in flaming reddish-pink. Right below this was the broad sweep of mountainous green forest that stepped right to the sky. It was one of the most glorious breakups of night she could ever recall. Lou certainly had never seen dawns like this in the city.


  Though it had not been that long ago, it seemed like many years since Lou had walked the concrete pavement of New York City, ridden the subway, raced for a cab with her father and mother, pushed through the crowds of shoppers at Macy’s the day after Thanksgiving, or gone to Yankee Stadium to lunge for white leather balls and gobble hot dogs. Several months ago all of that had been replaced by steep land, dirt and trees, and animals that smelled and made you earn your place. Corner grocers had been exchanged for crackling bread and strained milk, tap water for water pumped or in bucket hauled, grand public libraries for a pretty cabinet of few books, tall buildings for taller mountains. And for a reason she couldn’t quite get at, Lou did not know if she could stay here for long. Maybe there was a good reason her father had never come back.


  She went to the barn and milked the cows, carrying a full bucket into the kitchen and the rest to the springhouse, where she laid it in the cool stream of water. The air was already growing warmer.


  Lou had the cookstove hot and the pan with lard fired up when her great-grandmother walked in. Louisa was fretting that she and Eugene had slept late. Then Louisa eyed the full buckets on the sink, and Lou told her she had already milked the cows. When she saw the rest of the work Lou had done, Louisa smiled appreciatively. “Next thing I know you’ll be running this place without me.”


   “I doubt that will ever happen,” said the girl in a way that made Louisa stop smiling.


  

    

  


  Cotton showed up unannounced a half hour later dressed in patched work pants, an old shirt, and worn brogans. He didn’t wear his wire-rim glasses, and his fedora had been replaced with a straw hat, which, Louisa said, was foresight on his part because it looked like the sun would burn a bright one today.


  They all said their hellos to the man, though Lou had mumbled hers. He had come to read to her mother regularly, as promised, and Lou was resenting it more each time. However, Lou appreciated his gentle ways and courtly manners. It was a conflicted, troubling situation for the girl.


  The temperature, though cold the night before, had not come close to freezing. Louisa didn’t have a thermometer, but, as she said, her bones were just as accurate as bottled mercury. The crops were going in, she declared to all. Late to plant often meant never to harvest.


  They trucked over to the first field to be sown, a sloped rectangle of ten acres. The vigilant wind had chased the malingering gray clouds over the ridgeline, leaving the sky clear. The mountains, though, looked markedly flat this morning, as if they were props only. Louisa carefully passed out bags of seed corn from the season before, shelled and then kept in the corncrib over the winter. She instructed the troops carefully as to their usage. “Thirty bushels of corn an acre is what we want,” she said. “More, if we can.”


  For a while things went all right. Oz walked his rows, meticulously counting out three seeds per hill as Louisa had told them. Lou, though, was letting herself become sloppy, dropping two at some places, four at others.


  “Lou,” Louisa said sharply. “Three seeds per hill, girl!”


  Lou stared at her. “Like it really makes a difference.”


  Louisa rested fists on her haunches. “Difference twixt eating and not!”


  Lou stood there for a moment and then started up again, at a clip of three seeds per hill about nine inches apart. Two hours later, with the five of them working steadily, only about half the field had been laid. Louisa had them spend another hour using hoes to hill the planted corn. Oz and Lou soon had purple blood blisters in the crooks of their hands, despite the gloves they wore. And Cotton too had done the same to his.


  “Lawyering is poor preparation for honest work,” he explained, showing off his twin sore prizes.


  Louisa’s and Eugene’s hands were so heavily callused that they wore no gloves at all, hilled twice as much as the others, and came away with palms barely reddened by the tools’ coarse handles.


  With the last dropped seed hilled, Lou, far more bored than tired, sat on the ground, slapping her gloves against her leg. “Well, that was fun. What now?”


  A curved stick appeared in front of her. “Before you get on to school, you and Oz gonna find some wayward cows.”


  Lou looked up into Louisa’s face.


  

    

  


  Lou and Oz tramped through the woods. Eugene had let the cows and the calf out to graze in the open field, and, as cows, like people, were wont to do, they were wandering the countryside looking for better prospects.


  Lou smacked a lilac bush with the stick Louisa had given her to scare off snakes. She had not mentioned the threat of serpents to Oz, because she figured if he knew, she’d end up carrying her brother on her back. “I can’t believe we have to find some stupid cows,” she said angrily. “If they’re dumb enough to get lost, they should stay lost.”


  They pushed through tangles of dogwood and mountain laurel. Oz swung on the lower branch of a scraggly pine, and then gave out a whistle as a cardinal flitted by, though most folks from the mountain would have certainly called it a redbird.


  “Look, Lou, a cardinal, like us.”


  Keeping an eye out more for birds than cows, they quickly saw many varieties, most of which they did not know. Hummingbirds twitted over beds of morning glories and wood violets; the children scared up a mess of field larks from thick groundcover. A sparrow hawk let them know it was around, while a pack of nasty blue jays bothered everybody and everything. Wild, bushy rhododendrons were beginning to bloom in pink and red, as were the lavender-tipped white flowers of Virginia thyme. On the sides of steep slopes they could see trailing arbutus and wolfsbane among the stacked slate and other protrusions of rocks. The trees were in full, showy form, and the sky a cap of blue to finish it off. And here they were, hunting aimless bovines, thought Lou.


  A cowbell clunked to the east of them.


  Oz looked excited. “Louisa said to follow the bell the cows wear.”


  Lou chased Oz through groves of beech, poplar, and basswood, the strong vines of wisteria clutching at them like irksome hands, their feet tripping over bumps of shallow roots clinging to uneven, shifting ground. They came to a small clearing ringed with hemlock and gum and heard the bell again, but saw no cows. A goldfinch darted past, startling them.


  “Moo. Moooo!” came the voice, and the bell clunked.


  The pair looked around in bewilderment until Lou glanced up in the crook of a maple and saw Diamond swinging the bell and speaking cow. He was barefoot, same clothes as always, cigarette behind his ear, hair reaching to the sky, as though a mischievous angel was tugging at the boy’s red mop.


  “What are you doing?” Lou demanded angrily.


  Diamond gracefully swung from branch to branch, dropped to the ground, and clunked the bell once more. Lou noted that he had used a piece of twine to tie the pocketknife she had given him to a loop on his overalls.


  “Believing I were a cow.”


  “That’s not funny,” Lou said. “We have to find them.”


  “Shoot, that’s easy. Cows ain’t never really lost, they just mosey round till somebody come get ’em.” He whistled and Jeb broke through the tangle of brush to join them.


  Diamond led them through a swath of hickory and ash; on the trunk of the latter a pair of squirrels were having an argument, apparently over some division of spoils. They all stopped and stared in reverence at a golden eagle perched on a limb of a ruler-straight eighty-foot poplar. In the next clearing, they saw the cows grazing in a natural pen of fallen trees.


  “I knowed they was Miss Louisa’s right off. Figger you’d probably come traipsing through after ’em.”


  With Diamond’s and Jeb’s help, they drove the cows back to their farm pen. Along the way, Diamond showed them how to hold on to the animals’ tails, let the cows pull them uphill, to make them pay back a little, he said, for wandering off. When they shut the corral gate, Lou said, “Diamond, tell me why you put horse manure in that man’s car.”


  “Can’t tell you, ’cause I ain’t do it.”


  “Diamond, come on. You as good as admitted you did to Cotton.”


  “Got me oak ears, can’t hear nuthin’ you saying.”


  A frustrated Lou drew circles in the dirt with her shoe “Look, we have to get to school, Diamond. You want to come with us?”


  “Don’t go to no school,” he said, slipping the unlit cigarette between his lips and becoming an instant adult.


  “How come your parents don’t make you go?”


  In response to this Diamond whistled for Jeb and the pair took off running.


  “Hey, Diamond,” Lou called after him.


  Boy and dog only ran faster.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  


  

    

  


  LOU AND OZ RACED PAST THE EMPTY YARD and inside the schoolhouse. Breathless, they hustled to their seats.


  “I’m sorry we’re late,” Lou said to Estelle McCoy, who was already chalking something on the board. “We were working in the fields and…” She looked around and noted that fully half the seats were empty.


  “Lou, it’s all right,” said her teacher. “Planting time’s starting, I’m just glad you made it in at all.”


  Lou sat down in her seat. From the corner of her eye she saw that Billy Davis was there. He looked so angelic that she told herself to be cautious. When she lifted up her desk top to put away her books, she could not stifle the scream. The snake coiled in her desk—a three-foot brown and yellow-banded copperhead—was dead. However, the piece of paper tied around the serpent, with the words “Yankee Go Home” scrawled upon it, was what really made Lou angry.


  “Lou,” called Mrs. McCoy from the blackboard, “is anything wrong?”


  Lou closed the desk and looked at Billy, who pursed his lips and attended to his book. “No,” said Lou.


  

    

  


  It was lunchtime, and the air was cool, but with a warming sun, and the children gathered outside to eat, lard buckets and other like containers in hand. Just about everyone had something to line his or her stomach, even if it was just scraps of cornbread or biscuit, and many a hand cradled a small jug of milk or jar of springwater. Children settled back on the ground to do their eating, drinking, and talking. Some of the younger ones ran around in circles until they were so dizzy they fell down, and then older siblings picked them up and made them eat.


  Lou and Oz sat under the deep shade of the walnut tree, the breeze slowly lifting the ends of Lou’s hair. Oz bit heartily into his buttered biscuit and drank down the cold springwater they had brought in a canning jar. Lou, though, did not eat. She seemed to be waiting for something, and stretched her limbs as though preparing for a race.


  Billy Davis strutted through the small clumps of eaters, prominently swinging his wooden lunch pail made from a small nail keg with a wire driven through it for a handle. He stopped at one group, said something, laughed, glanced over at Lou, and laughed some more. He finally climbed into the lower branches of a silver maple and opened his lunch pail. He screamed out, fell backward out of the tree, and landed mostly on his head. The snake was on him, and he rolled and pitched trying to get the serpent off. Then he realized it was his own dead copperhead that had been tied to the lid of the pail, which he still clutched in his hand. When he stopped squealing like a stabbed pig, he realized everyone in the schoolyard was belly-laughing at him.


  All except Lou, who just sat there with her arms crossed pretending to ignore this spectacle. Then she broke out into a smile so wide it threatened to block the sun. When Billy stood, so did she. Oz pushed the biscuit into his mouth, gulped down the rest of the water, and scooted to safety behind the walnut tree. Fists cocked, Lou and Billy met in the very center of the schoolyard. The crowd closed around them, and Yankee girl and mountain boy went for round two.


  

    

  


  Lou, the other side of her lip cut this time, sat at her desk. She stuck her tongue out at Billy, who sat across from her, his shirt torn and his right eye a nice purplish black. Estelle McCoy stood in front of them, arms crossed, a scowl on her face. Right after stopping the championship bout, the angry teacher had ended school early and sent word to the fighters’ respective families.


  Lou was in high spirits, for she had clearly licked Billy again in front of everybody. He didn’t look too comfortable, though, fidgeting in his chair and glancing nervously at the door. Lou finally understood his anxiety when the schoolhouse door crashed open and George Davis stood there.


  “What in the hell’s going on here?” he roared loud enough to make even Estelle McCoy cower.


  As he stalked forward, the teacher drew back. “Billy was in a fight, George,” Mrs. McCoy said.


  “You called me in here on ’count of a damn fight?” he snarled at her, and then towered menacingly over Billy. “I were out in the field, you little bastard, ain’t got time for this crap.” When George saw Lou, his wild eyes grew even more wicked, and then the man threw a backhand that caught Billy on the side of his head and knocked him to the floor.


  Father stood over the fallen son. “You let a damn girl do that to you?”


  “George Davis!” Estelle McCoy cried out. “You let your son be.”


  He held up a menacing hand to her. “Now on, boy works the farm. No more this damn school.”


  “Why don’t you let Billy decide that?” Louisa said this as she walked into the room, Oz following closely behind her clutching at the woman’s pants leg.


  “Louisa,” the teacher said with great relief.


  Davis stood his ground. “He a boy, he damn well do what I say.”


  Louisa helped Billy into his seat and comforted him, before turning to the father. “You see a boy? I see me a fine young man.”


  Davis snorted. “He ain’t no growed man.”


  Louisa took a step toward him and spoke in a quiet voice, but her look was so fierce Lou forgot to breathe. “But you are. So don’t you never hit him agin.”


  Davis pointed right in her face with a nail-less finger. “Don’t you go telling me how to handle my boy. You had yourself one child. Had me nine, ’nuther on the way.”


  “Number of children fathered got little enough to do with being a good daddy.”


  “You got that big nigger Hell No livin’ with you. God’ll strike you down for that. Must be that Cherokee blood. You don’t belong here. Never did, Injun woman.”


  A stunned Lou looked at Louisa. Yankee. And Indian. “His name is Eugene,” said Louisa. “And my daddy were part Apache, not Cherokee. And the God I know punishes the wicked. Like men who beat their children.” Louisa took one more step forward. “You ever lay a hand on that child agin, best pray to whatever god you counsel with I ain’t find you.”


  Davis laughed nastily. “You scaring me, old woman.”


  “Then you smarter than I thought.”


  Davis’s hand curled to a fist and he looked ready to swing until he saw big Eugene filling the doorway, and his courage seemed to peter away.


  Davis grabbed Billy. “Boy, you git on home. Git!” Billy raced out of the room. Davis followed slowly, taking his time. He looked back at Louisa. “This ain’t over. No sir.” He banged the door shut on his way out.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  


  

    

  


  SCHOOL HAD ENDED FOR THE YEAR, AND THE hard work of farming had begun. Each day Louisa rose particularly early, before the night even seemed to have settled in, and made Lou get up too. The girl did both her and Oz’s chores as punishment for fighting with Billy, and then they all spent the day working the fields. They ate simple lunches and drank cold springwater under the shade of a cucumber magnolia, none of them saying much, the sweat seeping through their clothes. During these breaks Oz threw rocks so far the others would smile and clap their hands. He was growing taller, the muscles in his arms and shoulders becoming more and more pronounced, the hard work fashioning in him a lean, hard strength. As it did in his sister. As it seemed to in most who struggled to survive here.


  The days were warm enough now that Oz wore only his overalls and no shirt or shoes. Lou had on overalls and was barefoot as well, but she wore an old cotton undershirt. The sun was intense at this elevation and they were becoming blonder and darker every day.


  Louisa kept teaching the children things: She explained how blue lake beans have no strings, but pole beans, grown around the cornstalks, do, and they’ll choke you if you don’t first string them. And that they could raise most of their crop seed, except for oats, which required machinery to thresh them, machinery that simple mountain farmers would never have. And how to wash the clothes using the washboard and just enough soap made from lye and pig fat—but not too much—keeping the fire hot, rinsing the clothes properly, and adding bluing on the third rinse to get everything good and white. And then at night, by firelight, how to darn with needle and thread. Louisa even talked of when would be a good time for Lou and Oz to learn the fine arts of mule shoeing and quilting by frame.


  Louisa also finally found time to teach Lou and Oz to ride Sue the mare. Eugene would hoist them, by turns, up on the mare, bareback, without even a blanket.


  “Where’s the saddle?” Lou asked. “And the stirrups?”


  “Your saddle’s your rump. A pair of strong legs your stirrups,” Louisa answered.


  Lou sat up on Sue while Louisa stood beside the mare.


  “Now, Lou, hold the reins in your right hand like I done showed you, like you mean it now!” said Louisa.”Sue’ll let you get by with some, but you got to let her know who’s boss.”


  Lou flicked the reins, prodded the horse’s sides, generally kicked up a good row, and Sue remained absolutely motionless, as though she were sound asleep.


  “Dumb horse,” Lou finally declared.


  “Eugene,” Louisa called out to the field. “Come give me a boost up, please, honey.”


  Eugene limped over and helped Louisa up on the horse, and she settled in behind Lou and took the reins.


  “Now, the problem ain’t that Sue’s dumb, it’s that you ain’t speaking her way yet. Now, when you want Sue to go, you give her a nice punch in the middle and make a little chk-chk noise. To her that means go. When you want her to turn, you don’t jerk on the reins, you just glide them like. To stop, a little quick tug back.”


  Lou did as Louisa had shown her, and Sue started moving. Lou glided the reins to the left and the horse actually went that way. She fast-tugged back on the reins and Sue came to a slow stop.


  Lou broke into a big smile. “Hey, look at me. I’m riding.”


  From Amanda’s bedroom window, Cotton leaned his head out and watched. Then he looked to the beautiful sky, and then over at Amanda in the bed.


  A few minutes later, the front door opened and Cotton carried Amanda outside and put her in the rocking chair there, next to a screen of maypops that were in full bloom of leathery purple.


  Oz, who was now up on Sue with his sister, looked over, saw his mother, and almost fell off the horse. “Hey, Mom, look at me. I’m a cowboy!” Louisa stood next to the horse, staring over at Amanda. Lou finally looked, but she didn’t seem very excited to see her mother outside. Cotton’s gaze went from daughter to mother, and even Cotton had to admit, the woman looked pitifully out of place in the sunshine, her eyes closed, the breeze not lifting her short hair, as though even the elements had abandoned her. He carried her back inside.


  

    

  


  It was a bright summer’s morning a few days later, and Lou had just finished milking the cows and was coming out of the barn with full buckets in her arms. She stopped dead as she stared across at the fields. She ran so fast to the house that the milk splashed around her feet. She set the buckets on the porch and ran into the house, past Louisa and Eugene and down the hall yelling at the top of her lungs. She burst into her mother’s room, and there was Oz sitting next to her, brushing her hair.


  Lou was breathless. “It’s working. It’s green. Everything. The crops are coming up. Oz, go see.” Oz raced out of the room so fast he forgot he only had on his underwear. Lou stood there in the middle of the room, her chest heaving, her smile wide. As her breathing calmed, Lou went over to her mother and sat down, took up a limp hand. “I just thought you’d like to know. See, we’ve been working really hard.” Lou sat there in silence for a minute more, and then put the hand down and left, her excitement spent.


  In her bedroom that night, as on so many other evenings, Louisa worked the Singer pedal sewing machine she had bought for ten dollars on installment nine years back. She wouldn’t reveal to the children what she was making, and wouldn’t even let them guess. Yet Lou knew it must be something for her and Oz, which made her feel even guiltier about the fight with Billy Davis.


  After supper the next evening, Oz went to see his mother, and Eugene went to work on some scythes in the corncrib. Lou washed the dishes, and then sat on the front porch next to Louisa. For a while, neither ventured to talk. Lou saw a pair of titmice fly out of the barn and land on the fence. Their gray plumage and pointed crests were glorious, but the girl wasn’t much interested.


  “I’m sorry about the fighting,” Lou said quickly, and let out a relieved breath that her apology was finally done.


  Louisa stared at the two mules in the pen. “Good to know,” she said, and then said no more. The sun was starting its fall and the sky was fairly clear, with not many clouds worth noting. A big crow was sky-surfing alone, catching one drift of wind and then another, like a lazily falling leaf.


  Lou cupped some dirt and watched a battalion of ants trail across her hand. The honeysuckle vine was in full, scented morning glory, filling the air along with the fragrances of cinnamon rose and clove pinks, and the purple wall of maypops dutifully shaded the porch. Rambling rose had twisted itself around most of the fence posts and looked like bursts of still fire.


  “George Davis is an awful man,” said Lou.


  Louisa leaned her back against the porch railing. “Work his children like mules and treats his mules better’n his children.”


  “Well, Billy didn’t have to be mean to me,” Lou said, and then grinned. “And it was funny to see him fall out of that tree when he saw the dead snake I put in his lunch pail.”


  Louisa leaned forward and looked at her curiously. “You see anythin’ else in that pail?”


  “Anything else? Like what?”


  “Like food.”


  Lou appeared confused. “No, the pail was empty.”


  Louisa slowly nodded, settled back against the railing once more, and looked to the west, where the sun was commencing its creep behind the mountains, kindling the sky pink and red.


  Louisa said, “You know what I find funny? That children believe they should be shamed ’cause their daddy don’t see fit to give them food. So shamed they’d haul an empty pail to school and pretend to eat, so’s nobody catch on they ain’t got nothing to eat. You find that funny?”


  Lou shook her head, her gaze at her feet. “No.”


  “I know I ain’t talked to you ’bout your daddy. But my heart goes out to you and Oz, and I love both of you even more, on ’count of I want to make up for that loss, even though I know I can’t.” She put a hand on Lou’s shoulder and turned the girl to her. “But you had a fine daddy. A man who loved you. And I know that makes it all the harder to get by, and that’s both a blessing and a curse that we all just got to bear in this life. But thing is, Billy Davis got to live with his daddy ever day. I’d ruther be in your shoes. And I know Billy Davis would. I pray for all them children ever day. And you should too.”


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  


  

    

  


  THE GRANDMOTHER CLOCK HAD JUST struck midnight when the pebbles hit Lou’s window. The girl was in the middle of a dream that disintegrated under the sudden clatter. Lou stepped to the window and looked out, seeing nothing at first. Then she spotted her caller and opened the window.


  “What do you think you’re doing, Diamond Skinner?”


  “Come get you,” said the boy, standing there next to his faithful hound.


  “For what?”


  In answer he pointed at the moon. It glowed more brightly than Lou had ever seen before. So fine was her view, she could see dark smudges on its surface.


  “I can see the moon all by myself, thank you very much,” she said.


  Diamond smiled. “Naw, not just that. Fetch your brother. Come on, now, it be fun where we going. You see.”


  Lou looked unsure. “How far is it?”


  “Not fer. Ain’t scared of the dark, are ya?”


  “Wait right there,” she said and shut the window.


  In five minutes’ time Lou and Oz were fully dressed and had crept out of the farmhouse and joined Diamond and Jeb.


  Lou yawned. “This better be good, Diamond, or you should be scared for waking us up.”


  They set out at a good pace to the south. Diamond kept up an animated chatter the whole way, yet absolutely refused to divulge where they were going. Lou finally quit trying and looked at the boy’s bare feet as he stepped easily over some sharp-edged rocks. She and Oz were wearing their shoes.


  “Diamond, don’t your feet ever get sore or cold?” she asked as they paused on a small knoll to catch their breath.


  “Snow comes, then mebbe y’all see something on my feet, but only if it drifts to more’n ten foot or so. Come on now.”


  They set off again, and twenty minutes later, Lou and Oz could hear the quickened rush of water. A minute later Diamond put up his hand and they all stopped. “Got to go real slow here,” he said. They followed him closely as they moved over rocks that were becoming more slippery with each step; and the sound of the rushing water seemed to be coming at them from all quarters, as though they were about to be confronted by a tidal wave. Lou gripped Oz’s hand for it was all a little unnerving to her, and thus she assumed her brother must be suffering stark terror. They cleared a stand of towering birch and weeping willow heavy with water, and Lou and Oz looked up in awe.


  The waterfall was almost one hundred feet high. It poured out from a crop of worn limestone and plummeted straight down into a pool of foamy water, which then snaked off into the darkness. And then Lou suddenly realized what Diamond had meant about the moon. It glowed so brightly, and the waterfall and pool were placed so perfectly, that the trio were surrounded by a sea of illumination. The reflected light was so strong, in fact, that night seemed to have been turned into day. They moved back farther, to a place where they could still see everything but the noise of the falls wasn’t as intense and they could speak without having to shout over the thunder of the water.


  “Feeder line for the McCloud River is all,” said Diamond. “Right higher’n most though.”


  “It looks like it’s snowing upwards,” said Lou, as she sat, amazed, upon a moss-covered rock. And with the frothing water kicking high and then seized by the powerful light, it did look like snow was somehow returning to the sky. At one corner of the pool the water was especially brilliant. They gathered at this place.


  Diamond said very solemnly, “Right there’s where God done touched the earth.”


  Lou leaned forward and examined the spot closely. She turned to Diamond and said, “Phosphorus.”


  “What?” he said.


  “I think it’s phosphorus rock. I’ve studied it in school.”


  “Say that word agin,” said Diamond.


  And she did, and Diamond said it over and over until it slipped quite easily out of his mouth. He proclaimed it a grand and pleasing word to say, yet still defined it as a thing God had touched, and Lou did not have the heart to say otherwise.


  Oz leaned forward and dipped his hand into the pool, then pulled it back immediately and shivered.


  “Always that way,” said Diamond, “even on the hottest durn day.” He looked around, a smile on his lips. “But it sure purty.”


  “Thanks for bringing us,” said Lou.


  “Tote all my friends here,” he said amiably and then looked to the sky. “Hey, y’all knowed your stars good?”


  “Some of them,” Lou said. “The Big Dipper, and Pegasus.”


  “Ain’t never heard’a none of them.” Diamond pointed to the northern sky. “Turn your head a little and right there’s what I call the bear what missing one leg. And over to there’s the stone chimbly. And right there”—he stabbed his finger more to the south—”now right there is Jesus a’sitting next to God. Only God ain’t there, ’cause he off doing good. ’Cause he God. But you see the chair.” He looked back at them. “Ain’tcha’ now? See it?”


  Oz said that he could see them all, clear as day though it was night. Lou hesitated, wondering whether it was better to instruct Diamond on proper constellations or not. She finally smiled. “You know a lot more about stars than we do, Diamond. Now that you pointed them out, I can see them all too.”


  Diamond grinned big. “Well, up here on the mountain, we a lot closer to ’em than down to the city. Don’t worry, I teach you good.”


  They spent a pleasant hour there and then Lou thought it would be best if they got back.


  They were about halfway home when Jeb started growling and making slow circles in the tall grass, his snout wrinkled and his teeth bared.


  “What’s wrong with him, Diamond?” asked Lou.


  “Just smells something. Lotta critters round. Don’t pay him no mind.”


  Suddenly Jeb took off running hard and howling so loud it hurt their ears.


  “Jeb!” Diamond called after him. “You come back here now.” The dog never slowed, though, and they finally saw why. The black bear was moving in long strides across the far fringe of the meadow.


  “Dang it, Jeb, leave that bear be.” Diamond raced after the dog, and Lou and Oz ran after Diamond. But dog and bear soon left the two-legs in the dust. Diamond finally stopped, gasping for air, and Lou and Oz ran up to him and fell on the ground, their lungs near bursting.


  Diamond smacked his fist into his palm. “Dang that dog.”


  “Will that bear hurt him?” asked Oz anxiously.


  “Shoot, naw. Jeb pro’bly tree the durn thing and then get tired and go on home.” Diamond didn’t look convinced though. “Come on now.”


  They walked briskly for some minutes, until Diamond slowed, looked around, and held up his hand for them to stop. He turned, put a finger to his lips, and motioned for them to follow, but to keep low. They scooted along for about thirty feet, and then Diamond went down on his belly and Lou and Oz did too. They crawled forward and were soon on the rim of a little hollow. It was surrounded by trees and underbrush, the limbs and vines overhanging the place and forming a natural roof, but the shafts of moonlight had broken through in places, leaving the space well illuminated.


  “What is it?” Lou wanted to know.


  “Shh,” Diamond said, and then cupped his hand around her ear and whispered. “Man’s still.”


  Lou looked again, and picked up on the bulky contraption with its big metal belly, copper tubing, and wooden block legs. Jugs to be filled with the corn whiskey sat on boards placed over stacked stone. A lit kerosene lamp was hooked to a slender post thrust into the moist ground. Steam rose from the still. They heard movement.


  Lou flinched as George Davis appeared next to the still and flopped down a forty-pound burlap bag. The man was intent on his work and apparently never heard them. Lou looked at Oz, who was shaking so hard Lou was afraid George Davis might feel the ground vibrating. She tugged at Diamond and pointed to where they had come from. Diamond nodded in agreement and they began to slither backward. Lou glanced back at the still, but Davis had disappeared. She froze. And then she nearly screamed because she heard something coming and feared the worst.


  The bear flashed by her line of sight first and into the hollow. Then came Jeb. The bear cut a sharp corner, and the dog skidded into the post holding the lamp and knocked it over. The lamp hit the ground and smashed. The bear careened into the still, and metal gave way under three hundred pounds of black bear and fell over, breaking open and tearing loose the copper tubing. Diamond raced into the hollow, yelling at his dog.


  The bear apparently was weary of being chased and turned and rose up on its hind legs, its claws and teeth now quite prominent. Jeb stopped dead at the sight of the six-foot black wall that could bite him in half, and backed up, growling. Diamond reached the hound and pulled at his neck.


  “Jeb, you fool thing!”


  “Diamond!” Lou called out as she too jumped up and saw the man coming at her friend.


  “What the hell!” Davis had emerged from the darkness, shotgun in hand.


  “Diamond, look out!” screamed Lou again.


  The bear roared, the dog barked, Diamond hollered, and Davis pointed his shotgun and swore. The gun fired twice, and bear, dog, and boy took off running like the holy hell. Lou ducked as the buckshot tore through leaves and imbedded in bark. “Run, Oz, run,” screamed Lou. Oz jumped up and ran, but the boy was confused, for he headed into the hollow instead of away from it. Davis was reloading his shotgun when Oz came upon him. The boy realized his mistake too late, and Davis snagged him by the collar. Lou ran toward them. “Diamond!” screamed Lou once more. “Help!”


  Davis had Oz pinned against his leg with one hand and was trying to reload his gun with the other.


  “Gawd damn you,” the man thundered at the cowering boy.


  Lou flung her fists into him but didn’t do any damage, for though he was short, George Davis was hard as brick.


  “You let him go,” Lou yelled. “Let him go!”


  Davis did let go of Oz, but only so he could strike Lou. She crumpled to the ground, her mouth bleeding. But the man never saw Diamond. The boy picked up the fallen post, swung it, and clipped Davis’s legs out from under him, sending the man down hard. Then Diamond conked Davis on the head with the post for good measure. Lou grabbed Oz, and Diamond grabbed Lou, and the three were more than fifty yards from the hollow by the time George Davis regained his legs in a lathered fury. A few seconds after that, they heard one more shotgun blast, but they were well out of range by then.


  They heard running behind them and picked up their pace. Then Diamond looked back and said that it was okay, it was only Jeb. They ran all the way back to the farmhouse, where they collapsed on the front porch, their breathing tortured, their limbs shaking from both fatigue and fright.


  When they sat up, Lou considered taking up the run once more because Louisa was standing there in her nightdress looking at them and holding a kerosene lamp. She wanted to know where they’d been. Diamond tried to answer for them, but Louisa told him to hush in a tone so sharp it struck the always chatty Diamond mute.


  “The truth, Lou,” ordered the woman.


  And Lou told her, including the almost deadly run-in with George Davis. “But it wasn’t our fault,” she said. “That bear—”


  Louisa snapped, “Get yourself to the barn, Diamond. And take that dang dog with you.”


  “Yes’m,” said Diamond, and he and Jeb slunk away.


  Louisa turned back to Lou and Oz. Lou could see she was trembling. “Oz, you get yourself to bed. Right now.”


  Oz glanced once at Lou and fled inside. And then it was just Lou and Louisa.


  Lou stood there as nervous as she had ever been.


  “You could’a got yourself kilt tonight. Worse’n that you could’a got you and your brother kilt.”


  “But, Louisa, it wasn’t our fault. You see—”


  “Is your fault!” Louisa said fiercely, and Lou felt the tears rush to her eyes at the woman’s tone.


  “I didn’t have you come to this mountain to die at the sorry hands of George Davis, girl. You gone off on your own bad enough. But taking your little brother too—and he follow you cross fire, not knowing no better— I’m ashamed of you!”


  Lou bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


  Louisa stood very erect. “I ain’t never raised my hand to a child, though my patience run sore over the years. But if you ever do somethin’ like that agin, you gonna find my hand ’cross your skin, missy, and it be somethin’ you ain’t never forget. You unnerstand me?” Lou nodded dumbly. “Then get to bed,” said Louisa. “And we speak no more of it.”


  

    

  


  The next morning George Davis rode up on his wagon pulled by a pair of mules. Louisa came outside to face him, her hands behind her back.


  Davis spit chew onto the ground next to the wagon wheel. “Them devils broke up my propity. Here to get paid.”


  “You mean for busting up your still.”


  Lou and Oz came outside and stared at the man.


  “Devils!” he roared. “Gawd damn you!”


  Louisa stepped off the porch. “If you gonna talk that way, git yourself off my land. Now!”


  “I want my money! And I want them beat bad for what they done!”


  “You fetch the sheriff and go show him what they done to your still, and then he can tell me what’s fair.”


  Davis stared at her dumbly, the mule whip clenched in one hand. “You knowed I can’t do that, woman.”


  “Then you know the way off my land, George.”


  “How ’bout I put the torch to your farm?”


  Eugene came outside, a long stick in his big hand.


  Davis held up the whip. “Hell No, you keep your nigger self right there afore I put the whip to you just like your granddaddy had ’cross his back!” Davis started to get down from the wagon. “Mebbe I’ll just do it anyway, boy. Mebbe all’a you!”


  Louisa pulled the rifle from behind her back and leveled it at George Davis. The man stopped halfway off his wagon when he saw the Winchester’s long barrel pointed at him.


  “Get off my land,” Louisa said quietly, as she cocked the weapon and rested its butt against her shoulder, her finger on the trigger. “Afore I lose my patience, and you lose some blood.”


  “I pay you, George Davis,” Diamond called out as he came out of the barn, Jeb trailing him.


  Davis visibly shook, he was so angry. “My damn head’s still ringing from where you done walloped me, boy.”


  “You durn lucky then, ’cause I could’a hit you a lot harder if ’n I wanted to.”


  “Don’t you smartmouth me!” Davis roared.


  “You want’a git your money or not?” said Diamond.


  “What you got? You ain’t got nuthin’.”


  Diamond put his hand in his pocket and drew out a coin. “Got me this. Silver dollar.”


  “Dollar! You wreck my still, boy. Think a damn dollar gonna fix that? Fool!”


  “It done come from my great-granddaddy five times removed. A hunnerd year old it is. Man down Tremont say he gimme twenty dollar for it.”


  Davis’s eyes lighted up at this. “Lemme see it.”


  “Naw. Take it or leave it. I telling the truth. Twenty dollar. Man named Monroe Darcy. He run the store down Tremont. You knowed him.”


  Davis was silent for a bit. “Gimme it.”


  “Diamond,” Lou called out, “don’t do it.”


  “Man got to pay his debts,” said Diamond. He sauntered over to the wagon. When Davis reached out for the coin, Diamond pulled it back. “Look here, George Davis, this means we square. You ain’t coming round to Miss Louisa for nuthin’ if ’n I give you this. You got to swear.”


  Davis looked like he might put the whip to Diamond’s back instead, but he said, “I swear. Now gimme it!”


  Diamond flipped the coin to Davis, who caught it, studied it, bit on it, and then stashed it in his pocket.


  “Now git yourself gone, George,” said Louisa.


  Davis glared at her. “Next time, my gun don’t miss.”


  He turned mules and wagon around and left in a whirl of dust. Lou stared at Louisa, who held the rifle on Davis until the man was out of sight. “Would you really have shot him?” she asked.


  Louisa uncocked the rifle and went inside without answering the question.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  


  

    

  


  LOU WAS CLEANING UP THE SUPPER DISHES two nights later while Oz carefully wrote out his letters on a piece of paper at the kitchen table. Louisa sat next to him, helping. She looked tired, Lou thought. She was old, and life up here wasn’t easy; Lou had certainly experienced that first-hand. One had to fight for each little thing. And Louisa had been doing this all her life. How much longer could she?


  By the time Lou had dried the last plate, there came a knock on the door. Oz ran to open it.


  Cotton was standing at the front door, wearing his suit and tie, a large box cradled in his arms. Behind him was Diamond. The boy was dressed in a clean white shirt, face scrubbed, hair pounded down with water and maybe sticky sap, and Lou almost gasped, because the boy was wearing shoes. It was true she could see his toes, but still most of the boy’s feet were covered. Diamond nodded shyly to all, as though being scrubbed and shod made him a circus spectacle of sorts.


  Oz eyed the box. “What’s in there?”


  Cotton set the box on the table and took his time opening it. “While there is much to be said for the written word,” he told them, “we must never forget that other great creative body of work.” With a flourish to rival the best of vaudeville performances, he unveiled the gramophone.


  “Music!”


  Cotton took a record out of a slipcase and carefully placed it on the gramophone. Then he vigorously turned the crank and set the needle in place. It scratched the wobbly record for a moment, and then the room was filled with what Lou recognized as the music of Beethoven. Cotton looked around the room and then moved a chair against the wall. He motioned to the other men. “Gentlemen, if you please.” Oz, Diamond, and Eugene pitched in, and they soon had an open space in the middle of the room.


  Cotton went down the hallway and opened Amanda’s door. “Miss Amanda, we have a variety of popular tunes for your listening pleasure tonight.”


  Cotton came back to the front room.


  “Why did you move the furniture?” Lou asked.


  Cotton smiled and removed his suit coat. “Because you can’t simply listen to music, you must become one with it.” He bowed deeply to Lou. “May I have this dance, ma’am?”


  Lou found herself blushing at this formal invitation. “Cotton, you’re crazy, you really are.”


  Oz said, “Go ahead, Lou, you’re a good dancer.” He added, “Mom taught her.”


  And they danced. Awkwardly at first, but then they picked up their pace and soon were spinning around the room. All smiled at the pair, and Lou found herself giggling.


  Overcome with excitement, as he so often was, Oz ran to his mother’s room. “Mom, we’re dancing, we’re dancing.” And then he raced back to see some more.


  Louisa was moving her hands to the music, and her foot was tapping against the floor. Diamond came up.


  “Care to stroll the floor, Miss Louisa?”


  She took his hands. “Best offer I had me in years.”


  As they joined Lou and Cotton, Eugene stood Oz on the tops of his shoes, and they clomped around with the others.


  The music and laughter drifted down the hall and into Amanda’s room. Since they had been here, winter had turned to spring and spring had given way to summer. And during all that time, Amanda’s condition had not changed. Lou interpreted that as positive proof that her mother would never rejoin them, while Oz, ever the optimist, saw it as a good thing, because his mother’s condition had not become any worse. Despite her bleak opinion of her mother’s future, Lou helped Louisa sponge-bathe Amanda every day and also wash her hair once a week. And both Lou and Oz changed their mother’s resting positions frequently and exercised her arms and legs daily. Yet there was never any reaction from their mother; she was just there, eyes closed, limbs motionless. She was not “dead,” but what her mother was could surely not be called “living” either, Lou had often thought. However, something was a little odd now with the music and laughter filtering into her room. Perhaps if it was possible to smile without moving one facial muscle, Amanda Cardinal had just accomplished it.


  Back in the front room a few records later, the music had changed to tunes designed to make one kick up his heels. The partners had also changed: Lou and Diamond jumped and spun with youthful energy; Cotton twirled Oz; and Eugene—bad leg and all—and Louisa were doing a modest jitterbug.


  Cotton left the dance floor after a while and went to Amanda’s bedroom and sat next to her. He spoke to her very quietly, relaying news of the day, how the children were doing, the next book he intended to read to her. All just normal conversation, really, and Cotton hoping that she could hear him and be encouraged by it. “I have enjoyed the letters you wrote to Louisa immensely. Your words show a beautiful spirit. However, I look forward to getting to know you personally, Amanda.” He took her hands very gently and moved them slowly to the music.


  The sounds drifted outside, and the light spilled into the darkness. For one stolen moment, all in the house seemed happy and secure.


  

    

  


  The small coal mine on Louisa’s land was about two miles from the house. There was a matted-down path leading to it, and that connected with a dirt road that snaked back to the farm. The opening of the mine was broad and tall enough for sled and mule to enter easily, which they did each year to bring out coal for the winter’s heat. With the moon now shielded by high clouds, the entrance to the mine was invisible to the naked eye.


  Off in the distance there was a wink of light, like a firefly. Then came another flash and then another. Slowly the group of men emerged from the darkness and came toward the mine, the blinks of light now revealed as lit kerosene lamps. The men wore hard hats with carbide lamps strapped to them. In preparation for entering the mine, each man took off his hat, filled the lamp pouch with moistened carbide pellets, turned the handle, which adjusted the wick, struck a match, and a dozen lamps together ignited.


  A man bigger than all the others called the workers around, and they formed a tight huddle. His name was Judd Wheeler, and he had been exploring dirt and rock looking for things of value most of his adult life. In one big hand he held a long roll of paper which he spread open, and one of the men shone a lantern upon it. The paper held detailed markings, writing and drawings. The caption on the paper was printed boldly across the top: “Southern Valley Coal and Gas Geological Survey.”


  As Wheeler instructed his men on tonight’s duties, from out of the darkness another man joined them. He wore the same felt hat and old clothes. George Davis also held a kerosene lamp and appeared quite excited at all the activity. Davis spoke animatedly with Wheeler for a few minutes, and then they all headed inside the mine.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  


  

    

  


  LOU WOKE EARLY THE NEXT MORNING. THE sounds of music had stayed with her through the night, and her dreams had been pleasant ones. She stretched, gingerly touched the floor, and went to look out the window. The sun had already begun its rise and she knew she had to get to the barn to milk, a task she had rapidly taken as her own, for she had grown to like the coolness of the barn in the morning, and also the smell of the cows and the hay. She would sometimes climb to the loft, push open the hay doors, and sit on the edge there, gazing out at the land from her high perch, listening to the sounds of birds and small animals darting through trees, crop field, and high grass and catching the breeze that always seemed to be there.


  This was just such another morning of flaming skies, brooding mountains, the playful lift of birds, the efficient business of animals, trees, and flowers. However,. Lou was not prepared for the sight of Diamond and Jeb slipping out of the barn and heading off down the road.


  Lou dressed quickly and went downstairs. Louisa had food on the table, though Oz had not yet appeared.


  “That was fun last night,” Lou said, sitting at the table.


  “You prob’ly laugh now, but when I’s younger, I could do me some stompin’,” remarked Louisa, as she put a biscuit covered with gravy and a glass of milk on the table for Lou.


  “Diamond must have slept in the barn,” said Lou as she bit into her biscuit. “Don’t his parents worry about him?” She gave Louisa a sideways glance and added, “Or I guess I should be asking if he has any parents.”


  Louisa sighed and then stared at Lou. “His mother passed when he was born. Happen right often up here. Too often. His daddy joined her four year ago.”


  Lou put down her biscuit. “How did his father die?”


  “No business of ours, Lou.”


  “Does this have anything to do with what Diamond did to that man’s car?”


  Louisa sat and tapped her fingers against the table.


  “Please, Louisa, please. I really want to know. I care about Diamond. He’s my friend.”


  “Blasting at one of the mines,” Louisa said bluntly. “Took down a hillside. A hillside Donovan Skinner was farming.”


  “Who does Diamond live with then?”


  “He a wild bird. Put him in a cage, he just shrivel up and die. He need anythin’, he know to come to me.”


  “Did the coal company have to pay for what happened?”


  Louisa shook her head. “Played legal tricks. Cotton tried to help but weren’t much he could do. Southern Valley’s a powerful force hereabouts.”


  “Poor Diamond.”


  “Boy sure didn’t take it lying down,” Louisa said. “One time the wheels of a motorman’s car fell off when it come out the mine. And then a coal tipple wouldn’t open and they had to send for some people from Roanoke. Found a rock stuck in the gears. That same coal mine boss, he was in an outhouse one time got tipped over. Durn door wouldn’t open, and he spent a sorry hour in there. To this day nobody ever figgered out who tipped it over or how that rope got round it.”


  “Did Diamond ever get in trouble?”


  “Henry Atkins the judge. He a good man, know what was what, so’s nothing ever come of it. But Cotton kept talking to Diamond, and the mischief finally quit.” She paused. “Least it did till the horse manure got in that man’s car.”


  Louisa turned away, but Lou had already seen the woman’s broad smile.


  

    

  


  Lou and Oz rode Sue every day and had gotten to the point where Louisa had proclaimed them good, competent riders. Lou loved riding Sue. She could see forever, it seemed, from that high perch, the mare’s body wide enough that falling off seemed impossible.


  After morning chores, they would go swimming with Diamond at Scott’s Hole, a patch of water Diamond had introduced them to, and which he claimed had no bottom. As the summer went along Lou and Oz became dark brown, while Diamond simply grew larger freckles.


  Eugene came with them as often as he could, and Lou was surprised to learn he was only twenty-one. He did not know how to swim, but the children remedied that, and Eugene was soon performing different strokes, and even flips, in the cool water, his bad leg not holding him back any in that environment.


  They played baseball in a field of bluegrass they had scythed. Eugene had fashioned a bat from an oak plank shaved narrow at one end. They used Diamond’s coverless ball and another made from a bit of rubber wound round with sheep’s wool and knitted twine. The bases were pieces of shale set in a straight line, this being the proper way according to Diamond, who termed it straight-town baseball. New York Yankees’ fan Lou said nothing about this, and let the boy have his fun. It got so that none of them, not even Eugene, could hit a ball that Oz threw, so fast and tricky did it come.


  They spent many afternoons running through the adventures of the Wizard of Oz, making up parts they had forgotten, or which they thought, with youthful confidence, could be improved upon. Diamond was quite partial to the Scarecrow; Oz, of course, had to be the cowardly lion; and, by default, Lou was the heartless tin man. They unanimously proclaimed Eugene the Great and Mighty Wizard, and he would come out from behind a rock and bellow out lines they had taught him so loud and with such a depth of feigned anger that Oz, the Cowardly Lion, asked Eugene, the Mighty Wizard, if he could please tone it down a bit. They fought many pitched battles against flying monkeys and melting witches, and with a little ingenuity and some luck at just the right moments, good always triumphed over evil on the glorious Virginia mountain.


  Diamond told them of how in the winter he would skate on the top of Scott’s Hole. And how using a short-handled ax he would cleave off a strip of bark from an oak and use that as his sled to go sailing down the iced slopes of the mountains at speeds never before achieved by a human being. He said he would be glad to show them how he did it, but would have to swear them to secrecy, lest the wrong sort of folks found out and maybe took over the world with such valuable knowledge.


  Lou did not once let on that she knew about Diamond’s parents. After hours of fun, they would say their good-byes and Lou and Oz would ride home on Sue or take turns with Eugene when he came with them. Diamond would stay behind and swim some more or hit the ball, doing, as he often said, just as he pleased.


  On the ride back home after one of these outings, Lou decided to take a different way. A fine mist hung over the mountains as she and Oz approached the farmhouse from the rear. They cleared a rise, and on top of a little knoll about a half-mile from the house, Lou reined Sue to a halt. Oz squirmed behind her.


  “Come on, Lou, we need to get back. We’ve got chores.”


  Instead, the girl clambered off Sue, leaving Oz to grab at the reins, which almost made him fall off the animal. He called crossly after her, but she seemed not to hear.


  Lou went over to the little cleared space under the dense shade of an evergreen and knelt down. The grave markers were simple pieces of wood grayed by the weather. And clearly much time had passed. Lou read the names of the dead and the bracket dates of their existence, which were carved deeply into the wood and were probably about as distinct as the day they were chiseled.


  The first name was Joshua Cardinal. The date of his birth and death made Lou believe that he must have been Louisa’s husband, Lou and Oz’s great-grandfather. He had passed in his fifty-second year—not that long of a life, Lou thought. The second grave marker was a name that Lou knew from her father. Jacob Cardinal was her father’s father, her and Oz’s grandfather. As she recited the name, Oz joined her and knelt down in the grass. He pulled off his straw hat and said nothing. Their grandfather had died far younger than even his father. Was there something about this place? Lou wondered. But then she thought of how old Louisa was, and the wondering stopped there.


  The third grave marker looked to be the oldest. It only had a name on it, no dates of birth or death.


  “Annie Cardinal,” Lou said out loud. For a time the two just knelt there and stared at the pieces of board marking the remains of family they had never known. Then Lou rose, went over to Sue, gripped the horse’s brushy mane, climbed up, and then helped Oz on board. Neither spoke all the way back.


  At supper that night, more than once Lou was about to venture a question to Louisa about what they had seen, but then something made her not. Oz was obviously just as curious, yet, like always, he was inclined to follow his sister’s lead. They had time, Lou figured, for all of their questions to be answered. Before she went to sleep that night, Lou went out on the back porch and looked up to that knoll. Even with a nice slice of moon she could not see the graveyard from here, yet now she knew where it was. She had never much been interested in the dead, particularly since losing her father. Now she knew that she would go back soon to that burying ground and look once more at those bits of plain board set in dirt and engraved with the names of her flesh and blood.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  


  

    

  


  COTTON SHOWED UP WITH DIAMOND A WEEK later and handed out small American flags to Lou, Oz, and Eugene. He had also brought a five-gallon can of gas, which he put in the Hudson’s fuel tank. “We all can’t fit in the Olds,” he explained. “And I handled an estate problem for Leroy Meekins who runs the Esso station. Leroy doesn’t like to pay in cash, though, so one could say I’m flush with oil products right now.”


  With Eugene driving, the five went down to Dickens to watch the parade. Louisa stayed behind to keep watch over Amanda, but they promised to bring her back something.


  They ate hot dogs with great splotches of mustard and ketchup, swirls of cotton candy, and enough soda pop to make the children run to the public toilet with great frequency. There were contests of skill at booths set up wherever space was available, and Oz cleaned up on all those that involved throwing something in order to knock something else down. Lou bought a pretty bonnet for Louisa, which she let Oz carry in a paper bag.


  The town was done up in red, white, and blue, and both townfolk and those from the mountain lined both sides of the street as the floats came down. These barges on land were pulled by horse, mule, or truck and displayed the most important moments in America’s history, which, to most native Virginians, had naturally all occurred in the Commonwealth. There was a group of children on one such float representing the original thirteen colonies, with one boy carrying the Virginia colors, which were far bigger than the flags the other children carried, and he wore the showiest costume as well. A regiment of decorated war veterans from the area trooped by, including several men with long beards and shriveled bodies who claimed to have served with both the honorable Bobby Lee and the fanatically pious Stonewall Jackson.


  One float, sponsored by Southern Valley, was devoted to the mining of coal and was pulled by a customized Chevrolet truck painted gold. There wasn’t a black-faced, wrecked-back miner in sight, but instead, smack in the center of the float, on a raised platform simulating a coal tipple, stood a pretty young woman with blond hair, a perfect complexion, and brilliant white teeth, wearing a sash that read “Miss Bituminous Coal 1940” and waving her hand as mechanically as a windup doll. Even the most dense in the crowd could probably grasp the implied connection between lumps of black rock and the pot of gold pulling it. And the men and boys gave the expected reaction of cheers and some catcalls to the passing beauty. There was one old and humpbacked woman standing next to Lou who told her that her husband and three sons all labored in the mines. The old woman watched the beauty queen with scornful eyes and then commented that that young gal had obviously never been near a coal mine in her entire life. And she wouldn’t know a lump of coal if it jumped up and grabbed her in the bituminous.


  High-ranking representatives of the town made important speeches, motivating the citizens into bursts of enthusiastic applause. The mayor held forth from a temporary stage, with smiling, expensively dressed men next to him, who, Cotton told Lou, were Southern Valley officials. The mayor was young and energetic, with slicked hair, wearing a nice suit and fashionable watch and chain, and carrying boundless enthusiasm in his beaming smile and hands reaching to the sky, as though ready to snag on any rainbows trying to slip by.


  “Coal is king,” the mayor announced into a clunky microphone almost as big as his head. “And what with the war heating up across the Atlantic and the mighty United States of America building ships and guns and tanks for our friends fighting Hitler, the steel mill’s demands for coke, our good, patriotic Virginia coke, will skyrocket. And some say it won’t be long before we join the fighting. Yes, prosperity is here in fine abundance and here it will stay,” said the mayor. “Not only will our children live the glorious American dream, but their children will as well. And it will be all due to the good work of folks like Southern Valley and their unrelenting drive to bring out the black rock that is driving this town to greatness. Rest assured, folks, we will become the New York City of the south. One day some will look back and say, ‘Who knew the outstanding things that destiny held for the likes of Dickens, Virginia?’ But y’all already know, because I’m telling you right now. Hip-hip hooray for Southern Valley and Dickens, Virginia.” And the exuberant mayor threw his straw boater hat high into the air. And the crowd joined him in the cheer, and more hats were catapulted into the swirling breeze. And though Diamond, Lou, Oz, Eugene, and Cotton all applauded too, and the children grinned happily at each other, Lou noticed that Cotton’s expression wasn’t one of unbridled optimism.


  As night fell, they watched a display of fireworks color the sky, and then the group climbed in the Hudson and headed out of town. They had just passed the courthouse when Lou asked Cotton about the mayor’s speech and his muted reaction to it.


  “Well, I’ve seen this town go boom and bust before,” he said. “And it usually happens when the politicians and the business types are cheering the loudest. So I just don’t know. Maybe it’ll be different this time, but I just don’t know.”


  Lou was left to ponder this while the cheers of the fine celebration receded and then those sounds were gone entirely, replaced with wind whistling through rock and tree, as they headed back up the mountain.


  

    

  


  There had not been much rain, but Louisa wasn’t worried yet, though she prayed every night for the skies to open up and bellow hard and long. They were weeding the cornfield, and it was a hot day and the flies and gnats were particularly bothersome. Lou scraped at the dirt, something just not seeming right. “We already planted the seeds. Can’t they grow by themselves?”


  “Lot of things go wrong in farming and one or two most always do,” Louisa answered. “And the work don’t never stop, Lou. Just the way it is here.”


  Lou swung the hoe over her shoulder. “All I can say is, this corn better taste good.”


  “This here’s field corn,” Louisa told her. “For the animals.”


  Lou almost dropped her hoe. “We’re doing all this work to feed the animals?”


  “They work hard for us, we got to do the same for them. They got to eat too.”


  “Yeah, Lou,” said Oz as he attacked the weeds with vigorous strokes. “How can hogs get fat if they don’t eat? Tell me that.”


  They worked the hills of corn, side by side under the fierce sun, which was so close it almost seemed to Lou that she could reach up and pocket it. The katydids and crickets scraped tunes at them from all corners. Lou stopped hoeing and watched Cotton drive up to the house and get out.


  “Cotton coming every day and reading to Mom is making Oz believe that she’s going to get better,” said Lou to Louisa, taking care that her brother did not hear her.


  Louisa wielded the hoe blade with the energy of a young person and the skill of an old. “You right, it’s so terrible bad having Cotton helping your momma.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that. I like Cotton.”


  Louisa stopped and leaned on her hoe. “You should, because Cotton Longfellow’s a good man, none better. He’s helped me through many a hard time since he come here. Not just with his lawyering, but with his strong back. When Eugene hurt his leg bad, he was here ever day for a month doing field work when he could’ve been in Dickens making himself good money. He’s helping your ma ’cause he wants her to get better. He wants her to be able to hold you and Oz agin.”


  Lou said nothing to this, but was having trouble getting the hoeing down, chopping instead of slicing. Louisa took a minute to show her again, and Lou picked up the proper technique quickly.


  They worked for a while longer in silence, until Louisa straightened up and rubbed at her back. “Body’s telling me to slow down a bit. But my body wants to eat come winter.”


  Lou stared out at the countryside. The sky looked painted in oils today, and the trees seemed to fill every spare inch with alluring green.


  “How come Dad never came back?” Lou asked quietly.


  Louisa followed Lou’s gaze. “No law say a person got to come back to his home,” she said.


  “But he wrote about it in all his books. I know he loved it here.”


  Louisa stared at the girl and then said, “Let’s go get us a cool drink.” She told Oz to rest some, and they would bring him back some water. He immediately dropped his hoe, picked up some rocks, and started heaving and whooping at each toss, in a manner it seemed only little boys could successfully accomplish. He had taken to placing a tin can on top of a fence post and then throwing rocks at it until he knocked it off. He had become so good that one hard toss would now send the can flying.


  They left him to his fun and went to the springhouse, which clung to one side of a steep slope below the house and was shaded by leaning oak and ash trees and a wall of giant rhododendrons. Next to this shack was a split poplar stump, the tip of a large honeycomb protruding from it, a swell of bees above that.


  They took metal cups from nails on the wall and dipped them in the water, and then sat outside and drank. Louisa picked up the green leaves of a mountain spurge growing next to the springhouse, which revealed beautiful purple blossoms completely hidden underneath. “One of God’s little secrets,” she explained. Lou sat there, cup cradled between her dimpled knees, watching and listening to her great-grandmother in the pleasant shade as Louisa pointed out other things of interest. “Right there’s an oriole. Don’t see them much no more. Don’t know why not.” She pointed to another bird on a maple branch. “That’s a chuck’s-will-widder. Don’t ask me how the durn thing got its name, ’cause I don’t know.” Finally, her face and tone grew serious.


  “Your daddy’s momma was never happy here. She from down the Shenandoah Valley. My son Jake met her at a cakewalk she come up for. They got married, way too fast, put up a little cabin near here. But I know she was all set for the city, though. The Valley was backward for her. Lord, these mountains must’ve seemed like the birth of the world to the poor girl. But she had your daddy, and for the next few years we had us the worst drought I ever seen. The less rain there was, the harder we worked. My boy soon lost his stake, and they moved in with us. Still no rain. Went through our animals. Went through durn near everything we had.” Louisa clenched her hands and then released them. “But we still got by. And then the rains come and we fine after that. But when your daddy was seven, his momma had had enough of this life and she left. She ain’t never bothered to learn the farm, and even the way round a frying pan, so’s she weren’t much help to Jake a’tall.”


  “But didn’t Jake want to go with her?”


  “Oh, I ’xpect he did, for she was a real purty little thing, and a young man is a young man. They ain’t ’xactly made’a wood. But she didn’t want him along, if you unnerstand me right, him being from the mountains and all. And she didn’t want her own child neither.” Louisa shook her head at this painful remembrance.


  “Course, Jake never got over that. Then his daddy died soon after, which didn’t help matters none for any of us.” Louisa smiled. “But your father were the shiny star in our days. Even with that, though, we watched a man we loved die a little more each day, and there weren’t nothing we could do. Two days after your daddy was ten years old, Jake died. Some say heart attack. I say heartbreak. And then it was just me and your daddy up here. We had us good times, Lou, lot of love twixt us. But your daddy suffered a lotta pain too.” She stopped and took a drink of the cool water. “But I still wonder why he never come back not once.”


  “Do I remind you of him?” Lou asked quietly.


  Louisa smiled. “Same fire, same bullheadedness. Big heart too. Like how you are with your brother. Your daddy always made me laugh twice a day. When I got up and right afore I went to bed. He say he want me begin and end my day with a smile.”


  “I wish Mom had let us write you. She said she would one day, but it never happened.”


  “Like to knock me over with a stick when the first letter come. I wrote her back some, but my eyes ain’t that good no more. And paper and stamp scarce.”


  Lou looked very uncomfortable. “Mom asked Dad to move back to Virginia.”


  Louisa looked surprised. “And what’d your daddy say?”


  Lou could not tell her the truth. “I don’t know.”


  “Oh” was all Louisa offered in response.


  Lou found herself growing upset with her father, something she could never remember doing before.


  “I can’t believe he just left you here by yourself.”


  “I made him go. Mountain no place for somebody like him. Got to share that boy with the world. And your daddy wrote to me all these years. And he give me money he ain’t got. He done right by me. Don’t you never think badly of him for that.”


  “But didn’t it hurt, that he never came back?”


  Louisa put an arm around the girl. “He did come back. I got me the three people he loved most in the whole world.”


  

    

  


  It had been a hard trek along a narrow trail that often petered out to harsh tangles, forcing Lou to dismount and walk the mare. It was a nice ride, though, for the birds were in full warbling splendor, and flowering horsemint poked up from piles of slate. She had passed secret coves overhung with willow and corralled by rock. Many of the coves were graced with cups of frothing springwater. There were neglected fields of long-vanished homesteads, the broomsedge flourishing there around the rock bones of chimneys without houses.


  Finally, following the directions Louisa had given her, Lou found herself at the small house in the clearing. She looked over the property. It appeared likely that in another couple of years this homestead would also surrender to the wild that pressed against it on all sides. Trees stretched over the roof that had almost as many holes as shingles. Window glass was missing at various spots; a sapling was growing up through an opening in the front porch, and wild sumac clung to the splintered porch rails. The front door was hanging by a single nail; in fact it had been tied back so that the door always stood open. A horseshoe was nailed over the doorway, for luck, Lou assumed, and the place looked like it could use some. The surrounding fields, too, were all overgrown. And yet the dirt yard was neatly swept, there was no trash about, and a bed of peonies sat next to the house, with a lilac behind that, and a large snow-ball bush flourished by a small hand-crank well. A rosebush ran up a trellis on one side of the house. Lou had heard that roses thrived on neglect. If true, this was the most ignored rosebush Lou had ever seen, since it was bent over with the weight of its deep red blooms. Jeb came around the corner and barked at rider and horse. When Diamond came out of the house, he stopped dead and looked around, seemingly for a place to hide quick, but coming up empty.


  “What you doing here?” he finally said.


  Lou slid off the horse and knelt to play with Jeb. “Just came to pay a visit. Where are your folks?”


  “Pa working. Ma went down to McKenzie’s.”


  “Tell ’em I said hello.”


  Diamond thrust his hands in his pockets, bent one bare toe over the other. “Look, I got things to do.”


  “Like what?” asked Lou, rising.


  “Like fishing. I got to go fishing.”


  “Well, I’ll go with you.”


  He cocked his head at her. “You know how to fish?”


  “They have lots of fishing holes in Brooklyn.”


  They stood on a makeshift pier built from a few planks of rough-hewn oak not even nailed together but merely wedged into the rocks that stuck out from the bank of the wide stream. Diamond strung the line with a squirmy pink worm while Lou looked on in disgust. A tomboy was a tomboy, but apparently a worm was a worm. He handed the extra pole to her.


  “G’on cast your line out there.”


  Lou took the pole and hesitated.


  “You want hep?”


  “I can do it.”


  “See this here’s a southern pole, and I ’xpect you prob’ly used to them newfangled northern poles.”


  “You’re right, that’s all I use. Northern pole.”


  To his credit, Diamond never cracked a smile, but just took the pole, showed her how to hold it, and then threw a near perfect cast.


  Lou watched his technique carefully, took a couple of practice tosses, and then sailed a pretty cast herself.


  “Why, that was ’bout good as any I throwed,” Diamond said with all due southern modesty.


  “Give me a couple more minutes and I’ll do better than you,” she said slyly.


  “You still got to catch the fish,” Diamond gamely replied.


  A half hour later Diamond had hooked his third smallmouth and worked it to shore with steady motions. Lou looked at him, properly in awe of his obvious skill, but her competitive streak ran long, and she redoubled her efforts to trump her fish-mate.


  Finally, without warning, her line went tight and she was pulled toward the water. With a whiplike effort, she reared the pole back, and a thick catfish came halfway out of the stream.


  “Holy Lord,” said Diamond as he saw this creature rise and then fall back into the water. “Biggest catfish I ever seed.” He reached for the pole.


  Lou cried out, “I got it, Diamond.” He stepped back and watched girl and fish fighting it out on roughly equal terms. Lou appeared to be winning at first, the line going taut and then slacking, while Diamond called out words of advice and encouragement. Lou slipped and slid all over the unsteady pier, once more almost going in the water, before Diamond yanked on her overalls and pulled her back.


  Finally, though, Lou grew weary and gasped out, “I need some help here, Diamond.”


  With both pulling on pole and line, the fish quickly was dragged to shore. Diamond reached down, hauled it out of the water, and dropped it on the boards, where it flopped from side to side. Fat and thick, it would be good eating, he said. Lou squatted down and looked proudly at her conquest, aided though it had been. Right as she peered really closely, the fish shimmied once more, then jumped in the air, and spat water, the hook working free from its mouth at the same time. Lou screamed and jumped back, knocked into Diamond, and they both went tumbling into the water. They came up sputtering and watched as the catfish flopped itself over to the edge of the pier, fell in the water, and was gone in a blink. Diamond and Lou looked at each other for a tortured moment and then commenced a titanic splashing battle. Their peals of laughter could probably be heard on the next mountain.


  

    

  


  Lou sat in front of the fireplace while Diamond built up the flames so they could dry off. He went and got an old blanket that smelled to Lou of either Jeb, mildew, or both, but she told Diamond thank you as he put it around her shoulders. The inside of Diamond’s house surprised her because it was neat and clean, though the pieces of furniture were few and obviously handmade. On the wall was an old photo of Diamond and a man Lou assumed was his father. There were no photos Lou could see of his mother. While the fire picked up, Jeb lay down next to her and started attending to some fleas in his fur.


  Diamond expertly scaled the bass, ran a hickory stick through each, mouth to tail, and cooked them over the fire. Next he cut up an apple and rubbed the juice into the meat. Diamond showed Lou how to feel the rib cage of the fish and pry thick white meat from tiny bones. They ate with their fingers, and it was good. “Your dad was real nice-looking,” Lou said, pointing to the picture.


  Diamond looked over at the photo. “Yep, he was.” He caught a breath and glared at Lou.


  “Louisa told me,” she said.


  Diamond rose and poked the fire with a crooked stick. “Ain’t right playing no tricks on me.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me on your own?”


  “Why should I?”


  “Because we’re friends.”


  This took the sting out of Diamond and he sat back down.


  “You miss your mom?” Lou asked.


  “Naw, how could I? Never knowed the woman.” He ran his hand along the crumpling brick, mud, and horsehair of the fireplace, and his features grew troubled. “See, she died when I’s born.”


  “That’s okay, Diamond. You can still miss her, even if you didn’t know her.”


  Diamond nodded, his thumb now idly scratching at a dirty cheek. “I do think ’bout what my momma were like. Ain’t got no pitchers. My daddy told me course, but it ain’t the same.” He stopped, nudged a piece of firewood with a stick, and then said, “I think mostly ’bout what her voice was like. And how she smelled. The way her eyes and hair could’a catch the light just so. But I miss my daddy too, ’cause he were a good man. Schooled me all’s I need to know. Hunting, fishing.” He looked at her. “I bet you miss your daddy too.”


  Lou looked uncomfortable. She closed her eyes for a moment and nodded. “I miss him.”


  “Good thing you got your momma.”


  “No, I don’t. I don’t, Diamond.”


  “Looks bad now, but it be okay. Folks don’t never leave out, less we fergit ’em. I ain’t knowed much, but I knowed that.”


  Lou wanted to tell him that he didn’t understand. His mother was gone from him, without question. Lou sat atop quicksand with her mother. And Lou had to be there for Oz.


  They sat listening to the sounds of the woods, as trees, bugs, animals, and birds went about their lives.


  “How come you don’t go to school?” Lou asked.


  “I’s fourteen year old, and doing just fine.”


  “You said you had read the Bible.”


  “Well, some folks read parts of it to me.”


  “Do you even know how to sign your name?”


  “Why, everybody up here knowed who I is.” He stood and pulled out the pocketknife and carved an “X” in a bare wall stud. “That’s how my daddy done it all his life, and it be good enough fer him, it be good enough fer me.”


  Lou wrapped the blanket around her and watched the dance of flames, a wicked chill eating into her.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  


  

    

  


  ONE ESPECIALLY WARM NIGHT THERE came a pounding on the door about the time Lou was thinking of going upstairs to bed. Billy Davis almost fell into the room when Louisa opened the door.


  Louisa gripped the shaking boy. “What’s wrong, Billy?”


  “Ma’s baby coming.”


  “I knew she were getting on. Midwife got there?”


  The boy was wild-eyed, his limbs twitching like he was heatstroked. “Ain’t none. Pa won’t let ’em.”


  “Lord, why not?”


  “Say they charge a dollar. And he ain’t paying it.”


  “That a lie. No midwife up here ever charge a dime.”


  “Pa said no. But Ma say baby ain’t feel right. Rode the mule come get you.”


  “Eugene, get Hit and Sam doubletreed to the wagon. Quick now,” she said.


  Before Eugene went out, he took the rifle off the rack and held it out to Louisa. “Better be taking this, you got to deal with that man.”


  Louisa, though, shook her head as she looked at a nervous Billy, finally smiling at the boy. “I’ll be watched over, Eugene. I feel it. It be fine.”


  Eugene held on to the gun. “I go with you, then. That man crazy.”


  “No, you stay with the children. Go on now, get the wagon ready.” Eugene hesitated for a moment, and then did as she told him.


  Louisa grabbed some things and put them in a lard bucket, slipped a small packet of cloths in her pocket, bundled together a number of clean sheets, and started for the door.


  “Louisa, I’m coming with you,” said Lou.


  “No, ain’t a good place for you.”


  “I’m coming, Louisa. Whether in the wagon or on.


  Sue, but I’m coming. I want to help you.” She glanced at Billy. “And them.”


  Louisa thought for a minute and then said, “Prob’ly could use another set of hands. Billy, your pa there?”


  “Gotta mare gonna drop its foal. Pa said he ain’t coming out the barn till it born.”


  Louisa stared at the boy. Then, shaking her head, she headed for the door.


  

    

  


  They followed Billy in the wagon. He rode an old mule, its muzzle white, part of its right ear torn away. The boy swung a kerosene lamp in one hand to help guide them. It was so dark, Louisa said, a hand right in front of your face could still get the drop on you.


  “Don’t whip up the mules none, Lou. Ain’t do no good for Sally Davis we end up in a ditch.”


  “That’s Billy’s mother?”


  Louisa nodded, as the wagon swayed along, the woods close on either side of them, their only light that arcing lamp. To Lou it appeared either as a beacon, true and reliable, or as a Siren of sorts, leading them to shipwreck.


  “First wife die in childbirth. His children by that poor woman got away from George fast as they could, afore he could work or beat or starve ’em to death.”


  “Why did Sally marry him if he was so bad?”


  “ ’Cause he got his own land, livestock, and he were a widower with a strong back. Up here, ’bout all it takes. And weren’t nothing else for Sally. She were only fifteen.”


  “Fifteen! That’s only three years older than me.”


  “People get married quick up here. Start birthing, raising a family to help work the land. How it goes. I was in front of the preacher at fo’teen.”


  “She could have left the mountain.”


  “All she ever know. Scary thing leave that.”


  “Did you ever think of leaving the mountain?”


  Louisa thought about this for a number of turns of the wagon wheel. “I could’a if ’n I wanted. But I ain’t believe in my heart I be happier anywhere else. Went down the Valley one time. Wind blow strange over flat land. Ain’t liked it too much. Me and this mountain get along right fine for the most part.” She fell silent, her eyes watching the rise and fall of the light up ahead.


  Lou said, “I saw the graves up behind the house.”


  Louisa stiffened a bit. “Did you?”


  “Who was Annie?”


  Louisa stared at her feet. “Annie were my daughter.”


  “I thought you only had Jacob.”


  “No. I had me my little Annie.”


  “Did she die young?”


  “She lived but a minute.”


  Lou could sense her distress. “I’m sorry. I was just curious about my family.”


  Louisa settled back against the hard wood of the wagon seat and stared at the black sky as though it was the first time she’d ever gazed upon it.


  “I always had me a hard time carrying the babies. Wanted me a big family, but I kept on losing ’em long afore they ready to be born. Longest time I thought Jake be it. But then Annie were born on a cool spring evening with a full mane’a black hair. She come quick, no time for midwife. It were a terrible hard birth. But oh, Lou, she were so purty. So warm. Her little fingers wrapped tight round mine, tips not even touching.” Here Louisa stopped. The sounds of the mules trotting along and the turn of wagon wheel were the only noises. Louisa finally continued in a low voice, as she eyed the depthless sky. “And her little chest rose and fell, rose and fell, and then it just forgit to rise agin. It t’were amazing how quick she took cold, but then she were so tiny.” Louisa took a number of quick breaths, as though still trying to breathe for her child. “It were like a bit of ice on your tongue on a hot day. Feel so good, and then it gone so fast you ain’t sure it was ever there.”


  Lou put her hand over Louisa’s. “I’m sorry.”


  “Long time ago, though it don’t never seem it.” Louisa slid a hand across her eyes. “Her daddy made her coffin, no more’n a little box. And I stayed up all night and sewed her the finest dress I ever stitched in my whole life. Come morning I laid her out in it. I would’a give all I had to see her eyes looking at me just one time. It ain’t seem right that a momma don’t get to see her baby’s eyes just one time. And then her daddy put her in that little box, we carried her on up to that knoll, and laid her to rest and prayed over her. And then we planted an evergreen on the south end so she’d have her shade all year round.” Louisa closed her eyes.


  “Did you ever go up there?”


  Louisa nodded. “Ever day. But I ain’t been back since I buried my other child. It just got to be too long a walk.”


  She took the reins from Lou and, despite her own earlier warning, Louisa whipped up the mules. “We best get on. We got a child to help into the world this night.”


  

    

  


  Lou could not make out much of the Davis farmyard or the buildings because of the darkness, and she prayed that George Davis would stay in the barn until the baby was born and they were gone.


  The house was surprisingly small. The room they entered was obviously the kitchen, because the stove was there, but there were also cots with bare mattresses lined up here. In three of the beds were a like number of children, two of them, who looked to be twin girls about five, lying naked and asleep. The third, a boy Oz’s age, had on a man’s undershirt, dirty and sweat-stained, and he watched Lou and Louisa with frightened eyes. Lou recognized him as the other boy from the tractor coming down the mountain. In an apple crate by the stove a baby barely a year old lay under a stained blanket. Louisa went to the sink, pumped water, and used the bar of lye soap she had brought to thoroughly clean her hands and forearms. Then Billy led them down a narrow hallway and opened a door.


  Sally Davis lay in the bed, her knees drawn up, low moans shooting from her. A thin girl of ten, dressed in what looked like a seed sack, her chestnut hair hacked short, stood barefoot next to the bed. Lou recognized her too from the wild tractor encounter. She looked just as scared now as she had then.


  Louisa nodded at her. “Jesse, you heat me up some water, two pots, honey. Billy, all the sheets you got, son. And they’s got to be real clean.”


  Louisa put the sheets she had brought on a wobbly oak slat chair, sat next to Sally, and took her hand. “Sally, it’s Louisa. You be just fine, honey.”


  Lou looked at Sally. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her few teeth and her gums stained dark. She couldn’t be thirty yet, but the woman looked twice that old, hair gray, skin drawn and wrinkled, blue veins throbbing through malnourished flesh, face sunken like a winter potato.


  Louisa lifted the covers and saw the soaked sheet underneath. “How long since your water bag broke?”


  Sally gasped, “After Billy gone fer you.”


  “How far apart your pains?” Louisa asked.


  “Seem like just one big one,” the woman groaned.


  Louisa felt around the swollen belly. “Baby feel like it want’a come?”


  Sally gripped Louisa’s hand. “Lord I hope so, afore it kill me.”


  Billy came in with a couple of sheets, dropped them on the chair, looked once at his ma, and then fled.


  “Lou, help me move Sally over so we can lay clean sheets.” They did so, maneuvering the suffering woman as gently as they could. “Now go help Jesse with the water. And take these.” She handed Lou a number of cloth pads that were layered one over the top of the other, along with some narrow bobbin string. “Wrap the string in the middle of the cloths, and put it all in the oven and cook it till the outside part be scorched brown.”


  Lou went into the kitchen and assisted Jesse. Lou had never seen her at school, nor the seven-year-old boy who watched them with fearful eyes. Jesse had a wide scar that looped around her left eye, and Lou didn’t even want to venture to guess how the girl had come by it.


  The stove was already hot, and the kettle water came to a boil in a few minutes. Lou kept checking the outside of the cloth that she placed in the oven drawer, and soon it was sufficiently brown. Using rags, they carried the pots and the ball of cloths into the bedroom and set them next to the bed.


  Louisa washed Sally with soap and warm water where the baby would be coming and then drew the sheet over her.


  She whispered to Lou, “Baby taking its last rest now, and so can Sally. Ain’t tell ’xactly how it lies yet, but it ain’t a cross birth.” Lou looked at her curiously. “Where the baby lie crossways along the belly. I call you when I need you.”


  “How many babies have you delivered?”


  “Thirty-two over fifty-seven years,” she said. “ ’Member ever one of ’em.”


  “Did they all live?”


  “No,” Louisa answered quietly, and then told Lou to go on out, that she would call her.


  Jesse was in the kitchen, standing against a wall, hands clasped in front of her, face down, a side of her hacked hair positioned over the scar and part of her eye.


  Lou glanced at the boy in the bed.


  “What’s your name?” Lou asked him. He said nothing. When Lou stepped toward him, he yelled and threw the blanket over his head, his little body shaking hard under the cover. Lou retreated all the way out of the crazy house.


  She looked around until she saw Billy over at the barn peering in the open double doors. She crossed the yard quietly and looked over his shoulder. George Davis was no more than ten feet from them. The mare was on the straw floor. Protruding from her, and covered in the cocoonish white birth sac, was one foreleg and shoulder of the foal. Davis was pulling on the slicked leg, cursing. The barn floor was plank, not dirt. In the blaze of a number of lanterns, Lou could see rows of shiny tools neatly lining the walls.


  Unable to stand Davis’s coarse language and the mare’s suffering, Lou went and sat on the front porch. Billy came and slumped next to her. “Your farm looks pretty big,” she said.


  “Pa hire men to help him work it. But when I get to be a man, he ain’t need ’em. I do it.”


  They heard George Davis holler from the barn, and they both jumped. Billy looked embarrassed and dug at the dirt with his big toe.


  “I’m sorry for putting that snake in your pail.”


  He looked at her, surprised. “I done it to you first.”


  “That still doesn’t make it right.”


  “Pa kill a man if he done that to him.”


  Lou could see the terror in the boy’s eyes, and her heart went out to Billy Davis.


  “You’re not your pa. And you don’t have to be.”


  Billy looked nervous. “I ain’t tell him I was fetching Miss Louisa. Don’t know what he say when he sees y’all.”


  “We’re just here to help your mother. He can’t have a problem with that.”


  “That right?”


  They looked up into the face of George Davis, who stood before them, equine blood and slime coating his shirt and dripping down both arms. Dust swirled around his legs like visible heat, as though mountain had been shucked to desert.


  Billy stood in front of Lou. “Pa. How’s the foal?”


  “Dead.” The way he said it made every part of Lou shake. He pointed at her. “What the hell is this?”


  “I got them to come help with the baby. Miss Louisa’s in with Ma.”


  George looked over at the door and then back at Billy. The look in his eye was so terrible that Lou was sure the man was going to kill her right there.


  “That woman in my house, boy?”


  “It’s time.” They all looked toward the door where Louisa now stood. “Baby’s coming,” she said.


  Davis shoved his son aside, and Lou jumped out of the way as he stalked up to the door.


  “Gawd damnit, you got no business here, woman. Get the hell off my land afore you get the butt of my shotgun agin your head, and that damn girl too.”


  Louisa took not one step back. “You can help with the baby coming, or not. Up to you. Come on, Lou, and you too, Billy. Gonna need both y’all.”


  It was clear though that George wasn’t going to let them go. Louisa was very strong for her age, and taller than Davis, but still, it would not be much of a fight.


  And then from the woods they heard the scream. It was the same sound Lou had heard the first night at the well, but even more horrifying somehow, as though whatever it was, was very close and bearing down on them. Even Louisa stared out apprehensively into the darkness.


  George Davis took a step back, his hand clenched, as though hoping for a gun to be there. Louisa clutched the children and pulled them in with her. Davis made no move to stop them, but he did call out, “You just make sure it’s a damn boy this time. If ’n it’s a girl, you just let it die. You hear me? Don’t need me no more gawd damn girls!”


  

    

  


  As Sally pushed hard, Louisa’s pulse quickened when she first saw the buttocks of the baby, followed by one of its feet. She knew she didn’t have long to get the child out before the cord was crushed between the baby’s head and Sally’s bone. As she watched, the pains pushed the other foot out.


  “Lou,” she said, “over here, quick, child.” Louisa caught the baby’s feet in her right hand and lifted the body up so that the contractions would not have to carry the weight of the baby, and so as to better the angle of the head coming through. She knew they were fortunate that after so many births, Sally Davis’s bones would be spread wide. “Push, Sally, push, honey,” Louisa called out.


  Louisa took Lou’s hands and directed them to a spot on Sally’s lower abdomen. “Got to get the head out fast,” she told Lou, “push right there, hard as you can. Don’t worry, ain’t hurt the baby none, belly wall hard.”


  Lou bore down with all her weight while Sally pushed and screamed and Louisa lifted the baby’s body higher.


  Louisa called out like she was marking water depth on a riverboat. Neck showing, she said, and then she could see hair. And then the entire head showed, and then she was holding the child, and telling Sally to rest, that it was over.


  Louisa said a prayer of thanks when she saw it was a boy. It was awfully small, though, and its color poor. She had Lou and Billy heat up cans of water while she tied off the cord in two spots with the bobbin string and then cut the cord in between these points with a pair of boiled scissors. She wrapped the cord in one of the clean, dry cloths that Lou had baked in the oven and tied another of the baked cloths snugly against the baby’s left side. She used sweet oil to clean the baby off, washed him with soap and warm water, and then wrapped him in a blanket and gave the boy to his mother.


  Louisa placed a hand on Sally’s belly and felt to see if the womb was hard and small, which is what she wanted. If it was large and soft, that might mean bleeding inside, she told Lou in a small voice. However, the belly was small and tight. “We fine,” she told a relieved Lou.


  Next, Louisa took the newborn and laid it on the bed. She took a small wax ampule from her lard bucket and from it took out a small glass vial. She had Lou hold the baby’s eyes open while Louisa placed two drops inside each one, while the child squirmed and cried out.


  She told Lou, “So baby ain’t go blind. Travis Barnes gimme it. Law say you got to do this.”


  Using the hot cans and some blankets, Louisa fashioned a crude incubator and placed the baby in it. His breathing was so shallow she kept sticking a goose feather under his mouth to see the ripple of air graze it.


  Thirty minutes later the last contractions pushed the afterbirth out and Louisa and Lou cleaned that up, changing the sheets once more and scrubbing the mother down for the final time using the last of the baked cloths.


  The last things Louisa took out from her bucket were a pencil and a slip of paper. She gave them to Lou and told her to write down the day’s date and time. Louisa pulled an old windup pocket watch from her trousers and told Lou the time of birth.


  “Sally, what you be calling the baby?” Louisa asked.


  Sally looked over at Lou. “She call you Lou, that be your name, girl?” she asked in a weak voice.


  “Yes. Well, sort of,” said Lou.


  “Then it be Lou. After you, child. I thank you.”


  Lou looked astonished. “What about your husband?”


  “He ain’t care if ’n it got name or ain’t got one. Only if ’n it a boy and it work. And I ain’t seed him in here hepping. Name’s Lou. Put it down now, girl.”


  Louisa smiled as Lou wrote down the name Lou Davis.


  “We give that to Cotton,” Louisa said. “He take it on down the courthouse so’s everybody know we got us another beautiful child on this mountain.”


  Sally fell asleep and Louisa sat there with mother and son all night, rousing Sally to nurse when Lou Davis cried and smacked his lips. George Davis never once entered the room. They could hear him stomping around in the front for some time, and then the door slammed shut.


  Louisa slipped out several times to check on the other children. She gave Billy, Jesse, and the other boy, whose name Louisa didn’t know, a small jar of molasses and some biscuits she had brought with her. It pained her to see how fast the children devoured this simple meal. She also gave Billy a jar of strawberry jelly and some cornbread to save for the other children when they woke.


  They left in the late morning. Mother was doing fine, and the baby’s color had improved greatly. He was nursing feverishly, and the boy’s lungs seemed strong.


  Sally and Billy said their thanks, and even Jesse managed a grunt. But Lou noticed that the stove was cold and there was no smell of food.


  George Davis and his hired men were in the fields. But before Billy joined them, Louisa took the boy aside and talked with him about things Lou could not hear.


  As they drove the wagon out, they passed corrals filled with enough cattle to qualify as a herd, and hogs and sheep, a yard full of hens, four fine horses, and double that number of mules. The crop fields extended as far as the eye could see, and dangerous barbed wire encircled all of it. Lou could see George and his men working the fields with mechanized equipment, clouds of dirt being thrown up from the swift pace of the machines.


  “They have more fields and livestock than we do,” Lou said. “So how come they don’t have anything to eat?”


  “ ’Cause their daddy want it that way. And his daddy were the same way with George Davis. Tight with a dollar. Didn’t let none go till his feet wedged agin root.”


  They rattled by one building and Louisa pointed out a sturdy padlock on the door. “Man’ll let the meat in that smokehouse rot afore he give it up to his children. George Davis sells every last bit of his crop down at the lumber camp, and to the miners, and hauls it to Tremont and Dickens.” She pointed to a large building that had a line of doors all around the first floor. The doors were open, and plainly visible inside were large green plant leaves hanging from hooks. “That’s burley tobacco curing. It weakens the soil, and what he don’t chew hisself, he sells. He got that still and ain’t never drunk a drop of the corn whiskey, but sells that wicked syrup to other men who ought be spending their time and money on they’s families. And he goes round with a fat roll of dollar bills, and got this nice farm, and all them fancy machines, and man let his family starve.” She flicked the reins. “But I got to feel sorry for him in a way, for he be the most miserable soul I ever come across. Now, one day God’ll let George Davis know ’xactly what He thinks of it all. But that day ain’t here yet.”


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  


  

    

  


  EUGENE WAS DRIVING THE WAGON PULLED BY the mules. Oz, Lou, and Diamond were in the back, sitting on sacks of seed and other supplies purchased from McKenzie’s Mercantile using egg money and some of the dollars Lou had left over from her shopping excursion in Dickens. Their path took them near a good-sized tributary of the McCloud River, and Lou was surprised to see a number of automobiles and schooner wagons pulled up near the flat, grassy bank. Folks were hanging about by the river’s edge, and some were actually in the brown water, its surface choppy from an earlier rain and good wind. A man with rolled-up sleeves was just then submerging a young woman in the water.


  “Dunking,” Diamond exclaimed. “Let’s have a look.”


  Eugene pulled the mules to a stop and the three children jumped off. Lou looked back at Eugene, who was making no move to join them.


  “Aren’t you coming?”


  “You g’on, Miss Lou, I gonna rest my bones here.”


  Lou frowned at this, but joined the others.


  Diamond had made his way through a crowd of onlookers and was peering anxiously at something. As Oz and Lou drew next to him and saw what it was, they both jumped back.


  An elderly woman, dressed in what looked to be a turban made from pinned-together homespun sheets and a long piece of hemp with a tie at the waist, was moving in small, deliberate circles, unintelligible chants drifting from her, her speech that of the drunk, insane, or fanatically religious in full, flowering tongues. Next to her a man was in a T-shirt and dress slacks, a cigarette dangling like a fall leaf from his mouth. A serpent was in either of the man’s hands, the reptiles rigid, unmoving, like bent pieces of metal.


  “Are they poisonous?” whispered Lou to Diamond.


  “Course! Don’t work lessen use viper.”


  A cowering Oz had his gaze fixed on the motionless creatures and seemed prepared to leap for the trees once they started swaying. Lou sensed this, and when the snakes did start to move, she gripped Oz’s hand and pulled him away. Diamond grudgingly followed, till they were off by themselves.


  “What stuff are they doing with those snakes, Diamond?” asked Lou.


  “Scaring off bad spirits, making it good for dunking.”


  He looked at them. “You two been dunked?”


  “Christened, Diamond,” Lou answered. “We were christened in a Catholic Church. And the priest just sprinkles water on your head.” She looked to the river where the woman was emerging and spitting up mouthfuls of the tributary. “He doesn’t try to drown you.”


  “Catolick? Ain’t never heard’a that one. It new?”


  Lou almost laughed. “Not quite. Our mom is Catholic. Dad never really cared for church all that much. They even have their own schools. Oz and I went to one in New York. It’s really structured and you learn things like the Sacraments, the Creed, the Rosary, the Lord’s Prayer. And you learn the Mortal Sins. And the Venial Sins. And you have First Confession and First Communion. And then Confirmation.”


  “Yeah,” said Oz, “and when you’re dying you get the… what that’s thing, Lou?”


  “The Sacrament of Extreme Unction. The Last Rites.”


  “So you won’t rot in hell,” Oz informed Diamond. Diamond pulled at three or four of his cowlicks and looked truly bewildered. “Huh. Who’d thunk believing in God be such hard work? Prob’ly why ain’t no Catolicks up this way. Tax the head too much.”


  Diamond nodded at the group near the river. “Now, them folk Primitive Baptists. They got some right funny beliefs. Like you ain’t go and cut your hair, and women ain’t be putting on no face paint. And they got some ’ticular ideas on going to hell and such. People break the rules, they ain’t too happy. Live and die by the Scriptures. Prob’ly ain’t as ’ticular as you Catolicks, but they still be a pain where the sun don’t shine.” Diamond yawned and stretched his arms. “See, that why I ain’t go to church. Figger I got me a church wherever I be. Want’a talk to God, well I say, ‘Howdy-howdy, God,’ and we jaw fer a bit.”


  Lou just stared at him, absolutely dumbstruck in the face of this outpouring of ecclesiastical wisdom from Professor of Religion Diamond Skinner.


  Diamond suddenly stared off in wonder. “Well, will you look at that.”


  They all watched as Eugene walked down to the water’s edge and spoke with someone, who in turn called to the preacher out in the river, as he was pulling up a fresh victim.


  The preacher came ashore, spoke with Eugene for a minute or two, and then led him out into the water, dunked him so that nothing was showing of his person, and then preached over him. The man kept Eugene down so long, Lou and Oz started to worry. But when Eugene came up, he smiled, thanked the man, and then went back to the wagon. Diamond set off on a dead run toward the preacher, who was looking around for other takers of divine immersion.


  Lou and Oz crept closer as Diamond went out in the water with the holy man and was fully plunged under too. He finally surfaced, talked with the man for a minute, slipped something in his pocket, and, soaking wet and smiling, rejoined them, and they all headed to the wagon.


  “You’ve never been baptized before?” said Lou.


  “Shoot,” said Diamond, shaking the water from his hair, the cowlick of which had not been disturbed in the least, “that’s my ninth time dunked.”


  “You’re only supposed to do it once, Diamond!”


  “Well, ain’t hurt keep doing it. Plan to work me up to a hunnerd. Figger I be a lock for heaven then.”


  “That’s not how it works,” exclaimed Lou.


  “Is so,” he shot back. “Say so in the Bible. Ever time you get dunked it means God’s sending an angel to come look after you. I figger I got me a right good regiment by now.”


  “That is not in the Bible,” insisted Lou.


  “Maybe you ought’n read your Bible agin.”


  “Which part of the Bible is it in? Tell me that.”


  “Front part.” Diamond whistled for Jeb, ran the rest of the way to the wagon, and climbed on.


  “Hey, Eugene,” he said, “I let you knowed next time they’s dunking. We go swimming together.”


  “You were never baptized, Eugene?” asked Lou as she and Oz clambored onto the wagon.


  He shook his head. “But sitting here I got me a hankering to do just that. ’Bout time, I ’xpect.”


  “I’m surprised Louisa never had you baptized.”


  “Miz Louisa, she believe in God with all her soul. But she don’t subscribe to church much. She say the way some folk run they’s churches, it take God right out cha heart.”


  As the wagon pulled off, Diamond slid from his pocket a small glass jar with a tin screw cap. “Hey, Oz, I got me this from the preacher. Holy dunking water.” He handed it to Oz, who looked down at it curiously. “I figger you put some on your ma from time to time. Bet it hep.”


  Lou was about to protest, when she received the shock of her life. Oz handed the jar back to Diamond.


  “No, thanks,” he said quietly and looked away.


  “You sure?” asked Diamond. Oz said he was real sure, and so Diamond tipped the bottle over and poured out the blessed water. Lou and Oz exchanged a glance, and the sad look on his face stunned her again. Lou looked to the sky, because she figured if Oz had given up hope, the end of the world must not be far behind. She turned her back to them all and pretended to be admiring the sweep of mountains.


  

    

  


  It was late afternoon. Cotton had just finished reading to Amanda and it was apparent that he was experiencing a growing sense of frustration.


  At the window, Lou watched, standing on an overturned lard bucket.


  Cotton looked at the woman. “Amanda, now I just know you can hear me. You have two children who need you badly. You have to get out of that bed. For them if for no other reason.” He paused, seeming to select his words with care. “Please, Amanda. I would give all I will ever have if you would get up right now.” An anxious few moments went by, and Lou held her breath, yet the woman didn’t budge. Cotton finally bowed his head in despair.


  When Cotton came out of the house later and got in his Olds to leave, Lou hurried up carrying a basketof food.


  “Reading probably gives a man an appetite.”


  “Well, thank you, Lou.”


  He put the basket of food in the seat next to him. “Louisa tells me you’re a writer. What do you want to write about?”


  Lou stood on the roadster’s running board. “My dad wrote about this place, but nothing’s really coming to me.”


  Cotton looked out over the mountains. “Your daddy was actually one of the reasons I came here. When I was in law school at the University of Virginia, I read his very first novel and was struck by both its power and beauty. And then I saw a story in the newspaper about him. He talked about how the mountains had inspired him so. I thought coming here would do the same for me. I walked all over these parts with my pad and pencil, waiting for beautiful phrases to seep into my head so I could put them down on the paper.” He smiled wistfully. “Didn’t exactly work that way.”


  Lou said quietly, “Maybe not for me either.”


  “Well, people seem to spend most of their lives chasing something. Maybe that’s part of what makes us human.” Cotton pointed down the road. “You see that old shack down there?” Lou looked at a mud-chinked, falling-down log cabin they no longer used. “Louisa told me about a story your father wrote when he was a little boy. It was about a family that survived one winter up here in that little house. Without wood, or food.”


  “How’d they do it?”


  “They believed in things.”


  “Like what? Wishing wells?” she said with scorn.


  “No, they believed in each other. And created something of a miracle. Some say truth is stranger than fiction. I think that means that whatever a person can imagine really does exist, somewhere. Isn’t that a wonderful possibility?”


  “I don’t know if my imagination is that good, Cotton. In fact, I don’t even know if I’m much of a writer. The things I put down on paper don’t seem to have much life to them.”


  “Keep at it, you might surprise yourself. And rest assured, Lou, miracles do happen. You and Oz coming here and getting to know Louisa being one of them.”


  

    

  


  Lou sat on her bed later that night, looking at her mother’s letters. When Oz came in, Lou hurriedly stuffed them under her pillow.


  “Can I sleep with you?” asked Oz. “Kind’a scary in my room. Pretty sure I saw a troll in the corner.”


  Lou said, “Get up here.” Oz climbed next to her.


  Oz suddenly looked troubled. “When you get married, who am I going to come get in bed with when I’m scared, Lou?”


  “One day you’re gonna get bigger than me, then I’m going to be running to you when I get scared.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because that’s the deal God makes between big sisters and their little brothers.”


  “Me bigger than you? Really?”


  “Look at those clodhoppers of yours. You grow into those feet all the way, you’ll be bigger than Eugene.”


  Oz snuggled in, happy now. Then he saw the letters under the pillow.


  “What are those?”


  “Just some old letters Mom wrote,” Lou said quickly.


  “What did she say?”


  “I don’t know, I haven’t read them.”


  “Will you read them to me?”


  “Oz, it’s late and I’m tired.”


  “Please, Lou. Please.”


  He looked so pitiful Lou took out a single letter and turned up the wick on the kerosene lamp that sat on the table next to her bed.


  “All right, but just one.”


  Oz settled down as Lou began to read.


  “Dear Louisa, I hope you are doing well. We all are. Oz is over the croup and is sleeping through the night.”


  Oz jumped up. “That’s me! Mom wrote about me!” He paused and looked confused. “What’s croup?”


  “You don’t want to know. Now, do you want me to read it or not?” Oz lay back down while his sister commenced reading again. “Lou won first place in both the spelling bee and the fifty-yard dash at May Day. The latter included the boys! She’s something, Louisa. I’ve seen a picture of you that Jack had, and the resemblance is remarkable. They’re both growing up so fast. So very fast it scares me. Lou is so much like her father. Her mind is so quick, I’m afraid she finds me a little boring. That thought keeps me up nights. I love her so much. I try to do so much with her. And yet, well, you know, a father and his daughter…. More next time. And pictures too. Love to you. Amanda. P.S. My dream is to bring the children to the mountain, so that we can finally meet you. I hope that dream comes true one day.”


  Oz said, “That was a good letter. Night, Lou.”


  As Oz drifted off to sleep, Lou slowly reached for another letter.


  









  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  


  

    

  


  LOU AND OZ WERE FOLLOWING DIAMOND AND Jeb through the woods on a glorious day in early fall, the dappled sunlight in their faces, a cool breeze tracking them along with the fading scents of summer’s honeysuckle and wild rose.


  “Where are we going?” asked Lou.


  Diamond would only say mysteriously, “You see.”


  They went up a little incline and stopped. Fifty feet away and on the path was Eugene, carrying an empty coal bucket and a lantern. In his pocket was a stick of dynamite.


  Diamond said, “Eugene headed to the coal mine. Gonna fill up that bucket. Afore winter come, he’ll take a drag down there with the mules and get out a big load’a coal.”


  “Gee, that’s about as exciting as watching somebody sleep” was Lou’s considered opinion.


  “Huh! Wait till that dynamite blows,” countered Diamond.


  “Dynamite!” Oz said.


  Diamond nodded. “Coal deep in that rock. Pick can’t git to it. Gotta blast it out.”


  “Is it dangerous?” asked Lou.


  “Naw. He knowed what he doing. Done it myself.”


  As they watched from a distance, Eugene pulled the dynamite out of his pocket and attached a long fuse to it. Then he lit his lantern and went inside the mine. Diamond sat back against a redbud, took out an apple, and cut it up. He flicked a piece to Jeb, who was messing around some underbrush. Diamond noted the worried looks on the faces of Lou and Oz.


  “That fuse slow-burning. Walk to the moon and back afore it go off.”


  A while later Eugene came out of the mine and sat down on a rock near the entrance.


  “Shouldn’t he get away from there?”


  “Naw. Don’t use that much dynamite for a bucketful. After it blow and the dust settles, I show you round in there.”


  “What’s to see in some old mine?” asked Lou.


  Diamond suddenly hunched forward. “I tell you what. I seed some fellers down here late one night poking round. ’Member Miss Louisa told me to keep my eyes open? Well, I done that. They had lanterns and carrying boxes into the mine. We go in and see what they’s up to.”


  “But what if they’re in the mine now?”


  “Naw. I come by just a bit ago, looked round, threw a rock inside. And they’s fresh footprints in the dirt heading out. Sides, Eugene would’a seed ’em.” He hada sudden idea. “Hey, mebbe they running shine, using the mine to store the still and corn and such.”


  “More likely they’re just hobos using the mine to keep dry at night,” said Lou.


  “Ain’t never heard tell of no hobos up here.”


  “So why didn’t you tell Louisa?” Lou challenged him.


  “She got enough to worry ’bout. Check it out first. What a man do.”


  Jeb flushed out a squirrel and chased it around a tree while they all watched and waited for the explosion.


  Lou said, “Why don’t you come live with us?”


  Diamond stared at her, clearly troubled by this question. He turned to his hound. “Cut it out, Jeb. That squirrel ain’t doing nuthin’ to you.”


  Lou added, “I mean, we could use the help. Another strong man around. And Jeb too.”


  “Naw. I a feller what needs his freedom.”


  “Hey, Diamond,” said Oz, “you could be my big brother. Then Lou wouldn’t have to beat up everybody by herself.”


  Lou and Diamond smiled at each other.


  “Maybe you should think about it,” said Lou.


  “Mebbe I will.” He looked at the mine. “Ain’t be long now.”


  They sat back and waited. Then the squirrel broke free from the woods and flashed right into the mine. Jeb plunged in after it.


  Diamond leapt to his feet. “Jeb! Jeb! Git back here!” The boy charged out of the woods. Eugene made a grab for him, but Diamond dodged him and ran into the mine.


  Lou screamed, “Diamond! Don’t!”


  She ran for the mine entrance.


  Oz shouted, “Lou, no! Come back!”


  Before she could reach the entrance, Eugene grabbed her. “Wait here. I git him, Miss Lou.”


  Eugene fast-limped into the mine, screaming, “Diamond! Diamond!”


  Lou and Oz looked at each other, terrified. Time ticked by. Lou paced in nervous circles near the entrance. “Please, please. Hurry.” She went to the entrance, heard something coming. “Diamond! Eugene!”


  But it was Jeb that came racing out of the mine after the squirrel. Lou grabbed at the dog, and then the concussive force of the explosion knocked Lou off her feet. Dust and dirt poured out of the mine, and Lou coughed and gagged in this maelstrom. Oz raced to help her while Jeb barked and jumped.


  Lou got her bearings and her breath and stumbled to the entrance. “Eugene! Diamond!”


  Finally, she could hear footsteps coming. They drew closer and closer, and they seemed unsteady. Lou said a silent prayer. It seemed to take forever, but then Eugene appeared, dazed, covered with dirt, bleeding. He looked at them, tears on his face.


  “Damn, Miss Lou.”


  Lou took one step back, then another, and then another. Then she turned and ran down the trail as fast as she could, her wails covering them all.


  

    

  


  Some men carried the covered body of Diamond to a wagon. They had had to wait for a while to let the smoke clear out, and to make certain that the mine would not collapse on them. Cotton watched the men take Diamond away, and then went over to Eugene, who sat on a large rock, holding a wet cloth to his bloodied head.


  “Eugene, sure you don’t need anything else?”


  Eugene looked at the mine like he expected to see Diamond walk out with his stuck-up hair and silly smile. “All I need, Mr. Cotton, is this be a bad dream I wake myself up from.”


  Cotton patted his big shoulder and then glanced at Lou sitting on a little hump of dirt, her back to the mine. He went to her and sat down.


  Lou’s eyes were raw from crying, her cheeks stained with tears. She was hunched over in a little ball, like every part of her was in wrenching pain.


  “I’m sorry, Lou. Diamond was a fine boy.”


  “He was a man. A fine man!”


  “I suppose you’re right. He was a man.”


  Lou eyed Jeb, who sat mournfully at the mine entrance.


  “Diamond didn’t have to go in that mine after Jeb.”


  ”Well, that dog was all Diamond had. When you love something, you can’t just sit by and not do anything.”


  Lou picked up some pine needles and then let a few trickle out between her fingers. Minutes passed before she spoke again. “Why do things like this happen, Cotton?”


  He sighed deeply. “I suppose it may be God’s way of telling us to love people while they’re here, because tomorrow they may be gone. I guess that’s a pretty sorry answer, but I’m afraid it’s the only one I’ve got.”


  They were silent for a bit longer.


  “I’d like to read to my mom,” said Lou.


  Cotton said, “That’s the finest idea I’ve ever heard.”


  “Why is it a fine idea?” she demanded. “I really need to know.”


  “Well, if someone she knew, someone she…loved would read to her, it might make all the difference.”


  “Do you really think she knows?”


  “When I carried your mother outside that day, I was holding a living person fighting like the devil to get out. I could feel it. And she will one day. I believe it with all my heart, Lou.”


  She shook her head. “It’s hard, Cotton. To let yourself love something you know you may never have.”


  Cotton nodded slowly. “You’re wise beyond your years. And what you say makes perfect sense. But I think when it comes to matters of the heart, perfect sense may be the last thing you want to listen to.”


  Lou let the rest of the needles fall and wiped her hands clean. “You’re a good man too, Cotton.”


  He put his arm around her and they sat there together, neither one of them willing to look at the blackened, swollen cavity of the coal mine that had taken their friend from them forever.


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY


  


  

    

  


  THERE WAS ENOUGH STEADY RAIN, AND SOME thunderstorms added to the plenty, such that virtually all the crops came in healthy and in abundance. One fierce hailstorm damaged some of the corn, but not to any great extent. A stretch of powerful rain did wash a gully out of a hill, like a scoop of ice cream, but no person, animal, or crop was hurt by it.


  Harvesting time was full upon them, and Louisa, Eugene, Lou, and Oz worked hard and long, which was good, because it gave them little time to think about Diamond not being with them anymore. Occasionally they would hear the mine siren, and then a bit later the slow rumbling of the explosion would come. And each time Louisa would lead them all in a song to take their minds off Diamond’s having been killed by such an awful thing.


  Louisa did not speak much of Diamond’s passing. Yet Lou noted that she read her Bible a lot more often by the firelight, and her eyes swelled with tears whenever his name was mentioned, or when she looked at Jeb. It was hard for all of them, yet all they could do was keep going, and there was much to do.


  They harvested the pinto beans, cast them in Chop bags, stomped them to get the husks off, and had them for dinner every night with gravy and biscuits. They picked the pole beans, which had grown up around the cornstalks, careful, as Louisa schooled them, to avoid the green stinger worms that lived under the leaves. They scythed the cornfield and bundled the cornstalks into shocks, which they stood in the field, and which would later be used for livestock feed. They shucked the corn, hauled it by sled to the corncrib, and filled it to almost overflowing. From a distance the tumble of cobs looked like yellowjackets at frenzied play.


  The potatoes came in thick and fat, and with churned butter were a meal by themselves. The tomatoes came in too, plump and blood red, eaten whole or sliced, and also cut up and canned in jars in a great iron kettle on the stove, along with beans and peppers and many other vegetables. They stacked the jars in the foodsafe and under the stairs. They filled lard buckets with wild strawberries and gooseberries, and apples by the bushel, made jams and pies, and canned the rest. They ground down the cane stalks and made molasses, and shelled some of the corn and made cornmeal and fried crackling bread.


  It seemed to Lou that nothing was wasted; it was an efficient process and she admired it, even as she and Oz worked themselves to near death from before sunup to long after sundown. Everywhere they turned with tool or hand, food was flying at them. This made Lou think of Billy Davis and his family having nothing to eat. She thought about it so much she talked to Louisa about it. “You stay up tomorrow night, Lou, and you’ll find that you and me thinking on the same line.”


  All of them were waiting by the barn late that night when they heard a wagon coming down the road. Eugene held up a lantern and the light fell upon Billy Davis as he pulled the mules to a halt and nervously stared at Lou and Oz.


  Louisa approached the wagon. “Billy, I thought we might need some help. I want’a make sure you get a good load. Land been real fine to us this year.”


  Billy looked embarrassed for a moment, but then Lou said, “Hey, Billy, come on, I’m going to need your muscle to lift this bucket.”


  Thus encouraged, Billy jumped down to help. They all spent a solid hour loading bags of cornmeal, canning jars full of beans and tomatoes, and buckets of rutabagas, collards, cucumbers, potatoes, apples, plump cabbages, pears, sweet potatoes, onions, and even some cuts of salted hog meat on that wagon.


  While Lou was loading, she saw Louisa take Billy to a corner of the barn and look at his face with a lantern. Then she had him raise his shirt, and she did an examination there and came away apparently satisfied.


  When Billy turned the wagon around and left, the mules strained under the new weight, and the boy carried a big smile as he flicked the whip and disappeared into the night.


  “They can’t hide all that food from George Davis,” Lou said.


  “I been doing this many a year now. Man never once fretted about where the bounty come from.”


  Lou looked angry. “That’s not fair. He sells his crop and makes money, and we feed his family.”


  “What’s fair is a momma and her children eating good,” answered Louisa.


  “What were you checking for under his shirt?” asked Lou.


  “George is smart. Most times hits where the clothing covers.”


  “Why didn’t you just ask Billy if he had hit him?” “Just like an empty lunch pail, children will lie when they shamed.”


  

    

  


  With all their surplus, Louisa decided the four would drive the wagon laden with crops down to the lumber camp. On the day of the trip Cotton came over to look after Amanda. The lumber folks were expecting them, for quite a crowd had gathered by the time they arrived. The camp was large, with its own school, store, and post office. Because the camp was forced to move frequently when forests had been exhausted, the entire town was on rails, including the workers’ homes, the school, and the store. They were laid out on various spurs like a neighborhood. When a move was called for, the locomotives hooked up to the cars and off the entire town went in short order.


  The lumber camp families paid for the crops either with cash money or with barter items, such as coffee, sugar, toilet paper, stamps, pencils and paper, some throw-off clothes and shoes, and old newspapers. Lou had ridden Sue down, and she and Oz took turns giving the camp children rides free of charge, but the patrons could “donate” peppermint sticks and other delicacies if they saw fit, and many did.


  Later, from atop the sharp spine of a ridge, they looked down where a shaft of the McCloud River flowed. A splashdam of stone and wood had been created downriver, artificially backing the water up and covering boulders and other obstructions that made log transport by river difficult. Here the water was filled bank to bank with trees, mostly mighty poplar, the bottoms of the trunks scored with the lumber company’s brand. They looked like pencils from this great height, but then Oz and Lou noted that the small specks on each of them were actually full-grown men riding the logs. They would float down to the splashdam, where a vital wedge would be kicked out, and the thundering water would carry the trees downriver, where they would be tied off and Virginia logs would ride on to Kentucky markets.


  As Lou surveyed the land from this high perch, something seemed to be missing. It took her a moment to realize that what was absent was the trees. As far as she could see, there were just stumps. When they went back down to the camp, she also noted that some of the rail lines were empty.


  “Sucked just ’bout all the wood we can from here,” one of the lumberjacks proudly explained. “Be heading out soon.” He didn’t seem bothered by this at all. Lou figured he was probably used to it. Conquer and move on, the only trace of their presence the butts of wood left behind.


  On the trip home they tied Sue to the wagon and Lou and Oz rode in the back with Eugene. It had been a good day for everyone, but Oz was the happiest of them all, for he had “won” an official baseball from one of the camp boys by throwing it farther than any of them. He told them it was his proudest possession behind the graveyard rabbit’s foot Diamond Skinner had given him.


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  


  

    

  


  IN READING TO HER MOTHER,LOU CHOSE NOT books, but rather Grit newspapers, and some copies of the Saturday Evening Post they had gotten from the lumber camp. Lou would stand against the wall of her mother’s room, the paper or magazine held in front of her, and read of the economy, world catastrophes, Hitler’s bludgeoning war across Europe, politics, the arts, movies, and the latest news of writing and writers, which made Lou realize how long it had been since she had actually read a book. School would start again very soon; even so, she had ridden Sue over to Big Spruce a few days before and borrowed some reading material for her and Oz from the “lending library,” with Estelle McCoy’s permission of course.


  Louisa had taught Eugene to read when he was a child, and so Lou brought a book for him too. He was concerned he would find no time to read it, and yet he did, late at night under lamplight, his moistened thumb slowly turning the pages as he concentrated. Other times Lou helped him with his words as they worked the fields in preparation for the coming winter, or when milking the cows by kerosene lamp. Lou would take him through the Grits and the Posts and Eugene particularly liked saying “Roooosevelt, President Roooosevelt,” a name that appeared often in the Grit pages. The cows looked at him strangely whenever he said “Roooosevelt,” as though they thought he was actually mooing at them in a peculiar way. And Lou couldn’t help but gape when Eugene asked her why somebody would name their child President.


  “You ever think about living somewhere else?” Lou asked him one morning while they were milking.


  He said, “Mountain all I seed, but I knowed they a lot mo’ to this world.”


  “I could take you to the city one day. Buildings so tall you can’t walk up them. You ride in an elevator.” He looked at her curiously. “A little car that pulls you up and down,” she explained.


  “Car? What, like’n the Hudson?”


  “No, more like a little room you stand in.”


  Eugene thought that interesting, but said he’d probably just stick to farming on the mountain. “Want’a get hitched, have me a family, raise the chillin good.”


  “You’d make a good dad,” she said.


  He grinned. “Well, you’d be a fine ma. How you is with your brother and all.”


  Lou stared at him and said, “My mother was a great mom.” Lou tried to recall if she had ever actually told her mother that. Lou knew she had spent most of her adoration on her father. It was a very troubling thought to her, since it was now beyond remedy.


  

    

  


  A week after her ride to the school library, Lou had just finished reading to Amanda, when she went out to the barn to be by herself. She climbed to the hayloft and sat in the opening of the double doors and looked across the valley to the mountains beyond. Pondering her mother’s depressing future, Lou finally turned her thoughts to the loss of Diamond. She had tried to put it out of her mind, but she realized she never really could.


  Diamond’s funeral had been a strange yet heartfelt affair. People had emerged from slivers of farms and crevices of homesteads that Lou was unaware even existed, and all these people came to Louisa’s home by horse, ox, mule, foot, and tractor, and even one battered Packard with all its doors missing. Folks trooped through with plates of good food and jugs of cider. There were no formal preachers in attendance, but a number of folks stood and with shy voices offered comfort for the friends of the deceased. The cedar coffin sat in the front room, its lid securely nailed down, for no one had a desire to see what dynamite had done to Diamond Skinner.


  Lou was not sure that all the older folks were really Diamond’s friends, yet she assumed they had been friends of his father. In fact she had heard one old gent by the name of Buford Rose, who had a head of thick white hair and few teeth, mutter about the blunt irony of both father and son having been done in by the damn mines.


  They laid Diamond to rest next to the graves of his parents, their mounds long since pulled back into the earth. Various people read from the Bible and there were more than a few tears. Oz stood in the center of them all and boldly announced that his often-baptized friend was a lock for heaven. Louisa laid a bundle of dried wildflowers in the grave, stepped back, started to talk but then couldn’t.


  Cotton offered up a fine eulogy to his young friend and recited a few examples from a storyteller he said he much admired: Jimmy “Diamond” Skinner. “In his own way,” said Cotton, “he would put to shame many of the finest taletellers of the day.”


  Lou said a few quiet words, addressing them really to her friend in the box under the freshly turned dirt that smelled sweet yet sickened her. But he was not between those planks of cedar, Lou knew. He had gone on to a place higher even than the mountains. He was back with his father, and was seeing his mother for the very first time. He must surely be happy. Lou raised her hand to the sky and waved good-bye once again to a person who had come to mean so much to her, and who was now gone forever.


  A few days after the burial, Lou and Oz had ventured to Diamond’s tree house and took an accounting of his belongings. Lou said Diamond would naturally want Oz to have the bird skeleton, the Civil War bullet, the flint arrowhead, and the crude telescope.


  “But what do you get?” asked Oz, as he examined his inherited spoils.


  Lou picked up the box and took out the lump of coal, the one allegedly containing the diamond. She would make it her mission to chip carefully away at it, for as long as it took, until the brilliant center was finally revealed, and then she would go and bury it with Diamond. When she noted the small piece of wood lying on the floor in the back of the tree house, she sensed what it was before ever she picked it up. It was a whittled piece, not yet finished. It was cut from hickory, shape of a heart, the letter L carved on one side, an almost finished D on the other. Diamond Skinner had known his letters. Lou pocketed the wood and coal, climbed down the tree, and didn’t stop running until she was back home.


  They had, of course, adopted the loyal Jeb, and he seemed comfortable around them, though he would sometimes grow depressed and pine for his old master. Yet he too seemed to enjoy the trips Lou and Oz took to see Diamond’s grave, and the dog, in the mysterious way of the canine pet, would start to yip and do spins in the air when they drew near to it. Lou and Oz would spread fall leaves over the mound and sit and talk to Diamond and to each other and retell the funny things the boy had done or said, and there was no short supply of either. Then they would wipe their eyes and head home, sure in their hearts that his spirit was roaming freely on his beloved mountain, his hair just as stuck up, his smile just as wide, his feet just as bare. Diamond Skinner had had no material possessions to his name and yet had been the happiest creature Lou had ever met. He and God would no doubt get along famously.


  

    

  


  They prepared for winter by sharpening tools with the grinder and rattail files, mucking out the stalls and spreading the manure over the plowed-under fields. Louisa had been wrong about that, though, for Lou never grew to love the smell of manure. They brought the livestock in, kept them fed and watered, milked the cows, and did their other chores, which now all seemed as natural as breathing. They carried jugs of milk and butter, and jars of mixed pickles in vinegar and brine, and canned sauerkraut and beans down to the partially underground dairy house, which had thick log walls, daubed and chinked, and paper stuffed where mud had fallen away. And they repaired everything on the farm that called for it.


  School started, and, true to his father’s words, Billy Davis never came back. No mention was made of his absence, as though the boy had never existed. Lou found herself thinking of him from time to time, though, and hoped he was all right.


  After chores were done one late fall evening, Louisa sent Lou and Oz down to the creek that ran on the south side of the property to fetch balls from the sycamore trees that grew in abundance there. The balls had sharp stickers, but Louisa told them they would be used for Christmas decorations. Christmas was still a ways off, but Lou and Oz did as they were told.


  When they got back, they were surprised to see Cotton’s car in front. The house was dark and they cautiously opened the door, unsure of what they would find. The lights flew up as Louisa and Eugene took the black cloths from around the lanterns and they and Cotton called out “Happy Birthday,” in a most excited tone. And it was their birthday, both of them, for Lou and Oz had been born on the same day, five years apart, as Amanda had informed Louisa in one of her letters. Lou was officially a teenager now, and Oz had survived to the ripe old age of eight.


  A wild-strawberry pie was on the table, along with cups of hot cider. Two small candles were in the pie and Oz and Lou together blew them out. Louisa pulled out the presents she had been working on all this time, on her Singer sewing machine: a Chop bag dress for Lou that was a pretty floral pattern of red and green, and a smart jacket, trousers, and white shirt for Oz that had been created from clothes Cotton had given her.


  Eugene had carved two whistles for them that gave off different tunes, such that they could communicate when apart in the deep woods or across acres of field. The mountains would send an echo to the sun and back, Louisa told them. They gave their whistles a blast, which tickled their lips, making them giggle.


  Cotton presented Lou with a book of poems by Walt Whitman. “My ancestor’s superior in the arena of the poem, if I may so humbly admit,” he said. And then he pulled from a box something that made Oz forget to breathe. The baseball mitts were things of beauty, well-oiled, worn to perfection, smelling of fine leather, sweat, and summer grass, and no doubt holding timeless and cherished childhood dreams. “They were mine growing up,” Cotton said. “But I’m embarrassed to admit that while I’m not that good of a lawyer, I’m a far better lawyer than I ever was a ballplayer. Two mitts, for you and Lou. And me too, if you’ll put up with my feeble athletic skills from time to time.”


  Oz said he would be proud to, and he hugged the gloves tight to his chest. Then they ate heartily of the pie and drank down the cider. Afterward Oz put on his suit, which fit very nicely; he looked almost like a tiny lawyer. Louisa had wisely tucked extra material under the hems to allow for the boy’s growth, which seemed now to occur daily. So dressed, Oz took his baseball gloves and his whistle and went to show his mother. A little while later Lou heard strange sounds coming from Amanda’s bedroom. When she went to check, she saw Oz standing on a stool, a sheet around his shoulders, a baseball glove on his head like a crown, and brandishing a long stick.


  “And the great Oz the brave, and not cowardly lion anymore, killed all the dragons and saved all the moms and they all lived happily ever after in Virginia.” He took off his crown of oiled leather and gave a series of sweeping bows. “Thank you, my loyal subjects, no trouble a’tall.”


  Oz sat next to his mother, lifted a book off the nightstand, and opened it to a place marked by a slip of paper. “Okay, Mom,” said Oz, “this is the scary part, but just so you know, the witch doesn’t eat the children.” He inched close to her, draped one of her arms around his waist, and with big eyes started to read the scary part.


  Lou went back to the kitchen, sat at the table in her Chop bag dress, which also well suited her, and read the brilliant words of Whitman by the glow of reliable kerosene. It became so late that Cotton stayed, and slept curled up in front of the coal fire. And another fine day had passed on the mountain.


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  


  

    

  


  WITHOUT EITHER LOUISA OR EUGENE knowing, Lou took a lantern and a match and she and Oz rode Sue down to the mine. Lou jumped down, but Oz sat on the horse and stared at the mouth of that cave as though it were the direct portal to hell. “I’m not going in there,” he declared.


  “Then wait out here,” said his sister.


  “Why do you want to go in there? After what happened to Diamond? The mountain might fall in on you. And I bet it’d hurt bad.”


  “I want to know what the men Diamond saw were up to.”


  Lou lit the lantern and went in. Oz waited near the entrance, pacing nervously, and then he ran in, quickly catching up to his sister.


  “I thought you weren’t coming,” Lou said.


  “I thought you might get scared,” Oz answered, even as he clutched at her shirt.


  They moved along, shivering from the cool air and their tender nerves. Lou looked around and saw what appeared to be new support beams along the walls and ceiling of the shaft. On the walls she also saw various markings in what looked to be white paint. A loud hissing sound reached out to them from up ahead.


  “A snake?” asked Oz.


  “If it is, it’s about the size of the Empire State Building. Come on.” They hurried ahead and the hissing sound grew louder with each step. They turned one corner, and the sound became even louder, like steam escaping. They cleared one more turn, ran forward, edged around a final bend in the rock, and stopped. The men wore hard hats and carried battery-powered lights, and their faces were covered with masks. In the floor of the mine was a hole, with a large metal pipe inserted in it. A machine that looked like a pump was attached by hoses to the pipe and was making the hissing sound they had heard. The masked men were standing around the hole, but didn’t see the children. Lou and Oz backed up slowly and then turned and ran. Right into Judd Wheeler. Then they dodged around him and kept right on running.


  A minute later Lou and Oz burst out of the mine. Lou stopped next to Sue and scrambled on, but Oz, apparently unwilling to trust his survival to something as slow as a horse, flew by sister and mare like a rocket. Lou punched Sue in the ribs with her shoes and took off after her brother. She didn’t gain any ground on the boy, however, as Oz was suddenly faster than a car.


  

    

  


  Cotton, Louisa, Lou, and Oz were having a powwow around the kitchen table.


  “You crazy to go in that mine,” said Louisa angrily.


  “Then we wouldn’t have seen those men,” replied Lou.


  Louisa struggled with this and then said, “G’on now. Me and Cotton need to talk.”


  After Lou and Oz left, she looked at Cotton.


  “So what you think?” she asked.


  “From how Lou described it, I think they were looking for natural gas instead of oil. And found it.”


  “What should we do?”


  “They’re on your property without your permission, and they know that we know. I think they’ll come to you.”


  “I ain’t selling my land, Cotton.”


  Cotton shook his head. “No, what you can do is sell the mineral rights. And keep the land. And gas isn’t like coal mining. They won’t have to destroy the land.”


  She shook her head stubbornly. “Had us a good harvest. Don’t need no help from nobody.”


  Cotton looked down and spoke slowly. “Louisa, I hope you outlive all of us. But the fact is, if those children come into the farm while they’re still under age, it’d be right difficult for them to get along.” He paused and then added quietly, “And Amanda may need special care.”


  Louisa nodded slightly at his words but said nothing.


  Later, she watched Cotton drive off, while Oz and Lou playfully chased his convertible down the road, and Eugene diligently worked on some farm equipment. This was the sum total of Louisa’s world. Everything seemed to move along smoothly, yet it was all very fragile, she well knew. The woman leaned against the door with a most weary face.


  

    

  


  The Southern Valley men came the very next afternoon.


  Louisa opened the door and Judd Wheeler stood there, and beside him was a little man with snake eyes and a slick smile, dressed in a well-cut three-piece suit.


  “Miss Cardinal, my name’s Judd Wheeler. I work for Southern Valley Coal and Gas. This is Hugh Miller, the vice president of Southern.”


  “And you want my natural gas?” she said bluntly.


  “Yes, ma’am,” replied Wheeler.


  “Well, it’s a right good thing my lawyer’s here,” she said, glancing at Cotton, who had come into the kitchen from Amanda’s bedroom.


  “Miss Cardinal,” said Hugh Miller as they sat down, “I don’t believe in beating around the bush. I understand that you’ve inherited some additional family responsibilities, and I know how trying that can be. So I am most happy to offer you…a hundred thousand dollars for your property. And I’ve got the check, and the paperwork for you to sign, right here.”


  Louisa had never held more than five dollars cash money in her whole life, so “My goodness!” was all she could manage.


  “Just so we all understand,” Cotton said, “Louisa would just be selling the underlying mineral rights.”


  Miller smiled and shook his head. “I’m afraid for that kind of money, we expect to get the land too.”


  “I ain’t gonna do that,” said Louisa.


  Cotton said, “Why can’t she just convey the mineral rights? It’s a common practice up here.”


  “We have big plans for her property. Gonna level the mountain, put in a good road system, and build an extraction, production, and shipping facility. And the longest durn pipeline anybody’s seen outside of Texas. We’ve spent a while looking. This property is perfect. Don’t see one negative.”


  Louisa scowled at him. “ ’Cept I ain’t selling it to you. You ain’t scalping this land like you done everywhere else.”


  Miller leaned forward. “This area is dying, Miss Cardinal. Lumber gone. Mines closing. Folks losing their jobs. What good are the mountains unless you use them to help people? It’s just rock and trees.”


  “I got me a deed to this land says I own it, but nobody really own the mountains. I just watching over ’em while I here. And they give me all I need.”


  Miller looked around. “All you need? Why, you don’t even have electricity or phones up here. As a God-fearing woman I’m sure you realize that our creator gave us brains so that we can take advantage of our surroundings. What’s a mountain compared to people making a good living? Why, what you’re doing is going against the Scriptures, I do believe.”


  Louisa stared at the little man and looked as though she might laugh. “God made these mountains so’s they last forever. Yet he put us people here for just a littlebitty time. Now, what does that tell you?”


  Miller looked exasperated. “Look here now, my company is looking to make a substantial investment in bringing this place back to life. How can you stand in the way of all that?”


  Louisa stood. “Just like I always done. On my own two feet.”


  Cotton followed Miller and Wheeler to their car.


  “Mr. Longfellow,” said Miller, “you ought to talk your client into accepting our proposal.”


  Cotton shook his head. “Once Louisa Mae Cardinal makes up her mind, changing it is akin to trying to stop the sun from rising.”


  “Well, the sun goes down every night too,” said Miller.


  Cotton watched as the Southern Valley men drove off.


  

    

  


  The small church was in a meadow a few miles from the Cardinal farm. It was built of rough-hewn timbers and had a small steeple, one modest window of ordinary glass, and an abundance of charm. It was time for a down-on-the-ground church service and supper, and Cotton had driven Lou, Oz, and Eugene. They called it down-on-the-ground, Cotton explained, because there were no tables or chairs, but only blankets, sheets, and canvas; one large picnic under the guise of churchgoing.


  Lou had offered to stay home with her mother so Louisa could go, but the woman wouldn’t hear of it. “I read me my Bible, I pray to my Lord, but I ain’t needing to be sitting and singing with folks to prove my faith.”


  “Why should I go then?” Lou had asked.


  “ ’Cause after church is supper, and that food ain’t to be beat, girl,” Louisa answered with a smile.


  Oz had on his suit, and Lou wore her Chop bag dress and thick brown stockings held up by rubber bands, while Eugene wore the hat Lou had given him and a clean shirt. There were a few other Negroes there, including one petite young woman with remarkable eyes and beautifully smooth skin with whom Eugene spent considerable time talking. Cotton explained that there were so few Negroes up this way, they didn’t have a separate church. “And I’m right glad of that,” he said. “Not usually that way down south, and in the towns the prejudice is surely there.”


  “We saw the ‘Whites Only’ sign in Dickens,” said Lou.


  “I’m sure you did,” said Cotton. “But mountains are different. I’m not saying everybody up here is a saint, because they’re surely not, but life is hard and folks just trying to get by. Doesn’t leave much time to dwell on things they shouldn’t dwell on in the first place.” He pointed to the first row and said, “George Davis and a few others excepted, that is.”


  Lou looked on in shock at George Davis sitting in the front pew. He had on a suit of clean clothes, his hair was combed, and he had shaved. Lou had to grudgingly admit that he looked respectable. None of his family was with him, though. His head was bowed in prayer. Before the service started, Lou asked Cotton about this spectacle.


  He said, “George Davis almost always comes to services, but he never stays for the meal. And he never brings his family because that’s just the way he is. I would hope he comes and prays because he feels he has much to atone for. But I think he’s just hedging his bets. A calculating man, he is.”


  Lou looked at Davis there praying like God was in his heart and home, while his family remained behind in rags and fear and would have starved except for the kindness of Louisa Cardinal. She could only shake her head. Then she said to Cotton, “Whatever you do, don’t stand next to that man.”


  Cotton looked at her, puzzled. “Why not?”


  “Lightning bolts,” she answered.


  For too many hours they listened to the circuit minister, their rumps worn sore by hard oak benches, their noses tickled by the scents of lye soap, lilac water, and grittier smells from those who had not bothered to wash before coming. Oz nodded off twice, and Lou had to kick him each time to rouse him. Cotton offered up a special prayer for Amanda, which Lou and Oz very much appreciated. However, it seemed they were all doomed to hell according to this fleshy Baptist minister. Jesus had given his life for them, and a sorry lot they were, he said, himself included. Not good for much other than sinning and similar lax ways. Then the holy man really got going and reduced every human being in the place to near tears, or to at least the shakes, at their extreme uselessness and at the guilt dwelling in their awful sinned-out souls. And then he passed the collection plate and asked very politely for the cold hard cash of all the fine folks there today, their awful sin and extreme uselessness notwithstanding.


  After services they all headed outside. “My father’s a pastor in Massachusetts,” said Cotton, as they walked down the church steps. “And he’s also right partial to the fire and brimstone method of religion. One of his heroes was Cotton Mather, which is where I got my rather curious name. And I know that my father was greatly upset when I did not follow him on to the pulpit, but such is life. I had no great calling from the Lord, and didn’t want to do the ministry any disservice just to please my father. Now, I’m no expert on the subject, yet a body does get weary of being dragged through the holy briar patch only to have his pocket regularly picked by a pious hand.” Cotton smiled as he surveyed the folks gathering around the food. “But I guess it’s a fair price to pay to sample some of these good vittles.”


  The food indeed was some of the best Lou and Oz had ever had: baked chicken, sugar-cured Virginia ham, collard greens and bacon, fluffy grits heaped with churned butter, fried crackling bread, vegetable casseroles, many-kind beans, and warm fruit pies—all no doubt created with the most sacred and closely guarded of family recipes. The children ate until they could eat no more, and then lay under a tree to rest.


  Cotton was sitting on the church steps, working on a chicken leg and a cup of hot cider, and enjoying the peace of a good church supper, when the men approached. They were all farmers, with strong arms and blocky shoulders, a forward lean to all of them, their fingers curled tight, as though they were still working the hoe or scythe, toting buckets of water or pulling udder teats.


  “Evening, Buford,” said Cotton, inclining his head at one of the men who stepped forward from the pack, felt hat in hand. Cotton knew Buford Rose to be a toiler in dirt and seed of long standing here, and a good, decent man. His farm was small, but he ran it efficiently. He was not so old as Louisa, but he had said so long to middle age years ago. He made no move to talk, his gaze fixed on his crumbling brogans. Cotton looked at the other men, most of whom he knew from helping them with some legal problem, usually to do with their deeds, wills, or land taxes. “Something on your minds?” he prompted.


  Buford said, “Coal folk come by to see us all, Cotton. Talk ’bout the land. Selling it, that is.”


  “Hear they’re offering good money,” said Cotton.


  Buford glanced nervously at his companions, his fingers digging into his hat brim. “Well, they ain’t got that fer yet. See, thing is, they ain’t a’wanting to buy our land ’less Louisa sell. Say it got to do with how the gas lie and all. I ain’t unnerstand it none, but that what they say.”


  “Good crops this year,” said Cotton. “Land generous to all. Maybe you don’t need to sell.”


  “What ’bout next year?” said a man who was younger than Cotton but looked a good ten years older. He was a third-generation farmer up here, Cotton knew, and he didn’t look all that happy about it right now. “One good year ain’t make up fer three bad.”


  “Why ain’t Louisa want’a sell, Cotton?” asked Buford. “She way older’n me even, and I done all worked out, and my boy he ain’t want to do this no more. And she got them chillin, and the sick woman care for. Ain’t make no sense to me she ain’t partial to sell.”


  “This is her home, Buford. Just like it is yours. And it doesn’t have to make sense to us. It’s her wishes. We have to respect that.”


  “But can’t you talk to her?”


  “She’s made up her mind. I’m sorry.”


  The men stared at him in silence, clearly not a single one of them pleased with this answer. Then they turned and walked away, leaving a very troubled Cotton Longfellow behind.


  Oz had brought his ball and gloves to the church supper, and he threw with Lou and then with some of the other boys. The men gawked at his prowess and said Oz had an arm like they had never seen before. Then Lou happened upon a group of children talking about the death of Diamond Skinner.


  “Stupid as a mule, getting hisself blowed up like that,” said one fat-cheeked boy Lou didn’t know.


  “Going in a mine with dynamite lit,” said another. “Good Lord, what a fool.”


  “Course, he never went to school,” said a girl with dark hair rolled in sausage curls who wore an expensive wide-brimmed hat with a ribbon around it and a frilly dress of similar cost. Lou knew her as Charlotte Ramsey, whose family didn’t farm but owned one of the smaller coal mines, and did well with it. “So poor thing probably didn’t know any better.”


  After listening to this, Lou pushed her way into the group. She had grown taller in the time she had been living on the mountain, and she towered over all of them, though they were all close in age to her.


  “He went in that mine to save his dog,” said Lou. The fat-cheeked boy laughed. “Risk his life to save a hound. Boy was dumb.”


  Lou’s fist shot out, and the boy was on the ground holding one of those fat cheeks that had just grown a little plumper. Lou stalked away and kept right on walking.


  Oz saw what had happened and he collected his ball and gloves and caught up with her. He said nothing but walked silently beside her, letting her anger cool, surely nothing new for him. The wind was picking up and the clouds were rolling in as a storm front cleared the mountain tops.


  “Are we walking all the way home, Lou?”


  “You can go back and ride with Cotton and Eugene if you want.”


  “You know, Lou, as smart as you are, you don’t have to keep hitting people. You can beat ’em with words.”


  She glanced at him and couldn’t help but smile at his comment. “Since when did you get so mature?”


  Oz thought about this for a few moments. “Since I turned eight.”


  They walked on.


  Oz had strung his gloves around his neck with a piece of twine, and he idly tossed the ball in the air and caught it behind his back. He tossed it again but did not catch it, and the ball dropped to the ground, forgotten.


  George Davis had stepped from the woods quiet as a fog. For Lou, his nice clothes and clean face did nothing to soften the evil in the man. Oz was instantly cowed by him, but Lou said fiercely, “What do you want?”


  “I know ’bout them gas people. Louisa gonna sell?”


  “That’s her business.”


  “My bizness! I bet I got me gas on my land too.”


  “Then why don’t you sell your property?”


  “Road to my place goes cross her land. They can’t git to me ’less she sell.”


  “Well, that’s your problem,” said Lou, hiding her smile, for she was thinking that perhaps God had finally turned his attention to the man.


  “You tell Louisa if she knowed what’s good for her she better sell. You tell her, she better damn well sell.”


  “And you better get away from us.”


  Davis raised his hand. “Smart-mouthed cuss!”


  Quick as a snake, a hand grabbed Davis’s arm and stopped it in midair. Cotton stood there, holding on to that powerful arm and staring at the man.


  Davis jerked his arm free and balled his fists. “You gonna get hurt now, lawyer.”


  Davis threw a punch. And Cotton stopped the fist with his hand, and held on. And this time Davis couldn’t break the man’s grip, though he tried awfully hard.


  When Cotton spoke, it was in a tone that was quiet and sent a delicious chill down Lou’s back. “I majored in American literature in college. But I was also captain of the boxing team. If you ever raise your hand to these children again, I’ll beat you within an inch of your life.”


  Cotton let go of the fist and Davis stepped back, obviously intimidated by both the calm manner and strong hands of his opponent.


  “Cotton, he wants Louisa to sell her property so he can too. He’s kind of insisting on it,” said Lou.


  “She doesn’t want to sell,” said Cotton firmly. “So that’s the end of it.”


  “Lot of things happen, make somebody want’a sell.”


  “If that’s a threat, we can take it up with the sheriff. Unless you’d like to address it with me right now.”


  With a snarl, George Davis stalked off.


  As Oz picked up his baseball, Lou said, “Thank you, Cotton.”


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  


  

    

  


  LOU WAS ON THE PORCH TRYING HER HAND at darning socks, but not enjoying it much. She liked working outside better than anything else and looked forward to feeling the sun and wind upon her. There was an orderliness about farming that much appealed to her. In Louisa’s words, she was quickly coming to understand and respect the land. The weather was getting colder every day now, and she wore a heavy woolen sweater Louisa had knitted for her. Looking up, she saw Cotton’s car coming down the road, and she waved. Cotton saw her, waved back, and, leaving his car, joined her on the porch. They both looked out over the countryside. “Sure is beautiful here this time of year,” he remarked. “No other place like it, really.”


  “So why do you think my dad never came back?”


  Cotton took off his hat and rubbed his head. “Well, I’ve heard of writers who have lived somewhere while young and then wrote about it the rest of their lives without ever once going back to the place that inspired them. I don’t know, Lou, it may be they were afraid if they ever returned and saw the place in a new light, it would rob them of the power to tell their stories.”


  “Like tainting their memories?”


  “Maybe. What do you think about that? Never coming back to your roots so you can be a great writer?” Lou did not have to ponder this long. “I think it’s too big a price to pay for greatness.”


  

    

  


  Before going to bed each night, Lou tried to read at least one of the letters her mother had written Louisa. One night a week later, as she pulled out the desk drawer she’d put them in, it slid crooked and jammed. She put her hand on the inside of the drawer to gain leverage to right it, and her fingers brushed against something stuck to the underside of the desk top. She knelt down and peered in, probing farther with her hand as she did so. A few seconds later she pulled out an envelope that had been taped there. She sat on her bed and gazed down at the packet. There was no writing on the outside, but Lou could feel the pieces of paper inside. She drew them out slowly. They were old and yellowed, as was the envelope. Lou sat on her bed and read through the precise handwriting on the pages, the tears creeping down her cheeks long before she had finished. Her father had been fifteen years old when he wrote this, for the date was written at the top of the page.


  Lou went to Louisa and sat with her by the fire, explained to her what she had found and read the pages to her in as clear a voice as she could:


  “My name is John Jacob Cardinal, though I’m called Jack for short. My father has been dead five years now, and my mother, well, I hope that she is doing fine wherever she is. Growing up on a mountain leaves its mark upon all those who share both its bounty and its hardship. Life here is also well known for producing stories that amuse and also exact tears. In the pages that follow I recount a tale that my own father told me shortly before he passed on. I have thought about his words every day since then, yet only now am I finding the courage to write them down. I remember the story clearly, yet some of the words may be my own, rather than my father’s, though I feel I have remained true to the spirit of his telling.


  “The only advice I can give to whoever might happen upon these pages is to read them with care, and to make up your own mind about things. I love the mountain almost as much as I loved my father, yet I know that one day I will leave here, and once I leave I doubt I will ever come back. With that said, it is important to understand that I believe I could be very happy here for the rest of my days.”


  Lou turned the page and began reading her father’s story to Louisa.


  “It had been a long, tiring day for the man, though as a farmer he had known no other kind. With crop fields dust, hearth empty, and children hungry, and wife not happy about any of it, he set out on a walk. He had not gone far when he came upon a man of the cloth sitting upon a high rock overlooking stagnant water. ’ You are a man of the soil,’ said he in a voice gentle and seeming wise. The farmer answered that indeed he did make his living with dirt, though he would not wish such a life upon his children or even his dearest enemy. The preacher invited the farmer to join him upon the high rock, so he settled himself next to the man. He asked the farmer why he would not wish his children to carry on after their father. The farmer looked to the sky pretending thought, for his mind well knew what his mouth would say. ‘For it is the most miserable life of all,’ he said. ‘But it is so beautiful here,’ the preacher replied. ’ Think of the wretched of the city living in squalor. How can a man of the open air and the fine earth say such a thing?’ The farmer answered that he was not a learned man such as the preacher, yet he had heard of the great poverty in the cities where the folks stayed in their hovels all day, for there was no work for them to do. Or they got by on the dole. They starved—slowly, but they starved. Was that not true? he asked. And the preacher nodded his great and wise head at him. ‘So that is starvation without effort, ’ said the farmer. ‘A miserable existence if ever I heard of one,’ said the holy man. And the farmer agreed with him, and then said, ‘And I have also heard that in other parts of the country there are farms so grand, on land so flat that the birds cannot fly over them in one day.’ ’ This too is true,’ replied the other man. The farmer continued. ‘And that when crops come in on such farms, they can eat like kings for years from a single harvest, and sell the rest and have money in their pockets.’ ‘All true,’ said the preacher. ‘Well, on the mountain there are no such places,’ said the farmer. ‘If the crops come fine we eat, nothing more.‘ ’And your point?’ said the preacher. ‘Well, my plight is this, preacher: My children, my wife, myself, we all break our backs every year, working from before the rise of sun till past dark. We work hard coaxing the land to feed us. Things may look good, our hopes may be high. And then it so often comes to naught. And we still starve. But you see, we starve with great effort. Is that not more miserable?’ ‘It has indeed been a hard year,’ said the other man. ‘But did you know that corn will grow on rain and prayer?’ ‘We pray every day,’ the farmer said, ‘and the corn stands at my knee, and it is September now.’ ‘Well,’ the preacher said, ‘of course the more rain the better. But you are greatly blessed to be a servant of the earth.’ The farmer said that his marriage would not stand much more blessing, for his good wife did not see things exactly that way. He bowed his head and said, ‘I’m sure I am a miserable one to complain.’ ‘Speak up, my son,’ the holy man said, ‘for I am the ears of God.’ ‘Well,’ the farmer said, ‘it creates discomfort in the marriage, pain between husband and wife, this matter of hard work and no reward.’ The other man raised a pious finger and said, ‘But hard work can be its own reward.’ The farmer smiled. ‘Praise the Lord then, for I have been richly rewarded all my life.’ And the preacher seconded that and said, ‘So your marriage is having troubles?’ ‘I am a wretch to complain,’ the farmer said. ‘I am the eyes of the Lord,’ the preacher replied. They both looked at a sky of blue that had not a drop of what the farmer needed in it. ‘Some people are not cut out for a life of such rich rewards,’ he said. ‘It is your wife you are speaking of now,’ the preacher stated. ‘Perhaps it is me,’ the farmer said. ‘God will lead you to the truth, my son,’ the preacher said. Can a man be afraid of the truth? the farmer wanted to know. A man can be afraid of anything, the preacher told him. They rested there a bit, for the farmer had run clear out of words. Then he watched as the clouds came, the heavens opened, and the water rushed to touch them. He rose, for there was work to be done now. ’ You see,’ said the holy man, ‘my words have come true. God has shown you the way.’ ‘We will see,’ the farmer said. ‘For it is late in the season now.’ As he moved off to return to his land, the preacher called after him. ‘Son of the soil,’ he said, ‘if the crops come fine, remember thy church in thy bounty.’ The farmer looked back and touched his hand to the brim of his hat. ’ The Lord does work in mysterious ways,’ he told the other man. And then he turned and left the eyes and ears of God behind.”


  Lou folded the letter and looked at Louisa, hoping she had done the right thing by reading the words to her. Lou wondered if the young Jack Cardinal had noticed that the story had become far more personal when it addressed the issue of a crumbling marriage.


  Louisa stared into the fire. She was silent for a few minutes and then said, “It be a hard life up here, ’specially for a child. And it hard on husband and wife, though I ain’t never suffered that. If my momma and daddy ever said a cross word to the other, I ain’t never heard it. And me and my man Joshua get along to the minute he took his last breath. But I know it not that way for your daddy up here. Jake and his wife, they had their words.”


  Lou took a quick breath and said, “Dad wanted you to come and live with us. Would you have?”


  She looked at Lou. “You ask me why I don’t never leave this place? I love this land, Lou, ’cause it won’t never let me down. If the crops don’t come, I eat the apples or wild strawberries that always do, or the roots that’s there right under the soil, if ’n you know where to look. If it snow ten-foot deep, I can get along. Rain or hail, or summer heat that melt tar, I get by. I find water where there ain’t supposed to be none, I get on. Me and the land. Me and this mountain. That ain’t prob’ly mean nothing to folks what can have light by pushing a little knob, or talk to people they can’t even see.” She paused and drew a breath. “But it means everything to me.” She looked into the fire once more. “All your daddy say is true. High rock be beautiful. High rock be cruel.” She gazed at Lou and added quietly, “And the mountain is my home.”


  Lou leaned her head against Louisa’s chest. The woman stroked Lou’s hair very gently with her hand as they sat there by the fire’s warmth.


  And then Lou said something she thought she never would. “And now it’s my home too.”


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  


  

    

  


  FLAKES OF SNOW WERE DROPPING FROM THE bellies of bloated clouds. Near the barn there came a whooshing sound and then a spark of harsh light that kept right on growing.


  Inside the farmhouse Lou groaned in the throes of a nightmare. Her and Oz’s beds had been moved to the front room, by the coal fire, and they were bundled under crazy quilts Louisa had sewn over the years. In Lou’s tortured sleep she heard a noise, but couldn’t tell what it was. She opened her eyes, sat up. There came a scratching at the door. In an instant Lou was alert. She opened the door and Jeb burst in, yipping and jumping.


  “Jeb, what is it? What’s wrong?”


  Then she heard the screams of the farm animals.


  Lou ran out in her nightshirt. Jeb followed her, barking, and Lou saw what had spooked him: The barn was fully ablaze. She ran back to the house, screamed out what was happening, and then raced to the barn.


  Eugene appeared at the front door of the farmhouse, saw the fire, and hurried out, Oz at his heels.


  When Lou threw open the big barn door, smoke and flames leapt out at her.


  “Sue! Bran!” she screamed as the smoke hit her lungs; she could feel the hairs on her arms rise from the heat.


  Eugene fast-limped past her, plunged into the barn, and then came right back out, gagging. Lou looked at the trough of water by the corral and a blanket hanging over the fence. She grabbed the blanket and plunged it into the cold water.


  “Eugene, put this over you.”


  Eugene covered himself with the wet blanket and then lunged back into the barn.


  Inside a beam dropped down and barely missed Eugene. Smoke and fire were everywhere. Eugene was as familiar with the insides of this barn as he was with anything on the farm, yet it was as though he had been struck blind. He finally got to Sue, who was thrashing in her stall, threw open the door, and put a rope around the terrified mare’s neck.


  Eugene stumbled out of the barn with Sue, threw the rope to Lou, who led the horse away with assistance from Louisa and Oz, and then Eugene went back into the barn. Lou and Oz hauled buckets of water from the springhouse, but Lou knew it was like trying to melt snow with your breath. Eugene drove out the mules and all the cows except one. But they lost every hog. And all their hay, and most of their tools and harnesses. The sheep were wintered outside, but the loss was still a devastating one.


  Louisa and Lou watched from the porch as the barn, bare studs now, continued to burn. Eugene stood by the corral where he had driven the livestock. Oz was next to him with a bucket of water to dump on any creep of fire.


  Then Eugene called out, “She coming down,” and he pulled Oz away. The barn collapsed in on itself, the flames leaping skyward and the snow gently falling into this inferno.


  Louisa stared in obvious agony at this ruin, as though she were caught in the flames herself. Lou tightly held her hand and was quick to notice when Louisa’s fingers began to shake, the strong grip suddenly becoming impossibly weak.


  “Louisa?”


  The woman dropped to the porch without a word.


  “Louisa!”


  The girl’s anguished cries echoed across the stark, cold valley.


  

    

  


  Cotton, Lou, and Oz stood next to the hospital bed where Louisa lay. It had been a wild ride down the mountain in the old Hudson, gears thrashed by a frantic Eugene, engine whining, wheels slipping and then catching in the snowy dirt. The car almost went over the edge twice. Lou and Oz had clung to Louisa, praying that she would not leave them. They had gotten her to the small hospital in Dickens, and then Lou had run and rousted Cotton from his bed. Eugene had gone back up to look after Amanda and the animals.


  Travis Barnes was attending her, and the man looked worried. The hospital was also his home, and the sight of a dining room table and a General Electric refrigerator had not comforted Lou.


  “How is she, Travis?” asked Cotton.


  Barnes looked at the children and then pulled Cotton to the side. “She’s had a stroke,” he said in a low voice. “Looks to be some paralysis on the left side.”


  “Is she going to recover?” This came from Lou, who had heard everything.


  Travis delivered a woeful shrug. “There’s not much we can do for her. The next forty-eight hours are critical. If I thought she could make the trip, I’d have sent her on to the hospital in Roanoke. We’re not exactly equipped for this sort of thing. You can go on home. I’ll send word if her condition changes.”


  Lou said, “I’m not leaving.” And then Oz said the same.


  “I think you’ve been overruled,” said Cotton quietly.


  “There’s a couch right outside,” Travis said kindly.


  

    

  


  They were all asleep there, each holding the others up, when the nurse touched Cotton’s shoulder.


  She said softly, “Louisa’s awake.”


  Cotton and the children eased the door open and went in. Louisa’s eyes were open, but not much more than that. Travis stood over her.


  “Louisa?” said Cotton. There was no answer, not even a hint of recognition. Cotton looked at Travis.


  “She’s still very weak,” Travis said. “I’m amazed she’s even conscious.”


  Lou just stared at her, more scared than she’d ever been. She just couldn’t believe it. Her father, her mother. Diamond. Now Louisa. Paralyzed. Her mother had not moved a muscle for longer than Lou cared to think about. Was that to be Louisa’s fate too? A woman who loved the earth? Who cherished her mountain? Who had lived as good a life as one could live? It was almost enough to make Lou stop believing in a God who could do such a terrible thing. Leaving a person with no hope. Leaving a person with nothing at all really.


  

    

  


  Cotton, Oz, Lou, and Eugene had just started their meal at the farmhouse.


  “I can’t believe they haven’t caught whoever burned the barn down,” Lou said angrily.


  “There’s no proof anybody burned it down, Lou,” replied Cotton, as he poured the milk and then passed the biscuits.


  “I know who did it. George Davis. Probably that gas company paid him to.”


  “You can’t go around saying that, Lou, that’s slander.”


  “I know the truth!” the girl shot back.


  Cotton took off his glasses. “Lou, believe me—”


  Lou leapt up from the table, her knife and fork clattering down and making them all jump. “Why should I believe anything you say, Cotton? You said my mom was going to come back. Now Louisa’s gone too. Are you going to lie and say she’s going to get better? Are you?”


  Lou ran off. Oz started to go after her, but Cotton stopped him. “Let her be for now, Oz,” he said. Cotton got up and went out on the porch, looking at the stars and contemplating the collapse of all he knew.


  Flashing across in front of him was Lou on the mare. A startled Cotton could only stare after her, and then horse and girl were gone.


  Lou rode Sue hard through the moonlit trails, tree limbs and brush poking and slapping at her. She finally came to Diamond’s house and slid down, running and falling until she reached the doorway and plunged inside.


  Tears streaming down her face, Lou stumbled around the room. “Why’d you have to leave us, Diamond? Now Oz and I have nobody. Nobody! Do you hear me? Do you, Diamond Skinner!”


  A scuffling sound came from the front porch. Lou turned, terrified. Then Jeb raced through the open door and jumped into her arms, licking her face and breathing heavy from his long run. She hugged him. And then the tree branches started rattling against the glass, and an anxious moan came down the chimney, and Lou held especially tight to that dog. A window banged open, and the wind swirled around the room, and then things grew calm, and, finally, so did Lou.


  She went outside, mounted Sue, and headed back, unsure of why she had even come here. Jeb trailed behind, tongue hanging low. She came to a fork in the road and turned left, toward the farm. Jeb started howling before Lou heard the noises herself. The throaty growls and ominous thrashing of underbrush were close upon them. Lou whipped up the horse, but before Sue could get rolling faster, the first of the wild dogs cleared the woods and came straight into their path. Sue reared up on her hind legs as the hideous creature, more wolf than dog, bared its teeth, its hackles straight up. Then another and another came from the woods, until a half dozen circled them. Jeb had his fangs bared and his hackles up too, yet he didn’t stand a chance against so many, Lou knew. Sue kept rearing and neighing, and spinning in little circles until Lou felt herself slipping, as the wide body of the mare seemed to grow as narrow as a tightrope, and was also slicked, for the horse was lathered heavily after the long run.


  One of the pack made a lunge for Lou’s leg, and she pulled it up; the animal collided with one of Sue’s hoofs and was temporarily stunned. There were too many of them, though, circling and snarling, ribs showing. Jeb went on the attack, but one of the brutes threw him down and he retreated, blood showing on his fur.


  And then another beast snapped at Sue’s foreleg and she went up again. And when she came down this time, she was riderless, for Lou had finally lost her grip and landed on her back, the wind knocked from her. Sue took off down the trail for home, yet Jeb stood like a stone wall in front of his fallen mistress, no doubt prepared to die for her. The pack moved in, sensing the easy kill. Lou forced herself up, despite the ache in her shoulder and back. There wasn’t even a stick within reach, and she and Jeb moved backward until there was nowhere else to go. As she prepared herself to die fighting, the only thing Lou could think of was that Oz would now be all alone, and the tears welled up in her eyes.


  The scream was like a net dropped over them, and the half-wolves turned. Even the largest of them, the size of a calf, flinched when it saw what was coming. The panther was big and sleek, muscles flexing under charcoal skin. It had amber eyes, and fangs showing that were double the size of the near-wolves’. And its claws too were fearsome things, like pitchfork hooked to knuckle. It screamed again when it got to the trail and headed for the wild pack with the power of a loaded coal train. The dogs turned and fled the fight, and that cat followed them, screaming with each graceful stride. Lou and Jeb ran as hard as they could for home. About a half mile from the house they once more heard the crash of the underbrush next to them. Jeb’s hackles went north again, and Lou’s heart nearly stopped: She beheld the amber eyes of the cat out of the darkness as it ran parallel to them through the woods. That terrifying animal could shred both girl and hound in seconds. And yet all that thing did was run next to them, never once venturing out of the woods. The only reason Lou knew it was still there was the sounds of its paws against the leaves and undergrowth, and the glow of those luminous eyes, which looked free-floating in the darkness, as black skin blended with stark night.


  Lou let out a thankful cry when she saw the farmhouse, and she and Jeb ran to the porch and then inside to safety. No one else was stirring, and Cotton, she assumed, had probably left long ago. Her chest heaving, Lou looked out the window, but never saw a sign of the beast.


  Lou went down the hallway, every nerve still jangling badly. She paused at her mother’s door and leaned against it. She had come so close to dying tonight, and it had been awful, more terrible than the car accident even, for she had been alone in her crisis. Lou peered inside the room and was surprised to find the window open. She went in, closed it, and turned to the bed. For one dazed moment she could not find her mother in the covers, and then of course there she was. Lou’s breath became normal, the shivers of fear fading as she drew closer to the bed. Amanda was breathing lightly, her eyes closed, fingers actually curled, as though in pain. Lou reached out and touched her and then withdrew her hand. Her mother’s skin was moist, clammy. Lou fled the room and bumped into Oz standing in the hall.


  “Oz,” she said, “you’re not going to believe what happened to me.”


  “What were you doing in Mom’s room?”


  She took a step back. “What? I—”


  “If you don’t want Mom to get better, then you should just leave her alone, Lou. Just leave her alone!”


  “But Oz—”


  “Dad loved you the best, but I’ll take care of Mom. Just like she always took care of us. I know Mom will get better, even if you don’t.”


  “But you didn’t take the bottle of holy water Diamond got for you.”


  “Maybe necklaces and holy water won’t help Mom, but me believing she’ll get better will. But you don’t believe, so just leave her be.”


  He had never in his life talked to her this way. He just stood there and glared, his thin, strong arms dangling by his sides, like needles at the end of thread. Her little brother really angry at her! She couldn’t believe it. “Oz!” He turned and walked away. “Oz,” she called again. “Please, don’t be mad at me. Please!” Oz never turned around. He went into his room and shut the door.


  Lou stumbled to the back of the house, then went out and sat on the steps. The beautiful night, the wondrous sight of the mountains, the calls of all kind of wildlife made no impression at all on her. She looked at her hands where the sun had leathered them, the palms rough as oak bark. Her fingernails were jagged and dirty, her hair knotted and lye-soaped to death, her body fatigued beyond her years, her spirit given way to despair after losing almost all those she cared about. And now her precious Oz no longer loved her.


  At that moment, the hated mine siren boomed across the valley. It was as though the mountain were shrieking in anticipation of the coming pain. The sound seemed to splinter Lou’s very soul. And next the rumble of the dynamite came and finished her off. Lou looked to that Cardinal graveyard knoll and suddenly wished she was there too, where nothing else could ever hurt her.


  She bent over and wept quietly into her lap. She hadn’t been there long when she heard the door creak open behind her. At first she thought it might be Eugene checking on her, but the tread was too light. The arms wrapped around her and held her tight.


  Lou could feel her brother’s delicate breaths on her neck. She stayed bent over, yet she reached behind her and wrapped an arm around him. And brother and sister stayed there like that for the longest time.


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  


  

    

  


  THEY RODE THE WAGON DOWN TO MCKENzie’s Mercantile, and Eugene, Lou, and Oz went inside. Rollie McKenzie stood behind a waist-high counter of warped maple. He was a little ball of a man, with a shiny, hairless head and a long grayish white beard that rested on his slack chest. He wore spectacles of great strength, yet the man still had to squint to see. The store was filled to nearly overflowing with farm supplies and building materials of various kinds. The smell of leather harnesses, kerosene oil, and burning wood from the corner potbelly filled the large space. There were glass candy dispensers and a Chero Cola box against one wall. A few other customers were in the place and they all stopped and gaped at Eugene and the children as though they were apparitions come haunting.


  McKenzie squinted and nodded at Eugene, his fingers picking at his thick beard, like a squirrel worrying a nut.


  “Hi, Mr. McKenzie,” said Lou. She had been here several times now and found the man gruff but fair.


  Oz had his baseball mitts draped around his neck and was tossing his ball. He was never without them now, and Lou suspected her brother even slept with the things.


  “Real sorry to hear ’bout Louisa,” McKenzie said.


  “She’s going to be fine,” said Lou firmly, and Oz gave her a surprised look and almost dropped his baseball.


  “What can I do for you?” asked McKenzie.


  “Got to raise us a new barn,” said Eugene. “Got to have us some things.”


  “Somebody burned our barn down,” said Lou, and she glared around at the people staring.


  “Use some finished board, posts, nails, hardware for the doors, and such,” said Eugene. “Got me a good list right chere.” He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and laid it on the counter. McKenzie did not look at it.


  “I’ll need cash up front,” he said, finally letting his beard alone.


  Eugene stared at the man. “But we good on our ’count. All paid up, suh.”


  Now McKenzie eyed the paper. “Lot of stuff on that list. Can’t carry you for that much.”


  “So’s we bring you crop. Barter.”


  “No. Cash.”


  “Why can’t we get credit?” asked Lou.


  “Hard times,” replied McKenzie.


  Lou looked around at the piles of supplies and goods everywhere. “Times look pretty good to me.”


  McKenzie slid back the list. “I’m sorry.”


  “But we’s got to have a barn,” said Eugene. “Winter come fast and we ain’t keep the animals out. They die.”


  “The animals we have left,” said Lou, glaring some more at the still staring faces.


  A man equal in size to Eugene approached from the rear of the store. Lou knew him to be McKenzie’s son-in- law, who was no doubt looking forward, she figured, to inheriting this good business one day when McKenzie squinted his last.


  “Look here, Hell No,” said the man, “you got your answer, boy.”


  Before Lou could say a word, Eugene stepped directly in front of the man. “You knowed that ain’t never been my name. It be Eugene Randall. And don’t you never call me nuthin’ else.” The big man appeared stunned, and he took a step back. Lou and Oz exchanged glances and then looked proudly upon their friend.


  Eugene stared down each of the customers in the store, ostensibly, Lou thought, to make clear that this statement applied to all of them as well.


  Rollie McKenzie called out, “I’m sorry for that, Eugene. It won’t never happen again.”


  Eugene nodded at McKenzie and then told the children to come on. They went outside and climbed on the wagon. Lou was shaking with anger. “It’s that gas company. They’ve scared everybody. Turned people against us.”


  Eugene took up the reins. “It be all right. We think’a somethin’.”


  Oz cried out, “Eugene, wait a minute.” He jumped down from the wagon and ran back inside.


  “Mr. McKenzie? Mr. McKenzie?” Oz called out, and the old man came back to the counter, blinking and picking at his beard.


  Oz plopped his mitts and ball on the curled maple planks. “Will this buy us a barn?”


  McKenzie stared at the child, and the old man’s lips trembled some, and his blinking eyes grew moist through the heft of glass. “You go on home, boy. You go on home now.”


  

    

  


  They cleared all the debris from the remains of the barn and collected all the nails, bolts, and usable wood that they could from the ruins. Cotton, Eugene, and the children stood and stared at the meager pile.


  “Not much there,” said Cotton.


  Eugene looked at the surrounding forests. “Well, we got us lot of wood, and it all free, ’cept the sweat of felling it.”


  Lou pointed to the abandoned shack her father had written about. “And we can use stuff from there,” she said, then looked at Cotton and smiled. They had not spoken since Lou’s outburst, and she was feeling badly about it. “Maybe make us a miracle,” she added.


  “Well, let’s get to work,” said Cotton.


  They tore down the shack and salvaged what they could. Over the next several days they cut down trees with an ax and a crosscut saw that had been in the corncrib and thus had escaped the fire. They pulled out the felled trees with the mules and chains. Fortunately, Eugene was a first-rate, if self-taught, carpenter. They topped off the trees and stripped the bark, and using a square and a measuring tape, Eugene cut marks in the wood showing where notches needed to be chiseled. “Ain’t got ’nough nails, so’s we got to make do. Notch and strap the joints best we can, mud chink ’tween. When we get mo’ nails, we do the job right.”


  “What about the corner posts?” asked Cotton. “We don’t have any mortar to set them in.”


  “Ain’t got to. Dig the holes deep, way below the cold line, crack up the rock, pack it in good and hard. It hold. I give us some extra hep at the corners with the braces. You see.”


  “You’re the boss,” said Cotton with an encouraging smile.


  Using a pick and shovel, Cotton and Eugene dug one hole. It was tough going against the hard ground. Their cold breath filled the air, and their gloved hands ached with the raw. While they were doing this, Oz and Lou chiseled out and hand-drilled the notches and insertion holes on the posts where timber mortise would meet timber tenon. Then they mule-dragged one of the posts to the hole and realized they had no way to get it in there. Try as they might, from every angle, and with every conceivable leverage, and with big Eugene straining every muscle he had, and little Oz too, they could not lift it enough. “We figger that out later,” said Eugene finally, his big chest heaving from the failed effort.


  He and Cotton laid out the first wall on the ground and started to hammer. Halfway through they ran out of nails. They collected all the scrap metal they could find and Eugene made a roaring coal fire for his forge. Then, using his smithy hammer, tongs, and shoeing anvil, he fashioned as many rough nails from the scrap as he could.


  “Good thing iron doesn’t burn,” remarked Cotton, as he watched Eugene working away on the anvil, which still stood in the middle of what used to be the barn.


  All of Eugene’s hard work netted them enough nails to finish another third of the first wall, and that was all.


  They had been at this for many cold days now, and all they had to show for it was one hole and a single finished corner post and no way to allow either to meet, and a wall without enough nails to hold it together.


  They collected early one morning around the post and hole to mull this over, and all agreed the situation did not look good. A hard winter was creeping ever closer and they had no barn. And Sue, the cows, and even the mules were showing the ill effects of being out in the freezing air all night. They could not afford to lose any more livestock.


  And as bad as this plight was, it was really the least of their problems, for while Louisa had regained consciousness from time to time, she had not spoken a word when awake, and her eyes appeared dead. Travis Barnes was very worried, and fretted that he should send her to Roanoke, but he was afraid she would still not survive the trip, and the fact was, there wasn’t much they could do for her there anyway. She had been able to drink and eat a bit, and while it wasn’t much, Lou took it as something to hold on to. It was as much as her mother was able to do. At least they were both still alive.


  Lou looked around their small, depressed group, then gazed at the naked trees on the angled slopes and wished winter would magically dissolve to summer’s warmth, and Louisa would rise fine and healthy from her sickbed. The sounds of the wheels made them all turn and stare. The line of approaching wagons pulled by mule, horse, and oxen teams was a long one. They were filled with cut lumber, large padstones, kegs of nails, ropes, ladders, block and tackle, augers, and all manners of other tools, that Lou suspected came in part from McKenzie’s Mercantile. Lou counted thirty men in all, all from the mountain, all of them farmers. Strong, quiet, bearded, they wore coarse clothing and wide-brimmed hats against a winter’s sun, and all had large, thick hands severely battered by both the mountain elements and a lifetime of hard work. With them were a half dozen women. They unloaded their supplies. While the women laid out canvas and blankets and used Louisa’s cook-stove and fireplace to start preparing the meals, the men began to build a barn.


  Under Eugene’s direction, they constructed supports for the block and tackle. Forgoing the route of post and mortar in hole, they opted to use the large, flat pad-stones for the barn’s foundation. They dug shallow footers, laid the stones, leveled them, and then placed massive hewn timbers across the stones as the sill plates. These plates were secured together all around the foundation. Additional timbers were run down the middle of the barn floor and attached to the sill plates. Later, other posts would be placed here and braced to support the roof framework and hayloft. Using the block and tackle, the mule teams lifted the massive corner posts up and on top of the sill plates. Thick brace timbers were nailed into the corner posts on either side, and then the braces themselves were firmly attached to the plates.


  With the barn’s foundation set, the wall frames were built on the ground, and Eugene measured and marked and called out instructions on placement. Ladders were put up against the corner posts and holes augured into them. They used the block and tackle to raise other timbers up to be used as the crossbeams. Holes had been hand-drilled through these timbers, and they were attached to the corner posts with long metal bolts.


  There was a shout as the first wall was run up, and each time after that as the remaining walls were built and run up. They framed the roof, and then the hammering became relentless as stud walls were further built out. Saws sliced through the air, cold breaths crowded each other, sawdust swirled in the breeze, men held nails in their mouths, and hands moved hammers with practiced motions.


  Two meals were rung for, and the men dropped to the ground and ate hard each time. Lou and Oz carried plates of warm food and pots filled with hot chicory coffee to the groups of tired men. Cotton sat with his back against the rail fence, sipping his coffee, resting his sore muscles, and watching with a broad smile as a barn began to emerge out of nothing but the sweat and charity of good neighbors.


  As Lou placed a platter of hot bread slathered with butter in front of the men, she said, “I want to thank all of you for helping.”


  Buford Rose picked up a piece of the bread and took a savage, if near toothless, bite. “Well, got to hep each other up here, ’cause ain’t nobody else gonna. Ask my woman, ain’t b’lieve me. And Lord knows Louisa’s done her share of hepping folks round here.” He looked over at Cotton, who tipped his cup of coffee to the man. “I knowed what I said to you ’bout being all worked out, Cotton, but lotta folk got it badder’n me. My brother be a dairy farmer down the Valley. Can’t barely walk no more with all that setting on the stool, fingers done curled like some crazy root. And folk say two things dairy farmer ain’t never gonna need they’s whole lives: suit’a nice clothes and a place to sleep.” He tore off another bread chunk.


  A young man said, “Hell, Ms. Louisa done borned me. My ma say I aint’a coming to this world what she not there.” Other men nodded and grinned at this remark. One of them looked over to where Eugene was standing near the rising structure, chewing on a piece of chicken and figuring out the next tasks to be done.


  “And he done help me raise new barn two spring ago. Man good with hammer ’n saw. Ain’t no lie.”


  From under knotted plugs of eyebrows Buford Rose studied Lou’s features. “I ’member your daddy good, girl. You done take after him fine. That boy, all the time pestering folk with questions. I had to tell him I done ain’t got no more words in my head.” He gave a near toothless grin, and Lou smiled back.


  The work continued. One group planked the roof and then laid out the roll of roofing paper on top. Another team, headed up by Eugene, fashioned the double doors for both ends, as well as the hayloft doors, while yet another group planked and daubed the outside walls. When it got too dark to see what they were hitting and cutting, kerosene lamps lit the night. The hammering and sawing got to be almost pleasing to hear. Almost. None complained, though, when the final board had been laid, the last nail driven. It was well into dark when the work was done and the wagons headed out.


  Eugene, Cotton, and the children wearily herded the animals into their new home and laid the floor with hay gathered from the fields and the corncrib. The hayloft, stalls, storage bins, and such still needed to be built out, and the roll of roofing would eventually need to be covered with proper wood shingles, but the animals were inside and warm. With a very relieved smile, Eugene shut the barn doors tight.


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  


  

    

  


  COTTON WAS DRIVING THE CHILDREN down to visit Louisa. Though they were well into winter, heavy snow had not yet come, merely dustings of several inches, though it would only be a matter of time before it fell hard and deep. They passed the coal company town where Diamond had adorned the superintendent’s new Chrysler Crown Imperial with horse manure. The town was empty now, the housing abandoned, the store vacant, the tipple sagging, the entrance to the mine boarded up, and the mine superintendent’s fancy, horseshitted Chrysler long gone.


  “What happened?” said Lou.


  “Shut down,” answered Cotton grimly. “Fourth mine in as many months. Veins were already petering out, but then they found out the coke they make here is too soft for steel production, so America’s fighting machine went looking elsewhere for its raw material. Lot of folks here out of work. And the last lumber company moved on to Kentucky two months ago. A double blow. Farmers on the mountain had a good year, but the people in the towns are hurting bad. It’s usually one or the other. Prosperity only seems to come in halves up here.” Cotton shook his head. “Indeed, the fine mayor of Dickens resigned his post, sold out his stake at inflated prices before the crash, and headed to Pennsylvania to seek a new fortune. I’ve often found the ones who talk the best game are the first ones to run at the earliest sign of trouble.”


  Coming down the mountain, Lou noted that there were fewer coal trucks, and that many of the mountainside tipples weren’t even being operated. When they passed Tremont, she saw that half the stores were boarded up, and there were few people on the streets, and Lou sensed it wasn’t just because of the chilly weather.


  When they got to Dickens, Lou was shocked, for many stores were boarded up here as well, including the one Diamond had opened an umbrella in. Bad luck had reigned there after all, and it was no longer funny to Lou. Ill-clothed men sat on sidewalks and steps, staring at nothing. There weren’t many cars slant-parked, and shopkeepers stood, idle hands on hips, nervous looks on faces, in the doorways of their empty stores. The men and women walking the streets were very few in number, and their faces carried an anxious pallor. Lou watched as a bus filled with folks slowly headed out of town. An empty coal train symbolically crept behind the line of buildings and parallel to the main road. The “Coal Is King” banner was no longer flying mighty and proud across the street, and Miss Bituminous Coal of 1940 had probably fled as well, Lou imagined.


  As they went along, Lou could see more than one group of people point at them and then talk among themselves.


  “Those people don’t look very happy,” said Oz nervously, as they climbed out of Cotton’s Oldsmobile and looked across the street at another collection of men who were watching them closely. At the front of this mob was none other than George Davis.


  “Come on, Oz,” said Cotton. “We’re here to see Louisa, that’s all.”


  He led them into the hospital, where they learned from Travis Barnes that Louisa’s condition had not changed. Her eyes were wide open and glassy. Lou and Oz each held one of her hands, but she clearly did not know them. Lou would have thought she had already passed, except for her shallow breathing. She watched the rise and fall of that chest with the deepest intensity, praying with all her soul for it to keep rising, until Cotton told her it was time to go, and Lou was surprised to learn that an hour had passed.


  When they walked back to the Oldsmobile, the men were waiting for them. George Davis had his hand on the door of Cotton’s car.


  Cotton walked boldly up to them. “What can I do for you folks?” he inquired politely, even as he firmly removed Davis’s hand from the Olds.


  “You get that fool woman in there sell her land, that what!” shouted Davis.


  Cotton looked the men over. Other than Davis, they were all men from the town, not the mountain. But he knew that didn’t mean they were any less desperate than folks who tethered their survival to dirt, seed, and the fickleness of rain. These folks had just tied their hopes to coal. But coal was unlike corn; once plucked, coal didn’t grow back.


  “I’ve already been over this with you, George, and the answer hasn’t changed. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get these children home.”


  “Whole town gone to hell,” said another man.


  “And you think that’s Louisa’s fault?” asked Cotton.


  “She dying. She ain’t need her land,” said Davis.


  “She’s not dying!” said Oz.


  “Cotton,” said a well-dressed man about fifty years old who, Cotton knew, ran the automobile dealership in Dickens. He had narrow shoulders, thin arms, and smooth palms that clearly showed he had never hoisted a hay bale, swung a scythe, or plowed a field. “I’m going to lose my business. I’m going to lose everything I’ve got if something doesn’t replace the coal. And I’m not the only one like that. Look around, we’re hurting bad.”


  “What happens when the natural gas runs out?” countered Cotton. “Then what will you be looking for to save you?”


  “Ain’t got to look that fer ahead. Take care of bizness now, and that bizness be gas,” said Davis in an angry voice. “We all git rich. I ain’t got no problem selling my place, hep my neighbor.”


  “Really?” said Lou. “I didn’t see you at the barn raising, George. In fact you haven’t been back since Louisa ran you off. Unless you had something to do with our barn burning down in the first place.”


  Davis spit, wiped his mouth, and hitched his britches, and would’ve no doubt throttled the girl right there if Cotton hadn’t been standing next to her.


  “Lou,” said Cotton firmly, “that’s enough.”


  “Cotton,” said the well-dressed man, “I can’t believe you’re abandoning us for some stupid mountain woman. Hell, you think you’ll have any lawyering to do if the town dies?”


  Cotton smiled. “Don’t y’all worry about me. You’d be amazed at how little I can get by on. And regarding Miss Cardinal, y’all listen up, because it’s the last time I’m going to say it. She does not want to sell her land to Southern Valley. That’s her right, and y’all better damn well respect it. Now, if you really and truly can’t survive here without the gas folks, then I suggest you leave. Because you see, Miss Cardinal doesn’t have that problem. Every lick of coal and gas could disappear from this earth tomorrow, and electricity and phones too, and she’d be just fine.” He stared pointedly at the well-dressed man. “Now tell me, who’s the stupid one?”


  Cotton told the children to climb in the car, and he eased himself into the driver’s seat, even as the men pushed forward a bit, crowding him. Several of them moved back and blocked the rear of the car. Cotton started the engine of the Olds, rolled down the window, and looked at them. “Now, the clutch on this thing is right peculiar. Sometimes it pops out and this old girl jumps about a country mile. Almost killed a man one time when it did that. Well, here goes. Look out now!”


  He popped the clutch, and the Olds jumped backward, and so did all the men. The path cleared, Cotton backed out and they headed off. When the rock banged against the rumble seat of the car, Cotton pushed down on the accelerator and told Lou and Oz to get down and stay down. Several more rocks hit against the car, before they were safely out of range.


  “What about Louisa?” asked Lou.


  “She’ll be fine. Travis is most always around, and he’s a man not to be beat with a shotgun. And when he’s not there, his nurse is just about as fine a shot. And I warned the sheriff folks were getting a bit riled. They’ll keep close watch. But those people aren’t going to do anything to a helpless woman in a bed. They’re hurting, but they’re not like that.”


  “Are they going to throw rocks at us every time we come to visit Louisa?” asked Oz fearfully.


  Cotton put an arm around the boy. “Well, if they do, I suspect they’ll run out of rocks long before we run out of visits.”


  When they got back to the farmhouse, an anxious-looking Eugene hurried out, a piece of paper in his hand.


  “Man from the town come by with this, Mr. Cotton. I ain’t knowed what it is. He say give it to you quick.”


  Cotton opened up the slip of paper and read it. It was a delinquent tax notice. He had forgotten Louisa had not paid her property taxes for the last three years because there had been no crops, and thus no money. The county had carried her over, as it did with all the other farmers in similar circumstances. They were expected to pay of course, but they were always given time. This notice, however, was demanding payment in full immediately. Two hundred dollars’ worth of payment. And since she had been in default for so long, they could foreclose and sell the land far more quickly than normal. Cotton could feel Southern Valley’s vicious stamp all over the paper.


  “Is something wrong, Cotton?” asked Lou. He looked at her and smiled. “I’ll take care of it, Lou. Just paperwork, honey.”


  

    

  


  Cotton counted out the two hundred dollars to the clerk of the court and was given a stamped receipt. He trudged back to his apartment and boxed up the last pile of books. A few minutes later he looked up to see Lou standing in his doorway.


  “How did you get here?” he asked.


  “I got a ride with Buford Rose in his old Packard. There are no doors on the thing, so it’s a fine view, but you’re only one jolt away from flying out, and it’s pretty cold.” She stared around at the empty room. “Where are all your books, Cotton?”


  He chuckled. “They were taking up too much space.” He tapped his forehead. “And, leastways, I’ve got it all right up here.”


  Lou shook her head. “I went by the courthouse. I figured there was more to that paper we got than you were letting on. Two hundred dollars for all your books. You shouldn’t have done it.”


  Cotton closed up the box. “I still have some left. And I’d like you to have them.”


  Lou stepped into the room. “Why?”


  “Because they’re your father’s works. And I can’t think of a better person to take care of them.”


  Lou said nothing while Cotton taped the box shut.


  “Let’s go over and see Louisa now,” Cotton said.


  “Cotton, I’m getting scared. More stores have closed. And another bus full of people just left. And the looks folks gave me on the street. They’re really angry. And Oz got in a fight at school with a boy who said we were ruining people’s lives by not selling.”


  “Is Oz all right?”


  She smiled weakly. “He actually won the fight. I think it surprised him more than anybody. He’s got a black eye, and he’s right proud of it.”


  “It’ll be all right, Lou. Things will work out. We’ll weather this.”


  She took a step closer, her expression very serious. “Things aren’t working out. Not since we’ve come here. Maybe we should sell and leave. Maybe it’ll be better for all of us. Get Mom and Louisa the care they need.” She paused and could not look at him as she added, “Someplace else.”


  “Is that what you want to do?”


  Lou wearily stared off. “Sometimes what I want to do is go up on the little knoll behind our house, lay on the ground, and never move again. That’s all.”


  Cotton considered this for a few moments and then said, “In the world’s broad field of battle, / In the bivouac of Life, / Be not like dumb, driven cattle! / Be a hero in the strife! / Trust no Future, howe’er pleasant! / Let the dead Past bury its dead! / Act—act in the glorious Present! / Heart within, and God o’erhead! / Lives of great men all remind us / We can make our lives sublime, / And, departing, leave behind us…Footprints on the sands of time.”


  “ ‘A Psalm of Life.’ Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,” said Lou without much enthusiasm.


  “There’s more to the poem, but I’ve always considered those lines the essential parts.”


  “Poetry is beautiful, Cotton, but I’m not sure it can fix real life.”


  “Poetry needn’t fix real life, Lou, it need just be. The fixing is up to us. And laying on the ground and never moving again, or running from trouble, is not the Lou Cardinal I know.”


  “That’s very interesting,” said Hugh Miller, as he stood there in the doorway. “I looked for you at your office, Longfellow. I understand you’ve been over at the courthouse paying the debts of others.” He flashed a nasty grin. “Right good of you, however misguided.”


  “What do you want, Miller?” said Cotton.


  The little man stepped into the room and looked at Lou. “Well, first I want to say how sorry I am about Miss Cardinal.”


  Lou crossed her arms and looked away.


  “Is that all?” Cotton said curtly.


  “I also came by to make another offer on the property.”


  “It’s not my property to sell.”


  “But Miss Cardinal isn’t in a position to consider the offer.”


  “She already refused you once, Miller.”


  “That’s why I’m cutting right to the chase and raising my offer to five hundred thousand dollars.”


  Cotton and Lou exchanged startled glances, before Cotton said, “Again, it’s not my property to sell.”


  “I assumed you would have a power of attorney to act on her behalf.”


  “No. And if I did, I still wouldn’t sell to you. Now, is there anything else I can’t do for you?”


  “No, you’ve told me all I need to know.” Miller handed a packet of papers to Cotton. “Consider your client served.”


  Miller walked out with a smile. Cotton quickly read through the papers, while Lou stood nervously beside him.


  “What is it, Cotton?”


  “Not good, Lou.”


  Cotton suddenly grabbed Lou’s arm, and they raced down the stairs and over to the hospital. Cotton ushed open the door to Louisa’s room. The flashbulb went off right as they came in. The man looked over at them and then he took other picture of Louisa in her bed. There was another man next to him, large and powerfully built. Both were dressed in nice suits and wore creased hats.


  “Get out of here!” cried Cotton.


  He raced over and tried to grab the camera from the man, but the big fellow pulled him away, allowing his partner to slide out the door. Then the big man backed out of the room, a smile on his lips.


  Cotton could only stand there, breathing hard and looking helplessly between Lou and Louisa.


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  


  

    

  


  IT WAS A PARTICULARLY COLD, CLOUDLESS DAY when Cotton entered the courtroom. He stopped when he saw Miller and another man there, who was tall, portly, and very well dressed, his fine silver
hair combed neatly on a head so massive it seemed hardly natural.


  Cotton said to Miller, “I was pretty sure I’d see you today.”


  Miller inclined his head at the other man. “You probably heard of Thurston Goode, Commonwealth’s attorney for Richmond?”


  “Indeed I have. You argued a case before the United States Supreme Court recently, didn’t you, sir?”


  “More precisely,” Goode said in a deep, confident baritone, “I won the case, Mr. Longfellow.”


  “Congratulations. You’re a long way from home.”


  “The state was kind enough to allow Mr. Goode to come down here and act on its behalf in this very important matter,” explained Miller.


  “Since when does a simple suit to declare a person mentally unfit qualify for the expertise of one of the finest lawyers in the state?”


  Goode smiled warmly. “As an officer of the Commonwealth I don’t have to explain to you why I’m here, Mr. Longfellow. Suffice it to say, that I am here.”


  Cotton put a hand to his chin and pretended to ponder something. “Let’s see now. Virginia elects its Commonwealth’s attorneys. Might I inquire as to whether Southern Valley has made a donation to your campaign, sir?”


  Goode’s face flushed. “I don’t like what you’re implying!”


  “I did not mean it as an implication.”


  Fred the bailiff came in and announced, “All rise. The Court of the Honorable Henry J. Atkins is now in session. All those having business before this court draw near and you shall be heard.”


  Judge Henry Atkins, a small man with a short beard, thinning silver hair, and clear gray eyes, came into the room from his adjacent chambers and took his seat behind the bench. Before he got up there, he looked too small for his black robe. Once he got there, he looked too large for the courtroom.


  It was at this point that Lou and Oz crept in without anyone seeing them. Wearing barter coats and thick socks stuffed into oversized boots, they had retraced their steps across the poplarlog bridge and down the mountain, catching a ride on a truck to Dickens. It had been a much harder trek in cold weather, but the way Cotton had explained it to them, the potential effect of this proceeding on all their lives was very clear. They sat slumped down at the rear, their heads barely visible over the back of the seats in front of them.


  “Call the next case,” said Atkins. It was his only case today, but the law court had its rituals.


  Fred announced the pending matter of Commonwealth versus Louisa Mae Cardinal.


  Atkins smiled broadly from his judicial perch. “Mr. Goode, I’m honored to have you in my courtroom, sir. Please state the Commonwealth’s position.”


  Goode rose and hooked a finger in his lapel.


  “This certainly is not a pleasant task, but one that the Commonwealth has a duty to perform. Southern Valley Coal and Gas has made an offer to purchase property solely owned by Miss Cardinal. We believe that because of her recent stroke she is not legally fit to make an informed decision on that offer. Her only relatives are both underage and thus disqualified from acting for her. And we understand that the surviving parent of these children is herself severely mentally incapacitated. We also have it on good authority that Miss Cardinal has signed no power of attorney allowing others to represent her interests.”


  On this Cotton cast a sharp glance at Miller, who just looked ahead in his cocksure manner.


  Goode continued, “In order to fully protect Miss Cardinal’s rights in this matter, we are seeking to have her declared mentally unfit, and to have a guardian appointed so that an orderly disposition of her affairs may be conducted, including this very lucrative offer from Southern Valley.”


  Atkins nodded as Goode sat down. “Thank you, Mr. Goode. Cotton?”


  Cotton rose and stood before the bench. “Your Honor, what we have here is an attempt to circumvent rather than facilitate Miss Cardinal’s wishes. She has already rejected an offer from Southern Valley to purchase her land.”


  “Is that true, Mr. Goode?” queried the judge.


  Goode looked confident. “Miss Cardinal rejected one such offer; however, the present offer is for considerably more money, and thus must be separately entertained.”


  “Miss Cardinal made it very clear that she would not sell her land at any price to Southern Valley,” said Cotton. He looped his finger around his coat lapel as Goode had done, then thought better of it and removed it.


  “Do you have any witnesses to that effect?” asked Judge Atkins.


  “Uh…just me.”


  Goode immediately pounced. “Well, if Mr. Longfellow intends to make himself a material witness in this case, I insist he recuse himself as counsel for Miss Cardinal.”


  Atkins looked at Cotton. “Is that what you want to do?”


  “No, it’s not. However, I can represent Louisa’s interests until she’s better.”


  Goode smiled. “Your Honor, Mr. Longfellow has expressed a clear prejudice to my client in full view of the court. He can hardly be considered independent enough to fairly represent Miss Cardinal’s interests.”


  “I’m inclined to agree with him there, Cotton,” said Atkins.


  “Well, then we contend that Miss Cardinal is not mentally unfit,” countered Cotton.


  “Then we have ourselves a dispute, gentlemen,” said the judge. “I’m setting this for trial in one week.”


  Cotton was astonished. “That’s not enough time.”


  “One week’s fine with us,” said Goode. “Miss Cardinal’s affairs deserve to be attended to with all due speed and respect.”


  Atkins picked up his gavel. “Cotton, I’ve been over to the hospital to see Louisa. Now, whether she has her senses or not, it seems to me those children are going to at least need a guardian. We might as well get it done as quick as possible.”


  “We can take care of ourselves.”


  They all looked to the back of the courtroom, where Lou was now standing. “We can take care of ourselves,” she said again. “Until Louisa gets better.”


  “Lou,” said Cotton, “this is not the time or place.”


  Goode smiled at them. “Well, you two sure are adorable children. I’m Thurston Goode. How y’all doing?”


  Neither Lou nor Oz answered him.


  “Young lady,” said Atkins, “come up here.”


  Lou swallowed the lump in her throat and walked up to the bench, where Atkins peered down at her, like Zeus to mortal.


  “Young lady, are you a member of the State Bar?”


  “No. I mean…no.”


  “Do you know that only members of the Bar may address the court except in the most extraordinary circumstances?”


  “Well, since this concerns me and my brother, I think the circumstances are extraordinary.”


  Atkins looked at Cotton and smiled before looking back at Lou. “You’re smart, that’s easy to see. And quick. But the law is the law, and children your age can’t live by themselves.”


  “We have Eugene.”


  “He’s not a blood relative.”


  “Well, Diamond Skinner didn’t live with anybody.”


  Atkins looked over at Cotton. “Cotton, will you explain this to her, please.”


  “Lou, the judge is right, you’re not old enough to live by yourself. You need an adult.”


  Lou’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. “Well, we keep running out of those.” She turned and raced down the aisle, pushed open the double doors, and was gone. Oz fled after her.


  Cotton looked back up at Judge Atkins.


  “One week,” said the judge. He smacked his gavel and returned to his chambers, like a wizard resting after
throwing a particularly difficult spell.


  Outside the courtroom, Goode and Miller waited for Cotton. Goode leaned in close to him. “You know, Mr. Longfellow, you can make this a lot easier on everybody if you’d just cooperate. We all know what a mental examination is going to reveal. Why put Miss Cardinal through the humiliation of a trial?”


  Cotton leaned even closer to Goode. “Mr. Goode, you could give a damn whether Louisa’s affairs are accorded the respect they deserve. You’re here as a hired gun for a big company looking to twist the law so they can take her land.”


  Goode just smiled. “We’ll see you in court.”


  

    

  


  That night Cotton labored behind his piled-high desk. He mumbled to himself, wrote things down and then scratched them out, and paced like an expectant father. The door creaked open, and Cotton stared as Lou came in with a basket of food and a pot of coffee.


  “Eugene drove me down in the car to see Louisa,” she explained. “I got this over at the New York Restaurant. Figured you probably skipped supper.”


  Cotton looked down. Lou cleared a place on his desk, laid out the food, and poured the coffee. Finished, she made no move to leave.


  “I’m pretty busy, Lou. Thank you for the food.”


  Cotton went to his desk and sat down, but he moved not one piece of paper, opened not a single book.


  “I’m sorry about what I said in court,” said Lou.


  “It’s all right. I guess if I were you, I would’ve done the same thing.”


  “You sounded really good.”


  “On the contrary, I failed utterly.”


  “But the trial hasn’t started yet.”


  He took off his glasses and rubbed them with his tie. “Truth is I haven’t really tried a case in years, and even then I wasn’t very good. I just file papers, write up deeds and wills, that sort of thing. And I’ve never gone up against a lawyer like Goode.” He put his glasses back on, seeing clearly for perhaps the first time all day. “And I wouldn’t want to promise you something I can’t deliver.”


  This line stood between them like a wall of flames.


  “I believe in you, Cotton. Whatever happens, I believe in you. I wanted you to know that.”


  “Why in the world do you have faith in me? Haven’t I done nothing except let you down? Quoted miserable poetry that can’t change anything.”


  “No, all you’ve tried to do is help.”


  “I can never be the man your father was, Lou. In fact, I’m really not good for all that much, it appears.”


  Lou stood beside him. “Will you promise me one thing, Cotton? Will you promise you won’t ever leave us?”


  After a few moments Cotton cupped the girl’s chin and said in a halting voice that in no way lost its strength, “I will stay for as long as all of you will have me.”


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  


  

    

  


  OUTSIDE THE COURTHOUSE, FORDS, CHEVYS, and Chryslers were slant-parked next to wagons pulled by mules and horses. A dusting of snow had given pretty white toppers to just about everything, yet no one was paying any attention to that. They had all hurried into the courthouse to see a much grander show.


  The courtroom had never held so many souls. The seats on the main floor were filled. Folks even stood in the back and were sandwiched five deep on the second-floor balcony. There were town men in suits and ties, women in church dresses and boxy hats with veils and fake flowers or dangling fruit. Next to them were farmers in clean overalls and felt hats held in hand, their chew stashed in their pockets. Their women were beside them, Chop dresses to the ankles and wire glasses over worn, creased faces. They looked around the room excitedly as though they were about to see a queen or movie star stroll in.


  Children were wedged here and there among the adults like mortar between brick. To get a better look, one boy climbed up on the railing around the balcony and clung to a support column. A man hauled him down and sternly told him that this was a court of law and dignity was required here, not tomfoolery. The ashamed boy trudged off. And then the man climbed up on the railing for a better look-see himself.


  Cotton, Lou, and Oz were heading up the steps of the courthouse when a boy in an overcoat, slacks, and shiny black shoes ran up to them.


  “My pa says you’re doing wrong by the whole town on account of one woman. He said we got to have the gas folks here, any way we can.” The little fellow looked at Cotton as though the lawyer had spit on the boy’s mother and then laughed about it.


  “Is that right?” said Cotton. “Well, I respect your daddy’s opinion, though I don’t agree with it. Now, you tell him if he wants to discuss it with me in person later, I’d be right glad to do so.” Cotton glanced around and saw someone who he was sure was the child’s father, for the boy favored the man and he had been staring at them, but quickly looked away. Cotton glanced at all the cars and wagons and then said to the boy, “You and your daddy better get yourselves inside and get a seat. Looks to be a right popular spot today.”


  When they entered the courtroom, Cotton was still amazed at the numbers in attendance. Yet, the hard work of farming was over for now, and people had time on their hands. And for the townsfolk it was an accessible show promising fireworks at a fair price. It seemed they were determined to miss not one legal trick, not one semantical headlock. For many this probably would be the most exciting time of their lives. And wasn’t that a sad thing, Cotton thought.


  Yet, he knew the stakes here were high. A place dying once more only perhaps to be revitalized by a deep-pocketed company. And all he had to lay against that was an old woman lying in a bed, her senses seemingly struck from her. And there were also two anxious children counting on him; and lying in another bed a woman who maybe he could lose his heart to if only she would awaken. Lord, how was he ever going to survive this?


  “Find a seat,” Cotton told the children. “And keep quit.”


  Lou gave him a peck on the cheek. “Good luck.” She crossed her fingers for him. A farmer they knew made room for them in one of the rows of seats.


  Cotton went up the aisle, nodding at people he recognized in the crowd. Smack in the front row were Miller and Wheeler.


  Goode was at the counsel table, seeming as happy as a hungry man at a church supper as he looked around at a crowd that seemed famished to witness this contest.


  “You ready to have a go at this?” said Goode.


  “As ready as you are,” Cotton replied gamely.


  Goode chuckled. “With all due respect, I doubt that.”


  Fred the bailiff appeared and said his official words, and they all rose, and the Court of the Honorable Henry J. Atkins was now in session.


  “Send in the jury,” the judge said to Fred.


  The jury filed in. Cotton looked at them one by one, and almost fell to the floor when he saw George Davis as one of the chosen.


  He thundered, “Judge, George Davis wasn’t one of the jurors we voir dired. He has a vested interest in the outcome of this case.”


  Atkins leaned forward. “Now, Cotton, you know we have a hard enough time getting jurors to serve. I had to drop Leroy Jenkins because he got kicked by his mule. Now, I know he’s not the most popular person around, but George Davis has as much right to serve as any other man. Look here, George, can you keep a fair and open mind about this case?”


  Davis had his churchgoing clothes on and looked quietly respectable. “Yes, sir,” he said politely and looked around. “Why, y’all knowed Louisa’s place right next to mine. Get along good.” He smiled a black-toothed smile, which he seemed to have difficulty with, as though it were something he’d never before attempted.


  “I’m sure Mr. Davis will make a fine juror, your Honor,” said Goode. “No objection here.”


  Cotton looked at Atkins, and the curious expression on the judge’s face made Cotton think twice about what was really going on here.


  Lou sat in her seat, silently fuming at this. It was wrong. And she wanted to stand up and say it was, yet for once in her life she was too intimidated. This was a court of law, after all.


  “He’s lying!” The voice thundered, and every head in the place turned to its source.


  Lou looked next to her to find Oz standing on his seat, taller now than all in the courtroom. His eyes were on fire, his finger pointed straight at George Davis. “He’s lying,” Oz roared again in a voice so deep Lou did not even recognize it as her brother’s. “He hates Louisa. It’s wrong for him to be here.”


  Cotton had been struck dumb like all the others. He glanced around the room. Judge Atkins stared at the little boy, none too pleased. Goode was about ready to spring to his feet. And Davis’s look was so fierce that Cotton was very grateful that no gun was handy for the man. Cotton raced to Oz and swooped up the boy.


  “Apparently, the propensity for public outbursts runs in the Cardinal family,” Atkins boomed. “Now, we can’t have that, Cotton.”


  “I know, Judge. I know.”


  “It’s wrong. That man is a liar!” yelled Oz.


  Lou was scared. She said, “Oz, please, it’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not, Lou,” said Oz. “That man is hateful. He starves his family. He’s wicked!”


  “Cotton, take that child out,” roared the judge. “Right now.”


  Cotton carried out Oz, with Lou trailing in their wake.


  They sat on the cold courthouse steps. Oz wasn’t crying. He just sat there and smacked his small fists against his slender thighs. Lou felt tears trickle down her cheeks as she watched him. Cotton put an arm around Oz’s shoulders.


  “It’s not right, Cotton,“ said Oz. “It’s just not right.” The boy kept punching his legs.


  “I know, son. I know. But it’ll be okay. Why, having George Davis on that jury might be a good thing for us.”


  Oz stopped hitting himself. “How can that be?”


  “Well, it’s one of the mysteries of the law, Oz, but you’ll just have to trust me on it. Now I suspect y’all still want to watch the trial.” They both said that they would very dearly want to do that.


  Cotton glanced around and saw Deputy Howard Walker standing by the door. “Howard, it’s a little cold for these children to be waiting out here. If I guarantee no more outbursts, can you find a way to get them back in, ’cause I got to get going. You understand.”


  Walker smiled and gripped his gunbelt. “Y’all come on with me, children. Let Cotton go work his magic.”



  Cotton said, “Thank you, Howard, but helping us might cost you some popularity in this town.”


  “My daddy and brother died in those mines. Southern Valley can go to hell. Now, you get on in there and show them what a fine lawyer you are.”


  After Cotton went back in, Walker took Lou and Oz in through a rear entrance and got them settled at a spot in the balcony reserved for special visitors, after receiving a solemn promise from Oz that he would not be heard from again.


  Lou looked at her brother and whispered. “Oz, you were really brave to do that. I was afraid to.” He smiled at her. Then she realized what was missing. “Where’s the bear I bought you?”


  “Shoot, Lou, I’m too old for bears and thumb sucking.”


  Lou looked at her brother and suddenly realized that this was true. And a tear clutched at her eye, for she suddenly had an image of her brother grown tall and strong and no longer in need of his big sister.


  

    

  


  Down below, Cotton and Goode were having a heated sidebar with Judge Atkins at the bench.


  “Now look here, Cotton,” said Atkins. “I’m not unmindful of what you’re saying about George Davis, and your objection is duly noted for the record, but Louisa delivered two of those jurors into this world, and the Commonwealth didn’t object to that.” He looked over at Goode. “Mr. Goode, will you excuse us for a minute here?”


  The lawyer looked shocked. “Your Honor, an ex parte contact with counsel? We don’t do those sorts of things in Richmond.”


  “Well, damn good thing this ain’t Richmond then. Now, just take yourself on over there for a bit.” Atkins waved his hand like he was flicking at flies, and Goode reluctantly moved back to his counsel table.


  “Cotton,” said Atkins, “we both know there’s a lot of interest in this case, and we both know why: money. Now, we got Louisa laying over to hospital and most folks thinking she’s not going to make it anyway. And then we got us Southern Valley cash staring folks in the face.”


  Cotton nodded. “So you’re thinking the jury is going to go against us despite the merits of the case?”


  “Well, I can’t really say, but if you do lose here—”


  “Then having George Davis on the jury gives me real good grounds for appeal,” finished Cotton.


  Atkins looked very pleased that Cotton had seized upon this strategy so readily. “Why, I never thought of that. Real glad you did. Now let’s get this show on the road.”


  Cotton moved back to his counsel table while Atkins smacked his gavel and announced, “Jury is hereby impaneled. Be seated.”


  The jury collectively sat itself down.


  Atkins looked them over slowly before his gaze came to rest on Davis. “One more thing now before we start. I’ve had my backside on this here bench for thirty-four years, and there’s never been anything close to jury tampering or messing around along those lines in my courtroom. And there’s never going to be such, for if there ever was, the folks that did it will think spending their whole lives in the coal mines a birthday party compared to what I’ll do to them.” He gave Davis one more good stare, fired similar broadsides at both Goode and Miller, and then said, “Now the parties have waived their opening statements. So Commonwealth, call your first witness.”


  “Commonwealth calls Dr. Luther Ross,” said Goode.


  The ponderous Dr. Ross rose and went to the witness stand. He had the gravity lawyers liked, when he was on their side; otherwise he was just a well-paid liar.


  Fred swore him in. “Raise your right hand, put your left one on the Bible. Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help you God?”


  Ross said he most certainly would tell the truth and nothing but, and wedged himself into the witness chair.
Fred retreated and Goode approached.


  “Dr. Ross, sir, would you state your mighty fine credentials for the jury please?”


  “I’m chief of the asylum down over to Roanoke. I’ve taught courses in mental evaluation at the Medical College in Richmond, and at the University of Virginia. And I’ve personally handled over two thousand cases like this one.”


  “Well now, I am sure Mr. Longfellow and this court would agree that you are truly an expert in your field. In fact, you may be the number-one expert in your field, and I would say this jury deserves to hear nothing less.”


  “Objection, Your Honor!” said Cotton. “I don’t believe there’s any proof that Mr. Goode is an expert in ranking experts.”


  “Sustained, Cotton,” said Atkins. “Get on with it, Mr. Goode.”


  Goode smiled benignly, as though this tiny skirmish had been a way for him to evaluate Cotton’s mettle. “Now, Mr. Ross,” said Goode, “have you had occasion to examine Louisa Mae Cardinal?”


  “I have.”


  “And what is your expert opinion on her mental competence?”


  Ross smacked the frame of the witness box with one of his flabby hands. “She is not mentally competent. In fact, my considered opinion is she should be institutionalized.”


  There came a loud buzz from the crowd, and Atkins impatiently pounded his gavel. “Quiet down,” said he.


  Goode continued. “Institutionalized? My, my. That’s some serious business. So you’re saying she’s in no shape to handle her own affairs? Say, for the sale of her property?”


  “Absolutely not. She could be easily taken advantage of. Why, that poor woman can’t even sign her own name. Probably doesn’t know what her name is.” He eyed the jury with a most commanding look. “Institutionalized,” he said again in the projected voice of a stage actor.


  Goode asked a series of carefully crafted questions, and to each he got the answers he wanted: Louisa Mae was undoubtedly mentally unfit, according to the esteemed expert Dr. Luther Ross.


  “No further questions,” Goode finally said.


  “Mr. Longfellow?” said Atkins. “I suspect you want to have a go.”


  Cotton got up, took off his glasses, and dangled them by his side as he addressed the witness.


  “You say you’ve examined over two thousand people?”


  “That’s correct,” Ross said with a lift of his chest.


  “And how many did you find incompetent, sir?”


  Ross’s chest immediately deflated, for he clearly hadn’t expected that inquiry. “Uh, well, it’s hard to say.”


  Cotton glanced at the jury and moved toward him. “No, it’s really not. You just have to say it. Let me help you a little. A hundred percent? Fifty percent?”


  “Not a hundred percent.”


  “But not fifty?”


  “No.”


  “Let’s whittle it on down now. Eighty? Ninety? Ninety-five?”


  Ross thought for a few moments. “Ninety-five percent sounds about right.”


  “Okay. Let me see now. I think that works out to be nineteen hundred out of two thousand. Lord, that’s a lot of crazy people, Dr. Ross.”


  The crowd laughed and Atkins banged his gavel, but a tiny smile escaped him as well.


  Ross glared at him. “I just call ’em like I see ’em, lawyer.”


  “Dr. Ross, how many stroke victims have you examined to determine whether they’re mentally competent?”


  “Uh, why, none that I can recall offhand.”


  Cotton paced back and forth in front of the witness, who kept his gaze on the attorney as an even line of sweat appeared on Ross’s brow. “I suppose with most of the people you see, they have some mental disease. Here we have a stroke victim whose physical incapacity may make it seem like she’s not mentally fit even though she may very well be.” Cotton sought out and found Lou in the balcony. “I mean, just because one can’t talk or move doesn’t mean one can’t understand what’s going on around her. She may well see, hear, and understand everything. Everything!”


  Cotton swung back and looked at his witness. “And given time she may very well fully recover.”


  “The woman I saw was not likely to recover.”


  “Are you a medical doctor expert on stroke victims?” Cotton said in a sharp voice.


  “Well, no. But—”


  “Then I’d like an instruction from the bench for the jury to disregard that statement.”


  Atkins said to the cluster of men, “You are hereby instructed to take no notice whatsoever of Dr. Ross saying that Miss Cardinal would not recover, for he is most assuredly not competent to testify to that.”



  Atkins and Ross exchanged glares at the judge’s choice of words, while Cotton put a hand over his mouth to hide his grin.


  Cotton continued. “Dr. Ross, you really can’t tell us that today, or tomorrow, or the next day, Louisa Mae Cardinal won’t be perfectly capable of handling her own affairs, can you?”


  “The woman I examined—”


  “Please answer the question I asked, sir.”


  “No.”


  “No, what?” Cotton added pleasantly, “For this fine jury.”


  A frustrated Ross crossed his arms. “No, I cannot say for sure that Miss Cardinal will not recover today or tomorrow or the next day.”


  Goode heaved himself to his feet. “Your Honor, I see where counsel is going with this and I think I have a resolution. As of right now Dr. Ross’s testimony is that Miss Cardinal is not competent. If she gets better, and we all hope she does, then the court-appointed representative can be dismissed and she can handle her own affairs from then on.”


  Cotton said, “By then, she won’t have any land left.”


  Goode seized upon this opening. “Well, then Miss Cardinal can surely take comfort in the half a million dollars Southern Valley has offered for her property.”


  An enormous gasp went through the crowd at the mention of this ungodly sum. One man almost toppled over the balcony rail before his neighbors pulled him back to safety. Both dirty and clean-faced children looked at one another, eyes popping. And their mothers and fathers were doing the exact same thing. The jurors too looked at one another in clear astonishment. Yet George Davis just sat there staring straight ahead, not one emotion showing on his features.


  Goode continued quickly, “As I’m sure others can when the company makes similar offers to them.”


  Cotton looked around and decided he would much rather be doing anything other than what he was. He saw both mountain dwellers and townsfolk gaping at him: the one man who stood in the way of their rightful fortune. And yet with all that weighing down upon him, he shook his mind clear and roared, “Judge, he’s just as good as bribed this jury with that statement. I want a mistrial. My client can’t get a fair shake with these people counting Southern Valley dollars.”


  Goode smiled at the jury. “I withdraw the statement. Sorry, Mr. Longfellow. No harm intended.”


  Atkins leaned back in his chair. “You’re not getting a mistrial, Cotton. Because where else you going to go with this thing? Just about everybody from fifty miles around already’s sitting in this courtroom, and the next nearest bench is a day away by train. And the judge there isn’t nearly as nice as I am.” He turned to the jury. “Now listen here, folks, you’re to ignore Mr. Goode’s statement about the offer to purchase Miss Cardinal’s land. He shouldn’t have said it, and you are to forget it. And I mean what I say!”


  Atkins next focused on Goode. “I understand you have a fine reputation, sir, and I’d hate to be the one to taint it. But you pull something like that again, and I got me a nice little jail cell in this building where you’ll be doing your time for contempt, and I might just forget you’re even there. You understand me?”


  Goode nodded and said meekly, “Yes, Your Honor.”


  “Cotton, you have any more questions for Dr. Ross?”


  “No, Judge,” Cotton said and dropped into his seat.


  Goode put Travis Barnes on the stand, and though he did his best, under Goode’s artful maneuvering, the
good doctor’s prognosis for Louisa was rather bleak. Finally, Goode waved a photograph in front of him.


  “This is your patient, Louisa Mae Cardinal?”


  Barnes looked at the photograph. “Yes.”


  “Permission to show the jury.”


  “Go on ahead, but be quick about it,” said Atkins.


  Goode dropped a copy of the photo in front of Cotton. Cotton didn’t even look at it, but ripped the photograph into two pieces and dropped it in the spittoon next to his table while Goode paraded the original in front of the jurors’ faces. From the clucks and muted comments and shakes of head, the photo had its intended effect. The only one who didn’t look upset was George Davis. He held the photo especially long and seemed to Cotton to have to work awfully hard to hide his delight. The damage done, Goode sat down.


  “Travis,” said Cotton, rising and coming to stand next to his friend, “have you ever treated Louisa Cardinal for any ailments before this last one?”


  “Yes, I have. A couple of times.”


  “Can you tell us about those instances, please.”


  “About ten years ago, she was bitten by a rattler. Killed the durn thing herself with a hoe, and then she come down the mountain by horse to see me. Arm swollen to about the size of my leg by that time. She took seriously ill, ran a fever higher’n I’d ever seen. In and out of consciousness for days. But she came out of it, right when we thought she wasn’t going to make it. Fought like a durn mule she did.”


  “And the other time?”


  “Pneumonia. That winter four years ago when we had more snow than the South Pole. Y’all remember that one?” he asked the folks in the courtroom and they all nodded back at him.


  “No way to get up or down the mountain then. It was four days before they got word to me. I got up there and treated her when the storm ended, but she was already past the worst of it all by herself. Would’a killed a young person with medicine, and here she was into her seventies and not a drop of anything except her own will to live. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Cotton went and stood over near the jury. “So, she sounds like a woman of indomitable spirit. A spirit that cannot be conquered.”


  “Objection, Your Honor,” said Goode. “Is that a question, or a divine pronouncement on your part, Mr. Longfellow?”


  “I hope both, Mr. Goode.”


  “Well, let’s put it this way,” said Barnes, “if I were a betting man, I wouldn’t bet against the woman.”


  Cotton looked over at the jury. “Neither would I. No further questions.”


  “Mr. Goode, who you calling next?” asked Atkins.


  The Commonwealth’s attorney rose and looked around the courtroom. He kept looking and looking until his gaze reached the balcony, moved around its edges, and then came to rest on Lou and Oz. And then finally on Oz alone.


  “Young man, why don’t you come on down here and talk to us.”


  Cotton was on his feet. “Your Honor, I see no reason—”


  “Judge,” broke in Goode, “now, it’s the children that’s going to have the guardian, and thus I think it reasonable to hear from one of them. And for a little fellow he has a mighty fine voice, since everybody in this courtroom has heard it loud and long already.”


  There was muted laughter from the crowd, and Atkins absently smacked his gavel while he pondered this request for six rapid beats of Cotton’s heart. “I’m going to allow it. But remember, Goode, he’s just a little boy.”


  “Absolutely, Your Honor.”


  Lou held Oz’s hand and they slowly walked down the stairs and passed each of the rows, all eyes in the courtroom upon them. Oz put his hand on the Bible and was sworn in as Lou went back to her seat. Oz perched in the chair, looking so small and helpless that Cotton’s heart went out to him, even as Goode moved in.


  “Now, Mr. Oscar Cardinal,” he began.


  “My name’s Oz, my sister’s name is Lou. Don’t call her Louisa Mae or else she’ll get mad and punch you.”


  Goode smiled. “Now, don’t you worry about that. Oz and Lou it is.” He leaned against the witness stand. “Now, you know the court’s right sorry to hear that your momma’s doing so poorly.”


  “She’s going to get better.”


  “Is that right? That what the doctors say?”


  Oz looked up at Lou until Goode touched Oz’s cheek and pointed his face toward him.


  “Now, son, up here on the witness stand you got to speak the truth. You can’t look to your big sister for answers. You swore to God to tell the truth.”


  “I always tell the truth. Cross my heart, stick a needle.”


  “Good boy. So, again, did the doctors say your mother will get better?”


  “No. They said they weren’t sure.”


  “So how do you know she will?”


  “Because… because I made a wish. At the wishing well”


  “Wishing well?” said Goode with an expression for the jury that clearly spelled out what he thought of that answer. “There’s a wishing well round here? I wish we had one of them back in Richmond.”


  The crowd laughed and Oz’s face turned pink and he squirmed in his seat. “There is a wishing well,” he said. “My friend Diamond Skinner told us about it. You make a wish and give up the most important thing you have and your wish will come true.”


  “Sounds mighty fine. Now, you said you made your wish?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And you gave up the most important thing you had. What was that?” Oz looked nervously around the room. “The truth, Oz. Remember what you promised to God, son.”


  Oz took a long breath. “My bear. I gave up my bear.”


  There were a few muffled chuckles from the onlookers, until all saw the single tear slide down the little boy’s face, and then the snickers ceased.


  “Has your wish come true yet?” asked Goode.


  Oz shook his head. “No.”


  “Been a while since you wished?”


  “Yes,” Oz answered softly.


  “And your momma’s still real sick, isn’t she?”


  Oz bowed his head. “Yes,” he said in a tiny voice.


  Goode put his hands in his pockets. “Well, sad fact is, son, things don’t come true just ’cause we wish ’em to. That’s not real life. Now, you know your great-grand-mother’s real sick, don’t you?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You make a wish for her too?”


  Cotton rose. “Goode, leave it be.”


  “Fine, fine. Now, Oz, you know you can’t live by yourself, right? If your great-grandma doesn’t get better, under the law, you have to go live with an adult in their home. Or else go to an orphanage. Now, you don’t want to go to no old orphanage, do you?”


  Cotton jumped to his feet again. “Orphanage? When did that become an issue?”


  Goode said, “Well, if Miss Cardinal does not make another miraculous recovery as she did with rattlers and pneumonia, then the children are going to have to go somewhere. Now, unless they’ve got some money I don’t know about, they’re going to an orphanage, because that’s where children go who don’t have blood relatives to take care of them, or other persons of a worthy nature willing to adopt them.”


  “They can come live with me,” said Cotton.


  Goode looked about ready to laugh. “You? An unmarried man? A lawyer in a town that’s dying? You’d be the last person on earth a court would award those children to.” Goode turned back to Oz. “Now, wouldn’t you like to go live in your own home with someone who has your best interests at heart? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Course you would. Orphanages are not the nicest places in the world. Some kids stay there forever.”


  “Your Honor,” said Cotton, “does all this have a point other than to terrify the witness?”


  “Why, I was just about to ask Mr. Goode that,” declared Atkins.


  It was Oz, though, who spoke. “Can Lou come too? I mean, not to the orphanage, but to the other place?”


  “Why sure, son, sure,” said Goode quickly. “Never break up sister and brother.” He added quietly, “But there’s no guarantee of that with an orphanage.” He paused. “So, that’d be all right with you, Oz?”


  Oz hesitated and tried to look at Lou, but Goode was too quick and blocked his view. Oz finally said quietly, “I guess so.”


  Cotton looked up in the balcony. Lou was on her feet, fingers wrapped around the railing, her anxious gaze fixed on her brother.


  Goode went over to the jury and made a show of rubbing his eyes. “That’s a fine boy. No further questions.”


  “Cotton?” said Atkins.


  Goode sat down and Cotton rose, but then he stopped, his fingers gripping the table’s edge as he stared at the ruin of a boy on the big witness chair; a little boy who, Cotton knew, just wanted to get up and go back to his sister because he was scared to death of orphanages and fat lawyers with big words and embarrassing questions, and huge rooms filled with strangers staring at him.


  “No questions,” said Cotton very quietly, and Oz fled back to his sister.


  After more witnesses had paraded through court, showing that Louisa was utterly incapable of conscious decision, and Cotton only able to slap at bits and pieces of their testimony, the trial was adjourned for the day and Cotton and the children left the courtroom. Outside, Goode and Miller stopped them.


  “You’re putting up a good fight, Mr. Longfellow,” said Goode, “but we all know how this is going to turn out. What say we just put an end to it right now? Save people any further embarrassment.” He looked at Lou and Oz as he said this. He started to pat Oz on the head, but the boy gave the lawyer a fierce look that made Goode pull back his hand before he might have lost it.


  “Look, Longfellow,” said Miller, pulling a piece of paper out of his pocket, “I’ve got a check here for half a million dollars. All you got to do is end this nonsense and it’s yours.”


  Cotton looked at Oz and Lou and then said, “I tell you what, Miller, I’ll leave it up to the children. Whatever they say, I’ll do.”


  Miller squatted down and smiled at Lou and Oz. “This money will go to you now. Buy anything you want. Live in a big house with a fancy car and people paid to look after you. A right nice life. What do you say, children?”


  “We already have a home,” said Lou.


  “Okay, what about your momma then? People in her condition need a lot of care, and it’s not cheap.” He dangled the check in front of the girl. “This solves all your problems, missy.”


  Goode squatted down too and looked at Oz. “And it’ll keep those nasty orphanages far, far away. You want to stay with your sister, now don’t you?”


  “You keep your old money,” said Oz, “for it’s not something we need or want. And Lou and I will always be together. Orphanage or not!”


  Oz took his sister’s hand and they walked off.


  Cotton looked at the men as they rose, and Miller angrily stuffed the check back in his pocket. “From out of the mouths of babes,” said Cotton. “We should all be so wise.” And then he walked off too.


  

    

  


  Back at the farmhouse, Cotton discussed the case with Lou and Oz. “I’m afraid unless Louisa can walk into that courtroom tomorrow, she’s going to lose her land.” He looked at them both. “But I want you to know that whatever happens, I will be there for all of you. I will take care of all of you. Don’t you worry about that. You will never go to an orphanage. And you will never be split up. That I swear.” Lou and Oz hugged Cotton as tightly as they could, and then he left to prepare for the final day in court. Perhaps their final day on this mountain.


  Lou made supper for Oz and Eugene, and then went to feed her mother. After that she sat in front of the fire for a long time while she thought things through. Though it was very cold, she led Sue out of the barn and rode the mare up to the knoll behind the house. She said prayers in front of each grave, taking the longest at the smallest: Annie’s. Had she lived, Annie would have been Lou’s great-aunt. Lou wished mightily that she could have known what the tiny baby looked like, and she felt miserable that such a thing was now impossible. The stars were fine tonight, and Lou looked around at the mountains painted white, the glitter of ice on branch nearly magical when multiplied as it was ten thousand times. The land could offer Lou no help now, but there was something she could do all on her own. It should have been done long ago, she knew. Yet a mistake was only a mistake if it remained uncorrected.


  She rode Sue back, put the mare down for the night, and went into her mother’s room. She sat on the bed and took Amanda’s hand and didn’t move for a bit. Finally, Lou leaned over and kissed her mother’s cheek, as the tears started to trickle down the girl’s face. “Whatever happens we’ll always be together. I promise. You will always have me and Oz. Always.” She rubbed at her tears. “I miss you so much.” Lou kissed her again. “I love you, Mom.” She fled the room, and so Lou never saw the solitary tear leave her mother’s eye.


  Lou was lying on her bed, quietly sobbing, when Oz came in. Lou did not even make an attempt to stop her weeping. Oz crawled on the bed with her and hugged his sister.


  “It’ll be okay, Lou, you’ll see.”


  Lou sat up, wiped her face, and looked at him. “I guess all we need is a miracle.”


  “I could give the wishing well another try,” he said.


  Lou shook her head. “What do we have to give up for a wish? We’ve already lost everything.”


  They sat for some minutes in silence until Oz saw the stack of letters on Lou’s desk. “Have you read all of them?” Lou nodded. “Did you like them?” he asked.


  Lou looked as though she might start bawling again. “They’re wonderful, Oz. Dad wasn’t the only writer in the family.”


  “Can you read some more of them to me? Please?”


  Lou finally said all right, she would, and Oz settled in and closed his eyes tightly.


  “Why are you doing that?” she asked.


  “If I close my eyes when you read the letters it’s like Mom is right here talking to me.”


  Lou looked at the letters as though she held gold.”Oz, you are a genius!”


  “I am? Why? What’d I do?”


  “You just found our miracle.”


  

    

  


  Dense clouds had settled over the mountains with no apparent intention to move along anytime soon. Under a freezing rain, Lou, Oz, and Jeb raced along. Chilled to the bone, they reached the clearing, with the old well dead ahead. They ran up to it. Oz’s bear and the photo still lay there, soaked and fouled by weather. Oz looked at the photograph and then smiled at his sister. She bent down and took the bear, handing it to Oz.


  “Take your bear back,” she said tenderly. “Even if you’re all grown now.”


  She put the photo in the bag she carried and then reached inside and pulled out the letters. “Okay, Diamond said we had to give up the most important thing we have in the whole world for the wishing well to work. I can’t think of anything more important than Mom’s letters. So here goes.”


  Lou carefully placed the bundle on the edge of the well and set a large rock against it to hold it tight against the wind.


  “Now we have to wish.”


  “For Mom to come back?”


  Lou slowly shook her head. “Oz, we have to wish for Louisa to go down to that courthouse. Like Cotton said,it’s the only way she’ll keep her home.”


  Oz looked stricken. “But what about Mom? We might not get another chance to wish.”


  Lou hugged him. “I know, but after all she’s done for us, we’ve got to do this for Louisa. She’s our family too. And the mountain means everything to her.”


  Oz finally nodded sadly in agreement. “You say it then”


  Lou held Oz’s hand, closed her eyes, and he did too. “We wish that Louisa Mae Cardinal will get up from her bed and show everyone that she’s just fine.”


  Together they said, “Amen, Jesus.” And then they ran as fast as they could away from that place, both hoping and praying that there was just one wish left in that pile of old brick and stagnant water.


  

    

  


  Late that night Cotton walked along the deserted main street of Dickens, hands stuffed into his pockets, the loneliest man in the world. Cold rain fell steadily, but he was oblivious to it. He sat on a covered bench and eyed the flicker of the street’s gas lamps behind the fall of rain. The nameplate on the lamp post was bold and clear: “Southern Valley Coal and Gas.” An empty coal truck drifted down the street. A backfire resounded from its tailpipe; the small explosion violently broke the silence of the night.


  Cotton watched the truck go by and then slumped down. Yet as his gaze once again caught the flicker of the gas lamp, a flicker of an idea seeped into his mind. He sat up, stared after that coal truck, and then back at that gas lamp. That’s when the flicker became a firm idea. And then a rain-soaked Cotton Longfellow stood tall and clapped his hands together, and it sounded like the mighty smack of thunder, for the firm idea had become a miracle of his own.


  Minutes later Cotton came into Louisa’s room. He stood by the bed and gripped the unconscious woman’s hand. “I swear to you, Louisa Mae Cardinal, you will not lose your land.”


  









  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  


  

    

  


  THE COURTROOM DOOR SWUNG OPEN AND Cotton strode in with concentrated purpose. Goode, Miller, and Wheeler were already there. And along with this triumvirate, the entire population of the mountain and town had apparently managed to lever itself into the courtroom. A half-million dollars at stake had stirred feelings in folks that had not been touched in many years. Even one elderly gentleman who had long claimed to be the oldest surviving Rebel soldier of the Civil War had come to experience the final round of this legal battle. He clumped in on an oak timber-toe with a capped stump for a right arm, snowy beard down to his belt, and wearing the glorious butternut colors of the Confederate soldier. Those sitting in the front row respectfully made a space for him.


  It was cold and damp outside, though the mountains had grown weary of the rain and had finally broken up the clouds and sent them on their way. In the courtroom, the accumulation of body heat was fierce, the humidity high enough to fog the windows. And yet every spectator’s body was tense against his neighbor, seat or wall.


  “I guess it’s about time to bring down the curtain on this show,” Goode said amiably enough to Cotton. But what Cotton saw was a man with the satisfied look of a professional killer about to blow the smoke off his six-shooter’s barrel and then wink at the body lying in the street.


  “I think it’s just getting started” was Cotton’s bludgeoning response.


  As soon as the judge was announced and the jury had filed in, Cotton stood. “Your Honor, I would like to make an offer to the Commonwealth.”


  “Offer? What are you getting at, Cotton?” said Atkins.


  “We all know why we’re here. It’s not about whether Louisa Mae Cardinal is competent or not. It’s about gas.”


  Goode lurched to his feet. “The Commonwealth has a vested interest in seeing that Miss Cardinal’s business—”


  Cotton interrupted. “The only business Miss Cardinal has is deciding whether to sell her land.”


  Atkins looked intrigued. “What’s your offer?”


  “I am prepared to concede that Miss Cardinal is mentally unfit.”


  Goode smiled. “Well, now we’re getting somewhere.”


  “But in return, I want to examine whether Southern Valley is an appropriate party to acquire her land.”


  Goode looked astonished. “Lord, they’re one of the most substantial companies in the state.”


  Cotton said, “I’m not talking about money. I’m talking about morals.”


  “Your Honor,” Goode said indignantly.


  “Approach the bench,” said Atkins.


  Cotton and Goode hurried forward.


  Cotton said, “Judge, there is a long line of Virginia case law that clearly holds that one who commits a wrong shall be barred from profiting from same.”


  “This is nonsense,” said Goode.


  Cotton drew close to his adversary. “If you don’t agree to let me do it, Goode, I’ve got my own expert who will contradict everything Dr. Ross has said. And if I lose here, I’ll appeal. All the way to the Supreme Court if need be. By the time your client gets to that gas, rest assured, we’ll all be dead.”


  “But I’m a lawyer for the Commonwealth. I have no authority to represent a private company.”


  “A more ironic statement I have never heard,” said Cotton. “But I waive any objection and agree to be bound by the decision of this jury, even with the sorry likes of George Davis sitting on it.” Goode was looking toward Miller for a cue, so Cotton gave him a shove. “Oh, Goode, go over there and talk to your client and stop wasting time.”


  With a sheepish look, Goode slipped over and had a heated discussion with Miller, who looked over repeatedly at Cotton. He finally nodded, and Goode came back.


  “No objection.”


  The judge nodded. “Go ahead, Cotton.”


  

    

  


  Lou had ridden down to the hospital in the Hudson with Eugene while Oz had stayed behind. He had said he wanted nothing more to do with courts and the law. Buford Rose’s wife had come over to look after Oz and his mother. Lou sat in the chair staring at Louisa, waiting for her miracle to take effect. The room was cold and sterile, and it did not seem conducive to anybody’s getting well, but Lou was not counting on medicine to make the woman better. Her hopes lay with a stack of old bricks in a grassy meadow and a bundle of letters that might very well be the last words of her mother she would ever have.


  Lou rose and drifted to the window. She could see the movie theater from here, where The Wizard of Oz was still enjoying a long run. However, Lou had lost her dear Scarecrow, and the Cowardly Lion was no longer afraid. And the Tin Man? Had she finally found her heart? Maybe she had never lost it.


  Lou turned and looked at her great-grandmother. The girl stiffened when Louisa opened her eyes and looked at her. There was a strong sense of recognition, a suspicion of a tender smile, and Lou’s hopes soared. As though not only their names, but also their spirits, were identical, a tear trickled down the two Louisas’ cheeks. Lou went to her, slipped her hand around Louisa’s, and kissed it.


  “I love you, Louisa,” she said, her heart so near to breaking, for she could not recall saying those words before. Louisa’s lips moved, and though Lou could not hear the words, she clearly saw on her lips what the woman was saying back: I love you, Louisa.


  And then Louisa’s eyes slowly closed and did not reopen, and Lou wondered if that was to be all of her miracle.


  “Miss Lou, they want us down to the courthouse.”


  She turned and saw a wide-eyed Eugene standing in the doorway. “Mr. Cotton want us both get on the stand.”


  Lou slowly let go of Louisa’s hand, turned, and left.


  A minute later Louisa’s eyes opened once more. She looked around the room. Her expression was fearful for a moment, but then grew calm. She started pushing herself up, confused at first as to why her left side was not cooperating. She kept her gaze on the window of the room, even as she fought hard to move herself. Inch by precious inch she progressed, until she was half-sitting, her eyes still on that window. Louisa was breathing heavily now, her strength and energy nearly gone after this short struggle. Yet she lay back against her pillow and smiled. For outside the large window her mountain was now boldly visible. The sight was so beautiful to the woman, although winter had taken most of its color. Next year, though, it would surely all return. Like it always did. Family that never really left you. That was what the mountain was. And her eyes remained fixed on the familiar rise of rock and trees, even as Louisa Mae Cardinal grew very still.


  

    

  


  In the courtroom, Cotton stood before the bench and announced in a strong voice, “I call Miss Louisa Mae Cardinal.”


  A gasp went up from the crowd. And then the door opened and Lou and Eugene came in. Miller and Goode looked smug once more as they saw it was only the child. Eugene sat while Lou went up to the witness chair.


  Fred approached. “Raise your right hand, put your left on the Bible. You swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”


  “I do,” she said quietly, looking around at everyone staring at her. Cotton smiled reassuringly. Out of sight of anyone, he showed her that his fingers were crossed for luck too.


  “Now, Lou, what I have to ask you is going to be painful, but I need you to answer my questions. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Now, on the day Jimmy Skinner was killed, you were with him, right?”


  Miller and Goode exchanged troubled glances. Goode got to his feet.


  “Your Honor, what does this have to do with anything?”


  “The Commonwealth agreed to let me explore my theory,” said Cotton.


  “All right,” said the judge. “But don’t take all day.”


  Cotton turned back to Lou. “You were at the mine entrance when the explosion occurred?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you describe for us what happened?”


  Lou swallowed, her eyes becoming watery.


  “Eugene set the dynamite and came out. We were just going to wait for it to go off. Diamond—I mean, Jimmy—ran into the mine to get Jeb, his dog, who had chased a squirrel in there. Eugene went in to get Jimmy. I was standing in front of the entrance when the dynamite went off”


  “Was it a loud explosion?”


  “Loudest thing I’ve heard in my life.”


  “Could you say whether you heard two explosions?”


  She looked confused. “No, I can’t.”


  “Likely as not. Then what happened?”


  “Well, this big rush of air and smoke came out and knocked me down.”


  “Must’ve been some force.”


  “It was. It truly was.”


  “Thank you, Lou. No further questions.”


  “Mr. Goode?” said Atkins.


  “No questions, Your Honor. Unlike Mr. Longfellow, I’m not going to waste the jury’s valuable time with this nonsense.”


  “I next call Eugene Randall,” said Cotton.


  A nervous Eugene was on the stand. The hat Lou had given him was clutched tightly in his hands.


  “Now, Eugene, you went to the mine the day Jimmy Skinner was killed to get some coal, correct?”


  “Yes, suh.”


  “You use dynamite to get the coal out?”


  “Yep, most folks do. Coal make good heat. Lot better’n wood.”


  “How many times you reckon you’ve used dynamite in that mine?”


  Eugene thought about this. “Over the years, thirty times or mo’.”


  “I think that makes you an expert.”


  Eugene smiled at this designation. “I reckon so.”


  “How exactly do you go about using the dynamite?”


  “Well, I put the stick’a dynamite in a hole in the wall, cap it, roll out my fuse, and light the fuse with the flame from my lantern.”


  “Then what do you do?”


  “That shaft curves in a couple places, so’s I sometimes wait round the curve if I ain’t using much dynamite. Sometime I go outside. Noise’s starting to hurt my ears now. And blast kick the coal dust up bad.”


  “I bet it can. In fact, on the day in question, you did go outside. Right?”


  “Yes, suh.”


  “And then you went back inside to get Jimmy, but were unsuccessful.”


  “Yes, suh,” Eugene answered, looking down.


  “Was that the first time you’d been in the mine in a while?”


  “Yes, suh. Since the first of the year. Past winter ain’t that bad.”


  “Okay. Now, when the explosion went off, where were you?”


  “Eighty feet in. Not to the first curve. Got me the bad leg, ain’t moving fast no more.”


  “What happened to you when the explosion occurred?”


  “Throwed me ten feet. Hit the wall. Thought I be dead. Held on to my lantern, though. Ain’t know how.”


  “Good Lord. Ten feet? A big man like you? Now, do you remember where you put the dynamite charge?”


  “Don’t never forget that, Mr. Cotton. Past the second curve. Three hunnerd feet in. Good vein of coal there.”


  Cotton feigned confusion. “I’m not getting something here, Eugene. Now, you testified that on occasion you would actually stay in the mine when the dynamite went off. And you weren’t injured then. And yet here, how is it that you were over two hundred feet from the dynamite charge, around not just one but two shaft curves, and the explosion still knocked you ten feet in the air? If you were any closer, you probably would’ve been killed. How do you explain that?”


  Eugene too was thoroughly bewildered now. “I can’t, Mr. Cotton. But it done happened. I swear.”


  “I believe you. Now, you’ve heard Lou testify as to being knocked down while she was outside the mine. Whenever you were waiting outside the mine, that ever happen to you when the dynamite went off ?”


  Eugene was shaking his head before Cotton finished his question. “Little bit of dynamite I used ain’t have nowhere near that kind’a kick. Just getting me some for the bucket. Use more dynamite come winter when I take the sled and mules down, but even that wouldn’t come out the mine like that. Lord, you talking three hunnerd feet in and round two curves.”


  “You found Jimmy’s body. Was there rock and stone on it? Had the mine collapsed?”


  “No, suh. But I know he dead. He ain’t got no lantern, see. You in that mine with no light, you ain’t know which way in or out. Mind play tricks on you. He ain’t prob’ly even see Jeb pass him heading out.”


  “Can you tell us exactly where you found Jimmy?”


  “ ’Nuther hunnerd twenty feet in. Past the first curve, but not the second.”


  Farmer and merchant sat and stood side by side as they watched Cotton work. Miller fiddled with his hat and then leaned forward and whispered into Goode’s ear. Goode nodded, looked at Eugene, and then smiled and nodded again.


  “Well, let’s assume,” said Cotton, “that Jimmy was close to the dynamite charge when it went off. It could have thrown his body a good ways, couldn’t it?”


  “If ’n he close, sure could.”


  “But his body wasn’t past the second curve?”


  Goode stood up. “That’s easily explained. The dynamite explosion could have thrown the boy past the second curve.”


  Cotton looked at the jury. “I fail to see how a body in flight can negotiate a ninety-degree curve and then proceed on before coming to rest. Unless Mr. Goode is maintaining that Jimmy Skinner could fly of his own accord.”


  Ripples of laughter floated across the courtroom. Atkins creaked back in his chair, yet did not smack his gavel to stop the sounds. “Go on, Cotton. This is getting kind’a interesting.”


  “Eugene, you remember feeling bad when you were in the mine that day?”


  Eugene thought about this. “Hard to recollect. Maybe a little pain in the head.”


  “Okay, now, in your expert opinion, could the dynamite explosion alone have caused Jimmy Skinner’s body to end up where it did?”


  Eugene looked over at the jury and took his time in eyeing them one by one. “No, suh!”


  “Thank you, Eugene. No further questions.”


  Goode approached and put the palms of his hands on the witness box and leaned close to Eugene.


  “Boy, you live with Miss Cardinal in her house, don’t you?”


  Eugene sat back a bit, his gaze steady on the man. “Yes, suh.”


  Goode gave the jury a pointed look. “A colored man and a white woman in the same house?”


  Cotton was on his feet before Goode finished his question. “Judge, you can’t let him do that.”


  “Mr. Goode,” said Atkins, “y’all might do that sort of thing on down Richmond way, but we don’t in my courtroom. If you got something to ask the man about this case, then you do it, or else sit yourself down. And last time I checked, his name was Mr. Eugene Randall, not ‘boy.’ ”


  “Right, Your Honor, certainly.” Goode cleared his throat, stepped back, and slid his hands in his pockets. “Now, Mister Eugene Randall, you said in your expert opinion that you were two hundred feet or so from the charge, and that Mr. Skinner was about half that distance from the dynamite and such. You remember saying all that?”


  “No, suh. I says I was eighty feet in the mine, so’s I was two hunnerd and twenty feet from the charge. And I says I found Diamond a hunnerd and twenty feet from where I was. That mean he be a hunnerd feet from where I set the dynamite. I ain’t got no way to tell how far he got blowed.”


  “Right, right. Now, you ever been to school?”


  “No.”


  “Never?”


  “No, suh.”


  “So you never took math, never did any adding and subtracting. And yet you’re sitting up here testifying under oath to all these exact distances.”


  “Yep.”


  “So how can that be for an uneducated colored man such as yourself ? Who’s never even added one plus one under the eye of a teacher? Why should this good jury believe you up here spouting all these big numbers?”


  Eugene’s gaze never left Goode’s confident features. “Knowed my numbers real good. Cipher and all. Takeaway. Miss Louisa done taught me. And I right handy with nail and saw. I hepped many a folk on the mountain raise barns. You a carpenter, you got to know numbers. You cut a three-foot board to fill a four-foot space, what ’xactly have you done?”


  Laughter floated across the room again, and again Atkins let it go.


  “Fine,” said Goode, “so you can cut a board. But in a pitch-dark twisting mine how can you be so sure of what you’re saying? Come on now, Mister Eugene Randall, tell us.” Goode looked at the jury as he said this, a smile playing across his lips.


  “ ’Cause it be right there on the wall,” said Eugene.


  Goode stared at him. “Excuse me?”


  “I done marked the walls in that mine with whitewash in ten-foot parcels over four hunnerd feet in. Lotta folk up here do that. You blasting in a mine, you better durn sure know how fer you got to go to get out. I knowed I do ’cause I got me the bad leg. And that way I ’member where the good coal veins are. You get yourself on down to the mine right now with a lantern, mister lawyer, you see them marks clear as the day. So’s you can put down what I done said here as the word of the Lord.”


  Cotton glanced at Goode. To him the Commonwealth’s attorney looked as though someone had just informed him that heaven did not admit members of the legal Bar.


  “Any further questions?” Atkins asked Goode. The man said nothing in response but merely drifted back to his table like an errant cloud and collapsed in the chair.


  “Mr. Randall,” said Atkins, “you’re excused, sir, and the court wants to thank you for your expert testimony.”


  Eugene stood and walked back to his seat. From the balcony Lou observed that his limp was hardly noticeable. Cotton next called Travis Barnes to the stand.


  “Dr. Barnes, at my request you examined the records pertaining to Jimmy Skinner’s death, didn’t you? Including a photograph taken outside the mine.”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “Can you tell us the cause of death?”


  “Massive head and body injuries.”


  “What was the condition of the body?”


  “It was literally torn apart.”


  “You ever treated anybody injured by a dynamite explosion?”


  “In coal mining country? I say I have.”


  “You heard Eugene testify. In your opinion, under those circumstances, could the dynamite charge have caused the injuries you saw on Jimmy Skinner?”


  Goode did not bother to rise to offer his objection. “Calls for speculation from the witness,” he said gruffly.


  “Judge, I think Dr. Barnes is fully competent to answer that question as an expert witness,” said Cotton.


  Atkins was already nodding. “Go on ahead, Travis.”


  Travis eyed Goode with contempt. “I well know the sorts of dynamite charges folks up here use to get a bucket of coal out. That distance from the charge and around a shaft curve, there is no way that dynamite caused the injuries I saw on that boy. I can’t believe nobody figured that out before now.”


  Cotton said, “I guess a person goes in a mine and dynamite goes off, they just believe that’s what killed him. You ever seen such injuries before?”


  “Yes. Explosion at a manufacturing plant. Killed a dozen men. Same as Jimmy. Literally blown apart.”


  “What was the cause of that explosion?”


  “Natural gas leak.”


  Cotton turned and looked dead-on at Hugh Miller.


  “Mr. Goode, unless you care to take a shot, I’m calling Mr. Judd Wheeler to the stand.”


  Goode looked at Miller, betrayed. “No questions.”


  A nervous Wheeler fidgeted in the witness box as Cotton approached.


  “You’re Southern Valley’s chief geologist?”


  “I am.”


  “And you headed up the team that was exploring possible natural gas deposits on Miss Cardinal’s property?”


  “I did.”


  “Without her permission or knowledge?”


  “Well, I don’t know about—”


  “Did you have her permission, Mr. Wheeler?” Cotton snapped.


  “No.”


  “You found natural gas, didn’t you?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And it was something your company was right interested in, wasn’t it?”


  “Well, natural gas is getting to be very valuable as a heating fuel. We mostly use manufactured gas, town gas they call it. You get that from heating coal. That’s what fuels the streetlights in this town. But you can’t make much money with town gas. And we have seamless steel pipe now, which allows us to send gas in pipelines a long way. So yes, we were very interested.”


  “Natural gas is explosive, right?”


  “If properly used—”


  “Is it, or isn’t it?”


  “It is.”


  “Exactly what did you do in that mine?”


  “We took readings and did tests and located what appeared to be a huge field of gas in a trap not too far underneath the surface of that mine shaft and about six hundred feet in the mine. Coal, oil, and gas are often found together because all three result from similar natural processes. The gas always lies on top because it’s lighter. That’s why you have to be careful when you’re mining coal. Methane gas buildup is a real danger to the miners. Anyway, we drilled down and hit that gas field.”


  “Did the gas come up in the mine shaft?”


  “Yes.”


  “On what date did you hit the gas field?”


  When Wheeler told them the day, Cotton said loud and clear to the jury, “One week before Jimmy Skinner’s death! Would somebody be able to smell the gas?”


  “No, in its natural state gas is colorless and odorless. When companies process it, they add a distinct smell so that if there’s a leak people can detect it before it overcomes them.”


  When Wheeler told them the day, Cotton said loud and clear to the jury, “One week before Jimmy Skinner’s death! Would somebody be able to smell the gas?”


  “No, in its natural state gas is colorless and odorless. When companies process it, they add a distinct smell so that if there’s a leak people can detect it before it overcomes them.”


  “Or before something ignites it?”


  “That’s right.”


  “If someone set off a dynamite charge in a mine shaft where there was natural gas present, what would happen?”


  “The gas would explode.” Wheeler looked like he wanted to be blown up himself.


  Cotton faced the jury. “I guess Eugene was real lucky he was so far away from the hole where the gas was pouring through and his lamp flame didn’t ignite the gas. And he was even luckier he didn’t strike a match to light that fuse. But the dynamite going off sure did the trick.” He turned back to Wheeler. “What sort of explosion? Big enough to cause Jimmy Skinner’s death, in the manner described by Dr. Barnes?”


  “Yes,” Wheeler conceded.


  Cotton put his hands on the frame of the witness box and leaned in. “Didn’t you ever think about posting warning signs telling people that there was gas there?”


  “I didn’t know they dynamited in there! I didn’t know they used that old mine for anything.”


  Cotton thought he caught Wheeler shooting an angry look at George Davis, but he couldn’t be sure.


  “But if anyone went in, they might be overcome by the gas alone. Wouldn’t you want to warn people?”


  Wheeler spoke fast. “The ceilings in that mine shaft are real high, and there’s some natural ventilation through the rock too, so the buildup of the methane wouldn’t be so bad. And we were going to cap the hole, but we were waiting on some equipment we needed. We didn’t want anybody to get hurt. That’s the truth.”


  “The fact is, you couldn’t post warning signs because you were there illegally. Isn’t that right?”


  “I was just following orders.”


  “You took great pains to hide the fact that you were working in that mine, didn’t you?”


  “Well, we only worked at night. Whatever equipment we carried in, we took out with us.”


  “So nobody would know you’d been there?”


  “Yes.”


  “Because Southern Valley was hoping to buy Miss Cardinal’s farm for a lot less money if she didn’t know she was sitting on an ocean of gas?”


  “Objection!” Goode said.


  Cotton steamed right on. “Mr. Wheeler, you knew Jimmy Skinner died in that mine explosion. And you had to know the gas played some role in it. Why didn’t you come forward and tell the truth then?”


  Wheeler fidgeted with his hat. “I was told not to.”


  “And who told you not to?”


  “Mr. Hugh Miller, company vice president.”


  Everyone in the courtroom looked at Miller. Cotton stared at Miller when he asked his next questions.


  “You have any children, Mr. Wheeler?”


  Wheeler looked surprised, but answered: “Three.”


  “They all doing well? Healthy?”


  Wheeler’s gaze dropped to his lap before he responded. “Yes.”


  “You’re a lucky man.”


  

    

  


  Goode was addressing the jury with his closing argument.


  “Now, we’ve heard far more evidence than is necessary for you to find that Louisa Mae Cardinal is mentally unfit. In fact, her own lawyer, Mr. Longfellow, has conceded that she is. Now, all this talk about gas and explosions and such, well what does it really have to do with this case? If Southern Valley was somehow involved in Mr. Skinner’s death, then his survivors may be entitled to damages.”


  “He doesn’t have any survivors,” said Cotton.


  Goode chose to ignore this. “Now, Mr. Longfellow asks whether my client is an appropriate party to be buying land up here. Fact is, folks, Southern Valley has big plans for your town. Good jobs, bring prosperity back to you all.”


  He got real close to the jury, their best friend. “The question is, should Southern Valley be allowed to ‘enrich’ all of your lives as well as Miss Cardinal’s? I think the answer to that is obvious.”


  Goode sat down. And Cotton came at the jury. He moved slowly, his bearing confident but not threatening. His hands were in his pockets, and he rested one of his scuffed shoes on the lower rail of the jury box. When he spoke, his voice leaned more southern than New England, and every single juror except George Davis hunched forward so as not to miss anything the man said. They had watched Cotton Longfellow bloody the nose of what they assumed was one of the finest lawyers from the great city of Richmond. And he had made humble a company that was as close to a monarch as one could get in a country of democracy. Now they undoubtedly wanted to see if the man could finish it.


  “Let me give you good folks the legal side of the case first. And it’s not complicated at all. In fact it’s like a good bird dog, it points straight and true in one direction, and one direction only.” He took one hand from his pocket and, like a good hound, pointed right at Hugh Miller as he spoke. “The reckless actions of Southern Valley killed Jimmy Skinner, you folks can have no doubts about that. Southern Valley’s not even disputing it. They were illegally on Louisa Mae’s property. They posted no warnings that the mine was filled with explosive gas. They allowed innocent people to enter that mine when they knew it was deadly. It could’ve been any of you. And they did not come forward with the truth because they knew they were in the wrong. And now they seek to use the tragedy of Louisa Mae’s stroke as a way to take her land. The law clearly says one cannot profit from one’s misdeeds. Well, if what Southern Valley did does not qualify as a misdeed, then nothing on this earth ever would.” His voice up to this point had been slow and steady. Now it rose one delicate notch, but he kept his finger pointed at Hugh Miller. “One day God will hold them accountable for killingan innocent young man. But it’s your job to see that they are punished today.”


  Cotton looked at each and every juror, stopping on George Davis; he spoke directly to him. “Now, let’s get to the nonlegal part of this business, for I think that’s where the struggle you folks are going through lies. Southern Valley has come in here swinging bags full of money in front of you, telling you that it’s the savior of the whole town. But that’s what the lumber folks told you. They’re going to be here forever. Remember? So why were all the lumber camps on rails? How much more temporary can you get? And where are they now? Last time I checked, Kentucky was not part of the Commonwealth of Virginia.”


  He looked over at Miller. “And the coal companies told you the same thing. And what did they do? They came and took everything they wanted and left you with nothing except hollowed-out mountains, family with the black lung and dreams replaced with nightmares. And now Southern Valley’s singing that same old tune with gas. It’s just one more needle in the mountain’s hide. Just one more thing to suck out, leaving nothing!” Cotton turned and addressed the entire courtroom.


  “But this isn’t really about Southern Valley, or coal or gas. It’s ultimately about all of you. Now, they can cut the top of that mountain easy enough, pull out that gas, run their fine seamless steel pipeline, and it might keep going for ten, fifteen, even twenty years. But then it’ll all be gone. You see, that pipeline is taking the gas to other places, just like the trains did the coal, and the river did the trees. Now, why is that, do you think?” He took his time looking around the room. “I’ll tell you why.


   Because that’s where the real prosperity is, folks. At least in the way Southern Valley defines it. And all of you know that. These mountains just got what they need to keep that prosperity going and their pockets filled. And so they come here and they take it.


  “Dickens, Virginia, will never be a New York City, and let me tell you there’s not a damn thing wrong with that. In fact, I believe we have us enough big cities, and a dwindling number of places like right here. Y’all will never become rich working at the foot of these mountains. Those who will claim great wealth are the Southern Valleys of the world, who take from the land and give nothing back to it. You want a real savior? Look at yourselves. Rely on each other. Just like Louisa Mae’s been doing her whole life up on that mountain. Farmers live on the whim of the weather and the ground. Some years they lose, other years are fine. But for them, the resources of the mountain are never extinguished, because they do not tear its soul away. And their reward for that is being able to live a decent, honest life for as long as they so desire, without the fear that folks intent on nothing more than making a pile of gold by raping mountains will come with grand promises, and then leave when there is nothing to be gained by staying, and destroy innocent lives in the process.”


  He pointed to Lou where she sat in the courtroom. “Now, that girl’s daddy wrote many wonderful stories about this area, and those very issues of land, and the people who live on it. In words, Jack Cardinal has enabled this place to survive forever. Just like the mountains. He had an exemplary teacher, for Louisa Mae Cardinal has lived her life the way all of us should. She’s helped many of you at some point in your lives and asked for nothing in return.” Cotton looked at Buford Rose and some of the other farmers staring at him. “And you’ve helped her when she needed it. You know she’d never sell her land, because that ground is as much a part of her family as her great-grandchildren waiting to see what’s going to happen to them. You can’t let Southern Valley steal the woman’s family. All folks have up on that mountain is each other and their land. That’s all. It may not seem like much to those who don’t live there, or for people who seek nothing but to destroy the rock and trees. But rest assured, it means everything to the people who call the mountains home.”


  Cotton stood tall in front of the jury box, and though his voice remained level and calm, the large room seemed inadequate to contain his words.


  “You folks don’t have to be an expert in the law to reach the right decision in this case. All you got to have is a heart. Let Louisa Mae Cardinal keep her land.”


  









  CHAPTER FORTY


  


  

    

  


  LOU STARED OUT THE WINDOW OF HER BEDroom at the grand sweep of land as it bolted right up to the foothills and then on to the mountains, where the leaves on all but the evergreens were gone. The naked trees were still quite something to behold, though now they appeared to Lou to be poor grave markers for thousands of dead, their mourners left with not much.


  “You should have come back, Dad,” she said to the mountains he had immortalized with words and then shunned the rest of his life.


  She had returned to the farm with Eugene after the jury had gone into deliberation. She had no desire to be there when the verdict came in. Cotton had said he would come tell them the decision. He said he did not expect it to take long. Cotton did not say whether he thought that was good or bad, but he did not look hopeful. Now all Lou could do was wait. And it was hard,. for everything around her could be gone tomorrow, depending on what a group of strangers decided. Well, one of them wasn’t a stranger; he was more like a mortal enemy.


  Lou traced her father’s initials with her finger on the desk. She had sacrificed her mother’s letters for a miracle that had never bothered to come, and it pained her so. She went downstairs and stopped at Louisa’s room. Through the open door she saw the old bed, the small dresser, a bowl and pitcher on top of it. The room was small, its contents spare, just like the woman’s life. Lou covered her face. It just wasn’t right. She stumbled into the kitchen to start the meal.


  As she was pulling out a pot, Lou heard a noise behind her and turned. It was Oz. She wiped at her eyes, for she still wanted to be strong for him. Yet as she focused on his expression, Lou realized she had no need to worry about her brother. Something had seized him; she didn’t know what. But her brother had never looked this way before. Without a word, he took her hand and drew his sister back down the hallway.


  

    

  


  The jury filed into the courtroom, a dozen men from the mountain and the town, at least eleven of whom Cotton could hope would do the right thing. The jury had been out for many hours, longer than Cotton had thought probable. He did not know if that was good or bad. The real card against him, he knew, was that of desperation. It was a strong opponent, because it could so easily prey upon those who worked so hard every day simply to survive, or upon those who saw no future in a place where everything was being carved out and taken away. Cotton would loathe the jurors if they went against him, yet he knew they easily could. Well, at least it would soon be over.


  Atkins asked, “Has the jury reached a verdict?”


  The foreman rose. He was a man from the town, a humble shopkeeper, his body swollen from too much beef and potato, and from too little effort with arms and shoulders. “Yes, Your Honor,” he said quietly.


  Hardly a single person had left the courtroom since the jury had been given its charge from the judge and sent out. The whole population of the room leaned forward, as though they all had just been struck deaf.


  “What say you?”


  “We find… for Southern Valley.” The foreman looked down, as though he had just delivered a death sentence to one of his own.


  The courtroom erupted into shouts—some cheers, some not. The balcony seemed to sway with the collective weight of the decision of a dozen men. Hugh Miller and George Davis exchanged slight nods, lips easing into victorious smiles.


  Cotton sat back. The legal process had had its day; the only thing absent was justice.


  Miller and Goode shook hands. Miller tried to congratulate Wheeler, but the big man walked off in obvious disgust.


  “Order, order in this court or I’ll clear it.” Atkins slammed his gavel several times, and things did quiet down.


  “The jury is dismissed. Thank you for your service,” he said and not very kindly. A man entered the courtroom, spotted Cotton, and whispered something in his ear. Cotton’s despair noticeably deepened.


  Goode said, “Your Honor, it now remains solely to appoint someone to represent Miss Cardinal’s interests and assume guardianship of the children.”


  “Judge, I’ve just received some news that the court needs to hear.” Cotton slowly stood, his head down, one hand pressed to his side. “Louisa Mae Cardinal has passed away.”


  The courtroom erupted once more, and this time Atkins made no move to contain it. Davis’s smile broadened. He went over to Cotton. “Damn,” he said, “this day get better and better.”


  Cotton’s mind went blank for a moment, as though someone had smote him with an anvil. He grabbed Davis and had it in his mind to deliver him into the next county with his right fist, but then he stopped and simply heaved the man out of his way, as one would shovel a large pile of manure off a road.


  “Your Honor,” said Goode, “I know we’re all very sorry to hear about Miss Cardinal. Now, I have a list of very reputable people who can represent these fine children in the sale of the property that has just now passed to them.”


  “And I hope you rot in hell for it,” cried out Cotton. He raced to the bench, Goode on his heels.


  Cotton pounded his fist so hard on the mighty bench of justice that Fred the bailiff took a nervous step toward them.


  “George Davis tainted that whole jury,” roared Cotton. “I know he’s got Southern Valley dollars burning a hole in his pocket.”


  “Give it up, Longfellow, you lost,” said Goode.


  Neither man noticed the courtroom doors opening.


  “Never, Goode. Never!” Cotton shouted at him.


  “He agreed to be bound by the decision of the jury.”


  “I’m afraid he’s got a point there,” said Atkins.


  A triumphant Goode turned to look at Miller and his eyes nearly crossed at what he was seeing.


  “But Henry,” pleaded Cotton, “please, the children… Let me be their guardian. I—”


  Atkins was not paying attention to Cotton. He too was now staring at the courtroom, his mouth wide open.


  Cotton slowly turned to see what Atkins was looking at, and felt himself feeling faint, as though he’d just seen God walk through that door.


  Lou and Oz stood there before them all.


  And between them, held up almost solely by her children, was Amanda Cardinal.


  Lou had not taken her gaze from her mother from the moment Oz had led her down the hallway and into the bedroom, where her mother was lying in bed, her eyes wide open, tears running from them, her shaky arms finally reaching out to her children, her trembling lips forming a joyous smile.


  Neither could Cotton take his gaze from the woman. Still, he had unfinished business before the court.


  In a cracking, halting voice he said, “Your Honor, I would like to present to you Amanda Cardinal. The rightful and true guardian of her children.”


  The sea of now-silent people parted and allowed Cotton to walk slowly over to mother and her children, his legs stumbling along, as though they had forgotten the proper motions. His face was smirched with tears.


  “Mrs. Cardinal,” he began, “my name is—”


  Amanda reached out a hand and touched him on the shoulder. Her body was very weak, yet her head was held high, and when she spoke her words were soft but clear. “I know who you are, Mr. Longfellow. I’ve listened to you often.”









  

    


  TODAY


  


  

    

  


  THE TALL WOMAN WALKS ALONG A FIELD of bluegrass slowly curving in the wind. The line of mountains sweeps across in the background. Her hair is silver and hangs to her waist. She holds a pen and a paper tablet and sits on the ground and begins to write.


  Maybe the wishing well did work. Or perhaps it was the unwavering faith of a little boy. Or maybe it was as simple as a little girl telling her mother she loved her. The important thing was our mother came back to us. Even as our beloved Louisa Mae left us. We had Louisa but a minute, yet we came close to having her not at all.


  The woman rises, walks along, and then stops at two granite tombstones with the names Cotton Longfellow and Amanda Cardinal Longfellow engraved upon them. She sits and continues writing.


  My mother and Cotton were married a year later. Cotton adopted Oz and me, and I showed equal love and affection to him and my mother. They spent over four wonderful decades together on this mountain and died within a week of one another. I will never forget Cotton’s great kindness. And I will go to my own grave knowing that my mother and I made the most of our second chance.


  My little brother did grow into those big feet, and developed an even bigger arm. And on a glorious autumn day, Oz Cardinal pitched and won a World Series for the New York Yankees. He’s now a schoolteacher there, with a well-deserved reputation for helping timid children thrive. And his grandson has inherited that immortal bear. Some days I want nothing more than to be holding that little boy again, running my fingers through his hair, comforting him. My cowardly lion. But children grow up. And my little brother became a fine man. And his sister is truly proud of him.


  Eugene went on to have his own farm and family and still lives nearby. He remains to this day one of my best friends in the world. And after his performance in that courtroom so long ago, I never heard anyone ever again refer to him as Hell No.


  And me? Like my father, I left the mountain. But unlike Jack Cardinal, I came back. I married and raised a family here in a home I built on the land Louisa Mae left us. Now my own grandchildren come and visit every summer. I tell them of my life growing up here. About Louisa Mae, Cotton, and my dear friend Diamond Skinner. And also about others who touched our lives. I do so because I believe it important for them to know such things about their family.


  Over the years I had read so many books, I started to write one of my own. I loved it so much, I wrote fourteen more. I told stories of happiness and wonder. Of pain and fear. Of survival and triumph. Of the land and its people. As my father had. And while I never won the sorts of awards he did, my books tended to sell a little better.


  As my father wrote, one’s courage, hope, and spirit can be severely tried by the happenstance of life. But as I learned on this Virginia mountain, so long as one never loses faith, it is impossible to ever truly be alone.


  This is where I belong. It is a true comfort to know that I will die here on this high rock. And I fear my passing not at all. My enthusiasm is perfectly understandable, you see, for the view from here is so very fine.
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  Writers are mostly a nostalgic lot. We pine for the past and have an uncanny ability to remember everything we’ve ever seen, heard, loved, hated, or suffered through. We drink up history, be it official or the juicier pieces represented by rumor and innuendo, or sometimes even bald-faced lies. And then we knead, polish, embellish, and cajole these observations, musings, and hyperbole into readable prose that others are willing to plunk down cash to experience. Writers also tend to be an emotional group. We grow unduly teary or cheerful, especially over events from times past, as memories, seen through the storyteller’s skewed prism, take on heightened, even exaggerated, significance. I must confess that I have these “afflictions” in abundance. I treasure memories, both real and imagined, from my youth. I have always been fascinated by the tortured, fiercely divided history of my native Virginia and the South in general. I spend much time exploring the lives of my parents’ families. A lost uncle here, a wandering great-grandfather there, a funny story of the paternal family from the old country, a poignant tale of my maternal family’s struggles in the mountains; I get the shivers each time I unearth such priceless nuggets.


  Indeed, this nostalgia appears to be gaining strength, the older I become and the more stories I write. I think that’s chiefly a function of my role as a father (now in its seventh year), and my ever-growing sense of my own mortality. I want my children to know where they came from: what their ancestors were like, how they struggled and persevered through both failures and triumphs. Isn’t that sense of family how the vaunted twin pillars of value and character are built? Whatever the reason or reasons, I have been looking more and more to the past in an attempt to understand why life today is so confusing and troublesome.


  We are now in a time of change so dramatic that it rivals, or perhaps surpasses, anything that has come before. It is indeed different this time. At least all the stock-market jocks tell us so, if only to justify billion-dollar capitalizations of companies with no firm plans to earn money in any way other than by selling their own stock. We are in one of the greatest economic booms ever, with unemployment at historic lows, consumer confidence at historic highs, and welfare rolls, rightly or not, being pared down with blazing speed all across the country. We are the single remaining superpower, with only terrorists, both foreign and homegrown, and the occasional “rogue nation” (now considered so harmless that they’re “nations of concern”) to worry about. Serious crime is down across the board. The Internet has, in a mere five years, brought us closer to being a global community than people ever thought possible. We have more information available to us than ever before, at speeds faster than ever before. The world is, arguably, freer than it’s ever been. Technology continues to make our lives more comfortable and more productive. We are living longer and in better health. All in all, it is a very rosy picture.


  So why are we so miserable? New horrors inflicted by humans upon each other have become a daily occurrence, and we seem to grow less shocked at each new one. When acts of depravity are committed these days, their details are disseminated with lightning speed. Then, before the ink has even dried on reports of the original event, it is followed by acts of even greater atrocity. Business rocks at the speed of the Web, with machines of all kind going twenty-four hours a day, and the information flow never stops. Employers expect their employees to keep pace and never stop working; at least, that’s how I interpret the weary and tense countenances I see everywhere. We are surrounded by homes with absent parents and children left to grow up without the benefit of mature hands guiding them. Who hasn’t grown weary of the relentless clack of computer keys on planes, or the ubiquitous buzz of cell phone conversations? The failure of companies, ideas, fortunes, and lives occur at astonishing speed. There is no margin of error; there is no room to be merely capable and willing. Either you are the best or you are not. Either you win or you lose. Business leaders boast that American companies have never been leaner, meaner, stronger. But the ironic companion to all this is that there are angry, frustrated, vastly disenchanted people tramping through life at all levels. “Civility is gone,” proclaim major newspapers across the land. These days, folks are often taken aback when someone is actually polite. We’re not so far from the following headline: TWO HUMANS ACTUALLY SEEN SMILING AT EACH OTHER ON STREET TODAY. At certain levels we have all grown immune to this rudeness, if only because we feel powerless against it. Americans today, though they may pass judgment, are disinclined to reprimand even the most boorish behavior. They know that if they do, they could be physically attacked or, perhaps even worse, sued and put at risk of losing everything in courts of justice that more and more have become courts of frivolity, conveyors of lottery-style wealth to the winner.


  In case I’m not being entirely clear, I fear that we are coming apart at the seams. No doubt many will argue that American society is routinely in jeopardy of doing just that, only to be followed by a swing of the pendulum the other way. We live in a country of unsettling extremes. However, to me, the rending of social fabric seems more pronounced this time around. Perhaps my awareness of this is another part of being a father; I have two small children whom at some point I will be leaving behind to deal with this mess. And as a parent I find myself ill-equipped to advise them on how to do so, because I don’t have a clue how to deal with it myself. But it seems to me that we are caring less and less about each other; people in pain have become objects chiefly to ignore. Perhaps that response is partly a bunker mentality about a world that, if not completely mad, is at least markedly less sane than any in recent memory. In essence, having given up trying to understand how we can commit acts of ingenious depravity against one another and then write songs, books, and movies about them, how the resentment and sheer hatred among the have-nots, the have-somethings, and the people who have too much are building to explosive levels, we pull the wagons in a tight circle and dare anyone to come hurt us and our very select clan of loved ones. That reaction, while understandable, leaves little opportunity to reach out to others.


  So, in response to what I had observed over the last few years of dizzying social and economic change, I fell back on the only thing I am halfway proficient at: I wrote a story. Not just any story, but a story set in the past (1940 to be precise), and set in a place my family and I know very well: the mountains of southwest Virginia. Wish You Well is a tale of tragedy, hope, and survival, failure, prejudice, hatred, justice and injustice, faith, love, and the tender art of living, spread among generations of family. That it’s about family means it is about life, in all its swell of good and endearing moments, and in all its challenging sadness, in all its mean-spirited ways. I have no delusions that this book will, in any way, affect the problems I have discussed above. Unfortunately, not that many people read books anymore. A lousy movie will capture a far larger audience than the greatest novel ever written. In fact, a recent news story in a prominent East Coast newspaper even suggested that with the new technologies available, we might not even need authors anymore. We will have books with sound and video chips, and the reader will rewrite a canned work any way he wants, or even create it himself, however unskilled he may be at crafting tales. Thus, the novel, as we know it, will go the way of the horse and buggy, to be replaced with something snazzier, with more bells and whistles, if not more heart and substance. Yet the power of a book lies in the power of the story, which can never be underestimated; the strength and resiliency of any writing comes from the themes dealt with in the pages and the fire sparked by its characters.


  Wish You Well is by far the most personal story I’ve ever written. At the heart of it lies a connection between generations that represents a pipeline of information, knowledge, and experience that I feel dwarfs anything delivered via high-speed modem or Cisco router. An important part of what makes us human, I believe, is a sense, both large and small, of where we come from, and that means a connection to the lives of other people, and to their pasts. This intimacy used to be delivered in many ways. For some, it was as simple as a grandfather’s tales on the front porch after Sunday dinner. Or the discovery of that box in the attic filled with the treasures of lives lived long ago, lives that had a direct and lasting path to the finder. While writing Wish You Well, I surrounded myself with photographs, yellowed and curled with age, of my ancestors. I drew on these pictures for inspiration, working from the outside in. I would start with the surroundings, the jagged, tree-covered Appalachian rock, the rolling Virginia valleys, the farm buildings, the animals, and then I would finally arrive at the people, my people, and my eyes would wander over their shoes and their worn clothing and their sensible hats. I would trace their leathered hands, their lean but mountain-strong torsos, and finally reach their faces. I spent much time there, searching each feature, and then finally my eyes would come to rest on theirs. I would stare at them, and they seemed to stare back, over the span of a hundred years or so, and I wondered if they ever could have imagined me as I am today, see me as sharply defined before them, just as I saw them. Some lived long enough for me to actually know them. Many did not. Thus, I am left with old letters, stories handed down from aged relatives, and family bibles filled with loopy old-fashioned script documenting births, marriages and deaths. All these personal possessions have survived much to reach my hands and fill in the gaps that mortality inflicts. To keep this chain of lives going is a responsibility that I find daunting yet also critical to what we refer to as our humanity. Understanding how others have suffered helps us deal with our own suffering. The fact that it’s our flesh and blood makes the lesson even more forceful. The same is true in happier times. When we learn of compassionate acts rendered long ago it helps us understand why we seek to help others, and makes us more apt to do the same. When we understand that a mother or great-grandfather overcame hurdles that dwarf the problems confronting folks today, it helps us get by. It is all there, it has all been done before. Pain and suffering, happiness and wonder, dreams realized through hard work, passionate outcries against injustice, one person reaching out to take and hold and comfort another: these acts and desires have all been around since the first humans took their first breaths. Understanding this means that even in the worst of possible times, even when we feel most alone, we have the strong backs of family supporting us. However long ago their physical forms vanished from this earth, they are still helping us to get by.


  Wish You Well is a novel that I look forward to reading to my children when they are older. It will tell them how members of their family were born, grew up, worked, loved, cried, suffered, persevered, and then passed on. I will show them childhood photographs of family members, long since grown and now dead, and start them wondering about these ancestors—their lives, their dreams, their fears—until they understand that the people in the photos are their people. Even that is only a start. The most it can do is whet my kids’ appetites for more knowledge of their family; there is no guarantee that their appetites will be so whetted by a single book, or by old photographs. That may be too easy an answer to the complex question of how we understand family. Still, all I can do is gently but consistently point them in that direction and then let them form their own decisions. The process is one that really never ends. It is an innately human endeavor, to pass down memories and experiences, creating a chain wherein the events of today become the history of tomorrow. When we do pass on our cherished links to the past, we do it well. The problem is that we are doing so less often. And once the chain is truly broken, repair may be impossible.


  Thus it is up to each of us to take our own journey to yesterday to make sense of today. I refuse to believe that our future is so different that the past no longer has value as a guidepost, as a touchstone. In fact, we may need the lessons and strength garnered from the past more today than ever before. A fast computer connection never made anyone more human or more socially responsible. A tech-laden stock portfolio alone never made anyone a pleasure to be around. The next deal, the next combination of powerhouse companies, the next technological breakthrough—even if it has us vacationing on Mars—will never make us more decent, or caring, or compassionate. There are, undoubtedly, numerous treasures lying ahead of us. I hope they never dissuade us from looking behind, to the path that is strewn with an older, more abiding wealth.


  Read on for an excerpt from 


  Wish You Well


  by David Baldacci









  CHAPTER ONE


  The air was moist, the coming rain telegraphed by plump, gray clouds, and the blue sky fast fading. The 1936 four-door Lincoln Zephyr sedan moved down the winding road at a decent, if unhurried, pace. The car’s interior was filled with the inviting aromas of warm sourdough bread, baked chicken, and peach and cinnamon pie from the picnic basket that sat so temptingly between the two children in the backseat.


  Louisa Mae Cardinal, twelve years old, tall and rangy, her hair the color of sun-dappled straw and her eyes blue, was known simply as Lou. She was a pretty girl who would almost certainly grow into a beautiful woman. But Lou would fight tea parties, pigtails, and frilly dresses to the death. And somehow win. It was just her nature.


  The notebook was open on her lap, and Lou was filling the blank pages with writings of importance to her, as a fisherman does his net. And from the girl’s pleased look, she was landing fat cod with every pitch and catch. As always, she was very intent on her writing. Lou came by that trait honestly, as her father had such fever to an even greater degree than his daughter.


  On the other side of the picnic basket was Lou’s brother, Oz. The name was a contraction of his given one, Oscar. He was seven, small for his age, though there was the promise of height in his long feet. He did not possess the lanky limbs and athletic grace of his sister. Oz also lacked the confidence that so plainly burned in Lou’s eyes. And yet he held his worn stuffed bear with the unbreakable clench of a wrestler, and he had a way about him that naturally warmed other’s souls. After meeting Oz Cardinal, one came away convinced that he was a little boy with a heart as big and giving as God could bestow on lowly, conflicted mortals.


  Jack Cardinal was driving. He seemed unaware of the approaching storm, or even the car’s other occupants. His slender fingers drummed on the steering wheel. The tips of his fingers were callused from years of punching the typewriter keys, and there was a permanent groove in the middle finger of his right hand where the pen pressed against it. Badges of honor, he often said.


  As a writer, Jack assembled vivid landscapes densely populated with flawed characters who, with each turn of the page, seemed more real than one’s family. Readers would often weep as a beloved character perished under the writer’s nib, yet the distinct beauty of the language never overshadowed the blunt force of the story, for the themes imbedded in Jack Cardinal’s tales were powerful indeed. But then an especially well-tooled line would come along and make one smile and perhaps even laugh aloud, because a bit of humor was often the most effective tool for painlessly driving home a serious point.


  Jack Cardinal’s talents as a writer had brought him much critical acclaim, and very little money. The Lincoln Zephyr did not belong to him, for luxuries such as automobiles, fancy or plain, seemed forever beyond his reach. The car had been borrowed for this special outing from a friend and admirer of Jack’s work. Certainly the woman sitting next to him had not married Jack Cardinal for money.


  Amanda Cardinal usually bore well the drift of her husband’s nimble mind. Even now her expression signaled good-natured surrender to the workings of the man’s imagination, which always allowed him escape from the bothersome details of life. But later, when the blanket was spread and the picnic food was apportioned, and the children wanted to play, she would nudge her husband from his literary alchemy. And yet today Amanda felt a deeper concern as they drove to the park. They needed this outing together, and not simply for the fresh air and special food. This surprisingly warm late winter’s day was a godsend in many ways. She looked at the threatening sky.


  Go away, storm, please go away now.


  To ease her skittish nerves, Amanda turned and looked at Oz and smiled. It was hard not to feel good when looking at the little boy, though he was a child easily frightened as well. Amanda had often cradled her son when Oz had been seized by a nightmare. Fortunately, his fearful cries would be replaced by a smile when Oz would at last focus on her, and she would want to hold her son always, keep him safe always.


  Oz’s looks came directly from his mother, while Lou had a pleasing variation of Amanda’s long forehead and her father’s lean nose and compact angle of jaw. And yet if Lou were asked, she would say she took after her father only. This did not reflect disrespect for her mother, but signaled that, foremost, Lou would always see herself as Jack Cardinal’s daughter.


  Amanda turned back to her husband. “Another story?” she asked as her fingers skimmed Jack’s forearm.


  The man’s mind slowly rocked free from his latest concocting and Jack looked at her, a grin riding on full lips that, aside from the memorable flicker of his gray eyes, were her husband’s most attractive physical feature, Amanda thought.


  “Take a breath, work on a story,” said Jack.


  “A prisoner of your own devices,” replied Amanda softly, and she stopped rubbing his arm.


  As her husband drifted back to work, Amanda watched as Lou labored with her own story. Mother saw the potential for much happiness and some inevitable pain in her daughter. She could not live Lou’s life for her, and Amanda knew she would have to watch her little girl fall at times. Still, Amanda would never hold out her hand, for Lou being Lou would certainly refuse it. But if her daughter’s fingers sought out her mother’s, she would be there. It was a situation burdened with pitfalls, yet it seemed the one destined for mother and daughter.


  “How’s the story coming, Lou?”


  Head down, hand moving with the flourishing thrust of youthful penmanship, Lou said, “Fine.” Amanda could easily sense her daughter’s underlying message: that writing was a task not to be discussed with nonwriters. Amanda took it as good-naturedly as she did most things having to do with her volatile daughter. But even a mother sometimes needed a comforting pillow on which to lay her head, so Amanda reached out and tousled her son’s blondish hair. Sons were not nearly so complex, and as much as Lou wore her out, Oz rejuvenated his mother.


  “How’re you doing, Oz?” asked Amanda.


  The little boy answered by letting out a crowing sound that banged off all sides of the car’s interior, startling even the inattentive Jack.


  “Miss English said I’m the best rooster she’s ever heard,” said Oz, and crowed again, flapping his arms. Amanda laughed and even Jack turned and smiled at his son.


  Lou smirked at her brother, but then reached over and tenderly patted Oz on the hand. “And you are too, Oz. A lot better than me when I was your age,” said Lou.


  Amanda smiled at Lou’s remark and then said, “Jack, you’re coming to Oz’s school play, aren’t you?”


  Lou said, “Mom, you know he’s working on a story. He doesn’t have time to watch Oz playing a rooster.”


  “I’ll try, Amanda. I really will this time,” Jack said. However, Amanda knew that the level of doubt in his tone heralded another disappointment for Oz. For her.


  Amanda turned back and stared out the windshield. Her thoughts showed through so clearly on her features. Life married to Jack Cardinal: I’ll try.


  Oz’s enthusiasm, however, was undiminished. “And next I’m going to be the Easter Bunny. You’ll be there, won’t you, Mom?”


  Amanda looked at him, her smile wide and easing her eyes to pleasing angles.


  “You know Mom wouldn’t miss it,” she said, giving his head another gentle rub. But Mom did miss it. They all missed it.
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  Web London held a semiautomatic SR75 rifle custom built for him by a legendary gunsmith. The SR didn’t stop at merely wounding
         flesh and bone; it disintegrated them. Web would never leave home without this high chieftain of muscle guns, for he was a
         man steeped in violence. He was always prepared to kill, to do so efficiently and without error. Lord, if he ever took a life
         by mistake he might as well have eaten the bullet himself, for all the misery it would cause him. Web just had that complex
         way of earning his daily bread. He couldn’t say he loved his job, but he did excel at it.
      


  Despite having a gun welded to his hand virtually every waking moment of his life, Web was not one to coddle his weapons.
         While he never called a pistol his friend or gave it a slick name, weapons were still an important part of Web’s life, though
         like wild animals guns were not things easily tamed. Even trained lawmen missed their targets and everything else eight out
         of ten times. To Web, not only was that unacceptable, it was also suicidal. He had many peculiar qualities, but a death wish
         was not one of them. Web had plenty of people looking to kill him as it was, and once they had nearly gotten their man.
      


  About five years prior he had come within a liter or two of spilled blood of checking out on the floor of a school gymnasium
         strewn with other men already dead or dying. After he had triumphed over his wounds and stunned the doctors tending him, Web
         started carrying the SR instead of the submachine gun his comrades-in-arms toted. It resembled an M16, chambered a big .308
         bullet, and was an excellent choice if intimidation was your goal. The SR made everyone want to be your friend.
      


  Through the smoked-out window of the Suburban, Web eyed each fluid knot of people along the corners and suspicious clumps
         of humanity lurking in darkened alleys. As they moved farther into hostile territory, Web’s gaze returned to the street, where
         he knew every vehicle could be a gun cruiser in disguise. He was looking for any drifting eye, nod of head or fingers slyly
         tapping on cell phones in an attempt to do serious harm to old Web.
      


  The Suburban turned the corner and stopped. Web glanced at the six other men huddled with him. He knew they were contemplating
         the same things he was: Get out fast and clean, move to cover positions, maintain fields of fire. Fear did not really enter
         into the equation; nerves, however, were another matter. High-octane adrenaline was not his friend; in fact, it could very
         easily get him killed.
      


  Web took a deep, calming breath. He needed his pulse rate to be between sixty and seventy. At eighty-five beats your gun would
         tremble against your torso; at ninety ticks you couldn’t work the trigger, as blood occlusion in veins and constricted nerves
         in shoulders and arms combined to guarantee that you would fail to perform at an acceptable level. At over one hundred pops
         a minute you lost your fine motor skills entirely and wouldn’t be able to hit an elephant with a damn cannon at three feet;
         you might as well slap a sign on your forehead that read KILL ME QUICK, because that undoubtedly would be your fate.
      


  Web pushed out the juice, drew in the peace and for him there was calm to be distilled from brewing chaos.


  The Suburban started moving, turned one more corner and stopped. For the last time, Web knew. Radio squelch was broken when
         Teddy Riner spoke into his bone microphone or “mic.” Riner said, “Charlie to TOC, request compromise authority and permission
         to move to yellow.”
      


  Through Web’s mic he heard TOC’s, or Tactical Operations Center’s, terse response, “Copy, Charlie One, stand by.” In Web’s
         Crayola world, “yellow” was the last position of concealment and cover. Green was the crisis site, the moment of truth: the
         breach. Navigating the hallowed piece of earth that stretched between the relative safety and comfort of yellow and the moment
         of truth green could be quite eventful. “Compromise authority”—Web said the words to himself. It was just a way of asking
         for the okay to gun down people if necessary and making it sound like you were merely getting permission from your boss to
         cut a few bucks off the price of a used car. Radio squelch was broken again as TOC said, “TOC to all units: You have compromise
         authority and permission to move to yellow.”
      


  Thank you so very much, TOC. Web edged closer to the cargo doors of the Suburban. He was point and Roger McCallam had the rear. Tim Davies was the breecher
         and Riner was the team leader. Big Cal Plummer and the other two assaulters, Lou Patterson and Danny Garcia, stood ready with
         MP-5 machine guns and flash bangs and .45-caliber pistols, and their calm demeanors. As soon as the doors opened, they would
         fan out into a rolling mass looking for threats from all directions. They would move toes first, then heels, knees bent to
         absorb recoil in case they had to fire. Web’s face mask shrunk his field of vision to a modest viewing area: his miniature
         Broadway for the coming real-life mayhem, no expensive ticket or fancy suit required. Hand signals would suffice from now
         on. When bullets were flying at you, you tended to get a bit of cotton mouth anyway. Web never talked much at work.
      


  He watched as Danny Garcia crossed himself, just like he did every time. And Web said what he always said when Garcia crossed
         himself before the Chevy doors popped open. “God’s too smart to come ’round here, Danny boy. We’re on our own.” Web always
         said this in a jesting way, but he was not joking.
      


  Five seconds later the cargo doors burst open and the team piled out too far away from ground zero. Normally they liked to
         drive right up to their final destination and go knock-knock-boom with their two-by-four explosive, yet the logistics here
         were a little tricky. Abandoned cars, tossed refrigerators and other bulky objects conveniently blocked the road to the target.
      


  Radio squelch broke again as snipers from X-Ray Team called in. There were men in the alley up ahead, X-Ray reported, but
         not part of the group Web was hunting. At least the snipers didn’t think so. As one, Web and his Charlie Team rose and hurtled
         down the alley. The seven members of their Hotel Team counterparts had been dropped off by another Suburban on the far side
         of the block to attack the target from the left rear side. The grand plan had Charlie and Hotel meeting somewhere in the middle
         of this combat zone masquerading as a neighborhood.
      


  Web and company were heading east now, an approaching storm right on their butts. Lightning, thunder, wind and horizontal
         rain tended to screw up ground communications, tactical positioning and men’s nerves, usually at the critical time when all
         of them needed to operate perfectly. With all their technological wizardry, the only available response to Mother Nature’s
         temper and the poor ground logistics was simply to run faster. They chugged down the alley, a narrow strip of potholed, trash-littered
         asphalt. There were buildings close on either side of them, the brick veneer blistered by decades of gun battles. Some had
         been between good and bad, but most involved young men taking out their brethren over drug turf, women or just because. Here,
         a gun made you a man, though you might really only be a child, running outside after watching your Saturday morning cartoons,
         convinced that if you blew a large hole in someone, he might actually get back up and keep playing with you.
      


  They came upon the group the snipers had identified: clusters of blacks, Latinos and Asians wheeling and dealing drugs. Apparently,
         potent highs and the promise of an uncomplicated cash-and-carry business cut through all troublesome issues of race, creed,
         color or political affiliation. To Web most of these folks looked a single snort, needle nick or popped pill from the grave.
         He marveled that this pathetic assemblage of veteran paint hackers even had the energy or clarity of thought to consummate
         the simple transaction of cash for little bags of brain inferno barely disguised as feel-good potion, and only then the first
         time you drove the poison into your body.
      


  In the face of Charlie’s intimidating wall of guns and Kevlar, all but one of the druggies dropped to their knees and begged
         not to be killed or indicted. Web focused on the one young man who remained standing. His head was swathed in a red do-rag
         symbolizing some gang allegiance. The kid had a toothpick waist and barbell shoulders; ratty gym shorts hung down past his
         butt crack and a tank shirt rode lopsided across his muscular torso. He also had an attitude several miles long riding on
         his features, the kind that said, I’m smarter, tougher and will outlive you. Web had to admit, though, the guy carried the rag-look well.
      


  It took all of thirty seconds to determine that all but Bandanna Boy were looped out of their minds and that none of the druggies
         were carrying guns—or cell phones that could be used to call up the target and warn them. Bandanna Boy did have a knife, yet
         knives had no chance against Kevlar and submachine guns. The team let him keep it. But as Charlie Team moved on, Cal Plummer
         ran with them backward, his MP-5 trained on the young back-alley entrepreneur, just in case.
      


  Bandanna Boy did call after Web, something about admiring Web’s rifle and wanting to buy it. He’d give him a sweet deal, he
         yelled after Web, and then said he’d shoot Web and everyone else dead with it. HA-HA! Web glanced to the rooftops, where he
         knew members of Whiskey Team and X-Ray were in their forward firing positions with rounds seated and lethal beads drawn on
         the brain stems of this gaggle of losers. The snipers were Web’s best friends. He understood exactly how they approached their
         work, because for years he had been one of them.
      


  For months at a time Web had lain in steamy swamps with pissed-off water moccasins crawling over him. Or else been wedged
         into wind-gusted clefts of frigid mountains with the custom-built rifle stock’s leather cheek pad next to his own as he sighted
         through his scope and provided cover and intelligence for the assault teams. As a sniper he had developed many important skills,
         such as learning how to very quietly pee into a jug. Other lessons included packing his food in precise clusters so he could
         carbo-load by touch in pitch-darkness, and arranging his bullets for optimal reloading, working off a strict military model
         that had proved its worth time and time again. Not that he could easily transfer any of these unique talents to the private
         sector, but Web didn’t see that happening anyway.
      


  The life of a sniper lurched from one numbing extreme to another. Your job was to achieve the best firing position with the
         least amount of personal exposure and oftentimes those twin goals were simply incompatible. You just did the best you could.
         Hours, days, weeks, even months of nothing except tedium that tended to erode morale and core skills would be sliced wide
         open by moments of gut-wrenching fury that usually came at you in a rush of gunfire and mass confusion. And your decision
         to shoot meant someone would die, and you were never clear whether your own death would be included in the equation or not.
      


  Web could always conjure up these images in a flash, so vivid were they in his memory. A quintuplet of match-grade hollow
         points would be lined up in a spring-loaded magazine waiting to rip into an adversary at twice the speed of sound once Web’s
         finger pulled the jeweled trigger, which would break ever so sweetly at precisely two-point-five pounds of pressure. As soon
         as someone stepped into his kill zone, Web would fire and a human being would suddenly become a corpse crumbling to the earth.
         Yet the most important shots Web handled as a sniper were the ones he hadn’t taken. It was just that kind of a gig. It was not for the fainthearted, the stupid or even those of average intelligence.
      


  Web said a silent thank-you to the snipers overhead and raced on down the alley.


  They next came upon a child, maybe all of nine, sitting shirtless on a hunk of concrete, and not an adult in sight. The approaching
         storm had knocked at least twenty degrees off the thermometer and the mercury was still falling. And still the boy had no
         shirt on. Had he ever had a shirt on? Web wondered. He had seen many examples of impoverished children. While Web didn’t consider
         himself a cynic, he was a realist. He felt sorry for these kids, but there wasn’t much he could do to help them. And yet threats
         could come from anywhere these days, so his gaze automatically went from the boy’s head to his feet, looking for weapons.
         Fortunately, he saw none; Web had no desire to fire upon a child.
      


  The boy looked directly at him. Under the illuminated arc of the one flickering alley lamp that somehow had not been shot
         out, the child’s features were outlined vividly. Web noted the too-lean body and the muscles in shoulders and arms already
         hard and clustering around the protrusion of ribs, as a tree grows bark cords over a wound. A knife slash ran across the boy’s
         forehead. A puckered, blistered hole on the child’s left cheek was the unmistakable tag of a bullet, Web knew.
      


  “Damn to hell,” said the child in a weary voice, and then he laughed or, more accurately, cackled. The boy’s words and that
         laugh rang like cymbals in Web’s head, and he had no idea why; his skin was actually tingling. He had seen hopeless kids like
         this before, they were everywhere around here, and yet something was going on in Web’s head that he couldn’t quite figure.
         Maybe he’d been doing this too long, and wasn’t it a hell of a time to start thinking that?
      


  Web’s finger hovered near his rifle’s trigger, and he moved farther in front with graceful strides even as he tried to rid
         himself of the boy’s image. Though very lean himself and lacking showy muscles, Web had enormous leverage in his long arms,
         and strong fingers, and there was deceptive power in his naturally broad shoulders. And he was by far the fastest man on the
         team and also possessed great endurance. Web could run six-mile relays all day. He would take speed, quickness and stamina
         over bulging muscles any day. Bullets tore through muscle as easily as they did fat. Yet the lead couldn’t hurt you if it
         couldn’t hit you.
      


  Most people would describe Web London, with his broad shoulders and standing six-foot-two, as a big man. Usually, though,
         people focused on the condition of the left side of his face, or what remained of it. Web had to grudgingly admit that it
         was amazing, the reconstruction they could do these days with destroyed flesh and bone. In just the right light, meaning hardly
         any at all, one almost wouldn’t notice the old crater, the new rise of cheek and the delicate grafting of transplanted bone
         and skin. Truly remarkable, all had said. All except Web, that is.
      


  At the end of the alley they stopped once more, all crouching low. At Web’s elbow was Teddy Riner. Through his wireless Motorola
         bone mic, Riner communicated with TOC, telling them that Charlie was at yellow and asking permission to move to green—the
         “crisis site” of the target, which here was simply a fancy term for the front door. Web held the SR75 with one hand and felt
         for his custom-built .45-caliber pistol in the low-slung tactical holster riding on his right leg. He had an identical pistol
         hanging on the ceramic trauma plate that covered his chest, and he touched that one too in his pre-attack ritual of sorts.
      


  Web closed his eyes and envisioned how the next minute would play out. They would race to the door. Davies would be front
         and center laying his charge. Assaulters would hold their flash bang grenades loosely in their weak hand. Subgun safeties
         would be off, and steady fingers would stay off triggers until it was time to kill. Davies would remove the mechanical safeties
         on the control box and check the detonator cord attached to the breaching charge, looking for problems and hoping to find
         none. Riner would communicate to TOC the immortal words, “Charlie at green.” TOC would answer, as it always did, with, “Stand
         by, I have control.” That line always rankled Web, because who the hell really had control doing what they did?
      


  During his entire career Web had never heard TOC reach the end of the countdown. After the count of two, the snipers would
         engage targets and fire, and a bevy of .308s firing simultaneously was a tad noisy. Then the breach charge would blow before
         TOC said “one” and that high-decibel hurricane would drown out even your own thoughts. In fact, if you ever heard TOC finish
         the countdown you were in deep trouble, because that meant the breach charge had failed to go off. And that was truly a lousy
         way to start the workday.
      


  When the explosive blew the door, Web and his team would invade the target and throw their flash bangs. The device was aptly
         named, since the “flash” would blind anyone watching, and the “bang” would rupture the unprotected eardrum. If they ran into
         any more locked doors, these would yield quickly either to the impolite knock-knock of Davies’s shotgun or to a slap charge
         that looked like a strip of tire rubber but carried a C4 explosive kicker that virtually no door could withstand. They’d follow
         their rote patterns, keying on hands and weapons, shooting with precision, thinking in chess maneuvers. Communication would
         be via touch commands. Hit the hot spots, locate any hostages, and take them out fast and alive. What you never really thought
         about was dying. That took too much time and energy away from the details of the mission, and away from the bedrock instincts
         and disciplines honed from doing this sort of thing over and over until it became a part of what made you, you.


  According to reliable sources, the building they were going to hit contained the entire financial guts of a major drug operation
         headquartered in the capital city. Included in the potential haul tonight were accountants and bean counters, valuable witnesses
         for the government if Web and his men could get them out alive. That way the Feds could go after top guys criminally and civilly
         from a number of fronts. Even drug lords feared an IRS full frontal assault, because seldom did kingpins pay taxes to Uncle
         Sam. That was why Web’s team had been called up. They specialized in killing folks who needed it, but they also were damn
         good at keeping people alive. At least until these folks put their hands on the Bible, testified and sent some greater evil
         away for a very long time.
      


  When TOC came back on, the countdown would begin: “Five, four, three, two …”


  Web opened his eyes, collected himself. He was ready. Pulse at sixty-four; Web just knew. Okay, boys, pay dirt’s dead ahead. Let’s go take it. TOC came through his headset once more and gave the okay to move to the front door.
      


  And that’s precisely when Web London froze. His team burst out from the cover heading for green, the crisis site, and Web
         didn’t. It was as though his arms and legs were no longer part of his body, the sensation of when you’ve fallen asleep with
         a limb under your body and wake up to find all the circulation has vacated that extremity. It didn’t seem to be fear or runaway
         nerves; Web had been doing this too long. And yet he could only watch as Charlie Team raced on. The courtyard had been identified
         as the last major danger zone prior to the crisis site, and the team picked up its pace even more, looking everywhere for
         the slightest hint of coming resistance. Not a single one of the men seemed to notice that Web was not with them. With sweat
         pouring off him, every muscle straining against whatever was holding him down, Web managed slowly to rise and take a few faltering
         steps forward. His feet and arms seemingly encased in lead, his body on fire and his head bursting, he staggered onward a
         bit more, reached the courtyard, and then he dropped flat on his face as his team pulled away from him.
      


  He glanced up in time to see Charlie Team running hard, the target in their sights, seemingly just begging them to come take
         a piece of it. The team was five seconds from impact. Those next few seconds would change Web London’s life forever.
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  Teddy Riner went down first. Of the two seconds it took him to fall, the man had been dead for one of them. On the other side
         Cal Plummer fell to the ground like he’d been pole-axed by a giant. As Web watched helplessly, up and down the compact lines
         heavy ordnance impacted with Kevlar and then flesh, and then there was nothing else. It didn’t seem right for good men to
         die so quietly.
      


  Before the guns started firing, Web had fallen on his rifle and it was wedged under him. He could barely breathe; his Kevlar
         and weapons seemed crushed against his diaphragm. There was stuff on his mask. He couldn’t know, but it was part of Teddy
         Riner, throw-off from the monster round that had blown a hole the size of a man’s palm through his body armor and sent part
         of Riner flying back to where Web lay, dead last of Charlie Team and, ironically enough, the only one still living.
      


  Web still felt paralyzed, none of his limbs responding to pleas from his brain to move. Had he suffered a stroke at age thirty-seven?
         Then suddenly the sounds of gunfire seemed to clear his head, the feeling finally returned to his arms and legs and he managed
         to rip off his mask and roll on his back. He exhaled a gush of foul air and screamed in relief. Now Web was staring straight
         up at the sky. He saw spears of lightning, though he couldn’t hear even the belly rumbles of the thunder over the gunfire.
      


  He had a powerful if insane urge to lift up his hand into the maelstrom above him, perhaps to confirm the presence of the
         bullets racing past, as though he were a youngster told not to touch a hot stove and who would then, of course, think of nothing
         else. Instead he reached down to his belt, undid the latch on a side pouch and pulled out his thermal imager. On the blackest
         night the TI would pick up an entire world invisible to the unaided eye, zeroing in on the core heat signature that burned
         in just about everything.
      


  Though he was unable to see them even with the TI, Web could easily sense the vapor trails thrown off by the net of bullets
         zipping across above him. Web also observed that the dense gunfire was coming from two separate directions: the tenement building
         dead ahead and a dilapidated structure to the immediate right. He looked through his TI at the latter building and saw nothing
         but jagged glass. And then Web observed something that made his body tense even more. The muzzle flashes were erupting at
         the same time at each of the shattered windows. They moved across the apertures, stopped for a few seconds, and then moved
         back across, as the gun barrels he could not see yet knew were there completed their controlled firing arc.
      


  As the gunfire began anew, Web rolled over on his belly and stared at the original target building through his imager. Here
         too there was a line of windows in the lower level of the target. And the same muzzle flashes were occurring with the exact
         same synchronized arc of movement. Web could now make out the long barrels of the machine guns. Through the TI the silhouettes
         of the guns were brick-red, the metal molten hot from the amount of ammo they were spraying. No human outline, though, came
         up on his thermal, and if any man had been in the vicinity, Web’s imager would have nailed him. He was for sure looking at
         some kind of remote-controlled firing post. He now knew that his team had been set up, ambushed, without the enemy putting
         a single man at risk.
      


  The slugs ricocheted off the brick walls behind and to the right of him, and Web felt bits of shrapnel hitting all around,
         like hardened raindrops. At least a dozen times the deflections had skimmed his Kevlar, but most of their speed and lethality
         had already been depleted. He kept his unarmored legs and arms tight to the asphalt. However, not even his Kevlar could withstand
         a direct hit, for the machine guns were almost certainly doling out .50-caliber ordnance, with each round as long as a butter
         knife and probably armor-piercing too. Web could gauge all this from the supersonic cracking sound made by the guns and the
         signature muzzle flash. And the vapor trail of a .50-caliber was also something pretty damn unforgettable. In fact you felt the snap before you even heard the round. It raised every hair on your body, as lightning did right before its fatal blow.
      


  Web screamed out the names of his teammates one by one. No answer. No movement. No moans, no body twitches to show that life
         was still out there somewhere. And still Web yelled out their names again and again, like some insane roll call. Everywhere
         around him garbage cans exploded, glass burst, walls of brick were being eroded as if bludgeoning rivers were carving canyons.
         This was Normandy Beach, or more aptly Pickett’s Charge, and Web had just lost his entire army. Alley vermin fled the slaughter.
         That courtyard was as clean of such rodents as it ever had been. No city inspector had ever done as good a job as rhythmic
         .50-caliber ordnance did that night.
      


  Web didn’t want to die, but every time he looked at what was left of his team, a part of him wanted to join them. The family
         fought and died together. It held some appeal for Web. He actually felt his legs tense for such a leap to eternity, yet something
         stronger took hold and he stayed hunkered down. To die was to lose. To give up was to let everyone perish in vain.
      


  Where the hell were X-Ray and Whiskey? Why weren’t they fast-roping to the rescue? The snipers on the buildings overlooking
         the courtyard couldn’t come down without getting ripped apart, though, yet there were other snipers on the roofs of the buildings
         along the alley Charlie had come through. They could rope down. But would TOC give them the green light? Maybe not, if TOC
         didn’t know what was going on, and how could they? Web didn’t even know what the hell was going on, and he was right in the
         middle of it. Yet he couldn’t exactly hang around waiting for TOC to make up their mind until a stray round made it a clean
         sweep of Web’s team.
      


  He felt a thin layer of panic settle over him despite years of training designed specifically to banish that weakness from
         his psyche. Action, he needed to be doing something. His bone mic lost, Web snared his portable Motorola from its shoulder
         Velcro patch. He pushed the button, yelled into it. “HR fourteen to TOC, HR fourteen to TOC.” No response. He changed to the
         backup frequency and then to a general purpose one. Still nothing. He looked at the radio and his spirits sank. The front
         was smashed from where he had fallen on it. Web slithered forward until he reached Cal Plummer’s body. When he tried to grab
         Plummer’s two-way radio, something hit Web’s hand and he pulled it back. A ricochet only; a direct hit would’ve taken his
         hand off. Web counted five fingers still there, and the intense pain made him want to fight, to live. If for no other reason
         than to destroy whoever had done this, although Web’s bag of tricks was almost empty. And for the first time in his career
         Web wondered if the opposition he now faced was actually better than he was.
      


  Web knew that if he stopped thinking he still might leap up, firing at nothing that could be killed. So he focused on the
         tactical scenario. He was in a carefully confined death zone, automatic firing arcs on two sides, forming a ninety-degree
         angle of destruction and providing no human agent that could be stopped. Okay, that was the field situation. Now what the
         hell was he supposed to do about it? What chapter was that in the manual? The one that read, “You’re screwed”? God, the sounds
         were deafening. He couldn’t even hear his heart pounding. His breath came in short gasps. Where the hell were Whiskey and
         X-Ray? And Hotel? They couldn’t run any faster? And yet what really could they do? They were trained to gun down human targets
         at both long and close range. He screamed out, “There’s nothing for you to shoot!”
      


  Chin tucked hard to his chest, Web started in surprise as he saw the little boy, the shirtless one from the chunk of concrete.
         Hands over his ears, the kid was crouched at the edge of the corner, along the alleyway Web and company had come from. If
         he moved out into the courtyard, Web knew the boy’s body would be going into a morgue bag—probably two morgue bags, because
         the .50 rounds could actually cut the kid’s skinny body in half.
      


  The boy took a step forward, nearing the end of the brick wall and almost at the courtyard. Maybe he was intending to come
         help. Maybe he was waiting for the gunfire to stop so he could strip the bodies of any valuables, snagging their weapons for
         later resale on the streets. Maybe he was just flat-out curious. Web didn’t know or really care.
      


  The guns stopped firing, and just like that there was quiet. The boy took another step forward. Web screamed at him. He froze,
         obviously not expecting the dead to yell at the living. Web inched up his hand, called to him to keep back, but the gunfire
         started again and drowned out the end of his warning. Web slithered on his belly under the hail of fire, shouting at the boy
         with every twist and thrust of his pelvis. “Stay back! Get back!”
      


  The kid didn’t flinch. Web kept his gaze on him, which was difficult when you were double-timing on your gut, afraid that
         if you raised your head another centimeter you would no longer have a head. The boy finally did what Web thought he would
         do: He started to fall back. Web crawled faster. The kid turned to run and Web yelled at him to stop. Shockingly, he did.
      


  Web was almost to the edge of the alley. He was going to try and time this just right, for there was now a new element of
         danger for the child. During the last pause in the firing Web had heard synchronized footsteps and shouts in the distance.
         They were coming. Web thought it must be everybody: Hotel and the snipers, and the reserve unit that TOC always kept back
         for emergencies. Well, if this didn’t qualify as an emergency, nothing ever would. Yes, they were hustling to the rescue,
         or so they thought. What they were really doing though was running blind with no reliable intelligence.
      


  The problem was the kid heard them coming too. Web could tell the boy knew exactly what and who they were, like a scout sniffing
         the earth and deducing from that the location of great buffalo herds. The boy was feeling trapped, and for good reason. Web
         knew that for the alley kid to be seen around people like Web was a death sentence here. The powers that be would just assume
         he was a traitor and deposit his body in the woods as his reward.
      


  The child twitched, looked behind him even as Web picked up his pace. Web lost half his equipment whipping along the rough
         asphalt like that, a two-hundred-pound serpent on speed. Web could feel the blood coming from a dozen scratches on his legs,
         hands and face. His left hand stung like a couple thousand wasps were partying there. The body armor was so damn heavy now,
         his body ached with each thrust of his arms and legs. Web could have dropped his rifle, but he still had use for it. No, he
         would never let go of the damn SR75.
      


  Web knew what the kid was going to do. Retreat cut off, he was going to go for it, race across the courtyard and then disappear
         into one of the buildings on the far side. The boy could hear the bullets as well as Web could. Yet he could not see the lines of fire. He could not dodge them. And yet Web knew the boy was about to try.
      


  The child jumped out of the blocks, and Web leapt off his belly at the last possible second so that the two met right at the
         fringe of safety in a collision Web would win ten times out of ten. The child kicked at Web; his knotty fists struck him about
         the face and chest as Web’s long arms wrapped around him. Web went back farther into the alley, carrying the kid. Kevlar was
         not easy on the hands, and the boy finally stopped punching and looked at Web. “I ain’t do nothing. Let me go!”
      


  “You run out there, you die!” Web yelled over the gunfire. He held up his bloody hand. “I’m wearing body armor and I can’t
         survive out there. Those bullets will cut you in half.”
      


  The boy calmed as he studied Web’s injury. Web carried the kid farther away from the courtyard and the guns. Now they could
         at least talk without shouting. From some odd impulse, Web touched the bullet wound on the boy’s cheek. “You’ve been lucky
         before,” Web said. The boy snarled and jerked away from him, breaking free of Web’s grip. He was up, ferretlike, before Web
         could blink and had turned to run back down the alley. “If you go at them in the dark,” Web said, “your luck runs out. They’ll
         blow you away.”
      


  The kid stopped and turned back. For the first time his eyes truly seemed to focus on Web. Then he peered beyond to the courtyard.


  “They dead?” he asked.


  In answer Web slipped the big rifle from his shoulder. The boy took a step back at the sight of the intimidating weapon.


  “Damn, mister, whatcha gonna do with that?”


  “Stay here and keep down,” Web said. He turned back to the courtyard. Sirens were everywhere now. The cavalry was coming,
         too late, as the cavalry always did. The smartest thing to do would be nothing. Yet that just wasn’t going to cut it. Web
         had a job to finish. He ripped a piece of paper from the notebook he carried on his belt and scribbled a quick note. He then
         pulled off the cap he wore under his helmet “Here,” he said to the kid. “Walk, don’t run, back down the alley. Hold up this
         cap and give this note to the men coming this way.” The boy took the items, his long fingers curled around the cloth of the
         cap and the folded paper. Web pulled his flare gun from its pouch and loaded in a flare. “When I fire, you go. Walk!” Web
         said again. “Don’t run.”
      


  The boy looked down at the note. Web had no idea if he could even read. Around here you didn’t assume that children received
         the fundamentals of education that other kids took for granted. “What’s your name?” Web asked. The boy needed to be calm now.
         Nervous people made mistakes. And Web knew the charging men would cremate anyone who came rushing at them.
      


  “Kevin,” the boy answered. As he said his own name, he suddenly looked like the frightened little kid that he was, and Web
         felt even guiltier about what he was asking the boy to do.
      


  “Okay, Kevin, I’m Web. You do what I say and you’ll be okay. You can trust me,” he said, and then felt guiltier still. Web
         pointed the flare gun to the sky, looked at Kevin, nodded reassuringly and then fired. The flare would be their first warning.
         The note carried by Kevin would be their second. The boy moved off, walking, but walking fast. “Don’t run,” Web yelled. He
         turned back to the courtyard and slid his thermal imager onto the rifle’s Picatinny rail and locked it into place.
      


  The red-colored flare bloodied the sky and in his mind Web saw the assaulters and snipers stop and consider this development.
         That would give the boy time to reach them. Kevin would not die, not tonight anyway. When the next pause in the wave of fire
         came, Web burst out from the alley, rolled and brought the rifle up as he assumed a prone firing position and flipped down
         the rifle’s bipod, pressing the weapon’s butt flush against his shoulder. The three windows dead ahead were his first targets.
         He could see the muzzle flashes with his own eyes easily enough, but the thermal allowed him to draw a bead on the heated
         outlines of the machine guns. That’s what he wanted to hit. The SR75 roared and one machine gun nest after another exploded.
         Web rammed in another twenty-round mag, aimed the rifle and pulled the trigger, and four more machine guns were finally silenced.
         The last gun nest was still firing when Web crawled forward and lobbed a concussion grenade into its throat. And then there
         was silence until Web emptied both of his .45s at the now-silent window openings, ejected cartridges tumbling out of the weapons
         like parachutists from a plane’s belly. When the last shot was fired, Web doubled over, sucking in precious air. He was so
         hot he thought he might spontaneously combust. Then the clouds opened and the rain came down hard. He looked over and saw
         an armor-coated assaulter cautiously edge into the courtyard. Web tried to wave to him, but his arm wouldn’t follow through;
         it just hung limply by his side.
      


  Web surveyed the shattered bodies of his team, his friends spread over the slick pavement. Then he sank to his knees. He was
         alive and he didn’t really want to be. The last thing Web London remembered from that night was watching drops of his sweat
         fall into the blood-tinted pools of rain.
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  Randall Cove was a very big man endowed with great physical strength and also remarkable street instincts that he had further
         honed over many years of working them. He was an FBI undercover agent and had been one for nearly seventeen years. He had
         infiltrated Latino drug gangs in LA, Hispanic crews on the Tex-Mex border and heavyweight Europeans in south Florida. Most
         of his missions had been startling and, at times, nail-biting successes. He was currently armed with a .40 semiautomatic chambering
         hollow points that would collapse to small pancakes when they entered a body, wreaking internal havoc and probably death.
         He also had a sheathed knife with a serrated edge that he could use to slash vital arteries in a blur. He always prided himself
         on being professional and reliable in his work. Right now some ignorant people would condemn him as a vicious criminal who
         should be locked up for life or, better yet, executed for his terrible sins. Cove knew he was in serious trouble and he also
         realized he was the only one who could get himself out of it.
      


  Cove crouched low in the car and watched as the group of men climbed in their vehicles and headed out. As soon as they passed,
         Cove rose, waited a bit and then followed them. He pulled his ski cap tighter over his newly shorn head, the dreadlocks all
         gone, and about time too, he had decided. The cars stopped up ahead and Cove did too. When he saw the group of men emerge
         from the vehicles, Cove pulled a camera from his backpack and clicked away. He put away the Nikon, pulled out a pair of night
         binoculars and adjusted the distance magnifier. Cove nodded to himself as he tallied the men one by one.
      


  He inhaled and let go of one last deep breath and took a fast-forward reel on his life thus far as the group disappeared into
         a building. In college Cove had been a bigger, faster version of Walter Payton; a consensus All-American from Oklahoma, every
         NFL team was throwing bales of cash and other perks at him. They were, that is, until a ruptured ACL in both knees during
         a freakish spill at the scouting combine had reduced him from a supernatural guaranteed number-one pick to a man with merely
         normal abilities who no longer excited NFL coaches. Millions of potential dollars had disappeared instantly and the only way
         of life he had ever known had vanished along with them. He had moped for a couple of years, looking for excuses and pity,
         and his life had spiraled downward until it had nowhere else to go, and then he had found her. His wife had been a divine
         intervention, he had always believed, saving his miserable, self-pitying carcass from oblivion. With her help, he had straightened
         himself out and fulfilled a secret dream of his to be a real-life G-man.
      


  He had bounced here and there in the Bureau. It was a time when opportunities for black men were still severely limited. Cove
         had found himself pushed toward drug undercover work, because his superiors had bluntly informed him that most of the “bad
         dudes” were people of his color. You can walk the walk and talk the talk and you look the part too, they had said. And he
         couldn’t argue with that, really. The work was dangerous enough to never be boring. Randall Cove had never easily tolerated
         being bored. And he put away more crooks in a month than most agents put away in their entire careers, and these were big
         fish, the planners, the true moneymakers, not the nickel-and-dime streetwalkers one bad snort from a pauper’s grave. He and
         his wife had had two beautiful children and he was thinking seriously of calling it a career when the bottom had dropped out
         of his world and he no longer had a wife or kids.
      


  He snapped back as the men came out, climbed in the cars, drove off and Cove once more followed. Cove had lost something else
         that he could never get back. Six men had died because he had messed up badly, been snookered like the most green agent there
         was. His pride was hurt and his anger was molten. And the seventh member of the shattered team deeply intrigued Cove. The
         man had survived when he should have been dead too and apparently nobody knew why, though it was early in the game yet. Cove
         wanted to look the man in the eye and say, How come you’re still breathing? He didn’t have Web London’s file and he didn’t see himself getting it anytime soon. Yeah, Cove was FBI, but yeah, everyone
         was no doubt thinking he had turned traitor. Undercover agents were supposed to live right next to the edge, weren’t they?
         They were supposedly all head cases, right? What a thankless job he’d been doing all these years, but that was okay because
         he had done it for himself, nobody else.
      


  The cars pulled into the long drive and Cove stopped, took some more pictures and then turned around. That was apparently
         it for tonight. He headed back to the only place he could be safe right now, and it wasn’t home. As he rounded a curve and
         sped up, a pair of headlights seemed to appear out of nowhere and settled in behind him. That wasn’t good, not on a road like
         this. Attention from his fellow man was not something Cove ever sought or encouraged. He turned; so did the car. Okay, this
         was serious. He sped up again. So did the tail. Cove reached down to his belt holster, pulled out his pistol and made sure
         the safety was off.
      


  He glanced in the rearview mirror to see if he could tell how many folks he was dealing with. It was too dark for that, no
         street-lights out this way. The first bullet blew out his right rear tire, the second bullet his left rear. As he fought to
         keep control of the car, a truck pulled out from a side road and hit him broadside. If his window had been up, Cove’s head
         would have gone right through it. The truck had a snowplow on its front end, though it was not wintertime. The truck accelerated
         and Cove’s car was pushed in front of it. He felt his car about to roll and then the truck pushed his sedan over a guardrail
         that had been placed there principally to protect vehicles from plummeting down the steep slope that the curve of road was
         built around. The car’s side smashed into the dirt and then rolled, both doors popping open as the sedan continued its cartwheeling,
         finally landing in a heap at the rocky bottom of the slope and bursting into flames.
      


  The car that had tailed Cove stopped and one man got out, ran to the twisted guardrail and looked down. He saw the fire, witnessed
         the explosion as fuel vapor met flames and then ran back to his car. The two vehicles kicked up gravel leaving the scene.
      


  As they did, Randall Cove slowly rose from the spot where he’d been thrown when the driver’s door had been ripped open by
         the first impact with the ground. He had lost his gun and it felt like a couple of ribs were cracked, but he was alive. He
         looked down at what was left of his car and then back up at where the men who had tried to kill him had raced off. Cove stood
         on shaky legs and started slowly making his way back up.
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  Web clutched his wounded hand even as his head seemed primed to explode. It was like he had taken three quick slugs of straight
         tequila and was about to reflux them. The hospital room was empty. There was an armed man outside, to make sure nothing happened
         to Web—nothing else anyway.
      


  Web had been lying here all day and into the night thinking about what had happened, and he was no closer to any answers than
         when they first brought him here. Web’s commander had already been in, along with several members of Hotel and some of the
         snipers from Whiskey and X-Ray. They had said little, all of them reeling in their personal agony, their disbelief that something
         like this could have happened to them. And in their eyes Web could sense their suspicions, the issue of what had happened
         to him out there.
      


  “I’m sorry, Debbie,” Web said to the image of Teddy Riner’s widow. He said the same to Cynde Plummer, Cal’s wife and also
         now a widow. He went down the list: six women in all, all friends of his. Their men were his partners, his comrades; Web felt
         as bereaved as any of the ladies.
      


  He let go of his injured hand and touched the metal side of the bed with it. What a sorry wound to bring back with him. He
         hadn’t taken one round directly. “Not one damn shot did I get off in time,” he said to the wall. “Not one! Do you realize
         how unbelievable that is?” he called out to the IV stand, before falling silent again.
      


  “We’re going to get them, Web.”


  The voice startled Web, for he had heard no one enter the room. But of course a voice came with a body. Web inched up on his
         bed until he saw the outline of the man there. Percy Bates sat down in a chair next to Web. The man studied the linoleum floor
         as though it were a map that would guide him to a place that held all the answers.
      


  It was said that Percy Bates had not changed a jot in twenty-five years. The man hadn’t gained or lost a pound on his trim
         five-ten frame. His hair was charcoal-black without a creep of white and was combed the same way as when he first walked into
         the FBI fresh from the Academy. It was as though he had been flash-frozen, and this was remarkable in a line of work that
         tended to age people well ahead of their time. He had become a legend of sorts at the Bureau. He had wreaked havoc on drug
         operations at the Tex-Mex border and then gone on to raise hell on the West Coast in the LA Field Office. He had risen through
         the ranks quickly and was currently one of the top people at the Washington Field Office, or “WFO,” as it was called. He had
         experience in all the major Bureau divisions and the man knew how all the pieces fit together.
      


  Bates, who went by Perce, was usually soft-spoken. Yet the man could crumple a subordinate with a look that made one feel
         unworthy to be occupying a square foot of space. He could either be your best ally or your worst enemy. Maybe that’s how a
         man turned out after growing up with a name like Percy.
      


  Web had been on the end of some of the classic Bates tirades before, when he had been under the man’s direct command in his
         previous professional life at the Bureau. A good deal of the abuse had been deserved, as Web had made mistakes as he learned
         to be a good agent. Yet Bates did play favorites from time to time and, like everyone else, sometimes went searching for scapegoats
         to pin blame upon when things went to hell. Thus, Web did not accept the man’s statements right now at face value. Nor did
         he accept the subdued tone as a token of peace and goodwill. Yet the night Web had lost half his face in the fury of combat,
         Bates had been one of the first people by his bedside, and Web had never forgotten that. No, Percy Bates was not a simple
         equation, not that any of them were. He and Bates would never be drinking buddies, yet Web had never believed one had to do
         shooters with a guy to respect him.
      


  “I know you’ve given us the prelims, but we’ll need your full statement as soon as you’re able,” said Bates. “But don’t rush
         it. Take your time, get your strength back.”
      


  The message was clear. What had happened had crushed them all. There would be no outbursts from Bates. At least not right
         now.
      


  “More scratches than anything,” Web mumbled in response.


  “They said a gunshot wound to your hand. Cuts and bruises all over your body. The docs said it looked like somebody had taken
         a baseball bat to you.”
      


  “Nothing,” Web replied, and then felt exhausted by saying the word.


  “You still need to rest. And then we’ll get your statement.” Bates rose. “And if you’re up to it, and I know it’ll be hard,
         it would help if you could go back down there and run us through exactly what happened.”
      


  And how I managed to survive? Web nodded. “I’ll be ready sooner than later.”
      


  “Don’t rush it,” Bates said again. “This one ain’t gonna be easy. But we’ll get it done.” He patted Web on the shoulder and
         turned to the door.
      


  Web stirred, trying to sit up. “Perce?” In the darkness the whites of Bates’s eyes were really the only things visible of
         him. To Web they were like a pair of dice hanging, showing deuces somehow. “They’re all dead, aren’t they?”
      


  “All of them,” Bates confirmed. “You’re the only one left, Web.”


  “I did all I could.”


  The door opened and then closed, and Web was alone.


  

    [image: art]

  


  Outside in the hallway, Bates conferred with a group of men dressed exactly as he was: nondescript blue suit, button-down shirt,
         muted tie, rubber-soled black shoes and big pistols in small clip holsters.
      


  “This will be a media nightmare, you know that,” said one of them. “It already is, in fact.”


  Bates stuck a piece of gum in his mouth, substitute for the Winstons he had given up for the fifth time now and counting.
         “The needs of suck-wad journalists are not high on my priority list,” he said.
      


  “You have to keep them informed, Perce. If you don’t, they’ll assume the worst and start making it up. There’s already been
         stuff on the Internet you wouldn’t believe, that this massacre is tied to either the apocalyptic return of Jesus or something
         to do with a Chinese trade conspiracy. I mean, where do they get this crap? It’s driving the media relations people nuts.”
      


  “I can’t believe anybody would have the guts to do this to us,” said another man, who had grown gray and plump in the service of his country. Bates knew this particular agent had not seen
         anything other than the top of his government desk in more than a decade but liked to act as though he had. “Not the Colombians,
         the Chinese or even the Russians could have the guts to attack us like that.”
      


  Bates glanced at the man. “It’s ‘us’ against ‘them.’ Remember? We try to cram it down their throats all the time. You think
         they don’t want to return the favor?”
      


  “But my God, Perce, think about it. They just slaughtered a squad of our men. On our home turf,” the old fellow blustered
         indignantly.
      


  Perce looked at him and saw an elephant without tusks, just about ready to drop and die and become dinner for the jungle carnivores.
         “I didn’t realize we had laid claim to that part of D.C.,” said Bates. He had last slept the day before yesterday and was
         now really starting to feel it. “In fact, I was under the impression that that was their home turf and we were the visiting team.”
      


  “You know what I mean. What could have prompted this sort of attack?”


  “Shit, I don’t know, maybe because we try so damn hard to pull the plug on their billion-dollars-a-day drug pipeline and it’s
         starting to really piss them off, you idiot!” As he said this, Bates backed the man into a corner and then decided the guy
         was far too harmless to be worth a suspension.
      


  “How’s he doing?” asked another man, with blond hair and a nose red from the flu.


  Bates leaned against the wall, chewed his gum and then shrugged. “I think it’s messed more with his mind than anything else.
         But that’s to be expected.”
      


  “One lucky guy is all I can say,” commented Red Nose. “How he survived it is anyone’s guess.”


  It took barely a second for Bates to get in this man’s face. He was obviously taking no prisoners tonight. “You call it luck
         to watch six of your team get ripped right in front of you? Is that what the hell you’re saying, you dumb son of a bitch?”
      


  “Geez, I didn’t mean it like that, Perce. You know I didn’t.” Red Nose coughed a good one, as though to let Bates know he
         was sick and in no shape to fight.
      


  Bates moved away from Red Nose, thoroughly disgusted with them all. “Right now I don’t know anything. No, I take that back.
         I know that Web single-handedly took out eight machine gun nests and saved another squad and some ghetto kid in the process.
         That I do know.”
      


  “The preliminary report says Web froze.” This came from another man who had joined their ranks, yet he was one who clearly
         stood above them all. Two stone-faced gents were in lockstep behind the intruder. “And actually, Perce, what we know is only
         what Web has told us,” said the man. Though this person was obviously Percy Bates’s superior in official rank, it was equally
         apparent that Bates wanted to bite his head off yet didn’t dare.
      


  The man continued. “London’s got a hell of a lot of explaining to do. And we’re going into this investigation with our eyes
         wide open, a lot more wide open than last night. Last night was a disgrace. Last night will never, ever happen again. Not on my
         watch.” He stared hard at Bates and then said with sarcasm driven home with a sledgehammer, “Give London my best.” With that,
         Buck Winters, head of the FBI’s Washington Field Office, stalked off, followed by his two robotic escorts.
      


  Bates gazed with loathing at the man’s back. Buck Winters had been one of the principal frontline supervisors at Waco and
         had, in Bates’s opinion, contributed to the eventual carnage with his ineptness. Then, in the funny way of big organizations,
         Winters had received promotion after promotion for his incompetence until he had reached the top of WFO. Maybe the Bureau
         was just unwilling to admit it had messed up and believed that promoting from the ranks of the leadership of the Waco fiasco
         was a strong message to the world that the Bureau considered itself blameless. Eventually, many heads had rolled because of
         the flameout of David Koresh in Texas, but Buck Winters’s head was still firmly attached to his shoulders. For Percy Bates,
         Buck Winters represented much that was wrong with the FBI.
      


  Bates leaned against the wall, crossed his arms and chewed his Wrigley’s so hard his teeth hurt. He was certain that old Buck
         would be running off to confer with the FBI director, the attorney general, probably even the President. Well, let him, so
         long as they all kept out of Percy Bates’s way.
      


  The group of men slithered away singly and in pairs until just Bates and the uniformed guard remained. Finally Bates moved
         off too, hands in his pockets, gaze fixed on nothing. On the way out he spit his gum into the trash can. “Assholes and idiots,”
         he said. “Assholes and idiots.”
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  Web, dressed in a set of blue surgery scrubs, carried a bag with his personal belongings and stared at the sunlit sky that
         filled the window of his hospital room. The layers of gauze around his wounded hand were irritating; he felt like he was wearing
         a boxing glove.
      


  He was about to open the door to leave when it opened all by itself. At least that’s what Web thought until the man appeared
         there.
      


  “What are you doing here, Romano?” said Web in surprise.


  The man didn’t acknowledge Web right away. He was just under six feet tall, about one-eighty, very powerful-looking in a wiry
         way. He had dark wavy hair and wore an old leather jacket, a Yankees baseball cap and jeans. His FBI shield was pinned to
         his belt; the grip of a pistol poked out from its clip holster.
      


  Romano looked Web up and down until his gaze came to rest on the man’s bandaged hand. He pointed at it. “Is that it? Is that
         your damn wound?”
      


  Web looked at his hand and then back at Romano. “Would it make you happier if the hole was in my head?”


  Paul Romano was an assaulter assigned to Hotel Team. He was one very intimidating guy among many such folks and you always
         knew where you stood with the man, which was usually nowhere good. He and Web had never been close—principally, Web thought,
         because Web had been shot up more than he had, and Romano strongly resented the perception that Web was more heroic or tougher.
      


  “I’m only going to ask you this once, Web, and I want it straight, man. You bullshit me and I’ll pop you myself.”


  Web looked down at the guy and stepped a bit closer so that his height advantage was even more evident. He knew this ticked
         off Romano too. “Gee, Paulie, did you bring me some candy and flowers too?”
      


  “Just give it to me straight, Web.” He paused and then asked, “Did you wimp out?”


  “Yeah, Paulie, those guns somehow shot themselves all up.”


  “I know about that. I meant before that. When Charlie Team went down. You weren’t with them. Why?”


  Web felt his face growing warm and he hated himself for it. Romano usually couldn’t get to him. Yet the truth was, Web didn’t
         know what to tell the man.
      


  “Something happened, Paulie, in my head. I don’t know exactly what. But I didn’t have anything to do with the ambush, in case
         you suddenly lost your mind and were thinking that.”
      


  Romano shook his head. “I wasn’t thinking you turned traitor, Web, just that you turned chickenshit.”


  “If that’s all you came to tell me, then you can go on and get the hell out now.”


  Romano looked him up and down again and Web felt like less and less of a man with each pronounced glare. Without a word, Romano
         turned and left. Web would have preferred the man had exited on the heel of another insult rather than silence.
      


  Web waited another few minutes and then opened the door.


  “What are you doing up?” asked the surprised guard.


  “Docs discharged me, didn’t they tell you?”


  “Nobody told me anything like that.”


  Web held up his bandaged hand. “Government isn’t paying for another night on account of a scratched hand. And damn if I’m
         paying the difference on my paycheck.” Web didn’t know the guard, but he seemed like the type to be sympathetic to such a
         commonsense plea. Web didn’t wait to get an answer but just walked off. He knew the guard had no grounds to stop him. All
         he would do was communicate this development to his superiors, which he was assuredly doing right now.
      


  Web ducked out a side exit, found a phone, called a buddy and an hour later he was inside his split-level thirty-year-old
         rancher in a quiet Woodbridge, Virginia, suburb. He changed into jeans, loafers and a navy blue sweatshirt, ripped off the
         gauze and replaced it with a single Band-Aid of blazing symbolism. He wanted no pity from anyone, not with six of his closest
         friends right now lying in the morgue.
      


  He checked his messages. There weren’t any of importance, yet he knew that would change. He unlocked a firebox, pulled out
         his spare nine-millimeter and thrust it into his belt holster. Although he had not technically shot anyone, this was still
         an SRB—or Shooting Review Board—matter now, since Web had most definitely fired his weapons. They had confiscated his guns,
         which was akin to taking his hands. Next, they had advised him of his rights and he had given them a statement. It was all
         standard, by-the-books practice and yet it still made him feel like a criminal. Well, he wasn’t about to walk around without
         hardware. He was paranoid by nature, and the massacre of his team had made him a walking schizoid, capable of seeing real
         threats in babies and bunnies.
      


  He went out to the garage, cranked up his 1978 coal-black Ford Mach One and headed out.


  Web had two vehicles: the Mach, and an ancient and iron-gutted Suburban that had carried him and his Charlie Team to many
         Redskin football games, to the beaches in Virginia and Maryland, to beer-drinking outings and on assorted other manly campaigns
         up and down the East Coast. Each guy had had his own assigned seat in the Suburban, based on seniority and ability, which
         was the way everything was divvied up where Web worked. What outstanding times they had had in the big machine. Now Web wondered
         how much cash he could get for the Suburban, because he didn’t see himself driving the beast anymore.
      


  He jumped on Interstate 95, headed north and fought through the obstacle course that was the Springfield Interchange, which
         apparently had been designed by a highway engineer strung out on cocaine. Now that it was undergoing a major overhaul scheduled
         to last at least ten years, the driver navigating it each day had the option of laughing or crying as years of his life slipped
         by while the traffic’s progress was measured in inches. Web sailed over the Fourteenth Street Bridge, cleared the Northwest
         quadrant where all the major monuments and tourist dollars were kept and was quickly in a not-so-nice part of town.
      


  Web was an FBI special agent, but he did not see himself as such. First and foremost he was a Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) operator,
         the Bureau’s elite crisis response group. He didn’t dress in suits. He didn’t spend much time with fellow agents outside HRT.
         He didn’t arrive on the crime scene after all the bullets had stopped flying. He was usually there from the get-go, running,
         dodging, firing, wounding and occasionally killing. There were only fifty HRT operators, because the selection process was
         so grueling. The average time at HRT was five years. Web had bucked that trend and was going on his eighth year of duty. It
         seemed that HRT was being called upon a lot more often these days and to hot spots all over the world, with HRT’s unwritten
         policy of being wheels up in four hours from Andrews Air Force Base. Well, the curtain had fallen on his part of that show.
         Web was teamless now.
      


  It had never occurred to Web that he would be the sole survivor of anything. It just didn’t seem in his nature. They all had
         joked about it, even had morbid betting pools on who would die one moonless night. Web had almost always been first on the
         list, because he always seemed to be first in the line of fire. Now it was torturing Web, though, not knowing what had gotten
         between him and the seventh coffin. And the only thing worse than the guilt was the shame.
      


  He pulled the Mach to the curb and got out at the barricade. He showed his ID to the men posted there, who were all stunned
         to see him. Web ducked down the alley before the army of reporters could glom on to him. They had been reporting live here
         since the massacre from their tall-mast satellite broadcast trucks. Web had caught some of the news from the hospital. They
         were feeding the public the same facts over and over, using their little charts and pictures, and sporting their little dour
         expressions, and saying things like, “That’s all we know right now. But stay with us, I’m certain we’ll have more later, even
         if we have to make the shit up. Back to you, Sue.” Web jogged down the alley.
      


  Last night’s storm had long since blown itself into the Atlantic. The air pushing behind it was cooler than the city had had
         in a while. Built on a swamp, Washington, D.C., handled heat and humidity better than cold and snow. When the snow fell, the
         only street likely to be cleared was the one in your dreams.
      


  He ran into Bates halfway down the alley.


  “What in the hell are you doing here?” Bates said.


  “You said you wanted my take on things, so I’m here to give it to you.” Bates glanced at Web’s hand. “Let’s get going, Perce.
         Every minute counts.”
      


  From the exact spot where the Chevy had dropped them off, Web retraced the steps of his squad. With every stride Web took
         toward the target, he could feel both his anger and his fear swell. The bodies were gone; the blood was not. Even the hard
         rain apparently was incapable of clearing it all away. In his mind, Web blitzed through every move he had made, every emotion
         he had felt.
      


  The ruined machine gun nests were being dismantled and examined by a team of people who consistently pulled legal convictions
         out of microscopic scraps. Others walked the square courtyard kneeling, stooping, tagging things, probing and basically looking
         for answers from objects that did not appear willing to give any. Watching them, Web was not confident. It was highly unlikely
         that crystal-clear tented arches and plain whorls were just waiting around on the guns to be plucked by the fingerprint techs.
         Whoever had planned this intricate ambush wouldn’t be that careless. He stepped between the bloodstains like he was tiptoeing
         around a graveyard, and wasn’t he really?
      


  “Windows were painted black so the guns couldn’t be spotted until they started firing. No light reflections off barrels, no
         nothing,” said Bates.
      


  “Nice to know we were done in by professionals,” replied Web bitterly.


  “You did a number on the fifties.” Bates pointed to one of the ruined weapons.


  “An SR75 will do that for you.”


  “They’re mini-guns, military design. Six-barrel Gatling style, tripod-mounted with the pods bolted to the floor so the firing
         position wouldn’t deviate. There were feeder box and conveyor belt attachments and four thousand linked rounds per gun. Firing
         rates were set at four hundred a minute, though its maximum setting is eight thousand.”
      


  “Four hundred was plenty. And there were eight guns. That’s thirty-two hundred slugs flying at you every sixty seconds. I
         know because all except one ricochet missed me by a few inches.”
      


  “With that low firing rate those guns could shoot a long time.” “They did.”


  “Power drive was electric, and they were chambering armor-piercing rounds.”


  Web just shook his head. “Did you find what tripped them?”


  Bates led him over to a brick wall on the side farthest from the alley Web had come down. It was part of the building perpendicularly
         placed to the targeted abandoned tenement house and the source of one-half of the firing arc that had wiped out Charlie, save
         Web. What was invisible in the dark was only a bit more apparent in the daylight.
      


  Web knelt down and looked at what he recognized as a laser device. A small hole had been punched in the brick and the laser
         point and power pack inserted into it. The hole was deeper than the power pack so that once inside the hole, it was pretty
         much invisible. The snipers wouldn’t have been able to ID it from where they had their posts set up, even if they had been
         looking for such a thing, and their intelligence had given them no indication of it, as far as Web knew. The path of the laser
         was knee height and the invisible light stream no doubt had run across the courtyard when activated.
      


  “Beam breaks, firing starts and doesn’t stop except for a few seconds’ pause after each cycle until the ammo’s gone.” He looked
         around in bewilderment. “What if a dog or cat or somebody just strolling by here tripped the laser before we got there?”
      


  From Bates’s expression, it was clear he had already considered this possibility. “I’m thinking people were discreetly warned
         to stay away. Animals are another issue. So I’m thinking the laser was armed via remote.”
      


  Web rose. “So they waited until we were just about there before activating the laser. That means the person would have to
         be reasonably close by.”
      


  “Well, he hears you guys coming, or he gets intelligence to that effect. He waits until you’ve maybe turned the corner and
         he hits the remote and runs.”
      


  “We didn’t see a damn soul in the courtyard, and my thermal didn’t pick up a ninety-eight-point-six temp anywhere.”


  “They could’ve been in the building—hell, any one of these buildings. They point the device out one of the windows, hit the
         button and they’re long gone.”
      


  “And the snipers and Hotel saw nothing?”


  Bates shook his head. “Hotel’s story is they saw zip until the kid brought them your note.”


  At the mention of Hotel, Web thought of Paul Romano and his spirits sank even more. Romano was probably at Quantico right
         now telling everyone that Web had turned coward and let his team die and was trying to blame it on a mental lapse. “Whiskey?
         X-Ray? They had to see something,” Web said, referring to the snipers on the rooftops.
      


  “They saw some things, but I’m not prepared to discuss it quite yet.”


  Web’s instincts told him to let that one alone. What would the snipers say? That they saw Web freeze, let his team charge
         on without him and then drop to the ground while his comrades-in-arms got obliterated? “How about the DEA? They were with
         Hotel, and there was a crew of them in reserve too.”
      


  Bates and Web looked at each other and Bates shook his head.


  The FBI and DEA weren’t the best of friends. The DEA, Web had always thought, was like a little brother kicking at his older
         sibling’s shins until big brother hit back, and then the little punk ran off and tattled.
      


  “Well, I guess we have to accept that until something makes us not,” commented Web.


  “Guess so. Were any of you wearing night-vision equipment?”


  Web immediately understood the logic of the question. NV goggles would have picked up on the laser, transforming it into a
         long, unmistakable band of light.
      


  “No. I pulled my thermal after the shooting started, but assaulters don’t wear NVs. You get any source of ambient light while
         you’re wearing them, then you are basically blind if you have to take them off and start shooting. And the snipers probably
         wouldn’t have been using them during the assault; they screw up depth perception too much.”
      


  Bates nodded toward the gutted buildings where the guns had been set up. “The techs examined the guns. Each had a signal link
         box. They’re thinking that there was a delay of a few seconds between when Charlie Team tripped the laser and when the guns
         were activated in order to make sure the team was squarely in the kill zone. The courtyard and firing lanes were large enough
         to allow for that.
      


  Web suddenly felt dizzy and put his hand against the wall. It was as though he were reexperiencing the paralysis he had suffered
         during the doomed attack.
      


  “You should’ve given yourself some more time to recover,” said Bates as he slid an arm under Web’s to help support him.


  “I’ve had paper cuts worse than this.”


  “I’m not talking about your hand.”


  “My head’s fine too, thanks for your concern,” Web snapped, and then relaxed. “Right now I just want to do, not think.”


  For the next half hour Web pointed out the locations and descriptions of all the persons they had passed that night, and everything
         else he could recall from the time Charlie left the final staging area to the moment the last bullet was fired in the courtyard.
      


  “You think any one of them could have been working with the target?” said Bates, referring to the people Web and company had
         passed in the alley.
      


  “Down here anything’s possible,” replied Web. “There was obviously a leak. And it could have come anywhere along the line.”


  “There’s a lot of possibilities there,” Bates said. “Let’s go over some.”


  Web shrugged. “This wasn’t a triple-eight-beep scenario,” he said, a reference to the three number eights that appeared on
         his pager representing a command for all HRT operators to haul butt to Quantico. “Last night was selected as the target date
         in advance, so everybody met at HRT to get our gear and team configurations ready and then we moved out in the Suburbans.
         We did the prelim staging at Buzzard Point and then drove to the last staging area. We had a U.S. attorney available in case
         we needed some additional warrants issued. The snipers were already in place. They went in early posing as HVAC rehab workers
         doing a job on roof units on two of the buildings along the strike path. Assaulters did our down-and-dirty with the local
         police just like always. After we left the last point of concealment, Teddy Riner requested and received compromise authority
         because of the unfriendly logistics. We wanted to be able to shoot on the fly if we had to. We knew that hitting the place
         from the front and exposing ourselves to fire in the courtyard was risky, but we also thought they wouldn’t expect it. Plus
         the way the building was situated and configured, there weren’t a lot of options. We got the green light to move to crisis
         site and then we were going to execute on TOC’s countdown. We had one primary exterior breach point. The assault plan was
         to split once we were inside and hit from two points while Hotel and DEA blew in from the rear, with a unit in reserve and
         the snipers as backup firepower and cover. Hard and fast, just like always.”
      


  The two men sat on a pair of trash cans. Bates tossed his pack of gum in the trash, pulled out his cigarettes and offered
         one to Web, who declined.
      


  “The local police knew the target, didn’t they?” Bates asked.


  Web nodded. “The approximate physical location. So they can keep a presence, help quadrant off the area and keep people on
         the outside of the perimeter out of the way, look for associates of the target tipping them off, that sort of thing.”
      


  “How much advance time you figure the locals had in case there was a leak from there?”


  “Hour.”


  “Well, nobody set up that death trap in an hour.”


  “Who was the undercover on this one?”


  “Goes without saying that you take this name to the grave with you.” Bates paused, presumably for emphasis, and then said,
         “His name is Randall Cove. A real vet. Working the target from deep inside. I mean deep, like down-in-the-sewer deep. African-American,
         built like a truck and could do the street stuff with the best of them. He’s done a million of these gigs.”
      


  “So what’s his story?”


  “I haven’t asked him.”


  “Why not?”


  “I can’t find him.” Bates paused and then added, “Do you know for certain if Cove was aware when the hit was happening?”


  Web was surprised by this question. “Your end would know that better than mine. I can tell you for a fact that we were not
         briefed that the undercover or any snitches would be at the target. If they were supposed to be there, they’d tell us in the
         pre-op. That way we’d know who they were, what they looked like and we’d cuff ’em and get ’em out just like everybody else,
         so the real target wouldn’t get a heads-up and kill them.”
      


  “How much did you know about the target?”


  “Druggies’ financial ops, with bean counters present. Heavy security. They wanted the money guys as potential witnesses that
         we were to treat as hostages. Bag ’em fast and get them out before anyone figured out what we were doing and popped them so
         they couldn’t rat. Our strike plan was approved, ops orders written; we got blueprints of the target and built a copy of it
         at Quantico. Practiced our butts off until we knew every inch. Got our rules of engagement, nothing out of the ordinary, suited
         up and climbed in the Suburban. End of story.”
      


  “You guys do your own surveillance, snipers on glass,” Bates said, referring to snipers observing the target through binoculars
         and spotting scopes. “Anything pop on that?”
      


  “Nothing special or else we would’ve been told in our briefing. Except for the possible witness angle, to me it was just a
         glorified dope house raid. Hell, we cut our teeth on those.”
      


  “If it was just a dope house, they wouldn’t have needed you guys to crack it, Web. WFO could’ve used its SWAT team.”


  “Well, we were told the logistics were really tricky, and they were. And we knew the targets were supposed to be real nasty
         and were packing some ordnance SWAT didn’t think they could handle. And then you had the issue of the potential witnesses.
         That was enough to make it our gig. But none of us were expecting eight remote-controlled mini-guns.”
      


  “Obviously it was all bullshit. Fed to us like mother’s milk. Except for the guns, the place was empty. Ambush all the way.
         There were no bean counters, no records, no nothing.”
      


  Web rubbed his hand against the bullet gouges on the brick. Many were so deep Web could see the concrete block underneath—armor-piercing,
         for sure. The only good thing was death for his team would have been instantaneous. “The snipers had to see something.” He
         was hoping they had seen whatever had made Web freeze. Yet how could they?
      


  “I haven’t finished talking to them,” was all Bates would offer on that point, and again Web chose not to press it.


  “Where’s the kid?” Web hesitated, trying to remember. “Kevin.”


  Bates also hesitated for a second. “Disappeared.”


  Web stiffened. “How? He’s a kid.”


  “I’m not saying he did it on his own.”


  “We know who he is?”


  “Kevin Westbrook. Age ten. Got some family around, but most are guests of the state. Has an older brother, street name of
         Big F, the F standing for what you think it does. Head street ganger as big as a tree, and smart as a Harvard MBA. Deals in meth, Jamaican
         sinsemilla, the really cool stuff, though we’ve never been able to build a case against him. This area is sort of his turf.”
      


  Web stretched the fingers of his injured hand. The Band-Aid wasn’t doing the trick right now, and he felt guilty for even
         thinking about it. “That’s a pretty big coincidence that the little brother of the guy who runs this area was sitting out
         in the alley when we came by.” Even as he talked about the boy, Web could feel a change come over his body, as though his
         very soul were sliding out and moving on. He actually thought he might pass out. Web was starting to wonder if he needed a
         doctor or an exorcist.
      


  “Well, he does live around here. And from what we found out, his home life isn’t all that great. He probably avoided it if
         he could.”
      


  “This big brother missing too?” Web asked as his balance began to return.


  “Not that he actually lives at a normal address. When you’re in the kind of business he is, you keep moving. We don’t have
         any direct evidence tying him to even a misdemeanor, but we’re looking for him real hard right now.” He stared at Web. “You
         sure you’re okay?”
      


  Web waved off this comment. “How exactly did you lose the kid?”


  “That’s not real clear right now. We’ll know more after we finish going through the neighborhood. Somebody had to see those
         weapons coming in and that machine gun nest being put up. Even around here that qualifies as a little unusual.”
      


  “You really think anybody here’s going to talk to you?”


  “We have to try, Web. We only need one pair of eyes.”


  The men fell silent for a while. Bates finally looked up, his expression uncomfortable.


  “Web, what really happened?”


  “Say what you really mean. How come it wasn’t a perfect seven-for-seven?”


  “I am saying it.”
      


  Web gazed across the courtyard at the exact spot where he had hit the asphalt. “I came out of the alley late. It was like
         I couldn’t move. I thought I’d had a stroke. Then I went down right before the shooting started. I don’t know why.” Web’s
         mind suddenly went blank and then came back, like he was a television and there had been a lightning strike nearby. “It was
         over in a second, Perce. A second was all it took. The worst timing in the history of the world.” He looked at Bates to gauge
         his reaction to this. The narrowed eyes of the man told Web all he needed to know.
      


  “Hell, don’t feel bad. I don’t believe it either,” said Web. Bates remained silent, and Web decided to get to the other reason
         he had come here. “Where’s the flag?” he asked. Bates looked surprised. “The HRT flag. I have to bring it back to Quantico.”
      


  On every mission HRT undertook, the senior member was given the HRT flag to carry with him in his gear. When the mission was
         completed, the flag was to be returned to the HRT commander by the senior member of the team. Well, now that happened to be
         Web.
      


  “Follow me,” said Bates.


  An FBI van was parked at the curb. Bates popped open one of the back doors, reached in and pulled out a flag folded military
         style. He handed it to Web.
      


  Web held the flag in both hands, staring down at the colors for a moment, every detail of the slaughter once more working
         through his head.
      


  “It’s got a few holes in it,” Bates observed.


  “Don’t we all,” said Web.
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  The following day Web headed down to Quantico to the HRT facility. He drove along Marine Corps Route 4 past the campus-style
         FBI Academy that was home to both FBI and DEA grunts. Web had spent thirteen very intense and stressful weeks of his life
         at the Academy learning how to be an FBI agent. In return Web was paid peanuts and lived in a dorm room with a shared bath
         and he even had to bring his own towels! And Web had loved it and had devoted every waking moment to becoming the best FBI
         agent he could because he felt he had been born for the job.
      


  Web had walked out of the Academy as a newly minted and sworn agent of the FBI with his Smith & Wesson .357 wheel gun, which
         required a staggering nine pounds of pull to fire. Rarely did one shoot oneself in the foot with the weapon. Recruits now
         carried .40 Glock semiautomatics with fourteen-round magazines with a much easier trigger pull, but Web still had fond memories
         of his Smith & Wesson with the three-inch bull barrel. Fancier didn’t necessarily mean better. He had spent the next six years
         learning how to be an FBI agent in the field. He had sweated through the infamous FBI paperwork mountain, ferreted out leads,
         drummed up informants, answered criminal complaints, kept his butt on wiretaps, undertaken all-night surveillances, built
         up cases and arrested people who badly needed to be. Web had gotten to the point where he could concoct a battle plan in five
         minutes while he was driving a Bureau car—or Bucar, as it was always called—a hundred and ten miles an hour down the highway
         steering with his knees and shoving shells into his shotgun. He had learned how to interrogate suspects, establishing baselines
         and then asking them tough questions designed to knock them for a loop, to later gauge when they were lying. He had also learned
         how to testify without being cracked by slick defense lawyers whose only goal was to not discover the truth and instead to
         bury it.
      


  His superiors, including Percy Bates (when Web had been transferred to the Washington Field Office after several years in
         the Midwest), had filled his personnel file with commendation after commendation, impressed with his dedication, his physical
         and mental skills and his ability to think on his feet. He had worked outside the rules at certain points, yet most of the
         really good agents did, he thought, because some of the Bureau rules were just plain stupid. That was also something Percy
         Bates had taught him.
      


  Web parked, got out of the car and headed into HRT’s building, which would never be termed beautiful by anyone who could actually
         see. He was welcomed with open arms, and tough, hardened men, who had seen more death and danger than the average citizen
         could possibly imagine, broke down with him in private rooms. HRT was not a place where anyone rushed to show his vulnerabilities
         and emotions. No man wanted to be firing guns and risking his life next to the shy, sensitive type. You left your warm fuzzy
         aura at the door and just brought your alpha male kick-ass side to work. Everything here was based on seniority and ability;
         those two attributes usually, though not always, paralleled each other.
      


  Web returned the flag to his commander. Web’s chief, a lean, muscular man with salt-and-pepper hair and a former HRT operator
         who could still outwork most of his men, accepted the flag with dignity and a handshake that dissolved into an embrace in
         the privacy of the man’s office. Well, thought Web, at least they didn’t hate his guts.
      


  The HRT’s admin building had been built to hold fifty personnel, yet now a hundred people called it their home away from home.
         There was a two-holer for all those folks, so the pee lines were long even for elite crime-busting Feds. There were small
         offices behind the reception area for the commander, who was at the rank of an ASAC, or assistant special agent-in-charge,
         and his down-the-line chain of command that consisted of one supervisor for assaulters, and one for snipers. The HRT operators
         had honeycomb cubicle areas across the hallway from each other, split between snipers and assaulters. There was only one classroom
         in the building, which also doubled as a conference and briefing room in the space-challenged complex. There was a line of
         coffee mugs on a shelf on the rear wall of the room. Whenever the choppers landed here, the force of the blades would make
         the mugs vibrate. Somehow that sound had always been very soothing to Web. Team members coming home safe, he supposed.
      


  He stopped by to see Ann Lyle, who worked in the office. Ann was sixty, much older than the other women who worked in administration,
         and could be truly termed the matriarch and unofficial mother hen of the hardcore lads who called HRT home. The unwritten
         rule was that you did not curse around Ann or use any other sort of uncouth language or gestures. Both rookie and veteran
         operators who ran afoul of this policy quickly found themselves the target of retribution ranging from glue in their helmets
         to taking a particularly hard shot during a training drill, the kind that left you wondering if one of your lungs had fallen
         out. Ann had been with HRT almost since its inception after working at the WFO for many years and had become a widow during
         that time. Childless, she let her entire life revolve around her work, and she listened to the young, single agents and their
         problems and doled out sensible advice. She also served as HRT’s unofficial marriage counselor and had on more than one occasion
         prevented a divorce. She had come to Web’s hospital room every day while he was waiting to get his face back, far more often
         than his own mother had bothered to. Ann regularly brought home-baked goodies to the office. And she was known as the primary
         information source for all things having to do with the Bureau and HRT. She was also a whiz at navigating the Bureau’s requisition
         morass, and if HRT needed something, no matter how big or small, Ann Lyle made sure they got it.
      


  He found Ann in her office, closed the door and sat across from her.


  Ann’s hair had been white for several years now, and her body had lost its shape, but her eyes were still youthful-looking
         and her smile was truly beautiful.
      


  Ann rose from her desk and gave Web a much-needed hug. Her cheeks were wet from tears. She had been especially close to the
         members of Charlie Team, who took great pains to show her their affection for all she did for them.
      


  “You don’t look good, Web.”


  “I’ve had better days.”


  “I wouldn’t wish this on anybody, not even my worst enemy,” she said, “but you’re the last person in the world this should
         have happened to, Web. Right now, all I want to do is scream and never stop.”
      


  “I appreciate that, Ann,” said Web. “I still don’t know what happened, really. I’ve never frozen like that before.”


  “Web, honey, you’ve spent the last eight years of your life getting shot at. Don’t you think that adds up? You’re only human.”


  “That’s just it, Ann, I’m supposed to be more than that. That’s why I’m at HRT.”


  “What you need is a good long rest. When’s the last time you took a vacation? Do you even remember?”


  “What I need is some information and I need you to help me get it.”


  Ann accepted this change in subject without comment. “I’ll do what I can, you know that.”


  “An undercover named Randall Cove. He’s MIA.”


  “That name sounds familiar. I think I knew a Cove when I worked at WFO. You say he’s gone missing?”


  “He was the inside guy on the HRT hit. Guess he was either in on it or else got his cover blown. I need whatever you can find
         on him. Addresses, aliases, known contacts, the works.”
      


  “If he was working in D.C., his home won’t be around there,” said Ann. “There’s an unofficial twenty-five-mile rule for UCs.
         You don’t want to run into one of your neighbors while you’re working your shift. For big-time assignments they might even
         bring the agent in from another part of the country.”
      


  “Understood. But twenty-five miles out still leaves a lot of possibilities. Maybe we can get a record of phone logs, communications
         with WFO, that sort of thing. I don’t know how you manage it, but I really need whatever you can get.”
      


  “UCs mostly use disposable phone cards with low amounts on them to call in with. Buy them at convenience stores, use them
         up, chuck them and buy another. No record of anything that way.”
      


  Web’s hopes dimmed. “So there’s no way to trace?” He had never had to track down an undercover agent before.


  Ann smiled her beautiful smile. “Oh, Web, there’s always a way. You just let me dig around a little.”


  He looked at his hands. “I’m feeling kind of like a guy at the Alamo that the Mexicans somehow missed.”


  Ann nodded in understanding. “There’s some fresh coffee in the kitchen and a chocolate walnut cake I brought in. Go help yourself,
         Web, you’ve always been too skinny.” Her next words made Web look up into that wonderfully reassuring face. “And I’m watching
         your back here, honey, don’t think that I’m not. I know what’s what, Web. I hear everything, uptown or down. And nobody, and
         I mean nobody, is going to pull anything on you while I’m sitting here.”
      


  As he walked out, Web wondered if Ann Lyle would ever consider adopting him.


  Web found an empty computer terminal and logged on to HRT’s database. It had occurred to him, as he was sure it had to others,
         that his team’s annihilation might have been a simple case of revenge. He spent considerable time going through past cases
         where HRT had been called up. Memories came flooding back to him of chest-thudding victories and heart-wrenching failures.
         The problem was that if you added up all the people who had been affected by an HRT mission and factored in family and friends,
         along with fringe crazies chasing any cause they could get their demented hands around, the numbers ran into the thousands.
         Web would have to leave that to somebody else to run down. He was certain the Bureau computers were crunching that data right
         now.
      


  Web passed down the main hallway and lingered in front of the photo displays of past HRT operations. Here there were visual
         images of many stunning successes. The credo of hostage rescue was, “Speed, surprise and violence of action,” and HRT put
         big-time action to those words. Web looked at a photo of a terrorist on the most-wanted list who had been plucked from international
         waters (“grabs,” they called them) like an unsuspecting crab taken from a sand hole and whisked away to stand trial with a
         lifelong prison term to follow. There were photos of a joint international task force operation on a drug farm in a Latin
         American country. And finally there was a picture of a very tense hostage situation in a high-rise government building in
         Chicago. The result was all hostages were saved, with three of the five hostage-takers dead. Unfortunately, it didn’t always
         work that way.
      


  He walked outside the admin building and observed the lone tree there. It was a species of the state tree of Kansas, planted
         there in memory of the HRT operator who had been killed in a training accident and who had hailed from there. Each time Web
         had passed that tree he had said a silent prayer that it would be the only one they would ever have to plant. So much for
         answered prayers. Soon they’d have a damn forest here.
      


  Web really needed to be doing something, anything that would make him not feel like a total failure. He went to the equipment
         cage, snagged a .308 snipe rifle and some ammo and headed back out. He needed to calm down and, ironically, firing guns did
         that for him, as it required a precision and focus that would block out all other thoughts, however troubling.
      


  He passed the HRT’s original headquarters building, which was narrow and tall and looked like a glorified grain silo instead
         of home for an elite law enforcement unit. Then he stood and looked out at the sheered-off hillside where one of the shooting
         ranges was situated. There was a new thousand-yard rifle range, and work crews were in the process of leveling an adjacent
         forest in order to add to the HRT’s ever-growing complex, which also included a new indoor shooting range facility. Behind
         the outdoor shooting range, the trees were leafy green. It had always seemed an odd juxtaposition to Web: nature’s beautiful
         colors serving as a backdrop to where he had stood for so many years learning better ways to kill. Yet he was the good guy,
         and that made it all right. At least that’s what the bill of goods that came with the badge had very strongly implied.
      


  He set up his targets. Web was going to play a game of sniper’s poker. The cards were slightly fanned out across the target
         holder such that only the tiniest portion of each card, other than the front card, was visible. The goal was to build a winning
         hand. The trick was you could only count a card that you hit cleanly. If your round even nicked another card, you couldn’t
         claim the card you were shooting at. And you only got five shots. The margin of error was impossibly tiny. It was just the
         sort of nerve-wracking task to relax a person, if that person happened to be an HRT grunt.
      


  Web set himself up a hundred yards away from the targets. Lying flat on the ground, he placed a small beanbag under the .308’s
         stock to support his upper body weight as he settled in. He aligned his body with the recoil path to minimize muzzle jump;
         his hips were flat against the ground, his knees spread shoulder-width and ankles flat to the ground to shrink his target
         profile in case someone was aiming at him. Web dialed the proper settings on the scope’s calibration wheel and figured in
         wind too. The humidity was high, so he added an extra half-minute click. As a sniper, every shot he had ever fired during
         a mission had been recorded in his log. It was a very valuable record of environmental effects on bullets fired and also might
         explain why a sniper had missed a target, which was the only time anybody gave a damn. When you hit your target you were just
         doing your job, you didn’t get a key to the city. There was no detail too small when it concerned killing at long range. A
         hint of a shadow across your objective lens could easily make the less-than-vigilant shooter wipe out a hostage rather than
         the person holding him.
      


  Web lightly squeezed the pebbled pistol grip. He pulled the stock to his shoulder, pressed his cheek to the stock, set the
         proper eye relief and gripped the butt pad with his weak hand to steady the .308’s bipod. He sucked in a breath, eased it
         out. No muscle could come between Web and his sniping. Muscle was erratic; he needed bone on bone because bone didn’t flinch.
         Web had always used the ambush technique when sniping. This entailed the shooter waiting until the target entered a predetermined
         kill zone. The sniper would plant his crosshairs just ahead of the target and then count the mil-dots in the reticle to calculate
         distance to target, angle of incidence and speed. You also had to judge elevation, wind and humidity and then you waited to
         kill, like the proverbial spider in the web. You always shot into the skull for a very simple reason. Targets shot in the
         head never fired back.
      


  Bone on bone. Pulse at sixty-four. Web let out one last breath; his finger slid to the trigger and he fired five shots with
         the precise motion of a man who had done this very thing well over fifty thousand times. He repeated the process four more
         times, three times at a hundred yards, and the last hand of poker was played out at two hundred yards, which was the outer
         reaches of distance for sniper’s poker.
      


  When he checked the targets Web had to smile. He had a royal flush in spades on two hands, aces with king high on two others
         and a full house on the hand at two hundred yards; and not one mark on any other card. And not one round thrown either, which
         in Bureau parlance meant not a shot missed. This allowed him to feel good about himself for about ten seconds and then the
         depression came roaring back.
      


  He returned the weapon to the equipment cage and continued his stroll. Over at the adjacent Marine Corps facility was the
         Yellow Brick Road, which was a hellish seven-and-one-half-mile obstacle course with fifteen-foot rope drops, bear pits with
         barbed wire just waiting for a slip and fall and also sheer rock cliffs. During his HRT qualification days, Web had run that
         course so many times he had memorized every single disgusting inch of it. Team events had involved fifteen-mile runs, loaded
         with upward of fifty pounds of gear and precious objects carried, such as bricks that must not touch the ground lest your
         team lose. There were also swims through icy, filthy water, and fifty-foot long ladders pointed straight to God. That had
         been followed by a trek up “heartbreak hotel,” a mere four-story jaunt, and the optional (yeah!) leap off the gunwale of an
         old ship into the James River. Since Web’s joining HRT, heartbreak hotel had been tamed somewhat, with guide wires, railings
         and nets. It was undoubtedly safer but, in his opinion, a lot less fun. Still, those with a fear of heights most definitely
         need not apply. Rappelling from choppers into thick forest really separated the men from the boys, where if you missed your
         brake point a hundred-foot oak got to know your insides far too well.
      


  And along the way to graduation each recruit had to navigate the hothouse, which was a three-story concrete tower with steel
         shutters over the windows, welded shut. The interior configuration, with its mesh floors, allowed a fire at the bottom to
         shoot smoke all the way to the top in seconds. The luckless recruit got thrown into the third floor and had to use his sense
         of touch, guts and instincts to find his way to the bottom and out to safety. Your reward for surviving that was a bucket
         of water in the eyes to clear out the smoke there, and the chance to do it again a few minutes later with a hundred-and-fifty-pound
         dummy on your back.
      


  Crammed in between all that was tens of thousands of rounds fired, classroom drills that would have perplexed and confounded
         Einstein, fitness grinders that would have left many an Olympian heaving from exhaustion, plus enough paralyzing split-second
         decision-making scenarios to make a man give up booze and women, crawl in a padded room and start talking to himself. And
         every step of the way were the real HRT operators grading your sorry butt on every mistake and every triumph, and you just
         hoped you ended up with far more of the latter, but you never really could tell, because the HRTs never talked to you. To
         them you were scum, busting-your-ass scum, but still scum. And you knew they wouldn’t even acknowledge your presence until
         and if you graduated. Hell, they probably wouldn’t even attend your funeral if the tryout managed to kill you.
      


  Web had somehow survived it all, and upon graduation from the New Operators Training School, or NOTS, as it was known, he
         had been “drafted” as a sniper and spent two more months at the Scout Sniper School of the Marine Corps, where he had learned
         from the very best the skills of field craft, observation, camouflage and killing with rifle and scope. After that Web had
         spent over seven years as first a sniper and later an assaulter either being bored to death at long standoffs, often in miserable
         conditions, or else shooting or being shot at all over the world by some of its most deranged inhabitants. In return he got
         all the guns and ammo he wanted and a pay scale equivalent to what a sixteen-year-old could earn programming computers during
         his lunch hour. All in all it had been really cool.
      


  Web walked by the hangar facility, which housed the team’s big Bell 412 helicopters, and the much smaller MD530s, which they
         all referred to as the Little Birds, because they were fast and agile and could carry four men on the inside and four more
         on the skids at a speed of 120 knots. Web had ridden the Little Birds into some hellish situations and the 530s had always
         brought him back out, a couple of times dangling upside down from a rope hooked to the chopper’s swing arm, yet Web had never
         been picky about exactly how he survived a mission.
      


  The motor pool was behind a chain-link fence. Web stopped and zipped up his jacket against a chilly wind. The sky was quickly
         becoming overcast as a storm system swept into the area, something it routinely did this time of day at this time of year.
         He went inside the fence and sat atop the team’s sole armored personnel carrier, a hand-me-down gift from the Army. His gaze
         swept across the row of parked Suburbans. The vehicles had been reconfigured with ladder packages such that they could drive
         right up to a building and extend the ladder and go knock-knock-surprise! on the fifth floor of some criminal’s lair. There
         were mount-out trucks that carried their gear, Jet Skis, food service trucks and a rigid-hull boat with inflatable gunnels
         that had been designed by Navy SEALs. The thing had twin Chrysler V-8s whose effect Web could only equate to being inside
         a building while it was being demolished via wrecking ball. He had ridden in it on numerous occasions—or more aptly had survived
         it.
      


  They had it all here, from equipment for jungle assaults to arctic expeditions. They trained for every contingency, put everything
         they had into the work. And yet they could still be beaten by coincidence, by the blundering luck of inferior opponents or
         by the skillful planning and insider knowledge of a traitor.
      


  It started to rain, so Web ducked inside the training facility, which was a large warehouse-style building with long corridors
         to simulate hallways in hotels and moveable, rubber-coated walls. It was very much like a Hollywood studio back lot. If they
         were lucky enough to get the blueprints of a target, HRT would reconstruct it on-site here and train within exact parameters.
         The last set they had built here was for the operation where Charlie had ceased to be. As Web studied this configuration,
         it hadn’t occurred to him that he would never see the insides of the actual target for real. They had never even gotten to
         the front door. He hoped they would tear out the guts of this place soon, get it ready for the next operation. The result
         couldn’t be any worse, could it?
      


  The rubber-coated walls here absorbed the slugs, for HRT often practiced with live fire. Stairways were made of wood that
         would not allow ricochets; however, the team had discovered, fortunately without serious injury, that the nails in the wood
         could catch a bullet and send it on to unintended places. He passed by the aircraft fuselage mockup that had been constructed
         so they could practice on skyjacking scenarios. It hung from the rafters and could be raised or lowered for training purposes.
      


  How many imaginary terrorists had he shot down in here? The training had paid off, for he had done it for real when an American
         airliner had been stormed in Rome. The terrorists had ordered the plane flown to Turkey and then on to Manila. Web and crew
         had gone wheels up at Andrews Air Force base within two hours of learning of the skyjacking. They had followed the hijacked
         plane’s movements from their airborne perch in an USAF C141. On the ground at Manila where the jetliner was being refueled,
         the terrorists had tossed out two dead hostages, both Americans, one of them a four-year-old girl. A political statement,
         they proudly announced. It was the last one they would ever make.
      


  The hijacked plane’s takeoff had been delayed first by weather and then by mechanical failure. At around midnight local time,
         Web and his Charlie Team had boarded the plane disguised as mechanics. Three minutes after they got on the plane, there were
         five dead terrorists and no more slain hostages. Web had shot one of them with his .45 directly through the diet Coke can
         the guy had been holding up to his mouth. To this day he still couldn’t drink the stuff. Yet he never regretted pulling the
         trigger. The image of an innocent little girl’s body on the tarmac—American, Iranian, Japanese, it didn’t matter to Web—was
         all the motivation he would ever need to keep pulling the trigger at rank evil. These guys could claim all the geopolitical
         oppression in the world, call upon all the grand and omniscient deities in their religious warehouses, make every half-assed
         justification they wanted to, so they could detonate their bombs and fire their weapons, and none of it meant a damn thing
         to Web when they started killing innocent people, and in particular kids. And he would fight them for as long as they wanted
         to perform their perverted little dance of sin and mayhem across the globe, for wherever they could go, so could he.
      


  Web moved through small rubber-walled rooms where posters of bad guys pointing guns at him hung on support poles. He instinctively
         drew a bead with his finger and blew them away. With an armed person you always keyed on hands, not the eyes, because no one
         in history had ever been killed by a pair of eyes. As he lowered his “gun,” Web had to smile. It was all so easy when no one
         was actually firing at you. In other rooms were the heads and upper torsos of dummies on poles, their “skin” and bulk replicating
         that of a real human. Web threw side kicks to their heads followed by a series of paralyzing kidney punches and then moved
         on.
      


  From inside one room he heard some movement and looked in. The man there had on a tank shirt and cammie pants and was wiping
         the sweat from his muscular neck, shoulders and arms. Long ropes dangled from the ceiling. This was one of the rooms where
         the men practiced their fast-roping skills. Web watched as the man went up and down three times with graceful, fluid motions,
         cords of muscles in his arms and shoulders tensing and then relaxing.
      


  When the man finished, Web stepped inside and said, “Hey, Ken, don’t you ever take a day off?”


  Ken McCarthy looked over at Web and his gaze was not exactly what Web would have called friendly. McCarthy was one of the
         snipers who had been overhead along the alley the night Charlie Team had disappeared under the wave of .50s. McCarthy was
         black, thirty-four years of age, a Texan by birth as well as an Army brat who had seen the world on Uncle Sam’s dime. He was
         a former SEAL yet did not exude the flagrant cockiness that most SEALs tended to. Only five-ten, he could bench-press a truck
         and held advanced multidegree black belts in three different martial arts. He was the most skilled water operator HRT had,
         and he could also place a bullet between a person’s eyes at a thousand yards in the dead of night while straddling a tree
         limb. A three-year veteran of HRT, he was quiet, kept mostly to himself and lacked the ghoulish sense of humor that most operators
         had. Web had taught him things McCarthy hadn’t known or was having trouble picking up, and in return McCarthy had shared some
         of his remarkable skills with Web. To Web’s knowledge McCarthy had never had a problem with him, yet the man’s look right
         now possibly heralded an end to that streak. Maybe Romano had turned everyone against him.
      


  “What’re you doing here, Web? Figured you’d still be in the hospital nursing your injuries.”


  Web took another step toward the man. He didn’t like Mc-Carthy’s tone or words, yet he could understand where they were coming
         from. Web could also understand where Romano was coming from too; it was just that sort of a place. You were expected to do
         your job, perfectly. Perfection was all they asked for here. Web hadn’t come close. Sure he had knocked out the guns, after
         the fact. That counted for zip with these men.
      


  “I take it you saw it all.”


  McCarthy slipped off a pair of workout gloves and rubbed his thick, heavily callused fingers. “Would’ve fast-roped down to
         the alley, but TOC told us to sit tight.”
      


  “There was nothing you could do, Ken.”


  McCarthy was still looking at his feet. “Finally got the go-ahead. Took too long. Hooked up with Hotel. Took damn way too
         long,” he said again. “We kept stopping, trying to raise you guys on the mic. TOC didn’t know what the hell was going on.
         Our chain of command sort of broke down. Guess you knew that.”
      


  “We were prepared for everything except what went down.”


  McCarthy sat on the rubber mat floor and drew his knees up. He glanced up at Web. “Heard you were a little late coming out
         of the alley and that you kind of fell down or something.”
      


  Or something. He sat down next to McCarthy. “The guns were triggered by a laser, but the laser was probably activated by a remote so the
         fifties wouldn’t kick on prematurely and hit the wrong target. Somebody had to be around there to do that.” Web let that last
         statement hang as his gaze remained on McCarthy.
      


  “I’ve already talked to WFO.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “It’s an ongoing AFO, Web,” he said. An AFO was an investigation of an assault on a federal officer, actually lots of them
         in this case.
      


  “I know all that too, Ken. Look, I’m not sure what happened to me. I didn’t plan it that way. I did all I could.” Web drew
         a long breath. “And if I could take it all back right now, I would. And I’ve got to live with that every day of my life, Ken.
         I hope you can understand that.”
      


  McCarthy lifted his head and his hostile look faded.


  “There was nothing to shoot, Web. There wasn’t a damn thing for the snipers to blow away; all that training and no party to
         show it off at. We had three guys on the buildings overlooking the courtyard and not one of them could get even a decent bead
         on the mini-guns. Hell, they were afraid to fire because they thought one of their ricochets might nail you.”
      


  “How about the kid? Did you see the kid?”


  “The little black kid? Yeah, when he came down the alley, with your cap and the note.”


  “We passed him going in too.”


  “You guys must have blocked our view. And the light in that alley really reflected weird up where we were.”


  “Okay, how about the other guys? The dudes doing the drugs?” “We had a sniper on them the whole time. They never left where
         they were until the firing started, then they took off running. Jeffries said they seemed as surprised as anybody. When TOC
         gave us the green light, we took off.”
      


  “What happened then?”


  “Hooked up with Hotel, like I said. We saw the flare, stopped, fanned out. Then the kid came to us. We got the note, your
         warning. Everett and Palmer went forward as scouts. Too damn late.” McCarthy paused here, and Web saw a single tear slide
         down the man’s youthful, handsome features; normal features like what Web had once possessed.
      


  “I never heard gunfire like that in my life, Web. I’ve never felt helpless like that in my whole life.”


  “You did your job, Ken, and that’s all you can do.” Web paused and then said, “They can’t seem to find the kid. Know anything
         about that?”
      


  McCarthy shook his head. “Couple guys from Hotel took charge of him. Romano and Cortez, I think.”


  Romano again. Shit, that meant Web had to go talk to the man. “What’d you do?”


  “I went into the courtyard with some of the others. We saw you, but you were out of it.” He looked down again. “And we saw
         the rest of Charlie.” He glanced at Web. “A couple of the snipers told me how you went back out there, Web. They saw what
         you did and still can’t believe you did it. Said you must have the luck of the Irish somewhere in your back pocket to have
         gone back out there. I don’t think I could have.”
      


  “Yes you would, Ken. And you would’ve done it better than me.” McCarthy seemed startled at this praise.


  “After you came back out of the courtyard, did you see the kid?”


  McCarthy thought about this. “I remember him sitting on a trash can. By that time, everybody was showing up.”


  “Did you see any suits take custody of the kid?”


  McCarthy thought again. “No, I sort of recall Romano talking to somebody, but that’s all.”


  “Did you recognize any of them?”


  “You know we don’t interface with the regulars that much.”


  “How about DEA?”


  “That’s all I can tell you, Web.”


  “You been talking to Romano?”


  “A little.”


  “Don’t believe everything you hear, Ken. It’s not healthy.”


  “Including from you?” McCarthy asked pointedly.


  “Including from me.”


  As Web drove away from Quantico, he realized he had a lot of ground to cover. This was officially not his investigation, yet
         in some ways it was more his than anyone else’s. But he had to take care of something else first, something even more important
         than finding out who had set up his team. And finding out what had happened to a little boy with a bullet hole on his cheek
         and no shirt to his name.
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  Six funerals. Web attended six funerals over three days. By the fourth one, he couldn’t muster a single tear. He walked into
         the church or the funeral home and listened to people he mostly didn’t know talk about fallen men he knew better than he understood
         himself in some ways. It was as though all of his nerves had been boiled away, along with part of his soul. In a way he felt
         incapable of reacting as he was supposed to. He was terrified he would start laughing when he should be mourning.
      


  At the services half the caskets were open, the rest not. Some of the dead men had fared better with the size and placement
         of the wounds that had killed them and thus had open caskets. However, staring at pale, collapsed faces and rigid, shrunken
         bodies in metal boxes, inhaling flower fragrance and hearing the sobs of all those around him made Web wish he could just
         lie down in a box too and be put away in the ground to hide forever. The funeral of a hero; there were far worse ways to be
         remembered.
      


  He had wrapped his hand back up in the layers of gauze because he felt guilty walking among the bereaved without a trace of
         a wound. It was a pathetic thing to be concerned with, he knew, yet he felt like a walking slap in the face to the survivors.
         All they really knew was that Web London had somehow gotten off with barely a scratch. Had he run? Had he left his comrades
         to die? He could see those questions in some of the people’s faces. Was that always the fate of the sole survivor?
      


  The funeral processions had passed between endless lines of men and women in uniform and hundreds of others dressed in the
         neat suits and sensible shoes of the FBI. Motorcycles led the way, citizens lined the streets and flags everywhere flew at
         half mast. The President and most of his Cabinet came, along with many other VIPs. For a few days, the entire world talked
         of nothing else except the slaughter of six good men in an alley. Not much was said about the seventh man, and for that Web
         was mostly grateful. Still, he wondered how long that moratorium could possibly last for him.
      


  The city of Washington was deeply stricken. And it was not entirely over the fate of the slain men, for the broader implications
         were troubling. Had criminals really become so brazen? Was society coming apart at the seams? Were the police not keeping
         pace? Was American law enforcement’s crown jewel, the FBI, losing its luster? The Middle Eastern and Chinese news services
         were having a particularly delicious time reporting yet another example of Western mayhem that would one day bring arrogant
         America to its soft knees. Cheers were no doubt racing up and down the streets of Baghdad, Teheran, Pyongyang and Beijing
         at the thought of the old USA falling apart one miserable media-fueled crisis at a time. The pundits on American soil were
         spouting so many absurd scenarios that Web no longer even opened a newspaper or turned on a TV or radio. If anyone had asked
         him, though, he would have said that the whole world, and not just the United States, had been screwed up for a long time.
      


  There had been some relief from this crossfire, though its catalyst was another appalling tragedy. A Japanese commercial jetliner
         had crashed off the Pacific Coast, so the newsmongers had chased after that story and left the alley and its dead behind for
         now. A single news truck was still there, but scraps of three hundred bodies floating in the ocean was a far bigger draw than
         a days-old story about a team of dead FBI agents. And for that Web was also grateful. Leave us alone to grieve in peace.


  He had been debriefed “uptown” at the Hoover Building and at the WFO on three different occasions, by several teams of investigators.
         They had their pads and pencils, their recorders and some of the younger agents even had laptops. They had asked Web many
         more questions than he had answers for. However, when he told each group that he didn’t know why he had frozen and then fallen,
         the pencils had stopped scribbling on paper, fingers had stopped clacking on keyboards.
      


  “When you say you froze, did you see something? Hear something to make you do that?” The man spoke in a monotone, which, to
         Web, was one imperceptible inflection short of incredulity or, worse, outright disbelief.
      


  “I don’t really know.”


  “You really don’t know? You’re not sure if you froze?”


  “I’m not sure. I mean, I did. I couldn’t move. It was like I was paralyzed.”


  “But you moved after your team was killed?”


  “Yes,” Web conceded.


  “What had changed to allow you to do that?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “And when you got to the courtyard, you fell?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Right before the guns opened fire,” said another investigator. Web could barely hear his own answer. “Yes.”


  The silence that followed these meager responses came close to dissolving Web’s already bludgeoned insides.


  During each debriefing, Web had kept his hands on top of the table, his gaze steady on each questioner’s face, his posture
         in a slight forward lean. These men were all professional, seasoned inquisitors. Web knew that if he looked away, sat back,
         rubbed his head the wrong way or, worse yet, crossed his arms, they would instantly conclude he was a lying sack of shit.
         Web wasn’t being untruthful, but he wasn’t telling all of the truth either. Yet if Web started talking about how the vision
         of a little boy had had a weird effect on him, perhaps inexplicably caused him to freeze, thus saving his life—or about then
         feeling weighed down as though encased in concrete and then seconds later being able to freely move—he would be finished at
         the Bureau. The higher-ups tended to frown on field agents making insane comments. Yet he had one thing going for him. Those
         machine gun nests didn’t disintegrate by themselves. And his rifle rounds were embedded in all of them. And the snipers had
         seen everything, and he had warned Hotel Team and saved the boy on top of it. Web made sure he said that. He made sure all
         of them knew that. You can kick me while I’m down, friends, just not too hard. I’m a damn hero after all.


  “I’ll be all right,” Web had told them. “I just need a little time. I’ll be all right.” And for one awful moment Web thought
         that might be the first actual lie he had told all day.
      


  They would call him back in as needed, they told him. For now, they just wanted him to do nothing. He was to take plenty of
         time to get himself together. The Bureau had offered the assistance of a counselor, a mental health professional, in fact
         they had insisted on it, and Web said he would go, although there was still a stigma at the Bureau for those seeking such
         help. When things looked okay, Web was told, he would be assigned to another assaulter or sniper team, if he so desired, until
         Charlie could be rebuilt. If not, he could take another position within the Bureau. There was even talk of allowing him to
         burn an “office of preference” transfer that would allow him to proceed directly to “Go” in the form of an office he would
         retire from. That sort of treatment was usually reserved for senior-level agents and symbolized that the Bureau was really
         unsure of what to do with him. Officially, Web was in the middle of an administrative inquiry that might well blossom into
         a full investigation, depending on how things shook out. Well, no one had given Web his Miranda rights, which was both good
         and bad. Good because Web getting his Miranda warning would mean he was under arrest, bad in that anything he said during
         the inquiry could be used against him in civil or criminal proceedings. The only thing he had done wrong, apparently, was
         having survived. And yet that was a source of guilt far stronger than anything the Bureau could charge him with.
      


  No, really, whatever he wanted, Web was told, he could have. They were all his friends. He had their full support.


  Web asked how the investigation was going and didn’t get an answer in return. So much for their full support, Web thought.


  “Get better,” another man had told him. “That’s all you need to focus on.”
      


  As he was leaving from his last debriefing, he got one final question. “How’s the hand?” the man asked. Web didn’t know the
         guy, and although the question seemed innocent enough, there was something in the fellow’s eyes that made Web want to deck
         him. Instead, Web said it was just fine, thanked them all and left.
      


  On the way out from the last session he had passed the FBI’s Wall of Honor, where hung plaques for each of the FBI personnel
         killed in the line of duty. There would be a major addition coming to the wall, the largest single one in the history of the
         Bureau, in fact. Web had sometimes wondered if he would ever end up on there, with his professional life compacted into a
         chunk of wood and brass hanging on a wall. He left Hoover and drove home, besieged by many more questions than he wanted to
         confront.
      


  FBI also officially stood for Fidelity, Bravery and Integrity, and right now Web didn’t feel he possessed any of these qualities.
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  Francis Westbrook was a giant of a man, with the height and girth of a NFL starting left tackle. Regardless of the weather
         or season, his clothes of choice were silk tropical short-sleeved shirts, matching slacks and suede loafers with no socks.
         His head was bald, his large ears were covered with diamond studs and his enormous fingers were festooned with gold rings.
         He wasn’t a dandy of any sort, but there simply weren’t that many things he could spend his drug earnings on without the law
         or, even worse, the IRS sniffing around. And he also liked to look good. Right now Westbrook was riding in the backseat of
         a large Mercedes sedan with black-tinted windows. To the left of him was his first lieutenant, Antoine Peebles. Driving was
         a tall, well-built young man named Toona, and in the passenger seat was his chief of security, Clyde Macy, the only white
         guy in Westbrook’s entire crew, and it was easy to see that the man carried that distinction with great pride. Peebles had
         a neatly trimmed beard and Afro, was short and heavyset, but he wore his Armani and his designer shades well. He looked more
         like a Hollywood exec than a high-level drug entrepreneur. Macy looked like a breathing skeleton, preferred his clothes black
         and professional-looking and with his shaved head could easily have been mistaken for a neo-Nazi.
      


  This represented the inner circle of Westbrook’s small empire and the leader of that empire held a nine-millimeter pistol
         in his right hand and seemed to be looking for someone to use it on. “You want to tell me one more time how you lost Kevin?”
         He looked at Peebles and clutched the pistol even tighter. Its safety was in the grip and Westbrook had just released it.
         Peebles seemed to recognize this and yet didn’t hesitate in responding. “If you let us keep somebody on him twenty-four and
         seven, then we’d never lose him. He goes out sometimes at night. He went out that night and didn’t come back.”
      


  Westbrook slapped his enormous thigh. “He was in that alley. The Feds had him and now they don’t. He’s mixed up with this
         shit somehow and it happened in my damn backyard.” He smacked the gun against the door and roared, “I want Kevin back!”
      


  Peebles looked at him nervously, while Macy showed no reaction.


  Westbrook put a hand on the driver’s shoulder. “Toona, you get some of the boys together and you gonna hit every part of this
         damn town, you hear me? I know you already done it once, but you do it again. I want that boy back nice and safe, you hear
         me? Nice and safe and don’t come back till you done it. Damn it, you hear me, Toona?”
      


  Toona glanced in the rearview mirror. “I hear you, I hear you.”


  “Set up,” said Peebles. “All around. To put the blame on you.”


  “You think I ain’t know that? You think ’cause you went to college that you smart and I’m stupid? I know the Feds coming after
         my ass on this. I know the word on the street. Somebody’s trying to get all the crews together, almost like a damn union,
         but they know I ain’t joining shit and it’s messing up their plan.” Westbrook’s eyes were red. He hadn’t slept much in the
         last forty-eight hours. That was just his life; surviving the night was usually the big project of the day. And all he could
         think about was a little boy out there somewhere. He was getting close to the edge; he could feel it. He had known this day
         might come, and still, he was not prepared for it.
      


  “Whoever got Kevin, they gonna let me know it. They want something. They want me to jump my crew in, that’s what they want.”


  “And you’ll give it to them?”


  “Anything I got they can have. So long as I get Kevin back.” He paused and looked out the window, at the corners and alleys
         and cheap bars they were passing, where his drug tentacles slithered. He did a brisk business in the suburbs too, where the
         real money was. “Yeah, that’s right. I get Kevin back and then I kill every one of the mothers. I do it myself.” He pointed
         the pistol at an imaginary foe. “Start with the knees and work my way up.”
      


  Peebles looked warily at Macy, who still showed no sign of any reaction; it was as though he were made of stone. “Well, nobody’s
         contacted us so far,” said Peebles.
      


  “They will. They didn’t take Kevin ’cause they want to shoot hoops with him. They want me. Well, I’m right here, they just
         got to come to the party. I’m ready to party, bring it the fuck on.” Westbrook spoke more calmly. “Word is one of them dudes
         didn’t eat it in that courtyard. That right?”
      


  Peebles nodded. “Web London.”


  “They say machine guns, fifty-caliber shit. How’s a dude slip that?” Peebles shrugged his shoulders and Westbrook looked at
         Macy. “What you hear on that, Mace?”
      


  “Nobody’s saying for sure right now, but what I hear is the man didn’t go in that courtyard. He got scared, freaked or something.”


  “Freaked or something,” said Westbrook. “Okay, you get some shit on this man and you let me see it. Man walk away from something
         like that, man got something to tell me. Like maybe where Kevin is.” He looked at his men. “Whoever shot them Feds up got
         Kevin. You can count on that.”
      


  “Well, like I said, we could’ve had him on round-the-clock,” commented Peebles.


  “What the hell kind of life is that?” said Westbrook. “He ain’t got to live that way, not because of me. But the Feds come
         after my ass, then I’ll just point them boys in another direction. But we got to know which way that is. With six damn Feds
         dead, they ain’t gonna be looking to cut no deals. They’ll want some serious ass to fry and it ain’t gonna be mine.”
      


  “Whoever took Kevin, there’s no guarantee they’ll let him go,” said Peebles. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but we have
         no way of knowing if Kevin’s even alive.”
      


  Westbrook lay back against the seat. “Oh, he’s alive, all right. Ain’t nothing wrong with Kevin. Not right now anyway.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “I just know and that’s all you need to know. You just get me something on this Fed mother.”


  “Web London.”


  “Web London. And if he ain’t got what I need, then he’ll wish he died with his crew. Hit it, Toona. We got bizness.”


  The car sped on into the night.
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  It took Web a couple of days to make an appointment with a psychiatrist whom the Bureau used on an independent contractor basis.
         The FBI had trained people on staff, but Web had opted for someone on the outside. He wasn’t sure why, yet spilling his guts
         to anyone on the inside right now didn’t seem like a good idea. Rightly or not, tell the Feds’ shrink, you’re telling the
         Feds, was Web’s thinking, to hell with patient confidentiality.
      


  The Bureau was still pretty much in the Dark Ages when it came to the mental health of their people, and that probably was
         as much the fault of the individual agents as the organization. Until several years ago, if you worked at the FBI and were
         feeling stressed or were having problems with alcohol or substance abuse, you pretty much kept it to yourself and dealt with
         it in your own way. The old school agents would have given no more thought to seeking counseling than they would about leaving
         home without their gun. If an agent was seeking professional help, no one knew about it, and certainly no one talked about
         it. You were, in a sense, tainted goods if you did, and the indoctrination process of being a member of the Bureau seemed
         to instill both a stoicism and stubborn independence that were difficult to overcome.
      


  Then the powers that be had finally decided that the stress of working for the FBI, reflected in rising rates of alcohol and
         drug abuse and the high incidence of divorce, needed to be addressed. An Employee Assistance Program, or EAP, was instituted.
         Each FBI division was assigned an EAP coordinator and counselor. If the in-house counselor couldn’t handle the situation,
         he or she would refer the patient to an approved outside source, as Web had opted to have done. The EAP wasn’t widely known
         at the Bureau and Web had never gotten any written materials on its existence. It was just sort of whispered ear to ear. The
         old stigma, despite the Bureau’s efforts, was still there.
      


  The psychiatric offices were in a high-rise building in Fairfax County near Tyson’s Corner. Web had seen Dr. O’Bannon, one
         of the psychiatrists who worked here, before. The first time was years ago when HRT had been called up to rescue some students
         at a private school in Richmond, Virginia. A bunch of paramilitary types belonging to a group calling themselves the Free
         Society, who apparently were seeking to create an Aryan culture by means of their own version of ethnic cleansing, had burst
         into the school and immediately killed two teachers. The standoff had lasted almost twenty-four hours. HRT had finally gone
         in when it appeared imminent that the men were going to start killing again. Things were going perfectly until something had
         alerted the Frees right before HRT was ready to pounce. The resulting shootout had left five of the Frees dead and two HRT
         personnel injured, Web critically so. The only other hostage to die was a ten-year-old boy named David Canfield.
      


  Web had been almost close enough to the child to pull him to safety when things went to hell. The dead boy’s face had intruded
         into his dreams so often that Web had voluntarily sought counseling. At that time there was no EAP, so after he had recovered
         from his injuries Web had discreetly gotten O’Bannon’s name from another agent whom O’Bannon was seeing. It had been one of
         the hardest things Web had ever done, because, in effect, he was admitting that he couldn’t handle his problems. He never
         talked about it with other HRT members and he would have cut out his tongue before he would reveal that he was seeing a shrink.
         His colleagues would have only seen that as a weakness, and at HRT there was no room for that.
      


  The operators at HRT had had a previous encounter with mental health counseling, and it had not gone well: After Waco, the
         Bureau had brought in some counselors who had met directly with the stricken men as a group instead of individually. The result
         would have been comical if it hadn’t been so pathetically sad. That was the last time the Bureau had tried that sort of thing
         with HRT.
      


  The most recent time Web had seen O’Bannon was right after Web’s mother had died. After quite a few sessions with O’Bannon,
         Web concluded that things were never going to be right on that score and he had lied and told O’Bannon that he was just fine.
         He didn’t blame O’Bannon, for no doc could make that mess right, he knew. It would have taken a miracle.
      


  O’Bannon was short and heavyset and often wore a black turtleneck that made his multiple chins even more pronounced. Web remembered
         that O’Bannon’s handshake was limp, his manner pleasant enough, and yet Web had felt like running for the door the first time
         the two had met. Instead, he had followed O’Bannon back to his office and plunged into some dangerous waters.
      


  “We’ll be able to help you, Web. It’ll just take time. I’m sorry we have to meet under such difficult circumstances, but people
         don’t come to me because things are wonderful; it’s my lot in life, I suppose.”
      


  Web said that was good and yet his spirits sank. O’Bannon clearly had no magic that would make Web’s world normal again.


  They had sat in O’Bannon’s office. There was no couch but rather a small love seat not nearly long enough to lie down upon.
         O’Bannon had explained it as, “The greatest of all misperceptions in our field. Not every psychiatrist has a couch.”
      


  O’Bannon’s office was sterile, with white walls, industrial furnishings and very few items of a personal nature. It all made
         Web feel about as comfortable as sitting on death row waiting to do a last dance with Mr. Sparky. They made small talk, presumably
         to ease Web into opening up. There was a pad and pen next to O’Bannon, but he never picked them up.
      


  “I’ll do that later,” O’Bannon had said when Web asked him about his lack of note-taking. “For now, let’s just talk.” He had
         a darting gaze that had been unsettling to Web, though the psychiatrist’s voice was soft and relatively soothing. After an
         hour the session was up, and Web could see nothing much that had been accomplished. He knew more about O’Bannon than the man
         knew about Web. He had not gotten around to any of the issues disturbing him.
      


  “These things take time, Web,” O’Bannon had said as he led Web out. “It’ll come, don’t you worry. It just takes time. Rome
         wasn’t built in a day.”
      


  Web wanted to ask him exactly how long it would take to build Rome in this case, but he said nothing except good-bye. At first
         Web had believed that he would never go back to see the short, pudgy man with the blank office. And yet he had. And O’Bannon
         had worked through the issues with him session after session, getting him to deal with things. But Web had never forgotten
         the little boy who had been gunned down in cold blood with Web mere feet away and unable to save him. That would have been
         unhealthy, to ever forget something like that.
      


  O’Bannon had told Web that he and others at his psychiatric practice had catered to the needs of Bureau personnel for many
         years and had helped agents and administrative staff through lots of crises. Web had been surprised at that because he assumed
         he was one of the few who had ever sought professional counseling. O’Bannon had looked at him in a very knowing way and said,
         “Just because people don’t talk about it doesn’t mean they don’t want to address their issues or don’t want to get better.
         I can, of course, reveal no names, but trust me, you are definitely not alone in coming to me from the FBI. Agents who hide
         their heads in the sand are just ticking bombs waiting to explode.”
      


  Now Web wondered if he was a ticking bomb. He went inside and over to the elevators, each step heavier than the previous one.


  With his mind clearly elsewhere, Web nearly collided with a woman coming from the other direction. He apologized and pushed
         the elevator button. The car came and they both got on. Web punched the button for his floor and stepped back. As they headed
         up, Web glanced over at the woman. She was average height, slender and very attractive. He put her age at late thirties. She
         wore a gray pantsuit, the collar of a white blouse topping it. Her hair was a wavy black and cut short, and she had on small
         clip earrings. She carried a briefcase. Her long fingers curled around the handle, pressing tightly, noted Web, whose whole
         professional life was spent obsessing over the small details, because the little things almost always determined his future,
         or lack of one.
      


  The car stopped at Web’s floor and he was a little surprised when the woman got off too. But then he recalled she had not
         pushed another floor button. Well, so much for always observing the little details. He followed her to the office he was going
         to. She glanced back at him.
      


  “Can I help you?”


  Her voice was low, precise and somehow inviting, comforting to him. The unusually deep blue of her eyes caught Web’s attention.
         The eyes were also big, sad and peering. They held you, those eyes did.
      


  “I’m here to see Dr. O’Bannon.”


  “Did you have an appointment?”


  She seemed wary, Web thought. Yet he also knew women had every right to be suspicious when confronted with strange men. He
         had seen the ugly results of many such encounters and those images never left you.
      


  “Yes, for nine o’clock, Wednesday morning. I’m a little early.”


  She gave him a sympathetic look. “Actually, today is Tuesday.”


  Web muttered, “Shit,” and shook his head wearily. “Guess I’m getting my days sort of mixed up. Sorry to bother you.” He turned
         to leave and he was reasonably sure he would never come back.
      


  “I’m sorry, but you look very familiar to me,” the woman said. Web turned slowly back. “I apologize,” she added. “I’m not
         usually that forward, but I know I’ve seen you before.”
      


  “Well, if you work here, you probably did. I’ve been to see O’Bannon before.”


  “No, it wasn’t here. I believe it was on TV.” Realization finally swept across her features. “You’re Web London, the FBI agent,
         aren’t you?”
      


  He couldn’t decide what to say for a few moments and she simply looked at him, apparently awaiting confirmation of her observation.
         “Yes.” Web glanced past her. “Do you work here?”
      


  “I have an office here.”


  “So you’re a shrink too?”


  She put out her hand. “We prefer psychiatrist. I’m Claire Daniels.”


  Web shook her hand and then they stood there awkwardly.


  “I’m going to put some coffee on if you’d like a cup,” she finally said.


  “Don’t go to any trouble.”


  She turned and unlocked the door. Web followed her inside.


  They sat in the small reception room and drank the coffee. Web glanced around the empty space.


  “Office closed today?”


  “No, most people don’t get in before nine.”


  “It always surprised me that you don’t have a receptionist here.”


  “Well, we want to make it as comfortable for people as possible. And announcing yourself to a stranger because you’re here
         to receive treatment can be very intimidating. We know when we have appointments and the doorbell lets us know when someone
         has arrived, and we come right out. We have this common waiting area because that’s unavoidable, but, as a rule, we don’t
         like to make patients sit out here with one another. That can be awkward too.”
      


  “Sort of like people sitting around playing ‘Guess My Psychosis’?”


  She smiled. “Something like that. Dr. O’Bannon started this practice many years ago and he cares quite deeply about the comfort
         zone of the people who come here for help. The last thing you want to do is to increase the anxiety level of already anxious
         people.”
      


  “So you know O’Bannon well?”


  “Yes. I actually used to work for him. Then he simplified his life a while back and we’re all on our own now, but we still
         share this office space. We’ve come to prefer it that way. He’s very good. He’ll be able to help you.”
      


  “You think so?” Web said without a trace of hope.


  “I guess like the rest of the country I’ve been following what happened. I’m very sorry about your colleagues.”


  Web drank his coffee in silence.


  Claire said, “If you were thinking of waiting, Dr. O’Bannon is teaching at George Washington University. He won’t be in at
         all today.”
      


  “No big deal. My mistake. Thanks for the coffee.” He rose.


  “Mr. London, would you like me to tell him you were here?”


  “It’s Web. And no, I don’t think I’ll be back on Wednesday.” Claire stood too. “Is there something I can do to help you?”


  He held up his cup. “You already made the java.” Web took a breath. It was time to get out of here. “What are you doing for
         the next hour?” he asked instead, and then was stunned to hear his own words.
      


  “Just paperwork,” she said quickly, her gaze downcast, her face slightly red as though he had just asked her out to the prom
         and instead of saying no to his advance she was deciding, for some unknown reason, to encourage it.
      


  “How would you like to talk to me instead?”


  “Professionally? That’s not possible. You’re Dr. O’Bannon’s patient.”


  “How about human to human?” Web had absolutely no idea where any of these words were coming from.


  She hesitated for a moment and then told him to wait. She went into an office and then came back out a few minutes later.
         “I tried reaching Dr. O’Bannon at the university, but they couldn’t track him down. Without talking to him, I really can’t
         counsel you. You have to understand, it’s a touchy thing ethically, Web. I’m not into poaching patients.”
      


  Web abruptly sat down. “Wouldn’t it ever be justified?”


  She mulled this over for a few moments. “I suppose if your regular doctor wasn’t available and you were in crisis, it would
         be.”
      


  “He’s not available and I’m in an honest-to-God crisis.” Web was being absolutely truthful, for it was like he was back in
         that courtyard, unable to move, unable to do a damn thing to help, useless. If she still refused him, Web wasn’t sure he could
         even manage to get up and leave.
      


  Instead she led him down the hallway to her office and closed the door behind them. Web looked around. There could not have
         been a greater difference between Claire Daniels’s digs and those of O’Bannon. The walls were a muted gray instead of stark
         white, and cozy with femininely floral curtains instead of industrial shades. There were pictures hung everywhere, mostly
         of people, presumably family. The degrees on the wall evidenced Claire Daniels’s impressive academic accomplishments: degrees
         from Brown and Columbia Universities and her medical sheepskin from Stanford. On one table was a glass container that had
         a label reading, “Therapy in a Jar.” There were unlit candles on tables and cactus lamps in two corners. On shelves and on
         the floor were dozens of stuffed animals. There was a leather chair against one wall. And by God, Claire Daniels had a couch!
      


  “You want me to sit there?” He pointed to it, trying desperately to keep his nerves in check. He suddenly wished he wasn’t
         armed, because he was starting to feel a little out of control.
      


  “Actually, if you don’t mind, I prefer the couch.”


  He collapsed in the chair and then watched as she switched her flats for slippers that were lying next to the couch. The momentary
         sight of her bare feet had prompted an unexpected reaction from Web. There was nothing sexual about it; it made Web think
         of the bloodied skin in the courtyard, the remains of Charlie Team. Claire sat down on the couch, pulled a pad and pen off
         the side table and uncapped the pen. Web took a series of small breaths to arrest his nerves.
      


  “O’Bannon doesn’t take notes during the session,” he commented.


  “I know,” she said with a wry smile. “I don’t think my memory is as good as his. Sorry.”


  “I didn’t even ask if you’re on the Bureau’s approved list of outside contractors. I know O’Bannon is.”


  “I am too. And this session will have to be revealed to your supervisor. Bureau policy.”


  “But not the content of the session.”


  “No, of course not. Just that we met. The same basic rules of confidentiality apply here as they would in a normal psychiatrist and patient relationship.”
      


  “Basic rules?”


  “There are modifications, Web, because of the unique job you have.”


  “O’Bannon explained that to me when I was seeing him, but I guess I was never really clear on it.”


  “Well, I’m under an obligation to inform your supervisor if during a session anything is revealed that poses a threat to yourself
         or others.”
      


  “I guess that’s fair.”


  “You think so? Well, from my point of view, it gives me a great deal of discretion, because where one hears something benign,
         another hears genuine threats. So I’m not so sure that policy is very fair to you. But just so you know, I have never had
         occasion to use that discretion and I’ve been working with people from the FBI, DEA and other law enforcement agencies for
         a long time.”
      


  “What else has to be revealed?”


  “The other major one is drug use or specific therapies.”


  “Right. The Bureau is a stickler for that, I know,” said Web. “Even over-the-counter stuff you have to report that you’re
         taking. It can actually get to be quite a pain in the ass.” He looked around. “Your place is a lot more comfortable. O’Bannon’s
         office reminds me of an operating room.”
      


  “Everybody approaches their work differently.” She stopped and stared at his waist.


  Web glanced down and saw that his windbreaker had fallen open there, and the grip of his pistol was visible. He zipped up
         the jacket, as Claire looked down at her pad.
      


  “Sorry, Web, it’s not like it’s the first time I’ve seen an agent with a gun. Though I suppose when you don’t see them every
         day—”
      


  “They can be scary as hell,” he finished her thought.


  He eyed the array of furry toys.


  “What’s with all the stuffed animals?”


  “I have a lot of children as patients,” she said, adding, “unfortunately. The animals make them feel more at ease. To tell
         the truth, they make me feel more at ease too.”
      


  “It’s hard to believe kids would need a psychiatrist.”


  “Most of them have eating disorders, bulimia, anorexia. Usually centered on issues of control between them and their parents.
         So you have to treat the child and the parent. It’s not an easy world for children.”
      


  “It’s not all that great for adults either.”


  She gave him a look that Web interpreted as a quick appraisal. “You’ve been through a lot in your life.”


  “More than some, less than others. You’re not going to make me take an inkblot test, are you?” He said this as a joke, but
         he was actually serious.
      


  “Psychologists perform Rorschach, MMPI, MMCI and neuro-testing, I’m just a humble psychiatrist.”


  “I had to take the MMPI when I joined Hostage Rescue.”


  “The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, I’m familiar with it.”


  “It’s designed to ferret out the crazies.”


  “In a manner of speaking, yes. Did it?”


  “Some of the guys failed it. Me, I figured out what the test was for, and just lied my way through it.”


  Claire Daniels’s eyebrows lifted slightly and her gaze once more went to where his gun was. “That’s comforting.”


  “I guess I’m not real clear on the difference. Between psychologists and psychiatrists, that is.”


  “A psychiatrist has to take the MCATs, then do four years of medical school. After that you have to serve three years of residency
         in psychiatry at a hospital. I also did a fourth-year residency in forensic psychiatry. I’ve been in private practice ever
         since. As medical doctors, psychiatrists can also prescribe medication, whereas psychologists generally can’t.”
      


  Web clasped and unclasped his hands nervously.


  Claire, who was studying him closely, said, “Why don’t I tell you how I go about my work? Then, if you’re comfortable with
         that, we can continue. Fair enough?” Web nodded in agreement and she settled back into the cushions. “As a psychiatrist, I
         rely on understanding patterns of normal human behavior, so that I can recognize when certain behavior falls outside the norm.
         An obvious example is one you’re no doubt familiar with: serial killers. In the vast majority of cases such people have suffered
         consistent, terrible abuse as children. They, in turn, exhibit clear patterns of rage when young, like torturing small animals
         and birds as they single-mindedly transfer the pain and cruelty foisted upon them onto living things less powerful than themselves.
         They move on to larger animals and other targets as they grow older, stronger and bolder, and eventually progress to human
         beings when they reach adulthood. It’s actually a fairly predictable evolution of events.
      


  “You also have to listen with a third ear of sorts. I take what someone tells me at face value, but I’m also looking for cues
         underlying those statements. Humans are always layering their statements with other messages. A psychiatrist wears many hats,
         often at the same time. The key is to listen, I mean really listen to what you’re being told, in words, body language, that
         sort of thing.”
      


  “Okay, how would you like to start with me?”


  “I usually have a patient fill out a background questionnaire, but I think I’ll skip that with you. Human to human,” she added
         with a very warm smile.
      


  Web finally felt the heat in his belly start to ease.


  “But let’s talk a little about your background, all the typical information. Then we can move on from there.”


  Web let out a deep breath. “I’ll be thirty-eight next March. I did the college route and then somehow got into the University
         of Virginia law school and actually managed to graduate. After that I worked in the commonwealth attorney’s office for about
         six months in Alexandria until I realized that life wasn’t for me. I decided to apply to the Bureau along with a buddy of
         mine. It was really on a whim, to see if we could do it. I made the cut, he didn’t. I survived the Academy and I’ve been with
         the FBI for a lucky thirteen years. I started out as a special agent, cutting my teeth on this and that in a string of field
         offices across the country. A little over eight years ago, I applied to HRT. That stands for Hostage Rescue Team. It’s part
         of CIRG, Critical Incident Response Group, now, though that’s a fairly recent development. They kill your ass in the selection
         process and ninety percent of the applicants don’t make the cut. They sleep-deprive you first, break you physically and then
         force you to make snap decisions of life and death. They make you work and sacrifice as a team but still compete against one
         another, because there aren’t many slots available. It was a real walk in the park. I saw former Navy SEALs, Special Forces
         guys, Deltas even, break down, cry, pass out, hallucinate, threaten suicide, mass murders, anything to make their tormentors
         stop. By a miracle, I somehow got through and then spent another five months at the New Operators Training School, or NOTS.
         In case you couldn’t tell, the Bureau is big on acronyms. We’re based at Quantico. I’m an assaulter right now.” Claire looked
         confused. “HRT has Blue and Gold Units, with four teams in each. They mirror each other, so we can handle two crises in two
         different places simultaneously. Half the teams are made up of assaulters or the main attack force, the other half are snipers.
         Snipers train at the Marine Corps Scout Sniper School. We switch off periodically, cross-train. I started out as a sniper.
         They used to really get the short end of the stick, though after HRT was reorganized in 1995 it’s gotten a lot better. Still,
         you lie in the mud and rain and snow for weeks, spying on the target, learning the weaknesses of your opponents that will
         help you kill them later. Or maybe even save their lives, because watching them, you may spot something that will tell you
         that they won’t shoot back in certain situations. You wait to take your shots of opportunity, never knowing if the shot you
         take will trigger some damn firestorm.”
      


  “You sound like you’ve experienced something like that.”


  “One of my very first assignments was Waco.”


  “I see.”


  “Right now I’m assigned to Charlie Team in the Blue Unit.” Was, Web mentally corrected himself. There was no more Charlie Team.
      


  “So you’re not an FBI agent per se?”


  “No, we all are. You have to have at least three years at the Bureau and a superior performance rating to even apply to HRT.
         We carry the same shields, the same credentials. But we HRT guys keep to ourselves. Separate facilities, no other duties outside
         HRT. We train together. Core skills, knots, CQB.”
      


  “What are those things?”


  “Knots covers combat and firearm training. CQB stands for close-quarters battle training. Firearms and CQB are the most perishable
         skills, so you’re constantly working them.”
      


  “Sounds very military.”


  “It is. And we are very military. We’re split into active duty and training. If you’re on duty and a mission comes up, you
         go. Any downtime for active duty operators is spent on special projects and special skills like rope climbing, chopper rappelling,
         SEAL training, first aid. And also field craft, what we call snooping and pooping in the woods. The days go quickly, believe
         me.”
      


  “I’m sure,” said Claire.


  Web studied his shoes and they sat there quietly for a while. “Fifty alpha males together is sometimes not a good thing.”
         He smiled. “We’re always trying to one-up each other. You know those Taser guns that shoot out electrified darts and paralyze
         people?”
      


  “Yes, I’ve seen them.”


  “Well, we had a contest one time to see who could recover the fastest after getting hit by one of those.”


  “Good God,” exclaimed Claire.


  “I know, crazy.” He added, “I didn’t win. I went down like I’d been hit by an NFL lineman. But that’s sort of the mentality.
         Ultracompetitive.” He became more serious. “But we’re good at our jobs. And our jobs aren’t easy. What nobody else wants to
         do, we do. Our official motto is, ‘To save lives.’ And we mostly succeed. We try to think of every contingency, but there’s
         not a lot of room for error. And whether we succeed or not could come down to a chain on a door you weren’t expecting when
         you’re doing a dynamic entry, or turning left instead of right, or not firing instead of firing your weapon. And these days
         if the target gets a little nick while he’s trying to blow our heads off, everybody starts screaming and suing and FBI agents
         start falling like flies. Maybe if I’d checked out after Waco, my life would really be different.”
      


  “Why didn’t you?”


  “Because I have a lot of special skills that I can use to protect honest citizens. To protect the interests of this country
         from people who would do it and them harm.”
      


  “Sounds very patriotic. Some cynics might take you to task over that philosophy, though.”


  Web stared at her for several seconds before answering. “How many TV pundits have ever had a sawed-off shotgun stuffed up
         their noses while some deranged lowlife freaked on meth has his finger on the trigger deciding whether to end their lives?
         Or waited out in the middle of nowhere USA, while some pseudo-Jesus psycho, who finds it in his holy book somewhere that it’s
         all right to screw his disciples’ kids, messes with the psyche of the whole country and then ends his fifteen minutes of fame
         in a fireball that takes every abused child with him? If the cynics have a problem with my motivation or methods, then they
         can get out there and do it. They’d last all of two seconds. They expect perfection from the good guys in a world where that
         just is never going to happen. And the bad guys could’ve ripped the heads off a thousand babies, and you’re still going to
         get their lawyers screaming holy hell if you give them a hangnail while you’re trying to arrest them. Now, the higher-ups
         at the Bureau do make mistakes when issuing orders and some of them shouldn’t be holding the jobs they have because they’re
         incompetent. I wasn’t at Ruby Ridge, but that was a disaster from minute one and the Feds were more to blame than anybody
         else for innocent people dying. But it’s ultimately guys like me, following those orders, who get their nuts cut off because
         they had the audacity to risk their lives to do what they believe is the right thing and get paid jack-shit for the privilege. That’s my world,
         Dr. Daniels. Welcome the hell to it.”
      


  Web took a deep breath, started trembling and looked over at Claire, who looked as stunned as he felt. “Sorry,” he finally
         said, “I’m kind of a patriotic jerk when it comes to all of that.”
      


  When Claire spoke, she sounded contrite. “I think I should apologize. I’m sure you find your job thankless at times.”


  “I’m kind of finding it that way right now.”


  “Tell me about your family,” she said after a few more moments of awkward silence.


  Web sat back and put his hands behind his head, as he once more took several small breaths. Sixty-four beats a minute, Web, that’s all you need, man. Sixty-four smacks a minute. How hard can it be? He leaned forward. “Sure. No problem. I’m an only child. I was born in Georgia. We moved to Virginia when I was around six.”
      


  “So who is the we here? Your mother and father?”
      


  Web shook his head. “No, just me and my mother.”


  “And your father?”


  “He didn’t come. The state wanted to keep him awhile longer.”


  “Was he employed with the government?”


  “You could say that. He was in prison.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “Don’t know.”


  “Weren’t you curious?”


  “If I had been, I would have satisfied that curiosity.”


  “All right. And so you came to Virginia. What then?”


  “My mother remarried.”


  “And your relationship with your stepfather?”


  “Fine.”


  Claire said nothing, apparently waiting for him to continue. When he didn’t, she said, “Tell me about your relationship with
         your mother.”
      


  “She’s been dead nine months now, so we don’t have a relationship.”


  “What was her cause of death?” She added, “If you don’t mind my asking.”


  “The Big B.”


  Claire looked confused. “You mean the Big C? Cancer?”


  “No, I mean the Big B, booze.”


  “You said you joined the FBI on a whim. Do you think it could have been more than that?”


  Web shot her a quick glance. “You mean, did I become a cop because my real father was a crook?”


  Claire smiled. “You’re good at this.”


  “I don’t know why I’m still alive, Claire,” Web said quietly. “By all rights I should be dead along with my team. It’s driving
         me crazy. I didn’t want to be the sole survivor.”
      


  Claire’s smile quickly faded. “That sounds important. Let’s talk about that.”


  Web’s hands ground against each other. Then he stood and looked out the window. “This is all confidential, right?”


  “Yes,” Claire said. “Absolutely.”


  He sat back down. “I went into the alley. I’m hauling butt with my team, we’re almost at the breach point and then … and
         then—” He stopped.
      


  “And then I, shit, I froze. I couldn’t move. I don’t know what the hell happened. My team went out into that courtyard and
         I couldn’t. Then I finally get going and it feels like I weigh a thousand pounds, like my feet were in concrete blocks. And
         I dropped, because I couldn’t keep myself up. I just went down. And then—” He stopped, a hand went to his face, not the damaged
         side, and he pushed hard there, as though keeping things that wanted to come out from doing so. “And then the guns started.
         And I lived. I lived, and none of my team did.”
      


  The pen sat idle in Claire’s hand as she looked at him.


  “It’s okay, Web, you need to get this out.”


  “That’s it! What in the hell can I add to that? I freaked out. I’m a damn coward!”


  She spoke very calmly and precisely. “Web, I understand that this is extremely difficult to discuss, but I’d like you to go
         over the exact events leading up to you ‘freezing,’ as you referred to it. As accurately as you can remember. That might be
         very important.”
      


  Web went through the details with her, starting from the moment the Chevy doors popped open to the point where he couldn’t
         do his job, where he had watched his friends die. When he had finished he felt totally numb, as though he had given away his
         soul as well as his pitiful story.
      


  “It must have felt paralyzing,” she said. “I’m wondering whether you felt any earlier symptoms before it hit you so completely.
         Something like a drastic pulse change, rapid breathing, a feeling of dread, cold sweats, dry mouth?”
      


  Web thought about this for a bit as he again went over in his mind every step he had taken. He started to shake his head in
         answering no, but then he said, “There was a kid in the alley.” He wasn’t about to reveal to Claire Daniels the importance
         that Kevin Westbrook was taking in the investigation; however, there was something that he could tell her. “When we passed
         him he said something. Something really odd. I remembered his voice sounded like an old man’s in some ways. You could tell
         from his appearance that life had not been exactly kind to him.”
      


  “You don’t remember what he said?”


  Web shook his head. “I’m drawing a blank on that, but it was something weird.”


  “But what he said made you feel something, something beyond the usual pity or sympathy?”
      


  “Look, Dr. Daniels—”


  “Please, call me Claire.”


  “Okay, Claire, I’m not looking to make myself out to be a saint. With my job I go into some real hellholes. I try not to think
         about all the other things, like the kids.”
      


  “It sounds as though if you thought that way you wouldn’t be able to do your work.”


  Web shot a glance at her. “Is that what you think might have happened to me? I see the kid and it snapped something in my
         brain?”
      


  “It’s possible, Web. Shell shock, post-traumatic stress syndrome that induces physical paralysis along with a whole host of
         other physical debilitations. It happens more often than people think. The stress of combat is unique.”
      


  “But nothing had happened yet. Not one shot fired.”


  “You’ve been doing this for many years, Web; it can all accumulate inside you and the effect of that accumulation can manifest itself at the most inopportune moments and in the most unfortunate ways. You aren’t the
         first person to go into battle of sorts and have that kind of reaction.”
      


  “Well, it’s the first time it’s happened to me,” Web said with an edge to his voice. “And my team had been through just as
         much as me, and none of them locked up.”
      


  “Even though this was the first time it’s happened to you, Web, you have to understand that we’re all different. You can’t
         compare yourself to anyone else. It’s not fair to you.”
      


  He pointed a finger at her. “Let me tell you what’s fair. What’s fair is me maybe making a difference that night. Maybe I
         could have done something, seen something that would have warned my guys, and maybe they’d still be living and I wouldn’t
         be sitting here talking to you about why they’re not.”
      


  “I understand that you’re angry and that life is often not fair. You’ve doubtless seen hundreds of examples of that. The point
         is how best for you to deal with what happened.”
      


  “How exactly do you deal with something like this? It doesn’t get any worse than this.”


  “I know it may seem hopeless, but it would be worse if you can’t work through your issues and move on with your life.”


  “Life? Oh, yeah, that’s right, I guess I have something of a life left. You want to switch with me? I’ll give you a real deal.”


  “Do you want to go back to HRT?” she asked flatly.


  “Yes,” he said immediately.


  “You’re sure?”


  “I’m absolutely sure.”


  “Then that’s a goal that we both can work toward.”


  Web ran a hand up his thigh and stopped at the bulge of his pistol. “Do you really think that’s possible? I mean, at HRT if
         you can’t cut it mentally or physically, well, then you’re gone.” Gone, he thought, from really the only place he had ever
         fit in.
      


  “We can try, Web, that’s all we can do. But I’m pretty good at my job too. And I promise that I’ll do all I can to help you.
         I just need your cooperation.”
      


  He looked squarely at her. “Okay, you’ve got it.”


  “Is there anything particularly troubling in your life right now? Any especially stressful issues out of the usual?”


  “Not really.”


  “You mentioned that your mother had died recently.”


  “Yes.”


  “Tell me about your relationship with her.”


  “I would’ve done anything for her.”


  “So I take that as you were very close to her?” Web hesitated for so long that Claire finally said, “Web, right now the absolute
         truth is important.”
      


  “She had her problems. Her drinking, for one. And she hated what I do for a living.”


  Claire’s gaze drifted again to where Web’s gun rested under his jacket. “Not so unusual for a mother. What you do is very
         dangerous.” She glanced at his face and then quickly looked down. Web, though, had noted it.
      


  “It can be,” he said evenly, and turned the damaged side away from her; it was a movement he had grown so adept at he usually
         didn’t notice he was even doing it.
      


  “I’m curious about something. What did you inherit from her? Did she leave you anything that means something to you?”


  “She left me the house. I mean, she didn’t leave it to me, she didn’t have a will. Under the law it went to me.”


  “Do you plan to live there?”


  “Never!”


  Claire jumped at his tone.


  He said quickly but in a calmer tone, “I mean, I’ve got my own house. I don’t need hers.”


  “I see.” Claire made a note and then seemed to consciously shift gears. “By the way, have you ever been married?”


  Web shook his head. “Well, at least not in the conventional way.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The other guys on my team all had families. I felt like I had a bunch of wives and kids through them.”


  “So you were very close to your colleagues?”


  “In our line of work, you tended to hang together. The better you knew each other, the better you worked together, and down
         the road that could save your life. Plus, they were just great guys. I liked being with them.” As soon as he finished saying
         this, the fire in his belly returned. Web jumped up and headed to the door.
      


  “Where are you going?” an astonished Claire called after him. “We’ve just started. We have a lot more to talk about.”


  Web paused at the door. “I’ve talked enough for now.”


  He closed the door behind him, and Claire made no move to follow. She put her pad and pen down and stared after him.
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  At Arlington National Cemetery, Percy Bates walked from the visitors’ center up the paved road that led to the Custis-Lee House.
         After Robert E. Lee had chosen his native state of Virginia and leadership of the Confederate forces over a similar offer
         from the Stars and Stripes at the outset of the Civil War, the federal government had responded to this rebuff by confiscating
         Lee’s home. Anecdotal history stated that the Lincoln Administration had offered the property back to the Confederate general
         during the war. All he had to do was come and pay the back taxes. In person. Lee, of course, had not taken Lincoln up on the
         offer and his estate had been turned into what was now the country’s most prestigious national cemetery. That bit of history
         had always made the Michigan-born Bates smile, although the mansion was now a memorial of sorts to Lee and was popularly known
         as Arlington House.
      


  Bates reached the front of Arlington House and looked out over what many considered the finest view in all of Washington and
         perhaps the country. From here, the entire capital city lay at your feet. Bates wondered if old Bobby Lee ever thought this
         as he got up each morning and looked out.
      


  The cemetery covered over six hundred acres of grounds and was dominated by simple, uniform white headstones. There were also
         some very elaborate memorials to the dead, erected by survivors or other grateful parties; however, the sea of white headstones,
         which at the right angle created the illusion of snow-covered ground even in summer, was what most people remembered from
         their visit here. Arlington National was the final resting place for American soldiers killed while fighting for their country,
         five-star generals, an assassinated President, seven Supreme Court justices, explorers, famed minorities and many others who
         qualified to be interred at this national shrine. There were well over 200,000 dead buried here and that number increased
         at the rate of eighteen bodies every weekday.
      


  Bates had come here numerous times. On several occasions he had attended funerals of friends and colleagues. Other times he
         had come as a tour guide of sorts when his family had company in town. A favorite thing to do was watch the changing of the
         guard by members of the U.S. Third Infantry, who maintained around-the-clock vigil over the Tombs of the Unknowns. Bates checked
         his watch. He would be just in time if he hurried.
      


  As he arrived at the tombs area, Bates could see that the crowd was already gathering, mostly out-of-towners with their cameras
         and kids. The guard on duty was performing his excruciatingly precise routine of marching twenty-one steps, pausing for twenty-one
         seconds, switching his rifle to his other shoulder and then marching back along the same narrow path.
      


  Bates had often wondered if the rifle the guards carried was even loaded. However, Bates believed that if anyone ever tried
         to pillage or defile one of the tombs, he would be met with a swift and painful response. If there was sacred ground for the
         military in this country, this was it. Arlington Cemetery ranked right up there with Pearl Harbor.
      


  As the changing of the guard started and the crowd grew and moved in for their photo opportunities, Bates glanced across to
         his left and then started working his way through the rows of tourists and down the steps. The changing of the guard was an
         elaborate ceremony and would take some time to fully complete. The spectacle drew just about everyone in the cemetery, but
         not Percy Bates.
      


  He walked around the large Memorial Amphitheater that was situated adjacent to the tombs area. Bates continued strolling,
         crossed over Memorial Drive and walked around the Challenger Space Shuttle Memorial. Then he turned back and entered the amphitheater. He walked down to the stage area with its large
         columns, pediments and balustrades; moved over to a wall there and pulled out a map of the cemetery, held it up and studied
         it.
      


  The man was hidden from Bates’s or anyone else’s view. He had a pistol in a belt holster and one hand rested on its grip even
         as he drew nearer to where Bates was standing. He had shadowed Bates around most of the cemetery, making certain that the
         FBI agent was alone. He moved closer.
      


  “Didn’t think you were going to show until you gave me the high sign back there,” said Bates. The map completely hid his face
         from whoever might be watching.
      


  “Had to make sure conditions were right,” said Randall Cove. He remained in hiding behind a section of wall.


  “I made sure I wasn’t followed.”


  “Whatever any of us can do, somebody out there can do better.” “Can’t exactly argue with that. How come you always like to
         meet in a cemetery?”
      


  “I like the peace and quiet. I rarely get it anywhere else.” Cove paused and then said, “I got set up.”


  “I figured as much. But I’ve got six men dead and the seventh one is a question mark right now. Did your cover get blown from
         the inside? Instead of killing you, did they feed you bad stuff to set up HRT? I need details here, Randy.”
      


  “I was in that damn building myself. Went in as a potential player with those folks and wanted to check out their operation.
         I saw desks, files, computers, geeks running around spouting numbers, cash, product, the whole nine yards. With my own eyes
         I saw it. I don’t call up you guys on something like that unless I’ve seen it for myself. I’m no rookie.”
      


  “I know that. But that building had zip in it when we got there. Other than eight trashed machine guns.”


  “Right. Trashed. Talk to me about London. You trust him?”


  “As much as I trust anybody.”


  “What’s his story? Why is he still kicking?”


  “I don’t think he knows. He says he froze.”


  “Damn good timing on that.”


  “He shot those guns up. Saved a little kid in the process.”


  “That’s a real special little kid. Kevin Westbrook.”


  “So I know.”


  “Look, we went into this thing hunting the elder Westbrook ’cause the higher-ups thought it was about time to bring him down
         so they could toot their own horn. But the more I got into it, the more I realized he’s small fish, Perce. He makes a good
         living but not a great one. He doesn’t shoot up neighborhoods, keeps a low profile.”
      


  “But if not him, who?”


  “There’re about eight main street sellers in this town and Westbrook is just one of them. Collectively they sell a ton of
         the shit. Now, you multiply that action by every major metropolitan area from here to New York and south to Atlanta, and you
         got yourself a real heavyweight.”
      


  “What, are you saying one group controls all that flow? That’s impossible.”


  “No, what I’m saying is that I think one group is controlling the flow of Oxycontin from rural areas to metropolitan areas
         up and down the East Coast.”
      


  “Oxycontin, the prescription drug?”


  “Right. They’re calling it hillbilly heroin, because the illegal trafficking started in rural areas. But now it’s moving to
         the cities. See, that’s where the real money is. The hicks in the mountains don’t have the kind of cash the city folks do.
         It’s synthetic morphine, for chronic pain or for the terminally ill. Abusers crush it, snort it, smoke it or inject it, and
         they get popped like something close to heroin.”
      


  “Yeah, except it’s time-released, so you do a whole pill like that, bypassing the time release, you could kill yourself.”


  “A hundred deaths and counting so far. It’s not as potent as heroin, but it’s got double the kick of morphine and it’s a legal
         drug, and that makes some people believe it’s safe even if abused. You even got old people selling one pill on the street
         to cover the cost of the rest of their prescription because their insurance doesn’t. Or else you get docs to write up bogus
         prescriptions or you burglarize pharmacies or homes of patients using it.”
      


  “It’s bad,” agreed Bates.


  “That’s why the Bureau and DEA ran their joint task force. And it’s not just Oxy, you got the older stuff like Percocet and
         Percodan too. Now you can get ‘Perks’ on the street for ten to fifteen bucks a pop. But they don’t pack the wallop of Oxy.
         You’d have to take sixteen tablets of Percocet to get the same high as one eighty-milligram Oxy pill.”
      


  During this discussion Bates had looked around casually several times, to see if anyone was observing him, yet there was no
         one. Cove had picked a good place to meet, actually, Bates concluded, since no one could see him, and the way Bates was facing
         the wall and holding the map up, he appeared simply to be a tourist in need of directions.
      


  Bates said, “Well, the government watches dispensation of controlled narcotics, of course, and you get a doc and a pharmacy
         dispensing tens of thousands of the same pills, it raises red flags, but you also don’t have to worry about getting it over
         the border.”
      


  “Right.”


  “How come I didn’t know this Oxy angle, Randy?”


  “’Cause I just figured that part of it out. I didn’t know I was dealing with an Oxy pipeline when I first stumbled into this.
         I just thought it was your run-of-the-mill coke and heroin. But then I started seeing and hearing stuff. Most of the drug
         seems to be coming in from little pockets up and down Appalachia. For the longest time it just used to be little mom-and-pop
         operations, mostly by people hooked on the drugs themselves. But I’m sensing a single force out there that’s putting all this
         together and shipping it to the big cities. See, that’s the next step. This could be the mother of all gravy trains and somebody’s
         figured it out, at least around here. Bringing it up to the standards of a real drug operation but with profit margins triple
         what the cartels or anybody else is doing and with a lot lower risk. That’s the people we want. That’s actually who I thought
         was operating out of the building HRT hit. I thought we could crack this thing wide open if we got to the bean counters. And
         it’d make sense to hide your money clearinghouse in a big city.”
      


  “Because in the rural areas that sort of thing would stick out,” Bates completed his thought.


  “You got it. And they have plenty of incentive. Say you work up to moving a million pills a week with a street value of a
         hundred mil; well, you get my point.”
      


  “But whoever’s driving the product, they’d have no incentive to waste an HRT unit. That’ll bring them grief they just don’t
         need. Why would they do that?”
      


  “All I can tell you is the operation I saw in that building was not Westbrook’s. It was huge. Lots of activity, way more than his business could generate. If I thought it was just Westbrook,
         I would have said no-go on the HRT hit. We would’ve gotten a little fish, but the big one would’ve just floated away. With
         that said, I think Westbrook is distributing the product in D.C. and so are the other crews. But hard proof of that I don’t
         have. The guy’s real smart and he’s seen it all.”
      


  “Yeah, but you got to someone in his crew. That’s valuable.”


  “Right, but snitch today, dead tomorrow in my line of work.”


  “So somebody really put on a damned Broadway production for us by loading up that warehouse to make it look like a big-time
         drug operation. Any thoughts on that?”
      


  “Nope. After I passed along the intel to you guys and the hit was set, whoever snookered me didn’t need old Randall Cove anymore.
         I’m figuring I’m lucky to be alive, Perce. In fact, I’m wondering why I am alive.”
      


  “So is Web London. I guess after a massacre there’s always a lot of that going around.”


  “No, I mean somebody tried to waste me after the HRT hit. Cost me my Bucar and a couple of cracked ribs.”


  “Jesus, why didn’t you let us know? You have to come in, Randy. Get fully debriefed, so we can figure this out.”


  Bates looked around once more. This was taking too long. He would have to move on soon. He could only look at the cemetery
         map for so long without arousing suspicion. But he didn’t want to leave without Randall Cove.
      


  “No way in hell am I doing that, Perce,” replied Cove in a tone that made Bates lower his map. “I’m not doing that because
         this shit hits way too close to the bone.”
      


  “Meaning exactly what?” said Bates with an edge to his voice.


  “Meaning that this shit stinks from the inside and I’m not putting my life in somebody’s hands unless I know they’re going to play fair with me.”
      


  “This is the FBI, Randy, not the KGB.”


  “Maybe to you it is. You’ve always been an insider, Perce. Me, I’m about as outside as somebody can get. I come in now, without
         knowing what happened, then all of a sudden they might not ever find me again. I know a lot of folks uptown think I was behind
         what happened to HRT.”
      


  “That’s crazy.”


  “Crazy as six dudes getting wiped? How’d they manage that without inside info?”


  “That crap happens in our line of work.”


  “Okay, you telling me you haven’t noticed stuff falling down everywhere? Blown assignments, two undercover agents getting
         killed in the last year, Bureau strike teams showing up to do their thing and finding nobody home to play, major drug busts
         going down the tubes because folks got tipped off. I think there’s some big, stinking rat right in the Bureau selling a lot
         of folks down the river, including me!”
      


  “Don’t go conspiracy theorist on me, Randy.”


  Cove’s voice grew calmer. “I wanted to let you know I wasn’t in on it. You got my word because that’s all I got to give right
         now. I hope to have more later.”
      


  “So you’re on to something?” said Bates quickly. “Look, Randy, I believe you, okay, but I’ve got people I’ve got to answer
         to. I understand your concerns, a lot of bad things have been happening, and we’re trying to find the source, but you’ve got
         to understand my concerns too.” He paused. “Damn it, come on, I’ll give you every assurance that if you come in now, I will
         watch over you like it’s my father on his deathbed, okay? I hope you feel that you can trust me, after all we’ve been through
         together. I’ve gone to bat for you before.” There was no answer from Cove. “Look, Randy, tell me what you need to come in
         and I’ll see what I can do.” There was still no answer. Bates swore under his breath and darted behind the wall. Across the
         space he saw the door leading out from the other side. He went to it, but it was locked. He ran back around the amphitheater
         and out into the open. The guard ceremony was breaking up and large crowds had spilled out onto paved walkways and cemetery
         ground. As Bates looked everywhere, he knew he had already lost him. Despite his large physical size, Cove had spent many
         years learning how to blend in with any surroundings. For all Bates knew, he was dressed as a groundskeeper or possibly a
         tourist. Bates threw his map in the trash and trudged off.
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  The neighborhood Web was driving in was identical to most others in the area. Modest postwar homes with boxy shapes, gravel
         driveways and metal awnings. The front yards were tiny, but there were big back spaces where detached garages lurked and grills
         sat in protected areas and split-trunk apple trees gave comforting shade. This was the land of working-class families who
         still took pride in their homes and never took it for granted that their children would go to college. Today men fussed with
         old cars in the coolness of their garages, women gathered on front porch stoops to drink coffee, smoke cigarettes and exchange
         gossip under a sun that was very hot for this time of year and skies that were finally clear of the last storm. Kids in shorts
         and tennis shoes raced up and down the street on scooters that actually required one to use his legs to make it go.
      


  As he pulled up in front of Paul Romano’s house, Web could see Paulie, as everyone called him, laboring under the hood of
         a vintage Corvette Stingray that was his absolute pride and joy, his wife and kids rating a little farther down on the love
         and gush meter. Originally from Brooklyn, Paul Romano was a “get your fingers dirty” kind of guy and fit in a neighborhood
         like this, with its mechanics, power linemen, truck drivers and the like. The only difference was Romano could kill you in
         a hundred different ways if he wanted to and damn if there was anything you could do about it. Paul Romano was one of the
         ones who talked to his guns, gave them names like you would a pet. His MP-5 was Freddy, as in Freddy from Nightmare on Elm Street, and his twin .45s were Cuff and Link, named after the turtles in the movie Rocky. Yes, as hard as it was to believe, Paul Romano from Brooklyn was a big Sly Stallone fan—although he was forever complaining
         that that “damn Rambo character was one wimpy ass.”
      


  Romano looked up in surprise as Web walked over and peered into the guts of the Nassau-blue ’Vette with a white convertible
         soft top. Web knew the car was a model year 1966, which was the first production year of the famous 427-cubic-inch block engine
         that carried 450 horses inside, because Romano had told him and all the other HRT guys this about a thousand times. “Four-speed
         manual close ratio. Top speed of about one sixty-five. Blow anything off the street,” he had said until Web was sick of hearing
         it. “Police cruisers, morphed street shit-cans, hell, half the damn stock cars racing at the smaller tracks.”
      


  Web had often wondered what it would have felt like to be a kid pulling wrenches and tearing apart cars in the driveway with
         your old man. Learning stuff about carburetors, sports, women, all the things that made life worth living. Like, hey, Pop, you know how she’s next to you and you’re wondering, should I slip my arm around her, and maybe take a chance
            placing my hand there? Yeah, there, Pop, help me out, you were young once, weren’t you? Don’t tell me you never thought about stuff like that,
            because I’m standing here, aren’t I? And when should I go in for the kiss? What signs should I be looking for? Pop, you won’t
            believe this, but I can’t figure these crazy women out. Does it get easier when they get older? And the old man would wink, smile knowingly, take a swig of beer, a long drag on a Marlboro and sit down, wipe off his greasy
         hands on a rag and say, Okay, listen up, Junior, this is how you work it. Let me lay it out for you here, and you better write this down ’cause this
            is the gospel, son. Staring into the Corvette’s chest cavity, Web wondered what that exchange would feel like.
      


  Romano eyed Web and didn’t mention the 450 HP Big Block that could blow away morphed street shit-cans. All he said was, “Beer’s
         in the cooler. Buck a can. And don’t make yourself comfortable.”
      


  Web reached inside the small Coleman at his feet and popped open a Budweiser without, however, leaving a dollar bill in payment.
         “You know, Paulie, Bud’s not all there is. Got some wicked South American brews you should try.”
      


  “Right, on my salary?”


  “We make the same money.”


  “I got a wife and kids, you got shit.”


  Romano gave the socket wrench a few more pulls and then stepped past Web and fired up the engine. It sounded powerful enough
         to burst through the thin metal keeping it all together.
      


  “Purring like a kitten,” said Web as he sipped his beer.


  “Hell, like a tiger.”


  “Can we talk? Got some questions.”


  “You and everybody else. Sure, come on. Got all the time in the world. What the hell am I supposed to do on my day off, enjoy
         myself? So what do you need? Some ballet tights? I’ll check with my wife.”
      


  “You know I’d appreciate you not ragging my ass to everybody at Quantico.”


  “And I’d appreciate you not ordering me around. And while we’re at it, get the hell off my property. I got standards on people
         I hang with.”
      


  “Let’s just talk, Paulie. You owe me that.”


  Romano pointed the wrench at him. “I owe you nothing, London.”


  “After eight years doing this crap, I think we both owe each other more than we’ll ever be able to cover.”
      


  The two men stared at each other until Romano finally put down the wrench, wiped off his hands, turned the tiger off and headed
         toward the backyard. Web took this as an invitation to follow. Yet, part of Web was thinking that maybe Romano simply was
         going to the garage to get a bigger wrench to hit him with.
      


  In the backyard the grass was cut short, the trees pruned, a fat rosebush billowed out from one side of the garage. The temperature
         must have been near eighty in the sun, and it felt good after all the rain. They pulled up a couple of lawn chairs and settled
         down. Web watched as Romano’s wife, Angie, hung clothes on the line to dry. She was from Mississippi originally. The Romanos
         had two kids, both boys. Angie was petite and still curvy with big blond hair, bewitching green eyes and a “let me eat you
         up, darlin’” look. She was always flirting, always touching your arm or grazing your leg with her foot, saying that you were
         cute, but it was all innocent stuff. It drove Romano nuts sometimes, yet Web could tell he really loved that other guys were
         attracted to his wife. That was just part of what made Romano tick. And yet when Angie Romano got pissed off, you had better
         look out. Web had seen that side of her too at some HRT get-togethers; the little woman could be a hellcat on speed—she had
         made intensely confident guys who shot big guns for a living dive for cover when she was on the warpath.
      


  Paul Romano was a Hotel Team assaulter now, but he and Web had come to HRT in the same class and been paired as snipers for
         about three years. Romano had been with the Deltas before joining the FBI. Though Romano was built like Web, lacking big muscles,
         the muscle he did have was like cable. You couldn’t break it, and the guy’s motor never quit. No matter what you threw at
         him, he never stopped. Once, during a night raid on a drug boss’s Caribbean stronghold, the assault boat had dropped Romano
         off too far from shore, and the guy, carrying sixty pounds of gear, had plunged into fifteen feet of water. Instead of drowning
         like everybody else would have, he hit the bottom, stood, somehow got his bearings, held his breath for a mere four minutes,
         walked to shore and participated in the attack. Because there had been a snafu in communications and the target wasn’t exactly
         where he was supposed to be, Romano had actually ended up nailing the drug lord himself after killing two of his bodyguards.
         And the only thing Romano had bitched about afterward was getting his hair wet and losing the pistol named Cuff.
      


  Romano had tattoos over most of his body, dragons, knives and snakes, and a cute little ANGIE in a heart on his left biceps.
         Web had run into Romano on the very first day of the HRT selection class for that year, when most of the applicants had stood
         naked and scared, awaiting the terror they all knew was ahead of them. Web had been checking out all the other guys, looking
         for scars on knees or shoulders that evidenced physical weakness or expressions on faces that demonstrated mental paralysis.
         This was both free enterprise and Darwinism at their full, feverish pitch, and Web had been looking for anything to get an
         edge over the competition. Web knew that only half of them would survive the first cut that would take place in two weeks,
         and only one in ten of those would get an offer to come back and really kill himself.
      


  Romano had come from the FBI’s New York City SWAT team, where he had the reputation of being extremely intimidating among
         a group of intimidating folks. He hadn’t looked scared standing in a room with seventy stripped males that first day of HRT
         qualifying. To Web, he had looked like a guy who loved pain, who was just itching for HRT to start clobbering his butt with
         it. And the guy could dole out the hurt too. Back then Web hadn’t known himself if he would make the cut for the HRT slots,
         yet he had known from day one that Paul Romano would. The two had always been supercompetitive and the guy regularly made
         Web mad, but Web had to admire the man’s ability and courage.
      


  “You wanted to talk, talk,” said Romano.


  “Kevin Westbrook. The kid from the alley.”


  Romano nodded at his beer. “Okay.”


  “He’s missing.”


  “The hell you say!”


  “You know Bates? Percy Bates?”


  “No. Should I?”


  “He’s heading up WFO’s investigation. Ken McCarthy said you and Mickey Cortez were with Kevin. What can you tell me?”


  “Not much.”


  “What’d the kid say?”


  “Nothing.”


  “So who’d you pass him off to?”


  “Couple of suits.”


  “Get their names?”


  Shake of the head.


  “Hey, Paulie, you know the difference between talking to you and talking to a wall?”


  “What?”


  “Not a damn thing.”


  “What do you want me to say, Web? I saw the kid, I watched the kid and then the kid was gone.”


  “Are you telling me he didn’t say one thing to you?”


  “He was pretty tight-lipped. He told us his name and gave us his address. We noted that down. Mickey tried to talk to him
         some more but got nothing. Hell, Cortez doesn’t even talk to his own kids. See, we weren’t all that sure what the boy’s role
         in all this was. I mean, we’re hauling ass to the courtyard, see your flare and stop. Then this kid comes out of the dark
         with your cap and a note. I wasn’t sure if he was on our side or not. I didn’t want to screw up legally by asking him stuff
         I shouldn’t.”
      


  “Okay, that was actually smart of you. But you passed him off to the suits without a word? How the hell does that compute?”


  “They flashed their creds, said they were there for the kid and that was that. It’s not like we had the authority to say no.
         HRT doesn’t do investigations, Web, we just bang ’em and hang ’em. The suits do the snooping. And I had other things on my
         mind. You know me and Teddy Riner were in Delta together.”
      


  “I know, Paulie, I know. So about what time was that, when the suits showed up?”


  Romano thought about this. “We weren’t there that long. It was still dark. Say, two-thirty or so.”


  “Pretty efficient for WFO to get its act in order and send guys for the kid that quickly.”


  “So what’d you want me to say to them? Hey, guys, you can’t have the kid, you’re way too efficient, and the FBI just doesn’t
         work that way? Boy, that’d do wonders for my career. I could kiss my GS fourteen salad days good-bye with that one.”
      


  “The suits, can you give me a description?”


  Romano thought this over. “I already told the agents.”


  “A bunch of other suits. So tell me. It won’t kill you. Trust me.”


  “Right. If I was that stupid you wouldn’t have to stop at the bridge because you could sell me Brooklyn too.”


  “Come on, Paulie, assaulter to assaulter. Hotel Team to what’s left of Charlie.”


  Romano thought about this for a bit and then cleared his throat.“One of them was a white guy. A little shorter than me, thin
         but wiry. Satisfied?”
      


  “No. Hair?”


  “Short and blond—he’s a Fed, what else is it going to be? You think J. Edgar walked around with a ponytail?”


  “Some folks claim he did. That and a dress. Young, old, in between?”


  “Thirties. Had on your standard-issue Fed suit, maybe a little nicer than that, actually. A lot nicer than anything you have
         in your closet, London.”
      


  “Eyes?”


  “He had on shades.”


  “At two-thirty in the morning?”


  “Well, they might have been tinted prescription glasses. I wasn’t exactly gonna interrogate the guy on his choice of eyewear.”


  “You remember all that and you can’t remember the guy’s name?”


  “He flashed his creds and I zoned out. I’m in the middle of a crime scene with people running everywhere and six of our guys
         with their heads blown off. He came for the kid and he took the kid. He walked the walk and talked the talk. Hell, he probably
         outranked my ass.”
      


  “What about his partner?”


  “What?”


  “His partner, the other suit, you said there were two of them.”


  “Right.” Romano didn’t look so certain now. He rubbed at his eyes and sipped his beer. “Well, see, that guy didn’t actually
         come over. The one suit pointed at him, said it was his partner and that was that. That other guy was talking to some cops,
         so he never actually came over.”
      


  Web looked at him skeptically. “Paulie, that means you don’t know for sure if the guy you talked to was even with that other
         guy. He could’ve been working all alone and just been blowing smoke up your butt. Did you tell the real honest-to-God FBI all this?”
      


  “Look, Web, you were an honest-to-God Fibbie. You’re used to investigating this kind of crap. I was a Delta. I only joined
         the FBI so I could jump to SWAT and then onto HRT. It’s been a long time and I’ve forgotten how to play detective. I just
         bang ’em and hang ’em. Just bang ’em and hang ’em, man.”
      


  “Well, you might just have hung a little boy.”


  Romano stared at him angrily for a few seconds and then slouched down and looked off. Web figured Romano was thinking about
         his own two sons. Web wanted the guy to feel guilty, so this blunder would never happen again. “That kid’s probably in some
         landfill right now. He has a brother. Some badass named Big F.”
      


  “Don’t they all,” growled Romano.


  “Kid hasn’t had much of a life. You saw the bullet hole on his cheek. At all of ten years old.”


  Romano took a slug of beer and wiped his mouth. “Yeah, well, six of our guys are dead and they shouldn’t be and I’m still
         wondering why it wasn’t seven.” He shot Web a nasty look as he said this.
      


  “If it makes you feel any better, I’m getting some professional help now trying to figure that out.” This was a huge admission
         for Web to make, particularly to Romano, and he immediately regretted it.
      


  “Oh, yeah, that makes me feel so good I’m gonna run through the streets yelling ‘Web’s seeing a shrink, the world is safe.’”


  “Give me a break here, Paulie, you think I wanted to freeze out there? Do you think I wanted to see my team get shot up? Do you?”
      


  “I guess you’re the only one who can answer that,” Romano fired back.


  “Look, I know this all looks bad, but why are you giving me such a hard time?”


  “You want to know why? You really want to know why?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay, I did talk to that kid, or let me put it better. The kid talked to me. You wanta know what that kid said?”


  “I’m sitting here, Paulie.”


  “He said you were so scared you were bawling like a baby. He said you begged him to please don’t tell anybody. You were the
         biggest piece of chickenshit he’d ever seen. He said you even tried to give him your gun because you were scared to use it.”
      


  Talk about your ungrateful kid. “And you believed that crap?”
      


  Romano took a swig of his beer. “Well, not the part about the gun. You ain’t giving that damn SR75 to nobody.”


  “Thanks a lot, Romano.”


  “But the kid must have seen something to make him say stuff like that. I mean, why would he lie about everything?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, Paulie, maybe because I’m a cop and he’s just not big into law enforcement types. Why don’t you go ask
         some of the snipers about it? They can tell you if I was crying or shooting. Or maybe you wouldn’t believe them either.”
      


  Romano ignored this. “I guess people turn chickenshit all the time, course I wouldn’t really know about that.”


  “You know, you’re a real bastard.”


  Romano put down his beer and half rose out of his chair. “You want to find out how much of a bastard I really am?”


  The two looked to be working up to blows when Angie came over and said hello to Web and gave him a comforting hug along with
         some soothing words.
      


  “Paulie,” she said, “maybe Web would like to stay for dinner. I’m making pork chops.”


  “Maybe I don’t want Web to stay for damn pork chops, okay?” growled Romano.


  Angie bent down and grabbed Romano’s shirt, jerking him up. “Excuse us for a sec, Web,” she said.


  Web watched as Angie dragged her husband over to the side of the garage and gave him what Web could only describe as a dressing
         down of intimidating proportion. She tapped her bare foot and waggled her hand in his face and did a very fine impersonation
         of a drill sergeant taking a serious bite out of an enlisted man’s ass. And Paul Romano, who could kill just about anything
         that lived, just stood there, head down, and quietly took it from his “little woman.” Angie finally led him back over to Web.
      


  “Go ahead, Paulie, ask him.”


  “Angie,” said Web, “don’t make him—”


  “Shut up, Web,” snapped Angie, and Web shut up. Angie smacked the still-silent Romano on the back of the head. “Either ask
         him or else you’ll be sleeping in the garage with that stupid car of yours.”
      


  “Do you want to stay for dinner, Web?” asked Romano as he stared at his lawn, arms folded across his chest.


  “A pork chop dinner,” prompted Angie, “and why don’t you try saying it like you actually mean it, Paulie?”


  “Would you like to stay for a pork chop dinner, Web?” asked Romano in the meekest little voice Web had ever heard, and damn
         if he didn’t even look Web in the eye when he said it. That Angie was a miracle worker. With all Romano’s suffering, how could
         Web say no, although the truth was, he was really tempted to decline the invitation just to tick the guy off.
      


  “Sure, Paulie, I’ll stay, thanks for thinking of me.”


  As Angie went in to start dinner, the men worked on their beers and stared at the sky.


  “If it makes you feel any better, Angie scares the crap out of me too, Paulie.”


  Romano looked over and for the first time, at least in Web’s recent memory, he actually smiled.


  Web looked down at his beer. “I guess you told uptown what the kid said.”


  “Nope.”


  Web glanced up, surprised. Romano just stared straight ahead.


  “Why not?”


  “Because it wasn’t true.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  “I know when kids are lying their asses off, my own boys do it enough. I guess I was just pulling your chain. Guess that’s
         gotten to be a habit.”
      


  “But I really can’t believe the kid said all that, Paulie. I saved his butt. Hell, he got lucky twice. It’s only thanks to
         me he didn’t have another bullet hole in his head.
      


  Romano looked at him, puzzled. “That kid didn’t have a bullet wound.”


  “Sure he did, on his left cheek. And he had a knife slash on his forehead too, long as my pinky.”


  Romano shook his head. “Look, Web, I was with the kid and maybe I wasn’t paying all that much attention to him, but I wouldn’t
         have missed something like that. I know what a bullet wound looks like because I got one of my own. And I sure as hell have
         popped enough guys to know what they look like.”
      


  Web sat up very straight. “What was his skin color?”


  “What the hell are you talking about, what was his skin color? He was black!”


  “Damn it, I know that, Paulie! I mean light-skinned? Dark?”


  “Light-skinned. Smooth as a baby’s ass, and not a mark on him. From my lips to the Pope, I swear.”


  Web smacked the arm of the chair. “Damn!” Kevin Westbrook, at least the one Web had run into, had chocolate brown skin.


  After dinner with the Romanos, Web visited Mickey Cortez and got the same story. He’d heard no other statements from the kid.
         No ID on the suit who had taken him away, but corroboration on the time. And no bullet wound on the boy’s cheek.
      


  So who had made the kid-switch? And why?
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  Fred Watkins climbed out of his car after another long day for the U.S. attorney. It took him an hour and a half to drive into
         Washington each day from his northern Virginia suburb and about the same coming home. Ninety minutes to drive barely ten miles—
         he shook his head at the thought of it. His work wasn’t over either. Despite having risen at four A.M. and having labored ten hours already today, he had at least another three hours awaiting him in the small study he used
         as an office in his house. A little dinner and some brief quality time with his wife and teenage kids and he would burn the
         midnight oil. Watkins specialized in high-profile racketeering cases at the Department of Justice in Washington after a long
         stint as a humble commonwealth’s attorney in Richmond prosecuting whatever miscreants came his way. He enjoyed the work and
         felt he was doing a real service for his country. He was reasonably well compensated for doing so, and though the hours were
         sometimes long, his life had turned out all right, he believed. His oldest would be going off to college in the fall, and
         in another two years so would his youngest child. He and his wife had plans for traveling then, seeing parts of the world
         they had only viewed in travel magazines. Watkins also had visions of taking an early retirement and teaching as an adjunct
         professor of law at the University of Virginia, where he had received his degree. He and his wife were thinking of maybe even
         moving to Charlottesville someday permanently and escaping forever the traffic dungeon that northern Virginia had become.
      


  He rubbed his neck and breathed in the fresh air of a nice, cool evening. A good plan overall; at least he and his wife had
         a plan. Some of his colleagues patently refused to think beyond tomorrow, much less years from now. But Watkins had always
         been a practical, commonsensical man. That’s how he had always approached his law practice and that’s how he dealt with life.
      


  He closed the car door and headed up the sidewalk to his house. On the way he waved to a neighbor pulling out of her driveway.
         Another neighbor was grilling next door, and the smell of cooking meat filled his nostrils. He might just fire up the barbecue
         tonight too.
      


  Like most people in the Washington area, Watkins had read about the ambush of the Hostage Rescue Team unit with great interest
         and sinking despair. He had worked with some of those folks on a case once and had nothing but good things to say about their
         bravery and professionalism. Those guys were the best, at least in his book, and they did a job that virtually no one else
         would be willing to do. Watkins had thought he had had it tough until he saw what those fellows went through. He felt especially
         sorry for their families and was even thinking about inquiring if a fund had been established to help them. If there wasn’t
         such a fund, Watkins was thinking about starting one. Just another item to add to the old to-do list, but that’s just how
         life worked, he guessed.
      


  He never saw it until it rose from the bushes and charged right at him. Watkins yelled out and then ducked. The bird missed
         him by inches; it was the same damn blue jay. The thing seemed to lie in wait for him most nights, as though trying its best
         to scare him into a premature coronary. “Not this time,” said Watkins to the fleeing creature. “Not ever. I’ll get you before
         you get me.” He chuckled and walked up to the front porch. As he opened the front door, his cell phone rang. Now what? he thought. Few people had this number. His wife, but she wouldn’t be calling him because she had no doubt seen him pull
         in the driveway. It had to be the office. And if it was the office, that meant something had happened that would probably
         take up the remainder of his evening and perhaps even require him to turn around and drive back into town.
      


  He pulled out his phone, saw that caller ID was unavailable and thought about not answering it. But that just wasn’t how Fred
         Watkins did things. It might be important, yet maybe it was just a wrong number. No, no barbecuing tonight, he thought as
         he punched the talk button, ready to confront whatever it was.
      


  They found what remained of Fred Watkins in the neighbor’s bushes across the street where the blast that disintegrated his
         house had delivered him. The instant he’d hit the talk button a tiny spark from his phone ignited the gas that had filled
         his house, gas that Watkins had little chance of detecting when he opened the door because of the smells of grilling meat
         next door. Somehow his briefcase had survived, still clamped in a hand that was now virtually all bone. The precious papers
         were intact and ready for another attorney to take over from the deceased lawyer. The bodies of his wife and children were
         found in the wreckage. Autopsies would show that all of them had already died from asphyxiation. It took four hours to extinguish
         the fire, and two other homes were engulfed before the conflagration was put out. Thankfully no other people were seriously
         injured. Only the Watkins family had ceased to exist. The question of how he and his wife would spend their retirement years
         after a lifetime of hard work was laid to rest with them. They had no problem finding Watkins’s phone, because it had melted
         to his hand.
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  At about the time Fred Watkins’s life was ending, ninety miles south in Richmond, Judge Louis Leadbetter was climbing into
         the back of a government car under the watchful eye of a United States marshal. Leadbetter was a federal trial judge, a position
         he had held for two years after being elevated from being chief judge of the Richmond Circuit Court. Because of his relative
         youth—he was only forty-six—and his exceptional legal ability, many folks in powerful places had their eye on Leadbetter as
         eventually a candidate for the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals, and perhaps even one day taking his seat on the Supreme Court
         of the United States. As a judge in the legal trenches Leadbetter had overseen many trials of varying complexity, emotion
         and potential volcanic eruption. Several men that he had sentenced to prison had threatened his life. Once he had almost fallen
         prey to a letter bomb sent by a white supremacist organization that hadn’t cared for Leadbetter’s steadfast belief that all
         persons, regardless of creed, color or ethnicity, were equal under the eyes of God and the law. These circumstances dictated
         that Leadbetter receive additional security, and there had been a recent development that had further increased concerns for
         his safety.
      


  There had been a daring prison escape by a man who had sworn revenge on Leadbetter. The prison where the man had been held
         was very far away and the threats were from several years ago, yet the authorities were wisely taking no chances with the
         good judge. For his part Leadbetter simply wanted to live his life as he always had and the beefed-up security was not particularly
         appealing to him. However, having barely escaped death once, he was practical enough to realize that the concern was probably
         legitimate. And he didn’t want to die violently at the hands of some piece of filth who should be rotting away in prison;
         Judge Leadbetter wouldn’t want to give the man the satisfaction.
      


  “Any news on Free?” he asked the U.S. marshal.


  That the man who had escaped from prison was named Free had always rankled Leadbetter. Ernest B. Free. The middle initial
         and surname weren’t his real ones, of course. He had had his name legally changed when he had joined a paramilitary neo-conservative
         group whose members all had taken that name as symbolism of the perceived threats to their liberty. In fact, the group called
         themselves the Free Society, ironic since they were violent and intolerant of anyone who didn’t look like them or who disagreed
         with their hate-filled beliefs. They were the type of organization that America could certainly do without and yet they were
         also an example of the vastly unpopular types of groups that the First Amendment to the United States Constitution was constructed
         to afford protection to. But not when such groups killed. No, not when they killed. No bit of paper, no matter how cherished,
         could protect you from the consequences of that.
      


  Free and other members of his group had broken into a school, shot two teachers to death and taken numerous children and teachers
         hostage. Local authorities had surrounded the school, and a SWAT team had been called up, but Free and his men were heavily
         armed with automatic weapons and body armor. Thus, federal lawmen specializing in hostage rescue had been called up from Quantico.
         At first things looked like they would end peacefully, but shooting had erupted from inside the school and eventually the
         Hostage Rescue Team had gone in. A horrific gun battle had ensued. Leadbetter could still vividly recall the heartbreaking
         sight of a young boy lying dead on the pavement, along with two teachers. A wounded Ernest B. Free had finally given up when
         his accomplices had been gunned down.
      


  There had been some question as to whether Free would be tried in federal or state courts. While it was believed that the
         school was targeted because it was a cutting-edge magnet school for integration and enhancement of race relations, and Free’s
         racist views were well known, it still would have been hard to prove, Leadbetter recognized. To start with, the three people
         killed—the two teachers and the young boy—were white, and thus prosecuting Free under a federal hate crime statute looked
         relatively weak. And while technically Free could have been charged with assaults on federal officers, it seemed the best
         shot was to make things simple and try him in state court and seek the death penalty for the multiple murders. The result
         was not one any of them had intended.
      


  “No, Judge,” replied the marshal, snapping Leadbetter out of his reminiscing. The marshal had been looking out for Leadbetter
         for a while now and they had quickly established a good rapport. “If you ask me, that man’s plan is to head to Mexico and
         then on to South America. Hook up with some Nazis, people of his own kind.”
      


  “Well, I hope they get him and put him right back where he belongs,” said Leadbetter.


  “Oh, they probably will. Feds are on it and they sure got the resources.”


  “I wanted that bastard to get the death penalty. That’s what he deserved.” It was one of the few regrets that Leadbetter had
         as a circuit court judge. But Free’s defense counsel had, of course, raised the issue of insanity and even tiptoed along the
         fringe of alleging a claim of brainwashing by the “cult,” as he had described the organization Free belonged to. The attorney
         was just doing his job, and in the minds of the prosecution, it apparently had raised just enough doubt about the odds of
         a solid conviction that they had struck a deal with Free’s counsel before the jury had come back in. Instead of a potential
         death penalty, Free had gotten twenty to life with the possibility, however slight, that he might someday be paroled. Leadbetter
         hadn’t agreed with the deal, yet he really had no choice but to sign off on it. The media had taken an informal poll of the
         jury later. Free had the real last laugh then. All jury members would have voted for conviction and all would have recommended
         the death penalty. The press had had a field day with that one. Everyone had ended up with egg on his face. Free had been
         transferred, for a variety of reasons, to a maximum security prison in the Midwest. That was the place he had escaped from.
      


  Leadbetter looked over at his briefcase. Folded neatly inside was a copy of his beloved New York Times. Leadbetter had been born and attended school in New York City before heading south and settling in Richmond. The transplanted
         Yankee loved his new home, but each evening when he got home, exactly one hour was spent reading the Times. It had been his habit for all his years on the bench and his copy was specially delivered to the courthouse before he left
         each day. It was one of the few acts of relaxation the man was able to enjoy anymore.
      


  As the marshal drove out of the court’s garage, his phone rang and the answered it. “What’s that? Yes, sir, Judge. Yes, sir,
         I’ll tell him.” He put the phone down and said, “That was Judge Mackey. He said to tell you to look at the last inside page
         of the front section of the Times if you want to see something really amazing.”
      


  “Did he say what it was?”


  “No, sir, just that you were to look and then to call him right back.”


  Leadbetter glanced at the paper, his curiosity running high. Mackey was a good friend and his intellectual interests ran similar
         to Leadbetter’s. If Mackey thought something fascinating, probably so would he. They were stopped at a light now. That was
         good because Leadbetter couldn’t read in a moving car without getting violently ill. He pulled the paper out, but it was too
         dark to see in the car. He reached over and turned on the reading light switch and opened the paper.
      


  The annoyed marshal looked back and said, “Judge, I told you not to be turning that light on. It makes you a durn sitting
         duck—”
      


  The tinkle of glass stopped the marshal cold, that and the sight of Judge Louis Leadbetter toppling facedown onto his precious
         New York Times, its pages now soiled with his blood.
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  Kevin Westbrook’s mother, Web learned, was probably dead, though no one could tell him for sure. She had disappeared years
         before. A meth and crack addict, she had most likely ended her life with the prick of a dirty needle or snort of impure powder.
         The identity of Kevin’s father was unknown. Apparently these were not unusual gaps in personal history in the world where
         Kevin Westbrook dwelled. Web drove down to a section of Anacostia even the cops avoided, to a crummy, falling-down duplex
         amid others just like it where Kevin reportedly lived with a hodgepodge of second cousins, great-aunts, distant, kind of,
         sort of uncles or step brother-in-laws. Web wasn’t really clear on the boy’s living situation and, apparently, neither was
         anyone else. It was the new and improved American nuclear family. The area looked like a reactor had been hemorrhaging nearby
         for a few decades. Apparently, no flowers or trees could grow here; the grass in the small yards was a sickly yellow; even
         the dogs and cats in the street looked ready to keel over. Every person, place and thing looked totally used up.
      


  Inside, the duplex was a dump. From outdoors the stench of rotting garbage was overpowering, and indoors there were offensive
         odors heightened even more by the close quarters. This lethal combination hit Web so hard when he walked through the doorway,
         he thought he might end up kissing the floor. Lord, he’d take tear gas over this homemade toxin any day.
      


  The people who sat across from him didn’t look unduly worried that Kevin was not among them. Maybe the child routinely disappeared
         after a shootout of staggering proportions. A sulky young man sat on the couch. “We already talked to the cops,” he said,
         more spitting the words at Web than saying them.
      


  “Just following up,” said Web, who didn’t want to think about what Bates would do to him if he found out Web was nosing around
         on his own. Well, he owed it to Riner and the other guys, to hell with official Bureau policy. Still, the butterflies were
         numerous and reproducing freely in his belly.
      


  “Shut your mouth, Jerome,” said the grandma-type who sat next to Jerome. She had silver hair, big glasses, an enormous bosom
         and a no-bullshit attitude. She had not given Web her name and he had not pushed it; it was in the FBI file no doubt, but
         he had tracked it down from other sources. She was as large as a small car and looked like she could take Jerome, no problem.
         Hell, it looked like she could take Web, no problem. She had asked to see Web’s badge and credentials twice before unchaining the door. “I don’t like letting people
         I don’t know into my house,” she explained. “Police or otherwise. This area ain’t been safe for as long as I can remember.
         And that’s from both sides of the table.” She said this with raised eyebrows and a knowing look that penetrated right to Web’s federal law enforcement
         soul.
      


  I really don’t want to be here, Web wanted to tell her, particularly since I’m holding my breath so I won’t puke. When Web sat down he could see between the wide cracks in the floorboards all the way down to the hard clay the house was
         built on. This place must be toasty warm in the winter, he thought. It was about sixty-five outside right now and it felt
         like thirty inside. There was no comforting sound of a furnace going and no smells of good food simmering in Grandma’s nice
         kitchen. In one corner of the room was a pile of diet Pepsi cans. Somebody was watching her weight. Yet next to that was a
         mound of McDonald’s trash. Probably Jerome’s, thought Web. He looked like a Big Mac and fries kind of guy. “I can understand
         that,” said Web. “Have you lived here long?”
      


  Jerome simply snorted while Granny looked down at her clasped hands. She said, “Three months. Other place we were in, we’d
         been there a long time. Had it fixed up nice.”
      


  “But then they decided we made too much money to be living in such a nice place, and they kicked us out,” added Jerome angrily.
         “Just kicked us out.”
      


  “Nobody said life was fair, Jerome,” she told him. She looked around the filthy place and drew in a heavy breath that seemed
         to drain all of Web’s hope away. “We gonna fix this place up too. It’ll be fine.” She didn’t sound too sure, Web noted.
      


  “Have the police made any progress on Kevin’s disappearance?”


  “Why don’t you go ask them?” asked Grandma. “Because they ain’t telling us nothing ’bout poor Kevin.”


  “They lost his ass,” said Jerome as he slid farther down into the mound of sagging, heavily stained cushions that passed for a
         couch. Web couldn’t even tell if there was a frame left. The ceiling was split open in three different spots that Web could
         see and it sagged down so far you almost didn’t need stairs to get to the second floor, you could just reach and pull yourself
         up. The walls had black mold growing over them, and there was probably lead paint in there as well. And no doubt asbestos
         clung around the pipes. There was rodent excrement everywhere, and Web would have bet a thousand bucks that termites had eaten
         most of the wood in the place, which was probably why it had that little lean to the left he had observed as he had come up
         the front sidewalk. The building inspectors must have just written off this whole area, or else they were drinking coffee
         somewhere and laughing their butts off.
      


  “Do you have a picture of Kevin?”


  “Course we do, gave one to the police,” said Grandma.


  “Got another?”


  “Hey, we ain’t got to keep giving you stuff,” snarled Jerome.


  Web leaned forward and let the grip of his pistol show very prominently. “Yes, Jerome, you do. And if you don’t lose the attitude,
         I’ll just haul your ass downtown and we can go over your record for any outstanding warrants that’ll put your little butt
         away for a while, unless you want to try and bullshit me and claim you’ve never been arrested, slick.”
      


  Jerome looked away and muttered, “Shit.”


  “Shut up, Jerome,” said Grandma. “You just shut your damn mouth.”


  There you go, Granny, Web thought.
      


  She pulled out a little wallet and lifted out a photo. She handed it across to Web, and when she did, her fingers started
         to tremble a little and her voice caught in her throat, but then she straightened everything out. “That’s my last picture
         of Kevin. Please don’t lose it.”
      


  “I’ll take good care of it. You’ll get it back.”


  Web glanced down at the photo. It was Kevin. At least the Kevin Web had saved in the alley. So the kid Cortez and Romano had
         babysat was somebody else who had lied and said he was Kevin Westbrook. That took some planning, but it also would have to
         have been on the fly. And yet for what purpose?
      


  “You said you gave the police a photo of Kevin?”


  Grandma nodded. “He’s a good boy. He goes to school, you know, most every day he does. A special school because he’s a real
         special little boy,” she added proudly.
      


  Down here, Web knew, going to school was an accomplishment to tout, perhaps second only to surviving the night.


  “I’m sure he is a good boy.” He looked over at wild-eyed, felony-in-waiting Jerome. You were a good boy too once, weren’t you, Jerome? “Were they uniformed police?”
      


  Jerome stood. “What, you think that we’re stupid? They was FBI, man, just like you.”


  “Sit down, Jerome,” said Web.


  “Sit down, Jerome,” said Grandma, and Jerome sat.


  Web thought rapidly. So if the Bureau had a photo of Kevin, then they had to know that they’d had the wrong boy, however briefly,
         in custody. Or did they? Romano had been clueless about there being two boys. He had just described him as a black kid. What
         if that was the entire official report? If the fake Kevin Westbrook had disappeared before Bates and the others got on the
         scene, then all they’d know was a black kid around ten years old named Kevin Westbrook who lived at such-and-such address
         near the alley was missing. They’d come here and talk to the family, get a picture, like they had done, and go about their
         investigation. It’s not like they’d for sure go ask Romano and Cortez for a positive ID, especially if they had no reason
         to suspect a switch. And Ken McCarthy had said the snipers hadn’t gotten a look at the real Kevin when Charlie Team had passed
         him on the way in. Perhaps only Web knew about the deception.
      


  Web looked around, and for the sake of the grandmother, or whatever her relation to Kevin was, he tried hard not to show his
         disgust. “Did Kevin actually live here?” Bates had said Kevin’s home life was miserable and that he probably avoided it when
         he could, which would explain why he’d been out alone in the middle of the night instead of here in bed. The physical surroundings
         truly were awful, but probably no worse than many of the other homes down here. Poverty and crime were everywhere and the
         marks they left were in no way pretty. Yet Granny seemed solid as a rock. A good person, and it seemed like she genuinely
         cared for Kevin. Why would he avoid her?
      


  Granny and Jerome exchanged a glance. “Most of the time,” said Granny.


  “Where would he live other times?”


  Neither of them said a word. He watched as Granny looked at her very substantial lap and Jerome closed his eyes and swayed
         his head, apparently to some bitchin’ music in his head.
      


  “I understand Kevin has a brother. Does Kevin live with him sometimes?”
      


  Jerome’s eyes popped open and Granny stopped looking at her lap. In fact, from the expressions on their faces it was as though
         Web were pointing a gun at them and had just told the pair to kiss their respective butts good-bye.
      


  “Don’t know him, never seen him,” said Grandma quickly as she sat there rocking back and forth like something suddenly was
         hurting her. She didn’t look like she could take anybody right now. She looked like an old woman scared out of her wits.
      


  When Web looked over at Jerome he jumped up and was gone before Web could even rise. Web heard the front door open and then
         slam shut and then came the sound of feet running away.
      


  Web looked back at Granny.


  “Jerome don’t know him neither,” said Grandma.
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  The morning came for the official memorial service, and Web rose early, showered, shaved and dressed in his nicest suit. The
         time to formally honor and mourn all of his friends had come, and all Web wanted to do was run like hell.
      


  Web had not spoken with Bates about what he’d learned from Romano and Cortez, nor about his visit to Kevin’s home. Web wasn’t
         exactly sure why he hadn’t, only that he wasn’t feeling in a real trusting mood, and because Bates would no doubt chew him
         out for interfering in the investigation. To Web, Bates had identified the kid as Kevin Westbrook, which meant either the
         boy had told him that was his name or Bates had gotten it from Romano and Cortez if the boy had disappeared before Bates had
         arrived on the scene. Web would have to confirm which it was. If Bates had seen the other kid, then when he had taken Kevin’s
         photo from the grandmother, he’d have known there were two different kids involved.
      


  So Web had given a kid with a bullet wound on his cheek a note to take to his HRT guys. That kid had told Web his name was
         Kevin. The note had been delivered, but apparently not by the same kid Web had given the note to. That meant that between
         him giving the kid calling himself Kevin the note and the note being delivered, the boy had been switched with another kid.
         That could only have taken place in the alley between where Web was and the charging HRT unit. That wasn’t a whole bunch of
         space, yet it had been enough to pull the switch, which meant other people had been lurking somewhere in that alley, waiting
         for this to happen, maybe waiting for a lot to happen.
      


  Was Kevin’s coming down that alley planned? Was he working for his brother, Big F? Was he supposed to check for survivors,
         and had he not expected to find any? And when he did find Web alive, had that thrown a monkey wrench in somebody’s plan? And
         what the hell could that plan have been? And why pull one kid out and put another one in? And why did the fake Kevin lie and
         say Web was a coward? And who was the suit who had taken the replacement kid? Bates had been pretty tight-lipped about losing
         the kid. Was the suit Romano had talked to even an FBI agent? If not, how could one imposter have walked right in with creds
         and bravado impressive enough to fool Romano and Cortez and waltz off with another imposter? It was bewildering, and Web was so full of doubt that turning to Bates for answers and information sharing was
         not real high on his list of action items.
      


  He parked the Mach One as close to the church as he could. There were many cars already there, and the parking spaces relatively
         few. The church was a somber-faced stone monolith built in the latter part of the nineteenth century when the architectural
         commandment had been, “Thou house of worship shalt have more turrets, balustrades, Ionic columns, broken pediments, arches,
         gables, doors, windows and cool masonry curlicues than thy neighbor.”
      


  It was at this holy temple that Presidents, Supreme Court justices, members of Congress, ambassadors and other, lesser dignitaries
         of varying degrees did their praying, singing and, very occasionally, confessing. Political leaders were often photographed
         or filmed going up or down its broad steps, Bible in hand and God-fearing looks on their features. Despite the separation
         of church and state in America, Web had always believed that voters liked to see a little piety in their elected officials.
         No HRT members had attended this church, yet the politicos had to have a grand stage to say their words of consolation. And
         the little backwoods house of religion near Quantico, where some of the members of Charlie Team had actually done their worshiping,
         apparently didn’t cut it.
      


  The sky was clear, the sun warming and the slight breeze refreshing. It was too fine an afternoon for such a depressing thing
         as a memorial service, it seemed to Web. Yet he went up the church steps, each click of his polished shoes on the stone simulating
         the ding of a wheel gun’s cylinder being turned, one chamber, one bullet, one potentially spent life at a time. Such violent
         analogies were Web’s lot in life, he supposed. Where others saw hope, he only witnessed the raw sores of a festering, degenerating
         humanity. God, with that attitude, it was no wonder he was never invited to parties.
      


  Secret Service agents were everywhere, with their shoulder holsters, poker expressions and curly ear cords. Web had to go
         through a metal detector before entering the church. He showed his gun and his FBI creds, which told the Secret Service the
         only way Web and his gun would be parted was if he was dead.
      


  As soon as he opened the door, Web almost bumped into the rear of the mass of people that had somehow squeezed itself into
         the space. He took the rather uncouth tactic of flashing his FBI shield, and the seas parted and he was allowed to move through.
         Over in one corner a camera crew had set up and was broadcasting the entire spectacle. What idiot had authorized that? Web
         wondered. And exactly whose idea was it to invite the whole frigging world to what should have been a private ceremony? This
         was how the survivors were to remember their dead, at a circus?
      


  With the help of some fellow agents Web managed to wedge himself into one of the pews and then looked around. The families
         were in the front two rows, which had been roped off. Web bowed his head in prayer, saying one for each of the men, lingering
         the longest on Teddy Riner, who had been a mentor to Web, a cracker-jack agent, a wonderful father, a good man all around.
         Web dropped a couple of tears as he realized how much he had really lost in those few seconds of hell. Yet when he looked
         up front to where the families sat, he knew he had not lost as much as those folks had.
      


  The truth was beginning to set in with the younger kids, for Web could hear their wails at Daddy being gone forever. And the
         sobbing and screaming continued through all the tired speeches, from the get-tough-on-crime bullcrap from the politicians
         to the preachers who had never met any of the men they were eulogizing.
      


  They fought the good fight, Web wanted to stand up and quietly say. They died protecting all of us. Never forget them, for they were all unforgettable in their own way. End of eulogy. Amen.
            Let’s hit the bars.
      


  The memorial service finally was over, and the congregation heaved a collective sigh of relief. On his way out, Web spoke
         with Debbie Riner and offered some words of comfort to Cynde Plummer and Carol Garcia and exchanged hugs and snatches of more
         words with some of the others. He squatted down and talked to the little kids, held small trembling bodies in his arms and
         Web just didn’t want to let go. This simple physical giving threatened to make Web start bawling. Tears had never come easily
         to him, and yet he had shed more of them in the last week or so than he had in his entire life. But the kids were just killing
         him.
      


  Someone tapped him on the shoulder. As he rose and turned, Web thought he would be comforting one more bereaved person. However,
         the woman staring back at him did not appear to need or want his sympathy.
      


  Julie Patterson was the widow of Lou Patterson. She had four kids and had been expecting a fifth but had miscarried it three
         hours after learning she had become a widow and single mother. A look at her glassy eyes told Web that the woman was heavily
         drugged with what he hoped were doctor-ordered prescriptions. And Web could smell the liquor. Pills and booze was not a good
         combo to serve oneself on a day like today. Of all the wives, Julie had been least close to Web, because Lou Patterson loved
         Web like a brother and Web had easily sensed that Julie was jealous of that relationship.
      


  “You really think you should be here, Web?” said Julie. She tottered in her black heels, her eyes not entirely able to focus
         on him. Her words were slurry, her tongue moving on to form others before they had completed the last. She was puffy, her
         skin pale yet blotched red in spots. She had not carried the baby long enough for her belly to swell, and this lost opportunity
         seemed to have deepened the woman’s hurt. She should be home in bed and Web wondered why she wasn’t. “Julie, let’s go outside
         and you can get some air. Come on, let me help you.”
      


  “Get the hell away from me!” Julie shouted in a voice loud enough to make those within twenty feet of them stop and stare.
         The TV crew saw this exchange too, and both the cameraman and reporter apparently simultaneously saw potential gold. The camera
         swung in Web’s direction and the reporter headed over.
      


  “Julie, let’s go outside,” Web said again quietly. He put his hand lightly on her shoulder.


  “I’m not going anywhere with you, you bastard!” She ripped Web’s hand off and he grunted in pain, cupping his wounded hand
         near his body. Her fingernails had bitten right into the hole there, ripping out the stitches; it started to bleed.
      


  “Wasamatter, your little hand hurting, you gutless sonovabitch? You with the Frankenstein face! How’d your mother stand looking
         at you? You freak, you!”
      


  Cynde and Debbie tried to talk to her, console her, but Julie pushed them away and got close to Web again. “You froze up before
         the shooting started, only you don’t know why? And then you fell down? You ’spect us to buy that bullshit!” Her liquor breath
         was so intense Web had to close his eyes for a moment, and that only magnified his sense of faltering balance.
      


  “You coward. You let them die! How much did you get? How much did Lou’s blood get you, you asshole?”


  “Ms. Patterson.” This came from Percy Bates, who had swept up next to them. “Julie,” he said very calmly, “let’s get you to
         your car before the traffic gets really bad. I’ve got your kids right over here.”
      


  Julie’s lips trembled at the mention of her children. “How many are there?” Bates looked confused. “How many kids?” Julie
         asked again. One hand slid to her empty belly and stayed there, and wet spots from tears marked the front of her black dress.
         Julie focused once more on Web, her lips curling back in a snarl. “I was supposed to have five of them. I had five kids and
         a husband. Now I got four kids and no Lou. My Lou’s gone. And my baby’s gone, damn you! Damn you!” Her voice edged upward
         again, her hand was making crazy circles on her belly, as though she were rubbing a magic lamp, perhaps making a wish for
         the baby and husband to come back. The camera was eating up all of this. The reporter was scribbling furiously.
      


  “I’m sorry, Julie. I did all I could,” said Web.


  Julie stopped rubbing her belly and spit in his face. “That’s for Lou.” She spit again. “That’s for my baby. Go to hell. You
         go to hell, Web London.” She slapped his face, hitting him right on his ruined cheek, and she almost fell over with the effort.
         “And that’s for me, you bastard! You … you freak!”
      


  Julie’s energy was spent and Bates had to grab the woman before she collapsed to the floor. They got her outside and the nervous
         crowd started to drift away into small pockets of discussion; many of them cast angry backward glances at Web.
      


  Web did not move. He had not even wiped away Julie’s spit. His face was red from where she had hit him. He had just been proclaimed
         a freakish monster and a coward and a traitor. Julie Patterson might as well have cut off his head and took that with her
         too. Web would’ve beaten to death any man who had said those things to him. But coming from a bereaved widow and mother, her
         insults had to be accepted; he felt like taking his own life instead. None of what she said was true, yet how could Web deny
         her any of it?
      


  “Sir, it’s Web, right? Web London?” said the reporter at his shoulder. “Look, I know this is probably a really awkward time,
         but the news sometimes can’t wait. Would you be willing to talk to us?” Web didn’t answer. “Come on,” said the reporter. “It’ll
         only take a minute. Just a few questions.”
      


  “No,” said Web, and started to leave. He wasn’t sure until right then that he actually could even walk.


  “Look, we’re going to talk to the lady too. And you don’t want the public to have only her side of things. I’m giving you
         a shot to tell your story here. Fair is fair.”
      


  Web turned back and grabbed the man by the arm. “There are no ‘sides.’ And you let that woman alone. She’s had enough for
         the rest of her life. You let her alone. Stay away from her! You understand me?”
      


  “Just doing my job.” The man carefully edged Web’s hand off his arm. He looked at the cameraman. Excellent, was the unspoken thought that seemed to travel between the two men.
      


  Web walked out the door and quickly left behind the church of the famous and well heeled. He climbed in the Mach, fired it
         up and headed off. He stripped off his tie, checked his wallet to make sure he had some cash, stopped at a liquor store in
         the District and bought two bottles of cheap Chianti and a six-pack of Negra Modelo.
      


  He drove home, locked all the doors and pulled the shades on all the windows. He went into the bathroom, turned on the light
         and looked at himself in the mirror. The skin on the right side of his face was slightly tanned, relatively smooth, a few
         odd whiskers in spots he had missed with his razor. A nice side of skin, not bad at all. “Side of skin.” That was how he had
         to analyze it now. The days were long gone when anyone could remark on his handsome face. Julie Patterson had had no trouble
         commenting on his mug, though. But Frankenstein? That was a new one, Julie. Given time to think about it, he wasn’t feeling quite so understanding towards the woman right now. You would’ve lost Lou a long time ago if Frankenstein hadn’t done what he’d done that cost him half his damn face. Did you
            forget that? I haven’t, Julie. I see it every day.


  He turned slightly to fully reveal the left side of his face. No whiskers sprouted there. And the skin never really did tan.
         The doctors had said that this might happen. And there didn’t seem to be enough of it, the skin was stretched so tight. Sometimes,
         when he wanted to laugh or smile really wide, he couldn’t because that side of his face just wouldn’t cooperate, as though
         it were telling him to kiss off, buddy, look what you did to me! And the damage had reached to the edge of his eye such that
         the socket was pulled more to the temple than normal. Before the operations, it had given him quite an unbalanced appearance.
         Now the look was better, but the two sides of his face would forever be misaligned.
      


  Under the transplanted skin were lumps of plastic and metal that had replaced destroyed bone. The titanium in his face set
         off the airport detectors just about every damn time. Don’t worry, guys, it’s just the AK-47 I’ve got stashed up my butt.


  Web had endured numerous operations to bring his face back to this point. The docs had done a good job, though he would always
         be considered disfigured. At last the surgeons had told him they had reached the end of their professional skills and even
         their medical miracles, and they’d wished him well. It had been a more difficult adjustment than he had thought, and to this
         day he couldn’t say he was actually through it. It wasn’t the sort of thing you ever really got over, he supposed, since it
         stared back at you in the mirror every day.
      


  He cocked his head a little more, inched down his shirt collar and the old bullet wound on the base of his neck was fully
         revealed. It had come in above his armor line, and how it missed all vital arteries and his spine was nothing short of miraculous.
         The wound resembled a cigar burn, a big-ass cigar burn on his skin, he had joked when lying in the hospital bed with one side
         of his face missing and two large holes in him. And all the guys had laughed with him, though he had sensed the nervousness
         amid all the chuckling. They were reasonably sure he was going to make it, and so was he. Yet none of them knew what physical
         and emotional nightmare lay under those bandages. The plastic surgeons had offered to cover up the bullet wounds. But Web
         had said no. He had had enough with doctors stealing skin from places on his body and gluing it to others. This was as good
         as old Web was going to get.
      


  He touched his chest where the other “cigar burn” was in full, blooming glory. It had entered his body and exited at the back
         of his shoulder, somehow skirting his Kevlar on both ends, and still had enough kick left to erase the head of a guy behind
         him who was about to cleave Web’s skull with a machete. And who said he wasn’t lucky? Web smiled at himself in the mirror.
         “Lucky is as lucky does,” he said to his reflection.
      


  HRT had always held Web in the highest possible regard for the heroism he had shown that night. It had been the school hostage
         situation in Richmond, Virginia, executed by the Free Society. Web had recently switched from sniper to assaulter and was
         still feeling his way a bit, eager to show his mettle in the front lines. The explosion had occurred from a homemade concoction
         thrown by one of the Frees. It would have hit Lou Patterson if Web hadn’t leapt and knocked him out of the way. The fireball
         caught Web dead on the left side of his face, knocking him down and melting his shield against his skin. He had ripped the
         shield off along with a good part of his face and kept fighting, the adrenaline that always came with battle the only thing
         blocking out the horrible pain.
      


  The Frees had opened fire and Web had taken a bullet through his torso, and the second round had tagged his neck. Many innocent
         men would have died but for what Web had done after receiving these injuries. Instead of weakening him, the shots seemed to have energized him, for how he had fought, how he
         had killed men trying to kill him and his team! He had dragged injured comrades to safety, including the late Louis Patterson,
         who had taken a round through the arm a minute after Web had saved him from the flames. The acts Web performed that night
         had far surpassed what he had done in that courtyard; for he had been so badly wounded at the time, no mere hand scratch that
         time, no simple Band-Aid that day. To both veteran and new operators at HRT, Web was a legend. And at the highly competitive
         alpha male agency, there was no better way to elevate oneself on the pecking order than bravery and skill shown in the heat
         of battle. And all it had cost him were a few vanity points and most of the blood in his body.
      


  Web didn’t even remember the pain. But when the last bullet had been fired and the last man had fallen, he too had slumped
         to the ground. He had touched the open wound on his face and felt the blood pouring out of him from the two wounds, and Web
         knew it was finally his time to die. He had gone into shock in the ambulance and by the time the doctors at the Medical College
         of Virginia got to him he was almost flat-line. How he had come back that night was anyone’s guess, Web certainly didn’t have
         an answer. Never a religious man, he had started to wonder about things like God.
      


  The recovery had been the most painful thing Web had ever done. Though he was a hero, it was no guarantee that Web would be
         able to rejoin HRT. If he couldn’t carry his full weight, they wouldn’t want him, hero or not—it was just the way things were.
         And Web would never have wanted the terms to be anything else. How many weights lifted, how many miles run, walls climbed,
         choppers rappelled from, rounds fired? Fortunately, the wounds to his face had not affected his eyesight or aim. Without perfection
         there, you were gone from HRT. The psychological battering of his recovery, however, had been even worse than the physical
         cramming. Could he fire when called up? Would he freeze in a crisis and place his team in jeopardy? Well, no, he never had,
         at least not until that damn courtyard came along. He had come back, all the way back. It had taken almost a year, but no
         one could say he didn’t deserve to return on his own, with no corners cut. Now what would people say? Would he make it back
         this time? The trouble wasn’t physical this time; it was all in his head and thus was a hundred times more terrifying.
      


  Web made a fist and put it right through the mirror, cracking the drywall behind it. “I didn’t let them die, Julie,” he said
         to the shattered glass. He looked at his hand. It wasn’t even bleeding. His luck was holding, wasn’t it?
      


  He opened the smashed medicine cabinet and took out the bottle of mismatched pills. He had collected them over time from a
         variety of sources, some official, some unofficial. He used them to help him sleep occasionally. He was careful, though, because
         he’d almost become addicted to the painkillers while they were rebuilding his face.
      


  Web flicked off the light and Frankenstein was gone. Hell, everybody knew monsters were more comfortable in the dark.


  He went downstairs and carefully laid out all his bottles of booze and sat in the middle of them, like a general with his
         aides going over a battle plan. Yet he didn’t open a single bottle. The phone rang every few minutes, but Web never answered
         it. There were knocks on the door; he let them go. Web sat there and stared at a wall until it grew quite late. He rummaged
         through the mismatched pills and took out a capsule, looked at it and then put it back. He leaned back against a chair and
         closed his eyes. At four A.M. he fell asleep on the floor of the basement. Web still had not bothered to wash his face.
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  Seven in the morning. Web knew this because the mantel clock was chiming when he lifted himself groggily off the basement floor.
         He rubbed at his back and neck; as he sat up, his foot hit one of the bottles of wine and it fell over and cracked slightly
         and Chianti leaked across the floor. Web threw the bottle away, grabbed some paper towels and cleaned up the spill. The wine
         stained his hands red, and for a dazed moment his sluggish mind told him he’d been shot in his sleep.
      


  The noise outside the rear lower window made him race up the stairs and grab his pistol. Web went to the front door with the
         intent of circling around back and getting the drop on whoever was out there. Maybe it was just a stray dog or squirrel, but
         Web didn’t think so. Human feet trying their best to keep quiet just had a certain sound to them if you knew how to listen,
         and Web knew how to.
      


  When he opened the door, the surge of people toward him almost caused Web to pull his gun and fire. The reporters were waving
         microphones and pens and sheets of paper and calling out questions so fast, they cumulatively appeared to be speaking Mandarin.
         They were screaming for him to look this way or that way so they could take his picture, film his video, as though he were
         some celebrity or, perhaps more apt, an animal in the zoo. Web looked past them to the street, where the media ships with
         their tall electronic masts now were docked outside his modest rancher. The two FBI agents assigned to watch over his house
         seemed to be attempting to hold back the masses but were clearly losing the battle.
      


  “What the hell do you people want?” Web cried out.


  One woman wearing a beige linen suit, her blond hair sculpted, pushed forward and planted her high-heeled feet on the brick
         stoop bare inches from Web. Her heavy perfume made Web’s empty stomach turn queasy. She said, “Is it true you’re claiming
         that you fell down right before the rest of your squad was killed but can’t explain why? And that’s why you survived?” The hike of her eyebrows signaled exactly what the woman thought of that preposterous story.
      


  “I—”


  Another reporter, a man, shoved his microphone near Web’s mouth. “There have been reports that you didn’t actually fire your
         weapon, that the gunfire stopped on its own somehow and that you were actually never in any danger. How do you respond to
         that?”
      


  The questions kept coming as the bodies pressed closer. “Is it true that when you were at the Washington Field Office you
         were put on probation for a shooting infraction that resulted in the wounding of a suspect?”
      


  Web said, “What the hell does that—”


  Another woman elbowed him from the side. “I have it on good authority that the boy you ‘allegedly’ saved was actually an accomplice
         to this whole thing.”
      


  Web stared at her. “An accomplice to what? To who?”


  The woman gave him a penetrating look. “I was hoping you could answer that.”


  Web slammed the door, raced to the kitchen, grabbed the keys for the Suburban and headed back out. He pushed through the crowd
         and looked at his fellow agents for help. They came forward, yanked and pulled on a few people, yet to Web it seemed their
         hearts clearly were not in it, and they refused to meet his gaze. So that’s how it’s going to be, Web thought.
      


  The crowd suddenly surged closer, sealing off the path to his truck.


  “Get out of my way,” Web yelled. He looked around. The entire neighborhood was out watching this. Men, women and children
         who were his friends or at least his acquaintances were staring at this spectacle with wide eyes, open mouths.
      


  “Are you going to respond to Mrs. Patterson’s charges?”


  Web stopped and looked at this questioner. It was the same reporter from the memorial service.


  “Are you?” the man said grimly.


  “I didn’t know Julie Patterson had the authority to bring charges,” said Web.


  “She made it abundantly clear that you either acted with cowardice or were somehow involved. Paid off.”


  “She didn’t know what she was saying. She’s just lost her husband and unborn child.”


  “So you’re saying the charges are false?” the man persisted and pushed the microphone closer. Somebody jostled him from behind
         and his arm jerked forward and the microphone hit Web in the mouth, drawing blood. Before he knew it, Web’s fist had shot
         out and the man was lying on the ground holding his nose. He didn’t appear to be all that upset. In fact, he was screaming
         to his camera unit, “Did you get that? Did you get that?”
      


  They all pressed forward more, and Web, being in the middle of this circle, was pushed around by the sheer weight of the crowd.
         Cameras were snapping in his face, blinding him. Fat video machines were feeding away, dozens of voices were jabbering at
         once. As the knot of people and machines jostled him around, Web’s feet got tangled in a cable and he went down. The crowd
         moved in, but he pushed his way back up. This was far past being out of control. Web felt a bony fist hit him in the back.
         When he turned, he recognized the attacker as a man who lived down the street and who had never cared much for Web as a neighbor
         or human being. Before Web could defend himself, the man ran off. As Web looked around, it was clear that the crowd was not
         filled just with reporters ravenous for a Pulitzer. This was a mob.
      


  “Get the hell away from me,” Web screamed. He yelled at the two agents, “Are you guys going to help or not?”


  “Somebody call the cops,” said the perfumed blonde, pointing at Web. “He just assaulted that poor man, we all saw it.” She
         bent down to help up her fellow reporter while a slew of cell phones appeared from out of pockets.
      


  Web looked around at a level of chaos he had never before experienced, and he had seen more than most. But he had had enough
         of this. Web pulled his pistol. The FBI agents saw this and were suddenly interested once more. Web pointed the pistol straight
         up and fired four shots into the air. On all sides of him the mob now was in full retreat. Some dropped to the ground, crying
         out, pleading for him not to shoot them, that they were just doing their job, miserable though it might be. The perfumed blonde
         let her dear reporter friend drop back to the muddy earth and turned and ran for her life. Her heels sank in the soft grass
         and she ran right out of them. Her fleshy bottom made a nice target if Web had been so inclined. The reporter with the bloody
         nose was crawling on his belly shouting, “Are you getting this? Damn it, Seymour, are you getting this?” Neighbors swooped
         up their kids and fled to their homes. Web put his pistol away and walked to his Suburban. When the federal agents moved toward
         him, all he said was, “Don’t even think about it.” He climbed in the truck and started it up. He rolled down the window. “Thanks
         for the assist,” he told the two men, and then drove off.
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  Are you out of your mind?” Buck Winters stared over at Web, who stood by the door of the small conference room at the Washington
         Field Office. Percy Bates was next to Web. “Pulling and firing your gun, in front of a bunch of reporters, no less, and them
         taping the whole damned thing. Have you lost your mind?” he said again.
      


  “Maybe!” Web shot back. “I want to know who leaked information to Julie Patterson. I thought the Charlie Team inquiry was
         supposed to be confidential. How the hell did she know what I said to the investigators?”
      


  Winters looked at Bates in disgust. “Bates, you were this guy’s mentor. How the hell did you foul it up so bad?” He looked
         back at Web. “There are a bunch of different guys looking into this thing. Don’t act like a virgin and be surprised when something
         slips, particularly to a wife who wants to know what the hell happened to her husband. You lost your head, Web, and you screwed
         up, and it’s not like it’s the first time.”
      


  “Look, I walk out my door and get mobbed, and my own guys not lifting a hand to help me. People were punching me, screaming
         accusations in my face. I did what anybody would’ve done.”
      


  “Show him what he’s done, Bates.” Bates quietly went over to a TV sitting in the corner. He picked up the remote and punched
         some buttons. “Compliments of the media department,” Winters added. The tape started to run and Web was looking at the inside
         of the church during the memorial service. Specifically, he was watching Julie Patterson rubbing her childless belly, screaming
         at him, spitting in his face, slapping him with all her strength. And him just standing there silently taking it. His statement
         about having done all he could was mysteriously absent, or at least couldn’t be heard. On the tape all he said to Julie was,
         “I’m sorry.” It made Web look like he had pulled the trigger on Lou Patterson himself.
      


  “And that’s not the best part,” said Winters, who rose and snatched the remote from Bates. He hit the device and Web watched
         as the scene outside his house ran across the TV. It had been craftily edited such that the atmosphere of the mob scene was
         gone, the edges of the camera shots crisp and narrow. The individual reporters were depicted as being tough—pushy, even—but
         polite, professional in every way. The one fellow Web had slugged looked particularly heroic, not even bothering to hide his
         bloodied nose but going on about his business of introducing the madness the viewer was about to see. And then there was Web
         looking like a rabid animal. He was screaming, cursing and then he raised his gun. The film speed made him almost appear to
         pull the gun in slow motion so that it seemed deliberate, controlled and not a man fighting for his life. There were some
         chilling cinematographic moments too of neighbors running with their children, escaping from this mad fiend. And then there
         was Web standing alone. Cold, hard, as he put the gun away and walked calmly from the chaos he had caused.
      


  Web had never seen anything so slick outside a Hollywood movie. He looked sadistic, evil, the man with the Frankenstein face.
         The camera had gotten several close-ups of the damaged skin, yet with no mention of how he had come by such injuries.
      


  Web shook his head and looked at Winters and said, “Damn it, that’s not how it happened. I’m not Charlie Manson.”


  Winters bristled. “Who cares if it’s the truth or not! Perception is everything. Now that’s running on every TV station in
         town. And it’s hit the national pipe too. Congratulations, you’re a breaking news story. The director flew back from a high-level
         meeting in Denver when he was briefed on this. Your ass is in the fire, London, in the fire.”
      


  Web slumped in a chair and said nothing. Bates sat across from him and tapped a pen against the table.


  Winters stood in front of him, his hands clasped behind his back. To Web, it seemed the guy was really enjoying this.


  “Now, you know that the Bureau’s SOP in responding to something like this is to do nothing. We’ve followed the ostrich-head-in-the-sand
         before. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t, but the higher-ups like the passive tactic. The less said, the better.”
      


  “Bully for them. I’m not asking the Bureau to do jack-shit on my behalf, Buck.”


  Bates picked up the conversation. “No, Web, we’re not taking this lying down. Not this time.” Bates ticked the points off
         on his fingers. “First, the media relations guys are putting together a highlight film of our own. The world right now thinks
         you’re some sort of psycho. They’re going to find out you’re one of the most decorated agents we have. We’re issuing press
         releases detailing all of that. Second, although he wants to strangle you right now, Buck here is holding a televised press
         conference at noon tomorrow to clearly state what an outstanding agent you are, and we’re going to run our highlight film
         in all its glory. And we’re going to release some details of what happened in that alley that will damn sure demonstrate that
         you didn’t turn and run but managed single-handedly to take out enough fire-power to wipe out an Army battalion.”
      


  Web said, “You can’t do that while the investigation is still going on. You could blow some leads.”


  “We’re willing to take the risk.”


  Web looked over at Winters. “I don’t give a damn what these people say about me! I know what I did. And what I don’t want
         is to do anything to jeopardize finding who wiped out my team!”
      


  Winters placed his face a couple of inches from Web’s. “If I had my way, your ass would already be gone. But to some in the
         Bureau you’re kind of a hero, and the decision has been made that we’re going to bat for you. Believe me, I argued against
         it, because from a PR point of view it doesn’t really help the Bureau, it’s just to make you look good.” He glanced at Bates.
         “But your friend here won that battle.”
      


  Web looked in surprise at Bates.


  Winters continued, “But not the war. And I’m not looking to make you some damn martyr.” Winters glanced at Web’s damaged face.
         “A disfigured martyr. Now Perce is going to take you through the Bureau’s little dog-and-pony show that we’re doing to clean
         up your mess. I’m not going to stay for that, because it would make me nauseous. But listen up, London, and you listen really
         good. You’re hanging by a thread right now, and I’d love nothing better than to cut that string. I’ll be watching you so close
         I’ll be able to count every one of your breaths. And when you screw up, and you will, then the hammer comes down and you are
         gone for good, and I’ll smoke me the biggest damn cigar I can find. Is that clear?”
      


  “Yeah, a lot clearer than your orders at Waco were.”


  Winters straightened up and the two men stared intently at each other.


  Web said, “I always wondered, Buck, how come you were the only one in the chain of command—excuse me, the chain of chaos—that didn’t get his career path cut off for that mess. You know, while I was sitting out there on sniper duty a couple of
         times I actually thought you were working for the Branch Davidians because of all the dumb-shit decisions you made.”
      


  Bates said sharply, “Web, shut your damn mouth.” He looked anxiously at Winters. “I’ve got it from here, Buck.”


  Winters stared at Web for several more seconds and then headed to the door, but he looked back. “If I had my way, there wouldn’t
         be an HRT, and I’m going to have my way yet. And guess who’ll be the first son of a bitch to go? How’s that for chain of command!”
      


  Winters shut the door and Web let out a big breath he wasn’t even aware he’d been holding. And then Bates got right in his
         face. “I put my neck out for you, called in every chit I’ve ever earned at the Bureau and you almost screwed it up, taking
         on Winters like that. Are you really that big a damn idiot?”
      


  “I guess I must be,” Web answered defiantly. “But I didn’t ask for any of this. The press can strip me clean, but nothing,
         nothing is going to mess up the investigation.”
      


  “You’re going to give me a coronary, you really are.” Bates finally calmed down. “Okay, here are your marching orders. You’re
         going to lay low for a while. Don’t go home. We’ll get you a car from the motor pool. Head out somewhere and stay there awhile.
         The Bureau will foot the bills. We’ll communicate via your secure cell phone. Check in regularly. As bad as you looked on
         the tube right now, you’ll look just as good when we tell our side. And if I find you anywhere near Buck Winters during the
         next thirty years, I will personally shoot you myself. Now get out of here!” Bates went to the door, but Web remained sitting.
      


  “Perce, why are you doing all this? You’re taking a big risk standing up for me.”


  Bates studied the floor for a few moments. “This is gonna sound sappy, and maybe it should, but anyway it’s the truth. I’m
         doing this because the Web London I know has risked his life for this agency more times than I can remember. Because I’ve
         watched you lying in a hospital room for three months not sure if you were going to make it. You could’ve retired then with
         full pay, gone out on top. Gone fishing or whatever the hell it is retired FBI do. But you came back and got in the line of
         fire again. I don’t know many guys that have ever done that.” He drew a long breath. “And because I know what you did in that
         alley even if the rest of the world doesn’t. But they’re going to damn sure know it, Web. There aren’t many heroes left anymore.
         But you’re one of them. That’s all I’m going to say about it. And don’t you ever, ever ask me again.”
      


  The man walked out and left Web to contemplate another side of Percy Bates.
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  It was almost midnight and Web was on the move. He was climbing over fences and sneaking through neighbors’ yards. The goal
         tonight was a simple if absurd one. He had to break into his own home through a rear window because the media were still moored out front waiting to board him. And then sink him. Two uniformed
         Bureau security officers were there too, backed up by a Virginia state police cruiser, its blue waggle lights slicing through
         the darkness. Web hoped there would be no more mobs, no more riots. So long as no one spotted him climbing in his own bathroom
         window, that is. Then all bets were off.
      


  Web quietly packed a duffel in the dark, threw in some extra rounds of ammo, some other pieces of equipment that he thought
         might come in handy, then crawled back out. He cleared the fence and slipped back into his neighbor’s yard and then stopped.
         He opened the duffel, pulled out a battery-operated ambient light monocular that made the dark look as clear as day, albeit
         with a greenish tint, and looked through it. He surveyed the army camped outside his house and focused the magnifier for a
         better look. All those people whose sole purpose in life right now was to get any possible dirt and damn the truth made Web
         decide that paybacks, however small, should be taken when the opportunity arose. And right now he could use a generous fix.
         Web pulled out a flare gun, loaded in a cartridge, aimed the weapon to the sky at a spot right over the top of this fine group
         of people and fired. The flare sailed upward, exploded and lit the heavens a brilliant yellow. Web watched through his monocular
         as the pack of fine, exemplary people looked up with fearful eyes and then ran screaming for their lives. It truly was the
         little things that made life so sweet: long walks, rain showers, puppies, scaring the crap out of a bunch of sanctimonious
         reporters.
      


  He jogged back to the Crown Vic that Bates had arranged for him and drove off. Web stayed that night at a dump motel off Route
         One in south Alexandria where he could pay in cash, no one bothered him and the only room service was the McDonald’s bag you
         brought with you or the soda and snack machine chained to a graffiti-stained support column outside his room. He watched TV
         and ate his cheeseburger and fries. The he pulled out from his duffel his bottle of pills and swallowed two of them. He fell
         into a deep sleep and for once nightmares didn’t rouse him from it.
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  Early on a Saturday morning, Scott Wingo navigated his wheelchair up the ramp and unlocked the door to a four-story nineteenth-century
         brick building that housed his law office. Divorced, with grown children, Wingo had a thriving criminal defense practice in
         Richmond, the city of his birth, where he had remained his whole life. Saturdays were a time for him to go into the office
         and not be bothered by pealing phones, clacking keyboards, harassed associates and demanding clients. Those pleasantries were
         left for during the week. He went inside, made a pot of coffee, spiked it with his favorite Gentleman Jim bourbon and rolled
         his way to his office. Scott Wingo and Associates, Counselors at Law, had been a Richmond institution for almost thirty years.
         During that time Wingo had gone from being a sole practitioner working out of an office the size of a closet, basically defending
         anyone with enough cash to pay him, to head of a firm with six associates, a full-time PI and a support staff of eight. As
         the sole shareholder of the firm Wingo pulled down seven figures in a good year, and even mid-six money in bad times. His
         clients had also grown more substantial. For years he had resisted taking on the drug people, but the cash flow was undeniable
         and Wingo had wearied of seeing far inferior attorneys drawing down those dollars. He comforted himself with the knowledge
         that anyone, regardless of what heinous thing he had done, deserved a competent—even inspired—defense.
      


  Wingo had considerable skills as a courtroom lawyer, and his presence before a jury had not been diminished one iota by his
         confinement two years ago to a wheelchair because of ongoing diabetes and kidney and liver ailments. In some ways, he felt
         his ability to reach out to a jury had been enhanced by his physical predicament. And many a member of the state bar envied
         Wingo’s string of victories. He was also loathed by those who felt he was simply a means for rich criminals to avoid the rightful
         consequences of their terrible misdeeds. Wingo naturally didn’t see it that way, but he had long ago stopped trying to win
         that argument because it was one of the very few issues he had ever come upon that didn’t seem worth arguing about.
      


  He lived in a substantial home in Windsor Farms, a very affluent and coveted area of Richmond; drove a specially configured
         Jag sedan to accommodate his disability; took luxurious trips overseas when he wanted to; was good to his children and generous
         and on good terms with his ex-wife, who still lived in their old home. But mostly he worked. At age fifty-nine Wingo had outlived
         many predictions of his premature death. Those had come either because of his various medical conditions or because of threats
         from disgruntled clients or folks on the other side of a crime who felt justice had not been served largely through Wingo
         doing what he did best, which was finding reasonable doubt in twelve peers of the defendant. Yet he knew that his time was
         running out. He could feel it in his tired organs, in his poor circulation, his general fatigue. He figured he would work
         until he died; it wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.
      


  He took a sip of coffee and Gentleman Jim and picked up the phone. He liked to work the phones, even on the weekends, particularly
         in calling back people he didn’t want to talk with. Rarely would they be in on Saturday morning and he’d leave a polite message
         telling them he was sorry to have missed them. He did ten of these and felt like he was being very productive. His mouth was
         growing very dry, probably from all the talking, and he took another shot of the whiskey coffee. He turned to a brief he was
         working on that would, if granted, suppress evidence in a burglary ring matter he was involved in. Most people didn’t realize
         that trials were often won before anyone stepped foot inside a courtroom. In this case if the motion were granted there would
         be no trial because the prosecution would have no case.
      


  After several hours of work and more phone calls, he took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. The damn diabetes was wreaking
         havoc with just about every part of him and he had found out last week that he had glaucoma. Maybe the Lord was getting him
         back for the work he was doing here on earth.
      


  He thought he heard a door open somewhere and figured one of his overpaid associates might have wandered in to actually perform
         some weekend labor. The young folks these days, they just didn’t have the same work ethic of Wingo’s generation, even though
         they made outrageous sums. When had he not worked a weekend for the first fifteen years of his practice? The kids today grumbled about working past six. Damn if his
         eyes weren’t killing him. He finished the cup of coffee, but his thirst returned just as bad. He popped open a desk drawer
         and drank from the bottle of water he kept there. Now his head was throbbing. And his back was aching. He put a finger on
         his wrist and counted. Well, hell, his pulse was out of whack too; yet that happened just about every day. He had already
         taken his insulin and wouldn’t need another shot for a while; still, he wondered about speeding up the schedule. Maybe his
         blood sugar had plummeted somehow. He was always adjusting his insulin, because he could never get the damn right dosage.
         His doctor had told him to stop drinking, but that was just not going to happen, Wingo knew. For him, bourbon was a necessity,
         not a luxury.
      


  He was sure he heard the door that time. “Hello,” he called out.


  “Is that you, Missy?” Missy, he thought, Missy was his damn dog that had died ten years ago. Where the hell had that come
         from? He tried to focus on the brief, but his vision was now so badly blurred and his body was doing such funny things that
         Wingo finally started to get scared. Hell, maybe he was having a coronary, though he felt no pain in his chest, no dull throb
         in his left shoulder and arm.
      


  He looked at the clock but couldn’t make out the time. Okay, he needed to do something here. “Hello,” he called out again.
         “I need some help here.” He thought he heard approaching footsteps, but then no one ever came. Okay, damn it, he thought. “Sons of bitches,” he yelled. He picked up the phone and managed to guide his hand to the nine and then twice
         on the one. He waited, but no one came on the line. That was our tax dollars at work. You dial 911 and get jack. “I need some
         help here,” he called into the phone. And then he noted there was no dial tone. He hung up and lifted the receiver again.
         No dial tone. Well, shit. He slammed the phone down and missed the cradle and the receiver fell to the floor. He pulled at
         his shirt collar because it was getting hard to breathe. He’d been meaning to get one of those cell phones but never had gotten
         around to it. “Is anybody out there, damn it?” Now he could hear the footsteps. His breathing was becoming impossible, like
         something was wedged down his gullet. Sweat was pouring off him. He looked up at the doorway. Through his clouded vision he
         could see the door opening. The person came in.
      


  “Mother?” Damn if it wasn’t his mother, and she would be dead twenty years this November. “Mother, I need some help, I’m not
         feeling too good.”
      


  There was no one there, of course. Wingo was just hallucinating.


  Wingo slid to the floor now, because he couldn’t keep himself up in the chair any longer. He crawled along the floor to her,
         gasping and wheezing as he did so. “Mother,” he said hoarsely to the vision he was experiencing. “You got to help your boy,
         he ain’t doing too good.” He got to her and then she just disappeared on him, just like that, right when he needed her. Wingo
         put his head on the floor and slowly closed his eyes.
      


  “Anybody out there? I need help,” he said one last time.
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  Francis Westbrook was feeling seriously hampered. His usual haunts, his normal places of conducting business were not available
         to him. The Feds, he knew, were looking for him, and whoever had set him up was no doubt trying to get the jump on him too.
         Westbrook couldn’t assume anything else. In his line of work extreme paranoia was really the only thing keeping him alive.
         Thus he was hanging out, at least for the next hour, in the back of a meat warehouse in Southeast D.C. Ten minutes’ drive
         from where he was sitting and freezing his ass off was the Capitol and other great national buildings. Westbrook had lived
         his whole life in Washington and had never been to a single monument. These grand edifices to a great nation meant absolutely
         nothing to him. He didn’t consider himself an American, a Washingtonian or a citizen of anything. He was just another brother
         looking to get by. His goal when he was ten was to live to fifteen. Then his objective was to make it to twenty before he
         was killed. Then twenty-five. When he hit thirty a couple of years ago he had given himself a party worthy of a person achieving
         octogenarian status, because in his world, he had. Everything was relative, maybe more so in the eyes of Francis Westbrook
         than other people.
      


  What was occupying most of his thinking now was how he had screwed up with Kevin. His desire to let the boy have a somewhat
         normal life had led him to be careless about Kevin’s safety. He had once had Kevin with him all the time, but then a crew
         dispute had erupted into a full-fledged battle and Kevin had been shot in the face and almost died. Francis hadn’t even been
         able to take him to the hospital because he probably would’ve been arrested. After that, he let Kevin live with some quasi-family,
         an old lady and her grandson. He kept close watch on Kevin and visited him as often as he could; however, he let the boy have
         his freedom because every child needed that.
      


  And the fact was Kevin was not going to grow up like Francis. He was going to have a real life, away from guns and drugs and
         the quick drive to the medical examiner’s office with a tag on your toe. Being around Francis too much, being witness to such
         a life, any young man might be tempted to stick his toes in the water. And once you did, you were caught for life, because
         that sweet-looking pond was pure quicksand and filled with water moccasins all claiming to be your friend until you weren’t
         looking and one of them sunk his fangs in your neck. That was not going to happen to Kevin, Francis had pledged when Kevin
         had been born, and yet maybe it already had. It would be truly ironic if Kevin did not outlive him.
      


  While Westbrook headed up one of the more lucrative drug operations in the D.C. metro area, he had never been arrested for
         anything, not even a misdemeanor, though he was going on his twenty-third year in the “bizness,” having started very young
         and never looked back, because there was nothing to look back to. He was proud of that clean record, despite his felonious
         ways. It was not all luck; in fact, most of it was due to his carefully crafted survival plans, the way he gave information
         when it was needed to the right people, who in return then let him carry on his thing peacefully. That was key, don’t rock
         the boat, don’t be causing trouble on the street, don’t be shooting nobody or nothing if you can help it. Don’t give the Feds
         a hard time, because they got the manpower and money to make your life hell and who needed that shit. His life was complicated
         enough as it was. And yet without Kevin his life was nothing.
      


  He looked over at Macy and Peebles, his twin shadows. He trusted them as much as he trusted anyone, which was not all that
         much. He always carried a gun and had needed it on more than one occasion to save his life. You only had to learn that lesson
         once. He glanced toward the door where big Toona had just come in.
      


  “Toona, you got me some news, ain’t you? Some good news ’bout Kevin.”


  “Nothing yet, boss.”


  “Then get your sorry ass back out there till you do.”


  A sour-looking Toona immediately left and Westbrook looked at Peebles.


  “Talk to me, Twan.”


  Antoine “Twan” Peebles looked chagrined and carefully adjusted his expensive reading glasses. The man’s eyesight was excellent,
         Westbrook knew, he just thought wearing spectacles helped him to look the part of an executive, trying to be something he
         never would be, legitimate. Westbrook had made his peace with that issue a long time ago. Really the choice had been made
         for him the moment he had been born in the backseat of a Cadillac up on cinder blocks, his mother snorting coke even as Francis
         had slipped out between her legs into the arms of her man of the moment, who had promptly set the child aside, cut the cord
         with a dirty knife and forced the new mother to perform oral sex on him. His mother had told him about this later, in graphic
         detail, as though it were the funniest story she had ever heard.
      


  “It’s not good news,” said Peebles. “Our main distributor said until the heat died down on you, he wasn’t sure he could provide
         us with any more product. And our inventory levels are pretty low as it is.”
      


  “Damn, now ain’t that a shock,” said Westbrook. He sat back. Westbrook had to put on a strong front before Peebles and Macy and his people, yet
         the fact was he had a real problem. Like any reseller of sorts, Westbrook had obligations to folks down the line. And if they
         couldn’t get what they needed from him, they would get it from somebody else. His survival time would not be long. And once
         you disappointed folks, they almost never did business with you again. “Okay, I’ll deal with that later. This Web London dude,
         what you got?”
      


  Peebles opened a file he had pulled from a leather briefcase and adjusted his reading glasses once more. Using his monogrammed
         handkerchief, Peebles had carefully wiped off the seat he was sitting on and had made it clear that holding a meeting inside
         a meat warehouse was far beneath his dignity. Peebles liked rolls of cash in his pockets and nice clothes and nice restaurants
         and the nice ladies doing whatever he wanted for him or to him. He didn’t carry a gun, and for all Westbrook knew, Peebles
         didn’t even know how to shoot one. He had come up at a time when drug operations had been far less violent and run in a more
         orderly way, with accountants and computers and business files, and taking dirty money and making it clean, and having stock
         portfolios and even vacation homes that one traveled to in one’s private jet.
      


  Ten years older than Peebles, Westbrook had come up purely on the streets. He had run crack for pennies a bag, slept in rat
         holes, gone hungry more often than not, dodged bullets and fired them into others when he had to. Peebles was good at what
         he did; he made sure that Westbrook’s operation ran smoothly and that product came in when it was supposed to and went out
         to the people that it was intended for. And he also ensured that accounts receivable—Westbrook had belly laughed when Peebles
         had first used that term with him—that accounts receivable were promptly paid. Money was efficiently laundered, excess cash
         flow prudently invested, innovations in the industry kept abreast of, the latest technology utilized, all under the watchful
         eyes of Antoine Peebles. And still Westbrook couldn’t bring himself to respect the man.
      


  When personnel issues arose, though, which basically meant that somebody was trying screw them, Antoine Peebles quickly stepped
         aside. He had no stomach for that part of the business. That’s when Westbrook took over and handled things. And that’s where
         Clyde Macy really earned all the dollars that he was paid.
      


  Westbrook looked over at his little white boy. He had thought it a joke when Macy had come to him for work. “You on the wrong
         side of town, boy,” he had told Macy. “Whitey-town’s up Northwest way. You go get your ass to where it belongs.” He had figured
         that would be the end of that until Macy had popped two gents trying to mess with Westbrook and, as Macy had explained at
         the time, he’d done it on a pro bono basis, just to prove his value. And the little skinhead had never failed his boss. Who would have thought it, big black Francis
         Westbrook being an equal opportunity employer?
      


  “Web London,” said Peebles, who stopped and coughed and then blew his nose, “has been with the FBI for over thirteen years
         and with Hostage Rescue for about eight. He’s highly thought of. Got lots of commendations and things like that in his file.
         He was badly injured and almost died during one mission. Militiamen thing.”
      


  “Militiamen,” said Westbrook. “Right, that’s white people with guns think the government’s fucked them over. They ought come see us black folk, see how good they really got it.”
      


  Peebles continued, “There’s an investigation currently going on into the shooting in the courtyard.”


  “Twan, tell me something I don’t know, ’cause I’m freezing my ass off and I see you are too.”


  “London’s going to a psychiatrist. Not one at the Bureau, an outside firm.”


  “We know who?”


  “It’s a group at Tyson’s Corner. Not sure yet of the psychiatrist seeing him.”


  “Well, let’s get that nailed down. He’ll talk to the shrink about things he ain’t talk to anybody else about. And then maybe
         we have a talk with the shrink.”
      


  “Right,” said Peebles as he made a note.


  “And Twan, can you tell me what the hell they were going after that night? Don’t you think that might be important shit?”


  Peebles bristled at this. “I was just about to get to that.” He rustled through some more papers while Macy meticulously cleaned
         his pistol, wiping away from the barrel dust motes that apparently only he could see.
      


  Peebles found what he was looking for and glanced up at his boss. “You’re really not going to like this.”


  “There’s a lot of shit I really don’t like. Tell me.”


  “Word is that they were going after you. That building was supposed to house our entire financial operations. Bean counters,
         computers, files, the whole deal.” Peebles shook his head and looked offended, as though his personal honor had been impugned.
         “Like we’d be stupid enough to have that centralized. They sent HRT in because they wanted to bring the money guys out alive,
         to testify against you.”
      


  Westbrook was so stunned by this that he didn’t even take Peebles to task for saying “our” financial operations. They were
         Westbrook’s, clear and simple. “And why the hell they think that? We ain’t never even used that building. I ain’t never even
         been in the damn place.” A thought suddenly seized Westbrook, but he decided to keep it to himself. When you wanted to deal,
         you needed to bring something to the party, and maybe he had something, something to do with that building. When Westbrook
         was just starting out on the streets, he had actually known that place real well. It was part of government-funded tenement
         housing built in the 1950s and designed to give poor families the subsidies they needed to get back on their feet. What it
         ended up being twenty years or so later was one of the worst drug areas in the city, with killings nightly. White kids in
         the suburbs watched TV at night while Westbrook had watched homicides in his own backyard. But there was something about that
         building and others like it that maybe the Feds didn’t know. Yeah, that one went in his “deal-making” file. He started feeling
         a little better, but just a little.
      


  Peebles perched his glasses on the end of his nose as he eyed Westbrook. “Well, I’m assuming the Bureau had some undercover
         working this thing and that agent must have told them otherwise.”
      


  “Who’s the damn agent?” asked Westbrook.


  “That we don’t know.”


  “Well, that’s shit I got to know. People going around lying about me, I want to know who it is.” Something very cold had suddenly seized in Westbrook’s
         chest even as he tried to put on a strong front. Now he was not feeling so good. If a Bureau agent had targeted what he thought
         was Westbrook’s operations center, then this meant the FBI had turned its attention to him. Why the hell had they done that?
         He wasn’t that big an operation and he sure wasn’t the only game in town. A bunch of crews did things a lot worse than he
         did. Now, nobody walked over him and nobody touched his turf, but he had played it low and cool for years, causing nobody
         trouble.
      


  Peebles said, “Well, whoever tipped the Bureau off knew what strings to pull. They don’t call up HRT unless they got something
         very serious to go on. They hit that building because it was supposed to be filled with evidence to be used against you. At
         least that’s what our sources say.”
      


  “And what’d they find there, except the guns?”


  “Nothing, place was empty.”


  “So the undercover was full of shit?”


  “Or else his sources were.”
      


  “Or else they set him up, to set me up,” said Westbrook. “See, Twan, the cops ain’t going to care what’s not there. They still gonna think my ass was behind it ’cause it’s on my turf. So whoever did this was taking no risk. They stacked
         the deck against me right from the go. Ain’t no way I could win that. Am I right, Twan, or you see it different?”
      


  Westbrook studied Peebles closely. The man’s body language had very subtly shifted. Westbrook, who had made the noticing of
         such things an instinct, an instinct that had saved his life numerous times, definitely picked up on it. And he knew its source.
         Despite his college education and his skill at managing the business, Peebles was just not as quick as Westbrook was at sizing
         up a situation and coming to the right conclusion. His street instincts paled in comparison to his boss’s. And there was a
         simple reason for that: Westbrook had spent years surviving on those instincts and all the while honing them to an even sharper
         precision. Peebles had never had to do that.
      


  “You’re probably right.”


  “Yeah, probably,” said Westbrook. He stared grimly at Peebles until the man finally looked down at his papers.


  “So the thing is, as I probably see it, is we know jack-shit about London, only that he’s seeing a shrink ’cause he froze up. He could be in on it and just
         faking everybody out and saying it’s all in his head.”
      


  “I’m certain he is in on it,” commented Peebles.


  Westbrook sat back and smiled. “No, he ain’t in on it, Twan, I was just seeing if you could finally show me some street mind.
         You ain’t there yet, bro. Not by a long shot.”
      


  Peebles looked up in surprise. “But you said—”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know what I said, Twan, I can hear myself talk, okay?” He hunched forward. “I been seeing the TV and newspapers,
         catching up on this dude Web London, Twan. Like you say, man’s a damn hero, got his ass shot up and all.”
      


  “I’ve been following it too,” said Peebles. “And I didn’t see anything that convinced me London’s not in on the setup. In
         fact, the widow of one of his own men thinks he was in on it. And did you see what happened outside his house? The guy pulled
         his gun and fired on a bunch of reporters. He’s crazy.”
      


  “No, he fired in the air. Man like that, if he had wanted to kill anybody, they’d be dead. That man, he knows guns, that’s
         easy to see.”
      


  Peebles wasn’t backing down. “I think the reason he didn’t go out in that courtyard was because he knew the guns were there. He went down right before the guns started shooting. He had to know.”
      


  “Is that right, Twan? He had to know?”


  Peebles nodded. “You wanted my informed opinion, that’s it.”


  “Well, let me inform your damn opinion some more. You ever been shot at?”


  Peebles looked over at Macy and then back at Westbrook. “No. Thankfully.”


  “Yeah, that’s a hell of a lot to be thankful for. Well, see, I have. You too, right, Mace?”


  Macy nodded and put his pistol away as he followed this discussion.


  “See, folks don’t like to get shot at, Twan. It just ain’t natural to like something like getting your head blown off. Now,
         if London was in on it he coulda done lots of shit to stay away from that hit. He coulda shot himself in the foot during training,
         ate some bad food and put himself in the hospital, run into a wall and broke his arm, all sorts of shit so his ass not even
         been anywhere near that place. But he was, he hauling butt with all the rest of his crew. Then he can’t haul no more and his
         team gets shot up. Now, a man on the take, what’s he gonna do if he is stupid enough to go on the gig? He gonna sit back,
         maybe fire a few rounds in there and then go see the shrink saying his mind’s messed up. But what a guilty man ain’t gonna
         do is go out in that courtyard and mess with those machine guns. He gonna stay nice and safe and collect his money for setting
         everybody up. Now, this man, he went out there and did something even I ain’t got the balls to do.” He paused. “And he done
         something else just as crazy.”
      


  “What’s that?”


  Westbrook shook his head and decided it was really fortunate for Peebles that he was so good at the business end because he
         was surely lacking everywhere else. “Unless the whole world’s lying their asses off, that man saved Kevin. Ain’t no way a
         guilty man gonna bother with that shit.”
      


  Peebles sat back, looking thoroughly whipped. “But if you are right and he’s not involved, then he won’t know where Kevin
         is.”
      


  “That’s right. He ain’t. In fact, I ain’t know nothing, do I, except shit that don’t matter?” He said the last with a hard
         stare right at Peebles. “And I ain’t no closer to getting Kevin back than I was a week ago, am I? You happy about that, Twan?
         ’Cause I ain’t.”
      


  “So what do we do?” asked Peebles.


  “We keep a line on London and find out what shrink he’s seeing. And we wait. Them folks took Kevin didn’t do it for nothing.
         They’ll come to us, and then we see what happens. But let me tell you this: I find out somebody sold me and Kevin out, baby,
         they could run to the South Pole and I’d find ’em and feed ’em to the polar bears limb by limb, and folks think I’m shitting,
         they better hope they never find out.”
      


  Despite the severe chill in the room, a bead of sweat crept down Peebles’s brow as Westbrook adjourned the meeting.
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  The air here was not fresh, the smells noxious at times, yet at least it was warm. They fed him all the food he wanted and
         it was good. And he had books to read, though the light was fairly poor, but they had apologized for that. And they had even
         given him sketchpads and some charcoal pencils when he had asked for them. That had made his imprisonment easier. When things
         were going badly in his life, he could always turn to his drawings for a measure of solace. And yet despite everyone’s kindness,
         every time someone came to the room he was convinced that it would be the moment of his death, because why else would they
         have brought him here but to kill him?
      


  Kevin Westbrook looked around at a room that was far bigger than the one he had at home, yet it seemed close all around him,
         as though it were shrinking or he was growing larger. He had no idea how long he had been here. Without the rise and fall
         of the sun, telling time was not possible, he had found. He never thought about calling out anymore. He had tried that once
         and the man had come and told Kevin not to do that. He said it very politely and in a nonthreatening way, as though Kevin
         had merely walked across a prized flower bed. Yet Kevin could sense that this man would kill him if he yelled out again. It
         was always the soft-talking ones who were the most dangerous.
      


  The clanking sound was always there, that and the hissing and the sound of running water nearby. Collectively it would probably
         cover any noises he could make, but it was very irritating, and interrupted his sleep. They apologized for that too. They
         were much more polite than captors probably should be, thought Kevin.
      


  He had looked for ways to escape, yet there was only one door to the room, and it was locked. So he read his books and drew
         his pictures. He ate and he drank and he waited for the time when somebody would come and kill him.
      


  While he was sketching another drawing decipherable only to him, Kevin flinched when he heard the footsteps. As he listened
         to the door being unlocked, he wondered if that time had come.
      


  The man was the same one who had told him not to yell. Kevin had seen him before but didn’t know his name.


  He wanted to know if Kevin was comfortable, if he needed anything else.


  “Nope. You treating me real good. But my grandma be worried about me. Maybe I ought be getting on home now.”


  “Not right now,” was all the man said. He perched on the large table in the middle of the room and eyed the small bed in the
         corner. “You sleeping well?”
      


  “Okay.”


  Then the man wanted to know, one more time, exactly what happened between Kevin and the man in the alley, the one that had
         grabbed Kevin, given him the note, sent him on his way.
      


  “I didn’t tell him nothing, because I ain’t had nothing to tell him.” Kevin’s tone was more defiant than he would have liked,
         but the man had asked him these questions before and he had told him the same answers and he was growing weary of it.
      


  “Think,” said the man calmly. “He’s a trained investigator, he may have picked up on something you said, though it didn’t
         seem important when you said it. You’re a smart boy, you’ll be able to remember.”
      


  Kevin held the piece of charcoal pencil in his hand, squeezing it until his joints cracked. “I went down the alley like you
         told me to. I done what you told me to, and that’s all. And you say he ain’t gonna be moving or nothing. All messed up and
         stuff. Well, that ain’t happen. He scared the crap out of me. See, you were wrong about that.”
      


  The man put out a hand and Kevin flinched, but the man merely rubbed him gently on the shoulder. “We didn’t tell you to go
         near that courtyard, did we? We said to just sit tight and we’d come get you. See, we had everything timed out perfectly.”
         The man laughed. “You really made us jump through some hoops, son.”
      


  Kevin felt the hand tighten on his shoulder and despite the man’s laughing he could tell the fellow was upset so he decided
         to change the subject. “Why you have that other boy with you?”
      


  “Just something for him to do, just like you did. He made some nice money, just like you did. In fact, you weren’t supposed
         to see him, but we had to change things, see, because you weren’t where you were supposed to be. Cut it pretty darn tight.”
         The hand tightened some more.
      


  “So you already let him go?”


  “Go ahead with your story, Kevin, that boy’s no concern of yours. Tell me why you did what you did.”


  How did Kevin explain this? He had had no idea what would happen when he had done what they told him to. Then the guns started
         firing and he was scared, terrified, but it had been a terror rife with curiosity. It had been a curious dread, actually,
         to see what he had wrought; as though, say, you’d dropped a rock from a bridge onto a highway with no purpose other than to
         scare some motorists, only to see your handiwork result in a fifty-car pile-up and numerous deaths. And so when he should
         have run like hell, Kevin had gone farther down the alley to see what he had done. And the guns, instead of making him flee,
         had somehow drawn him closer, like both the horror and allure of a dead body. “And then that man yelled at me,” he now told
         his captor. Lord, how that had scared him. Rising up from all those bodies, that voice telling him to get back, stay back,
         warning him!
      


  Kevin looked at the man after describing all this. He had done what they had told him for one of the oldest reasons in the
         world, money, enough to help his grandma and Jerome get into a nicer place. Money enough to allow Kevin to believe he was
         helping out, taking care of others, rather than always being taken care of. His grandma and Jerome had warned him about accepting
         offers of fast money from people who trolled his neighborhood looking for folks to do things they shouldn’t. Many of Kevin’s
         friends had been so taken in, now dead, crippled, imprisoned or disillusioned for life. And now he had been added to that
         miserable pile, at all of ten years old.
      


  “And then you heard the others coming from down the alley,” prompted the man smoothly.


  Kevin nodded as he thought back to that moment. He had been so scared. Guns in front of him, men with more guns cutting off
         his only avenue of escape. Except across that courtyard. At least he had thought so. That man had stopped him from doing that;
         had saved his life. Didn’t even know him and he had helped him. That was a new experience for Kevin. “What was the man’s name
         again?” he asked.
      


  “Web London,” the man said. “He’s the guy you talked to. He’s the one I’m really interested in.”


  “I told him I ain’t done nothing,” Kevin said again, hoping that the same answer once more would make this man leave and let
         him get back to his drawing. “He told me if I went out there I’d get killed too. He showed me his hand, where he been shot.
         I started to run the other way and he say if I do that, they kill me too. That’s when he give me the hat and the note. He
         shot that flare off and told me to go on. And that’s what I did.”
      


  “Good thing we had another boy lined up to take your place. You’d been through a lot.”


  Somehow Kevin didn’t think it was such a good thing for the other kid.


  “And London actually went back into the courtyard?”


  Kevin nodded. “I looked back once. He had that big-ass gun. He went back in there and I heard that gun go off. I was walking
         fast.” Yes, he had walked fast. Walked fast until some men had appeared out of a doorway and snatched him clean. Kevin had
         caught a glimpse of the other boy, roughly his age and size, yet who was a stranger to Kevin. He looked just as scared as
         Kevin. One of the men had quickly read the note, asked Kevin what had happened. And then the other boy had been given the
         cap and note and sent off to deliver it in Kevin’s stead.
      


  “Why you bring that other boy?” Kevin asked again, but the man didn’t answer. “How come you sent him with the note and not
         me?”
      


  The man ignored the question. “Did London seem at all out of it to you? Like he wasn’t thinking clearly?”


  “He tell me what to do. He thinking pretty good from where I be standing.”


  The man took a deep breath and shook his head, obviously pondering this. Then he smiled at Kevin. “You’ll never realize how
         extraordinary that is, Kevin. Web London must be truly special to have done that.”
      


  “You ain’t tell me all what was gonna happen.”


  The man continued to smile. “That’s because you didn’t need to know, Kevin.”


  “Where’s the other boy? Why you bring him?” he asked again. “You think of every contingency, then most times things turn out
         okay.”
      


  “Is that other boy dead?”


  The man rose. “Let us know if you need anything else. We’ll try and take care of you.”


  Kevin decided to toss out a threat of his own. “My brother be looking for me.” He hadn’t said this before, but he had been
         thinking it, every minute he had. Everybody knew Kevin’s brother. Just about everybody he knew feared his brother. Kevin prayed
         that this man feared him too. Kevin’s spirits sank when he could clearly tell from the man’s face that he didn’t. Maybe this
         man wasn’t afraid of anything.
      


  “You just rest up, Kevin.” The man looked at some of his drawings. “You know, you’ve got a lot of talent. Who knows, maybe
         you could’ve ended up not like your brother.” The man closed and locked the door behind him.
      


  Kevin tried to stop them, but the tears just came in a rush down his cheeks, dripped onto his blanket. He rubbed them away,
         but more took their place. Kevin sank into a corner and wept so hard he kept losing his breath. Then he pulled a blanket over
         his head and sat there in the darkness.
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  Web drove the Crown Vic down the street his mother used to live on. It was a neighborhood on its last legs, its potential never
         realized and its vitality long since exhausted. Yet the location, thirty years ago considered rural, was now smack in the
         middle of prime suburbia, what with the continued sprawl of the metropolitan area, where commuters rose from their beds at
         four to get to the office by eight. In five years’ time, a developer would probably buy up all the dilapidated properties,
         bulldoze them under and new homes costing too much would arise from the dust of old ones sacrificed for too little.
      


  Web got out of the Crown Vic and looked around. Charlotte London had been one of the older people living here, and her house,
         despite Web’s efforts, was about as run-down as the rest. The chain-link fence was a few rusting strands from collapse. The
         house’s metal awnings sagged with water and carried grime that could no longer be cleaned away. The lone maple in front was
         dead, with brown leaves on it from the year before scraping a sad tune in the breeze. The grass had not been cut for a while
         because Web had not been around to push the mower. He had fought a valiant effort over the years to keep it as it had once
         been but had finally given up because his mother had taken little interest in maintaining her home and yard. Now that she
         was dead, Web figured he would be selling the place at some point; he just didn’t want to deal with it right now, maybe never.
      


  Web went inside and looked around. Right after her death he had come here. The place had been a mess, exactly as his mother
         had left it. He had spent an entire day cleaning the house and ended up carrying ten thirty-gallon bags of trash to the curb.
         Then Web had kept the electricity, water and sewer going after his mother’s death. It wasn’t that he ever envisioned himself
         living here, but something just wouldn’t let him go. Now he surveyed the rooms, clean except for dust and the occasional cobweb.
         He settled down, checked his watch and flipped on the TV just as a soap opera was interrupted for a special news event. This
         was the promised FBI news conference. Web scooted forward and adjusted the picture and sound.
      


  Web gaped as Percy Bates appeared at the podium. Where the hell was Buck Winters? Web thought. He listened as Bates ran through
         Web’s distinguished career at the FBI and some feel-good film was shown of Web accepting various awards, medals and citations
         from the Bureau heads and one from the President himself. Bates spoke of the horror in the courtyard and Web’s bravery and
         grit in doing what he had done when confronted with such an overwhelming foe.
      


  One shot was of Web in the hospital with half his face bandaged. This made Web reach up and touch the old wound. He felt proud
         and cheap at the same time. He suddenly wished Bates had not done this. This “promo” wasn’t going to change anyone’s mind.
         It just made him seem defensive. The journalists would crucify him, probably accuse the Bureau of covering their ass by shielding
         one of their own. And maybe, in a way, they were. He let out a low moan. He didn’t think it could get any worse, yet it just
         had. He turned off the TV, sat there and closed his eyes. In his mind he felt a hand on his shoulder, but there was no one
         there. This seemed to always happen to him when he came here; his mother’s presence was everywhere.
      


  Charlotte London had kept until her death the shoulder-length hair that had over the years turned from glorious, sexy blond
         to elegant, luxurious silver. Her skin had been unwrinkled because she was allergic to the sun and had covered herself from
         it all her life. And her neck had been long and smooth with tight muscles set at the base. Web wondered how many men had been
         seduced by that delicate but overpowering curve. When he was a teenager Web had had dreams about his young, sexy mother that
         to this day he still felt shame for.
      


  Despite the drinking and less-than-healthy eating habits, his mother had not gained an ounce in forty years and the weight
         had remained pretty much in its original locations. When she really put herself together, she had been a knockout at age fifty-nine.
         It was too bad that her liver had given out. The rest of her could have kept going for a while longer.
      


  As beautiful as she had been, it was her intellect that attracted most people. Yet the conversations between mother and son
         had been downright bizarre. His mother did not watch TV. “They call it an idiot box for good reason,” she had often said.
         “I’d rather read Camus. Or Goethe. Or Jean Genet. Genet makes me laugh and cry at the same time, and I don’t really know why,
         for there is arguably nothing humorous about Genet. His subject matter was vile. Depraved. So much suffering. Mostly autobiographical.”
      


  “Right. Sure, Genet, Goethe,” Web had told her several years before. “G-men, like me, sort of.” His mother had never gotten
         the joke.
      


  “But they can be wonderfully compelling—erotic, even,” she had said.


  “What can?” he had asked.


  “Vileness and depravity.”


  Web had taken a deep breath. He had wanted to tell her that he’d seen some vileness and depravity in his time that would have
         made old Jean Genet barf up his lunch. He had wanted to unequivocally inform his mother that these evils were nothing to joke
         about, because one day somebody filled to the brim with vileness and depravity might appear on her doorstep and violently
         end her life. Instead he had remained silent. His mother had often had that effect on him.
      


  Charlotte London had been a child prodigy, astounding folks with her broad-ranging intellect. She had entered college at age
         fourteen and earned a degree in American literature from Amherst, graduating near the top of her class. She had spoken four
         foreign languages fluently. After college Charlotte had traveled the world alone for almost a year, Web knew, because he had
         seen the photos and read her journals. And that was back in the days when young women didn’t do that sort of thing. She had
         even written a book chronicling her adventures, and the book was still selling to this day. Its title was London Times; London had been her maiden name, and she had changed it back after her second husband had died. She had had Web’s surname
         legally changed from Sullivan after she had divorced her first husband. Web had never carried his stepfather’s name. His mother
         would not allow it. It was just how she was. And to this day he never knew why he had been given such an odd name as Web with
         only the one b. He had gone up and down his maternal family tree and the answer wasn’t there. His mother had steadfastly refused even to
         tell Web who had named him.
      


  When he had been little, his mother had shared with Web much of what she had seen and done on her teenage travels, and he
         had thought hers the most wonderful stories he had ever heard. And he had wanted to go on trips with her just like that and
         write in his journal and take photos of his beautiful, adventurous mother against the backdrop of pristine water in Italy
         or on a snowcapped mountain in Switzerland or at an outdoor café in Paris. The beautiful mother and the dashing son taking
         the world by storm had dominated his boyhood thoughts. But then she had married Web’s stepfather and those dreams went away.
      


  Web opened his eyes and rose. He went to the basement first. Thick dust covered every surface, and Web found nothing remotely
         close to what he was looking for. He went back upstairs and into the rear of the house where the kitchen was. He opened the
         back door and looked outside at the small garage that housed, among other things, his mother’s ancient Plymouth Duster. Web
         could hear the cries of children at play nearby. He closed his eyes and rested his face against the mesh as those sounds sank
         in. In his mind Web could almost see the football being thrown, the coltish legs hustling after it, a very young Web thinking
         that if he didn’t catch that ball, his life would end. He sniffed the air, the smell of wood smoke mingling with the sweet
         aroma of freshly cut fall grass. There was nothing better, it seemed, and yet it was only a scent, never lasting for very
         long. And then you were pretty much right back in the shit of life. The shit, he had discovered, was never temporary.
      


  In his vision, the young Web ran harder and harder. It was growing dark and he knew his mother would be calling him in soon.
         Not to eat, but to run over to the neighbors to bum cigarettes for his stepfather. Or to hustle down to the neighborhood Foodway
         with a couple dollars and a sad tale for Old Man Stein, who ran the place with a bigger heart than he should have. Always
         hustling down to the Foodway was young Web. Always singing the sad Irish song, his mother coaching him on the lyrics. Where
         had she learned it, the sad song? Web had asked her. As with the origin of his given name, she had never answered him.
      


  Web could vividly remember Mr. Stein squatting down with his big glasses, old cardigan and neat white apron and graciously
         accepting the crumpled dollar bills from “Webbie” London, as he liked to call Web. Then he would help Web pick out food for
         supper and maybe even breakfast. These groceries, of course, always cost far more than two dollars, and yet Stein had never
         said a word about the cost. Yet he had not been so reserved about other things.
      


  “You tell your mother not to drink so much,” he had called after Web as he had run off home carrying two bulging bags of groceries.
         “And you tell that devil of a husband of hers that God will strike him down for what he has done, if a man’s hand does not
         do so sooner. And if only God would allow me that honor. I pray for it every night, Webbie. You tell her that. And him too!” Old Man Stein was in love with Web’s mother, as were just about all the men in the neighborhood, married or not. In
         fact, the only man who didn’t seem to be in love with Charlotte London was the man she was married to.
      


  He went upstairs and stared at the attic pull-down stairs in the middle of the hallway. This was where he should have started
         his search, of course, but he did not want to go up there. He finally grabbed the rope pull, hauled down the stairs and climbed
         up. He clicked on the light, his gaze darting to every darkened corner as soon as he did so. Web took another deep breath
         and told himself that simpering cowards rarely accomplished anything with their lives, that he was a big, brave HRT assaulter
         with a loaded nine-millimeter in his holster. He moved into the attic and spent an hour compulsively going through more elements
         of his history than he really cared to.
      


  The school yearbooks were here with the awkward pictures of boys and girls trying to look older than they were, when only
         a few short years would pass before they would desperately be trying to do the opposite. He also spent time deciphering the
         yearbook scribbles from classmates outlining lavish plans for their futures, which had not come true for any of them that
         Web knew of, including himself. His old varsity jacket and his football helmet were there in a box. There was a time when
         he could remember where every scratch on the helmet came from. Now he couldn’t even remember the jersey number he had worn.
         There were old and useless school-books, journals that had nothing in them but stupid pictures drawn by bored hands. His bored hands.
      


  In one corner was a clothes rack with garments from the last four decades gathering dust, mold and moth holes. There were
         also old records warped in the heat and cold. There were boxes of baseball and football trading cards that might now be worth
         a tidy fortune if Web hadn’t used them as targets for dart games and BB shooting. There were pieces of a bicycle Web vaguely
         remembered owning, along with a half dozen burned-out flashlights. There was also a clay figurine his mother had sculpted,
         and quite well; but it had been bashed around so much by his stepfather that the figure was now not only blind but also lacking
         ears and a nose.
      


  It was all a sad memorial to a quite ordinary family that actually had been anything but ordinary in certain ways.


  Web was thinking of giving up when he found it.


  The box was under a collection of his mother’s college books, the works of long-dead philosophers and writers and thinkers.
         Web quickly looked through the box’s contents. It was enough to start with. He would be one poor investigator if he couldn’t
         follow it up to something. He was surprised he had never noticed it before while growing up in this house. But he had never
         been looking for it back then.
      


  He jerked around and stared at the farthest corner from him. It was dark, shadowy and he could almost swear something had
         moved there. His hand eased to his gun. He hated this attic. Hated it! And yet he didn’t really know why. It was just a damn
         attic.
      


  He carried the box to his car and on the way back to his motel Web used his cell phone to call Percy Bates. “Nice job, Perce.
         What a difference a day makes. But what happened to old Bucky?”
      


  “Winters backed out at the last minute.”


  “Right. In case I go crashing down. And so he left you to do it for him.”


  “I actually volunteered when he waffled on it.”


  “You’re a good guy, Perce, but you’ll never rise higher in the Bureau if you keep doing the right thing.”


  “Like I give a crap about that.”


  “Any breaks?”


  “We traced the guns. Stolen from a military facility in Virginia. Two years ago. Big help. But we’ll chase it down every path
         until it dies on us.”
      


  “Any sign of Kevin Westbrook?”


  “None. And no other witnesses have come forward. Apparently everyone down that way was struck deaf and dumb.”


  “I guess you’ve talked to the people Kevin lived with. Anything come out of that?”


  “Not much. They haven’t seen him. Like I said, he avoided that place anyway.”


  Web chose his next words carefully. “So nobody to love the kid? No old lady or grandmother lying around?”


  “There is an old woman. And we think she’s Kevin’s mother’s stepmother or something like that. She wasn’t real clear on the
         relation either. You’d think it’d be pretty simple to say one way or another, but talk about your extended families. Dads
         in prisons, moms gone, brothers dead, sisters hookers, you got babies dropped off everywhere with anybody who looks halfway
         respectable, and that’s usually the older folks. She seemed genuinely worried about the boy, but she’s scared too. They’re
         all scared down there.”
      


  “Perce, did you ever actually see Kevin before he went missing?”


  “Why?”


  “I’m trying to put together a time line between when I last saw him and when he disappeared.”


  “A time line. Damn, wish I’d thought of that,” Bates said sarcastically.


  “Come on, Perce, I’m not trying to step on anybody’s toes, but I saved that boy’s life and I’d kind of like him to keep it.”


  “Web, you know the likelihood of the kid turning up alive is pretty damn slim. Whoever took him wasn’t planning a surprise
         party at Chuck E. Cheese’s for the boy. We’ve searched every place we can think of. Got APBs out in all the surrounding states,
         and even on the Canadian and Mexican borders. It’s not like they’d hang around the city with the kid.”
      


  “But if he was working for his brother, he might be safe. I mean, I understand this Big F is one mean bastard, but popping
         your little brother? Come on.”
      


  “I’ve seen worse and so have you.”


  “But did you see Kevin?”


  “No, no, I didn’t personally see the kid. He was gone before I got there. There, you satisfied?”


  “I spoke with the HRT guys who were babysitting him. They said they turned him over to a couple of FBI suits.” Web had decided
         not to mention Romano’s statement that actually only one man had been definitively involved, because he wanted to hear Bates’s take on it.
      


  “You’ll be no doubt stunned that I talked to them too and found out the same thing.”


  “They couldn’t tell me the names of the agents. Any luck there?”


  “It’s a little early in the game.”


  Web now gave up any pretense of congeniality. “No, it’s really not, Perce. I spent a lot of years doing what you do. I know
         how these cases go down. If you can’t tell me by now who the suits were, that means they weren’t FBI. That means a couple
         of impostors got inside an FBI crime scene, your crime scene, and made off with a key witness. Maybe I can help.”
      


  “That’s your theory. And I don’t want or need your help.”


  “Are you telling me I’m wrong?”


  “What I’m going to tell you is to keep the hell out of my investigation. And I mean what I say.”


  “It was my damn team!”


  “I understand that, but if I find out you’re doing anything, asking one question, following up one lead on your own, then
         your ass is mine. I hope I’m making myself clear.”
      


  “I’ll call you when I crack the case.”


  Web clicked off and quietly berated himself for blowing his last asset at the Bureau. He had been as subtle as a dump truck,
         but Bates just seemed to bring out the bulldog in folks. And to think he had originally called merely to thank the guy for
         the press conference!
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  Claire stretched her arms and stifled a yawn. She had been up too early and had worked too late the night before; such had
         become her life’s routine. Married at nineteen to her high-school sweetheart, she had been a mother at twenty and divorced
         at twenty-two. The sacrifices she had made over the next ten years while she pursued her medical and psychiatric degrees were
         too numerous for her to recall. Yet she had no regrets about her daughter, now a freshman in college. Maggie Daniels was healthy,
         bright and well adjusted. Her father had wanted no part in his daughter’s upbringing and he would be given no role in her
         adulthood either. Actually, that was up to Maggie, Claire knew, but she had never asked much about her dad and had taken single
         parenting in stride. Claire had never really gotten back into the social circles and she had finally come to the conclusion
         that her career would be her life.
      


  She opened her file and studied the notes she had made there. Web London was a fascinating subject for any student of human
         psychology. From the little Claire had gathered before his very abrupt departure from her office, the man was a walking billboard
         of personal problems. From the obvious issues in his childhood to his disfigurement as an adult to the sort of dangerous work
         that he did and seemed to derive so much from, a person could devote her professional life to such a patient. The knock on
         her door interrupted her thoughts.
      


  “Yes?”


  The door opened and one of Claire’s colleagues stood there. “You might want to come and see this.”


  “What is it, Wayne? I’m kind of busy.”


  “FBI press conference. Web London. I saw him leaving here the other day. You counseled him, right?”


  She frowned at his question and didn’t answer it. But she got up and followed him out to the reception area, where there was
         a little TV set up. Several other of the psychiatrists and psychologists who had offices here, including Ed O’Bannon, were
         already assembled and watching the screen. It was lunchtime and none of them appeared to have patients. Several of them held
         parts of their meals in their hands.
      


  For the next ten minutes or so, Claire Daniels got a much more in-depth look at the life and career of Web London. She found
         herself putting her hand up to her mouth when she saw Web in the hospital, most of his face and torso bandaged. The man had
         been through a lot, more than someone should have to go through. And Claire was feeling an incredibly strong urge to help
         him, despite how dramatically he had ended their session. When the press conference was over and people started to filter
         back to their offices, Claire stopped O’Bannon.
      


  “Ed, you remember I told you about seeing Web London when you weren’t available?”


  “Sure, Claire. I appreciate you doing that, actually.” He lowered his voice. “Unlike some of the others around here, I know
         I can trust you not to pilfer my patients.”
      


  “Well, I appreciate that, Ed. But the truth is I’ve taken a particular interest in Web. And he and I really hit it off at
         our session.” She added very firmly: “And I want to take over his counseling.”
      


  O’Bannon looked stunned and shook his head. “No, Claire. I’ve seen London before, and he’s a bit of a tough nut. He and I
         never really finished exploring it, but he seems to have serious mother-son issues.”
      


  “I understand all that, but I really want to work on his case.”


  “And I appreciate that, but he’s my patient and there is something to be said for continuity of treatment, starting with keeping
         the same doctor.”
      


  Claire took a deep breath and said, “Can we let Web decide?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Can you call him and let Web decide on which of us he’d prefer?”


  O’Bannon looked very annoyed. “I hardly think that’s necessary.”


  “We really seemed to click, Ed, and I think that perhaps another pair of eyes on his case might be beneficial.”


  “I’m not liking what you’re insinuating, Claire. My credentials are impeccable. In case you didn’t know, I served in Vietnam,
         where I dealt with combat syndrome cases, shell shock, prisoners of war who’d been brainwashed, and I was very successful.”
      


  “Web is not in the military.”


  “HRT is about as military as you can get for a civilian agency. I know the breed and I speak their language. I think my experience
         is uniquely suited to his case.”
      


  “I’m not implying anything to the contrary. But Web did tell me that he wasn’t completely comfortable with you. And I know
         you would agree that the best interests of the patient are paramount.”
      


  “I don’t need you to lecture me on professional ethics.” He paused for a moment. “But he said that—that he wasn’t completely
         comfortable with me?”
      


  “Yes, but I think that’s more a reflection on the fact that you’re right, he is a tough nut. For all I know, he may not like
         me once we get going in treatment.” She touched O’Bannon on the shoulder. “So you’ll call him? Today?”
      


  O’Bannon grudgingly said, “I’ll call him.”
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  Web was driving when his phone rang. He checked the readout on the screen. It was a number in Virginia he didn’t recognize.
      


  “Hello?” he answered cautiously.


  “Web?”


  The voice seemed very familiar, but nothing clicked.


  “It’s Dr. O’Bannon.”


  Web blinked. “How did you get this number?”


  “You gave it to me. During our most recent session.”


  “Look, I’ve been thinking that—”


  “Web, I talked to Claire Daniels.”


  Web felt his face growing warm. “Did she tell you we talked?” “She did. But she didn’t tell me what you had talked about,
         of course. I understand that you were in a bit of crisis and Claire tried to get hold of me before talking to you. That’s
         really why I’m calling.”
      


  “I’m not exactly following this.”


  “Well, Claire said that you two really seemed to hit it off. She seemed to think that maybe you would be more comfortable
         with her. Since you’re my patient, you and I need to consent to such an arrangement.”
      


  “Look, Dr. O’Bannon—”


  “Web, I want you to know that we were successful in the past in dealing with your issues and I think we can be again. Claire
         probably was just embellishing somewhat on your uncertainty about me. But just so you know, Claire does not have the experience
         I do. I’ve been seeing FBI agents for longer than she has. I don’t like to say this, but between you and me, Claire would
         be out of her league with you.” He paused, apparently awaiting Web’s answer. “So, we’re good, you’ll continue to see me?”
      


  “I’ll go with Claire.”


  “Web, come on!”


  “I want Claire.”


  O’Bannon was silent for a bit. “Are you sure?” he finally said curtly.


  “I’m sure.”


  “Then I’ll have Claire get in contact with you. I hope you two click,” he added brusquely.


  The line went dead and Web continued driving. Two minutes passed and the phone rang again. It was Claire Daniels.


  “I guess you feel like quite the pursued man,” she said in a disarming tone.


  “It’s nice to be popular.”


  “I like to finish what I start, Web, even if it means upsetting a colleague.”


  “Claire, I appreciate everything, and I know I told O’Bannon it was okay, but—”


  “Please, Web, I think I can help you. At least I’d like to try.”


  He thought about this for a bit as he stared over at the cardboard box. What treasures did it hold? “Can I reach you at this
         number?”
      


  “I’ll be here until five.”


  “After that?”


  He pulled into a gas station and wrote down Claire’s cell and home phone. He said he’d call her back later and clicked off.
         Web punched the numbers into his phone’s memory, pulled back onto the road and tried to think all this through. What he didn’t
         like was that she was trying really hard, maybe too hard.
      


  Web drove back to the motel room. He checked his messages at home. A few people who had seen the press conference had called
         to wish him well. And an equal number of voices he didn’t recognize were basically telling him that they wanted to punch him
         in his cowardly, messed-up face. Once Web thought he heard Julie Patterson’s voice and kids bawling in the background, but
         he couldn’t be sure. He wouldn’t exactly be at the top of the woman’s phone list.
      


  He sat on the floor with his back to the wall and suddenly felt so sorry for Julie he started to shake. Sure, things were
         going rough for him right now, but that would blow over. She had the rest of her life to work through, with the weight of
         a lost husband and child forever around her neck and four young kids to raise on her own. She was a survivor, like Web. And
         survivors hurt the most of all, for they had to pick up the pieces somehow and go right on living.
      


  He dialed the number and a child answered. It was the oldest, Lou, Jr., all of eleven years old and the man of the house now.


  “Louie, is your mom in? It’s Web.”


  There was a long pause. “Did you get our dad killed, Web?”


  “No, I didn’t, Louie. You know better than that. But we’re going to find out who did it. Go get your mom, son,” he added firmly.


  Web heard the boy plunk down the phone and walk off. While he waited, Web felt himself start trembling once more, for he had
         absolutely no idea what he would say to the woman. His nervousness grew as he heard footsteps approaching the phone and then
         it was picked up, but the person said nothing.
      


  “Julie?” he finally said.


  “What do you want, Web?” Her voice was tired. Ironically, the weary tone was more painful to Web than her angry screams at
         the church.
      


  “I wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help.” “There’s nothing you or anybody else can do.”


  “You should have somebody with you. It’s not good to be alone right now.”


  “My sister and mother came down from Newark.”


  Web took a breath. Well, that was good. Julie at least sounded calm, rational. “We’re going to find who did this, Julie. If
         it takes the rest of my life. I just want you to know that. Lou and the others meant everything to me.”
      


  “You do what you need to do, but that won’t bring them back, Web.”


  “Did you see the press conference on TV today?”


  “No. And please don’t call again.” She hung up.


  Web sat there while he absorbed this. It wasn’t that he had actually expected her to say she was sorry about trashing him
         the other day. That was far too much to expect. What bothered Web was that he felt dismissed by her. Please don’t call again? Maybe the other wives felt the same way. Neither Debbie nor Cynde nor any of the others had contacted him to see how he was
         doing. Then again, he reminded himself, their loss was much greater than his. They had lost their husbands. He had just lost
         his friends. He supposed there was an enormous difference. It was just in his case there didn’t seem to be.
      


  He ran across the street to a 7-Eleven and bought a cup of coffee. It had started to drizzle and the temperature had dropped.
         What had started as a beautiful warm day now was gray and wet, so common for this area, and so reinforcing for his suicidal
         spirits.
      


  Web returned to his room, sat on the floor and opened the cardboard box. The documents were musty, some mildewed, the few
         photos yellowed and torn. And yet he was enthralled by it all, for he had never seen these things before. Partly it was because
         he had never known his mother had kept these items from her first marriage. And he had also never searched the house for them
         before either. Why not, he wasn’t sure. Perhaps his relationship with his stepfather had smothered all interest Web had in
         dads.
      


  He arranged the photos fanlike on the floor and then examined them. His father, Harry Sullivan, had been a handsome man. Very
         tall and broad-shouldered, he had wavy dark hair worn in a greased pompadour and possessed a confident look as he stared out
         from the photo. He looked like a 1940s-era film star, young and commanding, with a mischievous gleam in his blue eyes. Web
         could see how Harry Sullivan could be attractive to a young woman who was naive perhaps despite her intelligence and her world
         travels. Web wondered what his father would look like now, after years in prison, after decades of what he assumed was a fast
         life to nowhere.
      


  In another photo, Sullivan had his arm around Charlotte’s tiny waist. The man’s arm was so long it curled around her torso
         and his fingers were placed just under her breasts, maybe even touching them. They looked very happy. Indeed, Charlotte London
         in her pleated skirt and flip hairstyle looked more beautiful, more enchanting and more excited to be alive than Web had ever
         seen her. Yet that was part of youth, he supposed. They hadn’t experienced the hard times yet. Web touched his cheek. No,
         the hard times weren’t great, and they didn’t necessarily always make you stronger. Looking at her so full of life, Web had
         a hard time believing that the woman was actually dead.
      


  As the rain started to pour harder outside, Web sat in his motel room and sipped his coffee and looked at some of the other
         items. He fingered the Sullivans’ marriage certificate. Web was surprised his mom had kept that. Then again, it was her first marriage, however awry it might have gone. His father’s signature was surprisingly small for such a big, confident-looking
         man. And the letters were badly formed, as though old Harry were embarrassed by the exercise of signing his name, unsure of
         how to make out the letters. An uneducated man, Web concluded.
      


  He laid down the certificate and picked up another slip of paper. A letter. At the top was the heading of a correctional facility
         in Georgia. The date of the letter was a year after mother and son had fled the convict that the husband and father had become.
         The letter was typewritten, but Harry Sullivan’s signature appeared at the bottom. And this signature was written bolder,
         the letters larger and more exactly formed, as though the man had been really working at it. But then, he had had a lot of
         “free” time in prison.
      


  The contents of the letter were brief. It took the form of an apology to Charlotte and Web. When he got out, he would be a
         changed man, he claimed. He would do right by them. Well, actually, the letter said that Harry Sullivan would try hard to fulfill all these promises. Web had to concede that it was perhaps brutal honesty on Sullivan’s part, not an easy
         thing for a man rotting slowly in prison. Web had conducted enough interrogations to know that steel bars and big locks and
         no future as a free person tended to make people lie shamelessly if they thought it would help their cause. He wondered if
         the divorce papers had reached his father soon after he had sent the letter. What did that do to a man in prison? His freedom
         taken and then his wife and son gone too? It certainly didn’t leave a person with much. Web had never faulted his mother for
         doing what she did, and he didn’t fault her now. Yet these little snippets of his family history made him feel a little sorry
         for Harry Sullivan, wherever he might be, dead or alive.
      


  Web put the letter aside and spent the next couple of hours going through the other contents. Most were items completely useless
         to him in tracking down his father, yet Web spent time over them all, if just to get a better feel for the man. His hand closed
         around two objects that promised a lead. One was an expired driver’s license that had his father’s photo on it, and the other,
         more importantly, was his Social Security card. These opened up all sorts of possibilities. Web also had another angle to
         work.
      


  He swallowed his pride, called Percy Bates and apologized to an almost embarrassing degree. Then he told him Harry Sullivan’s
         name, Social Security number and a guesstimate of the dates of Sullivan’s incarceration in the Georgia prison. Web had thought
         about calling Ann Lyle with this request but he didn’t want to go to that well too often. Ann had enough to do, and HRT really
         needed her full attention right now. Besides, she hadn’t gotten back to Web yet on Cove, and he didn’t want her to feel pressured.
      


  “Who is this guy?” Bates wanted to know.


  When Web had applied to join the Bureau, he had had to put down his real father’s name, and the investigators had wanted further
         particulars. He had asked his mother back then to supply more information on the man, but she had absolutely refused to discuss
         it. Web had told the investigators he didn’t know the whereabouts of his father and had no information to help them track
         him down. As far as he knew, that had been the end of it. He had passed the background check and was off and running in his
         FBI career. His last contact with his father had been at age six, and the Bureau couldn’t exactly hold it against Web that
         his father was a con.
      


  “Just some guy I need to find,” Web told Bates. Web knew that the Bureau was very thorough in its background checks and could
         very well have information about Web’s father. Web had just never felt inclined to check the file over the years. And yet
         Bates might know that Harry Sullivan was Web’s father. If so, he was lying very well.
      


  “Any connection to the investigation?”


  “No, like you said, that’s off-limits, but I’d really appreciate the favor.”


  Bates said he’d see what he could do and then hung up.


  Web packed the box away and slid it into a corner. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed his voice mail again. He had been
         obsessive about it since the courtyard and not really sure why. When he heard the voice, he was glad he was so diligent. Debbie
         Riner wanted to know if Web could come to dinner tonight. He immediately called her back and said he would. She had seen the
         piece on TV. “I never had any doubts, Web,” she said. He let out a long breath. Life seemed a lot better right now.
      


  He brought up the number he wanted on the phone screen. It was after five, so Claire Daniels wouldn’t be at her office. His
         finger hesitated over the button. And then he called her. She was in her car heading home, she told him. “I can see you first
         thing in the morning. Nine A.M.,”she said.
      


  “So, you’ve got all my problems solved?”


  “I’m efficient, but I’m not that quick.” He found himself smiling at this remark. “I appreciate you letting me counsel you.
         I know change is hard.”
      


  “Change I can handle, Claire. It’s the going crazy part that’s bothering me. I’ll see you at nine.”
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  The dinner with Debbie Riner and her children did not go nearly as well as Web had hoped. Carol Garcia was there too, with
         one of her kids. They sat around the dining room table, made small talk and mostly avoided matters having to do with the total
         destruction of their lives. When the Garcias made the sign of the cross on their chests, Web thought about what he told Danny
         Garcia before every mission. Web had been right, for God had not been with them that night. Yet all Web said was, “Would you
         pass the potatoes, please?”
      


  HRT operators didn’t really encourage support groups among their wives. In some cases it was because they didn’t want their
         spouses to gossip among themselves about their husbands. Operators showed many sides of themselves at training and during
         missions, and not all good ones. An inadvertent slip by one of them to his wife could spread like wildfire among the women
         if they seriously networked. In other cases it was to discourage the wives from collectively worrying themselves to death,
         swapping incorrect information, speculation and outright falsehoods generated by fear of where their husbands were, how long
         they would be gone, whether they were dead.
      


  The kids poked at their food, slouched in their seats and clearly did not want to be there. They treated Web, who had been
         their bosom friend, playing and joking and watching them grow up, like they had no idea who he even was. Everyone, even Debbie
         Riner’s seven-year-old daughter, who had loved Web from almost the day she was born, looked relieved when he said his good-byes.
      


  “Keep in touch,” Debbie said, pecking him on the cheek. Carol merely waved to him from a safe distance, while she clutched
         her glassy-eyed son to her wide hips.
      


  “You bet, sure thing,” Web said. “Take care. Thanks for dinner. You need anything, just let me know.” He drove off in the
         Vic, knowing he would most likely never see them again. Time to move on, that was clearly the message of the dinner.
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  At nine sharp the next morning Web stepped into Claire Daniels’s world. Ironically, the first person he saw was Dr. O’Bannon.
      


  “Web, good to see you. Would you like some coffee?”


  “I know where it is. I’ll get it, thanks.”


  “You know, Web, I was in Vietnam. Never under fire, I was a psychiatrist back then too. But I saw a lot of guys who were.
         Things happen in combat, things you never think will. But you know what, you’ll probably be stronger for it. And I worked
         with POWs who’d been tortured by the damn Viet Cong. It’s terrible what they were put through, classic physical and mental
         manipulation, ostracizing troublemakers, robbing them of every scrap of moral and physical support. Controlling their lives
         down to the position of their sleep, turning each individual against the other in the name of the group, as it was defined
         by their captors. Now, of course it’s not ethical for one psychiatrist to poach patients off the other, although, frankly,
         I was a little surprised about what happened with Claire. But I think Claire would agree that the paramount issue here is
         your best interest, Web. So if you ever change your mind about working with Claire, I’m here for you.” He slapped Web on the
         back, gave what Web assumed was intended to be an encouraging look and walked off.
      


  Claire came out of her office a few moments later, saw him and they made their coffees together. They watched as a uniformed
         repairman with a box of tools came out of the closet housing the office’s electrical and phone lines and left.
      


  “Problems?” asked Web.


  “I don’t know, I just came in,” answered Claire.


  As they were making their coffees Web checked the woman out. Claire was wearing a blouse and knee-length skirt that showed
         off nice tanned calves and ankles, but her hair, though short, was in a bit of disarray. She seemed to note Web’s observation
         and swiped at the errant strands.
      


  “I’ve been fast-walking around the building in the mornings to get a little exercise. Wind and humidity aren’t really good
         for hair.” She took a sip of her coffee and added some more sugar. “You ready?”
      


  “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


  Once in her office Claire perused two files for a bit while Web stared over at a pair of sneakers in the corner. Probably
         what she fast-walked in. He looked over at her nervously.
      


  “First of all, Web, I want to thank you for having enough confidence in me to let me take over your treatment.”


  “I’m not really sure why I did,” he said candidly.


  “Well, whatever the reason, I’m going to work hard to make sure your decision was a good one. Dr. O’Bannon wasn’t very happy
         about it, but the primary concern is you.” She held up a small file. “This is the file Dr. O’Bannon gave me when I took over
         your case.”
      


  Web attempted a weak smile. “I would’ve thought it would have been thicker.”


  “Actually, I was thinking the same thing,” was Claire’s surprising reply. “It shows the notes from a number of standard sessions;
         he prescribed various medications, antidepressants, again nothing out of the ordinary.”
      


  “So? Is that good or bad?”


  “Good, if it helped you, and I’m assuming it did, since you returned to a productive life.”


  “But?”


  “But maybe your case deserves a little more digging. I have to tell you that I am surprised that he didn’t hypnotize you.
         He’s very skilled at that, and that is usually part of his course of treatment. In fact, O’Bannon teaches a course at GW,
         where every third or fourth year he hypnotizes a student and does things like making them block out a letter from the alphabet
         so they’ll look at the word ‘cat’ on the blackboard and pronounce it ‘at.’ Or make them believe a gnat is flying around their
         ear, things like that. We do that as part of a routine to demonstrate visual- and auditory-induced hallucinations.”
      


  “I remember we talked about it the first time I saw him years ago. I didn’t want to do it, so we didn’t,” he said flatly.


  “I see.” She held up a much thicker folder. “Your official Bureau file, or at least part of it,” she said in response to his
         inquisitive look.
      


  “So I gathered. I thought they kept that confidential.”


  “You signed a release when you agreed to counseling. The file is routinely given to the therapist for help in treatment minus
         any top-secret or other sensitive information, of course. Dr. O’Bannon transferred the file to me when you became my patient.
         I’ve been going over it thoroughly.”
      


  “Good for you.” Web cracked his knuckles and looked at her expectantly.


  “You didn’t mention in our initial interview that your stepfather, Raymond Stockton, died from a fall in the house when you
         were fifteen.”
      


  “Didn’t I? Huh, I thought I did. But you didn’t take notes, so you have no way of checking, do you?”


  “Trust me, Web, I would’ve remembered that. You also told me you got along with your stepfather, didn’t you?” She looked down
         at the papers.
      


  Web felt his heart rate accelerate and his ears burn. Her interrogation technique was classic. She had baselined him and had
         just now jerked his chain using a five-hundred-pound gorilla for added leverage. “We had some differences, who doesn’t?”
      


  “There are page after page of assault claims in here. Some filed by neighbors, some by you. All against Raymond Stockton.
         Is that what you refer to as ‘some differences’?” He flushed angrily and she quickly added, “I’m not being sarcastic, I just
         want to try and understand your relationship with the man.”
      


  “There’s nothing to understand because we didn’t have a relationship.”


  Claire consulted her notes again, flipping back and forth, and Web watched every movement with growing anxiety.


  “Is the house that your mother left you the same one where Stockton died?” Web didn’t say anything. “Web? Is it the same—”


  “I heard you!” he snapped. “Yeah, it’s the same one, so what?”


  “I was just asking. So, do you think you’re going to sell it?”


  “Why do you care? Do you do real estate on the side?”


  “I’m just getting a sense that you seem to have issues about the house.”


  “It wasn’t a real nice place to have a childhood.”


  “I understand that completely, but often to get better and move on you must confront your fears head-on.”


  “There’s nothing in that house I need to confront.”


  “Why don’t we talk about it some more?”


  “Look, Claire, this is getting pretty far afield, isn’t it? I came to you because my team got blown away and it’s messed me
         up. Let’s stick to that! Forget the past. Forget the house and let’s just forget fathers. They’ve got nothing to do with me
         or who I am.”
      


  “On the contrary, they have a great deal to do with who you are. Without understanding your past I can’t help with your present
         or your future. It’s that simple.”
      


  “Why don’t you give me some damn pills and we’ll call it a day, okay? That way the Bureau’s satisfied that I did my little
         mind massage and you did your job.”
      


  Claire shook her head. “I don’t work that way, Web. I want to help you. I think I can help you. But you have to work with
         me. I can’t compromise on that.”
      


  “I thought you said I had combat syndrome or something. What does that have to do with my stepfather?”


  “We merely talked about that being one possibility for what happened to you in that alley. I didn’t say that it was the only
         possibility. We need to thoroughly explore all angles if we’re to really address your issues.”
      


  “Issues—you make it sound so simple. Like I’m moping about having acne.”


  “We can use another term if you prefer, but it really won’t affect how we approach the problems.”


  Web covered his face with his hands and then spoke through this shield. “What the hell exactly do you want from me?”


  “Honesty, to the extent you can give it. And I think you can, if you really try. You have to trust me, Web.”


  Web removed his hands. “Okay, here’s the truth. Stockton was a creep. Pills and a boozer. He never got past the sixties, apparently.
         He held some low-level office job where he got to wear a suit to work and fancied himself another Dylan Thomas on his off-hours.”
      


  “So what you’re telling me is he was some sort of frustrated dreamer, perhaps even a phony?”


  “He wanted to be more of an intellectual and more talented than my mother, and he wasn’t, not by miles. His poetry was for
         shit; he never got anything published. The only thing he had in common with old Dylan was the fact that he drank too much.
         I guess he thought the bottle would inspire him.”
      


  “So he beat your mother?” She tapped the file.


  “Is that what it says in the file?”


  “Actually, what it doesn’t say in the file is even more interesting. Your mother never filed charges against Stockton.”


  “Well, I guess we have to believe the record, then.”


  “Did he beat your mother?” she asked again, and once more Web didn’t answer. “Or did he just beat you?” Web slowly lifted
         his gaze to her, yet still said nothing. “So just you? And your mother let this occur?”
      


  “Charlotte wasn’t around a lot. She’d made a mistake in marrying this guy. She knew it, so she avoided it.”


  “I see. I guess divorce wasn’t an option.”


  “She’d done that once. I don’t think she felt like bothering with it again. It was easier just to drive off into the night.”


  “And she left you with a man who she knew abused you? And how did that make you feel?”


  Web said nothing.


  “Did you ever talk to her about it? To let her know how it made you feel?”


  “Wouldn’t have done any good. To her, the guy never existed.”


  “Meaning she repressed the memory?”


  “Meaning whatever the hell you want it to mean. We never talked about it.”


  “Were you home when your stepfather died?”


  “Maybe, I don’t really remember. I’ve sort of repressed it too.”


  “The file just said your stepfather fell. How did he fall?”


  “From the top of the attic stairs. He kept his secret stash of mind goodies up in the attic. He was wigged out, missed a step,
         cracked his head on the edge of the opening going down and broke his neck when he hit the floor. The police investigated and
         it was ruled an accidental death.”
      


  “Was your mother home when it happened, or had she gone out on one of her drives?”
      


  “What, are you pretending you’re an FBI agent now?”


  “Just trying to understand the situation.”


  “Charlotte was home. She was the one who called the ambulance. But like I said, he was already dead.”


  “Have you always called your mother by her first name?”


  “Seems appropriate.”


  “I imagine you had to feel relief at Stockton’s death.”


  “Let’s put it this way, I didn’t cry at the funeral.”


  Claire leaned forward and spoke in a very low voice. “Web, this next question is going to be very difficult, and if you don’t
         want to answer it now, fine. But in instances of parental abuse, I have to address it.”
      


  Web held up both hands. “He never touched my private parts, and he never made me touch his private parts, okay? Nothing like
         that. They asked back then and I told the truth back then. The guy wasn’t a molester. He was just a cruel, sadistic asshole
         who made up for a lifetime of insecurities and disappointments by beating the shit out of a boy. If he had messed with me
         like that, I would’ve found a way to kill him myself.” Web realized what he had just said and hastily added, “But the guy
         saved everybody the trouble by taking his tumble.”
      


  Claire sat back and put aside the file. This small measure relieved Web’s anxiety somewhat and he sat up. She said, “You obviously
         remember your time with your stepfather and loathed it for good reason. Have you thought more about any memories with your
         natural father?”
      


  “Fathers are fathers.”


  “Meaning what, you lump your real father and Raymond Stockton together?”


  “Saves the trouble of thinking about it too much, doesn’t it?”


  “The easy way out usually solves nothing.”


  “I wouldn’t know where to begin, Claire, I really wouldn’t.”


  “All right, let’s go back to the courtyard for a bit. I know it’ll be painful, but let’s go through it again.”


  Web did so and it was painful.


  “All right, the first group of people you met, you don’t remember that having any sort of effect on you?”


  “Nothing other than wondering if one of them would try to kill us or tip somebody off, but I knew the snipers had them covered.
         So other than the potential of instant death, everything was cool.”
      


  If she was put off by his sarcasm, the woman didn’t show it. That actually impressed Web.


  “All right, in your mind’s eye, picture the little boy. Do you remember any better exactly what he said?”


  “Is that really important?”


  “At this stage we really don’t know what’s important and what’s not.”


  Web sighed heavily and said, “Okay. I saw the kid. He looked at us. He said …” Web stopped here because he could see Kevin
         clearly in his mind. The bullet hole in his cheek, the slash across his forehead, he was a little wreck of a kid who had obviously
         already lived a long, crappy life. “He said … he said, ‘Damn to hell,’ that’s what he said.” He looked at her excitedly.
         “That’s it. Oh, and then he laughed. I mean, this really weird laugh, like a cackle, really.”
      


  “At which part did you feel affected?”


  Web thought about this. “I’d have to say when he first spoke. I mean, it was like this fog pushed into my brain.” Web added,
         “‘Damn to hell,’ that’s exactly what he said. It’s happening again, I can feel my fingers tingling. This is nuts.”
      


  Claire wrote some notes down and then looked at him. “That’s pretty unusual for a young boy to use that phraseology, especially
         from the inner city. Certainly ‘damn’ and ‘hell’ would be used, but ‘damn to hell’? I mean, it sounds sort of archaic, like
         from another era. Maybe Puritanical, fire and brimstone. What do you think about that?”
      


  “To me it sounds like from the Civil War or around that time, actually,” said Web.


  “It’s all very strange.”


  “Trust me, Claire, the whole night was strange.”


  “Did you feel anything else?”


  Web thought hard. “We were waiting for final orders to hit the target. Then we got them.” He shook his head. “As soon as I
         heard the orders in my earpiece, I froze. It was immediate. You remember I was telling you about the Taser guns we messed
         around with at HRT?” She nodded. “Well, it was like I’d been hit with one of those electrified darts. I couldn’t move.”
      


  “Could someone have actually shot you with a Taser gun in the alley? Could that be why you froze?”


  “Impossible. No one was that close, and the dart wouldn’t have penetrated my Kevlar. And last but not least, the thing would’ve
         still been sticking in me, right?”
      


  “Right.” Claire made more notes and said, “Now, you stated before that even though you froze, you were able to actually get
         up and move into the courtyard.”
      


  “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life, Claire. It was like I weighed two thousand pounds, nothing on me was
         working right. And it finally won and I just fell and stayed there. And then the guns started up.”
      


  “When did you start to recover?”


  Web thought about this. “It felt like years where I couldn’t move. But it wasn’t all that long. Right when the guns started
         firing, I felt everything start to come back. I could move my arms and legs, and they were burning like hell, like when your
         arm or leg falls asleep and the circulation starts going again? That’s what my limbs felt like. And it wasn’t like I needed
         them at that point, I pretty much had nowhere to go.”
      


  “So it just came back on its own? You don’t remember doing something that might have paralyzed you? Maybe a back problem suffered
         in training? Have you ever had any nerve damage? That could immobilize you too.”
      


  “Nothing like that. If you’re not in top-notch condition, you don’t go on an operation.”


  “So you heard the guns firing and the feeling started to come back to your body?”


  “Yes.”


  “Anything else?”


  “The kid, I’d seen a million just like him. And yet he seemed different. I couldn’t get him out of my head. It wasn’t just
         that he’d been shot, I’ve seen kids like that too. I don’t know. While the guns were firing I saw him again. He was crouched
         down next to the alley. Another step and he’d have been cut in half. I screamed for him to get back. I belly-crawled over
         to him. I could tell he was scared to death. He heard Hotel Team coming from one end, me from the other, these damn guns firing.
         And I could tell he was going to run for it, across the courtyard, and that’d be it. I just couldn’t let that happen, Claire.
         So many people had already died that night. He jumped and I jumped and I caught him, got him calmed down because he was yelling
         that he hadn’t done anything, and of course when a kid says that you know he’s hiding something.
      


  “Like I said, I got him calmed down. He asked if my team was dead and I told him yes. I gave him the note and my cap and shot
         the flare. I knew that was the only way Hotel wouldn’t kill him coming at them in the dark. I just didn’t want him to die,
         Claire.”
      


  “It must have been an awful night for you, but, Web, you should feel good about saving him.”


  “Should I? What did I save him for? To go back to the streets? See, this is a special little kid. He’s got a brother named
         Big F who runs one of the local drug ops. He’s bad news.”
      


  “So maybe all this could involve some of this Big F person’s enemies?”


  “Maybe.” He paused and decided whether to reveal this or not. “Somebody switched kids. In the alley.”


  “Switched kids? What do you mean?”


  “I mean the Kevin Westbrook that I saved in that alley was not the boy that delivered the note to Hotel Team. And the little
         boy that disappeared from the crime scene was not the Kevin Westbrook I saved.”
      


  “Why would somebody do that?”


  “That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question, and it’s driving me nuts. What I do know is I saved Kevin Westbrook’s butt
         in that courtyard and the kid he was switched for told Hotel Team that I was this big coward. Why would he do that?”
      


  “Sounds like he was almost trying to intentionally discredit you.”


  “A kid I didn’t even know?” Web shook his head. “Somebody was trying to make me look bad, that’s for sure, and must have told the kid just what to say. And then they waltzed right in
         and waltzed out with the fake kid. He’s probably dead. Hell, Kevin’s probably dead.”
      


  “Sounds like somebody put a lot of planning into this,” said Claire.


  “And I’d love to know why.”


  “We can only try, Web. I can help you with some of it, but the investigation part is way out of my bailiwick.”


  “It actually may be out of my league too. I haven’t really been doing much detecting over the last eight years.” He played
         with a ring on his finger. “O’Bannon gave me a little pep talk on combat syndrome when I came into the office this morning.”
      


  Claire hiked her eyebrows. “Oh, did he? His Vietnam angle?” She seemed to be trying hard not to smile.


  “I didn’t think it was the first time he’d used that line. But is that what you think it is—I mean, despite this other stuff
         with the kid?”
      


  “I can’t tell you that, Web, not yet.”


  “See, I know soldiers get that way. Folks shooting at them and they freak. Everybody can understand that.”


  She eyed him closely. “But?”


  He started talking very quickly. “But most soldiers get a little boot camp and then they’re thrown into the firestorm. They
         know nothing about killing somebody. They know nothing about what it’s like to be in the line of fire for real. Me, I’ve trained most
         of my adult life to do this job. I’ve had stuff coming at me that you wouldn’t believe, Claire. From machine gun fire to frigging
         mortar rounds that if they hit me there’d be nothing left of me. I’ve managed to kill men with most of the blood in my body
         pooling on the floor. And never once, not one damn time, did I ever lose it like I did that night. And there hadn’t even been
         one damn shot fired at that point. Tell me, how the hell is that possible?”
      


  “Web, I know that you’re looking for answers. We have to keep plugging. But I can tell you that when we’re dealing with the
         mind, anything is possible.”
      


  He stared at her, shaking his head and wondering where the hell he could get off whatever road he was on. “Well, Doc, that’s
         not a whole lot of help, is it? How much is the Bureau paying you to tell me nothing?” He abruptly got up and left.
      


  Once again Claire didn’t try and stop him, not that she could have. She had had patients walk out on her before, although
         never during their first two sessions. Claire settled back in her chair and started going over notes and then picked up a
         recorder and started dictating.
      


  Unknown to Claire, hidden in the smoke detector attached to the ceiling was a sophisticated listening device that ran off
         the building’s electrical current and also had a battery backup. Every psychiatrist and psychologist who worked here had a
         similar listening device secretly housed in his office. The phone closet in the office housed additional electronic taps,
         one of which had broken down, prompting the “repairman’s” visit that morning.
      


  These prying ears had swept up enormous amounts of intelligence on every patient who had come through the doors. Over the
         last year over one hundred FBI agents from all divisions, including undercover, Public Corruption, WFO, uptown and HRT, and
         over twenty spouses of those personnel, had come here expecting the utmost confidentiality as they revealed their secrets
         and problems. They had received anything but that.
      


  As soon as Web stormed out of the office, Ed O’Bannon slipped out as well, rode the elevator down to the garage, climbed in
         his brand-new Audi coupe and drove off. He picked up his cell phone and punched in a number. It took a few rings, but the
         phone was finally answered.
      


  “Is this a good time?” he asked anxiously.


  The party on the other end answered that it was as good as any if the conversation was short and to the point.


  “London came here today.”


  “So I heard,” said the voice. “My guy was there to repair a glitch. So how’s it going with old Web?”


  O’Bannon swallowed nervously. “He’s seeing another psychiatrist.” He quickly added, “I tried my best to stop it, but no go.”


  O’Bannon had to hold the phone away from his ear, so loud and angry was the response from the other person.


  “Listen, it’s not what I intended,” said O’Bannon. “I couldn’t believe he would actually see another psychiatrist. It came
         out of the blue… . What? Her name is Claire Daniels. She used to work for me. She’s been here for years, very competent.
         Under other circumstances there wouldn’t be a problem. I couldn’t make too much of a stink without them getting suspicious.”
      


  The other person made a suggestion that caused O’Bannon to tremble. He pulled the car off the road. “No, killing her would
         only arouse suspicion. I know London. Too well, maybe. He’s smart. If anything happens to Claire, he’ll latch on to that and
         never let it go. That’s just how he is. Trust me, I’ve worked with the man a long time. Remember, that’s why you hired me.”
      


  “But that’s not the only reason why,” said the other person. “And we pay you well, Ed. Real well. And I don’t like it one
         bit that he’s seeing this Daniels chick.”
      


  “I’ve got it under control. If I know London, he’ll come a few times and then blow the rest of it off. But if anything else
         comes of it, we’ll know it. I’ll keep on top of it.”
      


  “You better,” said the other. “And the second you no longer have it under control is the time we step in.” The line went dead
         and O’Bannon, looking very distraught, pulled back on the road and drove off.
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  Web had spent considerable time in the Vic cruising the streets near where the slaughter had taken place. He was on unpaid
         leave and not part of the official investigation. Thus he could request no backup, should he need it, nor did he have a clear
         idea of what he was looking for. The darkness of the streets was broken by the uniform glare of traffic lights. There were
         cameras at many of these intersections ostensibly to photograph drivers who ran red lights. However, Web thought they actually
         might be serving the dual purpose of surveillance devices in these high crime areas. He had to appreciate the ingenuity of
         the local criminals, though, because many of the cameras had been knocked out of their viewing lanes. Some pointed to the
         sky, others to the earth, a few at buildings, still others had been smashed. Well, so much for Big Brother.
      


  Web kept checking messages at home. No more wives had called. Cynde and Debbie had probably worked the grapevine, informed
         the others that they had done the dirty work of getting him clear of all their lives. Web could almost hear the ladies’ collective
         sigh.
      


  Web had finally made another appointment to see Claire. She did not mention his parting insult and second abrupt exit from
         her office. She merely noted the time and said that she would see him then. The woman must have a really thick skin, he thought.
      


  There were several other people in the waiting room when Web got there. None of them made eye contact and Web attempted none.
         He supposed that’s the way it was in a shrink’s waiting room. Who wanted strangers to see you attending to your insanity?
      


  Claire came out and got him with a reassuring smile and handed him a fresh cup of coffee, the cream and sugar already in it,
         just like he liked it. They settled in her office.
      


  Web slid a hand through his hair. “Look, Claire, I’m sorry about last time. I’m not usually that big a jerk. I know you’re
         just trying to help and I know none of this is easy to figure out.”
      


  “Don’t apologize for doing exactly what you should be doing, Web, which is getting all these thoughts and feelings out in
         the open so that you can deal with them.”
      


  He gave her a weak smile and said, “So where to today, Doc? Mars or Venus?”


  “To start off with let’s explore post-traumatic stress disorder and really see if it applies to your case.”


  Web inwardly smiled. Now, this he could handle. “Like shell shock?”


  “That term is very often misused, and I want to get a little more precise. Now, clinically speaking, you have probably suffered
         traumatic stress with the events that transpired in that courtyard.”
      


  “I’d probably agree with that.”


  “Well, let’s test that conclusion. If that is the diagnosis, then there are several proven methods of coping with it, including
         stress management techniques, proper nutrition and sleep patterns, relaxation drills, cognitive reframing and prescription
         anxiolytic medications.”
      


  “Damn, sounds simple,” he said sarcastically.


  She looked at him in what Web thought was a strange way.


  “Sometimes it is simple.” She looked down at her papers. “All right, have you noticed any changes in yourself physically?
         Chills, dizziness, chest pain, elevated blood pressure, difficulty breathing, fatigue, nausea, anything like that?”
      


  “The first time I went back to the courtyard and went over what happened, I felt a little dizzy.”


  “Anything since then?”


  “No.”


  “All right, have you been excessively excitable since then?”


  Web didn’t have to think long. “No, not really.”


  “Any type of substance abuse to help you cope?”


  “Nothing! I’ve been drinking less, actually.”


  “Flashbacks of the event?”


  Web shook his head.


  “Do you feel numb, wanting to avoid life, people?”


  “No, I want to find out what happened. I want to be proactive.”


  “Are you more angry, irritable or hostile than normal with people?” She looked at him and smiled. “Present company excluded.”


  Web returned the smile briefly. “Not really, Claire. I think I’ve been relatively calm, actually.”


  “Persistent depression, panic attacks, heightened anxiety or phobia formations?”


  “Nothing like that.”


  “Okay, do you have repetitive memories of the event that intrude suddenly on your thoughts? Traumatic dreams or nightmares,
         in other words?”
      


  Web spoke slowly as he picked his way through this mental minefield. “The night in the hospital, after it happened, I had
         some bad dreams. They had me drugged up, but I remember I kept apologizing over and over to all the guys’ wives.”
      


  “Perfectly natural under the circumstances. Anything since then along those lines?”


  Web shook his head. “I’ve been really busy with the investigation,” he said by way of defense. “But I think about it all the
         time. I mean, what happened in that courtyard, it crushed me. Like a pile driver. I’ve never experienced anything like it.”
      


  “But in your line of work you have experienced death before?”


  “Yes, but never to any of my team.”


  “Do you find you’ve blocked part of what happened out of your mind, something we refer to as memory dysfunction or amnesiac
         syndrome?”
      


  “No, I pretty much remember every damn detail,” Web replied wearily.


  While Claire looked down at her notes, Web blurted out, “I didn’t want them to die, Claire. I’m sorry that they did. I would
         do anything to have them back.”
      


  She looked up at him and put aside her notes. “Web, listen to me very carefully. Just because you don’t have the symptoms
         of post-traumatic stress disorder does not mean you don’t care what happened to your friends. It doesn’t mean you’re not suffering.
         You have to understand that. What I see in you is a man who is suffering all the normal symptoms of having gone through an
         ordeal that would have left most people unable to function, at least for quite a long time.”
      


  “But not me.”


  “You have unique skills, years of training and a psychological makeup that aided you considerably in being selected for HRT
         in the first place. I’ve learned a lot more about HRT since you came to me. I know that the physical pounding and stress they
         put you through is extraordinary, but the ordeal they put you through mentally is even more daunting. Because of both your physical and psychological makeup, you can deal with more than just about anyone, Web. You survived that courtyard,
         obviously not just with your life but also with your mind intact.”
      


  “So I don’t have post-traumatic stress disorder?”


  “No, I don’t think that you do.”


  He looked down at his hands. “Does this mean we’re done?”


  “No. Just because you’re not traumatized over what happened in that courtyard doesn’t mean you don’t have some issues that
         need working through. Perhaps some issues that have been with you since long before you joined HRT.”
      


  He sat back, instantly suspicious; he couldn’t seem to help himself. “Like what?”


  “That’s what we’re here to talk about. You mentioned that you felt a part of your colleagues’ families. I’m wondering if you
         ever wanted a family of your own.”
      


  Web thought about this for a while before answering. “I always thought I’d have a big family, you know, lots of sons to play
         ball with and lots of daughters to spoil, let them wrap old dad around their pretty little fingers, and me smiling all the
         way.”
      


  Claire picked up her pad and pen. “And why didn’t you?”


  “Years got away from me.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Isn’t that enough?”


  She looked at his face, both the good and the bad. Web turned away just like he had last time.


  “Do you always do that?”


  “Do what?”


  “Turn the injured side of your face away when someone looks at it.”


  “I don’t know, I don’t really think about it.”


  “It seems to me, Web, that you think very carefully about everything you do.”


  “Maybe you’d be surprised.”


  “We haven’t talked about personal relationships. Are you dating anyone?”


  “My job doesn’t leave a lot of time for that.”


  “Yet the other men on your team were all married.”


  “Maybe they were just better at it than me,” he said curtly.


  “Tell me, when did you receive the injuries to your face?”


  “Do we really have to go there?”


  “It seems as though you’re uncomfortable with this. We can go on to something else.”


  “No, what the hell, I’m not uncomfortable about it.” He stood, took off his jacket, and while Claire watched in growing amazement,
         Web undid the top button on his shirt to reveal the bullet wound on his neck. “I got the injuries to my face right before I got this injury.” He pointed to the wound on the base of his neck. “Some white supremacists called the Free Society took over a school in
         Richmond. While my face was on fire, one of them got me with a .357 Magnum round. Nice clean wound, went right through me.
         Another millimeter to the left, I’m either dead or a quad. Now, I got another one, but I won’t show you the hole. It’s right
         here.” He touched the wound near his armpit. “That bullet was what we in the business call a Chunneler round. You know, like
         the tunnel under the English Channel and those monster drills that dug it? It is damn wicked ordnance, Claire, steel-jacketed.
         It spirals into you at about Mach Three. And if anything gets in its way, it’s pulverized. It went right through me and then
         killed the guy behind me who was looking to pop my head open with a machete. If it had been a dum-dum round instead of steel-jacketed,
         the bullet would still be in me and I’d be dead from a machete sticking in my skull.” He smiled. “I mean, can you believe
         the timing on that one?”
      


  Claire looked down, remaining silent.


  “Hey, Doc, don’t look away, you haven’t seen the best yet.” She glanced up as he cupped his chin with his hand and angled
         the damaged side of his face so it was fully on display for her. “Now, this beauty came from a flame gusher that almost took
         out my good buddy Lou Patterson—you know, the late husband of the woman who dissed me to the whole world? I’m sure you saw
         that on TV, right? Damn shield melted right to my face. They tell me a doctor and a nurse fainted when they saw me at the
         hospital in Richmond. The whole side was a raw, open wound. Somebody said I looked like I had already decomposed. Five operations,
         Claire, and the pain, well, let me tell you the pain just doesn’t come any better. They had to strap me down more than a few
         times. And when I saw what was left of my face, all I wanted to do was put a gun in my mouth and chew on a round, and in fact
         I almost did. And after finally getting past all of that and checking out of the hospital, it was really fun to see how the
         women ran screaming when they saw old Web coming their way. My little black book just went right down the old toilet. So,
         no, I really don’t date that often, and marriage just seemed to take a backseat to important things like taking out the garbage
         and cutting the grass.” He sat back down and buttoned his shirt. “Anything else you want to know?” he asked amiably.
      


  “I actually saw the Bureau press conference where they revealed a lot about how you received your injuries. What you did was
         incredibly heroic. Yet it seems like your view of yourself is someone who is unattractive and unacceptable to women.” Then
         she added, “And I’m also wondering if you think you would have made a good father.”
      


  Damn the woman, she just didn’t quit. “I’d like to think so,” he said evenly, trying very, very hard to keep his temper in
         check.
      


  “No, I’m asking you if you do think so.”
      


  “What the hell kind of question is that?” he said angrily.


  “Do you think if you had children, you would have ever abused them?”


  Web came halfway out of his chair. “Claire, I’m about two seconds from walking out of here! And not coming back.”


  She stared him down. “Remember, when we first started therapy, I said you had to trust me. Now, therapy is not easy, Web,
         particularly if you have issues you don’t want to address. All I’m trying to do is help, but you need to deal straight with
         me. If you want to waste time with histrionics, that’s your call. I’d prefer to be more productive.”
      


  Psychiatrist and lawman stared at each other for a very long moment. Web finally was the one to blink and he sat back down.
         He had just achieved a much better appreciation for Romano’s plight with Angie. “I wouldn’t have beaten my kids. Why would
         I, after what Stockton did to me?”
      


  “What you say seems perfectly logical. However, the reality is that most parents who abuse their children were also abused
         as children. It’s not as easy as learning from our parents’ mistakes because our emotional psyche doesn’t work that efficiently.
         And children aren’t equipped to think that way. They are powerless to resist the abuse and thus they repress the hatred and
         anger and feelings of helplessness often over many years. It doesn’t just go away by itself, this boiling pot of confusion,
         feelings of betrayal or the low self-esteem that accompanies the abused child—Daddy or Mommy can’t love me because they hit
         me and it must be my fault, because Daddy and Mommy can do no wrong. Abused children grow up and have children, and sometimes
         they work through their problems and become outstanding parents. Other times, the anger and hatred that has lain dormant for
         so long comes out and is directed at their own children, just as it was done to them.”
      


  “I would never raise my hand to a child, Claire. I know what I do for a living might make me seem that way, but I’m not like
         that.”
      


  “I believe you, Web. I really do. But more to the point, do you believe you?”
      


  His face flushed again. “You are really throwing me here, lady.”


  “Let me phrase it more directly, then. Do you think it just possible that your decision not to marry and have children may
         have come from the fact that you were abused and you feared you may abuse your own children? It’s not unheard of, Web; it’s
         really not. Some might claim it’s the ultimate sacrifice, in fact.”
      


  “Or the ultimate running away from your problems.”


  “Some might claim that too.”


  “What do you think?”


  “It could very well be you’re both. But if that is the reason you’ve held back from marriage and a family, we can work through
         it, Web. And while I can understand how the injuries to your face might make it difficult for some women to be attracted to you, don’t think all women are like that, because they’re not.”
      


  He shook his head and then stopped, glanced up at her, held her gaze. “When I was sitting out in the middle of Montana during
         yet another standoff with yet another group pissed off at the government, I’d spend my morning watch drawing beads on the
         guys with my sniper rifle as they passed by the window. I spent several hours every day just waiting for the moment when I’d
         have to kill one of them. That sort of thing just wears you down, Claire, the waiting-to-kill part. So when I was off watch,
         sitting under the stars in the evenings out there in the middle of nowhere Montana, I used to write letters home.”
      


  “To whom?”


  Web looked a little embarrassed and took a few moments to get going, for he had never revealed this before to anyone. “I pretended
         I had kids.” He shook his head and couldn’t even look at her now. “I even made up names like Web Junior, Lacey. My youngest
         was Brooke, with red hair and teeth missing. And I’d write them all letters. I actually sent them to my house, so they’d be
         waiting there when I got home. In the middle of waiting to kill a bunch of losers in Montana who were so outgunned it wasn’t
         even funny, I’m writing to Brooke Louise and telling her Daddy will be home soon. I actually started believing I had a family
         back home. It’s really the only thing that got me through, because I finally did have to pull that trigger and the population
         of Montana dropped by a couple.” He stopped and wiped his mouth, swallowed what seemed to Web like a mountain of belly bile
         and stared at the carpet. “When I got home, there were all those letters waiting for me. But I didn’t even read them. I already
         knew what they said. The house was empty. No Brooke Louise.”
      


  He finally looked up. “That’s pretty crazy, isn’t it?” he said. “Writing letters to kids you don’t even have?”


  Without trying to, Web could see that he had finally gotten to Claire Daniels.
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  When Web left Claire’s office and saw the two people conversing in low voices in the waiting area, he blanked for a second,
         because the context was wrong. O’Bannon was standing there, and that fit, for the man worked here, after all. The woman he
         was there with, though, she shouldn’t be here. When she glanced over and saw Web standing there, Debbie Riner actually gasped.
      


  O’Bannon saw Web too and came over to him, his hand extended.


  “Web, I didn’t know you were going to be in today. I guess there was no way I would know, Claire and I don’t exactly share
         calendars, bit of an ethical nightmare if we did.”
      


  Web didn’t take the doctor’s hand; he kept staring at Debbie, who seemed frozen, like she had just been caught in a tryst
         with O’Bannon.
      


  O’Bannon looked between them. “Do you two know each other?” Then he smacked his forehead and answered his own question. “HRT.”


  Web moved over to Debbie, who was pulling a tissue out of her purse.


  “Deb? You’re seeing O’Bannon?”


  “Web,” O’Bannon said, “that’s really confidential.”


  Web waved the little man off. “Yeah, I know, top secret.”


  “I never liked this common waiting area—it’s not good for patient privacy, but there’s no other configuration possible,” O’Bannon
         said, though the two were clearly not listening to his complaint. Finally, he said, “See you, Debbie.” To Web he said, “Take
         it easy, Web. I’m sure Claire’s doing wonders for you.” He looked at Web inquiringly.
      


  She is, Doc, Web wanted to say. The woman’s doing such wonders for me, she’s driving me nuts.


  Web held the door for Debbie and they walked to the elevators. She wouldn’t look at him and Web felt himself growing red in
         the face, with anger, embarrassment, he wasn’t quite sure what.
      


  He finally said, “I’m seeing a shrink to help me through what happened. I guess you are too.”


  She blew her nose and finally looked at him. “I’ve been seeing Dr. O’Bannon for well over a year, Web.”


  Again he stared blankly at her, and didn’t even hear the elevator doors open.


  “Are you going down?” Debbie wanted to know.


  They got out on the street and were about to go off in different directions when Web swallowed his confusion and said, “You
         got time for a cup of coffee, Deb?” He was absolutely certain that she wouldn’t have any time at all for the likes of him.
      


  “There’s a Starbucks around the corner. I know the lay of the land quite well around here.”


  They sat with their Grande cups in a lonely corner while shiny machines whirred, slurped and sputtered for their thirsty customers.


  “Over a year, you say? You’ve been seeing a shrink all that time?”


  Debbie stirred sprinkles of cinnamon deep into her cup. “Some people are in therapy their whole lives, Web.”


  “Yeah, other people. Not people like you.”


  She looked at him in a way she never had before. “Let me tell you about people like me, Web. When Teddy and me were first
         married he was regular military. I knew what I was in store for, assignments overseas where no one spoke your language, or
         else in swampy backwater USA where you had to drive a hundred miles to go to the movies. But I loved Teddy and I went, eyes
         wide open. Then he went Delta. And the kids started coming, and while we mostly stayed in one place, Teddy never was in that
         place. Half the time I didn’t know where he was. Dead or alive. I’d read about it in the newspaper or see it on CNN like everybody
         else. But we got through that. Then he joins HRT, and I thought it might actually be better. My God, nobody told me HRT was
         even crazier than Delta, Web, or that my husband would be gone more than he ever was before. I could take it when I was twenty
         with no kids. I’m not twenty anymore, Web. And I’ve got three kids that I raised pretty much on my own, on Teddy’s paycheck,
         which, after all those years of serving his damn country, was about what a cashier at Kmart earns. I was there every day for
         my children and all my youngest wants to know is, why did Daddy have to go away? Why can’t Daddy come home? And I have absolutely
         no answer to give her.”
      


  “He died fighting the good fight, Deb. He died for his country.”


  Her fist came down so hard on the table, the slurping customers all turned and stared. “That’s a bunch of bullshit and you
         know it.” With a monumental effort, she gathered herself.
      


  To Web, the woman seemed like an erupting volcano desperately trying to recall its lava.


  She said, “He made his choice. He wanted to be with his buddies and his guns and his adventures.” Her voice grew calmer, sadder.
         “He loved you guys. He loved you, Web. God, you have no idea how much he did. Far more than he cared about me, or even his own kids, because he didn’t know
         them half as well as he knew you. You guys fought together, you saved each other’s lives, each day you walked in harm’s way
         and were good enough and trained hard enough to make it through. As a team. The greatest damn team there ever was. He talked
         to you about things he never would with me. He had this whole other life I could never be a part of. And it was more exciting,
         more of a rush than anything else he had.” She spread her arms wide. “How can a mere wife and family compete with all that?
         Teddy would only tell me things here and there about what he was doing, just little tidbits to keep peace in the family.”
         She shook her head. “There were so many days I hated all of you for taking him away from us.” She put a tissue to her eyes
         to catch the tears.
      


  Web wanted to put his hand out and touch her, but he didn’t know if that would be welcome. He felt guilty of grand and awful
         crimes, and he never realized he’d even been indicted.
      


  “Did Teddy go to therapy too?” he asked quietly.


  Debbie wiped her eyes clear and took a sip of her coffee. “No. He said if anyone at HRT found out he was seeing a shrink they’d
         throw him off the team, that there was no room for guys with weaknesses on HRT. And, besides, he said, he had no reason to
         go to a shrink. There wasn’t anything wrong with him, even if I had some crazy problem. He didn’t want me to go, but I put my foot down for once in my life. I had to, Web, I had
         to talk to somebody. And I’m not the only HRT wife who’s seeing a psychiatrist. There are others, like Angie Romano.”
      


  Angie Romano! Web wondered if she came to talk about Paulie. Maybe he beat her. No, more likely she beat Paulie. “I’m sorry you weren’t happy, Deb. You deserve to be.” At his house Web had a hundred pictures of himself and
         his Charlie buddies doing fun things together. And not one wife appeared in any of those photos because they had never been
         invited to come. Web had judged others without walking in their shoes. It was not a mistake he cared ever to repeat, for the
         exposure of one’s ignorance could be so devastating and complete.
      


  She looked at him, reached out and touched his hand, even attempted a smile. “So, now that I’ve unloaded on you like a ton
         of bricks, how’s your therapy going?”
      


  Web shrugged. “It’s going. I’m not sure where. I know it doesn’t come close to what you lost, but it suddenly occurred to
         me that those guys were all I had in my life. And they’re gone and I’m still here and I’m not sure why. I don’t think I’ll
         ever be sure why.”
      


  “I’m sorry what Julie Patterson did to you. She’s totally screwed up. She was never that stable to begin with. She resented
         you guys, I think, most of all.”
      


  “Julie could do it to me again and I’d take it again,” he said flatly.


  “You should get out now, Web. You’ve paid your dues. You’ve damn well served your country. You’ve given enough. They can’t
         ask for any more of you.”
      


  “I figure after about thirty years of psychobabble, I’ll be as good as new.”


  “It does work, Web. O’Bannon’s even hypnotized me; got me to think about things I never thought I could. I guess they were
         hidden really deep inside.” Debbie gripped his hand more tightly. “I know the dinner at my house was awful. We didn’t know
         what to say to you. We wanted to make you feel comfortable, but I know we didn’t. I’m surprised you didn’t run out screaming
         before dessert.”
      


  “It wasn’t your job to make me feel comfortable.”


  “You’ve been so good with everybody’s kids over the years. I want you to know how much we all appreciated that. And there’s
         not one of us who isn’t glad you survived. We all know how you’ve risked your life over the years to keep our husbands alive.”
         She reached across and touched the damaged side of his face, sliding her soft fingers up and down the rough, jerry-rigged
         surface and Web did not pull away.
      


  “We all know the price you’ve paid, Web.”


  “Right now it seems worth it.”
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  Toona popped back into the driver’s seat and closed and locked the door. He stretched out a long arm and handed the envelope
         back to Francis, who was sitting in the rear section of seats in the jet-black Lincoln Navigator. Macy sat in the middle section,
         a pair of sunglasses on, though the vehicle’s glass was tinted. He wore an ear radio and a holstered gun. Peebles was not
         with them.
      


  Francis looked at the envelope but didn’t take it. “Where’d you get this, Toona? Don’t be handing me shit you ain’t know where
         it comes from. I taught you better’n that.”
      


  “It’s clean. They already checked it out, boss. Don’t know where it come from, but it ain’t no letter bomb or nuthin’.”


  Francis snatched the letter away and told Toona to drive on. As soon as his hand touched the object in the envelope, Francis
         knew what the letter was. He opened it and took out the ring. It was small and gold and wouldn’t have even fit over his pinky,
         but it had fit Kevin’s middle finger just fine when Francis had bought it for him. On the inside of the ring was engraved
         the names Kevin and Francis. Actually, it read, FRANCIS AND KEVIN. FOR LIFE.
      


  Francis felt his hands begin to shake and he quickly glanced up and saw Toona staring at him the rearview mirror. “Drive the
         damn car, Toona, or you’re gonna find your sorry ass in a Dumpster with my whole pistol mag in your damn head.”
      


  The Navigator pulled away from the curb and sped up.


  Francis looked down at the envelope and carefully slipped the letter out. It was all block print, something you might see
         in some mystery show. Whoever had Kevin was asking—no, telling Francis to do something if he wanted to see the boy alive again.
         What they were telling him to do was odd. Francis would have expected a demand for money or for him to give up all or part
         of his territory and he would have done it, gotten Kevin back and then tracked down his abductors and killed all of them,
         probably with his bare hands. But there was no such demands, and thus Francis was confused and suddenly more afraid for Kevin
         than he already had been, because he had no clue as to what these people were up to. He had seen first-hand the motivations
         that made people do everything from taking someone’s money to taking someone’s life. He thought he’d seen it all. And from
         the contents of the letter these people were obviously aware of something that Francis was too, something special about the
         location of the building where all the Feds had gotten shot up.
      


  “Where’d this letter come from, Toona?”


  Toona’s gaze in the rearview mirror caught his. “Twan said it was at the downtown place. Somebody slipped it under the door.”


  The downtown place was a condo that was one of the few places that Francis used more than a couple times. It was held in the
         name of a corporation whose sole purpose was to allow Francis the drug lord to actually own something legally without the
         police knocking his door down. He had fixed it up nicely, with original artwork of some ghetto brothers he admired and who
         were trying to do almost the impossible and live life straight. That’s right, Francis Westbrook was a patron of the arts of
         sorts. And the condo was also filled with custom-made furniture that was big enough and sturdy enough to allow him to lounge
         on it without breaking it. The address of the condo had been one of his most jealously guarded secrets and it was the one
         place where he could actually relax. Now someone had discovered the location, had violated the place, and Francis knew he
         could never go back there.
      


  He folded up the letter and put it away in his pocket, but he held the tiny ring in his big hand and looked at it. Then he
         slipped the photo out of his shirt pocket and looked at it. It had been taken on Kevin’s ninth birthday. Francis had the boy
         on his shoulders. They had gone to a Redskins game and had on matching jerseys. Francis was so big that most people at the
         stadium thought he was a Redskin. That’s right, big and black, must be good for nothing except playing ball for outrageous
         bucks. He remembered, though, that Kevin had thought that very cool. Better than your old man being a drug dealer, he supposed.
      


  And what did his son really think of him, the man he believed was his big brother yet who was really his daddy? What did he
         think when he got caught in a cross-fire intended to kill Francis? Francis remembered holding Kevin with one arm, shielding
         him from more harm, while his other hand held a gun and he was firing at the sons of bitches who had turned a birthday party
         into a kill zone. Couldn’t even take him to the damn hospital, had to give him to Jerome. And Kevin screaming that he wanted
         his brother and Francis not being able to do anything about that, because the cops were all over D.C. General after the shootout.
         They were just waiting for men with bullets in them to show up, and on would go the cuffs. The cops had been looking for a
         long time for some excuse to put his butt away. And Francis would’ve left on a nice lengthy visit to some super-max prison
         for the benign act of dropping his wounded son off so doctors could save his life.
      


  He felt tears welling up in his eyes and he tried hard to push them away. He could only recall crying twice in his life. When
         Kevin was born, and when Kevin had been shot and almost killed. His plan had always been to make enough money to last him
         two lifetimes, his and Kevin’s. Because when Francis retired from the “bizness” and left for his little island somewhere,
         his son was coming with him, away from the drugs and the guns and the premature deaths happening all around them. Maybe he
         would even summon the courage to tell Kevin the truth: that he was his father. He wasn’t really sure why he had created this
         lie about being his big brother. Was he afraid of fatherhood? Or were lies just an essential part of Francis Westbrook’s life?
      


  His cell phone rang, just like the letter said it would. They must be watching him. He slowly held it up to his ear.


  “Kevin?”


  Toona turned his head around when he heard the name. Macy sat impassively.


  “You all right, little man? They treating you okay?” Francis said into the phone. He nodded at the answer he heard. They spoke
         for about a minute and then the line went dead. Francis put down the phone.
      


  “Mace?” he said.


  Macy instantly turned and looked at him.


  “Mace, we got to get to this Web London dude. Things have changed.”


  “You talking killing or information exchange? You want him to come to us, or us go to him? Be better if he found us, if you’re
         talking info. You want him dead, though, I’ll go to him and it’s done.”
      


  Macy was always logical like that. He read your mind, thought for himself, reviewed the possibilities and took the pressure
         off his boss from having to do all the analysis, making all the tough decisions. Francis knew that Toona would never be like
         that, and even Peebles was limited in that capacity. Damn ironic that a little white boy with a vicious streak would become
         his number one kind of guy, his soul mate of sorts as much as black and white could be.
      


  “Info, for now. So he comes to us. How long you reckon?”


  “He’s been seen nosing around in that Bucar of his probably looking for clues. I’d say it wouldn’t take all that long. He
         comes our way, we got a nice carrot to dangle in front of him.”
      


  “Let’s do it. Oh, and Mace, nice call on that other thing.” Francis glanced at Toona.


  “Just doing my job,” replied Macy.
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  Kevin looked up at the man as he put the phone away.
      


  “You did real good, Kevin.”


  “I want to see my brother.”


  “One step at a time. You just talked to him. See, we’re not bad people. Hell, we’re into family stuff, see.” He laughed in
         a way that made Kevin think he wasn’t into family at all. He rubbed his finger where his ring had been.
      


  “Why you let me talk to him?”


  “Well, it’s important that he knows you’re okay.”


  “So he do what you tell him to do.”


  “Damn, you really are one smart kid. You want a job?” He laughed again, turned and left, locking the door behind him.


  “What I want,” Kevin called after him, “is out of here.”









  24


  Web had not read a paper in several days. He finally bought a copy of the Washington Post and went through it over coffee at a table near the large fountain at the Reston Town Center. He had been making slow circles
         of the Washington metropolitan area and racking up some serious motel bills for the Bureau. Web occasionally looked up and
         smiled at the kids climbing up on the ledge and throwing pennies into the fountains while their mothers held on to their shirttails
         so they wouldn’t go plunging into the water.
      


  He had gone through Sports, Metro, Style, working his way backward to the front section. On page A6 his nonchalant attitude
         disappeared. He reread the article three times and looked closely at the accompanying photos. When he sat back and digested
         it all, he found himself coming to conclusions that didn’t seem possible, so far-fetched were they. He touched the damaged
         side of his face and then pressed a finger against the spot of each bullet hole. After all this time was he going to have
         to confront it again?
      


  He punched his speed dial. Bates wasn’t in. Web had him paged. The guy called back a few minutes later. Web told him about
         the article.
      


  “Louis Leadbetter. He was the judge down in Richmond who tried the Free Society case. Gunned down. Watkins was the prosecuting
         attorney in the case. He goes in his house and it implodes. All on the same day. And then you got Charlie Team. We were the
         team that responded to the Richmond Field Office’s request. I killed two of the Freebies myself before I got my face toasted
         and two holes in me. And then you have Ernest B. Free himself. Busted out of prison, what, three months ago? One of the guards
         was paid off, got him out in a transfer van and ended up with his throat slit for his trouble.”
      


  Bates’s reply was surprising. “We know all that, Web. We’ve had our computers crunching that stuff, and then those two deaths,
         murders, happened. And there’s something else.”
      


  “What?”


  “You better come on down.”
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  When Web arrived at the WFO, he was escorted to the strategic operations room that had all the bells and whistles one would
         expect at the deep-pocketed crime-busting federal behemoth, including the standard-issue copper-coated walls, sophisticated
         interior security system, white noise at all vulnerable portals, retinal and palm scanners, stacks of high-powered computers,
         video equipment and, most important, fresh coffee in high quantities and a mound of hot Krispy Kreme doughnuts.
      


  Web poured himself a cup and said hello to some of the folks scurrying around the large room. He looked at computer-generated
         diagrams of the courtyard and its environs that had been tacked to large boards and mounted on the walls. There were pins
         at various places on the diagrams that represented, Web knew, significant points of evidence or clues. The bustle of feet,
         the nonstop clack of computer keys, the ringing of phones, the rustle of paper and the ballooning body-heat index told Web
         that something was up. He had been part of these war room operations before.
      


  “Oklahoma City set the standard way too high,” said Bates with an ironic smile as Web sat down across from him. “Now everybody
         expects us to examine a few hunks of metal, check a few videotapes, run a few plates, hit some computer keys and bingo, we
         have our man hours later.” He dropped his legal pad on the table. “But it almost never works that way. Like everything else,
         you need some breaks. Well, we just got a bunch telegraphed to us. Somebody definitely wants us to know he’s out there.”
      


  “I’ll take a lead however it comes in, Perce. Whoever it is can’t control how it’s followed up.”


  “You know I really hated it when you left WFO to go climb ropes and shoot big guns. If you’d stuck with me, you might have
         made a decent FBI agent one day.”
      


  “You make your bed, you lie and die in it. You said there was something else?”


  Bates nodded and slid a news clipping over to Web, who looked down at it.


  “Scott Wingo … that name rings a bell.”


  “Yeah, he defended our friend Ernest B. Free. I wasn’t at the trial, of course. I was still recuperating. But the guys who
         were there talked about Wingo.”
      


  “Slick and smart. He cut his guy a sweetheart deal. And now he’s dead.”


  “Murdered?”


  “Atropine was applied to his telephone receiver. You pick up the phone, you naturally press it against your skin, near your
         nostrils and such. Atropine is absorbed through the membranes much faster than via the bloodstream. Causes your pulse to go
         into over-drive, breathing constricted, can make you hallucinatory, all within an hour or so. If you have bad kidneys or other
         circulatory problems so the body can’t quickly rid itself of the stuff, that would speed up the poison’s effect. Wingo was
         diabetic, had heart problems and was confined to a wheelchair, so atropine was the perfect choice. He went in alone on Saturdays,
         so nobody would be around to help when he started feeling the atropine hit him. And on weekends he was known to return a lot
         of calls, or so the folks in Richmond tell us.”
      


  “So whoever killed him knew both his medical history and his work routine?”


  Bates nodded. “Leadbetter got shot when he turned on the light to read an article another judge supposedly told him about.
         The marshal who took the call said it was a Judge Mackey. Of course, it wasn’t.”
      


  “The phone again.”


  “That’s not all. Watkins’s neighbor was pulling out of his driveway at the time Watkins was walking up to his house. He told
         police that he saw Watkins reach into his pocket and pull out his phone. The guy couldn’t hear the phone ringing, but he said
         it looked like Watkins was answering a call. Gas in the house, he hits the talk button. Boom.”
      


  Web said, “Wait a minute. A cell phone isn’t like a light switch. It doesn’t have the right type and amount of electrical
         spark to ignite gas.”
      


  “We examined the phone, or what was left of it. The forensic folks actually had to scrape it off Watkins’s hand. Someone had
         planted a solenoid inside the phone that would cause the exact type of spark necessary to ignite that gas.”
      


  “So somebody had to snatch his phone, probably while he was asleep or away from it for any length of time, plant the solenoid
         and then they had to be watching him when it happened to get the timing that exact.”
      


  “Yep. We checked the logs for Watkins’s and the marshal’s phones. Both calls were made with disposable calling cards you buy
         with cash and then discard. No record.”
      


  “Like undercover agents use. I take it yours hasn’t surfaced yet?”


  “Forget our undercover.”


  “No, I’ll just come back to him later. So what’s the latest on Free?”


  “Nothing. It’s like the guy’s gone to another planet.”


  “Is the organization still active?”


  “Unfortunately, yes. You probably remember they disavowed being part of the hit on the school in Richmond and Ernie wouldn’t
         rat on his soul mates, said he’d planned the job himself without their knowledge, so there went that case. The other gunmen
         were dead, two of them thanks to you. We couldn’t crack any of the other members and get them to testify, so the Free Society
         was never even charged with anything. They laid low for a while because of all the negative publicity, but word is they’re
         coming back with fresh blood.”
      


  “Where are they now?”


  “Southern Virginia, near Danville. You better believe we’ve got that place covered. We figured old Ernie would head there
         after his escape. But so far, nothing.”
      


  “After all this, can’t we get a search warrant for their headquarters?”


  “What, we go to the magistrate and say we’ve got three murders, six if you count Watkins’s family, and we think this Free
         Society might be behind them, but we’ve got absolutely no evidence linking them to the hit on HRT or anybody else? Wouldn’t
         the ACLU just love to hit that one out of the park?” Bates paused. “It all makes sense though. Prosecutor, judge, perfect
         motive for revenge.”
      


  “But why the defense lawyer? He saved Ernie from lethal injection. Why take him out?”


  “That’s true, but you’re not talking about rational people, Web. For all we know, they’re pissed because their fellow madman
         served one day in prison. Or maybe Ernie had a falling out with the guy and when he got out he decided to take them all out.”
      


  “Well, at least that should end the killings. There’s nobody left.”


  Bates reached in a file and pulled out another slip of paper and a photograph. “Not quite. You remember there were two teachers
         gunned down at the school too.”
      


  Web took a deep breath as the painful memories came flooding back. “And the boy, David Canfield.”


  “Right. Well, one of the slain teachers was married. And guess what? Her husband was killed three days ago in western Maryland
         while driving home late one night from work.”
      


  “Homicide?”


  “Not sure. It was a car crash. Police are still investigating. Looks like a hit and run.”


  “Telephone involved?”


  “There was one in the car. After we contacted them, the police said they would check the phone logs to see if he received
         a call right before the crash.”
      


  “How about the other teacher’s family?”


  “The husband and kids moved to Oregon. We’ve contacted them and they’re under twenty-four-hour surveillance right now. And
         we’re not stopping there. You remember David Canfield’s parents? Bill and Gwen?”
      


  Web nodded. “I was in the hospital at MCV for a while. Billy Canfield came to visit me a couple of times. He’s a good guy.
         He took the loss of his son really hard, who wouldn’t? I never met his wife, and I haven’t seen Billy since.”
      


  “They moved. Live up in Fauquier County now, run a horse farm.”


  “Anything strange happen to them?”


  “We contacted them as soon as we made the connection. They said nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. They knew about
         Free’s escape. And to quote Bill Canfield, he said he doesn’t want our help and he hoped the bastard came after him because
         he’d just love to blow his head off with a shotgun.”
      


  “Billy Canfield is no shrinking violet. I could tell that when he came to the hospital to see me; rough, tough and opinionated.
         Some of my team who testified at the trial told me he was a pretty loud presence there too. Came close to contempt citations
         a couple of times.”
      


  “He ran his own trucking firm and then sold it after his kid died.”


  “If the Frees are behind the killings in Richmond, Fauquier County is a lot closer than Oregon. The Canfields really could
         be in danger.”
      


  “I know. I’ve been thinking of taking a ride out there and trying to talk some sense into him.”


  “I’ll go with you.”


  “You sure about that? I know that what happened at that school in Richmond is something you’d be better off not revisiting.”


  Web shook his head. “That’s not something you ever put behind you, Perce, I don’t care how much time goes by. The two teachers
         died before we got there. I couldn’t do anything about that, but David Canfield was killed on my watch.”
      


  “You did more than anybody could have, including almost getting killed. And you got a permanent badge from it right there
         on your face. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”
      


  “Then you really don’t know me.”


  Bates studied Web closely. “Okay, but let’s not forget about you, Web. If wiping out Charlie Team was the Frees’ goal, they
         haven’t accomplished it yet. You’re the last man standing.”
      


  Barely, thought Web. “Don’t worry, I look both ways before crossing the street.”
      


  “I’m serious, Web. If they tried once, they’ll try again. These people are fanatics.”


  “Yeah, I know. Remember, I got the ‘permanent badge.’”


  “And another thing. At the trial Wingo filed that countersuit against HRT and the Bureau for wrongful death.”


  “That was bullshit all the way.”


  “Right. But it allowed them to make some discovery on HRT. The Free Society probably learned some things about your methods,
         procedures and such. It could have helped them in setting up the ambush.”
      


  Web hadn’t considered this yet. It actually made a lot of sense.


  “I promise if I get any weird-ass phone calls, you’ll be the first to know. And I’ll check my receiver for atropine. Now tell
         me about this undercover. Maybe the Frees are involved, but they had to have some inside help. Now, I know he’s black and
         it’s hard for me to believe the Frees would work with a man of color, but we can’t afford to discount anything right now.
         You told me Cove was a loner. What else do you know about him?” Web hadn’t heard back from Ann Lyle on his inquiries into
         Cove, so he had decided to go right to the source.
      


  “Oh, lots of stuff. It’s right in that file over there, marked ‘FBI Undercover Agents, All You Ever Wanted to Know.’”


  “Perce, this guy could be the key.”


  “He’s not! Take my word for it.”


  “All I’m saying is I worked these kind of cases. And contrary to what you think, I didn’t forget how to be an FBI agent when
         I joined HRT. I had a great teacher, and don’t let that swell your head. And another pair of eyes is another pair of eyes.
         Isn’t that what you always beat into me?”
      


  “That’s not how it works, Web, sorry. Rules are rules.”


  “I seem to remember you telling me differently way back when.”


  “Times change, people change.”


  Web sat back and pondered whether he should play his trump card. “Okay, what would you say if I told you something you don’t
         know but that could be important?”
      


  “I’d say why the hell didn’t you tell me before?”


  “I just figured it out.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “Do you want to hear it or not?”


  “And what’s in it for you?”


  “I give you info on the case, you do the same for me.”


  “How about I make you tell me for nothing?”


  “Come on, for old times’ sake.”


  Bates tapped the file in front of him. “How do I know it’s really something I can use?”


  “If it’s not, then you owe me nothing. I’ll trust your judgment.”


  Bates eyed him for a few more moments. “Go.”


  Web told him about the switch with Kevin Westbrook. As he went on, Bates’s face grew more florid and Web could tell the man’s
         pulse was nowhere near sixty-four and had probably left double digits far behind.
      


  “When exactly did you figure this out? And I want it to the minute.”
      


  “When I was having a beer with Romano and I mentioned that the Kevin Westbrook I saw had a hole in his cheek from a bullet
         wound. The kid he had, he said, didn’t. Cortez corroborated that. And don’t go after those guys. I told them I’d fill you
         in ASAP.”
      


  “Sure you did. Who would switch the kids and why?”


  “Not even a good guess. But I’m telling you the kid I saved in the alley and the kid Romano turned over to the ‘alleged’ FBI
         agent were two different boys.” He tapped the table. “So what’s your judgment? Worth it or not?”
      


  In answer Bates opened a file, although he recited the facts from memory. “Randall Cove. Age forty-four. Been with the Bureau
         his whole career. He was an All-American tailback from Oklahoma but blew out his knees before the NFL draft. Here’s a recent
         photo.” Bates slid it across and Web looked at the face. The guy had a short beard, dreadlocks and eyes that could only be
         described as piercing. The vitals said he was a big man, about six-three, two-forty. He looked powerful enough to take on
         a grizzly and maybe win. Web hunched forward and while he pretended to study the picture in greater depth he was actually
         reading as much as he could from the file Bates had open. His years as an FBI agent had left him with many tricks to help
         his short-term memory retention until he could write things down. And he had also become very proficient at reading upside
         down.
      


  Bates said, “He could take care of himself, knew the street better than most kingpins. And cool under pressure.”


  “Yeah, Princeton white-breads named William and Jeffrey just never seem to fit in with Drug Town, USA, I wonder why,” said
         Web. “You mentioned before that he didn’t have a wife or kids. So he never married?”
      


  “No, his wife’s dead.”


  “And they didn’t have kids?”


  “He did.”


  “What happened to them?”


  Bates shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It happened a while back.”


  “I’m all attention.”


  Bates let out a long breath and didn’t seem like he was going to start talking.


  “I lost my whole team, Perce, I’d kind of appreciate full disclosure here.”


  Bates sat forward and clasped his hands in front of him. “He was working an assignment in California. Heavy cover because
         it involved the Russian mob, and those guys will fire a missile up your ass for coughing around them. They make the Mafia
         look like preschoolers.” Bates stopped there.
      


  “And?”


  “And his cover got blown. They traced his family.”


  “And killed them?”


  “Slaughtered would be more like it.” Bates cleared his throat. “I saw the photos.”


  “Where was Cove?”


  “They had intentionally diverted him away so they’d have a free hand.”


  “And they didn’t go after him too?”


  “They tried, later. They waited until he buried his family, nice guys that they were. And Cove was waiting for them when they
         came.”
      


  “And he killed them?”
      


  Bates started blinking rapidly and Web noted a sudden tic over the man’s left eye.


  “Slaughtered. I saw those photos too.”


  “And the Bureau just let this guy keep working? What, they don’t believe in early retirement for agents with butchered families?”


  Bates spread his hands in resignation. “The Bureau tried, but he wouldn’t go. He wanted to work. And to tell you the truth,
         after what happened to his family, the guy worked longer and harder than any UC we ever had. They transferred him to WFO to
         get him out of California. Let me tell you, he got into places we were never able to get into before. We got convictions on
         serious large-scale operators all across the board because of Randall Cove.”
      


  “Sounds like a hero.”


  Bates finally smoothed out his tic. “He’s unorthodox, goes his own way a lot, and the higher-ups can only take so much of
         that, even from the undercover dudes, slaughtered family or not. But none of it really stuck to Cove. I can’t say it hasn’t
         hurt his career, I mean, it’s not like the Bureau has a place for a guy like this outside of undercover, and I’m sure he knew
         that too. But he plays the Bureau games. Always covered his back. You take the dirt with the good and the guy always delivered.
         Until now.”
      


  “And the trace on his family by the Russians—would that have been in any way the Bureau’s screw-up?”


  Bates shrugged. “Cove didn’t seem to think so. He’s been plugging away ever since.”


  “You know what they say about revenge, Perce, it’s the only dish best eaten really cold.”


  Bates shrugged again. “Possibly.”


  Web was just starting to get worked up. “You know, it just gives me the warm fuzzies that a guy like that was able to stay
         in the Bureau and maybe lead my team down the primrose path to Armageddon to avenge his wife and kids. Don’t you guys have
         some kind of quality control over this shit?”
      


  “Earth to Web, undercover agents are a different breed. They live a lie all the time and sometimes they get in too deep and
         get turned or just go nuts all on their own. That’s why the Bureau switches people in and out, changes assignments and lets
         them recharge their batteries.”
      


  “And they did all that with Cove? Switched him out, let him recharge his dreadlocks? Gave him crisis counseling after he buried
         his family?” Bates was silent on this. “Or was he so good at his job that they just let him keep rocking along until he finally
         erupted all over my team?”
      


  “I’m not going to discuss that with you. I can’t discuss that with you.”
      


  “What if I told you that was unacceptable bullshit?”


  “What if I told you, you were getting way too close to the line?”


  The men glared at one another until the fires died down.


  “And his snitches? Were they all-pro too?” asked Web.


  “Cove always played it close. He had access to them only, not anybody else. That’s not exactly Bureau procedure, but like
         I said, you couldn’t argue with the guy’s results. Those were his rules.”
      


  “So we know any more about this target? You said it was the financial guts of some drug op. Whose?”


  “Well, there’s some difference of opinion about that.”


  “Oh, swell, Perce. I love a puzzle at both ends.”


  “This stuff is not an exact science, Web. The area where your mission went down is controlled pretty much by one crew, Big
         F’s—I told you that.”
      


  “So it was his operation we were hitting in that building.”


  “Cove didn’t think so.”


  “He didn’t know for sure”


  “What, you think the bad guys carry union cards or ID reading, ‘I’m a member of X crew’?”


  “So what was Cove’s opinion?”


  “That the money operation was that of a much bigger player. Maybe the ring supplying a drug called Oxycontin to the D.C. area.
         You heard of it?”
      


  Web nodded. “DEA guys talk about it all the time down at Quantico. You don’t have to drug-lab the stuff or worry about sneaking
         it past customs. All you have to do is get your hands on it, which you can a dozen different ways, and then start printing
         money.”
      


  “A criminal’s Nirvana,” added Bates dryly. “It’s one of the most potent and frequently prescribed painkillers on the market
         right now. It blocks pain signals from the nerves to the brain and gives you a feeling of euphoria. Normally, it works on
         a twelve-hour time release, but if you crush it or smoke it you get a brain rush that some say is almost equal to heroin.
         It also can throw the abuser into respiratory arrest, which it has frequently.”
      


  “Nice little side effect. Are you telling me you have no idea who his inside guy might have been?”


  Bates tapped the file in front of him. “We have some ideas. Now, this is totally unofficial.”


  “At this point, I’ll take rumors and lies.”


  “For Cove to get in as deep as he was, we figure the snitch has to be in the inner circle, pretty tight. He was working the
         Westbrook angle when he stumbled into the Oxy piece. But I have to presume that whomever he was using to infiltrate Westbrook’s
         operation is the person who helped him get on to this new development. Antoine Peebles is Westbrook’s COO, for want of a better
         term. He runs a damn tight ship and it’s largely because of him that we haven’t been able to lay a finger on Westbrook. Here’s
         Westbrook, and the other one is Peebles.” He slid across two photos.
      


  Web looked at them. Westbrook was a monster, far bigger even than Cove. He looked like he’d been through a war, his eyes,
         even staring out from the paper two-dimensionally, had the keenness that you always saw in survivors. Peebles was an altogether
         different picture.
      


  “Westbrook is a warhorse. Peebles looks like he should be graduating from Stanford.”


  “Right. He’s young and we figure Peebles is the new breed of drug entrepreneurs, not as violent, more businesslike and ambitious
         as hell. Word on the street is that someone’s looking to band all the local distributors together, to make them more efficient,
         enhanced bargaining power up the line, economies of scale, a real business approach to it.”
      


  “Sounds like old Antoine may want to be CEO instead of just COO.”


  “Maybe. Now, Westbrook came up through the streets. He’s seen and done it all, but we’ve heard that he may be looking for
         an exit from the drug business.”
      


  “Well, Peebles may have a different agenda if he’s the one behind the organization of the local crews. But giving away valuable
         stuff to Cove doesn’t exactly figure with being the heir apparent. If you bust the operation, what does Peebles have left
         to run?”
      


  “That’s a problem,” conceded Bates.


  “Who else is in the picture?”


  “Westbrook’s main muscle. Clyde Macy.”


  Bates handed him the photo of Macy, who, to put it kindly, looked like he should be taking up space on death row somewhere.
         Macy was so white he looked anemic; a skinhead with the sort of calm yet merciless eyes that Web associated with the worst
         serial killers of his experience.
      


  “If Jesus saw this guy coming at him, he’d scream for a cop.”


  “Apparently Westbrook only works with the best,” commented Bates.


  “How did Macy fit in with all the brothers? He looks like a white supremacist.”


  “Nope. Apparently just doesn’t like hair. We don’t know much about him before he came to D.C. Though we could never prove
         it, he was believed to be a foot soldier for a couple kingpins who got sent to federal Shangri-La in Joliet. After that he
         came to D.C. and joined Westbrook. He has a well-deserved rep on the street for loyalty and extreme violence. A real crazy-ass,
         but professional in his own way.”
      


  “Just as any good criminal should be.”


  “His first big act of malice was putting a meat cleaver in his grandma’s head because, he claimed, she was shortchanging him
         at dinnertime.”
      


  “How come he’s walking around free after a murder rap like that?”


  “He was only eleven, so he did time at a juvie detention center. Since then, the only crime the guy’s committed is three speeding
         tickets.”
      


  “Nice guy. Mind if I keep these photos?”


  “Help yourself. But if you run into Macy in a dark alley or a well-lit street, my advice to you would be to run.”


  “I’m HRT, Perce. I eat guys like him for breakfast.”


  “Right. Keep telling yourself that.”


  “If Cove’s really as good as you say, then he didn’t just walk into an ambush. Something else is going on.”


  “Maybe, but everybody makes mistakes.”


  “Did you confirm that Cove didn’t know when we were coming?”


  “I did. Cove was not told the date of the hit.”


  “How come he didn’t know?”


  “They didn’t want any leaks, and he wasn’t going to be there anyway, so he didn’t qualify as a need-to-know.”


  “That’s great, you didn’t trust your own undercover. That doesn’t mean he couldn’t have gotten the information from another
         source. Like WFO?”
      


  “Or like HRT?” Bates shot back.


  “And the potential witnesses being there, was that intel from Cove?” Bates nodded. “You know, Perce, it would have been nice
         to know all this up front.”
      


  “Need-to-know, Web. And you didn’t need to know that to do your job.”


  “How the hell can you say that when you don’t have a damn clue how I do my job?”


  “You’re getting close to that line again, my friend. Don’t push it!”


  “Does anybody give a damn that six men were killed in the process?”


  “In the grand scheme of things, Web, no. Only people like you and me care.”


  “So, anything else I don’t need to know?”
      


  From his large stack of documents Bates pulled out a very thick expandable file, slid out one of the manila folders and opened
         it. “Why didn’t you tell me Harry Sullivan was your old man?”
      


  Web immediately rose and poured himself another cup of coffee. He didn’t really need the extra caffeine, but it gave him time
         to think of a response or a lie. When he sat back down Bates was still looking over the file. When he glanced at Web, it was
         clear Bates wanted an answer to that question before he would give up the material.
      


  “I never really thought of him as my father. We parted company when I was barely six. To me, he’s just a guy.” After a moment,
         he asked, “When did you find out he was my father?”
      


  Bates ran his finger down one of the pages. “Not until I pulled your entire background-check file. Frankly, looking at this
         arrest and conviction record, I’m surprised he had time to get your mother pregnant. Lotta stuff in here,” he added enticingly.
      


  Web wanted to snatch the file out of Bates’s hands and run from the room. However, he just sat there, staring at the upside-down
         pages, waiting. The bustle of the room had receded for him now. It was just him, Bates and, on those pages, his father.
      


  “So why are you suddenly so interested in, as you say, ‘just a guy’?” asked Bates.


  “I guess you get to a certain age, things like that start to matter.”


  Bates put the folder back and slid the entire file across to Web. “Happy reading.”
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  The first thing Web noticed when he got back to the motel was that there was a fresh oil patch in the parking space he had
         been using. Nothing unusual, really, for another guest could have used that spot, though it was directly in front of Web’s
         unit. Before he unlocked the door, he checked out the doorknob while pretending to fumble for his room key. Unfortunately,
         even Web could not tell if the lock had been picked or not. It hadn’t been forced, but somebody who knew what he was doing
         could pop the simple lock in the time it took to sneeze and leave not a trace.
      


  Web opened the door, his other hand on the butt of his gun. It took him about ten seconds to discover that no one was in the
         tiny room. Nothing was out of place, and even the box he had taken from his mother’s attic was there, each piece of paper
         exactly where he had left it. However, Web had five different types of tiny booby traps set up throughout his room and three
         of them had been tripped. Over the years, Web had developed this system whenever he was on the road. Well, whoever had searched
         his room was good but not perfect. That was comforting, like knowing the four-hundred-pound brute you were about to rumble
         with had a glass chin and occasionally wet his bed.
      


  Ironic, that while he’d been meeting with Bates, someone had searched his room. Web had never been naive about life, because
         he had seen the worst of it, as both a child and an adult. Yet the one thing he had always thought he could count on was the
         Bureau and all the people who gave it life beyond the technical forms and guns. For the first time in his career, that faith
         had been shaken.
      


  He packed his few belongings and was on the road within five minutes. He went to a restaurant near Old Town Alexandria, parked
         where he could see his car through the restaurant’s window, ate his lunch and made his way through Harry Sullivan’s life.
      


  Bates had not been joking. Web’s old man had been a guest of some of the finest correctional facilities the country had to
         offer, most of them in the South, where Web knew they grew some exceptionally fine human cages. His father’s offenses were
         myriad yet had a common theme: They were typically low-level financial crimes, business scams, embezzlement and fraud. From
         some of the old court transcripts and arrest records in the file, Web could see his old man’s main weapon had been a smooth
         tongue and more chutzpah than any one human being should be toting around.
      


  There were various photos of his father in the file, from the front, right and left sides, with the little line of prisoner
         identification numbers running underneath. Web had seen many mug shots of arrested people, and they all looked remarkably
         the same: stricken, terrified, ready to slice wrist or blow out temple. Yet in all his mug shots Harry Sullivan was smiling.
         The bastard was grinning, like he had put one over on the cops, even though he was the one busted. But his father had not
         aged well. He was no longer the handsome man he had been in the photos in the attic box. The last series of shots showed a
         very old man, though he was still smiling, albeit with fewer teeth. Web had no reason to care about him, yet it was difficult
         for him to witness the man’s decline in all its impersonal Kodak glory.
      


  As Web read some of the trial testimony of his father, he couldn’t help but laugh in places. One slick operator emerged from
         the lines of dialogue as the cagey con battled with prosecutors determined to put him away.
      


  “Mr. Sullivan,” asked one D.A., “is it not true that on the night in question you were—”


  “Begging your pardon, lad, but what night would that be again? Me memory’s not what it was.”


  Web could almost see the lawyer rolling his eyes as he answered, “The twenty-sixth of June, sir.”


  “Ah, that’s right. Go on, now, lad, you’re doing fine. I’m sure ye mum’s proud of yer.”


  In the transcript the court reporter had typed parenthetically, “Laughter in courtroom.”


  “Mr. Sullivan, I am not your lad,” replied the lawyer.
      


  “Well, forgive me, son, for I’m not quite experienced in such matters, and I surely meant nothing by it. Truth is, I don’t
         know what to be calling you. Though in the ride over from the jail to this fine courthouse I heard others call you names I
         wouldn’t be saying to me dearest enemy in the world. Words that woulda made me poor God-fearing mum roll over in her good
         Catholic grave. Attacking your honesty and integrity, and what man can be standing for mucha that?”
      


  “I could care less what criminals say about me, sir.”


  “Begging your pardon, son, but the worst of it be coming from the guards.”


  “Laughter again,” the stenographer had typed. Huge thunders of laughter, Web concluded, judging from the regiment of exclamation
         points tacked on the end.
      


  “Can we continue, Mr. Sullivan?” said the lawyer.


  “Ah, now, you be calling me Harry. It’s been me name since me Irish arse came into this world.”


  “Mr. Sullivan!” This came from the judge, Web read, and in those two words he seemed to sense a long laugh, though Web was
         probably wrong. But the judge’s last name was O’Malley, and perhaps he and Harry Sullivan shared a hatred of the English, if nothing else.
      


  “I certainly won’t be calling you Harry,” said the lawyer, and Web could almost see the righteous indignation on the man’s
         features for having to carry on such a conversation with a common criminal and getting the worst of it.
      


  “Well, now, lad, I know it’s your job to put me old, withered self into a cold, dark cell where men treat other men with no
         dignity atall. And all over a wee misunderstanding that might amount to nothing more than bad judgment, or perhaps a pint
         or two more than I should have had. But even so, you call me Harry, for though you’ve got to see this terrible deed through,
         there’s no reason we can’t be friends.”
      


  As Web finished the file on that particular chapter in his father’s life, he had to note, with some satisfaction, that the
         jury had acquitted Harry Sullivan on all counts.
      


  The last crime his father had been sent to prison for had gotten him twenty years, by far his longest sentence. So far he
         had punched fourteen years of the time in a prison in South Carolina that Web knew to be a sweat-hole one short step from
         hell, and he had six more years to go unless he got paroled or, more likely, died behind bars.
      


  Web took the final bite of his pastrami and the last swallow of his Dominion Ale. There was one more file to check. It did
         not take long to read and left Web stunned and even more confused.
      


  The Bureau was good; they left no stone unturned. When they checked somebody’s background out, damn it, man, you were checked
         out. If you were applying to work at the Bureau in any capacity, they talked to everybody you had any contact with in your
         entire life. Your first-grade schoolteacher, your paper route manager, even the pretty girl you had taken to the prom and
         subsequently slept with. And they had no doubt also spoken with her father, to whom you had to explain your miserable conduct
         afterward when the secret got out, even though it was his innocent little girl who had ripped off your pants and brought the
         extra-lubricated condoms. Your Boy Scout troop leader, your in-laws, the bank manager who had turned down your first car loan,
         the woman who cut your hair—nothing, absolutely nothing was sacred when the FBI was on the case. And damn if they hadn’t managed
         to track down old Harry Sullivan.
      


  He had been newly ensconced in his little South Carolina retirement cell, and he had given the background-checking agents
         his two cents on Web London, his son. “My son.” It was a phrase Harry Sullivan had used thirty-four times during the meeting
         because Web took the time to count them.
      


  Harry Sullivan gave “my son” the best damn recommendation anyone could give another person, though he had only known “my son”
         for the first six years of his life. But according to Harry Sullivan, a proper Irishman could tell if “my son” had what it
         took from nearly the day the diapers came off. And his son had what it took to be the finest FBI agent there ever was or ever
         would be and they could quote him on that. And if they wanted him to come up to Washington to tell the powers-that-be that
         very thing, he gladly would, though it would be with leg and arm shackles he’d be trooping in, yet his heart would still be
         bursting with pride. There was nothing on earth that was too good for “my son.”
      


  Web continued reading and his head dropped lower and lower as he did so, and then finally it almost hit the table with Harry
         Sullivan’s last written statement: “And would the good agents, the fine agents,” he’d begun, mind telling “my son” that his
         father has thought about him every day over all these years, never once letting him out of his heart, and though it was not
         likely that they would ever hook up again, that Harry Sullivan wanted “my son” to know that he loved him and wanted the best
         for him? And to not think too badly of the old man for how things had turned out? Would the good agents mind telling “my son”
         that, for he’d be much in their debt if they did. And he would be proud to buy them each a pint or two if the opportunity
         ever arose, though the prospects did not look at all promising for that, given his current living arrangements, though one
         just never knew.
      


  Well, they never had told Web anything. Web had never seen this report until right this minute. Damn the Bureau! Was there
         never any room to bend the rules? Did everything have to be lockstep, their way or the highway? And yet Web could have discovered
         this information years before if he had really wanted to. He just hadn’t wanted to.
      


  The next thought that hit Web made his features turn grim. If the Bureau had sent Claire Daniels Web’s file, was she already
         privy to some or all of this information regarding Harry Sullivan? If so, why hadn’t she bothered to tell him that?
      


  Web packed the file up, paid his bill and walked back to the Vic. He drove to one of the Bureau’s motor pools, switched vehicles
         and drove a late-model Grand Marquis out another gate not visible from the street he had come in on. The Bureau wasn’t exactly
         rolling in available Bucars, but the Grand had come in for a ten-thousand-miler, and Web had persuaded the supervisor that
         he deserved a nicer set of wheels than the twenty-year vet uptown at HQ the car was assigned to. If anyone had a problem with
         that, Web had added, go talk to Buck Winters, he’s my best friend.
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  Bates was still in the strategic ops room when the man entered. Bates looked up and did his best to keep the dismay off his
         face. Buck Winters sat down across from him. The crease on his suit was Bureau letter-perfect, the shine on his wing tips
         equally regulation. The insertion of his pocket handkerchief looked like it had been done with a ruler. The man was tall,
         broad-shouldered, with confident, intelligent features, a walking poster boy for the FBI. Maybe that’s how he had risen so
         far.
      


  “I saw London leaving the building earlier.”


  “Just checking in per his orders.”


  “Oh, I’m sure he is.” Winters laid his palms flat on the table and seemed to study every feature on Bates’s face. “Why the
         hell do you care so much about that guy?”
      


  “He’s a good agent. And like you said, I was sort of his mentor.”


  “That’s not something I’d lay claim to, frankly.”


  “He’s almost gotten himself killed for this place a lot more than you or me.”


  “He’s a hothead. All those HRT guys are. They’re not part of us. They go their own way and thumb their noses at the rest of
         us, like they’re somehow better. What they really are is a bunch of alphas with big guns just itching to use them.”
      


  “We’re all on the same team, Buck. They’re a specialized unit that takes care of stuff nobody else can. Yeah, sure, they’re
         cocky, who wouldn’t be? But we’re all FBI agents; we’re all working toward the same goal.”
      


  Winters shook his head. “You really believe that?”


  “Yeah, I really do. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”


  “They’ve also been the cause of some of the Bureau’s worst moments.”


  Bates dropped his file. “That’s where you’re dead wrong. The Bureau throws them into the fire on a moment’s notice and when
         something pops, usually because of knuckleheaded orders from the top that any guy on the front lines expected to execute said
         orders could tell you in a heartbeat won’t work, they take all the heat. I’m actually surprised they haven’t ask to be split
         off from us.”
      


  “You’ve never played the games you need to, to move up here, Perce. You’re at the glass ceiling or, in your case, the steel
         ceiling. There’s no getting through it.”
      


  “Well, I like right where I am.”


  “Piece of advice: When you stop rising here, you eventually start falling.”


  “Thanks for the career advice,” Bates said curtly.


  “I’ve been getting your memos on the investigation. Frankly, they’re pretty sparse.”


  “So are the results of the investigation.”


  “Cove, what’s the status? You were sort of vague on that.”


  “Not much to report.”


  “I trust you’re working under the assumption that any Bureau undercover who hasn’t shown after all this time is either dead,
         or if he isn’t dead, he’s been turned and the way we should be looking for him is through an APB.”
      


  “Cove hasn’t turned.”


  “So you’ve talked to him? Funny, I didn’t see that in any of your reports.”


  “I’m still feeling my way. But I did receive information from Cove.”


  “And what did our illustrious undercover say about this mess?” “That he thinks he was set up.”


  “Gee, that’s stunning,” said Winters sarcastically.


  “That he doesn’t want to come in because he thinks the rat is somewhere in the Bureau.” Bates stared hard at Winters when
         he said this, though he wasn’t really sure why. It wasn’t like Winters would be leaking secrets, would he? “He knows all about
         the leaks happening and the blown missions. He thinks what happened to HRT was another one of those.”
      


  “Interesting theory, but I’m assuming he has no proof of that.”


  That question struck Bates as odd. “None that he cared to share with me,” he answered. “I’ve got it under control, Buck. I
         know how busy you are, and I don’t want to clutter your legendary vision with small details. You have my word that if anything
         big is going down, you’ll know beforehand. That way you can do the media circus. You’re really good at that.”
      


  Winters could hardly have missed the sarcasm yet apparently chose to ignore it. “If I remember correctly, you and Cove were
         really tight at one time. California, right?”
      


  “We worked together.”


  “About the time his family got hit.”


  “That’s right.”


  “A disaster for the Bureau.”


  “Actually, I always thought it was a disaster for the Cove family.”


  “What’s got me puzzled is how all this went down. As I understand it, Cove had discovered a drug crew’s financial operations
         in that building.”
      


  “And HRT was called up to hit it,” said Bates. “There were potential witnesses in there. HRT specializes in getting those
         kind of folks out alive.”
      


  “Boy, they really did a bang-up job of that. They couldn’t keep themselves alive.”


  “They were set up.”


  “Agreed. But how? If not Cove, how?”


  Bates thought back to his meeting with Randall Cove at the cemetery. Cove believed there was a leak inside the Bureau that
         accounted for all the things going wrong. Bates studied Winters for a moment. “Well, in order to accomplish something like
         that I would suppose that somebody would have to have inside information of the highest order.”
      


  Winters sat back. “Of the highest order. From inside the Bureau, you’re saying?”


  “Inside is inside.”


  “That’s a very serious allegation, Bates.”


  “I’m not alleging anything. I’m just pointing out one possibility.”


  “It would be a hell of a lot easier to turn one undercover agent.”


  “You don’t know Randall Cove.”


  “And maybe you know him too well. So well, you can’t see the forest for the trees.”


  Winters rose. “No surprises, Bates. Nothing substantial goes down unless I know about it ahead of time. Clear?”


  As Winters left, Bates muttered under his breath, “Waco clear, Buck.”
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  Web was in his car when Ann Lyle called.
      


  “Sorry it took me so long, but I wanted to get something solid for you.”


  “That’s okay. I just got some stuff on Cove from the Bureau; understandably it was like pulling teeth.”


  “Well, I got you someone.”
      


  “Who? Cove?”


  “I’m good, but I’m not that good, Web. I’ve drummed up a D.C. police sergeant who was a regular contact of Cove’s when he
         worked the WFO beat years ago.”
      


  “A local cop as a contact for an FBI undercover? How’s that?”


  “It’s not unusual for UCs to use a cop they trust to act as a go-between, Web. Cove had one of those during his first stint
         here, and the guy’s willing to talk to you.”
      


  He pulled the car over, grabbed pen and paper and wrote down the name Sonny Venables, who was still a uniform in D.C.’s First
         District. Ann also gave him the man’s number.
      


  “Ann, anybody else got hold of the Venables angle?”


  “Not that Sonny said, and I think he would’ve mentioned it. He was Cove’s informal contact on his first tour through D.C.,
         and that was a long time ago. Some folks might not make the connection. Though Sonny Venables tends to stand out,” she added.
      


  “You sound like you know him.”


  “Web, honey, when you’ve been around as long as I have, you tend to know everybody. I worked a lot with the D.C. cops.”


  “And Venable’s willing to talk to me? Why?”


  “The only thing he said was he had heard of you. And I threw my two cents in, for what it was worth.”


  “But we still don’t know his take on things?”


  “I guess that’s up to you to find out.” Ann clicked off.


  Web called the number. Venables wasn’t in, and Web left his name and cell number. Venables called him back twenty minutes
         later and the two arranged to meet later that afternoon. Web also asked him another question and Venables said he would see
         what he could do. If the guy could give Web a handle on Cove, then Web might be able to follow it up. However, something was
         bothering Web about Bates, namely that he had never told Web that Cove had worked at WFO before his stint in California. Not
         that it really mattered. He had given Web a look at the guy’s file, and Web would have picked it up on his own, he supposed.
         He just hadn’t had enough time to go through the man’s entire history. But why not tell Web?
      


  Venables had asked Web to meet him in the early afternoon at a bar around the area of his beat, nothing unusual about that.
         Web knew that that way you could quench your thirst and maybe overhear some info that might help you crack a case later. Cops
         were nothing if not efficient with their time.
      


  Sonny Venables was white, mid-forties and a veteran of almost twenty years on the force, he told Web as they were buying their
         beers. He was over six feet tall and beefy, the kind of body mass one got from pumping lots of weights; the man looked like
         he could military-press a semi. He wore a baseball cap that read ALL FISHERMEN GO TO HEAVEN and wore a leather jacket with the NASCAR logo on the back. His neck was almost as thick as his very wide head. His voice
         had a twangy commonsense southern charm to it, and Web noted the circular outline of a can of tobacco chew in the back pocket
         of his jeans as they walked to a booth in the bar. They found a quiet corner and settled down with their beers.
      


  Venables worked the night shift, he told Web. He liked it, more excitement. “Be hanging it up soon, though, right at twenty
         years. Go off and fish, drink beer and watch fast cars go around a little track the rest of my time, like most good cops do.”
         He smiled at his own words and took a long pull of his Red Dog beer. From the juke-box Eric Clapton was going on and on about
         Layla. Web looked around. Two guys were playing pool in the back room, a stack of twenty-dollar bills and a couple of Bud
         Lights siting on the edge of the table. They occasionally glanced over at the booth, but if they recognized either Venables
         or Web, they made no sign of it.
      


  Venables eyed Web over the rim of his beer mug. The man’s face held enough wrinkles to be considered experienced and craggy.
         A man who had seen a lot in life, mostly bad, Web judged, just like him.
      


  “Always wondered about you HRT guys.”


  “What’s to wonder? We’re just cops with a few more toys at our disposal.”


  Venables laughed. “Hey, give yourself some credit. I got a few FBI buddies who tried out for HRT and came back with their
         tails between their legs. Said they’d rather deliver a damn baby with just a stick between their teeth for the pain than go
         through that again.”
      


  “From the picture I saw of Randall Cove, he looked like he could’ve cut it at HRT.”


  Venables studied the head on his beer for a bit. “You’re probably wondering what Randy Cove had in common with the likes of
         a redneck-looking gent like myself?”
      


  “It crossed my mind.”


  “We grew up together in a backwater of Mississippi so small it never really did have a name. We played sports together all
         the way through because there wasn’t much else to do around there. And our little backwater was state football champs two
         years in a row. We also played together at Oklahoma.” Venables shook his head. “Randy was the greatest running back I ever
         saw, and the Sooners have turned out more than their share of those. I was fullback. First string, three years running, just
         like him. Blocked for Randy on every play. Threw my body in there like a damn runaway train and loved every minute of it,
         though I’m really starting to feel the effects of it now. See, you just needed to get Cove a little bit of daylight and that
         boy was gone. I’d look up from a pile of bodies and he’d already be in the end zone, usually with a couple of guys hanging
         on him. We were national champs our senior year and he was the reason. Oklahoma didn’t believe in the forward pass back then.
         We just handed the damn ball off to Randy Cove and let him do his thing.”
      


  “Sounds like a friendship that would endure.”


  “It did. I never had the talent to play pro ball, but Randy sure as hell did. Everybody, and I mean everybody, wanted him.”
         Venables stopped there and ran his fingers along the top of the table. Web decided to just wait the man out.
      


  “I was with him at the combine when he blew out his knees. We both knew it, as soon as it happened. It wasn’t like it is today.
         Just go in and clean it up and then you’re back on the field the next year pretty much good as new. His career was over. Just
         like that. And football, man, football was all he had. We sat on that damn field and cried together for nearly an hour. I
         never even did that at my own mama’s funeral. But I loved Randy. He was a good man.”
      


  “Was?”


  Venables played with the pepper shaker and then sat back, tilted his cap farther up on his head and Web saw a lock of curly
         gray hair spring out.
      


  “I take it you know what happened to his family,” said Venables.


  “I heard about some of it. Why don’t you tell me what you know.”


  “What’s to tell? Bureau screwed up and it cost Randy his wife and kids.”


  “You saw him back then?”


  Venables looked like he wanted to throw his beer in Web’s face. “I was a damn pallbearer at the funerals. You ever carry a
         four-year-old’s casket?” Web shook his head. “Well, let me tell you, that’s something you don’t ever forget.”
      


  “Is that what Cove told you, that it was the Bureau’s fault?”


  “Didn’t really have to tell me. I was a cop. I know how those things shake down. Ended up in D.C. because my wife’s from here.
         Randy started out with the Feds here too. I guess you know that. Used me as a go-between because he knew he could trust me,
         and that’s a rare thing in his line of work.”
      


  “It seems to be a rare thing in a lot of lines of work.”


  The two men shared a knowing look that seemed to come at a good time, perhaps strengthening a fledgling bond.


  “Then Randy got transferred out to California and that’s where his family got hit.”


  “I understand he took out his revenge.”


  Venables laid a cold gaze on Web, a look that clearly said the man had far more secrets than he would ever care to part with.
         “Wouldn’t you have?”
      


  “I guess maybe I would. Cove must really be something. The Russians are no lightweights.”


  “Try growing up the wrong color in shit-poor Mississippi.” Venables leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table. “I heard
         about you. From the papers, some from Ann Lyle.” He stopped and seemed to be checking Web out. Then Web realized Venables
         was staring at the messed-up side of Web’s face.
      


  “In almost twenty years on the force, I’ve pulled my gun maybe a dozen times, and fired it on six occasions. Four times I
         missed what I was shooting at, and twice I didn’t. I’ve never been hurt on the job, not even a hangnail, and that’s something
         to brag about in this town, especially these days. Now I’m in the First District, which isn’t lily white and rich Northwest,
         but it’s not exactly the Sixth and Seventh Districts in Anacostia, where your team got shot up. And I have great respect for
         guys on the thin blue line who’ve taken it and gotten back up. You seem like a damn walking ad for that.”
      


  “I never asked to be.”


  “Point is I respect you or else I wouldn’t be sitting talking to you. But the thing is you’ll never get me to believe that
         Randy has done anything wrong. I know undercover work screws with your mind and Randy’s got no reason to feel good about the
         Bureau, but what happened to your team is not something he’d ever be a party to, I want you to understand that.”
      


  “And I want you to understand that while you seem sincere as hell and I wouldn’t mind sharing another beer with you some other
         time, I can’t accept a statement like that at face value.”
      


  Venables nodded in understanding. “Well, you’d be a real dumb-shit, I guess, if you did.”


  “He could’ve walked away. I checked on that. Bureau offered him a new life, full pension. Why do you think he didn’t take
         it?”
      


  “And, what, spend the next forty years mowing his grass in a cookie-cutter suburb in the Midwest? That’s not Randy. What else
         was he going to do except keep on plugging? It may sound funny, but he took pride in his work. He thought he was doing good.”
      


  “So do I. That’s why I’m here. I’m going to find out the truth. If Cove was part of it, I may take out my revenge just like
         he did. I can’t promise you I won’t, friend of his or not. But if he had nothing to do with it, I’ll be his best buddy. And
         believe me, Sonny, most folks would rather have me as a friend than an enemy.”
      


  Venables sat back and seemed to be considering this. Then he apparently made up his mind and hunched forward, eyed the pool
         players chalking their cues, smoking their cigs and sipping their beers, and started talking in a very low voice. “I have
         no idea where Randy is. Haven’t heard from him since before this all went down. Way before, in fact.”
      


  “So he never talked to you about what he was working on?”


  “You got to understand, I was his contact on his first gig through


  D.C. Now, I’ve seen him on his latest tour through here, but not for business, so to speak. I knew he was working on something
         pretty big, but he never told me what.”
      


  “So you two weren’t that close anymore?”


  “As close as you can be to somebody like Randy. After what happened to his family, well, I don’t think he could really be
         close to anybody again. Not even to old Sonny Venables from Mississippi and all those damn blocks I threw for him.”
      


  “He ever mention another contact he might have been using on the force?”


  “No, if he was using anybody, it would’ve been me.”


  “When’s the last time you saw him?”


  “Little over two months ago.”


  “How’d he seem?”


  “Tight-lipped, mind somewhere else. Not looking too good, actually.”


  “He hasn’t been back to his place in a while. The Bureau checked that out.”


  “I never knew where that was; we always met on neutral ground because of his work. We’d just talk about old times, really.
         Just somebody to talk to is what he wanted, I think. If he needed me to pass something on, I did.”
      


  “How’d he get in touch with you when he wanted to meet?”


  “He’d never call me at home. Called at the precinct. Used a different name every time. And each time we met he’d tell me the
         new name he’d be using next when he called, so I’d know it was him.”
      


  “And he hasn’t called?” Web eyed him closely. Venables appeared to be dealing straight with him, but one never really could
         be sure.
      


  “No. Not one word. I started to worry something happened to him. In his occupation, that’s a legitimate concern.”


  Web sat back. “So I guess you can’t really help me track him down.”


  Venables finished his beer. “Let’s take a walk.”


  They went outside and strolled down a street that was pretty empty. The workday wasn’t over yet and most folks were probably
         still in their offices, counting the minutes until they could bolt, Web figured.
      


  “On his first tour through WFO there was a place that Randy would use as a drop spot if he wanted to leave me a message. He
         told me he’d also use it to change clothes, as a safe house of sorts.”
      


  “The Bureau know about it?”


  “No. Even back then I don’t think he trusted the higher-ups at the Bureau all that much. That’s why he used me, I guess.”


  “Probably a smart move. Have you been there lately?”


  Venables shook his head. “Guess I’m a little afraid of what I might find, not really sure why. Don’t even know if Randy uses
         it anymore. It could have been demolished, for all I know.”
      


  “Care to give me that address?”


  “You smoke, don’t you?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “You do now.” Venables pulled a pack of Winstons out of his coat pocket and handed it to Web, who took it. “Better light up,
         in case anybody’s watching.” Venables handed him a book of matches.
      


  Web lit up and tried not to gag and then slipped the pack into his pocket. “I appreciate the help. But if Cove was involved
         …” He let his voice trail off.
      


  “If Randy did something like that, I don’t think he’d want to go on living.”


  As Sonny Venables walked off, Web went back to his car, ripped open the Winstons and clutched the rolled-up piece of paper
         inside. He looked at the address written on it. Also inside the pack of cigarettes were three small photos folded over. Web
         had asked Venables about any light-skinned black kids about Kevin Westbrook’s age who had been reported missing in the city
         in the last month, and this obviously was what he had found. Web looked at the three photos; they were all slightly different
         versions of Kevin, he decided. All hopes of a decent life, their expressions told him, had already been torn from them. He
         drove off.
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  Twenty minutes later Web stared out the car window, his spirits hovering near an all-time low. Venable’s offhand remark had
         proved to be right on target. Where once stood Randall Cove’s old safe house there was an open construction pit; a tall crane
         rose in the middle of this hole, and a group of construction workers were just now walking off the job after what looked to
         Web to be a hard day’s work. Judging from the degree of work already performed there, Web had to assume that Cove had not
         been using his old digs in the recent past. It was a total dead end. Web crumpled up the piece of paper with the address written
         on it and threw it on the floorboard. But he still had one more angle to take on Randall Cove.
      


  He called Romano from the car. “You up for a little snooping around?”


  He picked up Romano and they headed south toward Fredericksburg.


  Romano looked around the car’s interior. “What a piece-of-shit car.”


  “It’s a Grand Marquis, the director is probably driven around in one of these.”


  “Still a piece of shit.”


  “I’ll try to do better for you next time.” He glanced at Romano and wondered what Angie told her shrink about him. With Romano
         as a significant other, she probably had a lot to talk about to a mental health professional.
      


  “How’re things at HRT?”


  “Same old, same old. We haven’t been called up for anything. Just training. I’m getting bored with that, man.”


  “Hang in there, Paulie, you’ll be getting to fire your guns pretty soon.”


  “Maybe I should go join the French Foreign Legion or something like that.”


  “You just won’t admit when you have it good.”


  “The guys been talking about you some, Web.”


  He should have been expecting this change in the conversation, but it still surprised Web. “So, what’s the word?”


  “Pretty even split for and against.”


  “Gee, I thought I was more popular than that.”


  “It’s not that. Nobody thinks you’re a coward, Web. You’ve done too much crazy stuff over the years. Almost as crazy as me.”


  “But …”


  “But some of the guys think if you freeze once, you’ll freeze again. What happened to you wouldn’t have made a difference
         in what happened to Charlie Team, but next time it might.”
      


  Web stared straight ahead. “I guess I can’t argue with that logic. Maybe I should go join the French. You armed?”
      


  “Do politicians lie?”
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  Randall Cove lived on the outskirts of Fredericksburg, Virginia, roughly fifty miles south from Washington, D.C., and Cove’s
         work arena, which roughly doubled Ann Lyle’s twenty-five-mile rule of thumb on the minimum distance undercover agents should
         keep between their abode and their beat. Cove’s home address was one of the pieces of information Web had surreptitiously
         read from Bates’s file.
      


  Just missing the brunt of rush-hour traffic, forty minutes later they pulled down the quiet suburban street where Randall
         Cove lived. It was a line of carbon-copy townhouses, many with rental signs out front. There were no moms or kids outside,
         though the weather was pleasant, and there were very few cars parked on the street. The community actually looked abandoned,
         and Web knew it would be until the commuters started arriving from D.C. and northern Virginia. This place had bedroom community
         written all over it, no doubt with mostly single people or childless couples living here until their salaries or expanded
         family demands prompted them to move. He could understand why Cove would pick such a place to live. No curious neighbors,
         people keeping to themselves and no one around during the day when he was probably at home. Most undercover agents in the
         drug arena did their hunting at night, he knew.
      


  There was a government-plated Bucar parked in front of the house. “Fed babysitter,” commented Romano. Web nodded and pondered
         how best to handle it. He drove up to the Bucar and he and Romano got out.
      


  The agent rolled down his window, glanced at Web’s and Romano’s FBI identifications and then at Web.


  “You’re famous now, don’t even need to show your creds,” said the agent, whom Web didn’t know. He was a young guy, full of
         vigor and promise, and Web figured he was probably hating life right now, watching a house no one expected Randall Cove to
         ever come near again. He got out of the car and extended his hand to the pair.
      


  “Chris Miller, out of the Richmond Field Office.” He flashed his own credentials, which he pulled from his right breast pocket
         so that he could shake with his strong hand, which was how the FBI trained you to do it. If the Bureau did nothing else, it
         enforced upon its agents a stark commonality of how they performed the smallest details. Without looking, Web knew that Miller
         had an extra layer of lining in his jacket so the gun he carried there wouldn’t wear a hole in it. He also knew that when
         he had pulled in behind Miller and approached the car, Miller’s gaze had been on the rearview mirror and then locked on Web’s
         eyes, for eyes always told a person’s intent.
      


  The men shook hands and Web glanced at the quiet and dark townhouse. “You guys pulling round-the-clocks here?”


  “Eight, eight and eight,” said Miller wearily. He checked his watch. “And I’ve got three more hours on my shift.”


  Web leaned against the sedan. “So I take it not very exciting.”


  “Not unless you count a cat fight I watched about two hours ago.” He paused, eyed Web closely and then blurted out, “You know,
         I’ve been thinking about trying out for HRT.”
      


  “Well, we can always use a few good men.” Six of them, in fact, Web thought, to rebuild Charlie Team.


  “I hear the tryouts are hellacious.”


  Romano almost snorted. “Take everything you’ve heard and raise it by a factor of ten, and then you’re getting close to the
         truth.”
      


  From his skeptical look Miller obviously didn’t buy that, Web could tell. Yet he was young and overconfident in his abilities,
         as the young always were.
      


  “Were you at Waco?” Miller asked. Web and Romano nodded. “You get any shots off?”


  “I’ve actually tried to banish it from my subconscious,” said Web. Wouldn’t Claire Daniels be proud?


  “I could see that,” said Miller in a doubtful manner that made Web feel sure the young agent actually did not get the point.


  “How long you been with the Bureau?” asked Romano.


  “Almost two years.”


  “Well, when you get the big three under your belt you can try out for HRT. Give me a buzz sometime. If you’re serious about
         HRT, I can show you around.” Romano handed him his card.
      


  As Miller tucked the card away in his pocket, Romano and Web exchanged amused glances.


  “Man, that would be great,” said Miller. “I hear you guys have some awesome firepower.”


  The initial draw for many, Web knew, was the guns. Several men he knew had joined the Bureau solely for the opportunity to
         carry and fire fancy weapons. “That we do. And we’ll show you exactly why it’s always best if you don’t have to use them.”
      


  “Right.” Miller looked disappointed, but he would get over it, Web knew. There was an awkward silence, and then Miller asked,
         “Uh, can I help you guys with anything?”
      


  “We just drove out here because I wanted to see the place. You know anything about the guy?”


  “Not all that much. I know he’s involved in what happened to you guys. Makes you wonder how somebody can turn like that, on
         their own kind, I mean.”
      


  “Yeah, it sure does.” Web looked around the row of town-houses. They backed up to woods. “Hope you got somebody covering the
         rear.”
      


  Miller grinned. “Something, anyway. K-9s in the backyard. It’s fenced in. Somebody tries to go in that way, they got a surprise. Cheaper than posting
         two agents out here, I guess.”
      


  “I guess.” Web checked his watch. “Getting close to dinnertime. You eaten?”


  Miller shook his head. “I brought some crackers and stuff along. And a bottle of water. Went through that. And like I said,
         I got three more hours before my relief shows up. Worst part is having no place to use the john.”
      


  “Tell me about it. Worked a bunch of surveillance details in the Midwest. Covered thousand-acre farms that were suspected
         drug distribution facilities and some trailer parks looking for good old boys that thought decent work included robbing banks
         and shooting people with sawed-off shotguns. Had to either hold it, pee in a bottle or just stand out in the fields and let
         it go.”
      


  “Yeah,” said Romano. “And when I was a Delta we used to squat together in rows in whatever piece-of-shit place we were in
         and take our dumps. You get to know guys real well when you’re crapping next to them. I had to shoot a guy once right when
         I was taking a shit. Man, let me tell you that was awkward.”
      


  Miller didn’t look like any of those avenues of relief held sway with him. He was dressed very sharply, Web noted, and no
         doubt peeing in a bottle or taking the chance of exposing himself wasn’t part of the young agent’s image.
      


  “There’s a Denny’s up the road. You want to take a dinner, we’ll stay put until you get back.”


  Miller looked uncertain about abandoning his post.


  “Offers like that don’t come along every day, Chris.” Web partially opened his jacket so Miller could see he was armed. “And
         yeah, I got some shots off at Waco. Go have yourself a good meal.”
      


  “You sure it’ll be okay?”


  Romano answered in his most intimidating voice. “If anybody comes along who shouldn’t, they’ll wish they got the dog over
         us.”
      


  At that, Agent Miller quickly got in his car and drove off.


  Web waited until he was out of sight before he went to his trunk, pulled out a small device along with a flashlight, looked
         around and then walked with Romano up to the front door of Cove’s house.
      


  “Damn, that dude would last all of two minutes at HRT,” said Romano.


  “You never know, Paulie. You made it, didn’t you?”


  “You really gonna pop this place?”


  “Yeah, I’m really gonna. You have a problem with that, go sit in the car.”


  “There’s not much in life I have a problem with.”


  The pick gun made fast work of the simple front door lock and Web and Romano were inside in a few seconds. Web closed the
         door and turned on his flashlight. He saw the alarm panel next to the front door, but it was not armed. Presumably only Cove
         would have known the pass code. They walked down the short hallway and entered the living room. Web hit all corners with the
         light. Both men’s hands were on their pistol grips. The place was very sparsely furnished. Cove probably didn’t spend much
         time in here anyway, Web assumed. They did a quick search of the main floor and found nothing of interest, which didn’t surprise
         Web. Cove was a veteran, and vets didn’t exactly leave detailed records of what they were doing lying around for folks to
         find.
      


  The basement was unfinished. There were a few boxes down there. Romano and Web quickly went through them. The only item Web
         lingered over was a framed photograph of Cove, his wife and their children. Web shone the light at an angle so it wouldn’t
         reflect off the glass. Cove was in a suit, no dreadlocks in sight, his features handsome and confident. His smile was contagious.
         From simply looking at the photo, Web felt the corners of his mouth curl. One big arm was around his wife and the other enveloped
         both his children. His wife was remarkably beautiful, with shoulder-length hair, a big smile of her own and eyes that could
         have reduced any man to the quivers. The boy and girl favored their mother. They would have grown up into beautiful people,
         no doubt, at the same time their mother and father grew old together. That was how life was supposed to work out anyway, and
         rarely did, at least for people who did what Cove and Web did for a living. The photograph captured the other side of Randall
         Cove, focusing on the man as husband and father. Web envisioned the former All-American tailback tossing a football to his
         son in the backyard; maybe the boy had inherited his old man’s athletic skills. Perhaps he could’ve had the professional career
         that had been denied his father. In a Hollywood movie that might happen, but it rarely did in the unfairness of real life.
      


  “Nice family,” commented Romano.


  “Not anymore.” Web didn’t bother to explain.


  He put the photo back in the box and they headed upstairs. As his light glanced off the rear sliding door, something flung
         itself against the glass. In unison Web and Romano pulled their guns until they heard the barking and realized it was the
         K-9 doing its job.
      


  Well, at least a dog would never rat on you; maybe that was the real reason they were man’s best friends, thought Web. They
         kept your secrets to the grave.
      


  They hustled to the upstairs level, wanting to be done long before Miller got back. Web didn’t like conning a fellow agent,
         but he definitely didn’t want to be caught conducting an unauthorized search of a major suspect’s home. Bates would throw
         away the key on that one and Web probably couldn’t blame him. There were two rooms up here connected by a bathroom. The front
         room that overlooked the street was Cove’s bedroom. The bed was made and the closet held few clothes. Web lifted a shirt out
         and held it up to himself. Web could have almost fit his leg into one of the arms of the shirt. Web wouldn’t have wanted to
         play defense against the man; one might as well try and tackle a van.
      


  The room that was on the rear side of the house was empty. It was set up as a bedroom but apparently had never been used as
         one. The inside of the small closet had no hanger scratches on the walls, and the carpet held no imprints of furniture having
         been there. Web and Romano were about to leave when Web noticed something. He looked at the windows in this back room and
         then went through the connecting bath and into the front bedroom and looked at the windows there. They had miniblinds for
         privacy; logical, since this room overlooked the street. Web went back through the bathroom and into the other room. There
         were shades on these windows too but not miniblinds, noted Web; these were old-fashioned roll-up shades. The back bedroom
         overlooked dense woods, so privacy wasn’t really an issue. Web looked out the window and saw where the sun was falling. The
         back room faced to the north, so it would get no afternoon light that required shades to block. And since the room wasn’t
         being used, why have shades at all? And if one did elect some sort of window treatment, why not the same throughout the house?
         At least with miniblinds one could allow some light in and still have a reasonable degree of privacy. With shades it was all
         or nothing, and with little light back here as it was and no overhead light built in, this room would stay in perpetual darkness.
         It didn’t make a lot of sense, but perhaps Cove had inherited this arrangement from a previous owner and had no interest in
         changing it.
      


  “What’s got your antenna up?” asked Romano.


  “The man’s choice in shades.”


  “You going feminine on me?”


  Web ignored Romano and stepped to the window. The shades were fully pulled up. Web took the rope and jerked. The shade did
         its thing and came down, nothing out of the ordinary there. He stepped to the other window and did the same thing. The rope
         was stuck, and the shade did not come down. For an instant Web was about to just call it quits and leave. But then he shone
         his light up at the trip mechanism on the shade and saw that it had been bent such that the rope pull wouldn’t work anymore.
         He bent the trip back into place and pulled on the rope. Down came the shade, and Romano gaped as the envelope that had been
         secreted in the rolled-up shade literally dropped into his hands.
      


  Romano stared at him. “Damn, you are good at this.”


  “Let’s go, Paulie.” Web pulled the shade back up and they jogged down the stairs. Romano checked to make sure the coast was
         clear and then they slipped out. Web pulled the front door closed behind him.
      


  Web and Romano got in their car and Web turned on the overhead light and settled down to review what they had found.


  He opened the envelope and pulled out the yellowed news clipping. It was from the Los Angeles Times, and it was reporting on the deaths of an undercover agent’s family at the hands of the Russian mafia. The official speaking
         on behalf of the Bureau gave a stinging attack on the criminals and vowed that they would be brought to justice. The official
         was identified as someone very close to the investigation. He was actually the case supervisor of the under-cover agent, whom
         they refused to identify even though the names of the slain family members had been made public. Web could only shake his
         head at the name of the Bureau official.
      


  Percy Bates.


  Miller drove up a few minutes later, got out and walked over to the car. He patted his belly. “Thanks for the assist, guys.”


  “No problem,” said Romano. “We been there, done that.”


  “Anything come up while I was gone?”


  “Nope, all clear.”


  “Hey, I’m off duty in about two hours. You guys interested in having a beer?”


  “We—” Web glanced past Miller because the failing sunlight had just glanced off some reflective object in the distance.


  “Web, look out,” Romano cried out, because he obviously had seen the same thing.


  Web reached across to Miller, grabbed his tie and tried to pull him down. The shot hit Miller dead center of the back and
         came through his chest, zipped right in front of Web and shattered the glass on the passenger side. Romano was already out
         of the car and behind one of the wheels. He poked the gun over the hood but didn’t fire.
      


  “Web, get the hell out of there.”


  For a split second Web held on to Miller’s tie even as the young agent slid down the side of the car. The last thing Web saw
         was the dead man’s eyes staring at him and then Miller hit the ground.
      


  “Web, get your ass out of that car or I’ll shoot you myself.”


  Wed ducked down as another shot shattered the rear side window of the Bucar. Web slid out and took up position behind the
         rear wheel. At the Academy you were taught that squatting behind car wheels was the place to be because there were few weapons
         that could penetrate all that metal.
      


  “You see anything?” asked Romano.


  “Just that first reflection. Off a scope. A damn good thousand yards away, in the woods, between those two sections of town-houses.
         Miller’s dead.”
      


  “No shit. I’m figuring something like a .308 chambering steel-jackets with a Litton ten-powerscope.”


  “Great, the same stuff we use,” replied Web. “Just keep your damn head down.”


  “Oh, thanks for telling me, Web. I was just about to jump up screaming for my mommy.”


  “We can’t fire back; our pistols don’t have that range.”


  “Why don’t you tell me something I don’t know? You got any goodies in your trunk?”


  “I would if it were my car.”


  Another shot hit the sedan and both men ducked. Yet another shot came and the left front wheel blew. Another and steam rose
         from the radiator.
      


  “Don’t you think somebody might try calling the cops?” complained Romano. “What, you got snipers in the suburbs every day?”


  “My phone’s in the car.”


  “Well, don’t try and get it. Whoever’s out there knows what he’s doing.”


  They waited another five minutes and no more shots hit; then they could finally hear sirens in the distance. Web edged his
         head up over the side and looked through the car’s windows. He didn’t see any more reflections from the woods.
      


  The police finally showed and Web and Romano held up their creds and motioned for the cops to get down. After another few
         minutes Web crawled over to the squad car and explained the situation. No more shots came and then apparently all the county
         cops showed up, along with a half dozen state troopers. The woods were combed without finding anyone, although a dirt road
         leading out to the main one on the other side of the subdivision Cove lived in had fresh tire tracks. And they also found
         a number of spent rifle shells. Romano had been right: steel-jacketed .308s.
      


  Chris Miller was officially pronounced dead and the ambulance came and took him away. Web noted the wedding band on his finger
         before they zipped the body bag shut. Well, Mrs. Miller was going to get the dreaded visit from the Bureau tonight. He shook
         his head and looked over at Romano.
      


  “I’m really getting sick of this life.”
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  Web and Romano had given their statements about three times each. And Bates had come down and had taken a bite out of Web’s
         butt for conducting an unauthorized investigation.
      


  “I told you they’d be gunning for you, Web. But you stubborn son of a bitch, you just won’t listen,” ranted Bates.


  “Hey, take it easy,” said Romano.


  “Do I know you?” said Bates, as he got right in Romano’s face.


  “Paul Romano, Hotel Team assaulter.” He put out his hand.


  Bates ignored the gesture and turned back to Web. “Do you realize that Buck Winters is looking for any excuse to squash you?”
         He glanced at Romano. “To officially cremate all of HRT? And you’re playing right into his hands.”
      


  “All I’m trying to do is find out what happened to my guys,” rejoined Web. “And you’d be doing the same thing if you were
         me.”
      


  “Don’t you throw that bullshit in my face.” Bates stopped cold because Web was holding up the newspaper clipping.


  “I found this in the house.”


  Bates slowly reached out and took the clipping.


  “You want to talk about it?” asked Web.


  Bates led them away from the crime scene and over to a quiet slice of ground. He glanced at Romano and then at Web.


  “He’s okay,” said Web. “Cleared for all sorts of top-secret stuff.”


  “Even did joint VIP protection on Arafat once,” said Romano. “Now, you talk about a target, lots of people after that man.”


  “You didn’t mention you were working with Cove when his family was killed,” said Web.


  “I don’t owe you my life story,” snapped Bates.


  “Maybe you just owe me an explanation.”


  Bates folded the clipping up and put it in his pocket. “It was really nobody’s fault. Cove didn’t mess up and we didn’t either.
         It was a fluke and the Russians got lucky. I wish I could take it back, but nobody can. Randy Cove is a hell of an agent.”
      


  “So Cove has no reason to be seeking payback?”


  “No. I’ve talked to him. He almost got popped not that long after Charlie Team. He said he saw that building filled to the
         brim with everything that was supposed to be there.”
      


  “So his story is he got set up to feed us bad intel. Out went the files and in came the guns?” said Web.


  “Something like that. It was a short time fuse. Cove said he was in the building shortly before you guys hit it. He thought
         he’d infiltrated a big-time drug op.”
      


  “Perce, I’m not looking to tell you how to do your job, but the smart thing may be to bring him in. With his cover blown,
         he sounds like he needs protection.”
      


  “Cove can take care of himself. And he can do more on the outside. In fact, he might be getting close to a big-time drug supplier.”


  “That I don’t care about. All I want are the guys who set us up.”


  “That’s just it, Web, they might be one and the same.”


  “Well, that doesn’t make a lot of sense. Why would a drug supplier want to have the Bureau coming after them loaded for bear?”


  “There could be any number of reasons. Paybacks, to keep distributors in line. Even to set up a rival to take the heat and
         reduce the competition.”
      


  “You let me have a crack at those guys,” said Romano, “and I’ll reduce something, like their life span.”


  “So I take it he’s not reporting in regularly,” said Web.


  “How’d you know that?” said Bates.


  “If he’s really that good, he’ll know that everybody thinks he’s in on it. So he lies low, doesn’t trust anybody and goes
         about his own investigation, trying to get to the truth before somebody gets him.”
      


  “That’s a pretty good deduction.”


  Web said, “Actually, I’m just speaking from experience.”


  “Speaking of experience, I finally got a call back from Bill Canfield. I’ve got an appointment to meet him tomorrow at his
         farm. Care to join me?”
      


  “I said I would. You want to come too, Paulie?”


  Bates stared at him. “Are you the same Paul Romano that was with Delta Force and then New York SWAT?”


  “There’s only one Paul Romano,” said Romano without a trace of conceit.


  “Arafat, huh?”


  “Hey, when you want to send the very best …”


  “Good, consider yourself temporarily reassigned. I’ll talk to your commander.”


  Romano looked stunned. “Reassigned doing what?”


  “Doing what I tell you to do. See you two tomorrow.”
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  Web dropped off Romano at home.
      


  Before he got out, Romano said, “Hey, Web, you think this new gig pays more? Angie’s been talking about getting a new washer-dryer
         and maybe finishing the basement.”
      


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t mention anything like that to Angie. You’ll be lucky if it doesn’t pay less.”


  Romano shook his head as he got out. “Story of my life.”


  Web pulled away and drove aimlessly. He felt miserable about Chris Miller and didn’t envy the people who would have to tell
         his wife. He hoped Miller didn’t have any kids, but he looked like the kind who would. Damn, there was just too much misery
         in the world. Finally he decided he needed another dose of old-fashioned police work.
      


  Web took the outer loop of the Capital Beltway around to Interstate 395, headed north and steered the Mercury Bates had gotten
         for him across the dilapidated Fourteenth Street Bridge that an airplane taking off from National Airport in a snowstorm had
         actually fallen on years ago. He pointed the car toward an area of town where few law-abiding citizens, other than those who
         were lost or those who carried a gun and a badge, ever dared venture, especially at this hour.
      


  The scene was a familiar one to Web. It was the same route his squad had followed their last night on earth. Web knew the
         car and its government plates just screamed “Fed Man,” but he really didn’t care. For an hour he cruised up and down every
         dead-end street, every alley, every hole in the wall that looked promising. Several times he passed patrol cars that were
         nosing around looking for trouble, which here was akin to being a cat in an aviary: What you wanted was damn near everywhere.
      


  He was just about to give it up when his gaze caught on the flash of red under a streetlight. He slowed the car, grabbed his
         trusty binoculars from the bag and got a better look. It was probably nothing, for many wore the do-rag here and many of them
         were red. Red for blood; even people down here had a sense of purpose and also humor about their work. A few seconds later
         Web’s pulse kicked to a higher gear. The gent was even wearing the same clothes. A tank shirt over barbell shoulders and shorts
         below the butt crack. It was his good old neighborhood purveyor of fine crack cocaine and other illegal drugs from the alley
         where Charlie Team had run its last lap.
      


  Web cut the car’s engine, let the car drift to a stop and quietly got out. He thought about taking his shotgun but then decided
         his pistol would be enough. It was hard to pounce holding a shotgun. He gripped his pistol and slowly made his way down the
         street, keeping to the shadows. There was a streetlight under which he had to pass on his way to the kid. Just when he stepped
         into its pool of light, there came a scream from somewhere. The kid looked up, saw him. Web swore under his breath and took
         off running.
      


  “Still want to deal on my rifle?” Web called out to him as he hustled forward.


  The kid bolted down the alley. Web knew he shouldn’t do it, not even armed, and he stopped. Going down that alley without
         any backup, he might as well phone in his casket order. It was still a tough decision because Web wanted Bandanna Boy in the
         worst sort of way. In Web’s connect-the-dots manner of thinking, maybe Bandanna was the one who hit the remote that had activated
         the laser that had tripped the machine guns that had sent Web’s dearest friends into oblivion. He finally made up his mind.
         Another night, my friend. And next time I won’t stop until my hands are around your damn neck.


  Web turned to go back to his car. That’s when he saw them coming. They seemed in no hurry. There were maybe a dozen of them.
         Along with their elongated shadows against the brick he saw the array of weapons they were carrying. Cut off from his car,
         Web ducked down the alley and started running hard. He heard the group behind him do the same.
      


  “Shit,” he said to himself. Could anybody say setup?


  The light from the street lamp was quickly left behind and Web could only rely on the presence of some dregs of ambient light
         from the sky and the sounds of running feet ahead and behind him. Unfortunately, in this high-walled labyrinth the echoes
         were not reliable guides. Web made lefts and rights until he was hopelessly lost. He turned one last corner and stopped. He
         imagined half the group had probably headed around to block his escape, though for all he knew he was running in circles.
         He thought he could still hear them coming, but he couldn’t tell from where. He ducked down another alley and stopped. Listened.
         Quiet. Quiet he didn’t like. Quiet meant stealth. He looked left, right and then up. Up. Up sounded good. He climbed a nearby
         fire escape and then froze. The footsteps were close. He soon saw why. Two of them came around the corner. They were tall,
         lean, with shaved heads and dressed in leather and baggy low-riding prison shuffle jeans and big jailhouse shoes with thick
         heels they were no doubt just itching to grind into Web’s face.
      


  They halted and looked around. They were directly underneath him. Just like Web had done, they looked left and then right.
         He figured it would only be a matter of seconds before—as he had done—they looked up. So he swung down and each foot collided
         with one head and both men slammed into the brick wall. Web landed a little awkwardly, his ankle twisting under him. Since
         each husky fellow was groaning and attempting to get up, he landed the butt of his pistol against the backs of their necks,
         and they went down for a long winter’s nap. He grabbed their guns, threw them all into a Dumpster standing nearby and then
         sprinted off.
      


  He could still hear running feet and also an occasional gunshot. Web didn’t know if it was his pursuers or simply your run-of-the-mill
         gangbanger dispute that happened around here every night. He rounded another corner and was hit low and hard. The impact knocked
         him off his feet, and he lost his weapon as he sprawled on the asphalt. He rolled and came up, fists cocked.
      


  Bandanna Boy was standing there, a knife almost as big as he was in hand. He was grinning the same shit-eating grin that he’d
         had in the alley on the night that Charlie Team had disappeared.
      


  Web noted he held the weapon with some skill. The kid probably had fought a hundred knife fights. He was shorter than Web,
         yet more muscular, probably quicker. This was to be a classic test of youth against experience. “Well, come on and eat some
         experience, young man,” muttered Web as he prepared to defend himself.
      


  The kid lunged at Web, whipping the knife blade around so fast Web could hardly follow. Yet he didn’t really have to, because
         Web executed a loop kick that clipped Bandanna’s legs out from under him and he went down hard. The kid was up quickly, but
         only in time to take one of Web’s size twelves to the head. With the kid stunned, Web was all over him. He locked down the
         arm holding the knife and proceeded to break Bandanna’s grip on both the knife and his forearm. With his security of the blade
         gone and a jagged shaft of his forearm staring him in the face, the kid fled, his cries of pain sweeping the alley with him,
         and his shit-eating attitude lying next to the knife on the bloody ground. Web shook his own fuzzy head clear and started
         to stumble over to retrieve his gun. He never made it.
      


  Web could only watch silently as the group of men appeared from all corners, blocking the path to his weapon. They carried
         sawed-off shotguns and pistols. Web could sense they were all so very happy to see him here, outnumbered as he was ten to
         one. Web figured he had nothing to lose by taking an aggressive posture. He held out his FBI shield. “I could bust every one
         of you on weapons charges. But I tell you what, I’m feeling generous and not up to all the paperwork, so you just pack up
         and go about your business, and we’ll forget about it. For now. But don’t be pulling this shit again.”
      


  Their response was to move forward. Web’s response to that was to move back until he felt the wall behind him, and further
         retreat and ultimate escape would have to be confined to his imagination. Then two of the crew directly in front of him were
         tossed to the side so violently it was like gravity had been suspended from underneath them. In this gap Web found himself
         staring up at the largest man he had ever seen outside a professional football game. The giant was six-foot-six or -seven
         and if he carried less than four hundred pounds on his frame, Web didn’t know how. He realized that this new antagonist must
         be the legendary Big F.
      


  The man was dressed in a short-sleeved burgundy-colored silk shirt that was so large Web could have used it for a blanket.
         Beige linen pants covered long legs that actually looked short, so thick and massive were they. He had on no socks, his bare
         feet were in suede loafers and his shirt was open to the navel, even though it was only about fifty degrees with a sneaky
         little breeze that quickly got under one’s skin. His skull had a shadow of fuzz covering it. His facial features matched his
         great size, with a heavy blob of nose and conical ears, each pierced with about a dozen diamond studs that gleamed impressively
         even in the poor light.
      


  He wasted no time and strode right up to Web. When Big F reached out to grab a fistful of him, Web delivered a vicious blow
         to the man’s gut that would have dropped a heavyweight boxer. All he got from Big F was a grunt. Then he lifted Web off the
         ground, reared back like he was preparing to hurl a shotput and threw the two-hundred-pound Web a good ten feet down the alley.
         The rest of the gang hooted, cursed and otherwise had themselves a little federal agent ass-kicking party, high-fiving, exchanging
         growls and knuckle-banging each other with animalistic glee.
      


  Web had not even gotten to his feet before the man was on him again. This time he hooked Web by his belt, lifted him up and
         sent him sailing into a line of garbage cans. Web came up fast, gagging for air and nauseous with the pounding he was taking.
         Before Big F could get to him, Web shot forward, lowered his shoulder and laid his very solid frame directly into the man’s
         gut. Web might as well have slammed himself into a pickup truck, for all the good it did. He dropped to the asphalt without
         having budged Big F one damned inch. His shoulder felt dislocated. Web got to his feet, feigned being seriously hurt and then
         exploded with a leaping kick that caught Big F flush on the side of the head. Splotches of blood appeared at the corner of
         Big F’s ear, and Web noted with satisfaction that he had relieved the man of some of his diamond studs, leaving jagged bits
         of earlobe in their bloody wake.
      


  Yet Big F was still standing, like one of the brick buildings surrounding them. Web had knocked hundred-pound body bags right
         off their supports with that kick. How could this be? Well, he had no time really to think about how it could be because Big
         F, moving faster than a man his size should ever have been able to, delivered a forearm the size of a six-by-six to the side
         of Web’s head that came one dizzying star from knocking him out. A few seconds later, Big F was half carrying and half dragging
         Web down the alley, his shoes and jacket lost somewhere along the way. His pants were ripped and his legs and arms were bleeding
         from being dragged over the pavement.
      


  Apparently just for fun, since Web was putting up no further resistance, Big F tossed him headfirst against a Dumpster. This
         did knock out Web, and he stayed that way until he felt himself being thrown onto something soft. He opened his eyes; it was
         the interior of the Mercury. He flinched when he saw Big F slam the door and walk away. The guy hadn’t said one word, and
         Web had never been more humbled in his life. No wonder Granny and Jerome had acted the way they had. Hell, Jerome was probably
         still running.
      


  Web sat up slowly and felt around for broken bones. When he opened his right hand a paper fluttered out of it. Web saw the
         numbers and words scribbled on it, looked over in amazement at where Big F had been but was no longer. He put the slip of
         paper in his pocket, pulled out his keys, revved up the Mercury and burned rubber off the rear wheels getting the hell out
         of there, leaving behind his jacket, his shoes, his pistol and a big chunk of his confidence.
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  It was early in the morning and Web was soaking in the tub in another crummy motel. Every part of him ached. The long scrapes
         on his arms and legs burned like there was a branding iron pressed to them. He had a knot on his forehead from where his noggin
         had met Dumpster and a gash along the good side of his face that probably still had some grains of asphalt inside. Boy, he
         was aging really well. He should try out for male modeling when he left the Bureau.
      


  The phone rang and Web swung his hand out and snagged it. It was Bates.


  “I’ll pick you and your buddy up in an hour at Romano’s house.” Web groaned.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Bates.


  “Late night. Got a bitch of a hangover.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry, Web. One hour. Be there or find another planet to live on.” Bates hung up.


  Exactly one hour later Bates picked up Web and Romano and they headed to Virginia horse country.


  Bates looked at Web’s fresh injuries. “What the hell happened to you?” asked Bates. “You better not have trashed another car,
         because after the Mercury you’re riding a bicycle.” Bates glanced over at Web’s car parked at the curb.
      


  “I slipped getting out of the bathtub.”


  “You did all that getting out of the tub?” Bates clearly did not believe this.


  “You know what they say, Perce, most accidents happen at home.”


  Bates stared at him for a long moment before deciding not to pursue it. He had a lot of other items on his to-do list.


  After an hour’s drive they got off the highway and drove for miles along twisting roads and hairpin curves bracketed by thick
         woods. They missed a turn somewhere because they ended up on a dirt road barely wide enough for their car. Web looked over
         at a sagging metal gate and the sign next to it that read, EAST WINDS FARM NO HUNTING, FISHING OR TRESPASSING. VIOLATORS PROSECUTED TO THE FULLEST EXTENT OF THE LAW.
      


  East Winds, they knew, was the name of the Canfield farm. They must have come in on the rear side, Web concluded. He smiled
         as he read the sign. Well, damn, these people meant business; he was shaking with fear. He glanced at Romano, who was looking
         at the sign and smiling too because he was probably thinking the same thing. The fencing here was low, rail board on post.
         The place was in the middle of nowhere. “Somebody who knew what they were doing could hop that fence in a second, go to the
         main house, kill the Canfields and everyone else there, have a drink, watch some TV and no one would probably know until the
         spring thaw,” opined Romano knowledgeably.
      


  “Yeah, and since murder isn’t one of the offenses listed on the sign,” added Web, “I guess he’d be free from prosecution.”


  “Keep that crap to yourself,” growled Bates. However, Web could tell the guy was worried. This place was vulnerable.


  They finally found the correct turn and reached the front entrance to East Winds. The gates reminded Web of the ones in front
         of the White House. And yet with all the exposed property, the big gates were a joke from a security perspective. Above the
         entrance was an arch of metal scrollwork with the name of the farm written large. And to top it all off, the gates were open!
         There was a call box, however, and Bates hit the button. They waited and someone finally came on.
      


  “Special Agent Bates with the FBI.”


  “Come on up,” said the voice. “Follow the main road and take the first right up to the main house.”


  As Bates pulled forward, Web pointed out, “No closed-circuit TV. We could be Charlie Manson and company, for all they know.”


  They headed straight. The rolling green land stretched as far as they could see, much of it enclosed by horizontal rail fencing.
         Large rolls of hay lay in the fields. Off to one side was a small pond. The main road was asphalt and ran straight for a while
         and then curved right around a swath of towering oak and hickory, with scrub pines wedged between. Through the trees to the
         right they caught glimpses of an enormous structure.
      


  They finally came to a large two-story stone house with high Palladian windows and broad sliding doors below and topped with
         a large tin-sheathed cupola patinaed by the elements, with a weather vane of a horse and rider mounted on top. To Web it looked
         like a color Martha Stewart might try to copyright and then sell to the masses as something far more chic than simple weather
         rot.
      


  They turned right, away from the carriage house, and passed down a long paved drive. Some of the largest maple trees Web had
         ever seen were situated in rows on each side of the drive, forming a natural roof of limbs and leaves.
      


  Web looked up ahead and his eyes widened. It was the largest house he had ever seen and it was constructed all from stone,
         with an enormous front portico supported by six massive columns.
      


  “Damn,” said Romano, “that looks to be about the size of the Hoover Building.”


  Bates parked the car in front and started to get out. “It’s a house, Romano, and put your tongue back in your mouth and try
         not to embarrass the Bureau.”
      


  The massive door opened and a man stood there.


  Billy Canfield had not aged well, thought Web.


  He was still tall and trim, but the broad shoulders and deep chest—which Web remembered from the man’s visits to Web in the
         hospital—had fallen in. His hair was now thinner and almost fully gray and the face had grown even craggier. As Canfield walked
         out to see them, Web noted the limp in the man’s gait and he saw where one knee turned inward more than normal. Canfield,
         he figured, would be in his early sixties now. Fifteen years ago he had married for the second time, to Gwen, a woman much
         younger than he was. He had grown children from his first marriage, and he and Gwen had also had their own boy, the ten-year-old
         who had been killed by members of the Free Society at the school in Richmond. Web still saw David Canfield’s face often in
         his dreams. The guilt had not lessened over the years; if anything, it had grown more intense.
      


  Canfield eyed each of them fiercely from under thick tufts of eyebrows. Bates put out his strong hand and held up his credentials
         with the other, just like the Bureau taught you, observed Web.
      


  “I’m Agent Bates with the FBI’s Washington Field Office, Mr. Canfield. Thanks for letting us come out.”


  Canfield ignored Bates and instead looked over at Web. “I know you, don’t I?”


  “Web London, Mr. Canfield. I’m with Hostage Rescue. I was down in Richmond that day,” he added diplomatically. “You visited
         me in the hospital. That meant a lot to me. I want you to know that.”
      


  Canfield nodded slowly and then put out his hand to Web, who shook it. “Well I appreciate what y’all tried to do then. You
         did all you could, risked your life and all for my boy.” He stopped and looked over at Bates. “But I told you on the phone
         that nothing’s happened out here and if that son of a bitch comes my way he’ll end up dead and not the other way round.”
      


  “I understand that, Mr. Canfield.”


  “Billy.”


  “Thank you, Billy, but you have to understand that three people with a connection to what happened at that school in Richmond,
         and possibly a fourth person, have already been killed. If the Free Society is behind it, and I have to tell you that as yet
         we have no direct proof that they are, but if they are, you could be a target. That’s why we’re here.”
      


  Canfield looked at his watch. “And what, you want to put me under lock and key? I got a damn horse farm to run, and let me
         tell you it don’t run on autopilot.”
      


  “I understand that, but there are unobtrusive steps we can take—”


  “Y’all want to keep talking, you got to come on with me. I got things to do.”


  Bates exchanged glances with Web and Romano and then shrugged. They followed Canfield over to a jet-black Land Rover and climbed
         in.
      


  Canfield didn’t wait for seat belts to be put on. He hit the gas and they sped off. Web was in the front seat next to him.
         As they drove along, he surveyed the farm.
      


  “Last I heard, you owned a trucking company in Richmond. How’d you end up on a horse farm in Fauquier County?”


  Canfield slipped a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit up, cracked the window and blew smoke out. “Gwen doesn’t let
         me smoke in the house. Take my shots when I can,” he explained. “Now, that’s a damn good question, Web, from trucking to horses.
         I ask myself that sometimes and sometimes I wish I was back in trucking. I was born and bred in Richmond and like it there.
         That city creeps into your bones for better or worse, and I’ve seen both sides of that coin.
      


  “But Gwen’s always loved horses; she grew up on a farm in Kentucky. I guess it gets in your blood too. All it’s done for me
         is make my blood pressure go through the roof. Anyway, we decided to make a go of it. Jury’s still out on how we’re doing. Sunk every damn dime I have
         into this place, so at least we have the incentive to make it work.”
      


  “What exactly do you do on a horse farm?” asked Romano as he leaned forward. “See, the only horses I’ve seen are the ones
         that pull the carriages around Central Park. I grew up in the Big Apple.”
      


  “Sorry to hear that, Yank,” said Canfield. He looked around at Romano. “Didn’t catch your name.”


  “Romano, Paul Romano. Friends call me Paulie.”


  “Well, we’re not friends, so I’ll just call you Paul. Now, the main thing you do on a horse farm is bleed money, Paul. Bleed
         it like it’s ice in a damn hailstorm. You pay out your ass for a property like this and all the people to help run it. You
         get you some horses and they eat you out of house and home. You pay outrageous stud fees so some son-of-a-bitching horny stallion
         with a few track victories to its name will impregnate your mares. And then nature delivers you some foals that proceed to
         chip away at what little money you got left. As the foals grow into yearlings, you spend enough on the little sons of bitches
         to send a dozen kids to Harvard. And then you hope and pray that maybe one of ’em shows some promise and you can sell it to
         some poor sucker and maybe get a five percent return on your money for working your ass off sixteen hours a day. And if you
         don’t, then the bank that you’ve sold your life to comes and takes every single thing you’ve ever owned in your whole life
         and you die dirt poor without a roof over your head, a stitch of clothes on your back or a single person you could call a
         friend.” He looked back at Romano. “That’s about it, Paul. You got any other questions?”
      


  “Nope, that about covers it,” said Romano as he sat back.


  They reached a compound consisting of barns, stables and other buildings, and Canfield drove underneath a pediment wooden
         arch that Canfield said was based upon the one at George Washington’s Mount Vernon; only that it cost more.
      


  “This is the equestrian center. Horse stalls, big hay barn, manager’s office, trainers work center, wash stalls, riding rings
         and the like. God’s Little Acre if ever there were one,” said Canfield, and he laughed as he climbed out of the Rover. The
         FBI agents followed him.
      


  Canfield called out to a man who was talking to a number of what looked to Web to be farmhands. “Hey, Nemo, come on over here
         for a sec.”
      


  The man walked over. He was about Web’s height, yet burly, with the powerful physique of someone who worked with his body
         for a living. He had short, wiry black hair, slightly graying at the temples, and strong, handsome features. His clothes were
         clearly ranch: loose-fitting jeans and a faded denim shirt. Pointed-toe boots were on his feet. They weren’t fancy, no alligator
         or kangaroo skin and no silver toe clips. They were dusty and creased from hard use and worn away where Web figured stirrups
         met the leather. Muddy canvas gloves stuck out from his back pocket. He took off his sweat-stained Stetson as he walked over
         and wiped his brow with a rag.
      


  “Nemo Strait here is my farm manager. Nemo, this is a bunch of folks from the FBI. They’ve come here to tell me I’m in danger
         because they let the asshole that killed my son break out of jail and he might be gunning for me.”
      


  Strait gave them all a terrifically unfriendly stare.


  Web put out his hand. “I’m Agent Web London.”


  Strait shook his hand, and Web felt the extra force the man gave to the grip. Nemo Strait was a very strong gent and obviously
         wanted to let Web know it. Web caught the man checking out his damaged mug. For most it evoked sympathy, which Web loathed.
         Nemo, though, came away just looking a little surlier, as though he had suffered far greater wounds on a good day. Web instantly
         liked the man.
      


  Canfield pointed at Web. “Now, this fellow here actually tried to save my boy, which is more than I can say for some others
         involved in the process.”
      


  “Well, in my opinion the government’s not good for much ’cept messing up folks’ lives,” said Nemo, looking at Web. His voice
         was pure country, with little dips in between each syllable, mimicking the bobbing of his prodigious Adam’s apple. For some
         reason, Web envisioned big Nemo performing country and western karaoke and being just a stitch at it.
      


  Web looked over at Bates, who said, “What we’re trying to do here is help you, Billy. If somebody tries something with you,
         we want to be here to stop it.”
      


  Canfield surveyed his property and then stared at Bates. “I got ten men full-time on my farm and every one of them is pretty
         good with a gun.”
      


  Bates shook his head. “We waltzed right in here and you didn’t even know who we were. You came out the front door unarmed
         and alone. If we were looking to kill you, you’d already be dead.”
      


  Canfield smiled. “What if I told you I had some of my boys watching you from the time you stepped on the property? And that
         they were pointing something at you that wasn’t their fingers?”
      


  Web and Romano glanced around without seeming to do so. Web had a sixth sense about people aiming guns his way and he was
         wondering why it hadn’t kicked in.
      


  “Then I’d tell you your boys probably would end up shooting some innocent people,” said Bates.
      


  “Well, hell, that’s what I got insurance for, I guess,” Canfield shot back.


  “I checked the records, Billy. During the trial you received death threats from Ernest Free among others. The Bureau put you
         under protection then.”
      


  Canfield’s features grew very grim. “That’s right, every time I turned around there was some suit with a gun staring at me
         and reminding me that my little boy was dead and buried. So, no offense, but I’ve had enough of you folks to last the rest
         of my life. That’s about as clear as I can make it.”
      


  Bates squared his shoulders and got closer to Canfield. “The Bureau is offering you protection again. And until Ernest Free
         is caught and we’re sure that you’re not in danger, I’m kind of insisting on it,” added Bates.
      


  Canfield folded his arms across his chest. “Well, then we got us a problem, because this is the United States of America and
         a person has the right to choose who comes on his property and who doesn’t and I’m asking you to get the hell off my land
         right now.” Strait moved closer to his boss and Web saw some of the other farmhands also draw nearer. He also noted that Romano’s
         hand had eased to his pistol grip.
      


  One big fellow made the truly enormous mistake of putting his hand on Romano’s shoulder. In an instant the man was facedown
         on the ground, Romano’s knee against the base of his spine, one .45 in the guy’s ear, and another .45, which Romano had pulled
         from the second holster he wore on the back of his waistband, pointed at Canfield’s other men.
      


  “Okay,” said Romano, “any of you other buckaroos want to bring it on?”


  Web quickly stepped forward before Romano killed them all. “Look, Billy, I shot two of the Frees, and if I had gotten the
         chance I would have blown Ernest away too. But the bastard got lucky and took a round through his shoulder instead, and I
         walked out with half a face and missing most of my blood. Now, I really believe that we all want the same thing here; we’re
         just differing a bit on how to get there. What if Romano and I came to stay with you on the farm? No suits, just jeans and
         boots. We’ll even help with the work. But in exchange you have to cooperate with us. You’ll have to listen to us when we tell
         you there might be a problem, and if we tell you to get your butt down, you get down. It looks like the Frees have already
         taken out several people and they did it in ways that were pretty damn ingenious. So while I’m sure your men are really good
         at what they do, it might not be enough if these people really want to take you out. I can see that you’re not the sort of
         guy who likes other people to tell you what to do, but I also don’t believe you want to give the Frees the satisfaction of
         killing you. You and your wife have already been through that hell with your son. I don’t believe you want her to have to
         grieve again over you.”
      


  Canfield looked at Web a long moment. And for that entire time Web wasn’t sure if the man was going to jump him or maybe order
         his men to open fire. Finally, Canfield looked down and kicked the dirt. “Let’s go on back to the house and talk about this.”
         He motioned for Strait and his men to go back to work. Romano helped the man up and even dusted him off.
      


  “Nothing personal, slick, I would’ve done that to anybody who touched me. Get the message?”


  The man grabbed his hat and hustled off. From the look of fear in the man’s eyes, Web didn’t think he’d be “touching” Romano
         ever again.
      


  Canfield and the agents climbed in the Rover. As they were driving back, Canfield looked over at Web.


  “Okay, I’m not disputing that what you say makes a lot of sense, but I’m not looking forward to revisiting that part of my
         life. And I’m kind of hating it that these assholes are pulling me back into that shit hole.”
      


  “I understand that, but—” Web was interrupted by the ringing of a cell phone. He checked his phone, but it wasn’t his. Bates
         and Romano did the same thing. Canfield pulled a phone out of a storage panel in the Rover and looked at it. It wasn’t ringing.
         He glanced at the floorboard and reached down and picked up the phone that was lying there.
      


  “Somebody must have left their phone in here, although it’s not Gwen’s and I don’t know who the hell else drives this truck.
         Probably somebody wanting to sell me something.” He was about to punch the talk button when Web grabbed the phone out of his
         hand, hit the window button on his door and threw the phone out.
      


  Canfield looked at him. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  They watched as the phone flew through the air and then hit the ground in the middle of an empty dirt field. Nothing happened.
         Canfield pulled the Rover to a stop. “You get your ass out there and go get that damn phone—”
      


  The explosion was powerful enough to rock the Land Rover and send a cloud of black smoke and flames a hundred feet in the
         air.
      


  All the men stared at this fiery spectacle for several seconds. Finally a shaken Canfield looked over at Web. “When do you
         boys wanta start?”
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  Web drove down the street to his mother’s home. He still didn’t know what the hell to do with it. To sell it would require
         him to fix it up and he would have to do that himself, since his bank account wouldn’t allow the convenience of hiring professionals
         to do it. And yet he had no desire to tighten one hinge or replace one shingle on the place.
      


  Web was here because it had occurred to him that if he was going to be staying out at the farm for a while he would need some
         clothes. He didn’t want to go back to his own home right now. The reporters were probably still staking it out. However, he
         kept some clothes at his mom’s house too. He also wanted to return the box containing much of Harry Sullivan’s life to the
         attic. Being constantly on the move now, Web didn’t want to chance losing it. He also wasn’t sure what to do about his father.
         Should he call the main prison? Was that the place to get reacquainted with his old man? Yet chances were, at his age, Harry
         Sullivan was going to die in prison. This might be Web’s only shot. It was funny how almost being blown to bits by a bomb
         in a phone made you reorder your priorities.
      


  His musings about his father stopped when his phone rang. It was Claire, and she sounded nervous yet determined.


  “I’ve been giving our sessions a lot of thought, Web. I think we need to change tactics somewhat. I’m curious about a few
         things and I think they can be better addressed in a different sort of way.”
      


  “Well, that’s incredibly vague, Claire. What exactly are you talking about?”


  “From our discussions so far, Web, it seems to me that many of your issues stem from your relationship with your mother and
         stepfather. During our last session you told me that you had grown up in your mother’s house and that you had recently inherited
         it from her.”
      


  “So?”


  “And you also mentioned that you would never consider living there. Also that your stepfather died there.”


  “Again, so what?”


  “I think there might be something else there. You remember I said I listen for cues from my patients? Well, I’m getting a
         big one from you here.”
      


  “What does an old house have to do with my issues?”
      


  “It’s not the house, Web, it’s what might have happened in the house.”


  He persisted. “What might have happened in the house other than my stepfather kicking the bucket that has anything to do with
         me?”
      


  “Only you know that.”


  “And I’m telling you that’s all I know. And I really don’t see how my freezing in an alley has anything to do with my growing
         up in that house. That was a long time ago.”
      


  “You’d be amazed, Web, at how long the mind can keep something under wraps until it erupts one day. Your encounter with the
         little boy in the alley could have triggered something from your past.”
      


  “Well, I’m telling you I don’t know what that is.”


  “If I’m right, you do know, Web, only your conscious mind doesn’t realize it.”


  He rolled his eyes. “What kind of psychobabble crap is that?”


  In response Claire said, “Web, I’d like to hypnotize you.”


  He was stunned. “No.”


  “It really could help us get somewhere.”


  “How can making me bark like a dog while I’m unconscious help?”


  “Being in a hypnotic state is a form of enhanced consciousness, Web. You’ll be aware of everything going on around you. You will be in complete control. I can’t make you
         do anything you don’t want to.”
      


  “It won’t help.”


  “You can’t know that. It can allow you to address some issues you ordinarily would be inhibited from doing.”


  “There are some things in my head maybe I don’t want to figure out.”


  “You never know, Web, until you try. Please think about it. Please.”


  “Look, Claire, I’m sure you’ve got lots of crazy people to help. Why don’t you think about them for a while.” He clicked off.


  Web pulled his car into the driveway, went inside, packed a duffel of clothes and then hesitated at the bottom of the attic
         stairs, holding the Harry Sullivan box under one arm. This really shouldn’t be so hard, he told himself. An attic was an attic.
         Though he had told Claire otherwise, there was something about this house that had rattled him somewhere deep in his soul.
         Yet he reached up, gripped the cord and pulled down the stairs.
      


  When he got to the attic, he put the box down and reached for the light cord but then drew his hand back. He looked to the
         various corners, seeking out threats, an endeavor that was now more instinct than habit. He drew his gaze across the plywood
         floor and then to all the blackened shapes of his family’s bleak history, in the form of clothes racks, piles of books, heaps
         of junk left to rot. The stack of burgundy-colored rug remnants near the stairway held his attention. They were tightly rolled
         and bound with tape. He picked one up. It was heavy and very hard, stiff as it was with both cold and age. The remnants matched
         the rug on the floor below and Web wondered why his mother had kept them.
      


  Off to the side there once had been a large pile of clothes. Now the space was empty. Web had sometimes come up here, pulled
         the attic door closed after him and hidden under the clothes pile during his stepfather’s many rampages. His stepfather had
         also kept his stash of drugs and special liquor up here too, because he feared his wife getting her hands on them. He would
         stumble up here in the middle of the night, already wasted, and seek out additional means to do his mind further damage. It
         was the early seventies, the country still digging itself out from Vietnam, and people like his stepfather, who had never
         taken up arms for his country or for any other cause, used the general angst and indifference of the times as an excuse
         to live life on a perpetual high. Part of the attic floor was also over the ceiling of Web’s bedroom. When he was young and
         in bed, Web would hear his stepfather’s footsteps overhead as the man sought out his mood-altering substances. Young Web would
         be terrified that Stockton might come crashing down through the ceiling, to land on top of him, and beat the hell out of him.
         A cobra in your bed, kill or be killed. When Stockton did beat him Web would have gone to his mother, but most of the time
         she was not there to console him. She often took long drives at night and came home in the morning, hours after Web had dressed
         and fed himself and rushed off to school so he wouldn’t have to confront the old man across the breakfast table. The creak
         of steps still bothered him to this day. He closed his eyes and breathed in the chilly air, and in his mind that old, vanished
         pile of clothes rose high into the air. And then right on cue there was a slash of red and then sounds flooded him that made
         Web open his eyes and rush back down the stairs and close the attic door. He had had this vision a thousand times and could
         never figure it out. He had gotten to the point where he didn’t want to decipher it, but for now, for some reason, he felt
         like he was closer to its true meaning than ever before.
      


  He sat in the Mercury and pulled out his cell phone and the piece of paper Big F had given him the night before. He checked
         his watch. It was right at the time the paper said to call. He punched in the numbers and the phone was immediately answered.
         He was given a set of instructions and then the line went dead. At least they were an efficient bunch. Well, he was going
         to have a busy night.
      


  As he drove off, he paraphrased the immortal words of TOC:


  “Web London to the rest of the human race, nobody has control.”
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  Web drove to Romano’s house and picked him up. Angie was standing in the doorway when Romano came out with his bags and she
         didn’t look very happy. At least, Web deduced this when he waved to Angie and got the finger in return for his troubles. Romano
         loaded two sniper rifles, an MP-5, a set of Kevlar and four semiautomatic pistols along with ammo clips for each into the
         trunk.
      


  “Christ, we’re not going after Saddam, Paulie.”


  “You do it your way and I’ll do it mine. The guy who blew away Chris Miller is still out there and if he’s getting off thousand-yard
         shots at yours truly, then I want to be able to shoot the son of a bitch back. Capeesh?” He turned and waved to Angie. “Bye-bye,
         sweetie-pie.”
      


  Angie flipped him the bird too before slamming the door behind her.


  “I take it she’s upset,” said Web.


  “I had some leave time. We were supposed to go see her mother in bayou country. Slidell, Louisiana, to be exact.”


  “I’m sorry, Paulie.”


  Romano looked at him and smiled, before pulling his Yankees cap over his eyes and settling back in his seat. “I’m not.”


  They drove to East Winds, where they were met at the gate by a pair of FBI agents. They showed their creds and were allowed
         in. The Bureau presence was here in its full glory after the attempted murder of Billy Canfield via exploding cell phone.
         The Bureau’s bomb squad van passed them going out, no doubt with every bit of evidence they could scrounge from the debris.
         Web felt sure that Bureau agents were interviewing everyone on the farm who might be remotely connected with where that phone
         might have come from. Web was also sure Billy Canfield would be less than thrilled with all that activity. Yet at least he
         had saved the man’s life. That had gotten them entry into the farm.
      


  He had just finished this thought when a horse and rider came into view. It was a big, glossy Thoroughbred with a perfect
         blending of shimmering muscle, tendon and bone, all moving in a delicate synchronicity that made it seem more machine than
         animal. Web had ridden a few times but had never really gotten into it, and yet he had to admit, the sight was really something
         to behold. The rider was dressed in brown riding britches, high, polished black boots and a light-blue cotton sweater. The
         hands were gloved. The black riding helmet failed to fully cover the long blond hair.
      


  He rolled his window down as the woman rode the horse over to the car.


  “I’m Gwen Canfield. You must be Web.”


  “I am. This is Paul Romano. Did your husband tell you the arrangement?”


  “Yes. He asked me to show you to where you’ll be staying,” said Gwen.


  She took off her helmet, pulled back her blond hair and it fell across her shoulders.


  Web looked at the horse and said, “She’s a beauty.”


  “It’s a he.”


  “Sorry, didn’t check the equipment. Didn’t want to embarrass anybody.”


  She patted the horse’s neck. “Baron doesn’t mind, do you? Secure in your masculinity, aren’t you?”


  “We should all be so lucky.”


  Gwen eased a bit back on the small English-style riding saddle, one hand firmly holding on to the double loop of reins, and
         looked around. “Billy told me what happened in the Rover. I want to thank you for what you did. Billy probably forgot to.”
      


  “Just doing my job.” Though he had never met Gwen, other HRT members at the trial in Richmond had described her as high strung
         and emotional. This woman was very calm, almost detached in a way; despite her words of gratitude her tone was subdued. Maybe
         she had just used up all the emotions she had back then.
      


  Web had seen pictures of Gwen Canfield taken by the media at the trial. Unlike her husband, Gwen had aged very well. She was,
         he figured, in her mid- to late thirties. Her blond hair was still long. Her figure was that of a woman ten years younger,
         with curves where men enjoyed seeing them and a bosom that would never fail to draw stares. Her features were lovely, with
         high cheekbones and full lips. If she had been an actress, the camera would have fallen in love with her. She was also tall
         and carried herself very erect. The horse rider’s posture, Web assumed.
      


  “We’re going to the carriage house. It’s right down this road.” Gwen turned Baron around, punched the horse in the sides with
         her boots, gave a loud call that sounded indecipherable to Web yet in horse language must have meant gallop like holy hell,
         because that’s exactly what old Baron did. Horse and rider flew down the road. Then Gwen leaned forward, actually blending
         in with the horse’s torso as Baron lifted off the ground, clearing the three-foot slanted jump-in fence line—a breach in the
         fence designed to allow horse and rider to pass through—landing in one of the paddocks and galloping on without missing a
         step. Or hoof. Web honked his horn in applause, and Gwen waved without looking back.
      


  The carriage house, as it turned out, was the place with the big Palladian windows and patinaed weather vane Web had seen
         earlier. Gwen dismounted from Baron and tethered him to a post. As they were unloading their stuff from the car, Web gave
         Romano a sign not to unpack his weapons in front of the woman.
      


  Web looked at the location of the carriage house and its relation to the main house, which he could barely see down the long,
         tree-lined road. He turned to Gwen. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but would it be possible for us to stay in the main
         house? If anything goes down, it might take us a little too long to get to you.”
      


  “Billy said the carriage house. If you have a problem with that, you’ll have to take it up with him.”


  Well, I guess I will, Web told himself. To her he said, “I’m sorry about all this, Mrs. Canfield. You shouldn’t have to go through this again.”
      


  “I never assume the world is fair anymore.” She looked at him closely. “I’m sorry, Billy said that we know you, but I don’t
         remember from where.”
      


  “I was part of the Hostage Rescue Team that was at the school that day.”


  She looked down for a moment. “I see. And now that man is loose again. The one who killed David.”


  “Unfortunately, yes. But hopefully not for long.”


  “He should have been put to death.”


  “I’m not arguing with you, Mrs. Canfield.”


  “Just make it Gwen. We’re not too formal out here.”


  “Okay, Gwen. And you can make it Web and Paulie. But we’re here to make sure that you and your husband are safe.”


  She glanced at him. “I haven’t felt safe in years, Web. I don’t think things are going to change now.”


  She led them inside. The ground floor of the carriage house was filled with restored antique cars. Web looked at car-happy
         Romano and thought his partner was going to have a coronary.
      


  Gwen explained, “Billy collects them. His little private car museum, I guess.”


  “Geez,” exclaimed Romano, “that’s a right-hand-drive Stutz Bearcat.” He walked around the space in wonder, like a boy at the
         Baseball Hall of Fame. “And that’s a 1939 Lincoln LeBaron. Only nine of them were ever made. And omigod.” He rushed over to
         the far corner of the room and stopped dead. “Web, this, this is a 1936 Duesenberg SSJ Speedster.” He looked at Gwen. “Am
         I wrong, or were there only two of these ever built, one for Clark Gable and the other for Gary Cooper? Please tell me I’m
         not wrong.”
      


  Gwen nodded. “You know your cars. That’s Coop’s.”


  Romano looked to Web like he was going to faint.


  “This is beautiful,” said Romano. He turned to the woman. “I want you to know, Gwen, that I am truly honored to be under the
         same roof with these legendary machines.”
      


  Web thought he was going to be sick to his stomach.


  Gwen looked at Web and shook her head, a tiny smile clutching at the corners of her mouth. “Men and their toys. Do you have
         any toys, Web?”
      


  “Not really. Didn’t have any as a kid either.”


  She gave him a penetrating stare and then said, “Upstairs are two bedrooms, each with its own bath and a fully stocked kitchen
         and living area. This used to be the estate’s carriage house back in Colonial times. It’s a very historical property. In the
         1940s the owner set it up as the firehouse. Billy reconfigured it as guest quarters when he bought the place, although with
         twenty bedrooms in the main house, I always thought a guest house was a bit superfluous.”
      


  “Twenty bedrooms!” said Romano.


  “I know,” said Gwen. “I grew up on a farm outside of Louisville. We had two bedrooms for seven people.”


  “Billy didn’t come from money either that I remember,” said Web. “Trucking is not an easy business, but he did it.”


  “He was complaining that this farm is sucking every cent of his down the drain,” commented Romano. “But those cars don’t come
         cheap.”
      


  Gwen really smiled for the first time and Web felt himself smiling at her. “You’ll soon learn that Billy Canfield likes to
         complain. About everything. But especially about money. I’m sure he told you we sank every cent we had into this place, and
         we did. But what he probably didn’t tell you is that the first colt we ever sold won the Kentucky Derby and was third in the
         Preakness.”
      


  “What was that horse’s name?”


  “King David,” Gwen answered quietly. “Now, we didn’t get any of that purse, of course, but it put us on the map, and we have
         the brood mare here that had the King. The stallion that we had her studded with wasn’t all that great, which means that our
         mare’s bloodlines got a lot of the credit for the King’s prowess.”
      


  “Seems sort of right, though, considering the female does all the real work,” said Web.


  Gwen shot him a glance. “I like your way of thinking. So with the King to our credit, everybody in this country who knows
         anything about horse racing knows about East Winds and our horses generally fetch a nice premium. Now, we do have some race
         winners here and the stud fees are impressive. On top of that we’ve got a good crop of yearlings the past two years and we
         run a tight ship. Don’t get me wrong, it is amazingly expensive to run a breeding farm. But as much as Billy complains, I
         think we’ll be okay.”
      


  “That’s good to know,” said Web. “I guess you came up here soon after the trial.”


  She said curtly, “If you need anything, just call the house and we’ll take care of it. The number’s on the wall next to the
         phone upstairs.” She left before they could even thank her.
      


  They went upstairs and looked around. The furnishings were all antique, the appointments refined and elegant and Web was sure
         that Gwen Canfield’s touches had been felt heavily here. Billy Canfield just didn’t seem the interior decorator type.
      


  “Man, this is some place,” said Romano.


  “Yeah, some place that’s a long way from the people we’re supposed to be protecting, and that I don’t like.”


  “So call Bates and have him call Canfield and they can yell at each other. We’re just the foot soldiers, we do what we’re
         told.”
      


  “So what do you make of Gwen Canfield?”


  “Seems nice enough. She’s a real looker too. A lady. Canfield’s a lucky guy.”


  “Don’t get any ideas, Paulie.”


  “Yeah, like Angie would let me live to enjoy it.”


  “Unpack your stuff and let’s make rounds. I want to hook up with Canfield. If we’re going to protect him, we need to at least
         be near the guy. And we’re probably going to have to go in shifts, Paulie, so we’ll alternate sleep.”
      


  “Hey, just like the good old sniper days.”


  “Yeah, just like the good old sniper days, except you snore like a damn freight train.”


  “Not anymore; Angie had me fixed.”


  “How’d she do that?”


  “I really don’t want to get into it, Web.”


  They went outside and immediately ran into Percy Bates.


  “Any luck on the bomb?” asked Web.


  “It was a pretty sophisticated device, from what the techs told me. We’re talking to everybody who might know something, but
         so far nothing. But that phone didn’t get in there by itself.”
      


  “So maybe we have an inside job. A Free Society member on the premises, maybe?” added Web.


  Bates nodded and he looked very worried. “They recruit people from areas just like this. Rural white guys who like guns and
         land and the old ways and have a big chip on their shoulder because they see the world changing fast and they’re no longer
         on top of it.”
      


  “Anything happening with the Frees in southern Virginia?”


  “We’ve got people watching them but nothing so far. Now they might just be lying low after all this activity. That would be
         the smart thing to do. And they’re not dumb. They have to know they’re suspected in this and that we’re watching. All we need
         is one link and we can go after them.”
      


  “Where’s Canfield? I sort of like to keep track of the man I’m supposed to be protecting.”


  Bates said, “And Gwen too. She received the same death threats that her husband did.”


  Web thought about this. “Well, Paulie and I can split up, but it’d be nice to have more men on this. East Winds looks to be
         a pretty big place.”
      


  “Two thousand acres and sixty-eight buildings, actually. I talked to Canfield about that and he said if I wanted to bring
         more guys out here, he’d see me in court and then see me in hell, and I’m taking the guy at face value. It’s up to you two,
         but listen, Web, we’re not going to be very far away.”
      


  “I’m counting on that, Perce.”


  “Oh, and Web?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Thanks for saving my life.”
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  They found Billy Canfield down at the equestrian center examining the foreleg of a stallion while Nemo Strait and two young
         men dressed in riding clothes looked on.
      


  Canfield said to one of the young men, “Better call the vet; might only be a sprain, but maybe a fracture. Hope to hell it’s
         not.” As the man walked off, Canfield called after him, “And tell that damn farrier that unless he comes up with a better
         shoe, I’m changing shops. We got some stock with soft hooves and the glue-ons are pretty damn good for that and he doesn’t
         even carry ’em.”
      


  “Yes, sir.”


  Canfield patted the horse’s flank, wiped off his hands and walked over to the HRT men.


  “Farrier?” asked Romano.


  “The horseshoer man,” answered Canfield. “A glorified blacksmith. In the old days horse farms would keep one on full-time.
         Now they come around once a week in their truck with a forge in the bed and their anvil and hammer and prestamped shoes and
         do their work. They’re not cheap, but who’d want to do that kind of work? It’s hard, hot and dangerous, what with crazy horses
         trying to kick your brains out.”
      


  “What are those glue-ons you mentioned?” Web wanted to know. Strait answered, “Sometimes a horse’s hoof walls get too thin
         for the nails and they break up, especially horses imported from Europe, because of the climate and soil differences; their
         hooves get brittle. A soft shoe doesn’t require any nails, it’s like a little bag over the hooves. It lasts a couple of months
         if done right. And the glue-ons are just what they sound like. Shoes glued on, no nails.”
      


  “Sound like a lot to learn about this business.”


  “Well, I’ve always been a quick learner,” said Billy with a glance at Strait. Next he stared over at Bates. “You guys done
         talking to my boys? I’ve got a farm to run.”
      


  “We’ll be out of here pretty soon.”


  Canfield looked at Web then pointed at Bates. “He told me about the phone killings and all. But that was still pretty quick
         thinking on your part.”
      


  “I’m a fast learner too,” said Web.


  Canfield studied him curiously. “Well, what’s the next thing you’d like to learn about?”


  “East Winds. I’d like to go over every inch of it.”


  “Have to get Gwen to do that. I’ve got things requiring my attention.”


  Web looked at Romano. “Paulie here will go with you.” Canfield looked like he was going to erupt but then seemed to pull it
         back in. “All right.” He looked at Romano. “Paul, how are you on a horse?”
      


  Romano jerked, blinked and looked at Web and then at Canfield. “I’ve never been on one.”


  Canfield put an arm around the HRT man and smiled. “Well, I hope you’re as fast a learner as your partner.”
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  Gwen was at the equestrian center with Baron when her husband asked her to show Web around the place. She led Web to the horse
         stalls.
      


  “The best way to see the farm is on horseback. Do you ride?” she asked.


  “A little. I’m certainly not in your league.”


  “Then I’ve got just the horse for you.”


  Boo, Gwen told him, was a Trakehner, a German breed, a warm-blooded horse bred to be superior warhorses and a cross between
         a hot-blooded, high-spirited and temperamental Arabian and a cold-blooded, calm and hardworking draft. The horse weighed about
         seventeen hundred pounds, stood almost eighteen hands high and looked at Web like he wanted to take a bite out of his skull
         as they stood next to Boo in the stall.
      


  “Boo was a great dressage horse, but now his work is done and he doesn’t really like to move all that much. He’s gotten fat
         and happy. We call him ‘old grump’ because that’s what he pretty much is. But deep down he’s a sweetheart, and he’s very flexible
         too. You can ride him English or western saddle.”
      


  “Yeah, I’m sure,” said Web as he stared up at the beast. Boo didn’t look the least bit happy that Web was in his personal
         space.
      


  Gwen put the square saddle pad over the horse’s back and next had Web help her place the heavy Western-style saddle over the
         pad. “Now watch while I cinch the saddle, he’ll hold his breath and push out his belly.” Web watched in fascination as the
         horse did exactly that.
      


  “When you think it’s tight, he’ll let out his breath and it loosens. Then you try and climb on and the saddle slides over
         his withers. The horse gets a good laugh and the rider gets a few bruises.”
      


  “Good to know dumb animals are that smart,” said Web.


  Gwen showed Web how to transfer from the halter to the bridle and how to slip the latter over Boo’s head, seat it correctly
         and then buckle it. They led Boo outside and over to a stone mounting block.
      


  Web adjusted the chaps Gwen had given him to prevent the saddle from chafing his legs and to allow Web to get a better grip,
         stepped onto the block and climbed aboard, while Boo just stood there patiently.
      


  “So what do you think?” asked Gwen.


  “It’s a long way down.”


  She noted the pistol in his holster. “Do you have to bring the gun?” “Yes,” Web said firmly.


  They went to the riding ring and Gwen led horse and rider around the ring. Next Gwen showed Web neck-reining to brake, turn
         and back the horse up, and sounds and leg pressure to make the animal go and stop. “Boo’s been all over the farm, so if you
         let him, he’ll go where he’s supposed to. Nice and easy.”
      


  Hired help had brought Baron around while they were working with Boo. Gwen mounted up on her horse. “Now, Boo is the patriarch
         of this place and he and Baron have never ridden together before. So Boo may try and establish his dominance over Baron to
         show him who’s boss.”
      


  “Sort of like guys with too much testosterone,” opined Web. Gwen looked at him in a strange way. “Boo’s a gelding, Web.” He
         looked at her blankly, not getting it. “If he were a man, we’d call him a eunuch.”
      


  “Poor Boo.”


  The two horses seemed to establish a grudging truce, and Web watched as Gwen slipped a Motorola walkie-talkie radio out of
         her back pocket and turned it on. “Just in case there’s a problem,” she said.
      


  “Smart to keep in communication,” said Web. “I’ve got my cell phone too.”


  “After what happened today with Billy, I’m not sure I’ll ever use one again,” she said.


  Web looked down at his phone and started having some doubts.


  They started off, trailed by a golden retriever named Opie, and another compact but strongly built canine Gwen called Tuff.
         “Strait has a dog running around here too,” she said. “Calls him Old Cuss, and it’s an apt description because he’s nothing
         but trouble.” The sky was clear, and as they went up and down the small hills on the property, it seemed to Web that he could
         see almost all the way to Charlottesville. Boo was content to follow Baron and kept up a sedate pace that didn’t tax Web.
      


  Gwen reined Baron to a halt. Web eased Boo next to her.


  “As I said, East Winds has been around a very long time. The King of England gave Lord Culpeper a land grant consisting of
         millions of acres in the 1600s. A descendant of Lord Culpeper’s gave a thousand acres of this land grant to his eldest daughter
         upon her marriage to a man named Adam Rolfe. The central part of the house was started in 1765 and completed in 1781 by Rolfe,
         who was an expert builder and also a merchant. You’ve seen the outside of the main house?” Web nodded. “Well, it was constructed
         in the Georgian style. And the millwork, particularly the dentil moldings, are some of the best I have ever seen.”
      


  “Georgian, that’s what I would have guessed.” Web was lying; he wouldn’t have known a Georgian style if it leapt up and bit
         him in his dentil moldings.
      


  “The estate remained in the Rolfe family until the early 1900s. During that time it was a true working plantation and crops
         were raised here: tobacco, soybeans, hemp, that sort of thing.”
      


  “And slaves to work it, I guess,” said Web. “At least until the end of the Civil War.”


  “Actually, no, the plantation was close enough to Washington that its owners were Northern sympathizers. In fact, East Winds
         was part of the Underground Railroad.
      


  “In 1910,” Gwen continued, “the estate was sold out of the family. It passed through a series of hands until Walter Sennick
         bought it at the end of World War II. He was an inventor and made a huge fortune selling his ideas to the automobile manufacturers.
         He made East Winds into a small self-contained town, and at its peak he had over three hundred full-time employees here. There
         was also a company store, phone exchange, firehouse, those sorts of things.”
      


  “Nothing like never having to leave home.” The whole time Gwen was talking, Web had been surveying the grounds, judging where
         possible attacks might come from and how best to defend against them. Yet if there was a rat on the inside, that sort of strategy
         might be futile. A Trojan horse worked as well now as it had thousands of years ago.
      


  Gwen nodded. “Now there are sixty-eight buildings in total with twenty-seven miles of board fencing. Nineteen paddocks. Fifteen
         full-time employees. And we still farm here—corn, mostly— although our main interest is breeding Thoroughbreds. Next year
         we have twenty-two foals due. And we’ve got a great crop of year-lings going to sale very soon. It’s all very exciting.”
      


  They rode on and soon came to a high-banked water crossing, where Gwen instructed Web on how to let the horse choose its own
         footing when going down into the mud. She had Web lean back very far, so that his head was almost resting on Boo’s rump when
         the horse was going down the bank. Then she had Web meld his body into the horse’s neck and grasp Boo’s mane when the horse
         was heading up the bank on the other side. Web successfully navigated the stream and earned high praise from Gwen.
      


  They passed an old stone and wood building that Gwen told him was an old Civil War–era hospital that they were thinking of
         turning into a museum. “We’ve rehabbed it, put in central air and heat, it’s got a kitchen, bedroom, so the curator could
         live in there,” Gwen told him. “An operating table and surgical instruments from the time period are there as well.”
      


  “From what I know of that, a Civil War soldier would’ve taken a minié ball any day over a trip to the hospital.”


  They rode by a two-hundred-year-old bank barn, so named because it was two stories and built on such a steep grade that it
         had two entrances on separate levels. There was also a riding ring where horse and rider practiced their dressage. Dressage,
         Gwen explained, consisted of specialized steps and movements of a horse and rider, akin to a figure skater’s routine. They
         passed a tall wooden tower with a stone foundation that Gwen told him had been used for both observation of wildfires and
         also for the horse races that had been held here a century ago.
      


  Web studied the place and the surrounding countryside. As a former sniper constantly on the lookout for the best ground, Web
         concluded that the tower would definitely be a good observation post, yet he didn’t have the manpower to utilize it properly.
      


  They rode past a two-story frame building that Gwen identified as the farm manager’s house.


  “Nemo Strait seems to do a good job for you.”


  “He’s experienced and knows what he’s doing, and he brought a full handpicked crew with him, so that was a plus,” Gwen said
         with what Web perceived as little interest.
      


  They examined entry and exit points in the rear grounds and Web made mental notes of each. Once, a deer broke clear of the
         tree line and Opie and Tuff took off after it. Neither horse reacted to this clamor, although Web was so startled by the deer
         flashing in front of him that he had almost fallen off Boo.
      


  Next she led him into a little tree-shaded glen. Web could hear water running nearby and he was not prepared, as they rounded
         a short curve, to see a small, open building, painted white and with a cedar shake roof, that looked like a gazebo until Web
         saw the cross on top and the small altar inside with a kneeling pad and a small statue of Jesus on the cross.
      


  He looked over at Gwen for an explanation. She was staring at the small temple as though in a trance and then she glanced
         over at him.
      


  “This is my chapel, I guess you’d call it. I’m Catholic. My father was a Eucharistic minister, and two of my uncles are priests.
         Religion runs pretty deep in my life.”
      


  “So you had this built?”


  “Yes, for my son. I come out here and pray for him just about every day, rain or cold. Do you mind?”


  “Please.”


  “Are you a religious person?”


  “In my own way, I guess,” Web answered vaguely.


  “I used to be a lot more than I am now, actually. I’ve tried to understand why what happened could happen to someone so innocent.
         I’ve never been able to find an answer.”
      


  She dismounted and went inside the chapel, crossed herself, took out her rosary from her pocket and then knelt down and started
         to pray while Web watched her in silence.
      


  After a few minutes she rose and rejoined him.


  They rode on and finally came to a large building that had clearly been abandoned for some time.


  “The old Monkey House,” said Gwen. “Sennick built it and kept all sorts of chimps, baboons, even gorillas there. Why, I don’t
         know. Legend has it that when some of the animals would escape from their cages they’d be chased through the trees by beer-drinking
         local yokels with shotguns, who didn’t want the monkeys around anyway. For that reason they called the forest around here
         the monkey jungle. The thought of those poor animals being gunned down by a pack of drunken morons makes me sick.”
      


  They dismounted and went into the building. Web could see through the roof where large holes had been worn in by time and
         the elements. The old cages, rusted and broken, were still lined up against the walls, and there were trenches presumably
         for catching animal waste and other disgusting things. Trash and old broken machinery littered the concrete floor, along with
         tree branches and rotted leaves. Tree roots clung to the outside walls and there was what looked to be a loading dock. Web
         tried to imagine what an inventor of auto accessories would want with a pack of monkeys. None of his theories were pleasant
         ones. All Web could think of was animals strapped to gurneys, electrical lines capturing the power of lightning bolts and
         old man Sennick in surgical garb ready to do his dirty work on the terrified simians. The place had a distinct feeling of
         melancholy, of hopelessness, of death, even, and Web was glad to leave it.
      


  They continued their ride and Gwen dutifully pointed out all the buildings and their associated history until Web was having
         a hard time keeping track of everything. He was very surprised to look at his watch and see that three hours had passed.
      


  “We should probably head back,” said Gwen. “For your first ride, three hours is plenty. You’re going to find yourself a little
         sore.”
      


  “I’m good,” said Web. “I really enjoyed it.” The ride had been peaceful, tranquil, relaxing, everything he hadn’t been experiencing
         for practically all of his life. However, when they got back to the equestrian center and Web climbed off Boo, he was surprised
         to find that his legs and back were so stiff he could barely walk upright once his feet hit the ground. Gwen noted this and
         smiled wryly. “Tomorrow it’ll be another part of your body that hurts.”
      


  Web was already rubbing his buttocks. “I feel what you mean.”
      


  A couple of hired help came out and took the horses from them. Gwen told Web that they would take off the gear and scrub and
         wash down the horses. That was usually the job of the person riding the horse, Gwen said. It helped you bond with the animal.
         “You take care of the horse, and the horse takes care of you,” she said.
      


  “Kind of like having a partner.”


  “Exactly like having a partner.” Gwen looked over at the complex’s small office and said, “I’ll be back in a minute, Web,
         I want to check on a few things.”
      


  As she walked off, Web started taking off his chaps.


  “First time on a horse in a while?” Web looked up and saw Nemo Strait heading his way. A couple of other guys in baseball
         caps were sitting in the cab of a pickup truck that had large hay bales in the back. They were watching Web closely.
      


  “Damn, how could you tell?”


  Strait came up next to Web and leaned against the stone mounting block. He looked off in the direction where Gwen had gone.


  “She’s a good rider.”


  “I’d say she is too. But then, what do I know?”


  “She pushes the horses sometimes further than she should, though.”


  Web looked at him curiously. “She seems to really love them.”


  “You can love something and still hurt it, now, can’t you?”


  Web had not anticipated this sort of mental process from Strait. He thought he had the big, dumb Neanderthal figured out,
         and here the guy was being thoughtful and maybe even sensitive. “I take it you’ve been around horses a long time.”
      


  “All my life. Folks think they can figure them out. You can’t. You just have to go with the flow and never make the mistake
         of thinking you have them pegged. That’s when you get yourself hurt.”
      


  “Sounds like a good formula for people too.” Strait almost smiled, Web noted.Almost.


  Strait glanced over at the truck where his men still were watching the two closely. “You really think Mr. Canfield might be
         in danger?”
      


  “I can’t be a hundred percent sure, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”


  “He’s a tough old cuss, but we all respect him. He didn’t inherit his money like most folks around here; man earned it with
         his sweat. Got to respect that.”
      


  “Yes, you do. You have any ideas on how that phone might have got into his truck?”


  “Been thinking about that. See, thing is, nobody drives that car ’cept him and Mrs. Canfield. We all got our own vehicles.”


  “When he got in it, it was unlocked. And do they keep their vehicles in the garage at night?”


  “They got lots of cars and trucks, and the garage at the house is only two bays, and one of them is filled with supplies.”


  “So somebody, particularly at night, could have accessed the Rover, left the phone and probably nobody would have seen him.”


  Strait scratched the back of his neck. “I guess so. You got to understand, out here lots of folks don’t even bother to lock
         the doors to their homes.”
      


  “Well, until this is over, tell everybody to lock everything they can. You have to understand that threat can come from everywhere,
         inside and out.”
      


  Strait stared at him for a long moment. “This Free Society thing, I’ve heard of it.”


  “You know anybody who might be a member or a former member?”


  “No, but I could ask around.”


  “Well, if you do, keep it low-key. We don’t want to spook anybody.”


  “We all got a good gig here, don’t want to see nothing happen to the Canfields.”


  “Good. Anything else you think I need to know?”


  “Look, if somebody here is in on this, you got to understand that a farm can be a real dangerous place. Big tractors, sharp
         tools, propane gas tanks, welding equipment, horses that’ll kick your brains out if you let down your guard, snakes, steep
         slopes. Lot of ways to get killed and make it look like an accident.”
      


  “That’s real good to know too. Thanks, Nemo.” Actually, Web didn’t know if that was advice or a threat.


  Strait spit on the ground. “Hey, you keep up that riding, you’ll be Roy Rogers in no time.”
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  Gwen rejoined Web and showed him through the equestrian center. There were eleven buildings in total.
      


  The foaling stalls were their first stop and Gwen showed Web how they were equipped with closed-circuit television to monitor
         the expectant mares. The floors were rubber-matted and had a covering of straw to keep the dust down.
      


  “We have really high hopes for some of the foals coming next year. We had several mares bred out in Kentucky by stallions
         with remarkable bloodlines.”
      


  “How much does that stuff run?”


  “It can run six figures a pop.”


  “That’s expensive sex.”


  “There are a lot of conditions attached to that payment, of course, the most important being that the foal is actually born
         alive and can also stand and nurse. But a great-looking yearling sired by a successful racehorse can bring enormous amounts
         of money. It’s a very picky business, though. You have to think of every contingency, and yet simple bad luck can still ruin
         your chances.”
      


  Web thought that sounded very much like being an HRT man. “Yeah, the way Billy described it to us, it doesn’t sound like a
         business for the faint of heart.”
      


  “Well, the money is nice, Web, but that’s not why I do it. It’s the rush you get from seeing a horse you raised, nurtured
         and trained thundering around that track; the most beautiful, the most perfect racing machine every created. And seeing the
         finish line, watching this truly noble animal prance into the winner’s circle, knowing that for at least a few minutes everything
         in your life is absolutely perfect. Well, there’s no other feeling quite like that.”
      


  Web wondered if the nurturing of horses had replaced the lost son. If it had, he was glad that Gwen Canfield had found something
         in her life she could feel good about.
      


  “I guess you probably feel the same way about your work.”


  “Maybe I used to,” he replied.


  “I didn’t put two and two together before,” she said. “I didn’t know you were part of what happened to those men in Washington.
         I’m very sorry.”
      


  “Thanks. It’s a pretty sorry situation all around, actually.”


  “I never really understood how men could do that sort of job.”


  “Well, I guess the easiest way to look at it, Gwen, is that we do that job because there are people in the world who make
         us do it.”
      


  “People like Ernest Free?”


  “People just like him.”


  As they finished at the center, Gwen asked him what Strait had wanted.


  “Just some friendly neighborly advice. By the way, did he come with the farm or did you hire him?”


  “Billy did. He and his crew came with good references.” She looked around. “So what now?”


  “How about the main house?”


  As they drove up to the mansion in an open Jeep, Web heard a roaring overhead and looked up. A small chopper was coming in
         low and fast. It flew past and disappeared over the treetops.
      


  Web looked over Gwen. “Where is that going?”


  She frowned. “The neighboring farm. Southern Belle. In addition to the chopper pad, they also have an airstrip. When their
         jet comes over, it scares the horses to death. Billy’s talked to them about it, but they go their own way.”
      


  “Who are they?”


  “What are they is more like it—a company of some sort. They run a horse farm too but a pretty strange one.”
      


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean they don’t have all that many horses, and the men they have working for them don’t look to me to know the difference
         between a colt and a filly. But they must be doing something right. The house at Southern Belle is even bigger than ours.”
      


  “I guess they have a lot of buildings, like you.”


  “Yes, although the ones we have came with the spread. They’ve built a bunch of new ones there, massive ones, almost like warehouses,
         though I don’t know what they’d be storing in that sort of quantity. They only came here about two and a half years ago.”
      


  “So you’ve been over there?”


  “Twice. Once to be neighborly and they weren’t. The second time to complain about their low-flying aircraft. We weren’t thrown
         off the place, but it was pretty awkward, even for Billy, and he’s usually the one making people feel uncomfortable.”
      


  Web sat back and thought about all this even as he glanced in the direction where the chopper had disappeared.


  It took them a while, but they covered the stone mansion from top to bottom. The lower level held a billiard room, a wine
         cellar and a dressing area to change into swimsuits. The pool itself was thirty by sixty feet and made entirely of steel from
         a World War II–era battleship that had been decommissioned, she said. There was a lower kitchen with a Vulcan stove that had
         a big chrome hood dating from 1912, working dumbwaiters and a laundry room. In the boiler room Web got to see big McLain units
         kicking out radiant steam heat, and there was a room containing nothing except wooden bins for storing firewood. Each woodbin
         was labeled for a particular room.
      


  The main-level dining room had the heads of English stags on the walls and an antler chandelier. The kitchen was impressively
         large, with delft wall tile and a genuine silver closet. There were three ballrooms, assorted studies, parlors and living
         rooms and an exercise room. On the upper floors there were seventeen bathrooms, twenty bedrooms, a library that seemed to
         have no end and numerous other spaces. The place was truly enormous, and Web knew he was incapable of making it totally secure.
      


  As they ended the tour, Gwen looked around with a wistful air. “I’ve really come to love this place. I know it’s too big and
         grandiose in parts, but it’s also very healing, you know?”
      


  “I guess I can see that. How many staff do you have in the house?”


  “Well, we have three women who come and clean and do laundry and look after things and then they leave, unless we’re having
         a lot of guests of dinner and then they’ll stay and help. They’re all local folks.”
      


  “Who does the cooking?”


  “I do. It’s something else I enjoy. We have a handyman of sorts. He looks like he’s a million years old, but he’s just lived
         life really hard. He comes most days. Nemo and his men run the rest of the farm. Racehorses have to be exercised every day,
         so we also have riders, three young women and one man. All of them live at the equestrian center.”
      


  “And there is a security system. I noted the alarm pad as we came in.”


  “We never use it.”


  “You will now.”


  Gwen said nothing to this. She showed Web into the last room. The master bedroom was vast but curiously sparsely furnished.
         Web also noticed the anteroom off the master bedroom that also had a bed.
      


  “Billy works late a lot and doesn’t want to disturb me when he comes to bed,” explained Gwen. “He’s always considerate that
         way.”
      


  The way she looked when she said this made Web think Billy wasn’t all that considerate.


  She continued, “Most people only see the hard side of Billy, and I guess there were more than a few people that were a little
         skeptical of our getting married. I guess half of them thought I was marrying Billy for money and the other half thought he
         was robbing the cradle. But the fact is, we just clicked. We enjoy each other’s company. My mother was in the last stages
         of lung cancer when we started dating, and Billy came to the hospice every day for four months. And he didn’t just sit there
         and stare at my mother dying. He brought her things, talked with her, argued with her about politics and sports and made her
         feel like she was still living, I suppose. It made it a lot easier for all of us and I’ll never forget that. He’s had a rough
         life and he’s rough around the edges because of it. But he’s been everything in a husband that a woman could ask for. He left
         Richmond, a place he loved, and gave up the only business he’s ever known to start over on a horse farm because I asked him
         to. And I think he knew we had to get away from it all, too many bad memories.
      


  “And he was a wonderful father to David, did everything with him. He didn’t spoil him because he thought that would make David
         weak, but he loved that boy with every ounce of his being. If anything, I think losing him destroyed Billy more than it did
         me because, while he had children from his first marriage, David was his only son. But if he considers you a friend, there
         is absolutely nothing he wouldn’t do for you. He’d spend his last nickel to help you. There aren’t many people like that left.”
      


  Web noted the photos on the wall and on a built-in cabinet. There were many pictures of David. He was a handsome boy who had
         taken after his mother more than his father. Web turned and found Gwen at his shoulder looking at her son.
      


  “It’s been a long time now,” she said.


  “I know. I guess time really doesn’t stop for anyone or anything.”


  “Time’s also supposed to help. But it doesn’t.”


  “He was your only child?”


  She nodded. “Billy has grown kids from his first marriage, but David was my only one. Funny, when I was a little girl I was
         certain I’d have a big family. I was one of five. Hard to believe my little boy would be in high school now.” She suddenly
         turned away and Web saw a hand go up to her face.
      


  “I think that’s enough for now, Gwen. I really appreciate your taking the time.”


  She turned back to him and he could see her damp cheeks. “Billy wanted me to invite you and your friend up for drinks and
         dinner tonight.”
      


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “Well, we want to. You saved his life, after all, and if we’re going to be spending time together, we probably should get
         to know each other a little better. Say five-thirty?”
      


  “Only if you’re sure.”


  “I’m sure, Web, but thanks for asking.”


  “Just so you know, we didn’t bring any fancy clothes.”


  “We’re not fancy people.”









  32


  Claire was walking to her car in the underground garage of her office building when a well-built man in a suit approached her.
      


  “Dr. Daniels?”


  She looked at him cautiously. “Yes.”


  He held out his identification. “I’m Agent Phillips with the FBI. We’d like to talk to you—right now, if that’s convenient.”


  Claire looked bewildered. “Who wants to talk to me?”
      


  Agent Phillips turned and pointed past the garage gate, where a black limousine with tinted windows was waiting, its engine
         running.
      


  “It’ll all be explained, ma’am.” He gently put a hand on her elbow. “Just right this way, Doctor, it won’t take long at all
         and we’ll bring you right back here.”
      


  Claire allowed herself to be led out of the garage. Phillips held the door for her and then climbed in the front passenger
         seat. Before Claire was even settled against the cushion, the limo sped off.
      


  Claire was startled when the man sitting across from her in the rear-facing seats leaned forward.


  “Thank you for agreeing to talk to us, Dr. Daniels.”


  “I didn’t agree to talk with anyone. I don’t even know why I’m here.”


  She noted that a glass partition that separated the back of the car from the front had been raised. “Who are you?”


  “My name is John Winters. I’m head of the FBI’s Washington Field Office.”


  “Well, Mr. Winters—” Claire began.


  “My friends call me Buck.”


  “Well, Mr. Winters, I don’t know why you’d want to talk to me.”


  Winters sat back. “Oh, I think you have an idea. You’re a very smart woman.” He tapped a large file next to him. “Quite an
         impressive C.V.”
      


  Claire stared at the file. “I’m not sure whether I should be flattered or deeply annoyed that you’ve been investigating me.”


  Winters smiled. “For now, we’ll just assume you’re flattered. But you also have to realize that in your position you see quite
         a few members of the Bureau, their spouses, support people.”
      


  “All my security clearances are up to date. And it’s not like I’m exposed to anything that’s top secret. All files are thoroughly
         censored before they get to me.”
      


  “But how do you censor the human mind, Dr. Daniels?”


  “What my patients tell me is absolutely confidential.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it is. And I’m also certain that stressed-out people, folks with serious mental and emotional issues, probably
         pour out their hearts to you.”
      


  “Some more than others. Exactly where is this going, Mr. Winters?”


  “The fact is, Dr. Daniels, you are in a position to hear some pretty important information given to you by some very vulnerable
         people.”
      


  “I am well aware of that. And it goes no farther than my office.” Winters leaned forward again. “One of your current patients
         is Web London. Is that right?”
      


  “I can’t answer that.”


  Winters smiled. “Come on, Doctor.”


  “When I said that I do not reveal confidences, I meant it. That includes whether someone is a patient of mine.”


  “Well, just so you’re aware, as head of WFO, I’m privy to who at the Bureau is seeing a shrink, okay?”


  “We prefer ‘psychiatrist,’ or at least ‘mental health professional.’”


  “So I know that Web London is seeing you,” Winters said. “And I know that he’s seen another psychiatrist there several times
         in the past. An Ed O’Bannon.” Again Claire said nothing. “So one thing I want to know is why the switch to you?”
      


  “And again, I can’t answer those—”


  She watched as Winters pulled a slip of paper out of the file next to him. He handed it to her. She looked down at it. It
         was a release form signed by Web London and notarized. It stated, among other things, that anyone providing psychiatric care
         to Web London could discuss the parameters of the diagnosis and treatment with one John Winters, director of WFO. Claire had
         never seen a form like this before, but it was an original document on official Bureau stationery.
      


  “Now we can dispense with the reluctance.”


  “Where did this document come from and why haven’t I seen it before?”


  “It’s a new policy. In fact, Web’s case is the first time we’ve used it. My idea.”


  “It’s an invasion of doctor-and-patient confidentiality.”


  “Not if the patient has waived it.”


  Claire read the document very carefully—so carefully, in fact, and she took such a long time doing it, that Winters finally
         started to fume. She handed it back to him.
      


  “Okay, let me see some ID,” she said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “It says I can reveal certain information to John Winters, head of WFO. All I know about you is you drive around in a limo
         and say you’re John Winters.”
      


  “I thought my aide identified himself.”


  “He did. But you haven’t.”
      


  Winters smiled, pulled out his creds and showed them to Claire. She spent longer than necessary going over them, just to put
         the man on notice that she didn’t like this one bit and that she was not going to make this easy.
      


  He sat back.“Now, about Web London.”


  “He selected me because Dr. O’Bannon wasn’t available. We had a good session and he decided to stay with me.”


  “What’s his diagnosis?”


  “I’m not sure I’ve made one yet.”


  “Have you suggested any treatment to him?”


  “That would be a little premature,” she said dryly, “since I haven’t made a diagnosis yet. That would sort of be like operating
         on someone before you’ve even done a physical.”
      


  “Sorry, but most shrinks—excuse me—psychiatrists I know just prescribe some pills.”


  “Well, I guess I’m not like any psychiatrists you know, then.”


  “Can you tell me what happened to him in that courtyard?”


  “No, I cannot.”


  “Can’t or won’t?” He held up the release form. “We can make this smooth for you or extremely difficult.”


  “That form also states that I may withhold any information told to me in confidence by a patient and also any conclusions
         of mine based on such information, if, using my professional discretion, such disclosure would do harm to the patient.”
      


  Winters moved across and sat next to Claire. “Dr. Daniels, are you aware of what happened in that courtyard?”


  “Yes. I’ve read the papers, and I’ve talked to Web about it.”


  “You see, it goes beyond the murder of six agents, horrific as that is. It strikes right at the fundamental integrity of the
         Bureau. And without that, you have nothing.”
      


  “I’m not sure how someone ambushing a team of FBI agents diminishes the integrity of the FBI. If anything, it should evoke
         sympathy.”
      


  “Unfortunately, that’s not the world we work in. Let me tell you what this ambush has done. First, by taking out our elite
         strike force, criminal elements now believe we are vulnerable at all levels. Second, the press has blown this unfortunate
         incident to such extraordinary heights, using such incendiary language, that the public confidence in us has been badly shaken
         and even the lawmakers on Capitol Hill who should know better are doubting us. And lastly, the morale of the Bureau as a whole
         is at an all-time low over this. It really is a triple whammy.”
      


  “I guess I can see that,” Claire said cautiously.


  “So the sooner the matter is resolved, the sooner we understand how it happened in the first place, the sooner we can make
         matters right again. I’m sure you don’t want the criminals in this country thinking they can run roughshod over honest citizens.”
      


  “I’m certain that won’t happen.”


  “Are you?” He stared hard at her. “Well, I’m right in the middle of it, and I’m not nearly so certain as you seem to be.”


  Claire felt a chill go up her back at the man’s words.


  He patted her on the shoulder. “Now, what can you tell me about Web without, in your discretion, violating any professional standards?”
      


  Claire began slowly, the whole process loathsome to her. “He has some issues. I believe they go back to his childhood, as
         such issues often do. He froze in that alley. I’m sure he’s told the investigators at the FBI that.” She looked at him for
         affirmation of this, but Winters didn’t take the bait.
      


  “Go on,” he said simply.


  Claire went through the details of what Web had seen and heard in the alley, including the words spoken to him by Kevin Westbrook,
         how they affected him, his subsequent feelings of paralysis and how he had fought against them and ultimately won.
      


  “Yes, he won,” said Winters. “He dropped right before the guns fired and he managed to walk away alive.”


  “I can tell you that he feels enormous guilt for having been the sole survivor.”


  “And so he should.”


  “He didn’t suddenly turn coward, if that’s what you were wondering. He’s one of the bravest men I’ve ever met. In fact, he
         might be too brave, too much of a risk-taker.”
      


  “I wasn’t thinking he had become a coward; not even his own worst enemy could say that Web London was a coward.”


  She looked at him curiously. “What, then?”


  “There are worse things than being a coward.” He paused. “Like being a traitor.”


  “My professional opinion is that that is not the case. His freezing in that alley represents deep-rooted problems stemming
         from a very challenging childhood that Web is trying to cope with.”
      


  “I see. So perhaps he shouldn’t be with HRT, then. Perhaps not in the Bureau at all.”


  Now Claire could feel herself freeze. What had she just done? “That’s not what I said.”
      


  “No, Doctor, that’s what I said.”
      


  As promised, they dropped her back off at the garage. As she was getting out, Buck Winters leaned forward and gripped her
         arm. Claire felt herself instinctively drawing back.
      


  “I certainly can’t stop you from telling Web about our meeting,


  Doctor, but I’m asking you not to. This is an ongoing FBI investigation and the results, whatever they happen to be, will
         rock the Bureau more than it’s ever been. So I’m asking you, as a good citizen, to keep all this on the QT for now.”
      


  “I can’t guarantee you that. And I trust Web.”


  “I’m sure you do. There’s a lot about him to trust. Do you know how many men he’s killed in his career?”


  “No, is that important to know?”


  “I’m sure the relatives of those people would think it important.” “You’re making it sound like he’s the criminal. I’m assuming
         that if he’s killed people, it was part of his job, the job you expect him to do.”
      


  “Well, I guess that’s always open to interpretation, isn’t it?” He let go of her arm and added a parting shot. “I’m sure we’ll
         be seeing each other again.”
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  When Romano and Web left for dinner at the mansion, Romano was walking a little funny. He told Web that Billy had gotten him
         on a horse and Romano had immediately fallen off.
      


  “I don’t know why the hell I can’t follow the guy in a truck. Horses just ain’t my thing.”


  “Well, I rode over most of the property today and a lot of it you can’t get to even by truck.”


  “Did you fall off too?”


  “Yeah, twice,” Web said. Why tell the truth and get Romano’s hair up again? he figured.


  “So who’d you ride with?” asked Romano.


  “Gwen. Had a nice time. How about you? Have any fun?” “Yeah, I never knew how much fun mucking a stall could be. You should
         try it sometime.”
      


  Billy met Web and Romano at the front door of the stone house. He was wearing an old corduroy jacket with patched elbows,
         a pair of khaki pants, a wrinkled white button-down shirt and loafers without socks. And he already had a drink in hand. He
         led them through the front hall and down a curving staircase of walnut that looked old enough to have arrived in the Colonies
         as a gift from a long-dead king or queen. Though he’d been through the place ear- lier, Web still caught himself occasionally
         ogling the large rooms, elaborate millwork, heavy draperies and enormous artwork that looked museum-quality and probably was,
         and then they arrived at the lower level. Romano looked around and kept muttering, “Holy shit,” under his breath.
      


  Web again noted Billy’s limp. “You have an accident?” he asked, pointing to the man’s leg.


  “Yeah, a one-ton draft horse decided to take a roll while I was on the sumbitch.”


  The floor in the lower level was flagstone, the exposed walls stone and twelve-by-twelve beams had the task of holding up
         the ceiling. There were large leather couches and chairs placed precisely, probably to encourage several conversation groups,
         or perhaps even conspiratorial factions, for this definitely looked like that sort of place to Web, though the Canfields didn’t
         seem the type. If they didn’t like you, they probably weren’t bashful about showing it, especially Billy. The walls were festooned
         with the racks of yet more English stags along with numerous mounted heads of deer, a cheetah, a lion, a rhino, a moose and
         mounted full bodies of a large variety of birds and fish. Mounted on another wall was a very large walleyed pike. There was
         also a full-sized grizzly in a charging pose and an enormous swordfish in perpetual soar. On one display table was a coiled
         diamondback rattler and a king cobra, with eyes seemingly ablaze and fangs showing and ready to do some serious damage. Web
         gave both stuffed reptiles a wide berth. He had never cared much for snakes after almost being bitten by an enraged water
         moccasin on a mission in Alabama.
      


  There was a well-stocked gun cabinet against one wall. Web and Romano enviously checked out the array of Churchill, Rizzini
         and Piotti firearms, weapons that would easily set you back five figures. You really couldn’t be a member of HRT and not be
         an aficionado of showpieces like these, though most FBI agents lacked the financial wherewithal to do more than press their
         noses to the glass. Web wondered if the weapons were for show only or whether anybody here ever actually used them. Billy
         looked like he would be comfortable around guns, maybe even Gwen too. If the man had killed all these animals, he would damn
         well have to be handy with firearms.
      


  A full bar of dark cherry sat against another wall. It looked like it had been yanked straight from a London pub. Web’s strong
         impression when he had first seen this room was that it had the feel of an English club spiked with a bit of the Wild West.
      


  Gwen was sitting on a couch that looked substantial enough to sail in across the Atlantic. She rose when they entered the
         room. She was wearing a beige sundress that went down to her ankles and that had a scooped neckline showing a good portion
         of cleavage. A bit of her white bra strap showed from under the sundress’s thin shoulder straps. Her bare arms were browned
         by the sun and were tight and firm. Probably from horse-reining, Web assumed, since his arms were aching a little from doing
         just that for three hours. Black leather flats were on her feet. Still, she was only a couple inches shorter than Romano.
         As she sat back down and crossed her legs, the sundress slipped back an inch or so and Web was a little surprised to see that
         she wore a gold ankle chain, because it seemed a bit out of sync with her refined bearing. Her face was nicely tanned too
         and the contrast of the blond hair was striking. Billy Canfield was indeed a fortunate man, thought Web, though he wondered
         how much of the life in their marriage had died with their son.
      


  Web was surprised to see Nemo Strait sitting in one of the chairs. The farm manager had cleaned up and was wearing a Polo
         shirt that showed off his muscular physique, with chino pants and loafers. He was a striking man, Web had to admit.
      


  Strait raised his glass to Web and Romano.


  “Welcome to Casa Canfield,” he said with a big grin.


  Web looked at the numerous animal trophies. “They come with the house?” he asked Billy.


  “Hell, no,” said the man. “About four years ago I had me a calling, I guess you’d say, to go off and shoot things. Became
         a big-game hunter and a deep-sea fisherman. Was even on TV a few times on some sporting shows. Went round the world bagging
         stuff like that.” He pointed to the tusked head of a wild boar on one wall and then over at the grizzly, which stood at least
         nine feet tall on a specially built display unit, its fangs bared and its long claws looking ready to shred somebody.
      


  He went over and rubbed the thick neck of the enormous bear. “Now, this thing did its best to kill me, twice. Second time
         it almost did, but I got it.” He pointed over at the rhino. “Those damn things look slow and heavy-footed. That is, they do
         until they’re coming at you about thirty miles an hour with nothing between you and your Maker but your nerves, good aim and
         a steady trigger finger. You aim for the brain. Now, if you miss and hit the rhino’s horn, you’re a dead man.”
      


  “Poor animals,” said Gwen.


  “Hell, the damn things cost me a fortune,” replied her husband dryly. He looked at one of the stags and then nodded at Web.
         “You know, the stag is the old symbol of virility, wisdom and life. And there it is hanging on my wall, dead as a doornail.
         I kind of like the irony in that. Now, I do all my own stuffing. Got to be a pretty damn good taxidermist, if I do say so
         myself.”
      


  Web was wondering about the timing of Billy’s desire to kill. It must have occurred soon after the trial had ended in Ernest
         Free’s plea bargain that had most certainly let him live.
      


  Billy continued, “Here, let me show you. You want to come, Nemo?”


  “No way. I’ve already seen your little operation and I ain’t had my dinner yet.”


  Billy led them down a hallway and unlocked a door there. Gwen did not accompany them either. They went inside and Web looked
         around. The place was large and crammed with worktables and shelves and on these surfaces were cans of liquids and pastes
         and sharp knives and scalpels, dozens of other tools, large vises, ropes and complicated pulley systems hanging from the ceiling.
         In one corner was the skin of an elk partially stretched over a form, and in another corner stood a wild turkey in all its
         dead glory. In other corners were stuffed birds and fish and some large and small animals Web couldn’t even recognize. Web
         had smelled rotted corpses and it wasn’t that bad in here, but, all the same, Web wouldn’t want to breathe it every day.
      


  “You killed all these?” asked Romano.


  “Every one,” said Billy with delight. “I only stuff what I kill. I don’t do nobody any favors on that score.” He picked up
         a rag and squirted some liquid on it and started rubbing on one of the tools. “Other folks golf for relaxation, I kill and
         stuff.”
      


  “I guess it’s all relative,” opined Web.


  “It’s therapeutic, I’ve found. But Gwen don’t see it that way. She’s never come in here and I suspect she never will. Now,
         taxidermy has come a long way. You don’t have to build your forms anymore, you can buy real good ones made out of compressed
         cork, laminated paper and such, and then fit it to what you’re mounting. It’s still quite a process, a lot of planning and
         measuring and you got to have a bit of both the butcher and the artist in you. The basic steps are you gut the body and then
         prep the skin. A lot of folks use borax, but the purists like myself still poison the skin with arsenic. You get your best
         longevity there. And I even do some of my own tanning.”
      


  “You keep arsenic around here?” asked Romano.


  “Tons of it.” Billy eyed the man. “Don’t worry, I always wash my hands after working down here, and I don’t do none of the
         cooking.” He laughed and Romano joined him, albeit a little nervously.
      


  “Then you prep the skull, assemble your wires and such and then do your filling and final assembling.”


  Web eyed the room’s equipment. It seemed one bare step removed from a slaughterhouse. “Lots of stuff in here.”


  “Well, you need a lot of stuff to do the job right.” He pointed out various pieces. “Like I said, you got your anatomically
         correct urethane forms for the animals, but I still make some of my own using plaster of paris, modeling clay, cord-wrapped
         excelsior and the like. Ain’t got to have everything handed to you, right?”
      


  “Right,” said Romano.


  “Then you got your chemicals, poisons and salt, lots of salt to preserve the skin. Then you need your measurite and calipers
         for linear measurements and achieving symmetry. Scalpels for the obvious reason; I use what’s called a perfect knife, German-made,
         those damn Germans know how to make the knives. It’s for skinning and caping—you know, severing the neck from the body hide,
         for example—the detail work around the eyes and mouth and the like. You got your skinning knives, paring knives, bone saw,
         shavers, skifes for leather, even a fleshing machine. Now, that is a damn fine invention.”
      


  Under his breath Web said, “Lucky, lucky world.”


  “Got me Kevlar fleshing gloves so I don’t chop off one of my fingers. Scissors, hide pullers, lip tuckers, nippers, forceps,
         probes and surgical needles. Sounds like a cross between a mortician and a plastic surgeon, don’t it?” He pointed to mixing
         bowls, paintbrushes, an air compressor and a number of tins.
      


  “That’s the artistic part of the business. The finishing touches to do justice to the animal.”


  “Funny thing,” said Web, “thinking about doing justice to something you’ve killed.”


  “I guess that separates folks like me from sons of bitches that kill and keep on walking,” Billy shot back.


  “I guess so,” said Web.


  Billy walked over to a deerskin that was drying on a large table. “You know what’s the first thing you cut off when you’re
         gutting a deer?” he asked looking directly at Web.
      


  “What’s that?”


  “Its penis.”


  “Good to know,” said Web dryly.


  “Deer die like people,” continued Billy. “With their eyes open. Glazing takes place almost immediately. If the eyes are closed
         or blinking, you better shoot ’em again.” He looked at Web again. “I suppose you run across that a lot in your line of work.”
      


  “Sometimes that’s not an option with human beings.”


  “I guess not, though I’d take any one of the animals I got on display here over the human scum you got to deal with.” He took
         a sip of his drink. “I think that’s one of the reasons I like this place so much,” said Billy. “Damn contradictions, since
         I seem to be a living breathing one myself. Born dirt poor, barely finished ninth grade, made a lot of money in the unglamorous
         business of hauling cigarettes and other junk up and down the highways of this fine country and married me a beautiful, intelligent
         young woman with a college degree. And now here I am, the master of an estate smack in the middle of fancy-ass Virginia hunt
         country stuffing animals. One lucky man. Makes me want to get drunk, so let’s go do something about that.”
      


  He led them back and they rejoined Gwen. She gave Web a weak smile as if to say, I know and I’m sorry.


  Bill went behind the bar and pointed at his wife. “Scotch, honey?” She nodded. “I’ll join you in another,” he said. “Boys?
         And don’t hand me that bullshit that you’re on duty. If you don’t drink with me, I’m throwing your butts out of here.”
      


  “Beer, if you have it.”


  “We have everything here, Web.”


  Web made a mental note that the man said it like he damn well meant it.


  “Same for me,” said Romano.


  “I’ll have one too, Billy,” said Strait. He walked over and took a bottle of beer from his boss and then joined Web and Romano.


  “I’m a lot more used to beer than I am fancy mixed drinks.”


  “Country boy?” asked Romano.


  “Yes, sir, I grew up at the foothills of the Blue Ridge on a horse farm,” said Strait. “But I wanted to see the world.” He
         rolled up his sleeve and showed them his Marine Corps insignia. “Well, I did, on Uncle Sam’s dime. Actually, I only saw a
         little slice of it called Southeast Asia, and it’s hard to enjoy something like that when people are shooting at you.”
      


  “You don’t look old enough to have been in Vietnam,” commented Web.


  Strait smiled broadly. “All my clean living, I guess.” He added, “Truth is, I got drafted right near the end, only eighteen
         years old and change. First year in the jungle, I just kept my head down and tried my best to keep it on my shoulders. Then
         I got my ass caught and spent three months as a POW. Damn Viet Cong were into some sick stuff, messing with your mind, trying
         to turn you traitor.”
      


  “I didn’t know that about you, Strait,” said Billy.


  “Well, it’s not something I put on my résumé.” He laughed. “But I finally escaped and an Army shrink helped me to straighten
         out myself. That and a lot of booze and other stuff I can’t mention,” he added, grinning. “Got discharged, came back to the
         States and pulled a little duty as a guard at a juvenile detention center. Now, let me tell you, some of the kids I was guarding,
         they’d make the damn Viet Cong look like a bunch of wimps. Then I got married, but my ex didn’t like my pay scale of six bucks
         an hour, so I got me a desk job for a while, but that just wasn’t me. Like I said, I grew up in the outdoors, around horses
         all my life. It’s in your blood.” He looked over at Billy. “It better be, because it ain’t in your bank account.”
      


  They all laughed at that one, except Gwen. She looked annoyed that the cowpoke was even in her home, thought Web, who was
         watching her closely.
      


  “So anyway,” Strait continued, “I went back to horses and my wife walked out on me and took my boy and girl.”


  “You see them much?” asked Web.


  “Used to, not anymore.” He grinned. “Thought my son would follow in his old man’s footsteps and be either a military grunt
         or maybe even get into the horses.” He slapped his thigh. “Hell, you know what?”
      


  “What’s that?” asked Romano.


  “Found out he was allergic to the damn things. Life sure is funny sometimes.”


  As Web studied the man, it didn’t seem to him that Strait thought life was humorous at all. He had initially pegged Strait
         as a slow-witted fellow who did what he was told. He was going to have to re-think that.
      


  “Then Billy come along, and now I’m helping him”—he glanced at Gwen—“and Ms. Canfield build their little empire right here.”


  Billy raised his beer to the man. “And doing a fine job of it, Strait.”


  On that, Web noted, Gwen looked away, and despite Billy’s words of praise it seemed that he was not all that enamored of his
         foreman. Web decided to change the flow of conversation.
      


  “Lower levels are usually cold,” Web said to Billy. “Especially with all this stone. And yet it feels warmer down here than
         it did upstairs.”
      


  “We have the best heat in the world here,” replied Billy, who worked the bar like he had been born to it. “Radiant steam.
         Gwen said she showed you around. Well, those three Weil McLain boilers you saw heat the water to two-twelve and turn it into
         steam, of course. The steam flows through the pipes and into the cast-iron Gurney radiators that are in each room in the house.
         Then the steam cools back to water, runs through the system again, is turned into steam once more and on it goes. And you
         have not only warmth, but a built-in humidifier.” He handed Web his beer. “A lot of the steam pipes run under this floor,
         that’s why it’s so nice down here. I love it. And this time of year, it can get to be eighty-five in the day and forty at
         night. But McLain boilers is why Gwen can go bare-armed down here and still feel nice and toasty, ain’t that right, honey?”
      


  “Actually, I’ve felt hot all day.”


  Web rubbed his hand against the bar. “Nice setup with this thing.”


  “Dates from 1910,” said Billy. “The owner back then put a lot of work into the place. It needed it, though. Unfortunately,
         it needed a lot more by the time we got to it. Story of my life.” He carried the drinks over on a serving platter and handed
         them out. They all sat down.
      


  “Gwen tells me you’ve got some promising yearlings.”


  “Yeah, maybe a Triple Crown winner in there,” said Billy. “Now, that would be nice. Pay at least a month’s worth of bills
         on this damn place.”
      


  Gwen and Web exchanged smiles at this comment.


  “We can always hope,” said Gwen. “But being one step from the poorhouse all the time at least is exciting.”


  “Well, we do okay here,” said Strait, looking at her.


  Web thought the choice of pronouns interesting. He was starting to wonder who actually owned the place.


  Billy took a pull on his scotch. “Yeah, this ain’t such a bad place. Even got fox hunting around here.”


  Gwen looked repulsed. “That’s disgusting.”


  “Well, this is fox-hunting country, and in Virginia you got to do like the snooty Virginians do.” Billy smiled at Web. “Actually, our damn
         neighbors can be kind of a pain in the ass. They got ticked at me because I wouldn’t let them ride across my land while they
         were chasing that damn fox. I told them they didn’t fox-hunt down Richmond way and it seemed like the deck was stacked against
         the little feller anyway and I’ve always tended to root for the underdog. Well, those pricks took me to court. And won. There
         were some old covenant in my chain of title that said fox hunting apparently runs with the land.”
      


  Romano looked disgusted. “Now, that’s a bitch. Talk about your unfree country.”


  “Well, they don’t come across East Winds anymore,” said Strait.


  “Why’s that?” asked Web.


  “Billy shot one of their dogs—excuse me, hounds.” He slapped his leg and laughed.


  Billy was nodding as though remembering a pleasant memory. “He took after one of my horses. That particular horse was worth
         about three hundred thousand dollars. Damn hound dog’s a dime a dozen. So damn right I shot him.”
      


  “Did they take you to court again?” asked Web.


  “They did, and this time I kicked their ass.” He smiled, took another drink and looked at Web. “So did you enjoy the fifty-cent
         tour Gwen gave you?”
      


  “She’d make a great tour guide, actually. I was interested in the farm being a stop on the Underground Railroad during the
         Civil War.”
      


  Billy pointed to the gun cabinet. “And that stop’s right over there.”


  Web looked at the gun cabinet and said, “I’m not getting it.” “Go ahead and show him, Billy,” said Strait.


  Billy motioned for Web and Romano to follow him. He went over and pushed down on what Web figured must be a lever concealed
         in the cabinet’s frame. Web heard a click and the cabinet swung toward him, revealing a small opening.
      


  “There’s no electricity or windows in there, just a couple of rough bunks, but when you’re running for your freedom, you can’t
         be too picky,” said Billy. He picked up a flashlight that was hanging on a wall peg and handed it to Web. “Have a look.”
      


  Web took the flashlight, poked his head inside and swung the light around. He almost dropped the flashlight when the light
         caught on a man sitting there in a bentwood rocker. As his eyes adjusted to the poor light, he saw it was actually a mannequin
         dressed as a male slave, with a hat and muttonchop whiskers, the whites of its eyes in unsettling contrast to the painted
         black skin.
      


  Billy laughed and said, “You’ve got some damn strong nerves. Most people scream.”


  “Billy put that in there, not me, Web,” said Gwen quickly, with a trace of disgust in her voice.


  “It’s one of my sick little jokes,” added Billy. “But hell, if you can’t laugh at life, what are you gonna laugh at?”


  On that they finished their drinks and went in to dinner.


  They didn’t eat in the formal dining room. As Billy explained it, the room was so big that when you wanted to talk to one
         another you had to scream to be heard and he was a little hard of hearing as it was. They ate in a small room off the kitchen.
         Gwen gave the blessing and made the sign of the cross, as did Romano. Strait, Web, and Billy just looked on.
      


  Gwen had made a Caesar salad, sirloin tips, fresh asparagus in a cream sauce and what smelled and tasted like homemade rolls.
         Cherry pie and coffee finished off the meal, and Romano sat back, rubbing his flat, hard stomach.
      


  “A lot better than MREs,” he said, referring to the U.S. military’s meals-ready-to-eat.


  “Thanks, Gwen, it was great,” said Web.


  “We used to entertain quite a bit in Richmond,” she said. “We don’t do a lot of that anymore.” She shot a quick glance at
         her husband as she said this.
      


  “Lots of things we don’t do anymore,” said Billy Canfield. “But it was a fine meal and my toast to the chef.” He went over
         to the sideboard and brought back a decanter of brandy and four cut-crystal glasses. “Now, I’m partial to my Jim Beam, like
         any good southern gentleman, but a proper toast requires a proper libation.” He poured out the brandy and filled his glass
         with Beam, and they toasted Gwen.
      


  She smiled and raised her glass to them. “Well, it’s nice to be so popular with so many men.”


  As they took their leave, Web drew Billy aside.


  “I just want to get the ground rules clear. Be sure to set the alarm when we leave, and set it every night before you go to
         bed. There are so many ways in and out of this place, I want you and Gwen to come and go the same way. That way you won’t
         inadvertently leave a door unlocked. If you’re thinking of going out, even if it’s just a stroll, you call us first and we
         go with you. If anything spooks you or Gwen, you call us. Nothing is too small, okay? Here’s my cell phone number. It’ll be
         on twenty-four hours a day. And I want you to strongly consider letting Romano and me stay in the house. If something goes
         down, seconds do count.”
      


  Billy looked at the slip of paper with Web’s number on it. “Pris- oners in our own home, I guess it’s come to that. Those
         bastards.” He shook his head wearily.
      


  “Those guns in your cabinet, they just for show or you use them in your hunting?”


  “Most of them are shotguns. Couldn’t use them on game you want to mount because shotgun ammo ruins the skin and takes off
         heads. I keep my big-game weapons in a locked cabinet upstairs. I’ve also got me a twelve-gauge and a .357 Magnum too. Both
         loaded. They’re for two-legged sumbitches trespassing on my land. Gwen’s a damn fine shot too. Probably better’n me.”
      


  “Good, just remember to shoot only the bad guys. Now, you got any travel plans coming up?”


  “Just a shipment of horses we’re taking up to Kentucky in a few days. I’m going with Strait and some of the boys.”


  “Talk to Bates, he may see it differently.”


  “Listen to Web,” said Nemo, who walked over after overhearing their conversation. “Somebody’s looking to get to you, Billy.
         Stay put so the Feds can protect you.”
      


  “Going soft on me, Nemo?” asked Billy.


  “Hell no. Something happens to you, I’m out of a job.”


  “Any visitors you expecting out of the ordinary?” Web asked. Billy shook his head. “Most of our friends in Richmond aren’t
         our friends anymore. Maybe it’s mostly our fault. We keep to ourselves here.”
      


  “These neighbors of yours, at the Southern Belle, what do you know about them?”


  “Only that they’re ruder than me.” He laughed. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know much about them. They don’t join in much
         local stuff, not that I do either. I’ve only seen what I guess was the foreman.”
      


  “How about that chopper and their plane?”


  Billy made a face. “That is damn aggravating. Scares the horses.”


  “How often do you see the plane and the chopper go out?”


  Billy considered this. “A lot.”


  “What’s a lot? Nightly, weekly?”


  “Not nightly, but more often than weekly.”


  “Same direction each time or different?”


  “Different.” He looked at Web warily. “What’re you thinking?” Web gave a tight smile. “I’m thinking we’ll just keep an eye
         on that airline next door.”
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  When Romano and Web got back to the carriage house, Web filled him in on the talk he had had with Billy.
      


  “You think something’s going down on the property next door?” said Romano.


  “No, I think something going’s up.”
      


  “Well, that was an interesting evening. I gotta tell you, that hobby of Canfield’s is kind of spooky.”


  “Yeah, it’s not exactly like building model planes. And what’s your take on Nemo Strait?”


  “Seems like a regular enough fellow.”


  “I was sort of surprised he was invited to the big house for dinner with the boss.”


  “Well, look at where Billy came from. He’s probably more comfortable around people like Strait than a bunch of rich fat cats
         fox hunting.”
      


  “You’re probably right. Gwen didn’t seem to care for him, though.” “She’s more of a lady. And he’s kind of crude.” He added
         with a smile, “Like me. I didn’t know she was Catholic.”
      


  “Yeah, she’s got a little chapel in the woods where she goes to pray every day for her son, the one I let die.”


  “You didn’t let the kid die, Web. Hell, if the negotiators had let you guys do your thing from the get-go, the boy probably
         would be alive.”
      


  “Look, Paulie, I got an appointment tonight, so you’re going to have to go it alone. I don’t have to leave for a while, so
         you can get some shut-eye. Bates is keeping agents at the rear and front gates for the next couple of days, though, so you’re
         not really all by your lonesome.”
      


  “Appointment, what kind of appointment?”


  “I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”


  “This have something to do with what happened to Charlie Team?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Well, damn, Web, I’d like to be in on that.”


  And I’d like you to be covering my back. “Can’t desert the old post. I should be back before morning. Now, if I were you, I’d patrol around a little bit. I wouldn’t
         be surprised if Canfield started off by testing us and so he might slip out. Although I think almost dying this morning put
         the fear of God in him, but we can’t take that chance.”
      


  “Not to worry, I’ll do some snooping.”


  “If you see that plane or chopper go over, log it in. And I brought a bunch of night optics, help yourself.”


  “Those damn things always give me a headache and they screw with your depth perception too much.”


  “Yeah, well, you remember those ‘damn things’ saved our necks in Kosovo.”


  “Okay, okay. I’m gonna hit the sack.”


  “And Paulie?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Just because there aren’t a bunch of guys with big guns surrounding us doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous. Be extra careful.
         I don’t want to lose anybody else, okay?”
      


  “Hey, Web, remember who you’re talking to.”


  “You and me have had our differences over the years, but we’ve also been to hell and back together. I kind of like having
         you around. You hear me?”
      


  “Gee, Web, you really do care.”


  “You’re a real prick, Romano, you know that?”
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  When Web had called the number on the slip of paper Big F had given him, the voice that had answered was a man’s.Web didn’t
         know if it belonged to Big F, since his initial encounter with the giant had involved concussions rather than words. Web had
         hoped it was Big F on the line because the voice was high and shrill. What a wonderful joke for God to play on the man by
         giving him a squeaky set of pipes. Yet a silly voice wasn’t going to lessen the fear of doing the two-step with the walking
         oak again. Big F didn’t hit with his tonsils.
      


  The man had told Web to be driving north across the Woodrow Wilson Bridge at exactly eleven o’clock that night. Web would
         receive additional instructions at that time; by cell phone, Web figured. His number was unlisted, but it seemed nothing was
         sacred these days.
      


  Web, of course, had sensibly questioned why he should even go.


  “If you want to know what happened to your buddies, you’ll be there,” the man had said. “And if you want to keep on living,”
         he added. Appropriately enough, the phone line had gone dead after that.
      


  Web thought about running down to Quantico and snagging a Barrett .50 rifle and a couple thousand rounds of ammo from the
         equipment cage. One of the great things about HRT was that it purchased for its operators the very latest weapons and then
         let them do with them what they wanted. It was like a giant candy store for the violence-minded. Yet he finally decided that
         even at gun-happy HRT, it might raise some eyebrows—his checking out a .50 and enough ammo to shoot up a good-sized city.
         He did briefly think about calling in Bates as backup but then realized that might hold disastrous consequences. Big F hadn’t
         survived on the streets this long by being stupid or impossibly lucky. He would smell the Bureau boys for sure, and wouldn’t
         that just royally piss off the big guy. But if he had information about who had set up his team, Web had to find out what
         it was.
      


  He had driven past the entrance to the Southern Belle farm. The opening was not as ornate at East Winds. And Web noted that
         the gates were closed and locked. He thought he could see a man patrolling near the entrance, but he wasn’t certain of that
         or whether the man was armed. An interesting place. Even as he was thinking this, he heard the chopper coming overhead. He
         looked up, saw it passing by and then it disappeared from his sight. Maybe it was landing at Southern Belle. Maybe terrorists
         had landed in America. Web was only half kidding.
      


  He had stopped to fill the car with gas. He thought about calling Claire but then decided against it. What would he say? Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow, and maybe I won’t.


  The Woodrow Wilson Bridge had long been the single worst traffic bottleneck in the United States interstate highway system.
         To most local drivers, mentioning the name of the twenty-eighth President of the United States sent them into fits of rage.
         What a legacy, Web thought, for a life of selfless public service. Better to have your name attached to a rest stop. At least
         then people would think of you in connection with badly needed bodily relief.
      


  He rolled onto the aging bridge and checked his watch. Thirty seconds to eleven. The Potomac was calm tonight, with no boat
         traffic apparent. The thick line of trees on the Maryland side contrasted sharply with the bright lights of Old Town Alexandria
         on the Virginia side and the Capitol dome and national monuments to the north. He passed the halfway point on the bridge.
         Traffic was relatively light and flowing well. A Virginia state police car passed Web heading in the opposite direction. Web
         felt like yelling after him, Hey, wanta be my friend tonight? Got an appointment with Doctor Death.


  Web left the bridge and kept driving. He looked around. Nothing. So much for exact timing. Then a chilling thought hit him.
         Was he being set up to take a hit? Was there a sniper out there somewhere drawing a bead on him right now with his scope?
         Was the guy dialing in the drop compensation right now, seating the shell, settling his finger on the trigger, exhaling one
         last breath before he fired? Was Web London the world’s biggest idiot?
      


  “Take the next right. NOW! NOW!”


  The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere and startled Web so badly he almost pulled the Mercury into a one-eighty.


  “Shit!” Web cried out even as he shot the car across three lanes of traffic while horns blared at him and cars dodged around
         him. He cut it so close the sedan skimmed the guardrail.
      


  Web was now on the entry ramp onto Interstate 295.


  “Take it to D.C.,” the voice said in a calmer tone.


  “Damn it, give me a little more notice next time,” Web shot back, and then wondered if the guy could even hear him. He also
         wondered how they had managed to plant a communications device in his car without anyone seeing them. Web pointed the car
         north to D.C. He took deep breaths to calm himself. Right now he wished to never again hear another voice without a face to
         go with it.
      


  “Keep going,” the voice said. “I’ll tell you where to turn.”


  Well, so much for what one wished for. It wasn’t Squeaky Voice. Maybe this was Big F. It seemed to be a Big F voice, thought
         Web, for it was deep, blunt, threatening. Figured.
      


  Web was very familiar with the area he was now in. The low-down on this stretch of lonely, woods-bracketed highway was that
         if one’s car broke down, it would not be there when the owner came back for it. And if the owner stayed with his broken-down
         car, he wouldn’t be coming back either. The boys that hunted here were the AAA of felony. Also down this way was St. Elizabeth’s,
         the mental hospital for celebrity maniacs like John Hinckley and for those who kept trying to go over the fence at the White
         House, among many others.
      


  The voice said, “Take the next exit. Turn left at the light, go one-point-one miles and take a right.”


  “Should I be writing this down or can you fax it to me?” asked Web, because he just felt like it.


  “Shut the hell up!”


  Well, at least they could hear him. And see him. He looked in his rearview mirror, but there were quite a few headlights back there. And yet if there was one thing Web
         couldn’t stand, it was a criminal who lacked a good sense of humor. He slipped that one away in his payback file. He followed
         the directions and soon was smack in the middle of the death zones of Northeast and Southeast D.C. that bordered the Anacostia
         River and where over a thousand people had been murdered in the last seven years. By comparison, across the river and seemingly
         several universes away the affluent Northwest area had suffered a little over twenty homicides in the same time span. However,
         there was some sense of perverse balance because the Northwest quadrant had far more larcenies and thefts committed, for a
         very simple reason: the poor rarely had things criminals wanted to steal while the wealthy, of course, had an abundance of
         them. The Frederick Douglas National Historical Site was along where Web was traveling, and Web figured that the Martin Luther
         King, Jr., of his time would not be at all pleased with how things had turned out.
      


  Web was given another set of directions and soon was pulling down a dirt road winding between nothing but trees and dense
         foliage. Web had been around here before. It was a favorite dumping ground for those in the more violent stretches of the
         city who didn’t like to mess up their neighborhoods with body parts. HRT had done a couple of ops down here, in fact. One
         had gone textbook, without one shot fired. The other had left three men dead. All bad guys who just couldn’t accept the fact
         that they were so outclassed and thus had stupidly pulled guns instead of putting up their hands. Maybe they thought there
         would be warning shots fired. Well, there was no chapter in the HRT manual on warning shots. Whenever Web had pulled his trigger,
         somebody ended up dead.
      


  “Stop the car,” said the voice, “and get out. Lay your gun on the front seat.”


  “How do you know I have a gun?”


  “If you don’t, you got horseshit for brains.”


  “And if I give my gun up, what exactly do I have for brains?”


  “If you don’t, you ain’t gonna have no brains left.”


  Web placed the pistol on the front seat and slowly got out of the car and looked around. He saw nothing except trees and a
         moonless sky. He could smell the river water, and it was hardly comforting. The few movements he heard were assuredly not
         Big F–like, most likely squirrels, foxes or minor-grade criminals trolling for their supper. Right now the only thing Web
         wished he had done was stash Romano in the trunk. Well, now you think of that.


  He stiffened slightly when he heard them coming. As they appeared from the cover of trees, Web could make out three large
         men in a row. They were all taller than Web, and they all had some serious hardware pointed at him. Web wasn’t really focusing
         on them, though, for the far larger man was right behind them. Web had felt sure he was going to see the giant tonight, and
         yet the sight of Big F was still a little unnerving. He had on different clothes, but the same Club Med style. The shirt,
         though, wasn’t open this time. All of Web’s wounds inflicted by the giant criminal seemed to tingle in the man’s presence
         as though some chemical interaction had just been triggered. Next to Big F was a white guy, which surprised Web until he recognized
         Clyde Macy in the flesh. He resembled a skeleton more in person than he did in the photo. Web recalled his talk with Bates
         when they had speculated who Cove’s inside person might be. Macy? Peebles? Macy didn’t look like a snitch, but who really
         knew? As Web kept his gaze on the man, he noted that the suit Macy wore and the ear radio made him look like Secret Service.
         Maybe he’d had aspirations to join the Service once, until he realized he liked killing people more. Peebles was nowhere in
         sight. The new breed of criminal entrepreneurs apparently didn’t like to get their finger-nails dirty.
      


  The three underlings circled Web while Big F stood there and watched. Macy hung off to the side. He looked alert and relaxed
         at the same time. But it was easy to tell the man took his work very seriously. To Web, the other men looked a little bored,
         as though they were the varsity called in to scrimmage with the JV. Well, that was a real confidence booster. One man drew
         a short object from his coat pocket that looked like a microphone. He ran it up and down Web’s body while another man checked
         Web for additional weapons. He found none but did confiscate Web’s cell phone. Another of the men, with what Web knew now
         was an electronic wand designed to ferret out nosey surveillance devices, did the once-over on Web’s car. The wand only sounded
         once, near the rear seat, but the man seemed unconcerned by this. He turned and nodded at Big F. Web understood this silent
         exchange: The man had detected the electronic device they had planted in Web’s car. The men stepped back and Big F came forward
         and leaned his bulk on the hood of Web’s car. Web thought he could hear the car groaning, and who could blame it?
      


  “How’s the face?”


  The man’s voice was neither squeaky high nor brutally deep. It was middle-of-the-road, calm, nonthreatening. It wasn’t the
         faceless voice inside Web’s car. Web could be talking to his stockbroker—if he had a stockbroker, that is.
      


  “Only thing hurt was my pride. I take it you’re Big F.”


  The man smiled at that and then slapped his thigh. To Web it sounded like the ominous smack of thunder. Everything this guy
         did was big. The other men laughed too, obviously cueing off their boss.
      


  “Shit. Big F. Damn right I’m Big F. That’s good. Ain’t that good, boys?”


  They all nodded and said it was good. Damn good. Macy didn’t even crack a smile. He just stood there and stared at Web like
         he was trying to will him to die.
      


  “Because if there was somebody bigger than you coming down the pike, then I don’t think I want to make his acquaintance.”
         Web knew it was always good to get on the bad guy’s good side, show you weren’t afraid. Violent criminals just loved fear.
         And they just loved to cut the throats of fearful people.
      


  Big F laughed again. Yet when he stopped and looked serious, so did everybody else. Instantly, Web noted.


  “I got me a problem.”


  “I’m here to help.” Web eased forward just a notch. Now he could take out two of the guys with kicks. Big F was something
         else altogether, sort of like punching Mount Rushmore, but you went with the point of least resistance first.
      


  “Somebody’s setting me up to take a fall for something I ain’t done.”


  “You know what happened to my team?”


  “I don’t need that shit, you understand me?” He stood, towering over them all, and the look in his eyes made Web’s heart race.
         “How old you think I am?”
      


  Web gave him the once-over. “Twenty-two.”


  “Thirty-two,” Big F said proudly. “Now, that in black years.” He turned to Macy. “What that be in tidy whitey time?”


  “A hundred and twenty,” said Macy in a learned tone, as though he were the Ph.D. of this illustrious group.


  Big F looked back at Web. “I’m a hundred and twenty. I’m an old man in a young man’s bizness. I don’t need this shit. You
         go tell your crew that. Don’t come hunting my ass down, ’cause I ain’t done it.”
      


  Web nodded. “Then I need to know whose business it is. Without that, I can guarantee you squat.”


  Big F eased himself back down on the car and slid out a Beretta nine-millimeter, with a muzzle suppressor attached, Web noted.
         Things were definitely not looking good.
      


  “Messengers a dime a dozen,” said Big F, eyeing Web calmly. “It’ll mean a lot more coming from me. I’ve got a lot invested
         in this one.” Web took one tiny step forward as he pretended to be merely shifting his weight. Now he could tag Big F with
         a spin kick right on the cerebellum. If the man could shake that off, then crown him king of the world. “And maybe you figure
         you owe me one for saving Kevin. Him being your little brother and all.”
      


  “He ain’t my brother.”


  Web tried hard not to show his surprise. “Is that right?”


  “He my son.” Big F rubbed his nose, coughed and then spit. “Course, we got the same mama.”


  Web started for a moment and then looked at the other men. They obviously already knew this and seemed to accept it as mainstream,
         at least their version of mainstream. Yet why shouldn’t they? Web thought. What was a little incest among family? You couldn’t
         exactly do it with strangers. Grandma had said Kevin was a little slow. Well, with that twisted family tree, Web could see
         why.
      


  “Well, I hope Kevin’s okay,” said Web.


  “The boy’s got nothing to do with you,” Big F said sharply.


  Okay, thought Web, so Kevin did mean something to the man. That was valuable intelligence. “Who took out my team? Tell me,
         and we go our separate ways. No hard feelings.”
      


  “Ain’t that easy.”


  “Sure it is,” Web prompted. “Names. That’s all I want.”


  Big F studied his pistol. “You know what my biggest problem is?” Web eyed the Beretta and wondered if he was Big F’s biggest problem. He prepared to launch himself.
      


  “Economy’s too hot. I can’t keep good people.” He looked over at his men. “Toona-man, front and center.”


  Web watched as one of the men stepped forward. He was six-foot-four and broad-shouldered and wore what looked to Web to be
         a very expensive suit and enough gold and silver on his neck, wrists and fingers to start his own precious metals exchange.
      


  “You think you can take this little dude with just your hands, Toona?”


  Toona smirked. “Ain’t be needing both hands for that boy.”


  “Don’t know ’bout that,” said Big F. “Way this boy kicked me, I felt that shit. Well, if you think you can, lay your gun down
         and get to it.”
      


  Toona slipped his gun out of his waistband and placed it on the ground. He was at least fifteen years younger than Web and
         much larger. And yet he moved so gracefully that Web was certain the man was as nimble as he was strong. And when Toona assumed
         a classic martial arts stance, Web knew he was in for something serious, and he hadn’t even recovered from last night.
      


  Web held up his hand. “Look, we don’t have to do this. You think you can kick my ass, I think I can kick yours. Let’s just
         call it a draw.”
      


  Big F shook his head. “Uh-uh, little dude. Either fight or take the bullet.”


  Web stared at the man and his gun, sighed, then put up his fists.


  The two men circled each other for a few moments. Web sized his opponent up and saw few weaknesses, yet he did see something
         else that might be helpful. He tried a kick and Toona easily caught Web’s leg and held on to it for a moment before twisting
         the limb and throwing Web down. Web quickly rose and took a side kick on the forearm. It stung like hell, but better his arm
         than his head. The two feinted and parried a few times more before
      


  Toona caught Web with a flying spinner and he went down again, but he bounced right back up.


  “Is that all the shit you got, Toona?” taunted Web. “Man, you got me by fifty pounds and fifteen years. If I was you, your
         ass would be out for the count by now.”
      


  Toona dropped his smirk and hit Web with an old-fashioned right jab but ate a hard left cross to the head in return. Toona
         didn’t seem to like his face getting marked, something Web was quick to pick up on.
      


  “Hey, Toona, a screwed-up face isn’t the end of the world. With no ladies eating up your paycheck, you can probably really
         put some bucks away for retirement.”
      


  “You going down, man,” said Toona. “And you staying down.” “Not from some pussy like you, I’m not.”


  An enraged Toona lunged at Web and caught him with a sharp punch right to the kidney. Web almost went down from the blow,
         but he wrapped his arms around Toona’s middle and started to squeeze. Toona hit him with two more shots to the head, but Web
         held on. Like a constrictor, each time Toona took a breath, Web would squeeze a little bit more, not letting the man’s diaphragm
         return to its original position.
      


  More head shots and more squeezes and Web could start to feel the bigger man wavering, his gasps of breath so pleasant to
         hear. And then Web loosened his grip just a little, and it was enough for Toona to get his own clench on Web, which was what
         Web had intended. The two men swung each other around, panting heavily, their rivulets of sweat meeting each time their bodies
         did.
      


  Toona tried to throw Web off, but Web held on, because he had other plans. Finally, Toona swung Web around and Web’s grip
         was broken and he went sprawling. Actually, he did a controlled forward roll, grabbed Toona’s pistol where he had left it
         on the ground, came upright, lunged forward, put a neck lock on the stunned Toona and placed the gun to his head, all in a
         blur of motion.
      


  “You have to get yourself some better security,” Web said to Big


  F. “Ain’t that right, Toona?”


  Big F raised his pistol and fired. His shot hit Toona dead center in the forehead. The man dropped and died without making
         one sound. Most gunshots to the head had that effect, Web knew, the ability of the victim to speak gone before the brain could
         dial up the scream. Bullets and flesh were like ex-wives. They just never mixed that well.
      


  Web stared as Big F casually slipped the gun back in his waistband as though he had just disposed of an irksome mole in a
         vegetable garden. Big F’s men looked as stunned as Web. Toona’s demise had obviously been on only Big F’s agenda. Macy, however,
         just stood there, his gun trained on Web; the sudden violent death of a colleague didn’t seem to interest him at all. He was
         all cool and professional, standing there in a classic Weaver firing stance, his gaze riveted on the gun in Web’s hand. Web
         wondered where the guy had received his training. Probably some paramilitary outfit staffed by ex-good-guys who, for some
         reason or other, had slid to the dark side.
      


  With his hostage gone and multiple guns pointing at him, Web dropped the pistol.


  “Good help,” said Big F to Web, “I can’t find it. I give my crew cash, clothes, cars and bitches. Show ’em the ropes, teach
         ’em the bizness, ’cause I ain’t be doing this shit all my life. Cash in my chips, lose myself till I kick living. And you
         think that makes ’em loyal? Shit, no. They just keep biting the hand that feeds ’em. Toona making his own action on the side
         and think I ain’t know it. Skimming dollars and dope off all the time. And he thinking I stupid and don’t check that shit.
         But that ain’t the dumbest thing he done. Dumbest thing the boy done is he be using the products. You put that shit in you,
         you talk to anybody ’bout anything. He be high on that shit and he be mouthing off to a whole crew a DEA and his ass not even
         know it. Sell us all down the river. Well, I ain’t going down no river. I ain’t being no drug kingpin working my bizness from
         the inside with no chance in hell of ever getting on the outside again. Uh-uh. No way, baby. No way. That ain’t how it ending
         for me. I eat me some bullets before I go to mighty whitey’s house.”
      


  He glanced sharply at his men. “You just gonna leave Toona there or what? Show some damn respect for the dead.”
      


  “What the hell you want us to do with him?” said one of them, his arms spread wide, his features angry, though Web easily
         sensed the fear he held for his boss. Web was certain Big F could smell that fear too. He no doubt counted on it in running
         his “bizness.” If he wanted to teach his people loyalty, they had one very compelling reason lying right there in a growing
         red pond. And taking out Toona had probably been meant as a warning to Web too. Well, he felt incredibly warned.
      


  Big F shook his head in obvious disgust. “I got to tell you every damn thing to do like you a little baby or something? I
         smell me water and so can you. Throw his ass in the river. And tie something to it, so it ain’t come up!”
      


  The men gingerly picked up their fallen comrade, bitching the whole time about getting blood and other Toona bits on their
         fine Versace. Macy stood in exactly the same spot. Apparently, Web thought, he was inner circle and thus was allowed to stay
         for extra innings.
      


  When the others had disappeared down the trail, Big F eyed Web. “See what I mean ’bout good help? Can’t get none. Everybody
         wants to get rich overnight. Nobody wants to work for a damn thing no more. Start at the top. They all wanta start at the
         top. I started at eight years old running dollar bags of white rock. Worked my ass off for over twenty years and these brothers
         today be thinking they deserve every dime I got ’cause they be doing this shit for a coupla months. New economy, my ass!”
      


  If Big F had been sitting in a maximum-security prison cell wearing Hannibal Lecter ready-to-wear and Web was safely on the
         other side of the bars, Web might have started laughing his guts out at this capitalistic tirade. Yet right now all he was
         wondering was when Big F would finally focus on the fact that Web was an eyewitness to murder.
      


  “Now, Toona, he must’ve killed five or six people. So I just saved you the trouble of frying his ass. Ain’t gotta thank me.”


  Web didn’t. In fact, he said nothing. He probably could have made some smart remark, but witnessing the cold-blooded murder
         of another human being, no matter how much he might have deserved it, was not a great lead-in to humor for Web.
      


  “I guess everybody got trouble.” Big F wiped at one of his eyes. “But the Lord done showered me with some extra helpings.
         I got me family coming out my ass and every one of them looking for cash. Got me a ninety-year-old great-aunt I ain’t even
         know I had coming round talking like this.” His voice rose higher. “‘Now, Francis, can’t you take care of my eyes? Got me
         the cataracts, honey, can’t see to play the Bingo no mo’. Do something about it for me, will you, honey? Used to bounce you
         on my knee. Used to change your shitty diaper.’ And I peel off some cash and there you go. And she back a week later ’bout
         her damn cat what got female problems.” He looked at Web incredulously. “A fucking cat with female problems. ‘And it only
         be a thousand dollars, Francis,’ she says, ‘that all it be, honey, and remember I wiped your shitty diaper while your mama
         was down the river or else shooting herself up with that little needle of hers.’ And you know what I do? I peel off ten hundreds
         and give it to her and her cat.”
      


  “The F stands for Francis?”
      


  Big F grinned. And it seemed to Web that he saw for the first time signs of little Kevin in this hulking, murderous adult.


  “Yeah, what’d you think it stood for?”


  Web shook his head. “No clue.”


  Big F took out a small box, unwrapped a pill and put it in his mouth. He offered one to Web, who declined.


  “Tagamet, Pepcid AC, Zantac,” said Big F. “I eat ’em like peanuts. Had me an upper GI done. Damn belly looks like a mole’s
         been through it. This shit’s getting to me, ain’t no lie.”
      


  “So why don’t you retire?”


  “Easy to say, not so easy to do. Ain’t like they give me a going-away lunch and a gold watch in my line a work.”


  “Sorry to tell you, but the cops never stop looking.”


  “The cops I can deal with. It’s some folks in the bizness what giving me the pain in the ass. They think if you want to quit
         working you gonna rat ’em out. They can’t understand why’d you walk away from a life like mine. Money out the ass, ’cept you
         got to keep hiding it, and you got to keep moving around, and you’re still always wondering when somebody, like maybe your
         bitch or your brother or your cat-loving great-aunt, is gonna put a hole in your head while you sleeping.” He grinned. “Now,
         don’t you worry ’bout me. I be fine.” He popped another pill and then closely eyed Web. “You one of them guys from HRT?”
      


  “I am.”


  “I hear you dudes are some serious shit. When you hit me the other night, boy, that hurt. That’s rare, little man, let me
         tell you, that’s rare. You guys must be some bad shit.”
      


  “We’re actually really lovable when you get to know us.”


  Big F didn’t crack a smile at Web’s remark. “So how come you ain’t dead?”


  “Guardian angel.”


  Now Big F smiled broadly. “Right, that’s good shit. Tell me where I can get me one.”


  Big F shifted his bulk along with the direction of the conversation. “You want to know how them guns got in that building?”


  Web stiffened. “You willing to testify to it?”


  “Yeah. I come on down to the courthouse. You go on ahead and wait for me.”


  “Okay, how’d they get the guns in there?”


  “You know how old them buildings are?”


  Web’s eyes narrowed. “Old? No. Why?”


  “The 1950s. I ain’t old ’nough to remember, but my mama was. She told me.”


  “Was?”


  “Too much coke. Not the soda pop. Yeah, 1950s. Think, HRT. Think.”


  “I’m not getting it.”


  He shook his head and looked over at Macy and then back at Web. “I thought you damn Feds all went to college.”


  “Some colleges are better than others.”


  “If you can’t fly the shit in through the roof and you can’t take it in the front door, what you got left?”


  Web thought for a moment before it hit him. “Under. The 1950s. Cold War. Underground bomb shelters. Tunnels?”


  “Damn, you smart after all. There you go.”


  “That’s still not much to go on.”


  “That’s your problem. I gave you something, now you tell your folks to back off my ass. I ain’t got no reason in the world
         to waste a buncha Feds. You go back and make sure they understand that.” He paused and rubbed some pine needles with his huge
         foot, and then he looked directly at Web. “You guys ain’t playing games on me and got Kevin but ain’t saying, are you?”
      


  Web considered how best to answer that. Ironically, given his present company, he decided that the truth was the best approach.
         “We don’t have Kevin.”
      


  “See, local cops I don’t trust as far as I can throw ’em. Too many brothers end up dead when the local cops get to ’em. Now,
         Feds ain’t worth too much in my book neither, but you guys ain’t killing people for no reason.”
      


  “Thanks.”


  “So other things being equal, see, if you guys got Kevin, then I know he be all right. And maybe you boys just hold on to
         him for a while till this shit blows over.”
      


  The way the man was half looking at him, Web could tell Big F really wanted Kevin to be in the custody of the FBI, where he
         would be reasonably safe.
      


  “I wish we did have him, but we don’t. I’m playing it straight with you.” Then he added, “But I think Kevin might have been
         involved somehow.”
      


  “Bullshit,” roared Big F. “He a kid. He ain’t done nothing. He ain’t going to no jail, no way is he. Not Kevin.”


  “I didn’t say he knew what he was doing. You’re right: He’s just a kid, a scared kid. But whoever took him is behind what
         happened. At least that’s what I think. I don’t know why Kevin was in that alley, but his being there wasn’t a coincidence.
         I want him just as bad as you do. And I want him safe too. I saved him once in that alley, I don’t want it to be for naught.”
      


  “Right, so he can testify and then spend the rest of his life in witness protection. Some life.”


  “At least it’s a life,” Web shot back.


  Big F and he had a prolonged stare-down until the big man finally looked away.


  “I’m going to do everything I can to get Kevin back safe and sound, Francis. I promise you that. But if he knows something,
         he’s going to have to tell us. We’ll protect him.”
      


  “Yeah, sure you will. Done a real good job of that so far, ain’t you?”


  They heard the other men returning. “A name would be nice to go with the tunnels,” said Web, but Big F was already shaking
         his head.
      


  “Ain’t got none to give.”


  When the two men came into sight, Big F motioned to one of them. “Make sure the two-way in the car ain’t working.”


  The man nodded, slid into the front seat of Web’s car and fired two bullets into the government-issued radio and then ripped
         out the hand-held microphone. He also popped the ammo clip out of Web’s gun, fired the round that was chambered into the dirt
         and handed it back to him. The other man pulled out Web’s cell phone from his pocket, ceremoniously smashed it against a tree
         and then handed it back to Web with a broad smile. “Ain’t making ’em like they used to.”
      


  “We got to be going now,” said Big F. “And in case you thinking ’bout coming after my ass for pulling the trigger on Toona,
         think ’bout this.” He paused and stared grimly at Web. “Anytime I want you dead, you dead. Anytime I want any of your friends
         dead, they dead. You got a pet and I want it dead, it dead.”
      


  Web eyed the man steadily. “You don’t want to go down that road, Francis. You really don’t.”


  “What? You gonna kick my ass? You gonna hurt me bad? You gonna kill me?” He unbuttoned his shirt and stepped closer to Web.
         Web had seen a lot in his line of work, yet he had never seen anything quite like this.
      


  The man’s chest and belly were covered with knife wounds, bullets holes, thick, angry-looking scars, burn marks and what looked
         to be tunnels of ripped flesh badly healed. To Web it seemed a painting collectively produced by an insane world.
      


  “One hundred and twenty in nice little tidy-whitey years,” Big F said quietly. He closed the shirt and his face held, to Web’s
         thinking, a look of obvious pride at surviving all that those scars represented. And right now, Web couldn’t deny the man
         that.
      


  Big F said, “You come after me, you better bring something to do the job right. And I’ll still cut off your dick and stuff
         it down your throat.”
      


  Big F turned away and it was all Web could do not to leap on the man’s back. Now was not Web’s time to settle this, yet he
         couldn’t just leave it like this.
      


  He called after Big F. “So I guess you’re grooming Kevin to inherit your empire. Your brother-son. I’m sure he’s real proud
         of you.”
      


  Big F turned back. “I said Kevin’s not your bizness.”


  “We shared a lot back in that alley. He told me lots of stuff.” It was all a bluff, but a calculated one, if Web was reading
         the signals right. Whoever had switched Kevin out might be Big F’s enemy. If that was the case, then playing one against the
         other might not be such a bad idea. Web was thinking that Big F was not above lying about not being involved, but that didn’t
         mean the street capitalist hadn’t done a joint venture with somebody else to knock off Charlie Team. If so, Web wanted everybody.
         Everybody.
      


  Big F walked up to Web and looked him over, as though gauging either his guts or his stupidity.


  “If you want Kevin back, I expect some cooperation,” said Web. He hadn’t mentioned what Big F had told him. He figured Big
         F wanted to keep the information about the tunnels under the target building between him and Web, which was why Big F had
         sent the two men off to give Toona a burial in the river.
      


  “Expect this,” said Big F.


  Web managed to partially block the blow with his forearm, but the impact of Big F’s bowling-ball fist and his own arm against
         his jaw still knocked him on top of the hood of the car, where his head smacked against the windshield, cracking it.
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  Web woke up a half hour later, slowly slid off the car hood and staggered around holding his arm and rubbing his jaw and head
         and cursing. Calming down, he discovered that his jaw, arm and head did not appear broken and he wondered how that was possible.
         He also wondered how many more concussions he could endure before his brain fell out of his head.
      


  And then Web whirled and pointed his gun at the man who had just emerged from behind a stand of trees. The man was pointing
         his own gun at Web.
      


  “Nice try,” said the man, “but your gun doesn’t have any bullets.” He stepped forward and Web got a better look at him.


  “Cove?”


  Randall Cove put his gun away and leaned up against the car. He said, “That dude is one seriously dangerous person. Him blowing
         away his own guy like that, that was a new one even for me.” He looked at Web’s face. “You’re gonna have some good bruises
         tomorrow, but it’s better than a visit with the coroner.”
      


  Web put his empty gun away and rubbed the back of his head. “I take it you had a ringside seat. Thanks for the assist.”


  Cove looked at him grimly. “Look, man, I’m a fellow agent, under-cover or not. Carry the same creds, took the same oath, work
         through the same bullshit you do at the Bureau. If they’d tried to take you out, you would have known my presence. But they
         didn’t and so I didn’t. If it makes you feel any better, while you were unconscious, I shooed away some brothers who came
         sniffing around your carcass.”
      


  “Thanks, because I’m not done with this carcass yet.”


  “We need to talk, but not here. Some of Big F’s boys might still be hanging around. And this place ain’t safe, not even for
         armed lawmen.”
      


  Web looked around. “Where, then? They knocked your old office down.”


  Cove smiled. “You been talking to Sonny, I know. I guess if old Sonny Venables thinks you’re all right, you’re all right.
         Boy’s got a nose for bad meat like the best hound dog I ever had me in Mississippi.”
      


  “There’s a lot of shit going on. You been in touch with Bates lately?”


  “We talk, but neither one of us is telling the other everything, and that’s cool. I know where Perce is coming from and he
         knows where I’m standing.” He handed Web a slip of paper. “Meet me here in thirty minutes.”
      


  Web looked at his watch. “I’m on special assignment. I’ve got to get back.”


  “Don’t worry, it won’t take long. Oh, one more thing.” He climbed inside Web’s car and searched for a few moments before coming
         back out holding something.
      


  “Satellite-based tracking device. Good as the stuff we use,” said Cove.


  “They’ve got a satellite,” said Web. “That’s comforting.”


  “It’s got a wireless communicator too.”


  So Web had been correct in deducing how they had relayed the directions to him after crossing over the Wilson Bridge.


  Cove switched the device off and pocketed it. “Evidence is evidence. Surprised they didn’t take it,” he added before disappearing
         into the woods.
      


  Sufficiently recovered to keep both eyes open at the same time and seeing only double instead of in gauzy triplicate, Web
         put the car in gear and headed out. He met Cove at the Mall downtown, at a bench near the Smithsonian Castle. When Web sat
         down there, he heard a voice but didn’t react. All that had been on the paper. Web reasoned that Cove was behind a set of
         bushes near the bench.
      


  “So Bates said he filled you in on me.”


  “He did. I’m sorry what happened to your family.”


  “Yeah,” was all Cove said to that.


  “I found the news clipping at your house, about you and Bates.”


  “You are good. That hiding place has worked for years.”


  “Why hide it?”


  “Red herring. Somebody searching your house, it gives them something to find that really means nothing. Anything really important
         I keep in my head.”
      


  “So the clipping was just a dodge? Nothing important?”


  Cove didn’t respond, so Web said, “Bates said you were on the butts of some big-time dealers, that they might have set up
         my team.”
      


  “That’s right. But this story is a long way from over. And I heard Westbrook tell you about the tunnels. I never figured that
         one. Good way to get the computers out and the guns in.”
      


  “I’m going to fill in Bates on that one ASAP and we’ll go take a look. You want in?”


  Cove didn’t answer and it took a second for Web to figure out why. Across the street a man was walking by. He was dressed
         like a homeless person, was staggering slightly as though he were drunk and he could very well have been both. However, Web
         couldn’t take any chances and obviously neither could Cove. Web reached for his gun and realized again that it was empty.
         He had a spare mag in the trunk of the car, but that was parked a good hundred feet away and he had forgotten to get the ammo
         out, idiot that he was. As though in answer to his thoughts, Web felt something slide next to him through the back support
         of the bench. He gripped the pistol that Cove had just handed him, whispered a thank-you and sat there, the gun held at his
         side, its muzzle following each move of the man across the street until he moved off.
      


  “You just never know what riffraff’s going to come on by,” Cove said.


  “Bates said that you might have been working through one of Westbrook’s guys, maybe Peebles or Macy, and that they might’ve
         set you up.”
      


  “Macy and Peebles weren’t my inside connection. I think my guy was dealing straight with me, at least mostly, but I think
         he was set up.”
      


  “So if the guy was shooting straight with you, any chance we can use him to get to the truth?”


  “Not anymore.”


  “How come?”


  “Because my inside guy was Toona.”


  “You’re kidding me.”


  “Big F’s guys skim all the time. That was just bullshit he was feeding you. He killed Toona for the ultimate sin, working
         with the cops.”
      


  “Did Toona think there were others involved besides Westbrook?”


  “Toona was basically muscle, but he had some brains. I’ve been working with him for about six months. We nailed him on some
         small stuff, but he’d already done four years in prison early on in his career and didn’t want to do any more. He told me
         about this new group coming in that was handling some of the local crew’s distribution and even cleaning up their dirty money
         through some legit operations. The service didn’t come cheap, but most of the crews apparently signed on—except Westbrook.
         He doesn’t trust anybody that much. But even drug crews get tired of shooting each other up. And consolidation of operations
         and cost-cutting works just as well in illegal businesses as it does legitimate ones. I’d been digging deep on this group
         but couldn’t crack it. My undercover identity was as a point man for a drug crew looking to relocate from Arizona to rural
         Virginia. We’d heard about this group and I got myself invited to look over their operation. At first I thought it was connected
         to Westbrook’s piece. But when I saw what was there, I knew it was big-time stuff.”
      


  “Bates mentioned the Oxycontin piece.”


  “That’s what makes this one special. I think the product this group was principally supplying the locals with were prescription
         drugs like Oxy, Percocet and the like. Low risk and huge profit margins. Now, Toona wasn’t in the ops side of the business,
         but he seemed to think that too. It’d be a whole new paradigm in the District’s drug trade. And this new group wasn’t stopping
         at D.C. I believe they’re moving the stuff up and down the East Coast.”
      


  “Oxy started out rural.”


  “Yeah, you heard of Rocky Mountain high? Well this is Appalachian high. But the Appalachian Mountains touch on about twenty
         states, from Alabama all the way up to the Canadian border. And there’s lots of room there to carve out a new homegrown drug
         empire on the backs of legitimate drugs. That’s why I called in WFO as soon as I realized the operation in that warehouse
         was a lot bigger than Westbrook. Now, I could have kept digging and maybe got some more stuff, but I ran the risk of them
         pulling out. I figured if we could get the bean counters to testify, we could bring this whole Oxy crew down. Man, I look
         back at it now, and you know what I think?”
      


  “That it was too good to be true?”


  “You got it.” Cove stopped talking for a moment. “Look, Web, I’m sorry what happened to your guys. I never in a million years
         smelled the setup. But I’ll take the responsibility because it was my screwup. And I’ll sacrifice everything I got left, even
         my life, to make it right.”
      


  “What you do for a living, I never could. I don’t know how you guys do it.”


  “Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you. Now you go to those tunnels and figure out how they got that stuff in and
         out. And maybe you’ll see something that’ll tell you who. And I’m not thinking that it’s Westbrook. There’s somebody else
         out there, having a nice laugh at our expense.”
      


  “You got any firmer thoughts on that?”


  “I’m still feeling my way. Whoever it is, they are wired in tight somewhere important, because they seem to be able to keep
         one step ahead of everybody.”
      


  “Wired tight to who, somebody at the Bureau?”


  “You said it, I didn’t.”


  “You got proof of that?”


  “My gut. You listen to yours?”


  “All the time. I take it you feel like the odd man out.”


  “What, you mean everybody and their brother thinking I turned traitor and helped burn a bunch of my own? Yeah, it has occupied
         my thoughts of late.”
      


  “You’re not alone there, Cove.”


  “Hey, Web, we’re blood brothers in a way. Branded traitors for something we didn’t do, and some people just don’t want to
         hear it.”
      


  “Is that why you’re not coming in?”


  “See, the bottom line is, I got taken, snookered, suckered, whatever you want to call it. I’m no traitor, but I messed up,
         that’s almost as bad as jumping sides in my line of work.”
      


  “We are blood brothers, then, because I did the same damn thing.”


  “Well, maybe we’ll both be standing at the end of this dance, what do you say?”


  “I say I’ll give it my best shot.”


  “Keep your head down, London, these mothers shoot low.”


  “Hey, Cove?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Apology accepted.”


  

    [image: art]

  


  Web drove to DuPont Circle. He grabbed a spare mag for his pistol from the trunk and put the gun Cove had given him in the
         rear of his waistband and then took a cab to the WFO. Bates had long since gone home and Web decided he would wait until morning
         to contact him. The guy could probably use a good night’s sleep and those tunnels weren’t going anywhere. Instead of checking
         out another set of Bucar wheels, Web decided to do something really crazy. He was going to go get his very own car.
      


  The press army wasn’t parked outside his house anymore, yet Web still did not take any chances. He entered the house from
         the rear, slipped inside the Mach, opened the garage doors and eased the car out, its lights off. He waited until he was down
         the street before he turned on the lights, then he stepped on the gas, all the while looking in his rearview mirror. Nothing.
         He headed back to East Winds.
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  When Web got back to the carriage house, Romano wasn’t there; Web even checked the antique cars downstairs in case his partner
         had crawled into one to admire it and had fallen asleep. It was almost four o’clock in the morning and his partner was probably
         prowling around outside. As a sniper, Romano had been restless with too much natural energy despite all their training to
         take things slow and methodically unless drastic circumstances dictated otherwise. Yet when it was time for action, just about
         everybody took a backseat to Paul Romano. Since Web’s cell phone was out of operation, he used the phone in the house to call
         Romano and breathed a sigh of relief when the man answered.
      


  “So how’d your appointment go?” asked Romano.


  “Boring. I’ll fill you in later. Where are you?”


  “Everything was secure, so I’ve been poking around the place. There’s an old watchtower on the west side. See for miles in
         every direction.”
      


  “I know; I’ve been there.”


  “Well, I’m there right now. Felt like a little jog.”


  “That’s a bit of a hike, Paulie.”


  “Walk in the park. You might want to come out here and bring out a pair of NVs.”


  “What are you spying on?”


  “You’ll see.”


  Web left the carriage house from the rear, slipped on his headgear, attached his ambient light source night-vision binoculars
         to it, powered up and fixed the relief to his eyes. The world instantly became an ethereal, fluid green. You couldn’t use
         the contraption for very long because the goggles were heavy enough that you would get a piercing pain in your neck, followed
         by a headache that would make you forget the neck ache. Web always kept one eye closed when scanning through the goggles even
         though this distorted your depth perception even more; if you didn’t keep one eye closed, when you stopped looking through
         the goggles all you’d see would be a brilliant orange ball in each eye. And at that point a ninety-year-old in a wheelchair
         could get the drop on you.
      


  As a sniper, one had to use various pieces of equipment to get the job done, from high-tech to the lowest tech of all: camouflage.
         Web coveted his Ghillie suit, a concoction of burlap and cordura material that he had patiently covered with animal excrement
         and other foul substances to allow it to blend into a rugged forest or jungle environment. Each HRT sniper gave his Ghillie
         his own personal stamp and Web had spent years improving on his by defiling it even more. The Ghillie had been originally
         designed by the Scots over four hundred years ago in the course of waging countless guerrilla wars against those seeking to
         conquer them. It worked just as well now as it had then. Web had lain under his Ghillie in the middle of a jungle in Central
         America with dope dealers toting submachine guns walking all around him, and they never knew Web was there until he stuck
         his gun in their backs and read them their rights.
      


  He moved forward again and pushed and then clicked the NV to IR status, which caused an internal light source to come on and
         vastly intensified the field of vision. Web wanted to make sure the equipment worked, for NV goggles batteries were notorious
         for failing right when you needed them to work. He didn’t like to use the IR for very long, because it had one major drawback.
         For anyone watching him with night-vision goggles, the IR magnifier gave off a light beacon, like a large flashlight in one’s face. Web would be
         a sitting duck. He clicked off the IR and put the headgear away in his backpack. He would rely on merely his eyes from now
         on, something he had done with every shot he had ever taken. Sometimes you couldn’t improve on nature.
      


  The air was crisp and the sounds of the farm and surrounding woods many and varied. Web set a good pace and he covered the
         ground to the watchtower in enviable time. It was good to know he was still in decent shape. After eight years of relentless
         training you didn’t lose it all in a short period of time, he reasoned. He liked the forest in the darkness; it felt as comfortable
         to him as a La-ZBoy and a big-screen TV would to the average American male.
      


  He sighted the watchtower and stopped. Since he didn’t have a cell phone, Web put his hands up to his face, formed a rude
         bugle of sorts and let out a call, the same signal he and Romano had used when they were sniping. It could either be a gust
         of wind or a bird commonly found just about anywhere. Web was sure Romano would remember, and a few seconds later he heard
         the answering message. All clear.
      


  Web broke from the tree line and hustled to the watchtower, gripped the wooden rungs and climbed silently up. Romano greeted
         him at the little hinged door in the floor of the observation space. Web knew Romano couldn’t see Web’s fresh injuries courtesy
         of Toona and Big F, and that was just as well, because he didn’t want to waste breath right now explaining them. And of course
         Romano would give him a hard time about it. He could just hear the words Shit, you let them do that to you? passing through the man’s lips.
      


  Web looked at Romano as he pulled out a ten-power Litton scope that was normally attached to a .308 sniper rifle.


  “Anything good on?” asked Web.


  “Check this out, right through that break in the trees to the northwest.”


  Web looked through the scope. “I take it I’m looking at the Southern Belle.”


  “Interesting stuff going on, for a horse farm.”


  Web adjusted the scope to his eye and sighted through it. There was indeed a nice break in the trees, which revealed a fine
         view of the neighboring spread.
      


  There were two sizable buildings that looked relatively new. Large trucks were parked next to them and Web watched as men
         with walkie-talkies raced in different directions. A door opened on the side of one of the buildings and Web saw that whatever
         was going on inside required a lot of light. A tractor-trailer was backed up to a warehouse-type roll-up door and men were
         bringing large boxes out on hand trucks and rolling them up inside the truck’s trailer.
      


  “Something big is going on,” said Web. “Auto chop shop, drugs, stolen aviation parts, spies, technology pirates or lots of
         other things. Damn.”
      


  “Fascinating neighborhood. And here I was, thinking Virginia horse country was just a bunch of old duffers riding around drunk
         chasing little foxes while the little women had tea in the afternoon. Boy, have I got a lot to learn.” He looked at Web. “So
         what do you think?”
      


  “I think with all we got going on, the Southern Belle will have to keep. But if something pops at least we’ll be right here
         to do something about it.”
      


  Romano grinned, obviously happy with the thought of coming action and possible mayhem. “Now you’re talking my language.”
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  Kevin Westbrook had filled up all his sketchbooks and was now sitting and staring at the walls. He wondered if he would ever
         stand under sunlight again. He had grown used to the sounds of the machinery and the water running. It no longer affected
         his sleep, though he regretted growing used to this condition of his imprisonment, as though it were an omen that those conditions
         would become permanent.
      


  The footsteps reached his ears over the other sounds and he retreated to his bed like an animal in a zoo cage as visitors
         approached.
      


  The door opened and the same man who’d visited him earlier came in. Kevin didn’t know who he was and the man had never bothered
         to tell Kevin his name.
      


  “How you doing, Kevin?”


  “Got a headache.”


  The man reached in his pocket and pulled out a bottle of Tylenol. “In my line of work, I always got some of this handy.” He
         gave two pills to the boy and poured him out a glass of water from the bottle on the table.
      


  “Probably lack of sunlight,” added Kevin.


  The man smiled at this. “Well, we’ll see if we can do something about that soon.”


  “That mean I be getting out of here soon?”


  “It might mean just that. Things are rolling along.”


  “So you won’t be needing me no more.” As soon as Kevin said this he regretted it. That statement could certainly cut both
         ways.
      


  The man stared at him. “You did a pretty good job, Kev. Real good, considering you’re just a kid. We’ll remember that.”


  “Can I go home soon?”


  “Not up to me, actually.”


  “I ain’t say nothing to nobody.”


  “Nobody like Francis?”


  “Nobody means nobody.”


  “Well, it won’t matter, really.”


  Kevin instantly looked suspicious. “You ain’t hurting my brother.”


  The man held up his hands in mock surrender. “I didn’t say we were. In fact, if things go okay, only people who need to get
         hurt are going to get hurt, okay?”
      


  “You hurt all them men in that courtyard. You hurt them dead.”


  The fellow perched on the table and crossed his arms over his chest. Though the man’s movements weren’t threatening, Kevin
         drew back a bit.
      


  “Like I said, the people who deserve to be hurt are the ones who get hurt. It’s not always that way, you know that, lots of
         innocent people get hurt all the time. I had me enough lessons on that, and looks like you have too.” He eyed the wounds on
         the boy’s face.
      


  Kevin had nothing to say to this. The man opened one of the sketchbooks and looked at some of the drawings.


  “This the Last Supper?” he asked.


  “Yep. Jesus. Before they crucified him. He’s the one in the middle,” said Kevin.


  “I went to Sunday school,” the man said with another big smile. “I know all about Jesus, son.”


  Kevin had drawn the painting from memory. He had done it for two reasons: to pass the time and for the sheer comfort of having
         the Son of God close right now. Maybe the Lord would get the message and send some guardian angels down to help one Kevin
         Westbrook, who desperately needed some type of intervention, divine or otherwise.
      


  “This is good stuff, Kevin. You’re real talented.”


  He looked at another picture and held it up. “What’s this of?”


  “My brother reading to me.”


  His pistol on the nightstand, his men outside the room with their own guns, his brother Francis would put a big arm around
         Kevin and draw him close to his massive chest and they would sit and read far into the night, until Kevin would fall asleep.
         He would awake in the morning and all the men would be gone and so would his brother. But the place they had stopped in the
         book would be marked; it was a sure sign that his brother intended to come back and finish reading it to him.
      


  The man looked surprised. “He’d read to you?”


  Kevin nodded. “Yeah, why not? Ain’t nobody ever read to you when you was little?”


  “No,” he replied. He put the sketchbook back on the table. “How old are you, Kevin?”


  “Ten.”


  “That’s a good age, your whole life ahead of you. Wish I had me that.”


  “You ever gonna let me go?” asked Kevin.


  The man’s look managed to cut Kevin’s hopes right to nothing. “I like you, Kevin. You kind of remind me of me when I was little.
         I didn’t really have any family to speak of neither.”
      


  “I got my brother!”


  “I know you do. But I’m talking about a normal life, you know, Mommy and Daddy and sisters and brothers living in the same
         place.”
      


  “What’s normal for some folks ain’t normal for everybody.”


  The man grinned and shook his head. “You got a lot of wisdom in that little head. I guess nothing about life is normal when
         you get down to it.”
      


  “You know my brother. He ain’t somebody you fool around with.”


  “I don’t know him personally, but me and him do some business together. And I’m sure he ain’t somebody you want to fool around
         with, and thank you for the advice. But the thing is, we’re working together right now, sort of. I asked him real nicely to
         do something for me having to do with that Web London fellow, and he did it.”
      


  “I bet he done it ’cause you told him you had me. He doing it ’cause he don’t want nothing to happen to me.”


  “I’m sure he did, Kevin. But just so you know, we’re going to return the favor. Some folks real close to your brother want
         to cut in on his business. We’re going to help him out there.”
      


  “Why you gonna help him?” Kevin asked suspiciously. “What’s in it for you?”


  He laughed. “Man, if you were just a little bit older, I’d make you my partner. Well, let’s just put it this way, it’s a win-win
         for everybody.”
      


  “So you ain’t answered my question. You gonna let me go?”


  The man rose and went over to the door. “You just hang in there, Kev. Good things tend to happen to patient folks.”
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  When he got back to the carriage house, Web called Bates at home, waking him up, and told him about his violent encounter with
         Big F. He also told him about his meeting with Cove. He rendezvoused with Bates and a team of agents at the courtyard in southeast
         D.C. an hour later. The sun was just starting its rise and Web could only shake his head. He hadn’t even been to sleep yet
         and it was time to start a new workday. Bates gave him another phone to replace the one Westbrook’s guy had smashed; same
         phone number, so that was convenient.
      


  Web thanked Bates, who didn’t comment on the fresh injuries to Web’s face, though Bates clearly was not in a good mood.


  “You keep going through government equipment like that, it’s coming out of your damn paycheck. And I left you messages on
         your old phone that you never returned.”
      


  “Well, damn, Perce. I get voice-mail messages popping up on my screen sometimes a day after I get them.”


  “I never had a problem.”


  “Well, that really helps me, doesn’t it?”


  They had left one agent to watch their cars. In this neighborhood, nothing was safe or sacred, least of all Uncle Sam’s property.
         In fact, some enterprising young fellows would like nothing better than to chop-shop a Bucar and make a tidy profit in the
         bargain.
      


  As they walked, Bates’s temper seemed to grow. “You’re lucky you’re alive, Web,” he snapped, not seeming happy at all that
         Web had been so lucky. “That’s what you get for going off on your own.
      


  I can’t believe you went into that with no backup. You disobeyed my orders. I could have your ass, all of it.”


  “But you won’t because I’m giving you what you need. A break.” Bates finally calmed down and shook his head. “Did he really
         blow the guy away right in front of you for being a snitch?”
      


  “That’s not something one tends to get wrong.”


  “Jesus, the balls the guy must have.”


  “Bowling balls, if they fit the rest of him.”


  They all went inside the target building and down to the basement level. It was dark and damp, and it stank. Going from a
         stone mansion in Virginia horse country to a dungeon in Anacostia made Web want to laugh. Yet he really had to concede that
         he was more of a dungeon guy.
      


  “Tunnels, the man said,” commented Bates, looking around. There were no working lights down here, so each agent had brought
         a searchlight. “See, the thing is, we checked for things like that, Web.”
      


  “Well, we need to check again, because he seemed to know what he was talking about, and there’s really no other way those
         guns could have been brought in with no one seeing anything. Don’t they have plans down at the Department of Public Works
         that would show the location of the tunnels?”
      


  “This is D.C., okay? If you want to go and try and find anything at a city agency, be my guest. Stuff from yesterday is hard
         enough to track down, much less from half a century ago.”
      


  They searched everywhere until Web came to a large collection of fifty-gallon oil drums in a far corner. They were ten abreast
         and ten deep. “What’s with all this?”
      


  “Furnace system was oil-based. Supply just got left when the place was shut down. Too costly to move it.”


  “Anybody check under them?”


  In answer, one of the agents went over to the pile and pushed against one of the drums. It didn’t budge. “Nothing’s under
         here, Web. You wouldn’t park a million tons of oil on top of a tunnel you had to get in and out of.”
      


  “Is that right?” Web eyed the drum the man had tried to move. He put his foot against it and it was indeed full. Web pushed
         the one next to it and the one next to that. Then he pushed against drums in the second row. All full.
      


  “Okay, are you convinced?” asked Bates.


  “Humor me.”


  As Bates and the other agents watched, Web climbed on top of the drums and started stepping from one to another. With each
         one he would stop and rock his weight back and forth. When he reached the middle of the cluster of oil drums, he rocked on
         top of one can and almost fell over. “This one’s empty.” He stepped over to the drum next to it. “This one too.” He marched
         out a four-drum-by-four-drum grid. “These are all empty. Give me a hand.”
      


  The other agents scampered up to help and very quickly they had cleared away the empty drums and their lights shone on a door
         in the floor.
      


  Bates stared at it and then looked at Web. “Son of a bitch. How’d you figure that one out?”


  “I did a case when I worked in the Kansas City Field Office. Guy scammed a bunch of bankers by filling up a warehouse with
         drums that were supposed to contain heating oil the guy was using for collateral for this huge loan. The bankers sent their
         inspectors out and sure enough, they opened a few drums and they were all filled with heating oil. But they only checked the
         front fringes because guys in suits don’t like to climb over dirty oil drums. Turns out ninety percent of the drums were empty.
         I know because I checked every damn one after we were called in when the guy skipped town.”
      


  Bates looked chagrined. “I owe you one, Web.”


  “And believe me I’ll hold you to that.”


  Guns drawn, they opened the door, climbed down into the tunnel and followed its straight and then sharply angled path.


  Web flashed his light on the floor. “Somebody’s been through here recently. Look at all those tracks.”


  The tunnel ended in a stairwell. They headed quietly up, every man alert and ready to fire. They eased the unlocked door open
         and found themselves in another building much like the one they had just left. The area they were in had a lot of abandoned
         property. They moved stealthily upstairs. The room they found there was large and empty. They moved back downstairs, exited
         the building and looked around.
      


  “I figure we went west about two blocks,” said one of the agents, and Web agreed with that. They all looked at the building
         where the tunnel had led. Faded lettering on one wall identified it as once having been a food distribution company, and it
         came complete with a loading dock where trucks could deliver bananas. Or machine guns. At the loading dock were a couple of
         abandoned trucks, tires gone, doors missing.
      


  “In the middle of the night you pull up with a truck and squeeze it right between these two, off-load your crates, take ’em
         through the tunnel and that’s it,” said Web. His gaze swept the area. “And there are no residences around here, no one to
         see anything, that’s probably why they used it.”
      


  “Okay, but we got Big F on murder one. With your testimony he goes away forever.”


  “You have to find him first, and from what I’ve seen he’s pretty good at what he does.”


  “We’re going to need to put you in protective custody.”


  “No, you don’t. I’m good on that.”


  “What the hell do you mean, you’re good on that? This guy has every incentive to blow you away.”


  “If he had wanted to do that, he would’ve done it last night. I was just a tad helpless then. Besides, I’ve got a job to do—protect
         Billy and Gwen Canfield—and I’m going to finish that job.”
      


  “That’s what I don’t get. He murders a guy right in front of you and lets you walk.”


  “So I could deliver the message about the tunnels.”


  “What, he’s never heard of a damn phone? I’m not kidding, Web, I want you in protection.”


  “You said you owed me, I’m calling in my chit.”


  “What the hell is more important than staying alive?”


  “I don’t know, Perce, in my line of work I’ve never really thought about it very much. And I’m not going in.”


  “I’m your superior, I can make you.”


  “Yeah, I guess you can,” said Web, looking at the man evenly. “Aw, shit, you’re more trouble than you’re worth, London.”


  “Figured you learned that a long time ago.”


  Bates looked around the loading dock. “The thing is, there’s nothing tying the Frees to this warehouse or those guns. Without
         something to go on, we can’t hit them. Right now they’re being little angels, giving us no excuse to pay a visit.”
      


  “Nothing has turned up with the killings in Richmond to connect them to the Frees? That’s a lot of tracks to cover.”


  “From the angle of the shot on Judge Leadbetter we traced it to a building across the street that’s under construction. Hundreds
         of people work there all the time, laborers who come and go.”
      


  “What about the phone call he got?”


  “Pay phone in southside Richmond. No trace.”


  “But the judge was downtown. So at least two people were involved and they had communication links so the timing of the call
         was right.”
      


  “That’s right. I never thought we were dealing with amateurs here.”


  “What about Watkins and Wingo?”


  “All the people in Wingo’s office have been checked out.”


  “Cleaning people? One of them could have applied the atropine to the phone receiver.”


  “Again, we checked. Those people come and go, but we found no leads.”


  “Watkins?”


  “Gas leak. It was an old house.”


  “Come on, he gets a phone call right as he walks in. Again, it’s split-second timing. And by somebody who knew all three men’s
         routines. And he just happened to have a solenoid in his phone that would make the spark necessary to blow him to heaven?”
      


  “I know, Web, but these guys also had lots of other people with incentives to kill them. One or two of the murders might be
         related, but maybe all of them aren’t. At least right now all we have to link them are the phones and the Ernest Free case.”
      


  “They’re connected, Perce, trust me.”


  “Right, but we have to convince a jury, and that’s getting almost impossible to do these days.”


  “Anything on the bomb out at East Winds?”


  “Very sophisticated C4 device. We’ve checked the backgrounds of all the people working out there. Most of the farmhands came
         with Strait when the place they were working at closed down. They’re all pretty much clean. A few had misdemeanors, mostly
         for drunk and disorderly, stuff you’d expect from a bunch of rednecks.”
      


  “What about Nemo Strait?”


  “Like he told you. Grew up on a small horse farm that his father managed. That’s how he learned the business. He fought in
         Vietnam and was a superb soldier. Lots of medals and lots of hard fighting. He spent three months as a POW.”
      


  “One tough dude, to be able to survive that. The Cong weren’t known for their hospitality.”


  “He did some odd jobs when he got back to the States, prison guard, computer sales. Along the way he married, had some kids,
         started working again with horses and got divorced. He came to the Canfields just about the time they bought East Winds.”
      


  “What about old Ernest B. Free?”


  “Not one damn sighting, and that’s got me amazed, frankly. Usually we have thousands of phone calls, ninety-nine percent of
         them wrong, but usually we get one or two legit leads. This time, nothing.”
      


  A very frustrated Web looked around. His gaze went past the device and then came back to it and was riveted. “Damn,” he said.


  “What? What is it, Web?” said Bates.


  Web pointed. “I think maybe we’ve got another eyewitness of sorts.”


  Bates looked over at the traffic signal at the corner diagonal from the warehouse loading dock. Like other signals in the
         area, on top of it was mounted a surveillance camera. And like the other cameras Web had seen in the area on his last trip
         through, this one had been pointed in another direction, presumably by mischievous hands, and that direction happened to be
         right at the loading dock.
      


  “Damn,” echoed Bates. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” “Yeah,” said Web. “That looks like one of the older models on video
         loops that run twenty-four hours a day. The newer ones only activate when they’re triggered by the speed of a car and take
         a still photo of the rear license plate.”
      


  “Well, let’s hope the District police haven’t taped over a certain segment.”


  Bates signaled for one of his men to make that call immediately. Web said, “I’ve got to get back to the farm. Romano’s probably
         starting to feel lonely.”
      


  “I really don’t like this, Web. What if you end up dead between now and then?”


  “You got Cove. He saw it too.”


  “What if he ends up dead too? That’s just as likely, with everything that’s been going down.”
      


  “Got a pen and some paper?”


  Web wrote out the entire account of Toona’s murder. Toona’s real name was Charles Towson, Web had found out from Bates, and
         no one knew where the nickname had come from, yet everyone working the streets seemed to have one. Well, whoever pulled Charlie
         Towson’s body out of the river, if anyone ever did, was going to lose whatever was in his stomach. Web positively identified
         the killer as Francis “Big F” Westbrook. He signed it with a flourish and two other agents witnessed his signature.
      


  “Are you kidding me? A defense attorney will tear that apart,” raged Bates.


  “It’s the best I can do right now.” Web walked away.
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  When he returned to East Winds, Web checked in with Romano and then went to the carriage house and eased into a hot bath. A
         catnap while he was soaking and he’d be as good as new, he figured. He’d gotten by on a lot less sleep over the years.
      


  Romano had seen Web’s fresh wounds and his comment had been predictable.


  “You let somebody beat the crap out of you again? You’re giving HRT a bad name, Web.”
      


  Web had told him that next time he’d make sure he was beaten in places that didn’t show.


  For the next several days, his and Romano’s routine was just that—routine. When Gwen and Billy had seen his injuries from
         the encounter with Big F, Gwen exclaimed, “My God, are you all right?”
      


  “Looks like old Boo kicked you in the face,” commented Billy as he sucked on an unlit cigarette.


  “Actually, I would have preferred Boo,” replied Web.


  Gwen had insisted on putting some medicine on Web’s cuts. Her fingers felt very nice against his skin. As she tended to him,
         Billy had said, “Never a dull moment for you federal types, I guess.”
      


  “I guess,” replied Web.


  He and Romano got to know the Canfields better and saw how much work it took to run a farm. As promised, they both pitched
         in, although Romano bitched and complained every evening to Web about it. East Winds was vast and wondrous, and Web actually
         started to feel that maybe he should try something else for a living. He figured those feelings would disappear as soon as
         he left
      


  East Winds permanently. Gwen Canfield was an interesting woman, fascinating in many ways and as intelligent and reserved as
         she was beautiful and mannered. She and Billy were like the proverbial fire and ice.
      


  Web had ridden with her every day, as much to protect her as to understand the lay of the land better. And, he had to admit,
         there were far worse ways to spend one’s time than riding around a beautiful place with a beautiful woman. She had stopped
         and prayed at the chapel each day and Web had sat on Boo and watched her. She never invited him to join her and he never suggested
         that he should. The fact that David Canfield had died on his watch was enough reason for him to keep his distance around the
         woman.
      


  Each evening the FBI agents had gone to the large house and spent time with them. Billy had led a fascinating life and loved
         to share stories from it. Each time Nemo Strait had attended and Web found he had more in common with the ex-Marine than he
         would have thought. Strait had done a lot in his life, everything from soldiering to bronco busting.
      


  “Live by my brains and my brawn, though I seem to have less of both as time goes by.”


  “We’re sort of in the same boat,” said Web. “You see yourself doing the horse thing until you drop?”


  “Well, I have to say I think about the day I walk away from all the manure and ornery animals.” He glanced at the Canfields,
         lowered his voice and added, grinning, “I’m talking about the two- and four-legged varieties.” In a normal tone he said, “But like I said, it gets in your blood. Some days I see myself getting
         my own little spread and running it right.”
      


  “Nice dream,” said Romano. “Some days I want to have my own NASCAR team.”


  Web looked at his partner. “I didn’t know that, Paulie.”


  “Hey, a guy’s got to have some secrets.”


  “You got that right,” said Strait. “My ex told me once that she never knew what I was thinking. You know what I told her?
         I told her that was the difference between men and women. Women tell you exactly what they think of you. Men just hold it
         in.” He glanced over at Billy Canfield, who was across the large room examining his stuffed grizzly and downing his third
         beer in the last half hour. Gwen had gone upstairs to check on dinner. “Although sometimes the reverse is true, you know,”
         said Strait.
      


  Web looked at Canfield and then back at Strait. “Is that right?”


  What was becoming more apparent also was that Gwen and Billy spent a lot of time apart. Web never directly asked Gwen about
         this, but her occasional comments made it seem as though that was more Billy’s choice than Gwen’s. The blame game over David,
         perhaps, thought Web.
      


  And despite what Gwen had suggested earlier, it was also clear that Nemo Strait was an integral part of the operation at East
         Winds. Several times Web had seen Billy turn to the foreman for a definitive answer on matters related to the horses or the
         running of the farm.
      


  “Been doing this since I was a baby,” Strait told Web once. “Ain’t much I haven’t seen when it comes to horses and farms and
         such. But Billy, he’s picking it up fast.”
      


  “And Gwen?”


  “She knows more than Billy, but she’s sort of set in her ways too. Been trying to put a soft shoe on Baron because that animal
         has got some brittle hooves, but she won’t have no part of it. ‘I know my horse,’ she tells me. Stubborn. Probably one of
         the reasons Billy married her.”
      


  “One of them, anyway,” said Web.
      


  Strait sighed. “You got that right, she’s a looker. But you know what, lookers make a man’s life miserable. Know why? ’Cause
         some other guy’s always trying to take her away. My ex wouldn’t of won no beauty contests on her best day, but hell, I didn’t
         sit around worrying about some other fox in the chicken coop either.”
      


  “Billy doesn’t seem worried about that.”


  “Fellow’s hard to read sometimes. But he’s a thinker, all right. A lot going on in that old head of his.”


  “That one I agree with,” replied Web.
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  Web had been in contact with Bates every day, but nothing, as yet, had come through on the surveillance tape.
      


  Early one morning, Web had just got out of the shower when his phone rang. He reached over and snagged it off the toilet.
         It was Claire Daniels.
      


  “Have you thought any more about the hypnosis?”


  “Look, Claire, I’m on a job.”


  “Web, if you really want to make some progress, then I feel hypnosis is the key.”


  “Nobody is looking around in my head.”


  She persisted. “We can start and if you’re uncomfortable in any way, we’ll stop. Fair enough?”


  “Claire, I’m busy. I can’t deal with this right now.”


  “Web, you came to me for help. I’m doing my best to help you, but I need your cooperation. Trust me, you’ve been through a
         lot worse than anything hypnosis will throw at you.”
      


  “Right. Sorry, no sell.”


  She paused and then said, “Listen, Web, I met with someone that you might want to know about.”


  He didn’t answer.


  “Buck Winters? Name ring a bell?”


  “What did he want?”


  “You signed a release that allowed him to ask me about your treatment. Do you remember doing that?”


  “I guess. I signed a lot of papers around that time.”


  “I’m sure. They really took advantage of you.”


  “What did he want and what did you tell him?”


  “Well, there was a big difference between the two. He tried to make a convincing case for why I should tell him everything,
         but the release form gave me enough wiggle room to stall him. I’ll probably hear about it later, but that’s just the way it
         goes.”
      


  He thought about this for a few seconds. “You stuck out your neck for me, Claire. I appreciate that.”


  “But that’s one of the reasons I’m calling you. Winters seemed dead set on nailing you to the wall on what happened. He even
         used the word ‘traitor.’”
      


  “That’s actually not such a big surprise. Buck and I haven’t really seen eye to eye since Waco.”


  “But if we can get to the root of your issues, Web, and show him and everyone else very clearly that you’re not a traitor,
         well, I can’t see how that would be a bad thing. Can you?”
      


  Web sighed. He didn’t want to waive on this, but Web also didn’t want people to have doubts about him forever. He didn’t want to have doubts about his ability to do his job at HRT. “Do you really think the hypnosis will help?”
      


  “We won’t know, Web, until we try. But I’ve had great success with hypnosis in other patients.”


  He finally said, “Okay, maybe we can talk about this some more. Face to face.”


  “Here at my office?”


  “I’m on an assignment.”


  “Can I come to where you are?”


  Web thought about this. Did he really want to do this? The smart thing would be to tell Claire Daniels to go to hell and get
         on with his life. The problem with that was, he had never really gotten the help he was now coming to believe he actually
         needed. At some point he would have to pay the piper. And he was coming to understand that Claire really did want to help
         him. “I’ll send somebody for you.”
      


  “Who?”


  “His name’s Romano, Paul Romano. He’s HRT. Don’t tell him anything, okay, because sometimes he’s got a big mouth.”


  “Fine, Web. Where are you?”


  “You’ll see, Doc. You’ll see.”


  “I’m free in about an hour. Do you need more time?”


  “That’s plenty of time.”


  Web dried off, dressed, found Romano and told him what he wanted him to do.


  “Who is the woman?” he asked suspiciously. “Is this your shrink?”


  “They like to be called psychiatrists.”


  “I’m not your chauffeur. I’m on a job, Web.”


  “Paulie, come on. I want to check in with Billy and Gwen. And you’ve been carrying the full load out here, let me take it
         for a while. If you leave now, she’ll be ready to go by the time you get there.”
      


  “And what if something goes down while I’m gone?”


  “Then I’ll handle it.”


  “And what if you get popped?”


  “What, you worrying about me all of a sudden?”


  “No, I don’t want to get my butt in a ringer over it. I got a family to think of.”


  “You mean Angie will kill you.”


  “That’s exactly what I mean.”


  “Look, just do it and I swear to you I’ll be grafted to the Canfields’ souls until you get back.”


  Romano didn’t look happy about it, but he finally agreed and got Claire’s name and address from Web. “But listen up: The real
         reason I’m doing this is so I can go get my own wheels.”
      


  “You mean the ’Vette?”


  “Yeah, I mean the ’Vette. I bet Billy would love to see it, him and me being automotive aficionados.”


  “Just go, Paulie, before I throw up.”


  Romano had told him that the Canfields were at the main house, so Web jogged up there and knocked on the door. An older woman
         dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and wearing a brightly colored bandanna answered the door and escorted him back to the small
         sunlit breakfast area off the kitchen where Gwen and Billy were eating.
      


  Gwen rose and said, “Would you like some coffee or something to eat?”


  Web accepted some coffee, eggs and toast. “Romano and I were patrolling the place the other night and saw some interesting
         activity going on next door,” he said.
      


  Gwen and Billy exchanged glances and Billy said, “At the Southern Belle? Damn right it’s interesting.”


  “So you’ve seen some things too?”


  “Billy,” said Gwen, “you have no proof.”


  “Proof of what?” asked Web quickly.


  “Maybe I ain’t got any proof, but I got my common sense,” said Billy, “and the goings-on over there make about as much sense
         with running a horse farm as me running a convent.”
      


  “So what have you seen?”


  “You tell me first.”


  Web did so and Billy acknowledged that all of it jived with what he had seen. “See, what gets me,” said Billy, “are the semis.
         Now, I was in trucking for twenty years, and you only use those over-the-road rigs to haul some serious cargo long distances.”
      


  “Have any of the other neighbors complained?” asked Web.


  He shook his head. “I’m by far the closest one they got. The place on the other side, the owners are at their home in Naples
         or their other one in Nantucket. They just bought the farm so they can ride when they want to. Can you imagine that, shell
         out eight million dollars for nine hundred acres just so you can ride twice a year? What, the dumb shits never heard of a
         stable?” He shook his head and continued, “And the trucks only come and go at night. A little tricky, driving those beasts
         in the dark on these narrow windy roads. It’s not like we have streetlights out here. And there’s something else.”
      


  Web perked up. “What’s that?”


  “Remember I told you that a company had bought the place?”


  “Right.”


  “Well, a while back, after all the planes and choppers and such, I went over to the courthouse and did a little digging. The
         company— it’s an LLC, by the way, a limited liability company—is owned by two gents from California. Harvey and Giles Ransome,
         I guess they’re brothers, or maybe they’re married, you know, being from California and all.” He shook his head.
      


  “You know anything about them?”


  “Nope. But you’re the detective, figured you could dig something up fast if you wanted to.”


  “I’ll look into it.”


  “I invited them over once I found out their names. Walked right over there and everything.”


  “What happened?”


  “This time their people thanked me real polite-like but said they weren’t in. Said they’d pass along the invite. Yeah, right! And I’m a Chinaman.”
      


  Gwen poured herself another cup of coffee. She had on jeans, a light brown pullover sweater and low-heeled boots. Before returning
         to her seat, she pinned up her hair and revealed a very long neck that for a few moments Web found he couldn’t take his eyes
         off of. She sat back down and looked anxiously back and forth at the two men before coming to rest her gaze on Web.
      


  “What do you think it might be, Web?”


  “I’ve got my suspicions, but that’s all they are.”


  Billy eyed him keenly as he took a last bite of toast and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “You’re thinking it’s maybe the
         mafioso running stolen goods or something. Believe me, that crap went on in the trucking business. If I had a dollar for every
         I-talian come through my door with a suitcase full of money in exchange for hauling their stuff in my trucks, well, I wouldn’t
         need to be working my ass off on this farm.”
      


  “God,” said Gwen, as she pounded the table with her hand, “we leave Richmond to get away from murderous white supremacists
         and move next door to a bunch of criminals.” She stood, went over to the sink and stared out the window.
      


  Billy said, “Look here, Gwen, whoever is next to us, it don’t matter in our lives, okay? They do their thing and we do ours.
         If they got something illegal, it’s not our problem, ’cause Web is gonna bust ’em, okay? We’re running a horse farm, just
         like you wanted. Okay?”
      


  She turned and looked at him anxiously. “But not what you wanted?”


  He grinned. “Oh, sure. Hell, I even kind of like mucking the stalls.” He glanced at Web for a moment. “Pushing manure is sort
         of therapeutic.” To Web, the man didn’t look like he meant it. Billy looked away and said, “Well, look what the cat dragged
         in.”
      


  Web glanced over at the doorway and saw Nemo Strait standing there, his Stetson in his hands. He was staring at Billy and
         his features were a little unkind, it seemed to Web.
      


  Billy said, “Y’all ready to go?”


  “Yes, sir, just come up to let you know before we hit the road.” They all went outside and down to the main road, where Web
         saw a caravan of ten horse trailers, some bumper-pulled, others fifth wheels hooked to heavy-duty trucks, and each emblazoned
         with the East Winds logo.
      


  “Most of those are brand-new trailers,” said Billy. “Cost a damn fortune ’cause we had to customize some, but I guess you
         got to look good, at least that’s what folks keep telling me. Ain’t that right, Nemo?”
      


  “If you say so, Billy.”


  Billy pointed to the trailers. “Now, those three are custom fab three-horse slant loads.” He continued pointing. “Then we
         got two Sundowner Pro Stock MPs, a straight-load gooseneck with horse dressing room, a ten-foot Townsmand bumper pull with
         young Bobby Lee all by his lonesome inside, two Sunlite 760s and that big-ass one over there.” He pointed to the last trailer,
         an elaborate-looking contraption that resembled more of a people coach than one for horses. “Now, that’s the little jewel
         in this group, though it sure ain’t little. That’s a Classic Coach Silverado. Living compartment for the boys in front, tack
         space and other equipment and such in the middle and then space for two horses in the back. It’s a beaut. All self-contained.”
      


  “Where are they heading?” asked Web.


  “Kentucky,” answered Gwen. “They have a big yearling sale up there.” She pointed to the trailers. “These are our best yearlings,
         nineteen of them in all.”
      


  She sounded a little sad, thought Web. Maybe for her it was like more children going away.


  Billy said, “This is what separates the men from the boys. This sale goes well, we have a good year. I normally go too, but
         the FBI has persuaded me otherwise.” He shot a glance at Web. “So if the sales aren’t like they should be, I guess you guys
         can make up the difference.”
      


  “That’s not my call,” said Web.


  Billy shook his head. “Yeah, I bet. Those bastard buyers pick the horses apart and lowball us, then we’re selling pencils
         on the sidewalk. Now, these yearlings are some of our best ever. But those folks will hem and haw and find every little flaw
         they can, and then try to buy ’em for pennies on a dollar, and next thing you know, they got the next Secretariat. Well, that’s
         not going to happen. I been down that road before. You haul their asses back here, Strait, if they don’t fetch the reserves
         I gave you. Screw ’em.”
      


  Nemo nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  Web watched as Gwen went over to one of the smaller trailers and looked inside it.


  “That’s Bobby Lee,” said Billy, pointing to the horse inside the trailer Gwen was looking at. “Now, if things go right, that
         horse will bring us a nice little bundle. He’s special, so he doesn’t have to share his ride with another horse. Damn, wish
         I had me a deal like that. That’s my problem, too many people around.”
      


  Web wondered whom, if anyone, the man was referring to. “How come you don’t keep the horses and race them yourself?” asked
         Web.
      


  “It takes mountains of money to raise and maintain Thorough-breds for racing, that’s why the most successful farms are run
         by corporations and syndicates primarily. They have lots of capital behind them, so they can weather bad times. We can’t compete
         with that. East Winds is a breeding farm and that’s all we really want to be. Believe me, that’s a big enough pain in the
         ass. Ain’t that right, Gwen?”
      


  She said nothing and moved away when Web went over to Bobby Lee and looked inside the Townsmand ten-foot trailer. The rear
         windows of the trailer were open and Web could see the horse inside, starting with the top of his bushy tail. Strait came
         over and stood next to him.
      


  “Hate to see Bobby Lee go, he’s a good horse. Fifteen hands already, beautiful chestnut coat, glossy, damn impressive musculature,
         look at that chest, and he’s got a lot of growing left to do.”
      


  “He is a nice-looking animal.” Web looked at the heavy-duty equipment boxes welded on the interior walls of the horse trailer.


  “What are those for?”


  Strait opened the trailer and went inside, coaxing Bobby Lee over to the side. He opened one of the boxes. “Horses are worse
         than women when it comes to traveling.” He grinned and stepped aside. Inside the box Web saw halters and bridles and blankets
         and every other piece of equipment a horse might need.
      


  Strait ran his hand along the soft rubber that lined the outside of the boxes. “We pad the sides so the horse doesn’t hurt
         itself against the edges.”
      


  “Not a lot of room for error,” Web said as Strait closed up the box.


  “There’s a lot of little details that might not seem so obvious to nonhorse folks. For example, you riding with a single horse
         in a two-staller, you got to keep the animal on the driver’s side so the extra weight don’t keep pulling you to the side of
         the road. These trailers are real versatile. All the dividers swing out and you can reconfigure them. Keep a mare in the back
         and the foal up front, for example.” He tapped the walls. “Galvaneal metal, and that lasts a lot longer than people.” He pointed
         to the long, open space directly in front of the horse. “And up here is their feeding and water trough. And over there”—he
         pointed to the door on the side—“is the escape hatch if you got to get the horse out fast and don’t want to get kicked in
         the process.”
      


  “Where’s the TV?”


  Strait laughed. “Tell me about it. I wished I traveled half as good as these animals, although I tell you, with the Silverado
         over there, we’re going to be living in style now. Even got its own toilet and kitchen, so no more Porta Pottis and fast food
         for yours truly. Billy really outdid himself with that one, and me and the boys sure appreciate it.”
      


  Web looked at the roof of the trailer. Bobby Lee’s head was close to it.


  Strait was watching him and smiled. “Bobby Lee is a big yearling and we can’t make the roof any higher.”


  “How come?”


  “Give horses enough room, they’ll take advantage of it. Hell, I watched one horse that didn’t like to be trailered do a backward
         somersault, if you can believe it, and jump out the rear onto the highway, where he got hit by a truck. It wasn’t a pretty
         sight and almost cost me my job. That’s why horses are situated facing the front of the trailer, or else they’ll try and jump
         right out. And we got a side access door and side ramp on all the trailers so you can take the horses out frontways if there’s
         an emergency. It’s faster, and you try taking a frightened horse out from the back on a highway, you might just get your head
         handed to you if it decides to kick. See what I mean?”
      


  “Gotcha.”


  “Yep, they’re complicated machines. Sort of like my ex-wife.” Strait laughed again.


  Web fanned the air in front of his nose. “Boy, these trailers get pretty ripe.”


  “Huh,” said Strait as he patted Bobby Lee’s neck, came back out and secured the trailer latch, “just wait until that horse
         has been in there a few hours, then you’ll really smell something. Now, dogs love the smell of horse manure, but humans don’t.
         I guess that’s why we’re called civilized. That’s why we replaced the aluminum floors with wooden ones, they drain better;
         and also why we spread the sawdust on the floors. You just sweep it clean, manure and all. Better than the straw.”
      


  They left Bobby Lee and went back over to Billy.


  “Now, you got all the trailer stickers for state inspection and the horse papers?” asked Billy.


  “Yes, sir.” Strait looked at Web. “You cross state lines with a bunch of animals, the police stop you at random, and they
         ain’t gonna let you go one step farther until they check your commercial license and the horse’s vet certificates and such.
         They’re worried about spreading equine diseases and such.”
      


  “And who can blame them?” said Gwen as she rejoined them.


  “No, ma’am,” said Strait. He tipped his hat. “Well, here’s to making East Winds some big bucks.”


  Strait climbed in one of the trucks and Web and the Canfields watched as the caravan of trailers started up and passed down
         the main road and out of East Winds. Web glanced over at Gwen, who looked very upset. Billy walked back up to the house.
      


  “You okay?” he asked her.


  “I’m as okay as I’m ever going to be, Web.” She crossed her arms over her chest and walked off, away from the house.


  Web just stood there, looking at husband and wife going their separate ways.
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  Romano picked up Claire and was driving her back to East Winds, taking great care that they weren’t followed.
      


  Claire glanced at the man’s hand and said, “When did you graduate from Columbia?”


  Romano looked at her in surprise and then saw that she was staring at the ring on his finger. “Good eye. I graduated longer
         ago than I’d like to admit.”
      


  “I went there too. Pretty nice, going to college in New York.”


  “Nothing like it,” agreed Romano.


  “What was your major?”


  “Who cares? I barely got in and I barely graduated.”


  “Actually, Paul Amadeo Romano, Junior, you entered Columbia at the age of seventeen and graduated in three years near the
         top of your class with a degree in political science. Your senior thesis was titled ‘The Derivative Political Philosophies
         of Plato, Hobbes, John Stuart Mills and Francis Bacon.’ And you were accepted into the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard
         but didn’t attend.”
      


  Romano’s gaze was chilling. “I don’t appreciate people checking me out.”


  “Part of a therapist’s job is not only to understand the patient but also to become familiar with significant people in his
         life. Web must trust you and think highly of you for him to send you to bring me back here. So I did a few mouse clicks and
         looked you up. Nothing classified, of course.”
      


  Romano still looked at her suspiciously.


  “Not many people would have turned down Harvard.”


  “Well, nobody ever accused me of being most people.”


  “You were awarded a scholarship, so it wasn’t money.”


  “I didn’t go because I’d had enough of school.”


  “And you joined the military.”


  “Lots of people do.”


  “Lots of people out of high school do, but not those near the top of their class at Columbia with a free ticket to Harvard.”


  “Look, I’m from a big Italian family, okay, we got priorities. Traditions.” He added quietly, “Sometimes people get around
         to them a little too late. That’s all.”
      


  “So you’re the oldest son?”


  He shot her another suspicious glance. “Another mouse click? Damn, I hate computers.”


  “No, but you are a junior, and that normally goes to the oldest son. And your father’s deceased and he wasn’t a college man?”


  Romano almost pulled the car over. “You’re freaking me, lady, and you better knock it off.”


  “I’m not a magician, Mr. Romano, just a humble psychiatrist. You mentioned large Italian family, traditions and priorities.
         But you didn’t mention expectations. The oldest sons in such families usually face expectations they have to live up to. You
         said people get around to these traditions sometimes too late. So I’m thinking that you went to college against your father’s
         wishes, he died, and you left academia to pursue the occupation your father envisioned for you. And yet you still wear your
         college ring. That’s probably your way of showing you didn’t totally capitualate to living out your father’s plans for you.
         It’s just observation and deduction, Mr. Romano, just the sorts of tools law enforcement people use every day.”
      


  “That don’t make it any easier to take.”


  She studied him. “Do you realize that you talk like an uneducated man at times?”


  “You’re pushing my buttons all the wrong way.”


  “I’m sorry. But you’re extremely interesting. In fact, you and Web are both interesting. I suppose it comes with the territory.
         What you do for a living takes a very, very special sort of person.”
      


  “Don’t try and brown-nose your way out of this, Doc.”


  “I guess innate curiosity about my fellow human beings comes with what I do for a living. I meant no offense.”


  They drove in silence for a while.


  “My old man,” said Romano, “wanted only one thing in life. He wanted to be one of New York’s finest.”


  “NYPD?”


  Romano nodded. “Only he never finished high school and he had a bad ticker. He spent his life on the docks hauling crates
         of fish and hating every second of it. But he wanted that uniform, man, like nothing else in life.”
      


  “And because he couldn’t, he wanted you to wear it for him?” Romano looked over at her and nodded. “Only my ma didn’t see
         it that way. She didn’t want me working on the docks and she sure as hell didn’t want me strapping on a gun for a living.
         I was a smart student, aced the college boards, got into Columbia, did great there and had my sights on maybe even teaching.”
      


  “And then your father died?”


  “Ticker finally quit on him. I made it to the hospital right before he died.” Romano stopped and looked out the window. “He
         said I’d shamed him. He said I’d shamed him and then he died.”
      


  “And with him died your dreams of teaching?”


  “I never could bring myself to go out for NYPD. I could’ve made it, easy. I hooked on to the military, made Delta, jumped
         to FBI and then on to HRT. None of it was too much for me. The harder they tried to hurt me, the more I thrived.”
      


  “So you eventually did become a policeman of sorts.”


  He stared at her. “But I did it my way.” He paused. “I loved my old man, don’t get me wrong. But I never shamed him. And every
         day I think about that being his dying thought. And it either makes me want to start bawling or killing somebody.”
      


  “I can understand that.”


  “Can you? I sure as hell never could.”


  “You’re not my patient, obviously, but just a friendly piece of advice: At some point you have to live your life the way you
         want to. Otherwise the building up of resentment and other negative factors can do great damage psychologically. You’ll find
         that not only will you hurt yourself, but those you love.”
      


  He looked at her with a level of sadness that touched her deeply.


  “I think it might be a little too late for that.” Then he added, “But you’re right about the ring.”


  So, talk to me about this hypnosis,” said Web.


  Romano had dropped Claire off at the carriage house and gone on to watch over the Canfields. Claire and Web were sitting in
         the living room staring at each other.
      


  “I know that you didn’t agree to do it with him, but didn’t O’Bannon explain it to you when he offered to hypnotize you?”


  “I guess I forgot.”


  “Just relax and go with the flow, Web. You know, seat-of-the-pants kind of guy. You’re one of those types.”


  “Oh, you think so?”


  She smiled at him over the rim of the cup of tea he had made for her. “I don’t have to be a psychiatrist, Web, to see that.”
         She looked out the window. “This is some place.”
      


  “Yes, it is.”


  “I suppose you can’t tell me what you’re doing out here?”


  “I’m probably breaking every rule in the book just by having you out here, but I figured Romano would know if anyone was following
         him.” And it’s not like whoever was behind the killings didn’t know where the Canfields lived, thought Web, because they had
         gotten the phone bomb in here.
      


  “Romano would make an interesting case study. I identified about five major psychoses, classic passive-aggressive posturing
         and an unhealthy appetite for pain and violence just in the car ride here.”
      


  “Really? I would have guessed more.”


  “And he’s also intelligent, sensitive, deeply emotional, incredibly independent but amazingly loyal. Quite a smorgasbord.”


  “If you need somebody to cover your back, there’s nobody better than Paulie. He’s got this rough outside, but the guy has
         a big heart. But man, if he doesn’t like you, watch out. His wife Angie is even more of a piece of work, though. I found out
         recently that she’s seeing O’Bannon. So are some of the other wives. I even saw Deb Riner there. She’s the widow of Teddy
         Riner—he was our team leader.”
      


  “We have a large number of FBI and other law enforcement clientele. Years ago Dr. O’Bannon worked in-house at the Bureau.When
         he went into private practice, he brought quite a few patients with him. It is a specialty practice because law enforcement
         people have unique jobs and the stress and personal issues associated with that occupation can be devastating if left untreated.
         I personally find it all fascinating. And I admire what all of you do very much. I hope you know that.”
      


  Web looked over at her, his expression searching and pained.


  “Is there something else bothering you?” she asked quietly.


  “My Bureau file you were given. Did it by chance have the background interview with Harry Sullivan in it?”


  She took a moment to answer. “Yes. I thought about telling you, but I thought it better for you to find out for yourself.
         I take it you did.”
      


  “Yeah,” he said in a tight voice. “About fourteen years too late.”


  “Your father had no reason to say anything good about you. He was going to be in prison for the next twenty years. He hadn’t
         seen you in forever. And yet—”
      


  “And yet he said I’d make the best damn FBI agent there ever was or ever would be and you could quote him on that.”


  “Yes,” she said quietly.


  “Maybe some day he and I should meet,” said Web.


  Claire met his gaze. “I think, Web, that that might be traumatic, but I also think it might be a good idea.”


  “A voice out of the past?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Speaking of voices, I was thinking about what Kevin Westbrook said to me in that alley.”


  Claire sat up straighter. “‘Damn to hell’?”


  “What do you know about voodoo?”


  “Not much. You think Kevin put a curse on you?”


  “No, the people behind him. I don’t know, I’m just thinking out loud.”


  Claire looked doubtful. “I guess it’s possible, Web, though I wouldn’t count on that being the answer.”


  Web cracked his knuckles. “You’re probably right. Okay, Doc, pull out your watch and start swinging.”


  “I use a blue pen, if you don’t mind. However, first I want you to sit in the recliner over there and lean back. You don’t
         undergo hyp- nosis while standing at attention, Web. You need to relax and I’m going to help you do that.”
      


  Web sat in the recliner and Claire positioned herself across from him on an ottoman.


  “Now, the first thing we need to address are the myths surrounding hypnosis. As I told you, it’s not a state of unconsciousness,
         it’s an altered state of consciousness. Your brain, in fact, will experience the same brain wave activity it would in a relaxed state, which is alpha rhythm. While
         in the trance you’ll be incredibly relaxed, but it’s also a heightened state of awareness and of suggestibility and you are
         in complete control of what goes on. All hypnosis, in fact, is self-hypnosis, and I’m merely here to help guide you to the
         point where you are relaxed enough to reach that state. No one can hypnotize anyone who doesn’t really want to be hypnotized,
         and you can’t be forced to do something you really don’t want to do. So you are completely safe. No barking dogs need apply.”
         She smiled reassuringly. “Are you with me?”
      


  Web nodded.


  She held up the pen. “Would you believe this is a pen that Freud himself used?”


  “No, I wouldn’t.”


  She smiled again. “Good, because he didn’t. We use an object like this when hypnotizing patients. Now I want you to become
         totally focused with your eyes on the tip of this pen.” She held it about six inches from Web’s face and above his natural
         line of sight. Web raised his head to look at it. “No, Web, you can only use your eyes.” She placed a hand on top of his head
         to keep it level. Now Web had to direct his gaze nearly straight up to see the tip.
      


  “That’s very good, Web, very good. Most people get tired very quickly, but I’m sure you won’t. I know you’re very strong and
         very determined, just keep staring, staring at the tip of the pen.” Without seeming to, Claire’s voice had dropped to an even
         level without being a monotone, her words coming steadily and always in the same soothing manner as she offered him encouragement.
      


  A minute passed. Then, as Web continued to stare at the tip of the pen, Claire said, “And blink.” And Web blinked. Claire
         could see that his eyes were becoming strained staring from that very uncomfortable angle, and then they started to water.
         And he had actually blinked first and then she had instantly said, “And blink.” But he wouldn’t be sure of the sequence of
         events. He was too busy concentrating on the pen’s tip, on keeping his eyes open. But it made him believe something had happened,
         that she was slowly assuming control over him. Even if he’d been through it before he would still be wondering whether this
         hypnosis thing actually worked. First came eye fatigue, and next came mind confusion. All to get him relaxed enough to open
         up.
      


  “You are doing so well, Web,” she said, “better than just about anyone. You’re getting more and more relaxed. Just keep staring
         at that tip.” And she could tell he was so determined to keep staring, to keep getting that encouragement. He was a classic
         overachiever, she easily deduced; he was eager to please and receive praise. He needed attention and love because he obviously
         had not gotten much of either as a child.
      


  “And blink.” And he did so again and she knew it felt so good to him, relieved the strain. She knew the tip of the pen was
         starting to grow larger and larger for him, and that he was beginning not to want to look at it anymore.
      


  “And it seems you really want to close your eyes,” Claire said. “And your eyelids are getting heavier and heavier. It’s hard
         to keep them open and it seems you really want to close them. Close your eyes.” And Web did, but he immediately reopened them.
         That almost always happened, Claire knew. “Keep staring at the pen, Web, just keep staring at the tip, you’re doing really
         well. Outstanding. Just let your eyes close naturally when they’re ready to close.”
      


  Web’s eyes slowly drifted closed and stayed that way.


  “I want you to say out loud the word ‘ten’ ten times fast. Go ahead and do that.”


  Web did so and then Claire asked. “What are aluminum cans made from?”


  “Tin,” Web said in a proud voice, and smiled.


  “Aluminum.”


  His smile faded.


  Claire continued in her soothing voice, “You know what a strop is? It’s a rough leather strap that men used to use in the
         Old West to sharpen their razors. I want you to say the word ‘strop’ ten times very fast. Go ahead and do it.”
      


  Obviously very wary now, Web said the word ten times.


  “What do you do at a green light?”


  “STOP!” he said loudly.


  “Actually, at a green light, you go.” Web’s shoulders collapsed in obvious frustration, but Claire was quick to praise him.


  “You’re doing really well. Almost nobody gets those answers right. But you look so relaxed. Now I want you to count out loud
         backward from three hundred by threes.”
      


  Web started to do so. He had counted back to 279 when she told him to start counting backward by fives. He did so until she
         had him do it by sevens and then by nines.
      


  Claire interrupted and told him, “Stop counting and just relax. Now you’re at the top of the escalator, and that point represents
         more relaxation. And the bottom of the escalator is the deepest relaxation there is. You’re going to take the escalator down,
         okay? You’re going to be more relaxed than you’ve ever been. Okay?” Web nodded. Claire’s voice was as welcome and as gentle
         as a wispy summer breeze.
      


  “You’re going slowly down the escalator. You’re gliding down, as if on air. Deeper into relaxation.” Claire started counting
         backward from ten and offered soothing words as she did so. At the count of one she said, “You appear to be very relaxed.”
      


  Claire studied Web’s features and his skin color. His body had gone from tense to loose. His face was red, evidencing enhanced
         blood flow there. His eyelids were closed yet fluttering. She told him that she was going to pick up one of his hands—before
         she did so, to avoid startling him. She gently took it. The hand was limp. She let it go.
      


  “You’re near the bottom of the escalator. You’re just about to get off. Deepest relaxation, like nothing you’ve ever felt.
         It’s perfect.”
      


  She once more picked up his hand after warning him first that she was going to do so. “What’s your favorite color?”


  “Green,” Web said softly.


  “Green, a nice soothing color. Like grass. I’m putting a balloon, a green balloon, in your hand. I’m doing that right now.
         Do you feel that?” Web nodded. “Now I’m going to pump it up with helium. As you know, helium is lighter than air. I’m pumping
         up the green balloon. It’s getting more full. It’s beginning to rise. It’s getting fuller.”
      


  Claire watched as Web’s hand rose from the arm of the recliner as if buoyed by the imaginary balloon.


  “Now, on the count of three, your hand will drop back to the chair.” She counted to three and Web’s hand returned to the chair.
         She waited about thirty seconds and then said, “Your hand is now getting cold, very cold, I think I see frostbite.”
      


  She watched as Web’s hand curled and shook. “All right, it’s gone now, all normal, all warm.” The hand relaxed.


  Typically, Claire would not have been as elaborate in putting Web through these paces, the deepening of relaxation techniques.
         Normally she would have stopped with the balloon. However, she had been curious about something, and that curiosity had been
         answered because Claire concluded that Web was probably a somnambule. Most people in the field would agree that between five
         and ten percent of the general population was highly susceptible to hypnosis, with the same percentage highly resistant to
         it. Somnambules went a step further. They were so susceptible to hypnosis that they could be compelled to experience physical
         sensations hypnotically, as Web had just done. They could also be expected to reliably execute posthypnotic suggestions. And,
         surprisingly, very intelligent people often were the easiest to hypnotize.
      


  “Web, can you hear me?” He nodded. “Web, listen very carefully to my voice. Focus on my voice. The balloon is now gone. Just
         keep on relaxing. Now you’re holding a video camera in your hand. You’re the cameraman. What you see through your lens is
         all that you and I can see, do you understand, Mr. Cameraman?” Another nod. “Okay, my only role is to point you around in
         time, but you control everything else. Through the camera you’ll be looking in on other people, to see what they’re up to.
         The camera has a microphone, so we’ll be able to hear too. All right?” He nodded. “You’re doing so well, Mr. Cameraman. I’m
         so proud of you.”
      


  Claire sat back and thought for a moment. As a therapist who had studied Web’s background, she knew exactly the area she should
         be focusing on in his past to help him. His most severe psychological problems did not stem from the death of his HRT col-
         leagues. They came directly from the triangular relationship between his mother, stepfather and himself. And yet her first
         stop in Web London’s past would be earlier.
      


  “I want you to go back to March eighth, 1969, Mr. Cameraman. Can you get me back there?”


  Web didn’t respond for a bit. Then he said, “Yes.”


  “Tell me what you see, Mr. Cameraman.” She knew that his birthday was March 8. In 1969, Web would be turning six years old.
         That was probably the last year he would have been with Harry Sullivan. She wanted to establish a baseline for Web with the
         man, a pleasant memory, and a birthday party for a little boy would set that tone perfectly. “The relaxed Mr. Cameraman will
         focus and swing his camera around. Whom do you see?” she prompted again.
      


  “I see a house. I see a room, a room with no one in it.” “Concentrate and focus, swing your camera around. Don’t you see anyone?
         March eighth, 1969.” She suddenly feared that there had been no party for Web.
      


  “Wait a minute,” said Web. “Wait a minute, I see something.”


  “What do you see?”


  “A man—no, a woman. She’s pretty, very pretty. She has a hat on, a funny hat, and she’s carrying a cake with candles.”


  “Sounds like somebody must be having a party. Is it a boy or a girl, Mr. Cameraman?”


  “A boy’s. Yes, and now there are other people coming out, like they were hiding. They’re yelling something, they’re yelling,
         ‘Happy birthday.’”
      


  “That’s great, Web, a little boy’s having a birthday party. What does he look like?”


  “He has dark hair, sort of tall. He’s blowing out the candles on the cake. Everybody’s singing happy birthday.”


  “Does this boy hear a daddy singing? How about daddy, Mr. Cameraman?”


  “I see him. I see him.” Web’s face was turning red and his breathing had accelerated. Claire watched his physical signs closely.
         She would not put Web at risk physically or emotionally. She would not go that far.
      


  “What does he look like?”


  “He’s big, really big, bigger than anybody else there. A giant.”


  “And what is happening between the boy and his giant daddy, Mr. Cameraman?”


  “The boy is running to him. And the man’s lifting him up on his shoulders, like he doesn’t weigh anything.”


  “Oh, a strong daddy.”


  “He’s kissing the boy, they’re dancing around the room and they’re singing some song.”


  “Listen carefully, Mr. Cameraman, turn up the sound control on the microphone. Can you hear any of the words?”


  Web first shook his head and then nodded. “Eyes, shining eyes.” Claire searched her memory and then it hit her: Harry Sullivan,
         the Irishman. “Irish eyes. Irish eyes are smiling?”
      


  “That’s it! But no, he’s made up his own words to the song, and they’re funny, everyone’s laughing. And now the man’s giving
         the boy something.”
      


  “A present? Is it a birthday present?”


  Web’s face contorted and he lurched forward. Claire looked alarmed and she sat forward too. “Relax, Mr. Cameraman. It’s just
         a picture you’re looking at, that’s all. Just a picture. What do you see?”
      


  “I see men. Men have come in the house.”


  “What men? What do they look like?”


  “They’re in brown, dressed in brown with cowboy hats. They have guns.”


  Now Claire’s heart skipped a beat. Should she pull the plug on this? She studied Web closely. He appeared to be calming down.
         “What are the men doing, Mr. Cameraman? What do they want?”
      


  “They’re taking him, they’re taking the man away. He’s yelling. He’s screaming, they’re all screaming. The cowboys are putting
         shiny things on the man’s hands. The mommy is screaming, she’s grabbed the little boy.”
      


  Web covered his ears with his hands and was rocking back and forth so violently he was close to tipping the recliner over.
         “They’re yelling, they’re yelling. The little boy’s yelling, ‘Daddy! Daddy!’” Web was now screaming himself.
      


  Oh, shit, Claire thought. Shiny things on his hands? The police had come to arrest Harry Sullivan right in the middle of Web’s sixth birthday party. Good God!
      


  Claire looked back at Web. “Okay, Mr. Cameraman,” she said in her smoothest, most comforting voice, “just relax, we’re going
         somewhere else. Take your camera and turn it off for right now until we decide where to go. Okay, your camera is going dark
         now, relaxed Mr. Cameraman. You see nothing. You’re relaxed and seeing nothing at all. Everyone is gone. There’s no one left
         yelling. All gone. All dark.”
      


  Web slowly calmed and put his hands down and leaned back.


  Claire sat back and tried to relax as well. She had been through some intense hypnosis sessions before and discovered some
         surprising things about patients’ pasts, but each time was still new, still emotional. For a minute or more Claire wavered.
         Should she move forward? There was the very real possibility she would never get Web in a hypnotic state again.
      


  “Okay, Mr. Cameraman, we’re moving forward.” She glanced at the notes she had pulled from the file she had placed under a
         couch pillow. She had waited until Web was under hypnosis before taking them out. She had noted from their previous sessions
         that the use of files bothered him. That wasn’t unusual, for who would want their life set forth on paper for all to see and
         scrutinize? And she remembered how she had felt when Buck Winters had pulled the same tactic on her. The pages had dates scribbled
         on them. She had gotten them from Web’s file and discussions with him. “We’re moving on to …” She hesitated. Could he
         handle this? Could she handle this? She made up her mind and told Web the new date to move on to. It was the date his stepfather had died. “What
         do you see, Mr. Cameraman?”
      


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?” Claire remembered. “Turn your camera back on. Now what do you see?”


  “Still nothing. It’s dark, totally black.”


  That was odd, thought Claire. “Is it nighttime? Turn on the light on your video recorder, Mr. Cameraman.”


  “No, there are no lights. I don’t want a light.”


  Claire leaned forward, as Web was now referring to himself. This was tricky. This now placed the patient right in the bull’s-eye
         of his very own unconscious. Still, she decided to press forward.
      


  “Why doesn’t the Cameraman want a light?”


  “Because I’m scared.”


  “Why is the little boy scared?” She had to keep the objectivity here even as Web continued to wander to the cliff of subjectivity. It could be a
         long way down, Claire well knew.
      


  “Because he’s out there.”


  “Who, Raymond Stockton?”


  “Raymond Stockton,” Web repeated.


  “Where is the little boy’s mother?”


  Web’s chest started to heave again. He was gripping the sides of the recliner so tightly his fingers were shaking.


  “Where is your mother?”


  Web’s voice was high, like a boy still a ways from puberty.“Gone. No, she’s back. Fighting. Always fighting.”


  “Your mother and father are fighting?”


  “Always. Shhh!” Web hissed. “He’s coming. He’s coming.”


  “How do you know, what do you see?”


  “The door’s coming down. It always squeaks. Always. Just like that. He’s coming up the steps. He keeps it up here. His drugs.
         I’ve seen him. I’ve seen him.”
      


  “Relax, Web, it’s all right. It’s all right.” Claire didn’t want to touch him, for fear she would startle him, but she was
         so close to Web there was practically no discernible space between them. She watched over Web as she would have over her mother
         if it were the woman’s last minute on earth. Claire prepared herself to end this before it got out of control, yet if they
         could just get a little further. Just a little further.
      


  “He’s up at the top of the stairs. I hear him. I hear my mother. She’s down there. Waiting.”


  “But you can’t see. You’re still in darkness.”


  “I can see.” The tone of voice took Claire by surprise, for it was deep and menacing, no longer the cry of a terribly frightened
         boy.
      


  “How can you see, Mr. Cameraman? What do you see?”


  Web screamed the next words out so suddenly that Claire nearly fell to the floor.


  “Damn it, you already know this.”


  For a split second she was sure he was talking directly to her. That had never happened before in a hypnotic session. What
         did he mean? That she already knew this information? But then he calmed and continued.
      


  “I lifted up the pile of clothes a little. I’m under the pile of clothes. Hiding.”


  “From the little boy’s stepfather?”


  “I don’t want him to see me.”


  “Because the little boy is scared?”


  “No, I’m not scared. I don’t want him to see me. He can’t see me, not yet.”


  “Why, what do you mean?”


  “He’s right in front of me, but his back is to me. His stash is right over there. He’s bending down to get it.”


  Web’s voice was growing deeper, as though he were growing from a boy to a man right in front of her.


  “I’m coming out of hiding, I don’t have to hide anymore. The clothes are rising up with me. They’re my mother’s clothes. She
         put this pile up here for me.”
      


  “She did? Why?”


  “To hide under, for when he came. I’m up. I’m standing up. I’m taller than he is. I’m bigger than he is.”


  There was a tone to Web’s voice now that made Claire very nervous. She realized that her own breath was coming in gasps even
         as Web had calmed. She had a cold dread of where this was going. She should pull him out. Every professional instinct she
         had told her to stop this, and yet she just couldn’t.
      


  “The carpet rolls. Hard as iron,” Web said in his deep-man voice. “I’ve got one, had it under the clothes. I’m up now, bigger
         than he is. He’s a little man. So little.”
      


  “Web,” began Claire. She dropped all pretense of the cameraman. This was getting out of hand.


  “I’ve got it in my hand. Like a bat. I’m a great baseball player. Can hit it a mile. Swing harder than anyone. I’m big and
         strong. Like my dad. My real dad.”
      


  “Web, please.”


  “He’s not even looking. Doesn’t know I’m there. Batter up.” She changed tactics again. “Mr. Cameraman, I want you to turn
         off your camera.”
      


  “Pitch is coming. Fastball. I see it. Easy. I’m getting ready.”


  “Mr. Cameraman, I want you—”


  “It’s almost here. He’s turning. I want him to. I want him to see this. See me.”


  “Web! Turn it off.”


  “He sees me. He sees me. I’m swinging for the fences.”


  “Turn off the camera. Stop, you don’t see this. Stop!”


  “I’m swinging. He sees me, he knows how hard I can hit. He’s scared now. He’s scared! He’s scared, I’m not! No more! No more!”


  Claire watched helplessly as he gripped an imaginary bat and swung for the fences.


  “It’s a hit. It’s a hit. Slash of red, slash of red. The ball’s going down. It’s going down. It’s a home run, a country mile.
         It’s outta here. Outta here. Good-bye, good-bye, mister asshole.” He grew quiet for a long moment while Claire studied him
         carefully.
      


  “He’s getting up. He’s getting back up.” He paused. “Yes, Mom,” he said. “Here’s the bat, Mom.” He reached out his hand as
         though handing off something. Claire almost reached out her hand to take it before she caught herself.
      


  “Mom’s hitting him. In the head. Lots of blood. He’s not moving anymore. He’s not. It’s over.”


  He became silent and slumped back in the recliner. Claire slumped down too, her heart beating so hard she put a hand over
         her chest as though to prevent it from bursting through. All she could envision was Raymond Stockton plunging down the attic
         stairs after being hit by a hard roll of carpet and hitting his head on the way down and then being finished off by his wife
         with the same roll of carpet.
      


  “I want you to completely relax, Web. I want you to sleep, to sleep, that’s all.”


  She watched as his body dissolved even farther into the chair. As Claire looked up, she received another shock. Romano was
         standing there, staring at her, his hand near his gun.
      


  “What the hell’s going on?” he demanded.


  “He’s under hypnosis, Mr. Romano. He’s all right.”


  “How do I know that?”


  “I guess you’ll just have to trust me.” She was still too stricken to argue with the man. “How much did you hear?”


  “I was coming back here to check on him when I heard Web screaming.”


  “He’s reliving some very delicate memories of the past. I’m not sure what it all means yet, but it was a big step to get to
         this point.”
      


  Claire’s experiences in forensics had prompted several theories to consider. It had obviously been planned that the blows
         had been struck with the rolled-up carpet. Stockton presumably would have had carpet fibers in his head wound when he hit
         the floor. And if the carpet on the floor were the same carpet as the remnant in the attic, then the police would just assume
         that the fibers became embedded in his head wound when he hit the floor. They would not suspect that someone had slugged him
         with a rolled-up remnant in the attic. After all the complaints of abuse against the man, everyone, including the police,
         had probably been grateful he was finally dead. Finished with the stepfather, Claire moved on to the mother.
      


  Web had said Charlotte London had placed the pile of clothes there. Had she also supplied the rolled-up carpet? Had she coached
         her tall, strong teenage son on how to do away with the abusive husband? Was that how the woman had decided to handle it?
         And then stepped in to finish the job, leaving Web to later pick up the pieces, allowing him to repress guilt so deep he couldn’t
         even remember the event except under hypnosis? But such an extraordinary repressed memory would taint every aspect of his
         being and of his future. It would manifest itself in many ways, none of them positive. Claire could now clearly understand
         why Web was like he was. He had become a lawman not to make up for Harry Sullivan’s felonious ways but because of his own
         guilt. A boy helping to kill his stepfather at the instruction of his natural mother; from a mental health perspective it
         didn’t get more screwed up than that.
      


  Claire looked over at Web, who just sat there so peacefully, with his eyes closed, awaiting her next instruction. She also
         now understood his somnambulism. Children from homes of terrible abuse often withdrew into fantasy worlds as protection from
         the horrors of reality. Such children created imaginary friends to combat loneliness and also invented wonderful lives and
         adventures to ward off feelings of insecurity and depression. Claire had treated somnambules who could control their higher
         brain functions to such an extent that they could either embellish or completely wipe out whole sections of their memories,
         just as Web had done. Though a dynamic, independent, self-reliant sort on the outside, Web London, she concluded, was obedient
         and relied upon others on the inside; hence, his dependence on his HRT team and his exceptional ability to carry out orders.
         He was eager to please, to be accepted.
      


  She shook her head. The man was a mess inside. And yet he had withstood the psychological battering of both the Bureau and
         HRT. Web had said he had figured out the MMPI test and had managed to lie his way right through it. He did not know how right
         he was about that.
      


  She looked at Romano as something new occurred to her. She would have to craft the question delicately because she couldn’t
         reveal any patient confidences. Web had told her previously that he wasn’t taking any medications, and she had accepted his
         word on that. With what she had just learned, though, she wondered if he were taking something that would help combat the
         internal traumas that were clearly eating away at him. She motioned Romano over to a far corner, out of Web’s hearing. “Do
         you know anything about any medications Web might be taking?”
      


  “Did Web say he was taking any pills?”


  “I was just wondering. It’s sort of standard operating procedure for shrinks to ask,” she answered evasively.


  “Lots of people take pills to help them sleep,” Romano said defensively.


  She hadn’t said they were sleeping pills. So Romano did know about them, thought Claire. “I’m not saying it’s wrong, I was
         just wondering if he ever mentioned to you if he took anything, and if so, what he took.”
      


  “You think he might be addicted, is that it? Well, I’m telling you you’re nuts.”


  “I’m not implying that at all. It’s just important that I know in case I want to prescribe something for him. I don’t want
         any dangerous drug interactions.”
      


  Romano still was not buying it. “So why don’t you ask him?”


  “Well, I’m sure you’re well aware that people don’t always tell their doctors the truth, particularly the kind of doctor I
         am. I just want to make sure there are no problems.”
      


  Romano looked over at Web, apparently to make sure he was still out. He looked back at Claire and seemed to be having trouble
         getting the words out. “I saw him holding what looked like a prescription bottle the other day. But look, he’s hurting right
         now and he’s probably a little screwed up about things and maybe needs a little help pill wise, but the Bureau’s real stiff
         on that crap. They throw you overboard and let you sink or swim on your own. Well, guys have to look out for each other, then.”
         Romano stopped, looked over at Web and said a little wistfully, “He’s the best HRT’s ever had.”
      


  “You know he thinks very highly of you too.”


  “I guess I did know.”


  Romano left the room. Claire went to the window and watched as he crossed the road and was soon out of sight. It would have
         been very hard for him to reveal a confidence like that about his friend, and he probably felt himself a traitor for doing
         it. But in the end it would help Web far more than hurt him.
      


  She sat across from Web, leaned forward and spoke slowly so that he wouldn’t miss a word. Ordinarily hypnosis was used to
         pare away the inhibitions and layers covering repressed memories that prevented patients from really talking about their troubles.
         Typically the patient was brought out of hypnosis fully remembering everything that had happened while he was under. Here,
         Claire could not do that. It would be too traumatic. Instead, she gave Web a posthypnotic suggestion. It instructed him that
         when he came out of the hypnotic state he would remember only enough to allow him to deal adequately with the situation. What
         would control what, if anything, he remembered would be his unconscious. Under the circumstances, Claire felt certain he would
         remember almost nothing. He was not prepared to deal with this, so buried was it within his unconscious. She slowly brought
         him up the escalator, step by step. Before he came fully out of it, she finished composing herself, prepared herself to face
         him.
      


  When he finally opened his eyes, he looked around the room and then at her. He smiled. “Anything good?”


  “First I need to ask you a question, Web.” She paused to collect herself again before saying, “Are you taking any medication?”


  His eyes narrowed. “Didn’t you already ask me that?”


  “I’m asking you now.”


  “Why?”


  “You mentioned voodoo as an explanation for why you froze. Let me offer another one: negative drug interaction.”


  “I wasn’t taking any medication before we went into that alley, Claire. I would never do that.”


  “Drug interactions are funny,” replied Claire. “Depending on what you’re taking, the effects can materialize some time after
         you’ve stopped taking them.” She paused once again and added, “It’s important for you to be entirely truthful on this point,
         Web. It really is, if you want to get to the truth.”
      


  They stared at each other for a long moment, and then Web rose and went into his bathroom. A minute later he came back and
         handed her a small vial with pills in it. He sat back down as she examined the contents.
      


  “Since you have them with you, should I assume you’ve been taking them recently?”


  “I’m on a job, Claire. No pills. So I deal with the insomnia and the pain you sometimes get with two big holes in you and
         half a face.”
      


  “So why do you have them?”


  “Security blanket. You’re a psychiatrist—you understand that and thumb-sucking, don’t you?”


  Claire took out the pills and examined them one by one. They were all different. Most she recognized, some she didn’t. She
         held up one of the pills. “Do you know where you got this?”
      


  “Why?” he asked suspiciously. “Is there something wrong with it?”


  “Perhaps. Did you get these pills from O’Bannon?” she said doubtfully.


  “It’s possible, I guess. Although I thought I finished his prescription a long time ago.”


  “Well, if not O’Bannon, who, then?”


  Web became defensive. “Look, I had to get off the painkillers they were giving me for my injuries, because I was growing dependent on them. And then I couldn’t sleep, for like a year. Some HRT guys have the same problem.
         It’s not like we’re doing illegal drugs or crap like that, but you can only go so long without sleep, even at HRT. Some of
         the guys have given me pills over the years. I just collect them in a bottle and take them when I need them. That pill might
         have come from one of them. What’s the big deal?”
      


  “I’m not blaming you for taking medication to help you sleep, Web. But it’s stupid and dangerous for you to take an oddball
         assortment of pills, even from friends, when you have no idea what drug interactions might occur from their use. You’re very
         lucky something serious hasn’t happened to you. And maybe it did. In the alley. Maybe this odd method of pill taking is the
         reason you froze.” Claire was also thinking that the traumatic events surrounding Raymond Stockton’s death might have bubbled
         to the surface at the worst possible time—when Web was in that alley. Perhaps, as she had thought earlier, seeing Kevin Westbrook
         had triggered something in Web, disabling him.
      


  Web covered his face with his hands. “Shit! This is unbelievable. Unbelievable!”


  “I can’t say for sure that’s the case, Web.” She looked at him sympathetically, but there was something else she needed to
         know. “Have you reported the medication you’ve been taking to your supervisor?”
      


  He uncovered his face but didn’t look at her.


  “Okay,” she said slowly.


  “Are you going to say anything?”


  “Are you still taking them?”


  “No. As best I can recall, the last time I took one prior to the mission in the alley was a week before. That’s it.”


  “Then I have nothing to report.” She held up the same pill again. “I don’t recognize this medication, and as a psychiatrist
         I’ve seen just about all of them. I’d like to get it analyzed. It’ll be on the QT,” she quickly added, as he looked alarmed.
         “I have a friend. Your name will never come up.”
      


  “Do you really think it was the pills, Claire?”


  She stared at the pill before pocketing the vial and looking back at him. “Web, I’m afraid we’ll never know for certain.”


  “So was the hypnosis a bust?” Web asked finally, though Claire could tell his mind was clearly on the pills and their possible
         implication in what had happened to Charlie Team.
      


  “No, it wasn’t. I learned a lot.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like Harry Sullivan was arrested during your sixth-year birthday party. Do you remember talking about that?” She was reasonably
         certain he might recall that from the hypnosis session. But not the event with Stockton.
      


  Web slowly nodded. “Actually, I do. Some of it, anyway.”


  “For what it’s worth, before the arrest, you and Harry were having a great time. He clearly loved you very much.”


  “That’s good to know,” Web said, without enthusiasm.


  “Often situations that are traumatic are repressed, Web, sort of a safety valve. Your psyche can’t handle it, that level of
         confrontation, and you basically bury it so you don’t need to face it.”
      


  “But that’s like burying toxic waste,” he said in a low voice. “That’s right. And it sometimes seeps out and does considerable
         damage.”
      


  “Anything else?” he asked.


  “Do you recall anything else?”


  He shook his head.


  Claire looked away for a moment. Web, she knew, was in no shape to hear the truth about his stepfather’s death. She looked
         back at him and managed a tiny smile. “Well, I think that’s enough.”
      


  She looked at her watch. “And I need to get back.”


  “So my dad and me were really getting along?”


  “You were singing songs, he was carrying you on his shoulders. Yes, you were having a great time.”


  “It’s starting to come back to me. So there’s still hope for me, right?” Web smiled, perhaps to show he was partly kidding.


  “There’s always hope, Web,” Claire replied.
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  Sonny Venables was off duty and out of uniform as he sat in an unmarked car and surveyed the area. There was stirring in the
         backseat as the big man who was lying on the floorboard stretched out his long legs.
      


  “Don’t get antsy, Randy,” said Venables. “We got some time to go yet.”


  “Trust me, I’ve waited dudes out a lot longer than this, and from places a lot shittier than the backseat of a car.”


  Venables nudged out a cigarette from the pack in his pocket, lit it, cracked his window and blew smoke out.


  “So you were telling me about your meeting with London.”


  “I covered his backside even though he didn’t know it at the time. Good thing too, though I don’t think Westbrook would have
         really killed him.”
      


  “I heard about that guy, but I’ve never run into him.”


  “Lucky you. But let me tell you there’s a lot worse than him out there. At least Westbrook’s got a little code of honor. Most
         dudes out there are just flat-out nuts. Kill you just to kill you and brag about it. Westbrook does everything for a real
         good reason.”
      


  “Like maybe take out HRT?”


  “Don’t think so. But he delivered a message to London about the tunnels under the building that was HRT’s target. That’s apparently
         how the guns came in. London checked it out with Bates. And I heard that he was right.”
      


  “From what you’ve told me about Westbrook, he doesn’t sound like a message boy.”


  “He is if the person he delivered the message for has somebody he cares about, like his son.”


  “Gotcha. So that person was behind what happened to HRT?” “That’s my thinking.”
      


  “So where’s the Oxy come into to all this?”


  “That’s the op I saw in the building that night. They even had some of the product there. No coke bricks, just bags of pills.
         And I saw computerized records that laid it all out. Millions of bucks in business. And in two days it was cleared out.”
      


  “Why all that trouble to set you up? Why wipe out HRT? That just brings the Bureau down on them like a ton of bricks.”


  “It doesn’t make a lot of sense,” Cove agreed, “but that seems to be what happened.”


  Venables stiffened and flicked his cigarette out the window. “Show time, Randy.”


  Venables watched as a man left the building they’d been watching, walked along the street, turned right and headed down an
         alley. Venables started the car and it moved slowly forward.
      


  “Is it the guy you were expecting?” asked Cove.


  “Yep. You want some info on new drugs coming to town, this boy will know it. Name’s Tyrone Walker, but he goes by T. Real
         imaginative. Belonged to three or four different crews over the years. Time in jail, time in the hospital, time in drug rehab.
         He’s about twenty-six and looks ten years older than me and I don’t look all that good for my age.”
      


  “Funny I never ran across T before.”


  “Hey, you don’t have a monopoly on information in this town. I might just be a lowly street cop, but I get around.”


  “Good thing, Sonny, because I’m tainted goods right now. Nobody will talk to me.”


  “Well, old T will, with the right persuasion.”


  Venables pulled around the corner, hit the gas, then turned right onto a street that ran parallel to the one where they had
         been parked. As soon as they turned the corner, T emerged from the alley, which cut through to this street.
      


  Venables looked around. “Coast looks clear. You want to do your thing?”


  Cove was already out of the car. Before he knew what was happening, T had been searched expertly and was lying facedown
         in the backseat of Venables’s car, with one of Cove’s big hands on the back of his neck, keeping him there. Venables drove
         off while T loudly cursed them. By the time he calmed, they were two miles away and in a better part of town. Cove pulled
         T to a sitting position. The man looked first at Cove and then at Venables.
      


  “Hey, T,” said Venables. “You looking good. Been taking care of yourself?”


  Cove could sense T was about to make a lunge out the other door, so he clamped his arm around T’s shoulders. “Hey, we just
         want to talk to you, T. Just talk.”
      


  “What if I don’t wanta talk?”


  “Then you can just get out of the car,” said Cove.


  “Is that right? Okay, stop the car and I’m getting out.”


  “Whoa, there, T, he didn’t say anything about me stopping the car before you got out.” Venables cut the wheel, entered an on-ramp, and they pulled onto Interstate 395, crossed the Fourteenth Street
         Bridge and they were in Virginia. Venables pushed the accelerator to sixty.
      


  T stared out the window at the traffic streaming by and then sat back, his arms folded across his chest.


  “Now, my friend here—” began Venables.


  “Your damn friend got a name?”


  Cove tightened his grip on T’s shoulders. “Yeah, I got a name. You call me T-Rex. Tell him why, Sonny.”


  “’Cause he eats little T’s for breakfast, lunch and dinner,” said Sonny.


  “And I just want some information about some new product in town. Crews buying it up and stuff like that. No problems. Just
         a couple of names and we let you off right where we picked you up.”
      


  “And trust me, T, you don’t want to piss this man off,” added Venables.


  “You cops, you ain’t doing nothing to me ’less you want to get your ass sued off.”


  Cove stared at the man for a moment and then said, “Right now, T, you better be real nice to me. I’m not feeling good about
         things, and I don’t give a shit if somebody sues me or not.”
      


  “Fuck off.”


  “Sonny, take the next right. Head to the GW Parkway. Lot of quiet places there,” he added ominously.


  “You got it.”


  In a few minutes, they were on the George Washington, or GW, Parkway, heading north.


  “Take the next turnoff,” Cove said.


  They pulled into a sightseeing lot that provided a beautiful view of Georgetown and, far below, the Potomac River. A stone
         wall served as a buffer from the steep drop. Day had turned to dusk and there were no other cars parked in the lot. Cove looked
         around, opened the door and pulled T out with him.
      


  “If you dudes arresting me, I want my lawyer.”


  Venables got out too and looked around. He eyed the drop, glanced back at Cove and shrugged.


  Cove grabbed the smallish T around the waist and lifted him up. “What the hell you doing, man?”


  Cove climbed over the stone wall and down on the other side while T struggled in vain. There was a narrow strip of ground
         and then a drop of about a hundred feet into the river, which was filled with rocks. Down the river and on the opposite bank
         were a number of buildings housing local boating clubs. They were painted bright colors and their members rowed the waters
         in canoes, sculls, kayaks and other assorted watercraft that required muscle rather than combustion engines to make them move.
         There were several of them on the water right now and T was given an inverted view of that picturesque scene because Cove
         was holding him upside down, by the legs, over the drop.
      


  “Holy shit,” screamed out the flailing T as he looked down to oblivion.


  “Now, we can do this the easy way or the hard way, and you’re gonna have to decide real quick, because I’m out of time and
         patience,” said Cove.
      


  Venables squatted on top of the wall and kept a lookout for other cars. “Better listen to him, T, the man doesn’t lie.”


  “But you guys are cops,” wailed T. “You can’t do this shit. It’s fucking unconstitutional.”


  “I never said I was a cop,” said Cove.


  T stiffened and then glanced over at Venables. “But, damn it, he is.”
      


  “Hey, I’m not my brother’s keeper,” said Venables. “And I’m getting ready to retire anyway. I don’t give a shit.”


  “Oxy,” said Cove calmly. “I want to know who’s buying it in D.C.”


  “Are you one crazy-ass mother or what?” screamed T.


  “Yes, I am.” Cove let his grip slip a bit and T went down about six inches. Now Cove had hold of only the man’s ankles.


  “Oh, God, oh, sweet Jesus, help me,” whimpered T.


  “Don’t be talking to Jesus, T, not after the life you’ve led,” answered Venables. “He might just send a lightning bolt, and
         I’m standing way too close.”
      


  “Talk to me,” said Cove in his calm voice. “Oxy.”


  “I can’t tell you nothing. Then folks come after my ass.”


  Cove let his grip slip again. Now he was holding on only to the man’s feet. “You’re wearing loafers, T,” he said. “Loafers
         slip right off.”
      


  “Go to hell.”


  Cove let go of one of the feet and now was holding T by one foot with both hands. He looked back at Venables. “Sonny, I think
         we better drop this one and go get us somebody else who’s a little smarter.”
      


  “I got just the person. Let’s go.”


  Cove started to let go of the foot.


  “No!” screamed T. “I’ll talk. I’ll tell you.”


  Cove remained motionless.


  “No, I mean put me down and I’ll tell you.”


  “Sonny, go start the car while I throw this piece of crap in the Potomac.”


  “No! I’ll talk, right here. I swear.”
      


  “Oxy,” prompted Cove again.


  “Oxy,” repeated T, and he started talking fast, telling Cove all he needed to know.
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  Claire pulled her Volvo into her driveway and cut the engine. It was a nice neighborhood, not too far away from her office
         and she had been fortunate enough to buy into it before housing prices soared. She made a good enough income, but the cost
         of living in northern Virginia had become ridiculous. Builders were cramming places on any scrap of land they could find and
         yet there were more than enough people willing to buy them.
      


  Her house was a three-bedroom Cape Cod with a nice patch of lawn in front, flowers in window boxes, a cedar shake roof and
         a two-car garage attached to the house by a breezeway. The street was tree-lined and the neighborhood contained a nice mixture
         of young and old as well as professional and working-class people.
      


  After being divorced for so long, Claire was close to accepting that she would forever remain single. There were few eligible
         men in the social circles where she mingled and none of them had captured her interest. She had girlfriends always on the
         lookout to fix her up with yet another tech mini-mogul or lawyer, but she found them to be so egotistical and self-centered
         that she figured marrying one of them wouldn’t be all that different from remaining single. As a rebuke, she had asked one
         very self-involved high-tech chap at a party if he had ever heard of Narcissus. He had wanted to know if it was a new type
         of Internet software and then gone right on talking about how fabulous he was.
      


  She pulled her briefcase out of the car and headed up to the front steps. She hadn’t pulled the car into the garage because
         she intended to go out again. The man coming out of her backyard startled Claire. He was black and large, with a head that
         appeared shaven, though he wore a cap. Claire focused on his gas company uniform and the electronic gas gauge he held in his
         hand. He passed her, smiled and went across the street. She felt embarrassed for her automatic suspicion of a black man, though
         she had to admit, also with some embarrassment, that there were few people of color in her neighborhood. Yet who could blame
         her for being paranoid, after spending time with Web London and men like him?
      


  She unlocked the door and went inside, her mind on her session with Web. It had been shocking in many ways but at least more
         revealing than shocking. She put her briefcase down and headed to her bedroom to change. It was still light out and she thought
         she would take advantage of the nice weather and go for a walk. She remembered the pills in her pocket, pulled them out and
         examined them. The unfamiliar one intrigued her greatly. She had a friend who worked in the pharmacy department at Fairfax
         Hospital. He could run it through some tests and tell her what this was. It didn’t look like any sleep medication she had
         ever seen, but she could be mistaken. She also hoped she was mistaken about a drug interaction having made Web freeze up in
         that alley. That might be something he could never recover from. As crazy as Web’s theory on voodoo was, she would take a
         curse over something Web had inadvertently put into his body that caused his friends to die without him. No, the answer had
         to lie in his past, she was convinced of that.
      


  She sat on the bed and took off her shoes, went into her small walk-in closet, disrobed and pulled on a T-shirt and shorts
         because the heat had returned. Barefoot, she came back out and looked at the phone. Maybe she should call Web and talk to
         him. At some point she had to tell him what she had learned about Stockton’s death. The timing of it, though, was critical.
         Too early or too late a disclosure and the consequences could be disastrous. She decided to take the chicken’s way out and
         figure it out later. Maybe the walk would help her decide. She went over to her drawer and pulled out a baseball cap. She
         was about to put it on when a hand went around her mouth. She dropped the cap and instinctively began to struggle until she
         felt the gun barrel against her cheek and she stopped, her eyes wide with fear, breaths suddenly coming in heaves. She remembered
         she hadn’t locked the door on the way in. It was such a safe neighborhood, or at least it had been. Her racing mind wondered
         if the gas man was an impostor and he had come back and was now about to rape her and then kill her.
      


  “What do you want?” she asked in a voice that was so muffled by the hand over her mouth that it didn’t sound like her own.
         She could tell it was a man, though his hand was gloved, because of the strength in it. The hand left her mouth and encircled
         her neck.
      


  The man didn’t answer and Claire saw the blindfold coming toward her, and the next moment she was in total darkness. She felt
         herself being led over to the bed and she was terrified the rape was about to happen. Should she scream or fight? And yet
         the gun was still pressed to her right cheek. And the silence of her attacker was more unnerving than hearing his voice.
      


  “Just be cool,” the man said, “all we want is information. Nothing else from you.” His words seemed clear enough to her. Her
         body was safe. At least she could hope that.
      


  He guided her down so that she was sitting on the edge of the bed. She told herself that if he pushed her back and climbed
         on her, she would fight, gun or not.
      


  And yet she sensed him moving away from her. And at the same time she sensed the entrance of another person. She tensed as
         this person sat next to her on the bed. A heavy man, she deduced, for the bed went down quite a bit with his weight. But he
         didn’t touch her, though even through the blindfold she could feel his gaze upon her.
      


  “You seeing Web London?”


  She jerked a bit at this question, for it hadn’t occurred to her that this was about Web, though she wondered why it hadn’t.
         Her life was fairly ordinary, routine, no guns and men killed. That was Web’s life. Like it or not, she was now part of that
         life.
      


  “What do you mean?” she managed to say.


  She heard the man let out a grunt, one of annoyance, she thought. “You’re a psychiatrist and he’s your patient, isn’t that
         true?” Claire wanted to say that ethically she couldn’t reveal that information, but she felt certain that if she did, this
         man would kill her. As though he would care about her ethical constraints. To add credence to her belief, she heard what clearly
         sounded like the hammer of a gun being cocked. She had been around guns as a consulting forensic psychiatrist and knew that
         sound pretty well. A large cold mass formed in her stomach and her limbs became rigid, and she wondered how Web could deal
         with people like this every day of his life.
      


  “I’m seeing him, yes.”


  “Now we getting somewhere. Did he mention a boy to you, a boy named Kevin?”


  She nodded because her mouth had dried up so much she didn’t think she could speak.


  “He happen to know where that boy is now?”


  Claire shook her head and tensed as he lightly squeezed her shoulder.


  “Relax, lady, ain’t nobody gonna hurt you long as you cooperate.


  If you don’t cooperate, then we have quite a problem,” he added ominously.


  Claire heard him snap his fingers and about a minute passed in silence, and then she felt something touch her lips. She drew
         back.
      


  “Water,” the man said. “You got dry mouth. People scared shitless get that all the time. Drink.”


  The last word was an order and Claire immediately obeyed it. “Now talk, no more nods or shakes, you understand me?”


  She started to nod and then caught herself. “Yes.”


  “What’d he say about Kevin? Everything, I have to know it all.” “Why?” She wasn’t exactly sure where that bold question had
         come from.
      


  “I got my reasons.”


  “Do you want to hurt the boy?”


  “No,” the man said quietly. “I just want him back nice and safe.” He sounded sincere, but then criminals often did, she reminded
         herself. Ted Bundy had been the king of smooth talkers while he methodically killed scores of women, smiling all the way.
      


  “I have no reason to believe you, you know.”


  “Kevin, he my son.”


  She tensed at this and then relaxed. Could this be the Big F person Web had told her about? But he had said the man was Kevin’s
         brother, not father. The man sounded like a concerned parent, yet there was something not quite right. Claire would just have to go with her professional gut
         on this one. What she sensed very clearly was that these men would kill her. “Web said he saw Kevin in the alley. He said
         Kevin said something to him and it affected him in a weird way. He saw him later, while the guns were firing. He gave him
         a note and sent him off. He didn’t see him after that. But he’s been looking for him.”
      


  “Is that all?”


  She nodded and then caught herself. She could feel him move closer, and even though she wore the blindfold, she closed her
         eyes. She could feel tears forming there.
      


  “Ground rules are no more nods or shakes, I need to hear words, last time I’m telling you, you got me?”


  “Yes.” She fought back the tears.


  “Now, did he say anything else, about anything peculiar happening when he saw Kevin the second time?”


  She said, “No,” but she had hesitated a second too long. She could clearly feel it, as though the pause had been a day long
         in duration. And she thought that he had noticed it, as well. She was correct in that assumption, for she instantly felt the
         cold muzzle of a pistol against her cheek.
      


  “We having a serious misunderstanding here, like maybe I ain’t making myself clear. Just so we are clear, let me lay this
         out for you, bitch. To get my boy back, I’ll blow your brains out and everybody you ever cared about in your whole life. I
         see pictures all over the place of this cute-looking girl. Bet that’s your daughter, ain’t it?” Claire didn’t answer and she
         felt his hand wrap around her neck. His hand was gloved, which surprised her until she thought of fingerprints and DNA that
         machines could detect off of corpses. Her corpse! This thought made her feel faint.
      


  “Ain’t it?”


  “Yes!”


  He kept his hand on her neck. “See, you got you your little girl nice and safe. Perfect little house in a perfect little place.
         But see, I don’t got me my boy and he’s all I have. Why you get your girl and I ain’t get my boy? You think that’s fair? Do
         you?” He squeezed her neck a little and Claire felt herself start to gag.
      


  “No.”


  “No, what?”


  “No, I don’t think that’s fair,” she managed to say in a garbled voice.


  “Yeah? Well, it’s a little late for that, baby.”


  The next thing she felt was being pushed back on the bed. Her earlier promise to fight if they attempted to rape her seemed
         ridiculous now. She was so frightened she could barely breathe. She felt a pillow being placed over her face and then something
         hard jammed into the center of the pillow. It took her a few seconds to realize that the hard object was the pistol and the
         pillow would serve as a crude silencer.
      


  She thought of her daughter, Maggie, and she thought of how her body would be found. The tears streamed down her cheeks. And
         then for one miraculous second her wits came back to her.
      


  “He said that somebody had switched the kids in the alley.”


  The pillow did not move for some seconds and Claire thought she had lost after all.


  Then it was slowly removed and she was jerked up so hard she thought her arm had been dislocated.


  “Say again?”


  “He said that Kevin had been switched in the alley for another boy. The boy who went to the police wasn’t Kevin. He was taken
         in the alley before he got to the police.”
      


  “Does he know why?”


  “No. And he doesn’t know who did it. Only that it happened.” She felt the pistol against her cheek again. For some reason
         it wasn’t as frightening the second time around.
      


  “You lying, you ain’t gonna like what I’m gonna do to you.”


  “That’s what he said.” She felt like she had betrayed Web to save herself and she wondered if he would have rather died than
         done such a thing. He probably would have. The tears started coming again, and not out of fear this time but from her own
         weakness.
      


  “He thinks that Kevin being in that alley was planned by whoever was behind what happened. He thinks Kevin was somehow involved.”
         She quickly added, “But unwittingly. He’s only a child.”
      


  The pistol was removed from her cheek and her interrogator’s large presence also moved away.


  “That it?”


  “That’s all I know.”


  “You tell anybody we here, you know what I’ll do to you. And I can find your daughter. We been through your house, we know
         all there is to know about you and her. Do we understand each other?”
      


  “Yes,” she managed to get out.


  “I’m just doing this to get my son back, that’s all. I ain’t like busting in people’s homes and roughing ’em up, that ain’t
         my style, especially women, but what I got to do to get my boy back, I’ll do.”
      


  She felt herself nodding at this and then stopped.


  She never heard them go, although her hearing could not have been any more acute.


  She waited a few minutes to make sure, then she said, “Hello?” And then she said it again. She reached up slowly to undo the
         blindfold. She was waiting for hands to stop her, but none came. She finally pulled off the blindfold and she quickly looked
         around the room, half expecting someone to leap out at her. She would have liked to collapse on the bed and cry for the rest
         of the day and night, but she couldn’t stay here. They said they had been everywhere in her house. She threw some clothes
         in an overnight bag, grabbed her purse and a pair of tennis shoes and went to the front door. She looked out but saw no one.
         She quickly went to her car and got in. As she drove off, she kept her gaze on the rearview mirror to see if anyone was following
         her. She was no expert in that, but there didn’t seem to be anyone there. Claire entered the Capital Beltway and sped up,
         unsure of exactly where she would go.
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  Antoine Peebles pulled off the gloves and sat back, a broad smile on his intelligent features. He looked over at Macy, who
         was driving. The man’s face was inscrutable, as always.
      


  “Damn good performance, if I do say so myself,” said Peebles. “I think I got the man’s voice and diction just right. I haven’t
         said ‘ain’t’ that many times in my whole life. So what do you think?”
      


  “You sounded like the boss,” agreed Macy.


  “And the lady gets all pissed off and she goes to Web London and the cops and they go looking for Francis.”


  “And maybe us.”


  “No, I explained all that to you. You have to think at the macro and micro level, Mace,” said Peebles as though lecturing
         a student. “We’ve already distanced ourselves from him. And on top of that he’s got no product and half his crew is already
         gone because of that. His cash flow is down to almost nothing. In this business you have two-day inventory levels, tops. He
         had some stuff hidden, I’ll give him credit for that, but that’s gone. And when he shot Toona he lost four more guys just
         from that.” Peebles shook his head. “And with all that happening, what does he do? He spends every second thinking about the
         kid. Every night he’s looking for him, roughing people up, burning bridges, not trusting anybody.”
      


  “Guess he’s smart not to trust anybody,” said Macy, glancing at Peebles. “Especially you and me.”


  Peebles ignored this. “He could write a book on stupid management techniques, killing one of your own guys like that in front
         of everybody. In front of an FBI agent! He’s got a death wish.”
      


  “You have to keep your guys in line,” said Macy evenly. “You have to lead from strength.” He looked over at Peebles with an
         expression that clearly showed he thought his companion lacked that attribute, but Peebles didn’t notice because he was still
         obviously reveling in his triumph. “And you can’t blame the guy for trying to find his son.”
      


  Peebles said, “You can’t mix business and personal. He’s screwed himself already, burning political capital, over what? Something
         that is never going to happen. That kid is never coming back. Whoever took him, that boy is six feet under if there was anything
         left of him. Now I’ve already got new supply lines set up and his defectors have joined me.” He looked at Macy. “You probably
         don’t know this, but my maneuver is classic Machiavelli. And I’ve been skimming the best crew members from other gangs over
         the last six months. We’re just about ready to go and this time we do it all my way. We run it like a real business. Accountability,
         pay and promotion for merit, bonuses for exemplary performance and rewards for innovation that go right to the corporate bottom
         line. We’re going to take over our own money-laundering efforts and cut costs where they need to be cut. Not every crew has
         to have jewelry and five-hundred-dollar-a-night hookers. I’m even envisioning a retirement plan instead of the brothers throwing
         their money after cars and carats and having nothing when they’re too old to do this anymore. And I’m implementing a dress
         code for management level, no more of this looking like crap. A professional has to have a professional image. Look at you,
         you look slick, that’s what I want.”
      


  Macy released a rare smile. “Some of the boys aren’t going to like that.”


  “They have to grow up sometime.” He looked over at Macy. “I gotta tell you, it was an awesome feeling having that gun in my
         hand.”
      


  “Would you have shot her?”


  “Are you nuts? I was just scaring her.”


  “Well, you pull a gun, some point you may have to use it,” said Macy.


  “That’s your job. You’re head of security, Mace. My right-hand guy. You showed your stuff when you came up with the plan to
         nab Kevin. And you did the down-and-dirty work rounding up the other crews to join forces. Now we’re going to go places, my
         man; a lot farther than Francis was taking us, and a lot faster. He’s old school, the new ways are the best ways. That’s why
         the dinosaurs died.”
      


  They pulled down an alley and Peebles checked his watch. “Okay, you got the meeting place all set up?”


  “They’re all there, just like you wanted.”


  “Mood?”


  “Good, but suspicious. You got them worried but definitely interested.”


  “That’s what I wanted to hear. This is where we stake out our territory, Mace, and where we let the others know that Francis
         is no longer the force. This is our time. Let’s do it.” He paused as a sudden thought hit him.
      


  “What the hell was that woman talking about, somebody switching Kevin for another kid in that alley?”


  Macy shrugged. “No clue.”


  “You got the kid, right?”


  “Safe and sound. For now. You want to see him?”


  “I don’t want to go anywhere near that kid. He knows me, something goes wrong and he gets to Francis …” The fear was palpable
         on Peebles’s features.
      


  The car stopped and Macy got out and scanned the alley in both directions and then looked up to the rooftops. He finally signaled
         the all-clear to his new boss. Peebles climbed out, adjusted his tie and buttoned up his double-breasted suit. Macy held the
         building’s door open for him and Peebles walked briskly through. They climbed the steps and with each one Peebles seemed to
         transform into a larger and larger presence. This was his moment and he had been waiting for it for years. Out with the old
         and in with the new.
      


  He reached the top and waited for Macy to open the door for him. There would be seven men waiting for him in here, each representing
         a slice of the District’s illegal drug distribution. They had never worked together; instead, each had grabbed his little
         share and over-seen his own little fiefdom. They shared neither information nor resources. When disagreements came up, they
         resolved them by shooting each other. They fed information to the police about other crews when it suited them and the cops
         came in and cherry-picked them. Francis had done the same thing, and while it was a short-term fix that seemed to have merit,
         Peebles knew it could not have been more of a management disaster from a long-term perspective. And it was time for Antoine
         Peebles to step in and take charge.
      


  He opened the door and walked into the room where he would start his own legend.


  Peebles looked around. And saw no one there.


  Peebles didn’t even have a chance to turn before the pistol was at his head and the shot was fired into his brain. He dropped
         to the floor, blood running down his fine tie and over his very professional attire.
      


  Macy put the pistol away and bent over the dead man. “I read Machiavelli, Twan,” he said without a trace of conceit. He turned
         out the light and walked back down the stairs. He had a plane to catch because things were really going to start rocking now.
      


  

    [image: art]

  


  Web guided Boo up the small hill and reined up next to Gwen, who was on Baron.
      


  Romano was covering Billy down at the equestrian center; actually, Web had left the two admiring Romano’s Corvette. With most
         of the farm’s men gone to the horse sale, Web had felt particularly vulnerable and had gotten Canfield to okay some more agents
         coming on the farm to patrol the grounds and keep watch, at least until the men returned.
      


  “It’s so beautiful this time of year,” said Gwen. She looked over at Web. “I guess you think we have a pretty easy life here.
         Big house, lots of help, just ride around all day admiring the view.”
      


  She smiled, yet Web sensed she was being serious. He wondered why a woman like Gwen Canfield, with all she’d been through,
         would have the need to seek approval from anyone, especially a stranger like him. “I think you’ve both been through a lot,
         you’ve worked hard and now you’re enjoying the fruits of that labor. That’s supposed to be the American dream, isn’t it?”
      


  “I suppose so,” she answered without conviction. She looked at the sun overhead. “It’s hot today.” Web could tell the woman
         wanted to talk to him about something but didn’t quite know how to broach it.
      


  “I’ve been an FBI agent for so long, Gwen, I’ve heard just about everything and I tend to be a very good listener.”


  She shot him a glance. “I don’t spill my heart even to people I know well, Web, at least not anymore.”
      


  “I’m not asking you to. But if you want to talk, I’m here.”


  They rode some more and then she stopped. “I’ve been thinking about the trial in Richmond. Those awful people even sued the
         FBI, didn’t they?”
      


  “Tried to, but it got thrown out. The lawyer, Scott Wingo, the one who was recently killed, he tried to make some hay out
         of that during Ernest Free’s trial, but the judge saw right through it and put a stop to it. But it probably caused enough
         doubt in the jury’s eyes that the prosecutor got scared and did a plea bargain.” He paused and then added, “Of course he’s
         dead too now, and the judge.”
      


  Gwen stared over at him with her large, sad eyes. “And yet Ernest Free is alive and free, after everything he did.”


  “Life makes no sense sometimes, Gwen.”


  “Billy and I had a wonderful life before all that happened. I love him very much. But ever since David was killed, it hasn’t
         been the same. The fault probably lies more with me than him. It was my idea to put David in that school. I wanted him to
         get a first-rate education and I wanted him to be exposed to lots of different types of people—translation, people of color
         and ethnicity. Billy is a good man, but he was born and raised in Richmond, not with any sort of wealth or privilege but in
         a neighborhood where you’d never see anyone but those of your own kind.” She added quickly, “He’s not a racist or anything
         like that. Half the drivers and dockworkers at his trucking company were black and he treated them all the same. If you worked
         hard, you had a job at fair wages. I’ve even gone with him to drivers’ homes when they’d fallen off the wagon. He would bring
         food and money to the families, counsel the men, get them professional help and pay for it, or AA meetings, get them back
         on their feet. And even though he could have fired them, even under union rules, he didn’t. He told me once his lot on earth
         was to be the King of Second Chances, because he’d had enough of his. I know some people might look at him and me and not
         see the attraction, but I know there’s nothing he wouldn’t do for me and he’s stood right next to me through good and bad
         times and we’ve both had our share of those.”
      


  “Hey, Gwen, you don’t have to convince me. But if you’re having problems, have you sought counseling? I actually know someone.”


  She gave Web a hopeless look, gazed up at the hot sun again and said, “I’m going for a swim.”


  They rode back to the stables and Web drove Gwen back to the house in one of the farm trucks. She changed into her swimsuit
         and met Web at the pool area. He wasn’t swimming, he told her, because his gun would get wet. She smiled at this remark and
         went over and turned a key that was set in a device built into a stone wall next to the pool. The gray automatic pool cover
         slid back on its tracks.
      


  “We put this in because we kept finding turtles, frogs and even the occasional black snake in the pool,” she explained.


  As the cover slid into its holding trench at the far end of the pool, Web squatted down and examined the current-machine built
         into the deep end of the pool. He looked up in time to see Gwen step out of her sandals and slip out of her robe. She had
         on a one-piece suit that was cut a little low at the bosom and a little high at the hips and buttocks. Her body had a nice
         tan, and the muscles in her thighs and calves matched those he had already seen in her arms and shoulders. Forget the butt-burners
         and thigh-masters, women should just go horseback riding.
      


  “How’s this thing work?” asked Web.


  Gwen tucked her long hair under a swim cap and walked over to him. “Water’s pumped from the pool and through the cannon that
         you see there. It shoots out the water at a certain rate providing a resistance that you can increase or decrease, as you
         want. We had a portable machine for a while that was very cumbersome. And then I was using it so much that it made sense to
         have it built in. The pool’s heated, so I use it pretty much year-round.”
      


  “I guess that’s why you’re in such great shape.”


  “Thank you, kind sir. Sure you don’t want to swim with me?”


  “I’d probably just slow you down.”


  “Right. There’s not an ounce of fat on you.” She went over to a control panel that was bolted to the stone wall that was set
         against the side of the pool nearest the house, opened the box and pushed some buttons.
      


  Web heard water pressure building up and then he looked into the pool and saw white frothing water pouring out of the underwater
         cannon, creating the current Gwen was going to swim against.
      


  She put on a pair of swim goggles and dove in. Web watched as she came to the surface and started her strokes. He watched
         for about ten minutes. The woman never varied her pace or stroke. She was like a machine herself and Web was actually glad
         he had declined the woman’s offer to join her in the pool. Every HRT man had to be able to swim and know how to use diving
         equipment, and Web was a strong swimmer, but he wasn’t sure he could have kept up with Gwen Canfield.
      


  After about twenty minutes the frothing water stopped and Gwen came over to the side of the pool.


  “Done?” asked Web.


  “No, I had it set for forty-five minutes. The circuit might have tripped.”


  “Where’s the power box?”


  She pointed to the double doors set in a stone wall that was built up against a small slope. “In the pool equipment room.”


  With the grade of land the way it was here, Web figured the room was partly underground. He headed over and turned the knob.
         “It’s locked.”
      


  “That’s odd, we never lock it.”


  “You know where the key is?”


  “No. Like I said, we never lock it, I just assumed there wasn’t a key. I guess I’ll have to cut my swim short.”


  “No, you won’t.” He smiled. “The FBI is a full-service agency and a happy client is our best customer.” He pulled out his
         key ring, on which he always carried a very slim piece of metal that could pick ninety-nine percent of the world’s locks in
         about thirty seconds. He opened the pool equipment room in half that time.
      


  He went in, found the light switch and turned on the lights, which was a good thing, because even with the lights, he almost
         took a tumble down a short flight of steps just inside the doorway. Well, he thought, that was a lawyer’s dream case. The
         place was noisy, with water running and machinery clanking and pumping. He went down the stairs. There were shelves filled
         with pool stuff, big canisters of powdered chlorine, skimmers, scrubbers, an aquatic robot to clean the pool and assorted
         junk that probably no one had used in years. It was cool down here and Web calculated that he was about ten feet underground
         at this point because the floor had continued to gently slope downward once he had gone down the stairs.
      


  Web found the power box and sure enough the circuit had tripped. Since the current machine was a new addition, unless they
         had upgraded their wiring, it might be throwing too much electrical strain on the system. They should probably have that looked
         at before it blew and started a fire. He made a mental note to tell Gwen this. As he threw the breaker back on, he heard the
         machine start up again. There was really quite a racket down here. As he turned to go back outside, Web didn’t notice another
         door down a short hallway. He turned and walked back out, turning off the light.
      


  On the other side of that door and down another short hallway was another door, for there was quite the little maze down here.
         Inside that room Kevin Westbrook held his breath. First he had heard footsteps and then he hadn’t. He had heard the damn machine
         go on and then off and then on again. And the chlorine smell, for he had long ago deduced what it was and grown used to it.
         But the footsteps going away had surprised him. Whenever people had come down here before, they had come to see him. He wondered
         why they hadn’t this time.
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  While Gwen showered, Web waited in the library. One wall of the room consisted of built-in cabinetry with a large-screen TV.
         There were also five shelves filled with videocassettes and Web idly ran his gaze along them until the handwritten numbers
         on one of them made him freeze. He reached out and took it off the shelf. The numbers he had seen were only a date, yet the
         date was one that Web would never forget. He looked around, but there was no one about.
      


  Web popped the tape in the VCR. The scene was one he had played over and over in his head. The Richmond school was filled
         with smart, willing children from all types of socioeconomic backgrounds. It was quite symbolic, the newspapers had said at
         the time, that the former capital of the Confederacy was trying a bold program to reintegrate its schools after most federal
         courts and most states had thrown up their hands and said what was there was the best that could be done. Well, Richmond had
         tried to do more and was succeeding, drawing national attention to its programs. Then Ernest B. Free and several of his homicidal
         gang had walked in the front doors with body armor and enough automatic weaponry to defeat the Union in the Civil War.
      


  Chaos had followed as the two teachers were gunned down and over forty hostages, including thirty children, ages six to sixteen,
         were forced to take part in an event not one of them wanted anything to do with. The negotiators had worked the phones nonstop
         with the men inside, trying to keep them calm, to see what they wanted and whether it could be gotten for them. And all the
         time Web and his Charlie Team were standing by along with Zulu Team sniper guns trained on every available point of attack.
         Then there were sounds of gunfire inside and Web and his men were called up to the front lines. Each man had the battle plan
         firmly in mind, though it had been concocted on the fly on the way down from Quantico. Web remembered that they had gotten
         so close to getting the call to hit the target that he had even rubbed his .45s for luck.
      


  What little Web knew about the Frees had not made him feel any better. They were violent but disciplined and well armed. And
         they were entrenched and had lots of innocent lives in their control.
      


  The Frees had contacted the negotiators through a phone system that they had jerry-rigged. The shots were merely a misfire,
         they had said. Right away Web hadn’t liked that. He could sense something bad coming, for the very simple fact that men like
         the Frees didn’t operate under good faith. Yet Charlie Team had been called off. After Waco, the FBI’s position on hostage
         rescue had changed. Basically it was a sit-and-wait game and the Bureau had shown that it was willing to wait until a new
         year had dawned before forcing the issue, so deeply ingrained was the starkly brutal image of lost children burning in Texas.
         But after the Frees had broken off negotiations, HRT had been called up again and this time Web knew they were going in.
      


  With the TV cameras out front letting the whole world watch this drama unfold frame by frame, Web and Charlie Team had inched
         toward a little-used entrance at the rear of the building. To maximize surprise, since the precise location of the hostages
         and the Frees was not known, they had decided against using a breach charge to blow the exterior door and had opted for stealth.
         They had gotten inside quietly and made their way down the corridor and toward the gymnasium, where the best intelligence
         available said the hostages probably were.
      


  HRT had crept to the double door, where Web had peered through the glass on the door and methodically counted hostages and
         hostage takers. They all appeared to be there. Just before ducking down, Web had made eye contact with the boy; he tried to
         keep him calm so he wouldn’t give Web and company away, even giving him a thumbs-up. At the time Web didn’t know that the
         young man was David Canfield.
      


  HRT had begun its countdown. Each operator knew exactly where to shoot and they were confident that they could take out each
         of the Frees without losing any more hostages, though each of them also knew that things could go to hell quickly through
         the unexpected.
      


  And they did.


  Right before they burst into the room, there came a loud, high-pitched sound. It could not have come at a more inopportune
         time. And to this day Web didn’t know its source.
      


  HRT came in firing, but the Frees, now forewarned, instantly returned it.


  And the shots were carefully placed. David Canfield had been shot through his left lung, the round exiting out of his chest.
         He dropped to the floor. With every breath the boy was jettisoning his blood through the large hole in his body. Though it
         couldn’t have been more than a couple of seconds, David Canfield had stared at Web with an expression the man would never
         forget. It was as though the boy had put his entire faith in Web, his touchstone against all the madness, and Web had let
         him down. Thumbs-up.
      


  That’s when the real fighting started, and Web had to forget about David Canfield and concentrate on the other hostages and
         the men trying to kill him. He had taken the flamer after saving Lou Patterson, then eaten the rounds in his neck and torso.
         After that he had been a one-man wrecking crew and none of the Frees were left standing. Web couldn’t believe that Ernest
         Free had managed to survive.
      


  Reliving this was sickening, yet Web hunched forward as the cameras captured him once more. He was being brought out on a
         stretcher, paramedics surrounding him. To his left was Lou Patterson. On his right was a sheet over a body. David Canfield
         was the only hostage to have died with HRT on the case. Web continued to watch himself on the TV as the cameras alternated
         between him fighting for his life and David Canfield’s still body. A light from one of the TV cameras continued to shine on
         the boy until somebody actually shot it out. Web often wondered who had done it. And then the tape went dark.
      


  “I was the one who shot out that camera light.”


  Web whirled around and saw Billy Canfield standing there, staring at the TV and seemingly having been privy to Web’s thoughts.
         He moved forward, his steps halting, his finger pointing at the screen.
      


  Web rose from the couch. “God, Billy, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”


  “See,” Billy continued, “that damn light was shining right on my boy. They didn’t have to do that.” He finally focused on
         Web. “They didn’t have to do that, it wasn’t right. My little Davy was always sensitive to bright lights.”
      


  It was then that Gwen came in, dressed in jeans and a pink blouse, her feet bare and her hair still wet. Web shot her an apologetic
         look and she quickly deduced what had happened. She took her husband by the arm, but he immediately pulled away from her.
         Web read something close to hate for her in his eyes.
      


  “Why don’t you two sit in here and watch it?” he shouted at Gwen. “Damn you. I know, Gwen. Don’t think I don’t.”


  He stalked out of the room, while Gwen, without even looking at Web, fled in the other direction.


  Feeling tremendous guilt, Web popped the tape out and started to put it on the shelf; and then he stopped. He glanced toward
         the door, slid the tape in his jacket pocket and went back to the carriage house. He put the tape in the VCR there and turned
         on the TV. He watched the tape five more times and something was there that he just couldn’t quite get, a sound in the background.
         He turned up the volume and got very close to the screen, yet that didn’t work. Finally he called Bates and explained what
         he was thinking. “I’ve got the tape here,” he said.
      


  Bates said, “I know the one you’re talking about. It was shot by a network affiliate in Richmond. We’ve got one in archives.
         I’ll have our guys give it a close look.”
      


  Web clicked the TV off and took the tape out of the VCR. It had also been discovered later that two black teenage females
         had been raped by the Frees; apparently their hatred for those of color did not prevent them from having forcible sex with
         them.
      


  But what had Billy meant when he told Gwen that he knew? Knew what?


  His ringing cell phone interrupted Web’s thoughts. He answered it. The woman was nearly hysterical.


  “Claire, what’s wrong?”


  He listened to her frightened tones and then said, “Stay right where you are. I’ll be there as fast as I can.” He hung up,
         called Romano, filled him in and was on the road in a few minutes.
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  Claire had gone to a very safe and public place, a police substation at a suburban mall. She hadn’t filed a report with the
         police, she told Web when he showed up.
      


  “Why the hell not?”


  “I wanted to talk to you first.”


  “Look, Claire, from how you described it, it sounds like my buddy Francis Westbrook and one of his sidekicks, probably Clyde
         Macy. The last time I saw them, somebody died. You don’t realize how lucky you are.”
      


  “But I can’t tell for sure it was them, I was blindfolded.”


  “But you would recognize their voices?”


  “Probably.” She paused and looked puzzled.


  “What is it, Claire, what’s bugging you?”


  “This Francis, how educated would you say he is?”


  “In street smarts, he’s a Ph.D. In book learning, nil. Why?”


  “The man who threatened me had an odd way of talking. He would alternate between slang and ghetto talk, and the diction and
         vocabulary of an educated man. I could sense he was uncomfortable with what he was saying, because it felt forced sometimes,
         as though he were trying to think of appropriate words as he went along, suppressing his natural choices but occasionally
         erring, and using words that, you know—”
      


  “Would be more along the lines of the person he was trying to impersonate?”


  “Impersonate, exactly.”


  Web took a deep breath. Well, this was getting interesting. He was thinking about a second-in-command trying to pull a coup
         on his boss or push the knife in a little deeper, depending on how one looked at it. Antoine Peebles, the wannabe drug king
         with a sheepskin. He looked at her with new admiration. “You’ve got a good pair of ears, Claire, always waiting for those
         cues from us poor screwed-up head cases.”
      


  “I’m scared, Web. I’m really scared. I’ve counseled people for years about facing what frightens them, being proactive instead
         of reactive, and this happens to me and I feel paralyzed.”
      


  He found his arm going protectively around her as he led her to his car. “Well, you have a right to be scared. What happened
         to you would scare most people.”
      


  “But not you.” She said this, he noted, almost enviously.


  As they climbed in his Mach, Web told her, “It’s not that I don’t ever get scared, Claire, because I do.”


  “Well, you certainly don’t show it.”


  “Yes, I do, just in a different way.” He closed the car door and thought for a moment before glancing at her and actually
         gripping her hand. “You can deal with your fear in two different ways. Close up like a clam and hide from the world or do
         something about it.”
      


  “Now you sound like the psychiatrist,” she said wearily.


  “Well, I learned from the best.” He squeezed her hand. “What do you say, want to help me crack this thing?”


  “I trust you, Web.”


  This surprised him, chiefly because that wasn’t what he had asked her.


  He put the car in gear. “Well, let’s go see if we can find a little boy named Kevin.”
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  Web parked in the alley behind the duplex where Kevin had lived, and he and Claire went to the rear door just in case somebody
         was watching the front, like Bates’s men. He definitely didn’t want to run afoul of the Bureau right now. Web knocked.
      


  “Yeah, who is it?” The voice was a man’s, not Grandma’s, and it definitely wasn’t friendly.


  “Jerome, is that you?”


  Web could sense a presence just on the other side of the door. “Who the hell wants to know?”


  “Web London, FBI. And how are you today, Jerome?”


  Web and Claire heard the word “Shit” muttered loudly, but the door did not open.


  “Jerome, I’m still here and I’ll stay here until you open the door. And don’t try running out the front like you did last
         time. We’ve got that covered.”
      


  He heard chains sliding back and locks popping open and he was eye to eye with Jerome. Web was very surprised to see that
         he had on a white shirt, nice slacks and a tie to go with his sullen look.
      


  “Got a date?”


  “Damn, you real funny for a Fed. What do you want?”


  “Just talk. You alone?”


  Jerome stepped back. “Not anymore. Look, we told you all we know. Man, can’t you stop bugging us?”


  Web ushered Claire inside, followed her and then closed the door behind them. They looked around the small kitchen. “Just
         trying to find Kevin. You want that, don’t you?” Web asked.
      


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means I don’t tend to trust anyone. I just want to talk, that’s all.”


  “Look, I’m busy. You want to talk to somebody, you can talk to my lawyer.” Jerome looked at Claire. “What is she, your date?”
      


  “No, she’s my shrink.”


  “Yeah, that’s a good one.”


  “No, really, Jerome, I am,” said Claire as she stepped forward. “And I’m afraid that Mr. London has some issues.”


  “What does his issues have to do with me?”


  “Well, he’s been devoting so much time to this case that I believe he’s becoming almost obsessed with it. That sort of obsession
         can reach dangerous, sometimes violent levels if not dealt with in a reasonable period of time.”
      


  Jerome looked over at Web and took a step back. “If this man is crazy, I had nothing to do with it. He was crazy the first
         time he came here.”
      


  “But you don’t want anything to happen to someone, like your- self or others. Mr. London is only trying to find the truth,
         and in my professional opinion finding the truth, for someone with his particular set of issues, is very important. And to
         those who help him find it, he would, psychologically speaking, be very grateful. The flip side of that is somewhere you really
         don’t want to go.” She looked at Web with an expression of sorrow mixed with just the right touch of fear. “I’ve seen the
         results of that before with Mr. London; that’s one reason why I’m here. To prevent another tragedy.”
      


  Web just had to admire the woman’s work.


  Jerome stared back and forth at Claire and Web. Then he said in a far more calm tone, “Look, I told you all I know. I really
         have.”
      


  Web spoke very firmly. “No, Jerome, you haven’t. I want to know stuff about Kevin maybe you’ve never even thought about. Now
         let’s cut the shit and get down to it.”
      


  Jerome motioned them to follow and turned and walked down the hallway into the small living room where Web had first spoken
         to them. Before he left the kitchen, Web noted that it was very clean, the sinks spotless, the floor scrubbed. As he and Claire
         followed Jerome down the hallway and into the living room, he saw that the trash had been picked up, the floors mopped, the
         walls scrubbed. Web could smell disinfectant everywhere. A door was leaning against the wall next to the bathroom, and the
         sheet had been taken down. The openings in the ceiling had been shored up and braced. Grandma’s doing, he thought, at least
         he did until Jerome picked up a broom and started sweeping a pile of trash into a large garbage bag.
      


  Web looked around at the “new” home. “Your doing?”


  “We don’t have to be living in no pigsty.”


  “Where’s your grandma?”


  “At work. Over at the hospital. In the cafeteria.”


  “How come you’re not at work?”


  “I will be in an hour, hope you ain’t plan on keeping me long.”


  “You look too nice to be planning to knock over a bank.”


  “Man, you are a riot.”


  “So where’s work?” You don’t have a job, Jerome, just admit it. Jerome finished filling the bag, tied it closed and tossed it to Web. “You mind throwing that out the front door?”
      


  Claire opened the door and Web did so, setting the bag on the front stoop along with quite a few others. When he closed the
         door, Jerome had pulled a toolbox out of a closet. He took out a screwdriver, Vise-Grips and a hammer. He laid the tools next
         to the bathroom opening and gripped the door.
      


  “Give me a hand, here, will you?”


  Web helped him lift the door closer to the opening and then held on to it and watched as Jerome tightened the sagging hinges
         and used the Vise-Grips to pop out the door pins. They lifted the door up, worked it into place and Jerome tapped the hinges
         in with the hammer. He closed and opened the door several times to see that it was aligned properly.
      


  “A handy guy. But that’s not your job, unless carpenters wear ties to work.”


  Jerome put his tools away before answering. “I work nights at a company servicing their computer system. Just got the position
         a few months ago.”
      


  “So you know computers?” asked Claire.


  “Got my AS in computer science at the community college. Yeah, I know my way around ’em.”


  Web was unimpressed. “Uh-huh. You know computers?”


  “You got a hearing problem? That’s what I said.”


  “Last time I was here, you didn’t look gainfully employed.” “Like I said, I work nights.”


  “Right.”


  Jerome stared at Web and then went over and slid a computer case out from under the couch. He flipped it open and fired it
         up.
      


  “You on-line, man?” asked Jerome.


  “We talking skates or what?”


  “Ha-ha. Computers. Internet. You know what that is, don’t you?” “Nah, I’ve been traveling around the galaxy the last ten years,
         I’m so behind.”
      


  Jerome punched a few keys and they listened as it was announced to Jerome that “You’ve got mail” on AOL.


  “Wait a minute, how can you access the Internet without a phone?” said Web.


  “My computer has wireless technology, a card that lets me do that. It’s like having a built-in cell phone.” He smiled at Web
         and shook his head in obvious amazement. “Man, I hope most Feds aren’t as ignorant as you are about computers.”
      


  “Don’t push it, Jerome.”


  “You know what a cookie is?”


  “Sugary thing that gives you love handles.”


  “You just never quit, do you? A cookie is a simple piece of text. An HTTP header with a text-only string. The string has the
         domain, the path, value variable that a website sets and a lifetime. Lots of companies use cookies to personalize information,
         track popular links or for demographics. It keeps site content fresh and of interest to users. For example.” He hit a few
         keys and the screen changed. “I’ve been on this site a lot recently and it knows that. So it doesn’t show me the same stuff
         unless I specifically request it. And they’re starting to use cookies in back-end interactions, like storing personal data
         a user has given to the site, like passwords and such.”
      


  “Storing personal data. That sounds sort of Big Brotherish,” said Claire.


  “Well, it can be, but cookies are just text, no program, they’re not virus-susceptible. It can’t even access your hard drive,
         although your browser can save cookie values there if necessary, but that’s about it. Some people think cookies will fill
         up their hard drive, but that’s pretty much impossible. Most ISPs put limits on cookies. Netscape limits them to three hundred,
         so you get up to that number and it automatically discards the older ones. Microsoft puts them in your TIF folder with a max
         default setting of two percent of your hard drive. And cookies are usually so small that you’d need about ten million cookies
         to fill up a gig hard drive. In fact, I’m writing a few million lines of code that will take cookies to a new level, taking
         out the bad stuff and making them a lot more useful. And maybe I’ll make myself a few million bucks in the process.” He grinned.
         “The ultimate cookie.”
      


  He shut down his computer and looked at Web. “Any more questions?”


  The admiration was clear on Web’s features. “Okay, you convinced me, you know computers.”


  “Yeah, I bust my ass in school, finally get a job that doesn’t require me to wear a hair net and the fine folks at Social
         Services tell us we make too much damn money and we got to leave our home we been at for the last five years.”
      


  “System sucks.”


  “No, people who have never been on it think the system sucks. For people on it, we wouldn’t have had anyplace to live without
         it. But it still ticks me off that I’m making a little more than damn Burger King pays and we get kicked out. It’s not like
         my employer dropped any stock options on somebody like me.”
      


  “Look, it’s still a start, Jerome. And better than the alternative around here, you know that.”


  “I’m gonna keep moving up. Work my ass off and then we are out of here and we’re never looking back.”


  “You and your grandmother?”


  “She took me in when my mama died. Brain tumor and no health insurance, that ain’t a real good combo. My daddy bit it on a
         .45 he stuck in his own mouth when he was high on something. You damn right I’ll take care of her, just like she took care
         of me.”
      


  “And Kevin?”


  “I take care of Kevin too.” He glowered at Web. “If you people can find him.”


  “We’re trying. I know a little about his family. His relation to Big—I mean, Francis.”


  “He’s Kevin’s father. So what?”


  “A little more than that. I’ve met Francis up close. Too close, actually.” Web pointed out the remnants of his assorted facial
         injuries inflicted by the man.
      


  Jerome looked at him curiously. “You lucky that’s all he done to you.”


  “Yeah, I’m getting that feeling. He told me how Kevin came into this world. With his mother and all.”


  “Stepmother.”


  “What?”


  “She was Francis’s stepmother. Strung out most of the time. Don’t know what happened to his real mama.”


  Web let out a relieved breath. It wasn’t incest. He glanced at Claire, who said, “So they’re actually not brothers. They’re
         father and son. Does Kevin know that?”
      


  “I never told him.”


  “But he thinks Francis is his brother? Is that how Francis wanted it?” asked Claire, while Web watched her closely.


  “What Francis wants, he gets, that answer enough for you?” “Why would Francis want Kevin to believe they were brothers?” “Maybe
         he didn’t want Kevin to know he was screwing his step-mom and Kevin’s mom. Her name was Roxy. She was into drugs and all that,
         but she was good to Kevin before she died.”
      


  “How did Kevin get shot?” asked Web.


  “He was with Francis, got caught in some gang shootout. Francis brought him here, only time I ever seen that man cry. I took
         him to the hospital myself ’cause cops just arrest his ass if Francis took him. Kevin never cried, not one time, and bleeding
         like a son of a bitch. But he’s never been the same since. Other kids tease him, call him a retard.”
      


  “Kids can be cruel, and then they grow up and get even more cruel, they’re just a lot more subtle about it,” commented Claire.


  “Kevin ain’t stupid. Smart as a whip. And he can draw, man, draw like you can’t believe.”


  Claire looked interested. “Care to show me?”


  Jerome checked his watch. “I can’t be late for work. And I got to take the bus.”


  “To your big cookie shop?” asked Web.


  For the very first time Jerome and Web exchanged a smile. “I tell you what, Jerome, you show us Kevin’s stuff and talk to
         us a little bit more and I’ll personally drive you to work in one bitching machine that’ll have all your friends envious as
         hell. How about that?”
      


  Jerome led them upstairs and down a short hallway that ended with a very small room. When Jerome turned on the light, Web
         and Claire looked around in amazement. Every inch of the walls and even the ceiling was covered with drawings on paper, some
         in charcoal, others in colored pencil and still others in pen and ink. And on a small table next to a mattress on the floor
         were stacks of sketchbooks. Claire picked up one and started going through it, while Web continued to gaze at the drawings
         on the wall. Some of them were things Web could recognize, landscapes and people; Jerome and his grandmother were reproduced
         in amazing detail.Other drawings were abstract in content and Web couldn’t make sense of them.
      


  Claire looked up from the sketchbook and her gaze swept around the room before focusing on Jerome. “I know a little something
         about art, Jerome, because my daughter is majoring in art history. Kevin has serious talent.”
      


  Jerome looked to Web like the proud father. “Kevin says that how he sees things sometimes. ‘Just drawing what I’m seeing,’
         he tells me.”
      


  Web looked at the art supplies and sketchbooks piled on the table. There was also a small easel in the corner with a blank
         canvas on it.
      


  “All this stuff costs money. Francis contributing?”


  “I buy Kevin his art stuff. He gets Kevin other stuff, clothes, shoes, basic things.”


  “He offer to ever help you and your grandmother?”


  “He offered. But we ain’t taking that money. We know where it comes from. Kevin’s another matter. It’s his daddy. Father’s
         got a right to provide for his son.”
      


  “Daddy come around much?”


  Jerome shrugged. “When he wants to.”


  “You think he might be the one who has Kevin? Give it to me straight.”


  Jerome shook his head. “As much as I don’t like Francis, if you ask me, he’d cut off his own head before he’d let anything
         happen to that boy. I mean, he’ll kill you so much as look at you. But around Kevin he was gentle. A gentle giant, I guess
         you could say. He didn’t want Kevin living with him because he knew it’d be too dangerous.”
      


  “I imagine that was a big sacrifice for Francis, giving up something that he loved so much. But that’s the true test of love,
         really: sacrifice,” said Web.
      


  “Well, man changes where he sleeps all the time ’cause people looking to kill him. Hell of a way to live. But he had people
         watching Kevin, making sure nobody got to Francis by going after him. It ain’t like everybody knew of the connection, but
         he wasn’t taking any chances.”
      


  “You seen him since Kevin disappeared?” asked Web.


  Jerome stepped back on that one and put his hands in his pockets, and Web instantly sensed the wall going back up.


  “I’m not looking to get you in trouble, Jerome. Just tell me straight and I promise you it won’t go any further. You’re doing
         really well, keep your string going.”
      


  Jerome seemed to think about this, one hand playing with his tie, as though wondering what the thing was doing around his
         neck.
      


  “The night Kevin didn’t come home. It was late, maybe three in the morning. I had just got home from work and Granny was up
         and all a mess. She told me Kevin was missing. I was upstairs changing and getting ready to go looking for Kevin and wondering
         whether we should call the cops. I hear my granny downstairs talking to somebody, or he was talking—yelling, that is—at her. It was Francis. He was mad like I ain’t heard him mad ever before.” He paused and looked
         for a moment like he might bolt again. “He was looking for Kevin too. Was sure Granny had him hid somewhere, at least maybe
         he was hoping that was it. The way he was talking, I thought he be going after Granny. I almost come down the stairs. Now,
         I ain’t no coward, and I ain’t stupid either; hell, that man probably take only a second to kill me, but it ain’t like I’m
         letting him or anybody come in here and hurt her without trying to do something about it. You understand me?”
      


  “I do, Jerome.”


  “Francis, he finally calmed down, he was getting it that Kevin wasn’t here. So he left. Last time we’ve seen him. That’s the
         truth.”
      


  “I appreciate you telling me. I guess it’s probably hard to trust people right now.”


  Jerome looked Web up and down. “You saved Kevin’s life. That’s worth something.”


  Web looked at him warily.


  “I read the papers, Mr. Web London, Hostage Rescue Team. Kevin be dead, wasn’t for you. Maybe that’s why Francis didn’t bust
         your skull.”
      


  “Hadn’t really thought about it that way.”


  Web looked at the stack of sketchbooks again. “The other agents who came here, did you tell them any of this?”


  “They didn’t really ask.”


  “How about Kevin’s room? They search up here?”


  “Couple of them looked around, didn’t take very long.”


  Web looked at Claire. They seemed to read each other’s thoughts. She said, “Do you mind if I borrow those sketchbooks? I’d
         like to show them to my daughter.”
      


  Jerome looked at the books and then at Web. “You gotta promise to bring them back. That’s Kevin whole life, right there,”
         he said.
      


  “I promise. I promise I’ll do everything I can to bring Kevin back too.” He gathered up the sketchbooks and then put a hand
         on Jerome’s shoulder. “Now it’s time to get you to work. You’ll find my chauffeuring fees are very reasonable.”
      


  As they walked downstairs, Web had one more question. “Kevin was in that alley alone in the middle of the night. Did he do
         that a lot?”
      


  Jerome looked away and said nothing.


  “Come on, Jerome, don’t get tongue-tied on me now.”


  “Hell, Kevin wanted to help us out, you know, make some money and we get out of this place. It bothered him that he never
         could do much like that. He was just a kid, but he thought like a grown-up on some things.”
      


  “I guess a particular environment might do that for you.”


  “Well, Kevin, he be out on the streets sometimes. Granny too old to keep up with him. I don’t know who he was hanging with,
         and whenever I caught him out there, I brought his butt home. But maybe he might be trying to make a little cash on the side.
         And around here you can get that money, no matter how young you are, you hear me?”
      


  They dropped Jerome off at work and headed back to Claire’s house.


  “By the way, you handled yourself like a pro back there,” he said.


  “I guess it’s more mental than physical, and that’s my jurisdiction.” She glanced at Web. “You know, you were pretty rough
         on Jerome.”
      


  “It’s probably because I’ve seen a million guys just like him in my life.”


  “Stereotyping is dangerous, Web, not to mention unfair to the person being categorized. The fact is, you can only know one
         Jerome at a time. And I could tell this Jerome busted your preconception all apart.”
      


  “He did,” admitted Web. “I guess when you’ve been doing my kind of work for so long, it’s easier to lump folks together.”


  “Like fathers?”


  Web didn’t answer that one.


  Claire said, “It is sad about Francis and Kevin. From what Jerome said, he must love his son very much. And to have to lead
         such a life.”
      


  “I don’t doubt the big guy loves Kevin either, but I’ve seen that same big guy kill a man in cold blood right in front of
         him, and he’s also cleaned my clock twice, so my sympathy has its limits,” said Web very firmly.
      


  “One’s environment does tend to dictate one’s choices, Web.”


  “I can accept a little of that argument, but I’ve seen too many guys from even worse backgrounds make it just fine.”


  “Including maybe yourself?”


  He ignored her question and instead said, “I figure you pack some things and we find you a safe house with some agents there
         to make sure those folks don’t come back.”
      


  “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”


  “I want you to be safe.”


  “I want to be safe too, trust me, I have no death wish. But if you’re right and that person was just pretending to be Francis
         to scare me and throw suspicion on him, I’m probably not in any real danger.”
      


  “Probably is right. That’s only one theory, Claire, and it might be the wrong one.”
      


  “I think if my routine remains the same, they have no reason to think I’m a threat. And I have something I really need to
         work on.”
      


  “What?”


  She glanced over at him and Web had never seen her look so troubled. “I’m thinking about a very brave man going into an alley,
         listening to a little boy say something quite extraordinary and then being unable to do his job.”
      


  He shot her a look. “You can’t be sure there’s a connection.”


  She held up a page of the sketchbook for him to see. “Oh, I’m pretty sure there’s a connection.”


  The drawing was stark, exacting, possessing a powerful clarity that seemed beyond a young boy. A figure that looked so like
         Kevin it could have been a self-portrait was standing in what looked to be a high-walled alley. A man who could have been
         Web in complete combat gear was in full running stride next to Kevin. The boy’s hand was extended. What was in the boy’s hand
         had Web fixated. The device was small, easily secreted in a trouser pocket. The stream of light that shot out from it reached
         across the page and ended at the margin. It was as though the boy held some sort of futuristic weapon that shot light beams,
         à la Star Wars or Star Trek. Actually, it was a device that all people, especially kids, would be familiar with these days. It was a remote control, and
         this one was sending out a beam of light. It could have been to a TV, stereo or some other electronic equipment. But Web knew
         that it wasn’t. He hadn’t even seen a TV in Kevin’s house and there was certainly not one in his room. This remote control,
         Web felt sure, had activated the laser in the courtyard that, in turn, had triggered the mini-guns when Web and Charlie Team
         had come thundering into the space. The kid had kick-started it all. And somebody had prepared the boy for exactly what he
         would see that night, namely men in body armor with guns, for it wasn’t like Kevin Westbrook had come back to his house to
         make this drawing after the fact.
      


  Who was that someone?
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  Two cars behind Web’s Mach, Francis Westbrook drove the Lincoln Navigator himself. Without product to sell, a large part of
         his crew had already jumped ship. Folks didn’t let the grass grow under their feet in the drug trade, and the grass always
         seemed to be greener someplace else. Of course, when you got to the new place, it was just the same old crap. You lived and
         died by your wits and the stupid did not survive for very long, yet for every dealer that was killed, a dozen were ready to
         take his place; the lure of the drug business was strong despite its high mortality rate, because people in Francis Westbrook’s
         world weren’t exactly loaded down with options. Forget the social scientists with their little charts and graphs, Westbrook
         could vividly teach the mother of all courses on that subject.
      


  He shook his head as his thoughts returned to his dilemma. Peebles was nowhere to be found, and even the once-loyal Macy had
         disappeared. The men he had left were not ones Westbrook really trusted, thus he had gone it alone on this mission. He had
         been watching Jerome’s place in the hopes that Kevin might come wandering up. Instead he had gotten a nice prize in the interim.
         HRT London and the woman. She was the shrink, he at least had learned that before his men deserted him. He steered with his
         fingertip, his right hand on the grip of the pistol lying on the front seat. He had watched London and the woman go in and
         then come out with Jerome. The lady had been carrying Kevin’s sketchbooks, and Francis wondered why. Did the books have a
         clue to the boy’s whereabouts? He had personally searched this city high and low looking for his son, threatened people, broken
         bones and overinflated egos in the process, shelled out thousands in cash for snitch work, and with all that, nothing. The
         Feds sure as hell didn’t have him; they weren’t playing games with him, perhaps trying to get Kevin to testify against the
         father, of that he was sure. Francis had been real careful on that; Kevin knew nothing about what his old man did, at least
         not the sort of details that were required on the witness stand. But if he did, Francis would just bite the bullet and take
         the fall. Above all, he had to do what was best for Kevin. In many ways he had already led a full, rich life, about as much
         as someone like him could reasonably expect. But Kevin had a lot more living to do. London was a smart guy. Francis’s plan
         was to follow him and see where that took him. Where he hoped it took him, of course, was to Kevin.
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  Web drove Claire home, where she packed some clothes and other things, and then he took her to her car and followed her to
         a hotel, where she checked in. After they’d promised each other to keep in touch with fresh developments, Web rushed back
         to East Winds.
      


  Romano was at the carriage house. “The Canfields are in the house. I don’t know what happened, but something’s shook them
         up. White as sheets, both of them.”
      


  “I know what did it, Paulie,” and Web explained about the videotape.


  “You know there was nothing you could do, Web. I’m just pissed I was overseas at the time, I would’ve loved to hit those guys.”
         He snapped his fingers. “Oh, before I forget, Ann Lyle called and said she really needed to talk to you.”
      


  “How come she didn’t call me directly?”


  “I talked to her a couple of days ago. Just checking in. I gave her the phone number here, just in case we needed a hard-line
         contact.”
      


  Web pulled out his phone, and while he was dialing Ann he asked Romano, “So, how’d Billy like your ’Vette?”


  “Sweet, man, sweet. Said he had an opportunity to buy one a couple of years ago for—are you ready for this?—for fifty thousand
         dollars. Fifty big ones.”
      


  “Better not let Angie find out about that. I see four wheels and a ragtop becoming new furniture and college accounts.”


  Romano paled. “Shit, I never thought of that. You gotta swear you won’t tell her, Web. You gotta swear.”


  “Hold on, Paulie.” Web spoke into the phone. “Ann, it’s Web, what’s up?”


  Ann’s voice was very low. “There’s something going down here. That’s why I’m here so late.”


  Web tensed. He knew what that meant. “An op?”


  “The guys built a new target in the practice area two days ago and have been going over it like crazy. The assaulters have
         been going through their equipment today seven ways from Sunday and the commander’s doors been closed all morning, and some
         of the snipers have already been deployed. You know how it is, Web.”
      


  “Yeah, I know. You have any idea what the target might be?”


  Ann’s voice dropped even lower. “A tape from a surveillance camera came in a few days ago. It shows that a truck was parked
         at the loading dock of an abandoned building near where the shooting occurred. The tape wasn’t at the best angle, I understand,
         but I believe it shows the guns being unloaded from the truck.”
      


  Web nearly tore the phone in half. Bates had kept this from him.


  “Who was the truck registered to, Ann?”


  “Silas Free. He’s one of the founders of the Free Society, Web. Pretty stupid of him to use his real name.”


  Son of a bitch. They were hitting the Frees. “How are they getting there?”
      


  “Military aircraft from Andrews to an old Marine Corps airfield near Danville. They’re heading out at O-twelve-hundred. The
         trucks have already been sent down via semi.”
      


  “What’s the assault force?”


  “Hotel, Gulf, X-Ray and Whiskey.”


  “That’s it? That’s not full strength.”


  “Echo, Yankee and Zulu are out of the country on VIP protection detail. There’s no Charlie Team. And on top of that, one of
         the Hotel assaulters broke his leg during a training exercise and Romano’s with you on special assignment. We’re a little
         thin right now.”
      


  “I’m on my way. Don’t let the train leave without me.”


  He looked at Romano. “Get the guys at the gates to collapse around the house and take over protection detail.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “It’s time to bang ’em and hang ’em, Paulie.”


  While Romano called the perimeter guards, Web ran outside, popped the trunk of his Mach and checked what he had. The answer
         was he had plenty. The life of an HRT operator required that he keep several days’ worth of clothes in his trunk along with
         a variety of other items essential for when you were called out of the country for a week or a month with virtually no notice.
         Web had supplemented this “normal” allotment with lots of goodies he had taken from the HRT equipment cage and the stash he
         kept at home, which included a formidable arsenal. Even with his FBI creds, he’d have a tough time explaining this cache to
         a state trooper on a routine traffic stop.
      


  When Romano came back, Web said, “Bates kept it from me, the little shit. They found direct evidence tying the Frees to the
         hit on Charlie, using the damn tip I gave him. And he wasn’t even going to invite us to the party. Probably thinks we’ll freak and pop people unnecessarily.”
      


  “You know,” said Romano, “that really offends my sense of professionalism.”


  “Well, tell your sense of professionalism to shake a leg, we don’t have much time.”


  “Well, why didn’t you say so?” He grabbed Web’s arm. “If speed is what we need, we ain’t taking that hunk of junk.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  Five minutes later the big-block ’Vette loaded down with weaponry blew through the open gates at East Winds and hit the main
         strip.
      


  It was mostly back roads down to Quantico, but Romano kept the ’Vette on seventy pretty much the whole way, going around curves
         so fast Web felt himself grabbing the edge of his seat and hoping Romano didn’t notice. When they got to Interstate 95, Romano
         smoothly shifted gears and popped the clutch. Web watched the speedometer swiftly move to triple digits. Romano slid in an
         eight-track tape, of all things, and revved up the music. The best of Bachman-Turner Overdrive was soon shattering the night
         air, because they were driving with the top down. While Romano drove, Web checked their guns. Even with the highway lights,
         it was very dark, but his fingers knew every inch of the things.
      


  He looked over at Romano, who was smiling and singing along with BTO as they were “taking care of business.” The guy was bobbing
         his head like he was back in high school and banging at a Springsteen concert.
      


  “You gotta strange way of preparing yourself for combat, Paulie.”


  “What, like you and the rubbing you give your pistols for luck?” Web looked at him in surprise. “Riner told me. He thought
         it was a hoot.”
      


  “I guess nothing’s sacred,” muttered Web.


  They cruised into Quantico in record time. They both knew the sentry posted at the east entrance off the Bureau Parkway, and
         Romano didn’t bother to slow down.
      


  “Triple eight, Jimbo,” he yelled out as he roared by, referring to the crisis page of three eights that told HRT members to
         get the hell to Quantico.
      


  “Go get ’em, guys!” yelled back Jimbo.


  Romano parked the car; they pulled their gear and hauled it to the admin building. Romano used his security card to open the
         gate, and they headed to the front door, where a video surveillance camera was watching them. In front of the entrance, six
         trees had been planted in memory of the fallen members of Charlie Team. Inside, they passed Ann Lyle’s office. She came to
         the door, and she and Web exchanged a glance but not more than that. Strictly from the rule book, Ann shouldn’t have called
         and told Web about the assault. And he would never do anything to get her in trouble. But they both knew that what she had
         done was the right thing to do, rule book be damned.
      


  Web met his commander, Jack Pritchard, in the hallway. The man looked in astonishment at Web and Romano with all their gear.


  “Reporting for duty, sir,” said Web.


  “How the hell did you even know about it?” demanded Pritchard. “I’m still a member of HRT. I can smell these things a mile
         away.” Pritchard didn’t push it, though he did glance in the direction of Ann Lyle’s office.
      


  “I want in,” said Web.


  “That’s impossible,” said Pritchard. “You’re still on SRB leave, and he”—he pointed at Romano—“got his ass taken off on special
         assignment that I wasn’t even made privy to. Now shove off.”
      


  The commander turned on his heel and headed back to the equipment room. Web and Romano shoved off, right after the man. The
         assaulters and snipers who hadn’t already been deployed on the mission were gathered here, going over last-minute details.
         The snipers were checking to make sure they each had restocked a numbered lot of match-grade ammo. They were updating logbooks,
         tightening trigger assemblies and cleaning scopes and barrels. The assaulters were inspecting their own weapons and breaking
         out their breaching gear, tactical bags and body armor. The personnel in the logistics cell of HRT were running around loading
         gear into the trucks and trying to remember everything the mini-invasion would need to succeed. They all stopped doing what
         they were doing when Pritchard and then Web and Romano barged into their space.
      


  “Come on, Jack,” said Web, “you got teams all over the damned place, and not even counting Paulie, you’re short a guy on Hotel,
         you can use the extra hands.”
      


  Pritchard whirled around. “How the hell did you know we were short a guy?” The HRT chief obviously had had enough of leaks.


  Web looked around the room. “I can count. And I count five assaulters on Hotel. Add me and Paulie and you’re at full strength.”


  “You haven’t been briefed, you haven’t worked the mock target and you haven’t even been training for a while. You’re not going.”
      


  Web moved in front of the man and blocked his way. Jack Pritchard was about five-ten and Web had him by at least thirty pounds
         and about five years, but Web knew if it came to a fight that he would be in for one. But he didn’t want to fight, not his
         own man anyway.
      


  “Brief us on the way over. Show us the attack points. We’ve got our own equipment and all we need are Kevlar, a flight suit
         and a helmet. How many of these have Paulie and me done, Jack? Don’t treat us like some clueless bastard right out of NOTS.
         We don’t deserve that.”
      


  Pritchard stepped back and stared at Web for a very long minute. The longer it went on the more Web thought Pritchard might
         actually throw him out of the place. HRT, like other quasi-military units, frowned on such insubordination.
      


  “I tell you what, Web, I’ll leave it up to them.” He pointed at the assaulters.


  Web hadn’t been expecting that sort of decision. But he stepped forward and looked at each of the Hotel and Gulf guys one
         by one. He had fought side-by-side with most of them, first as a sniper and then as one of their own, an assaulter. His gaze
         finally settled on
      


  Romano. The men would accept Paulie back without question. But Web was damaged goods, the guy who had frozen at the worst
         possible moment, and every man in this room was wondering if he would do it again and cost them their lives.
      


  Web had saved Romano’s life during a raid on a Montana militiamen site. Romano had returned the favor a year later during
         a VIP protection detail in the Middle East when a foot soldier from a fringe rebel group had tried to run their party down
         with an empty bus he had stolen. The rebel would have succeeded in getting at least Web, but Romano had pushed Web out of
         the way and popped the driver between the eyes with a round from his .45. Yet despite all that, and their recent time together,
         Web had never really been able to read the man. As he looked around the room, it seemed that the men were looking to Romano
         to settle the issue, and despite the guy having driven Web here to take part in the assault, Web had no clue what he would
         say now.
      


  He watched as Romano put a hand on Web’s shoulder. Looking at his teammates, Romano said, “Web London can cover my back anytime,
         anyplace.”
      


  And in the alpha male society of HRT, a man like Paul Romano— who was feared even by some of his teammates—saying that was
         all it took. After they finished suiting up, Pritchard called all the men into the small meeting room. He stood at the front
         staring at them, and they stared back. It seemed to Web that the commander spent more time gazing at him than at any of the
         others.
      


  “It goes without saying,” began Pritchard, “that this mission is critical. All our missions are critical. I know that each
         man here will conduct himself in the utmost professional manner while still doing his job to the best of his ability.” Pritchard’s
         tone was stilted, the man looked nervous, and he had done enough dangerous things in his life that Web had long assumed the
         man had no nerves.
      


  Web and Romano exchanged glances. This sort of pep talk was a little out of the ordinary. They weren’t a bunch of high school
         kids getting ready to play football.
      


  Pritchard’s stern demeanor collapsed. “Okay, let me cut the official crap. The folks we’re going after tonight are suspected
         of doing in Charlie Team. You all know that. We hope we’re going to hit them by surprise. Short and sweet and no shots fired.”
         He paused and looked up and down the ranks once more. “You know the orders of engagement. This Free Society has come our way
         before, down in Richmond. That was Charlie Team too, and some think that what happened in that courtyard was an act of revenge
         by the Frees.
      


  “There are no known hostages. The ground logistics are a little tricky, but we’ve handled far worse. We fly in, the trucks
         will be waiting and we execute.” Pritchard was pacing now, and then he stopped. “If you have to take a shot tonight, you do
         it. If they fire back, I don’t have to tell any of you what to do. But don’t be stupid about this. The last thing we need
         is for the media to be screaming tomorrow morning about HRT wiping out guys who don’t need to be wiped out. If they were involved
         in Charlie’s getting ripped, let’s bag them and let the legal process work its course. Don’t, and I repeat don’t, fire because
         you’re thinking about what these guys might have done to six men who belonged to us. You’re better than that. You deserve
         better than that. And I know you’ll come through.” He paused once more and seemed to search each of his men’s faces, once
         again lingering the longest, it seemed, on Web.
      


  Pritchard finished with, “Let’s hit it.”


  As the men filed out, Web walked up next to Pritchard.


  “Jack, I hear where you’re coming from, but if you’re that concerned about somebody going off the deep end, why have HRT do
         this hit at all? You said there aren’t any hostages, so an FBI SWAT team could handle this with backup from the locals. Why
         us?”
      


  “We’re still part of the FBI, Web, although you wouldn’t know it from the way some people act around here.”


  “Meaning orders from uptown for HRT to do this gig?”


  “That’s the procedure, and you know that as well as I do.”


  “Because of the circumstances, did you request a pass on this one?”


  “Actually, I did, because I personally don’t think we should be doing it. Not this soon after losing our guys. And I agree
         with you, a SWAT team could go easy enough.”
      


  “And they turned you down?”


  “Like I said, we’re part of the FBI and I do what I’m told. Now you wanted in on this, are you backing out now?”


  “See you at the O.K. Corral.”


  A few minutes later they were on their way to Andrews Air Force Base, ready to go to war.


  The Bureau, Web had learned from one of his HRT colleagues, had contemplated executing a search warrant on the Frees’ compound
         but had decided that they would let HRT secure the place first and then execute the search. The last thing the Bureau wanted
         was a couple of agents getting killed while trying to serve the search warrant. Besides, video of machine guns used to kill
         federal agents being unloaded from a truck rented by Silas Free was pretty damning.
      


  On the short bumpy flight down in a military transport jet, Web went over the five-paragraph operations order and he and Romano
         were filled in on specific details. There would be no negotiation with the Frees and no warnings to come out with their hands
         up. The memories of the school incident in Richmond and the massacre of Charlie Team had precluded those options. Fewer people
         would die tonight if HRT just hit them without warning, at least that’s what the powers-that-be had decided, and Web was perfectly
         fine with that decision. The fact that there were no known hostages made things easier and also more complicated. Complicated
         in that Web was still wondering why an FBI SWAT team hadn’t been called in to handle this. He hoped it was a combination of
         the reputation the Frees had for being extremely dangerous and well armed, and the fact that even the good guys were entitled
         to exact sweet justice some of the time. But something just didn’t feel right about this.
      


  Intelligence gathered by WFO over the last several months put the Frees at a compound they had created a decade earlier about
         forty miles west of Danville, Virginia, in a very remote part of the state with woods on three sides. Snipers from Whiskey
         and X-Ray had set up surveillance twenty-four hours before with WFO agents and had been feeding valuable intelligence back
         ever since. The plans for the target had actually been in the HRT database for a while now. HRT had rebuilt the interior of
         the school on its back lot and practiced with something more than the unit’s usual vigor and determination. While there wasn’t
         an HRT member who would consciously open fire unless he, another team member or an innocent person was in danger, there wasn’t
         a single HRT operator who wasn’t at least partly wishing that the Frees would try and fight back. Maybe, Web thought, that
         group would include Commander Jack Pritchard too, despite his passionate speech to the contrary.
      


  They landed, climbed in their trucks, which had just been offloaded from a special truck transport, and drove to the preliminary
         staging area and interfaced with the local police and folks from WFO who were spearheading the effort. Web turned his back
         and fiddled with some of his gear when he saw Percy Bates appear from one of the Bucars and talk to Pritchard. Web didn’t
         really need a run-in with Bates right now for a lot of reasons, the main one being he didn’t know if he could trust himself
         not to punch the guy’s lights out for not telling him about the assault. Bates was probably just trying to protect Web, maybe
         from himself, but Web would have preferred to make that decision on his own.
      


  They drove to the last staging point and received a final set of orders. Now it was time to hit the road to the target. They
         moved quickly through the darkened rural roads. Hotel Team was in one Suburban and was approaching the Frees’ compound from
         the rear, while Gulf was going in the left side. The topography would require the assault teams to navigate through the dark,
         dense woods. That wasn’t really a problem, since they had night-vision optics. Just before the truck doors popped open, Romano
         crossed himself. Web almost said what he had always said to Danny Garcia, that God didn’t come around here and that they were
         on their own, but he didn’t. Yet he wished Romano hadn’t done the sign of the cross. This was all beginning to seem way too
         familiar, and for the first time Web started to wonder if he was in any shape to participate in the assault. The doors popped
         open before he could think any more on this and they poured into the woods and then came to a stop, crouching and surveying
         the terrain ahead.
      


  Through his bone mic Web listened as the snipers filled them in on what lay ahead. Web recognized Ken McCarthy’s voice from
         X-Ray. McCarthy’s call sign was Sierra One, meaning he held the snipers’ highest observation post. He was probably straddling
         a thick branch of one of the big oaks that ringed the perimeter around the compound, Web figured. That would allow him to
         see the entire area, get a good firing lane and provide maximum defilade, or position of cover and concealment. The Frees
         were definitely inside the compound. Most of them lived there, in fact. The snipers had counted at least ten of them inside.
         There were four buildings constituting the fenced compound. Three were living quarters and one was a large warehouse-style
         building where the men held their meetings and did whatever work they did while there, such as making bombs and plotting how
         to kill innocent people, no doubt, thought Web. There were often dogs at outposts like this. Canines were always a problem—not
         so much a personal danger to HRT members, since even the fiercest dog couldn’t bite through Kevlar or withstand a bullet,
         but they were terrific early warning sentries. Fortunately—thus far, at least—there were no dogs here; maybe some of the Frees
         were allergic. The weaponry they’d seen were mostly pistols and shotguns, although one young lad of about seventeen, McCarthy
         said, was carrying an MP-5.
      


  There were two sentries outside, one in the front and one in the rear, armed with pistols only and bored expressions, McCarthy
         wryly noted. As was customary with HRT, the sentries were given identification names by the sniper that had first spotted
         them. The guard in front was named Pale Shaq, because he bore a passing resemblance to the big basketball center but, of course,
         was white, since the Frees were definitely not going to have persons of another color around. The one in the rear was christened
         Gameboy, because McCarthy had noted a Gameboy player sticking out of his front pocket. The snipers had also observed that
         both sentries carried cell phones that had a walkie-talkie feature. That posed a problem, since they could quickly signal
         trouble to their confederates inside.
      


  Hotel Team spread out and moved through the woods with great caution. Over their flight suits they wore IR camouflage, green
         smocks with visual patterns that broke up each man’s night profile. Thus, even if the Frees had night-vision optics, they
         wouldn’t get a clean visual. Though the compound was not yet in sight, in the dense foliage the Frees might have posted either
         additional pickets or even booby traps that had escaped the eyes of the snipers, unlikely as that might be. Web’s NV goggles
         made night into day, but he kept one eye closed still and assumed all the oth- ers were doing the same thing to avoid the
         orange burn later. They hit another stop spot and Web pulled the goggles up and blinked quickly to reduce the effects of the
         high-tech optics. His head was already starting to hurt. On the actual assault Romano would be point man and Web would bring
         up the rear. Though Romano hadn’t practiced this hit with the team, he was still the best assaulter they had. Web slid his
         hand down the short barrel of the MP-5 subgun he was carrying. He wasn’t toting his usual SR75 rifle because, after using
         it in that courtyard, he had found he couldn’t pick the damn thing up again. He first touched the .45 pistol in his tactical
         holster and next the twin gun riding in his cross-draw shoulder rig that hung across his trauma plate, and he smiled tightly
         when he saw Romano watching him do this and giving him a thumbs-up.
      


  “Now we’re bulletproof, big guy,” said Romano. The man was probably still doing BTO turns in his head, thought Web.


  Web’s heartbeat was not yet at sixty-four and he was striving mightily to get it there. He rubbed his fingers against his
         palm and was surprised to feel sweat, for it was a chilly night. Yet sixty pounds of gear and body armor made for a nice little
         personal sauna. He had pistol mags hanging from his gun belt and spare MP-5 ammo in his thigh pads, along with flash bangs,
         slap charges and other goodies that he might or might not need tonight, you just never knew. Still, he hoped the sweat didn’t
         signal nerves that could cause him to screw up right at the moment he needed to be perfect.
      


  They moved forward again and neared the edge of the woods. Through his goggles Web could clearly make out the Frees’ compound.
         To ensure that communications were short and that everyone was working off the same page, the first floor of a target, in
         HRT parlance, was always designated Alpha, the second, Bravo. The front of the building was white; the right, red; the left,
         green; and the rear, black. All the doors, windows and other openings was given sequential numbers beginning with the farthest
         port to the left. Thus Gameboy was stationed on the outside of the fence at roughly Alpha level black port three, while Pale
         Shaq was at Alpha level white port four. Web checked out Gameboy through his goggles and quickly summed the guy up as untrained
         as well as downright careless. The accuracy of this opinion was reinforced when the guy pulled the Gameboy from his pocket
         and actually started playing it.
      


  There were lights on in the main building of the compound. The lights must have been powered by portable generators, because
         there were no overhead electrical lines evident. If there had been, HRT would have found the transformer supplying the power
         and shut it off just before the assault. Going from light to dark was disorienting and would have given HRT the slight edge
         it needed to prevail without loss of life.
      


  Since there were only two assault teams, snipers were standing by to jump into their blacks, or Nomex flight suits, and help
         in the attack. Each sniper carried, in addition to his sniper rifle, a CAR-16 auto assault rifle with a three-power Litton
         night scope. The plan was to hit from the front and the side in blitzkrieg style and contain the Frees in the main building.
         At that point the regular FBI would come in, read rights, execute search warrants and the next stop for the Frees would be
         court and then prison.
      


  There was just enough to make this interesting, thought Web. The Frees had to know that the FBI was watching them. This was
         a very rural area and word of strangers got around, and the Bureau had had them under surveillance for a while now. HRT had
         to assume that their chief weapon, the element of surprise, would at least be diminished in this case.
      


  Having learned something from the Charlie Team debacle, they had brought along two very bulky but very powerful thermal imagers.
         Romano fired one up and performed a sweep of each building on their side of the compound. Gulf was doing the same from the
         front. This thermal imager could look through darkened glass and even walls and nail the heat-filled image of any person lurking
         there with a slingshot or a mini-gun. Romano completed his surveillance and gave the all-clear. No automated sniper nest this
         time. All buildings except the main one were empty. It might go very clean.
      


  Through his NV goggles Web looked around and noted the lights winking through the jumble of trees. These light pulses represented
         snipers who were wearing fireflies, infrared glow plugs the size of a cigarette lighter. The flies would blink every two seconds
         in a light spectrum visible only with night optics. This way the snipers could keep in touch with one another without giving
         away their position. If a target was suspected of having night optics as well, the flies weren’t used, for obvious reasons.
         Assaulters never used them. Each wink of light represented a friendly body with a .308 suppressed rifle backing him up. It
         was comforting when you weren’t sure whether you were walking into an ice-cream parlor or a hornet’s nest. Web assumed tonight
         that it would be the latter.
      


  With a flick of his thumb, Web put the fire selector on his MP-5 to multiple-round bursts and then worked on getting his pulse
         rate down to the proper zone. There were the sounds of wildlife all around—squirrels, mostly—and birds flitting from tree
         limb to tree limb, disturbed by the men crouched in their space with all this fancy gear. The padding of animal paws and the
         flapping of bird wings was somehow comforting, if only to reassure Web that he was still on planet earth, still connected
         to living, breathing things, though he had potential killing on his mind.
      


  The plan here was a little dicey. The snipers were not going to open fire on the sentries. Gunning down folks in cold blood
         who had yet to be convicted of anything was not something law enforcement types got to do very often; Web certainly never
         had. It would take a very high-stakes hostage situation to justify that sort of approval from Washington. The director and
         probably the attorney general would have to bless that sort of operation. Here they were going to flank the guards, jump them
         and make sure they had no time or opportunity to warn their comrades inside of the coming attack. The assaulters could have
         employed a diversionary explosive, or perhaps drawn the guards into the woods somehow to be met by assaulters in Ghillies
         waiting to jump them, but the flanking plan had been devised based on prior intelligence gathered on the Frees. That intel
         had proved correct in the careless nature of the sentries. It might just work, thought Web.
      


  If the exterior breach points were locked, they would be blown, of course. That would warn the rest of the Frees, but by then
         HRT would be inside and the battle would pretty much be over, barring something extraordinary occurring, which Web could no
         longer rule out, ever again. Hotel was going to hit from the rear, Gulf from the side, in a very explosive way. Assault teams
         always tried to hit from angles, never front-back or side-side, to avoid friendly fire casualties.
      


  Web tensed as Romano asked TOC for compromise authority and quickly got it. Now Web took one last cleansing breath and assumed
         the total focus of an assaulter with one of the most elite law enforcement teams ever put together. Pulse at sixty-four, Web
         really did just know his body’s inner workings.
      


  Romano gave the high sign and he and Web went to the left and the other two operators slid to the right. A minute later they
         were on both flanks of Gameboy, who was still intent on his video screen, apparently having a great time whipping the computer’s
         ass. By the time he looked up, there were .45 pistols stuck in both of his ears. Before he even had a chance to say, “Shit,”
         he was down on the ground, Peerless cuffs around his hands and ankles, and a plastic chain strap tied the cuffs together so
         that he was fully immobilized like a tethered calf during a roping contest. At the same time a strip of adhesive was placed
         over his mouth. They took his pistol, cell phone and a knife they found in a sheath tied to his ankle. Web did leave the man
         his precious Gameboy.
      


  They passed the living quarters of the group and moved to the crisis site, the exterior rear door of the main building, and
         crouched low. Romano touched the door gingerly, then grasped the door handle and tried it. Through his mask, Web could see
         him grimace. It was locked. Romano called up the breacher, who quickly moved forward, laid his four-hundred-grain flex linear
         charge, rolled out his cable and readied the detonator, while the rest of the team watched his back even as they took cover.
      


  At that point Romano informed TOC that they were at phase line green and Web listened to TOC’s confirmatory response. Thirty
         seconds later, members of Gulf did the same thing, so Web knew they had successfully bagged Pale Shaq out front and then gone
         to the side of the building for their very special assault. TOC stated that it had control, and the line rankled Web even
         more now than it had before. Yeah, that’s what you said to Charlie, wasn’t it?


  Three snipers joined the Gulf boys on the side and Ken McCarthy had come down from his Sierra One position and become an instant
         assaulter, along with two other Whiskey snipers who joined Web and Hotel Team. When Ken saw Web, Web couldn’t see the man’s
         expression, but Web was sure it was a surprised one. They all took off their NV goggles, since muzzle flashes and explosives
         made them useless anyway and would actually leave you blind and defenseless in such a light-filled environment. From here
         on, everyone had to simply use their ordinary five senses, and that was okay was Web.
      


  The countdown began. Web’s heartbeat seemed to slow even more with each number. When TOC reached three, Web was fully in the
         zone. At the count of two, every HRT operator looked away from the crisis site so that the blast wouldn’t blind them. At the
         same moment each man’s fingers also slipped off his weapon’s safety once more; and then index fingers slid to triggers. Here we go, boys, Web thought.
      


  The charge blew and the doors fell inward and Web and company roared through.


  “Banging,” called out Romano as he drew a flash bang from his stretch cordura holder, pulled the pin and lobbed. Three seconds
         later a hundred-and-eighty-decibel explosion screamed through the hallway with a million-candlepower flash in its wake.
      


  Web was to the right of Romano, looking for threats from any source, his gaze going first to distant corners, then pulling
         back. There was a small interior room with a hallway heading left off that. Their intelligence, confirmed by their thermal
         imagery, had told them that the Frees were gathered in the main room in the left rear of the building. It was a large space,
         maybe forty-by-forty, and mostly open, so they didn’t have to worry about lots of nooks and crannies for resistance to hole
         up in, but it was still a large space to secure, and there would no doubt be furniture and other equipment to hide behind.
         They dropped off one guy to hold the room they had first entered. The rules of engagement were that you never gave back ground
         you had taken, and you never allowed yourself to be rear-flanked. The rest of the strike force raced on.
      


  So far, they had seen no one, although there were shouts up ahead. Web and the rest of Hotel flew down the hallway. One more
         turn and they’d hit the double doors to the target space.
      


  “Banging,” yelled Web. He pulled the pin, lobbed the flash bang around this last turn. Now anybody looking to ambush them
         from up there would have to do so while blind and deaf.
      


  When they reached the double doors, no one bothered to check whether they were locked. Romano quickly placed a slap charge
         on the doorjamb. The explosive consisted of a length of tire rubber one inch wide and six inches long with a strip of C4 explosive
         called a Detasheet. At the bottom of the device were a shock tube and a blasting cap. The men stood back, and Romano whispered
         into his mic. A few seconds went by and the slap charge blew and the doors collapsed inward.
      


  At the exact same moment the side wall of the main room exploded inward and Gulf Team charged through the opening. They had
         placed a flex-linear charge—a V-shaped strip of lead and foam, loaded with explosives—around the wall. It had completely taken
         out the wall, throwing debris into the room. One of the Frees was already on the floor, holding his bloodied head and screaming.
      


  Hotel charged in from the main doors and blitzed the danger zones that were basically any space where somebody with a gun
         could take cover and do HRT harm.
      


  “Banging,” called out Romano as he raced down the right side of the room. The flash bang explosion sounded seconds later.
         The room was filled with smoke and blinding light and the shouts and screams were deafening as the Frees fell over each other
         trying to escape. However, there were no shots and Web began to think that this might just end peacefully, at least by HRT
         standards. Web followed Romano, his gaze sweeping the area, looking to the farthest corners for threats and then reeling back.
         He saw both young and old men hiding under overturned chairs, prone on the floor or pushed against the walls, all covering
         their eyes and holding their ears, all of them stunned by the carefully crafted assault. The overhead lights had been shot
         out by HRT as soon as they entered the room. They were all operating in darkness now except for the occasional flash bang.
      


  “FBI! On the floor. Hands behind your head. Fingers interlocked. Do it! Now! Or you’re fucking dead!” Romano screamed all this out in a Brooklyn-accented, staccato roar.
      


  That mouthful even got Web’s attention.


  Most of the Frees in Web’s line of sight began to obey the instruction, semi-incapacitated as they were. That’s when he heard
         the first shot. And that was followed by another shot that hit the wall right next to Web’s head. From the corner of his eye
         Web saw a Free coming up from the floor holding an MP-5 and pointing it his way. Romano must have seen the same thing. They
         fired together, both their MP-5s on multiple-round bursts. All eight shots hit the man either in the head or torso and he
         and his gun went back down to the floor and stayed there.
      


  The other Frees, blinded and disoriented but also angered by the death of one of their members, pulled their weapons and opened
         fire from behind whatever bulwarks they could find. HRT did the same. However, it was pistols, shotguns, flesh and overmatched
         men playing soldier against body armor, subguns and men trained for battle and killing. The gunfight did not last very long.
         The Frees foolishly looked at the eyes of their opponents. Web and his men calmly keyed on the hands and the weapons held
         there as they fired round after round, moving forward, staying on their marks. Aim-point red laser dots from the finders bolted
         to their subguns were directly on their targets. They maintained their fields of fire, shooting around and over each other
         as though they were performing a superbly choreographed dance. The frantic Frees shot wildly and with no discipline and missed
         badly. HRT aimed with precision and scored hit after hit. Twice HRT operators were shot, more out of luck than skill, but
         they were torso hits, ordinary pistol ammo running right into the latest-generation Kevlar; and while the impacts of the bullets
         stung like a bitch, the only result was a deep bruise. HRT aimed for the head and chest and each time a round impacted, another
         Free died.
      


  With the rout clearly on, Web had had enough of this carnage and he flipped his MP-5 to full auto and raked the tops of the
         cheap tables and chairs, blowing chips of particle board and wood veneer and strips of metal into the air and filling the
         opposite walls with lead as his weapon threw out slugs at the rate of almost nine hundred a minute. HRT did not fire warning
         shots, but there was nothing in the manuals or in any other training Web had done that said you had to slaughter an outclassed
         enemy for no reason. The remaining Frees were no danger to anyone anymore; they just needed some extra persuasion to officially
         give up. Romano did likewise with spray from his gun. The resulting blizzard of destruction had the opposition flat on their
         bellies, hands over their heads, their thoughts of fighting and perhaps winning obviously gone. In unison Web and Romano slapped
         in fresh ten-millimeter ammo stacks with machinelike movements and speed.
      


  They opened fire again, once more aiming just over the heads of the cowering enemy, and poured it on until the last of the
         Frees still alive finally made the only sensible choice. Two crawled out from the debris of dead bodies and destroyed chairs
         and tables, their hands in the air, their weapons on the floor. They looked shell-shocked and were sobbing. Another Free just
         sat there staring at his hands, bloody from touching a large, seeping wound on his leg, and there was vomit on his shirt.
         An operator went over to him, cuffed him and then laid him gently back, slapped on surgical gloves and mask and started ministering
         to the wound; a gunman suddenly turned lifesaver of his enemy. Paramedics were called up from the medic truck that accompanied
         every HRT assault to tend to the wounded. The guy would probably live, Web concluded, after checking out the bloody leg, if
         only to spend the rest of his life in prison.
      


  As Romano and another assaulter cuffed the first two Frees to surrender, several other operators went quickly around the room
         making sure that the dead actually were. The men on the floor were just bodies now, Web felt certain. Humans were not built
         to withstand one shot to the head, much less half a dozen.
      


  Web finally lowered his gun and took a deep breath. He surveyed the battlefield, looked over the survivors. Some didn’t even
         appear old enough to drive, dressed in oversized farm jeans, T-shirts and dirty boots. One of them had a peach-fuzz goatee;
         another even had acne. Two of the dead men looked old enough to be grandfathers and maybe had recruited their grandsons to
         join the Frees; and die as one. They hardly qualified as worthy opponents. They were just a bunch of stupid people with guns
         and screwed-up lives who had run into the realization of their worst nightmares and foolishly chosen the wrong course of action.
         Web counted eight dead bodies, the blood flowing thick and absorbing fast into the cheap carpet. And, though the Frees would
         contest it, all blood, regardless of ethnic or racial background, flowed red out of the body. At that level, everybody was
         the same.
      


  He leaned against the wall even as he heard the sirens coming. It hadn’t been a fair fight. Yet it had not been a fair fight
         last time either. A part of him should have at least felt some level of satisfaction. However, the only thing Web London felt
         was sick to his stomach. Killing was never an easy business and maybe that’s what separated him from men like the Ernest B.
         Frees of the world.
      


  Romano came up to him. “Where the hell did those shots come from?”


  Web just shook his head.


  “Well, shit,” said Romano, “it ain’t exactly how I figured this going down.”


  Web noted the large bullet hole in Romano’s cammie smock that revealed the Kevlar underneath. The hole was near his belly
         button. Romano followed Web’s gaze and shrugged it off like it was a mosquito bite.
      


  “Another inch lower and Angie’d have to get her kicks somewhere else,” said Romano.


  Web struggled to recall exactly what he had seen and what he had heard and exactly when. Web knew one thing for certain: they
         were all in for a lot of questions and none of those questions held easy answers. Pritchard’s warning came hurtling back to
         him. They had just annihilated numerous members of the Frees, the group suspected of wiping out a team of HRT. What Web and
         the others had really done was open fire and wasted a bunch of young boys and old men because shots had come from a source
         they weren’t sure of and because Web had seen one of them lifting up his gun and pointing it his way. Web was completely justified
         in doing what he did, but it wouldn’t take a master spin doctor to whip that set of facts into something that smelled to high
         heaven. And in Washington, D.C., they had more spinmeisters per capita than anywhere else on the planet.
      


  Web could hear feet pounding toward them. The regulars would be showing up soon, the Bates’s of the world. They would take
         over the task of figuring out what the hell had happened. Like Ro- mano had said, HRT was just in the business of banging
         and hanging. Well, they just might have hung themselves this time. Web started to feel something he never had when the bullets
         were flying: fear.
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  There was movement over a thousand yards away in the woods to the rear of the compound and behind the perimeter set up by HRT.
         The ground seemed to rise up and a man crouched there, his sniper rifle with attached scope held in his right hand. It was
         the same rifle he had used to kill Chris Miller outside Randall Cove’s house in Fredericksburg. The FBI probably thought that
         Web London had been the target, but they would be wrong. Miller’s death was just another way to bring further misery to Web
         London. And what the man had just done, instigating the fight between the hapless Frees and HRT, was simply another method
         of adding to London’s mounting troubles. The man laid aside the cloth that was covered with dirt, mud, animal feces, leaves
         and other things designed to help him blend in with the surroundings, his very own Ghillie suit. He had long ago concluded
         that one should only copy from the best. And, at least for now, HRT was the best. And Web London was supposed to be the best
         of this elite group. That distinction put him squarely in the man’s sights. This was personal to him. Very personal. He folded
         the material and hooked it to his backpack, and Clyde Macy quietly made his escape. Despite his normally stoic nature, the
         man just had to smile. Mission accomplished.
      









  44


  Since he hadn’t been able to get a handle on the origin of the group supplying Oxy and other prescription drugs to the D.C.
         area, Randall Cove had changed strategies and decided to hit it from the receiving instead of the supply end. He had used
         what the informant T had told him to latch on to a drug crew, who T had told him had lately been dealing these narcotics.
         It was amazing the results you could get from a snitch when you held him upside down over a hundred-foot drop. Cove figured
         at some point they would have to pick up more of the product. This new tactic had brought him here tonight, and he hoped it
         would produce some huge dividends.
      


  The woods were thick and Cove moved through them as quietly as a human being was equipped to do. He stopped near the tree
         line, squatted low and surveyed the terrain. The vehicles were parked on a dirt road that snaked through these woods near
         the Kentucky–West Virginia border. If Cove had had any backup to call, he would have. He had thought about bringing Venables,
         but Sonny had done enough and he also had a wife and kids and was getting ready to retire. Cove was not going to mess with
         that. Cove was a brave man, well used to being in dangerous situations, but still there was a fine line between courage and
         idiocy and Cove had always kept on the right side of that flimsy divider.
      


  Cove ducked down as several men gathered around one of the vehicles. He slipped out his NV monocular for a closer look. The
         plastic-wrapped items the men were carrying confirmed Cove’s suspicions. Not coke bricks but what looked to be tens of thousands
         of pills. He pulled his flashless camera and took some pictures, and then Cove debated what to do next. There were at least
         five men that he could see, and all of them were armed. He couldn’t really execute an arrest without putting himself in serious
         jeopardy. While he was contemplating his next act, Cove didn’t notice, but the wind changed slightly. He didn’t realize it,
         in fact, until the dog that had been lying on the other side of the truck, and out of Cove’s line of sight, came tearing around
         the vehicle and directly at his position.
      


  Cove swore under his breath, turned and fled through the woods. The dog was gaining, though, with each step, and Cove’s battered
         knees just weren’t up to this anymore. And he heard something else that didn’t provide him with much hope either. There were
         two-legged animals coming his way.
      


  They cornered him in a swampy section of earth. The dog came at Cove, fangs bared, and Cove aimed his pistol and shot it dead.
         That was the last time he would fire, as an array of pistols were leveled at him. He put his gun up in the air in surrender.
      


  “Drop it,” said one of the pursuers, and Cove dropped it.


  The men came forward and one of them frisked Cove and found the other gun he kept stashed in his coat sleeve and also took
         his camera.
      


  Nemo Strait knelt next to the dog and touched it gently. Then he looked up at Cove like the man had just slit his mother’s
         throat. Strait raised his pistol and stepped forward.
      


  “I had Old Cuss for six years. Damn good dog.”


  Cove said nothing. Another man punched him in the back with his gun but only got a grunt from Cove.


  Strait drew closer and spit in Cove’s face. “Damn me for not making sure you were dead when we shoved your car down that slope.
         You should’ve just called that your luckiest day on earth and got yourself out of town.”
      


  Cove said nothing, but he took one tiny step closer to Strait. He glanced at some of the other men. The buyers of those prescription
         drugs were from the city and all were black. Cove didn’t look to his own race for help here. Money trumped everything else
         in the criminal world.
      


  Strait looked over his shoulder, toward where the horse trailer with Bobby Lee was, and then looked back at his prisoner and
         smiled.
      


  “Man, you always got to be in other people’s business? Huh?” He tapped his gun against Cove’s cheek and then slapped it hard
         with the metal. “Answer me when I ask you a question.”
      


  Cove’s response was to spit in the man’s face.


  Strait wiped off his face and put his gun against Cove’s temple. “You can just kiss your ass good-bye.”


  The knife came out of the same sleeve that Cove’s second gun had. He had never had anyone check for weapons in the same spot
         where one had already been found. He aimed for the heart, but Cove’s foot slipped in the mud, and Strait was a bit quicker
         than Cove had anticipated, and the knife plunged deeply into Strait’s shoulder. Strait fell back into the swampy water, the
         knife still in his shoulder.
      


  Cove stood there staring at the men surrounding him.


  For a split second every sound in the world seemed to stop for Cove. In his mind he could see his wife and children running
         to him from across a field of nothing but beautiful flowers, and their smiles and anticipated hugs carried away every foul
         thing that had ever happened to him in his whole life. And there was a great deal to wash away.
      


  And then the guns opened fire. Cove was struck several times and went down. At the same instant all the men looked to the
         sky because they could hear the drone of a chopper. Seconds later, lights appeared over the treetops.
      


  Strait jumped up. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  Even with his injury, the powerful Strait was able to cradle his dead dog and carry it off. In less than a minute the place
         was empty. The chopper soared on, its crew apparently unaware of what had happened down below. Strait had been wrong—the chopper
         was merely ferrying a group of businessmen back from a very late meeting.
      


  As the sounds of the night resumed, there came a groan out of the darkness. Randall Cove tried to get up, but as strong as
         he was, he couldn’t make it. The body armor he was wearing had absorbed three of the five shots. The two shots that had hit
         him directly had taken their toll though. He dropped back to the ground as his blood turned the water red.
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  Claire Daniels was in her office, working very late. The outer door was locked and the building had security, so she actually
         felt safer here than at the hotel where she was staying. Her pharmacist friend had gotten back to her on the odd-looking pill
         that she had taken from Web. Claire had assumed it was some powerful barbiturate because she still thought it possible that
         a bad drug interaction with a delayed effect had incapacitated Web in that alley. At some level it might seem far-fetched,
         but it did cover the facts as she knew them, and right now nothing else came close. The phone call had changed all that.
      


  “It’s a placebo,” her friend had told her. “Like they use for control groups in drug tests.”


  A placebo? Claire was stunned. All the other pills were what they had appeared to be.
      


  As she sat in her office now, Claire tried to figure it all out. If it wasn’t a drug interaction, what could it be? She refused
         to believe that Kevin Westbrook had placed a curse on Web with the words “damn to hell.” And yet, clearly, the words had had
         an effect on him. Had he just cracked?
      


  Claire looked at some of Kevin’s sketchbooks that Web had allowed her to keep. The one with Kevin pointing the remote control
         had gone right to the FBI, and there were no other drawings like that in any of the other sketchbooks. Claire studied the
         drawings she had, many of them quite expertly done. The boy had considerable artistic talent.
      


  Nowhere in the sketchbooks were the words “damn to hell” written. It couldn’t be that easy, Claire supposed. She wondered
         again about the words. Old-sounding—Civil War, maybe before. “Damn the torpedoes, full steam ahead,” or something like that
         Admiral Farragut had reportedly said during a naval battle in the War Between the States.
      


  Claire wrote the words on a piece of paper. Civil War–era, Web had thought. Slavery. Black and white. White supremacists.
         Her brow wrinkled as she thought about it, but then it dawned upon her. Yet Claire’s next thought was that it couldn’t be.
      


  The Free Society? Damn to hell. She looked at her computer. It was just possible. A few clicks of the mouse and a few minutes
         gave her the answer. The Free Society had a website. A disgusting, hate-filled propaganda tool that they presumably used to
         recruit the ignorant and demonic into their ranks. When she saw it, the breath froze in her throat.
      


  At that very moment her office went completely dark. The timing of the blackout coupled with what she had just learned caused
         her to cry out. She immediately picked up the phone and called the front security desk.
      


  The reassuring voice of the guard came on the line and she explained what had happened. “It’s not the building, Dr. Daniels.
         We’ve got lights down here. Probably a tripped circuit breaker. You want me to come up?”
      


  She looked out her window and saw that surrounding buildings were also lit. “No, that’s all right. I think I’ve got a flashlight.
         If it’s just that, I can turn it back on.”
      


  She hung up, rummaged through her desk and finally found a flashlight, then felt here way out of her office and into the darkened
         reception area. She made her way to the closet where the power box was and turned the handle. It was locked. That was a little
         strange, she thought, but then she remembered that the closet also housed the phone and security system lines for the office,
         and those lines needed to be protected from interference. But how was she supposed to trip the breaker back, then? She contemplated
         packing up and going to the hotel, but all of her notes were here and she didn’t have a laptop computer on which she could
         access the Internet from the hotel.
      


  She shone the light on the lock. It looked pretty simple. She went into the small kitchen and found a screwdriver. She went
         back to the door, held the light under her armpit and worked on the lock. It took about five minutes, and resulting from more
         luck than skill, the lock finally gave and she opened the door. She shone the light inside and looked around. She quickly
         found the power box, and the main circuit had indeed tripped. She popped it back and the lights came on. She was about to
         close the door when something caught her attention. A small device was wired into the power lines that ran up the wall. Claire
         didn’t know much about such things, but it still looked out of place to her, almost like a bug.
      


  Perhaps it was because of what she had just discovered, or that she had suddenly become unduly paranoid, but in a flash it
         hit her. She raced from the room, never noticing the tiny wireless trip button on the doorjamb that was activated whenever
         someone opened the door to the power closet.
      


  She ran to her office and looked around. Her gaze went from floor to walls and finally to the ceiling and stopped. She grabbed
         her desk chair, slipped off her shoes and stood on the chair to reach the smoke detector. She had been working with law enforcement
         folks for enough years to know that smoke detectors were favorite places to house listening devices. She pulled the piece
         off the ceiling, and there appeared to be wiring there that shouldn’t have been. Was it only her office, or were others bugged
         as well?
      


  She left the detector dangling from the ceiling, jumped off the chair and ran to the office next to hers, which was O’Bannon’s.
         It was locked; however, it was the same lock as on the power closet. Using the screwdriver, she was able once again to pop
         it. She went in, flicked on the light and looked up. There was another smoke detector. She ripped it down and found the same
         suspicious wiring. She was about to race to another office when she saw the open file on the desk.
      


  It went against all of her professional instincts to examine a colleague’s files, but the circumstances were particularly
         extenuating, she told herself.
      


  She picked up the file. The name on it was Deborah Riner. Web had mentioned her, the widow of one of the men from his team.
         She ran her gaze through the many pages. Riner had been coming to see O’Bannon for quite some time and at frequent intervals.
         What surprised Claire was the number of notations for hypnosis sessions that they had engaged in. O’Bannon had hypnotized
         the woman almost every time she had come to see him.
      


  Something truly awful dawned on Claire as she noted some of the dates that Riner had come in. Three days before the slaughter
         of Web’s team in the courtyard had occurred was one date that popped out at Claire.
      


  She put the papers down and went over to the filing cabinet. It was locked too, yet cheaply constructed, and she quickly levered
         it open with the screwdriver, no longer caring about professional etiquette. She started pulling out files. There were many
         agents and spouses of FBI agents represented in here from many parts of the Bureau. She scanned some of the files. Like Riner’s,
         they involved an inordinate number of hypnosis sessions.
      


  Claire’s thoughts raced. Hypnosis was a funny thing. You could, in very rare circumstances, use it to get someone to do something
         he or she ordinarily wouldn’t do. But what you also could do was put a person under, get him or her relaxed and comfortable
         and trusting and then subtly pry information on what this person as agent was doing—or, in the cases of a spouse of the agent,
         what the husband or wife was doing. Claire could envision O’Bannon coaxing out from a hypnotized and vulnerable and perhaps
         distressed Debbie Riner whatever details she knew of her husband’s work. Including what target was going to be visited by
         HRT and exactly when, if Teddy Riner shared that with his wife. And some men would, despite professional rules that prohibited
         it. Many marriages, Claire knew, trumped all such policies, if just to keep domestic peace. Or it could be as simple as a
         slip of the tongue by one of the HRT men, which a hypnotized wife would then unwittingly pass on.
      


  It would all be fairly simple for someone as experienced as Ed O’Bannon. And, as she had done with Web, O’Bannon could always
         give a carefully crafted posthypnotic suggestion that would swab away from the person’s memory anything suspicious that might
         have occurred during hypnosis—even the fact that they had been hypnotized at all. My God, Claire thought, Debbie Riner might have unwittingly aided in her husband’s murder.


  And on top of that, the listening devices recorded all of the confidential information that was given by the patients who
         came here. Valuable information that could later be used to blackmail them or set others up, as Web’s team had been. Without
         going into detail, Web had mentioned that things were going wrong at the Bureau. If Claire was right about what O’Bannon was
         doing the psychiatrist could be behind many of these problems.
      


  As she stared at the file cabinet, Claire’s gaze settled on something that wasn’t there. Under the letter L there were several files for people with a last name that started with that letter. But there was a large and empty hanging
         file. Claire wondered if that was where Web’s file had been. Yet the one O’Bannon had given her wasn’t nearly as large as
         the space she was looking at, unless he had not given her the whole file. Would the man have kept part of the file away from
         her? O’Bannon was a supremely confident, even arrogant man, she knew. In his mind no one was smarter or more experienced.
         It was just possible he was withholding information to keep her in the dark. Perhaps he had had an even more powerful reason,
         beyond professional vanity, to keep Web as a patient.
      


  She immediately started scouring the office. She worked through the man’s desk and any other space where the missing information
         could be hidden and found nothing. Then she looked up once more. The ceiling was a drop-down. She climbed on the chair again,
         holding her flashlight, and popped up one of the ceiling panels. On her tiptoes she could see above the ceiling. She shone
         her light around and almost immediately saw a small box that had been placed on the metal framework holding up the ceiling.
         She moved her chair over there and quickly pulled the box down. Inside was the rest of Web’s file, and as she sat down to
         examine it she discovered it was a treasure trove. Claire kept shaking her head as each new page held a stunning revelation.
      


  O’Bannon, she knew, was organized to the point of obsession, something the two had laughed about before. And he kept meticulous
         notes. Those notes, though cryptic and indecipherable to a layperson, revealed to Claire that he had hypnotized Web numerous
         times, even more than Debbie Riner, when Web had come to him after his mother’s death. Each time O’Bannon had employed a posthypnotic
         suggestion, much as Claire had done, to suppress the session from Web’s consciousness. Claire jolted upright as she discovered
         that during one of the hypnotic sessions, Web had revealed to O’Bannon the entire episode about his stepfather’s death.
         The notes were almost in code, but Claire saw references to “Stockton,” “attic” and “DADDY DEAREST” written in all caps, enough
         to convince her that O’Bannon had gotten the same story she had from Web. Now Web’s shouting at her during the hypnotic session,
         “You already know this!” made complete sense. His subconscious had revealed it all once, only to O’Bannon and not to her. The use of the placebos was also discussed in the notes. Claire figured
         they were probably to gauge how firmly O’Bannon had insinuated his commands into Web’s subconscious. And in fact, as she read
         further, O’Bannon had noted that the placebo had been coupled with his hypnotic suggestion to Web that these were the most
         powerful sleeping pills on the market, and Web had duly reported that the pills were working. Web had also told O’Bannon about
         the contest among HRT members with the Taser guns.
      


  The truth of what had happened to Web in that alley finally hit her. It was ingenious, she thought, because it didn’t have
         the problematic issue of making Web do something he didn’t want to do, like kill someone in cold blood, which Claire did not
         believe was possible, but rather commanded Web not to do something.
      


  She contemplated calling Web to tell him what she had figured out and to enlist his help, but she couldn’t from here, not
         with all the listening devices around. She would have to leave the office and call him.
      


  She continued leafing through the material. The cruelest aspect of this doctor-patient relationship was revealed on the very
         last page, and showed that O’Bannon had built in a level of certainty that Web would perform as instructed. O’Bannon had written
         in his cryptic manner that he had established an excellent rapport of trust with Web. And O’Bannon had noted that a psychiatrist
         (O’Bannon wisely was not claiming to have done so himself) could build into his hypnotic suggestion that he was a father figure
         to a patient such as Web and would protect him against his stepfather. And that if Web failed to carry out the psychiatrist’s
         commands, then the stepfather would come back and kill Web; in effect, his only safety lay in doing exactly as he was instructed.
         O’Bannon had concluded that Web would make an excellent candidate for posthypnotic suggestion, and thus posed a security risk.
         It was only Claire’s special knowledge and her familiarity with Web’s case that allowed her to read between the lines of O’Bannon’s
         report. Claire, with her clear understanding of Web’s psychological makeup, knew it would have been impossible for Web to
         counteract that command. And yet, with all that, Web had still managed to temporarily overcome the posthypnotic suggestion,
         go into that courtyard and fire at those guns, despite a potent mental barrage telling him not to. That had to have been Web’s
         most remarkable performance of the night.
      


  Claire had to concede that O’Bannon had written his report very craftily and was obviously covering his tracks, another reason
         for her to be careful. O’Bannon had foreseen just about every contingency, except for Claire’s treating Web, finding out for
         herself what O’Bannon already had from plumbing the depths of Web’s subconscious, and now her discovering both the bugs and
         this file. No wonder O’Bannon had tried so hard to keep Web as his patient.
      


  It was time to call in the people who knew how to handle these things. She was way out of her league.


  Claire turned to go back to her office, to grab her things and leave. The man was standing there watching her. She held up
         her screwdriver, but he pointed a gun at her.
      


  And Ed O’Bannon looked as though he would have no problem using it.
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  Back at Quantico, Web put away his gear and gave his debriefing along with the rest of the crew. They couldn’t explain much.
         Web believed the shots could have come from outside the building. If so, those bullets would have to be in the room somewhere,
         though there were lots of slugs embedded in the walls that would have to be sorted through and matched to their respective
         weapons. The snipers were being debriefed as well, but Web didn’t know what they had seen or heard. If the shots had come
         from outside, then the snipers must have noticed something; they had the place pretty much surrounded. No one had come out
         of the building, so far as Web knew. Yet if the shots had originated from outside, the shooter was already there when HRT
         had shown up— and that, once more, meant a probable leak of HRT’s assault. None of it was good news.
      


  WFO was combing though the compound looking for additional clues further linking the Frees to the hit on Charlie Team. Web
         hoped they could find enough to explain it all, though he doubted they could. How could you explain young kids and old men
         with that much hate in their hearts?
      


  Showered and changed, Web and Romano were walking down the hallway of the admin building to leave when Bates appeared in front
         of them, motioned them to follow him into an empty office.
      


  “I guess I’m bad luck, Perce,” said Web, only half jokingly. He really was wondering if he was suddenly jinxed somehow.


  Romano piped up. “No, really bad luck would’ve had us losing guys, not them. I’m never going to apologize for walking out
         of a place alive. Like flying a plane, man, any landing is a good landing.”
      


  “Both of you shut up,” said Bates, and they did. “The press will rip us on this, but we can handle it,” the man said. “What
         I can’t handle are two guys disobeying orders.”
      


  “They were short-handed, Perce,” said Web, “and I can’t believe you never told me. I was the one who put you on to that camera.”


  Bates got right in his face. “I didn’t tell you, Web, precisely to prevent what did happen from happening.”


  Web didn’t back down an inch. “Whether I was there or not, the result would’ve been the same. If you get shot at, you shoot
         back. And I wasn’t going to let my guys go in weak. You can run me out of the Bureau if you want, but I’d do the same damn
         thing again.”
      


  Both men stared at each other until their features grew calmer.


  Bates sat down and shook his head. He looked up at the men and motioned them to sit too. “What the hell,” said Bates, “it
         can’t get any worse, so why should I worry?”
      


  “If you were so concerned about something like this happening, why didn’t you send a SWAT team instead?” asked Web.


  “It wasn’t my call. Orders came from higher up.”


  “How high up?”


  “That’s not your concern.”


  “It is if my ass is going to be in the ringer over this.”


  Bates just stubbornly shook his head.


  “If the shots came from outside, somebody knew we were hitting the place,” said Romano.


  “That’s brilliant, Romano, remind me to put you in for a promotion,” snapped Bates.


  “Leaks can come from anywhere,” said Web, “from the bottom up or the top down, right, Perce?”


  “Stow it, Web.”


  “Is there anything you can tell us, then?”


  “Actually, the night wasn’t a total waste.” He turned and opened a file on the desk behind him. “Found some interesting stuff
         on the Frees. Silas Free was among the dead. And with him were several gents in their sixties and four men who weren’t old
         enough to vote yet. I guess the Frees had really fallen out of favor after the school shooting—recruiting problems.”
      


  “But no Ernest B. Free,” said Web. “I checked.”


  “No. No Ernie.” Bates pulled some papers out of the file. “But hidden in a space in the floor of one of the houses we did
         find a quantity of bomb-making materials and three intelligence files on Judge Leadbetter, Scott Wingo and Fred Watkins.”
      


  “Pretty clean trail,” said Romano.


  “And that’s not all. We also found Oxycontin, Percocet and Percodan with a street value of about ten thousand dollars.”


  Web looked surprised. “The Frees working the black market for prescription drugs?”


  “Membership down, probably funds running low. Oxy is a big-time moneymaker in rural areas. It makes sense,” said Bates.


  “Damn, do you think that’s the tie-in to what Cove was investigating? Frees set up a bogus drug op center in D.C., snooker
         Cove and HRT gets called in and then wiped out.”
      


  Bates was already nodding. “And maybe they’re the ones putting the muscle on Westbrook and the other drug crews to get them
         to combine,” added Bates.
      


  Though Web also nodded his head in agreement at this, something just didn’t feel right.


  “We also found this,” continued Bates. “A roster of past and present members of the Free Society.” He looked at Web. “Want
         to take a guess who was once a Free?”
      


  Web shook his head. “I’m too tired to think. Tell me.”


  “Clyde Macy.”


  Web forgot all about Oxycontin. “You’re kidding me.”


  “From ten years ago, until about two months after the shooting in Richmond. The Frees kept good records; maybe to use as blackmail
         on ex-members later when their cash flow ran low. KKK probably does something like that.”
      


  “Macy a Free, and then he jumps to being muscle for a black guy in ghetto D.C. Epiphany, or the man just looking for work
         where he can get it?”
      


  “Don’t know. And we’ve now lost track of him. And of course there’s the other body.”


  “What other body?”


  “Antoine Peebles. Gunshot wound to the head. We found him last night.”


  “You think Westbrook was behind it?”


  “It makes sense, though nothing in this case has made sense so far.”


  Web debated whether to tell Bates about Claire’s run-in with someone impersonating Big F but then finally decided against
         it. Web didn’t think the giant had been behind Peebles’s death. But he had no reason to help Big F, and he might just confuse
         things by telling Bates.
      


  Web held out his hand for the file. “Mind if I take a look?”


  Bates stared at him for a long moment. “Sure. But if you see anything that hits you funny, I’d appreciate knowing about it
         before you walk out of this office.”
      


  While Romano stepped out of the room to speak to another Hotel Team member who passed by, Web turned through the pages. There
         was a posed photo of a younger Clyde Macy in combat garb holding a machine gun in one hand and a shotgun in the other and
         with a scowl that would probably scare off bears. As he read through the file, Web saw the speeding tickets Macy had gotten
         and that Bates had mentioned earlier. He glanced at the tickets and looked up. “A guy like this, and all he’s got are speeding
         tickets?”
      


  “Hey, such is life. He’s one lucky or careful bastard or both,” said Bates.


  “How about the rental truck that the machine guns came off?” “Silas Free did rent it. We checked with the rental agency. They remembered him. But about a week after he rented it, he filed a stolen vehicle
         report.”
      


  “Pretty convenient,” said Web.


  “No, it’s SOP for people plotting some serious stuff. Rent the vehicle and then say it was stolen. And you hide it somewhere
         and fill it full of explosives or, in this case, machine guns.”
      


  “The rental truck is direct evidence of the Frees’ connection to what happened to Charlie Team,” said Web.


  “And after last night, we are going to need it,” commented Bates ominously.


  The next thing Web turned to made his mouth go dry. He looked up at Bates and showed him the pages. “What’s this?”


  “Oh, that’s real cute. That’s the Frees’ newsletter. I guess they want to keep members informed on their various murders and
         mayhem. It’s a fairly recent thing, because I’d never heard of it before. They even have a website now, if you can believe
         it.”
      


  Web didn’t hear Bates’s remark. He just stared at the name of the newsletter emblazoned across the top of the front page.


  Damn to Hell. That was the name of the Free Society’s newsletter. And they were also the exact words Kevin Westbrook had spoken to him
         in the alley.
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  Web and Romano walked over to the ’Vette. Web was still deep in thought over what he had learned. It was all so murky, though,
         like the edges of a nightmare. You knew something formidable was lurking nearby, yet you couldn’t get a comfortable handle
         on it.
      


  Web stowed his gear in the ’Vette and started to climb in the passenger side.


  Romano was looking at him with an expression that was probably as close to sympathy as the man ever got. “Hey, Web, you know,
         all the years we’ve been working together I’ve never once let you drive this thing.”
      


  Web looked confused. “What?”


  “How about you drive us back to the farm? Trust me, when you’re feeling shitty, there’s nothing like a ride in this machine
         to get you back.”
      


  “Thanks, Paulie, but I don’t think so.”


  In response, Romano tossed the keys to Web, who caught them. “It’s like a bottle of great wine, Web, you have to sit back
         and just let the experience happen.” Romano climbed in the passenger side and looked at him. “You don’t keep a beautiful woman
         waiting, Web.”
      


  “Don’t tell me you gave this thing a name too, like your guns.” “Just get in.” He winked at Web and added, “If you think you’re
         man enough.”
      


  They drove out to the main road. Before they hit the highway,


  Romano said, “Okay, rule number one, you get one scratch on her and your ass is mine.”


  “You’d think after eight years of jumping out of choppers with me in the middle of the night with explosives tied to our butts
         that you’d trust me to drive your stupid car.”
      


  “Rule number two, you call her a stupid car again and I’ll break your face. Her name is Destiny.”


  “Destiny?”


  “Destiny.”


  When they reached Interstate 95, Web headed south and passed a state trooper writing a ticket. The hour was still early enough
         and they were heading against traffic, so they were pretty much alone.
      


  “Okay, we got some breathing space now and a long straightaway. So punch it now or forever hold your gonads,” said Romano.


  Web glanced at him and then hit the accelerator. The car roared to a hundred so fast Web could feel himself being held against
         the seat by the force of the acceleration. They flew past the only other car on the road as if it had been parked. “Not bad,
         Paulie, and I’ve only got it halfway to the floor. Let’s see what it really can do.”
      


  Web punched the gas again and the car rocketed even faster. They were now coming up to a curve in the highway. From the corner
         of his eye Web watched Romano. The guy looked calmly ahead, as though he drove this fast every day. Hell, maybe he did. Web
         cranked the car to a hundred and thirty and then a hundred and forty. The trees on either side were one green blur and the
         curve was directly ahead. There was no way Web could navigate it at this speed. Web glanced at Romano again and he saw a small
         bead of sweat appear on the man’s forehead. That alone was worth about ten million bucks.
      


  They were two seconds from kissing a wall of pines.


  “Okay, okay,” said Romano, “slow the damn thing down.”


  “You mean slow Destiny down?”


  “Just do it!”


  Web hit the brakes and they soared around the long curve at a mere eighty miles an hour.


  “Slow it down some more, I just changed the oil.”


  “I’ll bet Destiny loved you being inside her. Was it good for you too?” Web cut it to seventy, found an exit and they pulled
         in front of a diner. Inside, they ordered coffee.
      


  As the waitress walked off, Web leaned forward. “I hope you’re prepared for the heat we’re going to take about the Frees.”
         Romano shrugged but said nothing. “It’s going to come, you know.”
      


  “Let it. Those pricks had it coming. Wasting Charlie.”


  “They haven’t been convicted yet, Paulie.”


  “The brass at the Bureau wouldn’t have authorized the hit unless they were damn sure they knew those punks had done it.” He
         added in a less confident tone, “At least I sure as hell hope so.”
      


  Web leaned back. “What’s bothering me about this whole scenario is the fact that we’re expected to believe that the guys we
         just wiped out were sophisticated enough to put together an automated sniper nest using mini-guns stolen from the Army and
         they did it so well that nobody saw it coming. And on top of that, they murdered a judge, prosecutor and attorney using cutting-edge
         bomb materials and came within a whisker of taking out Billy Canfield and you and me as well? And now they’re supposed to
         be orchestrating a large-scale drug operation that’s reached into the District? And this is supposed to be revenge for something
         that happened years ago? Hell, most of the guys we just shot were still in sixth grade back when Ernie and his buddies hit
         that school. Their stupid sentries were playing video games and they had one subgun in the whole group. This shit does not
         compute, Paulie, or am I missing something?”
      


  “No, it doesn’t add up,” he agreed. “But you got direct evidence, Web, enough to go to court with and win. And who gives a
         shit about the Frees? They’re scum.”
      


  “That’s right. Who cares about the Frees? They make a perfect patsy. And everybody’s figuring they busted Ernest Free out
         of a maximum-security prison two thousand miles from here, but he wasn’t in that compound. And I’m thinking those losers would
         have as much chance of knocking over the White House as they would getting Ernie out of jail.”
      


  Romano stared at Web. “Okay, you’ve got my attention. What are you thinking?”


  “I’m thinking why a real tough street-drug dealer would bother to tell me about those tunnels. And I’m also wondering why
         a truck registered to Silas B. Free and later reported stolen is videotaped at the exact spot where we think the guns are
         going in once we know about the tunnels. You didn’t hear Bates say that because you had stepped out of the room. Maybe Silas
         was telling the truth. Maybe the truck was stolen. But you’re right, it’s connect-the-dots time, everything seems to fit. That may be nice and clean from a prosecutor’s
         point of view, but I don’t think even old Silas was that stupid, and I don’t think my good buddy Francis Westbrook is that
         charitable.” Web looked out the dirty window of the diner as sunlight started to stream in. Wouldn’t it be nice if things
         could clear up so pristinely in his head? He looked back at Romano. “Were you born with a silver spoon in your mouth, Paulie?”
      


  “Yeah, right, one of ten kids in tenement housing in Brooklyn? Hell, I had my own butler.”


  “Well, I wasn’t born with one either, but my gut tells me we were just spoonfed the sweetest damn concoction you ever saw
         and we swallowed every drop. I think somebody wanted the Frees wiped out, and we just did it for them.”
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  When they got back to East Winds, Web called Claire on her cell phone, but she didn’t answer. He tried her at work and got
         no answer. Web called the hotel where she was staying. No luck there either. He put the phone down, not liking any of that
         one bit. He mulled whether to go to the hotel or not. She might simply be in the shower. He decided to try later.
      


  The next thing he and Romano did was something neither of them could avoid: They grabbed a few hours of sleep. After that
         they drove up to the main house and relieved the agents patrolling there. Gwen met them at the door, her face pale.
      


  “We’ve seen the news,” she said. She led them inside to a sitting room off the main hallway.


  “Where’s Billy?” asked Web.


  “Upstairs. He’s just been lying in the bed. He hadn’t seen that tape in years. I didn’t even know it was on the damn shelf.”
         Web could see that her face was damp with tears.
      


  “It was my fault, Gwen, I don’t know what the hell I was thinking, playing that tape in your house.”


  “It didn’t matter, Web, it was bound to happen sometime.”


  “Is there anything we can do?”


  “You’ve damn well done enough.”


  They all turned and looked at the doorway, where Billy stood in old jeans, bare feet, with his shirttail hanging out. His
         hair was in disarray and he basically looked like hell, observed Web. Billy lit up a cigarette and cupped his hand for an
         ashtray as he came forward. Web noted that Gwen made no move to stop him from smoking.
      


  He sat down across from the two men, his piercing eyes watching them from behind the drifts of smoke. Web could smell the
         alcohol from where he stood and assumed Gwen could too. She rose from her chair to go to her husband, but he motioned her
         back down.
      


  “We saw the TV,” said Billy.


  “That’s what Gwen said,” replied Web.


  Billy squinted at him, as though he were having trouble seeing over the one foot that separated them. “You killed them all?”


  “Not all. Most.” Web kept his gaze on the man. Part of him thought Billy might toast the demise of the Frees, and part of
         him thought the man might throw him and Romano out for leaving any of them alive.
      


  “How’d it feel?”


  “Billy!” said Gwen. “You have no right to ask that. We’re talking about people being killed.”


  “I know all about people being killed, honey,” said Billy as he shot her a smile that had nothing in it. He looked back at
         Web, awaiting an answer.
      


  “It felt like shit. It always feels like shit. Most of them were high school age or grandfathers.”


  “My son was ten.” He said this without emotion, just stating it as a clear, indisputable fact.


  “I know that.”


  “But I hear what you’re saying. It ain’t easy killing somebody, unless you’re way screwed up to begin with. It’s only hard
         for the good guys.” He pointed at Web and then at Romano. “For men like you.”
      


  Gwen swiftly went to her husband before he could stop her again. She put an arm around his shoulders. “Let’s go back upstairs.”


  Billy ignored her. “TV says old Ernest B. Free wasn’t among the dead. That right?”


  Web nodded and Billy smiled. “Sumbitch’s luck just keeps holding, doesn’t it?”


  “Looks that way. But if he was planning to come home to his little group, he’ll have to find somewhere else to live.”


  Billy considered this. “Well, that’s something.” He looked at Gwen. “Where’s Strait?”


  Gwen seemed very relieved by the change in subject. “On his way back from the sale. He’ll be here tonight. He called from
         the road. It went really well. Every yearling sold and we got the price we wanted on every one.”
      


  “Well, damn, that’s something to celebrate.” He eyed Web and Romano. “You fellows want to celebrate? I tell you what, we’ll
         wait until old Nemo gets back tonight and then we’ll have us a little party right here. What do you say?”
      


  “I doubt that they feel much like celebrating, Billy,” said Gwen. “Well, I sure as hell do. We got yearlings sold, Frees dead
         and we got to give Web and Paul here a going-away party, ’cause with those boys dead, we don’t need protection anymore, do
         we? Y’all can pack up and get out right now,” he said in a loud voice.
      


  “Billy, please,” said Gwen.


  Web was about to say that the jury was still out on Gwen and Billy being safe, but he stopped himself. “I tell you what, Billy,
         you let us stay on a couple more days and we’ll come to your party tonight.”
      


  Gwen looked at him in astonishment while Billy merely nodded and grinned, sucking down the rest of his cigarette with a long
         pull. He put it out in his leathery palm without even wincing. Web noted the man’s hands for the first time. They were large,
         muscular and stained with what looked to be acid or something like it. Then he recalled the taxidermy workshop. Killing and
         stuffing.
      


  “See you tonight, gents,” said Billy.


  Gwen led them out and told Web in a low voice that he didn’t have to do this.


  “I’ll see you tonight, Gwen,” was all he said in response, and she closed the door slowly after them.
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  What the hell was all that about?” said Romano. “I mean, talk about your freaky shit.”
      


  Before Web could answer, his phone rang. He whipped it out, hoping it was Claire, but it was Bates.


  “I guess it’s time to pull the pole on the East Winds tent,” Bates said.


  “You can call your guys off, but the Canfields have asked Romano and me to stay.”


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “No, and I think it’s a good idea, actually. The Frees who were at that compound are gone, but who’s to say they don’t have
         more members out there? And Ernie’s still at large.”
      


  “That’s true. Okay, look, you hang there, but let me know if anything goes down, and I mean the second it happens, not Web
         London time.”
      


  “You got it. Anything from Cove?”


  “Nothing. It’s like he’s disappeared from the face of the earth.” Web thought about Claire. “Yeah, I got one of those too.”
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  About the time that Web was wiping out the Free Society in southern Virginia, Claire Daniels sat blindfolded with a gag stuffed
         painfully in her mouth. She could hear men in the background discussing, or rather arguing, presumably about her. She recognized
         Ed O’Bannon’s voice and she bristled each time she heard it. The bastard had kept the gun on her all the way down to the parking
         garage and then duct-taped her arms and legs and thrown her in his trunk. She had no idea where she was. As she blinked back
         tears, she still couldn’t believe she had worked next to the man all this time and never suspected what was going on.
      


  The voices stopped and she felt people moving toward her. All she could think was that another pistol was going to be placed
         against her head, and this time the person would surely fire and kill her. Claire was suddenly pulled up so roughly she thought
         they had popped her arm out of place. She felt herself being lifted up and put over a shoulder. Whoever was carrying her was
         strong; the man wasn’t even breathing hard, and where her stomach was pressing against him, he felt hard as iron.
      


  A few minutes went by and she was laid down and then she felt the plink of metal against metal. Another car trunk. Blindfolded
         and shuttled from place to place, Claire had lost her sense of balance and also felt nauseous. The car started and they were
         soon on the move. She tried listening for sounds that would provide some clue as to where they were, but she soon gave up,
         there were just too many confusing noises, and they were all muffled. She judged they had been driving for about an hour when
         the movement of the car seemed to indicate that they had gone from straight, level roads to winding, rolling ones. Had they
         gone into the country? Were they driving her to some isolated wooded area to kill her and leave her body for the animals,
         insects and elements to slowly destroy? In her work with law enforcement, Claire had seen the remains of a woman who had been
         raped and murdered and left in the forest for two weeks. Other than bone, there was virtually nothing left of her. She had
         become sick at the sight of it. Was that how she would be found?
      


  The car slowed and then she felt a sharp turn and then it decreased its speed again. Now they were going over rough dirt roads
         and she was pitched around in the trunk, hitting her head twice, once hard enough to bring tears. The car stopped again and
         then she heard the engine cut off and the doors open. She braced herself. She heard footsteps moving to the rear. She tensed
         even more, the feeling of despair and helplessness far worse than she had ever endured before. What did it feel like to die?
         A bullet to the head, would there be any sensation of pain? Web had been shot, twice. He knew what it was like to think he
         was dying. He had survived, though, because he was a survivor. He had it much tougher in life than she had. She counseled
         folks over their troubles, and except for a divorce that was fairly amicable, Claire had had no significant disruptions in
         her own life. For the first time ever, she wondered what gave her the right, other than her fancy degrees, to tell people
         how to get through their issues. Yes, Web had survived much; Claire didn’t think she was that strong. She took a deep breath as the trunk was opened and strong
         hands closed around her and lifted her up. It wasn’t O’Bannon. Claire knew he was a man of very little physical strength.
         From all around she heard the sounds of the forest and animals that lived there, predators that might soon be visiting her
         remains. She initially fought back the tears and then just decided to let them go. These people wouldn’t care.
      


  She felt the man moving over uneven ground, stumbling a few times but then righting himself. His feet went from dirt to something
         else, wood, brick, or perhaps stone, she wasn’t sure, but she had heard the change in sounds, and then a door was unlocked
         and opened. This surprised her because she had assumed they were in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps it was a cabin, but then
         she heard noises of machinery going and what she thought was the flow of water. Were they near a stream or river? Was there
         a dam nearby or a water treatment plant? Was that where her body was going to end up? Then she had a sense of either going
         up or down, she wasn’t sure about that either, for with her ruined sense of balance she had also lost her sense of direction.
         In fact, she thought she might be sick, and her stomach pushing into the man’s hard, bony shoulder didn’t help much. And there
         was also a strong chemical odor that seemed familiar but that she couldn’t quite identify, so out of whack were all her senses.
         For an instant she thought that vomiting on him would give her some small sense of pleasure, of triumph, but it also might
         prompt him to accelerate the timing of her death.
      


  Another door opened and they passed through, presumably into another room. He squatted and laid her down on something soft,
         perhaps a bed. Her skirt had risen up embarrassingly high while she’d been riding on the man’s shoulders, and with her hands
         bound she had no way to pull it down. She tensed when she felt his hands go up her legs to a point where she thought he was
         going to pull down her underpants and add rape to his list of felonies. However, all he did was tug her skirt down to its
         normal position.
      


  The next thing he did was pull her bound hands over her head and the clink of metal made her think that he had handcuffed
         her hands to something, perhaps the bed or a ring bolted to the wall. As soon as he moved away, she tried to pull her hands
         down, but couldn’t budge them. Whatever she was handcuffed to, she wouldn’t be able to escape it.
      


  “You’ll get some food and water later. For now, just try to relax.” She didn’t recognize the voice. The man didn’t laugh at
         his insane words, but Claire could easily sense the mirth behind them.
      


  The door closed and she was once again alone. Alone, that is, until she sensed movement from across the room.


  “You okay, lady?” asked Kevin Westbrook.
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  Web was now getting worried. Claire had not called back, and he had phoned the hotel but gotten no answer. He called her house
         and there was no answer there either. Her office hadn’t seen her; she had no patients scheduled because it was her normal
         day off. Maybe she had just gone out for a drive along the Blue Ridge or something, he thought. She hadn’t mentioned a trip
         to him, and even if she had gone, why didn’t she answer her cell phone? Every professional instinct he had was telling him
         something was wrong.
      


  He left Romano at East Winds and drove to the hotel. It was not the sort of place where anyone would necessarily note the
         coming and going of guests, but Web figured he’d try. However, the staff that possibly would have seen her come in the previous
         evening was not on duty yet. And no one he talked to remembered anyone resembling Claire coming through the lobby the day
         before. Her car wasn’t in the parking lot either. He drove to her house, found a back window open and crawled through. Web
         went through her house thoroughly but found nothing that could tell him where she might have gone. He did find a book with
         her daughter’s phone number and address in it. She went to school in California, so it wasn’t like Claire could have popped
         in to see her for the day. Web contemplated calling the daughter, but a call from the FBI might throw the girl into needless
         hysterics if it turned out nothing was wrong. He left and went to Claire’s office. O’Bannon was not in, but another person
         who worked there was. She hadn’t talked to Claire and didn’t know where she might be.
      


  “Three strikes and you’re out,” muttered Web.


  He went downstairs to the security desk, flashed his badge and asked if anything unusual had happened the previous night.
         The rental cop snapped to attention at the sight of the FBI shield and flipped through the notes left by the night shift.
         Web had gone through the security check before when he had come to see Claire because guests had to sign in, but he didn’t
         recognize this guard. They probably rotated them throughout lots of buildings.
      


  “Yeah, the log shows a call from Dr. Daniels at twelve-thirty A.M.


  She said the lights had gone out in her office and the guard informed her that all electrical systems were a go and that it
         might be her circuit breaker and asked if she needed assistance.” The young man read this all in a stilted yet quavering voice
         probably not all that far removed from puberty. “She replied in the negative and that was all.” He looked up from the paper.
         “You want me to do anything?”
      


  The kid’s big eyes were just begging Web to send him into action. The guy was armed and probably shouldn’t have been, Web
         noted.
      


  “I know you keep a record of visitors entering and leaving the building. I just signed in on my way in.”


  “That’s right.”


  Web waited patiently for a few seconds, but the kid just wasn’t getting it.


  “Can I see the register?” Web finally said.
      


  The fellow almost jumped out of his chair. Web had noted that the kid had checked out his face and might have recognized him
         from all the TV stuff lately. He was probably thinking that Web was half insane and needed to be humored at all costs if one
         wanted to avoid a violent death. And right now Web was perfectly fine with that perception.
      


  “Yes, sir.”


  He pulled the book out and Web quickly searched through the pages. There had been lots of guests during business hours the
         day before, but they ended at six o’clock. He looked at the guard.
      


  “What about after hours? What’s the sign-in procedure?” “Well, it’s a keycard system and the doors automatically lock at six.
         If you want to get in after six, a tenant has to call down and let security know, and when the guest gets here we call up
         and the tenant has to come down and get the person when they show up. Or the guest may use the exterior phone, identify themselves
         and who they’re here to see. We call up, and the tenant comes down. If the tenant doesn’t answer or isn’t expecting the visitor,
         they don’t come in, that’s the rule. There are some government offices in here and such. I think maybe something to do with
         the Pentagon, even,” he added, with a small measure of pride. “It’s a very secure facility.”
      


  “I’m sure,” said Web absently as he continued to study the pages. “This place have an underground garage?” Web had always
         parked out front.
      


  “Yes, sir, but it’s on a keycard system twenty-four hours a day, tenants only.”


  Web made a mental note to check and see if Claire’s Volvo was there. “So tenants can come and go through the garage elevator
         and bypass security?”
      


  “That’s right, but tenants only.”


  “Regular lift gate on the garage?”


  The guard nodded.


  “How about someone slipping into the garage without a car? Can they take the elevator up without a keycard?”


  “Not after hours.”


  “But how about during business hours?” persisted Web.


  “Um, that might be possible,” said the guard in a small voice, as though Web’s observation had just blown his whole professional
         life.
      


  “Right. Look, is there any way I can talk to the guy who was on duty last night, the one who spoke with Claire?”


  “Tommy Gaines. He’s a friend of mine; we actually joined up at the same time, right out of high school. He’s working the ten-tosix
         shift.” He grinned. “Tommy’s probably home dead asleep.”
      


  “Call him,” said Web in a tone that made the kid grab the phone and start dialing.


  Tommy was reached and Web took the phone and identified himself. He could hear the sleepy Gaines become instantly alert. “How
         can I help you?”
      


  Web explained what he was looking for. “I take it you didn’t see Claire Daniels leave?”


  “No, I figured she just went out through the garage like she always does. I worked the day shift there for a year and so I
         knew who she was. She was a real nice lady.”
      


  “She’s not dead yet, son,” said Web.


  “No, sir, I didn’t mean that.”


  “It says she called you at twelve-thirty last night. Did she often work that late?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t necessarily know that, since she didn’t have to come and go through the front lobby.”


  “I understand that; I was trying to find out if you had ever seen her here that late before.”


  “No, I hadn’t.”


  “Did she sound strange when she called?”


  “She sounded scared, but I guess if the lights went out on me I would be too, and she was a woman by herself and all.”


  “Right.” Web knew female FBI, Secret Service and DEA agents who could bite young Mr. Gaines in half and never break a sweat.
         “Did she say that she was all by herself?”
      


  “What? Well, actually, come to think of it, no, she didn’t. But I sort of got that impression because she called down and
         all.”
      


  “And the lights down here were fine?”


  “Yep. And I could see some of the other buildings out the front. The lights were all right there too. That’s why I told her
         the breaker might have popped. See, this building is set up that each unit has control boxes for their space. That way if
         one office is doing renovation or has to cut the power for some reason, it doesn’t affect the rest of the building. There
         is a main power switch for the whole building, but that’s locked up and the building engineer has the key.”
      


  “And you told her you’d come up, but she said that was all right and she said she’d check the circuit breaker box herself.”


  “That’s right.”


  “And you didn’t hear anything else from her?”


  “That’s right.”


  Web thought for a moment. The lights were working in Claire’s office now. But it might be worth another check.


  “Oh, Agent London,” Gaines said. “Now that I think about it, about twenty minutes after Claire called I did notice something.”


  Web tensed. “What? And give it to me exactly as you remember it, Tommy.”


  “Well, an elevator started up. That can only happen after hours if somebody has a keycard and activates it.”


  “Where did the elevator originate?”


  “From the garage, heading up. I could see it on the floor indicator. It was on P2 and then was coming back up. I was doing
         rounds and got a clear view of it.”
      


  The other guard piped up to Web, “Maybe that was Claire Daniels leaving.”


  Web shook his head. “Most elevators, especially after hours, are programmed to return to the lobby level. If Claire had hit
         the button for the elevator, it would have originated from the lobby, not the garage level.”
      


  “Oh, that’s right,” said the crestfallen kid.


  Tommy Gaines obviously had heard this exchange and said, “I guess I was thinking it was Ms. Daniels too, because she had called
         so recently, and I was thinking the lights going out had freaked her out and she had decided to go on home. But you’re right
         about the elevators. The car must have been called from someone on the P2 level and I happened to pass by it when it was heading
         back up and got it in my head that Ms. Daniels had called it up.”
      


  Web said, “But did you see where it stopped at? If I remember correctly, the office where she works takes up most of that
         floor.”
      


  “No, I just kept making my rounds. So I didn’t see that or when it came back down either. But whoever it was didn’t come out
         the lobby, I would have seen them.” He added, “Sorry, that’s all I know.”
      


  “No, that’s okay, Tommy, you’ve helped me a lot.” He looked at the kid at the desk. “And you too.”


  As Web hit the elevator button and headed back up, he had a lot to think about. Either it was coincidental that somebody had
         gone up about twenty minutes after Claire called down, perhaps just another tenant burning the midnight oil, or something
         else was going on. Under the circumstances, Web just had to assume it was the latter.
      


  When Web got to Claire’s offices, he asked the same woman who had helped him before if he could see the electrical closet.


  “It’s over there, I think,” she said uncertainly.


  “Thanks.”


  “Do you think something’s happened to Claire?” the woman asked nervously.


  “I’m sure she’s fine.”


  Web went to the closet and found it locked. He looked around, but the woman had gone back into her office. He pulled out his
         little picklock kit and soon had the closet open. He looked around. The first thing that struck him was that something had
         been pulled out of the wall. There was a clear gap on the power board and wire insulation and other bits of debris were on
         the floor. Web had no idea whether it had been done recently or long ago. He hoped it hadn’t happened last night. As he swung
         his head around, his experienced eyes picked up what Claire’s had missed: the wireless button trip on the inside of the doorjamb,
         similar to those installed in homes that would trigger an alarm if the door was opened and the contacts broken. Web had seen
         lots of these devices but never on an electrical closet in an office building. He walked to the front door of the office and
         opened it. There was no trip button there; in fact, he saw no security panel at all. Why have a security system on your electrical
         closet and not your office? A cold sense of dread hit Web as he looked at all the closed doors of this space. Claire had told
         him that a great number of FBI agents, spouses and other law enforcement types sought professional help here. A lot of intimate,
         confidential information was being revealed behind those portals.
      


  “Shit!” Web ran to Claire’s office. The door was locked. He picked it and went in. He saw the flashlight on the floor and
         was about to search her desk when he happened to look up and saw the smoke detector dangling there. He reached for it and
         drew back as his FBI training took over. Potential crime scene, fingerprints; don’t contaminate the evidence. He called Bates,
         explained the situation to him and the FBI put out an APB on Claire; and Bates and a tech team showed up thirty minutes later.
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  Within three hours the entire office had been meticulously gone over and the people questioned. Web was sitting out in the
         waiting room the whole time. Bates came out, looking pale.
      


  “I don’t believe this, Web, I really don’t.”


  “The smoke detectors were listening devices, weren’t they?” Bates nodded. “And video. Pinhole cameras.”


  “PLC technology?”


  Bates nodded again. “Like the spooks use. Sophisticated stuff.” “Well, I guess we just found our leak.”


  Bates looked down at a list he held. “I guess, you look at it singly, and it’s like an agent here, a spouse there, no big
         deal. But we checked uptown, where they keep records on this because the Bureau’s insurance foots the bill. Can you believe
         that almost two hundred agents, spouses and other personnel connected with the Bureau are patients here? I’m talking people
         at the bottom all the way to people at the top. And who knows how many at other agencies like DEA, Secret Service, Capitol
         Police?”
      


  “Well, going to shrinks wasn’t real popular with agents before this. Now I guess you can just kiss it good-bye.”


  “O’Bannon had high-level clearances. Ex-Army, worked in-house at the Bureau as a counselor, solid as a rock. Or so we thought.”


  “An ocean of intelligence.” Web just shook his head. “Debbie Riner, Angie Romano and others. Guys aren’t supposed to really
         talk to their wives about work, but it happens. I mean, everybody’s human.”
      


  “That must be how they knew you guys were hitting the place that night and even which team was going to be where. It was a
         planned assault, lots of lead time. One of the guys could have told the missus and she lets it slip to O’Bannon and, bam, the bugs pick it up.” Bates covered his face with his hand. “Damn, how do I tell Debbie Riner she might have helped kill
         her husband?”
      


  “You don’t, Perce. You don’t,” Web said firmly.


  “But if I don’t, she’ll find out from some source. And, God, think of the blackmail potential. How do we know that hasn’t happened already?”
      


  “Face it, Perce, this is an octopus with tentacles that never stops growing.” Web looked around the office. “All personnel
         accounted for here?”
      


  “All except Claire Daniels.”


  “And O’Bannon?”


  Bates sat down. “It looks like he was definitely involved. His files have been cleared out. We checked his house. That’s been
         cleared out too. We’ve got APBs out, but if this all went down last night, he’s got a big head start. By private plane he
         could already be out of the country.” Bates rubbed his head. “This is a nightmare. Do you know what will happen when the media
         gets hold of this? The Bureau’s credibility will be wrecked.”
      


  “Well, if we can nail the people behind this, we might be able to get some of it back.”


  “O’Bannon’s not sticking around for us to come and arrest him, Web.”


  “I’m not talking about O’Bannon.”


  “Who, then?”


  “First of all, let me ask you a question that’ll probably make you wanta take a swing at me, but I need a straight answer
         if I’m going to be able to help you.”
      


  “Ask it, Web.”


  “Is there any possibility that O’Bannon was working with the Bureau to bug the offices so management would know what the foot
         soldiers’ problems were?”
      


  “That crossed my mind, actually. And the answer is no. Thing is, there are some real higher-ups who come here too, it’s not
         just rank-and-filers. And I’m talking the kind of heavyweights—and their wives, by the way—who could bring down just about
         everybody at the Bureau if that sort of crap was going on.”
      


  “Okay, then let’s assume that O’Bannon orchestrated this whole intelligence-gathering scheme. Why? Not for kicks. For profit.
         It always comes down to the bucks. He sells information to lots of different people and law enforcement operations everywhere
         get blown as a result. And maybe somebody bought info from O’Bannon to execute the hit on Charlie. Like you said, he could
         have gotten details from one of the wives he was seeing as a patient. Whoever’s behind that, I want them.”
      


  “Well, I thought we did know. The Frees. We already nailed them.”
      


  “Oh, you really think so?”


  “Don’t you?”


  “It seems to fit, almost too perfectly. Do we have any more information about what might have happened to Claire?”


  “Yeah, and it’s not good. Less than half an hour after the lights went out in Claire’s office, O’Bannon arrived at the garage.
         He used his keycard to get in and that gave us both his identity and the time of entry.”
      


  Web nodded and his spirits fell even more. “She trips the alarm, O’Bannon probably had a remote unit at his house and got
         the signal. He hightails it over here.”
      


  “And finds Claire.” “Yeah.”


  “I’m sorry, Web.”
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  Web drove back to East Winds, as depressed as he’d ever been in his life. As bad as things looked for the Bureau right now,
         he didn’t even care. All he cared about was finding Claire alive.
      


  Romano was cleaning one of his pistols and looked over when Web came up the stairs of the carriage house. “Man, you look bummed.”


  Web sat down across from him.


  “I screwed up, Paulie.”


  “Hell, it’s not the first time.” Romano smiled, but Web obviously wasn’t in the mood. Romano put down the gun and looked at
         his friend. “So talk to me.”
      


  “Claire Daniels.”


  “Your shrink.”


  “My psychiatrist.” He paused and then added, “And my friend. Some guys threatened her but then let her go. They’re connected with my case,
         so she was put in danger because of me. She comes to me for help, and what do I do? I don’t help.”
      


  “Did you offer her protection?”


  “Yes, but she didn’t want to take it. She thought the threat wasn’t real; she made it sound very logical. Now it turns out
         this O’Bannon guy she worked with was bugging all the psychiatrists’ offices and getting information from patients during
         sessions. Lots of those patients were people who worked at the Bureau. And folks connected to them,” he added. He didn’t know
         if Romano was aware that Angie was seeing O’Bannon. And if he didn’t know, Web did not want to be the one to tell him. “Then
         he’s probably been selling the info to the highest bidder to use in knocking out law enforcement operations all over the place.”
      


  “Holy shit! Do you think Claire was in on it?”


  “No! It looks like she stumbled on the truth and now she’s disappeared.”


  “Maybe she’s hiding out.”


  “She would’ve called.” Web’s hands balled to fists. “Damn, I’m an idiot for not putting her on around-the-clock protection.
         Now it’s too late.”
      


  “Don’t be so sure. From the little I saw of her, she can take care of herself. On the drive to the farm, I was talking to
         her some, and the lady is sharp.”
      


  “You mean you were trying to get some free psychiatric advice.”


  “I wasn’t looking for any, but hey, everybody’s got problems, okay? Talking to Claire, she made me see some things. Take me
         and Angie.”
      


  Web stared at him with great interest, if only to get his mind off Claire’s plight for a few moments. “Okay, what about you
         and Angie?”
      


  Romano looked vastly uncomfortable now that he had raised the subject. “She doesn’t want me to do HRT anymore. She’s tired
         of me being gone all the time. I guess no big surprise there.” He added quietly, “And the boys are getting older and they
         deserve a father who’s around more than a month out of every year.”
      


  “Is that what she said?”


  Romano looked away, “No, that’s what I said.”
      


  “So you really thinking of hanging up your .45s?”


  Romano shot him a glance. “Don’t you ever think about it?” Web sat back. “I talked to Debbie Riner recently and she said more
         or less the same thing about Teddy. But it’s different for me, I don’t have a wife or kids, Paulie.”
      


  Romano hunched forward. “See, the things is, in the last eight years I’ve missed four Christmases, both my boys’ First Communions,
         every damn Halloween, a couple of Thanksgivings and my son Robbie being born! And on top of that I can’t tell you how many
         birthdays, baseball games and soccer matches, special stuff like that. Hell, it’s like my boys are surprised when I’m home,
         Web, not when I’m gone, because me gone is like normal to them.”
      


  He touched the spot near his belly button. “And that hit I took last night? Got a nasty bruise and it hurt like hell for a
         while, but what if it had been an inch lower, or two feet higher and through my head? I’m gone. But you know what? It wouldn’t have been that much
         different than when I was alive, at least for Angie and the boys. And then what happens? Angie’s gonna get remarried, you
         know that, and the boys will maybe get a real dad and forget all about Paul Romano even being their old man. I’d take a damn
         Barrett round in the head over that, Web, I really would. Every time I think about it—shit!”
      


  Web could actually see wetness in Romano’s eyes, and the sight of one of the toughest men he had ever known being brought
         to his knees over love for his family hit Web harder than even Francis Westbrook ever could. Romano quickly looked away and
         swiped at his face.
      


  Web gripped Romano’s shoulder. “That’s not going to happen, Paulie; you’re a good dad. Your kids would never forget you.”
         As soon as he said this, it struck Web. He had forgotten his father, totally and completely. A birthday party, six years old.
         Claire had said Web and his old man were having a really good time. Until the cops showed up. “And you’re doing good for your
         country too, don’t forget that,” he added. “Nobody gives a damn about serving their country anymore. Everybody just complains
         about how rotten it is without doing anything to make it better. But man, the second they need you, you better be there.”
      


  “Yeah, serving my country. And wiping out a bunch of hick kids and old farts who couldn’t hit the Statue of Liberty from three
         feet away with a bazooka.”
      


  Web sat back and said nothing because he had nothing more to say on that subject.


  Romano looked up at him. “Claire will turn up, Web, and who knows, maybe you and her can be more than friends. Get a real
         life.”
      


  “You don’t think it’s too late?” It all sounded impossible to achieve.


  “Hell, if it ain’t too late for me, it sure ain’t too late for you,” said Romano.


  Web didn’t think he sounded too confident and the men looked miserably at each other.


  Web stood. “You know, Paulie, both of us are in sorry-ass shape. And you know what else?”


  “What?”


  “Now I’m really looking forward to this party tonight.”
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  Percy Bates was sitting in the strategic ops center at WFO when the man walked in. Buck Winters wasn’t alone. He had his usual
         twin escorts and also several others with him. Bates recognized one as a young Bureau lawyer and another as an investigator
         from the Bureau’s Office of Professional Responsibility, which looked into any wrongdoing by members of the FBI. With exaggerated
         solemnity, they all sat down across from Bates.
      


  Winters tapped the tabletop with one of his long fingers. “How’s the investigation coming, Perce?”


  “It’s coming real well,” answered Bates. He looked at the other people. “So what’s all this? Are you starting an investigation
         of your own?”
      


  “Heard from Randall Cove lately?” asked Winters.


  Bates once more glanced at the others. “You know, Buck, with all due respect, is it okay for these people to be hearing that
         name?”
      


  “They’re all cleared for it, Perce. Trust me. They’ve been cleared for a lot.” Winters stared directly at him now. “This is
         a total disaster, you know.”
      


  “Look, HRT got sent in and they were fired upon and they fired back. Those rules of engagement are about as clean as you can
         get. Nothing in the Constitution says our guys have to stand there and get gunned down.”
      


  “I wasn’t specifically talking about the Free Society massacre.” “Damn it, Buck, it wasn’t a massacre. The Frees had guns
         too, and they were using them.”
      


  “Eight dead, old men and young boys, and not one loss on HRT’s side. Now, how do you think the press will play out that one?”


  Bates dropped the file he was holding along with any shred of patience he had left. “Well, if the Bureau does its usual head-inthe-sand
         and lets everybody else control the facts and the spin, I guess not real well. What do we have to do to make our ‘image’ look
         okay, lose a few guys on every mission?”
      


  “Another Waco,” said the fresh-faced lawyer, shaking her head. “Like hell it is,” yelled Bates. “You don’t know what you’re
         talking about. You were still in law school with your thumb up your ass when Waco went down.”
      


  “Like I was saying,” said Winters calmly, “I wasn’t specifically talking about the Frees.”


  “What, then?” asked Bates.


  “Oh, I don’t know, maybe the fact that the entire security of the FBI has been compromised.”


  Bates took a long breath. “Because of the psychiatrist’s office?” Winters exploded. “Yeah, Perce, that’s right, because for
         God knows how long, agents and secretaries and technicians and who the hell knows who else, but apparently everybody who has
         a head problem in the Bureau, has spilled their guts in that place. And somebody’s been vacuuming it up and using it for God
         knows what. I’d call that a compromise of security.”
      


  “We’re out looking for O’Bannon right now.”


  “The damage has already been done.”


  “It’s better than us never having found out about it.”


  “Not by a wide margin it’s not. I guess you know that I was on record a long time ago against using outside psychiatrists
         and psychologists, for this very security reason.”
      


  Bates studied the man warily. And so you’re going to use this disaster to move your career a few pegs higher, right, Buck? Like maybe the director’s office?


  “No, Buck, actually, I wasn’t aware of that.”


  “It’s all in the paper trail,” Winters said confidently. “Check it.” “I’m sure it is, Buck. You were always the best of the
         best with the old paper trail.” And not much else having to do with being a real FBI agent.


  “Well, heads are going to roll on this one.”


  But not yours.


  “So what’s this I read about London participating in the assault? Please tell me that’s just an enormous typo.”


  “He was there,” admitted Bates.


  Winters looked like he was ready to erupt again. Then Bates sensed a very small indication of satisfaction on the man’s features,
         and he finally understood where this conversation was going.
      


  “Well, the press can just go ahead and crucify us now,” said Winters. “HRT takes out its revenge on old men and young boys.
         That’ll be the lead headline on the wires tomorrow. Now hear this, Bates and hear it good, London is through, effective immediately.”
         For effect, Winters picked up a pencil off the table and snapped it in half.
      


  “Buck, you can’t do that. It’s still under review.”


  “Yes, I can do that. He was on official leave of absence pending an SRB inquiry.” Winters motioned to one of his aides, who
         handed him a file. Winters took his time slipping on a pair of reading glasses and then glanced over the file. “And now I’ve
         also discovered that while on paid leave he was assigned to protection duty regarding one William Canfield who operates a
         horse farm in Fauquier County. Who authorized that?”
      


  “I did. Canfield’s son was killed by the Frees in Richmond. Three people connected with that incident have been murdered,
         we believe by the Frees. You know all that. We didn’t want Canfield to become number four. Web was available and Canfield
         trusts him. In fact, Web saved his life. And mine. So it seemed a good fit.”
      


  “Can’t say much for Canfield’s judgment, then.”


  “And we had direct evidence connecting a truck, rented by Silas Free, to the machine guns that were used to ambush HRT. We
         had every right to hit them. And the assault was okayed by all appropriate parties. Check the paper trail.”
      


  “I realize that. I actually signed off on it myself.”


  “You did?” Bates asked, with a curious expression. “I actually wanted a SWAT team, Buck. You didn’t insist on HRT going in,
         did you?” Winters didn’t answer, and right then and Bates realized exactly why HRT had been sent in. Winters had wanted something
         like this to happen to fuel his crusade against Hostage Rescue. And Bates also knew that, as wily as Winters was, he’d never
         be able to prove it.
      


  “I was not made aware that Web London was part of the assault,” Winters continued.


  “Well, that came later,” Bates said slowly. He was defenseless on that one and he knew it.


  “Oh, thanks for the explanation, that really clears it all up. And who authorized London being in on the assault?”


  “His commander, Jack Pritchard, would’ve had to give the okay.” “Then he’s gone. Effective now.”


  Bates stood. “My God, Buck, you can’t do that. Pritchard’s pulled twenty-three years at the Bureau. He’s one of the best we’ve
         ever had.”
      


  “Not anymore he’s not. As of now, he’s one of the worst. And it will be duly noted for the official record. And I’m going
         to recommend that he be stripped of everything, including his pension, for insubordination, action detrimental to the Bureau
         and about a half dozen other things. Believe me, it’ll be an easy sell once all this breaks. There will be an enormous need
         for scapegoats.”
      


  “Buck, please don’t do this. Okay, maybe he stepped out of bounds a little on this one, but he’s got a list of commendations
         taller than I am. He’s risked his life more times than I can count. And he’s got a wife and five kids, two of them in college.
         This’ll ruin him. This will kill him.”
      


  Winters put the file down. “I tell you what, Perce, I’ll make a deal with you, because I like you and I respect you.”


  Bates sat down, instantly suspicious as the cobra moved in for the kill. “What sort of deal?”


  “If Pritchard stays, London goes. No questions asked. No fight, no defenses. He just goes. What’s it going to be?”


  Percy Bates just sat there while Buck Winters watched him, waiting for his answer.
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  For years Claire had been a tooth grinder, to such an extent, in fact, that her dentist had made her a mouth guard that she
         wore at night to save her teeth from being worn down to the gums. She had wondered where this symptom of anxiety came from,
         perhaps from listening to her patients’ problems. Now she was thankful for her grinding because she had worn the gag down
         such that it had finally ripped apart and she spit it out. The way her hands were bound over her head, however, made removing
         the blindfold impossible. She had tried to rub her head against the wall to pry it off that way, until it felt like she had
         worn off most of her hair. Exhausted, she slumped over.
      


  “It’s okay, lady, I’ll be your eyes,” said Kevin. “They got me locked up too, but I’m working on that.”


  With her gag off, they had started talking and Claire had learned who Kevin was.


  “Web London told me about you,” she said. “And I’ve been to your house. We spoke to Jerome.”


  Kevin looked anxious. “I bet they worried. I bet Granny about to die from worry.”


  “They’re okay, Kevin. But they are worried. Jerome loves you very much.”
      


  “He always good to me. He and Granny.”


  “Do you know where we are?”


  “Nope.”


  Claire took a deep breath. “It smells like chemicals. Like we’re near a dry cleaner’s shop or some type of manufacturing plant.”
         She struggled to recall the details of how she had gotten here. The roads and the terrain the man had carried her over seemed
         more reminiscent of the country than the city.
      


  “How long have you been here?”


  “Ain’t know. Days sort of run together.”


  “Has anyone been in to see you?”


  “Same man. Ain’t know who he is. He treats me nice. But he gonna kill me, I can see that in his eyes. It’s the nice ones you
         got to watch out for. Folks who scream and shake their fist, I’ll take them any day over the quiet ones.”
      


  If she hadn’t been so unnerved at the thought of being murdered, Claire might have smiled at the boy’s mature insight into
         human nature.
      


  “How did you get hooked up with all this?”


  “Money,” Kevin said plainly.


  “We saw the sketch you did, with the remote control.”


  “I ain’t know what was gonna happen. Nobody told me that. They just give me it and told me what to say.”


  “Damn to hell?”


  “Yep. Then I was supposed to trail ’em going down that alley and then, when I got close enough to the courtyard, hit the remote
         button. I seen that man, Web, he all froze up, and the rest of his buddies went running into that courtyard. Web, he ain’t
         never see me behind him. He got up and followed his buddies, but he was walking like he was drunk or something. I hit the
         button and then hung back.”
      


  “Because you wanted to see what happened?”


  “Those people ain’t never tell me about no guns. I swear that on my mama’s grave, I swear!”


  “I believe you, Kevin.”


  “I was supposed to go back to where I was, but I couldn’t. Seeing all them folks die like that. And then Web, he yelled at
         me. About give me a heart attack. He saved my butt. I would’ve run out there if it ain’t for him and then I be dead too.”
      


  “Web said that somebody switched you for another boy.” “That’s right. I ain’t know why.”


  Claire took a deep breath and the strong chemical smell invaded her lungs again. Now she too was able to identify it as chlorine,
         but she had no idea what its source was. She felt totally helpless.
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  Web and Romano met Nemo Strait on their way up to the mansion to attend the party.
      


  “What happened to you?” asked Romano. Strait’s arm was in a sling.


  “Let a damn horse get the drop on me. Thing kicked me. Felt like my collarbone was in my throat.”


  “Anything broken?” asked Web.


  “They x-rayed it up at the hospital in Kentucky and they didn’t see anything, but they put me in this thing for the time being.
         Now I’m a one-armed farm manager and Billy’s probably going to be pissed at that.”
      


  They were welcomed at the house by Billy. Web was surprised at how he was dressed. He had on nice, pressed slacks and a blue
         blazer, his hair was neatly combed and he had even shaved. Yet as they passed through, Web could smell on the man’s breath
         that he had begun the party a while back.
      


  Billy led them down to the lower level.


  Next to the bar were two men Web didn’t know. They were dressed expensively if casually in Armani, Bruno Magli with no socks,
         Tag Heuer watches, and gold necklaces that were visible because the men’s shirts were open about two buttons too many. They
         were deeply tanned, fit and trim, nails professionally manicured and hair perfectly coifed, and for many reasons Web’s initial
         impression was that they were gay.
      


  Billy led Romano and Web over to them. “Wanta introduce y’all to a couple new friends of mine. Giles and Harvey Ransome, they’re
         brothers, now, they ain’t married.” Billy was the only one to laugh at that remark. “They’re my neighbors from next door.
         Finally got them to come over for a drink.”
      


  Web and Romano exchanged a quick glance.


  “This is Web London and Paul—no, make that Paulie,” Billy added with a wink. “From the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


  The Ransome brothers both looked ready to run at that. Harvey Ransome, Web thought, appeared as though he might faint.


  Web put out his hand. “We’re off duty tonight.”


  The Ransome brothers cautiously extended their hands, as though they feared that there was a real threat of handcuffs being
         placed on them.
      


  “Billy didn’t tell us the FBI would be here tonight,” Giles said, giving his host an unfriendly stare.


  “I love surprises,” said Billy. “Ever since I was a kid.” He looked over at Strait. “What in the hell happened to you?”


  “Horse got the better of me.”


  “This is my farm manager, Nemo Strait,” said Billy to the Ransome brothers. “He just made me a small fortune up in Kentucky
         selling a bunch of horse meat to some new suckers.”
      


  “We did real well,” said Strait quietly.


  “Where the hell are my manners?” said Billy. “You boys need some drinks.” He pointed at Web and Romano. “I know you boys are
         beer drinkers. How ’bout you, Nemo?”
      


  “Whiskey and water, best kind of painkiller there is.”


  Billy went behind the bar. “I’ll join you in that one.” He looked toward the stairs. “Well, come on down and join the party.”


  Web looked toward the stairs, expecting to see Gwen. Instead there was Percy Bates.


  “Billy was nice enough to give me an invite,” he explained as he joined them. He smiled at Web, but in that smile Web could
         see something that he didn’t particularly like.
      


  Once they all had drinks in hand, they broke up into small groups. Web went over to the Ransome brothers and began subtly
         probing them as to what was going on at the Southern Belle, but the men were being exceptionally guarded, which made Web even
         more suspicious. Nemo and Romano were looking over Canfield’s collection of shotguns, while Billy was standing all alone and
         scowling back at the grizzly bear in the corner.
      


  One by one all their heads turned when she came down the stairs. If Billy was more overdressed than usual, his wife looked
         ready to attend a Hollywood premiere; she was as far removed from her normal boots-and-jeans horse-rider persona as it was
         possible to be. The red gown was long, body-hugging and ran down to her ankles; the slit came to midthigh, right at the precise
         point where decency was still maintained but where male fantasy was compelled to sprint. The shoes were open-toed, with ankle
         straps that, to Web, at least, suggested the concept of bondage if one hadn’t already been thinking about it. The gown was
         strapless, her bare shoulders tanned and muscular but retaining much feminine allure despite the ripples. The gown’s bodice
         was cut low enough to make maneuvering difficult without revealing too much, and perhaps that was the intent. Her hair was
         piled high on her head, her jewelry tasteful and the woman required very little makeup.
      


  There was complete silence as she descended to them until Web heard Romano whisper, “Amore,” and then he took a gulp of beer.
      


  “Now the party can really get started,” said Billy. “What you having, Gwen?”


  “Ginger ale.”


  Billy filled this order. He looked over at the Ransome brothers. “She’s stunning,” said Harvey.


  “A goddess,” echoed Giles.


  “She’s also my wife.” He brought the drink over to her. “Nemo got himself all banged up with a horse.”


  Web noted that she barely glanced in the man’s direction. “So I see.” She nodded toward the Ransomes. “I don’t believe we’ve
         met,” she said coolly.
      


  Harvey and Giles fell over themselves to see which of them she would meet first.


  Web just stood back and watched all this happen. The woman was, without doubt, exceptionally beautiful, yet the way she was
         dressed, the magisterial way that she was acting, seemed totally out of sync with Gwen Canfield, at least as he had pegged
         her. Perhaps he had been wrong.
      


  He didn’t notice Bates at his elbow until the man spoke.


  “A going-away party, I understand.”


  “Yeah, case closed. Good guys win again,” Web added dryly. “Time to get drunk and pat ourselves on the back, at least until
         all the shit comes back tomorrow.”
      


  “We need to talk later. It’s important.”


  Web glanced at him. To someone who didn’t know the man well, Bates looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. To Web,
         who did know him about as well as anybody, the man seemed ready to implode with whatever he was carrying around inside.
      


  “Don’t tell me I won the lottery?”


  “I guess it’s all in how you look at it. I’ll let you decide. You want to slip outside and discuss it now?”


  Web eyed the man steadily. So it was pretty bad. “No, Perce, right now I just want to enjoy my drink and go over and talk to a very beautiful woman.”
      


  He left Bates and managed to extract Gwen from the fawning Ransome brothers. They settled in twin club leather chairs, and
         Gwen cradled her drink in her lap and looked over at her husband.
      


  “He’s already been partying hard for about six hours.”


  “So I see.” He looked her over without seeming to. At least he thought so until she shot him a glance.


  “A little different attire than you’re used to, I know,” she said. Her cheeks reddened slightly at this remark.


  “Hey, you got it, flaunt it. I’m just glad there aren’t any other women here, because they’d really be out of their league.
         They wouldn’t just be wallflowers, they’d be part of the wall, as far as the men here are concerned.”
      


  She patted his hand. “You’re sweet. The fact is, I’m about as uncomfortable in this dress as I can be; worried that I’m going
         to fall out any second and embarrass myself, and my feet are already killing me. These Italian shoes are pretty to look at
         and absolutely impossible to wear if your feet are over a size four.”
      


  “So why the getup, then?”


  “Billy picked it out for me. He’s not the sort of man who tells his wife what to do or wear,” she added quickly. “Quite the
         contrary. I usually pick his clothes out. But he wanted me to look really knock-’em-dead, he said.”
      


  Web raised his glass. “Consider your mission accomplished. But why?”


  “I don’t know, Web, I really don’t know what’s going through his head right now.”


  “Maybe it has something to do with that damn tape. Again, I’m sorry.”


  Gwen just shook her head. “It’s not just that. This has been brewing for some time. Billy’s been changing over the last few
         months or so, and I’m not sure why.”
      


  To Web it seemed like the woman did know why but wasn’t to the point where she was going to reveal it to a semi-stranger like
         him.
      


  “His behavior has been becoming more and more bizarre.”


  He looked at her curiously. “How so?”


  “Well, he’s become obsessed with his stuffed animals, always down there messing around. My God, that is the most repulsive
         thing.”
      


  “It is pretty gruesome.”


  “And he’s been drinking hard, even for him.” She looked at Web and spoke in a lower voice. “Do you know what he told me while
         we were getting dressed?” She took a sip of her ginger ale. “He said that they should put all the heads of the Free Society
         members up on poles and parade them around, like they used to do hundred of years ago.”
      


  “Why? To send a message?”


  “No.”


  They both looked up and saw Billy standing there.


  He downed the rest of his whiskey. “No, you do it because the best place to put your enemies is right in front of you, so
         you know exactly where they are all the time.”
      


  “That’s not always easy to do,” commented Web.


  Billy smiled through his drink glass. “That’s right. And that’s why folks’ enemies get the drop on ’em more often than not.”
         It was just a quick glance, but Web was almost certain that Billy looked at Nemo Strait when he said this.
      


  Billy held up his glass. “Ready for a fresh one?” “I’m still working on this one.”


  “Well, let me know. Gwen, you ready for a real libation?”


  “Dressed this way in a room full of men, I think I need to keep my wits about me tonight,” she said with a coy smile.


  For the record, Web noted, her husband didn’t return the smile.


  Right before they went up to dinner, Web heard a scream and looked over to its source. The gun cabinet was swung open, revealing
         the secret room. And Harvey and Giles were both holding their chests after having been surprised by Billy’s slave mannequin.
         And the man himself was leaning against the wall laughing so hard he was gagging. Web just had to smile.
      


  After dinner, coffee and snifters of brandy that Billy insisted everybody try, they all took their leave. Gwen gave Web a
         hug and he felt her soft breasts push into his own hard chest. Her fingers seemed to cling to him a beat too long. He didn’t
         know exactly how to take that and so all he managed to say was good-bye.
      


  They went outside and Strait climbed in his truck and one-armed it back to his house. A limo pulled up in the front circle
         and Harvey and Giles Ransome piled inside. They had both made fools of themselves over Gwen, Web had thought, but she had
         taken it with good graces. She was no doubt upstairs right this minute slipping out of the painful shoes and the uncomfortable
         dress. In fact, she was probably naked right now, and Web felt himself glancing toward the upstairs windows—in hopes of what?
         he asked himself. A glimpse? It didn’t happen.
      


  Bates came up to him and Romano.


  “Romano, Web and I need to talk.”


  The man said it in such a tone that all Romano did was turn and walk toward the carriage house.


  Web and Bates faced off. “Okay,” Web said, “what’s the deal?” Bates told him and Web took it silently until the man finished.
         “What about Romano?” asked Web.
      


  “Buck didn’t mention him, so I’m assuming he’s okay.”


  “Let’s keep it that way.”


  “I don’t know what to do, Web. I’m caught between a rock and a hard place.”


  “No, you’re not. I’ll make it easy for you. I’ll resign.”


  “Are you shitting me?”


  “It’s time for me to move on, Perce, do something else. I’m not getting any younger, and to tell you the truth, I’d like to
         find out what it’s like having a job where people aren’t shooting at you.”
      


  “We can fight this, Web. Winters doesn’t have the final say on this.”


  “I’m tired of fighting, Perce.”


  Bates just looked at the man helplessly. “I didn’t want it to end this way.”


  “Me and Romano will finish up here and then I’ll be moving on.”


  “You know the heat this is going to generate, with what happened with the Frees. And with you leaving HRT, the timing of that
         will make everyone assume you’re the scapegoat. It’s going to get dicey. The media will come after you. In fact, it’s already
         starting.”
      


  “There was a time when that would’ve bothered me. But not now.”


  The men stood there quietly for a few seconds as many years of fighting the good fight together suddenly had abruptly come
         to an end for them and it seemed neither of them was prepared for it. Web finally turned and walked away.
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  It was around two o’clock in the morning. The only movements at East Winds were the horses in the pastures and the wildlife
         in the encroaching forest. Then came footsteps that crept along the path leading through the trees.
      


  There was one light on in the house and a man’s silhouette was stark in the outline of the window. Nemo Strait held a cold
         beer can against his injured shoulder, grimacing as the frosty metal hit the damaged skin. He wore a T-shirt and boxer shorts;
         his thick, muscular legs had split the fabric at the thigh. He lay on his bed, picked up the semiautomatic pistol there and
         deftly loaded the gun’s magazine, but with only one hand he had trouble sliding the bolt back to chamber a round. Frustrated,
         he finally put the gun on the nightstand, lay back on the bed and sipped his beer.
      


  Nemo Strait, by nature, was a worrier. And right now he had a lot to concern him. He was still thinking about the chopper
         that had come out of nowhere in the dark woods. Strait had watched the flight of the aircraft. It had not landed in the woods,
         and it did not appear to be the police. Strait had thought about going back to where they had shot Cove to make certain the
         guy was dead. Yet he had to be. They had fired five shots into him, no one could shake that, and even if the man somehow managed
         to live, he’d be a vegetable, incapable of telling anyone what had happened. Still, Strait didn’t like it and he had scanned
         every news program he could find in the hopes of learning that an FBI undercover agent had been found dead. And he also wanted
         to hear that there were no clues to the killers. He rubbed his shoulder. Strait’s blood was out there, of course, but they
         had to have something to match his DNA to, and his was not on file anywhere that he could remember. Except the Army! But after
         more than twenty-five years, would they still have it? Would the stuff be any good? He doubted it. Still, he could feel it
         was getting close to the time he would be moving on. He had accomplished everything he had set out to do, and last night’s
         transaction had left him with enough money to retire to just about anywhere he wanted. At first he had thought about buying
         a place up in the Ozarks and passing the rest of his life doing nothing more than fishing and spending his money in increments
         that would arouse no suspicions. Now he was rethinking that strategy. Now he was thinking that another country might be a
         far better retirement venue. Well, he had heard the fishing was terrific in Greece.
      


  If Strait heard the back door open, he made no indication. It had been a long day and his painkiller was wearing off. He took
         another slug of it and wiped his lips.
      


  The door to his bedroom slowly opened. Again, Strait seemed not to notice. The person moved into the room. Strait turned on
         some music on the radio next to his bed. The figure moved closer to the bed. Finally Strait stopped what he was doing and
         slowly looked around.
      


  “I didn’t think you were going to come tonight,” he said. “Thinking with one arm I wasn’t good enough anymore.” He took a
         drink of his beer and then put it down.
      


  Gwen stood looking down at him. She wore the red dress she had had on at the party, but her high heels had been replaced with
         flats; her gold anklet glittered a bit in the wash of light.
      


  She moved closer to him, her gaze drifting to his shoulder. “Does it hurt much?”


  “Just every time I breathe.”


  “Which horse did it?”


  “Bobby Lee.”


  “He’s not known as a kicker.”


  “Every horse can be a kicker.”


  “I forgot, you’re the expert.” She smiled demurely, but there was something behind the look that was not nearly so playful.


  “No, but I grew up with the damn things. I mean, you don’t learn this stuff in a year or even in ten years. Look at Billy,
         he’s a fast learner, but he still basically knows shit about running a horse farm.”
      


  “You’re right. That’s why we hired you and your good old boys.” She paused. “You’re our white knight, Nemo.”


  Strait lit up a cigarette. “Yeah, that’s a good one.” She surprised him by reaching over and taking a drink of his beer.


  “Don’t you have anything stronger than this?” she asked. “Bourbon.”


  “Get it.”


  While he pulled out the bottle and glasses, she perched on the bed and rubbed her calf. She touched the anklet, a gift from
         Billy. It had both their names engraved on it. Strait handed her a full glass and she downed it in one pass and handed it
         back to him for a refill.
      


  “Take it easy on that stuff, Gwen. It’s not candy.”


  “It is to me. Besides, I didn’t drink at the party. I was a good girl.” Strait’s gaze ran down her long body, took in her
         bare legs, her ample bosom. “Every man in the place wanted to jump your bones.”
      


  Gwen did not smile at this compliment. “Not every man.”


  “Hey, Billy’s getting up there, can’t do it on demand anymore. Hell, I’m getting to that point myself faster than I’d like.”


  “It has nothing to do with age.” She reached over and took a puff of the cigarette and then handed it back. “And when your
         husband hasn’t touched you in years, it tends to drive a woman to other sources.” She glanced at him. “I hope you recognize
         your limited role here.”
      


  He shrugged. “A man has to take what he can get. But it ain’t right that he still blames you for what happened to your son.”


  “He has every right. I was the reason David was at that school.” “You didn’t order them crazy Frees in there to shoot up the
         place, now, did you?”
      


  “No, and I didn’t ask the FBI to send down a bunch of men who were too cowardly or incompetent to save my son either.”


  “Kind of strange, having the FBI right here on the farm.”


  “We knew that was a very real possibility.”


  Strait smiled. “Come here to protect you.”


  Gwen said dryly, “From ourselves.”


  “Well, the little bomb in Billy’s phone that I detonated when Web tossed it out the car, that threw them off the scent for
         good. They’re not looking in our direction.”
      


  “Web London is a lot smarter than you probably think.”


  “Oh, I know he’s real smart. I ain’t going around underestimating anybody on this one.”


  Gwen took a sip of her second bourbon, slipped off her flats and slid back on the bed.


  He caressed her hair. “I been missing you, lady.”


  “Billy could care less, but it’s a little difficult to move around with the FBI patrolling your property.”


  “Well,” said Strait, “now it’s just Web and Romano. He’s another one to watch. Ex-SWAT and Delta, that dude can be bad news.
         See it in his eyes.”
      


  Gwen rolled over on her stomach, propped up on her elbows and stared at him. His eyes were locked on her cleavage, which was
         now spilling out of her dress. She noted his gaze, but apparently his attention did not interest her.
      


  “I wanted to ask you about the horse trailers.”


  Gwen’s question caused his gaze to lift from her breasts to her face.


  “What about ’em?”


  “I grew up on a horse farm too, Nemo. You had some of those rigs customized in a very special way, and I want you to tell
         me why.”
      


  He grinned. “Can’t a man have any secrets?”


  She got up on her knees and slid closer to him. She started kissing his neck, and his hand went first to her chest and then
         moved to her bottom. He hiked her dress up to her waist and discovered she had on no underwear.
      


  “Good thinking. With me as horny as I am, you would’ve just gotten those panties ripped off anyway.”


  She moaned into his ear as his fingers moved over her. One of her hands went to his face and then down to the neckline of
         his T-shirt. And then with a flash she had ripped the shirt down the front and sat back.
      


  Her movement surprised Strait so much that he almost fell off the bed.


  He followed her gaze to the bloodstained bandage on his shoulder.


  “Mighty odd bruise from a horse kick,” said Gwen.


  The two stared at each other. And before he could stop her, Gwen picked up Strait’s pistol, chambered a round and drew aims
         at various points in the room. She looked at the gun.
      


  “The balance on this is off. And you really should get some lithium sights, Nemo. They do make a difference with night fire.”


  A bead of sweat appeared on Strait’s forehead. “You handle that thing real good.”


  “Horses weren’t the only thing I grew up with in Kentucky. My father and brothers were very active members of the NRA. I would’ve
         joined too, only it wasn’t deemed ladylike by my parents.”
      


  “Hey, that’s real good to know. I’m a member too.” He breathed a sigh of relief when she set the safety, yet she still didn’t
         put the gun down.
      


  “So what is it?” she asked. “Drugs?”


  “Look, baby, why don’t we just have a drink and get to—”


  The pistol came up and the safety went off. “I came here to screw you, Nemo, not to be screwed with. It’s late and I’m starting to get tired. If you want any candy tonight, you better cut the bullshit.”
      


  “Okay, okay. Damn, you are something.” He took a quick belt of his drink and wiped his mouth with his hand. “It’s drugs, but
         not the kind you think. Prescription stuff with a kick twice that of morphine. No lab, no border problem. Just steal ’em or
         work a deal with a pharmacy assistant making eight bills an hour. This Oxycontin stuff started rural. But I’m taking it to
         the big cities. About damn time us country folks got a piece of the pie. It’s sweet.”
      


  “And you’re using East Winds as your base and our trailers to move your product.”


  “Well, we’ve been distributing the drugs, mostly in pickup trucks, prearranged drop spots and even through the mail. Then
         I got the idea to use the horse trailers. We move horses across state lines all the time. And if the cops stop us for permits
         and papers on the trailers or the horses, the smell’s gonna keep them away from where the stuff is, and I don’t know of many
         dogs trained to sniff out prescription drugs. I’ve been shuffling men and trailers around so you and Billy wouldn’t notice.
         The run we made to Kentucky was our biggest yet.”
      


  He raised his beer in salute, apparently to himself.


  Gwen eyed his wound. “But not a complete success.”


  “Well, you do something illegal, you got to be prepared to face some risk.”


  “Did this risk come from your demand chain or maybe the cops?” “Come on, now, honey, what does it matter?”


  “You’re right. I guess either way it means you’ve put us at risk. You were supposed to be working for us, Nemo, full-time.”


  “Well, a person’s got to look out for himself. And it was too good a deal to pass up. And I ain’t breaking my back on horse
         farms the rest of my life, okay?”
      


  “I hired you for a specific purpose, because of your unique qualities and experience.”


  “Right, the fact that I got a damn good head on my shoulders, know folks who don’t mind killing people and I can put together
         some pretty slick explosives. Well, I done that, baby.” He ticked the points off his fingers. “A federal judge, a U.S. attorney,
         a defense counsel.”
      


  “Leadbetter, Watkins and Wingo. A judge with no backbone, a prosecutor with no guts and a defense counsel who would gladly
         defend his own mother’s killer if the guy had enough money. I consider that we did society a service by ending their pathetic
         lives.”
      


  “Right, and we took out HRT and then suckered them into wiping out the damn Frees. Man, we tricked a veteran undercover into
         thinking that he’d come upon the drug operation to end all drug operations. We set that place up like something straight out
         of the movie The Sting.” He looked at her and his features grew grim. “So I delivered for you, lady. So what I do on my time is my business. I ain’t your damn slave, Gwen.”
      


  She kept the pistol pointed at him. “Web London is still standing.” “Well, hell, you said to keep him that way. Make him look
         like a coward. We got lucky when I found out the shrink he was seeing was an old acquaintance of mine from Vietnam. So everybody
         thinks Web’s rotten to the core. This whole thing took a lot of planning, had a lot of risk, and let me tell you we executed
         it to damn near perfection, and you got it for pennies on the dollar ’cause I think what happened to your son stinks.” He
         looked at her with a hurt expression. “And I don’t even remember you saying thank you.”
      


  Her tone was businesslike, her expression unreadable. “Thank you. How much money have you made off the drugs?”


  Surprised, he lowered his drink. “Why?”


  “After what I’ve paid you and what we’ve sunk into this place, Billy and I are in the hole. They’ll be coming to take his
         antique car collection pretty soon because we borrowed against that too. We could use some free cash flow, because we’re going
         to be selling out and moving on too, especially since however you got that injury tells me that one day somebody’s going to
         come knocking on our door with questions I don’t have answers for. And frankly, I’ve had enough of Virginia hunt country.
         I’m thinking our next stop is a small island where it never gets cold and there are no damn phones.”
      


  “You want me to give you a share of my drug money?” he asked incredulously.
      


  “Actually, demand would be more accurate.”


  Nemo spread his hands. “Well, I wasn’t kidding, darlin’, we got some good prices for those fine yearlings,” he said in a very
         sincere tone.
      


  She laughed at him. “This place never made any money before we bought it and it’s not going to make any money now. Fine year-lings
         or not.”
      


  “Well, what do you want from me?”


  “It’s very simple. I want you to tell me how much you have made from the drugs.”


  He hesitated for a moment before answering. “Not that much, actually.”


  She raised the pistol and pointed it in his direction. “How much?”


  “Okay, ’bout a million. There, you satisfied?”


  She gripped the pistol with both hands and took very careful aim at his head. “Last chance. How much, Nemo?”
      


  “Okay, okay, don’t get your panties all twisted.” He let out a deep breath. “Tens of millions.”


  “Then I want twenty percent. And then we go our separate ways.” “Twenty damn percent!”


  “Wired to an offshore account. I’m assuming that a great businessman like yourself has set up some secret accounts somewhere
         to hide your millions. Excuse me, tens of millions.”
      


  “But look, I got expenses.”


  “Right, you probably paid your help off in pills, since most of them are too stupid to know better. And since running prescription
         drugs means low cost, lower risk, I imagine your profit margins are pretty nice, and I don’t think you’ve been paying taxes
         on the income. And on top of that, you use our equipment that we paid for to move your product and also the manpower we’re
         paying to work the farm to do it for you. So there was very little capital out of your pocket, and that makes for an even
         greater return on investment. And so, yes, I want my share. We’ll call it rental fees for equipment and labor. And you’re
         lucky it’s only twenty percent.” She slid a hand enticingly down her front. “In fact, you’re fortunate that I’m in a generous
         mood right now.”
      


  Strait just shook his head. “What, was your dad a damn MBA too?”


  “Billy and I have gotten the wrong end of the deal for long enough. At least we’re still alive. My son only had ten years.
         Does that sound fair to you?”
      


  “And if I say no?”


  “I’ll shoot you.”


  “In cold blood. A religious woman like yourself?”


  “I pray for my son every day, but I can’t say that my faith in God is absolute anymore. And I can always call the cops.”


  Nemo smiled and shook his head. “And tell them what? I’m dealing drugs? And oh, yeah, I killed a bunch of people for you?
         What’s your leverage?”
      


  “My leverage, Nemo, is that I don’t give a damn anymore what happens to me. That’s the best leverage of all. I have nothing
         more to lose because I’ve already lost everything.”
      


  “What about Billy?”


  “He knows nothing about this. And now it’s twenty-five percent.”


  “Well, hell.”


  Keeping the gun trained on him, she stood, unzipped her dress and let it fall to the floor, then stepped out of it completely
         naked.
      


  “And here’s the sweetener,” she said. “Going once, going twice …” “Deal!” said Nemo Strait as he held his arms out for
         her.
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  The sex was hard and left them both breathless. Strait collapsed on his back nursing his aching arm, while Gwen let her legs
         down and stretched them out. Strait had almost driven her right through the box springs and twisted her legs back into positions
         they were never meant to go. She would be hurting for a couple days, but it was a wonderful pain, something her husband had
         withheld from her for so long. And not just the sex, but also the love, which was far worse. In public he made a pretense
         of affection; in private he bothered not at all. He had never been abusive to her—on the contrary it was extreme diffidence
         coupled with irreversible melancholy; being ignored had never been so painful.
      


  Gwen sat back against the headboard, lit a cigarette and blew fat rings to the ceiling. She lay there for about an hour and
         then reached over and put a hand on Strait’s hairy chest, slowly rousing him.
      


  “That was wonderful, Nemo.”


  “Uh-huh,” he grunted back.


  “Think you can do it again before sunrise?”


  He opened one eye. “Damn it, woman, I ain’t nineteen, and I got a bad wing. You get me some of that Viagra crap, maybe I can.”


  “In your line of work I’d think you’d be tired of pills.”


  He raised his head slightly and looked at her. “Hey, you wouldn’t entertain the notion of moving to Greece with me, would
         you? It’d be a hell of a lot of fun. Guaranteed.”
      


  “I have no doubt, but my place is with my husband whether he knows it or not.”


  He slumped back down. “Yeah, I thought you’d say that.”


  “And you’re really just looking to cut me out of my twenty-five percent.”


  “Okay, I give up.”


  “Nemo?”


  “Yeah?”


  “What do you think happened to Ernest B. Free?”


  He sat up, used her cigarette to light his, then sat back next to her and put an arm around her.


  “Hell if I know. That one’s really got me stumped. I thought he’d be at the compound HRT hit, but he wasn’t. Unless the Feds
         are lying, but why would they? They bag him, they’d be screaming that to the world. And the guy I used to set up the Frees
         also planted the drugs and other stuff down there, including some made-up files on the judge and two lawyers. He actually
         knows old Ernie, so he would’ve seen and recognized him if he was down there. Even if they had him real well hidden.”
      


  She ran her fingers through his hair. “Web and Romano are leaving soon.”


  “Yeah, I know. Good riddance. They’re cramping my style, although it was pretty sweet driving fifty thousand stolen pills
         right out under the Feds’ noses. But to tell you the truth, I kind of like those guys. If they found out what we’ve done,
         they’d try and put us on death row, but except for that, I wouldn’t mind popping back a few brews with them from time to time.”
      


  Strait glanced over at Gwen, and the look on her face startled him. “I loathe Web London,” she said.


  “Look, Gwen, I know what happened with your son and all—” She exploded and beat the mattress with her fists. “It makes me
         sick to see his face. They’re worse than the Frees. They come rushing in to save the world and innocent people start dying.
         Those people swore to me that once HRT was called in, no one else would die. And then they paraded around Web London as this
         big hero while my son lies dead in his grave. I’d love to shoot them all down myself.”
      


  Strait swallowed nervously at her wild tone and words as she knelt there on the bed, her hair in her face. Her lean, naked
         body, every muscle tensed, made her look like a panther about to spring. He eyed the gun where she’d put it on the nightstand
         and was ready to make a lunge for it, but she was quicker. She pointed the gun all around the room as Strait looked on nervously.
         Finally the barrel ended up pointed at Gwen herself. She looked down at it, as though she wasn’t sure what it was. Her finger
         eased closer to the trigger.
      


  “Then why don’t you do it yourself?” he said, eyeing the gun. “Kill Web, I mean. Like you said, accidents happen. Especially
         on horse farms.”
      


  Gwen thought about this and finally dropped her angry look and smiled at him, putting down the gun.


  “Maybe I will.”


  “Just don’t blow it, though, ’cause we’re in the home stretch.” She got under the covers, snuggled against him, kissed his
         cheek and put her hand under the sheet, rubbed him down there. “Just one more time,” she said in a low, throaty voice, her
         gaze holding his. She slid the sheet off them both and looked down and smiled.
      


  “My goodness, who needs Viagra, Nemo?”


  “Woman, you are playing me like Charlie Daniels plays the fiddle.”


  Even without the potency drug, Strait managed to satisfy her one more time though it about killed him.


  Later, as Gwen dressed, he watched her.


  “Damn, you are a hellcat.”


  She zipped up her dress and held her shoes in one hand. Strait got up and started gingerly pulling his shirt over his bad
         arm. She looked at him. “Early morning plans?”
      


  “Aw, you know how the life on a horse farm is, there’s always something to do.”


  She turned to leave.


  “You know, nothing personal or anything, Gwen, but it ain’t good for a person to carry that much hate around. You just got
         to let it go at some point or else it’ll ruin you. I was like that when my ex took the kids. At some point you just got to
         let it go.”
      


  She slowly turned and looked at him. “When you’ve seen your only child lying dead right in front of you with a bloody hole
         in his chest, Nemo, and then you lose the only other person you love because of it; when you’ve reached the lowest point of
         despair a person can reach and then watch yourself drop even lower—then you can come and talk to me about letting go of the hate.”
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  Claire jerked up from a deep sleep that she had fallen into from exhaustion and despite her terror. She felt the fingers against
         her skin and she was about to strike out at her attacker when the voice made her stop.
      


  “It’s just me, Claire,” said Kevin as he lifted off her blindfold.


  There was no light, so Claire had to let her eyes adjust to the darkness. She looked down at Kevin, who was sitting next to
         her, his hands around the cuffs that held her to the wall.
      


  “I thought you were tied up too.”


  He smiled and held up a small bit of metal. “I was. But I took this off one of the markers they give me to draw with. Picked
         the lock. I’m good with my hands.”
      


  “I can see that.”


  “Give me just one more minute and I get you loose too.”


  In less time than that, Kevin had her free. She rubbed her wrists and sat up, looked around and eyed the door. “I take it
         the door’s locked?”
      


  “Always has been. Maybe not now, if they think we chained up.”


  “Good point.” She stood, taking a moment to get her balance after being off her feet for so long, a condition that was compounded
         by the darkness. She looked around again. “Anything we can use for a weapon, in case someone’s on the other side of that door?”
         she whispered.
      


  Kevin went over to the cot, turned it over on its side and un-screwed two of the metal legs. He kept one and handed the other
         to Claire.
      


  “You hit ’em high and I hit ’em low,” he said.


  Claire nodded, without a lot of confidence, though. She wasn’t sure she could hit anybody.


  Kevin seemed to sense her trepidation, because he added, “We only hit ’em if they trying to hurt us, right?”


  “Right,” said Claire a lot more firmly.


  They inched over to the door and tried it. It was locked. They listened intently for a bit yet could hear no one on the other
         side, even though the machinelike sounds were not as loud now. “I guess we’re not getting out of here until they want us to,”
         said Claire.
      


  Kevin eyed the door and stepped back. “I ain’t never noticed that before.”


  “What?”


  “That the door hinges are on the inside.”


  Claire looked hopeful, but only for an instant. “But we’d need a screwdriver and hammer to get them out.”


  “Well, we got the hammer.” He held up the metal table leg. “And right here is the screwdriver.”


  He went over to where the cuffs that had held Claire were attached to a bolt in the wall. With Claire’s help, they finally
         managed to unscrew the bolt from the wall and Kevin slid off the cuffs. He held up one of the cuffs. “It got an nice edge
         to it, like a screwdriver.”
      


  “Good thinking again, Kevin,” said Claire with considerable admiration. Here she was, feeling totally helpless, and Kevin
         was pulling one miracle after another out of his hat.
      


  It took them some time and they kept stopping and listening for anyone coming, but the hinge pins finally came out. They were
         able to pry open the door and step through. It was dark here too, and they stumbled along, touching the walls of the narrow
         corridor for guidance. The smell of chlorine was very strong now. They were confronted with another locked door that Kevin
         was able to pick with his pen clasp. They encountered yet another door that, thankfully, was unlocked.
      


  Claire took in a long breath, as did Kevin. He smiled at her. “Feels good to finally be outside.


  “Well, let’s get going before they come and lock us back up.” They moved past the covered pool, crept through the bushes and
         then down a winding grass path. As they neared the end of the path, Claire could see a building far up ahead. It was the mansion.
         She had glimpsed it on her visit. They were at East Winds Farm!
      


  “Omigod,” she exclaimed.


  “Shhh,” said Kevin.


  She whispered into his ear, “I know where we are. I have friends who are here, we just have to get to them.” The problem was
         that, in the darkness, it was hard to tell in which direction was the house that Web and Romano were using, even with the
         mansion as a marker.
      


  “If they at the place where we been locked up, how you know they really your friends?”


  “I just know. Come on.” She took his hand and they made their way in what Claire thought was the direction of the carriage
         house. Long before they could reach it, however, both stiffened when they heard a vehicle coming. They ran back into the bushes
         and peered out. Claire’s spirits plummeted. It was a truck, not the Mach or Romano’s Corvette. She gasped when the truck pulled
         to a stop and several men with guns climbed out. Their escape had apparently been detected. She and Kevin ran deeper into
         the woods, such that Claire totally lost her bearings.
      


  They finally stopped, caught their breath. Kevin looked around. “I ain’t never seen so many trees in one place. Can’t tell
         which way’s out.”
      


  Claire breathed deeply, attempting to get her lungs and her nerves under control. She nodded. “I know.” She studied the lay
         of the unfamiliar land and was attempting to make a decision on which direction they should go when they heard footsteps.
         Claire pulled Kevin to her and they squatted low in the underbrush.
      


  The person was on the path and walked right past them, obviously unaware of Claire’s and Kevin’s presence. Claire peeked out.
         She didn’t know Gwen Canfield and thus had no idea why a woman in a long red dress was walking barefoot through thick woods
         at this hour. Claire thought about calling out to her but finally decided against it. She had no idea who their captors were.
         This woman could be part of that group.
      


  Once Gwen was out of sight, Claire and Kevin started moving again. They came to a darkened house, but that had a truck parked
         out front. Claire was debating whether to try and slip inside the place and use the phone to call the police when a man charged
         out of the house, jumped in his truck and roared off.
      


  “I think that person just found out we got loose,” she whispered to Kevin. “Come on.”


  They ran to the house. Claire had noted that in his haste the man had left the door open. They were about to go inside when
         they heard a sound that made Claire’s stomach lurch.
      


  “He’s coming back,” cried out Kevin. They raced back into the woods even as the truck bore down on them.


  Pushing their way through the thick undergrowth, Claire quickly lost her shoes, and her and Kevin’s clothes were being shredded
         by thorny vines and hard branches. They reached an open bit of ground, paused to catch their breath but took off running again
         when they heard the sounds of feet crashing through the underbrush.
      


  They raced through to an open space and Claire saw a building loom up out of the darkness.


  “Quick,” she said to Kevin, “in there.”


  They climbed up on a loading dock and entered the Monkey House through a hole in the wall. Claire and Kevin looked around
         at the ruined insides of the place. Claire shivered when she observed the rusted cages. Kevin held his nose.
      


  “Damn, it stinks in here,” he said.


  The sounds of men, and now the baying of dogs, were growing closer. “Over there,” Claire said frantically. She climbed onto
         a box, boosted Kevin up and into a hole in the wall that probably once housed a ventilator fan. “Stay down and keep quiet,”
         she told him.
      


  “Where you going?”


  “Not far,” she said. “But if they find me, don’t come out; whatever they say they’ll do to me, don’t come out. Do you understand?”


  Kevin nodded slowly. “Claire,” he said. She turned back. “Please be careful.”


  She smiled weakly, squeezed his hand and climbed back down. She looked around for a moment and then crept out through a gash
         in the rear wall. Once she was outside, the sounds of the dogs was even more terrifying. They must have given the animals
         something with her and Kevin’s scent on it. She tore off a bit of her dress, grabbed a small rock, tied it inside the strip
         of material and threw it as far away from the Monkey House as she could. Then she ran off in the opposite direction. She reached
         the woods again, slid down an embankment and halted at the bottom. She looked around, trying to gauge the direction the sounds
         of men and dogs were coming from. Unfortunately, because of the topography, the noises were echoing all around. She forded
         a small creek, falling down halfway across and soaking herself. She struggled up and managed to scale a small embankment on
         the other side, then found herself on flat land. She was so tired now, part of her just wanted to lie here and wait for them
         to find her. Yet Claire pushed herself up and ran. When she reached another steep climb, she gripped a sapling and used it
         to thrust herself up. At the top she surveyed the land. Off in the distance she saw a light, and then another and another,
         all in pairs. A road. She took several deep breaths and took off at a steady jog. Her feet were torn and bleeding, but she
         didn’t allow the pain to slow her down. She had to get help. She had to get help for Kevin.
      


  The sounds of the men and dogs were gone now and she allowed herself the small hope that she might actually manage to succeed
         in escaping. She crawled the last few feet to the road and sat in the ditch for a moment, the tears spilling from her, partly
         from exhaustion, fear and having gained her freedom. She heard a car coming, stood and ran into the road, waving her arms
         and screaming for help.
      


  At first it didn’t appear the vehicle was going to stop at all. And Claire realized that she must look like some lunatic.
         But the vehicle finally slowed and then stopped. She ran to the passenger door and pulled it open. Her first sight was of
         Kevin sitting in the front seat, his mouth gagged, his arms and legs bound. The second sight was of Nemo Strait pointing a
         gun at her.
      


  “Hey, Doc,” he said. “You need a ride?”
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  He stretched his long body and then involuntarily shivered. The night had been a little cool and the dampness seemed to have
         settled into him. He wrapped the blanket tighter around him.
      


  Francis Westbrook was not accustomed to camping out. What he was doing was about as close to camping as he was probably ever
         going to get, and he was not enjoying it. He drank some water and then edged his head out from his hiding place. The sun would
         be rising soon, he gauged. He hadn’t slept particularly well; hell, he hadn’t really slept since Kevin had disappeared. One
         lousy phone call, that was all he had been given. He had met with London, like they had told him to, and filled him in on
         the tunnels, again like they had told him to. He had undertaken a little unfinished business along the way with Toona, sure.
         Contrary to what Westbrook had told Web, he could abide skimmers and even those who used the product because if you didn’t
         you wouldn’t have anyone willing to come to work for you in the drug trade, it was as simple as that. But what he would never
         tolerate was a snitch. Macy had tipped him off to what Toona was doing and he had checked it out himself and found out Macy
         had been correct. So Toona was, appropriately enough, fish food. Sometimes life was fair, he thought.
      


  Through the street grapevine he had learned that Peebles had been killed. The boy just didn’t have what it took. But Westbrook
         had also learned, albeit too late, that Peebles had been orchestrating a takeover of his crew and consolidation of other crews
         in the area. That one had caught him off guard. He hadn’t thought that old Twan had that in him. Macy had simply disappeared.
         That disloyalty had really ticked him off. Westbrook shrugged. Served him right for putting any trust in a white boy.
      


  Now whoever had killed Twan might be gunning for him. Westbrook would just have to lie low and rely only upon himself until
         things worked out. Relying only on himself—it was just like old times. He had a couple of pistols, a few mags of ammo, about
         a thousand dollars in his pocket. He had abandoned the Navigator when he had come here, and the cops were still looking for
         him. Well, let them look. He had seen the Feds patrolling the place, but he had spent enough time dodging the cops to know
         how to hide even his very large carcass so that he blended right in with where he was. He had seen some strange things going
         on here. And he had heard the sounds of dogs barking off in the distance. The dogs were bad news. He had hunkered down farther
         into his hiding place and pulled over him a blanket he had covered with branches and leaves until the sounds had receded.
         As best as he could figure, London was still close by, and if London thought this place was important, then Westbrook did
         too. He checked his gun and settled back, took another drink of water, listened to the crickets and wondered what the new
         day would bring. Maybe it would bring Kevin.
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  Ed O’Bannon paced around the small, bare space. He hadn’t smoked in years, yet he had gone through almost a pack in the last
         two hours. Discovery was something that he had always contemplated, but as time went on and things went smoothly, his fears
         had receded, even as his bank account had swollen. He heard someone coming and turned to the door. It was locked, and thus
         he was surprised when he heard the knob turning. O’Bannon backed away. When the man came in, he breathed a sigh of relief.
      


  “Long time no see, Doc.”


  O’Bannon put out his hand and Nemo Strait shook it.


  “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it, Nemo.”


  “When have I ever let you down?”


  “I’ve got to get going. The Feds are bottling the country up.” “Don’t get yourself all bent out of shape. We got lots of ways
         for you to go and the planes, papers and the people to get you there.” Strait held up a packet of documents. “Through Mexico
         to Rio and then on to Johannesburg. From there you got your option of Australia, New Zealand, lots of fugitives go there.
         Or maybe hit our old stomping grounds in Southeast Asia.”
      


  O’Bannon eyed the packet and breathed another sigh of relief. He smiled and lit another cigarette. “That seems like a hundred
         years ago.”
      


  “Hey, I’ll never forget. You saved my ass after the Viet Cong screwed with my mind.”


  “Deprogramming, not so difficult for someone who knows what he’s doing.”


  “Lucky for me you did,” said Strait. He paused and grinned.


  “And catching a little drug action on the side. That was a nice little side benefit for your practice.”


  O’Bannon shrugged. “Everyone was doing that back then.”


  “Hell, yes, they were, myself included, though it was just for my personal use.”


  “I have to hand it to you, when you looked me up with your idea of bugging my offices and selling the information on the streets,
         that was pure genius.”
      


  Strait grinned. “Well, the Feds got all these resources, we had to level the playing field a little bit. But it was a win-win.
         You got the info, I got folks who need that stuff to conduct their business, myself included. You make money, I make money
         and the Feds get the short end of the stick. What could be better?”
      


  When Gwen had brought Strait in on her plan to exact revenge on the people involved with her son’s death, he had started investigating
         both Hostage Rescue and Web London. Growing up on a horse farm just made a person methodical like that, Strait had long ago
         realized. You got all the information you could, formed a plan and executed that plan. Until he had been captured by the Viet
         Cong, Strait had been an excellent soldier, leading his company in and out of many hellish situations, and he had a chest
         full of medals to prove it, not that that had ever mattered to him. Then he discovered that the Ed O’Bannon he had known in
         Vietnam was the same O’Bannon treating Web London. That had given him the idea to both set up London and HRT because he knew
         firsthand what Ed O’Bannon could do with someone’s mind. Initially, however, O’Bannon wanted no part of it. But when Strait
         had learned how many law enforcement people he had as patients, he had approached O’Bannon again and repeated his offer to
         bug the premises, sell the information to criminals and split the proceeds fifty-fifty with the good doctor. With that inducement
         O’Bannon had signed on immediately. The passage of years had not lessened the man’s greed. Some of the bugged psychiatrist
         sessions had also provided Strait with all the information he needed to set up HRT. He had never told O’Bannon about his Oxycontin
         drug trade because the man no doubt would’ve wanted a cut of that too. And now Strait already had a partner in Gwen Canfield.
         Twenty-five percent, damn! But he had to admit, last night had been worth it.
      


  Nemo said, “I was one surprised pup when you brought Claire Daniels to us. Although I guess I shouldn’t have been. When you
         told me London was seeing her, I knew it’d be a problem down the road.”
      


  “I tried to get him to stay with me. But like I said, I couldn’t push too hard without raising suspicions. I kept most of
         his file from her, of course. And you were the only ones I could turn to.”
      


  “You did the right thing. I can guarantee you this: She’ll never testify against you in court.”


  O’Bannon shook his head. “It’s hard to believe it’s over.”


  “Well, we had us one sweet operation going.”


  “‘Had’ is right,” O’Bannon said mournfully.


  “I guess you got no love for our federal government either.” “After what I saw in Vietnam? No. And working for the Bureau
         in-house didn’t do much to change that opinion.”
      


  “Well, I’m betting you got you a nice little nest egg to last you the rest of your days.”


  O’Bannon nodded. “I’ve been smart about it. Now I just hope I get to enjoy it.”


  “I want to thank you, Doc, for all your help. You did London perfect.”


  “With his background, believe me, he was an easy case. Didn’t even need any drugs.” He smiled. “The man trusted me. What does
         that say for the mighty FBI?”
      


  Strait yawned and rubbed at his eyes.


  “Late night?” asked O’Bannon.


  “You could say that. Sort of burning the candle at both ends and in the middle too.”


  There was a quiet knock at the door.


  Strait said, “Come on in.” He looked at O’Bannon. “Here’s your ride. This is my best guy. He’ll take care of everything.”


  Clyde Macy walked in and stared first at O’Bannon and then at Strait.


  “I go way back with this boy. Showed him the error of his ways, I guess, ain’t that right?”


  Macy said, “The old man I never had.”


  Strait laughed. “You got that right. If you can believe it, this boy infiltrated a black drug crew in D.C. Set ’em up to take
         the heat for what we did. One of ’em, dude named Antoine Peebles, was trying to take over this fellow Westbrook’s turf. So
         Mace played along with this little plan, Peebles helped us when we needed it, and then Mace killed Peebles.”
      


  O’Bannon looked puzzled. “Why’d you do that?”


  “Because I wanted to,” said Macy, his remorseless eyes dead on O’Bannon. “It was a mission I put together for myself. And
         I successfully completed it.”
      


  Strait chuckled. “Then he made sure HRT and the Free Society shot it out. The man is invaluable. Okay, Mace, this is Ed O’Bannon,
         the friend I told you about.” He handed O’Bannon the documents and slapped him on the shoulder and shook his hand.
      


  “I meant what I said, Doc, you did right by us. Thanks again, and you make yourself one fun-loving fugitive from justice.”


  Strait turned and left. As he closed the door behind him, he heard the first muffled shot and then one more. Damn, that Macy
         was efficient. He’d taught the boy real well. He did have some faults, though. Macy’s competition thing with the FBI was sometimes
         inconvenient. One of the concessions he had made to keep the boy happy had been pretty risky, but all in all Strait could
         not have pulled this off without Clyde Macy.
      


  Strait had nothing against Ed O’Bannon, but loose ends were loose ends. And Nemo Strait didn’t trust Ed O’Bannon or anyone
         else. Okay, one problem down, now just two more to go: Kevin Westbrook and Claire Daniels. They had escaped once, but they
         wouldn’t have a chance to do it again. And then it was time to call it a career. The Greek islands were sounding better and
         better. Not bad for a boy who had grown up dirt poor and who had lived by his wits ever since. America was the land of opportunity
         indeed.
      


  As he got in his truck, Nemo Strait wondered if there were any horse farms in Greece. He hoped not.
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  In the carriage house Web opened his eyes and looked around. He didn’t hear Romano stirring, and when he glanced at his watch
         he knew why. It was not yet six. He got up, opened the window and inhaled an early morning breeze. He had slept unusually
         heavily.
      


  He would be gone from here soon and part of him was glad about that and part of him wasn’t.


  What he was thinking about mostly, though, was Claire. His experience told him that there was very little chance that the
         woman was still alive. It was numbing, the thought of never seeing her again.
      


  As he continued to gaze outside, he saw Gwen driving down the road from the mansion in a Jeep with its top off. She pulled
         into the cobblestone courtyard in front of the carriage house and got out. She was dressed to ride in jeans, boots and a sweater;
         her long hair gracefully framed her face. She wore no hat.
      


  As she walked to the door, he called out. “Rent check’s in the mail, call off the eviction.”


  She looked up, smiled and waved. “I thought we might go for one last ride.” She looked at the lightening sky. “By the time
         we saddle up, it’ll be the best time of the day to cruise the trails. You with me, Mr. London?” She flashed a smile that seemed
         to push away just about every concern Web had.
      


  They saddled their mounts, Gwen on Baron and Web on a smaller roan horse named Comet. Gwen explained that Boo had an infected
         leg.
      


  “Hope the big fellow will be all right.”


  “Not to worry, horses are very resilient,” answered Gwen.


  They covered a good deal of ground over about an hour and a half, and as they rode along all Gwen could think was that she
         had never killed anyone before. Yes, she had bluffed Nemo Strait the night before, but when it came down to it, could she
         do it? She looked at Web riding next to her and tried her best to cast him in the form of her worst enemy, her most terrifying
         nightmare. Yet it was difficult to do. For years she had dreamed about killing each and every member of this so-called heroic
         band of federal agents whom everyone had assured here were the best there was. That they would get her son and all the other
         hostages out alive; that was what they had drilled into her, until Gwen’s fears had receded and her expectations had soared.
         It was like being told you had cancer but that it was absolutely curable, and you believed this until they closed your coffin
         and put you in the ground. Well, they had almost accomplished their goal of rescuing every hostage, allowing only her son
         to perish. And then she had watched, seething, as Web London’s face graced newspaper, magazines, TV shows, his heroic deeds
         outlined in nauseating detail, ending with a medal given to him personally by the President himself. She could not think of
         his horrible injuries. She did not know of the grueling ordeals he had endured as he fought his way back on to HRT. Not that
         any of that would have mattered to her. All she could think of was that Web was alive and her son was dead. Some hero.
      


  Yes, the sight of her son lying dead next to Web London had popped something in her brain. She could actually remember the
         crackle that seemed to go through every nerve in her body, like lightning had struck; and she had never been the same since.
         She had never had a day since when she did not see the bloody body of her son lying there on the ground. Nor could she ever
         forget the image of men in battle gear going in to rescue her son and somehow managing to bring everyone out alive except
         him. She looked back at Web and he slowly took on hues of black, of evil. He was the last man. Yes, she could kill him. And
         maybe her nightmare would finally be over.
      


  “I suppose you and Romano will be leaving today?”


  “Looks that way.”


  Gwen smiled and flicked at her hair. She kept a tight grip on her reins, for she felt her hand might start shaking. “Your
         good work done?”
      


  “Something like that. How’s Billy?”


  “All right. He goes through moods, like we all do.”


  “You don’t strike me as moody. You seem the type to roll with the punches.”


  “You’d be surprised sometimes.”


  “That was some party last night.”


  “Billy can really throw them. The Ransome brothers were not exactly what I expected.”


  “You don’t believe that’s their real name, do you?”


  “Not for a second.”


  “When I first met them I thought they were gay. That is, until you walked into the room, and then their sexual orientation
         became pretty clear.”
      


  Gwen laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  They rode past the opening to the small glen where Gwen’s chapel was.


  “Aren’t you going to the chapel today?”


  “Not today.” Gwen looked away from the opening in the trees. Today was not a day for prayer. While Web wasn’t looking, though,
         she crossed herself. Forgive me, God, for what I am about to do. Even as she silently mouthed the words, she never really expected that prayer to be answered.
      


  They reached a steep slope of earth that at the top was covered with trees. She had never taken Web this way before. Perhaps
         in the back of her mind she had known this day would come.
      


  Gwen whipped up Baron and charged toward the slope, Web and Comet right on their heels. They galloped up the slope, Web almost
         nosing ahead of Gwen. When they got to the top, they stopped their mounts and gazed out over the countryside while the horses
         sucked in huge amounts of air.
      


  Gwen looked at Web with genuine admiration. “I’m impressed.”


  “Hey, I had a great teacher.”


  “The watchtower is close by. The view’s even better from there.” Web didn’t tell her he’d already been up there with Romano
         when they had checked out the Ransomes’ spread. “Sounds good.”
      


  They rode to the tower, tethered the horses to a wooden post and let them graze. Gwen led Web up to the top of the tower and
         they watched the sun rising and the woods coming to life down below.
      


  “I guess it doesn’t get much better than this,” said Web.


  “You’d think not,” said Gwen.


  He leaned against the belly-high wall and looked at her.


  “Problems with you and Billy?”


  “It’s that obvious?”


  “I’ve seen worse.”


  “Have you? What if I told you that you have no damn idea what you’re talking about?” she said with sudden anger.


  Web’s tone remained calm. “You know, we’ve never really done that. Talked.”


  She avoided his gaze. “Actually, I’ve talked to you more than I do to most people. And I barely know you.”
      


  “Chitchat, maybe. And I’m not that hard to get to know.”


  “I’m not totally comfortable with you yet, Web.”


  “Well, we’re running out of time. I don’t think our worlds will come together again. But I guess that’s a good thing.”


  “I suppose,” she said. “I’m not sure Billy and I will be at East Winds much longer.”


  Web looked surprised. “I thought this was it for you two. Why go anywhere else? You may have your problems, but you’re happy
         here. Aren’t you? This is the life you wanted, right?”
      


  She spoke slowly. “There’s a lot of factors that go into the equation of happiness. Some are more apparent than others.”


  “I guess I can’t help you there. I’m not an expert on happiness, Gwen.”


  She shot him a curious glance. “Neither am I.” They stared at each other awkwardly for a long moment.


  “Well, you deserve to be happy, Gwen.”


  “Why?” she asked quickly. For some reason, she actually wanted to hear his reasoning.


  “Because you’ve suffered so much. It’s only fair—that is, if anything in this life is fair.”


  “Have you suffered?” There was a harsh bite to her words, but she covered it quickly with a sympathetic expression. She wanted to hear
         that he had. But it couldn’t come close to what she had endured.
      


  “I’ve had my share of bad times. My childhood wasn’t exactly the American dream. And my adulthood hasn’t really made up for
         that.”
      


  “I always wondered why people do what you do. The good guys.” She said this with a completely straight face.


  “I do the things I do because they need doing and most people can’t or won’t do them. I’d much prefer that my occupation become
         obsolete, but I just don’t see that happening.” He looked down. “I never had a chance to tell you this, but I might not get
         another one.” He drew in a long breath. “What happened in Richmond, that was about my first time as an assaulter, the guys
         who go in and get the hostages.” He paused again. “After Waco the FBI was really spooked and got ultraconservative in those
         situations. I’m not saying that that was right or wrong, just that it was different. We wait around for the negotiators
         listening to all the lies on the phone. It seemed like it always took someone dying before they let us do what we do, and
         by then we were always playing catch-up. But those were the new rules and we had to play by them.” He shook his head. “I knew
         something was up when the Frees broke off negotiations. I could feel it. I’d been a sniper for a lot of years, and watching
         things unfold all that time, you get a sixth sense for what’s coming. You just do.” He looked at Gwen. “I’ve never told you
         about this. Do you want to hear it?”
      


  “Yes.” Gwen said this so fast, she had no time to even think about it.


  “Billy knows some of it. When he came to see me in the hospital.”


  “I’m sorry I never was able to.”


  “I didn’t expect you to. I was stunned to see Billy, actually.” Web seemed to take a few moments to compose his thoughts.
         While he did so, Gwen stared out at the foothills of the Blue Ridge in the distance. Now that she thought about it, she really
         didn’t want to hear this, but she couldn’t tell him no.
      


  Web said, “We got to the gymnasium entrance clean. I looked through the window. Your son saw me. We made eye contact.”


  This clearly surprised her. “I didn’t know that.”


  “Well, I never told anyone before, not even Billy. The time never seemed right.”


  “What did he look like?” she said slowly. Her pulse was pounding in her ears as she waited for his answer.


  “He looked scared, Gwen. But he also looked stubborn, defiant. Not an easy thing when you’re ten years old and facing a bunch
         of psychos with guns. I guess now I see where David got that spirit.”
      


  “Go on,” she said in a small voice.


  “I motioned to him to keep calm. I gave him the thumbs-up because I wanted him to stay cool. If he got spooked and reacted
         or something, they probably would have shot him instantly.”
      


  “Did he?”


  Web nodded. “He was smart. He knew what I was trying to do. He was right with me, Gwen. With all that stuff going down, he
         was as brave as anyone could be.”
      


  Gwen could see that there were tears in his eyes. She tried to say something but found she couldn’t speak. The terrible years
         of her life started to seem erased by his words.
      


  “We were about to go in. Quiet, no explosive. We’d seen through the window where each of the Frees was positioned. We were
         just going to pop them all at once. We got our countdown and then it happened.”
      


  “What? What happened?”


  “A sound from inside. It was like a damn bird or whistle, or alarm or something. It was loud, high-pitched and it couldn’t
         have come at a worse time. The Frees were instantly on alert and when we came through the door, they opened fire. I don’t
         know why they shot David, but he was the first to go down.”
      


  Gwen wasn’t looking at Web now. Her gaze seemed frozen on the hills. A whistle?


  “I saw the shot hit him.” Web’s voice was now very shaky. “I saw his face. His eyes.” Web closed his and the tears dribbled
         out from under the lids. “They were still looking at me.”
      


  Gwen’s eyes were filled with tears now too, yet she still wasn’t looking at Web. “What did he look like then?”


  He turned and stared at her. “He looked betrayed,” Web said. He touched his damaged face. “My face, and the two bullet holes
         I have in my body, none of it hurt me more than the look on your son’s face.” He said again, “Betrayed.”
      


  Gwen was trembling so badly now that she had to support herself against the railing as the tears poured from her. Still, she
         couldn’t look at him. A whistle.


  “Maybe that’s why I disobeyed orders when I joined the attack on the Frees.” He stared at her. “It cost me my career, Gwen,
         I’ve been kicked out of the Bureau for it. But I’d do it again. Maybe it was my way of atoning for things. See, your son deserved
         better than I could give him. I live with that every day. And I’m sorry that I let him and you down. I don’t expect forgiveness,
         but I just wanted you to know.”
      


  She said quietly, “We probably should get back.”


  Gwen went down first and walked over to Comet instead of Baron. She lifted the horse’s foreleg. Every nerve in Gwen’s body
         was now on fire, her pulse still banging in her ears. She could barely stand, but she had to do this, despite all that had
         just been revealed, she had to do this. She had waited long enough. She closed her eyes and then reopened them.
      


  “Is there a problem?” asked Web.


  She couldn’t look at the man. “It seemed like he was a bit off in front. But it looks all right. I’ll have to keep an eye
         on it.”
      


  She reached up and patted Comet’s neck, and while Web wasn’t looking she slipped the object she held in her hand under the
         saddle.
      


  “Okay, now this is your big test,” she said. “We’re going to gallop hard down that slope toward those trees, but then you
         have to rein in the horse quickly because the path through the trees is too narrow to do much more than a walk. Understand?”
      


  “I’m game.” Web patted Comet’s neck.


  “I’m sure you are. Let’s ride,” she said with finality.


  They both swung into the saddle and started toward the trees.


  “You want to lead?” asked Web as he settled into the saddle.


  “You go ahead. I want to watch Comet’s leg—”


  The horse bolted and Web wasn’t ready for it. Comet accelerated and headed at full gallop down the slope and straight for
         the thick trees.
      


  “Web!” screamed Gwen, and she rode after him, but she was subtly reining Baron in and was falling behind. As she watched,
         Web lost a stirrup and then almost fell off. The reins dropped from his hands and he clutched the saddle horn in desperation
         even as the ground between him and trees was closing fast. He didn’t know it, but every bounce in the saddle was driving the
         small tack Gwen had placed under the saddle further into the horse’s body.
      


  Web never looked back. But if he had, he would have seen a woman suddenly in terrible conflict. Gwen Canfield wanted so desperately
         to see horse and rider slam into those trees. She wanted to see Web London die right in front of her, to be vanquished forever.
         She wanted to be released from the pain that had tormented her for so long. She just couldn’t endure it anymore. She was beyond
         her limit. Something had to give. All she had to do was sit back. Instead she whipped up Baron and thundered after Web. Fifty
         feet separated Web from those trees, and Comet was living up to his name. At forty feet, Gwen slipped a little to the side
         of her horse. At thirty feet she started reaching out, poising her hand at just the right angle. They were twenty feet from
         the trees and now Gwen had thrown her fate in with Web’s, for if she couldn’t stop Comet, she and Baron would be hitting those
         trees too.
      


  At ten feet she managed to lean far enough over to grab the reins. And she pulled with a strength that came from all the agony
         bottled up inside her for all those years, for she almost single-handedly pulled down a thousand-pound horse going at break-neck
         speed barely five feet from the tree line.
      


  Breathless, she looked over at Web, who just sat there, slumped over. He finally glanced at her but still said nothing. And
         yet Gwen felt like the load of the collective misery of the world had been lifted from her shoulders. She had long envisioned
         it as akin to barnacles against her soul, impossible to remove; and yet now it had disappeared like sand in a breeze. And
         she marveled that finally letting go of all the hate could actually feel this wonderful. Yet the cruelty of life had not finished
         with her, because now Gwen’s hate had been replaced with something even more corrosive: guilt.
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  When Gwen dropped Web off at the carriage house, she was strangely silent. He tried to thank her for saving his life, but she
         had cut him off and driven away. A very curious woman was Gwen Canfield. Maybe she blamed herself somehow for what had happened
         with Comet.
      


  Yet at least Web had accomplished his goal of finally telling the woman what he had been holding in all these years. He thought
         about going up and telling Billy too, but maybe it would be better coming from Gwen—that is, if she bothered to tell her husband
         at all.
      


  He went inside and Romano was eating breakfast. “You look a little whipped,” commented Romano.


  “Hard ride.”


  “So we are officially done here, aren’t we? See, Angie’s back and she is one ticked-off lady. I’m going to need to head home
         sometime and face the music.”
      


  “Yeah, I guess we’re done here.”


  “Hey, Web, I’ll race you back to Quantico, we’ll find out what your Mach is really made of.”


  “Look, Paulie, the last thing I need is a speeding …” He froze and Romano looked at him curiously.


  “What? It’s not the end of the world getting stopped for speeding. You flash your creds and they let you go. Professional
         courtesy.”
      


  Web pulled out his cell phone and punched in the numbers. He asked for Percy Bates, but he wasn’t in.


  “Where is he? This is Web London.”


  Web knew Bates’s secretary, June, and she recognized his voice. “I know it’s you, Web. I’m so sorry what happened.”


  “So Perce isn’t around?”


  “The truth is, he took a couple days off. The media relations people are going nuts. They wanted to bring you in to get some
         quotes, but Perce said no. Have you seen the TV or the papers?”
      


  “No.”


  “Well, someone would’ve thought we killed the Pope by mistake, for the fuss people are making over what happened.”


  “Well, a lot of people did die, June.”


  “People with guns shooting at other people take that risk, Web,” she said, steadfastly toeing the Bureau line. “Anyway, Perce
         said he had to get away for a couple of days. I know he felt horrible about what happened with you.”
      


  “I know, June, but maybe there’s a silver lining in there for me.”


  “I hope so, I really do. Now, can I help you with anything?”


  “Clyde Macy, he worked as a foot soldier for one of the local drug crews. I saw some speeding tickets in his file. I just
         wanted to find out exactly where he had gotten them and when.”
      


  “I’ll have to call somebody for that, but it should only take a few minutes.”


  Web gave her his number to call back. As promised, she did shortly. She gave him the information and Web thanked her and clicked
         off. He looked over at Romano with a dumbfounded expression.
      


  “What?” asked Romano as he swallowed the last bite of his pastrami-on-rye breakfast.


  “Clyde Macy got three speeding tickets over a six-month period. Almost lost his license.”


  “Big whoop. So he drives too fast.”


  “Guess where he got all three?”


  “Where?”


  “All within one mile of the Southern Belle farm, and one of them less than a hundred yards from the entrance. The entrance
         was actually noted as a landmark on the Fauquier County police officer’s report. That’s why I picked up on it.”
      


  “Okay, so I guess I’m not going home to Angie today?”


  “Sure you are. But tonight we’re hitting the Southern Belle.” They packed their gear and got in their cars.


  “You tell them we’re heading out?” He motioned toward the mansion.


  “They know.” Web glanced back at the stone house and said quietly, “Good luck, Gwen.”


  As they were driving out, they saw Nemo heading toward them in his truck. He slowed and stopped. He looked, Web noted, very
         surprised to see him.
      


  “Hey, you boys wanta have a beer?” Nemo asked.


  The ’Vette’s top was down, and Romano was seated up on the top of the seat back. “Give me a rain check on that.”


  Strait pointed at him and grinned. “You got it, Delta.”


  “Thanks for your help, Nemo,” said Web.


  “I guess you guys are closing up shop.”


  “Looks that way, but keep an eye out on the Canfields. Old Ernie is still at large.”


  “That I will.”


  As Web and Romano drove off, Nemo looked thoughtfully after them and then stared up ahead at the mansion. Apparently the hellcat
         had lost her nerve.
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  Angie Romano was not in a good mood. She’d had her sons by herself all this time and the trip to Bayou Country apparently had
         not been all that pleasant. Web tried to give her a friendly hug when he came to pick up Romano but stopped when she glared
         at him like she might break his arms if he tried.
      


  And so the toughest member of Hotel Team and the sole survivor of Charlie Team fled the Romano household late at night and
         climbed in the Mach for what might well be their final gig together. Web had not told Romano about him resigning from the
         Bureau, but the word had gotten around and Romano had found out when he got back home. He had been really upset at Web for
         not telling him, but now he was more upset at the Bureau.
      


  “You give ’em everything you got, and this … this is how they thank you. Man, it almost makes me want to go and work for
         a cartel in Colombia. At least you know where you stand with those guys.”
      


  “Forget it, Paulie. Hell, if things work out right, I’ll start my own protection company and you can come and work for me.”


  “Yeah, and I’m wearing a bra under my Kevlar.”


  The men were prepared to go to war, with their .45s and MP-5s and body armor and even their .308 sniper rifles, because they
         weren’t exactly sure what they would find at the Southern Belle. They couldn’t call the Bureau in because they had nothing
         to tell them except some speeding tickets and a few conspiracy theories. But the bright side to Web’s not being officially
         with the Bureau anymore was that sometimes an honest citizen could get into places and do things a cop never could. Web had
         had second thoughts about taking Romano, but when he voiced those concerns with Romano, the man had told him that if he didn’t
         go, neither would Web, because Romano said he’d shoot Web in a place no man would want to be shot. And Web chose not to test
         Romano’s resolve.
      


  Web parked the Mach on a dirt road that ran along the property line between East Winds and the Southern Belle. As they were
         making their way through the dense forest, Romano was complaining. “These damn NV goggles are already giving me a headache.
         I hate the sons of bitches. They weigh a ton. And you can’t even shoot anyone when you’re wearing ’em. So what the hell good
         is that?”
      


  “Then take the damn things off, Paulie, or stop complaining, before you give me a headache.” However, Web slid his off too and rubbed his neck.
      


  As forest sounds came at them from all directions, Romano said, “No snipers to cover our butt. I’m feeling kind of nervous
         and lonely, Web.”
      


  The man was just kidding, Web knew. There was nothing on this earth that really scared Paul Romano, at least that Web knew
         of. Well, except for Angie.
      


  “You’ll get over it.”


  “Hey, Web, you still haven’t told me what you expect to find tonight.”


  “Whatever it is, it’ll be more than we know right now.” Without Bureau resources behind him, Web had not been able to send
         the FBI’s fact-digging machine into gear to discover what it could about Harvey and Giles Ransome. He could have called Ann
         Lyle, but he just didn’t want to talk to the woman right now. With him out of HRT, it would’ve been too hard because she would
         no doubt break down and then so would he.
      


  The two men made their way forward through the trees until they could make out the buildings they had seen from the watch-tower.
         Web signaled for Romano to hold up while Web crept forward. Web smiled when he reached the edge of the tree line. There was
         a lot of activity at the old Southern Belle tonight. A large truck was parked at one of the warehouse-style buildings, its
         ramp down. Men were carrying equipment out of the truck and Web’s gaze went over each of them looking for weaponry, yet he
         saw none. A large crate on a forklift was being driven to the warehouse. When the door slid open, Web tried to make out what
         was going on inside, but he couldn’t. All he could see were blinding lights before the door closed. Off to one side Web did
         see a horse trailer with a man working around it. From his angle Web couldn’t see if there was actually a horse in it or not.
      


  He spoke into his walkie-talkie and called Romano up to his position. Romano joined him a minute later and squatted next to
         him. He surveyed what Web had been looking at and whispered to him, “So, what’s your take?”
      


  “Could be anything from drugs to a chop shop, I don’t know.” At that moment the door to the building opened and the forklift
         came back out. And that’s when they heard the woman’s scream. It rose higher and higher. Web and Romano looked at each other.
      


  “Or maybe a slavery ring,” hissed Romano.


  They put their MP-5s on automatic fire and slid out from the woods. Each held the butt of his weapon against his right pec,
         the muzzle gripped with the index and forefinger.
      


  They made it to the side of the warehouse without being seen. Web spotted a side door and pointed it out to Romano, who nodded.
         Web made more hand signals, telling Romano with his fingers in the special language of the assaulter what he was planning.
         In a way it was like the communication between a baseball pitcher and his catcher. However, the big difference was they would
         be facing something a lot more ominous than a Louisville Slugger.
      


  Web tried the door. Surprisingly, it was unlocked. He opened it a notch farther. Then they heard the woman scream again in
         a garbled manner, like someone was driving something right down her throat.
      


  Web and Romano burst in, guns ready, took in the scene in seconds. From the corner of his eye Web could see Giles Ransome
         sitting in a chair.
      


  Web bellowed out, “FBI, on the floor, fingers interlocked behind your head. Do it or you’re fucking dead.” Romano would be
         proud, thought Web.
      


  There were more screams from all corners as people hit the floor. Web caught a glimpse of somebody flying by to his left and
         he pointed his gun that way. Romano was charging straight ahead and then stopped.
      


  Harvey Ransome was standing in the middle of what looked like a bedroom, a bunch of papers in one hand. On the bed were three
         beautiful, surgically enhanced and totally naked women and one young man, fully aroused.
      


  “What in the hell is going on here?” yelled Harvey. When he saw that it was Web, he paled.


  Web and Romano were looking around now and they both noted the film cameras, banks of lights, generators, grips, gaffers,
         cameramen, props and the mock bedroom suite, which was one of four different sets, the others resembling an office, the inside
         of a limo and, Web noted with surprise, a church. That’s what this was? The Southern Belle was the cover for a porno studio?
         The screams had been ones of false ecstasy?
      


  Web lowered his weapon as Harvey advanced toward him, script in hand.


  “What the hell is going on, Web?”


  Web shook his head clear and stared fiercely at the man. “You tell me.”


  “This is a perfectly legit business. You can look it up. We have all the permits and approvals.” He motioned toward the naked
         people in the large bed. “And all of these people are professional actors, of legal age. You can check them out.”
      


  Romano went over to the bed, where Web joined him.


  The young women looked at the two men with defiant expressions, while the man tried to hide under the sheet, his most prominent
         feature now long since deflated.
      


  The women didn’t make a move to cover themselves up in the presence of strange men with guns.


  “All you people here voluntarily?” asked Romano.


  “You bet, sugar,” said one whose bosom was so large it almost covered her stomach. “Hey, you want a part in the movie? I’d
         like to show you how voluntarily I can be.” When Romano blushed, the women all started laughing.
      


  “You got a gun that big in your pants?” said another woman.


  “Web?” Romano asked helplessly. “What do you want to do here?”


  Giles joined his brother. “This is First Amendment territory, Web. You don’t want to go there. We’ll have you and the Bureau
         in court for years and we’ll win.”
      


  “Well, if it’s so legit, why the farm cover?”


  “We have to think of the neighbors. If they knew what we were really doing, they could make trouble for us. They’re wealthy
         and they know powerful people in public office who could make our lives miserable.”
      


  “All we want,” said Harvey, “is to be left alone to create our art.”


  “Art?” said Web. He waved his hand at the naked bodies. “Is that what you call screwing on a two-bit set with inflated Barbie
         dolls? Art?”
      


  One of the women stood up in all her naked and pumped-up glory. She barely looked twenty. “Who the hell do you think you are?”


  “No offense, lady, but I’m just calling it like I see it.”


  “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”


  “Yeah, you’re right, and I bet your mommy’s real proud of you too, isn’t she?” said Web.


  Harvey put a hand on Web’s shoulder. “Listen, Web, we are legit. We pay our taxes, we do things by the book. Check it out; we’re not going anywhere. My brother and I have been doing
         this for thirty years out in California.”
      


  “So why’d you move here?”


  “We got tired of the LA scene,” answered Giles. “And this is such pretty country.”


  Romano looked at the naked actors. “Well, I doubt they ever see it.”


  “We don’t want trouble, Web,” said Harvey. “Like I said, we’ll win in court, but we don’t want it to go to court. We’re not
         hurting anybody here. And lots of people, whether they admit it or not, use our product. And not just flakes on the fringes,
         but moms and dads smack in the middle of mainstream USA. You know what they say, sex is good for the soul, and watching professional
         sex can be even better.”
      


  “It’s fantasy, man, all fantasy,” added Giles. “We just give people what they want.”


  “Okay, okay, I get your point.” No wonder the two brothers had been all over Gwen Canfield. They probably wanted to hire her
         for their next production.
      


  “Listen, is there anything we can do for you? You know, to say thank you for keeping this on the QT?” asked Harvey anxiously.


  “Just so we understand each other, Harv, I will check you out. And if you’re lying to me, or any of these ‘actors’ are underage, I’ll be back. And if you’re thinking of
         sneaking out in the meantime, don’t try, because we’ll have people posted.”
      


  “All right. I guess that’s fair.”


  “Oh, and there is something you can do for me.”


  “Just name it.”


  “Stop flying your aircraft over East Winds. It’s bothering some friends of mine.”


  Harvey put out his hand. “You have my word.”


  Web didn’t shake his hand. Instead he looked at the young women. “And you ladies have my sympathy.”


  Romano and Web made their way out, laughter following in their wake.


  “Gee,” said Romano, “I’d call that mission a sterling success.” “Shut up, Paulie.”


  As they were heading back to the woods, Web saw the same man standing by the horse trailer that he had observed earlier. Web
         walked over. The fellow was dressed like a farmhand. He looked alarmed when he saw their guns until Romano flashed his badge.
      


  “Look, I don’t want any trouble,” said the man, who looked to be about fifty. “Serves me right, though, for hiring on to this
         outfit.”
      


  “I guess you help provide the legitimate cover.”


  The man looked toward the warehouse—or, as Web now knew, film soundstage. “Lots of things need covering up around here. If
         my poor wife were still with us, she’d skin me alive, but they’re paying twice the going rate.”
      


  “That should’ve told you something,” said Web.


  “I know, I know, but I guess everybody gets greedy and I been doing this work a long time. Too long, I suppose.”


  Web looked over at the trailer. There was a horse in it. Web could see the top of its head.


  “You going somewhere?”


  “Yep. Got a long ride. Taking that horse up for sale. Got to put on a pretense that we know what we’re doing here. And that
         yearling is actually pretty nice.”
      


  Web went over to the trailer. “Really? He looks kind of small to me.”


  The man looked at Web like he was crazy. “Small? He’s fifteen hands. That ain’t small for a yearling.”


  Web looked inside the trailer. The top of it was a good eighteen inches above the horse’s head. He looked at the man. “Is
         this a special trailer?”
      


  “Special … what do you mean?”


  “Sizewise. Is it particularly big?”


  “Nope, it’s your standard seven-foot Townsmand bumper pull.” “This is a standard Townsmand? And that yearling is fifteen hands high? You’re sure?”
      


  “As sure as I’m standing here.”


  Web shone his light around the interior.


  “If this is a standard trailer, how come you don’t have your tack boxes down there?” He looked at the man suspiciously and
         shone his light at the sides of the trailer’s interior.
      


  The man looked at where the light was shining. “Well, the first point, son, is you don’t never put anything like that where
         a horse can nick its leg on ’em. A nicked leg can blow a sale.”
      


  “You can pad them,” Web shot back.


  “And the second point is …” He pointed up to the front of the trailer, where Web could see a large compartment filled
         with tack, medicine bottles, ropes, blankets and the like. “And the second point is, you got all that tack room right there,
         so why do you need to put something special in that might just tear up your horse’s legs?” The man looked at Web like he really
         was insane.
      


  Web wasn’t paying attention because something was starting to seep into his brain that, if true, would put a whole new face
         on everything that had been happening. He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out some photos he had kept in an envelope, photos
         Bates had given him. Web picked one out and held it in front of Romano as he shone his light on it. “The guy who you gave
         the kid to that night?” he said. “Is this him? Think of him with a blond crew cut, not bald. I know it’s hard because he was
         wearing shades. But try.”
      


  Romano studied the photo and then gaped at Web. “I think that’s him.”


  Web immediately took off running for the tree line, Romano right behind him.


  “What the hell’s got into you, Web?”


  Web didn’t answer. He just kept running.
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  The door to the underground room opened and Nemo Strait walked in. Claire and Kevin were each cuffed to a large iron bolt in
         the wall, and their arms and legs were also bound with thick rope. Strait had ordered them gagged but not blindfolded. “You’ve
         already seen way too much, Doc,” he had explained to Claire, “but it won’t matter none.” His chilling meaning had been absolutely
         clear.
      


  His men poured in behind Strait and came at her and Kevin with blankets and more ropes.


  “Help us, help us,” Claire tried to scream out, but her words were barely audible because of the gag. She struggled vainly
         against the men. Kevin just stared silently at his captors, as though his expectation of death had finally been realized.
      


  “Let’s move it,” said Nemo Strait. “We don’t have all night, and we got a lot to do.”


  As they carried Kevin out, Strait affectionately patted the boy on the head.
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  Web looked in each of the back windows of Nemo Strait’s house. The man’s truck wasn’t parked out front, but Web was taking
         no chances. Romano was checking the sides and the front. They hooked up and Romano shook his head. “Nothing. Place is empty.”
      


  “Not for long,” said Web.


  It took all of twenty seconds to pick the back door lock and they were inside. They methodically searched the place until
         they came to the man’s bedroom.
      


  “What exactly are we looking for, Web?”


  Web was in the bedroom closet and didn’t answer right away. He finally backed out with an old shoebox. “This might be a start.”


  He sat on a chair next to the bed and started going through the old photos. He held one up. “Here we go. Remember Strait said
         he was a guard at a juvenile detention center when he got back from Nam?”
      


  “So?”


  “So, guess who was an inmate at that same juvie center for putting a meat cleaver in his grandma’s head? I saw the file when
         I met with Bates at WFO.”
      


  “Who are you talking about?”


  “Clyde Macy. He’s the guy in the photo I showed you, the guy who impersonated an FBI agent. Damn, I wish I’d shown you his
         photo before. Now I’m betting if we looked at the dates it’ll show Macy and Strait were there at the same time.”
      


  “But Macy was with the Frees after that.”


  “And maybe Strait finds him and convinces him to come and work for him.”


  “But you said Macy was muscle for Westbrook.”


  “What Macy is, is a cop wannabe. I’m thinking he was under-cover and was infiltrating Westbrook’s organization as part of
         Strait’s drug ring.”
      


  “Strait’s drug ring!”


  “Oxycontin. Horse trailers, the perfect way to move the stuff. The trailer at the Southern Belle was how a Townsmand is really
         set up. Strait had the one at East Winds put in with a false bottom that raised the floor so much a fifteen-hands-high yearling’s
         head almost touched the roof. And he had storage boxes put in to carry even more drugs. And the speeding tickets? Macy wasn’t
         going to the Southern Belle, he was coming here. And I bet he was the one who found out Toona was snitching for Cove. He used
         that information to set up Cove and us and then told Westbrook, who eliminated Toona.”
      


  “You think maybe Macy was the one who fired the shots at the Free compound and started the slaughter?”


  “And planted the drugs there and all the other ‘evidence’ for us to conveniently find. And he probably stole Silas’s truck.
         I’m bet- ting he was also the one who shot Chris Miller outside of Cove’s house. And Strait is ex-Army and maybe that’s how
         he got hold of those machine guns, and he probably knows something about making bombs.”
      


  “But that means they were both tied in somehow to the hit on HRT. Why?”


  All this time Web had been going through the photos until he stopped and pulled another one out. “Son of a bitch.”


  “What?”


  Web turned the photo around. It was a picture of Strait in uniform in Vietnam. Next to him was a man that Romano didn’t recognize,
         but Web certainly did. Even though the guy was much younger in the photo, he really hadn’t changed all that much.
      


  “Ed O’Bannon. He was the army shrink who helped Strait after he escaped from the Viet Cong.”


  “Jesus.”


  “And that means that they may have Claire, and even Kevin, around here somewhere. The farm would be a perfect place to hide
         them.”
      


  “But I still don’t get it, Web, why would Strait and O’Bannon and Macy want to take out Charlie Team? It makes no sense.”


  Web thought hard, but that answer wasn’t coming to him. At least it didn’t until he glanced down and saw it. He put the shoe-box
         aside and slowly reached down and plucked the object up from where it had fallen partially under the bed.
      


  He held the anklet up and shone his light on it. Yet Web already knew to whom it belonged. He ripped the bedspread off and
         examined the pillows with his flashlight. It only took him a few moments to find the long blond hairs.
      


  He looked at Romano in disbelief. “Gwen.”
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  The trailer was backed up to the pool equipment room. The horse ramp was down and one of Strait’s men had slid out the long
         piece of metal revealing the false bottom space that was easily big enough for a large shipment of pills … or the bodies
         of a woman and a little boy.
      


  Strait was overseeing the transfer of Claire and Kevin to this compartment. They were struggling mightily and making noise—too
         much noise.
      


  “Open the pool,” he ordered. “Be easier if we drown ’em first. And cleaner than shooting them here.”


  The cover over the pool cranked back and then the men partially slipped the ropes and blankets off Claire and Kevin and started
         dragging them over to the water.
      


  That’s when the voice called out.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  Strait and his men whirled around. Gwen was standing there, holding a pistol.


  “Hey, Gwen, what are you doing up?” asked Strait innocently. She looked at Claire and Kevin.


  “Who are they, Nemo?”


  “Just a couple of issues I got to deal with and then we can all ride off into the sunset.”


  “You’re going to kill them?”


  “No, I’m going to let them testify and put me on death row.” Several of Strait’s men laughed at this. Strait drew closer to
         Gwen, never taking his eyes off her.
      


  “Let me ask you a question, Gwen. You said you were going to take care of London. But I saw him ride off today and the man
         was breathing just fine.”
      


  “I changed my mind.”


  “Oh, that’s good, you changed your mind. You mean you got cold feet. I figured. When you get right down to it, Gwen, you ain’t
         got the stuff to do this. The killing. That’s why you need men like me to do it for you.”
      


  “I want you to leave now. You and all your people.”


  “Well, I’m planning to do that.”


  “No, I mean without your issues.”
      


  Strait smiled and drew still closer to the woman. “Now sweetie, you know I can’t do that.”


  “I’ll let you have a head start of twelve hours before I release them.”


  “And then what? That’s a lot of explaining to do. And you’ll take the heat for it?”


  “I’m not going to let you kill them, Nemo. Enough people have died already. And it’s my fault. You were right, I should have
         let go of the hate a long time ago, but whenever I tried all I could see was my son, dead.”
      


  “See, the problem is, if I leave them here and they talk, the cops will never stop looking for me. But if I kill them, then
         when I exit stage left, nobody gives a crap. And that’s a big difference, because once I settle down in a place, I like to
         stay there, and I’m not spending my retirement running from the FBI.”
      


  He glanced toward one of his men; he was circling around behind Gwen.


  Gwen gripped her pistol and aimed it at Strait’s head. “I’m telling you for the last time, leave!”


  “And what about your cut of the drug money?”


  “That was all your doing. And I don’t want it. I’ll take the heat for everything. Just go!”


  “Damn, woman, what got into you, you see God or something?” “Get the hell off my land, Strait, now!”


  “Look out, Gwen!” screamed Web.


  The voice caught all of them off guard, but the man circling behind Gwen still fired his gun, which missed because she had
         ducked down at Web’s warning. The shot hit behind her.
      


  Web’s sniper rifle barked and the man fell dead into the pool, the chlorinated water instantly turning red.


  Nemo and his men took cover behind the horse trailer and opened fire, while Gwen disappeared into the bushes.


  After they had left Strait’s place, Web and Romano had gone to the equestrian center because Web wanted to check something;
         sure enough, he found the small wound on Comet’s back. Gwen had plotted to kill him and then had a change of heart. Because
         of their talk? If so, Web wished he had had it years ago with the woman. He didn’t have proof of it all, but it seemed clear
         to him that Gwen had enlisted Nemo and his men to exact her revenge for her son’s death. Whether it was Billy Canfield’s neglect
         that had driven her to Strait’s bed, he didn’t know.
      


  They were headed to the mansion next when they had heard the noise at the pool area and come running in time to hear the exchange
         between Gwen and Strait, in time to hear Gwen admit that the people killed had been her fault, her revenge. Now they were
         in a full-fledged firefight with no way to call in reinforcements. And the big problem was that Claire and Kevin were caught
         in the middle.
      


  It seemed that Strait realized this because he called out, “Hey, Web, why don’t you come on out now? ’Cause if you don’t,
         I’m gonna put a bullet into the woman and the kid.”
      


  Web and Romano looked at each other. Strait didn’t know Romano was there. Romano turned and headed to the left. Web headed
         right and then stopped.
      


  “Come on, Nemo, you’ve got no chance, and the cavalry’s on the way.”


  “That’s right, I’m a desperate man with not a damn thing to lose.” He fired a shot very close to Claire’s head where she and
         Kevin lay on the pool deck.
      


  “Look, Nemo,” said Web, “two more killings aren’t going to help you any.”


  Strait laughed. “Hell, Web, they ain’t gonna hurt me none either.”
      


  “Okay, Nemo, tell me the one thing I haven’t been able to figure out,” Web called out. “Why the kid switch in the alley?”


  “What? You want me to incriminate myself?” Strait yelled back and laughed again.


  “Look around, Nemo—I got all the evidence I need.”


  “So if I do like you say, you’ll put in a good word for me with the judge, right?” Strait laughed again.


  “Couldn’t hurt.”


  “Well, Web, in my line of work you tend to congregate with some interesting folks. And one particular fellow had some right
         definite demands, and he’s the sort of fellow you got to accommodate. This is definitely a fellow you got to keep happy, you
         know what I’m saying?”
      


  “Clyde Macy?”


  “Now, I ain’t naming no names, Web. I ain’t no squealer.”


  “Let me help you then. Macy is a wannabe cop. He’s just itching to prove he’s better. He was dying to dress like an FBI agent,
         waltz in and take the kid right out of our hands. Just to show himself that he could pull it off.”
      


  “Damn, Web, you’d make a good detective.”


  “But maybe you weren’t as confident. You needed Kevin, and you couldn’t risk Macy not pulling it off and getting Kevin back.
         You had to use Kevin in the first place in that alley to throw suspicion on Big F, and you needed Kevin later as leverage
         over him. So you substituted the other kid for Kevin. That way, Macy gets to have his fun at the Bureau’s expense, and if
         he fails you still have Kevin. Am I right?”
      


  “Hell, I guess we’ll never know.”


  “So where’s the other kid?”


  “Like I said, I guess we’ll never know.”


  Web’s walkie-talkie crackled. Romano was in position.


  “Okay, one more chance, Nemo, you got five seconds to surrender.”


  Web didn’t bother counting to five. He slipped his MP-5 to full auto and opened fire, strafing the horse trailer behind which
         Nemo and his men had taken cover.
      


  Strait and his men dropped flat to the ground at the same time Romano came up behind them.


  One of the men saw him and turned to fire and took two MP-5 rounds between his eyes for his trouble.


  “Guns on the ground. Now!” ordered Romano.


  Web saw it, but Romano didn’t because his back was to it: a small bit of condensation that was rising into the air off in
         the woods. Condensation caused by the cold coming up from a gun barrel. It was a classic mistake by someone who knew something
         about fieldcraft and sniping, but not the small, critical details that really made the difference. As a sniper Web would use
         his breath to heat his barrel and eliminate the condensation.
      


  “Six o’clock, Romano,” he screamed.


  But it was too late. The shot hit Romano at the base of his spine and the impact from the high-speed round knocked him down.


  “Paulie!” yelled Web.


  Another man rolled out and took aim at the fallen HRT, but Web dropped him with his .308. He wedged the MP-5 against his pec
         with one hand and pulled out one of his .45s with the other.
      


  “Romano!”


  He breathed a sigh of relief as Romano started to rise. While it had penetrated his armor, the slug could not get through
         Link, the third .45 he kept back there in a special holster.
      


  Another shot hit near Web and he dropped to the ground even as Romano threw himself into the bushes. Strait took this opportunity
         to race out and grab Claire and half carry, half drag her to the truck hooked to the trailer.
      


  Web looked up and saw what Strait was trying to do. Web shot out the truck tires. Cursing loudly, Strait dragged Claire off
         into the darkness.
      


  Web snagged his walkie-talkie. “Paulie, Paulie, you okay?” Several anxious seconds went by and then Romano answered. His voice
         was a little shaky, but he was the same old Romano.
      


  “Whoever shot me doesn’t know jack-shit about bullet drop over distance. Fired too low.”


  “Lucky for you. I didn’t see the barrel condensation until it was too late. I’m betting it’s Macy out there somewhere. Strait’s
         got Claire. I’m going after them. Kevin Westbrook is still by the pool.”
      


  “I got things covered here, Web.”


  “You sure?”


  “Hell, it’s only four against one. Go!”


  Web turned and raced after Claire and Strait.
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  Romano had lost his MP-5 and his sniper rifle was not going to be very efficient at such close quarters. He pulled out his
         .45s and, taking a page from Web’s book, actually rubbed one of them for luck. Despite his bravado, four against one were
         not good odds. He could get three of them and still be undone by number four. And there was still the shooter who had nailed
         him to worry about. He squatted low and edged along the bushes that surrounded the pool area. Shots were fired, but he didn’t
         fire back, because they were way off, and muzzle flashes told him where his adversaries were. He kept moving and watching.
         Each time a shot was fired, he duly noted it. These guys were amateurs, but even amateurs got lucky, especially with superior
         numbers. He crouched low and saw the kid by the pool. He wasn’t moving and Romano was thinking that maybe one of the shots
         had found its mark. But then the kid raised his head slightly. Romano slipped on his NV goggles and now he could see what
         the boy’s problem was. His legs were still tightly bound.
      


  Romano kept moving, putting distance between himself and the enemy. He wanted to get some range so that he could use his rifle.
         He had his night scope on and all he would need was a sliver of head to work with. Reduce the enemy to three or maybe even
         one and then he would move in with his pistols. One on one, Romano would win every time.
      


  His plan was textbook. Read their muzzle signatures. Keep moving. Outflank them. Then move in, pop one or two, the others
         would lose their nerve and give themselves away, maybe start running and he would use his sniper rifle, wait for them to enter
         the kill zone and then it would all be over.
      


  A voice called out, “Hey, Romano, come on out now, and without the gun.”


  Romano said nothing. He was spending his time getting a fix on the exact location of that voice so he could silence it. He
         thought it was the farmhand he had dropped on his first day at the farm, but he wasn’t sure.
      


  “Romano, I hope you’re listening to me. Because you got five seconds to come out or I’m going to put a bullet into the kid’s
         head.”
      


  Romano muttered under his breath as he drew closer to the source of the voice. He had no desire to let the boy die, but if
         he came out of cover, the reality was that both he and Kevin Westbrook would die. Romano never played that game and his only
         course of action was to try and kill them all before they got to the boy, which was going to be pretty much impossible.
      


  “I’m sorry, kid,” he muttered under his breath as he moved forward and took up his firing position.


  The man who had spoken was indeed the fellow Romano had knocked down at the equestrian center. He was crawling forward on
         his belly, holding his pistol. He stopped, silently counted to five and called out once more. “Last chance, HRT.” He waited
         a moment, shrugged, stood and took direct aim at Kevin Westbrook’s head from the cover of the bushes. The man was not a great
         shot, but this execution would not require a high level of skill.
      


  All of the air left the man’s body as the enormous man burst from cover and hit him so hard he landed about seven feet away
         and on the pool deck. The big man raced to the boy and swooped him up in one massive arm. Then Francis Westbrook turned and
         ran off into the night with his son, even as he fired his pistol back over his shoulder.
      


  Another man jumped out from cover and took aim at Westbrook’s broad back. He was about to fire when Romano came out from cover
         and shot him down. He didn’t know that the large man was Francis Westbrook, but Romano wasn’t going to sit back and let anyone
         take it in the back. The only problem was that he revealed his position and he took a round in the leg for being such a nice
         guy. Romano tried to drag himself off but soon found an array of guns pointed at him. He was hauled down to the pool deck
         and three men stood over him.
      


  “Well, shit, HRTs ain’t so hot after all,” said one. That one started getting Romano worked up.


  “Just shoot his ass,” said another. Romano’s face turned red and his hands turned to fists.


  “I say we stick his head in the water and drown the mother, nice and slow.”


  Romano looked up and saw that this came from the gent whom Westbrook had drop-kicked on to the pool deck, the same guy Romano
         had floored his first day at East Winds. His big gut was still sucking in huge amounts of air and there was blood around his
         nose where he had skidded across the stone.
      


  “What do you say to that, Romano?” the man asked, even as he prodded Romano in the side with his boot.


  “Sounds good to me,” Romano said. He exploded forward and laid his shoulder into the man’s quivering gut and they both went
         into the water. Romano took a huge breath and then dragged the man under. The two men on the pool deck did what Romano thought
         they would. They fired into the water. But Romano and the other man were too deep for the bullets to do any damage.
      


  One of the guys had a seemingly brilliant idea. He raced over and hit the button to close the pool cover. As it settled over
         Romano and the man he was still struggling with, Romano, far from being concerned, knew that now he had the means to actually
         survive this. He slipped out his knife and cut the man’s throat. Blood filled the water. Romano then grabbed the body around
         the legs and pushed it up until he could feel the man’s head slam against the cover, as though he were bursting to the surface
         for air. Then he heard what he expected to hear, the guns firing into the head. He lowered the body, moved his position and
         then lifted the body up again. Again the guns fired, sending little jets of propelled water by him on either side. Now, they
         no doubt thought both of them were dead. At least Romano hoped they did; in fact, he was counting on it to survive.
      


  He lowered the body again and then let go of it. It slowly sank to the bottom of the pool to join the one already there, the
         man Web had shot earlier. Now Romano had to undertake the riskiest part of this plan. He let out most of his remaining air,
         floated to the top and hooked his arm into the filter opening as though he had been caught there after getting his head blown
         off. As the cover opened, he was really hoping these guys did not understand the physics of freshly killed bodies in water,
         namely that they sank rather than floated on the surface. If they opened fire on him now, he was dead. But they didn’t. The
         cover dragged his body some and Romano didn’t move a muscle. It wasn’t time yet. When the hands reached down and pulled him
         out, he still didn’t move. They laid him on the pool deck facedown. He could sense them on either side. And then he heard
         it. They all did. Sirens. Somebody had called the cops.
      


  One of the men said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  That was the last thing he would ever say. Romano erupted to his feet and hit both men dead center of their chests with backward
         thrusts of the two knives he had hidden in both of his hands. The blades went in up to their hilts, piercing each of their
         hearts.
      


  They stared at him even as they dropped into the water. Romano stood up straight, surveyed the battlefield, ripped off his
         shirt and used a small tree branch to put a tourniquet on his leg, fished Link, the pistol that had blocked the bullet from
         hitting his back, out of the water and held up the ruined gun.
      


  “Well, hell,” he said.
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  Web was trailing Strait and Claire as best as he could. He was alternating with his NV goggles and his own eyes, but it was
         very dark here and even NVs needed some ambient light to work properly. He was relying more on his hearing than his eyes,
         actually, but he couldn’t fire at anything based on that, because he could as easily hit Claire as Strait.
      


  He approached the Monkey House, slowed his pace and finally stopped. The ruined building looked ominous during the day; now
         it was completely unnerving. The problem was, if Strait was inside and Web moved past without clearing the building first,
         Strait could rear-flank him.
      


  Web kept a tight grip on his MP-5 and quietly moved forward. He entered the place from the south end and stepped over the
         debris that littered the former animal prison. Shafts of moonlight came through the holes in the roof as the clouds overhead
         moved past. The light eerily washed over the wrecked cages and the sight was a test even for Web’s hardened nerves.
      


  Moving through the space without making a sound was impossible and Web’s gaze kept darting in all directions in hope that
         he would see something that would give him the instant he needed to save his and Claire’s lives and end Strait’s in the bargain.
         There was the issue of Macy being out there too, and that was troublesome because the man did have some tactical skill.
      


  Web immediately sank to the floor as he heard a creak to his left. He slipped on his NV goggles and scanned the space grid
         by grid.He looked overhead too because there was a catwalk up there. That’s when the garbled scream rang out.
      


  He rolled and the shot hit right where he had been lying. He came up, his gun ready to fire. That had sounded like Claire’s
         voice warning him. He heard shuffling at the far end of the building and then feet running away. He was about to race after
         them when he saw the same thing he had seen before, gun barrel condensation. He dropped just before the gun fired, and the
         bullet hit one of the cages and ricocheted harmlessly into a wall.
      


  Well, that was good to know—Macy, if that’s who it really was, wasn’t smart enough to realize his earlier error.


  Web did a sweep of the space in the direction where the shot had come from with his MP-5, blowing junk in the air and rattling
         empty cages. When he stopped and put in a fresh clip he heard another pair of feet running away. He slipped out and took up
         the chase again grateful to be leaving the Monkey House behind.
      


  He felt like he was closing in when Web sensed something to his left and hit the ground again. The shot smacked into a tree
         directly behind where he’d been standing.
      


  Rifle shot, not pistol, he judged. It was Macy again, then, not Strait. He had probably dropped back again and was covering
         for his boss. “The wannabe against the real thing,” Web said softly. “Well, bring it on.”
      


  As a sniper, Web would remain totally motionless when he was on duty. The rule was that in a standoff, the first man to move
         and give himself away died. Thus he could lie completely still while waiting to kill someone. He was able to slow down his
         pulse and even regulate the efficiency of his bladder so that he could go long intervals without having to urinate. He was
         like an anaconda lying in wait in the grass for a jaguar. When it came, the snake exploded, and no more jaguar.
      


  As he lay there, Web wondered how Macy was able to track him as effectively as he had. That made Web start thinking about
         the equipment the guy might be carrying. Bates had given him an additional piece of information about the attack on the Frees’
         compound. Two .308 slugs had been dug out of the walls. If Macy was carrying the same ordnance that HRT used, maybe he was
         carrying other equipment similar to what Web was using. Web recalled the photo of Macy in his paramilitary regalia. All those
         elements definitely fit the profile of a wannabe.
      


  Web slithered forward on his belly, making only minimal noise. He wanted to test something, and giving away his position seemed
         to be the best way to do it.
      


  A shot hit close to him.


  Okay, that confirmed that, thought Web. The guy had night optics too.


  He slipped on his NV goggles and did a sweep of the area. That’s when he saw it; only for an instant, but it was enough. It
         was just enough.
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  Clyde Macy was feeling good about his strategy. He knew that HRT members were very skilled, but he had always suspected they
         were also overrated. He had, after all, breached their perimeter at the Frees’ compound. And he had shot one of them down
         at the pool area. He hadn’t stuck around long enough to see Romano get back up. When Strait had grabbed Claire and run, Macy,
         ever the loyal lieutenant, had left to cover his boss’s back. Strait had been good to him, taking him under his wing at the
         detention center. And when Macy had gotten out and strayed into the world of the Frees, Strait had tracked him down and made
         him see the light. The Frees were amateurs. The debacle in Richmond showed him that. And, Strait had pointed out, they don’t
         pay you a dime, yet they expect you to help support them. And for what? Strait had pointedly asked him. For the privilege
         of associating with stupid people.
      


  He had taken the sound advice and had worked with Strait for several years. The current gig had been the most lucrative. They
         had made a fortune with the drug running, and Macy had even gotten to set up the Free Society in the bargain. That and gunning
         down old Twan—it was all worth it. Now that the plan was disappearing as quickly as the sirens were heading their way, Macy
         had one more goal left. To kill London. That would prove his ultimate superiority. In a way, Macy had been training his entire
         adult life for this very moment.
      


  He slipped on his NV goggles, fired them up and scanned the area where he had last seen London. The man was obviously losing
         it, moving around like that. He was overconfident and had suddenly found himself matched against a foe who was actually better
         than he was. And now it was time to finish it. Just as he thought this, he locked onto the green beacon blaring at him. For
         a second Macy was stunned, for he didn’t know what it was. And then he realized it must be a reflection from London’s night
         optics. He aimed, exhaled all his breath; muscle on muscle his finger slid to the trigger. He became absolutely motionless.
         And then he fired. The shot hit the beacon dead center and the light went out. It was only then that Macy realized his own
         night optics, turned on full power as they were, were probably giving off the same beacon. But one had to be looking through
         his own night optics to see the light, and he had just finished off London. He was just a split second quicker, and because
         of that he was alive and London wasn’t. That’s what it often came down to.
      


  Before Macy could draw another breath, the bullet hit him squarely in the forehead. For a millisecond his mind didn’t react
         to the fact that half of his head was now missing. Then the gun fell from his hands and Clyde Macy slumped to the dirt.
      


  Web rose from behind a small berm about three ticks on the clock away from where he had propped up his goggles on a stump
         and turned them on full power. He hadn’t had to rely on the green beacon coming from Macy’s night optics. As soon as Macy
         fired at what he thought was Web’s head, his muzzle flash had revealed his position. A second later, it was over. Final score:
         professional, one; wannabe, dead.
      


  He didn’t have time to reflect further on his victory because the crash of feet rushing through the underbrush made Web hit
         the ground and aim his .308. When the pair cleared the tree line and stepped into his kill zone, Web hesitated and then rose
         on his knees, his rifle pointed directly at the man’s enormous chest.
      


  “Put down the gun, Francis!”


  Westbrook jerked and looked around in the darkness. Through his rifle scope Web could clearly see the giant push Kevin behind
         him, shielding the boy from this new threat.
      


  “It’s Web London, Francis. Put the weapon down. Now!”


  “Stay behind me, Kev,” said Westbrook as he edged away from the sound of Web’s voice.


  “Last time, Francis; gun down and then you. Or you’ll be going down another way.”


  “I getting Kevin out of here, little man. That all I want to do. No problems, no problems.”


  Web aimed his shot at a tree branch ten feet above Westbrook’s head. The limb was cleanly cut in two and fell behind them.
         That was the first warning shot Web had ever fired in his career, and he wondered why he had even bothered. Kevin yelled out,
         but Westbrook said nothing. He just kept backing up. Then he did something that surprised even Web. He dropped his gun, knelt
         down and pulled Kevin up on his back. At first Web thought he was going to use Kevin as a shield, but Westbrook kept his body
         between Web and the boy. And he kept retreating.
      


  “No problems, HRT. Just heading on out. Got things to do.” Web put another shot in the dirt to the left of him. A second warning.
         Shit. What the hell was wrong with him? Take the guy. He’s a criminal. A murderer.
      


  “No problems,” said Westbrook again. “Just heading out, me and the kid.”


  Web aimed the next shot at the man’s head. Then he realized that, with the ammo he was chambering he couldn’t shoot Westbrook,
         because the bullet might pass through even the big man’s thick body and hit Kevin. He could aim for the legs and drop the
         giant. He contemplated this and was aiming for the best possible location when he heard Kevin.
      


  “Web, please, don’t shoot my brother. Please. He just helping me.”


  Through his scope Web could see the boy’s face next to his father’s. He was holding on to the thick neck with both hands,
         his face filled with fear, tears running down his cheeks. Francis Westbrook looked calm, as though he were ready to face his
         death. Web recalled all the scars on the man’s belly. He had obviously faced down death many times. He was 120 in whitey years.
         Web’s finger slid to the trigger. If Web shot him in the leg, at least Kevin would be able to visit him in prison. It was
         the right thing to do. He was a cop. The man was a criminal. That’s how things worked. No exceptions. No involved internal
         deliberations. Just shoot.
      


  And yet Web allowed the pair to slide off into the woods and disappear. Web’s finger moved away from the trigger. He screamed
         out, “Take him back to his home, Francis. And then you better run like hell, because I’ll be coming for you, you son of a
         bitch.”
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  Strait had heard the sirens too and he couldn’t believe how quickly everything had gone to hell. Story of his life. He put
         his gun against Claire’s head and pulled out her gag. He had already untied her so he wouldn’t have to carry her.
      


  “Afraid you’re my ticket out of here, lady. And even that might not be enough. But just so you don’t get your hopes up, if
         it looks like they’re going to take me, I’m gonna shoot you.”
      


  “Why?” wailed Claire helplessly.


  “’Cause I’m pissed off, that’s why. ’Cause I worked my ass off for nothing, that’s why. Now come on.” He jerked her along
         as they made their way toward the equestrian center. There were trucks there that maybe, just maybe he could use to get out
         of here. They were approaching the center from the east and when he saw the peak of the big hay barn, Strait actually smiled.
         The farm was vast and its topography complex, and the cops would come in the front, no doubt, while Strait left from the rear.
         By the time they realized what was going on, he would have ditched the truck, gotten to the little safe house he had set up
         just for this contingency and then quietly disappeared, not with all his money, but with some of it.
      


  They cleared a rise in the land and started down toward the horse stalls. The man came at them from out of the darkness. At
         first Strait thought it was Macy, but then the clouds moved past and the moonlight revealed Billy Canfield standing there,
         shotgun in hand. Strait instantly held Claire in front of him, the gun to her temple.
      


  “Get out the way, old man, I ain’t got no time for you.”


  “Why, because the cops are coming? You damn right they are, ’cause I called ’em.”


  Strait shook his head, a vicious look on his features. “And why’d you do that?”


  “I don’t know what the hell you been doing on my farm, but I do know you been sleeping with my wife. You must think I’m stupid
         or something.”
      


  “Well, somebody had to be screwing her, Billy, ’cause you sure as hell weren’t.”


  “That’s my business,” roared Canfield, “not yours.”


  “Oh, it’s my business, all right, and let me tell you it was some damn fine business. You didn’t know what you were missing,
         old man.”
      


  Canfield raised his shotgun.


  “Yeah, go on and fire, Billy, and with that scattergun you’ll kill this nice lady too.”


  The men silently stared at each other until Strait completely realized his advantage.


  Still using Claire as a shield, he pointed his pistol at Billy and prepared to fire.


  “Billy!”


  Strait looked over in time to see Gwen and Baron charging straight at him. He yelled, pushed Claire away and got off two quick
         shots. And then a bullet hit him in the head, instantly crumpling him.
      


  Web had rushed out of the woods, quickly taken in what was happening and fired, killing Strait. Baron reared up and his front
         hooves came down on Strait’s body.
      


  Web quickly ran to Claire’s side. He didn’t have to check Strait. He knew the man was dead.


  “Are you okay?” he asked Claire.


  She nodded, then sat up and started crying. Web hugged her and then looked over and saw that Billy Canfield had shuffled over
         to a dark mass and then dropped to his knees. Web rose, and went over to him and looked at where Gwen lay on the ground, her
         chest covered by a pool of blood where at least one of Strait’s shots had hit its mark. She looked up at them both, her breath
         coming in painful gasps. Web dropped to his knees, ripped open her shirt and saw the wound. He slowly covered her chest back
         up and looked at her. His expression obviously told her the truth.
      


  She gripped his hand. “I’m so scared, Web.”


  Web knelt down closer as Billy just squatted there, staring at his dying wife.


  “You’re not alone, Gwen.” That was all he could think to say. He wanted to hate this woman for what she had done to him, to
         Teddy Riner and all the rest. But he couldn’t. And it wasn’t just because she had saved his life, and Claire’s and Kevin’s.
         It was because Web didn’t know what he would have done had he been in the woman’s shoes, with all that rage and hatred building
         up over the years. Maybe he would have done the same; he just hoped not.
      


  “I’m not scared of dying, Web. I’m scared I won’t see David.” Blood dribbled from her mouth and her words were a little garbled,
         but Web understood her.
      


  Heaven and hell; that was it? With maybe purgatory not even an option.


  Her eyes were starting to lose focus and Web could feel her grip loosening.


  “David,” she said weakly. “David.” She looked to the sky. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned …” Her voice trailed
         off and she started sobbing.
      


  Web assumed the woman would have crawled to her little chapel if she’d had the strength. He looked around for something, anything.
         And then it appeared in the form of Paul Romano walking stiffly over to them. He had driven off in the truck that had been
         hooked to the trailer by the pool, flat tires and all, thanks to Web.
      


  Web rushed over to him, looked at his bloody leg. “You okay?”


  “Just a scratch. Thanks for asking.”


  “Paulie, can you take Gwen’s Last Confession?”


  “What?”


  Web pointed to where Gwen lay in the grass. “Gwen’s dying. I want you to hear her Last Confession.”


  Romano took a step back. “Are you nuts? Do I look like a priest?”


  “She’s dying, Paulie, she won’t know. She believes she’s going to hell and she won’t see her son.”


  “This is the same woman who masterminded wiping out Charlie Team and you want me to forgive her too for all the stuff she’s
         done?”
      


  “Yes, it’s important.”


  “No way am I doing that.”


  “Come on, Romano, it won’t kill you.”


  Romano looked to the sky for an instant. “How do you know?” “Paulie, please, I know I have no right to ask you, but please,
         there’s not much time. It’s the right thing to do.” He added in desperation, “God will understand.”
      


  The men stared at each other for a long moment and then Romano shook his head, limped over and knelt down beside Gwen. He
         took her hand in his, made the sign of the cross over her and asked her if she wanted to make her Last Confession. In weakening
         tones she said she did.
      


  Finished, Romano rose and stepped away.


  Web again knelt down beside Gwen. Her eyes were starting to glaze over, but for a brief moment she was able to focus on him
         and even gave him a weak smile as though to thank him, as with each breath she pumped more blood out of her body. The resemblance
         to the wound that had claimed her son was striking.
      


  She clutched Web’s hand with renewed strength and mouthed the words, “I’m so sorry, Web, can you forgive me?”


  Web looked at the beautiful eyes that were growing dimmer by the second. In those eyes and the woman’s features he saw a different
         image, that of a young boy who had trusted Web and who had then been failed by him.
      


  “I forgive you,” he said to the dying woman, and he hoped that somewhere, somehow, David Canfield was doing the same for him.


  With that, Web stepped back and passed her hand over to Billy, who took it and knelt down beside his wife. Web watched as
         the chest rose and fell with greater and greater speed, and then, finally, it just stopped and the hand went limp. As Billy
         quietly sobbed over the body of his wife, Web helped Claire stand, put his arm under Romano to assist him, and the three started
         to walk off together.
      


  The shotgun blast made them all jump. When they turned around, Billy was just then walking away from Strait’s body, a curl
         of smoke rising from his shotgun.
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  For the next few days, the police and the FBI had poured all over East Winds, collecting evidence, wrapping up bodies and generally
         trying to figure everything out, although that, under even the best circumstances, would take some time. On a very somber
         note, the body of the boy who had been substituted for Kevin in the alley had been found in a grave deep in the woods at East
         Winds. They boy had been identified as a runaway from Ohio who had somehow had the great misfortune to run into Nemo Strait
         and Clyde Macy, no doubt with promises of some fast money.
      


  As Web walked over the grounds, he could only shake his head at how quickly the pastoral setting of the farm had turned into
         a battlefield. Bates had cut short his vacation and was now here overseeing things. Romano was in the hospital getting his
         leg wound treated, but the bullet had hit neither bone nor major artery and the doctors predicted a quick and full recovery
         for someone as fit as Paul Romano. However, Web was certain that Angie was giving her husband a really hard time about almost
         getting killed. No doubt if someone was going to do Romano in, she wanted the honors.
      


  As Web was walking up the drive to the mansion, he saw Bates coming out the front door. Billy Canfield stood on the porch
         and stared at seemingly nothing. The man had nothing left, Web thought. Bates saw Web and came over.
      


  “Damn, what a mess,” Bates said.


  “Well, it’s pretty clear now that it was a mess for a long time before this.”


  “Actually, you’re right. We discovered records at Strait’s house and chased down his suppliers. The shot that killed Antoine
         Peebles was traced to a gun we found on Macy. Ed O’Bannon’s turned up too, in a Dumpster. Same gun killed him. And the rifle
         Macy was carrying when you shot him, we matched that to the hits on Judge Leadbetter and Chris Miller.”
      


  “A ballistics hat trick. Don’t you just love it when the pieces start falling into place?”


  “Oh, and we also checked the tape of the shooting in Richmond like you asked us to.”


  Web shot him a glance. “What’d you find?”


  “You were right, there was something there. A phone ringing.”


  “It wasn’t a ringing sound. It was more like a—”


  “A whistle? That’s right. It was a cellular phone. You know, you can do just about any ringing sound you want. This one was
         a bird whistle. Nobody ever thought much about it before. It’s not like we needed it as evidence to nail Ernie Free.”
      


  “Whose phone was it?”


  “David Canfield’s. A cell phone his mother had given him in case of emergency.”


  Web looked stunned, even as Bates nodded sadly.


  “It was Gwen calling him. He never answered. Probably the only way she thought she could talk to him at that point. She just
         picked the worst time to do it. She didn’t know when HRT was going in, of course.”
      


  “So you think that’s why the phones were the theme with the killings?”


  “Well, we’ll never know for sure, but it looks that way. Maybe she felt since she couldn’t talk to her son, she wanted the
         phones to be the last things those three guys ever saw. She also left a written statement that exonerated Billy. I guess Gwen
         was thinking she wouldn’t survive this, and she turned out to be right. We’ve confirmed Billy’s innocence from other sources.
         And we were also able to nab a few of Strait’s men who weren’t at the farm that night. They spilled their guts.”
      


  “Good. The man’s suffered enough.”


  Bates shook his head. “Those guys confirmed that Gwen wasn’t in on the drug stuff. But I guess she found out later and wanted
         a cut of it. God, and she looked so normal.”
      


  “She was normal,” snapped Web. “But what happened to her son just took over her life.” He sighed deeply. “You know, I have
         every reason to hate the woman, and the only thing I feel is sorry for her. Sorry that she couldn’t have gone on. And part
         of me is thinking that if I had saved her son, none of this would have happened. That maybe I do a lot more harm than good.”
      


  “You can’t carry that burden, Web. That’s not fair to you.”


  “Well, life wasn’t very fair to Gwen Canfield, now, was it?”


  The two men walked along.


  “Well, if you want some good news, you’re reinstated with the Bureau, and if you so request, Buck Winters will give you a
         personal apology. And I’m counting on you so requesting.”
      


  Web shook his head. “I need some time to think about it, Perce.” “Buck’s apology?”


  “Coming back to the Bureau.”


  Bates gaped at him. “You’re kidding. Come on, Web, you got your whole life tied up in it.”


  “I know, that’s the problem.”


  “Well, take all the time that you want. After all this, the official word at the Bureau is that anything you want, you got.”


  “Gee, that’s really nice of them.”


  “How’s Romano?”


  “Bitching and complaining, so he’s just fine.”


  They stopped and looked back at the mansion, where Billy Canfield was just now turning and going into the house.


  Bates pointed at him. “Now, there’s the guy I really feel sorry for. He’s lost it all.”


  Web nodded in agreement.


  “You remember he said at the party, you keep your enemies out in the open, right where you can see them all the time?” Bates
         shook his head and looked around. “Well, his enemies were all around him and the poor guy never knew it.’
      


  “Yeah.”


  “You need a ride back?”


  “I’m gonna hang here awhile longer.”


  Bates and Web shook hands. “Thanks, Web, for everything.” Bates turned and walked off, while Web ambled along. And then he
         stopped, turned and looked in Bates’s direction and then at the mansion. Web suddenly took off at a dead run to the stone
         house. He raced through the front door and down the stairs to the lower level, where he made a beeline for Billy’s taxidermy
         room. It was locked. Web easily broke open the lock, went inside and quickly found what he was searching for. He carried the
         small jar in one hand and ran over to the gun cabinet. He found and hit the hidden latch and the door swung open. He pulled
         the flashlight off the wall and went inside. The mannequin peered back at him. Web hung the light on a peg on the wall so
         that the beam shone on the dummy. He took off the mannequin’s hairpiece and carefully peeled off the whiskers. Next he opened
         the jar and carefully applied the paint remover to the face. It came off quickly. Web kept working away until the dark skin
         became white. With the hair and whiskers gone and the original skin color, Web stood back. He had seen the face so many times
         he would have recognized it in his sleep, and yet the few devices Canfield had used to disguise the face had worked to perfection.
         The man had been true to his word: He had kept his real enemy right where he could always find him.
      


  Web knew he was looking upon Ernest B. Free for the first time since the shootout in Richmond.


  “You know those I-talians I told you about?”


  Web whipped around and there was Billy Canfield.


  “Those I-talians,” Billy continued, “who’d offer me all that money to move their stolen property? Remember I was telling you
         about them?”
      


  “I remember.”


  Canfield seemed to be in a fog. He wasn’t even looking at Web; he was staring at Ernie, maybe admiring his handiwork, Web
         thought.
      


  “Well, contrary to what I told you, I accepted one of those offers and did a real good job for them. Then, after what happened
         to my son and all, they came to me one day about four months ago and offered to do me a favor in appreciation for all my years
         of loyalty to the family.”
      


  “Break Ernest Free out of prison and deliver him to you?”


  “See, them I-talians are strong on family, and after what that man did to my son …” Billy stopped and rubbed at his eyes.
         “Anyway, Gwen probably showed you the little building what used to be a Civil War hospital at the farm.”
      


  “She did.”


  “Well, that’s where I did him. I sent Strait and his men off to pick up some horses and put Gwen on a plane to see her family
         in Kentucky, so I could work uninterrupted. I used some of the same surgical instruments the folks back in the Civil War did.”
         He went over and touched Free’s shoulder. “Cut his tongue out first ’cause he was making such a ruckus. I expected that from
         a little worm like him. Love to make others suffer but can’t take a drop of pain themselves. And then you know what I did?”
      


  “Tell me.”


  Billy smiled proudly. “I gutted him just the way you would a deer. Cut his balls off first. See, I figured somebody what done
         something like that to a little boy, he can’t call himself no man, so why would he need any balls? You see my reasoning?”
      


  Web said nothing, but though Billy did not appear to be armed, Web’s hand slipped to the grip of his pistol. Canfield did
         not seem to notice, or if he did, he didn’t seem to care.
      


  He cocked his head and surveyed his work from different angles. “Now, I’m not an educated man or anything, ain’t read many
         books and such, but it seemed sort of poetic justice, I guess you’d say, that old Ernie B. Free would sit locked in a little
         room where slaves came through hunting for their freedom. But he ain’t never gonna get his. Freedom, that is. And I’d know
         right where the son of a bitch was every minute of every day and show people to frighten them, like he was some little carnival
         freak.” He looked at Web with the expression of a man no longer part of the sane world. “Don’t that seem right to you?”
      


  Again Web said nothing.


  Billy stared at him and nodded. “I’d do it again, you know. In a minute I would.”


  “Tell me, Billy, what did it feel like, killing a man?”


  Canfield studied him for a very long moment. “It felt like shit.” “Did it take any of the hurt away?”


  “Not a damn drop. And now I got nothing left.” He paused, his lips trembling. “I shut her out of my life, you know. My own
         wife.
      


  Drove her to Strait’s bed, ignored her. She knew I knew and I didn’t say nothing about it, and that probably hurt more than
         if I’d beaten her for it. Right when she needed me most I wasn’t there. Maybe if I had been, she could’ve got herself through
         this.”
      


  Web stared at him. “Maybe she could have, Billy. But now we’ll never know.”


  They heard footsteps coming down the stairs and both men walked outside the room. It was Bates. He looked surprised to see
         Web.
      


  “I forgot I needed to ask you a few more things, Billy.” Bates looked at Web’s pale face. “Are you okay?” He glanced at the
         stricken Billy and then back at Web. “What’s going on here?”
      


  Web looked at Billy and then said to Bates, “Everything’s just fine. Why don’t you ask Billy the questions later? I think
         he needs some time to himself.” Web looked once more at Canfield, and then he put his arm around Bates and led him up the
         stairs.
      


  They had just reached the main floor when they heard the blast. It was the fancy Churchill shotgun.


  Web just knew.
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  Web dropped in on Kevin Westbrook two days after Billy Canfield killed himself. The boy was back with Jerome and his granny,
         thanks to his father. Part of Web hoped Francis “Big F” Westbrook made it to his retirement. At least he had left his son
         out of it. The grandmother, whose name Web learned was Rosa, was in wonderful spirits and had made them all lunch. As promised,
         Web had brought back the photo of Kevin and given it to Rosa, returned the sketchbooks Claire had taken previously to Kevin
         and also had a long talk with Jerome.
      


  “Never saw the man,” said Jerome of Big F. “One minute Kevin wasn’t here, and now he is.”


  “How’s the big cookie coming?” asked Web.


  Jerome smiled and said, “It’s in the oven and I’m about to turn on the heat.”


  Before Web left, Kevin gave him a sketch he had done. It showed a little boy and a large man side by side.


  “Is that you and your brother?” Web asked.


  “Nope, that’s me and you,” Kevin answered, and then gave Web a hug.


  When he went back to his car, Web got quite a shock. On his windshield was a piece of paper. What was written on the paper
         made Web look in all directions, one hand on his pistol grip. Yet the man was long gone. He looked at the paper again. It
         simply read, “I owe you. Big F.”
      


  Some other good news was that Randall Cove had been found.


  Some kids playing in the woods had come across him. He had been admitted into a local hospital as a John Doe, since he was
         carrying no identification. He had been unconscious for several days but had finally come to, and the Bureau had been notified.
         He was also expected to fully recover from his wounds.
      


  Web went to see him after Cove was flown back to Washington. The man was covered in bandages, had lost a lot of weight and
         wasn’t in the best of moods, but he was alive. That was something to feel good about, Web told him, and got a growl in return.
      


  “I’ve been right where you are,” Web told him, “except I was missing half my face. You got off easy.”


  “None of it feels easy. Not a damn bit.”


  “They say bullet wounds give you character.”


  “I got enough character to last the rest of my life, then.”


  Web had glanced around the room. “So how long you in for?” “Hell if I know. I’m just the patient. But if they stick me with
         one more needle, somebody around here besides me is gonna be hurting.”
      


  “I don’t like hospitals much either.”


  “Well, if I hadn’t been wearing my Kevlar, I’d be at the morgue. Got two bruises on my chest I think are with me permanently.”


  “First rule of engagement, always place one in the head.”


  “I’m glad they didn’t read your rules of engagement. So you broke the Oxy ring?”


  “I’d say we did it.”
      


  “And you popped Strait?”


  Web nodded. “And then Billy Canfield added a layer of buckshot. I don’t think it was necessary, but it probably made him feel
         better. But then again, not that much better.”
      


  Cove nodded. “I guess I can see that.” Web got up to leave. “Hey, Web, I owe you. I mean, I really owe you a lot.”


  “No, you don’t. Nobody owes me a damn thing.”


  “Hey, HRT, you brought the whole house of cards down.”


  “What I did was my job. And to tell you the truth, I’m getting a little tired of doing it.” The men shook hands.


  “Take it easy, Cove. And when they cut you loose from here, let the Bureau give you a nice, safe desk job where the only nasty
         things people are shooting at you are memos.”
      


  “Memos? Sounds pretty boring.”


  “Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?”
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  Web parked the Mach at the curb and walked up the sidewalk. Claire Daniels was not dressed in work clothes on this warm evening
         but rather a pretty sundress and sandals. The dinner was tasty, the wine a nice companion to the meal and the lights low and
         inviting, and Web had no idea why he was here as Claire sat across from him on the couch by the empty fireplace and tucked
         her legs under her.
      


  “Fully recovered?” he asked.


  “Not that I ever will be. Business-wise, I’m great. I thought this thing with O’Bannon would’ve wrecked my practice, but the
         phone hasn’t stopped ringing.”
      


  “Hey, lots of people are in need of a good shrink—excuse me, psychiatrist.”


  “Actually, I’ve been taking a fair amount of time off.” “Different priorities?”


  “Something like that. I did see Romano.”


  “He’s out of the hospital now. Did you go to his house?”


  “No. At my office. He came with Angie. I guess she told him about her seeing a psychiatrist. I’m helping them work through
         some issues together. They said they didn’t mind you knowing.”
      


  Web took a sip of wine. “Well, everybody sure as hell has issues, don’t they?”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if Romano left HRT.”


  “We’ll see.”


  She eyed him. “So, are you leaving HRT?”


  “We’ll see.”


  She put down the wineglass she’d been holding. “I wanted to thank you for saving my life, Web. That’s one of the reasons I
         invited you for dinner tonight.”
      


  He tried to keep it light. “Hey, that’s what I do, rescue hostages.” But then his jovial look faded. “You’re welcome, Claire.
         I’m just glad I was there.” He looked at her curiously. “One of the reasons. So, what are the others?”
      


  “Cueing on my body language? Reading between the lines?” She refused to catch his gaze, and Web could sense the nervousness
         underneath the joking manner.
      


  “What is it, Claire?”


  “I’m filing my report with the FBI soon. The report detailing what I believe happened to you in the alley when you froze.
         I wanted to discuss it with you first.”
      


  Web sat forward. “Okay, let me have it.”


  “I think O’Bannon gave you a posthypnotic suggestion. A command, an instruction of sorts to stop you from doing your job.”


  “But you said that you can’t make someone do something they don’t want to do, or wouldn’t do normally, while under hypnosis.”


  “That’s right, but there are always exceptions to such rules. If the person being hypnotized has a very strong relationship
         with the person doing the hypnotizing or that person is a powerful authority figure, the person may do something outside his
         normal range of action, even hurting someone else. The rationale may be that he feels this authority figure would not make
         anyone do something really wrong. It really comes down to issues of trust. And according to his notes, O’Bannon had established
         a trusting relationship with you.”
      


  “How do you get from trust to me freezing? Did he brainwash me? Like the Manchurian Candidate?”
      


  “Brainwashing is something very different from hypnotizing. It takes time and is more of an indoctrination in which, through
         sleep deprivation, physical torture and mental manipulation, you change the personality of someone, make him wholly different,
         you break his will, his spirit and then you recast it as you wish. What O’Bannon did was build an order into your unconscious.
         When you heard the phrase ‘Damn to hell’ the reaction would start.
      


  “The phrase was coupled with a safety valve of some sort, in case you heard the phrase or something similar to it elsewhere.
         In your case I think that safety valve was hearing communications over your wireless receiver when you were in the alley.
         Remember, that’s when you said you actually froze. In O’Bannon’s notes was a record of the Taser gun story you also told me.
         So the physical reaction he programmed in was one he knew would paralyze you. ‘Damn to hell’ plus communications over the
         radio would cause you to freeze, like you had been hit with a Taser dart.”
      


  Web shook his head. “And O’Bannon could do all that to my mind?”


  Claire said, “I believe you to be a somnabule, Web, a person very susceptible to hypnotic suggestion. But you were almost
         able to override that suggestion. I’m certain you weren’t supposed to be able to rise and walk in that courtyard. That was
         your pure will coming through, if that makes you feel any better. It was probably your most remarkable feat of the night,
         machine guns notwithstanding.”
      


  “And they used the phrase ‘Damn to hell’ to further incriminate the Free Society because it was the name of their newsletter.”


  “Yes. When I saw that on their website lots of things started making sense.”


  “That’s a lot to take in, Claire.”


  She sat forward, her hands in her lap. Suddenly Web felt like he was back in her office, enduring another session. “Web, I
         have something else to tell you, something even more disconcerting. I should have told you before, but I wasn’t sure you were
         ready to deal with it, and with everything that happened, well, I was just afraid to, I guess. Compared to you, I’m not very
         brave. Compared to you, nobody’s brave, actually.”
      


  He ignored the compliment and simply stared at her. “Tell me what?”


  She looked directly at him. “When I hypnotized you, I learned a lot more than that your father was arrested at your sixth-year
         birthday party.” She added quickly, “But I couldn’t tell you about it then. It would have been too traumatic.”
      


  “Tell me what? I don’t remember a damn thing happening other than the party, and even that was a little fuzzy.”


  “Web, please listen very carefully to me.”


  He rose in his distress. “I thought you said I was in complete control. That it was a heightened state of awareness. Damn
         it, that’s what you said, Claire. Did you lie to me?”
      


  “It’s usually that way, Web, but I had to do it differently. For a very good reason.”


  “The only reason I let you play around in my mind, lady, was be- cause you said I’d be there running the show.” Web sat down and clenched
         his hands together so they’d stop shaking. What the hell had he told her while he was under other than the birthday fiasco?


  “There are times, Web, when I have to make the decision not to allow the patient under hypnosis to remember what occurred.
         I don’t take that step lightly, and I certainly didn’t do it lightly with you.”
      


  He had to admire her. In voice and manner, she was in control. He didn’t know whether to lean across and kiss her or slap
         her face.
      


  “What, exactly, Claire, did you do to me?”


  “I gave you a posthypnotic suggestion.” She looked down. “The same technique O’Bannon used on you to make you freeze in the
         alley, so you wouldn’t remember some things from our hypnosis session.”
      


  “Great, Claire, I’m easy, I’m a frigging somnabule so it’s easy to screw with my mind, right?”


  “Web, I did what I thought was best—”


  “Claire, just tell me!” snapped Web impatiently.


  “It has to do with your mother and your stepfather. How he died, actually.”


  His face flushed for an instant. Web was suddenly fearful. He suddenly hated her guts. “I already told you how he died. He
         fell. It’s in your precious little file. Go read it again.”
      


  “You’re right. He did fall. But he wasn’t alone. You told me about a pile of clothes near the attic entrance?”


  He stared at her. “They’re gone, they’ve been gone a long time.” “They were a great hiding place for a terrified and abused
         young man to hide.”
      


  “What? Meaning me?”


  “A great hiding place at the behest of your mother. She knew that Stockton went up there to get his drugs.”


  “So what? I knew that too. I told you that when I wasn’t hypnotized.”
      


  “You also told me about some rolls of old carpet.” She added very quietly, “That they were as hard as iron.”


  Web stood and backed away from her like a frightened child. “Okay, Claire, this is officially nuts.”


  “She got you to do it, Web. That was her way of taking care of the abusive father.”


  Web sat down on the floor and put his head in his hands. “I’m not understanding any of this, Claire. None of it!”


  Claire took a deep breath. “You didn’t kill him, Web. You struck him with the carpet and he fell. But your mother—”


  “Stop it!” he shouted. “Just stop it! This is the biggest bunch of bullshit I’ve ever heard.”


  “Web, I’m telling you the truth. Otherwise how would I know these things?”


  “I don’t know!” he shouted. “I don’t know anything!”


  Claire knelt down in front of him, reached out and took his hand. “After all you’ve done for me, I feel terrible about all
         of it. But please believe me that I only did it to help you. This was so hard for me too. Can you understand that? Can you
         believe that? Can you trust me?”
      


  He stood so abruptly she almost fell backward in surprise. Web headed for the door.


  She called after him. “Web, please.”


  He walked outside and she followed him, the tears falling freely from her now.


  Web climbed in the car and fired up the Mach. Claire walked unsteadily down the sidewalk toward him.


  “Web, we can’t leave it like this.”


  He rolled down the window and looked at her even as Claire’s eyes searched his.


  “I’m going away for a while, Claire.”


  She looked bewildered. “Going away? Where?”


  “I’m going to see my father. Why don’t you analyze that one while I’m gone.”


  He gunned the car and drove off under a sky dominated by a gathering storm, the black Mach quickly vanishing into the darkness.
         Web glanced back once, his gaze catching Claire Daniels standing there, illuminated by the wash of light from her cozy house.
         And then Web looked ahead and kept going.
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  Tom Langdon was a journalist, a globetrotting one, because it was in his blood to roam widely. Where others saw only instability and fear in life, Tom felt graced by an embracing independence. He’d spent the bulk of his career in foreign lands covering wars, insurrections, famines, pestilence, virtually every earthly despair. His goal had been relatively simple: He had wanted to change the world by calling attention to its wrongs. And he did love adventure.


  However, after chronicling all these horrific events and still seeing the conditions of humanity steadily worsen, he’d returned to America filled with disappointment. Seeking an antidote to his melancholy he’d started writing drearily light stories for ladies’ magazines, home-decorating journals, garden digests, and the like. However, after memorializing the wonders of compost and the miracle that was do-it-yourself wood flooring, he wasn’t exactly fulfilled.


  It was nearing Christmas, and Tom’s most pressing dilemma was getting from the East Coast to Los Angeles for the holidays. He had an age-old motivation for the journey; in LA was his girlfriend, Lelia Gibson. She’d started out as a movie actress, but after years of appearing in third-rate horror films she’d begun doing voiceover work. Now, instead of being cinematically butchered for her daily bread, she supplied the character voices for a variety of enormously popular Saturday-morning cartoons. In the children’s television industry it was accepted that no one belted out the voices of goofy woodland creatures with greater flair and versatility than golden-piped Lelia Gibson. As proof, she had a shelf full of awards, an outrageously large income, and a healthy share of syndication rights.


  Tom and Lelia had hit it off on an overnight flight from Southeast Asia to the States. At first he thought it might have been all the liquor they drank, but when that buzz burned off a couple hours out of LA, she was still beautiful and interesting—if a little ditzy and eccentric—and she still seemed attracted to him. He stayed over in California and they got to know each other even better. She visited him on the East Coast, and they’d been a comfortable if informal bi-coastal item ever since.


  It might seem strange that a successful Hollywood lady would go for a nomadic gent who ran through passports like water, could spout off funny if lewd phrases in thirty languages, and never would be financially secure. Yet Lelia had tired of the men in her circle. As she diplomatically explained it once, they were complete and total lying scum and unreliable to boot. Tom was a newsman, she said, so at least he occasionally dealt with the truth. She also loved his rugged good looks. He took that to mean the deep lines etched on his face from reporting in windswept desert climates with bullets flying. In fact his face was more often than not down in the sand in observance of local safety regulations.


  She listened with rapt attention to Tom’s tales of covering major stories around the globe. For his part, he observed with admiration the professional way Lelia went about her loony-voice career. And they didn’t have to live together year-round—a decided advantage, Tom believed, over the complex hurdles facing couples who actually cohabitated.


  He’d been briefly married but had never had kids. Today his exwife wouldn’t accept a collect call from him if he were hemorrhaging to death on the street. He was forty-one and had just lost his mother to a stroke; his father had been dead for several years. Being an only child, he was truly alone now, and that had made him introspective. Half his time on earth was gone, and all he had to show for it was a failed marriage, no offspring, an informal alliance with a California voiceover queen, a truckload of newsprint, and some awards. By any reasonable measure, it was a miserable excuse for an existence.


  He’d had an opportunity for a wonderful life with another woman but the relationship had, inexplicably, fallen apart. He now fully understood that not marrying Eleanor Carter would forever stand as the major mistake of his life. Yet, ever the man of action, and wanderlust upon him once more, Tom was taking the train to LA for Christmas.


  Why the train, one might ask, when there were perfectly good flights that would get him there in a fraction of the time? Well, a guy can only take so many of those airport security search wands venturing into sacrosanct places, or requests to drop trousers in front of strangers, or ransacking of carry-on bags, before blowing a big one. The fact was, he’d blown a big one at La Guardia Airport. Not merely a nuclear meltdown, his detonation resembled something closer to the utter destruction of Pompeii.


  He’d just flown in from Italy after researching yet another bit of fluff, this time on wine-making, and imbibing more of the subject matter than he probably should have to get through the ordeal of crash-learning soil diversification and vine rot. As a result, he was tired, cranky, and hung over. He’d slept for three hours at a friend’s apartment in New York before heading to the airport to catch a flight to Texas. He’d been given an assignment to write about teen beauty pageants there, which he’d accepted because he enjoyed blood sports as much as the next person.


  At the security gate at La Guardia, the search wand had smacked delicate things of Tom’s person that it really had no business engaging, socially or otherwise. Meanwhile, another security person managed to dump every single thing from Tom’s bag onto the conveyor belt. He watched helplessly as very personal possessions rolled by in front of suddenly interested strangers.


  To put a fine finish on this very special moment, he was then informed that a major warning flag had been raised regarding his ID, his hair color, his clothing choice, or the size of his nose. (They were never really clear on that actually.) Thus, instead of flying to Dallas he’d be enjoying the company of a host of FBI, DEA, CIA, and NYPD personnel for an unspecified period of time. The phrase “five-to-ten” was even bandied about. Well, that, coupled with his exploited physical parts, was his absolute limit. So, the lava poured forth.


  Langdon was six-feet-two and carried about 220 pounds of fairly hard muscle, and real honest-to-God steam was coming out his ears. His eruption involved language he ordinarily wouldn’t use within four miles of any church as he launched himself at the security team, grabbed their infamous search wand, and snapped it right in half. He wasn’t proud of his violent act that day, although the rousing cheers from some of the other passengers who had heard and seen what had happened to him did manage to lift his spirits a bit.


  Thankfully, the magistrate Tom appeared before had recently endured airport security of an extremely overzealous nature, and when he gave his testimony, she and Tom shared a knowing look. Also, the red flag raised at the security gate had been, shockingly, a mistake. Thus Tom only received a stern warning, with instructions to enroll in anger-management classes, which he planned to do as soon as his uncontrollable urge to maim the fellow with the search wand subsided. However, the other consequence of the blowup was that he’d been banned from placing his miserable person on any air carrier that flew within the continental United States for the next two years. He hadn’t thought they could do that, but then he was shown the appropriate statutory power in the microscopic print of the airline’s legal manifesto under the equally tiny section titled “Lost Luggage Liability Limit—Five Dollars.”


  And that’s when he had his epiphany. Being unable to fly, his usual and necessary way of traveling, was an omen; it had to be a sign of something divine, something important. Thus he was going to take the train to LA. He was going to write a story about it, traveling by rail from sea to shining sea during the Christmas season. He had a grand motivation, beyond spending the holiday with Lelia. Tom Langdon was one of the Elmira, New York, Langdons. To those with a keen knowledge of literary history, the Elmira Langdons brought to mind Olivia Langdon. Olivia, besides having been a lovely, resilient, if ultimately tragic person in her own right, gained lasting fame by marrying the loquacious orator, irascible personality, and prolific scribe known to his friends as Samuel Clemens, but otherwise known to the world and to history as Mark Twain.


  Tom had known of this familial connection since he was old enough to block-letter his name. It had always inspired him to earn his living with words. For Twain had also been a journalist, starting at the Territorial Enterprise in Virginia City, Nevada, before going on to fame, fortune, bankruptcy, and then fame and fortune again.


  Tom, for his part, had been imprisoned twice by terrorist groups and very nearly killed half a dozen times covering a variety of wars, skirmishes, coups, and revolutions that “civilized” societies used to settle their differences. He’d seen hope replaced with terror, terror replaced with anger, anger replaced with—well, nothing, for the anger always seemed to stick around and make trouble for everybody.


  Though he’d won major awards, he believed he wasn’t a writer with the ability to create memorable prose that would stand tall and strong over the eons. Not like Mark Twain. Yet to have even a marginal connection to the creator of Huckleberry Finn, Life on the Mississippi, and The Man Who Corrupted Hadleyburg, a man whose work was timeless, made Tom feel wonderfully, if vicariously, special.


  Shortly before he died, Tom’s father had asked his son to finish something that, according to legend, Twain never had. As his father told it, Mark Twain, who probably traveled more than any man of his time, had taken a transcontinental railroad trip over the Christmas season during the latter part of his life, his so-called dark years. Apparently he’d wanted to see some good in the world amid all the tragedy he and his family had suffered. He’d supposedly taken extensive notes about the trip but for some reason had never distilled them into a story. That’s what Tom’s father had asked him to do: take the train ride, write the story, finish what Twain never had, and do the Langdon side of the family proud.


  At the time Tom had just finished a frantic twenty-hour plane odyssey from overseas to see his dad before he passed. When Tom heard his mumbled request, he was struck dumb. Travel across the country on a train during Christmas, to finish something Mark Twain allegedly hadn’t? He had thought his father delirious with his final suffering, and so his dad’s wish went unfulfilled. Yet now, because he could no longer fly in the Lower Forty-eight unless he was fingerprinted and shackled, he was finally going to take that trip for his old man, and maybe for himself too.


  Over almost three thousand miles of America, he was going to see if he could find himself. He was doing it during the Christmas season because that was supposed to be a time of renewal and, for him perhaps, a last chance to clean up whatever mess he’d made of himself. At least he was going to try.


  However, had he known what life-altering event would happen to him barely two hours after he boarded the train, he might have opted to walk to California instead.
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  As he got out of the cab in front of Union Station in Washington, D.C., where his train trip would begin, Tom reflected on the few rail journeys he’d taken in the United States. They’d all been along the Northeast Corridor—the routes between D.C., New York, and Boston—on the newest Amtrak equipment, the Acela high-speed trains. Fast, beautiful, and spacious, these trains were easily in the class of their European cousins. They had cool glass doors between train cars that slid open when one approached, reminding Tom of the portal on the bridge of the Starship Enterprise. Indeed, the first time Tom was on the Acela and those doors slid open he started looking around for a Vulcan in a Starfleet dress uniform.


  Tom had reservations in a sleeping-car compartment on the Capitol Limited train that would carry him from D.C. to Chicago. He actually had to take two trains to get to the West Coast. The Capitol Limited constituted the first leg, and the venerable Southwest Chief would handle the second and much longer jaunt. The Capitol Limited had a storied history, being part of the fabled Baltimore and Ohio line. The B&O was the first common-carrier train company in the United States, and it also held the distinction of being the first to actually haul people.


  The “Cap,” as the Limited was affectionately known, was always considered the most stylish and sophisticated long-distance train in the country. It had once boasted lobster Newburg on the menu and china and real glass in the dining room, and fancy domed train cars out of which to see the countryside roll by. It also had Pullman cars with legendary Pullman car attendants who made, it was said, tips of enormous proportion. In its long history the Cap had carried kings and princes and presidents and movie stars and titans of industry from Chicago to D.C. and back again, and the stories that poured forth from these trips constituted a legendary part of railroad lore. Tom could have had a lucrative career as a society reporter simply covering the ribald antics of train passengers on that route.


  In his youth, because of the family connection and his father’s great interest in the man, Tom had immersed himself in Mark Twain’s life, work, and wit. In preparation for his transcontinental trip, he’d reread The Innocents Abroad, Twain’s account of a five-month journey on the steamship Quaker City to Europe and the Holy Land. He thought it one of the funniest, most irreverent travel books ever written. If one could imagine Sam Clemens—then a rawboned man fresh from the Wild West, very removed from the world-famous, sophisticated man of letters he’d become—in the company of a boatload of pious Midwesterners on their first sojourn to the Old World, the outrageous possibilities became readily apparent. Tom wasn’t going abroad, but in many ways he felt like a pilgrim traveler in his own country, because, ironically, he’d seen far more of the rest of the world than he had of America.


  The Capitol Limited left D.C. at precisely 4:05 P.M., made twelve stops between Washington, D.C., and Chicago, and arrived the following morning in the Windy City punctually at 9:19 A.M. Tom had a layover in Chicago until that afternoon where he’d board the Southwest Chief and sail on to LA. It was a good plan and it got his juices going in a way that articles detailing the best times to prune one’s holly trees or pump out one’s septic tank never had.


  He picked up his tickets, checked his ski equipment with the baggage agent—Lelia and he were going to the elegantly chic slopes of Tahoe for Christmas—and observed the grandeur of Union Station, which, before it was revitalized, came very close to falling victim to the wrecking ball. In the late 1960s it had become the National Visitors Center—basically a broken slide show in a big hole that no one ever visited. After that $30 million misfire, the National Visitors Center with no visitors was quietly closed except for one tiny and leaky part of the building where one could, of all things, actually board a train.


  Tom’s father, returning from the Second World War in 1945, had come through this Romanesque-style train terminal on his way home. As Tom walked through the lavishly sculpted and adorned marble halls, he imagined himself retracing his father’s optimistic steps back to the safety of civilian life after helping to save the world from tyranny with nothing more than a gun and a young man’s courage. It seemed fitting that Tom should start his journey here since his father had ended one life and begun another through this portal. The son could only hope to do as much.


  Tom took a few minutes to look at the enormous model Christmas train set up in the main hall’s West End. The area was packed with children and adults doubtless intrigued by the miniature metal creations racing through elaborately built town and country sets. Trains had a nostalgic magnetism that was undeniable, even for the many Americans who’d never even been on one. In this spirit, Tom found himself smiling broadly as the little cars whizzed by on the tiny tracks.


  The train would be boarding shortly, so he headed to the departure area. Even though some train stations had recently implemented baggage screening, a person could still literally arrive at the last minute and make their ride. There were no security checkpoints, no nosy wands, no inane questions about whether you’d let a complete stranger load a small thermonuclear device in your carry-on bag while you were in the men’s room, as though you wouldn’t have volunteered such information on your own. You just jumped on and went. In the modern world of endless rules, the simplicity of it all was actually very refreshing.


  Tom sat down in the Cap waiting area and began studying his fellow passengers. When he had ridden the Acela to New York, virtually all the waiting passengers had been businesspeople, dressed sharply and outfitted with all sorts of corporate weapons: cell phones, Black-berries, Palm Pilots, laptops, ear receivers, laser-guided power pointers, plutonium-charged thingamajigs and hard-drive ready-to-wear. These were people with a mission, raring to go, and when that door opened to let the masses board, they boarded with a vengeance. Tom nearly had all his clothes stripped off because he didn’t step fast enough. One tiny but determined CEO bore down on him like he was holding a little red cape, her sole purpose in life being to expose his entrails to the open air.


  The group waiting for the Cap was more varied. There were whites and African Americans and Native Americans, Muslims dressed in traditional garb, Asian Americans—a nice sampling of ethnicity and origins, pretty equally split between men and women.


  An attractive young couple sitting next to Tom were sipping Diet Cokes and holding hands, looking very nervous. Perhaps this was their first time away from home. Tom had traveled so much at such a young age that he could relate to the anxiety they might be feeling. Next to them was an elderly man of the cloth taking a little siesta, his feet up on his duffel.


  Sitting across from the priest was a slender woman with very angular features, a geometric project honed from skin and bone. Tom couldn’t really tell her age because she was wearing a long, multicolored scarf around her head, almost like a turban. She also wore wooden shoes the size of thirty-pound dumbbells. Spread on the chair next to her were Tarot cards, which she was studiously poring over. When anyone passed she’d glance up with a look that seemed to say “I know all about you.” It was a little unnerving, actually. Tom had had his palm read by an old fellow in the Virgin Islands once. He’d promised Tom a long life filled with a passel of kids, a loving wife, and nothing but good times. Tom had often thought about hunting the liar down and getting his money back.


  He watched one elderly lady maneuvering around on a walker. She reminded him of his mother. After her stroke she couldn’t speak, so he’d concocted a little system. He’d lay a photo of her and himself when he was a boy on his mother’s chest and she’d pick it up with her good hand. That meant things were okay, that she was still there. He’d never forget the time he laid the photo down and waited eight hours for her to pick it up. She never did. She died the next day.


  A few minutes later Tom and the other passengers all grabbed their bags and headed out. The mighty Capitol Limited was calling his name.
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  Outside, the air was very cold, the fat clouds holding the promise of snow or at least sleet. In such weather airplane passengers worried about flight delays and icy wings, but such inclemency meant nothing to the stalwart Cap; it was bound for Chicago. Tom’s spirits started to soar; the beginning of any journey always drove his adrenaline level high. His last published article, for a health magazine, had explored the tremendous potential of a six-week diet relying solely on plump prunes and the close proximity of a bathroom. Tom was desperately ready for an adventure.


  He walked to the front of the train and saw the twin diesel electric engines that would be pulling the Cap. He’d read about these monsters. They were General Electric P-42s, each weighing a staggering 268,000 pounds, cranking sixteen cylinders and packing 42,000 horsepower. As his gaze lingered over these hulking machines, he imagined how wonderfully they might perform on the congested Washington Beltway. What a P-42 couldn’t outrun, it would simply run over.


  Walking back on a track siding that ran under the station, he saw an old, hunter-green railroad car that looked interesting. An Amtrak employee was nearby, so Tom asked what it was. The fellow answered, “That’s Franklin D. Roosevelt’s old train car, the Marco Polo, Train Number Seven. It’s owned by Norfolk and Southern now. They wine and dine VIPs there, right on the spot.”


  As they stood watching, a stretch limo pulled under the tunnel near the former Roosevelt train car.


  Tom said, “Are they having an early dinner on the Marco Polo? Perhaps with Churchill and Stalin?” he added with a smile.


  The man didn’t get the joke. “Nope, some big shot getting on the Cap Limited. They bring ’em in that way, then there’s a ramp underneath the station the limo can go out. We do it for privacy, like sneaking movie stars through airports.”


  “So who’s the big shot getting on my train? Probably some political type, right?”


  The fellow looked at Tom. He appeared to be a veteran railroader with probably lots of terrific stories to tell, if only Tom had the time. “Well, if I let you in on that, it wouldn’t be a secret, now would it?”


  Tom waited a bit to see who’d get out of the limo, but no one ever did. The odds of an eventual sighting were high, though, since once on the train it would be difficult for the VIP to stay concealed. Give Tom Langdon a train flying down the tracks, pen, paper, trusty binoculars, and full indemnity, and he’d bag a VIP every day of the week.


  Today the Cap’s configuration of cars, called the “consist” in train-speak, was two engines, one baggage car, three coaches, two sleeper cars, one dining car, and one dormitory transition car. The transition car was where most of the service crew was quartered. It had high and low doors that allowed the double-decker cars to have access to the single-level cars, hence the term “transition” car. Tom kept walking until he reached a sleeping-car attendant and showed him his ticket.


  “Next sleeper car down, sir. Regina will take care of you,” the fellow told him.


  Tom went to see Regina. She was standing in front of an impressively large sixteen-foot-tall double-decker train car that was called, in Amtrak parlance, a Superliner, the heaviest passenger-train car in the world. Trains, although some considered them an outmoded form of travel, held an undeniable mystery for Tom. He’d read most of the classic suspense yarns that had taken place on rolling stock, and the elements for edge-of-your-seat storytelling were all there. You had the romance of sophisticated yet unhurried travel in a confined space, with a set number of suspects from all walks of life. In what he thought were the best of such stories, passengers held their breath in the darkness, blankets pulled to their chins because they could just sense something terrible was about to happen. Soon, with the tension at its peak, there’d come a slash of light, a scream, and a dull thud as a body fell. In the wee hours of the morning, the corpse, peepers wide open and skin pale as chalk, would be discovered by an incredibly dense traveling maid who’d scream her head off for about ten minutes while a pair of brooding eyes watched from a shadowy corner. Anyone unmoved by such a scenario should check his pulse, Tom strongly felt.


  Regina possessed flawless, dark brown skin and seemed to be too young to be working on a train or anywhere else; in fact, to Tom, she looked like a high-school junior gearing up for her inaugural prom and first serious kiss. Tall and slender, she was personable and obviously enjoyed her work. She was wearing a red and white Christmas hat, the sort donned by Santa’s helpers at the mall, and she was assisting the nervous young couple Tom had seen holding hands in the waiting area. The priest had already checked in and was hauling his big duffel inside the train. After Regina had finished with the couple, Tom stepped forward and showed her his ticket.


  She looked at the name and marked it off her list.


  “Okay, Mr. Langdon, you’re on the upper level. Compartment D. Stairs are to your right and then left down the hall.”


  Tom thanked her and gingerly placed a foot on the august Capitol Limited. His experience with sleeper cars was limited solely to viewing the movie North by Northwest, directed by Alfred Hitchcock and starring the impeccably elegant Cary Grant, a nubile Eva Marie Saint, and a very sinister James Mason. Most fans of the movie remember the famous cropduster plane scene where Cary, dressed in his superbly tailored gray suit, is standing alone in the middle of vast, lonely farmland waiting for a meeting with the mysterious George Kaplan, who of course doesn’t exist. Some wily minds at the CIA had concocted Kaplan’s identity for their own nefarious purposes. Those folks at the Agency were always lying about something to make the world safe for democracy. Yet, to be fair, it was all in good fun and solely at taxpayer expense.


  Now, the movie scene that Tom remembered most was the one that featured a lot of kissing inside Eva Marie Saint’s spacious sleeper compartment. Cary and Eva went at it pretty hot and heavy even by today’s standards. Watching it as a young man, hormones afire, Tom remembered thinking impure thoughts about all women everywhere, or at least those who looked like Eva Marie Saint.


  Having seen that film, he knew that his sleeper compartment would be elegantly appointed and spacious, have room for a couple of beds, and feature a nice study area, a small foyer in which to formally receive visitors, a full bathroom with whirlpool tub, optional servant quarters, and perhaps an outdoor patio/balcony combo. There was a reason that at the end of the movie Cary and Eva had honeymooned in that very same sleeper compartment: It was bigger than any apartment Tom had ever had.


  He started to climb the stairs as instructed by Regina. With luggage the going was a little tough, the stairs turning at tight ninety-degree angles. He assumed all the extra space had been devoted to the mammoth sleeper compartments. Then he looked up and realized he faced a considerable obstacle.


  She was old, dressed in what looked to be a sleeping gown although it was not yet four o’clock, and was teetering on the top step coming down. Tom was on the second to the top step. He only had one more step to go, one narrow little riser to navigate, before he was off to fantasize about Eva Marie in his rolling penthouse.


  “Excuse me,” he said politely.


  “Coming through,” the woman announced in a thunderous baritone that actually made the rough, tough former war correspondent feel dangerously effeminate.


  “If you’ll just let me squeeze past,” he replied. But that was out of the question. She wasn’t nearly so tall as Tom, but she was, to put it delicately, considerably wider in frame.


  “Hi there, Regina,” the woman called down.


  “Hi there, Agnes Joe,” said Regina.


  Neither of them backing down, Tom and Agnes Joe engaged in an awkward tango, one foot forward, one foot back. Performed vertically on the stairs, it actually made Tom a little queasy.


  Finally he said, “Agnes Joe, I’m Tom Langdon. I’m in Compartment D. If you can just step back for a sec—”


  He never finished the sentence, because instead of stepping back, she gave him a little nudge. Actually it was a meaty forearm launched to the right side of his head, which sent him, already off-balance, stumbling back down the stairs, where he hit bottom and fell flat on his back.


  Agnes Joe followed his plummet and was polite enough to gingerly step over his prostrate carcass. Tom very seriously doubted this was how Mark Twain had begun his cross-country railroad journey. Agnes Joe walked over to Regina, who was busy helping some other people on board and luckily hadn’t seen what had happened, for which Tom was grateful. After all, an elderly woman had just pulverized him at King of the Hill.


  “Here you go, honeypie. Thanks for taking my bags.” Agnes Joe handed Regina some cash.


  Tom picked himself up and headed over to Regina after glaring at the old woman as he passed her.


  “I’ll get your bags, Mr. Langdon, just put them over there while I get everybody checked in.”


  “Thank you. And it’s Tom,” he said, handing Regina a handful of dollars. She graced him with a cute little look. He glanced at Agnes Joe, who was slowly making her way back up the stairs.


  “So have you been working on this train long?” he asked Regina.


  “Four years.”


  “That’s a long time.”


  “Shoot, we have people been on this train twenty years.”


  Tom looked back at Agnes Joe, who was still on the same step. Her legs were moving, but she didn’t seem to be ascending. It was actually fascinating to watch, sort of like witnessing pokey lava.


  “So you know Agnes Joe?”


  “Oh, sure, she’s been riding this train for ’bout, oh, ten years, or so I hear.”


  “Ten years! She must really like the ride.”


  Regina laughed. “I think she has family she goes to see. She’s nice.”


  Tom rubbed his head where “nice” Agnes Joe had walloped him. “Is she on this sleeper car?”


  “Yep, right next to you.”


  Oh, joy, joy, he thought.


  He went back to the stairway where Agnes Joe was, inexplicably, still on the exact same step.


  “Agnes Joe, do you need some help?”


  “I’m fine, honeypie. Just give me a little time.”


  “Maybe if I get in front of you and pull?”


  Tom’s plan was to get in front of her, run like hell, and lock himself in his magnificent suite with Eva Marie while Cary Grant kept guard outside.


  “Just give me some space, sonny!”


  She finished this last retort with a heavy elbow that somehow found Tom’s left kidney. By the time the pain had ceased and he was able to straighten his torso, Agnes Joe was gone. He slowly made his way to Compartment D. Damn if he didn’t feel like a war correspondent again.
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  As Tom stood in the doorway of Compartment D, it occurred to him that if Cary and Eva Marie had shot the kissing scene here, North by Northwest would have been rated triple X. He wasn’t sure of the exact dimensions of this deluxe accommodation, but two normal strides later he’d bumped into the opposite wall. There was no foyer, no study, no desk, no double beds that he could see, and he was reasonably certain that the balcony/patio combo, whirlpool, and optional servant quarters were myths too.


  There was a sink and a mirror and an outlet for an electric razor. The cabinet below was well stocked. He saw toilet paper, so there must be a bathroom hidden in here somewhere. There was a tiny closet in which to hang his coat, a large mirror on the far wall across from what he assumed was the bed, and what looked like an upper bunk as well. There was a chair and a fold-down table with a checkerboard engraved on it, which he could use as a desk. And the picture window was huge and gave an inviting view of the outdoors, where a few trickles of snow were starting to fall, getting him more into the Christmas spirit. The door to the compartment locked and had a heavy privacy curtain. Okay, it wasn’t bad, he decided. In truth, space-wise, it easily beat out even first class on an airplane.


  This impression lasted until he opened the door and saw his private bathroom. Actually, according to the sign posted inside, this was the bathroom and the shower. He was expected to pee and shampoo in the same space? In his overseas reporting days, he’d actually endured showers consisting solely of camel spit, and that definitely wasn’t by choice.


  His real dilemma here was one of capacity. He looked at his girth and then eyed the bathroom/shower. He edged closer and studied the situation some more. He was reasonably certain that he could wedge himself inside this chamber. Of course, once in, it would take three or four strong men with heavy machinery to free him. And no doubt Agnes Joe would be standing there waiting to take a shot at the one good kidney he had left.


  He’d read about the unfortunate woman on a transatlantic flight who’d committed the unpardonable sin of flushing the toilet in the plane lavatory while she was still sitting on it. This seemingly innocent action somehow created a mighty suction vacuum that trapped her on the toilet seat. (He’d wanted to write a note to the plane engineers inquiring why they hadn’t tested for this unfortunate possibility.) She endured the entire flight in the fully upright position until the plane landed and an elite crew armed with giant spatulas and baby oil stormed the lavatory and freed the poor hostage. If it had been Tom, he believed he would have gnawed off his legs and broken the seal himself.


  Unwilling to think about it anymore, he turned back and was about to sit down, when he saw something flash by against the wall opposite the bed. At first it didn’t register, it was so fast. But then it happened again. It was Agnes Joe. How could that be? This was a very peculiar definition of private accommodations. Then he saw the problem. The walls between compartments must open, perhaps for maintenance or reconfiguration or something, but the result was that he could see into the woman’s room. He’d bivouacked with the aforesaid dirty, spitting camels, and desert nomads whose last bathing experience had been at birth, and various other unwashed persons, with mortar fire as his alarm clock. Yet he’d never slept with an Agnes Joe, and he didn’t really want to start now.


  As he went over to the wall to push it back into place, he peered through the crevice between their rooms and found himself cornea to cornea with the woman.


  “You best not be peeping at me, sonny boy,” she said. “Besides, you don’t want to look at my old stuff, honeypie. Find yourself some girl closer to your own age.”


  Okay, Tom thought, the lady is the town eccentric, only on rails. He decided to play along.


  “Your stuff looks pretty good to me.”


  “Now, don’t make me call Regina.”


  “You don’t want to do that. Why mess up a nice twosome with a third wheel?”


  “Don’t you try to sweet-talk me—it won’t work because I’m not that sort of girl. But we could have a drink together in the lounge car after supper and get to know each other.” She actually batted her eyelashes.


  “Now that’s an offer I’d be a fool to refuse.”


  She gave him a playful smile. “I’m sorry about knocking you down the stairs, Tom. My hand must have slipped.”


  “If it had to happen, I’m glad it was you.”


  He turned and saw Regina standing there, his bags in her hand. She glanced over at the wall and shook her head. “Did that wall pop out again? I told maintenance to check it.”


  “Hi, Regina,” said Agnes Joe through the opening. She pointed to Tom. “You watch that fellow, he’s slick.”


  “Okay.”


  Tom pushed the wall back into place.


  Regina said, “Sorry about that.”


  “That’s okay. She seems pretty harmless.”


  Regina gave him a sly look. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” She brought his bags in and then sat down on the edge of the couch that apparently transformed into a bed at midnight and pulled out a notepad.


  “I’ll take your dinner reservation now. Dining car opens at five-thirty. Or if you don’t want to eat in the dining car, you can get some food from the café. It’s in the lounge car; the one past the dining car, lower level. You’ll see the staircase about halfway through on the right. Just show your ticket to Tyrone—he’s the lounge-car attendant—and tell him you didn’t eat in the dining car. It’s all free for sleeping-car passengers.”


  “I’ll eat in the dining car. How about seven?”


  She wrote this down.


  “While you’re eating, I’ll come in and get your bed made up. And we have soda and bottled water and coffee and fruit at the top of the stairs where you came up. I check it all the time, so everything’s fresh. Help yourself.”


  “Is there a dress code or anything in the dining car?”


  Regina looked amused. “Well, I’ve seen people wear just about anything a person can wear on this train.” Was it Tom’s imagination, or did her gaze flick in Agnes Joe’s direction? “But most people are pretty casual. Lot of families on this train, with little kids. What you’re wearing is fine.”


  “That’s what I needed to know.”


  He questioned her about the small size of his shower/bath, and she told him that larger facilities complete with changing room were available on the lower level on a first-come, first-serve basis. “Most of the physically enhanced people opt for that,” she added diplomatically.


  As she rose to leave, Tom said, “I’m a journalist. I’m writing a story about my train trip across the country.”


  She looked very interested. “Are you taking the Empire Builder to Seattle, the California Zephyr to San Fran, or the Southwest Chief to LA?”


  “Southwest Chief to LA.”


  “That’s a great train. The Chief has a cool history. And they’re wonderful people on board; you’ll have fun. Most people who work the Chief never want to leave.”


  Tom pulled out his notepad and started jotting things down. “The way you describe it, the train almost seems like a person.”


  “Well, they sort of are. I mean, you spend so much time on them, you learn their quirks, their strengths and weaknesses. Some are more temperamental than others, some more forgiving. It’s sort of like having a relationship. I know that sounds strange, but that’s just the way it is.”


  “Hmmm, with some of the relationships I’ve had, dating a hundred-ton diesel might be a welcome change.”


  Regina laughed. “My mother, Roxanne, works on the Southwest Chief, as the chief of on-board services. That’s the big boss. I’m going to see her when we get into Chicago. I’ll let her know you’ll be on. Now she can tell you some stories.”


  “Is that common? I mean, do lots of family members work for Amtrak?”


  “Well, I’ve got my mom, and I don’t know how many uncles and aunts and cousins and such spread all over. That’s how I found out about working on the trains. And my son works for Amtrak too. He’s a coach cleaner.”


  Tom stared at her. “Your son? You look like you just got out of high school.”


  “Agnes Joe was right: You are slick.” She smiled shyly. “But thanks for the compliment. And you get some really famous people as passengers. Singers, athletes, movie stars—and they’re all nice, for the most part.” Her expression grew more serious. “Where I come from, working on the train, that’s something special. People look up to you. It’s cool, you know?”


  Tom nodded. This element really intrigued him. He’d have to work it into his story. “You think some of the other people on the train will talk to me?”


  “Oh, sure, I’ll spread the word. Everybody who works on a train has stories to tell.”


  “I bet they do.”


  As she left, Tom felt the train start to move. Diesel electric trains have no need of a transmission, so there were no obstinate gears to shift. The resulting acceleration was smoother than the finest automobile on the road. Tom checked his watch. It was 4:05 P.M. exactly. The legendary Capitol Limited, carrying Tom Langdon on a mission, was on its way.









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter five


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  Cleared for takeoff by rail traffic control, the Capitol Limited soared down the metal- and wood-ribbed runway, lifting off cleanly. It dipped its stainless-steel sheathed wings in salute to a passing band of birds, flushed out a nest of lobbyists plotting near the Capitol, and headed west, as Mark Twain had in his relative puberty. The young Sam Clemens had made the trek from Missouri to the Nevada Territory on a bouncy overland stagecoach, sleeping on mailbags at night and riding on top of the stage in his underwear by day. While he encountered much that was beautiful and rare, he also fought alkali deserts, desperadoes, ornery Mexican pugs, bad food, and boredom, while Tom Langdon was pulled along by a thousand tons of raging horsepower and enjoyed a comfy bed, toilet, and Agnes Joe in the next room. Tom wasn’t yet certain whether he or Mark Twain had gotten the better travel deal.


  He called Lelia on his cell phone. He hadn’t told her about the train trip because he wanted to surprise her. She was certainly surprised, but not exactly the way he intended. Her reaction made him thrilled that there were currently about three thousand miles separating them.


  She yelled into the phone, “You’re taking a train all the way across the United States of America? Are you insane?”


  The way she said it, Tom was beginning to think he was.


  “Folks used to do this all the time, Lelia.”


  “Right, during the Stone Age.”


  “It’s for a story, about Christmas.” He didn’t want to share with her the other reason he was doing it, because he wasn’t really sure how she figured into his future—at least the one he hoped to discover on this trip.


  “I’ve chartered a private jet that leaves at six P.M. sharp on Christmas Eve.”


  “I’ve got my skis, I’ll be there. The train gets into LA that morning.”


  “What if it’s late?”


  “Come on, it’s a train. We make our station stops, we pick up passengers, we let out passengers, we roll along, and we get into LA in plenty of time.”


  He heard her let out a long sigh. Actually, lately she’d been letting out many long sighs. They had that seemingly ideal relationship where they didn’t have to live with each other every day. Where issues of cooking, cleaning, which end of the toothpaste gets squeezed or who gets what side of the bathroom weren’t present to produce a destructive force on the otherwise happy couple. They ate out a lot, took romantic walks along the beach in Santa Monica or shopped on Fifth Avenue, slept until noon, and then didn’t see each other for a couple of months. If more marriages were put together like that, Tom firmly believed, the divorce rate would plummet. So, he wondered, why all the sighing of late.


  “Just get here. I don’t want to mess up everybody’s plans.”


  “Everybody? Who’s everybody?”


  “The people going with us to Tahoe.”


  This was news to him. “What people?”


  “Friends from the industry—my agent, my manager, and some others. We talked about this.”


  “No, we didn’t talk about this. I thought this was just going to be you and me. We’ve done this the last two years.”


  “That’s right, and I thought a change would be nice.”


  “Meaning what? That you’re getting bored being with just me?”


  “I didn’t say that!”


  “You didn’t have to. The army of people you invited into our Christmas said it loud and clear.”


  “I don’t want to argue about this. I just thought that a nice group of people together for Christmas at Tahoe would be fun. You know most of them—it’s not like they’re strangers—and it’s not like we won’t be spending time alone, we will. I only booked us one bedroom, honey. And I bought a new teddy, just for you. It has a Christmas theme, a naughty one,” she added in her best breathless tone. Tom’s skin started tingling. It was no wonder the lady made such a good living with her pipes.


  It had always bothered Tom that women thought they could win an argument with a man simply by appealing to his baser instincts, by holding out the mere possibility of award-winning carnal knowledge. It was the gender-battle equivalent of a preemptive nuclear strike. He thought it unfair and, quite frankly, disrespectful of the entire male population.


  And yet he heard himself saying, “Look, baby doll, I don’t want to argue either. I’ll be there on time, I swear.”


  He clicked off and for a few moments had visions of naughty teddies dancing in his head. Sometimes I’m such a guy, he thought ruefully.


  While he was chiding himself there was a bustle of movement in the train corridor. By the time Tom opened his compartment door and drew his bead, all he could see of the passing group was a trailing arm and leg. Though he’d only gotten a glimpse, there was something familiar about that arm, and that leg. He assumed they were heading to another section of sleeping compartments. VIPs, of course, would have first-class accommodations. He thought about following them, to see if it was actually the folks from the limousine, but concluded he’d catch up to them later.


  He sat back down and watched the scenery go by. The ride had been very smooth so far, and the sound of the revolving train wheels was soothing. It really wasn’t a clickety-clack sound, he decided. It was more of an extended hum, and then hush, hum and then hush, and then a big old siss-boom-bah. It was good to know that he had that weighty issue worked out.


  The first stop was Rockville, Maryland, barely twenty-five minutes after leaving Washington. Near Rockville was St. Mary’s, a modest white church located on a small hill. It was here that F. Scott Fitzgerald was buried, for no other apparent reason than in fulfillment of his request to be planted for eternity in the country. Tom made a mental note to write out very specific instructions concerning his own future interment, then pulled out his laptop and entered some observations for his story, though he hadn’t really seen all that much. Besides being mauled by Agnes Joe and humbled by Lelia, the trip thus far had been fairly sedate.


  He got up to see whom he could find to talk to. The train started up again, and he placed one hand against the wall in the corridor to steady himself. Somebody had strung holiday garlands up along the passageway, and there was even a Christmas wreath on the wall next to the door connecting the train cars.


  As he passed Compartment A, the elderly priest he’d seen in the waiting area earlier came out and bumped into him as the train rocked along.


  “Hello, Father,” Tom said, cutting a handshake short to help steady the older man. Eleanor Carter was Catholic, and wherever in the world she and Tom had happened to be they’d gone to Mass. She’d always joked that she’d just keep hammering away and at some point Tom would either be saved or spiritually lobotomized. Actually, he’d briefly wanted to be a priest when he was in high school. As a teen, he was skinny and awkward, growing far too quickly for his tendons and coordination to keep up. That and his startling and persistent acne made him incredibly unpopular. As a result, he contemplated a career of solitude, introspection, and prayer. Only two things stopped him: He wasn’t Catholic, and then there was that annoying vow of celibacy. After he had learned about that requirement, Tom wanted to be a rock star instead.


  “Retired now,” the holy man said amiably. “Though I still dress like a priest because I own no other clothes besides a chocolate-brown polyester leisure suit from the 1970s that I still ask forgiveness for.”


  “Once a priest always a priest.”


  “I’m Father Paul Kelly, late of Saint Thomas Aquinas.”


  “Tom Langdon. You spending Christmas in Chicago?”


  “No, I’m going on to Los Angeles. My sister and her offspring live there. I’m spending the holidays with them.”


  “Me too. Taking the Southwest Chief, I guess.”


  “The very one. From what I hear of the countryside we’ll be seeing, that’s truly God’s work.”


  “Maybe I’ll catch you in the lounge car after dinner. We can whittle down some cigars I brought.” Tom had noticed the stem of a pipe sticking out of the priest’s coat pocket.


  Father Kelly graced Tom with an impish smile, and he placed a gentle hand on Tom’s sleeve. “Bless you, my son, trains indeed are the civilized way to travel, are they not? And perhaps we’ll see those film people around too,” he added.


  “What film people?”


  Father Kelly drew closer and checked the corridor, apparently for eavesdroppers. Tom instantly imagined himself to be an undercover spy for the Baptists or Methodists, on assignment in Rome, discovering closely guarded ecclesiastical secrets from a gossipy priest and later writing about it with profitable hilarity while scorching memorandums flew furiously around the Vatican.


  “They came in a grand car, pulled up almost to the train. I discreetly inquired as to who they might be, being a curious person by nature—and of course people feel at ease confessing all sorts of things to a priest. Trust me, Tom, if people can imagine it, they’ll confess it, whether they’ve actually done it or not, and thank the Lord, they usually haven’t. There are two individuals, so I heard. From what I could gather, one is a famous film director or producer or some such, though I didn’t get his name. The other is a star or maybe a writer. They’re taking the train across the country in preparation for a film they’re doing about such a trip.”


  Film people, thought Tom, a star. Maybe that was why something about one of them looked familiar. “That’s pretty coincidental,” he said.


  “Why is that?” Father Kelly asked.


  Tom explained to him that he was writing a story about the train trip, and the elderly priest seemed pleased to hear it. “Well, you picked the right subject to write about. I’ve taken many a train in my time, and they’re always full of surprises.”


  “I’m beginning to see that,” said Tom.
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  After he left Father Kelly, Tom passed through the next section of sleeping accommodations. These were the standard compartments, without bath or shower facilities. Communal baths were on both levels, and, as Regina had informed him, there were also larger showers on the lower level, which he’d probably be using since he wasn’t going to risk getting stuck in the one in his compartment. In the deluxe car section, because of their larger size, the compartments were situated on one side and the aisle on the other. In the standard section, the smaller compartments ran down both sides of the car, with the aisle in the middle. Tom noticed that across this corridor were stretched a pair of hands, holding one to the other.


  As he drew closer, he saw that it was the young nervous couple. They had compartments right across from one another, with the guy on the right and the girl on the left.


  “Okay, do I have to pay a toll to pass through?” he said jokingly.


  They both looked at him and returned the smile.


  “Sorry,” the guy said, while the girl looked away shyly. They were about twenty and looked like brother and sister, with their blond hair and fair skin.


  “So, on your way to Chicago for the holidays?”


  “Actually,” began the young man a little sheepishly.


  “Steve,” interrupted the woman, “we don’t even know him.”


  “Well,” Tom said, “it’s different on a train. We’re all on this long journey together. It opens people up. I’ll go first. I’m a writer, doing a piece about a trip across the country. There’s my story, so what’s yours?”


  The two looked at each other, and Steve said, “Well actually, we’re getting married.”


  Tom knelt down and extended his hand to them both. “Congratulations. That’s great. I’m Tom, by the way.”


  “Steve. My fiancée is Julie.”


  “So are you tying the knot in Chicago?”


  “Uh, no, we’re getting married on the train,” Steve said.


  “The train? This train?”


  “No,” said Julie. “On the Southwest Chief, on the way to LA. It leaves tomorrow afternoon.” Her accent sounded Southern to Tom, while Steve’s speech cadence suggested New England origins.


  “That’s great. I’m going to be on that train too.”


  Tom had actually planned to propose to Eleanor on a train heading back to Frankfurt after their visit to the great cathedral in Cologne, Germany. They were riding in third class on the train even though they had purchased first-class tickets but hadn’t realized it, because their German wasn’t very good. Back then the train route paralleled the Rhine, and Tom had been wondering when would be the best time to pop the question. His original plan had been to ask her in the cathedral, but there’d been lots of tourists with cameras and screaming kids around, and it just didn’t seem right. He only planned to do this once in his life, and he wanted to get it absolutely perfect.


  The smooth ride of the train, the busy day behind them, a couple of glasses of Pilsners and thick German bread and juicy sausages inside them, coupled with the moonlight reflecting off the legendary and romantic Rhine, all combined to make it seem like the ideal time.


  Tom envisioned himself getting down on one knee in the aisle, pulling out his ring, pouring out his love for her, and proposing right there. He imagined her crying and then him too. The entire third-class section of economy-minded Germans would stand up and give them an ovation, because obviously the marriage proposal ritual would transcend all language and culture barriers. When they arrived in Frankfurt perfect strangers would wish the newly engaged couple the best in both German and pretty good English, and some of them would even press crumpled Marks in their hands.


  And yet none of that had happened because he hadn’t proposed that night to Eleanor, or any other night. He just sat in his seat, the ring in his pocket feeling like a cannonball; he couldn’t begin to lift the thing and place it on her finger.


  He refocused on the couple. “So, is the wedding party and your family already on board, or are they meeting you in Chicago?”


  Now Julie looked away, and Steve licked his lips. Tom had obviously touched a nerve here.


  “Well, actually, our families don’t, you know…”


  “Don’t know you’re getting married?”


  “Don’t know and don’t approve of us getting married,” said Julie as she dabbed at her eyes with the back of her hand.


  “Come on, Jule, Tom doesn’t need to hear about this.”


  “Well, he asked,” she shot back.


  Steve looked at Tom and tried to affect a carefree attitude. “So we’re doing it on our own. Because we love each other.”


  But Julie said, “His family doesn’t approve of me. They think because I’m from some little podunk Virginia town in the Appalachian Mountains that I’m some sort of white trash. Well, my father might have worked in the mines since he was sixteen, and my mother never finished high school either, and”—she looked at Steve—“your parents are high society in Connecticut, but my family is not trash. They’re every bit as good as yours, and in lots of ways better,” she added with fervent Southern spirit.


  Tom noted that he’d been right about their origins: the Virginia gal and the Connecticut boy. “So, does your family approve of the marriage?” he asked Julie, trying to defuse the tension a little.


  “They like Steve a lot, but they think I’m too young. I’m in college. We both are, at George Washington University in Washington. That’s where we met. They want me to finish school before I get married.”


  “Well, that’s understandable, especially if they never had a chance to go to college. I’m sure they just want the best for you.”


  “The best thing for me is Steve.” She smiled at him, and Tom could tell the young man’s heart was melting at what she was going through. These two might be young, but they were old enough to be absolutely head-over-heels in love.


  Julie continued, “And I’m going to finish college, and then I’m going on to law school, at the University of Virginia. I’m going to do my parents proud. But I’m going to do all of that as Steve’s wife.”


  “Well,” Tom said, “it’s your life, and I think you should follow your heart.”


  “Thanks, Tom,” Julie said, and she gave his hand a pat.


  If only he’d followed that advice with Eleanor, things might have been different. Ironically, they too had met in college. Eleanor had been one of those incredibly smart people who graduated high school at sixteen and college at nineteen. After college, they’d done some investigative reporting in the States, and scored a couple of big stories, before taking the leap and signing on as the entire overseas bureau for a fledgling news service. They had collected the experiences of a lifetime—several lifetimes, in fact. They’d fallen in love, like Steve and Julie. They should have been engaged and then married, too, yet it had ended so abruptly that Tom still found it intensely painful to think about their last moments together.


  “So, is the minister on board?” For a second Tom thought Father Kelly might be officiating, but he’d said he was retired and surely he would have mentioned a wedding.


  Steve said, “He gets on in Chicago. The ceremony takes place the next day. Our maid of honor and best man are getting on in Chicago too.”


  “Well, good luck to both of you. I take it everybody on the train is invited,” he added.


  “We sure hope somebody will come,” said Steve.


  “Right,” added Julie nervously, “otherwise it will be a pretty lonely wedding.”


  “No bride should have to settle for that. I’ll be there, Julie, and I’ll bring all my train friends with me.” Tom didn’t yet have any train friends, but how hard could it be to make friends on the Cap? He sort of already had Agnes Joe in his back pocket.


  “Lounge car at nine in the morning,” said Steve. “The station stop is La Junta.”


  “That means ‘junction’ in Spanish,” said Julie. “Seemed appropriate for a marriage.”


  “I’m curious: Why the train in the first place?”


  Julie laughed. “I guess it’ll sound silly, but after my grandfather came back from World War Two, my grandmother met him in New York City. They’d been engaged before the war started but postponed their wedding because Gramps volunteered.”


  “You’d think they’d want to tie the knot before he left,” Tom said.


  Julie shook her head. “No, that’s exactly why they didn’t. Gramps refused to leave her a widow. He said that if he made it through the war, then it was God’s way of telling them they were meant to be together.”


  “That’s really nice.”


  “Well, he made it back of course, and Grandma, she’d been waiting four long years, so she went up to New York City with plans to get married up there, but so many other soldiers were doing the same thing that it would have taken them weeks. So they paid a preacher to get on the train with them, and once they crossed into Virginia, they were married.”


  “And I assume things worked out?”


  “Fifty-five years of marriage together. They died within a week of each other two years ago.”


  “Well, I wish you both the same,” Tom offered.


  “Do you really think complete strangers will come to our wedding?” asked the girl.


  Tom was just a guy—with a guy’s dubious perspective on weddings—but still he understood how important it was for the bride. By comparison, the groom had it easy. He simply had to show up reasonably sober, say “I do,” kiss the bride while the old ladies in the crowd tittered, and not pass out until after the wedding night official duties were completed and the gift money counted.


  Tom said, “Not to worry. There’s something about a train that opens people up. And besides, you do have a captive audience.”


  He wished them well again and headed for Tyrone in the lounge-car café, but his mind was straying once more toward Eleanor. After she walked out on him in Tel Aviv, he was hurt, angry, and confused, all those things that made one completely incapable of doing anything rationally. By the time he’d gotten his head screwed on right, so much time had passed that he’d ended up not doing anything to contact her. Then the years really got away, and he felt any attempt to get in touch would be swiftly and painfully rebuked. For all he knew, she’d already married someone else.


  He went through the dining-room car and nodded to the attendants there. All of them wore some holiday article of clothing. They seemed to be working hard to get dinner together, so he decided not to hit them up with a lot of questions. He ventured on to the lounge car. There a few people were sitting around watching the TV; others were idly gazing outside at the passing countryside. He made his way down the spiral staircase and found Tyrone, the lounge-car attendant.


  The space he worked in was small, but neatly organized with refrigerated cabinets against the walls loaded with cold sandwiches, ice cream, and assorted cold goodies. There were also bins with other foods, chips and stuff, and hot and cold drinks. There were also cafeteria-tray rails to slide your purchases down. At the end of the hall was a door marked as the entrance to the smoking lounge.


  Tyrone was about thirty, Tom’s height, and looked like Elvis, only he was black. At first Tom thought the man might be wearing a hairpiece but, upon closer inspection, confirmed it was all his own. The man was truly the King, in splendid ebony. Tom liked the effect a lot.


  “I’ll be open in about twenty minutes, sir,” said Tyrone. “My delivery was in late. I’m usually up and running by now. I’ll make an announcement on the PA.”


  “No problem, Tyrone. Regina told me to come down here if I needed anything.”


  Tyrone looked Tom over with interest as he methodically laid out his wares. “Hey, you the writer guy Regina told me about?”


  “I’m the writer guy, yes.”


  “Cool. What do you want to know?”


  “For starters, whether you’re an Elvis fan.”


  He laughed. “It was the hair, right, man? It’s always the hair.”


  “Okay, it was the hair.”


  “Thankyou, thankyouverymuch.” Tyrone did a little bump and grind.


  “I’m impressed.”


  “I know all the songs, all the hip moves. The man could cut it pretty good for a white dude.”


  “You been on this train long?”


  “I’ve been with Amtrak since ’93. Been on this train about seven years.”


  “I bet you’ve seen a lot.”


  “Oh, let me tell you, I’ve seen some stuff. People come on a train, man, it’s like they lose some inhibition gene or something. Now, I know all the crazy stuff that goes on in airplanes, when people get drunk and stuff, but those folks got nothing on crazy train people. Hey, you want a soda or something?”


  “Unless you got something stronger, and I’m really hoping you do.”


  Tyrone opened a beer for him and Tom settled against the wall to listen.


  Tyrone said, “My first trip on this train heading north, we’re pulling out of Pittsburgh at about midnight, okay, when I hear this yelling coming from one of the sleeper cars. Lounge car is all closed up, okay, and I’m off duty, but I go up there because there’s only one attendant per sleeper car, and I’m the new guy and wanted to make sure things were cool. Well, I get up there and you got one guy, naked as a jaybird, standing in the hallway with a nice-looking babe who’s got a little towel wrapped around her, see. And then we got one ticked-off lady in pajamas going for the guy’s throat, while Monique, the sleeping-car attendant, is trying to hold her back.”


  “What had happened, a little mixup in the sleepers?”


  “Oh, I bet Hubby wished that. See, thing was, the naked dude was caught in the act with his little mistress whom he’d paid to travel in her very own sleeper compartment two doors down from where he and the missus were staying. I guess he was into thrills or something. Hubby thought he slipped the little woman a sleeping pill so that he could go have himself some joy time with little miss whoopee, but the wife, she knew something was up, didn’t actually swallow the pill, followed her man and nailed them both.”


  “What happened?”


  “The mistress got off at the next stop. And the last I saw of lover boy, he and his chewed-up butt got off at Chicago.”


  As Tyrone was talking and working, a chain necklace slipped out of his shirt. Tom noted the object attached to it.


  “Where’d you get the Purple Heart?” he asked.


  “Persian Gulf,” Tyrone said, tucking the chain back in his shirt. “Army. Caught a leg full of shrapnel when a round hit our Bradley.”


  “I covered that war. The fighting was more intense than the reports showed back home.”


  “Well, it was intense enough for me.”


  “So I take it you like working here?”


  “Hey, it’s a job, but it’s fun too. I got me my little entertainment routine that I’m always working on, adding, subtracting. I have fun with the passengers, and the kids, especially. Man, there’s something about trains and kids, they just go together, you know what I mean?” He kept talking as he worked. “I’m on three days and then get four off. That’s how it works for the service crew on the long-distance trains. On the really long-route trains, like the Chief and the Zephyr, you work six and then get eight days off. Sounds like a lot of downtime, and it is, but six days going up and back, up and back, it gets to you after a while. You need time just to recover. Because when you’re on this train, you’re basically on call the whole time. Goes with the territory, but I like it. The crew is a team, we all pitch in, cover each other’s back, like a family.”


  “Think you’ll stay on the Cap?”


  “Don’t know. What I’m really thinking about is moving up the ladder to where the real money is.”


  “Where’s that? In management?”


  Tyrone laughed. “Management? Get serious. The cash is in being a redcap. Them dudes make tip money like they’re printing it.”


  “I want a drink and I want it now!”


  They both turned and stared at the speaker. It was a man dressed in a three-piece pinstripe suit who didn’t look happy about one thing in his life right now.


  Tyrone rolled his eyes. “How you doing, Mr. Merryweather?”


  “I’m not doing good at all, and I want that drink. Scotch and soda on the rocks. Right now.”


  “I’m not open yet, sir, if you could come back—”


  Merryweather stepped forward. “This gentleman has a beer that I’m assuming came from you. Now, if you refuse to open the bar for me, a paying customer, then”—he glanced at Tyrone’s nametag—“then Tyrone, I suggest you start looking for other work because once I get off this train you’ll be unemployed.” Merryweather checked his fancy watch. “I’m waiting, Tyrone.”


  “Sure, coming right up, no problem.”


  Tyrone mixed the drink and handed it to the man. Merryweather sipped it. “More scotch—you people never put enough of the liquor in. What, are you stealing it for yourself?”


  “Hey,” said Tom, “why don’t you lighten up?”


  Merryweather turned toward him. “Do you happen to know who I am?”


  “Yeah, you’re a jerk and obviously very proud of it.”


  Merryweather smiled so tightly it looked as though his cheek balls might pop through his skin.


  “Tell him who I am, Tyrone. You know, don’t you?”


  “Look, I’m putting a bunch of scotch in your drink. Why don’t we just call it a truce?”


  “I’m Gordon Merryweather. And I’m the king of the class-action lawsuit. Piss me off, and I’ll see you in court, and I’ll walk away with everything you have—although, from the looks of you, you clearly don’t have much.”


  Tom stepped forward, his fists balled.


  “Oh, I hope you do,” said Merryweather. “Then I get to put you in jail too.”


  Tyrone stepped between them.


  “Hey,” said Tyrone, “everything is so cool, it’s like it’s snowing right inside the train. Let’s all walk away now. Hey, it’s Christmas, right. You going home for Christmas, right Mr. Merryweather, to see the wife and kids? Bet you’re bringing them lots of presents.”


  “I’m divorced. My children are spoiled brats unworthy of either my affection or my largesse.”


  With that, Gordon Merryweather walked off, sipping his scotch. About halfway down the corridor they heard him laughing.


  Tom looked at Tyrone. “I’m surprised he didn’t say ‘Bah, humbug.’ ”


  Tyrone shook his head. “You don’t want to mess with that man. He’ll tie you up in court for years. His picture is right in the dictionary, beside the word nightmare.”


  “No offense, but why is the ‘king of the class-action lawsuit’ taking the train? He probably can afford his own jet.”


  “From what I’ve heard, the oh-so-tough Mr. Merryweather is afraid to fly. I wish he’d just buy his own train and stay off mine.”


  “Well, thanks for stopping me from knocking that scotch down his throat. I actually have plans for my life that don’t include prison.”


  Tyrone smiled. “No problem. Any time.”


  Tom could tell Tyrone was really hustling to get things ready, so he decided to wrap things up. “And thanks for the info and the beer.”


  “Come on back after dinner. I serve some hard stuff.”


  “Hard stuff, now that’s always been my kind of drink.”









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter seven


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  Tom went back to his compartment and looked out the window; it was already dark at five-fifteen. They’d just cleared Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, a place immortalized when John Brown made his famous raid on the federal armory there prior to the Civil War’s commencing, and went to the gallows as his price for being in the history books.


  At Cumberland, Maryland, the Cap would be going through the Graham Tunnel, which ran about a third of a mile in length. According to Tom’s train brochure, both the entrance and exit to the tunnel were in West Virginia. Yet due to the mysteries of geography and the happenstance of surveyors etching state lines, Tom supposed, the tunnel itself was actually in Maryland. The Cap would also be navigating the famous Cumberland Gap, the same natural breach frontiersmen had used to get through the wall of the Appalachian Mountains on their way to the Plains and the Pacific. But for that hole in the rock, America might still be a motley strip of thirteen very oppressed English colonies.


  After Cumberland, the train would next encounter Lover’s Leap. Here, legend had it, an Indian princess forbidden by her father to marry the American soldier she loved threw herself off in despair. The anguished chief then supposedly threw himself over too. Tom didn’t think he’d be sharing that tale with Steve and Julie. They were nervous enough.


  Deciding it was finally time to hunt down the film people, Tom passed between cars in the opposite direction of the dining room and found himself in the other sleeping-room section. By now he’d adjusted his balance to the gentle rocking and swaying of the train, and he was proud to note that he took a tumble only once out of three clear opportunities to do so. He slowed his pace. Deluxe units were marked with letters, while the economy compartments were numbered. He was sure that Hollywood types would only travel first class, especially famous or infamous ones. He drifted toward this section, hoping one of the movie folks would come out of hiding and he could strike up a conversation, perhaps get a part in a blockbuster for a million bucks and become merrily infamous himself.


  He moved to the first compartment. There the curtain was pulled tightly across the opening and he could see nothing, although he heard someone moving around inside. As he went to the next compartment he could see that the curtain was pulled back a bit. He stopped, checked the corridor, and then took a quick peek. The room had been outfitted as an office. There was a laptop computer set up, what looked to be a printer, a power strip complete with surge protector, and a tall young man, with a flattop haircut and wearing a dark turtleneck, pacing in the small space. As he turned, Tom could see that he was wearing a phone headset with his cell phone riding in a belt clip.


  This couldn’t be the famous director, could it? This guy didn’t seem like the director type—not that Tom knew what that type was, exactly. Then he had to be either a star or a writer. Tom’s money was on his being a writer. He had a computer and a printer, after all. And he seemed like the young, hip scriveners probably much in demand out there. As everyone knew, people over thirty were ceremoniously stripped of their cool gene and given a bad haircut and a pair of sensible shoes in return.


  Tom went to the next compartment. He was about to take a look when a man slid the door open and almost collided with him.


  “Sorry,” he said. Tom glanced at the unlighted cigarette in the man’s hand. “I was just told I can’t smoke in my compartment,” he explained.


  Tom quickly ran his gaze over the fellow, a longtime reporter’s habit. He was medium height, early sixties and slim, but with the beginnings of a small paunch. He had thick silver hair, a healthy California Christmas tan, and was dressed very expensively in black slacks, white silk shirt, tweed jacket, and, on his feet, Bruno Maglis. To Tom he just reeked of casual, frolicking millions.


  “They have a smoking lounge on the lower level,” Tom advised.


  “Well, I guess that’s where I’m headed then. Tried a hundred times to kick this habit. Did the patch, even hypnosis. Nothing.”


  “I was a two-packer a day, but now I limit myself to the occasional cigar.”


  He looked interested. “How’d you manage it?”


  “Well, my life sort of depended on it.”


  “I hear you. Who wants to die of lung cancer?”


  “No, that’s not what I mean. I used to be a news correspondent overseas. I was in a convoy of journalists that was attacked by guerrillas. One of the cars in front of us was hit. Our guards told us to remain calm. Then a truck in front of us exploded. The guards told us to keep calm, stay put. Then a mortar round hit right next to us, and the guards told us one more time to keep calm. Right before they jumped out and ran.”


  “My God, what happened?”


  “Well, they obviously had us in range, and we weren’t waiting for the next shot to find us. We all jumped out and ran for the mountains. A guy from Reuters, about fifty and a heavy smoker, didn’t make it. He dropped to the ground, probably due to a heart attack.”


  “Did you stop and help?”


  “I would have, but I was carrying somebody at the time—twisted ankle, the person couldn’t run. I was hauling up that mountain, my heart and lungs near to bursting; it seemed like every smoke I’d ever had was coming back to haunt me. But we made it to a friendly camp, barely.”


  “And the other guy?”


  “I hope the heart attack killed him before the guerrillas reached him; they weren’t known for their compassion. I haven’t touched a cigarette since.” Tom added, “I wouldn’t recommend that method for everyone, of course. It could have some serious side effects.”


  “I guess so. Wow, what a story. War correspondent, huh?”


  “Not anymore. The most dangerous things I report on these days are how to construct his and her closets in a way that allows the husband actually to live, and the harrowing pitfalls of home barbecuing.”


  The man laughed and put out his hand. “That’s good. That’s funny. I’m Max Powers, by the way.”


  Tom thought he had recognized him, and when the man said his name it all clicked. He was a very famous director, regularly in the top ten of the most powerful people in Hollywood. Though he was known more for his enormous box-office successes, he’d also done some work that had pleased the critics, been nominated several times for Academy awards, and had taken home the grand prize a few years ago.


  “Tom Langdon. I’ve seen a lot of your movies, Mr. Powers. You really know how to tell a story. And I’ll take that over the highbrow stuff the critics always tout.”


  “Thanks. That’s all I try to do, tell a story. And it’s Max.” He slipped the unlighted cigarette into his shirt pocket and looked around. “Well, we’re trying to cobble a story together about this mode of transportation.”


  “Because there’s something about a train?”


  “You got that right. Cars? Forget it! Crazy drivers, jammed interstate highways, eating fast food till you drop? No thanks. Planes are impersonal and nerve-racking. Now, I don’t like to fly, but in my business you have to. I was coming back on a flight once from Cannes, and we hit some really bad turbulence and I went into the lavatory and lighted up, because I was so nervous. Well, the smoke alarm went off, and when we landed they took me to jail. Jail! All for smoking one unfiltered menthol. Cost me thirty grand in legal fees, and I still had to do community service.”


  He calmed. “But trains, that’s something else. I’m a native Californian, and my old man was a conductor on the Santa Fe passenger line back in the days when trains were really the classy way to travel. He’d arrange it so I could ride up with the engineer. Let me tell you, there’s no greater feeling in the world. Ever since, I’ve known there’s a story to be told about riding the rails, and not like the stuff that’s already been done. And now I’m finally doing something about it.”


  Tom told him about the story he was writing and some of his impressions of train travel. “It’s not getting from A to B. It’s not the beginning or the destination that counts. It’s the ride in between. That’s the whole show,” he said. “If you only take the time to see it. This train is alive with things that should be seen and heard. It’s a living, breathing something—you just have to want to learn its rhythm.” Tom wondered where this was all coming from, but there it was. Maybe the Cap was growing on him.


  Max gripped Tom’s arm excitedly. “You understand exactly what I’m trying to get at here.” He suddenly smacked his forehead. “I just had an unbelievable brainwave. This is always happening to me, Tom, all the time. Look, you’re a writer, seen stuff all over the world, and you’re on this train trying to take the pulse of America over the holidays.”


  “Right, so?” Tom said cautiously. He had no idea where this was going, but Max Powers seemed to be floating in the clutches of his brainwave.


  “So, you and my writer should team up—I mean, for this trip, for the research part. Swap notes, stories you’ve heard, brainstorming, stuff like that. And I’m not talking for free. I’ll pay you, believe me.”


  “But I’m already working on a story.”


  “That’s the sheer beauty of it. You write your story, fine. But the same stuff you’re doing for your story can help my writer put the film plot together. It’s perfect. Two bangs for one. Get it?”


  Tom nodded. However, he wasn’t really looking forward to working with the ten-year-old with the headset. Tom was neither very young nor very hip, and if the guy called him “dude” just once or perhaps blurted out “Ciao!” instead of simply “goodbye,” it might get ugly.


  To Tom’s surprise, Max led him right past the compartment with the headset-wearing hipster and went to the first compartment and rapped on the glass.


  “You decent? It’s Max.”


  The door slid open, and in that instant Tom felt every bit of breath leave his body. He could no longer even hear the hum, hush, siss-boom-bah of the mighty Cap as Eleanor Carter stared back at him.
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  Max said, “Eleanor Carter, Tom Langdon. Tom, Eleanor.”


  Neither Tom nor Eleanor uttered a word. They just stared at each other for so long that Max finally said, “Um, do you two know each other?”


  “It was years ago,” Eleanor said quickly.


  She was even more lovely now than the last time Tom had seen her, and that bar had been set pretty high. She was tall and still slender, and hadn’t cut her auburn hair short as so many women closing in on forty do. It was still shoulder-length and sexy. Her face, well, there were a few more lines there, yet they possessed an attractiveness—a statement that the owner had actually lived—that smooth, unblemished skin could never match. And the big green eyes still packed a wallop and made Tom want to find a chair to sit in before he fell over. She was wearing gray wool slacks, stylish black, low-heeled shoes, and a white sweater with the collar of a blue shirt sticking out.


  Tom remembered vividly the first time he ever saw Eleanor on campus. She wore short shorts, showcasing those long legs, a red sleeveless sweater, flip-flops, and a yellow bandanna in her hair. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. For the next fifteen years he rarely had.


  Both journalism majors, they’d decided to be a team after graduation. Their first investigative assignment for a little newspaper in Georgia had been following the legendary Reverend Little Bob Humphries around the Deep South, from Anniston, Alabama, to Tupelo, Mississippi, and every backwater in between. Reverend Bob, dressed in his white suit, white shoes, and wide, wide white belt, could heal the sick, calm the angry, cheer the bereaved, and save the wicked, all in a night’s work, and for a very reasonable amount of money (namely, all that you’d brought). You could hide your last penny as well as you could, and Reverend Bob would find it and take it with a charm and manner that made you feel ashamed for holding out on him.


  The holy man drove a custom-built Impala, the biggest Tom had ever seen. It was mostly for the prodigious trunk space, he discovered, for the good minister unabashedly accepted everything from legal tender to salt-cured hams to the occasional spare relative to serve as an assistant. Tom had always thought that the Reverend must be related in some way to the Duke and the Dauphin, the shysters of Huckleberry Finn infamy. As far as Tom knew, unlike the genteel highway robbers in Twain’s masterpiece, Little Bob had never been ridden out of town on a rail tarred and feathered. Yet the defrauded citizens could have indeed done such a thing and God probably wouldn’t have even blinked. In fact, He might have sent a miracle or two their way as compensation for such a good deed.


  Yet Tom had to admire the man’s tenacity. During their investigation, Tom had even ended up giving Little Bob his last twenty bucks and he wasn’t even Baptist. It was a moment of insane weakness that Tom still felt shame for. However, to Eleanor’s credit, she’d gotten Tom’s twenty back, the only person living or dead ever known to have retrieved money from Reverend Bob without recourse to the courts. Their resulting exposé of the charlatan hit the national newswire, made their reputations, and also stopped the Reverend’s little con game.


  “How have you been?” Eleanor asked coolly.


  “I’ve been working. Mostly here in the States the last year,” Tom managed to say.


  “I know. I read the piece on Duncan Phyfe furniture you did for Architectural Journal. It’s the first article on antique furniture that made me laugh. It was good.”


  Vastly encouraged by that, Tom said, “Well, between you and me, I didn’t know Duncan Phyfe from Duncan Hines when I pitched that story, but I crammed like hell, got the gig, and blew the money on something. You know me.”


  “Yes, I know you.” She didn’t even crack a smile, although Max chuckled. Tom’s gut tightened, and his throat dried up as those big emerald eyes bored into him with nothing whatsoever inviting in them. Tom felt cement shoes forming around his ankles. The sensation of imminent doom was somehow of solace to him, as though the end would be quick and relatively painless.


  He found his voice. “So you’re a screenwriter?”


  Max said, “She’s one of Hollywood’s best-kept secrets. She specializes in script doctoring. You know, where a script has real problems and you need a miracle on a short fuse? Eleanor comes in and whips it into shape, like magic. She’s pulled my butt out of the fire on a bunch of occasions when the A-list writer I paid millions to fumbled the ball. My last five films she basically rewrote all the scripts. I finally talked her into doing her own original screenplay.”


  “I’m not surprised—she was always a terrific writer.” Again, there was no response to this compliment. The cement was now inching up Tom’s calves.


  “So what’s up, Max?” Eleanor said with a slight nod of her head in Tom’s direction. She obviously didn’t want a trip down memory lane; she wanted to bring this all—meaning him—to a hasty close.


  “I had this brilliant idea.” Max explained his “brilliant idea” to Eleanor, while Tom stood there wondering whether he should throw himself through one of the windows and under the wheels of the Cap. It couldn’t be clearer that Eleanor wasn’t at all pleased with the percolations of the director’s genius.


  Yet she said, “Let me think about it, Max.”


  “Absolutely. Hey, I tell you what, later, we can have a drink. Somebody told me they drink on this train.”


  “They do,” Tom said. Then he added jokingly, “In fact, the whole train is a bar.” He looked at Eleanor, but she was simply staring off. Tom’s arms were now immobile.


  “Done, then. Drinks around, what, eight?” said Max.


  “They serve dinner here too. I have reservations at seven?” Tom looked at Eleanor again, as though trying to will her to say she’d join him.


  “I had a late lunch in D.C.,” she said. “I’m skipping dinner.”


  Max said, “Yeah, dinner’s not good for me either, Tom. I’ve got a few calls to make.”


  “Well, don’t starve yourself.” Ironically, it was at this point that the cement seemed to arrive at his mouth.


  “Not to worry: Kristobal brought some of my favorite stuff on board. I’m more of a snacker, really.”


  “Kristobal?”


  “My assistant. He’s in the compartment right there.” Max pointed to the compartment where Tom had seen the headset kid.


  As if the mention of his name by his boss had reached his ears through the closed door, Kristobal emerged from his room.


  “Do you need anything, Mr. Powers?”


  “No, I’m fine. This is Tom Langdon. Tom might be helping us on our project.”


  Kristobal was as tall as Tom, and young and handsome and well built. He was very stylishly dressed, and probably made more in a week than Tom made in a year. He also seemed efficient and intelligent, and Tom instantly disliked him for all those reasons.


  “Excellent, sir,” said Kristobal.


  Tom reached out and they shook hands. “Good to know you,” Tom said, ignoring the imagined crunch of gravel between his teeth.


  Max said, “Okay, that’s settled. Eleanor will think about it and we’ll have drinks at eight, and now I have got to go smoke before I start hyperventilating.” He looked around, puzzled.


  Tom pointed, “That way, two cars down, through the dining room, into the lounge car, down the stairs, to the right and you’ll see the door marked ‘smoking lounge.’ ”


  “Thanks, Tom, you’re a gem. I know this is going to work out; it’s an omen. My palmist said something good was going to happen. ‘A chance meeting,’ she said. And look what happened. Yep, a good day.” He stuck the cigarette in his mouth and hustled off in his Bruno Maglis.


  Kristobal called after him: “Your lighter is in your right-hand jacket pocket, sir.”


  Max gave a little wave; Kristobal retreated to his office hovel. And then it was just Eleanor and Tom.


  For a few moments they stood there, each refusing to make eye contact.


  “I cannot believe this is actually happening,” Eleanor finally said. “Of all the people to see on this train.” She closed her eyes and slowly shook her head.


  “Well, it kind of took me by surprise too.” He added, “You look great, Ellie.” As far as he knew, Tom was the only one who ever called her that. She’d never objected, and he loved the way it sounded.


  Eleanor’s eyes opened and focused on him. “I’m not going to beat around the bush: Max is a wonderfully gifted filmmaker, but sometimes he comes up with these off-the-wall ideas that just won’t work. I really believe this is one of them.”


  “Hey, I just walked smack into his enthusiasm. I don’t want you to do something you don’t want to, and frankly, I haven’t even really thought about it either.”


  “So I can tell Max you’re not interested?”


  “If that’s what you want, Ellie, that’s fine.”


  She studied him closely now, and he felt himself shrink from the scrutiny.


  “That’s exactly what I want.” She went back inside her room and slid the door closed.


  Standing there, he was now a fully kilned statue of stone, ready for primer and paint. Not even the hum-hush, siss-boom-bahs and cunning whipsaws of the mighty Cap could budge the man in his rigid, unyielding despair. He wondered if it was too late to get a refund on his train ticket based on the recent occurrence of his living death.
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  Tom staggered back to his compartment and collapsed on the foldout bed. Eleanor was on this train? It couldn’t be possible. He’d never envisioned sharing his journey of self-discovery with the one person on earth whose absence in his life may well have led him to take the damn trip in the first place! And yet whose fault was her absence? He’d never asked her to stay, had he?


  As he sat up and stared out the window into the blackness, he suddenly wasn’t on a train heading to Chicago; he was in Tel Aviv. They’d chosen that coastal city because of its proximity to Ben-Gurion Airport; one was never really more than two hours’ flight time from the sort of stories Eleanor and Tom were there to cover. The Middle East was nothing if not unpredictable in its predictableness. You knew something would happen; you just didn’t know exactly where or what form it would take.


  Mark Twain had visited the Holy Land and wrote extensively about it in The Innocents Abroad. The book was published in 1869, a year before Zion was resettled by the Jews and almost ninety years before Israel was established as a sovereign state. Twain had found Palestine to be very tiny, writing that he “could not conceive of a small country having so large a history.” Tom understood exactly what he meant. The place that loomed so enormous to folks all over the world could be traversed from end to end in hours by car. The walled city of Jerusalem seemed but a handsome miniature the first time Tom saw it. Yet the intensity there, and the people who called it home, lived up to its reputation as one of the most magnetic places on earth.


  They’d traveled the country in search of stories, although Eleanor had also sought out more personal experiences, once even being baptized in the Jordan River. Twain, too, had swum in the Jordan River after a long, dusty ride from Damascus, though more for hygienic than spiritual purposes. Tom and Eleanor had bought Jordanian water in clear bottles molded to look like Jesus and sent them back home, together with holy air in a can, collected in churches of antiquity in Israel. Tom had always understood that both items were immensely popular with American tourists, who’d rush home with the air and water and bestow it on their own places of worship. He supposed they did so in the hopes of raising them a few pegs in the eyes of God—hedging their bets, so to speak.


  During the years they had lived in Israel, the pair had also ventured to Bethlehem one Christmas with a tour group because Eleanor had wanted to see the place where the son of God had been delivered into a sinful world. Though he was not a particularly religious person, it was still a humbling event for Tom to be in close proximity to where an event of that magnitude reportedly took place.


  In his trip to Bethlehem Mark Twain had reported that all sects of Christians, except Protestants, had chapels under the roof of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. However, he also observed that one group dared not trespass on the other’s territory, proving beyond doubt, he noted, that even the grave of the Savior couldn’t inspire peaceful worship among different beliefs. Some things clearly hadn’t changed since Mark Twain was a pilgrim in the Holy Land all those years ago.


  The two American journalists had been one of the very few in Israel who celebrated the holiest of Christian holidays. Tom and Eleanor had put up a small Christmas tree in their apartment and cooked their holiday meal and opened presents. Then they looked out on the darkness of the Mediterranean and took in the sights and smells of the desert climate while celebrating an event most Americans associated with snow, a jolly fat man, and crackling fires. Then they fell asleep in each other’s arms. Those Christmases in Tel Aviv were some of the most wonderful of Tom’s life. Except for the last one.


  Eleanor left the apartment to do some last-minute grocery shopping. About forty minutes later she came back and said that she wanted to go home, that she was tired of covering the perils of this strange world, that it was just time to go home. At first Tom thought she was joking. Then it became apparent she wasn’t. In fact, while he was standing there, she started packing. Then she called El Al to get a flight home. She tried to book Tom one too, but he said no, he wasn’t leaving. Everything had seemed wonderful barely an hour before. Now he was standing in the middle of their tiny apartment in his skivvies and his whole life had just collapsed.


  He questioned her as to what had happened in the last forty minutes to cause her to make this major, life-altering decision for both of them, without bothering to consult him first. The only answer she gave was that it was time to go home. They talked, and then the talk snowballed into an argument, and then it cascaded downhill from there. By the time she had her bags packed they were screaming at each other, and Tom had become so confused and distraught that to this day he had no idea half of what he’d said.


  She took a cab to the airport, and Tom followed her, where they continued their argument. Finally, it was time to go up the escalator to get on the shuttle bus. That was when Eleanor, her voice now calm, asked him once more to come with her. If he really loved her, he’d come with her. He remembered standing there, tears in his eyes, feeling only a deep stubbornness fueled by anger. He told her no, he wasn’t coming.


  He watched her ride up the escalator. She turned back once. Her expression was so sad, so miserable, that he almost called out to her, to tell her to wait, that he was coming, but the words never came. It was like the night on the train from Cologne, when he was supposed to propose to the woman he loved but hadn’t. Instead, he turned and walked out, leaving her, as she was leaving him.


  That was the last time he’d seen Eleanor. Until five minutes ago, on a swaying train headed to Chicago by way of Toledo and Pittsburgh. He still had no idea what had happened to make her leave. And he still had no rational explanation as to why he hadn’t gone with her.


  With a jolt, Tom was transported back to West Virginia on steely Amtrak rails. He lay down on the couch, and the warm compartment, the hum-hush, siss-boom-bah of the wheels, his overwrought mind, and the darkness outside combined to push him into a troubled doze.


   


  Whatever it was must have hit Tom’s sleeper car directly. The sound was very loud, like a cannonball clanging off the side. He almost fell off the couch. He checked his watch. Six-thirty, and they were slowing down fast. Then the mighty Capitol Limited came to a complete stop, and looking out his window, Tom saw that they were not anywhere close to civilization. He smelled something burning, and although he wasn’t an experienced railroad man, that didn’t seem like something you’d want your train to be doing.


  In the darkness outside he saw lights here and there, as presumably train personnel checked where the broadside had come from and what damage it had done. He went out into the hallway and saw Father Kelly.


  “Did you hear that?” the priest said. “It sounded like a shot.”


  “I think we hit something,” Tom replied. “Maybe there was something on the track and we ran over it.”


  “It sounded like it hit our car, and we’re in the middle of the train.”


  Well, that was true, thought Tom. “I don’t know, I just hope we start moving again soon.”


  Regina walked by with a worried look. She was carrying a huge cluster of newspapers all balled up.


  Tom said, “Hey, Regina, what’s up? We’re not moving. Did Amtrak’s credit card bounce or something?”


  “We hit something, that’s for sure. They’re checking it out. We should be heading on shortly.”


  He looked at what she was carrying. “I take it you’re really into newspapers.”


  “Somebody stuffed them in the trash can. I don’t even know where they came from. Only newspaper on this train is the Toledo Blade, and we don’t pick that up until early tomorrow morning.”


  She walked off. Tom was starting to feel very smart for building extra time into his travel schedule. It looked like he was going to need it. In Twain’s day, the trip from St. Joseph, Missouri, to California measured nineteen hundred miles and by overland stagecoach took about twenty days. While Tom had to go over a thousand miles farther than Twain had, he was being pulled by something a little more potent than equine power. And yet it was beginning to look like Twain’s travel time might not be in any real jeopardy. Tom started thinking of small islands where he could hide out from Lelia when he didn’t show for Christmas. The list was short and not very promising.


  Agnes Joe joined them. She was still wearing the nightgown, but she had a robe on over it.


  “We hit something,” she said.


  “Appears that way,” Tom replied, as he tried to get past her. However, he found that when Agnes Joe faced him head-on, the woman’s body actually spanned the entire width of the hall. Amtrak really needed to build its trains larger to accommodate the widening of Americans.


  She pulled an apple from her pocket, rubbed it on her robe, and started chomping. “I remember once three—no, four years ago—we were heading up right about here in fact, when, bam, we stopped dead.”


  “Really, what happened?” asked Tom.


  “Why don’t you come in my compartment, set yourself down, get comfortable, and I’ll tell you.”


  Father Kelly and Tom exchanged glances, and then the priest scooted into the safety of his rabbit hole, leaving the journalist all alone. So much for the support of the Church in times of crisis, thought Tom.


  “Well, I’d like to but I have to get ready for dinner. My reservation is at seven.”


  “Mine too.”


  With the look she gave him, Tom began to think she really had a thing for him. All he could do was give her a weak smile as he finally managed to squeeze past and into the safety of his compartment. He locked his door, drew his curtain, and would have slid the bed against the door had it not been bolted to the wall.


  He dressed for dinner, which meant he splashed water on his face, ran a comb through his hair, and changed his shirt. He peeked out the door, checking for roaming Agnes Joes, saw the coast was clear, and still ran for the safety of the mess car. Unfortunately, though not a world-class sprinter, he was still moving faster than the Cap.
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  As Tom surveyed the dining room, his mind once again drifted to his rail-travel touchstone, North by Northwest. In the film Cary Grant, on the run from the police and the train conductor—as a poor fugitive from justice, Cary had no ticket—comes into the elegant dining car. The splendidly attired maitre d’ escorts him past fashionably dressed diners, to the table of the ravishingly sexy Eva Marie. Turns out she’d tipped the waiter to seat Cary with her. Beautiful women were always doing that to poor Cary Grant. They order, they drink, they laugh; they conduct a sort of sophisticated verbal foreplay right there at the table, one of the more subtly erotic movie scenes ever Tom felt. Right now, in the role of Eva Marie, he could only see Eleanor. And wasn’t that pathetic, he told himself—pathetic that there was no possibility of it coming true.


  On Amtrak, diners were seated to encourage conversation and the forming of friendships, however fleeting. In this tradition, Tom was seated across from two people, a middle-aged man and a woman who, unfortunately, looked nothing like Eleanor, or Eva Marie for that matter. The guy was dressed in a suit and tie. Across the aisle from them at another table were Steve and Julie. They were drinking glasses of red wine, holding hands, talking in low voices, and still looked very nervous. Young love: There was nothing better or worse, Tom decided. Except perhaps old love, unrequited. Actually, after seeing Eleanor, he was sure of it.


  By what he could overhear from the other diners, the subject of the stalled train was dominating the conversation. At least the longer the train was stopped the longer he’d be on it with Eleanor. And how exactly did that help, Tom asked himself, since it was so clearly obvious how she felt. He’d held out some hope that she still loved him despite how it had ended. He’d kept that thought safely in his pocket all these years and it had carried him through some troubling times. Now that pocket was empty; actually, it had been ripped right off his pants.


  “This is the second train I’ve been on this week where something has happened,” said the woman across from Tom. She introduced herself as Sue Bunt from Wisconsin. She was dressed professionally, was about fifty or so, tall and on the heavy side, and her hair was cut very short. The guy in the suit was next to her. Tom knew they weren’t together, because the man had been seated right ahead of him. Sue had already been at the table alone.


  “How about that,” the man said. He didn’t offer up his name.


  “I usually don’t take the train, but the flights aren’t as convenient in my circuit anymore,” she explained.


  “What do you do?” Tom asked, deciding to get into the spirit of conversation.


  “I’m a sales rep for a health-food company,” she said as she slathered her roll in butter.


  “Happy holidays,” said the waitress as she came over and presented them with complimentary glasses of eggnog, a Cap holiday tradition, they were told.


  “Happy holidays,” they all replied, and then Sue asked the waitress about the condition of the train.


  “Conductor said we’ll be up and running in no time. We just ran over something on the track.” She wore a Christmas hat, and Tom noted that the windows and tables were strung with holiday lights.


  They placed their orders. The menu was very good, and Tom could actually smell the meals being cooked in the downstairs kitchen, which would then be sent up to the dining car via dumbwaiters. He ordered the prime rib and, instead of the salad, asked for a screwdriver as his appetizer. He was just putting it to his lips when he felt himself being propelled to the side of the dining car. He turned and there was Agnes Joe wedging next to him, leaving him about six inches in which to eat his dinner.


  “Hi, Agnes Joe,” the man and Sue said in unison.


  Tom looked bewildered. Did everybody on this train know the woman?


  “Hi there, honeypies.”


  When Tom looked her over he was stunned. Agnes Joe was wearing nice dress slacks—stretched to the fabric’s absolute breaking point, no doubt, but still nice slacks—a tasteful sweater, and her hair was done. She had on some makeup, and she didn’t look nearly as old as before. It was such a stark transformation that he could only stare.


  “Hi,” he said dumbly.


  “Hello, Agnes Joe,” said the waitress as she came up. “You want the usual?”


  “That’ll be fine, with extra onions.”


  “I take it you ride the train a lot,” Tom said as the waitress walked off.


  “Oh, I love the train and the people on it. Good folks. I tried flying for a while. I’m a licensed pilot in fact, general aviation, but I prefer the trains.”


  For Tom the vision of Agnes Joe crammed inside the cockpit of a two-seater Cessna, her hammy fingers curled around the yoke, her enormous feet on the rudder pedals, wavered right on hallucinatory.


  The man turned to Sue. “You say you’re in health care?”


  “Health foods, as a sales rep. I used to be a legal secretary, but I couldn’t take working for lawyers anymore.”


  Well, Tom had also had his fill of the species americanus legalis cannibalis during his divorce, and more recently with Gordon Merryweather. He held up his glass to her in a sign of empathy.


  “What do you know about ginseng?” asked the man.


  The guy was in his fifties and seemed like a normal business type, yet he had exhibited some fairly strange physical ticks that set him apart from his fellows. For example, his mouth kept opening really wide, at which point he sucked in air like he couldn’t get his fair share. Then his eyes would bulge out, causing Tom to think he was going to pitch headfirst into his salad any second. He’d also lick his lips, so furiously you thought his tongue would cramp up or simply fall off. Finally, he had the incredibly annoying habit of looking like he was going to say something, his lips puckering, his fleshy neck quivering, his eyes blinking rapidly, his hands rising to the sky, all building to some titanic outburst of wisdom or at least scandalous gossip, and then it all would just collapse; he’d simply pick at the olive in his drink. After the fourth time he performed this maddening feat it was all Tom could do to keep from going over the table at the man.


  “Ginseng?” Sue said. “You mean the herb?”


  “Yes. Let me tell you why I’m asking.” He gave each a conspiratorial look and lowered his voice. “I met this woman. An Asian woman, or Oriental, or whatever the PC term is these days, I can never remember. I guess it’s not ‘slanty-eyes,’ is it?” he said, trying for humor and failing badly.


  “No, it’s not,” said Agnes Joe. “And please don’t go there. Tolerance and understanding of other cultures make for a peaceful world. On top of that, I have ancestors of Japanese descent.”


  Tom looked at the massive woman and wondered if she were actually carrying some of these ancestors on her person. And he noted that her vocabulary and diction had kicked up a notch too. What was that about?


  The fellow continued. “Right. Sorry, bad joke. Well, this woman, she seemed, you know, to be attracted to me. And I was definitely attracted to her. We went out for dinner one evening, and she brought up this ginseng thing. To make a long story short, she actually sent me some ginseng. I guess it was from China.”


  “Actually, ginseng is grown in Wisconsin,” said Sue, as she put even more butter on her roll, such that there was no longer any bread actually visible. “The soil is perfect for it.”


  Tom stared at her. The state of Wisconsin had perfect ginseng soil? This sounded crazy to him, but what did he know about it? Maybe the Green Bay Packers were all ginseng groupies.


  “Okay, Wisconsin,” the man said, “but the point is, she sent me this stuff, and I’m not sure what to do with it. I mean, do I cook it or drink it or what?”


  Tom said, “Just because she gave it to you doesn’t mean you have to use it.”


  “Well,” said the man, eyeing the ladies a little nervously, “I assume she gave it to me, you know, because it’s supposed to possess certain performance-enhancing attributes. At least that’s what she intimated. I should add that she’s much younger than me.”


  Tom began to realize where this was going when Agnes Joe said, “You mean so you can romp like a young stud in the sack with a woman half your age and not let her feel she’s cheating herself with some old bag of bones.”


  There was a long period of silence before the man finally said, “That’s sort of my point, yes.” And then he went back to massively sucking wind and picking at his pitted olives with renewed vigor.


  “I’d mash it up,” continued Agnes Joe as her gaze bored into the man, “and shoot it right into your veins with a hypodermic needle. Do it right before you get into bed, and then fly out of the bathroom, screaming and pounding your chest like Tarzan, and just jump her. I hear Asian women like that.”


  The man looked at Tom with wounded eyes, obviously seeking some gender support. Yet all Tom could offer was, “I heard that too… honeypie,” and then he swallowed his screwdriver in a mighty gulp.


  He ordered a glass of merlot as a chaser, then ate his meal, which was wonderful. He looked around the car and observed that at one table two Muslims and a man of Native American descent were engaged in animated conversation, a verbal sparring match. Each was smiling, so it seemed civil at least. At another table, a middle-aged and attractive African American woman was very obviously having the moves put on her by a young, handsome Korean man. She was deflecting his advances with good-natured banter, but Tom could tell that the woman was flattered. At yet another table, some businesspeople were supping with the Tarot card lady. She was examining their hands and even had her cards spread out in front of the remains of her Shenandoah Valley baked chicken. As she methodically forked the award-winning train cheesecake into her mouth, the corporate suits, their cell phones put away for now, were listening intently.


  Tom could only shake his head. Ginseng, flying Agnes Joes, passengers of every race and religion, the easy coupling of formal commercial power and whimsical Tarot cards intermingled over a hearty feast: Maybe there really was something about a train. As he finished his merlot, he marveled at how incredibly quietly and smoothly the Cap rode the rails at zero miles per hour.
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  As soon as dinner was over, Tom fled to the lounge car, which, as he soon discovered, was known under a different name by all seasoned train travelers: the bar car. Years before, there’d actually been a manned bar in the upper-level lounge, but that had been lost in budget cutbacks. Tom went downstairs, where Tyrone fixed him up libation-wise, then he went and sat in the lounge car’s upper level. The train still wasn’t moving yet. He checked his watch. The Cap should have been well on its way to Connellsville, Pennsylvania, and they hadn’t even made it to Cumberland, Maryland. At least he’d stopped smelling smoke.


  The TV was on in the lounge car and showing the movie The Grinch Who Stole Christmas, the one with Jim Carrey playing the Grinch. A gaggle of kids, young and old, and their parents were gathered round watching it. In other corners of the car there were little groups of people chatting and drinking, and a few solitary types who just stared out the darkened windows at their own reflections. The lounge car too had been decorated for the holidays with wreaths, strung tinsel, and other Christmas ornamentation. Tom sipped his gin and chewed his peanuts and pretzels and focused on the group of adults sitting nearby. One was reading, one was knitting, another was listening to music through headphones. Tom kept glancing at the door to the lounge car to see if Max and Eleanor might still pop in, but so far nothing.


  “Are you all heading somewhere for Christmas?” Tom asked with what he hoped was a friendly and interested expression. He found that gin always made one appear relaxed and happy, if a bit fuzzy in the head.


  The knitting lady looked up and smiled. “South Bend, Indiana. My grandson is a sophomore at Notre Dame. I’m spending the holidays with him. I’ll probably end up cooking and cleaning and doing his laundry for him, but that’s okay. That’s grandma stuff. And it’s Christmas. Who wants to be alone?”


  “You got my vote there,” Tom said as he introduced himself.


  She reached out and shook his hand. “Pauline Beacon.”


  “You live in the D.C. area?”


  “Yes, Springfield, Virginia. You?”


  “Right in D.C.”


  “I don’t know how you take the traffic.” This came from the guy who’d been reading a book. He was midforties, balding and soft in the middle. “I’m heading back to Toledo. I was in Washington on business and had to rent a car and drive around that Beltway thing you folks have. I don’t know how you people do it. It’s like the Wild, Wild West on wheels. Crazy.” He shook his head. “I’m Rick,” he said and smiled. “Just call me Toledo Rick.”


  “So I take it you folks like trains,” Tom said.


  “I don’t like to fly,” said Pauline. “And trains are a connection to my childhood. How about you?”


  Tom said, “I fly a lot, but it got to be a little old. I thought I’d try a more civilized way of getting around.”


  “Well,” said Rick, “we’re not getting around anywhere at the moment. I normally fly too, but I got this great deal on a train ticket.” He looked outside and frowned. “Only right now it doesn’t seem like such a great deal. At least I’ll be home for Christmas.”


  “You have a family?”


  “A wife and six children. Four of my kids are teenagers, three of those girls. I don’t even come close to understanding anything about them.”


  “Girls are different,” said Pauline.


  The guy with the headphones was now listening to the conversation. He introduced himself as Ted from Milwaukee. “Boys are a tough nut too,” he said. “I’ve got four of ’em, all grown now. I had a full head of hair when I had my first, and none when I had my last.”


  At that moment Agnes Joe came in with a beer and settled down with them. Tom pushed his bowl of snacks her way. The woman cleaned it out with one swipe. She didn’t introduce herself. Like in the dining car, everyone seemed to know her already.


  “How about you, Tom?” asked Rick. “Where you heading? Family?”


  Tom shook his head. “I don’t really have any.”


  “Well, everyone has family somewhere,” said Pauline.


  “Not everybody,” said Agnes Joe. “I’m a loner too.”


  “I didn’t say I was a loner. I’m a reporter. Been all over the world. Probably have friends in sixty or seventy different countries.”


  “Friends are friends, but family is family,” stated Pauline, and maybe she was right.


  “Divorced or never married?” asked Agnes Joe, as she casually munched her almonds. She glanced at his naked ring finger in response to his surprised look.


  “Divorced. Although my marriage was so brief I never really felt married.”


  “Well, you obviously didn’t marry the right woman,” said Pauline.


  “How can you know for sure?” asked Toledo Rick.


  “Lots of ways,” ventured Agnes Joe. “Mostly it just feels right. Like you don’t care if you eat, drink, sleep, or even breathe so long as you’re with that person.” She glanced at Tom. “You ever feel that way about anybody?”


  They all looked at Tom awaiting his answer.


  “Hey, that’s getting a bit personal,” he said.


  “Well, there’s just something about a train,” quipped Pauline with a smile as she effortlessly knitted one and pearled two.


  Tom sat back, stared out the window for a moment.


  “What was her name?” asked Agnes Joe quietly.


  “Eleanor,” he finally said.


  “Been a long time since you’ve seen her?”


  “Actually, not that long ago.” He snapped out of his musings. “But what’s past is past. I’m going out to LA. To see my girlfriend, Lelia, spend Christmas with her.”


  “Is she an actress?” Pauline asked excitedly.


  “In a way, yes.”


  “Would I know any of her work?”


  Tom hesitated, then said, “You ever catch Cuppy the Magic Beaver on Saturday morning TV?”


  Pauline just stared at him blankly and actually dropped a stitch or two of her knitting. After several unsuccessful attempts at further explanation, Tom decided to drop the whole line of conversation.


  They all watched as one of the attendants, dressed as Santa Claus, came into the lounge car. In a flash all the kids, even the older ones, deserted Jim Carrey and the Grinch and gathered around the man in red. Such was the timeless and universal appeal of old Saint Nick.


  “That’s nice,” Tom said, as Santa handed out goodies to everyone.


  “They do it every year,” said Agnes Joe. “Even when the train’s not broken.”


  Tom looked at her, suddenly interested. It had just occurred to him that Regina had said Agnes Joe rode the trains a lot, to visit her family, she thought. Yet Agnes Joe had just confessed she was a loner. So where was she going on all these trains?


  “I guess you’ve been on these Christmas trains before?” he asked.


  “Oh yes, lots of times.”


  “Are you going all the way to Chicago?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Spending the holidays there?” Tom asked.


  “No. I’m heading on to LA. Like you.”


  “By train?”


  “The Southwest Chief.” She shot him a glance. “And you?”


  Agnes Joe for about two days on the Chief. He wondered what would happen if he jumped off the train right now while it wasn’t moving. Right as he was about to reply, the wonderful old Capitol Limited gave a lurch and started on its way again. A cheer went up around the lounge car. Tom just couldn’t bring himself to join in.


  A voice came on over the PA. “Sorry for the delay, folks, but we’ve got everything patched up. We have a technical team standing by at the next station stop. We’ll be there a little while to make sure everything’s okay, and then we’ll push on. We hope to make up some of the time en route. We’ve called ahead and nobody will miss train connections. Thank you for understanding and thank you for choosing Amtrak. Happy holidays.”


  Santa came over and handed out small packages to all. Tom received a miniature of the Santa Fe’s famed Super Chief locomotive. Ted went back to his headphones, while Toledo Rick and Pauline excused themselves and left.


  Agnes Joe leaned close and took a gander at Tom’s impressive model. “The Southern Pacific’s Super Chief was the precursor to the Southwest Chief, the one I’m going to be on to LA. It’s a great train with wonderful views of the mountains and the plains. Goes through eight states on its way to the coast.”


  “That’s interesting, thanks.” Tom was now convinced that she’d searched his compartment and found his train ticket for the Chief. He resolved to booby-trap his room using the heaviest object he could find. They had two engines on this train; maybe they wouldn’t miss one of them. He could probably cram it into his bath/shower and set it on a spring load.


  “Yep, it’s a nice trip. Good way to get to LA.”


  “I bet it is.” Tom put down his drink. “So, what are you heading to LA for?”


  “I have friends out there. We switch off each year for Christmas. This year it’s my turn to go west.”


  “Sounds like a nice tradition. Regina said you travel by train a lot. And it seems like people know you.”


  “Oh, I’m just a friendly sort. Always have been. Just because a gal’s petite and naturally shy doesn’t mean she has to be a meek little wallflower all the time.”


  At first Tom thought she was serious, but then she smiled at her own joke, and he reluctantly concluded that Agnes Joe wasn’t so bad. If she’d just stay away from his kidneys and personal belongings everything would be fine.


  “So this gal you’re seeing, you serious about her?”


  “Depends on what you call serious,” Tom said. “We’ve been seeing each other off and on for about three years.”


  “Off and on? What, is that a California thing?”


  “It’s our thing.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t advise you to get married. I’ve tried it twice and neither worked out.”


  “Do you have any kids?”


  “A girl, all grown now, of course. That was from my first marriage. I met husband number one when we worked together at Ringling Brothers.”


  “You worked for the circus? What, in administration?”


  “Oh no, I was one of the performers. Horsewoman, gymnast, even did the highwire in my younger days.”


  “The trapeze!”


  She stared at him. “I was a little lighter then. My daughter still works for the circus.”


  “Do you see her often?”


  “No.” With that, she picked up her beer and left. He should have been relieved, but he wasn’t. The woman seemed to be growing on him, like a wart maybe, but still growing. It wasn’t just idle curiosity either. There were inconsistencies in her background that intrigued the investigative-reporter gene in him.


  As he sat there, the train flashed through the Graham Tunnel and soon after slowed as it approached Cumberland, Maryland, once known as the Queen of the Alleghenies. The Cap jauntily made its way right down the middle of the town’s main street. Tom saw brick and wood buildings, a Holiday Inn, a McDonald’s, and a place called Discount Liquors that was probably very popular, for the town just had that thirsty look to it.


  They would be crossing into Pennsylvania soon. The state lines were all oddly configured here. Indeed, at certain times the engine and the tail of the train could be in Maryland while the middle of the Cap labored in West Virginia. This was explained by the Pennsylvania border riding a straight line with its sister Maryland, while the points where West Virginia and Maryland hugged followed the lay of the land. By the time they had quit the Gap and passed safely into Pennsylvania, Tom was altogether done with the conundrums of official state boundaries.


  As he sat there staring at the snow falling, Eleanor and Max walked in, trailed by the faithful Kristobal. Tom took a deep breath, finished his drink, and contemplated ordering up cocktails in bulk from his friend Tyrone. He figured he’d need every ounce of alcohol possible to survive this.
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  Max and Kristobal were dressed in the same chic clothes, and the latter still wore his headset and cell-phone pack, swaggering in like some futuristic gunfighter looking for trouble. Eleanor, though, had changed into a long turquoise skirt and white denim shirt with a chain belt around her slim waist. Her hair was tucked up. Perhaps, Tom thought, she’d showered in her little water closet, the steamy, soapy liquid pouring down over her long, curvy… No, he absolutely could not go there and expect to retain his sanity. Yet the fact that she had freshened up and was here ostensibly to see him was wonderfully reassuring, until he noted her expression. It was not, to put it mildly, one of unadulterated bliss. Homicidal was actually the word that drifted through his ginned-up mind.


  “Tom!” boomed out Max, in that enthusiastic voice that said “I’m both filthy rich and fun to be around.” They all found a private corner.


  “Sorry we’re late,” said Max. “Eleanor and I had a few things to clear up. Boy, what a ride so far, huh?”


  Kristobal stared out into the darkness, his pretty-boy looks woeful. “Well, at least the thing’s moving.”


  “Your first train ride, Kristobal?” Tom asked.


  “And hopefully my last.”


  He was, Tom was sure, very much into private planes, free-flowing bottles of champagne, and no one to bother him as he fully reclined in his seat-bed and dreamed of becoming a film mogul.


  “He’s from another generation,” said Max, as he playfully slapped his assistant’s arm. “He’s not train folk; not like you and me.”


  “Well, Ellie and I took quite a few trains when we were overseas. We were on an old clunker once from Amsterdam to Paris. Got on at five in the morning with the notion we’d eat on board. We weren’t told there was no food on the train because the stewards were on strike. Then, while we’re slowly starving to death, we notice that in the fields the train is passing through, all these people are standing there, taking pictures of the train. I thought that maybe the train had been hijacked—you know, by the striking stewards—and we were hurtling to our doom at the station in Paris.”


  “What happened?” asked Max.


  “When we got to Paris, there was a marching band. And then a sleek red bullet train came sliding up to the old one we’d been on. It was the last train ride on that route before bullet service took over. That was all the commotion. So while the band played, we spent about a billion francs filling our bellies. Remember that, Ellie?”


  “I go by Eleanor now, just Eleanor. And, no, I don’t really remember that.”


  The gin had now warmed Tom from his toes to his mouth, which had become an 80mm howitzer. “Right. Ellie, that’s clearly in the past. Out with the old, in with the new and improved.” He looked at Max. “So, you said you and Eleanor had talked.”


  “Yes, we discussed things. And if you want, you two can get started right now.”


  Tom glanced at her in confusion. “I thought—”


  “When Max gets excited about something, his enthusiasm spreads rapidly and overwhelmingly,” she explained in a tight voice without meeting his gaze.


  Tom said, “You sure you weren’t railroaded into this? No pun intended, of course.”


  “Not at all,” said Max. “Right, Eleanor?” She nodded.


  “Well, how should we begin?” Tom offered pleasantly.


  Max said, “What have you discovered so far?”


  Tom sat back and cradled his empty glass. “Well, ginseng is grown in Wisconsin, for starters, and it makes old guys perform like Rambo in bed. There’s a crazy woman named Agnes Joe on board whom everybody knows for some reason; she outweighs me and performed on the trapeze for Ringling Brothers.” He pointed to Steve and Julie. “Those two are getting married on board the Southwest Chief. They’re good kids, but scared. I’ve got a contact on board the Chief who can tell us plenty of great stories. The Tarot card lady over there has charmed mighty business moguls with her peeks into the future. Oh, and Elvis Presley has been resurrected as a black man named Tyrone who serves a concoction called a ‘Boiler Room’ in the lounge car, that, if it doesn’t kill you, will at least make you wish you were dead in your ecstasy. And there’s a priest on board, who might have to give me the Last Rites if we don’t get to LA on time because my girlfriend will murder me.”


  Tom said this last as he stared right at Eleanor. She’d walked out on him, after all. She blinked. The lady actually blinked. He had no idea if she had something in her eye or whether it was a reaction to his statement, but it sobered him up a bit.


  “Wow,” said Max, “you’ve really gotten around already.”


  “Once a world-class reporter, always a world-class reporter. Just like Ellie—I mean, Eleanor.”


  “She never really talked about that part of her life.”


  Eleanor said quickly, “Maybe Tom and I should get to work, Max. We don’t have all that much time.”


  Tom shrugged. “Actually, we have the rest of the trip to Chicago and then to LA. Hell, at the rate we’re going, we’ll be together until the spring thaw.”


  “No, I meant I might have to get off in Chicago and fly to LA. It’s personal business, Max. It just came up.”


  Tom put down his drink. I bet it did, in the form of me. “So, we should get going then,” he said.


  Max didn’t look pleased at Eleanor’s possible change in plan, but then he eyed Steve and Julie. “You say they’re getting married on the Chief?”


  Tom explained the situation with their respective families and Julie’s anxiety about the few people at the ceremony. Max, looking intrigued, asked a lot of questions.


  “That poor girl,” said Eleanor with genuine sympathy. “That’s not how weddings are supposed to be.” She glanced at Tom. “You said she’s from the mountains of Virginia—what town?”


  “She didn’t say. Why?”


  “In case you forgot, I grew up in eastern Kentucky, just over the state line from there. I’ve probably been to her hometown.”


  With all the discussions of weddings Tom took a quick peek at Eleanor’s hand. There was no wedding band, and nothing that looked remotely like an engagement ring. It was hard to believe she hadn’t found someone else. Yet, look at him.


  “So what’s the angle of your screenplay?” he asked. Tom knew nothing about moviemaking, but he now attempted to take on the air of a seasoned celluloid impresario.


  “Depends on what we see on board. Max wants a romantic comedy. I’m leaning toward a mystery, with a reasonably high body count.”


  “Why not both? Done properly, there’s nothing funnier than a pile of stiffs on rails.”


  Max pointed at Tom and looked at Eleanor. “See? I love this guy. He goes outside the box. You ever think about writing for movies, Tom?”


  Tom’s gaze went to Eleanor. “Not until about two hours ago.”


  “It’s not as easy as it looks,” she said.


  “Hell, what is?” he shot back.


  Max excused himself and walked over to Steve and Julie, followed by the puppy dog Kristobal. Max started talking animatedly to them, but Tom couldn’t hear any of it. It must have been something exciting, however, because Steve and Julie looked truly stunned at whatever the director was saying. The guy probably had that effect on a lot of people.


  “Max plotting something?”


  “He usually is,” replied Eleanor.


  “I never would have figured you’d end up in LA.”


  “We all have to end up somewhere.” She glanced up. “Look at you. From Beirut to Duncan Phyfe?”


  “Covering wars is a young man’s game. I’m not that young anymore,” Tom said, then added, “Besides, how many ways can you write about people wiping each other out? I ran out of nouns, verbs, and adjectives five years ago.”


  “Did you ever end up changing the world?” Though the statement itself appeared sarcastic, the way she asked it was not.


  “Look around,” he said, “and there’s your answer.”


  “You lasted longer than most.” Longer than you, thought Tom. She paused before asking, “How are your parents?”


  “I’ve lost them both. My mom just recently.”


  “I’m sorry, Tom. They were good people.”


  He thought about telling Eleanor why he was on the train but finally chose not to. The feeling of intimacy just wasn’t there anymore.


  They watched as Max and Kristobal rushed off, leaving the stunned couple beached in their wake.


  “Where should we start?” asked Eleanor finally.


  Tom rose and pointed at Julie and Steve. “That looks like a good place.”


  They settled down with them after Tom had introduced Eleanor. Steve and Julie took turns explaining, in awed tones, what Max Powers had proposed.


  “He’s going to cater the whole event, with decorations, and even have some sort of music too,” said Julie.


  “And he’s paying for everything,” added a relieved-sounding Steve. “He said he’d work it out with Amtrak. I don’t know what they’ll say to all that though.”


  “Max usually gets his way,” opined Eleanor.


  “Is he really the famous movie director?” asked Julie.


  “He is,” answered Eleanor. “And his heart is almost as big as his ego,” she added.


  “I feel like we just won the lottery,” said Steve, as he gripped his bride-to-be’s hand.


  “Well, it sounds like you did,” Tom commented.


  “Where in Virginia are you from?” Eleanor asked Julie.


  “You probably never heard of it, Dickenson County.”


  “My dad went to Clintwood High. Two of my aunts live in Grundy, Virginia.”


  “Oh my gosh!” said Julie. “I’ve never met anybody who even knew where it was.”


  “I grew up on a little farm in eastern Kentucky that would make Clintwood seem like a metropolis.” Eleanor looked at them both. “I think it’s very brave what you’re doing.”


  “We don’t feel very brave,” said Steve, laughing nervously and glancing at Julie.


  “If you really love each other, you’d be surprised what you can accomplish.”


  Julie gripped Eleanor’s hand. “You came from where I did, and look how you turned out. It drives me crazy that his parents can’t see that it doesn’t matter where you’re from, it’s where you’re going.”


  Eleanor said, “You’re not marrying Steve’s parents. And it may be that they think no one is good enough for their son. Moms tend to be that way especially. But give them time, and you may see them come around. If they don’t it’s their loss, and it’s your life together.”


  “Growing up there made me so strong. I feel I can do anything,” said Julie.


  “Having to depend on yourself for just about all you have, it does make you strong, especially when people never bother to get to know you, just label you dumb country.” Eleanor added, “But that just makes it all the sweeter when you prove them wrong.”


  Julie looked very determined. “You got that right. And I’ve got a long list of people who’ll be getting that comeuppance.”


  Tom nudged Steve. “Have you been practicing your ‘Yes, Dear’ and ‘No, Dear’ lines? I think you’re going to need bunches of them with this woman.”


  Father Kelly walked in and inquired as to their availability in the lounge downstairs, where a high-stakes poker game was taking place. They adjourned from further talk of nuptials and repaired to the adult section of the bar car.









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter thirteen


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  Tom had walked into many poker war zones in his life; these places were usually inhabited by cagey, stone-faced, underpaid journalists looking to supplement their income as they hunkered in their paper-lined foxholes. While a beat reporter for the Territorial Enterprise, Sam Clemens had also engaged in many gentlemanly games of cards. He routinely carried his old Navy revolver with him during these “friendly” matches, presumably in case a participant drew the wrong conclusion from a high card placed in error in one’s boot or sleeve.


  On the surface, the group in the lounge car looked fairly innocent, but these were the types one had to watch out for, Tom knew. The most money he’d ever lost in a game of cards was at a dear little convent in a foreign location he absolutely refused to disclose out of sheer embarrassment. The Mother Superior had drawn to four consecutive inside straights, a record surely unmatched in poker history. Tom drew some comfort from the fact that no cardplayer, however exalted, could hope to best an opponent who had the Almighty behind her.


  Since the “chips” being used in the game were actually potato chips, they bought several bags of Doritos, and on a dare from Tom, Eleanor even purchased one of Tyrone’s Boiler Room concoctions. The ebony Elvis and the journalist shared a triumphant look until the woman downed it in one swig, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and sat down to play some cards.


  “That just ain’t human. You telling me you know that lady?” Tyrone whispered.


  “I’m not sure,” Tom replied.


  They raced through poker, blackjack, hearts, spades, gin rummy, euchre, and other assorted family entertainment, and finished with about as many Doritos as they’d started with, plus lots of material for both Tom’s story and Eleanor’s movie. There was one gent with six fingers who won far more than he lost. Tom was guessing it had something to do with that extra digit and perhaps an ace or two secreted there somehow, though he couldn’t prove it beyond a reasonable doubt, which was the prevailing legal standard on board, he was informed. There was also an obnoxious type who snorted every time he took a pot, belittled his neighbors’ cardplaying errors, and generally made himself a nuisance. Eleanor leaned over at one point and whispered into Tom’s ear, “That guy gets butchered in the film’s first act.”


  As they rose to leave, Tom pulled out his Havanas and pointed at Father Kelly, who’d proved himself a nimble cardplayer as well; his explanation was: “Too much free time in the rectory during my formative years in the priesthood.”


  “The smoking lounge beckons, Father.”


  Eleanor followed them, though Tom knew she didn’t smoke, at least she hadn’t when he’d known her. He glanced at her with a questioning expression.


  She shrugged. “Max is the boss. In for a dime, in for a dollar.”


  There were ventilation fans inside the lounge that were theoretically supposed to rid the atmosphere of any smoke within a short period of time. However, judging from the thickened atmosphere, the machines had given up the fight and gone home with their blades between their legs.


  Most of the seats were taken, but they found three near the back. Some of the smokers had placed a piece of plywood on top of one of the ashtray stands and were playing checkers on this makeshift table. Another group was discussing the upcoming football playoffs. Although the sign on the door had said no food or drink allowed, everyone had something they were munching or sipping. One man said that it was okay unless the conductor came by, and then everyone with contraband should hide it post haste. Tom looked at the beer bottles, superlarge ice-cream sandwiches, and big jugs of homemade concoctions that didn’t quite look like Kool-Aid and wondered exactly how those items were to be effectively concealed.


  They sat and attempted to soak it all in without too much damage to their lungs. Father Kelly and Tom coaxed their cigars to life while Eleanor sat back and closed her eyes.


  “Tired?” Tom asked between puffs. “You must still be on West Coast time.”


  “Actually, I spent a week in D.C. before we started.”


  “What’s in Washington?”


  She never opened her eyes. “Somebody.”


  Tom lowered his Havana and let his gaze idly wander over the people in the smoking lounge. Somebody. Eleanor had somebody. Well, why shouldn’t she have somebody? She was still young and smart and beautiful and probably rich with all her movie work. And he had somebody, sort of. What was her name again? Linda? No, Lelia. He didn’t take that memory lapse as a good sign.


  Tom’s pursuit of Eleanor had commenced the moment he saw her. As she’d walked by that first time on campus it seemed everything slowed, and that it was just the two of them in the whole world. It wasn’t just her beauty, it was all of the usual suspects: how she carried herself, how she spoke, how she looked you in the eye and really listened to what you had to say. Yet it was more than that even. As Agnes Joe had said, Tom didn’t care if he ate, slept, or even breathed so long as Eleanor was around. And her temper—and she had a well-nourished one—exerted its own attraction. Her opinions were uniquely her own, and she would draw and fire them off with deadly accuracy and unwavering impunity. Almost always an eruption was followed by the gentle touch of her hand and eventually her lips against his, for he’d at last won her heart over the strenuous attacks and counterattacks of several serious rivals.


  Tom’s musings were suddenly interrupted by the man’s appearance at the doorway. He was six-feet-four, and slender, about twenty-five or so, and appraised them all with a very smug look. He had chic beard stubble, faded jeans, and a tattered belt. Yet his silk shirt was an expensive designer production and his hair had the appearance of being professionally tousled and his jeans seemed expertly if prematurely aged. A fake slob, Tom deduced, who obviously thought way too much of himself.


  Under one arm the man was carrying a chessboard and box of chesspieces. Tom watched as he methodically set up shop. Eleanor’s eyes were now open, and she studied the intruder as well. Over the next hour he vanquished all comers. As Father Kelly explained it, lots of amateur chessplayers rode the rails. “There’s something about a train that brings them out, particularly in the smoking car,” he said. “I’ve even heard that chess grand masters ride the train incognito and play anyone who wants to, just to stay sharp. And they occasionally lose too.”


  Why would chess grand masters have to travel incognito? wondered Tom. Yet he kept his mouth shut and watched. The guy was good, really good. The average match time was only ten minutes. With each defeat, as his foe stalked off in disgrace, he’d laugh. Laugh! And then call out in a loud, condescending voice, “Next victim!” If Tom had had any chance of beating the guy, he’d have gone for it, but even checkers taxed him too much.


  After a while Father Kelly left. Tom didn’t expect to see him back because the priest had imbibed quite a bit, and the smoke chaser had apparently finished him off. “If I had to conduct Mass right now, I’m not sure I could. I’m not even sure I could tell you how many components there are to the Holy Trinity, even with a clue or two.”


  Tom bid him goodnight and then watched as Eleanor rose and challenged the chess king, whose name, they’d learned, was Slade. She was the only woman in the smoking car, and thus all eyes turned toward her as she sat down across from the hated one. As she made the first move, Slade’s expression was so confident that Tom wanted to make him eat a couple of rooks as penance. He hadn’t even known that Eleanor played chess, and then it came back to him. When they’d lived in Israel, they’d become friends with a rabbi who was an exceptional chessplayer. He’d taught Eleanor one strategy—only one—yet it was almost foolproof. You’d be able to tell in about three moves if your opponent had bitten on it. And it seemed to work best against the most talented players, particularly if they were overconfident.


  Three moves later, Tom saw just the tiniest hint of a smile from Eleanor and he found himself smiling conspiratorially in return. Four moves after that the mighty Slade and his tousled hair was staring in disbelief. Eleanor had his black king in check with nowhere to flee except into the embrace of her white queen or bishop. A hoarse cheer rang through the black-lunged smokers and they even gave her a standing ovation. Spurred on by drink and a confluence of emotions, Tom clapped until his hands were blood red. Slade grabbed his chessboard and pieces and stalked out, muttering something about beginner’s luck. If Eleanor hadn’t had somebody in Washington, Tom probably would have kissed her.


  As he stared at her, all sorts of possibilities raced through his mind. He was twenty-five again, and he and Eleanor were taking on the world, one cover story at a time. Nothing was beyond them.


  He’d hold this wonderful feeling for about four more minutes, and then it would be gone.
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  The figure who entered Tom’s sleeper was dressed in black, and intent on plucking an expensive-looking pen; then Father Kelly’s silver cross was swiped. After that the thief flitted to the other first-class sleeper suites, pinching Max’s gold-plated money clip, Eleanor’s silver brush, and Kristobal’s four-hundred-dollar designer sunglasses. The last target for now was Gordon Merryweather’s suite, where the thief stole the lawyer’s fancy watch, cash, and Palm Pilot. The crimes took all of ten minutes, for the person was much practiced in the art of felony. No one observed the thefts, and by the time Regina walked down the corridor to refill the coffeepot at the head of the stairs, the person was gone, together with the loot.


  The first train robbery in the United States occurred in Indiana in 1866 along the old Ohio and Mississippi Railroad line. The two robbers, ex–Civil War soldiers cast helplessly adrift after Lee’s noble surrender, were quickly caught. Numerous robberies followed by other criminals, but the rise of the well-funded Pinkerton Detective Agency—whose men, per capita, wielded their firearms far better than the men they hunted, which included Jesse and Frank James’ gang—soon put an end to that lucrative line of larceny. The thief on the Capitol Limited had made a decent haul without one shot having been fired. Poor Jesse would have no doubt been envious.


   


  Tom and Eleanor stood outside the smoker car taking deep breaths to clear their lungs.


  “You nailed that guy. The look on his face, it was beautiful.” He gave her a hug that she only partially returned. “Thank God for a chessplaying rabbi in Tel Aviv. What was his name?”


  “I don’t remember,” she said quietly.


  He looked at her and all his fine spirits melted away, replaced by something vastly harder. Rabbi Somebody, Tel Aviv, the scene of the final meeting—final bloody battle was more like it.


  He shouldn’t do it, he knew he shouldn’t do it, but he was going to anyway; it was as though his mind and tongue were wired for bad timing opportunities. “Can you tell me now, since you’ve had all these years to think about it?”


  “Tell you what?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, why don’t we start with why you walked out on me all those years ago? That seems like a good enough place, and we’ll work forward from there.”


  “You’re saying you don’t know why?”


  “How could I? Not one thing you said made any sense.”


  “Because you weren’t listening, as usual. That’s not my problem.”


  “That’s a crock and you know it.”


  “I don’t have to stand here and listen to you raving.”


  “You’re right. Sit down on the floor and I’ll keep going. I’ve had years to prepare. In fact, I can keep raving until the good old Southwest Chief runs into the Pacific Ocean three days from now!”


  “I knew this would happen—as soon as I saw you, I knew it would. You haven’t changed a bit.”


  “What exactly did you expect, Ellie?”


  “It’s Eleanor.”


  “Forgive me, I was living in the past for a moment, when you were just Ellie.”


  “You’re so incredibly maddening, so off base. Don’t you ever take off those enormous blinders you wear and see the world as it actually is?”


  “I’ve seen plenty of the world, far more than most, and I wasn’t wearing rose-colored glasses during any of it!”


  “That wasn’t my point. You saw what you wanted to see, that was all.”


  “Was it another guy, was that it?”


  Eleanor rolled her eyes and waved dismissively. “Why do men always think it’s another guy when it’s usually men who cheat?”


  “I never cheated on you! Ever!”


  “I never said you did. And I can say the same.”


  “Then why did you walk out on me?”


  She shook her head wearily. “Tom, if you don’t understand why by now, there’s nothing I can say that would clear it up for you.”


  He stared at her. “I’m sorry, I’m sort of rusty on female-encrypted speech. Can you help me out here? What the hell did you just say?”


  She shook her head. “Even after all these years you still haven’t managed to accomplish it.”


  “Accomplish what?”


  “Growing up!” she snapped.


  Before he could answer, they heard singing. The next minute the pair watched as a group of Christmas carolers, composed of both train crew and passengers, gathered around them. Tyrone had taken a break from the bar and was leading the pack with a hearty rendition of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas,” though in respect for the more prim members of the caroling company, he kept his pelvic gyrations within strict statutory limits. Agnes Joe was in the back, carrying the entire bass section all by herself.


  “You two want to join in?” asked Tyrone. “A lady who can slam back a Boiler Room like that is a lady I need to get to know.”


  Eleanor stalked off, arms folded across her chest.


  Tyrone stared after her and then looked back at Tom. “Hey, man, was it something I said?”


  “No, Tyrone, it was something I said.” And then Tom walked off too.


  He thought about going after Eleanor and resuming the “discussion” but couldn’t find the energy, and he was afraid too, more of what he would say than she. On the way back to his compartment he heard laughter drifting up from the lower level of his sleeper car. Laughs—he could use some right now. He hurried down the stairs and headed right, following the sounds. These were less expensive sleeping accommodations, smaller than his and with no shower, but each compartment had a toilet and a drop-down sink. At the end of the corridor, he saw Regina and the Tarot card lady standing outside one compartment and talking with someone inside the space.


  Regina saw him and waved him over. When he walked up he saw that there was an older woman sitting on a seat in the compartment. Then he noticed the wheelchair folded up and placed against the facing chair situated against the other wall. He turned and studied the Tarot card lady. She still wore her multicolored headdress, but she’d taken off the dumbbell shoes and was in slippers. That made her about four inches shorter, and she turned out to be rather petite. Up close she had intensely luminous blue eyes filled with both mischief and charm, and a warm smile. He noted that the compartment across the hall had a brightly colored beaded door, where the curtain had been pulled back and secured. He also thought he smelled incense, although he assumed that would be strictly against Amtrak policy.


  “I’m assuming those are your digs,” he said to her.


  “Why, Mr. Langdon, you have psychic powers of your own,” she said with a throaty laugh.


  “How did you—” He stopped and looked at Regina. “Okay, no aliens need apply. You told her.”


  Regina said, “Meet Drusella Pardoe, Tom, and you don’t have to tell Drusella anything, she already knows it.”


  Drusella put out a dainty hand. “My good friends call me Misty. And I already know that we’re going to be good friends, so you just go ahead and call me that.”


  Misty had a Southern accent augmented by something a little spicier. “New Orleans?” he said.


  “By way of Baltimore. Very good, Tom.” She drew closer to him, and he concluded that the incense smell was actually Misty’s perfume.


  “Misty used to be a CPA there in Baltimore,” said Regina.


  “I found I had a gift for numbers, and gifts should be used for a higher purpose than the avoidance of taxes, don’t you think, Tom?”


  “Undoubtedly.”


  “You’re right, he is cute, Regina,” said the wheelchair lady. She was just finishing up her dinner, which was on a tray in front of her.


  “I didn’t know there was room service on this train,” said Tom smiling. “I had to schlepp to the dining car.”


  “Oh, sure,” said the lady, returning the smile. “You just need one of these things, and Regina will bring your meal right to you.” She pointed to her wheelchair.


  “Where are my manners,” said Regina. “Lynette Monroe, Tom Langdon.”


  Lynette was about sixty-five, with long silver hair and elegant features, still a very attractive woman. She seemed full of good spirits despite her disability.


  “I hear you’re working with those film people, Tom,” said Regina.


  “Is that really Max Powers?” asked Lynette. “I love his pictures.”


  “That woman with them,” said Regina, “on the passenger list it said Eleanor Carter, but I think she’s really a movie star or something, traveling, you know, incognito. That lady has class. And she’s drop-dead gorgeous. Is she a movie star, Tom?”


  “Actually, I know her, and she’s a writer, not an actress. Although I wouldn’t disagree with you about the classy part or the drop-dead-gorgeous thing.” Her sanity, however, was not something he could vouch for right now.


  “You knew her, like before today?”


  “Yes, years ago. We did some reporting together.”


  “I heard it was a little more than that,” said Misty.


  Tom stared at her. “What do you know about it?”


  “Word travels faster on a train than anywhere else except maybe church. People overhear things. You know”—she drew even closer to Tom—“such tight quarters and everything.”


  “You mean people eavesdrop,” he said.


  “Well, that’s a less polite way of putting it. My motto is, If you don’t have anything good to say about someone, come find Misty and tell her all about it.”


  “I have to go now, ladies,” he said, gently disengaging himself from Misty.


  Regina picked up Lynette’s tray. “Me too.”


  As they walked off, Misty called out, “Oh, Tom?”


  He turned back, and she fanned out her Tarot cards. “I just have this little premonition that we are connected somehow.”


  “Misty, he has a girlfriend in LA he’s going to visit for Christmas,” said Regina. “She does the voice for Cuppy the Magic Beaver on TV.”


  Tom stared at her, stunned. “How do you know that?”


  “Agnes Joe told me.”


  Tom looked at the women, exasperated. “With you two, what do we need the CIA for?”


  “Now, Tom,” drawled Misty, “a grown man needs a grown woman. Cartoons can’t keep you warm at night, sweetie.”


  “That Misty is a piece of work,” Tom said to Regina after they had climbed the stairs.


  Regina smiled. “Oh, she’s just Southern friendly is all. She doesn’t mean any of it. Well, at least not all of it. We’re good friends.”


  “I take it she rides the trains a lot.”


  “Oh yeah. She tells people their fortune, reads their palms, does the card thing, all for free. She usually takes the Crescent train out to D.C. right on to New Orleans. Has a little shop in the French Quarter just off Jackson Square. I’ve been there; it’s cool.”


  “And Lynette? That was nice of you to take her food.”


  “Well, trains aren’t easy to get around in a wheelchair. She has MS, but she never lets it get her down. We have a great time.”


  “You really seem to get to know your passengers.”


  “They mean a lot to me. Actually—”


  “You little thief!”


  They looked up, and there was Gordon Merryweather.


  “Excuse me?” said Regina.


  Merryweather stomped toward them. “I’ve been robbed, and I’m betting you did it. In fact, you’re the only one who could have done it. I’ll have your job, and you’ll be spending Christmas in prison,” he roared.


  “Hold on,” said Regina, “I don’t appreciate your tone, or your accusation. If you’re missing something, I’ll take a report and we’ll file it with the proper authorities.”


  “Don’t read me the little speech,” snapped Merryweather. “I want my things back and I want them back right now.”


  “Well, since I don’t know what those things are, or who took them, that would be a little difficult, sir.”


  Tom stepped between them. “Look, Gord, I’m not a big-time lawyer like you, but I do know that people are innocent until proven guilty. Now unless you have direct evidence of who took your stuff, then you’re slandering this woman in front of a witness, and that can be a costly thing, as I’m sure you know.”


  Merryweather eyed him. “What do you know about slander?”


  “Name’s Tom Langdon. I’m an investigative reporter. Won a Pulitzer, in fact. I wrote one story about an American lawyer in Russia who was doing some really bad things. He’s currently writing his own appellate briefs in prison. And if I’ve found one thing that’s even mightier than legal papers filed in court, it’s a story in the newspaper that the whole world can dig their teeth into.”


  Merryweather took a step back and then snapped at Regina: “My Palm Pilot, two hundred in cash, and my Tag Heuer watch. I want them back before I get off this train in Chicago, or heads will roll.” He stalked off.


  Both Tom and Regina let out long breaths.


  “That guy is a trip,” said Tom. “Maybe he heard Max Powers is on board and he’s auditioning to play Scrooge.”


  “My mother taught me to love everybody, but she never met Gordon Merryweather.”


  “I take it you’ve run into him before.”


  “Everybody who works on this train has.” She paused. “Thanks, Tom. Thanks a lot.”


  “Hey, you would have done okay all by yourself.”


  “Did you really win a Pulitzer?”


  “No. Actually I won two.”


  “Wow, that’s impressive.”


  “Not really. All you have to do is spend your life running from one awful place to another, write about every horrible thing you see. The civilized world reads about it, then forgets it, but pats you on the head for doing it and gives you a reward as appreciation for changing nothing.”


  He walked off to his compartment to get some sleep.
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  Eleanor went directly to her compartment, closed and locked the door, and drew the privacy curtain. She sat down slowly on the bed, which Regina had made up during the mealtime. She flicked the light off and sat there in the dark. She could now look outside and watch the snow coming down even harder. It didn’t bother the Cap much; the train seemed to be going at full tilt. They flashed by clusters of modest houses and then dense woods and the occasional creek cutting through the earth. Smoke curled from the chimneys of the homes, seeming to write secrets in the tangle of snowfall, messages Eleanor couldn’t decipher. Her fingers moved across the cold glass, marking her own intricate symbols on the smooth surface. She began to softly cry, placing her head against the pillow Regina had placed in the corner, her body curling up in despair.


  As she looked out the window, in her mind’s eye, the landscape changed dramatically. As Tom had earlier, she was now transported to Tel Aviv over Christmas. She’d been so happy, and yet so miserable there, that the schizophrenic quality of her existence had come close to driving her insane. And maybe it had on that Christmas morning when her future with a man she loved had disappeared. She still remembered so vividly how she’d looked back at him as she was heading up the escalator at the airport, and how he’d simply turned away and left her. At that memory, the tears started to spill, and the tight control with which she’d come to lead her life eroded to nothing. She’d thought him incapable of doing this to her ever again, and yet he had, with no more than a look and a word or two. She was helpless.


  There was a knock on her door and she tensed. She wasn’t ready to see him again, not right now, possibly not ever.


  “Eleanor? You’re not sleeping, are you?”


  She’d been holding her breath, and she let it out in relief. It was Max, not Tom.


  “Just a minute.”


  She put on the lights, wiped her face with a wet towel, and reached for her brush to swipe at her hair; however, her brush wasn’t where she had left it. She ran her fingers through her hair instead and opened the door.


  Max quickly stepped in and closed the door behind him.


  “You okay? You don’t look very good.”


  “Probably just tired.”


  “Well, it’s all set up, the wedding stuff. I talked with the Amtrak folks, they had no problem with it.”


  “That’s wonderful,” Eleanor said quietly.


  “So how’s it going with Tom? You guys getting some good stuff?”


  “Great material. I’ll be putting some notes together soon.”


  “It’s that pioneer spirit. You don’t take a train because you want to get somewhere fast. You take it for the journey itself. To be surprised.”


  “Well, I’ve certainly been surprised on this trip.”


  He looked at her tenderly. “Life is full of funny coincidences. I went to get some lunch at Paulo’s once—you know, that really expensive Italian place over near Rodeo Drive? Well, I walk in and who’s there? Not one, not two, but all three of my exwives.”


  “That’s amazing. They were all there separately?”


  “Oh no. Apparently they meet every Tuesday and talk about how awful I was to be married to. Sort of like a book club, only its purpose is to crucify yours truly. Of course, they never mention that the alimony I pay each of them allows them to sit on their fashionably dressed derrières in a five-star restaurant for four hours and complain about me.” He looked at her. “You want to tell me about this Langdon fellow? If you ask me, it seems you two were a lot more than reporting colleagues.”


  Eleanor nervously played with her hands. “Do you remember when we first started working together, you asked me what made me want to write, what power drove me?”


  “Sure I remember. I ask all my writers that.”


  “Well, Tom Langdon is the answer to that question.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I loved him, Max. Loved him with everything I had to give. When it ended there was this void, this hole in me as large as a dead star. The only outlet I had was the written word.”


  “Lucky for me, not so good for you,” Max said quietly. “So you loved him, he clearly still cares for you, what happened?”


  She stood up and paced in the small area while he watched.


  She finally said, “Two people can care for each other but not want the same things. Then it doesn’t work, no matter how much you love each other.”


  “So what does Tom want?”


  “I’m not sure he even knows. I know what he doesn’t want: to be tied down anywhere, or by anyone.”


  “And do you know what you want?”


  “Who knows, Max? Who really knows what they want?”


  “Well, I guess I’m not the best person to ask—my interests keep changing. But I guess that’s part of life. Maybe to be happy, maybe that’s what we’re all looking for. And we find it in lots of different ways.”


  “If you find it. Many people never do, and maybe I’m one of them.”


  “Eleanor, you’re a smart, talented, successful, beautiful woman in the prime of your life.”


  “And maybe that woman doesn’t need a man in her life to be complete,” she said.


  He shrugged. “Maybe not. I’m not saying everybody has to be married to be happy.”


  “So what are you saying?”


  The director rose. “I’m just saying, Don’t assume you don’t need someone in your life to be happy either.”


   


  Max left and went to Kristobal’s compartment, where he observed his assistant tearing his room apart.


  “What are you doing?” asked Max.


  “Looking for my sunglasses.”


  “Sunglasses! Look out the window, it’s nighttime.”


  “I mean they’re missing.”


  “So buy another pair.”


  “These cost four hundred dollars!”


  Max looked at him intently. “Exactly how much do I pay you, Kristobal?”


  The young man swallowed hard and eyed his boss nervously. “I saved up for a whole year to buy them.”


  “Uh-huh. Look, the wedding is a go.”


  “Terrific, sir. You’re a genius.”


  “So you keep telling me. Now you’ve got your assignments. I don’t want any screwups.”


  “When have I ever let you down, Mr. Powers?”


  “I know, but see, nobody’s that good, and I just don’t want the first time you do fail to be this time. Okay?”


  “I understand, sir.”


  “You’re a good kid, but when we get to LA I’m cutting your pay.”


  “Why, sir?” asked an astonished Kristobal.


  “Because even I don’t spend four hundred bucks on sunglasses, that’s why.”


   


  Tom lay on his bed and studied the underside of the bunk above him. He’d fallen asleep for a while but was now wide awake. He got up and took out his notebook, but couldn’t find his pen. He searched everywhere, but it wasn’t in his compartment. The pen had significant meaning to him. Eleanor had given it to him when they’d first gone overseas together. He finally gave up and, hearing music, stepped into the corridor. The song was coming from Agnes Joe’s compartment. The door was open and the light on. He moved to the threshold and cautiously peeked in. Agnes Joe was seated fully dressed, and on the fold-down table next to her was an old phonograph she’d plugged into the outlet. He recognized the song. It was “Silent Night.” Agnes Joe looked up, saw him, and seemed a little embarrassed at being discovered.


  “I hope the music isn’t disturbing you.”


  “Hey, what better than Christmas carols during Christmas week?”


  “Singing with Tyrone puts me in the mood. I bring this little phonograph with me everywhere I go. It belonged to my mother. You’re welcome to come on in and listen.”


  He hesitated for just a moment but then sat down on the couch. The woman looked like she could use some company.


  She eyed him keenly. “Regina told me how you helped her out with the nasty lawyer. You did a good deed tonight, Tom. Played guardian angel.”


  “Well, they say there are more guardian angels during the Christmas season than at any other time.”


  “I’ve never heard that. Did you just make that up?”


  “Actually, I did, I think.”


  “It’s a nice thought, though.”


  They sat and listened to several more uplifting carols. The compartment smelled of lilac soap and was very neat. Tom noted a very full duffel bag wedged in between the chair and the wall, with a blanket partially covering it. When he looked up, Agnes Joe was staring intently at him, a look of sadness on her face. Just then a family of four—mom, dad, and two children—passed down the corridor. They were laughing, and the boy did a little jig and almost fell down.


  “Trains are nice over Christmas. People are in good moods. It’s really a great way for families to travel together,” said Agnes Joe.


  “So how come you’re not spending Christmas with your family?”


  “A girl has to be asked to the party, doesn’t she?”


  “So you and your daughter don’t get along?”


  “I get along fine with her. She seems to have a problem with me.”


  “I’m sorry, Agnes Joe. I really am.”


  “I’ve got lots of friends on the train though.”


  “Like that lady in the lounge car said, friends are friends, but family is family.”


  She smiled. “Pauline the knitter? What does she know about anything? And that was the ugliest sweater I’ve ever seen.” She paused and said, “I say that your family is where you find it. You just have to look. Like you.”


  “What do you mean, like me?”


  “That film lady, Eleanor. She’s the Eleanor from your past, isn’t she? The one love of your life?”


  “We’re not even friends now.”


  “But you could be. And a lot more.”


  He shook his head. “No. Too late.”


  “You’re wrong there.” Ignoring his puzzled look, she said, “I’ve seen enough in this world to know that two people who can make each other that miserable must love each other a lot.”


  He thanked her for the musical interlude and went back to his compartment. However, he didn’t intend to waste his time on something that clearly would never happen. He’d lost Ellie once and it had devastated him; the aftershocks still pounded him all these years later. He was never going to chance being that hurt again. The past was dead, resurrection out of the question. He had reconciled himself to this fate when Father Kelly popped his head in.


  “You haven’t seen a silver cross lying around, have you?”


  “Why, did you lose one?”


  “Well, I can’t seem to find it.”


  “That’s strange. I’m missing a pen.”


  The priest shrugged and walked off as Tom’s cell phone rang. He checked his watch and saw it was after midnight. He clicked the phone’s answer button.


  “Hello?” he said.


  It was Lelia calling from LA.


  “I’ve been tracking you on the Internet. According to the schedule you’re in Pittsburgh. Right?”


  Tom looked out the window. The train was slowing and he was trying to see a station sign. A few moments later, he saw it: Connellsville, PA. They were far from Pittsburgh. They must have stopped again while he’d been asleep.


  “So you’re in Pittsburgh, right?” she asked again.


  “Yep, you can see the stadium from here. Remember those great Steeler teams of the seventies?”


  “I don’t follow baseball. I just know you’re supposed to be in Pittsburgh.”


  “The Steelers are a football team. And do you realize it’s after midnight my time?”


  “You can’t possibly be sleeping on the train—isn’t it far too noisy and bumpy?”


  “Actually it’s a very nice ride, and I was sleeping,” he lied.


  “You can set up right over there, Erik,” Lelia said to someone.


  “Erik, who’s Erik?” asked Tom.


  “He’s my FBTT.”


  “FBTT? Sounds like a disease.”


  “Full-body therapeutic technician. It’s all the rage out here now.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it is. So what is old Erik going to do for you in the privacy of your own home?”


  “My lower back, hamstrings, and he’s going to give me a pedicure too.”


  “Lower back and hamstrings. Anything in between those points?”


  “What?”


  “Are you clothed during this process?”


  “Don’t be silly. I have a towel on.”


  “Oh, gee, that’s a relief. Look, why do you need this guy to come to your house to do all this? I thought you belonged to that fancy spa.”


  “My back was hurting, and my toenails really needed some emergency work: I’m wearing open-toed high heels tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, I guess that does qualify as a crisis. So why not try a hot-water bottle and nail clippers? That seems to work for the rest of America.”


  “I’m not the rest of America.”


  “How do you know this Erik?”


  “He’s my kickboxing instructor. He’s an FBTT on the side.”


  While there were many legitimate kickboxing enthusiasts, when Tom had gone to one of her kickboxing sessions in LA he had found it inhabited mostly by accountants, lawyers, actors, and chefs who paraded around in designer spandex, flailing at rubber bad guys with their feet and fists. Two or three modestly rowdy kindergartners could have vanquished the whole lot of them.


  “The six-foot-four-inch blond-haired, blue-eyed Adonis guy from Sweden, that’s Erik? That guy is in your house right now while you’re in a tiny towel?”


  “Jealousy: I like that, it’s healthy for a relationship. And Erik is Norwegian.”


  “Fine, could you put Norway Erik on, please?”


  “Why?”


  “I’d like to make an appointment with him for when I’m out there. I think my back is going to need some work after this train ride. I’m assuming he does both women and men?”


  “Yes, he does. But you have to promise you won’t be mean. I know how you can get sometimes. Promise?”


  “Absolutely. Hey, my back is hurting and I like a little FBTT as much as the next person.” He heard her passing the phone over with some words of explanation.


  “Ja, this is Erik, may I help you?” came the voice of the Norwegian Adonis.


  “Erik? Tom Langdon. Before I make an appointment I was just wondering if you have an infectious disease disclosure policy.”


  “Excuse me? This thing I do not know.”


  “Infectious disease disclosure policy. It’s all the rage everywhere, except possibly where you are. Let me explain it in really simple terms. Since you work with people’s bodies—like Lelia in the towel there—and you come in contact with human skin, you run the risk of being infected with some serious and contagious diseases, which you could then potentially pass on to other clients, like me. So I wanted to know what safety precautions you take and also what disclosure procedures you have. For example, I’m sure Lelia has informed you about her hepatitis Z condition and the serious risks associated with it. I was wondering how you disclose that to your other clients.”


  “Hepatitis!”


  “Not to worry. Although there are, of course, no cures, the new drug therapies work wonders, and the side effects are fairly limited: nausea, loss of hair, bloating, impotency, that sort of thing. In fact, death only occurs about half the time, if it’s caught early enough.”


  Tom heard the phone drop and then feet running away on Lelia’s highly polished hardwood floors. Then he listened as Lelia frantically called out, “Erik, Erik, where are you going? Erik, come back!”


  After a door had slammed, Tom heard the phone being picked up. He could almost envision smoke pouring forth from the woman who had made Cuppy the Magic Beaver and Sassy the Super Squirrel the favorites of millions.


  “What exactly did you say to him? And I mean exactly!”


  “We were just talking about my appointment and what I was expecting and then he was gone.”


  “I distinctly heard him say hepatitis!”


  “Hepatitis? Lelia, I said gingivitis. I asked him if he had gingivitis, because my old masseuse did, and I have to tell you, it was really not enjoyable, you know, breathing that really bad breath for an hour. I guess Erik’s English isn’t that good.”


  “I don’t believe you, not for an instant, Tom Langdon. Do you realize what you’ve done? My back is killing me, and what about my toenails?”


  “Perhaps Tylenol and an emery board?”


  “This is not funny,” she yelled.


  “Look, I’m beat and the cell reception is bad here. I’ll call you when we get into Pittsburgh.”


  “What? I thought you were in Pittsburgh.”


  Tom slapped his forehead at this gaffe. Under enormous pressure, he struck on what seemed a brilliant plan. “Uh, Lelia?” He tapped the phone with his finger. “Lelia, you’re breaking up. I can’t hear you.”


  “Tom, don’t you dare try to pull that—”


  He spoke slowly and in a very loud voice, as though to a hearing-impaired idiot:


  “IF… YOU… CAN… HEAR… ME… I’LL… CALL… YOU… WHEN… WE… GET… INTO… CHICAGO .”


  He clicked the off button and sat back. The phone rang again, but he didn’t answer it. It went to voice mail and then it rang again. He finally just turned it off. Well, that had gone reasonably okay.


  In his time, Mark Twain was probably the most often-quoted person in America, and one of his famous sayings came from a miscommunication that had led the world to believe the great man had passed away. When asked to comment on his alleged demise, Twain had mischievously opined that the news of his death had been greatly exaggerated. Tom had a feeling that if he were unfortunate enough to be within Lelia’s grasp right that minute, there’d be no one capable of overembellishing the circumstances of his violent death.


  As the Cap began to move, he settled back, turned off the light, and took up sentinel at the window. The train slowed once more, however, and as he squinted into the darkness, he could make out the tombstones of a small cemetery the train was now idling beside.


  Unnerved by the proximity of so many lost souls, Tom rose and went strolling once more. He had never done so much walking as he had since stepping foot on this train.
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  Tom poured a cup of coffee from the snack station near the stairs and headed for the lounge car. Most compartments were dark at this late hour, and he saw no one in the corridors. It could be him alone on this ten-car train chugging on. The dining room was also quiet and dark, the service crew long since having gone to their quarters in the dormitory car, he assumed. In the lounge area the lights had also been turned down, and it was empty as far as he could tell. The train started up again and he balanced himself against one of the seat backs. He recoiled when his hand touched skin, and he almost spilled his coffee.


  Eleanor looked up at him. She seemed as startled as he. She was also holding a cup of coffee.


  “God,” she said, “I didn’t even hear you come in.”


  He eyed the coffee. “Still have insomnia too?” They’d both suffered from it, perhaps because of too many time zones and too much travel, and too many horror stories covered that came back to torture them in their sleep.


  She rubbed her temples. “Funny, I thought I was over it. It seems to have come back very recently.”


  “Okay, I get the hint. I can find another place to drink my coffee and mull my truly limitless future.”


  “No, I can leave,” she said.


  “Look,” said Tom, “we’re both adults. I think we can coexist on something as big as a train, at least for a little while.”


  “That’s actually very mature of you.”


  “I have my moments.”


  They were both silent as the Cap picked up speed again, beating the tracks at nearly eighty miles an hour. Darkness had never flown by with such purpose, Tom thought.


  “I’ve been wondering why you’re really on this train,” Eleanor said. “You were always into getting there the fastest way possible.”


  “I told you, I’m doing a story about a train trip, which is a little difficult to accomplish unless you actually ride one.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Why shouldn’t it be?”


  “Because I know you too well, I suppose. You don’t have to tell me. It’s not like you owe me an explanation.”


  He thought about the double meaning of that statement—as in: she didn’t owe him an explanation either—but decided to let it pass. Instead he told her about his father’s wish and what he was doing about it, not that his dad would know.


  “I think maybe your father will know,” she said quietly.


  “Okay now, being the suspicious, paranoid, conspiracy-theorist investigative-reporter type, I have to tell you, your being on this train seems like one heck of a coincidence.”


  “We were supposed to be taking the Capitol Limited yesterday.” She looked at her watch. “Well, since it’s already tomorrow, I mean the day before yesterday. But then apparently Max’s plans changed, he got into D.C. a day later, and we had to take the train you were on.”


  Tom shrugged. “So maybe it’s a coincidence.”


  “Trust me, if I’d known you’d be on this train, I wouldn’t have been.”


  “So it was really that bad, huh?”


  “Look, we didn’t work out, it happens to millions of people. Some folks just aren’t the marrying kind.”


  “I was married once.”


  Eleanor was clearly stunned by this. “What?”


  “Well, it was over so fast—the marriage, I mean—that I barely remember it.”


  Eleanor rose, her fury barely contained. “Well, I’m glad you loved a woman enough to actually ask her, however long it lasted.”


  “Ellie, it wasn’t like that, it was the worst decision of my life—”


  She turned and walked out.


  He watched her leave as the Cap came to a stop.


  He rose and leaned against the window. He said quietly, to himself, Actually it was the second worst decision of my life. Then he said out loud, “What the hell is going on? I could’ve walked to Chicago faster.”


  “What is going on,” said a voice, “is that a freight train is on the tracks up ahead blocking the Cap’s way, that’s what.”


  Tom looked in the direction the voice had come from. In the far corner of the lounge car, in the darkness, was the silhouette of a man. As the figure rose and seemed to float toward him, Tom thought he was about to encounter the Ghost of Christmas Past, who was coming to foretell his future of doom.


  When the fellow came into the small wash of ambient light from the window, Tom let out his breath. He was tall in stature and lean, salt- and pepper–haired, about sixty or so, with handsome, chiseled features; he clearly would have turned many a young lady’s head in his prime. He was dressed in a white button-down shirt, tie, and dress slacks. He was also wearing what looked to be a conductor’s cap.


  “Do you work on the train?” asked Tom. He was looking at the man’s hat.


  “No,” he said, taking off his cap and shaking Tom’s hand. “Although I used to. Retired now. Name’s Herrick Higgins.”


  Tom introduced himself and they sat down.


  “You say there’s a freight train up ahead? So why don’t they get it to move out of the way?”


  “Well,” said Higgins, “the easiest explanation is that Amtrak doesn’t own the track, the freight company does, so freight takes priority over people.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Amtrak doesn’t own any of the tracks it runs on, except along the Northeast Corridor and other bits here and there. When the private train companies gave up passenger rail, they weren’t about to give up their tracks. You see, rail freight is very profitable, hauling people isn’t. Amtrak has arrangements with a whole hob-gob of folks. And sometimes it’s a logistical headache.”


  “No offense, but that doesn’t sound like a great way to run a railroad,” commented Tom.


  “Amtrak was never appropriated the funds to either buy the tracks or build new ones. Its only choice was to deal with the owners. So if a freight train gets backed up or derails, we wait. Happens all the time, and we really can’t do anything about it. Sorry, I keep saying ‘we’; old habits die hard.”


  “How long were you with Amtrak?”


  “Sometimes it seems like my whole life. I was actually around when it started up in ’71. Been a railroad man since I took my first breath, just like my father was. He worked the UP, the Union Pacific.”


  Higgins looked at Tom’s cup of coffee and smiled. “Sleep comes slowly if at all on the first night on a train, but the second night, you’ll sleep through anything, trust me.” He looked out the window. “This route is laid over what used to be a turnpike. George Washington owned stock in the turnpike company. I often wondered what the father of our country would say, seeing the old Cap running up and down that same path. But maybe not much longer. Future doesn’t look too good for long-distance passenger trains. Government’s talking about busting Amtrak up, privatizing, spinning off the Northeast Corridor.”


  “Well, America is such a large country, train travel just doesn’t make a lot of sense.”


  Higgins eyed him. “You’re right, train travel as presently configured in this country doesn’t make a lot of sense. Amtrak folks are some of the most creative and dedicated souls there are; they have to be to get by on shoestring budgets and old equipment. They say rail travel is a financial drain. Well, I wonder what it’s worth to the environment to get ten million polluting cars off the highway or a bunch of noisy jets from over the top of people’s homes. Did you know that the United States spends more on cleaning roadkill off the highways than it does on passenger rail?”


  “True, but passenger rail is subsidized, the airlines aren’t.”


  “Did the airlines build the airports? Do they pay for air traffic control? Fact is, the airlines have been given tens of billions of dollars by Uncle Sam and they still barely make any money. The highways get over eighty cents out of every transportation dollar and the result is we keep building roads and we keep buying gas-guzzling cars to drive on those roads and we’re one big traffic jam and dependent on foreign oil. With just a one-penny-per-gallon fuel-tax fund, Amtrak could build a world-class passenger-rail system, but the government won’t give it to us. Ironically, this country was built by rail. Connected the east to the west and made America the center of the world.”


  Higgins put his hat back on and adjusted it with a practiced hand. “I hear that they’re working on a commercial aircraft that will be able to fly seventeen thousand miles an hour. You could actually commute daily to Europe for work.”


  “Well, that has appeal.”


  “Oh, sure, if you’re into the destination only as opposed to the trip itself. It’s been my experience that most folk who ride trains could care less where they’re going. For them it’s the journey itself and the people they meet along the way. You see, at every stop this train makes, a little bit of America, a little bit of your country, gets on and says hello. That’s why trains are so popular at Christmas. People get on to meet their country over the holidays. They’re looking for some friendship, a warm body to talk to. People don’t rush on a train, because that’s not what trains are for. How do you put a dollar value on that? What accounting line does that go on?”


  Higgins fell silent, rubbing his chin and looking at the floor. “I’m not saying that riding the train will change your life, or that passenger rail will be a big moneymaker one day. But no matter how fast we feel we have to go, shouldn’t there be room for a train, where you can just sit back, take a breath, and be human for a little while? Just for a little while? Is that so bad?”









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter seventeen


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  As Tom left Herrick Higgins sitting there in the dark and walked slowly back to the sleeper cars, the Cap started up again. Over the sounds of the rolling train he heard something else. Something that made him race down the hall and clamber down the stairs as he followed the source.


  There, sitting against one of the bulkheads was Julie, sobbing, and Eleanor sitting next to her, her arms around the younger woman.


  “What’s going on?” asked Tom.


  “I’m not sure,” said Eleanor. “I just found her like this.”


  In a voice often halted by sobs, Julie explained that Steve’s parents had called. They’d found out what the couple was planning and had threatened to both disown and disinherit Steve if he married Julie. Steve, apparently, hadn’t been very decisive in telling them he was going ahead with it. In fact, he’d started to waffle so much that Julie and he had had a serious argument and she’d fled her fiancé to cry her heart out.


  “Where is he?” asked Tom.


  She told him that Steve was back at his compartment.


  “Take care of Julie, I’m going to see him.”


  “What are you going to do?” asked Eleanor.


  “Stop him from making the mistake of his life.”


  Tom stalked off and soon found young Steve staring forlornly out the window of his compartment. For the next ten minutes, he read the younger man the riot act, and voices and tempers flared on both sides, until Tom finally asked, “Do you love her? Do you? It’s really that simple.”


  “Yes,” Steve said without hesitation.


  “Then you take her without reservation, disclaimer, parental demands, or otherwise. You take her as she is with all her faults, weaknesses, idiosyncrasies, and requirements. You take her without qualification, with no strings attached by anyone else, because that’s what loving someone means. If you let that woman out of your life, you’re a fool. She’s given up as much as you, if not more. This may be the only shot you have at happiness. She may be the one woman in the entire world who you will love and who will make you happy. If you blow it, there’s no going back, Steve, trust me.”


  “I love her, Tom, I really love her.”


  “Then that’s all you need, that’s all you need.”


  Steve looked past him. Tom turned, and there was Eleanor and a red-faced Julie. They’d apparently heard pretty much everything. Julie flew to Steve’s embrace. Tom stepped out and closed the privacy curtain. As he and Eleanor walked back, she said, “That was a good thing you did. I’m impressed.”


  “Why sit around and watch someone mess up his life?”


  They were going through the darkened dining car when Eleanor gasped, screamed, and then pointed. Under one of the tables, two eyes were peering out at them.


  “What is that?”


  At that moment a depressed-looking Kristobal came into the diner. When he saw Eleanor, he said, “God, Eleanor, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Max is going to cut my salary. Can you talk to him?”


  “Why is he cutting your salary?”


  “Oh, because of a little misunderstanding about a pair of sunglasses I lost.”


  “His?”


  “No, mine. They cost—”


  He looked where Tom was staring and screamed louder than Eleanor had. Jumping on one of the tables, he yelled out, “What is that?”


  Tom crept forward for a closer look. About the time he started to smile, Regina had come racing up in her robe.


  “What’s going on now?” she asked.


  Tom was squatting in front of the table where the two eyes still peered out. “We have a visitor here, and I don’t think it has a ticket.”


  When Regina saw the two eyes she drew back and clutched at her robe. “What is it?”


  “A stowaway of the reptilian variety. Do you have a flashlight, a cardboard box or a Styrofoam ice chest, and a spare blanket?” asked Tom.


  She ran off and was back shortly with an ice chest, blanket, and flashlight. Tom poked a couple of air holes in the chest, then shone the light under the table; that caused the creature to draw back in fear. Tom smiled.


  “Okay, Kristobal,” he said, “position yourself so that if it takes off, it won’t get past you.”


  Kristobal remained on the table. “Are you insane? I’m not getting anywhere near whatever that is.”


  Tom looked at Eleanor.


  “Okay, okay,” she said, “but I’m making no promises.” She positioned herself at the other end of the car and looked at Tom expectantly.


  “Here we go,” he said. Using the blanket, he was able to corral the critter and put it in the chest, but not without it almost getting away. Actually, it had made a beeline for Kristobal. The young man screamed so loudly it was now likely every citizen of Pennsylvania was fully awake.


  “What is it?” said Eleanor, who hadn’t gotten a good look at it.


  “A boa constrictor, a young one, about four or five feet long. Beautiful markings.”


  Eleanor said, “I have several friends in LA who have them as pets.”


  Kristobal just stared at her blankly. “This is a nightmare. All I wanted was my sunglasses and my same salary, and instead I’m almost killed by—by that thing!”


  Eleanor smiled. “Kristobal, you love animals. You have a pet too.”


  “A Jack Russell terrier, Eleanor. Don’t you dare compare my little Hemingway to that… to that serpent from Hell.”


  Eleanor said, “That’s got to be somebody’s pet. It’s not like boa constrictors are indigenous to Pennsylvania.”


  Tom agreed. “Probably got out of its cage and was scared to death.”


  Regina said, “I guess I’ll take charge of it and find out whose it is. Can’t be too many people on board with a snake. At least I hope not.” She didn’t look too happy about taking the boa, thought Tom, and then he had a sudden brainstorm to rival anything Max Powers could come up with.


  “I tell you what, Regina, let me hold on to him for a bit while you check to see whose it is.”


  “What are you going to do with it?”


  “There’s a special friend on board I’d like to show it to.”


  “Well, okay, but just don’t let him loose.”


  Tom looked over at Kristobal. “You can come down now.” The man gingerly crept off the table. “You said you were looking for your sunglasses,” said Tom. Kristobal nodded. “Well, my pen is missing, and so is Father Kelly’s cross.”


  “My silver brush has disappeared too,” said Eleanor.


  “And Mr. Powers said his gold-plated money clip is gone too,” added Kristobal.


  “And remember that creep Merryweather is missing some stuff,” added Tom. “I think we do have a thief on board.”


  Regina rubbed her forehead. “Why me, Lord, why me?” She wrapped her robe around her more closely and said, “Okay, I’ll file a report with the Amtrak police when we get into Chicago. They’ll probably need to talk to you, get your statement too. I’m sorry. This is pretty rare, I have to tell you. Most people leave valuables out all the time with no problem. I’m really sorry.”


  She wearily trudged off, and Eleanor said, “What are you going to do with the boa?”


  Tom smiled. “I told you, show it to a special friend.”


  “Who?”


  “You’ll see. Come on, Kristobal, we’ll need you.”


  “Look, I’m not getting in trouble over some snake. I never wanted to take the train in the first place. I mean, Mr. Powers has his own jet, for God’s sake.”


  Tom said, “Just do what I say and it’ll be fine.”


  A few minutes later, outside Gordon Merryweather’s compartment, someone peered in and saw that the lawyer was lying in the dark solely in his underwear, his brief of choice being the blue bikini style. The man hadn’t bothered to lock his door.


  Kristobal and Tom crept forward on their knees and placed the ice chest on its side. Tom had explained all about Merryweather to Kristobal, and he’d reluctantly agreed to help. Tom slowly opened the door and lifted the top off the chest. Both men heaved, and the boa went slithering into the compartment. Tom reached in, hit the switch by the sink, filling the room with bright light, and then slid the door closed.


  Kristobal had already fled before Merryweather screamed. Eleanor and Tom raced the other way and hid around the corner. They heard frantic banging on the door, and then it flew open and Gordon Merryweather ran out. He fell, picked himself up, fell again, and then half-rolled and half-crawled down the hall. As soon as he was out of sight, Tom coaxed the snake back into the chest quite easily and passed it off to Kristobal. The poor reptile seemed traumatized by the sight of the paunchy lawyer in his indigo-blue skivvies.


  Next, Tom and Eleanor raced off and caught up with the frantic Merryweather. When he turned, Eleanor let out a loud scream and covered her eyes. “That’s him.”


  “There’s a thing, a snake, enormous in my room,” yelled Merryweather. He grabbed Tom’s sleeve. “I’ll show you. It’s—it’s terrible. It almost killed me.”


  “A snake, on the train?” said Tom skeptically.


  Regina came running up. “Now what’s going on?”


  Tom said, “This guy claims there’s a snake in his room. That it almost attacked him.” Out of Merryweather’s line of sight, he gave her a wink. Regina caught the meaning immediately.


  Eleanor said, “I saw this man running by half-naked. I think he looked in on me. I got this gentleman to come with me to see if we could catch him.”


  “What?” said Regina. “You mean, like a Peeping Tom?”


  “Yes. It was terrifying. I thought he was completely naked.” Eleanor groaned and shuddered with the aplomb of a trained actress.


  “So that’s what the other passengers have been complaining about,” said Regina. She turned to the stricken lawyer. “Just what in God’s name do you think you’re doing? You think because you’re some big-shot you can run around nearly naked and peep in on women and scare them? Do you? Well if you do, let me tell you, you don’t want to mess around with Amtrak. And when we get to Chicago, you’re going to find out why not.”


  Merryweather sputtered, “I… I…”


  Tom pulled out a notepad and pen. “Is that Merryweather just like it sounds? And can I get the exact name of your law firm?”


  “There was a snake in my room,” wailed Merryweather. “I’m no streaker. I’m not a pervert.”


  “Streaker and pervert, those were exactly the words I was looking for,” said Tom as he wrote furiously.


  “I’ll show you, I’ll show you.” Merryweather pulled them down the hallway to his compartment—as it turned out, his completely empty compartment.


  Merryweather yelled, “It was here, I swear. At least I think it was.”


  “Were you sleeping?” asked Eleanor.


  “Well, yes, and then the light woke me up.”


  “Maybe you left the light on, fell asleep, and you just dreamed about a snake. Did you ever think of that?” said Eleanor.


  Merryweather looked at her with an expression that said, no, he hadn’t really thought of that.


  Regina said, “You’ve disrupted this whole train. I’m calling the conductor. He’ll probably want to turn you over to the police in Pittsburgh.”


  “No, no!” screamed Merryweather. “That will ruin my reputation, my law practice.”


  “You should have thought about that before you started running around scaring people with those skinny marshmallow legs,” said Tom.


  “Please, please, I’ll do anything. Anything.”


  Regina, Eleanor, and Tom looked at each other.


  “Well, it is Christmas,” said Tom, after a lengthy silence broken only by the whimpering litigation virtuoso.


  Regina tapped her foot and, giving Merryweather a look of immense disgust, pointed her finger in his face. “Okay, fine, it’s late and I’m tired. But let me tell you one thing, lawyer man, if I ever have one more moment’s trouble with you ever, your butt is in the fire, you understand me? This all comes out, you got it?”


  “Absolutely, absolutely.” He looked pitifully at Tom and his notepad.


  Tom very slowly put it back in his pocket. “Okay, but just because it is Christmas. But remember, I can write this story at any time, and I’ve got witnesses. Okay?”


  “Yes, yes, I understand. Okay.”


  Regina snapped, “Now get some clothes on.”


  Merryweather raced inside his compartment and slid the door shut.


  “Okay,” said Regina, as she ceremoniously tapped Tom and Eleanor on the shoulders, “you’re now officially honorary members of the Capitol Limited Club. I don’t know exactly how you brought that man down, but I’ve been waiting a long time to see it.”


  “Hey,” said Tom, “all you need is a boa constrictor, some accomplices, and a twelve-million-pound train, mix, and bake.”


  A bit later Regina located the owners of the snake and returned it, with instructions to keep it under wraps for the rest of the trip and to say nothing about its presence on the train.


  As Tom and Eleanor walked back to their compartments, he chuckled. “That felt like old times. Remember all the practical jokes we pulled when we were overseas and things were slow and we were bored?”


  “No, I remember all the practical jokes you played. And I don’t remember being bored very much. Overstimulated was more like it.”


  He stopped and so did Eleanor. “Come on, you have to admit, it was great, wasn’t it?”


  “It was different,” was as far as Eleanor would go.


  He said hesitantly, “You know, I’m taking this trip not just for my dad, but to sort of find out where I’m supposed to be going with my life.”


  “Let me guess: You’re leaning more toward Yemen than Duncan Phyfe.”


  “I guess it’s in some people’s blood to roam. I could never be happy looking at the same four walls all the time.”


  “Or the same person inside those four walls.”


  “Look, are you telling me you didn’t have the time of your life doing what we did?”


  “It was fine, for a while. Then it wasn’t fine anymore.”


  “Fine! I can count on one hand the number of people who’ve gotten to do and see what we did. Look at the stories you have to tell your kids and grandkids.”


  “I don’t have either.”


  “If it was so damn bad, why’d you stick it out for so long?”


  “You know what they say, love makes you do crazy things.”


  “I still don’t know what went wrong. It’s not like I suddenly changed.”


  “No, Tom, you never changed. I guess I did. Goodnight.”


  “Ellie…”


  She turned back. “It’s Eleanor now, Eleanor. That changed too.”


  Tom went back to the lounge car and sat miserably watching the country drift by. The Cap picked up water in Pittsburgh, but Tom didn’t call Lelia because while he could deal with snakes and pompous lawyers, he wasn’t brave enough to deal with the voice of Cuppy the Magic Beaver when she felt wronged. He tried not to think about Eleanor, so of course, that was all he thought about. The Cap had made up some time, but it was still over two hours late. Tom finally fell asleep from exhaustion.


  At five-thirty in the morning, the PA came on, and Tyrone’s voice greeted him. “Good morning to you, good morning to you, there’s so much to do, good morning to you. Thankyou, thankyouverymuch.” And then he announced that the train was officially late, but that breakfast was hot and on time and came with a medley of Elvis holiday favorites at no extra charge.


  Tom used the larger shower facilities on the lower level, having to wait behind another passenger. The man left his watch in the changing room, but Tom saw it and returned it before the man had gone far. In the dining car he had breakfast with Father Kelly, who was in good spirits despite the loss of his cross. He did lower his voice and asked Tom if he had by chance seen a naked, hysterical man on the train. Tom disclaimed any knowledge of that odd event and gently suggested the priest needed to get more rest.


  They watched daylight come as they pulled into Toledo, where the train took on more water. Later, in the vast fields of northern Indiana, Tom watched from the lounge car as a horse and sleigh carried a family through the falling snow. It was as picturesque as any holiday card he’d ever seen, and it reminded him of a very special day he and Eleanor had shared years before.


  They’d skied many of the most challenging slopes of Europe. In Austria, though, they’d taken a break from hurtling down mountains and, instead, had hired a sleigh and driver and taken a wonderful, all-day journey over the most pristine snow-covered land either of them had ever seen. They’d eaten lunch by a cheery fire at an honest-to-goodness castle, then ridden back under a full moon. It was a day never to be forgotten, or perhaps equaled. Or repeated. Clearly, he wouldn’t be taking any more sleigh rides with the woman.


  The Cap finally arrived in Chicago at eleven-thirty in the morning Central time, after serving passengers an extra meal for being late. The train uncoupled its mail and express cars, then slowly backed into the station. Tom came down with his bags, thanked Regina, and gave her a generous tip.


  “I believe I should be paying you,” she said, and they shared a hug. “I’ll introduce you to my mom in the station lounge later, before the Chief heads out.”


  “I’m looking forward to meeting her if she’s anything like you.”


  Tom saw Herrick Higgins getting off farther down. He pointed him out to Regina. “He’s a really interesting guy. Too bad he had to retire. He really loves trains.”


  Regina said, “Herrick didn’t retire, he was laid off. Budget cuts, him and two hundred other managers. It’s a shame. That man knows more about trains than anybody. He rides the train at his own expense. If we have room, we let him bunk in the dormitory car with us. It’s sad, real sad.”


  Tom saw Max and Kristobal up ahead, and he joined them.


  “Heard you had an interesting evening,” said Max.


  “Not quite the word I’d use,” said Kristobal.


  “Where’s Eleanor?” asked Tom.


  “Already inside.” Max looked upset. “I think she’s trying to get a flight to LA. I’m not really happy about that. Can’t you talk to her, Tom?”


  Tom laughed. “If you really want her to take a plane, I’ll talk to her, sure. Otherwise I think I should just stay out of it.”


  With the snow coming down ever harder, they headed toward the warmth of bustling Union Station in Chicago, their ride on the legendary Capitol Limited completed. What lay ahead were the Southwest Chief and a journey of almost twenty-three hundred more miles—almost three times the distance they’d just ridden—together with twenty-six train stops. Curiously, though, Tom felt ready for anything. As it would turn out, he’d need to be.
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  Chicago’s Union Station symbolized the prodigious dimensions of the city it inhabited: It was big and brawny, with multiple levels, car-rental counters, food and other retail outlets, and long golf carts whizzing passengers around. They headed to the Metropolitan Lounge, found an empty area, and spread out. Tom sat comatose while Kristobal made numerous phone calls, and Max met with Steve and Julie and various other people in the lounge going over last-minute arrangements for the wedding. Eleanor wasn’t there, and Max finally sent Kristobal looking for her.


  Amtrak police came, led by Regina, and they all filed their theft reports. They were told that many passengers had discovered items missing and that a search for the thief or thieves was ongoing. The police thought it likely that more than one person was involved because of the number of items taken and the passengers targeted. In all probability, they were informed, the gang had gotten off the train before Chicago. Tom held out little hope that he’d ever see his pen again. Much more significantly, he held out little hope of seeing Eleanor again.


  He was therefore very surprised to see her walk into the lounge with Kristobal about an hour later. She slumped next to Max.


  “When’s your flight leave?” he asked.


  “It doesn’t. Everything’s booked solid. Ironically, the fastest way to LA right now is by train.”


  Max sat back and rested his eyes, although his lips almost twitched into a smile. “Sorry to hear that. Guess you’ll just have to slum it with us rail bums.” He opened his eyes and winked at Tom.


  “Looks that way,” said a scowling Eleanor.


  “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been banned from flying in the United States,” said Tom. Kristobal gave him an odd look and drew back some. Tom explained quickly, “It was all a little misunderstanding at the security gate at La Guardia.”


  “No,” said Eleanor, “that really doesn’t make me feel any better.”


  Regina returned a few minutes later. Tom knew the woman she came back with had to be her mother, although the two didn’t look a thing alike, except in the eyes. If it was possible, the woman made Agnes Joe look girlishly petite. Tom had visions of Aretha Franklin, only bigger. As it turned out, the wattage of the woman’s personality was far greater than even her vast physical dimensions.


  “This is my mother, Roxanne,” said Regina, before Roxanne took over the show in a booming voice that made heads turn all over the cavernous Metropolitan Lounge.


  “I understand you babies are cold, tired, depressed, and ROBBED! Umm-umm. Now, we can’t have that. The good Lord won’t hold sway for long over that sorry state of affairs.” A few minutes later, blankets, pillows, snacks, and other sundry items appeared. It was much appreciated by them all, and even Eleanor appeared to be in better spirits.


  Roxanne settled down in their midst as though a queen with her fawning constituency. “Lord, what a day already. I’m waiting on some important passengers coming in from New York. I’m taking charge of them, and taking charge they need.” She pointed her finger at Max. “Now, this man I know because I should have been in that last movie you did, that musical thing with that skinny little white girl? Now come on, baby, you need a new casting agent. You got to get tuned to the genuine article. A real pair of lungs with a nice kick to ’em.” In an instant she hit a note so high and with such vocal force that Tom gripped his coffee mug hard to block the vibrating sound waves from maybe cracking it wide open.


  Max’s chin appeared to bounce off his chest. “I’ll certainly keep you in mind for the next one,” he said.


  “Uh-huh, you do that, baby. My people will talk to your people, only I don’t have any people, except two teenage grandkids with size-thirteen feet eating me out of house and home. Bless the Lord for He will sustain me, or at least keep them boys fed.” She looked at her daughter. “Now, Regina, don’t you have a train to look after? You think the little old Cap is gonna take care of itself without your sweet touch? You think Amtrak is paying you good money to sit around listening to your mama shoot off her big mouth, daughter dear?”


  “I’m going, I’m going,” Regina said, smiling. It was evident to Tom from the way Roxanne watched her daughter as she walked off that she was a very proud mother.


  Roxanne turned back to them. “Regina tells me we also got us a couple getting hitched, and that old fortune-telling lady named Misty riding with us. I hear we missed out on the snake and the naked lawyer, which just distresses me to no end. I’m not talking about the naked lawyer—that sight I could do without. I mean the boa constrictor. Nothing better than a boa on a long train trip to keep your toes warm, you understand. My dearly departed husband, Junior—that man loved me, but he never kept my toes warm, ’cause men never think of that. So I guess from a woman’s point of view, you get yourself a loving man and a cute little snake, then you got yourself the whole package. Praise the Lord! Now tell me all about what happened. I’ve just got to hear it.”


  Tom did, and they all had a good laugh at Gordon Merryweather’s expense. “Consider it an early Christmas present to Amtrak,” said Tom.


  Roxanne said, “Thought you’d be on the New Orleans train headed home, baby.”


  They all turned to see who she was talking to, and there was Misty in full prognosticator regalia, her arms lifted to the ceiling. “I just had a premonition that my destiny this holiday season lay west instead of south, isn’t that right, sweetie?” She batted her eyelashes at Max.


  The director smiled and said, “I’ve never had my fortune told so well nor so energetically as last night.”


  “I’m here merely as a humble servant to the mysterious forces of the stars, Max.”


  Eleanor stared in perplexity at the obviously smitten director and then at Kristobal, who merely shrugged and whispered, “I’m not my mogul’s keeper.”


  “How you doing, Misty?” said Roxanne. “Hey, you know that fortune you told me last time, girl?”


  “The number 153 special, about the huge following of young males you’d encounter in your life?”


  “That very one. Well, honey, it came true.”


  “Did you have any doubt?”


  “If I did, it just went away. Although, to tell you the truth, sweetie, I was hoping for something a little closer to my own age.” She pointed at the door to the lounge, where a stream of young African American boys in uniform was pouring in.


  Roxanne rose. “That’s the LA Boys’ Center Choir. They performed at Carnegie Hall and now they’re heading home for Christmas, and it’s up to yours truly to make sure they get there with all their little pieces intact. Y’all excuse me for a bit.”


  As she walked away, Agnes Joe came across her path. “How you doing, Agnes Joe? Got your regular compartment on the Chief all ready. Now, you know, you making me look bad. You lose any more weight, girl, I’m gonna need help finding you.”


  They all watched as Roxanne went over to the milling group of youngsters, where she met the beleaguered-looking chaperones and then tried to get the attention of the boys, without much success. They looked tired, bored, and ready to do anything except listen to yet another adult.


  That abruptly ended when an enormous bellow poured forth from Roxanne. The young men instantly formed two tight columns, their eyes so wide and full of fear that Tom imagined it was only the support of one slender shoulder wedged against its neighbor that kept them all from collapsing to the floor. Roxanne marched them over to one corner of the room and talked to them in a low voice.


  A minute later she turned to the full lounge and asked, “Who wants to hear some singing? You folks want to hear some fine singing while you wait for your train?”


  The crowd in the lounge was mostly older, and Tom wasn’t sure some of them could even hear that well, although it was pretty much impossible not to hear Roxanne. They all said that they would love to hear some singing.


  Roxanne turned to her young consignees, did some vocal warmups, and then led them in a series of Christmas classics, keeping her own voice at a level that never once interfered with the beautiful falsettos of the choir.


  Max said, “They’re terrific. She’s terrific.”


  Misty sat down on the arm of the couch he was on. “She leads the choir at one of the biggest Baptist churches in Chicago, and she’s also a lay minister there. Roxanne Jordan can sing gospel and the blues like no one I’ve ever heard, and I live in New Orleans! And any passenger with a pulse who’s ridden on a train with that woman comes out of it a better person. You don’t have to be a fortune teller to see that.”


  As the singing wound down, Roxanne led the choir out in a conga line, singing and making train noises while the audience applauded loudly. Senior Amtrak management, who’d come from their offices to watch, just shook their heads, smiled, and clapped right along with everyone else.


  Tom trailed Kristobal over to the coffee counter. “Thanks for your help last night with the boa,” said Tom.


  “Oh, you’re so welcome,” Kristobal said sarcastically, then softened his tone. “Actually, it was kind of fun. My exgirlfriend’s father was just like that, an obnoxious jerk, and she hated him for it.”


  “Well, I guess you almost missed the whole thing.”


  Kristobal looked at him. “What do you mean?”


  “I understand you all were supposed to be on an earlier train. Ellie didn’t really know the reason for the change, only that Max’s plans changed.”


  Kristobal shook his head. “No, I made the arrangements for the earlier train, only the idiot travel agent put down the wrong date. She had us on the later train. When I tried to get it switched to the earlier one, there were no more sleepers available, and Mr. Powers doesn’t do coach, believe me. So we flew in a day later. I called Eleanor to tell her of the change. I didn’t see a reason to explain why. She’d been in D.C. all week anyway.”


  Disappointed, Tom said, “I thought it might have been somehow intentional, our being on the same train together, what with our past and all.”


  “Well, I certainly didn’t know you two knew each other. And I make the travel arrangements, not Mr. Powers.”


  “Sure, that makes sense. Well, thanks again.”


  Ever the suspicious reporter and not completely convinced, Tom tracked down Regina and asked her to check on the matter, using a pretense. She went into the bowels of the station and came back a while later. “I checked with Reservations, and they had a note that Mr. Powers’s party was supposed to be on the earlier train, but the agent got it wrong and there were no more sleepers left. So they took the later train. Is everything okay?”


  Tom hid his chagrin. “Hey, you bet. Look, you were great. I’ll never take the Cap unless you’re on it. And your mother is a trip—I mean, a genuine original.”


  When Tom got back to the lounge, Steve and Julie were there in a panic. The minister had arrived but the best man and maid of honor, married friends of theirs from college, had just called. They’d been in a traffic accident on a snowy road in Michigan. The best man had a broken leg and was lying in a hospital bed, and his wife, of course, wasn’t going to leave him.


  “We have no best man and no maid of honor,” moaned Julie. “I knew this was not going to work.” She shook her head, then stopped and stared at Eleanor. “Would you be my maid of honor? Please? We come from the same sort of place. I know I can count on you. Please?”


  Eleanor was taken aback, but then agreed, for what else could she do? Then Steve looked at Tom and said, “Well, if it weren’t for what you said to me on the train maybe there wouldn’t be a wedding at all. How about being my best man?”


  Tom looked at Eleanor and finally agreed as well. On that, Eleanor rose and walked away.


  Max piped in, “And I’ll give the bride away. I’ve got all boys, and not one of them has tied the knot yet. Can’t understand why.”


  Probably still bitter from his pay cut, Kristobal said, “Well, sir, maybe they’ve learned some valuable lessons from their thrice-divorced father.”


  Misty exclaimed, “Three times! Why, me too. I just knew we had a special connection, Max. It really is all in the numbers.”


  Tom found the circumstances maddeningly ironic. He was finally going to be in a wedding with Eleanor after all these years. Only it was someone else’s wedding. He wasn’t sure whether to laugh, cry, or go jump in Lake Michigan. He finally just sat back to await the Southwest Chief.
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  The Southwest Chief was a very long train with many Superliner cars and a shining snowplow on the front engine. Tom found, to his surprise, that his deluxe accommodations had shrunk to an economy sleeper through some error that couldn’t be corrected because the train was full. This would never have happened to Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint. He wedged inside his allotted space and contemplated that he’d not only have to use the communal shower but also the communal toilet for the next two thousand-odd miles. Fighting strangers for quality time in the john over eight states—that was truly a comforting thought. He found himself growing jealous of Mark Twain, who could simply jump off the stagecoach and run behind a cactus to do his business. Two doors down and on the other side of the aisle from him was Misty. He could see the beaded doorway going up, and the smell of incense was already tickling his sinuses.


  His sleeping-car attendant came by and checked in. His name was Barry, he was in his late thirties, and his impressive physique showed him to be a frequenter of the weight room. He was polite and professional, but after Regina and most certainly Roxanne, Barry seemed sort of a letdown.


  Tom decided to call Lelia. There was no answer, however, for which he was very grateful. He checked his watch. It was early afternoon in LA. He left a message, saying he was sorry about Erik and the misunderstanding about the gingivitis and her poor toenails, and then hung up.


  To get his mind off his troubles he started thinking about the thefts. Pretty much all the first-class compartments had been hit, which made sense. And yet there was an exception: Agnes Joe. She hadn’t come forward when the police had taken their report, so presumably the thief had skipped her. But why—unless Agnes Joe were the thief? Pretty stupid, though, to steal from everyone except yourself.


  Then he took another tack. Perhaps not stupid but brilliant? Because most people, including the police, would come to the conclusion he just did. And he’d seen the duffel in her room that was stuffed to the gills. She hadn’t unpacked it at all.


  As he was thinking this, the Chief pulled away from the station. He looked at his watch: 3:15 P.M., right on time. Of course, so was the Cap initially.


  Just then Kristobal came by with a camcorder. “Mr. Powers asked me to take some shots of the train and people and such. He said we can look at it later, and maybe it’ll give us some interesting story angles.”


  “And you can always film the wedding,” suggested Tom.


  Kristobal sighed. “He actually told me to do that. This is what I went to film school for, to be a wedding videographer? If I were a big star and had my own trailer, this is the point I’d be stalking to it, calling my agent and never coming out.” He added, “Oh, Eleanor asked me to ask you what you were wearing to the wedding.”


  “Asked you to ask me? Okay, great, tell her I’m wearing Armani. I always wear Armani to train weddings. She knows that.”


  Kristobal brightened. “Cool. I’m wearing Armani too.” He swung his camera around and walked off.


  The Chief roared along in a leisurely southwest direction, making four quick stops in Illinois before passing over the mighty Mississippi on a long, double-decked swing-span bridge dating from 1927. They were now in Iowa. The only stop in that state was at Fort Madison, which they made at about half past seven. As they headed on toward Missouri, Tom made his way to the dining car, where he shared a meal with Father Kelly and Misty. Steve and Julie were seated at the table behind them, and they talked back and forth about the upcoming wedding.


  Eleanor, Max, and Kristobal were missing in action. Tom hadn’t seen Agnes Joe at all.


  Tom glanced at Misty. “You and Max seem to be hitting it off. Although he seems like a guy who has lots of lady friends.”


  “Oh, honey, I know it’s just temporary. Trains have a way of bringing very different people together, but once the trip is over, so is the attraction. And I’m way past getting my heart broken over a man, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “It is, and I’m glad to hear it.”


  Misty said, “The stories I could tell of the faithless male species.” She glanced at the priest. “And I would tell them if you weren’t here.” She pinched Father Kelly’s cheeks, and he seemed delighted by the attention.


  “I have to tell you,” the priest confessed to Steve and Julie, “I’ve never attended a wedding on a train before. I think it must be a first or something.”


  “Actually, it’s not.”


  They all looked across the aisle, where Herrick Higgins was eating his dinner.


  “It’s happened before, back in 1987, on the Texas Eagle. That runs from Chicago to LA too, but by way of Texas. They called it the Love Train. Its route is actually longer than the Chief’s.”


  “The Love Train?” said Julie. “Why did they call it that?”


  Higgins swung his legs out into the aisle and sipped his coffee as he spoke.


  “There was a legendary conductor on the Eagle by the name of Zeb Love. That man was something. He had a heart of gold and the showmanship of a world-class entertainer. Dressed up as Santa Claus for the kids, gave them gifts bought with his own money. He went into schools to promote train travel and was probably one of the best natural spokesmen Amtrak ever had. His specialty, though, was making people happy while they were on the train. He encouraged people to talk to each other, find out what made their fellow humans tick. Charles Kuralt even did a piece on Zeb. Well, on July 4, 1987, on the Texas Eagle, a couple got married and Zeb Love was right there in the middle of it. He even went celebrating with the wedding party when they got to Fort Worth. Zeb was a special one, all right.”


  “Well,” said Julie, “I hope our wedding is half as nice.”


  “Oh, it will be,” said Higgins. “Roxanne Jordan, I understand, is taking charge of the musical entertainment. With that woman involved, good things will happen. Trust me.”


   


  Up in the Pacific Northwest a significant meteorological event was taking place. Competing highs and lows, butting cold and warm fronts, soaring moisture content from off the coast, and upper-level winds that were increasing to enormous speeds were all mixing and spinning and beginning to move in an easterly direction. A similar confluence of weather elements had formed in nearly the same place during one of Mark Twain’s trips across the Nevada Territory over 140 years before. The result had been a rip-roaring icy flood and then a blizzard the likes of which most folks had never encountered even in those wild frontier climates. If the story was to be believed—and, in that regard, one was always on dangerous ground with Mr. Twain—the episode very nearly cost the esteemed author his life.


  Though still largely undetected by the national weather forecasters, the current storm turned in a southern direction when it slammed into the hard wall of the northern Rockies and slid down the spine of that mountain range like a water leak following an electrical line inside a house. Though no one could yet determine where the forming storm would hit with all its ferocious winter power, its destination seemed to lie right along the path of the Southwest Chief, and at a very interesting spot. It was a very remote, foreboding place in southeastern Colorado, called the Raton Pass, the highest elevation on the entire Southwest Chief route and the toughest passenger-rail grade in the country. Not easy for a train to climb on good weather days, it would tax the Southwest Chief almost to its limit when the weather turned really bad.


   


  Later that night the person in black was once more making the rounds of the sleeper cars. Even more cautious this time because of the heightened state of alertness, the person made absolutely sure no one was around. The thief’s efforts were aided by the fact that many people were either eating dinner or attending a very special event in the lounge car. Indeed, people were presently being wildly entertained on the Southwest Chief, and such people were in no position to safeguard their valuables. The thief mouthed a silent “thank you” and went about the larcenous business of robbing fellow passengers.









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter twenty


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  The lounge car was indeed rocking, and the vibrations had nothing to do with the sections of bad track that the Chief had to race over every day. Roxanne was in the middle of the car, with a hand-held microphone—not that the woman needed any such amplifier to be heard—and was belting out song after song, each more powerful, more viscerally emotional than its predecessor. In the packed car each person’s gaze was directly on the woman, absorbing every note pouring forth. The LA Boys’ Center Choir, too, had stayed up a little late and was listening with rapt attention to a true artiste who sang only for the love of it. These young men could not have received a better lesson in life than watching and hearing Roxanne Jordan perform while rolling over the rails.


  Tom was in a far corner of the lounge, humming along to the tunes Roxanne was singing. After the show was over, the passengers gave her a standing ovation, and then people hung around discussing in great, noisy detail all that they’d just seen and heard.


  Down in the smoker lounge, Max and Misty were enjoying cigars purchased in Chicago, and Misty was reading the palms of all who wanted their fortunes told. Since it was the Christmas season, she kept her predictions very upbeat, finding in the lines of each extended palm the potential of holiday miracles.


  Back in her compartment, Eleanor was making some notes about potential script plots, but she was struggling to concentrate. The process was different this time. She was used to taking other people’s work and tinkering with it, not creating her own material from scratch. She kept doodling on her pad, until she realized she was spelling “Tom Langdon” in fat, three-dimensional letters. She ripped up the paper and threw it away, then lay back with her hand over her face.


  “Troubles?”


  Eleanor looked at the doorway, where Roxanne was standing and staring at her. She was dabbing the sweat from her face with a wet washcloth after her prodigious entertainment efforts.


  Eleanor sat up. “Just a little frustrated, I guess.”


  “Well, you missed a fine show in the lounge car, if I do say so myself.”


  “Actually I heard it. They piped it in over the PA. You were terrific. The best I’ve heard.” Roxanne glanced at the floor, which was littered with balled-up paper.


  “How’s the train story coming? We could use a blockbuster Max Powers movie about trains to get the country and the government excited about us again.”


  Eleanor gave an embarrassed smile. “Well, I have to admit, I don’t know all that much about trains. I haven’t taken one since I was in college, at least not in this country. And I’m not sure a few days riding the rails will educate me enough to do the thing justice.”


  Roxanne perched on the edge of the couch bed.


  “Well, I’ve been working these trains longer than most, and I still don’t know it all. I guess that’s why I like my job so much: something new every day. Sometimes it’s good, and sometimes it’s not so good, but it keeps me hopping and using my head, and that’s a good thing.”


  “How long have you worked this train?”


  “Oh, me and the Chief have been courting now going on twenty-one years. Up, back, up, back. Know every bit of sagebrush in New Mexico, every wheatfield in Kansas, even know some of the farmers by their first name. Wave to ’em when we go by. I could drive the train with my eyes closed, only Amtrak frowns on that sort of thing.”


  Eleanor pulled out a fresh piece of paper and made some notes. “I bet the farmers wave back.”


  “Girl, I’ve gotten three marriage proposals in the last two years. One gent tied a banner to his John Deere and raced the train. It said, ‘Will You Marry Me, Roxanne?’ ”


  “That’s pretty creative. It’s nice to be popular.”


  “Oh yeah, farmers like their women with some meat on ’em, and I fit that bill.” She stood up. “If you’re having trouble coming up with ideas, why don’t you come with me to make my rounds? I guarantee it’ll stimulate your creative juices.”


   


  After Roxanne’s show had ended and the boys’ choir had returned to their quarters in coach, Father Kelly came into the lounge and started chatting with Tom. Max and Kristobal joined them. It turned out the priest and the director had much in common.


  “I wanted to be a priest,” said Max. “Well, more accurately, my mother wanted me to be a priest. Even joined the seminary, but it didn’t stick. I wasn’t wired for it. And I liked women too much. Forgive me, Padre, but it’s true. It was actually an easy decision. Yet if I’d taken the vows, it would have saved me millions in alimony.”


  Tom said, “I briefly considered the priesthood myself.” He looked at Kristobal. “You ever think about being a priest?”


  “Oh, sure, doesn’t every Jew?”


  Tom mouthed a “sorry” to the man and took a swallow of his drink.


  “Well, I’m a confirmed film buff,” said Father Kelly. “And I truly appreciate your talent, Max. I’ve seen all the classics and I thought moviemaking would be an exciting way to spend one’s time, but then I received this very strong calling, and my hands became tied in the matter, so to speak. Though don’t believe for a second that priests don’t admire a pretty girl. It just takes a back seat to a higher power.”


  Just then Agnes Joe came in and joined them. She was dressed in holiday colors that actually rode well on her challenging frame. They’d all finished their drinks, and Agnes Joe offered to take away the empties and bring them new ones. She came back a few minutes later with fresh refills for everyone. The men reached in their pockets to reimburse her, but she shook her head. “My treat. Consider it an early Christmas present.”


  Father Kelly said, “Bless you for taking such good care of us.”


  Tom watched as Herrick Higgins, a couple of chairs over, stared out into the night. The man seemed deeply preoccupied.


  Tom called out, “I’m taking your word, Herrick, that sleep will come easier tonight.”


  The older man smiled. “It will. The Chief is the fastest train to the West Coast, the only one that maintains the level of track speed you find in the east. Just under forty hours to LA, about ten less than the other western trains.”


  Kristobal blanched. “Forty hours! Gee, a virtual bullet. I could almost fly to Australia and back, twice, in that time.” He finished his comments with a hearty, “Chooo-chooo!”


  Higgins smiled good-naturedly. “Well, bullet trains would be nice out here. Flatland is good for it, but you got some tricky grades too. And the government would never fund that. Most other major countries have seen the benefit of high-speed rail corridors. However, one needs vision to see the payoff from such an undertaking, and ‘vision’ isn’t something our leaders associate with train travel.” He pointed out the window. “Now, the Chief follows the old Santa Fe for the most part. Takes you through some rugged country. Dodge City. That’s where they based the TV series Gunsmoke, you know.”


  “Gun-what?” asked Kristobal.


  “I guess you’re too young to remember that,” said Higgins.


  “I guess so.”


  “We go through some high places, 7,600 feet high at Raton Pass, a little less than that at Glorieta Pass, and then we descend into Apache Canyon, but that’s after we get through Las Vegas.”


  “Las Vegas!” exclaimed Father Kelly. “I didn’t know this train went to Las Vegas. Does it stop long enough for people to get off?” He looked around. “Well, not that I’m really into gambling or anything, but I do occasionally like to have a go at the slots.”


  “It’s not that Las Vegas, Father,” explained Higgins. “It’s Las Vegas, New Mexico. It’s the stop right after Raton. And not a neon tube or gaming table in sight.”


  Father Kelly looked very disappointed. “Ah well, some things are just not meant to be, I suppose.”


  “Well, Padre,” said Max, “I’ll do you one better. We’re having a wedding on this train tomorrow, and there’s a young bachelor on this train who needs a bachelor’s party, and I intend to provide it and you’re all invited. In fact, attendance is mandatory.”


  “Well,” said Father Kelly, “that sounds very nice. I’m assuming libations will be served?”


  Max winked. “Padre, my whole compartment is a libation.” He told them the time for the party.


  Tom rose. “I’ll be there,” he said.


  Max glanced at him. “You want to start now, feel free. Maybe we can sit and talk for a bit.”


  “No, I think I’ll go for a stroll.”


  “On a train?” exclaimed Kristobal. “What’s there to see?”


  “You’d be surprised,” replied Tom as he walked out.


  Tom moved down the corridor. The lounge car was still full, the dining car was serving its last meal of the day, people were in a festive, friendly mood, and thus many of the sleeper compartments were empty. It was a perfect time for a thief to strike again, and Tom wanted to see if the crook on the Capitol Limited had managed to hook a ride on the Southwest Chief. He also wanted to check out one sleeper in particular.


  He knocked, and when he received no answer he poked his head inside Agnes Joe’s compartment. Fortunately for him, the door couldn’t be locked from the outside. It was empty. The phonograph was set up on the fold-down desk, as it had been on the Cap. The place was neat and tidy, with few personal possessions laid out. There were two pillows fluffed up and leaning against the wall at the head of the couch, and a blanket was neatly folded there. Two suitcases were against one wall. Tom didn’t bother with those. He was more interested in the duffel bag that was wedged between the wall and chair, just as it had been on the Cap. And a blanket was also covering it.


  He checked the corridor, drew the privacy curtain closed, and unzipped the bag. Instead of loot, he found something inexplicable. It was newspapers balled up, just like the bunch that Regina had been carrying on the Cap. He looked at some of the papers. They were from various editions of newspapers on the East Coast. Unable to make sense of this, he kept looking through the bag until he found a photograph of Agnes Joe and what Tom took to be her daughter. He didn’t know for sure, because the two women could not have looked more dissimilar. The younger woman was taller than Agnes Joe and was one of the most beautiful women Tom had ever seen, truly a stunner. And she was dressed in a circus performer’s outfit, so at least that much of Agnes Joe’s story was true. He looked for a date on the picture, on the front and back, but there was none. Agnes Joe looked about the same, so it couldn’t have been taken that long ago. They seemed happy or at least cordial in the photo. He wondered what had gone wrong since the picture had been taken, something that might explain why the mother wasn’t spending Christmas with her only child.


  Not wanting to risk discovery, he put the photo back in the bag and slipped out of the compartment. He went to the other section of sleepers, stopped dead, ducked inside a vacant unit, and peered out cautiously. Agnes Joe was emerging from one of the units. She looked around, as Tom had, to see that no one was watching. She didn’t appear to be carrying anything, but she could have had something in her pockets. She headed off in the opposite direction. Tom slipped out, moved down the corridor, and peered into the compartment she’d been in. He didn’t see anything that identified whose unit it was. He was about to go in to determine who was staying there, but he heard people coming and walked away. However, he got the letter of the unit, and he figured it would be fairly easy to find out whose it was.


  As he walked off, his thoughts returned to a seemingly lonely woman with a curious background, gregarious nature, and propensity to stuff old papers in her bags and invade other people’s dwellings on a moving train. His trip of soul-searching and personal discovery was turning more into an investigative journalism outing, solving the matter of the modern train robber, who was perhaps named Agnes Joe. For many reasons, however, he hoped she was innocent.


  As he came through the lounge car he saw Herrick Higgins at the other end peering anxiously out the window.


  “What’s up?” asked Tom. “You look a little uptight.”


  Higgins smiled, but Tom noted there wasn’t much sincerity behind it.


  “Oh, nothing much. Just watching the snow coming down.”


  “Well, snow can’t hurt a train.”


  Higgins didn’t smile or nod in agreement. “We’ll be hitching on a third engine at La Junta before we cross the Raton Pass,” he said.


  “Is that normal practice, or because of the snow?”


  “Oh, it’s normal. See, it’s quite a climb, and a third engine just adds a nice little comfort zone.” His gaze returned to the snow falling outside, and his expression grew serious again. Tom walked on, but he glanced nervously back at the old railroad man, trying without success to read his thoughts.









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter twenty-one


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  Upon Roxanne and Eleanor entering the coach car housing the boys’ choir, Roxanne pulled out a can of Lysol and started spraying everywhere. “Okay,” she said, “we got us some serious travel funk going on here. Now, do not try to deceive Ms. Roxanne about this for she has five sons of her own and lots and lots of grandsons, and thus she has a Ph.D. in what she likes to call ‘stinky young men syndrome,’ and that just won’t cut it on Ms. Roxanne’s train. Do we all understand this?” All the young men nodded. “Good, now I have two showers reserved for you for the next hour, and we will make good use of that time, won’t we?” They all nodded again. She assembled them in two rows. “Three minutes per boy per shower, no more no less, for this train does many wonderful things but it does not make water out of air. And we will shampoo and we will get behind our ears and between our toes, won’t we, and we will come out with not one dirty digit because there will be an inspection—oh yes there will. And the good Lord will look down upon all of you squeaky clean young men and He will bless you this Christmas like no other.” For emphasis she sang snatches of tunes Pearl Bailey and Billie Holiday had made famous, and then the chaperones marched the lads out.


  “How did you end up being the choir’s caretaker?” asked Eleanor. “I understand the singing connection and all, but is there something else?”


  “They’re good boys, with a lot of potential, but also lots of things in their way too, especially where they’re going back to. I won’t accept that fifty or twenty or even ten percent of those boys won’t make it to adults, I won’t! Every one of them, every single one of them, is going to make it. I’m taking a month-long vacation come this summer, been saving up for a while now, and we’re going to go on the road, me and those boys, and we’re going to play some places, and they’re going to see some things that will make their bellies burn to do the right thing in life. They’ll find dreams they never thought they even had, and old Roxanne will be right there holding their hands ’til they don’t need me being Momma anymore.”


  “That’s quite an ambitious undertaking,” said Eleanor.


  “But they’re worth it, don’t you think?”


  Eleanor smiled. “I think they’re more than worth it.”


  They went into the next coach, where a dazed-looking man was walking up and down the aisle.


  Roxanne said in a low voice to Eleanor, “You’ll find that coach on the long-distance trains can be an interesting place. You want some stories, you could do a lot worse than plunking yourself down right here.”


  She said in a loud voice, “Hello, Ernest, you feeling okay today, baby?”


  “Demons, demons everywhere, Roxanne—out the window, in my clothes, the food. I saw some in my Diet Pepsi.”


  “I know, I know, but I tell you what, I saw you were going to be on the train so I brought some antidemon dust. This concoction is guaranteed to take care of any demon there is, including supersize.” She handed him a bag that she pulled from her pocket. “What I’d do, Ernest, is sprinkle that on you, but no one else. You don’t want to waste it, ’cause that’s all I got.”


  “Thank you, Roxanne, thank you. You’re the only one who understands.”


  Ernest went off, sprinkling himself along the way.


  Eleanor said, “Sounds like he might need professional help.”


  “Yeah, I thought so too, but what I think he wants is attention. He’s got nobody, so far as I can tell. He’s been riding this train for years, never hurt anybody, just walks around, looking crazy, but I don’t believe he is at all. He dresses like he’s homeless, but this train trip is beyond the purse of any homeless person I’ve ever met, and I’ve met quite a few. I found out he’s an engineer at a firm in San Diego. He’s the sort probably never had a lot of friends, and now that he’s around forty-five or so, I don’t think he knows how to make them. I’ve spent time with him, and he’s intelligent, articulate, but his brain’s not wired the same as you and me. When he first gets on the Chief he always does the demon thing. We get past that, then things are cool.”


  “Why do you think he takes the train so much?”


  “Well, nobody wants to be alone, especially around Christmas. I’m sure you know that most suicides happen around the holidays. Besides, this isn’t a train this time of year. It’s a social club of strangers looking for a friend.”


  A frantic-looking older woman ran up to Roxanne waving her ticket. “Oh my God, I don’t know where I’m going.”


  “Well, honey, tell me where it is you want to go, and then we’ll work from there.”


  “Denver,” said the woman.


  “Denver, okay, you need to be on the Zephyr, not the Chief. The Chief goes to LA and not by way of Denver. I’m surprised they let you on here.”


  “I think I stepped on the wrong train.”


  “Well, the Zephyr does leave out of Chicago too.”


  “I can’t believe this is happening. My daughter and her family are expecting me for Christmas. She told me she’d fly out and ride back with me. I don’t like to fly and my husband has passed on. She said my faculties weren’t sharp enough to travel by myself, and maybe she’s right.”


  “Hey, you had enough ‘faculties’ to come ask for help, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, but when I don’t show up in Denver, she’ll know. Then all Christmas she and her husband will be saying ‘We told you so.’ ”


  “Who said you’re not getting to Denver in time for Christmas?” asked Roxanne.


  “But I’m on the wrong train.”


  “For now you are, but see, we’re going to get you on the right train.”


  “I don’t understand. How can you do that? You said this train is going to Los Angeles.”


  “At Kansas City, we’ll get you on a short connecting service to Omaha. The Zephyr stops in Omaha, and you’ll be there in plenty of time to get on and sail right to Denver. Not a problem at all. I’ll make all the arrangements and come get you when we get to KC tonight.”


  The woman couldn’t stop thanking Roxanne for all her help. After she had left, Roxanne said, “People come in here all the time, hot, bothered, worried about everything in the world. You got to read their body cues, solve their problems, get them interested in the trip, make ’em part of the process. You got kids and parents traveling together, you talk to the kids, not to the kids through the parents. The little ones appreciate that, makes ’em feel big and important, and then they listen to you. You bite off a little bit at a time, and some passengers you never really get through to, but most you do. It takes time, but either you work the job or the job works you. That’s what I tell my daughter all the time, beat that into her head.”


  “You’ve done a great job with Regina, she’s wonderful.”


  “Yep, she’s special, all right. Momma’s proud of her.”


  “You sound like a psychologist.”


  “Unofficially I am. And I got no end of patients.”


  “You sure you’re not an angel dropped from Heaven onto the Southwest Chief? You sound almost too good to be true, and I mean that with mountains of respect.”


  “Well, honey, I’m a sixty-three-year-old fat woman with sore feet, high blood pressure, and the beginnings of diabetes. I know I don’t have all that much time left, and I can either spend it moping and complaining about the things I never got to in life, or I can do something I love and help people along the way. I decided to keep plugging ’til I drop.”


  They stopped at one seat and Roxanne put her hands on her hips. “Excuse me, what we got here, shug?”


  The young man, about twenty-five, was reclining in his seat without any clothes on. Luckily, the space next to him was unoccupied, the car was darkened for sleeping, and no one else had noticed, at least not yet.


  “Hey, it’s cool,” said the young man.


  “I bet you’re cool, you ain’t got no pants or a stitch of nothing else on.”


  “Well, I’m from Arizona, this is how everybody sleeps in Arizona.”


  Roxanne said, “Is that right?” Eleanor had averted her gaze, but Roxanne sat right next to the man. “Now let me get something straight with you, slick. We’re not in Arizona, we’re in Missouri, and while I know they call Missouri the Show Me State, you don’t have nothing I haven’t seen before, so I don’t need no showing of it. Now, if you don’t get all your clothes on right now, you’re getting off this train before we get to Kansas City.”


  The young man chuckled. “I gotcha there. La Plata was the last stop, and there’s not another one until KC.”


  “That’s right, there’s not, is there?” Roxanne stared at him pointedly until it started to dawn on the guy.


  “You wouldn’t put me off in the middle of nowhere? You can’t do that,” he sputtered.


  “I wouldn’t call the middle of Missouri the middle of nowhere, would you, Eleanor?”


  Eleanor shook her head. “No.”


  Roxanne continued, “I mean, folks live there. So it has to be somewhere. I know that the farms are quite a ways apart, and it’s December and cold as I don’t know what, but it’s not nowhere. In fact, the place we’ll let you off, all you got to do is walk about thirty miles, southwest I believe—or maybe it’s northeast—and there’s a motel or something like that if memory serves me correctly, though they might have torn it down, it was very old.”


  “Thirty miles! I’ll freeze.”


  “Well, not if you have your pants on. And be optimistic about life. I don’t tolerate whiners. You’re young, strong, you can probably make it.”


  The man’s eyes bulged. “Probably?”


  Roxanne pulled out her walkie-talkie. She didn’t depress the button, something Eleanor noticed but the young man didn’t.


  “Service boss to the conductor and engineer. We got us a red alert, situation one-four-two, repeat one-four-two. We’ll need to stop and discharge a passenger. Over.”


  “Wait!” said the panicked man. “What’s a one-four-two?”


  “Oh, honey, that’s just train talk for an uncooperative passenger. On big fancy planes, they just tie you up and sit on you, because they can’t open their doors six miles up.” She smiled sweetly. “But we don’t have that problem on a train, now do we, shug? See, on Amtrak we just kick your little disruptive butt off wherever we want. Now, we do provide a flashlight and a compass to help guide you once you’ve been discharged. That’s official Amtrak policy, and a good one I think.” She looked out the window. “Mercy, the snow’s picked up again, looks like a regular blizzard.” She spoke into her walkie-talkie. “Service boss here again. On that one-four-two, bring a shovel and a first-aid kit with frostbite applications for the discharged passenger. Over.”


  “I’m dressing, I’m putting my clothes on,” yelled the young man, ostensibly loud enough for the person on the other end of the walkie-talkie to hear. “You can cancel the one-four-two thing.”


  Roxanne looked at him solemnly and slowly shook her head. “I’m afraid once it’s been ordered, we really can’t take it back. And it’s a long trip and for all I know you might try this nonsense again and somebody might see you, like a little kid or an elderly passenger, and get really upset.”


  “I swear to you,” said the young man as he frantically dressed, “I will not take any of my clothes off. I will sleep in my clothes. I promise.”


  “I don’t know. You feel that? The train’s already slowing down, and the engineer might get mad if I tell him it’s a no-go. You know how much it costs to make an unscheduled stop on a train this big?”


  “Please, please. I promise. No more nudity.”


  Roxanne sighed heavily and then said into her walkie-talkie, “Okay, service boss here again, let’s cancel that, repeat, cancel the one-four-two.” She stared at the young man, her expression that of a woman in complete control. “Now look here, baby, I see one inch of something of you I shouldn’t, then you going off this train. I don’t care where we are, middle of the desert or highest mountain. No more reprieves, we understand each other?”


  He nodded meekly and then pulled the blanket over his head.


  “Night-night, Arizona,” said Roxanne as she and Eleanor walked off.


  The two women went down to the lower level, where Roxanne inspected the choir’s bathing operation. Satisfied with the progress, she and Eleanor headed to the lower lounge area and sat at an empty table.


  “Boys’ choir, antidemon dust, and a naked man from Arizona. You’ve had a busy night.”


  “Oh, honey, this was actually pretty tame. The things I could tell you.”


  “I wish you would.”


  “Well, maybe we can spend some time together off the train.”


  Eleanor was beginning to think that she could get Max to make Roxanne a paid consultant on the film project when the train started to slow down noticeably.


  “Is there a problem?” asked Eleanor.


  “No, this stretch of track has speed restrictions and a few gate crossings. Come with me. I’ll show you a nice little benefit to train travel that you positively can’t enjoy on a plane.”


  Roxanne led Eleanor down to one of the train’s vestibules, where she opened the upper window of the train door, allowing in a burst of refreshingly cold air.


  “God, that feels wonderful,” said Eleanor.


  “I come down here a few times each day, just to clear my head, smell the air, get a close look at this land without an inch of glass or nothing else in the way.” They watched the countryside pass by for a bit, and then Roxanne closed the window as the Chief picked up speed. “I got Regina to do this a couple times a trip too. Gives you some peace, recharge your batteries.”


  “How many kids do you have besides Regina?”


  “Nine, all grown of course. And twenty-three grandchildren.”


  She shook her head. “You don’t look nearly old enough.”


  “Well, I started really early, maybe too early.”


  Roxanne shot Eleanor a glance. “You have any kids?”


  Eleanor shook her head. “Never even been married.”


  “Now, you want to tell me how a beautiful, smart, successful sort like yourself never landed a good man who loved her?”


  “Maybe I’m really not that beautiful, smart or successful.”


  “Baby, take one look in the mirror. And I doubt you’d be working with a man like Max Powers if you weren’t pretty well endowed in the brain and talent department.”


  “Well, it happens, you know, people do end up alone. All sorts of people.”


  “Yes, it does, and there’s always a reason for it too. Care to tell me yours?”


  Eleanor looked away and fiddled with her fingers while Roxanne studied her closely. “Wait a minute, let me see if I can guess. You found you a good man who loved you, only it didn’t work out, maybe he never asked that all-important question that a woman desperately wants to answer yes to, and you finally went your separate ways.” She added quietly, “Until you saw him again on this train.”


  Eleanor glanced at her sharply, a suspicious look on her face.


  “The way you and Tom Langdon act around each other it’s pretty clear. Plus the train gossip grapevine is alive and well on the old Chief.”


  Eleanor’s face flushed. “Well, my goodness, if I’d only known how transparent I was. I can’t tell you what a relief it is that so many people I don’t even know are aware of my romantic history—or should I say fiasco.”


  “I’m not looking to pry, Eleanor, but I am a good listener.”


  Eleanor finally took a deep breath and looked across at Roxanne. “Tom Langdon is a wanderer, always has been, always will be. He craves adventure, he craves change like other people need food. He’s the sort who couldn’t make a commitment if his life depended on it. And, no, he never asked me to marry him.”


  “But I understand you haven’t seen him in years. Maybe he’s changed.”


  Eleanor shook her head. “Men like him don’t change. He’s back in the States traveling around and writing fluff instead of covering wars overseas, but that won’t last. Six months from now he’ll be off doing something else. I lived with him for years. I know how he thinks.” She paused and added, “And he has a girlfriend. He’s going to see her in LA.”


  “You think he’s made a commitment to her?”


  “I doubt it.”


  “You mean you hope not.”


  Eleanor just looked away.


  Roxanne said, “Let your heart be your guide, girl. If you truly love him, I say give him another chance. It may be your only chance for happiness.”


  “What if feelings have changed over time? What if you’re not the same person you once were?”


  “Eleanor, love is like a good piece of wood: It just gets stronger and stronger as the years go by. Take it from someone who had it and only lost it when the Lord decided it was time I shared Junior with Him. It sounds corny, I know, but it’s really the only thing that works between two people. The only thing.”









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter twenty-two


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  Kansas City was a major stop where many people got on and off and the train lingered awhile as it refueled and restocked. Roxanne escorted the woman heading to Denver by way of the California Zephyr to where she needed to go. Tom took the opportunity to step out for some fresh air before the bachelor party started. Recalling what Herrick Higgins had said, Tom watched as more pieces of America climbed aboard the train, no doubt flush with stories to tell, experiences to exchange, perhaps friendships, however short-lived, to form.


  The snow was falling hard, and he sought shelter under one of the overhangs.


  He glanced over in surprise as Eleanor climbed off the train and headed toward him.


  “Little stuffy on the train,” she explained.


  “Yeah, me too.”


  They both stood there awkwardly, until she said, “I can’t tell you what a shock it’s been seeing you.”


  “I thought a million times about contacting you over the years. But I never did. Call it pride, stubbornness, stupidity. Take your pick, they’re all there.”


  “Well, I guess with the way things ended I can’t blame you.”


  He drew closer. “Do you believe in second chances?”


  She pulled back a bit. “Tom, I can’t take that hurt again. I can’t.”


  “You left me, remember?”


  “After all those years of being together, it was time to put up or shut up,” she said bluntly. “I needed a commitment, and I didn’t get it. I assumed your career took priority over everything else.”


  “People can change, Ellie.”


  “So I’ve heard. Do you really think writing about antique furniture will last? And you have a girlfriend you’re going to see for Christmas. Are you ready to commit to her?”


  “It’s not that sort of relationship.”


  “Of course not, you’re not that sort of man.” She shook her head and looked away.


  Tom gripped her shoulder and turned her toward him. “It’s not that sort of relationship because I don’t love her. There’s only one woman I’ve ever loved, Ellie, you know that.”


  “Tom, don’t do this to me, please.”


  “So why did you come out here? It’s freezing.”


  “I… I don’t know.”


  “I don’t believe that. I think you know exactly why.”


  “Maybe I do.”


  “Nothing in my life has been as good as what we had. Nothing! I’ve been searching all these years for something.”


  “I’ve been looking too,” she said, “and not finding it.”


  “It can’t be just a coincidence that we’re both on this train. It’s an omen, don’t you see? It was meant to be.”


  “You sound like Misty. Love doesn’t work that way. It’s not some magic fairy dust. It’s something you work at every day.”


  As she flicked a strand of hair out of her face and the full force of those emerald eyes fell on him, it might as well have been ten years prior or a decade hence, it didn’t really matter to Tom. In the wash of lamplight, the woman’s gaze was as hypnotic and intoxicating a thing as Tom had ever experienced. He thought he was taking a step back, but he actually moved closer to her. He watched his hand slide another errant strand of auburn hair out of her face. Then his fingers moved to her cheek and gently rubbed it. She didn’t move to stop him.


  “Well, maybe it’s time I started to work at it.”


  He took a deep breath, glanced up for a second, and his lips parted and his gaze held on the figure walking his way. He shook his head in disbelief, because this was the second shock that he’d received in a little over twenty-four hours. How many more thunderbolts could he survive?


  It was Lelia Gibson striding toward the train, a caravan of redcaps in her wake, tugging along her prodigious baggage. The woman was incapable of traveling light. It was one of her fortes, packing with indefatigable vigor, each outfit planned for a particular segment of the journey, each accessory judged with an eye as critical as the ablest general plotting battle tactics.


  Tom took a step back from Eleanor, who’d closed her eyes, her lips searching for Tom’s but not finding them.


  “Ellie.”


  She opened her eyes, slid a hand across his cheek as he took another step back.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Really quick, think of the worst bit of timing you’ve ever had in your life.”


  “What?” she asked in a bewildered tone.


  He glanced once more at Lelia. She was closing in. He wasn’t sure if she’d seen him yet, but it was only a matter of time. She obviously knew he was on this train.


  “The worst piece of timing in your life. Think of it right now. Okay? Please?”


  “I actually think this is pretty bad timing on your part,” she said in a very annoyed tone.


  “Just think of it!”


  “Okay, okay.”


  “Have you thought of it?”


  She hesitated for a moment. “Yes, so?”


  He let out his breath. “So, I just beat it. I just crushed it, in fact. I’m the undisputed king of bad timing.” He pointed toward Lelia. “My sort of girlfriend in LA? That’s her. Lelia Gibson.”


  Eleanor swung around and stared at the approaching group.


  “Did you know she was boarding the train?”


  “No, that one qualifies in the total, heart-stopping, shock-of-a-lifetime category.”


  Eleanor folded her arms across her chest and moved away from Tom. It was then that Lelia saw Tom and waved frantically. As she barreled down on her target, Eleanor retreated even more, until she was just a shadow in the darkness. As Tom watched her recede, it was as though all the blood in his body was going with her. He turned to face Lelia. He took a little solace in the fact that things certainly couldn’t get any worse. Yet indeed they could.
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  The National Weather Service issued advisories for the far Midwest and Southwest regions, citing the potential of a severe winter storm that was making its way south down the spine of the Rocky Mountains. The full fury of the tempest it would become was considerably masked by adjacent meteorological conditions in the Pacific Northwest, ameliorating safeguards that would fall away as the weather system moved through Wyoming and then into Colorado. About the time the storm suddenly unleashed all its might on the border between Colorado and New Mexico, it would be too late to issue any more warnings. All that would be left would be to read about the land squall of the decade in the newspapers and recount it to future generations in hushed tones.


  Herrick Higgins had taken advantage of the long stop in Kansas City to see the engineer. They’d discussed the weather reports coming in from Amtrak Central Dispatch. Though Higgins was no longer employed by the rail service, there was no one who worked passenger trains for a living who wouldn’t welcome his wise input and counsel. He and the engineer were friends going back twenty years, and when Higgins told him he didn’t like the way things were shaping up, particularly since they were heading into Colorado, the engineer took serious note. Higgins also told the man to pack on as much fuel as possible.


  “We’ll all keep our eyes open,” said the engineer. “As soon as we hear anything new from dispatch, I’ll let you know.”


  Higgins went back and sat in the lounge car as the train finished taking on supplies and passengers. Over the course of his long career, he’d seen just about every possible equipment foible, personnel miscue, and weather mishap. He’d learned to go with his instincts in those circumstances, instincts honed from over thirty years of doing the job. He didn’t like the way the sky looked, and the way the wind was blowing. He didn’t like the sharp angle of the snowfall. He kept staring out the window at a sky that seemed to promise nothing except trouble.


   


  “What are you doing here, Lelia?”


  “Is that all I get after traveling all this way to surprise you?” she said. “Do you know you can’t get a direct flight from LA to Kansas City? I mean, what is that about? I had to fly through Denver. It was a nightmare. And all I get is ‘What are you doing here, Lelia?’ ” She gave him a hug and a kiss, and he felt extreme guilt, for they had a relationship after all. They were dating, sort of; they were going to Tahoe for Christmas. Rediscovering Eleanor had caused him to nearly forget all that.


  “I’m sorry, it’s just a shock seeing you. I thought you might have called it quits after the Erik episode.”


  “Don’t be silly. Why don’t we get on the train and talk about it. I’ll fill you in on everything.”


  “Everything, what everything?”


  “Later, on the train, after I unpack.” She gave her ticket to one of the redcaps and told them to get her bags on board. She tipped them generously with both money and a dazzling smile. She was dressed in classic Hollywood, meaning expensive and eye-catching. The poor Kansas City redcap battalion would never be the same, Tom felt certain. They probably would have paid her, just for the privilege of toting her matching Gucci leather bags and being in her company.


  As they walked toward the Chief, Lelia slipped her arm around Tom’s. “You know, I’ve never been on a train before. And for the holidays too, it’s kind of nice. Do they have massage services on board? And perhaps a beauty parlor, like they do on cruise ships?”


  “Uh, that would be a no. They do have a checkerboard in each sleeper unit, but you have to bring your own checkers. Oh, and they do have lots and lots of liquor, and let me tell you right now, that’s a wonderful thing.”


  “Well, maybe you can give me one—a massage, I mean. Oh, I brought the naughty teddy,” she added coyly, leaning up against him.


  As they were boarding, Tom saw Eleanor out of the corner of his eye. She was watching them both closely, and for one of the few times in his life he felt totally and completely helpless. They stepped on the Chief, said goodbye to Missouri, and the train slid into the flat farmland of Kansas as the darkness deepened.


  Lelia set up in her sleeper compartment, but not without some complaints as to its lack of spaciousness and queries as to whether there were any rental units with mahogany paneling and possibly access to a private valet. A hopelessly smitten Barry, the sleeping-car attendant, flexed his neck muscles and puffed out his chest and did a few arm curls with her luggage, while regaling the woman with train factoids. However, Lelia remained unimpressed and suitably aloof. She did intimate that if he could somehow scrounge up a proper tea service and provide all meals in her room, she might favor him with a smile now and then and also perhaps show him some calf and the flash of a well-defined thigh. And so off Barry went, determined to accomplish all that she had asked.


  Tom came by her compartment after she’d settled in. “I like what you’ve done with the place,” he said, smiling.


  “Where are you staying?”


  “In the poor person’s sleeper down the road a piece.”


  “Well, you can sleep in here tonight.”


  He sat down on the edge of the turned-down bed. “Look, I have something to tell you. I didn’t think it would be like this—I mean, on the train and all—but I might as well tell you now.”


  She put her hand over his. “I think I know what you’re going to say. That’s the reason I flew all this way.”


  “It is?” How could she have known about Eleanor? “Why are you here?” he asked.


  “After what happened with Erik I was furious with you, I really was. But it was nice too. I mean, your being jealous and all.”


  “Thanks, I’m glad I could do that for you.”


  “Well, I started to think things through. We’ve been together awhile now, and decisions have to be made.”


  “I couldn’t agree with you more.”


  “And I’ve made my decision, and I didn’t want to tell you over the phone and I couldn’t wait until Christmas, because this might change our plans for the holidays.”


  Tom sighed in relief. “I really think we’re on the same page here.”


  She leaned forward and put both hands on his shoulders. “Tom, I want to get married.”


  All he could say was, “To who?”


  “To you, silly, and I think it’s to whom. But you’re the writer.”


  “You want to marry me? You flew all this way to tell me you want to get married? To me?” He rose in his agitation and paced in his anxiety, and the result was that Tom banged his head against the large window like a bird desperately trying to escape confinement.


  “Lelia, this is a long way from seeing each other a few times a year for fun and games. This is for a lifetime, and every day, good times and bad.”


  “Don’t you think I know that?”


  He pointed at her. “Is this some new class you’re taking? Some New Age psychedelic voodoo parapsychology crap?”


  She stood up. “No, this is about me. I’m not getting any younger. My biological clock isn’t just ticking, its alarm is ringing, and I’ve hit the snooze button so many times it doesn’t work anymore.”


  “You’re saying you want to have children?”


  “Yes, don’t you?”


  “You’re asking me if I want children?”


  “Are you deaf? Yes!”


  “How do I know if I want kids? I didn’t know you were going to come and propose tonight. Let a guy catch his breath, will you.”


  She put her arms around him. “I know it’s all of a sudden. But we’re good together, Tom, really good. I’ve got plenty of money and we can do whatever we want. We’ll travel, play, enjoy good times, and then settle down and have a huge family.”


  “Huge? Huge family? How huge?”


  “Well, I’m one of eight.”


  He looked at her petite frame. “You work out six hours a day. Are you saying you’re going to let your body bloat up eight times? Even if we space it out a kid every two years, you’ll be sixty by the time the last bundle of joy pops out, Lelia.”


  “Well, I thought we’d have one the regular way and adopt the rest—you know, all at once. Sort of an instant family.”


  He put a hand through his hair with an impulse to tear most of it out. “I can’t believe this.”


  “What, did you think we were just going to do our little bi-coastal thing until one of us died? That was not a relationship of permanence, Tom.”


  “Agreed. It wasn’t permanent.”


  “I know this is a lot to throw at you. Take your time and think about it. It’s two days to LA. Just think about it, and then let me know.”


  “In two days? You want me to let you know if I want to get married and have eight kids, in two days?”


  “Well, depending on your answer, we’ll have a lot to do, so, yes, promptness would be appreciated.”


  She kissed him on the cheek and took his hands in hers. “Now, what were you going to tell me?”


  He just stared at her open-mouthed, unable to speak, since no words were strong enough to survive the acid eating through his throat. They just melted like snow on a griddle. He turned to leave.


  “Where are you going?”


  He found his voice. “To the bar.”


  “When will you be back?”


  “Two days.”
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  As Tom staggered to the lounge car to find support at the bottom of as many tequila shots as he could fire into his body, the Chief hurtled on to Lawrence, Kansas, primarily known as the home of the University of Kansas. They’d reach that stop at about one-thirty in the morning, followed by Topeka at two, and thereafter in fairly quick succession Newton, Hutchinson, Dodge City, and Garden City, their last stop in Kansas before entering Colorado. La Junta, the site of the marriage, was the second stop in Colorado, and about two hours before the Chief began its assault on the Raton Pass.


  The storm was now fully formed and, driven by fierce upper-level winds, was plowing south, knocking against the immovable frame of the Rocky Mountains. So far the winter in the area had seen above-normal snowfall, and the mountaintops were heavily wreathed in white. The winds kicked some of the fallen snow around, but no serious damage was reported, and while forecasters had their eye on the moving mass of swirling wind and moisture, they had no reason to believe it was any different from countless storms that had come before it.


  The Chief would have to ascend toward the Raton Pass, navigate the half-mile-long tunnel that ran under the pass, and then descend into the station stop at Raton. As soon as the train exited the tunnel, it would leave Colorado and enter New Mexico. There’d also been considerable snowfall here, and the mountaintops were caked with many feet of hardened snow that normally wouldn’t leave until summer, and even then some of the highest peaks would retain their white beard pretty much all year round. It would take a lot to dislodge all those millions of tons of snow.


   


  Eleanor wandered through the train, trying to stop from dissolving into tears. She looked in on Father Kelly, who was sitting in his compartment, fully dressed and reading his Bible. He invited her in, and she sat down next to him.


  “Can’t sleep?” she asked.


  “Well, Max is hosting a bachelor’s party for Steve, and I’m resting up for that. You know, when I had my parish, I worked sixteen hours a day and slept hard for eight hours at night, my mind free from worry because of Him, and because I’d done my best during the day. And now that I’m ‘out of the service,’ so to speak, I don’t work nearly as hard and I don’t seem to require nearly as much sleep. And the train is a soothing place to read and reflect. I spent all my time and consideration on my parishioners’ trouble for all those years, and I guess I didn’t reflect enough on my own. Pretty late in life to arrive at that conclusion, isn’t it?”


  “Better late than never,” she said.


  He said diplomatically, “I saw Tom with that lady. They seemed to know each other very well.”


  “I guess they should. They’re sort of a couple, somehow.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  She looked at the Bible in his lap. “Any advice in there for a broken heart?”


  “There’s help in here for anything that ails you, Eleanor.”


  “I go to Mass regularly, but I haven’t studied the Scriptures as much as I should have. Maybe I should do something about that.”


  He smiled. “Well, better late than never. I’ll be talking to Him later, and I’ll be sure to say a blessing for you. I’ll even make it a double.”


  “I really appreciate that, Father.”


  “They say that during the week of Christmas any miracle is possible. Of course, as a priest I believe that miracles are always possible, but it does seem that around the birthdate of Jesus there’s a more positive energy out there.”


  “That’s a nice thought,” she said unconvincingly.


  “Things might look bad now, but in matters of the heart you’d be surprised how quickly things can change.”


  “Actually, that’s what I’m afraid of.”


  “Where there’s faith, there is no fear.”


  She smiled weakly. “What part of the Bible is that from?”


  He patted her hand. “That one, my dear, is from Father Paul Joseph Kelly. And you can have it at no extra charge.”


   


  Roxanne walked through the lounge car, doing a last check on things, and saw Herrick Higgins still sitting there staring out the window. She sat next to him.


  “Why don’t you get to bed, Herrick? I have a spare bunk in the transition car I fixed up for you.”


  “Thank you, Roxanne. I’ll get to bed shortly.”


  She followed his gaze out the window at the plunging snow. “I put extra food on at KC, just in case.”


  “You’re a wise woman. One can never be too careful.”


  “You getting nervous on me after all these years, Mr. Higgins?”


  He shrugged and smiled. “Maybe I’m inventing worries just so I can feel useful again.”


  She put a hand on his shoulder. “They should never have let you go. When we all heard about it, that was the consensus up and down the line. Some folks work these trains, they don’t care, just drawing down a paycheck, but you’re not like that. People like you put the soul in these big hunks of steel.”


  “And people like you, Roxanne.”


  As the Chief rolled on, she said, “I’ve been doing this a lotta years. I wonder when it’s time to make the last train stop and call it a show.”


  “When and if you do, do it on your terms, Roxanne, not anyone else’s.”


  “Well, there might not even be trains ten years from now. What happens then?”


  He smiled. “Then we tell our grandchildren how wonderful they were to ride.”


   


  Tom was intercepted by Max and Misty before he could reach the lounge car.


  “I need a drink,” he told Max. “I need a drink so unbelievably bad. If I don’t get one I’m not responsible for my actions.”


  Max said, “I’ve got every drink you can think of plus a case of chilled wine in my compartment. Let’s start the bachelor’s party right now. And I decided, why limit it to the guys? So I invited the girls too.”


  “Actually,” said Misty, “I think that was my idea.”


  “How’d you manage all the booze?”


  “He’s Max Powers,” said Misty.


  “I just phoned ahead to Kansas City and said ‘Charge it.’ This isn’t exactly rocket science, kids.”


  “I love it when he calls me a kid,” said Misty. “Makes me feel so young.”


  “We have a wedding tomorrow, and you and Eleanor and the others are playing pivotal roles. So along with the party we have to rehearse too.”


  “I don’t think that’s such a good idea right now, Max,” said Tom.


  “Don’t be silly. Take it from me, I know what I’m talking about. I do this for a living. You have to rehearse or else you’ll screw up. We owe it to Steve and Julie to put on a good show. Now come on, kiddies, Uncle Max always gets his way.”


  The man literally skipped down the corridor, obviously enjoying himself immensely. Misty followed, and that left Tom to trudge miserably after the impish pair.


  Max sent Kristobal out to round up Steve, Julie, Eleanor, Roxanne, and the minister who’d be conducting the service. The latter was tall and trim, with short gray hair, a wise look, and kindly eyes, the perfect image of a man of the cloth. Tom actually would have preferred Father Kelly who was also in attendance. The priest tried to chat with his colleague, but the minister was quite standoffish and Father Kelly finally gave up. Max’s compartment consisted of two rooms arranged as a suite. Tom looked around at the spaciousness. “How’d he manage this?”


  “He’s Max Powers,” said Misty.


  The director took center stage and passed out pieces of paper stapled together. “Okay, here’s the script for tomorrow including each scene—I mean, each part of the wedding.”


  Tom slid over to Kristobal, who was manning the bar that had been set up in one corner. “Got any scotch?” he said.


  “I’m afraid all we have is twenty-five-year-old single-malt Macallan’s. It’s Mr. Powers’s personal favorite.”


  Tom stared at him. “Well, I guess that’ll just have to do, won’t it?”


  “I spent all afternoon typing out those scripts,” said Kristobal. “Max, of course, had a million changes, he always does. The man is brilliant, I have to give him that.”


  Tom sipped his scotch and looked over at Eleanor, who, it seemed to him, was trying mightily not to make eye contact with anyone, particularly him. And who could blame her? She was studiously going over the script while Max barked directions to everyone.


  Tom had just worked up the courage to go over to her when Lelia flounced in and sidled up to him.


  “I understand there’s a bachelor’s party going on that my Mr. Langdon failed to tell me about.” Then Lelia’s gaze fell upon Max Powers. Tom noted that as soon as the director saw Lelia, he tried to hide behind Misty.


  “Max? Max Powers?” said Lelia. “My God, it is you.” Lelia fussed at her hair and tugged at her dress though both were immaculate.


  Max turned back, acted surprised, and then said, “Lelia, is that really you?”


  Tom said, “You know each other?”


  “Oh, it was years ago,” said Max quietly.


  “But it feels like yesterday, Max,” said Lelia. “I auditioned for one of his films, a minor role. It was years ago, but he was already a legend,” she added in an awestruck tone.


  “Now, Lelia,” said Max nervously, “my ego is big enough without your adding to it.”


  She didn’t appear to hear him. “I didn’t get the role. You remember the film, Max?”


  “No, sweetie, I really don’t. I’ve lost so many brain cells since then.”


  “It was Fall of Summer, about a young couple falling in and out of love during a summer holiday.”


  “Right, right, of course.”


  “I never really knew why I didn’t get the part of the girl’s best friend, Bambi Moore.”


  “Obviously, one of my biggest mistakes, Lelia. I made lots of them early on in my career.”


  “Well, you had the decency to take me to dinner one night. Do you remember that?”


  “Of course, dinner. It was lovely.”


  “And dinner stretched to breakfast. I trust you remember that part of the audition.” Lelia hiked her eyebrows and puckered her lips.


  “Let’s break out the booze,” shouted Max, “and get this rehearsal really rolling.”


   


  Max’s considerable skill as a director and obsession over the smallest detail were felt by all that night. Again and again he put them through their paces.


  Finally Tom called for a break, over Max’s protests, which were quickly shouted down by all hands.


  Lelia walked over to Eleanor while Tom looked on in horror at this imminent clash.


  “I understand you’re the maid of honor and Tom is the best man. How fun and convenient for you.”


  “You really think so?” said Eleanor. “Those weren’t the adjectives jumping to my mind.”


  “Tom and I are going to Tahoe for Christmas.”


  “You went from LA to Kansas City and got on a train headed back to LA so you can go to Tahoe for Christmas? That’s quite a circuitous route to take.”


  “Well, I had something very important to ask Tom.”


  “Oh, what was that?”


  “To marry me.”


  Eleanor looked over at Tom furiously, and then Lelia said, “Somebody told me you and Tom once dated. You don’t have hepatitis, do you?” she added with an impish grin at Tom.


  “Excuse me?” said Eleanor.


  “You know, it’s funny, Eleanor… it is Eleanor, isn’t it? Well, it’s funny Tom never once mentioned your name. I guess it wasn’t a very memorable relationship.”


  “Sure he mentioned my name,” said Eleanor. “Probably when you two were in bed together.” Lelia’s mouth dropped so far Tom could see the woman still had her tonsils.


  “So, how’s everyone doing on drinks?” was all he could think to say.


  With one more fierce glance at him, Eleanor said to Lelia, “Don’t worry, honey, you can have him.”


  As Eleanor stormed out Tom raced over, but Lelia grabbed him. “Did you hear what she said to me?”


  Tom stopped and watched as Eleanor disappeared down the hall.


  “Tom, did you hear me?”


  He finally looked at her. “Lelia.”


  “What?”


  “Shut up.”


  Lelia seemed poised to erupt at him, but she simply spun around on her heels and left.


  As Tom’s world was collapsing, Roxanne stood up and said to Max, “Okay, baby, let’s cut to the chase.” She held up her script pages. “This stuff is okay, but I’m gonna need some wiggle room to improvise.”


  “Wiggle room? Improvise?” said Max nervously.


  “Yeah, you know, do some things on the fly, play off the energy of the crowd.”


  “But it’s a wedding, Roxanne. And preparation is the key to any successful project like this. I’ve got all the songs I want you to sing listed and in due sequence.”


  Steve and Julie just looked anxiously at the pair as they squared off.


  “I’ll be prepared, but you can’t cage the wild bird, Max. You got to let the wild bird fly when it wants to, or else it dies.”


  “But—”


  She put a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Look here, baby, you trust me, don’t you?”


  “Well, sure, but—”


  “Then that’s all I need to know.” She turned to Steve and Julie and patted their hands. “Now you two get a good night’s sleep. This train will be rocking tomorrow, in your honor. I promise you one thing, you’re never gonna forget Roxanne Jordan and the Southwest Chief.”


  As people started to trickle away, Tom stood there looking so miserable that Max finally came over to him. “You look like you could use another drink.” Max mixed two cocktails and the men sat down.


  “So, that Roxanne is great, isn’t she?”


  “Yeah, great,” said Tom distractedly.


  Max slapped Tom on the thigh. “Sorry there wasn’t a girl popping out of a cake at the bachelor party. I didn’t think it would be appropriate with the ladies present, and, to tell you the truth, Amtrak probably would have balked at that one.”


  Tom finally focused on the director. “So, you—what—dated Lelia?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t call it dating, actually. It was just the one time, as far as I can remember. My memory is not what it was. Hey, did I hear right? Lelia asked you to marry her?”


  Tom nodded.


  “Man, I guess women do that these days. So does that mean if you divorce she has to pay you alimony?”


  “She won’t have to pay me anything because we’re not getting married.”


  “Look, Tom, I’m not trying to butt in or anything, but Lelia is beautiful, and doesn’t she do some cartoon thing that brings her big bucks?”


  “Cuppy the Magic Beaver, Freddy the Futon, Petey the Pickle.”


  “Right, Cuppy, Petey, that’s good stuff. I think one of my exwife’s step-grandkids used to watch it. Anyway, okay, she’s beautiful, she’s got bucks, and she asked you to marry her. So don’t rush your decision, you might not get another chance. No offense, you’re a good-looking guy and I like you, but you’re not exactly a spring chicken anymore either.”


  “You’re right, she’s rich, she’s beautiful—and I don’t love her, Max.”


  Max sat back against his seat and let out a long sigh. “I’ve done the deed four times now. Who knows—maybe there’s a fifth in the works for me.”


  “And you loved them all?”


  The director leaned forward and his expression grew somber. “Patty was my first wife, married right out of high school. I joined the army, then moved to California. We had four kids. We were dirt poor but she never complained, not once. She could stretch a buck further than anyone I’ve ever met. I broke into the movie business. I was just starting to make it when she died.” Max grew quiet, looked out the window at the passing countryside. “Yeah, I loved Patty with everything I had. I’ll always love Patty. My three exwives?” He shrugged. “I married them, had some good times, divorced them, and that was it. I loved them, in a way. But not like Patty. If she’d lived I’d never have even looked at another woman. I guess there’s something special about your first love. Now I just play the field and I have fun, but I’m not all that proud of it. None of it’s permanent. You know?”


  Tom nodded. “I know.”


  Max looked at Tom. “You ever been married?” Tom nodded again. “Did you love her?”


  “Let’s put it this way: She was no Patty.”


  Max drew closer to Tom and said in a low voice, “Again, I’m not trying to butt in, but can you answer a question for me?”


  “I guess.”


  “Why aren’t you and Eleanor together?”


  “You saw what happened. She just stormed out of here.”


  “Well, you can’t blame her really. Your girlfriend flies in from LA to propose. Now, God knows I’m no expert in affairs of the heart, but that’s not exactly the ideal way to win back the love of your life.”


  “I’ve tried, Max, I’ve really tried.”


  “Well, you know what?”


  Tom looked at him. “What?”


  “If she’s really your Patty, I’d try harder.”
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  Eleanor was back in her compartment about to swallow a sleeping pill of enormous diameter when someone knocked on her door.


  “Go away,” she yelled.


  “Eleanor? It’s me.”


  She looked blank for a moment, trying to identify the voice through the dulled filters of her very overwrought mind.


  “Julie?” She went to the door and opened it, and there stood the young bride-to-be, tears in her eyes. She was holding a long garment bag.


  “What’s the matter? Steve’s parents didn’t call again, did they?”


  Julie shook her head. “And neither did mine.”


  Eleanor looked confused. “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Can I come in for a few minutes?”


  “What? Oh, um, sure.” Eleanor slipped the knockout pill in her pocket. “But it’s late and you have a big day tomorrow. You need to get some rest.”


  The two women sat on the edge of the bed.


  “So your parents didn’t call and you’re sad because…” she coaxed.


  “Well, I suppose a girl envisions her parents being at her wedding. I mean, most brides I’ve known have been control freaks about their wedding, and it’s not like I feel helpless or anything. But, still, you imagine your father giving his little girl away and your mom telling you everything’s going to be okay. And, well, I don’t have any of that.”


  She suddenly burst into tears and sobbed for some time while Eleanor held her tightly. When she finally stopped, Julie wiped her eyes and looked embarrassed.


  “I’m sorry. I’m a grown woman and I should be able to handle this, but I just feel so alone.”


  Eleanor brought her a damp washcloth to wipe her face.


  “You have every right to feel that way, and I guess I’ve been a pretty lousy maid of honor.”


  “Well, you were recruited at the last minute. You don’t even really know me.”


  “It shouldn’t matter. We’re both women. You’re going to be a bride tomorrow. That’s all I should need to know.”


  “Have you even been married?”


  “No,” said Eleanor quietly, “but I’ve thought about it a lot. Imagined every detail of it, down to the finger foods and flower displays. I don’t dream about it as much as I used to, though.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s a simple matter of time. Years go by, the chances of it happening steadily diminish.”


  “Well, all you need is someone who loves you and you love him back.”


  Eleanor smiled when she actually felt like bawling harder than Julie just had. “Yep, that’s all you need.” She touched the garment bag Julie had set on the bed. “What’s this?”


  Julie looked embarrassed again. “It’s my wedding gown. I haven’t tried it on since I bought it. I thought maybe, you know.”


  “What a wonderful idea,” said Eleanor.


  “You sure you don’t mind? Like you said, it’s late and I’m sure you’re tired.”


  “Actually, I was tired, but now I’m not.”


  Eleanor helped Julie into her dress, a simple yet elegant outfit of cream white that fit perfectly. As she was about to place the veil on Julie’s head, Julie took it and put it on Eleanor. The two women stood side by side in front of the full-length mirror.


  “You look beautiful, Julie.”


  “So do you.”


  Julie started laughing hysterically and Eleanor finally joined her.


  Later, as Eleanor was about to pack up the gown and Julie was in the bathroom, Eleanor put the veil back on and held the gown up to her and looked in the mirror.


  “Ellie?”


  She looked over where the door to her compartment had slid open with the curves of the track and the acceleration of the Chief. It was Tom, staring at her. Her arms couldn’t move. She just stood there mutely covered by another woman’s wedding dress.


  “Ellie?” he said again as he stepped through the door.


  At that moment Julie came out of the bathroom and looked at each of them. “Sorry if I interrupted something,” she said.


  Eleanor lowered the gown, took the veil, and carefully packed it all away while Tom watched. She handed the garment bag to Julie, gave her a hug, and said with a smile, “Sleep hard, your whole life changes tomorrow morning. For the better.”


  Julie kissed her on the cheek, turned, and walked past Tom, who still stood there, looking as awkward as he did confused.


  “What do you want, Tom?”


  “You looked really beautiful in the dress, Ellie.”


  “It’s late, shouldn’t you be with Lelia?”


  “I don’t love Lelia!”


  “Well, she seems to love you. I assume you must have shown some affection, or made some comment or promise to her, because I find it hard to believe the woman would have flown all this way to ask you to marry her out of friendship or kindness. Frankly, she doesn’t strike me as the type.”


  “I’m telling you, our relationship was not like that.”


  “Really, so what was it like to make her come all this way?” She folded her arms across her chest and waited expectantly.


  “How do I know why she’d do something like that? She’s nuts.”


  “You’ve been seeing each other how long?”


  Tom sputtered, “About three years. But off and on.”


  “Off and on? Three years?”


  “Yes!”


  “And you expected her to be content with that?”


  He just looked at her blankly.


  Eleanor continued. “So she wanted to make a commitment but you didn’t. You were perfectly happy with popping in, popping out, sharing the good times not the bad, and going your solo way when you felt like it?”


  “It’s not like that, Ellie. I’m not like that anymore.”


  “Sure you’re not. You haven’t changed. Not a bit.”


  “It would be different. With the right woman.”


  Eleanor rubbed her temples. “Listen, we have a wedding to do tomorrow. Someone else’s wedding. I need some sleep.”


  “We can’t leave it like this.”


  “Oh yes we can, and we are.”


  He moved to take her in his arms but she firmly pushed him away. “We’ll do our duty tomorrow, we’ll get to LA, and we’ll go our separate ways. This time for good.”


  “Ellie!”


  “Goodbye, Tom.” She slid the door closed with finality.
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  The dawn broke over the high plains of Colorado near the New Mexico border, but the sun was completely hidden by a vast sky of threatening clouds. The snow lay thickly over the ground, covering the ubiquitous sagebrush. Most folks assembled for an early breakfast, because word had spread rapidly about the upcoming nuptials. As the train neared La Junta, the excitement grew and virtually all the passengers and crew crowded into the lounge car such that there was barely enough room for the wedding procession, which consisted of the bride and groom, and a maid of honor and best man who never once looked at each other. Even though they walked in together arm-in-arm it was as though an invisible force separated them.


  The wedding went off without any major glitches. A group of musicians Max had hired and who’d gotten on early that morning played the traditional “Wedding March” and other tunes. Kristobal filmed the entire event, and Max directed as best he could, with most people on the train not even knowing this was a Max Powers production of sorts. Tom and Eleanor did their respective parts though Tom, for one awkward moment, couldn’t find the ring and then for one even much more awkward moment seemed to be trying to place it on Eleanor’s finger instead of handing it to Steve. Then that was all straightened out and Tom was able to step back and quietly ponder various suicide opportunities that might come his way.


  The bride and groom kissed right as the train stopped at La Junta, and Julie raised her fist in the air and shouted, “Yes!”


  Normally, Pike’s Peak would be clearly visible at the stop, but not even that towering chunk of rock could be seen through the cloud cover. All throughout the ceremony Herrick Higgins had sat quietly in his corner and watched the vicious-looking sky.


  Everyone on board threw rice, and outside the window a group of mostly train personnel from the station did the same, the white kernels disappearing rapidly in the swirling snow.


  At La Junta the Chief also attached the third diesel engine to help it over the pass. As the train pulled out of the station, the crowd lining the track roared in appreciation at the “Just Married” sign that had been hung on the last car of the Chief and the strung tin cans rattling just below the sign. It was an enviable beginning to any marriage.


  Then the party on the train really started, highlighted by the enormous feast Max had also paid for. As people stuffed themselves and the official wedding photographer took photos, Roxanne came sweeping out in a flamboyant costume that was definitely not Amtrak standard issue. She was trailed by the LA Boys’ Center Choir, also dressed in their finest. The crowd grew quiet, the musicians stood ready, and Roxanne and the choir began to sing. It was all a vast yet delicate thing of beauty. They sang classical songs, then the blues, then some hiphop, and next a string of tunes from Nat King Cole to Sinatra. Roxanne followed that up with a solo by urging Steve and Julie to “Think… Think…” and then belted out “Chain of Fools,” doing her best Aretha Franklin impersonation and next the queen of soul’s signature piece, “Respect.” The crowd was so into it by this time that people were standing and shouting out each letter with her: “R-E-S-P-E-C-T!” The woman’s voice was booming, and she was swirling around the floor in intricate dance steps with a grace and litheness that belied her great size. Sweat was streaming down her face and neck, and she seemed truly possessed by something heavenly as she shouted out a series of “Amen”s.


  Max could only sit back and smile. He ceremoniously tore up his script when Roxanne looked over at him, and then she pulled him up with her and they danced together, at which point everyone else joined in. While the Capitol Limited had probably seen such strutting before, this was probably a first for the Southwest Chief.


  Lelia pulled Tom over, but he managed to promptly pull himself away, citing nausea, which wasn’t altogether a falsehood. It had truly been a rough night for him, much of which had been spent in the communal bathroom giving back most of the alcohol he’d drank. Poor, deserted Lelia looked around and spotted Kristobal, who was packing away the video equipment.


  “Care to dance?” she asked the handsome young man. Kristobal looked up and his eyes perceptibly widened at her glamorous figure and attire. “You work for Mr. Powers, don’t you?” Kristobal nodded. “I’m Lelia Gibson.”


  His eyes widened further and he blurted out, “Lelia Gibson, the voice of Cuppy the Magic Beaver?”


  She was taken aback. “Why, yes. You know the show?”


  “Know the show? It was my favorite when I was a kid. My little brother still watches it. And all my nieces and nephews, it’s their number-one program. You’re terrific. I saw you at Mr. Powers’s party last night but I never heard your name. And I only knew you, well, by voice.”


  Lelia looked flustered. “You watched it as a child? My, I have been doing the show a long time, haven’t I?”


  Kristobal dropped all pretense of self-restraint or professional dignity, so overwhelmed was he. “And Sassy Squirrel and Freddy the Futon and Petey the Orange Pickle, they’re all classics. I cried during the episode when Petey was caught in the storm drain and all his color was washed out. The depth of emotion you gave him during that tragic scene. It took me weeks to get over it. Look, I don’t mean to gush, but I just can’t believe you’re on this train. Would it be asking too much for your autograph? My family is just not going to believe this. My little brother is going to freak.”


  “Why, certainly you can have my autograph, um…”


  “Oh, where are my manners? I’m Kristobal Goldman.” He gave her hand an enthusiastic shake that almost lifted petite Lelia right out of her outrageously expensive, open-toed three-inch heels.


  “I tell you what, Kristobal, I’ll autograph anything you want if you’ll dance with me.”


  An astonished Kristobal bowed deeply and off they went.


   


  While everyone was preoccupied at the wedding and party afterward, about twenty more compartments were robbed of various items, from watches and rings to bracelets and even Max’s pair of Bruno Maglis. Once more the thief made a clean getaway, although there was someone lurking in the corridor who might have seen something suspicious. Yet no alarm was given, and the thief quickly melded back into the partygoers. The bag of loot was bulging more than ever, and they still had a day remaining before their scheduled arrival into LA.


  During the night before the wedding the storm had settled over the border between Colorado and New Mexico. Virtually locked in place by a high-pressure system, the clouds were now so heavy with moisture that something had to give; and it did at about three o’clock in the morning, with the Chief still over eight hours away. The gauges used to measure snowfall were filled within an hour; the enormously strong instruments erected to quantify windspeed were toppled in thirty minutes. All commercial flights were instructed to give the area a wide berth and all nearby ski resorts were closed.


  The Raton Pass had endured five winter storms already, and the snow packed on the mountains was kept there by freezing temperatures and the weight of the snow itself. When the current storm finally came crashing down, two things happened: The temperatures actually rose a few degrees, and the new snow fell so heavily and so fast that it didn’t simply settle on top of the snow below, it hit and then slid, with more snow falling and tumbling right behind it. Thus tremendous momentum was built up in a very short time. By seven o’clock conditions were near whiteout. Then at nine-thirty, there was a sudden lull in the storm and the forecasters predicted the system had exhausted itself and would rapidly dissipate, with a change in the prevailing winds now directing the worst of it north and east.


  Someone once said to Mark Twain, upon the occasion of a sudden rain shower, that he hoped the storm would stop, whereupon Twain had replied that the odds were good because it always had. He’d also remarked that weather in general was very accommodating: If one didn’t like what it was doing at any given moment, all one had to do was wait a bit and the weather would change. Twain had never put much stock in weather predicting, no doubt sensibly concluding that the science of foretelling what Mother Nature intended was a sorry one at best and a fool’s gamble at worst.


  Well, some things hadn’t changed, because even with satellites and super Doppler radar and other state-of-the-art devices to help them, the meteorologists following the current storm did what meteorologists often do: They got it wrong. The blizzard had been merely resting. Now millions of tons of Pacific moisture and galelike winds were perfectly posed to add one to the history books.
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  Most of the wedding partygoers had dispersed by now, but Max and Misty, Kristobal and Lelia, and Herrick Higgins were all sitting in the lounge car. Tom and Eleanor had left separately right after Roxanne had finished singing, and they hadn’t been seen since. Roxanne had gone to take care of train business and get the choir settled back down after their hard work. Married now, Steve and Julie had been given an empty double deluxe in which to officially commence their honeymoon with, no doubt, considerable gusto.


  The Chief was now well past Trinidad, Colorado, and had its sights set squarely on the Raton Pass. Everyone watched as the train started its ascent. As the grade grew steeper, and the deep whine of the three engines grew louder, there was a creeping uneasiness among the passengers. The vast amounts of snow being pushed off the track by the lead engine’s plow could be seen at every curve. It was a wonder that the engineer could see at all with all that white flying around.


  Kristobal said, “Uh, what happens if one of the cars comes loose? Do we just go barreling down into the abyss?”


  Higgins replied, “No, the automatic braking system comes on and the car stops. Train technology has come a long way over the years.” He pointed out the window. “We’ll climb to 7,580 feet at the highest point.”


  “That’s pretty high,” said Kristobal.


  “Well, it’s not the highest track elevation in this country. That’s on the California Zephyr past Denver at a little over 9,200 feet. In South America—I forget which country—there’s a train track at an elevation so high they have to give out oxygen to the passengers. We go through a half-mile-long tunnel that runs under the pass, and once we get out of that we’re in New Mexico. We’ll descend down the eastern side of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains and into Raton. Raton’s at an elevation of 6,666 feet, so while the descent is sharp, it’s not really that far.”


  Misty looked stricken, and she grabbed Max’s arm. “Did you say 6,666 feet?”


  Higgins looked at her over the rim of his coffee cup. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Are you sure that’s the elevation? Exactly?”


  “Well, yes, ma’am. They measure those things pretty precisely.”


  “Oh my God!” said Misty.


  “What’s wrong, honey?” asked Max.


  “Don’t you see, 6-6-6-6? It’s the worst possible combination of numbers, it’s even worse than a triple 6.”


  Max turned pale. “You’re right, the mark of the Devil, plus another 6. Totally bad karma.”


  “Is this really a problem?” asked a nervous-looking Kristobal.


  “In my line of business, it doesn’t get much worse,” said Misty emphatically. “Can we stop the train?”


  “Isn’t there a brake rope to pull, like in the movies?” asked Lelia. She was seated next to Kristobal and was anxiously clutching his arm.


  “Uh, no, they don’t have those anymore,” said Higgins. “Now just calm down, it’ll be okay. The Chief runs this route twice a day, east and west.” He checked his watch. “We’ll be entering the tunnel pretty soon.”


  “Is it dark?” Kristobal wanted to know.


  “Well, most tunnels are, son,” replied Higgins judiciously. “But we won’t be in it long. In and out in a blink and then on to Raton and New Mexico.”


   


  Tom eyed the diamond ring in his hand. It had belonged to his mother, and ever since her death he’d carried it with him. In fact, he’d very nearly pulled this ring out and handed it to Steve instead of the one he was supposed to. In turn, that bit of confusion had also led him to start toward Eleanor with the band of gold rather than merely handing it to Steve to place on Julie’s finger. He pocketed the ring, examined himself in the mirror, smoothed down a few stray hairs, adjusted the tie that Kristobal had loaned him for the wedding ceremony, took a long breath, and told himself for the hundredth time that this was what he had to do.


  A few minutes later he knocked on Eleanor’s compartment door. She slid back the curtain, stared at him, then drew the curtain back and he heard the door lock click into place. He rapped on the glass again. “Ellie, I really need to talk to you, right now.”


  “Go away!”


  “I need to ask you something, and I’m going to ask you right now.”


  She flung the door open so hard, metal plunked hard on metal.


  “I thought I’d made myself more than perfectly clear!”


  Tom reached into his pocket for the ring and started to shakily descend to his knees.


   


  The interior of the train was thrown into darkness as the Chief entered the tunnel. The next events happened with terrifying suddenness. All of the snow covering the southern crest of the mountain closest to the train tracks broke loose from the overpowering strength of relentless wind gusts and the tons of new-fallen snow. Officially, the avalanche started at 11:15 Mountain time, and it raced down the mountainside at tremendous speed; it was enough snow that, if it were melted, it would have formed a decent-sized lake of considerable depth. The avalanche hit the slide fences located between the mountain slope and the train tracks, which had been installed there for the very purpose of detecting track intrusions. The impact occurred with such force that it not only flattened the steel fence but also ripped it off its supports and carried it down the mountain.


  This collision sent an automatic red alert to Amtrak Dispatch that, in turn, instantly communicated to the engineer of the Southwest Chief to stop the train dead in its tracks pending further developments.


  The Chief had just emerged from the tunnel under the Raton Pass when the signal was given, and the engineer applied the brakes with the swiftness that the gravity of the situation required. Indeed, he didn’t need the warning by Amtrak Dispatch because he could see the awesome spectacle clearly through his windshield, though it was a considerable distance up the track. So powerful was the tidal wave of snow and rock that it spread out laterally, and a substantial tributary headed dead at the Chief with enough potential lethality to cause the engineer, who’d been running this route for fourteen years, to whisper a quick goodbye to his wife and kids. He’d seen many things during his railroad career but nothing that came close to what was presently bearing down on him and his train. He closed his eyes, because all he could envision happening in the next few seconds was the utter destruction of the Southwest Chief and all those on board.


  As the train lurched to a halt, everyone sensed that this wasn’t a normal stop. When the idling train began to shake as though an earthquake were occurring, they became sure of it. Thankfully, they couldn’t see what the engineer could, but they all heard a growing rumble that was immediately identifiable to several people on board who’d heard such sounds before.


  “It’s an avalanche,” shouted Tom, as he looked out the window.


  Eleanor paled. “My God.”


  He ripped a mattress off the bed, grabbed Eleanor, threw her on the floor, put the mattress on top of her, and then covered the mattress with his body as the train continued to shake and gyrate and the sounds of the mountain’s snowy skin sliding off became deafening.


  Back in the lounge car everyone was under the tables. Some scribbled last will and testaments on napkins, others stumbled through long-forgotten prayers. Max and Misty clung to each other, and Lelia and Kristobal did the same, his long arms wrapped protectively around her.


  Higgins was under the table too, but he was looking out the window still, his worst fears realized with sudden ferocity.


  Miraculously, the enormous sideways thrust of the hurtling snow stopped before it knocked the train off the track. However, when the engineer finally opened his eyes, the only thing he saw was an impenetrable wall of snow.


  He managed to report in to Amtrak and was told that, presumably, a second avalanche on the other side of the tunnel had taken another slide fence with it. A minute or two either early or late and the Chief would be at the bottom of a ravine, not a single person on board having to worry further about the upcoming holiday. Yes, lucky indeed, the engineer was told by Amtrak Dispatch, though he’d seen that for himself. On the other hand, the Chief was now sandwiched in, unable to go either forward or back, and the storm apparently was just getting started.


  The meteorologists had now weighed in with an updated forecast, an accurate one this time. The region was being blasted by a winter storm the likes of which hadn’t been seen in thirty years. The old storm had claimed over six hundred lives, with some people, cut off from every known point of civilization, having died of starvation. They were folks in remote, inaccessible areas, precisely like the one in which the Chief was now idling helplessly.


  Higgins looked to the sky as high winds began to sweep off the mountain and buffet the Chief with such power that the enormously heavy train was rocking back and forth at unsettling angles. In all his years working the rails, he’d never been in a position quite like this. Looking out the left-side window, no one could fail to see that it was a long way down. With the snow continuing to fall, another avalanche couldn’t be ruled out. And the next one just might take the Southwest Chief with it.
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  An hour later Roxanne issued a formal announcement over the train’s PA system, telling people what had happened and what was being done to help the trapped train. The latter was fairly meager, since there wasn’t a whole lot that could be done right now. As she explained, with twin mountains of snow blocking both the way to LA and the rails back to Chicago, the Chief squarely in the middle, and a blizzard hammering the region with high winds and snow, the best that could be done right now was for people to remain calm and in their compartments. It wasn’t an easy instruction to follow, and the corridors were constantly filled with anxious folks seeking more detailed information.


  Herrick Higgins had gone up to speak with the engineer and come back with an even more worried look. Tom and Eleanor had joined Misty and Max in the lounge car, where they alternated between staring out the window at a sheet of white snow, tensing with each slam of wind against the walls of the train, and occasionally peering out at the two-hundred-foot drop off the left side of the train. Lelia had discreetly retired to her compartment with her new compatriot, Kristobal.


  “I knew this was going to happen,” said Misty. “Four sixes, how could it not happen?”


  “Well, I’ve been doing this a long time,” said Higgins, “and it’s never happened before. Train travel is the safest way there is to get around, even safer than a plane if you look at the numbers.”


  “Could there be another avalanche?” asked Misty. “One that hits the train?”


  “It’s Mother Nature,” he replied, “so anything’s possible, but I think with two avalanches already, most of the snow that’s going to come down already did.”


  Tom looked at the old railroader. “So what now? How do they get to us? We can’t exactly wait for the spring thaw.”


  “No, we can’t. But getting to us is a little difficult. The freight company that owns these tracks is a good one, with lots of resources, but with the track blocked by all that snow and the weather the way it is, there’s not much they can do. These are tight quarters here, not a lot of room to maneuver. And there’s really no place for a small plane or helicopter to land, even if the weather settled down.”


  “Well, that’s comforting,” said Max.


  Roxanne came up looking exhausted. She’d been everywhere in the last hour or so, calming passengers, consoling the boys’ choir, making sure that all the things that could still be done on the train to make people more comfortable were done. She sat down and caught her breath.


  “Well, on top of all this, it seems that the crook that hit the Cap got on board the Chief: A bunch of people have reported items missing.”


  Max shook his head. “This is truly amazing.” He and Misty exchanged glances.


  “The good thing,” said Higgins, “is that we added the third engine at La Junta, so we have an extra powerplant to help us through.” Roxanne nodded at this.


  “What do you mean?” asked Max.


  “The electrical power that keeps the lights, heat, et cetera going comes from electrical generators in the engines—generators powered by the diesel-fuel engines. Head-end power, it’s called.”


  “So when we run out of fuel, we run out of electricity,” said Tom.


  “Basically that’s right. But with an extra engine, it gives us more time.”


  “How much more time?” asked Max.


  “Hard to say. We took on extra fuel in Kansas, but the Chief refuels at Albuquerque, about two hundred and fifty miles from here.”


  “And it took a lot of fuel to climb the pass, so the diesel tanks aren’t exactly full,” said Tom. Higgins nodded. “So we could be talking hours here, couldn’t we, before the power goes.”


  “Well, the engineer is doing all he can to conserve fuel.”


  “Can’t we put all the passengers in a few cars and cut off power to the others?” suggested Max.


  “No, the system doesn’t work that way. The engines generate true hotel-like power, and whether they’re heating three cars or ten, it’s the same fuel consumption. Now, when I went up to see the engineer, we did come up with a strategy. He’s alternating among the three locomotives, putting one and then another in standby mode, which is the setting for supplying electrical power while standing still. That balances fuel supply among the units and conserves fuel, because the units not in standby mode are placed in slow idle and fuel burn is minimal.”


  “Why not just turn some of the engines off?” asked Eleanor.


  “Burns too much fuel to get them started again,” said Roxanne.


  Higgins nodded and said, “And the other problem is that trains don’t carry antifreeze in their coolant system because it takes too much water. You have to keep the engines idling to prevent the pipes from freezing. In weather this cold, once you turn off the head-end power and the heat fails, you have less than an hour before the pipes start freezing. Then you have no water for food preparation, drinking, sanitary requirements.”


  “I’m glad we put on extra food in KC,” said Roxanne. “We’ll start rationing right now, because we have no idea how long we’ll be here.” She rose to go back to work. “If I need help, I’m sure I can count on all of you, right?”


  They all nodded back. She smiled bravely and trudged off.


  Four hours later it grew dark. Most people had returned to their compartments and covered themselves with blankets and were now contemplating their possible demise.


  Tom stopped in on Father Kelly, who was reading his Bible. “You know, you might want to lead a service on the train, Father, to lift people’s spirits.”


  The priest said, “But not everyone’s Catholic.”


  Tom looked out the window where the snow was still coming down and the wind was still slamming into them. “I’m not sure it really matters right now.”


  “I’m a little rusty, I’m afraid.”


  “It’s like riding a bike, you never really forget how to do it.”


  Tom found Max and Misty cuddled together in the double deluxe. Misty was still depressed, but Max had regained his jocularity even with his missing pair of Bruno Maglis. “Figure the person who took them needs them more than me.”


  “That’s generous of you,” said Tom.


  “I got way too much stuff as it is. But I have to tell you, with everything that’s happened, this will make a great movie—if I just live through it to actually film it.”


  “Max!” scolded Misty.


  “Always figured I’d go out in some enormous bang of a thing. Never thought it’d be on a train, though.”


  “Thanks, Max, that’s very encouraging,” she said.


  “Aw, come on, Misty, it’s all written in the stars. Tell me, what’s your prediction? What do the cards tell you?”


  “Max, not now.”


  “Are you telling me one little disaster is going to turn you from everything you believe in? That’s pretty wimpy faith.”


  Misty sighed, pulled out her Tarot cards, started shuffling them, and then began laying them out, one at a time. At first she seemed totally uninterested in the process, glancing anxiously out the window with each mighty rumble of wind. But as she kept turning the cards over she started focusing and a deep frown creased her forehead. Finally, she said, “That’s funny.”


  “What is?” asked Tom.


  “Well, apparently we’re going to be rescued.”


  “That’s good news,” said Max. “How?”


  “Well, by something with six legs, that’s how.”


  “Six legs?” said an incredulous Tom.


  “Six again. That makes five sixes. Isn’t that worse than four sixes?” asked Max.


  “No, it says six legs here and rescued. I’ll take it if I can get it,” said Misty.


  Max rose and went to the bar in the corner. “Well, until the six legs come, I need another bourbon. You drinking with us, Tom?”


  “Maybe later, I’ve got things to do.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like finding something with six legs, that’s what.”


   


  The story of the trapped train hit all the national and international news wires and the world awaited further developments. Unfortunately, even with all the manpower and resources of the United States ready to save the train, an uncooperative Mother Nature had different plans. No plane within range could take off in this weather, and even if it could, it had nowhere to land. Choppers were also grounded. Everyone was simply waiting for the weather to clear. And since the train still had fuel, heat, and provisions, the situation, while serious, was not life-threatening and the urgency wasn’t what it might be. Sit tight, they were told, and help would eventually get to them.


  However, back at Amtrak HQ, rescue preparations were at full throttle. Developments were occurring quickly. Communications had been set up with the freight company that owned the track the Chief was sitting on, and the two organizations were jointly mapping out a strategy that would be executed when the weather abated.


  Calls had also gone out around the country for the equipment and the manpower that would undoubtedly be needed to clear the tracks. Folks at Amtrak were dubious that they’d get much of a response, it being so near Christmas. In the all-points message that went out, however, someone had been alert enough to include the fact that Roxanne Jordan and the recently “retired” Herrick Higgins were on board the Chief. Within hours, thousands of calls and e-mails started flowing in from train personnel all over the country volunteering their services and giving up their Christmases to help.


  Amtrak now had the manpower, and the equipment would become available shortly. Yet there was little they could do about the weather, which seemed to just keep getting worse.









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter twenty-nine


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  The darkness grew deeper outside, the only sounds those of the wind and the snow falling against the roof and tinkling against the windows. Rest wasn’t easy for anyone. With every little creak, people did not see images of sugarplum fairies and a fat man and his reindeer but rather envisioned the violent end of their lives.


  There was another problem besides fuel and food running low; thankfully no passenger was aware of it, though the train people and Higgins certainly were. It concerned the snow buildup on the tops of the train cars. The weight was tremendous and while the cars were well built, they had their limits, and tons of snow piling on top severely tested those limits. The wind helped them, since it continually blew the accumulated snow off the cars. Yet the falling snow more than kept pace and quickly replaced the amounts blown away by the wind.


  Most people chose not to eat dinner in the dining car, preferring to stay in their rooms and either snack or not eat at all but rather stare out the window helplessly. That helped with the food-supply burn rate, but at some point people would have to eat, and the Chief only had food for about another day or so. Roxanne had sent a team of men out to check under the train cars for freezing pipes. There were none as yet, they reported back. The men had been dressed in layers of clothing, yet when they came back in from such a short period outside, they were covered with snow and shivering uncontrollably.


  The fuel problem was even worse. Higgins explained the situation to Tom and Eleanor as they quietly ate their dinner in the dining car. “Once the fuel runs out, we have lots of problems that will rapidly get worse. No water, pipes bursting, no heat.”


  “And if we do run out of fuel, even if they reach us, how can the train move? It’s not like the air force where they can refuel a plane in the air,” said Tom.


  “Well, they’ll attach engines with full tanks to the Chief and pull her along. But, like you said, they have to get to us first. I went up into the lead engine, and I saw how much snow is piled across the tracks up ahead, and it’s a lot. It’ll take a while to clear that.”


  “So maybe instead of waiting for help to get to us, we need to get to help.”


  “Where?” asked Eleanor. “Look around, Tom, we’re in the middle of nowhere.”


  “Any ideas on that score, Herrick?” asked Tom. “You probably know the Amtrak route system as well as anyone.”


  Higgins thought about this for a bit. “Well, there’s actually an interstate highway, I-25, that runs parallel to the pass between Raton and Trinidad and then veers north to Denver.”


  “A highway, that’s something,” said Tom. “We get to a car, that car gets us to help.”


  “Only they shut it down because of the storm,” said Higgins.


  “Okay, what else?”


  The veteran railroad man thought a bit more and then finally shook his head. “No, that wouldn’t work.”


  “What, say it.”


  “It wouldn’t work,” he insisted.


  “Herrick, right now, I’d take the craziest idea you have. Maybe we can make it work.”


  Higgins shrugged and hunched forward. “There’s a resort near here, in the mountains. It’s a ski resort in the winter and then a dude ranch in the summer called the Dingo. It’s only been in business a few years, but it’s a big place, very well equipped and organized with lots of manpower. I went there a few times with my sons and their families and met the owners, a couple of transplanted Aussies who made a fortune on Wall Street and headed west for fun and something different. Problem is, you have to travel over some pretty rough terrain to get there, maybe a four-hour hike. It can be done by people in good physical shape in fair weather, but it would be impossible on foot in this storm.”


  Tom stared at him. “But not on skis.”


  “You have skis?” asked Higgins.


  “I was going to Tahoe for Christmas. I’ve also got every conceivable sort of outerwear, boots, gloves, flares, compass, helmet light, you name it.”


  “It’s really rough terrain, Tom.”


  “I’ve skied just about everything there is, Herrick, in all sorts of conditions. All I need from you is what direction and anything else you can tell me about the lay of the land.”


  “Do you really think you can manage it?” asked Higgins.


  “I can promise you my best shot, that’s all. And what do we have to lose?”


  “How about your life?” Eleanor said.


  “Well, it’s my life, isn’t it? It’s not like I’ve got anyone to mourn me.”


  On that, Eleanor got up and left.


  Higgins quickly gathered together the conductor, Roxanne, and the train engineer in the dining car with Tom to discuss it further. Neither the engineer nor the conductor liked the plan at all.


  The conductor said, “He’s a passenger. And while I appreciate the offer, Tom, I really do, if anything happens to you it’ll be my responsibility. I can’t let you go. We just need to sit tight and help will come.”


  “Can you get Amtrak Central on the communications phone? Or maybe we can contact the owners at the Dingo and they can send someone here,” Higgins said to the engineer.


  The man shook his head. “The storms disrupted the signals. My last call in to Central was hours ago. Haven’t been able to get them on the horn since.”


  Roxanne added, “We’ve even tried all the cell phones on the train, and nobody’s got any signal strength. We can’t reach Central, the resort, or anybody else. Might as well be in the Stone Age.”


  “Look,” said Tom, “I’m not going to just sit here and let this storm devour us. I’ll sign any waiver you want, absolving you of all liability in case something happens to me. I had to sign one when I was reporting overseas. I’m a big boy, I’m used to taking care of myself.”


  “It’s not just that, Tom,” said Roxanne. “We don’t want anything to happen to you, honey. It’s not exactly a walk in the park outside right now.”


  “I’ve been in worse conditions, Roxanne, trust me.” He gazed at each of them. “Just let me try. That’s all I ask. If I can’t get through, I’ll come back, simple as that.”


  They all looked at each other, and finally the conductor and the engineer slowly nodded. “Okay.”


  Tom went to the baggage car with Roxanne and retrieved his ski equipment. Back at his compartment he was readying things when he felt someone behind him. It was Eleanor.


  “I’m just getting ready,” he said quietly.


  “I see.” She just stood there.


  “Is there something you want? I’m kind of busy here.”


  “I don’t want you to go.”


  “Okay, stop right there. I’m going.”


  “I guess you think you’re going to save the train and everybody on it.”


  He looked up sharply. “Yeah, that’s the general plan. No need to thank me for being a hero.”


  She came forward and perched on the edge of the seat. “Don’t you think you might be running away instead?”


  “I’m going out in a blizzard and risking my life to get help and you’re calling me a coward. Thanks a hell of a lot.”


  Eleanor didn’t shrink from this verbal attack.


  “Do you really want to know why I left you in Tel Aviv? Maybe you should hear it, since you might not be coming back.”


  He looked at her a long moment and then he sat down too. “Well, I have to say your timing is as bad as mine but, sure, lay it on me.”


  She took a moment to compose herself and then said, “You’re a loner, Tom, and that’s how you like it. You’re responsible for yourself only, no one else.”


  He started to erupt, but she froze him with a look.


  “I’ve been waiting years to say this, and I’m going to say it and you’re going to listen.” She paused and continued, “I loved you, Tom, with everything I had. I loved you. You had me totally and completely.”


  “Had you, past tense.”


  “Don’t you realize that just while we were together you were kidnapped once, imprisoned, and almost killed three times? You kept taking those crazy risks for the next story and you never thought about what that was doing to me. Every time you went out the door I didn’t know if you were coming back. Didn’t you notice I was doing less and less reporting and more and more worrying? I just wanted to go home. I wanted one place where you and I could stay and be together. I didn’t want to get on another plane. I didn’t want to watch you go on another assignment wondering if I’d ever see you again. After all those years of wandering I wanted a white picket fence, a backyard garden, and a husband who left at nine and came home at five. Only you never asked. I guess the wandering was more important to you than I was.”


  “You gave me an ultimatum, Ellie. You gave me a few minutes to make a life-altering decision.”


  “No, I didn’t. I’d been asking you for years, you just didn’t want to hear it. When I came back that morning and told you I wanted to leave, it wasn’t spontaneous. It took me weeks to work up the nerve. I went out for a walk to finally gather the courage. Well, I got my answer.”


  She rose to leave. “Now, you can get on your skis and go and try and rescue the train. Off on another adventure, all by yourself. I hope you’ll be safe and I hope you write a great story based on it. But don’t think that you’re doing it for anyone other than yourself.”


  She left. Tom sat there, staring after her, his hand in his pocket, idly fingering the ring.
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  The dining car was full of hungry passengers for breakfast, and Roxanne watched worriedly as the supplies in the kitchen dwindled rapidly. The food in the lounge car had been exhausted the night before and tempers were already starting to flare, keeping her busy as she put out each fire using all the good humor and diplomacy she could muster. There were a number of infants on board, and as diapers and milk started running low too, their cries, which ran the length and breadth of the train, put everyone further on edge.


  Father Kelly finally found the courage to hold a prayer service in the lounge car, and it was well attended by all faiths and denominations, even a few agnostics who were looking for solace. The priest was a little rusty and stumbled at times, but his effort was sincere and people came up to him afterward and thanked him for lifting their spirits.


  He confided to Agnes Joe, who’d helped him during the service, that it was the best he’d felt in years, and it actually made him reconsider his retirement.


  When Higgins wasn’t consulting with the train crew on how best to conserve fuel and power, he went out into the storm and personally checked under the cars for evidence of freezing pipes. When he came back in it was lunchtime, and over several cups of coffee he regaled the dining-car patrons with stories of the Wild West starring Jesse and Frank James, Billy the Kid, and other desperadoes. Not only the children but adults listened to these tales with wide-eyed awe. He also told the story of legendary Pullman porter John Blair, who practically single-handedly saved an entire trainload of passengers caught in a forest fire in Minnesota in the late 1800s. “They were in pretty desperate circumstances,” said Higgins, “because there’s nothing worse than fire. You put fire up against snow”—he motioned out the window—“and I’ll take snow every time. May not seem like it, but we’re pretty lucky on that score.”


  Roxanne smiled in appreciation of the point Higgins was making and poured him another cup of coffee.


  Agnes Joe had been staring out the window of the dining car for quite some time. When Roxanne asked her what she was looking at, the woman pointed at something that Roxanne had to squint to see through the falling snow.


  “It’s Christmas Eve, you know,” said Agnes Joe.


  Roxanne nodded. “You’re right, honey, and when you’re right, you’re right.”


  A bit later Eleanor came into the car and joined Agnes Joe and Roxanne. They were looking out the window, and Eleanor followed their gaze. Two men, heavily clothed, were struggling to bring something covered in a tarp into the train.


  “What’s going on?” asked Eleanor.


  “You’ll see,” said Roxanne.


  As the first man came back on board, hefting his end of the load, she saw that it was Barry, the sleeping-car attendant. The tarp had fallen off the object he was carrying, and Eleanor saw that it was a stunted pine tree that had been growing on one of the slopes. Most of the snow had been shaken off outside, but hard clumps still clung to its branches and the pine’s skinny trunk. As the second man climbed aboard, his hood fell away and she gasped, for it was Tom.


  “Christmas deserves a Christmas tree,” he explained. “Actually, it was Agnes Joe’s idea.”


  They set it up in the lounge car on a hastily fashioned base, and children came and decorated it with anything they wanted. After an hour’s time, the little pine was truly beautiful—or at the very least interesting—having been strung with everything from fake jewelry to bubblegum baseball cards hung with rubber bands to plastic action figures to a long strand of tinsel that a woman had brought with her for a family Christmas in Albuquerque. Several of the children made a big star from paper and glue, colored it a shiny silver, and hoisted it on top of the tree, which was an easy enough thing to do, since the tree was only about four feet high. Yet to the folks trapped on the Chief, it was a thing of breathtaking beauty, bubblegum cards, action figures and all.


  Tom had sat with a hot cup of coffee and watched as the fabulous holiday tree overcame its modest origins.


  “It’s beautiful.”


  He looked up. Eleanor was gazing at the tree and then glancing at him.


  He nervously fingered his coffee. “Well, takes people’s minds off things. And it’s nice to hear a kid laugh right now.”


  “Mind if I sit down?”


  He motioned to the empty seat.


  “I thought you’d be gone by now,” she said.


  “Yeah, well, sometimes plans, if not people, change.”


  “How have your plans changed?”


  “I decided not to go. I decided to stick it out here. One for all and all for one.”


  She sat back. “I have to say, I’m surprised. I didn’t think anything I could possibly say…” Her voice tapered off.


  He finished for her: “Could get through my thick head?” He smiled weakly. “Look, Ellie, I just decided that it would be better to stay here and help. By the time I got to the ski resort, if I got to it, the storm would probably be over and the cavalry arrived.” He paused and then added, “And if not, well, then better to be here too.” Their eyes locked for a long moment, and then he abruptly stood up.


  “Where are you going?” she asked.


  “I’ve got some things to take care of. Long overdue.”


  A few minutes later Tom stopped in to tell Lelia his decision on marriage was a no. “I really like you and care about you, but I’m not going to marry you and have eight kids. I hope you understand.”


  She didn’t look like she understood at all. Tears streamed down her face, and she clutched at his arm.


  “Isn’t there anything I can say or do to change your mind? We seem so right for each other.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t love you, Lelia. And I’m pretty sure if you think about it enough, you’re going to see that you don’t love me either.”


  “It’s just that we’ve been together for so long.”


  “Complacency doesn’t equal love.”


  She sniffed into her handkerchief and said in a trembling voice, “I don’t know, maybe you’re right.”


  At that moment Kristobal emerged from her bathroom and looked at them both.


  “Kristobal?” Tom said, clearly surprised.


  “Am I interrupting something?” the young man asked.


  “No,” said Tom, as he shot a stern glance at snuffling Lelia, “but apparently I am.”


  She looked at him innocently. “He’s been helping me through these trying times. And he gives a wonderful pedicure and back massage.”


  “I’m sure he does.” He looked at Kristobal. “Ciao.”


  Tom left and walked down the hall more relieved than he’d been in a long time, now that Cuppy the Magic Beaver was no longer bearing down on him. In a way he felt sorry for Kristobal, but he was a big boy.


  One positive if surprising event had occurred. All the items that had been stolen on the Chief—and many of the items that had been taken during the trip on the Capitol Limited—had been returned to their rightful owners. No one had seen anything, and no one could explain why the thief had experienced such a dramatic change of heart. Roxanne and Father Kelly simply put it down as a Christmas miracle.


  After dinner, which was served with red and white garnishes in honor of the holiday, everyone was asked to gather in the lounge car. As people arrived, they were surprised to see that a mock stage of sorts had been set up at one end of the car. Max served as the master of ceremonies, whipping the crowd into a mass of expectation before pointing at the stage and calling out, “Do I hear something? Do I hear a special something coming?”


  All attention was riveted on the stage when a puppet appeared there and a child screamed out excitedly, “It’s Cuppy the Magic Beaver!” And then another little boy called out, “And there’s Petey the Pickle!” And then Sassy Squirrel and Freddy the Futon joined their famous friends onstage, and the good times began.


  Working the hand puppets from behind the stage were Lelia and Kristobal. Lelia always carried the puppet characters with her in case she ran into any children; she often gave them as gifts. She did all the voices perfectly, switching from a piece of furniture to a pickle to a woodland creature with the smoothness of a true professional.


  During a break in the proceedings, Kristobal whispered to her, “I’ve never been more honored in my life.” They shared a kiss offstage while Sassy and Cuppy were bopping each other in the head onstage as all the children and even the adults roared with laughter.


  Santa arrived precisely on schedule, played by burly Barry wearing a proper Santa suit, which was kept on the Chief for just such occasions. The role of Santa was so popular, in fact, that Amtrak employees routinely fought, gambled, bribed, and lobbied during the year to play the lead role each Christmas. Gifts were dutifully handed out by Santa’s elves, played by Tom, Eleanor, Max, and Misty. The passengers contributed the gifts from gift-wrapped presents they’d brought with them. Everyone participated with good grace and humor, and the children were happy and laughing, which relieved the adults’ tension immensely.


  Father Kelly, again with Agnes Joe’s aid, led them all in prayer and a Christmas Mass of sorts. The minister who’d married Steve and Julie had been asked to participate, but he had refused and stayed in his compartment. Steve and Julie were not seen much. Apparently they were not allowing even an avalanche to put a damper on their honeymoon, and who could blame them.


  The boys’ choir sang Christmas carols with Roxanne, and everyone joined them, giving it their best. On this occasion, it seemed that everyone’s voice possessed a sweet melody. As the night deepened and little mouths started yawning with increasing frequency, folks said their goodnights and strangers slapped each other on the back, declaring it a very fine Christmas Eve. Then they went off to sleep.


  Eleanor and Tom went with Roxanne to settle the choir down. They were about to leave when one of the boys called out to her.


  She sat next to the little boy, whose name was Oliver.


  “What’s up?” asked Roxanne, as Tom and Eleanor stood next to her.


  Oliver’s eyes seemed as big as his whole body. He had a voice that could charm and delight the meanest soul on the planet, and he was usually a happy-go-lucky sort, but now he looked worried.


  “Patrick said there’s no God.”


  Roxanne gasped. “What? Patrick, you get yourself over here, boy.”


  Patrick came up in his striped pajamas and glasses. He was one of the older boys, tall and lean, with a very confident manner. He read constantly and was gifted academically.


  Roxanne towered over him and put her hands on her substantial hips. “Explain yourself. Why’d you tell him that?”


  All the other boys poked their heads over their seats to watch and listen. Tom and Eleanor exchanged glances.


  “It’s a simple process of elimination, an evolutionary cycle, really.” He adjusted his glasses, as though a very youthful professor addressing his class.


  “Come again?”


  “Well, first there was the Tooth Fairy. You lose a tooth, you put it under your pillow, and the next morning the tooth is gone and there’s money in its place. Most kids discover that’s a myth when they’re five or so, although I of course learned it much earlier.”


  “You’re ten now, Patrick,” said his brother Tony, “and you still put your teeth under the pillow.”


  “That’s because I want the money, Tony, not because I still believe.” Patrick turned back to Roxanne. “And then you had the Easter Bunny, another falsehood that’s discovered perhaps around age seven. Next up is Santa Claus. That fellow who played him tonight, for example: Wasn’t that one of the train—”


  Roxanne eyed the younger children, who looked ready to cry at what Patrick was about to say. “Let’s move on, Patrick,” she interrupted, “and let’s get right to God.”


  “Very well. If there was a god of good, then why would he let something like this happen? We’re supposed to be home right now, spending Christmas with our families. Instead, here we are in the middle of a snowstorm running low on fuel and food. How could a god, if he existed, allow such a thing?”


  Despite his confident presentation, Roxanne sensed that Patrick was as scared as the rest of them, and was really hoping she’d explain why there was a god rather than agree with him there wasn’t.


  She sat Patrick down next to her and cradled Oliver on her lap. “Now, the problem with your reasoning is that you’re assuming our being stuck here is a bad thing.”


  Patrick adjusted his glasses. “Well, isn’t it?”


  “Not wholly, no. Let’s consider it. Let’s look at the facts. What happened tonight?”


  “The snow fell harder, and the kitchen ran out of food.”


  “Besides that.”


  Oliver spoke up: “We celebrated Christmas Eve and opened presents. That’s a good thing.”


  “We could have done that with our own families,” countered Patrick.


  “True,” said Roxanne, “but would your families be scared and hungry, and would they be in a strange place with people they don’t know?”


  The boy thought about this. “Well, no.”


  “But the passengers on this train are, right? They really don’t want to be here because this isn’t their home, right, they want to be with loved ones, family?”


  “Right,” said Oliver enthusiastically.


  “But that’s my point exactly,” said Patrick.


  “No, if I remember correctly, your point was how can there be a god if such a bad thing could happen. And I’m questioning whether it’s a bad thing at all to have a bunch of people who don’t know each other, who’re scared and hungry and wanting to be anyplace but here for Christmas, spend the evening together and have so much fun that they’re laughing and singing along and giving away presents they’d gotten for their own family to people they don’t even know.”


  She looked at Tom and Eleanor. “You two had a good time tonight, didn’t you?”


  Eleanor smiled at the children. “It was one of the best Christmas Eves of my life.”


  “Well, I guess you have a point there,” conceded Patrick.


  Tom added, “Maybe God made sure you’d be on this train so that you could sing and make scared people forget about their troubles for a while by listening to some beautiful music.”


  “That’s another good point,” said Oliver excitedly.


  “Yes, it is,” agreed Patrick.


  “You see,” said Roxanne, as she tucked Oliver in and then led Patrick back to his seat, “it’s often said that God works in mysterious ways. You have to really think about what He’s trying to do. You can’t be lazy and believe in God; He doesn’t make it that easy. It takes spirit and faith and passion to really believe. Like most things worthwhile in life, you get back what you put into it. Only with faith, you get back a lot more.”


  She helped Patrick back into bed and covered him up.


  “Any other questions?” she asked.


  Oliver raised his hand. “Just one, Miss Roxanne.”


  “All right, what is it?”


  “Can you take me to the bathroom?”


   


  Later that night, Tom and Eleanor stood side by side staring out the window at the snow.


  “Well,” said Tom, “it’s almost Christmas, and I don’t hear anything stirring, not even a mouse.”


  “Right now I’ll take a FEMA rescue team over old Saint Nick and his reindeer pitter-pattering on the roof.”


  “Where’s your adventurous spirit, your romanticism?”


  “I used it all up, with you,” she shot back. She touched him on the arm. “Why didn’t you go? The truth now.”


  “I forgot to oil my skis.”


  “I’m serious, Tom.”


  He looked at her. “Ellie, I told myself that I came on this trip to fulfill my dad’s wishes. But I really did it because there’s a huge hole in my life and I had no idea how to fill it. It’s been there for a long time actually. And writing for Ladies’ Home Journal wasn’t plugging it.” He struggled. “But the reason I didn’t go out there,” he continued, pointing out the window, “is because of what you said. You know, all these years I believed you’d walked out on me, that you had abandoned me. I never really saw that it was actually the other way around.” He paused. “I’m sorry, Ellie, I really am.”


  She slowly reached out and took his hand in hers.


  He looked around puzzled. “You know, I wasn’t kidding. It really is quiet. Too quiet.”


  They couldn’t have known, but earlier the last drop of fuel on the last diesel engine had been used up. And while they were standing there the backup battery-powered lights ran out of juice too. The Southwest Chief finally fell silent and dark.


  And then the quiet was shattered by a rumbling sound, and the Chief started to shake and screams erupted from the coaches. Tom and Eleanor looked at each other.


  “My God,” she said, “it’s another avalanche!”









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter thirty-one


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  If there was such a thing as controlled chaos, it was taking place on the Southwest Chief. The current crisis was the imminent threat of another avalanche that would sweep the Chief into oblivion. The plunging snow had hit the right side of the train and piled so high that one couldn’t see out the windows anymore. The crushing weight of the snow against the Chief was actually starting to tilt it. The plan in response was simple: total evacuation of the train, which, under the circumstances, was far easier said than done. Yet 341 passengers made their way from car to car, until they reached the last coach car, while Amtrak personnel counted and recounted heads and searched every nook and cranny on the train so no one would be left behind.


  Covered by blankets, umbrellas, and any other device that could be used against the storm, the long line of people, guided by flashlights and battery-operated lanterns, trekked the short distance to the tunnel. Elderly and disabled passengers and the very young were carried or otherwise assisted. The Christmas spirit must have spread its magic, because stranger helped stranger, the physically fit assisted the disabled. No one complained or fretted about his or her place in line or duties assigned.


  Flashlights, lanterns, water, blankets, pillows, first-aid kits, whatever food was left, and any article that could conceivably come in handy was carried off the train. The only complaint came from the engineer, who blamed himself for not backing the train into the tunnel while he still had fuel, and now he didn’t want to leave his post. After Roxanne and Higgins spoke to him, the latter explaining that they hadn’t thought to back up the train either, that the snow buildup in the rear of the train might have prohibited that maneuver anyway, and, last, that he could watch the Chief from the end of the tunnel, the engineer, whose name was Ralph Perkins, finally agreed to leave his chair at the helm. Higgins left unspoken the fact that the engineer might watch his beloved train hurtle down into the ravine at the front of a tsunami of sliding snow.


  Tom, Eleanor, Max, Misty, Kristobal, Father Kelly, and Agnes Joe worked as hard as the crew in pushing, pulling, carrying, assisting, cajoling, and hauling until all were safely ensconced in the massive tunnel. Agnes Joe proved herself particularly adept at crowd control and managing people, and she also had considerable strength in her frame, which she exhibited numerous times during the evacuation.


  Tom thought to break out his skis and gear, and Eleanor borrowed a pair from a female passenger who also planned to holiday at Tahoe. Together the two ferried a large quantity of supplies over the packed snow with relative speed.


  Camp was set up in the tunnel. Tom went around and surveyed the situation. The lighting was very poor, the food levels low, the blankets too few. The worst problem, though, was the cold. With temperatures in the teens, the burden of less oxygen at their elevation, and the tunnel acting as a funnel for the tremendous winds, it was clear that neither the elderly nor the very young passengers could survive here long.


  As Tom contemplated all this, the conclusion became inevitable. He went over to the conductor, engineer, and Roxanne and spoke with them quietly but intensely.


  Eleanor, who was finishing helping folks settle down, glanced up and saw the meeting taking place. She joined them in time to hear Roxanne say, “You don’t have to do this, Tom, but I love you for it.”


  “I’m going with you.”


  They all turned and looked at Eleanor.


  “No, you’re not,” said Tom.


  Eleanor looked at the others. “I taught him everything he knows about skiing.”


  “Eleanor, I can’t let you go with me.”


  “I’m not asking for your permission. If you want to travel solo, fine; I’ll have some coffee waiting at the resort for you when you finally show up.”


  Roxanne hiked her eyebrows. “I think you’d be a lot smarter teaming up with this woman than trying to go it alone.”


  Tom looked at each of them and finally his gaze settled on Eleanor. “One more job together?”


  “Let’s go.”


   


  As Eleanor was getting ready, Max came over to her and sat down. “I hear you’re going to ski to the rescue with Langdon.”


  “Well, we’re going to try.”


  “It’s dangerous out there, Eleanor. Are you sure about this?”


  “More sure than I’ve been about anything in a long time.”


  “Tom’s a big strong guy, he can get it done by himself. I mean, he even told me about once carrying somebody up a mountain with mortar fire hitting all around.”


  Eleanor stopped packing and looked at him. “The person he was carrying was me, Max.”


  Max stared at her for a few moments and then said very quietly, with none of his usual bravado, “I just don’t want to lose you, Eleanor.”


  She sat next to him and they hugged. “I’ll be back, if for no other reason than to write this script and win an Oscar.”


  “You really love this guy, don’t you?”


  “Do you believe in second chances, Max?”


  “I guess I should: I’ve had more than my share of them.”


  “Well, I never did, until now. And I’m not going to waste this one. I doubt I’ll get another.”


  After saying their goodbyes, Tom and Eleanor, packed with gear, headed northeast back through the tunnel. From memory, Higgins had put together for them a rough map of the area and directions to the Dingo. Tom carried the map in his pocket wrapped in plastic. They’d go through the tunnel, start up a crevice in the mountain, and from there work their way north and west toward the resort. With any luck, soon they’d be drinking hot coffee in front of a roaring fire. The air was frigid and very thin at this altitude, and soon Tom and Eleanor were both breathing hard. The tunnel was completely dark, so they had snapped on their battery-powered helmet lights. They had to carry their skis because there wasn’t any snow to use them on inside the tunnel.


  “At least we don’t have to worry about a train coming through,” said Tom.


  “And here I was thinking our luck was all bad.”


  As they walked the half-mile to the other end of the tunnel, their hands reached out and gripped firmly. At the end of the tunnel they strapped on their skis.


  “You ready?” Tom asked. Eleanor nodded.


  They stepped out into the blizzard, managed to find the crevice in the near whiteout conditions, and headed up, each thrust of the ski poles arduous with the ascent. In a very few minutes, they’d completely disappeared into the storm’s dangerous embrace.


  They pushed through the wind and walls of snow. Their bodies were caked with ice, their limbs growing increasingly numb. They constantly changed direction as Tom recalculated where they were. He had a compass, but he wasn’t entirely confident that the instrument was telling him the truth. And trying to find a resort, albeit a large one, in the middle of a snowstorm on top of a mountain was a little more difficult than he’d thought. Yet they plunged on.


   


  Tom and Eleanor navigated numerous steep ascents, often having to wedge their limbs and ski poles against the rocky sides to lever themselves on. In some cases they had to take off their skis and, roped together, simply climb. After clearing all these obstacles, they reached a straightaway of flatland and made good time on their skis, despite heading directly into a wind that seemed to increase with each push of their poles.


  The first disaster occurred when Tom broke through a thin patch of ice and fell about ten feet into a hole. With Eleanor tugging on a rope she tossed down to him, he was able to climb out. But he’d lost his cell phone, and, even more devastating, the compass was damaged.


  They contemplated going back, assuming they could find the way back, but then decided to keep going. Tom had a good idea, he thought, of the direction, and had picked out some landmarks to help him maintain the correct course. Of course, with the snow blowing from every angle, and things being covered and then uncovered because of the shifting powder, landmarks weren’t all that reliable.


  Every step, every slope, every climb was made a hundred times more difficult because of the inclemency, and they kept having to stop, turn away from the wind, or find a crevice in the rock to catch their breath. Both their chests burned, and their state-of-the-art clothing was barely holding its own against the numbing conditions.


  They found a decently protected area and ate a simple meal, although the water they’d brought was mostly ice. They rested for a while and then hit the trails again.


  When it started to grow dark, Eleanor said, “I’m not sure I want to be stumbling around at night on skis. Maybe we should make camp around here.”


  “Good idea. We can’t be that far from the resort.” At least he hoped they weren’t. For all he really knew, they were ten feet from the train.


  They pitched their tent, and Tom got a small fire going using canned sterno. They used it to cook a quick dinner and also to thaw their water. They ate and then settled back close together under blankets to conserve heat and watched the snow pile up around them outside the tent.


  The storm seemed to weaken and it grew quiet. They could now talk without having to shout.


  “Just so you know, I told Lelia no. She took it very well.”


  “I’m surprised.”


  “So was I, until I learned why. Lelia has a new beau.”


  “What? Who?”


  “Kristobal.”


  “Kristobal! You’ve got to be joking.”


  “I’m sure they’ll be very happy together. Lelia can come up with another cartoon character based on a boa and call it Kris the Stick.”


  They grew quiet and snuggled closer.


  “Have to conserve body heat,” explained Tom.


  “Absolutely.” She sighed and then said, “Look, if we don’t make it back—”


  He put a hand to her mouth. “Let’s try to think positively. Misty would probably call it a purple aura of power or something.”


  She gripped his hand with hers. “If we don’t make it back, I want you to know something.”


  His expression grew serious. “What?”


  “I never stopped loving you. Not after all these years.”


  He put his arm around her. “We’ll make it back.”


  As Eleanor shivered, Tom wrapped his arms around her, trying to transfer his body heat.


  “Who would have thought we’d find each other after all this time and end up on a mountain in the middle of a blizzard?” she said.


  “Hey, if it was easy, anybody could do it.” He tried to laugh, but his mouth couldn’t quite make the effort.


  He remembered what day it was.


  “Eleanor?”


  She looked up at him. “What happened to Ellie?”


  “Eleanor,” he said, “Merry Christmas.”


  She managed to smile. “Merry Christmas.”


  He dug something out of a zippered pocket in his tunic. “I know this is the lousiest timing in the world, but like I said before, I am the king of bad timing.” He rose, then went down on one knee and carefully put the ring on her finger.


  She looked at him, her lips parted, her eyes wide in amazement at what was happening.


  “I realize it’s been a long time in coming—way too long, in fact. But you’re the only woman I’ve ever loved and I’ll do all I can to make you happy. Will you take me with all my faults, weaknesses, idiosyncrasies, pigheadedness, and outright stupidity?” He paused, drew a long, even breath, and said, “Will you marry me, Eleanor?”


  She began to cry, right after she said yes.


   


  As soon as they had finished sharing an official engagement kiss, the tent blew away and a load of snow fell directly on them, nearly burying them alive. Tom fought through the layers of snow and pulled Eleanor out.


  “We have to find shelter,” he shouted over the wind.


  Now that they were officially engaged, Tom was going to do everything he could to make sure the ceremony actually took place.


  They struggled on, Eleanor growing weaker by the minute, so weak in fact that she could no longer walk unaided. Tom half-carried her along for another quarter-mile or so until his strength finally gave out too. He laid her down, took off his outer jacket, and covered her with it. Then he surveyed his dismal surroundings. They were in a flat plain, as far as he could tell, with the silhouettes of high peaks all around. That was all he could judge, since the snowfall made it impossible to see anything more. He said one final prayer, and then lay down on top of Eleanor, using his big body to block the snow. He sought out her gloved hand and held it tightly. The memory of his waiting in vain for his mother to pick up the photograph in the hospital came back to him, and he marshaled all his mental acuity and sense of touch to detect the slightest weakening of Eleanor’s grip on his fingers. He didn’t know what he would do if she started to fail. Maybe he’d simply say goodbye. Something he hadn’t done all those years ago.


  They seemed to be lying there for hours, the wind howling, the snow hitting his back, each smack like a tiny dagger into him. In Tom’s mind he could see the little boy reaching out to him. It was Tom as a small child, reaching out to his adult self, pulling him back to the relative safety of childhood. One’s mind played tricks at times like this. He’d been in desperate situations before, but none, he had to concede, quite so perilous. This was, he concluded, after numerous near misses in his checkered career, probably his time to go. He looked at Eleanor and kissed her lips. She didn’t respond, and the tears finally started to trickle down Tom’s frozen cheeks.


  The little boy’s image grew more and more vivid. Tom could now actually feel the fingers on his cheek, rubbing his hair. The little boy was speaking to him, asking if he was okay. The vision was more real, more potent than any dream he’d ever had. He kept his grip on Eleanor’s hand, even as he reached out to the young Tom, talked back to him.


  The child poked him again, and Tom’s eyes fluttered open, closed, and then opened again, and the glare of sunlight was painful, so long had it been since he’d actually experienced it.


  “Are you okay, mister?” asked the little boy who was squatting next to him.


  Tom managed to sit up, look around. The storm was gone, the sky a vast, azure blue, the sun warming, the air a chilly, pure freshness that only mountain heights could inspire. He stared at the boy, unsure if this was what Heaven looked like or not, and finally managed to ask, “What are you doing all the way out here?”


  “I live here,” replied the little boy.


  “Here, where is here?”


  The little boy pointed behind Tom. “The Dingo.”


  Tom looked over his shoulder. The mighty Dingo resort, in all its splendid beauty and enormous redwood buildings, stared back at him. Eleanor and he had almost perished five feet from warm fires, hot chocolate, and hot tubs.


  Tom stood on shaky legs, gently woke Eleanor.


  “Are we dead?” she asked, her eyes still closed.


  “No,” said Tom, “but just so you know, you’re engaged to an idiot.”


  He carried her toward the main lodge as a number of adults finally spotted them and came running to help.


   


  Both ends of the tunnel were filled with sunlight but not with any smells of cooking food, since there was none left. Still, at least the storm had passed, and Higgins, Roxanne, the conductor, Max, Misty, Lelia, Kristobal, Father Kelly, and Agnes Joe sat on the ground and discussed what to do next.


  “I think,” said Father Kelly with great sadness, “that a memorial service might be in order. For Tom and Eleanor, I mean.”


  Max said testily, “It’s a little early for that, Padre.”


  “If they’d made it to the Dingo, we would have heard by now—the weather has cleared,” said the conductor. “Nobody could have survived all that time out there. I never should have let them go. It’s my fault.”


  Roxanne said, “They were just trying to help, two of the bravest people I ever met.” She pulled out a handkerchief and wiped at her eyes.


  Barry, the sleeping-car attendant, burst into their circle and shouted, “Quick, you’ve got to see this! I was out checking the other end of the tunnel,” he sputtered. “You just have to come and see this.”


  They followed him through the tunnel until they reached the other end.


  “Look!” he said.


  They stared at the horses and riders coming their way in a long, impressive procession. There was even a number of large sleighs pulled by teams of horses and loaded down with what looked to be supplies of all kinds. It was as though they’d all been transported back in time and this was a wagon train of pioneers on their way to new lives in the unblemished west.


  One of the riders in front lifted his hat to them and called out.


  “That’s Tom,” said Roxanne.


  The rider next to him waved.


  “And that’s Eleanor,” said Max.


  He raced forward to meet them, slipping and sliding in the snow but not slowing down.


  Misty said to herself: “Six legs.”


  “What?” said Kristobal.


  “We were saved by six legs. Four from the horse and two from the rider. Six legs.” She whooped and ran after Max, her long scarf dazzling in the beautiful and welcome sunlight.


  The timely arrival of food and other items from the good folks at the Dingo lifted everyone’s spirits. As the passengers ate and drank, people crowded around Tom and Eleanor and heard their amazing story of survival.


  “The guys from the resort knew of this route to the train tracks that the horses and wagons could navigate. A lot easier than the path we took there, but you couldn’t even see it with the storm going on.” Tom shook his head. “Five feet from the front door and didn’t even know it. It’s the luckiest I’ve ever been.”


  “It wasn’t luck, Tom,” said Father Kelly. “It was a miracle. I ordered up one special for you.”


  The conductor’s walkie-talkie barked and he held it up and pressed the button. “Go ahead,” he said.


  “Amtrak Central to Southwest Chief, come in.”


  The conductor nearly screamed. “This is the Southwest Chief, Central.”


  “Where is everybody?” asked the voice.


  “We evacuated the train. We’re in the tunnel. What’s the status of the rescue crew?”


  “Just look out the tunnel, Homer,” said the voice.


  They all raced to the end of the tunnel, where there came a deafening roar as twin helicopters appeared over the ridge and hovered by the train.


  “We’ve got a replacement train on the western side of the landslide with three fully fueled engines,” said the voice.


  “But how do we get to you?” said Homer, the conductor. “There’s a mountain of snow between us. And there’s snow piled high against the right side of the train.”


  “Not for long. We’ve been working on this for a while now. Just stand by.”


  “Roger that,” said Homer.


  Ten minutes went by, and then they heard a series of loud pops, and watched as the twenty-foot-high wall of snow in front of the Chief collapsed and slid harmlessly down the mountain. The small explosive charges that had been very carefully laid out at key load-bearing points had worked their magic. Revealed behind the now missing wall was the replacement train, its powerful engines running; the sound was particularly sweet and glorious to all on the long-silent Chief. Next, they were ordered back in the tunnel while the choppers, nose down, hovered along the right side of the train and blew the very dry snow away, allowing the Chief to resettle firmly on the tracks.


  Hundreds of volunteers swarmed off the replacement train and began clearing the rest of the track. Then another team came behind them and repaired the damage done by the slide, while the other volunteers cleared the snow from the sides and off the top of the Chief. During all this activity the passengers slowly reboarded the train.


  It took most of the day to accomplish all of this, and the passengers on the Chief took the time to pose for pictures, call their friends and families, and convey suitably embellished accounts of their adventures, tales that grew taller and wilder with every retelling. Reporters reached some of the passengers on their cell phones, and soon stories were ringing the world about the dramatic rescue and Tom and Eleanor’s heroics, with more sure to follow as soon as the train pulled into LA. The children played in the snow and made angels, causing Roxanne to remark that the Chief surely had been watched over by more than its share of those fine beings.


  Early the next morning the track was ready, the fresh engines attached, and for the first time in a long time the wheels of the Southwest Chief began to turn. Special arrangements had been made permitting the Chief to make only a few of its scheduled stops, including a long layover in Albuquerque. As the train made its way down the mountain on its way through New Mexico and then into Arizona and finally California, the people on board did something they hadn’t in a while: They rested peacefully.









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter thirty-two


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  As the train rolled through areas of New Mexico where the snow hadn’t fallen, the earth turned reddish brown and everywhere were tall, craggy rocks that looked more orange than any other color. Sagebrush dotted this beautiful if haunting landscape, and the passengers stared out the windows, hoping to catch sight of an occasional homestead.


  They stopped in Albuquerque for about three hours to refuel and take on more supplies and to let passengers stranded for so long take a walk and enjoy the sunshine after the weary battle they had endured at Raton Pass.


  Tom and Eleanor told the others of their engagement and all were pleased by it, Max especially. Lelia even gave Tom a hug and wished him the best. From the way she was clinging to Kristobal and the young man’s smitten expression, Tom figured it would only be a matter of time before their own nuptials were formally announced. Tom and Eleanor told their friends they might copy Steve and Julie and take their vows on the train. But only during the summer, said Eleanor. Avalanches weren’t going to interrupt her wedding.


  There was a marketplace near the train station, where Native American women were selling jewelry and other wares, and there was an old bus that had been set up as a retail outlet as well. Tom and Eleanor strolled in the sunshine and talked about their future together.


  “By the way, you never told me who you were seeing in Washington before you left on the train,” Tom said. “Do you have a Lelia in your life?”


  “Not exactly. It was my grandmother.”


  They stopped at a little café and had a drink and something to eat. Agnes Joe joined them, extended her congratulations on their engagement, and sipped a cool lemonade with them in the sunshine as she surveyed the surroundings.


  “I sometimes think about retiring here and selling jewelry to the train passengers when they stop,” she said.


  Tom glanced sharply at her. “Retiring here? I thought you were retired.”


  “Soon enough,” she answered cryptically.


  “What is it that you do?” he inquired.


  “Oh, a little bit of this, and a little bit of that.”


  “It’s a funny thief that returns stolen items as gifts on Christmas Eve,” he said.


  “Craziest thing I’ve ever heard of,” agreed Agnes Joe.


  “Pretty generous of the crook,” commented Eleanor.


  “Not too generous, since he was only giving people back their own property,” countered Agnes Joe.


  “Or she,” said Tom under his breath.


   


  An Indian guide boarded the train before it left the station, and for the next hour or so he regaled them with tales of the land, Indian reservations, and the history of his people. He got off at the stop in Gallup, known as the Indian Capital of the World, because various tribes, including Hopi, Zuni, and Acoma, gathered for meetings there.


  After dinner, many people went to the lounge car and watched a video of the wedding ceremony that Kristobal and Max had prepared. Steve and Julie watched, laughing and occasionally crying as the special moment was replayed for all. To Tom, Steve looked particularly exhausted, and he noted with a smile that as soon as the film was over, Julie grabbed his hand and pulled him back to their honeymoon suite.


  It was late at night when they entered Arizona, and Tom found he couldn’t sleep. He dressed and walked the halls. He looked in on Eleanor but she was sleeping soundly and he didn’t want to awaken her.


  As he passed Max’s compartment, he swore he could smell incense, and didn’t that make perfect sense. He was afraid to go by Lelia’s sleeper for the sounds he might hear coming from there. From personal experience he knew that the woman who gave life to the innocent darlings Cuppy, Sassy, and Petey was a lot more racy in her personal life. Poor Kristobal would never know what hit him.


  While he was rambling around the train slowed and then stopped. He peered out the window. There was a station here, but he’d thought there’d be no more stops until Los Angeles. He shrugged and kept walking until he arrived outside Agnes Joe’s compartment. The woman’s phonograph was still playing its Christmas tunes. Her unit was dark, and he assumed she must have fallen asleep while the music played. Then the phonograph started skipping, repeating the same lyrics over and over and then degenerating into a nerve-rattling screeching sound. Apparently the woman was sleeping heavily and couldn’t hear it. He tapped on the glass of the door. “Agnes Joe? Agnes Joe, your record player is going crazy.” There was no response and he knocked again, louder. The screeching sound was only getting worse. He looked around and slid open the door. “Agnes Joe?” His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he saw that the compartment was empty. There was no light on in the bathroom, but he tapped lightly on that door, receiving no answer. He eyed the duffel bag in the corner and was tempted to look inside again. He unzipped the bag and put his hand in. The newspaper was gone, but out came several items, including a watch, a pair of earrings, and what looked to be a very expensive pair of sunglasses. Maybe they were Kristobal’s. Here was proof positive. He stood there trying to decide what to do, when he heard footsteps heading his way. He put the items back and zipped the bag closed, shut the compartment door, and then slipped inside the bathroom. He prayed it wasn’t Agnes Joe, but his prayer apparently went unanswered, because the compartment door slid open and then was closed. The light came on and he could hear footsteps. He’d left the bathroom door open a crack, and he peered out through this sliver.


  It was Agnes Joe, fully dressed in blue slacks and sweater; she held a piece of paper in her hand, and her expression was very serious. He just hoped she wouldn’t need to use the john, but then how was he to escape? Wait until she was asleep? The woman didn’t look ready for bed any time soon, and yet what choice did he have? He looked around and was about to back up slightly to sit on the toilet when the train started up again. The rocking motion was just enough to cause him to lose his balance. He knocked against the wall and his hand shot out to steady himself, closing around the shower control and accidentally turning it on. The water hit him with a chilly blast, causing him to scream out a few choice words that, if he’d been Catholic, would have required a trip to Father Kelly for confession and a load of Hail Marys as penance.


  He managed to turn the water off in time to stare out at Agnes Joe, who’d opened the door and was studying him, as though he were a curious breed of animal at the zoo.


  “Hi, honeypie,” said Tom with a sheepish grin.


  “Would you care to come out here and tell me what you’re doing in my shower?”


  He emerged, wiped himself down with a towel, and explained about the phonograph, his coming in, and getting rattled when he heard footsteps.


  The story might have worked, if he’d zippered the duffel bag up all the way. But in the darkness he hadn’t quite managed it. Agnes Joe looked over at the bag and then back at him.


  He decided on a full-frontal assault. He opened the bag and pulled out the items. “You care to explain what you’re doing with these things? I’m willing to listen.”


  She reached in her pocket. What she pulled out and pointed at him made Tom take a step back, his expression one of total shock.


   


  A few minutes later, an ashen-faced Tom rapped on Max’s door. It took a few moments for the director to answer, and another minute or two before he opened the door.


  “I need your help,” said Tom. “We’ll need Kristobal too.”


  Max glanced behind Tom and saw Agnes Joe.


  “It’s important,” said Tom.


  They collected Kristobal from Lelia’s suite, not without some resistance from the little lady who voiced her displeasure in a decidedly non–Cuppy the Magic Beaver tone. They also woke up Roxanne and brought along Father Kelly too. Converging in the lounge car, they sat at a table, where Tom faced them. He pulled out Kristobal’s designer sunglasses, Max’s Bruno Maglis, and Father Kelly’s cross and placed each in front of its respective owner.


  One man looked totally bewildered at what was in front of him, so confused that he never noticed Agnes Joe leaning toward him.


  Father Kelly gave out a yell as the handcuffs closed around his wrists. He tried to get up but was wedged in by Max and Kristobal.


  Agnes Joe flipped out her credentials, the same action that had stunned Tom earlier in her compartment. “I’m Amtrak police. Undercover Division. And you’re our thief, John.”


  Tom looked at her. “John?”


  She nodded. “I got his fingerprints on a beer glass before we were stuck at the Raton Pass. At one of the station stops I sent in an ID request. At the station we just left I got a notice back. His real name is John Conroy, and he’s no priest.” She sat across from the man, who looked so crushed Tom’s heart went out to him, despite the man’s criminality.


  Agnes Joe continued her explanation. “I used my phonograph trick to make people think I was in my compartment when I really wasn’t. I was afraid he’d spotted me lurking around and might decide to lay low for a while. When he performed the Mass while we were stuck at the pass, I assisted him. I was already suspicious of him for other reasons, and that’s why I lifted his prints. I did that for some others on board too. He’s obviously Catholic and could fake his way through the Mass, but he made enough mistakes to make me even more wary.”


  “And all the stuff I found in your bag?” asked Tom.


  “Roxanne had gotten those items for me from some of the passengers as evidence we might need later. I got you, Max, and Kristobal involved so we could take Conroy without anyone getting hurt or him suspicious. I swiped his cross out of his compartment. When I laid it down in front of him, I thought it would confuse him enough for me to get the handcuffs on with no scuffle. You’re not a spring chicken, Conroy, but it’s been my experience that you never know. Always better to take ’em by surprise.”


  “I hate to admit this, but I looked through your duffel before and just found newspapers,” said Tom.


  “I know, I could tell someone had searched it and thought it was probably you. The newspapers that Regina found in the trash were from Conroy’s duffel. He had stuffed it full of old papers to make it look like it was packed as far as it could go. But once he got on the train, he ditched the papers and had a relatively empty duffel bag to fill up with his loot.”


  They all turned to the old man, who looked even smaller and clearly beaten as he sat handcuffed.


  Agnes Joe said, “Care to make a clean breast of it, John? I know you have a criminal record. But you could fill in some details.”


  He shook his head and said, “What will be, will be.”


  They called big Barry to stand guard and they trooped to the imposter priest’s compartment, where a number of the stolen items were in his duffel. There was nothing of great value in any of it, but it was stolen goods nonetheless.


  “I’ll call this in,” said Agnes Joe.


  “What I don’t get is why he returned so many of the items. What crook does that?” asked Tom.


  “Something is funny about that,” said Roxanne, “but at least we have our thief. Now let’s all get some sleep.”


  Tom did just that until about six in the morning, when there was a tap on his door, and he woke and answered it.


  Agnes Joe was standing there with two hot cups of coffee. “I thought I’d better bring this as a peace offering for waking you up so early.” She was dressed in blue slacks and a sweater, and she had a crisp and efficient air about her.


  “You’d make a great actress,” said Tom. “I had no clue that you were anything other than, well, I mean…”


  “An eccentric old woman with nowhere to go during the holidays? Yeah, it’s a good cover. People say things around a character like that they otherwise never would. I’ve busted drug dealers, swindlers, theft rings, and lots of other bad people with my bewildered look, my stupid dresses, and—”


  “And your honeypies.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Well, I suppose your cover is sort of blown now.”


  “That’s okay, I wasn’t joking about retiring. It’s time to move on.”


  “So was any of the rest of your back story true?”


  “I worked for Ringling Brothers, not as a trapeze artist but as a horsewoman. I’ve been married twice, and I do have a grown daughter.” She paused and added, “And we are estranged.”


  “Sorry to hear that.”


  “Well, she read about the Chief being trapped, and she called last night, to make sure I was okay. First time I’d heard from her in a while. We’re going to see each other when I get into LA. She does work for the circus, and she’s on the West Coast. We’re going to take another shot at it.”


  “I’m happy for you, a late Christmas present. So what did you want to see me about?”


  “Well, I’ve got a bit of a dilemma, and I wanted your advice. I obtained more info on our fake priest. He was busted years ago for petty thefts—I mean, almost thirty-four years ago. He’s been straight since, real job and everything.”


  “Why the return to crime after all that time?”


  “His wife of over thirty-three years just died. I talked to Conroy, got him to open up some. With her gone, he didn’t know what to do. He was lonely, just wanted attention. They had two kids, but one died in an accident and another from cancer.”


  “Boy, that’s tough. And it seems like his life of crime stopped when he married her.”


  “Exactly. Now, I’ve dealt with lots of criminal types and I’ve heard all the sob stories and I’m not swayed by that stuff. But the other thing he told me, that’s why I have the dilemma.”


  “What is it?”


  “He returned the stolen items on Christmas Eve as presents. The only ones he didn’t return, the ones we found in his bags, were nothing much, and he left cash, more than enough to pay for them. I’ve confirmed that with the passengers they belonged to. He didn’t mean to hurt anyone. All he talked about was his wife. And he really helped when the train was stuck.”


  Tom let out a long breath. “I see your dilemma.”


  “What would you do?”


  He thought about it. “Well, I got a second chance on this trip, and maybe John Conroy deserves one too. Have you called the police yet?”


  “Yes, but I gave them no particulars.”


  “Is the train making any more stops?”


  “It can, at Fullerton, a couple of hours before we get into LA.”


  “Well, maybe the Chief should stop at Fullerton.”


  “Maybe it should. I don’t think Conroy is going to jump into a life of crime. In fact, I know some people near Fullerton who can help him.” She rose. “Thanks, Tom. I think we made the right decision.”


  He smiled at her. “So what’s your real name?”


  Agnes Joe let her frame droop and her face bloat out, and her hair seemed to whiten right before Tom’s eyes. “Well, if I told you that, it wouldn’t be a secret, now would it, honeypie?”









  


  


  

  

  

    chapter thirty-three


  


   


  

    

  


   


   


  At Fullerton the train stopped, and an elderly, tired-looking gentleman got off, no longer wearing priest’s clothes. Some friends of Agnes Joe were waiting for him, and they drove off, hopefully taking John Conroy to a better life than felony by rail could ever provide.


  Tom went to the communal showers to get washed up before they arrived in LA. As he was going in, Steve the honeymooner was coming out. The young man still looked very weary, yet Tom could hardly feel sorry for him, knowing full well the source of his fatigue.


  “I thought you had a shower in your room,” Tom said.


  “My bride is hogging it,” said Steve.


  “Better get used to it, buddy,” he jested, “and enjoy this part while you can.”


  As Steve left, Tom went inside the dressing area and started to disrobe. That’s when he saw the wallet on the floor under the counter. He stooped to pick it up, thinking it must be Steve’s. As he snagged it, some of the contents fell out and he got down on his knees to retrieve them. He glanced at one of the cards he picked up, and the shock was as great as he’d ever had, perhaps even more than discovering Eleanor was on the train.


  He held the card up to the light and studied it. It was a SAG card, a Screen Actors Guild membership card, with the name Steve Samuels on it. Tom quickly looked through the rest of the wallet. He found Steve’s driver’s license—his California driver’s license—and the picture confirmed that it was Steve, of Steve and Julie, only he wasn’t a student at George Washington; he was twenty-eight years old and a dues-paying member of the Actors Guild.


   


  Ironically, the Southwest Chief pulled into the beautiful Art Deco Los Angeles Union Passenger Train Terminal a few minutes ahead of its revised schedule.


  Herrick Higgins was met by several senior Amtrak executives, who congratulated him and thanked him for his heroics. Then he was offered his old position back, riding the rails troubleshooting, an offer he accepted on the spot.


  Max Powers got off and answered lots of reporters’ questions. He looked over to where Roxanne and the boys’ choir were doing the same.


  “Hey,” he called to Roxanne. “I’ll be in touch, count on it.”


  She smiled. “I am, baby, I am.”


  Then he and a group of passengers, including Kristobal, Lelia, and Misty, left the station and got into a stretch limousine waiting for them outside.


  As the driver went to get their luggage, inside the limo Max took out three envelopes and handed them one by one to Steve, Julie, and the minister. Then he popped a bottle of champagne and poured out glasses of the bubbly for all.


  “Good job, guys,” said Max. “You’ll all be in my next picture. Who knows, maybe it’ll be about the train.”


  Misty said, “Max, when you told me what you’d done I couldn’t believe it.”


  “Well, sweetie, though I’d known you only a short time, I knew you could keep a secret, for the right reasons.”


  “True love,” she said wistfully.


  “You couldn’t believe it,” said Lelia. “How do you think I felt? Max Powers calls me after all these years and asks for a favor. Some favor, to fly out to Kansas City and pretend to propose. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d accepted.”


  “I knew my man, Lelia. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t.”


  “Pretty sure!”


  “I had to make certain he really didn’t love you and you didn’t love him.”


  “Of course not, especially after the Erik incident.”


  Kristobal gave a sympathetic nod. “A lady needs to be pampered. And from now on, that’s my job, kitten.”


  She patted him on the arm.


  Max beamed. “You’re a fine actress. And see what you gained from my little plan.”


  “You never told me you had contacted Lelia and included her in the plan,” said Kristobal. “I had no idea who she was until she told me her name.”


  “I’m a man who has this insatiable need to surprise people,” replied Max.


  “What part were you playing, Max?” Lelia asked.


  Misty said, “Why, Max Powers, of course.”


  Max smiled. “Like Olivier and Hamlet, it’s my greatest role.”


  “You were right, by the way, sir: He asked me about the booking dates and then, as you predicted, he went to Regina.”


  “He’s a world-class reporter, Kristobal; he wouldn’t take your word for it. That’s why I had Regina in on it.”


  “And you did all this for Eleanor?” asked Misty. “And she doesn’t know about any of it?”


  Max nodded. “Not a thing. Eleanor is the daughter I never had. I’d do anything for her. As long as I’ve known her, she hasn’t been truly happy. I knew there was something in her past. Now, she never told me his name, but I did some snooping and found out that Tom Langdon was the big loose end in her life. She couldn’t go forward until she knew it was either over or they were finally going to get married. So I’ve been tracking the guy for about six months. When he booked this trip it was a perfect opportunity for me, because I really wanted to do a train film.”


  “And the wedding?” asked Misty.


  “What better way to make people who should have gotten married rethink what might have been than to put them in a wedding together? So Julie is from the same sort of place Eleanor is from, and Tom reads Steve the riot act after he starts to waver on his decision. That was a good twist, because it may as well have been Tom saying all the things he was feeling. Of course, that was all planned. Every time Tom and Eleanor had a blowup, we had a plan ready.”


  Kristobal said wearily, “And they had lots of blowups. It was draining, keeping up with them the whole trip.”


  “You did good, Kristobal. And I’m not cutting your pay. Happy Holidays.”


  “That’s a lot of details you covered, Max,” said Misty.


  “I’m a director, sweetie. My whole life is details.”


  “Uh, sir, you didn’t somehow order up the avalanche, did you?” Kristobal wanted to know.


  “Hey, even I’m not that good.”


  There was a rap on the window.


  “Must be the luggage,” said Max. He rolled the window down. Tom leaned in and looked at them all.


  Max said nervously, “Hey there, Tom. Just giving the newlyweds a ride to their honeymoon palace.”


  “I’m sure,” said Tom. He handed Steve his wallet. “You dropped it in the shower. Your driver’s license and SAG card are in there. Figured you’d need them.”


  “Tom,” said Max, “I can explain.”


  Tom held up a hand. “I only have one thing to say to you.”


  Max drew back. “What’s that?”


  “Thank you.” Tom shook hands with Max and then looked around at everyone. “Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays,” he said.


  He walked away from the limo and found Eleanor, who was with their bags and watching him curiously.


  “Who was in the limo?” she asked when he reached her.


  Tom turned and glanced back at the car pulling off. He looked back at Eleanor.


  “Santa Claus,” he answered.


  “Santa Claus? Right. We’re a little old to believe in Santa Claus.”


  He put his arm around her as they walked off. “Well, around Christmas, it can be a good thing to believe in magic. You never know, your wish just might come true.”
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  CHAPTER 1


  JAMIE MELDON rubbed his eyes vigorously, but when he stared back at the computer screen it was still no good. He glanced at his watch;
         nearly two in the morning. He was toast. At age fifty he couldn’t pull these all-nighters consistently anymore. He slipped
         on his jacket and pushed back his thinning hair where it had drifted down to his forehead.
      


  As he packed his briefcase he thought about the voice from out of the past. He shouldn’t have, but he’d called; they’d talked.
         Then they’d met. He didn’t want that part of his life dredged up again. Yet he would have to do something. He’d been in private
         practice for nearly fifteen years, but now represented Uncle Sam. He would sleep on it. That always helped.
      


  A decade ago he’d been a hotshot and highly paid criminal defense attorney in New York, legally hand-holding some of the sleaziest
         of Manhattan’s underworld. It had been an exhilarating time in his career, and also represented his lowest point. He’d lost
         control of his life, been unfaithful to his wife, and become someone he’d grown to loathe.
      


  When his wife had been told that she had perhaps six months to live, something had finally clicked in Meldon’s brain. He’d
         resurrected his marriage and helped his spouse beat a death sentence. He’d moved the family south, and for the last ten years,
         instead of defending criminals, he was sending them to prison. Everything about that felt right, even if his financial circumstances
         weren’t nearly as rosy.
      


  He left the building and headed home. Even at two a.m. there was life in the nation’s capital, but once he got off the highway
         and rode through the surface streets toward his neighborhood it grew quiet and he grew more drowsy. The blue grille lights
         flashing off his rearview mirror jolted him to alertness. They were in a straightaway not a half mile from his house, but
         one bordered on both sides by trees. He pulled off the road and waited. His hand slid to his wallet where his official credentials
         were contained. He was worried that he’d dozed off or been driving erratically because he was so tired.
      


  He saw the men coming toward the car. Not uniforms, but suits, dark ones that made their starched white shirts stand out under
         the three-quarter moon. Each man was about six feet tall with an athletic build, clean-shaven face, and short hair, at least
         that he could make out under the moonlight. His right hand gripped his cell phone and he punched in 911 and kept his thumb
         poised over the call key. He rolled the window down and was about to hold up his official creds when one of the other men
         beat him to it.
      


  “FBI, Mr. Meldon. I’m Special Agent Hope, my partner Special Agent Reiger.”


  Meldon stared at the ID card and then watched as the man flicked his hand and the familiar FBI shield appeared on the next
         slot in the leather holder. “I don’t understand, what’s this about, Agent Hope?”
      


  “E-mails and phone calls, sir.”


  “With whom?”


  “We need you to come with us.”


  “What? Where?”


  “WFO.”


  “The Washington Field Office? Why?”


  “Questioning,” Hope replied.


  “Questioning? About what?”


  “We were just told to make the pickup, Mr. Meldon. The assistant director is waiting to talk to you.”


  “Can’t it wait until tomorrow? I’m a United States attorney.”


  Hope looked put off. “We are fully aware of your background. We are the FBI.”
      


  “Of course, but I still—”


  “You can call the AD if you want, sir, but our orders were to bring you in ASAP.”


  Meldon sighed. “That’s all right. Can I follow you in my car?”


  “Yep, but my partner here has to ride with you.”


  “Why?”


  “Having a highly trained agent riding shotgun for you is never a bad thing, Mr. Meldon.”


  “Fine.” Meldon slipped his phone back in his pocket and unlocked the passenger door. Agent Reiger climbed in next to him while
         Hope walked back to his car. Meldon pulled in behind the other car and they started on their route back to D.C.
      


  “I wish you guys could have come to my office. I just came from town.”


  Reiger kept his gaze on the other car. “Can I ask why you’re out this late, sir?”


  “As I mentioned, I was at my office, working.”


  “Sunday night, this late?”


  “It’s not a nine-to-five job. Your partner mentioned phone calls and e-mails. Was he inferring ones that I made or received?”


  “Maybe neither.”


  “What?” Meldon snapped.


  “The Bureau’s intel division gets chatter and scuttlebutt all the time from the dirtbag world. It might be that someone you
         prosecuted wants payback. And we understand that when you were in private practice in New York you did not leave on the best
         of terms with some of your, uh, clientele. It could be coming from that sector.”
      


  “But that was a decade ago.”


  “The mob has a long memory.”


  Meldon suddenly looked fearful. “I want protection for my family if there’s some nut out there gunning for me.”


  “We already have a Bucar with two agents stationed outside your house.”


  They crossed over the Potomac and into D.C. proper, and a few minutes later neared the WFO. The lead car hung a left down
         an alley. Meldon pulled in behind it.
      


  “Why this way?”


  “They just opened a new underground garage for us to use with a hardened tunnel right into WFO. Quicker this way and under
         Bureau eyes 24/7. These days who the hell knows who’s watching? Al-Qaeda to the next Timothy McVeigh.”
      


  Meldon looked at him nervously. “Got it.”


  Those were the last words Jamie Meldon would ever speak.


  The massive electric shock paralyzed him even as a large foot stomped down on the car’s brake. If Meldon had been able to
         look over he would’ve seen that Reiger was wearing gloves. And those gloves were curled around a small black box with twin
         prongs sticking out. Reiger climbed out of the car as a twitching Meldon slumped over.
      


  The other car had stopped up ahead and Hope ran back to the second car. Together they lifted Meldon out and leaned him face
         first against a large Dumpster. Reiger pulled out his pistol with a suppressor on the muzzle. He stepped forward, placed the
         barrel against the back of Meldon’s head, and fired one round, ending the man’s life.
      


  Together they heaved the body into the Dumpster. Reiger climbed into the dead attorney’s car. He followed his partner’s ride
         out of the alley, turned left, and then headed north while Meldon’s corpse finished sinking into the garbage.
      


  Reiger pushed a speed dial button on his phone. It was answered after one ring. Reiger said, “Done.” Then he clicked off and
         slipped the phone back in his pocket.
      


  The man on the other end of the phone did likewise.


  Jarvis Burns, his heavy briefcase pressing against his bad leg, struggled to catch up to the rest of the party as they headed
         across the tarmac, up the metal steps, and into the waiting aircraft.
      


  Another man with white hair and a heavily lined face turned back to look at him. He was Sam Donnelly, the Director of National
         Intelligence, which essentially made him America’s top spy.
      


  “Everything okay, Jarv?”


  “Perfect, Director,” said Burns.


  Ten minutes later Air Force One rose into the clear night air on its way back to Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland.









  CHAPTER 2


  SIXTY-EIGHT… sixty-nine… seventy.”
      


  Mace Perry’s chest touched the floor and then she rose up for the last rep of push-ups. Both of her taut triceps trembled
         with this max effort. She stretched out, greedily sucking in air as sweat looped down her forehead, then flipped over and
         started her stomach crunches. One hundred. Two hundred. She lost count. And next came leg lifts; her six-pack ridges were
         screaming at her after five minutes and still she kept going, driving through the pain.
      


  Pull-ups were next. She could do seven when she got here. Now she lifted her chin over the bar twenty-three times, the muscles
         in her shoulders and arms bunching into narrow cords. With one final shout of endorphin-fueled fury, Mace stood and started
         running around the large room, once, twice, ten times, twenty times. With each lap, the lady increased her speed until her
         tank shirt and shorts were soaked through to her skin. It felt good and it also sucked because the bars were still on the
         windows. She couldn’t outrun them, not for three more days anyway.
      


  She picked up an old basketball, bounced it between her legs a few times, and then drove to the hoop, which was a netless
         basket hung on a makeshift backboard bolted to one wall. She sank the first shot, a layup, and then paced off fifteen feet
         to the left, turned, and sank a jumper. She moved around the floor, set up, and nailed a third shot, and then a fourth. For
         twenty minutes she hit jump shot after jump shot, focusing on her mechanics, trying to forget where she was right now. She
         even imagined the roar of the crowd as Mace Perry scored the winning basket, just as she had done in the high school state
         championship game her senior year.
      


  Later, a deep voice growled, “Trying out for the Olympics, Perry?”


  “Trying for something,” said Mace as she dropped the ball, turned, and stared at the large uniformed woman facing her, billy
         club in hand. “Maybe sanity.”
      


  “Well, try and get your ass back to your cell. Your buff time’s up.”
      


  “Okay,” said Mace automatically. “I’m going right now.”


  “Medium security don’t mean no security. You hear me!”
      


  “I hear you,” said Mace.


  “You ain’t here much longer, but your ass is still my turf. Got that?”
      


  “Got it!” Mace jogged down the hall that was enclosed by stacked cement blocks painted gunmetal gray, just in case the residents
         here weren’t depressed enough. The corridor ended at a solid metal door with a square cutout at the top as a viewpoint. The
         guard on the other side pushed a button on a control panel and the steel portal clicked open. Mace passed through. Cement
         blocks, tubular steel, hard doors with tiny windows out of which angry faces peered. Clicks to go. Clicks to get back in.
         Welcome to incarceration for her and her fellow three million Americans who enjoyed the luxury of government housing and three
         squares for free. All you needed to do was break the law.
      


  When she saw who the guard was she muttered one word. “Shit.”


  He was an older guy, fifties, with pale, sickly skin, a beer belly, no hair, creaky knees, and a smoker’s caustically cracked
         lungs. He’d obviously switched posts with the other guard who’d been stationed here when Mace had come through for her workout,
         and Mace knew why. He’d developed an eye for her, and she spent much of her time ducking him. He’d caught her a few times
         and not one of the encounters had been pleasant.
      


  “You got four minutes to shower before chow, Perry!” he snapped. He moved his bulk into the narrow passageway she had to navigate
         through.
      


  “Done it faster,” she said as she tried and failed to dart past him. He spun her around and leaned his heft against her while
         she braced herself with her palms against the wall. He shoved his fat size twelve boots under the flimsy soles of her size
         sixes; now Mace was on her tiptoes with her back arched. She felt the brush and then grip of his meaty hand on her butt as
         he pulled her to him, doggie-style. He’d managed to position them both in the one blind spot of the overhead security camera.
      


  “Little patdown time,” he said. “You ladies hide shit everywhere, don’t you?”


  “Do we?”


  “I know your tricks.”


  “Like you said, I only got four minutes.”


  “I hate your kind,” he breathed into her ear.


  Camels and Juicy Fruit are quite a combo. He slid a hand across her chest, squeezing hard enough to make her eyes water.
      


  “I hate your kind,” he said again.


  “Yeah, I can really tell,” she said.


  “Shut up!”


  One of his fingers probed up and down the cleft of her butt through her shorts.


  “There’s no weapon in there, I swear.”


  “I said shut up!”


  “I just want to go take a shower.” Now, more than ever.


  “I bet you do,” he said in his gravelly rumble. “I just bet you do.” One hand riding on her right hip, the other on her butt,
         he shoved his boots farther under her heels. It was like she was tottering on four-inch stilettos now. What she wouldn’t have
         given for a stiletto, just not the shoe kind.
      


  She closed her eyes and tried to think of anything other than what he was doing to her. His pleasures were relatively simple:
         cop a feel or rub his hard-on against a chick when he got the chance. In the outside world this sort of conduct would’ve earned
         him a minimum of twenty years on the other side of these bars. Yet inside here it was classic he-said, she-said, and no one
         would believe her without some DNA trace. That’s why Beer Belly only pantomimed it through the clothes. And throwing a punch
         at the bastard would earn her another year.
      


  When he was done he said, “You think you’re something, don’t you? You’re Inmate 245, that’s who you are. Cell Block B. That’s
         who you are. Nothing more.”
      


  “That’s who I am,” said Mace as she straightened her clothes and prayed for an early diagnosis of lung cancer for Beer Belly.
         What she really wanted was to pull a gun and lay his brains—on the off chance he had any—against the gray walls.
      


  In the showers she scrubbed hard and rinsed fast, something you just innately did in here. She’d already experienced her initiation
         in here after only two days. She’d busted the woman’s face. The fact that she’d avoided solitary or time tacked on had not
         endeared Mace to her fellow inmates. They simply tagged her as a privileged bitch, and that was about as bad as it could get
         in a place where your cell rep defined every right you had or didn’t have. Nearly two years later she was still standing,
         but she wasn’t exactly sure how.
      


  She hustled on, every minute now precious, as she counted down her time to freedom, with both anticipation and dread, because
         on this side of the wall nothing was guaranteed except misery.
      









  CHAPTER 3


  A FEW MINUTES LATER a wet-haired Mace walked through the chow line and received her basic food groups so crapped and fatted up that in any other
         place—except possibly high school cafeterias and airline coach class—they would be deemed inedible. She swallowed enough of
         the garbage to keep from passing out from hunger and rose from her seat to throw the rest away. As she passed by one table
         a drumstick of a calf shot out and she fell over it, her tray clattering away, the goop on it painting the floor a nice greenish
         brown. Up and down the perimeter line, guards tensed. The inmate who’d done the tripping, a prisoner named Juanita, glanced
         down as Mace slowly got to her feet.
      


  “You a clumsy bitch,” said Juanita. She looked at her crew who sat all around the queen bee Juanita had become in here. “Ain’t
         she a clumsy bitch?”
      


  Every member of Juanita’s crew agreed Mace was the clumsiest bitch ever born.


  Juanita carried two-hundred-and-fifty-plus pounds on a wide six-foot frame, with each hip the size and shape of a long-haul
         truck’s mud flap. Mace was five-six, about one-fifteen. On the surface Juanita was soft, mushy; Mace was as hard as the steel
         doors that kept all the bad girls inside this place. Yet Juanita could still crush her. She’d landed here after a sweetheart
         plea deal for murder in the second in which her tools had included a tire iron, a Bic lighter, and lots of accelerant.
      


  It was said that she liked this place much better than she ever had her world on the outside. In here Juanita was queen bee.
         Out there she was just another GED-less fat chick to punch the hell out of, courier drugs and guns through, or make babies with before
         the man abandoned her. Outside prison Mace had known a thousand Juanitas. She was doomed from the moment she’d tumbled from
         the womb.
      


  That might have explained why Juanita had done enough crazy stuff inside here, including two aggravated assaults and a weapons
         and drugs bust, to tack twelve more years onto her original sentence. At that rate the woman would be here until they hauled
         her carcass out and slipped it into a potter’s field somewhere. Her fat and bones would soon fertilize the earth and no one
         would either care or remember her.
      


  However, that left the living woman with nothing to lose, and that’s precisely what made her so dangerous, because it carved
         normal societal inhibitors right out of her brain pattern. That one factor turned mush to titanium. No matter how many reps
         or laps Mace did, she could never match what Juanita had. Mace still had compassion, still had remorse. Juanita no longer
         had either, if she ever did.
      


  Mace held the fork ready. Her gaze drifted for a moment to Juanita’s wide hand planted flat on the table, orange nail polish
         muted against her skin that was obscured only by a tattoo of what looked to be a spider. An obvious target, the hand.
      


  Not tonight. I already two-stepped with Beer Belly. I’m not dancing with you too.


  Mace kept walking and slid her tray and utensils into the dirty bin.


  Only as she was leaving did she glance over at Juanita, to find the woman still watching her. Keeping her gaze dead on Mace,
         Juanita whispered something to one of her crew, a gangly lily white named Rose. Rose was in here for nearly decapitating her
         husband’s sexy plaything in a bar restroom using the gutting knife hubby kept for his fish catches. Mace had heard that the
         husband hadn’t come to Rose’s trial, but only because he was so upset she’d ruined his best blade. It was definitely more
         the stuff of Jerry Springer retro than Oprah couch chatter.
      


  Mace watched as Rose nodded and grinned, showing the nineteen teeth she had remaining in her gaping mouth. It was hard to
         believe she was perhaps once a little girl playing dress-up, sitting on her father’s knee, forming her cursive letters, cheering
         at a high school football game, dreaming about something other than one hundred and eighty months in a cage playing second
         fiddle to a bloated queen bee with the mental makeup of Jeffrey Dahmer.
      


  Rose had visited Mace on the second day she’d been here and told her that Juanita was the messiah and what the messiah wanted,
         she got. When the cell door opened and the messiah appeared, she would like it. Those were the rules. That was just the way
         it was in Juanita Land. Mace had declined Juanita’s offer several times. And before things had truly gotten out of hand, Juanita
         had suddenly backed off. Mace thought she knew why but wasn’t sure. Yet it had led to two years of fighting for her life every
         day, using her wits, her street smarts, and her newly found muscle.
      


  Mace trudged to Cell Block B and the doors slammed into place behind all of them at precisely seven p.m. So much for another
         exciting Sunday night. She sat on the steel bed with a mattress so thin laid over it that Mace could almost see right through
         the damn thing. Over the two years she’d slept on it her body had absorbed every buckle and bend in the old metal. She had
         three more days to go. Well, now really only two, if she made it through the night.
      


  Juanita knew when Mace was getting out. That’s why she’d tripped her, tried to bait her. She didn’t want Mace to leave. So
         Mace sat in her cell, crouched into a hard, tight wedge in the corner. Her fists were clenched and there was something shiny
         and sharp in each one of them that she kept hidden in a place not even the guards could find. The darkness came and then strengthened
         into the time of night when you figured nothing much good was going to happen because the evil that was coming scared all
         the good away. And then she waited some more. Because she knew, at some point, her cell door would open as the guards on the
         night shift looked the other way in consideration for drugs or sex, or both.
      


  And the messiah would appear with one goal in mind: to never again let Mace experience the light of a free day. For two years
         she’d been building herself up for this moment. Her buffed body waited with anticipation as adrenaline pumped with each exhalation
         of breath.
      


  Three minutes later the cell door slid open, and there she was.


  Only it wasn’t Juanita.


  This visitor was tall too, over six feet with the one-inch polished boots she wore. And the uniform was not like that of the
         guards. She wore it well, not a baggy part or dirt stain to be seen. The hair was blond and smelled good in a way that no
         hair in here ever could.
      


  The visitor took a step forward, and though it was dark, there was enough light coming from somewhere out there that Mace
         could see the four stars on each shoulder. There were eleven ranks in the District of Columbia Metropolitan Police Department,
         and those four stars represented the highest one of them all.
      


  Mace looked up, her hands still clenched, as the woman looked down.


  “Hey, sis,” said the D.C. chief of police. “What say we get you the hell out of here?”









  CHAPTER 4


  ROY KINGMAN pump-faked once and then darted a bounce pass between his defender’s legs and into the paint, where a giant with rockets
         in his legs named Joachim stuffed it home, the top of his head almost above the rim.
      


  “That’s twenty-one and I’m done,” said Roy, the sweat trickling down his face.


  The ten young men collected their things and shuffled off to the showers. It was six-thirty in the morning and Roy had already
         gotten in three games of five-on-five full-court at his sports club in northwest D.C. It had been eight years since he’d suited
         up for the University of Virginia Cavaliers as their starting point guard. At “only” six-two without rockets in his legs,
         Roy had still led his team to an ACC championship his senior year through hard work, smart court sense, good fundamentals,
         and a bit of luck. That luck had run out in the quarters of the NCAA when they’d slammed headfirst into perennial power Kansas.
      


  The Jayhawks’ point guard had been a blur of cat quickness and numbing agility, and, at only six feet tall, could easily dunk.
         He’d poured in twelve threes, mostly with Roy’s hand in his face, dished off ten assists, and harassed the Cavs’ normally
         solid point man into more turnovers than baskets. It was not exactly how Roy wanted to remember his four-year collegiate career.
         Yet now, of course, that was the only way he could recall it.
      


  He showered, dressed in a white polo shirt, gray slacks, and a blue sports jacket, his standard work wear, threw his bag in
         the trunk of his silver Audi, and headed to work. It was still only a little past seven, but his job demanded a long, full
         day.
      


  At seven-thirty he pulled into the parking garage of his office building in Georgetown located on the waterfront, snagged
         his briefcase off the front seat, chirped his Audi locks shut, and rode the elevator car to the lobby. He said hello to Ned
         the thirty-something heavyset guard, who was cramming a sausage biscuit into his mouth while leisurely turning the pages of
         the latest Muscle Mag. Roy knew that if Ned had to get up from his chair and simply shuffle fast after a bad guy, he not only would never catch
         him but someone also would have to perform mouth-to-mouth on old Ned.
      


  As long as it’s not me.


  He stepped on the office elevator and punched the button for the sixth floor after swiping his key card through the slot.
         Less than a minute later he reached his office suite. Since Shilling & Murdoch didn’t open until eight-thirty, he also had
         to use his key card to release the lock on the law firm’s glass doors.
      


  Shilling & Murdoch had forty-eight lawyers in D.C., twenty in London, and two in the Dubai office. Roy had been to all three
         places. He’d flown to the Middle East in the private plane of some sheik who had business dealings with one of Shilling’s
         clients. It had been an Airbus A380, the world’s largest commercial airliner, capable of carrying about six hundred ordinary
         people or twenty extraordinarily fortunate ones in ultimate luxury. Roy’s suite had a bed, a couch, a desk, a computer, two
         hundred TV channels, unlimited movies on demand, and a minibar. It also came with a personal attendant, in his case a young
         Jordanian woman so physically perfect that Roy spent much of the flight time pressing his call button just so he could look
         at her.
      


  He walked down the hall to his office. The law firm’s space was nice, but far from ostentatious, and downright slum-dogging
         it compared to the ride on the A380. All Roy needed was a desk, a chair, a computer, and a phone. The only upgrade in his
         office was a basketball hoop on the back of the door that he would shoot a little rubber ball into while yakking on the phone
         or thinking.
      


  In return for ten- or eleven-hour days and the occasional week-end work he was paid $220,000 per annum as a base with an expected
         bonus/profit share on top of that of another $60,000, plus gold-plated health care and a month of paid vacation with which
         to frolic to his heart’s content. Raises averaged about ten percent a year, so next cycle he would ratchet to over three hundred
         grand. Not bad for an ex-jock only five years out of law school and with only twenty-four months at this firm.
      


  He was a deal guy now, so he never set foot in a courtroom. Best of all, he didn’t have to write down a single billable hour
         because all clients of the firm were on comprehensive retainers unless something extraordinary happened, which never had since
         Roy had worked here. He’d spent three years as a solo practitioner in private practice. He’d wanted to get on with the public
         defender’s office in D.C., but that was one of the premier indigent representation outfits in the country and the competition
         for a slot was intense. So Roy had become a Criminal Justice Act, or CJA, attorney. That sounded important, but it only meant
         he was on a court-approved list of certified lawyers who were willing basically to take the crumbs the public defender’s office
         didn’t want.
      


  Roy had had his one-room legal shop a few blocks over from D.C. Superior Court in office space that he’d shared with six other
         attorneys. In fact, they’d also shared one secretary, a part-time paralegal, one copier/fax, and thousands of gallons of bad
         coffee. Since most of Roy’s clients had been guilty he’d spent much of his time negotiating plea deals with U.S. attorneys,
         or DAs, as they were called, since in the nation’s capital they prosecuted all crimes. The only time the DAs wanted to go
         to trial was to get their in-court hours up or to arbitrarily kick some ass, because the evidence was usually so clear that
         a guilty verdict was almost inevitable.
      


  He’d dreamed of playing in the NBA until he’d finally accepted that there were a zillion guys better than he would ever be,
         and almost none of them would make the leap to professional hoops. That was the principal reason Roy had gone to law school;
         his ball skills weren’t good enough for the pros and he couldn’t consistently knock down the threes. He wondered occasionally
         how many other tall lawyers were walking around with the very same history.
      


  After getting some work lined up for his secretary when she came in, he needed some coffee. It was right at eight o’clock
         as he walked down the hall to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The kitchen staff kept the coffee in there so it would
         stay fresher longer.
      


  Roy didn’t get the coffee.


  Instead he caught the woman’s body as it tumbled out of the fridge.









  CHAPTER 5


  THEY RODE in a black Town Car, an SUV loaded with security behind them. Mace glanced over at her older sister, Elizabeth, known as
         Beth to her friends and some of her professional colleagues. However, most people just called her Chief.
      


  Mace turned and looked at the tail car. “Why the caravan?”


  “No special reason.”


  “Why come tonight?”


  Beth Perry looked at the uniformed driver in front of her. “Keith, turn some tunes on up there. I don’t want you falling asleep.
         On these roads we’ll end up driving off the side of a mountain.”
      


  “Right, Chief.” Keith dutifully turned on the radio and Kim Carnes’s jagged voice reached them in the backseat as she crooned
         “Bette Davis Eyes.”
      


  Beth turned to her sister. When she spoke her voice was low. “This way we avoid the press. And just so you know, I’ve had
         eyes and ears in that place from day one. I tried to run interference the best I could for you.”
      


  “So that’s why the cow backed off.”


  “You mean Juanita?”


  “I mean the cow.”


  She lowered her voice further. “I figured they’d planned on giving you a parting gift. That was the reason I showed up early.”


  It irritated Mace that the chief of police had to have the radio playing and whisper in her own car, but she understood why.
         Ears were everywhere. At her sister’s level, it wasn’t just about law enforcement; it was about politics.
      


  “How’d you manage the release two days ahead of schedule?”


  “Time reduced for good behavior. You’d earned yourself forty-eight whole hours of freedom.”


  “Over two years, it doesn’t seem like that big an accomplishment.”


  “It’s not, actually.” She patted Mace on the arm and smiled. “Not that I would have expected it from you.”


  “Where do I go from here?”


  “I thought you could crash at my place. I’ve got plenty of room. The divorce was final six months ago. Ted’s long gone.”


  Her sister’s eight-year marriage to Ted Blankenship had started to unravel before Mace had gone to prison. It had ended with
         no kids and a husband who hated his ex principally because she was smarter and more successful than he ever would be.
      


  “I hope my being in prison didn’t contribute to the downfall.”


  “What contributed is that my taste in men sucks. So I’m Beth Perry again.”


  “How’s Mom?”


  “Still married to Moneybags and the same pain in the ass as always.”


  “She never came to see me. Never wrote me a single letter.”


  “Just let it go, Mace. That’s who she is and neither one of us is going to change the woman.”


  “What about my condo?”


  Beth glanced out the window and Mace saw her frown in the reflection off the glass. “I kept it going as long as I could, but
         the divorce took a big slice out of my pocketbook. I ended up paying alimony to Ted. The papers had a field day with that
         even though the file was supposed to be sealed.”
      


  “I hate the press. And for the record I always hated Ted.”


  “Anyway, the bank foreclosed on your condo four months ago.”


  “Without telling me? They can do that?”


  “You appointed me as your power of attorney before you went in. So they notified me.”


  “So you couldn’t tell me?”
      


  Beth glared at her. “And what exactly would you have done if I had?”


  “It still would’ve been nice to know,” Mace said grumpily.


  “I’m sorry. It was a judgment call on my part. At least you didn’t end up owing anything on it.”


  “Do I have anything left?”


  “After we paid off the legal bills for your defense—”


  “We?”
      


  “That was the other reason I couldn’t keep paying on the condo. The lawyers always get their money. And you would’ve done
         the same for me.”
      


  “Like you ever would’ve ended up in a pile of crap like this.”


  “Do you want the rest of the bad news?”


  “Why not? We’re on a roll.”


  “Your personal investment account got wiped out like everybody else’s in the economic freefall. Your police pension was history
         the moment you were convicted. You have a grand total of one thousand two hundred and fifteen dollars in your checking account.
         I talked your creditors into knocking your debt down to about six grand and got them to defer payments until you got back
         on your feet.”
      


  Mace was silent for a long minute as the car rolled along winding roads on the way to the interstate that would eventually
         carry them into Virginia and then on to D.C. “In all your free time while you were running the tenth largest police force
         in the country and presiding over the security details for a presidential inauguration. Nobody could’ve done better. I know
         that. And if it had been me overseeing your finances, you’d probably be in a debtor’s prison in China.” Mace touched her sister’s
         arm. “Thanks, Beth.”
      


  “I did manage to keep one thing for you.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You’ll see when we get there.”









  CHAPTER 6


  THE SUN was starting to come up when the Town Car turned down a quiet residential street that dead-ended in a cul-de-sac. A few seconds
         later they rolled to a stop in the driveway of a comfortable-looking two-story frame house with a wide front porch that sat
         at the very end of the road. The only giveaway that this was where the highest-ranking cop in D.C. lived was the security
         stationed outside and the portable barricades that had been moved out of the way when they’d turned onto the street.
      


  “What the hell is this for, Beth?” Mace asked. “You never had a security detail at your house before. You usually don’t even
         have a driver.”
      


  “Different world and the mayor insisted.”


  “Has there been a threat?”


  “I get threats every day. Stalkers at HQ, here at home.”


  “I know, so what’s changed?”


  “Not for you to worry about.”


  The car slowed and Beth Perry rolled down her window and exchanged a few words with the officers on duty, and then she and
         Mace headed into the house. Mace dropped the duffel bag containing everything she’d brought to prison with her and looked
         around. “You’re not going to tell me the truth about all the new security?”
      


  “There’s nothing to tell. I don’t particularly like it, but like I said, the mayor insisted.”


  “But why did he—”


  “Drop it, Mace!”


  The sisters did a staredown and Mace finally backed off.


  “So where’s Blind Man?”


  As if on cue, an old fifty-pound mutt with gray, black, and tan markings came into the room. As it sniffed the air, it gave
         a yelp and bounded toward Mace. She knelt and scratched Blind Man behind the ears and then gave the dog a lingering hug, pushing
         her nose into its smooth fur as Blind Man happily licked her ear.
      


  “I think I missed this guy almost as much as I missed you.”


  “He’s been pining for you.”


  “Hey, Blind Man, you missed me, man, you missed me?”


  “I still can’t believe they were going to put him down just because he can’t see. That dog’s nose is so keen it’s better than
         having two pairs of twenty-twenties.”
      


  Mace rose but continued to stroke Blind Man’s head. “You always have been one to bring in strays with special cases. The deaf
         cat, and three-legged Bill the boxer.”
      


  “Everybody and everything deserves a chance.”


  “Including little sisters?”


  “You’ve lost weight, but otherwise you look to be in great shape.”


  “Worked out every day. Only thing that kept me going.”


  Beth looked at her strangely. It took Mace a few moments to interpret. “I’m clean, Beth. I was clean when I went in and I
         didn’t touch anything while I was in there, although let me tell you there were more drugs in that place than at Pfizer’s
         world headquarters. I exchanged meth for endorphins. I’ll take a pee test if you want.”
      


  “I don’t, but your probation officer will as a post-release condition.”


  Mace took a deep breath. She’d forgotten that she was now officially on probation for a full year because of some complicating
         factors in her sentencing. If she screwed up they could send her right back for a lot longer than twenty-four months.
      


  “I know the guy. He’s okay. Plays fair. Your first meeting is next week.”


  “I thought it would be sooner than that.”


  “It usually is, but I told him you’d be staying with me.”


  Mace stared fixedly at her sister. “Any news on who set me up?’


  “Let’s talk about it later. But I’ve got some ideas.”


  There was something in her voice that made Mace decide not to argue. “I’m starving, but can I grab a shower first? Two minutes
         a day of cold drizzle over two years gets to you.”
      


  “Towels, soap, and shampoo are all set upstairs. I’ve got the rest of your clothes in the guest bedroom.”


  Thirty minutes later the two sisters sat down in the large, airy kitchen to scrambled eggs, coffee, bacon, and toast that
         Beth had prepared. The chief had changed into jeans and a sweatshirt with “FBI Academy” stenciled on the front. Her hair was
         pulled back in a ponytail and she was barefoot. Mace had on a white long-sleeved shirt and a pair of corduroy pants she’d
         last worn over two years ago. Snug before, they now rode low on her narrow hips.
      


  “You’re going to need new things,” said her sister. “What are you now, about one-fifteen?


  “A little less.” She ran a thumb inside the waist of the saggy pants. “I didn’t know I was such a porker before.”


  “Yeah, a real porker. You could sprint circles around most of the force even back then. No donut runs for Mace Perry.”


  As sunlight spilled through the windows, Beth watched as Mace took her time with each bite and drank the coffee in careful
         sips. Mace caught her sister eyeing her and put her fork and cup down.
      


  “Pathetic, I know,” Mace said.


  Beth leaned across and wrapped long fingers around her sister’s forearm. “I can’t tell you how good it is to have you back
         safe. What a relief it is—”
      


  Beth’s voice faltered and Mace saw the tall woman’s eyes suddenly tear up; the same eyes that had stared down the worst the
         city had to offer. Like Mace, she’d started as a beat cop in the toughest neighborhoods of D.C. that no tourist would ever
         have ventured into unless he was tired of living.
      


  The chief hurried over to the counter and poured another cup of coffee, gazing out the window into the small backyard while
         she regained her composure. Mace returned to her meal. In between bites she asked, “So what was it you kept for me?”
      


  Relieved by this change in subject, Beth said, “Follow me and I’ll show you.”


  She opened the door to the garage and nudged the light on with her elbow. It was a two-bay arrangement. In one parking slot
         sat Beth’s black Jeep Cherokee. The vehicle sitting in the other space caused a grin to spill over Mace’s face.
      


  A Ducati Sport 1000 S motorcycle painted cherry red. It was the only thing Mace had ever splurged on. And still she’d gotten
         it dirt cheap and secondhand from a portly cop who’d bought it after going through a midlife crisis only to realize he was
         terrified to ride the damn thing.
      


  She stepped down to the garage floor, ran her hand along the upside-down high-performance Marzocchi front forks forged from
         glorious brushed aluminum. Then her fingers slipped over the Sachs shocks that had softened journeys over some rough terrain
         when she’d used her private ride to chase down some bad guys off-road. The bike had a removable tailpiece cover to give it
         a sporty, aerodynamic look, but if you popped it off, it revealed a seat and became a two-person ride. However, Mace liked
         to ride solo. It had a six-speed gearbox, Marelli electronic fuel injection, L-twin cylinders, and its engine generated nearly
         a hundred horses at eight thousand rpms. She’d kept the bike far longer than any man she ever had, because she loved this
         machine far more than any guy she’d ever dated.
      


  “How’d my creditors miss this?”


  “I assigned it over to myself, so there was nothing to miss. I did it in lieu of payment for administering your affairs.”
         She held out the key. “Your license still valid?”
      


  “Even if it wasn’t, you couldn’t keep me off it.”


  “Nice thing to tell the chief of police sworn to uphold and protect.”


  “Just uphold that thought, I’ll be back.”
      


  Mace slipped the helmet on.


  “Wait a sec.”


  She looked over in time to see Beth toss her a black leather jacket she’d bought for her when she’d gotten the bike. Mace
         slipped it on. Her shoulders had widened enough to where it was a tight fit, but it still felt wonderful, because those shoulders
         and the rest of the body attached to it were now free.
      


  Mace engaged the engine.


  From behind the door to the kitchen there came the sounds of claws scratching and then Blind Man started to howl.


  “He’s always hated you on that thing,” Beth yelled over the roar of the bike’s engine.


  “But God, it sounds so good,” Mace shouted back.


  Beth had already hit the control for the garage door. Good thing, because a few seconds later the Ducati roared out of the
         bay and into the crisp morning air, leaving its signature mark in burned-off tread on the cement.
      


  Before the security detail could even react and move the barriers, Mace had already whipped around the staggered portable
         walls, angling the Ducati almost parallel to the ground. The machine responded flawlessly, like she and it had already fused
         into one organism. Then she was gone in a long exhale of Italian-engineered exhaust.
      


  The security detail scratched its collective heads and turned to look back at the chief. She raised her cup of coffee in mock
         salute to their dedicated vigilance and returned to the house. She kept the garage door open, however. Four years ago she’d
         lost one garage door to her little sister’s overeager entry. She did not plan on repeating that mistake.
      









  CHAPTER 7


  MACE KNEW that D.C. was the sort of town where on one block you were as safe as you would be in the middle of a small town in southern
         Kansas on Sunday afternoon in front of the local Methodist church. Yet one block over, you better have Kevlar covering every
         square inch of your body because chances were very good that someone was going to get shot. That was where Mace wanted to
         be. Her brain was wired to run toward the gunfire instead of away from it. Just like her sister.
      


  She’d been working another assignment when a slot had opened with the Narcotics and Special Investigations Division. She’d
         applied. Her arrest record was stellar, her late-to-work and tardies nonexistent. She’d impressed the brass board and gotten
         the position. She’d worked 4D Mobile Force Vice, though it was now called Focused Mission Unit, which to her didn’t sound
         nearly as cool.
      


  She’d started doing jump-outs as a plainclothes, which basically meant you cruised looking for dealers and when you saw them
         you jumped out and arrested as many as you could. In certain areas of D.C. you couldn’t miss them. She could hang as many
         as she wanted. The only thing holding her back was how much paperwork she wanted to do and how much court OT she could stomach.
      


  She’d cut her teeth on street-level dealers hand-selling rocks and making two grand a day. They were small fish to be sure,
         but they also shot people. Then there were the scratch-offs. They were either checking a rock of crack in their palm or doing
         a lottery card, it was virtually the same hand motion. And lots of lottery tickets were sold where Mace worked. Yet she’d
         gotten so good that she could tell by the motion of the index finger at twenty feet whether it was a rock or merely Lotto.
         Later, she’d gone undercover in the drug and homicidal hell of the Sixth and Seventh districts. That’s when all the trouble
         really began. That’s why two years of her life had vanished.
      


  Mace flew through block after block enjoying her first free day in nearly twenty-four months. Her dark hair whipped out from
         under the racing helmet as she quickly moved from the fortress of solitude around her sister’s house, to fairly decent and
         safe D.C., then to a neighborhood whose turf battle had not yet been fully decided between cops and bandits, and finally onto
         ground where the thin blue line had failed to establish even a beachhead.
      


  This was the Sixth District, or Six D in the MPD’s carved-up fiefdom. If Mace had a hundred bucks for every time she’d seen
         a PCP zombie running naked screaming through the streets here at midnight, she wouldn’t have been so ticked about losing her
         police pension. In certain sections of Six D there were shuttered houses, trashed buildings, and cannibalized cars on blocks.
         At night on virtually every corner here something bad was going down and gunfire was as ubiquitous as mosquitoes. All of the
         honest hardworking citizens—and that constituted most of the folks who lived here—just stayed inside and kept their heads
         down.
      


  Even in daylight people moved around on the streets with furtive looks. It was as though they just knew stingers launched
         from nickel-plated Glocks with drilled-off serial numbers or else hollow-points exploding out of virgin pistols looking for
         first kills could be heading their way. Even the air here seemed to stink, and the sunlight felt degraded by a cover of hopelessness
         as thick as the carbon emissions eroding what was left of the ozone.
      


  She slowed the Ducati and watched several of the people walking by on the street. The homicide rate in D.C. was nowhere near
         what it used to be in the late 1980s and early 1990s when young drug kingpins wearing brutish crowns formed from the tendrils
         of the crack cocaine era enjoyed their reign of terror. Back then a body violently dropped on average over once a day, every single day of the year, including the Sabbath. Yet currently nearly two hundred mostly young African American
         males every year required a medical examiner’s certification as to their cause of death, so it wasn’t exactly violence-free
         either. The men around here craved respect, and they seemed to believe they only would get it in increments of nine-millimeter
         ordnance. And maybe they were right.
      


  She stopped the bike, lifted off her helmet, and shook free the static from her hair. Normally coming here on a fat-cat motorcycle
         at any time of the day or night was not smart, particularly if you were white and weaponless, as Mace was. Yet no one bothered
         her, no one even approached her. Maybe they figured a woman not of color coming here alone on a Ducati was obviously psychotic
         and thus apt to blow up herself like some suicide bomber.
      


  “Hey, Mace! That you?”


  She twisted around on her seat to look behind her.


  The gent coming toward her was short and stick-thin with a shaved head. He had a pair of two-hundred-dollar LeBron James sneakers
         on his feet minus the shoelaces.
      


  “Eddie?”


  He approached and looked over the bike.


  “Nice, nice shit. Heard you were in.”


  “I got out.”


  “When?”


  “About five seconds ago.”


  “Just a deuce, right, so you just be an inmate.” He grinned at this insult.


  “Just two years, that’s right. Not a con. Just a lowly inmate.”


  “My little brother’s already done ten, and he’s only twenty-five. No family court crap for little bro. Hard time,” he added
         proudly.
      


  “How many people did he kill?”


  “Two. But them assholes both had it coming.”


  “I bet. Well, two years was plenty long enough for me.”


  He patted the Ducati’s gas tank and grinned, showing teeth so white and perfect that she assumed he’d gotten a nice deal on
         some veneers, probably bartering some prescription pills for them. Being seen talking to even a former police officer was
         not smart around here. However, Eddie was just a bottom-level huckabuck, a street thug. Not too bright and not connected at
         all, and the most illegal thing he’d ever done was to retail bags of processed weed, a few Crocks, and handfuls of stolen
         OxyContin pills on the street. The real players here knew that, and they also knew that Eddie had no information about their
         operations that he could possibly sell to the cops. Still, Mace was surprised he was alive. The dumb and the weak around here
         were usually eradicated extremely efficiently. So maybe he was wound tighter than she thought. Which could make him useful
         to her.
      


  “Neighborhood all the same?”


  “Some things don’t change, Mace. People pop and drop. You know that.”


  “I know someone screwed me.”


  His grin faded. “Don’t know nothing ’bout that.”


  “Yeah, but maybe you know somebody who does know.”


  “You out now, girl. Ain’t no good looking in the rearview mirror. There might be something you ain’t want to see. Besides,
         your sister already had her boys come down through here with a fine-tooth comb. Hell, they were just down here last week.”
      


  “They were? Doing what?”


  “Asking questions, doing their CSI thing. See that’s the cool thing having a police chief in the family. Cold case don’t never
         go cold. But I bet she gets some shit for it anyway. Not everybody loves the top blue, Mace.”
      


  “Like what shit?”


  “How the hell I know? I just on the street getting by.”


  “Her guys talk to you?”


  He nodded. “And I told ’em the truth. I ain’t know nothing ’bout nothing.” He patted the Ducati’s gas tank again. “Hey, can
         I take it for a ride?”
      


  She removed his hand from the Ducati. “There’s an old saying, Eddie, to go forward, you have to go back.”


  “Whoever said that ain’t from ’round here.”


  She eyed his windbreaker, the way his left elbow was clenched tight to his side, and how he leaned ever so slightly that way
         because of the weight of what was in his pocket. “You know, bro, if you want to carry a gun and not have the cops know, you’re
         gonna have to learn to walk a straighter line and loosen up your arm.”
      


  Eddie glanced down at his left pocket and then looked up, grinning. “Got to protect yourself ’round here, Mace.”


  “You find out anything, you let me know.”


  “Uh-huh,” Eddie said, his veneers no longer visible.


  Mace drove through the neighborhood, drawing more stares from folks sitting on their tiny porches or clustered on the street
         corners or peering out windows. A lot of peering went on around here, usually to see what the sirens were coming for.
      


  She was not making this circuit just to celebrate her release. She wanted to let certain powers-that-be know that Mace Perry
         had not only survived prison but also was back on her old turf even if she no longer had a badge, gun, and the might of the
         MPD gang backing her.
      


  But what Eddie had told her was troubling. Beth had apparently continued to investigate the case long after Mace had gone
         to prison, devoting scarce police resources to the matter. Mace knew several people who would use that if they could to attack
         Beth. Her sister had already done enough for her.
      


  She finally turned around and rode back to the house. One of the cops on protection duty waved her down as she approached
         the barricade. She braked to a stop and lifted her visor.
      


  “Yeah?” she said to the man, a young cop with a buzz cut. She could easily tell that he was an egg, meaning a rookie.


  Sit on them until they hatch.


  She remembered her T.O., or training officer. He was a vet, a “slow walker” who wanted to pull his shift as easy as possible
         and go home in one piece. Like many cops back then, he didn’t like women in his patrol car, and his rules were simple: Don’t
         touch the radio, don’t ask to drive, and don’t complain when they went to what cops referred to as the hoodle. It was a gathering
         place, usually a parking lot, where the police cruisers would cluster and the cops would chill out, sleep, listen to music,
         or do paperwork. The most important rule of her T.O., however, had been to just shut the hell up.
      


  She’d endured that ride for one month before getting “checked out” by a sergeant and certified to roll on her own. And from
         that day forward Mace’s call signal had been 10–99, meaning police officer in service alone.
      


  “I understand you’re the chief’s sister.”


  “Right,” she said, not desiring to volunteer anything more than that.


  “You were in prison?”


  “Right again. You got another personal question or will two do it for you?”


  He stepped back. “Look, I was just wondering.”


  “Right, just wondering. So why’s a young stud like you pulling barricade action? You oughta be running and gunning and locking
         up and getting some court OT so you can buy a new TV or a nice piece of jewelry for your lady.”
      


  “I hear you. Hey, put in a good word for me with the chief.”


  “She doesn’t need any help from me on that. You like being a cop?”


  “Until something better comes along.”


  Mace felt her gut tighten. She would have given anything to be a blue again.


  He twirled his hat and grinned at her, probably thinking up some stupid pickup line.


  Her teeth clenched, Mace said, “Piece of advice, don’t ever take your hat off while on protective duty.”


  The hat stopped spinning as he stared at her. “Why’s that?”


  “Same reason you don’t take it off when you’re on a suspect’s turf. Just one more thing to get in the way of you drawing your
         gun if something hairy goes down. Egg.”
      


  She double-clutched, popped a wheelie, barely avoiding his foot as he jumped back, and roared on into the garage.









  CHAPTER 8


  HER SISTER was waiting for her in the kitchen, fully dressed in a fresh uniform. A stack of documents was on the table in front of her.
      


  “Homework?” said Mace.


  “Daily Folder, Homicide Report, news clips, briefing for internal ops meeting. The usual.”


  “You wear the four stars so well,” said Mace as Blind Man sniffed around her ankles and she scratched his ears.


  “How was the ride?”


  “Not as enlightening as I’d hoped.”


  “I hoped you’d disappoint me and not go back to Six D.”
      


  “Sorry not to disappoint you.” Mace poured another cup of coffee and sat down at the table. “Saw Eddie Minor.”


  “Who?”


  “Small-fry huckabuck,” replied Mace. “He said your guys were down there asking questions about my case just last week.”


  Beth put down the folder she was holding. “Okay, so?”


  “So you still working it?”


  “I work all cases where justice hasn’t prevailed.”


  “Eddie said you might be pissing off some high-ups over this.”


  “Come on. You’re listening to a huckabuck’s take on D.C. politics?”


  “So it is political?”


  “I’ve obviously forgotten that you tend to take every word literally.”


  “Is that what the heightened security’s for?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “People gunning for you because you won’t let the case go?”


  “If there are some higher-ups in town who think I’m being a little overzealous in pursuing what happened to you, they sure
         as hell aren’t going to order a hit on me. They have other avenues they can employ.”
      


  “So why the extra security?”


  “The number of threats against me has gone up a little. Some of them are credible, so a few extra precautions were in order.
         I don’t like it but I have to live with it.”
      


  “Where are the credible threats coming from?”


  “Don’t lose sleep over it. If I had a dollar for every death threat I’ve gotten over the years.”


  “It only takes one, Beth.”


  “I’ve got lots of folks watching my six.”


  “Well, you just got one more added to the group.”


  “No! You focus on you.”


  “Beth—”


  “Focus on you.”
      


  “Okay, so what exactly are my options?” she asked bluntly.


  “You don’t have many.”


  “That wasn’t my question.”


  Beth sat back, double thumbing her BlackBerry with skill. “You have a felony conviction involving a firearm and you’re now
         out on probation. You obviously can’t be a cop anymore with that hanging over you.”
      


  “Someone kidnapped me, strung me out on multiple meth cocktails laced with who knows what, and forced me to participate in
         armed robberies while I was whacked out of my mind.”
      


  “I know that, you know that, but that’s not what the court found.”


  “The jury and the judge got steamrolled by an overzealous U.S. attorney who had it in for me and you.”


  “That overzealous U.S. attorney now heads up the entire office.”


  The color slipped from Mace’s face. “What!”


  “A month ago Mona Danforth was named interim U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia by the AG.”


  “U.S. attorney! Dad’s old office?”


  “That’s right,” Beth said with disgust.


  “The attorney general named her? I thought they had to be Senate confirmed after the president appointed them.”


  “The AG gets to appoint Mona for a hundred and twenty days. If the president doesn’t name a permanent candidate and have that
         appointee confirmed by the Senate by then, the authority to appoint goes to the district court. The problem is, the AG, the
         president, and the district court folks all love Mona. So she’s a lock for the job any way you cut it. I expect the president
         to formally name Mona any day now. And from what I understand the Senate confirmation is a gimme.”
      


  “I can’t believe that woman is running the largest U.S. Attorney’s Office in the country. She has the least morals of any
         prosecutor I’ve ever been around.”
      


  “She’s still out there screaming that you got a sweetheart deal because of your connections. Meaning me, of course. And if
         we hadn’t gotten the sentence knocked down on appeal she might have been crowing instead of screaming.”
      


  “She ought to be in prison. How many times has she looked the other way when evidence got doctored or else went missing when it
         didn’t cut to her side? How many times has she sat and listened to people on the stand commit perjury by feeding back the
         lines she wrote for them?”
      


  Beth slid her BlackBerry in her pocket. “Proof, little sister. Hearsay won’t cut it. She’s got everyone who matters to her
         climb up the ladder snookered.”
      


  Mace put her head in her hands and groaned. “This has got to be the parallel world where Superman is evil. How do I get off
         the ride?”
      


  “You never get off the ride. You just learn to hold on a different way.”


  Mace looked at her sister through a gap in her fingers. “So, is the political pressure on you coming from Mona and her demented
         heavyweight supporters?”
      


  “Mona has never been my biggest fan.”


  “I’ll take that as a hell yes.”


  “And I can handle it.”


  “But it would be better if you backed off trying to find out who set me up.”


  “Better for whom? The bandits or Mona? Neither of whom I give a crap about. There is no law against the police investigating
         crimes. And if we get lucky and nail the bastards, you get your record expunged and also receive an official apology and reinstatement
         to the force.”
      


  “An apology from who, Mona?”


  “Don’t hold your breath.”


  “Okay, we were talking options?”


  “You can’t do anything that would require a security clearance, which in this town cuts out a lot of possibilities, and the
         overall job market sucks right now.”
      


  “If you’re trying to pep up my spirits, please stop before I stab myself in the heart with a fork since I can no longer own
         a gun to use to kill myself.”
      


  “You wanted options. I’m giving them to you.”


  “I haven’t heard an option. All I’ve heard is what I can’t do.”
      


  Beth slid a paper across to her. “Well, here’s maybe something you can do.”
      


  Mace looked down at what was written on the sheet.


  “Dr. Abraham Altman? I remember him.”


  “And he remembers you. Not many college professors run afoul of one of the worst drug crews in Ward Nine.”


  “That’s right. Nice guy, just doing some research into urban issues. The HF-12 crew didn’t see it that way and came over to
         G-town to give him grief.”
      


  “And you stepped in and saved his ass.”


  “You’ve kept up with him?”


  “I was a guest lecturer in criminal justice over at Georgetown when you were in West Virginia. He and I reconnected.”


  “So what does that mean for me?”


  “He’s looking for a research assistant.”


  Mace gaped at her sister. “Beth, I didn’t even finish college. My ‘graduate work’ was sixteen weeks at the police academy,
         so I’m not exactly the poster girl for research assistants.”
      


  “He’s doing urban research, specifically into impoverished and crime-ridden areas of D.C. I don’t think there’s anyone out
         there more qualified to help on that issue than you. And Altman’s got a big federal research grant and can pay you well. He’ll
         be home tonight. Around seven, if you can make it.”
      


  “So you arranged all this?”


  “All I really did was make a suggestion to Altman. He was already your second biggest fan.”


  It took a moment for Mace to interpret this remark. “Meaning you’re my biggest?”


  Beth rose. “I’ve got to run. I’ve got testimony on the—”


  Her cell phone buzzed. She answered, listened, and clicked off. “Change of plan.”


  “What is it?”


  “Just got word that some big-shot lady lawyer dropped out of a fridge at her law firm. Board’s been called,” she added, referring
         to the ambulance. “Bandit apparently long gone.”
      


  Mace looked at her sister expectantly.


  “What?” Beth asked.


  “I don’t have anything to do.”


  “So relax, go sleep on a real bed. There’s some Rocky Road in the freezer. Go put some weight on those bones.”


  “I’m not tired. And I’m not hungry. For food, anyway.”


  “What, you want to go to the crime scene?”


  “Thanks, Beth. I’ll follow you on the bike.”


  “Hold on, I didn’t say you could go.”


  “I just assumed.”


  “Never assume, Mace. If Dad taught us one thing, it’s that.”


  “I won’t get in the way. I swear. I… I just… miss it, Beth.”


  “Mace, I’m sorry. I don’t think it would be a good idea—” Mace cut her off. “Fine, forget it. You’re right. I’ll just go eat
         some Rocky Road and take a nap. And try not to die from excitement.”
      


  She started to walk off, her head down, her shoulders slumped.


  “All right, you can come,” Beth said grudgingly. “But keep your mouth shut. You’re invisible. Okay?”


  Mace didn’t answer; she was sprinting to her bike.


  “And stop whining,” Beth called after her.









  CHAPTER 9


  ROY KINGMAN had hit thirty-one shots in a row on his behind-the-door basketball hoop. The police had swarmed the place minutes after
         he’d phoned 911. It still didn’t seem possible that he’d gone to make coffee, opened the fridge, and caught Diane Tolliver’s
         dead body before it hit the floor. He’d been asked lots of questions by lots of people, some in uniform and some not. As the
         other lawyers had arrived at work, word had quickly spread as to what had happened. Several partners and a few associates
         had stopped by to see him, offering supportive words and also expressions of sympathy, puzzlement, and fear. One fellow lawyer
         had even seemed a bit suspicious of him.
      


  The cops wouldn’t tell him anything. He didn’t know how long Diane had been dead. He didn’t even know what had killed the
         woman. There was no blood or wounds that he could see. Although he’d defended accused murderers when he’d been a CJA and had
         seen his share of autopsy photos, he wasn’t exactly an expert on violent death.
      


  He looked at his desk full of work to do and then glanced away. Not today. The clients could wait. He hadn’t been Diane Tolliver’s
         closest confidant, but he had worked with her and liked her. She’d taught him a lot. And somebody had killed her and stuffed
         her in a fridge next to a container of days-old potato salad.
      


  He palmed the little rubber ball, cocked his arm back, and with a smooth motion released his thirty-second shot. It sailed
         straight and true right to the hoop. Only the door opened and the rubber ball hit Beth Perry in the head instead. She bent
         down to pick it up and tossed it back to him as he rose from his chair, his mouth agape as his gaze took in the four stars.
         Not that he needed that to know who she was. The D.C. police chief was in the media spotlight quite a bit.
      


  People marched in behind her. The last one closed the door. The last one was Mace, doing her best to get lost in the crowd.
         Beth introduced herself and some of the folks with her. She’d already interviewed the first responders and looked at the body.
         Other than Roy there were no witnesses, at least that they had found so far. The paramedics had preliminarily pronounced Tolliver
         dead, and the ME was on the way to make that pronouncement official.
      


  As two detectives took notes, the chief guided Roy through the events of the morning and what he knew about the dead woman.
         Her questions were crisp, her methodology spot-on. This was not by accident; she’d worked homicide for two years.
      


  Roy finally said, “You always do the questioning, ma’am? I thought you’d have, you know, some bigger butts to kick around.”
         He added hastily, “I meant that with all due respect.”
      


  In the back of the room Mace smiled at his comment. Beth did too.


  Beth said, “I like to keep my hand in things. So you were a CJA?”


  “That’s right.”


  “You didn’t like it there?”


  “I like it here better.”


  “So no reason you know of that someone would want to harm Diane Tolliver?”


  “None that I can think of. She wasn’t married. She went out some, no serious dating, at least that she talked to me about.”


  “Would she talk about things like that with you?”


  “Well, probably not,” he admitted.


  “Were you one of her nonserious dates?”


  “No. It wasn’t like that with us. She was, well, she was a lot older than me.”


  “Forty-seven.”


  “Right. I’m about to turn thirty.”


  “Okay. Go on.”


  “Her clients were mostly big companies, most of them overseas. She traveled. We both did. She never mentioned any problems.”


  “When you say you traveled, you mean together?”


  “Sometimes, yeah.”


  “Where, for example?”


  “We have an office in London and one in Dubai too.”


  “An office in Dubai?”


  “Lot of money and development going on there. And they need lawyers.”


  “Did she usually work late?”


  “Only occasionally. I do too sometimes.”


  “Did you ever work late together?”


  “A few times.”


  “You were the first to arrive this morning? Around seven-thirty?”


  “Yes, at least I didn’t see anyone else.”


  “The office space has a security system?”


  “Yep. We’re each assigned cards, so that’ll tell you exactly when she came in.”


  “And exactly when you came in too,” the voice said.
      


  Everyone turned to stare at Mace, who’d looked chagrined the second she’d finished speaking. Her sister frowned and turned
         back to Roy, who had his gaze dead on Mace. He squeezed the rubber ball tight in his hand.
      


  “But you don’t need the key card to leave the space after hours?” asked Beth.
      


  “No, there’s a door release button you push.”


  “And of course during business hours the security system is turned off?”


  He said, “That’s right.”


  “The garage elevator doesn’t have a key card access?”


  “That’s right, but you need a key card to access the garage.”


  “If you’re in a car.”


  “Yeah, it is a gap in security, I know.”


  “A real gap,” she said, eyeing Roy closely.


  He shifted uncomfortably. “Look, am I a suspect?”


  “We’re just collecting information.”


  His face flushed. “I called 911. I caught her damn body in my arms. I was just going to make coffee. And I had no reason to
         kill her.”
      


  “We’re getting way ahead of ourselves, Mr. Kingman. So just calm down.”


  Roy took a breath. “Okay. Do you need anything else from me?”


  “No, but I’m sure my detectives will have some follow-up. No travel plans to Dubai coming up, I hope?” She was not smiling
         when she asked this.
      


  “I don’t think so, no.”


  Beth rose from her chair. “Terrific. Let’s keep it that way. We’ll be in touch.”


  They all filed out. Mace held back while the others disappeared down the hall.


  He eyed her. “Can I help you?”


  “I don’t know. Did you kill her?”


  Roy stood, towering over her. “Are you a cop?”


  “No, just tagging along for fun.”


  “You think murder is fun? Are you some kind of sick freak?”


  “Well, if you put it that way I guess I am.”


  “I’ve got some work to do.” He glanced at the door.


  Instead of leaving Mace plucked the ball from his hand. In one motion, she turned and drained the shot, hitting nothing but
         net.
      


  He said, “Nice mechanics.”


  “High school girls’ basketball. We won the state title my senior year.”


  He appraised her. “Let me guess, you were the leave-it-all-onthe-court point guard who could score and also play some wicked
         D, including the occasional knocked-on-their-ass flagrant foul to cold-face the other teams?”
      


  “I’m impressed.”


  “I’m not.”


  “What?”


  “You just basically accused me of murder. So why don’t you get the hell out of my office.”


   “All right, I’m going.”


  “Best news I’ve heard all day.”









  CHAPTER 10


  THE D.C. Metropolitan Police Department headquarters was located on Indiana Avenue, near the D.C. Superior Court building. It
         was named after Henry J. Daly, who’d been a homicide sergeant with twenty-eight distinguished years on the police force before
         an intruder had gunned him down in the building. It was a multistory structure with lots of people in uniform coming and going.
         And lots of people not in uniform hanging around either waiting for court time next door or else cooling their heels while
         friends or relatives had some quality face time with the cops inside HQ. The probation and parole offices, along with the
         Department of Motor Vehicles, were also located in the Daly Building. That pretty much guaranteed that no one going in or
         out of the place was particularly thrilled to be there.
      


  The chief’s office was in a secure area and one had to pass locked doors and lots of cubicles containing people who brought
         guns with them to work. The office was a corner suite; the door was a keyed entry. The room was large with nice moldings and
         two windows. A wall of shelves contained ceremonial mugs and hats, stuffed animals, and stacks of newspapers and official
         reports. The American flag was in front of one window. There was a small sitting area with an ornate chess set on a coffee
         table. A plasma screen on a hinged arm hung on one wall. There was also a large wooden desk that had seen a lot of wear and
         tear over the years. This included numerous coffee cup rings marring the surface and probably a few hundred angry fists slamming
         down on the wood.
      


  Beth sat on the “chief” side and Mace on the other.


  “I took a leap of faith letting you tag along,” Beth said as she stared at the stacks of files and phone messages on her desk.
         “It apparently was a mistake on my part to believe that you might just remain quiet and unobtrusive. I’m not sure how I miscalculated
         considering it’s only happened a few thousand times before.”
      


  “It just popped out. I’m sorry.”


  Beth pointed to the pile of phone messages. “Your little ‘pop’ has already gotten a lot of attention. The mayor, in fact,
         wants to know why a recently released convicted felon was even allowed near the crime scene, sister or not.”
      


  “I’m really sorry, Beth. I don’t know why I did it.”


  “Just go see Altman tonight and become gainfully employed.”


  “Is he still at G-town? Because the address you gave me is in McLean.”


  “He’s on sabbatical but the address is for his home.”


  “McLean? Fancy area. They must be paying professors better these days.”


  “Wait a minute, didn’t you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “Altman is one of the wealthiest people in the Washington area.”


  “How’d he make his money?”


  “He didn’t.”


  Mace gave her sister a funny look. “What?”


  “You used to be a pretty good detective. You’ll figure it out.” Beth pointed to the door. “Now go, I have to play police chief
         for a while.”
      


  Mace headed to the door but then turned back. “I am sorry about today, sis.”


  Beth smiled. “If that’s all I had to worry about, it would be a very good day.”


  “What about Mona and the mayor?”


  “The mayor’s a good guy. I can deal rationally with him.”


  “And Mona?”


  “Mona can go screw herself.”


  The secure door clicked open and Beth’s assistant, Lieutenant Donna Pierce, looked in. “They’re here for the meeting, Chief.”


  “Send them in.”


  The door opened wider and a man with white hair and dressed in a custom-tailored pinstripe suit walked in, followed by a fellow
         in a baggy gray suit who limped awkwardly, his fat briefcase in his right hand.
      


  The white-haired gent put out his hand. “It’s been too long, Beth.”


  “Crazy schedules all around, Sam.”


  “Hello, Chief,” said Jarvis Burns, the man in the baggy suit.


  “I don’t think either of you ever met my sister, Mace.”


  “Mace, this is Sam Donnelly and Jarvis Burns.”


  Donnelly gave Mace a searching look. “I’m really surprised we’ve never run into each other before.”


  “I’ve been away for a while.”


  “I know. What happened to you was a case of prosecutorial overreach. That is my personal opinion,” he hastily added. “Off the record.”
      


  “We know the president loves Mona,” Beth said grudgingly.


  “And I serve at his pleasure,” added Donnelly.


  When Mace looked at him inquiringly Beth explained, “Sam is the DNI, Director of National Intelligence.”


  “Yes, but Jarvis here does all the heavy lifting,” amended Donnelly. “I just try to keep everyone playing nicely together.”


  “Then I’ll let you and Beth get to it.”


  “Nice meeting you, Mace,” said Donnelly while Burns opened his briefcase. But his gaze trailed her until the door shut.


  “She just got out, didn’t she?” said Donnelly as he seated himself at Beth’s small conference table.


  “That’s right.”


  “Any plans?”


  “Some things in the works.”


  “I hope things come together for her.”


  “They will.”









  CHAPTER 11


  TWO PATROL COPS, one senior and one junior, were admiring Mace’s Ducati when she came out of HQ.
      


  “Nice ride,” said the older blue as Mace slid onto the seat.


  “Yes, it is,”


  she said.


  “Ducati?” he said, looking at the name label.


  “An Italian-engineered street machine that once you ride it, you dream about it.”


  The younger cop checked out her lean, buffed figure and pretty face and his mouth edged into a grin. “Wanta take me for a
         ride one night? Maybe we can share a dream.”
      


  “Get back to your shift and stop wasting time talking to excons!” The voice came with such a bark that both cops and Mace
         jumped. When Mace saw who it was, her hand went reflexively to the spot where she would normally wear her sidearm.
      


  The two cops faded away as the woman marched forward.


  Mona Danforth had on her usual expensive two-piece Armani suit, and a bulky litigation briefcase large enough to carry the
         fates of several targets of the lady’s professional ambition tapped against one shapely leg. To add insult to injury, Mona
         was tall and exceptionally lovely and not yet forty. The way her blond hair curved around her swan neck Mace had to grudgingly
         concede would turn most guys to mush. She had legs about as long as Mace’s entire body. She’d graduated from Stanford Law
         School, where, of course, she’d been editor in chief of the law review. She was married to a sixty-five-year-old multimillionaire
         based in New York who provided all the financial resources she would ever need and wasn’t around very much. She lived in a
         fabulous penthouse with wraparound terraces near Penn Quarter that he’d bought for her. And her looks, money, and power position
         weren’t even the primary reasons that Mace hated her guts, although they certainly didn’t hurt.
      


  Mace knew that being U.S. attorney for D.C. was just another stepping stone on the climb up for the woman. Mace had heard
         that Mona had her life all mapped out: a short stint as the U.S. attorney for D.C., then attorney general of the United States,
         next a court of appeals position, and then the prized plum, a lifetime appointment to the United States Supreme Court. When
         she was wasn’t trying and winning cases by any means necessary, including bending the rules until they shattered from the
         torque, she was lining her pockets with all the political favors she would need to fulfill that ambition.
      


  She had already been to the White House for dinner, not once but twice. Her hubby had been a big donor to the current president’s
         election campaign. Beth Perry, who’d reached the top of her profession on hard work and guts and by playing by the rules,
         hadn’t even been invited once. That still rankled her little sister.
      


  Mona stopped and looked down at Mace, who sat astride her Ducati, her helmet dangling in one hand.


  “My God,” said Mona. “You look like shit. I figured you weren’t nearly as tough as people made you out to be, and I guess
         I was right. And, hell, you were only in a kindergarten lockup for two years. Just think what a hag you’d be if you’d done the proper time in a max. A deuce for that was a joke. Thank goodness for you
         that big sister was around to hold your sweaty little hand.”
      


  Mace slipped on her helmet and fired up her bike. Then she lifted up the visor so she could eyeball the woman. “Hey, Mona,
         I’ve been gone for twenty-four months and the best you can do is interim U.S. attorney? You need to ratchet up the political humping, babycakes, before your looks really slide into your ass.”
      


  Mace popped the clutch and sped off. In the side mirror she saw Ms. Interim staring at her. That had been pretty stupid, Mace
         had to admit, but she had actually shown restraint. What she’d really wanted to do was find a wood-chipper, stuff Mona in
         it, and get right to work.
      


  She had a chunk of time before she was to meet the rich Altman and she knew exactly how she wanted to spend her first day
         of freedom. She clicked the Ducati into high gear.
      


  As she roared along down by the river, the seagulls dipped down to grab shiny trash off the muddy Potomac before tilting their
         wings and angling skyward. The monuments basked in the glow of a warming sun. Tourists wandered around, maps in hand; Secret
         Service agents hovered at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue keeping the man safe. Over on Capitol Hill, senators, House reps, and armies
         of aides and golden-tongued lobbyists shuffled through their elaborate dance of running the country right into the dirt.
      


  In many ways the town was sick, corrupt, maddening, frustrating, and patronizing. Still, Mace couldn’t help but smile as the
         Ducati blew past an Old Town Trolley carrying a load of out-of-towners eyeballing with awe the shrines to Tom, Abe, and the
         mighty white obelisk to George.
      


  That was because this was her town.
      


  Mace Perry was back.









  CHAPTER 12


  ROY KINGMAN was sitting in the managing partner’s office that was only a bit larger than his space, though it did have a water view.
         Chester Ackerman was a few inches shorter than Roy, and he carried the heft of a man who liked his food rich and often. He
         had a horseshoe of graying hair around his broad head and a large nose with a bump at the end. Roy guessed he was about fifty-five,
         though he suddenly wondered why he didn’t know for sure.
      


  Ackerman brought in far more business to the firm than anyone else. Roy had always found him sharp, tough, and big-voiced.
         Today, the man was none of those things. He sat across from Roy, his face sweaty, his hands trembling, and his voice low and
         croaky.
      


  He wagged his head from side to side. “I can’t believe this shit. I can’t believe it happened. Here!”


  “Just calm down, Chester.”


  “How the hell am I supposed to calm down? There was a murder three doors down from my office.”


  “And the police are investigating it, and they’re probably already running down some solid leads.”


  Ackerman lifted his head and stared at him. “That’s right, you used to work down there, right?”


  “Down where?”


  “With the cops.”


  “I was a defense attorney, so I was actually on the other side. But I know how the police work a crime scene. And this is
         high-dollar Georgetown, so they’ll pull out all the stops. Hell, even the chief herself was down here asking me questions.”
      


  Ackerman blurted out, “Who do you think might’ve done it, Roy?” He looked ten seconds from stroking.


  Roy said, “I have no idea who could’ve done it. I worked with Diane but I didn’t really know her personally. You were fairly
         close to her, weren’t you?”
      


  “No, not really. I mean, she never really talked about her personal life with me.”


  “You talked to the police?” he asked.


  Ackerman rose and looked out the window, his hands fingering the striped braces he favored. They had gone out of style sometime
         in the nineties, only the man apparently hadn’t noticed or didn’t care. “Yeah. They asked me some questions.” He turned around
         to face Roy. “And I told ’em just what I’m telling you. I’m scared and I don’t know a damn thing.”
      


  “It could just be random, you know.”


  “Random, what the hell are you talking about?”


  “Guy follows Diane in, kills her, and exits. Maybe it was a simple robbery.”


  “But there’s a guard in the front lobby.”


  “Ned’s more of a joke. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve come in the building in the morning and he’s nowhere to be
         found.”
      


  “What the hell do we pay building fees for?”


  “If you want serious perimeter protection, hire a real security firm who’ll send a trained person who carries a gun. The only
         thing Ned can do is whack an intruder with a frozen sausage biscuit.”
      


  Roy popped up from the chair. “Is there anyone we need to call?”


  The other man looked at him with a confused expression. “Call?”


  “Yeah, like her relatives?”


  “Oh, I’ve got folks doing that. Her father’s dead, but her mom lives in Florida, retired. Diane didn’t have any kids. She
         has an ex-husband, but he lives in Hawaii.”
      


  “Did you just find that out?”


  “What?”


  “You said you didn’t know much about Diane personally, but you know all that.”


  “I just found out!” Ackerman snapped.


  Roy put up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay. That’s cool.” He headed to the door. “Do you mind if I take the rest of the
         day off? I don’t have anything critical pending and what with everything that’s happened.”
      


  “No, sure, go on. Get some fresh air.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Roy, what was it like? Finding the body?”


  Roy slowly turned around. “I hope you never have to find out.”









  CHAPTER 13


  ROY GRABBED his jacket, waved goodbye to his secretary, and took the stairs instead of the elevator. The police had already questioned
         Ned, who now sat in his swivel chair with a look of terror interrupted by momentary pangs of what Roy assumed was hunger.
      


  “Hey, Ned. How’re you doing?”


  “Not too good, Mr. Kingman.”


  Roy leaned against the marble reception console. “Police give you the once-over?” He nodded. “And were you away from the front at any time this morning?”
      


  Ned eyed him a little hostilely. “Am I supposed to talk to you about this stuff?”


  “Not if you don’t want to, no.”


  “Guess it doesn’t matter. I don’t know that much, really.”


  “So you saw Diane come in?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Well, either you saw her or you didn’t.”


  “I heard her.”


  “Heard her? Where were you?”
      


  “In the back microwaving my biscuit. It always gets cold before I get here.”


  “What time was that?”


  “Around six. I’d just come on duty.”


  “But you were eating a biscuit when I came in an hour and a half later.”


  “I eat like five sausage biscuits every morning, but I try to space them out. I’m a big guy: I need constant fuel.”


  “Did she come up through the garage elevator or by the front doors?”


  “I don’t know. Like I said, I didn’t see her.”


  “Okay, so what did she say when she came into the lobby?”
      


  “She said, ‘Hey, how you doing.’ And I called back that I was doing fine. When I got back to the front, she’d already gone
         up in the elevator.”
      


  “You’re sure it was her voice?”


  “Yeah, I’ve heard her lots of times. She’s usually with someone when she leaves the building, you know, for lunch or stuff,
         and she has a pretty husky voice for a lady.”
      


  “But Ned, not to raise the obvious point, if you were in the back and she couldn’t see you, how do you know she was even talking
         to you? More likely she was saying hello to someone else coming in the building the same time as her.”
      


  Ned looked puzzled. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  Roy continued, “The person had to be coming through the front doors. If she’d ridden up with him in the elevator from the
         garage she would have already said hello. And there’s only the one garage elevator, so it wouldn’t have had time to go back
         down and come back up with another person before Diane would’ve headed up in one of the office elevators.”
      


  “You’re getting way over my head now, Mr. Kingman.”


  “Did she routinely say hello to you when she came in?”


  “Not exactly, no.”


  “Does that mean she did it once, twice, every other time? Never?”


  “Uh, never.”


  “Did you hear another person’s voice?”


  “No, but like I said, I was using the microwave. It makes some noise. And then it makes a big ‘ding’ when it’s done.”


  “Yeah, I know.” Roy glanced up at the security cameras mounted in each corner of the lobby. “Did the police take the security
         tapes?”
      


  “It’s on a DVD. But no, they didn’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because the DVD loaded in the central board was full from a long time ago.”


  “But once it got full won’t it just record over what’s already been filmed?”


  “The system here doesn’t work that way. The disk gets full, it automatically shuts down until you put a new disk in.”


  “Well, don’t people check it?”


  Ned looked red-faced. “I did, I mean sometimes. But nobody ever told me how to really do it the right way, and I got to the
         point where I thought I might screw up, so I stopped checking it.”
      


  “Well, you got that right. You did screw up.”
      


  Ned said in a whining tone, “But I thought the cameras were just there for looks anyway, you know, to make people think they were under surveillance. I mean, I’m on duty for security purposes.”
      


  “In light of what happened this morning that’s very reassuring,” Roy said sarcastically. “Did you see anyone leaving between
         the time you heard Diane and when I came in?”
      


  “There were only a few people who came in during that time. All regulars.”


  “Anybody from Shilling?”


  “Not that I recognized, no.”


  Roy scrutinized Ned. “Did you maybe take another break?”


  “No, I swear, I was here the whole time. Okay, I was reading, but I couldn’t have missed someone passing by. The lobby’s not
         that big.”
      


  That was true, thought Roy. And anyone coming up from the garage elevator would have to pass right in front of the security
         desk.
      


  “So are you saying you saw nobody leave during that time?”


  “That’s right. Just people coming in. I mean, it was early, who’d be leaving?”


  At least one person might have, thought Roy. The killer.“And you told the cops this?”
      


  “Yeah, everything.”


  “Does your firm carry lots of insurance?”


  “How the hell should I know?”


  “Well, if I were you I’d find out, because your screwup affected a law firm big-time. And don’t forget, they can sue you without
         even having to hire an attorney.”
      


  “Jesus, do you think they might come after me? I mean, they can’t, right? I’m just the security guard. I don’t have any money.”


  “The courthouse is open to anyone, Ned. And, hell, they might go after you just for the sheer fun of it.”


  Roy walked out into the sunshine. Whoever had killed Diane had probably gone up in the elevator with her. And maybe instead
         of leaving, that person had then stayed in the building somewhere. He or she might even be there now, working in another office.
      


  Or in my office.


  Diane had come in about ninety minutes before he had. Had she been killed immediately and the murderer long gone before Roy
         got to the office? Or had it happened minutes before he got there? Or had it happened while he was in his office and he hadn’t
         heard a damn thing? He tried to remember how cold Diane’s body had been. The fact was, if she’d been in the fridge two days
         or half an hour, she would still have felt pretty cold to him. Maybe the ME would have a better shot at answering that.
      


  “You look like you’re thinking way too hard.”


  Roy looked to his left where Mace Perry was perched on her Ducati staring at him.









  CHAPTER 14


  WHAT ARE YOU doing back here?” Roy asked as he walked over.
      


  “How do you know I ever left?”


  “I can see the front entrance from my office. I’ve been staring out at it the last few hours.” He eyed the Ducati. “I wouldn’t
         have missed these wheels.”
      


  “Look, I know we got off on the wrong foot. And I came back to try it again.”


  Roy didn’t look inclined to accept her offer, but he said, “I never got your name.”


  “It’s Mace.”


  “Mace? That’s a weapon, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, I am,” she quipped.


  “Come on, what’s your name?”


  “Really, my name is Mace.”


  He shrugged. “Okay.”


  Mace looked toward the building. “I saw you talking to the security guard. What did he say?”


  Roy looked at Ned through the glass. “Not much. Ned’s not exactly all that with it.”


  “Tolliver might’ve ridden up in the elevator with whoever killed her. Ned was probably somewhere taking a sugar-slurp break.
         Killer did the deed and then either walked out or to his office in the building. Maybe at your law firm.”
      


  “That’s one theory.”


  “I’ll give you another one. You were the one who went up in the elevator with Tolliver, and she used her key card, so that
         leaves no record of you. You killed her and stuffed her in the fridge. You snuck down the stairs and waited until the guard
         came back. Then you waltzed in the building from the garage elevator side like it was the first time, so he could time-stamp
         you in his head. You go up to the office, fuss around at your desk for a while, go to the kitchen, open the fridge, catch
         the poor lady—which would explain any trace of her being on your person and vice versa—and then you call the cops in a fake-freak
         voice.”
      


  Roy stared at her, his features darkening. “Is this how you try to make a fresh start? By accusing me again?”


  “I’m not accusing you. But you’re a lawyer. You know what’s coming. You were on the scene alone with a dead woman. The cops
         will go down this very same trail with you at some point. So you better be prepared to answer. You can practice on me.”
      


  “Why, so you can go back to the cops, tell them, and they can run holes right through my explanations?”


  “I told you, I’m not a cop. And if what you’re saying is the truth it would be pretty tough to pin a murder rap on you.”


  “Okay, I’ll play along. I accessed the parking garage with my card. That shows I got in around seven-thirty. Took the elevator
         up to my office, did some work. Went to make coffee and found Diane. I made the call to 911 at two minutes past eight. Records
         show she was at the office ninety minutes before I got there. I didn’t even know she was there.”
      


  “That won’t cut it. You could’ve parked your car down the street, walked into the garage, waited for her to arrive, ridden
         up in the elevator with her, killed her, left, driven your car to the garage, and the same scenario follows.”
      


  “Ned said he heard Diane saying hello to someone. That doesn’t fit with your scenario.”


  “The testimony of morons is always heavily discounted by the blues and the courts. And the fact is, you could’ve come in when
         you said, at seven-thirty, gone up in the elevator, killed Tolliver, stuffed her in the fridge, and called the cops. Plenty
         of time.”
      


  “Okay, what’s my motive?”


  “I’m a purist chick when it comes to a criminal investigation, meaning I eyeball opportunity first. Motive usually comes later.
         But if it’s there, the cops will find it.”
      


  “So what should I do? Grab the next flight to a country that has no extradition with the U.S.?”


  “Nah, it’ll probably be okay.”


  Roy looked startled. “Probably?”


  “I’ve got a good nose for killers, and it’s not twitching around you. So where’d you play basketball?”


  “How do you know I did? Just because of the office door hoop?”


  “It’s partly your height, and the way you walk, and how you dissected my playing career earlier.”


  “And what’s the other part?”


  “I saw a set of Audi keys on your desk earlier. I checked the garage here. There was an Audi parked near the entrance, which
         would peg it as yours since you got here so early. In the backseat were a duffel bag, three basketballs, and four pairs of
         expensive B-ball shoes that pretty much only collegiate or professional players will put out for.”
      


  “University of Virginia Cavaliers.”


  “I actually already knew that since you also have the big cool orange sticker on your rear bumper.”


  “You know, you look like the police chief.”


  “She’s a lot taller than me.”


  “I meant in the face, and the eyes. You both have green eyes, with some flecks of bronze.” He looked at her more closely.
         “And a tiny bubble of magenta in the right one.”
      


  Mace studied her eyes in the Ducati’s side mirror. Incredibly enough, for the first time, she did see bronze and the pop of
         magenta.
      


  “I don’t know any guys who even realize magenta is a color.”


  He pointed at her. “I knew I recognized you. You’re her sister, Mace Perry. Should’ve remembered as soon as you said your
         name.” He broke off. “But the newspapers said your name was originally Mason Perry.” He looked at her funny. “Mason Perry,
         Perry Mason the TV lawyer? Is that a coincidence?”
      


  “My father was a prosecutor, but he really wanted to be on the other side. So Mason Perry it was. But I go by Mace, not Mason.
         In fact, I had it legally changed.”
      


  “What does your father think of that?”


  “I don’t know. He was murdered when I was a kid.”


  “I’m sorry, Mace. Didn’t know.”


  “No reason for you to.”


  “But weren’t you in—”


  “I just got out.”


  “Okay.” He put his hands in his pockets and looked awkwardly around while Mace fiddled with the straps on her helmet.


  “For what it’s worth, I think you got a raw deal,” he finally said.


  “Thanks. For what it’s worth, I think you’re telling the truth.”


  “You know, the only reason I believe in reincarnation is because of Mona Danforth.”


  “What do you mean?” she said curiously.


  “How else can you explain Joseph Stalin coming back as a girl?”


  Mace grinned. “You had run-ins with her as a CJA?”


  “I wasn’t important enough to actually warrant the lady confronting me head-on. But her lieutenants ground my face into the
         legal dirt on more than one occasion. And the stories about her around PD are legendary.”
      


  “You up for lunch? We can take turns devising torture methods to use on Mona.”


  “Where do you want to go?”


  “Ben’s Chili Bowl. I’ve been dreaming about Benny’s half-smokes for two years.” She slid off the passenger seat cover. “Hop
         on.”
      


  “I don’t have a helmet.”


  “Then don’t hit your head if you fall off. Pretty sure my insurance lapsed.”


  The Ducati sped off a few seconds later.









  CHAPTER 15


  SO YOU just got out and you’re messing around with a homicide?” They were sitting at the crowded counter in the legendary Ben’s
         Chili Bowl next to the Lincoln Theater on U Street. Roy bit into his chili dog and licked the mustard off one finger.
      


  “I’m not messing with anything. Just getting acclimated to the outside world.”


  Mace slowly inserted her half-smoke in her mouth before chewing it up and tonguing her lips. She slid a handful of chili-cheese
         fries into a pool of ketchup and stuffed them all in her mouth.
      


  The deeply contented look on her face made Roy grin. “You want a cigarette?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Prison food really does suck, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes, it does.”


  “I still can’t figure who’d want to hurt Diane.”


  “Did you really know her all that well?”


  “Worked with her for about two years.”


  “That doesn’t mean you know her. Ever been to her home?”


  “Twice. Once for an office party about three months ago and another time before I joined the firm. She was in charge of associate
         recruitment.”
      


  “Was it a tough pitch?”


  “Not really. Lot more money than I’m worth.”


  “But you’re on the billable hours treadmill.”


  “It’s not like that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t get me wrong, I work full days. But at Shilling we don’t have to keep track of billable hours.”


  “I thought that’s how lawyers made their money. Like in the Grisham novels.”


  Roy shook his head. “We work off retainers. Deep-pocketed, sophisticated clients prefer it that way. We know what the workload
         looks like and they know what their nut is and they pay it. The firm divvies up the spoils and rewards people for the work
         they do and the business they bring in. No surprises. And a lot more efficient than sucking clients dry.”
      


  “But what if something unusual came up off the retainer radar?”


  “We write the agreements to take that into account. Then we get paid more.”


  “Litigation or deals?”


  “Deals. Litigation we hand off to other firms, but retain oversight responsibility.”


  “So how much do you make?”


  “That’s private.”


  “Well, if it were public I wouldn’t have to ask you.”


  “Like I said, more than I’m worth.”


  “My father said that the law was a noble profession.”


  “It can be, just not for everyone.”


  “Yeah, I didn’t believe him either.”


  She finished the rest of her half-smoke in one bite.


  Later, as they walked out, he said, “So what are you going to do now?”


  “Tonight, I’ve actually got an appointment about a job.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Research assistant.”


  “I don’t see you in a lab wearing a white coat with eyeglasses on a chain.”


  “Not that kind. The professor is doing research on urban issues. Apparently in parts of the city I know, or at least knew
         pretty thoroughly.”
      


  “The crime-ridden ones?”


  “Bingo.”


  “Who’s the professor?”


  “Abraham Altman.”


  “Bill Altman’s dad?”


  “Who’s Bill Altman?”


  “He worked at PD when I was a CJA. He’s older than me, about forty-five. Good lawyer. He’s one of the noble profession guys.”


  “I don’t know if they’re related.”


  “Abe’s a professor at Georgetown and is out-the-butt wealthy.”


  “Then it is the same guy. My sister told me he was like billionaire rich, but hadn’t worked for it.”


  “That’s right. So you know him?”


  “I helped him out once.”


  “But you didn’t know he was rich?”


  “That didn’t factor into what I was helping him with. So how did he get his money?”


  “Abe’s parents lived in Omaha across the street from a young guy who was starting up his own investment firm. They put all
         their money with the man.”
      


  “Omaha? You don’t mean?”


  “Yep. The Oracle of Omaha, Warren Buffett. Apparently Abe’s parents kept investing with him and the earnings compounded until
         they were one of the largest shareholders of Berkshire Hathaway. When they died decades later I think it totaled well over
         a billion dollars even after the tax bite. And it all went to Abe; he was an only child.”
      


  “And here I was wondering how a college professor could afford me.”


  “Just tell him you want six figures, full health, paid vacation, and a 401(k) with an employer match. He probably won’t blink
         an eye.”
      


  “How about you tell him for me?”


  “What?”


  “You can be my negotiator.”


  “You want me to come with you to see Altman?”


  “Yeah, I’ll pick you up at six-thirty from your office.”


  “I wasn’t going back to my office.”


  “Then I’ll pick you up at your house.”


  “Condo. And do you always work this fast?”


  “I have ever since I lost two years of my life.”









  CHAPTER 16


  THE D.C. Police Department finally had a first-rate facility to conduct forensic testing, the most important of which was the
         postmortem. Beth Perry, accompanied by two homicide detectives working the case, walked into the six-floor building located
         at the intersection of 4th and School streets in Ward Six. In addition to the OCME, or Office of Chief Medical Examiner, the
         building also housed offices for the Metropolitan Police Department and the Department of Health.
      


  A few minutes later Beth stood next to the chief medical examiner. Lowell Cassell was a small, thin man with a short graying
         beard and wire-rimmed glasses. Except for the tattoo of a fish on the back of his hand, from his days in the Navy as a submariner,
         and a small scar from a knife wound on his right cheek suffered when on liberty in Japan while drunk in the Navy, he would’ve
         looked like a typical member of a college faculty.
      


  The body of Diane Tolliver lay on a metal table in front of them. Beth and the detectives were here to get at least two answers:
         cause and time of death. The ME took off his glasses, wiped his eyes, and put the spectacles back on. “Fast-tracked the postmortem
         as you requested.”
      


  “Thanks, Doc. What do you have for me?”


  “When I saw the bruising on the neck base I felt sure I’d find ligature marks on the neck or evidence of smothering, with
         homicidal asphyxia being the cause of death.”
      


  “But it wasn’t?”


  “No, the lady basically had her neck broken.”


  “Basically? Without full ligature marks?”


  “Well, there’s more. A lot more, actually. Pretty severe injury.”


  “Atlanto-occipital disarticulation and not simply a dislocation?” Cassell smiled. “I forgot how well versed you are in forensic
         matters. Yes, a disarticulation clearly.”
      


  With one of the detectives’ assistance he turned Tolliver’s body on its side and pointed to the base of her neck. “Cranio-cervical
         junction injury.” Cassell pressed his fingers against points along the base of the skull and the upper spine. “Brain stem
         and upper to midcervical spinal cord, above C4.”
      


  “Full disruption of the cardio-respiratory regulation centers. Immediately fatal.”


  “Are you angling for my job, Beth?” he said jokingly.


  “No, Doc, do you want mine?”


  “Good God no!”


  “So someone crushed her neck. What else?”


  “Hemorrhages in the soft tissues of the back of the neck and injuries to basilar blood vessels. She also had considerable
         facial bruising and a cut on her right chin, all pre-death. All fairly straightforward until we get to this.”
      


  He opened a laptop and pulled up some images of the inside of Diane Tolliver’s head. “The X-rays showed separation of the
         atlas from the base of the skull. You can see the atlas in the foramen magnum—”
      


  “But the spinal canal isn’t visible. Okay, that’s classic disarticulation.”


  “Yes, but the brain stem was also transected.”
      


  She glanced up sharply from the laptop screen. “Brain stem transection?”


  “It’s most often seen in car crashes where you have massive deceleration. A basilar skull fracture is what killed Dale Earnhardt
         at Daytona. Or when there’s some sort of lengthy fall involved. The brain stem pops and death is instantaneous.”
      


  Beth pointed to Diane’s body. “This lady was found wedged inside a refrigerator at her law firm about two hours after she
         walked in the door of her office. She wasn’t driving in the Daytona 500 and she didn’t fall off a building.”
      


  The ME again pointed to the base of the neck where there was considerable discoloration. “A blow right here did the trick.
         Her being placed in a refrigerator certainly did me no favors, but there are definite signs of bruising before death at this
         location.”
      


  “A blow? With what, Doc?”


  “Now that’s the strange part. I found no trace evidence, no hairs, fibers, plastics, metals, or anything else relating to
         the injured area.”
      


  “So what was used to kill her, then?”


  “My guess is a blow from a foot.”


  “A foot?”


  Cassell pointed to the abrasions on Tolliver’s face. “It could have happened this way. She’s held down on the floor, facedown
         with her chin pressed against the linoleum, which accounts for the cut and bruising there when the killing blow was struck.
         Then someone, a large, powerful man probably, stomps on the back of her neck with all his weight. Now, if a board or pipe
         or hammer or bat had been used, they might well have left a patterned injury mark on the skin. But as you can see, there was
         nothing like that here. However, a human foot is flexible and could well have left no discernible marks. Even a fist would
         have left some sort of pattern, knuckles or even the shape of a palm, for instance. Plus, of course, you can generate much
         more force with a leg stomp than an arm strike because you can deploy most of your weight in a downward motion.”
      


  “So a foot. But wouldn’t a shoe have left a mark?”


  “Possibly, although human skin is not as revealing as a nice wet patch of grass or dirt. I may be able to discern an image
         at the wound area provided you find me a shoe, a patterned sock, or a foot to compare it with.”
      


  “Okay, but when have you ever seen a brain stem transection from a weaponless assault?”


  “Only once, but it was a nonhuman assault.”


  She looked at him curiously. “Nonhuman?”


  “Years ago I was on vacation at Yellowstone National Park. There unfortunately was a fatality with a camper and I was recruited
         to perform the autopsy.”
      


  “What killed the person?”


  “A grizzly bear. Probably the most dangerous predator on land.” He smiled at Beth. “Other than man, of course, as we both
         know so well. Anyway, this unfortunate camper had surprised a full-grown male bear while it was scavenging a carcass.”
      


  “But there are no grizzlies in Georgetown, Doc.”


  “No, but there is at least one person with abnormal strength and skill. That bruise is in the exact spot necessary to transect
         the brain stem. I doubt the location of the blow was a coincidence.”
      


  “So was she already unconscious? Or was someone holding her down? If it was just one bandit you’d think she would have fought
         back and we’d have defensive trace under her fingers.”
      


  “Her cuticles were clean.”


  “Drugged?”


  “Tox reports aren’t back yet.”


  Beth studied the body. “Bandit could’ve had a gun, ordered Tolliver to lie facedown. Then he kills her. That would only take
         one assailant.”
      


  “Quite right.”


  “Okay, what else?”


  “We took an inventory of her clothes. We found a couple of fibers that were not from her garments.”


  “Her attacker?”


  “Possibly. There was also some soiling on her jacket that seemed odd.”


  “What kind of soiling?”


  “Like grease or dirt, we’re analyzing it now.”


  “Not residue from anything in the fridge that might have spilled on her.”


  “We inventoried that too. No, it didn’t come from that source.”


  “It’s the start of the day, she goes from parking garage to office, and she’s got dirt on her clothes. Bandit leave-behind?”


  “Probably.” Cassell shook his head. “It’s still confusing. I spent ten years at the Bronx ME’s office.”


  Beth nodded in understanding. “I know, NYPD says perp, MPD says bandit. Can you give me a window on when she died?”
      


  “Extremely problematic, Beth. She was found in a refrigerator set at thirty-eight degrees Fahrenheit and then her body was
         at room temp for several hours. When I arrived at the crime scene she was very cold to the touch. And then she was parked
         in one of our morgue freezer beds on arrival here. Now fully freed of those icy conditions, the body is decomposing quite
         on schedule. She’s still in rigor, as you can see.” He lifted one of the stiff arms. “But the initial refrigeration forestalled
         the normal post-death chemical process.”
      


  “Stomach contents?”


  Cassell clicked some computer keys and then scanned the screen. “At most ME shops unless there’s suspicion of a drug overdose
         or poisoning we don’t typically do a detailed gastric content analysis. But I knew if I didn’t run it, you’d just tell me
         to do it.”
      


  “Working relationships just get better with age, don’t they?”


  “She had no breakfast, but apparently she had some dinner last night. About six hundred cc’s worth of gastric contents including
         partially digested red proteins.”
      


  “In other words, bits of steak?”


  “Most probably, yes. Peas and corn and what looks to be red-skinned potatoes. Spinach too. The stomach and duodenal mucosal
         lining were a bright green.”
      


  “Broccoli will do that as well.”


  “But broccoli along with corn does not digest readily in the stomach. I would have found parts of it in the gastric content.
         The corn was there as noted, but no broccoli.”
      


  “Anything else?”


  Cassell made a face. “This lady liked her garlic. The smell was overpowering.”


  “Remind me to buy you a pair of clothespins. So time of death? Any thoughts?”


  He took off his glasses. “If you’ve got reliable witnesses on both ends substantiating a two-hour window of when she was killed,
         I can’t do any better than that even with all my fancy equipment and tests.”
      


  “I’m not sure yet how reliable my witnesses are. What else?”
      


  “When I said we did an inventory of her clothing I forgot to mention that one item was missing.”


  “Her panties.”


  “Of course I am assuming that the lady typically wore underwear.”


  “She was forty-seven years old, a partner in a law firm, lived in a million-dollar town house on the water in Alexandria,
         and was wearing a Chanel suit when she was stomped. I think we can safely assume she was the sort of woman who wears underwear. What did the sex assault workup find? Was she
         raped?”
      


  “Bruising around her genitalia clearly evidenced a sexual assault.”


  “Please tell me what I want to hear, Doc.”


  “The fellow left a few pieces of himself behind.”


  Cassell led her over to a microscope. She examined the slide under magnification and her smile was immediate. “The holy grail
         of forensic detection.”
      


  “Sperm,” Cassell added, with a note of triumph. “High up in the vaginal vault and some deposited on the cervix.”


  “You said the fellow left pieces?”
      


  “Two pubic hairs with root balls that do not belong to the deceased.”


  “Let’s hope we get a database hit. Anything else I should know?”


  Cassell hesitated. “Not on the case, no, but I hear that Mace is out. Please tell her I said hello.”


  “I will.”


  “How is she?”


  “You know Mace. Everything slides right off her back.”


  “Tell her that there is indeed a heaven and that Mona will never make it there.”


  Beth smiled. “Will do.”









  CHAPTER 17


  GATES. Big gates. And a wall. A long, high wall.
      


  The gates opened when Roy pushed a button on a squawk box out front and announced their arrival. They’d ridden over in Roy’s
         Audi since he didn’t want to chance serious head trauma on Mace’s bike without a helmet.
      


  “You’ll have to get one if you want to ride with me, then,” she’d told him.


  “I’ll think about that,” he’d said back.


  “The helmet?”


  “No, whether I want to ride with you again.”


  They drove up the winding paved road. The property was set high up on what folks in the D.C. area would call a ridge, although
         people from places with real mountains would simply call it a slightly elevated mound of dirt.
      


  Mace looked out the window. “I didn’t know anyone in northern Virginia had this much land.”


  “Looks like a compound of sorts,” said Roy. He pointed to a large structure whose roof must’ve been thirty feet high. “I wonder
         what’s in there?”
      


  As they rounded a bend the mansion came into view.


  “Damn!” they both said together.


  “It looks like one of the buildings on the Georgetown campus,” said Roy.


  “Only bigger,” added Mace.


  They pulled to a stop next to a full-size Bentley. Beside that was a two-door dusty and dented Honda, which created the impression
         of a dinghy next to a yacht. They got out and walked up to two massive wooden doors that would not have looked out of place
         at Buckingham Palace. Before Roy could ring the bell, one of the doors opened.
      


  “Come in, come in,” said the man.


  Abraham Altman was of medium height, a few inches taller than Mace, with white hair to his shoulders and a clean-shaven face.
         He had on faded jeans and an untucked long-sleeved shirt open at the neck that revealed a few curls of gray chest hair. Open-toed
         sandals covered his long feet. His eyes were blue and active. He was in his seventies but seemed to have the energy of a far
         younger man.
      


  Altman shook Mace’s hand vigorously and then abandoned formality and gave her a hug, actually lifting her up on her tiptoes
         in his exuberance.
      


  In a rush of words he said, “It’s so wonderful to see you again, Mace. Your sister told me what happened. Of course I’d read
         about it in the papers. I was unfortunately in Asia during the whole debacle or rest assured I would have been a character
         witness for you. What an injustice. Thank God you came out unharmed.”
      


  He abruptly turned and held out his hand to Roy. “I’m Abraham Altman. Please call me Abe.”


  “Roy Kingman. I know your son Bill.”


  “Wonderful. That’s his Bentley out there.”


  “He’s here?” said Roy.


  “No, he’s out of the country with his family. He’s leaving it here until he gets back.”


  “Who does the Honda belong to?” asked Mace.


  “That’s mine.”


  “So old Bill has a Bentley?” Roy said inquiringly. “Does he still work at the public defender’s office?”


  “No, he left there last year. He’s doing other things now.” Altman didn’t seem inclined to elaborate. “Come into the library.
         Would you care for something to drink?”
      


  Roy and Mace exchanged glances. Roy said, “Beer?”


  “I was actually thinking of tea. It’s late for afternoon tea, of course, but we’ll call it evening tea. I admire many things
         of our English friends, and afternoon tea is one of them.”
      


  “Tea’s good,” said Roy, exchanging an amused glance with Mace as they headed into Abe Altman’s humble thirty-thousand-square-foot
         abode.
      









  CHAPTER 18


  A SMALL MAN in a spotless gold tunic and brown slacks brought in a large tray with a pot of hot tea, cups and saucers, and some scones
         and muffins and set it down on a massive ottoman covered in a tasteful striped pattern that seemed inconsequential considering
         the massive scale of the room they were in. The ceilings were high, the walls paneled in leather, and the bookcases solid
         mahogany and filled with tomes that actually looked as though they’d been read. There was a metal globe at least six feet
         tall in one corner and a large and old-fashioned slanted writing desk near one of the windows. Another long, low table had
         dozens of books on it, most of them open and lying page down.
      


  After the man departed Altman said, “That’s Herbert. He’s been with me for ages. He handles all domestic duties. I could not
         get along without Herbert.”
      


  Mace said, “We should all have a Herbert in our lives.”


  Altman poured the tea and handed out the food.


  “Quite a place you have here,” said Roy as he balanced a teacup and saucer on one thigh while biting into a blueberry scone.


  “It’s far too large of course for me now, but I have lots of grandchildren and I like for them to have a place to come. And
         I do like my privacy.”
      


  “Beth said you had a job offer for me?”


  Altman solemnly gazed at her. “Yes. And I have to say that I can never repay you for what you did for me. Never.”


  Mace looked down, embarrassed by his obvious adoration. “Okay.”


  Altman glanced at Roy. “This woman saved my life. Did you know that?”


  “No, but I can certainly believe it.”


  “The HF-12 gang,” Altman added. “Nasty buggers.”


  “HF-12?” said Roy.


  “Heroin Forever, and there were a dozen in the crew,” said Mace. “They were bad guys but not that creative with names. Half
         of them are locked up.”
      


  “The other six?” asked Roy.


  “Dead.”


  “I came to see you several times,” said Altman. “But they wouldn’t let me in the prison.”


  “Why?”


  “My reputation precedes me. That correctional facility in West Virginia has been the object of my wrath on several occasions.”


  “You should’ve talked to Beth. She could’ve gotten you in.”


  “I did not want to further add to the distress of your sister’s situation.” He glanced at Roy. “There’s a U.S. attorney who
         has it in for Mace and her celebrated sister.”
      


  “Mona Danforth,” said Roy.


  “Precisely.” Altman turned back to Mace. “There was even talk a year ago of Beth being replaced.”


  Mace put down her cup. “I didn’t know that. She never said.”


  “Your sister internalizes things, sometimes too much.” He gazed keenly at Mace. “And I believe you share that attribute. Fortunately
         the mayor wisely put a stop to all talk of firing Beth.”
      


  “So what is it exactly that you do, Professor?” asked Roy.


  “Making the world, or at least the nation’s capital, a safer place by attacking problems before the fact and not after.”


  Roy nodded. “Education, preventative, that sort of thing?”


  “I mean giving people a real choice between good and evil, right and criminal. It’s been my experience that when a real choice is offered, invariably
         almost everyone chooses the law-abiding path.”
      


  Mace said, “Which brings us to why I’m here.”


  “Yes. The project I’m conducting is based on a research grant I was awarded.”


  “Beth said it involved going into some of the worse-off areas in D.C.”


  “Yes. Areas you used to work in when you were with the police force.”


  “What are you looking for?”


  “Hope.”


  “That’s tough to find in those places.”


  “Which is precisely why I picked them.”


  “So what would my duties involve?”


  “I want you to go and meet with certain people in those areas. I’ve worked with Social Services to identify ten of them. I
         want you to talk to them and explain my proposal. If they accept then we’ll go from there.”
      


  “So Mace would make the initial contacts?” asked Roy.


  “That’s right.” He glanced at Mace. “Is he your representative?”


  “Something like that. So what’s your proposal?” asked Mace.


  “An internship, I like to call it. We will take the people out of their current environment, place them in a totally different
         environment, and immerse them in a rigorous education and social refocusing program. We will gauge their interests and ambitions
         and help them to fulfill those goals. We will expose them to opportunities they would otherwise never have.”
      


  “Sounds sort of like My Fair Lady,” said Roy.
      


  “With a critical difference,” answered Abe. “The connection to their present world will not be severed. They will have full
         contact and indeed we will encourage that contact with their present life. The goal of the program is to foster and then spread
         hope. These folks will serve as ambassadors of hope, if you will.”
      


  “But no one can afford to do internships like that for everybody living in poverty,” said Mace. “Not even you. So aren’t you
         spreading false hope?”
      


  Altman smiled. “What you say is true. No one person can afford to lift all the folks that need help and place them in a different
         world. But if for every person we help it inspires just one other person to break out of the cycle of disempowerment they’re
         currently in, the benefits can be immeasurably positive. Then we have ten people outside the program who in turn can inspire
         others. What that also does is gain the attention of government. And government does have the financial wherewithal to help
         large numbers of people.”
      


  “Our government is pretty tapped out right now,” noted Roy.


  “But any government’s greatest resource is its citizens. Most studies conclude that less than half the adult population in
         this country is achieving its potential. If you want to equate that to financial terms, we’re speaking of trillions of lost
         dollars per year. Now, even the cynical folks in D.C. would sit up and take notice of numbers like that. And beyond the government
         you have the private sector that is constantly complaining that they can’t get decent help to fill their job requirements.
         I have to tell you that some of the most creative and quick-thinking people of my acquaintance are sitting in jail right now.
         For some folks they see justice in that. For me, I see wasted opportunity. I can’t make every criminal into a law-abiding
         citizen. But if I can make even twenty percent of them choose another path that would enable them to contribute to society
         instead of detracting from it, it would have an enormously beneficial impact.”
      


  “You’re definitely an optimist, Abe,” said Mace. “I agree that a lot of bandits are smart and savvy and could probably run
         circles around a lot of business types, but what you’re talking about doing is a tall order.”
      


  “I’ve lived my entire life through rose-colored glasses of sorts. Sometimes I’m right and sometimes I’m wrong, but I keep
         trying because I believe it’s worth it.”
      


  “But I’ve been out of the loop for a couple of years. I’m not sure how much help I’d be to you.”


  “I have no credibility with the people who live in those areas. I realize that. But you do. With you I really believe I can
         make a difference.” Altman took off his glasses and cleaned them with a handkerchief. “So are you amenable to such an arrangement?”
      


  “Well, I don’t have—”


  Roy cut in. “So what sort of pay are we talking here? And benefits?”


  Altman’s eyes twinkled. “Now I understand why your friend is here.”


  “I’m not really good with business stuff,” explained Mace quickly.


  “I completely understand. Well, your salary will be three thousand a week, plus full health care, transportation, a reasonable
         expense account, and room and board. The project will last about a year, I would assume. So that would be about a hundred
         sixty-five thousand dollars as a base salary. And if the project is successful there will be more work to do at similar compensatory
         levels.”
      


  Roy looked at Mace and she looked back at him.


  “I think the salary is adequate,” Roy finally said, while Mace nodded vigorously in agreement.
      


  She said, “I already have transportation, but you said room and board?”


  “Hours for this sort of venture will be irregular. Much better if you stayed here at the guesthouse. It’s behind the gymnasium
         complex.”
      


  “Gymnasium complex?” asked Roy. “The big building on the left coming in?”


  “Yes, it has a full-size basketball court, weightlifting and cardio room, sauna, whirlpool, thirty-meter indoor pool, and
         a full kitchen and relaxation room.”
      


  “A full-size indoor basketball court?” said Roy.


  “Yes. I never played the game in school but it has always fascinated me and I love to watch it. Ever since moving to this
         area decades ago I’ve been a huge Maryland Terrapins fan. I almost never miss a home game, and have attended the last thirty-seven
         ACC tournaments.” Altman studied Roy. “You look familiar to me now.”
      


  “I played point for UVA about eight years ago.”


  Altman clapped his hands together. “Roy Kingman, of course! You were the one who beat us in the ACC finals.”


  “Well, I had a lot of help from my teammates.”


  “Let me see, thirty-two points, fourteen assists, seven rebounds, and three steals. And with six-tenths of a second left you
         drove to the basket, made a reverse layup, drew the foul, calmly made the free throw, and we lost by one.”
      


  “Pretty awesome memory, Abe.”


  Altman turned to Mace. “So will you do it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Excellent.” He pulled a key from his pocket and tossed it to Mace. “The key to the guesthouse. Taped to it is the gate code.
         Do you have a cell phone?”
      


  “Uh, no.”


  He opened a drawer, pulled out a cell phone, and handed it to her. “Now you do. Would you like to see where you’ll be staying?”


  They drove over in a golf cart. The guesthouse was set next to a small spring-fed pond. It was like a miniature of the main
         house and its level of comfort and the quality of the furnishings and amenities was beyond anything Mace had ever experienced.
      


  Roy looked around at the large, open spaces. “How big is this place?”


  “Oh, about six thousand square feet, I suppose. Bill and his family stayed here while their new home was being built.”


  Roy said, “My condo is twelve hundred square feet.”


  “My cell was eight by eight,” said Mace.


  As they rode back to the main house, Altman said, “It’s funny, you know.”


  “What’s that?” said Roy, who was sitting in the backseat of the four-person cart.


  “Growing up in Omaha with him, I never thought Warren Buffett would ever amount to much.”


  “People said the same thing about me,” Mace quipped.









  CHAPTER 19


  WHAT YOU’RE DOING is a mistake.”
      


  Beth had changed from her uniform into sweats. She’d pumped some dumbbells and done a half hour on the elliptical set up in
         the lower level of her house. It was nearly midnight yet neither sister seemed sleepy as they sat across from each other in
         the living room. Blind Man was curled up by Mace’s feet.
      


  “I thought you wanted me to take the job.”
      


  “I’m talking about Roy Kingman. You shouldn’t be hanging out with him.”
      


  “Why not?”


  “We haven’t cleared him as a suspect in the Tolliver murder, that’s why. You’re on probation. That means avoiding all contact
         with people of questionable character.”
      


  “But that’s the reason I am hanging out with him. To keep tabs on him.”


  “You could be passing time with a killer.”


  “Wouldn’t be the first time.”


  “You were undercover then.”


  “I’m sort of undercover now.”


  “You’re not a cop anymore.”


  “Once a cop always a cop.”


  “That’s not how it works. And I thought we had this discussion?”


  “Maybe we did.”


  “I’m working the case, Mace. You start poking around then it might get all blown up. And that hurts you and me. You need to
         focus on moving forward with your life.”
      


  Mace sat back and said resignedly, “Okay, okay, I hear you.”


  “Good, I’ll hold you to that. So when do you start with Altman?”


  “Two days. And he wants me to move into the guesthouse on his property.”


  Beth looked surprised. “I thought you’d stay with me for a while.”


  “I can actually do both. Hang here and hang there when work requires it.”


  “Okay,” Beth said, her disappointment clear.


  “I’m not abandoning you.”


  “I know. It’s just been two years without you. I need a big Mace Perry fix.”


  Mace gripped her sister’s arm. “You’ll get it. We have a lot of catching up to do.”


  “Before we get all blubbery, Mom called. She’d like to see you.”


  Mace punched a pillow she was holding. “That’s actually the only thing that could make me cry. When?”
      


  “How about tomorrow?”


  “Will you come with me?”


  “I’ve got a full schedule, sorry.”


  “Does she still live on the plantation with all the slaves?”


  “The last time I checked she was paying her staff a living wage.”


  “And hubby?”


  “Firmly under her thumb and usually not underfoot.”


  “How about instead of doing the visit I run naked through Trinidad in northeast with ‘DEA’ stenciled on my back?”


  “Might be safer, actually. Oh, Lowell Cassell said hello. And he also said, ‘You tell Mace that there is indeed a heaven and
         Mona Danforth will never make it there.’”
      


  “I knew I loved him. So what did he find?” She added quickly, “I’m not poking around, just curious.”


  “Tolliver was raped.”


  “Sperm leave-behind?”


  “Yes. He also found a couple of foreign pubic hairs and a bit of fiber. There were also soil stains on Tolliver’s clothing.”


  Mace rose. “Well, I guess I should get some sleep if I’m going to survive Mom. You turning in?”


  Beth had pulled out her BlackBerry and was answering e-mails. “Just two hundred and sixty-three to go.”


  “You still answer every e-mail in twenty-four hours?”


  “It’s part of the job.”


  “You still never turn it off, do you?”


  Beth looked up. “Like you ever did?”


  “I had some fun.”


  “I’ve had fun too.”


  “Yeah, your ex was a real barrel of laughs. I lost two years, sis, you lost eight.”


  “I’m not saying it was all Ted’s fault. My career—”


  “It wasn’t like he didn’t know that going in.”


  Beth stopped thumbing the BlackBerry. “Get some shuteye, you’re going to need all your energy for Mom.”









  CHAPTER 20


  MACE WAS FLYING along the winding roads leading out to horse country where old money melded, often uneasily, with new. She was going to see
         her mother but was now lost. Backtracking, she became even more turned around. Finally she stopped her bike at the end of
         a dirt path surrounded by trees. As she was trying to get her bearings she heard something move to her right. When she looked
         that way her heartbeat spiked. She reached for her gun, but of course she didn’t have one.
      


  “How the hell did you get out?” she screamed.


  Juanita the Cow was waddling toward her, Lily White Rose with the nineteen teeth right behind. Juanita carried a wide smile
         along with a Smith & Wesson .40, while Lily White had her gutting knife. Mace tried to start her bike, but the ignition wouldn’t
         catch. The two women started to run toward her.
      


  “Shit!” Mace jumped off the bike and sprinted to the woods, but her boot caught in a bump in the dirt and she fell sprawling.
         By the time she turned over the women were standing over her.
      


  “No big-sis bitch to help you now, baby,” cooed Juanita.


  Rose said nothing. She just cocked her blade arm back, waiting for the word from the queen bee to plunge the serrated edge
         into Mace’s jugular.
      


  “Do it, Lily White. Then we got to get the hell outta here.”


  The blade flew down with a speed that Mace was not prepared for. It hit her square in the neck.


  “No!”


  Mace fell out of the bed. She felt warm blood spurt out of her nose as it smacked against the nightstand. She landed awkwardly
         on the carpeted floor and just lay there.
      


  Blind Man, who’d been asleep on the floor next to where she’d fallen, licked her face and gave off little mournful noises
         in her ear.
      


  “It’s okay, Blind Man, I’m okay.”


  She finally rolled over, sat up, and backed her way into a corner. She squatted there in a defensive ball, her hands made
         into fists, her eyes looking out at the dark, her breath coming in waves of uneven heaves. Blind Man lay in front of her in
         the darkness, his thick reddish nose probably taking in each and every dimension of her scented fear.
      


  An hour later she was still there, her spine digging into the dry-wall that her sister had painted a soothing blue especially
         for her return. Only she wasn’t thinking of Juanita or the gut-chick Rose. Her images were of herself, strung out on meth,
         huddled in a corner, her body going through shit it had never suffered before.
      


  She’d never seen any of them, none of the bandits who’d snatched her out of an alley where she had set up an observation post
         on a drug distribution center in Six D. After they’d injected her multiple times with stuff for three days running she didn’t
         even know her own name. The next thing she vaguely remembered was climbing in and out of cars, holding a gun, going into stores
         and taking what didn’t belong to any of them.
      


  Once, shots had been fired. She recalled pulling the trigger on her weapon by instinct, only no round had come out of the
         barrel; turned out her weapon wasn’t loaded and never had been. She was finally arrested holding an unloaded Sig and enough
         evidence to put her away for a long time while the rest of her “gang” conveniently had disappeared.
      


  So the little sister of the D.C. police chief was busted for armed robbery while caked on meth. Some dubbed her the Patty
         Hearst of the twenty-first century. The arrest, the trial, the sentencing, the appeals galloped by in a blur. Mona had gone
         for the carotid, and the female legal threshing machine had come within one appeal of putting Mace away for twenty years at
         a max a thousand miles away from D.C. She’d argued forcefully that Mace had gone so deeply undercover that she had eventually
         succumbed to the dark side. Mace remembered sitting in the courtroom watching the vitriolspewing DA pointing her finger at
         her and pounding the counsel table demanding that this “animal” be sent away for good. In her mind, Mace had killed the bitch
         over a hundred times. Yet when she finally had gotten the twenty-four-month sentence, just about everybody had turned on her
         and her sister.
      


  When the van that had taken Mace in shackles arrived at the prison the news trucks were all lined up. It seemed the warden
         was reveling in the national spotlight, because he’d personally escorted Mace through the gauntlet of media and the hostile
         crowd. Trash was thrown at her along with insults of every conceivable degree of vulgarity. And still she’d shuffled along,
         her head as high as she could hold it, her eyes dead ahead, staring at the steel outer doors of her home for the next two
         years of her life. But even for tough Mace, the tears had started to gather in her eyes, and her lips had started trembling
         with the Orwellian strain of it all.
      


  Then the crowd of onlookers had suddenly parted and a tall figure in full dress blues and four stars had marched out and started
         walking right next to Mace. The stunned look on the warden’s face showed that this development was totally unexpected. The
         crowds stopped screaming. Nothing else was thrown at Mace. Not with Chief of Police Elizabeth Perry with her gun and her badge
         striding right next to her sister, her face a block of granite as she stared down the crowd, willing them from hostility to
         numbness. That image, that final image of her sister next to her before Mace entered the house of hell, was really the only
         thing that had kept her going over those two years.
      


  It was with this last thought that Mace finally fell asleep right on the floor. Two hours before dawn, she woke with a start,
         staggered to the bathroom, washed the crusted blood off her face in the bathroom, and got back into bed. Exhausted, she slept
         for nearly three hours, until her sister gently shook her awake.
      


  Mace sat up in bed, looked around the room with an unsteady gaze.


  Beth handed her a cup of black coffee and sat next to her. “You okay?”


  Mace drank some of the coffee and lay back against the head-board. “Yeah, I’m good.”


  “You look a little out of it. Bad dream?”


  Mace tensed. “Why? Did you hear anything?”


  “No, just thought it was probably normal. Your subconscious probably thinks there are still bars on the doors and windows.”


  “I’m fine. Thanks for the java.”


  “Anytime.” Beth rose.


  “Uh…”


  Beth looked down at her. “Something on your mind?”


  “I remember what a media circus it was when I went to prison. I was just wondering.”


  “Why there wasn’t a media army camped outside on your return?”


  “Yeah.”


  “The easy answer is you’re old news. It’s been two years. And every day there’s some national or international crisis, big
         company collapsing, people getting blown up, or some psycho with automatic weapons and body armor gunning people down at the
         local mall. And since you’ve been away hundreds of newspapers have folded, existing ones have cut their staff in half, and
         the TV and radio folks usually chase stuff far more bizarre than you to get the big ratings. But just in case, I sort of pulled
         a reverse strategy on the media grunts.”
      


  Mace sat up. “What do you mean?”


  “I offered to make you available to them for a full interview. I guess they figured if it was that easy, why bother?”


  “That’s pretty slick, Beth. Busy day today?”


  “Nope, didn’t you hear? Last night all crime miraculously went away.”


  Mace showered and changed and checked her hair, face, and clothes in the mirror. Then she got mad at herself for even doing
         this. No matter what she looked like, her mother would find something wrong with her appearance. And frankly, it would be
         easy pickings for the woman.
      


  Minutes later she fired up the Ducati. Immediately, Blind Man started howling from behind the door. She smiled and revved
         the gas. Soon she was heading due west, left D.C. proper, and entered Virginia over Memorial Bridge. As she cut in and out
         of traffic, Mace started to think about the upcoming encounter with the woman who had given birth to her over three decades
         ago.
      


  Part of her would take prison again over that.









  CHAPTER 21


  MACE RACED DOWN the straightaway of Route 50, weaving in and out of the dregs of the morning rush hour. The one traffic light in Middleburg
         caught her and she geared down the Ducati, finally braking to a stop. The street parking here leaned to Range Rovers and Jag
         sedans with an occasional Smart car thrown in for green measure. The small downtown area was hip in an upscale rural way.
         And here one could, for millions of dollars, purchase a really swell place to live. Years ago Mace and Beth had visited their
         mother, seen the fancy estate, dined at a nice restaurant, done some window shopping, and then gone back to busting bandits
         in D.C. One visit for Mace was truly enough.
      


  Though Beth Perry was only six years older than her sister, she had played far more of a nurturing role for Mace than their
         mother ever had. In fact, the first person Mace could ever remember holding her was Beth, who was already tall and rangy at
         age nine.
      


  Though he’d died when Mace was only twelve, Benjamin Perry had left quite an impression on his younger daughter. Mace could
         vividly recall sitting in her father’s small den doing her homework while her dad put together his legal arguments, oftentimes
         reading them to her and getting her input. She had wept harder than anyone at his funeral, the casket closed to hide the gunshot
         wounds to his face.
      


  As she flew past lavish estates residing majestically on hundreds of acres, Mace knew that her mother had ascended to this
         level of wealth principally by design. She had methodically hunted and then snared a fellow who’d never worked a day in his
         life but was the only child of a man who had earned a fortune large enough to allow his offspring to live decadently for several
         generations. By then both daughters were grown and gone, for which Mace was enormously grateful. She was more coach fare and
         Target than private wings and Gucci.
      


  Beth had gotten her height from her mother, who was several inches taller than her husband. Mace had always assumed that she
         inherited both her father’s average stature and his pugnacity. Benjamin Perry’s career as the U.S. attorney in D.C. had been
         tragically cut short, but during his tenure he’d prosecuted criminals through some of the most violent years in D.C. history,
         quickly becoming legendary for his scorched-earth pursuit of bandits. Yet he also had a reputation for always playing fair,
         and if exculpatory evidence came along, defense counsel always saw it. He had told Mace more than once that his greatest fear
         was not letting a guilty person go free, but sending an innocent one to prison. She had never forgotten those words, and that
         made the appointment of Mona Danforth to her father’s old position even more difficult for her to accept.
      


  Benjamin Perry’s murder had never been solved. His daughters had taken various cracks at it over the years, with no success.
         Evidence was lost or tainted, witnesses’ memories faded away, or they died. Cold cases were the toughest to solve. But now
         that she was out of prison Mace knew, at some point, she had to try again.
      


  A few miles past Middleburg proper she slowed the bike and turned off onto a gravel path, which would become a paved cobblestone
         road about a half mile up. She drew a deep breath and pulled to a stop in front of the house. They called it by some Scottish
         name because hubby was Scottish and took great pride in his clan back home. While Mace and Beth were there previously he had
         even entered the room dressed in a kilt with a dagger in his sock and a bonnet on his head. That had been bad enough, but
         the poor fellow had caught his skirt on the sword handle of a large armored warrior standing against one wall, causing the
         skirt to lift up and reveal that the lord of the manor wore his kilt commando style. It was all Mace could do not to blow
         snot out of her nose from laughing. She thought she had carried it off fairly well. However, her mother had sternly informed
         her that her husband had not taken kindly to Mace rolling on the floor gasping for air while he was desperately trying to
         pull his skirt back down to cover his privates.
      


  “Then tell Mr. Creepy to start wearing underwear,” Mace had shot back in earshot of her stepfather. “I mean, it’s not like
         he’s got anything down there to brag about.”
      


  That had not gone over very well either.


  As she rounded a bend the manor came into full view. It was smaller than Abe Altman’s, but not by much. Mace walked up to
         the front door fully expecting a uniformed butler to answer her knock. But he didn’t.
      


  The thick portal flew open and there stood her mother, dressed in a long black designer skirt, calf-high boots, and a starched
         white embroidered tunic shirt over which a gold chain was hanging. Dana Perry still wore her whitish-blond hair long, though
         it was held back today in a French braid. She looked at least ten years younger than she was. Beth had her mother’s facial
         structure, long and lovely, with a nose as straight and lean as the edge of an ax blade. The cheekbones still rode high and
         confident. Her mother cradled a comb-teased Yorkie in one slender arm.
      


  Mace didn’t expect a hug and didn’t get one.


  Her mother looked her up and down. “Prison seems to have agreed with you. You look to be lean as a piano wire.”


  “I would’ve preferred a gym membership, actually.”


  Her mother pointed a long finger at her. “Your father must be turning over in his grave. Always thinking of yourself and never
         anybody else. Look at what your sister’s accomplished. You’ve got to finally get it straight, little girl, or you’re going
         right down the crapper. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
      


  “Do you actually want me to come in, or will your ripping me a new one on the front porch satisfy as a visit so I can get
         back to the real world?”
      


  “You actually call that garbage pit of a city the real world?”


  “I’m sure you’ve been tied up the last two years, so I can understand you not bothering to come see me.”


  “As though seeing you in prison would’ve been good for my mental health.”


  “Right, sorry, I forgot the first rule of Dana, it’s all about you.”
      


  “Get in here, Mason.”


  She had lied to Roy Kingman. Her father hadn’t named her Mason. Her mother had. And she’d done it for a particularly odious reason. Chafing under the relatively small salary her husband drew as a prosecutor,
         she’d wanted him to turn to the defense side, where with his skill and reputation he could have commanded an income ten times
         what he earned on the public side. Thus, Mason Perry—Perry Mason—was her mother’s not-so-subtle constant reminder of what
         he would not give her.
      


  “It’s Mace. You’d think after all these years you might get that little point.”


  “I refuse to refer to you as a name of a weapon.”


  It was probably a good thing, Mace thought as she trudged past her mother, that she could no longer carry a gun.









  CHAPTER 22


  ROY KINGMAN had skipped basketball that morning. He passed by Ned, who looked far more attentive than usual and even had the tie on his
         uniform tightened all the way to his fleshy neck. Ned gave him a jaunty two-finger salute and a confident dip of the chin
         as though to let Roy know that not a single murderer had slipped past him today.
      


  You go, bro.


  Roy took the elevator up to Shilling & Murdoch. The police were still there and Diane’s office and the kitchen were taped
         off while the cops and techs continued to do their thing. He had snatched conversations with several other lawyers. He had
         tried to play it cool with Mace, who’d obviously seen far more dead bodies than he had, but finding Diane like that had done
         a number on his head. He kept replaying that moment over and over until it felt like he couldn’t breathe.
      


  He walked by Chester Ackerman’s office but the door was closed and the man’s secretary, who sat across from her boss’s office,
         told him the police were in there questioning the managing partner. Roy finally went to his office and closed the door. Settling
         behind his desk, he turned on his computer and started going through e-mails. The fifth one caught his eye. It was from Diane
         Tolliver. He glanced at the date sent. The previous Friday. The time stamp was a few minutes past ten. He hadn’t checked his
         work e-mails over the weekend because there had been nothing pressing going on. He had intended to do so on Monday morning,
         but then Diane’s body had tumbled out of the fridge. At the bottom of the e-mail were Diane’s initials, “DLT.”
      


  The woman’s message was terse and cryptic, even for the Twitter generation.


  We need to focus in on A-


  Why hadn’t she finished the message? And why send it if it wasn’t finished?


  It could be nothing, he knew. How many flubs had he committed with his keystrokes? If it had been important Diane would have
         e-mailed again with the full message, or else called him. He checked his cell phone. No messages from her. He brought up his
         recent phone call list just in case she had called but left no message. Nothing.
      


  A-?


  It didn’t ring any immediate bells for him. If it was referring to a client, it could be any number of them. He brought up
         the list on his screen and counted. Twenty-eight clients beginning with the letter A. And eleven of them were ones that he and Diane routinely worked on together. They repped several firms in the Middle East,
         so it was Al-this and Al-that. Another lawyer at the firm? There were nearly fifty here, with twenty-two more overseas. He
         knew all of the D.C. folks personally. Doing a quick count in his head, there were ten whose first or last names started with
         A. Alice, Adam, Abernathy, Aikens, Chester Ackerman.
      


  The police, he knew, had already copied the computer files from Diane’s office, so they already had what he had just found.
         Still, should he call them and tell them what he’d just discovered?
      


  Maybe they wouldn’t believe me.


  For the first time Roy knew what his clients had felt like when he’d worked criminal defense. He left his office and took
         the elevator down, with the idea of simply going for a walk by the river to clear his head. On the fourth floor the doors
         opened and the sounds of power saws and hammers assailed him. He watched as an older man in slacks, short-sleeved white shirt,
         and a hard hat stepped on the elevator car.
      


  The fourth floor had been gutted and was being built out for a new tenant. All the rest of the building’s occupants were counting
         down the days until completion, because the rehabbing was a very messy and noisy affair.
      


  “How’s it coming?” he asked the man, who was holding a roll of construction drawings under one arm.


  “Slower than we’d like. Too many problems.”


  “Guys not showing up to work? Inspectors slow on the approval?”


  “That and things going missing.”


  “Missing? Like what?”


  “Tools. Food. I thought this building was supposed to be secure.”


  “Well, the uniform at the front desk is basically useless.”


  “Heard about some lady lawyer getting killed here. Is it true?”


  “Afraid so.”









  CHAPTER 23


  ROY HEADED ALONG the riverfront, stopping near one of the piers where a forty-foot cabin cruiser was docked. What would it be like, he wondered,
         to live on a boat and just keep going? Watch the sunset and grab a swim when he wanted? See the world? He’d seen his hometown,
         lived in D.C., Charlottesville. He’d visited lots of cities, but only to bounce basketballs on hardwood before heading on.
         He’d viewed the Atlantic and Pacific oceans at forty thousand feet. He’d seen Big Ben, and sand in the Middle East. That was
         about it.
      


  He smelled him before he saw him.


  He turned, his hand already reaching into his pocket.


  “Hey, Captain.”


  “Roy.” The man gave him a quick salute.


  The Captain was in his late fifties and the same height as Roy. However, whereas Roy was lean, the Captain was built like
         a football lineman. He must’ve outweighed Roy by eighty pounds. It had once all been muscle, Roy was sure, but the streets
         had made a fatty transformation of the man’s once impressive physique. His belly was so swollen now that the bottom three
         buttons on the jacket could no longer be used. And his body listed heavily to the left, probably as did his spine. Eating
         crap out of Dumpsters and sleeping on cement did that to you.
      


  Roy called him the Captain because of the marks on his jacket. From what he’d learned of the man’s history, the Captain had
         once been an Army Ranger and had distinguished himself in Vietnam. But after returning home things had not gone well. Alcohol
         and then drugs had ruined what should have been an honorable military career. Apparently the VA had tried to help him, but
         the Captain had eventually fallen through the cracks and into a life on the streets of the capital of the country he had once
         defended with his blood.
      


  He’d been homeless for over a decade now. And each year his uniform grew more tattered and his skin more permanently stained
         by the elements, much in the same way that buildings became filthy. However, there was no one to come and give him a good
         power wash. Roy had first met him when he’d worked as a CJA. Before he’d settled on G-town, the Captain’s foraging range was
         wider and his manner more aggressive. He’d had a couple of assault charges, mostly for harassing tourists or office dwellers
         for money or food. Roy had defended him once, gotten him probation, and then tried to get him help, but the VA was swamped
         with needy soldiers from current wars, and the Captain had never been good about follow-up.
      


  It was sad, and yet all Roy could do was open his wallet, look into the darkened, grizzled face that housed a pair of dimming,
         vacuous eyes that indicated the owner was not all there, and say, “How about I get you some food?”
      


  The Captain nodded, pushing a huge hand through his tangle of filthy gray and white hair. He wore tattered gloves that had
         once been white but were now even blacker than his face. As they trudged along together Roy looked down and noted that the
         Captain’s shoes were really pieces of cardboard held together with twine. He had survived the previous winter and the heavy
         spring rains, and the night chills were gone now. Yet Roy wondered, as the Captain coughed up some phlegm and spit it out
         into the Potomac, if the older man could survive another year out here. As he gazed at the Captain’s jacket and saw the Combat
         Bronze and other medals on his chest, including the designation for two Purple Hearts, he thought that a country’s warriors
         deserved better than this.
      


  The Captain dutifully waited outside the café, like an obedient dog, as Roy bought the food. He came back out, handed the
         bag over, and watched as the Captain settled down on the curb and ate it all right there, drinking down the coffee last. He
         wiped his mouth with the paper bag and rose.
      


  “What size shoe do you take?” Roy asked.


  The Captain looked down at his feet. “Big. I think.”


  “Me too. Come on.”


  They walked back to the office building and into the underground garage. From the backseat of his Audi, Roy pulled out a pair
         of nearly new basketball shoes. “Try these on.” He tossed them to the Captain, who was quick-handed enough to snare them both.
      


  He sat down on the cold floor of the garage and stripped off his cardboard and twine. When Roy saw the blackened, raw skin
         festered with lumps and green-colored cuts, he looked away.
      


  “Good to go,” the Captain said a minute later. Roy was sure they would have fit if the man had had to cut off his toes. “You
         sure, Roy? Bet these cost probably a million dollars, right?”
      


  “Not quite and I’ve got plenty.” He studied the Captain. If he gave him cash it would go for booze or some street drugs that
         the Captain didn’t need in his system. He had driven him to shelters on three occasions, but the man had walked out of each
         one within a day or so. Roy was not going to take him to live at his condo. His neighbors would probably not approve, and
         there was no guarantee that the former military man would not suddenly go nuts and use Roy for a cutting board.
      


  “Come around in a couple days and I’ll have some more stuff for you, okay?”


  “Yes, sir,” the Captain said amiably, giving him another snappy salute.


  Roy suddenly noticed something missing and wondered why he hadn’t before. “Where’s your cart?” Like some homeless people,
         the Captain kept everything he had in an old rusted shopping cart with two busted front wheels. You could hear him coming
         a mile away just from the screech of metal.
      


  “Some pricks stole it!”


  “Do you know who?”


  “Damn Vietcong. I’ll catch ’em. And then. Look.” The Captain reached in his pocket and pulled out a large clasp knife. It
         looked military-issued.
      


  “Don’t do that, Captain. Let the police handle it.”


  The Captain just stared at him. Finally he waved a big hand at Roy. “Thanks for the shoes.”









  CHAPTER 24


  UNFORTUNATELY, her mother’s husband, Timothy, was there. Fortunately, he wasn’t wearing a kilt. To Mace, he looked like a person of leisure who desperately wanted to be perceived
         as a man of the land with a British twist. This translated into an outfit consisting of tweeds, an old-fashioned shotgun vest
         with holders for the shells, a cute pocket kerchief that exactly matched his checked shirt, and nearly knee-high brown leather
         riding boots, though there wasn’t an equine in sight. When Mace saw him she felt her cheeks begin to quiver and had to look
         away quickly before the next sound that was heard from her was a snort.
      


  An older woman in a maid’s uniform brought coffee and little sandwiches out to the faux English conservatory they were sitting
         in. She looked as though she would rather be driving tenpenny nails through her skull with a hammer than playing maid for
         Timothy and Dana. The sandwiches weren’t nearly as wonderful as the spread Abe Altman had offered. Still, Mace filled her
         belly and had her caffeine fix.
      


  The little Yorkie, whose name Mace had been told was Angelina Fernandina, sat on a plump pillow in front of her own little
         gold tray of high-end vittles, happily nipping away with teeth the size and shape of splinters. Mace inclined her head at
         precious Angelina. “Do you dress her in clothes too?”
      


  Dana answered, “Only when we travel. Our jet makes her cold.”


  “Poor thing,” said Mace.


  “So does Beth still have a menagerie of misfits?”


  “Just me and Blind Man, but he’s going strong. Probably be alive and well when you’re planting old Angie there in the dirt.”


  Timothy sucked in a breath at this remark and gave Angelina a little pat with the back of his hand, which told Mace that he didn’t actually like dogs, hair-teased or not.
      


  “So, how’s the rural aristocratic life treating you both?” Timothy daintily patted his lips with a monogrammed napkin and
         glanced at Dana, apparently waiting for her to respond.
      


  “Timothy has been elected to head up the local planning commission. It’s an important position because you wouldn’t believe
         what people want to do out here development-wise. It’s a travesty.”
      


  You mean like putting up a twenty-thousand-square-foot Scottish castle smack in the middle of farmland and raising your working-class
            neighbors’ property taxes tenfold?Mace thought. But she said, “Congratulations, Timothy. That’s great.”
      


  His chest puffed out a bit as he swallowed the last bit of sandwich. When he spoke it was as though he were addressing an
         adoring audience of thousands. “I will endeavor to carry out my duties to the best of my abilities. I take the stewardship
         that has been granted to me very seriously.”
      


  God, you are the biggest prick.“I’m sure you do,” Mace said pleasantly.
      


  Dana said, “So what are your plans, Mason?”
      


  Mace slowly put down her coffee cup. “I’d actually considered stripping on Internet webcams for food, but then a job offer
         came along.”
      


  “What sort of job offer?”


  “An assistant to a college professor.”


  “Why would a college professor want you as an assistant?” scoffed her mother.
      


  “He’s blind, on a tight budget, and I’m apparently cheaper than a seeing-eye dog.”


  “Will you please be serious for once in your life, Mason!”


  Okay, I tried playing patty-cakes and I don’t like it.“What does it matter to you what I do? I’m sure we can agree that you’re a few decades late on playing mommy.”
      


  “How dare you—”


  Mace could feel her ears burning. She didn’t want to go there. She really didn’t. “Oh, I always dare. So just back off, lady.”


  “Then let me explain to you quite clearly why it is my business. If you can’t support yourself, guess who you’ll be running to with your hand out?”
      


  Mace formed fists so tight all of her finger joints popped. She leaned into Dana until their noses were only separated by
         a bare inch. “I would gnaw off my hand before I came to you or Scotch Bonnet Boy over there for one freaking dime.”
      


  A scarlet-faced Timothy scrambled to his leather-booted feet. “I think I’ll go do some yoga. I feel my balance is off.”


  Dana immediately put out her hand for him to take. “All right, dear. But remember, we have dinner tonight with the mayor and
         his wife at the French Hound.”
      


  The moment he’d fled the room, Dana whirled on her youngest daughter. “It’s nearly impossible to believe, but I think prison
         has actually made you worse.”
      


  This barb was so weak that Mace simply ignored it and studied her mother in silence for a few moments. “So why are you still
         all so kissy-kissy to him? You’ve got the ring. You’re legally locked to Lord Bonny Butt.”
      


  She said stiffly, “He’s a Scottish earl, not a lord.”


  The truth suddenly hit Mace. “Bonny Butt’s got a kick-ass prenup, doesn’t he?”


  “Shut up, Mason! This minute.”


  “So how does it work? You vest a few diamond bracelets, some cash, and a bushel of Triple A bonds for each year of matrimonial
         bliss?”
      


  Her mother snapped, “I don’t even know why I invited you here.” Mace rose. “Oh, that one is easy, actually. You just wanted
         me to see how fabulous your life is. Well, I’m duly impressed. I’m happy that you’re so obviously happy.”
      


  “You’re a terrible liar. You always were.”


  “I guess that’s why I became a cop. I can just pull my badge and figure out who’s trying to screw with me.”


  “But you can’t be a cop anymore, can you?” This came out as a clear taunt.
      


  “Not until I figure out who set me up.”


  Dana rolled her heavily made-up eyes. “Do you really think that’s going to happen?”


  “I don’t think. I know it will.”
      


  “Well, if I were you, I’d work very hard for your little college professor. Because I see ‘assistant’ as being as good as
         it gets for you from here on.”
      


  “Thanks for the encouragement. I’ll see myself out.”


  But her mother followed her as far as the front door. As Mace strapped on her helmet, Dana said, “Do you know how much trouble
         you’ve caused for your sister?”
      


  “Yeah, actually I do.”


  “And of course you don’t care at all, do you?”


  “If I told you otherwise would you believe me?”


  “You make me sick with your selfish ways.”


  “Well, I learned from the master, didn’t I?”


  “I spent the best years of my life with your father. We never had any money. Never went anywhere. Never did a damn thing.
         And we never would.”
      


  “Yeah, punishing the wicked and making the world a better place for all was just the pits, wasn’t it?”


  “You were only a child. You had no idea.”


  “Oh, I had more than an idea. Talk about me? You’ll never have it nearly as good ever again. I don’t care how many rich Timothys you marry.”
      


  “Oh, you think so?”


  Mace lifted her visor. “Yeah, because Dad was the only man you ever really loved.”


  “Just please go away!”


  Mace noticed the slight tremble in her mother’s right hand. “Do you know how lucky you were to have a man that good so in
         love with you? Beth never had that privilege. And I sure as hell haven’t.”
      


  She thought she saw her mother’s eyes turn glassy before the door slammed shut.


  Mace mangled the Ducati’s gears in her sudden panic to get out of this place. Maybe her mother was right. Maybe she would
         never be a cop again. Maybe this was as good as it would ever get for her.
      









  CHAPTER 25


  BETH READ THROUGH the report on her computer screen three times. This was something her father had taught her. Read through once for general
         conceptualization and then a second time for the nitty-gritty details. And then read it a final time, at least an hour after
         the first reading, but do so out of order, which forced your mind and your eyes from their comfort zones.
      


  Beth refocused. They had scrubbed Diane Tolliver’s computer at work and at her home without revealing any surprises. The work
         computer had yielded a mass of legal documents and research items and correspondence on dozens of complicated deals. The woman’s
         town house in Old Town Alexandria had yielded no clues or leads. They would work outward now, from her job and personal life.
         Murders were almost never random occurrences. Family, friends, acquaintances, rivals, spurned lovers—those were the categories
         from which the takers of human life were most often spawned.
      


  She looked down at the one interesting item on Diane Tolliver’s work computer. The e-mail she’d sent to Roy Kingman Friday
         night. The missive was cryptic and she was hoping that Kingman could explain it, but when interviewed by her detectives over
         the phone he claimed to have no idea what it meant or why it had been sent to him.
      


  They also knew from the electronic records from the garage that Tolliver had left the office Friday night at two minutes before
         seven and returned at a little before ten, leaving again around ten-forty. The cleaning crew had come in at seven-thirty and
         left around nine-thirty. They had seen nothing unusual.
      


  What did people do for a few hours on a Friday evening? They had dinner. The fact that she had driven showed it was too far
         to walk. They were accessing the woman’s credit card records to see what restaurant she’d gone to. That would only work if
         she had paid the bill, of course, but it was a viable lead.
      


  Need to focus in on A-


  That was the message she’d sent to Kingman that he claimed not to understand. Was that the whole message or had it been cut
         off? She might have been interrupted. If so, by whom at that late hour? But she’d been alive on Monday morning. Beth frowned
         as she thought about her sister hanging around Kingman. Could he crack a brain stem? Yeah, he probably could.
      


  There were other messages Diane had sent over the course of the weekend, all from home. Just routine ones to various friends,
         and she’d ordered some items for her home from two vendors. Her BMW 735 was in the parking garage in her normal space, and
         the gate record showed she’d accessed the garage at six a.m. on the dot. Her car had been searched without revealing anything
         of use.
      


  Tolliver’s purse had not been found, so robbery couldn’t be ruled out. Yet she’d been raped; that might have been the primary
         motivation. And then killed to prevent her from fingering who’d done it. No one at Shilling & Murdoch had come into the office
         over the weekend, including Diane Tolliver.
      


  From what Beth had learned, Tolliver usually got in around nine. So why had she come to the office so early on Monday? They
         were interviewing everyone who worked at the law firm to verify where they were on Monday morning. However, Beth was really
         counting on getting a database hit on the sperm.
      


  They could find no one who’d talked to Diane over the weekend. One neighbor reported that he saw her drive off in a hurry
         on Sunday around nine in the morning but did not speak to her. She lived in an end-unit town house with a garage. She could
         come and go without interacting with anyone, as she apparently had the weekend before she’d been killed.
      


  There were dirty dishes in the dishwasher and trash that indicated she had eaten in over the weekend. She had a cleaning service
         that came three times a week, but not over the weekend. Her home phone records showed no calls going out, and the only messages
         on her voice mail had been from solicitors. She, like many people, apparently used her cell phone to communicate most of the
         time.
      


  They couldn’t find her iPhone because it had presumably been in her purse. But they had requested the phone records from her
         carrier. She’d made many calls on her cell phone over the weekend. None of them had been to friends or coworkers, though.
         These were all normal things that one did during a weekend. Tolliver had not known, of course, that it would be the last weekend
         of her life.
      


  The previous Friday, her last full day at the office, had been spent in meetings with various clients. Three of them were
         local and had been interviewed, but had told them nothing of interest. Tolliver had seemed perfectly normal to them. Two of
         her client meetings had been with men from overseas. Both men had flown out Friday night and were now in the Middle East.
         Neither was obviously her killer.
      


  Her cell phone chirped.


  “Hello?”


  “You working late?” said Mace’s voice.


  “Had a community outreach event but it got canceled. What are you offering?”


  “Dinner, on me. Pick a nice place. I mean really nice, where you actually have to wear shoes and everything.”


  “Did Altman give you an advance on your salary?”


  “No, I just cleaned out my bank account.”


  “Mace, what about your creditors?”


  “I’ll start paying them off with my first paycheck. Let’s just have a nice meal.”


  “Mom was that bad?”


  “She’s still alive and so am I, so how bad could it be?”


  “Okay. How about eight-thirty? I’ll call you with the place.”


  Mace clicked off and Beth went back to her notes.


  Her office phone rang.


  She picked it up and listened for two minutes.


  There’d been another murder.


  And this one had cut close to home. A U.S. attorney was dead. Mona Danforth wasn’t the one killed. Beth managed to avoid tacking
         “unfortunately” onto the end of this thought. But they had just discovered Jamie Meldon’s body in a Dumpster in northwest
         Washington.
      









  CHAPTER 26


  ON THE DRIVE over Beth spent the time thinking about the dead man. Jamie Meldon was one of Mona Danforth’s top assistants and was as unlike
         his boss as it was possible to be. He was a fine, diligent lawyer who’d made enemies in the criminal world as all good prosecutors
         did. And one of those enemies might have murdered him. She obviously was not going to make dinner with Mace. But if there
         was one thing her sister would understand it was that in their line of work the job trumped everything else.
      


  When she got to the crime scene she was not surprised to see the FBI there along with her people. Meldon was a U.S. attorney
         and thus his murder was a federal crime. What did shock her was seeing her police and forensics personnel packing their stuff
         up to leave.
      


  “What’s going on?” she asked the officer in charge.


  “We’ve been told in no uncertain terms that this is a federal investigation and we are persona non grata.”


  “Like we’ve never worked a homicide with the Bureau. Where’s the SAIC?” she asked, referring to the special agent in charge.


  He pointed to a man in a suit near the Dumpster.


  Beth marched over with two of her district homicide detectives in tow. “Can I ask what’s going on?”


  The man turned around to look at her. “Hello, Beth.”


  Beth recognized him as soon as she saw his face. “Steve? I didn’t think the AD came out to homicides.”


  Steve Lanier, the assistant director of the FBI’s Washington Field Office and a man Beth worked with closely, said, “Well,
         I can’t say the same about you because I know you come to every one.”
      


  “Did you know Jamie Meldon?”


  “No.”


  “So why are you here, then?”


  He glanced over at a group of men in suits. “Do you know who they are?”


  “No, should I?”


  “They will be coming over here shortly and informing you that national security interests are at stake and the police will
         not be involved in this investigation.”
      


  “What does national security have to do with a prosecutor’s murder?”


  “Well, I don’t suppose we’ll ever find out.”


  “We? They might be able to pull the rug out from under us, but you’re the FBI.”
      


  “In ordinary circumstances that would be true.”


  “So what’s extraordinary about this?”


  “All I can tell you is that it came straight from Pennsylvania.”


  “The White House?”


  “And don’t bother asking who they are. They won’t tell you.”


  Beth looked puzzled. “CIA? Langley has no law enforcement jurisdiction. Hell, they can’t even operate domestically.”


  “It may not be the CIA.”


  “Steve, are you saying you don’t even know which agency they’re from?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Then how the hell did they get access to a restricted crime scene?”


  Lanier smiled glumly. “They showed their driver’s licenses.”


  “Are you shitting me! Their driver’s licenses?”


  “The FBI director himself told me that they would be here, what their names were, and that they should have unfettered access
         to the crime scene, because they were taking over the investigation. So they didn’t have to show me their creds.”
      


  “This is unbelievable.”


  “Yes it is.”


  “Chief Perry?” said one man in his forties and who was the apparent leader of this little group of unknowns.


  “Yeah?” Beth said in a stern tone.


  “Perhaps the assistant director here has filled you in on… things?”


  “That you’re trumping my jurisdiction based solely on your legal right to drive a motor vehicle? Yep, he mentioned it, but
         maybe you can run me through it with particulars, including your names and the agency you work for.”
      


  “That won’t be happening,” said the man pleasantly. “The mayor should be e-mailing you—”


  Beth’s BlackBerry started buzzing.


  “Right about now,” said the man, smiling.


  Beth checked her device. The mayor was polite and diplomatic but the message was clear. Back off now.


  “Can I expect copies of reports?” she asked.


  “No.”


  “Can I see the body?”


  “Same answer,” said the fellow.


  “Will you tell me when and if you find the killer?”


  “We’ll expect you and your people to be gone in the next two minutes.”


  The men turned and left.


  Beth looked at Lanier. “Do you hate them as much as I do, Steve?”


  Lanier said, “Oh, even more than you do. Trust me.”


  “Care to give me their names? I’m assuming you remember them from the driver’s licenses.”


  “Sorry, Beth, I got my marching orders too.”


  She stalked back to her car. At least she’d be having dinner with her sister tonight after all.









  CHAPTER 27


  AT THE SOUND of the knock Roy looked up from a contract he was reviewing.
      


  “Yeah?”


  The door opened and a young man dressed in corduroy pants, striped shirt, and a cheap paisley tie stood there holding on to
         the front bar of a mail cart. It was old-fashioned, but even in the digital age sometimes lawyers still needed materials that
         were actually contained in books or written on real paper.
      


  “Special delivery,” the young man said.


  “Just put it on the desk, Dave.”


  Dave came forward clutching the book. “Creepy.”


  “What’s creepy?’


  “Ms. Tolliver.”


  Roy shrugged. “I doubt whoever killed her is going to come back.”


  “Not what I meant.”


  Dave put the book down on the desk.


  Roy leaned back in his chair. “Okay, don’t keep me in suspense.”


  Dave tapped the book. “This is from Ms. Tolliver.”


  Roy snatched up the book. “When did she put it in the mail room?”


  “Don’t know.”


  “Why don’t you know? I thought there were procedures.”


  “Most of the time folks call and we come and pick up the package. They have a delivery sheet filled out and we put it in the
         pipeline.”
      


  “So why don’t you know when this book came in?”


  “It was just in the mail room with the sheet filled out. She must’ve done it herself. I checked with Ms. Tolliver’s secretary
         and she didn’t know anything about it.”
      


  “But she was killed Monday morning. It’s now Tuesday afternoon and I’m just getting this?”


  “We didn’t deliver the mail yesterday because the police were all over the place. Just getting to it now. I’m sorry.”


  Roy examined the cover of the book. It was on contract law, an out-of-date edition. Lawyers never sent old textbooks to each
         other. What would be the point?
      


  “Did you see it in the mail room on Friday?”


  “Don’t think so.”


  “But you’re not sure?”


  “No. I’m not.”


  “Okay, but did you see it in the mail room on Monday morning?”


  “Can’t really say. It was so crazy around here. But it had to be there on Monday morning. I mean, she couldn’t have done it
         after she was dead.”
      


  “If she was the one who put the book in the mail room, Dave. We have no way of telling if she physically did it or not.”


  “Oh, right.” Dave looked at him nervously. “Am I in trouble?” Roy sat back, his sudden flame of anger gone. “Probably not.
         Thanks, Dave. Sorry I got testy. I guess we’re all a little stressed out.”
      


  After Dave closed the door, Roy looked at the mail slip clipped to the book. It was in Diane’s neat handwriting that he’d
         seen on many documents. The mail form had a date and time-of-day box to show when it had gone into the system; however, Diane
         had not filled in this information. The form did have his name on it as the recipient, so the book was meant for him. There was no reason for her to send it to him. But she had. He flipped through some pages, but it was just
         an old book.
      


  His phone rang. “Yeah?” His mouth formed a smile when he heard the voice.


  Mace said, “You must’ve billed nearly a hundred hours so far today.”


  “I told you this is a humane law firm. We don’t have to lie by the hour.”


  “You got time to talk?”


  “Sure, when?”


  “How about now?”


  His door opened and Mace waved to him. Roy shook his head and put down his phone. “Are you always this weird?”


  “You haven’t begun to see my weird side.”


  “That is truly terrifying.”


  “I know. I get that a lot.”









  CHAPTER 28


  MACE CLOSED the door behind her and sat across from him. “Thanks for repping me last night with old Abe.”
      


  “Just wait until you get my bill.” He held up the book. “Diane Tolliver sent this to me in the office mail.”


  “Okay?”


  “Like very recently. But she had no reason to. It’s an old textbook.”


  “Put it down. Now!”


  He quickly set the book on his desk.


  “Who else has pawed it, other than you?” she said severely.


  “At least one other, the mail room guy.”


  “Great.”


  “He didn’t know any better.”


  “But you should have known better.”
      


  “Okay, maybe I should have. But I didn’t. So now what?”


  “You got a hanky?”


  “No, but I do have some tissues.”


  He handed some over. Mace used one to open the book slowly. “I glanced through a couple of pages, didn’t see any cryptic writing.
         But we could pour lemon juice on it and see if the invisible ink is revealed.”
      


  “Or we could just do this.” She held the book by the spine and swung it back and forth, the pages flapping open.


  A small key fell out and landed on the desk.


  “Don’t!” Mace cautioned as Roy reached for it.


  Using the tissue, she picked up the key by its ridged end.


  Mace said, “Not a safety deposit box key, maybe a post office box.”


  “That narrows it down to a few hundred million. And we don’t even know if this key came from her.”


  “She ever mention a post office box?”


  Roy shook his head. “No.”


  Mace stared down at the key with such intensity that it seemed that she expected the bit of metal to suddenly confess all
         its secrets. “And you had no other communication from her?”
      


  Roy started to say no, but then he stopped. He clicked some keys and turned the screen around for her to see. “She sent me
         an e-mail late on Friday night.”
      


  “Do the police know about this?”


  “Yep, because they already questioned me about it today. I told them I didn’t know what it meant.”


  Mace read the line. “You sure nothing rings a bell?”


  “No, but it’s awkwardly phrased. ‘Focus in on’? Why not just say ‘focus on’?”


  “I don’t know. You’re the guy that gets paid by the word. Any viable candidates for ‘A’?”


  “Too many. But I didn’t think you were on the police force anymore.”


  “There’s no law that says a private citizen can’t investigate a crime.”


  “But—”


  “Getting back to the key and e-mail, any thoughts?”


  “Well, you can’t hold me to anything.”


  “Just tell me, Roy.”


  “Chester Ackerman. He’s the managing partner of the firm. I spoke with him yesterday. He was really nervous, upset.”


  “One of his lawyers got stuck in the fridge, there’s a lot to be upset about.”


  “I know, but, and this is just my gut, he seemed scared beyond what the situation would compel, if you know what I mean.”


  “Like he was scared for his own skin?”


  “And I think he was lying about something too.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know. Just something.”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “He’s from Chicago. Has a family. Brings in tons of business.”


  “Okay, so basically you’re telling me you know nothing?”


  “I’ve never had a reason to dig much deeper on the guy.”


  “So maybe now you do have a reason.”


  “You want me to spy on the managing partner?” he said incredulously.


  “And anybody else who seems productive.”


  “For what is most likely a random killing?”


  “Your partner got stuffed in a fridge. Who’s to say it doesn’t have something to do with this place?”


  Roy picked up his rubber ball, and shot at the basket. And missed.


  “Mechanics are off. Murder closeup sometimes does that.” She perched on the edge of his desk and used the tissue to go through
         the book page by page. “No mob players on the old client list by chance?”
      


  He shook his head. “We don’t do criminal work here. Just deals.”


  “Business clients get into legal trouble all the time.”


  “Like I told you before, if it’s litigation, we farm it out.”


  “To what firm?”


  “Several, on an approved list.”


  “We’re not making much progress here.”


  “No, we’re not,” Roy agreed.


  “How much do you make?”


  His eyes widened slightly. “Why do you keep asking me that?”


  “Because you haven’t given me an answer. Don’t look all pissed. It’s a legit question.”


  “Okay, more than Altman is paying you.”


  “How much more?”


  “With bonus and profit-share and bennies, nearly double.”


  “An entry-level cop on MPD pulls less than fifty thou a year.”


  “I never said life was fair. But just so you know, as a CJA I never made close to fifty a year.” He studied her. “So why did
         you want to know how much I make?”
      


  “Your firm clearly has money, so that’s a motive to kill.”


  “Okay. Maybe I can look into some stuff and get back to you. What are you doing tonight?”


  “Dinner with big sis. But I’m free after that.”


  “What, you never sleep?”


  “Not for the last two years.”


  She pocketed the key still wrapped in tissue.


  Roy looked nervously at her. “I don’t want a withholding evidence charge leveled against me.”


  “And I want to find out what the hell is going on around here. I’m like addicted to things that seem to make no sense.”


  “But you’re not a cop anymore, Mace.”


  “So everybody keeps reminding me,” she said, as she left his office.









  CHAPTER 29


  MACE SAT on her bike with material evidence from a homicide investigation ripping a black hole in her jacket pocket. She had just
         committed a felony in a city where her sister was the top enforcer of the law.
      


  “You are an idiot,” she muttered as the Ducati idled at a stoplight. “A moron. A reckless piece of crap that never knows when
         to say, ‘No, don’t do that!’” She’d promised her sister she would not do exactly what she was doing. Meddling in the case.
      


  But something had happened to her in prison that not even Beth knew about. She’d read an old news article about an FBI agent
         who’d been convicted of witness tampering, aiding a mob boss, and helping to transport weapons across state lines. He had
         protested his innocence the entire time, claiming he’d been framed but to no avail. He was tried, convicted, and served his
         full sentence. On getting out he’d moved to another state, secretly gone undercover, and infiltrated a violent drug ring.
         He’d collected a mountain of evidence at great personal risk and turned it all over to the Bureau, who’d made the bust. He’d
         even gone on the stand to testify against the ringleaders. The media had picked up the story and run with it and the public
         outcry had been immense.
      


  The thinking was, why would a guilty man have done something like that? He must’ve been innocent. There had been a clear miscarriage
         of justice. The public pressure filtered to the politicians on Capitol Hill, resulting in the Bureau going against its own
         rules and reinstating the agent despite his being a convicted felon. The man had gone on to head up an FBI office in the Midwest
         and his career had been full of accolades and achievements.
      


  The agent’s name was Frank Kelly and a desperate Mace had written to him from prison and explained her situation. Kelly had
         actually come to West Virginia to see her. He was a big, solid fellow with a no-nonsense attitude. He’d read up on her case
         and told her he believed her to be innocent. But while commiserating with her situation he’d been blunt. “You’re never going
         to get your record clean. Too many obstacles and crap in the way. Even if you do find out some stuff, proving it to the level
         necessary will be pretty much impossible. There will always be people aligned against you, people who don’t want to believe
         you. But what you can do is get back in the saddle when you get out. You go out on your dime and nerve, no cop shop backing
         you up, and lay your ass on the line like I did. Then you have a shot at being able to clean your record de facto, in the
         court of public opinion. There are no guarantees,” Kelly had added. “And I have to tell you I got real lucky. But at least
         this way you can control your own destiny a little. You at least have a shot. Otherwise, you’ll never be a cop again.”
      


  “That’s all I ever asked for,” Mace had told him. “A shot.”


  He’d shaken her hand and wished her luck.


  That’s all I want, a shot to be a true blue again.


  There were those on the police force who believed that because she was Beth Perry’s sister Mace received preferential treatment,
         when actually the reverse was true. Beth had gone out of her way not to show favoritism and had actually driven Mace harder
         than anyone else under her. Mace had earned every promotion, every commendation, and every scar, including those hidden and
         those in plain sight. She’d graduated from the Metropolitan Police Academy with some demerits but a far greater number of
         superlatives. Instructors who’d handed out these black marks also thought she was, hands down, the best police recruit to
         join the capital city’s thin blue line since, well, since her sister had graduated at the top of her class years earlier.
      


  In record time she’d gone from rookie beat cop to sergeant, and then made the leap to CID, or the Criminal Investigations
         Division where she’d been assigned to the Homicide and Sex Offenses Branch. She’d cut her teeth on stacks of gruesome murders,
         sex assaults, and cases so cold the files had turned blue along with the bodies. She’d made up procedures on her own, and
         while she’d sometimes been dressed down for doing so, many of these same methods were now part of the investigative techniques
         curriculum taught at the police academy.
      


  During her career she’d made friends because she was loyal and had never rolled on any of them even if they deserved it. And
         she’d made enemies that she would keep until the day she or they croaked. But Mace had also made enemies who could be convinced
         that they owed her. That was why she was here.
      


  Mace parked her Ducati in front of the shop with the fancy red awning over the top of which was the name of the establishment:
         Citizen Soldier, Ltd.
      


  Cute.


  She tugged open the door and walked in.


  Shelves lined the walls and were filled with pretty much every conceivable personal defense item on the market. Behind barred
         wall cabinets were shotguns, rifles, and assault weapons just waiting for itchy trigger fingers to set them free. Inside belly-button-high
         locked display consoles were a wide variety of auto and semi-auto pistols and old-fashioned wheel guns.
      


  “Hey, Binder,” she called out to the man in the back near the cash register. “Still selling whack jobs SBRs built from reconfigured
         AR-15 pistols without getting ATF approval and paying the appropriate taxes?”
      


  Binder wore cammie pants and a tight-fitting black muscle shirt that showed off his buffed pecs, delts, and biceps. Military
         boots were on his feet. They were worn down and looked like the real deal. That’s because they were, she knew. He’d pulled
         years in the uniform of Uncle Sam but also had some stockade time and a dishonorable discharge because of a little drug dealing
         on the side that had nearly cost two fresh-from-boot-camp grunts their lives from injecting ill-cooked crystal meth. He wore
         his hair in a big throwback afro that reminded her of a young Michael Jackson. This was quite remarkable-looking since the
         man was white, had nearly pupilsize freckles all over his face, and his hair was flame red except where it was edged with
         gray at the roots.
      


  “Send in the clowns,” she sang under her breath.
      


  Binder wheeled around. A Garrett handheld scanner was in one hammy fist and a tactical folding knife in the other.


  “Wow, you look really happy to see me,” she said.


  “When the hell did you get out?” This came out more like a hurled piece of spit than a question formed with words.


  “I didn’t. I escaped. You want to turn me in for the reward?”


  He put the tact knife on a shelf containing a pile of other blades, all with price tags attached. “I’m busy,” he grunted.
         “I know you ain’t a cop anymore more, so harassment time is over.”
      


  Instead of leaving, she dug into the pile of blades on the shelf and picked up a knife that had twin wooden handles. With
         a flick of her wrist she flipped free the six-inch razor-edged shaft. “Whoa, a channel-constructed handmade Filipino Balisong
         with an IK Bearing System. Very cool. But unfortunately their importation into the U.S. was banned in the eighties.”
      


  Binder didn’t look impressed by this information. “Is that right?”


  “And the Balisong can technically be considered a gravity or butterfly knife or a switchblade. They’re illegal in D.C. and
         Maryland and you can’t sell ’em in Virginia.”
      


  “Somebody forgot to send me the memo. I’ll talk to my lawyer.”


  “Good, while you’re doing that I’ll call the Five D commander and let him run a second set of eyeballs over your inventory
         list. If you want to dress in drag I can recommend a very nice facility in West Virginia for the next few years.” She eyed
         his bushy redtop. “And the really good news is you won’t even have to get a haircut.”
      


  Binder leaned down into her face. “What the hell do you want, woman!”


  “Some equipment. And I’ll pay, just not full price because I’m poor and cheap.”


  She held up the Balisong and with a flick closed the blade. “And next time, Bin, hide the plainly illegal shit in the back.
         I mean, at least make the CID guys work for it. Otherwise they’ll get rusty.”
      


  “What kind of equipment?”


  “My wish list starts with a UV blue-light lamp, fluorescent dye, and contrasting spectacles. FYI, pulling out the cheap made-in-China
         crap will not make me happy. I got enough lead in my system from eating prison food.”
      


  “I’ve got a nice kit for three hundred plus tax,” he mumbled.


  “Great, I’ll give you fifty for it.”


  His broad face swelled with anger, making his freckles look like giant amoebas. “That’s a ripoff. You know what my damn rent
         is here?”
      


  “You won’t have any rent in prison. But I do know the Aryan Nation scuzzballs are partial to redheads.”
      


  Binder deflated as quickly as he’d inflated. “What else?” he said sullenly.


  “Well, let’s have a look-see at all the goodies,” she said sweetly.


  After she’d finished, she loaded her purchases in a large backpack she’d made Binder throw in for free. A belt with an extra
         feature loaded in the clasp that she’d purchased from him had already been slipped around her waist and tightened down. She’d
         paid and was heading to the door when he called out, “Twenty bucks says you’re back in prison in six months.”
      


  She whipped around. “And I’ve got fifty that says any illegal shit left in this place gets confiscated in forty-eight hours
         by MPD’s finest.”
      


  Binder slammed his fist against the counter. “I thought we had a deal!”


  “I don’t remember anything about a deal. I just mentioned switchblades and you gave me a really nice discount. I thought it was like a code word for preferred customers.”
      


  “You… are… a… bitch!”
      


  “Took you all these years to figure that out, scumball?”


  He eyed the backpack. “What the hell are you going to do with all that stuff?”


  “I’m not sitting on the sidelines, Bin.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Two years in hell, and the blue ripped right out of my heart, that’s what that means.”









  CHAPTER 30


  ROY CLOSED the door softly behind him. Playing snoop while homicide detectives were still on the premises was not the smartest career
         move he’d ever made. Yet there was something about Mace Perry that just made him not want to disappoint the woman. Maybe it
         was the fact that she could probably kick his ass anytime she wanted.
      


  Chester Ackerman’s office looked as though the man never did a lick of work, and without billable hours to be counted up,
         there was no way to tell if he did or not. Still, he brought in more business than any partner in the firm and in the legal
         world that was the big stick. It was also principally why he was managing partner. As quickly and as efficiently as he could,
         Roy opened file and desk drawers, checked the pockets of the man’s suit coat that hung on the back of the door, and tried
         but failed to access his computer records.
      


  He heard footsteps coming and started to panic before those sounds eased away down the hall. He listened at the door and slipped
         out. He bypassed his office and headed to the mail room. He talked to Dave again, gained no useful information, and next questioned
         the other mail room guy, who was similarly clueless. He waited until both men headed out with items for delivery before searching
         through the mail room but finding nothing.
      


  The space had one odd feature, a large dumbwaiter that had been built especially for the mailroom. Shilling & Murdoch also
         had office space on the fifth floor, and this motorized dumbwaiter ran directly into a storage room set up there for the firm’s
         archives. It was more convenient to keep the materials on-site for ready access. And it was far more efficient to send heavy
         boxes down a straight shaft than cart them through the office and then down the elevators.
      


  As he stood there a weird thought occurred to him.


  He rode the elevator to the fourth floor. When the doors opened the sounds of nail drivers and power saws hit him right in
         the eardrums. He stepped off and was immediately met by a wiry guy with Popeye forearms covered in colorful tattoos and wearing
         a yellow hard hat.
      


  “Can I help you, buddy?”


  “I work at the law firm on the sixth floor.”


  “Congratulations, but you can’t be here.”


  “I’m also on the building’s oversight committee. We’ve been notified that there have been some thefts of property from your
         work site and I was asked by the committee chairman to come down to get further details. It has to do with our property and
         casualty insurance reporting requirements and also our D&O rider, you understand?”
      


  It was as though the minute he’d passed the bar Roy’s ability to bullshit on demand had clicked to a whole new level. Or maybe
         that was why he’d gone to law school in the first place.
      


  It was painfully clear from the expression on Hard Hat’s face that he hadn’t comprehended one syllable Roy had uttered.


  “So what does that mean?”


  Roy said patiently, “It means I have to look around and report back and maybe your company will get some money from our overlap
         insurance coverage to help cover some of the losses.”
      


  The man tossed a hard hat to Roy. “Works for me, I’m just the carpenter. Only watch your step, dude. Lawyers fall down and
         get a boo-boo, I don’t even want to think about what that would cost.”
      


  Roy slipped on the hat and started walking around the space. One of the passenger elevators had been fitted with pads so the
         construction crew could bring its materials in because the building didn’t have a dedicated freight elevator.
      


  Roy didn’t know how many of the construction crew had been given key cards. He found the carpenter and asked this question.
         The guy was driving screws into a metal wall stud.
      


  “Crew chief has one. He lets me in if I get here before the building opens. Most guys report at eight-thirty, so they can
         just walk right in.”
      


  “When does everyone leave?”


  “Right at five-thirty. Work rules.”


  “No overtime? Weekends?”


  “Not for me. I don’t want it. I like my downtime. Have to ask the crew chief if anybody else works off the clock.”


  “Where is he?”


  “Long lunch.” The man put down his power screwdriver and tipped his hard hat back. “See, that’s what I want to be when I grow
         up. A crew chief.”
      


  Roy continued to walk around the space. He heard a machine whirring and was surprised to see the building’s day porter. He
         was standing in front of a microwave set up in a little cubby off the main work area where there was also a fridge.
      


  “Hey, Dan, what are you doing here?”


  Dan, a slender man with silver hair and a matching mustache, was dressed in a neat blue work uniform. “Missed lunch. Just
         warming up some soup, Roy.”
      


  “You come up here often?”


  The microwave dinged and Dan took the bowl out and started spooning tomato soup into his mouth. “They’re paying me a little
         on the side to keep the place tidy.”
      


  “Who? The crew chief?”


  “Yep. Worked for him before on a job a couple years ago before I got this gig. He remembered me. Few extra dollars don’t hurt.
         I mean, I get all my work done for the building first, Roy,” he added quickly.
      


  “I’ve got no problems with that. But I hear they’ve been having some problems?”


  Dan nodded. “Stuff missing. Some wrenches and some food. I told the crew chief not to keep food up here, but the guys don’t
         listen. They cram their munchies all over the place. And stuff in the fridge there.”
      


  “They ever think of hiring a security guard?”


  “Too much money for this small a job. I come up here in the evenings to clean up, but I’m always gone by seven. Never seen
         or heard anything.”
      


  “They work weekends?”


  “No, client won’t pay the overtime. Monday to Friday, according to my buddy.”


  “Any theories on who might be stealing?”


  “Not a clue. But I doubt it’s anybody from your place, unless you got some folks who’ll risk their six-figure careers over
         a package of Oreos and cans of Pepsi.”
      


  Roy left the fourth floor and went back to his office. He had spent nearly an hour learning absolutely nothing. He hoped Mace
         was having better luck with the key.
      









  CHAPTER 31


  PERFORMING THIS particular test at Beth’s house was out of the question even for a risk-taker like Mace. So here she was in the ladies’ room
         at a Subway restaurant.
      


  She’d brought in her backpack, locked the door, put on latex gloves, sprinkled the dye on the key, put on her contrasting
         spectacles, and turned off the light. She powered up her handheld blue-light wand, and her fifty bucks paid to old Binder
         scored an immediate dividend.
      


  “Friction ridges, come to Momma,” she said softly. There were fingerprints on the key. She hit the surface with a magnification lens she had also pried from Binder’s cold fingers. During
         her career Mace had looked at enough inked islands, dots, ending ridges, and other fingerprint ID points to be considered
         an expert. This print was good and clean with minutiae including a hook, a ridge crossing, and even a trifurcation. The other
         side of the key wasn’t quite as good, but there was still plenty enough for a match.
      


  Thumb and index she assumed, since those were the fingers one normally used to hold a key. She was thinking that the prints
         probably belonged to Diane Tolliver. How that advanced the investigation she wasn’t sure, but at least it would show whether
         the dead woman had held it. She was surprised that the prints hadn’t been wiped away by the key being pressed between the
         pages of the book, but sometimes the good guys got lucky.
      


  Now she had one more favor to call in before she was done with this piece of evidence. Thirty minutes after visiting this
         last stop and getting some free service from yet another old “friend,” she headed back to Roy’s office after placing the key
         in a plastic baggie to protect the prints. She left the key with Roy and instructed him to turn it over to the police with
         the explanation of how he’d gotten it. As she was walking across the lobby to leave the building she noticed Ned staring at
         her. Mace changed direction and headed toward him.
      


  “You’re Ned, right?”


  “That’s right. I saw you and Roy Kingman ride off on your motorcycle yesterday.”


  “What an eagle eye you have. I bet you see everything that goes on around here.”


  His chest puffed up. “Not much that I miss. That’s why I do what I do.”


  “Security, you mean?”


  “That’s right. Thinking about joining the police force, though. Kicking bad guys’ asses. You know.”


  Mace ran her gaze over Ned’s fat frame, perhaps a little too obviously because he hastily added, “Gotta drop a few pounds
         before I do, but it doesn’t take me too long to get back in shape. I played ball in school.”
      


  “Really, what college?”


  “I meant high school,” Ned mumbled.


  “Good for you.”


  “Hey, weren’t you in here with the cops yesterday?”


  “Yes, I was.” Before he could ask whether she actually was a cop she said, “So do you have a theory on what happened?”


  He nodded, leaned toward her, and said in a hushed tone, “Serial killer.”


  “Really? But wouldn’t that involve more than one murder?”


  “Hey, even Hannibal Lecter had to start somewhere.”


  “He was a fictional character. You know that, right?”


  Ned nodded a little uncertainly. “Cool movie.”


  “So why a serial killer?”


  “His M.O.,” Ned said confidently.


  “M.O.?”


  “Modus operandi.”


  “Yeah, I know what the term means. I was referring to how you were using it in this situation.”


  “Stuffed his victims in a fridge, right? That’s pretty original shit. I bet any day now we’re gonna be reading about folks
         crammed in freezers, or meat lockers, or you know, like… um…”
      


  “Other cold places?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Maybe small people in under-the-counter fridges.”


  Ned laughed. “Like Popsicle Mini-Me’s. Hey, maybe he’ll call himself the Stone Cold Killer. Get it?”


  “Yeah, that’s real clever.”


  He leaned over the counter and assumed what he no doubt considered was an ultra-cool expression. “Hey, you ever go out for
         a drink?”
      


  “Oh, lots of times. I’m one party girl.”


  “Well, maybe sometime we should do it together, party girl.”


  “Maybe we should.”


  He pointed a finger at her and pulled an imaginary trigger with his thumb and made a clicking sound with his mouth. At the
         same time he winked.
      


  These were the moments when Mace so desperately missed her Glock 37 that chambered .45 G.A.P. “one-shot-and-you-drop” cartridges.
         The standard issue for MPD was the Glock 17 nine-millimeter, and undercover officers usually got the Glock 26 nine-millimeter,
         which regular officers routinely carried as their off-duty weapon of choice. Mace had dutifully carried the 17 as a cop, but
         her off-duty and undercover sidearm had been the 37, a gun she wasn’t supposed to have. But she had never been that great
         at following rules, and the 37’s superior .45 stopping power had saved her life on two occasions. Now, of course, she could
         carry no gun at all.
      


  “Hey, Ned, piece of advice, when pointing even a pretend gun at someone, be prepared to duck or you might end up taking a
         double tap right here.” She twice poked a spot dead center of his forehead.
      


  He looked confused. “Huh?”


  She merely winked and started to walk away.


  “Hey, babe, I don’t even know your name.”


  She turned back. “Mace.”


  “Mace?”


  “Yeah, like the fire-hot spray in the eyes.”


  “You got my interest, babe.”


  “I knew I would.”









  CHAPTER 32


  THE PLACE Beth had chosen for dinner was Café Milano, one of D.C.’s most chic restaurants, where folks loved to go see and be seen,
         in a Hollywood-esque sort of way. It had a wall of windows looking out onto a quiet street, although tonight there was a string
         of Carey cars and black government SUVs parked up and down its narrow confines.
      


  The bar emptied out into the dining area so it was a little noisy, but Beth’s high-ranking position garnered her a table in
         what was probably the quietest corner in the place. She had changed out of her uniform and was dressed in a knee-length skirt
         and a white blouse open at the neck, her blond hair splayed over her shoulders. Her work shoes had been replaced with black
         heels. The bulk of her security detail waited outside, although two armed plainclothes were at the bar enjoying multiple glasses
         of ginger ale.
      


  Mace roared up in her Ducati, shook off her helmet, and slipped inside, dodging past a party of suited men and their rental
         dates, all of whom would have failed a breathalyzer test in any state in the country. Her cop’s eyes watched them until they
         climbed into a white stretch Hummer driven by a sober driver in a black suit.
      


  Mace scanned the room and saw her sister waving. She sat down and slid her bike helmet under the table. The tablecloth was
         white and starched, the aromas wafting from the kitchen pleasing, the crowd an interesting mix of young, middle-aged, and
         old, variously dressed in suits, jeans, sneakers, and spike heels.
      


  “You clean up nice, sis,” she said.


  Beth smiled and gazed at Mace’s clothes. Black slacks, low-cut gray clingy sweater, and high strap heels. “Did you do some
         shopping today?”
      


  “Yep. Like you said, I’ve lost some weight.”


  “How were the stilettos on the Ducati’s gear shifter?”


  “No problem. I just skipped over the even ones.”


  The waiter came over and Beth ordered them two glasses of wine. After he left she said, “Since you’re paying, and driving,
         let’s go easy on the vino. And the list here can get pretty expensive.”
      


  “Sounds good. I guess you’re not packing tonight.”


  “Not while drinking alcohol; that’s still department policy.”


  “Is your off-duty carry still the .40 caliber or the Glock 26?”


  “Twenty-six, same one I carry on duty.”


  “Must be nice.”


  “Nothing nice about having to carry a gun, Mace. It’s a necessity in our line of work.”


  “In your line of work.”
      


  “Well, tonight, we’re both out of bullets.”


  When the wine came they clinked glasses and Beth said, “Here’s to many more decades of the Perry sisters hanging together.”


  Mace had regained her good humor. “Now that’s something I can drink to.”


  Beth stared over her wineglass. “So your buddy Kingman found a key in a book that Tolliver sent him.”


  Mace munched on a hard olive roll and tried to look surprised. “Really? Key to what?”


  “We don’t know.”


  “Prints?”


  “Yes.”


  “Tolliver’s?”


  “Yes again, how’d you know?”


  “Assumed if she sent it, she had to touch it.”


  “Why did you go and see that sleazeball Binder today?”


  Mace took a long slurp of wine before setting her glass down. “Are you having me followed, Beth?”


  “I would not call it followed, no.”


  “Then what the hell would you call it?”


  “I’m having you hovered.”


  “Hovered? Has the world changed so much in two years that I’m supposed to know what that means?”
      


  “Beth!”


  They both turned to see the mayor standing there, his entourage columned behind him. He was young and good-looking and had
         by most accounts done a good job for the city. Yet he was a cagey politician, meaning that the person he looked out for the
         most stared back at him in the mirror every morning.
      


  “Hello, Mayor, you remember my sister?”


  They shook hands. He leaned down and said in a low voice, “Good to see you. Let me know if I can be of any assistance. Right.
         Take care. Stay out of trouble.”
      


  This came out in such a blur of polished speech that Mace doubted the man had stopped for a breath or even heard what he’d
         actually said.
      


  He stood straight. “Having a girls’ night out, are we?”


  “I guess we are,” said Beth.


  “Excellent. How we doing on the Tolliver case?”


  “You getting calls?”


  “I always get calls, I’ve just learned the ones to pay attention to.”


  “And these are such calls?”


  “Just keep me in the loop.”


  “We’re making progress. The minute I know more, so will you.”


  “Good, good.”


  “About that other case?”


  “Right. Sorry about that. Above my pay grade.” He turned and was gone as quickly as he’d appeared. His staff shuffled off
         behind their leader, each with a cell phone out, talking, no doubt, to suitably important people.
      


  “That guy will be in office for life,” said Mace.


  “Long after I’m gone,” replied Beth.


  “So, getting back to hover.”
      


  Beth playfully crossed her eyes. “I thought this was a celebration.”


  “Fine, but I’m going to need another glass of wine. To celebrate being hovered.”


  “No, one is enough. And you’re going to have plenty to eat and get some fresh air before you ride off on that bike.”


  “And here I was thinking Mom lived all the way out past Middleburg.”


  “Mace, please.”


  “I’m not going to embarrass you further.”


  “That’s not what I meant. A DUI gets you sent back.”


  “Then let’s order before I get totally wasted and you have to perform a field sobriety test right here on the table.”


  The food was excellent, the service attentive, the people coming up to greet the chief only a dozen or so in number and polite
         for the most part, except when they were either complaining or groveling.
      


  “You’re popular,” remarked Mace. “Just think if you were in uniform.”


  “Maybe I’m too popular.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t look now, but here comes our favorite DA.”


  “Ah, hell, and I’ve only had one glass of wine and not a single controlled substance all day.”


  They both turned to watch Mona Danforth marching toward them.









  CHAPTER 33


  THE LADY was wearing a dress that looked like it cost more than Mace’s Ducati. The makeup and hair were perfect, the jewelry tasteful
         but heavyweight enough to still retain the “wow” factor. The only thing marring the package was the woman’s expression. For
         a beautiful woman Mona Danforth could look very ugly.
      


  “Hello, Mona,” said Beth pleasantly.


  Mona snagged another chair from an adjacent table, unmindful of whether anyone was actually using it or not, and sat down.
         “We need to talk.”
      


  The statement was directed at Beth, but Mace answered first. “Really, Moan, you’ve learned to actually do that? Congratulations.”


  Mona didn’t even bother to look at her. “This doesn’t concern you.”


  Mace started to shoot something back, but Beth nudged her leg under the table. “I’m assuming this has something to do with
         Jamie Meldon’s death?”
      


  “Why else would I be sitting here?”


  “You know, Mona, we are on the same team here. Police, prosecutor? Do you sense a pattern?”


  “I heard you got bumped from the case.”


  “Didn’t even have time to step on any shell casings. Go talk to the mayor. You just missed him. Or the CIA, I’m sure Langley
         would love to fill you in.”
      


  Mace, not knowing what they were talking about, merely hunkered down and listened attentively as she would at any contest
         where one of the players has the potential to go home all bloody.
      


  “One of my people was murdered in your jurisdiction. And you’re not going to do anything about it?”
      


  “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to do anything. But while we’re on the subject, what exactly do you want me to do?”


  Mona looked incredulous. “You’re asking me how to do your job?”


  “I know you’ve just been dying to tell me all these years. So here’s your chance. Fire away.” Beth sat back and looked expectant.


  “This is unbelievable. I’m not a cop.”


  “But you are the interim chief of the largest federal prosecutor’s office in the country outside of DOJ. So if you don’t have
         a suggestion on how to do my job, let me give you some help on how to do yours.”
      


  “Excuse me?” snapped Mona.


  “You’re pissed that the case was snagged from MPD? In any event, since Jamie was technically a federal employee his murder
         falls under the jurisdiction of the FBI. Normally we would support that effort, but for some reason we got a muzzle thrown
         on us. So here’s what you can do. Go talk to your high-up contacts at Justice and find out why we were pulled from the case.
         Do the same at the legal counsel’s office at the Bureau. From there it’s a short hop to the intelligence community. It was
         intimated to me that it was the CIA who yanked the cord, but I don’t believe everything I’m told. Maybe it was DHS. You know
         folks over there. In fact a photo of you and the DHS director was in the Style section of the Post just last week. Your dress and cleavage were stunning and his drool was unmistakable. I’m sure his wife really enjoyed seeing
         that. And when you have everything in a nice box with a big red bow, you bring it all to me and I’ll run with it. How’s that
         sound?”
      


  “It sounds like I’m wasting my time.”


  “Do you want to find out who killed Meldon?”


  “Don’t be condescending!”


  “Then work your contacts. And I’ll work mine and maybe we’ll meet in the middle. But keep in mind that you may run into a
         wall at some point. Or you may tick somebody off. And your career might take a hit.”
      


  Mona stood. “I’m not listening to any more of this garbage.”


  Beth continued unperturbed. “Your career might take a hit,” she repeated firmly. “But I know that in the interest of bringing
         Jamie’s killer to justice you wouldn’t have any compunction about professional sacrifice, right?”
      


  “Don’t make an enemy of me over this, Beth.”


  “By the way, how’s Jamie’s family doing?”


  “What?”


  “His wife and kids? I visited them earlier today, to express my condolences and to see if they needed anything. I’m assuming
         you did that too, wonderful, compassionate leader that you are.”
      


  With what could only be termed a snarl, Mona stalked off.


  Mace leaned across the table and gave her sister a kiss on the forehead. “I bow before your powers of transforming mere words
         into machine-gun rounds.”
      


  “It didn’t really get me anywhere.”


  “But it was so fun to watch. So what’s this about a dead DA?”


  Beth filled her in on Meldon’s homicide.


  “So you don’t know anything other than his body was in a Dumpster?”


  “A bit more than that. Like I said, I talked to his wife. He’d been working late Sunday night. She was surprised when he wasn’t
         home on Monday morning, but not overly concerned since he slept at the office sometimes. When she didn’t hear from him by
         late morning she called the police. His body was finally found this afternoon.”
      


  “And the CIA is involved?”


  “Actually, that’s not substantiated yet. I was actually told that the pushback directive came from the White House.”


  “The White House! But you didn’t tell Cruella de Vil that.”


  She smiled. “No, I didn’t.”


  Beth finished her second glass of wine. “Would you like another round?”


  “And risk a DUI and being sent to the big house?” Mace said with mock terror.


  “You can ride with me. I’ll have them load your bike in a pickup truck and bring it to the house.”


  “You mind if I take a rain check on that offer?”


  “Plans later?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Would those plans be Roy Kingman?”


  “And is that a problem?”


  “I already stated my opinion on that subject.”


  “I know.” Mace rose from the table. “I paid the bill. I did it when I went to the ladies’ room.”


  “You really didn’t have to do that, Mace.” Beth paused and added, “But it was very sweet.”


  “Hey, we need to do this more often. But maybe we can aim for fast food next time. Easier on the wallet. Prices have really
         gone up over the last two years.”
      


  Mace turned to leave, but Beth reached over and placed an iron grip on her sister’s arm, pulling Mace abruptly back into her
         seat. In a low voice that still managed to conjure images of razor wire, Beth said, “The next time you remove evidence from
         a crime scene, I will personally pistol-whip you before I arrest you for obstruction, are we clear on that?” There was not
         a trace of mirth in the woman’s eyes. This was Chief Elizabeth Perry talking now, not sweet sister Beth.
      


  Mace just gaped at her, unable to form a response.


  “My techs found minute traces of fluorescent dye on the key. I heard old Binder was running a special on his blue-light print
         kit this week. I think I might pay him a personal visit tomorrow and shut him down.”
      


  “Beth—”


  “You went over the line. After I told you not to. I told you to let me handle it. Maybe you don’t think I’m good enough to
         get this done.”
      


  “It wasn’t that.”


  Beth squeezed her sister’s arm. “You get arrested for interfering in a police investigation, you’re going back to prison for
         a lot longer than two years. And then there will be no way you’ll ever be a cop again. I don’t care if the president of the
         United States has your back. Is that what you want?”
      


  “No, of course not. But—”


  “Then quit screwing up!” Beth leaned away from her and let go of the arm. “Now get out of here.” As soon as Mace stood, Beth
         added, “Oh, and tell Kingman I said hello.”
      


  Mace nearly ran out the door.









  CHAPTER 34


  DRINKS ON the rooftop lounge of the Hotel Washington,” said Mace as she and Roy sat at a table overlooking what was one of the nicest
         views of D.C.
      


  “It’s actually called the W Washington now,” he said, as he freed three olives from a toothpick and dropped them one by one
         into his mouth and chewed slowly.
      


  She pointed straight ahead. “Look, you can just make out the countersnipers on top of the White House.” She looked at the
         street. “And there goes a cruiser on a call. Probably a lousy D&D at a bar.”
      


  “Could be a shooting.”


  “Gunshots get a minimum of two patrol units responding. We’d be hearing a lot more sirens. Probably burglar alarm D.C.”


  “Burglar alarm D.C.?”


  “Burglar alarms go off, you respond, and you find out it’s a malfunction. That’s the principal action around here in ‘safe’
         D.C. You want bullet banging or PCP zombie sprints, head to Sixth or Seventh district. They put on a great show there.”
      


  “You’re a walking encyclopedia of local crime minutiae.”


  “That’s all I am anymore,” Mace said resignedly.
      


  “Problems?”


  “No, Roy, my life is five-star all the way.”


  “That didn’t come out right.”


  “It never does with guys.” She stood, leaned over the half-wall, and pointed to her left. “Right over there was the first
         bust I ever made on my own around here. I’d just been certified to ride alone. Spotted a guy in a suit buying a bag of rock
         from a punk huckabuck. Turns out he was a congressman high up on some anti-drug committee. What a shocker, right?”
      


  As she turned back around, Roy quickly shifted his gaze away from her derriere. There was a tattoo of a cross partly visible
         where her sweater had ridden up, with the lower half of the cross well down on one butt cheek.
      


  The tattoo artist must’ve had fun doing that one, thought Roy.
      


  She sipped on her beer and munched some nuts. “So do you want to comment on my butt since you were staring at it for so long?”


  Bumps of red appeared on each of Roy’s cheeks. “Actually it left me pretty speechless.”


  “There was a prison guard who was really partial to it too.”


  He flicked a gaze at her. “Did he ever do anything to you?”


  “Let’s just say he kept his pants on and leave it at that.”


  “So you got a tattoo of a cross?”


  “Don’t all good Catholic girls have a cross on their backsides?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never dated a Catholic girl. My loss, I guess.”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “You know, I thought about joining the police academy after college.”


  “Drive fast and shoot guns?”


  He grinned. “How’d you know?”


  “Way it is with most guys. There were forty-one recruits in my class. Sixteen-week course. Half washed out before the end.
         Ex-athletes with beer bellies couldn’t even do a push-up. Academy was okay. Learned the phone book, spit and polish, a few
         training scenarios, but not much about actually being a cop.”
      


  “Phone book?”


  “Policies and procedures, general orders. Paperwork basically. Plus physical training. Near the end they put me on a Christmas
         detail in Georgetown by myself with no gun and no orders.”
      


  “What’d you do?”


  “Wandered around, wrote some parking tickets, and smoked some cigarettes.”


  “Law school was boring too.”


  “I started out on the north end of Georgia Avenue. They called it the Gold Coast, because it was relatively safe.”


  “And?”


  “And I hated it. Didn’t put on the shield and gun to be safe. I wanted to get into Crime Patrol. They hit the whole city,
         not some lousy five-block radius. They went after the good stuff.”
      


  “Not drug dealers then?”


  “Lock up druggies you’re just padding crime stats. CP went after the burglars, the armed robbers, the murderers, and the drug
         dealers turned exterminators. That was where the action was.” She paused. “Now I’m on probation and working for a college
         professor. And I can’t even dream about holding my Glock 37 again without heading back to lockup. Whoop-de-do.”
      


  “I know we don’t know each other that well, but if you ever want to talk about things, Mace, I’m here.”


  “I’m more of a forward thinker.” She stood. “Ladies’ room,” she said. “Be back in a minute.”


  After doing her business Mace came out of the stall, went to the sink, and splashed water on her face. As she stared in the
         mirror Beth’s words came at her like hollow-points.
      


  Quit screwing up. Trust me.


  Mace didn’t want to screw up. She did trust her sister. She sure as hell didn’t want to go back to prison. Agent Kelly’s words also came back to her, though.
      


  She groaned. This was a total mental conflict. Her head felt ready to explode from the pressure.


  At least you’ll have a shot.


  She splashed more water on her face and looked at herself in the mirror again.


  “Scrub as hard as you want, the scum won’t come off.”


  Mace whirled around to see Mona Danforth standing by the door.









  CHAPTER 35


  ARE YOU following me?” Mace snapped at D.C.’s chief prosecutor.
      


  In response, Mona locked the door to the ladies’ room.


  “If you don’t open that door I will use your head to crack it open.”


  “Threatening an officer of the court?”


  “Engaging in unlawful detainment?” Mace shot back.


  “Just thought I’d do you a little favor.”


  “Great. You can slit your wrists in the stall over there. I’ll call the EMTs once you’ve fully bled out.”


  “I know all about Beth’s little plan.”


  “Really? What little plan might that be?”


  Mona snapped open her tiny purse, sauntered over to the mirror, and reapplied her makeup and lipstick while she spoke. Mace
         so wanted to stuff her in a toilet, blond hair first.
      


  “Why, getting you reinstated, of course. You were set up, drugged up, forced to commit all those crimes, blah blah blah. Poor
         little Mace. The same crap the jury refused to believe.” Mona closed her purse, turned and leaned her butt against the sink
         counter. “So Beth is sending her best detectives to work on the case in the hopes that some miracle will occur that will prove
         your innocence.”
      


  “I am innocent.”
      


  “Oh, please. Save it for someone who cares. But it won’t work because I’m way ahead of her. In fact, I’m so far ahead of her
         that I don’t mind telling you all about it. Then you can go running to Beth and tell her like you always do when you’re in
         trouble.”
      


  Mace tried her best to keep her voice calm. “Tell her what exactly?”


  Mona eyed her with clear contempt. “There are six people who would need to sign off on your reinstatement even if Beth finds
         some evidence of your innocence.”
      


  “And if she does I would assume these people would sign.”


  “It’s not that simple. Slam-dunk evidence is never going to happen. If she finds an eyewitness I’ll convince them the testimony
         was coerced by an overzealous police chief who will stop at nothing to see her beloved little sister exonerated. And anything
         else she brings to the table I’ll show it was tainted or even fabricated for the exact same reason. And since I’m not a believer
         in letting the other side hit first, I’ve already spoken with all of the necessary signatories, including the dear mayor,
         who had me over for dinner last week, and laid the groundwork for the overwhelming validity of my argument.”
      


  “They’ll never believe Beth would invent evidence. That’s your M.O., not hers.”
      


  Mona flushed for an instant at this jab but then regained her composure. “They’ve come to understand, after much coaching
         by me, that the usually rock-solid Beth Perry is incapable of thinking clearly when it comes to you. She will do anything, even break the law, to help you, though you don’t deserve it. I have to admit, Beth has some talent.
         You, on the other hand, are worthless.”
      


  “I’m done listening to this crap.” Mace started to move past Mona. The attorney made the mistake of putting a hand on Mace’s
         shoulder to stop her. The next second, Mona’s arm was twisted behind her back and Mace had pulled the woman right out of her
         three-inch heels and pushed her face first against the tiled wall of the restroom, the DA’s lipstick smearing it.
      


  “Don’t ever lay a hand on me again, Mona.”


  “Let go of me, you bitch,” shrieked Mona as she struggled to free herself, but Mace was far stronger. With one more twist
         of the arm Mace let her go and headed to the door. A furious Mona straightened her dress and bent down to put her heels back
         on. “I can have you arrested for assault. You’d go back to prison, where you belong.”
      


  “Go ahead and try. Your word against mine. And then the public can get into the debate of why you followed me into the ladies’
         room and locked the door. Hell, I was the one in prison, Mona, don’t tell me you’re liking the girls now.”
      


  “Actually, I prefer to let things just play out. It’ll be more fun.”


  Mace stopped with her hand on the doorknob. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I can bag two Perrys for the price of one. Beth tries to get you reinstated. I show she crossed the line. She gets dumped
         from her job and you never wear the uniform again. It’s the Christmas that keeps on giving.”
      


  Mace slammed the door behind her.









  CHAPTER 36


  WHEN MACE returned to the table Roy obviously sensed something was wrong. “You okay?”
      


  “Yeah, there was just something really disgusting in the ladies’ room.”


  As she finished her Coke in one gulp Roy said, “The cops came and got the key.”


  “Yeah, I know. Messed up there.”


  “I did?”


  “No, I did. I forgot how smart my sister is.”
      


  “She knew you’d taken the key?”


  Mace nodded. “And if it happens again my butt will be right back in prison.”


  “Your sister is not going to arrest you.”


  “You don’t know Beth then.”


  “Mace—”


  “Drop it, Roy!”


  “Okay.” He fiddled with his drink. “I’ve been thinking about Abe Altman.”


  Mace said absently, “What about him? Want to renegotiate my deal?”


  “I was thinking that there is no way he got a research grant that would pay an assistant six figures.”


  Now Mace looked curious. “I was wondering that too. What do you think?”


  “That he’s not taking a salary and he’s giving those dollars to you. I mean, it’s not like he needs the cash.”


  “Still nice of him, though,” she pointed out.


  “Well, it sounds like he wouldn’t be here except for you.”


  “He was exaggerating.”


  “Why do I think that’s bullshit?”


  Mace shrugged. “Think what you want.”


  “I heard a snippet on the news that a DA was found murdered.”


  “Jamie Meldon. Did you know him?”


  “No, you?”


  She shook her head.


  “I guess your sister has her hands full. That’s a high-profile case.”


  “Actually, she’s not working it.”


  “Why not? He was found in D.C.”


  “Above everybody’s pay grades, apparently.”


  Mace sat there staring off, mulling Mona’s words. She finally looked over at Roy. “Did you have time to do any snooping around
         your firm?”
      


  “I did.”


  “And?”


  “Ackerman’s office was clean. In fact, I’m not sure the guy does anything.”


  “What do you reckon he makes for doing nothing?”


  “Seven figures, easy.”


  “I hate lawyers.”


  “But he’s a rainmaker. The biggest in the firm. He brings major deals in like clockwork. The worker bees like me get paid
         well. But the rainmakers get the gold.”
      


  “Good for him. What else?”


  Roy brought her up to speed on the rest of what he learned, including his inspection of the fourth-floor construction site
         and his conversation with the construction supervisor and later discussion with the building’s day porter.
      


  Mace jumped to her feet. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that before?”


  “Tell you what before? I just talked to the guy this afternoon.”


  “That was the day porter. You said you talked to the supervisor a lot earlier.”


  “Okay, so?”


  Mace dropped some cash on the table for the drinks.


  “Where are you going?”


  “We’re going to your office building. Right now.”
      


  He stood and grabbed his windbreaker. “My office? Why?”


  “Not your office, your office building, and hopefully you’ll get to see why.”
      


   “You want to follow me on your bike?”


  “No, I need to hide in the floorboard of your car.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because I’m apparently being hovered!”









  CHAPTER 37


  THEY RODE up in the elevator to the front lobby from the garage.
      


  “What exactly are we looking for here?” he asked as he followed Mace across the lobby to the office elevators.


  “A case I worked about five years ago.”


  God, if it could only be. Nail the bastard. Get back on the force. To hell with Mona. And they couldn’t touch Beth. It would
            be all me.


  “What?”


  “Just hang tight. I don’t like questions while I’m on the hunt.” She slipped her hand into her jacket pocket.


  “Are you carrying a gun?”


  “No, but a girl can protect herself, right?”


  They got in the elevator. When Roy moved to hit the floor button for Shilling & Murdoch, Mace grabbed his arm.


  “I said office building. We might do your office later.”
      


  “Do what in it?”


  “You’re a real funny guy, Roy.”


  She pushed the button for the third floor. Moments later they both peered out into the semi-darkened space.


  “Now what?” Roy said in a confused voice. “Do we push all the floor buttons and then go running from the building laughing
         hysterically and look for a car to teepee?”
      


  “Which way are the fire exit stairs?”


  He led her down the hall past darkened offices and pointed to a door near the end of the corridor. Mace yanked it open with
         Roy right behind. She pointed to a door set into the wall by the fire exit door. She opened it. It was a broom closet.
      


  “Are there more of these?”


  “There’s one on the first floor too.”


  “Boy, this place has great security,” Mace said. “You arm the front doors, hire a security guard, albeit a loser one, and
         then secure the office elevators and the office suites and you don’t secure the garage elevators? And then you have a perfect
         hiding place for some scumball right in the building?”
      


  “The original building developer declared bankruptcy and the people who took it over finished construction on the cheap, and
         that didn’t include secure garage elevators. No one wanted to pay for a retrofit.”
      


  “Well, I bet they will now. Okay, even if you come in through the garage you have to pass by the security desk to get to the
         fire exit stairs. You said the construction crew checks out at five-thirty and they don’t work weekends. Ned comes on at six
         and exits at six. Exterior doors, office elevator, and your office suite all go secure at eight p.m. and go off at eight a.m.
         That leaves a huge window.”
      


  “Window for what?”


  “Oh come on. Did you hit your head on the basketball rim one too many times?”


  They continued up the stairs and the next door she opened was to the fourth floor. It revealed almost total darkness. Mace
         scooted forward and crouched down behind some building materials. Roy knelt next to her. “What are we looking for?” he whispered.
      


  “Know it when I see it.”


  They crept forward with Mace in the lead. Roy noted that she moved like a cat, no noise, no unnecessary movement. He tried
         as best he could to mimic her. He did find that his hands were growing sweaty, and his pulse banged in his eardrums.
      


  A minute later she stopped and pointed. Roy saw the dim wash of light coming from a far corner of the space where it wouldn’t
         be directly seen from the windows.
      


  Mace reached in her pocket and pulled something out. Roy couldn’t see exactly what it was.


  “Now what?” he murmured.


  “You stay here. If somebody other than me comes flying past, trip them and then bash them on the head with like a two-by-four
         or something.”
      


  “Bash them on the head? That’s a felony assault. And what if he has a gun?”


  “Okay, sissy boy, let him kill you and then your survivors can file a civil suit against the bastard for wrongful death. I’ll
         leave it up to you.”
      


  She headed on while he took cover behind a large toolbox on wheels. He looked around the floor and picked up a block of wood.
         His fingers gripped the chunk tightly and he mumbled a prayer that no one would come running by.
      


  And I am not a sissy boy.
      


  Two minutes went by. And then the silence ended.


  He heard a yell, and then a sound like a long hiss. A scream and a heavy thud caused him to leap up and sprint forward. He
         tripped over a pile of ceiling panels, tumbled forward, landed on his back, slid a couple feet on the smooth concrete, and
         came to a stop next to a pair of strappy high heels.
      


  Groaning and rubbing his head, he stared up. The light hit him in the eyes. He put up a hand to deflect the glare.


  “What the hell are you doing down there, Roy?” asked Mace, who was holding a work light in a cage that she’d snagged off the
         floor.
      


  “Coming to save you,” he admitted sheepishly. “Gee, that was sweet. I’ll just take it as dumb luck that I didn’t actually
         need you to save me, since we’d both be like dead if I had.”
      


  She helped him up.


  “I heard a scream and a thud. What’s going on?”


  She pointed her light downward again. Roy’s gaze followed the shaft of illumination. The Captain was lying on the concrete,
         his big body still shaking.
      


  “What the hell did you do to him?”


  “Zap knuckles.”


  “What?”


  She held up a pair of black-coated brass knuckles. “Nearly a million-volt pop. He’ll be okay. But right now his nickname is
         Twitchy.”
      


  He pointed to the knuckles. “Aren’t those illegal?”


  Mace copped an innocent look. “Why, Roy, I don’t think so. But just in case they are, don’t mention them to anyone.”


  “You know I am a lawyer and thus an officer of the court.”


  “But there is such a thing as attorney-client confidentiality.”


  “I’m not your lawyer.”


  She slipped a buck from her pocket, slapped it in his hand, and then jabbed him in the side with her elbow. “You are now.”


  “Why’d you zap the Captain?”


  “Twitchy is the Captain? You know him?”


  “Yeah, ex-vet who’s now homeless.”


  She ran the light over the Captain’s rags and filthy face. “I zapped him because he’s a big guy, and I’m just a helpless girl.”


  “You’re not helpless and I’m not even convinced you’re a girl.” He looked around. “So the Captain must’ve been the one stealing
         food and tools.”
      


  “Maybe more than that, Roy. Maybe a lot more than that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “How about killing female law partners?”


  “The Captain? No, that’s nuts. He wouldn’t.”


  “How do you know him?”


  “This is sort of his turf around here. I give him stuff. Money. Food.”


  “And shoes.” Mace pointed her light at the Captain’s feet. “I remember seeing those in your car.”


  “The poor guy was wearing cardboard for his shoes.”


  “So you only know him from the streets?”


  Roy hesitated. “Well, not just from the streets.”


  “How else?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “It all matters, Roy.”


  “I defended him once.”


  “From what?”


  “Assault charge. But that was three years ago.”


  “Yeah, and I can see that things have really looked up for him since then.”


  “I’m sure he came here just for food and to get off the streets. It’s dangerous out there at night.”


  “Apparently it’s dangerous in here too.”


  “He couldn’t have killed Diane.”


  “Sure he could.”


  “How?”


  “On Friday he snuck in through the garage after the hammer and nail crew left. A guy like him coming in the front door would
         have aroused too much attention. Old Ned was probably in the back hooked to a milkshake IV or else he waited until he was
         gone too. He times his movement across the lobby and hits the stairs. He hides out in that oh-so-convenient broom closet until
         your friend the day porter does his thing and leaves. Then, when things quiet down, he goes to the fourth floor, which he
         has direct access to from the fire stairs, and beds down for the night. On Monday he either pops awake when he hears the elevator
         coming up early in the morning or else he’s already up because he knows he has to get back out before people start coming
         in. He hits the button over there to make the car stop on this floor. The doors open. Tolliver can’t see him, but he can see
         her, a lone female trapped in a metal box, easy pickings. He grabs her and that’s it.”
      


  “But if he knew Ned comes in at six why wouldn’t he have already been gone?”


  “You think it’s all that difficult to slip past Ned?”


  “Or maybe he doesn’t have a watch.”


  She knelt down and lifted up the Captain’s left sleeve, revealing a watch. She hit it with the light. “And it’s got the right
         time.”
      


  “You said something about a case you worked?”


  “Same M.O. Bandit hid in buildings where construction was going on. He’d hit the elevator button when he heard the car coming
         up or down late at night. If the doors opened and it was a chick all by herself, he’d pounce.”
      


  “Ever catch the guy?”


  “Did better than that. I went in as bait. He tried to grab me and I shot him right in his most private of areas. The guy had
         butchered three women. So it was a real pleasure to put him out of commission permanently.”
      


  “Okay, but the Captain—”


  “Look, the Captain maybe only plans to rob her, but things get carried away. I see two Purples and a Combat Bronze on his jacket. What branch
         was he in?”
      


  “How’d you know it was a Bronze Star for combat?”


  “Because of the Valor Device worn with the medal.” She pointed to a small V on the Captain’s chest above the Bronze Star.
         “That’s only for combat heroism.”
      


  “I knew that because my brother is a Marine, but how do you know?”


  “I’ve done my patriotic duty and dated guys from every uniformed branch. They liked to show me their medals. Plus my dad had
         one from Vietnam. So which branch?”
      


  “Army Ranger.”


  “So he’s both huge and strong and really skilled at killing people.” She glanced down at the big man and then over at Roy.
         “The Captain have a real name?”
      


  “Lou Dockery. I still don’t believe he killed Diane.”


  “Spoken like a true defense attorney. But it’s not up to you. In fact, you have to call the cops right now.”


  “Me?”


  “Officially, I’m not here. My sister gave you a number to call. Dockery will be in la-la land for another twenty minutes or
         so. I suggest you make that call, right now.”
      


  Roy looked panicked. “What the hell do I tell her?”


  “The truth, but leave the part about me out. Hang on a sec.” She picked up a piece of wood and used a small knife to cut her
         hand, drawing a bit of blood that she smeared on the wood.
      


  Roy looked stunned. “What the hell did you do that for?”


  “Because I know my sister. And hang on to the chunk of wood.”


  “Why?”


  “Again, because I know my sister. Now give me your key card.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to have a look-see through old Shilling and Murdoch.”


  “You’re not serious?”


  She brandished her zap knuckles. “A million volts’ worth of serious.”









  CHAPTER 38


  AFTER LEAVING Café Milano, Beth had returned to her office to go over some files and respond to some e-mails. She was on her way home when
         she got the call from Roy. She ordered in the Mobiles and her caravan turned around in mid-street and galloped to G-town.
         Roy met them at the front doors and let them in.
      


  “Nice uniform,” said Roy as Beth walked in dressed in her Café Milano duds. “Hope I didn’t interrupt anything fun.”


  Beth didn’t bite. “Where the hell is Mace?”


  Roy’s smile disappeared. “I don’t know.”


  Since Beth was wearing two-inch heels she was nearly eyeball to eyeball with the tall Roy. “You want to try that answer again?”


  “We hooked up and then we parted company. And I came back here.”


  “Why?”


  “I haven’t gotten a lot of work done lately, for obvious reasons. Just trying to catch up. And I was going to make some phone
         calls.”
      


  “At this hour?”


  “To Dubai. It’s the next day there.”


  “Thanks for the geography lesson. Where is he?”


  “Fourth floor.”


  He led them to the stairs. “Why not the elevator?” asked Beth.


  Because your little sister has my key card, thought Roy. But he said, “The elevators were acting a little funny when I came down. I don’t want to get stuck in one.”
      


  They trooped up the steps, two armed plainclothes and a uniform in the lead. Other cruisers and unmarked cars were pulling
         up out front and a perimeter was being set.
      


  “How did you go from working late to ending up on the construction floor in a confrontation?” Beth asked.


  “Heard something.”


  “From the sixth floor!”


  “I meant I heard something on the elevator ride up. Didn’t think too much of it, but then I remembered the day porter telling
         me about stuff going missing from the construction site so I decided to check it out.”
      


  “You should’ve called the police right way. You’re lucky you’re not dead.”


  “I guess you’re right.”


  They reached the fourth floor and the lawmen pulled their guns and lights and followed Roy’s directions. They found the Captain
         still on the floor, only he wasn’t twitching. He seemed to be asleep.
      


  They gave the okay and Beth and Roy came forward.


  She looked at the man on the floor.


  “He’s a big, tough-looking guy. Ex-military if the jacket and medals are real. How’d you subdue him?” She turned and looked
         at Roy intently.
      


  Roy bent down and picked up the piece of wood that Mace had given to him. “I used this. You can see the blood on it.”


  “You whacked him with this? Did he attack you?”


  “No, but I was afraid he might. It all happened so fast,” he added.


  Beth turned to her men. “Get Sleeping Beauty out of here.” She glanced at Roy. “I think we can chance the elevator. I need
         your key card to access it.”
      


  Roy patted his pockets and checked his windbreaker. “Damn, I must’ve left it in my office. Now I can’t get back in. I’m sorry,
         you’ll have to use the stairs.”
      


  Several more uniforms had joined them and it took all of their combined strength to get the bulky Captain down to the lobby.


  Beth said, “I want you to run through everything from the top.”


  “Okay, hey, you want to go get a drink while we do it?”


  “No, Mr. Kingman, I don’t want to go get a drink. I want the truth.”


  “I’m telling you the truth, Chief.”


  “From the top, then, and don’t leave anything out, slick. I’m this close to busting your ass on obstruction, tampering, lying
         to the police, and for just being stupid.”
      


  Roy said wearily, “Are you sure you and your sister aren’t twins?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Never mind.” He drew a resigned breath and started talking.









  CHAPTER 39


  MACE DUCKED through the yellow police tape blocking the kitchen and Tolliver’s office and searched each place quickly and efficiently.
      


  After finding nothing she had stared at the inside of the refrigerator for some time. Roy had told her that Diane Tolliver
         was nearly five-eight, about one-forty. Dead bodies were unwieldy things, she knew, having been around more than her fair
         share. Whoever killed her had to have really wedged the woman in, or else the body could have easily slumped against the door
         and pushed it open.
      


  She went over the timeline again that her sister had told her and Roy had supplemented. Because Tolliver had had to use her
         key card that morning they had a pretty detailed understanding of her movements. The garage entry showed Tolliver had checked
         in at six. Ned had heard her voice in the lobby a minute or so later. She’d swiped her card in the elevator and entered the
         premises of Shilling & Murdoch ninety seconds after that. Roy had arrived at the office at seven-thirty and found her at a
         bit past eight. Mace didn’t believe that Tolliver had been alive when Roy got to the office, so she was looking at about ninety
         minutes for the murder to have occurred and the lady to get stuffed in the icebox.
      


  Tolliver had e-mailed Roy late Friday night. She also had sent him a book with a key in it, probably on the same day. An ex–Army
         Ranger had been hiding out on the fourth floor and right now was probably the prime suspect. Mace looked at her watch. Gazing
         out Roy’s office window she’d seen the patrol cars pull up to the building. She figured Dockery was already under arrest,
         and they’d take a DNA sample from him. If it matched, he was done. Neat, tied together. And then Mace could tell Beth the
         truth of her figuring it out, nailing the guy, and possibly get her old job back.
      


  So what was bothering her?


  She trudged back to Roy’s office so she could see when they brought Dockery out. Like Roy had said, he had a dead-on view
         of the front of the building.
      


  She pulled something from her pocket. It was a copy of the key that Tolliver had left in the book for Roy. Mace had had a
         “friend” make the copy for her after she’d left Binder’s goodie shop, with the warning that if he messed up the prints on
         the original key, she would Taser him until his brain started smoking. That actually would pale in comparison to what Beth
         would do to her if she found out about the key copy.
      


  She thought of the e-mail Tolliver had sent Roy. We need to focus in on A. And the A was followed by a hyphen. A seemingly trivial detail, but she knew the seemingly unimportant usually became critical in a
         criminal investigation. She came by her investigative instincts honestly. Her father had been so good at observing and deducing
         things that the FBI had asked him to teach a course on fieldwork for them at the academy, a tradition that Beth had carried
         on.
      


  Roy was right, though. It was awkwardly phrased.


  We need to focus in on.
      


  She looked down at the key in her hand. Why not just say, We need to key on A-?
      


  “We need to key on A-,” she said out loud, hoping something would click in her head. Just a coincidence? Key and key? Key
         on a key?
      


  She sighed and looked out Roy’s office window. Marked and unmarked cars were slung around the front with uniforms and plain-clothes
         standing around, probably wondering when they could either go back on patrol or return to their hoodles and wait for their
         radios to bark.
      


  No one was coming out of the building yet, so Mace sighed and lifted her gaze from the front entrance to the building across
         from where she was.
      


  When she saw the neon, at first she couldn’t believe it.


  “Damn!”


  She looked down at her key and back at the flashing sign. How in the hell had she missed it? It was purple! But then again
         she’d never looked out this window at night. But still. Some detective she was.
      


  She snatched the phone from her pocket and fired off a text to Roy.


  Come on, Roy, we need to talk like right now.









  CHAPTER 40


  ROY SNATCHED a peek at his phone after it started to vibrate in his pants pocket. This did not escape the attention of Beth, who was standing
         near him.
      


  He looked up from the screen and found her gaze on him.


  “Dubai calling?” she said coolly.


  “No, just a bud in town.”


  “Bud’s up late.”


  “We’re both night owls.”


  “Good for you,” she said, her tone of skepticism delivered like a cannon shot.


  “Are we done here, Chief?”


  “For now. But next time you hear strange sounds, call the police.”


  “You have my word.”


  “It’s a good thing you don’t do trial work anymore.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Because your bullshitting skills aren’t that good.”


  She turned and marched out of the building while Roy sprinted for the stairs.


  Mace was waiting at the front doors to the law firm.


  “What the hell is it?” he said as she grabbed his arm and pulled him into the suite. “Your sister was still with me when you
         sent the text.”
      


  “Come on.”


  They hustled to Roy’s office.


  Mace went to the window, Roy beside her. She pointed out. “Tell me what you see.”


  He scanned the darkness. “Buildings. The street. A pissed-off police chief.”


  “Think Viagra.”


  “What?”


  “Purple!”


  He saw the large purple neon sign over the door of a ground-floor shop in the building directly across from his. “A-1 Mailboxes!
         That’s what the key’s for?”
      


  “That’s right, genius. Focus in on? Try key on A-1. Right across the stupid courtyard.”
      


  “She must’ve figured it was outside my window and the e-mail she sent would be enough for me to figure it out.” He looked
         chagrined. “I’ve been looking out this stupid window all day. But you figured it out.”
      


  “Don’t feel too bad. If I hadn’t looked out the window to see if my big sister was scaling the building like King Kong to
         grab my butt I never would’ve seen it.”
      


  “But now we can’t do anything. The police have the key.”


  “Roy, Roy, I’m disappointed.” She held up her key.


  “You made a copy?”


  “Of course I made a copy.”


  “Mace, that’s evidence tampering. That’s illegal.”


  “Now do you understand why I put you on retainer? So you can’t squeal on me.”


  “I could lose my license over this!”


  “Yeah, but you probably won’t.”


  “Probably again? I don’t like those odds.”


  “Fine, you can sit this one out. I’ll check out the mailbox tomorrow.”


  “But you don’t know which mailbox was hers.”


  “Roy, again, I’m very disappointed in you.”


  “You have a way to find that out?”


  “There’s always a way.”


  “Just so you know, your sister clearly didn’t buy my cover story.”


  “Of course she didn’t. Contrary to popular belief, one does not get to be police chief of a major city by being either stupid
         or gullible.”
      


  “Mace, what if she finds out you’re investigating this thing on your own?”


  “Well, there’s always suicide.”


  “I’m being serious.”


  “Look, I know it’s risky and stupid, but I’ve got my reasons.”


  “What are they?”


  “Let’s just say I had a revelation while taking a pee in the ladies’ room. Now give me a ride back to the hotel. I need to
         pick up my bike.”
      


  “Okay, I need some shuteye too.”


  “I didn’t say I was going to bed.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Until we can check out the mailbox I need something else to occupy my mind. So I’m going to see some old friends.”


  “At this hour?”


  “They do their best work in the dark.”


  He stared at her for a long moment. “You’re not a cop anymore, Mace. You don’t have the shield to back you up. These gangs
         are dangerous.”
      


  “As you should have realized by now, I can take care of myself.”


  “I’ll go with you then.”


  “No. Me they’ll tolerate. You, they’ll kill, okay?”


  “Don’t do this. It’s nuts.”


  “No, this is my world.”









  CHAPTER 41


  MACE SLOWED her ride and then stopped. She’d changed in the hotel bathroom, trading in her Café Milano outfit and strappy heels for worn
         jeans, leather jacket, and her favorite pair of ass-stomping boots that an FBI Hostage Rescue Team assaulter with a crush
         on her had had made especially for her. She’d bolted through a series of main roads, back streets, and several alleys that
         she knew all too well. If anyone still had been tailing her, she was pretty sure that they no longer were. She waited three
         minutes and then reversed her route just to make certain. Nothing. She smiled.
      


  Hoverees, one, Hoverers, zip.


  Mace lifted her visor and did a quick recon. The part of D.C. she was in right now, within smelling distance of the Anacostia
         River, was not listed on any official map of the area for the simple reason that robbed, assaulted, or murdered out-of-towners
         were never good publicity for the tourism industry. Even with the new ballpark and attempts at gentrification in nearby areas,
         there were sections of turf here that even some of the blue tended to avoid if they could. After all, they wanted to go home
         to their families at the end of the day too.
      


  Mace hit the throttle and moved on. She knew there were eyes everywhere, and she was also listening for the sounds of “whoop-whoop”
         or collective cries of “Five-O.” This was the way the folks around here let it be known that blues were in town. The bandits’
         network even knew which fleet the MPD used for unmarked cars. Since the fleet purchases were large, the police force had to
         keep them for about three years. Before Mace had gone to prison, the array of unmarked cars had all been blue Chevy Luminas.
         Every night she’d heard the whoop-whoops as soon as she pulled down the street in her glow-blue ride. She’d gotten so ticked
         off she’d started renting cars with her own cash.
      


  In one ear she had a bud connected to a police radio she wore on her belt. She was scanning calls to see where the action
         was. So far it was a quiet night, at least by D.C. standards. She figured she might find some useful intel at a hoodle.
      


  Along the way she passed a bunch of hoopties, old junked cars lining the street. Many of them, she knew from experience, were
         probably stolen, used for a crime, and then dumped here. Yet enclosed spaces were popular around here for multiple reasons,
         so from habit, Mace peered in a few as she passed by. One was empty, one had a syringe shooter getting happy juice up his
         arm, and the last one was a fornication feature starring two girls and one very drunk guy who she knew would wake up in about
         an hour with his wallet gone.
      


  Mace pulled slowly into a church parking lot and spotted a trio of cruisers parked side by side hood to trunk. This was a
         hoodle, the place where cops who’d made their rounds went until the dispatcher’s squawk over the radio brought them back to
         fighting crime. She knew better than to zoom into this little circled wagon train. You didn’t want to get drawn down on because
         you interrupted the rest of a stressed-out patrol officer. She stopped her bike well in front of one of the cruisers facing
         her, took off her helmet, and waved. Chances were good that she knew at least one of the blues in these rides, and her hunch
         was proven correct when one of the cop cars blinked its lights at her.
      


  She slipped off her Ducati and walked over. The driver of the first cruiser slid down his window and the man leaned out his
         head.
      


  He said, “Damn, Mace, heard you got your ass lifted out of West Virginia. Good to see you, girl.”


  Mace leaned down and rested her elbows on the ledge of the open window. “Hey, Tony, how’s hoodle time?”


  Tony was in his mid-forties with a thick neck, burly shoulders, and forearms the size of Mace’s thighs, all the result of
         serious gym time. He’d been a good friend to Mace and had provided her with flawless backup on more than one occasion when
         she’d been with Major Narcotics. Next to him was a Panasonic Toughbook laptop that was about as important to a cop as a gun—although
         the most important piece of equipment any cop carried was his radio. That was his lifeline to call in help when needed.
      


  Tony flashed a smile. “Quiet tonight. Not so quiet last night. Did the circuit, been here twenty minutes, listening to some
         tunes.” He looked over at the young female cop next to him. “Francie, this is Mace Perry.”
      


  Francie, who had short strawberry red hair and braces and looked like she was about fifteen, smiled at Mace. Yet she had a
         blocky build with buffed shoulders that told you not to mess with her. Both officers wore gloves thick enough that a syringe
         couldn’t penetrate easily. The last thing you wanted was to stick your hand under the front seat of a car you were doing a
         stop-and-search on and pull it back out with a needle sticking in it. Mace had known one beat cop who’d become HIV-infected
         that way.
      


  “Hey, Francie, how long you been riding with this big old bear?”


  “Six weeks.”


  “So he’s your training officer?”


  “Yep.”


  “You could do a lot worse.”


  Tony said, “Throwing arrests her way left and right. Getting in her courtroom OT. Being a real gentleman and teacher.”


  Mace smacked him playfully on the arm. “Hell, you just don’t want to do the paperwork.”


  “Now don’t go disillusioning the girl.”


  “Sometimes I still miss roll call.”


  Tony cracked a grin. “You’re crazy, Mace. Same old, same old. Just doling out bodies and wheels and running around trying
         to find some damn car keys.”
      


  “Beats staring at a wall for two years.”


  Tony stopped smiling. “I bet it does, Mace, I bet it does.”


  “Same old same old bandits around here too?”


  “Except the ones who’re dead.”


  Mace glanced at the other cruisers. “Anybody I know?”


  “Don’t think so. They send folks all over the place now.”


  “So remind me how big your kids are?”


  “One in college, two in high school and eating me out of house and home. Even when I pull my full twenty-five and get pensioned
         out, gonna have to get another job.”
      


  “Go into consulting. Doesn’t matter what, it pays a lot better.”


  “So why don’t you tell me what the hell you’re doing out here at two a.m. on your fancy bike with no gun.”


  “How do you know I’m not packing?”


  “Can you say probation violation?”


  Mace grinned at Francie. “You see why he’s such a good T.O. Nothing gets by this guy. He looks like a musclehead but the dude’s
         got brains.”
      


  “Seriously, Mace, why here?”


  “Nostalgia.”


  Tony laughed. “Go look in a photo album if you want that. Streets ain’t never fair, especially around here.” He turned serious.
         “You know that better than anybody.”
      


  “You’re right, I do. Only they never found out who ripped me. That’s not right.”


  “I know.”


  “So how many blues think I’m dirty?”


  “Honestly?”


  “Only way that matters to me.”


  Seventy-thirty on your side.”


  “I guess it could be worse.”


  “Hell yes it could be, considering who you share DNA with.”


  “Beth is a cop’s cop. She came up right from the pavement, just like I did.”


  “But she’s also a gal and you know some still don’t like that.”


  “Well, hang in there, Tony, four more years.”


  “I’m counting, baby, every damn day.”


  She looked over at Francie. “And if Tony does pull his gun, just remember to duck. The son of a bitch never could shoot straight.”









  CHAPTER 42


  MACE RODE ON, venturing ever more deeply into an area that she, even with all her risk-perverse ways, shouldn’t have gone near without
         a weapon and a two-cruiser backup. Yet she knew exactly where she was headed. She had to see it; she wasn’t exactly sure why,
         only that she had to. It might have been what Mona had revealed in the bathroom. Mace could accept going down and maybe going
         back to prison, but what she could not accept was taking Beth with her.
      


  She slowed her bike, very aware of silhouettes on the streets, pairs of eyes at curtained windows, heads eased against tinted
         car windows, all wondering what she was doing in this area at this hour. The human ecosystem here was both fragile and extraordinarily
         resilient, and also one that most citizens would never experience. Yet it had fascinated Mace for most of her life. The line
         between cop and bandit here, she knew, was both as thin and as thick as it could get. No layperson would understand what she
         meant by that, but any cop instantly would.
      


  She looked up. It was straight ahead. Lodged in the middle of Six D like a glioblastoma among more ordinary tumors. It was
         an abandoned apartment building that had seen more drugs, death, and perversity than possibly any single building in the city.
         The cops had hit it time and again, but the bandits always returned, like an anthill after a blast of Diazinon granules. On
         the roof of this place she’d had her O.P., or observation post, set up, principally because no bandit would ever believe that
         a cop could infiltrate it. It had taken Mace a month of undercover work to wedge her way into this world, her camera and scopes
         hidden in her bulky clothing while she bought and sold drugs and fended off the sexual thrusts of an array of predators with
         her Glock 37 and a fast mouth. That was one of the good things about undercover work in that place. Not having a gun would
         have seemed suspicious, since everyone else was packing.
      


  The roof had a dead-on view of a drug dropoff used by a trio of Latino brothers who had run one of the most violent gangs
         in D.C. Mace had been in Major Narcotics at the time, but she was looking for far more than just another drug bust. These
         guys were suspected in more than a dozen murders. Mace was taking pictures and members of her joint task force were tapping
         their cell phone conversations in hopes of taking the Lats down for life.
      


  Nothing much had changed about the place. It was still a dump, still mostly abandoned, but no longer a beehive of criminal
         activity since Beth had placed a police satellite station on the first floor of the building. Two of the Lats had moved to
         the Houston area, or so she’d heard through the prison grapevine. The third brother had been found in Rock Creek Park, more
         skeleton than corpse. Word was his older brothers had found him skimming profits off their rock bag trade. Apparently, tough
         love started at home for those boys. Mace was convinced that the brothers had discovered her undercover surveillance either
         through the streets, dumb luck, or a mole at MPD and then exacted their revenge.
      


  Why couldn’t you have just put a round in my head? Quicker, less painful.


  It occurred to Mace now, more vividly than it ever had during her two years in prison, that the bastards who set her up were
         probably going to get away with it. While lying on that metal bed she’d constructed all these elaborate plans about how she
         would follow up the most insignificant clue, spend every waking moment on the case, until she got them. And then she would
         march triumphant to the police station with her captured bandits and all would be right with the world.
      


  Perched on her Ducati, she shook her head in bewilderment. Did I really believe that?


  Thirty percent of the D.C. blues thought she was guilty. That represented twelve hundred cops. Thirty sounded a lot better
         than twelve hundred. Mace knew she shouldn’t care, that it really didn’t matter, but it did matter to her. She eyed the alley
         where she’d stepped out late at night after staring through a telephoto lens for hours and her life had changed forever. The
         soaked rag over her mouth that turned her brain to jelly. The strong arms pinning hers to her sides. The squeal of wheels,
         the fast ride to hell. The needle sticks, the nose snorts, the liquid poured down her throat. The retching, the sobbing, the
         moaning, the cursing. But mostly the sobbing. They’d broken her. It had taken a lot, but they’d won.
      


  If I catch you, I will kill you. But it doesn’t look like I will. And where exactly does that leave me? Hoping a homeless
            vet goes down for murder so I can say I caught him and get my stripes back?


  And what about the key and the e-mail? How could Dockery have anything to do with that? There was obviously more there than
         what Mace had first thought.
      


  Her mental pirouettes were interrupted when she heard the sound near her moments before she saw him. Her hand went to her
         pocket. The guy was black with a shaved head, only a few inches taller than she, but about ninety pounds heavier with none
         of it fat. Bandits, she knew, tended to work out religiously, just so they could outrun and outfight the cops if it came down
         to it. And it usually did at some point.
      


  “Nice bike,” he said. He wore a hoodie, jeans, and tongue-out burgundy-and-white basketball shoes.


  Mace lifted her visor. “Yeah, I hear that a lot.”


  She knew he had a pistol in his right hoodie pocket, and the slight bulge in his pants bottom evidenced the throwaway strapped
         to the inside of his left ankle. Her hand tightened on the object in her own pocket.
      


  “I bet you do. Probably don’t hear this tho’.” He pulled out a bulky semi-auto that Mace knew with a glance was an inaccurate
         knockoff piece of crap, but then you didn’t have to be a Marine sniper to drop someone at a distance of two feet. “I want
         it.”
      


  “Can you afford the payments?”


  He pointed the muzzle at her forehead. “’Less they making helmets with Kevlar, I think I can. And pull your hand outcha coat
         real damn slow or I’ll kill you, bitch.”
      


  “It’s just a phone.”


  “Show me.”


  She edged out her phone and held it up. “See, just a Nokia 357.”


  “You a funny bitch.”


  “You haven’t heard the punch line.”


  “Yeah? What’s that?”


  The burst of pepper spray hit him in both pupils. He screamed, dropped his gun, and fell back on the sidewalk clawing at his
         eyes. She pocketed the pepper spray cannon that looked like a phone that she’d bought from Binder’s personal defense shop.
         “I got the all-inclusive caller plan with self-defense add-on.”
      


  She snagged his pistol, dropped the mag, cleared the chamber of the lead round, and tossed the gun into a garbage can. His
         throw-away, an old .22 wheel gun, got the same treatment after she managed to tug up his pants leg and snag it from the ankle
         strap while he was gyrating uncontrollably. She got back on her bike and stared down at him still rolling and yelping on the
         pavement. “What’s your name?”
      


  “My eyes are burning out my head, bitch!”


  “Then stop trying to rob people. Now what’s your name?”


  “I’ll kill you, bitch. I’ll kill you.”


  “Interesting, but not getting us anywhere. Name?”


  “I ain’t telling you my damn name.”


  “Tell me your name and I’ll give you something to make the sting go away.”


  He stopped rolling, but his hands were still crammed against his eye sockets. “What!” he screamed.


  “It’s in my other pocket. Name?”


  “Razor.”


  “Real name.”


  “Darren.”


  “Darren what?”


  “I’m dying here!”


  “Last name?”


  “Shit, dammit. Kill you, muther!”


  “Name?” she repeated calmly.


  “Rogers! Okay! Rogers!”


  “Okay, Darren Rogers.” She pulled a small spray bottle from her other pocket. “Look at me.”


  “What?”


  “Look at me, Darren, if you want the burn to go away.”


  He stopped writhing and sat up on his haunches, his fists still buried in his face.


  “It doesn’t work that way. Open your eyes and look at me.”


  He slowly pulled his hands away and managed to keep open his teary, inflamed eyes while his entire body shook with the effort.
         She sprayed both pupils with the liquid from the bottle. Within a few seconds, Darren sat back and took a deep breath. “What
         the hell is that shit?”
      


  “Magic.”


  “Why’d you do me like that?”


  “Call me overly sensitive, but it might have been the whole gun-robbery-kill-you-bitch thing.”


  “You even know where the hell you are? You from Iowa or something? Ain’t no monuments ’round here, lady.”


  “Actually, I was born in D.C. and my office was right here for years.”


  Darren stood and started to rub his eyes, but she snapped, “You’ve got the pepper crap on your hands, Darren. Rub your eyes
         you go right back to screaming, and magic may not strike twice.”
      


  He let his hands swing at his side. “What’d you do with my guns?”


  “In the can over there. Took the ammo out. By the way, the slider on your semi is for shit; jams every second shot. And your
         .22 throw-away is only good for a laugh.”
      


  “I paid two hundred bucks for that semi.”


  “Then you got ripped off. It’s also about as accurate as a TEC-9 at a thousand yards, which translates to anything you hit
         with it is sheer luck.”
      


  “You know a lot ’bout guns?”


  “In many ways, they were once my best friends.”


  “You a crazy bitch.”


  “There’s that word again.”


  “What the hell you want to know my name for?”


  “You live ’round here?”


  “Why, you a cop?”


  “No, just curious.”


  “Grew up couple blocks away,” he said sullenly.


  “What crew you with? Lots to choose from down here.”


  “Ain’t got no crew.”


  “What, you failed the initiation?”


  “Ain’t got no crew,” he repeated stubbornly.


  “Okay, maybe there are a few freelance gun toters around here and maybe you’re one of them.”


  “So what if I am?”


  “So with crappy weapons and no crew how come you’re still alive?”


  “Why you think they call me Razor?”


  “Let me take a wild guess and say because you’re really sharp?”


  “I get by.”


  He took a menacing step toward her, one hand shielding his face.


  She held up the phone. “Don’t even think about it, Darren. This button turns my little phone into a one-million-volt Taser
         and you into a Fry Daddy.”
      


  He dropped his hand and took a step back.


  “You got family?” she asked.


  “Can I get my crappy guns out the trash now?”


  “After I’m gone. They don’t call me Razor but I’m pretty sharp too.”


  “What you doing down here?” He looked around. “Like you say, lotta crews.”


  “They’re too busy popping each other to worry about me. But thanks for the concern.”


  “I don’t give a shit if you get your head blown off. Why should I?”


  “Not a reason in the world. Go get your crappy guns, Razor, and enjoy what little time you’ve got left.” She hit the gas and
         the Ducati roared off.
      









  CHAPTER 43


  MACE HEARD the car long before she saw it.
      


  She checked her side mirror. Black sedan, tinted glass, big motor, and the rear passenger-side window easing down. Never a
         good scenario, especially in this part of D.C.
      


  She hit the throttle and the Ducati leapt forward, but the sedan still muscled up closer. She saw the gun muzzle with a suppressor
         can through the slit of the open window. The shooter took aim through the scope on his sniper rifle while his partner handled
         the wheel with an expert touch. The crosshairs settled on Mace’s helmet and the man’s finger closed on the trigger. Sensing
         that the shooter had drawn his bead, Mace was about to jump the curb when there was a squeal of rubber. Another car flew between
         the sedan and Mace, and banged against the big car.
      


  The man fired right at the instant the collision occurred and his shot got screwed. Instead of the round drilling a black
         hole in Mace’s head, the driver’s-side window of the car between Mace and the shooter exploded, with glass fragments propelled
         outward like tiny meteors.
      


  Mace recognized the car that had saved her. “Roy!” she screamed.


  The shooter cursed and fired again while his partner slammed the sedan into the smaller Audi. Roy ducked down as the second
         round zipped over his head and shattered the passenger window. He cut the wheel hard to the left and the Audi punched the
         sedan’s front fender at just the right angle to send the bigger car into a counterclockwise spin. The shooter pulled his rifle
         back and closed the window while the driver tried to steer the car out of the spin.
      


  Roy hit the gas and the Audi pulled next to Mace. Roy looked at her through the open window.


  “I’ve got your back,” he said gamely, glassy debris in his hair, his eyes wide with adrenaline and fear.


  Mace lifted her visor and yelled, “Are you nuts!”


  “Apparently, yeah,” he said a little breathlessly.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “Like I just said, watching your back.”


  “They could’ve killed you.”


  “But they didn’t. Right?”


  Mace checked their six.


  The sedan had pulled out of the spin and was bearing down on both of them, its eight cylinders popping.


  “Well, here they come again.”


  Roy looked behind him. “Oh, shit. Now what?”


  Mace shouted, “Follow me, Roy.”









  CHAPTER 44


  THE DUCATI hit ninety on a straight strip of road and then Mace decelerated and leaned into the turn at sixty. The battered Audi barely
         made the cut, its left rear taking out a line of trash cans on the curb, catapulting days-old garbage in all directions as
         Roy fought the wheel and finally righted the slide and fell in behind her ride.
      


  Mace flicked her gaze in the mirror and saw the sedan take the turn while barely slowing. Her mind galloped as her observations
         roared into deductions. Pro driver. So probably pro shooter in the rear seat. She didn’t want to find out how good he was.
         The third shot would not be all that charming for her or Roy.
      


  Mace’s knowledge of the area served her well. Whenever she saw the sedan edging up on Roy, she would rip down a side street,
         forcing the bigger car to fall back a bit. They did this dodge and dart for three more blocks while passing bandits doing
         business, but not a single blue working the streets that Mace could see.
      


  Lazy asses!


  She had no choice but to go for it. Up ahead was the church parking lot. She spied two cruisers still at the hoodle. She leaned
         into the turn, hit the lot, went fully airborne over a speed bump, and soared right at the twin rides of D.C.’s finest. She
         braked hard, almost laying the Ducati down, but the rear wheel tread fought the torque and held to the asphalt. The Audi torched
         the pavement with burned rubber as Roy smashed down on the brakes. Before Mace even got her helmet off or Roy leapt from his
         car, the cops were out, frozen in classic firing stances, gun muzzles aimed at Roy’s and Mace’s foreheads.
      


  “Hands on your heads, fingers interlocked, and down on your knees. Now!” screamed one of them.


  With slight panic Mace noticed that Tony and his rookie were not among this group. He must’ve gotten a call and left. She
         studied the four cops aligned against her. All men, all big, all looking pissed off. And she didn’t know a single one. She
         glanced at Roy, who was taking a step forward, gallantly trying to put his body between her and them. She stopped his gallantry
         by driving her elbow in his side and pushing him behind her. She knew the look in the cops’ eyes. She’d had it herself plenty
         of times. They were one second and one wrong move from unloading with double taps to the head and heart. Even shitty shooters
         couldn’t miss at this distance, and she doubted any of them were bad shots.
      


  “Hands on your head and fingers interlocked, Roy,” she hissed. “And get on your knees. Now!”


  They both dropped to the asphalt as the blues approached cautiously, firing lines and trigger fingers still set.


  “Some guys in a car tried to kill us,” barked Roy.


  It was at this moment that Mace noticed the silence. No big sedan, no thumping V-8, no gun muzzle with a can pointed her way.
         Silence.
      


  “What guys?” said one of the cops skeptically.
      


  “In a big black sedan. It was chasing us.”


  The cop looked around. “I don’t see a damned thing other than you two.”


  Another one pointed out, “All I ever saw were you and the chick on the bike coming at us hard.”


  “I was here about thirty minutes ago,” said Mace. “I was talking to Tony Drake. He was parked here at the hoodle with an egg
         named Francie.”
      


  “You a cop?” asked one of them.


  “Used to be. Tony can vouch for me.”


  The first cop shook his head. “We got here about ten minutes ago. And I don’t know any Tony Drake. Or a Francie.”


  Roy started to get up. “Look, this is crazy.”


  “Stay down!” roared the second cop. His pistol was aimed right at Roy’s skull.


  “He’s staying down,” snapped Mace. “He’s not going anywhere. No sudden moves. We’re both cool. We’ve got no weapons.”


  “We’ll see about that,” said the first cop, as he holstered his gun and pulled cuffs from his belt. “You two look like you
         got stuff that would concern me. So you don’t mind me searching you and your vehicles?”
      


  Roy eyed the cuffs and said indignantly, “Where the hell are you coming from? We didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “This is a stop, Roy, not a contact,” said Mace. “We are definitely not free to go.”


  The other cop eyed Mace. “What, are you his lawyer?”


  “Other way around, actually.”


  “You said you were a cop. Do I know you?”


  Mace started to say something but then stopped. These guys might be part of the thirty percent who believed she was dirty.


  “Don’t think so.”


  The first cop was looking at the damage to the Audi. “You hit something, mister.”


  “How about that sedan and two big-ass rifle rounds?” snapped Roy.


  “Right, the sedan,” the cop said sarcastically. He nodded to his partner, who snapped the cuffs on Roy first, then Mace.


  “Have either of you been drinking?” asked the first cop.


  “For God’s sakes!” yelled Roy. “They were trying to kill us. We came to you for help and all we’re getting is hassled and
         cuffed.”
      


  “Shut up!” snapped Mace.


  “In case you didn’t figure it out, you’re both under arrest,” said the second cop.


  “What’s the damn charge?” exclaimed Roy.


  “How about disturbing the peace, reckless endangerment, and assault on a police officer for starters? I thought you two were
         going to run right into us.”
      


  “That is bullshit! Look at my damn car. They shot out the windows. They were trying to kill us! Or at least her. What the
         hell did you want us to do? Now, can you take the damn cuffs off?” Roy pulled his arms free of the cop’s hold.
      


  “Okay, I just added resisting arrest. Anything else you’d care to tack on?”


  Roy started to say something but Mace managed to jab him in the side. “It’s bad enough. Don’t make it worse.”


  The first cop said, “Lady’s right. Now you both have the right to remain silent. You…”


  As he performed the Miranda, Mace tuned out his words. Busted and not even out a week. Hadn’t even had time to see her probation
         officer. She was completely and totally screwed.
      


  I’m going back to prison.









  CHAPTER 45


  IT WAS like déjà vu all over again. The barred door slid back and there she was, the stars all in alignment on her broad shoulders.
      


  “It’s really not what you think, Beth,” Mace said quietly as she sat hunched over on a metal bench at the back of the cell.


  Her sister sat down next to her. “So tell me what it is about. Please tell me what the hell you and Kingman were doing down
         there last night.”
      


  “We weren’t together. I didn’t even know he was there until his car flew in between me and the guys trying to shoot me.”


  “What guys?”


  “Town Car. Tinted windows. Didn’t the arresting officers fill you in?”


  “I want to hear it from you. License plate?”


  “No plates. At least on the front. I never saw the rear.”


  “Go on.”


  “They came flying at me. Rear passenger window came down a few inches. Saw the gun muzzle. A rifle barrel with a can attached.”


  “And they fired at you?”


  “Twice. And they would’ve gotten me if it hadn’t been for Roy.”


  “And then what?”


  Mace explained how she had gone back to the hoodle for help. “But my buddy wasn’t there, just two cruisers with blues I didn’t
         know. They jumped to the wrong conclusion.”
      


  “Their report says they never saw another car.”


  “It obviously had already peeled off. But Roy’s car hit it. You can take paint samples from his ride and see if you can get
         a match somewhere. And you’ll find the rounds either in Roy’s car or on the street somewhere.”
      


  “We found no slugs, either in his car or on the street, and I’ve had a dozen cadets from the academy walking the line for
         the last five hours.”
      


  “So you do believe me?”
      


  “There’s also a line of smashed trash cans that Kingman apparently ran into. You sure the damage didn’t come from that?”


  “Beth, I’m telling you the truth! There was a black sedan chasing us. Somebody fired a rifle from inside it. The rounds shattered
         the windows in Roy’s car and almost hit him. You sure you didn’t find anything?”
      


  “No slugs, no casings.”


  “Any casings would’ve ejected in the sedan. They must’ve gone back and policed the slugs.”


  “That takes time, which makes it a big risk. Why would they do that?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “But who would want to kill you?”


  “Do you have a few hours so I can give you a list?”


  “Did you tell anyone you were going down there last night?”


  “Just Roy. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing.”


  “Kingman said he met you for a drink after you left me and then he went back to work. And he just happened to find you in
         Six D later, right before someone tried to kill you?” Beth’s frown hardened into a scowl. “Don’t treat me like a chump, Mace.
         I don’t deserve that.”
      


  Mace hesitated just a moment, but it was obviously enough for Beth. “Okay, when you’re ready to actually tell me the truth,
         maybe I’ll be waiting on the other side of the bars, okay?” She headed to the door.
      


  “Wait!”


  Beth turned back. “I’m waiting.”


  “I was with Roy at his office building last night while you were there.”


  “Wow! Never saw that one coming.”


  “Hey, you asked for the truth so don’t rip me for giving it.”


  “Why were you there?”


  “He told me about the construction site and things going missing and it made me think of the Liam Kazlowski case, you remember
         the elevator guy from five years ago?”
      


  Beth nodded slowly. “I think of him sometimes sitting in his max security cell wondering where his balls went. You always
         did have excellent aim.”
      


  “So Roy and I went there to see if we could catch the guy.”


  “And calling your sister, the chief of police no less, never entered your mind?”


  “For all I knew it was a wild-goose chase. I didn’t want to call you out on a hunch. Not when you were dressed so pretty,”
         she added lamely.
      


  Beth’s face was so tight, the balls of her cheeks so hard against the overlap of skin, that it looked like she had been shrink-wrapped.
         “I don’t know whether to shoot you or drive you back to prison myself,” she said in a low, barely-in-control voice.
      


  “Beth—”


  Beth lunged forward, forcing Mace to jerk back flush with the cement-block wall. Her voice came at Mace like the thrusts of
         a knife.
      


  “Within hours of me letting you walk away from a tampering and obstruction charge and me telling you to stay the hell out
         of the case, you turn right around and stick your nose right in it. What the hell is the matter with you?” Beth was shouting
         now. “Will you please tell me how in the hell I’m supposed to get through to you?”
      


  Beth’s face was spotted with red anxiety flecks. Mace was pressing the back of her head so hard against the wall it felt like
         her scalp was being split open.
      


  “It’s the only shot I’ve got to get back on the force,” Mace said in a calm voice that belied the emotion churning through
         her.
      


  “What are you talking about? I told you I was working on it.”


  Mace hesitated but then decided to just get it out. “Mona’s ahead of you.”


  Beth straightened up. “What?”


  “Mona ambushed me in the ladies’ room at a hotel where Roy and I were having a drink. She knew your plan and she’s already
         talked to all relevant parties with the result that even if you dig up people with signed confessions it won’t matter. I’m
         never getting back on the force that way. I’ve never seen her happier.”
      


  Beth slowly sat on the bench next to Mace. “And that’s why you—”


  “Look, bottom line, it’s not your battle, Beth. It never has been. It’s mine. If anybody is going to do something, it has
         to be me. Mona was also hoping that you’d keep pushing on the case so she could nail you with some bullshit misuse-of-resource
         crap or building a bogus case to help me and then get you fired. I may go down, but I am not taking you with me. I’ll go back
         to prison before I’d let that happen.”
      


  The two sisters sat there for a few moments in silence.


  Beth finally said, “But if the guy you nailed last night is the killer?”


  “Yeah, maybe I have a shot at reinstatement.”


  “You don’t sound convinced.”


  “I’m not convinced about a lot of things. So has he spilled his guts yet?”


  “He hasn’t said a word except that he wants a lawyer.”


  “Really? He’s not so stupid, then.”


  “I don’t know if he is or not. He wants your drinking-buddy white knight as his shyster.”


  “Roy as his lawyer? Why?”


  “Says he’s the only one he’ll talk to. Seems like they were good friends. Funny, Kingman never even mentioned to me that he
         knew him.”
      


  “Roy told me he helped the guy out some. Repped him once on an assault.”


  “So you whacked the guy in the head with a piece of wood, right?”
      


  “He outweighed me by about two hundred pounds.”


  “It sure was a little piece of wood to knock out a guy that big.”


  “I built up quite an arm in prison,” Mace said defiantly.


  “Why’d you go down to Six D?”


  “To see where it all went down.”


  “Where they grabbed you?”


  “There was a huckabuck on the street named Razor. Heard of him?” Beth shook her head. “Well, he and I had a chat, then I rode
         on. About five minutes later, here comes the car with the rifleman. Then Roy showed up and the chase was on. That’s all I
         know. I need you to believe me.”
      


  Beth sighed. “I do. A couple of my guys on CP rounds scrounged up two witnesses who saw the car bearing down on you and Kingman’s
         Audi coming from out of nowhere.”
      


  “And the shots?”


  “And the shots.”


  “If you knew that, why were you giving me the third degree, then?”


  “Because I’m pissed at you and I wanted to make you sweat.”


  “Did your witnesses get a plate number?”


  “There were apparently no plates on the rear of the car either.”


  “Okay. That’s interesting.”


  “You see what happens when you lose my hover guys?”


  Mace had a sudden thought. “So how did Roy follow me, then?”


  “Why don’t you ask him? It seems pretty convenient him showing up like that. If I were you I’d go a little slow with the man,
         not that you’ve ever listened to me when it comes to the male species.”
      


  “First time for everything,” Mace said slowly.


  “So they fired two rounds and left nothing behind. Not your typical street shooters, because those guys don’t police their
         brass since nobody will squeal on them anyway.”
      


  “Does Roy know that this Captain dude wants him as his lawyer?”


  “I told him.”


  “You’ve already talked to Roy?”


  “I wanted to see how your stories matched up.”


  “Thanks a lot.”


  “Oh, and if someone is trying to kill you, I’d appreciate if you would confine your rides into the Valley of Death to daylight
         hours.”
      


  She turned back to the door.


  “Is this going to screw up my probation?”


  “You were never officially charged. Kingman’s waiting down the hall.” She thumbed the bars. “You’re going to work this case,
         aren’t you?”
      


  “What would you do, Beth, if it were you?”


  The chief left without answering.









  CHAPTER 46


  SO WHERE’RE our rides?” asked Mace. She and Roy were standing out in front of the district police station while the sun rose above them.
      


  “Impoundment lot,” he said, stretching his arms over his head.


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “That’s what they told me inside.”


  Mace groaned. “Great. My Ducati’s probably been chopped and shopped all over the Northeast by now.”


  “I doubt your sister would let that happen. My Audi, on the other hand, was pretty beat up. Should we cab it over there?”


  It took a few minutes to run down a dilapidated taxi. The cabbie seemed surprised to see them flagging him down.


  “What’s his problem?” asked Roy.


  “Well, we don’t look like we belong around here, do we, Roy?”


  “Why, because we’re white?”


  “No, because we’re not shoving a gun in his face and asking for all his money.”


  When the cab pulled from the curb she turned to him. “Okay, how did you show up last night? You followed me, right?”


  “Not exactly, no.”


  “How not exactly?”


  “I was waiting for you at the spot where the car came after you.”


  “I’m not liking where this is going.”


  “Hey, I’m not in cahoots with the guys in the black sedan.”


  “Oh, good, glad that’s all cleared up. I think this is where you and I part company.” She tapped on the cabbie’s shoulder.
         “Hey, buddy you can let me—”
      


  “Mace, will you hear me out! I almost got my head blown off last night.”


  She turned back to him. “Okay, I’m listening.”


  “You said you were going downtown. I knew what that meant, or at least I thought I did. To the place where you were kidnapped.”


  “How did you even know where that was?”


  “I Googled you on my iPhone.”


  “What?”


  “I Googled the stories. Two of them had the street location where it happened. I went there and waited, figured you’d show
         up at some point. You did. Then the car came at you and I, well, I…”
      


  “Came to my rescue?”


  “A little better than I did with the Captain, I guess.”


  “So you didn’t see Razor, then?”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind. So why did you do it? I mean, you going there at that time of night in your fancy-pants Audi was pretty stupid.”


  “As stupid as a chick on a Ducati?”


  “That’s different.”


  “Anyway, they’d probably just assume I was looking to buy drugs or a hooker.”


  She folded her arms across her chest and her suspicious look faded. “I’d be in the morgue right now but for you. Thanks. I
         owe you.”
      


  “I also got us arrested with my big mouth.”


  “I ran to the hoodle, you were just following.”


  “You think it was somebody from your past shooting at you?”


  “Don’t see many street crews using suppressor cans and piloting Town Cars. Their usual method is a double tap to the head
         and then the sounds of running feet.”
      


  “Okay, what now?”


  “I get my bike back, hopefully in one piece. And you get your Audi back in several hopefully repairable chunks.”


  “What about the key to the mailbox at A-1? You want me to check it out?”


  “No, I’ll check it out.”


  “What if we check it out together?”


  “People are watching, you know. They see you with me, probably not good.”


  “Hell, I’ve spent more time with you over the last couple days than I’ve done with every girlfriend I’ve ever had.”


  “Really? Then no wonder things never worked out for you.”


  The cab dropped them at the impoundment lot. Beth had made arrangements so they weren’t charged any fees. Mace’s Ducati was
         parked right next to the small office building. A thick chain wrapped in plastic was wound around the front forks and the
         other end padlocked to a ten-foot-tall steel post. The bike was in pristine condition. It even looked like someone had washed
         it.
      


  “Like I thought, your sister was looking out for you,” said Roy. Mace was staring at something. “But I don’t think she has
         the same level of commitment to you.” She pointed up ahead.
      


  Across the lot Roy’s Audi was parked next to a rear section of fence. The entire left side was crunched from the collision
         with the Town Car and the heavy trash cans. But someone had obviously come in the night to do some more damage. All its wheels
         were gone along with the passenger door. Someone had also keyed the entire body of the vehicle multiple times and slashed
         the convertible top. As they walked over and looked inside they could see that the steering wheel, gearshift, CD player, and
         built-in navigation system were also missing. The seats were ripped open and the foam torn out. Someone had dumped what looked
         to be antifreeze on the floorboards, where it had mixed with the glass fragments and two used condoms. The trunk had also
         been jimmied and the spare taken. All Roy’s expensive basketball gear was also gone.
      


  “I’m really sorry about your car,” she said.


  He sighed. “Hey, this is why people buy insurance policies. You hungry?”


  “Starving.”


  He checked his watch. “I know this place. Eggs are good, the coffee hot.”


  “I guess you need a ride?”


  “Guess so. But I don’t have a helmet. And I’m not looking to getting busted again. Once a week is about my limit.”


  “Not a problem.”


  Mace walked back to the impoundment lot office and returned a few minutes later carrying a motorcycle helmet. A police motorcycle helmet.
      


  “How’d you swing that?” he asked.


  “You don’t want to know.”


  She slipped her hand into a small black zippered pocket she’d had built years ago under the Ducati’s seat and pulled out her
         pepper-spray cell phone and zap knuckles.
      


  “Didn’t really want the cops to find these on me.” She put them in the pocket of her jacket. “Popped them in there while we
         were running from the bad guys.”
      


  “Good thinking,” said Roy. “Because something tells me you might need them.”









  CHAPTER 47


  THE EGGS were good, the toast slathered in butter, the bacon crispy, and the coffee steamy. They ate their fill and then Mace and
         Roy sat back. He patted his stomach. “Gotta start playing ball again before I get a gut.”
      


  “So the Captain wants you to rep him?”


  He took a sip of coffee and nodded. “I don’t have any details yet.”


  Mace fingered her cup. “But you don’t think he did it?”


  “No, but I’ll admit that my judgment is probably a little biased. I like the guy.”


  “Big teddy bear?”


  “With a combat bronze and two Purple Hearts,” he said sharply.


  “I’m not making fun of him. It’s shitty that a war hero is on the streets.”


  “But if he did kill Diane?”


  “Then it’s over, Roy, friend or not.”


  “At least he won’t be living on the streets anymore.”


  “So you going to rep him?”


  “I’m not sure. I work for Shilling & Murdoch. They don’t do criminal defense work. I don’t do criminal defense work anymore.”
      


  “There’s always pro bono. Your firm can’t have a problem with that.”


  “I thought you believed he was guilty?”


  “Everybody deserves a good defense. Least I heard that somewhere.”


  “I’ll meet with him, go from there.”


  She pulled the key out. “Do you want me to let you know what I find?”


  “Like I said, I’m going with you.”


  “You don’t have to do this.”


  “I’ll probably lose my license to practice before this is all over.”


  Mace looked confused. “But you still want to come with me? Why?”


  “I have no rational basis for answering that question.”


  “Meaning you have an irrational basis?”
      


  Roy put some cash down for the meal.


  “So how are you going to find out which box was Diane’s?”


  “When I think of it you’ll be the first to know. By the way, how much do I have left on my buck retainer?”


  “After last night, ten cents. Use it wisely.”


  When Mace and Roy came out of the diner, Karl Reiger picked them up from his observation post tucked inside the mouth of an
         alley. Farther down the block Don Hope sat in a pale blue Chevy van, his glass on the same target. When Roy and Mace climbed
         on her bike and drove down the street, Hope eased the van forward and followed. Reiger backed down the alley, came out on
         the next street over, and ran a parallel course on their tail. They radioed back and forth on a secure communication line
         and switched out the surveillance every three blocks to knock down the odds of Mace picking up the tail.
      


  Reiger settled back in his seat. It should have been over last night. And it would have been if the punk lawyer hadn’t screwed
         his shot. That would not happen again. Reiger didn’t like killing people, especially fellow Americans, but above all, he was
         going to survive this, even if no one else did.
      









  CHAPTER 48


  THERE WAS ONLY one person working behind the counter at A-1 when Roy and Mace walked in. He was young with ear buds and lines dangling to
         an iPod hung on his belt. His head was swaying to the music as he sorted the mail on the counter. Mace led Roy over to the
         wall of mailboxes. A quick check showed that while they were numbered, none of the digits on the boxes matched the one Mace
         had written down from the original key.
      


  “Plan B,” she whispered to Roy.


  Mace walked over to the guy at the counter. “Hey, dude, got a question.”


  The kid took one ear bud out but his head kept swinging. “Yeah?”


  Mace held up the key. “My aunt fell down the stairs and broke her tailbone. That’s the good news.”


  “That she broke her tailbone?” said the kid, perplexed.


  “Yeah, because but for that she wouldn’t have gone to the hospital and they wouldn’t have checked her out and discovered she
         had like this weird form of leprosy she contracted in Africa or some crazy place. That stuff’ll eat your skin right off. And
         it’s like so contagious that if she like breathes on you, your eyeballs fall out. I’ve never seen anything like this crap.
         It’s got some long-ass medical name.”
      


  “Damn, that sucks,” said the kid, his head still swinging to the rhythm.


  “Anyway, this is her key and she asked me to get her mail. Only she can’t remember which box was hers.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah. So I can’t get the mail. And she has some checks and medical bills she needs. It’s a hassle but I’m the only relative
         she has.”
      


  “What’s her name?”


  “Diane Tolliver.” Mace crossed her fingers, hoping that the kid had not read of the woman’s murder.


  He clicked some keys on the computer. “Yeah, she’s got a box here.”


  “So what’s the number?”


  The kid took out the other bud from his ear and his expression hardened. “I’m not really supposed to give out that info. Mail
         regs or something. You know, like terrorist stuff.”
      


  “Damn, never thought of that.” She looked at Roy. “Well, hell, you better go get Auntie and bring her in here then so she
         can show some ID.” She turned back to the kid. “They couldn’t keep her in that hospital anymore because they’re not set up
         for contagious crap like that. So we’re driving her to Johns Hopkins. We just got going and then she started screaming about
         her mail. Between you and me I think this stuff messes with your mind too. You know, like forgetting your mailbox number?
         I know it screws up your sex drive. Docs say it kills the libido like dead, especially in younger people. Anyway, she’s out
         in the car with boils popping all over the place. And her face? It’s like tar sliding off. Now, we got inoculated against
         this shit so we’re good, but if I were you, I’d go hide out in the back or something. And anything she touches in here make
         sure you clean it up with like Clorox or something. The bacteria can live for like weeks on pretty much anything. An orderly
         at the hospital found that out the hard way.” She looked at Roy again. “Go on and get her. Make it fast. I don’t want to get
         caught in traffic going to Baltimore.”
      


  Roy turned to head out the door but the kid blurted out, “It’s Box 716. Second to the left on the top row over there.”


  “You sure?” asked Mace. “I don’t want you getting in trouble. And Auntie’s right outside. She can walk but she falls a lot
         because of the boils bursting and her feet slipping in the juice. You ought to see the backseat of my car. It’s beyond gross.”
      


  The wide-eyed kid took a step back. “No, it’s cool. Go on ahead and open it up. Your auntie ain’t got to come in here.”


  “Hey, thanks, man.” Roy put out a hand for him to shake. The kid took another step back and picked up a large tub of mail.
         “Yeah, dude, you’re welcome.”
      


  Roy and Mace headed to Box 716.









  CHAPTER 49


  BETH WAS in the front seat of a patrol car heading to a meeting when she finished reading over the e-mail from Lowell Cassell. The
         medical examiner was comparing the DNA on the sperm left inside Diane Tolliver with the sample they’d taken from the residue
         of a cup of coffee they’d given to Lou Dockery. It was an old police trick. They had enough to hold Dockery until the test
         results were back. And even if this DNA sample was suppressed by defense counsel motion they could easily get a search warrant.
         It wasn’t like Dockery could change his DNA in the interim. Beth had ordered the coffee cup tactic because she didn’t want
         to waste time with him unless he was the guy who’d raped and murdered Diane Tolliver.
      


  Her multitasking mind shifted gears for a moment. She was monitoring the radio calls in the Fifth District and did not like
         the paucity of responses from the scout cars to the dispatcher’s calls. She picked up the radio.
      


  “Cruiser One rolling in Five D. Cruiser One rolling Five D. Chief out.”


  Within seconds the chatter picked up and at least five scout cars were responding to each dispatch. Her driver glanced at
         her.
      


  “Pays off working your way up from the pavement, Chief.”


  “You think?” she answered absently. Beth punched in the number. The ME answered on the second ring.


  “How long?” she said.


  Cassell said, “Beth, you asked me that not ten minutes ago. If it had been before the new lab opened, I’d say two to four
         weeks. We had to send it out back then.”
      


  “But not now. Now you have that fancy lab with all those fancy machines.”


  “We went back over the chain of custody on the sample found in the deceased and confirmed there was no tampering or alteration.
         We received the sample from Dockery.” He paused and Beth could almost see his grin across the phone line. “You haven’t used
         the coffee ploy in a while.”
      


  “I’m getting more impatient in my old age.”


  “It’s not that easy pulling DNA off a sperm sample. The sperm heads are hard.”


  “As hard as the heads of the guys shooting them into women who don’t want them to.”


  Cassell continued, “Then there is the amplification of the DNA and instrumentation. Next comes interpretation of the results.
         That’s where mistakes are made. I don’t want to blow up your case because of an error.”
      


  “You won’t make a mistake, Doc, you’re too good.”


  “Everyone’s human. Normally, the protocols I just described take a full week.”


  “On TV the forensics team does it every episode in like ten minutes.”


  “Don’t get me started on that.”
      


  “So give me the bottom line time-wise.”


  “I’ve put all other work aside and you’ll have it by tomorrow. The next day tops.”


  “I’ll take it tomorrow, thanks, Doc.”


  She clicked off and leaned back in her seat. A moment later they passed a corner that she instantly recognized. She’d been
         a rookie beat cop riding solo for only two weeks when a bandit had come tearing out of an alley with a TEC-9 and opened fire
         at a group of people in front of a shoe shop. To this day no one knew why.
      


  Instantly, Beth had gotten her cruiser between the bandit and the crowd. Using her engine block as cover she’d pulled her
         sidearm and given him two taps in the head. She hadn’t bothered with a torso shot because she’d spotted the edges of body
         armor poking out of his shirt. It wasn’t until thirty seconds later, after she’d run over and confirmed the kill, that she
         discovered that the last TEC-9 round had killed a ten-year-old boy who’d been holding tight to a box containing his new pair
         of basketball shoes.
      


  The other eight people in the crowd, including the boy’s mother, had been saved by Beth’s swift actions. The city hailed her
         as a hero. Yet she went home that night and cried until the sun rose. She was the only one who knew the truth. She had hesitated
         before firing. To this day she didn’t really know why. Civilians could never understand what went through a cop’s mind before
         they pulled the trigger.
      


  Am I going to die today? Will I be sued? Will I lose my job? Can I get a clean shot off? Am I going to die today?


  No more than two seconds went by before she’d ended the nightmare scenario. Yet it was enough time for the bandit to get off
         one last round. The killing round, as it turned out.
      


  Her most vivid image was the box with the new shoes lying in a pool of ten-year-old blood. After calling in the ambulance
         she did everything she could to bring the little boy back. Tried to stanch the bleeding using her jacket. Breathed hard into
         his mouth. Pumped his small chest until her arms felt like they would fall off. But she knew he was dead. The eyes were flat,
         hard. The mother was screaming. Everything was happening in slow motion. Waiting for help to come; the paramedics pronouncing
         the boy dead; then the gauntlet of stars and bars, the captain, the district commander, and then, finally, the chief himself.
         It was the longest wait of her life, and all of it, from beginning to end, barely took ten minutes.
      


  She still could feel the heavy, comforting hand of the chief on her trembling shoulder. He said all the right things and yet
         all Beth could see were those hard, flat eyes. Ten years old. Dead. Two seconds’ hesitation. That’s all it took. A deuce of
         seconds. A pair of eye blinks. That was apparently the difference between going home and playing hoops in your new shoes or
         heading to the morgue to get your chest cavity emptied.
      


  One more crime stat for the books. And yet it wasn’t just a stat. His name was Rodney Hawks. Beth had a photo of him from
         his fourth-grade class in her office on her shelf. She looked at it every day. It pushed her to work harder, try harder, to
         never leave anything to chance. To never again hesitate when her gun was cocked and locked on a target that required killing.
      


  The shoe shop was no longer there. It was now a liquor store. But for her it would always be the place where she’d allowed
         Rodney Hawks to die. Where Beth Perry, who had never failed at anything, had failed. And a little boy had lost his life because of it.
      


  Beth took a deep breath and pushed these images from her mind. She looked down at her notes and focused on the present situation.
         Had the homeless vet raped the power lawyer and then stomped on her neck hard enough to crack her brain stem? And then stuffed
         her in the fridge and gone about his business? The soiling on her clothes and the bits of fabric found at the crime scene
         also matched what was found on Dockery’s clothing. But that didn’t really matter. DNA was better than a print. And DNA from
         sperm was the gold card, particularly when it was found inside the woman. Taken together with the bruising in her genitals,
         there was no defense lawyer on earth who could spin that one into a positive.
      


  She put the file down and picked up the phone and called her sister. There was no answer so she left a message letting Mace
         know that they would have the DNA results back soon. If it matched, Lou Dockery would spend the rest of his life in prison.
         Beth’s mind turned to how Dockery’s conviction might get Mace her old job back. Despite Mona putting obstacles in their way,
         if they could convince… Beth suddenly dropped this train of thought.
      


  There was one loose end.


  She flipped open the Tolliver file once more and looked at two evidentiary items.


  A key. And an e-mail.


  We need to focus in on A-


  There was more here obviously than a homeless vet on a rampage. Yet the real question was, were they connected?


  And then there was a shooter in a Town Car with tinted windows, no plates, and a can on the rifle muzzle aiming right at Mace.
         Was that from Mace’s past or tied to this case?
      


  A deuce of seconds. That’s all it took.


  She was not going to lose her sister again.









  CHAPTER 50


  THERE WAS NOTHING in the mailbox. Nothing, that is, until Mace felt around the top of the inside of the box and her gloved hand closed around
         a piece of paper taped there. She unfolded it and read the brief contents.
      


  “A name, Andre Watkins. And there’s an address in Rosslyn. I guess for him.” She looked up at Roy. “Ever heard of this guy?”


  “No, and Diane never mentioned him.”


  “Did she go out a lot?”


  “She liked to go to the Kennedy Center; she liked to eat out.”


  “Well, she probably didn’t go alone.”


  Mace put the paper back inside the box and closed the door.


  “Leaving it here?”


  “So the police can follow it up if they figure it out.”


  “Or we could go and tell them about the letter right now.”


  “We could,” Mace said slowly.


  “But you want to solve this yourself?”


  “It’s a long story, Roy. Don’t rag me about it. I’m not sure my answers will make any sense anyway.”


  Twenty minutes later, Mace had parked her bike in an underground garage and she and Roy were zipping to the tenth floor of
         the apartment building. A man answered the door on the second knock after looking at them through the peephole. This wasn’t
         a guess, because Mace knew that he had. He was as tall as Roy, though about thirty years older, with a trim white beard to
         match his thinning hair. He was handsome and his skin was tanned a deep brown. He wore jeans that looked like they’d been
         ironed and a tuxedo shirt with the tail out. His bare feet were in a pair of black leather Bruno Magli shoes. He looked to
         Mace like the perfect image of the carefree and elegant aristocrat.
      


  “Andre Watkins?” Mace said.


  “Can I help you?”


  “I sure hope so. Diane Tolliver?”


  “What about her?”


  “She’s dead.”


  “I know that. Who are you? The police?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Then I have no reason to talk to you.”


  He started to close the door, but Mace jabbed her foot in the way. “She had a P.O. box that had a piece of paper with your
         name and address on it.”
      


  “I know nothing about that.”


  “Okay, we’ll just turn it over to homicide and they can run with it. They’ll be by to either talk to you today or arrest you.
         Or probably both.”
      


  “Wait a damn minute. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “Well, you’re sure acting like you did.”


  “You knocked on my door, two people I don’t even know, and you start asking questions about a dead woman? What the hell did
         you expect me to do?”
      


  “Okay, let’s start over. This is Roy Kingman. He worked with Diane at Shilling & Murdoch. She sent him a clue. That clue turned
         out to be you. You could be in danger.”
      


  “And how do I know you’re not the ones who killed Diane?”


  “I have to tell you, if we’d wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead. One shot through the peephole.” Watkins looked at
         her inquiringly. “I saw the door shift just a millimeter when you leaned against it to see who was there.”
      


  “I think I’m going to end this conversation right now.”


  “We can go to the Starbucks in the lobby and talk if you’ll feel safer. All we want is some information.”


  Watkins looked over his shoulder into his apartment for a moment and then turned back. “No, that’s all right, we can do it
         in here.”
      


  The interior of the residence didn’t match the elegance of the man; it was sparsely furnished with what looked like rental
         pieces, and there was even a purple futon. They sat in the small living room that fronted a sliver of kitchen.
      


  “So how did you know Diane?” Roy asked.


  “When she wanted to go out, she’d call me.”


  “So you two were dating?”


  “No, I’m an escort.”


  Mace and Roy exchanged a glance. “An escort?” said Roy.


  “Yes. Diane liked to go out. But she didn’t like to go alone. It’s fun. And it pays well.”


  Mace ran her gaze over the cheap furniture. “Work dried up for you?”


  “My two ex-wives seem in no hurry to get married again. That’s actually why I got into the business. Escorting gives me all
         the fun of marriage without all the hassle.”
      


  “But you two got along?”


  “I liked Diane very much. I was devastated when I heard she’d been killed.”


  “Who told you?”


  “The anchorwoman on Channel Seven.”


  “So no one else knew you two were seeing each other?”


  “I don’t suppose Diane broadcast it around. She was attractive and smart. I knew she was divorced too. Maybe she’d had it
         with relationships. I know I have.”
      


  “So we’re here because Diane left a clue that pointed to you.”


  “But she never told me anything important.”


  “Never about work or anything?” asked Roy.


  “Well, I knew she was a lawyer at Shilling & Murdoch.”


  “She didn’t talk about anyone she was afraid of? Phone calls or threatening messages she’d gotten? A man who was stalking
         her, nothing like that?” asked Mace.
      


  “No. Our conversations usually were limited to the events we were attending.”


  “The police have a man in custody,” Roy blurted out.


  “What man?”


  Mace scowled at Roy and spoke up. “I’m sorry, we can’t fill in those details.”


  “So you have no theories for what happened to Diane?”


  “No,” Roy admitted. He handed Watkins a card. “If you think of anything, please give me a call.”


  Watkins fingered the card. “This man in custody? He killed Diane?”


  “We’ll know soon enough. But whatever Diane was trying to get at, it’s a dead end,” said Mace. “She must’ve been mistaken,
         and anyway the case is closed, at least it is for me. Thanks for your time.”
      


  Roy started to speak when they were outside, but Mace whispered, “Wait.”


  When they were back in the garage Roy turned on her and snapped, “You’re just going to drop it? What the hell are you thinking?”


  She looked up at him. “I’m thinking that the real Andre Watkins is probably already dead.”









  CHAPTER 51


  HEY, CAPTAIN.”
      


  The big fellow looked up. “Hey, Roy. I messed up.”


  “Why don’t we talk about it?”


  “Okay, I ain’t going nowhere.”


  Roy looked at the guard next to him. “I need to talk to my client. Alone, please.”


  The door clanged shut behind Roy as the officer left.


  He sat next to the Captain, opened his briefcase, and pulled out a legal pad and a pen. “Why don’t you tell me what happened.”


  “Like I said, I messed up. Took some food. I like the Twinkies. And some tools. Sold ’em. Dumb, huh, but they had lots of
         tools. Didn’t think they’d mind.”
      


  Roy looked at him blankly. “Do you know why you were arrested?”


  The Captain was staring off now. “Still cold at night. Warm in that building. Guess I shouldn’t ate the Twinkies. They were
         pissed about that, right? And the tools. But it was just a couple of wrenches. Only got three bucks for ’em.”
      


  Roy leaned back in his chair. “Did they take anything from you?”


  “Who?’


  “The police.”


  “Like what?”


  “Prints, bodily fluids?”


  “They took my fingerprints.” He chuckled. “Had to clean off my fingers so they could make ’em black again. And they gave me
         some coffee but then they came and took it before I was done. Ticked me off.”
      


  “Cheap trick to get your DNA.”


  “What?”


  “But you told them you wanted a lawyer, right?”


  “That’s right. Ain’t no dummy. Twinkie shit. Need a lawyer.”


  “Okay, maybe we have something to work with in case the DNA comes back bad. But then they’ll either just get a search warrant
         or grand jury subpoena.”
      


  “Okay,” the Captain said, though it was clear he had no idea what Roy was talking about.


  “I checked with the police, they haven’t formally charged you with trespass or anything else. But you were in the building unlawfully.”
      


  “I’m hungry. Got any food?”


  “I’ll ask the guard in a little bit.”


  “It’s nice and warm in here.”


  “How long have you been staying in my building?”


  “Ain’t good with dates.” He laughed. “I ain’t got no social calendar, Roy.”


  “Okay, how did you get into the building? Not through the front doors?”


  “Garage elevator. Snuck across the lobby. Picked the right time. Recon. I was a scout in ’Nam. I was damn good at recon.”


  “And the guard?”


  “He ain’t a good guard. He’s almost as fat as me.”


  “Yeah, I know. Then up the fire exit stairs and onto the fourth floor?”


  “Warm in there. And food. Got a fridge. And a toilet. Been a long time since I used a toilet, almost forgot how. I just took
         the Twinkies, Roy, and the tools. Swear to God.”
      


  “How did you know they were doing construction there?”


  “Heard some guys talking about it on their lunch break.”


  “And the tools?”


  “Just got three bucks for ’em. Some A-rab on the street. Bet the sonofabitch cheated me. I can give ’em the three bucks and
         call it square,” he added hopefully.
      


  “I don’t think they’ll go for that.”


  “’Cause of the damn Twinkies, right?”


  “Tell me what happened on Monday, Captain, around six in the morning.”


  “Monday?” The Captain shook his head. “Monday?” he said again, his brow furrowed, his eyes vacant.


  “The day before I gave you the shoes and bought you the food.”


  “Okay, yeah.”


  “You were in the building?”


  “Oh yeah, always in the building.”


  “When did you leave?”


  “I got me a watch.” He held up his arm and slid back his coat sleeve to show it.


  “The guard comes in at six.”


  “He ain’t a good guard. He ain’t hear nothing. He’d never made it in ’Nam.” He added in a knowing tone, “He’d be dead.”


  “There’s a security camera in the lobby.” The Captain stared blankly at him. “You didn’t know about that?”


  The Captain shook his head. “Did it see me?”


  “Apparently not. Getting back to Monday, did you see anyone at the building?” The Captain shook his head again. “What time
         did you leave?”
      


  “Early.”


  “Show me on your watch.”


  The Captain hesitated and then pointed to the six.


  “Okay, six o’clock. Can anyone vouch for that?” The man looked confused. “Did you see anyone who I can talk to that saw you
         leave at six, or who you might’ve talked to right after you left the building?”
      


  “No, sir, ain’t nobody like that,” he said in a carefree tone.


  “Where’d you go?”


  “Down to the river. Sat on the wall and watched the sun come up. I like watching the sun come up. Ain’t as cold that way.”


  Roy took a photo out of his pocket. “And you never saw this woman?” He showed him a picture of Diane Tolliver.


  “Good-looking woman.”


  “Do you know her?” The Captain shook his head. “Did you see her on Monday?”


  “Nope, but I seen her go in the building sometimes.”


  “But not on Monday morning?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Did you hear the elevator? You must’ve been getting ready to leave by then.”


  “I didn’t hear nothing.” The Captain wiped his nose with his hand. “You think they got something to eat in this place? I’m
         real hungry.”
      


  “Okay, I’ll see about it. So you’re sure you didn’t see anyone when you left?”


  “Went out the garage.”


  “No cars coming in or out or parked there?”


  “No, sir.”


  Roy took a long breath and nearly choked. In the close confines of the room, the Captain’s “aroma” was overpowering.


  “I just scoot out. I’m real good at scooting.”


  Roy put his pad and pen away and stood. “I’m sure you are. I’ll go check on that food for you.”


  “Twinkies if they got ’em. And coffee.”


  After arranging for some food, Roy left and called Mace.


  “How’s it look?” she asked.


  “An insanity defense is pretty appealing right now.” His tone sharpened. “All right, I want to know about Watkins. You just
         dropped a bombshell and then—”
      


  “Not over the phone, Roy. Let’s meet later.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Heading out to start my new job.”









  CHAPTER 52


  THANKS FOR MEETING with me on such short notice,” Beth said.
      


  She sat down across from the two men in a small conference room. Sam Donnelly, the nation’s director of intelligence, was
         as elegantly dressed as ever. Jarvis Burns, his right-hand man, looked just the opposite. His suit looked like it had been
         pulled from the bottom of a trunk after a months-long journey. The DNI had offices in various places. Today, Beth was in downtown
         D.C. not far from police department headquarters, in a nondescript building that on the outside looked like nothing special.
         That was sort of the idea, she knew.
      


  She’d been issued a radio frequency badge on arriving here. It had been encoded with her security clearance levels, which
         were very high. Still, they weren’t high enough. Every room she’d entered, silent alarms had gone off, red lights installed
         on the ceiling had twirled, and computer screens automatically darkened because she was not cleared to see any of what was
         going on here.
      


  “Always a pleasure, Beth.” Donnelly fiddled with a ring on his finger while Jarvis rubbed his leg.


  “Getting worse on you, Jarv?” she asked, eyeing the limb.


  “I would not advise anyone getting shot and then stabbed with a bayonet wielded by an enormously skilled and suitably mad
         Vietcong infantryman. I was lucky enough to have killed him before he killed me. But at least he didn’t have to endure this
         level of pain for the last three decades.”
      


  “Nothing they can do?”


  “What they did on the battlefield back then sort of sealed my fate. Nerve and bone damage that were basically wrapped in Band-Aids,
         ruptured blood vessels that were rerouted in crude ways.” He slapped his thigh. “It is what it is and you didn’t come here
         to hear me complain about it. What can we do for you?”
      


  “There was a U.S. attorney found dead in D.C. His name was Jamie Meldon.”


  Donnelly nodded. “A real tragedy. We were briefed on it.”


  “Who by?” she said quickly.


  Donnelly shook his head. “Sorry, Beth. I can’t say specifically, but any such criminal act would come to the attention of
         the DNI through various channels.”
      


  “The crime scene was closed off to us and the FBI. We have no idea who took over the investigation. I’ve heard that the directive
         came from the White House?” She paused and looked at Donnelly expectantly.
      


  “That’s a neither confirm nor deny answer, Beth.”


  “Sam—”


  He held up a hand. “All right, I can say that I have heard nothing that would connect this to the White House. And I think
         I would have.”
      


  “So who can it be? These guys basically walked off with Meldon’s body based on waving around their driver’s licenses. And
         the mayor told me in no uncertain terms to back off. Okay, sometimes that happens. But the FBI got called off too.”
      


  Donnelly glanced at Burns. “That is very unusual. Would you like me to look into this for you?”
      


  “You’re the first person I thought of to do it.”


  “We’ve always had a good working relationship,” he said. “Your spirit of partnership with the federal side is much appreciated,
         I can tell you that.”
      


  “We have to keep the capital safe.”


  Burns’s features darkened. “If terrorists can successfully attack this city, no American anywhere will feel safe. And the
         other side would have won.”
      


  “Preaching to the choir.” She shook their hands. “I’ll wait to hear from you.”


  Burns said, “By the way, how is your sister adjusting to life?”


  “She’s adjusting. But Mace always goes her own way.”


  After Beth left, Donnelly returned to his office. Jarvis Burns continued to sit at the table and rub his bad leg. He stopped
         long enough to type in a text on his BlackBerry and a minute later the door opened. The man with long white hair had changed
         from jeans and the tuxedo shirt that he’d worn while searching Andre Watkins’s apartment into a suit and tie.
      


  “Mace Perry?” said Burns. The man nodded. “And the lawyer?”


  “Both there.”


  “She’s probably confirmed that you’re not Watkins.”


  “Should I have just killed them?” the man asked matter-of-factly.


  Burns sat back and frowned. “Give me the briefing.”









  CHAPTER 53


  MACE PUNCHED the code in the gate box and drove her Ducati through. Altman was waiting for her in the front courtyard. He was dressed
         as casually as before, but now his hair was tied back in a ponytail. In a backpack Mace carried some clothes and a few other
         essentials. He escorted her over to the guesthouse and waited while she put her things away before showing her how to operate
         the TV and stereo system and pointing out the computerized HVAC and alarm system controls. There was even a TV that rose up
         out of a beautifully carved cabinet at the foot of the California king-size bed in the master suite.
      


  “Pretty snazzy place, Abe.”


  “My late wife, Marty, designed all this. She had such vision, such style. I can barely match my socks.”


  “I’m right there with you. So what now?”


  “Let’s go back to the main house and talk strategy.”


  Over cups of tea Altman outlined his plan in greater detail.


  “I’ve been working with some wonderful folks at Social Services. They’ll be expecting you and will lend you their full cooperation.
         They have background files on all the people of interest that I’ve already reviewed. As I told you before, I’ve selected ten
         people for the initial phase out of all the possibilities submitted thus far. It will be up to you to make the initial contact
         with them.”
      


  “Okay, what sorts of questions do you want me to ask?”


  “Nothing too probing. I want you to set them at ease but at the same time let them know that you understand their situation
         and that we’re not in any way prejudging choices they have made or not made. I’m not trying to take them out of their current
         world.”
      


  “But you are, aren’t you?”


  “I’m attempting to give them an opportunity to change their circumstances in their world for the better.”
      


  “That’s sort of splitting words, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, it is. And if you question it, they certainly will. They will be very suspicious of my motives. The last thing I want is for them to think this is some sort
         of freak show. You have to convince them that this is a legitimate endeavor with the goal of making their lives better with
         the hope that they in turn will make the lives of others in similar circumstances better. There are many success stories out
         there, but the media almost never want to highlight them.”
      


  “Bad news gets better ratings.”


  “Yes, well, we need positive examples to be heard too.”


  “Most people I know down there are just looking to survive, Abe. I’m not sure how altruistic they’ll be about helping others.”


  “You may be surprised. But you’re right in certain respects, and that’s fine, that’s to be expected. It’s only the initial
         contact. But it is still critical.”
      


  Mace’s features clouded. “I’m just a little concerned, you know?”


  Altman smiled. “That you have no real experience in this field and the hopes of a nation are riding on your ill-prepared shoulders?”


  “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”


  “The answer to that of course is that I know no one who’s better prepared to do this than you, Mace. No one. If I did, I would’ve
         asked that person. I owe you much to be sure, but this project represents in many ways my life’s work. I would not risk it
         all by choosing someone ill fitted for it. It’s simply too important.”
      


  “Then I’ll do my best for you. That’s all I can promise.”


  “Now, I can have Herbert whip up some lunch. He does an amazing tuna salad.”


  “Thanks, but I’ll take a pass. I’m going to grab a shower at the guesthouse. Then I’ll hit some of these contacts.”


  “Excellent. I really appreciate this.”


  “Not any more than I do. My options were a little thin.”


  He put a hand on her shoulder. “Darkest before the dawn. A terrible cliché, I know. Yet so often true. And you may find you
         like the social sciences even more than police work.”
      


  “Actually, police work is basically social science only with a Glock and body armor.”


  “I think I see your point.”


  “It’s all about respect, Abe. At MPD I was a member of the biggest gang out there. But because we were the biggest, we could
         never, ever afford to lose a battle.”
      


  Altman looked very interested. “How did you manage that?”


  “By never going into a situation that I knew I couldn’t win.”


  “I can see that.”


  “With a toot on my radio I could get help when I needed it faster than any other gang out there. I had to hold my own in a
         fight for three minutes, that was all. And if I had to thump somebody because they spit on me, I did, because once one blue
         lets disrespect slide by it endangers all the other blues on the street. Spit now, bullets in the back later. You either love
         me or hate me, but you will respect the uniform. But the same notion works for the bandits. Most of them are just trying to
         make a living and the blues are trying to catch them. Rolling Cheerios for a couple thousand a day versus tossing meat at
         Mickey D’s for minimum.”
      


  “Cheerios?”


  “OxyContin. They’re just like you and me but they made different choices.”


  “And had limited opportunities.”


  “Right. Each side knows the rules. The bandits don’t give a crap about getting their ass kicked or being arrested, or getting
         shot or being put in prison. Happens to them every day. But don’t disrespect them. That is the one unforgivable.”
      


  “I think I just learned more in two minutes than I have in the last ten years.”


  “I’ll see you, Professor. Keep the lights on for me.” She turned back. “Oh, one more thing. My Ducati sticks out a little
         bit. Do you have a ride I can borrow?”
      


  “Certainly. Do you want the Bentley or the Honda?”


  “It’s a close call, but I’ll go with the Japanese.”









  CHAPTER 54


  MACE SHOWERED at the guesthouse and thoroughly washed her grimy hair. That was one bad thing about motorcycle helmets: your head sweats
         like hell in one. As she wrapped herself in a thick robe and strolled around the palatial house that was not even a third
         the size of the really palatial house next door, it occurred to her that it would be quite easy to get used to this sort of
         life if you were a normal person, which of course she wasn’t. Yet she couldn’t help but admire the quality of the furnishings
         and the high-level skill and attention to detail that had gone into the design and construction. Marty Altman must have been
         quite talented. It was easy to see from his comments about the lady that Abe had worshipped her.
      


  What would it be like to have a guy worship me?


  She dug through her backpack and pulled out a dog-eared notebook. In it she kept a list of contacts she’d used when she was
         on the police force. She found the name and made the call. It took several handoffs by other people, but she finally reached
         the lady.
      


  “Charlotte, it’s Mace.”


  “Mace Perry!”


  “Come on, do you know any other Mace?”


  “Are you still in that awful prison?”


  “No, I’m done and out.”


  “Thank God for that.”


  “You still enjoying DMV?”


  “Oh yeah,” Charlotte said sarcastically. “I turned down all those movie offers from Hollywood so I could stay right here and
         deal with angry people all day long.”
      


  “So how would you like to deal with a happy one?”


  “That’s usually a precursor to you wanting a favor.”


  “I’ve got a name and address. And I’d love to get a photo of the guy.”


  “You’re not back on the police force. I would’ve heard.”


  “No, but I’m trying.”


  “It’s harder to help out these days, Mace. Electronic eyes everywhere.”


  “How about an old-fashioned fax?”


  “Now there’s a novel idea.”


  “So you’ll help me? Once more? For old times’ sake?”


  Mace heard a short sigh. “Give me the name. And your fax number.”


  Ten minutes later Mace was standing next to the fax machine in the small office on the second floor that Altman had shown
         her. Two minutes later the fax did its thing and the inked paper slid into the catch bin. Mace snatched it up. It was a copy
         of Andre Watkins’s driver’s license.
      


  The real Andre Watkins had short, thick dark hair, wore glasses, and had no beard. His height was listed on the license and
         she saw that he was also several inches shorter than the guy they’d seen. So she’d been right. She wondered if the real Watkins
         was indeed an escort. It was such an out-of-the-mainstream occupation that Mace tended to think he probably was. That meant
         the imposter had dug into the man’s background.
      


  Heading back downstairs, she happened on a four-person Jacuzzi tub tucked in a private glass-enclosed space set off from a
         small den. Hesitating only for a moment, Mace raced to the kitchen, opened the wine chiller set into the wall there, uncorked
         a bottle of Cab, and poured out a glass. Then she hurried back to the Jacuzzi, figured out the buttons, heated it up, dropped
         her robe, and slid naked into the hot foamy water. A minute later she snagged her cell off the edge of the tub and phoned
         Roy.
      


  “Where are you?” she asked.


  “I’m at work. I do have a job, remember?”


  “Okay, Mr. Grumpy. Guess what I’m doing.”


  “What?”


  “Pampering myself.”


  “How. Taking target practice? Or zapping homeless people with those knuckle things for laughs?”


  “I’m sitting in the buff in a Jacuzzi at Altman’s guesthouse drinking a glass of red wine.”


  “I thought you were going to start your new job?”


  “I met with Altman and went over stuff. I’m rewarding myself because I also managed to confirm through DMV that that was not
         the real Andre Watkins at the apartment today.”
      


  “So you were right.”


  “Yeah, but that leaves a lot of unanswered questions. When will you be done at work?”


  “Four-thirty,” he said. “I’m checking out early.”


  “I’ll pick you up from work. I’ll be in Altman’s Honda.”


  “What happened to the Ducati?”


  “Decided to give it a rest. Did you get a rental?”


  “All they had available was a Mercury Marquis. It’s as big as my condo.”


  “And your Audi?”


  “Can you say totaled?”


  “I’m sorry, Roy.”


  “So where are we going at four-thirty? And what do you need my help on?”


  “I’ll fill you in when I see you.”


  “Does it involve getting shot at?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Okay, one request then.”


  “Tell me.”


  “The next time you call me while sitting naked in a Jacuzzi sipping wine, you can expect some company.”


  “Wow, Roy, you’re so sexy when you go alpha on me.”









  CHAPTER 55


  ROY SLID into the front seat of the Honda. “You look nice and refreshed.”
      


  “Beats the crap out of the prison showers.”


  “Got the photo of Watkins?”


  She pulled it from her jacket and handed it over.


  “He doesn’t look like an escort.”


  “What is an escort supposed to look like?”


  “I don’t know. Sort of like a model.”


  “Maybe she went for brains and sensitivity over hunky looks.”


  “I’m assuming you do the same?”


  She hit the gas but the old Honda merely puttered away.


  “Just doesn’t project the same image as the Ducati, does it?” noted Roy.


  “It was either this or the Bentley.”


  “What tipped you that he wasn’t the real Watkins?”


  “He didn’t want to go down to the Starbucks to talk even though that would have been the safest thing to do from his perspective.
         I think he was afraid someone from the building who knew the real Watkins might have overheard us and fingered him as an imposter.”
      


  “Or he just doesn’t like coffee.”


  “And the guy didn’t match the apartment. Three-hundred-dollar shoes, a Hickey Freeman shirt, and professional manicure do
         not compute with particleboard furniture. And the place had been tossed. Didn’t you see the indentations in the carpet from
         where the hutch, the credenza, the TV cabinet, and the shelving system had been moved?”
      


  “Uh, no, I guess I missed that.”


  “You notice he grilled us on what we knew and what we were guessing about? We weren’t interrogating him so much as he was
         us.”
      


  “So who are they?”


  “The only thing I know is they’re good.”


  “What would they have been looking for?”


  “Whatever Diane Tolliver left with Watkins.”


  “So that’s why you told him you were hanging up the investigation.”
      


  She nodded. “It buys us some time. And for all I know that dude is mixed up with the guys who were trying to kill me last
         night. If they think we’re harmless and raising the white flag, well, that’s not a bad thing.”
      


  “So it looks like this might go a lot further than the Captain. They took his DNA, by the way.”


  “Let me guess. They used the fresh cup of coffee ploy?”


  “How’d you know?”


  “They’ll check it against the sperm they found on Diane and that’ll clear him.”


  “So it was a rape?”


  “Apparently so.”


  “But, Mace, then it was probably just a random thing. Otherwise why would the bandit rape her?”


  Mace gave him an exasperated look. “To make it seem like a random crime, Roy.”
      


  “But they left sperm behind?”


  “And you can bet it won’t match up to any database. Just like a weapon can be sterilized, so can sperm, no pun intended.”


  “Okay.”


  “If it is connected I’m wondering why the shooters came after me.”


  “You were at the crime scene.”


  “Along with a hundred other cops.”


  “Okay, you’ve been hanging out with me.”


  “So why not target you? You worked with her. You were down there in Six D all alone waiting for me. They could have easily popped you.”
      


  “That’s nice to know.”


  “We need to get into her house.”


  “Diane’s?”


  “I struck out in her office. There has to be something at the house.”


  “I’m sure the police searched it.”


  “Then we need to search it again.”


  “Mace, if we get caught, you’ll have violated your probation. Can’t your sister help us?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I’ve got my reasons.”


  “I’d like to hear them.”


  Mace sighed. “She’s not exactly thrilled with me right now. So how do we get into Tolliver’s house? Do you have a key?”


  “No, why would I have a key to her house?”


  “Well, we have some time to muddle that. Right now we’re heading over to check out some stuff for Abe.”


  “Is that why you wanted me along?”


  She glanced at him. “What, you mean for protection?”


  “I’m not that stupid. I clearly failed the bodyguard test.”


  “Not when you put your car between me and the shooter. Those rounds could easily have hit you. That took real courage. But
         I thought you might enjoy hanging out with me. And bring you back to your old, wild CJA days.”
      


  “Long way from Georgetown.”


  “A lifetime, Roy. A lifetime.”









  CHAPTER 56


  THE PEOPLE at Social Services working with Abe Altman were both extremely helpful and laudatory of the wealthy professor.
      


  “He’s a man with vision,” said the supervisor, Carmela, a young Hispanic woman with straight dark hair and dressed in a pleated
         skirt and blouse and flats. “He gets it.”
      


  “Well, I hope I get it too,” said Mace.
      


  They were sitting in the woman’s office, a ten-by-ten square with a rusty window AC unit that didn’t work. There were water
         stains on the ceiling and walls. The furniture looked like it had been rescued from the dump and the clunky computer on her
         desk was at least a decade old. The government purse had clearly not been opened very wide to outfit this place.
      


  She said, “Mr. Altman mentioned that you used to be a cop.”


  “Don’t hold that against me.”


  “I won’t. My older brother drives a scout car right here in Seven D.”


  “Then he’s got his hands full.”


  “You know this area?”


  “Used to be my old stomping ground.” Mace glanced down at the sheaf of papers in her hand. “So these are all the names?’


  “Yes. We’ve made contact and they will be expecting you at whatever meeting times you give us. After you called to say you
         were on your way, I made contact with Alisha, the first on the list. She’s expecting you in the next thirty minutes.” She
         glanced at Roy. “You look like a lawyer.”
      


  “Mr. Kingman is assisting me in this project.”


  The woman gave him an appraising look. “You ever been down this way?”


  “Was down in Six D just last night if that counts.”


  She looked surprised. “What for?”


  “Looking for some excitement. And I found it.”


  “I bet. Well, the places you’ll be going are a little rough.”


  “I assume that’s why we’re going to them,” answered Mace. “We’ll be okay.”


  “How rough?” Roy wanted to know.


  “Even my brother doesn’t like taking calls at some of the places on your list, unless he has a couple units as backup.”


  Roy glanced at Mace with a worried look. “Really?”


  “Thanks, Carmela,” said Mace, tugging on Roy’s arm. “We’ll be in touch.”


  They climbed back in the Honda. Mace read through the file and said, “Okay, Alisha Rogers here we come.”


  Roy had been reading over her shoulder. He said, “She’s only sixteen and already the mother of a three-year-old?”


  “Don’t sound so stunned. We left the world of Leave It to Beaver a long time ago.”
      


  He read off Alisha’s address. “Do you know where that is?”


  “Yep. Middle of Cheerio Alley. How do you like your Cheerios, Roy?”


  “Usually without OxyContin. How exactly are we supposed to go into places where the police don’t want to go and come out reasonably
         healthy?”
      


  “It’s a little late to be asking that, isn’t it?”


  “Humor me.”


  “We’re going to help people, not bust their ass. That’ll count for something.”


  “That’s it? We just tell them we’re here to help people and the dangerous seas will part? This isn’t a Disney flick.”


  “I never took you for a cynic.”


  “I’m not a cynic. I just want to go home alive tonight.”


  Mace’s smile faded. “Never a bad goal to have.”









  CHAPTER 57


  ALISHA LIVED in an apartment house that more resembled a bombed-out building in the middle of Baghdad than a residence within an easy
         commute of the Capitol building. As they pulled into the trash-strewn parking lot where the skeletons of a dozen cars lurked,
         Roy looked around nervously. “Okay, I’ve definitely been in Georgetown too long, because we’re still in the car and I’m already
         freaking out.”
      


  “There are more sides to life than the rich one, Roy. Sure, there’s a lot of crime here, but most people who live in this
         area obey the law, work really hard, pay their taxes, and try to raise their families in peace.”
      


  “I know, you’re right,” he said sheepishly.


  “But keep a sharp lookout because it only takes one bullet to ruin a perfectly good day.”


  “You could’ve stopped with raising families in peace.”


  As they headed to the building on foot they passed men and women huddled in tight pockets on low brick walls, sitting on dilapidated
         playground furniture, or else standing inside darkened crannies of the building’s overhang. All these folks stared at the
         pair as they made their way to the entrance. Mace kept a brisk pace, though her gaze scanned out by grids, probing gingerly
         into the shadowy edges before pulling back. As Roy watched her it was like she was using antennae to sense potential threats.
      


  “Okay, are we in imminent danger of dying?” he asked.


  “You get that just by waking up every day.”


  “Thanks for being optimistic.”


  “Reefer, crack, H, Cheerios, meth, Oxy,” recited Mace as they marched along.


  “I can smell the pot, but the other stuff?”


  Mace pointed to the ground where there were remnants of plastic baggies, elastic straps, snort straws, bits of paper, crushed
         prescription pill bottles, and even broken syringes. “It’s all right there if you know what you’re looking for. Which apartment
         does Alisha live in?”
      


  “File said 320.”


  They walked inside and the smell of pot, urine, raw garbage, and feces hit them like a wrecking ball. In a low voice Mace
         said, “Don’t even wrinkle your nose, Roy, we got eyes all around the clock face. No disrespect. Can’t afford it.”
      


  They marched on while Roy’s gut churned and his nose twitched.


  “Elevator or stairs?” he said.


  “I doubt the elevator works. And I don’t like being locked in little places where I don’t know who’ll be waiting for me when
         the doors open.”
      


  “Taking the stairs will probably be dicey too.”


  “No probably about it. It will be dicey.”
      


  She opened the door to the stairs, pushing it all the way against the wall in case someone was lurking there. Her gaze moved
         up, to the next landing.
      


  “Clear, let’s hit it.”


  “What if somebody stops us?”


  “Getting jumpy on me?”


  “Actually it’s been a real struggle keeping my underwear clean since we left the car.”


  “I know you’re the lawyer, but if someone stops us let me do the talking.”


  “I have no problem with that.”


  “One thing, though, can you fight?”


  “With words or fists?”


  “Look around, this is not the Supreme Court.”


  “Yeah, I can. My Marine brother used to kick my ass on a regular basis until I grew six inches in one summer and started holding
         my own. Then he taught me the tricks of the trade.”
      


  “Marines are good at that. Might come in handy. Last time I was here I was wearing my badge and I barely got out alive.”


  “Thanks for telling me,” muttered Roy.


  They reached the third floor and found their way blocked by two enormous men in prison shuffle jeans with the waistbands down
         to the bottom of their butt cheeks and sporting short-sleeved shirts showing muscular arms so tattooed there was no bare skin
         left. When they tried to walk around them, the men moved with them, forming a wall that stretched right across the narrow
         hall. Mace took a step back, her hand sliding to her pocket even as she smiled.
      


  “We’re looking for Alisha Rogers. Do you know her?”


  The men simply stared back without answering. One bumped shoulders with Roy, knocking him back against the wall.


  Mace said, “Alisha knows we’re coming. We’re here to help her.”


  “She ain’t need no help,” said one of the men. He was bald with a neck so thick it seemed like a continuation of his bull-like
         trap muscles. From down the hall there came the sounds of screaming, the slamming of a door, and then what sounded like shots.
         An instant later, music started blaring from multiple sources and the screams and shots could no longer be heard.
      


  “So you do know her?” Mace continued in a pleasant tone.
      


  “What if I do?”


  “There could be some money in it for her too.”


  “How much money?”


  “Depends on how well our meeting goes. And no, we didn’t bring the cash with us,” added Mace as she spotted one of the guys’
         hands flit behind his back.
      


  “Who you from?” asked Baldy.


  “Social!” said a loud voice. They all turned to see a woman nearly as wide as she was tall marching up to them. She was dressed
         in a long jean dress stretched to its absolute maximum. A colorful scarf was wound around her head and her long toes poked
         out from the sandals she wore.
      


  “You know them?” said Baldy.


  The scarf lady clutched Mace’s hand. “Damn right I do. Now get your sorry asses out the way right now! I am not messing with
         you today, Jerome, and I mean what I say.”
      


  The men moved quietly if grudgingly aside and scarf lady led Mace down the hall while Roy scurried after them, his gaze back
         on Jerome.
      


  “Thanks,” said Mace.


  “Thanks doesn’t come close to cutting it,” Roy chimed in.


  “Alisha told me Carmela called a little bit ago and she asked me to be on the lookout for you. But I was taking some laundry
         down and you got past me. Sorry about those jerks. Barks worse than their bite, but they still bite.”
      


  “Were those shots we heard a minute ago?” Roy wanted to know.


  “Just a little disagreement probably. No blood no foul.”


  “What’s your name?” Mace asked.


  “Just call me Non.”









  CHAPTER 58


  NEITHER MACE nor Roy probably knew what to expect next. But what they certainly didn’t expect was what they found in Alisha Rogers’s apartment.
         The place was clean, smelled of Pine-Sol, and was amazingly tidy, particularly because in the hallway leading to her apartment
         they had passed twelve large bags of garbage stacked nearly to the ceiling. Maybe, Mace thought, that was the reason why Alisha
         used so much Pine-Sol.
      


  The furniture was cheap, all probably secondhand, but arranged with some thought and even design. The small windows had what
         looked to be hand-sewn curtains. A few toys were stacked in one corner in an old cardboard crate that had “Deer Park” stamped
         on it. From what they could see, the place consisted of only two rooms, the one they were in and another, probably the bedroom,
         where the door was closed. The “kitchen” had a hot plate and an under-the-counter mini-fridge.
      


  Non had a key to the apartment and had let them in.


  “Alisha!” she called out. “Social’s here.”


  There were footsteps in the other room, a door opened, and Alisha Rogers stepped out. A three-year-old boy was riding on her
         slim right hip. Her hair was long and pulled back and tied with a clip except for a tightly braided ponytail that poked out
         on the right side of her head. Her eyes were big, her face small, and her lips thin and cracked. At five-three she probably
         didn’t weigh more than ninety pounds, while the little boy had to be almost half that.
      


  Roy looked down at the file he was holding documenting Alisha’s background. Roy had seen enough while at CJA that teenage
         mothers did not really surprise him, though he also knew that a child raising a child was never a good thing. Yet it was far
         better than leaving the little boy in a Dumpster. He had to admire Alisha Rogers for taking that responsibility when some
         others didn’t.
      


  Non said, “I’m gonna leave you folks to it. Alisha, you need anything I’ll be down in the laundry room.”


  “Thanks, Non,” Alisha said, her gaze on the floor as the boy stared at Mace and Roy openmouthed.


  Mace stepped forward. “Alisha, I’m Mace and this is Roy. We met with Carmela this morning.”


  Gaze still on the floor, Alisha said, “Carmela’s nice.”


  “And she was very excited about us meeting with you.”


  “That’s a good-looking boy you have there,” said Roy. “What’s his name?”


  “Tyler,” she answered. She lifted one of her son’s pudgy fists and did a small wave. When she let go, however, Tyler let his
         arm drop limply to his side and continued to stare at them, his mouth forming a big O.
      


  “You want to sit down while we talk?” said Mace. “Tyler looks like a load.”


  While Roy and Mace sat on a small battered sofa with trash-bag-covered foam, Alisha put Tyler down on the floor and sat cross-legged
         next to him. She snagged a toy out of the Deer Park box and handed it to him.
      


  “You play, Ty, Momma’s got to talk to these people.”


  Tyler plopped down on the floor and obediently started playing with the spaceman action figure from Toy Story that was missing an arm and a leg.
      


  Alisha looked up. “Carmela say you folks got something for me.”


  “To be part of a study,” said Mace.


  Alisha didn’t look happy about this. “I thought it gonna be a job. A real job, you know, with child care and some health benefits.”


  “No, that’s right. The study does have a money and training component.”


  “How ’bout school?”


  “And an education component too. That’s considered critical, in fact.”


  “Ain’t got my GED. Dropped out to have Tyler. Went back but couldn’t make it work.”


  “We can help with that. You still want to get your GED?” asked Mace.


  “Got to if I want to get out of here. Here’s just drugs or Mickey D’s if I ain’t got no school. Can’t take care of Ty good.”
         She reached out and stroked Tyler’s wiry hair.
      


  As Mace looked at the little boy’s face it struck her that she recognized his features, but couldn’t remember from where.
         “Let’s go over the details and we’ll see if it’s something you’re interested in.”
      


  “I’m interested in anything that’ll get us outta here.”


  “You and Tyler, you mean.”


  “And my brother.”


  “Your brother?” Mace said questioningly. That had not been in the report.


  “He just got back.”


  “From where?”


  “Prison.”


  “Okay. How about Tyler’s dad?”


  She hesitated, her gaze darting to the floor.


  Mace had seen that same maneuver a million times. The lady was about to lie.


  “Dead probably. I don’t know. He ain’t here, that’s all.”


  “How about your parents?” asked Roy.


  “My daddy’s dead. He sold heroin on the corner a block over from here. My momma left me with my grandma.”


  “Why did your mother leave you?” Roy asked.


  “Had to. She in prison for killing my daddy.”


  “Oh,” said Roy.


  “Ain’t like he didn’t deserve it,” she said defensively. “He beat her bad all the time.”


  “And your grandmother?” asked Mace.


  Alisha’s big eyes became watery. “Drive-by. She just walking down the street with her groceries and got caught between two
         damn crews. But she got to see Ty born. He got to see his great-grandma.”
      


  “That’s pretty rare,” said Roy. “Four generations.”


  “She was only forty-nine when she got killed. My momma was thirteen too when she had me.”


  Mace was about to ask another question when the door to the apartment opened. When Mace saw who it was she realized where
         she’d seen Tyler’s facial features before.
      


  “What the hell you doing here, bitch?” the man at the door screamed.


  Darren Rogers, a.k.a. Razor, the guy Mace had pepper-sprayed, stood in the doorway. A moment later the “crappy” semi-auto
         pistol was pointed right at her face.
      









  CHAPTER 59


  WHAT THE HELL you doing, Darren?” said Alisha as she jumped to her feet.
      


  He pointed at Mace. “This the bitch what sprayed that shit in my eyes last night. I told you ’bout her.”


  “Well, in all fairness, I wouldn’t have if you weren’t pointing a gun at me.”


  Alisha stared at him. “Did you do that?”


  “Hell no. The bitch just shot me with the shit while I was walking by. I never pulled no gun on her ass till right now.”


  Mace turned to Alisha. “He’s also got a .22 caliber revolver in a left ankle holster. And his street name is Razor ’cause,
         as he told me, he’s so sharp.”
      


  Alisha put her hands on her hips and scowled at Darren. “How she know all that if you just walking by and ain’t pulled your
         damn gun?”
      


  Darren’s face screwed up in frustration. “How I supposed to know that?”


  Mace turned to Alisha. “Is he your brother?”


  “Hey, you talk to me,” snapped Darren.
      


  “Okay, are you her brother?”


  “Yeah, so what?”


  “What were you in prison for?”


  “Who told you I was in prison?” Darren glanced darkly at his sister.


  She said, “Darren, put that gun away before somebody gets hurt. Look at Ty, he’s scared to death.”


  Unnoticed for the last couple of minutes, Tyler had crawled into a corner and tears were dribbling down his chubby cheeks.
         He was holding up his spaceman, apparently as a shield. Darren’s hostile look instantly melted away. “Ah hell, Ty, I’m sorry,
         little man.” He put the gun in his jacket pocket and hustled over to pick up the child. He held his cheek against Tyler’s
         and talked softly to the little boy.
      


  “He’s not crying,” said Roy curiously.


  Alisha started to answer but Darren beat her to it. “He ain’t crying, ’cause he can’t talk. Can’t make no sounds or nothing.”


  Mace looked at Alisha. “Have you had him checked out?”


  Tears again filled Alisha’s eyes. “It was ’cause I doing drugs. Ain’t even know I was pregnant. Doctors say that messed up
         something in Ty’s head.”
      


  “I’m sorry,” said Mace.


  Alisha rubbed her eyes. “My damn fault for getting pregnant.”


  “You got raped, Alisha,” snapped Darren. “This ain’t nothing you did.”
      


  “Raped? Did they catch who did it?” asked Roy.


  Darren eyed his sister and then looked away in disgust.


  “Alisha?” said Mace. “Did you report the rape?”


  She shook her head.


  “Why not?”


  Darren spoke up. “’Cause the dude what raped her is named Psycho. He got the biggest crew around here. You go to the cops
         on him, you be dead. That’s why!”
      


  Mace sat back. “I know about Psycho. The guy’s been running his drug and gun op for nearly ten years. That’s a lifetime in
         that line of work. You’ve got to be real smart and even more dangerous to last that long.”
      


  “But the police can protect you,” said Roy. He glanced at Mace. “Can’t they?”


  Darren laughed. “Oh yeah. Sure they can. See, last time the police protected somebody ’round here against Psycho they found
         his head in a trash bag floating in the Anacostia with a sock stuffed in the mouth. They ain’t never found the rest of him.
         That’s some damn fine protection, now ain’t it?”
      


  Darren put Tyler down on the floor. “So you tell me what the hell you doing here?”


  “How about a chance to get out of here,” said Mace.


  “Outta here how?”


  “I’m working on a project with a professor from Georgetown.”


  “Georgetown! What the hell that got to do with us?”


  “I can explain it to you.”


  Darren looked like he was about to start shouting again, but then he sat down and motioned at her. “Go on then. Tell me.”


  Mace spent the next thirty minutes doing just that, filling in the basics first and then building on that. “The professor’s
         theory is that to survive on the streets of virtually any large city requires exemplary intelligence, nerve, daring, risk-taking,
         and the ability to adapt on the fly. Most people require familial support, a bed, a roof, some food, and relief from danger
         to function properly.”
      


  Darren looked sullen. “Ain’t that bad ’round here. Do what you got to do. We got a roof over our heads now. Food to eat. And she got family now. And ain’t nobody coming in that door unless they go through me first.”
      


  “But it’s not a normal life, Darren,” pointed out Mace. “You can’t reach your potential if you’re always worried about becoming
         homeless or not having enough food to eat, or waiting for somebody to put a bullet in your head.”
      


  “I can take care of myself.”


  Mace turned to Alisha. “You were selected from the files at Social.”


  “Why me?”


  “You’ve managed to support a special needs child while getting off drugs and after losing both parents. You currently hold
         down four part-time jobs while getting Tyler’s basic health care needs taken care of out of sheer persistence and more than
         a dash of ingenuity. And you did all this while just having celebrated your sixteenth birthday. I’d say that was pretty special.”
         Mace looked around the tiny apartment. “And you got this place using forged documents that showed you were eighteen and could
         legally sign a contract.”
      


  Alisha looked frightened. “I had to. After my grandma got killed folks came and took her apartment, kicked us out. After that
         we was living in a box in an alley off Bladensburg Road. Ain’t no place for a child. And Darren was gone.”
      


  Darren took her hand. “But I’m back now, baby sister. I take care of you and Ty.”


  Mace looked over at Darren. She really didn’t know what to do with him. “You can’t take care of them by robbing people. You’ll
         be right back in prison. Last night if I’d been a cop, you already would be.”
      


  Darren whirled on her. “You just get the hell out of here.”


  “When you go back to prison what happens to Alisha and Tyler? Psycho can come right through that door. Then what?”


  Darren started to say something but then just stared at the floor.


  Mace said, “So there it is, Alisha. That’s the offer.”


  “You trust this professor dude?” said Darren suddenly.


  “Yes I do. And he really cares.”


  “Why the hell he want to help folks like us?”


  Choosing her words carefully, she said, “It’s like he’s building his own crew.”


  The angry look faded from Darren’s face. “So he be the boss then?”


  “Just until you can be your own boss,” Mace replied.


  Darren looked at his sister. “This shit sounds too good to be true. What next, some fat guy running in here waving a big-ass
         check with a bunch of balloons?”
      


  Mace said, “Darren, just to be clear, we didn’t know you were in the picture. I don’t know if the offer extends to you or
         not.”
      


  Alisha stood. “I ain’t gonna do nothing without Darren coming too.”


  “Hold on, hold on, girl,” said Darren quickly. “We got to think this through.”


  Mace stood. Roy did too. She said, “You don’t have to make up your mind now. It’s your choice. We have other appointments
         to get to.”
      


  Darren eyed her warily. “So if Alisha says no, then he just gets somebody else?”


  “That’s the plan, yeah. There are ten to start with.”


  Alisha said quickly, “When do he got to know?”


  “A week.”


  Alisha started to say something but Darren turned to Mace. “You tell your boss that Alisha’s gonna do it.”


  “With you along, you mean? I’ll have to check on that.”


  “No. He ain’t got to worry about me. Just Alish and Ty.”


  “Darren!” cried Alisha. “You ain’t know what you saying.”


  Darren turned to her. “I take care of myself. Always have.”


  “But you ain’t got nobody. The jerks in this building be jumping you already.”


  “I said I can take care of myself.”


  “But Darren—”


  He turned back to Mace. “You tell the man that Alisha be part of his crew. And Ty too. That’s it, no more talking.”


  “Okay.” Mace looked over at Tyler, who was watching all of this from the corner. For the first time in a long time, Mace actually
         felt a lump in her throat. “They have some great doctors at G-town. They can take a look at your son.”
      


  Alisha nodded. “Okay,” she said in a low voice.


  Mace turned back to Darren. “I thought I had you figured out. But I was wrong. And I’m almost never wrong about stuff like
         that.”
      


  “You listen up, anything bad happens to Alisha or Ty, you got me to deal with.” He went into the bedroom and closed the door.


  Roy and Mace left the apartment. They hadn’t gone ten feet when Non ran up to them, looking scared.


  “You two got to get outta here right now!”


  “What’s up, Non?” asked Mace. “Is Jerome on the warpath?”


  “I wish it just be him. Psycho found out you were talking to Alisha. He’s coming over here. I think he believes you’re the
         Five-oh and Alisha told you stuff.”
      


  “Will he try to hurt her?” Mace said quickly.


  “I don’t know. But that man is bad news all around.”


  Mace grabbed Roy’s arm. “Come on, this way.”


  She led him down the hall to a different set of stairs. They fled down them, passing pill poppers, syringe stickers, and one
         guy fornicating with his lady while smoking a joint.
      


  “What about Alisha and Ty?” asked Roy worriedly.


  “I’m trying to call Beth, only I can’t get a damn signal in here.”


  They reached the ground floor, ripped open the door, raced down a short stretch of hall, and then ran outside. And stopped.


  A dozen men stood there. One of them, the tallest, stepped forward. He had a big smile and his eyes had the look of a man
         who was used to telling people what to do.
      


  Roy looked at Mace. “Please tell me that’s not Psycho.”


  Mace didn’t answer. She just kept her eyes right on the guy coming at them.









  CHAPTER 60


  PSYCHO CIRCLED THEM once and then twice, nodding, smiling, and glancing at his men and then back at Mace and Roy. A little taller than Roy, he
         had on black jeans, a sparkling white T-shirt, and tennis shoes. Several gold chains were visible at the neckline of his tee.
         His hair was cut so short it was more like a membrane over his scalp. His forearms were veined, muscled, and heavily tattooed.
         Mace noted that his pupils were normal-sized and his forearms clear of needle marks. You didn’t last in that business if you
         were a user, she well knew. Life and death were often separated by only a rational, nimble decision.
      


  On the third pass he stopped and stood in front of them.


  “How’s Alisha?” Psycho asked in a surprisingly high-pitched voice.


  “Doing okay.”


  “They say you with Social? Why don’t I believe that?”


  “We’re not cops,” said Mace.


  “Hey, lady jumped right to it. Must be smart, so I know she’s not the blue.” His crew laughed. Psycho said, “Then let me play the ‘blues’ part, okay?” Not waiting for an answer, he stood straight and assumed a mock stern expression. “Now you
         two got anything on your person that might concern me?”
      


  Several of his crew guffawed at this.


  “Not unless you object to a set of keys and a couple cell phones,” said Mace.


  “Couple?”


  “Yeah, one for business and one for pleasure.”


  Psycho flicked his hand and two of his men came forward and performed the frisk. One squeezed Mace’s butt and he got an elbow
         driven into his gut for the trouble.
      


  “Whoa, lady got some fire,” said Psycho. “You step back in line there, Black,” he said to the doubled-over man. “Before you
         get your ass thumped.”
      


  He eyeballed Mace. “So no guns, no badge, that still don’t mean no cops. Could be undercover.”


  “Don’t even undercover agents carry guns?” asked Roy. “Especially coming around here?”


  Mace let a small groan escape as Psycho turned to Roy. “You got a problem with around here? What, you don’t like around here, Mayonnaise Boy?”
      


  Roy managed to swallow a sudden lump in his throat. “I never said that.”


  “Yeah, you ain’t got to say it. I smell it.” He glanced at Mace. “This your old lady?” He ran a tongue over his lips as he
         checked out Mace. “Fine-looking woman.”
      


  “It’s a business relationship,” said Roy, who instantly regretted having said it.


  “A business relationship!” whooped Psycho. “A business relationship?” He turned to his men. “He got himself a business relationship
         with the chick.”
      


  They all laughed, and then Psycho spun around so fast it was a blur. “Then you ain’t mind if I do this, then, business relationship
         dude?” He moved to squeeze one of Mace’s breasts, but Roy grabbed his hand and pushed it away.
      


  “Yeah I do mind.”


  The crew fell silent.


  Psycho looked down at the hand Roy had grabbed and then back up, his grin intact. “You really want to go there, mayo?”


  “Not really, no. And I won’t so long as you keep your hands off her.”


  “So not you then?” Psycho’s arm moved so fast Mace heard the impact before she even saw the swing of the fist. Roy staggered
         back, grabbing his face, and then fell down. The blood streamed down from his nose, and his eye was already swelling.
      


  Mace quickly moved in front of him. “Look, we talked to Alisha about helping her and her son. That’s all.”


  Psycho shoved her aside. “’Scuse me, bitch, but I ain’t done thumping me this asshole.”


  As Psycho advanced on Roy, Mace reached in her pocket for her Taser phone. But before she could snag it two of Psycho’s men
         grabbed her and held her arms behind her back.
      


  Psycho’s foot snapped into Roy’s gut, doubling him over.


  Mace yelled, “We’re leaving, okay? We’re outta here right now.”


  Psycho turned back around. “I say when you outta here. And how you outta here. Walking or not. Breathing or not. Up to me. Me!”
      


  He faced Roy and aimed a leisurely kick at his ribcage. The next moment Psycho had been spun around and was dumped on his
         knees. Roy’s arms were angled through Psycho’s arms and boxed around the other man’s head, his blood dripping onto Psycho’s
         scalp.
      


  Roy said, “Seventy pounds of torque to the right and your spine snaps right in half. And there’s not a damn thing you can
         do about it, you prick. And one of your guys pulls a gun, you turn into a corpse.”
      


  Psycho could only kneel there, his thick arms stuck uselessly out from his sides.


  “They will kill your woman. All I got to do is say it.”


  “You’re going to kill us both anyway. At least I’ll have the pleasure of taking you along for the ride.”


  “What’s this pounds of torque bullshit!”


  One of Psycho’s men stepped forward. “It’s Marines. It’s how they’re trained to kill perimeter sentries. Shit’s for real,
         boss,” he added quietly.
      


  Psycho looked up at his guy. “You in the Marines, Jaz?”


  “Older brother was. He told me.”


  “You a Marine?” Psycho said to Roy.


  “Would it matter?”


  “You kill me, they kill you and the woman. Now if you don’t kill me, I’m gonna kill you both. How ’bout that?”
      


  Roy looked past where Psycho’s men were standing. “How about another option?”


  “What?”


  “The really manly way to settle disputes.”


  “Knives? You ain’t that dumb. I’ll cut your mayo ass up.”


  “I said really manly.”
      


  “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning basketball. One-on-one. There’s a court and a ball right over there.”


  Mace turned her head to stare at the single netless hoop and the old ball resting next to the support pole.


  “Basketball!” roared Psycho. “Just ’cause I’m black you think I play ball?”


  Roy glanced down. “No. But you’re wearing the same shoes that the UNC team wears on the court. And they’re not just for show.
         They’ve got black scuffs all over the bottoms and the sides. That only comes from playing ball on the asphalt. In fact, I
         can tell from the scuff patterns that you’re a drive-to-the-hoop and not a pull-up jumper kind of guy.”
      


  “So you know your basketball?”


  “I’m a fan. Is it a deal?”


  “Sure, man, no problem.”


  Roy tightened his grip on the man’s neck. “Don’t bullshit me.”


  “I ain’t bullshitting you.”


  Mace said, “That’s a good thing. Because if you say you’ll do it and you don’t, then you just lost the respect of your entire
         crew. They may not show it today, or tomorrow, but one day they will. Their boss, who wouldn’t take a white boy on in hoops?
         Rather shoot his ass? Yeah, that’s real easy. See, you already let him get the jump on you. And you may try to sound all cool
         and everything, but you’re the one on your knees with another man making the decision whether you live or die. He could kill
         you right now. But he didn’t. What he’s offered you is respect. A way to settle this, man to man.”
      


  Psycho’s superior manner slowly faded as he eyed his troops one by one. None of them would fully meet his gaze.


  “So what’s it gonna be?” said Mace.


  “Play to eleven, a point a hoop and win by two,” snarled Psycho. “Meaning I win by two. Now you let go of my neck so I can kick your ass.”
      


  Roy slowly released the man and Psycho stood, carefully wiping off the knees of his jeans. He looked Roy up and down. “Do
         you even know how to play ball?”
      


  “A little.”


  “A little don’t cut it, around here.”
      


  “We can flip a coin to see who gets the ball first.”


  “Oh, you can have it first. Be the only time you get the damn ball. Oh, and here’s one more thing to keep in mind. You win,
         you both walk. I win, you’re both dead.”
      









  CHAPTER 61


  PSYCHO STOLE the ball from Roy by burying a shoulder in his gut and knocking him down before dunking and scoring the first point. He walked
         back over to Roy, who was slowly getting to his feet. Psycho kicked him hard in the shin.
      


  “That’s one.”


  “That was also a foul,” said Roy.


  “Ain’t no fouls on this court. Just man to man.”


  “Your ball.”


  Roy had played against every competition imaginable both on the college basketball court and on the streets. Most guys had
         one signature move, the best two, the very best three. He let Psycho drive past him and score, taking an elbow shot to the
         thigh.
      


  That was one move, Roy thought to himself.


  Psycho scored again, using a different move.


  That was two moves.


  He glanced over at Mace, who was staring at him anxiously. He gave her a quick wink and then went back on defense, setting
         his butt low, his feet and hands spread wide.
      


  Psycho drove again and scored using his first move. Or he would have if Roy hadn’t stuffed the ball so hard it knocked Psycho
         flat on his back on the asphalt.
      


  “My ball,” said Roy as he snagged it and dribbled it back and forth between his legs without even looking down.


  As Psycho started to guard him, Roy backed up and banked a twenty-footer.


  “That’s one,” said Roy.


  A minute later a reverse dunk and then a twenty-foot fader by Roy tied it.


  “Three-three.”


  Five minutes later, and despite Psycho fouling him brutally at every opportunity, Roy was up by six and his opponent was bent
         over clutching a stitch in his side while Roy wasn’t even sweating.
      


  With a perfectly executed crossover dribble that had Psycho frantically backpedaling and then falling on his ass, Roy drove
         past him and slammed the shot home.
      


  “That’s ten,” announced Roy. “One more to go.”


  He took the ball and bounced it back and forth between his legs while he studied his staggered opponent. Psycho was humiliated,
         tired, and pissed. Roy could at least let the guy make it respectable.
      


  Screw that.


  He dribbled backward and stopped, set up, and nailed a twenty-five-footer. The ball didn’t even touch the metal rim as it
         dropped through.
      


  The ball bounced on the asphalt and came to a stop against the post.


  “That’s eleven. You lose. We walk.” He headed over to Mace.


  Psycho lunged forward and grabbed a gun from one of his men. Breathing hard, he pointed it at Roy’s back.


  Roy turned around. “Is there an issue?”


  Wiping the sweat from his eyes Psycho said, “Where’d you learn to play ball like that?”


  “On a court just like this.”


  “You lied to me. You said you knew how to play just a little.”


  “Everything’s relative. You might not be as good as you think you are.”


  Psycho cocked the pistol’s hammer back.


  Mace pulled free from the two men holding her and moved between Roy and the gun. “Everybody here heard you set the rules.
         He wins, we walk. Your words.”
      


  Psycho eyed his crew and then looked back at Mace. The gun came down one inch at a time.


  “Get your asses outta here. Now!”


  “Just so we’re clear, this is not a cop thing. We’re with Social. We just came here to help Alisha get a better life, for
         her and her son. Don’t make her a part of this, because she’s not.”
      


  Psycho said nothing. He strode off. His crew followed quickly.


  When they were alone Mace turned to Roy. “That was unbelievably kickass.”


  “Would it be really unmanly if I wet my pants right now?”


  “I wouldn’t think any less of you.”


  “So what about Alisha and Tyler? Do you think he’ll leave them alone?”


  “Call me stupid, but I don’t trust anyone whose name is Psycho. I’m going to have Beth get her and the kid out of here.”


  “And her brother?”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  “I suppose we can do some more interviews today,” he said doubtfully.


  “I think they can wait. Let’s go back to Abe’s.”


  “Is he home?”


  Mace used her sleeve to wipe the blood off Roy’s face. “I don’t care if he is or not. I need to get my little hero cleaned
         up.”
      


  She took his hand and led him back to the Honda.


  No one bothered them on the way out.









  CHAPTER 62


  MACE PUT the pack of ice over Roy’s nose as he sat in the spa in Altman’s guesthouse. “How’s it feel?”
      


  “Broken. But then so does my leg, my ankle, and my ribs.”


  “At least the swelling around your eye’s gone down. You want to go to the hospital?”


  “No, I’ll be okay so long as I stop interacting with guys named Psycho.”


  “I was going to order out for Chinese, but when I called the main house to see if they had a take-out menu, Herbert seemed
         indignant. So he’s preparing a Chinese dinner just for us.”
      


  “Very nice of Herbert. Where’s Altman?”


  “The Bentley’s gone, so maybe he ran out to do something.”


  Roy sat up straighter, positioning the ice pack under his eye. “Did you get through to your sister?”


  “She had Alisha and Tyler picked up and brought to Social Services.”


  “And her brother?”


  “He wasn’t there. That guy worries me.”


  “That he’ll go after Psycho, you mean?”


  “Yep. And that means he’ll be dead.”


  She sat on the edge of the spa. “You know why I brought you along with me today?”


  “For the comedic potential?”


  “No, to keep an eye on you.”


  He took off the ice pack and swiveled around to look at her. “To protect me?”
      


  “After those guys came after me I knew they’d run your license plate and find out who you were. I was worried. But the only
         thing I did was set you up in a death match with an asshole named Psycho. What a genius I am.”
      


  He gripped her hand. “Hey, you had no idea that was going to happen. And we did okay. Right?”


  “You did great, not just okay.”


  “You must be rubbing off on me.”


  They stared at each other. She stroked his hair and he rubbed her arm.


  “You up for getting wet, Mace?” he said quietly, his gaze melding into hers.


  They heard a sound from downstairs. Mace jumped to her feet. “That must be Herbert. Do you want me to bring the food up here
         or do you want to eat outside overlooking the stunning gardens?”
      


  He let go of her hand. “Stunning gardens sound good.”


  “Take your time, I’ll keep the food warm.”


  As she fled down the stairs Roy slowly sank back into the water.


  Beth had just come back to her office after attending a meeting in Four D when her phone rang. She picked it up. “Chief,”
         she said.
      


  “Please hold for Interim U.S. Attorney Mona Danforth,” a woman’s voice said in an overly formal manner.


  Beth tapped her fingers on her desk as she waited for Mona to pick up. This was a stunt the lady pulled all the time. She’d
         probably been standing there watching her secretary make the call and then sauntered back to her office, just to make Beth
         wait.
      


  Thirty seconds passed and Beth was just about to slam the phone down when the woman’s voice came on the line. “Mona Danforth.”


  “Yeah, that part I got since you called me. What’s up?”
      


  “Something strange on the Meldon case.”


  “You have specifics?”


  “The CIA is disavowing any knowledge of the matter.”


  “And you’re surprised why?”


  “Hey, you asked me to make some calls and get back to you.”


  Beth stared down at her desk as she tried to compartmentalize the one million things she still had to do today after already
         changing gears a dozen times. But mostly she was thinking of Mona’s little plan to ruin both her and Mace. “Go ahead.”
      


  “I checked Jamie’s caseload. He was not working on anything that would’ve caused anyone to kill him and throw him in a Dumpster.”


  “But he was a defense lawyer in NYC, right?”


  “More specifically he was a mob lawyer. But the people he represented are either dead, in prison, or no longer in the business.
         The one guy who might’ve had a grudge against him is in Witness Protection. And U.S. Marshals don’t ordinarily let their protectees
         run off to commit murders.”
      


  “So the CIA claims they’re not behind the investigation into Jamie’s murder. Let’s say they’re telling the truth for once.
         Who else could it be? I heard the order to stand down might’ve come from the White House. But then I talked to someone I trust
         who told me that probably wasn’t true.”
      


  “Who’d you talk to?”


  “Sorry, Mona, I start giving away my sources, I won’t have any left.”


  “Fine!”


  “Look, the mayor was the one to actually call me off, but when I asked him where the order had come from he clammed up.”


  “You think the Bureau is playing straight with us on this?”


  “I know the director and his top guys, just like you do. They’ve usually played straight in the past. Why do you ask?”


  “Because I got a message from a Fibbie asking to meet with me to go over the Meldon case.”


  “Why you?”


  “I am the interim U.S. attorney, Beth. Jamie worked for me.”


  “But the last time I checked, a homicide committed in D.C. fell within my purview. I have to catch the damn bandits before
         you can prosecute them, Mona.”
      


  “Well, if you want to meet with him, feel free. I’m swamped as it is. And when I put it up as an option, he said he had no
         problem with that. In fact, I think he was planning on talking to you anyway.”
      


  Beth pulled a piece of scratch paper toward her. “Fine, what’s his name.”


  “Special Agent Karl Reiger.”









  CHAPTER 63


  THE SUN was setting as they finished their meal. Herbert had served the dinner in a Roman ruin–style pavilion next to an elaborate
         water garden with a pond, waterfall, and hundreds of thirsty flowers.
      


  “I wonder if Herbert rents out for parties,” said Roy, as he used chopsticks to push a last bit of spicy pork into his mouth.


  “If you had a full-time gig here would you ever want to leave?” said Mace as she sipped on a glass of Chinese beer.


  Roy glanced at her. “So about me asking you to join me in the hot tub—”


  “What about it?” Mace cut in.


  “Uh, nothing.”


  Her tone softened. “Look, it’s just been awhile. The last few years did a number on me. Made it hard to have a normal relationship.
         Hell, if I ever could in my line of work.”
      


  “I understand that.”


  “But I like hanging with you. And you put a lot on the line for me. I won’t forget that.”


  Mace leaned forward and made marks on a cloth napkin with her sticks. “Diane Tolliver’s office.”


  “You want to go back to there? Why?”


  “Something happened, Roy. Those guys came after me right after I was there.”
      


  “How would they have even known you were there? I was the only one up there with you and I didn’t tell anybody.”


  “We also need to get into Diane’s house.”


  “Won’t the police have it taped off?”


  “It’s just tape.”


  “No, it’s just a felony. More than one, actually. You could go back to prison.”
      


  Her face eased into a hard mask. “I’m already in prison, Roy, but I’m apparently the only one who can see the damn bars.”


  “What do you hope to find at her house?”


  “She wanted us to talk to Andre Watkins. The bandits beat us to it. So we have to get that information from another angle.”


  “Come on, shouldn’t we leave this to the police?”


  “Some jerks tried to kill me. I’m not walking away from that.”


  “You have no idea if that’s connected to what happened to Diane.”


  “My gut is telling me different. And I listen to my gut.”


  “It’s never wrong?”


  “Not on the important issues, no.”


  Roy eyed the immense gymnasium facility Altman had shown them across from the guesthouse.


  “You up for a little B-ball?”


  “What? You didn’t have enough with Psycho?”


  “I would assume it would be a little friendlier than that.”


  “Never assume. Remember how you described my play? I can hard-foul with the best of them. But I didn’t bring my uniform.”


  “I bet a guy like Altman has all that stuff.”


  “What do you have in mind?”


  “One-on-one?”


  “I saw what you did to Psycho. You’re out of my league.”


  “Come on, I’ll take it easy on you.”


  “Gee, just what I wanted to hear.” She paused. “How about a game of HORSE instead?”


  “HORSE?”


  “Yeah, you know the game, right.”


  “I think I played it once or twice.”


  “Well, in the interest of full disclosure, I spent the last two years of my life playing it every day. Still game?”


  “No problem.”


  “Don’t sound so confident. What are we playing for?”


  “Playing for?”


  “I’m not getting all hot and sweaty for nothing.”


  “You up for anything?”


  “Not if the loser has to give the winner a full-body massage while naked, or some crap like that.”


  “No nakedness or bodily touching. I promise.”


  She looked at him warily.


  “Come on, Mace, trust your gut.”


  “Okay, my gut says whatever you propose I accept.”


  “Okay. You win, we both keep investigating this thing without the cops. I win, we go to the cops and tell them everything and let them handle it.”
      


  Mace looked at him with a stony expression.


  “You’re not going to back off your gut, are you?” he said.


  “I guess I expected a little more from you, Roy.”


  “I think you’ll thank me at some point. You ready?”


  Mace stood. “Better bring your A-game, Kingman.”









  CHAPTER 64


  I FEEL LIKE I’m back in college,” said Roy as they gazed in awe at the facility Abe Altman had built with Warren Buffett–fueled riches.
      


  “You were on a major college team. I only played girls’ high school ball in a Catholic league, meaning we had no money. This
         is like hoops heaven to me.”
      


  Roy pointed to the rafters. “He even has a facsimile of the NCAA championship banners the men’s and women’s teams won at Maryland.”


  They spent a few minutes checking out the pool, full-size locker room with showers, sauna, steam room, and exercise room equipped
         with the latest machines. There was one room with workout clothing neatly laid out that looked like it had never been worn.
         Rows of athletic shoes lined one wall.
      


  “This is like some sports fantasy,” he said.


  “Let’s get down to business, because I’m really looking forward to kicking your ass,” said Mace.


  “Now who’s overconfident?”


  “You must really want out of this.” Her tone was flat and hard.


  “How about wanting to keep both of us alive? Doesn’t that count for something?”


  She bumped him with her shoulder. “If you want to call it living.”


  “What?”


  “Being a chickenshit.”


  “So why’d you go along with the bet?”


  “Like I said, because I really want to kick your ass.”


  They found a large room filled with all the athletic gear one could want, from baseball mitts to boxing gloves. There were
         at least fifty basketballs placed neatly on racks, many with college logos on them.
      


  Mace pulled out one. “For old times’ sake.”


  He looked down to see the familiar UVA Cavaliers logo painted on it.


  They walked out to the court, where Roy did a mock cheer from the invisible crowd. She threw the ball hard at his gut. He
         easily caught it before impact. “So what was it like to play in front of thousands, Mr. Superstar?” she asked.
      


  “Greatest time of my life.”


  “Glory days?”


  “Being a lawyer pays the bills. It’s not like I get out of bed every day thanking the Lord Almighty for the opportunity to
         make rich people even richer. It’s not like what you used to do as a cop.”
      


  “Then get out of it. Go back to being a CJA, or join the public defender’s office.”


  “Easier said than done.”


  “It’s only hard if you make it.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Ladies first.” He bounced the ball to her.


  “Shall we just dispense with the layup portion of the program?”


  “Whatever you want.”


  She marched off fifteen feet at a hard right angle from the hoop. She set up and fired. Nothing but net.


  Roy clapped. “I’m impressed. Not even warmed up.”


  “Oh, au contraire. I had the hot sauce on my noodles. And your loser bet made me even hotter. I’m like fire inside.”


  “Mace, I really think you’ll thank me later for—”


  “Just shoot!”


  Roy took his place and swished it.


  Twenty feet out at a forty-five degree angle Mace banked it in.


  “About the limit of your range?” he asked. “Guess you’ll find out.”


  He made a swish.


  Mace said, “Okay, that’s H for you.”


  “What the hell are you talking about? I made the shot.”


  “I banked my shot, Roy. You swished it. You got an H.” He stared at her openmouthed. “What?” she said. “You thought I banked it because
         I couldn’t do it clean from twenty?”
      


  She grabbed the ball from him, set up at twenty, and hit nothing but the bottom of the net.


  “Okay, I’ve got an H,” he said sullenly.


  “Yes, you do.”


  After nearly an hour, over eighty shots and very few misses, each stood at H-O-R-S.


  Mace set up her shot and banked in an arced twenty-five-footer.


  “So just to be clear, do I need to bank or can I swish?” he asked.


  “I’ll take it easy on you, wimpy boy. You can choose.”


  Roy bounced the ball twice, took aim, and released. His shot missed not only the net but the rim as well.


  Mace bent down, picked up the ball, and looked over, open-mouthed.


  “That’s E,” said Roy. “I lose. We keep working the case without the cops.”


  “So did you intend to lose on purpose all the time?”


  “I guess that’s something you’ll never know. So what’s our next move?”


  “Are you sure about this?” She bounced the ball to him.


  He bounced the ball back to her. “Don’t ask me again. And don’t get all mushy on me—not that that’s likely to happen.”


  “Okay, Tolliver left the office on Friday around seven. The garage record told us that. And then she returned a little before
         ten.”
      


  “But she lived in the south end of Old Town. Why drive all the way out, turn around, and come back?”


  “I called in a favor and found out that the cops pulled a credit card receipt. Diane ate at a place in Georgetown on Friday
         night called Simpsons. Do you know it?”
      


  “Little hole-in-the-wall a block off M Street toward the river. I’ve been there. Good food. Was she alone?”


  “No. The bill showed there were two meals served.”


  “Who was she with?”


  “Don’t know.”


  “Aren’t the cops going to check with the people at the restaurant?”


  “I don’t know. They have the Captain in custody.”


  “But when the Captain turns out to be innocent?”


  “Then we’ll be ahead of the curve. But I’ve got to make one stop first.”


  “Where?”


  “To see an old friend.”









  CHAPTER 65


  BETH WAS PILOTING Cruiser One alone tonight, although she had a couple of uniforms in an unmarked car behind her as she sat in the deserted
         parking lot of a school. She was in uniform and still had her Glock 26 in its holster. Her policy was, when she wore the stars
         she carried the firepower too. Her radio hung from a clip on her shirt.
      


  Most days the four stars on each shoulder felt like they weighed a ton apiece, and this day was no exception. This meeting
         tonight might add immeasurably to her professional pain. Yet she sat calmly and idly tapped a tune on her steering wheel as
         she listened to the police radio. By force of habit she was still monitoring the dispatches and responses from her officers.
         There’d been a shooting about six blocks from her location. Normally she would’ve gone to the scene. But tonight she was waiting.
         And not liking it.
      


  She stopped tapping when the black sedan pulled into the parking lot. It just screamed FBI Bucar. She knew the shouts of “Five-oh”
         and “whoop-whoop” had started up the second the sedan had entered Five D. All Bucars looked the same, sounded the same, and
         even smelled the same. She knew that drugs, guns, gangs, and whores had silently pulled back into the shadows to let the Fibbies
         pass before they took up their illegal business once more. The sedan pulled to a stop next to her ride, hood to trunk. The
         driver’s-side window slid down.
      


  She saw the creds and badge first, the face second.


  “Special Agent Karl Reiger.” A second face appeared behind his. “My partner, Don Hope.”


  Beth said, “Your creds are Homeland Security. Danforth said you were Bureau.”


  “Misunderstanding. Happens sometimes. We actually were with the FBI up until a few years ago. Now we’re assigned to a specialized
         division of DHS tasked to counterterrorism measures.”
      


  “Specialized division?”


  “Yep. After 9/11 there’re lots of them.”


  “Okay, let’s talk.”


  “Our office or yours?”


  Beth popped open her door, nodded to her men in the tail cruiser, and slipped into the backseat of the Town Car. Closing the
         door, she said, “Mona didn’t really fill me in, so I’d appreciate a briefing.”
      


  Reiger and Hope turned sideways to look at her. Reiger said, “Up front, you have to know it’s going to be limited.”


  “Not what I wanted to hear. When I get read into something I like all the pages.”


  “We’ve got orders just like everybody else.”


  “Specialized, you said?”


  “Joint task force with a limited circle of need to know.”


  “That’s just another name for ‘you can’t tell me.’”


  “National security.”


  “That excuse I hate even more. The guys who pulled the crime scene plug on me, who where they?”


  “Part of the task force.”


  “I’ve been doing this nearly twenty years. I have never seen someone waltz past the police tape simply by showing their damn
         driver’s license.”
      


  “We don’t like it any better than you.”


  “I doubt that. Did this all really come from the White House?”


  “Who told you that?” Reiger said sharply.


  “Sorry, can’t read you in on that. I’m not sure you’re cleared for it.”


  “Look, Chief, I know you’re pissed. And I would be too, but national security—”


  Beth cut him off. “I’ve played the national-security-trumps-everything game with the best of them. What I don’t appreciate
         is being completely cut out of the loop on a homicide committed in my own backyard. I earned my badge and my creds, and I
         don’t like getting blindsided by assholes with shields from DMV.”
      


  Reiger said, “We think Meldon was killed by domestic terrorists.”


  Beth leaned forward. “Domestic terrorists? What’s the connection to him?”


  “Case he was working. Remember the guy who tried to blow up the Air and Space Museum almost a year ago using four pounds of
         Semtex and a cell phone detonator?”
      


  “Roman Naylor? How could I forget? It was one of my officers on K-9 duty that nailed the son of a bitch before he could kill
         a thousand kids from the Midwest who were there on a summer tour.”
      


  “Meldon was prosecuting the case. Naylor has groups of supporters in various states. United Sons of the American Patriot was
         one of them. They’ve been linked to three bombings of federal property in the last two years. We think that was just the warm-up
         act for something that will rival 9/11. A bunch of these homegrown whack jobs went underground after we and ATF came after
         them on a joint op. We suspect that three of Naylor’s cronies were in D.C. last week to participate in a protest in front
         of the federal courthouse where he’s being tried, and now they’ve disappeared.”
      


  “Wait a minute, Mona told me she’d reviewed Meldon’s caseload and there was nothing he was working on that would account for
         his murder.”
      


  “And you trust Danforth?”


  “Not really.”


  “Good, because that lady would lie to her grandmother on the woman’s deathbed if she thought it would help her career. The
         fact is, we put Danforth on a short leash and suggested that she pass off the baton to you. She really didn’t seem to mind. Lady doesn’t like getting her nails dirty.”
      


  “Understood, but why did you suggest it?”


  “Because we’d much rather deal with you than her.”


  “So you really think Naylor’s cronies killed Meldon?”


  “Doesn’t take a big stretch.”


  “How did he die?’


  Hope passed across a single sheet of paper. “This is a summary of the autopsy results. Contact gunshot wound to the back of
         the head, execution style. We got the slug. It was a .40-caliber round. But we’ll never find a gun to match it to. His ride
         was found in western Maryland with only Meldon’s prints on it. No trace at the crime scene. Neat and clean and the killers
         long gone.”
      


  “But if these guys were in D.C. how come I didn’t get notice? How come Meldon didn’t get protection?”


  “We said suspected, not confirmed. And if it’s the three we think it is, we didn’t have anything to hold them on anyway except speculation and
         gut instincts, and the courts don’t look too favorably on that. But we believe that they’ve been tasked to do the next Oklahoma
         City.”
      


  “If so, why risk it all by killing Meldon?”


  “They were tight with Naylor. So it could simply be personal revenge. Now that the guy’s dead the trial will be delayed.”


  “Any leads on these three?”


  “Not yet. But we’re running it down.”


  “And will I be in the loop when you do?”


  “We can ask, Chief, that’s all we can do.”


  “So by not really telling me anything, why did you call the meeting?”


  “We told you our theory on who killed Meldon. And we gave you as much hard info as we could. Let me tell you, it was hell
         even getting that autopsy summary released.”
      


  “If you give me pictures of the three suspects, four thousand police officers can start looking for them.”


  “I highly doubt they hung around town after doing Meldon.”


  “Surprise, I also know police chiefs in other cities. And I even have some Feds I call friends.”


  “We have all that covered.”


  “So, again, why did you want to see me?”


  “Professional courtesy,” said Reiger. He paused. “And a high-up buddy of yours asked us to fill you in.”


  It didn’t take Beth long to come up with the answer. “Sam Donnelly?”


  “He’s not the kind of guy who likes to take credit for stuff, but I won’t deny it.”


  “I owe him.”


  “I’m sure he’ll call in a favor from you one day. And I know this sounds unfair as hell, but if you get any leads we’d appreciate
         a heads-up.”
      


  Beth opened the door. “You’ll get it.”


  “That easy?” said Reiger.


  “Unlike you guys, I just want to catch the bandits. I don’t really give a damn what agency gets the credit. Why don’t you
         try to pass along that philosophy in your specialized division?”
      


  A few seconds later Cruiser One was rolling with the tail car right behind.


  As she drove out of sight Reiger looked at Hope, who said, “What do you think?”


  “I think we did what we were told and now we report back.”


  “And the sister and the lawyer?”


  “I’m not calling the plays on this thing, Don. I just execute them. But let me tell you, the further we go on this thing,
         the less I like it. I didn’t sign on for this shit and I know you didn’t either.”
      


  “They’re paying us four times what we normally earn.”


  “Yeah, to kill our fellow Americans?”


  “During the vetting Burns told us that we might have to go all the way. But it’s to keep the country safe. Sometimes the enemies
         come from within. Hell, you know that.”
      


  “I still wanted to puke when I put that round in Meldon’s head.”


  “Burns told us he was a traitor, showed us the proof. But if the truth came out, it would ruin years of intelligence work.
         He had to be taken out. This is black ops stuff, Karl, the old rules don’t apply.”
      


  “Keep telling yourself that, you might start believing it.”


  Reiger steered the sedan out of the parking lot.


  An unmarked car pulled slowly out of an alley opposite the lot and followed Reiger’s sedan. The guy riding in the passenger
         seat said into the radio, “Mobile Two rolling and on their six.”
      


  Beth Perry’s voice crackled into the car. “Where they go, you go. I don’t care if it’s hell and back. Chief out.”









  CHAPTER 66


  REMEMBER ME, Doc?”
      


  Mace stood in the front lobby of the police forensic facility. Roy was waiting out in the car. Lowell Cassell, the chief medical
         examiner, smiled.
      


  “I was both surprised and thrilled when they told me you were here.”


  “I see you’re still in the habit of working late.”


  “Your sister has cut down considerably on the homicide rate, but unfortunately my backlog is still full.”


  They shook hands and then did a quick hug.


  “It’s so good to see you, Mace.”


  She smiled. “I missed you too, Doc.”


  Mace looked around. “They were just about to finish this place when I… went away.”


  Cassell nodded. “Yes. I hope Beth communicated my sentiments on that subject to you?”


  “Loud and clear.”


  “So tell me, what can I do for you?”


  “Well, I wanted to come by, see you, see this place.”


  “And?”


  “I was wondering about a certain investigation.”
      


  “Diane Tolliver?”


  “How’d you guess?”


  “Let’s discuss this in private.”


  A minute later they were seated in his office.


  “Diane Tolliver?” Mace prompted.


  “It’s an ongoing investigation.”


  “That I know.”


  “Then you also know it’s not something I can really talk about.”


  “Look, Doc, I know I’m not with the blues anymore.”


  “If it were up to me I’d show you the entire file, but it’s not up to me.”


  “Beth told me some things already.”


  “She’s the chief, I’m simply a worker bee.”


  “Anyway, hypothetically speaking, if I were working the case I’d like to see the autopsy report, list of trace found at the site, tox report, rape kit results, you know,
         the usual.”
      


  “If you were working the case.”
      


  Mace stood and paced. “Thing is, I can’t work the case because I can’t be a blue. At least with a felony conviction hanging
         over my head.”
      


  “That’s right.”


  “Unless circumstances change.”


  He looked intrigued. “How would they change?”


  “I prove I was innocent. Or else.”


  “Or else what?”


  “I solve a case. A big case.”


  “I see. Wasn’t there an FBI agent years ago who did something like that?”


  “He actually came to visit me in prison.”


  “Then I can see your motivation.”


  “Doc, being a cop is all I know. Beth could be anything. She could be running some Fortune 100 company if she put her mind
         to it, or else be president of the United States. I’m a blue, that’s all I can be.”
      


  “Don’t short-change yourself, Mace.”


  “Let me rephrase that. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be.”
      


  “I can understand that. Especially considering what happened to your father.”


  “You knew him, didn’t you?”


  “I had that privilege. And it makes it doubly hard to accept that Mona Danforth is right this moment occupying his old office.”


  “When I was in prison all I thought about was getting out and seeing Beth. And then proving my innocence and getting back
         on the force. It seemed so possible in there.”
      


  “But now?”


  “Not so possible,” Mace said resignedly.


  “But you have to try? Even if it means you might go back to prison?”


  “I don’t want to go back. God knows I don’t. But living free outside the uniform?” She paused, searching for the right words.
         “It feels like I’m right back in the box with bars even though I’m free. I guess that’s hard to understand.”
      


  “No, it’s actually not.”


  “So I’m here asking for your help. Because I can’t solve this case without some forensic information.”


  She sat down, her gaze squarely on him.


  He stared back at her for a moment before rising. “I don’t have the tox report or the DNA match results back yet.”


  “Okay.”


  He opened a file cabinet, took out some documents, and put them on his desk. “I need to use the restroom. Damn prostate. Be
         grateful you don’t have one. I’ll be back in a bit.” Before he left, he lifted the cover on the tabletop copier on a credenza
         behind his desk. “Just replaced the toner and loaded in a full supply of paper.”
      


  He closed the door behind him. A second later Mace was copying as fast as she could.









  CHAPTER 67


  YOU LOOK HAPPY,” said Roy as Mace climbed in the car and he pulled off.
      


  “I am. And you’re right,” she said. “This Marquis really is huge. You could fill it with water and use it for a pool.”


  He glanced at the papers she had in an expandable file. “What’s that?”


  “That is the result of a good friend taking a huge risk for me.”


  “What do you want to do now?”


  “You drive us to your office and I’ll read.”


  Twenty minutes later Roy pulled into the parking garage of his office building and Mace turned over the last page of the file
         she’d copied.
      


  “And?” Roy asked. “She was raped, but Beth already told me that. The DNA results from the sample taken from your buddy the
         Captain aren’t back yet and neither is the tox report.”
      


  “How did she die?”


  “Someone crushed her brain stem.” She looked up. “Back of the neck. It would’ve taken a really strong person probably with
         some special skills to do that.”
      


  “Like a former Army Ranger who weighs about three hundred pounds?”


  “You said it, I didn’t.”


  “What else?”


  “Trace and soiling on her clothes matched samples they took from the Captain.”


  “So that’s why there’s been no court appearance scheduled yet for him. They’re waiting to see if they hit a home run on the
         DNA. Normally there’s a presentment hearing within twenty-four hours of arrest.”
      


  “When they do charge him what are you going to plead?”


  “Regardless of whether it’s burglary or murder, we scream ‘not guilty’ and go from there. The prosecutor doesn’t need any
         help from me.” He glanced at the file. “Anything that doesn’t point to the Captain?”
      


  “Not really.”


  “But the DNA sample is going to come back as not a match. They can get the Captain on the burglary, but I’ll take that over
         murder in the first.”
      


  “Who wouldn’t?” Mace said.


  “But Diane had dinner with someone on Friday night and it sure wasn’t the Captain.”


  “Maybe it was this guy Watkins. The real Watkins, I mean.”


  “Hopefully, we’ll find out.”


  They rode the elevator up to Shilling & Murdoch and Roy swiped his card across the contact pad, releasing the doors.


  A minute later they were looking through the dead woman’s space. Mace sat down at Diane’s desk and stared into the large Apple
         computer screen. “Nice system.”
      


  “I’m surprised the cops didn’t take her computer.”


  “They don’t have to anymore. They just download everything to a flash drive. It would be nice to see what’s on here.” She
         glanced at him. “Any thoughts on that?”
      


  “It’s password-protected, but let me give it a shot.”


  Roy sat down, powered up the Mac, and stared at the password line that appeared.


  “What do you use for your password?” Mace asked.


  “AVU2778861.”


  “Okay, the letters I get. UVA spelled backwards. But what about the numbers?”


  “Twenty-seven and seven was the record we finished with my senior year.”


  “And the eight-eight-six-one?”


  “Eighty-eight to sixty-one was the score of my last game when we lost to Kansas in the NCAAs.”


  She gave him a sympathetic look. “Ever thought about just letting it go, Roy?”


  “I’ve thought about it.”
      


  He refocused on the screen. “Okay, Diane, what would your password be?”


  “She’s not married, no children. Pets?” Roy shook his head. Mace glanced at the file she’d carried up with her. “Try her date
         of birth.” She read it off to Roy and he hit the keys but the password box shook it off. They tried other combinations of
         the numbers. They tried her mother’s maiden name that Roy just happened to know.
      


  “It’s going to lock us out with one more attempt,” he said.


  “We’re not going to break it. Stupid idea.” Mace stared at the top edge of the computer screen. “What’s that thing?”


  Roy looked where she was pointing. “A webcam. You can use it for videoconferencing and stuff.”


  Mace slowly moved out of the line of sight of the camera and motioned frantically to Roy to get up. But she said in a calm
         voice, “Well, that’s all we can do here tonight. Might as well get going.”
      


  When Roy was out of the camera’s view, Mace grabbed his arm and hissed in his ear, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  She pulled him out the door and closed it behind them.


  Roy snapped, “What’s wrong?”


  “That’s why they came after me. They saw me searching Diane’s office.”


  “Who saw you?”


  “Whoever’s on the other end of that camera. Come on, before they get here.”


  “Before who gets here?”
      


  They both turned as they heard the sound at the same time. The front door to the offices of Shilling & Murdoch had just beeped
         open.
      


  “Them!”









  CHAPTER 68


  THIS WAY.” Roy grabbed Mace’s hand and they raced down the hall away from the front doors. They reached the end of the corridor and
         turned left and the short hallway ended at a door. Roy threw it open and they were staring into a darkened room.
      


  “What is this place?”


  “The mail room.”


  “Great, Roy, now we can check out some cool travel magazines while we count down the last minutes of our freaking lives.”


  “I actually had another idea. Come on.”


  He led her to the back of the room where there was a small metal door flush with the wall and about four feet off the floor.


  “The firm has some offices on the fifth floor and we also keep an archival space there.” He smacked a red button next to the
         metal and the door slid up, revealing a three-by-three-foot space that barely looked big enough to hold one person.
      


  “A dumbwaiter?” said Mace.


  “This shaft feeds right into the storage space on the fifth.”


  They both turned when they heard the footsteps running down the hall.


  “Get in, Mace.”


  “What about you?”


  “There’s not enough room for both of us.”


  She looked inside the space. “If you don’t get in this box with me, the next box you will get in will be a coffin.”


  He boosted her in and then crawled in behind her. As the door to the mail room was kicked open, Roy reached out with a long
         arm and slapped the green send button. The metal door closed and a moment later the dumbwaiter lurched into action. The space
         was so tight that Mace’s knees were touching her nose and the much taller Roy was curved around her body like a moat around
         a castle.
      


  Mace squirmed. “Is that a flashlight in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?”


  “It is a flashlight. I snagged it off a shelf before I jumped in.”
      


  The dumbwaiter stopped and the metal door slid open. Roy fell out and pulled Mace along with him. He clicked on the flashlight
         and a few moments later they were running down the hall.
      


  “The elevators are no good. And they’ve probably got the stairs covered.”


  She said, “The stairs at the bottom, but not the others. Come on!”
      


  As they raced along, Mace stopped for a moment, covered her hand with her shirtsleeve to eliminate the possibility of prints,
         reached out and pulled the fire alarm. As the loud clanging and swirling red lights chased them down the corridor she said,
         “There’s a fire engine company not too far from here, but we still have a few minutes to survive on our own.”
      


  “So where do we go?”


  “Fourth floor.”


  She led him to the fire stairs and they skipped down one flight. A moment later they were back in the place where Mace had
         subdued the Captain.
      


  “Now we hide.”


  “Shouldn’t we call the cops? I’ve got my cell.”


  She hesitated for an instant. “Yeah, do it.”


  Roy hit 911. “I’ve got no bars. What the hell!”


  They sprinted to the back of the space.


  “Quick, look around for a weapon,” she said.


  “They’ve probably got guns and you want to hold them off with what, a screwdriver?”


  Mace scanned the floor and spotted it. A long length of chain. She snagged it and wrapped it around her arm. “We can use this.”


  “Wait a minute. When the fire truck gets here they’ll find us and your sister will know you were here.”


  “I don’t plan to be here when the fire trucks get here.”


  “But I thought—”


  “If the bad guys don’t come through that door in the next minute, then that means they were scared off by the alarm. Then
         you and I are going to get the hell out of here before the fire guys show.”
      


  “Not exactly the way I would’ve done it.”


  “Roy, I’m holding a ten-pound chain. Do not piss me off!”


  Sixty seconds later they heard the sirens coming. Mace dropped the chain and they raced to the door and bolted down the stairs.
         They cleared the lobby and stepped into the elevator to the garage right as the firemen were coming in the front doors. They
         didn’t bother with the Marquis parked in the garage, but fled out the exit and turned away from the building.
      


  “Now what?” said a breathless Roy as they slowed to a fast walk.


  She checked her watch. “You up for some coffee?”


  “What? Some people were just trying to kill us and you want a stimulant?”


  “Yeah, at Simpsons in Georgetown, where Tolliver ate on Friday.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  “Then after that we can break into Tolliver’s house.”


  “Oh for the love of God.”









  CHAPTER 69


  LATER THAT NIGHT Don Hope and Karl Reiger walked down the long hallway. They were several stories underground and the walls were lined with
         materials that prevented any form of electronic surveillance. It was a good thing since there were few buildings in the country
         that housed more secrets than this one, and that included the CIA’s command center in Virginia and the NSA headquarters in
         Maryland.
      


  Both men looked anxious as they came to a stop in front of a metal door. There was a long hiss from hydraulic-powered equipment
         and the portal slid open. They stepped in and the door automatically closed behind them.
      


  There were two chairs in front of the desk. They sat. Jarvis Burns was seated across from them. He perused his computer screen
         for another minute before turning to them. He slid off a pair of glasses and set them on the desktop. His hand ventured automatically
         to his right leg and started rubbing it. When Reiger started to speak, Burns held up his hand and shook his head. This was
         followed by a deep sigh. Reiger and Hope exchanged a nervous glance. Long sighs, apparently, were not a particularly good
         sign.
      


  Burns said, “Interesting developments. Not pleased at all. Overly complicated now.” Each short sentence came out like an MP5
         set on two-shot bursts.
      


  Hope said, “Permission to speak candidly?”


  “Of course.”


  “The chief is covered. We fed her the info like you said and made it clear Director Donnelly was the source. As far as she’s
         concerned it’s domestic terrorists and she owes you. The sister and the lawyer are not really an issue, at least in my mind.”
      


  Burns sat back, made a temple with his fingers, and settled his gaze on the two men. “Your assessment based on what? Your
         failures?”
      


  “We haven’t failed.”


  “Really? ‘Focus in on A-’? We had spyware on Tolliver’s computer. You knew about that e-mail and left it there. You could
         have erased it from Kingman’s computer before he even read it.”
      


  Reiger said, “We didn’t do that because it sounded innocuous. We thought she’d just hit the send key by mistake. The message
         wasn’t even finished.”
      


  “It was finished enough, because they figured out what it meant before you did. They got Watkins’s name and went to his apartment
         just in time to catch one of my people searching it. He had to tap-dance pretty fast.”
      


  Reiger spoke up. “We didn’t know she had a box there. She’s never been to that mailbox place the whole time we’ve had her
         under surveillance.”
      


  “Well, either she went before you had her under the glass or she had someone else to do it for her.”


  “But your guy didn’t have to answer the damn door at Watkins’s apartment,” Hope pointed out.


  “Trust me, if he hadn’t, Mace Perry would’ve broken in. And the police know about Watkins, too, of course. We could have removed
         the message after Perry and her friend found it, but then we would’ve risked her telling her sister and the paper being gone
         from the box would only have aroused the chief’s suspicions. The damage, in any case, was already done. But on the bright
         side, they have the old soldier in custody and he will no doubt be charged with murder very soon.”
      


  “So maybe our work is done, then.”


  “No, your work is not done. But we cannot afford any more screwups.”


  Hope placed one large, muscular hand on the desktop. “We’ve been reactionary from almost the get-go. That’s not how successful
         ops are done, black or otherwise. That’s not why you brought us on board.”
      


  “You are only technically assigned to DHS, which does not engage in black ops. You and Reiger are actually sterilized weapons,
         cocked and locked at all times. And we brought you on board to do a job, whatever job you were told to do. There is nothing
         nice or neat about our line of work. It is invariably messy, dirty, and ever-changing. You do deals with one devil because
         he’s slightly better than the next devil. If it were otherwise we wouldn’t need you. But we do need you to clean up your mess.”
      


  “Look, they found nothing in the office, and the spyware surveillance established through Tolliver’s computer has already
         been severed. I don’t see what the problem is.”
      


  “Then let me show you.” Burns clicked a button on his keyboard and spun the screen around to reveal a photo of Mace Perry.
         “This is the problem.”
      


  Reiger threw up his hands in frustration. “Come on, she’s not even a cop anymore. She’s on probation. Her options are limited.
         She’s operating completely outside her sister’s authority. I see her as a total non-issue.”
      


  “Really? Have you by chance read Perry’s psych evaluation?”


  “Her psych evaluation?” Reiger said curiously.


  Burns rose from behind his desk and limped toward them. “The psych evaluation they did on the woman when she wanted to move
         to undercover. It’s very interesting reading. She never gives up, Reiger. She never walks away. Her father was the U.S. attorney
         for D.C. I actually knew the man. He was murdered when she was twelve. She has never gotten over that. It burns in her belly
         with the potential explosive power of a mountain of C-4. She would rather die than be told she was wrong.”
      


  “If you’re going to worry about someone, I think it should be the police chief. She’s a block of granite with a very big brain.”


  Burns perched on the edge of his desk. “I’ve known Beth Perry for years. She is a formidable adversary. But she tends to operate within strict parameters. However, her sister does not and never will. Quite
         frankly, Mace Perry scares the crap out of me. And if she is allowed to screw this entire thing up, then none of us are safe.”
         He eyed each man with studied deliberation. “None of us. What we are doing here is right and good for the country but not
         something the public would approve of once they became aware of it.”
      


  Hope said, “But she can’t even legally carry a weapon.”


  Burns smacked his palm against the top of the desk. “Which begs the question of why it is so hard for us to eliminate her.
         Tonight at the law firm was a golden opportunity missed. I sent in a hand-picked team to get it done while you were occupied
         with Beth Perry, and it turned out like the Keystone Cops.”
      


  “But if she goes down you know her sister will move heaven and earth to find out who did it,” Reiger pointed out.


  Burns nodded. “It’s clear the two sisters would each die for the other.”


  “See, that’s my point.”


  “But I only need one of them to die. And we will help Beth Perry conclude quite clearly that it was the result of one of the many enemies her
         sister accumulated when she was a cop. A bullet to the head is a damn bullet to the head.”
      


  “This is stupid whack-a-mole,” barked Reiger. “We pop one person but he or she talked to another person. Then we do that person,
         but turns out they sent a damn letter to someone else and we have to go after them. Where the hell does it stop, Burns?”
      


  “Hopefully, with the intelligence sources and safety of this country still intact,” Burns said as his gaze bore into Reiger.
         “And watch your tone. Or did you forget the concept of chain of command?”
      


  Reiger let his own stare burn into the man for another moment and then he looked away.


  Hope sat back in his chair. “Fine. Then let’s do it the right way. We stop chasing her. We lead her down the path right to
         the target zone. Then we do it. Clean and quick.”
      


  “To add some urgency to your mission, we all feel the layers of the onion being peeled away.”


  “Resources?”


  “You have preauthorization for the max push. You don’t have to pull the trigger. We have others who will do it. People who
         will fit the right description, if you get my drift.”
      


  Reiger said, “We need to see these new orders in writing, with the proper chain of signatures before we do anything.”


  Burns didn’t look pleased by this. “The elimination order was a standing one. You know that.”


  Don Hope spoke up. “But it’s not guys with turbans we’re killing here. It’s Americans. It’s different. We’ve already killed
         three of them and we want new orders.”
      


  “Where is it written that Americans can’t be terrorists?” asked Burns pointedly. “Are you telling me that Timothy McVeigh
         wasn’t a terrorist? I don’t give a damn if he’s wearing a turban or looks like my son. I don’t give a shit if he’s from Iraq
         or Indiana. If his goal is to harm Americans it’s my job to stop him. And I will do so with every means at my disposal.”
      


  “All I’m saying is after this is over Karl and I need the get-out-of-jail-free piece of paper. So if you want it done, we
         need docs for each one with their names spelled out. We’re not taking the fall for this. No Abu Ghraib low-level-grunts-run-amuck
         bullshit. Top down. We all go down. That’s just how it’s going to be or your sterilized weapons remain in the holster. That’s
         just how it’s going to be,” he said again firmly.
      


  “You are being compensated at four times your original salaries. You both will be wealthy by the time this is over.”


  “The paper or it doesn’t get done. Period!”


  Burns pursed his lips. “All right. You’ll have it as soon as possible by secure courier.” He returned to his computer screen.


  Reiger eyed Hope and then cleared his throat.


  Burns looked up, obviously irritated. “Something else?”


  “How many people in this building know about the op?”
      


  “Counting you, me, and your partner there?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Three.”


  The tail car on Hope and Reiger had radioed in the results of their surveillance. Beth Perry was there within ten minutes.
         She slid out of her car and into the backseat of theirs. She was dressed not in stars and bars but in jeans and her FBI Academy
         hoodie. She trained her binoculars on the building.
      


  “You’re absolutely sure they went in there?”


  “Chief, it’s pretty damn hard to miss.”


  What she was looking at through her optics was the biggest office building in the world, with a footprint like no other, five-sided,
         in fact. She slumped back.
      


  What the hell is the connection to the Pentagon?









  CHAPTER 70


  YEAH, I remember Ms. Tolliver. Used to come in here all the time.”
      


  Mace and Roy were seated at a table at Simpsons. The man speaking to them was a waiter. They’d made inquiries, and by luck
         this same fellow had waited on Diane Tolliver on Friday night.
      


  “She wasn’t alone, right?” asked Mace.


  “No, a guy was with her. Damn shame what happened to her.”


  “Can you describe the guy?” asked Roy.


  The waiter turned to him. “You think he had something to do with her death?”


  “Haven’t ruled out anything yet.”


  “Are you with the cops?”


  “Private eyes,” said Mace. “Hired by her family. Have the cops been by yet?”


  The man nodded. “Yep.”


  “So you were going to describe this guy?” prompted Mace.


  “White guy. Around fifty, salt-and-pepper hair, cut short and thinning. Not as tall as you,” he said, indicating Roy. “About
         five-ten. Dressed in a suit.”
      


  “Glasses? Beard?”


  “No.”


  Mace showed him Watkins’s DMV photo.


  He shook his head. “Wasn’t that guy.”


  “You didn’t get a name?” she asked.


  “No, Ms. Tolliver paid the bill.”


  “See him with her before?”


  “Nope.”


  “How were their appetites?”


  “Real good. Ms. Tolliver had the filet mignon, mashed potatoes, and a side of veggies. Coffee but no dessert. The guy had
         the salmon with a salad and a cup of clam chowder beforehand.”
      


  “Wine, cocktails?”


  “She had a glass of the house merlot. He had two glasses of char-donnay.”


  “Good memory.”


  “Not really. When the police came, I went back and looked at the ticket.”


  “You remember the times Tolliver and the guy came in and left?” asked Roy.


  “In about seven-thirty, left over two hours later. I remember looking at the clock when they sat down because my cousin said
         he was going to stop by around quarter till and have a drink at the bar, and I knew it was getting close to that time.”
      


  “And you’re pretty sure on when they left?”


  “It was Friday night, but we’ve only got fifteen tables and traffic was slow. In fact, there were only two other tables occupied,
         so I did notice. And the bill has a time and date stamp when it comes out of the computer. They didn’t hang out after she
         paid the bill. Bussed their table myself.”
      


  “Did either of them appear nervous or anything?” asked Mace.


  “Well, they didn’t come in together. She was here first and then he came in. They sat at that table over there.” He pointed
         to an eating space in a small niche. “Pretty private because of the wall there.”
      


  “Did they leave together?” Roy asked.


  “No. She went first, then he did. And he was kind of looking down the whole time, like he didn’t want anyone to get a good
         look at him.”
      


  They asked him a few more questions, and Roy left his business card in case the waiter remembered anything else. As they walked
         along outside Mace pulled the reports she’d gotten from the ME from her pocket and glanced through them.
      


  “What?” asked Roy.


  “I don’t know. Nothing, I guess.”


  “So it wasn’t Watkins she had dinner with. There’s another guy out there.”


  “Seems to be. And they obviously didn’t want folks to see them together. Out-of-the-way place, secluded table, came and left
         separately.”
      


  “We left my car at the garage. What now? We can’t walk to Alexandria.”


  “We can cab it to Altman’s house, grab my bike, and then go from there.”


  “Do you think whoever’s after us knows you’re staying at Altman’s?”


  “It’s possible.”


  “But what if they go after Altman for some reason? You know, leverage against you somehow?”


  “Herbert told me there are three full-time security guards who live on the premises. I guess after the run-in with the HF-12
         drug crew, Abe decided some of his own muscle wasn’t a bad thing. One’s a former Navy SEAL, another used to be a sniper with
         the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, and the other one is former Secret Service with five years in Iraq under his belt in counterterrorism.”
      


  “Damn. I never noticed those guys when I was there.”


  “That’s sort of the point, Roy.”


  The cab dropped them at Altman’s. She took a few minutes at the guesthouse to slip some items into her knapsack. As they walked
         outside to where her bike was parked Roy said, “What’s in the goodie bag?”
      


  “Stuff.”


  “Stuff for breaking and entering?”


  “Get on.”


  Roy barely made it on the Ducati before Mace punched the clutch with her boot and the back wheel gripped the asphalt for a
         single moment before its energy was released and they shot down the road. The automatic gates parted and Mace worked the clutch
         to top gear. Minutes later they blew down the windy, tree-bracketed GW Parkway, whipping past cars so fast Roy could barely
         see the drivers.
      


  He finally yelled into her ear, “Why so damn fast?”


  “I have a fetish for speed.”


  “You ever crash this thing?”


  “Not yet,” she screamed back over the whine of the Ducati’s engine.


  Roy clutched her waist with both hands and muttered a brief but heartfelt prayer.









  CHAPTER 71


  WHY AM I not surprised that you can pick a deadbolt?” Roy was staring over Mace’s shoulder while she worked on the lock. They were
         at the fence-enclosed basement entrance to Diane Tolliver’s waterfront luxury town home at Fords Landing. It was an upscale
         community a little south of the main strip in historic Old Town Alexandria.
      


  Mace had her pick and tension tool inserted in the lock and was manipulating both instruments with ease. “Amazing what you
         learn in prison,” she said.
      


  “You didn’t learn that in prison,” he said in a scoffing tone.


  “How do you know that?”


  “Trust me, I just know.”


  “Are you insinuating that I bent the rules while I was a cop?”


  “No.”


  “Good.”


  “I mean, I’m not insinuating it, I’m stating it as a fact.”


  “Go to hell, Roy.”


  “Wait a minute, how do you know the security system’s not on?”


  “I already snuck a peek through the glass sidelights on the front door. Green glow coming from the security touchpad means
         security off. Cops probably had the alarm company shut it down when they came to bag and tag. They almost always forget to
         tell them to turn it back on.”
      


  There was an audible click and Mace turned her tension tool like a key. “And we’re in.” They closed the door behind them and
         Mace on a small flashlight with an adjustable beam. She widened the focus and looked around.
      


  “This is a rec room with a full bar over there,” Roy said as he pointed up ahead and to the right. “And there’s a media room
         through that door over there.”
      


  “Nice.”


  “If the cops already bagged and tagged, what can we hope to find?”


  “Stuff they missed.”


  They went room by room. One space had been outfitted as a home office. There was a large desk, wooden file cabinets, and builtin
         bookshelves but no computer.
      


  “I think she had a laptop in here,” said Roy. “The cops might’ve taken it instead of using the flash drive you talked about.”


  Mace was eyeing a pile of documents she’d pulled from a file cabinet. “Do all lawyers at Shilling bring this much work home?”


  Roy ran the light over the papers. “Looks to be some docs from a private stock acquisition we did last month. We repped an
         oil exploration company in the U.A.E. that was buying a preferred minority interest in a Canadian shale oil field. It was
         done through a specialized broker in London and there were several other piggyback purchasers with packaged financing securitized
         over a number of debt platforms in about ten countries that had also had some sovereign fund participation and a buy-sell
         playing-chicken option.”
      


  “I have no idea what you said, but I think it just made me horny.”


  “If I’d only known that’s all it took.”


  “So how much are we talking dollar-wise?”


  “A little over a billion dollars. Paid in cash.”


  “A billion in cash!”


  “That’s how Diane could afford this place. She probably paid for it in cash.”
      


  Mace’s brow creased.


  “What are you thinking now?”


  “I’m thinking I should have gone to law school,” she growled. While Roy went over Tolliver’s office, Mace methodically covered
         the bedroom, guest rooms, bathrooms, and the garage. She finally arrived in the kitchen, which had a small brick fireplace
         with a wooden mantel and extended into the well-appointed dining area that had as its centerpiece a ten-foot-long table constructed
         from reclaimed wood. There were views of the Potomac through several large windows.
      


  Mace checked the cupboards, the refrigerator, the stove, and the dishwasher. She opened jars and cookbooks, and dug into flowerpots
         in case Tolliver had bought one of those mini security boxes that look like something mundane. She examined piece by piece
         the trash that had obviously not been bagged, tagged, and taken by the cops. Roy joined her while she was seated in a chair still going through the garbage.
      


  “Find any banana peels with secret writing?”


  “No, but I did find a meat wrapper, veggie peelings, and a moldy piece of bread. Along with an empty bottle of red wine.”


  “So that was Diane’s last meal.”


  “We’ll all have one someday.”


  Mace rinsed off her hands in the sink. “Anything suspicious in her files?”


  “Not really.”


  Mace started walking up and down the room, hitting the walls, floor, and ceiling with her light. “See all the shiny surfaces?”


  “Fingerprint powder.”


  “That’s right.”


  She reached the wall at the far end of the room, turned, and started back. When her light flicked to the ceiling she stopped.
         “Roy, grab a chair for me.”
      


  He brought it to her and she stood on it on her tiptoes, shining the light around the smoke detector mounted on the ceiling.
         She handed him the light. “Get up here and tell me what you see.”
      


  He stood on the chair. “Scratches on the paint and what looks to be dirt smudges.”


  “Somebody moved the smoke detector.”


  “Well, you’d do that to change the battery.”


  “How about this?”


  Roy stepped off the chair and angled the light to where Mace was pointing at the carpet. He got down on his knees for a better
         look. “Paint flakes?”
      


  “You’d think they would’ve been vacuumed up. Unless it happened after she was dead. Let me see that detector.”


  Roy got back on the chair, unhooked the wires, and handed it to her.


  She turned it over. “Smoke detectors are popular items to substitute with surveillance pin cameras.”


  “Surveillance? Of Diane?”


  “They tapped her computer, why not her home?”


  “So why didn’t the police find it?”


  “They probably removed it before the cops searched the place. I think you need to go to your office tomorrow and do some real
         digging.”
      


  “You really believe it’s tied to Shilling?” he said skeptically.


  “Billion-dollar contracts? Companies in the Middle East? Uh, yeah.”


  “It’s actually pretty boring stuff. Just business.”


  “One man’s business is another man’s apocalypse.”


  “What the hell does that mean?”


  “Just humor me and check around. Come on, I’ll drop you off at your condo.”


  Outside, they climbed on the Ducati. Before Mace started the engine, she turned and looked at him. “So why did you tank the
         HORSE game?”
      


  “Why do you think?” Roy said quietly.


  Mace found she couldn’t meet his gaze. She slowly turned back around, engaged the engine, and they sped off.









  CHAPTER 72


  HEY, Ned.”
      


  Roy walked through the lobby on the way to the office elevators. He’d had pretty much a sleepless night listening for any
         sound of killers coming for him. He’d taken the bus to work and planned to drive the Marquis home. Ned was behind the marble
         desk looking excited.
      


  “Roy, did you hear about the fire here last night?”


  Roy tried his best to seem surprised. “There was a fire? Where?”


  “Well, actually there wasn’t a fire. Somebody pulled the fire alarm. That’s a crime!”


  “Yeah, I know. Who would’ve done that?” he said impassively.


  “The fire department guys were pissed. I heard they traced it to the alarm pull on the fifth floor. I guess they’ll run the
         key card access records to see who was here last night.”
      


  At this comment Roy’s ass clenched like a boxer’s fist. He’d used his key card to get in the building with Mace. That would
         be on the database. If no one else was in the building last night, how was he going to explain that? What was the penalty
         for falsely pulling a fire alarm?
      


  This day could not get any worse, he thought.
      


  He was wrong about that.


  “Roy?”


  He looked up as he entered the firm’s lobby. Chester Ackerman was staring at him.


  “Yeah, Chester?”


  “What the hell happened to your face?”


  Roy touched his still swollen eye and bruised cheek. “Ran into a door.”


  “I need to talk to you. Now.” Ackerman turned and marched off.
      


  Roy eyed Jill, the young receptionist, who’d been watching the two men closely. “Any idea what’s going on, Jill?”


  “You’re in trouble, Roy.”


  “That one I’d figured out. Any idea why?”


  “You’ll find out soon enough.”


  Roy dropped off his briefcase in his office and headed to Ackerman’s. He closed the door behind him and sat down across from
         the man.
      


  “You’re looking less stressed out, Chester,” Roy began amiably.


  “I have no idea how that’s possible,” Ackerman shot back. “Because I feel like my damn head is going to explode.”


  Roy crossed his legs and tried to look mildly curious. “So what’s up?” Please, God, don’t let it be about the damn fire alarm.


  “What the hell is this I hear about you representing the man the police have arrested for Diane’s murder? Please tell me that
         is complete and total horseshit.”
      


  “Hold on, I can explain that—”


  Ackerman rose, looking even more agitated. “So it’s true?”


  “I met with the guy. He wants me to rep him. I haven’t—”


  “You know Diane’s killer? You actually know the bastard?”
      


  “Wait a minute, it hasn’t been proved that he is Diane’s killer, Chester.”


  “Oh for God’s sakes. He was in the building that morning. No, he was trespassing. And I understand some of the evidence the police found ties him to the murder.”
      


  “Who told you that?”


  “What I want to know is how you could possibly think of defending this person?”


  “I guess it’s that whole innocent-until-proven-guilty thing they taught us in law school.”


  “Don’t give me that crap. And besides, you work for this firm. We do not do criminal defense work. You cannot accept an assignment
         like that without the firm’s approval, specifically my approval as managing partner.” Ackerman added in a snarl, “And you
         don’t have a chance in hell of getting it.”
      


  “I only met with the guy once, okay? I defended him on an assault charge when I was with CJA. But I don’t think the guy did
         it, Chester.”
      


  “I don’t give a damn what you think. You are not representing him. Period.”


  Roy stood. “I’m not really liking your whole tone here.”


  “Trust me, you’ll like it a lot less if you go down that road.”


  “I can quit.”


  “Yes, you can. But why in the hell would you? Give up the golden egg for some homicidal homeless freak?”


  Roy felt his face growing hot. “He’s not a freak. He’s a veteran. He fought and bled for this country. He’s still got North Vietnamese shrapnel a few millimeters
         from his spine.”
      


  “Right, right. And he killed Diane. So make your choice.”


  Roy turned to the door. “I’ll let you know.”


  “Kingman!”


  “I said I’ll let you know.”
      


  Roy slammed the door behind him.









  CHAPTER 73


  MACE HAD BARELY slept at all. This time, though, it wasn’t nightmares about Juanita and the throat-slicing Rose coming for her. It was the
         recurring image of her father in his coffin. She’d just turned twelve, Beth was eighteen and getting ready to head off to
         college at Georgetown on full scholarship. The day of the funeral the casket had been closed because of the disfiguring nature
         of Benjamin Perry’s fatal wounds.
      


  Yet Mace had seen her father that final day. She’d snuck away. Her mother was mush, collapsing on any shoulder she could find,
         while Beth was handling everything that their mom should have been dealing with. They had gotten to the church early, before
         the coffin had been brought into the chapel.
      


  It was just Mace and the coffin in a small room next to where the memorial service would be held. She remembered every smell,
         every sound, and every breath she’d drawn in the few minutes she stood there, staring at the big wooden box with the metal
         handles on the sides containing her dad. To this day she wasn’t sure why she’d done it, but she’d gathered her courage, walked
         up to the casket, held her breath, and pushed the top open.
      


  As soon as she saw him, she wished someone had stopped her. She stared at the body lying there for a few terrible seconds.


  That face.


  Or what was left of it.


  Then she’d turned and run from the room, leaving the top still up. That wasn’t her father. Her father didn’t look like that.


  Mace rushed to the bathroom, and ran cold water over her head and splashed some on her face. She looked at herself in the
         darkened reflection of the mirror. She could never shake the feeling that she had let him down somehow. If she had just reacted
         in a different way, seen or heard something, she believed that her father would still be alive. If she only had done something!
         Anything!
      


  My fault. Age twelve. My fault.


  Beth had found her hiding in a closet at the church after closing the casket. She too had seen her father dead. And neither
         sister had ever talked about it since. Beth had held Mace for what seemed like forever that day, letting her cry, letting
         her shake, but telling her that everything was going to be okay. That the body in the coffin was just a body, their dad had
         already gone on to a much better place. And he would watch over them forever. She’d promised. And Mace had believed her. Her
         sister would never lie to her.
      


  Beth being next to her was the only reason she had made it through the service. It certainly hadn’t been her mother, who’d
         blubbered through the whole event, including when the soldier had handed her the U.S. flag in recognition of her father’s
         service in Vietnam. When the honor guard had started shooting their rifle salute everyone covered their ears. Everyone except
         the two Perry sisters. Mace remembered quite vividly what she had been thinking when those rifles fired a total of twenty-one
         rounds.
      


  I wanted a gun. I wanted a gun to kill whoever had killed my dad.


  And though she’d never asked, Mace felt certain that Beth had been thinking the very same thing.


  Her mother had refused the shell casings offered by the honor guard. Beth had taken them and given eleven to Mace and kept
         ten for herself. Mace knew that Beth kept her bag of casings in her desk drawer at her office. Once when she’d been with the
         force and met with her sister to go over some work, she’d seen a pensive Beth open the drawer, take out the casings, and hold
         them tightly in her hand, as though channeling her father’s wisdom.
      


  Mace drank some water from her cupped hand, walked back into her bedroom, opened her knapsack, and pulled out her bag of eleven
         shell casings. Beth had of course kept them for her when she went to prison. She held them against her chest, the tears staining
         her cheeks as she desperately tried to absorb some wisdom of her own from the best man she’d ever known. But nothing came.
      


  The aftermath of her father’s murder and her mother’s withdrawal from the lives of her daughters had made Mace increasingly
         vulnerable. It was a feeling she hated. She’d become a cop, in part, to allow the weight of the badge and the threat of her
         gun to override that vulnerability. She desperately wanted to belong to something. And the MPD served that desire.
      


  Did she also want to follow her sister? Even show she might be better than her in certain respects? Mace couldn’t, in all
         honesty, deny that.
      


  A half hour later she changed into her workout clothes and did some stretching and push-ups. The blood rush to her muscles
         was very welcome, after the weary night and the early morning soul searching.
      


  The sun was well up now and the air outside was warm, which was good because Mace couldn’t seem to get rid of the chills.
         She stepped outside and started her run. The estate was big, with a well-marked trail that wound in and out of trees and head-high
         bushes. She’d been running for half an hour when she stopped, turned, and her hand flashed to her waist. To pull the gun that
         wasn’t there.
      


  “You are good,” said the voice. “Lucky for me you’re not packing.”
      


  The man stepped clear of the tree line. He was a shade below six feet and wore an Army green muscle shirt that showed off
         his ripped physique and jeans that were very tight around his bulging thighs. Lace-up combat boots were on his feet. A pistol
         rode in a clip holster on his belt; an extra mag for the weapon sat in a compartment next to the gun. His hair was shaved
         military short, his face tanned and weathered.
      


  “I’ve been standing there for ten minutes waiting for you to come by. I didn’t move a muscle. Heartbeat’s at fifty-two and
         mellow, so you didn’t hear that. Never made a sound. What gave me away?”
      


  Mace walked over to him and lightly smacked him on the face. “Either cut down on the Old Spice or stay upwind of me.”


  He laughed and put out his hand. “Rick Cassidy.”


  “You’re the former SEAL?”


  He cocked his head and gave her a lopsided smile. “Okay, how do you figure? I’m wearing Army green.”


  “Most SEALS I know like to wear the Army green because they know they look better in it than the trench boys do. Your face
         has seen a lot of sun, salt, and ocean wind. You’ve also got on standard-issue Navy-class stomp boots. And a SEAL I dated
         said you guys swore by the H&K P9S that’s riding in your belt holster.” As he stared down at his gun she added, “Its silhouette
         and grip are pretty distinctive.”
      


  “You live up to your rep, Ms. Perry, I’ll give you that.”


  “Already got a dossier on me? And the name’s Mace.”


  “Everyone who comes here gets the same intel treatment. Mace.”


  “I’ve got no problem with that. How did you end up here?’ “Mr. Altman is a great guy. He made me a great offer.” Cassidy paused.
         “And he helped take care of my little sister. Leukemia. My parents had no health insurance.”
      


  “Did she make it?”


  “Graduating from college this year.”


  “That’s very cool, Rick.”


  “Mr. Altman wants to see you up at the main house when you get a chance. I smelled croissants baking in the kitchen. Herbert’s
         on a roll. And the coffee is always fresh. I understand there’s a seat waiting for you. No rush. Whenever.”
      


  “Thanks, Rick. Any idea what he wants me for?”


  “Something about a mom and her kid and a dude named Psycho. Ring any bells?”


  “More than one, actually.”


  “Keep running hard, Mace.”


  “One more thing, Rick.”


  “Yeah?”


  “This stuff I’m doing for Abe, it might lead to some unsavory characters taking a special interest in me. They might follow
         me back here. Just a heads-up.”
      


  “Forewarned is always a good thing, Mace. Thanks.”


  She turned to start up her run again. When she looked back, Cassidy had disappeared back into the trees. For a number of reasons,
         that gave her a great sense of comfort. She ran back to the guest-house, sat in the hot tub for a while, showered, changed,
         and killed some more time as images of her dead father finally faded away. Then she trudged over to the main house. To talk
         about moms, babies, and bandits named Psycho.
      









  CHAPTER 74


  THE PHONE BUZZED on Beth Perry’s desk.
      


  “Chief.”


  “Got a letter here for you,” said her aide.


  “Who from, Donna?”


  “Mona Danforth.”


  “Bring it in.”


  Donna Pierce punched in the numbers on Beth’s secure office door, brought the letter in, handed it to her, and then turned
         to leave.
      


  “Who delivered it?” Beth asked.


  “It wasn’t Ms. Danforth, of course,” Pierce said, barely hiding a smile. “Hard for her to walk all this way in those four-inch
         heels. Some wimpy guy in a suit who nearly ran out of here when I asked him if he wanted to speak to you directly.”
      


  “Thanks.”


  After Pierce left, Beth slit open the envelope and unfolded the heavy bond paper. The contents of the letter were short and
         the rise in Beth’s blood pressure was swift. She clicked some keys on her computer and read down several screen pages. After
         that she called the courthouse to check on something. Then she hit her speakerphone. “Pierce, get the wicked witch on the
         line for me. Now!”
      


  Beth heard her aide struggle to suppress a laugh. “Yes, Chief, right away.”


  Pierce came back on a minute later. “Her assistant says she’s not available for your call.”


  “Put it through.”


  Beth picked up the phone. “Chief Perry.”


  “Yes, I’m sorry, Chief, but Ms. Danforth is—”


  “Standing right over your shoulder.”


  “No, she has court—”


  “I just checked with the docket clerk. She’s not in court.” Beth shouted into the phone, “Mona, if you won’t talk to me, then
         I’ll just take this letter you sent me up to Capitol Hill and see what the folks on the Judiciary Committee will make of you
         abdicating your role as protector of the people. The ensuing sound you’ll be hearing is your fading chances of being the AG,
         much less getting a seat on the Supreme Court.”
      


  Beth waited, envisioning Mona walking to her office, slamming the door, and—


  Mona’s voice barked out, “Listen, Perry, I don’t appreciate you talking like that in front of my people!”


  “You can either address me as Beth or Chief. You use surnames for underlings. I am not your underling.”
      


  “What do you want?”


  “I read your letter.”


  “Well? I thought it was pretty self-explanatory.”


  “Yeah, you caved. In record time. And I want to know why.”


  “I don’t have to explain my actions to you.”


  “You wrote me a CYA letter that basically says you’ve washed your hands of Jamie Meldon’s murder investigation. What, did
         somebody threaten that you wouldn’t get the USA nod if you didn’t go quietly into the night? So much for him being one of
         your people.”
      


  “If you were smart you’d back off too, Chief.”
      


  “It has nothing to do with self-preservation, Mona. It has to do with right and wrong. And something called integrity.”


  “Oh please. I don’t need you to read me an ethics lesson.”


  “So what are you going to tell Meldon’s wife and kids? ‘Sorry, my career’s too important. Just get over Jamie’s murder and
         move on’?”
      


  “I’m running the largest U.S. Attorney’s Office in the country. I don’t have time to run down every little—”


  “This isn’t little, Mona. Homicide is as big as it gets. Someone is out there who took Jamie’s life.”


  “Then you tackle it if you care so much.”


  “A little tough to do when I was barred from the crime scene.”


  “Can’t help you there.”


  “So that’s your last word on it?”


  “You bet it is!”


  “Okay, here’s mine. I will tackle this. And if I find the least bit of evidence that you or anyone in your office impeded our investigation, I will
         personally see to it that your Armani-covered ass lands right in prison.”
      


  Beth slammed down the phone, sat back, and took a deep breath. Her BlackBerry had been buzzing nonstop during her entire conversation.
         She checked it. Ninety-three e-mails all marked urgent. She had six meetings stacked back-to-back, the first of which was
         scheduled to begin in twenty minutes. Then she had two hours patrolling in Cruiser One and a roll call in the Second District,
         followed by her headlining two community events that evening. She also had to oversee the posting of nearly two hundred intersection
         cops because the president wanted to go to lunch at his favorite dive in Arlington, the Secret Service had informed her at
         six-thirty this morning.
      


  A murder in Ward Nine last night had interrupted what little sleep she usually got. She’d finally made it to her couch at
         four a.m., catnapped for two hours, and was in the office at seven. Typical day in the neighborhood. And then there was the
         information she’d just received thirty minutes ago that had to do with Roy Kingman and her sister. Her phone buzzed again.
      


  “Chief.”


  It was Pierce. “Guys in Social Services want to know what you want to do with Alisha Rogers and her son. They don’t have room
         for them past this morning. Records show she has her own place so they say their hands are tied unless you really insist.”
      


  And if I do insist, someone will leak it to the press and tomorrow’s breaking story will be about the police chief abusing
            her authority to get personal favors unavailable to other needy citizens—
      


  “Donna, reschedule my first three meetings until this afternoon. Just cram them in somehow. I’ve got somewhere I have to go.
         Tell Social they can release Alisha and her son into my personal custody.”
      


  Beth pulled out her cell phone and punched in a number. “It’s Beth. We need to deal with this. Now.”


  “I know,” answered Abe Altman. “I know.”









  CHAPTER 75


  MACE HAD JUST finished breakfast and was pouring a second cup of coffee when Altman came into the eating area right off the kitchen.
      


  “Hope you slept well,” he said. “Not bad. Met Rick Cassidy on my run this morning.”


  “A wonderful young man. He was planning on leaving the Navy to be closer to his sister, so I thought a job here would fit
         into that. She goes to George Washington and has accepted a full-time position with the World Bank in D.C.”
      


  “That was really nice what you did for her.”


  “When a poor man gives something, that is a sacrifice indeed. When a rich man gives something, it hardly rises to the same
         level.”
      


  “Well, I know some rich people who never give anything.”


  Altman was dressed in his usual manner, jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. He poured a cup of tea from a pot on the sideboard,
         bit into a biscuit, and sat down next to her.
      


  “Herbert is a genius in the kitchen,” he said. “I have two master’s degrees and a Ph.D. and I can’t even crack an egg properly.”


  “I know, I’m a klutz in the kitchen too. I had two croissants and a plate of eggs and had to stop myself from going back for
         more.”
      


  Altman took a sip of tea, set the cup down, and said, “Psycho?”


  Mace wiped her mouth. “Look, it was no big deal.”


  “It was a very big deal. I heard from Carmela, who talked to Non at the apartment building. Non watched the entire confrontation
         from her window. You and Roy could have been killed. I feel terrible. Terrible, Mace. I had these people vetted with great
         depth but I had no idea of this man’s involvement with Alisha.”
      


  “That’s probably because everyone’s scared of the guy. But we got out okay, and we also removed Alisha and Tyler from the
         situation. Beth helped me with that.”
      


  “I know.”


  “So you talked to her?”


  “Yes. If anything had happened to you, I would never have forgiven myself.”


  She put a hand on his arm. “Abe, I’m assuming you recruited me for this job because I know my way around those places. That
         also included knowing how to survive there. My big mistake was taking Roy with me. That was stupid on my part. That won’t
         happen again.”
      


  “I don’t believe there should be a next time.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I can’t justify sending you into dangerous places, Mace. I can’t risk that. No study is worth that.”


  “Well, I think this study is. Look at Alisha. She’s a good kid. She just needs a chance. And Tyler, we can’t leave him in
         that place. He needs some special help. And there are thousands just like them in this town.”
      


  “It’s too risky.”


  “I’m willing to take that risk. You offered me the job and I accepted. Now let me do my thing. Abe, you knew these areas were
         potentially dangerous. What’s the big deal now?”
      


  “It all looked good on paper. But paper is not real life. All my calculations aren’t worth anything, it seems, when you have
         people like this Psycho around.”
      


  “I can take care of that.”


  “I thought when they learned you were trying to help folks in those situations, that it would protect you.”


  “And it will. But for those few who think otherwise, I’ll deal with it. I don’t think you’ll win this one, Abe.”


  They both looked up to see Beth standing by the door holding pudgy Tyler Rogers. Behind her was Alisha clutching a small bag.


  Mace rose. “Alisha? Are you and Tyler okay?”


  The young mother came forward, her eyes wide as she took in the interior of the mansion. “We’re fine. Chief Perry took real
         good care of us.”
      


  Mace looked at her sister. “I really appreciated the assist, Beth. I didn’t know who else to call when Psycho showed up.”


  “He’s not a guy you mess around with. Although from what I heard you pretty much held your own.” She paused. “Did Kingman
         really play him in one-on-one basketball?”
      


  “And kicked his butt,” said Alisha with ill-concealed delight. “I was watching with Non at the window. Kicked his butt,” she
         repeated, tacking on a big smile.
      


  “Where’s Darren?” Mace asked.


  “Who’s that?” asked Beth sharply.


  “My brother. He didn’t come with us. Don’t know where he is.”


  “So what are you all doing here?” said Mace.


  Altman rose and came forward. “Beth and I spoke this morning and Alisha and Tyler are coming to stay with us. I was hoping
         that they could be in the west wing of the guesthouse if it’s not an inconvenience to you.”
      


  Mace blurted out, “Inconvenience? That place is so big I’d need a map to find them.”


  “We staying here?” said Alisha looking around. “I don’t have no money for a place like this.”


  “There is no charge,” said Altman, taking her arm lightly after receiving a high sign from Beth. “And I’d be honored to take
         you and your son to your new quarters and help you get settled in.”
      


  Beth handed off Tyler to Alisha and the three left together. Beth turned to her sister and eyed her empty coffee cup. “You
         might need another jolt of caffeine, because we need to talk. Now.”
      









  CHAPTER 76


  I HAD my police scanner on last night. Heard about the homicide in Nine. Knew you’d be there. You look beat.”
      


  Beth took off her hat and sat down. “You look spent, too. Can’t be the accommodations. Having nightmares again?”


  “I don’t have nightmares anymore.”
      


  “You sure about that?”


  “You held me when I was twelve, Beth. You don’t need to hold me anymore.” Mace handed her a full cup of black coffee and sat
         down with her own. Beth took a swallow and spent a moment admiring the room.
      


  “I can see why you split from me to come here.”


  “I’ve actually found the concierge service to be pretty average.”


  “I guess I can leave it to you to find trouble even as a research assistant.”


  “It’s a gift.”


  “So you’re going back in?”


  “See no reason not to. So what do we need to talk about?”


  Beth hunched forward. “Andre Watkins?”


  Mace barely reacted, but it was enough.


  Beth said, “I thought so. A-1? Since we’re the police we had to resort to a search warrant, but the kid there said a woman
         and a tall man had come in previously with some story about a diseased aunt.”
      


  “You been by Watkins’s place?”


  “It’s empty.”


  “It wasn’t empty when we got there.”


  Mace told her about the man who’d been there pretending to be Watkins, including his description and her suspicions that the
         apartment had been searched.
      


  “Nice to have known that before.”


  “And it wasn’t Watkins having dinner with Tolliver on Friday night.”


  “I know. The description was pretty general. We have a BOLO out on Watkins,” Beth added, referring to a “be on the lookout”
         order.
      


  “The imposter said he was an escort. Was Watkins an escort?”
      


  “Yes, worked for an agency in town. No one’s seen him since Friday.”


  “Maybe Tolliver sensed that something bad was going to happen to her and she wanted some cover.”


  “So presumably they got on to him, either eliminated him or he took off running scared and they sent some goon to roll his
         place looking for answers.”
      


  “And he was doing just that when we knocked.”


  “Pretty ballsy of the guy to open the door to you.”


  Mace shrugged. “He peeped us, could tell we weren’t the cops, or maybe recognized us and decided to play actor and pump us
         for info. Unfortunately, we were pretty accommodating.” Mace eyed Beth. “Anything else?”
      


  “Just a couple more questions. What were you and Kingman doing at the law firm last night? And which one of you pulled the
         fire alarm?”
      


  Mace looked blankly at her.


  Beth tapped the tabletop. “His key card access was the only one last night.”


  “That can’t be right. The other guys—”


  Beth snapped, “What other guys?”


  “We had some visitors last night. I pulled the alarm so we could get away. I assumed they used Diane Tolliver’s key card to
         get in.”
      


  “They didn’t. And again, what guys?”


  “I don’t know for sure. Maybe the same ones who took a shot at me.”


  “How did they know you were in the building?”


  Mace explained about the webcam on Tolliver’s computer.


  “We’ll check it out.” Beth leaned forward. “Remember when you asked me what I would do in your position? Would I risk everything
         to work the case and get back on the force?”
      


  “You didn’t answer me.”


  “No, because I didn’t have a ready answer. But now I’ve had time to think.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing is worth going back to that hellhole.”


  “That’s you. But you’re not me.”


  “Why are you really doing this?”


  “We already covered this, okay? Mona torpedoed your plan, so proving my innocence won’t work. And I told you I was going to
         work the case. If I go down, so be it.”
      


  “If you do, the odds are very good that you will go back to prison and you won’t walk out alive this time. Where did you even
         get the idea to solve a case and use that as a way back on?”
      


  “I had a lot of time to think over the last two years.”


  “Would it have anything to do with a visit you got from an FBI agent who resurrected his career after being convicted of a
         felony?”
      


  “If you knew, why bother asking me?” she said angrily.


  “What did Special Agent Frank Kelly tell you?”


  “I’m surprised you didn’t already track him down and ask him.”


  “I did. He said it was between you and him.”


  “And it is, Beth. Between him and me.”


  “I didn’t think we kept secrets from each other.”


  “You’re the police chief. I am not going to put you in a compromising situation.”


  “What happened to Kelly was a one-in-a-million shot.”


  “I’ll take those odds.”


  “This is ridiculous.”


  “No, Beth, what’s ridiculous is me spending over a decade laying it all on the line to protect people, only to have it all
         crater when someone framed me for shit I don’t even remember. I lost two years of my life in prison where every day seemed
         like it would be my last one. Now I’m out but can’t do the one thing that I was born to do. What, did you think I was just
         going to forget it? Say, ‘Oh, well, shit happens’?”
      


  The two women stared at each other, neither one seemingly willing to give in.


  Beth’s phone buzzed. She didn’t move to answer it.


  Mace said, “Better grab it. The law waits for no one, not even two pissed-off sisters.”


  Beth finally broke off eye contact and snatched up her phone. “Chief.” She listened and then clicked off. “That was Lowell
         Cassell.”
      


  “I already know. Dockery’s DNA didn’t match.”


  “No, it was a perfect match. It was, without a doubt, his sperm inside Diane Tolliver.”









  CHAPTER 77


  ROY SAT at his desk vigorously squeezing his miniature basketball in his right hand. His anxiety was justified. His secretary Janice
         had popped in to tell him that the entire firm had been sent an e-mail from Chester Ackerman about his connection with Diane’s
         alleged murderer. She’d gone on to say that right now Roy was about as popular with his coworkers as Osama bin Laden would
         be.
      


  He’d tried to defend himself. “Janice, will you hear me out. I—”


  The slamming door had cut him off.


  He clicked on his computer and started checking his e-mails. Work still had to be done and he and Diane had been in the middle
         of shepherding several large acquisitions through to closure. Ackerman had not yet assigned anyone to take over Diane’s work
         permanently, so Roy was carrying the laboring oar on the legal end. He didn’t mind that, but he missed being able to kick
         ideas around with her, or go to her when something didn’t make sense. He wished he could go to her right now, because he was
         perplexed.
      


  Your death makes no sense to me, Diane. Can’t you tell me what happened? Who killed you?


  That line of thought was clearly not going to get him anywhere. He returned some calls, opened some files, pulled up some
         half-finished contracts on his computer, and pored over laborious notes he’d taken at a recent client meeting. He worked for
         a couple more hours and then checked his e-mails again. There were lots of new ones, some from clients, some from friends,
         and a few from coworkers telling him to basically get his head out of his butt over defending Diane’s killer.
      


  For some reason, he scrolled far down the list and checked one old e-mail.


  It was the last one he would ever get from Diane Tolliver.


  We need to focus in on A-


  Okay, they’d gotten that piece and run it down for naught. Roy’s gaze next ran over the initials at the bottom of the e-mail.


  DLT.


  It was her initials, for Diane Louise Tolliver. He’d seen her full name on several diplomas she had hanging in her office.
         As he thought about it, her initials being there made sense, but it also didn’t make sense. Roy quickly checked a dozen other
         e-mails that Diane had sent him over the last few months. None of them had her initials at the bottom. She invariably signed
         her e-mails, when she bothered to do so at all, by simply typing “Diane.”
      


  DLT?


  For some reason those initials seemed familiar apart from Tolliver’s name. Was there another reason she had put those letters
         in the e-mail? A backup in case the A-1 reference yielded nothing? Thinking back to the highly organized and intelligent lawyer
         that Diane had been, Roy had to admit that the woman’s employing a second clue hidden in the same e-mail was entirely plausible.
      


  But why direct all these clues at him? He worked with her, sure, but they weren’t really close friends. Then again, maybe
         she didn’t have any close friends. The woman used a paid escort, after all, when she wanted to go out. But why not go to the
         police? If she had learned of some criminal activity or even suspected something illegal was going on, why not just go to
         the cops? As far as Roy knew, Diane had never done any criminal work, but she was still a lawyer. She knew her way around
         the legal system better than most.
      


  But I was a criminal defense attorney. Was that why she was sending me the clues?


  A sudden fear gripped him. He stared at the tiny webcam mounted at the top of his computer monitor. What if they were watching
         him right now? But then his fears receded. Mace had been in here on the night she’d found out about the A-1 clue. They’d talked
         about her discovery here. If someone had been watching and listening, they would’ve gotten to the mailbox before Roy and Mace
         had.
      


  Still.


  He slid open his desk drawer, pulled out a Post-it note, and hastily stuck it over the webcam, pulling his fingers quickly
         back as though the damn thing might bite him.
      


  His cell phone rang.


  “Kingman.”


  It was Mace. Her few words hit Roy harder than Psycho had. “I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes,” he said. He grabbed his
         jacket and sprinted out of the office. The Captain most definitely needed a lawyer now.
      


  He’d just been formally charged with first-degree murder.









  CHAPTER 78


  GOT SOME damn good news today, Roy.”
      


  Roy and Mace were sitting across from the Captain. He’d showered and his wet hair was now slicked back, his revealed widow’s
         peak solid gray. With part of the street grime gone, Roy could actually see some pink skin on the man’s face. The Captain
         was also now wearing a prison jumpsuit. A shackle belt was around his large waist, though his hands and legs were free for
         the time being.
      


  Roy could see that the Captain had once been a very handsome fellow. His features were sharply defined, there were remnants
         of a square jaw, and a pair of green eyes was now visible with the shaggy hair out of his face. The only time he got cleaned
         up was to be charged with murder. The irony was not lost on Roy.
      


  He and Mace exchanged glances. He said, “What’s that, Captain?”


  “They found my cart.”


  “Who, the police?”


  The Captain nodded. “They came and told me. Seemed happy about it.”


  “I’m sure. Look, Captain, do you understand what’s going on here?”


  The Captain sighed heavily. “Damn Twinkies. Always the damn Twinkies.”


  Mace said, “They don’t shackle Twinkie thieves, Captain.”


  He looked at her with benign curiosity. “Do I know you, hon?”


  “We met once. It was a pretty electrifying moment for you.”


  “Okay, hon. If you say so.”


  Roy hunched forward. “The photo of the woman I showed you yesterday? They’re charging you with raping and killing her in her
         office.”
      


  Strangely enough, the Captain laughed. “I know. They told me that. The cops just kidding, Roy.”


  “So you didn’t do it?”


  “No, sir. They got me on the Twinkies, though. And the tools, don’t forget the tools, Roy. I took ’em. For the money.” He
         glanced at Mace and added woefully, “Three dollars, hon. Guy in a turban ripped me off.”
      


  “Right, the tools, you told me,” said Roy wearily. “So you my lawyer?”


  Mace looked expectantly at Roy. “Are you his lawyer?’
      


  Roy hesitated, but only for a moment. “Yeah, I am.”


  “Then I got money to pay you,” said the Captain.


  “Okay, fine.”


  “I got two hundred dollars. Cops took it, but they said they’d give it back.”


  “Where’d you get two hundred bucks?” asked Mace quickly.


  The Captain looked embarrassed. He said in a faltering tone, “I can’t say. No, wouldn’t be right, hon. Not in front of you.”


  Roy stood and paced. “Do you know what DNA is?”


  The Captain squinted. “I think so, yeah,” he said unconvincingly.


  “Well, they found your DNA on the dead woman.”


  The Captain’s face brightened. “Are they going to give it back?” He shot a glance at Mace. “It’s mine, right? So I’ll get
         my cart, my money, and my DNA. And I won’t never take no more Twinkies, swear to God.”
      


  Roy let out a small groan and leaned against the wall. Mace walked over to him and whispered, “Has he always been this out
         of it?”
      


  In a low voice he said, “He can carry on a basic conversation, gets simple concepts okay, but the abstract stuff is way beyond
         him. When I repped him on the assault three years ago, he was starting to show some early signs of dementia. He got a suspended
         sentence mainly because the prosecutor was a Vietnam vet too. But that was a simple assault. He’s not going to get cut any
         slack for murder in the first. The problem is, he can carry on a conversation and he understands some things, so no one is
         going to buy that he didn’t know what he was doing.”
      


  “I guess the moral is, if you’re going to go nuts, go all the way.”


  “And they have his sperm in Diane’s body. And he’s admitted to being in the building at the time in question. How the hell
         do I defend that?”
      


  “You can’t. We just have to find the truth. It’s the only way.”


  “Yeah, well, what if the truth is he did rape and kill Diane? What then?”


  “I don’t know. But my gut is howling that this whole thing stinks.”


  “Well, when you can get a jury to listen to your gut, let me know.” Roy turned back to the Captain and pulled out a legal
         pad and pen from his briefcase. “Captain, I need you to focus for me. We need to go through some timelines. Can you do that?”
      


  The man looked worried. “I don’t know. They took my watch, Roy. I ain’t no good with time without my watch.”


  “It’s okay, you can use mine.” He slipped it off and handed it to his client.


  Mace said, “While you go over the case with him I’m going to have a chat with my sister.”









  CHAPTER 79


  WHEN MACE ARRIVED at Beth’s office her sister was hastily shoving files in a briefcase. “Got two minutes, Mace. Late for a bunch of meetings.”
      


  “I’ll walk with you. Thanks for your help with Alisha and Tyler, by the way.”


  “I’m assuming you’re here for some more help.” When Mace didn’t say anything, Beth added, “They called me when you two showed
         up to see Dockery. So is Kingman going to rep him?”
      


  “Looks to be the case. Dockery said you found his cart?”


  “That’s right. And would Kingman like to know what we found in it?”


  “You have to tell him that anyway, Beth.”


  “He’ll get all the proper evidentiary disclosures from the prosecutor’s office. Well, at least I assume he will.”


  “What do you mean you assume he will?”


  Beth gave her a knowing look. “Take a guess on who’s trying the case?”


  “Oh hell, not Mona? She’s got an office full of homicide hounds to do that kind of work.”


  “Did you really think she was going to pass up a case like this? Fine upstanding female law partner in G-town struck down
         by a homeless nutcase and then stuck in a fridge? She’ll get tons of ink on this. She’s probably getting her hair and nails
         done as we speak. She won’t do the heavy lifting, but rest assured she will be the voice of the U.S. Attorney’s Office at
         all press conferences and other media opportunities. She’ll probably do the closing argument too. If the case gets that far.”
      


  “Why wouldn’t it?”


  “Ever heard of a plea bargain? Although Mona won’t plead this out unless your guy takes the max. She’s not going to pass up
         her chance to get on Larry King for anything less than that.”
      


  “So what did they find in the cart?”


  “Tolliver’s missing panties and her purse. Credit cards and cell phone and office key card were inside but there was no cash.”


  Mace’s mind flashed to what the Captain had said.


  I got two hundred dollars.


  “Two hundred dollars found on Dockery,” said Beth, seemingly reading her sister’s mind. “It does not look good, Mace.”


  “I still don’t think the guy did it. I mean, look at all the other stuff going on here. The key Diane sent Roy. This Andre
         Watkins character. The guy rolling his apartment. The people after me. How do they all tie into Tolliver being murdered?”
      


  “Did you ever stop to think that they don’t? I agree that there is something strange going on with Tolliver and the stuff
         with you. But her being killed by Dockery might have been a simple crime of opportunity that has no connection to the other
         things.”
      


  “I just knew you were going to say that.”


  “Why?”


  ‘Because it’s so… freaking logical!”


  “My apologies for being so freaking logical.”


  “But look, Dockery said the police found his cart, so it was missing. Anybody could’ve planted that stuff in there. And the
         other trace found at the crime scene too.”
      


  “Let’s not forget the sperm in the woman’s vagina. Does Kingman want to make the argument that was planted too?”


  “Believe me, I get the point.”


  “How is his firm going to feel about Kingman defending the guy accused of murdering one of its partners?”


  “Probably not too good.”


  “So why is Kingman doing it?”


  Mace gave her an exasperated look. “Why don’t you ever just call him Roy?”


  “I only call my friends by their first names, with the exception of Mona. And I only do that because I found out she hates her name.”
      


  “He’s doing it because he believes Dockery is innocent. Same as me.”


  As they walked down the hall, Beth said, “Did you ever wonder how a guy like Dockery is able to sneak into the building like
         that and no one ever sees him? Sounds to me like he had some inside help.”
      


  “What are you saying?”


  “Maybe your lawyer friend is repping Dockery because he has a guilty conscience? He helps the guy get in the building, Dockery
         ends up going berserk and killing Tolliver, and Kingman comes in to help clean up the mess.”
      


  “So you think Roy actually believes Dockery is guilty?”


  “Most people accused of a crime are guilty, Mace, you know that.”
      


  “Well, you know something, big sister?”


  “What?”


  “I wasn’t guilty.”
      









  CHAPTER 80


  CAN I SMOKE in here?” asked the Captain.
      


  “No, nonsmoking building,” said Roy as he wrote some notes down.


  “Hey, is it time to eat?”


  “Soon.”


  “I’m hungry.”


  “I know. Okay, so you got in on Friday a little after six. Hid in the closet by the stairs on the main floor. Then around
         eight you went up to the fourth floor and settled in for the weekend. What time did you leave on Monday morning?”
      


  “Can’t remember.”


  “You have to try, Lou.”


  The Captain seemed confused by the use of his real name. Roy noted this and said, “Lawyer-client thing, I need to start using
         your real name.”
      


  “But I tell you what, those damn Twinkies were stale anyway. What’s the fuss?”


  Roy ran a hand through his hair and wondered why it wasn’t falling out with all the stress he was under. “The fuss is they’re
         not charging you with stealing Twinkies, they’re charging you with murder.” He pointed his pen at the Captain. “If you get no other concept down, Lou, please get that one.”
      


  “I didn’t kill nobody. I would’ve remembered something like that.”
      


  “Please don’t make that sort of statement to anyone ever again. And the evidence says otherwise, namely that you did rape
         and kill her.”
      


  “Why I got you. Two hundred bucks. You send me a bill.”


  I will, to whatever prison you’ll be spending the rest of your life in.


  “Them cheapskates anyway.”


  “Who?”


  “Twinkie people. Only time I heard church bells.”


  Roy put his pen down and stared helplessly at the man opposite him. It seemed like the Captain was finally really losing all
         touch with reality. “Church bells?”
      


  “Yep. Why’d they have to lock up that refrigerator anyway?”


  “Lock what refrigerator?”


  “The one where I was staying. They didn’t lock up the toilet. Or the Twinkies. And they ain’t never had much in there anyway
         so why lock it up?”
      


  “Lock it up how?”


  The Captain made a circling motion with his hands. “Big old chain.”


  Roy had a momentary vision of Mace holding a “big old chain” as a weapon on the fourth floor the previous night when unknown
         people were coming after them.
      


  “Did they wrap it around the fridge to keep it closed?”


  “Why else? Big old padlock. Tried to pick it with my knife. No way, no how. Bet they had Pepsi in there. I like Pepsi better’n
         Coke.”
      


  “Was the chain on there when you got to the fourth floor?”


  The Captain thought about this. “Don’t know. I think I went to sleep. But it was on there when I woke up.”


  “Well, that makes sense, Lou, if they thought someone was stealing the food from inside it. They’d lock it up after hours.”


  “Oh, right. Didn’t think of that. You smart, Roy. Glad you’re my lawyer.”


  “Okay, what about the church bells?”


  “Yeah, nothing to eat. Ain’t staying there. So’s I left to look for some food.”


  “Church bells? You mean you left on Sunday?”


  “You sure I can’t get me a smoke?”


  “I’m sure. You were talking church bells?”


  With a vacuous expression the Captain said, “Don’t they still have church on Sunday or did they pick another day?”


  “No, it’s still on Sunday.” Roy thought quickly. There were several churches whose bells could be heard at his building. He’d
         experienced their pealing himself when he’d worked weekends. “So you didn’t actually stay in the building all weekend. You
         left on Sunday?”
      


  “Well, yeah, didn’t I already tell you that?”


  “No, you didn’t!” Roy snapped. “Before you said you left on Monday morning.” He drew a calming breath and reminded himself
         that while his client was nearly sixty, his mental ability was closer to that of a young child. He said in a regular tone,
         “We’ve been going through the timeline for an hour now and you never mentioned that, Lou.”
      


  The Captain held up Roy’s watch. “’Cause this ain’t my watch, Roy. I can’t tell no good time with yours.”


  Under different circumstances Roy might’ve laughed. “Okay, but once you left, did you come back?”


  “No, sir. For what? No food is no food. I got me some grub.”


  “Did you buy it or find it?”


  “I got two hundred dollars. I bought it.”


  “Where?”


  “Little grocery store. Man I fought in ’Nam against, he runs it. Only he likes me now. Ain’t never once run me off like some
         other folks.”
      


  Roy had a sudden inspiration. “The little shop next to the Starbucks on Wisconsin?” He’d bought some food for lunch there
         on occasion and had met the owner.
      


  “Yeah, that’s right. Starbucks? Sure could use me a cup of java about now.”


  “And this happened on Sunday when exactly?”


  “They have bananas and apples right outside the door like when I was a kid. Bought me some. He likes me now, but back in ’Nam
         we were trying to kill each other. I sure remember him all right. He shot me and I shot him. Name’s Yum-Yum or something.”
      


  Roy knew that the Captain hadn’t fought against Yum-Yum, whose name was actually Kim Sung. He’d emigrated not from Vietnam
         but from South Korea into the United States and was only in his early forties. But it didn’t matter anyway. Even if the man
         could place the Captain outside the building on Sunday he could still have sneaked back in to the fourth floor later and attacked
         Diane on Monday morning. Yet at least it was something. “Did you still hear the church bells when you bought the bananas?’
      


  “Oh yeah.”


  “Sun was high up in the sky?”


  “Yep.”


  “Okay, how about Sunday night and Monday morning?”


  The Captain gave him an alarmed look. “What about ’em? They happened, right?”


  Roy took a moment to press against the throbbing pain he had in his left temple. “Yes, they happened. Right on schedule. But,
         see, if we can find some people who saw you on Sunday night and Monday morning then we can tell the police that you didn’t
         kill… that you didn’t steal any more Twinkies on Sunday or Monday.”
      


  A light finally seemed to dawn in the Captain’s emerald eyes. “Oh, right. That’s the truth, I didn’t. No more damn Twinkies.
         They were stale anyway. And stale Twinks? Not even Pepsi can make that taste good.”
      


  “Okay, I’ll check with Kim, I mean with Yum-Yum, and get his statement. So was there anyone else who you saw?”


  “Nope. Just went down by the river and got inside the runoff pipe. Slept there.”


  “And you saw no one? How about somebody in a boat? Early morning rower? Run into anyone when you climbed out of the pipe?”


  “I’d have to do me some thinking on that, Roy. And I’m tired.”


  The Captain put his head down on the table and within a minute he was asleep.


  Roy watched him while thinking it would be so easy to just get up and leave. Go back to his cushy job making his big bucks
         in fancy Georgetown. He didn’t need this hassle, taking all the hits for defending some homicidal homeless lost cause. It
         was like Ackerman had said. Give up the golden egg for this?
      


  But he didn’t get up. He just continued to stare down at a man who’d pretty much sacrificed his life so Americans could keep
         on being fat and happy. He said in a tired but clear voice, “I’m going to do my best for you, Captain. And even if we don’t
         win, we’ll both go down fighting.”
      


  The Captain grunted and then sat up. He looked around groggily. “Is hon gone?”


  “Hon? Oh yeah, she’s still gone.”


  “Two hundred dollars, Roy.”


  “Captain, you don’t have to pay me. I’m doing this pro bono, I mean I’m doing this on my dime.”


  “How I got it.” The Captain looked embarrassed. “Peed in a cup.”


  “Excuse me?”


  The Captain gazed at the tabletop and said in a hushed voice, “Peed in a cup.”


  Roy sat forward, still looking confused. “Someone paid you two hundred dollars to pee in a cup?”


  “Not pee, the other thing.” Now Roy could really see pink in the man’s cheeks because he was blushing.


  “The other thing?”


  “They gave me a magazine to look at. Couldn’t say this in front of hon.”


  “A magazine?”


  “Girlie magazine. Not pee. You know. The other thing.”


  “You mean?”


  The Captain eyeballed Roy with a knowing look. “Two hundred dollars to look at a girlie magazine.”


  Roy leaned forward and gripped the Captain’s arm. “Where did you do this?”


  “G-town. Not too far.”


  “Was it a fertility clinic, a sperm bank?”


  The Captain just looked at him with a blank expression.


  “Forget that, can you remember when you did it?”
      


  “It was daylight.”


  “Okay, can you remember exactly where this place was?”


  “Uh… It was white.”


  “Can you describe the person who asked you to, uh, pee in the cup?”


  “Some guy.”


  “Never mind, I’ll find it!” Roy banged his briefcase closed and raced out of the room.









  CHAPTER 81


  MACE LEFT the mansion and walked over to the guesthouse. Alisha and Tyler were sitting at the dining room table eating a meal that
         Herbert had prepared. Mace sat down next to Tyler, who alternated between carefully forking mashed potatoes into his mouth
         and taking large gulps of milk.
      


  “I know, the food here is pretty terrific,” said Mace, as she watched the little boy.


  “Do you live here?” Alisha asked her.


  “For now. You all settled in?”


  Alisha nodded. “I can’t believe it. I mean just yesterday I was in my little apartment and then at Social. And now. It’s like
         a dream. It’s like a movie.” She gazed around the expansive room in wonder. She looked over at her son. “I think Ty likes
         it here too.”
      


  “Wait’ll I show you the gym. It’s got an indoor basketball court.”


  Ty’s eyes widened.


  “You hear that, Ty?” said his mother. “A basketball court.”


  “He likes basketball?”


  “Oh, yeah. Don’t get a chance to play much. But he likes watching. He was watching from the window when your friend kicked
         Psycho’s butt. Shoulda seen Ty clapping and jumping.”
      


  Mace said, “I can show you some cool moves if you want, Ty.”


  The little boy took another mouthful of food and looked at his mother.


  “That’d be good, right, Ty?”


  He nodded quickly.


  Afterwards they walked over to the gym. Mace got a ball and took Ty onto the court while Alisha watched. Mace bounced the
         ball between her legs, turned, and shot. The ball swished through the hoop, barely grazing the net.
      


  Ty’s face lit up and he looked over at his mother. Alisha clapped and Ty clapped too, his little arms pumping away. Mace took
         his hand and they moved closer to the basket. “Hang on one sec, Ty.” She hustled over to a switch on the wall that raised
         and lowered the basket. She cranked it down to about five feet high and rejoined Ty. She instructed him how to hold the ball
         and then helped him with the first few shots. Three missed, but the fourth one found the bottom of the net.
      


  Ty opened his mouth, and though no sound came out it was clear that he was shouting for joy. Mace showed him to how to bank
         a shot in. Every time he made a basket he would open his mouth, raise his arms in triumph, and then look at his mother. A
         few minutes later Alisha and Mace chased Ty all over the court as he bounced the ball and played keep-away. Thirty minutes
         later the two women sat down on a section of pullout bleachers while Ty kept bouncing the ball and hustling around the court.
      


  “Okay, I’m officially worn out,” said Mace as she watched the little boy run.


  “He wears me out too. That little apartment ain’t big enough to keep him tired. But it better than some alley.”


  “You should feel good you got out of that, Alisha. Real good.”


  “That man, Mr. Altman, he say we can stay here long as we want to. And he say he got some folks to look at Ty.”


  “He’s a very kind man. If anyone can help Ty, he can.”


  Alisha looked around the immense building. “But we can’t be staying here too long. I need to get me a real job. Take care
         of Ty good. Get going on my own.”
      


  “That will all come, Alisha. It’s all part of the program. Mr. Altman will explain it in more detail.”


  “Yeah, that what he said. He wants me to get my GED and then he talking maybe college.”


  “That’s great.”


  She looked worried. “I don’t know. Folks in college they real smart. And the way I talk and all.”


  “The way you talk is fine. And I wonder how many of them could have survived what you did. You can do this. You’re smart too.”


  Alisha smiled. “Sound like my granny. Be anything you want to be.”


  “You can.”


  Alisha stretched out her hand and placed it over the top of Mace’s. “Thank you.”


  “Have you talked to Darren?”


  “Unh-uh. Thought he call me, but he ain’t.”


  “And he knows what Psycho did to you?”


  “I know I shouldn’t told him. He in prison when it happened.”


  “What was he in for?”


  “Carjacking and stuff. Stupid. He got in with some real bad dudes. But he’s smart. He done real good in school. He got a job
         to help me and our granny. But then she got sick and ain’t had no health insurance. He had to make more money.”
      


  “So drug dealing? Carjacking?”


  Alisha nodded. “He got arrested on my birthday. Just turned twelve and he bought me a dress and we were having ice cream in
         the food court over at the train station. And the blues bust in and then he gone. Didn’t really see him again till he got
         outta prison. They sent him all the way to Ohio. Ain’t no way I can get there with Ty.”
      


  “You think he might try to go after Psycho?”


  Alisha’s lips trembled. “I pray to God he ain’t do something that dumb. Psycho kill him.”


  “We’ll do everything we can to make sure that won’t happen.” Mace looked over at Ty as the little boy lined up a shot and
         made it. “I think Ty needs an uncle in his life. And from what I saw at your apartment Darren is really good with him.”
      


  “Oh, he loves Ty and Ty loves him. Funny because they ain’t been around each other all that long. But it like they know each
         other a long time, you know what I mean?”
      


  Mace nodded and then her attention turned to the door of the gym as it shot open.


  “Darren!” Alisha cried out and jumped to her feet.


  Ty stopped bouncing his ball and looked around at his uncle.


  Right behind Darren was Rick Cassidy, his arm on Darren’s shoulder.


  “You know this guy?” said Cassidy.


  “We do,” said Mace. “What’s going on?”


  “Caught him climbing the south wall,” said Cassidy.


  As she drew closer Mace could see that Cassidy had placed a gun against the small of Darren’s back.


  “It ain’t like I gonna just walk up to the door of a place like this and knock,” said Darren sullenly.


  “You should’ve given it a try,” said Mace in a scolding tone. “We would have let you in.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “Rick, you can lose the gun,” said Mace quietly as she saw Ty running toward them.


  “Okay, but I confiscated two pistols from him.”


  “Keep ’em for now.”


  “You sure, Mace?”


  “I’m sure.”


  Rick holstered his gun and patted Darren on the shoulder. “You were actually pretty stealthy coming over the wall and you
         sure can run. Might make a good Navy SEAL.”
      


  “Yeah? Well, I don’t see that in my career future, okay?”


  “Never know.” Cassidy turned and left.


  Alisha put her arms around her brother while Ty gripped his legs.


  “Okay, okay, don’t knock me over, little guy,” Darren said in a mock angry tone. He reached down and lifted Ty up.


  “I was worried ’bout you,” said Alisha. “Tried calling, but you never answered.”


  “Got tied up doing stuff.”


  “How’d you know she was here?” asked Mace.


  Darren smiled. “That lady at Social, Carmela? Think she likes me. And the Razor got him some moves.” He glanced at the door.
         “Was that dude really a SEAL?”
      


  “Yep. You’re lucky he took it easy on you.”


  “When he grabbed my arm I couldn’t break his grip. Man, it was like steel.”


  “Welcome to the world of special forces.”


  He looked around. “Damn, what is this place anyway?”


  Ty jumped down, picked up his ball, and bounced it back to Darren. Darren caught it, did a couple of dribbles between his
         legs, and passed it back. Ty bounced the ball down the court and made a layup.
      


  Darren shot his sister a glance. “Who taught him how to do that?”


  Alisha pointed at Mace. “She did.”


  “Hey, Razor, why don’t you go play with your nephew for a while,” said Mace. “And keep all thoughts of Psycho from your head.”


  “Ain’t nothing gonna do that, woman. Playing with Ty or not.”


  “See, that’s the very reason you should. Ty and Alisha need you, Darren. Not in prison. And not dead. You let me worry about
         Psycho.”
      


  “What you gonna do about Psycho? You can’t do shit about him.”


  “All I’m asking is that you let me try. That’s all.”


  “Please, Darren,” said Alisha. “Please.” She gripped his arm tightly.


  Darren looked back and forth between the two women. Then he pulled free from Alisha. “Gotta go teach my little man some street
         moves.”
      


  He jogged down the court to join Ty.


  Mace’s phone rang. It was Roy. His message was brief, blunt, and yet stunning.


  “Alisha, I’ve got to go out for a while. Just chill and I’ll be back, okay?”


  “Okay. Sure.”


  Mace ran to her Ducati.









  CHAPTER 82


  POTOMAC CRYOBANK, LLP. You sure this is the place?” Mace asked Roy as she looked up at the sign over the door.
      


  They were standing outside of a white brick building just off M Street in Georgetown. They’d driven over on her Ducati. The
         place was less than a ten-minute walk from Shilling & Murdoch.
      


  “It’s not like there are fertility clinics and sperm banks on every corner. Based on what the Captain told me, this is it.
         It’s the only one within walking distance. And it’s white.”
      


  They went inside and spent five minutes getting nowhere with the receptionist. Finally, a thin woman dressed in white pants,
         a blue smock, and rubber-soled shoes came out, steered them to a room off the foyer, and seated them at a small table.
      


  “So what exactly is this about?” she asked sternly.


  Roy explained as much of the situation as he could.


  “That’s ridiculous,” said the woman.


  “Why?” asked Roy.


  “This person claims he just walked in off the street and was paid two hundred dollars for a semen donation?”


  “That’s right. Why is that ridiculous?”


  “You don’t know much about sperm banks, do you, Mr. Kingman?”


  “No, actually, I’ve never had the need to come to one before. I’ve been pretty happy with my own product.”


  “That’s why we’re here,” said Mace. “To become educated.”


  The woman excused herself and returned a minute later with a large stack of papers that she plopped in front of Mace and Roy.


  “Let me give you the run-through of what it takes to become a semen donor,” she said, with the irritating air of a person
         who knows lots of things others don’t. She indicated the pages. “These are the forms one must fill out to even be considered
         as a donor. They’re all available online from our website as well.” She held up one form. “This is the initial donor app,
         which as you can see is lengthy and requires extensive medical, physical, and educational backgrounds and other pertinent
         information. If they pass that stage—and many do not—they are sent a second application covering three generations of family
         medical history.” She picked up another set of pages. “I’m referring to this one. After that comes a specimen screening. This
         involves a personal interview conducted on these premises and a semen evaluation. They are asked to produce three to four
         specimens over a two-week period. Those specimens are evaluated for quality and testing of freezing survivability.”
      


  “Freezing survivability?” said Mace.


  “I’ll get to that. Potential donors must be screened for infectious diseases of course, like HIV, syphilis, gonorrhea, hepatitis
         B and C, and also genetic diseases, as well as blood typing, rhesus factor, and so on. And they must undergo a general physical
         exam either by their own physician or ours. We expect a six-month commitment from our accepted donors and they must produce
         one donation per week over that period.”
      


  “And they’re paid?” said Roy.


  “Of course. People do not go through this out of the goodness of their hearts. Our compensation rates range from one to four
         hundred dollars per acceptable specimen. Precise individual compensation depends on semen quality and the donor’s commitment
         to the program.”
      


  “How is it collected?” asked Roy. “Almost all on-site. Usually via masturbation into leakproof containers. Semen can also
         be removed surgically, but we don’t do that here.”
      


  “Almost all, you said?” noted Mace.


  “We sometimes do off-site collections in an emergency, but only if the collection is done at a hospital, clinic, or, in very
         rare cases, the person’s home. With that method we provide donors with special condoms for collection purposes. And the specimen
         must be transported to us within one to two hours without being exposed to extreme temperatures. Otherwise it’s not acceptable.
         But in the seven years I’ve been here we’ve only had two cases of off-site collection. We like to control all phases, you
         see.”
      


  “And if it’s off-site, then you have no way of knowing if it’s actually the person’s sperm or not,” pointed out Roy.


  “That’s right. We can of course do a DNA analysis to ensure it was from our donor. And it will still be subjected to the same
         rigorous checks, so, for example, no infectious diseases get through.”
      


  “And the freezing?” prompted Mace.


  “The sperm has to be stored under specific and exacting conditions to fully preserve it. We have a cryo-storage room here
         with cryogenic vats. We use liquid nitrogen among other protocols to maintain the specimens.”
      


  “Can we see the room?” asked Mace.


  “No. It’s an environmentally controlled space and you need special equipment to work in there. I can tell you that each vat
         holds over seventy thousand semen specimens.”
      


  “How do you differ from a fertility clinic?” Mace wanted to know.


  “Fertility clinics don’t typically store sperm. They get it from us. We match their client’s request as to race, height, physical
         appearance, for example, and provide them the sperm which they will then use for artificial insemination purposes.”
      


  “Is there any way to determine if the sperm found at the crime scene I described came from your clinic?” Roy asked.


  “I can assure you it didn’t,” she said flatly.


  “Just humor me. Please. A man’s freedom is at stake.”


  She sighed heavily. “From our specific clinic? No, I don’t believe so. But you can easily determine if it was a donation to
         a sperm bank like ours.”
      


  “How?” Mace asked quickly.


  “As soon as the specimen is provided you have to inject buffers as a preservative into the semen. If done promptly and then
         frozen, semen can really be stored indefinitely. However, the maximum allowable time by current law is ten years unless the
         donor was under the age of forty-five when the specimen was given. And even then the sperm can only be used by the donor and
         his partner, and not given to anyone else.”
      


  “Ten years, wow,” said Mace. “Long time to keep the little fellows swimming around.”


  “Without a preservative and proper storage the sperm contained in the semen will have diminished motility after two or three
         days and the sample will be no good to us after, say, five days. And our clients would not be very happy with that, would
         they?”
      


  “So, shooting blanks, in other words?” said Mace.


  The nurse sniffed. “Crudely put, but accurate. When we send semen out to our clients the specimens are cryopreserved in screw-top
         vials. The vials come inside a refrigerated tank or dry shipper since it is actually a metal vacuum bottle refrigerated with
         liquid nitrogen. The semen is sent with detailed instructions on thawing and utilization.”
      


  Sort of takes all the romance out of it, thought Mace.
      


  “So to answer your question directly, we use a TEST yolk buffer solution as a preservative. Many other sperm banks do the
         same.”
      


  “Yolk? As in egg?” said Mace with a trace of disgust.


  “Not exactly, no, and it’s a perfectly accepted method of preservation.”


  Roy said, “So if it’s not a semen donation?”


  “Then there will be no preservative. And I can assure you that there won’t be with the person you described. He would never
         have gotten past the initial round of medical forms. And if he’s a Vietnam veteran as you mentioned he would’ve been disqualified
         right away.”
      


  “You disqualify Vietnam vets?” said Roy sharply.


  “No, of course not, it’s based on age. We, along with most sperm banks, don’t accept specimens from anyone over the age of forty. Indeed, most of our donors are
         under the age of thirty, many of them college students.”
      


  “Looking for beer money,” commented Mace.


  “I wouldn’t know about that.”


  “Are you open every day?” asked Mace.


  “We’re closed on Wednesdays and Sundays.”


  “So the building is empty then?”


  The woman looked at her and said in a contemptuous tone, “That would usually be the case when we’re closed. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.”
      


  “Lots of eggs to crack today?” said Mace.


  The woman led them out without saying another word.


  When they were outside Roy said, “Wow, I really dig your interrogation technique. First, piss the person off, and then see
         what she won’t tell us.”
      


  “That woman was not going to knowingly help us from the getgo, but she did tell us at least one thing of importance other
         than the yolk thing.”
      


  “What?”


  “That they’re closed on Wednesdays and Sundays. Now we need to get the sperm sample they found in Tolliver checked out. Lowell
         Cassell can do it.”
      


  “And if there’s no yolk?”


  “Then maybe the Captain is lying.”


  “I don’t think he’s mentally capable of coming up with something like this.”


  “I don’t think so either, but nothing would surprise me anymore. If it does come back without the preservative, the Captain
         is probably going down for this.”
      


  “But what if he came here and they took sperm from him but didn’t inject the preservative in it?”


  “And why would they do that, Roy? Because they were planning to kill Diane Tolliver and blame it on the Captain? You think
         the petite sperm expert back there crushed your partner’s brain stem and then injected her with sperm taken under false pretenses?”
      


  “No, but maybe one of the doctors? The Captain said a white building. And he said some guy helped him. He obviously came here.”


  Mace considered this. “We’ll have to get a roster of who works here and check out any viable suspects.”


  “In the meantime can you call Cassell to run the test?”


  “No, but I’ll phone my sister. I’ll do it tomorrow morning.”


  “Why not now?”


  “Because I have to work up the nerve, that’s why!”


  “Why not just bypass her?”


  “How? I can’t exactly order the ME to run the damn test.”


  Roy’s phone buzzed.


  “Hello?”


  “Mr. Kingman? It’s Gary, the waiter from Simpsons.”


  “Oh, right. Gary from Simpsons,” he said so Mace would know. Roy hit the speakerphone button and held the phone up.


  “Did you remember something else, Gary?”


  “Well, it wasn’t what I remembered. It’s what I just saw.”


  “What you just saw? I don’t understand.”


  “The guy Ms. Tolliver was having dinner with? I just saw him.”


  “What? Where? We’re close to the restaurant. Is that where you saw him? We can be there in a few minutes. Can you stall him?”


  “No, I’m not at work. I’m at my apartment near Adams Morgan. I meant I just saw his photo in the newspaper.”


  “Saw him in the newspaper.”


  “Yeah. He’s dead.”


  “What? Who was he?”


  “That attorney guy they found in a Dumpster? Jamie Meldon? He was the guy with Ms. Tolliver Friday night.”









  CHAPTER 83


  HELLO, Beth.”
      


  Beth looked up to see Sam Donnelly and Jarvis Burns coming toward her. It was the next morning and they were in an auditorium
         at the FBI’s Washington Field Office where Beth was to give out some awards to local teenagers enrolled in the Bureau’s Junior
         Agent Program.
      


  “Sam, Jarvis, I didn’t expect to see you two here.”


  Burns’s eyes crinkled. “Why not? Some of these young people will be the intelligence operatives of the future.”


  Donnelly added, “And one can never start too early looking for talent and molding personalities.”


  “By the way, I spoke with your guys. I appreciate the effort you made.”


  “Well, they’re not technically my guys,” Donnelly said quickly. “But I value your professional friendship highly. Indeed, Beth, if you hadn’t pursued a career in
         law enforcement you would’ve made a hell of an intelligence agent.”
      


  “High praise coming from you. So Reiger and Hope don’t report to you?”


  Donnelly and Burns exchanged a quick glance. Donnelly said, “Not even the same intelligence platform. Quite frankly, I made
         a few phone calls, did the Potomac two-step, and ended up with that pair. They seem quite capable. And their superiors obviously
         gave the okay to brief you.”
      


  “Well, it wasn’t much of a briefing. National security tagline basically.”


  “That, unfortunately, is often the case. You know how these things work. No one wants to read anybody else into anything.
         The old cold war adage still applies as much today: Don’t trust anyone.”
      


  “Do Reiger and Hope have any military connections?”


  Burns shot her a penetrating stare. “Not that we know of. Why do you ask?”


  “Just an observation. They had DHS creds but told me they’d once worked at the Bureau. And I checked into their backgrounds
         and quickly found that my security clearances weren’t high enough to even have a peek into where they really came from.”
      


  Donnelly said, “With DHS, the FBI, and sixteen intelligence agencies floating around, it’s nearly impossible keeping any of
         it straight. I know the goal when creating the Director of National Intelligence position was to orchestrate better oversight
         and coordination among all these unwieldy alliances, but—and you didn’t hear this from me—it is a herculean task. Some might
         say impossible.”
      


  “I’m sure. I just have one city and four thousand cops to keep track of. You have the entire world.”


  “Don’t sell yourself short. That one city is the nation’s capital. And one of your constituents just happens to be the president.”


  “Who went for a pizza run yesterday, which cost me two hundred officers off the street for the motorcade deployment.”


  “The world’s most powerful man can do what he wants when he wants.” Burns drew closer. “As an aside, I heard you made an arrest
         in the murder of that female lawyer in Georgetown. Congratulations. The director actually mentioned it at our morning briefing.”
      


  Donnelly said, “That’s right, Beth. Good work.”


  “Well, let’s hope the case sticks.”


  “A homeless vet I understand?” said Burns.


  “Louis Dockery. A homeless vet with a chest full of medals, including a pair of Purple Hearts and a Combat Bronze.”


  Burns wagged his head, his silvery hair tipping onto his broad forehead. “So very sad. I can certainly relate to the Purple
         Heart, I have a pair of those myself.”
      


  Donnelly said, “I have one of my own. But unfortunately the two ongoing wars are adding enormously to both the military and
         the VA’s burdens. There’s simply not enough funding to cover all the problems.”
      


  Beth said, “Well, Washington better rework its priorities. I can’t think of a more important goal than taking care of the
         people who’ve defended this country with their blood.”
      


  Burns patted his bad leg. “When I got out I sought psychiatric counseling, although there was a certain stigma attached to
         that. Hopefully it’s less so now.”
      


  “Well, you turned out all right, so there’s hope.”


  “Some would argue with that.”


  “That there’s hope?”


  Burns smiled. “No. That I turned out all right.”


  Donnelly pointed to the teenagers set to receive their awards. “Now, go give them a great pep talk, Chief. In ten years they’ll
         be the first line of defense for this country.”
      


  “Preventing attacks instead of responding to them, you mean?”


  “Much better to crush the enemy before he can act instead of pulling the bodies of his victims out of the rubble. We save
         lives, Beth, you and I. We just do it a little differently in my part of the spectrum. But the goals are the same. Always
         remember that.”
      


  The men walked off and a moment later Beth’s phone buzzed. She looked at the caller and her brow wrinkled. She almost didn’t
         answer.
      


  “Mace, I’m right in the middle of something. Can this wait? What?” She listened intently for sixty seconds. “I’ll take care
         of it.” She clicked off, glanced at the FBI agent emceeing the program, and held up one finger. He nodded.
      


  She rushed to a corner of the auditorium and made a call.


  Lowell Cassell seemed surprised. “All right, Beth, if you say so. It’s easy enough to check for that. But if it’s true that
         certainly will complicate things.”
      


  “Yes, it will.”


  “How did you come by this theory?”


  “Take one guess.”


  “Your sister is keeping busy.”


  Beth clicked off and rushed up to the stage to personally greet the teenagers and then settled at the lectern to begin her
         remarks.
      


  From a far corner, Donnelly and Burns, who’d been watching her intently while she’d been on the calls, turned and left the
         room.
      









  CHAPTER 84


  THIS WAS a nice surprise.” Karl Reiger’s wife, Wendy, kissed him on the cheek as her husband flipped another burger on the grill.
      


  “Kids had the day off so I thought what the hell. Nice, sunny day, summer around the corner.”


  “Well, I’m glad you did. You’ve been working such long hours lately, sweetie.”


  Reiger looked at his wife. She was in her mid-thirties, four years younger than him. She still possessed the classic beauty
         she had when they’d met in college. She wore jean shorts, a white sleeveless blouse, and a Washington Nationals ball cap over
         her shoulder-length light brown hair.
      


  “Yeah, work is a real bitch right now.”


  “Oh look, Don and Sally are here.”


  Reiger glanced over at the driveway of his two-story brick house in Centreville, Virginia. Lots of federal agents lived out
         this way because everything inside the Beltway was far too expensive if your job was to merely risk your life in serving your
         country. Don Hope, his wife, and three kids were climbing out of a Dodge mini\van, hauling platters of food along with a baseball
         and several gloves. Hope’s two sons put down the food on a wooden picnic table set up in the backyard and joined Reiger’s
         two boys in throwing the ball around. The Hopes’ daughter, a ten-year-old, went into the house with Tammy Reiger, who’d just
         turned eleven. Sally gave Reiger a hug and then she and Wendy busied themselves getting the meal ready.
      


  Don Hope shut the doors of the van, grabbed two beers from a cooler he’d brought, popped the tops, walked over to Reiger at
         the grill, and handed him one.
      


  Reiger took a long pull of the drink, finishing half of it.


  “Cookout?” said Hope. “Little surprised to get the call.”


  “Why not? Normalcy. It’s been a while.”


  “Guess you’re right about that. No orders yet?”


  “Why I’m flipping burgers instead of the other thing.”


  “You think Burns is setting us up to take the fall?”


  “Every op I’ve gone into I’m prepared to be killed by the guys on the other side and screwed by the guys signing my paychecks.”


  “Hell of a way to make a living, Karl.”


  “I thought I’d be career military. See the world, good pension when you pull your time. Even do some good.”


  “Me too. Then—”


  “We were too good at what we did, Don. That’s why they came calling. They don’t pick the dregs, they go for the cream.”


  “Feeling more like soured milk now.”


  Reiger slid a burger onto a platter and slapped another piece of raw meat on the grill. “Why, because we keep missing Perry?”


  “Dumb luck.”


  “I’m not so sure about that. I’ve read up on her after Burns gave us the ‘Rome is burning’ lecture. Lady is good at what she
         does. No question. Hell, I’m surprised Burns didn’t try to recruit her at some point.”
      


  Hope took a swallow of beer and watched the boys throwing the ball. “Sterilized weapons, cocked and locked. What bullshit.
         I’m a dad. I got a mortgage. I’ve been married fourteen years and I still have the hots big-time for my wife. I’m not some
         damn machine.”
      


  “To them we are. That’s all we are. Fungible. Use up some shells, they got more where we came from. We’re just rounds in a
         magazine.”
      


  “How many more do you figure?”


  “Never really thought about it, because I could never verify my guess.”


  “But why meet at the Pentagon? Especially since no one else there knows what we’re up to.”


  Reiger prodded a burger with a long fork. “DNI isn’t like the spider at the center of the web. It’s more like the snake slithering
         through the backyard. A mandate to go everywhere, see everything. Pentagon is as big an intelligence player as they come.
         Used to going its own way, sucking down dollars and data. We saw that when we were in uniform, Don.”
      


  “For sure we did.”


  “But even it has to kowtow to DNI. And so Burns makes the rounds, has offices everywhere, Langley, NSA, National Geospatial.”


  “And the Pentagon?”


  “I know two- and three-star generals who hate the DNI’s guts for all the good it’ll do them. Sam Donnelly does the daily presidential
         intelligence briefings now instead of the DCI. Locked tight. You got the man’s ear and trust, you can’t lose. You’re golden.”
      


  “Yeah, but Burns is a piece of work. Half of me wishes he’d drop from a stroke.”


  “And the other half?” Reiger said grinning.


  “Nothing you haven’t thought about.”


  Reiger put some cheese on top of an almost done burger. “Read up on him too when we were recruited for this. Vietnam vet.
         One hard-ass guy. Medals out the ying-yang. Guy was as brave as they come, did his thing, laid it all out there for the Stars
         and Stripes. Flipped to the intelligence side soon as Saigon fell. Wounds made him unfit for active duty.”
      


  “The leg.”


  “Right. He’s in his sixties. Could have got out before now, but apparently he’s got nothing else in his life.”


  “Wife? Kids?”


  “Wife left him, apparently his two kids did too.”


  Hope looked impressed. “Where’d you get that scuttlebutt?”


  Reiger cracked a smile. “Your security clearance isn’t high enough.”


  Hope finished his beer. “The hell you say.”


  “A hardass,” Reiger said again. “Loves his country, though. Do anything to protect it. And he expects us to do anything to
         protect it too. And anything covers a lot.”
      


  “Piece of paper, Karl. That’s what we need. Our get-out-of-jail-free card.”


  The ball flew toward them, landing a couple feet from the grill. Reiger snagged it and threw it back to his oldest son.


  “Thanks, Pop.”


  Reiger pointed at the black sedan that had just pulled into the driveway next to the minivan. The man who got out wore a plain
         suit that did not stand out in any way. It was the sort that Reiger and Hope wore while on duty, allowing them to just blend
         in. In the man’s hand was an equally plain white envelope.
      


  “Well, here it comes right now, Don. I guess we’re back to killing Americans.”


  “I don’t like this any better than you, but don’t get cold on me now, Karl.”


  “I’ve been cold ever since I put a round in Jamie Meldon’s brain.”


  He slapped another piece of raw meat on the grill and watched it sizzle.









  CHAPTER 85


  AFTER PHONING her sister that morning, Mace picked up Roy and drove him in to work. When they arrived she told Roy about the call.
      


  “So you didn’t tell her about Meldon having dinner with Diane, but just about the DNA testing?” he said as he climbed off
         the bike.
      


  “That’s right.”


  “Mind telling me why?”


  “It could be the key to breaking this case. If I’m going to use this sucker to get back on the force I have to solve it. And I don’t want Beth to get in trouble for pulling strings for me.”
      


  “I can understand that. You really do care about her.”


  “She’s pretty much all I have left.”


  “Hey, haven’t I gotten a little bit in the loop?”


  She smiled. “You’re sweet, Roy. And yes you have.” Her expression hardened. “So what’s the connection between Meldon and Tolliver?”


  “It has to predate her coming to Shilling & Murdoch. She never once mentioned him, and I never saw him come to the firm.”


  “Wouldn’t have been some legal dealings?”


  “We don’t do criminal work. What other legal dealings would they have?”


  “Okay, like you said, it must predate her time at Shilling. Where was she before?”


  Roy thought for a moment. “She mentioned New Jersey.”


  “I read that Meldon used to practice law in Manhattan. If she was in Newark or thereabouts, that’s practically the same place.
         They could have had dealings then. She was in private practice up there too?”
      


  “I think so.”


  “It’s funny.”


  “What?”


  “The D.C. cops got pulled off Meldon’s murder.”


  “You mentioned that but didn’t tell me why.”


  “Beth didn’t know why but she was pissed about it. She and Mona Danforth had words about it while we were at Café Milano. But the thing is, whoever’s investigating Meldon’s death should have retraced his
         steps too. They could’ve found something or knew that he was meeting with Tolliver. And let me tell you, if their deaths aren’t
         connected it’s like the mother of all coincidences. And I don’t believe in coincidences anyway.”
      


  “So we find Diane’s killer, we get Meldon’s murderer too.”


  “That’s sort of the plan.”


  “Any way to find out who is investigating Meldon’s homicide?”
      


  “If I ask Beth she’ll want to know why. I can try a couple other sources. Meantime we need to follow up our own leads.”


  “But that waiter could call the cops and tell them what he just told us.”


  “He could but I doubt he will.”


  “Why?”


  “He’s probably forgotten about it. It just comes with the chronic ADD mentality of that generation that believes that twittering
         actually constitutes personal interaction.”
      


  “Hey, that waiter was about the same age as me.”


  “Sorry. So can you find out where Diane worked before Shilling?”


  “Yeah. But let me write it down. Otherwise I’ll probably forget we even had this conversation because of my generational ADD.”


  “Oh, Roy, at least you make me laugh.”


  “Well, while you’re laughing I also just remembered where I saw the initials DLT.”


  “DLT?”


  “It was at the bottom of the last e-mail Diane sent me.”


  “I saw that. Just figured it was her initials.”


  “That’s what I thought too, but she never signed any other e-mails that way.”


  “Okay. So what else could it mean?”


  “I’m betting DLT stands for Daniels, Langford and Taylor.”


  “And they are?”


  “The escrow agent that Shilling & Murdoch uses for all of its closing transactions. Their offices are up on K Street, right
         in the middle of Lobbyist Alley.”
      


  “And they’re significant why?”


  “They do the money wire transfers for our deals. Billions of dollars go through their office, at least electronically. Billions.”


  “Okay, billions of anything always gets my attention. What do you think you can find out?”


  “I can check the firm archives for a start. I can look through closing docs for the deals that Diane and I worked on, check
         escrow letters, electronic funds transfer confirmations, that sort of thing.”
      


  Before he walked inside she said, “Call me with whatever info you can get on Diane. I’ll follow it up from there. But you
         need to focus on repping the Captain. With Mona on the other side waiting with fangs bared, you’re going to really need to
         bring your A-game.”
      


  She roared off, leaving Roy to trudge into the building, his briefcase smacking against his leg.


  Ned nodded to him from the security desk.


  “You okay, Mr. Kingman?” he asked.


  “Never better.”









  CHAPTER 86


  MACE DROVE BACK to Abe Altman’s place and checked on Alisha and Tyler. She found the pair in Altman’s study going over specifics of the program
         Altman had designed. They looked up when she poked her head in. Ty still had the basketball and was bouncing it in a corner.
      


  “Where’s Darren?” Mace asked.


  “He left,” said Alisha. “Didn’t say where he was going and didn’t say when he be back. I’m worried about him.”


  “Hey, Razor can take care of himself.” This was a lie, Mace knew. When it came to people like Psycho you’d need an Army battalion
         to take care of yourself. She walked back to the guesthouse, went up to her bedroom, and pulled something out of her closet.
         It was the baggie of shell casings the honor guard had given her at her father’s funeral. She sat back on the bed and held
         the bag on her chest, staring at the ceiling. It was so stupid of her to have opened the coffin. Every time she thought of
         her father, it began with that horrifying image before she could manage to push it aside.
      


  She rattled the metal in the bag.


  Okay, Dad, what do you think I should do? Let Beth run with this or keep chugging on? I want to be a blue again, Dad. I have
            to be a blue again.


  She rattled the casings some more, as though trying to get better reception. There was no answer. There would never be an
         answer. She wasn’t a little girl anymore who could run to Daddy for help. These were her problems to solve. Only there was
         no right or wrong answer. There were only choices. Her choices.
      


  She put the precious bag of used ordnance away, slipped over to the window, and looked over the grounds. Her gaze, by habit,
         sought out all places of potential danger. Entry points, the shadowy spaces under trees, a secluded corner. She thought for
         a second that she had seen Rick Cassidy flit by, but it happened so fast she couldn’t be sure.
      


  Feeling suddenly lethargic, she scooted down to the kitchen and made some coffee. She brought it back up to the bedroom with
         a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with sliced bananas on toasted wheat that she’d made with her own two hands. It undoubtedly
         would not have met Herbert’s high culinary standards, but it tasted damn good. Finished, she lay back on the bed with the
         thought of just resting her eyes. She hadn’t really slept in a long time. It was finally catching up to her. Just a few minutes…
      


  The vibration woke her. She sat up groggily and looked around for a moment, disoriented. A moment later she snatched her phone
         from her pocket. As she hit the answer button she noted the time.
      


  Damn, I’ve been asleep for hours.


  “Hello?” She glanced out the window where a gentle rain was starting to fall.


  “It’s Roy.”


  “I didn’t recognize the number. Where are you calling from?”


  “My health club. Just call me paranoid. If they can tap computer cameras, you know?”


  “I know. So what’s up?”


  “Got something to write with?”


  She grabbed paper and pen off the nightstand. “Shoot.”


  “Okay, just so you know, everyone in the firm hates my guts.”


  “And how magnanimous you’ll be when you turn out to be right.”


  “No, I won’t. I’ll tell them to eat shit and die. Anyway, I checked out some stuff and talked to some people. I’ve got Diane’s
         ex-husband’s name and number. He lives in Hawaii so you can call him today if you want. It’s morning there now.”
      


  “Okay. What else?”


  “Apparently the divorce was not all that amicable. I’m hoping that the ex can give you some more info on that. Maybe the name
         of the lawyer who represented Diane.”
      


  “And the connection to Meldon?”


  “No clue at this point, but at least it’s a start.”


  “What about DLT?”


  “I’m planning to sneak down to the archives tonight and poke around.”


  “Listen, Roy, you staying there after hours alone is not a good thing.”


  “I’m not sure if anyone here is involved, so I can’t exactly waltz down to archives and start going through boxes. I’ll find
         what I can and take the stuff home.”
      


  “Why not come to Abe’s instead? We’ve got real security here.”


  “You think he’ll mind?”


  “I think the place is so big you could roll in with a tank brigade and he’d have no clue you were even here.”


  “Okay, maybe that’s smarter.”


  “And that way we can both go over the docs you found. It’ll be faster. Are you going back to see the Captain?”


  “As soon as I’m done here. They just notified me that the presentment is tomorrow morning at Superior Court. I need to go
         over some details with him to the extent he can remember any.”
      


  “The presentment’s pretty perfunctory, right?”


  “Nothing’s perfunctory when Mona Danforth is in the picture. They’ll have to get a grand jury to issue an indictment since
         it’s a first-degree felony.”
      


  “Or they can just return a No Bill.”


  “What, did you enroll in law school this afternoon?”


  Mace said, “I was a cop. I’ve been in court more than most lawyers.”


  “But there’s no way she’s not going to get an indictment returned on these facts. They might as well just dispense with the
         preliminary hearing. They’ve got more than enough to show cause for the prosecution to go forward. The Captain will be arraigned
         on murder in the first and a trial date set. Any word from your sister on the semen sample?”
      


  “Uh, hold on a sec.”


  Mace quickly checked to see if she had any phone messages on the off chance that she had slept through a call from Beth. “No,
         nothing yet.”
      


  “Well, let me know the minute you do. I don’t want to be blind-sided by that when I walk into court tomorrow.”


  “And when you do your firm will know for sure where you stand.”


  “I know. And they’ll fire me. That’s why I’m going through the archives today. I probably won’t get another chance.”


  “Good luck.”


  “You too.”


  Mace clicked off and punched in the number for Joe Cushman, Diane Tolliver’s ex-husband who was now living in the Hawaiian
         paradise.
      


  Must be nice.









  CHAPTER 87


  THE COOKOUT was over, the sunshine was long gone, replaced with light rain, and Reiger and Hope were back in their plain suits and riding
         in their new Town Car.
      


  “Orders all in order?” joked Hope.


  “Yep, and locked away in my safety deposit box. I dropped by the bank as soon as you and your family left.”


  “Getting paranoid on me? Good.” Hope rolled down the window and breathed in the moist air. “So who signed?”


  “Everybody we need. Including Burns and Donnelly.”
      


  “Guess the guy finally took us seriously.” Hope nodded at his partner. “Cookout was nice, Karl. Good idea.”


  “Yeah, I’d rather be flipping dogs and burgers right now instead of driving to this place.”


  Hope looked at the address that had come with the signed orders. “Warehouse in Arlington?”


  “A front. They’re all fronts. We’ll see a ‘For Sale’ or ‘For Lease’ sign on the wall. A couple cars parked out of sight. A
         guy with a face you’ll never remember will answer our knock, we’ll flash our IDs, and the meeting will begin.”
      


  “What are we hoping to get out of this tonight?”


  “What I want are some recruits to do the trigger pulls while we coordinate from the sidelines. At least that way I can hate
         myself a little less.”
      


  “But that’s another set of testimonies in court if this goes wrong. Geez, I can’t believe I’m saying this stuff.”


  “We need to think about it, Don. But I’m not worried about these guys. I’m guessing Burns made sure they are not from this
         hemisphere. So we get the executioners in place and then the plan gets knocked together.”
      


  “I know Perry has to go down. What about the punk lawyer?”


  “If he hadn’t gotten in the way that night Perry would already have ceased to be a pain in our ass. But I’m not holding grudges.
         The order says Perry and anybody else deemed necessary. If we deem him not necessary he can go on being a lawyer after mourning
         the loss of his friend. I’m not looking to add to my bag of kills here. I’ve smoked my share of dirtbags, but none of them
         looked like me.”
      


  Reiger looked up ahead. “There it is. What did I tell you?”


  As they drove into the parking lot the “For Sale” sign was prominently mounted on one wall of the place that was actually
         three separate buildings on an acre of land in a section of Arlington that had seen far better days.
      


  “Looks to be 1950s construction,” said Hope. “Surprised they haven’t knocked it down and put up condos. Land in Arlington
         is damn hard to come by.”
      


  “Yeah, but if it’s secretly owned by an intelligence agency that doesn’t give a crap about cash flow, that is not your definition
         of a motivated seller.”
      


  Reiger drove through a narrow opening between two of the brick buildings and stopped in the middle of the small interior courtyard.


  “Like I said, couple of cars parked here. Now all we need is the faceless guy answering the door and I’m a perfect three for
         three.”
      


  Reiger did not go three for three.


  The woman who answered the door was petite with short brown hair angled around an oval face, and dressed in dark slacks, a
         tan windbreaker, and a pair of black-rimmed glasses. She flicked her badge and ID card at them. They did the same.
      


  “Follow me,” she said.


  They fell into line behind her as she led them through the darkened hall.


  “Didn’t catch the name on the ID card,” said Reiger.


  “Mary Bard.”


  “Okay, Agent Bard. Karl Reiger and Don Hope.”


  “Call me Mary. And I know who you are. I’ve been tasked to help with this assignment,” she said over her shoulder.


  “Well, we can use the help,” said Reiger. “I assume you’ve been read in?”


  “Yes. I can see why you two are frustrated. It seems to me they’ve been running you around like bulls in a china shop and
         expecting the impossible.”
      


  “Exactly. We need to set the hit up our way instead of chasing them.”


  She said, “Burns told me we’re to go over the logistics, call in resources as needed, and then lay the trap.”


  “Now that sounds like a strategy.”


  “Watch your step. I’ll turn the lights on once we get to the interior room. Cops sometimes patrol by here.”


  “Understood. So where are you really from?”


  “You saw my creds.”


  “Right, I’ve got several sets myself and they all say something different.”


  “Okay. Justice Department. That do it for you?”


  Reiger grinned. “That’s what they all say.”


  Bard smiled too. “I know.”


  Don Hope was looking down. He lifted up one of his feet. “Plastic on the floors?”


  Reiger reached out and touched one of the walls. “And on the walls?”


  Mary Bard moved with the grace of a ballerina, but also with the speed of a tiger. The kick caught Reiger in the sternum,
         driving him back into the wall with such force that it threw his heart out of sinus rhythm. Since there was no light, the
         shine of the twin six-inch blades was never seen by either man as she whirled them in a blur of synchronized motion. One knife
         ripped across Reiger’s throat first. He didn’t even have time to scream. He fell to the floor clutching his severed jugular.
      


  Don Hope managed to pull his weapon. Before his finger could close on the trigger, she drove her foot into his knee, ripping
         it backwards; supporting bones snapped and tendons tore away like sprung rubber bands. He screamed in agony, at least until
         she gave a backhanded slash with the second knife. The jagged blade ripped his throat apart; arterial blood erupted from the
         wounds, spraying the narrow hall.
      


  Hope sank next to his dead partner, his last few breaths jerky, gurgling, and then his chest ceased to heave. As if on cue
         the lights came on and several people moved forward. As Bard stepped out of the way, hands rolled up the plastic with the
         men inside it. A truck was parked in the rear of the building. Reiger and Hope were placed inside and the truck sped off.
      


  Bard had the blood of each man on her clothes. She stepped out of them and stood there in her bra and panties until she was
         handed a jumpsuit by one of her colleagues. Her physique was lean, with ropy muscles in her arms, shoulders, and thighs. The
         heightened definition of her body and absence of fat threw the scars on her torso into sharpened relief. She zipped up the
         jumpsuit, turned, and entered a bathroom where she scrubbed the evidence of the twin kills off her face, hands, and hair.
         She took off the eyeglasses and slid them into her pocket. They were actually night optics, allowing her to see her victims
         in the dark far better than they could see her. A few minutes later she left by another rear door. Her Smart car started up
         and she drove out of the parking lot, headed west, and entered Interstate 66. She placed the call.
      


  “Done,” she said and then clicked off.


  Jarvis Burns put his phone down and allowed himself a rare smile. “Now that, Agent Reiger, is chain of command.”
      


  As he turned back to his work, he glanced at his watch. Two minutes later, in the safety deposit box where Reiger had placed
         his precious orders that would enable him and Hope to walk free after the job was done, the time-released chemicals built
         into the document’s threads did their work. In ten seconds there was nothing left except vapor.
      









  CHAPTER 88


  INCREDIBLY ENOUGH, Joe Cushman, Diane Tolliver’s ex-husband, had just found out that his former wife had been murdered. It seemed news took
         a while to travel that far west. But then again, Mace thought, it wasn’t like the death of an ordinary citizen would make
         the national news other than as a one-time blip, and only then because of the rather bizarre circumstances. Joe Cushman did
         not sound all that upset and was not planning to attend the funeral. Yet that was understandable, Mace concluded. His divorce
         had been final over a decade ago and he told her that he’d remarried. And as Roy had informed her, it had not been an amicable
         separation. Cushman had bellowed out the reason for that early on in their long-distance conversation.
      


  “She cheated on me!”


  “Who with?”


  “Don’t know. I never was able to find out, and then I just stopped caring.”


  Every few seconds he would pause and Mace could hear him dragging on a cigarette. He had the smoker’s gravelly voice too,
         his throat and lungs probably already full of nicotine-induced lumps.
      


  “So how do you know she was having an affair?” Mace had asked.


  “All the telltale signs. She bought fancy lingerie that she sure as hell never wore for me. She started working out, lost
         weight, new cosmetics, weekend ‘business’ trips, the whole shebang. We had no kids so it was basically split up the property
         and go our separate ways. Still, her law firm played hardball. Hell, I even had to fork up some cash for her attorney’s fees,
         if you can believe that.”
      


  “Why?”


  “She made good money, but I made a lot more. Commercial real estate developer in New Jersey when you could print money doing
         it.”
      


  “Good for you.”


  “Yeah? Well, I don’t have as much money now, but I like the beaches and the trade winds a lot better than the ice and muck
         in Jersey.”
      


  “You don’t by chance remember the name of the firm that represented her?”


  “Are you kidding? I sure as hell wrote them enough checks. Hamilton, Petrocelli & Sprissler. In Newark. Three ladies. Three
         hellcats more like it. Even my lawyer was afraid of them. They were so good I used them later in some of my deals.”
      


  “Thanks a lot. I appreciate the info.”


  “Hope it helps with whatever you’re doing. Diane and I didn’t get along, obviously, but nobody deserves to die like that.
         I’m thinking of sending some flowers.”
      


  “I’m sure that would be very nice.”


  Mace clicked off and looked down at her notes. She called information and got the number for Hamilton, Petrocelli & Sprissler,
         LLP, in Newark.
      


  She got the receptionist and then the call was put through to Julie Hamilton.


  “Yes?”


  Mace briefly explained why she was calling. “Diane Tolliver?”


  “You probably would have known her as Diane Cushman. She took her maiden name back after the divorce. I spoke with her ex,
         Joe Cushman. He gave me your name.”
      


  “I do remember hearing something about the killing. The refrigerator, right?”


  “Yes, the refrigerator.”


  “But I never associated Tolliver with Cushman. I mean, I knew her maiden name was Tolliver, but it just never occurred to
         me it was her. It’s been over a decade. Murdered. My God!”
      


  “Yes. That’s why I’m calling.”


  “And who are you with?” This was the cautious lawyer’s voice now that Mace knew so well.


  “I’m in D.C. I’m helping to investigate the matter on behalf of a man charged with the murder.”


  “Like I said, it’s been at least ten years. I can’t think of any way I would have relevant information for you.”


  “Do you know a man named Jamie Meldon?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “Because he was murdered too, right after he met with Diane.”


  Caution had just transformed to ice. “I’m afraid I can’t help you.”


  “I just need to ask some questions about—”


  The next sound Mace heard was the line going dead.


  She immediately called back.


  This time the receptionist would not put the call through.


  “Please, it will only take two minutes and it’s—”


  The receptionist hung up on her.


  Mace slowly put the phone down.









  CHAPTER 89


  AFTER TALKING to Mace, Roy decided to speed up his search of the firm’s records. He took the stairs down to the fifth floor. However, the
         archives room was locked and he didn’t have a key. He trudged back to the sixth floor and headed to the mail room. Dave was
         there sorting letters and packages for the last delivery of the day. “Where’s Gene?” Roy asked about the person who manned
         the archives room.
      


  “Left early. Doctor’s appointment. You need anything from down there?”


  “It can keep. I’ll let you get on with your deliveries.”


  “Is it true you’re going to be the lawyer for that guy they arrested?’


  “Why? You want to bust my chops too?”


  “No, I thought that’s what lawyers were supposed to do. I mean, you can’t not represent somebody just because he’s not popular,
         right?”
      


  “Dave, that’s the first intelligent thing I’ve heard today.”


  Dave headed out with his cart while Roy pretended to follow him out, then he circled back and closed the door to the mail
         room. He jogged to the very back, lifted the door to the dumbwaiter, climbed in, hit the green button, and pulled his arm
         back. The door closed, the machine gave a little jolt, and Roy was on his way.
      


  On the brief ride down he thought about the other time he’d been inside here. Wrapped around Mace’s body. It had been a flashlight in his pocket, though he couldn’t say he hadn’t been a little aroused, what with her proximity to him
         and the adrenaline rush that came with knowing your life might soon end violently.
      


  Maybe they should try that technique at the sperm bank.


  The dumbwaiter stopped and the doors slid open.


  Roy climbed out and looked around. The room was dark but he had to make sure. He did a slow circuit of the large room with
         its rows of shelves and stacked boxes. He slipped his small flashlight out and shone the beam around. He knew generally how
         the filing system was set up here and made a beeline to one section. This was where most of his and Diane’s client files were
         kept. He started opening boxes. Securely attached to the inside top of each box was a small hard plastic case. Inside the
         case was a flash drive containing an electronic record of everything in that box.
      


  The firm had been in the process of scanning all these documents onto their computer system, but it had gotten complicated,
         because not all lawyers at the firm were authorized to see everything. And certain clients only wanted the attorneys who worked
         on their matters to be able to access the documents. The problem could be partially solved by requiring passwords to access
         certain files, but lawyers were notorious for losing such information or even letting colleagues who were not authorized use
         the passwords. The firm’s solution had been to keep the paper archives along with the flash drive in this room. An attorney
         had to be authorized to look through or take boxes out, and the flash drive was password-protected.
      


  Even though Roy was authorized to look at the boxes he needed, he felt sure that Ackerman would put the kibosh on him looking
         at anything. He quickly went through a dozen boxes and pulled the flash drives from each and pocketed them. This, he told
         himself, was only a minor crime compared to the felonies he and Mace had been committing lately. He decided against climbing
         back in the dumbwaiter and riding it back up just in case someone was in the mail room.
      


  He edged open the door to the archives and looked around. No one was within view. He slipped out and walked quickly through
         the suite, out the door, and up the stairs back to the sixth floor. He was about to put the first flash drive in his computer
         when he noted the Post-it he’d stuck over the camera port.
      


  What if they’ve hacked into my computer? I put the flash in and they’ll know what I’m looking at.


  He slipped the device back in his pocket, grabbed his briefcase and jacket, and headed to the door. When he opened it he came
         face-to-face with Chester Ackerman and two security guards.
      


  Ackerman held out his hand. “I would like your key card right now.”


  “What’s going on, Chester?” Roy looked at the two beefy uniforms. “Who are these guys? Did you finally replace Ned like I
         suggested?”
      


  “They’re here to ensure that everything goes smoothly.”


  “Smoothly? I told you I’d let you know about my representing Dockery.”


  “And I just called the courthouse and found out that you are his attorney of record and will be representing the killer at
         a presentment hearing tomorrow morning.”
      


  “Why’d you call the clerk’s office?”


  “Because I don’t trust you. And it seems my instincts were spot-on. Your card?”


  Roy handed it over. “Can I at least get my personal things?”


  “We’ll send them to you. And I think a search of your person is in order.”


  Roy drew closer to Ackerman. “You lay one hand on me I own your houses, your cars, your retirement plan, and this firm.” He
         glanced at both guards. “You rentals want a piece of that?”
      


  Each guard looked nervously at the other and took small steps back.


  Ackerman snapped, “Fine, just leave the premises now, before I have you charged with trespass.”


  “And you have a great day too.”


  Roy walked out of the firm while lawyers and staff watched from every nook and cranny. He half expected them to start cheering
         when the door closed behind him. He passed Ned in the lobby. The man was slurping down a giant Coke.
      


  “Hey, Mr. Kingman, did you see those two security guards who came in?”


  “Oh yeah.”


  “Everything okay?”


  Roy jingled the flash drives in his pocket. “Oh yeah.”









  CHAPTER 90


  ROY STOPPED at his condo, grabbed some things, and called Mace on the way over to Altman’s. He filled her in on what had happened, and
         she did the same on her conversation with Joe Cushman.
      


  “Herbert is making like a seven-course meal,” she said. “But to tell the truth, I’m dying for a greasy burger and fries.”


  “I’ll pick up some on the way. We’ll probably have to work through dinner anyway.”


  He got there an hour later. They ate in the guesthouse in case Herbert happened by and saw them with charbroiled meat and
         salty fries dangling from their mouths. Mace finished off the last bite, took a long slurp of her Dr. Pepper, and sat back.
      


  “Where are Alisha and Tyler?” Roy asked.


  “Up at the main house being fed, among other things, couscous, pork tenderloin with a reduction sauce, and tempura green beans
         with a nice crème brûlée done in the classic style for dessert.”
      


  “Did Herbert tell you that?”


  “No, he actually prints menus every day. He dropped one off at the guesthouse. He was not happy to hear we were going to be
         missing his latest masterpiece.”
      


  “I’m not sure a three-year-old is going to be into couscous and classic crème brûlée.”


  “Oh, for Tyler he prepared his extra-special spaghetti with hand-formed meatballs and Rocky Road for dessert. I think Herbert
         likes having kids around.”
      


  Mace had borrowed a laptop computer from Altman and during dinner Roy had been scrolling page after page of the content on
         the flash drives.
      


  “Got anything yet?” asked Mace as she settled next to him.


  “Nothing pops out.”


  “Coffee?”


  “Yeah, by the gallon, please.”


  She made the coffee and carried a tray back in with the pot and two cups along with cream and sugar containers, and set it
         down on the coffee table. She poured out the beverages.
      


  “Cream and sugar?”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  She made it up and passed it to him.


  Roy took a sip. “Good coffee.” He glanced up at her and smiled.


  “What?” said Mace suspiciously as she held her cup.


  “I don’t know, I guess I never pegged you as the domestic type.”


  “I’m not, so don’t hold your breath waiting for the apron and string of pearls.”


  “Still nice.”


  Mace was about to shoot off another stinger but paused. “Yeah, maybe it is.”


  “So you really think you need to go to Newark?”


  “The lady lawyer freaked on me when I mentioned that Jamie Meldon had been murdered too after meeting with Diane. She knew
         him; that was clear.”
      


  “But if you go there’s no guarantee they’ll see you.”


  “And if I don’t go it’s a hundred percent that they won’t see me. At least if I make the trip I’ll have a shot.”


  “Do you want me to go too?”


  “No, you’ve got your hands full.”


  “What about your work for Altman?”


  “He has no problem with me chilling for a bit. He feels really guilty about Psycho. And he’s been spending a lot of time with
         Alisha. At least he can get his project off the ground with her.”
      


  “What about the brother?”


  “He was here and now he’s not.”


  Roy was looking at the screen as he was talking to her. “Wait a minute.” He clicked a function key and split the screen with
         one document residing in each half.
      


  Mace leaned forward next to him. “What is it?”


  “On the left is a set of wire transfer instructions that Diane and I did for a deal in the Middle East. Well, the buyer was
         in the Middle East, but the seller was in Ohio.”
      


  “What were they selling?”


  “Manufacturing facilities tied to the automotive industry. They made things like windshield wipers, radiators, and stuff.
         It was part of a string of plants that were bought in five different states in a cluster sale. Happened after all the turmoil
         in Detroit. Total price was nearly a billion dollars.”
      


  “There’s that billion number again. So what’s the problem?”


  “Well, the closing instructions we wrote out show where, when, and how the money was supposed to be paid. There were lots
         of contingencies, recording of deeds for the land, requisite corporate filings with the various state commissions, that sort
         of thing. It also includes the ABA routing number, bank account, and other required money transfer information.”
      


  “Roy, you’re putting me to sleep.”


  “Okay, our instruction letter is on this side of the screen. Now, over here is the confirmation we got back from DLT.”


  Mace scanned the page. “I’m no math whiz, but the numbers seem to add up.”


  “Yeah, the dollar figures do, but look at that.” He pointed near the bottom of the page at a long number comprised of many
         digits.
      


  “But isn’t that the ABA routing number you mentioned?”


  “It is a routing number, but it’s different than the one on our instruction sheet, and I don’t know what it’s doing here.
         Now, I know the money for this deal was received by the seller, or else I can assure you we would have heard about it.”
      


  “So what is that number? A mistake?”


  “I guess it could be.”


  “Okay, how does that help us?”


  “I don’t know, I’m just sort of guessing here. It would be helpful to see the corresponding file or other supporting docs
         that DLT has.”
      


  “So do we just go in and ask them for it?” Mace said sarcastically.


  “Maybe there’s another way.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “It’s possible they don’t know I’ve been canned from Shilling. I just talked to someone from DLT yesterday to go over some
         details of a deal Diane and I were working on. If I call them and set up an appointment to go over there and meet, I might
         be able to sneak a peek at their records.”
      


  “But if they are involved in something that got your partner killed, you could be in danger.”


  “I’ve been shot at, chased, threatened, done the two-step with a guy named Psycho, and gotten thrown in jail. All since meeting
         you,” he added.
      


  Mace looked uncomfortable.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  “But I was with you when all that happened. You’d be going into DLT solo.”


  “I’m a lawyer, which means I can talk my way out of just about anything.”


  “The thing is, Roy, these people don’t talk. They kill.”









  CHAPTER 91


  THANK YOU for seeing me at such a late hour, Beth.”
      


  Jarvis Burns was seated opposite the chief in her office. He glanced around the room. “May you spend many productive years
         here.”
      


  “I’m trying, Jarvis, I’m trying. What’s up? Your call was… “


  “Uninformative?” Burns said. “I don’t like communicating over the phone.”


  “NSA isn’t supposed to spy on Americans’ phone calls, and certainly not on American intelligence agents.”


  “But still, one can never be too safe.” He sat back, lifted his bad leg up, and crossed it over the other. “I won’t waste
         your time, but I believe I owed you a heads-up.” He paused and then added quietly, “Agents Reiger and Hope are dead.”
      


  Beth sat forward, her stare piercing. “What the hell happened?”


  “Ambush, apparently. They were beaten—looks like torture, actually—and then their throats were slashed.”


  “Where did it happen?”


  “We’re not sure. The preliminary indicates they were not killed where they were found. Lack of blood and such.” He tapped
         her desk with his index finger. “They were found in a Dumpster in South Alexandria.”
      


  “A Dumpster? Same as Jamie Meldon.”


  “Precisely, but not the same method of murder. Knife versus bullet.”


  “You said torture?”


  “Bones broken, sternum cracked. Yes, torture.”


  “It could be Naylor’s cronies. His butt is sitting in jail waiting for trial on domestic terrorism charges.”


  “I’m fully aware of Roman Naylor’s atrocities.”


  “The point is, I told Reiger and Hope that we should have been in on this. We could have worked with them and maybe nailed
         those assholes.”
      


  “It wasn’t my call, Beth. Hell, it’s not even my case. I was sent here because we’d previously arranged for Reiger and Hope
         to fill you in, at least in a limited way. In fact, Director Donnelly insisted on my coming to tell you. I guess he felt obligated
         in a way. I didn’t really know the two men, but they were still agents of this government. And we’re going to do everything
         in our power to get the bastards who did this.”
      


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “We’re working with the FBI, but I’m going to see if there’s a role you can play.”


  “I’ll be ready and willing to do whatever I can, Jarvis.”


  “I know, and believe me, I won’t forget it.”


  He rose to leave. “Beth, a personal question?”


  “Yes?”


  “Is it true that your sister was arrested?”


  She eyed him impassively. “How did you hear about that?”


  “Beth, please. If we can’t keep track of what’s going on in our own backyard what chance do we have with the Iranians and
         North Koreans?”
      


  “It was a misunderstanding. She was never charged. She said that some people in a car were, uh, shooting at her.”


  “Shooting at her. Where was she?”


  “In D.C. Trinidad.”


  “Trinidad? When?”


  “Middle of the night.”


  “Okay,” Burns said slowly, shaking his head in amazement. “People shoot at each other with some frequency there, particularly
         at that time of night.”
      


  “She should’ve known better.”


  “But what in the world was she down there for?”


  “She went back to the place where she was kidnapped. She said she just wanted to see it.”


  “Why would she want to do that?”


  Beth sighed. “I think she has it in her head that if she finds who set her up, she can have her record expunged and can rejoin
         the force. That’s all she wants, Jarvis. To be a cop again.”
      


  “Well, I wish her every success with that of course, but it is, well, it is—”


  “A long shot? Yeah, she knows.”


  “And the Tolliver case?”


  “What about it?”


  “There was a false fire alarm there the other night. At the law firm.”


  Beth looked puzzled. “I didn’t think you worried about things like that.”


  “Normally, I wouldn’t. But we have data triggers, Beth. For example, a surge in hospital admissions with folks complaining
         of symptoms that resemble anthrax exposure coupled with suspicious air quality feed from our sensors in the Metro. So a murder
         in a Georgetown law firm followed by a false alarm at the same building soon thereafter that wasted a great deal of emergency
         resources gives me some concern. Flight lessons in Florida where beginner pilots didn’t want to learn how to take off and
         land? In hindsight perfectly clear, but before 9/11 it seemed trivial, insignificant. Thus I can’t afford to take anything,
         no matter how small, for granted. So the law firm activity could have been a diversion of some kind.”
      


  “A diversion for what purpose?”


  “We may not know until it’s too late. I get paid to worry about the entire jigsaw puzzle, Beth. That’s why my gut is full
         of holes and I’m losing my hair at a rapid pace. Any clue on who pulled the alarm?”
      


  Beth’s face was unreadable. “Not yet. We’re working on it.”


  “Well, let me know if you have anything.”


  “Will do.”


  “Oh, and tell your sister to just chill, Beth. You lost her for a couple of years already. You don’t want to lose her permanently.”


  As Burns left the building he felt good about himself. He had just given Mace Perry an out. If Mace stood down on this, she
         got to live. It was her choice. And if she didn’t stand down, it became his choice.
      









  CHAPTER 92


  USING A CREDIT CARD Altman had provided, Mace bought an online train ticket to Newark for the next morning. Then she drove over with Roy to interview
         the Captain. When they got to the jail, the two received a shock. Mona Danforth and two homicide detectives were talking to
         the Captain in a small interrogation room. Mona had her legal pad out and was scribbling notes fast.
      


  Roy nearly kicked the door open after he’d spotted them through the glass and chicken wire window cut in the door.


  “What in the hell are you doing?” he yelled.


  Mona and the cops looked up while the Captain stuffed a whole Twinkie in his mouth.


  “Hey, Roy,” he said between gooey bites.


  “You just blew your whole case!” Roy said to Mona, who just sat there smiling.


  “And you are?” she said smoothly.


  “His lawyer, lady! That’s who I am.”


  Mona’s smile faded. “The name is Mona Danforth, not ‘lady.’ I’m the United States attorney for the District of Columbia. So
         show some respect.”
      


  Mace stepped in behind Roy. “Interim attorney, Mona,” she pointed out. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
      


  “What the hell are you doing here?” Mona exclaimed.


  “She’s here with me, meaning she’s allowed. But you are not. And like I said, you just blew up your whole damn case.”


  “Really? And how exactly did I do that, Mr….?”


  “Kingman. My client has been charged. He has counsel of record. His Sixth Amendment rights have attached. You are not allowed
         to have any contact with him unless I am present.”
      


  “Well, you must be a little rusty, Mr. Kingman.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “That was the law. But it’s not anymore. The Supreme Court overturned that requirement. Now if the defendant asks to meet with the
         police he can do so without his attorney present and no prejudice attaches unless you can prove coercion. I can get you a
         copy of the opinion if you’d like so you can come up to speed on basic criminal law.”
      


  “And you’re trying to tell me that he just asked to talk with you?”
      


  “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” Mona turned to the Captain and patted his hand gently. “Go on, Lou, you can talk to them.”
      


  “Lou? He’s my client!” shouted Roy. “Not yours!”


  Mace noticed that the poor Captain’s gaze was locked on the lovely prosecutor’s body. Mona’s skirt was short and her blouse
         open just enough to show some cleavage.
      


  “Now don’t be mean to hon, Roy,” said the Captain. He gave Mona’s hand a squeeze before she quickly removed it from his reach.


  “She’s not hon,” explained Roy. “She’s the lady who’s trying to put you in prison for the rest of your life, Lou.”
      


  “She brought me Twinkies.”


  “He asked for them,” Mona said quickly. “And then told my people that he wanted to talk to us.”


  “Did you, Captain?” Mace asked him.


  “I think so, yeah. Twinkie’s damn good. These ain’t stale, Roy, not like them others.”


  Mona stood, as did the two detectives. She said, “Well, I think that wraps it up for now. I’ll give you some alone time with
         him.”
      


  “I’m entitled to it by the law, so don’t pretend you’re doing me any favors.” He eyed her full legal pad. “And I’m still filing
         a motion to suppress anything he might’ve told you. And I’m going to demand a full investigation on this whole damn thing
         ’cause it stinks, Supreme Court decision or not.”
      


  “I am curious about one thing,” Mona said imperturbably.


  “What’s that?”


  “Since I’m listing you as a material witness in this case—you did find the body after all and may still be considered a person
         of interest—how is it that you’re going to represent Mr. Dockery in this matter with such a blatant conflict?”
      


  Roy looked like someone had just gutted him with a hatchet.


  Mona’s smile deepened. “I can see from your poker face that you really hadn’t thought about that. I tell you what, Roy, I’ll waive any objection I might have to this little point of legal ethics, and if the judge agrees, you can be Mr. Dockery’s
         lawyer.”
      


  “And why would you do that?” said Roy cautiously.


  “Oh, you mean the quid pro quo? Well, let’s put it this way, I hate defense counsel’s motions to suppress. And I also hate
         demands for investigations. I think what we need here is a blank slate.” She stared up at him expectantly, her look about
         as condescending and triumphant as one face could achieve.
      


  “So in other words I forget the stunt you just pulled and you’ll let me represent my client?”


  “I didn’t pull any stunt. I’m perfectly within my rights.”


  “I can seek a waiver from the court.”


  “Not over my objections you can’t.”


  “So let me try to understand this. If you’re maintaining you did nothing wrong here, why offer me a deal that lets me rep
         my client?”
      


  “Because I want you to stay on as Lou’s attorney.”


  “Why?”


  Mona leaned forward and spoke in a low voice so that only Roy and Mace could hear her. “Because if you get disqualified, then
         they might appoint a real attorney, and that just makes my job harder. There’re a ton of highly qualified public defenders just salivating to take
         this case, and they all know what they’re doing. Why play against the varsity when the j.v. is available?” She picked up her
         briefcase and stuffed her legal pad in it. “See you in court tomorrow.” She turned to the Captain. “Oh, Lou, before I forget.”
         She pulled another Twinkie out of her jacket pocket and tossed it to him, like throwing a bone to a dog. The next moment she
         and the detectives were gone, leaving the Captain to eagerly devour the fresh offering of creamy cake.
      









  CHAPTER 93


  ROY HUDDLED in a corner of the room with Mace while the Captain sat staring vacantly at the wall and wiping goo off his mouth.
      


  Roy said, “Maybe she’s right. Maybe I am j.v.”


  Mace punched him in the arm. “Let’s get one rule down, Mona is never right.”


  “The Captain deserves the best representation, Mace. I didn’t even focus on the material witness issue. And it was big enough
         to drive a truck through. I would’ve gone in tomorrow and gotten my head handed to me. By Mona and the judge.”
      


  “The Captain wants you.”
      


  “Come on, he doesn’t know what he wants. Other than Twinkies.”


  “You can do this, Roy. You might be a little rusty on some of the case law, and you didn’t focus on the material witness angle
         because you knew you were innocent and you wanted to help the Captain.”
      


  “You can’t rep a defendant charged with murder in the first with any rust, Mace. There’s no room for error. Especially against
         Mona. I know you hate the woman and I do too, but she’s sharp.”
      


  “And she’s totally unethical. She basically bribed the Captain with junk food and cleavage.”


  “But that makes her even more dangerous.”


  “The point is, Roy, you made the decision to rep him. Your firm canned your ass over it. So do you want to go crawling to
         them begging for your big-dollar job back? And let a homeless vet be assigned some Perry Mason wannabe who could give a shit
         if the guy spends the rest of his life in the can? Is that what you want?”
      


  “Of course not,” Roy said hotly.


  “Then what’s the problem? Mona just laid down the challenge. She’s gonna kick your ass. Okay, fine. But I don’t see a guy
         who’s so competitive that he has as his computer password the last score of his college basketball career just turning the
         other cheek on this. But this time it’s not just a game. And the Captain needs you. He needs you, Roy.”
      


  Roy looked at Mace, then at the Captain, then back at Mace. “Okay, but I’ll need help to dig up some useful stuff.”


  “Consider it done.”


  “You? But you’re going to Newark tomorrow to run down this Meldon lead.”


  “This Meldon lead may point us to whoever killed Diane.”


  “Do you really believe that?”


  “I don’t know what to believe right now. But I can’t afford to cut corners on this.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “So you’re good to go on this?”


  “I am.”


  “Then I guess I can tell you.”


  “Tell me what?”


  “Beth had Lowell Cassell call me on my way over here.”


  “And?”


  “And there was no yolk buffer in the sperm found in Diane. It didn’t come from Potomac Cryobank.”


  He glanced over at the Captain, who was picking something out of his teeth.


  “Okay, gut check time. Do you think he did it?”


  Mace looked over at the old soldier too. “I talked to Beth about that. She said she agreed there was some strange stuff going
         on with Diane and your law firm. But she also said her murder could be entirely unrelated to all of it. That it could have
         just been a crime of opportunity.”
      


  “So you think he did it?”


  “No, Roy, I don’t.”


  “Then how the hell does all this make sense?”


  “It makes perfect sense. We just have to figure out how.”









  CHAPTER 94


  THEY SPENT another hour trying get some answers from the Captain. The conversation was often one-sided, however, as the vet lost interest,
         snoozed, went off on multiple and irrelevant tangents, or asked for more Twinkies. He couldn’t adequately describe the man
         who’d met him on the street and asked if he wanted to make a quick two hundred bucks. He was variously big, short, fat, thin,
         bald but with hair. He hadn’t gone in the front door of the place; he didn’t recall the sign. He did say that he’d rummaged
         in big green trash cans while the man got things ready. Mace made a note to check the back of Potomac Cryobank for those types
         of receptacles. He did remember going inside a dark, small room. He’d been given a cup, and a “girlie” magazine. It had taken
         him a long while, but he’d delivered the requested sample and then gotten his money.
      


  “Anything you can remember about the place, Lou, anything?” Roy asked.


  “The smell.”


  “What did it smell like?” said Roy.


  “Hard to say.” He stroked the wattles on his neck. “Not like me. Real clean.”


  Roy looked at Mace. “It did smell really antiseptic in there. Like a hospital.”


  “Well, it is like a clinic.”


  “Yeah, but that’s hardly concrete evidence for a court.”


  “Like you were expecting that from him?” Mace said in a low voice.


  They left the Captain and returned to Altman’s guesthouse, where Roy began formulating his strategy for the next morning’s
         hearing.
      


  “It’ll be quick and perfunctory,” he said. “I’ll plead him not guilty. Mona will ask for detainment and then get an indictment
         probably pretty fast. Then the real work begins. When do you leave for Newark?”
      


  “Seven o’clock Acela train. Gets into Newark around 9:30. The law office is about twenty minutes by cab from the station.
         I can talk to them, hopefully get somewhere, grab the train back, and be here tomorrow afternoon.”
      


  “I can call you with the details of the hearing.”


  “You going to ask for him to be released on personal recog?”


  “No. He has a roof and three squares a day in jail.”


  “And if somebody is setting him up, he’s safer in there.”


  “Yeah, maybe we should get arrested too.”


  They both looked up when a ball bounced down the stairs and rolled to a stop next to Roy’s foot. He palmed it. The next moment
         Tyler came running down the stairs looking frantically around. When he saw the ball in Roy’s hand he darted over, his arms
         spread wide.
      


  “Ty, what you doing up this late?”


  Alisha had appeared at the top of the stairs as soon as Roy handed the ball to her son. She said, “I’m sorry ’bout that. The
         boy just won’t go to sleep. He was bouncing the ball and it got away from him.”
      


  Mace tapped Roy on the thigh. “This kid was making layups and dribbling the ball like a real pro, weren’t you, Ty?”


  The little boy looked at her and his mouth opened, his eyes blinking rapidly.


  Mace patted Roy on the shoulder. “This guy here played college basketball. He could’ve played in the NBA if he could’ve jumped
         a little higher.”
      


  “Among other things,” Roy added.


  “You know, you’ve been doing the legal thing all day, how about taking this big guy over to the gym and let him show you what
         he can do. Give you a chance to clear your head.” She added, “Ty, you want to show Mr. Roy here some of your moves?”
      


  Roy said, “I really should finish—”


  But when Ty reached out and gripped Roy’s hand tightly, his little mouth still wide open, Roy quickly stood. “Okay, Ty, I’m
         a little rusty, so take it easy on me, all right?”
      


  “Can I watch?” asked Alisha.


  “I was going to suggest it,” said Mace.


  Roy glanced back at her. “You want to come? Maybe we can do our HORSE tricks for him.”


  “You go on. I’m gonna hit the sack. I’ll have to leave here early to get the train.”


  When the three of them disappeared out the door, Mace gave them a couple of minutes to get to the gym and then she punched
         411, got the number, and made the call.
      


  “Doc, it’s Mace Perry. I know it’s late, but you got time to meet?”


  Lowell Cassell was at his row house in southeast D.C., but he agreed to meet Mace at a coffee shop near Union Station. Mace
         thanked him, clicked off, grabbed her leather jacket, and ran for the Ducati.
      









  CHAPTER 95


  IT REALLY IS CRAZY for me to be meeting you like this, Mace,” said Lowell Cassell.
      


  “Why? I’m just an ordinary citizen.”


  “An ordinary citizen who I believe is assisting in the defense of an alleged murderer who is right now cooling his heels in
         a D.C. lockup.” When she looked surprised that he knew this, Cassell added, “The water-cooler gossip does reach the morgue,
         you know.”
      


  “Well, I wouldn’t really call what I’m doing assisting. And I really did want a nice cup of coffee. I used to come here a
         lot when I was a cop. Open twenty-four hours. We’d pop in here after hoodling for a bit if the radio was quiet.”
      


  Cassell leaned forward and spoke in a low voice even though there wasn’t another customer in the place. “I really went out
         on a limb by allowing you access to my files. In fact, if that comes out, my career is over.”
      


  “It will never come out, Lowell. I will die before that comes out.”


  He sat back, apparently satisfied. “I think you would.”


  “So why did you do it then?”


  “The files?” He spooned more sugar into his cup. “Because I like you.”


  “Not a good enough answer for a possible career-ender.”


  “Blunt, just like your sister.”


  “I like to think I’m more diplomatic.”


  “I understand that Mona Danforth is personally trying this case?”


  “That’s right. I’m sure it’s only for altruistic reasons.”


  Cassell took a sip of his coffee and picked at a pastry on his plate.


  “Come on, Doc. I know the sperm was pure, no yolk stuff.”


  “That’s right. I assumed you were the reason Beth had me check that.”


  “The guy said someone paid him two hundred bucks to do it in a cup.”


  “The homeless vet?”


  “Yep,” answered Mace.


  “You think he just made that up? I mean, sperm in a dead woman is pretty convincing evidence.”


  “I agree, and no, I don’t think he made it up. The guy spends most of his time thinking about Twinkies.”


  “Circumstantial is also pretty strong.”


  “Right again. Our work is cut out for us.”


  “So you are working this one?” said Cassell.
      


  “If I can’t be a cop, you know.”


  “I know. Solve a big one.”


  “Only thing keeping me going.”


  “What happened to you was an injustice, Mace.”


  “Thirty percent.”


  “What?


  “That’s roughly the percentage of cops at MPD who think I was bad.”


  “That means seventy percent think you were railroaded. A politician would love to have those approval ratings.”


  “Well, for me anything less than a hundred sucks.”


  “You can’t live your life trying to make people understand something they don’t want to understand.”


  “I’m not doing it for them. I’m doing it for me.”


  “I guess I can see that.”


  She tapped his hand with her finger. “So why did you agree to meet with me tonight?”


  “To tell the truth, I’m not sure.”


  “Something’s bugging you, isn’t it?”


  “The sperm.”


  “But it wasn’t yolked.”


  “Planted sperm.”


  “Okay.”


  “It’s happened before, but not very often. In fact, it’s about as rare a forensic misdirection as there is, but not impossible.
         But the thing is, if you do it and do it well, a conviction is almost inevitable.”
      


  “So you think it wasplanted?”
      


  “The cervix.”


  “Come again?”


  “The semen was high up on the cervix. I mean really high. I’ve read Dockery’s arrest file. Nearly sixty. Living on the streets
         for years. I actually saw him in the jail. I haven’t examined him, of course, but to my doctor’s eye he has many serious health
         problems. Arteriosclerosis almost certainly, high blood pressure, probable diabetes, basal cell carcinomas on his face. He’s
         at high risk for stroke, aneurysm, and various cancers. And I would bet a thousand dollars that he has an enlarged prostate
         and possibly even cancer there.”
      


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning that for him to be able to even get it up is a miracle, much less rape the woman and shoot his semen that far up
         in her cervix.”
      


  “Well, he said he did it in a cup.”


  “A cup is not a woman’s vagina. Did he say how long it took him to do it in the cup?”


  “He said it took some time. He also told us they gave him a girlie magazine.”


  “I would bet it took him a long time even with the girlie magazine.”


  “That could be important, because Tolliver wasn’t at the office more than two hours before she was killed. And chances are
         it was a lot less than that. Maybe thirty minutes to an hour.”
      


  “No problem for an eighteen-year-old. But if a guy in Dockery’s condition can get an erection in less than four hours, if
         at all, you can give me what he’s taking. Do you know why the pharmaceutical companies make billions of dollars off stuff
         like Viagra and Cialis?”
      


  “Because older guys can’t get it up without help?”


  “Exactly, especially for guys Dockery’s age. And keep in mind this is just between you and me. I won’t repeat this on the
         witness stand. You can get your own expert. Under the law my findings are an open book for the defendant’s counsel to use.
         But he has to draw his own conclusions and what I’ve said is just speculation. I really can’t form an opinion about it.”
      


  “Understood. But speculate on one more thing. Do you think they might have given Dockery a pill to help him do it in the cup?”


  “I wouldn’t bet against it.”


  “Hopefully, he’ll remember when we ask him. He’s not that stellar on details. And they could’ve stuck it in a Twinkie. But
         how long would the sperm last in her? If Dockery is telling the truth, they had to get it from him, store it, transport it
         to the crime scene, and shoot it into her. Someone I talked to said the stuff breaks down after a while. That’s why they have
         to yolk it.”
      


  “It does. The motility and other elements do degrade. The sample I examined hadn’t been there longer than seventy-two hours.”


  Mace sat back. “How about less than twenty-four? Say he gave the sample on Sunday and she was killed on Monday?”


  “No. Longer than that. At least three days.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I’d stake my reputation on it.”


  “That’s good enough for me.” She stood. “Thanks, Doc.”


  “For what? I’m not sure I was very helpful.”


  “No, I think you cleared up a lot. The only problem is, if what I’m thinking is right, I’ve got a ton of new questions that
         need answers.”
      


  “I hope you get them.”


  “Me too.”


  A few minutes later Mace burned down the road. She wasn’t heading back to Abe Altman’s manse. She was heading to Georgetown.
         If she was right then there was a force behind all of this that scared her. In fact, it might just scare her right to death.
      









  CHAPTER 96


  JARVIS BURNS LEFT his office building late and hailed a cab. When he was with Sam Donnelly he traveled by motorcade. On his own, public transportation
         was deemed good enough. He didn’t mind. In fact, it was the perfect opportunity to take in another meeting.
      


  He settled back against his seat in the taxi. The cabbie eyed him in the mirror. He wore a white loose-fitting cotton shirt,
         and in his own country would have also had a black-and-white kaffiyeh on his head, which symbolized the man’s Palestinian
         heritage. This man, Burns knew, had just flown in from the Middle East. He typically lived at thirty-five thousand feet for
         extended periods of time, passing over oceans and also arid geography where men killed each other with great frequency over
         issues of religion, land, natural resources, and simple, intractable hate.
      


  “Mahmud,” Burns began. “How are you, my friend?”


  Mahmud studied Burns closely and then pulled the cab from the curb. He had spent most of his life in constant conflict with
         others, had lost both parents and two siblings to violent deaths. His parents had been betrayed by those they thought were
         friends. Therefore their son trusted no one. He had known desperate poverty and didn’t care for it. He had known what it was
         like to be powerless and cared for that even less. He carried bullet holes and bomb shrapnel in his body. He had been a fierce
         warrior for his cause. Yet he had come to realize that there were other ways to play the game that did not involve the risk
         of imminent death. And that there were other rewards to be had while one was still living.
      


  In crisp English he said, “I am here. I never take that for granted.”


  “I share that philosophy.”


  “Keep your friends close but your enemies closer, Jarvis,” he said. “I think your country is finally learning the value of
         this. Isolation emboldens those who hate you. It allows them to paint a picture of your country to their fellow citizens,
         and it is never a pretty picture when they do.”
      


  “Agreed, agreed,” Burns said hastily.


  “But that is not what we need to discuss?”


  “I wanted to make clear that the situation that has arisen is truly under control.”


  Mahmud gave him a piercing look in the mirror. “That is good to hear. It was unfortunate, very unfortunate. How exactly did
         it happen?”
      


  “We believe we’ve pieced together the sequence of events. It was a chain that should have been broken at numerous points along
         the line, but unfortunately was not. An inadvertent glimpse at a laptop screen on a flight back from Dubai started Diane Tolliver
         down the road that would eventually lead to her termination. From there she became ever more curious, comparing documents,
         making inquiries, and gathering information. Fortunately, she made the mistake of trusting someone. That’s how we became aware
         of the issue.”
      


  “A close call, then.”


  “The blame lies entirely on our side. But I didn’t want you to think that it would linger. Or that it will disrupt what we
         are trying to do. It will not. I give you my word.”
      


  “Your word means a great deal. You too have sacrificed much for your country.”


  “It was my honor and privilege.”


  “I have stopped thinking about such things.”


  “That saddens me.”


  “It is actually uplifting to me.”
      


  “The money, yes. I can see that. But we are doing the right thing too. It’s what we all want. My country in particular.”


  “If it was what your leaders wanted, my friend, you and the director would not be doing all of this on your own.”


  “We’re not alone, I can assure you. However, sometimes the leadership is unwilling on the record to take the steps necessary
         to achieve essential goals. But they would not begrudge us the opportunity to employ sufficient if unpopular methods.”
      


  “Right. The less they know the better.”


  “I would not put it exactly that way.”


  “You talk of course about violent death; the execution of your own people if it jeopardizes those goals. Americans have always
         been reluctant in that regard. Frankly, I have always seen that as a weakness.”
      


  “We are a civilized people, Mahmud.”


  “Well, perhaps one day my people will be as unfamiliar with violent death as your people are, Jarvis. What a great thing that
         will be.”
      


  “I hope to live to see that day.”


  “I would have to say that your chances of doing so are far better than mine.”


  “I hope you are wrong there.”


  “Even if I’m not, so what? There will be others to take my place. For a people so certain that there will be an afterlife
         of paradise, you Americans value life too much. None of us are irreplaceable. Even if bin Laden dies, there will be others.
         That is the way the world works. That is what keeps you gainfully employed, correct?”
      


  “I would happily retire if there would be no more bin Ladens, Mahmud.”


  “Then you will never retire, my friend. If you require us to assist in ‘cleaning up’ this problem you will let me know?”


  “I think I have the right people for the job.”


  “So many have said and yet been wrong.” There was an edge to the Palestinian’s words that caused Burns to draw his gaze from
         the mirror where he’d been watching the man’s eyes and instead look out the window.
      


  “I understand that your people have to survive. By any means possible.”


  “They have nothing. This way they have something. The money cannot stop now. They have grown used to it. If you don’t pay,
         others will. Your leaders are very shortsighted in that regard. That is why we’ve had to go this route. Cash trumps all.”
      


  “It won’t stop. I guarantee it.”


  “That is good, because they do not love your country. But they can be bought. Anyone can be bought, it seems.” He paused and
         added bluntly, “Even me.”
      


  “Enemies closer.”


  “Allow no one to ever convince you otherwise.”


  A few minutes later Burns left the cab and climbed into the back-seat of a waiting Town Car and turned to the woman sitting
         next to him. Mary Bard had discarded the jumpsuit and was dressed in much the same way as she had been when disposing of Karl
         Reiger and Don Hope.
      


  “I appreciate your professionalism,” Burns said. “In a difficult assignment.”


  Bard shrugged. “One assignment is much like another assignment. They vary only in degrees of complexity.”


  “Moral as well as logistical?”


  “I leave the moral debate to others. The logistical side is quite enough for me.”


  “I can provide fresh orders for you if you require them,” Burns said, testing her.


  “I have my orders. Your director has told me to assist you and only you in any way you require.”


  “I must make a note to ask to have more people like you sent my way.”


  “For that you will have to talk to my superiors in Moscow,” she said.


  “I will.”


  “So what do you wish me to do?”


  “I need you to be on the watch for two people.” He showed her pictures of Roy Kingman and Mace Perry. She stared at them for
         a full minute.
      


  “You can keep the photos,” he said.


  “I don’t need them. They are now in my mind.”


  “All right. We’re setting up perimeter defensive positions. But together with that I need to locate some bait, just in case.”


  “I’m very good at finding bait.”


  “I know that you are.”









  CHAPTER 97


  MACE PARKED her bike behind the building and got off. Her gaze scanned the rear parking area, which had space for ten slots. As she stepped
         forward she could see the names of two doctors stenciled in yellow on the asphalt in side-by-side parking slots. The big shots
         always got their own space, she thought. A short stack of steps led up to the back door, which was solid wood. There were
         two windows in the back, both barred and curtained.
      


  And there were the green trash cans that the Captain had mentioned. Not that that helped very much since there were only a
         million of them in the area and they all looked the same. She heard the clink of boots against the pavement before she heard
         the voice.
      


  “Can I help you?”


  She turned to see the rental cop walking toward her, his hand resting lightly on the top of his sidearm. He looked to be in
         his fifties and was probably a retired cop making some extra money. To her, he had the ease but also the awareness of a guy
         who’d walked a beat and talked the talk for a lot of years.
      


  “Just checking the place out.”


  He looked at the rear of Potomac Cryobank. “Just checking it out? Or casing it?”


  “I’m not really in the market for sperm right now.”


  “Lot of people are. It’s a hot commodity.”


  “I bet. You guarding the place?”


  “Not out for my health.”


  “You former MPD?”


  “You a cop?”


  “Used to be.”


  “I’m retired now. Do security full-time. What was your beat?”


  “Mostly Six and Seven Ds.”


  “Okay, you earned your stripes.”


  “I’m doing some PI work now.”


  “Involving this place?”


  “I was hired by a lawyer to check out an alibi that has to do with the sperm bank. Don’t think it’s going to fly, but you
         have to go through the motions.”
      


  “What sort of alibi?”


  “Guy says he was around here going through trash cans when something else was happening at another place.”


  “And at this other place the something happening was a crime and your guy was arrested for it?”


  “You’re a fast learner.”


  “Not really. Story’s always the same.”


  “I’ve actually been in the sperm bank. I thought it had a security system.”


  “It does.”


  “So why you too? Is sperm really that hot a commodity?”
      


  “I asked that very same question myself. I’m not some college kid wanting to make some extra bucks or some cop wannabe who
         doesn’t give a crap. I go into a situation I want to know what’s what. They told me that the security system had been acting
         screwy here and so they needed feet on the pavement.”
      


  “Acting screwy?”


  “Yeah. Energy spikes maybe, or a freak wire or software glitch. But they came in one day and found the alarm not even on.
         And the nurse said she remembered setting it. She was the last to leave.”
      


  “Did you talk to the nurse?” He nodded. Mace described the woman that she and Roy had spoken with.


  “Yeah, that’s the gal.”


  “She’s pretty efficient. If she said she set it, I bet she did.”


  “Anyway, they had the alarm company come over but they couldn’t figure out what had happened. And there was no record of any
         break-in or anything, or the alarm going off or any sensors being tripped. It was like the system just went to sleep for no
         reason. I don’t think anything turned up missing and there was no evidence that anyone actually broke in. But the folks still
         got worried and they’re in the process of changing the whole system over. Until they get it done, I’m here.”
      


  “Do you remember when all this went down?”


  “Why are you interested? Think it has to do with your alibi?”


  “Never know. And I’m just naturally curious.”


  “Most cops are.” He stroked his chin. “I got the call to come here on Thursday. So I guess Wednesday of last week.”


  “I thought you might say that.”


  He looked surprised. “Why?”


  She fired up her bike. “It’s a real long story. You might read about it in the papers one day.”









  CHAPTER 98


  MACE HAD LEARNED from her sister that as soon as the Captain had been arrested, the office elevators had been reprogrammed so they would not
         stop at the fourth floor. The construction workers had not been happy about having to haul their stuff up the stairs, but
         that was just the way it was. Public safety trumped aching backs.
      


  Mace slowed her Ducati as she drew close to the area. She figured that no one had worked late in the building or come in too
         early ever since Roy had discovered Diane Tolliver’s body in a refrigerator. But still she scanned the building façade looking
         for signs of anyone being on-site. Her other concern was the possibility of a cop car posted somewhere close by.
      


  Satisfied that the area was clean of surveillance, she parked her bike a block over from the building and made it the rest
         of the way on foot. She entered the garage. There were no cars parked there. The garage elevators were dead ahead.
      


  Seconds later she entered the lobby, scooted behind the security console, and reached the entrance to the stairs. She paused
         for a moment, studying the door to the broom closet. She reached for the knob, her other hand in her pocket, and then ripped
         it open. The only thing that flopped out was a mop.
      


  She made her way up the stairs and reached the fourth floor. Mace crab-walked across the room so as to keep below the window
         line and reached the small cubby area where the toilet and refrigerator were located. The length of chain was right where
         she had dropped it when she and Roy had been chased through the building.
      


  She picked it up and eased over to the refrigerator. It was a big, older Amana model with the refrigerator part up top and
         a smaller freezer unit with its own little door down below. Using her penlight she could see several small rust stains on
         the white enamel skin of the appliance. She looped the chain around the fridge and held it tight. The stains were right where
         the chain touched it. She opened the fridge door. There were some plastic containers of food, a few cans of soda, and a battered
         gray lunch pail.
      


  Roy had told her what the Captain had said about the chain. Roy had dismissed it as the construction guys protecting their
         food. Mace had initially thought that too. But not now. Now the chain made sense for a far different reason. They couldn’t
         have the Captain stumble on the body over the weekend while he was looking for some chow. So they’d locked him out and Diane
         Tolliver’s body in.
      


  She hadn’t been murdered on Monday morning. She’d been killed on Friday night, probably right after she sent Roy that e-mail
         when she returned from her dinner with Meldon. And the fridge wasn’t the only reason Mace thought this. Now the autopsy results
         started to make sense. She gazed at the microwave next to the fridge. The microwave. She remembered Roy telling her…
      


  She slipped back down to the lobby and from there into the little room behind the security console. She saw the microwave
         perched on one shelf. She tried to turn it on. Nothing happened. It was broken. She hurried back up to the fourth floor, pulled
         out her phone, and called Roy.
      


  “Hey,” he said. “That Tyler is something else. We’ve been playing ball all this time and the kid is still running circles
         around me.” He paused. “Wait a minute, I thought you went to bed? Where are you calling from?”
      


  “Diane wasn’t killed on Monday morning. She was killed on Friday night.”


  All she got after that was silence.


  “Roy, did you hear me?”


  “Mace, where are you!”


  “On the fourth floor of your office building.”


  “What! Are you crazy?”


  “Did you hear what I said?”


  “Yes, I did, and I feel like somebody just hit me with a two-by-four. Why do you think she was killed on Friday night?”


  “Think about what was in her stomach.”


  “The autopsy report said steak, veggies, potatoes, stuff like that.”


  “Exactly.”


  “But you found all that food in her town house garbage can.”


  “It’s also the exact food she had on Friday night at Simpsons when she had dinner with Meldon. And Lowell Cassell’s report
         said that there was a strong smell of garlic in the gastric contents. I knew something was bugging me about that. I searched
         her kitchen and found not a trace of garlic anywhere, not even in the trash. But I recalled from looking at the menu at Simpsons
         that they serve garlic mashed potatoes. I think whoever killed her knew what she’d eaten at the restaurant and planted all
         that stuff at her house to make it look like her last meal had been there, on Sunday night instead of on Friday night at Simpsons. Only they either didn’t know about the garlic or screwed up. And
         according to the autopsy report her stomach lining was really green from the spinach. I don’t think it got that way from it
         sitting in her gut overnight. More like over two days.”
      


  “Then the body?”


  “They killed her in your office on Friday night. Then she was put in the fridge on the fourth floor, probably while the Captain
         was asleep in another part of the construction space. You told me that he said he went to sleep when he got there and didn’t
         know if the chain was on there when he arrived. I’m sure it wasn’t because Diane didn’t get back to the office until after
         ten and the Captain was already on the fourth floor by then. So they threw her in and chained the fridge shut. The nail and
         hammer crew doesn’t work weekends. And the Captain left on Sunday like he said, because he probably ate what was lying around
         the fourth floor on Saturday, found he couldn’t open the fridge, and decided to bag it. They moved her body to the fridge
         in your office early on Monday morning. Then you found her.”
      


  “Why not just leave her in our fridge for the weekend?”


  “They couldn’t be sure some lawyer might not come in to work and pop open the fridge. And they couldn’t wrap a chain around
         your refrigerator. And most importantly, I think they did all this to set up the Captain for the fall.”
      


  “I guess they could have found out he was sneaking in the building.”


  “I’ve got a theory about that too. And I discovered that the sperm bank had an alarm system failure on Wednesday of last week.”


  “You think that’s when they got the sample from the Captain?”


  “The place is closed on Wednesdays and Sundays. Sperm only lasts so long. Cassell told me that the sperm in Tolliver clearly
         had been there longer than a day but not longer than three days. They probably put it in a freezer after they got it from
         the Captain on Wednesday to preserve it temporarily. Then after they killed Tolliver, they injected it into her vagina on
         Friday night. Cassell told me that a guy with the probable health problems of the Captain couldn’t have had an erection in
         just an hour or so on Monday morning. And he couldn’t have ejaculated to the degree required to place the sperm that high
         up in her cervix. But I bet a syringe would’ve done the trick.”
      


  “This is incredible, Mace.”


  “But it fits. The temp in the fridge keeps the body from decomposing. Two hours or two days in an icebox, it’s almost impossible
         to tell the difference, particularly when she was lying on the floor for all that time while the police were investigating.
         And then the body was taken to the morgue and stuck in a chiller bed. All the normal forensic indicators got messed up big-time.”
      


  “But I thought she sent e-mails and made phone calls over the weekend from her house.”


  “E-mails prove nothing. Anyone could have sent those. And it seems all the calls she made over the weekend were to people
         she didn’t know. So they couldn’t recognize her voice. I learned there was one neighbor who saw her but only really observed
         her drive off. He couldn’t make a positive ID. And the lady apparently didn’t have many social friends; she used an escort,
         after all. The imposter probably stayed at her house all weekend playing the role of Diane. She drives her car to the office
         early Monday morning so no one else would be around to see, goes up in the elevator, and enters the office suite, which leaves
         an electronic trail of her movements. Then she turns around and walks back out.”
      


  “But Ned swears he heard her come in on Monday morning.”


  “Yeah, Ned. Remember he was in the back microwaving his breakfast?”


  “Yeah, that’s why he said he heard her but didn’t see her.”


  “But you told me the day porter was on the fourth floor heating up his soup in a microwave. Why not use the one in the room
         behind the security console? The one Ned said he was using that morning?”
      


  “I don’t know.”


  “Then I’ll tell you. Because the microwave in the lobby is broken. I bet if we ask the day porter he’ll tell us the same thing.
         That it’s been broken for a while.”
      


  “So are you saying fat, stupid Ned planned all this and killed Diane?”


  “He’s fat, but I’m not sure how stupid he is. And I don’t think he did any of this alone. I think he looked the other way
         when the Captain sneaked in the building, because he was told to.”
      


  “Mace, we need to go to your sister and tell her all of this. I’ll meet you there.”


  “And tell her what? A bunch of speculation? Because that’s all it is. We don’t have solid proof of anything.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “You prepare for your hearing tomorrow. I’m going to Newark. We say nothing. But we keep an eye on old Ned and he might just
         lead us to where we need to go.”
      


  “I don’t want you getting your neck crushed by that guy.”


  “I’d hear him coming from a mile away just by the fat sloshing.”


  “Okay, but will you get back here please? At least then I’ll know you’re safe.”


  “Oh, Roy, you really do care,” she said sarcastically.


  “If anything happens to you, your sister will blame me. And I’d rather be dead.”


  She clicked off and walked quickly over to the exit door. She closed it behind her and was turning to walk down the stairs
         when something hard slammed into her head.
      


  As she hit the floor already unconscious, Ned stood over her. While he was still heavyset, he didn’t appear to be as fat as
         before. He was dressed all in black, was wearing gloves, and moved nimbly as he picked the woman up and slung her over his
         shoulder. He reentered the construction site and punched in a number on his cell phone.
      


  The voice answered.


  Ned said, “Got the bird. On the fourth.”


  Jarvis Burns sat back in his armchair and put aside the file he was reading.


  “Acknowledged,” he said.


  “Orders?”


  “Unchanged. Proceed. Copycat.”


  “Roger that.”


  Ned clicked off and carried Mace over to the refrigerator. He searched her and found her phone, which he tossed to the side.
         He cleared out all the food and shelves, wedged her inside, closed the door, and wrapped the chain around it. Then he inserted
         a padlock in the chain links and smacked it closed. He tried to pull the door open, but it barely budged a centimeter. A moment
         later he was hustling down the stairs to the lobby.
      


  In his home on Capitol Hill, Burns picked up the file once more. “I gave you another chance, Mace. Too bad you didn’t take
         it.”
      


  As he turned the pages he put Mace Perry completely out of his mind.









  CHAPTER 99


  WHEN MACE came to she felt like she was going to throw up. As she fought the nausea she wondered why she was having trouble breathing.
         She reached a hand up and touched the large knot on her head. She could feel the clotted blood there. Someone had really whacked
         her. She started to shiver. It was cold.
      


  Where the hell am I?


  She started to get up and then quickly realized she was in a confined space. A very cold confined space.


  “Oh shit!”


  She felt around in the total darkness, her hands bumping into the smooth frigid surfaces. She scrambled in her pocket, found
         her penlight, and turned it on. As soon as the illumination confirmed where she was, Mace groaned. She pushed hard against
         the door with her shoulder. It barely budged. She knew why. The chain. Just like Diane. Only she was already dead.
      


  And I will be very soon unless I get the hell out of here.


  She reached down and unbuckled the belt that she’d gotten from Binder’s weapons shop. It had a very special clasp to it. A
         few seconds later she’d pulled the four-inch knife free from its holder hidden in the elongated metal buckle. She angled her
         body around and slipped the blade in the slit where the door met the frame of the appliance. There was a molded plastic shelf
         unit built into the door and the supporting frame for this was right in her way. Yet she managed to work around it and finally
         reached the flex strip that created a vacuum seal when the door was closed. She inserted the blade in the slit between the
         two strips and maneuvered it around. If she levered hard enough, she could feel a trace of air. She pushed very hard once
         and with a sucking sound the vacuum seal broke slightly. Now she could see a sliver of semidarkness, which represented the
         more illuminated space outside of the death trap she was in.
      


  But a sliver wouldn’t cut it. It didn’t let in nearly enough air. She was already shaking with the effort of maintaining the
         break in the seal. A second later her strength failed and the opening resealed itself. Okay, if she didn’t suffocate to death
         the cold would do her in. Would Roy come looking for her when she didn’t show? He knew where she was. But it would take time.
         Perhaps hours, when she had air maybe for another few minutes. Her chest started heaving as her lungs sought out every precious
         molecule of oxygen. Her mind started to fog up, signaling the lungs that these molecules were far from enough to keep everything
         going.
      


  The insulation strip!


  Holding the penlight between her teeth, she began hacking at it with her knife. The blade struck through it easily and it
         came away in long strips. Very soon she could feel the air start to flow in more steadily. And if she wedged her head against
         the door, she could actually see outside. She poked the blade through this new opening and lifted it up and down. On the downward
         stroke it hit the chain. There was no way she could saw through the chain with the knife in less than a day if at all. But
         at least she could breathe. Now the issue was the cold; she was still freezing to death. She looked up and saw it built into
         the top of the fridge’s interior: the temperature dial. It was set on four. Seven was the coldest, she quickly discovered.
         She reached up and dialed it back to one, the warmest. She had no idea in refrigerator technology how “warm” the number one
         setting would be, but she didn’t want to find out it was still in hypothermia range.
      


  Mace started rocking her body front to back. The Amana was a tall appliance, and she was betting there wasn’t much in the
         lower freezer section to anchor it. As much as the confined space would allow her, she kept rocking. She’d hit one side with
         her legs and then slam against the other side with her back. Very quickly her entire body felt like she’d been hit by a car,
         but she kept going. She could feel the Amana start to lean a bit, to the right and then to the left. As it kept going, the
         appliance started to walk, like a washing machine out of control. Encouraged by this, she started flinging herself back and
         forth with renewed energy.
      


  One last smash against the molded plastic with her combat boots and the Amana finally toppled over sideways. Mace braced herself
         for the impact, which was easy enough to do since she was wedged in. Still, when the fridge hit the concrete floor, her head
         banged against the hard interior wall right where the bump on her noggin was and she felt herself black out for an instant.
      


  But she’d accomplished her goal. She could no longer hear the slight hum of the Amana’s motor. The power cord had come out
         of the socket. Now she had air. And she would soon have warmth. But she was still trapped. She had hoped that the collision
         with the floor might have caused the chain to slip off, but no such luck. One push against the door told her that. She looked
         down at the molded plastic floor. Below that was the freezer compartment. The chain couldn’t be around that door too. She
         started stomping her feet. The floor was hard, but she could feel it give just a bit.
      


  She worked her body around so that she was nearly upside down. Taking the knife, she started hacking at the plastic but couldn’t
         find traction as the blade just skidded off the smooth surface. She turned back around so that she was sitting up in the box
         and looked around. She grabbed a portable shelf off the doorframe and pointed the knife into the floor, then put her foot
         on top of the handle and pushed down with as much force as she could, lifting her butt off the interior floor and pressing
         her back against the top of the box to provide more leverage. Twice the knife slipped out, but the third time she felt it
         bite into the plastic and stick there. She took the shelf and started whacking the butt of the knife with it. She didn’t have
         much room to operate, so the swings were shortened, but after a few minutes she could see that the blade was now two inches
         deep in the plastic floor. She raised herself up, put her foot on top of the handle, and steadily pushed down, her back flat
         against the ceiling of the fridge to give her additional downward force. The knife slowly pushed through the floor. When it
         hit the hilt of the blade it stopped.
      


  Mace moved her foot away and with much effort she flipped over and started to saw away at the floor, the blade moving centimeters
         as it cut into the hard plastic. She withdrew the blade and, using the same stick and pound method, made similar cuts in four
         other spots. When that was done she slipped the knife back in the belt clasp, rose up again, and started stomping in the middle
         of all the cuts, her back so tight against the ceiling of the fridge that she felt her spine would snap.
      


  She wasn’t sure how long it took, but she felt the floor finally give. A few seconds later the plastic cracked in one spot
         and then another. A minute later a whole section of it tilted upward. She threw her weight at the spot opposite this and the
         entire floor broke away and heaved up like a sheet of ice. She fell through this opening and gasped as a jagged edge of hard
         plastic ripped into her thigh; now warm blood flowed into the cool interior.
      


  She carefully worked her body downward, keeping as far away from the torn edges of the plastic as she could. Her feet hit
         the freezer door and she kicked it open. She kept sliding downward until she cleared the floor of the fridge unit and her
         head and torso were in the freezer compartment. Then her feet were out on the concrete floor and soon the rest of her was
         too.
      


  She sat there for a minute, her head and lungs pounding and her stomach churning. Then she rose on shaky legs and looked around.
         She slipped out her precious knife and held it in a defensive position. She doubted whoever had stuck her in the death box
         was waiting around for the finale, because she’d made so much noise he would’ve come running to finish her off. Yet after
         her narrow escape she was leaving nothing to chance. After she saw the blood pooling on the floor she found a rag and made
         a crude bandage for her leg wound. Then she found her phone where it had been tossed, and called Roy. He was already on his
         way downtown because she’d never shown up at Altman’s.
      


  “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said after listening to her woozy account. “Call the cops right now.”


  This time Mace did exactly what he told her to. Within three minutes two patrol officers had kicked open the door to the fourth
         floor calling out her name. Three more cops joined them a few seconds later. Two minutes after that Beth Perry came flying
         up the stairs. She walked directly over to her sister and wrapped her arms around her.
      


  Mace felt the tears slide down her cheeks as she hugged her sister back, as hard as she could. It was like she was twelve
         years old again. She had been wrong. She still needed to be held sometimes. Not often, but sometimes. Just like everybody
         else.
      


  Beth called out to her officers, “Is this floor secure?”


  “Yes, Chief.”


  “Then search the rest of the building. Leave a man posted to this door. I’ll stay with her. And call an ambulance.”


  The men headed out.


  Mace felt her legs start to give out. Beth seemed to sense this too and half carried her over to a plastic crate turned upside
         down and sat her down. She knelt in front of her, her gaze switching to the remains of the fridge and then back at Mace. The
         tears started trickling down Beth’s face as she gripped her sister’s hand.
      


  “Damn it, Mace,” she said, her voice cracking.


  “I know. I know. I’m sorry.”


  “You didn’t see who did it?”


  She shook her head. “Happened too fast.”


  “We need to get you to a hospital.”


  “I’m okay, Beth.”


  “You’re getting checked out. You’ve got a knot the size of a golf ball on your head. And your right leg is covered in blood.”
      


  “Okay, okay. I’ll go.”


  “And on the ride over you’re going to tell me exactly what is going on.”


  Moments later Roy came bursting through the door, the officer posted at the door tightly gripping his shoulder.


  “Mace!” yelled Roy. He tried to rush to her but the cop held him back.


  “It’s okay,” said Beth. “I know him.”


  The man let Roy go and he sprinted across the room and put his arm around Mace. “Are you okay? Tell me you’re okay.”


  Beth rose and took a step back.


  “I’m all right, Roy,” said Mace.


  “But we’re still taking her to the hospital,” said Beth. “And you can ride with us, Kingman. I know you’re up to your wingtips
         in this too. And I want to hear everything.”
      


  She grabbed his shoulder and spun him around to stare at the trashed Amana.


  “Too close, Kingman. Way too damn close.”









  CHAPTER 100


  AN HOUR LATER it was determined that Mace did not have a cracked skull.
      


  “Your head must be extremely hard,” said the emergency room doctor.


  “It is,” Beth and Roy said simultaneously.


  Her leg stitched up, a bandage on her head, and a prescription for pain meds written, they left the hospital in the early
         morning hours. Roy and Mace had told Beth some of what had been going on during the ride over, but now she insisted on driving
         them back to Abe Altman’s so they could tell her the rest. Mace’s Ducati had been picked up by a police flatbed and also driven
         over to Altman’s.
      


  In the guesthouse, they spent another hour bringing the police chief up to speed on their findings.


  “We’ll get a BOLO out on Ned Armstrong right now,” said Beth, and she took a moment to make this call. After she’d relayed
         the order, she said, “He may have been the one who attacked you.”
      


  “If so, I look forward to returning the favor,” said Mace as she lay on couch with a baggie of ice on her head.


  Roy said, “He’s probably long gone by now.”


  “How do you figure?” asked Beth.


  “If he did put Mace in that fridge he probably hung around for a while to watch the building. He would have seen the police
         and Mace walking out alive.”
      


  Beth shook her head. “We can’t take that chance. Ned is obviously not working this alone. So you two are getting round-the-clock
         protection.”
      


  “I’ve got a case to try,” said Roy.


  Mace sat up. “And I’ve got a fat asshole to catch, among lots of others.”


  “You can leave that to the police now. You should’ve left it to us from the get-go.”


  “Hey, I’ve done a lot of the heavy lifting already,” objected Mace.


  “And what, you think I’m going to do an end run and take all the credit if we do break this thing?”


  “Damn it, Beth, we had this talk. I’m going to keep working this.”


  “Why don’t you start learning that the rules do apply to you?”
      


  “I would, except they always seem to be stacked against me!”


  “That’s just a pitiful excuse.”


  “I need to do this, Beth,” Mace yelled, jumping off the couch. The baggie of ice slid to the floor. For a moment it looked
         like blows might be launched.
      


  Roy stepped in between them, one hand on each of their shoulders.


  At the same time both women cried out, “Stay out of this!”


  “No!” he shouted and pushed each of them back. Mace landed on the couch and Beth in a chair. Both sisters stared up at him
         in shock.
      


  “You just assaulted a police officer, Kingman,” snapped Beth.


  “Oh, right, throw that in his face!” retorted Mace.


  Roy barked, “Will both of you just shut up and listen for one damn minute!”


  The women glanced at each other and then back at him.


  “Okay,” said Roy. “Okay. These people have done things that take enormous resources and manpower.”


  “And your point?” said Beth.


  “That we work together,” Roy answered simply. “Like Mace said, she’s done a lot of the heavy lifting. I’ve got a way into
         DLT to see what that brings. Chief, you’ve got resources that neither of us have. All I’m saying is that it makes a lot more
         sense for us to work together. I think we all want the same thing here, even if it is for different reasons.”
      


  Beth pulled her gaze from Roy and looked down. “Maybe we can work together.”


  “Then we need to tell you one more thing,” said Roy. He looked nervously at Mace.


  She said, “The guy Tolliver was having dinner with Friday was Jamie Meldon.”


  “How the hell do you know that?”


  “Waiter at the restaurant recognized him,” said Roy.


  Beth looked puzzled. “I’ve got a contact who thinks Meldon was killed by domestic terrorists.”


  Roy shook his head. “We think he was killed because someone saw him having dinner with Diane. The lady knew something and
         they were afraid she’d told Meldon. The guy was a federal prosecutor after all.”
      


  Mace added, “And they didn’t wait long. Dinner on Friday night and Diane killed right after. Meldon never made it past the
         weekend. Watkins is probably dead too. That’s why I need to clean myself up and head to Newark in a few hours.”
      


  “What’s in Newark?”


  Mace explained about the law firm that had represented Tolliver in her divorce.


  “And I’ve got the presentment this morning,” added Roy. “But after that I’m going over to DLT and see what I can find out.”


  “And what would you have me do?” asked Beth.


  Mace said, “Hopefully, you’ll find Ned.”


  “His prints are probably all over the front lobby. We can run them through the databases.” She stood. “If I let you do this,”
         she began, staring dead at her sister, “you are to report in regularly and you are not to go into any dangerous situation
         without backup. No more fourth floors, you got that?”
      


  “Loud and clear. I don’t think I can ever even own a refrigerator again.”


  Roy said anxiously, “So are we good to go?”


  Beth glared at him. “Yes, but we go by my playbook, not yours.”
      









  CHAPTER 101


  JARVIS BURNS sat in his cluttered row house in southeast Washington near the Capitol rubbing his forehead. Three Advils had not done the
         trick, but he had a bottle of Dewar’s in his drawer that might. He looked up at the man who sat across from him. Ned Armstrong.
         Real name Daniel Tyson. He’d worked for Burns for ten years and had never failed him. And yet the only reason he had not sent
         Mary Bard for a final meeting with Tyson was the fact that the man had followed Burns’s order to the letter.
      


  Put her in the fridge alive.


  “A bullet to the head would be better,” Tyson had told him at the time.


  And he’d been right, of course. But Burns wanted the woman to suffer. He wanted her to wake up and see the hopelessness of
         her situation with warmth and air only a few inches away. It had been a mistake, a rare occurrence for him, but still a mistake.
      


  “You said she went to the microwave and saw that it was broken?” Burns asked.


  “She never said anything, but that seemed to be what she was thinking. So she might know I was lying about that. And if they
         know Tolliver was dead on Friday, they’d know I lied about that too.”
      


  “And you didn’t hear who Perry was talking to or what she said while on the fourth floor?”


  “I was waiting on the other side of the door. I just heard mumbles.”


  “We can check her cell phone records. Probably either her sister or Roy Kingman. If the former, the concern is vast. If the
         latter, it might be manageable.”
      


  “But they took her to the hospital, sir. And Beth Perry was there. She might’ve talked about what she knows.”


  “She may know about the subterfuge regarding Tolliver’s death. And the fact that you might be involved somehow. If you disappear
         then they might think you did it acting alone, and then tried to cover it up.”
      


  “Perhaps,” said Tyson, as he shifted his bulk in the chair. “But they went to the restaurant where Tolliver ate on Friday.
         If they put two and two together?”
      


  “I am fully aware of the ramifications of that potential development, Tyson. No solution is perfect. We are clearly in damage
         control territory. We knew something like this might happen. That was why we had you stationed there as the security guard.
         Gave us eyes and ears on the ground and complete access to the building. It also allowed us the intelligence about the old
         soldier sneaking in.”
      


  “He makes the perfect patsy.”


  “Maybe not so perfect now. They must’ve figured out that the sperm was planted, and that he is not nearly smart enough to
         pull this off. That was always a risk.”
      


  “But unfortunately my own cover is probably blown.”


  “You’re on the next agency flight to Riyadh. You’ll spend two years there to let things quiet down before reassignment. I
         strongly suggest you lose about eighty pounds and have facial reconstructive surgery by approved agency surgical personnel.
         I’ll provide full paper coverage for you. We may be able to convince them that you are indeed one of the great serial killers
         of all time.”
      


  “I’m sorry the mission wasn’t successful, sir.”


  “It was my call, my fault. You were following orders. That is what you’re supposed to do. I will never blame you for that.”


  “Will you require a close-out report?”


  “No. Enjoy Saudi Arabia.” Burns nodded at the door. A few seconds later he was alone once more.


  He spent most of his time alone, thinking through the next doomsday scenario. He was tasked to keep America safe by any means
         possible. He thought about nothing else 24/7. He had used his muscle, training, and wits in uniform for his country. And now
         in a suit and tie he used what he had left to serve America.
      


  He spent twenty minutes on three different calls. As he set the phone down for the last time, his mind went back to Mace Perry.


  He didn’t like losing. Never had since he was a small boy running through the cornfields of Kansas chasing dreams. She was
         good, but she was still just a street cop.
      


  He picked up his phone and made another call. “It’s time for the contingency plan,” he said into the receiver.


  It was very late but Chester Ackerman was awake and sitting in the living room of his lavish apartment in the Watergate Building.
         The managing partner of Shilling & Murdoch had traded his suit, wingtips, and braces for khaki pants, an orange cashmere sweater,
         and Docksiders. As soon as he heard Burns’s voice his thoughts about taking a ride the next day in his forty-foot cabin cruiser
         vanished.
      


  Ackerman put his tumbler of scotch and soda down, sat up straight, and gathered his courage to say it. “I really think I should
         maintain a low profile with all this. I already told you about Diane when she came to me asking questions. I fired Kingman.
         I’ve kept the money flowing. I think I’ve done enough.”
      


  Burns’s retort was like a cannonball fired right into his belly. “You’ve also made a bloody fortune for basically sitting
         on your fat ass because of business deals that I got for you! Now here’s where you repay the kindness of your beneficent government.
         So just shut up and listen. You should already have the legal documents prepared like I told you to do.”
      


  “I do,” he said in a shaky voice, his meager courage gone.


  “Now you will act exactly in accordance with my instructions. And if you don’t…”


  Burns spoke uninterrupted for nearly ten minutes. When he’d finished he hung up and leaned back in his chair.


  That sonofabitch has made more in one year than I’ve made in my entire life. A draft dodger who pays his first-year know-nothings
            more than I’ll ever make. And he wants to lay low. He wants to take a time-out after making millions! He’s done enough!


  Part of Burns wished that Ackerman would fail to follow his orders just so he could order the man’s execution. Mary Bard could
         probably kill him with simply a stare.
      


  Don’t tempt me, you parasite. Don’t you dare tempt me.









  CHAPTER 102


  EARLY in the morning the Ducati roared through the gates at Altman’s estate. The female police officer driving it would take any
         followers on a two-hour ride around the Virginia countryside. A few minutes later the Bentley pulled past the gates, Herbert
         at the wheel. He was on his way to the market. But he had one delivery to make before then and it would take him into the
         heart of D.C.
      


  Mace Perry lay in the backseat of the car.


  Thirty-five minutes later she was walking through the cavernous Union Station. She got her ticket from the self-serve machine
         and boarded the Acela train a few minutes before it was to leave. She snagged a window seat and for the next two hours or
         so watched the scenery of the Northeast go by as she thought about her upcoming encounter with the law firm of Hamilton, Petrocelli
         & Sprissler. She grabbed a cab at the station and walked into the law firm’s suite in a twenty-story building in downtown
         Newark fifteen minutes later.
      


  The place was all polished wood and marble with tasteful paintings on the wall. It looked very old money, yet Roy had looked
         up the law firm on an online legal directory for her and told her that it had only been in existence for fifteen years. The
         firm specialized in divorce and other civil litigation, and had three female partners, Julie Hamilton, Mandy Petrocelli, and
         Kelly Sprissler. They were all from New Jersey, had graduated from the same law school in the same year, and had returned
         to their roots to open the firm. From what Roy had been able to find, the practice had been a success from nearly day one
         and each of the name partners had stellar reputations in the Newark legal community. The firm currently employed a total of
         fourteen attorneys, and they were known in the area as a go-to legal shop for high-profile divorces, many of which came from
         nearby Manhattan.
      


  The receptionist, a polished-looking woman in her early thirties, made a face when Mace told her who she was and why she was
         there.
      


  “They don’t want to talk to you,” she said bluntly.


  “I know. That’s why I came all this way. It’s really very important. Can you at least let them know I’m here?”


  She made the call, spoke briefly with someone, and then put the receiver down.


  “That was Ms. Hamilton.”


  “And?” said Mace hopefully.


  “She wishes you a safe trip back home.”


  “Can I talk to her on the phone?’


  “That would not be possible.”


  “I can wait here until they come out.”


  “Ms. Hamilton anticipated you might say that, so she told me to tell you that the building has excellent security and that
         spending several months in jail for trespass was probably not a good use of your time.”
      


  “Wow, I haven’t even met this woman and already I like her. Okay, I’ll just have to turn it over to the FBI. I know some of
         the agents in the field office up here. They’re good people, and very thorough. Since this is a murder investigation with
         possible national security implications, I hope the firm can do without its computers for a while.”
      


  “What do you mean?” the receptionist said in a stunned tone.


  “Well, it’s standard operating procedure for the Feds to confiscate all computers during an investigation like this.”


  “You said national security?”


  “Jamie Meldon was a U.S. attorney. His murder may be tied to a terrorist organization.”


  “Oh my God. We don’t know anything about that.”


  “Well, the FBI likes to find that out for itself.” Mace pulled out her phone, hit a speed dial button, and said, “FBI Special
         Agent Morelli, please. It’s Mace Perry.”
      


  “Wait a minute!”


  Mace eyed the woman standing in the doorway. She was about forty, Mace’s height, a little heavier, and dressed in a jacket
         and skirt with black hose and heels. Her brown hair was cut short and precisely traced the outline of her head. Mace clicked
         off the phone. She’d only dialed 411 after all. “Are you Julie Hamilton? I recognize your voice from the phone call.”
      


  “I can give you five minutes.”


  “Great.”


  She walked down the hall with Mace scurrying after her. On the way Hamilton leaned into two other offices and gave the people
         inside a nod of the head. When Mace and Hamilton entered a small conference room, two other women joined them.
      


  Hamilton indicated with her hand, “My partners, Mandy Petrocelli and Kelly Sprissler.”


  Petrocelli was tall and big-boned with dyed blond hair, while Sprissler was short and wiry and her reddish hair was clipped
         back in a tight braid. All three women looked tough, professional, and were probably excellent at their work, Mace assumed.
         If she ever did manage to marry someone and things turned ugly, she’d probably call one of these women to rep her.
      


  “I’m Mace Perry, a private investigator from Washington.”


  “Get to the point,” interjected Sprissler in a harsh tone.


  “The point is Diane Tolliver was brutally murdered at her law office on Friday of last week and her body stuffed in a fridge.
         A few days later Jamie Meldon was found inside a Dumpster. On the night Diane was killed, she and Meldon had dinner together.
         We think she knew of some illegal activity and might have been trying to get Meldon’s help. What we don’t know is why she
         picked him. From what we’ve been able to determine so far, they never had any connection.”
      


  The three lawyers glanced at one another. Hamilton said, “You mentioned out in the lobby that this case had national security
         implications?”
      


  Mace nodded. “Terrorism potential.”


  Petrocelli said in a booming voice, “If so, why are you here and not the FBI?”


  “I wish I had a good answer to that, but I don’t. All I want to know is how Meldon and Tolliver knew each other.”


  “How did you even find out about us?” Sprissler interjected.


  “Joe Cushman. Diane’s ex. He spoke highly of your firm.”


  “That’s because we took him to the cleaners during the divorce,” said Petrocelli.


  “Now we’re on retainer to his company,” added Sprissler. “That’s the mark of good legal work, turning adversaries into clients.”


  “But getting back to why you’re here,” said Hamilton.


  “Right. How did Meldon and Tolliver know each other?”


  “I guess it’s all right to tell you. It’s public record anyway. Before we were retained to represent her, Jamie was Diane’s
         counsel of record in her divorce proceedings from Joe.”
      


  “While he was in private practice in New York?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But I was told he was primarily a mob lawyer.”


  Hamilton said sternly, “Jamie represented many companies and individuals that were involved in myriad civil and criminal matters.
         I would not describe him as a mob lawyer.”
      


  “Okay, but did he also handle divorce cases in New Jersey?”


  “Diane lived in New Jersey, although she practiced law in Manhattan,” said Sprissler.


  “A very common occurrence,” added Petrocelli.


  “But did Meldon handle divorce cases as a ‘very common occurrence’?”


  Hamilton cleared her throat. “No, he didn’t.”


  “Is that why he passed the baton to you?”


  “We’d worked with Jamie before. He knew we specialized in marital law cases.”


  “So why not just get you on board from the get-go?”


  “There was a matter of timing,” explained Hamilton.


  “Timing? I know divorce cases can last years. What was the hurry?”


  “Jamie got a restraining order against Joe Cushman. He was making threats apparently against Diane. The order had to be obtained
         quickly for obvious reasons, although having gotten to know Joe over the years I don’t believe he meant any of it.”
      


  “But that still doesn’t explain why Meldon was involved in the first place. How did he know Tolliver?”
      


  “I’m not sure that is relevant to anything,” barked Sprissler, who looked like she wanted to leap over the table and take
         a bite out of Mace’s leg.
      


  “Well, I think it’s relevant. And I damn sure know the FBI would think it was.”


  “They were friends,” said Hamilton after a few tense moments of silence.


  Mace arched her eyebrows.


  “Very good friends,” amended Hamilton.
      


  “I see. Did Joe Cushman know they were having an affair?”


  “While neither confirming nor denying the accuracy of your words, from a purely hypothetical basis, I would assume not.”


  “But they didn’t end up together,” said Mace.


  “Jamie’s wife developed breast cancer,” said Petrocelli. “Let’s just say he did the right thing by her.”


  “We were surprised when he moved to D.C. and became a U.S. attorney,” added Hamilton. “But in a way we understood. He wanted
         to make a clean break of it.”
      


  “We were stunned to hear about his death,” said Sprissler.


  “So were a lot of people,” said Mace.


  She asked a few more questions, got nothing else helpful, and headed back to the train station. It was good to finally know
         of the connection between Tolliver and Meldon, but it didn’t really advance the investigation as far as Mace could see. As
         she sat down to wait for her train, it seemed like they were right back at square one and running out of time.
      









  CHAPTER 103


  ROY STEPPED INTO C-10 for the first time in two years. C-10 was the courtroom where presentments were held in D.C. Superior Court, which was
         where the Captain was being tried for murder. The place was crammed because C-10 heard all presentments, from relatively minor
         crimes all the way to the most serious felonies. The defendants who were not in custody sat with their attorneys in the courtroom
         waiting for their case to be called. Those defendants who were already in jail were held in another room until it was their
         turn before the judge.
      


  Roy took a seat on one of the crowded benches. As he looked around he could see various defendants gabbing while they were
         waiting. C-10 was a good place for the criminal classes to catch up with each other, he’d found. When he’d been a CJA he’d
         more than once had to pull his guy away from another street punk because they were plotting out some future crime right in
         front of the judge.
      


  Roy suspected that his presentment would be called first, for one reason only. And that reason walked in at one minute to
         ten, sixty seconds ahead of the opening bell for this C-10 cattle call. Mona Danforth was dressed for battle in navy blue
         Chanel with a white pocket kerchief, three-inch heels, and lips set in a perfectly horizontal line. Her golden tresses oozed
         the scent of hairspray like blood from a finger cut.
      


  One minute later the judge entered, everyone rose, and the bailiff called the case. The Captain appeared from behind a door
         with a police officer on either side of him. He joined Roy at the defense counsel table while Mona stood ready at the prosecutor’s
         table. The judge smiled down at Mona and rested his glasses near the end of his nose as he read over the papers. At this juncture,
         no evidence was presented by the two lawyers. It was strictly done on the record thus far. And that record completely favored
         Mona.
      


  The judge said, “Ms. Danforth, I haven’t seen you in C-10 in a while.”


  “Good to be back, Your Honor.”


  The judge riffled through some notes and then glanced over at Roy. “Plea?”


  “Not guilty, Your Honor,” said Roy while the Captain stood beside him idly gazing around the room.


  “Duly noted. Ms. Danforth?”


  “The people request a 1325-A hold. The defendant has no job, no home, and no family locally. We consider him to be a flight
         risk, and that, coupled with the serious nature of the charges, warrants continued confinement.”
      


  “Defense objections?” the judge asked, peering at Roy. “No, Your Honor.”


  “I understand that we might have a conflict with defense counsel?”


  “It’s been resolved, Your Honor,” said Mona quickly.


  The judge looked from her to Roy. “Is that correct?”


  Roy glanced once at Mona and then said, “That’s correct.”


  “Mr. Kingman, the record says your client is homeless and presumably not in a position to hire an attorney. And yet you’re
         not a public defender.”
      


  “I’m doing the case pro bono.”


  “How generous of you.”


  “I used to be CJA.”


  “Used to be?”


  “I left to go into corporate private practice.”


  “How long did you practice criminal law in this court?”


  “Two years.”


  The judge laid his glasses down on the bench. “This is a rape and murder-one charge. It doesn’t get more serious than that.”


  “I understand that, Your Honor. I’ve handled murder cases before.”


  “How many?”


  “At least ten.”


  “How many of those went to trial?”


  Roy licked his lips. “Three.”


  “And your record in those trials?”


  “Unfortunately, I lost all of them.”


  “I see.” He turned his attention to the Captain. “Mr. Dockery, do you want to have Mr. Kingman as your counsel? If not, there
         are many experienced public defenders that will represent you at no cost.”
      


  Roy held his breath, praying that the Captain didn’t start asking for Twinkies.


  The Captain merely said, “Yes sir. Roy’s my lawyer.”


  “Ms. Danforth?”


  She smiled and said coolly, “The people feel that Mr. Kingman is up to the task of adequately defending Mr. Dockery’s interests in this case. We have no objection to his continued representation.”
      


  The judge looked skeptical of this but said, “Okay. The court finds the people have met its burden and the defendant will
         be detained until further notice.” The judge rapped his gavel and the next case was called.
      


  Roy turned to the Captain. “You doing all right?”


  “You think I can keep staying there? Three squares and a bed.”


  “I think I can pretty much guarantee that for the foreseeable future. But look, Captain, we’re going to get you out of this,
         okay? You’re not going to prison over this.”
      


  “If you say so, Roy. I just want to get back in time for lunch.”


  He was led off by the police officers and Roy headed out of the courtroom.


  “I’m impressed, Kingman. I would’ve bet your pants would be wet by now.”


  He turned to see Mona behind him.


  “I hope your legal work is as bad as your quips.”


  “I guess you’ll find out sooner rather than later.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Mona pushed open the courtroom door and motioned Roy out. She followed. Halfway down the hall Roy flinched as a column of
         media folks charged toward them. They started shoving mikes, recorders, and notepads in Roy’s face while firing off questions
         at him. “What the hell—” He darted a glance at Mona, who didn’t seem surprised by all this attention.
      


  She said, “If you want to play in the big leagues this comes with the territory.”


  Roy shoved through the crowd as Mona started making prepared remarks. Even as he pushed through the wall he was at risk of
         being hurled right back into the pit by the sheer weight of the media. That is, until a long arm came out of nowhere and snagged
         him, pulling him through a side door that slammed shut in the faces of the trailing reporters.
      


  Beth let go of his arm and stepped back.


  “Thanks, Chief.”


  “I figured Mona would pull her usual crap. How’d it go in there?”


  “No surprises.”


  “You can leave through that hallway,” she said, pointing to her left.


  “I know this is awkward for you, Chief.”


  “What is?”


  “I mean, technically you’re on Mona’s side. If we prove our case, she loses. In fact, she might look like an idiot in the
         process.”
      


  Beth punched him lightly on the side of the arm. “Keep talking like that, Kingman, I might just grow to tolerate you.”


  Roy thought he caught a glimpse of a smile as she strode off down the hall. Outside he was heading for his car when a lanky
         young man in a tweed blazer approached.
      


  “Roy Kingman?’


  “Yeah?”


  The man thrust a set of rolled documents into Roy’s hands. “Consider yourself served.” As the guy hurried off, Roy examined
         the papers.
      


  Shilling & Murdoch was suing him.









  CHAPTER 104


  SAM DONNELLY did not look particularly pleased as he left the White House in a small motorcade. He was a former Army two-star turned congressman
         who’d been elevated to the top spy slot based on political payback and his years of military duty, and also because of his
         membership on the House Intelligence Committee. He’d grown gray in service to his country and had a reputation as a no-nonsense
         administrator with a hands-on approach.
      


  Jarvis Burns sat across from him in the limo, which had a soundproof wall separating the driver and a bodyguard from the rear
         seats. Burns had fought with Donnelly in the swamps of Vietnam before each had gone his own way in life after the military.
         Once they hooked back up, Donnelly’s faith in Burns had allowed him pretty much free rein to run one of the most important
         top-secret programs in America’s counterterrorism operations.
      


  “Tough meeting?” Burns said.


  “You can say that.”


  “Wish I could have been there.”


  “The DCI gets a burr up his butt from time to time. Just wants what he calls the big boys in the room. I’ll throw him the
         bone. It’s not like I can risk making him into an enemy. The DNI is only first among equals.”
      


  “It’s an unwieldy structure we have. Most countries are far more streamlined on the intelligence side.”


  “With so many ‘intelligence’ agencies all jockeying for turf and budget dollars it is pretty much guaranteed that nothing
         will ever be streamlined on this side of the Atlantic.”
      


  “But the results speak for themselves.”


  “Absolutely they do. There hasn’t been a terrorist attack on American soil since 9/11. That is not by happenstance. What we’re
         doing is working. The president understands that. That is the most important thing.”
      


  “And so does the public.”


  “Well, if they knew some of the folks we were bankrolling it would not go over well.”


  Burns nodded. “But a bag full of rials or dinars doesn’t cut it anymore. It’s a big business keeping this country safe. We
         have money and/or financial distribution channels and they don’t. They have things we need. It’s a simple business transaction.”
      


  “It’s a deal with the devil, plain and simple.”


  “But less of a devil than the ones we’re fighting.”


  “How do you keep them straight, Jarv? They keep changing on us. We’re paying off the same bastards that just last year were
         shooting at us and blowing us up.”
      


  “We’re fighting the good fight with the tools we have, sir. What’s the alternative?”


  Donnelly gazed out the window as the famous monuments whirled by outside. “There’s no alternative, at least for now,” he groused.


  “We all do what we have to do, sir. You’re a political appointee. I’m just a working man.”


  Donnelly didn’t look pleased by this statement. “They can subpoena anybody, Jarv. Including you. Don’t ever forget that.”
      


  “I’m sorry if I conveyed a different impression.”


  “And everyone is expendable, including you.”


  “I never thought otherwise,” said Burns in a deferential tone.


  “We did what we needed to do to survive in Southeast Asia. I’m not proud of all of it, and maybe I’d do things differently
         today, but I’m not second-guessing anything with my country’s security at risk.”
      


  “We’ll get through this, Director.”


  “Will we? Well, just remember this, in my agency sacrifice starts from the bottom and works up. Don’t ever lose sight of that,
         Jarv. Don’t ever.” Donnelly gave the other man a prolonged stare and then looked away. “Money is as tight as I’ve ever seen
         it. And if we don’t keep paying the sons of bitches, we’re going to have a suitcase nuke go off somewhere where we don’t want
         it to. The ends do justify the means. When I was in Congress I would’ve launched an investigation of any agency head who uttered
         those words. Now that I’m in the hot seat I can definitely relate.”
      


  “The money will continue. The stakes are too high.”


  “What’s being done with Reiger’s and Hope’s families?”


  “As far as they’re concerned the two died while serving their country. They’ll be taken care of financially, of course.”


  “I was deeply disappointed it came to this.”


  “As was I.”


  “You’ve got to have the stomach for this sort of thing. We had to deal with this shit in ’Nam. We worked with whoever we had
         to, to get the damn job done.”
      


  “The younger generation just doesn’t seem to get it.”


  “But Mary Bard is a hell of an asset to have.”


  “Quite accommodating of our Russian friends.”


  “Even Moscow is scared of the terrorism beast. They’ve got money now, and an economy worth protecting. They know they’re a
         target. So I snagged her from the FBI as soon as I heard she was in town. I’ve worked with her before actually. Steve Lanier,
         the AD, was not pleased, I can tell you that.”
      


  “I’m sure. I’m looking forward to deploying her again.”


  “Don’t overuse her. There are enough damn bodies floating around as it is.”


  “Absolutely, sir.”


  But one or two more won’t really matter, thought Burns.
      









  CHAPTER 105


  I APPRECIATE you meeting with me, Cassie.”
      


  Roy was walking along K Street with Cassie Benoit, who worked at DLT, the escrow agent Shilling & Murdoch used for its business
         transactions.
      


  “No problem. I was heading out for a sandwich anyway. What’s up?”


  “Just a document snafu, at least I think. You remember the Dixie Group purchase we closed two months ago?”


  “A bunch of shopping malls in Alabama and Texas. Purchaser was a partnership in the U.A.E.”


  “Good memory. That’s the one.”


  “What’s the snafu? Money got there, I know that.”


  “Seven hundred and seventy-five million plus assumption of debt.”


  “I remember it was something like that. I can’t keep all the figures straight after a while. Too many deals.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “But anyway, we only dealt with the cash, not the debt assumption, of course,” she said, biting into her tuna fish sandwich
         as they walked along.
      


  “The cash got there, but two of the contingencies may not have been met.”


  “Which ones?’


  “One deed recordation might’ve had a problem. And there’s an outstanding issue with the anchor tenant in the Dallas–Fort Worth
         mall that was supposed to be resolved prior to the funds going out. There was supposed to be a release in the file but there’s
         not.”
      


  “Shit, did we screw up?”


  “I don’t know. I’m not sure if we screwed up either. I wanted to come by your office and take a look at the records you have.”


  “I’m swamped today, Roy. That’s why I’m eating my sandwich on the run.”


  “How about after office hours?”


  Cassie looked doubtful. “I had concert tickets at Constitution Hall.”


  “I haven’t mentioned anything to the client. I was hoping to clean up the issue before anyone had to make those calls. And
         you know the U.A.E. guys. If there was a foul-up you and I might have to jump on a jet and go and apologize to the sheiks.”
      


  The blood drained from Cassie’s face. “But I hate to fly.”


  “Better we get it resolved on this side of the world, then.”


  Cassie sighed and threw the rest of her sandwich into a trash bin. “How about seven tonight? Everybody will be gone but I
         can let you in.”
      


  “That sounds perfect, Cassie, I really appreciate it.”


  Roy left her, checked his watch, and called Mace. She filled him in on her meeting in Newark. She also told him she’d tried
         to catch an earlier train, but it was full. And the train she had just gotten on was delayed because a piece of equipment
         on a train in front of them had fallen off, been run over by the engine, and part of the power grid for the Northeast corridor
         might have been damaged.
      


  “It’s going to be a while,” she’d said glumly. “Maybe tonight. Hell, I could probably walk there faster.”


  “Let me know when you get in. By the way, I’m being sued by my old firm.”


  “What? Why?”


  “I looked at the complaint. It’s all bullshit.”


  “Well, if I hear of a good lawyer I’ll let you know.”


  A minute before seven, Roy appeared at the office of DLT. The firm shut down at six-thirty, which seemed early but DLT opened
         at six a.m. because of all its international work. After long days of crunching numbers, meeting strict deadlines, and authorizing
         the catapulting of electronic currency around the globe, most of the firm’s employees stampeded to the door right at closing.
      


  Cassie answered his knock and let him in. She had taken her hair out of its usual bun and it swept around her shoulders. Her
         heels had been replaced with socks and tennis shoes.
      


  “I pulled the docs that we have,” she said. “Come on back.”


  “Great. Thanks.”


  “I went through everything but I couldn’t find what you were talking about. But then I’m not a lawyer.”


  “That’s okay, I’m sure I’ll be able to figure it out.”


  He went over the records slowly, looking for an opening while Cassie hovered behind him in her small office. He noted the
         pack of cigarettes sticking out of her purse where it lay on her desk. He looked up and smiled. “This may take a while. You
         want to smoke ’em while you got ’em?” He tapped the protruding pack of cigarettes.
      


  “I’ve been dying for one since lunch. But it’s a no-smoking building and I’ve had no time to sneak out.”


  “The sidewalk is an option right now.”


  Cassie’s fingers curled and uncurled slowly as she eyed her pack of Winstons. “Okay, I give. I won’t be gone that long. I
         might actually need two cigs.”
      


  “And isn’t there an Au Bon Pain across the street?”


  “Yeah, I love their stuff. Our coffee sucks.”


  “Then go smoke and when you’re done go get us some java.” He gave her some money. “Take your time. Looks like we’re going
         to be here a while. No room for error with the Middle East guys,” he added ominously.
      


  As soon as she was gone, Roy started clicking keys on her computer. Luckily he didn’t need her password as he was already
         in the database. He wasn’t familiar with their electronic filing system, but he figured searching the names of clients would
         be sufficient. And he was right. He quickly skimmed half a dozen transactions that he and Diane had worked on over the last
         eighteen months. Now he understood why Cassie had been confused about the dollar amount earlier. The escrow instruction letters
         that Diane and Roy had prepared for these deals, which basically told DLT how much money would be sent and on what conditions
         it could released, did not match up with the DLT records in one critical respect.
      


  The cash.


  From his own records Roy had jotted down various facts for each of the six transactions he wanted to compare with DLT’s records.
         The Dixie Group shopping center deal had been for $775 million plus debt assumption. That’s what Roy had written down from
         the Shilling & Murdoch instruction letter they’d sent DLT. DLT had scanned all the instruction letters into their computer
         system. But the instruction letter Roy was looking at, which appeared to be on Shilling letterhead, had the cash purchase
         price at $795 million, a $20 million discrepancy. At her level, Cassie would not have caught this because she just followed
         the instruction letter. And if the funds coming in matched the amount stated in the letter, there would be no red flag. And
         apparently the incoming funds hadmatched.
      


  Roy sat back. Why would his client in the U.A.E. have sent extra money? No purchaser paid more than the contract price. Or
         had the client even sent the extra money? He clicked a few computer keys and looked at the confirmation slips on the wire
         transfers for some of the deals. Money wires coming in from overseas were dealt with a bit differently from wires between
         U.S. banks, particularly after 9/11. Roy knew there was a list of sensitive countries and American authorities kept a close
         watch on monies flowing from these places into the United States in case they were being used to fund terrorist activities.
      


  All bank wires, whether domestic or foreign, still ended up moving through the Federal Reserve System in some fashion and
         with varying levels of scrutiny. But it was still an arena that was fraught with the potential for abuse. Roy glanced at the
         date of the instruction letter he was looking at on the screen and then looked at the cheat sheet he’d prepared from his own
         records. The date on the screen was two days after the one from Roy’s records. He knew that instruction letters were updated
         all the time as conditions changed. But conditions hadn’t changed in this instance. Roy’s date was for the absolute final
         instruction letter. Someone else had later changed it, and had added $20 million in the process.
      


  He remembered the string of extra numbers that he’d seen on the computerized records he and Mace had looked at over dinner
         at Altman’s guest house. He inputted the name of that client and looked at the instruction letter for that deal. Roy knew
         that the purchase amount had been $990 million for the manufacturing facilities. But on the instruction sheet another $25
         million had been tacked on and the date on the letter again was after the latest date Roy had. And on a confirmation sheet
         it showed the $990 million going to the seller’s bank in New York. But where did the other monies go? To another bank? And
         who’d sent it? Again, Roy didn’t think his client had thrown in an extra $25 million out of the goodness of their heart.
      


  Roy sat straight up as the answer hit him.


  This was a classic piggyback scheme.


  You open the financial tunnel with a legitimate transaction coming from a country in the Middle East not on the sensitive list. The purchase price goes out, but added to it are funds from another source. The legit dollars run interference
         for the illegitimate dollars and, when they reach the U.S. pipeline, the purchase-price dollars go to where they’re supposed
         to, and the other dollars go somewhere else. But if the instruction letter has the overall correct amount and delivery accounts
         for the monies, no one would be the wiser. And if an audit was done later the facts might be so muddled that no one could
         figure it out. There was so much electronic money flying around the world that it was like trying to track down a particular
         molecule of air.
      


  Roy knew what this was. This was a way around the Patriot Act, which obviously was very concerned about suspicious transfers
         of money. The extra funds could have come from anywhere, including enemies of the United States.
      


  These could be drug dealers laundering money. Or operating funds for terrorists. Or spies.


  And they might have someone at DLT on the inside. And then it struck Roy. DLT was just following instructions. It was far
         more likely they had someone at Shilling in their pocket. He looked at the revised instruction letter. It had Diane’s electronic signature on it. But that was easy
         to get. Especially for someone in management at the firm.
      


  Chester Ackerman. The biggest rainmaker at the firm.


  He doubted Ackerman was the driving force behind this. But he felt sure the man knew who was. Roy inserted a flash drive in
         the USB slot and made copies of as many pages as he could and slipped it in his briefcase. He was walking to the office foyer
         when he heard Cassie open the door.
      


  “I’m all done, Cassie,” he called out. “Found the problem.”


  The door closed and he stopped.


  It wasn’t Cassie. It was a petite woman with brown hair, but her gun looked awfully big.









  CHAPTER 106


  MACE NEARLY LEAPT off the train when it finally pulled to a stop in Union Station. A short trip had turned into an all-day affair. It was already
         dark outside. She would wait until she got outside to call Roy. Hopefully he had struck pay dirt at the escrow firm.
      


  So intent was she on her thoughts that she never saw the man visibly react as she walked by him in the station and headed
         for the cab stands. She never saw him pull his cell phone and make a quick call. Never saw him walk up behind her. She did
         notice when the pistol was wedged against the small of her back.
      


  “Keep your mouth shut or you’re dead.”


  She tried to look back but he pushed the gun deeper. “Eyes straight ahead.”


  “This place is packed with cops,” she said. “How about I start screaming instead?”


  “See them kids over there?”


  Mace’s gaze darted to the left where a group of kids in school uniforms were standing with two older women.


  “I see ’em.”


  “Then you see the dude right behind ’em?”


  Mace saw the dude. Big and angry-looking. “Yeah.”


  “Well he’s got a grenade in his pocket. You give me any shit, he’s gonna pull the pin, drop it in that trash can, and walk
         away. Then the kiddies go boom.”
      


  “Why the hell are you doing this?”


  “Shut up and walk!”


  He maneuvered her up the escalators, out to the parking garage, and then far down to a remote corner of the place where no
         else was around and only one vehicle was parked, a black Escalade. Four men got out as they approached.
      


  Mace flinched when she saw him.


  Psycho was not smiling this time. No sparkle in the eye, no levity at all in his features. The man looked all business.


  “Dead bitch walking,” he said grimly. “I thought we had a deal,” said Mace. “No harm, no foul.”


  All that got was a backhanded punch from Psycho that dropped Mace on her butt. She sat there wiping the blood off her cheek
         before one of the boys ripped her back to a standing position just in time for Psycho to knock her on her ass again with an
         uppercut to her gut.
      


  Mace was tough, but one more hit like that and she wasn’t going to be doing much else other than lie in a nursing home bed
         and dribble into a cup. She turned to the side and threw up right before she was jerked back to her feet. She stood there
         tottering.
      


  Blood flowing from her nose and cracked mouth she managed to say, “One request.”


  “Do you understand that I’m about to kill you?”


  “That’s why I figure I better ask now.”


  “What?”


  “You’re a big tough guy. You just knocked me on my ass twice. You’re gonna kill me.”


  “So?”


  “So, let me have one punch. Right to your gut. You can even harden up the six-pack before I do it.”
      


  “What are you, one-ten?”


  “About. And you’re over two, I know.”


  “So where’s that gonna get you?”


  “Satisfaction before I die.”


  “How do I know you’re not some kind of kung fu princess?”


  “If I were, you think I’d be letting you kick my ass?” She spit blood out of her mouth and ran her tongue over a loosened
         tooth. “Hey, but if you’re afraid of a girl.”
      


  Psycho reared back his fist to hit her again, but stopped when she flinched. He grinned. “You ain’t no kung fu nothing. I
         know, because I am. Double black belt.”
      


  “Figures,” said Mace wearily, wiping blood off her chin with her jacket sleeve. “So it’s a yes?”


  Psycho looked around at his guys, who all looked back at him with amused expressions. Mace also glanced around. There wasn’t
         anyone to help her. They were in a dark, deserted corner in the pits of the parking garage. She could scream her lungs out
         and it wouldn’t matter. But she suddenly did see one thing that might help matters. If she lived long enough.
      


  “Okay. But soon as your little love tap connects, we’re putting your butt in that SUV, taking you to a favorite place of mine,
         putting a bullet in your brain, and dropping you in Rock Creek Park.”
      


  “Tense the six-pack, Psych. I’m gonna give it all I got.”


  Psycho zipped open his jacket and exposed a flat belly that Mace knew was probably hard as iron. She was actually surprised
         no one had noticed, but it was dark out here and so they apparently hadn’t seen what she’d done. Her blow was efficiently
         delivered, driven right into the man’s diaphragm. Mace had been right, it was hard as rock. But it didn’t matter. The 900,000
         volts in her zap knuckles didn’t really care how hard someone’s gut was. Psycho dropped to the concrete shaking like he was
         holding a live wire, his mouth making little burps of sound, his eyes popping and fluttering.
      


  His stunned crew just stood there watching him.


  Mace sprinted off.


  The guy who’d originally grabbed her in the station shouted, “Hey!”


  Mace knew she’d never make it. Even as she ran she tensed for the shots that would be hitting her any moment now. The squeal
         of wheels made her look to her left. The Nissan was coming right at her. She threw herself to the side, only to watch it miss
         her by design and whip around and come to a stop between her and Psycho’s guys.
      


  “Get in!”


  Mace jumped to her feet.


  “Get in!”


  “Darren?”


  Alisha’s brother had his gun out and pointed it at Psycho’s onrushing crew. He placed two shots right over their heads, and
         the two lead guys hit the concrete, making draw pulls of their own on the way down.
      


  Mace ripped open the Nissan’s passenger door and threw herself in. There was another squeal of wheels and the Nissan shot
         forward. Mace ducked as bullets pinged off the metal and one round cracked the rear window glass. They rounded a corner and
         Darren floored it. Two more curves and they zipped out of the garage. Five minutes later they were two miles away and Mace
         finally sat up in her seat.
      


  “Where the hell did you come from?” she exclaimed. “How’d you know I was even there?”


  “Didn’t. I was tailing Psycho. Saw what was going down. Figured you needed a little help.”


  Mace strapped on her seat belt. “Now I know why they call you Razor.”


  “Got some napkins in the glove box. Don’t want you bleeding all over my seat,” he added in a surly tone.


  “Thanks.” She pulled some out and wiped off her face. “Why were you tailing that guy?”


  “Why you think?”


  “There are several endings to that sort of plan, and none of them are good.”


  “What you want me to do, let him walk?”


  “He’s not going to walk.”


  “That’s right, you gonna handle him. That’s what you said. Well, you handling him all right. But for me, your ass is dead
         tonight.”
      


  “Hey, don’t forget my zap knuckles.”


  Darren grinned, probably in spite of himself. “That was cool seeing him on his ass like that shaking like a dude coming off
         meth.”
      


  Mace palmed her phone. “Okay, we have kidnapping, assault—”


  He glanced at her. “What you talking ’bout?”


  “The crimes Psycho and his guys committed tonight.”


  “Right. He’ll have ten people say he was twenty miles away.”


  “You didn’t see it, then?”


  “See what?”


  “The security camera in the corner of the garage.” She punched in a number. “Beth, Mace. Yeah, I’m cool. Just got into D.C.
         I brought you a present. A guy named Psycho, tied up in a nice little bow.”
      









  CHAPTER 107


  IT WAS AMAZING to Roy how quickly and efficiently he was bundled out of the building. The truck had driven for an indeterminate amount of
         time. He was tied up, gagged and blindfolded, and they’d put something in his ear that buzzed constantly so he couldn’t even
         listen for helpful sounds that might aid in telling him where they were headed. Now he was seated at a table in a room that
         he sensed was part of a bigger facility. He tensed when the door opened and the woman walked in.
      


  Mary Bard sat down across from him, her hands clasped in front of her and resting on the table. Roy was no longer tied up
         and the gag and blindfold had been removed. They obviously didn’t care if he could identify any of them. They clearly didn’t
         anticipate him sitting in a witness box.
      


  “Who are you? What do you want?”


  “You watch too much TV,” said Bard with a bemused expression.


  “And what exactly did you expect me to ask?”


  “Do you want to live?” she said simply.


  “Yes. But why do I think it highly unlikely?”


  “It is very unlikely,” she conceded. “But not impossible. And in your situation, it is the impossible you must strive for.”
      


  “Like this?” He leapt across the table and attempted to grab her. He outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds and was nearly
         a foot taller. When he woke, he was lying on the cold floor on his stomach. His right shoulder felt like it was out of its
         socket. He slowly sat up, holding his damaged wing.
      


  Mary Bard was once more seated at the table and staring at him with the same inscrutable expression. “Are you finished playing
         John Wayne?”
      


  John Wayne? She either doesn’t watch much current TV or isn’t from America and subsists on a steady diet of decades-old movies.


  “How did you do that?” he asked, grimacing with pain.


  “I could tell you, but you wouldn’t understand, so what would be the point?”


  He got to his feet and slumped down in the chair, holding his injured shoulder. “I think it’s popped out of joint,” he said.
         He felt sick to his stomach.
      


  “It is. Would you like me to put it back for you?”


  “How about some morphine instead?”


  “No. You need to be completely focused for what is coming.” She walked around the table and stood next to him. “Turn toward
         me.”
      


  “I swear if this is some kind of trick, ninja chick or not, I will—”


  She moved so fast he had no time to react. There was a pop, an instant of gut-wrenching pain, and then his shoulder was back
         in place.
      


  She sat back down while he gingerly moved his arm around, testing her work. “Thank you.”


  “Pleasure,” she said as she stared at him.


  “You’re not American, are you?”


  She shrugged. “What does it matter what I am?”


  “Okay, I’m focused. What do you want?”


  “We want you to text Mace Perry. We want to meet with her too.”


  Roy sat back. “I don’t think so. You’ve got me, you’re not getting her too.”


  “Mr. Kingman, you really should reconsider.”


  “Okay, I will. You want me to text Mace. Ask her to meet me in some out-of-the-way place so when you grab and kill her no
         one will even know. And then you’ll just kill me too. I’m thinking about it, thinking about it.” He paused and said, “Go to
         hell, lady.”
      


  “We can of course text her ourselves using your phone.”


  “Then why even ask me?”


  “As a test, of course.”


  “Did I pass or fail?”


  “I don’t know yet.”


  “So where does that leave us? If you let me call her, I’ll warn her it’s a trap. And since I’ve never sent her a text before,
         she’ll be instantly suspicious if she gets one. She’s sort of paranoid by nature. And she’ll call me. And when I don’t answer….”
      


  “Yes, we thought the same thing.”


  “I figured it out, you know. The money thing. The piggyback ride. Dialing for terrorists? Is that what you are? You don’t
         look Middle Eastern but are you one of bin Laden’s babes?”
      


  “I am not anyone’s babe,” she said, her voice rising slightly.


  “Okay, but maybe you should consider this. Mace doesn’t know any of what I found out. And neither does anyone else. I never
         had a chance to tell anybody.”
      


  “Your point?”


  “You don’t need Mace. You’ve got me. You kill me, it’s over.”


  “I doubt it would be over.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “My briefing on Mace Perry leads me to conclude that if you are in danger she will stop at nothing to try and help you.”


  “Your briefing? Okay, what government do you work for?”
      


  For the first time Mary Bard exhibited a touch of chagrin. Her lips compressed slightly and there was a certain irritated
         look to her eyes.
      


  When she didn’t answer him, he said, “I’d say the impossible just got wildly impossible. I’m never walking out of here, so what incentive do I have to help you?”
      


  There was a buzzing sound. Roy looked around for a moment until he realized it was the woman’s phone vibrating. She rose,
         went to a far corner, and answered. She barely spoke, mostly listened. It dawned on Roy that the room was probably wired for
         both sound and video. Who was out there?
      


  Bard put the phone back in her pocket and retook her seat. “No incentive at all. But the fact is she will come to try and
         save you once we tell her we have you. You see, you’re the bait.”
      


  “Her sister is the D.C. police chief. If she comes it will be with an army.”


  “No she won’t. Because we will tell her that will ensure your death.”


  “But her coming alone she knows will ensure both our deaths.”
      


  “And yet she will do so.”


  “How the hell are you so sure?”


  “Because if it were me, I would do the same thing.”









  CHAPTER 108


  MACE WAS SITTING in the living room of the guesthouse with a bag of ice on her swollen cheek. She’d tried to call Roy numerous times and hadn’t
         received an answer. The phone call she’d just gotten, however, had stripped the mystery out of this. They had Roy. They wanted
         her too. If she didn’t come, he was dead. The deadline was twenty-four hours from now.
      


  She just sat there, icy water dripping down her face. For one of the few times in her life she didn’t know what to do. Then,
         as if her hand were being guided by some invisible force, she picked up the phone and made the call. Beth arrived in twenty-seven
         minutes, the roof lights of Cruiser One still whirling as she leapt from the ride and sprinted to the guesthouse. A quick
         discussion with Mace filled her in.
      


  “Where do they want you to meet them?” Beth asked.


  “They will kill him if I don’t go alone.”


  “And if you do they’ll kill both of you. Kingman may already be dead, Mace.”


  “No, he’s not dead.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I just know, okay?”


  The two stared at each other. Finally, Beth said, “You know, Kingman made some sense when he said you and I should be working
         together instead of against each other.”
      


  “We used to make a pretty good team.”


  “We’ve been reactive this whole time. Chasing phantoms down alleys.”


  “Or getting shot at by them.”


  “What do we know? I mean, what do we really know about all this?”


  “Beth, we don’t have time to sit and noodle this.”


  “If we don’t sit and figure this out, Kingman will be dead. We’ve got nearly twenty-three hours. If we use it properly that’s a lifetime.”
      


  Mace drew a deep breath and calmed. “Okay, I’ll start. Diane Tolliver had dinner with Jamie Meldon and then was murdered.
         Soon thereafter Meldon was killed too.”
      


  Beth said, “Meldon’s investigation was taken over by people I don’t know, and even the FBI was called off the case. I’ve made
         inquiries and it seems Meldon might have been the target of a group of domestic terrorists.”
      


  “But that would mean that Tolliver was killed because of her connection to Meldon and not the other way around.”


  Beth looked puzzled. “But according to what we’ve found out about the two refrigerators, Tolliver was killed on Friday night,
         before Meldon, and Dockery was supposed to take the fall.”
      


  Mace picked it up. “I found out in Newark that Meldon and Tolliver had an affair years ago. If Tolliver had found out something
         and needed help, she might’ve gone to him, especially since he was a U.S. attorney.”
      


  “But that suggests Meldon was killed because of his ties to Tolliver, not the other way around.”
      


  “Roy and I were chased through the law firm. And I’m convinced there was spyware on Tolliver’s computer. That again supports
         the theory that she was the key, not Meldon.”
      


  “And you ran into an impersonator tossing Andre Watkins’s apartment.” She glanced sharply at Mace. “The imposter, he strike
         you as being one of Roman Naylor’s cohorts?”
      


  “No, way too slick and sophisticated for that. And Meldon had no connection to Watkins. Only Tolliver. And they manipulated
         the time of her death to throw us off. I don’t see Naylor’s ‘bubbas’ running around putting steak and veggie residue in the
         lady’s trash, planting sperm in her, and installing spyware on the woman’s computer.”
      


  “And the movement of money at this DLT escrow agency?”


  “Tolliver again. And Roy said billions passed through that agency in connection with Shilling & Murdoch clients. And he said
         the managing partner, Chester Ackerman, was sweating bullets.”
      


  “Kingman mentioned he has clients in Dubai.”


  “I gather a lot of their clients are based in that region.”


  “So presumably some of these billions were coming from the Middle East?”


  “Guess so.” Mace grew rigid. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


  Beth pulled out her phone.


  “Who you calling? Your buddy the DNI?”


  “Sam Donnelly? Not yet.”


  She spoke into the phone. “Steve Lanier please, it’s Chief Perry.”


  “Steve Lanier? Isn’t he—”


  “FBI AD, yeah.”


  “Hey, Steve, Beth. I really need to talk to you. Yeah, it’s very important.”


  Two hours later they were seated across from Lanier at the FBI’s Washington Field Office and had just finished, in alternating
         bursts, telling the man their findings.
      


  Lanier leaned back in his chair. “Beth, I’ve seen some serious crap in my time, but this just blows my mind.”


  A man entered the room and handed him a file before leaving.


  He opened it and scanned the contents. “We got nothing back on the Meldon investigation. Hell, I don’t even think there was
         one. That should’ve been a red flag. But we did manage, with a lot of finagling, to get autopsy reports back on Agents Hope
         and Reiger.”
      


  “Jarvis Burns told me about that.”


  “I’m sure. Their throats were surgically sliced. A real professional job.”


  “Okay, what does that tell us?” asked Beth.


  Lanier closed the file. “That tells us we’ve got a major problem.”


  “We knew that already,” said Mace.


  “Not what I meant.” He spent the next five minutes filling the sisters in on what he did mean.


  “Then it seems pretty clear,” said Beth. “What we have to do.”


  Mace nodded. “I’m with you.”


  Lanier looked between them. “Did I miss something?”


  “It’s a sisterly thing,” explained Beth as she leaned forward and started talking fast. When she stopped, Mace jumped in and
         took up the line of thought.
      


  “We’ll need Sam Donnelly for this,” said Lanier.


  “Absolutely,” said Beth.


  Thirty minutes later, all three rose to implement the plan they’d just hatched.









  CHAPTER 109


  IT WAS the next night and Mace was in western Maryland pushing the Ducati as hard as it would go. The deep rows of trees on either
         side of the road flicked by, like the black-and-white frames from an old film projector. She reached the crossroads and turned
         left, traveled another mile, and hung a right. Five hundred yards later she saw the old farm up ahead. She slowed the Ducati
         and then came to a stop, her boots hitting the dirt. Her eyes were tearing up a bit. Not from emotion. She was wearing a very
         special pair of contact lenses.
      


  The falling-down house was to her right, listing like a ship in high rolling swells. To her left was an old silo rising into
         the sky. She could see that farther down a dirt road was the place she’d been told to go to: the barn. She saw no lights on,
         which didn’t surprise her. She twisted the bike’s throttle and headed toward it. Five feet from the barn she cut the engine,
         slipped off her helmet, and moved forward. Car lights immediately shot on to her left. She held up her hand to shield her
         eyes. The three men came forward. When they reached her she stumbled and grabbed one of the men for support. The tiny device
         in her hand with a special adhesive backing was transferred to the inner side of the man’s sleeve.
      


  “Stand still,” one of them barked.


  Mace stood rigidly as another man gave her an expert patdown and then ran a scanner up and down her body. He took his time
         and ran it several times over her head.
      


  “No follicle implants with tracking devices,” she volunteered helpfully.


  “Shut up,” said the first man.


  They herded her to the waiting Range Rover and pushed her in. On the ride they chattered away in a language she’d never heard
         before. They looked hard and tough; their gaunt faces and lean, athletic physiques evidenced an existence far removed from
         the typical comforts enjoyed by folks in the West. The Range Rover slowed after driving for what Mace had calculated was eight
         miles, all on back roads. The silhouette of a large structure suddenly appeared out of the darkness. As the vehicle approached,
         a stark break in the darkness suddenly appeared as two large double doors were opened. The Rover drove through this gap and
         stopped. The wide doors closed and the men climbed out of the Rover, pulling Mace with them.
      


  She stood there and looked around. They were in what seemed to be an old manufacturing facility. There was a large open area
         where rusted tables were situated along with a wrecked conveyor belt. Piles of junked tools lay around the littered floor.
         A catwalk ran around the perimeter of the second level and a lift chain was suspended from the center of the A-frame ceiling
         and descended straight down until it stopped about eight feet from the floor. A row of metal support posts ran down the middle
         of the building, bisecting it. The only light came from a single bank of fluorescents hung overhead controlled by a power
         box on the wall next to the double doors.
      


  “Roy!”


  Roy was sitting on his butt and tied to one of the support poles. He called out furiously, “Why the hell did you come?”


  “I told you it was what I would do,” said a voice.


  Mace turned to see Mary Bard walking toward her from the other end of the building. She was dressed in tight black pants,
         a short-waisted jean jacket, and thick-soled boots.
      


  “I’m here,” said Mace. “So why don’t we get this done.”


  “You are too impatient,” said Bard.


  Mace glanced over at Roy. “What do I need to do so he goes free?”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” shouted Roy as he struggled to stand.


  “What do I need to do?” Mace said again.


  “I’m afraid there is nothing you can do.”


  “So you just kill us both? Others know about this. They won’t let it drop.”


  “But we won’t have to worry about the two of you anymore.”


  Bard slipped the pair of knives that she had used to kill Reiger and Hope from a holder riding on the back of her belt.


  Roy looked helplessly at Mace as Bard advanced. “Mace, she’s some kind of hand-to-hand combat freak. She laid me out in like
         a second.”
      


  “Well, Roy, and don’t take this the hard way, but you’re just not that tough.”


  Bard stopped her advance and eyed Mace, the dual knives motionless in her hands. “And you think you are?”


  “I’m still here, aren’t I? I mean, Reiger and Hope tried to kill me but didn’t get the job done.”


  “They were incompetent.”


  “And that’s why you were ordered to kill them, right?”


  Bard’s eyes glittered at this comment. “It doesn’t matter, does it?”


  “You’re from Russia. Federal Security Service.”


  “I am impressed. I thought my accent was gone.”


  “It wasn’t a guess on my part. I hear you guys are like the best assassins out there, except for maybe the Israelis.”


  “I will try not to disappoint you tonight.”


  “I’ve got a knife in my belt clasp. How about you let me use it to defend myself? It’s still two blades against one, but it’ll
         be a little fairer. I’m clearly not in your league, but I’ve got a few moves. Let you practice your stuff for the next time.”
      


  Bard looked around at the heavily armed men surrounding Mace. “All right.”


  “But—” began one of the men.


  She barked something in the man’s tongue and he fell silent.


  While the other men pointed their guns at Mace, she undid her clasp and slid out the knife. She examined the slightly dulled
         blade. “This baby got me out of a very tough situation.”
      


  “I don’t think it will work again.”


  Bard started moving in a circle, the blades twirling in front of her.


  Mace stood flat-footed, studying the other woman’s tactics.


  Bard said, “No tears? No begging for mercy?”


  “Everybody has to die one day.”


  “And this is your day.”


  “Or yours,” said Mace.









  CHAPTER 110


  WHAT THE HELL happened, Jarvis?”
      


  Beth was standing in her office in front of a large-screen TV with a remote feed that Jarvis Burns’s techs had set up. After
         leaving the WFO the previous night, Beth had immediately called Sam Donnelly and told him what had happened with Roy Kingman.
         Donnelly had sent Jarvis Burns to help oversee a rescue operation. Things had been going well until they’d lost track of Mace.
         A guy in a suit and wearing a headset was frantically typing on a portable keyboard while barking instructions into his headset.
      


  Burns remained focused on the screen where they could see the live feed from the camera mounted on the chopper’s skids. The
         countryside below looked dark and vast. “The plan was the best we had under the circumstances, Beth. We had two stealth units
         on the ground following her. The tracker was on her Ducati. They will have moved her in another vehicle, but our units should
         have been able to follow.”
      


  He turned to the tech. “Get the ground commander on the horn ASAP.”


  Seconds later the tech handed the headset to Burns, who listened for a bit and then tossed the headset back to the man before
         turning to Beth. “They were ambushed. Took heavy fire and casualties. They’re out of the hunt. We’ve got a mole somewhere,
         Beth. That’s the only way they could have found out.”
      


  Beth slapped her desktop. “Now we have no idea where she is.”


  “We have some idea,” replied Burns calmly. “We had a clear signal out to the abandoned farmhouse and we’ve got two stealth choppers as backup in the vicinity.” He tapped his tech on the shoulder. “Phillips, tell the air support commander to perform
         a ten-mile grid perimeter sweep. We need to all watch the feed and see if anything pops.”
      


  “That will take too long!” snapped an exasperated Beth.


  “Not in the choppers it won’t. It makes sense that they didn’t transport her too far for a number of tactical reasons. With
         a little bit of luck we’ll pick up the trail again.”
      


  “And if we’re not lucky?”


  “I’m doing the best I can, Beth. Remember, you called Director Donnelly in at the last minute. I’m good, but I’m not a magician.”
      


  Beth calmed. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that—”


  “She’s your sister.” He laid a hand on Beth’s shoulder. “I know, Beth. I swear we’ll do everything in our power to bring her
         back safe.”
      


  “Thank you, Jarvis.”


  “In the spirit of fair play, I propose to allow you the first move,” said Bard, who had edged closer to Mace with each move.


  “And in the spirit of fair play, I propose to kill you any way I can.”


  “So you don’t want the first move?”


  “No, actually I do. But I want them out of the way.” Mace pointed to the gunmen arrayed around her. “No bullets in the back
         if I get the upper hand with you.”
      


  Bard hesitated and then motioned to the armed men to clear the area. Mace backed away until she reached the far wall, her
         knife held in front of her.
      


  “I’m waiting,” said Bard. “For the first move.”


  “And I’m still thinking of what that first move should be.”


  “This is ridiculous. If you—”


  Mace lunged and her hand slammed down on the lever connected to the power box on the wall. The building instantly went dark.
         With a flick of her wrist, Mace tossed her knife. It flashed across the space and lodged in the chest of the gunman closest
         to her. He collapsed to the floor, the blade tip resting in the left chamber of his heart.
      


  Mace had no trouble seeing in the pitch dark because she was wearing a pair of latest-generation contact lenses that were
         actually advanced optics that instantly adapted to all levels of light or darkness. They’d been a gift from the FBI for a
         situation just like this. From her earlier observations she knew there were four gunmen on this level and three more on the
         catwalk. They had Heckler and Koch UMPs and MP5s. And she desperately needed some firepower before the bandits figured out
         a way to light up the place again. She slid across the floor to the dead man and snagged his submachine gun and two extra
         mags.
      


  Mace opened fire. One of the guys shooting in her vicinity jerked around as two of her rounds impacted his neck and torso.
         He managed to squeeze off a few more wild rounds before he went down and stayed there. Mace immediately rolled six feet to
         her left as bullets pounded her last firing position, the bandits taking aim at her previous muzzle flashes. She caught another
         guy in both knees with another burst. He dropped screaming, but kept firing. Her next round slammed into his face and his
         UMP went silent.
      


  Lines of fire started coming from the catwalk. Forty-caliber rounds ricocheted off the concrete floor as Mace threw herself
         behind the guts of a retooling machine and fired off the rest of her mag, dropped it, and slapped in a new one as return fire
         pinged all around her. A chunk of wood got blown off the end of the table she was behind and she felt the tailing rip into
         her shoulder and slice across her cheek. Warm blood flowed down her face. Another round cut a groove across her left thigh,
         searing through her pants and tattooing her skin black.
      


  She sprayed rounds at the catwalk, but even through her optics she couldn’t see much because of the smoke from all the weapons
         discharge. The remaining shooters had taken cover as well. And they had the high ground and superior firepower. Mace was pinned
         down. The logistics were depressingly simple. Without help it was only a matter of time before they were dead.
      


  “Mace!’


  She looked behind her to see Roy slumped over, his face twisted in pain. Even from this distance and with her field of vision
         a ghostly green Mace could see what she knew was his blood seeping across his shirt. Mary Bard was stooping over him, her
         knife pulling back for the final stroke while he frantically kicked at her.
      


  “Roy!”


  The explosion catapulted both front sliding doors a good ten feet across the floor. Out of the smoke came a sight Mace would
         never forget.
      


  Twenty FBI Hostage Rescue Team armored assaulters loaded for war emerged from the smoke. Just the sight of these guys was
         enough to scare the hell out of anyone no matter how battle-tested. Knowing what was coming, Mace instantly dropped down and
         pulled the plugs from out of her boots and stuffed them in her ears. A second later an array of flash-bangs detonated.
      


  As the HRT laid down precise walls of fire at the enemy positions exposed to their night optics, Mace turned and raced toward
         Roy. Mary Bard was on her side, dazed by the flash-bangs, blood trickling out of one ear. When she tried to rise up and finish
         off Roy, Mace leapt, the butt of her UMP catching the woman flush on the temple. She crumpled to the floor.
      


  The all-clear sounded a minute later. Someone hit the wall lever and the interior of the building exploded with light.


  “Man down,” screamed Mace. In the darkness she’d ripped open Roy’s shirt and used the cloth to stop the bleeding. As the medical
         support personnel that came on every HRT operation rushed forward, Mace told Roy, “You’re going to be okay.”
      


  “I don’t feel like I’m going to be okay.”


  “You can’t die, Roy.”


  “Why?”


  “I’ve got a pretty good feeling I’m going to need one kick-ass lawyer, and you’re the only one I know.”


  He managed a weak smile before the medics took over. A few minutes later the chopper lifted off with them on their way to
         the nearest hospital.
      









  CHAPTER 111


  FORTY MINUTES later the tech with the headset jerked upright in his seat. On the screen an explosion had just rocked the camera. Beth put
         down the call she was on and joined them. They all stared dumbfounded at the sight on the screen as a fireball lit the sky.
      


  “My God,” said an obviously shaken Burns. “They detonated a bomb.” He turned to the tech. “Get that chopper on the ground
         ASAP.”
      


  The tech relayed these instructions and they watched as the chopper headed downward. A moment later the camera feed went dead.
         A tense minute went by and then the tech jerked again as a stream of words came over his headset. He nodded blankly, his face
         pale. He turned to the others. “The building was destroyed. There does not appear to be any survivors.”
      


  “Are they sure it’s the right spot?” said Beth.


  “They just pulled a body from the site,” said the tech as he glanced nervously at Beth. “A female body with a positive ID.”


  “My God, Beth,” said Burns. “I’m so sorry.”


  “I am too, Jarvis. I am too. Very sorry.”


  Something in her tone made him look sharply at her.


  “Beth? Are you all right?”


  “Okay,” Beth called out loudly in the direction of the door.


  It opened and in walked Sam Donnelly, along with a half dozen security officers. Behind him came Steve Lanier, the FBI AD,
         who was wearing a broad smile.
      


  Burns looked from his boss to Beth and then back to his boss. “Sir, what the hell is going on here?”


  “I’m sorry, Jarv. It’s all over,” said Donnelly sadly.


  “What is all over?”


  “Your secret op. With the FBI’s help we set this trap for you. I’d long suspected that something was going on I wasn’t aware
         of. I’m sorry it turned out to be you.”
      


  “But—” began Burns.


  “Sacrifices, Jarvis. We talked about this before. The national security of this country comes before all.”


  Burns and Donnelly shared a pronounced stare.


  “You will of course have the full support of the DNI if it turns out we were wrong,” added Donnelly.


  “I see. Thank you, sir. I’m sure everything will be worked out.”


  Donnelly turned to Lanier. “I think we can handle it from here, Steve. The FBI isn’t cleared for this. But I appreciate the
         assist. I’ll have my people—”
      


  Beth approached Burns. “Were you really going to do it, Jarv?’


  “Do what?’


  “Fall on the sword for Sam?”


  “What?” said Donnelly sharply.


  She turned to him. “Sacrifices? The full support of the DNI? We’ll take over now? We’ll never see Jarv again. You’ll just
         move him to Jordan or Iraq to continue doing what he’s doing.”
      


  “Which is of course what you ordered him to do,” added Lanier.


  “I have no idea what you people are talking about,” said Donnelly furiously.


  “If I were you,” Lanier said to Donnelly, “I’d save any comments for your defense.” He motioned to his men. They moved forward
         and cuffed Donnelly, Burns, and his tech.
      


  “How dare you!” said Donnelly angrily.


  Lanier sat down in a leather chair across from Beth’s desk. “Chief, would you like to do the honors?” he said. “I’m a little
         sick to my stomach, personally.”
      


  Beth leaned against the edge of her desk. “Jarvis, do you know when you told me that you were aware of the death of Diane
         Tolliver, the fire alarm pull, and the rest?”
      


  “What of it?” said Burns with a wary expression.


  “When I seemed amazed that you knew this, you remarked that if you couldn’t keep track of things going on in your own city
         how could you be expected to know what was going on in the rest of the world.”
      


  “I’m afraid I’m not seeing your—”


  “I took you at your word, Jarvis. I accepted that if anything big were going on in D.C., you and Sam would know about it.
         And if you two weren’t doing anything to stop it, it occurred to me that that might be because you were behind it. I also tracked Hope and Reiger to the Pentagon one night. I knew they had no military connection, but I was aware that
         DNI had a satellite office there. And when we learned of the connection between Diane Tolliver and Jamie Meldon, and the fact
         that she’d been killed on Friday instead of Monday, I knew there was something more here than an old vet raping and killing.
         We had no proof of anything, so I went to Steve and we hatched a plan to see if we could get that evidence.”
      


  “A plan?”


  Beth pointed to the screen. “This plan.”


  Donnelly said, “My God, Beth, I have no idea what you’re talking about. But am I to believe that you sacrificed your sister
         to see if some nonsensical idea was valid or not?”
      


  Lanier said, “Mace is fine. We sent in HRT. We were able to track them when Mace slipped a bug on one of the bandits before
         they scanned her. The chopper took her and Kingman to the nearest hospital.”
      


  Burns glanced nervously at the screen. “Well, apparently the report we received was erroneous. I am very glad that she’s all
         right.”
      


  Beth said coldly, “The hell you are, Jarv. You and Sam did your best to kill her. This whole thing tonight was an elaborate
         charade by you. The camera feed was bogus. You didn’t have any choppers out there. No stealth units. All smoke and mirrors.”
      


  “You are utterly mistaken,” said Burns.


  “Don’t say anything else, Jarvis,” cautioned Donnelly. “We’ll get this all straightened out.”


  “The hell you will,” exclaimed Beth.


  “You have nothing!” retorted Donnelly. “No proof. And once I speak to the president, heads will roll.”


  “Oh, the proof’s not a problem,” she said. “The evidence is overwhelming.”


  Lanier said, “HRT has several of your goons that you imported to do your dirty work.”


  “You’ll accept the word of ‘goons’ over ours?” Donnelly said. “Do you realize how ridiculous that will look in court? I strongly
         suggest that you save yourself the embarrassment, release us immediately, and we’ll just drop it here and now.”
      


  She said, “What really bugged me was the fact that you disrespected me.”


  “How exactly did I do that?”


  “By assuming I wouldn’t be smart enough to figure it all out.”


  “You still have nothing.”


  Lanier looked at Beth and then nodded at one of his men. “Bring her in.”


  A cuffed Mary Bard, her head bandaged, walked in with an armed escort.


  “Mary Bard,” said Lanier. “Recruited to this country to work with the FBI until you stole her from us, Sam. When I learned
         how Reiger and Hope died, the surgically precise cuts in the throat, it got me remembering about a little joint op she did
         with CIA last year.”
      


  Bard said bitterly, “The director told me the people tonight were traitors and had killed innocent people. That their terminations
         had been authorized by your government.”
      


  “Shut the hell up!” screamed Donnelly.


  “She killed them. She killed them,” cried Burns. “Not us.”
      


  Beth glanced at Lanier. “Can you please get them out of my sight before I shoot all three of them?”


  Later that night Beth Perry strode into the hospital and saw her sister standing at the end of the hall. When Mace looked
         up and spied Beth she walked toward her. The two sisters met in the middle, flinging their arms around each other.
      


  “God, you were great tonight, Mace.”


  “We both came up with the plan, sis.”


  “Yeah, but you were in the line of fire executing it, not me. You could have died.”


  “You’re the chief. I’m expendable.”


  The two women stepped apart and Beth looked at the bandage on Mace’s face and the bulge under her thigh. “Are you okay?”


  “I got hurt worse than this falling out of bed.”


  “Liar. How’s Kingman?”


  “Out of surgery. They said I could see him for a couple of minutes. Do you want to come?”


  Roy was still heavily sedated but his eyes opened when he heard Mace’s voice. She wrapped her hand around his.


  He said weakly, “Everything okay?”


  “Everything is great,” said Mace. “Beth is here.”


  Roy slowly turned his head to look at the chief. She reached down and touched his face gently.


  “Hey, Roy, I need to tell you something.”


  “What’s that?” he mouthed.


  Beth glanced over at Mace before answering. “If you want to keep hanging around Mace, it’s okay with me.” She leaned down
         and kissed him on the cheek.
      


  As the sisters walked down the hall to the waiting room Mace said, “You know, you finally called him Roy.”


  “Yeah. That’s because he earned it.”









  CHAPTER 112


  SO AS I SAID, I’m thrilled to be here today to announce that all charges against my client, Louis Dockery, have been dropped. He has been
         released from custody and the Veterans Administration has taken it upon itself to see that such a decorated soldier will no
         longer be living on the streets.”
      


  This time Roy was having no problem handling the siege of reporters in front of the steps to D.C. Superior Court. His shoulder
         and side bandaged, he had just finished his remarks. Standing a few feet from him, a look of absolute revulsion on her face,
         was Mona Danforth. The only reason she was here was because the mayor and the head of the Justice Department had “requested”
         that she be present.
      


  One reporter called out, “Mr. Kingman, how did you injure yourself?”


  Roy smiled. “During the course of the litigation I accidentally impaled myself on one of Ms. Danforth’s legendary stilettos.”


  The roar of laughter lasted so long that Mona finally stalked off, her face nearly as red as her lipstick. As she made her
         way inside the court building she bumped into someone.
      


  “Hey, Mona,” said Mace. “Isn’t it a great day when justice finally triumphs?”


  “Go to hell!”


  “Nah, it’ll be way too crowded with both of us there.”


  “I’m still going to press assault charges against you for attacking me in the ladies’ room. You chipped one of my teeth.”


  “God, I’m really sorry, Mona. But there’s somebody here who wants to give you something.”


  They turned to see Beth walking up to them with an envelope in hand.


  “Here you go, Ms. Interim.” She thrust the envelope in Mona’s hands.


  “What the hell is this?”


  “Affidavits from my two detectives you coerced into working with you. They are prepared to testify that you initiated contact
         with Lou Dockery without benefit of his counsel being there, breaking numerous ethical canons and also the law. Since the
         U.S. Attorney’s Office will be conflicted out over this one, the Justice Department will be prosecuting you.”
      


  Now Mona’s face turned as white as the envelope she was holding. “Prosecuting me?”


  “Yeah,” said Mace. “You know, that whole court thing that ends in the bars being slammed behind your ass? If you want I can
         give you some tips on prison etiquette.”
      


  After the press conference was over, Mace, Beth, and Roy climbed into a government sedan and headed to a meeting that they
         really would rather have avoided. On the way over, they discussed what had happened.
      


  “So the Captain is really going to be taken care of?” asked Mace.


  Roy nodded. “The VA guy said he would take it as his personal mission to get him the care he needs. And I’m going to be checking.
         But I did tell them to order a truckload of Twinkies.”
      


  “God, Mona was pissed,” said Mace. “You really think they’ll nail her this time?”


  Beth replied, “All I know is when I showed the affidavits to the DOJ lawyer he screamed out, ‘Thank you, Jesus.’”


  “And Psycho?” asked Roy.


  “Signed, sealed, and delivered. When his gang saw the surveillance video from the security camera in the train station parking
         lot they rolled on him. They should be able to put him away for a long time.”
      


  “And Alisha, Tyler, and Darren?”


  Mace answered. “Alisha’s enrolled in a GED program. Tyler’s being seen by a specialist from Johns Hopkins, and Mr. Razor is
         going back to school too. He apparently graduated from high school but never bothered to pick up his diploma. He’s going the
         community college route for now. He’ll probably be running the world in about ten years.”
      


  “So are you still going to be working for Altman?” Roy asked.


  “Hey, I made a deal. I’m not going back on it. What about you? You could go back to Shilling.”


  “Haven’t made up my mind yet. But they did drop the lawsuit against me.”


  “How’s the wound?”


  “Won’t be playing ball anytime soon.”


  “I know, I’ll take you on in HORSE, one-handed style.”


  “You’re on.”


  The smiles faded from both their faces as the car slowed. They looked out the window as they stopped at the armed gate. The
         driver flashed his creds and they headed on.
      


  “So what do you think is going to happen in there,” Roy said, indicating the two-story building they were heading to. It was
         set on a multi-acre college-style campus.
      


  Beth spoke up. “I always expect the worst. And today I think I’ll be justified.”









  CHAPTER 113


  BETH’S GLOCK had been confiscated at the door. Mace could tell that her sister was not happy about that just by the way her right fingers
         continued to flick at the empty space there. An armed escort led them down a long hallway where every single door was closed
         and also had a security lock. No open-style cubicle system here, thought Mace.
      


  They were led into a spacious office with the typical wall of photos and shelves of awards and memorabilia that a high-rising
         public servant invariably collected. The Director of Central Intelligence, or DCI, was there along with a gent in uniform
         from the Defense Intelligence Agency, or DIA, someone from NSA, and a fourth gentleman that Mace had seen on TV recently and
         knew was very high up at the White House. There was no one else present.
      


  “I thought Steve Lanier from the FBI would be here,” commented Beth.


  “No, he won’t,” said the DCI bluntly. “But I want to thank each of you for agreeing to come today,” he added in a more gracious
         tone.
      


  “We really didn’t have a choice. And we’re all here for the same reason,” said Beth. “We want information.”


  “Well, I’m here to provide it, as much as I can.”


  Beth sighed and sat back, her face showing her displeasure at this disclaimer.


  “Under normal circumstances your sister and Mr. Kingman would not even be allowed to know the location of this building, much
         less be here. Even you, as police chief, would not be allowed in.”
      


  “These are not normal circumstances,” said Mace.


  “Truly not,” agreed the DCI while the NSA rep nodded.


  “Well then, what can you tell us?” asked Beth. “What happened to Donnelly and Burns?”


  “Removed from their posts, of course.”


  “Removed from their posts?” said Mace, half coming out of her chair. “What, do they get early retirement and a gold watch
         too?”
      


  “It doesn’t quite work that way in the intelligence field, Ms. Perry.”


  “Will they be prosecuted?” asked Roy.


  “That is not possible,” said the fellow from the White House.


  “The hell it isn’t,” snapped Beth. “They masterminded the murder of at least five American citizens and did their best to
         make it seven.”
      


  “And in the process let a military veteran take the fall for it,” added Roy heatedly.


  The DCI put up his hands in mock surrender. “Their acts were heinous. I am in total agreement with that.”
      


  “But I sense a but coming,” said Beth.
      


  “But to prosecute them would mean the truth would come out.”


  “They were rogues, doing their own op. The higher-ups might have to officially take responsibility for that, but the blame
         still lies with them,” argued Beth. “Hell, the FBI prosecuted Hanssen. The CIA did the same with Ames. It’s not exactly new
         territory.”
      


  “You are not in possession of all the facts.”


  “Then enlighten me.”


  The fellow from the White House interjected. “Their actions were not authorized by anyone higher up on the chain of command;
         I give you my word on that.”
      


  “But other things they did were authorized?” said Mace.
      


  “Illegal things?” added Roy.


  The CIA director looked at him. “You ventured to the escrow firm, DLT?”


  “I did. And I found a pretty slick piggyback scheme using legitimate business transactions to cover other movements of money.”


  “But no hard proof of same?”


  “No.”


  “What are you getting at?” asked Beth.


  “We’re at war, Chief. It is not a conventional war. Most Americans realize that by now. We fight fire with fire. And we also
         fight dirt with dirt.”
      


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning that intelligence is king and who gets the most accurate intelligence wins. And the people who possess that intelligence
         are often folks that, well, that we would not ordinarily choose to associate with.”
      


  “Meaning, at least in the eyes of the American public, our enemies.”


  “Our usual allies are virtually powerless to help us in this fight. We combat the devil by working with the devil. And since
         they obviously aren’t helping us out of the goodness of their hearts…”
      


  “The piggyback scheme was a way of paying off people for intelligence?” said Roy.


  “Again, I can’t answer that.”


  Beth spoke up. “But if so, and Diane Tolliver found out and then told Meldon, why kill them? Couldn’t you have appealed to
         their patriotism? Jamie certainly wouldn’t have done anything to jeopardize this country’s interests.”
      


  The DCI said, “The real truth is that Donnelly and Burns went way past all orthodoxy in getting the monies needed to pay off
         these folks. And while these sums started off relatively small, they have, over the years, become enormous.”
      


  “And Congress wouldn’t appropriate the needed funds?” said Beth.


  “You know the deficits we have now.”


  “So how did they manage the money part?”


  “They have not been particularly cooperative. But we have been able, with a little digging, to gain a fairly clear picture
         of what happened.”
      


  “And so what does that picture tell us?” asked Beth.”


  Something, unfortunately, that none of you are cleared for.”


  “That is bullshit,” barked the chief. “After all this, you’re telling me that you won’t read us into what happened?”


  “Suffice it to say that a lot of the money coming through those piggyback pipelines Mr. Kingman mentioned was very, very dirty.
         And in order to launder it, Donnelly and Burns were charging a substantial fee. Those monies were used to purchase support.”
      


  “Drug dealers, weapon runners, slavery rings?” said Beth.


  “Neither confirm nor deny.”


  “Now that you’ve basically told us nothing, why did you really ask us here?”


  “If any of this comes out it will do this country great harm. I daresay it would destroy any hopes we have of winning the
         war on terror.”
      


  The White House representative added, “It would embolden our enemies. It would weaken our position around the globe. Nothing
         good will come out of this.”
      


  “You mean other than two bastards being punished for their heinous crimes?” shot back Mace.
      


  “It’s not that simple,” murmured the DCI.


  “Yeah, it’s never that simple for people in high places. But the little guy does something like this he gets squashed like
         a bug.”
      


  Beth shook her head in frustration. “And what exactly do I tell Jamie Meldon’s family? And Diane Tolliver’s friends?”


  “I don’t have a good answer for you. In Meldon’s case I can tell you that his family will never want for money. Uncle Sam
         is picking up the tab there.”
      


  “Gee, all it cost them was their husband and father,” said Mace bitterly.


  “If you think I like this any better than you do, you’re mistaken. But that’s just the way it has to be.”


  “And Mary Bard?” asked Beth. “Funny name for a Russian, by the way.”


  “Her father was an American, a defector unfortunately. She’s been returned to her country. She really was only following orders.
         And she’s an excellent field agent. We may very well use her again.”
      


  Mace looked ready to burst. “I don’t believe this crap. That lady was going to kill me and Roy. She did kill two American agents. And I thought the Russians weren’t exactly our best friends.”
      


  The DCI looked at her curiously. “Frankly, Ms. Perry, you obviously don’t understand the intelligence business. Enemies and
         allies are often interchangeable.”
      


  “FranklyI consider the term ‘intelligence business’ not only a misnomer but a freaking oxymoron.”
      


  Beth spoke up. “Mace cracked this case. She should be reinstated to the police force.”


  The DCI shook his head. “I’m sorry. That won’t be happening. That would entail the truth coming out.”


  “So she gets zip,” said Beth.


  The uniform from DIA cleared his throat. “Sacrifice for the greater good.”


  Mace glared at him. “I’ll be sure to tell that to my probation officer, thanks.”


  The White House rep stood, signaling that the meeting was over. “We very much appreciate all your help in this matter. As
         does the president himself, which he wishes he could make public but of course cannot for national security reasons.”
      


  “Big shit,” said Mace as she turned and walked out of the office, Beth and Roy trailing her.









  CHAPTER 114


  BETH DROVE THEM back to Altman’s house. Before she left to return to work she told Mace, “I know you’ve got the job with Altman, and it doesn’t
         take a rocket scientist to see that Roy will be taking up some of your time too. But don’t forget your big sister.”
      


  “How could I? Every time I need her, she’s right there.”


  “I can say the same about you.”


  “No, you really can’t, Beth. I wish you could, but I’ve fallen down on the job.”


  “It’s just a firstborn’s fate in life,” she said, attempting a smile.


  “Was it my imagination or did the DCI seem really pleased about the turn of events?”


  “Oh, no, he was. Now that Donnelly went down, guess who’s back in charge of the intelligence world and doing the presidential
         daily briefing?”
      


  “Right.”


  They shared a brief hug before Beth Perry turned back into Chief Perry, climbed into Cruiser One, and headed back to town
         to fight crime.
      


  Roy said, “I don’t have any plans today. How about going out to lunch with a former college basketball player turned one-armed
         paper hanger? I’m buying.”
      


  “Sounds great. I can help you cut up your food and wipe your mouth for you.”


  “Yeah, that’ll be great practice for down the road.”


  “Down what road?” Mace said sharply as she gave him a piercing stare.
      


  He took a step back, his face turning red. “Uh, the road where I left my mouth with my size thirteen feet in it.”


  “Oh, Roy, you’re so cute.”


  “Seriously, do you want to go?”


  “I’d love to.”


  Late that night Mace climbed on her Ducati and fired it up. Two minutes later she was ripping down the highway into D.C. She
         hit the Sixth District and wound her way to the spot where her life had changed forever. Now the sight made her gut clench
         and her cheeks flame. But there would come a day she told herself when this spot would fill her with supreme satisfaction
         instead of heartbreak. And when that day came—and it would—Mace Perry would really be back.
      


  The wink of a car’s lights made her turn around. She started when she saw the person climb out of the police cruiser.


  Beth was still in uniform as she walked over to her and stood beside her sister.


  “I thought you might come down here tonight.”


  “It’s scary sometimes how well you know me.”


  “We are sisters. And…” Beth fell silent.


  “You were going to say and cops,right?”
      


  “We’re not giving up on it, Mace.”


  “I know.” After a few moments of silence, Mace said, “Why do I think Donnelly and Burns are sitting in an office somewhere
         doing business as usual?”
      


  “Because they probably are.”


  “Some justice.”


  Beth stared up at the old apartment building. “It doesn’t look so bad anymore.”


  “What are you talking about? It’s a dump.”


  “A little elbow grease, some paint.”


  “What?”


  “It’s being turned into a rec center for the community.”


  “Since when?”


  “Since I got the mayor to approve it yesterday.”


  “Why?” Mace asked.


  “Why not? It’s an old building that serves no useful purpose. We could leave it here until it falls down. Or we can change
         it into something that’s useful. A way of moving forward. Applies to buildings. And people.”
      


  Mace gazed at the place for a long moment. “You and Dad were always much better with symbolism than me.”


  “I always thought you and Dad were a lot more alike.”


  “Really?” said a surprised Mace. Beth nodded.


  Mace glanced over at Cruiser One where the driver sat patiently. “You done for the night, sis?”


  Beth stretched out her back. “Yeah, I was thinking of actually heading home and reading a book in the bathtub.”


  “You want a ride?” Mace eyed her Ducati.


  “What? On the bike?”


  “Problem with that?”


  “No, it’s just that, well, the liability factor if the chief of police—”


  “Oh shut up and get on. You can use Roy’s helmet.”


  On the way home, with Beth holding on to her tightly, Mace popped a wheelie and held it as she streaked down the GW Parkway,
         freaking out motorists as she flew past.
      


  Beth started to scream something in her ear but then stopped. And then the by-the-book chief of police did the unthinkable.
         She held out her arms straight from her sides, leaned into her sister, and started making whooping sounds.
      


  The sisters were headed back to the safe area of D.C., where people didn’t shoot each other over five-dollar crack scratches
         or to gain elusive respect. But they knew their hearts and their professional lives would always be on that unpredictable
         side of the line where you ran toward the fight and not away from it. That was where they really belonged.
      


  The front wheel hit asphalt. Mace gunned the throttle and the Perry sisters disappeared down the road.
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    To Spencer, my little girl all grown up. And I couldn’t be prouder of the person you’ve become.
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  Jack Armstrong sat up in the secondhand hospital bed that had been wedged into a corner of the den in his home in Cleveland.
         A father at nineteen, he and his wife, Lizzie, had conceived their second child when he’d been home on leave from the army.
         Jack had been in the military for five years when the war in the Middle East started. He’d survived his first tour in Afghanistan
         and earned a Purple Heart for taking one in the arm. After that he’d weathered several tours of duty in Iraq, one of which
         included the destruction of his Humvee while he was still inside. That injury had won him his second Purple. And he had a
         Bronze Star on top of that for rescuing three ambushed grunts from his unit and nearly getting killed in the process. After
         all that, here he was, dying fast in his cheaply paneled den in Ohio’s Rust Belt.
      


  His goal was simple: just hang on until Christmas. He sucked greedily on the oxygen coming from the line in his nose. The
         converter that stayed in the corner of the small room was on maximum production, and Jack knew that one day soon it would be turned off because he’d be dead. Before Thanksgiving he was certain he could last another month. Now
         Jack was not sure he could make another day.
      


  But he would.


  I have to.


  In high school the six-foot-two, good-looking Jack had varsity lettered in three sports, quarterbacked the football team,
         and had his pick of the ladies. But from the first time he’d seen Elizabeth “Lizzie” O’Toole, it was all over for him in the
         falling-in-love department. His heart had been won perhaps even before he quite realized it. His mouth curled into a smile
         at the memory of seeing her for the first time. Her family had come from South Carolina. Jack had often wondered why the O’Tooles
         had moved to Cleveland, where there was no ocean, a lot less sun, a lot more snow and ice, and not a palm tree in sight. Later,
         he’d learned it was because of a job change for Lizzie’s father.
      


  She’d come into class that first day, tall, with long auburn hair and vibrant green eyes, her face already mature and lovely.
         They had started going together in high school and had never been separated since, except long enough for Jack to fight in
         two wars.
      


  “Jack; Jack honey?”


  Lizzie was crouched down in front of him. In her hand was a syringe. She was still beautiful, though her looks had taken on
         a fragile edge. There were dark circles under her eyes and recently stamped worry lines on her face. The glow had gone from
         her skin, and her body was harder, less supple than it had been. Jack was the one dying, but in a way she was too.
      


  “It’s time for your pain meds.”


  He nodded, and she shot the drugs directly into an access line cut right below his collarbone. That way the medicine flowed directly into his bloodstream and started working faster.
         Fast was good when the pain felt like every nerve in his body was being incinerated.
      


  After she finished, Lizzie sat and hugged him. The doctors had a long name for what was wrong with him, one that Jack still
         could not pronounce or even spell. It was rare, they had said; one in a million. When he’d asked about his odds of survival,
         the docs had looked at each other before one finally answered.
      


  “There’s really nothing we can do. I’m sorry.”


  “Do the things you’ve always wanted to do,” another had advised him, “but never had the chance.”


  “I have three kids and a mortgage,” Jack had shot back, still reeling from this sudden death sentence. “I don’t have the luxury
         of filling out some end-of-life bucket list.”
      


  “How long?” he’d finally asked, though part of him didn’t really want to know.


  “You’re young and strong,” said one. “And the disease is in its early stages.”


  Jack had survived the Taliban and Al-Qaeda. He could maybe hold on and see his oldest child graduate from college. “So how
         long?” he’d asked again.
      


  The doctor said, “Six months. Maybe eight if you’re lucky.”


  Jack did not feel very lucky.


  He vividly remembered the morning he started feeling not quite right. It was an ache in his forearm and a stab of pain in
         his right leg. He was a building contractor by trade, so aches and pains were to be expected. But things soon carried to a
         new level. His limbs would grow tired from three hours of physical labor as opposed to ten. The stabs of pain became more frequent, and his balance began to deteriorate. His back finally couldn’t make it up the ladder with the stacks of shingles.
         Then it hurt to carry his youngest son around after ten minutes. Then the fire in his nerves started, and his legs felt like
         an old man’s. And one morning he woke up and his lungs were like balloons filled with water. Everything had accelerated after
         that, as though his body had simply given way to whatever was invading it.
      


  His youngest child, Jack Jr., whom everyone called Jackie, toddled in and climbed on his dad’s lap, resting his head against
         his father’s sunken chest. Jackie’s hair was long and inky black, curled up at the ends. His eyes were the color of toast;
         his thick eyebrows nearly met in the middle, like a burly woolen thread. Jackie had been their little surprise. Their other
         kids were much older.
      


  Jack slowly slid his arm around his two-year-old son. Chubby fingers gripped his forearm, and warm breath touched his skin.
         It felt like the pierce of needles, but Jack simply gritted his teeth and didn’t move his arm because there wouldn’t be many
         more of these embraces. He slowly turned his head and looked out the window, where the snow was steadily falling. South Carolina
         and palm trees had nothing on Cleveland when it came to the holidays. It was truly beautiful.
      


  He took his wife’s hand.


  “Christmas,” Jack said in a wheezy voice. “I’ll be there.”


  “Promise?” said Lizzie, her voice beginning to crack.


  “Promise.”
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  Jack awoke, looked around, and didn’t know where he was. He could feel nothing, wasn’t even sure if he was still breathing.


  Am I dead? Was this it?


  “Pop-pop,” said Jackie as he slid next to his father on the bed. Jack turned and saw the chubby cheeks and light brown eyes.


  Jack stroked his son’s hair. Good, thick strands, like he used to have before the disease had stolen that too. Curious, Jackie
         tried to pull out the oxygen line from his father’s nose, but he redirected his son’s hand and cupped it with his own.
      


  Lizzie walked in with his meds and shot them into the access line. An IV drip took care of Jack’s nutrition and hydration
         needs. Solid foods were beyond him now.
      


  “I just dropped the kids off at school,” she told him.


  “Mikki?” said Jack.


  Lizzie made a face. Their daughter, Michelle, would be turning sixteen next summer, and her rebellious streak had been going
         strong since she’d become a teenager. She was into playing her guitar and working on her music, wearing junky clothes, sneaking out at night, and ignoring the books. “At least she showed up for the math test. I suppose actually passing
         it would’ve been asking too much. On the bright side, she received an A in music theory.”
      


  Jackie got down and ran into the other room, probably for a toy. Jack watched him go with an unwieldy mixture of pride and
         sorrow. He would never see his son as a man. He would never even see him start kindergarten. That cut against the natural
         order of things. But it was what it was.
      


  Jack had experienced an exceptionally long phase of denial after being told he had little time left. That was partially because
         he had always been a survivor. A rocky childhood and two wars had not done him in, so he had initially felt confident that
         despite the doctors’ fatal verdict, his disease was beatable. As time went by, however, and his body continued to fail, it
         had become clear that this battle was not winnable. It had reached a point where making the most of his time left was more
         important to him than trying to beat his head against an impenetrable wall. Most significantly, he wanted his kids’ memories
         of his final days to be as positive as possible. Jack had concluded that if he had to die prematurely, that was about as good
         a way to do so as there was. It beat being depressed and making everyone else around him miserable, waiting for him to die.
      


  Before he’d gotten sick, Jack had talked to his daughter many times about making good life choices, about the importance of
         school, but nothing seemed to make a difference to the young woman. There was a clear disconnect now between father and daughter.
         When she’d been a little girl, Mikki had unconditionally loved her dad, wanted to be around him all the time. Now he rarely
         saw her. To her, it seemed to Jack, he might as well have been already dead.
      


  “Mikki seems lost around me,” he said slowly.
      


  Lizzie sat next to him, held his hand. “She’s scared and confused, honey. Some of it has to do with her age. Most of it has
         to do with…”
      


  “Me.” Jack couldn’t look at her when he made this admission.


  “She and I have talked about it. Well, I talked and she didn’t say much. She’s a smart kid, but she really doesn’t understand
         why this is happening, Jack. And her defense mechanism is to just detach herself from it. It’s not the healthiest way to cope
         with things, though.”
      


  “I can understand,” said Jack.


  She looked at him. “Because of your dad?”


  He nodded and rubbed her hand with his fingers, his eyes moistening as he remembered his father’s painful death. He took several
         long pulls on the oxygen. “If I could change things, I would, Lizzie.”
      


  She rested her body next to his, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and kissed him. When she spoke, her voice was husky
         and seemed right on the edge of failing. “Jack, this is hard on everyone. But it’s hardest on you. You have been so brave;
         no one could have handled—” She couldn’t continue. Lizzie laid her head next to his and wept softly. Jack held her with what
         little strength he had left.
      


  “I love you, Lizzie. No matter what happens, nothing will ever change that.”


  He’d been sleeping in the hospital bed because he couldn’t make it up the stairs to their bedroom even with assistance. He’d
         fought against that the hardest because as his life dwindled away he had desperately wanted to feel Lizzie’s warm body against
         his. It was another piece of his life taken from him, like he was being dismantled, brick by brick.
      


  And I am, brick by brick.


  After a few minutes, she composed herself and wiped her eyes. “Cory is playing the Grinch in the class play at the school
         on Christmas Eve, remember?”
      


  Jack nodded. “I remember.”


  “I’ll film it for you.”


  Cory was the middle child, twelve years old and the ham in the family.


  Jack smiled and said, “Grinch!”


  Lizzie smiled back, then said, “I’ve got a conference call in an hour, and then I’ll be in the kitchen working after I give
         Jackie his breakfast.”
      


  She’d become a telecommuter when Jack had gotten ill. When she had to go out, a neighbor would come over or Lizzie’s parents
         would stop by to help.
      


  After Lizzie left, Jack sat up, slowly reached under the pillow, and pulled out the calendar and pen. He looked at the dates
         in December, all of which had been crossed out up to December twentieth. Over three decades of life, marriage, fatherhood,
         defending his country, and working hard, it had come down to him marking off the few days left. He looked out the window and
         to the street beyond. The snow had stopped, but he’d heard on the news that another wintry blast was expected, with more ice
         than snow.
      


  There was a knock at the door, and a few moments later Sammy Duvall appeared. He was in his early sixties, with longish salt-and-pepper
         hair and a trim beard. Sammy was as tall as Jack, but leaner, though his arms and shoulders bulged with muscles from all the
         manual labor he’d done. He was far stronger than most men half his age and tougher than anyone Jack had ever met. He’d spent
         twenty years in the military and fought in Vietnam and done some things after that around the world that he never talked about. A first-rate, self-taught carpenter
         and all-around handyman, Sammy was the reason Jack had joined the service. After Jack left the army, he and Sammy had started
         the contracting business. Lacking a family of his own, Sammy had adopted the Armstrongs.
      


  The military vets shared a glance, and then Sammy looked over all the equipment helping to keep his friend alive. He shook
         his head slightly and his mouth twitched. This was as close as stoic Sammy ever came to showing emotion.
      


  “How’s work?” Jack asked, and then he took a long pull of oxygen.


  “No worries. Stuff’s getting done and the money’s coming in.”


  Jack knew that Sammy had been completing all the jobs pretty much on his own and then bringing all the payments to Lizzie.
         “At least half of that money is yours, Sammy. You’re doing all the work.”
      


  “I got my Uncle Sam pension, and it’s more than I need. That changes, I’ll let you know.”


  Sammy lived in a converted one-car garage with his enormous Bernese mountain dog, Sam Jr. His needs were simple, his wants
         apparently nonexistent.
      


  Sammy combed Jack’s hair and even gave him a shave. Then the friends talked for a while. At least Sammy said a few words and
         Jack listened. The rest of the time they sat in silence. Jack didn’t mind; just being with Sammy made him feel better.
      


  After Sammy left, Jack lifted the pen and crossed out December twenty-first. That was being optimistic, Jack knew, since the
         day had really just begun. He put the calendar and pen away.
      


  And then it happened.


  He couldn’t breathe. He sat up, convulsing, but that just made it worse. He could feel his heart racing, his lungs squeezing,
         his face first growing red and then pale as the oxygen left his body and nothing replenished it.
      


  December twenty-first, he thought, my last day.


  “Pop-pop?”


  Jack looked up to see his son holding the end of the oxygen line that attached to the converter. He held it up higher, as
         though he were giving it back to his dad.
      


  “Jackie!”


  A horrified Lizzie appeared in the doorway, snatched the line from her son’s hand, and rushed to reattach the oxygen line
         to the converter. A few moments later, the oxygen started to flow into the line and Jack fell back on the bed, breathing hard,
         trying to fill his lungs.
      


  Lizzie raced past her youngest son and was by Jack’s side in an instant. “Oh my God, Jack, oh my God.” Her whole body was
         trembling.
      


  He held up his hand to show he was okay.


  Lizzie whirled around and snapped, “That was bad, Jackie, bad.”


  Jackie’s face crumbled, and he started to bawl.


  She snatched up Jackie and carried him out. The little boy was struggling to free himself, staring at Jack over her shoulder,
         reaching his arms out to his father. His son’s look was pleading.
      


  “Pop-pop,” wailed Jackie.


  The tears trickled down Jack’s face as his son’s cries faded away. But then Jack heard Lizzie sobbing and pictured her crying
         her heart out and wondering what the hell she’d done to deserve all this.
      


  Sometimes, Jack thought, living was far harder than dying.
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  Jack awoke from a nap late the next day in time to see his daughter opening the front door, guitar case in hand. He motioned
         to her to come see him. She closed the door and dutifully trudged to his room.
      


  Mikki had auburn hair like her mother’s. However, she had dyed it several different colors, and Jack had no idea what it would
         be called now. She was shooting up in height, her legs long and slender and her hips and bosom filling out. Though she acted
         like she was totally grown up now, her face was caught in that time thread that was firmly past the little-girl stage but
         not yet a woman. She would be a junior in high school next year. Where had the time gone?
      


  “Yeah, Dad?” she said, not looking at him.


  He thought about what to say. In truth, they didn’t have much to talk about. Even when he’d been healthy, their lives lately
         had taken separate paths. That was my fault, he thought. Not hers.


  “Your A.” He took a long breath, tried to smile.


  She smirked. “Right. Music theory. My only one. I’m sure Mom told you that too. Right?”
      


  “Still an A.”


  “Thanks for mentioning it.” She looked at the floor, an awkward expression on her features. “Look, Dad, I gotta go. People
         are waiting. We’re rehearsing.”
      


  She was in a band, Jack knew, though he couldn’t recall the name of it just now.


  “Okay, be careful.”


  She turned to leave, and then hesitated. Her fingers fiddled with the guitar case handle. She glanced back but still didn’t
         meet his gaze. “Just so you know, when you were asleep I duct taped your oxygen line onto the converter so it can’t be pulled
         off again. Jackie didn’t know what he was doing. Mom didn’t have to give him such a hard time.”
      


  Jack gathered more oxygen and said, “Thanks.”


  A part of him wanted her to look at him, and another part of him didn’t. He didn’t want to see pity in her eyes. Her big,
         strong father reduced to this. He wondered whom she would marry. Where would they live? Would it be far from Cleveland?
      


  Will she visit my grave?


  “Mikki?”


  “Dad, I really got to go. I’m already late.”


  “I hope you have a great… day, sweetie.”


  He thought he saw her lips quiver for a moment, but then she turned and left. A few moments later, the front door closed behind
         her. He peered out the window. She hopped across the snow and climbed into a car that one of her guy friends was driving.
         Jack had never felt more disconnected from life.
      


  After dinner that night, Cory, in full costume, performed his Grinch role for his father. Cory was a chunky twelve-year-old, though his long feet and lanky limbs promised height later.
         His hair was a mop of brown cowlicks, the same look Jack had had at that age. Lizzie’s parents had come over for dinner and
         to watch the show and had brought Lizzie’s grandmother. Cecilia was a stylish lady in her eighties who used a walker and had
         her own portable oxygen tank. She’d grown up and lived most of her life in South Carolina. She’d come to live with her daughter
         in Cleveland after her husband died and her health started failing. Her laugh was infectious and her speech was mellifluous,
         like water trickling over smooth rocks.
      


  Cecilia joked that Jack and she should start their own oxygen business since they had so much of the stuff. She was dying
         too, only not quite as fast as Jack. This probably would also be her last Christmas, but she had lived a good long life and
         had apparently made peace with her fate. She was uniformly upbeat, talking about her life in the South, the tea parties and
         the debutante balls, sneaking smokes and drinking hooch behind the local Baptist church at night. Yet every once in a while
         Jack would catch her staring at him, and he could sense the sadness the old lady held in her heart for his plight.
      


  After Cory finished his performance, Cecilia leaned down and whispered into Jack’s ear. “It’s Christmas. The time of miracles.”
         This was not the first time she’d said this. Yet for some reason Jack’s spirits sparked for a moment.
      


  But then the doctor’s pronouncement sobered this feeling.


  Six months, eight if you’re lucky.


  Science, it seemed, always trumped hope.


  At eleven o’clock he heard the front door open, and Mikki slipped in. Jack thought he saw her glance his way, but she didn’t
         come into the den. When Jack was healthy they had kept a strict watch over her comings and goings. And for months after he’d become ill, Lizzie had kept up that vigil. Now she barely
         had time to shower or snatch a meal, and Mikki had taken advantage of this lack of oversight to do as she pleased.
      


  When everyone was asleep, Jack reached under his pillow and took out his pen. This time he wasn’t crossing off dates on a
         calendar. He took out the piece of paper and carefully unfolded it. He spread it out on a book he kept next to the bed. Pen
         poised over the paper, he began to write. It took him a long time, at least an hour to write less than one page. His handwriting
         was poor because he was so weak, but his thoughts were clear. Eventually there would be seven of these letters. One for each
         day of the last week of his life, the date neatly printed at the top of the page—or as neatly as Jack’s trembling hand could
         manage. Each letter began with “Dear Lizzie,” and ended with “Love, Jack.” In the body of the letter he did his best to convey
         to his wife all that he felt for her. That though he would no longer be alive, he would always be there for her.
      


  These letters, he’d come to realize, were the most important thing he would ever do in his life. And he labored to make sure
         every word was the right one. Finished, he put the letter in an envelope, marked it with a number, and slipped it in the nightstand
         next to his bed.
      


  He would write the seventh and last letter on Christmas Eve, after everyone had gone to bed.


  Jack turned his head and looked out the window. Even in the darkness he could see the snow coming down hard.


  He now knew how a condemned man felt though he had committed no crime. The time left to him was precious. But there was only
         so much he could do with it.
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  Jack marked off December twenty-fourth on his calendar. He had one letter left to write. It would go into the drawer with
         the number seven written on the envelope. After he was gone, Lizzie would read them, and Jack hoped they would provide some
         comfort to her. Actually, writing them had provided some comfort for Jack. It made him focus on what was really important
         in life.
      


  Jack’s mother-in-law, Bonnie, had stayed with him while the rest of the family went to see Cory in the school play. Lizzie
         had put her foot down and made Mikki go as well. Bonnie had made a cup of tea and had settled herself down with a book, while
         Jack was perched in a chair by the window waiting for the van to pull up with Lizzie and the others.
      


  Sammy came by, stomping snow off his boots and tugging off his knit cap to let his long, shaggy hair fall out. He sat next
         to Jack and handed him a gift. When Jack opened it he looked up in surprise.
      


  It was five passes to Disney World, good for the upcoming year.
      


  Sammy gripped Jack by the shoulder. “I expect you and the family to get there.”


  Jack glanced over to see Bonnie shaking her head in mild reproach. Bonnie O’Toole was not a woman who believed in miracles.
         Yet Jack knew the man well enough to realize that Sammy fully believed he would use those tickets. He patted Sammy on the
         arm, smiled, and nodded.
      


  After Sammy left, Jack glanced at the tickets. He appreciated his friend’s confidence, but Jack was the only one who knew
         how close he was to the end. He had fought as hard as he could. He didn’t want to die and leave his family, but he couldn’t
         live like this either. His mind focused totally on the last letter he would ever compose. He knew when his pen had finished
         writing the words and the paper was safely in the envelope, he could go peacefully. It was a small yet obviously important
         benchmark. But he would wait until Christmas was over, when presents were opened and a new day had dawned. It was some comfort
         to know that he had a little control left over his fate, even if it was simply the specific timing of his passing.
      


  He saw the headlights of the oncoming van flick across the window. Bonnie went to open the front door, and Jack watched anxiously
         from the window as the kids piled out of the vehicle. Lizzie’s dad led them up the driveway, carrying Jackie because it was
         so slick out. The snow was still coming down, although the latest weather report had said that with the temperatures staying
         where they were, it was more ice than snow at this point, making driving treacherous.
      


  His gaze held on Lizzie as she closed up the van, and then turned, not toward the house, but away from it. Jack hadn’t noticed the person approach her because his attention had been
         on his wife. The man came into focus; it was Bill Miller. They’d all gone to school together. Bill had blocked on the line
         for Jack the quarterback. He’d attended Jack and Lizzie’s wedding. Bill was single, in the plumbing business, and doing well.
      


  Jack pressed his face to the glass when he saw Bill draw close to his wife. Lizzie slipped her purse over her shoulder and
         swiped the hair out of her eyes. They were so close to one another, Jack couldn’t find even a sliver of darkness between them.
         His breath was fogging the glass, he was so near it. He watched Bill lean in toward Lizzie. He saw his wife rise up on tiptoe.
         And then Bill staggered back as Lizzie slapped him across the face. Though he was weak, Jack reared up in his chair as though
         he wanted to go and defend his wife’s honor. Yet there was no need. Bill Miller stumbled off into the darkness as Lizzie turned
         away and marched toward the house.
      


  A minute later he heard Lizzie come in, knocking snow off her boots.


  Lizzie strode into the den, first pulling off her scarf and then rubbing her hands together because of the cold. Her face
         was flushed, and she didn’t look at him like she normally did. “Time for the presents; then Mom and Dad are going to take
         off. They’ll be back tomorrow, okay, sweetie? It’ll be a great day.”
      


  “How’s your hand?”


  She glanced at him. “What?”


  He pointed to the window. “I think Bill’s lucky he’s still conscious.”


  “He was also drunk, or I don’t think he would’ve tried that. Idiot.”


  Jack started to say something, but then stopped and looked away. Lizzie quickly picked up on this and sat next to him.
      


  “Jack, you don’t think that Bill and I—”


  He gripped her hand. “Of course not. Don’t be crazy.” He kissed her cheek.


  “So what then? Something’s bothering you.”


  “You’re young, and you have three kids.”


  “That I get.” She attempted a smile that flickered out when she saw the earnest look on his face.


  “You need somebody in your life.”


  “I don’t want to talk about this.” She tried to rise, but he held her back.


  “Lizzie, look at me. Look at me.”


  She turned to face him, her eyes glimmering with tears.


  “You will find someone else.”


  “No.”


  “You will.”


  “I’ve got a full life. I’ve got no room for—”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “Do we have to talk about this now? It’s Christmas Eve.”


  “I can’t be picky about timing, Lizzie,” he said, a little out of breath.


  Her face flushed. “I didn’t mean that. I… you look better tonight. Maybe… the doctors—”


  “No, Lizzie. No,” he said firmly. “That can’t happen. We’re past that stage, honey.” He sucked on his air, his gaze resolutely
         on her.
      


  She put a hand to her eyes. “If I think about things like that, then it means, I don’t want to… You might…”


  He held her. “Things will work out all right. Just take it slow. And be happy.” He made her look at him, and he brushed the tears from her eyes. He took a long pull on his oxygen and
         managed a grin. “And for God’s sake, don’t pick Bill.”
      


  She laughed. And then it turned into a sob as he held her.


  When they pulled away a few moments later, Lizzie wiped her nose with a tissue and said, “I was actually thinking about next
         summer. And I wanted to talk to you about it.”
      


  Jack’s heart was buoyed by the fact that she still sought out his opinion. “What about it?”


  “You’ll probably think it’s silly.”


  “Tell me.”


  “I was thinking I would take the kids to the Palace.”


  “The Palace? You haven’t been back there since—”


  “I know. I know. I just think it’s time. It’s in bad shape from what I heard. I know it needs a lot of work. But just for
         one summer it should be fine.”
      


  “I know how hard that was for you.”


  She reached in her pocket and pulled out a photo. She showed it to Jack. “Haven’t looked at that in years. Do you remember
         me showing it to you?”
      


  It was a photo of the O’Tooles when the kids were all little.


  “That’s Tillie next to you. Your twin sister.”


  “Mom said she never could tell us apart.”


  Jack had to sit back against his pillow and drew several long breaths on his line while Lizzie patiently waited.


  Finally he said, “She was five when she died?”


  “Almost six. Meningitis. Nothing the doctors could do.” She glanced briefly at Jack, and then looked away. Her unspoken thought
         could have been, Just like you.


  “I remember my parents telling me that Tillie had gone to Heaven.” She smiled at the same time a couple of tears slid down her cheeks. “There’s an old lighthouse on the property down
         there. It was so beautiful.”
      


  “I remember you telling me about it. Your grandmother… still owns the Palace, right?”


  “Yes. I was going to ask her if it would be all right if we went down there this summer.”


  “The O’Tooles exchanging the sunny ocean for cold Cleveland?” He coughed several times, and Lizzie went to adjust his air
         level. When she did so he started breathing easier.
      


  She said, “Well, I think leaving the Palace was because of me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I never really told you about this before, and maybe I’d forgotten it myself. But I’ve been thinking about Tillie lately.”
         She faltered.
      


  “Lizzie, please tell me.”


  She turned to face him. “When my parents told me my sister had gone to Heaven, I… I wanted to find her. I didn’t really understand
         that she was dead. I knew that Heaven was in the sky. So I started looking for, well, looking for Heaven to find Tillie.”
      


  “You were just a little kid.”


  “I would go up in the lighthouse. Back then it still worked. And I’d look for Heaven, for Tillie really, with the help of
         the light.” She paused and let out a little sob. “Never found either one.”
      


  Jack held her. “It’s okay, Lizzie; it’s okay,” he said softly.


  She wiped her eyes on his shirt and said, “It became a sort of obsession, I guess. I don’t know why. But every day that went
         by and I couldn’t find her, it just hurt so bad. And when I got older, my parents told me that Tillie was dead. Well, it didn’t help much.” She paused. “I can’t believe I never told
         you all this before. But I guess I was a little ashamed.”
      


  His wife’s distress was taking a toll on Jack. He breathed deeply for several seconds before saying, “You lost your twin.
         You were just a little kid.”
      


  “By the time we moved to Ohio, I knew I would never find her by looking at the sky. I knew she was gone. And the lighthouse
         wasn’t working anymore anyway. But I think my parents, my mom especially, wanted to get me away from the place. She didn’t
         think it was good for me. But it was just… silly.”
      


  “It was what you were feeling, Lizzie.” He touched his chest. “Here.”


  “I know. So I thought I’d go back there. See the place. Let the kids experience how I grew up.” She looked at him.


  “Great idea,” Jack gasped.


  She rubbed his shoulder. “You might enjoy it too. You could really fix the place up. Even make the lighthouse work again.”
         It was so evident she desperately wanted to believe this could actually happen.
      


  He attempted a smile. “Yeah.”


  The looks on both their faces were clear despite the hopeful words.


  Jack would never see the Palace.
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  Later that night his father-in-law helped Jack into a wheelchair and rolled him into the living room, where their little tree
         stood. It was silver tinsel with blue and red ornaments. Jack usually got a real tree for Christmas, but not this year of
         course.
      


  The kids had hot chocolate and some snacks. Mikki even played a few carols on her guitar, though she looked totally embarrassed
         doing so. Cory told his dad about the play, and Lizzie bustled around making sure everyone had everything they needed. Then
         she played the DVD for Jack so he could see the performance for himself. Finally his in-laws prepared to leave. The ice was
         getting worse and they wanted to get home, they said. Lizzie’s father helped Jack into bed.
      


  At the front door Lizzie gave them each a hug. Jack heard Bonnie tell her daughter to just hang in there. It was always darkest
         before the dawn.
      


  “The kids are the most important thing,” said her dad. “Afterward, we’ll be right here for you.”


  Next, Jack heard Lizzie say, “I was thinking about talking to Cee,” referring to her grandmother Cecilia.
      


  “About what?” Bonnie said quickly, in a wary tone.


  “Next summer I was thinking of taking the kids to the Palace, maybe for the entire summer break. I wanted to make sure Cee
         would be okay with that.”
      


  There were a few moments of silence; then Bonnie said, “The Palace! Lizzie, you know—”


  “Mom, don’t.”


  “This is not something you need, certainly not right now. It’s too painful.”


  “That was a long time ago,” Lizzie said quietly. “It’s different now. It’s okay. I’m okay. I have been for a long time, actually,
         if you’d ever taken the time to notice.”
      


  “It’s never long enough,” her mother shot back.


  “Let’s not discuss it tonight. Not tonight,” said Lizzie.


  After her parents left, Jack listened as his wife’s footsteps came his way. Lizzie appeared in the doorway. “That was a nice
         Christmas Eve.”
      


  He nodded his head dumbly, his gaze never leaving her face. The tick of the clock next to his bed pounded fiercely in Jack’s
         head.
      


  “Don’t let her talk you out of going to the Palace, Lizzie. Stick to your guns.”


  “My mother can be a little…”


  “I know. But promise me you’ll go?”


  She nodded, smiled. “Okay, I promise. Do you need anything else?” she asked.


  Jack looked at the clock and motioned to the access line below his collarbone, where his pain meds were administered.


  “Oh my gosh. Your meds. Okay.” She started to the small cabinet in the corner where she kept his medications. But then Lizzie stopped, looking slightly panicked.
      


  “I forgot to pick up your prescription today. The play and… I forgot to get them.” She checked her watch. “They’re still open.
         I’ll go get them now.”
      


  “Don’t go. I’m okay without the meds.”


  “It’ll just take a few minutes. I’ll be back in no time. And then it’ll just be you and me. I want to talk to you some more
         about next summer.”
      


  “Lizzie, you don’t have to—”


  But she was already gone.


  The front door slammed. The van started up and raced down the street.


  Later Jack woke, confused. He turned slowly to find Mikki dozing in the chair next to his bed. She must have come downstairs
         while he was asleep. He looked out the window. There were streams of light whizzing past his house. For a moment he had the
         absurd notion that Santa Claus had just arrived. Then he tried to sit up because he heard it. Sounds on the roof.
      


  Reindeer? What the hell was going on?
      


  The sounds came again. Only now he realized they weren’t on the roof. Someone was pounding on the front door.


  “Mom? Dad?” It was Cory. His voice grew closer. His head poked in the den. He was dressed in boxer shorts and a T-shirt and
         looked nervous. “There’s someone at the door.”
      


  By now Mikki had woken. She stretched and saw Cory standing there.


  “Someone’s at the front door,” her brother said again.


  Mikki looked at her dad. He was staring out at the swirl of lights. It was like a spaceship was landing on their front lawn.
         In Cleveland? Jack thought he was hallucinating. Yet when he looked at Mikki, it was clear that she saw the lights too. Jack raised a hand and pointed at the front door. He nodded to
         his daughter.
      


  Looking scared, she hurried to the door and opened it. The man was big, dressed in a uniform, and had a gun on his belt. He
         looked cold, tired, and uncomfortable. Mostly uncomfortable.
      


  “Is your dad home?” he asked Mikki. She backed away and pointed toward the den. The police officer stamped off his boots and
         stepped in. The squeak of his gun belt sounded like a scream in miniature. He walked where Mikki was pointing, saw Jack in
         the bed with the lines hooked to him, and muttered something under his breath. He looked at Mikki and Cory. “Can he understand?
         I mean, is he real sick?”
      


  Mikki said, “He’s sick, but he can understand.”


  The cop drew next to the bed. Jack lifted himself up on his elbows. He was gasping. In his anxiety, his withered lungs were
         demanding so much air the converter couldn’t keep up.
      


  The officer swallowed hard. “Mr. Armstrong?” He paused as Jack stared up at him. “I’m afraid there’s been an accident involving
         your wife.”
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  Jack sat strapped into a wheelchair staring up at his wife’s coffin. Mikki and Cory sat next to him. Jackie had been deemed
         too young to attend his mother’s funeral; he was being taken care of by a neighbor. The priest came down and gave Jack and
         his children holy communion. Jack nearly choked on the host but finally managed to swallow it. Ironically, it was the first
         solid food he’d had in months.
      


  At my wife’s funeral.


  The weather was cold, the sky puffy with clouds. The wind cleaved the thickest coats. The roads were still iced and treacherous.
         They’d been driven to the cemetery in the funeral home sedan designated for family members. His father-in-law, Fred, rode
         up front, next to the driver, while he and the kids were squeezed in the back with Bonnie. She had barely uttered a word since
         learning her youngest daughter had been instantly killed when her van ran a red light and was broadsided by an oncoming snowplow.
      


  The graveside service was mercifully brief; the priest seemed to understand that if he didn’t hustle things along, some of the older people might not survive the event.
      


  Jack looked over at Mikki. She’d pinned her hair back and put on a black dress that hung below her knees; she sat staring
         vacantly at the coffin. Cory had not looked at the casket even once. As a final act, Jack was wheeled up to the coffin. He
         put his hand on top of it, mumbled a few words, and sat back, feeling totally disoriented. He had played this scene out in
         his head a hundred times. Only he was in the box and it was Lizzie out here saying good-bye. Nothing about this was right.
         He felt like he was staring at the world upside down.
      


  “I’ll be with you soon, Lizzie,” he said in a halting voice. The words seemed hollow, forced, but he could think of nothing
         else to say.
      


  As he started to collapse, a strong hand gripped him.


  “It’s okay, Jack. We’ll get you back to the car now.” He looked up into the face of Sammy Duvall.


  Sammy proceeded to maneuver him to the sedan in record time. Before closing the door, he put a reassuring hand on Jack’s shoulder.
         “I’ll always be there for you, buddy.”
      


  They were driven home, the absence of Lizzie in their midst a festering wound that had no possible healing ointment. Jackie
         was brought home, and people stopped by with plates of food. An impromptu wake was held; devastated folks chatted in low tones.
         More than once Jack caught people gazing at him, no doubt thinking, My God, what now?


  Jack was thinking the same thing. What now?


  Two hours later the house was empty except for Jack, the kids, and his in-laws. The children instantly disappeared. Minutes
         later Jack could hear guitar strumming coming from Mikki’s bedroom, the tunes melancholy and abbreviated. Cory and Jackie shared a bedroom, but no sound was coming from them. Jack could imagine Cory quietly sobbing, while a confused
         Jackie attempted to comfort him.
      


  Bonnie and Fred O’Toole looked as disoriented as Jack felt. They had signed on to help their healthy daughter transition with
         her kids to being a widow and then getting on with her life. Without the buffer that Lizzie had been, Jack could focus now
         on the fact that his relationship with his in-laws had been largely superficial.
      


  Fred was a big man with a waistline large enough to portend a host of health problems down the road. He tended to defer to
         his wife in all things other than sports and selling cars, which was the line of work that had brought him to Cleveland. He
         was a man who would prefer to look at the floor rather than in your eye, unless he was trying to sell you the latest Ford
         F-150. Then he could be animated enough, at least until you signed on the dotted line and the financing cleared.
      


  Bonnie was shorter than her daughter. The mother of four grown children, she was now well into her sixties, and her figure
         had lost its shape. Her waist and hips had turned into a solid wall of flesh. Her hair was white, cut short and rather brutally,
         and her eyeglasses filled most of her square face. Fred kept sighing, rubbing his big hands over his pressed suit pants, as
         though attempting to rub some dirt off his fingers. Bonnie, who had kept on her black outfit, was sitting very still on the
         couch, her gaze aimed at a corner of the ceiling but apparently not actually registering on it.
      


  Fred sighed again, and this seemed to rouse Bonnie.


  “Well,” she said. “Well,” she said again. Fred eyed her, as did Jack.


  She looked over and gave Jack a quick glance that was undecipherable.
      


  Then came more silence.


  Finally, a few minutes later Fred helped Jack get into bed, and then he and Bonnie went up to Jack and Lizzie’s room. They
         would be staying here full-time until other arrangements were made.
      


  Jack lay in the dark staring at the ceiling. The days after Lizzie had died had been far worse than when he’d received his
         own death sentence. His life ending he’d accepted. Hers he had not. Could not. Mikki and Cory had barely spoken since the
         police officer had come with the awful news. Jackie had wandered the house looking for his mother and crying when he couldn’t
         find her.
      


  Jack slid open the drawer of the nightstand and took out the six letters. He obviously had not written one on Christmas Eve.
         In these pages he had poured out his heart to the person he cherished above all others. As he looked down at the pages, wasted
         pages now, his spirits sank even lower.
      


  Jack rarely cried. He’d seen fellow soldiers die horribly in the Middle East, watched his father perish from lung cancer,
         and attended the funeral of his wife. He had shed a few tears at each of these events, but not for long and always in a controlled
         way. Now, staring at the ceiling, thinking a thousand anguished thoughts, he did weep quietly as it finally struck him that
         Lizzie was really gone.
      









  7


  The next morning Bonnie took charge. She came to see Jack with Fred in tow. “This won’t be easy, Jack,” she cautioned, “but
         we really don’t have much time.” She squared her shoulders and seemed to attempt a sympathetic look. “The children of course
         come first. I’ve talked to Becky and also to Frances several times.”
      


  Frances and Becky were Lizzie’s older sisters, who lived on the West Coast. The only brother, Fred Jr., was on active military
         duty, stationed in Korea. He had not been able to make it to the funeral.
      


  “Becky can take Jack Jr., and Frances has agreed to take Cory. That just leaves Michelle.” Bonnie had never called her Mikki.


  “Just Michelle?” said Jack.
      


  Bonnie looked momentarily taken aback. When she spoke, her tone was less authoritative and more conciliatory. “This is hard
         on all of us. You know Fred and I had planned to move to Tempe next year after things were more settled with Lizzie and the kids. We were going this year, but then you got sick. And we stayed on, because that’s what families do in those situations.
         We tried to do our best, for all of you.”
      


  “We couldn’t have gotten on without you.”


  This remark seemed to please her, and she smiled and gripped his hand. “Thank you. That means a lot.”


  She continued, “We’ll take Michelle with us. And because Jack Jr. will be in Portland with Becky and Cory in LA with Frances,
         they will all at least be on or near the West Coast. I’m sure they’ll see each other fairly often. It’s really the only workable
         solution that I can see.”
      


  “When?” Jack asked.


  “The Christmas break is almost over, and we think we can get all the kids transitioned in the next month. We decided it was
         no good waiting until the fall, for a number of reasons. It’ll be better all around for them.”
      


  “For you too,” said Jack. As soon as he said it, he wished he hadn’t.


  Bonnie’s conciliatory look faded. “Yes, us too. Jack, we’re taking care of all the children. They’ll all have homes with people
         they love and who love them. You can’t have an issue with that.”
      


  Jack touched his chest. “And me?”


  “Yes, well… I was getting to that, of course.” She stood but didn’t look at him. Instead, she stared at a spot right over
         his head. “Hospice. I’ll arrange all the details.” Now she looked at him, and Jack had to admit, she didn’t look happy about
         this. “If we could take care of you, Jack, in the time that you have left, we would. But we’re not young anymore, and taking
         in Michelle and all…”
      


  Fred added, “And Lizzie dying.”


  Jack and Bonnie stared at him for an instant. Each seemed surprised the man was still there, much less that he had spoken.
         Bonnie said, “Yes, and Lizzie not… well, yes.”
      


  Jack drew a long breath and mustered his strength. He said, “My kids, my decision.”
      


  Fred looked at Jack and then over at his wife. Bonnie, though, had eyes only for Jack.


  She said, “You can’t care for the kids. You can’t even take care of yourself. Lizzie did everything. And now she’s gone.”
         Her eyes glittered; her tone was harsh once more.
      


  “Still my decision,” he said defiantly. He had no idea where he was going with this, but the words had tumbled from his mouth.


  “Who else will take three kids? If we do nothing, the matter is out of our hands and they’ll go into foster care. They’ll
         probably never see each other again. Is that what you want?” She sat down next to him, her face inches from his. “Is that
         really what you want?”
      


  He sucked in some more air, his resolve weakening along with his energy. “Why can’t I stay here?” he said. Another long inhalation.
         “Until the kids leave?”
      


  “Hospice is much cheaper. I’m sorry if that sounds callous, but money is tight. Tough decisions have to be made.”


  “So I die alone?”


  Bonnie looked at her husband. Clearly, from his expression, Fred sided with Jack on this point.


  Fred said, “Doesn’t seem right, Bonnie. Taking the family away like that. After all that’s happened.”


  Jack shot his father-in-law an appreciative look.


  Bonnie fidgeted. “I’ve been thinking about that, actually.” She sighed. “Jack, I’m not trying to be heartless. I care about
         you. I don’t want to do any of this.” She paused. “But they just lost their mother.” Bonnie paused but didn’t continue.
      


  It slowly dawned on Jack, what she was getting at.


  “And to see me die too?”


  Bonnie spread her hands. “But you’re right. You are their father. So I’ll leave it up to you. You tell me what to do, Jack,
         and I’ll do it. We can keep the kids here until… until you pass. They can attend your funeral, and then we can make the move.
         They can be with you until the end.” She looked at Fred, but he apparently had nothing to add.
      


  Jack was surprised, then, when Fred said, “Anything you want, Jack, we’ll take care of it. Okay?”


  Jack was silent for so long that Bonnie finally rose, clutched her sweater more tightly around her shoulders and said, “Fine,
         we can have an in-home nursing service come. Lizzie had some life insurance. We can use those funds to—”
      


  “Take the kids.”


  Fred and Bonnie looked at him. Jack said again, “Take the kids.”


  “Are you sure?” asked Bonnie. She seemed to be sincere, but Jack knew this way would take a lot of the pressure off her.


  He struggled to say, “As soon as you can.” It won’t be long, Jack thought. Not now. Not with Lizzie gone.


  When she turned to leave, Bonnie froze. Mikki and Cory were standing there.


  Bonnie said nervously, “I thought you were upstairs.”


  “You don’t think this concerns us?” Mikki said bluntly.


  “I think the adults need to make the decisions for what’s best for the children.”


  “I’m not a child!” Mikki snapped.


  Bonnie said, “Michelle, this is hard on all of us. We’re just trying to do the best we can under the circumstances.” She paused
         and added, “You lost your mother and I lost my daughter.” Bonnie’s voice cracked as she added, “None of this is easy, honey.”
      


  Mikki gazed over at her father. He could feel the anger emanating from his oldest child. “You’re all losers!” yelled Mikki.
         She turned and rushed from the house, slamming the door behind her.
      


  Bonnie shook her head and rubbed at her eyes before looking back at Jack. “This is a big sacrifice, for all of us.” She left
         the room, with Fred obediently trailing her. Cory just stood there staring at his dad.
      


  “Cor,” he began. But his son turned and ran back upstairs.


  A minute went by as Jack lay there, feeling like a turtle toppled on its back.


  “Jack?”


  When he looked over, Bonnie was standing a few feet from his bed holding something in her hand.


  “The police dropped this off yesterday.” She held it up. It was the bag with Jack’s prescription meds. “They found it in the
         van. It was very unfortunate that Lizzie had to go back out that night. If she hadn’t, she’d obviously be alive today.”
      


  “I told her not to go.”


  “But she did. For you,” she replied.


  The tears started to slide down her cheeks as she hurried from the room.
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  The room was small but clean. That wasn’t the problem. Jack had slept for months inside a shack with ten other infantrymen
         in the middle of a desert, where it was either too frigid or too hot. What Jack didn’t like here were the sounds. Folks during
         their last days of life did not make pleasant noises. Coughs, gagging, painful cries—but mostly it was the moaning. It never
         ceased. Then there was the squeak of the gurney wheels as the body of someone who had passed was taken away, the room freshened
         up for the next terminal case on the waiting list.
      


  Most patients here were elderly. Yet Jack wasn’t the youngest person. There was a boy with final-stage leukemia two doors
         down. When Jack was being wheeled to his room he’d seen the little body in the bed: hairless head, vacant eyes, tubes all
         over him, barely breathing, just waiting for it to be over. His family would come every day; his mother was often here all
         the time. They would put on happy expressions when they were with him and then start bawling as soon as they left his side.
         Jack had witnessed this as they passed his doorway. All hunched over, weeping into their cupped hands. They were just waiting, too, for it to be over. And at the same time dreading
         when it would be.
      


  Jack reached under his pillow and pulled out the calendar. January eleventh. He crossed it off. He had been here for five
         days. The average length of stay here, he’d heard, was three weeks. Without Lizzie, it would be three weeks too long.
      


  He again reached under his pillow and pulled out the six now-crumpled envelopes with his letters to Lizzie inside them. He’d
         had Sammy bring them here from the house before it was listed for sale. He held them in his hands. The paper was splotched
         with his tears because he pulled them out and wept over them several times a day. What else did he have to do with his time?
         These letters now constituted a weight around his heart for a simple reason: Lizzie would never read them, never know what
         he was feeling in his last days of life. At the same time, it was the only thing allowing him to die with peace, with a measure
         of dignity. He put the letters away and just lay there, listening for the squeaks of the final gurney ride for another patient.
         They came with alarming regularity. Soon, he knew it would be his body on that stretcher.
      


  He turned his head when the kids came in, followed by Fred. He was surprised to see Cecilia stroll in with her walker and
         portable oxygen tank resting in a burgundy sling. It was hard for her to go outside in the cold weather, yet she had done
         so for Jack. Jackie immediately climbed up on his dad’s lap, while Cory sat on the bed. Arms folded defiantly over her chest,
         Mikki stood by the door, as far away from everyone as she could be. She had on faded jeans with the knees torn out, heavy
         boots, a sleeveless unzipped parka, and a black long-sleeve T-shirt that said, REMEMBER DARFUR. Her hair was now orange. The color contrasted sharply with the dark circles under her eyes.
      


  Cory had been saying something that only now Jack focused on. His son said, “But, Dad, you’ll be here and we’ll be way out
         there.”
      


  “That’s the way Dad apparently wants it,” said Mikki sharply.
      


  Jack turned to look at her. Father’s and daughter’s gazes locked until she finally looked away, with an eye roll tacked on.


  Cory moved closer to him. “Look, I think the best thing we can do, Dad, is stay here with you. It just makes sense.”


  Jackie, who was struggling with potty training, slid to the side of the bed and got down holding his privates.


  “Gramps,” said Mikki, “Jackie has to go. And I’m not taking him this time.”


  Fred saw what Jackie was doing and scuttled him off to the bathroom down the hall.


  As soon as he was gone, Jack said, “You have to go, Cor.” He didn’t look at Mikki when he added, “You all do.”


  “But we won’t be together, Dad,” said Cory. “We’ll never see each other.”


  Cecilia, who’d been listening to all this, quietly spoke up. “I give you my word, Cory, that you will see your brother and
         sister early and often.”
      


  Mikki came forward. Her sullen look was gone, replaced with a defiant one. “Okay, but what about Dad? He just stays here alone?
         That’s not fair.”
      


  Jack said, “I’ll be with you. And your mom will too, in spirit,” he added a little lamely.


  “Mom is dead. She can’t be with anyone,” snapped Mikki.


  “Mikki,” said Cecilia reproachfully. “That’s not necessary.”


  “Well, it’s true. We don’t need to be lied to. It’s bad enough that I have to go and live with them in Arizona.”
      


  Tears filled Cory’s eyes, and he started to sob quietly. Jack pulled him closer.


  Jackie and Fred came back in, and the visit lasted another half hour. Cecilia was the last to leave. She looked back at Jack.
         “You’ll never be alone, Jack. We all carry each other in our hearts.”
      


  Those words were nice, and heartfelt, he knew, but Jack Armstrong had never felt so alone as he did right now. He had a question,
         though.
      


  “Cecilia?”


  She turned back, perhaps surprised by the sudden urgency in his voice. “Yes, Jack?”


  Jack gathered his breath and said, “Lizzie told me she wanted to take the kids to the Palace next summer.”


  Cecilia moved closer to him. “She told you that?” she asked. “The Palace? My God. After all this time.”


  “I know. But maybe… maybe the kids could go there sometime?”


  Cecilia gripped his hand. “I’ll see to it, Jack. I promise.”
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  They all came in to visit Jack for the last time. They would be flying out later that day to their new homes. Bonnie was there,
         as was Fred. Cory and Jackie crowded around their father, hugging, kissing, and talking all at once to him.
      


  Jack was lying in bed, dressed in a fresh gown. His face and body were gaunt; the machines keeping him comfortable until he
         passed were going full blast. He looked at each of his kids for what he knew would be the final time. He’d already instructed
         Bonnie to have him cremated. “No funeral,” he’d told her. “I’m not putting the kids through that again.”
      


  “I’ll call you as soon as I get there, Dad,” said Cory, who wouldn’t look away from his father.


  “Me too!” chimed in Jackie.


  Jack took several deep breaths as he prepared to do what had to be done. His kids would be gone forever in a few minutes,
         and he was determined to make these last moments as memorable and happy as possible.
      


  “Got something for you,” said Jack. He’d had Sammy bring the three boxes to him. He slowly took them from the cabinet next
         to his bed and handed one to Cory and one to Jackie. He held the last one and gazed at Mikki. “For you.”
      


  “What is it?” she asked, trying to seem disinterested, though he could tell her curiosity was piqued.


  “Come see.”


  She sighed, strolled over, and took the box from her father.


  “Open them,” said Jack.


  Cory and Jackie opened the boxes and looked down at the piece of metal with the purple ribbon attached.


  Mikki’s was different.


  Fred said to her, “That’s a Bronze Star. That’s for heroism in combat. Your dad was a real hero. The other ones are Purple
         Hearts for being… well, hurt in battle,” he finished, looking awkwardly at Cory and Jackie.
      


  Jack said, “Open the box and think of me. Always be with you that way.”


  Even Bonnie seemed genuinely moved by this gesture, and she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. But Jack wasn’t looking at her.
         He was watching his daughter. She touched the medal carefully, and her mouth started to tremble. When she looked up and saw
         her dad watching her, she closed the box and quickly stuck it in her bag.
      


  Cecilia was the last to leave. She sat next to him and patted his hand with her wrinkled one.


  “How do you feel, Jack, really?”


  “About dying or saying good-bye to my kids for the last time?” he said weakly.


  “I mean, do you feel like you want to let go?”


  Jack turned to face her. The confusion, and even anger, seeping into his features was met by a radiant calm in hers.
      


  “I’m in hospice, Cee. I’m dead.”


  “Not yet you’re not.”


  Jack looked away, sucked down a tortured breath. “Matter of time. Hours.”


  “Do you want to let go?” she asked again.


  “Yes. I do.”


  “Okay, honey, okay.”


  After Cecilia left, Jack lay there in the bed. His last ties to his family had been severed. It was over. He didn’t need to
         pull out the calendar. There would be no more dates to cross off. His hand moved to the call button. It was time now. He had
         prearranged this with the doctor. The machines keeping him alive would be turned off. He was done. It was time to go. All
         he wanted now was to see Lizzie. He conjured her face up in his mind’s eye. “It’s time, Lizzie,” he said. “It’s time.” The
         sense of relief was palpable.
      


  However, his hand moved away from the button when Mikki came back into the room and held up the medal. “I just wanted to say
         that… that this was pretty cool.”
      


  Father and daughter gazed awkwardly at each other, as though they were two long-lost friends reunited by chance. There was
         something in her eyes that Jack had not seen there for a long time.
      


  “Mikki?” he said, his voice cracking.


  She ran across the room and hugged him. Her breath burned against his cold neck, warming him, sending packets of energy, of
         strength, to all corners of his body. He squeezed back, as hard as his depleted energy would allow.
      


  She said, “I love you so much. So much.”
      


  Her body shook with the pain, the trauma of a child soon to be orphaned.


  When she stood, Mikki kept her gaze away from him. When she spoke, her voice was husky. “Good-bye, Daddy.”


  She turned and rushed from the room.


  “Good-bye, Michelle,” Jack mumbled to the empty room.
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  Jack lay there for hours, until day evaporated to night. The clock ticked, and he didn’t move. His breathing was steady, buoyed
         by the machine that replenished his lungs, keeping him alive. Something was burning in his chest that he could not exactly
         identify or even precisely locate. His thoughts were focused on his last embrace with his daughter, her unspoken plea for
         him not to leave her. With the end of his life, with his last breath, the Armstrong children would be without parents. His
         finger had hovered over the nurse’s call button all day, ready to summon the doctor, to let it be over. But he never pushed
         it.
      


  As the clock ticked, the burn in Jack’s chest continued to grow. It wasn’t painful; indeed, it warmed his throat, his arms,
         his legs, his feet, his hands. His eyes became teary and then dried; became teary and then dried again. Sobs came and went.
         And still his mind focused only on his daughter. That last embrace. That last silent plea.
      


  The nurses came and went. He was fed with liquid, shot like a bullet into his body. The clock ticked, the air continued to pour into him. At precisely midnight Jack started feeling odd. His lungs were straining, as they had been when Jackie had
         pulled the line out of the converter at home.
      


  This might be it, Jack thought, button or no button; not even the machines could keep him alive any longer. He had wondered what the moment
         would actually feel like. Wedged in a mass of burning metal in Iraq after being blown up in his Humvee, he had wondered that
         too: whether his last moments on earth would be thousands of miles away from Lizzie and his kids. What it would feel like.
         What would be waiting for him.
      


  Who would not be scared? Terrified even? The last journey. The one everyone took alone. Without the comfort of a companion.
         And, unless one had faith, without the reassurance that something awaited him at the end.
      


  He took another deep breath, and then another. His lungs were definitely weakening. He could not drive enough oxygen into
         them to sustain life. He reached up and fiddled with the line in his nose. That’s when he realized what the problem was. There
         was no airflow. He clicked on the bed light and turned to the wall. There was the problem; the line had come loose from the
         wall juncture. The pressure cuff had not come off, however, or he would’ve heard the air escaping into the room. He was about
         to press the call button but decided to see if he could push the line back in himself.
      


  That’s when it struck him.


  How long have I been breathing on my own?


  He glanced at the vitals monitor. The alarm hadn’t gone off, though it should have. But as he gazed at the oxygen levels,
         he realized why the buzzer hadn’t sounded. His oxygen levels hadn’t dropped.
      


  How was that possible?


  He managed to push the line back in and took several deep breaths. Then he pulled the line out of his nose and breathed on
         his own for as long as he could. Ten minutes later, his lungs started to labor. Then he put the line back in.
      


  What the hell is going on?


  Over the next two hours, he kept pulling the line out and breathing on his own until he was up to fifteen minutes. His lungs
         normally felt like sacks of wet cement. Now they felt halfway normal.
      


  At three a.m. he sat up in bed and then did the unthinkable. He released the side rail and swung around so his feet dangled
         over the sides of the bed. He inched forward until his toes touched the cold tile floor. Every part of him straining with
         the effort, little by little, Jack pushed himself up until most of his weight was supported by his legs. He could hold himself
         up for only a few seconds before collapsing back onto the sheets. Panting with the exertion, pain searing his weakened lungs,
         he repeated the movement twice more. Every muscle in his body was spasming from the strain.
      


  Yet as the sweat cooled on his forehead, Jack smiled—for good reason.


  He had just stood on his own power for the first time in months.


  The next morning, after the hospice nurse had come through on her rounds, he edged to the side of the bed again, and his toes
         touched the floor. But then his hands slipped on the bedcovers and he crumpled to the floor. At first he panicked, his hand
         clawing for the call button, which was well out of reach. Then he calmed. The same methodical, practical nature that had carried
         him safely through Iraq and Afghanistan came back to him.
      


  He grabbed the edge of the bed, tightened his grip, and pulled. His emaciated body slipped, slithered, and jerked until he
         was fully back on the bed. He lay there in quiet triumph, hard-earned sweat staining his hospice gown.
      


  That night he half walked and half crawled to the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror for the first time in months.
         It was not a pretty sight. He looked eighty-four instead of thirty-four. A sense of hopelessness settled over him. He was
         fooling himself. But as he continued to gaze in the mirror, a familiar voice sounded in his head.
      


  You can do this, Jack.


  He looked around frantically, but he was all alone.


  You can do this, honey.


  It was Lizzie. It couldn’t be, of course, but it was.


  He closed his eyes. “Can I?” he asked.


  Yes, she said. You have to, Jack. For the children.


  Jack crawled back to his bed and lay there. Had Lizzie really spoken to him? He didn’t know. Part of him knew it was impossible.
         But what was happening to him seemed impossible too. He closed his eyes, conjured her image in his mind, and smiled.
      


  The next night he heard the squeak of the gurney. The patient next door to him would suffer no longer. The person was in a
         better place. Jack had seen the minister walk down the hallway, Bible in hand. A better place. But Jack was no longer thinking
         about dying. For the first time since his death sentence had been pronounced, Jack was focused on living.
      


  The next night as the clock hit midnight, Jack lifted himself off the bed and slowly walked around the room, supporting himself
         by putting one hand against the wall. He felt stronger, his lungs operating somewhat normally. It was as though his body was healing itself minute by minute. He heard a rumbling in his belly and realized that he was hungry. And he didn’t
         want liquid pouring into a line. He wanted real food. Food that required teeth to consume.
      


  Every so often he would smack his arm to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. At last he convinced himself it was real. No, it wasn’t
         just real.
      


  This is a miracle.
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  Two weeks passed, and Jack celebrated the week of his thirty-fifth birthday by gaining four pounds and doing away with the
         oxygen altogether. Miracle or not, he still had a long way to go because his body had withered over the months. He had to
         rebuild his strength and put on weight. He sat up in his chair for several hours at a time. Using a walker, he regularly made
         his way to the bathroom all on his own. Another week passed, and four more pounds had appeared on his frame.
      


  Things that Jack, along with most people, had always taken for granted represented small but significant victories in his
         improbable recovery. Holding a fork and using it to put solid food into his mouth. Washing his face and using a toilet instead
         of a bed pan. Touching his toes; breathing on his own.
      


  The hospice staff had been remarkably supportive of Jack after it was clear that he was getting better. Perhaps it was because
         they were weary of people leaving this place solely on the gurney with a sheet thrown over their bodies.
      


  Jack talked to his kids every chance he got, using his old cell phone. Jackie was bubbly and mostly incoherent. But Jack could sense that the older kids were wondering what was going on.
      


  Cory said, “Dad, can’t you come live with us?”


  “We’ll see, buddy. Let’s just take it slow.”


  With the help of the folks at the hospice, Jack was able to use Skype to see his kids on a laptop computer one of the medical
         techs brought in. Cory and Jackie were thrilled to see their dad looking better.
      


  Mikki was more subdued and cautious than her brothers, but Jack could tell she was curious. And hopeful.


  “You look stronger, Dad.”


  “I’m feeling better.”


  “Does this mean?” She stopped. “I mean, will you…?”


  Jack’s real fear, even though he did believe he was experiencing a true miracle, was that his recovery might be temporary.
         He did not want to put his kids through this nightmare again. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t talk to them. Or see them.
      


  “I don’t know, honey. I’m trying to figure that out. I’m doing my best.”


  “Well, keep doing what you’re doing,” she replied. And then she smiled at him. That one look seemed to make every muscle in
         Jack’s body firm even more.
      


  One time Bonnie had appeared on the computer screen after Mikki had left the room. Her approach was far more direct, as she
         stared at Jack sitting up in bed. “What is going on?”
      


  “I’m still here.”


  “Your hospice doctor won’t talk to me. Privacy laws, he said.”


  “I know,” Jack said. “But I can fill you in. I’m feeling better. Getting stronger. How’re things working out with Mikki?”


  “Fine. She’s settled in, but we need to address your situation.”
      


  “I am addressing it. Every day.”
      


  And so it had gone, day after day, week after week. Using Skype and the phone, and answering all the kids’ questions. Jack
         could see that more and more even Mikki was coming to grips with what was happening. Every time he saw her smile or heard
         her laugh at some funny remark he made, it seemed to strengthen him even more.
      


  It was on a cold, blustery Monday morning in February that Jack walked down the hall under his own power. He’d gained five
         more pounds, his face had filled out, and his hair was growing back. His appetite had returned with a vengeance. They had
         also stopped giving him pain meds because there was no more pain.
      


  The hospice doctor sat down with him at the end of the week. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, Jack, but I’m ordering up
         some new blood work and other tests to see what we have. I don’t want you to get your hopes up, though.”
      


  Jack simply stared at him, a spoonful of soup poised near his lips.


  The doctor went on. “Look, if this continues, that’s terrific. No one will be happier than me—well, of course, except for
         you. All of my patients die, Jack, to put it bluntly. And we just try to help them pass with dignity.”
      


  “But,” said Jack.


  “But your disease is a complicated one. And always a fatal one. This might just be a false remission.”


  “Might be.”


  “Well, without dashing your hopes, it probably is.”


  “Have others in my condition had a remission?”


  The doctor looked taken aback. “No, not to my knowledge.”
      


  “That’s all I needed to know.”


  The doctor looked confused. “Needed to know about what?”


  “I know I was dying, but now I’m not.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “Sometimes you just know.”


  “Jack, I have to tell you that what’s happening to you is medically impossible.”


  “Medicine is not everything.”


  The doctor looked him over and saw the new muscle, the fuller face, and the eyes that burned with a rigid intensity.


  “Why do you think this is happening to you, Jack?” he finally asked.


  “You’re a doctor; you wouldn’t understand.”


  “I’m also a human being, and I’d very much like to know.”


  Jack reached in his drawer and pulled out a photo. He passed it to the doctor.


  It was a photo of Lizzie and the kids.


  “Because of them,” said Jack.


  “But I thought your wife passed away.”


  Jack shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”


  “What?”


  “When you love someone, you love them forever.”
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  Two days later, Jack was in his room eating a full meal. He’d put on three more pounds. The doctor walked in and perched on
         the edge of the bed.
      


  “Okay, I officially believe in miracles. Your blood work came back negative. No trace of the disease. It’s like something
         came along and chased it away. Never seen anything like it. There’s no way to explain it medically.”
      


  Jack swallowed a mouthful of mashed potatoes and smiled. “I’m glad you finally came around.”


  He saw his kids that night on the computer. He believed he actually made Jackie understand that he was getting better. At
         least his son’s last words had been, “Daddy’s boo-boo’s gone.”
      


  Cory had blurted out, “When are you coming to see me?”


  “I hope soon, big guy. I’ll let you know. I’ve still got a ways to go. But I’m getting there.”


  Mikki’s reaction surprised him, and not in a good way.


  “Is this some kind of trick?” she asked.


  Jack slowly sat up in his chair as he stared at her. “Trick?”


  “When we left you, Dad, you were dying. That’s what hospice is for. You said good-bye to all of us. You made me go live with
         Gramps and her!”
      


  “Honey, it’s no trick. I’m getting better.”


  She suddenly dissolved into tears. “Well then, will you be coming to take us home? Because I hate it here.”


  “I’m doing my best, sweetie. With a little more time I think—”


  But Mikki hit a key and the computer screen went black.


  Jack slowly sat back. He never heard the squeak of the gurney as the woman across the hall made her final journey from this
         place.
      


  Day turned to night, and Jack hadn’t moved. No food, no liquids, no words spoken to anyone who came to see him.


  Finally, at around two a.m., he stirred. He rose from his bed and walked up and down the hall before persuading a nurse to
         scavenge in the kitchen for some food. He ate and watched his reflection in the window.
      


  I’m coming, Mikki. Dad’s coming for you.


  A week later he weighed over one-sixty and was walking the halls for an hour at a time. Like an infant, he was relearning
         how to use his arms and legs. He would flex his fingers and toes, curl and uncurl his arms, bend his legs. The nursing staff
         watched him carefully, unaccustomed to this sort of thing. Families of other hospice patients observed him curiously. At first
         Jack was afraid they would be devastated by his progress when their loved ones still lay dying. At least he thought that,
         until one woman approached him. She was in her sixties and was here every day. Jack knew that her husband had terminal cancer. He’d passed by the man’s door and seen the shriveled body under the sheets. He was waiting to die, like everyone else
         here.
      


  Everyone except me.


  She slipped her arm through his and said, “God bless you.”


  He looked at her questioningly.


  “You give us all hope.”


  Jack felt slightly panicked. “I don’t know why this is happening to me,” he said frankly. “But it’s an awfully long shot.”


  “That’s not what I meant. I know my husband is going to die. But you still give us all hope, honey.”


  Jack went back to his room and stared at himself in the mirror. He looked more like himself now. The jawline was firming,
         the hair fuller. He walked slowly to the window and looked outside at a landscape that was still more in the grips of winter
         than spring, though that season was not too far off. He’d spent several winters apart from his family while he carried a rifle
         for his country. Lying in his quarters outside of Baghdad or Kabul he had closed his eyes and visualized Christmas with his
         family. The laughter of Mikki and Cory as they opened presents on Christmas morning.
      


  And then there was the memory of Lizzie’s smile as she looked at the small gifts that Jack had bought her before he was deployed
         for the first time. It had been the summer, so he had gotten her sunblock, a bikini, and a book on grilling. She’d later sent
         him a photo by e-mail of her wearing the bikini while cooking hot dogs on the Hibachi with mounds of snow behind her. That
         image had carried him through one hellish battle after another. His wife. Her smile. Wanting so badly to come back to her.
         That all seemed so long ago, and in some important ways it was.
      


  He went to his nightstand and pulled out the bundle of letters. Each had a number on the envelope. He selected the envelope
         with the number one on it and slid the paper out. The letter was dated December eighteenth and represented the first one he’d
         written to Lizzie. He gazed down at the handwriting that was his but that also wasn’t because the disease had made him so
         weak. Sometimes while writing he’d had to put down the pen because he just couldn’t hold it any longer. But still it was readable.
         It said what he had wanted to say. It was the accomplishment of a man who was doing this as his final act in life.
      


  

    Dear Lizzie,


    There are things I want to say to you that I just don’t have the breath for anymore. That’s why I’ve decided to write you
               these letters. I want you to have them after I’m gone. They’re not meant to be sad, just my chance to talk to you one more
               time. When I was healthy you made me happier than any person has a right to be. When I was half a world away, I knew that
               I was looking at the same sky you were, thinking of the same things you were, wanting to be with you and looking forward to
               when I could be. You gave me three beautiful children, which is a greater gift than I deserved. I tell you this, though you
               already know it, because sometimes people don’t talk about these things enough. I want you to know that if I could’ve stayed
               with you I would have. I fought as hard as I could. I will never understand why I had to be taken from you so soon, but I
               have accepted it. Yet I want you to know that there is nothing more important to me than you. I loved you from the moment I saw you. And the happiest day of my life was when you agreed to share your life with mine. I promised that I
               would always be there for you. And my love for you is so strong that even though I won’t be there physically, I will be there
               in every other way. I will watch over you. I will be there if you need to talk. I will never stop loving you. Not even death
               is powerful enough to overcome my feelings for you. My love for you, Lizzie, is stronger than anything.


    

      Love,


      Jack


    


  


  He put the letter back in the envelope and replaced the packet in the drawer. He slipped the photo from the pocket of his
         robe and looked at it. From the depths of the color print, his family smiled back at him. He thought of all the others in
         this place who would never leave it alive. He had been spared.
      


  Why me?


  Jack had no ready answer. But he did know one thing. He was not going to waste a second chance at living.
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  A few days later, Jack Armstrong was discharged from hospice and sent to a rehab facility. He rode over in a shuttle van.
         The driver was an older guy with a soft felt cap and a trim white beard. Jack was his only passenger.
      


  As they drove along, Jack stared out in childlike wonder at things he never thought he would experience again. Seeing a bird
         in flight. A mailman delivering letters and packages. A kid running for the school bus. He promised himself he would never
         again take anything for granted.
      


  As they pulled up in front of the rehab building, the man said, “Never brought anybody from that place to this place.”


  “I guess not,” said Jack. He held his small duffel. Inside were a few clothes, a pair of tennis shoes, and the letters he’d
         written to Lizzie. When he got to his room, he looked around at the simple furnishings and single window that had a view of
         the interior outdoor courtyard, which was covered in snow. Jack sat on the bed after putting his few belongings away.
      


  He looked up when a familiar person walked into the room.


  “Sammy? What are you doing here?”
      


  Sammy Duvall was dressed in gray sweats and had on a checkered bandanna. “Why the hell do you think I’m here? To get your
         sorry butt in shape. Look at you; you’ve obviously been dogging it. And they told me you were getting better. You look like
         crap.”
      


  “I don’t understand. You didn’t come by the hospice. And I left you phone messages.”


  The mirth left Sammy’s eyes, and he sat down next to Jack on the bed. “I let you down.”


  “What are you talking about? You’ve done everything for me.”


  “No, I haven’t. I told you at the cemetery that I’d always be there for you, but I wasn’t.” He paused. Jack had never seen
         Sammy nervous before. That emotion just never squared with a man like him. Nothing rattled Sammy Duvall.
      


  Sammy’s voice trembled as he said, “I should’ve come to visit you. But… seeing you in that place, just waiting to…”


  Jack put a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Sammy. I understand.”


  Sammy wiped his eyes and said, “Anyway, I’m here now. And you’re probably gonna wish I wasn’t.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m your drill instructor.”


  “What?”


  “Worked a deal with the folks here.”


  “How’d you do that?”


  “Told ’em you were a special case. And you need special treatment. And if you’re okay with it, so are they.”


  “I’m definitely okay with it. That was one reason I called you. To have you help me get back in shape.”


  “Famous last words, boy, because I’m gonna kick your butt.”
      


  The weeks went by swiftly. And with pain. Much pain.


  The sweat streaming off him during one particularly arduous workout, Jack told Sammy, “I can’t do one more damn push-up. I
         can’t!”
      


  “Can’t or won’t? ’Cause that’s all the difference in the world, son.”


  Jack did one more push-up and then another and then a third, until he could no longer feel his arms. Jack had gone on to pump
         thousands of pounds of weights, run on the treadmill until he couldn’t stand the stink of his own sweat, perform more push-ups
         until his arms nearly fell off, jump rope until his knees failed.
      


  He cursed at Sammy, who laughed at him and goaded him into doing more, and more.


  “You call yourself an army ranger? Sam Jr. can work harder than you, and he’s a big, fat baby.”


  And Sammy didn’t just instruct. He got down on the floor and did the exercises with Jack. “If an old man like me can do this,
         you sure as hell can,” was his usual taunt.
      


  On and on it went. Sammy screaming in his face and Jack gnashing his teeth, furrowing his brow, and doing one more pull-up,
         one more push-up, one more mile on the treadmill, one more set of curls, a hundred more pounds on the squat bar. But the thing
         was, Jack was growing stronger with every rep.
      


  He talked to his kids every day. They knew he was in rehab. They knew he was getting stronger.


  On one joint Skype session, Jack showed Cory and Jackie his muscles.


  “You’re ripped, Dad,” said Cory.


  “Whipped,” crowed Jackie.
      


  Later that night he saw Mikki. She hadn’t agreed to do a Skype session with him in a while, but repeated phone calls from
         him and finally Sammy had convinced her.
      


  “You look great, Dad,” she said slowly. “You really do.”


  “You look thin,” he replied.


  “Yeah, well, Grandma is watching her weight, which means we all eat like birds.”


  “Cheeseburger’s on me.”


  “When?” she said quickly.


  “Sooner than you think, sweetie. I know I probably should have come out to see you before now. And I miss you more than anything.
         But… but I want to do this right. When I was in the army and we’d go on patrol, I always analyzed everything that might come
         up. Some of the other guys liked to wing it. Just turn on the fly. And sometimes in combat you have to do that. But being
         prepared for everything because you’ve done your homework is the best way to survive, Mikki. I hope you understand. I want
         to do this right. For all of you.”
      


  “I get it, Dad.” She added playfully, “And Skype will get you ready for when I go to college and you really miss me.”


  Finally, the day came on a surprisingly warm spring morning. Jack’s bag was packed and he was sitting on his bed when Sammy
         came into the room. “It’s time.”
      


  “I know it is,” said Sammy.


  “I couldn’t have done this without you.”


  “Sure you could, but it wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun.”


  While his discharge papers were being finalized, Jack sat in a chair outside the rehab office. The months had been a blur.
         He drew a long, measured breath, trying to collect his thoughts. He looked out the window, where winter had passed and spring had arrived. Crocuses were pushing through the earth
         and trees were starting to bud out. The world is waking up from a long winter’s nap, and so am I. He opened his duffel and pulled out an envelope with the number two on it. He slid out the letter.
      


  

    Dear Lizzie,


    Christmas will be here in five days, and I promise that I will make it. I’ve never broken a promise to you, and I never will.
               It’s hard to say good-bye, but sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to. Jackie came to see me a little while ago,
               and we talked. Well, he talked in Jackie language and I listened. I like to listen to him because I know one day very soon
               I won’t be able to. He’s growing up so fast, and I know he probably won’t remember his dad, but I know I will live on in your
               memories. Tell him his dad loved him and wanted the best for him. And I wish I could have thrown the football to him and watched
               him play baseball. I know he will have a great life.


    Cory is a special little boy. He has your sensitivity, your compassion. I know what’s happening to me is probably affecting
               him the most of all the kids. He came and got into bed with me last night. He asked me if it hurt very much. I told him it
               didn’t. He told me to say hello to God when I saw him. And I promised that I would.


    And Mikki.


  


  At this point Jack’s hand trembled a bit. He remembered stopping at this point too as he was writing the letter. There was an old teardrop that had made the ink blotch. He started to read again.
      


  

    Mikki is the most complicated of all. Not a little girl anymore but not yet an adult either. She is a good kid, though I know
               you’ve had your moments with her. She is smart and caring and she loves her brothers. She loves you, though she sometimes
               doesn’t like to show it. My greatest regret with my daughter is letting her grow away from me. It was my fault, not hers.
               I see that clearly now. I only wish I had seen it that clearly while I still had a chance to do something about it. After
               I’m gone, please tell her the first time I ever saw her, when I got back from Afghanistan and was still in uniform, there
               was no prouder father who ever lived. Looking down at her tiny face, I felt the purest joy a human could possibly feel. And
               I wanted to protect her and never let anything bad ever happen to her. Life doesn’t work that way, of course. But tell her
               that her dad was her biggest fan. And that whatever she does in life, I will always be her biggest fan.


    

      Love,


      Jack


    


  









  14


  After being discharged, Jack rode with Sammy to his house. Along the way, he asked his friend to pass by his old home. Jack
         was surprised to see his pickup truck in the carport.
      


  Sammy explained, “Went with the house sale, so I heard.”


  “Bonnie and the Realtor handled all that. Is that my tool bin in the back?”


  “Yep. Guess that went too. All happened pretty fast.” He eyed Jack. “Knew you’d beat that damn thing. Still got the tickets
         to Disney World?”
      


  “Yeah,” said Jack, staring glumly out the window.


  Five of them.


  Later, Jack drove to his bank. They had kept the account open to pay for expenses. It had a few thousand dollars left in it.
         That was a starting point. He had his wallet, and his credit cards were still valid. Driver’s license was still good. Contractor’s
         license intact. He drove to his old house and offered the owner eight hundred bucks on the spot for the truck and tools. After
         some negotiation back and forth, he got them for eight-fifty, the owner apparently glad to get the heap out of his driveway. Jack raced to the bank and got a cashier’s check;
         the title was signed over, and he drove off in his old ride the same day.
      


  He called the kids and told them he was out of rehab and getting a place for them all to live in. He next talked to Bonnie
         and explained things to her.
      


  “That’s wonderful, Jack,” she’d said. But her words rang hollow. She asked him what his next step would be.


  “Like I said, getting my family back. I’ll be coming out there really soon.”


  “Do you think that’s wise?”


  “Bonnie, I’m their father. They belong with me.”


  That night he treated Sammy to dinner. While Sammy had a medium-rare burger, fries, and black coffee, Jack made three trips
         to the salad bar before settling down to devour his heaping plate of surf and turf.
      


  “So what’s the plan, chief?”


  “Get my kids back pronto. But I need a place for us to stay.”


  “You’re welcome to stay at my place, long as you want.”


  Sammy’s place had one bedroom and a bathroom attached to the back with only an outside entrance; Sammy’s massive Harley was
         parked in what he referred to as “the parlor.” Besides that, his “puppy,” Sam Jr., had the bulk of a Honda.
      


  “That’s fine for me, but with three kids, I’ll need something a little bigger.”


  Late that night he slowly pulled his truck down the narrow roads of the cemetery. He’d been here only once, on a bitterly
         cold day, the ground flash-wrapped in ice and snow. And yet even though he’d been sick, he’d memorized every detail of the
         place. He could never forget where his wife was buried any more than he could ever fail to recall his own name.
      


  He walked between the plots until he reached hers, represented by a simple bronze plate in the grass. He knelt down, brushed
         a couple of dead leaves off it. There was a skinny metal vase bolted to the plate where one could put flowers. There were
         roses in there, but they were brown. Jack cleaned them all out and placed in the vase a bunch of fresh flowers he’d brought
         with him. He sat down on his haunches and read the writing on the plate.
      


  “Elizabeth ‘Lizzie’ Armstrong, loving wife, mother, and daughter. You will always be missed. You will always be loved.”


  He traced the letters with his fingers, even as his eyes filled with tears.


  “I’m going to get the kids, Lizzie. I’m going to bring them home, and we’re going to be a family again.” He choked back a
         sob and tried to ignore the dull pain in his chest. “I wish you could be here with me, Lizzie. More than anything I wish that.
         But you were there for me in the hospital when I needed you. And I promise I will take good care of the children. I will make
         them proud. And I will raise them right. Just like you did.”
      


  The words finally failed him, and he lay down in the soft grass and wept. He finally became so exhausted, he fell asleep.
         When he woke he didn’t know where he was for a few seconds, before he looked over and saw the grave. The dawn was breaking,
         the air chilly. As he looked overhead, he could see flocks of birds arriving for the start of spring.
      


  Jack’s clothes were damp from the dew. He coughed to clear his throat. His eyes and face were raw. In the distance he could
         hear the sounds of early morning traffic on the roads that fronted the cemetery. He walked silently back to his truck and
         drove off without the one person he needed more than anyone else.
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  One day later, Jack found it, a house owned by an elderly couple who had moved to an assisted-living facility. They couldn’t
         sell their home because it needed a lot of repairs. And with dozens of homes in default on their street, it was difficult
         to sell anyway. Jack called the Realtor and offered his labor for free to fix up the place in exchange for staying there at
         no cost. Since the couple wasn’t making any money off the house anyway, they quickly agreed. It wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t
         need perfect. He just needed his kids under the same roof as him. Jack moved his few possessions in the next day, after signing
         a one-page agreement. He made some quick cosmetic changes and bought some secondhand furniture.
      


  Now it was time.


  Using his credit card, he booked his plane tickets, packed his bag, and left for the airport. He went to collect Mikki first,
         because he knew if he went to the sisters’ homes first, they would be on the phone to their mother before he’d even left their
         driveways.
      


  He landed in Phoenix, rented a car, and drove to Tempe. He reached Fred and Bonnie’s house but then drove past it. He parked
         a little down from the house and waited. An hour later a car pulled into the driveway, and Fred and Mikki got out. She was
         carrying her schoolbag. His heart ached when he saw her. She’d grown even taller, Jack noted, and her face had changed too.
         She was wearing a school uniform, white polo shirt and checked skirt. Her hair was in a ponytail and had nary a strand of
         pink or purple in it. She looked utterly miserable.
      


  They went into the house. Jack parked in their driveway, took a deep breath, climbed out of the car, and walked up to the
         door.
      


  “Dad?”


  Mikki stared at him openmouthed. When he held out his arms for a hug, she tentatively reached out to him. He stroked her hair
         and kissed the top of her head.
      


  “Dad, is it really you?”


  “It’s me, sweetie. It’s really me.”


  Bonnie and Fred came around the corner, saw him, and stopped.


  “Jack?” said Fred. “My God.”


  Bonnie just stood there, disbelief on her features.


  Jack moved into the house with Mikki. He held out his hand, and Fred shook it. He looked at Bonnie. She still seemed in a
         daze.
      


  “My God,” she said, echoing her husband’s words. “It’s true. It’s really true. Even with all the phone calls and seeing you
         on that computer. It’s not the same.”
      


  “What is all the commotion?” Cecilia came into the room, skimming along on her walker, her oxygen line trailing behind her. When she saw Jack, she didn’t freeze like Fred and Bonnie had done.
      


  She cackled. “I knew it.” She came forward as fast as she could and gave him a prolonged squeeze. “I knew it, Jack, honey,”
         she said again, staring up at him and blinking back tears of joy.
      


  They all sat at the kitchen table sipping glasses of iced tea. Jack eyed Bonnie. “Docs gave me a clean bill of health.”


  Bonnie just kept shaking her head, but Fred clapped him on the shoulder. “Jack, we’re so happy for you, son.”


  Later, when they were alone, Bonnie asked, “How long will you be staying?”


  “From here I’m heading to LA and then on to Portland.”


  “To see the kids?”


  “No, to take them back with me, Bonnie. I’ve already told Mikki to start packing her things.”


  “But the school year will be done in less than two months.”


  “She can go to school in Cleveland as easily as she can here.”


  “But the house was sold.”


  “I’m renting another one.”


  “How will you support them?”


  “I’ve started my business back up.”


  “Okay, but who will watch them when you’re working?”


  “Mikki and Cory are in school the whole day. And they’re old enough now to come home and be okay by themselves for a few hours.
         Jackie will be in extended day care. And if unexpected things come up, we’ll deal with them. Just like every other family
         does.”
      


  Bonnie pursed her lips. “Michelle has settled into her new life here.”


  Jack said nothing about how miserable the girl had been here. He simply said, “I don’t think she’ll mind.”


  “You could have called before you came.”
      


  “Yeah, I could have. And maybe I should have. But I don’t see what harm it did.”


  “What harm? You just expect us to give her back to you, with no notice, no preparation? After all we’ve done.”


  “I’ve been in constant contact over the last few months. I kept you updated on my progress. Hell, you’ve seen me on the computer getting better. And I told you I would be coming to take the kids back. Soon. So this shouldn’t come as
         a shock to you. And it’s not like you’re never going to see them again.” He paused, and his tone changed. “Even though you
         did leave me by myself.”
      


  “You said it was all right. You told us to do it. And we thought you were dying.”


  “Come on, Bonnie, what else could I tell you under the circumstances? But for the record, dying alone is a real bitch.”


  As soon as Jack finished speaking, he regretted it. Bonnie stood, her face red with anger. “Don’t you dare talk to me about
         dying alone. My Lizzie is lying dead and buried. There was no one with her at the end. No one! Certainly not you.”
      


  Jack eyed her. “Why don’t you just say it, Bonnie, because I know you want to.”


  “You should be dead, not her.” Bonnie seemed stunned by her own words. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.” Her face flushed. “I’m
         very sorry.”
      


  “I would give my life to have Lizzie back. But I can’t. I’ve got three kids who need me. Nothing takes priority over that. I hope
         you can understand.”
      


  “What I understand is that you’re taking your children from a safe, healthy environment into something totally unknown.”


  “I’m their father,” said Jack heatedly.


  “You’re a single parent. Lizzie isn’t here to take care of the kids.”
      


  “I can take care of them.”


  “Can you? Because I don’t think you have any idea what’s in store for you.”


  Jack started to say something but stopped.


  Could she be right?
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  “Mr. Armstrong?”


  Jack stared down from the ladder he was standing on while repairing some siding on a job site. The sun was high overhead,
         the air warm, and the sweat on his skin thick. He had on a white tank top, dirty dark blue cargo shorts, white crew socks,
         and worn steel-toed work boots. The woman down below was pretty, with light brown curly hair cut short, and she wore a pair
         of black slacks and a white blouse; her heels were sunk in the wet grass.
      


  “What can I do for you, ma’am?”


  “I’m Janice Kaplan. I’m a newspaper reporter. I’d like to talk to you.”


  Jack clambered down the ladder and rubbed his hands off on the back of his shorts. “Talk to me about what?”


  “Being the miracle man.”


  Jack squinted at her. “Come again?”


  “You are the Jack Armstrong who was diagnosed with a terminal illness?”


  “Well, yeah, I was.”


  “You don’t look terminal anymore.”
      


  “I’m not. I got better.”


  “So a miracle. At least that’s what the doctor I talked to said.”


  Jack looked annoyed. “You talked to my doctor? I thought that was private.”


  “Actually, he’s a friend of mine. He mentioned your case in passing. It was all very positive. I became interested, did a
         little digging, and here I am.”
      


  “Here for what?” Jack said, puzzled.


  “To do a story on you. People with death sentences rarely get a second chance. I’d like to talk to you about the experience.
         And I know my readers would want to know.”
      


  Jack and the kids had been back for nearly four weeks now. With parenting and financial support resting solely on his shoulders,
         Jack barely had time to eat or sleep. Bonnie had been right in her prediction. He didn’t have any idea what was in store for
         him. Mikki had really stepped up and had taken the laboring oar with the cooking and cleaning, the shopping, and looking after
         the boys. He had never had greater appreciation for Lizzie. She’d done it all, from school to meals to laundry to shopping
         to keeping the house clean. Jack had worked hard, but he realized now that he hadn’t come close to working as hard as his
         wife had, because she did all that and worked full-time too. At midnight he lay in his bed, numb and exhausted—and humbled
         by the knowledge that Lizzie would have still been going strong.
      


  “A story?” Jack shook his head as he dug a hole in the mulch bed with the toe of his boot. “Look, it’s really not that special.”


  “Don’t be modest. And I also understand that you turned your life around, built your business back, got a house, and went
         to retrieve your children, who’d been placed with family after your wife tragically died.” She added, “I was very sorry to hear about that. On Christmas Eve too, of all days.”
      


  Jack’s annoyance turned to anger. “You didn’t learn all that from my doctor. That really is an invasion of privacy.”


  “Please don’t be upset, Mr. Armstrong. I’m a reporter; it’s my job to find out these things. And I’m probably not explaining
         myself very well.” She drew a deep breath while Jack stared at her, his hands clenching into fists with his anxiety. “It’s
         strictly a feel-good piece. One man’s triumph against the odds, a family reunited. These are hard times for folks, especially
         around here. All we hear is bad news. War, crime, people losing their jobs and their homes. I write about that stuff all the
         time, and while it is news, it’s also very, very depressing. But this is different. This is a great story that will make people
         smile. That’s all I’m shooting for. To make people feel good, for once.”
      


  His anger quickly disappearing, Jack looked around while he considered her request. He saw Sammy up on another ladder watching
         him intently. He waved to show him things were okay. Jack turned back to the woman.
      


  “So what exactly do I have to do?”


  “Just sit down with me and tell your story. I’ll take notes, do a draft, get back to you, polish it, and then it’ll be published
         in the paper and on our Web site.”
      


  “And that’s it?”


  “That’s all. I really believe it will be positive for lots of people. There are many folks out there with what seem like insurmountable
         obstacles in front of them. Reading about how you overcame yours could do a lot of good. It really could.”
      


  “I think I just got lucky.”


  “Maybe, but maybe not. From the research I’ve done on your condition, the odds were zero that you would recover. No one else ever has.”
      


  “Well, I’m just happy I was the first. How about tomorrow after dinner?”


  “Great. About eight?”


  Jack gave her his address. She glanced at his exposed upper right arm and then his scarred calves. “I understand you were
         in the military. Is that where you got those?” She indicated the ragged bullet wound on his arm and the network of scars on
         his legs.
      


  “Arm in Afghanistan and legs in Iraq.”


  “Two Purples then?”


  “Yeah. Were you in the military?”


  “My son just got back from the Middle East in one piece, thank God.”


  “I guess we both have a lot to be thankful for.”


  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  The story ran, and a few days later Janice Kaplan called.


  “The AP picked up my article, Jack.”


  Jack had just finished cleaning up after dinner.


  “What does that mean?” he asked.


  “AP. Associated Press. That means my story about you and your family is running in newspapers across the country. My editor
         still can’t believe it.”
      


  “Congratulations, Janice.”


  “No, thank you. It wasn’t the writing; it was the story. And it was a great picture of you and the kids. And I think lots of families will
         be inspired by your struggle and triumph. I just thought I’d give you a heads-up. You’re famous now. So be prepared.”
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  Janice Kaplan’s words proved prophetic. Letters came pouring in, including offers to appear on TV and to tell his story to
         major magazines; one publisher even wanted Jack to write a book. Overwhelmed by the blitzkrieg and wanting a normal life with
         his kids, he declined them all. He figured with the passage of time other stories would emerge and take the focus away from
         him. His fifteen minutes of fame couldn’t be over soon enough for him. He was no miracle man, he knew, but simply a guy who
         got lucky.
      


  A week after Kaplan’s call, Jack was lying in bed when he heard voices downstairs. He slipped on his pants and crept down
         to the main level.
      


  “Stop it, Chris!”


  Jack took the last three steps in one bound. Mikki was at the door, and a teenage boy had his hands all over her as she struggled
         against him. It took only two seconds for Jack to lift the young man off his feet and slam him against the wall. Jack said, “What part of no don’t you get, jerk?” He looked over at Mikki. “What the hell is going on?”
      


  “We… he just came over to work on some… Dad, just let him down.”


  Jack snapped, “Get upstairs.”


  “Dad!”


  “Now.”


  “I can handle this. I’m not a child.”


  “Yeah, I can see that. Upstairs.”


  She stalked up to her room. Jack turned back to the young man.


  “I ever catch you with one finger on her again, they won’t be able to find all the pieces to put you back together, got it?”


  The terrified teen merely nodded.


  Jack threw him outside and slammed the door. He stood there, letting his anger cool. Then he marched up the stairs and knocked
         on his daughter’s door.
      


  “Leave me alone.”


  Instead he threw open the door and went in. Mikki was sitting on the floor, her guitar across her lap.


  “We need to get a few rules straight around here,” Jack said.


  She stared up at him icily. “Which rules? The ones where you’re ruining my life?”


  “What was I supposed to do, let that little creep paw you?”


  “I told you I could handle it.”


  “You can’t handle everything. That’s why there are people called parents.”


  “Oh, is that what you’re pretending to be?”


  Jack looked stunned. “Pretend? I brought all of you back home so we could be together. Do you think I did that just for the hell of it?”
      


  “I don’t have a clue why you did it. And you didn’t even ask me if I wanted to come back. You just told me to pack, like I
         was a child.”
      


  “I thought you hated it out there. You told me that a dozen times.”


  “Well, I hate it here too.”


  “What do you want from me? I’m doing the best I can.”


  “You were gone a long time.”


  “I explained that. Remember? I told you that story about being in the army? About taking your time and being prepared for
         every eventuality.”
      


  “That’s crap!”


  “What?”


  “In case you hadn’t figured it out, this isn’t the army, Dad. This is about family.”


  “I did all that to make sure we could be a family,” he shot back.
      


  “A family? You don’t have a clue what to do with us. Admit it. You’re not Mom.”


  “I know I’m not, believe me. But you two were always arguing.”


  “That doesn’t mean I didn’t appreciate what she did for us. Now I do most of the cooking and cleaning and the laundry, and
         looking after Jackie. And your grocery-shopping skills are a joke.”
      


  Jack felt his anger continue to rise. “Look, I know I’m not in your mom’s league, but I’m trying to make this work. I love
         you guys.”
      


  “Really? Well, Cory’s being bullied at school. Did you know that? His grades are going down even though he’s a really smart kid. The teachers have sent home tons of notes in his
         bag, but you never check that, do you? And Jackie’s birthday is in two weeks. Have you planned anything? Bought him a present?
         Planned a party for his friends or even thought about a cake?”
      


  Jack’s face grew pale. “Two weeks?”


  “Two weeks, Dad. So you might want to try harder.”
      


  “Mik, I—”


  “Can you please just leave me alone?”


  When he left her room, Cory was standing in the hall in his underwear.


  Jack looked embarrassed. “Cor, are you being bullied at school?”
      


  Cory closed the door, leaving his dad alone in the hall.
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  Jack and Sammy were unloading Jack’s truck in his driveway after a long day at work. Jack nearly dropped a sledgehammer on
         his foot. Sammy looked over at him.
      


  “You okay? Haven’t been yourself the last couple of days.”


  Jack slowly picked up the tool and threw it back in the truck bed. “What do you think Jackie would like for his birthday?
         It’s just around the corner, and I wanted to get him something nice.”
      


  Sammy shrugged. “Uh, toy gun?”


  Jack looked doubtful. “I don’t think Lizzie liked to encourage that. And where can I get a cake and some birthday things?
         You know like hats and… stuff?”
      


  “The grocery store up the street has a bakery.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “It’s right across from the beer aisle.”


  Jack drove to the store and got some items for Jackie’s birthday. He was standing at the checkout aisle when he saw it. He had never been more stunned in his life. He was looking at his photo on the cover of one of the tabloid magazines that were kept as impulse buys at the checkout. He slowly reached out
         his hand and picked up a copy.
      


  The headline ran, “Miracle Man Muddied.”


  What the hell?


  Jack turned to the next page and read the story. With each word he read, his anger increased. Now he could understand the
         headline. The writer had twisted everything. He’d made it seem that Jack had forced Lizzie to go out on an icy, treacherous
         night to get his pain meds. And then, even worse, the writer had suggested that Jack thought his wife was having an affair
         with a neighbor. An obviously distraught Lizzie had run a red light and been killed. None of it was true, but now probably
         millions of people thought he was some kind of monster.
      


  He left his items on the conveyor belt and rushed home.


  On the drive there, it didn’t take him long to figure out what had happened.


  Bonnie had been the writer’s source. But how could she have known? Then it struck him. Lizzie must’ve called her on the drive
         over to the pharmacy and told her what she was doing. Maybe she mentioned something about Bill Miller, and Bonnie had misconstrued
         what Jack’s reaction had been, although it would have been pretty difficult to do that. More likely, Bonnie might’ve just
         altered what Lizzie had told her to suit her own purposes.
      


  Jack could imagine Bonnie seething. Here he was getting all this notoriety, adulation, and sympathy, and Lizzie was in a grave
         because of him. At least Bonnie probably believed that. A part of Jack couldn’t blame her for feeling that way. But now she had opened a Pandora’s box that Jack would find difficult to close. And what worried him the most was what would happen
         when his kids found out. He wanted to be the first to talk to them about it, especially Mikki. He gunned the truck.
      


  Unfortunately, he was too late.
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  Mikki was waiting for him on the front porch with a copy of another gossip paper with a similar headline. She was trembling
         and attacked him as soon as he got out of the truck. “This is all over school. How could you make Mom go out that night? And
         how could you even think that she would cheat on you?”
      


  Jack exploded, “That story is full of lies. I never accused your mom of anything. I saw her slap Bill Miller. She and I had
         a laugh about it because he was drunk. And I didn’t insist she go out that night. In fact, I told her not to.”
      


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “Mikki, it’s the truth. I swear. Tabloids make stuff up all the time. You know that.”


  “This never would have happened if you hadn’t agreed to do that stupid Miracle Man story in the first place. That was your fault.”
      


  “Okay, you’re right about that. I wish I hadn’t but—”


  “So now everybody thinks Mom was a slut and you’re a jerk. And I’ll spend the rest of the school year having people talking behind my back.”
      


  “Will you just listen to me for a sec—”


  Before he could finish, she’d fled inside, slamming the door behind her. When he started to go in the house after her, he
         heard the lock click. Staring through the side window at him was Cory. He gave his father a furious scowl and ran off.
      


  Jack ended up taking Cory and Jackie to Chuck E. Cheese’s for Jackie’s third birthday. Jack wore a ball cap and glasses so
         people wouldn’t recognize him during his fifteen minutes of “infamy.” On the table in front of him were a half-eaten cheese
         pizza and a mass-produced birthday cake. While Jackie jumped into mounds of balls along with a zillion other kids, Cory sat
         slumped in a corner looking like he would rather be attacked by sharks than be here. Jack didn’t even know where Mikki was.
         The only moment in his life worse than this was when the cop told him Lizzie was dead.
      


  Later, after they returned home, Jackie played with the monster truck that Jack had rushed out to buy him the night before.
         Cory had escaped into the backyard.
      


  “You like the truck?” Jack asked quietly.


  Jackie made guttural truck noises and rolled it across his dad’s shoulder.


  At least I’ve still got one kid who doesn’t hate me.


  Carrying his youngest son, Jack walked up the stairs and peered inside Mikki’s bedroom. It was small, lighted by a single
         overhead fixture that gave out meager illumination, and her clothes were all over the floor. A half-empty jar of Nutella sat
         on a storage box. Her guitar and keyboard were in one corner. A device to mix musical tracks was on the floor. Sheet music was stacked everywhere. There was an old beat-up microphone on a metal fold-up table that she used as a desk.
      


  Jack put his son down and then walked over and picked up some of the music. It was actually blank sheets with pencil notes
         written in, obviously by his daughter. Jack couldn’t read music and didn’t know what the markings represented, but they looked
         complicated. She could create this but couldn’t even manage a B in math or science? Then again, he hadn’t been a great student
         either, except in the subjects that interested him.
      


  He took Jackie’s hand and walked into the bedroom the boys shared. It was far more cluttered than Mikki’s because it was smaller
         and housed two people instead of one. The beds were nearly touching. There was a small built-in shelf crammed with toys, books,
         and junk that boys tended to collect. Cory had stacked his clothes neatly in the small bureau Jack had gotten thirdhand. Jackie’s
         clothes were on top of the bureau.
      


  Jack noticed a box crammed with papers on the floor next to Cory’s bed. He looked inside. When he saw the top page, he started
         going through the rest. It was printed information about his disease. He saw, in Cory’s handwriting, notes on the pages.
      


  “He thought maybe he could find a cure.”


  Jack spun around to see Mikki standing there.


  She came forward. “He wanted to save you. Dumb, huh? He’s only a kid. But he meant well.”


  Jack slowly rose. “I didn’t know.”


  “Well, to be fair, you were pretty out of it at the time.” She sat down on one of the beds, while Jackie rushed toward her
         and held out his truck for her to see. “That’s really cool, Jackie.” She hugged her brother and said, “Happy birthday, big
         guy.”
      


  “Big guy,” repeated Jackie with a huge smile.
      


  She glanced at her dad. “It’s a nice gift.”


  “Thanks.” He stared back at her. “So where does that leave us?”


  “This is not where we say stupid stuff and hug and then bawl our eyes out and everything is okay, cue the dumb music. It’s
         one day at a time. That’s life. Some days will be good and some days will suck. Some days I’ll look at you and feel mad; some
         days I’ll feel crappy about being mad at you. Some days I’ll feel nothing. But you’re still my dad.”
      


  “The thing is, I was supposed to be gone, not your mom. I’d accepted that. But then your mother was gone. And somehow I got
         better. It just wasn’t supposed to happen that way.”
      


  “But it did happen exactly that way. You are here. Mom isn’t.”
      


  “So where do we all go from here?”


  “You’re really asking me?”


  “You obviously know a lot more about this family than I do.”


  His cell phone rang. He looked at the caller ID. It was Bonnie’s number. Now what? Hadn’t she done enough damage?


  “Hello?” he said, bracing for a fight.


  It was Fred. He sounded tired, and there was something else in his voice that made Jack stiffen.


  He said, “Fred, is everything okay?”


  “Not really, Jack, no.”


  “What is it? Not Bonnie?”


  “No.” He paused. “It’s Cecilia. She died about two hours ago.”
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  Though she’d lived the last ten years in Ohio with her daughter and son-in-law, except for her short stint in Arizona, Cecilia
         Pinckney was a southerner through and through. She’d requested to be buried in Charleston, South Carolina, in the family crypt.
         So Jack bundled the kids into a pale blue 1964 VW van with white top that Sammy had lovingly restored, and headed south. A
         large crowd gathered under a very hot sun and high humidity for the funeral. Bonnie looked older by ten years, shrunken and
         bowed. Seeing this, Jack couldn’t bring himself to offer anything other than brief condolences. As she looked up at him, Jack
         thought he could see some affection for him underneath all the sorrow.
      


  “Thank you for coming,” she said.


  “Cecilia was a great lady.”


  “Yes, she was.”


  “When some time has passed, we need to talk.”


  She slowly nodded. “All right. We probably should.”


  After the service was over, Jack and the kids drove back to the hotel, where they were crammed into one room. Jack had just taken off his tie and jacket when the hotel phone rang. He
         answered, thinking it might be Fred, but it was a strange voice.
      


  “Mr. Armstrong, I’m Royce Baxter.”


  “Okay, what can I do for you?”


  “I had the pleasure of being Mrs. Cecilia Pinckney’s attorney for the past twenty years.”


  “Her attorney?”


  “That’s right. I was wondering if I could meet with you for a little bit. My office is only a block over from your hotel.
         Fred O’Toole told me where you were staying. I assumed you’d be heading back to Ohio soon, and I thought I would catch you
         before you left. I know the timing is bad, but it is important and it won’t take long.”
      


  Jack looked around at the kids. Jackie was passed out in a chair, and Cory and Mikki were watching TV.


  “Give me the address.”


  Five minutes later he was sitting across from the very prim and proper Royce Baxter, who was dressed in a dark suit. He was
         in his sixties, about five-ten, with a bit of a paunch and a good-natured face.
      


  “Let me get down to business.” Baxter drew a document out of a file. “This is Ms. Cecilia’s last will and testament.”


  “Look, if she left me anything, I really don’t feel that I should accept it.”


  Baxter peered at him over the document. “And why is that?”


  “It’s sort of complicated.”


  “Well, she made this change to her will very recently. She told me that even if you never used it, it would always be there
         for you.”
      


  “Well, what is it exactly?” Jack said curiously.


  “The old Pinckney house on the South Carolina coast in a town called Channing.”
      


  “The Palace, you mean?”


  “That’s right. So you know about it?”


  “Lizzie told me about it. But I’ve never been there. Once she moved to Ohio she never went back.”


  “Now, let me warn you that while it’s right on the beach, it’s not in good condition. It’s a big, old, rambling place that
         has never been truly modernized. But it’s in a lovely location. The coastal low country is uniquely beautiful. And I say that
         with all the bias of a proud South Carolinian. Ms. Cecilia told me that you’re very good with your hands. I believe she thought
         you were the perfect person to take care of it.”
      


  “Beachfront? I couldn’t afford the real estate taxes.”


  “There are none. Years ago Ms. Cecilia placed the property into a conservancy so it could never be sold and developed. She
         and her descendants can use the property but can never sell it. In return the taxes were basically waived.”
      


  “But we’ve got a home in Cleveland. The kids are in school.”


  “Ms. Cecilia thought that you might have some trepidation. But since most of the summer is still ahead of us, the issue of
         school does not come into play.”
      


  Jack sat back. “Okay. I see that. But I still don’t think—”


  Baxter interrupted. “And Cecilia said that you told her that Lizzie was thinking of taking the kids there this summer.”


  “That’s right, Lizzie was. She told me that. I thought it was a good idea but…” Jack’s voice trailed off. He’d made Lizzie
         promise him that she would take the kids to the Palace. Now she couldn’t.
      


  Baxter fingered the will and studied him. “Would you like to see it before you make up your mind?”


  “Yes, I would,” Jack said quickly.
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  Less than two hours after leaving Royce Baxter’s office, Jack and the kids pulled down a sandy drive between overgrown bushes
         after following the directions the lawyer had given him. He surveyed the landscape. There were marshes nearby, and the smell
         of the salt water was strong, intoxicating.
      


  “Wow!” said Cory as the old house finally came into view.


  Jack pulled the VW to a stop, and they all climbed out. Jack took Jackie’s hand as they walked up to the front of the house,
         which was shaded by two large palmetto trees. It was an elongated rambling wood-sided structure, with a broad, covered front
         porch that ran down three-quarters of the home’s face. A double door of solid wood invited visitors to the entrance. The wood
         siding was faded and weathered but looked strong and reliable to Jack’s expert eye. The hurricane shutters were painted black,
         but most of the paint was gone, leaving the underlying wood exposed to the elements. Five partially rotted steps carried them
         up to the front entrance.
      


  The furniture on the porch was covered. When Jack and the kids looked underneath, they found quite the mess, along with animal nests. One squirrel jumped out and raced up a support
         post and onto the roof, which had many missing shingles, Jack had already noted. A snake slid out from under a pile of wood,
         causing the older kids to scream and run. Jackie approached the serpent and attempted to pick it up before Jack snatched him
         away. He looked at the other kids, who were cowering by the VW.
      


  “It’s a black snake. Not poisonous, but it will bite, so stay clear of it.” He watched as the snake slowly made its way down
         the steps and into the underbrush around the house.
      


  “They don’t have giant snakes in Cleveland,” said a breathless Cory.


  “It was only a three-footer, son. And there are snakes in Ohio.”
      


  That information did not seem to make Cory feel any better.


  “Come on,” said Jack. “Let’s at least check it out while we’re here.”


  Using the key Baxter had given him, he opened the front door and went inside with Jackie. He turned to check on the other
         two kids. They hadn’t budged from next to the VW. “Remember, guys, that snake is out there with you, not in here with us.”
      


  A moment later, the two kids flew up the front steps and past their dad into the house, with Cory screaming and looking behind
         him for the “giant freaking snake.”
      


  Jackie and his father exchanged a glance.


  Jackie pointed at his brother and said, “Corwee funny.”


  “Yeah, he’s a riot,” said Jack, shaking his head.


  Inside, the spaces were open and large, with high, sloped ceilings where old fans hung motionless. The kitchen was spacious
         but poorly lighted by tiny windows, and the bathrooms were few in number and small. There was an enormous stone fireplace
         that reached to the ceiling in the main living area, a big table for dining that showed a lot of wear and tear, and several
         other rooms that served various purposes, including a laundry room and a small library. On the lower level were an old billiards
         table, its green felt surface worn smooth with use, and a Ping-Pong table with a tattered net. Water toys, flippers, flattened
         beach balls, and the like were stacked in a storage room.
      


  The furniture was old but mostly in good shape. The floors were random-width plank, the walls solid plaster. Jack knocked
         on one section and came away impressed with the craftsmanship. Yet when he stepped toward the back of the house, he drew in
         a breath. The rear of the house was mostly windows and glass doors; there was also a second-floor screened-in porch with stairs
         leading down to the ground. The view out was of the wide breadth of the Atlantic, maybe two hundred feet away, the sandy beach
         less than half that distance.
      


  Jack breathed in the sea air and pointed out to the ocean. “There’s really not a drop of land between here and Europe or Africa,”
         he said. “Just water.”
      


  As the kids stared out at the views, Jack looked down at the backyard. It was sandy, with dunes covered in vegetation. He
         stepped back inside and smelled the burned wood of fires from long ago.
      


  They clumped upstairs and looked through the shotgun line of bedrooms there, none of them remarkable, but all functional.
         Where others might have seen limitations, builder Jack saw potential. All the bedrooms had views of the ocean, and the largest
         one had a small outdoor balcony as well.
      


  “What do you think is up there?” This came from Mikki, who was pointing to a set of stairs at the end of the hall going up
         another half flight.
      


  “Attic, I suppose,” he said.
      


  Jack eased open the door and fumbled for a light switch. Nothing happened when he flicked it, and it occurred to him that
         the power had been turned off when the place became uninhabited. The room was under the eaves of the house, and the ceiling
         slanted upward to a peak. It was large, with two windows that threw in good morning light, though now the sun had passed over
         the house and was going down. There was a bed, an old wrought-iron four-poster, a large wooden desk, a shelf filled with books,
         and an old trunk set in one corner. A door led to a closet that was empty. Jack stepped cautiously over the floor planks to
         test their safety.
      


  “Okay,” he said after his inspection was complete. “Explore.”


  Cory made a beeline for the trunk, while Jack led his youngest over to the desk and helped him open drawers. He glanced back
         at Mikki, who hadn’t budged from the doorway.
      


  “You going to look around?”


  “Why? You’re not thinking about moving here, are you?”


  “Maybe.”


  Her face flushed with anger. “I already had to move to Arizona. And all my friends are in Cleveland. My band, everything.”


  “I’m just looking around, okay?” But in his mind, Jack was already drawing up plans for repairs and improvements.


  In his mind’s eye, there was Lizzie seated next to him on the bed, on what would turn out to be her last day of life.


  You never know, Jack, you might enjoy it too. You could really fix the place up. Even make the lighthouse work again.


  “So Grand left you this place?” asked Mikki.


  Jack broke free from his thoughts. “Yeah, she did.”


  “Well, why don’t you sell it, then? We could certainly use the money.”


  “I can’t. It’s a legal thing. And I wouldn’t have felt right selling it even if I could.”
      


  Mikki shrugged and leaned against the doorway, adopting a clearly bored look.


  Jack glanced over at Cory, who’d nearly tumbled into the large trunk he’d opened in his eagerness. He came up wearing on old-fashioned
         top hat, black cloak, and a half mask covering the upper part of his face.
      


  “Moo-ha-ha-ha,” he said in a dramatically deep voice.


  “That Corwee?” said Jackie, uncertainly, hugging his father tighter.


  “That’s Cory acting funny,” said Jack encouragingly as he gently pried his youngest son’s frantic fingers from around a patch
         of his hair.
      


  Jack picked up a book and opened it, and his jaw dropped.


  “What is it?” asked Cory, who had seen his reaction.


  Jack held up the book. There was a bookplate on the inside cover.


  “Property of Lizzie O’Toole,” read Jack. “This was your mother’s book,” he said. “Maybe they all were.” He looked excitedly
         around. “I bet this was your mom’s room growing up.”
      


  Now Mikki stepped into the room and joined them. “Mom’s room?”


  Jack nodded and pointed eagerly to the desktop. “Look at that.”


  Carved into the wood were the initials EPO. Mikki looked at her dad questioningly.
      


  He said animatedly, “Elizabeth Pinckney O’Toole. That was you mom’s full name. Pinckney was Grand’s maiden name. She kept
         her last name even after she married.”
      


  “Why did Mom leave her books behind?” she asked.


  “Maybe she thought she would come back,” replied Jack uncertainly.
      


  “I remember her telling me about a beach house she grew up in, but she never really said anything else about it. Did you know
         much about it?”
      


  “She told me about it. But I’d never been here before.”


  “Why’d she never bring us here?” Mikki asked.


  “I know that she wanted to. In fact, she was planning to bring all of you here this summer after I… Anyway, that was her plan.”


  “Is that why we’re here, then? Fulfilling Mom’s wishes?”


  “Maybe that’s part of it.”


  Jackie tugged on his dad’s ear.


  “Corwee?” asked Jackie.


  Jackie was pointing at his brother, who was now wearing a pink boa, long white gloves, and a tiara.


  “Still Cory,” said Jack, smiling broadly. “And obviously completely secure in his masculinity.”


  He glanced at Mikki, who was running her fingers over her mom’s initials.


  Jack looked out the window. “Hey, guys. Check this out.”


  The kids hurried to the window and stared up in awe at the lighthouse that rose into the air out on a rocky point next to
         the house.
      


  “It’s really close to the house,” said Mikki.


  Cory added, “Do you think it belongs to us too?”


  Jack said, “I know it does. Your mom told me about it. It was one of her favorite places to go.”


  They rushed outside and over to the rocky point. The lighthouse was painted with black and white stripes and was about forty
         feet tall. He tried the door. It was locked, but he peered through the glass in the upper part of the door. He saw a spiral wooden staircase. There were boxes stacked against one wall,
         and everything was covered in dust.
      


  “What a mess,” said Mikki, who was looking through another pane of glass.


  On the exterior wall of the lighthouse was an old, weathered sign. He scraped off some of the gunk and read, “Lizzie’s Lighthouse.”
         Jack stepped back and stared up at the tall structure with reverence.
      


  Cory looked at the hand-painted sign. “How could this be Mom’s lighthouse?”


  “Well, it was one of her favorite places, like I said,” answered his father, who was now circling the structure to see if
         there was another way to get in. “Isn’t it cool?”
      


  “It’s just an old lighthouse, Dad,” Mikki said.


  He turned to look at her. “No, it was your mom’s lighthouse. She loved it.”
      


  Jackie pulled on his dad’s pants leg again. He pointed at the lighthouse.


  “What dat?”


  Cory said, “It’s a lighthouse, Jackie. Big light.”


  “Big wight,” repeated Jackie.


  Jack gazed around at the property. “I’m sold.”


  “What?” exclaimed Mikki.


  “This will be a great place to spend the summer.”


  “But, Dad,” protested Mikki. “It’s a dump. And my friends—”


  “It’s not a dump. This is where your mother grew up,” he snapped. “And we’re moving here.” He paused and added in a calmer tone, “At
         least for one summer.”
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  Back in Cleveland, they moved out of the rental and parked their few pieces of furniture at Sammy’s place, because he’d decided
         to come with them to South Carolina.
      


  “What am I gonna do by myself all summer?” he’d said when told of the family’s plans. “And Sam Jr. expects the kids to be
         around now. Whines all the time when they’re not here. I mean, I can get by without you folks, but it’s the damn dog that
         troubles me.”
      


  They closed up Sammy’s garage house and pushed Sam Jr.’s big butt into the VW, and off they went. Sammy drove the VW, and
         Jack followed in his pickup truck with Sammy’s Harley tied down in the cargo bed. They made one stop, though, to Lizzie’s
         grave. Jack knew it would be hard on everyone, but he also didn’t want the kids to leave without going there to visit their
         mom.
      


  They put fresh flowers in the vase, and each of the kids said something to their mother, though Mikki’s remarks were inaudible. Jack stood behind them, trying to hold the tears back. When Jackie wanted to know where his mom was, Mikki told
         him that she was sleeping. Jackie lay down next to his mom’s grave and started whispering things as though he didn’t want
         to wake her. At that point Jack disappeared behind some bushes and cried into his hands.
      


  They split the trip up into two days, spending the night in adjoining rooms at a motel outside of Winston-Salem, North Carolina.
         They left Sam Jr. in the van with the windows down and a big pan of water; he was too big to climb through the opening. But
         around midnight he started howling so mournfully that Jack and Sammy had to run out and bundle him into their room before
         anyone could see them. That night, Sam Jr. slept curled up around Jackie on a blanket on the floor.
      


  Jack woke up early in the morning and went outside to get some fresh air. He found Mikki already fully dressed and leaning
         against the VW.
      


  “What’s up?” he asked, stretching out his back.


  “Why are we doing this?” she said in a surly tone.


  “Doing what?”


  “You know what!”


  He walked over to her. “What is your problem?”


  “I don’t have a problem. Do you?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “We just settled back in Cleveland, Dad. And now you’re moving us down to South Carolina.”


  “Yeah, to the home where your mom grew up.”


  “Okay, Dad, but in case you didn’t realize it, Mom’s not there.”


  She turned and walked back to her room.


  Jack stared after her, shook his head, and headed off to get ready for the rest of the trip.
      


  They got an early start and arrived in Channing, South Carolina, before lunch. Jack had had the electricity and water turned
         back on at the beach house before they got there. He’d also found a cable TV provider, so when they hooked up the TV they’d
         brought it actually worked. Huge TV watchers Jackie and Cory were immensely relieved by this development.
      


  It didn’t take them long to unload. They put the Harley under a side deck. As they were carrying things in, Jack found an
         envelope on the knotty pine kitchen table. It was addressed to him with a Post-it note on the outside from the lawyer, Royce
         Baxter. It read,
      


  

    This is a letter that Ms. Cecilia left for you, with instructions to deliver it to you when you moved into the beach house.


  


  “Man,” said Sammy, dumping his old army duffel bag on the floor and looking around. “This place is something else.”


  “This ‘something else’ needs a lot of work,” said Jack. “But it’s got great bones. I made a list when I was down here before.
         We’ll need materials and a lot of sweat. There’s a hardware store the lawyer recommended that’s not too far from here.”
      


  Sammy looked at him curiously. “Fixing it up? You said you couldn’t sell it.”


  “That’s right, I can’t.”


  “So why are you planning to fix it up?”


  “Because Lizzie—I mean, because we might be staying down here.”


  “Staying down here? For how long?”
      


  Jack didn’t answer but pointed out the window.


  Sammy exclaimed, “Is that a lighthouse?”


  “Yep.”


  “Does it work?”


  “No. But it used to. That’s Lizzie’s Lighthouse.”


  “Lizzie’s Lighthouse?”


  “Yeah. It was kind of her place.”


  Sammy eyed the letter that Jack was holding. “What’s that?”


  “Just something from Cecilia’s lawyer.” Jack stuffed the letter into his pocket, and they all spent the next several hours
         putting things away, cleaning up, and exploring. After that they changed into bathing suits. The kids sprinted toward the
         water, with Mikki in the lead, Cory second, and Jackie bringing up the rear. Sam Jr. stayed back with him, keeping pace with
         the chubby-legged three-year-old, who ran on his tiptoes. Sammy and Jack carried towels, a cooler, beach chairs, and an umbrella
         to stick into the sand. They’d found the chairs and umbrella in the lower level of the Palace.
      


  After playing in the water for a while, Cory went up to the house and returned with a tattered old football.


  “Hey, Dad,” he called out. “Can you throw with me?”


  Jack didn’t look thrilled by the request; he was tired. However, right before he was about to decline, a memory struck him.


  It had been a basketball, not a football. In his driveway. His father had driven up after work, and six-year-old Jack was
         bouncing his new ball. He’d asked his dad to play with him. He wasn’t sure if his dad had even answered. All he’d remembered
         was the side door closing with a thud. And if that memory had stuck with him all these years?
      


  He got up from his chair. “You’re on, Cor.”
      


  Sammy said, “Okay, big guy, show your old man some moves.”


  They threw for more than an hour. Jack hadn’t lost his touch from high school. And Cory, after a few dropped balls, started
         catching everything that came his way. Jack could see the athleticism showing through his son’s chubby, prepubescent frame.
         Jackie, and even Mikki, finally joined them, and Jack ran them through some old high school football plays he remembered.
      


  After everyone was sufficiently exhausted, Cory said, “Thanks, Dad, that was great.”


  Jack rubbed his son’s head. “Nice soft pair of hands you got. Wish I had you on my football team in high school.”


  Cory beamed and Jackie squealed, “Me too?”


  Jack snatched Jackie up, held him upside down, and ran to the water. “You too.”


  Hours later, the sun started to set while the kids were still running around in knee-deep water, building castles, chasing
         wide-butted Sam Jr., and throwing a Frisbee that they’d also found in the house. Sammy and Jack sat back in the tattered beach
         chairs, Jack with a Coke and Sammy with a Corona.
      


  Sammy finally tipped his baseball cap over his eyes and leaned back, settling himself so deeply in the chair that his butt
         touched the sand. Jack drew the letter out of his pocket and opened it. In spidery handwriting, Cecilia sent her love and
         hope that Jack and the kids would find as much fun and contentment from the house as she and Lizzie had. As Jack read the
         letter it was as though Cecilia was talking to him in her richly soothing, southern cadence.
      


  She wrote:


  

    My life on earth is over of course, or else you wouldn’t be reading this letter. But I had a fine, old run, did everything
               I wanted to do, and, hell, the things that might’ve got left out I didn’t need anyway.


    I’d never seen a little girl who loved the ocean and sand more than Lizzie. And she loved this old house, even though, as
               you know, it carries some bad memories. And Lizzie’s Lighthouse, as she called it. That child was always up there. I think
               Mikki, Cory, and dear Jackie will love this place too; at least that’s my hope. And I feel sure that you, Jack, will find
               some comfort and peace in the place where Lizzie grew up.


    I know it has been a most difficult and heartbreaking time for you. I know that you loved Lizzie more than anyone could. And
               she loved you just as much back. Fate dealt you a terrible hand by separating you two long before you should have been. But
               remember that every day you wake up to those three darling children, you are waking up to the most precious things that you
               and Lizzie ever made together. Because of that, you will never be apart from the woman you love. That may not seem like nearly
               enough right now, when you want to be with her so badly. But as time goes by, you will realize that it will actually make
               all the difference in the world. It’s not so much that time heals all wounds, honey, as it is that the passage of the years
               lets us make peace with our grief in our way.


    I know they called you the miracle man after you got better. But just so you know, I considered you a miracle from the moment
               you came into Lizzie’s life. And I know she felt the same way. You got a second chance of sorts, son, so you live your life
               good and well. And Lizzie will be waiting for you when your time has run too. And I’ll probably come by for a cup of coffee myself. Until then, keep hugging
               those precious children and take care of yourself.


    

      Love,


      Cecilia


    


  


  Jack slid the letter back in his pocket, drew a long breath, and wiped his eyes. Even though he had never been to this place
         before, he felt like he’d just come home. He rose, took off his shoes, and jogged out toward the water to be with his kids.
         When they were tired out and headed inside for a late dinner, Jack stayed behind, walking along the beach as the sun dropped
         into the horizon, burning the sky down to fat mounds of pinks and reds. The warm waters of the Atlantic washed over his feet.
         He stared out to sea, one of his hands absently feeling for the letter in his pocket. It had been a good first day.
      


  “Hey, Dad!”


  He turned to see Cory frantically waving to him from the rear screen porch.


  He waved back. “Yeah, bud?”


  “Jackie turned the hose on.”


  “Uhhh… okay?”


  “After he dragged the other end in the house.”


  Jack started to walk fast to the Palace. “In the house? Where’s Sammy?”


  “In the bathroom with a magazine.”


  Jack started to jog. “Where’s Mikki?”


  Cory shook his head helplessly. “Dunno.”


  Jack started to run faster as he yelled, “Well, can’t you turn the hose off or pull it out of the house?”
      


  “I would, but the little knobby thing came off in my hand and Jackie won’t let go of the end of the hose. He’s a lot stronger
         than he looks.” Cory’s eyes grew a little wider. “Is it bad that stuff’s starting to float, Dad?”
      


  Oh, crap.


  Jack started to sprint, rooster tails of sand thrown up behind him. “Jackie!”


  My three precious children. This one’s for you, Cecilia.
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  The next day, while Sammy stayed with the other kids, Jack and Mikki drove in the pickup truck to the hardware store in downtown
         Channing, about three miles from the beach house. Along the way, they reached a stretch of oceanfront that was lined with
         magnificent homes, estates really, thought Jack. There was serious money down here. If he could catch some work from some
         of these wealthy folks, it might really be good.
      


  Mikki said, “Are those like condo buildings?”


  “They’re mansions. This is prime beachfront property here. Those places are worth millions each.”


  “What a waste. I mean, who needs that much room?” she said derisively.


  He glanced at her. “Are you feeling better about things?”


  “No.”


  As they passed one house that was even larger than the others, a teenage girl came out into the cobblestone driveway dressed
         in a bikini top and tiny shorts with the words HUG ’EM printed on the backside. She was blond and tanned and had the elegant bone structure of a model. She climbed into a Mercedes
         convertible about the same time a tall, lean, tousled-haired young man came hustling up the drive. He had on wakeboard shorts
         and a tank top. He hopped in the passenger seat, and the car roared off, pulling in front of their old truck and causing Jack
         to nearly run off the road.
      


  Mikki rolled down the window and yelled, “Jerks!”


  The girl made an obscene gesture.


  “Catch up to them, Dad; I want to kick her butt.”


  “Since when did you develop such anger issues, my little miss sunshine?”


  “What are—” She stopped when she saw him smiling.


  She muttered, “Shut up.”


  They reached Channing and climbed out of the truck. Jack had on jeans and a white T-shirt and sneakers. Mikki was dressed
         in knee-length cotton shorts and a black T-shirt. Her skin was pale, and her hair was now partially green and purple. His
         daughter’s supply of hair colors seemed endless.
      


  Mikki looked around as Jack checked his list of supplies.


  “Looks like something right out of Nick at Nite,” she said. “Pretty old-fashioned place.”


  Jack looked around and had to admit, it was a little like stepping back in time. The streets were wide and clean and the storefronts
         well maintained. The shops were mostly mom-and-pops. No big-box retailers here, it seemed. A bank, grocery, large hardware
         store, barber’s shop with a striped pole, restaurants, an ice cream parlor, and a sheriff’s station with one police cruiser
         parked in front were all in his line of sight. They also saw a public library with a sign out front that advertised free Wi-Fi
         service inside.
      


  Mikki said, “Well, at least we can get online here.”
      


  People walked by in shorts and sandals; some of the older ladies had scarves around their heads. One elderly gent had on seersucker
         shorts, white socks, and white sandals. Others rode bikes with wicker baskets attached to the fronts. A few people had dogs
         on leashes, and some kids ran up and down the street. Everyone was very tanned. There was also a sense of prosperity here.
         Most of the cars parked along the street were late-model luxury sedans or high-dollar convertibles. Some had out-of-state
         license plates, but most were from South Carolina. But then Jack noted dented and dirty pickup trucks and old Fords and Dodges
         rolling down the street. The people in those vehicles looked more like he did, Jack thought. Working stiffs.
      


  They passed a shabby-looking building with a marquee out front that read, CHANNING PLAY HOUSE. An old man was sweeping the pavement in front of the double-door entrance. Next to the entrance was a glass ticket window.
         The man stopped sweeping and greeted them.
      


  “What’s the Channing Play House?” Jack asked.


  “Back in its day it was one of the finest regional theater houses in the low country,” said the man, who introduced himself
         as Ned Parker.
      


  “Regional theater?” said Jack.


  Parker nodded. “We had shows come all the way down from New York City to perform. Singers, dancers, actors; we had it all.”


  “And now?” Jack said.


  “Well, we still have the occasional performance, but it’s nowhere near what it used to be. Too many video games and big-budget
         movies.” He pointed at Mikki. “From your generation, missy.”
      


  Mikki pointed to the marquee, which read, CHANNING TALENT COMPETITION. “What’s that?”
      


  “Hold it every year in August. Folks compete. Any age and any act. Baton, dancing, fiddling, singing. Lot of fun. It’s a hundred-dollar
         prize and your picture in the Channing Gazette.”
      


  They continued on, and Jack and Mikki went to the local, well-stocked hardware store and purchased what they needed. A young
         man who worked at the store helped Jack load the items. Jack noticed that the boy was giving Mikki far more attention than
         he was Jack. He stepped between the young man and his daughter. “Some of this stuff won’t fit in my truck bed,” Jack pointed
         out.
      


  Before the helper could answer, a stocky man in his seventies with snow-white hair strolled out. He was dressed in pleated
         khaki pants and a dark blue polo shirt with the hardware store’s name and logo on it.
      


  He said, “That’s no problem; we deliver. Can have it out there today. You’re in the Pinckney place, right?”


  Jack studied him. “That’s right; how’d you know?”


  He put out his hand and smiled. “You beat me to it. I was coming out to see you later today and formally introduce myself.
         I’m Charles Pinckney, Cecilia’s ‘little’ brother.” He turned to Mikki and extended his hand. “And this must be the celebrated
         Mikki. Cee wrote me often about you. Let me see, she said you could play a guitar better than anyone she’d ever heard and
         were as pretty as your mother. I haven’t heard you play, but Cee was spot-on with her assessment of your beauty.”
      


  In spite of herself, Mikki blushed. “Thanks,” she mumbled.


  Pinckney looked at the young helper. “Billy, take the rest of these materials and set it up for delivery.”


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Pinckney.” He hurried off.
      


  Jack said, “Now I remember. You were at the funeral, but we didn’t get a chance to talk.”


  Pinckney nodded slowly. “I’m the only one left now. Thought for sure Cee would outlive me, even though she was a lot older.”


  “There were ten kids? At least that’s what Lizzie told me.”


  “That’s right. Mother and Dad certainly did their duty. I was the closest with Cee. We talked just about every day. Feel like
         I lost my best friend.”
      


  “She was a fine lady. Really helped me out.”


  “She was one of a kind,” agreed Pinckney. “She was duly proud of her heritage. Not many ladies of her generation kept their
         maiden name, but it wasn’t a question for her. In fact, she told her husband he could change his surname to Pinckney if he
         wanted, but she wasn’t switching.” He chuckled at the memory.
      


  “Sounds like Cecilia.”


  “She thought a lot of you. I suppose that’s why she left you the Palace. She loved that place. Wouldn’t have left it to just
         anyone.”
      


  “I appreciate that. But it came as a total shock. I knew about the place and all, but I’d never been here.”


  “Cee actually talked to me about it. I know she wanted you to have it, and I was all for it. Especially after Lizzie died.
         She loved the place too, maybe more even than Cee.”
      


  Mikki, who’d been listening closely, added, “If she loved the place so much, why did they move to Cleveland?”


  Pinckney said, “I think it had to do with Fred’s work.”


  “People don’t buy cars down here?”


  “Mikki, knock it off,” said her father.


  “So why do you call it the Palace?” asked Mikki.
      


  Pinckney grinned. “It was our mother’s doing. Her mother and father, my grandparents, were quite the Bible thumpers, but she
         wasn’t. Naming it the Palace made it seem like it was a casino or a saloon or something. It worked. Her parents never visited
         there, far as I know,” he added with a smile.
      


  “Sounds like my kind of woman,” Mikki said tartly.


  Pinckney looked at the materials in Jack’s truck. “So, fixing the place up?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Cee said you were great with your hands.”


  “If you hear of anyone who needs work done, let me know. I’m not in a position where I can just take the summer off. I’ve
         got a lot of mouths to feed.”
      


  “I’ll put the word out. Good luck with the Palace. Love to see the old place like it used to be.”


  “Thanks,” Jack said. “It has great bones, just needs some TLC.”


  “Don’t we all,” said Pinckney. “Don’t we all.”
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  “Friendly people,” remarked Mikki grudgingly as they continued down the street.


  “Southern hospitality, they call it. Hey, how about some lunch before we head back?”


  “Dad, you don’t have to—”


  “It’s just lunch, Mik. Work with me here, will you?”


  “Fine,” she said dully.


  As they rounded the corner, the Mercedes sports car that had almost caused them to wreck earlier flew around the same corner.
         The girl’s head was swaying to the music blasting from the car’s radio. The same young man was in the front seat next to her.
      


  Mikki yelled, “Hey!”


  “Mik,” said her dad warningly.


  But she was already in the street flagging the car down. The girl hit her brakes and snapped, “What the hell do you think
         you’re doing?”
      


  “First, turn off that crap you think is music,” said Mikki. The girl made an ugly face, but the guy hit the button and the sounds died.
      


  “You cut us off earlier and almost made my dad roll his truck.”
      


  The girl laughed. “Is your hair naturally that color, or did someone throw up on it?”


  The guy grimaced. “Tiff, knock it off.”


  The girl gave Mikki a condescending look and then laughed derisively. “Okay, whatever. Hey, sweetie-pie, now, why don’t you
         go on off and play somewhere.” She hit the gas, and they sped off.
      


  “Creeps,” Mikki screamed after them. She glared over at her dad. “Wow. So much for Southern hospitality.”


  When she saw the sign a few moments later, her face brightened. “Okay, that is the place for lunch.”
      


  Jack looked where she was pointing.


  “Little Bit of Love Bar and Grill?” Jack read. “Why is that the place?”


  “Come on, Dad, I have to see if this is what I think it is.”


  She hurried inside, and Jack followed. There were twenty retro tables with red vinyl covers on them and chairs with yellow
         vinyl covers. The floor was a crazy pattern of black-and-white square tiles. The walls were covered with posters of famous
         rock-and-roll bands. Behind the bar, which took up one entire wall, were acoustic, bass, and electric guitars along with various
         costumes actually worn by band members, all behind Plexiglas. Stenciled on another wall were lyrics from famous rock songs.
      


  Mikki looked like she’d just discovered gold in a tiny coastal town in South Carolina. “I knew it. So cool.”


  Most of the tables were occupied, and the bar was doing a brisk business. Waiters and waitresses dressed in jeans and T-shirts
         were moving trays of food and drink from the kitchen to the patrons. Along another wall were old-fashioned pinball machines,
         all with a musical theme.
      


  A woman about Jack’s age headed toward them.


  “Two for lunch?” the woman said.


  Jack caught himself staring at her. She was tall and slim and had dark hair that curved around her long neck. Her eyes were
         a light blue, and when she smiled Jack felt his own mouth tug upward in response.
      


  “Um, yeah,” said Jack quickly. “Thanks.”


  They followed her to a table, and she handed them menus.


  “I can take your drink order.”


  They told her what they wanted. She wrote it down and said, “Haven’t seen you before.”


  Jack introduced himself and Mikki.


  “I’m Jenna Fontaine,” she said. “I own this pile of bricks.”


  “As soon as I saw the name, I just knew,” said Mikki.


  Jack looked at her. “What do you mean?”


  Jenna and Mikki exchanged smiles. Mikki said, “Def Leppard, am I right?”


  “You know your rock-and-roll lyrics.” When Jack still looked puzzled, Jenna said, “ ‘Little Bit of Love’ is a Def Leppard
         song.”
      


  “So you’re into music?” said Jack.


  “Yes, but not nearly as much as that guy.”


  She pointed to a tall, lanky teenager with long black hair who was setting plates full of food down at the next table.


  “That’s Liam, my son. Now, he’s the musical madman in the family. When I decided to chuck the life of a big-city lawyer and move here and open a restaurant, the theme and décor
         were his idea.”
      


  Mikki eyed Liam and then turned back to her. “Does he play?”


  “Just about any instrument there is. But drums are his specialty.”


  Mikki’s eyes glittered with excitement for the first time since stepping foot in South Carolina.


  “I take it you’re into music too,” said Jenna.


  “You could say that,” said Mikki modestly.


  “So where y’all staying?”


  “My great-grandma left us a house.”


  “Wow. That’s pretty impressive. Well, enjoy your lunch.”


  She walked off, and Jack looked down at the menu but wasn’t really seeing it.


  Mikki finally touched his hand, and he jumped.


  “Dad?”


  “Yeah?”


  “She’s really pretty.”


  “Is she? I didn’t notice.”


  “Dad, it’s—”


  “Mik, let’s just get something to eat and get back, okay? I’ve got a lot of work to do.”


  After Mikki took refuge behind her menu, Jack snatched a glance at Jenna as she seated another party. Then he looked away.
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  It took several days of backbreaking work to thoroughly clean the house, and all the kids pitched in, although Mikki did so
         grudgingly and with a good deal of complaining. “Is this how the summer’s going to go?” she said to her dad as she scrubbed
         down the kitchen sinks. “Me being a slave laborer?”
      


  “If you think this is tough, join the army. There you clean the floor with a toothbrush, and it only takes about twelve hours,
         until they tell you to do it again,” Jack told her. She glared at him darkly as he walked off with a load of trash.
      


  They next attacked the outside, cleaning out flower beds, pruning bushes, clearing away dead plants, and power washing the
         decks and the outdoor furniture. The rest of the acreage was beyond their capability—and Jack’s wallet.
      


  With much tugging and cursing, Jack and Sammy were finally able to get the door to the lighthouse open. As Jack stepped into
         the small foyer, dust and disturbed spiderwebs floated through the air. He coughed and looked around.
      


  The rickety steps looked in jeopardy of falling down. He looked through some of the boxes stacked against the wall. There was mostly junk in them, though he did find a pair of tiny
         pink sneakers that had the name “Lizzie” written on the sides in faded Magic Marker. He held them reverently and imagined
         his wife as a little girl prancing around in them on the beach. He looked through some other boxes and found a few things
         of interest. He carried them up to his bedroom.
      


  They all trooped down to the beach that afternoon and ate lunch, letting the sun and wind wash over them. After the meal was
         over, Jack looked at Mikki, grinned, and said, “Let me show you something.”
      


  “What?”


  “Stand up.”


  She did so.


  “Okay, grab me.”


  “What?”


  “Just come at me and grab me.”


  Mikki looked around, embarrassed, at the others. “Dad, what are you doing?”


  “Just grab me.”


  “Fine.” She rushed forward and grabbed him, or tried to. The next instant she was facedown on the sand.


  She lay there for a second, stunned, then rolled over and scowled up at him. “Gee, Dad, thanks. That was really a great closer
         after a picnic on the beach.”
      


  He helped her up. “Let’s do it again, and I’ll show you exactly what I did.”


  “Why?” she asked. “Is this like National Kick Your Daughter’s Butt Day and nobody told me?”


  Sammy interjected. “He’s showing you some basic self-defense maneuvers, Mik.”


  Mikki looked up at her dad. He said, “So you can handle yourself in certain situations. Without me helping,” he added.
      


  “Oh,” she said, a look of understanding appearing on her face.


  They went through the moves a dozen more times, until Mikki had first her dad, then Sammy, and even Cory lying facedown in
         the sand. Jackie begged until she did it to him too, and then started crying because he got sand in his eyes.
      


  “Hello!”


  They all turned to see Jenna Fontaine walking down the beach. She had on shorts and a tank top and a broad-brimmed sun hat.
         She was waving and holding up a picnic basket. “I brought you some things from the café.”
      


  Jack came forward. “There was no need to do that.”


  “No trouble. I know how it is coming to a new place.” She showed him what was in the basket, and then Jack introduced her
         to Cory, Sammy, and Jackie. His youngest son hid behind his dad. She smiled and squatted down. “Well, hello, little man. You
         look just like your daddy.”
      


  “Daddy,” said Jackie shyly, hiding his face.


  Mikki asked, “So where do you live, Jenna?”


  Jenna pointed to the south. “About a half mile that way. We have a rocky point too. So when you hit the rocks, our house is
         the pile of blue shingles with the vibrating roof.”
      


  “Vibrating roof?” said Mikki curiously.


  Jenna looked at Jack. “It’s another reason I stopped by. Charles Pinckney said you were a whiz at building things. He was
         the one who told me you were staying here. What I really need—to stop myself from either killing my son or committing myself
         to a mental institution—is a soundproof room for his music studio.”
      


  “He has a music studio?” exclaimed Mikki.
      


  “Well, he calls it that. Most of the equipment is secondhand, but he’s got a lot of stuff. I don’t understand most of what
         it does, but what I do know is it’s killing my ears.” She looked at Jack again. “Want to come by and give me an estimate?”
      


  Jack looked uncertain for a moment but then said, “Sure, I’d be glad to.”


  “You want to stop by tomorrow evening? Liam will be there, and he can sort of tell you what he needs.”


  “It might be a little expensive,” said Jack. “But we’ve done soundproofing before. You’ll notice a big difference.”


  “I think saving my hearing and my sanity is worth any price. Say about eight?”


  “That’ll be fine,” said Jack.


  Jenna told them her address, waved, and headed off.


  Jack watched her go. When he turned back, he saw Mikki and Sammy staring at him. Jack said nervously, “Uh, I’ve got some stuff
         to do.”
      


  He handed the picnic basket to Mikki and trudged back to the Palace.


  Sammy looked at Mikki. “Is he okay?”


  Mikki glanced in Jenna’s direction, then up to her dad, who was just entering the house. “I don’t know,” she said.


  Jack fell asleep that night with the tiny pair of pink sneakers on his chest.









  26


  Mikki had insisted on coming along with Jack to the Fontaines’ house, so Sammy stayed behind to watch the boys. They drove
         there in Jack’s pickup truck.
      


  Jenna met them at the door and ushered them in. The house was old but well maintained, and the interior was surprising. Instead
         of a typical beach look, it was decorated in a Southwestern style, with solid, dark, and what looked to be handcrafted furniture.
         There were textured walls faux painted in salmon and burnt orange, oil paintings depicting both snowcapped mountains and smooth
         deserts, and brightly colored woven rugs with geometric patterns.
      


  Jenna sat across from him. Jack ran his gaze over her and then looked away. She was wearing white capri pants and a pale blue
         pullover, and her feet were bare.
      


  “Nice place,” said Jack.


  “Thanks. We tried to make it feel like home.”


  “Where’s that?” asked Mikki as she looked around. “Arizona? I was just there recently.”


  Jenna laughed. “I’ve never been to Arizona or the Southwest in general. That’s why I decorated the house this way. Probably
         as close as I’ll ever get, and I love the look and feel of it. We originally came from Virginia. I went to college and law
         school up there. Ended up in D.C., though.”
      


  “You look pretty young to have a teenager,” said Mikki.


  “Mik!” her father began crossly, but Jenna laughed.


  “I’ll take that as a huge compliment. Truth is, I had Liam while I was in high school.” She pursed her lips but then smiled.
         “The best thing that came out of that marriage was Liam.”
      


  “So how did you end up down here?” asked Jack.


  “Got tired of the rat race in D.C. I’d made really good money and invested it well. We came down to Charleston one summer,
         took a drive, happened on Channing, and fell in love with it.” She glanced keenly at Jack. “When I talked to Charles Pinckney,
         he told me about his sister leaving you the Palace. It’s a great old place. Never been inside, but I’ve always loved that
         lighthouse.”
      


  “Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” said Mikki, looking at her dad.


  “My wife grew up in that house,” said Jack.


  “Charles told me about that too.” She paused and added solemnly, “And I’m very sorry for your loss.”


  “Thanks,” said Jack quietly.


  Jenna stood and reassumed a cheery air. “Well, do you want to see the mad musician’s space?”


  Mikki jumped up. “Absolutely.”


  Mikki could see at a glance that it was set up as a recording studio, albeit on a tight budget. To her expert eye, the soundboard,
         mixing devices, mikes, and the like were old and looked jury-rigged. She knew because she and her band had done the very same
         thing. New equipment was far too expensive. A piano keyboard was against one wall; a bass guitar sat in a stand in a corner. A banjo and a fiddle hung on hooks on the
         wall.
      


  And yet there were no sheets of music. No songbooks.


  “Where’s Liam?” Mikki asked. “I thought you said he’d be here.”


  “He’s on his way. He was taking some inventory at the restaurant. What will you be next year, a junior?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Liam too. He goes to Channing High. Only high school in town.”


  “He’s a big kid,” said Jack. “Does he play ball?”


  Jenna smiled and shook her head. “He’s a good athlete, but this”—she pointed at the room—“this is where his heart is.”


  Mikki slid over to the bass guitar. “Do you think he’d mind?”


  “Go for it.”


  Mikki strapped the guitar on, placed her fingers, and started to play.


  “Wow,” said Jenna. “That’s really good.”


  She started to take off the guitar, but a voice said, “Play those last two chords again.”


  They all turned to see Liam standing in the doorway. He had on wire-rimmed glasses and a T-shirt that said SAVE THE PLANET, CUZ I STILL LIVE HERE.
      


  “Liam, I didn’t hear you come in,” said his mother. “Everything okay at the Little Bit?”


  “A place for everything, and everything in its place.” He looked at Mikki again. “So knock those last two chords out.”


  Surprised, but pleased at his request, she did so. The sound rocked the room again.


  He walked over to her and placed her index finger on the guitar neck in a slightly different spot. “Try that; it’ll give the sound more depth,” he said.
      


  Her grin disappeared, and she flushed angrily. “I know how to place my fingers. I’ve been playing since I was eight.”


  He seemed unfazed by her hostility. “So let me hear it now.”


  “Fine, whatever.” She checked the new position of her index finger and played the chord. Her eyes displayed her amazement.
         The sound was far richer. She looked at him with new respect. “How did you figure that one out?”
      


  He held up his hand. His fingers were amazingly long and the tips heavily calloused. “Anatomical.”


  “What?”


  “The fingertip has different strength points on the surface. Once you understand where they are and place your fingers accordingly,
         the tightness on the strings is increased. Gives a fuller sound because there’s less vibration coming off the neck.”
      


  “You worked that out on your own?”


  “Nope. I’m not that smart. Read about it in a article in Rolling Stone,” he said. “So what’s your name?”
      


  “Mikki Armstrong. That’s my dad.”


  Jack and Liam shook hands.


  “Mr. Armstrong is here to see if he can save my hearing,” said Jenna.


  Jack said, “Just call me Jack.”


  Liam grinned. “Think you can help Mom out? I don’t want her going deaf on me. But then again, that might have its advantages.”


  Jenna smacked him lightly on the arm. “Don’t make me put you over my knee at your age.”


  Jack surveyed the room and then went around the space knocking on the walls. “Drywall on two-by-four studs set at standard
         width.” He reached up and tapped the low ceiling at regular intervals. “Same here. Yeah, I can handle it if the hardware store
         has what I need.”
      


  Jenna looked impressed. “When can you start?”


  “Soon as I get materials. I’ll work up an estimate so you know how big a hit your pocketbook will take.”


  Mikki blurted out, “My dad is great at this stuff. He can build anything.”


  Jenna smiled. “I believe it.”


  Mikki eyed the room. “Liam, where’s your music?”


  He tapped his head. “All up here.”


  “But what about new pieces? You need sheet music to learn them.”


  “I can’t read music. I play by ear.”


  “Are you kidding?”


  He grinned. “Want to test me?”


  She looked down at the bass guitar she was still holding. When she saw what it was, she exclaimed, “This is a Gibson EB-3
         from the late sixties. Jack Bruce from Cream played one. It’s vintage. How’d you score it?”
      


  “EBay. Saved up two summers for it. Got a great deal. It’s box is so smooth, and the sound is so pure. I think it’s the best
         four-string ever made.”
      


  Jenna looked at Jack. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t speak this language. You want some coffee while our kids talk shop?”


  Jack hesitated, but after a pleading look from Mikki he said, “Sure.”


  After they left, Mikki said, “Okay, Mr. Play-by-Ear, here’s your test.” She played a minute-long piece of a song she’d recently composed. She handed him the Gibson.
      


  “Okay, go for it.”


  He strapped on the bass, set his fingers, and played back her song, note for perfect note.


  Mikki exclaimed, “You’re like Mozart only on percussion and bass. Ever been in a band?”


  He scoffed. “There are no bands in Channing.”


  “Who’re your favs?”


  “Hendrix, AC/DC, Zeppelin, Plant, Aerosmith, to name a few.”


  “Omigod, they’re like my top five of all time.”


  Liam picked up his drumsticks. “Want to score a few sets?”


  She strapped the bass back on. “I’m dying to try out my new fingertip strength points.”
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  Jenna and Jack were sitting out on her rear deck with their mugs of coffee when the music started up. The deck flooring really
         did appear to vibrate.
      


  “Now do you see why I need the soundproofing?” she asked, covering her ears.


  Jack nodded and laughed. “Yeah. I get it. We finally had to get Mikki to start practicing at another kid’s house back in Cleveland.
         Even with that I’m not sure I can hear out of my right ear.”
      


  “The long-suffering parents of musical prodigies. Want to carry our coffee down to the beach? My head is already hurting.”


  They strolled along the sand together. It was well after eight but still light outside. A jogger passed them heading in the
         opposite direction, and an elderly couple were throwing tennis balls to a chubby black Lab. As the dog ran after a ball, the
         man and woman held hands and walked along.
      


  Jenna eyed them and said, “That’s how it’s supposed to turn out.”
      


  Jack glanced at her. “What?”


  She pointed at the couple. “Life. Marriage. Growing old together. Someone to hold hands with.” She smiled. “A fat dog to throw
         balls to.”
      


  Jack watched the old couple. “You’re right, it is supposed to turn out that way.”


  “So your wife grew up here?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Is that why you came down here? Memories?”


  “I guess so,” Jack said slowly. He stopped and turned to her. “And my wife planned to bring the kids down here this summer.
         So I thought I’d do it for her. And I wanted to see the place too.”
      


  “You’d never been here before?”


  Jack shook his head. “My wife had a twin sister who died of meningitis. They lived here for a while longer. But then I guess
         it just wasn’t that… um… good,” he finished, a bit awkwardly.
      


  “I’m so sorry.”


  They started walking again. She said, “So how’re the kids dealing with the move and all?”


  “With three kids, they all sort of handle things differently.”


  “Makes my job seem simple. I’ve only got one.”


  “Well, Mikki is pretty independent. Just like her mom.”


  “She seems fantastic. Liam is not easily impressed when it comes to music.”


  “She and I butt heads a lot. Teenage girls. They need… stuff that dads just aren’t good at.”


  “I feel that deficiency with Liam too, just on the flip side.”


  “He looks like he’s doing fine.”
      


  “Maybe in spite of me.”


  “So you’re divorced now?”


  “Long time. Right after Liam was born. My ex moved to Seattle and has nothing to do with him. I just have to put it down to
         my poor choice in men.”
      


  “How’d you manage college and law school with a kid?”


  “My parents were a huge help. But sometimes I’d take Liam to class with me. You do what you have to do.”


  Jack stopped, picked up a pebble off the beach, and threw it into the oncoming breakers. “Yeah, you do.”


  Jenna sipped her coffee and watched him. “So are y’all just down here for the summer?”


  “That’s the plan. Look, I’ll write up that estimate and get it to you tomorrow.”


  “I tell you what. Why don’t I just give you a check tonight to help cover the materials and you can get started.”


  “You don’t want an estimate?” he said in surprise.


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I trust you.”


  “But you don’t know me.”


  “I know enough.”


  “Okay, thanks for the coffee.” He smiled. “And the trust.”


  “Stop by the Little Bit again. Have to try the killer onion rings.”


  As they walked back, she said, “I really am sorry about your wife.”


  “Me too.” Jack glanced back at the old couple still walking slowly hand in hand. “Me too.”









  28


  Mikki awoke the next morning in her attic bedroom. She stretched, yawned, and sat back, bunching her pillows around her. Then
         she rose, picked up her guitar, and started playing a new song she’d been working on, using the new technique Liam had taught
         her. The long fingers of her left hand worked the neck of the instrument, while her right hand did the strumming. She put
         down the guitar, went to her desk, picked up some blank music sheets, and started making notations and jotting down some lyrics.
         Then she started singing while she played the guitar.
      


  A minute later, someone knocked on her door.


  Startled, she stopped singing and said, “Yeah?”


  “Are you decent?” Jack called through the door.


  “Yes.”


  He opened the door and came in. He had a breakfast tray in hand. Bacon, eggs, an English muffin smeared with Nutella, and
         a glass of milk. He set it down in front of her. Mikki put the guitar aside.
      


  “How’d you know I like Nutella?”
      


  “Did some good old-fashioned reconnaissance.” He pulled a rickety ladder-back chair up next to the bed.


  “What?”


  “Okay, I looked in your room back in Cleveland. Dig in before it gets cold.”


  Mikki began to eat. “Where’s everybody else?” she asked.


  “Still sleeping. It’s early yet. Did you have fun last night with Liam?”


  Mikki swallowed a piece of bacon and exclaimed, “Omigod, Dad, he is, like, so awesome. That thing he showed me with the fingers,
         the pressure points? It works. We played some sets together, and he likes the bands I like, and he’s funny, and—”
      


  “So is that a yes?”


  “What?”


  “You did have a good time last night?”


  She grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, I did. How did things go with Jenna?”


  “I agreed to do the job. She gave me a check to start. Sammy and I will get the materials and go from there.”


  “She seems really cool. Don’t you think?”


  “She’s very nice.” Jack slipped something from his pocket and handed it to her. “I found this in a box in the lighthouse this
         morning.”
      


  “The lighthouse? Pretty early to have already been out there.”


  “Look at the picture.”


  Mikki held it tightly by the edges, her brow furrowing. “Is this Mom?”


  “Yep. There’s a date on back. Your mom was right about your age in that photo. It was taken down here at the beach. It must’ve been the summer before she moved to Cleveland. The lighthouse is in the background.” He paused. “You see, don’t
         you?”
      


  “See what?”


  “That you look just like her.”


  Mikki squinted at the image of her mom. “I do?”


  “Absolutely you do. Well, except for the weird hair color and goth clothes. Your mom was more into ponytails and pastels.”


  “Ha-ha, real funny. And my clothes are not goth, which is, like, so last century anyway.”


  “Sorry. Why don’t you finish your breakfast and we can go for a walk on the beach before things get going.”


  “Is this part of you being a dad thing?” she asked bluntly.


  “Partly, yeah.”


  “And the other part?”


  “I had a long time to be alone after you guys left, and I hated it. I never want to be alone again.”


  As they hit the sand, the sun was slowly coming up and the sky was a sheet of pink and rose with the darkened mass of the
         ocean just below it. There was a wind that had dispelled most of the night’s heat. Gulls swooped and soared over the water
         before diving, hitting the surface and sometimes coming away with breakfast in the form of a wriggling fish.
      


  “It’s really different down here,” said Mikki, finally breaking the silence.


  “Ocean, sand, hotter.”


  “Not just that.”


  “I guess no matter where we’d be right now, it would be different,” he replied.


  “I wake up sometimes and think she’s still here.”


  Jack stopped walking and looked out to the ocean. “I wake up every morning expecting to see her. It’s only when she’s not there that I realize…” He started to walk again. “But down
         here, it’s different. I feel… I feel closer to her somehow.”
      


  Mikki gazed worriedly at her dad but said nothing.


  They threw pebbles into the water and let the fingers of the tides chase them up and down the sand. Mikki found a shell that
         she pocketed to later show her brothers.
      


  “You’ve got a great voice,” he said. “I was listening outside the door this morning.”


  “It’s okay,” she said modestly, although it was clear his praise had pleased her.


  “Do you want to study music in college?”


  “I’m not sure I want to go to college. You didn’t.”


  “That’s true.”


  “I’m not sure the sort of stuff I want to play would be popular in college curriculums or in the mainstream music industry.”


  “What kind is it?”


  “Are you asking just to be polite, or do you really want to know?”


  “Look, do you have to make everything so complicated? I just want to know.”


  “Okay, okay. It’s very alternative, edgy beats, nontraditional mix of instrumentals. No blow-you-out-of-the-house cheap synthesizer
         tricks. And no lollipop lyrics. Words that actually mean something.”
      


  Jack was impressed. “Sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought.”


  “It’s a big part of my life, Dad; of course I’ve thought about it.”


  “It’s nice to have something you’re so passionate about.”


  “Were you ever passionate about anything?”
      


  “Not until I met your mother; then she sort of took up all the passion I had.”


  Mikki made a face. “That is, like, so gross to tell your own daughter.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that. Before your mom came along, I was just drifting. I had my sports and all that. But not much else.
         And my dad was dying of cancer.”
      


  “But you still had your mom.”


  “Yeah, but we had our issues.”


  “Didn’t get along? Like you and me?” she added, poking him in the side.


  “Let’s just say I spent a lot more time at the O’Tooles’ instead of my house.”


  “What was the issue?”


  His expression turned serious. “I’ve never really talked about this with anyone, except your mother. There were no secrets
         between us.”
      


  “Fine, I was just curious. You don’t have to tell me.”


  Jack stopped walking, and she pulled up too.


  “Okay, full confessional. It got to the point where I really wondered if my mom actually loved me.”


  Mikki looked shocked. “She had to love you. She was your mother.”


  “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”


  “Why did you think she didn’t?”


  “Probably because she left when I was seventeen. Right after my dad died.”


  “What? Nobody ever told me that.”


  “Well, it’s not the sort of thing you announce to the world.”


  “What happened?”


  “She met some guy and moved to Florida. She kept the house in Cleveland, and I lived there until I married your mom and enlisted.
         She died in a boating accident when you were still a baby and I was still in the army.”
      


  Mikki looked at him in amazement. “You lived there, what, by yourself?”


  “Didn’t have any other relatives, so yeah.”


  “But you weren’t even out of high school yet.”


  “But I was over sixteen. It wasn’t like foster care was an option. I got part-time jobs to pay for expenses.”


  “My God, Dad. I mean, you were all by yourself.”


  “You like to spend time alone.”
      


  “Yeah, but I could come downstairs and everybody would be there.”


  “Well, I had your mom. She was my best friend. She helped me through some really tough times.”


  When they got back to the Palace, Mikki said, “Thanks for the walk and talk.”


  “Hope it’s one of many this summer.”


  As she ran up the deck steps ahead of her father, Sammy appeared from around the side of the house. “You got an early start.”
         He glanced at Mikki as she went into the house. “Little father-daughter time?”
      


  “She’s a pretty amazing kid, Sammy. Half her life I was carrying a gun for my country. The other half I was driving nails.
         I’ve got a lot to learn about her.”
      


  “Probably why I never got married,” said Sammy. “Too complicated.”


  “You ever regret it? No kids, no wife?”


  “I didn’t, until I started hanging out with you Armstrongs.”
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  Later that week, before her dad left for work and she had to watch the kids, Mikki pulled on some shorts, tennis shoes, and
         a tank top, stretched her legs, and headed to the beach to run. She was naturally athletic, taking after her dad, but she’d
         never gone out for any school sports teams. The jocks at her school were obnoxious, she thought. And she disliked the competitiveness
         of sports. She simply liked to run, not try to beat someone running next to her.
      


  She headed down the beach, listening to tunes on her iTouch. She’d put on lots of sunblock because her skin was still pale
         from the bleak Ohio winter and cold spring. The sun felt great; the views were breathtaking. Her arms pumped, and her long
         legs ate up ground at a rapid pace. People were fishing from the shore; kids were playing in the sand; teenagers were body
         surfing in the rough breakers. Though it was still early, a few people were already lying out on beach blankets, reading and
         talking.
      


  “What the—” she gasped.


  The guy had run right up beside her.
      


  “Hey,” he said, grinning.


  Mikki saw that it was the boy from the Mercedes convertible. He had on board shorts, no shirt. He was lean and muscled. Up
         close he looked like a Ralph Lauren model, which meant she instantly despised him.
      


  She took out her earbuds, though she kept running.


  “The beach is pretty wide,” she said back, trying to look indifferent, “so pick another spot.”


  “I’m Blake Saunders.” As they ran, he put out his hand to shake.


  She ignored it. “Good for you.”


  “Can we stop running for a sec?”


  “Why?”


  “It’s important.”


  She stopped, and he did too.


  “Okay, what?” she demanded.


  “I wanted to apologize for what happened the other day. Tiff can be a real piece of work.”


  “Tiff?”


  “Tiffany, Tiffany Murdoch.”


  Mikki snorted. “She looks like a Tiffany.”


  “Yeah, she’s pretty spoiled. Her dad was some big-shot investment guy in New York before they moved down here and built the
         biggest house on the beach.”
      


  “So why do you hang out with her?”


  “She can be fun.”


  Mikki gave him a scathing look. “Oh yeah, I’m sure she can be fun.” She slapped her behind. “Hug ’em?”


  “No, I didn’t mean it that way.”


  Mikki said, “I’m going to finish my run.”


  “Mind if I jog along with you? I’m the quarterback on the high school football team and I’m trying to keep in shape.”
      


  “Suit yourself, QB.”


  “And your name?”


  She hesitated but then said, “Mikki. Mikki Armstrong.”


  They ran on.


  “So what grade are you in?”


  “Junior next year.”


  “I’ll be a senior. So you guys just moved down here?” said Blake.


  “Yeah, from Cleveland.”


  “Wow, Cleveland.”


  She looked to see if he was making fun of her. “Yeah, Cleveland. Got a problem with that?”


  “No, I meant that was cool. You have a pro football team. Although no more LeBron James.”


  “Yeah, but we have the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.”


  “That’s cool. You play music?”


  “Some, yeah. Mostly guitar. And bass.”


  “I’d like to hear it sometime.”


  “Why?”


  “You’re hard to get to know.”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “Maybe we can hang out sometime.”


  “Again, why? If Tiffany is your type, it would be a waste of time. Because I’m not a Tiffany by any stretch of the imagination.”
      


  “Because it’s nice to meet some people who aren’t from around here. Small towns can be pretty boring.”


  “Well, I plan to run on the beach about this time every day.”


  “Great. Maybe next time I won’t get the evil eye as much.”
      


  He playfully punched her in the arm, and Mikki let slip a tiny smile.


  “Finally, a crack in the armor,” he kidded.


  “Do you know Liam Fontaine?” she asked.


  “Yeah, he’s cool but a little odd.”


  “Odd? Why?”


  “No sports, though I know he’s a good athlete.”


  “Well, he works at the restaurant and he has his music. Not much time for anything else.”


  “Sounds like you already know him.”


  “I met him. He’s an amazing musician.”


  Blake grinned. “Maybe you should ask him out.”


  “Please. I don’t really know him.”


  “That’s all I’m asking for. A chance to get to know you.”


  Later, they finished their run. Blake said, “See you tomorrow?”


  “Okay.”


  “You’re a good runner.”


  “So are you,” she conceded.


  “Have a good one.”


  He took off at a full sprint, and she caught herself admiring his tanned, muscled back and legs. Then she headed on to the
         Palace.
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  At the Channing hardware store, Jack and Sammy loaded up the truck with the materials for the work at Jenna Fontaine’s house.
         Charles Pinckney came outside to see them, and Jack introduced him to Sammy.
      


  “Appreciate the referral, Charles,” said Jack, as he hoisted another box into the truck bed. “And thanks for putting a rush
         on these materials for me. I know it’s not stuff you’d normally keep in stock.”
      


  “Glad to do it. And Jenna is a fine person. She runs the most popular restaurant in town, so she can be a great lead for other
         work.”
      


  “And gorgeous to boot,” said Sammy.


  Both men were wearing cargo shorts, tank tops, and work boots. It was still morning, but the temperature was already in the
         eighties.
      


  “Charles, I had a question,” said Jack. “I was wondering about the lighthouse. Its history.”


  “My father built it along with the house. It was originally listed on the official navigational charts. But one day it just stopped working.”
      


  “Anybody ever try to get it running again?”


  Pinckney looked surprised. “Why, no. What would be the point? By the time it broke, they didn’t use it for a navigational
         aid anymore.”
      


  “Just asking,” said Jack.


  He and Sammy left Pinckney and drove on to Jenna’s house. She’d already left for the restaurant, but she’d pinned a note to
         the front door telling them that the entrance on the lower level was unlocked. They hauled the materials in, and after covering
         all of Liam’s musical instruments and the furniture with drop cloths, they began to tear out the existing drywall. The plan
         was to backfill the wall and ceiling spaces with soundproofing materials and then replace the original drywall with specialized
         denser material that would also act as a sound block.
      


  Around one o’clock they heard someone upstairs.


  “Hello?” It was Jenna’s voice.


  “Down here,” called out Jack.


  She came down the steps carrying a large white bag.


  She held up the bag. “Well, I hope you boys haven’t eaten yet.”


  “You didn’t have to do that,” said Jack.


  “Well, I’m glad you did. I’m hungry,” exclaimed Sammy.


  Jenna smiled and unpacked two large turkey and cheese sandwiches, chips, pickles, cookies, and sodas on a table against a
         wall. While she did this, she gazed around the room. “Boy, you two have been busy.”
      


  Jack nodded. “It’s going better than I thought it would. That means it’ll be less expensive for you.”


  Sammy put down his tools, wiped off his hands on a clean rag, walked over, and examined the food she’d brought. He bowed formally and said, “You are a goddess sent from above for
         two weary travelers.”
      


  Jenna laughed. “It’s so nice to meet a real gentleman.”


  Jack rinsed off his hands using a bottle of water and a rag and sat down across from Sammy. He looked at Jenna. “You didn’t
         bring yourself anything?”
      


  “I always eat early before the lunch crowd gets in. Place is packed. Always is during the summer.”


  “Looks like you have a gold mine there,” Jack noted.


  She sat on a small hassock, crossed her legs, and said, “We do fine. But the profit margins are small and the hours are long.”


  “Buddy of mine ran a restaurant,” said Sammy after he swallowed a bite of his sandwich. “Said it was the hardest work he’d
         ever done.”
      


  Jack munched on a chip and said, “So why do you do it, then, Jenna?”


  Jenna had on a black skirt and a white blouse. She’d slipped her heels off and was rubbing her feet. Jack’s gaze dipped to
         her long legs before quickly retreating. If she noticed, she didn’t react.
      


  “I’m my own boss. I’m a people person. I admit I get a kick out of walking into the Little Bit and knowing it’s mine. And
         it’s something I can leave for Liam, if he wants it, that is. He’ll probably be off touring with a band. But it’ll be there
         for him.”
      


  “Nice legacy for your kid,” said Sammy.


  “I know about Jack, but do you have any children, Sammy?”


  “No, ma’am. Uncle Sam was my family. That was enough.”


  “Uncle Sam? You mean?”


  Jack answered. “Sammy was in the army. ’Nam. After that, Delta Force.”
      


  Jenna looked at Sammy in awe. “That’s pretty impressive.”


  Sammy wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Well, Jack won’t tell you about himself because he’s too damn modest. So I’ll do the
         honors.”
      


  “Sammy,” Jack said in a warning tone. “Don’t.”


  “Two Purple Hearts and a Bronze Star,” Sammy said, giving Jack a defiant look. He pointed to Jack’s bullet wound on his arm.
         “Purple for that.” He pointed to Jack’s scarred calves. “And a Purple for that. And the Bronze for saving a bunch of his buddies
         from an ambush that almost cost him his life.”
      


  Jenna gazed at Jack, her lips slightly parted, her eyes wide. “That’s amazing.”


  “What it was, was a long time ago.” Jack finished his meal and balled up the paper, putting it in the white bag she’d brought.
         “Really appreciate the lunch, Jenna.” He rose. “We need to get back to work, Sammy.”
      


  Jack started cutting out more of the walls.


  Jenna eyed Sammy.


  In a low voice, he said, “He’s a complicated guy.”


  As Jenna watched Jack attack the walls, she said, “I’m beginning to see that.”
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  Later that night, after the kids were asleep, Jack grabbed a flashlight and headed out to the lighthouse. He opened the door
         and shone his light around. He’d already gone through the boxes lining the walls, but now he walked up the rickety stairs
         carefully, testing each step before continuing on.
      


  He heard scurrying feet and flashed his light in time to see a mouse rush past his foot. He kept going as the old wooden stairs
         creaked under his weight. He finally reached the top platform, directly under the access door that led into the space where
         the light mechanism was located.
      


  As Jack moved his light around, it picked out things in the darkness; the images flew by like a reel of black-and-white film
         on an old projector. He stopped at one point and drew closer. It was an old mattress. He knelt down and touched it. Sitting
         on the mattress with its back against the wall of the lighthouse was an old doll. Jack reached down and picked it up. The
         doll’s hair was grimy and moldy, its face stained with dirt and water. Still, he looked at it as though it were a bar of gold.
         He knew this had been Lizzie’s. He’d seen her holding it in an old photo of her as a child.
      


  He stood and moved the light around some more. His beam froze on a picture that had been drawn with what looked to be black
         Magic Marker on the wall. It was a little girl with pigtails and a huge smile. Under the figure was the name “Lizzie.” Next
         to the picture of the girl was a drawing of the lighthouse with the beam on. Above that was written the word “Heaven.” Jack
         noted that the lighthouse beam had been extended out to encompass the word.
      


  He was about to move on when his light caught on something else. He knelt down and held the flashlight close to the wall.
         The image had been partially rubbed out, but Jack could still tell what it was. It was another drawing of a little girl, with
         pigtails. At first Jack thought it was merely a second drawing of Lizzie. But as he eyed the faded image more closely, he
         saw there was a major difference. In the drawing the little girl wasn’t smiling. Her mouth pointed downward.
      


  “Not a happy girl,” whispered Jack. His gaze shot lower. He edged closer to read what was written there on the wall. Three
         letters: “T-i-l.”
      


  It had to refer to Tillie, Lizzie’s twin sister, who’d died of meningitis. He sat back on his haunches and viewed the drawing
         in its entirety. The remaining letters had faded too badly to be read.
      


  The drawing of the beam of light from the lighthouse extended outward but fell short of encompassing the image of Tillie.
         She remained firmly in the dark.
      


  “You never found Heaven, Lizzie. And you never found Tillie.”


  Jack felt tears creep to his eyes, and his lungs suddenly couldn’t get enough air.


  Holding the doll under one arm, he pushed open the door that led to the catwalk encircling the top exterior of the lighthouse.
         Jack stared up at the dark sky. Heaven was up there somewhere. And, of course, so was Tillie.
      


  And now Lizzie too.


  He held up his hand and waved to her. And then, feeling slightly foolish, he let his hand drop but continued to stare up.
         Right this minute his wife seemed so close to him. He shut his eyes and conjured her face. It couldn’t possibly be more than
         six months since he’d heard her voice and her laugh, felt her skin or watched her smile.
      


  It can’t possibly be that long, Lizzie.


  He reached up. His finger covered a star that was probably a trillion light-years away and the size of the sun. But his finger
         covered it all. How close Lizzie must be to him, if he could cover up an entire star with his finger.
      


  Heaven must be right up there.


  He carefully set the doll down and slipped the envelope from his pocket. It had the number three written on the outside. The
         letter was dated December twentieth. He already knew what it said. He’d memorized every word of every letter. But if Lizzie
         could not read them, he would do it for her.
      


  

    Dear Lizzie,


    Christmas is five days away and it’s a good time to reflect on life. Your life. This will be hard. Hard for me to write and
               hard for you to read, but it needs to be said. You’re young and you have many years ahead of you. Cory and Jackie will be
               with you for many more years. And even Mikki will benefit. I’m talking about you finding someone else, Lizzie.


    I know you won’t want to at first. You’ll even feel guilty about thinking about another man in your life, but, Lizzie, it
               has to be that way. I cannot allow you to go through the rest of your life alone. It’s not fair to you, and it has nothing
               to do with the love we have for each other. It will not change that at all. It can’t. Our love is too strong. It will last
               forever. But there are many kinds of love, and people have the capacity to love many different people. You are a wonderful
               person, Lizzie, and you can make someone else’s life wonderful. Love is to be shared, not hidden, not hoarded.


  


  Jack paused for a moment as a solitary tear plunked down on the paper.


  

    And you have much love to share. It doesn’t mean you love me any less. And I certainly could never love you more than I already
               do. But in your heart you will find more love for someone else. And you will make him happy. And he will make you happy. And
               Jackie especially will have a father to help him grow into a good man. Our son deserves that. Believe me, Lizzie, if it could
               be any other way, I would make it so. But you have to deal with life as it comes. And I’m trying my best to do just that.
               I love you too much to accept anything less than your complete and total happiness.


    

      Love,


      Jack


    


  


  Jack slipped the letter into the envelope and put it back in his pocket. He picked up the doll and stared out over the ocean
         for a long time. He finally walked back down the stairs and out into the humid night air. He stared up at the lighthouse.
      


  Lizzie’s Lighthouse.


  He walked back to the house, his heart full of thoughts of what should have been.
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  Mikki rolled over in her bed. Outside she could hear the breakers. The physics of waves crashing on sand had been completely
         foreign to her a short while ago. Now she’d grown so accustomed to their presence that she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to
         be without the sound.
      


  She yawned, sat up, and did a prolonged cat stretch. Glancing at her clock, she saw it was six thirty a.m. She liked to take
         her run around now so she could get back before her dad and Sammy left for work.
      


  She slipped off the long-sleeve T-shirt she normally slept in and pulled on running shorts, a tank shirt, ankle socks, and
         sneakers. She made a pit stop at the bathroom and tied her hair back in a ponytail. On the way out she looked in on both her
         brothers, who shared a room at the end of the hall next to her dad’s bedroom. They were both still asleep. Cory was sprawled
         on his stomach, while Jackie was on his back, but with both legs bent so his covers made a tent.
      


  She smiled as she listened to her brothers’ gentle snores.


  As Mikki passed her dad’s room, she could hear him stirring.
      


  She rapped on the door. “Dad, I’m going running. I’ll put the coffee on. Be back in about an hour.”


  “Okay. Thanks,” came his sleepy response.


  She put on the coffee and laid out two mugs for her dad and Sammy. The men got their own breakfast, but Mikki had been making
         her brothers’ meals. Sometimes it was just cereal. But other times she’d pull out the black skillet and whip up eggs, bacon,
         and something called grits, apparently a Southern thing, which her brothers had instantly loved but she couldn’t stand.
      


  She bounced down the steps and passed through the dunes to the flat beach. She did a more thorough stretch and started her
         run. She kept to the hard, compacted sand, and her long strides carried her down the beach at a rapid clip. About a half mile
         into her run, Blake joined her. They talked as they ran. All normal subjects that teens gabbed about. She found herself liking
         him more, in spite of his association with someone like Tiffany Murdoch. He made her laugh.
      


  He said his good-byes a few miles later and jogged back up to the street.


  Mikki made her turn to head back toward the Palace when she saw someone out in the surf.


  “Liam?”


  She jogged down closer to the edge of the water as he stood up and waved.


  “Early-morning swim?” she asked.


  He high-stepped through the surf to stand next to her.


  “Musicians and short-order cooks come here to keep in shape. And I’m not into running.”


  She smiled and looked out at the water.


  “My mom taught me to swim in a wading pool in our backyard,” she said.
      


  “Always a good skill to have.” He brushed sand out of his hair. “You look like you’re working out. Don’t let me interrupt
         you.”
      


  “Just a few more miles to go.”


  “Miles! I’d be puking.”


  “Come on! You look like you’re in awesome shape.”


  “If I keep eating at the Little Bit, they’ll have to start wheeling me out of the kitchen.”


  “My dad says the soundproofing is coming along.”


  “Then we can really jam. And my mom won’t kill me.”


  “Looking forward to it.”


  Back at the Palace, Mikki showered and changed her clothes. Her dad had surprised her by making breakfast for everyone. Pancakes
         and ham.
      


  “I help,” announced Jackie. He proceeded to pour about a gallon of syrup on his dad’s pancakes.


  Before her dad and Sammy left, Mikki ran back up to her closet to get some things to take down to the beach later with the
         boys. Her bag spilled over, though, and when she started crawling around the floor picking things up, she noticed a loose
         floorboard near the rear of the closet. When she pressed the board up, she saw the edge of the photo. She pulled it out and
         studied the images. She went downstairs and showed her dad, who was finishing up his breakfast.
      


  Jack looked at the picture of Lizzie as a young girl. She was surrounded by her family. A much younger Fred and Bonnie. And
         her siblings.
      


  “See, Dad,” said Mikki. She pointed to one of the people in the photo.


  “Yeah, honey, I see.”
      


  “That was mom’s twin, right? The one who died?”


  “Yes. Her name was Tillie.”


  “Is that why they left here? Not because of Gramps’ job? But because it was so sad with her dying and all?”


  “Yeah,” admitted Jack. “I guess that was part of it.”


  “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to Cory or Jackie. And to lose a twin. It’s like you lost a part of yourself
         in a way.”
      


  “I think you’re right.”


  He held out his hand for the photo, but Mikki drew it back.


  “Do you mind if I keep this?”


  “No, sweetie, I don’t mind at all.”
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  “Bonnie?”


  When Jack had opened the door in answer to the knock, his mother-in-law was the last person he expected to see.


  She was dressed casually in slacks and a turquoise blouse, with sandals on her feet. She slid off her sunglasses and said,
         “Can I come in?”
      


  “Of course.” He moved aside and looked behind her.


  “Fred didn’t come with me,” she said.


  “When did you get in?”


  “A couple of days ago. We’re renting a house on the marsh.”


  “Here?”


  “Yes. This is my hometown.”
      


  “Of course. I was just surprised.”


  They sat on the couch in the front room.


  “I have to say, I was surprised that Mother left the place to you,” she began.


  “No more than I was.”


  “Yes,” she said absently. “I suppose not.”


  Jack hesitated and then just decided to say it. “I heard Lizzie tell you she wanted to bring the kids here after I died.”
      


  Bonnie shot him a glance but said nothing.


  “That stunned you, didn’t it? Her wanting to come back here?”


  “Where are the kids?” she asked, ignoring his question.


  “On the beach. I can call them up.”


  “No, let’s talk first.” She looked around. “I noticed the new boards on the porch and steps, and the yard looks good.”


  “Sammy and I have been doing a little work to it. Electrical, plumbing, roofing, some landscaping.”


  “Probably more than a little.” She stared at him. “I suppose that’s why she left you the place. You could fix it up.”


  “Like I said, it came as a total shock.”


  “She left me a letter that explained things.”


  “She left me one too.”


  “Mother always did think of everything,” Bonnie noted dryly.


  “I’ve been thinking about fixing up the lighthouse too. Lizzie’s Lighthouse.”


  “Please don’t do that. Do you know she became obsessed with that damn thing?”


  “She told me about it,” said Jack. “But she was a little kid.”


  “No, it lasted for years. She would go up in that lighthouse every night. She would make us turn on the light and shine it
         over the sky looking for Tillie.”
      


  “Heaven,” said Jack.


  “What?”


  “Lizzie said she was looking for Tillie in Heaven.”


  “Yes, well, it was very stressful for all of us. And then the light stopped working and she became very depressed. When Fred got the job offer in Cleveland, we jumped at it to get away from here. And to answer your question, I was stunned when she told me she was thinking of coming back here.”
      


  “But she was a grown woman with three kids. She wasn’t going to be searching the sky for Heaven and her dead sister.”


  “Can you be sure of that?”


  “Yeah, I can.”


  “How?”


  “Because I know Lizzie.”


  Bonnie looked away but did not appear to be convinced.


  Jack decided to change the subject. “You and Fred are welcome to use the place anytime you want. It’s certainly more your
         home than mine.”
      


  “That’s very nice of you, but I really couldn’t. It took everything I had just to come here today.” She stood and went over
         to one doorjamb that had horizontal cuts in the wood. “I measured the kids’ heights here. Lizzie grew faster than her older
         sisters. Drove them crazy.”
      


  “We saw that,” said Jack. “I was going to start doing that for Cory and Jackie.”


  Bonnie went over to the window and gazed up at the lighthouse, and then shuddered again. “I can’t believe the damn thing is
         still standing.”
      


  She sat back down. “I’d like to see the kids while Fred and I are here.”


  “Of course. Anytime you want.”


  Jack started to say something else but then caught himself. They were having such an unusually pleasant time together that
         he didn’t want to shatter it. However, Bonnie seemed to sense his conflict.
      


  “What is it?”


  “The tabloid story about the Miracle Man?” he said.
      


  “Disgusting. If I could have found that reporter I would have strangled him.”


  Jack looked confused. “If you could have found him?”


  She stared at him, and then what he was thinking apparently dawned on her. Her face flushed angrily. “Do you really think
         I would have spoken to a trashy gossip paper about my own daughter?”
      


  “But the things in the story. Who else would have known about them?”


  “I don’t know. But I can assure you it wasn’t me. They made Lizzie out to be… well, someone she very clearly wasn’t.”


  “But you never called about it.”


  “Why would I? I knew none of it was true. Lizzie cheating on you? As preposterous as you cheating on her. I knew you never
         would have suspected that about her.”
      


  “And her going back out that night for the meds? You brought me the bag of pills. You seemed really angry about it.”


  Bonnie looked embarrassed. “I was angry about it. But I knew it wasn’t your doing. I called Lizzie thinking she was home. She was at the pharmacy. She told
         me you hadn’t wanted her to go out, that you could do without them. I only acted that way toward you because… well, I’d just
         buried my daughter, and I was hardly thinking clearly. I’m sorry.”
      


  “Okay, I completely understand that.”


  “I care about the children. I want the best for them.”


  “I know; so do I.”


  She drew an elongated breath. “Jack, this is hard, but hear me out.”


  Okay, here it comes, thought Jack. The real reason she’s here.


  “I’ve spoken with numerous doctors since your recovery.”


  “Why would you do that?” he said sharply.
      


  “Because they are only one parent from becoming orphans; that’s why.”


  “I’m alive, Bonnie, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  “Every doctor I talked to said it’s not possible. The disease you have is fatal, without exception. I’m sorry, but that’s
         just what they said.”
      


  “Had. I had the disease. I don’t have it any longer. I was given a clean bill of health.”
      


  “Which these same doctors—and one of them was from the Mayo Clinic—said was also impossible. It does not go away. It may go
         dormant, but it always comes back. And when it does, the consensus is that you won’t have more than a few weeks.”
      


  “Bonnie, why are we having this discussion? Look at me. I’m not sick anymore.”


  “Those three children have been through so much. You on your deathbed. Lizzie dying. Having to be uprooted and moved around
         the country.”
      


  “That was your doing, not mine.”


  “And what choice did I have exactly? Tell me that.”


  Jack looked away. “Okay, maybe you didn’t have a choice. But I don’t see your point now.”


  “What if you get sick again? What if it comes back? And you die? Do you have any idea what it will do to them? A person can
         only take so much misery, so much sorrow. They’re only children; it will destroy them.”
      


  “What do you want me to do? Give them back to you? Go crawl off in a corner and wait and see if I get sick again?”


  “No, but you could come and live with us in Arizona. You and the kids. That way they can get into a stable routine. And if something does happen to you, we’ll be there to help you, and the kids will be used to living with us.”
      


  Jack looked askance at her. “Are you telling me that you’re willing to take me and all three kids?”


  “Yes. Even though Mother left you the Palace, she also left me quite a bit of money. We’re in a position to purchase a larger
         house and have the resources to support all of you.”
      


  “I appreciate that, but I can support my own family,” he said firmly.


  “I didn’t mean it that way.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’m just looking to help you.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  “So you won’t consider my offer?”


  “No, I’m afraid not.”


  Bonnie stood. “Well, I guess that’s that. Can I go and see the children now?”


  “Absolutely. I can take you down there. And I want you involved in the kids’ lives.”


  “I want that too.”
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  On Sunday, while Sammy took his motorcycle for a spin, Jack piled all the kids into the VW and drove into Channing. He’d been
         working hard at Jenna’s house and a few other jobs, and the kids needed a break from the Palace. Jack had gotten hold of Ned
         Parker, and he’d agreed to give the family a behind-the-scenes tour of the playhouse.
      


  Parker met them outside the theater, and over the next hour he took them through the darkened spaces. He showed Cory how to
         manipulate the house lights, lift and lower scenery, move equipment on stage dollies, and work the trapdoor in the middle
         of the stage that would allow people to seem to vanish. Jackie in particular thought that was very cool.
      


  They left the theater and walked along, looking at various restaurants. Someone called out to Jack from across the street.
         He looked over and saw Charles Pinckney hurrying over to them. He was dressed casually in khaki shorts and a short-sleeve
         button-down oxford shirt with a T-shirt underneath it; leather sandals were on his feet.
      


  “Taking the Sabbath off to enjoy some sunshine and the pleasures of Channing?”
      


  Jack nodded. “Get away from the house for a bit. See the town.”


  “You hungry?”


  Jack said, “We’re deciding where to go.”


  Charles’s eyes twinkled. “Then there’s only one real option.”


  “A Little Bit of Love,” said Mikki immediately.


  Jack said, “We’ve already been there. How about another place? There’re three right here on this block.”


  “But Jackie and Cory haven’t seen it.” She turned to her brothers. “It’s full of musical stuff; it’s so cool.”


  “Cool,” chimed in Jackie.


  She smiled. “You want a bit of love, Jackie, huh?”


  He jumped up and down. “Bitalove. Bitalove.” He grabbed his dad’s leg. “Bitalove. Bitalove.”


  Cory said, “That was, like, such a cheap trick, Mikki.”


  “Jenna does the best Sunday brunch in town, actually,” advised Charles. “I was just heading there myself.”


  “Okay,” Jack said in a resigned tone.


  Jenna smiled when she saw them come in. The place was crowded, but she said, “I’ve got a nice window table. Catch some of
         the breeze from outside. Follow me.”
      


  She seated them at the table, handed out menus, and took their drink orders.


  “Is Liam around today?” asked Mikki.


  “In the kitchen, grilling. He’s turned into quite the short-order cook.”


  “We’d arranged that I could come by tonight to do a few sets.”


  Jack looked at her. “You did?”


  She stared back at him and said sharply, “Yeah, I did. Sitting home all day watching Cory and Jackie isn’t exactly how I planned
         to spend my summer.”
      


  “You don’t need to watch me,” said Cory.


  “Yeah,” said Jackie. “Not me.”


  Jenna looked at Jack and, sensing his distress, said, “Well, your dad is working really hard on the soundproofing, but it’s
         not done yet. And while you guys sound great together, I do like a little peace and quiet in the evening. But I tell you what:
         Come by around eight. Liam will be home by then, and that’s when I take my walk on the beach. I’ll be gone about an hour or
         so. Does that work?”
      


  “That’s cool, Jenna, thanks.”


  Jenna looked at Jack. “And is that cool with Dad?”


  “Yeah,” Jack said slowly.


  “So where’s your Delta buddy?” she asked.


  “Out riding his Harley,” answered Cory.


  “Ah. Well he better watch himself. I know a few single ladies of a certain age in this town who will snap him up.”


  “Snap!” cried out Jackie.


  After Jenna left, Jack leaned over and whispered to his daughter, “This is strictly music between you and Liam, right?”


  “Dad, please.”


  “Just asking.” He turned to Charles. “Bonnie came by to see me.”


  “She told me she was.”


  “Did she tell you what about?”


  “Yes. I saw her afterward too. She told me what you two talked about. She told me what you said. And I told her I agreed with
         you. I don’t think that’s what she wanted to hear, but so be it.”
      


  Mikki, who’d been listening, said, “What didn’t she want to hear?”
      


  “Another time, Mik; not now,” said her father, shooting a glance at the boys. Then he added, “Did you have a good visit with
         her, Mik?”
      


  “She was more laid-back than in Arizona,” Mikki replied. “There she was like a control freak. Drove me nuts.”


  Jack turned to Charles. “I checked out the lighthouse the other night.”


  “Did you? And how is it looking?”


  “Not great, actually.”


  “It really was something in its day.”


  “I bet it was,” said Jack. “I bet it was.”
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  After lunch they were walking back to the van when Charles pointed across the street and said, “Speak of the devil.”


  Jack saw where he was pointing. Bonnie and Fred were just entering a gift shop. Mikki walked up beside him and said in a low
         voice, “Okay, Dad, what is going on with Grandma? Why is she really here?”
      


  “She just came by to make an offer.” Mikki waited expectantly. “For us all to go and live with her in Arizona.”


  “No way. You’re not thinking of doing that, are you?”


  “No, I’m not.”


  Mikki was about to say something else when she saw Blake Saunders coming down the street with two beefy young men. They were
         all wearing mesh football jerseys with CHANNING HIGH printed on the front.
      


  “Hi,” said Mikki. Jack looked at her questioningly. “Blake and I met on the beach when I was going for a run,” she explained.
         “And we’ve run a few more times together since then.”
      


  “Thanks for telling me.” He eyed Blake. “You look familiar.”


  Blake looked embarrassed. “I was in the car that almost ran you off the road that day.”
      


  “The girl’s name is Tiffany,” said Mikki. “And she’s superrich. What a shock.”


  Blake said, “I told her to slow down, but she doesn’t listen to anyone.”


  “Yeah, I bet,” said Mikki.


  Blake turned to her. “Hey, we’re having a little party on the beach next Saturday. I was wondering if you’d like to come out
         and hang with us. There’s food, a bonfire, and we play some tunes.”
      


  “And no alcohol, of course,” interjected Jack.


  “No, sir,” said Blake right away, though his friends gave goofy grins.


  “Right. She’ll have to get back to you on that, sport,” said Jack, while Mikki scowled at her father.
      


  “Nine o’clock. About the midpoint of our run, near where the big yellow house is,” he added.


  “Right.”


  “Okay, hope to see you there.”


  The young men walked off.


  “What was that all about?” demanded Jack.


  “Do you have a boyfriend?” a grinning Cory wanted to know. “I thought you liked this Liam guy.”


  Mikki’s face reddened. “Will you two just knock it off?”


  “That guy doesn’t even have an earring, and his hair is perfectly normal,” said Jack. “He’s not your type. He’s a football
         player, for God’s sake. You hate football players.”
      


  “Who told you that?”


  “Your mom. She made a big joke out of it because she married a football player.”
      


  “I think I can decide for myself what my type is,” Mikki said hotly.
      


  “Well, I’m still your dad and I don’t like the idea of—”


  “Hey, Miracle Man!”


  Jack jerked around to see where the voice had come from.


  “Over here, Miracle.”


  Jack turned to see two large men sitting in the cab of a pickup truck staring at him. One man stuck his head out of the truck.
         “I need me a miracle. You want’a come over here and sprinkle some water on my head?” He waved a five-dollar bill. “I ain’t
         expecting miracles for free. I’ll pay good money for it.” Both men burst out laughing. They got out of the truck and leaned
         against it, their big arms folded over their thick chests. They were dressed in jeans and dirty T-shirts, with greasy ball
         caps on their heads. Their bare arms were covered in tattoos.
      


  Cory said fearfully, “Dad?”


  “It’s okay, son. We’ll just keep on walking.”


  They passed by the men.


  One of them said, “Hey, Miracle, you too good to stop for us poor folk?”


  Mikki whirled around and said, “Grow up, you creeps!”


  “Mikki,” Jack snapped. “Just keep walking.”


  “Yeah, Mikki,” mimicked one of the men. “Just keep walking, sugah.”


  Jack stiffened at this remark. He almost turned around, but his kids were with him, and he knew nothing good would come out
         of a confrontation. Jack said to the kids, “We’ll go on down to the beach when we get back, and—”
      


  “Hey, Miracle, was it true your slutty wife was cheating on you with your best bud?”


  Jack moved so quickly, Cory’s hand was still up in the air where it had been clutching his dad’s. When Jack rushed at them, the first man threw a punch. Jack ducked it, grabbed the
         man’s hand, ripped it back and then over his shoulder, swung him around, and slammed him headfirst into the truck. When the
         bloodied man turned back around and charged at Jack, he sidestepped the attack and leveled the guy with a crushing blow to
         the jaw. The second man slammed into Jack’s back, propelling him forward and face-first into a lamppost. In the next instant
         he’d spun out of the man’s grasp, laid a fist into his diaphragm, doubling him over, and then kicked his legs out from under
         him. Jack’s elbow strike to the back of the man’s neck sent him down to the pavement, where he stayed, groaning loudly.
      


  Jack was bent over, his breaths coming in gasps and blood pouring down his face from where he’d hit the post. As he straightened
         up and looked around, it seemed like the entire town of Channing was staring back at him. No one moved; no one seemed even
         to be breathing. As he glanced across the street, he saw Jenna and Liam staring at him from the door to the Little Bit. When
         he looked to his left, he saw Bonnie and Fred gawping at him in shock from the entrance to the gift shop. Bonnie looked at
         Jack, then to the unconscious men, and then back at her bleeding son-in-law.
      


  “Daddy!”


  Jack looked over his shoulder. Jackie was standing on the sidewalk bawling. Cory stood there looking in amazement at his dad,
         while Mikki glowered contemptuously at the two men lying on the pavement. “Idiots,” she said.
      


  Jack quickly piled his kids into the VW and drove off.
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  Jack sat at the kitchen table with ice wrapped in a paper towel and held over his left cheek. Dried blood was stuck to his
         forehead from the impact with the street lamp. When someone knocked on the door, Jack half expected it to be the police.
      


  “Old man and wady,” squealed Jackie after he managed to open the door.


  Jenna and Charles strode in. She was carrying a small bag and sat down next to Jack. She started pulling things out: sterilized
         wipes, Band-Aids, an ice pack, and antibiotic cream.
      


  “What are you two doing here?” asked Jack.


  Jenna moved Jack’s hand away from his battered face and cleaned up the cuts, applied the ointment, and covered it all with
         a large Band-Aid.
      


  Charles said, “We thought you might need a little assistance.”


  “Those two idiots,” said Jenna. “Going off half-cocked like that. Probably drunk.”


  “You know them?” asked Jack.


  “They come into the bar every once in a while. But I can’t really say I know them.”
      


  “They’re from Sweat Town,” added Charles.


  Jenna frowned. “I despise that term.”


  “Well, it’s not very nice, but I think the residents actually coined it,” said Charles.


  “What exactly is Sweat Town?” asked Mikki.


  “Other side of the tracks,” replied Charles. “Poor side of town. Every coastal area has them. Most of the people who do the
         actual work around here live there.”
      


  Jenna said, “Here’s an ice pack. It’ll work faster on that swelling.”


  “Thanks.”


  She closed up her bag, sat back, and studied Jack’s face. “Okay, you should be good to go.”


  “You’re pretty slick at that,” said Mikki.


  “Just your mom-standard-procedure stuff.”


  Jackie jumped up and down trying to get to her bag of medical supplies. Jenna finally placed a Band-Aid on his finger and
         kissed it. “Now your boo-boo is all gone too.” She straightened back up and gazed steadily at Jack. “Looks like you didn’t
         forget your army training. Those weren’t small guys, and you put ’em down pretty fast.”
      


  Jack grimaced. “It was stupid. Never should’ve happened.”


  The door opened, and Sammy walked in carrying his motorcycle helmet. “Had a nice little ride—” When he saw Jack, he exclaimed,
         “What the hell happened? You fall off a ladder?”
      


  Jackie yelled, “Daddy pighting.” The little boy did a kick and then swung his fist so hard he fell over.


  “Fighting? Who with?” demanded Sammy.


  Mikki and Cory both started telling Sammy what had happened. The older man’s features turned dark as he listened to them.
         When they got to the slur that the one man had called Lizzie, Sammy went over to his toolbox and pulled out a crowbar. “You
         tell me what they look like and where I can find these maggots.”
      


  “No, Sammy,” said Jack.


  “I’m not letting them get away with this crap,” barked Sammy.


  “I’ll handle it.”


  “What, you think I’m too old to take care of myself?”


  “That’s not the point. You beat them up, your butt will land right in jail.”


  Charles said, “He’s right, Sammy. That’s not the way to go about it.”


  “Uh-oh,” said Jackie. He was peering out the window into the front yard.


  “What is it, Jackie?” asked his sister.


  Jackie pointed to the door, his eyes so big they appeared to touch. “Cop dude,” he said in a very un-Jackie-like whisper. Then he sped into the next room to hide.
      


  Jack looked sternly at his older kids. “Cop dude? Where did he learn that?”


  Mikki looked uncomfortably at the floor. Cory studied the ceiling, his teeth clenched over his bottom lip.


  “Great,” said Jack stiffly as he rose to answer the door.


  The sheriff identified himself as Nathan Tammie. He was a big man with a bluff, serious face and dark curly hair. He took
         Jack’s statement and scratched his chin. “That pretty much matches up with what other people said happened. But you did go after them.”
      


  “He was provoked. They were saying nasty things about our mom,” exclaimed Mikki. “What did you expect him to do?”
      


  Jenna said, “Sheriff, Charles and I saw the whole thing. It’s exactly as Mikki said. He was provoked. Anybody would’ve done
         what Jack did.”
      


  “I’m not saying I wouldn’t have done the same thing, Jenna, but I also can’t let things like this happen in town without consequences.
         I’ve already told those two boys to back off. And I expect you to hold on to your temper, Mr. Armstrong. If something happens
         again, you come tell me, and I’ll handle it. Do we understand each other? ’Cause if there’s a next time, people are gonna
         end up in jail.”
      


  “I understand.”


  After the sheriff left, Charles said, “He’s a good man, but he also means what he says.” He looked at Jenna. “I can drive
         you back to town.”
      


  “Can you give me a minute, Charles?”


  A sulking Sammy had gone into another room, and the kids had disappeared.


  Jenna said to Jack, “Miracle Man?”


  Jack stared at her, the ice pack held to his face. “It’s a long story.”


  “I’m a good listener.”


  “I appreciate that, Jenna. It’s just that…”


  “I can tell you’re the sort of man who doesn’t open up easily. Keeps it all inside.”


  “Maybe we can talk about it. Just not right now.”


  “Well, you need anything else, just let me know.” She rose to go.


  “Jenna?”


  She turned back to see him watching her. “Yes?”
      


  He touched the Band-Aid on his face. “Thanks for coming over. Means a lot.”


  She smiled. “Only next time I hope I don’t have to bring my first-aid kit.”
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  The sound woke all of them. Lights burst on. Jack and Sammy made sure the kids were okay before checking the rest of the house.


  “Sounded like a bomb going off,” said Sammy. “Or a building collapsed.”


  Jack looked at him quizzically and then said, “Oh, damn!”


  He ran toward the rear of the house.


  “Jack! What is it?”


  Sammy raced after him.


  Jack sprinted across the backyard and over to the rocks. He ripped open the door of the lighthouse and stopped. The stairs
         had collapsed. He shone his light upward. Forty vertical feet of wood had tumbled down.
      


  Sammy ran up next to him and saw what he was looking at. “Hell. Weren’t you just up there?”


  Jack nodded, his gaze still on the fallen structure. Now he couldn’t get to the top.


  “Close call, boy.”


  Jack turned to him. “I need to rebuild the stairs.”
      


  “What?”


  “We can go get the materials tomorrow.”


  “But we still have to finish some other jobs. And Charles has got some more referrals for us. Lady named Anne Bethune has
         a big house on the beach. She wants a screen porch enclosed and some other stuff done. Good money.”
      


  “I’ll do this on my own time.”


  “Yeah, all your spare time.”


  “I have to do it, Sammy.”
      


  Sammy looked at the jumble of splintered wood. “Gonna be expensive.”


  “Take it out of my share. And I don’t expect you to help.”


  Sammy frowned. “Since when do we have shares and don’t help each other?”


  “But this is different, Sammy. I can’t expect you to do this too.”


  Sammy looked at the hand-painted sign next to the door and said quietly, “We’ll take some measurements in the morning. Get
         the materials. We’ll do the paying stuff during the day and this after hours. Okay?”
      


  “Okay,” said Jack. As Sammy turned to go back in the house, he added, “Thanks, Sammy.”


  He turned around. “Never been married, Jack. But I understand losing somebody. Especially someone like Lizzie.”


  He continued on into the house, and Jack turned to look back at the lighthouse he was now going to rebuild.


  “What’s all this for?” Charles asked as Jack and Sammy finished loading the truck to capacity. He eyed the items in the truck bed. “Scaffolding, and you’ve ordered enough wood to build another Noah’s ark?”
      


  “Had a little accident at the Palace,” said Sammy when it appeared Jack was not going to answer the man’s question.


  Charles looked alarmed. “Accident? Was anyone hurt?”


  “Stairs in the lighthouse fell down,” said Jack. “No one was hurt.”


  “So you’re going to rebuild the stairs?” he asked, looking perplexed.


  “Yes,” said Jack tersely.


  Sammy eyed Charles and shrugged.


  “But the light doesn’t even work.”


  “He plans on fixing that too,” replied Sammy.


  “But why? It’s not registered as a navigational aid anymore.”


  Jack finished strapping everything down before he looked at Charles and pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to him.
         “I found a schematic on the lighting system. I’d appreciate it if you could see if these pieces of equipment could be ordered.”
      


  Charles glanced down at the list. “Might take some time. And it won’t be cheap.”


  Jack started to climb into the truck. “Thanks.”


  Sammy gave Charles a helpless look and got in the truck.


  As they were driving out of town, Sammy said, “Isn’t that Bonnie?”


  Jack looked where he was pointing. It was indeed Bonnie. And she was sitting in a car with a younger man dressed in a suit.


  “Who’s the guy?” asked Sammy.


  “Never seen him before.”


  “She’s a strange bird.”


  “Yeah.” Jack glanced back at the woman and then drove on.
      


  They unloaded the materials at the Palace. Then Sammy took the VW and drove off to meet with Anne Bethune about what she needed
         done, while Jack continued on to Jenna’s house in the truck.
      


  Jenna met him at the door. She was still dressed in a robe and slippers.


  “Sorry about my appearance. The restaurant business isn’t nine to five; it’s more like ten a.m. to midnight. You want some
         coffee?”
      


  Jack hesitated.


  “No extra charge,” she said, smiling.


  “Okay, thanks.”


  She poured out a cup and brought it down to him in the music room. She watched him work hanging new drywall.


  “You really know what you’re doing,” she said.


  “It’s just drywall. Once you know what to do, it’s pretty easy.”


  “Right. I can’t even hang a picture.”


  “I doubt being a lawyer in D.C. was easy.”


  “Just a bunch of words, legal gobbledygook.”


  “If you say so.”


  Jenna sipped her coffee and continued to watch. “Our kids have really hit it off playing music together.”


  “Yeah, Mikki told me.”


  “First time I’ve seen Liam really take an interest in anyone down here.”


  “He seems like a fine young man. And Mikki’s mood is a lot better. That’s worth its weight in gold.”


  He put down his tool and took a sip of coffee. “Mind if I ask you a personal question?”


  She eyed him with mock caution. “Should I be scared?”
      


  “No.”


  “Then shoot.”


  “Ever think about getting married again?”


  “I’ve thought about it, sure.”


  “I mean, from what you’ve said, you’ve been divorced a while. You’re young, well-off, smart, and educated. And… really pretty.”


  “Can I hire you as my publicist?”


  “I’m serious, Jenna.”


  She put her cup down, sat, and covered her bare knees with her robe. “There have been some men interested in a permanent relationship
         with me. Some right here in Channing.”
      


  “But?”


  “But they weren’t the right ones. And I’m a woman who’s willing to wait for the real Mr. Right. Especially considering how
         wrong I got it the first time.”
      


  Jack picked up his tool again. “Lizzie and I met in high school. We would’ve celebrated our seventeenth wedding anniversary
         this year.”
      


  “Sounds like you found Mrs. Right on your first try.”


  “I did,” he said frankly.


  “I suppose that makes the loss that much harder.”


  “It does. But I’ve got our kids to raise. And I have to do it right. For Lizzie.”


  “And you, Jack. You’re part of the equation too.”


  “And me,” he said. “I hope you find Mr. Right.”


  “Me too,” said Jenna wistfully, as she stared at him.
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  Sammy turned to Jack and said, “I think it’s time to knock off. It’s almost midnight.”


  “You go on. I’m just going to finish up a few things.”


  They were in the lighthouse. After working most of the last three days at Anne Bethune’s house, Sammy and Jack had eaten a
         hasty dinner and worked another four hours on the lighthouse. They had cleared out all the wood from the collapsed stairs
         and assembled the scaffolding up to the top platform, which also needed repair. Fresh lumber delivered from Charles Pinckney’s
         hardware store was neatly stacked outside in preparation for the rebuilding process.
      


  “Jack, you’ve put in sixteen hours today. You need to get some rest.”


  “I will, Sammy. Just another thirty minutes.”


  Sammy shook his head, dropped his tool belt on the lower level of the scaffolding, stretched out his aching back, and walked
         slowly to the Palace.
      


  Jack tightened down some of the scaffolding supports and then climbed up to the top and stepped out onto the catwalk. What he was trying to imagine was how Lizzie the little girl
         would have thought of the view from up here.
      


  “Were you scared at first, Lizzie? Did you think you might fall? Or did you love it the first time you saw it?” He stared
         out at the dark ocean and let the breeze wash over his face. He eyed the sky, looking for the exact spot where little Lizzie
         had imagined Heaven to be perched. And also where her twin sister had gone.
      


  And now where you are, Lizzie.


  Farther out to sea he could see ship lights as they slowly made their way across the water. He closed his eyes, and his thoughts
         carried back to that frozen cemetery four days after Christmas, when they’d laid Lizzie into the ground. She was there right
         now, alone, in the dark.
      


  “Don’t, Jack,” he said. “Don’t. Nothing good will come from dwelling on that. Remember Lizzie in life. Not like that.”


  He looked to his right and was surprised to see someone walking along the beach. As the person drew closer, Jack could see
         that it was Jenna. She was holding her sandals in one hand, slowly swinging them as she walked close to the waterline. He
         looked at his watch. It was nearly one in the morning. What was she doing out here?
      


  She suddenly looked up and under the arc of moonlight saw him. She waved and started toward the rocks.


  She called up to him. “Working late?”


  He said, “Just finishing up a few things. Surprised to see you out.”


  “I sometimes take a walk on the beach after closing down the Little Bit. Helps to relax me.” She gazed at the lighthouse.
         “Heard you were fixing it up.”
      


  “Trying.” He added, “Guess it seems pretty crazy.”
      


  “I think it’s a good idea,” she said, surprising him.


  “Why?”


  “I just think it’s a good idea. That’s all.” He didn’t say anything. “By the way, you did a great job on the soundproofing.
         Can’t hear a thing. It’s raised the quality of my life a thousand percent. And I won’t have to kill my only child.”
      


  “I’m glad I could help.”


  “Well, I guess I better head back.”


  Jack looked down the dark beach from where she had come. “Do you want me to walk back with you? It’s pretty dark out there.”


  “No, I’ll be fine. It’s a safe place. And you look like you have some thinking to do still.”


  Before he could say anything, she’d turned and walked off. He slowly climbed back down the scaffolding. When he touched bottom,
         he passed through the doorway and then turned and looked at the hand-painted sign.
      


  “I’m going to get it working,” he said. “Lizzie, I promise that this light will work again. And then you can look down from
         Heaven and see it.”
      


  And maybe see me.
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  “Oh, great,” said Mikki. It was Saturday night and she was at the beach party Blake Saunders had invited her to. There were
         lots of people already there, and one of them was Tiffany Murdoch, holding court by the large bonfire that spewed streams
         of embers skyward. There were quite a few large young men in football jerseys and teenage girls in short shorts, tight skirts,
         and tighter tops. A catering truck was parked on the road near the beach. Mikki, who’d brought a blanket and a bag of marshmallows,
         looked on in shock as men and women in white jackets carried trays of food and drinks around to the teens partying on the
         sand.
      


  Blake spotted her and strolled over, a bottle in his hand.


  “Hey, glad you could make it.”


  “Never been to a beach party that was catered before,” she said in a disapproving tone.


  “I know. But Tiffany’s dad is a big football booster, and he pays for the party every year.”


  “So I guess that’s why Tiff’s here?”
      


  “Oh, yeah. The center of attention as always. A real queen bee.”


  “Bees sting,” Mikki shot back.


  “What’s in the bag?” he said.


  “Nothing,” she said quickly, hiding the bag of marshmallows behind her.


  He held up the bottle. “Want a taste?”


  “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”


  “It’s not alcohol.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.”


  A little put off, he said, “Well, there’s plenty of food and drink. Help yourself and then come join us.”


  He left, and Mikki went to the tables manned by other adults in white jackets. She asked for a Coke. The woman, weathered
         looking with stringy gray hair, poured it out for her.
      


  “Thank you,” said Mikki.


  The woman looked surprised.


  “What?” asked Mikki. She looked down at her jeans and T-shirt. “Something wrong?”


  “You’re not with that group, are you?” said the woman quietly.


  “No, we just came down from Ohio for the summer. Why?”


  “You said thank you.”


  “And that’s, like, unusual?”


  The woman eyed the partygoers. “With some folks it’s apparently impossible. Ohio? Are you Cee Pinckney’s folks?”


  “She was my great-grandmother. I’m Mikki.”


  “Nice to meet you, Mikki. Ms. Pinckney was a fine lady. Sorry she’s gone.”


  “I take it you live in Channing?”
      


  “All my life, but just not the postcard part.”


  “What?”


  “You know the part you see on postcards? I live in the area tourists never see. We can’t afford the pretty ocean views.”


  “Would that be Sweat Town?”


  “So you’ve heard of it?”


  “Somebody told me. Sounds like where we lived in Cleveland. What’s your name?”


  “Folks call me Fran.”


  “It was nice talking to you, Fran.”


  “Same here, honey.”


  She turned away to serve someone else.


  Troubled by what Fran had told her, Mikki strolled around the pockets of people, many of whom were already wasted. The boys
         looked at her with lust, the girls with hostility.
      


  Why did I come?


  “Well, look who we have here.”


  Inwardly groaning, Mikki closed her eyes and then opened them. Things were about to get worse.


  Tiffany stood in front of her, swaying slightly, plastic cup filled with beer in hand. She had on a string-bikini bottom with
         a mesh cutoff jersey that barely covered her chest. “What’s your name again?”
      


  Between gritted teeth she said, “Mikki.”


  “Oh, like Mickey Mouse.” Tiffany giggled and looked around at the others and made an exaggerated bow. “Mickey Mouse, people.”
         Laughter swept through the ranks of the partiers. A nervous-looking Blake ran up and put his arm around Tiffany’s bare waist.
         “Hey, Tiff, let’s go get something to eat.”
      


  “Not hungry,” said Tiffany with a pout. Mikki could sense this was her method of getting what she wanted. Putting her thick lips together and acting like a two-year-old.
      


  Mikki looked at the beer and then eyed Tiffany’s red convertible parked by the catering truck. “Hope you’re not the designated
         driver.”
      


  “I can be anything I want,” Tiffany replied, a coy smile on her face.


  Blake pulled on her arm. “Come on, Tiff, let’s get some food. You don’t want to piss off your dad again, remember?”


  “Shut up!” snapped Tiffany. She looked at Mikki. “I hear you and Blake have been running together on the beach.”


  “Yeah, so?”


  “I was just surprised.”


  “Why’s that?” Mikki asked, a hard edge to her voice.


  “I didn’t think he liked hanging out with freaks.”


  Mikki eyed the other girl’s scant clothing. “You know, next time you might want to consider something that actually comes
         close to covering your big butt.”
      


  “Shut up!”


  “Okay, I’m leaving now.” Mikki turned to walk away.


  “Hey, I’m talking to you.”


  Tiffany grabbed her shoulder. Mikki’s arms and legs seemed to move of their own accord. Her hand clamped like a vise on the
         other girl’s wrist. Mikki spun the arm behind Tiffany’s back, jerked upward, angled one of her feet in front of Tiffany’s
         legs, and gave a hard shove from behind. The next moment Tiffany was lying facedown in the sand, her mesh top up around her
         head.
      


  Blake looked at her in amazement. “How’d you do that?” he asked Mikki.


  Mikki looked down at her hands as if they belonged to someone else. “My… my dad taught me.”


  They both looked down at Tiffany, who was spitting out sand and crying. Other people were walking toward them.
      


  “I’m outta here,” said a panicked Mikki.


  She turned, pushed past some folks, and raced off. As she passed by Fran, the woman winked at Mikki and raised a serving spoon
         in silent salute.
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  Hurrying down the beach, Mikki collided with someone who appeared, ghostlike, out of the darkness.


  “Liam?”


  The tall, gangly Liam had on a hoodie and sweatpants.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked breathlessly.


  “Walking. What about you?” He looked over her shoulder in the direction of the party Mikki had just left. “Tiffany’s party?
         Don’t tell me you’ve gone over to the dark side?” he said with a grin.
      


  “It was stupid,” admitted Mikki.


  “Well, if you want to come with me, I’ll show you a much better party.”


  “What?”


  “But I have to warn you, they don’t have caterers.”


  “How’d you know Tiffany’s party was catered?”


  “Because my mom did it for a couple years until little Tiffany demanded alcohol be served. Then my mom told old man Murdoch
         where to stick it.”
      


  “Good for her.”
      


  “Yeah, funny, for some reason, after that, I never got invited to her little shindig. Well, enough about the rich and the
         spoiled. Let’s get going.”
      


  He started to walk off, and Mikki hurried after him. “Where to?”


  “Like I said, a better party.”


  The breakers crashed on the beach, providing a slow, melodious chorus to their footsteps slapping against the hard, wet sand.
         The sounds and the lights reached them about a quarter of a mile down the beach.
      


  “Is that the better party?” she asked.


  “Yep.”


  As they drew closer, the scene became clearer. The bonfire was full and the flames high. Girls and guys sat around the fire
         holding out sticks with hot dogs and marshmallows riding on their points. Mikki could hear a guitar strumming and sticks popping
         on a drum pad. Laughter and whoops amid the crash of waves. There were a few couples making out, but most were just hanging
         out, talking and dancing.
      


  “Hey, Liam,” said one guy as he approached them. “Everyone was hoping you’d make it.” He handed them each a long stick. “Dogs
         are cooking.” They joined the crowd. Mikki could see a few football jerseys, but most were dressed in jeans and T-shirts.
         There were no designer labels in sight. Everyone greeted Liam with high fives, chest bumps, and knuckle smacks.
      


  “Pretty popular guy,” Mikki remarked.


  “Nah, the guys think my mom is hot, and the girls want jobs at the Little Bit. They’re just looking to use me.”


  Mikki laughed. “So do all of you go to high school together?”


  “Yeah. But most of these kids are from Sweat Town, which I find a lot more palatable than Tiffany’s mansion crowd.” Liam eyed
         the two guys playing the guitar and the drum pad. He looked at Mikki. “Want to really get this party cooking?”
      


  She instantly got his meaning. “Oh, let’s so do it.”
      


  They played for nearly thirty minutes while the crowd whooped and cheered.


  Mikki sang parts of a song she was working on and that the crowd really got into, even chanting back parts of the lyrics.
         Then Mikki grabbed the drumsticks and showed herself to be nearly as adept at drums as she was at guitar. Even Liam looked
         at her in amazement when she finished her set. She explained, “When I formed my band, I learned every instrument. I’m sort
         of a control freak.”
      


  Afterward they roasted some hot dogs. When someone started playing tunes off a portable CD player, Liam said, “Hey, you want
         to do some sand dancing?”
      


  “What’s that?”


  “Uh, it’s really complicated. It’s dancing in the sand in your bare feet.”


  She smiled. “I think I can manage that.”


  He put both arms around her waist, and she put her hands on his shoulders. They moved slowly over the beach.


  “Feels sort of cool,” Mikki said. “On the feet,” she added quickly.


  “Me too,” he said, grinning. “Okay, now it’s time for the old tradition of sand angels. Now, that’s—”


  “Let me guess.” She plopped down on her back in the sand and moved her arms and legs up and down.


  Liam joined her. “Wow, brains and beauty.”


  As the music played on, they danced and grew closer.


  “This is really nice, Liam.”
      


  “Yeah, it is.”


  She cupped his chin with her hand.


  “Mikki?” he said questioningly.


  She kissed him and then stepped back. “I had a great time, Liam. Thanks for bringing me.”


  “Any time. I’m working the late shift this coming week at the Little Bit. Come on down, and I can get you anything you want
         for free.”
      


  “How can you do that?”


  “I’m the cook. Ain’t nothing happening without me.”


  Mikki laughed.


  “You need a way home?” he asked.


  “I actually rode a bike I found at the house. Left it up on the street. It’s not that far.”


  “I’ve got a bike too. I’ll ride with you. It’s on my way.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “I know. I want to.” He paused, looking embarrassed. “I mean…”


  “I know what you mean,” she said softly.


  He saw her safely to her house, waved, and rode off.


  When she walked in the house, her dad called out to her from the darkened front room.


  “So?” he said.


  She came forward, squinting in the poor light to see him. He was on the couch looking at her.


  “So what?”


  “Have fun?”


  “Yeah, just at a different party.”


  She told her dad about the evening.


  “Sounds like you made the right choice.”


  She sat down next to him. “So how’s the lighthouse coming? You’ve really been spending a lot of time on it.”
      


  He looked down. “I know it must seem strange.”


  “Dad, it doesn’t seem strange. Okay, maybe a little,” she amended with a smile. “But you said the reason we came down here
         was so you could spend more time with us. Remember? But you and Sammy work all the time, and I’m stuck watching Cory and Jackie.”
      


  Jack’s head dropped lower with this comment. “It’s just… I don’t know. It’s complicated, Mikki. Really complicated.”


  Mikki rose. In a disappointed tone she said, “Yeah, I guess it is.”


  “But I’ll try to get better. Maybe we can do something next weekend?”


  She brightened. “Like what?”


  Jack said lamely, “Um, I haven’t thought of it yet.”


  Her face fell. “Right. Sure. Good night.”


  As she headed up the stairs to bed, Jack started to call after her, but then he stopped and just sat there in the dark.


  Neither one of them noticed Sammy standing at his bedroom door listening to their exchange. The former Delta Force member
         went into his room, picked up his cell phone, and made a call.
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  As Mikki was running on the beach a few days later, Blake joined her.


  He said immediately, “Look, I’m sorry about what happened at the party. Tiff was wasted.”


  “Gee, really?”


  “She’s usually not that obnoxious.”


  “Give me a break. She’s a fricking nightmare in a G-string.”


  “Okay, maybe she is. Where’d you end up?”


  “Another party on the beach.”


  “What party?”


  “One Liam Fontaine took me to. And most of the people there were from Sweat Town. Heard of it?”


  “Mikki, I live in Sweat Town.”


  This stunned her so much she stopped running. “What?”


  “My mom works as the housekeeper for the Murdochs.”


  “Then why do you hang out with Tiffany?”


  “Like I said, my mom works for them.”


  “And what, that obligates you to do her bidding?”


  Blake laughed nervously. “I don’t do her bidding. I just hang out with her sometimes.”
      


  They started running again. “Well, good for you. Who you hang out with says a lot about a person.”


  “Hey, what’s wrong with me being friends with her? Are you saying poor people can only hang out with other poor people?”


  “No, of course I’m not saying that.”


  “I have a lot of friends in Sweat Town. I play football with a bunch of them. And I go to Tiffany’s and she has cool stuff
         and I have fun with her. So what?”
      


  “Look, do what you want.”


  “Well, what I want is to go out with you.” This time Blake stopped running, forcing Mikki to do the same. “So how about it?
         Will you go out with me?”
      


  “Why?”


  “Why? Because I like you.”


  “You don’t really know me.”


  “Which is a perfect reason to go out. To get to know each other better. But hey, if you’re not interested, forget it. Have
         a good one, and I’m sorry I don’t fit your idea of a perfect person. Maybe Liam does.” He started to jog off in the other
         direction.
      


  “Wait a minute.”


  He stopped as she walked over to him. “What exactly do you want to do on this date?”


  “What?”


  “The plan, Blake. I need to know the parameters of what you’re talking about. I’m not looking to run into a crowd of rich
         people again and have to kick somebody’s butt.” She added, “Unless it’s Tiffany’s. I actually enjoyed that.”
      


  “It’s nothing like that. There’s a coffee bar in town. They play music at night. Nothing live, but they have a DJ who’s really
         good. I thought we could go and listen to some tunes, dance, and chill out. That’s all.”
      


  She considered this. “That sounds okay. But just dancing and listening to tunes.”


  He eyed her closely. “Why? You got something else going?”


  “No, I just—”


  “Liam?”


  “That’s none of your business,” she said hotly.


  “Okay, okay. You’re right. Look, I’ve got my license. I can pick you up tomorrow night around seven?”


  “I’ll check with my dad, but I think that’ll be okay.”


  “Good,” said Blake. “Glad we got that settled. Want to finish the run?”


  She grinned and pushed him backward over a bump in the sand. He fell sprawling on his backside. “Catch me if you can,” she
         called out as she sprinted off laughing.
      


  He jumped up and raced after her.
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  “I’m hungry, Jack, so let’s go.”


  They were parked on the street in Channing. Sammy was eyeing Jenna’s restaurant, but Jack didn’t seem to want to budge.


  “It’s not like this is the only place to eat in town, Sammy.”


  Sammy opened his door. “You just need to get over it.”


  “Over what?”


  Sammy snapped, “She’s just a nice lady who’s trying to be friends with you, and you won’t give her the time of day because
         you feel guilty about Lizzie.”
      


  “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! I’m nice to her.”


  “Great. If that’s the way you want it. I’m going to eat. Stay here if you want.”


  Sammy slammed the truck door and went inside A Little Bit of Love.


  Jack sat there brooding, his fingers tapping against the steering wheel. Finally, he climbed out of the truck and followed
         Sammy inside. His friend was tucked in a corner, already studying his menu. Jenna wasn’t at the hostess stand, so Jack wandered back and sat down across from Sammy. The older man
         handed him a menu. “Figured your empty belly would bring you to your senses.”
      


  Jack took the menu, glanced at it, and then dropped it on the table. “I don’t know what you expect from me.”


  “I don’t expect anything from you.”


  “Well, something’s clearly bugging the crap out of you.”


  Sammy dropped his menu too. “Okay, man, let’s hash this out. When’s the last time you played with Jackie? Or Cory? Or said
         two words to Mikki?”
      


  “I talked to Mikki about stuff just the other night.”


  “I know you did because I was there listening. But what exactly has changed? You work all day, and then you work on that damn
         lighthouse all night. It’s not healthy, Jack. You planning on having any fun ever again?”
      


  Jack stared hard at his friend. “What makes you think I deserve to have any fun ever again?”


  “You half killed yourself clawing your way back from a death sentence. And for what? To be miserable the rest of your life?”


  Jack picked up the menu. “You’re making it way too simple.”


  “And you’re making it way too complicated. You got kids, Jack. They need you.”


  “I’m busting my ass to support them.”


  “Is that all?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The only reason you’re busting your ass? Because of them?”


  “I know I haven’t exactly been the perfect father. My daughter has already reminded me of that.”


  “She does that because she cares about you. And, hell, she’s damn near sixteen. She probably wants to spend her time down here doing something other than watching her two kid brothers
         all day.”
      


  “She went to a party on the beach. She plays music with that Liam kid.”


  “Okay, fine, excuse me for giving a damn.”


  Jack’s anger evaporated with this last comment. “You’re right. It’s not enough to support my kids. I have to be there for
         them.”
      


  Sammy looked surprised and relieved. “Well, hallelujah. Maybe after all that work on the lighthouse, you’re finally seeing
         it.”
      


  “What?”


  “The damn light.”


  But Jack wasn’t listening to him anymore. He was thinking about something else Sammy had said.


  She’s damn near sixteen.


  The date popped into Jack’s head. Her birthday. Coming up fast. And it was a big one.


  “You guys ready to order?”


  Jack looked up to see a waitress standing next to their table. “What?”


  The woman smiled and tapped the menu. “This is a restaurant. And that’s a menu. I just took it on faith that you might want
         to order some food.”
      


  “I’ll take care of these two, Sally,” said a voice. Jenna walked up. “They could be trouble,” she added with a coy smile.


  “Okay, boss.” Sally walked off.


  Sammy looked at her and grinned. “So tell me the specials.”


  “Now, Mr. Duvall, you know that everything on the menu is special, and you’ve eaten most of it.”


  Jack looked at Sammy in surprise. “You have?”


  Sammy said defensively, “I get hungry. Just because you don’t eat doesn’t mean I have to do the same.”
      


  “How about our famous pork barbecue sandwich with fried onion rings and slaw on top? It’s hell on the arteries, but you’re
         guaranteed to die with a smile on your face.”
      


  “Sounds good,” said Sammy. He stared at Jack. “Make it two. And make sure you put a smiley face on his; might improve the
         man’s mood.” He winked at Jenna.
      


  She said, “Well, I wanted to talk to you about something anyway, Jack. Let me put your order in, and I’ll be right back.”


  She walked off and returned a minute later, drawing up a chair.


  “I’ll get to the point. Your daughter would like to waitress here. And I want to hire her.”


  “What?” said Jack. “She didn’t tell me about it.”


  Sammy said testily, “She wanted to, but it’s not like you’ve been around.”


  Jack ignored this and looked at Jenna. “Waitress?”


  “It’s an honest profession, and I pay a fair wage.”


  Jack glanced at Sammy. “I’ll have to get someone to watch the boys.”


  Jenna said, “I actually thought of that. The lady you’re doing work for, Anne Bethune? She runs a summer camp at her place.
         It’s right on the beach. The boys could go there. They’d have a great time.”
      


  Sammy said, “I’ve gotten to know Anne, and I saw how the camp was set up. They’ll love it.”


  “But I don’t really know the woman.”
      


  “She’s the principal at the local elementary school, Jack,” said Jenna. “She has two kids of her own. In fact, when I first
         moved here, I put Liam in the camp and he had a blast. She has qualified people helping her too.”
      


  Sammy added, “So that way Mikki can work here during the day. Earn some money, get out of the house. Have a life.”


  Jenna added, “And she gets her meals free. I think it’ll be good for her.”


  “How much does the camp cost?”


  “Now, that’s the interesting thing,” said Sammy. “I’m doing some extra work for her on the side, and Anne agreed to let the
         boys come there in exchange for it.”
      


  “Sammy, you didn’t have to do that.”


  “Like hell I didn’t. They need to have some fun too.”


  Jack looked between Jenna and Sammy. “Why do I sense this was all planned out?”


  Sammy snapped, “You got a good reason not to do it?”


  “Well, no. It actually sounds like a great idea.”


  “Okay, then. So what’s the problem?”


  Jack locked gazes with Sammy for a long moment before finally looking away. “Okay, fine.”


  Sammy slapped the table. “There you go. That wasn’t too hard, was it? Now, Jenna, can you add two beers to our order? I feel
         the need to celebrate.”
      


  Jenna went off to do this while Jack pretended to go to the restroom. Instead he followed Jenna. “Can I talk to you about
         something?”
      


  She looked at him in surprise. “Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah,” he said quickly. “I just need to ask you about something.”


  “Look, Jack, I know it seemed like we ganged up on you about the camp and Mikki working here, but—”


  He smiled. “I actually really appreciate what you’re doing.”
      


  “Thank Sammy. It was his idea. You got a good friend in that man.”


  “You’re right. I do.” He looked at her. “And a good friend in you too.”


  This comment seemed to catch Jenna off guard.


  “I’m just… It’s not that…”


  She stopped in midsentence and looked away, flustered.


  Jack said, “I know I’ve been a little unfriendly with you, and I’m sorry.”


  She quickly looked back at him. “You don’t have to apologize, Jack. In my book you’ve done nothing wrong. So what did you
         want to ask me?”
      


  “I don’t want to do it now. What time would be good later?”


  “I can get away from here around nine.”


  “I can pick you up here. Drive you home.”


  “That’s fine. Liam has his license. He can drive the car back.”


  “I’ll see you then.”
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  The café was crowded, and Blake and Mikki got as close to the DJ as possible. The tunes were already blasting, and people
         were dancing. Blake and Mikki got Cokes from the bar and settled into a corner to watch and listen.
      


  “You look really good,” Blake said.


  Mikki had on jean shorts, flip-flops, a white sleeveless blouse, and a pair of earrings her mother had given her for her fourteenth
         birthday. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she’d washed the latest color out of the strands. Her skin had tanned,
         and her face glowed.
      


  Blake had on jeans and a long-sleeve shirt worn out with the sleeves rolled up. She eyed him. “You don’t look so bad either.”


  He laughed. “Thanks a lot. Want’a dance?”


  “Okay.”


  They hit the dance floor and spent a half hour getting sweaty and out of breath, as they jostled next to kids doing the same
         thing. After another couple hours of listening to the music, things started to wind down. Blake said, “How about a walk on the beach? Nice night.”
      


  “Okay, but remember what I did to Tiffany.” She held up her hands in a pseudo–martial arts pose.


  Blake laughed. “I’m not messing with you. Or your dad.”


  They strolled along the sand. Mikki took her flip-flops off and carried them in one hand. Her free hand touched Blake’s, and
         he wrapped one of his fingers around one of hers. At first she pulled back, but a moment later they were holding hands.
      


  They reached an isolated section of beach where tall dunes were covered with lush, tangled vegetation.


  Blake said, “I guess we better head on back.”


  “Okay.”


  He turned to her. She faced him.


  “This was nice,” she said.


  “Not just saying that?”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “Most girls are easy to read. But not you.”


  “I get that a lot.”


  He grinned, cupped her chin with his hand. He dipped his head to hers.


  She pulled back.


  He looked annoyed. “What’s wrong? You’ve kissed before, right?”


  “Of course I have,” she said heatedly. “I’m almost sixteen.”


  “So what’s the problem?”


  “There’s no problem.” She grabbed him by the neck and planted a kiss on him. When they pulled apart, he exclaimed, “Wow. Okay,
         that was cool.”
      


  However, from Mikki’s look, the kiss had not had the same effect on her. In fact, she looked a little guilty.
      


  “Let’s get back,” she said hurriedly.


  They’d only walked a few feet when Blake said, “What was that?” He turned around and stared at the dunes.


  “What was what?” said Mikki.


  Then the sound came again. Something was moving through the dunes.


  “What is it?” Mikki asked, her fingers closing around Blake’s wrist.


  “I don’t know. But something’s up there.”


  “Maybe a dog or a cat?”


  Another sound.


  Mikki said, “That’s not a dog or cat. That was someone talking. Blake, let’s just get out of here.”


  “Hold on, there’s something weird going on here. I think I recognize that voice.” He called out, “Dukie? Dukie, is that you?”


  “Who’s Dukie?”


  “Left tackle on the football team. Big and dumb. I don’t know what he’d be doing here.” He looked around. “Look, just hang
         here a sec; I’ll be right back.”
      


  “Blake, don’t go up there.”


  “Just hang on; I’ll be right back.”


  He scooted toward the mounds of sand and quickly disappeared into the darkness. Mikki stood there looking anxiously around.
         There was no moon tonight, and it was hard to tell where the water ended and the land began.
      


  “Blake?” she whispered harshly, but there was no answer. She moved closer to the dunes. “Blake?”


  Hands came out of nowhere and grabbed her. She tried to scream, but something clamped over her mouth. As she looked frantically
         around, she saw that all the people around her were wearing Halloween masks, dark, gruesome ones.
      


  Somebody put duct tape across her mouth. Another bound her hands behind her back. She jerked and pulled and fell down. Hands
         held her against the sand. Something was poured over her hair. Someone covered her eyes, and she felt something being sprayed
         on her clothes. She kept jerking and trying to scream. Tears poured down her face.
      


  Someone yelled, and then there was a loud grunt.


  Suddenly, whoever was holding her down fell over hard. The crowd abruptly moved away from her. Mikki sat up and struggled
         to see what was going on. As her eyes focused, she saw Liam hitting one of the masked people, and the person crumpled. Someone
         jumped on Liam’s back, but he whirled around and threw the attacker off. As the person hit the sand, the mask popped off and
         Mikki saw Tiffany Murdoch staring at her. Mikki managed to get the rope off her hands and tore the duct tape off her mouth
         as another, larger person in a mask hit Liam and knocked him down. Two others jumped on top of him. Then another guy roughly
         pulled those two off and straddled Liam. Mikki leapt up, raced across the sand, and jumped on top of the guy, pulling his
         head backward, her nails raking his face.
      


  He yelled something and pushed her off as he twisted away and fell down. Then he jumped to his feet, his mask askew. Sitting
         on her butt in the sand, Mikki looked up in disbelief.
      


  “Blake?”


  He rubbed the scratch marks on his face, turned, and ran. Mikki saw him grab Tiffany’s hand, and they raced off toward the dunes. Mikki tore her gaze away from them in time to see the remaining guy drive his foot into Liam’s stomach. She scooped
         up some sand, jumped up, ripped off the guy’s mask, and threw the sand in his eyes. He yelled and started jumping around,
         clawing at his eyes. She pushed him backward, and he fell, then picked himself up and staggered after the others.
      


  Mikki raced over to Liam, who lay facedown in the sand holding his stomach.


  “Oh my God, Liam, are you okay?”


  He slowly sat up, breathing hard. She wiped the sand off his face and clothes.


  “Wow, you really know how to party,” he said, grinning weakly.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked.


  “Just got off work. Was taking a stroll to wind down before I drove home. Then I heard some weird stuff and saw some people
         behind that dune. Then you two came walking by. When they jumped you I came flying in.”
      


  “You… you were watching us? Then you saw…?”


  “Hey, no big deal. I’m just glad you’re okay.” He rose gingerly. “Come on. I’ll drive you home.”


  Mikki didn’t move. “I’m sorry, Liam.”


  “Sorry for what?”


  “It wasn’t nearly as cool as when you and I kissed.”


  He looked down, his fingers clenching as though looking for the comfort of his drumsticks. “Really?”


  “Absolutely, really.”


  She stood. “You were really brave to do that. You saved me.”


  “Jerks.” He looked at her and drew in a quick breath. “Damn.”


  “What?”
      


  “Your hair and your clothes.”


  She looked down at her clothes. They were spray painted red along with her exposed skin. She touched her hair; it was sticky
         and clumped and smelled like rotten eggs.
      


  “Jerks,” she said. She looked in the direction of the dunes. “Blake was part of it. I can’t believe I was that stupid.”


  “So were you on a date with him? I mean, that’s cool. He’s the quarterback, not a bad-looking guy either.”


  “It was a mistake,” she said, gripping his arm. “For a lot of reasons. And he set me up. I bet it had to do with me beating
         up Tiffany at the beach party.”
      


  Liam looked shocked. “You beat up Tiffany? You didn’t tell me that.”


  “Well, she had it coming.”


  He laughed and then grabbed his ribs.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” she said worriedly as she put a hand around his waist to support him.


  As their bodies touched, they looked at each other.


  She said, “I’m really gross right now, Liam.”


  “No, you’re not; you’re beautiful.”


  Mikki went up on her tiptoes even as the tall Liam bent down to her. They kissed, this time far longer than they had the first
         time.
      


  As they drew apart and opened their eyes, she said, “You’re my knight in”—she looked at his dark clothes and smiled—“black
         shining armor and hiking boots.”
      


  He touched her cheek and grinned. “And you’re my fair maiden in flaming red with stinky stuff in her hair.”


  “Liam, we can’t tell our parents. My dad will go after all of them and probably end up in jail.”


  “But what about your clothes and hair?”
      


  “I’ll clean up before I sneak in the house.”


  Liam said, “So we’re not going to get back at Tiffany and her friends?”


  “Oh, I didn’t say that. We’re going to get back at them, but we’re going to do it the right way, not the stupid way they tried
         to do it.”
      


  “So how, then?”


  “You’ll see.”


  She plopped down in the ocean water and started to scrub.
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  Jack was waiting outside the restaurant when Jenna came out promptly at nine. She climbed in the VW van, and he pulled off.


  “This looks like a vintage ride,” she said.


  “Sammy’s. He likes to tinker with cars.”


  “That’s not all he likes to tinker with.”


  He glanced at her. “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning he and Anne Bethune are seeing each other.”


  “What? Why am I always the last to know?”


  She squeezed his shoulder. “You just need to get out more, honey.”


  “When did it start?”


  “Oh, about the time they laid eyes on each other; at least that was how Anne described it. In fact, that’s where he was the
         day you beat up those guys. They went for a ride on his Harley.” Jenna bent down and took off her shoes and started rubbing
         her feet. “Sorry, after ten hours these puppies are screaming.” She rolled down the window and breathed in the crisp evening
         air. “God, I remember in college, a guy I dated had a Harley. One time when Liam was staying with my mom we rode it all over
         the Blue Ridge Parkway. It was so much fun.”
      


  “Were you away from Liam a lot back then?”


  She rolled the window back up. “Hardly ever, actually. I went to college close to home so I could stay there. My mom was divorced
         and ran a business out of her house. She would watch Liam for me when I was at class or working.”
      


  “Working?”


  “Only way to pay for school. No silver spoons in my neighborhood. I knew I wanted to go to college, and then law school. And
         then work at a big firm in a big city.”
      


  “Sounds like you had it all mapped out.”


  “Well, I didn’t have Liam mapped out. He just happened. Two stupid teenagers.” Her features grew solemn. “But I don’t know
         what I’d do without him in my life. He’s a great kid. And he and Mikki really seem to have hit it off. When I told him she
         was going to be working at the Little Bit, he was really psyched.”
      


  “Well, that’s actually the reason I wanted to talk to you. About Liam.”


  “What about him?”


  Jack told her his plan.


  She was smiling and nodding as he finished. “Okay, that sounds terrific. In fact, I’m real proud of you, Dad. But in return you have to do one thing for me.”
      


  He looked at her warily. “What?”


  “Can you take me for a ride on the Harley?”


  Jack drove to the Palace, got Sammy’s permission, and fired up the Harley. Jenna got on back, and they drove off, paralleling
         the ocean on the long, winding road. As the wind whipped across their faces, Jenna said, “Boy does this bring back memories.”
      


  “Having fun, then?”


  “You know it.” She squeezed his middle as they leaned into turn after turn. After thirty minutes he drove her home.


  “Liam’s not here yet. Would you like to come in for some tea or coffee, or something stronger?”


  They sat out on the rear deck sipping glasses of Chardonnay Jenna had poured them. After going over the details of Jack’s
         plan in more depth, Jenna said, “How’s the lighthouse coming?”
      


  He put down his glass. “Good. Stairs are coming along, and Charles found the parts to repair the light.”


  “I bet it’ll be something to see it fired up again.”


  “Yeah, I think it will,” Jack said absently.


  “And why do I think that’s not why you’re really doing it?”


  He glanced up at her. “I fix things. That’s what I do.”


  “Some things can’t be fixed with a hammer and a set of plans.”


  He drained the rest of his glass. “I better get going.” He rose.


  “Jack?”


  “Yeah?” His voice seemed defensive.


  “Let me know when you get the lighthouse working. I’d really love to see it.”


  Taken aback by her obvious sincerity, he said, “I will, Jenna.”


  “And thanks for the ride. Most fun I’ve had in a long time.”


  Before he realized, Jack had already said it.


  “Me too.”
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  The next morning at the breakfast table Jack said, “I didn’t hear you come in last night, Mik.”


  “I actually got in early,” Mikki lied as she poured out a glass of OJ.


  “So how was the date?”


  “It was okay. But we’re just not that compatible.”


  “It happens.”


  “Yeah, it does. Hey, Dad, I’m going into town today.”


  “Why?”


  “Just an errand to run. Liam’s going with me. I won’t be long. Sammy said he’d watch Jackie for me.”


  “When do you start working at the restaurant?”


  “Tomorrow. That’s when Cory and Jackie start camp.”


  “You know, you could have come to me with all that.”


  She put a hand on her hip and said, “Could I have, Dad? Really?”


  He looked away. “So how are you getting to town? Want a lift?”


  “Liam’s picking me up.”
      


  “Look, Mikki, I want you to be able to talk to me about stuff. If we can’t do that, then we’ve got no shot at this father-daughter
         thing.”
      


  “You really mean that?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Well, it would be a nice start if you didn’t work all day and then go to the lighthouse all night.”


  “But I’ve almost got it finished.”


  “Okay, Dad, whatever. We can talk when you’re done with it.”


  Mikki walked out to the street, where Liam was waiting for her in his car.


  Liam grinned. “When you called this morning with your plan, I have to admit I was really intrigued. Now I’m downright fired
         up.”
      


  “Good, because so am I.”


  They arrived in downtown Channing and parked in front of the Play House. There were a number of cars sitting at the curb,
         including Tiffany’s red convertible. The marquee read, CHANNING TALENT COMPETITION APPLICATIONS TODAY.
      


  Mikki grinned. “When I saw that sign last night, I really didn’t think anything of it. You know, who cares? But now—now the
         timing couldn’t be more perfect.”
      


  “Let’s do it,” said Liam.


  They walked inside the lobby and joined a line of people standing in front of a long table behind which sat a number of ladies
         with hair styled to the max and wearing clothes that probably cost more than some automobiles. One of them, an attractive blond woman in a formfitting dress, seemed to be in charge.
      


  “Let me guess,” Mikki whispered to Liam as she pointed at the woman. “Tiffany’s mom?”


  Liam nodded. “How’d you know?”


  “I just flash-forwarded Tiffany twenty-five years.”


  “Chelsea Murdoch. I heard my mom once say she was even worse than her daughter.”


  “Wow, now, that’s a lady I have got to tangle with.”


  When Liam and Mikki reached the table, Chelsea Murdoch looked up at them with such a haughty expression that Mikki just wanted
         to slap her. “Yes?”
      


  “We’d like to enter the competition,” said Mikki politely.


  Murdoch glanced at Liam and looked confused. “Both of you?”


  “That’s right. Together.”


  “Liam Fontaine, right?” she said.


  “The one and only.”


  The woman smirked, and then her gaze swiveled to Mikki. “And you are?”


  “Michelle Armstrong. We’re down here from Cleveland for the summer.”


  The woman looked amused. “Cleveland?”


  “Yes, it’s the largest city in Ohio. Did you know that?” Mikki said innocently.


  “No, I never saw a good reason to find out,” she replied dryly and then bumped elbows with the woman sitting next to her,
         who chuckled. Mrs. Murdoch pushed a paper toward them. “Fill this out. And there’s a ten-dollar processing fee. What are you
         going to do for your act?”
      


  “Music,” said Mikki. “Drums, keyboard, and guitar.”
      


  Murdoch looked at her coolly. “Pretty ambitious.”


  “I’d like to think so,” Mikki replied sweetly. “I’m sure the competition is pretty tough.”


  “It is. In fact, one young lady has won it three years in a row and is looking to make it four.”


  “Would that be Tiffany?”


  “Yes. She’s my daughter.”


  “Of course. But I already knew she’d won it three times in a row.”


  “How?”


  Mikki pointed to the mammoth banner on the wall behind them, which had a large picture of Tiffany holding up three trophies
         with the words TRIPLE CROWN stenciled over her head. “That was, like, sort of the first clue.”
      


  Mikki returned Murdoch’s scowl with a smile.


  “Just put the form in the box over there and give your money to the lady in the blue dress,” she snapped.


  “Great. Thanks for all your help, Mrs. Murdoch,” Mikki said in her most polite schoolgirl voice.


  Mikki could feel the woman firing laser eye darts at her as they walked off. She filled out the form and gave it and their
         entry fee to the woman in the blue dress.
      


  “Okay, step one is done,” Liam said.


  “And here comes step two.”


  Tiffany and some of her friends had just walked into the lobby of the theater.


  When Mikki marched up to them, Tiffany stiffened.


  “Hey, Tiff.”


  Tiffany looked puzzled, and then glanced at her friends and back at Mikki. “Hi,” Tiffany said coolly.


  “I wanted to thank you for the great time on the beach. It was really memorable.”
      


  Tiffany snorted, and the other girls laughed. “Uh, okay,” said a grinning Tiffany.


  Mikki leaned closer. “And just so we’re straight, we’re, like, so going to kick your ass in the talent competition.”


  The smile vanished from Tiffany’s face, and her friends stopped laughing.


  Mikki drew even closer. “Oh, one more thing. You ever lay another finger on me, they won’t be able to find all the pieces
         to put you back together again, sweetie.” She’d unconsciously used the same threat she’d overheard her dad invoke back in
         Cleveland.
      


  Tiffany blinked and took a step back. “You think you’re so tough?”


  Mikki put her face an inch from the other girl’s. “I’m from Cleveland. It’s sort of a requirement.”


  Outside, as they passed Tiffany’s red convertible, Liam glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then reached in his
         pocket and pulled out a white tube. Pretending to be picking up something, he squirted the clear liquid from the tube onto
         the convertible’s driver’s seat. It was invisible against the leather.
      


  “What’s that?” Mikki asked.


  “After what they did to you, I think Super Glue is in order.”


  “Liam, I’m so liking your style, dude.”
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  “Okay, so what’s the conspiracy?”


  Jenna had come into the kitchen at the Little Bit to find Liam and Mikki using their break to huddle in one corner.


  “Nothing, Mom,” Liam said a little too innocently.


  “Son, you forget I was a lawyer. My lie detector is well oiled.”


  He looked sheepish and glanced at Mikki. “You want to tell her?”


  Mikki said, “We entered the talent competition as a musical act.”


  “Well, that’s great. Why keep it a secret?”


  Liam answered. “We’ll be going up against Tiffany, and I know her family is an important player in town. We beat her out of
         winning for the fourth year in a row, the Murdochs might mess with you.”
      


  “They can try and mess with me, but I don’t think it’ll do much good. The Little Bit is pretty much here to stay.” She looked
         at both of them curiously. “So why this sudden interest in beating Tiffany Murdoch?”
      


  The two teens looked at each other.
      


  Sensing they were holding something significant back, Jenna said, “Okay, both of you, I happen to be the boss. And I want
         the truth. Right now.”
      


  Between them, Mikki and Liam told her what had happened on the beach.


  When they’d finished, the look on Jenna’s features was very dark. “That was a criminal assault on you, Mikki. And you too,
         Liam. You two could have been really hurt.”
      


  “It was no big deal, Mom,” said Liam.


  “It was a very big deal. Those kids need to be held accountable for what they did. Otherwise, they might do it again.”


  “Mom, please don’t do anything. We want to handle this in our own way.”


  Mikki added, “And if my dad finds out, he’ll beat them all up and probably end up in jail. I know my dad. He’s really overprotective.
         They were just teenagers, and he’s an ex–army ranger. You saw what he did to those two big guys. He can be like a SWAT team
         all by himself when he needs to be. They’d throw the book at him. So please don’t say anything, Jenna. Please.”
      


  Jenna’s features finally lightened. “Okay, I see your logic. But does your dad know you’re entering the talent competition?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Well, I think the sooner he knows, the better.”


  Mikki gazed at her. “Would you mind telling him?”


  “Me? Why?”


  “It might be better coming from another parent. I don’t think he’ll mind, but he’s been a little preoccupied lately. And we’ve
         already entered. I can’t pull out now.”
      


  Jenna thought about this for a few seconds. “Okay, I’ll talk to him.” She checked her watch and smiled. “Break time’s over.
         We run a real sweatshop here. So get to it.”
      


  Mikki gave her a quick hug. “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver. So when do you think you’ll talk to him?”


  “I think I know where to find him at the right time.”


  At a little past midnight, Jack stood on the catwalk of the lighthouse, staring out at a clear sky. After his conversation
         with Mikki and the disappointment so evident on her face, he had really tried to not come out here, but something made his
         legs move, and here he was.
      


  He’d worked all day with Sammy on Anne Bethune’s project, which had also given him time to see her camp. He had to admit that
         Jackie and Cory were having a wonderful time, and they were learning things too. Anne had an instructor who took the kids
         down to the water and showed them about marine life and other science subjects appropriate for younger kids. Cory was in his
         element with painting and acting out scenes that he had written in a performance art workshop the camp also offered. It was
         exactly the sort of experience Jack had hoped for when they came down here for the summer. However, Jack was trying not to
         focus on the fact that he wasn’t an integral part of that experience, that it was being done through what amounted to surrogates.
      


  If I can just finish the lighthouse.


  He walked back inside the structure and gazed down at the new stairs. He’d just driven in the last nail a few minutes ago.
         Work still needed to be done on them, mostly finishing items, but they were safe to walk on and would last a long time. He
         planned to start disassembling the scaffolding tomorrow night and return it to the hardware store. He picked up Lizzie’s doll
         and went back out on the catwalk. Sweaty from all the hard work in the confines of the lighthouse, he took off his shirt and
         let the cool breeze flow over him.
      


  He looked at the doll and then gazed up at the sky. Heaven was somewhere up there. He’d been thinking about where a precocious
         little girl would have thought it was located. He looked at discrete grids of the sky, much like he’d compartmentalized and
         studied the desert in the Middle East when he was fighting in a war there. Which spot was most likely to hold an IED or a
         sniper?
      


  Only now he was looking for angels and saints.


  And Lizzie.


  He set the doll down and took the letter from his shirt pocket. Now that he’d finished the stairs, he told himself it was
         time to read the next one. The envelope had the number four written on it. He slipped the letter out. It was dated December
         twenty-first. He leaned against the railing and read it.
      


  

    Dear Lizzie,


    Christmas is almost here, and I promise that I will make it. It will be a great day. Seeing the kids’ faces when they open
               their presents will be better for me than all the medications in the world. I know this has been hard on everyone, especially
               you and the kids. But I know that your mom and dad have really been a tremendous help to you. I’ve never gotten to know them
               as well as I would have liked. Sometimes I feel that your mom thinks you might have married someone better suited to you,
               more successful. But I know deep down that she cares about me, and I know she loves you and the kids with all her heart. It is
               a blessing to have someone like that to support you. My father died, as you know, when I was still just a kid. And you know
               about my mom. But your parents have always been there for me, especially Bonnie, and in many ways, I see her as more of a
               mom to me than my own mother. It’s action, not words, that really counts. That’s what it really means to love someone. Please
               tell them that I always had the greatest respect for her and Fred. They are good people. And I hope that one day she will
               feel that I was a good father who tried to do the right thing. And that maybe I was worthy of you.


    

      Love,


      Jack
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  “Am I interrupting something?”


  Jack turned to see Jenna standing there on the catwalk, a bottle of wine and two glasses in hand. She saw the letter in his
         hand but said nothing as he thrust it in his jeans pocket and quickly pulled his shirt on, his fingers struggling to button
         it up as fast as possible.
      


  “What are you doing here?” he said a little harshly.


  She took a step back. “I’m sorry if I snuck up on you.”


  “Well, you did.”


  “Look, I’ll just leave.”


  She turned to go when he said, “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just wasn’t expecting anyone.”


  She smiled. “I wonder why? It’s after midnight and you’re standing on your own property at the top of a lighthouse. I would’ve
         thought there’d have been hundreds of people through here by now.”
      


  His anger faded, and a grin crept across Jack’s face. “Dozens maybe, but not hundreds.” He eyed the wine. “Coming from a party?”
      


  She looked around and set the glasses on an old crate while she uncorked the wine. “No, hoping I was coming to one.”
      


  “What?”


  She poured out the wine and handed him a glass, then clinked hers against his. “Cheers.” She took a sip and let it go down
         slowly as she gazed out over the broad view. “God, it’s beautiful up here.”
      


  “Yeah, it is.”


  “So you finished the stairs, I see.”


  “Still need to do some work, but the heavy lifting’s done.”


  “I guess you’re wondering what the heck I’m doing here?”


  “Honestly? Yeah, I am.”


  She told him about Liam and Mikki entering the talent competition but withheld the reason why.


  “Hey, that’s great. I bet they have a good chance to win.”


  “They do, actually. I’m no expert, but I’d pay money to hear them.”


  Jack swallowed some of his wine. “But why didn’t Mikki just come and tell me?”


  “I’m not really sure. She asked me to, and I agreed. Maybe you should ask her.”


  Jack slowly nodded. “I know I’ve gotten my priorities screwed up.”


  “Well, realizing the problem is a good first step to fixing it. And like you said, you fix things.”


  “Yeah, well, lighthouses are easier than relationships.”


  “I would imagine anything is easier than that. But that doesn’t mean you can ignore it.”


  “I’m starting to see that.”


  “I know what you told me before, but why is this so important to you, Jack?”
      


  He put his wineglass down. “This feels like the place I can be closest to her,” he said slowly. He glanced over to find Jenna
         staring at him with a concerned expression. “Look, I’m not losing touch with reality.”
      


  “I didn’t think you were,” she said quickly.


  “But it’s still crazy, right?”


  “If you feel it, it’s not crazy, Jack. You’ve been through a lot.”


  “The Miracle Man,” he said softly.


  Jenna gazed at him but said nothing, waiting for him to speak.


  “I wasn’t supposed to be here, Jenna. I mean living. I was just hanging on ’til Christmas, for the kids. For Lizzie.”


  She touched his shoulder. “I shouldn’t have asked. You don’t owe me an explanation about anything.”


  “No, it’s okay. I need to get this out.” He paused, drawing a long breath, seeming to marshal his thoughts. “I spent half
         our marriage in the army, most of it away from home.” He stopped, glanced at the dark sky. “I was crazy in love with my wife.
         I mean, they say absence makes the heart grow fonder? I could be in the next room and miss Lizzie, much less halfway around
         the world.”
      


  A tear trickled from Jack’s right eye, and Jenna’s mouth quivered. She swallowed with difficulty.


  “I always saw Lizzie and me as one person whose halves got separated somehow, but they found each other again. That’s how
         lucky I was.”
      


  Jenna said quietly, “Most people never have that, Jack. You were truly blessed.”


  “The last night we were together she told me she wanted to come back here for the summer. I could tell she wanted to believe
         that I would be alive to come with her. She even talked about me fixing up the place. This lighthouse. I never thought I’d
         have the chance.”
      


  “So you’re fulfilling Lizzie’s last wish?”


  “I guess.” He turned to look back out to sea. “Because she never got the chance to come back.”


  Jenna said, “And then you got better?”


  He glanced at her, his eyes red. “But do you know why I got better? Because Lizzie was right there with me every step of the
         way. She wouldn’t let me die.”
      


  “Why are you telling me all this?”


  “Because if I don’t tell someone, I think I’m going to… to… I don’t know. And you seemed like someone who would understand.”


  A gentle rain began to fall as they stood there. Jenna put down her glass, gripped Jack’s shoulders, turned him to her, and
         put her arms around him.
      


  As the rain continued to come down, they stood there in the darkness slowly swaying from side to side.


  “I do understand, Jack. I really do.”
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  “Jenna, you really don’t have to do this,” said Mikki.


  They were at a women’s clothing store in downtown Channing during a break from working at the restaurant.


  She continued, “It’s no big deal. I mean it’s only dinner out with my family. Dad and Sammy and certainly Cory and Jackie
         aren’t going to care what I have on.”
      


  “But it’s also your sixteenth birthday, honey, and that only happens once in your life.”


  Together, they’d selected a half dozen outfits, and Mikki was trying them on. After Mikki decided on a dark sleeveless dress,
         Jenna helped her pick out shoes, a purse, and other accessories.
      


  “Thanks, Jenna. I can’t exactly go bra shopping with my dad.”


  “No, I guess you really can’t.” She smiled mischievously. “Though it might be kind of fun if you did. Just to see the former
         tough-as-nails army ranger squirm over cup sizes.”
      


  Mikki was looking down at all the items and mentally calculating the prices. Her face turned red. “Uh, I’m going to have to
         put some of these things back.”
      


  “Why?”
      


  “I… I don’t have enough money.”


  “Sure you do; I just gave you an advance on your salary.”


  “What?”


  “I do it with all my new employees, or at least the ones turning sixteen who want something new to wear.”


  “I’m not looking for a freebie.”


  “And I’m not giving it. This will be deducted from your paycheck in equal installments over the next sixty years, young lady.”


  Mikki laughed. “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely. Seriously, you’re a really good waitress and a hard worker. That should be rewarded.”


  After they left the shop, Jenna said, “How about an ice cream? I’ve got something I want to talk to you about.”


  They sat outside on a street bench with their cones.


  “First things first. I spoke with your dad about the talent competition, and he’s completely fine with you entering.”


  “Wow, that’s great.”


  “Although he did wonder why you didn’t just come and ask him directly about it.”


  “And what did you tell him?”


  “I played dumb and basically dodged the question.” She licked her cone and seemed to be choosing her next words carefully.
         “The lighthouse?”
      


  Mikki sighed. “What about it?”


  “Your dad spends a lot of time out there.”


  “How did you know that?”


  “Well, aside from your miserable expression, I just know; let’s leave it at that. Now, have you ever been out there with him?”


  “No.”


  “Why?”


  “I just don’t; no reason.”
      


  “You resent it?”


  “Resent a stupid building? That’s a dumb question,” she said irritably.


  “Is it?”


  Mikki finished her ice cream, wiped off her fingers, and threw the trash in a bin next to the bench. “Look, if he chooses
         to be out there instead of with his family, who am I to rock the boat?”
      


  “I think you just answered my question. You know that was your mom’s lighthouse?”


  Mikki scowled. “Yeah, my mom when she was a little girl.”


  “So you think it’s odd he seems so…”


  “Obsessed? Yeah, a little. What would you think?”


  “Hard to say. Now, tell me about what those jerks were yelling at your dad on the street that day. Miracle Man?”


  Mikki looked uncomfortable and drew a long breath. “I don’t really want to talk about that.”


  “Please, Mikki. I really do want to help. But I need to know.”


  Mikki took the next few minutes to fill her in.


  Jenna looked thoughtful. “So basically the tabloid made everything up?”


  “Well, that’s what my dad says.”


  “And you believe a newspaper that makes millions selling lies over your father? How does that make sense?”


  Mikki refused to look at her. She said, “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”


  “That makes even less sense.”


  “Easy for you to say. It wasn’t your family getting destroyed.”


  “No, but let me put on my lawyer hat for a minute and analyze this.” She paused, but only for a moment. “Your dad loses the
         woman he loves in a tragedy that was really no one’s fault. Then he loses the rest of his family and is left to die alone. Instead, he somehow finds the strength to beat a certain
         death sentence, brings his family back together, and tries to make a go of it as a single parent. And then a bunch of gut-wrenching
         lies get spread all over the news and people are calling him terrible things based on those lies, and he has to just stand
         there and take it.” She stopped. “What an evil guy your dad is.”
      


  Jenna looked over to find Mikki staring down at her feet, a stunned expression on her face.


  “I guess I never looked at it that way,” she said after a long silence. “I can see why you were a lawyer.”


  “It’s the hardest thing in the world to put yourself in someone else’s place, try to really feel what they feel, figure out
         why they do the things they do. Especially when it’s easier to stick a label on something. Or someone.”
      


  “And the lighthouse?”


  “Lizzie loved it at some point in her life. It was important to her. She wanted to see it work again. That’s good enough for
         your father. He’ll work himself to the bone to try and fix it.”
      


  “For her?”


  “Your dad isn’t crazy. He knows she’s gone, Mikki. He’s doing this for her memory. At least partly. This is all part of the
         healing process; that’s all. Everyone does it differently, but this is just your father’s way.”
      


  “So what do you think I should do?”


  “At some point, find the courage to talk to him.”


  “About what?”


  “I think you’ll figure it out.”


  Mikki laid her hand on Jenna’s arm. “Thanks for the ice cream. And the advice.”


  “You’re very welcome to both, sweetie.”
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  On Saturday night Jenna helped Mikki get dressed in her new clothes and did her hair. She pinned most of it back but let a
         few strands trickle down Mikki’s long, slender neck.
      


  Cory and Jackie were sitting on the couch together watching TV. They both stared wide-eyed at their sister when she came down
         the stairs followed by a proud-looking Jenna.
      


  “Mikki bootiful,” said Jackie.


  Cory didn’t say anything; he just kept staring, like this was the first time he’d realized his sister was a girl.


  Sammy came out of the kitchen, saw her, and said, “Wow. Okay, people, heartbreaker coming through, make room. Make room.”


  Mikki blushed deeply and said, “Sammy, knock it off!”


  “Honey, take the compliments from the men when you can,” advised Jenna.


  Sammy yelled, “Jack, get your butt in here. There’s big trouble.”


  Jack walked in from the kitchen and froze when he saw her.


  Mikki took in all the males staring at her and finally said, “What?”
      


  “Nothing, sweetie,” said Jack. “You look terrific.”


  “Jenna helped me.”


  Jack flashed her an appreciative look. “Good thing. I’m not really all that great with hair and makeup.”


  Jenna chuckled. “Gee, don’t they teach that in the army?”


  “So where are we going?” asked Mikki.


  “Like I said, dinner with the family. To celebrate your sweet sixteen.”


  She looked at Cory and Jackie watching cartoons and munching on cheese curls. Jackie’s face and hands were totally orange
         and sticky. Cory let out a loud belch. “Great,” she said, trying to sound enthusiastic.
      


  Sammy looked at Jack. “Hold on a sec. You said we had to finish that job tonight. Promised the lady. Remember?”


  “Oh, damn, that’s right. What was I thinking?” Jack slapped his forehead in frustration.


  Mikki scowled, “Tonight? What job?”


  Jack looked stricken. “A big one. I forgot, honey.”


  Mikki’s face flushed and her eyes glistened. “Dad, it’s my sixteenth birthday.”
      


  “I know, sweetie, I know. Thank goodness I had a backup plan.”


  “What?”


  He opened the front door, and Mikki gasped.


  Liam was standing there dressed in pressed chinos and a white button-down shirt. His face was scrubbed pink, and he’d even
         combed his long hair. In his hand was a bouquet of flowers.
      


  Mikki looked from him to her dad. “Uh, what is going on?”


  Jack grinned. “Like you really wanted to go out on your sixteenth birthday with your old man and two little brothers? Give
         me a break.”
      


  “That would’ve been fine,” she said, trying to keep a straight face.


  “Yeah, right,” scoffed Sammy. He turned to Liam, who hadn’t budged an inch. “Well, get in here, son, and deliver the flowers
         to the lady.” He grabbed Liam’s arm and propelled him into the room.
      


  Liam handed the bouquet to Mikki. “You really look great,” he said shyly.


  “Pretty slick yourself.” She eyed her dad. “How did you possibly manage this without Cory or Jackie squealing?”


  “That’s easy. I didn’t tell them. But Jenna was a major co-conspirator.”


  Jenna did a mock curtsy. “Guilty as charged.”


  “So, what’s the plan?” Mikki asked.


  “Like I said, dinner. For two. Reservations have already been made.”


  Jenna amended, “Not the Little Bit. At the fancy restaurant in town. I know the owners really well. They’ve got a great table
         picked out for you and a special menu.”
      


  “Wow, I can’t believe this is happening. I feel like Cinderella.”


  Jack put his arm around his daughter. “Nice to know I can still surprise you.”


  “Thanks, Dad. Well, I guess we better go,” she said.


  “Wait a sec,” Jack said. “Close your eyes.”


  “Dad!”


  “Please, just do it.”


  Sighing heavily, she closed her eyes. Jack slipped the necklace from his pocket and affixed it around her neck. “Okay.”


  She looked down and gasped. She rushed to a mirror hanging on the wall.
      


  “This was Mom’s necklace,” she said in a hushed tone.


  Jack nodded. “I gave it to her on our first wedding anniversary.”


  Mikki turned to look at him, tears glimmering in her eyes.


  “Happy birthday, baby.”


  Father and daughter shared a lingering hug.


  After Liam and Mikki had gone off on their date, Jack stood on the front porch staring at the sandy yard. Jenna joined him
         there. Jack’s eyes were moist, and he wouldn’t look at her.
      


  “You okay, Dad?” she asked.
      


  “They grow up fast, Jenna.”


  “Yes, they do. But growing up is okay. What we don’t want them to do is grow away from us.”
      


  “You’re pretty good at this parenting thing.”


  “You do something solo long enough, I guess you either get good at it or you crash.”


  “So there’s hope for me?”


  “I’d say definitely.” She slid her arm through his. “She’s a great kid, Jack.”


  “Because of Lizzie.”


  “Give yourself some of the credit. You did good tonight, Jack Armstrong.”


  “You really think so?”


  “Yeah, I really do.”
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  Mikki and Liam had just finished dinner when he excused himself to go to the restroom. A few seconds later, Mikki was stunned
         to see Blake Saunders walk up to her table.
      


  “What are you doing here, you weasel?” she snarled.


  “I work here.”


  “You work here?”


  “Busing tables. Sweat Town, like I said.”


  “Gee, doesn’t sweet little Tiffany give you an allowance?”


  “Look, I know you’re upset, and you have every right to be.”


  “You’re wrong, Blake. If I were upset, that would mean I cared, and I don’t. You had your stupid fun, but Liam could have
         really gotten hurt.”
      


  “I pulled those two idiots off him, in case you didn’t notice. I was on top of him to protect him. Nobody was supposed to
         get hurt. But then you jumped on my back and basically scratched my face off.”
      


  “Hey, let’s not forget that none of it would’ve happened if you hadn’t set me up. And why exactly did you do that?”


  Blake looked down. “Because of what you did to Tiff. She was upset. She wanted to get back at you.”
      


  “And you do whatever Tiff tells you to? That’s beyond pathetic.”


  “Yeah, I guess it is,” Blake admitted.


  “Look, you’re not going to fool me with your ‘I’m all sorry’ act. Okay? So just save your breath.”


  “Did you put the glue in her car seat?”


  “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Well, in case you were wondering, she was pissed. She had to take off her pants to get out of the car. And she hadn’t bothered
         to put on underwear. She had to run up the steps to her house. But she slipped and fell over into the bushes, scratched her
         rear end up good. At least that’s what my mom said. Guess all the hired help got a good laugh about that later.”
      


  Hearing this, Mikki could not suppress a grin. “It’s nice to know that bad things do happen to bad people.”


  “I heard you entered the talent competition.”


  “That’s right. Me and Liam. I’m sure you’ll be there to root on precious Tiff.”


  “Actually, I hope you kick her butt.”


  He turned and walked away.


  After leaving the restaurant, Liam and Mikki drove to the beach, parked, took off their shoes, and walked along the sand.


  “I never saw the ocean before coming here,” said Mikki as she drew close enough to the water to let it cover her feet.


  “Mom and I have always been close to the water. Well, pretty close.”


  “I really like it here. I didn’t think I would after living in the city all my life, but I do.”


  “It took some adjustment on my part, but it can be cool.”


  “Blake Saunders came up to me at the restaurant while you were in the bathroom.”
      


  Liam did not seem annoyed by this, only curious. “Really? What did he want?”


  “To apologize for helping Tiffany get the jump on me. He said he was trying to protect you, not hurt you.”


  “Yeah, I actually believe him.”


  “You do?”


  “Blake is not your typical bully jock, Mikki. He’s actually a nice guy. Okay, he runs around with Tiffany too much, but I’ve
         never had a problem with him. In school he’s been cool with me. We even hang out and stuff sometimes.”
      


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “Yeah.”


  It started to rain, and they ran toward an old lifeguard shack and took cover under the roof overhang.


  “Your mom is really cool, Liam.”


  “I don’t even remember my dad. He was gone right after I was born.”


  “That must’ve been hard.”


  “I guess it could’ve been. But my mom loves me enough for two parents,” Liam said firmly.


  “I really miss my mom.”


  Liam put an arm around her. “That’s completely normal, Mikki. You should miss her. She was your mom. She helped raise you.
         She loved you, and you loved her.”
      


  “Pretty sensitive stuff coming from a guy.”


  He smiled. “I’m a musician. It’s in our blood.”


  He put his arms around her, and they kissed as the rain and wind picked up and the breakers started to roll and crash with
         more intensity.
      


  Mikki said, “Your mom talked to me the other day about my dad. It made me really start to think about things.”
      


  “What do you mean?”


  “I didn’t handle things really well when my dad was sick. In fact, I pretty much screwed it up.”


  “How?”


  “When people are in trouble and they reach out, you can either reach out to them or pull back. I pulled back. I was a bitch
         to my mom. I was no help to my dad. In fact, I avoided him. I was rebellious, pushed the envelope, did all sorts of crap that
         made things harder for them.” Tears trickled down her cheeks. “And do you know why I did all that?”
      


  Liam looked at her. “Because you were scared?”


  She stared back. “I was terrified watching my dad die. And instead of trying to make the time he had left pleasant, I just
         ran the other way. I couldn’t deal with it. I didn’t want to lose him, and a part of me hated him for leaving us. For leaving
         me.” She let out a sob. “And it’s just killing me now that my mom died and all I can think is that I made her life miserable
         at the end. Just miserable.”
      


  As she started to cry, Liam held her and then undid his cuff button and held his sleeve out for her to use as a handkerchief.
         When she finally stopped crying, she rubbed her eyes with his sleeve. “Thanks.”
      


  “It’s okay, Mikki. This stuff is hard. No easy answers. It’s not like music. The notes are all there. You just play, have
         a good time. Families are really hard.”
      


  “Your mom said I needed to talk to him.”


  “I think she’s right. You do.”


  The rain began to let up, and they made a run for the car. Liam drove her home. As she got out of the car, she said, “Thanks for a great sixteenth birthday.”
      


  “Hey, you made it easy.”


  “Right, crying on your shoulder, real easy.”


  “I always thought that was part of being a friend.”


  She leaned back in and kissed him. “It is. And you are.”
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  Jack lay on his back in the room of the lighthouse that contained the lighting machinery. His hands were greasy, he was hot
         and sweaty, there was dust in his throat, and he was not making much progress. He’d followed the schematic detailing of the
         electrical and operational guts of the machinery to the letter, but still something was off. He angled his work light into
         a narrow gap between two metal plates.
      


  “Dad?”


  He jerked up and hit his head on a piece of metal. Rubbing the injured spot, he pulled himself out from the confined space
         and looked over at the opening to the area below. Mikki, her hair plastered back on her head, was staring back up at him.
      


  “Mik, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, Dad.”


  He scrutinized her. “You’re wet.”


  “It’s raining.”


  He looked out the window. “Oh. I guess I came out here before it started.”


  “Can I come up?”
      


  He gave her a hand and pulled her into the small space.


  As she drew closer, he said, “It looks like you’ve been crying. Liam didn’t—”


  “No, Dad. It has nothing to do with him. Liam was great. We had an awesome date. I… I really like him. A lot.”


  Jack relaxed. “Okay, but then why…?”


  She took her dad’s hand and drew him over to a narrow ledge that ran the length of the room under the window. They sat.


  “We need to talk.”


  “What about?” he said warily.


  “What happened with Mom, you, me. Everything, basically.”


  “Now?”


  “I think so, yeah.”


  Jack wiped his hands with a rag and tossed it down.


  “Look, I know you guys think it’s crazy what I’m doing out here. And hell, maybe it is.”


  She put a hand on his arm to forestall him. “No, Dad, I don’t think it’s crazy.” She paused. “Jenna talked to me about some
         things.”
      


  “What things?” Jack said abruptly.


  “Like how you’ve basically been through hell and we all need to cut you some slack and that everybody grieves in their own
         way.”
      


  “Oh.” Jack looked over at the lighting apparatus and then back at her. “I’m trying to get through this, Mikki; I really am.
         It’s just not easy. Some days I feel okay; some days I feel completely lost.”
      


  Mikki’s face crumpled, and she began to sob as she poured her heart out. “Dad, I was just so scared when you were sick. I didn’t know how to handle it. So I just thought if I ran away from it all, I wouldn’t have to deal with it. It was selfish.
         I’m so sorry.”
      


  He put his arm around her heaving shoulders and let her cry. When she was done, he handed her a clean rag to wipe her eyes.


  “Mikki, you are one smart kid, but you’re also only sixteen. You’re not supposed to have all the answers. I’m thirty-five
         and I don’t have all the answers either. I think people need to cut you some slack too.”
      


  “But I still should have known,” she said, another sob hiccuping out of her.


  He stroked her hair. “Let me tell you something. When my dad was dying, I did pretty much the same thing. At first I was sad,
         and then I was scared. I would go to bed at night scared and wake up scared. I would see him walking around in his pajamas
         in the middle of the day. He was just waiting to die. No hope. And this was a big strong guy I’d always looked up to. And
         now he was all weak and helpless. And I didn’t want to remember my dad like that. So I just pushed everything inside. And
         I tuned everyone out. Even him. I was selfish too. I was a coward. Maybe that’s why I went into the military. To prove that
         I actually had some courage.”
      


  She looked at him with wide, dry eyes. “You did, honest?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Life really sucks sometimes,” Mikki said, as she sat back and wiped her nose.


  “Yeah, sometimes it really does. But then sometimes it’s wonderful and you forget all about the bad stuff.”


  She looked down, nervously twisting her fingers.


  “Mik, is there something else you need to tell me?”


  “Will you promise not to get mad?”
      


  Jack sighed. “Is that a condition of you telling me?”


  “I guess not, but I was only hoping.”


  “You can tell me anything.”


  She turned to face him and drew a long breath. “I was the one who talked to that gossip paper.”


  Jack gaped at her. “You?”


  Fresh tears spilled down Mikki’s cheeks. “I know it was so stupid. And it got completely out of hand. Most of the junk he
         wrote he just made up.”
      


  “But how did you know about any of it?”


  “I overheard you and Mom talking the night she died. And I saw what that jerk Bill Miller did.”


  “But why would you talk to a tabloid? You know what those papers do. It made your mom look…”


  “I know. I’m so sorry, Dad. It was so totally stupid. I… I don’t know why I did it. I was confused and angry. And I know you
         probably hate me. And I don’t blame you. I hate myself for doing it.” All of this came out in a rush that left her so out
         of breath she nearly gagged.
      


  Jack put his arms around her and drew her to him. “Just calm down. It doesn’t matter anymore. You messed up. And you admitted
         to it. That took a lot of courage.”
      


  Mikki was shaking. “I don’t feel brave. I feel like a shit. I know you hate me. Don’t you?”


  “It’s actually against the law for a dad to hate his daughter.”


  “I’m just really, really sorry, Dad. Now that my head’s on right about things, it just seems so stupid what I did.”


  “I don’t think either of us was thinking too clearly for a while.”


  “Will you ever be able to forgive me? To trust me again?”
      


  “I do, on both counts.”


  “Just like that?”


  He touched her cheek. “Just like that.”


  “Why?”


  “Something called unconditional love, honey.”
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  Jenna looked up from the counter at the Little Bit to see Jack standing there.


  She smiled. “I heard the kids had a fabulous time.”


  “Yeah, Mikki’s still gushing about it.”


  “You want something to eat? Steak sandwich is the special.”


  “No, I’m good. Look, I was wondering if you had time tonight for some dinner.”


  Jenna came from behind the counter to stand next to him.


  “Dinner? Sure. What did you have in mind? Not here. Even I get sick of the menu.” She smiled and then turned serious. “Hey,
         I can cook for you.”
      


  “I don’t want you to have to do that.”


  “I love to cook. It’s actually therapeutic. But you’ll have to be my sous chef.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Slicing and dicing mostly.”


  “I can do that. But can you get away from this place?”


  “For one night, yes. Practically runs itself these days, and my number one son will be here, along with your daughter. I don’t think they even need me anymore. Say around seven thirty?”
      


  “Okay, great.”


  “Anything in particular you want to talk about?”


  “A lot of things.”


  When Jack got to Jenna’s house that night, music was on, wine was poured, and scented candles were lit.


  “Don’t be freaked out by any of this,” she said as she ushered him in. “I just like to be comfortable. I’m not going all Sex and the City on you.” She eyed him. “You look nice.”
      


  He looked down at his new pair of jeans, his pressed white collared shirt, and a pair of pristine loafers that were pinching
         his feet. Then he looked at her. She had on a yellow sundress with a scalloped front and was barefoot.
      


  “Not as nice as you,” he replied. “And can I go barefoot too? These new shoes are killing me.”


  When he looked at her feet, she smiled. “You go for it. When I was a kid, my mom had to force me to wear shoes. Loved the
         feel of the grass on my feet. I think one reason I moved to the Deep South is because not many people wear shoes down here.”
      


  She led him into the kitchen and pointed to a cutting board and a pile of vegetables and tomatoes next to it. “Your work awaits.”


  Jack chopped and sliced while Jenna moved around the kitchen preparing the rest of the meal.


  “So you like to cook?”


  “I actually wanted to do it professionally.”


  “But you became a lawyer instead?”


  “Yep, it was one of those crazy zigzags that life takes. When Liam was older, I took culinary classes. Then when I was thinking about changing careers, running a restaurant seemed a nice
         fit. The Little Bit’s menu is limited, but I’ve made every dish on it.” She slid a pan of chicken into the oven. “And at home
         is where I really get to impress people.”
      


  “I’m looking forward to being impressed, then.”


  An hour later they sat down to eat. After a few bites, Jack raised his glass of wine in tribute to her skills in the kitchen.
         “I’m not exactly an expert, but this is great.”
      


  She clinked her glass against his. “I’m sure it was all due to how you sliced and diced the veggies.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  She put her glass down and eyed him. “Okay, do we talk about things now or with dessert and coffee?”


  “How about after dessert and coffee?”
      


  “Why?”


  He looked sheepish. “Because I’m having a great time.”


  “And you think what you want to say will spoil that?” she said with a bit of alarm.


  “No, nothing like that. But it will change it.”


  They walked on the beach after the cake and coffee were consumed. Jack ambled slowly, and Jenna matched his stride.


  “Mikki said you and she talked.”


  “She’s a really smart kid. She gets it, Jack. She really does.”


  “We talked after she came back from her date. She said you had basically told her to see things from my perspective.”


  “I thought that was important.”


  “I can understand why she was upset.” He stopped and kicked at the wet sand. “After I got the kids back, I fell into my old
         routine. And Mikki jumped on that.”
      


  “On what?”


  “That I didn’t have a clue how to run a family.”
      


  “Who does? We all just wing it.”


  “That’s nice of you to say, Jenna. But it’s giving me credit I don’t really deserve.”


  “You really put a lot pressure on yourself. Bet you did that in the army too.”


  “Only way you survive. You practice perfection. You have a mission, you prep the crap out of it, and you execute that prep.
         Same with building stuff. You have a plan, you get your materials, and you build it according to the plans.”
      


  “Okay, but did every mission and every building project go according to plan?”


  “Well, no. They never do.”


  “Then what did you do?”


  “You improvise. Fly by the seat of your pants.”


  “I think you just defined parenting in a nutshell.”


  “You really believe that?”


  “Belief isn’t a strong enough word. I basically live that.”
      


  “You’d think I’d know that by now, having three kids.”


  “All kids are different. It’s not like one size or model fits all. I only have Liam, but I have five siblings. We drove my
         parents nuts, all in different ways. It’s not smooth, it doesn’t make sense half the time, and it’s the hardest, most exasperating
         job you can ever have. But the payoff is also the biggest.”
      


  “Does it get easier?”


  “Truthfully, some parts of it do, only to be replaced by other parts that are actually harder.” Jenna gripped his shoulder.
         “Time, Jack. Time. And little steps. You nearly died. You lost the woman you love. You’ve moved to a different town. That’s
         a lot.”
      


  “Thanks, Jenna. I needed to hear all this.”


  “Always ready to give advice, even if most of it is wrong.”


  “I think most of it is right, at least for me.”
      


  She slowly pulled her hand away. “Things get complicated, Jack, awfully fast. I’m a big believer in taking your time.”


  “I think I’m beginning to see that. Thanks for dinner.”


  She pecked him on the cheek. “Thanks for asking. But why did you think this was going to change things between you and me?
         I think you just wanted some assurance, maybe some comfort.”
      


  “But those are big deals for me. I don’t go to people with things like that. I’m more of a loner. When Lizzie was alive, I’d
         go to her.”
      


  “Your soul mate?”


  “And my best friend. There was nothing we couldn’t talk about.”


  Jenna sighed resignedly. “You just described my image—no, my dream—of the perfect relationship.”
      


  “It wasn’t all perfect. We had our problems.”


  “But you worked them out together?”


  “Well, yeah. That’s what a marriage is, right?”


  “It’s supposed to be that way. But more and more I don’t think it is. People seem to give up on each other way too easily.
         Grass is greener crap.”
      


  “I’m surprised you never got married again. I’m sure it wasn’t for lack of offers.”


  “It wasn’t,” she admitted. “But like I said before, I guess the right offer never came along.”


  As they headed back to the house, she asked, “So how’s the lighthouse coming?”


  “Not great,” he admitted. “I guess I’ll die trying to get it to work again.”


  As he drove off later, Jenna watched from the front porch, a worried look on her face.
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  A week later Jack turned the wrench one more time, taped over an electrical connection, spun the operating dial to the appropriate
         setting, and stepped back. It had been a week since he’d had dinner with Jenna. And every night he’d been out here working
         until the wee hours of the morning on the lighthouse. He felt like a marathoner near the end of the run. Three times he thought
         he had it right. Three times he turned out to be wrong. And his anger and frustration had grown with each disappointment.
         He’d snapped at Sammy and at all three kids over the last few days. He’d even made Jackie cry one time and felt awful about
         it for days afterward. Yet still, here he was.
      


  “Come on,” he said, looking at the guts of the light. “Come on. Everything checks out. Down to the smallest detail. There
         is no good reason you won’t work.”
      


  He stood back and reached for the switch that powered the system. He counted to three, made a wish, took a breath, held it,
         and hit the switch.
      


  Nothing happened. The light remained as dark as it had been for years.
      


  Instead of another intense sense of disappointment, something seemed to snap in Jack’s head. All the misery, all the frustration,
         all the loss bottled up inside of him was suddenly released. He grabbed his wrench and threw it at the machinery. It struck
         the wall, ricocheted off, and cracked the window. Then he ran down the steps, grabbed a crate at the bottom of the lighthouse,
         carried it out to the rocks, and hurled it as far as he could. It crashed down, and the contents exploded over the wet rocks.
         With another cry of rage, he ran down to the beach, yelling and cursing, spinning around uncontrollably before he dropped
         down into the sand and sat there, rocking back and forth, his face in his hands, tears trickling between his clenched fingers.
      


  “I’m sorry, Lizzie. I’m sorry. I tried. I really tried. I just can’t make it work. I can’t make it work,” he said again in a quieter voice. “I can’t accept that you’re gone. I can’t! You should be here,
         not me. Not me!”
      


  His breathing slowed. His mind cleared. The longer he sat there, the greater his calm grew. He looked out to the darkened
         ocean. He saw the usual distant pinpoints of light representing far-off ships making their way up or down the Atlantic. They
         were like earthbound stars, thought Jack. So close, but so far away.
      


  He looked skyward toward Lizzie’s little patch of Heaven… somewhere. He’d never found it. It just swallows you up. It’s so big and we’re so small, thought Jack.
      


  Now he could fully realize how a little girl could become obsessed over a lighthouse. He was a grown man and it had happened to him. The mind, it seemed, was a vastly unpredictable thing.
      


  “Dad?”


  Jack turned to see Mikki standing behind him. She was in pajama bottoms and a T-shirt, with a scared look on her face.


  “Are you okay?” she said breathlessly. I… I heard you yelling.” She wrapped her arms around his burly shoulders. “Dad, are
         you okay?” she asked again.
      


  He drew a long breath. “I’m just trying to understand things that I don’t think there’s any way to understand.”


  “Okay,” she said in a halting voice.


  He looked back at the Palace. “I moved all of us here for a really selfish reason. I wanted to be close to your mom again.
         She grew up here. Place was filled with stuff that belonged to her. Every day I’d find something else that she had touched.”
      


  “I can understand that. I didn’t want to come here at first. But now I’m glad I did.” She touched his arm. “I look at that
         photo of Mom you gave me every day. It makes me cry, but it also feels so good.”
      


  He pointed to the lighthouse. “Do you want to know why I’ve been busting my butt trying to get that damn thing to work?”


  She sat down next to him. “Because Mom loved it?” she said cautiously. “And she wanted you to repair it?”


  “At first I thought that too. But it finally just occurred to me when I saw you standing there. It was like a fog lifted from
         my brain.” He paused and wiped his face with his sleeve. “I realized I just wanted to fix something, anything. I wanted to
         go down a list, do what I was supposed to do, and the end result would be, presto, it works. Then everything would be okay
         again.”
      


  “But it didn’t happen?”


  “No, it didn’t. And you know why?”
      


  Mikki shook her head.


  “Because life doesn’t work that way. You can do everything perfectly. Do everything that you think you’re supposed to be doing.
         Fulfill every expectation that other people may have. And you still won’t get the results you think you deserve. Life is crazy
         and maddening and often makes no sense.” Jack paused and looked at his daughter. “People who shouldn’t be here are, and someone
         who should be here isn’t. And there’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t change it. No matter how much you may want to.
         It has nothing to do with desire, and everything to do with reality, which often makes no sense at all.” He grew silent and
         looked out to the black ocean.
      


  Mikki leaned against him and gripped his hand.


  “We’re here for you, Dad. I’m here for you. I’m part of your reality.”
      


  He smiled. And with that smile her look of fear finally was vanquished. “I know you are, baby.” He hugged her. “You know I
         told you I was scared when my dad was dying, that I withdrew from everybody?”
      


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, when my mom left me, I pulled back even more. If it wasn’t for your mother, I think I would’ve just kept pulling back
         until I disappeared. I played sports and all, but I didn’t have many friends, I guess because I didn’t want them. Then we
         got married and I went off to the military. Then when I got home I picked a job that required a lot of hours and a lot of
         sweat.”
      


  “You had to support your family.”


  “Yeah, but in a way I think I was still retreating. Still trying to hide.”


  “Dad, you were there for us.”


  “I missed a lot of things I shouldn’t have. I know it, and so do you.”
      


  She squeezed his arm. “There’s still a lot more to see,” Mikki said quietly.


  He nodded. “There is a lot more to see, honey. A lifetime more.”


  She shivered. He put his arm around her. “Come on. Let’s go in.”


  As they walked past the lighthouse, Mikki glanced at it and said, “Are you sure?”


  Jack didn’t even look at it. “I’m very sure, Mikki. Very sure.”
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  After Jack got back to his room, he dropped, exhausted, onto the bed, but he didn’t go to sleep. He lay there for a while,
         staring at the ceiling. Life was often unfair, insane, damaging. And yet the alternative to living in that world was not living
         in it. Jack had been given a miracle. He had already squandered large parts of it. That was going to stop. Now.
      


  He opened his nightstand and pulled out the stack of letters. He selected the envelope with the number five on it, slid out
         the letter, and flicked on the light. What he’d just told Mikki, he firmly believed, because he’d once written down these
         same sentiments. He had just forgotten or, more likely, ignored them in his quest for the impossible. He began to read.
      


  

    Dear Lizzie,


    As I’ve watched things from my bed, I have a confession to make to you. And an apology. I haven’t been a very good husband
               or father. Half our marriage I was fighting a war, and the other half I was working too hard. I heard once that no one would like to have on their tombstone that they wished
               they’d spent more time at work. I guess I fall into that category, but it’s too late for me to change now. I had my chance.
               When I see the kids coming and going, I realize how much I missed. Mikki already is grown up with her own life. Cory is complex
               and quiet. Even Jackie has his own personality. And I missed most of it. My greatest regret in life will be leaving you long
               before I should. My second greatest regret is not being more involved in my children’s lives. I guess I thought I would have
               more time to make up for it, but that’s not really an excuse. It’s sad when you realize the most important things in life
               too late to do anything about them. They say Christmas is the season of second chances. My hope is to make these last few
               days my second chance to do the right thing for the people that I love the most.


    

      Love,


      Jack


    


  


  Jack slowly folded the letter and put it away. These letters, when he was writing them, were the only things he had left,
         really. They represented the outpouring from his heart, the sort of things you think about when the trivial issues of life
         are no longer important because you have precious little time left. If everyone could live as though they were in jeopardy
         of shortly dying, Jack thought, the world would be a much better place. But in the end they were only letters. Lizzie would
         have read them, and perhaps they would have made her feel better, but they were still just words. Now was the time for action.
         He knew what he had to do.
      


  Be a father for my children. Repair that part of my life.


  Jack rose and went from room to room, checking on his kids. He sat next to Jackie as the little boy slept peacefully, his
         hand curled around his monster truck. Cory slept on his stomach, his arms coiled under him. A tiny snore escaped his lips.
         Next, Jack stood in the doorway of Mikki’s room, watching the rise and fall of her chest, the gentle sound of her breathing.
      


  He closed her door and went downstairs and onto the rear screened porch. From here he could see the lighthouse soaring into
         the sky. He had built it into some mythical symbol, but it was only a pile of bricks and cinder blocks and metal guts. It
         wasn’t Lizzie. It had no heart. Not like the trio beating in the bedrooms above. Three people who needed him to be their father.
      


  In this last letter he had been lamenting that there were no second chances left to him. Yet that insane, unfair world that
         he had sometimes railed against had done something remarkable. It had given him another shot at life.
      


  I’m done running.


  Jack went back to bed and slept through the night for the first time in a long time.
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  Beginning the next day, Jack literally hung up his tool belt for the rest of the summer. Instead of going to work, he drove
         Jackie and Cory to Anne Bethune’s camp. And he didn’t just drop them off and leave. He stayed. He sat and drew pictures and
         built intricate Lego structures with Jackie, and then, laughing, helped his son knock them down. He instructed Jackie on how
         to tie his shoes and cut up his food. He helped construct the sets for a play that Cory was going to be in. He also helped
         his oldest son with his lines.
      


  After camp they would go to the beach, swim, build sand castles, and throw the ball or the Frisbee. Jack got some kites and
         taught the boys how to make them do loops and twisters. They found some fishing tackle under the deck at the Palace and did
         some surf fishing. They never caught anything but had great fun in their abject failure to hook a single fish.
      


  Jenna and Liam came by regularly. Sometimes Liam would bring his drums, and he and Mikki would practice for the talent competition.
         Since the Palace wasn’t soundproofed, the pair would go up to the top of the lighthouse. That high up, their powerful sound was dissipated, although the seagulls were
         probably entertained.
      


  At least the lighthouse was good for something, thought Jack.


  He and Mikki took long walks on the beach, talking about things they had never talked about before. About Lizzie—and high
         school and boys and music and what she wanted to do with her life.
      


  Mikki continued to waitress at the Little Bit. Jack and Sammy dropped in to eat frequently. And they also did some repairs
         for Jenna, but only because she refused to charge them for their meals. Charles Pinckney visited them at the Palace. He would
         tell them stories of the past, of when Lizzie was a little girl about Jackie’s age. And all of them would sit and listen in
         rapt attention, especially Jack.
      


  Jack took Jenna for rides on the Harley, and they were over at each other’s homes for meals. They would take walks on the
         beach and talk. They laughed a lot and occasionally drew close, and arms and fingers touched and grazed, but that was all.
      


  They were friends.


  The summer was finally going as Jack had hoped it would. He would lie awake at night, listening to the sounds in the darkness,
         trying to differentiate among his children’s breathing. He got pretty good at it. Sometimes Jackie would have a nightmare
         and would bump open his dad’s door and climb into bed with him. The little boy would lay tight against his dad, and Jack would
         gently stroke his son’s hair until he fell asleep again.
      


  One evening he and Sammy were drinking beers out on the screen porch. Mikki and Liam were at the top of the lighthouse having
         one last practice before the competition. The two boys were down on the beach building the last sand castle of the day. The sun had just begun its descent, flaming the
         sky red and burning parts of it orange.
      


  Sammy looked over at his friend. “Life good?”


  Jack nodded. “Life is definitely good.”


  “Summer’s almost over.”


  “I know.”


  “Plans?”


  “Still thinking about it.” Jack gazed at him. “You?”


  “Still thinking about it.”


  They both turned when someone knocked on the door to the porch. It was Jenna.


  “I came to pick up Liam and all his drum stuff,” she said, joining them. “Big day tomorrow. They need to get their rest.”


  Sammy said, “I’ll go help him.”


  Before either of them could say anything, he headed on down, leaving Jack and Jenna alone.


  “So what happened?” she asked.


  Jack looked over at her. “What?”


  “You’re a changed man, Jack Armstrong. I was just wondering why.”


  He finished his beer. “This will sound really corny, but sometimes when a person opens their eyes, they can actually see,”
         he said.
      


  “I’m happy for you; I really am.”


  “You were a big part of it, Jenna.”


  She waved this off. “You would’ve figured it out on your own.”


  “I don’t know about that. I hadn’t figured it out for a long time.” They both looked out to the ocean and then to the lighthouse.


  “Never got it to work,” he said.
      


  “Sometimes things don’t seem to work unless you really need them to.”


  He nodded slowly. “Going to the competition tomorrow?”


  “Are you kidding? Of course.”


  “Why don’t you drive over with us? Sammy’s taking their stuff over in the truck, and we can all ride in the VW.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  Jenna left with Liam, and the Palace settled down for the night.


  Jack knocked on Mikki’s door and went in.


  She was sitting on her bed going over the program she and Liam were going to perform. Jack perched on the edge of her bed.


  “You know that stuff by heart,” he said.


  “Can never be too prepared.”


  “Now you’re starting to sound like your old man.”


  “And is that a bad thing?”


  He gave her a lopsided grin. “I hope not. Look, you’re going to do great tomorrow. Win or not.”


  She stared at him over the top of her musical sheets. “Oh, Dad, we’re, like, so going to win.”


  “Nothing wrong with confidence. But don’t get cocky.”


  “It’s not that. I’ve checked out all the other acts. I even saw a video of Tiffany’s little baton twirl from last year. She’s
         mediocre at best. I have no idea how she won three years in a row. Well, I do have an idea. Her mother runs the show. But
         nobody has worked as hard as Liam and I have.”
      


  “Well, whatever happens, I’ll be out there in the audience cheering for you.” He rose to go. “But you do need a good night’s
         sleep. So not up too late, okay?”
      


  He turned to the door.
      


  “Dad?”


  He turned back to her. “Yeah, Mik?”


  She got off the bed, wrapped her arms around him, and squeezed.


  “Thank you, Daddy.”


  Jack wrapped his arms around her. “For what, baby?”


  She looked up at him. “For coming back to us.”
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  “Okay, we’re on next to last,” said Mikki, coming backstage at the Play House.


  Liam looked at her. “Who’s last?”


  Mikki made a face. “Who do you think? Ms. Reigning Champion. That way she gets a look at all the competition and her performance
         is the clearest in the judges’ minds.”
      


  Liam shrugged. “I don’t think it’ll matter. I’ve seen the judges. They’re all cronies of her mom’s.”


  “Keep the faith. We’ve worked our butts off, and we’ve got a terrific act.”


  “How’s the crowd?”


  “Big. With our families smack in the middle.”


  When Mikki turned back around, Tiffany stood there wearing a short white robe.


  Mikki eyed her. “Saving the debut of the skimpy for the crowd?”


  “My daddy always said you don’t give it away for free, sweetie.” She looked Mikki up and down. “But then if you don’t have anything somebody wants, I guess you have to give it away.”
      


  Mikki smirked. “Wow, that’s really deep. So do you do flaming batons?”


  Tiffany looked at her like she was insane. “No. Why would I? That stuff is dangerous.”


  “Well, to beat us you’re going to have to get out of your comfort zone. ’Cause the level of competition just got stepped up,
         big-time. Sweetie.”
      


  Tiffany laughed, but Mikki could tell by the sudden look of uncertainty in the girl’s eye that she had done what she’d intended
         to do.
      


  Freeze her opponent.


  Before the competition began, she and Liam went out to the audience to see their families.


  The Armstrongs, Sammy, Charles Pinckney, and Jenna were all sitting together.


  Jenna smiled and gave Mikki and her son hugs. “I’m really proud of you two.”


  “Knock ’em dead,” called out Cory.


  “Yeah, dead,” yelled Jackie.


  Chelsea Murdoch walked by with her entourage. Her dress was too tight and too short and her heels too high for her age. She
         looked like what she was: her daughter, only a quarter century older.
      


  She eyed Jenna. “Haven’t seen you here before.”


  “Never had a reason to come before, Chelsea,” said Jenna. “This is Liam’s first time competing.”


  Murdoch smiled condescendingly. “Tiffany’s going for four straight. Crowd always loves her routine. She’s thinking of carrying
         on baton in college,” she added loftily.
      


  “Well, good for her,” piped in Mikki. “It’s always nice to have a career plan.”
      


  Before Murdoch could say anything, Mikki added, “Okay, we gotta go. Show’s about to start.”


  “Good luck, Mik,” said Jack.


  Looking dead at Tiffany’s mom, she said, “It won’t be about luck, Dad. Like the sign says, it’s a talent competition.”
      


  There were twenty-one acts, mostly younger people, but there was an older barbershop quartet that was pretty good. Mikki watched
         from the side of the stage, mentally calculating where the serious competition was. Liam just stayed backstage chilling and
         idly tapping his sticks together. She came back to him and strapped on her guitar.
      


  “It’s showtime, big guy.”


  “Cool. I was about to fall asleep.”


  “Now, that’s exactly what I need: a drummer with ice in his veins.”


  Liam smiled. “Let’s rock this sleepy little town.”


  “Oh, yeah,” said Mikki.
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  At first the beat was mellow. Still, the crowd whooped and clapped. Sensing the rising energy, Mikki gave Liam the cue they’d
         practiced. She cranked her amp and stomped on her wah-wah pedal, and her hand started flying across the face of the Fender
         guitar. They dove right into a classic Queen roof blaster, with Liam moving so fast he appeared to be two people, alternating
         between drums and keyboard. The crowd was on its feet singing the lyrics.
      


  Mikki knew that once you had the crowd right where you wanted them, and they thought you’d already given everything that was
         in your tank, you did something special.
      


  You gave them more.


  She unplugged her amp and pulled off her guitar. She actually pitched it across the stage. At the same moment, Liam tossed
         his stick in the other direction. She snagged the sticks, he caught the Fender, and they exchanged positions. Liam plugged
         in the amp and became the guitarist, his long fingers expertly traversing the Fender. Mikki perched on the stool and hammered away at the full array of the drum set.
      


  The finale was a dual one, with a solo each. Mikki rocked the house with a six-minute broadside and finished up with a mighty
         crescendo, her hands moving so fast there appeared to be six pairs of them. And when the audience didn’t have any breath left
         and their palms were raw from clapping, Liam performed a guitar solo that would have made Jimmy Page and Santana proud. He
         held the last chord for a full minute, the amp-powered beat shaking the Channing Play House like cannon fire.
      


  And then there was silence. But only for a few seconds as the crowd caught its collective breath, and then the applause and
         screams and cheers came in waves. Mikki held hands with Liam and took bow after bow. They finally had to motion for the people
         to sit down and stop applauding.
      


  As they went backstage, the other performers rushed up to congratulate them.


  “You rock,” said the fiftyish baritone in the barbershop quartet. “You took me back to my Three Dog Night days.”


  Breathless and wearing wide grins, Liam and Mikki moved off to the side. Tiffany passed by them, not saying a word. She loosened
         her robe and let it fall off. The outfit underneath did not leave much, if anything, to the imagination. She turned to them
         and, using her fingers, formed an L on her forehead.
      


  Mikki pointed to the stage. “You’re not a loser yet. That comes later, sweetie.”
      


  Other than stumbling twice and nearly dropping her baton, Tiffany did okay. The applause was polite except for the section
         led by her mother, which lasted so long that finally some people turned in their seats to see who was still applauding what had been a fairly mediocre performance.
      


  A few minutes later, all the contestants were called to the stage in a single group.


  Mikki found her dad in the crowd and gave a thumbs-up. Jack gave her two thumbs-up back while Sammy extended a crisp salute.
         Cory did an elaborate bow to his sister’s dominance on the stage, and Jackie copied him.
      


  Jenna caught Liam’s eye and blew him a kiss.


  The head judge stood and cleared her throat. “We have reached our decisions. But first I would like to thank all the contestants
         for their fine performances.”
      


  This statement was followed by polite applause.


  “Now, in third place, Judy Ringer for her sterling dance performance of The Nutcracker.”
      


  Judy, a skinny fourteen-year-old, ran out to get her trophy and a bouquet of flowers.


  “Thank you, Judy. Now, in second place, we have Dickie Dean and his Barbershop Four.”


  The man who had lauded Mikki and Liam’s performance hustled out and received the award for his group as the crowd clapped.


  “And now for the first-place champion.”


  The crowd held its collective breath.


  The judge cleared her throat one more time. “For the fourth year in a row, Tiffany Murdoch and her fabulous baton routine.”


  Tiffany stepped forward, all smiles, and whisked over to get her trophy, hundred-dollar check, and flowers, while her mother
         beamed. Trophy and flowers in hand, Tiffany strode to the microphone. “I’m truly overwhelmed with gratitude. Four years in a row. Who would have thought it possible? Now I’d like to thank the judges and—”
      


  “That’s a load of crap,” bellowed a voice.


  All heads turned, including Jack’s and Jenna’s, to see Cory standing up on his seat and pointing an accusing finger at the
         head judge.
      


  “This sucks!” roared Cory.


  “This sucks!” repeated Jackie, who was standing on his chair and pointing his finger too.


  “Cor,” snapped Jack. “Jackie, get down and be quiet.”


  But Jenna put a hand on his arm. “No. You know what? They’re right.” She stood and yelled, “This stinks.”


  Jack shrugged, stood, and called out, “Are you telling me that Mikki and Liam didn’t even make the top three? You people are
         nuts.”
      


  The head judge and Chelsea Murdoch scowled back at them.


  Another chorus came from farther back in the theater.


  Mikki craned her neck to see. It was Blake and some of the other people from Sweat Town, including Fran, the woman who’d worked
         as a caterer at Tiffany’s party.
      


  “Recount,” demanded Blake. “Recount.”


  Mikki grinned at him.


  “Recount! Recount!” chanted the crowd.


  Tiffany stood in the center of the stage trying to pretend she was oblivious to all of the criticism. She held her trophy
         and posed for pictures for a photographer from the local paper.
      


  Then the crowd started chanting, “Encore! Encore!”


  Mikki looked at Liam. He said, “What the heck, let’s give ’em the Purple.”


  She nodded, picked up her guitar, cranked her amp, poised her foot on top of her wah-wah pedal, and struck a chord so powerfully amplified that Tiffany screamed and almost fell off
         the stage. Mikki looked over at Liam and nodded. A moment later the heart-pumping sound of “Smoke on the Water” by Deep Purple
         roared across the theater.
      


  Minutes later, as the last note of the song died away, Liam and Mikki, their arms around each other, took a bow together.
         This was a trigger for the ecstatic, cheering crowd to rush the stage. Tiffany had to run to get out of the way of the stampede.
         The news photographer and reporter joined the crowd, leaving the baton twirler all alone. Tiffany stormed off the stage and
         threw her trophy in the trash, while her mother followed her out of the theater, trying to soothe her furious daughter.
      


  Later, on the drive home, Mikki and Liam sat in the back of the VW bus. The two teens glowed both with the sweat of their
         musical exertions and also with sheer excitement.
      


  Liam said, “This is like the greatest day of my life. I mean I’ve never felt this good about losing before.”
      


  Jack looked in the rearview mirror at his daughter. “So what happened to alternative edgy beats with a nontraditional mix
         of instrumentals?”
      


  She grinned. “Wow—you were listening. I’m impressed. Anyway, sometimes you just can’t beat good old rock and roll, Dad.”
      


  “The best part,” said Cory, “was watching Tiffany storming off.”


  Jenna looked in the back of the van and tapped Jack on the arm, motioning with her eyes. He gazed into the rearview mirror
         to see Liam and Mikki sneak a kiss.
      


  She whispered, “I think, for them, that’s the best part.”
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  “Hey!” Jack yelled.


  He and Sammy had just come out of the grocery store in downtown Channing when Jack saw a guy grab his tool belt out of the
         truck’s cargo bay and run off. Jack and Sammy raced after him, Jack a few paces in front. He saw the guy duck down a side
         street. He turned the corner and accelerated, Sammy right behind him. The side street turned into an alley. Then they left
         the alley and entered a wider space. But it was a dead end; a blank brick wall faced them. They pulled up, puffing.
      


  Jack realized what was going on about the same time Sammy did.


  “Trap,” Jack said.


  “And we just ran into it like a couple of high school knuckleheads.”


  They looked behind them as five large men holding baseball bats came out of hiding behind a Dumpster. Jack could see that
         the man in the lead was the same one he’d thrown headfirst into the side of the pickup truck shortly after they’d arrived in Channing.
      


  The men moved forward as Jack and Sammy fell back until they were against the brick wall. Jack slipped off his belt, coiled
         it partially around his hand, and stood ready. Sammy rolled up the sleeves of his work shirt and assumed a defensive stance.
         He beckoned them on with a wave of his hand.
      


  “Okay, who wants to go to the hospital first?” he said.


  With a yell, the biggest man ran forward and raised his bat. Jack whipped his belt, and the metal tip caught the man right
         on the arm, cutting it open. He screamed and dropped the bat. Sammy drilled a foot into his gut, sending him to his knees.
         Next, Sammy clamped an iron grip around the big man’s neck.
      


  “I don’t waste my A game on the JV.” Sammy crushed the man’s jaw with a sledgehammer right hand that sent him to the asphalt.
         Sammy looked back up. “One down, four to go. Who’s the next victim?”
      


  Two more men, including the one whom Jack had beaten up before, yelled and ran forward. Jack grabbed the man’s bat, pivoted
         his hips, and pulled hard. The man sailed past him and hit the wall, bouncing off. Groggy, he rose in time to be put back
         down by Jack’s fist slamming into his face.
      


  The other guy had his feet kicked out from under him by Sammy. He ripped the bat out of the guy’s hands and bopped him on
         the head with it, knocking him out. When Jack and Sammy looked up, the other men had disappeared.
      


  “Okay, that was fun,” said Sammy.


  His smile vanished a minute later when Sheriff Tammie hustled into the alley with a skinny deputy in tow. Tammie took one
         look at the men lying on the ground and Jack and Sammy holding bats, and he pulled his gun, his face dark and furious.
      


  “Put those bats down now. You’re both under arrest.”


  “They attacked us!” exclaimed Jack as he and Sammy dropped the bats.


  “Then how come they’re knocked out and you two had the bats?”


  “Because they were crappy fighters,” said Sammy. “Is that our fault?”


  Jack pointed at one of the men on the pavement. “Look, he’s the same one I fought with before. He and a bunch of his guys
         came after us to settle the score. We were just defending ourselves.”
      


  “That’s for a court to decide.”


  “You’re really charging us?” said Jack. “What about the other guys?”


  “Their butts are going to jail too.”


  “Well, at least that’s some justice,” snapped Sammy.


  “And we got to let the wheels of justice do their thing. Just the way it has to be,” said Tammie.


  Jack and Sammy were cuffed, loaded into the sheriff’s cruiser, and transported to the jail. Jack slumped down on a bench at
         the back of the cell, but Sammy said, “Hey, we get a lawyer, right?”
      


  “That’s what I said when I read you the Miranda card,” replied Tammie.


  Tammie let Jack make a call.


  He said, “Jenna, it’s Jack. Uh, I’m in a little bit of trouble.”


  Ten minutes later, Jenna and Charles Pinckney hurried into the sheriff’s office and were escorted back to see the prisoners.


  “My God, Jack, what happened?” she said.


  He explained everything that had happened in the alleyway.
      


  “I’ve talked the sheriff into releasing you on your own recognizance,” she said.


  “So we can go?”


  “For now, yes, but it looks like the men are pressing charges, at least according to Tammie.”


  “But isn’t it our word against theirs?” said Sammy.


  “Still have to go to court.”


  “But we didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “I’m sorry, Jack,” said Jenna. “I’m doing the best I can.”


  His anger faded. “I know. And I appreciate you getting down here so fast. Didn’t know anyone else to call.”


  “Well, for now, you’re free to go. I’ll get the sheriff.”


  Two days later, a man in a suit knocked on the door of the Palace.


  Jack answered it.


  “Jack Armstrong?”


  “Yeah. Who are you?”


  The man stuffed some papers into Jack’s hand. “Consider yourself served.”


  The man walked off as Sammy joined Jack at the door.


  “What is it?” he asked him. “Served with what? Those jerks from the alley really suing us?”


  Jack read quickly through the legal documents.


  When he looked up, his eyes held both anger and fear.


  “No, it’s a lot worse. Bonnie is suing for custody of the kids.”
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  “I can’t believe Grandma is doing this,” said Mikki. “Why would she?”


  The Armstrongs were arrayed on the couch and floor at the Palace. Sammy was there, and so were Liam and Jenna. Jack had shown
         Jenna the documents, and she had read them carefully with her lawyer’s eye.
      


  “I don’t know,” said Jack, though he actually had a pretty good idea.


  Jenna looked up from the papers. “She’s requested an expedited hearing to get temporary custody pending a full hearing. In
         non-legalese, that means she wants to get in front of a judge fast to get the kids now and then worry about the rest later.”
      


  “She can do that?” said Sammy.


  “The courthouse is open to everyone. But she has to prove her case. It’s difficult to have children taken away from a parent.”


  Jack asked, “Exactly when and where is all this going to happen?”


  “In two days. In family court in Charleston.”


  “But we live in Ohio.”
      


  “But you have property in South Carolina and you’re living here now, if only for the summer. However, I can argue that the
         South Carolina court lacks jurisdiction.”
      


  “You can argue?” said Jack.
      


  “Do you have anyone else in mind to represent you? I’ve got a license to practice in South Carolina, and I’ve kept everything
         current.”
      


  “Did you practice family law?” asked Mikki.


  “I’ve done some of it, yes. And I know my way around a courtroom.” She held up the documents. “But we don’t have much time
         to prepare.”
      


  “Jenna, you don’t have time to do this. You’ve got a business to run.”


  Before she could respond, Liam said, “I can do that. Mom taught me everything about the business. It’ll be fine.”


  Jenna smiled. “See?”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Heck, nice change of pace. You can only bake so many pies before you feel the need to punch somebody. Going to court gives
         me a chance to whack some idiots—not literally, of course, but you get the point.”
      


  “All right, but you’re going to bill me for your time.”


  “We’ll work something out.”


  Mikki said, “What exactly is she saying that would make a court take us from Dad?”


  Jenna’s face grew serious and she looked at Jack questioningly. He nodded, “You can tell them.”


  “Basically that your father is unfit to be your guardian. That he’s a danger to himself and others.”


  “That’s stupid,” said Cory, jumping to his feet.


  “Yeah, stupid,” said Jackie, though, in an act of surprising independence from his brother, he remained seated, his arms folded
         defiantly over his little chest.
      


  “I’m not agreeing with her, just telling you what she’s alleging.”


  “Does she have any proof of that?” said Mikki heatedly. “Of course not, because it’s not true.”


  “She’ll be able to show any proof she has at the hearing,” Jenna explained. She looked at Jack again. “And we have to show
         proof that you are fit.”
      


  “How do we do that?”


  “You can testify. So can Mikki and Cory. Jackie’s too young, of course. I can get Charles to be a character witness. And Sammy
         here. They can all attest to your fitness. I have no idea what angle she’s using, but I can’t imagine she’ll be able to show
         the level of proof required to take children away from their surviving parent.”
      


  Later, Jack walked Jenna out to her car.


  “Jack, there is one thing I didn’t want to say in front of the kids.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t think the timing on Bonnie’s action is coincidence. I think it’s tied to your arrest for assault. She could’ve easily
         found out. And I can guarantee they’ll use that to prove their case.
      


  “But I’m innocent.”


  “Doesn’t matter. It’s all perception. And if they can convince the judge you’re violent? Not good.”


  “Great. Guilty until proven innocent.”


  “Jack, if there’s anything to tell me about this, now would be a good time.”


  “What do you mean?”
      


  “I mean why you think your mother-in-law is doing this.”


  “She blames me for Lizzie’s death. She came here pretending to want to reconcile, but I turned down her offer of moving in
         with her in Arizona. And she only came by once to see the kids this summer. Some grandparent she is.”
      


  “Uh, that’s actually not right, Dad.”


  They turned to see Mikki standing behind them.


  “What?” said Jack.


  “Grandma came by like six times while you were out working.”


  “You never told me that.”


  “She asked us not to. Said you might get mad.”


  “I told her to come and visit. I wouldn’t have gotten mad.”


  “Well, that’s not what she said.”


  Jenna looked at her. “What did you talk about?”


  Mikki shrugged. “Stuff.”


  “Did she ever ask about your dad?”


  “Yeah,” Mikki said nervously.


  “Mikki, you need to tell us everything. We can’t be surprised in court.”


  Mikki started to tear up. “It was when Dad was working so hard and he was out in the lighthouse all the time.”


  Jack said gently, “It’s okay, sweetie; I understand. Just tell us what you told her.”


  Mikki calmed. “She asked what your mood was, if you were doing anything strange. If you didn’t seem to be feeling well.”


  “And you told her about the lighthouse and… things?” said Jack.


  Mikki nodded, a miserable expression on her face. “I’m sorry, Daddy. I didn’t know she was going to sue you.”


  “It’s not your fault. It’ll be okay.”
      


  “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely.” He looked at Jenna. “I’ve got a great lawyer. Now, go back in the house, Mik. Jackie’s probably attempting somersaults
         from one of the ceiling fans.”
      


  After she left, Jack looked at Jenna. “I lost the kids once. I can’t lose them again.”


  She put her hand over his. “Listen to me, Jack. You’re not going to lose them, okay? Now, I’ve got to go. Lots of stuff to
         prepare.”
      


  She drove off, leaving Jack standing in the front yard of the Palace, looking at the ground and wondering if his second chance
         was coming to a premature end.
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  The kids were scrubbed and dressed in their best clothes. Jack and Sammy had bought jackets and dress slacks for the courtroom
         appearance. Jenna was dressed in a black skirt and jacket, heels and hose. Liam had taken time off work to join them for moral
         support. He and Mikki sat holding hands in the front row.
      


  The courtroom was surprisingly small, and Jack felt immediately claustrophobic as he stepped inside. And it was very quiet.
         Jack didn’t like such quiet. He had sensed it on the battlefield many times. It usually heralded an ambush.
      


  The judge was not on the bench yet, but the uniformed bailiff was standing ready. Bonnie’s lawyer was already seated at his
         table. Jack jerked when he saw Bonnie and Fred sitting behind him. Fred was studying his hands, while Bonnie was actively
         engaged in discussion with her lawyer, and also with another man in a suit. Other than that, the courtroom was empty.
      


  As Jack looked at the young man, he suddenly remembered where he’d seen him before. In a car with Bonnie parked on the streets
         of Channing.
      


  Jenna walked over and spoke with the bailiff for a minute or so before approaching Bonnie’s lawyer. They went off to a corner
         to speak in private, while Bonnie stayed sitting and talking to the other man, who was showing her something on a laptop computer.
      


  Jack watched as Bonnie’s lawyer handed Jenna a packet of documents. She frowned and asked him something, but he shook his
         head. She said something else to him that Jack couldn’t hear, but it made the other man turn red and scowl. She whipped around
         and marched back over to Jack. She sat down and pulled her chair closer to him and the kids.
      


  At that moment, Sammy walked in with Charles Pinckney. Pinckney greeted Jack, Jenna, and the kids. Then he eyed Bonnie. He
         surprised Jack by walking over to her.
      


  “Fred,” he said. “How are you?”


  Fred O’Toole looked up and seemed surprised to see Pinckney standing there. He took the other man’s extended hand. “Fine,
         Charles, you?”
      


  “I’ve been better, actually, but thank you for asking.” He turned to Bonnie, who was gazing steadily at him. “Hello, Bonnie.”


  She nodded curtly. “Charles.”


  “Let’s just be thankful Lizzie and Cee aren’t alive to see this god-awful spectacle,” he said in a tight voice.


  Bonnie looked like she had been slapped. But Charles had already turned away.


  Jenna held up the stack of documents and whispered to Jack. “Opposing counsel just now gave me these documents. I asked him
         if he would not contest an extension on the hearing date, but he refused.”
      


  “What’s in those documents?” Jack asked.


  “I haven’t had a chance to read them, but I’ve glanced at a few pages. Your mother-in-law apparently has had a private detective follow you this summer.” She pointed to the other man holding the laptop. “That guy.”
      


  “What?” said a shocked Jack.


  “That is, like, totally insane,” added Mikki.


  Jack gazed nervously at him. “What’s he got on the laptop?”


  “Apparently some video they intend to show the judge.”


  “Video? Of what?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I didn’t think they could do stuff like this,” said Sammy. “Surprise the other side with crap.”


  “Normally they can’t. But this is family court. The rules are different. Everything is supposed to be done with the best interests
         of the children in mind. That sometimes trumps official procedures. And they’re alleging that the children are in an unsafe
         and even dangerous environment.”
      


  “That’s poppycock,” said Charles.


  “And we’ll show it,” promised Jenna. She had previously gone over with them the questions she would ask and what questions
         to expect the other side to throw at them.
      


  A moment later, the bailiff announced the entrance of the judge. He turned out to be a small, thin, balding man, with thick
         spectacles, named Leroy Grubbs.
      


  They rose on his entrance and then took their seats. The case was called, and Bonnie’s lawyer, Bob Paterson, rose. But Jenna
         cut him off and asked the court for an extension, citing the late delivery of crucial documents. This was denied by Grubbs
         almost before Jenna finished speaking.
      


  Paterson made his opening statement.


  “Fine. Call your witnesses,” said Grubbs.


  The lawyer said, “Bonnie O’Toole.”
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  Bonnie was sworn in and sat down in the witness box.


  “You’re the children’s grandmother?” asked Paterson.


  “Yes.”


  “Can you lead us through the series of events leading up to your filing this legal action?”


  Bonnie spoke about Jack’s illness, her daughter’s death, Jack being in hospice, the children living with relatives, and Jack’s
         recovery and his taking the children back. And, finally, she described her offer to have them all live with her because of
         her concerns, after consulting with doctors, that Jack’s illness would most assuredly come back with fatal results.
      


  “And what was Mr. Armstrong’s response to your offer?”


  “He categorically refused it.”


  “And what specific event prompted you to have your son-in-law put under surveillance?”


  “I saw Jack beating up two men on the street in Channing, South Carolina, in broad daylight while his children were with him.
         The youngest, Jackie, was bawling his eyes out. It was awful. It was like Jack had lost his mind. I don’t know if it was a symptom of the disease coming back or not, but I was terrified
         and I could tell the children were too.”
      


  The lawyer finished with Bonnie, and Jenna rose.


  “Mrs. O’Toole, do you love your grandchildren?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “And yet you seek to separate them from their father?”


  “For their own good.”


  “And not to punish Mr. Armstrong?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “So you’re not angry with your son-in-law? You don’t blame him for your daughter’s death?”


  “I’ve never blamed him. I told him that I knew it was an accident.”


  “But did you really believe that? Didn’t you tell Mr. Armstrong that you thought he should be dead and not your daughter?”


  Bonnie pursed her lips and remained silent.


  “Mrs. O’Toole?”


  “I’ve tried to move past that.”


  “But you still harbor resentment toward him?”


  “I don’t think so, no.”


  “And that is partly the reason you’re filing for custody, for revenge?”


  “Objection,” said Paterson. “The witness has said she harbors no resentment.”


  “Withdrawn,” said Jenna. “No more questions.”


  “Next witness,” said Grubbs.


  Jack and the others were surprised to see Sheriff Nathan Tammie amble into the courtroom, not looking too happy about being there. He was sworn in, and Paterson took him through his paces as a witness.
      


  “So you warned Mr. Armstrong on the occasion of the first assault he was involved in?”


  “Yes, although I warned the other guys too. Apparently Mr. Armstrong was provoked.”


  “And there was a second, more recent, assault involving Mr. Armstrong, was there not?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you tell us the circumstances?”


  Tammie sighed, glanced at Jack, and explained the altercation in the alley.


  “So, to sum up your testimony, Mr. Armstrong and Mr. Duvall were holding baseball bats in an alley, and three unconscious
         men were lying at their feet?” The lawyer glanced at the judge, presumably to gauge the man’s reaction. The judge was following
         the line of questioning very closely. “So you arrested Mr. Armstrong and his companion, Mr. Duvall?”
      


  “Yes. But I arrested the other guys too.”


  “But Mr. Armstrong will be going to court on these charges?”


  “Yes.”


  “Could he receive prison time?”


  “I really doubt that—”


  “Could he?”


  “Well, yes.”


  “No further questions.”


  Jenna rose. “Sheriff Tammie, why didn’t you charge Mr. Armstrong on the first altercation?”


  “Well, from the witness statements it was clear that he was provoked.”


  Jenna glanced at Bonnie. “Provoked how?”
      


  Tammie took out his notebook. “Three witnesses said that one of the guys Mr. Armstrong went after had yelled out something
         about him being the miracle man and they were willing to pay him five dollars to perform a miracle on him. And he said other
         stuff, trying to get Mr. Armstrong’s goat, I guess.”
      


  “All directed at Mr. Armstrong personally?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did Mr. Armstrong attack at that point, when he was the subject of these statements?”


  “No. He just kept walking along with his kids.”


  “Go on.”


  Tammie looked at his notes. “Then the same guy said, “Hey, Miracle, was it true your slutty wife was cheating on you? That
         why you came back from the dead?”
      


  Jenna turned to look at Bonnie in time to see her glance sharply at Jack.


  “And is that when Mr. Armstrong went after them? Because they insulted his deceased wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “So he exercised admirable restraint when the insults were only directed to him?”


  “Probably more restraint than I would have exercised if it’d been me.”


  “And the alleged second assault? Is it true that one of the men engaged in this assault was also the same man who was involved
         in the first altercation?”
      


  “Yes.”


  “So it could have been that these men attacked Mr. Armstrong in that alley and he was merely defending himself?”


  “Objection,” said Paterson. “Calls for a conclusion that the witness is not qualified to give.”
      


  “Sustained,” said Grubbs, but he looked curiously at Tammie and then over at Jack.


  Jenna said, “No further questions.”


  Paterson said, “I call Michelle Armstrong to the stand.”


  As Mikki rose and moved forward, she stopped next to her dad. He gave her a reassuring smile and gripped her hand. “Just tell
         the truth, sweetie,” he said.
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  “Ms. Armstrong?” said Paterson politely. “You had a number of conversations with your grandmother this summer, didn’t you?”


  Mikki looked at her father, but the lawyer moved to block her view. “You must answer my questions truthfully and not look
         to your father for instruction.”
      


  Mikki took a deep breath. “Yes, I spoke with Grandma.”


  “And what did you tell her about your father’s… um… actions during the summer?”


  “I don’t understand the question.”


  “All right. I mean with regards to the lighthouse, for instance.”


  “Lighthouse?” said the judge.


  Paterson addressed him. “It was apparently Mr. Armstrong’s deceased wife’s favorite place as a child, and he was spending
         most of the nights there.”
      


  Jenna rose. “Objection. Mr. Paterson has not been sworn in as a witness, Your Honor, and has no personal knowledge of the situation.”
      


  “All right,” said Grubbs. “Sustained.”


  Paterson turned back to Mikki. “Your statements about the lighthouse? Can you tell the court please?”


  Mikki fidgeted. “I just told her that Dad was working on the lighthouse, that’s all. It was no big deal.”


  “Would he work out there late at night?”


  “Yes.”


  “With Mr. Duvall?”


  “Yes.”


  “Leaving you three children alone in the house?”


  Mikki’s face grew hot. “I’m not a child. I’m sixteen.”
      


  “All right, leaving you and your younger brothers alone in the house?”


  “Sometimes, but nothing happened.”


  “On the contrary, did you not tell your grandmother on at least three occasions that your younger brother, Jack Jr., got out
         of bed and once fell down the stairs?”
      


  Jack looked shocked. He stared at Mikki. She swallowed hard. “But he was okay. Just a bruise on his back.”


  “And on another occasion Jack Jr. wandered out of the house and you couldn’t find him for at least an hour? And he turned
         up walking down the street?”
      


  Jack slumped back in his chair, totally flummoxed.


  “Yes. But he was okay.”


  “And did you tell your father about these incidents?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I… I didn’t want him to get upset.”


  “Does he get upset often?”
      


  “Well, I mean, no; no, he doesn’t.”


  “Did you also tell your grandmother that your dad was obsessed with the house and the lighthouse because your deceased mother
         loved it so much there and he was trying to reconnect somehow with her?”
      


  Mikki flushed a deep red and started breathing quickly. Tears trickled from her eyes. “I was mad at him; that’s why I said
         those things.”
      


  “So they weren’t true? Remember you are under oath.”


  Jenna rose. “Your Honor, counsel is badgering. I request a recess so the witness can compose herself.”


  Grubbs looked at Mikki. “Are you all right?”


  Mikki drew in a deep breath, wiped her eyes, and nodded. “I’m okay.”


  “Proceed.”


  Paterson continued. “And did you also tell your grandmother that your father had no clue how to run a family and didn’t seem
         to care about you and your brothers?”
      


  Jack looked down.


  Mikki teared up again. “That was before he changed.”


  “Changed?”


  Obviously flustered, Mikki started speaking too fast. “Yes, I mean he was like that before. No, I mean, not bad. He did love
         us. I mean he does love us. He takes great care of us.”
      


  “But didn’t you also tell your grandmother that you were worried about your dad’s mental state?”


  In a hushed voice Mikki said, “No, I don’t remember saying that.”


  “So you’ve never seen your dad acting irrationally or even in a fit of rage?”


  “No, never.”
      


  Paterson turned to the man in the suit sitting next to Bonnie. “Mr. Drake, if you would?” The man rose and wheeled forward
         a TV on a rolling stand and slid a DVD into a player underneath the TV.
      


  Paterson said to the judge, “Your Honor, Mr. Drake is a licensed private investigator hired by Mrs. O’Toole to keep watch
         over the Armstrong children. The video you’re about to see represents one of the results of this surveillance.”
      


  The TV screen came to life, and they all watched as Jack came running out of the lighthouse carrying the crate. He smashed
         it on the rocks and then raced down to the beach, twisting and turning in what looked unmistakably like a fit of insane rage.
         Then he dropped to the sand and wept. The next image was Mikki creeping up to her father.
      


  On Paterson’s cue the DVD was stopped, and he turned back to Mikki.


  “You obviously saw your father that night?”


  Mikki nodded.


  “And you wouldn’t describe that behavior as irrational or even a fit of rage?”


  “He was upset, but he got better.”


  “So in your mind he was… sick?”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.” She stood. “You’re putting words in my mouth,” she cried out.


  Grubbs said, “Young lady, I understand that this is very stressful, but please try to keep your emotions under control. This
         is a court of law.”
      


  Mikki sniffled and settled back in her chair.


  “If your father were to fall ill again while you were living with him, who would take care of the family?”


  “I would.”
      


  Paterson smiled. “You may not be a child, but you’re also not of legal age to live alone with your brothers.”


  Mikki looked furious. “And Sammy. He’s my dad’s best friend.”


  “Ah, Mr. Duvall. Yes.” Paterson glanced at some notes. “Did you know that after he returned from Vietnam, Mr. Duvall underwent
         psychiatric counseling and that he also received two drunk-driving citations?”
      


  Sammy erupted from his chair. “My whole damn unit was ordered to undergo that counseling because we’d done two tours in ’Nam
         and seen atrocities you never will, slick. And those DUIs were over thirty years ago. Never had a damn one since.”
      


  The judge smashed his gavel down. “Another outburst like that, sir, and you will be removed from this courtroom.”


  Paterson turned back to Mikki. “So, Mr. Duvall will look after you?”


  “Yes,” Mikki said stubbornly.


  He turned to Drake again and nodded. The TV screen came to life. They watched first as Sammy drove his Harley way too fast
         and without a helmet. The second scene was Sammy dozing on the beach with a couple of empty beer cans lying next to him as
         Jackie and Cory played very close to the water.
      


  “Quite a responsible caretaker,” said Paterson dryly. “Now, Ms. Armstrong, can you tell us what you think your mother’s death
         did to your father?”
      


  Jenna jumped to her feet. “Relevance?”


  “We’re trying to determine the conditions of the children’s environment, Your Honor. The state of mind of the surviving parent
         is highly relevant.”
      


  “Go ahead.”
      


  “Ms. Armstrong, please answer the question.”


  “He was devastated. We all were.”


  “Is he still devastated?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Your father has been involved in two fights and been arrested for an assault for which he could go to prison. You saw the
         video of him throwing things and jumping around in a state of fury, and of your two brothers being left in the care of Mr.
         Duvall while he was apparently either drunk or asleep. You’ve given testimony that he neglected his three children to work
         on a lighthouse, resulting in injury to your younger brother. Do you believe those to be the acts of a rational person?”
      


  “But I told you he’s better now.”


  “So he was worse at some point?”


  “Look, I know what you’re trying to do, but my dad is not crazy, okay? He’s not.”


  “But you’re not qualified to make that judgment, are you? It really is for this court to decide if your father is fit to have
         custody of his children.”
      


  Mikki stood again, tears streaming down her face. “My dad is not crazy. He loves us. He is a great dad.”


  Paterson gave her a weak smile. “I’m sure you love your dad.”


  “I do,” Mikki said fiercely.


  “And you’d say anything to protect him.”


  “Yes, I would. I…” Mikki realized her mistake too late.


  “No further questions.”


  As Paterson walked away, Mikki looked at her dad. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m really sorry.”


  Jack said quietly, “It’s okay, sweetie.” When Jenna rose to question Mikki, Jack put a hand on her arm and shook his head.
         “No, Jenna, she’s been through enough.”
      


  “But Jack—”


  “Enough,” said Jack firmly.


  Jenna turned to the judge. “No questions,” she said reluctantly.


  Grubbs looked at Paterson. “Any more witnesses?”


  “Just one, Your Honor, before we rest our case.” Paterson turned toward the table where Jenna was sitting. “We call Jack Armstrong.”
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  Jack was sworn in and settled uncomfortably into the witness box, hitching his suit jacket around him.


  Paterson approached. “Mr. Armstrong, did you know that your illness can cause severe depression and even mental instability?”


  “I don’t have an illness.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I was given a clean bill of health. Look at me. Does it seem to you like I’m dying?”


  Paterson picked up some documents and handed them to the bailiff. “These are opinions from three doctors, all world-class
         physicians, who state categorically that there is no cure for your illness and that it is fatal one hundred percent of the
         time.”
      


  “Then they’ll have to change that to 99.9 percent, won’t they?”


  “Do you blame yourself for your wife’s death, Mr. Armstrong?”


  “A person will always blame themselves, even if they could do nothing to prevent it. It’s just the way we are.”


  “So is that a yes?”
      


  “Yes.”


  “That must be emotionally devastating.”


  “It’s not easy.”


  “Talk to me about your obsession with the lighthouse.”


  Jenna said, “Objection. Drawing a conclusion.”


  “Sustained.”


  “Tell us about your reasons for working so long and hard on the lighthouse, Mr. Armstrong.”


  Jack furrowed his brow and hunched forward. “It’s complicated.”


  “Do your best,” said Paterson politely.


  “It was her special place,” Jack said simply. “That’s where she’d go when she was a kid. I found some of her things there—a
         doll, a sign that she’d made that said, ‘Lizzie’s Lighthouse,’ and some other things. And when she was alive she said she
         wanted to come back to the Palace. I guess me going there instead and fixing it up was a way to show respect for her wishes.”
      


  “All right. What else?”


  Jack smiled. “Lizzie thought she could see Heaven from the top of the lighthouse.”


  “Heaven?”


  “Yes,” Jack said. “She believed that when she was a little girl,” he added quickly.


  “But you’re an adult. So you didn’t believe that, or did you?”


  Jack hesitated. Jenna glanced at the judge and saw his eyebrows rise higher the longer Jack waited to answer.


  “No, I didn’t. But…” Jack shook his head and stopped talking.


  The lawyer let this silence linger for a bit as he and the judge exchanged a glance.


  “So you wanted to fix up the place?”
      


  “Yes. The stairs to the lighthouse fell in, and I wanted to repair them. And the light too.”


  “Fix the light? It’s my understanding that the lighthouse in question is no longer registered as a navigational aid.”


  “It’s not. But it stopped working while Lizzie was still there. So I decided to try and repair it.”


  “So let me get this straight, if I can,” said Paterson in a skeptical tone. “You neglected your family so that you could repair
         a lighthouse that is no longer used as a navigational aid, solely because your wife as a child thought she could see Heaven
         from there? Let me ask the question again: Did you think you could see Heaven from there?” he asked in a chiding tone.
      


  “No, I didn’t,” said Jack firmly.


  “We have one more video to show, Your Honor.”


  “All right.”


  Paterson turned to Drake, who worked the controls, and the image appeared on the TV of Jack standing on the catwalk around
         the lighthouse reading one of his letters to Lizzie.
      


  “Could you tell us what you’re doing in that picture, Mr. Armstrong?”


  “None of your business,” snapped Jack, who was staring at the TV.


  Jenna stood. “Your Honor, relevance?”


  “Again, state of mind,” replied Paterson.


  “Answer the question,” instructed the judge.


  “It’s a letter,” said Jack.


  “A letter? To whom?”


  “My wife.”


  “But your wife is deceased.”


  “I wrote the letters to her before she… before she died. I wrote them when I was sick. I wanted her to have them after… I
         was gone.”
      


  “But she can’t read them now. So why were you reading them? You obviously knew what was in them.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with reading old letters. I’m pretty sure people do it all the time.”


  “Perhaps, but not in the middle of the night on top of a lighthouse while small children are alone in the house.”


  “Argumentative,” snapped Jenna.


  “Sustained,” said Grubbs.


  Jack looked at Paterson and said, “I know you’re trying to make it look like I’m nuts. But I’m not. And I’m not unfit to care
         for my children.”
      


  “That’s for this court to decide, not you.”
      


  Jack sat there for a few seconds. The walls of the courtroom seemed to be closing in on him, cutting off his oxygen. His anger,
         always near the surface ever since Bonnie had filed her lawsuit, now burst to the surface. He looked at Paterson. “Have you
         ever lost anyone you loved?”
      


  Paterson looked taken aback but quickly recovered. “I’m asking the questions.”


  Jack now looked directly at Bonnie. “You know how much I loved Lizzie.”


  Paterson said, “Mr. Armstrong, you’re not allowed to do that.”


  Jack ignored him. He stood, his eyes burning into his mother-in-law’s. “I would’ve gladly given my life so that she could
         have lived. You know that.”
      


  “Mr. Armstrong,” cautioned the judge.


  “She meant everything to me. But she died.”


  “Mr. Armstrong, sit down!” snapped Grubbs as he smacked his gavel.
      


  Jack pointed a finger at Bonnie and cried out, “No one feels worse than I do about what happened. No one! It is a living hell
         for me every day. I lost the only woman I have ever loved. The only person I wanted to share my life with. The best friend
         I will ever have!” The tears were sliding down Jack’s anguished face.
      


  The judge barked, “Bailiff!”


  Jack said, “The best things that Lizzie and I ever created were our kids. Our kids. So how dare you try to take away the only parent they have left just because you’re mad at me. How dare you.”
      


  The bailiff forcibly removed Jack from the courtroom while Bonnie looked on, obviously shocked by his outburst.


  Paterson said, “Nothing further, Your Honor.” He walked back to his chair, barely able to conceal his smile.


  The judge looked critically at Jenna. “Do you have anything to add, counselor?”


  Jenna looked at the distraught kids and then at the judge. “No, Your Honor.”


  The judge said, “I’ll render my judgment on the motion this afternoon.”


  Jack was released from the bailiff’s custody a few minutes later. They didn’t wait at the courthouse but drove back in silence
         to Channing. They waited in a small room at the back of the Little Bit. They all jumped when Jenna’s cell phone buzzed. She
         answered the call and listened, and her expression told Jack all he needed to know.
      


  “The judge granted the motion for temporary custody,” she said.


  And it’s my fault, thought Jack. I’ve lost my family. Again.
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  Jack sat on his bed at the Palace holding letter number six in his hand. He hadn’t read it yet. He was thinking about other
         things.
      


  No matter what you do, no matter how hard you fight, life sometimes just doesn’t make sense.


  Bonnie and representatives from Social Services were coming this evening to take the kids away from Jack, perhaps forever.
         He looked down at the letter, then balled it up and threw it down on the bed next to the other five. As he looked out the
         window, three cars pulled into the driveway of the Palace, including Sheriff Tammie in his police cruiser. Though it was only
         seven in the evening, the sky was as dark as midnight. A tropical storm was just off the coast, and the wind was beginning
         to slam the low country with a fury. That was the major reason they were coming tonight. To move the kids farther inland.
         Jack had put up no fight, principally because he wanted his kids to be safe. The lights kept flickering on and off in the
         house.
      


  Someone tapped on his door.
      


  “Yeah?”


  It was Jenna. “They’re here, Jack,” she said quietly.


  “I know.”


  As Jack came downstairs, he stared at the three packed bags standing next to the front door. Then he looked over at the kids.
         Cory and Mikki were on the couch crying, and Jackie, not understanding what was going on, was crying too. He clutched his
         monster truck in one hand and hugged his siblings with the other, his little body quaking.
      


  Liam simply stood by, not knowing what to do. His big hands clenched and unclenched in his anxiety. Jack went over to his
         kids and started whispering to them. “It’s going to be okay, I promise. This is only temporary.”
      


  Jack and Jenna both answered the door. Bonnie, Fred, and the Social Services people stood there with umbrellas in hand.


  “Are the children ready?” one of the Social Services folks asked Jack.


  He nodded, his gaze squarely on Bonnie.


  “Bonnie?” She looked at him, her face flushed. “Do we have to do it this way?”


  “I’m only thinking of the children, Jack.”


  “Are you sure about that?”


  “I’m very sure.”


  Sammy, Liam, Jackie, and Cory had joined them on the front porch.


  Cory said, “Grandma, please don’t do this. Please. We want to stay with Dad.”


  One of the Social Services people, a woman, stepped in and said, “This is not the time or place to discuss this. The judge
         has ruled.” She looked at Jack. “We really want this to go smoothly. And I’m sure you do too, for the sake of the kids.” The
         woman glanced over her shoulder at Sheriff Tammie, who stood outside his cruiser looking very uncomfortable.
      


  Sammy eyed Jack, but it was Jenna who stepped forward and said, “We do.” Sammy took a step back, and Jack looked at his two
         kids. “Okay, guys, you’re going to be back here faster than you can say Jack Rabbit.”
      


  Cory nodded, but the tears still slid down his face. Jackie looked at Cory and started to tear up again. Jack hugged both
         of them. “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “We’re a family. We’ll always be a family, right?” They both nodded. “We’ll get
         your bags. Liam, go get Mikki. I’m sure you want to say good-bye to her. They need to get on the road before the storm gets
         any worse.”
      


  Sammy and Jack carried the bags out to the car, and Jack strapped Jackie in while Cory buckled up next to him. When Jack looked
         back up at the porch, he knew something was wrong. Liam was standing there, his face pale and his expression wild.
      


  Bonnie had seen this too. Despite the wind and rain, she got out of the car.


  “What is it?” said Jack as he ran up to Liam.


  “I can’t find Mikki.”


  Jack and the others raced into the house. It took only ten minutes to search the place. His daughter was gone.


  A quarter mile down the beach, Mikki was stumbling along, crying hard. The wind and rain battered her, but she kept going,
         leaning into the gusts swarming off the ocean. She kept weaving away from the waterline as the storm pushed the Atlantic farther landward. As upset as she was, Mikki didn’t
         see the palmetto tree toppling over until it was almost too late. At the last possible instant, she lunged out of the way,
         but dodging the tree carried her too close to the waterline and in the path of a huge wave that crashed over her. Mikki didn’t
         even have time to scream before the receding wave swept her out.
      









  65


  Jack stared out at the darkened sky from the front room of the Palace. The rain was coming down even harder. Liam had quickly
         driven home to see if Mikki had gone there, but he’d called to say she wasn’t at his house.
      


  Bonnie said, “Jack, what do we do? What do we do?” Her voice was hysterical.


  Jack turned to her and said sharply, “The first thing we do is not panic.”


  One of the Social Services personnel said, “We should call the police. The sheriff drove off before this happened, but I’m
         sure we can get him back.”
      


  Jack shook his head and said in a crisp, take-charge manner, “There’s only Tammie and one deputy, and they’ll be preoccupied
         with the storm. We can call them, but we can’t just sit around and wait for them to start looking for her. We have to start
         searching the area. We need to split up. Search by street and also the beach.” He pointed to Fred. “Fred, you and Bonnie drive
         west in your car. Go slow, look for Mikki that way.” He turned to the pair from Social Services. “You go east in your car and do the same thing. Let’s exchange cell phone numbers.
         Whoever finds her calls the others. Sammy and I will take opposite directions on the beach.” He turned to Cory. “Cor, can
         you be a real big guy for me and stay here with Jackie? Go to the lower level and stay away from the windows.”
      


  Cory swallowed and looked terrified at his dad. “Mikki’s coming back, right?”


  “She absolutely is. I bet she shows up here any minute. And we need someone to be here when she does, okay?”


  “Okay, Dad.”


  Jack headed right on the beach while Sammy went left. The rain was being pushed nearly sideways by the wind, and most of the
         sand was underwater. Jack swung his flashlight in wide arcs, but it barely penetrated the darkness. It finally caught on one
         object, and when Jack saw what it was, his heart thudded in his chest and a cold dread settled over him.
      


  It was Mikki’s sneaker floating in a pool of shallow water. He looked in all directions for his daughter but could see nothing.
         He called out her name, but the only thing he heard in response was the scream of the wind. He raced on to check backyards
         and behind dunes, but found nothing.
      


  “I can’t see a damn thing,” he said to himself. He stared out at the angry ocean, engorged and rendered infinitely more dangerous
         by the strength of the storm pushing it against the coast. He turned and jogged back, his gaze toggling between land and sea.
         He had to bend forward to keep from being blown back by the powerful winds. Every ten seconds he screamed out her name. Near
         the Palace he met Sammy, who reported similar failure.
      


  Jack showed him the sneaker.
      


  “That is not good, Jack,” said Sammy.


  “We’re running out of time. The storm is just about to really hit.”


  “What do you want to do?”


  “We need to be able to see a big swath of land and water.”


  “No way you can get a chopper with a searchlight up in these conditions.”


  At this remark, Jack started and looked up at the lighthouse. He turned and ran toward it, Sammy on his heels. He kicked open
         the lower door and took the steps two at a time. He reached the top and hoisted himself through the access door. Sammy poked
         his head through a few seconds later, breathing hard.
      


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Getting a light.”


  “Jack, this damn thing doesn’t work.”


  “It’s going to work tonight! Because I’m going to find my daughter,” Jack shouted back at him. He ripped open his toolbox,
         which he’d left in the corner, snatched some wrenches, grabbed the old schematic, and began to analyze it, his gaze flitting
         up and down its complex drawings. While Sammy held the paper, Jack worked on section after section of the mechanism, his ability
         to repair it having assumed a whole new level of urgency.
      


  As Sammy watched him work, he said, “But we need a searchlight, not something that’s going to—”


  “There’s a manual feature,” Jack snapped as he squeezed his body into a narrow crevice to check the wiring there. “The light
         path can be manipulated by hand.”
      


  He pulled himself out of the space and hit the power switch.


  “Damn it!” Jack flung his wrench down.
      


  He peered out into the darkness, where his little girl was… somewhere.


  He involuntarily shuddered.


  No. I will not lose my daughter.


  A burst of lightning that speared the water was followed by a boom of thunder as the storm reached its peak. Footsteps came
         from below, and first Jenna’s and then Liam’s faces appeared at the opening to the room. They were both soaked through.
      


  “We’ve been searching the street and beach on our end, but there’s no sign of Mikki,” Jenna said to Sammy as she looked at
         Jack’s back.
      


  “We were trying to power up the light,” Sammy explained, “but no luck.”


  Sammy said, “Bonnie called. And so did the other people. They found nothing either.” He held up Mikki’s soaked shoe. Jenna
         and Liam paled when they saw it. All three instinctively looked out to the frothing ocean.
      


  Jack remained frozen against the glass, staring out into the darkness. The electricity to the lighthouse flickered, went out,
         and then sputtered back on. Jack was still staring at the darkness when he saw it. At first he thought it was another bolt
         of lightning lancing into the water, but there was no boom of thunder following it. Yet it had been a jagged edge of current;
         he’d seen it! Jack suddenly realized that in that second of darkness, what he’d seen had been reflected in the glass, only
         to become invisible when the power came back on and the lights were restored.
      


  He whirled around and leapt toward the machinery. “Turn the light off, Sammy,” he screamed.


  “What?”


  “Turn it off. Off!”


  Sammy hit the switch, plunging them all into darkness.
      


  Jack, his chest heaving with dread because he knew this was his last chance, stared at the machinery with an intensity he
         didn’t know he even had. He could hear nothing, not the storm, not Sammy’s or Jenna’s or Liam’s breathing, not even his own.
         There was nothing else in the world; only him and this metal beast that had confounded him all summer. And if he couldn’t
         figure it out right now, his daughter was lost to him.
      


  “Turn the lights back on.”


  Sammy hit the switch.


  And Jack saw the beautiful arc of electrical current nearly buried between two pieces of metal in a gap so narrow he didn’t
         even know it was there. That was what had been reflected in the window.
      


  He dropped to his knees, scuttled forward, and hit the gap with his flashlight. Two wires were revealed. They were less than
         a centimeter apart, but not touching.
      


  “Sammy, get me electrical tape and a wire nut and then turn the main power off.”


  Sammy grabbed the tape from the box, tossed the roll and red wire nut to Jack, and then turned off the power. While Jenna
         held the flashlight for him, he slid his hands in the gap, pieced the two wires together using the wire nut, and then wound
         tape around it.
      


  Jack stood and called out, “Turn the power back on, and then hit the switch. Everyone look away from the light.”


  Sammy turned on the power and flicked the switch. At first nothing happened. Then, as if it was awakening from years of sleep,
         the light began to come on, building in energy until, with a burst of power, it came fully to life. If Jack hadn’t told them
         to look away, they would have been blinded. The powerful beam illuminated the beach and ocean to an astonishing degree as it started to whirl around the top of the lighthouse.
      


  Jack raced around to the back of the equipment, hit a button, and grabbed a slide lever. The light immediately stopped swirling
         across the landscape and became a focused beam that he could maneuver.
      


  “Sammy, take control of this. Start from the north and move it slowly southward in three-second stages.”


  While Sammy guided the light, Liam, Jack, and Jenna stayed glued to the window, looking at the suddenly lightened nightscape.


  Jenna spotted her first. “There! There!”


  “Steady on the beam, Sammy,” screamed Jack. “Hold right there.”


  Jack threw himself through the opening and took the steps three at a time. He nearly flattened Bonnie, who was coming up the
         stairs.
      


  “What is—”


  Jack didn’t bother to answer.


  He ran on.


  The light had revealed Mikki’s location. She was in deep water, clinging to a piece of driftwood as ten-foot-high waves pounded
         her. She looked to be caught in the seesaw grip of the storm. She might have only a few minutes left to live.
      


  Then so do I, thought Jack.
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  Jack Armstrong ran that night like he had never run before. Not on the football field, and not even on the battlefield when
         his very life depended on sheer speed. He high-stepped through four-foot waves that were nearly up to the rocks the lighthouse
         was perched on. A towering breaker ripped out of the darkness and knocked him down. He struck his head on a piece of timber
         thrown up on the sand by the storm. Dazed, he struggled to his feet and kept slogging on. He saw the light, a pinpoint beam.
         But he couldn’t see Mikki. Frantic, he ran toward the illumination.
      


  “Mikki! Mikki!”


  Another wave crushed him. He got back up, vomiting salt-water driven deeply down his throat. He ran on, fighting rain driven
         so hard by turbocharged wind that it felt like the sting of a million yellow jackets.
      


  “Mikki!”


  “Daddy!”


  It was faint, but Jack saw the light shift to the left. And then he saw it: a head bobbing in even deeper water. Mikki was being pulled inexorably out to sea.
      


  “Daddy. Help me.”


  Like a charging rhino, Jack ran headlong toward the brunt of the storm. An oncoming wave rose up far taller than he was, but
         he avoided most of its energy by diving under it at the last possible second. He emerged in water over his head. The normal
         riptide was multiplied tenfold by the power of the storm, but Jack fought through it, going under and coming up and yelling,
         “Mikki.” Each time she called back, and Jack swam with all his might toward the sound of her voice.
      


  The lightning and thunder blasted and boomed above them. A spear of lightning hit so close that Jack felt the hairs on his
         arms and neck stand. He snatched a breath and went under again as another foaming wave crashed down on him. He came up. “Mikki!”
      


  This time there was no answer.


  “Mikki!”


  Nothing.


  “Michelle!”


  A second later he heard a faint “Daddy.”


  Jack redoubled his efforts. She was getting weak. It was a miracle she was still alive. If that piece of driftwood got ripped
         from her, it would all be over. And then he saw her. The sturdy beam of light was tethered to the teenager like a golden string.
         Mikki was managing to stay afloat by using the driftwood she’d snagged somehow, but there was no way she could keep that up
         much longer. Jack swam as hard as he could, fighting through wave after wave and cursing when one threw him off course, costing
         him precious seconds. But the whole time he kept his eyes on his daughter.
      


  And yet he realized that as each second passed, she was moving farther from him. It was the storm, the riptide, the wind,
         everything. He swam harder. But now he was fifty feet away instead of forty. He took a deep breath and slid under the water
         to see if he could make better time. But it was pitch-dark even just below the surface, and the current was just as strong.
      


  When he came back up, he couldn’t see her and cursed himself for taking his eyes off his daughter. His limbs and lungs were
         so heavy. Jack looked to the shore and then at the angry sky. He was being pulled out too now. And he wasn’t sure he had the
         strength to get back in. It didn’t matter.
      


  I’m not going back without her.


  Jack treaded water, looking in all directions as the storm bore down with all its weight on the South Carolina coast.


  He shook with anger and fear and… loss.


  I’m sorry, Lizzie. I’m so sorry.


  What if I just stop swimming? What if I just stop?


  He would sink to the bottom. He looked at the shore. He could see the lights. His family—what was left of it—was there. Bonnie
         would raise the boys. He and Mikki would go to join Lizzie.
      


  He looked to the sky again. When a bolt of lightning speared down and lighted the sky, he thought he could see Lizzie’s face,
         her hand reaching out, beckoning to him. He could just stop swimming right now. Right now.
      


  “Daddy!”


  Jack turned in the water.


  Mikki was barely twenty feet from him. This time the movement of the water had carried him toward her.


  Finding a reserve of strength he didn’t think he had, Jack exploded through the water. The ocean pushed back at him, throwing up wall after wall of frothing sea to keep him from her.
         He swam harder and harder, his arms slicing through the water as he fought every counterattack the storm threw at him.
      


  A yard. A foot. Six inches. Every muscle Jack had was screaming in exhaustion, but he fought through the pain.


  “Daddy!” She reached out to him.


  “Mikki!”


  He lunged so hard he nearly came fully out of the water. His hand closed like a vise around her wrist, and he pulled his daughter
         to him.
      


  She hugged him. “I’m sorry, Daddy, I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s okay, baby. I’ve got you. Just lie on your back.”


  She did so, and he put his arms under hers and kicked off toward land.


  Now all I’ve got to do is get us back, thought Jack.
      


  The problem was that when Jack tried to ride a wave in, the undertow snatched him back before he could gain traction on the
         shore. Then a huge wave forced them both underwater, before Jack brought them back, coughing and half-strangled. Jack was
         very strong, and as a ranger he’d swum miles in all sorts of awful conditions. But not in the middle of what was now likely
         a category 1 hurricane with someone else hanging on to him. He was caught in a pendulum, and he couldn’t keep it up much longer.
         He might be able to get to shore by himself, but he was prepared to die with his daughter.
      


  “Jack!”


  He looked toward the beach. Liam and Sammy were standing there with a long coil of rope and screaming at him. Tied to the
         end of the rope was a red buoy. He nodded to show he understood. Sammy wound up and tossed the rope. It fell far short. He pulled it back and tried again. Closer, but still not close enough.
      


  “Sammy,” he screamed. “Wait until the waves push us toward the beach, and then toss it.”


  Sammy nodded, timed it, and threw the rope. Just a few feet short now. One more time. Jack lunged for the buoy and snagged
         it. But a monster wave crashed down on them, and Mikki was ripped from him.
      


  He caught a mouthful of water and spit it out. As he looked down, he felt Mikki sliding past him and away from shore, out
         to sea. Everything was moving in slow motion, reduced to milliseconds of passing time.
      


  “No!” screamed Jack.


  He shot his hand down and grabbed his daughter’s hair an instant before she was past him and gone forever. Sammy and Liam
         pulled with all their strength on the rope. Slowly, father and daughter were pulled to shore.
      


  As soon as he hit solid earth, Jack carried Mikki well away from the pounding waves. His daughter was completely limp, her
         eyes closed.
      


  As Jack bent down, he could see that Mikki was also not breathing. He immediately began to perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
         He pinched Mikki’s nose and blew air into her lungs. He flipped her over and pushed against her back, trying to expand her
         lungs, forcing the water out.
      


  Sammy called 911 while Jack continued to frantically work on his daughter and was now doing CPR.


  A minute later, Jack sat up, his breaths coming in jerks. He looked down at Mikki. She wasn’t moving; her skin was instead
         turning blue. His daughter was dead.
      


  He’d lost her. Failed her.


  A crack of lightning pierced the night sky, and Jack looked up, perhaps to that solitary spot his wife had tried to find all
         those years ago. With a sob he screamed, “Help me, Lizzie, help me. Please.”
      


  He looked down. No more miracles left. He’d used the only one he would ever have on himself.


  Liam knelt next to Mikki, tears streaming down his face. He touched Mikki’s hair and then put his face in his hands and sobbed.


  Suddenly Jack felt a force at the back of his neck. At first he thought that Sammy was trying to pull him away from his dead
         child. But the force wasn’t pulling; it was pushing him back to her. Jack bent down, took an enormous breath, held it, put his mouth over Mikki’s, and blew with all the strength
         he had left in his body.
      


  As the air fell away from him and into Mikki, everything for Jack stopped, and the storm was gone. It was like he had envisioned
         dying to be. Quiet, peaceful, isolated, alone. As that breath rushed from him, the events of the last year also raced through
         his mind.
      


  And now, this; Mikki. Gone.


  Jack felt himself drifting away, as though over calm water, propelled to another place, he had no idea where. But he was alone.
         Lizzie and now Mikki were gone. He no longer wanted to live. It didn’t matter anymore. There was peace. But there was also
         nothing else because he was alone.
      


  The water hitting him in his face brought him back. The thoughts of the past retreated, and he was once more in the present.
         It was still raining. But that’s not what had struck him.
      


  He looked down as Mikki gave another shudder and coughed up the water that had been buried deeply in her lungs. Her eyes opened, fluttered, opened again, and stayed that way. Her pupils focused, and she saw her dad hovering above her.
         Mikki put out her arms, gripped her father’s neck tightly.
      


  “Daddy?” she said in a tiny voice.


  Jack sank down and held her. “I’m here, baby. I’m here.”
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  The ambulance took Mikki and Jack to the hospital to be checked out. Sammy followed in his van with Liam, while Jenna stayed
         with the boys at the Palace. Jenna had made hot tea for Bonnie, who had watched Jack’s heroic rescue of his daughter from
         the top of the lighthouse. Now she just sat small and stooped on the edge of the couch, a sob escaping her lips every few
         seconds.
      


  Jenna had tried to comfort her, while Fred just sat in another chair and stared at his hands. When Sammy called from the hospital
         and told them they would be home shortly and that everyone was okay, Jenna had finally broken down and wept.
      


  Afterward, Jenna had ventured into Jack’s room; she wasn’t sure why. As her gaze swept the space, it settled on the letters,
         which were still lying on the bed. She went over, sat down, picked them up, and started reading.
      


  She emerged from the room ten minutes later, her eyes red with fresh tears. She walked over to Bonnie and tapped her gently on the shoulder. When Bonnie looked up, Jenna said, “I think you need to read these, Mrs. O’Toole.”
      


  Bonnie looked confused, but she accepted the letters from Jenna, slipped on her reading glasses, and unfolded the first one.


  The storm, its fury rapidly spent after fully hitting land, had largely passed by the time they returned from the hospital.
         An exhausted Mikki was laid in her bed with Cory and Liam watching over her like guardian angels, counting each one of her
         breaths.
      


  Jack told everyone that Mikki had suffered no permanent damage and should be as good as new.


  “The doctor said she was one strong lady,” added Sammy.


  “Like her mother,” said Jack as he looked at Bonnie.


  He passed through the house and went outside and up to the top of the lighthouse. He stared out now at the clearing sky, the
         sun coming up in the east. He bent down and saw the wires he had spliced the night before. It was a miracle that he had finally
         spotted the trouble that had befuddled him for so long. Yet a miracle, thought Jack, was somehow what he, however irrationally,
         had been counting on.
      


  He leaned against the wall of glass and stared out at what looked to be the start of a beautiful late-summer day.


  He turned when he heard her.


  Bonnie, wheezing slightly, appeared at the opening for the room. He helped her through, and they stood side by side looking
         at each other.
      


  “Thank God for what you did last night, Jack.”


  Jack turned and looked back out the window. “It was Lizzie, you know.”


  “What?” Bonnie moved even closer to him.
      


  Jack said, “I’d given up. Mikki was dead. I didn’t have any breath left. She was dead, Bonnie. And I asked Lizzie to help
         me.” He turned to her. “I looked up to the sky and I asked Lizzie to help me.” A sob broke from his throat. “And she did.
         She did. She saved Mikki, not me.”
      


  Bonnie nodded slowly. “It was both of you, Jack. You and Lizzie. The match made in Heaven. Two people meant for each other
         if ever there was.”
      


  He stared at her, surprised by the woman’s blunt words.


  From her pocket she drew out the letters. “I think these belong to you.” She handed them back to him and reached out and touched
         his face. “Sometimes people can’t see what’s right in front of them, Jack. It’s strange how that works. How often it happens.
         And how often it hurts people we’re supposed to love.” She paused. “I do love you, son. I guess I always have. And one thing
         I know for certain is that you loved my daughter. And she loved you. That should have been enough for me.” She paused again.
         “And now, it is.”
      


  They exchanged a hug, and she turned to go.


  “Bonnie?”


  She looked back.


  “The kids?” he said in a small voice.


  “They’re right where they should be, Jack. With their father.”
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  When Mikki opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was her dad. Right after that she saw Liam, peering anxiously over Jack’s
         shoulder.
      


  “I’m really okay, guys,” she said a little groggily.


  Jack smiled and looked at Liam. “Give us a minute, will you?”


  Liam nodded, flashed Mikki a reassuring grin, and left the room.


  Jack gripped her hand, and she squeezed back. Mikki said, “Sorry for all the excitement I caused. It was really dumb.”


  “Yes, it was,” he agreed. “But we were all under a lot of pressure.”


  “So the lighthouse finally worked?”


  He let out a long breath. “Yeah. If it hadn’t…” His voice trailed off, and father and daughter started to weep together, each
         clutching the other, their bodies shaking with the strain.
      


  “I can’t believe how close I came to losing you, baby.”


  “I know, Dad, I know,” she said in a hushed voice.


  They finally drew apart.
      


  “So what now? We still go with Grandma?”


  “No, you’re staying right here with me.”


  Mikki screamed with joy and hugged him again.


  “Does Liam know?” she said excitedly.


  “No, I thought I’d leave that to you.” He rose. “I’ll go get him.”


  As he turned she said, “Dad?”


  “Yeah?”


  “No matter what happens in my life, you’ll always be my hero.”


  He bent down and touched her cheek. “Thanks… Michelle.”


  Later, as he stood by the doorway watching the two teens excitedly talking and hugging, Jack first smiled, then teared up,
         and then smiled again. She was clearly not a little girl anymore. And Jack could easily see how fast her life, and his, would
         change in the next few years.
      


  Later, as Jack walked along the beach, a voice called out, “I’m going to miss you Armstrongs when you go back to Ohio.” He
         turned to see Jenna walking toward him.
      


  “No, you won’t,” said Jack, “because we’re staying right here.”


  She drew next to him. “Are you sure?”


  He smiled. “No, but we’re still staying.”


  She slipped an arm around him. “I’m glad things have worked out.”


  “I couldn’t have done it without you.”


  “You’re way too generous with your praise.”


  “Seriously, Jenna, you helped in a lot of ways. A lot.”


  “So what are we going to do about the budding romance?”


  “What?” he said in a startled voice.


  “Between our kids.”
      


  “Oh.”


  She laughed, and he grinned sheepishly.


  “I think we take it one day at a time.” He looked directly at her. “Does that sound okay, Jenna?”


  “That sounds very okay, Jack.”









  Epilogue


  A little over two years later, Jack sat on the beach in almost the exact spot he and Mikki had occupied the night he’d realized
         he had so much to live for. The house was quieter now. Mikki and Liam had just left for college. She’d aced her last two years
         in high school and gone out to Berkeley on a scholarship. Liam the drummer had cut off his hair and was at West Point. Though
         they were a continent apart, the two remained the best of friends.
      


  Cory was working part-time at the Play House and learning the ropes of theater management from Ned Parker. Jackie had started
         talking full-blast one morning about a year ago and had never stopped since. Although, Jack noted with some measure of fatherly
         pride, his favorite toy was still the monster truck.
      


  He got up and made his way to the top of the lighthouse. He hadn’t been up here since the morning after almost losing Mikki.
         He stepped out onto the catwalk and looked toward the sea. His eyes gravitated to the spot where father and daughter had fought so hard for their lives. Then he looked away and up to a clear, blue summer sky.
      


  Lizzie’s Lighthouse. It worked when I needed it to.


  Jack had two very important things to do today. And the first one was waiting for him down the beach. He left the lighthouse
         and set off along the sand. His hands rode in his pockets; the words he would say slipped through his mind. As he drew closer,
         Jack realized that he had just traveled over a half mile by beach and a lifetime by every other measure.
      


  She was there waiting for him by prearrangement. He slipped his arms around Jenna and kissed her. And much like he had done
         two decades before, Jack knelt down and asked a woman he loved if she would do him the honor of becoming his wife.
      


  Jenna cried and allowed him to slip the ring over her shaky finger. After that they held each other for a long time on that
         South Carolina beach as a gentle breeze rippled across them.
      


  “Sammy’s going to be the best man,” Jack said.


  “And Liam will be giving me away,” Jenna replied. “I love you, Jack.”


  “I love you too, Jenna.”


  They kissed again and visited for a while, discussing plans. Then Jack walked back to the Palace. His pace this way was not
         quite as brisk. The distance seemed a lot longer going back. There was a reason for this.
      


  The first trek had been to create a bridge for his future.


  This trip involved him making a painful separation from the past.


  He reached the beach in front of his house and sat down in the sand. He pulled out a photo of Lizzie and held it in front
         of him. It was still nearly impossible for him to believe that she had been gone nearly three years. It just couldn’t be.
         But it was.
      


  He traced the curve of her smile with his finger while he stared into those beautiful green eyes that he always believed would
         be the last thing he would see in life before passing on. While Jack had just asked another woman to marry him, and this seemed
         fitting and right in so many ways, he knew that a significant part of him would always love Lizzie. And that this too was
         fitting and right in so many ways.
      


  Bonnie had been correct about that. Lizzie and Jack had been meant to be together forever if ever two people were. Only sometimes
         life doesn’t match what should be. It just is. And people have to accept it, no matter how hard it may be.
      


  You should respect the past. You should never forget the past. But you can’t live there.


  And now he had something else to finish. Something very important.


  From his windbreaker he pulled out a single piece of paper and a pen. His hand shaking slightly and the tears already sliding
         down his face, Jack Armstrong touched the pen to the paper and began to write.
      


  

    Dear Lizzie,


    A lot has happened that I need to tell you about.


  


  An hour later he finished the letter with, as always,


  

    

      Love,


      Jack


    


  


  He sat there for a while, allowing the sun and breeze to dry his tears because for some reason he did not want to wipe them
         away by hand. He folded the letter carefully and placed it in an envelope marked with the number seven. He put the envelope
         and the photo of Lizzie in his pocket and walked toward the house.
      


  When he reached the grass, he turned and looked upward. His mouth eased to a smile when he realized what he was looking at.
         Today, he’d finally found it, after all this time searching.
      


  Right there was the little piece of the sky that contained Heaven. He somehow knew this for certain. Ironically, like so many
         complexities in life, the answer had been right in front of him the whole time.
      


  “Pop-pop!”


  He turned to see Jackie flying toward him. The boy gave a leap, and Jack caught him in midair.


  “Hey, buddy.”


  “What are you doing?”


  Jack started to say something and then stopped. He turned so they were both looking out toward the ocean. He pointed to the
         sky. “Mommy’s up there watching us, Jackie.”
      


  Jackie looked awestruck. “Mommy?” Jack nodded. Jackie waved to the sky. “Hi, Mom.” He blew her a kiss.


  Then Jack turned back around and carried his son toward the house. Right before he got there, he slowly looked back at that
         little patch of blue sky.
      


  Good-bye, Lizzie.


  For now.









  

    Jack’s Letters


  









  

    

      Dear Lizzie,


      There are things I want to say to you that I just don’t have the breath for anymore. That’s why I’ve decided to write you
                  these letters. I want you to have them after I’m gone. They’re not meant to be sad, just my chance to talk to you one more
                  time. When I was healthy you made me happier than any person has a right to be. When I was half a world away, I knew that
                  I was looking at the same sky you were, thinking of the same things you were, wanting to be with you and looking forward to
                  when I could be. You gave me three beautiful children, which is a greater gift than I deserved. I tell you this, though you
                  already know it, because sometimes people don’t talk about these things enough. I want you to know that if I could’ve stayed
                  with you I would have. I fought as hard as I could. I will never understand why I had to be taken from you so soon, but I
                  have accepted it. Yet I want you to know that there is nothing more important to me than you. I loved you from the moment
                  I saw you. And the happiest day of my life was when you agreed to share your life with mine. I promised that I would always
                  be there for you. And my love for you is so strong that even though I won’t be there physically, I will be there in every
                  other way. I will watch over you. I will be there if you need to talk. I will never stop loving you. Not even death is powerful
                  enough to overcome my feelings for you. My love for you, Lizzie, is stronger than anything.


      

        Love,


        Jack


      


    


  









  

    

      Dear Lizzie,


      Christmas will be here in five days, and I promise that I will make it. I’ve never broken a promise to you, and I never will.
                  It’s hard to say good-bye, but sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to. Jackie came to see me a little while ago,
                  and we talked. Well, he talked in Jackie language and I listened. I like to listen to him because I know one day very soon
                  I won’t be able to. He’s growing up so fast, and I know he probably won’t remember his dad, but I know I will live on in your
                  memories. Tell him his dad loved him and wanted the best for him. And I wish I could have thrown the football to him and watched
                  him play baseball. I know he will have a great life.


      Cory is a special little boy. He has your sensitivity, your compassion. I know what’s happening to me is probably affecting
                  him the most of all the kids. He came and got into bed with me last night. He asked me if it hurt very much. I told him it
                  didn’t. He told me to say hello to God when I saw him. And I promised that I would.


      And Mikki.


      Mikki is the most complicated of all. Not a little girl anymore but not yet an adult either. She is a good kid, though I know
                  you’ve had your moments with her. She is smart and caring and she loves her brothers. She loves you, though she sometimes
                  doesn’t like to show it. My greatest regret with my daughter is letting her grow away from me. It was my fault, not hers.
                  I see that clearly now. I only wish I had seen it that clearly while I still had a chance to do something about it. After I’m gone, please tell her the first time I ever saw her, when I got back from Afghanistan and was
                  still in uniform, there was no prouder father who ever lived. Looking down at her tiny face, I felt the purest joy a human
                  could possibly feel. And I wanted to protect her and never let anything bad ever happen to her. Life doesn’t work that way,
                  of course. But tell her that her dad was her biggest fan. And that whatever she does in life, I will always be her biggest
                  fan.


      

        Love,


        Jack


      


    


  









  

    

      Dear Lizzie,


      Christmas is five days away and it’s a good time to reflect on life. Your life. This will be hard. Hard for me to write and
                  hard for you to read, but it needs to be said. You’re young and you have many years ahead of you. Cory and Jackie will be
                  with you for many more years. And even Mikki will benefit. I’m talking about you finding someone else, Lizzie.


      I know you won’t want to at first. You’ll even feel guilty about thinking about another man in your life, but, Lizzie, it
                  has to be that way. I cannot allow you to go through the rest of your life alone. It’s not fair to you, and it has nothing
                  to do with the love we have for each other. It will not change that at all. It can’t. Our love is too strong. It will last
                  forever. But there are many kinds of love, and people have the capacity to love many different people. You are a wonderful
                  person, Lizzie, and you can make someone else’s life wonderful. Love is to be shared, not hidden, not hoarded.


      And you have much love to share. It doesn’t mean you love me any less. And I certainly could never love you more than I already
                  do. But in your heart you will find more love for someone else. And you will make him happy. And he will make you happy. And
                  Jackie especially will have a father to help him grow into a good man. Our son deserves that. Believe me, Lizzie, if it could
                  be any other way, I would make it so. But you have to deal with life as it comes. And I’m trying my best to do just that.
                  I love you too much to accept anything less than your complete and total happiness.


      

        Love,


        Jack


      


    


  









  

    

      Dear Lizzie,


      Christmas is almost here, and I promise that I will make it. It will be a great day. Seeing the kids’ faces when they open
                  their presents will be better for me than all the medications in the world. I know this has been hard on everyone, especially
                  you and the kids. But I know that your mom and dad have really been a tremendous help to you. I’ve never gotten to know them
                  as well as I would have liked. Sometimes I feel that your mom thinks you might have married someone better suited to you,
                  more successful. But I know deep down that she cares about me, and I know she loves you and the kids with all her heart. It
                  is a blessing to have someone like that to support you. My father died, as you know, when I was still just a kid. And you
                  know about my mom. But your parents have always been there for me, especially Bonnie, and in many ways, I see her as more
                  of a mom to me than my own mother. It’s action, not words, that really counts. That’s what it really means to love someone.
                  Please tell them that I always had the greatest respect for her and Fred. They are good people. And I hope that one day she
                  will feel that I was a good father who tried to do the right thing. And that maybe I was worthy of you.


      

        Love,


        Jack


      


    


  









  

    

      Dear Lizzie,


      As I’ve watched things from my bed, I have a confession to make to you. And an apology. I haven’t been a very good husband
                  or father. Half our marriage I was fighting a war, and the other half I was working too hard. I heard once that no one would
                  like to have on their tombstone that they wished they’d spent more time at work. I guess I fall into that category, but it’s
                  too late for me to change now. I had my chance. When I see the kids coming and going, I realize how much I missed. Mikki already
                  is grown up with her own life. Cory is complex and quiet. Even Jackie has his own personality. And I missed most of it. My
                  greatest regret in life will be leaving you long before I should. My second greatest regret is not being more involved in
                  my children’s lives. I guess I thought I would have more time to make up for it, but that’s not really an excuse. It’s sad
                  when you realize the most important things in life too late to do anything about them. They say Christmas is the season of
                  second chances. My hope is to make these last few days my second chance to do the right thing for the people that I love the
                  most.


      

        Love,


        Jack


      


    


  









  

    

      Dear Lizzie,


      A lot has happened that I need to tell you about.


      

        Love,


        Jack
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  NO TIME LEFT


  FRANK BECKER was exceptionally good at his job and took great pride at being so exceptionally good. He took his client’s orders promptly
         and carried them out with professionalism and attention to detail. This was not simply being a sound businessman or even demonstrating
         altruism. It was very much in Becker’s interests to sweat the details, to obsess over them in fact. If he wanted to survive.
      


  He was a small man with an ego many times the size of his body. A fat baby, he’d grown into a trim, methodical adult who did
         not overindulge in anything. He was single, lived quietly except when he was working, and had seen a large slice of the world
         because in his particular area of expertise there were no borders. He never expected to marry because that would be complicating,
         and he never desired to have children because that would be pointless.
      


  He now stood outside on the curb in front of a modern building in the middle of a city that had seen more prosperous days.
         It was making a comeback of sorts, to the extent that steel, asphalt, and concrete and the populations that reside in and
         on them can have second chances. And it was a historical city with many sites of cultural significance that could draw tourists.
      


  Becker didn’t care about any of this. He had flown here for one reason only and it had nothing to do with tourist sites or
         second chances.
      


  He lit a cigarette and blew the smoke out his nostrils as he’d watched his father do when Becker was a child. For many years
         he’d longed to release smoke out his nostrils like his father. While some sons pantomimed shaving while watching their old
         man, Becker had watched his dad smoke and exhale, memorizing the technique and the timing. And at age sixteen he’d accomplished
         his goal, but not without some coughing and hacking. Now he’d become an expert at nostril smoke exhalation, and he did it
         with a certain style. That was one of only two things he did that made him stand out a bit. In every other aspect of his life,
         Becker blended right into the crowd. The bland suits he wore, the low decibels of his speech, his everyman’s features, and
         the vacant expression in his eyes were all designed to place everyone’s attention on any location other than him.
      


  He drew a bit of tobacco off his tongue as his gaze flickered like a dying light bulb at the tall, thin man in the excellent
         suit where each jacket cuff showed the exact same margin of white shirt underneath. He was pushing through the glass double
         doors of the downtown office building and began walking down the street. Becker bought a newspaper from a vendor and headed
         in the same direction. The other fellow was a prosperous and pleased-looking gent principally because he was very successful
         at what he did. Indeed, he owned the building he’d just exited. He’d accumulated lots of money, all of it legally, and gave
         a substantial portion of it away to good works. He was married to a lovely and refined woman and with her had had three bright
         children who would soon make their positive marks on the world. He had few enemies in the world.
      


  But as Becker knew, it took only one determined adversary to change your life.


  Becker folded the paper in half and carried it under his left arm, leaving his right one free to swing the umbrella he carried.
         It didn’t necessarily look like rain today but the weather person had cautioned folks that morning that a thunderstorm was
         certainly possible given the recent atmospheric potboilers of heat and humidity. He wore gloves though the day was not cold.
         This was the second thing he did that was out of the ordinary, but vanity left him no option. The gloves were black leather
         and had cost him two hundred dollars. He considered them well worth the price.
      


  The fellow up ahead had his daily rituals. A walk during lunchtime was one of them. From watching him the past four days Becker
         knew that he would head south down one block, turn left, proceed to the park, enjoy the trees and birds and then retrace his
         steps and return to his office. Rituals like that were nice, comforting. And completely asinine, Becker knew. He had no such
         routines. At any given minute of his day no one would be able to tell where he would be based on the previous day’s experience.
         Most people embraced sameness; Becker raced from it. He knew how deadly routine could be if someone wanted to do you harm.
      


  The man slowed. There was a crowd gathered at the corner. It seemed like something of significance was coming down the street
         and for this reason the police were holding folks back. Perhaps it was a parade or an official motorcade carrying a suitably
         important person, important enough indeed to warrant traffic police and clogged intersections. Like a rugby scrum at the corner,
         folks were massing. Some broke off from this pack and were craning their necks to see who or what was coming. Becker had picked
         this day based solely on this event happening at this precise moment. The fellow he was watching reached the intersection
         and joined in the head craning and standing on tiptoes to see over the jostling crowd. As more people packed the spot, it
         became like a log-filled river with a strained dam ready to burst. The cops sweated and pushed and cursed the citizens into
         some degree of order. Becker smiled at their plight. He had never much liked cops. His old man had been a policeman after
         a failed attempt at a career running a butcher’s shop in a small town. He’d moved to the city when Becker was still a baby.
         After he started wearing the blues he had taken to beating Becker with his nightstick after he came home and downed a few
         shots of gin so cheap and strong that it could burn a hole in metal. That and the smokes were his dad’s chief vices, other
         than beating his son while Becker’s stepmother looked on, drink in hand, and gave advice on where to hit him next. Becker’s
         real mother, he’d been told, had died at childbirth. That was all he knew. That was more than he ever cared to know actually.
         He doubted his real mother would have been any more loving than his stepmother.
      


  As the police used their bodies and barricades and the strength of their lungs to keep the human logs back on the curb Becker
         angled to the left and stepped further into the crowd. It took him ten seconds to work his way forward, using pointy elbows
         and apologetic looks at folks he pushed past. Now he was standing directly behind the man. He checked his watch. He had a
         contact who’d given him a heads-up on this traffic-snarling event. In one more minute the limo and the surrounding trucks
         with bodyguards would be passing by. He edged closer. Before he slipped the newspaper into his coat pocket he glanced at the
         date. May 5, 2000. His birthday was next week. He would turn fifty. His celebration would consist of dinner alone and no presents.
         He cared for birthdays even less than he did beatings.
      


  He counted the moments off in his head. This was really unnecessary because the crowd’s collective energy spiked when the
         motorcade drew within sight of the intersection. He started taking shallow breaths. It was not to control his nerves. For
         all he knew he had none. He wanted to reduce his oxygen a bit, to get a natural high from what he was about to do. He’d found
         it better than sex actually, because he had no concerns about pleasing anyone other than himself.
      


  “There he is!” cried out one person.


  Becker’s right hand increased its grip on the handle of the umbrella. He edged the point of the device upward and forward
         at the same time. The limo was passing, and the crowd had started screaming and waving. Becker thrust the tip into the flesh
         and then in the next motion moved to the side and flitted away.
      


  As the other fellow rubbed the back of his thigh where the stinging impact had occurred, Becker was walking away, casually
         reading his newspaper with one hand while he twirled his umbrella with the other.
      


  The man’s obituary appeared in the city newspaper two days later. He had succumbed to some inexplicable malady that had left
         him in agony before killing him. An autopsy would be done to see what had caused the poor fellow’s demise. His bereaved family
         lay in ruins, his business disintegrating without his stalwart hand at the helm.
      


  As Becker sat in his apartment a thousand miles away reading the account on the computer he knew he could save the poor medical
         examiner the trouble.
      


  “Compound 1080,” he said aloud. He knew that the man had died of ventricular arrhythmias. Compound 1080, discovered by German
         chemists during World War II and used in various pesticides, disrupted cellular metabolism and with it the citric acid cycle,
         also known as the Krebs Cycle, depriving cells of energy. The poison worked rapidly and did incredibly unpleasant things to
         the person injected with it. The cylinder in Becker’s umbrella point had been filled with enough Compound 1080 to finish off
         the fellow in a matter of hours. There was no antidote and his last few hours of life, Becker knew, had been filled with unimaginable
         pain that no human could withstand. He had no doubt screamed to his God for mercy. He was a religious man, Becker knew, having
         followed him and his beautiful family to Mass the Sunday before plunging his umbrella point into the unfortunate gent’s hamstring.
         His God had not answered back. Even all-powerful gods bowed before poisons with no known antidotes.
      


  Becker was a student of history, or at least certain esoteric parts of it. He’d gotten the idea of the umbrella delivery system
         from an attack carried out by the Bulgarian secret police in the 1970s against a person making trouble for the government.
         Why reinvent the wheel? However, he had put his original spin on the matter because the Bulgarians had used that old standby,
         ricin, as the killing agent. Compound 1080 was, at least in his mind, far classier.
      


  He used his computer to check his bank account, making sure that the remainder of his kill fee had reached his overseas bank.
         He would never read or think about the man again. He would not mentally commiserate with the widow or the children who’d lost
         their father. There was nothing productive about that. If he had those types of feelings, or weaknesses rather, he would not
         have chosen this line of work. It was a job, just a job. And it was time to move on to another one. Becker was much in demand.
         That came from never having failed and being unwaveringly discreet.
      


  A week later the letter arrived in the mail. It was time to go to work again.


  He stepped aboard another plane, landed, rented a car, and drove to the man’s house out near the water. It was a beautiful
         estate set amid rows of mature oak and maple trees, fat bushes draped in bloom, flower-lined stone and gravel paths that meandered
         in and out of sight. The home itself was large and at least two centuries old with the plentiful trappings of that era’s architecture,
         gables and Doric columns and balustrades, lichen-covered ashlar quoins at the corners and rows of arched windows in front.
         He was ushered into the library by a dour woman in a black maid’s uniform. The shelves were filled with old books that looked
         well read, and the vast room had a pleasant aroma of mingled scents, leather, tobacco and candle wax.
      


  The man who joined him moments later was tall and cadaverous, with a horseshoe of white hair remaining on his head. His mustache
         drooped over his small mouth. His teeth looked false. He wore a set of ancient tweeds, with an overly starched collared shirt
         and a drab tie that disappeared down into a waistcoat, which looked as though it would be scratchy to the touch. Across its
         front was a fat watch on a gold chain. He sat down behind an enormous mahogany desk meticulously organized and motioned for
         Becker to sit across from him. Becker had sat across from many clients at meetings like this. They were all different in terms
         of sophistication and motivation, yet there was something about the old house, room and man that bothered Becker. Yet details
         about his client were not his concern. He was here to listen and accept the assignment or not. Becker crossed his legs and
         waited expectantly. He never spoke until the potential client did. At this point in his career, he wanted to feel challenged.
         Early on he would accept whatever request came his way. Now he was more selective. Most tasks required weeks of planning and
         he wanted to spend it only on something he felt was worthy of his talents. Life was too brief, nearly as brief as the people
         he was paid to kill.
      


  The old man cleared his throat and looked appraisingly over Becker’s bland suit, average features, black gloves and downcast
         gaze and came away apparently pleased or at least satisfied.
      


  “You come recommended.”


  Becker lifted his gaze a millimeter. “I often do. May I ask who the reference was?”


  “Schultz.”


  “I see. Yes, I can understand that. A tricky one.”


  “Indeed.”


  “And your request?”


  “Trickier still,” said the man. His mustache hairs rippled outward as he spoke. For some reason this irritated Becker when
         he observed it. He kept his gaze planted downward after that. It was critical to be objective at this point.
      


  “I look forward to being impressed then,” said Becker with a bit more arrogance than he had intended. There was something
         about this fellow, he suddenly concluded, that bothered him. Something other than the rippling mustache.
      


  The old man leaned forward, resting the well-worn elbow patches of his tweed coat on the polished desktop. He took a few moments
         to draw a small hooked pipe from his waistcoat pocket and ignite it, nursing the tobacco to life with a few expert intakes
         of breath. He bent the match in half with long, spidery blue-veined fingers and brushed it into a copper ashtray next to the
         black rotary dial phone.
      


  “A woman needs to be taken care of.”


  “Her name and address?”


  “It will be provided through the post.”


  Becker glanced up at this. “The post? You mean the mail? That is unusual.”


  “You call it one thing and I another,” the man said amiably. “But it means the same thing.”


  “I also meant that putting such information down in writing could become awkward if the authorities ever saw it.”


  “I’m a very old man, so such things do not bother me. What will be will be.”


  “All right. What has she done to you that warrants my intervention?”


  The man puffed his pipe thoughtfully before answering. “Does it matter?”


  Becker shifted uneasily in his seat. “No, it doesn’t. My terms are relatively simple. Half now, half on completion.”


  “So I understand.”


  “Please also understand that on only one occasion has someone failed to complete the final payment. His funeral was extremely
         expensive because of the oversight.”
      


  “I see your point and I would never hazard to repeat his mistake. I have not many years left to live, but I would like to
         enjoy them in peace and comfort.”
      


  “And the challenging part?”


  “You will see that first-hand.”


  Becker gave him a curious expression. “Why call this meeting then?”


  “So I could see you, and you could see me. I’m sure you would agree that our business is a personal one. If I may say the
         most personal of all. A face-to-face contact seemed to me manifest.”
      


  Becker shrugged, unimpressed by the man’s words. “Suit yourself. I will await your post. I’ll give you an address that will reach me.”
      


  The other man’s reply surprised Becker.


  “I already have it.” He held out his hand. “Shall we shake on it?”


  “That’s not necessary.”


  “No, it is. I’m an old-fashioned man, as I’m sure you discerned from the moment you stepped in here.” He held out his hand.
         Becker still hesitated.
      


  “Please,” insisted the old man. “Indulge an old man who’s about to pay you a hundred thousand dollars.”


  Finally, Becker held out his gloved hand.


  The old man shook his head. “Flesh to flesh. It is a point of honor with me.”


  Becker hesitated again and then slowly removed the leather covering. He had four fingers. Where the fifth one, the index finger,
         should have sprouted, there was only a small nodule of dead bone barely an inch in length. It was a genetic defect inherited
         from his mother. It was the chief reason he never used a firearm in his work. He couldn’t pull the trigger properly. It was
         also the reason for the gloves.
      


  The other man made no note of the deformity but gave Becker’s hand a firm shake and then released it.


  “I feel so much better now,” he said.


  You’ll feel even better when the woman is dead, thought Becker.
      


  “I never got your name,” he said. “Only directions to come here.”


  “Wells,” said the man. “Herb Wells.”


  The letter came two days later. Becker read through his instructions with growing bewilderment. The old man had said the job
         would be challenging. This seemed anything but. It was so straightforward, it put Becker fully on his guard. Yet the half
         payment was in his bank account, and there was a train ticket in the envelope for the day after tomorrow.
      


  Becker dressed in his average suit and slipped a six-inch blade in his pocket after donning his ubiquitous gloves. He caught
         the high-speed train five minutes before it was set to leave the station. During the ride, the motion of the train, the clickety-clack
         of the wheels, and the passage through a long, dark tunnel made Becker do something he never had before. He fell asleep while
         traveling on an assignment.
      


  When he awoke the train was just pulling into the station.


  A sudden thought hit him as he came out of his stupor. Bellows of a steam engine? Why would this train make such a noise?
      


  As he climbed off the train he stood quite still on the platform. The folks passing by him looked normal except for their
         clothes. He saw bowties and suits with wide lapels. All the men wore hats, bowlers and flat-brimmed straw hats, and one elderly
         fellow even had on a top hat! The ladies were dressed in wide pleated skirts hanging below the knee with sharply pointed hats
         and dainty shoes with thick heels of modest height. The children were formally dressed too. One skinny boy was twirling a
         wooden yo-yo.
      


  The absence of something else made Becker jerk his head in the direction of the station.


  No one had a cell phone. No BlackBerrys. No laptop computers, no buds in ears with iPods connected to belts.


  He headed toward a stand and bought a newspaper. When he handed the man a dollar, he received ninety cents back. Becker stared
         down at the coins in the palm of his hand. For some reason the coins looked odd, but Becker thrust them in his pocket and
         forgot them when he saw the startling headline.
      


  North Korea had just invaded South Korea. As he read further, his skin grew paler and there was a pronounced tic in a blood
         vessel on the left side of his temple. President Harry S. Truman denounced this unwarranted invasion and pledged support to
         the South Korean government. Becker shot a glance at the date.
      


  “1950?”


  He lowered the paper and stared suspiciously around. Vintage automobiles passed up and down the street. As he looked across
         at the train he’d just climbed off, he noted that the bullet train he’d earlier boarded had now turned into a diesel model
         that had long since been relegated to train museums.
      


  Challenging? This must be what the old man had been referring to in his request. The job itself sounded simple. Yet how would Becker get
         back home, to his own time? How had he gotten here in the first place? He thought back. He remembered the long tunnel, how
         the train’s interior faded to darkness. How he’d fallen asleep at that moment. Normally, he was pumped and energetic for a
         job.
      


  Frank Becker had spent the last twenty years of his life maintaining strict discipline and intense self-control. He grabbed
         hold of his rambling nerves, drew a long breath and dropped the paper in the trash. He fingered the knife in his pocket. He
         had his instructions and he’d received half his fee. He’d complete the job and then figure out how to return. He was a professional.
         Perhaps it would be as simple as boarding the train again, going back through the tunnel and falling asleep.
      


  Asleep! Am I asleep? Dreaming?


  Becker didn’t know what else to do, so he pinched himself and winced at the pain. He was not dreaming. He was fifty years
         in the past. He gathered his nerves, squared his shoulders, and walked out of the station.
      


  It was a small town, really a village, with a butcher, baker, shops, restaurants, a pub, and a church on the main avenue.
         As Becker walked, this delicate burst of retail energy petered out and the lane he was walking alongside became quiet. All
         he heard was the wind and a few birds. Becker had memorized the contents of the letter from his client and then put a match
         to it. If things went awry, no one would find any evidence on him.
      


  Like the successful man in the city, the woman he was looking for had a routine. Today being Thursday, she would be at her
         cottage a half-mile distant. She cleaned her home on Thursdays and then prepared a simple meal for her husband who came home
         promptly at six from work in town. Becker checked his watch. It still ran though it was now apparently five decades earlier
         than it had been this morning. He had four hours. More than enough time. The couple had no children, the letter had said.
         She would be alone.
      


  He didn’t have to ask for directions to the cottage. The details in the letter were spot-on. He arrived there twenty minutes
         after leaving the train station. It was a small footprint of weathered clapboard with chipping white paint, a gingerbread
         trim painted in soft green and a small flowerbed on either side of the two-foot-high entrance gate that Becker stepped right
         over. The blooms were pretty, zinnias, geraniums, impatiens. And there was also some fox-glove, which Becker recognized, since
         he’d once milked deadly quantities of digitalis from the plant in preparation for poisoning another target of his some years
         ago.
      


  The front door wasn’t even locked. The hinges were well oiled, and his entrance was silent. The place was isolated. He hadn’t
         passed one person or another home on his way here. He had seen an old DeSoto sedan parked on the side of the road, but there
         was no one inside.
      


  He didn’t call out as there was no reason to give any warning. His hand slipped to his pocket as he cautiously made his way
         through the interior space from front to back. The kitchen and what would in the 1950s probably be called the parlor were
         empty. A pot was on the stove with simmering water in it so the woman of the house had to be nearby. The space was simple
         and contained no luxuries that Becker could see. He had no idea why a young woman—the letter informed him that she was only
         nineteen—living in such ordinary circumstances had incurred the wrath of his present client. But his was not to reason, only
         to execute.
      


  There was only one room left. When he opened the door he saw instantly that it was the bedroom. A four-poster bed with cheap
         cloth hangings dominated the space. There was a mirror on the wall in which Becker caught his reflection for an instant. He
         froze. It was the only time he’d ever seen himself about to kill. His face was calm, but his eyes seemed to have swollen to
         unnatural size, as though the enormity of the deed to come had filled them like hot gas poured into a balloon. Then his attention
         became riveted on the chair next to the bed. The young woman sat there, her hands busy with knitting needles and yarn. He
         marveled at the dexterity of her fingers. Yet something did not quite seem right with the image.
      


  He crossed the room and slipped the knife from his pocket. She had not yet looked up. For some reason he wanted to finish
         the job before she could look at him. Get back on the train, go back to where he belonged. It was the mirror. His reflection
         had unnerved him somehow. A bead of sweat appeared on his forehead, just above his left eyebrow.
      


  His wish was not granted. She turned to stare at him. He did not like to face his victims. His job, of course, required nerve
         and daring, but he was actually something of a coward, preferring to strike from behind with an umbrella or a knife. And then
         run away. That was how he’d killed his father. A hammer to the head and then he’d run to catch a freight train to a new life.
      


  Her expression surprised him. There was a strange man in her bedroom coming at her with a knife, but she did not look afraid.
         He raised the blade. His heart was pounding, his temples expanding and contracting with the pressure. Her mouth parted as
         though she were about to say something. But she remained silent because of what he did next. His blade struck, once deeply
         in the chest, once in the neck for good measure.
      


  She slumped back in the seat, her hands falling to her sides, the knitting needles clattered on the wooden floor. Her chest
         heaved, throwing her blood outside her body through the two wounds. He should flee, he knew that, but he felt rooted to the
         spot. His gaze flitted around the room. He saw the leather apron hanging from a hook on the wall. It was spotted with blood
         and bits of dried meat. Then, his mind working feverishly, he recalled the butcher’s shop he’d passed in the village. That
         was where the husband must work.
      


  With that thought a cold worked its way into Becker’s skin that paralyzed him. He managed to slowly turn his head back to
         the dying woman. He looked down at her right hand. He gripped it, turned it upward, drawing it to the light from the window.
         When he saw the little nodule of bone where the index finger should have been he instantly dropped the hand and it swung back
         down, hitting the side of the chair.
      


  Becker’s mind was beginning to shut down with each heave of the woman’s body as life left her. As his eyes focused on her
         body, Becker saw the large hump in her belly. And on her lap was the object of her knitting. A small blue knit cap for the
         baby boy she was very close to delivering. Now, of course, they were both dead.
      


  As Becker slumped to the floor, his own breaths coming in agonized gasps, he thought he saw his mother smile at him. But he
         could have been wrong about that. The answer would never come. A moment later he was gone.
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