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Prologue I
 
 
Late September 2004
United States – Mexican Border
Near Yuma, Arizona
 
Juan Izek Ramirez unscrewed the cap on the two liter thermos and splashed warm water onto his face, washing away a thick layer of dirt. He took a quick sip before handing the bottle to his son, Ignacio, who did the same before turning with his father to face the twelve men behind them.
"Señores, we are almost there," Juan said. "Now is when we must be the most careful. If you need water or a brief rest now is the time. Once we cross, we will not be able to stop until we meet your friends."
As soon as he'd seen these men, Juan's gut feeling had been to run; something about them scared him. In the end his common sense had won out over his fear. Had he followed his gut, he'd have had to explain to the men who'd hired him why he'd run, then face the punishment, which was not a pleasant thought since he was certain they were members of one of the many cartels active in the area. Instead, he'd decided to fulfill the terms of his employment and guide the men fourteen miles across the Goldwater Bombing Range to State Route 195, just south of Yuma, Arizona. There someone would be waiting to take them on into the city, at which point Juan hoped he'd never see them again.
His announcement was met with several throaty groans. They'd been walking for three hours, two hours east and one hour north, and now stood one hundred yards from the Mexican border with the United States of America, a trampled chain-link fence the only evidence that they were about to enter another country. With a little less than half the journey done, the men already looked ragged from the morning heat; they lowered themselves slowly to the dirt and opened canteens.
The twelve men had left La Choya shortly after one o'clock in the morning and traveled north in a two car caravan for three hours, then in the minute town of Las Adelitas, Juan and his son had been waiting, as instructed. Their job should have been simple. They'd been hired to guide the men across the U.S. border on foot and avoid law enforcement patrols at all costs; something Juan had been doing for nearly two decades. What should have been easy money had turned into anything but as soon as he'd laid eyes on the twelve. Their pale complexions, dark features and thick accents told him that he wasn't dealing with other Mexicans or South Americans, as he was accustomed, but an ethnicity that he was unfamiliar with, one he had not yet seen crossing into the States.
He avoided eye contact while quickly surveying the faces in front of him. Each was red from the sun that had been blazing down for just over an hour and beads of sweat rolled off their foreheads. They'd been overdressed for the journey and he'd had to tell them to leave behind much of what they'd brought. Dressed like American tourists and carrying large backpacks, they'd been a guaranteed giveaway to law enforcement. After getting them new clothes from his house they looked much better. In white T-shirts, torn blue jeans and plaid button-down shirts, most of which had been shed and tied around their waists, they looked more like the migrant crop pickers Juan would claim they were if approached. He could tell they were uncomfortable in the heat and it was taking its toll on them, but they looked healthy, no signs of heatstroke. Based on the guttural-sounding language they spoke to each other he thought they were some kind of Europeans, perhaps Slovakians or Romanians, but he wasn't sure. All he knew for sure was that they were accustomed to a much colder climate, and it showed.
"Let us go now, señores. We must not keep your friends waiting."
"Why must we leave so quickly?" a heavily accented voice asked. Juan wasn't sure which of the men had spoken, but the hostility in the voice made him feel cold in spite of the glaring sun.
"Señores, if we want to make it to our destination we must avoid being seen. We must move as quickly as possible."
Begrudgingly the twelve men got to their feet. In single file, they followed Juan and Ignacio over the battered fence and into the desert beyond. Juan had chosen to use the edge of the Goldwater Bombing Range, an expansive property owned by the U.S. Military and used for munitions testing, to cross north to the highway. As long as they were on the range they would not have to worry about the Border Patrol that had largely succeeded in closing Arizona's border. The U.S. military was responsible for the range and seldom patrolled it.
Once over the border, the men walked at a quick pace across the desert. Juan kept a close eye on the horizon to their left. While they didn't have to worry about running directly into any border guards, they did have to worry about being seen from a distance. Scanning, his hand shading his eyes, Juan saw nothing that alarmed him; only rocky sand broken up by occasional sagebrush or cactus.
Allowing himself to fall back towards the rear of the group, Juan let his sixteen-year-old son take the lead. At the back of the group the youngest looking of the twelve walked briskly to stay in step with the others. Although he knew better than to ask questions, Juan was curious about where they were from and this man seemed the most approachable. His face and arms were unscarred, the borrowed clothes hung loose from his thin frame and the intensity that seemed to radiate from the other eleven was absent.
"Señor, you are okay? The journey is not too much?" Juan asked quietly.
The young man regarded him coldly for a moment, looking him up and down, his eyes moving rapidly as if he was searching for something. For a moment Juan thought he'd made a mistake. Perhaps the man was older and more experienced than he'd thought.
"I am fine," the young man finally responded. “How much further?"
"We will be at the edge of the road in a little less than three hours. It is not hot where you are from?"
"No. In the Caucasus it is colder, and the sun...I have never felt it like this."
"It is because of the sand, señor. The sun reflects off of it and makes it feel even hotter. Where is this place you speak of?"
"The Republic of Ichkeria is in the southern part of what westerners call Russia, but it once belonged to its own people, to us, and if Allah wills, it will soon belong to us again," the man said, holding up the index finger on his right hand.
"Enough!" boomed a voice from up ahead. The entire group stopped moving and Juan looked forward. All of the men stared at him.
"Your job is to take us where we want to go. Not to ask questions!" a tall man with a long scar down the left side of his face yelled as he stalked towards Juan.
"I am sorry, señor. I meant no disrespect," Juan said, his eyes lowered to the sand. He gripped his hands together to keep them from shaking as the man stared down at him. Juan could feel his hot breath on his forehead.
"From now on you walk, not talk!" the man yelled, then turned his attention towards the young man who Juan had been speaking with.
"Nasil bu kadar aptal olabilir!" How could you be so stupid, he screamed and back-handed the young man, nearly knocking him to the ground. Tugging him along by the collar, he pushed him forward before turning again to stare at Juan. "Kafkasya'da size olu olacakti," You would be dead in the Caucasus, he hissed as he gently pushed Juan forward. Juan could feel the man's eyes on him, all the way to the head of the group.
"Let us keep going then, señores," Juan said, his voice quivering. He didn't know what the man had said, but he knew it was a threat and that these were the type of men that would carry it out. He turned and started walking, mouthing a prayer as he trudged through the sand.
 
Nearly three hours later Juan clasped his hand on Ignacio's shoulder as the edge of a road came into view. "State Route 195," he said, pointing. Soon he'd be rid of these awful men.
The road before them turned sharply north and waiting in the bend was a battered passenger van, its paint scratched and chipped away. Juan and Ignacio kept a careful eye on their surroundings as they approached. When they were within fifty yards of the van they stopped.
"Here is where we leave you, señores," Juan said. "Your ride is waiting."
Eleven of the men brushed past him without a word, but the tall man with the scar stopped. Juan held his breath as the man stared. Two men emerged from the van and opened the side doors as the party approached. Within seconds the eleven men were inside and hidden by deeply tinted windows.
"What are you waiting for?" one of the men next to the van yelled. He spoke the same language as the scarred man and though Juan could not understand what was being said, the message was obvious: "We need to leave now!"
The scarred man continued to stare without a word. Juan crossed himself and the man scoffed. "You would be dead in the Caucasus," he spat as he walked away, turning briefly to kick sand at them.
Juan watched intently as the man arrived at the van, slapped shoulders with the two drivers and disappeared into the vehicle. Moments later the van pulled onto the highway, its rear wheels churning sand and dust as it crossed from the coarse earth to the smoothly paved road. As it drove north and faded into the distance, Juan turned and looked at his son, whose face was ashen.
Speaking their native Spanish and crossing himself again, he said, "Let us pray for the souls of the Americans those men have come to kill."
"Yes," Ignacio responded. "Let us also ask God to forgive us for showing them the way."
 



Prologue II
 
 
Two Weeks Ago
Ognenny Ostrov Prison – 650 miles north of Moscow
Lake Novozero – Vologda Oblast, Russia
 
Deputy Director Antonin Turov waited impatiently as the small motorboat edged ashore, its outboard motor tilted up due to the shallow water at the edge of the island. The two Federal Penitentiary Service sergeants in the boat with him pushed hard against the stony lake floor with wooden oars, trying their best to ensure their superior would not get wet as he exited. The craft grounded and Turov stepped off without a word, leaving the two subordinates with the boat as he strutted up a gravel pathway with his hands behind his back. His breath evaporated in frozen puffs as a light snow fell, dusting the top of his fur hat.
Stopping in front of a twelve foot high chain-link gate topped with spiraled razor wire, he looked up at a thick waterproof canvas covering that concealed the clustered buildings beyond. Only a few tall spires could be seen above the fencing that surrounded the compound. A uniformed guard stood at either side of the gate, Kalashnikov rifles held at the ready across their chests.
Fire Island, Turov thought with an amused smile as he waited for the guards to approach. The name was due to some religious fanatic who claimed to have seen a pillar of fire strike the island over five hundred years ago. At the hands of the sheep, who flocked anytime someone claimed to see an apparition or some other supposed sign from God, the island had quickly become home to a monastery. Monks had existed there for centuries until 1917 when the Bolsheviks had captured it and converted it to a prison to hold their enemies. It had remained a prison ever since and, in Turov's opinion, a prison was a much more fitting use of its nearly impenetrable medieval architecture.
"Kto tam?" one of the guards barked in Russian as the two approached. Who's there?
"Zam nachalnika Antonin Turov," the director responded sharply, "pozvol'te mne proiti!" Deputy Director Antonin Turov, let me through!
The guards took in the uniformed man in front of them and snapped to attention before responding, "Yes, sir!"
"Open the gate," one of the guards yelled up to the watchtowers positioned on either side of the entrance.
A buzzing alarm filled the air as pneumatic gears ground and the gate began to separate in the middle. Turov stepped inside the compound and was met by two more guards who had been sitting inside a tiny shack beside one of the watchtowers. A thick plume of white smoke poured from the shack's tin chimney and the air smelled of burning wood.
"I am Lieutenant Rostislav Kutzow. How may we help you, comrade deputy director?" the commanding guard announced as he approached and stood at attention. Behind Turov, the gate screeched closed.
Turov drew his thick frame up and squared his shoulders. "Take me to the warden."
"Yes, sir," the lieutenant said, saluting before he turned and marched toward the grouping of non-descript two story buildings, painted white to camouflage them against the surrounding area. All evidence of the facility's former pious use had been erased by nearly one hundred years spent housing the motherland's worst criminals. Traitors, defectors, spies and Nazis had all been imprisoned here and most had died within these walls, their remains buried in shallow graves on neighboring islands. Since the last years of the twentieth century the facility, referred to in Russian as pyatak, had housed only those prisoners whose crimes had earned them a death sentence.
Once someone was committed to Fire Island they did not leave, not even after their sentence had been carried out. Instead of their remains being returned to relatives, their bodies were burned in an incinerator along with the facility's trash. But that would change tonight. For the price of one million euros, Antonin Turov, one of six Deputy Directors of Russia's Federal Penitentiary Service, had arranged for a prisoner to exit the facility and disappear into the wilderness beyond.
As the lieutenant ahead of him unhooked a set of keys from his belt and approached a heavy metal door, the sound of it being unlocked from within surprised him. Moments later a stern looking man in a neatly pressed uniform emerged. The lieutenant snapped to attention and saluted without a word, staying completely still as the man looked him up and down before moving his gaze to Turov. A knowing look crossed his face and he gave the director a curt nod. He was the prison's warden and his assistance had only cost twenty five thousand euros.
"Colonel Vitaly Kupchenko, I presume?" Turov asked.
"Get lost," the warden barked at the lieutenant, who was on the move before his superior's breath had evaporated in the frigid air. "Yes. I am he," he said to Turov, before he turned back towards the metal door and disappeared inside.
Turov decided to let the warden's lack of proper recognition of his superior slide for the moment and followed him into the prison.
Once he was inside the warden slammed the door shut and locked it. Water ran from Turov's eyes immediately as the smell overwhelmed him. A mixture of what he could only imagine was feces, urine and human decay assaulted his nostrils. He removed his fur hat and held it to his face to avoid being sick, the smell of his sweaty head preferable to the stench of the prison. The warden seemed unfazed. He walked ahead of Turov and led him deeper into the prison.
The floor was unfinished wood and creaked bitterly as the two heavy-set men passed over it. The walls were constructed of a rough plaster, painted green on the bottom half and white on the top, although it had obviously been many years since it had been properly maintained. In many places bare wood was visible, the plaster chipped away. Turov imagined the bare spots could easily have been caused by the heads of inmates being struck against the wall; brutality was commonplace throughout the Russian prison system, especially this far from Moscow's oversight.
"I must admit, comrade director, that I had second thoughts when you told me who it was that you wanted. I cannot imagine anyone having a use for this animal," the warden said, as they passed through another metal door, the slam as the warden closed it behind them echoing along the empty corridor.
"I have no use for him. Most likely he will be hunted like wild game, but that is not your concern."
"Yes, sir," the warden replied and handed Turov a thin olive green folder.
From there they walked in silence, twisting and turning through the prison corridors. On either side of them were white metal doors that marked the entrances to cells. Each door had a three inch by six inch slot through which prisoners would put their hands to be handcuffed, all now closed for the night. Occasionally they passed a larger open room where bored guards sat watching fuzzy television sets no bigger than Turov's open palm. The guards all stood suddenly and saluted as they passed.
After descending a switchback of a staircase that led into the facility's basement and walking another one hundred yards Turov could feel the heat from the incinerator, hear the constant roar coming from the end of the corridor. The warden approached a white door, unlocked the hand slide and barked an order. "Get up, filth! You have an appointment!"
Seconds later a pair of hands appeared through the slide and the warden removed a set of handcuffs from his belt, ratcheting them around the man's wrists before unlocking the heavy door and pulling it open. From the darkness within the cell a skinny man with a dark complexion emerged. He appeared to be hairless and was wearing a black and gray striped jumpsuit and matching hat that sat atop his bald head. Looking him up and down, Turov was surprised that someone would pay so much for his freedom, but his instructions had been clear. The mysterious, disembodied voice he had come to know as Levent Kahraman wanted the Chechen child killer, Ruslan Baktayev.
Turov couldn't imagine why anyone would want such a man. The only assurance he had asked for was that whatever Kahraman's purpose was, it would be fulfilled far from the borders of Mother Russia. Kahraman had agreed, the money had been real and the deposit untraceable, so it was Baktayev that Kahraman would get.
Unwinding the string that bound the olive green folder, Turov opened it. Inside was a dossier and a mug shot. He ignored the dossier and looked closely at the photo and then at Baktayev. It was hard to believe he was looking at the same man. Eight years inside the living hell that was Fire Island had a tendency to change a man. Although Baktayev did not appear to have ever been a heavy man, there were marked differences in his face; his skin was sallow and his eyes sunken, obvious signs of malnourishment. His clothes hung from his body like rags from a scarecrow. The warden pushed the man's chin up revealing the words Cut Here tattooed across his throat in Russian. This was the man Turov was looking for. He gave the warden a curt nod signifying his approval.
"Assume the position," the warden ordered.
Baktayev turned his back and bent over in silence.
The warden grabbed his handcuffed wrists and pushed them upwards into the air, holding him in a stress position. Pushing the prisoner forward in the same position all the way up the stairs, the warden made his way back to the door they had first entered, Turov following closely behind. Just before reaching the exit, the warden pushed Baktayev into a side room containing only a plain government issue desk, a telephone and two metal folding chairs. The warden shoved Baktayev into one of the chairs where he sat looking up at the two Russian officers, his eyes burning with hatred.
"So tonight I meet Allah?" he asked, his voice almost joyful.
The warden spat at the prisoner. "The only afterlife you will meet, you filth, is the angry souls of the fathers whose children you murdered."
Baktayev smiled as the spittle ran down his face, the toothy grin revealing a set of black teeth.
Turov walked behind the desk and picked up the telephone. Pressing several numbers, he waited for an answer. Baktayev and the warden listened as someone picked up on the other end and a voice gave instructions. After a few brief exchanges, Turov hung up and nodded at the warden who walked over to a tiny closet door, opened it and removed a small black package. "Get in," he said to Baktayev as he unrolled the package on the floor, revealing it to be a body bag. He pulled a knife from his uniform and made three small cuts near the head of the bag. "Get in, now."
 
Minutes later Turov and the warden emerged from the prison with two guards following them, the body bag being carried between them. They walked through the deepening snow to the front gates, which the warden ordered them to open. None of the guards even looked up as they passed; their orders were obvious. At Turov's boat, the body bag was carried aboard by the two sergeants who'd arrived with him and placed at the very front, where all three pairs of eyes could be on it as they made their way back across the lake.
Lastly, Turov withdrew a white envelope from the breast pocket of his crisp uniform and handed it to the warden, who opened it, peered inside and nodded before turning to walk back to the prison without a word. "Soblyudaite subordinatsiyu!" Follow the chain of command! Turov ordered, not letting the warden's disrespect slide this time. The warden froze in place, turned on his heel and saluted, a terrified look on his face. Turov flashed a sideways smile and scoffed as he boarded the vessel. Had the warden really thought their business arrangement made them equals? He'd find out soon just how wrong he was.
 



Chapter One
 
 
Present Day
9:28 p.m. Eastern Time – Thursday
Verndale Drive
Roanoke, Virginia
 
The sound of his own footfalls and the occasional whish of a vehicle passing over the wet pavement were the only sounds Declan McIver heard as he jogged through the old neighborhoods of Northeast Roanoke. Constructed in the 1960s and 70s, the streets were lined with one story brick ranches and split foyer homes on postage stamp lots, most featuring well-manicured lawns. The occasional work truck sat dormant along the curb in front of its owner's house and once in a while a dog barked from behind a fence as he passed by. The dense clouds threatened rain and the crescent moon was visible only with the occasional break in the gloom. Silver birch trees lining the main road rustled slightly in the early spring breeze and the air smelled of damp hydrocarbons from the well-traveled asphalt.
At just shy of six feet tall, with dirty blonde hair, icy blue eyes and a closely trimmed beard sporting flecks of grey, Declan was a common sight to anyone who lived nearby. Although he purposely varied his routine, anyone who paid attention would recognize him as a regular that jogged through the flower-named streets, whether he chose to do it in the pre-dawn hours or shortly after nightfall, as he had tonight. He was in top physical shape for a man of forty-one years and his rugged but handsome looks fit in nicely in the working middle class area.
His daily run was more than exercise; the five or six miles a day served as an escape, a time when he could work through the trials and tribulations of his life as a successful business owner. His company, DCM Properties, was his dream come true, but it was not without its headaches. Under the DCM banner, he'd been buying, fixing and selling distressed commercial properties for a decade and had become moderately wealthy doing so.
Making a mental note of everything he passed and turning his head slightly to look back in the direction he'd come, Declan cleared his former six o'clock position as he turned right, making sure he wasn't being followed. To all but the most trained observers, his seemingly paranoid technique wouldn't be noticeable. He had good reason for being cautious; sixteen years on the hit list of a half-dozen terrorist organizations dictated certain behavioral differences from the average person.
At the bottom of a steep street he glanced right and left before crossing over the main road into the park adjacent to the neighborhood. The loose gravel of the park's walkway shifted, making a soft crunching sound as his New Balance sneakers rolled from heel to toe over and again as he pushed himself along, breathing heavily as he neared the end of his route. Looping through the pathways of the wooded grounds, he stopped as he felt his cell phone vibrate in the pocket of his gray sweat pants. Annoyed at the interruption, he fished for the Samsung smartphone and looked at the display as it lit up with the calling number. As his eyes focused in the glare of the bright LED he read the number from left to right, not recognizing it. His mind searched for an answer as he looked at the 202 area code indicating the caller was from Washington D.C. Trying without success to slow down his breathing, he answered. "Hello," he said, his Irish accent evident in his enunciation.
"I hope I haven't caught you at a bad time, old friend."
"Just out for a run," Declan said, searching the voices in his memory for the identity of the caller. The voice was deep and obviously foreign, but its English was academically perfect. He didn't have to think very long. The voice belonged to Abe Kafni, his former boss and a man he had seldom spoken with in the last decade since leaving his employ in 2002.
Dr. Abaddon Kafni, as he was known to most people, was a popular author, teacher and pundit of subjects ranging from the War on Terror to the crises throughout the Middle East. His most recent book had debuted at the number one position on the New York Times bestseller list for adult non-fiction and had remained for a record-setting thirteen weeks. Known only to a select few was the fact that Kafni was also a former operative for Mossad, Israel's national intelligence agency.
"It's been a while," Declan said, surprised. "What can I do for you?"
"How about telling me how you've been for a start? As you said, it's been a while."
"Great, Abe. The market has been a bit of a bear the last few years, but I'm a careful investor, so no cause for alarm here. But you didn't really call for an update on Mid-Atlantic real estate sales, did you?"
"No," the Israeli said with a chuckle. "I was hoping you would have time to meet with an old friend on short notice."
"Of course," Declan said. "My wife and I have plans to attend your speech tomorrow night."
Kafni had recently accepted an honorary position with the conservative, pro-Israel Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia, an hour's drive from where Declan lived in Roanoke. The speech he was referring to was the keynote address at the newly constructed C.H. Barton Center for International Relations and Politics, home of the university's newest Graduate and Post-Graduate programs.
"Yes, I saw your name on the guest list and was glad. I was hoping we could have a meal together afterwards, certainly there's a decent steakhouse somewhere in Lynchburg."
"I'm sure we can find something. I'll let Constance know, she's excited about meeting you."
"As I am her, she must be an extraordinary woman to put up with you."
Declan chuckled. "Aye, I'm sure her and Zeva could swap some war stories. Perhaps Zeva can give her a few pointers."
Kafni laughed. "Touché, my friend, touché."
Kafni had had a long career as an intelligence agent and had certainly deserved to retire with his wife, Zeva, and their children in peace at the conclusion of his services to the state of Israel, but instead he'd chosen to take up another cause. Kafni's passion had always been academia and politics so he'd moved to America to become an author and public speaker. Their contact had been rare in the ten years since the terrorist attacks of September the 11th, when Kafni had seen his profession become far more controversial. His unyielding support for the state of Israel and for the war on terrorism, coupled with his unapologetic style, had won him no shortage of enemies. In the last fifteen years there had been six attempts on his life, all from radical Islamists keen on claiming the head of one of Israel's chief lightning rods. As a member of Kafni's all-too-necessary security detail for several years before leaving to start his own company and begin a new life, Declan had been responsible for thwarting three of the assassination attempts himself.
"So I'll see you tomorrow night?" Declan asked rhetorically.
"I'll look forward to it. I will send a car for you at six," Kafni said.
"That won't be necessary. I prefer to drive myself."
"Spoken like a true security-minded professional. Very well then, I will have Levi meet you at the front door. And thank you, my friend, you know I wouldn't call if it wasn't important."
"Of course," Declan responded, taken off guard by Kafni's suddenly solemn tone. "Is there something else going on? What aren't you telling me?"
"I will see you tomorrow." The line went silent as Kafni hung up.
Ending the call, Declan returned the phone to his pocket. He stood looking through the trees, unable to shake a sense of foreboding. Abaddon Kafni wasn't the type of man to be troubled by trivial things. In his world something of concern could be anything from Iranian nuclear weapons aimed at Israel to Russian submarines off the coast of Florida. Although he had exited the stage of international espionage years earlier, Kafni's influential status and many friends had kept him well-informed.
Returning to his jog at a full run to elevate his heart rate, Declan exited the gravel path and ran across a concrete bridge spanning an ankle deep creek that connected the neighborhood to a two acre spread of mostly wooded land. On the opposite side of the lane from the park a half-mile strip of pavement that served as his driveway stretched along behind two moss-covered stone columns, each supporting a rusted wrought iron gate. Jogging from column to column like a pacing wolf, Declan waited as the gates swung open with a metallic screech.
Rain-drenched leaves from the maple trees above squished under his feet as he made the final push towards his house. Slowing to a stop and pulling his sweat soaked T-shirt off as he broke the tree line into the small clearing where his home stood; he placed his hands on his knees, bending over to catch his breath. With Kafni's voice still echoing in his head, he stood looking down on his bare arms, thoughts of the past haunting him as he took note of the many scars.
A large chunk of skin on the back of his left hand was permanently scarred following an accident with the chemical component of a letter bomb. His left forearm had suffered a four inch gash when a piece of flying glass had hit him when a building he had been entering was blown up by an IED, an attack that he had only barely escaped, and his left shoulder bore a round burn mark from a flaming piece of timber broken loose from the same building as he'd tried unsuccessfully to free a friend from the rubble.
Still breathing heavily, wiping his brow with his T-shirt, he looked at his right arm. It had only one scar, but it was the deepest of all of them in his mind. It sat just below his elbow on the underside of his forearm and symbolized a former life he'd like to have forgotten. The three claw-like markings had been tattooed onto his arm during his days as the lead operator of the Provisional Irish Republican Army's secret weapon, an elite terror unit codenamed Black Shuck.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
A baying sound filled the humid night and jarred Declan's thoughts back to the present. He bent down with a broad smile as a flabby, floppy-eared guard approached his position. "Hello, old girl," he said, stroking the beagle on both sides of its face as it lapped its tongue over his hands. "Out for a bit of nighttime gallivanting, are we?" The pooch responded by happily padding its front feet up and down and wiggling its rear end. Declan stood and looked up towards the two story cedar-sided house that stood in the clearing atop a rounded hill, a forked driveway stretching around it.
Belmont Knoll, as the property had been named by its previous owner, had originally been constructed in 1898 by the Belmont family, who had immigrated from Ireland in the 1880s during the railroad boom that marked the beginning of the Roanoke area's industrial development. The original stone cottage that had stood overlooking the better part of the property and the driveway leading into it had burned to the ground in the 1930s. All that remained was an immense stone chimney that provided the cornerstone for the current house, which Declan had custom built and lived in for a decade. Dim lights from the living room told him his wife was still awake and likely waiting for him to return. With a slight bounce in his step he patted his leg as a signal for the beagle to follow him as he moved up the right side of the drive to the home's wrap around porch. Peering through the windows as he walked around the porch towards the door, he could see his wife sitting alone, a tissue in one hand and a pregnancy test in the other. Even without seeing the results of the test he knew they'd failed again as he arrived at the door.
At five foot six inches with her auburn hair spilling loosely over her shoulders, Constance McIver got up from the leather sofa and padded barefoot across the carpeted living room as Declan walked through the front door. Pressing her slender frame against his, she kissed him softly and said, "I missed you."
"Oh, you did?" Declan said, returning her kiss. They'd been married for eight years, but had until just recently put their careers ahead of starting a family. Last summer they'd decided it was time. The previous eight months had been marked with several disappointments. Tears gathered in her green eyes as she embraced him tightly.
"Hey, it's grand, it's grand," he said reassuringly, and he wiped away a tear that slid down her cheek with his thumb. He knew what she was thinking. At thirty-five years old, Constance was beginning to fear that she'd waited too long to have a child.
Constance laughed and wiped away more tears as their beagle pushed its way stubbornly between their legs and waded into the house.
"Shelby, I swear," Constance said, as the dog bounded onto the leather sofa and peered over the back of it at them with an open-mouthed expression that could only be interpreted as a smile. "You're a mess, dog."
Declan chuckled as he closed the front door. "I got a call while I was out," he said, as he walked over to the chestnut armoire that stood along the wall between the kitchen and living room. He took out a metal thermos and twisted off the cap.
As he took a sip Constance said, "Oh? Who from?"
Declan breathed heavily as he poured the concoction from the thermos into his mouth. The liquid was a special combination of vitamins mixed with soda water; it tasted horrible. "Ugh," he said as he finished and wiped his mouth on his forearm.
Constance laughed. "Well, you're the one that drinks it."
"It's supposed to be good for you," he said, returning the thermos to the armoire.
"Nothing that smells and tastes that bad can possibly be good for you. Now who called? Quit keeping me in suspense," she said, playfully pushing him.
"Kafni," he answered, in a matter of fact way.
She looked at him for a moment waiting for him to say he was joking. To her, Abaddon Kafni was a current events celebrity that graced the television screen on news and opinion programs, seemingly on a nightly basis. Although she knew her husband had once worked for him, she also knew that it was long ago and that the two hadn't been in contact for many years.
"Seriously," he said. "He saw our names on the guest list. He's having one of his aides meet us at the door tomorrow night to guide us around."
She smiled and her mood seemed to stay chipper, which was the effect he'd hoped the news would have. He was trying to steer her away from the failed pregnancy test and to cheer her up. His decision to attend the event the next night was an effort on his part to slowly begin spoon feeding her bits of the past he'd so carefully hidden for so long. She knew nothing of his past life in Northern Ireland. He wasn't sure exactly why he hadn't told her the truth. Beginning their relationship with a lie wasn't something he was proud of and his dishonesty on the subject nagged him. He supposed that when they'd met he had wanted her to think of him as the man he was instead of the man he had been. Was his past really all that different from someone who'd gone to Vietnam or Desert Storm and seen the horrors of war, he reasoned? Many of them had chosen not to speak of their experiences either.
"Your evening begins at six, Mrs. McIver," he said with a wry smile. "While Dr. Kafni probably won't have a lot of time at the gala itself, he's asked to meet us for dinner afterwards. I told him we'd try to find time in our busy schedule."
"Really?" she said, acting as if she was impressed. "I didn't know you were a man of such connections. Can I touch you?" She held out her index finger and reached towards him, grinning like a star struck teen.
He shook his head and laughed. "Why yes, you can."
Gently, he cupped her face and kissed her. Wiping her eyes with her hands, she returned the kiss with passion. She laughed and pretended to protest as he picked her up off her feet and carried her down the hallway towards their bedroom.
"I just thought of something we can do," he said, kicking the door shut with his foot as they entered.
"Oh you did, did you?" she asked.
"Aye, I did."
 



Chapter Three
 
 
8:46 a.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Van Deman Industrial Park
Dundalk, Maryland
 
The brakes of the decaying Crown Victoria ground against the rotors as the taxi cab pulled to a stop at the corner of Ralls Avenue and Van Deman Street in an industrial area just southwest of the city of Dundalk, one of the first suburbs inside what was known as the inner ring of Baltimore. Anzor Kasparov knew he was taking a great risk coming in broad daylight. Dressed in an open flannel shirt over a faded blue tee, and jeans with a hole in one knee, he hoped he looked the part of someone who belonged in and around the manufacturing district at this hour of the morning.
"You want me to wait?" the cabbie asked as he turned to look over his shoulder. "The cost is twenty dollars."
"No," Kasparov said pulling a Baltimore Orioles cap further down over his brow in hopes of keeping the man from getting too good a look at him.
"Okay. The fare is fifty-five."
Kasparov tossed three crumpled twenty dollar bills into the front passenger seat as he opened the door and exited. His hands in his pockets, he walked south on Ralls Avenue for twenty yards, as the cab drove away and disappeared from view, then he turned and headed back to the corner, this time going north onto Van Deman Street. He walked for two blocks until he reached a building with a rusted sign above the door reading Broughman's Welding Service. He surveyed the vicinity and looked over the odd collection of junk beside the building as he took his wallet out and removed a key.
Opening the blue metal door, he walked into what had once been the front office of someone's business. Now mildewed boxes sat collecting dust and the air smelled of rotting cardboard. He closed the door behind him and locked it. He could hear the sound of a power tool running in the larger part of the building behind the office and walked that way.
Inside what he imagined had once been some type of machine room a lone man lay on his back underneath a tattered panel van. The van had been driven onto a pair of mobile ramps for easier access and two red toolboxes sat open on either side of the mechanic. Undoubtedly the van was how their mysterious benefactor planned for them to get around without attracting attention. From such a humble veil, the surveillance, the collection of intelligence, and finally the selection of a target could be accomplished, and there was little chance that anyone would notice. After the target was selected their benefactor would make sure any necessary documents were supplied without hesitation. Blueprints, fire escape routes, mechanical, electrical and plumbing maps, whatever was needed. The plan was brilliant and Kasparov thanked Allah as he approached the mechanic.
As if the man could sense someone's presence, in one fluid motion he pushed himself out from underneath the car, removed the welding mask that had shielded his face and reached into the coat he was wearing as if he were going to pull a gun.
Kasparov removed the baseball cap and stared down into the face of Ruslan Baktayev. The frail, skeletal appearance of the man nearly brought tears to his eyes. What had the Russians done to him? Where there had once been dark hair and a thick beard, there was now only pallid flesh with the beginnings of dark stubble. Where there had once been muscles chiseled by the Caucasian winters, there was now a malnourished prisoner. He looked deep into Baktayev's eyes and gloried at the defiant look that stared back at him. Despite even the cruelest treatment the enemy could muster, his friend, his brother in arms, had lost none of his fire. Kasparov opened his arms wide as Baktayev came to his feet, the Chechen's full height of six feet bearing down over the smaller and more robust Armenian.
"Abu, Abu," Kasparov said, using Baktayev's chosen Islamic name, Abu Tabak, as the two embraced and each clapped their hands loudly against the other's back. "It has been too long. Tell me it's true? Tell me it is all true and we will finally deliver the sword of Allah deep into the hearts of the infidels?" A look of sheer elation spread across Kasparov's face as the two drew apart after their embrace.
"It is all true, Anzor, it is all true."
"Glory be to Allah, Allahu-akbar!" Kasparov shouted throwing his arms in the air triumphantly. "I have prayed so diligently for this time to come. Ten years, Abu, ten years it's been since we set out on this journey, but Allah has finally delivered us!"
"That he has, little brother," Baktayev breathed, "and soon he will deliver up the head of my enemy and I will wash myself in his blood." Baktayev clenched his fists as if he could barely contain the hatred within him. As his knuckles turned white, he continued; "Soon the killer of my brothers, the hated Jewish pig, Abaddon Kafni, will be dead and Allah's vengeance will be mine."
Kasparov nodded his approval. "He can do it, this Sheikh Kahraman, he has arranged it all? He has arranged for the killers of Vadim and Deni to be brought to you?"
"Only Kafni, he was the father of the operations against my brothers. His agents may have been the ones doing the shooting, but Kafni made it happen."
Kasparov continued to nod. "Then glory be to Allah, we shall taste his blood."
The shrill sound of a ringing phone echoed through the hollow chamber of the garage and interrupted the reunion. Baktayev moved towards a workbench littered with tools and watched as a greasy telephone receiver vibrated against its base with each ring. After three rings the phone lay dormant. Seconds later the shrill sound came again and after two rings, Baktayev picked it up and said, "Broughman's."
A disembodied voice on the other end responded, "Is this the big blue welding service?"
"No," Baktayev responded sharply. "It is the big red welding service."
"Very well then," the electronic voice responded. With their code words spoken correctly, Levent Kahraman continued. "Everything is set. You are to deliver your products to the president's home tonight. Simon and Peter will be waiting for you."
"Very good, I appreciate your business," Baktayev responded. He hung up the telephone with a satisfied smile knowing that the term “president's home” was code for a mansion near the former retreat of U.S. President Thomas Jefferson and that Simon and Peter were code for Kafni and his chief of security, Levi Levitt. He turned back to Kasparov who looked at him with a question in his eyes.
"Let everyone else know. Abaddon Kafni dies tonight."
Kasparov nodded, replaced the Orioles cap on his head, and turned to exit the building.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
3:16 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Eastbound on Route 460
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
The late afternoon sun glinted off the passenger side mirror and Declan squinted as he looked left and right over the edges of the four lane highway. Driving east on route 460 heading into Lynchburg, the sprawling campus of Liberty University had just come into view. Covering both sides of the highway, the campus was seemingly in a constant state of construction to keep up with the rapid growth of the student body. In the distance to the right a brand new building stood connected to the main campus by a long parking lot and a string of modern dormitories. The C.H. Barton Center for International Relations and Politics was designed to look like a larger scale model of Thomas Jefferson's Poplar Forest retreat, located a few miles southwest of Lynchburg. In a few hours Declan and Constance would be attending the center's grand opening, along with about three hundred other guests.
"Seriously, I don't see why you put up with this guy," Constance said, from the driver's seat of her late model Nissan Z sports car.
"He's not that bad," Declan said, with a small laugh. She was referring to Brendan Regan, an employee of DCM Properties and a man Declan had known for nearly fifteen years. To say that Regan was a bit abrasive was an understatement and Declan did at times wonder why he put up with some of the man's antics. In the end, he supposed it came down to feeling sorry for him.
"Not that bad? He's completely obnoxious and he causes more problems than anyone else working for you. Not to mention every time I'm around him all he does is stare at my breasts. Ugh."
"I do a healthy amount of staring at your breasts, too."
"Yeah, yeah," she said, backhanding him on the shoulder playfully and trying to hide a grin.
"Ow," he said, pretending that it hurt. "They were bouncing up and down last night, you know? It was quite entertaining."
"Stop it!" she said, turning bright red and covering an ear to ear grin with her hand.
Declan smiled broadly and laughed. Teasing her was almost the best part of being married.
"Left exit here to 501," he said, waving his hand across the gearshift to signal left.
"I know which way left is," she responded sarcastically.
"Just making sure, you are a Republican."
She signaled left and slowly glided over into the turn lane. "How far is it from here?"
"Not far. Go up Candler's Mountain Road then take a quick left onto Edgewood Avenue."
A few minutes later Constance pulled the sports car to a stop in front of a yellow brick ranch with a faded brown roof and broken out windows. Two utility body work trucks sat parked in the yard, the red and blue logo of DCM Properties ablaze against the vehicles' white paint. In the driveway sat a Ford Escape with a “City of Lynchburg” seal on its door, a grey logo at the bottom clearly identifying the vehicle as a hybrid. While most of the road was residential, the area's rapid development meant that businesses were starting to take over the first block of the Edgewood Avenue and that put this particular property under the purview of Declan's company.
"Right, then, let's go and see what Regan's gotten us into this time," Declan said, opening the passenger side door and stepping out.
"Yes. Let's," Constance said through clenched teeth.
They walked across the small patch of grass that made up the home's front yard and as they arrived at the door a tall black man dressed in white overalls appeared from inside.
"Hey, boss," said Poindexter Perry.
"Dex," Declan said, as he stepped up onto the covered front porch.
The sound of a raised voice with a Boston accent erupted from behind Perry. "I told him to take it easy this time," Perry said in his deep baritone voice.
"Why don't you have a look around the place with Dex while I go and straighten this out? The back rooms could use a woman's touch," Declan said to Constance.
"How do you do, Ma'am?" Dex said, tipping the edge of his white painters cap.
"Fine, Dex. Thanks for asking. How are Sherri and the girls?" Declan heard her say with a smile in her voice as he stepped away towards the basement stairwell.
Inside, the house looked like it was two different properties. To the left of the basement stairwell, which marked the center of the house, the one story ranch's bedrooms, bathroom and floors had been completely remodeled with new carpet, paint, tile and fixtures. To the right of the steps, where the kitchen and living area were located, were bare wooden subfloors, exposed support beams and loose drywall, covered with a thick layer of settled construction dust. Like all of the properties DCM worked with, this one had been bought out of foreclosure and they were now in the process of remodeling it into commercial office space so that it could be leased out.
"Hey, listen to me," a loud voice said from in the basement. "Hear the words that are coming out of my mouth. I'm not replacing an entire electrical panel because of a little bit of rust. There's no water in here. Do you see any water?"
Declan shook his head and descended the basement stairs. The aged wood creaked underneath his weight and the two men standing in the unfinished room looked up as he reached the bottom. Standing in front of an open electrical panel in the musty smelling room was Brendan Regan, an overweight man with a clumsy cluster of blonde hair, a beer gut hanging over his belt and a lopsided expression that gave him the look of a fat kid in an ice cream shop faced with an impossible number of choices. Regan's six foot frame towered over the building inspector in front of him, a stout man in a blue denim shirt with receding gray hair and a bushy mustache.
"Hi, I'm Declan McIver. I'm the principal for DCM Properties," Declan said, extending his right hand toward the inspector.
"Howard Terry, Mr. McIver. Lynchburg City Planning and Zoning," the man said, as they shook hands. "Your subordinate here was just telling me you have no plans to replace the electric in this house, but I'm afraid the city is going to require an update before we can issue a certificate of occupancy."
"I haven't had a chance to look at it yet. We just started this project a few weeks ago. What are we dealing with?"
"Well, this desk jockey here says the whole thing has to come out because it's rusted," Regan said. "But the only rust I see is the quarter-sized spot there. Here, I'll scratch it off."
"Easy, Brendan," Declan said. "We're all professionals here."
"Professionals, my big ass; he's a hack."
"That's enough. Mr. Terry's with the city and if we're going to be successful in expanding our business to Lynchburg we need to listen to what he has to say. Why don't you wait upstairs while we finish up down here?"
"Fine, you want to kiss his ass, you kiss his ass," Regan said, as he pushed his way between Declan and the inspector and headed for the steps mumbling, “Stupid desk riding bureaucrat."
Declan watched the inspector as Regan climbed the steps, the man's eyes followed him with a disapproving glare.
Declan flashed a smile as the inspector looked back at him. "I've raised him since he was thirty," he said, with a short chuckle as he bent down to take a closer look at the electrical panel. Pulling a multi-tool out of his back pocket, he opened it and produced a Phillips head screwdriver. After loosening four screws, he pulled the face off the junction box at the bottom of the panel. Rust colored water slopped out of the bottom of the box and spilled onto the floor.
"There's your problem, Mr. Terry, ground water," Declan said, pulling out a fistful of hastily taped wiring. "We'll install a new watertight conduit and a NEMA-4 junction box. Think that'll get us a C.O.?"
Terry nodded. "Yeah, that'll do."
"Thank you, sir," Declan said, as he stood and shook hands with the inspector again. "Let me give you one of my cards. My cell number is on there if you run into anymore issues."
Terry took the card and withdrew one of his own from his pocket. "I'll be by for a final inspection when you're done remodeling," he said, handing his card over.
Declan nodded and followed the building inspector up the basement steps. As the man left the house and closed the front door behind him, Declan turned and looked into the kitchen. Constance sat uncomfortably on an upturned five gallon bucket, with Regan and Dex standing nearby, Regan grinning ear to ear as he attempted to position himself at just the right angle to get a view down her shirt. Declan grinned as she flashed Regan an annoyed look and pulled her jacket closed.
"You about ready, then?" Declan asked.
Constance jumped to her feet and said, “Yes, very much so."
"Dex, good work man," Declan said, as he opened the door for his wife. "I'll be round Monday to help you secure the back deck. Regan, try not to bring the entire city council down on us in the meantime, will you?"
Regan grumbled a response as Declan closed the door.
"You're fired," Constance mouthed inaudibly from outside the house.
Declan flashed a smile. "He works cheap," he said, as he put his arm around her and led her back to the car. "Let's get to the hotel and get checked in."
 



Chapter Five
 
 
6:02 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
C.H. Barton Center – Liberty University
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
By six o'clock a light rain had begun to fall. Arriving at the campus, Declan followed the directions of the orange-vested parking attendants and pulled into a spot just big enough for his wife's sports car. They'd chosen to drive her car rather than his truck for that exact reason. College campuses weren't known for spacious parking and the crowd expected for the night's event would exacerbate the problem.
Opening the door and exiting the vehicle, he looked south along Candler's Mountain Road. He could tell security was tight, just as he had expected it would be. White SUVs with flashing LED lights blocked entrances and men in navy blue security uniforms stood at the edges of every sidewalk, .40 caliber Glock sidearms visible on their hips. Opening the door for his wife, he waited as she stepped out of the car.
In the distance the indignant shouts of a group of protestors could be heard from a sidewalk just beyond the Campus limits, but in full view of the arriving guests. Some things haven't changed, thought Declan. Like many others who vocally supported America and Israel from their platforms as authors and speakers, Abaddon Kafni was a target of constant protests. Signs reading Free Palestine and Occupation Is A Crime were waved defiantly in the air as chants of “Stop Israeli aggression!” were shouted loudly at anyone who came within fifty yards of the group. The people taking part in the protest were likely the same ones who would protest the appearance of war veterans, members of a Republican administration and conservative personalities, all of whom frequently appeared at the university's many venues.
"Does Kafni always travel with this much security?" Constance asked, as they wormed their way between parked cars towards the path leading to the front entrance.
"No, I don't think so," Declan answered. "At least he never used to. There are a lot of other guests tonight in addition to Kafni; senators, congressmen, probably some ambassadors as well. No one wants to miss a photo-op."
"Always the pessimist," she said, rolling her big green eyes towards him and grabbing his hand.
"I prefer the term 'realist' when it comes to politicians," he said, pulling her closer as they walked.
Ahead of them the newly constructed C.H. Barton Center for International Relations and Politics stood separated from the main campus by the four lanes of Route 460. Nestled into the side of Liberty Mountain, underneath the university's gigantic hillside logo, the building was an impressive sight. The Barton Center, as it would likely be nicknamed by the students and faculty, was as ambitious an architectural project as the university had attempted to date. Not known for shying away from a challenge, the university had designed the building to look like a larger scale version of a retreat once owned by Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the United States.
Octagonal in shape, the Barton Center was three stories high, with two floor-to-ceiling windows on each level of the eight sides. Like Jefferson's former plantation, Poplar Forest, the building was capped at both the front and rear entrances by a white gabled portico supported by four marble columns. A one story rectangular hall jutted off the east side in the same position as the servant's quarters at the original property. At the base of a set of steps extending from the front portico, a circular hedge surrounded a mock carriage court paved with cobblestones. Wrought iron benches were positioned every ten feet in a wide circle. In the center of the court stood an imposing bronze statue of Thomas Jefferson, holding a feather pen and a copy of the Declaration of Independence. He looked down on everyone who approached the building, his soft but knowledgeable gaze conveying the seriousness of the task he had undertaken two hundred and thirty six years earlier.
Walking through the carriage court to the base of the steps, Declan and Constance entered a tent that had been set up as a covered valet. Several limousines were unloading their tuxedo-clad occupants, who strode into the entrance as if they were late for an important meeting.
"See what I mean?" Declan asked wryly as they approached the security team at the front door and one such tuxedo-clad man strode past the security without a second look.
"Name, please?" a guard seated at a gray card table announced.
"Declan and Constance Mc—"
"I said name, not names. Unless she's mute, she can speak for herself in a moment."
"I see the manners haven't improved much over the years," Declan grumbled, before repeating his name loud and clear. "Declan McIver."
The guard made a tick mark with his pen and motioned towards two other guards standing at the base of the steps. "Remove your coat and stand with your arms and legs open wide, sir," one of the guards said as Declan approached.
Declan took off his coat, as instructed, and handed it to a guard who patted it down and searched through the pockets. Meanwhile, as he stood spread-eagled, the second guard ran a metal detector over his body. As he endured the security screening, he took note of his surroundings. Inside the tent, in addition to the guard checking the list of names and the two currently dealing with Declan, there were several young men in black raincoats guiding cars into and out of the tent, and holding doors for the occupants as they exited their vehicles and entered the building. A white Ford Crown Victoria sedan sat parked at an angle behind the card table with a full set of clear LED emergency lights on its roof and bright red lettering down the side of the vehicle reading security.
"Good to go, sir," the guard with the metal detector said as he moved onto Constance, who had successfully stated her name and was next in line. Declan stood waiting for his coat, but the guard handed it to a woman in a black raincoat instead. She wrote a number on a ticket and tore it in half, placing the first half on a hanger along with the coat.
"Don't lose my coat," Declan said to her, as she handed him the stub. "I like that coat."
The woman flashed him a quick smile then took Constance's coat from the guard as Declan was joined by his wife. "C'mon," she said. "Quit giving them a hard time."
"What?" he asked, as she took him by the arm and led him up the stairs. "I like my coat."
Ahead of them at the building's front entrance, two more guards stood on either side of a set of open oak doors. A short man in a tweed three piece suit stood next to them and he smiled and extended his hand as the McIvers approached.
"It's good to see you, Declan," he said, in a Semitic accent. "Sorry about all of that."
Gripping the man's hand, Declan said, "I guess I should've taken Abe up on that car," as he watched an older gentleman step out of the back of a Lincoln Town Car and stride past the security. "It's good to see you too, Levi. This is my wife, Constance."
"Hi," Constance said, smiling as Levi took her hand and kissed it.
"I'd say something in French," Levi said, "but my memory fails me at the moment."
Constance laughed shyly.
"Constance, this is Levi Levitt, Dr. Abaddon Kafni's chief of security."
"And personal assistant and errand boy and everything else these days," Levitt said with a laugh. "I sometimes think I'm getting too old for this stuff."
"I bet the traveling schedule is horrendous," said Constance.
"Oy, you have no idea. If it weren't for e-mail, I wouldn't even remember my mailing address. Now, if you both want to follow me, I'll walk you through the room to Dr. Kafni. He's quite excited that you've decided to attend."
Levitt turned and walked through the double doors past the guards. He was a small man in height but made up for it in a sturdiness that communicated the idea that he was not a man to fool with. Declan knew that somewhere beneath the professor-like tweed suit, bushy gray beard and thick rimmed glasses lay the instincts and training of a former Mossad agent, much like his employer, Dr. Kafni.
Declan's road to friendship with him had been rocky. Levitt had been injured during an attempt on Kafni's life by a group of vengeful gunmen and it had been Declan who intervened to save the lives of both Kafni and his family.
Aware of Declan's past in the IRA, Levitt had regarded him with more than a little suspicion. despite Kafni's assurances to the contrary and insistence that Declan was the perfect candidate for their fledgling security team. It had taken three years and another assassination attempt before Levitt had let down his guard and began to trust him. Seeing Levitt again tonight, Declan still heard a flicker of the old mistrust present in the man's voice. Taking Constance's hand, he moved slowly after Levitt into the crowded room beyond.
The first floor of the Barton Center had been completely emptied of whatever fixtures would be present when it went into use as part of the university's new graduate programs. Blue velvet security rope ran around the entire room and was held up at six foot intervals by bronze-colored stanchions. Behind the rope, on the eight surrounding walls, hung artwork featuring scenes from Thomas Jefferson's tenure as Minster of France and Secretary of State. At intervals across the dark mahogany floor were approximately twenty-five round dinner tables, each draped in dark blue cloth and with enough room to seat twelve guests.
The murmur in the room was deafening. Like a crescendo of mating grasshoppers, four and five person groups of politicians, aides, journalists, and those hoping to become such, clamored for attention. Right away, Declan recognized several of the guests from interviews on various news programs and mailers that had flooded his postal box during the last election. With the agonizing speed of a snail caught in molasses they moved between the tables towards a stage decorated with the flags of various nations. In the center was a stately podium bearing the university's seal, ready for the evening's speakers to begin.
"Osman and Nazari are making the rounds through the building. They'll be joining us later," Levitt said, referring to the other two bodyguards whom Declan had worked closely with during his time with Kafni.
"Grand," said Declan, as they neared the stage.
"This will be your table here," Levitt said, as he indicated a table with a tent card reading six.
"Right up front, I can deal with that," said Declan.
"Dr. Kafni wanted to make sure you had the best seats in the house," said Levitt, as he motioned them forward. "You'll be seated with Dr. Coulson, the Barton Center's dean, and Chancellor Falwell, once he arrives. But for now, let me show you to where Dr. Kafni is."
Declan and Constance followed as Levitt led them past the last row of tables to the side of the stage, on either side of which a blue velvet curtain had been hung from the ceiling to create a backstage area. Levitt pulled back the curtain and held it open as Declan and Constance entered.
Standing in the center of the space were two men, both dressed in suits. Declan immediately recognized Dr. Abaddon Kafni, known to anyone who had the honor of calling him friend as “Abe”, but had no idea who the second man was.
Dressed in a black and gray pinstriped suit that seemed to hang off his lanky appendages, and with a broad brow, a face that closely followed the contours of the skull beneath his flesh, and large ears that seemed to sit just a little lower than normal, Kafni looked the part of educated pundit. He smiled broadly as he saw Levitt returning, followed closely by Declan.
“I found him harassing the security,” Levitt announced with a grin as he stopped mid-way between the curtain and the two men.
“My friend, I'm glad you could come," said Kafni, in perfect but accented English. He extended his hand as the McIvers walked past Levitt.
Grabbing Kafni's hand firmly, Declan said, “Well, I've never been one to disappoint.”
“No, you haven't. You, my friend, have always been very consistent, and that is something of value." Kafni turned back towards the man he'd been standing with. “This is Dr. Michael Coulson. He is the dean of the new programs here at Liberty and a man I'll be working closely with as we attempt to win the hearts and minds of this nation's youth. Michael, this is Declan McIver, a close friend, and his wife, Constance.”
“Hi. How are you?” Declan asked, as his right hand left Kafni's and moved towards the hand of the tall, dark haired man. With a lined face and a bell-shaped nose that stood atop a bushy mustache, rather like a five and dime disguise, Coulson fit the academic persona perfectly. His well-tailored suit swished as he extended his hand; it was as if the polyester dreaded the movement for fear of a wrinkle.
“Let me guess, East Belfast?” he said, shaking Declan's hand, a toothy smile giving him the air of a politician or used car salesman.
“Galway, actually; close though.”
“Oh well. What can I say…I never was any good at telling the difference in the accents, even after seven years at Queen's,” Coulson said, referencing time he had apparently spent studying or teaching at Queen's University in Belfast. Declan didn't care enough to ask which.
“No, you did well. I'm surprised you picked up on it at all. It's been a long time.” Declan knew it was more likely that Coulson had picked up on his name rather than his accent. With the “Mc” prefix it was obviously British as opposed to the more Irish sounding names that often began with an “O”. East Belfast was home to the majority British Protestant population of Northern Ireland's largest city and Coulson apparently knew that much.
Conscious that the past held events that neither of them cared to discuss at any length with Coulson, Kafni clasped his hands together loudly and said, “So, this is your wife? She's more beautiful than you described, Declan, you should be ashamed."
Constance blushed as Kafni took her hand lightly. "Hi, Dr. Kafni, it's a pleasure to meet you."
"Abe, please call me Abe. I'm delighted to meet you."
Constance smiled and said, "Okay, Abe then."
"Did your husband ever tell you about the time he saved my life?"
"No, he didn't," Constance said, rolling her eyes towards Declan. "That must be quite a story."
"It is and I can't wait to tell you about it. I'm looking forward to catching up with both of you after my speech. Would you mind terribly if I took a moment to talk with your husband in the last few minutes before I am to go on stage?"
"Not at all," Constance said smiling.
"I'll escort the lady back to our table," Coulson said, as he guided her out.
Declan watched as they left and the curtain closed behind them. "Is the news that bad?" he said, when they were out of earshot.
"No," Kafni said, with a wave of his hand. "I didn't know how much you'd told her and I don't want to scare her. I know very well how families handle the kind of events we've been involved in."
Declan nodded. "Yeah, I suppose you do. How are Zeva and the kids?"
"Great. They are great. David just finished his last year of law school and is setting up his own practice near our home in Maryland. He's hoping to work alongside the American Center for Law and Justice. Hanah graduated at Virginia Tech this past spring and is starting veterinary school there this week," Kafni said, referencing the eldest of his five children. David and Hanah were the two Declan had had the most interaction with during his time helping with the family's security. The other three, two sons and a daughter, were much younger and still in grade school.
"Do you remember the name 'Baktayev'?" Kafni continued.
"Kind of hard to forget," Declan answered.
The Baktayevs had been two Chechen brothers that Kafni had run afoul of during his last assignment as an agent of Mossad. Having killed one of them during a botched weapons trade in which Mossad had been trying to capture an Iranian terror leader, the younger of the two brothers had sought revenge on Kafni when he'd immigrated to America a year and a half later. Through an incredible set of circumstances, Declan had been in just the right place to learn of the plot and had decided to intervene, since Kafni had done him a similar favor a few years earlier in Ireland. It could be safely said that without each other, neither of them would be alive.
"I thought they were both dead, but I'm getting the feeling you're about to tell me that's not the case."
"The two older brothers, Vadim and Deni, are dead, yes. You killed Deni yourself. But there is a third, a Ruslan Baktayev. I found out about him when I received a threat from him. As is the usual protocol, with the help of my contacts, we kept a close eye on him. After the second Chechen war broke out he lost interest and the matter died. He's been held in a Russian prison since the end of the Beslan School Hostage Crisis in 2004."
"He was involved in Beslan?"
"Oh yes, one of the architects of it, in fact."
"So if he's in prison, what makes him such a concern all of a sudden?"
"Two weeks ago he left the prison and hasn't been seen since."
Declan grimaced. "Corruption in the ranks again, huh?"
"Oh, I'm sure," Kafni said, raising his eyebrows. "As you well know, the Russian military is ceaselessly corrupt, and Moscow is being Moscow and telling bold faced lies, as usual. They are saying Baktayev died in a fight with another prisoner and that his body was incinerated, but Mossad had a sayanim in the prison, a sympathizer if you will, so we have it on good authority that he's anything but dead."
"And you think he's going to come after you?"
"Oh, I have no idea," Kafni said, with a shrug. "My family and I are well protected. I'm telling you this because this man has a personal vendetta against me and probably against you, too. Although you acted on my behalf, you were responsible for Deni Baktayev's death. I thought you should know so that you can take the appropriate measures to protect yourself and your wife. I am certain that if he could get into the U.S. he would try and kill me, and possibly you, too, if he knows who you are."
"That's a really big 'if', Abe. It's far more likely that this guy's running and hiding right now. He's probably holed up in some derelict tent city in the Caucasus hoping he doesn't freeze to death."
"Normally I'd agree, but it's the manner of his escape that bothers me the most. He just left the prison and Moscow is denying it completely. Even with the notoriously corrupt system in Russia, do you realize the influence and money it would take to pull this off? Somebody wanted him out of there for a reason."
"Did he have any contacts with enough resources to get him out?"
"The Chechens have received a lot of aid from terror networks like Al Qaeda over the years, but to my knowledge Baktayev himself has no connections wealthy enough to pull off such a feat. They were in contact with an Iranian financier named Sa'adi Nouri in the mid-nineties, but Nouri is dead. He has been for over a decade and his network did not survive him." Kafni ran a hand through his hair. "Look, it's anyone's guess as to what that reason is and it probably doesn't have anything to do with us, but I thought you should know all the same."
Declan nodded. "Thanks."
Kafni looked down at his watch and clapped Declan on the shoulder. "It's almost time for my speech. I'll see you afterwards. We'll talk about old times and good friends, and leave all of this in the past where it belongs."
Declan nodded, smiled and turned to walk out, hoping as he made his way back towards the settling crowd that Ruslan Baktayev and whatever bloody intentions he had did, in fact, remain buried in the past.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
"What was that about?" Constance whispered, as Declan took a seat next to her in the now darkened room. She was seated with Michael Coulson, a woman that was apparently his wife, and two other couples. In addition to Declan's empty seat, there were four others. Declan recognized one of the men as the sitting congressman from his congressional district. He nodded to him politely before leaning towards Constance and giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. "Nothing," he said, "just a newsflash on an old friend of the family."
"I bet," she said dryly, as she raised her eyebrows.
Declan smiled. "Would I lie?"
Constance answered with a quick smile of her own, though it was obvious that she was less than convinced.
"Congressman Mark Alley," the man seated next to Constance said, as he stretched out a hand toward Declan. He was younger than most politicians, with a shock of blonde hair, an angular face and a cordial smile.
Declan gripped his hand firmly and said, "Hi. How are you? Declan McIver."
"Let me take you around the table," Alley said. "This is my wife, Sherry; these two fine people here are George and Sharon Barton; Ambassador Barton's son and daughter-in-law, Dr. Michael Coulson and his wife Elizabeth; and our table mates that have yet to arrive are Senator David Kemiss and his wife Mary Ellen; and Chancellor Jerry Falwell Jr. and his wife Becki."
Upon hearing everyone's names and titles, Declan felt sorely out of place. What did an Irish immigrant and real estate developer say to a table full of people from a much higher social status than his? Hi, I'm a voter?
Michael Coulson glanced nervously at his watch.
"Something wrong, Dr. Coulson?" the congressman asked.
"Chancellor Falwell should be here by now. He's supposed to speak briefly and then introduce Dr. Kafni," Coulson said in a hushed voice as he leaned forward so that only those seated at the table with him could hear.
"Well, perhaps you should call him?" suggested the congressman.
Coulson nodded and stood up. He walked to the right of the stage and disappeared behind the curtain.
Declan looked around as hushed whispers rippled around the darkened room, an obvious feeling of uncertainty washing over the seated guests.
Moments later Coulson reappeared on the stage from behind the curtain, buttoning his suit coat as he walked to the podium. Clearing his throat and adjusting the microphone, he looked out over the gathered crowd.
"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome,” he said. “At this time Chancellor Falwell had planned to talk with you briefly about the building you are in and its mission here at Liberty University and abroad. However, I have just received word that the Chancellor's mother has fallen and been taken to the hospital, so he will be unable to attend tonight. We'll all certainly be praying that all is well with Mrs. Falwell and I'll keep you updated throughout the evening.
"Now, you'll have to forgive me for the ad-libbed nature of my remarks, but I'm going to attempt to take you briefly around the building and then I will introduce our keynote speaker."
The audience applauded politely and Coulson took a sip of water from a cup underneath the podium.
"Now, as you all know," he began, "you are in the C.H. Barton Center for International Relations and Politics. The center was named after Dr. Charles Henry Barton, who until his passing two years ago was a beloved professor of our undergraduate international relations program here at Liberty. He was also a good friend of Jerry Falwell Sr. and one of the key advisors in the founding of the university in 1972. In addition to his post as professor here, he also served our country as Ambassador to both France and Germany during the Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush administrations respectively."
Coulson took another sip of water and nervously wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.
"If you'll indulge me further I'll tell you briefly about this building and its academic mission. The building has obviously been constructed to look like a replica of Thomas Jefferson's Poplar Forest, which of course is located only a few miles from here. As one of America's founders, one of its first foreign diplomats, and because of Jefferson's connection to this area, Chancellor Falwell and the board of directors thought it an appropriate design."
Coulson laughed slightly before continuing, "And if you promise not to tell anyone I told you, I suspect it was also because we here at Liberty, in the spirit of our founder, are just not capable of thinking small when it comes to such projects."
The audience laughed heartily and Declan glanced over at his wife. She seemed to be enjoying herself and that's what he had hoped to accomplish by coming. His idea of a good time certainly wasn't sitting in a crowded room with people he had little or nothing in common with, while wearing a suit, but if he was going to begin opening up to Constance about his past then Abaddon Kafni was a good place to start, and the gala was the perfect opportunity to meet him.
As the laughter died down and the harried conversations of the guests ceased, Coulson continued speaking. "The floor you are currently sitting on will be used as a small library and will house reference materials about countries throughout the world, including maps, photos, written and spoken examples of their native languages, details of any conflicts they have been involved in, and many other items useful to a government student at the graduate level.
"The second floor contains ten state of the art classrooms where those students will be taught, and the third floor, a set of spacious offices where the professors of the program, Dr. Kafni, and I, will reside. That is the conclusion of my remarks. I'd like to thank you for attending and for your gracious support."
The audience applauded briefly and Coulson beamed at them, looking relieved. Clearing his throat once again, he continued.
"Our keynote speaker tonight is a man who needs no introduction. Since moving to America from Israel in the mid-nineties he has been a constant presence on the stage of international politics. His books The Coming Storm, The War We All Must Fight and Lest We Forget have reached the top of bestseller lists all over the world. He regularly appears as a commentator on news programs with such hosts as Bret Baier, Piers Morgan and Sean Hannity. I'd like you all to give a warm welcome and a huge round of applause to my colleague, Dr. Abaddon Kafni!"
The entire room stood and applauded thunderously as Kafni stepped from behind the blue velvet curtain at stage right. He stopped briefly, taking in the audience with an affable wave before striding quickly to the podium where he removed a set of folded papers from his coat pocket and flattened them out in front of him.
"Hi, good evening," he said, with another wave and a shy smile. "It's great to be with you tonight."
The audience continued clapping as Coulson shook hands warmly with Kafni and exited the stage. Kafni stood beaming for a moment as the applause died away and people sat back down.
"Good evening," he said again, in his accented English. "As you may have guessed, I am Dr. Abaddon Kafni."
The audience laughed.
"It is very wonderful to be here at Liberty University tonight. I am so very excited to be joining the faculty here and to have a chance to help shape the minds of tomorrow's political leaders. Students from Liberty have gone on to become some of the brightest and best in their chosen professions, professions that include, but are not limited to, filmmakers, comic book writers, comedians, authors, world famous musicians and, of course, journalists and television reporters, whom I see regularly."
The audience chuckled again.
"In America, we are at an important turning point, the point where we must decide whether we will hold to the ideals of our founding. The ideas of limited government, free market capital—"
The blast was deafening. It boomed from the front of the building and the entire structure shuddered under the pressure. For a split second everyone froze, then a wall of heat followed by a wave of debris washed through the room and the screaming began. Declan leapt from his seat as burning pieces of drywall hit him from behind. Pulling Constance with him, he dived underneath the table as the stage lights went out and plunged the room into darkness. Holding Constance tight beneath him, Declan shielded her with his own body as the table was overturned in the chaos and people fell over them.
As quickly as it had erupted into turmoil, the room suddenly fell silent. His ears affected by the blast, Declan was barely aware of the hushed whispers and moans of the injured. People began calling out for their companions, needing to check if they were safe. As Declan's eyes adjusted to the new light, an eerie reddish hue cast by the wall of flames where the front entrance of the Barton Center had been, people began to realize what had happened and terrified screams rang out.
"Are you okay?" he shouted to Constance over the din.
Constance stood up slowly, looking shell-shocked, and nodded. Her eyes went wide as she turned and saw the devastation behind them. Declan pulled her close and shielded her from the sight of the mangled bodies that the force of the blast had thrown forward from their seats further back in the room.
Declan quickly looked her over and saw no signs of injury. "We have to get out of here," he said, turning her around by the shoulders and pushing her towards the stage. As he started to move, a hand grabbed at his ankle.
"Help me," said a shaky voice. "Help me!"
Declan turned to see Mark Alley on the floor at his feet, a deep gash over his right eye bleeding profusely and blinding him. Declan reached down and pulled Alley to his feet, wiping the blood away from his face with the sleeve of his coat. Alley blinked and looked around. Three others arrived beside him, clearly shaken and disoriented. Declan looked at the faces of Michael Coulson and the two wives. Coulson held his left arm and grimaced painfully. The women appeared uninjured.
"We have to get out of here. Guide your husband," Declan said to Sherry Alley, who obeyed and gripped her husband's arm as he struggled to wipe his eyes clear of blood again. Declan gripped Constance by the shoulders once more. Moving around her, he took her hand and began to pull her behind him as he moved towards the stage. Cries for help came from all around, but Declan pushed forward, stepping over tables and chairs. He had to get the few people with him out before he had any chance of saving others. Remembering the emergency exit in the backstage space behind the curtain, he turned left when he reached the stage. The blue velvet curtain was covered in gray concrete dust, but had not fallen.
"Arghhhhh!"
Declan snapped his head to the left as a man came running towards the curtain, his clothing on fire. Pulling his suit coat off hastily, Declan jumped at the man, tackling him to the floor and patting out the flames. Standing upright again and leaving his coat on the injured man, he rejoined his group, which had stopped moving in his absence. He held the curtain open as he guided the three women and two men through. Several people had already made their way to the emergency exit, which stood open. Declan surveyed the chaos. Like crabs in a bucket, people grabbed at each other as they tried to reach the clogged exit, with the result not many people were getting out.
"Get out of the way," Declan said, pushing a man aside who'd grabbed a woman in front of him and was trying to pull her away from the door so he could get through. Keeping hold of his wife's hand, he shoved his way towards the front of the crowd and pushed her out of the door. Then he turned and with his arms opened wide, blocked the exit and yelled, "Whoa, stop!"
A few faces at the front of the melee looked up at him. "Alright," he said. "You, go!" He grabbed a man and pushed him out the door. "Go!" he said to another woman standing nearby and shoved her out. Repeating the process several times, the room slowly began to clear and people moved in an orderly fashion out of the exit and into the small parking lot beyond.
Suddenly the curtain to the stage was ripped aside and Levi Levitt appeared with Abaddon Kafni at his side. Kafni was being held up by his security man and it was clear that his leg had been injured. As Levitt moved forward and neared the door, Declan took hold of Kafni on the other side, helping to hold him up.
Cool night air and drops of rain attacked Declan's face as he moved through the doorway, holding Kafni. The parking lot behind what would be the servants' quarters of the original Poplar Forest was about as long and narrow as the east wing of the building itself. Clearly intended to hold only the cars of the faculty that worked in the building, it was empty of vehicles with the exception of a black GMC Suburban that Declan recognized instantly as the armored SUV Kafni had received from the Israeli government after the first attempt on his life. Blue-suited security personnel appeared from around the side of the building and began helping injured guests as they poured out of the emergency exit.
"Move, move!" Declan yelled to people who were leaning against the side of the SUV. Levitt let go of Kafni and reached into his pocket, unlocking the doors of the vehicle. A man standing near the SUV opened the rear door and held it as Declan helped Kafni inside. Closing the door, he turned to Levitt and said, "Get him someplace safe. Where are you staying? I'll meet you there!"
Levitt nodded and jumped in the driver's seat. "The Briton-Adams mansion on Cottonwood Road," he said, as the SUVs brake lights blazed brightly in the darkness and the vehicle roared to life. "There are three guards. I'll tell them you're coming."
"Aye, I know the place. We're driving a white convertible!" Declan said, as he slammed the door closed.
Slowly Levitt drove forward, sounding the vehicle's electric horn and being careful not to hit any of the people who had escaped the building. Declan watched as the taillights of the SUV faded down a one lane road that ran behind the building towards Liberty Mountain, an uneasy feeling settling over him as he turned to look for his wife.
Constance was seated against the building holding a sobbing woman whose arm had been burned. Sirens filled the air in the distance. "We have to go,” Declan said to his wife. “We need to make sure Kafni is safe."
Constance spoke to the woman gently. "It'll be okay," she said, as tears gathered in her eyes. A man in a navy blue security uniform stepped over and took the woman.
Declan reached out and grabbed Constance's hand, pulling her behind him as he began to walk towards the side of the building. Digging her heels into the soft ground at the corner of the building, she stopped.
"Where are we going?" she demanded. "Why are we leaving?"
Declan couldn't explain it, but something inside him told him that whoever was behind what had just happened wasn't finished yet. Bells ringing through his mind like a sudden thunderstorm told him that Kafni had been the target.
"Because Abe's still in danger!" he said.
Constance relented and struggled to keep up as he moved briskly around the side of the east wing. As they rounded the building and the parking lot came into view, Declan looked to his left. A twisted metal frame engulfed in flames was all that was left of the white Ford Crown Victoria that had been parked near the security canopy at the front steps of the building. His mind raced as they headed towards their car. Having more than just a passing knowledge of bombs, and particularly car bombs, from his years in the IRA, Declan knew that the device had to have been inside the vehicle. This was an inside job.
The low lying clouds were awash with red and blue flashes from the LEDs on the emergency vehicles that were arriving as Declan turned over the ignition in the sports car, the six cylinder engine purring to life. He shifted furiously through the gears and piloted the convertible out of the lot and onto the small state road that ran alongside the Barton Center. As the orange glow from the burning building faded into the distance, Constance put her head in her hands and began to cry. Declan had no idea what to say to her. As the headlights chased away the darkness in front of them, he couldn't escape the feeling that two worlds that had been separated by a decade of peace had just collided violently.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
6:56 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Briton-Adams mansion
Forest, Virginia
 
Being hired by Sweat Security to operate the gate and man the tiny sunroom that had been erected to temporarily serve as a guard house for the Briton-Adams mansion was the best Chris Evans could hope for after losing his job at the White Rock Intermet Foundry. The last three years had been marked by long periods of unemployment after the plant he'd worked in for twenty-two years had closed; in the current slow economy, a forty-eight-year-old father of three without a college education wasn't exactly at the top of the hiring list.
Putting his feet up on the particle board desk, Chris spread a copy of the Lynchburg News & Advance open in front of him as he leaned back in the black leather office chair that had been borrowed from the mansion's study. The chair creaked under his two hundred and fifty pound frame. Working a toothpick through his teeth with his tongue, he looked over the inside front page of the paper. A full page spread with pictures of the newly completed construction at Liberty University and the guests expected to attend that night's gala unveiling kept his attention for a moment before he moved on to the sports page.
His experience as an MP with the Marine Corp Reserve and his lack of a criminal record meant he'd met the base qualifications for the job and had been hired as part of the three man team that was providing the security for the mansion while Abaddon Kafni was staying at the property.
The Briton-Adams mansion was a three story brick plantation house that had been constructed in the late nineteen-thirties by a wealthy industrialist named Morgan Adams on a high knoll two hundred yards off Cottontown Road in the northeastern part of Bedford County, Virginia. After his death, the house had been sold to pay off his debts and had been bought by the Briton family, who owned it presently.
The Britons were a family from the British West Indies who had played a key role in the development of the area and had owned a large portion of the land that now made up the neighborhoods surrounding their home. As wealthy developers, they had helped in the founding of Liberty University and continued to donate large sums to its projects. Since they spent much of their time traveling, they'd offered their home to the university's latest lightning rod professor, Abaddon Kafni, while he took up his new post and set about finding a permanent residence for his family in the area.
In the eyes of Chris Evans, the Britons were old money suburbanites who didn't have to worry about a slow economy or the closing of a factory. In all probability, they were the kind of people who closed factories and sent the jobs overseas to a country with far lower wages and living standards than the United States.
But it was an easy gig, he reasoned with himself, as he took a drink of coffee. Kafni had his own three man security detail to take care of everything inside the house. The only thing Evans and the other two hired guards had to do was keep a watch over the perimeter of the property and call the police if they noticed anything out of the ordinary. Two weeks on daylight and two weeks on nights was a bit rough, but it was an income and he'd been guaranteed several months of employment while Kafni stayed at the mansion. If Sweat Security's contract was renewed once Kafni moved to a more permanent residence in the area, he'd been assured that he would be a shoo-in for continued employment.
Closing the paper and fighting a yawn, he removed his feet from the desk and sat up just as the headlights of a vehicle coming up the road attracted his attention. Standing and leaning out of the door, he looked east on Cottontown Road as a dark colored truck rounded a bend from the south. Immediately he was struck by the speed the vehicle was traveling, but was prepared to write it off as another crazy teenager with a lead foot until the vehicle began to slow down. As it got closer, Evans recognized it as one of the two black GMC SUVs that Abaddon Kafni and his security team drove. He stepped out of the guard shack with his hand on the radio clipped to his belt. The SUV made a right turn, the driver's side window descending into the door frame as the vehicle came to a stop.
"Open the gate!" someone inside the SUV yelled.
Evans squinted into the darkness and saw the face of Levi Levitt, Kafni's no-nonsense assistant, staring back at him. He ran back to the guard house and hit the button to open the gates.
"There's a white sports car coming in, too. Lock the place down behind us and don't let anyone else through until the police arrive!" Levitt yelled, as he floored the accelerator and the SUV roared up the long straight driveway towards the house. Evans watched the taillights vanish into the mansion's detached garage, then reached for the radio on his belt to alert the other two guards positioned along the north and west sides of the property. Suddenly another set of headlights washed over the guardhouse from the west and a dark red Chevy Suburban made a left hand turn into the drive and accelerated through the gates.
"Hey! You can't go in there!" Evans shouted as he ran out onto the paved drive, radio in hand. He turned as he heard another vehicle approaching. A second dark red Suburban screeched to a halt in front of him, the headlights preventing him from seeing who was inside.
Evans heard the driver's door open, followed by brisk footsteps, then a short man with dark receding hair and a thick beard stood in front of him. He regarded Evans coolly for a moment before raising a suppressed pistol.
“What? No!” exclaimed Evans, frozen to the spot.
"Excuse us," the man said, as he fired three times and stepped away towards the guard shack.
Evans felt the rounds enter his chest as the radio slid from his grasp. He stood still for a moment trying to draw breath, then fell to the wet pavement, still struggling to breathe. The sound of the gate beginning to close and the driver's door of the SUV being shut were the last sounds he heard as he clawed his way towards the guard shack and died, lying in the grass beside the one lane driveway he'd been hired to watch.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
7:04 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Cottonwood Road
Forest, Virginia
 
Declan shifted furiously through the gears as he turned right and accelerated onto Cottonwood Road. They flew past the two shopping centers that occupied the corner of Cottonwood and the highway and over a concrete bridge spanning railroad tracks, then large brick homes came into view. Rounding a leftward bend, Declan finally saw the house he was looking for.
Sitting on top of a high knoll on the right side of the road, the Briton-Adams mansion was a well-known local landmark.
"What's that sound?" Declan asked, looking towards the floor.
"It's my phone," said Constance, hearing the tiny beep. Her mascara had run while she was crying and smudged around her eyes. She dabbed at them with a tissue as she said, "That's the sound it makes when it's passing in and out of service."
She leaned over and pulled the Samsung smartphone from her purse, tapping on the display to light up the screen. "See?" she said holding it up. "No signal."
"This close to Lynchburg? That's odd.”
"The tower changes over in Bedford, remember? There's never a signal here for a few miles."
"Yeah, but that's twenty miles down the road," Declan said, reaching for his own phone before realizing it had been in the jacket he'd left inside the Barton Center.
The convertible whined as Declan downshifted and swung into the driveway. He stopped at the closed gates. Pushing the automatic down button, he waited as the driver's window descended with a low hum.
"Where are the guards?" Declan said as he looked around. "Levi said there were three guards at the property."
Constance looked around. "I don't see anyone. Are you sure there's supposed to be someone here?"
Declan didn't answer. Outside of the Barton Center he'd been unable to escape the feeling that Kafni was still in danger. While he couldn't be sure that Kafni had been the target, his instincts told him that was the case. Was it an old skill that had been reawakened by seeing his old friends? He'd learned to trust his feelings in his two decades in the field and if something didn't feel right, he'd learned the hard way that it probably wasn't right. Even though there had been several representatives of the United States government inside the building, none of them had carried the notoriety of the event's keynote speaker. Nor had any of them been the target of six previous assassination attempts or the subject of a handful of fatwas calling for their deaths.
Opening the door, he stepped out onto the wet pavement and looked three hundred and sixty degrees around the car. The first thing that drew his attention was a set of muddy tire tracks ten feet away. On closer examination it was obvious that the tracks had been made recently as a vehicle had turned left into the property at high speed and had cut a corner, tearing up the wet grass. Could the vehicle have been the SUV driven by Levi Levitt? From his knowledge of the area, Declan doubted it. While it was possible Levitt had taken a less direct route through one of the neighborhoods south of the property, Declan thought it was highly unlikely. The routes through the neighborhoods were full of turns and Levitt had only been in town for a few days. The risk of getting lost, especially at night, would have been far too great.
He walked towards the guard house. Inside an opened newspaper and a cup of coffee sat on a cheap particle board desk, but no guard was present. He turned and walked out. As his eyes swept the area, he saw a black boot lying on the ground in the high grass near one of the brick columns that supported the gate. Rushing over, he knelt beside a heavy set man with brown curly hair, wearing the same type of navy blue uniform as the security at the Barton Center. He reached down and felt for a pulse with his index and middle fingers, although it was obvious from the man's glassy stare and the entry wounds on his chest that he was deceased. The man's skin was warm to the touch, a sign that he had only recently met his end.
Declan ran back to the driver's side of his car and opened the door. "Do you have a cell signal yet?" he said to his wife, who looked at him wide-eyed from the passenger seat.
"No," she said thumbing the device's screen, “nothing."
"I need you to drive down the road until you get a signal and call the police."
"Declan, what's happened?"
"Tell them to come to the Briton-Adams mansion immediately," he said, ignoring her question. "Tell them the guard's been killed."
Her response seemed to catch in her throat as she watched him reach under the driver's seat. With the sound of tearing Velcro he removed a leather pouch and opened it to reveal the black grip of a Glock pistol. Withdrawing the gun, he released the magazine and checked it before reinserting it into the grip and chambering a round.
"What are you doing?" Constance asked, as her eyes darted between her husband and the gun in his hand.
"I'm going to find Abe. Get going and don't come back until I call you and tell you it's safe."
He slid the pistol into his pocket and pulled off the neck tie he'd been wearing, before jogging towards the gate. He jumped and gripped the top of the gate. Pulling himself up and swinging his legs over, he heard his wife shift her sports car into reverse and exit the driveway. Landing on the wet pavement beyond the gate, he pulled the pistol from his pocket and ran towards the well-lit house on the hill two hundred yards ahead of him.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Reaching the top of the knoll, Declan entered a cluster of dogwood trees that occupied a teardrop shaped yard formed as the driveway forked left and right, meeting at the front door of the mansion fifty yards ahead of him. Nickel sized drops of rain fell from the trees above, soaking his light blue dress shirt as he dodged through the yard using the trees for sporadic cover. Arriving at the edge of the yard, he concealed himself behind the broad trunk of a tree and leaned around in search of anyone outside of the house.
The Briton-Adams mansion was well lit with small spotlights spaced evenly at three feet intervals down the brick walkway that led to the front door, and further apart across the front of the entire house. The brightness of the area surrounding the house made the darkness beyond it seem all the darker. This, Declan thought, seemed to be a contradiction in terms of security. The red and brown brick surface of the house rose to three stories before the steep, architecturally tiled roof disappeared above the reach of the spotlights. The flat front of the house featured six high windows on each level and an expensive looking set of double doors, which served as the entrance to an interior that was surely just as attractive as the exterior.
Declan surveyed each of the windows, looking for any signs that the house was occupied, but only the faintest hint of a dim light near the front door gave any sign that anyone lived there. Taking a last look at each of the windows, he crossed the driveway to the front door, pressing his back against it when he got there. Leaning to the left, he craned his neck so that he could see through the floor to ceiling windows on either side of the entrance. Inside the home was dark with the exception of a small light ablaze in the luxurious foyer. An LED on an alarm keypad across from the door flashed red every few seconds, indicating the security system was armed. Each of the four rooms off the foyer was dark and all the signs pointed to the conclusion that no one had entered the home recently.
Even with the house dark, Declan knew there had to be someone about. Whose vehicle had made the tire tracks he'd found near the gate? Who had killed the guard? It was one of the security company's vehicles that had exploded outside of the Barton Center. Had the guards been part of the attack? If so, then it was possible that Levitt had put the guard down himself as he and Kafni entered the property.
Declan raised the pistol in front of him as he moved to the left towards the side of the house, speeding up as he passed each of the three first floor windows on that side of the front door. Rolling out around the corner of the house, he again found no one and he continued to move cautiously towards a darkened Florida room that jutted off the northeast side of the house. The room beyond the floor to ceiling windows was populated with wicker sunroom furniture, but otherwise empty.
Seen through the Florida room's windows to the north, a vehicle caught Declan's attention. Sticking out from around the front of what appeared to be a garage was the tail end of a dark red SUV. Declan moved around the room onto a section of pavement that ran off the main driveway and made his way towards the garage, taking momentary cover behind several tall shrubs as he approached.
Like the house, the garage was made of brick and was large enough for a minimum of three full sized cars. With no windows or doors on the side, Declan placed his back against the outer wall and slid towards the front, where the dark red SUV protruded into the driveway. The SUV Kafni drove was black, so the vehicle wasn't his. As he got closer, Declan could hear a hissing sound as water from the vehicle's undercarriage dripped on the hot exhaust manifold, a sure sign that the SUV hadn't been parked there for long.
Rounding out into a full view of the garage doors, Declan noticed the driver's side door of the red SUV had been left open, along with the window. Yellow light from the open garage stabbed the darkness and glared off the sleek paint of the vehicle. Making a quarter turn into the garage, he saw the black GMC Suburban that Levitt and Kafni had left the Barton Center in. Suddenly his fears were realized as his eyes rested on a small pool of blood near the base of the Suburban's front door. It was obvious to him now what had happened. Whoever had been driving the red SUV had followed Kafni's vehicle through the gates before the guard could close them and had ambushed Levitt and Kafni as they'd exited the vehicle. Clearing the rest of the garage, Declan rushed over to the driver's side of Kafni's vehicle and looked inside. Small spots of blood flecked the inside of the driver's compartment but it was clear from the small amounts that the gunshot had not been an exit wound. From the location of the blood, it appeared to have been Levitt who'd been shot, but where were he and Kafni now? Declan looked over the smooth concrete floor leading out of the garage. Amid the dirt and dark oil stains that littered the floor were a few more drops of crimson blood leading around the vehicle and to the left, out of the garage. Aiming his gun in front of him, he followed the trail outside.
"Hey!" a voice shouted from outside as he momentarily cleared the garage; he ducked back inside. Two suppressed gunshots erupted, one tearing into the hood of the dark red SUV and the other glancing off the garage's brick exterior. Declan pressed his back against the inside wall and listened, his pistol at the ready.
"What did you see?" an obviously foreign voice asked.
"There's someone in the garage with a gun. A guy in a blue shirt," another voice answered, this one rough and gravelly.
Declan thought he detected the presence of Slavic accents. He listened as the sound of shoes against the pavement indicated the men were moving, trying to get a view of him. Hidden in a corner between the garage door and the outer wall he waited, knowing the men would have to cross into his line of fire to see him. Having caught only the quickest glimpse of them before he'd ducked away he was pretty sure there were only two of them, but he couldn't be certain. The men began speaking quickly in hushed whispers using a foreign language, then suddenly one of them bolted forward, firing into the garage. The back window of Kafni's SUV shattered and Declan rounded out of his hiding spot to return fire. Squeezing the trigger three times in rapid succession the report of the weapon echoed loudly in the hollow building.
The running gunman dove for cover behind the passenger side of the dark red SUV and Declan's rounds passed over him. Suddenly, Declan caught sight of someone approaching from the edge of the garage. He moved left a millisecond too late and the broad end of a shovel slammed down on his extended arms and again in quick succession to the right side of his face as the first strike drove him downwards.
Falling backwards from the second upward impact of the shovel, Declan held tight to his gun as his back slammed hard against the concrete, knocking the wind out of him. His attacker stepped fully into the garage and raised the shovel to deliver another blow. Declan rolled onto his left side as the tool banged against the concrete where his head had been seconds before. Rolling back to his right he raised his gun as the attacker brought the shovel over his head for another blow. Gunshots echoed through the building as three holes appeared in the man's chest and he flew backwards from the close range impact.
Taking a shallow breath, relief was brief as Declan heard the sound of suppressed gunshots. Pushing his feet furiously against the smooth concrete floor and scrambling towards the outer wall of the garage, he raised himself into a sitting position and returned fire towards the red SUV, his first shot impacting the vehicle's windshield. Following the gunman as he skipped sideways towards the front of the vehicle, Declan squeezed the trigger methodically, intent on hitting his target. The man shouted in pain as a bullet tore into his shoulder, followed by another that caught him in the side of the head. The man fell down and Declan stopped firing, breathing heavily as the sound of shell casings hitting the floor abated and the tang of cordite filled the air. The peaceful sound of crickets chirping in the trees lining the driveway returned outside the garage before being interrupted again by a gunshot, this one a distant echo somewhere to the north of the garage.
Standing upright, Declan steadied himself against the side of the black SUV, becoming aware of the injury to his head for the first time as the room spun around him. He lifted a hand and touched a spot above his right eye that was throbbing with pain. Pulling his hand back he noticed blood dotting his fingertips. Turning his hand over, he saw a laceration caused by the shovel striking him. Wiping the warm fluid on his shirt, he pushed himself off the vehicle and moved towards the garage door, stepping over the body of the dead thug.
Outside, he aimed his pistol to the left in the direction the two men had come from. In the distance he could see another building, this one longer than the garage and with a tin roof. The driveway leading to the garage extended past it and turned to gravel about fifteen yards from where Declan stood. Stepping in front of the dark red SUV he peered over the edge of the vehicle to see the gunman he'd shot moments before lying on the pavement. He moved towards him and kicked away the suppressed pistol before nudging the man hard with his foot. The man slumped onto his back and stared eerily upwards, the side of his face covered in blood that had pooled underneath him from the wound above his left ear. Along with an unkempt beard, a black crochet taqiyah on the man's head identified him as a follower of Islam, though he didn't appear to be Middle Eastern. He had a slightly pallid complexion and black hair, his skin rough like he'd spent a lot of time in harsh outdoor conditions. Declan turned away towards the north knowing the man was deceased.
Another distant gunshot echoed from the tin-roofed building in the distance and Declan rushed forward, suddenly remembering why he was there. His steps were unsteady and his vision blurred as he made his way forward. Stopping at the base of a tree, he leaned against it for support, realizing the seriousness of the injury to his head. Doing his best to shake it off, he continued forward towards the building fifty yards ahead of him.
Unlike the house and the garage, the building was made of wood that had been blackened by age. Several sets of barn doors lined the outside of it and steel icebreakers jutted out of the tin roof to break up any falling snow as it descended during the winter months. Declan ducked back behind the tree trunk and lowered himself to the ground in a prone position as two black clad men carrying submachine guns appeared around the side of the building and ran up the driveway towards the garage. He watched from the wet ground as the men passed within twenty yards of him. When they arrived at the garage, they slowed to a stop, speaking to each other in a foreign language.
Staying low to the ground and keeping an eye on the two men at his six o'clock, Declan continued forward. Arriving at the building he rested against the aged wood before continuing around the perimeter in search of an open entrance. How many men were there? The vehicle they had arrived in could easily seat six, but could hold as many as eight or nine if they'd used the rear cargo area in addition to the regular seating. Slowly rounding the northwest corner of the building and being sure to stay out of the line of sight of the two men near the garage, he saw another dark red SUV parked next to the building, its passenger doors open. On discovery of the second vehicle he knew he was facing impossible odds. In his injured condition and having expended nine of the sixteen bullets in his magazine, there was no way he could hope to take on what could be as many as twenty men.
The sound of a vehicle starting up and a pair of headlights illuminating the driveway next to the building preceded the appearance of the SUV that had been parked in front of the garage. Arriving around the opposite corner of the building from where Declan was standing, the vehicle came to a stop in front of its twin. The passenger door opened and one of the men who'd run up the driveway got out and entered an open door across from the parked SUV.
"Someone's here," he said in accented English to whoever was inside. "Tariq and Nadir are dead!"
"Get out there and keep a lookout!" a harsh voice bellowed. This time Declan was sure the accent was Slavic and belonged to someone from the old Soviet bloc of countries. "It looks like our fun here has come to an end, little brother, but before you die, I want you to know that I'm going to cut off your head and mail it to your family!" the voice continued. Declan was sure he heard the voice of Abaddon Kafni next, but couldn't make out what was being said. He closed his eyes as two gunshots rang out from within the building. Moments later, as the ringing of the gunshots faded, several celebratory whoops filled the air.
"Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar!" several men repeated over and over again.
Declan moved away from the building towards a clump of trees twenty yards away. He watched from cover as ten heavily armed men exited, aiming their submachine guns and pistols in all directions as an eleventh man moved abruptly out of the building and straight to the parked SUV. In his left hand, Declan could see a white sack with a dark red stain forming at its base. He felt the breath leave his body as a surge of anger erupted within him. Falling back against the trunk of a tree, he slid to a sitting position as the scarlet glare of the SUV's brake lights sliced the darkness. Doors slammed as the men entered the vehicles and a cloud of dust was pushed into the air as they moved out in succession, the tires sliding on the loose gravel as they accelerated around the side of the building and up the driveway towards the house. As the SUVs rounded the knoll next to the teardrop shaped yard and disappeared over the hill, Declan closed his eyes, breathing heavily as darkness took him.
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
7:38 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Graemont Lane
Charlottesville, Virginia
 
Senator David Kemiss swallowed the last few sips of the cocktail he'd been drinking and looked at the LED on his cell phone as he pulled it out of his pocket, vibrating. His eyes moved from the LED to the disapproving glare of his wife. Mary Ellen Kemiss was seated on the opposite end of their sofa, the one cushion between them like a thousand snow-covered miles. Bitch, he thought as he stood.
"I'll just be a moment," he said.
She rolled her eyes in disgust. Their two children, sitting on the floor of the darkened den, stared on at the glowing television screen and didn't look up or even acknowledge that a real person had spoken. Their faces stayed blank, emotionlessly enthralled in the latest adventure film to grace the store shelves and vending devices.
Tonight was supposed to be their family time, an event the Kemiss family carved out of the busy week to spend together and keep up appearances to their children and any other interested parties. For the last few years family night had meant movie night. If there wasn't a fundraiser, parade or dinner they needed to be seen at, a movie was the only activity where the kids wouldn't notice that mom and dad didn't speak to each other. Two biological children were the only things they had in common and each of them had been seeing other people romantically for years, their marriage a theater production for the eyes of the electorate and the upper crust community they socialized with.
Having exited the dim living room, David Kemiss climbed the open central staircase of the Georgian mansion. When he arrived at his third floor study, he closed the door behind him and flipped open the phone.
"What is it?" he asked, as he sat back in the dark red chair behind his walnut desk. The aged leather protested loudly as he settled his tall frame and made himself comfortable.
"It's me. I'm afraid there's some bad news."
Kemiss took a deep breath. The voice belonged to a longtime friend, Seth Castellano, the man he'd been seeing romantically for nearly five years. They'd been working together for nearly a decade, beginning with Castellano's stint in the Russell Senate Office Building as an intern just out of college, and now Castellano was the ambitious Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the Richmond Virginia Field Office's Counterterrorism Division of the FBI.
"Go on," Kemiss said, feeling the muscles in his face tense.
"Well, as you're probably beginning to see on television if you're watching, everything went off as planned, but we didn't make the goal."
Kemiss closed his eyes and exhaled a long breath. He knew that Castellano was being intentionally vague and careful to avoid using any words that might trigger the vast security measures in place to monitor phone conversations by potential terrorists. On the prepaid wireless devices they were using, words like bomb; target or operation could trigger an electronic monitoring system and create a file that could eventually be traced. Even though the phones were paid for in cash and the farthest any trace could go was the cell tower the call had originated from, it was still closer than he wanted anyone to get. The everything Castellano was referring to was the car bomb that had gone off an hour earlier outside of a building at Liberty University, an hour south of Kemiss' residence. The goal had been to kill Dr. Abaddon Kafni. Apparently it had failed.
"And what about our friend," Kemiss asked. "What's the status of his plan?"
"Done," Castellano said. "Two are gone, including the goal but—"
"You've got the scene closed down? No one's getting in and out of there, right?"
"Relax, David. Both scenes are closed up tight. My department is in complete control of the scene and they report only to me. The investigation is in the right hands."
"So what's the but about then?"
"There was an emergency call to the residence and someone has been rushed to the hospital with serious injuries."
Kemiss clenched his teeth. "Someone saw it?" he asked as he exhaled, his lungs tightening along with his grip on the cell phone.
"We don't know that yet," Castellano cautioned. "Whoever he is, he's been rushed to the hospital unconscious. We don't know if he's seen anything or not."
"We can't afford to wait and find out."
"I know. I'll handle it. I'll call you back in a while."
Kemiss closed the cell phone and tossed it across the desk, knocking over a pencil jar. Leaning back in the chair again he wiped the sweat from his face with the back of his sleeve. Guilt settled in the pit of his stomach and acid leapt at the back of his tongue as he sat there thinking. He knew that the people he should be thinking about were the victims who had most likely lost their lives at Liberty University. How many would there be, a dozen, several dozen? He didn't care. He didn't want to think about them. It was all the means to an end. The people he was thinking about were himself and Seth Castellano. The lives they had each built were in jeopardy. If things went wrong, they were both finished.
Standing, he walked over to the long table in front of the bay window that looked out over the Blue Ridge Mountains west of his home. The table was made of the same walnut as the desk. The same walnut as the end tables that sat on either side of the dark red leather sofa, against the wall opposite his desk, and the same walnut as the two floor to ceiling bookshelves that held dozens of thick law books; state, federal and international. They all matched, meticulously handcrafted by American carpenters from North Carolina and, like most of the items in his home, expensive.
On the table was a crystalline tray holding several glass bottles. He opened one with a clink and poured a double shot of bourbon. How had his life and career come to this? David Kemiss, graduate of Harvard, renowned international attorney and the thrice re-elected senior Senator of Virginia was hanging on to the life he'd built by a thread; by something thinner than a thread, by a hair.
He knew how he'd arrived at this dismal place, he wasn't oblivious. The questions in his head were rhetorical. His political career had been in a tailspin since his party had lost the presidential election in 2004, with his name on the bottom of the ticket. Although his party had made a comeback in 2006 and had taken a majority in both the House and the Senate, and had taken the Presidency in 2008, he hadn't been up for re-election until 2010, by which time the so-called Tea Party had risen and the policies he and his colleagues had helped to enact had become extremely toxic.
In the 2010 mid-term election he had narrowly held onto his seat only because of the sharp divide on the conservative side of the ticket which had seen two candidates, one an establishment-backed Republican whose lack of conservative credentials had been sharply criticized and had led to a Tea Party backed candidate who had served to split the Republican vote and hand the election to the Democrats, to him. The circumstances by which he had won had signaled to the national leadership of his party that he was becoming a liability instead of an asset and in Washington D.C. liabilities didn't last very long.
He looked out of the bay window, his eyes stopping on his reflection in the tempered glass. His hair was as gray as his soul felt and his morals had receded along with his hairline: politics was a rough business. He adjusted the wire-rimmed glasses on his nose and looked away towards the skylight in the den below. He couldn't see his children through the frosted glass, but the flicker of the television told him they were still there and likely unaware that he'd even left. He thought briefly about the other families that had been affected by the actions he'd helped set in motion. He didn't know Abaddon Kafni very well, but he was sure the fifty-something Jew had children and that they'd be finding out soon, if they hadn't already, that their father wouldn't be coming home. His thoughts turned to the families that were yet to be affected, but surely would be by the time this was over. There was a term for them: collateral damage. He raised the glass to his lips and drank down the bourbon, willing the sordid thoughts away as the drink burned all the way down into his stomach.
The study door opening gently behind him caused him to stiffen and look suddenly to the room's entrance. A tiny voice surprised him.
"Daddy, why did you leave?" It was his six-year-old son, the youngest of the two.
Luke Kemiss stood in the doorway, his fragile figure illuminated by the dim light in the hallway. The senator turned with a warm smile and sank to one knee, holding his arms open towards his son. The boy accepted the invitation and the two embraced.
"Daddy had to take an important phone call, but it's done now." He brushed the boy's dark hair back off his forehead and marveled for a moment. It was as though he was looking at a photograph of himself, forty years in the past. He smiled again and stood. "Go on back downstairs, you're gonna miss the end. I'll be right behind you."
The boy turned and walked out of the study looking over his shoulder as he neared the door.
"I'll be right there," Kemiss mouthed silently, waving him out. He listened as the boy's bare feet thumped down the stairs before he turned back to the window. The light from the hallway had caused his reflection to disappear, but it didn't matter. These days he barely recognized himself anyway. He poured more bourbon and drank it down, returned the glass to the tray and walked out of the room.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
8:06p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Virginia Baptist Hospital
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
Seth Castellano pulled his dark blue Crown Vic under the covered entrance of the smaller of the Lynchburg area's two major medical facilities. Stepping out of the vehicle onto the concrete walkway that led to the main entrance of the multi-storied brick facility, he flashed his badge to the valet who was about to tell him not to park there. The man backed off and Castellano continued walking without a word, shrugging his tan trench coat higher on his shoulders and adjusting the collar as he walked towards a grouping of ambulances closer to the windowed entrance.
"Any of you boys bring in a man from the Cottonwood Road area about twenty minutes ago?" he asked a group of EMTs standing near their buses. His voice rang with a southern tenor and carried briefly on the mist that hung in the humid air, his accent a mixture of Louisiana creole, where he was born, and metro Washingtonian, where he'd lived and worked for over a decade.
The group of EMTs stopped talking amongst each other and regarded him for a moment, looking over his slicked brown hair and slightly rounded features before answering. "We did," a blue uniformed man with blonde hair said, motioning with his cigarette towards another uniformed man next to him.
"And what were his injuries exactly?" Castellano asked.
The EMT started to speak but thought better of it, looking at Castellano instead with a question on his face as if he wanted to say what's it to you?
Castellano withdrew the black badge wallet from inside his coat again and flipped it open. "FBI," he said. "What exactly were his injuries?"
"Lacerations to the back of the left hand and to his head above the right eye, he wasn't conscious until about the last two minutes of the ride and then he said something about his wife. We wheeled him to the Outpatient Center. They've turned it into an emergency room to handle the overflow from general."
"And what did he look like?"
"Blondish hair, a beard, kind of slim, he was wearing a blue-button down shirt and tan Dockers. He only spoke briefly but he had some kind of an accent, English maybe."
Castellano closed his badge and returned it to the inner breast pocket of his coat as he walked through the automated glass doors into the spacious, gray carpeted lobby.
"Can I help you find something?" asked a lady behind a courtesy desk just inside the door.
"Outpatient center," Castellano answered.
"Down this hallway to your left and then take a right. Go all the way to the end."
Castellano was on the move before she finished talking. As he made his way down the light blue painted hallway he considered his options. In a modern hospital where patient and medical provider privacy were as critical as the care being given, he knew there would be video cameras and other security measures. While he intended to make sure the man who had apparently been present at the scene of Abaddon Kafni's death never left the hospital alive, this wasn't a movie. He couldn't just walk into a darkened room and snuff the guy with a silenced pistol; he would have to be far more careful.
As he arrived at another automatic door with white vinyl letters identifying the ward beyond as the outpatient center, his thoughts of a stealthy entrance and exit faded. The door hissed open and he was greeted by the sight of a long white hallway filled with ambulance gurneys. Doctors and nurses rushed about wearing uneasy expressions, and patients writhed painfully in their beds, some comforted by family members and others alone, their faces terrified. He'd known the small facility had been turned into a makeshift emergency room to handle the overflow from the larger and more prepared Lynchburg General Hospital, but he hadn't expected to see so closely the destruction caused by the bomb he'd known was going to go off.
He swallowed hard and entered the ward. To his right and left lay people dressed in suits and ties, looking up and down the hallway for the people who were responsible for treating them. "Doctor, doctor!" a man called, reaching out and grabbing the edge of Castellano's coat as he walked by. "I'm in pain. You gotta give me something for this pain!"
Castellano looked the man quickly up and down. From the hastily applied bandages it was obvious that his leg had been injured, and his clothes were covered in dust and ashes, a clear sign that he had been inside the building when the blast had occurred. "I'm sorry," Castellano said, jerking his coat away from the man. "I'm not a doctor."
He moved on through the ward towards the end of the hallway, where the rear entrance to the hospital was marked by a set of automatic glass doors. Directly in front of the entrance stood a nurses' station teaming with men and women in scrubs.
"Are you looking for someone, sir?" asked a loud female voice.
Castellano looked at a blonde haired woman with a no bull expression who sat behind the desk in pink scrubs . "I'm looking for a man who was brought in here from the Cottonwood Road area with lacerations to the head and hands."
"You're going to have to be a lot more specific than that. We've admitted over fifty people in the last hour and lacerations are the flavor of the day."
Her lack of bedside manner didn't surprise him. He'd been in and out of hospitals for the last twenty years during the course of his work, first as a police investigator in New Orleans and then as a field agent in the FBI before obtaining his current position. Doctors and nurses had some of the highest burn out ratios in the country and what normal people considered an emergency barely caused them to break a sweat.
Removing his badge from inside his coat and flipping it open for what seemed like the hundredth time that night, he said, "This man had a laceration above his right eye and on the back of his right hand. He was slim with blonde hair and a beard. He might've been speaking with an accent. I'll need you to check your intake forms and give me a list of the possibilities. It's very important that I speak with him."
The lady flipped through a stack of papers, but before she could answer a harried male voice from behind Castellano spoke. ""I'm afraid you're going to have to come back later, officer. We have an emergency situation here."
Castellano turned around and looked at a gray haired man in a white lab coat who moved from the edge of a gurney to the countertop at the nurses' station.
"I'm Doctor Garvinton. I'm the lead physician on the floor," the man continued. "Right now, I've got three patients to a room and another twenty in the hallway. Your interviews are going to have to wait until later."
Garvinton grabbed a stack of medical charts and began thumbing through them.
"My interviews can't wait until later, Doctor," Castellano said, his voice dripping with contempt. "In case you haven't noticed, we've all got an emergency situation. The man I'm looking for may very well be a witness to the murder of the man we believe was the target of the university bombing. If he's here, I need to speak with him right away and hopefully we can keep whoever did this from striking again."
"If he's a witness to the murder of the target then the target is already dead. No need to strike again if they were successful the first time."
Garvinton moved around Castellano and began to walk away.
"Look," Castellano said, grabbing the doctor by the shoulder and holding up his badge again. "I'm Assistant Special Agent in Charge Seth Castellano of the FBI's Richmond Counterterrorism Division and this is a matter of national security."
Garvinton looked over the edge of his wire-rimmed glasses for a moment before speaking. "The description you just gave sounds like a man we took to room six about ten minutes ago. One of my physician's assistants is with him now stitching his injuries closed, but you're going to have a lot of trouble talking to him since he's been coming in and out of consciousness. He suffered a pretty hard hit and has a concussion. I won't know the extent of his injuries until I get an x-ray tech in here to photograph him, but I can tell you he'll be held for observation at least until morning and that depends on what the x-rays show. The best I can do for you tonight is to point you towards our waiting room, where his wife is."
Castellano followed the doctor's finger with his eyes as he pointed to an open doorway to the right of the ward's entrance.
Garvinton continued. "I've just finished speaking with her. Her name is Constance McIver and the man you're asking about is Declan McIver. He's the only person here fitting the description you gave and the few words he's been able to say were accented...Irish, if I had to guess."
"Thank you, Doctor."
Garvinton nodded and quickly walked away.
Castellano took a deep breath realizing that there could be more than one witness. Why hadn't the first responders on the scene mentioned a woman? Had she been on the scene or had she arrived at the hospital upon news of her husband's injury? He walked toward the open doorway and leaned in to take a look. A slender woman with auburn colored hair sat alone on a green vinyl bench in the eight-by-ten room, a tissue in her hand.
"Mrs. McIver?" he asked gently.
She straightened herself up and sniffed away a few tears as he entered. "Yes?" she said looking up with a question on her face.
"I'm ASAC Seth Castellano with the Federal Bureau of Investigation."
He stepped fully into the room and opened his badge. She looked at it briefly and then back at him, meeting his stare with sea green eyes.
"I'm leading the investigation into the death of Abaddon Kafni—" before he could finish speaking he could tell by the look on her face that she hadn't known Kafni was dead.
"I'm sorry," he said interrupting himself. "You didn't know?"
She shook her head as she dabbed at the edges of her eyes with the shredded tissue. He waited a few moments for her to collect herself and then continued. "It was my understanding that your husband, Declan, is it?"
Constance nodded.
"It was my understanding that he was at the scene. Is that correct?"
She nodded again and said, "Yes."
"And were you with him?"
She shook her head. "Only as far as the front gate. We left the university together and when we got to the residence we found the guard at the gate dead. He sent me to call for help because we couldn't get a signal on our cell phones."
Castellano nodded. Just as they had planned, a signal jammer had been used to black out cell service for several hundred yards around the property to prevent anyone from calling for help. What they hadn't planned for was someone arriving at the property after Kafni and being able to leave to summon help. "So you weren't there when he was injured?"
She shook her head and dabbed her eyes again with the tissue.
"Why did the two of you leave the university and go to the Briton-Adams property?"
"My husband was a friend of Dr. Kafni's. He worked security for him for a while. Declan helped get Dr. Kafni out of the building when—when it happened."
There it was. The connection he'd been afraid of. An injured gardener or some kind of other domestic help that just happened to be on the property wouldn't be so bad. Maybe they'd just been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but a trained bodyguard? It was all but certain in his mind that Declan McIver had been directly involved in the scene at the mansion. But if that was the case then why had Ruslan Baktayev and his men left him alive? What did he know? Could he identify the men who'd killed Kafni? Castellano drew in another breath as the questions and potential answers ran through his mind.
He'd been afraid that just such a mistake would happen and had tried to make sure Kafni was dead long before he ever reached the property. While Baktayev wouldn't have been happy about being unable to kill Kafni personally, as he had planned, he couldn't argue with the fact that he had been killed by a bomb originally intended only to evacuate the premises. Castellano wasn't in the business of making terrorists happy. He was in the business of making sure both he and David Kemiss were successful. Unknown to Baktayev, with the help of four hired guns, they had increased the size of the bomb in hopes of killing Kafni and had even placed the four men at the scene to ensure everything went as planned. Now, thanks to the apparent intervention of a former bodyguard nobody had known about, Baktayev's plan had gone forward and everything he and Kemiss had feared was now a fact of life.
"You said he used to work security for Kafni, but he doesn't currently?"
"No," Constance answered. "He worked for Dr. Kafni in the late nineties and for a short while after September 11th. It was before we met so I really don't know much about it. Tonight was the first time I'd met Dr. Kafni. We were supposed to meet him for dinner after the event had concluded. It's been several years since he and Declan have seen each other."
Castellano nodded. "I see."
"Agent Castellano, what happened?" Constance asked, becoming visibly upset.
He didn't know what was going through her mind exactly, but after two decades of experience interviewing witnesses to various types of crime, he had a pretty good idea. Confusion mixed with moments of clarity was common.
"Well," he said, "I don't know yet. That's what I'm trying to put together. We're only in the very early stages of our investigation."
"Declan said there was a bomb in one of the security vehicles," she said, as she sucked in a loud breath and did her best to wipe away the tears falling from her eyes.
"It was in one of the security vehicles?" Castellano asked, trying to sound surprised.
"Yes. He said he saw the vehicle burning as we ran towards our car. He said it was one of the cars that belonged to the security guards."
Castellano grimaced as each word from Constance McIver confirmed to him that her husband was indeed a threat. But how should he handle it? He crossed his arms and felt the grip of his service weapon underneath his coat. With so many witnesses around, it would be impossible for him to act.
"Mrs. McIver," a female voice said from the doorway.
Castellano turned to see a young woman in a white doctor's coat standing just inside the door.
"Yes?" Constance answered, as she stood from the bench she'd been sitting on.
"I'm Lisa Baker. I'm a physician's assistant. I've just finished with your husband and we're moving him up to an observation room in the hospital. You can see him now."
"Can I talk to him?" Castellano asked abruptly.
"No, sir," the P.A. said. "You'll have to wait."
"It's important that I speak with him if he's conscious—"
"I'm sorry, sir. It's Doctor Garvinton's orders. Mr. McIver isn't to be interviewed until his condition has been properly diagnosed."
Constance started to walk out of the room. Castellano stopped her.
"I really need to speak with your husband as soon as possible. This is my card; my cell phone is on it. I'd like you to call me as soon as he's able to speak with me."
Constance nodded. "I will."
Castellano watched as she slipped the card into the pocket of her coat and walked out of the room. Following her briefly, he stopped at the edge of the doorway and looked after her as she walked to the side of a gurney that was being wheeled into the hallway from one of the rooms. As an orderly pushed the cart towards the nursing station Castellano caught his first glimpse of the man he'd been looking for. Declan McIver was just as the EMT had described him and unlike the doctors had said, he seemed perfectly alert as he gripped his wife's hand and looked about the room.
Stepping through the automatic door that led to a covered entrance at the rear of the hospital, Castellano removed his cell phone from the pocket of his coat. The light rain that had been falling most of the evening had turned to a heavy downpour, the rain drumming against the roofs of the cars parked in the lot beside the outpatient center. He pressed his ear closer into the phone as he listened to it ringing.
"It's me," he said as David Kemiss answered. "We've definitely got a problem."
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
10:02 a.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
Virginia Baptist Hospital
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
"Mr. McIver," a doctor said, looking over charts on a clipboard as he walked into the hospital room, "I would say that you're one of the luckiest people I've seen come through here in a long time, but last night would prove me wrong. Thankfully, there were a lot of lucky people in here."
Declan sat up slowly in the hospital bed. After narrowly escaping death at the hands of a group of Islamic assassins, he'd been resting in an observation room since being moved from the makeshift Emergency Room downstairs.
Inside, the Virginia Baptist Hospital looked like any other hospital; white walls, white floors, white drop ceiling, machines buzzing and popping, and overworked nurses and doctors rushing about. Inside his room was dark, lit only in brief flickers and flashes from the television screen that hung angled from the ceiling opposite his bed. A few pieces of particle board furniture occupied the private room and a bathroom barely big enough to turn around in sat off to the side. Not being accustomed to just sitting around, the feeling of going stir crazy was worse than either the pain in his hand or the pain in his head. He closed his eyes and reopened them, gradually allowing his eyesight to adjust as the doctor turned on the lights.
"I guess it's true what they say about the luck of the Irish," the doctor continued, with an arid smile. "You are Irish, right?"
"Aye," Declan said. In fact, he actually thought of himself as an American, having been in the United States for fifteen years, but he was constantly reminded of his heritage whenever he opened his mouth.
"I'd really rather that you not be watching television," the doctor continued. "It's important that you rest for the next several days. It's not uncommon for people who suffer head trauma to have spurts of vomiting and in some rare cases loss of consciousness. You really are quite lucky. If you'd suffered even a shade more trauma than you did, we'd be talking about an entirely different injury. But as it is, the stitches in your hand should be out in a week and you should be back to normal within a week or two at the most. None of the x-rays we've taken in the last twelve hours indicate any continued swelling. Save for that bit of broken skin above your eye, there's no sign you were even hit. I'm going to recommend the doctor on shift this afternoon release you. We should have you out of here in time for dinner, but I still want you to take it easy. Beware of operating any vehicles or equipment."
Declan nodded his agreement, trying to keep his elation at finally being released to a minimum.
"You have a visitor," the doctor said tucking the clipboard under his arm. "I'll show him in."
"Be brief," Declan overheard the doctor saying to someone in the hallway. "He's already spoken to two of your men this morning against my recommendations. As quickly as his injuries seem to have healed, he needs rest, not to be constantly reminded of everything he's witnessed."
Closing the door behind him, a tall, brown haired man in a perfectly pressed three piece suit entered; he was carrying a thick manila folder. His hair was heavy with product and brushed to one side; a soapy fragrance followed him as he strode to the single chair in the room and took a seat, pulling one leg up to rest across his knee.
"Mr. McIver, I'm ASAC Seth Castellano," he said opening the folder. "I'm glad we're finally getting a chance to talk."
An air of youthful superiority emanated from the agent and bells rang out in Declan's subconscious. Unsure of whether it was his bureaucrat BS detector or something else, Declan nodded but remained silent.
"I understand from the staff here that you spoke with the local police earlier, is that correct?"
Declan nodded. "Aye, that's right."
"Let's get one thing straight right off the bat, Mr. McIver; the local police have no jurisdiction over this investigation, none, zero. This is a federal matter and as such it falls to me. It's my case, and you don't talk to anyone about it but me. Clear?"
"Hardly a time for politics and inter-department quarrels, is it?"
"The local police aren't inter-department. They're not inter-anything. Sheriff Andy and Deputy Fife will screw this case up six ways to Sunday and have their men out looking for turban-wearing camel jockeys at the local mosque."
"They were Chechens and Turks. Maybe an Armenian or two, but they weren't Middle Eastern."
"Chechens, Turks and Armenians, that's your story?"
Declan nodded slowly, taken back by the agent's wording. What exactly did Castellano mean by the term “story”? Was he implying that he didn't believe what Declan had told the police?
"I talked to the locals myself," the agent began, with an air of incredulity. "You're saying you witnessed a terrorist cut off Mr. Kafni's head and then hold it up in triumph, is that correct?" Castellano closed his fist and waved it through the air as if he was holding a severed head by its hair.
"That's not what I told them. I heard the leader of the group say he was going to do that." Declan stopped for a moment and took a deep breath. "I heard him say he was going to decapitate Kafni and mail his head to his family. Then I saw the group leave and one of them, the leader, was carrying a white sack with blood pooling in the bottom. Are you watching his family? You can't let anyone deliver anything to them!"
"Well, then, you see my point about the locals," Castellano said, ignoring the plea. "They'd have everyone believing in and searching for the Legend of Sleepy Hollow complete with a flaming pumpkin and a broadsword."
Declan gripped the railing of his bed tightly, his knuckles whitening. Castellano was baiting him for some reason and he didn't appreciate it.
"So who were these men? You told the locals they were Muslims. Then you told me they were Chechens, Turks and Armenians. How do you know the one carrying the sack was the leader? How many were there? What did they look like? What were their names? How did they get there? What were they driving?"
Declan knew that Castellano was trying to confuse him into making a mistake with the rapid fire questioning, but it wasn't going to work. Despite being injured, he was sure of what he'd seen and of the descriptions of the men involved. "I don't know who they were and I don't know their names. It's your job to find that out and catch them. They were driving two dark red GM Suburban model SUVs and there were thirteen of them. I shot two of them and eleven escaped. In the dark it looked like most of them had dark hair and light complexions, but I only got close to the two that tried to kill me. I know the man carrying the sack was the leader because the others were protecting him as they escaped. He had little or no hair and looked like he could have been sick because his skin was pallid and he was thin for his height. Chechens, Turks and a small percentage of Armenians are Muslims, look it up."
Castellano took a breath and seemed to be fighting back a smile. Was he enjoying this? Declan looked down at the white bedding that was covering his legs and fought back a surge of anger.
"I did look it up," Castellano said, "along with some other things. There are no bodies to back up your assertion that you killed two of these men."
Declan looked up remembering the two men who had run towards the garage to investigate the gunshots and had returned in one of the SUVs. Had they taken the bodies with them? That was the only explanation.
"They must've taken them."
"I see," said Castellano as he looked down at the paperwork in the folder on his lap. "And this leader, the bald sickly man, you told the locals he spoke with a Slavic accent and that you believe he could be a man named Ruslan Baktayev. Is that correct?"
"Aye, that's right."
"But you don't know for sure?"
"I've never seen him, but Kafni told me he'd escaped from a Russian prison and that he had a personal vendetta. It seems like a reasonable conclusion based on the accent, but no, I'm not sure it was him."
Castellano nodded. "Well, let me tell you the problem I have with that and see if maybe you can help me. Abaddon Kafni passed off his suspicions about this Ruslan Baktayev to people in our State Department and they've been in contact with the Russian government in Moscow recently, and they told us this Baktayev is dead. He has been for weeks now."
Declan shrugged. He knew that Kafni had told him the Russians were lying and that there had been someone inside the prison sympathetic to Mossad, but Kafni's first career as a spy was not public knowledge. "Then it wasn't him," Declan said, unwilling to discuss Kafni's connections with Mossad.
Castellano looked up from the folder and stared in Declan's direction. Meeting his gaze, bells again sounded in Declan's subconscious. What exactly was this agent's angle? Why had he been combative from the beginning? Was he not interested in finding the men responsible for the bombing of an American university and the assassination of a man who had tirelessly defended both his adopted home in America and his native land?
"And what about you, Mr. McIver, how exactly do you know Abaddon Kafni and his entourage?" Castellano asked, suddenly changing the subject.
"I worked for him for six years."
"Right," Castellano said closing the folder. "Let's cut the crap. I don't believe this story you've given me that an escaped Chechen terrorist with ties to the Mujahideen somehow made it into the United States and took out a man as well protected as Abaddon Kafni. Islamic radicals have been trying for nearly two decades to kill Kafni and so far every one of their mediocre attempts has been foiled by his security."
"I know. I was his security and was personally involved in stopping three of those attacks."
"Which leads me to more questions," Castellano said smugly. "Your immigration file indicates that you arrived in the U.S. from Galway, Ireland, in 1995 and that your occupation there was fisherman, a role you briefly continued in once you arrived here in the U.S. Would you mind telling me how an Irish rodman came to be employed as muscle by a Jewish firebrand?"
Declan had expected this line of questioning to come up at some point, but the confrontational position adopted by Castellano surprised him. He'd been interviewed by federal agents before when he'd been involved in stopping the assassination attempts Castellano had referenced and each time the agents had readily accepted his statements. The fishing industry was rough. Men were employed for long periods of time aboard vessels with less than desirable facilities and forced to endure some of the most vicious weather cycles on the planet. To most it hadn't taken a big stretch of the imagination to believe that someone with that background could end up as a bodyguard, but Castellano didn't seem to be buying it. And, of course, Declan knew he was right not to, the background story was a fabrication. While he'd certainly spent some time fishing as a boy and time aboard fishing trawlers in the waters around Ireland, the trawlers hadn't been bringing in hauls of tuna or lobster, but munitions and armaments intended for use in the IRA's war for independence.
"I met Kafni in Boston in ninety-seven," Declan said. "Some of the Islamic radicals you mentioned made one of their attempts at a restaurant in Beacon Hill. The leader of that group was a man named Deni Baktayev, Ruslan Baktayev's older brother."
Castellano looked up from the file and raised an eyebrow.
"And you rushed in like the boy wonder and saved the day," the agent said in a monotone and looked back at the file.
Declan nodded in confirmation though he knew the question had been rhetorical. It was the truth, or at least partly so. He'd left out the bit where he'd met Kafni a few years earlier in Belfast when he'd still been working for Mossad and that the assassination had been orchestrated in part by Declan's Boston-based employer, a surly maggot named Lorcan O'Rourke who ran a smuggling operation in the American northeast and who'd been paid handsomely by a Palestinian named Hashemi to arrange Kafni's demise.
"So one thing leads to another and you ended up as part of his detail?" Castellano said, looking up again.
"Aye, that's it."
"Let me speak plainly for you, Mr. McIver," Castellano said, standing up, "I—don't—believe—it."
Declan flashed him an amused look as if to say No kidding.
"The events at La Jetée in April 1997 are well documented and say that you took out eight Palestinian gunmen who were holding Kafni and his family in the restaurant. It goes on to say that none of Kafni's security was able to return fire because they'd been incapacitated and that you were armed only with a pistol," the agent said, placing his hands on the railing at the foot of Declan's bed. "Now, I'm no military man, but a little bit of experience makes me think that the odds of a fisherman taking out eight heavily armed terrorists are pretty damn lousy."
"I don't gamble," Declan mused, but again he knew the agent had him dead to rights. He'd taken out the gunmen as he moved systematically through the restaurant like the trained soldier he was. One had died in the alley watching the back door, two more in the kitchen, another on the second floor, three on the third floor, and the last one, Baktayev, on the roof.
Drawing himself up to his full height with a deep breath, Castellano said, "You're hiding something, Mr. McIver, and I'm going to find out what it is."
Before Declan could respond the door to the room opened. Constance entered, followed by Okan Osman and Altair Nazari, Abaddon Kafni's remaining bodyguards. Castellano buttoned his suit coat and straightened his tie as the twisted expression he'd been wearing melted away, leaving only a youthful charm.
"Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. McIver," he said in an entirely different voice. "I'll be in touch if I have any more questions."
"I'm sure you will be," Declan said, watching him as he strode from the room with his folder under his arm.
Sensing the tension in the room, Constance looked anxiously at her husband. "Is everything okay?"
Declan smiled and said, "Of course, love. It's grand."
As Castellano clicked the door closed, Declan knew it wouldn't be the last time he saw the agent and that he would probably like their next meeting even less then he'd liked the first. Whether it was bureaucratic ambition or something more sinister he couldn't be sure, but for some reason the FBI's lead investigator on the case of Abaddon Kafni's assassination and the bombing at Liberty University had pegged him as public enemy number one.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
"Did you make a new friend?" Okan Osman said, as he and Altair Nazari walked the rest of the way into the room after following Castellano out with a cold stare.
"Yeah, I think so," Declan answered.
"He's a real charmer, isn't he?" Nazari said, as he took the seat where Castellano had been sitting. "We had the pleasure of his company earlier this morning."
"Seems to think the world of me," Declan quipped dryly.
"What's going on?" Constance asked, her face still masked in concern. "What are you talking about? They don't think that you had something do with this whole thing, do they?"
She looked from her husband to Osman and Nazari and then back to Declan.
"It would seem that Agent Castellano certainly wants to believe that," Declan finally answered. While he and the two bodyguards were used to handling bureaucrats like Castellano and tended to do so with a bit of adolescent satisfaction he knew that his wife was a different matter. Raised in a conservative home by an authoritative father, she took people at their word and became visibly upset whenever someone became confrontational with her. She stood solemnly next to the hospital bed with her hands on the railing.
"Hey, it's grand," Declan said, smiling up at her from his reclined position in the bed and placing a hand over hers. "I'm being released this afternoon and we'll straighten this entire thing out. Would you do me a favor?"
"What?" she asked, without the concern leaving her face.
"I could really use a cup of coffee."
Osman and Nazari both agreed audibly and Constance said, "Fine."
It was obvious that she knew the three of them wanted to talk about what was going on and didn't want her to hear. Withdrawing her hands from under Declan's, she walked towards the door. He grimaced as he watched her leave.
As soon as she'd closed the door Declan said, "You have to stop anyone from delivering anything to—"
Osman raised his hands to signal Declan to stop. "We've already intercepted it, Declan. The FBI is supposedly questioning the guy who tried to deliver it but it doesn't look like he knows anything, just a paid delivery boy with no clue what he was carrying."
For the first time since they'd arrived Declan took a moment to take stock of the two men. Neither looked like they'd slept and Declan knew that looks, in this case, probably weren't deceiving. If it hadn't been for the heavy medication he'd received, he likely wouldn't have slept either. He'd witnessed violence before; at times in the past it seemed as though it would be a staple in his life. Having buried many friends over the years, he was no stranger to death. Growing up in Northern Ireland during the thirty year conflict known as the Troubles he'd seen many people die, some at the hands of the British Army, others killed by loyalist paramilitaries and still more in operations run by the Irish Republicans he'd once called friends. Each time the effect was the same, a realization in the pit of his stomach that a person he'd walked and talked with was gone and he would never see them again.
He could remember vividly the last times he'd spent with all of them, and the last minutes he'd spent with Abaddon Kafni haunted him. Had the leader of the group he'd seen at the Briton-Adams mansion really been Ruslan Baktayev? If so, then Kafni had been correct in assuming there was someone else besides Baktayev involved. While it was certainly possible for terrorists to enter the United States, the idea that someone with Baktayev's history could enter a mere two weeks after escaping from a Russian prison and still have time to plan an assault as audacious as the one that had just occurred, certainly supported the theory that a larger network of some sort was involved. And as Kafni had pointed out, whoever they were, they had to be well connected and very powerful, both politically and financially. That fact, coupled with Castellano's confrontational interview, weighed heavily.
"Where were you guys?" he asked. "What happened to you in the Barton Center?"
"Locked in a basement storage room," Osman said. "Led there by one of the security guards who said he'd found something suspicious. Once we were inside, he slammed the door and locked us in. It took the emergency crews hours to find us."
"It was one of the security cars parked outside that exploded," Declan said.
Osman and Nazari both nodded. "It was an inside job," Osman said.
"Aye, who was the security company?"
"We don't know. Their uniforms and vehicles didn't have a name or logo and the investigators are keeping everything very close to their chests. The local police have been completely shut out. The FBI is handling everything and our friend Castellano is in charge."
"It was the same company that was guarding the mansion. You guys didn't vet them?"
"Levi handled all of that. They must've checked out or else they wouldn't have been there."
Declan shook his head. "The FBI has to know it was the security company. They have to be following up on that."
"We assume they are, in addition to giving us a hard time," said Nazari.
"We brought you something," Osman said, handing Declan a manila folder before leaning against the room's waist high armoire.
Osman was tall for an Israeli, mostly owing to the fact that his family was of Arabian descent. With a shaved head, a tightly cropped goatee, a broad chest and an intensity in his eyes that radiated a preparedness found only in a professional soldier, he was an intimidating sight.
Declan took hold of the file and laid it in his lap.
Inside the file a photograph was paper-clipped to a dossier that was written in Hebrew. Although he couldn't read what was written, the picture said enough. A thin man with pale, coarse skin stretched over a bald head stared back with a look only a Russian could muster, coal black eyes staring directly into the camera as if intensely willing the lens to break. Beneath his nose, an untrimmed black beard masked the rest of his face, reaching down out of the photograph.
"That's him," Declan said, closing the file. "That's the guy at the mansion."
"You're sure?" Nazari asked.
Nazari was Osman's polar opposite. Always well-dressed and without so much as a strand of his curly black hair out of place, he looked more like he belonged in front of a television camera reading the nightly news than standing guard. The only evidence of the ordeal he'd been through were the dark circles underneath his eyes, betraying a lack of sleep. Declan knew his employment as Kafni's security wasn't because of his operational prowess, but his intuition and mechanical genius. If it floated, flew or could be driven, Nazari could operate it, fix it or destroy it in a matter of minutes.
"Yes. I'm sure. He didn't have the beard, but it's him."
"How could Baktayev have possibly gotten into the U.S. without Mossad picking up on it?" Osman said. "They've had agents investigating every known connection he has for two weeks and they've turned up nothing. We were beginning to think maybe the Russians weren't lying, maybe he really was dead and we needed to reevaluate our agreement with our man inside the prison."
"They can't be everywhere at once," Declan said. "If the CIA and NSA believed what Moscow said and they weren't keeping an eye out for him, then he could have easily slipped past Mossad."
"He's right," Nazari offered. "Even with the intelligence sharing between our two countries it would have taken a combined effort. Mossad could never track him over U.S. soil without help from the American intelligence community."
"Abe said he had to have had a pretty serious player in the terror world helping him in order to get out of that prison," Declan said. "If that's the case then it's possible that that same person helped him get into the U.S. But why? Has Mossad found any connections powerful enough to accomplish this?"
Osman shrugged. "The only person of any real wealth that we're aware of was Sa'adi Nouri, but he's dead and so is his network. But who knows? Al Qaeda or someone else could easily be involved."
Declan shook his head. "None of this makes any sense."
"There's more," Osman said. "We've been ordered to leave the country. Our visas were pulled before Abe's blood was even cold. As soon as the coroner's office releases his body, we're to be on the plane back to Tel Aviv."
"Why? By who?" Declan asked.
Osman shrugged.
"So what do we do?" Declan asked, somewhat rhetorically.
Osman leaned forward, clearly agitated by what he was about to say. "We keep our heads down. We've told them what we know and now it's up to them."
"What other choice do we have?" Nazari said. "In America we are not operators. We're security guards. Kafni gave everything he had on Baktayev to the Americans two weeks ago. It's up to them to act on it."
Declan grimaced and ceded the point. Nazari was right. There was nothing they could do.
"Look," Nazari said, standing. "The coroner is releasing Abe's body to us this afternoon. There's an Israeli C-130 already waiting at Lynchburg Airport to take him home and Mrs. Kafni and the children are being transported here. We're taking both him and Levi back to Jerusalem for burial. You should come with us. We will bury them properly in the land they fought so hard for and loved so much."
Declan paused at the thought of burying his friend. Kafni's death was still sinking in.
"No," he said shaking his head. "I've got to stay here. I'm going to try to get the police on the right track. I saw what I saw, whether Agent Castellano wants to believe it or not."
Both men nodded.
"We'll see what we can do on our end once we're home," Osman said, as he followed Nazari towards the door. "Watch your back, Declan. We're already burying two friends."
Declan watched as they left and as the door clicked closed, their words echoed through his head. He didn't like the picture that was forming in his mind. The law enforcement agencies investigating the matter were looking in entirely the wrong direction and they didn't seem to be interested in being pointed in the right one.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
2:35 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
Lynchburg Federal Building
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
Senator David Kemiss buttoned his suit coat as he stepped out of the rear door of the black Lincoln Town Car driven by his government appointed chauffeur. Pushing his thick-rimmed glasses up on his nose like an aging Clark Kent, he prepared for a media onslaught as he walked towards the front door of the non-descript four story building that housed most of the federal offices in Lynchburg. In the twenty hours since the bombing outside of a Liberty University building and the subsequent murder of Abaddon Kafni, the mostly vacant building on the corner of 12th and Court Streets had become a hub of activity. Federal law enforcement officers from every agency under the banner of the Department of Justice and a legion of national news media had descended upon the quiet downtown block like a squadron of flying monkeys.
Kemiss sucked in a deep breath as several reporters took notice of him and ushered their camera men in his direction.
"Senator Kemiss! Senator Kemiss!" a top-heavy blonde said, as she ambled towards him in high heeled shoes and a red pants suit, dragging an obese camera man behind her. "Stacey Courtney, ABC News. Sir, as one of the ranking members of the Senate Intelligence Committee, what can you tell us about the attack last night? Are the bombing and the murder of Dr. Kafni connected in any way?"
"Dr. Kafni was the keynote speaker at the grand opening of the building that was bombed. Of course there's a connection," he answered as he brushed past her. "Excuse me. I really can't discuss this now."
"Senator, why are you here? Has the FBI called you?"
"No," he answered severely. "Why would the FBI call me? I'm a policymaker, not an investigator. I'm here for the same reason as everyone else. I've lived in this region for more than thirty years and I'm a concerned citizen here to make sure our federal government is doing everything within its power to apprehend the men responsible for these events. Now, excuse me."
He pushed past the throng of reporters crowding behind the journalist and entered the building through a glass door that was held open for him by two black-suited federal agents. The two men quickly closed the door behind Kemiss and began blocking off the reporters.
Inside the well-traveled entrance, the building smelled of wet carpet. Aging wallpaper lined the narrow hallway leading to the building's rear entrance; the walls studded with glass doors bearing the logos of several federal agencies.
"FBI?" he asked a man in a white button-down shirt who was walking towards the front entrance.
"They've taken over the fourth floor," the man said, grudgingly. "The elevator's on the left at the end of the hall."
The elevator pinged as it arrived on the fourth floor, and the doors hissed open. Kemiss stepped out and looked around; behind a set of glass doors directly in front of him men in suits buzzed around a hastily prepared office suite. What had probably been a sleepy field office housing only half a dozen agents yesterday had been transformed overnight into a veritable command center. Pulling one of the doors open, he walked inside. Several of the agents looked up from their desks and two men standing in front of an oversized map stretched over a large white board near the back of the room turned around. Kemiss flashed Seth Castellano a knowing look and the agent immediately excused himself from the man he'd been talking to and began making his way towards a corner office.
The entire scene made Kemiss nervous. Under normal circumstances he would have been proud and possibly even a bit excited at the sight of the law enforcement apparatus of the United States working so diligently to solve a terrible crime, but the circumstances he was here under were anything but normal. Thankfully, Castellano was in charge and would hopefully see to it that no link between him and the events being investigated was uncovered. It was in Castellano's best interest to do so, for both personal and professional reasons.
Castellano held the door open as Kemiss entered, then quietly closed it behind him. Inside the square room was a desk piled high with papers. The pictures in the office weren't of anyone Kemiss recognized; he figured it had belonged to the agent who had been in charge of the field office until the previous night and who was now probably sharing a cubicle outside.
"What's the latest?" Kemiss asked, touching Castellano's shoulder briefly after the agent shut the door.
"State Police found the SUVs near a farm in Spotsylvania County. Both of them were burned down to the axles, just as he was instructed."
Kemiss nodded. "Good. And there's no way to trace them through the rental company?"
"It won't take long for the men outside to trace the vehicles back to the rental company, but all they'll find when they get there is that they were rented by a man working for the Turkish embassy using a diplomatic fleet account and were reported stolen from a parking garage at 5 p.m. yesterday."
"What about the witness? What did you say his name was?"
"Declan McIver. I interviewed him this morning."
"And?"
"Well, it appears that Kafni was much better informed then we realized. Apparently he knew Baktayev was free. He told McIver that Baktayev had escaped from prison and that he might be coming after them both. It seems McIver killed Baktayev's older brother in ninety-seven while he was working for Kafni as a security guard."
Kemiss brought a hand to his head and stroked his clean-shaven face in frustration. "This is what I was afraid of," he said. He turned away from Castellano and looked out of the window to the city block below. "How the hell could Kafni have known about Baktayev being free?"
"Abaddon Kafni has a long history and most of it, prior to his immigration to the States, is a closely kept secret, but we need to relax, David," said Castellano. "Baktayev's involvement in this whole situation will be exposed eventually anyways. The fact that someone knows of him isn't that big of a deal. What we have to be concerned with is the timing. We have to keep his presence here quiet until after everything is over and done with."
"And how exactly are we supposed to keep this man McIver quiet?" Kemiss hissed over his shoulder. "He's not exactly a known entity that we can keep a close watch on day in and day out. He's a wild card!"
Castellano nodded, as if he'd seen Kemiss' reaction coming. "Yes. Yes he is."
"And we can't afford to have wild cards running around right now! What do we know about him? Everyone has skeletons in their closet. I want you to find them."
Placing his hands in his pockets and rattling the change he found there, Castellano walked around the side of the desk and sat down. Leaning into the black leather chair he said, "I already have."
He pulled a folder off the top of the desk and opened it. "Declan Scot McIver, born 1969 in Galway, Ireland. No parents listed. The file says he was raised in an orphanage in Ballinasloe and then nothing until he showed up here in the U.S. in ninety-seven. He applied for citizenship in o-two and on the INS forms he listed his former occupation in Ireland as 'fisherman'."
"So he dropped off the face of the earth until he turned twenty-eight? Why don't I believe that?"
"Probably because this immigration file is about as thin as they come. Somehow Mr. McIver went from being a fisherman in Ireland to being a bodyguard in the United States. He did a two month stint in a Massachusetts prison for his involvement with a violent series of events leading up to an assassination attempt on Dr. Kafni and his family, in which McIver intervened and saved their lives. According to the records I dug up on that event he was released from prison after Kafni brought the entire matter to the attention of Adam Ryan, who was the governor of Massachusetts at the time. Kafni claimed McIver was there under his employ and that the proper paperwork from Israel was misplaced by state officials."
"So he went from Ireland to Israel to America?"
"It would appear that way, but there's no documentation to back that up. It seems Governor Ryan was a staunch ally of the Israeli government and had an established diplomatic relationship with then Prime Minister Asher Harel."
"Great. So Ryan back-doored the entire thing and now we're going to pay for it."
"Well, if you ask me, the only place you find these kinds of gaps in a person's history is when you're dealing with some kind of military, but there's no record of any military service anywhere. In fact, there's nothing from the Republic of Ireland at all. Not even a birth certificate."
"What are you suggesting?"
"I'm suggesting that this immigration file is a complete fraud and that Declan McIver is hiding something pretty serious. All we need to do is find it and exploit it."
Kemiss placed his hands in his pockets and stared out the window.
"I don't like that. It could take months to uncover that kind of information and it could very well turn out to be nothing. Even if it is some kind of a whitewash there are plenty of people with secret clearances that do nothing but shine a seat with their asses, and let's say he is some kind of Military Intelligence or Special Forces, how exactly does that help us? If anything it makes him more of a threat."
"Then we'll just have to go with plan B."
Kemiss looked over his shoulder at Castellano with a raised eyebrow.
"Our friends from the security company last night wouldn't argue with additional employment, I'm sure," Castellano said.
"Make it happen."
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
4:36 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Virginia Baptist Hospital
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
The automatic doors opened with an electric hum and the sun temporarily blinded Declan as he walked out of the hospital with Constance at his side. She hadn't been happy about his private conversation with Osman and Nazari, but he had assured her everything would be okay. Wishing he could convince himself so easily, he shielded his eyes from the glare; it was four in the afternoon and the sun was low in the sky. It felt good to be outside after being held in the hospital all night and most of the day. A light breeze blew across the parking lot and the springtime humidity, aided by the seasonal rainfall from the night before, clung to everything.
As they arrived at Constance's car Declan stopped and said, "I had Regan bring me a company truck."
Constance turned suddenly and looked at him. "So I'm driving back to Roanoke with Regan?"
Declan chuckled. "No, I had Dex give him a ride. I wouldn't torture you like that, would I?"
"Oh, of course not," she said, rolling her eyes. "Where are you going?"
"Abe and Levi are being sent back to Israel in about an hour. I want to be there, for Abe's family."
Constance nodded with a grimace. "The doctor said you shouldn't be driving for a few days."
"I'm fine," he said, placing his hands on her shoulders. "Really, I am. I have a hard head."
He smiled briefly for her benefit and pulled her toward the driver's door of her car. Opening the door for her, he waited as she got in and placed her purse in the passenger seat.
"I'll be home later," he said. "Probably not until after dark, though. Call me when you get home to let me know you made it safely. I've got one of the company phones with me. Here's the number."
She looked up at him from the car seat as she took the slip of paper he held out. "Why wouldn't I make it home safely?"
She was clearly taken off guard by his statement. Although he doted on her like any loving husband would, he had never been the overprotective type.
Declan shrugged. "I didn't mean to—I don't know, just with everything that's happened and all."
She smiled again. "Keep your phone on."
He closed the door and watched as she started the engine and backed out of the parking space. As she shifted the car into gear, she gave him a small wave and drove off. He stood watching until the pearl white convertible made a right out of the lot and disappeared behind a building. Pulling his keys from his pocket, he walked towards the white utility truck Brendan Regan had parked in the lot beside the hospital. Unlocking the door and sliding up onto the vinyl bench seat, he tapped his hands on the steering wheel as he stared out the windshield. He hadn't seen or talked to Kafni's family in nearly ten years. Seeing them now, under these circumstances, wasn't going to be easy.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
5:46 p.m. Eastern Time
Lynchburg Regional Airport
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
Declan pulled the white utility truck to a stop in the short-term parking lot in front of the main terminal, a long rectangular building with a glass exterior supported by regular brick columns. In the center, above several sets of revolving doors, was a glass dome. It reminded Declan of a mosque. Engaging the emergency brake out of habit, he left his vehicle and walked toward the front entrance, which in the waning daylight was lit from within by an incandescent yellow glow.
At the front curb, next to a row of taxis, three men in blue uniforms stood checking the bags of passengers arriving for departing flights. Standing near them was Altair Nazari, his ever present dark suit and tie coupled with his naturally dark features making him blend into the shadows created by the well-lit terminal and the column in front of which he stood.
"Declan," he said with a solemn look, as he extended his hand. "I'm glad you could make it."
Declan returned a solemn nod and shook his hand. He knew this was the grimmest business either of them had handled in a long time. Losing a friend was never easy, but saying goodbye to a man who had been instrumental in securing the future he had dreamed of was infinitely harder. Although they hadn't been in regular contact for nearly a decade, he couldn't deny his feelings towards Abaddon Kafni.
They had met on the streets of Belfast in 1993 when Declan, in one of many betrayals organized by the leader of the Black Shuck unit of the IRA, had provided information to a group of British agents about an arms deal between the IRA's Belfast leadership and the Palestinian Liberation Organization. The agents, unknown to anyone at the time, had actually been Mossad led by Kafni and operating illegally in Northern Ireland to stop the PLO from obtaining both arms and essential training from the most successful terrorist organization in modern history: the IRA. Months later, after learning of a plot to wipe out Declan's IRA unit, Kafni had returned the favor.
Not only had Kafni been responsible for saving him from execution at the hands of the IRA's notorious internal security unit, known as the Nutting Squad, but he had also been responsible for his legal status in the United States, without which he would have never been able to build the life he was currently leading.
Following Nazari as he turned and walked through a revolving door, Declan entered the airport terminal. Across a brown tiled floor to his right was a row of neon-signed ticketing counters and in the distance to his left, a baggage claim filled with anxious passengers whose faces communicated the feelings of frustrated travelers. Between the two, a wide hallway stretched past a coffee shop and a newspaper stand to a row of metal detectors operated by TSA agents in bright blue shirts and black trousers. Approaching the security line, Nazari stopped and spoke briefly with a stocky lady with dark curly hair. After nodding several times she walked past Nazari with a handheld metal detector and approached Declan.
"Sir, I just need to pass this over you real quick before I can let you onto the field," she said with a smile.
Declan stood still and raised his arms as she waved the wand around his extremities.
"Thank you, sir," she said, and returned the wand to an agent standing at the row of walkthrough scanners. "I'll take you guys down now."
Nazari and Declan followed the woman to the right of the security checkpoint to a windowless metal door marked with an emergency exit sign. Using a set of keys from a carabiner hooked to her belt loop, the woman disarmed the alarm and pushed open the door. Holding it open, she waited as they entered a concrete stairwell. At the bottom of the stairs she unlocked another emergency door and stood aside as they exited the building onto a concrete staging area occupied by several baggage carrier trains.
"I'll take you over in this," she said motioning towards a white Ford Explorer with an orange light bar attached to the roof, red lettering identifying it as a law enforcement vehicle belonging to the airport.
As they got in and closed the doors the woman's eyes flitted between her passengers as she eyed them nervously. Obviously uncomfortable with the silence, she spoke as they pulled out of the staging area and onto one of the runways. "It's just terrible what happened. No one here could have imagined anything like this. I mean, we all go through training for various types of workplace violence, but you never think it's really going to happen, then it does," she said, her voice trailing off as she finished.
Declan grimaced. What kind of bureaucratic double speak was workplace violence? What had happened at the university was terrorism, plain and simple. He dismissed the thought as a camouflage Hercules C-130 transport aircraft came into view. Parked near the end of the runway, the plane was surrounded on three sides by vehicles. As the Explorer neared the cluster, the woman turned the wheel sharply to the left and stopped.
"Thank you for the ride," Nazari said, as he got out of the passenger side front seat and closed the door. Declan followed suit but chose not to speak to the woman as he exited. The lady pulled away as they walked towards a group of people at the rear of the plane. A sharp breeze blew across the concrete runway. Declan's heart sank as he saw the faces of the bereaved; Kafni's wife and eldest son, David.
Zeva Kafni, a woman in her mid-fifties with long dark hair covered by a multi-colored scarf, looked up at the two approaching men, a look of recognition immediately crossing her face as she saw Declan. Breaking from the small gathering she walked towards them, opening her arms to embrace him as she drew near.
Declan hugged her tightly. Letting go, he tried to communicate his sorrow with his eyes as the words he wanted to say caught in his throat. "I'm sorry," he said, shaking his head. "I—I'm sorry."
He'd attended many funerals in years past and had never known exactly what to say to a bereaved widow or family. Not being the type of man to show emotion easily, most of the time a feeble apology had been all he could choke out. Thankfully, funerals in Northern Ireland had either been large affairs full of pipes and waving flags, where he could easily fade into the crowd, or small, masked gatherings of three or four where a sympathetic priest would open a church and allow a fallen warrior a flag-draped ceremony in the late hours of the night away from the prying eyes of the British army and loyalist mobs. Here on the tarmac of a regional airport with the sun quickly fading over his shoulder, his weakness was on full display.
"Thank you," Zeva said softly. "We're taking him back to Israel to be buried in Jerusalem. While he spent much of his time overseas, Jerusalem was his home. That's where he would want to be."
"And what about you? What will you and the children do now?"
She looked down to the ground briefly before replying. "We will stay in America. David and Hanah have begun building their lives here and although they are adults now and can live on their own, it would make me sad to be so far away from them. Abaddon would not want that."
Declan nodded as David Kafni arrived at his mother's side. A foot taller than either parent, David was an otherwise spitting image of his father, with the same thin-rimmed glasses and dark hair that receded to the very top of his head on which he wore a black yarmulke. David embraced Declan tightly as Zeva dabbed tears from her eyes with her scarf. Declan wiped away his own tears as he and David drew apart from their embrace and looked each other in the eye. Somewhere deep inside, each of them had known this day was coming. Declan supposed they had both hoped against hope that it would be many years hence and that Abaddon Kafni would have slipped away during an illness brought on by advanced age.
"Tell me you know who did this and that they will be caught," David said.
Declan looked quickly at Altair Nazari who was standing a few feet away. Had he and Osman neglected to tell Kafni's family that it was Baktayev who had taken Abe's life? The look on Nazari's face confirmed this and Declan looked back to David.
"We don't know anything for sure. The FBI is investigating. They'll find out who it is and they'll catch them. It may take a while, but it will happen," he said, trying to sound as reassuring as possible.
David looked at his shoes momentarily and when he finally raised his head and spoke his voice was angry. "Why are you keeping the truth from us?" he charged.
"David!" Zeva Kafni said as her eyes bored into her son. "These men are your father's friends!"
"I'm sorry, Mother. You may not choose to see it, but they know who killed Dad and they aren't telling us."
Declan watched over David's shoulder as Okan Osman left the three suited men he had been standing with and joined them. Standing next to Declan, Osman looked at David with as soft an expression as his hardened soldier's soul could muster. "Would knowing make it any better? Your father's gone, David. There's nothing we can do about that."
"I want to know," David answered through clenched teeth. "I have a right to know."
Osman looked at Declan and nodded his permission.
Declan placed a hand on David's shoulder and looked him in the eye. "I was there when your father was killed. I didn't see it happen, but I saw his killer afterwards. His name is Ruslan Baktayev."
He continued to look the younger man in the eye as the name bounced around his head and finally sank in. "Baktayev," David said, "just like the man in Boston. The man you killed."
Declan nodded. "Yes."
"Then they finally got him, didn't they? The ones we ran from all those years ago. None of it did any good. They still got him."
"None of it did any good?" Zeva repeated as her eyes narrowed at her son. "It did all the good in the world and I won't have you dishonoring your father's memory by saying otherwise! The hate-filled memories of Islam are long, you should know that better than anyone."
Declan placed his other hand on David Kafni's shoulder. "We're limited as to what we can do here, but you have my word that I'm going to do everything I can to make sure this guy is caught and that he pays for his crimes."
David nodded and wiped tears from his eyes. "They never pay for their crimes. They sit in prison living in luxury while the governments of the world debate endlessly about what to do with them. How do you punish a man who considers himself a martyr? You can't. All you can do is rid the world of him."
Declan nodded. He agreed wholeheartedly. Still, he'd fulfill the promise he'd just made by not letting the police forget about Ruslan Baktayev.
"It's time for us to get going," Osman said, looking at his watch and ushering the small group towards the three suited men standing near the plane's open cargo ramp.
As they arrived Declan looked up and saw two large mahogany coffins strapped down in the center of the plane's cargo hold. Leaving the group, he slowly climbed the metal ramp and looked over the smoothly finished caskets. On top of the first one was a gold plated Star of David with an Israeli and American flag either side. This was the coffin that held the body of Abaddon Kafni, the other bearing the remains of Levi Levitt.
"Goodbye, my friend," Declan said. He kissed his hand and pressed it against the coffin in the center of the Star of David. "I'll miss you."
"He will be missed by many," a deep, accented voice said from behind him.
Declan stood quickly, unaware that anyone had been standing behind him. He turned to see a tall man with a head full of thinning gray hair, a chubby, rounded face and soft gray eyes that looked down on the coffin with the sadness of a father who had just lost a son. Declan recognized him as one of the three suited men who had been standing near the plane. On the left lapel of his suit coat, an Israeli flag pin glinted under the overhead lights in the cargo area.
Declan regarded the man kindly for a moment and then moved to step away. He had no interest in getting into another discussion. As he started to walk away, the man caught him by the arm.
"I'm sorry we are meeting for the first time under these circumstances," the man said.
Declan stopped and turned towards the man. "I'm sorry, but I don't know who you are."
The man smiled briefly. "No, you don't. My name is Asher Harel."
Declan recognized the name immediately. Asher Harel had once been the Prime Minister of Israel and the man whom Kafni had worked under during his days with Mossad. It was Harel and his political connections that had seen to it that Declan was released from a Massachusetts prison after he'd saved Kafni's life in Boston. "I'm sorry. I had no idea. Forgive me for being so rude."
The former prime minister waved off the apology. "It is not rude to be overcome by sadness at the loss of a friend. Abaddon Kafni will be missed by many, but that much more by those who knew him as we did. Such friends do not come along very often in life. You should know that Abaddon thought very highly of you. He was overjoyed at the life you've built for yourself and was very excited to be meeting your wife."
Declan nodded vacantly as he felt an all too familiar feeling in the pit of his stomach. Up until now the events of the last two days had somehow seemed surreal, but now the reality was starting to creep up on him, the realization that he would never be able to speak to Kafni again and that this time he had been too late to save his friend's life.
"He and I have had many conversations over the last month since I arrived in the United States on a diplomatic visit," Harel said, as he put a hand on Declan's shoulder and began walking towards the cargo ramp. "When he learned of the circumstances behind Ruslan Baktayev's escape from prison he was very concerned."
"Last night when we talked he seemed to shrug off the idea of Baktayev coming after him. I should have seen this coming. In ninety-seven the Baktayevs showed remarkable tenacity to follow him all the way to the U.S. and then to try and kill him the way they did. It wasn't a hit and run on a street corner somewhere. It was well planned."
"I know, but it was not the Baktayevs who were entirely responsible for that. That was the workings and connections of an Iranian named Sa'adi Nouri. Abaddon's concern wasn't for himself; it was for the others that Baktayev could harm."
"Abe told me this guy was involved in some pretty heinous attacks. The Nord-Ost theatre, the Beslan school...I'm sure there were many others."
"Yes, there were. Most of his attention was focused inward towards the conflict between Russia and Chechnya, but there are several video-taped messages from him where he openly threatens targets in Western Europe and the United States. It was one of these tapes that first tipped us off that he was interested in revenge on Abaddon."
Declan nodded. He'd seen such tapes before, both in person and on the nightly news programs.
"The reason why I wanted to talk with you is because, as with the attempt in Boston," Harel said as they reached the edge of the ramp, "we cannot ignore the circumstances of this attack. It, too, was well planned and far beyond anything we have seen from this man outside of the Russian Caucasus."
"What are you saying?"
"I'm saying that Abaddon believed that whoever got Baktayev out of that prison had to be extremely wealthy and very influential. He believed that person had a reason for wanting Baktayev out besides just freeing a fellow warrior of Islam. Now, Abaddon had a long career in Mossad and crossed paths with many people of Islamic persuasion. I don't know if his death was that purpose or if it was something else, but Abaddon's greatest fear was a Beslan-like attack in the United States. Do you know much about what happened there?"
"Aye," Declan said, thinking back to news reports he'd seen and books he'd read on the atrocity. He remembered thinking that in all likelihood, he had probably known some of the soldiers involved. The Black Shuck unit of the IRA had been trained by a Russian Special Forces team known as Vympel, or Vega in English. He'd spent two full years with them, and though they'd never totally warmed up to each other, the two teams had developed a teacher-student relationship and garnered each other's respect. "In Beslan there were nearly five dozen, well-armed terrorists holding over one thousand hostages, most of them children," he said. "Russian Special Forces stormed the building three days into the standoff when an explosion went off inside. A massive gunfight ensued with the hostages caught in the crossfire. It redefines the word 'tragedy', if you ask me."
"Correct," Harel said, giving a somber nod. "But what you probably do not know is that in the latter part of September 2004, only a few weeks after the crisis in Beslan ended, a group of twelve Islamists linked to the Chechens crossed the Mexican border into this country. A week later they were followed by another group of twelve. It was feared at the time that these men had come here to do the same thing that had been done in Beslan. Mossad worked tirelessly with the CIA for months, but none of them were ever found. They just vanished. All of them were linked to Baktayev and to a Chechen extremist group called the Crescent Vanguard."
They stood in silence for several moments as Declan allowed the information to sink in. The thought of a hostage crisis inside of a school was something that had kept American counterterrorism officials awake at night for nearly a decade.
Finally Harel spoke again. "If these men were who Mossad believed them to be, then they were waiting for Baktayev to join them here in the U.S. before they attacked. Once they found out he'd been captured and was in jail, they went into sleeper mode and have been waiting ever since."
"And you think whoever was responsible for getting Baktayev out of prison did so because they want him to finish what he started?"
"That was Abaddon's fear, yes. I'm not telling you any of this to scare you or because I expect you to do anything about it. I am telling you because I feel that if Abaddon were here now and he knew what we now know after last night's attack, he would tell you himself. He would tell you that he didn't like the way the investigation was unfolding or that his friends, yourself included, were being handled in such a disdainful way by law enforcement officials. He might even go so far as to say that it seemed like these officials didn't care about finding the truth."
"You're referring to the FBI agent in charge, Castellano," Declan said.
Harel nodded. "Osman and Nazari shared their experience with me and I share their concerns. If Abaddon was correct and there is someone else more powerful than Baktayev at work, well, the possibilities are frightening."
"Yesterday afternoon I'd have said that it was a stretch to even believe Baktayev could make it into the States, but now, now anything seems possible."
"If the events of last night are any indication, I'm afraid we'll be seeing Ruslan Baktayev again, and soon."
Declan nodded his agreement and extended his hand. The notion that Baktayev might not be done yet was one that he had thought of himself and had shared with Osman and Nazari. All around, everyone seemed to think that it was at least possible that there could be another attack, everyone except the lead investigator at the FBI who had seemed very ready to accept the idea that Baktayev was dead.
Harel took Declan's hand and gripped it firmly before walking away towards the other two suited men, who Declan now understood were bodyguards. As he stepped off the aircraft's ramp and onto the paved runway he looked around at the vehicles surrounding the plane. Inside each of them he could make out the faces of stern men. It was obvious that they were there to protect the former prime minister as he visited Kafni's family.
Shivering slightly as a cold wind blew over the runway from the south, Declan rejoined Osman and Nazari, who were standing with David and Zeva Kafni.
"I want you to come and visit us, Declan," Zeva said. "I want to meet your wife."
Declan nodded. "You will. Let us know when you're home again and we'll come."
She placed a hand on his arm and smiled. "Thank you for everything you've done over the years."
"Take care of yourself," Okan Osman said, as he slapped Declan on the shoulder and gave him a serious look. Altair Nazari gave a nod before he and Osman guided Kafni's family onto the plane for what would be a long journey back to Israel. Declan leaned against a fence bordering the airport property and watched.
The Lockheed C-130 Hercules bore Hebrew markings next to the blue Star of David. Moments later the engines came to life with a deafening whine and the plane rolled to the end of the furthest runway. Declan gripped the fence tightly and breathed heavily as a wave of anger rushed through him. Images of Ruslan Baktayev's knife cleaving the air towards Kafni's head raced through his mind, his own hollow attempt at a rescue cutting his consciousness like shards of glass. The plane's engines roared and drowned out the sounds around him as it sped down the runway. In seconds, the craft had faded to a small spot on the darkening horizon and with it, Declan knew that Abaddon Kafni was gone from his life forever; fading into the shadows of the night much like he had the first time they'd met.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
6:56 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
Westbound on Route 460
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
Having been given a ride back to his truck by Asher Harel's security detail, Declan stepped into the vehicle and started the ignition. Backing out of the parking space and driving through the sparsely populated lot, he stopped at the front gate and paid the attendant. Driving around the perimeter of the property to get back to the interstate that would take him home, he watched as several planes took off and disappeared into the dark sky, engines roaring.
A few minutes later he passed the expansive campus of Liberty University. To his left he could see the remains of the C.H. Barton Center for International Relations and Politics, the entrance to its rectangular parking lot blocked by a row of Jersey barriers. In the low light provided by the street lamps he could see that the front of the building had been nearly torn off by the bomb blast. All that remained of the once magnificent architecture were two of the four front columns, which still stood erect but now held nothing, and the statue of Thomas Jefferson, which had somehow escaped any serious damage, the shrubbery around it burned away by a fire that was still smoldering despite the seasonal rainfall. In the grassy area on the left side of the building's entrance was an immense crater, roped off by orange cones and police warning tape. Two white sedans marked with police emblems were parked side by side in the lot, the drivers obviously having a conversation as they watched the area for anyone attempting to get close, whether for pictures or any other reason.
Looking at the two vehicles Declan thought about what he'd seen as he and Constance had left the building the previous night. He was certain it had been one of the security vehicles that had exploded and that the size of the blast meant a bomb too big to have been placed outside of the vehicle. Being familiar with similar devices he knew that for the explosion to have done the damage it did, the bomb had to have been located in the trunk and had probably been manufactured using several hundred pounds of ammonium nitrate fertilizer. He mulled over several questions as he drove west on the four lane highway, but decided it was best to focus on something else. The only thing he could do, though he wished he could do more, was tell the truth about what he'd seen and let the men and women who dealt with these kinds of things for a living handle the rest. Hopefully they would handle it in time to stop any more attacks.
A shrill ring jarred his thoughts back to the present as the LED on his company cell phone, which he'd placed on the dashboard, lit up. Reaching for the phone and touching the screen, he brought the device to his ear and said, "Hello?"
"Hey," a sweet southern accent on the other end said.
Declan smiled at the sound of his wife. "Hi," he answered.
"I'm just calling to tell you that I made it home safely," she said, sounding tired. "It took a while. There was a wreck on interstate eighty-one."
"Eighty-one," he said. "Why did you take eighty-one? You should have used route eleven."
"I did," she said intently. "The wreck on the interstate caused eleven to back up, too. I had to sit through every stoplight like, three times. It took forever."
"Okay, okay," he said in submission, although he was confident that, had he been there, he could've found a side street that would have gotten them through and had them home in half the time. "You sound tired. You should get some sleep."
"What time are you going to be home?"
"I'm on my way now. I should be there in forty-five minutes, an hour at the most. Get some rest."
"Declan, it's just—I don't know, never mind."
He knew what she was getting at. She had never seen or experienced anything like this before. Raised in the mountains of western North Carolina, she had never seen the aftermath of car bombs and sectarian murders. He felt bad, as though it was his fault she had to witness it at all. It was his past that had brought her into contact with such things. Where he'd grown up, bombings had been an almost daily occurrence and a lot of times there just weren't words to express the associated feelings.
"I know," he said softly. "You've never seen anything like this before. I'm sorry you had to see it at all, but the best thing we can do is get on with our lives and put some distance between us and what happened last night. I know it sounds cold, but that's all we can do."
He listened as she sniffed away tears. "But what about his family, how do they move on? What do they do now?"
"The Kafnis have lived with events like this for a long time. Zeva is a strong woman, and she will lead her family on," he said tentatively, as he searched for the right words to comfort her. "Get some rest. I'll be home soon. I'm passing Bedford so I'm about halfway."
He glanced into the rearview mirror as he passed an exit that led to the one horse town of Bedford, Virginia. The two lanes of road behind him were empty of cars, the afternoon commute to Lynchburg's outer areas having ended nearly two hours earlier. As he rounded a sharp left turn he saw a vehicle in the parking lot of a long-closed restaurant on the right hand side of the road near a rundown garage. Instinctively, he moved his foot to the brake and held his breath. The triangular-shaped area full of tall shrubbery where the road went from a widely-divided four lane highway to four lanes separated only by a narrow median strip was a well-known speed trap often used by state and local police. He clicked his tongue as the white SUV's headlights came on as he passed, briefly bathing the interior of his truck in an incandescent light. Passing a large speed limit sign reading forty-five, he looked down at the speedometer. He was traveling at just over sixty miles an hour and knew that he was as good as caught if the vehicle in the lot had been a police officer.
"Are you alright?" Constance asked.
"Yeah," he said, distracted as he watched the rearview mirror for any signs of lights or of the vehicle leaving the lot. He breathed a little easier as he saw nothing behind him. Maybe it had just been a stopped motorist. "Yeah, I'm here. I thought maybe I'd passed a cop, sorry."
"Be careful," she said. "You've already had to pay two tickets for Regan in the last three months since he's been traveling to Lynchburg."
"I know. Maybe they have a three for two deal going on," he said flatly.
"Funny."
Declan glanced upwards again into the rearview mirror and caught sight of a vehicle behind him. Looking again, he realized it was the white SUV and that it was approaching fast without its headlights on. "Let me call you back," he said. "I'm about to lose service as the towers switch over."
He ended the call and tossed the phone onto the dashboard as he looked down at the speedometer again. He was traveling at fifty miles an hour and the vehicle behind him was gaining fast. Was it a police officer? If so why weren't there any lights on? A bad feeling crept up his spine as he watched the black grille guard on the front of the vehicle growing closer in the darkness behind him.
Placing both his hands on the steering wheel, he pressed the accelerator and the work truck's diesel engine rumbled as it dispelled a thick plume of black smoke from the tailpipe. "Fifty-five," he said to himself as he glanced between the speedometer and the rearview mirror, "sixty, sixty-five." Still the white SUV was gaining on him at an incredible pace. Suddenly the vehicle's driver turned the headlights on high and flooded Declan's mirrors with a blinding light. Squinting, he braced himself for what he knew was about to happen.
The impact with the rear bumper of his truck jerked him forwards and then quickly backwards again. He pressed the accelerator to the floor and watched as the needle climbed on the speedometer. From behind him he could hear a high growl from the white SUV as its driver revved the engine and again shot forward.
He braced himself against the back of the seat for the impact this time and kept a tight hold on the wheel as the truck was pushed forward. The engine of the SUV behind him whined as its driver kept the accelerator pressed to the floor, pushing the black grille guard against the back of Declan's truck. Sparks from the metal on metal impact shot into the dark night above the vehicles and a metallic screech filled the air. Suddenly the other driver backed off and Declan felt the truck lurch again as the pressure from behind ceased. What was going on here? Who was in the SUV and why were they attacking him? The image of Baktayev or one of his men behind the wheel flashed through his mind. Was this Ruslan Baktayev's revenge for the death of his brother in ninety-seven? With Abaddon Kafni dead, was Declan next on the Chechen's hit list?
The white SUV revved its engine again and shot forward, this time pulling to the left into the fast lane. Quickly changing lanes, Declan blocked the vehicle's attempt to side swipe him and took the impact in the rear. More sparks flew as the vehicles ground against each other.
Antiquated two story homes flew by along either side of the two lane highway as he reached the ninety-four mile per hour limit on the diesel engine. The needle on the speedometer bumped against the small dash mark just before the bold number ninety-five on the speedometer and refused to go higher. The SUV backed off again and changed lanes as the engine revved up, propelling the vehicle forward and onto the right side of Declan's truck. The driver swerved towards the utility bed.
Declan steered into the impact in an attempt to keep control of the vehicle. Locked together in a metal on metal duel, sparks flew from the wheel well of his truck as the SUV's grille guard pushed against it. Knowing he couldn't outrun them, his mind raced for another way out. Remembering a section of road ahead where the four lane highway was divided by a steep, rocky hill, he began to form a plan. If he could keep control of his truck long enough to make it to that area, which couldn't be more than a mile ahead of him, then he could hit the brakes and make a quick left onto a dirt road that he'd seen many times as he'd driven home. He didn't know what was down the road or how far it went, but if he could trick the driver of the white SUV into passing him as he took the turn, he might be able to get away.
He pulled the steering wheel hard to the right, pushing back against the attacking vehicle. The SUV backed off again and Declan pulled the wheel left to avoid overturning. The driver's side wheels of the truck left the pavement as he overcorrected, dust and gravel flying as the tires skidded over the unpaved shoulder of the road. Steering right again, the truck weaved back on to the pavement with a thud and he corrected again, this time bringing the vehicle back into the fast lane and continuing forward.
The SUV hit him again from behind before skidding back into the right lane and coming around for another sideswipe. Declan hit the brakes suddenly and the SUV flew past him as his wheels locked up and skidded loudly against the pavement, the smell of burning rubber filling the air. Taking his foot off the brake and pressing the accelerator, the truck continued forward with a begrudging rumble.
He looked ahead towards the SUV. Suddenly a head popped out of the passenger's side of the vehicle, followed by a torso and an arm holding a semi-automatic pistol. Several loud pops sounded as the man sat on the edge of the door and aimed his weapon backwards over the top of the SUV. The windshield of Declan's truck splintered and the back window exploded, covering Declan in chunks of green tinted glass. Keeping his hands on the steering wheel, he ducked low and kept his foot on the accelerator, speeding towards the SUV.
He rammed the vehicle from behind and pushed it forward, the impact causing the gunman hanging out of the window to lurch and nearly fall out. Gripping onto the side view mirror, the man lowered himself back into the SUV as the driver pressed the accelerator and pulled away.
Declan saw the median beginning to broaden to his left. Looking ahead through the cracked windshield he could see the hill separating the eastbound and westbound lanes of the road about a hundred yards away. The SUV shot forward ahead of him as the driver attempted to put distance between them. Were they running away now? Had the attack become a chase? He had no desire to catch them; he just wanted to get off the road and out of the truck where he could get a better idea of the forces arrayed against him and see exactly who they were. If they moved on and didn't come back in search of him, that would be fine too.
Still traveling at high speed, he watched as the SUV disappeared around a sharp right hand curve that led around the hill. He pressed the brake and slowed down as the dirt road on the left side approached. Pulling off the pavement, the truck bounced hard as it hit a long pothole and started down a steep hill. Instantly he knew he'd been moving too fast to attempt the turn. He steered furiously trying to keep control. As he pulled the wheel hard to the left, the truck's back end skidded around and he felt the vehicle's tremendous weight shift, but he was too late to correct it. Momentum carried the truck over and he braced himself as it rolled.
He crashed hard against the roof and then again against the driver's side door as the truck continued to roll. He felt his head strike the side window repeatedly as he bounced up and down in the seat involuntarily, his body at the mercy of the rapidly changing gravity in the cab of the truck.
The truck stopped rolling with a sudden impact and he felt his torso push hard against the safety belt as gravity continued trying to move him at the former speed of the now still vehicle. Pain shot through his body as it relaxed in the seat. The sound of crushing metal and breaking glass gave way to the stillness of a country night, crickets chirping in the trees surrounding the dirt road. Opening his eyes and breathing heavily, he coughed as dust invaded his lungs. He realized he was upside down and being held to the driver's seat by the safety belt around his waist. His legs hung loosely against the underside of the dashboard and his head throbbed above his left temple where it had impacted with the now broken driver's side window. With painful trepidation he moved his head and looked around the cab as he mentally took stock of his body. He could move his legs and arms and didn't feel any broken bones. Raising his right arm above his head, he reached towards his waist with the left and pressed the orange button on the safety belt, releasing it. With a thud, he fell onto the roof of the overturned truck and lay still, trying to absorb the impact, his legs now sprawled across the passenger side of the vehicle and his left arm caught in the safety belt. Pulling his arm loose, he turned over onto his stomach and crawled towards the broken window.
Wrenching himself free of the truck, he rolled onto his back and grimaced as he brushed pieces of glass off his forearms, leaving bloody dots in their wake. Slowly he raised himself to a sitting position and looked around. He was in an oval-shaped lot just a few yards off the dirt road and was surrounded by construction machinery. Placing a hand flat onto the ground, he pushed himself up onto his feet looking around for any signs of the white SUV or the men who had been in it. He was alone.
Standing still for a second he tested both legs to see if they would hold his weight and was glad to find that he was uninjured, with the exception of the throbbing above his left temple. He placed the fingers of his left hand on the sore spot expecting to find blood and was relieved when there was none. Walking slowly around the front of the truck he noticed that it had come to a stop against a yellow bulldozer bearing the logo of the Virginia Department of Transportation. So that's what this place is, he thought, a storage area for VDOT equipment.
At least one good thing had come of the situation. He could now cross this road off his mental list of places he'd always been curious about. Bending over and placing his hands on his knees, he took a deep breath and squatted several times to work out the kinks he felt in his muscles. He needed to find a way home and that would mean walking to one of the houses that peppered both sides of the highway.
Dropping to one knee, he leaned over to look inside the truck for his cell phone; in addition to finding a way home, he needed to call the police. The sound of an approaching vehicle reached his ears and he stood upright again, looking in the direction of the noise. A set of headlights pierced the darkness to the west of his position and he stood still, hoping it was just a random motorist, but as the vehicle slowed and made a left hand turn, he knew it wasn't.
Forgetting about his phone, he moved quickly away from the edge of the storage lot and into the center of the construction machinery where he ducked and weaved his way through the mud-covered equipment looking for a place to hide. As he reached the end of the lot he spotted a large rock formation sticking out of the ground and ran towards it. Behind the rock, the terrain dropped suddenly and he could see the eastbound lane of the highway below him. He carefully climbed onto the rock and lowered himself into a prone position as the sounds of gravel crunching under tires grew closer.
The approaching vehicle bumped over the one lane dirt road adjacent to the lot and there was an audible squeak as its weight shifted on its axles. When it came to a stop ten feet from his truck, Declan could see that it was the white SUV that had attacked him. The sound of the passenger's window coming down preceded the bright beam of a flashlight that was shone on the overturned wreck. The door opened and a man got out, his large frame silhouetted behind the flashlight beam as he moved cautiously towards the truck.
"There's no one here," the man said in a gruff, unaccented voice as he bent down and looked into the cab of the truck.
"We've got to find him!" a voice called from inside the vehicle. "They want this guy dead or we don't get paid!"
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
From the lack of any noticeable accents Declan could tell the men in the white SUV were not the same men he'd seen at the Briton-Adams mansion the night before. Although he couldn't make out what they looked like in the darkness, their choice of words and style of speech told him they were locals, or at least a lot more local than the men who had killed Levitt and Kafni. Who were they? And more importantly, who was paying these men to kill him, and why? A shiver shot down his spine and through his legs from the cold, damp rocks he was lying on as he watched the bright beams of flashlights pierce the darkness, washing over the dormant equipment like the full moon over an assembly of sleeping grizzly bears.
Two men had left the SUV and were moving about the storage lot searching the cluster of equipment. Declan wondered if there were more men in the vehicle or if the two who had gotten out were alone as he hunkered low against the rock and considered his options. Behind him was a long drop onto the two lane eastbound highway leading to Lynchburg. To his right and left were thick patches of trees that would provide him cover, but would also make noise as he moved among them; alerting the men to his presence and to his location; and in front of him were at least two armed men that were aiming to kill him on sight. If he stayed where he was they would eventually make their way to the end of the lot and if they decided to check out what was behind the rock, he'd be a sitting duck. Considering the fact that they were armed and he wasn't, he decided avoiding a physical confrontation would be best and that meant making a run for it in one direction or another.
"I got nothin'," one of the men called loudly to the other. "Maybe he was thrown from the truck during the crash. I've seen bodies tossed fifty or more feet from crash sites and that truck rolled a good distance. He could be anywhere."
Declan stayed still. Would they give up their search and leave?
"Could be, but if we don't bring back pictures of a dead body we've wasted our time," the man who had been driving the SUV answered.
It looked like he was back to making a run for it. Slowly, he moved his head and looked behind him as he heard the sound of a vehicle passing along the highway below. The road rose in elevation as it came around the rocky hill, but in the darkness he couldn't tell exactly how far it was to the bottom and whether the drop was straight down or sloping. If it sloped he could make a run for it, sliding down the hill and crossing the highway into the forest beyond where the men would have little chance of finding him in the dark, but if it was a straight drop, he could end up with a broken leg or worse, complete the men's job for them and be killed. He moved his head again, slowly, looking forward. The men's positions hadn't changed much, they were moving methodically through the muddy lot, checking in and around each machine. He turned his head again and peered into the gloom. The hill sloped down in a rolling fashion as it led to the bottom where the terrain leveled out, bringing the four lane highway back together for the remainder of the journey into Roanoke. Moving downwards would give him some momentum and allow him to move more quickly away from the men despite the fact that they would inevitably hear him and give chase. If he could make it to the bottom of the hill and into the forest across the highway without them catching him, he'd be free to move towards a nearby house where he could call the police. Gripping the craggy rock, he positioned his feet for the maximum amount of push off he could get and prepared to make his move.
"Get over to the truck and call Turner and Allred," one of the men yelled. "I don't want them waiting around for us. Tell them to get in there and take out the wife. I don't want to drag this out any longer than we have to."
Declan's mind raced as his heart rate sped up. Constance. How could he have been so stupid? How could he have assumed these men were only after him and not even thought of the possibility that she might be in danger as well? His mind changed in an instant. Now his plan was all about a physical confrontation. Armed or not, these men were not going to reach their vehicle and make that call while he was still alive. Lifting his head, he watched as the man searching the part of the lot closest to him turned and began walking towards the white SUV.
Putting all his weight onto his right foot, Declan launched himself forward and off the rock. Hitting the muddy ground with a squishy thud, he instantly powered forward. His shoulders lowered like a running back heading for the end zone, he darted between the machines towards the man, whose back was still turned.
"There he is! Watch out!"
The man ahead of him started to turn, but his partner's warning was seconds too late. As Declan closed to within a few feet of his target, he launched his arm in a wide circle and formed a knife edge with his hand, striking the man in the carotid artery on the right side of his neck just before colliding with him and driving him face first into the muddy ground. As the momentum caused the man to slide forward in the mud, Declan grabbed his head and twisted until he heard a muted snap.
He braced his feet against the dead man, using the body to hurriedly push himself back up onto his feet and towards a hulking bulldozer for cover. Two gunshots sounded as he ducked behind the machine, one clanging dangerously close as it made contact with the dozer. As the report of the shots faded into the night, Declan stayed low behind the machine, listening to the gunman shifting his stance frequently in an effort to get a shot. He was located at the opposite edge of the lot to Declan's truck, where he had been searching.
"Myers? Myers?" the gunman called in a harsh whisper.
Declan listened for any indication that more men were getting out of the SUV and heard none. The gunman was apparently talking to his fallen friend, confirming that they had been alone in the SUV.
"Ah, you're a dead man when I find you!" the gunman said, raising his voice to address Declan as he realized his friend was deceased.
Moving to the other side of the bulldozer, Declan crouched down and leaned around the edge of the machine. He could see the body of the man called Myers a few yards in front of him lying near the cab of his overturned truck. The guy was white and had a head full of unkempt blonde hair. Just as his voice had indicated, his appearance made it obvious that he wasn't one of the men Declan had seen with Ruslan Baktayev the previous night. These guys were something else entirely, thugs who had been hired by someone to kill him and his wife.
He looked the body up and down for any signs that the man had been carrying a gun. There was nothing in his hands or on the ground near him except the flashlight he'd been using, its beam shining away into the night just like the vacant eyes of its former owner. Did the men really have only one gun between the two of them? Maybe the dead guy had dropped his back on the highway after they'd tried to shoot from a moving vehicle. Whatever the reason, the body had nothing that would be of use in the current situation.
Declan moved his eyes up from the body as he continued to listen to the slow movements of the gunman. The man had crept forward and was apparently working his way towards the bulldozer. The beam of his flashlight, undoubtedly aimed in the same direction as his gun, was shining over the opposite end of the dozer from where Declan was positioned. If the man continued on his current path Declan knew he could double back as he came past the dozer, but he needed a weapon to make sure his attack was effective. This time he wouldn't have the element of surprise.
Retreating behind the tread of the dozer in case the gunman moved suddenly in an unexpected direction, Declan looked around for anything he could use as a weapon. A gun or knife would be preferable, but even a blunt object would work. He just needed to do as much damage as possible on the first strike or else the man could come back at him. Based on the guy's movements, he thought it likely that he was a trained soldier or officer of some kind and had no desire to stand toe to toe with him in a fist fight and find out how well trained he was. Looking over his shoulder to the operator's cab of the dozer, he saw that the windows had been removed. Underneath the operator's seat were a dirty cloth and several hand tools. Slowly he stood upright and reached into the cab. Through the open cab he could see the beam of the gunman's flashlight darting around in front of the dozer, the man himself hidden from view by the dozer's front blade. Inside the cab he felt the handle of a tool and picked it up. Bringing his arm down to his side, he looked to find that the tool was a small garden spade. Perfect. Memories of his training by Russian Special Forces surfaced and he thought about the entrenching spades that each member of the Black Shuck Unit had been given on their first day. These, they were taught, were your life line; one part tool, one part weapon.
Holding the spade, he slowly rolled out around the edge of the dozer and began making his way towards the front blade. The gunman was still at the front of the dozer, his location given away by his flashlight beam which glanced off the trees next to the machine. Apparently the man was wondering whether Declan had taken off into the woods beyond or had gone around the other side of the machine. He was about to find out.
Suddenly the flashlight beam stopped moving and Declan held his breath as he stood still. Had the man heard him approaching? He waited, watching as the beam slowly began moving again. The gunman was about to roll out around the bulldozer's blade and aim his gun at the spot where Declan had been hiding moments before.
As the movement of the beam sped up suddenly, Declan stepped forward around the blade and saw the gunman's back as he aimed his weapon at the rear of the dozer. The man's eyes flitted quickly to his peripheral right and Declan knew that he'd been seen. The gunman made a quick quarter turn, bringing the gun around to fire. Throwing the spade at the man's head as a distraction, Declan dove headfirst into him and drove him to the ground with his right shoulder. Rolling over top of him and into a standing position, he turned and came back at the stunned gunman as he scrambled to his feet. Kicking the gun to the left as the man tried to aim, he threw a punch and his fist connected with the man's jaw, pushing him against the blade of the bulldozer. Declan pinned him there with his body while he grabbed for the pistol.
Gripping the barrel of the gun for control and pushing the gunman against the dozer, he wrestled for the weapon. The gunman held on tight with both hands and tried to push him away. Shooting his head forward, he caught Declan's nose with a strong head-butt, driving him back. Declan held onto the gun as his eyes filled with tears and his legs buckled. He felt blood run over his upper lip and into his mouth. Breathing heavily, he spat it from his mouth, covering the man's tan coat in dark red dots. The gunman put the entire weight of his body against the gun and tried to force it down to get off a shot, but Declan planted his feet and pushed back. With the man now standing over him and his feet slipping against the muddy ground, he knew he couldn't match the man's leverage for long. Throwing his foot up and falling onto his back, he caught the man in the groin and pulled him forward, throwing him over onto his back. Standing up quickly, but staggering for a moment, he looked at the gunman who was sprawled out on his back and fighting hard to recover from the shock of the two hits, the pistol still in his hand.
Declan moved quickly and dropped his knee on the man's wrist, pinning the pistol to the ground. Adrenaline pumping, he drove his fist into the man's face, dropping his weight into each punch. Blood exploded from gunman's nose and he choked as it flowed into his mouth. How dare they try to kill me? Declan thought as he pounded away.
"How dare they try to ruin my life!" he growled, unaware that he was speaking aloud.
The sound of his own voice surprised him and jarred him back to reality. One last punch fell limp onto the man's face as Declan struggled to catch his breath. He fell onto his backside and sat there staring at the scene. He knew by the gunman's vacant eyes that he was dead, his head crushed between a rock on the ground and the fist that had been pounding on him moments before. Blood leaked from the wound on the back of his head and mixed with the mud underneath.
Declan brought his legs up slowly and pushed himself into a standing position. Breathing heavily from the fight, he looked around for anyone else nearby. He was alone. Stooping down, he pulled the pistol from the gunman's hand and checked it over. It was a Smith & Wesson Sigma style handgun with a standard sixteen capacity magazine. The man had fired two shots at him which meant there should be fourteen left including the one in the chamber. He released the magazine and looked at the tiny holes in the side of it. Counting eleven rounds, he reinserted it into the grip and moved away from the bulldozer. He had to get to his house fast; to his wife who wouldn't be able to defend herself the way he just had against the two men that were apparently waiting for confirmation from their now dead compatriots. How long would they wait? If they didn't receive the call would they move in anyway or abandon their mission and return to their employer?
With his own truck overturned, Declan approached the battered white SUV that sat idling in the middle of the dirt road, its fenders dented and scratched from the impacts with his vehicle as the men had attempted to push him off the road. With the pistol aimed in front of him, he moved around the vehicle checking to be sure no one was waiting inside. He opened the driver's door and got behind the wheel, looking over his shoulder at the empty passenger compartment behind him. He tossed the pistol onto the passenger seat and pulled the SUV into gear. The engine rattled as it chugged grudgingly forward. Moments later, after craning his neck to look for oncoming traffic, he pulled into the westbound lane of route 460. The road was empty. He pressed his foot down on the accelerator and drove for home, images of Constance's vacant eyes staring at him from just beyond the windshield.
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
7:59 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
Verndale Drive
Roanoke, Virginia
 
Turning right, Declan drove south towards his home. Just beyond the windshield two more sets of dead eyes haunted him. Until last night it had been a decade since he'd had to pull the trigger and end a person's life. Now he would have four new faces to reconcile with when he closed his eyes at night, even though he knew his actions had been in self-defense. Some of the dead glared at him with hatred, rightly blaming him for their deaths. Others, most of them friends, stared at him in mute warning, cautioning him that he would end up the same way; staring eternally into the eyes of his own killer.
His headlights flashed over the parked cars and manicured yards that lined Verndale Drive. His neighbors sat comfortably in their homes for the night. Paying mortgages, keeping their families happy, and trying to find some time leftover for themselves were their biggest challenges. Most Americans had no idea what it was like to wake up each morning wondering if today would be your last, or someone else's. He had tried to forget, to be one of them. He'd succeeded for a while, but it seemed that no matter what, death was a part of his life. It might lose track of him for a time, but eventually it would catch up with a vengeance, just like it had in the last twenty-four hours.
He forced himself to focus on the situation at hand as he guided the white SUV around the last bend in the road before his house. Constance was in danger. As fast as he'd tried to drive, the SUV only had so much power in its damaged state. Several times along the way he'd wondered if the vehicle would even make it. White smoke poured from its tail pipe and the accelerator vibrated heavily each time he pressed it.
Who could these men be working for? The two men who had attacked him along the road hadn't been Chechens or even Muslims as far as he could tell. By every indication, they were Americans and not all that different from the kind of men he dealt with on a daily basis, although it was clear they had some kind of military or law enforcement training. He didn't know much about Ruslan Baktayev, but he doubted that a man who had been imprisoned in Russia for over eight years could know too many Americans. Like Kafni and Harel had suggested, there had to be someone else involved.
Suddenly his thoughts were interrupted by a flash of light in the darkness of the park across from his driveway. He slowed the SUV and made a quick left. Circling into the driveway of a darkened house like a homeowner returning from an evening out, he doused his headlights and watched as the cherry on the end of a cigarette floated alone in the air, providing the only visible evidence of the person sitting there. As the person inhaled the outline of a human jaw appeared followed by the outline of a car door frame. The person was seated in a car watching the driveway of his house.
He knew the streets of the neighborhood well and knew that he could easily make his way around a few houses and get the drop on the man, but his instincts told him he wasn't alone. He looked up and down the parts of Verndale Drive that he could see for any vehicles that seemed out of place, but saw nothing. The minivans, utility trucks and economy sized sedans all fitted the area and there was no sign of anyone inside any of them. A thought crept up on him, slowly at first and then accelerating like a splinter into the end of a finger. A sick feeling settled in his stomach as the realization hit him: what if the man in the park was only the lookout for more who were already in his house?
He had to know if Constance was safe. Rooting around in the vehicle he found a cell phone and retrieved it from the dashboard. He dialed her number, keeping the phone in his lap so the light from the LED wouldn't alert anyone to his presence. He clicked on the speaker phone as the call connected. Five rings later her voicemail answered.
"Hi you've reached Constance McIv—" he hung up, pounding his fist lightly against the steering wheel, biting his bottom lip. He pressed the resend button.
"Hi you've reached Con—" he hung up again and again pressed the resend button. Images of his wife lying on the floor of their house in a pool of blood flashed through his mind, her eyes wide open and staring into the void, like so many others he'd seen.
"Hi you've reach—" Declan threw the phone forcefully against the windshield, a spider web of cracks bursting across the laminated glass. He placed his face against the steering wheel and tried to force the images from his head. The sound of his heart beating and the blood racing through his veins pounded in his ears and his fingers began to numb as he gripped the steering wheel. He could live with all of the other faces, but he couldn't live with hers, her eyes forever asking him why, the question eerily permanent on her delicate features.
As he began to contemplate rushing past the watcher and charging up the driveway in a hail of gunfire, luminescence flared in the foot well, followed by the sound of the phone vibrating against the rubber floor mat. The sound jarred him back to reality and he opened his eyes to see that the phone had come to rest beneath his feet, its display undamaged by the impact and clearly showing a familiar phone number. Constance.
Picking the phone up, he imagined the voice on the other end, rough and gravelly, a smile playing on the lips of his wife's killer. He'd called three times with no answer. Maybe it had taken the men that long to find the phone in her purse. He barely recognized the sound of his own voice as he answered.
"Are you okay?" he said, nearly out of breath.
"Declan? Where are you? When are you coming home?"
All at once the moaning ghosts of his past vanished. Her voice was heavy with sleep but angelic to his ears. Her tone told him she was safe, she had no idea of the danger that lurked just a short distance from their house.
"Declan?”
"I'm here," he breathed.
“Where are you calling from?"
He remembered that he wasn't calling from his own phone and that perhaps the reason she hadn't answered was because she didn't recognize the number. "It's a company phone,” he lied. “Are you okay? I'm sorry to wake you."
"I'm fine. Where are you? Why aren't you home yet?"
The sound of her sweet voice broke his heart. She had no idea what was going on and soon he would have to tell her. She'd handled the news of his injury and of Kafni's death well enough, but the events of this evening would mean big changes in their life, changes that had to happen fast and without any time for explanations. They had to get away now. Whoever had sent these men after them wouldn't be likely to give up easily and he still had at least one more to deal with.
"The truck broke down," he said, thinking quickly. "I need you to come and get me."
"What do you mean, the truck broke down? It's a brand new truck!"
"I don't know. Just won't start. Come get me. I'm downtown by the old railroad yard. You know where your Uncle's produce warehouse used to be?"
"Yeah, okay. Why are you down there?"
"I was taking the back way home. I'm in his old parking lot. Hurry up. I don't want to be down here for long. It's a rough area."
"Okay. I'm coming."
"Call me when you leave the house."
"Okay."
He heard the rustle of the bedsheets as she pushed them back before she ended the call. He looked up the hill through the trees and could make out a faint light in their bedroom window. He turned to watch the smoking bandit in the car. If the nicotine addiction hadn't gotten the better of him, he might have been successful in staying undetected in the darkness. Suddenly the flame moved through the air to the right and gave birth to a twin. So there are two men in the car. That was a good sign that they were still waiting for orders from their now deceased cohorts.
 
Ten minutes later the headlights of Constance's pearl white convertible moved out of the garage and onto the driveway. The men in the car chucked their cigarettes onto the gravel path of the park and faded into the darkness as they saw her approaching. She made a left turn out of the driveway and drove thirty yards up a small hill where she made a right, heading towards downtown Roanoke.
Declan watched, waiting for the men to make their move, and seconds later they did. The taillights of the car blazed to life in the darkness, casting a red hue on the trees behind it, followed by the sound of an engine turning over, then a white Crown Victoria with two passengers pulled out of the lot and passed within thirty feet of where Declan was parked. Watching closely for them to signal anyone else nearby, Declan saw nothing. It appeared that they were alone after all. He watched for any signs of another vehicle behind him as he followed them at a safe distance. He looked down as the phone in his lap vibrated.
"You on your way?" he said to his wife. "Good. Listen to me carefully. I'm not at the produce warehouse. I'm two hundred yards behind you."
"Decl—"
"Don't talk! Just listen," he ordered. "Look in your rearview mirror. You see the headlights?"
"Yes. But why are you—"
"Just listen," he ordered again. "That's not me in the car. I'm behind it in a white SUV. You're being followed."
He watched ahead and saw the Nissan's brake lights come on. "Don't react. Just keep going," he said.
"Declan what's going on?"
"Just keep going. I don't have time to explain. Just stay on the line with me and head towards the produce warehouse."
"Okay."
He could hear the fear in her voice and hoped what he was planning would work. Constance had no training for this kind of thing.
Up ahead the Crown Vic followed the Nissan closely, a sign that its driver didn't have a lot of experience. Apparently whoever had hired this crew had run out of experienced men to do their dirty work and had been forced to rely on rookies.
"I want you to get on the highway as quick as possible," Declan said.
The Crown Vic backed off and was now following at a more experienced distance. Declan realized immediately that the driver had been using the headlights to try and determine how many people were in the vehicle he was following; maybe he was experienced after all.
Ahead, Constance was approaching a stop light. Only a few vehicles were on the road at this time of night and the normally busy four lane intersection was empty. The green glow of the traffic signal changed suddenly to amber and then to red as she approached.
Damn, Declan thought as he saw her slowing down to a stop. The Crown Vic came to a rest two car lengths behind her. Watching carefully as he approached, Declan looked for any sign that he'd been noticed. He leaned over and pulled the Smith & Wesson pistol he had taken from the men who'd attacked him off the passenger seat of the vehicle. Preparation was the key to survival and although he had hoped he would never have to use them, he'd stashed weapons, mostly semi-automatic pistols, throughout his house and vehicles; unfortunately he wasn't in his vehicle.
"Declan, I wish you would tell me what's going on. Why are there people following me? Is this about Abe's death?"
"Yes," he said, and let his words hang in the air for a moment before continuing. "I'll tell you more once we're both safe, but for now, just keep going."
The traffic signal turned green and Constance made a left hand turn heading west towards the highway. Slowly, apparently being careful not to be too aggressive and tip her off, the Crown Vic rolled after her.
"Remember, just keep going and lead them to the warehouse. I'll tell you what to do when we get there. Everything will be okay," Declan said hoping he was right.
 
Sixteen minutes after leaving the house, Constance turned right off the interstate at the downtown Roanoke exit and drove east. She continued through two stop lights then made a left, heading into the city's southeast neighborhoods.
Between the downtown market area and the expansive ward known commonly as "old southeast" were rows of dilapidated warehouses that had once been used by the Norfolk & Southern railroad and other businesses that had supported it. The railroad still maintained a working yard that occupied a large quadrant of Roanoke's south side, but it was a shadow of its former self. Staying about a hundred yards behind the Crown Vic, Declan could see to his left the dormant shapes of the hulking locomotives across the Roanoke River, their engines kept running throughout the night to avoid freezing.
"Alright, we're almost there," he said to Constance. "Do you remember your uncle's favorite parking spot? The one around the back between the building and the fence, just big enough to fit a car into?"
"Yeah, yeah I think so."
"Grand. I want you to pull straight ahead into that spot and stay in the car until I come and get you. Whatever you hear, do not get out of the car. Do you understand?"
"Yes."
Declan knew he was scaring her. He could hear a quiver in her voice. He was doing it on purpose. He had a pretty good feeling that he had avoided being made, but that was about to change. The last thing he wanted was Constance out in the open when the shooting started. He hoped that the men in the car were only carrying smaller firearms, certainly nothing bigger than the one he carried. While he trusted his aim, he was using a firearm that wasn't his own and he had no desire to take on a sub-machine gun or some other automatic weapon.
"Turn off the engine and the lights as soon as you're parked."
"Okay," Constance said, her voice a high squeak.
He hung up the phone and watched as she turned right into the fenced lot that belonged to a two story white concrete building with a loading dock wrapped around it. The gate that once prevented people from accessing the property after business hours had now rusted off its hinges and was lying in the muddy dirt lot. Weathered signs along the road and on the building identified it as Star City Fruit & Produce. The business had once shipped locally grown goods all over the southeast United States and had belonged to Constance's uncle, Nathan Cobrian. Upon his death six years earlier his two sons had taken over and run the company into the ground. All that was left of it now was the abandoned building, which Declan had bought out of foreclosure, and a few rusting box trucks that sat along the rear fence.
Declan pulled his truck to the side of the road and watched as the Crown Vic cautiously entered the lot, trying to remain undetected. Constance had done exactly as he had told her and was now around the far end of the building out of sight. The driver of the Crown Vic turned off the headlights and proceeded forward. Declan turned off his truck and got out. He would have to be quick to avoid any chance of his wife getting hit during the fight that was about to erupt. With any luck he would get the drop on the goons before they could get a shot off.
Getting out of the SUV, he tucked the pistol into his coat pocket and started off in a jog. Entering the dirt lot, he stayed in the shadows close to the fence as the Crown Vic came to a stop. The cloudy night and the tall, leafless birch trees that lined the rear of the property shrouded most of the one acre lot in darkness.
The men got out of the car and Declan watched as they each drew a handgun from under their coats and chambered a round. He pulled his own pistol from his pocket.
The men moved cautiously towards the far corner of the warehouse, their pistols raised and following their line of sight, as if they realized that there was a good possibility that they'd been led into a trap.
Silently, Declan pulled himself up onto the loading dock and crept along the smooth concrete floor, his dark clothing and the lack of natural light concealing him perfectly. Flattening himself against the wall, he made sure the men were looking away when he moved.
The men arrived at the corner of the warehouse, first pointing their weapons down the side of the building and then in the opposite direction, into the yard, towards the decaying box trucks. Moving down the side of the building they momentarily passed out of Declan's view, their pistols still aimed towards the back of the property.
Declan moved quickly across the loading dock to the far corner and turned quickly, taking aim. The men swept from right to left with their backs to him as they looked for any signs of Constance's vehicle. They were twenty yards from where she was parked in the narrow but deep parking spot her uncle had used for thirty years, the ribbed sheet metal siding of the building easily hiding the slender sports car from view.
"Looking for someone?" Declan announced.
The men turned counterclockwise in a fraction of a second, aiming their weapons.
Declan didn't wait. He fired three times, the report of the shots echoing against the metal building. His first shot hit the driver in the face, where he'd been aiming, and the other two struck the passenger center mass. Both men collapsed into the dirt lot and lay still. He jumped off the loading dock and breathed slowly but deeply as he approached, his gun ready. Standing at the feet of the passenger, he looked down at both men. Like the ones who had attacked him earlier, these two also appeared to be Americans. Their short haircuts and the movements they had been making also indicated that they were trained police or military. He watched for any signs that they were still breathing and saw none. To be sure, he aimed and fired twice more, sending blood and brain tissue splattering into the tire tracks made by Constance's Nissan in the muddy parking lot.
He did a full three hundred and sixty degree turn to be sure there was no one nearby and then moved quickly to the back of the building. His wife's convertible sat exactly where he had told her, a consistent tapping sound from the engine as it cooled in the night the only clue as to its presence. Through the rear window he could see his wife sitting in the driver's seat. As he approached the side of the car she stared straight ahead. He tapped on the glass but she did not move. Tears ran down her face and her chest heaved. Slowly she looked out at him.
Declan felt his insides tighten as regret washed over him. As long as he lived, he would never be able to apologize enough for what she was going through.
"Move over," he said, as he opened the driver's door. She slid silently across the console into the passenger's seat. He could hear her sniffing away tears as he got in and removed the pistol from his pocket, laying it on the black vinyl dashboard. He turned the key and revved the engine. All six cylinders whined as he shifted into reverse and stomped on the accelerator, guiding the vehicle straight back. He turned the wheel suddenly and ground the gears as the convertible slid to a stop in the wet mud. He heard Constance sob as she saw the two men a short distance away. He knew as they tore past the wrecked bodies that she would never look at him the same way again.
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
9:36 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
Graemont Lane
Charlottesville, Virginia
 
As his children slept in the luxurious bedroom suites below, David Kemiss sat at the desk in his third floor study. The television in the walnut armoire along the opposite wall flickered with images of the plane carrying Abaddon Kafni's body leaving the Lynchburg Regional Airport. The talking heads of the major media networks were aglow with speculation as to what could have happened to the outspoken professor and author who had frequently appeared on their shows defending Israel and America's war on terrorism, as well as analyzing dozens of other events, from the Arab Spring to the mass casualties in Syria at the hands of that nation's own government.
Their experts, many of them Kafni's colleagues, seemed sure of only one thing: the Islamic extremists who had been trying for years to kill Kafni without success had finally achieved their goal. But who were the extremists? Had it been the act of a lone wolf? Was it a sign of a larger attack to come? The news media seemed barely able to contain itself at the thought of the possibilities. Peppered with bits and pieces of Kafni's life story, this event would give them something to report on for at least a week, maybe longer. But there was only one thing about the entire situation that Kemiss wanted to know as he leaned back in his red leather chair: had the witness to Kafni's death been neutralized? Nervously, he flipped his cell phone around in his hand. Suddenly the phone vibrated and he switched off the television, tossing the remote back onto the desk as he flipped open the phone. Looking at the display, he recognized Castellano's number.
"Have you heard anything?" he asked as he heard a car door slam on the other end of the line.
"Not a thing."
Kemiss sighed loudly. "It's been over an hour since they were supposed to report. Something's gone wrong."
"We don't know that yet. Maybe they had to take him somewhere else. These guys know what they're doing. They handled the situation last night, didn't they?"
"Yes, but I'm not waiting to find out. Every minute that goes by, this guy could be contacting the press or someone else. I don't want anything left to chance."
"He doesn't have anything to go to the press with, David. He can't even make a one hundred percent positive identification."
"That won't stop them from spreading his story all over the airwaves and turning this thing into more of a three ring circus than it already is. All we need is one tabloid journalist to wave some money under this guy's nose and he'll be on the front page in every grocery aisle in America."
"Okay...okay. I'll call them and find out what's going on, but it needs to be kept short and to the point. We have got to maintain as much silence on this as possible. These throw-away phones are only so secure."
"I don't like forcing your hand," Kemiss said, "but you're not the only one with contacts that might be able to help if need be. Use the three-way calling feature. I'll wait."
He listened as Castellano tabbed through the calls received to the only other number that had ever called the phone, the number belonging to the throw-away phone of the man who should at that very moment be trying to wash Declan McIver's blood off his hands. He tensed as the phone rang, followed by the sound of someone picking up the call, a rustling sound perhaps caused by the mouthpiece brushing against facial hair as the phone was raised into the proper position.
"Hello? Who's there?" an accented voice asked.
"Who is this?" Castellano asked severely. But as the words left the agent's mouth Kemiss knew who it was. Declan McIver was alive and had just answered the phone of the man who was supposed to have killed him. He terminated the call by closing the phone and slowly placed the device on his desk, his mind racing as he sat forward in his chair. The owner of the phone not answering could only mean one thing: he was dead. What did they do now?
The phone vibrated again on the desk.
"Yeah," Kemiss said as he picked it up.
"They're dead," Castellano said. "We have to get rid of these phones. Take out the battery and the SIM card and keep them separate from the phone. I'll take care of destroying them, but don't turn it back on or try to use it for any reason."
"Then what?"
"I'll call the state police and monitor any traffic reports. We need to find out what happened and where. You said you had contacts that can help? Now would be the time to call them. This guy knows there's someone after him now and if he's smart he's going to run. We need someone that can catch him."
"I know just the person to handle that."
Kemiss closed the phone and pressed down on the back of it, removing the battery covering. Taking the battery and the tiny black SIM card out, he placed all three items in a neat line on the side of his desk. Castellano could take care of the rest.
Picking up the land line phone on his desk, he dialed a number and waited for an answer.
"Yeah, Allan? It's David Kemiss."
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
9:43 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
National Security Agency Headquarters
Fort Meade, Maryland
 
"Were you present during the Bush administration, David, or were you just voting that way?" Allan Ayers asked pointedly as he brushed a hand over his goatee. "I know you were there because you were leading the charge against warrantless wiretaps in the Senate."
He listened to the uncomfortable silence on the other end of the line as he rested his elbows on the black Government Issue desk in his office, on the seventh floor of the National Security Agency's headquarters fifteen miles southwest of Baltimore. In his position, the last thing he wanted when he came to work was a phone call from a sitting senator, even if that senator happened to be a friend of the family.
Under normal circumstances, the politicians that called expected a favor to be done for one of the many new recruits that passed through the Live Environment Analyst Development, or LEAD, facility that sat just outside of Ayers' office. The recruit would likely be the offspring of an influential but not necessarily wealthy constituent. He or she would have recently graduated from college and have somehow figured out his or her way through the absolute maze that was the federal hiring process, and now their parent's political connections would be brought into to play to ensure that they received as high a pay grade as possible at the agency of their choice, which for computer science majors, was always the NSA. Ayers had seen many of these individuals rise through the ranks rapidly after his aid in securing them the highest possible scores on the agency's systems and some had even surpassed him in the chain of command, which made filling more such requests far more difficult. But tonight, just as he was about to begin loading in a fresh batch of targets for a class, Senator David Kemiss had called for an entirely different type of favor, one that Ayers didn't want anything to do with.
"Don't insult me, Allan," Kemiss said, after allowing the uncomfortable silence to grow to a cacophony. "I was there and so were you, thanks in no small part to my intervention on your behalf. It's time to pay the piper. I need wiretaps and a team of analysts searching for two individuals and I needed it done five minutes ago."
There it was. The advancing locomotive that Ayers had seen coming a mile away, his dirty little secret plastered to the front of it like a windswept Christmas wreath. He too, as an unemployed IT worker from Silicon Valley, had once reached out for help the same way many of his students did. He'd always reasoned to himself that his situation had been different, that he'd had a family to feed and that waiting for the dot-com industry to repair itself after the bust in the late nineties would have meant stocking shelves at Wal-Mart for a decade while his children were raised on food stamps. But in reality, the scenario was the same as for a recent college grad needing to pay back the student loans taken out to finance their education, and as Kemiss had so pointedly put it seconds before, the piper always came calling.
"So you're telling me that this is a matter of national security and that these people are suspected of involvement in the attack in Virginia?"
"He is; she just has the misfortune of being married to him."
"Then why isn't this going through the Surveillance Court and up to one of the analyst centers with a warrant attached?"
"Because we don't have that kind of time. Within the last hour this guy killed at least two men sent to apprehend him and he's going to be on his way out of the country in a matter of a few hours more. Now, if we find him this way the Richmond Field Office can put a collar on him before he even leaves the region and no one, including him, will ever know the NSA was involved."
Ayers looked over the two dozen computer terminals lined up in rows of four in front of a 216" x 96" blank LED monitor that, during a training operation, would be filled with the images of whoever it was he had loaded into the system for his students to hunt down. These days most of the individuals, known as mice, that he would load into the system were terror suspects that had already been caught or killed, but whose movements had been sporadic and had led authorities on a global chase as they left clues in, out, and around businesses, airports and other facilities, clues that the budding analysts could track until they found where he had placed the mouse.
Could a real individual be traced with the training system? Of course, it was the same system used in the upper floor analyst centers and, just like those centers, all the data collected by the analysts went directly to their team leader before being sent up the line. Being the team leader in this case, he made sure the collected data was stored in a training file where it would be scored by senior analysts and then deleted from the live system. So what Kemiss was proposing was not only possible, but also easy to do. Was the risk of turning him down really worth it? He thought it very likely that every senior analyst and team leader at the agency had probably had a little fun with the system at least once in their career. Whether it was something as innocuous as checking out an old high school flame or something more nefarious like listening in on your neighbor's phone conversations, it happened. Was losing his job for something that could be so easily covered up worth it? The immediate answer was no. He wasn't willing to risk the federal pension he would be enjoying in less than a decade for someone who had just killed two federal agents.
"Alright, send me everything you have."
"It's all located in an attachment in the draft folder of an email address set up at mailer.com; I'll give you the login information."
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
10:10 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
Porter's Exxon Station – Route 60
White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia
 
"Who do you think it was?" Constance asked. "Do you think there are more of them?"
She had asked the same questions at least twice in the last several minutes and the same quiver was still present in her voice when she talked. The look on her face spoke volumes about her frame of mind. She was afraid and she had every reason to be.
"Oh, there's definitely more of them," Declan said, as he looked at the cell phone he'd taken from the heavily-damaged SUV that had attacked him on his way home. He and his wife had been parked at a gas station on the corner of West Virginia State Routes 60 and 92 for half an hour, ever since the phone had rang, a male caller on the other end. "Those guys weren't acting alone. The ones who came after me talked about someone paying them to be there."
"Paying them to be there? You mean they were hired to kill us? By who?"
He could tell by her voice that his wife was nearly at the point of hysterics.
"I don't know, but I suspect that was one of them that just called."
He picked up the phone and flipped it open. Hitting the green "send" button again, he lifted the phone to his ear. An electronic voice immediately picked up the line and repeated the same message he had heard when he'd tried to call the number back three previous times. The TelPay Wireless user you have dialed is not available and has not setup a voicemail account. Please try your call again later.
He closed the phone and tossed it onto the dashboard. The first time he had called it the number had rung busy, but each time after the electronic message had picked up. He wasn't familiar with the company, TelPay, but he suspected it was one of the many prepaid wireless services that could be found in just about every convenience store or grocery chain in the United States. The only clue he had was the number's area code, 434, and that meant the phone had likely been purchased somewhere in Central Virginia and that the person using it was located there as well.
"Do you have any service on your phone?" he asked, as Constance sniffed away new tears.
She reached down to the tan leather handbag that sat on the floorboard between her feet and pulled out a dark red Samsung smartphone. "Two bars," she said.
He reached out and took hold of the phone, allowing his hand to touch hers softly for a moment.
"Hey," he said with a quick smile and a comforting look. "I'm not going to let anything happen to us, okay?"
She wiped her face and nodded as he took the phone from her hand and thumbed the display. Opening the android phone's web browser to the Google home page, he flipped it sideways and typed “TelPay” into the search engine. Moments later the search engine returned the page of a prepaid wireless provider based in Chula Vista, California, confirming his suspicions.
"Damn."
"What? What is it?" Constance asked, her head snapping up to look at him.
"Nothing," he said, raising his hands slowly, hoping to calm her startled movements. "The phone is from a prepaid wireless service, that's all."
"What does that mean?"
He shrugged. "It just means that the caller didn't sign a contract when they bought the phone. The service was paid for in advance which usually means the buyer either has bad credit or wants to remain anonymous for some reason."
"So there's no way the police can find out who it is that's after us?" she asked rhetorically.
Declan nodded. "Aye, that's what it means."
"There's got to be someone we can call, someone that can help."
Declan nodded. "Yeah, maybe. But if we call them we have to explain all of this, and we don't have time for that right now."
"Why don't you want to explain it, Declan? Tell me! Someone tried to kill you! People go to the police when that happens, they don't run away and hide!"
"So you've said."
"Stop saying that!" She stomped her foot hard against the floorboard.
"Look, we've covered this. I'm not going to anyone until I know you're safe. We don't know who these people are and we don't know who's involved."
Running directly to the police was a typical civilian response and in most cases it made sense. Most of the murders in the United States were committed by jealous lovers or enraged spouses and going straight to the authorities was the right thing to do, but not in this situation. It wasn't a coincidence that Abaddon Kafni had been killed the night before and that now someone was trying to kill the only people who had been within a few hundred yards of where he'd died. Declan was certain there was more to what was happening than could be plainly seen. What he needed to do was to get his wife to a safe place where he wouldn't have to worry about protecting her if someone came at him again. She may not agree with what he was doing, but she didn't have to – as long as she was alive.
"Look, I already know these phones can't be tracked down very easily. That's why people use them. I'm not trying to hide from the police; I just want to make sure you're safe. You have to believe me when I say this....I've never experienced a worse feeling than I did tonight, driving home knowing there were people that could be hurting you at that very moment. I won't risk that again."
Constance's expression softened.
"I just want you to be safe," he said, continuing to drive the point home that what he was doing was for her own good, "and then I'll go to the police and start trying to figure this whole thing out. You didn't see anything so there's no reason for them to talk to you anyways. There's no reason that you can't be holed up somewhere for a few days." In actuality, he had no intention of going to the police. While he hadn't told his wife, he'd recognized the voice on the phone. Picking up on the croaky sounding Creole accent, he knew the caller had been ASAC Seth Castellano; the police, for all intents and purposes.
"If these people can find our house and can find you when you're driving along a road then why can't they find a cabin in the woods?"
"Because it doesn't belong to us and no one knows we're going there," Declan said, although he knew the statement wasn't entirely accurate. In fact the cabin they were going to, which was still another thirty miles away, did belong to him. He'd bought it several years ago shortly after they'd been married, and had been preparing it over the last few years as an emergency shelter. He had, however, been very careful as to how the cabin was owned and his name didn't appear on any of the paperwork. Instead, it was owned by what was commonly called a dummy corporation, this one based in the Grand Cayman Islands. Without some serious international investigation backed up by legal proceedings, its ownership would be impossible to determine.
“Without powerful connections,” he continued, as he shifted the sports car into gear and left the gas station's parking lot, “it would take a very long time for someone to trace us to this location."
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
10:46 p.m. Eastern Time – Saturday
County Route 141
Lake Sherwood, West Virginia
 
Declan had insisted Constance stay in the warm car while he got the fire going. Now that the place was beginning to warm up, he escorted her inside and she stood still in the center of the room, taking in the rustic decor. After helping her out of her coat, Declan pushed a wooden Adirondack chair to the edge of the stone hearth so she could sit by the fireplace.She took her seat gingerly, as if she was being asked to sit on a rusty nail. He watched for a moment, and then moved to the galley kitchen at the right side of the cabin to begin a pot of coffee.
Standing on the edge of a lake at the end of a half mile dirt road that was barely passable without four wheel drive, the cabin's sturdy log construction was testament to a bygone era of rugged craftsmanship. Inside, it consisted of one large room, a small bathroom the only area with privacy. Directly across from the front door a stone fireplace jutted out from the back wall and tonight, for the first time in years, smoke spewed from the chimney.
The lake was situated ten miles west of the Virginia / West Virginia state line, in the Monongahela National Forest northeast of the tiny, unincorporated town of Lowry's Mill. With nearly twenty miles of one and a half lane road between it and anything closely resembling civilization, the cabin was as safe a place as someone wanting to hide out would find. Whether you were a dedicated homesteader, a paranoid survivalist, or someone delusional enough to want a hideout from the zombie apocalypse, you'd be hard pressed to find a more remote location and still be within driving distance of a few modern amenities. For Declan, the place was all about preparation.
Declan had bought most of the property he owned at auction, after a bank or some lien holding agency had foreclosed on it. In the case of the cabin, its original owner had been a retired widower who'd moved there to take up gold prospecting in the nearby creek beds after a life of working on aircraft for the United States government. The man had drowned while trying to retrieve some mining equipment during a storm and since he had no relatives the Greenbrier County government had ended up owning the property. By law, they'd put it up for auction to the highest bidder. Declan had shown up at the county courthouse despite a snowstorm and in a small bidding war between himself and two area residents, he'd paid twice what the property was worth.
Leaning against the green laminated counter top in the galley kitchen, he watched his wife as she stared into the fire. Here he was sure they would be safe for however long they needed to be, but living in a place this small and this secluded was out of the question long term. The presence of two obvious outsiders in the small town of Lowry's Mill would surely bring attention and eventually someone would put two and two together. He needed to come up with a plan, but it could wait until morning. Right now, he had something else on his mind.
Constance sat still, her hands in her lap, staring into the flames as they licked the top of the stone fireplace. Declan had no idea what she was thinking. Despite the brief argument in the parking lot of the gas station, few words had passed between them on the journey from Roanoke. He supposed she was just trying to take it all in. Having been raised in a devoutly Christian home, he knew that her experience with violence likely amounted to what she had seen on television. Seeing the bodies of the two men who had been following her had been a shock, for sure. He hated the idea of burdening her with even more information tonight, especially the revelation that he'd lied to her for nearly a decade about who he was and where he came from, but on the drive he'd worked things over in his mind. He'd tried to convince himself that there was no need to tell her, no need to cause her further pain and risk driving a huge wedge between them in their relationship, but ultimately he'd decided it was time that he came clean about his full history with Abaddon Kafni. If she was going to trust him throughout this situation, she needed to know everything.
"You know...I...uhh...I want to tell you more about how I know Abe and how all of this came about," he said, as he walked over and handed her a cup of hot coffee.
She looked briefly up at him and then back to the fire, taking the cup without a word.
In the last twenty four hours he had reacquainted himself with a way of life he thought he'd left behind nearly two decades ago and had hoped he'd never have to revisit. He'd faced down six trained killers like an old pro, but telling his wife how he'd done it scared the hell out of him.
"I wish I could tell you that none of this was my fault. That somehow I just happened to get caught up in this. But the truth is that Abe and I go much further back than just working security for him when I first arrived in the States."
Constance looked up at him, her interest renewed. The expression on her face scared him; it was vacant with the slightest hint of' what now? in her eyes. Disappointment settled in his stomach and he couldn't avoid the feeling that he would never look the same in her eyes again, no matter what he did.
"I'm not from Galway in the Republic," he began. "I was born in a town called Ballygowan about twenty miles south of Belfast and I lived there until I was eleven."
"Northern Ireland?" she asked rhetorically.
"Aye, Northern Ireland, and my family weren't fisherman who had a bad bout of pneumonia and left me orphaned."
The look on her face told him that she knew what was coming. While most Americans had only a slight notion of the thirty year war in Northern Ireland known as the Troubles, mostly from romanticized books and movies about the IRA, he knew that she was better educated on the subject. Not only was she married to someone from Ireland, but she also held a master's degree in history and had more than a passing interest in the British Isles. In fact, their first conversation had been about the subject when they had met at a book store just over nine years ago.
"My da' was Paul McIver, elected MP of the North Down constituency located just south of Belfast. He and my mum were killed in 1980 by men linked to a loyalist paramilitary group called the Ulster Volunteer Force."
Tears formed in Constance's eyes, sliding slowly down her cheeks. She knew exactly where he was going with this. For a moment it looked as if she might try to comfort him, but instead she buried her face in her hands without a word.
"They were killed because the UVF said my da' was a traitor. My mum was Lorna Flynn, a Catholic from Derry. Da' hid me in the backseat of our car under a blanket just before the masked men approached the car. I heard the whole thing. I heard my da' beg them not to hurt my mum, I heard my mum screaming, and then I heard them both being shot. I was eleven years old."
He recounted the story without emotion. For him it was just something he lived with every day and he hadn't felt one way or another about it for years. It was just a fact, a sad part of the story of his life, a life he'd hoped had moved away from death and violence and war towards a successful marriage and a family of his own. He sat down on the edge of the queen bed and waited for her to gather her thoughts.
"So there's more?" she said, finally looking up at him and wiping away tears. "You didn't just lie about where you were born and who your parents were, did you?"
He winced. Her words felt like a razor blade being dragged repeatedly across his conscience.
"Yeah, there's more," he said, after a moment. "After my parents died I was sent to live in a Catholic orphanage in County Armagh. I lived there until I was fourteen. I ran away with an older boy after we intervened in a rape being committed by one of the clergy."
He stopped talking momentarily as Constance's face softened, but she continued to dab away tears.
"On the streets I met up with and joined the IRA as an angry young man who thought revenge for the wrong done to him was all that mattered. I spent nearly ten years in their ranks before I realized I wasn't solving problems, I was perpetuating them."
"So you were a member of a terrorist organization?" she asked. Her voice was full of indignation, but the look in her eyes communicated sorrow, although whether it was sorrow because he'd lied and wasn't who she thought he was or because of the story he'd just told her, he wasn't sure. "Why did you feel like you had to lie to me about it?" she asked, and he took his time forming his reply. He knew exactly how important this was.
"Because I wasn't exactly proud of who I was, who I had been and the things I'd done,” he said, eventually. “I just wanted to move on. I wanted someone to look at me as more than just a sad son of a bitch who'd picked up a gun to solve his problems. I wanted to be someone different, and I was, in your eyes, it seemed. America was my chance to start over. To have the life my da' always wanted his family to have, but never got the chance to give them. Now all of this has happened and I feel like I'm right back on the streets of Belfast."
For some reason that he couldn't put his finger on, Declan was angry. He felt like he couldn't breathe. Pulling his coat on, he opened the door and walked out into the cold mountain night.
 
Minutes later he stood at the end of the rickety pier thirty yards from the front door of the cabin. He lit a match and placed it into the end of his churchwarden pipe, inhaling the first burst of smoke from the cherry tobacco. He only smoked when something was bothering him. Flicking the lit match into the air towards the black water in front of him, he watched as the orange light moved through the air and vanished with an audible hiss. In its absence he realized exactly how dark it was at night without any street lights nearby.
A brief light broke the darkness again as the front door to the cabin opened. He took another drag from the pipe and exhaled slowly as he felt a pair of slender arms slide around his waist in a light embrace, followed by a head resting against his back. He held the pipe between his teeth and placed his hands over his wife's arms.
"None of this is your fault," she said after several moments of holding him silently. "I didn't marry you because you were a fisherman from Galway. I married you because I loved you, and I love you now. I don't understand everything that's happened, but my feeling is that the outcome would have been much different if you weren't who you are."
One of the things he loved most about her was that she never held a grudge. No matter how angry she got, she worked through it quickly and always had a clear way of thinking about things afterwards. This time, as usual, she was right, whether he liked it or not. If not for his past experiences, the outcome of several situations would have been much different. For starters, he'd be dead, the two goons on the highway would have seen to that, and the other two waiting in the park would have killed Constance. Despite the sins of his past, they were both alive now because he was a trained killer. He silenced the thought that if he hadn't been, he never would have met Kafni and none of this would have even happened. Following such thoughts led a man in circles.
"It's not that I didn't want you to know that I'd done some bad things," he said. "I wasn't running from you, I was running from myself. I'd been running for years. When we met, for the first time I actually dared to believe that I could have a normal life."
"And we do have a normal life," she said, moving around to face him. "Or at least we did."
He snorted a short laugh and said, "Yeah, past tense. Abe's timing has always been an issue."
She hugged him tightly and rested her head against his chest. "How'd you meet him?"
"He was a Mossad agent working illegally in Belfast. He was acting on intelligence Israel had received that Arafat's PLO was being aided by the IRA. The 'ra was helping to train some of Arafat's men in the use of IEDs in exchange for shipments of weapons and semtex. I was on the outs by then, most of the right-wingers I'd run with were dead. I supplied him with some dates and times. Earned myself a right good beating for it, too," he said, tracing his index finger down a small scar beside his right eye. "They'd have killed me that night for being a tout if Abe and two of his men hadn't shown up."
"He saved your life?"
"Aye. Moved me to the Republic that same night, to a Mossad safe house in Galway. The Brits didn't have anything on me so I was able to leave the country on a freighter heading to Boston."
"And once he quit Mossad and came to the U.S. you two met up again," she said.
He nodded. "I worked in Boston doing the only thing I knew how to do, smuggling and gun running. I got wind of an assassination plot that my employer was involved in and found out that Kafni was the target."
"And you saved his life to return the favor he did you?"
"Aye."
Several minutes passed as they stood holding each other in silence.
"What do we do now?" she asked, finally breaking the silence.
Declan shook his head. "I don't know. My mind keeps going back to that FBI agent, the one who interviewed me in the hospital. He was combative from the very beginning and stopped just short of accusing me of being involved. It was his voice on that phone a while ago, I'm sure of it."
She drew back and looked up at him as if she was studying his face to see if he was serious.
"I met him too," she said finally, “in the waiting room last night. I didn't really think much of it at the time, but I got a weird feeling from him. He kept insisting that he needed to talk to you right away, but the doctors and nurses wouldn't let him."
Her voice trailed off and he knew she was thinking the same thing he was. If an FBI agent was involved then they were in a lot of trouble. Not only did it mean that the people against them weren't just some two bit thugs, it meant there was a much wider conspiracy that could involve countless numbers of people. What did they do now? Run?
Declan felt a surge of anger rise inside him as he considered the options. He and Constance had built a life together and if they ran then that life would crumble away into nothing. Sure, they could rebuild somewhere else and probably even live safely, but they'd never be able to stop looking over their shoulders and he didn't want that kind of life. He'd been down that road before and had determined to leave it behind.
"That's why I didn't want to go to the police. If there's some kind of conspiracy going on, then we'd just end up back in the same situation. By coming here, by disappearing, we've got the advantage. We get to decide when and where we surface, or even if we surface."
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
6:46 a.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
Lynchburg Federal Building
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
Seth Castellano sat alone in the fourth floor field office his counterterrorism unit had taken over thirty-six hours earlier. The other agents assigned to the case were either out, following the hundreds of leads that had poured in through the FBI's eyewitness hotlines, or had taken a few hours off to freshen up and get some rest. He'd spent most of the night going over ways to spin the fact that Declan McIver had killed the four assassins that had been sent to make sure that what he knew never reached the ears of the public at large.
Castellano had had a pretty good idea that McIver was hiding something when he'd first begun to pull information on the man after learning his identity at the hospital, and the deaths of the four men all but proved it. Now the question wasn't if McIver was hiding something, but what.
Shortly before 11 p.m. the previous night, Castellano had received word from the Virginia State Police that a vehicle belonging to DCM Properties had been found overturned along a deserted section of a four lane highway between Lynchburg and Roanoke and that two bodies had been nearby. He'd immediately ordered his agents in the field to secure the scene and to prevent any of the local or state police from contaminating it. By the time he'd arrived to have a closer look, he'd also learned that the Roanoke City Police had found two more bodies near a warehouse owned by the same company.
Now, with four suspicious bodies attached to property ostensibly belonging to Declan McIver, he was beginning to feel much better about their chances of success. Even with McIver still on the loose, the bodies meant a huge hit to his credibility and he would have a lot of questions to answer when he was located. In the meantime, Castellano was sure that he could make the four dead men work in his and David Kemiss's favor if he could figure out the right angle.
Castellano's thoughts were interrupted by the bell on the elevator. He turned in his chair to see an agent entering the office. "Good morning, Agent Kelly," he said.
Kelly placed a black computer bag on one of the many desks and took a seat. "Good morning, sir. Have you been here all night?" She was one of the newest agents in his unit, but one of the most experienced investigators on the team, having had many years of prior service in the FBI. She was middle-aged with scraggly, dark hair and a lined face. Not the most attractive person, but certainly one of the most motivated agents he had under his command.
Castellano nodded. "No rest for the wicked, I suppose."
"No rest here either, sir, I spent most of the night trying to locate a lead that I thought you might be interested in, in light of last night's discoveries."
"Oh?"
Kelly zipped open the computer bag and withdrew a tip sheet. "I remembered seeing this yesterday morning and didn't think much of it. At the time it seemed like just another nutjob calling in conspiracy theories, but since those bodies were found near Kafni's former bodyguard's property...I thought maybe there was more to it."
Castellano reached out and took the tip sheet. Looking it over he said, "What kind of name is Lorcan O'Rourke?"
"Irish, I believe, sir."
"Well, let's see if we can get him on the phone, shall we?"
Kelly took the tip sheet back and dialed the phone number listed. Pressing the speaker button, the agents listened as the phone rang on the other end.
"Yeah?" a gruff voice answered.
"Is this Lorcan O'Rourke?" Castellano said, over-enunciating the name.
"Depends on who's asking, boyo." The voice was accented and when the man spoke it sounded as though he was gargling broken glass. Whoever he was, he needed to lay off the cigarettes or else he was going to have a serious disagreement with cancer before long.
"You're speaking with Assistant Special Agent in Charge Seth Castellano, at the FBI. I understand that you phoned one of our tip lines and said you had information on the Kafni investigation, is that correct?"
"Well, boyo, I have some information that might be related to your investigation and it might not be. It's more of an additional direction you could take a look in, besides Islamic terrorism."
"You indicated that your information had something to do with a former bodyguard. Why don't you tell me more about that?"
"Aye. Have you run across a man named Declan McIver in your investigation yet?"
Castellano couldn't believe his ears. Had the man just said Declan McIver? He sure as hell had, and now Castellano was listening intently. "I can't comment on an ongoing investigation, sir. You'll have to tell me what it is that you have and I'll decide from there whether it's something we need to pursue."
"McIver used to be a member of Kafni's security detail back in the late nineties, but before that he worked for me, as a smuggler. Turned out to be quite a lot of trouble, too, and cost me a damn fortune. After thirty years at sea, I can tell you that he's the worst thing I've ever plucked out of the Atlantic Ocean."
"I'm sorry, plucked out of the Atlantic Ocean?"
"That's right, boyo. McIver's an immigrant, and not the legal kind, at least not originally. He came to the States aboard a freighter that originated in Ireland. That freighter was carrying, well, we'll call it undeclared cargo, and when we offloaded it onto our own boat, McIver came with it. We used to get a lot of guys like him in the late eighties and nineties, all running from the British Army or the Royal Ulster Constabulary or some damn agency or another over there."
"Running? Why?"
"Three words, boyo: Irish—Republican—Army."
"The IRA?" Castellano said rhetorically.
"Yeah, the IRA, revolutionaries, terrorists, whatever you want to call them. My point is, Declan McIver was one of them, and if I was looking for a man close to Abaddon Kafni who was capable of the kind of violence that happened Friday night, I'd be looking right at this man. Do some digging and you'll see what I mean. And when you do...I want you to jam him up really hard and tell him Lorcan O'Rourke sends a hearty up yours."
The caller hung up with a laugh that quickly turned into a wheezing cough. Agent Kelly picked up the receiver and hung it up again to turn off the speaker system. "Sorry, sir, I guess he was a nut after all."
"Maybe," Castellano said with a shrug, "maybe not."
"I don't see how that could help our current investigation, sir."
"Well, it's a bit of possible background on McIver, which has been hard to come by, but no, you're right. It doesn't help us much at the moment. Good effort though, Agent Kelly. Keep it up. I'll be in my office for a while before heading out if you find anything else."
"Yes, sir."
Castellano stood from the chair he'd been sitting in near a wall mounted map of the Western Virginia area. He walked into the office he had commandeered and closed the door behind him. The caller hadn't given them anything that was really pertinent to the official investigation, but that didn't matter. Whatever the guy's angle was, three words that he'd uttered were more than helpful to the goals that Castellano wanted to accomplish.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
7:27 a.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
Graemont Lane
Charlottesville, Virginia
 
David Kemiss turned up the collar on his black wool overcoat as he stepped onto the concrete porch of his house; he expelled several short breaths, which quickly evaporated into the cold air. Placing his hands in the oversized pockets of the coat, he suppressed a shiver as he strolled quickly down a brick walkway that led to a circular motor court, about twenty yards in front of the three story Georgian mansion.
He turned and looked back at the house as he arrived in the motor court. Four gray pilasters held up a triangular gable, under which stood his front door. That there were many rooms in the brick-built industrial era house was evident from the eight windows that studded the front elevation on each of the two lower levels, with four more sitting just below the roof line. He looked over each of the windows for any sign that he'd woken his family and saw none. He himself hadn't slept more than a few hours, and even that had been sporadic. He had tossed and turned and slept for only brief periods, his troubled mind unwilling to let go of his problems.
He tried to distract himself with thoughts of the beautiful landscape surrounding his home as he plodded along the narrow gravel driveway: rolling hills that looked out over the tall peaks of the Shenandoah Mountains to the west and a sloping valley to the south overlooking the Revolutionary era city of Charlottesville, glimpses of the Rivanna River trickling down the wooded expanse toward the city's many brick-fronted institutions. The nearly one hundred acres around him had been in his family since the 1950s when his father had moved to the area and opened the law firm of Kemiss, Cronk and Caulfield. Since then the Kemiss name had been synonymous with the area and both he and his father had served as the elected representative for what was known politically as the 5th District of Virginia. In 1992, he'd given up that seat to run for the more influential position of senator and had held it in each of the three elections since.
Kemiss' heart leapt as a familiar buzzing sounded from inside the left breast pocket of his coat, and he reached inside to retrieve his cell phone, hoping this was the call he'd been waiting most of the night for.
He looked at the 410 area code and took a deep breath. The caller was from the Fort Meade area of Maryland, which meant that it was indeed the man he'd been waiting for.
"What do you have, Allan?"
"Not much, I'm afraid. I've had my entire class at it since ten o'clock last night and the only thing I've got for you is a few GPS pings off the woman's cell phone. They came in shortly after we started our search, but we've had nothing since."
"But we know where they're at, right?" Kemiss felt his stomach tighten. The NSA had to have a location. That's what they did.
"No. We have no idea where they're at."
"What do you mean no?" Kemiss snapped. "Isn't locating people what you do?"
"Yes," Ayers said dryly, "but sometimes our work can take days or even weeks to find an actionable location. The pings came from a cell tower in the Lewisburg, West Virginia area. Now the satellite can trace the location, but unfortunately they were stationary at the time and then the signal disappeared, which means they either turned the phone off or lost service."
"Well, where were they?"
"In the parking lot of a gas station in White Sulphur Springs, but that isn't going to help you much. There's a major east-west interstate going right past there so they literally could have been going anywhere."
"Why didn't you call me sooner? We could have had someone in the area on the lookout!"
"We've been on the lookout and found nothing. No more pings in any direction for two hundred miles and we've been checking every airport, bus station and train terminal within the region continually. More than likely they turned the phone off and continued on. This class is over at ten and I'm pulling the plug. I'll keep the search parameters open for another twenty four hours and see if the system returns anything. I'll let you know if anything comes back, but I'm not risking my head any further for this."
"Fine, maybe I'll pull the plug on you, too." Kemiss slapped the phone closed. He'd let Ayers twist in the wind for a while and see what the gnawing idea of being fired motivated the man to do, but for now it was time to move onto another plan. If they couldn't find Declan McIver then they couldn't kill him. But maybe they didn't need to kill him. The idea of discrediting him somehow had been tossed around, but had been ditched in favor of dealing with the problem more permanently. Since that idea had obviously failed, it was time to revisit the other options.
He flipped open his phone again and dialed Castellano's number. "It's time to move on to Plan B. What do you have?" he said as Castellano picked up the call.
He could practically hear the smile in the agent's voice as he answered. "I've got four bodies, each near a piece of property belonging to our man. That's enough probable cause for me to get search warrants and to open up an official investigation, which will put a lot more resources at our command. As far as I'm concerned, Declan McIver just did us a big favor and eliminated four witnesses to Friday night's events. And I'm going to paint it to look like he eliminated four witnesses to his involvement."
"That's good—"
"That's not all I've got, either."
"Well? Don't keep me in suspense."
"What was going on in Ireland sixteen years ago when this guy first showed up in the U.S.?" Castellano didn't wait for an answer. "Terrorism," he continued, "the Irish Republican Army. We tie this guy to the car bombing, which the IRA had a proclivity for, and we brand him a terrorist."
"How the hell are you going to tie him to the IRA?"
"We got a tip from a man who knew McIver in the mid-nineties before he hooked up with Kafni. He gave me a name and I did a little checking. He was a smuggler out of Boston who operated a ship called the Saint Malachy's Revenge. He was involved in the first assassination attempt on Abaddon Kafni in ninety-seven, the one I told you about yesterday? The one that our man McIver did a prison stint for, before Kafni sprung him? This guy who called, this Captain O'Rourke, was arrested for a whole host of charges after that and spent a decade in prison himself. He's probably just trying to get a bit of revenge by muddying the waters for McIver, but I don't care about that. What I do care about is how he said McIver got to the States and why."
"Go on."
"He was running from the British because of his involvement with the IRA."
Kemiss stood in silence as he let the information sink in.
"This will take some connections to pull off," Castellano continued, "but you need to see these bodies to understand exactly what I mean. The shorthand version is that there's no way this guy is just a fisherman from Galway. Two of these guys have been shot and the other two look like they were mauled by a bear. It's just like I thought. There's a lot more to Declan McIver than what's on the surface and it lines up very well with what O'Rourke said about the IRA."
"I'll start making some calls right away," Kemiss said. "With this becoming an official inquiry it's like you said, we have more resources. I'm sure somewhere in my Rolodex I can come up with someone that can help us sort out this guy's past. If he's a goddamn terrorist we need to know. In this situation that kind of information could prove very useful."
"In the meantime, we should leak it to the press and get them stirred up about the possible connection."
"No, no. Not yet. Let me see what I can come up with first. We don't want a flock of reporters combing over every inch of this guy's life just yet. If at all possible we want to keep him out of the public eye, so when he's eliminated there's not as many questions. We'll keep this IRA thing to ourselves for now, an ace up our sleeve, if you will."
"Fine, good idea. I'm heading to the McIver house now," Castellano said. "I'll make sure everything needed to connect him to the bomb is found on the property when my men search it later on. I've already put in a call for the warrants."
"Keep me posted."
Kemiss closed the phone and returned it to his pocket. Sometimes when a door closed, a window was opened. All you had to do was find it. Mentally he began cycling through the names of people he'd had contact with over the years that might be able to help. Having been a sitting Senator for twenty years his list of contacts was long and included a number of influential people, but the person he needed was someone who would have access to classified information in the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom. Soon a name came to mind and as he arrived at the end of his driveway and turned to walk back to his house, he dispelled a frozen breath and hit the call button next to a contact listed in his phone.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
11:23 a.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
County Route 141
Lake Sherwood, West Virginia
 
"It's a 280SE," Declan said, pulling a gray canvas cover off a Mercedes Benz. The slate blue four door sedan sat parked on a concrete pad in a narrow space between the rear wall of the cabin and two tall piles of firewood, effectively hiding the vehicle from the view of anyone who might be passing by in the winter months while the leaves were off the trees.
"And you've had it stored here for how long?" Constance asked, as she folded her arms across her chest in an attempt to stay warm. "How do you know it's going to start?"
"Oh, it'll start. My da' had one just like it. With the exception of my mum and me, I think that car was his favorite thing in the world."
Constance flashed a brief smile and Declan suddenly realized that he'd never spoken openly about his family in front of her. It was a new experience and it felt absolutely liberating. He leaned against the hood of the Mercedes and looked at her as she stood there in the same green knit sweater and blue jeans that she'd been wearing the night before. Her auburn hair was tied behind her head and instead of meeting his gaze, she looked down at her feet and flexed her toes up and down inside the brown sandals she was wearing.
"Hey," he said with a smile, as he moved over towards her and touched her lightly on the arm. "It's too cold for sandals."
She grimaced slightly and his smile faded as he looked at her for a moment. He'd thought she had her arms crossed due to the chilly weather but on a second look, she seemed to be holding her stomach. "Are you alright?"
"Yeah," she said shaking her head. "Sorry."
"Whoa—hey—hey—it's alright," he said as she bent over and threw up. He moved beside her and held her hair back as she retched several times. Rubbing her back as she tried to stand upright, he said, "Let's get you inside."
Inside the cabin the fire was still smoldering from the night before and the small space was warm, the pleasant smell of burning hardwood thick in the air. He closed the door behind them and guided her over to the bed where she stepped out of her shoes and lay down. He pulled the covers over her and sat on the edge of the bed.
"What's going on?" he asked, as he stroked the side of her face. "Are you alright?"
"I'm okay," she said, tentatively. "I just felt sick all of a sudden. I don't know why."
They sat in silence for several minutes until he stood and retrieved a wet washcloth from the bathroom. He hoped that whatever had come over her had just been a short-term result of stress and not something more serious. With Constance not being accustomed to seeing any kind of violence, he worried about the long-term effects the events of the last two days might have on her.
"You're leaving, aren't you?" she said, as he laid the damp cloth over her forehead. "That's why you're getting the car ready." She wiped away tears as he looked down at her and nodded.
"Not until tomorrow, though. I wanted to get you someplace safe and you are, but this place isn't set up for long-term living."
"You say that like we're never going to be able to go home, like we're just going to have to vanish forever. Declan, we can't just go away forever. What about my family? What will my parents do if I just go missing?"
"Hey, it'll be grand. It'll be grand," he said reassuringly. "No one's going missing. We just had to get out of there and get to a safe location where I could think this thing through, come up with some kind of a plan."
 
2:47 p.m. Eastern Time
Intersection of Rts. 92 & 60
White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia
 
"I don't like it," Constance said, as she reached over from the passenger side of the Mercedes and touched his cheek lightly.
"Aye, I know," Declan said, as he felt her hand on his freshly shaven face. "I'll grow it back soon."
They had waited awhile for whatever had been ailing her to pass and had then prepared for a quick trip into the town that lay about forty minutes south. He had stored a lot of survival supplies in the cabin, but he didn't think the situation they found themselves in was quite that extreme. They could risk coming out for some creature comforts and real food.
She forced a smile. "Just one of the many changes I'm going to have to get used to, I guess."
She reached for the door handle and pulled it, then opened the car door.
"Take this," he said, withdrawing a small wad of bills from his coat pocket and handing it to her. "No cards, only cash for now. I'll be next door." He pointed in the direction of a small public library on the opposite end of the parking lot.
Constance made a face as she took the money before closing the door and disappearing into the entrance of the small grocery store. Declan watched through the large glass windows as she took a shopping cart and moved past the cash registers into the aisles. Wearing a burgundy knit beanie and heavy winter coat she stood out a bit, but the air outside was still cold enough that no one would think too much of it. While Constance felt the cold, the garb was intended more as a disguise. He wasn't sure yet, but he had a feeling that pictures of both of them were probably being displayed in the media. Unless the whole thing had somehow been covered up by the people who had tried to kill them—and he couldn't imagine anyone involved with Ruslan Baktayev being that powerful—you didn't witness a bombing and an assassination and then kill four people without attracting some attention.
He put the Mercedes into gear and coasted through the lot to the other end, where he backed the car into an empty space and got out. With his beard shaved off, a heavy coat and a West Virginia Mountaineers baseball cap on his head, he was sure that no one besides the most astute of observers would be able to recognize him from any photos that were being circulated. He climbed the four concrete steps and pulled the door to the library open.
Inside, the building smelled like aged paper. Two librarians looked up from a circulation desk as he entered, one saying, "Hello," with a halfhearted smile before returning to the stack of books in front of her. He quickly surveyed the room and made a note of the handful of people inside, most of them located near a bank of computers along the rear wall and none of them paying attention to the fact that someone had entered. He took a slip of paper from a basket marked Computer Passes and walked to an empty terminal at the end of the row. Logging in with the number and password on the slip of paper, he watched as the library's chosen search engine appeared on the screen. He scanned the page for a moment before his eyes fixed on a link near the top of the site's news feed.
Former bodyguard sought in connection with bombing; deaths of FBI agents and popular news personality.
He read the headline again as a feeling of panic washed over him. Unconsciously, he shrugged his coat higher on his shoulders and pulled the baseball cap lower on his forehead as his mind began to race. He clicked on the link deftly and tapped his fingers on the mouse as he waited for the article to load. His body went rigid as he scanned the article, which contained two paragraphs that not only claimed the four men who had tried to kill him and his wife were undercover FBI agents, but also that he was being treated by the investigators as a person of interest in both the bombing and the assassination. He closed his eyes and willed himself to think clearly. Opening them again, he scrolled through the pictures in the article. They showed Abaddon Kafni and the remains of the C.H. Barton Center, plus there was a photo of him that had been taken in ninety-seven while he was a guest at a Massachusetts Correctional Institute. For once, he wished that he'd aged a little rougher than he had, as the fifteen-year-old photo still looked very recent. There was also an image of Constance from the Roanoke County Public School system's website where she'd worked for several years as a history teacher. In the article she was listed as being missing and wanted for questioning.
Clicking the red X at the top of the screen, he knew that he'd dramatically underestimated the men that were involved in covering up Abaddon Kafni's assassination at the hands of Ruslan Baktayev. While he'd known that he was facing a conspiracy, the extent of it was only now becoming clear. Whoever these people were, they had power and access beyond anything he'd imagined and they were trying to frame him for a crime he hadn't committed.
 
9:09 p.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
County Route 141
Lake Sherwood, West Virginia
 
"Declan, you can't just go to the university and start asking questions," Constance said. "These people know who you are. They've blamed you for killing four cops."
"I don't have a choice, Connie. You said it yourself—we've built a life together and until two days ago we were very happy. Now, do you want to abandon that life, your family, our friends, our business, everything? Because that's the other option; we run and we don't stop running, ever."
"There's got to be someone out there somewhere that can help us."
Declan knew there were two people that he could reach out to that were guaranteed to help without asking too many questions or getting other people involved. Fintan McGuire and Shane O'Reilly were both men he'd served alongside in the IRA. Being the only three surviving members of the Black Shuck Unit, they'd made a promise to look after one another and to keep their true histories a closely guarded secret. As far as Declan was concerned, that was a connection he would make only as a last resort. All either man could possibly do was help them run and hide, and right now Declan didn't want to run and hide. He had another idea.
"Aye, there is someone who I think would help us," he said. "Asher Harel."
"Who?"
"He's a friend of Abe's and the former Prime Minister of Israel. That's the problem, though, I can't just pick up the phone and call him."
"What about Osman or Nazari? Could they reach him?"
"I've already tried. They're traveling to Jerusalem for Abe's funeral. I left a message. We'll just have to wait and see."
"Then we just wait. You can't go back to the university. There's going to be federal agents crawling all over that campus, Declan. These people have told everyone that those men last night were cops and that you killed them. There's no way you're even going to get close."
"The campus is closed down. Classes have been stopped for the rest of the week, at least. All I have to do is get in, put a few pieces together and then get out. Someone there has to know who that security company was."
"Even if you get the name of the company, what's that going to prove? I guarantee you the FBI or whoever is already all over them."
"Maybe they are and maybe they aren't. You forget we're not dealing with a normal investigation here. They've covered up what happened to us. They've kicked Kafni's people out of the country. Who knows what else they might have done. Now, I know that Seth Castellano was the voice on that phone the last night, but I can't prove it. I have to be able to prove it if we're going to have any chance of telling the world and returning to our normal lives. Even Asher Harel can't help us if we don't have any proof of what's going on. We'd still be running away."
Constance sat down on the edge of the bed. "I'd rather run away than be a widow."
"You're not going to be a widow," he said, taking a seat beside her on the bed. "And running isn't a realistic option. These people aren't going to stop. At best, even with Harel's help, we'd be in hiding for the rest of our lives."
"Why are they doing this to us? What did we do to them?"
"The other night when I talked to Abe before his speech, when you asked me what it was all about? He told me that Ruslan Baktayev had escaped. He told me as a warning so that I could take steps to make sure both you and I were safe. One of the men I killed when I was working for Abe, one of the men who tried to kill him, was Baktayev's brother. Abe played down the idea of Baktayev being able to come after either of us, but he wanted me to know just in case. Then last night, before the plane carrying Abe's body left, Asher Harel approached me. He told me Abe was concerned about Baktayev committing the kind of attack in America that he carried out in a town called Beslan in southern Russia, because of the circumstances surrounding his escape from prison."
"What kind of attack?"
"Taking a school full of children hostage and holding them until his demands are met, only his demands can't be met. On American soil it would be a suicide mission and Baktayev knows that."
"So he'd kill the hostages before the police killed him?"
Declan nodded. "Aye, and whoever these people are, Abe was right, they've got to be the same people that got Baktayev out of jail. They want him to commit this attack and they want to keep his presence in this country quiet until he does. That's the only reason I can think of that anyone would have to try to harm us. Because we know Baktayev is the one who killed Abe, not just some random extremist like they're pushing in the media."
"Declan, I work in a school," she said. "Why would anyone in this country want to help terrorists kill children?"
"In Russia the Beslan attack was used by the government as a major power-grab and a lot of people have suggested that the government either organized it themselves or at least knew about it in advance, but allowed it to happen regardless."
"So whoever these people are they want to use this attack to gain power and Castellano is working for them?"
"Apparently so. Castellano's the link to finding them, but I can't just walk up to him and stick a gun in his face. I'd never even get close. But if I can find out who those men last night were I'd have something to work with, a lead to follow. The vehicles they were driving were just like the ones the security company at the Barton Center had, both the SUV and the sedan. They have to have been working for that company and that's where I need to start looking."
"But if that company is involved and you go there, they'll try to kill you again. What if you're not so lucky this time?"
He shook his head and smiled. "I may be Irish, but it's like you said last night, it wasn't luck that saved us the first time around."
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
1:46 p.m. Local Time – Monday
Sandford Road
Dublin, Ireland
 
Fintan McGuire swung his newly completed Newtonian Reflector telescope gently around on its axis. He was very proud of it, having ground the mirrors personally. Looking over the distant buildings of Dublin's skyline from his roof in the affluent Donnybrook neighborhood, south of the downtown area, he had to admit that he was impressed with his own handiwork. He swung the telescope to the east and smiled as he caught sight of the ferries that moved in and out of the Irish capital to the United Kingdom throughout the day. Even the venerable gates leading into his home looked tremendous through the telescope.
Diligently, he moved the scope again and refocused the lens on the crumbling, time-worn rock walls that surrounded his one acre property on Dublin's R117 Sandford Road. He'd purchased it a few years ago and was restoring it, and they were to be his next project, to be started just as soon as the weather warmed and the seasonal rains lessened. The only challenge that stood between him and its completion was figuring out exactly how, with his considerable disability, he would manage to spread mortar through the cracked stones. He shrugged off the doubt; it was a minor complication at best. There were few feelings in the world that matched that of a successfully completed project and there was nothing he loved more than taking on a challenge from an amateur's point of view.
That attitude, and his love of the country that surrounded him, were what had led him to run for office as Teachta Dála in his home county of Monaghan. County Monaghan was a five seat constituency in the north of the Irish Republic, near the border with the six counties of Ulster that were part of the United Kingdom. As a newly elected member of the Dáil Éireann, the Irish Parliament, the free time he was currently enjoying would soon be at an end. The economic bubble that had burst in 2008 and left Ireland's economy in shambles needed to be undone and as one of Ireland's most successful entrepreneurs and a longtime member of the country's center-right Fine Gael party, he'd agreed to take on the job.
The mechanical sound of the stately home's elevator rising to the roof drew his attention away from the telescope and he turned in his chair to face the old freight door as it was pulled open.
"Pardon the interruption, Governor," his assistant, Dean Lynch, said as he stepped off the car, "but I've just come across something in this morning's edition of the Independent that I think you need to see."
Fintan pushed himself away from the telescope and towards his assistant as the dark haired, muscular man held out a copy of Ireland's largest selling newspaper. Taking hold of it, he spread it open and looked at the page Lynch had marked.
Former bodyguard sought in bombing of American university; deaths of Israeli celebrity Kafni and undercover FBI agents.
He scanned the article quickly and looked over the accompanying picture, a photo of a face he hadn't seen in over a decade, but one that was still very familiar to him. "Take me to my office, now," he said.
"Aye, Governor."
Lynch stepped behind him and gripped the handles on the back of the wheelchair. While McGuire much preferred to move about on his own the process could be laborious at times, especially when navigating the upper floors of the eight thousand square foot house below him, and at the moment, he didn't have any time to spare.
Lynch pushed him into the freight elevator and pulled the door closed behind them. When the car had reached the second floor, he tugged it open again and pushed the chair down a narrow hallway past the grand central staircase to a large office on the northern side. "I'll take it from here," Fintan said, as he gripped the wheels of the chair and propelled himself into the room towards a long, oak desk.
The room's decor was elegantly rustic and the walls featured the mounted heads of a number of large animals in addition to several antique hunting rifles. The floors were deeply stained wooden parquet and large windows looked to the north at the Irish capital's skyline. Not caring much about hunting or wild game, Fintan had made the room into his personal library and office. Where there had once been large lounge chairs and probably an antique floor globe, there was now a row of bookshelves, wooden file cabinets and an aquarium that boasted a variety of exotic fish, mainly from the Indian and South Pacific Oceans.
He pulled himself up to the oak desk and gripped the mouse that sat alongside a computer terminal boasting several monitors. As the various screens came to life, he pulled a keyboard from underneath the desk and typed in a web address. Lynch stood beside the door as if he already knew what his boss would soon find and was anticipating the order that would surely come if his intuition was correct. Once the site of an international, subscription based mail server in Switzerland had loaded, Fintan punched in a username and password. The login information accepted, he clicked quickly to the inbox and opened the draft folder.
"No messages. Why are there no messages?" he said aloud, the question rhetorical.
Lynch stepped into the room. "If everything this article says is true, Governor, he's got to be on the run. Maybe he just hasn't been able to contact you yet."
Fintan knew that Lynch was right. Whatever had happened in Declan McIver's life to bring him under the media's microscope in such a way had to have happened very fast and unexpectedly. Of his fellow surviving members of the Black Shuck Unit, which Fintan's father had founded and operated until being murdered in 1993, Declan McIver was the most careful and capable of all and the man Fintan least expected to need his help. But it was obvious from the article that he now needed all the help he could get.
"We have to find him, Lynch. Before anyone else can. Have Cummings meet us in Waterford within the hour. We have a sudden need to visit the United States."
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
10:26 a.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Intersection of Lee Jackson Hwy & Boonsboro Road
Lynchburg, Virginia
 
Declan pulled off of the Lee Jackson Highway and made a right onto Boonsboro Road. He'd decided that it would be safer to enter Lynchburg by coming over the Blue Ridge Mountains and across the James River instead of having to pass by the place where he'd been run off the road and nearly killed. He'd been listening to AM radio stations since he'd left the cabin looking for any word on what to expect when he arrived. The news anchor had just finished reading a statement from the university's chancellor, Jerry Fallwell Jr., in which he talked about the university's response to the attack, his narrow escape due to the health concerns of his mother and offered prayers and support for those effected, but Declan had yet to hear any indication that the police or FBI had roadblocks or checkpoints setup around the university.
He removed a navy blue baseball cap from the passenger seat and placed it on his head, pulling it down over his forehead to rest just above his eyebrows in an effort to disguise himself as much as possible. He was hoping that showing up at the university was the last thing anyone would expect him to do and that no one would be looking for him there for that reason, but he couldn't be too careful.
Driving the blue Mercedes sedan south onto the Lynchburg Expressway, the campus of Liberty University came into view. Leaving the four lane interstate, he drove a short distance onto the commercial street known locally as "Hamburger Row" and crossed a set of railroad tracks onto the campus. This was the rear entrance to the university and was marked by far less traffic than the more widely used entrance east of the main campus. He passed by several faculty parking lots and finally found a visitor parking area along the sidewalk adjacent to Arthur DeMoss Hall, the university's most recognizable building. The Hall had two levels of concrete steps and eighteen stone columns supporting a towering Jeffersonian portico, which made the building look a lot like the Supreme Court in Washington D.C. In front was a statue of an eagle with its wings spread wide as it perched atop a marble column.
Declan reached over the front seat and grabbed a dark red backpack before stepping out of the car and locking it. Placing the bag on the ground at his feet, he pulled on a black Gore-Tex raincoat, zipping the collar up as far as it would go to further hide his facial features. With a cold wind blowing off the mountains and the ever present threat of seasonal rain from the heavy clouds above, the weather was providing the perfect environment for such a disguise. He slung the backpack over his shoulder and walked onto the sidewalk. Unlike most of the people he would be passing as he searched for the university's faculty offices the contents of his bag weren't textbooks and notepads, but instead a collection of first-aid and survival gear, including two to three days' worth of ration bars, butane lighters, duct tape and light sticks. In addition were some items he'd placed in the pre-made kit himself, including a lock picking kit, two pre-paid cell phones and a Glock .26 pistol with two extra magazines. He didn't plan on starting a firefight in the middle of campus and he didn't expect anyone else to, either, but if any more of the men trying to take him out showed, he was prepared.
Allowing the bag to slide off his shoulder and around to his chest as he walked, he unzipped it and reached inside to retrieve the campus map he'd purchased from a convenience store several miles outside of town.
He had come to visit Michael Coulson, wanting to ask the man several questions that would hopefully shed some light onto what exactly had happened at the Barton Center two nights prior. He didn't suspect Coulson or anyone else at the university of being involved, although he couldn't rule out the possibility, but they certainly would know who the security company was and how to contact them. Returning the backpack to his shoulder, he spread open the glossy campus map and looked over it.
"Are you new here?" a female voice asked from behind him.
Declan turned to see a young woman with dark brown hair partially stuffed into a multi-colored stocking cap, her hands held close to her body inside the large pockets of a tan parka.
"Aye," he said, “just arrived today."
"You're kind of late," she responded with a quick smile. "Classes started two months ago."
"Okay," he said with a nervous laugh as he returned her smile. "You got me. I'm not a student, at least not yet. I'm here for a meeting with Dr. Michael Coulson. I'm hoping to start my master's degree here in the fall."
"I'm surprised Dr. Coulson is seeing anyone with everything that's happened over the last few days, but you'll find him in the Helms School of Government. I'm heading that way if you'd like a guide."
"Aye, that would be grand. I didn't call ahead to confirm the appointment, but I suppose I should have. I heard about what happened."
"It's been a rough couple of days for everyone around here," she said, as she started walking towards the front of DeMoss Hall. "Even with the shootings on the Virginia Tech campus a few years back you still don't think that it can happen to you, until it does. People here are in shock, classes have been canceled for the rest of the week. Grief counselors are all over the place for people who need to talk. I've just been trying to keep myself busy and not pay attention to the news and everything."
"Aye, I thought it looked a little desolate. Things like this used to happen all the time where I come from."
She looked over at him with a question on her face as they ascended the steps of DeMoss Hall and entered the relative shelter of the portico. "Ireland?" she said.
"Aye, Belfast area. It's not so bad anymore, but when I was a kid it was a violent place."
"I don't know much about it, I guess," she said with a shrug, as he held the front door of the building open for her. "I'm a math major."
"Oh," he said with a sarcastic laugh, “my favorite subject."
As they entered the building the girl removed her hand from the pocket of her coat and pulled off her stocking cap. Declan watched as her dark brown hair spilled down around her shoulders. He couldn't escape the thought that people just like her had been working in and around the Barton Center two nights ago. He'd noticed several of them as he and Constance had entered. How many of them had been killed or seriously injured? Did this girl know any of them? He grimaced as she led the way through the bottom floor of the building. Innocents like her were always the ones who got hurt and the people who planted the bombs or fired the guns dismissed their lives with petty political reasoning that, when you really stopped to think about it, held about as much water as a wet Kleenex. He felt anger rise from the pit of his stomach. He used to be one of those men. How many innocent girls and boys had been killed in IRA operations he'd played a part in? He'd realized early on in his days with the IRA that the type of attacks they were committing were doing little for their cause and only harming innocent neighbors. He'd tried to limit his involvement to attacks on the kind of men who had murdered his parents, but he was certain there had been unintended consequences, there always were.
"You okay?" the girl said, as he nearly ran into her. He hadn't noticed that she'd stopped walking and turned to face him.
"Aye, sorry, I was just thinking about the people in that building the other night."
Her brown eyes suddenly looked sad. "I didn't know anyone that was there, but some of my friends did. My roommate is over at the counseling center. Her ex-boyfriend was killed in the explosion. I thought I would just keep my mind off of it by studying. I'm heading to the learning center on the third floor, but I'll show you where Dr. Coulson's office is first."
"Oh, you don't have to go out of your way like that for me. If you'll just point me in the right direction I'll wander around until I find it."
"Nope, can't do that," she said as her smile returned. "I'm duty-bound to see you there. It's the Liberty way."
"Well, I appreciate it," he said, as they continued walking and neared a set of doors leading out of DeMoss Hall. They exited the building into a rectangular courtyard filled with evergreen shrubbery and descended a flight of concrete steps.
"I think I took my hat off a little too soon," the girl said as a gust of wind blew her hair over the top of her head and she hurriedly placed the stocking cap back on. They walked past several rows of hedges towards a one story concrete block building with a sign identifying it as the food court annex and turned left before they reached it. At the end of a long row of shrubs next to the building they turned left again and the girl pulled open a door leading into a long hallway.
"Well, this is it," she said. "This is Dr. Coulson's office." She motioned towards a closed door on the right side of the hallway just past the entrance. The shingle on the door read; Michael Coulson, Ph.D.
"Aye, that's grand. Thank you," Declan said, looking at the door.
"It doesn't look like anyone's here, so I hope you didn't come all the way from Ireland just for this."
"Oh no, I'll be in town for a while," he said, with a smile.
"Well, my name is Brooke," she said, as she removed a hand from her coat pocket and held it out.
"Paul," Declan lied, as he took her hand and shook it politely.
"Well, maybe I'll see you around then, Paul," she said with a smile.
He smiled back at the expectant look in her eyes. He couldn't be sure, but he was getting the impression that she wouldn't mind seeing him again. He continued smiling knowing that he was likely old enough to be her father. "Aye, I'll be around."
"Okay," she said nodding slightly as she turned to the exit. Declan slid his backpack off his shoulders and allowed it to fall to his feet. As soon as Brooke had exited the building and was out of sight, he turned and looked down the hallway. All of the twenty or so doors in the hall were closed and he couldn't hear any noises indicating that there were people present. He tried the door to Coulson's office: locked. Taking a last look through the glass door leading into the courtyard, he bent down and opened the backpack.
The fact that Coulson wasn't in his office wasn't going to deter him from trying to find the information he wanted. Maybe there was something inside, some paperwork, perhaps, that could tell him what he wanted to know. In many ways that would be ideal. If he could find what he needed without having to speak directly with anyone, then maybe nobody would ever know he'd been there. He looked up and down the hall again, this time with his eyes on the ceiling, looking for any sign of security cameras. Seeing none, he removed a fist-sized leather case and opened it, revealing a set of metal lock picks and a black pick gun. He withdrew the pick gun and closed the kit, setting it on the ground beside him as he leaned in towards the door and inserted the end of the pick gun into the keyhole. Pulling the trigger on the gun, he counted in his head until he heard an audible click. Removing the gun quickly, he turned the doorknob and pushed the door open before the tumbler returned to its locked position.
Declan picked up the lock kit and his bag and retreated inside the dark office, searching for a light switch as he closed the door. Finding the switch on the wall, he turned on the light and looked around. The office was windowless and it was obvious from the number of opened boxes sitting on the floor and in the chairs that Coulson had been preparing to move to his new home on the third floor of the C.H. Barton Center. In the right hand corner of the square room was a corner desk with a computer and printer on it. On the monitor, several images of the campus flashed around the screen and Declan realized that Coulson probably hadn't been gone very long. Most screensavers were only set to a maximum of thirty minutes before the computer would enter power save mode and turn itself off.
Before touching anything, he reached into a side pocket of his backpack and pulled out a pair of black leather police gloves. Setting the backpack on the floor, he pulled on the gloves and opened a box sitting on a red upholstered chair near the door. Inside he found several plaques with various academic awards listed, and quickly closed it and moved on. In another box was a stack of binders containing test materials for the many courses that were taught in the university's government programs, and again he closed the box and moved on. Taking a seat in the leather office chair behind the desk, he swiveled back and forth, opening drawers. Inside, everything was neat and labeled, but he found nothing that told him what he wanted to know. He bumped the mouse and the computer screen came to life, revealing a desktop background picture of Michael Coulson, his wife, and what were apparently the couple's children, sitting atop a high rock overlooking a valley. He recognized the location as being the top of McAfee's Knob in Roanoke, a popular local hike that connected in several locations with the Appalachian Trail. He and Constance had hiked it many times and had similar photos at home.
The sound of someone opening the entrance door to the hallway caught his attention and he quickly stood from the seat and hit the power button on the monitor, making the screen dark. He moved over to the door and listened as someone entered, whistling. The person stopped just outside the office and Declan turned the lock to the open position and removed the gloves. Stuffing the gloves in his coat pocket, he picked up one of the boxes and moved it to the floor so he could take a seat. He watched the door intensely as the sound of a key being inserted into the hole came from outside. The sound stopped and the person trying to enter turned the knob and pushed the door open.
Declan sat with his foot casually propped up on his other leg and leaned back in the chair. "Good morning, Dr. Coulson," he said, as surprise registered in the eyes of the professor. "The door was open so I thought I'd wait inside."
Declan could tell by the look on Coulson's face that, unlike the student he had run into on his way in, Coulson had been paying attention to the news.
"The door was open?" Coulson asked suspiciously. "I could've sworn I locked it."
Declan shrugged. "Must not have, because it opened when I turned the knob."
"Hmm." Coulson stepped fully into the room, running a hand through his neatly combed brown hair as he looked around. His thick mustache twitched as he spoke. "I wasn't expecting anyone, much less you."
Declan could sense that the man was nervous. "I came to ask you a couple of quick questions and then I'll be on my way."
"Questions? About what? I've been over everything with the FBI a dozen times."
Now the professor sounded frustrated instead of nervous.
"I'm sure you have been," Declan said, trying to sound reassuring. "I just wanted to know if you knew who–"
"They're looking for you, you know?" Coulson interrupted.
Declan stopped talking as the professor withdrew a business card from inside his coat.
"One of the agents gave me this card and told me to call them if I saw you."
Declan stood and looked at the man. "Did they tell you why?"
"No. Only that they were looking to question you in connection with the—with everything. They asked if I knew you and said you hadn't been available since you left the hospital."
Declan reached for the business card. Flipping it over in his hand he read the name of Seth Castellano. "Funny thing about that, someone tried to run me off the road and kill me when I was heading home after I left the hospital."
Coulson looked up in surprise. Although he didn't speak, the words you're serious? were pasted on his face.
Declan nodded. "They were driving a vehicle that closely matched the type of SUV that some of the security officers had the night of the gala. That's why I came. I was hoping you knew who the security company was and could direct me to them."
Coulson stroked his mustache and chin with his hand as he took a deep breath. He seemed to be contemplating his next words carefully. He shook his head as he spoke. "We have our own police department here and they usually take care of any and all of the university's security needs. If we're expecting a big crowd for an event, for example, then our department hires off-duty police officers from the city for extra manpower."
"The guys the other night looked more like a private firm, not off-duty officers."
Coulson shook his head again. "I don't know who they were. I didn't plan the event. That was handled by our scheduling department. They coordinate all campus events."
"Can you call them and find out?"
Coulson brushed a hand through his hair again. "I don't think I should. I think you need to call the agent on that card and talk to him. He's in charge of investigating this, not you."
Declan stepped closer to the professor, who continued his nervous and frustrated movements. "Look," he said, stepping to within a few inches of Coulson and allowing the obvious threat to hang in the air for a moment. "I've already spoken to Agent Castellano and he all but told me he didn't believe what I was saying. I was part of Abaddon Kafni's security detail for five years. You were with me in the Barton Center when that bomb exploded. Why would I put myself and my wife in that kind of danger if I knew what was going to happen? I followed Kafni to the home he was staying in after we evacuated him from the building and I saw his attackers carry his head out in a bag."
Coulson swallowed hard at the mental images as Declan continued.
"Since then someone has tried to run me off the road. When they succeeded, they came back to make sure I was dead and I overheard them talking about killing my wife next. Luckily, I'm not an amateur when it comes to such situations and those men and the men I found watching my house are no longer with us. The men I saw kill Kafni were Islamists, the same type of men that have been trying to take him out for over a decade, but the men who came after me were different. They were Americans, and until I find out who they are and who was running them I'm not going anywhere near Agent Castellano or anyone else involved in this investigation."
Reading into the professor's wide-eyed look, he knew he had the man on the ropes and decided to go in for the final blow.
"Now all of that, to me, adds up to a conspiracy and that means the bombing wasn't a terrorist attack and that there are other people involved. Since you opened that door and saw me you've been sweating bullets and fidgeting like a hyperactive child. Do you have something you want to get off your chest, Dr. Coulson?"
The professor broke eye contact and looked at the floor. "I'm an academic. I don't know anything about bombs or murders or any of this stuff. All I know is that two nights ago I watched a lot of my colleagues get killed or injured in that explosion and the investigation has yet to come up with any kind of an explanation as to exactly what happened and why. You want the name of the security company? Fine, I'll get it for you and then I want you out of my office."
Coulson's eyes were filled with emotion. He removed his glasses and wiped his face with a handkerchief before reaching for the telephone on his desk. He punched a button and a dial tone sounded over the speaker. After he dialed a few numbers, Declan heard a female voice pick up the line.
"Scheduling, this is Nikki."
"Nikki, this is Michael Coulson over at the Helms School of Government. I'm standing here with an investigator who has asked me the name of the security company that was used the other night and I'm afraid I can't help him. Would you know who they were?"
"Yes, sir, but I've already given that information to the investigators that came here."
"Well, I'm sure they're just trying to build as complete a picture of things as possible. We're on speaker phone, would you mind telling him again?"
"It was a company out of Moneta called Sweat Security. They were providing the security for the home Dr. Kafni was staying in as well."
"Thank you, Nikki," Coulson said, as he terminated the call. "There, Sweat Security in Moneta."
Declan softened his demeanor and looked at Coulson. "Thank you, Dr. Coulson. I'm truly sorry for your losses. Abaddon Kafni was good friend of mine. We all lost people close to us. I'm just trying not to lose anymore."
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
10:48 a.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Verndale Drive
Roanoke, Virginia
 
Seth Castellano looked over the living room of the house located at the end of a long driveway on Verndale Drive in the northern part of Roanoke County. If not for the fact that the home was set apart by an acre of forest, it would stand in direct contrast to the working middle-class neighborhood that bordered it. Behind the stone-columned gate, the long paved driveway and the forest, the house wasn't the anomaly it would otherwise have been, but instead a neat gem hidden perfectly in a little valley. He'd been here once before, but hadn't gone inside. Everything he'd needed to do he'd accomplished inside one of the two garages on the property.
"Found another one, sir," a young man in a suit and tie said as he entered from the basement steps and walked down the short hallway to the living room, carrying an AR style rifle.
"That makes nine," Castellano said. "Put it on the kitchen table with the others."
"What the hell do you think this guy's doing with all these weapons anyway, sir?"
"No idea, Agent Carter, but my guess is he wasn't planning a safari."
The agent laid the rifle down on the oval kitchen table next to the others they'd found stashed in various locations throughout the house. In total there were nine guns; six semi-automatic pistols, two AR style rifles and a Mossberg pump action shot gun. "You want me to start on the master bedroom?" Carter asked.
"No," Castellano answered. "I'll handle that. Head out back and help the others search the garage. I'm betting there's more hidden there than there is in the house."
"Yes, sir."
The young agent disappeared out of the back door that led onto the wrap around porch. As the door banged closed Castellano withdrew a pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket and put them on. He walked slowly around the living room, looking at the two curio cabinets filled with pictures. Declan and Constance McIver certainly looked like the typical, upper middle-class American couple and in addition to the photos of the smiling couple, their house testified to it.
Despite its private setting, the house was small by most upper crust standards with only three bedrooms and two bathrooms. One of the bedrooms upstairs was used as an office and two technicians from the FBI's Computer Crimes Division were there searching the filing cabinets and two computers located in the room. He doubted they'd find anything. Although Declan McIver clearly had a penchant for concealing weapons, they'd found nothing else to indicate that he was involved in any criminal activities. As far as Castellano could tell there was nothing that would help him tie either of the McIvers to the murder of Abaddon Kafni, but that was okay. He had placed all the evidence they would need.
Craning his neck to look out of the home's windows for any of his men that might still be nearby, he slowly pulled out a gallon-sized ziplock bag from the oversized pocket on the side of his overcoat. Inside was a suppressed pistol that he'd obtained from Ruslan Baktayev through an undisclosed shipment with DHL. While it was technically against the company's policy to ship firearms, what they didn't know wouldn't hurt them. Opening the bag, he walked down the hallway off the living room towards the master bedroom which, except for being cleared of any occupants upon their initial arrival, had yet to be searched.
Inside the bedroom it looked as though someone had left quickly and he had no doubt that someone had. The comforter and sheets on the bed were tossed back as though someone had gotten out of bed and a pair of pink fleece pajamas lay crumpled on the floor near a pair of slippers. The local police had found the bodies of two men that he knew had been watching the McIver house and from the scene at both locations it was obvious what had happened. Declan McIver had killed the two men who ambushed him on the highway and had driven their vehicle to his house where he'd found the other two men waiting. He'd then called his wife and used her leaving the house as a decoy to draw the remaining assailants into a less populated area so that he could take them out as well, which he'd done with the kind of precision only an experienced killer could muster.
The bedroom, like the rest of the house, showed no signs of anyone having returned since then for clothes or anything else, so wherever the McIvers had gone it was obviously a place that had been prepared in advance. That fact, coupled with everything else, played right into the idea that Declan McIver was some sort of terrorist in hiding.
Checking his surroundings again, Castellano lifted the edge of the mattress on the side that hadn't been slept in and placed the suppressed gun underneath. Its presence in the home and the ballistics tests that would be done on it once it was found would be more than enough to prove Declan McIver had killed the guard in front of the Briton-Adams mansion and would cast serious doubt on his story of having seen terrorists kill Kafni. Castellano stuffed the ziplock bag back in his pocket and left the room.
"Agent Schultz?" he called, as he reentered the living room.
A man dressed in a dark blue Windbreaker with yellow letters on the back reading FBI appeared from one of the upstairs bedrooms and looked over the landing bannister. "Yes, sir?"
"Kindly start searching the master bedroom, will you? I've got to make some calls."
"Yes, sir."
Castellano heard the agent's footsteps on the stairs as he walked into the kitchen and left the house through the back door. He fished his cell phone from the inside breast pocket of his coat as he strode across the porch to where his car was parked on the wrap around driveway. Opening the door and getting inside, he pushed and held a key on the phone until the sound of a number being dialed could be heard.
"What do you have?" David Kemiss answered.
"I've got enough illegally converted automatic weapons to put Declan McIver in jail for the next twenty years if we take the charges before the right judge."
"Good, but we still need a motive."
"I've got men upstairs pulling their personal financial records now and I have a warrant to search the company's offices as well. With the real estate market being what it has been over the last few years I'm sure we won't have a problem finding a financial motive."
"That'll work. I don't care if this guy brings in two hundred thousand a year. All we have to prove is that he's brought in more in previous years and that he's not happy about the cut in pay."
"Like I said, shouldn't be hard." Castellano looked up into the rearview mirror as he heard a vehicle pull in behind him. "Let me call you back, David. Someone's just arrived."
He closed the phone and opened the car door, stepping out at the same time as a stocky woman from the white mini-van behind him. "Can I help you, miss?"
The woman looked stunned at the number of unmarked police cars in the driveway.
"I guess I uhh came at the wrong time," the woman stammered.
"Why are you here?"
"I'm Carol Minnix from up the road. I'm here for the dog, Shelby."
Castellano looked towards the house. "There's no dog here that I'm aware of. Did the McIvers call you and ask you to come?"
The woman shook her head. "No. I always take care of Shelby when Declan and Constance are away."
"And how do you know they're away?"
"I just figured they were because of what the news was saying."
"I see. Well, as I said, there's no dog here."
"She's under the couch. That's where she hides when someone she doesn't know is around."
"We've searched the entire house, miss. There's no dog. Agent Carter, did you find a dog?" Castellano asked, as the young agent strode up the driveway from around the other side of the house where the garage was located.
"No sir, but I found traces of ammonium nitrate fertilizer in an old Jeep inside the garage."
"I'm sure you did."
"May I go in and get her, sir? I know where she is," the woman pleaded.
Castellano pointed at the door. "Don't touch anything. Get the dog and get out."
He followed the woman onto the porch and watched as she stepped inside. "Oh," she said solemnly as she saw the assortment of firearms laid out on the kitchen table.
"'Oh' is right," Castellano said. "Do you have any idea why the McIvers have so many weapons?"
"No, sir. I didn't know they did. I didn't even know Constance knew how to fire a gun."
"Of course not, it's just like an episode of the Greatest American Hero around here, or so everyone tells me."
The woman looked ashen as she stood there apparently wondering what to do next.
"The dog," Castellano said, pointing into the house.
"Oh, right. Okay," the woman stammered as she moved quickly into the living room and sank to her knees in front of the couch. She whistled and said, "Shelby, it's Carol. Come here."
Castellano watched as the woman reached under the couch and pulled a beefy beagle out by its collar. "I'll be damned," he said. "Some guard dog, huh?"
The woman picked up the dog and moved quickly out of the house.
"Do you have any idea if the McIvers have any properties that they stay at for vacations or anything?" Castellano asked, as he followed her out.
The woman shook her head as she loaded the beagle onto the passenger seat of her van and closed the door. "No," she said as she moved around to the driver's side. "They travel a fair amount, but not to the same places, so far as I'm aware. I'm usually jealous when they go out of town, to be honest. They've been all over the world. Paris, Madrid, all over."
"I see; and what about Mr. McIver? Does he have any place that maybe he'd go without his wife?"
"Declan's got property all over the place, sir. He's in the real estate business. Always buying and selling something. Constance mentioned a fishing cabin that he liked to go to sometimes, but I don't have any idea where it is."
"A fishing cabin," Castellano said, raising his eyebrows. "Interesting, and you have no idea where it is?"
"No. She never told me. To be honest I'm not even sure if she knew where it was."
Castellano nodded. "Thank you. You take care of that dog now," he continued with a smirk. "It looks a little underfed."
As he turned away from the woman he heard his phone ringing in his car. Walking over and opening the door, he reached in and picked up the device. Call From (434)565-2674 flashed on the screen. "Castellano," he said as he thumbed the display and brought the phone to his ear.
"Agent Castellano, this is Michael Coulson from Liberty University."
"What can I do for you, Dr. Coulson?"
"You asked me to call you if I saw or heard from Declan McIver, sir. He's just left here a few minutes ago."
 



Chapter Thirty
 
 
11:03 a.m. Eastern Time – Monday
7th Street & Pennsylvania Ave.
Washington D.C.
 
David Kemiss watched as the wait staff moved promptly around tables set in well-defined rows. He was in the large rectangular restaurant that made up the ninth floor of the Frederick J. Cooper building. No clanking dishes or noisy push carts. No breaking china or dropped silverware. No banter with the clientele, as there was in most restaurants. Like phantoms that appeared and disappeared at the most opportune moment they went about their jobs silently, every move planned well in advance like a Black Ops team whose goal it was to liberate dirty dishes and half-eaten entrées, safely extracting them beyond enemy borders before allowing them to make a sound. Such was the atmosphere of the exclusive 701 Restaurant, adjacent to the United States navy memorial and six blocks from the US Capitol building.
Between the hours of twelve and two the ornate restaurant and jazz lounge would be packed with congressmen, senators, aides, lobbyists, attorneys, wealthy businessmen and anyone else who had the connections to garner a reservation. But it was eleven, and the crowd had yet to arrive from the nearby government institutions.
Kemiss sat alone in the corner of the room, the morning edition of the Washington Post open on the table in front of him. Without a word, a waiter deftly set before him the club's signature Scottish salmon then retreated as the senator's guest approached. Kemiss closed the newspaper and looked over the table with a question on his face as the maître d' pulled out two chairs instead of one. Looking up, he saw the man he was meeting had a guest of his own. He looked over the two men as the maître d' set down two menus, and silverware wrapped in dark red cloth napkins, before leaving at a brisk pace.
The first man, the man Kemiss had been expecting, was wearing a blue pinstriped suit with a red tie and wore a pair of gold bifocals that sat high on his nose. His demeanor was confident but not cocky, and his receding, brownish-gray hair formed two horns on his forehead.
"Good morning, David," Lane Simard said, as he took his seat. There was a slight British hue to his voice. As the CIA's Station Chief in London, Simard spent most of his time in the British capital and had apparently picked up a hint of the accent. Simard looked up at the man who accompanied him. He was a broad man with a rosy complexion, dark hair and a neatly trimmed mustache, flecks of gray throughout both. He unbuttoned his charcoal suit as he sat and loosened his burgundy tie.
"Nothing to eat, thank you, just a pot of hot tea," he said in a pronounced British accent to the waiter who had appeared beside the table.
"The same," Simard said, as he sat back in his chair and brought a leg up to rest over his knee.
"Good morning, Lane," Kemiss said, as he set the newspaper aside. "Thank you for meeting me on such short notice."
"David, this is Jones Forester. When you called yesterday and told me what you needed I couldn't think of anyone more apt to help than Jones, so I brought him along."
"How do you do?" Forester said with a nod.
Kemiss returned the nod and extended his hand. The Brit grabbed it and gave it a firm squeeze. Kemiss could tell right away that the man was former military. The look in his eyes as he shook hands told him so.
"Jones here has a unique perspective on all things British," Simard said. "After our days at Oxford together he spent several years in the army and then joined the Metropolitan Police Service in London where he retired as the Deputy Commissioner. He works for the British Embassy here in Washington now as the Police Attaché. His military career includes a tour in Ireland, but he only likes to talk about that when he gets a few drinks in him."
The men chuckled.
"I'm sure they have a twelve year old scotch or something here that's sure to loosen his tongue," Kemiss said with a smile, before his face turned grave again.
Sensing that the conversation was about to turn serious, Lane Simard straightened up in his chair and said, "Why don't you start by telling us a little more about what you need and how you think we can help."
Kemiss sat forward in his chair and rested his elbows on the table. "We're dealing with a matter of national security here so I'm sure I don't have to tell either of you that anything I say isn't to leave this table."
Simard and Forester both grimaced and nodded. Kemiss could tell they knew how the game was played. It was always about deniability. That's why he'd chosen a meeting place away from his offices. In the 701 Restaurant there were no guest logs and no witnesses that were likely to know who Simard or Forester were. Neither man was high enough in the pecking order to frequent the establishment.
"As you both probably know from news reports, the United States was again hit by terrorists the other night. This time the target was a university and we believe that the attackers were aided by someone on the inside. I've been asked by the Richmond Field Office of the FBI to pull a few strings and see if I can't help them out with a particular matter."
"The attack was an attempted assassination, was it not?" Forester said. "News reports have said that the Israeli that was killed was the target and not the university itself."
Kemiss nodded. "That's partially true. Whoever committed the attack was indeed trying to kill Abaddon Kafni, but our sources indicate that whoever financed the deal also wanted to make a statement."
"And you think it was this Irishman you mentioned," Simard said. "What was his name again?"
"Declan McIver. He was close to Kafni and was familiar with his security personnel, which in the FBI's working theory allowed him to move about without suspicion."
Forester tilted his head at the mention of an Irishman, his expression revealing that the reason for his being invited had suddenly become clear to him.
"And why is the FBI so stumped with him that they need my help?" Simard asked, the old agency rivalry audible in his voice.
"The problem is with his background."
Simard raised an eyebrow.
"He hasn't got one," Kemiss continued. "He immigrated from Ireland in the mid-nineties and turned up in Boston working as part of Kafni's security detail, but nothing in his personal history indicates any military or police experience that would lead him to such a position."
"So the feebs think it's a whitewash and they want to get their hands on the real thing?"
Kemiss nodded. "I've seen the file myself and it's about as vague as they come."
"So what do you know about this guy?" Simard asked.
"He left Kafni's employ shortly after September the 11th. He and his wife now own a small business in Roanoke, Virginia, and according the neighbors and employees they're only two-point-five kids short of being the perfect family."
"Doesn't sound like much of a threat," Forester said.
"Well you wouldn't think so, but he's certainly proven otherwise. Saturday night, four undercover men were sent to question him. Those four men are now dead and Mr. McIver hasn't been seen since."
"He killed four men?" Forester said with an air of incredulity. "Who were they? Were they trained to handle a fight or were they just your average gumshoes?"
Kemiss shrugged and grimaced. "All of them were experienced, but to what degree I don't know. Two of them were taken down hand to hand, the other two shot from a distance."
As an experienced politician, Kemiss knew how to stick to a well-prepared message, whether it was true or not, and this time he was lying through his teeth. He was making it all up as he went along and hoping his position would be enough to convince the two men in front of him that any holes in the narrative were due to a lack of actual field experience. As an ex officio member of the Senate Intelligence Committee he dealt with these types of issues frequently, but always from behind a desk and no matter how detailed the reports in front of him were, they still lacked a certain immediacy. It was like watching a football game from the booth as opposed to watching it from the sidelines, an entirely different point of view.
"Sorry about your men," Forester said. "Nasty business, terrorism always has been."
Kemiss waved off the condolences. He couldn't care less about the men Castellano had hired, they were pawns, useful when they were needed but certainly not missed now that they were gone. "I don't want your sympathy; I want you to help me catch this guy. I was supposed to be a guest at Kafni's speech the other night and although we didn't agree on much, I considered him a friend. I could have been killed and he was, so I'm taking this personally. I want to see this McIver's head on the end of a stick. Now, if you did duty in Ireland, what can you tell me? This guy isn't just some lowly potato farmer who came here for a better job. There's more to him and I want you to help me find it. It's imperative that we know who this guy is."
"So what are the ideas that are being thrown around?" Simard asked.
"There have been a few tips called in that they're looking seriously at, one in particular that I think you might be able to help with, Mr. Forester. How much do you know about the IRA?"
"Heavens, everything," Forester said. "I spent thirty-six months with 14 Intelligence in the eighties. But if you're thinking this man is IRA, then the question isn't how much I know about them, but how much you know."
Kemiss shrugged. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
"Well, the group you're most likely referring to is the Provisional IRA and they had upwards of ten thousand men at one point. A lot of whom are still out there somewhere, although probably living on the dole since the peace accords. Their particular expertise isn't very useful in the job market. These men are far from being professional operators. They were third and fourth tier revolutionaries with too much time on their hands because of the high level of unemployment in Northern Ireland. The entire organization was riddled with spies, known locally as 'touts'. By the mid-seventies they couldn't sneeze without us knowing where every bit landed."
"But it's a documented fact that they had ties with the PLO and other jihadi organizations that might want to take out someone like Abaddon Kafni."
"Oh, yes." Forester nodded. "Indeed. That lot never had any love affair with the Israelis and there were definitely ties to other terrorist organizations. Qaddafi was a major weapons supplier, the Syrians and Palestinians too, sometimes we'd even let a shipment get through to protect informers or track the weapons, but that's about it."
"I'm telling you the men that were sent to question him were experienced men and this guy took all four of them out without suffering a scratch, as far as we can tell."
"So he got lucky," Simard said. “When you have the element of surprise, that happens, David. Those men weren't expecting an attack."
"No offense intended, senator, but to hell with your experienced backgrounds," Forester said sitting back in his chair and crossing his ankles. "Our men make your boys look like they could use a lollie."
Kemiss let the insult slide. "That was my next thought...that this guy was British Special Forces or something."
Forester shook his head as if he didn't believe what he was hearing. “Unlikely,” he said.
"Well, tell me it's not possible."
"It's not impossible, but it's damned unlikely. Her majesty's government was very careful about allowing Ulstermen to join the ranks of the military in those days. Most that were allowed to serve did so in more support-orientated positions, and they did it in places far away from Ireland. Occasionally we'd pick out some men we thought were particularly suited to becoming spies for us and we'd send them home to join up with the subversives, but we didn't want to be training our enemies like you lot did in Afghanistan with the Mujahideen, just so you could stick it to the Ruskies."
"You all were involved in Afghanistan, too,” Kemiss said, again ignoring the insult. “I refuse to believe this guy just got lucky. Somewhere and at some point this guy was trained by someone."
"The IRA could have trained him themselves. They always operated in what was known as Active Service Units or ASUs," Forestor said, "usually four men to a team, and they were almost always trained at terror camps in the Republic of Ireland or Libya, if the leadership in Belfast could manage to get their men out of the country without us tracking them. That didn't happen very often, especially in the latter days. We had some information that the Soviets were involved at one point, but it was pretty thin."
"Sounds like there's certainly more to him then what you see on the surface, but who could he possibly be working for?" Simard said. "From what you say he doesn't need money and that's the only reason I can come up with that would lead him to ally himself with anyone who'd be interested in taking out an Israeli or committing a terrorist attack against the United States. The IRA were nationalists, they had no interest in any country beyond the borders of Ireland. The few attacks they committed outside of Ireland were all British targets and were designed for the same purpose as their attacks in Northern Ireland, to force the British out of 'their' country."
"The IRA certainly did a lot to influence the jihadis," Forester put in, "but there's no connection there anymore. The jihadis would detonate a bomb in Belfast or Dublin just as quick as they would in London or New York and the Micks know it."
"So you guys can't help me?" Kemiss said, his face becoming a cold stone.
"Oh, we're not saying that," Simard said hurriedly. "We're just not sure about the IRA idea."
"Like I said, senator, it's not impossible to think that this guy somehow slipped through the net and was either enlisted or part of a paramilitary group. I have some contacts on the inside still. If it will help, I'll have them run his name against everything they have access to and see what comes up. We certainly used our share of spies in Northern Ireland, maybe he was one of them. I should be able to let you know in a day or two."
"Fine, thank you."
"Don't mention it. You can owe me one," Forester said with a toothy smile. "Honestly, I doubt anything will come of it. That kind of information used to be stored at Brigade Headquarters in Lisburn or even the RUC headquarters on Knock Road, but not anymore. Not since the peace accords and the supposed end of the Troubles. Now it's all stored in Thames House, I suspect. If you really want to find out what's in this guy's past, Lane here would be able to help you more than I. He's the man with the connections to the JIC."
Kemiss knew JIC was an acronym for the Joint Intelligence Committee, a part of the British Cabinet Office that was responsible for directing the national intelligence-collecting services of the United Kingdom.
"That's why I called you," Kemiss said, looking at Simard.
Simard shifted in his seat and sat forward to rest his elbows on the table. "I can certainly take a look and see what there is to find. It will take a few days, though. I'll have to tread carefully. I'm only there as an observer unless something being discussed affects U.S. security."
Kemiss glared. "This affects U.S. security, for sure. Let me know what you find as soon as you get it. You get this done for me and you'll have all the favors you could ever need from my office."
Simard smiled. "I'll be in touch."
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
11:27 a.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Southbound on Rt. 122
Moneta, Virginia
 
Driving on a two lane highway, Declan kept a close watch on the rearview mirror. Like many other companies in recent years, Sweat Security had chosen a rural location, east of Roanoke and west of Lynchburg, known as Franklin County. Home to the largest lake in Virginia, the area was a popular destination of residents in both cities. In addition to the county's booming construction industry, low corporate taxes and less burdensome regulations by the local government had made it a haven for companies that didn't rely on a commercial storefront. In the case of Sweat Security, the company was located a few miles north of the small farming town of Moneta and about five miles northeast of the waterfront.
Declan slowed the car as he approached the company's property, keeping a sharp lookout for any signs that the FBI or other law enforcement agencies had the building under surveillance. Seeing none, he turned into the gravel parking lot in front of a split-faced block building with a blue metal roof. Immediately, he was struck by the lack of cars in the parking lot and hoped he hadn't made a terrible mistake in coming. Stopping directly in front of the business's main entrance, he shifted the vehicle into park. Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, he craned his neck to scan the horizon behind him. Satisfied that no one was around, he looked through the Mercedes' windshield at the hastily drawn sign hanging on the front door: closed until further notice.
The front of the building was lined with rectangular windows, but no lights appeared to be on inside. He stepped out of the car, closing the door quietly behind him. Approaching the front door, he cupped his hands around his eyes and peered through the tinted windows. Inside the front office was deserted, filing cabinets were wide open and papers littered the gray carpeted floor. Standing back from the door, he again scanned the horizon behind him for any signs of surveillance before he began to make his way along the side of the building.
The adjacent lots were wooded and provided him the perfect cover as he arrived at a chain link fence that surrounded a rear lot where some of the company's service vehicles were parked. Seeing several of the vehicles, he knew he'd found the right place. In the lot there were a dozen police style Crown Victoria sedans and several white Dodge Durango SUVs, just like the one that had tried to run him off the road. Some of the vehicles were marked with red letters reading security and some weren't. Grabbing ahold of the fence, he pulled himself up, using the diamond-shaped holes in the fencing as footholds as he climbed up the eight foot barrier and swung his legs over the top, jumping onto the gravel lot beyond.
Standing from his landing crouch, he made his way cautiously to the back of the building where a metal door with a thin window above the latch stood. He tried the latch but just as he'd expected, the door was locked. Knowing the building likely had an alarm that would sound if he broke a window or picked a lock, he considered his options as he looked around. On the opposite side of the building from the fence he'd climbed was a row of four garage doors with small half-moon ports in the bottom for attaching vehicle exhaust hoses. Apparently the building had been used as a repair facility in the past or else the company performed the maintenance on their own fleet. Noting that the exhaust ports were an older style that sat at the very bottom of the door near the cement instead of further up, he got an idea.
Turning and looking around the lot, he spotted an old stake back truck that was missing most of its windows in the far corner. Walking over to it, he reached through the window opening and raised the lock. The hinges protested loudly as he opened the door and got into the driver's seat. Looking at the floor between the driver and passenger seats, he spotted what he was searching for in a metal box attached to the truck's back panel. Lifting two latches, he opened the vehicle's tire changing compartment and withdrew the separated sections of the angled tire iron and the manual vehicle jack. He slid out of the truck and returned to the garage door furthest from the front of the building. Using the hubcap removal side of the tire iron, he pried open the door on the exhaust port and slid the manual jack underneath. Fitting the pieces of the tire iron together to create the long pole used to operate the jack, he inserted it into the end and began pushing it up and down causing the jack to lift. When the door had raised about four inches it stopped, obviously held in place by an internal locking rod. Taking a deep breath, he pushed down on the pole with all of his weight, lifting himself off the ground. Slowly the door raised as the metal locking rod inside was bent downwards by the pressure. With the garage door now about a foot from the concrete floor, Declan removed his Glock pistol from his coat, lay down and slid underneath into the building.
Raising himself slowly into a standing position, he looked around the spacious garage, pistol aimed in the direction of sight until he was sure he was alone. Inside, eight vehicles in various stages of repair sat dormant, the smell of antifreeze hanging in the humid air. Only the natural light allowed in by the building's windows lit the room, the tinted glass giving the interior a greyish hue. The ceiling was at least fifteen feet high with an arched center, and a sliding glass window sat high in the wall closest to the front of the building. As he walked down the center between the two rows of vehicles, a hissing sound caught his attention. The sound was coming from a maroon colored BMW SUV that was parked in the very first bay and indicated the vehicle's water pump was leaking. Declan moved towards it and reached for its hood, knowing that the only way the water leak could make the hissing sound was if the vehicle's exhaust manifold was still hot. Sure enough, as he placed his hand flat on the hood, he could feel warmth through the metal. The SUV hadn't been parked there very long. Had its occupants left in another vehicle or were they still in the building?
He moved to a doorway at the front of the garage and entered a hallway beyond. From the hall he could see the door that he'd peered through earlier and the papers littering the front office floor. Clearing the few rooms off the hallway, he made his way to the front office. The first floor of the building was empty, but he needed to make sure the second floor was, too, before he could begin searching for anything that might identify the four men he'd killed. Inside the office, he searched for a staircase that would lead him to the second floor he knew was there. Spotting a closed door in the far corner of the room, he strode towards it, raising his pistol in one hand and gripping the doorknob with the other. He pulled open the door and aimed the pistol up a set of stairs that hair pinned around a corner and out of view. Keeping his weapon aimed, he climbed the steps slowly, one at a time. On the landing halfway up, he rolled out around a wall, securing the second flight of stairs. There was no door at the top and whatever room was beyond sat off to the right. Nearing the last step before reaching the second floor, he moved as far to the left on the stairs as he could to get a view of the room. Suddenly he heard a loud blast and a piece of drywall disintegrated a foot from him.
"Stay away from here," a gruff voice shouted. "Get out!"
"I'm not here to hurt anyone!" Declan shouted in response. "I just need to ask some questions!"
"The hell you do! Get out!"
Another gunshot sounded, the bullet tearing loose more of the white drywall and causing it to fall to the floor in a dusty heap. Declan stayed put on the steps; unable to see who it was that was firing at him.
"I'm warning you, I'm not going down without a fight! I'll shoot you!"
"I believe you," Declan said, putting his pistol in his coat where it was hidden from view but still accessible. "I'm not here to hurt you. I'm one of the good guys. I'm unarmed. Now, who am I talking to?"
"You know who I am! I'm Tim Sweat, the guy whose family you've been threatening for the last month!"
"I think you've got me confused with someone else. My name's Declan McIver. I'm the owner of DCM Properties in Roanoke."
There was silence in the room for several seconds.
"Do you always go around breaking into people's buildings?"
"No. No, I don't. Now I'm going to step onto the landing slowly with my hands up. Don't shoot."
Declan raised his hands to shoulder level and stepped up onto the last step, gradually exposing one hand and stepping sideways onto the second floor, facing the direction the gunshots had come from. The floor creaked under his weight.
In the rectangular room beyond a heavyset man with white hair, a rose-colored complexion and a thin mustache crouched behind a long desk, aiming a .38 revolver. Perspiration beaded and rolled down his face.
"Easy," Declan said, keeping his hands up and stepping forward into the room. "Now, surely you can see I'm not the man whose been threatening you."
The man sniffed loudly and wiped his sweaty face with his hand. "There are four of 'em. How do I know you're not just a fifth sent here to keep me from talking?"
"I'm here because a vehicle belonging to this company ran me off the road last night. Then its occupants tried to kill me."
"Kill you? Oh, God." The man's grip on the revolver loosened a bit and he raised himself up a few inches to support his body against the edge of the desk. Breathing heavily he said, "I don't know anything about it. Oh, God." Tears streamed from his eyes and he wiped frantically at them.
Declan relaxed and lowered his hands, keeping them just far enough away from his body that the man could see he wasn't going for a weapon. "You said your name is Tim Sweat? Are you the owner of this company?"
"Yeah, at least I was until yesterday afternoon when the FBI walked in and shut us down."
"Why did the FBI shut you down? Because the car that blew up at the university belonged to your company?"
"Yes," Sweat said, nodding. "But I didn't have anything to do with it. I swear. They were threatening my family."
"I believe you," Declan said, being sure to maintain eye contact. "Let's put the gun down and talk about this. I'm here because someone's threatening my family, too."
Sweat stood and slowly lowered the revolver, his face contorting as he fought back tears.
"Now tell me who they are," Declan said, though he thought he probably already knew.
"Four men, they came in just a little over a month ago when we first booked the job at Liberty. I don't even know how they knew about it. They said they wanted in on the job but I've got a good crew here. Most of them have been with me for over a decade and I wasn't about to bump them so I could hire these guys. Something about 'em, I don't know, something just wasn't right."
"But they didn't go away when you said no?"
Sweat shook his head. "No. They came back here that same night. I'm always the last one to leave and they approached me as I was getting in my truck. Told me that if I didn't agree to hire them on as part of the security team for the university, they'd hurt my family. They had pictures of my granddaughters getting on the school bus, pictures of my wife in the garden at home. I didn't have a choice."
Declan nodded. Sweat was obviously scared and was showing no signs of deception. The revolver quaked in his hand and clamshell-shaped stains formed in the underarms of his white button-down shirt.
"I knew they were up to something bad," Sweat continued, "but I couldn't have imagined anything like this. I wanted to call the police, but then everywhere we went one of them was there. My wife and I would go out to eat and one of them would walk in and sit a few tables away from us, making sure that I saw him. At night they'd drive one of my own company vehicles by my house and park in the cul-de-sac, watching. I thought you were one of them. I thought you'd come to make sure I didn't talk."
Declan shook his head. "Until two days ago I was just a real estate investor attending the grand opening of the Barton Center where a good friend was the keynote speaker. Now he's dead and there's men trying to kill my wife and me."
Sweat's face contorted again as he said, "Until these four men walked into my life, I was just the owner of a small, family-run security company in Moneta, Virginia. Now the business I started with my two sons in 1986 is gone and I'm going to end up in jail."
Declan could understand both the fear and the frustration Sweat was feeling. Like Sweat, he'd worked hard to build his company and his life. What effect the current situation would have on his business, he didn't know. First, he had to survive, and that meant taking the fight to those responsible. "When was the last time you saw these men?"
"Saturday morning," Sweat said. "They left just before the FBI arrived. It's like they knew they were coming."
"They might have," Declan said, thinking about Castellano. He'd yet to find any evidence to prove it, but his gut instinct still told him the agent was involved. "Do you know anything about these men, their names? Can you tell me what they look like? I need to find them."
"The FBI raided the office downstairs completely and searched the entire building. They took all of my employee files and years of financial documents, but I made copies of the paperwork these guys filled out for their DOJ clearance and kept them up here, tucked away in a filing cabinet full of instruction booklets and warranty information. That's why I came here, to get the files."
"DOJ clearance?"
"Yeah, we do a lot of guard work for government buildings so our guys have to have a security clearance from the Department of Justice. I don't know if the names and information they put down are real, but it passed DOJ, so if not they're damn good fakes."
Sweat spread out a stack of four folders side by side on his desk and opened them. Declan stepped around the desk and looked down at the passport-sized picture on each one. "I don't think you've got anything to fear from these men anymore," he said as he looked at the photos of the men who'd tried to kill both him and Constance. "They're all dead."
Sweat looked up abruptly, fear evident in his eyes as if he was thinking that he'd let his guard down to soon. His grip tightened on the revolver held at his side.
"Relax," Declan said. "These are the four men who tried to kill my wife and me Saturday night."
"But you got them first," Sweat said, as his grip on the gun loosened again.
Declan nodded.
"How? I mean, I'm a twenty-year police veteran, I know a dangerous man when I see one and those four guys were dangerous. Ex-military for sure, maybe even Special Forces. They were killers. I could sense it."
"I guess I didn't have time to be scared."
"Yeah, right, what were you, British military or something?"
Declan shrugged. "Something like that."
Sweat nodded. "Yeah, I thought so, the way you carry yourself and all. That's why I thought you were one of them."
"We need to get these files to someone who can tell us if the information is real or not. Maybe that will help us find out who they were working for, because they definitely weren't alone."
"No one's getting these files."
Declan looked up as Sweat backed away from him and raised the revolver. "I'm not risking anyone coming after my family," the white haired security man said.
"So that's your answer to this? You're going to blow your brains out and just hope that whoever these men were working for will leave your family alone when you're gone?"
Sweat grimaced, tears streaming down his face. "What other choice do I have? If I'm dead I can't talk and they've got no reason to hurt anyone."
"These guys have the word 'henchmen' written all over them. They were doing someone's dirty work. I've seen people like this operate before. If you think they're going to leave your family alone because you're dead you'd better reconsider. Men like that don't leave loose ends hanging."
Declan heard the sound of gravel crunching underneath the wheels of a vehicle outside; he reached towards the picture window and flipped up a single section of the blinds. Outside a police cruiser had pulled onto the company's parking lot. He could see the officer inside was on his radio, his attention focused on Declan's blue Mercedes alone in front of the building. Moments later a second cruiser came up the road and made a left into the lot, stopping beside the car already there. Declan had no doubt that they were there looking for him. Just as he'd thought would happen, Michael Coulson had called Castellano and now the police were closing in. He'd found what he was looking for, information that identified the four attackers, but now he needed to get it and himself out of here fast.
"Who is it?" Sweat asked.
"The police."
"The police?" Sweat said, as he strode towards the window with a hand out.
"No, wait," Declan said, moving to stop the man, but he was too late. Sweat reached the other window, pulled down a large section of the blinds and looked out. Over his shoulder, Declan watched as the sudden motion in the upstairs window attracted the attention of the officers sitting in their cruisers. The officer in the first car brought his radio to his mouth and began talking, without taking his eyes off the window.
Sweat backed away quickly as he sensed Declan behind him. "Stay back," he yelled, raising the gun to his temple. "I'm not going to jail!"
"You don't have to do this," Declan said urgently. "I can help you. We just have to get out of here!"
The sound of crunching gravel as more vehicles pulled onto the lot reached the second floor office and Declan held his hands out in a stop motion. "Let's go! We can make it out the back door before they get the—No!"
Sweat's hand tightened as he pressed the stout barrel hard against his temple, closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. The report echoed through the small room as blood and brain tissue spattered the white drywall. Sweat's body fell to the floor with a heavy thud.
"No! Dammit!" Declan yelled, throwing his hands in the air and turning away from the grisly sight of the man's eviscerated head. He could feel liquid warmth on his face, droplets of blood that had been cast from the self-inflicted wound. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his coat. His mind raced as car doors slammed shut outside and officers left their vehicles, having heard the gunshot. He scooped up the four files and placed them under his arm. Sitting underneath them was a note written in chicken-scratched handwriting, a capitalized T and an S obvious in the signature at the bottom. Declan shook his head and moved quickly towards the stairs. Taking them two at a time, he looked through the tinted front windows as he reached the first floor. The police presence had multiplied to at least a half dozen and a group of officers was at the front door trying to get it open.
"Hey! There's someone inside!" one of the officers yelled, his voice muffled by the glass but still audible. Without making eye contact, Declan ran through the office to the hallway leading into the fleet garage. "He's going out the back!" he heard an officer yell.
Declan ran between the eight cars parked in the garage and reached the back door as the shouts of officers swarming over the front fence reached his ears. Tearing the door open, he exited the humid garage into the crisp spring afternoon and ran straight for the fence at the rear of the property. Jumping onto the hood of one of the parked Dodge Durangos, he ran over the roof and jumped the fence behind it, landing with a painful gasp from the eight foot drop.
"Where's he at? Where'd he go?" voices shouted from the fenced-in lot as the police reached the rear of the building. Declan darted into the thick brush that surrounded the building, branches tearing at his face as he pushed past the trees trying to get out of sight. He crested a small hill and stopped, breathing heavily. With his back against a tree, he craned his neck towards the building. Through the thick brush he could see parts of the fenced-in lot, now thirty yards behind him. Officers searched between vehicles, others gathering at the back door and preparing to enter. They hadn't seen him jump the fence, but he knew it wouldn't take them long to figure it out.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
11:50 a.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Offices of Sweat Security
Moneta, Virginia
 
Seth Castellano slowed the dark blue Crown Victoria as the female voice on his GPS unit told him he needed to turn right and that he had nearly reached his destination. "Damn," he said aloud, as he saw the mass of police cruisers in the parking lot. He'd told the local dispatcher to make sure the deputies didn't approach the property until he got there and he had reiterated that statement to the Franklin County Sheriff minutes later when the man had returned his call. How could they screw up an order so simple? Clearly Seth's decision to call them in to make sure Declan McIver didn't leave the area before he could arrive had been the wrong one.
Pulling the car to a stop, he shifted it into park and stepped out. He folded his badge over the breast pocket of his suit coat as he walked around the vehicle towards the front of the building. Men in brown police uniforms looked up at him as he approached, but clearly saw the badge and chose not to address him. Maybe he was lucky and they'd managed to apprehend McIver. While that would be problematic in another way, at least he wouldn't be running around loose where he could cause other problems.
As he neared the front door of the building he saw a hastily written sign saying closed until further notice and wasn't surprised. He'd sent a team of agents to this building the previous morning to obtain as much of the company's paperwork as possible and to interview the employees about the company's involvement in the car bombing outside of the Barton Center. The interviews had turned up exactly what he wanted them to: nothing. None of the employees had known about the four men placed inside Sweat Security, which meant that the company's owner had done as he was told. Likewise, the paperwork would show no record of them either. The glass door swung open and a broad man with salt and pepper colored hair stepped out.
"Are you Castellano?" he asked. Castellano nodded. It was clear from the white shirt of the man's uniform that he was the Sheriff and his introduction a moment later confirmed it. "I'm Steve Scruggs, Franklin County Sheriff."
"ASAC Seth Castellano, Sheriff. What the hell is going on here? I thought I told you not to approach the property."
The man seemed to bristle for a moment at the obvious rebuke. Taking a deep breath, he answered. "Two of my deputies heard gunshots from within the building and decided to enter the premises."
Castellano grimaced. As much as he'd like to, he couldn't really argue with that kind of judgment call and it was clear from the Sheriff's expression that he knew it. "And what did they find?"
"They witnessed a man coming down the stairs from the second floor as they attempted to get the door open. The guy ran through a hallway towards the garage, but he was gone by the time my deputies got over the fence and around the building."
Castellano closed his eyes and sighed. Fighting hard to control his anger he asked, "Does this man have a description?"
"Blonde hair, about six foot, and thin. He was wearing a black raincoat and blue jeans."
"Sounds like my guy. Any idea what the gunshot was about?"
The Sheriff pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. "Upstairs," he said, as he turned around and held the door open. As they entered Castellano saw the typical handiwork of a crew with a search warrant. Desk drawers and filing cabinets were wide open and papers that had apparently been outside of the scope of the warrant littered the floor. The sheriff led the way through the rectangular office to the left side of the room, where a door led to a set of steps. Following the sheriff up, Castellano turned the corner to a second set of stairs and saw two large holes and a pile of crumbled drywall on the landing above them.
"What happened here?" he asked, as they topped the steps and he looked closely at the holes and the drywall. "Looks like gunshots."
"That's what I thought and this seems to confirm that," the sheriff said, as he stepped further into the room.
Castellano followed the man and saw blood spatter on the wall near one of the two windows that overlooked the parking lot. As he stepped around one of the desks he knew what he was about to see wasn't going to be pleasant. He grimaced as the body of a large man came into view. Around the man's head a massive pool of blood mixed with the gray commercial carpeting and created a dark halo. In the man's meaty hand was a .38 caliber revolver.
"Who is he?"
"Tim Sweat. He owns the company. We haven't touched anything so what you see is exactly how things were when my men arrived. It looks self-inflicted to me and there's a suicide note on the desk."
"Or it was made to look that way," Castellano posited.
"Exactly," the sheriff confirmed. "I spent a decade investigating homicides in Richmond before moving here so I've seen my share of bodies. I'm sure your people can tell for sure by the presence of gunshot residue on the hands."
Castellano nodded and looked from the position of the body to the holes in the wall near the stairs. "Those holes look consistent with gunshots so I'm going to go out on a limb and say he was shooting at someone who came up the stairs."
"My thoughts exactly, and we found evidence of a break in by the garage. Someone used a manual tire jack from one of the vehicles to pry open a garage door."
Castellano fought a smirk as he looked from the body to the gunshot holes. If he didn't know better he would swear that Declan McIver was trying to help them frame him, because he sure wasn't helping himself. Not only was he on the run, as far as the public knew, but now they had another body tied to him and no witnesses to offer an alternative version of events.
"What's the suicide note say?"
"It's right here on the desk. It's an apology to his wife and children and talks about some men threatening them, fits the murder idea more than the suicide one if you ask me. I've known Tim Sweat for nearly twenty years and he's not a man to be threatened by anyone."
Castellano nodded and turned around to look at the legal-sized piece of paper sitting on the desk, blood droplets soaking through it onto the wood beneath.
"It says something about some files with the identities of the men doing the threatening," Sheriff Scruggs continued, "but I don't see any folders nearby. My deputies said the guy running away was carrying something, but they couldn't tell for sure what it was. Sounds like a motive to me."
Castellano felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. Just when everything seemed to be going his way there had to be some bad news. Had Sweat somehow managed to get information on the four men, or did the files just contain pictures? He dismissed the bad feeling. Surely the four had been smart enough not to give their real names and it wasn't like he had to worry about them talking to anyone. Declan McIver had again solved that problem for him when he killed them.
"Then we need to find him before he has a chance to destroy those files. Any idea where he could have gone?"
"Well, we're guessing the blue Mercedes out front belongs to him because Tim Sweat's BMW is in the garage. So that means he had to have left here on foot. He must've jumped the fence before my men got around the building. I made a call to a guy with some dogs. He's on his way. We'll get a scent off of something in the car and start tracking him."
"What's around here that he could get to?"
"The only real development is several miles to the east and my men had the building blocked off from the front so he had to have gone out the back. There's nothing back there but several dozen acres of forest and beyond that some country roads. I sent my deputies to the nearest houses and put out an APB to all of my patrols. They'll be searching along the roads and visiting the homes of the few residents that live out that way."
"Good. When will the dogs be here?"
"Should be here any minute, the guy just lives over the way," the sheriff said, making a motion towards the south with his hand. "The way I figure it, this guy has been on foot for less than thirty minutes. If you take into account the fact that the average human male runs five to eight miles per hour, and with the kind of terrain around here there's no way he could keep up a full run that entire time, I'm thinking he can't be more than a mile away, if that."
"This guy is full of surprises so far, so I want you to expand that APB to the neighboring counties, triple the patrols along the roads and set up checkpoints at every major road into and out of the area. Do you have enough manpower for that?"
The sheriff nodded.
"Good. Get it done. I'm calling in the area field agents to assist us and I'll see what kind of help the other agencies in the area can offer."
"It's going to be kind of difficult to hold every thin, blonde-haired male we come across until you get there for a positive ID. Do you have a picture of this guy?"
Castellano reached into his suit coat and removed a picture he'd taken from one of the curio cabinets in the McIver's home. "His name is Declan McIver and he speaks with an Irish accent. That ought to narrow it quite a bit."
"I'll get this photo out to everyone," the sheriff said. "He won't get far."
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
12:04 p.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Wooded Area between Rts. 806 & 122
Moneta, Virginia
 
Leaning against the trunk of a pine tree for support as he caught his breath, Declan looked back in the direction he had come as the sound of baying hounds filled the air. He placed his hands on his knees, taking deep breaths. He knew what the sound meant. The police had brought in dogs and were on his trail. He stood upright and tucked the file folders containing the identities of the four men who had been threatening the Sweat family under his arm like a football and set off at a light jog down a steep incline. Ahead he could see large breaks of sunlight through the thick trees and realized the forested area was coming to an end; soon he would be in open ground. Even in such good shape, there was no way he could cover the kind of distance he needed to on foot. He needed to find a vehicle if he was going to avoid being chased down and caught.
Undoubtedly the police were looking at him as a suspect in Tim Sweat's death and why shouldn't they? He'd run from the scene as soon as they'd shown up. It would take time for a coroner to determine that the gunshot had been self-inflicted and in the meantime they'd arrest and hold him. Declan didn't have that kind of time. On his own, he held the cards and could communicate when and how he wanted. In a jail cell he wouldn't have that choice; plus he didn't want to risk losing the four folders of information he'd got from Sweat. They could help him identify who it was that was trying to kill him and whether or not they had any connection to Seth Castellano, as he suspected they did.
At the bottom of the incline he stopped briefly as the tree cover gave way to a broad, rolling field that was just beginning to show signs of life in the early spring. It was a hayfield, if he had to guess, and in the distance he could see sunlight glinting off a tin roof. He didn't know if it was a barn or a house, but either way it was the only building he could see and might be his only chance for several miles of finding a car. The baying of the hound dogs sounded again in the distance and he looked over his shoulder. It sounded like they were searching the forest southeast of his current location, where he'd stopped at a set of three metal outbuildings that had been used as a storage area for a nearby farm. He hadn't been able to see the farm from the storage area and there hadn't been anything useful inside so he'd kept moving. Although it had cost him some precious time, in hindsight he was thankful he'd stopped. Hopefully the buildings would slow the pursuing officers as they would surely approach the area cautiously in case he was hiding inside and armed.
He moved in the direction of the tin-roofed building at a steady pace and as he got closer he recognized the pungent odor of a chicken coop. The smell assaulted his nostrils and brought water to his eyes as he crested the last hill before the end of the field. In front of him a small valley between more hills opened up and he could see that the tin roof did indeed belong to a long rectangular chicken coop. He surveyed the area around the coop for vehicles, but saw none. As his eyes moved across the adjacent fields, he spotted the rear of a brick ranch house surrounded by several tall trees on the opposite side of the property. A one lane gravel road forked about a hundred yards from the house and led past it and over more hilly terrain. He would have preferred to find a vehicle near the farm buildings where there was less chance he would encounter the landowner, but it looked like the house was his only choice; parked next to it he could see a blue pickup truck.
Declan kept his eyes on the house and the road leading to it as he made his way out of the field on a rough pathway that he thought had likely been made by the frequent passing of a tractor. He didn't like the idea of stealing a car from someone, but how else was he going to get out of the area and to a more secure location where he could take a long look at the information he was carrying? He didn't know exactly what he was expecting to find in the files that would be so valuable, but there had to be something that could help him find a lead.
Keeping his eyes focused on the house and his ears tuned to the road in case any vehicles approached, Declan carefully stepped over a waist-high barbed wire fence that separated the hayfield from the home's spacious yard. He darted between several tall pine trees as he moved across the yard towards the short driveway that ran off the gravel road in front of the house and ended where the truck was parked.
The house was a one story brick ranch with its exterior mostly surrounded by tall evergreen shrubs that hadn't been trimmed back in many years. From the looks of the lawn and the lack of any kind of homely decorations, he suspected the owner of the property was elderly and that could work out in his favor. With any luck, if there was anyone inside, he would have the truck started and be rolling out of the driveway before they even heard a sound. Keeping his eyes on what little bit of window he could see through the thick shrubs, he approached the truck low and slow and reached out to touch the hood. The metal was cold, signaling that it hadn't been driven recently. The truck was a navy blue Chevrolet and from the body style he was guessing it was an early nineties model; hopefully it still ran. He moved around to the passenger's side where the body of the vehicle hid him from view, and pulled up on the door handle. He paused briefly to see if anyone had seen or heard him, then rested easy as no sounds came from the house. Looking over his shoulder, he cleared his six o'clock position. The door came open with a low clunk as the latch released and he leaned inside as he pulled it the rest of the way open. The cab smelled heavily of cigarette smoke and the passenger's floor area was littered with old receipts and sales paper inserts that had been trampled by wet shoes and were now a permanent part of the worn carpeting. On the seat sat a bucket of white spackling and a rusted paint scraper. He grabbed ahold of the paint scraper and reached across to the steering wheel to begin prying the casing off so he could get to the wiring underneath.
As he placed the blade of the scraper into the joint between the upper and lower casings, the sound of crunching gravel drew his attention. He ducked quickly down onto the seat and turned around as he slid out of the truck. Looking towards the gravel road, panic rose as he saw a brown and white Crown Victoria turn right at the fork and head towards the house. He pushed the truck door closed and moved around the front of the vehicle, his eyes darting between the house and the approaching police car as he crouched to hide from the deputy's view. He needed a place to hide before he was seen, assuming he hadn't been already. Spotting a low porch on the front of the house, white plastic lattice work across the bottom to hide the edge of the wooden boards, he moved towards it, looking for an opening. At the meeting of the lattice work and the edge of the house, time had loosened whatever nails or staples had been holding the white vinyl to the wood. He leaned down and tore a piece loose before lying on the ground in a prone position and pulling himself under the porch on his elbows. Sliding around in a circle, he reached out and picked up the piece of lattice work, leaning it against the edge of the deck to hide his entry point. He squinted and held his breath as the dust from the dirty ground underneath the porch settled.
Looking through the triangular holes in the lattice work, he watched as the Crown Vic, clearly bearing the logo of the Franklin County Sheriff's Office, turned right into the short driveway and pulled to a stop behind the parked truck.
He could hear the muffled sound of the deputy's radio unit through the closed doors of the vehicle and wondered if the man had seen him as he'd approached the house. The sound of the door latch being released preceded the sound of two feet hitting the gravel driveway as the deputy left the cruiser. Declan scooted back from the edge of the porch, hoping the shadows would hide him from view if the man happened to look down. The short distance still gave him enough visibility to watch the deputy's actions.
"Dispatch this is 2-Adam-23. I'm 10-62 for a 10-66 at 608 Rucker Road, copy?"
"10-4, 23, advise 10-8. Over?"
"Copy dispatch, will advise."
The deputy walked over the ten foot distance between his cruiser and the edge of the porch. Declan could hear the boards of the weathered porch creek under the man's weight as he passed over him. The sound of a screen door being pulled open preceded a forceful knock on the front door. Slow footsteps sounded heavy on the aged floorboards of the house as the occupant made his or her way to the front door and opened it, metal hinges squealing in protest.
"I'm Deputy Rogers with the Franklin County Sheriff's Office." the deputy said. "How do you do, Ma'am?"
"I'm fine, Deputy," an elderly woman answered, a question audible in her raspy voice.
"Ma'am, I'm here because we're searching for a suspect in a crime that happened a few miles southeast of here. Now, I don't want to scare you, but have you seen anyone you didn't recognize around here this afternoon?"
Declan grimaced as he waited for the woman's answer. Had she seen him through a window as he'd approached?
"No. No, I haven't."
He breathed easy.
"Okay, Ma'am. The man we're looking for is approximately six feet in height, he has blonde hair and he's kind of thin. At this point he's considered armed and dangerous, so please do not open your door for anyone and call us immediately if you see someone matching that description. We'll be patrolling the nearby areas frequently until we find him."
"Oh, dear. Alright, then."
Declan could hear the fear in the woman's voice and he shook his head. He didn't mean anyone any harm; he just wanted to get back to his wife. There were people out there that did mean harm, though, and they had already killed a lot of good people. If they weren't stopped, chances were that they'd kill a lot more.
"One last thing before I leave, ma'am," the deputy said. "Would you mind if I had a look around the barn and the chicken coop just in case someone may have tried to hide there?"
"No, go right ahead. I'm going to call my son and ask him to come over. Will you notify us when you've found the man you're looking for?"
"Do you have a television or a radio, ma'am?"
"Yes."
"We'll be keeping people updated through the local stations."
"Thank you, Deputy."
Declan listened as the woman closed the door with a thud and the deputy released his hold on the screen door allowing it to bang closed. The deputy's heavy footsteps sounded over the porch and Declan watched as he made his way back to his vehicle and entered, closing the door behind him. Muffled voices sounded as the man radioed his dispatcher and informed her of his return to his vehicle. The cruiser's engine started up and the deputy backed out of the driveway and drove towards the barn that was a short distance past the tractor path Declan had traveled a few minutes before.
Waiting until he was sure the deputy was out of sight, he pushed the loosened lattice work aside and slid out from under the porch, his black coat and blue jeans tan with dust. He had no idea how close the lady's son lived, but he knew he needed to get out of the area quick before anyone saw him. He looked at the truck and grimaced. He wasn't as concerned about the woman inside seeing him, but was there really any chance that he could get the thing started and get away without alerting the deputy? He doubted it, but it was the only option he had. He crossed the untrimmed grass to the driver's side of the pickup and opened the door. Closing it as quietly as possible, he tossed the file folders onto the passenger seat and grabbed the handle of the paint scraper that was sticking out of the steering wheel casing where he'd left it. Good thing the deputy hadn't checked the truck or else he would have known someone was around by the obvious attempt to hot wire the vehicle. Prying the casing down far enough to get his fingers inside, he pulled off the bottom casing and revealed the wires underneath. After a quick inspection he identified the two wires that would complete the circuit. With the bladed end of the scraper he tore them loose and twisted them together before allowing them to touch the starter wire. The truck sputtered as he held the wires together and the starter began to squeal. After what seemed like a solid minute but was probably only a few seconds, the engine turned over and the truck came loudly to life. He sat up in the seat and pulled the gearshift into the drive position. The truck lurched into gear and he backed out of the gravel driveway, skidding to a stop as he shifted quickly through the gears and pressed the accelerator to the floor. The truck's rear wheels spun against the loose gravel and churned a cloud of dust as the vehicle shot forward towards the fork in the road. He didn't know exactly where he was, but he took a gamble that the deputy had been coming from the main road when he'd arrived at the house. He made a left at the fork and sixty yards later the road turned from gravel to pavement and he knew he'd made the right decision. As he passed a row of more modern homes he could see the intersection of the main road ahead. He slowed as he approached the intersection. The brakes ground loudly against the bare rotors and he fought to keep the steering wheel from pulling to the left. With his attention on keeping control of the truck, he glanced through the pitted windshield just as another Crown Vic pulled onto the road and blocked his way. He stomped hard on the brakes and brought the truck to a skidding stop, his eyes locking with those of the deputy behind the wheel of the cruiser, who now had his radio to his mouth and was shouting into the mic.
Declan slammed the truck into reverse as he pressed the pedal to the floor. The nearly bald tires slid against the smooth pavement before finally gaining traction and pushing the vehicle backwards. Placing his arm over the back seat he looked over his shoulder as he backed the vehicle up the road as fast as it would go. The back end fishtailed and he fought to keep the badly aligned truck from swerving off the road and into one of the manicured yards on either side. As he cleared the last of the homes, he stomped hard on the emergency brake and slapped the gearshift into neutral as he turned the steering wheel sharply, causing the truck to skid sideways and around in a half circle.
Declan braced for impact as the deputy pursuing him collided with the rear bumper of the truck and pushed it forward. Declan shifted back into drive, popped the emergency brake and again pressed the pedal to the floor. White smoke plumed from the rear wheels as the truck struggled to gain traction. With only inches between his rear bumper and the front bumper of the police cruiser, he swerved the truck, deliberately trying to get the deputy to back off, but without success. The truck bounced violently as the paved surface ended and a cloud of dust cascaded into the air. With the fork in the road just ahead of him, he looked through the truck's windows trying to determine which way was more likely to lead him back around to the main road, but his choice was made for him when he saw a cloud of dust trailing behind a vehicle coming down the road to the right. The deputy from the old lady's house was trying to cut him off at the fork.
He pressed harder on the accelerator and tightened his grip on the wheel until his knuckles turned white. As he approached the fork he allowed the vehicle to glide to the left and braced himself for the impact he knew was coming. Giving the accelerator a last push, he managed to clear the fork with the cab of the truck before the oncoming police cruiser hit him.
The car collided with the rear quarter of the truck and Declan steered hard to the left as the truck was knocked into a sideways skid. Correcting the steering, he brought the truck back into a forward trajectory and looked into the rearview mirror. Through the dust he could see that the two deputies had narrowly avoided a collision and were now trying to back out of each other's way so they could continue the pursuit. The temporary delay allowed him to distance himself from his pursuers, but he knew the advantage wouldn't last. There was no way the old truck could outrun the amped up engines of the police cars and any hope of making a sudden turn to throw them off his trail was foiled by the dust cloud being churned up behind him. It was clear as he wound his way furiously over a curvy section of the dirt road that he needed to find a place to ditch the truck and get back into the forest on foot. Without being able to outrun the police cars, it was his only way of escaping. Glancing into the rearview mirror again, he could see the blue lights of the police cars through the dust, closing the distance. Ahead another fork in the road became visible and he looked to the right and left. On the right the dirt road continued winding its way around the grassy fields and to the left a thick patch of forest was cleared at the crest of a hill where a water tower broke the tree line. Taking the road to the left he gambled that there was some kind of building at the base of the water tower that might slow the approach of the pursuing deputies. Any law enforcement officer with more than five minutes of training wouldn't approach with any speed a building that potentially held an armed suspect, and that could give him all the time he needed to make a run for it through the woods and put some distance between himself and the police.
The road narrowed as it became tree lined and he slowed slightly as overgrown branches slapped the sides of the truck. The water tower was less than fifty yards ahead of him and he could already see that his gamble wasn't going to pay off. There was nothing at the base of the water tower but a ladder leading to the top and a dead end. Damn he thought as he moved his foot from the accelerator to the brake and slowed the truck to a skidding stop. Quickly he gathered the folders into a stack and left the truck. Behind him he could hear the crunch of gravel as the police cruisers approached, their progress slowing as they entered the tree covered area. Maybe his idea had panned out after all. Maybe the deputies were worried he would take up a position on the water tower and try shooting at them as they approached. With the truck hopefully blocking their view of him, he ran into the woods as fast as he could.
Fifty yards behind the water tower, in the cover of the trees, he stopped and listened. He couldn't hear any sounds from the vehicles and assumed the two deputies had stopped their pursuit. He took a minute to look around and to try and decide what direction he was headed. In the ferocity of the chase he hadn't been paying attention to where he was going and quickly began retracing his movements in his head as he moved forward in a jog. The sudden bark of a large dog at his back jarred him and he jerked his head over his shoulder towards the water tower. Had one of the deputies been a K-9 unit? He couldn't afford to wait and find out. He broke into a run, grabbing onto trees and pulling himself forward through the forest as he heard the barking continue behind him.
Jumping over a downed tree, he landed in a clearing created by a set of high-tension wires that cut through the forest. Wading quickly through the waist high scrub brush he crossed into the forest on the other side before continuing to run. Ahead he could tell that the patch of forest he was in was coming to an end and he knew he had no chance of outrunning a dog on open ground. As he broke the tree line he saw several weathered buildings in the clearing. Sliding down a hill on his heels and grabbing at tiny scrub pines to keep himself upright, he landed at the bottom and ran for the biggest building.
Dodging around several piles of cut trees, the property he was now on appeared to be a saw mill. The buildings were made from split boards that were weathered black with age and he could see a conveyor belt coming through the side of the biggest building's A-frame. As he ran he looked for any signs that the place was occupied and saw nothing. No vehicles appeared to be present and a dirt driveway cut through the forest to his right. Several barks bellowed from behind him and he picked up his pace, his breath coming in rapid gasps. Arriving at the side of the biggest building, he ran around it until he found a door. Pulling it open by the twisted metal handle, he entered and pulled it shut behind him, holding it closed by the interior handle as he felt something leap against the door with a frustrated bark. Breathing heavily, he looked around the area near the door and found a rusted screwdriver on a workbench that was thin enough to fit into the door handle. He jammed it through the hole to hold the door closed and turned into the building.
Inside, the place was like a large barn with a conveyor belt in the center that was used to bring in the logs from outside so they could be sawed and split into boards. The room smelled heavily of sawdust, and thin beams of sunlight exposed the dust floating in the air as they pierced through the spaces in between the boarded walls. He looked for any other entrances, but didn't see any. The only hole in the building besides the door he had come through was for the conveyor belt and it was too high for either a dog or a human to reach. He breathed easily and considered his next move as the barking continued from outside the door. He knew the two deputies wouldn't be far behind the dog and that they would be radioing for more units to back them up. He walked a little further into the building and noticed a set of steps that led to a room off a second floor catwalk. Maybe there was a door there that he could sneak out of. He climbed the steps two at a time, the weathered boards creaking under his weight and the catwalk shaking slightly as he stepped onto it. He crossed it carefully to a closed door and slowly opened it.
Inside was an employee break room with a refrigerator, microwave and a square table in one corner. It was clear from the settled dust that it hadn't been used in quite a while. On the opposite side of the rectangular room was a door that obviously led to what was intended to be the front of the building. Faded vinyl lettering on the window in the door read Walterman's Lumber. He crossed the tiled floor to the door, and looked outside. The doorway led to a second story porch that had a set of stairs leading down to the small parking lot in front of the building. The driveway he'd seen on his way in ran off the lot and up into the woods where he assumed it connected with the dirt road he had been on a short time ago. A cloud of dust coming through the trees attracted his attention and he watched as it moved closer. Knowing exactly what it was he wasn't surprised when a police cruiser appeared at the top of the driveway and stopped. The officer inside surveyed the lot and the buildings below and brought his radio to his mouth. Ducking out of the window, Declan reached down to make sure the door was locked.
Standing against a counter he could see out of the window to the right side of the lumber yard where he'd first approached the property. Two men in brown and tan uniforms appeared at the crest of the hill and one yelled a command in a language that Declan didn't understand. From the other side of the building a tan and black German shepherd bounded between the piles of uncut lumber and up the hill to his master's feet. The men stood beside a row of trees looking over the property for any sign of him and prepared to take cover if he began shooting.
They had him cornered now and they knew it. The driveway was blocked by the police cruiser and if he tried to make a run for it out of the back door that he'd come in through, the dog would be on him in a matter of seconds. He knew that the one deputy in his cruiser at the top of the driveway would soon be joined by more vehicles and that within a few minutes the entire place would be surrounded. He wiped his face with his hand and took a deep breath as he considered his next move. For the moment he had time on his side and while he wasn't willing to harm innocent men, they didn't know that and would be extremely cautious and well prepared before attempting to enter the building after him. He turned around and placed the files on the counter top in front of him. Spreading them out, he opened one and looked at the face of one of the men he'd killed.
The face the paperwork identified as Jack Turlington stared back at him and he recognized the man as the apparent leader of the four, the man he'd beaten to death beside a bulldozer two nights earlier. He set the folder aside and opened each of the other three.
Scanning briefly over the information on each man's DOJ application he settled on the fact that the information was likely for real. Nothing in the documents looked out of place. By all appearances they were just four men who had applied and were working at a small security company in central Virginia. Somehow Declan needed to find a way to get the information out of the physical folders because there was no way he was going to be leaving with them still in his possession.
"Attention," a voice from outside bellowed over a bullhorn. "This is Franklin County Sheriff Steve Scruggs. We have the building surrounded. This place hasn't been used in several years now so we know you're alone. Give yourself up or we're prepared to come in after you."
Declan turned towards the window and leaned his head so he could see outside. Three more police cars had arrived at the top of the driveway and behind them a white SUV bearing similar law enforcement markings was parked. A total of nine men were now gathered near the cars, all taking cover behind the open doors of the vehicles. He scanned the tree line quickly and didn't see anyone else in position, but it didn't matter. There was still no way he was going to make it on foot with as many men as were out there and there was still the presence of the dog to consider.
He turned back towards the countertop and looked at the folders. He pulled one of his prepaid cell phones from the pocket of his coat and flipped it open. The camera on the phone took a low megapixel image but it would have to do. He snapped several photos of the DOJ applications and bundled them into an email. Pressing the "send" button, he waited as the service connected and uploaded the pictures. When it was done, he laid the phone on the countertop as he looked around the room for something he could break it with. He didn't want anyone being able to turn it on and find out what he'd sent and where it had gone. Seeing nothing that he could use he picked the device up in both hands and snapped it in half at the joint between the receiver and the LED display. Crossing the room to the door that led back into the saw mill, he opened it and peered out. No one had tried to enter the building after him yet. He stepped onto the catwalk and threw the LED part of the phone as hard as he could across the building. Taking the back off the remaining piece he removed the battery and the SIM card and repeated the process of throwing them as far as he could before finally dropping the receiver through the holes in the floor of the catwalk and listening as it clattered onto the cement floor below and shattered. Hopefully the pieces wouldn't be found and if they were, he was hopeful that they were beyond any kind of use.
"Attention," the amplified voice of the Sheriff said again. “This is your second and final warning. Come out now or we are prepared to come in after you."
The voice echoed over the small valley that the saw mill sat in and Declan turned back towards the interior of the break room. He knew there were only two ways he was going to get out of the building, in a body bag or by giving up and allowing himself to be arrested. He unzipped his coat and slid it off, laying it on the floor at his feet. He released the magazine in his Glock pistol as he removed it from the holster on his belt and laid them both on the counter side by side. The last thing he wanted to happen was for an antsy deputy to pull the trigger nervously upon seeing that he was carrying a gun. He stepped towards the door and unlocked it before pulling it open and allowing it to bang against the wall. "I'm comin' out," he yelled as he raised his hands and stepped onto the porch.
The sunlight temporarily blinded him as the cool spring air touched his sweaty face. With his hands raised up past his shoulders he walked fully out to the edge of the porch and looked towards the grouping of police cruisers at the top of the hill. He felt his chest tighten as he noticed that a new face had joined the group. Seth Castellano now stood beside the sheriff, his Glock .22 service pistol raised over the top of the cruiser's door.
"Turn around slowly and stand with your back to us!" the sheriff announced over the bullhorn. Declan took a deep breath and slowly obeyed. He didn't like the idea of turning his back on Castellano when he had a gun aimed, but he didn't have any other choice. He listened closely as the sound of men in uniforms moved into position at the bottom of the steps. Moments later two deputies with their weapons drawn moved cautiously up the steps and confronted him.
"Turn around and stand still," one of them barked in a southern dialect. Declan turned around again and waited until the man reached for his hands and pulled them down one at a time behind his back where a pair of handcuffs were snapped over his wrists.
"C'mon," the deputy said, as he tugged backwards on the cuffs. Declan allowed himself to be guided to the stairs and walked to the gravel lot below. As he and the two deputies reached the bottom, the sheriff and Castellano walked towards them as one of the police cruisers was moved down the hill and pulled sideways to a stop where they could load him inside.
With his dark red tie blowing in the slight breeze, Castellano leaned in close as the deputy pushed Declan towards the rear door of the cruiser, now being held open. "Thanks for the help," he whispered in a snide tone as Declan felt a hand placed on top of his head to push him into the car. He closed his eyes as he entered the vehicle, his hands uncomfortable between his back and the edge of the seat. Slowly the car pulled forward and he opened his eyes again to look forward as the car moved up the hill. How was he going to get out of this?
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
5:52 p.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Van Deman Industrial Park
Dundalk, Maryland
 
"I don't want to be here, Vakha."
And Sharpuddin Daudov didn't. He had crossed into America over the Mexican border in 2004 along with his brother and ten other men. What he had found when they'd entered the country was very different to what he had expected. The leader of the group he had belonged to in his native Chechnya, a man who called himself Abu Tabak in place of his more Slavic sounding birth name, had preached for years about the imperialistic attitudes of the people who lived in places like America and Great Britain. He had told the group time and again about the endless atrocities committed by these people. Sharpuddin had witnessed such events at the hands of the Russians, whom Tabak assured the group were just like the Americans. "They may not be killing your brothers, your sisters and your neighbors, but they are killing your fellow Moslems across the world and taking their land." Those words had echoed through Sharpuddin's mind for months when he'd first arrived, but after a few years of living in American neighborhoods, shopping alongside Americans in supermarkets and working with them at the various jobs he did to support himself and his brother, he'd settled on the fact that Tabak's words had been one of two things; a lie, or the voice of a man who really didn't have the experience to back up what he was talking about and was only repeating a message that had been passed to him from someone else. Americans, as far as Sharpuddin could tell, were generally accommodating, kind and curious people who were far more interested in what was going on in the lives of their families and friends than in hurting or taking anything from anyone else. But here he was with his older brother, who still believed in and hung on every word and teaching of Tabak and other radical Imams. Here he was parked in front of a dilapidated building in an out of the way suburb of Baltimore, about to meet Abu Tabak for the first time in eight years.
"I'm not going in. I don't want any part of this anymore."
Vakha Daudov turned in the driver's seat of the tan, two-door Chevy Cavalier and stared at his younger brother. "Do not embarrass me, Sharpuddin!"
"Embarrass you? You're an embarrassment to yourself! You don't work, you live in squalor and you drive this rundown car just so you can say you still adhere to a way of life that we left behind a dec—"
Vakha lashed out and struck Sharpuddin on the face with a closed fist. The young man's head thumped against the passenger side window.
"Ah, c'mon man! What the hell?" Sharpuddin looked back at his older brother. He could feel tears in his eyes and the side of his face stung from the ferocious strike.
Vakha's nostrils flared with anger. "You're not going to embarrass me! The only reason you're in this country is because of Abu! You will do what he wants or so help me I will beat you senseless!"
"The hell with you, Vakha!" Sharpuddin pushed open the car door and stepped from the vehicle.
"Where are you going to go?" Vakha said getting out and rounding the car after him. "Where are you going to go?" he repeated as Sharpuddin felt himself being grabbed by the shoulders and pulled back until he hit the side of the car. "You're two hundred miles from home! Where are you going to go?"
"Anywhere but here, I don't want any part of what you're about to do!"
Vakha held him against the car as he struggled. "Stop, just stop!"
Sharpuddin gave up.
"Now," Vakha continued, "we're going to go inside and you're not going to say a damn word."
"You're going to get yourself killed."
"Not a damn word! Do you understand me?"
Slowly Vakha let go and turned towards the vacant-looking garage they were parked a few hundred feet from. "Not a damn word," he repeated.
 
Ruslan Baktayev got up from the stool he was sitting on, a cigarette hanging from his mouth, and looked to the workshop entrance as the metal door to the office of the former welding service banged open loudly. The laughter in the grimy workshop came to a quick halt as the door to the workshop was slowly pushed open. A tall man with dark closely cut hair and a vertical scar down the left side of his face leaned his head around the door and looked inside.
Baktayev grinned. "Vakha!"
The tall man stepped fully into the room and smiled. "Abu."
The two embraced tightly, their hands slapping over each other's backs loudly.
"I'm sorry I missed it," Vakha said as he drew back. "I missed your victory over the Jew."
Baktayev grinned and raised his arm, the sleeve of his coat covered in dried streaks of dark red that appeared to have run down his hand past his wrist. "I held his head up high! You were with me in spirit, little brother."
Vakha grinned broadly. "Glory be to Allah, you haven't changed a bit."
"The Russians could not break him," Anzor Kasparov said, as he stood from a lawn chair in the center of the room, where several men sat smoking and drinking. "Not in years of war or imprisonment could they break him! Abu Tabak!" The obviously intoxicated Kasparov raised a can of beer and several men followed suit with elated cheers of, "Abu Tabak!” A toast to their leader, Ruslan Baktayev.
The hinges of the door whined as it was opened again and a thin young man with shaggy brown hair and an almost sickly complexion stepped in, his face full of disgust.
"Sharpuddin," Baktayev said, as he looked past Vakha at the boy. "You've grown."
The boy leaned up against a workbench and folded his arms across his chest, turning his head to hide the reddish welt on his cheek.
Vakha turned slightly. "My little brother has gotten too used to American life. He has forgotten what it is to be one of the Nokhchi! But we'll remind him, won't we?" Vakha raised his fist in triumph as more cheers came from the small gathering of men.
The cheers stopped as the ringing of a phone echoed loudly through the high-ceilinged room.
Baktayev walked over to the workbench where the phone was located and picked it up. "Nokhchi Welding Service, how may we kill you?"
A barely contained snicker passed through the group of drunken men but Baktayev's face quickly turned serious. "Quiet," he barked. A hush fell over the room and the twenty men present looked at their leader, a question on each face as Baktayev listened to the caller.
"I'm not an errand boy," he said. "Find someone else!"
"You'll want to do this yourself, I promise," a tinny voice said over the phone. "The man we are talking about was once the bodyguard of the Jew. He is the man who killed your brother."
Baktayev's grip tightened on the phone as he thought about what Levent Kahraman was saying. "You told me that you didn't know where he was, that you couldn't find him."
"I couldn't. But glory be to Allah, he came to us."
"Where is he?"
"He is in the custody of the American FBI in a place called Rocky Mount in Virginia."
"And how the hell am I supposed to get to him if he's with the police?"
"I promised you I would help you get revenge on Kafni and, if possible, the men who worked with him to kill your brothers. This is me keeping that promise. They'll be transporting him from the jail tomorrow morning, with only one agent; I want you to follow them until you find a safe place and then kill them both."
Baktayev nodded as a smile formed on his face. "We will do it."
"Good. Make sure they are both dead. The agent cannot become a witness." Kahraman hung up and Baktayev lowered the receiver back to its cradle. Looking at the faces staring up at him from the center of the room he said, "I need three of you to gather some weapons and leave tonight. The Sheikh has found another of Kafni's men who needs to meet his maker."
"Me, Abu. I will go." Vakha said. "I will not miss another chance at victory."
"Vakha, you can't do this!" Sharpuddin said from across the room. "You're going to get yourself killed!"
Every eye in the shop moved to the boy standing near the door and a laugh passed through the room.
Vakha blushed. "I told you not to talk, Sharpuddin! If I die, it will be for Ichkeria in the service of Allah!"
"We left Ichkeria nine years ago! This isn't a game!" Sharpuddin shouted. "Do you think this man cares anything about you? Look at him! All he wants are mindless soldiers to do his dirty work for him!"
Baktayev strolled back to the center of the room, his eyes on Sharpuddin as he gripped Vakha by the shoulder and said, "Tomorrow you will kill a man for me, the man who killed my brother."
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
6:02 p.m. Eastern Time – Monday
Russell Senate Office Building
Washington D.C.
 
David Kemiss hung up the phone and dialed another number.
"I made the necessary calls. There'll be a federal warrant releasing McIver into your custody by morning," he said, as he poured two fingers of Glenmorangie into a glass and turned towards the window behind his walnut desk. With his office located on the fifth floor at the corner of Delaware Avenue and C Street, he could see the entirety of the Upper and Lower Senate Parks from his window. With the sun setting behind it, the waterworks of the Senate Garage Fountain glowed orange and the cherry blossom trees swayed in the light breeze; within the next month their pink and white flowers would be at full bloom.
"And what am I supposed to do with him once he's in my custody?" Castellano asked, over the secure connection.
Kemiss was certain Castellano already knew the answer. "This has gone on long enough, Seth. No more hired guns." He took a sip of the amber-colored spirit in his glass and listened as Castellano took a deep breath.
"Unless you want this entire thing to unravel at our feet," he continued, "you need to take care of this guy personally this time. You're a creative guy, I trust you'll find just the right place and time to make sure Declan McIver is no longer a problem for us. Any idea what he was looking for?"
"It appears that the owner of the security company somehow got our men to fill out DOJ paperwork."
"That could have been disastrous. I thought you said this guy, this Jack Turlington, was a professional soldier?"
"It doesn't matter what he was. He's dead. McIver saw to that and now I've got the paperwork, or rather I had the paperwork."
"Still, McIver's seen it. Any chance that he was able to transfer it to anyone?"
"I don't think so. He didn't have it that long and he was running the entire time. Besides, it really doesn't matter. Turlington was paid in cash and now that he's dead, he can't talk about who hired him. Either way you look at it, it's a dead end. What about the wife? What do you want me to do about her?"
"According to your interview with her at the hospital she didn't actually see anything, correct?"
"Yes."
"Then we'll deal with her later when she surfaces from whatever hole her husband has hidden her in."
"I found out earlier today that she mentioned a fishing cabin to a neighbor. The lady didn't know where it was, but it can't be too far away. There are probably two dozen rivers and at least a handful of lakes within a short drive of Roanoke, but we'll find it. I've got people on it now."
"Good. Call me in the morning once you're done and we'll get this thing back on schedule."
He set the receiver loudly down on its cradle before turning back to the window. He watched as the flashing lights of a Capitol police car patrolled the closed off section of Delaware Avenue, its driver shining a spotlight into the grove of cherry blossom trees at the edge of Upper Senate Park. Kemiss didn't like the idea of killing innocent people, but if he played this right than there wasn't an office in the land that was out of his reach. After all, it had been the war hawks in the previous administrations that had brought them to this point. Their constant imperialistic attitude towards other sovereign nations was what had set men like Ruslan Baktayev and those allied with him against the United States and set the stage for the continued acts of terrorism being suffered around the world. In the last year alone there had been three successful attacks on US embassies abroad and one had resulted in the death of a prominent ambassador. Bringing the kind of attack that was planned to the home front after nearly twelve years of avoiding any serious disasters on U.S. soil was a natural progression and with the electorate's distaste of lengthy wars and the expenditures that came with them, the success of such an attack would be a devastating blow to right-wing candidates and could all but ensure the victory of the opposite party in coming elections. And with the renewed vigor of leadership during a crisis under his belt, he'd be poised to regain much of his former prestige. What else could happen, a full scale invasion of Chechnya? He nearly laughed at the idea.
His thoughts were interrupted by the shrill ringing of the phone. Could a man not get some peace and quiet? Who would it be this time? Certainly it wasn't some petulant voter wanting to take issue with him over a piece of legislation; constituents were only given the switchboard number and more often than not asked to leave messages. The few constituent phone calls he took were scheduled for only a few times a month and normally only lasted for a maximum of half an hour. It was probably some overly dedicated reporter looking for quotes about the latest sleazy story to ooze out of the beltway. Who did he have to pretend to be outraged by now? He had staff that was supposed to handle such things. He glanced at his watch as the line stopped ringing.
From outside the office he could hear a male voice; he quietly stood and walked around his desk. Apparently someone was still around. He'd thought that he was alone and that his conversation with Castellano couldn't be overheard, but perhaps that was too much privacy to ask for in Washington. He should have been more careful. He didn't recognize the voice but it had to be one of the interns who were constantly buzzing around during the day. Their faces were a blur to him and he had to be reminded of their names constantly, but they had their uses. He stepped through a set of double wooden doors and into the outer room where his secretary normally sat. Sitting at her desk was a thin young man with gelled hair and glasses.
"Thank you for calling," he said, as he hung up the phone and looked up at Kemiss. "I didn't realize you were still here, Senator. Sorry."
"Working late, are you?" Kemiss asked, making a motion with his hand for the boy to say his name.
"Colin Bellanger, sir."
"Right, Colin. A bit late to be answering the phones isn't it?"
"Sorry, sir."
Kemiss knew the boy could have easily overheard the conversation just by sitting where he was, but what could he do about it? This was how secrets became headline news. Castellano had started out sitting in the same chair fifteen years earlier and had probably overheard his share of private exchanges as well. That relationship had certainly blossomed so Kemiss quickly decided the best way to handle Bellanger was the same approach; give him exactly what people who applied to be interns wanted; a foot in the proverbial door.
"Why don't you put the phone through to the switchboard and come talk to me for a bit. I like getting to know the new faces around here, especially the ambitious ones that like to work late."
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
 
7:02 a.m. Eastern Time – Tuesday
Franklin County Jail
Rocky Mount, Virginia
 
Vertical beams of sunlight cut through the barred window a few feet above Declan McIver's head as he lay staring at the underside of the empty metal bunk bed above him. Hearing the birds chirping in the early morning light, he swung his feet off the bed and stood. Resting his elbows on the concrete window sill he looked through the six inch spaces between the heavy iron bars onto the quaint town of Rocky Mount. From his vantage point in the third floor window of the 1920s era jail house that stood adjacent to the Franklin County courthouse in the heart of the small town, a person could see the two story brick storefronts of a bygone era and in the distance behind them the tall smokestacks of the furniture factories that provided the area's primary employment. But he wasn't seeing any of it. His mind was focused on his wife.
He had promised her that he would return to the remote cabin they were hiding in by nightfall of the previous evening and he had no idea what she was doing now that he hadn't shown up. While the jailers who were holding him had offered him the standard phone call with which to contact an attorney or loved one, he'd declined. Such a call could be traced and he didn't want her location to be known. As far as he knew there were still people out there looking to kill them and by all accounts it appeared as if the FBI's lead investigator was one of them. All he could do at this point was hope that word had gone out through the local media that he had been arrested and that Constance would hear it and at least know that he was alive.
He turned away from the window as he heard the sound of a key being inserted into the lock of the cast iron door at the end of the hallway, which contained nine cells including the one he'd spent the night in. At nearly eighty years old and probably not having been updated since, the jailhouse had none of the mechanisms of more modern facilities. Each cast iron door was still opened by a key on the set carried by a deputy stationed at the end of each of the six hallways, known as blocks, and a team of two to three deputies responsible for transporting or releasing prisoners carried another set of keys containing a key for each of the forty eight cells. Declan had seen them come and go throughout the night to release prisoners being held on much lesser charges than the ones that would soon be filed against him. He imagined that the average inmate in the facility was probably guilty of little more than a DUI or petty theft. Having someone in their facility that was suspected of murder was probably a new experience. If only he could convince them of the truth, that he wasn't guilty of murder and hadn't in fact done anything other than being in the wrong place at the wrong time; but in jail everyone was innocent and his words would be wasted.
He listened as the door at the end of the hall slammed and two pairs of boots began walking dutifully down the hallway. Who were they coming for this time? The drunk across the way, who had finally woken up and seemed to be getting more lucid by the minute? He leaned against the edge of the metal bunk bed as the two deputies stopped in front of his cell and looked in.
"Turn around and place your hands against the wall," one of them ordered, his slow drawl clearly identifying him as a native of Franklin County. Declan looked them up and down for a moment, wondering why they were removing him from the cell. He knew he had to stand before a magistrate at some point to have the charges against him certified, but he was pretty sure that wasn't going to happen for a few hours since it was barely seven o'clock in the morning. Slowly he turned around and placed his hands against the window sill in a push up position, his legs spread wide. He listened as the deputy inserted the key and pulled open the cell door. The two men stepped inside and stood on either side of him, one holding a pair of handcuffs attached to leg irons.
This wasn't the first time in his life that Declan had been held in a jail. Internment, as it had been known in Ireland, had been commonplace and he'd been taken in at least a half a dozen times during his years with the IRA. The police in Northern Ireland, the Royal Ulster Constabulary, would hold people for as long as two weeks while they pumped them for information on the movements and plans of suspected IRA volunteers. The treatment was harsh and the governing authority routinely turned a blind eye to the abuses dealt out by the prison guards, known throughout the land as screws. While American jails were a dramatic improvement, he didn't like being held in one any more than he had in the Irish one.
The last time he had been a guest at such a facility had been after he'd saved Abaddon Kafni's life for the first time. As an illegal immigrant at the time, he'd been held on a variety of charges stemming from the violent incidents surrounding the attempted assassination. He'd spent two months in the Massachusetts prison known as MCI-Norfolk until Kafni had recovered from his injuries and pulled the necessary political strings to have him released. This time he doubted he would be so lucky.
After snapping the cuffs around his wrists and ankles and securing the excess chain with a heavy leather belt around his waist, the two deputies pulled him out of the cell and slammed the door behind him.
"Where am I going?" Declan asked.
"Transport van's here to take you to Regional," the shorter of the two deputies responded.
While Declan hadn't spent any time at all in any of the local correctional facilities, he knew that the term "regional" referred to the large prison that had been constructed on the southwestern side of Roanoke County and was used to hold the longer-term inmates of at least four different jurisdictions.
Shuffling down the hallway six inches at a time due to the leg restraints, he waited as they opened the door and pushed him onto an elevator that descended three stories to the bottom floor of the adjoining courthouse, where the sole interrogation room and the small cubicles of outdated computer terminals belonging to the Sheriff's Office were located. The two deputies led him past the office marked Sheriff with gold vinyl lettering and out onto the small parking lot behind the jail.
There, surrounded on three sides by tall pine trees and a chain-link fence, the cars of the county's civil servants sat, along with many of the police cruisers that he'd seen the previous afternoon. Parked just inside the manually operated gate was a long cargo van with green and gold markings identifying it as a vehicle belonging to the Western Virginia Regional Jail. Upon seeing the deputies approaching, two green-uniformed correctional officers got out of the van with their own set of restraints and prepared to take custody of him and load him into the secured cargo area in the rear.
"Hold on, boys," a familiar voice said from behind the two deputies holding Declan, "looks like he's not being transported to regional after all."
"Why the hell not?" the taller deputy asked, as he turned to face Sheriff Steve Scruggs as the superior officer walked around and stood between them and the two COs from the regional jail.
"Mind your tone, Deputy," Scruggs said with a grimace.
"Sorry, Sheriff," the deputy said, looking towards the ground. "I know the Sweat family well."
"I know you do," Scruggs said with a nod, "but this one's outta my hands. There's been a federal warrant issued for him and we've been ordered to hand him over to the FBI. They're here to collect him. It seems Tim Sweat isn't the only person Mr. McIver is wanted for murdering."
Declan craned his neck over his shoulder and saw a man in a suit and tie walk out of the glass door behind them. Even though he could only see him in his peripheral vision, he recognized the smug face of Seth Castellano.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
 
Declan felt Castellano grasp his shoulder at the same time the agent grabbed the security belt around his waist and began pushing him towards the light blue Crown Victoria that was parked in one of the four spots marked visitor near the front of the lot.
"You're transporting him alone?" Sheriff Scruggs asked, as Castellano released his grip on Declan's shoulder so he could reach for the handle of the rear passenger-side door.
"You can thank our current leaders in congress for that," Castellano quipped, "they've cut our budget to the bone."
"I can send a man with you, and a car to follow and bring him back if you like."
Declan knew Castellano would turn down the offer before the words were even out of the agent's mouth. Wherever they were going, he had a feeling it wasn't to another jail.
"I'll be fine. I'm only taking him as far as Roanoke and then he'll be turned over to the Marshals."
"As you wish," Scruggs said with a wave of his hand, as he turned to look Declan in the eye. "I'll be seeing you again, son. We don't take kindly to murder around here so you can bet this jurisdiction will be pressing maximum charges after the feds are done with you. We'll get our pound of flesh."
When the deputies had finished releasing the restraints, Castellano cuffed Declan's hands in front of him and pushed him down into the back seat. Declan didn't respond to the Sheriff. He could understand Scruggs' anger, even if it was misdirected. It was the same anger he felt over the deaths of Abaddon Kafni and Levi Levitt.
After pausing briefly beside the car to sign the necessary paperwork, Castellano moved around the vehicle with a bounce in his step and got in, slamming the door behind him and starting up the car's engine. A deputy unlocked and pulled open the gate leading out of the parking lot and Castellano gave a slight wave as he turned onto East Court Street and the jail began to fade from view.
After passing the mid-nineteenth century shops and industrial era homes that made up the town of Rocky Mount and crossing into the more commercial section of Franklin County that housed the area's gas stations and fast food joints, Castellano turned north onto the four lane road that would take them all the way into Roanoke, thirty miles to the north, and pressed the accelerator to the floor. As the sedan reached the edge of the acceleration ramp, he spoke.
"You sure turned out to be a lot more trouble than I'd have thought. I knew I was onto something when I saw your immigration paperwork and it looks like I was right."
Declan didn't respond. He kept his eyes on the passenger side mirror, watching the vehicles traveling along the road behind them.
"There's no reason we can't be friends for the short time we have left together," Castellano said, as he glanced into the rearview mirror and flashed a toothy smile. "You know I actually owe you some gratitude. You did me a big favor when you killed Turlington and his men the other night."
Again, Declan refused to give the agent the satisfaction of an answer.
"Don't take this so personally," Castellano continued. "We've all got our secrets we want to protect."
"My secrets don't bomb universities and assassinate decent men," said Declan, finally giving in to the temptation to speak.
"Like hell they don't." The agent laughed. "Maybe not anymore, but I'm willing to bet you've got a cemetery full of headstones you're responsible for, directly or indirectly."
Declan fixed his eyes on the road ahead. "So what's the plan? Get me a good ways out of town and then execute me, beat the hell out of yourself and tell everyone I tried to escape?"
Castellano looked into the rear view mirror. "I'll think of something."
They rode in silence for several miles. Declan glanced several time at the vehicle's mirrors.
"What are you so interested in back there?" Castellano finally asked.
"White cargo van with two visible occupants," Declan said. "They've been on us since we left the jail."
Castellano moved his eyes from the side mirror to the rearview mirror and his expression confirmed what Declan had already suspected. He hadn't known the vehicle was there and that meant the men following them weren't part of his team. He dialed a number on his cell phone and raised it to his ear. "Dammit," he said under his breath as he ended the call after several seconds and the car crossed a concrete bridge over the Pigg River, a broad tributary of the Roanoke River that created the border between Franklin County and Roanoke.
"Not your guys, old son? Well, we've got one thing in common then," Declan said, his eyes fixed straight ahead so the men following them wouldn't know they'd been made. "We're both expendable."
A brief flash drew his attention as Castellano piloted the vehicle up a sharp incline a hundred yards from the bridge they'd just crossed. "Watch out!" Declan shouted, as the smoke trail from an RPG shot across the road towards them. Castellano saw the attack a second later, slammed on the brakes and turned the vehicle sharply to the right. The sedan bounced over a concrete curb and into the gravel lot of a public dumping area as the pavement behind them exploded, an orange fireball throwing chunks of black pavement into the air and shattering the rear window. Fighting to keep control of the vehicle, Castellano turned the steering wheel hard and collided with a metal dumpster.
With no seatbelt or airbag in front of him to deploy, Declan felt his head connect with the back of the passenger side seat as the impact threw him forward, then slammed him back again. Pain shot down his spine and through his legs as he landed sideways on the back seat. He closed his eyes and made a guttural noise as he heard the hiss of steam escaping from the front end of the vehicle. Slowly he raised himself into a sitting position and looked into the driver's seat. The airbag in the steering wheel had deployed and Castellano's head was buried in it, his arms sprawled across the dashboard. Declan couldn't tell whether he was conscious and reached towards his shoulder with his cuffed hands.
The agent sat up suddenly, drawing his gun from his shoulder holster. His hands outstretched, Declan grabbed the gun barrel with one hand and Castellano's wrist with the other as the agent swung the gun around towards the back seat. Placing his thumb behind the trigger, he prevented the agent from firing. Castellano turned in the seat and grabbed the gun with his other hand, trying to regain control. Declan felt intense pain shoot through his hand as Castellano tried to squeeze the trigger of the Glock service pistol, and he felt the handcuffs tighten against his wrists as he tensed his arms and tried to keep the gun away from his head.
"We have to get out of here before they come back to make sure they've succeeded," Declan said through clenched teeth.
"I have to get out of here," Castellano growled. "I just need you to die!"
Squealing brakes preceded the sound of tires quickly leaving the pavement and bumping onto the gravel lot, and Declan knew the men who had been following them had arrived. Castellano suddenly let go of the gun and pushed open the driver's side door, exiting the car and running towards one of the dumpsters for cover. The reverberation of automatic gunfire erupted from behind the Crown Vic and Declan allowed himself to fall flat onto the back seat as he tried to adjust the pistol in his cuffed hands. He could hear the ping of bullets hitting the row of metal dumpsters in front of the crashed sedan as someone sprayed the area with gunfire. Getting his grip straight on the service pistol, he raised his hands toward the sound of the gunfire and squeezed the trigger rapidly. He heard the sound of his shots hitting metal and glass as the automatic gunfire stopped.
Launching himself to the other side of the seat, his back braced against the passenger side door to steady his aim, he looked out of the shattered back window as he fired more rounds towards the cargo van that had pulled onto the lot. The rounds shattered the vehicle's windshield and the two occupants ducked into the cargo area for cover. Declan kicked at the opposite passenger side door, trying to get it to open, but quickly realized the futility; this was a police-style vehicle, it could only be opened from the outside. Firing two more shots, he threw himself over the back of the front seat before firing two more as he scrambled out of the driver's side door, left open by Castellano.
Knowing the magazine in the gun was close to empty, he aimed it towards the van as he escaped from the car and ran towards the row of dumpsters, following Castellano's lead. Two shots exploded from the barrel, followed by a faint clicking sound as the trigger went limp.
As he ducked behind one of the dumpsters he saw Castellano leaning against another alongside, a red stain formed on the side of his light blue button-down shirt signaling that he had been hit. "Get down!" Declan yelled, as he ran between the dumpsters towards him and pulled him onto the ground by the shoulder. Castellano groaned loudly in response to the impact as the sound of one of the van's doors opening preceded more automatic gunfire. Holding the agent close, Declan hunkered them both as close to the ground as he could as the bullets cut through the thin metal containers like they were made of warm butter and into the sparsely covered hill beyond, creating clouds of dust on impact. He couldn't tell what kind of weapon was being fired at them, but he thought by the sound of the firing mechanism that it was likely something smaller, an Uzi or an MP5 perhaps.
"Get over there and find them," someone shouted as the gunfire stopped "Make sure they're dead! We have to get away before the police get here!"
Declan sat up quickly and looked at Castellano, who was obviously incapacitated by his injury. Reaching for the agent's shoulder holster, he unsnapped the compartment that held the extra magazines and pulled them loose. With the press of a button he dumped the empty magazine and slid in a new one. Snapping the slide back and chambering a round, he braced his back against the dumpster as he stood and rolled out into the space between the two containers. He squeezed the trigger rapidly as a heavily jacketed man holding an MP5 machine pistol came into his line of sight. The man was tall, with a narrow scar down the side of his face, and his skin had the same sickly Caucasian tone as the men Declan had seen the night Kafni had been killed. Undoubtedly this man was a Chechen and part of Ruslan Baktayev's crew. But why would they attack Castellano if he was allied with them? The three shots hit the man center mass as he was surprised by the sudden attack, the impact pushing him back into the cargo area of the van.
"Damn!" the driver yelled. The van's tires spun, shooting gravel into the air as it left the lot and pulled back onto the paved highway, its cargo door wide open and the body of the fallen gunman hanging out. Declan quickly cleared the dumpsters and looked in the direction the van had fled. Several motorists had pulled to the side of the road nearby and were looking on in confusion and fright. With the van now out of sight, he turned back towards the dumpsters and ran between them to where Castellano lay. He bent down and gripped the agent by the shoulder as he laid the pistol on the ground.
"C'mon, you're not dying on me!" he said, tearing at the man's bloody shirt to inspect the injury. "I need you!"
Castellano groaned as an agonized look spread across his face. With the bloody shirt torn open and moved aside, Declan felt for the gunshot hole. He applied pressure as best he could with his hands still cuffed together when he found the hole in the agent's side.
"C'mon," he yelled, "stay with me!"
He moved his head towards Castellano's mouth and listened for breathing. Hearing none, he looked at the man's face. The serious loss of blood was evident from the ashen color of the agent's skin and Declan knew he'd be dead within minutes without medical treatment.
"Talk to me! Tell me who's doing this! They tried to kill you, too!"
He pressed hard against the wound to try and stop the bleeding, but the jagged hole was too hard to cover with his hands cuffed together. He released the pressure and reached for Castellano's pockets to find the keys.
"C'mon, c'mon!" he said, searching desperately and finding nothing. He stood and ran quickly towards the crashed Crown Victoria, quickly checking up and down the road before exposing himself. He backed into the driver's seat and reached around the steering wheel for the keys that were hanging in the ignition. Pulling the set of keys loose, he thumbed through them frantically until he found a tiny metal key with a loop on the end. He pushed the metal cuffs hard against his wrists as he tried to position his hands correctly to insert the key. Feeling the cuffs dig into his skin, he inserted the key and twisted it with his fingers, causing the cuffs to fall loose with a snap. He quickly repeated the process on his other hand and tossed the cuffs onto the floor as he left the vehicle and ran back towards the dumpsters.
Reaching Castellano, he dropped to one knee and leaned over to place pressure on the wound again. The earth beneath the agent had turned black as blood mixed with dirt. Declan was too late. ASAC Seth Castellano was dead.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
 
7:36 p.m. Eastern Time – Tuesday
Northbound on Interstate I-581
Roanoke, Virginia
 
"Awful news, David," a male voice said, as Kemiss picked up the phone in the back of his limousine. "I'm very sorry this happened."
Kemiss grimaced. The voice belonged to Lukas Kreft, an influential campaign donor and his partner in the terror attack that was set to happen in less than a week. Together they had created the character of Levent Kahraman, a mysterious Turkish sheikh whose identity Kreft now used to communicate with and give orders to Ruslan Baktayev.
"It's over, Lukas. It has to be. Seth's dead and McIver's back in the wind where we may never find him. We can't afford to keep going with this or we'll both lose everything."
"That's your grief talking, David. What would Seth want? He'd want you to keep going, to see you on top of the world again like you were in 2004. It's at your fingertips. After twelve years in Afghanistan and countless attacks and casualties around the world, the American public is ready for the kind of change you were offering. The election in 2016 is going to be all about new realities, both economic and defensive. The United States cannot keep playing guardian around the world and it's your job—our job—to push them just a little further and get them to that realization."
Kemiss looked out of the rear windows of the car as it traveled over an arched concrete bridge in the small railroad city of Roanoke. Below the bridge to the left he could see the empty field that once held a World War II era stadium in which he'd delivered many campaign speeches over the last two decades. Now, with only a few mobile goalposts and metal bleachers, the site looked the way he felt; empty, a hollow reminder of his former self. As visions of his past speeches in front of heavy crowds during the 2004 presidential campaign flashed through his mind, he willed himself to look ahead. In the distance beyond the end of the bridge he could see the interstate exit ramp that would lead him to the facility where Seth Castellano's mother and sister were about to officially identify his remains.
"Baktayev killed Seth, Lukas. How can we continue to have any confidence in him? We should bury this animal before he causes us any more problems. We'll move on. Find another way."
"We've got millions invested in this, more than either of us can afford to lose with the situation being what it is. We can't turn back, David."
Kemiss knew that Kreft's situation wasn't all that different to his own. Like wounded animals, they were both striking out in desperation. After a decade of warfare in the Middle East, Kreft had been backed into a corner and his empire was on the verge of collapse.
Oil was the life's blood of Kreft's business and the despotic regimes in the Middle East were its cornerstone. Despite Kreft's careful warnings, the regimes had attacked, riding militant Islam like a galloping steed and finding themselves impaled on a spear of red, white and blue after awakening a sleeping giant. Now their scattered hordes clung to life by a thread and the caliphate they so desperately desired was a fleeting dream without the strong central support of their governments.
With the oil fields of Iraq opened to capitalist competition at the end of Saddam Hussein's rule and the recent instability of the Libyan fields after Qadaffi's death, Kreft's organization was badly in need of a transfusion. His only hope of keeping his expensive organization from snapping like a toothpick was to convince the West that the war on Islamic terror could not be won and to deliver the newly freed, but abandoned, Middle Eastern countries back into the hands of dictators who would return control of the resources to him, a goal he intended to accomplish with Kemiss' help and in return, Kemiss would receive unending financial support for his future political endeavors from American corporations that Kreft owned a significant interest in.
"Baktayev needs to be made to understand who's in charge. Seth would have handled McIver if he hadn't gotten in the way!"
"Baktayev had a personal vendetta against McIver for killing his brother. Seth told you that when he found out who McIver was. I can't say I'm exactly surprised that Baktayev did what he did now that McIver's involvement in this has gone public. Seth getting caught in the crossfire was unfortunate."
"Unfortunate? This whole thing is a first rate screw up with Ruslan Baktayev's name all over it! Whose side are you on?"
"Easy, David, I'm on your side. I want what you want. I'm just telling you that we can't afford to quit and start over. It's this, or we both go into the history books as bankrupt and defeated."
The limousine Kemiss was riding in made a sharp left into the parking lot of a two story brick building with narrow windows and no identifying signage. Kemiss thought for a moment as the car circled around the lot to a rear entrance. Kreft was right. If the status quo wasn't changed in a major way then the next election cycle would see him packing his belongings and leaving Washington with his tail tucked between his legs.
"Fine," he said. "We'll go forward, but this is personal now, Lukas. It might have been Baktayev's bullet that killed Seth, but McIver was the reason either of them were there at all. I want the world to know that one of the finest law enforcement officers this country has ever known was killed by a second-rate backwater terrorist, and I'm not talking about Ruslan Baktayev. He'll get his when the whole of American law enforcement descends on him next week."
"Alright, David, if there's any kind of victory to be had in this it's the fact that there's now a nationwide manhunt for an inmate who killed an FBI agent. McIver can't avoid the country's entire law enforcement apparatus for very long and that's what's going to be after him now. As far as they know, Seth's murder was part of his escape. Do you know who's going to take over the investigation?"
"Yes," Kemiss said, as he looked out of the window and saw a broad man with a balding head standing near the entrance of the building, an FBI badge folded over the breast pocket of his dark suit. "I know exactly who will and I'll make sure he keeps us informed the entire time."
"Great. I'll make sure everything stays sewn up on our Chechen end."
Kemiss ended the call. Wiping his face with a handkerchief, he opened the car door and stepped out into the cool night. Straightening his suit as he strode towards the entrance, he made eye contact with the suited man who stood grimly by the door.
"Robert," he said with a curt nod, as he extended his hand.
"It's good of you to make the trip, Senator," Robert Evers said, as he gripped Kemiss' hand firmly. Evers was the Special Agent in Charge of the FBI's Richmond Field Office, Seth Castellano's direct supervisor and the man who oversaw both the Counterterrorism and Criminal Investigation Divisions of the FBI for the entire central and southwest Virginia region.
"I've been friends with the Castellano family for two decades. How could I not have?" Kemiss asked rhetorically as their hands separated and Evers turned to walk with him into the building.
"We're all shocked and heartbroken," Evers said with a shake of his head, as they walked down a long corridor towards a set of elevators. "Seth was as careful an agent and investigator as there was. The idea of him transporting such a violent individual alone simply goes against everything we knew about him. I just can't imagine what he was thinking."
Here Kemiss had to be careful as he realized that he knew far more about the circumstances surrounding Castellano's death than he should or that anyone else he was about to meet with did.
"Well, he certainly was thorough. He worked in my office for three years while he finished graduate school and I helped him get into the FBI, despite his mother's objections. I can't help but feel partially responsible."
"There's no one responsible but the animal that killed him, Senator. When we find him, I'm going to snap the cuffs on personally and make sure he trips a few times on the way to the squad car."
"Well, put your foot out in front of him once or twice for me, will ya?"
"Yes, sir," Evers said, as they entered the elevator and he pressed the button to take them to the basement.
"How much did Seth tell you about the man he was transporting?"
"Not much, really. He kept me abreast of the investigation's progress, but he and I had an understanding, as I do with all my agents. I trusted him to do his job and didn't get in the way."
Kemiss nodded.
"Apparently," Evers continued, "he was an Irish immigrant with ties to Kafni, which allowed him to get close enough to set up the assassination without looking suspicious. Seth was hot on his case from the moment he set eyes on him. He had a sixth sense about people, he knew he'd found his man, and it was just a matter of time before he ran him down."
"Hmm," Kemiss said, as he nodded again. Evers was telling him exactly what he wanted to hear. For a senior G-man, Evers had been eating right out of Castellano's hand and accepting without question every word the agent had fed him about the assassination of Abaddon Kafni.
The bell on the elevator chimed and the doors separated with a low hum. Kemiss followed Evers as he stepped out into a dimly lit hallway and walked towards a wooden door at the end. As they drew closer, Kemiss grimaced as he read the word morgue on the sign above the door.
"This way, Senator," Evers said, as he stopped at one of several doors that led off the hallway and held his hand out for Kemiss to enter as he pulled it open.
Kemiss stepped slowly into the bleak room beyond and his eyes fell immediately on two women standing side by side, their backs turned to the men, the younger of the two with her head on her elder's shoulder, holding her hand lightly. The two were looking towards a four foot by eight foot window with a curtain tightly drawn over it and either didn't hear or didn't care that people had entered. From behind he knew they were Seth Castellano's mother and sister, not only because they were the only two in the room, but because they each had the same build and hair color as their son and brother. Both Seth and his sister, whose name he was trying hard to remember, had taken after their mother's side of the family in looks and temperament.
"Mrs. Castellano," Evers said in a hushed tone, as he stepped up beside Kemiss. He stood with his hands in his pockets as if he didn't know what else to do with them. Kemiss couldn't imagine having to be the one to deliver the kind of news he was sure Evers had delivered only a few hours earlier.
The older of the two women slowly turned and looked towards them, her eyes swollen and red from crying. At once Kemiss could see the family resemblance and had to fight back a surge of anger. Castellano's mother had the same chestnut brown hair, youthful features and rounded face as her son. He fought hard to keep his face from twisting up in anger as he remembered the way Seth's face had felt as he'd brushed a hand across his cheek after a recent shave.
"Elizabeth," he said solemnly, as the woman's eyes fell on him. The younger woman beside her turned and again he could see the resemblance as he waited for the elder to speak.
"David," she said finally, her voice hoarse, and she stepped away from her daughter to embrace him.
"I'm very sorry for your loss," he said meekly as he opened his arms, his suit making a swishing sound.
"It's good of you to come," she said, as she pulled away and turned sideways towards her daughter. "You probably don't remember, but this is my daughter, Emily."
"I remember," Kemiss lied. "You were what, twelve, thirteen when your brother came to work for me at my office?"
The young woman nodded.
"I remember the two of you and his father accompanying him up the stairs with his things. He was so embarrassed."
The young woman flashed a brief smile that disappeared as the sound of a metal door swinging open came from the side of the room. The party of four turned as a gray haired man in a white lab coat entered, carrying a metal clipboard.
"I'm Dr. Chambers, the Medical Examiner for Virginia's western district," he said, as he stopped and stood near the corner of the window, "you all are the Castellano family?"
"Yes," said Evers, "his mother and sister, and a family friend."
Chambers gave a slight nod and tried to muster a sorrowful look, although it was obvious that this was business as usual for him. "Well, first off, I'm very sorry for your loss. I know this is a very difficult time for all of you."
He waited briefly for a response, but quickly continued when it was obvious that one wasn't forthcoming. "This won't take very long. We need you, as the next of kin, to positively identify your deceased relative for us and to sign off saying that the person in our possession is Seth James Castellano. I'll also need you to sign off on the autopsy that we are required by law to perform when criminal activity was involved in order to determine the cause of death. Do you all understand what I've just said?"
Elizabeth Castellano gave a nod and sniffed away tears as Chambers turned slightly and knocked on the glass window with a knuckle. From behind the glass, an arm appeared around the curtain and quickly pulled it aside, revealing a small rectangular room with white walls and a concrete floor that was just big enough for the hospital gurney that was positioned in its center, a thick white sheet covering the outline of the human being lying on it.
Castellano's sister began to cry audibly as a man in a white lab coat wearing a blue face mask and hairnet positioned himself beside the gurney in preparation for removing the sheet. The man looked out of the window towards Chambers who gave a quick nod.
Kemiss and Evers both stepped forward to stand beside the two women as the man in the room slowly pulled back the sheet and revealed the head and shoulders of Seth Castellano, his eyes closed as though he were sleeping soundly, his hair wet and slicked back with a fine toothed comb, and his skin a chalky white that was in equal parts due to the lighting in the room and the lack of blood circulating in his body.
Both women's distress became audible and Kemiss slipped an arm around Elizabeth Castellano's shoulders, trying to be as comforting as he could be in spite of the emotions that he was feeling, but couldn't show.
Taking the anguished cries as an affirmative identification, the medical examiner made a few marks on his paperwork and motioned for the medical technician in the room to close the curtain. The man obeyed and the room quickly disappeared behind the heavy polyester.
"I just need Mrs. Castellano to sign these two forms for me and you all can go. I know you have a long night ahead of you," Chambers said, as he stepped away from the window towards the group, his clipboard held out.
"Did he suffer?" Elizabeth Castellano asked, as she took hold of the clipboard.
Chambers grimaced as all four faces looked to him for an answer. He shook his head. "I've only completed a preliminary examination. At this time, I really don't know. I'm sorry."
Kemiss gave the doctor a nod of gratitude before glancing towards the clipboard as Castellano's mother scribbled her signature on the two forms and handed it back.
"Let's go," Evers said, pulling lightly on Emily Castellano's shoulder. "I'll see to it that you both get home safely."
"SAC Evers," Kemiss said loudly; everyone stopped and turned to him.
"Senator?" Evers answered.
"I want you to find the man that did this," Kemiss said, wiping a tear from his left eye with his fingers. "My office will make sure that you and your men have every possible tool at your disposal and I want you to keep me informed of any developments every step of the way, and of anything you need, anything."
Kemiss' eyes bored into the Special Agent for several seconds.
"Yes, sir. It's a nationwide priority, he won't get away."
"See to it that he doesn't," he said, as he adjusted his suit and looked at the two women, doing his best to soften his expression. "I'm very sorry for the loss of your son and brother. He and I remained in contact after he left my employment and I promise you that we will capture the man responsible. The United States Government will not rest until Declan McIver is either behind bars or dead."
 
Minutes later he re-entered his limousine and picked up the phone as his driver closed the door behind him. He dialed a number and waited for an answer. Someone picked up on the other end and he listened as they fumbled their phone. He looked at his watch; it was one o'clock in the morning in Great Britain.
"Simard?" a sleepy voice finally said.
"You'd better have something for me."
"The committee meets first thing in the morning, Senator. I'll have answers for you by the time you're eating breakfast."
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
 
8:19 p.m. Eastern Time – Tuesday
County Route 141
Lake Sherwood, West Virginia
 
The headlights of the stolen Chevrolet Trailblazer flashed over the roughly hewn driveway that led to his cabin as Declan McIver turned into the property. All he could see as he drove were the crooked branches of the area's many maple trees, the cabin itself being located a safe distance away from the road and only visible in the winter months when the leaves were off the trees. As the vehicle bounced over one of the many potholes in the road he glanced up to look in the rearview mirror out of force of habit, momentarily forgetting that he had removed the mirror from the vehicle in order to disengage the OnStar system, which could be used to track the vehicle's location via GPS. The last thing he needed at the moment was a team of FBI agents descending on the rustic hideaway.
Pulling the vehicle to a stop where he had once parked his Mercedes, now in the possession of the FBI, he shifted it into park and looked around as he exited onto the concrete pad that stood between the small house and a tall stack of firewood. The smell of burning wood filled his nostrils and he inhaled deeply. Stepping around the side of the house towards the front door that faced the shores of Lake Sherwood, he stopped as a bright light stabbed the darkness from the front of the house and a figure slowly stepped around the side of the log structure.
"It's me," he said, as his wife stepped off the front porch. She walked over the small patch of wet grass that stood beside the house and embraced him. There were no tears and no surprise at seeing him. Along the winding country roads he'd taken to get there, being sure he wasn't followed, he'd stopped and risked a call from a pay phone to the pre-paid cell he'd left with her the day before.
"What took you so long?" she asked.
"Just being careful," he said. It had taken him nearly twelve hours to make a drive that under normal circumstances could've been made in less than three. Along the way he'd travelled in several different directions and had used multiple vehicles. Knowing that the vehicles would eventually be reported stolen and that he had likely been seen at least once, all of his movements had been designed to make his actual destination a mystery.
"The radio said you'd been arrested," she said, holding him tightly. "I thought they'd kill you."
"They tried," he said, as he drew back from her and looked down into her eyes. He gave her a quick smile. "But that's not as easy as it looks."
"What happened?"
"It was Castellano, just like I thought."
"Was?"
"He's dead."
"Then this is over?"
He took a deep breath and shook his head, mouthing the word no. She buried her face in the flannel shirt he wore, found in the back of the stolen SUV, and sniffed away tears.
"Let's get inside," he said, placing his hands on her shoulders and guiding her towards the front door.
On the porch, he turned and scanned the area around the house as she stepped inside. The inky darkness of the mountain night made it quickly apparent that there was nothing to see and even if there was, seeing it would be nearly impossible. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, silencing the sound of the grasshoppers in the trees.
Inside the cabin a glowing red log crackled in the fireplace and emitted warmth that felt good after standing outside. He unbuttoned the flannel shirt and removed it, revealing the prison jumpsuit he'd been given at the Franklin County Jail. Spots of dirt and blood covered the torso and knee areas of the green garment and Constance made a face as she looked at him.
"It's not mine," he said, although he thought she probably knew that. "I tried to save Castellano after he'd been shot, but I couldn't."
"You didn't shoot him?" The crestfallen look on her face said everything about how she was feeling. Slowly, she took a seat in the Adirondack chair next to the stone hearth.
"Whoever these people are," he said, "they decided he was expendable if it meant getting me."
"Did you get what you needed, did you find out who those men from the other night were?"
"Aye, but I don't think it's going to do us any good now that Castellano's dead. Maybe it will help provide some proof of what's going on if there's ever a real investigation launched, but without Castellano, the identities of the people he was working for are going to be impossible to determine. I don't even have an idea about where to begin searching."
She sat forward and reached for his hand. Gripping it softly she asked, "What do we do now?"
"We can't stay here," he said, looking over the rustic interior of the cabin. "We have to get to a place where we'll be safe as long as we need to be. I'm not giving up on this. There's a conspiracy going on and sooner or later someone is going to figure that out. We'll be able to get back to our old lives." He squeezed her hand a couple of times and smiled. Inside he was beginning to feel concerned, they were running out of options, but he couldn't let her know that. He had to maintain the appearance of confidence if he was going to keep her from completely falling apart. In the last seventy-two hours she'd been through more danger than in the previous thirty-five years combined.
"Have you heard anything from Osman or Nazari yet?" she asked.
"Not yet. The problem is that I'm calling their American cell phones, which I'm not even sure will work in Israel where they're currently located."
"Why wouldn't they work?"
"Because there can be a big difference between American cell networks and those of other countries, it all depends on the carrier. I don't know a whole lot about it but I know that they're incompatible with each other in a lot of cases. Just like when we travelled to France and Spain, remember?"
She nodded. "What about the place that Dad and Mom have near Hilton Head? It's on a private island. We'd be okay there and it's a lot more comfortable than this."
He shook his head. "We can't. It's too predictable. We can't go near anyone we have an obvious connection with. It would only get them hurt, or worse."
"So we're going to just keep running from place to place?" she said, starting to sound desperate. "You can't have hidden that many cabins in the woods from me."
"No," he said, trying hard to maintain a calm appearance despite the emotions he was feeling. At this point it looked like the only realistic choice they had was to run, at least for a while. "There are two more people I can reach out to, but it means leaving the country."
"Where would we go?"
"Home," he said looking at her, "to Ireland."
 



Chapter Forty
 
 
9:06 a.m. Local Time – Wednesday
Her Majesty's Government, Whitehall
London, England
 
Lane Simard sipped a steaming cup of dark blended Creole coffee from his weekly stop at Carluccio's as the late model Range Rover glided smoothly onto Horse Guards Road from Great George Street. His driver sounded the horn several times as a group of gawking tourists scattered away from the front end of the vehicle as the two car caravan pressed towards the gated rear entrance of Downing Street. Like many other people that were milling around Whitehall Road with cameras and sightseeing maps, the tourists were probably wondering if it was a member of the royal family sitting behind the deeply tinted windows of the SUV.
The driver lowered the passenger side window and handed the necessary credentials to one of the Custodian helmeted officers standing at the wrought iron gate holding MP-5 machine pistols across their chests, a staple at the two entrances since the mortar attack in 1991 by the Provisional IRA. The police officer leaned down and glanced into the back seat. Simard lifted his coffee cup in acknowledgment and the officer gave a curt nod before standing up and waving the vehicles on.
As the wrought iron gate opened and the officers stood aside, the Range Rover began to vibrate as the driver pulled onto the cobblestones of Downing Street and passed the black wooden door bearing the famed number ten at the front of the Prime Minister's official residence. Turning into the narrow entrance of a parking lot next to the three story black brick townhouse, Simard readied himself for another meeting of minds as the two Range Rovers pulled to a stop.
A blue uniformed police officer stepped off the stone staircase that led to the first floor of the Whitehall Government Complex and said, "Good morning to you, Mr. Simard," as he opened the rear door of the government-owned SUV.
"Good morning to you, constable," Simard said with a nod and a smile, as he stepped from the vehicle and buttoned his suit. The meeting he was about to attend was the highlight of the London CIA Station Chief's job and the gray cobblestoned area between the Prime Minister's residence and the four story concrete complex known as the Cabinet Office always amazed him.
It wasn't the expensive sedans, or the suited drivers of the various committee members, or the tall oak trees that covered the lot from above that impressed him, but rather the sheer amount of hard work and years of networking that had finally landed him one of the most coveted positions in the Central Intelligence Agency. He was now, and had been for the last four years, able to count himself among a precious few foreigners who had passed through the gates at either end of Downing Street into the heart of the United Kingdom's government. Presidents, vice presidents and heads of state from around the world were the members of this exclusive club and the fact that he, an Iowan farm boy, was among them was a source of great pride.
One of the four agents responsible for transporting him through the capital city stepped around the back of the vehicle and handed him his briefcase as he turned and climbed four marble steps to a green wooden door and pulled it open. While the four agents with him might be able to describe the setting in the courtyard, only he could pass through the doors and into the massive complex of conference rooms and offices that made up number seventy, Whitehall.
"Good morning, sir," a guard sitting in a black leather chair said as he stood up. "I'll show you in."
Simard nodded as the guard led the way down the white hallway to a narrow elevator and inserted a key. The surroundings inside the Cabinet Office were as bland as anyone would expect of a government office, but the fact that no camera had entered the building in recent history gave credence to the constant speculation as to what went on behind the green doors on Whitehall Road, one block from the River Thames in the heart of London.
The bell on the elevator let out a hollow ring as the car arrived on the first floor where Cabinet Office Briefing Room A, more commonly known as COBRA in the media, was located. The guard stood aside as Simard stepped off directly in front of the briefing room's heavily secured door. With a set of metal rods that secured the door closed in the case of a national emergency, the room appeared to be a bunker, and in fact it was. Only one picture had ever been published of the empty room beyond and no one beneath the position of a member of parliament had entered while the weekly Joint Intelligence Committee meeting was taking place. Two more guards stood on either side of the door and one leaned over and inserted a large metal key, like that of an antiquated jail cell, into the center of the lock causing the metal rods to unlatch with a thonk. Without making eye contact or allowing his face to change from the blank stare he was required to hold, the second guard pulled open the door and Simard stepped inside.
Eight people seated around an elegant marble table looked up as he entered. Some murmured a good morning and others just nodded as he passed and took his seat at the corner of the table near eight LED screens used to monitor emergencies and intelligence throughout the entire country. Just before the doors were closed after his entrance another figure stepped past the guards and into the room. Everyone adjusted themselves in their seats knowing that the arrival of the Joint Intelligence Committee's chairman meant the meeting had begun.
Sir John Morris, a white haired and rounded man with thin-rimmed spectacles seated on his nose, set down a leather briefcase and took his place in the green upholstered swivel chair at the head of the table as the doors latched behind him. "Good morning, everyone," he said in a thick English accent, "we'll begin straight away by hearing your individual reports of the Requirements & Priorities discussed at last week's meeting–"
"Mr. Chairman, if I may?" Simard interrupted raising his hand slightly.
The seven men and two women present looked in his direction, curious as to the reason for his interruption.
"The committee recognizes the CIA's London Station Chief," Morris said slowly, with a wave of his hand in Simard's direction. "You have the floor, Mr. Simard. Proceed."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman, members of the committee," Simard said with a nod, as he clicked open his briefcase, withdrew a file and stood up. "As you all likely know my country has again been the target of international terrorism in recent days. The detonation of a car bomb outside of a prominent university has been responsible for thirty-seven deaths and one hundred and fifty-three injuries. Many of those inside the building were policymakers of one sort or another, but we believe the target was this man," he said, holding up a picture from the file. "Dr. Abaddon Kafni, an Israeli national with dual citizenship in both the U.S. and Israel. Prior to the detonation several members of Kafni's security detail were drawn away from their posts. The investigators in charge of the case believe that the bombing was a diversion designed to elicit an emergency response from the remaining members of the detail so that the perpetrators could attack Dr. Kafni while he was without his usual protection. Again, as you all likely know, this was successful and Dr. Kafni as well as his chief of security, Levi Levitt, were executed at a house a few miles away."
The heads around the table nodded, indicating that they had all heard the news reports and were aware of the situation. Simard leafed through the papers inside the folder and withdrew several.
"Now I'll get to the part where this concerns the government of the United Kingdom," he continued. "The investigation into the matter has proceeded quickly and has become centered on a particular individual named Declan McIver, who is a former member of Dr. Kafni's security detail. We believe that fact allowed him to move about without suspicion and to set up the attack that has cost so many lives. As you've probably guessed by his name, McIver is a British citizen, or at least he was until about ten years ago. The problem we have run into is that his history prior to his immigration to the U.S. is a black hole, there's nothing there. He was simply born and then fell off of the grid. Now, as everyone in this room knows very well, that's not possible unless you're dealing with a particular type of individual and McIver's actions to date support the idea that he is just such an individual."
Simard stopped talking and allowed the idea that Declan McIver was a military operator of some kind or another to sink in.
"I'm assuming from his name that this McIver is one of our Irish cousins," Chairman Morris said, from the head of the table.
Simard nodded. "The immigration paperwork obtained from our Citizenship and Immigration Service supports that, although we had to go to great lengths to uncover his real place of birth. The paperwork originally filed with our government was full of fraudulent statements indicating he was born in the Republic of Ireland. McIver was actually born in a place called Ballygowan," he said, as he read the name of the town from a piece of paper in his hand.
"Northern Ireland," someone at the table said, though Simard hadn't seen who. He turned and looked at the people seated at the table.
"You say this man's actions support the notion that he is some kind of military agent," the man continued, revealing himself to be the head of the Secret Intelligence Service, a broad man with bushy gray eyebrows and severe facial features. "Can you be more specific?"
"Yes, of course," Simard said, nodding and turning to face the U.K.'s spy chief. "McIver was initially hospitalized for an injury he supposedly received trying to save Dr. Kafni's life, but the truth of that has been in doubt since his first interview with an FBI agent. Since it became obvious to McIver that his ruse had failed, the actions that he has taken to avoid being caught have made it obvious that he is a man of some experience. Those actions include murdering four men that we believe were working with him at the university's event and that we have established a financial connection with, as well as the murder of a business owner whose company provided additional security at the university and whose family was being threatened. It was shortly after that last murder that McIver was cornered and arrested. However, during his transfer yesterday morning to a federal facility where he would have awaited trial, he escaped, taking the life of agent Seth Castellano, the lead investigator on the case, in the process."
"I see," the director of MI6 said, "and do you have any idea as to what kind of experience you think it is that has enabled him to do these things?"
"The reports that have been given to me by my government indicate that two of the murders were carried out hand to hand and the other three by gunshot, all showing signs of precision with the firearms used. In addition to the deaths of these men there were numerous weapons found in his home that were modified in ways that only an individual with military experience could achieve without considerable expense. We're considering all the possibilities. Obviously with him being Irish, connections to groups like the IRA and the INLA are being looked at, but without a paper trail to go on, we're quite frankly flying blind. Every hour that goes by is an hour that a terrorist with obvious international ties is at large and a danger to the populace of the world. For all we know this guy could be well outside of the United States by now."
"So your government wants this committee to unseal any records the intelligence-gathering agencies of the United Kingdom have on him and to provide you with that information?" Chairman Morris asked.
Simard nodded. "Yes, sir. That is what we are requesting."
"Well, I for one don't see any detriment to the United Kingdom or to its overseas interests by agreeing to such a request. Our problems with certain elements within Northern Ireland are ongoing, but from the sound of it any connections this McIver has with that community date back quite a way and are unlikely to affect any current operations. Does anyone else present see this as a problem or have any questions?"
"The fact that he is actively involved in a terrorist act would call that observation into question, Mr. Chairman," one of the ministers said. "We cannot afford to risk our current operations against the extremist elements in Northern Ireland until we know more about this individual."
"I can appreciate your concern, Minister," Simard answered, "but my government would handle this information with the utmost delicacy. It would only be used to effect an arrest within our borders and any international actions required would, of course, be cleared with the governing authorities of that nation or territory."
"Dr. Kafni was an Israeli Jew who had made quite a few enemies in the Islamic parts of the world. Those enemies have threatened him on more than one occasion," a female voice said from the chair diagonally adjacent to Morris. "Why is it that you think an Irishman is responsible for his death instead of one of the more radical Muslim groups? The only benefit I can see coming from Kafni's death would be to one of those groups."
"You're correct, Madame Advisor," Simard said. "That is why we are looking at possible connections with terrorist groups like the IRA. Their previous dealings with Islamic militants are well documented. I don't want to speculate about what McIver's motivation may or may not be, but I think it's clear that he's a danger. Having access to his past, his real past, would provide us with any potential connections that he may use to hide out and will reinvigorate an investigation that has essentially hit a dead end at this point."
The Prime Minister's advisor on foreign affairs nodded her satisfaction with the answer and Morris looked around the table for anyone else to speak. When no one did, he said "Then it's settled. The Joint Intelligence Committee approves the request by the CIA for access to its records relating to Declan McIver. Since Mr. McIver was a British citizen, those records would be held in Thames House by the Security Service. Can you see to it that this request is handled, Dennis?"
Simard looked towards the end of the table to a thin man with graying blonde hair that he knew as Lord Dennis Allardyce, the acting Director-General of the United Kingdom's Security Service. Allardyce nodded. "I'll inform the head of our Irish and Domestic Terrorism Department as soon as this meeting is concluded. He'll see to it that you have what you need by the end of the day."
Simard nodded his thanks. Soon Declan McIver would be on his way to a federal prison.
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
 
11:17 a.m. Local Time – Wednesday
Thames House
London, England
 
"Relax, old son," Shane O'Reilly said into the receiver of his phone. "I'll have the expenditure approved by the morning and we can both go about our merry ways."
"Aye, you'd better have. I'm not doing this for me health, you know."
The voice on the other end of the phone belonged to a man named Patrick "Paddy" Murray, but of course, he, Shane O'Reilly, and his direct supervisor at the Security Service were the only ones who knew that. To everyone else in the Imperial building that sat on the north bank of the River Thames and covered nearly two blocks of the Millbank district of London, Murray was simply agent 4606, a random number with a numerical prefix that indicated his location, if you were high enough in the pecking order to actually have access to the documents that deciphered the locations.
"I'll have it approved and you'll be off to see your mum, I promise."
"Well, grand. I'd hate to have to start forgetting parts and pieces of certain conversations."
"Aye, we'd hate that, too," Shane responded, trying hard not to let the exasperation he was feeling creep into his voice. "We'll have you off soon enough. Call me tomorrow at sixteen hundred hours."
"Four o'clock? You said you'd have it done by morning. She's ill, might not make it through the week, you know? Do you bastards care about anything but yourselves and your bloody politics? I'm starting to rethink this whole thing."
"Aye, now calm down, Paddy, I care about you and your mum and I will get you off to see her. I'll have the expense approved by tomorrow morning and I'll have the travel arrangements made by the time you call. This isn't the easiest thing in the world to pull off, you know? In the eyes of the U.S. government you're a convicted terrorist, and they don't take kindly to that fact. Do you want the FBI swooping down on you as soon as you're off the plane?"
"No—"
"Then let me do my job and call me tomorrow at sixteen hundred."
"Aye, grand. I'll talk to you then."
He listened as Murray set down the receiver of the pay phone he was calling from before he let out a deep breath and allowed himself to sink back in his chair. There were times, a lot of times recently, when all he felt like was a high-price babysitter.
As an intelligence officer assigned to the Irish and Domestic Terrorism Department within the United Kingdom's Security Service, more commonly referred to as MI5, or just 5, his job was to manage the Service's many assets throughout both the mainland and Ireland who regularly provided the British government with information on the plans and whereabouts of known Irish dissidents who continued to plot bombings and shootings. While their activities were on a much smaller scale than the fevered pace that had been the norm when he'd first joined the ranks as a spook seventeen years earlier, they persisted.
O'Reilly returned the receiver of his phone to its cradle before taking hold of his coffee cup and turning around in his chair to look at the empty workspaces surrounding him. Seventeen years ago, every desk on the sixth floor of Thames House had been full and they'd been pilfering unused space in other areas of the expansive government complex. Now those doing the pilfering were located far below him in the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre and the International Counter Terrorism Department, in charge of investigating Islamic terrorist activity.
Along with the fevered pace of Irish terrorism had gone many of the colleagues he'd come to genuinely enjoy working with. Now their desks, computers and personal effects were gone, some transferred to other areas of the building where the Service thought their expertise was more needed and others, the old stalwarts like him, moved to the Security Service's Northern Ireland HQ inside the Palace Barracks in County Down. The only reason he hadn't been moved as well was because he had vowed never again to set down roots in Northern Ireland. The memories there for him were too painful and rather than face them each day he'd have quit, and he'd made that known.
"If you're done boring a hole into that mug, O'Reilly, I've got something to talk with you about," a gruff voice called from the other end of the office. He straightened up and placed the coffee cup on his desk, glancing out the antiquated window into the gray waters of the Thames as a black barge made its way down the river.
Standing up, he looked towards the corner office at the end of the room about thirty feet away. Standing in the open doorway was the broad figure of his boss, Harold Thom, a part Irish, part English, but one hundred percent British company man whom he'd worked with for the last twenty years starting with his role as an informer in Northern Ireland. While Thom's hair had gone from flaming orange to mostly gray, the scowl he wore and the beady eyes that seemed as though they could cut through steel hadn't changed since they'd first met in an abandoned textile mill in Belfast.
He nodded in Thom's direction as the man turned and disappeared into his office. Walking around the edge of his desk, he caught the oh crap glances of the two dozen or so co-workers left in the IDT's half of the sixth floor, which they shared with the Northern Ireland Office. Stopping halfway along his route, O'Reilly briefly considered his reflection in the glass covering a large picture of London's skyline and straightened his tie. Every time he looked, the lines on his face seemed deeper and the red fuzz he called hair seemed grayer. It was fitting given the mood he found himself in most days. It felt like it had been years since he'd experienced any real excitement, and by excitement he wasn't thinking of the kind he'd endured as a younger man traipsing around the hills and loughs of Ireland, the deserts of Libya or the mountains of Afghanistan. No, he'd be more than happy with a bottle of wine and a good lay every once in a while.
Stepping into the office and closing the door behind him, he watched as the barrel-shaped Thom descended into the leather chair behind his long, L-shaped mahogany desk.
"How's it, Shane?" the big man asked, as he labored to get comfortable in the chair.
"Well enough, sir," he said, with a raise of his eyebrows, "just trying to keep Her Majesty's Government from being completely shaken down by my countrymen."
Thom flashed the briefest smile in history. "I've had a call from the Deputy Director this morning. It seems there's a matter the JIC would like us to look into. I thought you'd be particularly suited to the assignment."
"You mean they've actually remembered we're here?"
Thom again flashed a smile that faded almost as quickly as it had appeared on his thin lips. "Yeah, it seems that some sad bastard from your old stomping grounds has turned up in an American investigation into the car bombing of that university and the death of that teacher, or whatever he was. The Yanks want everything we have on him and the JIC has agreed to give it to them. That means you need to blow the dust off some really old stuff down in the file room and hope it's still readable."
Shane nodded. He'd heard about the bombing in America and about the subsequent death of Abaddon Kafni. To him it was a tragedy that was compounded by the fact that he'd actually met the man on one occasion and believed him to be an all-round good person with a family life that differed greatly from the heated rhetoric that consumed his professional time. Like everyone with a television license and even a passing interest in politics, he had followed Kafni's career to a degree and he couldn't say his death was a surprise. Like the fatwas issued against people like Salman Rushdie, the ranks of Islamic militancy didn't take kindly to being so loudly and publically excoriated. The idea that someone from his old stomping grounds, as Thom had put it, could be involved piqued his interest and immediately a sinking feeling settled on him as one name in particular came to mind.
"Does this sad bastard have a name?"
Thom nodded and slid a file across his desk. "This is what the Yanks have on him. They want us to fill in the blanks."
Shane bent down quickly and picked up the file. Opening it, the sinking feeling turned to the twist of a knife in his stomach as he looked at the photo paper-clipped to the top of dossier.
"Sir, there must be some mistake here," he said.
"Oh?" Thom said, raising his eyebrows.
"Aye, this file belongs to Declan McIver."
"And that's a mistake because?"
"Because he's one of the most decent men I've ever known. He saved my life, sir."
 



Chapter Forty-Two
 
 
"Well be that as it may, Agent O'Reilly," Thom said, after briefly considering the story that Shane had just recounted for him. "He was enlisted in the ranks of a subversive organization and things change. It's been a number of years since you and this McIver have had any contact."
Shane nodded with a grimace.
"If you're not up for this, I understand. I'll have someone else get on it straight away. This one comes directly from the top, so I can't afford to have it messed up."
"No, sir," Shane said, closing the file and gripping it tightly. "I'm good with it. As you said, it's been a number of years and things change. Who's my contact when I've gathered everything?"
"Me. This one is going straight up the line." Thom motioned towards the door with his index finger indicating that it was time for Shane to leave.
"Alright then, I'll get busy just as soon as I've had a smoke," Shane said, as he tucked the folder under his arm and withdrew a full bent Peterson tobacco pipe from his coat pocket, "the lounge is on the way to the file room."
He heard Thom grunt as he stepped out of the office and pulled the door closed behind him. With rare haste in his step, O'Reilly moved quickly through the maze of desks towards the hallway of elevators that separated the shared sixth floor. This was a moment he'd waited nearly twenty years for, but had hoped would never come.
 
Outside, he turned up the collar of his tan trench coat as a cold wind blew off the Thames and up Thorney Street, the narrow alleyway that ran along the rear of Thames House. The windowless bronze door at the top of the one story flight of stairs he'd just descended slammed shut behind him and he turned right along the sidewalk, leaving the alcove of entrance number six. Passing the building's official rear entrance, he nodded at an armed guard that stood watch. The guard nodded in return but didn't pay any further attention to him. He was a common sight, walking by every morning and every afternoon on his way to his mundane flat in Newington, just across the Lambeth Bridge.
He held his pipe between his teeth as he withdrew a leather pouch from the inside breast pocket of his coat and grabbed several pinches of his favorite whiskey-flavored tobacco. Filling his pipe, he rounded Thames House and crossed Millbank Road onto the Lambeth Bridge. A cold, seasonal wind blew north off the river as he turned downwind to light up. When the tobacco was lit evenly, he inhaled deeply as he placed a hand in his pocket and strolled slowly onto the concrete walkway beside the road that led into the Lambeth and Newington neighborhoods on the opposite side of the river.
At nearly midday, traffic rushed past him a few feet away and he nodded as he passed the occasional pedestrian without really seeing them. His mind was focused on the file he'd just been given. Exhaling a bluish haze and watching it waft away across the walls of the bridge, he considered the photograph he'd seen paper-clipped inside and remembered a younger but no less friendly face. Even in his early forties and in what was probably a prison mug shot, Declan McIver hadn't lost his boyish looks and the slight sparkle in his eyes that made you believe him when he spoke. It had been that look and the actions that followed that were responsible for the fact that Shane was still breathing and counted among the living.
"Ah, I'm screwed, Declan!" a younger version of his own voice said, as it echoed through his head.
"You're not screwed, neither of us are!" Declan had responded, as he'd grabbed him by the shoulders and looked him in the eye as the barbaric calls of the Russian soldiers pursuing them echoed through the mountains outside of the cave they'd been held up in.
The memory faded and he wondered what the circumstances were that had brought a file containing Declan's image into the offices of the Security Service. When you were a former Irish dissident, the offices of the Security Service was one of the last places you wanted anything to do with you to end up, and the idea that Declan had returned to the kind of life that would send him there just didn't seem possible. Still, he had to consider the words of Harold Thom, things changed and it had been a number of years since he'd had any kind of lengthy contact with his old friend. While it hadn't been as long as Thom probably thought, it was still long enough for the circumstances in anyone's life to change for the worse, but bad enough to murder a friend? He didn't believe it.
He inhaled again from his pipe as he leaned on the columned walls of the bridge and watched the boats sail underneath. In his mind, there was no way Declan could be guilty of what the Americans thought he was. It was a mistake, it had to be. Declan and Abaddon Kafni had been friends for years and he'd seen these kinds of things happen before during the course of an investigation. In their haste to capture terrorists, someone had stumbled upon Declan's past and had simply drawn the wrong conclusions. But the damage done to Declan's life could be irrevocable. As the only remaining members of the IRA unit they had once belonged to, they'd made a promise to each other to take the necessary steps to ensure each other's safety and while he knew he was risking everything his life had been for the last seventeen years, a promise was a promise. He pulled a Blackberry from his pocket and typed in a web address. He knew that the Security Service had eyes and ears on just about every location within a few blocks of Thames House and that they were notorious for watching their own people as much as they watched everyone else. Making the transmission that he was about to make could amount to a charge of high crimes and misdemeanors, but then, technically, he wasn't sending anything. He punched in his login information to a subscription based Swiss mail server and opened the draft folder. Quickly, he typed out a message and hit the save button.
Five has received a request for records regarding DM. Will stall it as long as I can but trouble is coming. Acknowledge. – SO
 



Chapter Forty-Three
 
 
9:47 a.m. Eastern Time – Wednesday
Russell Senate Office Building
Washington D.C.
 
"It's Allan Ayers, Senator," a voice said, David Kemiss having removed his cell phone from his jacket pocket and answered a call. "I've found it."
Kemiss smiled. You could always rely on a bureaucrat to be spineless. It was in their nature and Allan Ayers was no different. Thirty-six hours after his threat to fire the man, Ayers had been back on board and had been helping Castellano locate McIver's cabin. "Where is he?"
"I centered my search on areas within a hundred miles of Roanoke and I paid special attention to the areas northwest of Roanoke since that's the direction McIver was last heading when his wife was known to be with him—"
"I didn't ask where you centered your search, Allan. I asked where he is."
"Greenbrier County, West Virginia, sir, near a small reservoir known as Lake Sherwood."
"You're sure?"
Ayers was silent for a moment. "As sure as I can be without actually seeing McIver there. The property's registered owner is a corporation out of the Grand Cayman Islands called Kirkgrim Incorporated. I've run the company name through every search engine and program I can think of and the only thing it seems to be associated with is this property. There's no tax returns, no website, nothing. It's just a holding company with one property, which is pretty unusual, especially in as remote a location as this Lake Sherwood."
Kemiss took a seat at his desk and drummed his fingers on the smoothly polished mahogany as he thought things through. McIver had disappeared twice now, so it certainly made sense that he was hiding somewhere nearby his home in Roanoke. Kemiss was familiar with Greenbrier County. It was the home of one of the finest resorts on the east coast of the United States. He had spent many weekends there and the surrounding area was definitely remote enough to make a good hideout. That being the case though, the resort attracted many high profile guests and the cabin could easily be a getaway for someone entirely different, someone who had a legitimate reason for hiding their ownership of the property and who just enjoyed living off the grid for a few days here and there.
"There's one other thing that makes me a little more sure it's his," Ayers continued. "The name Kirkgrim, it's an Irish folk legend about a ghostly dog that protects graveyards, sir."
"Then it's him. It has to be. Make me a file with all the pertinent information on this place and forward it to my email," Kemiss said, deciding that whoever owned the cabin would just have to forgive him if he was wrong. "I'll handle it from here. Call me the minute you find anything else."
He closed the cell phone and returned it to his pocket. Who should he call now? If he called Kreft, then it was a certainty that whoever was at the cabin would be slaughtered, and if it wasn't the McIvers then that could cause even more trouble than they currently had. But if he called Robert Evers and had a team of federal agents raid the place, there was a chance the McIvers could be taken alive, and that was problematic as well. He picked up the receiver of the SCIP-enabled phone on his desk and allowed his finger to hover over the dial pad for a moment as he considered his options. Making a decision, he dialed a number and waited. "It's Kemiss," he said when the line was answered. "I think we've found him."
 



Chapter Forty-Four
 
 
5:36 p.m. Eastern Time – Wednesday
County Route 141
Lake Sherwood, West Virginia
 
Constance gripped Declan's hand lightly as they pulled into the cabin's driveway. The last twenty four hours had been rough on them both, but they'd managed to get some sleep and had even risked a late afternoon trip to the town of Covington, Virginia, to pick up some supplies. While they were there, Declan had again used the wireless internet access at a small public library to find out the latest news on the manhunt for him. The efforts had now gone nationwide and the media coverage had grown more intense. On the various network websites he had seen photos of his house, quotes from his employees, who seemed beside themselves, and even an interview with the neighbor who took care of their dog whenever they were out of town. The entire scene made him dizzy. Even if he succeeded in identifying the people who had actually killed Abaddon Kafni and he and Constance were able to return to their normal lives, he wasn't sure there was going to be anything left to go back to.
"You don't think anyone recognized you, do you?" Constance asked.
He'd chosen to go to Covington instead of a closer town because, in his travels around the area over the years, he'd learned that the small city had a sizeable amount of Western European immigrants that had come to the area in search of employment at the large textile and paper mills that were the primary employers. Their presence meant that his accent wouldn't stand out as much, but he'd still been careful not to speak to anyone he didn't have to and he'd let Constance do the shopping while he waited in their car. Even driving her Nissan sports car at this point was a risk, but the only other option they had was the Trailblazer he'd stolen from a car lot the day before. It was a toss-up as to which vehicle would attract more attention.
"Nah," he said with a smile. "But I'm sure they recognized you. The most beautiful woman in the world doesn't walk into a store in backwater U.S.A. and not get recognized."
"Yeah, yeah," she said as she rolled her eyes and opened the car door.
As he got out of the car and followed her towards the cabin he was glad that the mood between them had begun to lighten. They'd always enjoyed a jovial relationship. He'd certainly done his share over the years to strain the marriage, but nothing made him feel worse than getting the cold shoulder from the person who had become his best friend.
"Let's go for a walk," Constance said, as she set down a bag of groceries on the porch. "It's almost warm out here tonight."
Declan stopped and scanned the shores of the lake that she was looking at. Seeing his reluctance, she said, "Did you try to contact your friends? The ones you said could help us."
"Aye, I left an e-mail for them. If news of what's going on has been picked up internationally, and I'm sure it has, they'll check it and be in contact. I'm sure of it. Now, what direction should we go in?" he said, clapping his hands loudly and rubbing them together. He was trying to be reassuring. He had, in fact, left word for Fintan McGuire and Shane O'Reilly and was sure they'd get back to him. The problem was when and how. In such a remote location they had no Internet access and would have to rely on periodic trips to the few libraries located in the region. The more he showed his face around, the more chances they had of getting caught, and trying to arrange travel out of the country with such limited contact wasn't going to be easy.
 
Half an hour later he wrenched his hand loose from his wife's and placed his arm over her back as they strolled slowly along a narrow path that wound its way around the remote mountain lake and through the many rhododendron thickets that sat along its shores. The sun had retreated behind the pine tree-covered Allegheny Mountains to the west and the path in front of them was growing steadily darker.
Constance brushed a hand through her auburn hair as the trail came to an end and the cabin came into view. "I'm not exactly suited to mountain life," she said, looking down at her sandals and wiggling her toes as if to say she wasn't smart enough to have worn the right shoes out of the house. The bottoms of her jeans were stained from the wet mud on the ground.
"Oh, I don't know," he said, looking down at her feet with a laugh. "You'd probably fit in better than you think. Ellie May never wore shoes either and she wrestled bears for honey. C'mon. Let's get back inside before you freeze. The temperature's dropping faster than the sun." He suddenly lifted her off the ground.
"Oh—Declan!" she protested, as he swung her over his shoulder and carried her like a wounded soldier.
As they walked across the uneven terrain she grunted loudly with every step he took, making it seem as if she was bouncing hard against his shoulder each time. Ten yards from the door, he stopped suddenly and lowered her to the ground.
"You're gonna pay for that," she said, slapping him playfully.
"Quiet," he said seriously, holding up his hand and looking off into the darkness.
She followed his gaze and a moment later watched as a pair of headlights shone through the thick forest and quickly disappeared again as a vehicle made its way over the highs and lows of the driveway.
"Who is it?" she asked. "Are you expecting someone?"
"No," he responded, as he withdrew a Glock pistol from his belt.
The headlights rose again, slowly washing over them. A twig snapped to their right and Declan knew he was too late.
"Put down the weapon!" a voice shouted from the darkness.
Professionals. Declan knew by the way they'd positioned themselves, one at his three o'clock and the other at his seven. With his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could just make out the two men, each with M4 carbine assault rifles aimed for the kill. There was no way he could take them both and they knew it.
He didn't know how they'd found him, but they had. He should have moved on faster and been out of the area, but he'd allowed the remote location and his emergency preparations to lull him into a false sense of security. He hadn't wanted Constance to live a life on the run so he'd delayed their leaving as long as he could; now they were caught and he was cursing himself. Instead of living a life on the run, neither of them would be living at all.
"Put down the weapon!" the man at his three o'clock shouted again. "We're not here to hurt you!"
The headlights of the approaching vehicle rose over the last incline of the driveway and bathed the small clearing where the cabin stood in incandescent light.
"Well, you're sure as hell not here selling hoovers, old son," Declan said, keeping his arms straight by his side but not releasing the Glock from his grip. He stared straight ahead at Constance who stood perfectly still, her arms straight up in the air and her eyes darting from left to right looking at each of the men in turn.
"Like you said, bud, we're not here sellin'...whatever. Someone wants to have a chat with you, but he can't very well do that if he's got a gun stuck in his mug." The seven o'clock's accent was local, for sure, the voice deep and raspy, probably from years of smoking.
The approaching vehicle took the last left hand curve of the drive way and pulled to a stop next to Constance's Nissan Z, revealing itself to be a dark-colored late model mini-van with deeply tinted windows. The rear passenger side window in the cargo door came down with a low hum but revealed only darkness beyond. Declan heard the pneumatic hiss before he saw anything.
"Get down!" he said pushing Constance to the muddy surface of the driveway, but it was too late. As he dived on top of her a sharp pain stabbed the side of his neck. He pulled the dart out as he rolled onto his back and raised his pistol to fire, but the poison was acting fast. He'd pulled the trigger twice before he realized he was aiming at nothing, the shots echoing into the night. A black boot came from the darkness and pinned his arm at the wrist, holding his hand and the gun in it tight against the ground. Trying to fight through the fog that was steadily overtaking his mind, he brought his leg up to kick the kneecap of the man holding him. But instead of landing a crippling blow, he found his leg held above him at the ankle and twisted into a stress position by a second assaulter. His vision began coming in quick, blurry flashes.
"Damn. He's almost out. That's some good stuff."
The voice was a slow drawl, but Declan couldn't tell if it was a real accent or just the effects of the poison. "You bastards," he breathed as he felt himself losing consciousness.
"You got that right, bud."
 



Chapter Forty-Five
 
 
7:26 p.m. Eastern Time – Wednesday
Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C.
 
"The cabin was definitely theirs, Senator," the voice of SAC Robert Evers said, as David Kemiss answered the line. "But it looks like they cleared out just before we got there."
"Dammit!" Kemiss slammed his fist on his desk. He still hadn't heard a word from Lane Simard and the FBI had come up empty. With every hour that ticked by, Declan McIver could be getting further and further away. "Have you got anything, anything at all?"
Evers was silent for a moment and Kemiss realized he was overstepping the invisible boundaries between being an interested policymaker wanting to help and a desperate man with an ulterior motive. "Sorry," Kemiss said bringing his voice back to a normal level. "The Castellanos are good friends, and I'm taking this very personal."
"I understand, sir. We think they cleared out minutes before we got there. Somehow they saw us coming and took off. There were still groceries in a bag on the front porch. We have police patrols all over the area, checkpoints set up and their pictures will be in the local media outlets within minutes. If they're still in the area, we'll find them."
"Good. The Castellano and Kafni families deserve justice and don't even get me started on the families of those people at Liberty University."
"It's the Bureau's top priority across the nation, Senator. Declan McIver's been moved to the top of the most wanted list and we're moving heaven and earth to find him. We just have very little to go on."
"I told you that my office would help, so I have. I'm working on getting you more information on his past."
"I'm sure that would be very helpful, sir. Judging from the cabin, they left in a hurry and on foot. They can't have gotten far."
"Hopefully not. Keep me updated every step of the way, will you?"
"Yes, of course, sir."
Kemiss set down the phone and looked at his watch; so much for Simard having answers for him by breakfast. It was already evening in the U.S. and after midnight in the United Kingdom. If Simard wanted to keep his posh job as the London station chief and not find himself transferred to a remote substation in the Ukraine, he'd be making a phone call soon.
Kemiss stood from his desk and stretched. It was late, but if he hurried he could still catch the last train to his nearby apartment and at least try to get some rest. He began to gather some files containing legislation that he would soon be asked to vote on, but set them back on the desk. What good would reading the bills be if he wasn't in the Senate to vote on them? And that's exactly what would happen if his plans didn't come to fruition soon. He'd be washed out of American politics on a tidal wave of scandal.
His phone sounded suddenly and before it could produce even half a ring, he'd picked it up and brought the receiver to his ear. At this time of night the Capitol's switchboard staff had left for the day and any calls would be from someone who had the private numbers of any legislators that happened to be working.
"Kemiss?"
"It's Simard, sir," the voice on the other end said. "I apologize for the delay, but it seems the files in London were quite old and some of the information had to be reconstructed before it could be passed on."
"Fine, fine, what's it say?"
"I'm sending the files to you now, but as it turns out Declan McIver doesn't have a file at the Security Service. His name only appears in a file dedicated to a unit known as Black Shuck."
"What the hell is Black Shuck?"
"Do you remember what Forestor said the other day about having evidence that the Soviets may have been involved with the IRA?"
"Yes."
"Well, he was right. The files the Security Service sent over indicate that in the mid-eighties there were rumors being spread around the paramilitary groups that some ultra-right wing members of the IRA were busy preparing a secret unit. Supposedly someone fairly wealthy within the ranks of the IRA had connections with some military brass in the Soviet Union and sent some men to be trained by their version of the Special Forces, the Spetsnaz. Officially, the group was known as Black Shuck."
"Jesus Christ," Kemiss murmured. "So this guy's a Russian trained terrorist?"
"Maybe. His name appears on a list with about a hundred possible suspects and it appears in a number of individual reports within the file, but there's nothing concrete. The British intelligence agencies never finished the job. The investigation was abandoned in ninety-four after a supposedly rock solid source, codenamed Homeless Viper, said that the unit was wiped out from the inside. Apparently the IRA was infamous for eating its own children because of the infiltration of British spies throughout their ranks."
"Intriguing." Kemiss was interested in the concept whether Declan McIver was involved or not. If he could pin McIver as a member of a specially trained unit of terrorists, then nothing the man said to anyone would ever be believed and he'd be on the run for the rest of his life–which wouldn't be very long if Kemiss had his way.
"When it comes to Northern Ireland, David, I have to caution you, you're dealing with an extremely difficult to understand situation."
"I don't care about understanding the situation," Kemiss said, being careful not to make the same mistake he had with Robert Evers moments ago. Like Evers, Simard was trying to capture a man whom he believed was guilty of a crime, not eliminate the only witness to it. "I only want this information because it might reveal where this guy's hiding and who he may reach out to for help."
"There's a lot here, David. It's going to take some time to go through and pick out anything useful."
"Have you seen the amount of regulations generated by the federal government lately? Send it all to me. I've got people around here that deserve purple hearts for the amount of paper cuts they've suffered."
"On its way, sir. I'll warn you, though. Some of the names and locations have been redacted to protect the identities of undercover agents. There was nothing I could do about that."
"Thank you, Mr. Simard. I'll be sure and send word of your helpfulness to your superiors."
"Thank you—"
Kemiss pressed the button on the phone's cradle to end the call before the man could finish speaking. Dialing another number, he waited.
"Colin?" he said as a young man's voice answered. "It's David Kemiss. I have a job I need you to get on right away. Are you up for it, son?"
"Yes, sir, of course."
"Good. Get in here and I'll explain everything."
 



Chapter Forty-Six
 
 
9:10 p.m. Eastern Time – Wednesday
The Greenbrier Resort
White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia
 
Declan felt a rush of cold air as the cargo door on the van slid open, followed closely by the stench of garbage. He'd been conscious for only a few moments and his head was still buzzing from the effects of whatever poison he'd been hit with. His wrists and ankles were bound tightly together; a blindfold that stunk of grease and felt like it had been fashioned out of an old dishrag had been placed over his eyes. He felt two large hands grip him under the arms and pull upwards.
"Let's go, bud, your date's waiting."
He recognized the voice as the seven o'clock gunman from outside the cabin. He tried to drop his weight and make himself as heavy as possible, but realized quickly that his muscles were useless. He was already being supported one hundred percent by the two men, each with an arm looped under his, holding him up as they dragged him out of the van. His legs stung like they'd been asleep as his feet impacted with the floor and he felt himself being pulled forward. The stinging continued as his feet bounced against the edges of steps as he was dragged upwards.
The smell of grease hung thick in the air and from the sounds around him he guessed he was in some kind of loading area in close proximity to a restaurant. How long had he been out? Where was Constance? He tried again to struggle against the two men carrying him, to no avail. He drew in a breath of putrid air and tried to ask "Where's my wife?" but all that came out was slurred babble.
"Bring him through here," he heard a voice say from up ahead. The two men dragging him stopped for a moment and he heard a door unlatch and open before they pulled him inside.
The unmistakable sound of a metal chair being pulled across a concrete floor filled his ears and when it stopped, the two men dumped him into the seat. He sat completely still concentrating hard on staying upright in the chair as he fought against the lingering effect of the drugs. He heard the shuffling of feet as at least two men moved around him and then a loud slam as the door he'd been brought through closed, leaving the room in silence. Was he alone? No, he felt someone nearby, standing in front of him.
"Welcome to the Greenbrier Resort, old friend. Sorry the accommodations aren't a bit better, but it seems you've gotten yourself into some trouble."
Declan recognized the voice immediately. It sounded older now, more experienced somehow but it was still close enough that he knew who it was even though he couldn't see him.
The blindfold was pulled off and the cold air attacked his sweaty face as he looked around. His vision was still blurry but his eyes finally settled on the person in front of him.
"Fintan?"
"Aye, you look like hell, old son."
"Screw you," Declan said his voice weak and catching in his throat. "How'd you get here so fast?"
"Fast? We've been looking for you for three days."
"Why?"
"Well, if you've been reading the same newspapers I have, you're in a lot of trouble."
"They killed Abe and set me up because I saw it."
"I figured it had to be something like that. Here, drink this. It'll help clear your head."
Declan felt cold condensation drip from a bottle as a hand held it to his mouth.
"Oh, cut him loose already," Fintan ordered. "He's not gonna hurt anyone. He can barely sit upright."
Declan felt the bindings on his wrists tighten momentarily as something pushed against them. With a small pop his hands fell to his sides as the restraints were cut. Sitting forward, he placed his hands on his face, wiping sweat away. The bottle was tapped against his right hand. He took it and gulped cold water, allowing it to spill over his chin and onto his shirt. Placing the bottle on the floor, he took another moment to collect himself. He rubbed his eyes as his vision began to clear and the buzzing in his head slowed.
He looked around to see that he was in an empty walk-in freezer. A tall, dark-haired man with a square chin stood behind him, wearing a black trench coat, his face threateningly blank. Fintan sat a few feet in front of him and as Declan looked toward him he was surprised. He'd nearly forgotten he was wheelchair-bound, a gift from their days in Northern Ireland.
Fintan patted the armrests of the chair and smiled. He still had the same neatly combed blonde hair and angular features as the last time Declan had seen him. His face was a bit more lined, but his eyes still gave off the same I'm smarter than you look they always had. "A bit sportier a model than the one you last saw," Fintan said. "I can actually walk with the assistance of crutches, but with all the twists and turns in this place, well, it's just easier this way."
Declan remembered the night Fintan had been injured; a gunshot to his lower back had left him paralyzed from the waist down. In 1993, a group of left wing IRA leaders from Belfast had paid an assassin to attack the McGuire family home in Mullaghmore, just over the border with the Irish Republic. Their goal had been to put an end to an internal power struggle within the IRA that had pitted them against right wing commanders from around the six counties of the north who disagreed with the consolidation of power in Belfast and with the political ambitions of Sinn Fein.
Angered by what they saw as the Belfast leadership being more interested in pandering to the IRA's enemies in Stormont and Westminster, and using the armed struggle only as a negotiating tool to gain political power and garner small fortunes for themselves, the commanders united under the leadership of Eamon Maguire, Fintan's father and commander of the IRA's South Armagh Brigade, to begin a quest to take back the military council and continue the battle for a united, thirty-two county Irish state. Being independently wealthy, the culmination of McGuire's plan was a specially trained group of operatives that he'd codenamed Black Shuck and had sent to train in Afghanistan under the supervision of a rogue Russian commander in charge of a unit of special forces soldiers known as Vympel.
Naturally the politicians of Sinn Fein hadn't taken kindly to the challenge and with the help of a traitor named Torrance Sands, they'd attacked and eliminated the team. Declan had served as the leader of one of the four active service units that made up Black Shuck under Eamon McGuire's command and his tenure had ended the same night Fintan had been shot. Although Fintan was never involved directly in any operations, the assassin had spared no one. Eamon McGuire, a half dozen other commanders and a dozen of the IRA's most lethal operators had been killed, and Fintan had been left for dead. Declan and his fellow operative Shane O'Reilly had survived only because they'd arrived after the assault and had found only carnage.
Declan placed his head back in his hands. Dammit, he thought. Although the buzzing had stopped, his vision had cleared and he could finally move his arms and legs again, he still had a severe headache.
"What was that your guys got me with? Where's Constance?"
"Ah, your wife, you did well there, Dec," Fintan chuckled. "She's fine, just fine, upstairs in a suite probably enjoying a facial and a massage. I have no idea what they hit you with. Only two of these guys are mine. The rest were friends of friends. A fact I'm not exactly happy about, as I'm trying really hard to keep my presence here under wraps, but I didn't have much choice. I knew it would take some damn good training to handle you."
"So no one knows you're here?"
"No. The staff here is used to quiet visits by political figures so I'm hoping it will stay that way. I'm on a plane back as soon as we're done."
"How'd you find me?"
"Christ, Declan, you're not that hard to predict. I knew you'd have a bolt-hole somewhere remote, probably within a hundred miles of home, someplace nice and quiet. As soon as I saw the news I had one of my guys make some calls. He found this nice old boy, former U.S. marine recon as it was, who works here in the kitchen. He outlined all of the possibilities and between him and some friends they sat on them until you showed up."
"Jesus, Fintan. This whole thing has way too many hands on it. How do you know this guy isn't going to turn me in or hasn't already?"
"Well, my friend here says he's trustworthy," Fintan said, motioning towards the man standing behind Declan. "Met him in Desert Storm, says he's no friend of the government. You know, one of those conspiracy types. Seems trustworthy enough, but that's all the more reason why you need to get your arse on a plane out of here. If he found you, the peelers won't be far behind. I have some contacts in Switzerland that can set you and the missus up with a nice cabin. All the skiin' and screwin' you'd care for until this thing blows over in a few months."
Declan shook his head. "Its not going to blow over. We have to find these bastards and stop them. Abe isn't going to have died for nothing and they aren't going to get away with taking away the best life I've ever had. I've worked too hard to put the past behind me to have it all destroyed."
"Jesus, Declan. You always did buy into all that stuff about the American dream, didn't you? You've got bigger problems than you realize. We all do. Whoever's after you has gone all the way to the Security Service in London. Shane's department received the order earlier today. The service is to release all the information they have on you. Shane'll delay the order as long as he can and even try to figure out who made it, but that won't help much. You've got to go to ground as fast as you can and I don't mean hiding in a cabin by the lake. I mean real hiding, new names, new paperwork, everything."
"I've got all of that; have had for years, French passports and papers, German passports and papers. It's not like they're going to stop looking for me just because I'm running and hiding. As long as I'm alive and I know the truth, they're going to be hunting me. Six days, six months or six years, any way you look at it, they're coming. We'll be running for the rest of our lives and I'm tired of running, Fintan. I've seen too many people die because the people in power were in collusion with the psychopaths out trying to murder everyone."
"How the hell do you plan on finding these guys? You don't even know who they are, do you? They made it all the way to Whitehall without breaking a sweat. What're you gonna do if this whole things goes all the way up to the presidency or something like that? You can't take on an entire government."
"I don't have to. This isn't the 1980s and we're not in Northern Ireland anymore. This is America and whoever these people are, they're on the fringe. They may have power and access, but that won't save them when the truth of what they're doing is revealed."
Fintan shook his head in seeming disbelief. "I should know better than to try to talk you out of anything. You're worse than a dog with a bone, always have been."
Declan thought for a moment. Slowly he sat back, took a deep breath and another long drink of water. He didn't like any of the options, but that was usually the way things worked in these situations. You always had to go with the best of the choices in front of you and Fintan was right. Staying in the U.S. didn't make much sense, Declan had settled on that fact the night before. The more distance he could put between himself and the conspirators trying to kill him the better off he'd be and the better his chances would be of finding out who they were without them finding him in the meantime.
"London," he said aloud, though he wasn't speaking to anyone in particular.
In all likelihood he didn't think there were any significant ties to London. His history in the U.S. was barely over a decade old and the information he'd supplied to the INS when he'd applied for citizenship left out as much as it told. That was where the Security Service came in. Whoever was after him had needed information and had reached out to contacts within the British government to get it. Still, someone there had to know where the request originated and that person might just be the best chance he had at finding out who was responsible for everything that had happened since Friday night.
"Look," Fintan said, as if he could read minds, "your best chance of finding these guys is Shane. Let him stay on the London link while you lay low. When he's got something, we can decide the next move from there. You and the missus can shack up at the estate in Mullaghmore. No one will ever think to look for you there. It hasn't been used in years. You'll be close enough to act when Shane comes up with something and you'll be far enough away from the mess you're in here."
Declan nodded. "Hopefully you've cleaned up since the last time I saw Mullaghmore."
Fintan grimaced and Declan realized the insensitivity of his comment. The last time he'd seen the McGuire estate was the night Black Shuck had been wiped out and Eamon McGuire had died.
"Sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to—"
"Forget it. We need to get moving," Fintan said, as he pushed himself towards the door. "My pilot will get my jet ready and then we'll be off. You can be safe in County Monaghan by this time tomorrow."
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
 
6:53 a.m. Eastern Time – Thursday
Piney Ridge Trailer Park
White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia
 
Nate Crickard knew that he was many things to many different people. To his thirteen-year-old son he was a father, or at least he had tried to be. To his ex-wife he was a deadbeat dad with a drinking problem. To his boss, Karl Lindgren, Executive Chef of the Greenbrier Resort, he was one of seven sous chefs, which translated to peon. To the staff at the VA Medical Center in Beckley, he was a veteran; and to untold thousands of Americans he was a patriot for his service to his country. He'd been called all of these names and more, but one thing he'd never been called was a traitor.
Sitting alone in the single-wide trailer that he called home, a bottle of Jack Daniel's beside him, fingers stroking the gray beard he'd grown during his first vacation in five years, he felt like a traitor to his country and he felt betrayed. He set the latest edition of the Lewisburg Mountain Messenger down on the cheap particle board coffee table in front of him and read the words again to be sure he hadn't imagined them. Terrorist sought in connection with bombing and deaths on the loose in Greenbrier County? was still emblazoned in bold black letters at the bottom corner of the page, over a photo of the suspect.
"Goddammit!" he swore out loud and threw the half-full glass he'd been drinking from onto the newspaper. A rust-colored stain soaked quickly through the paper. This was just his luck. How was it possible that everything he touched literally turned to excrement in front of his eyes? Was it damned bad luck or was he just flat-out damned? He slammed his fist down, cracking the particle board, and swore again as pain shot through his hand and up his arm. For the last ten years of his life, things had gone from bad to worse.
The downward spiral had begun when he had left the Marine Corp where he'd served for over a decade in the 2nd Reconnaissance Battalion, after he'd badly beaten a man he'd found sleeping with his wife. After a court martial, the choices had been made clear; resign his commission with the special operations battalion known as Marine Force Recon and never speak of the matter again, or receive a dishonorable discharge and a two-year prison sentence. He'd chosen the former and then watched as his wife packed up and took their then one-year-old son to live with her bruised and battered boyfriend in Charleston, South Carolina where, as far as he knew, they still lived.
He'd like to have said that things got better after that, but he'd be lying. He'd moved back to White Sulphur Springs where he'd been born and raised and where the employment for unskilled workers was limited to putting nuts on bolts in nearby factories or taking out the trash and maintaining the grounds of the Greenbrier Hotel. Nobody cared that he could break apart an M4A1 rifle in less than fifteen seconds or that he could put a single round between the eyes of a target from hundreds of yards away.
After choosing the Greenbrier, he'd slowly worked his way into the good graces of the hotel's Executive Chef and earned promotions from dishwasher to line cook to sous chef and another forty dollars a week, bringing his take home pay to just over three hundred. Somewhere in between, he'd gained fifty pounds and been diagnosed with type 2 diabetes and neuropathy, which often left his hands and feet feeling numb. The doctors at the VA had told him that his drinking would kill him and he'd told them to shove off. It wasn't like he wanted to live anyway, he just lacked the courage to pull the trigger and end it.
The last good memories he had were of his days in the marine corp running black operations in countries like Iraq, Somalia and Yugoslavia, or whatever they were calling it this week. For years he'd entertained his coworkers at the Greenbrier with tales of bloody daring and steel testicles, and for their part they'd smiled and nodded, allowing him his illusions of grandeur, or so they thought.
For that reason he'd jumped at the opportunity when he'd received a phone call from an old friend, a fellow Special Forces man with the British army, offering him a chance to work side by side again. The last time they'd met was a NATO mission in Kosovo in 1999 and Dean Lynch was one of the few people he'd kept in contact with over the years of his exile.
To the best of his knowledge the Brit had no idea of the circumstances in which he'd left the marines or the shambles in which he found his life. If he did, then he'd never mentioned it, which was fine by Nate. In their occasional e-mails, which Nate read at the Greenbrier County Public Library every Wednesday on his day off, they swapped bloody stories and traded barbs, with Nate always signing off, God shave the Queen.
The +44 country code in front of the calling number had caused him to look twice at the caller ID on his night stand and the British accented voice on the line when he'd picked up had come as a complete surprise. Dean Lynch now worked in the private sector and had needed help locating a specific individual who was thought to be hiding somewhere in the vicinity of Roanoke, Virginia. Lynch couldn't tell him who the man was or why he was wanted, and at the time, Nate hadn't cared. It was a chance to forget the pathetic existence he called a life and to be a marine again, even if it was only for a day or two.
Now, looking down at the image of a suspect in an international crime, he cursed himself for not paying more attention to the national media and realized all he'd been was a convenient patsy in the right geographic location. In the right place at the right time, he thought.
With the help of some other veterans he knew from the VA, Nate had identified four likely areas for a hideout. With the promise of good money and the excitement of reliving the old days, they'd fanned out and watched the areas until the man they were looking for had shown up. Then, together with Lynch, Nate had cornered the suspect, whom Lynch had assured him was extremely dangerous, and they'd managed to take him down without firing a shot, a fact that Nate wasn't all that happy about. He'd just as soon have had the whole thing hit the fan and just maybe he'd have caught a bullet and gone down shooting.
He would certainly have preferred that to feeling like he'd betrayed his country and realizing that he'd been used by a man he'd thought was his friend. Now a man that the newspaper said was guilty of countless murders on U.S. soil was safe in the air, having been hustled away in the middle of the night by Lynch at the behest of some bigwig whose name Nate had never been given and whom he'd never been allowed to see.
I should've known better. That limey bastard better never show his face near me again. I'll kill him and display his decapitated head. Nate's face flushed two shades of red and he unscrewed the cap on the bottle of Jack, taking a long swig directly from the bottle and exhaling loudly as it burned all the way down into his stomach. I can still fix this, he thought, looking at the Washington D.C. phone number listed at the end of the article. The paper identified the number as that of a taskforce that had been setup to find and arrest the suspect, a man named Declan McIver. Surely the FBI could make contact with the authorities in other countries and they could intercept the plane when it landed, wherever it landed.
Why Lynch's employer had cared so much about the fate of an Irish terrorist was beyond him. Who knew why the micks did anything? All Nate Crickard cared about was setting things right and maybe, just maybe, he could salvage some of his former honor in the process. He took another sip from the bottle and screwed on the lid before picking up the phone and dialing the number.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
 
7:23 a.m. Eastern Time – Thursday
Van Deman Industrial Park
Dundalk, Maryland
 
"The boy is a danger, Abu," Anzor Kasparov said. "All he has done for the last two days is stare at his brother's body. He is making the others nervous."
"Vakha was a good soldier. But Sharpuddin, he is no longer one of us," Ruslan Baktayev said, as he stood at the back door of the abandoned welding service with Kasparov and looked into the fenced-in lot behind the building. Baktayev assumed that at some point in the past valuable equipment had been stored on the lot because wooden pallets had been hung across the entire fence to keep anyone from seeing what was inside. Rusted strands of barbed wire prevented people from climbing over and signs reading beware of dogs had been placed throughout the property. Whatever had once been there was now long gone. Only three empty sea containers and stacks of rusted junk remained. At the mouth of one of the sea containers, Sharpuddin Daudov knelt, looking mournfully into the trailer where the bodies of his brother and two other men lay.
"I will talk to him," Kasparov said, and started forward.
"No," Baktayev said, holding up his arm to stop Kasparov. "We don't have time for this. I will deal with him myself, but later."
Kasparov nodded. Baktayev turned back inside. "Albek," he said to a bearded man who sat near a workbench covered with Kalashnikov rifles. The man looked up. "Anzor and I are leaving now. We will be gone for most of the day. Do not let Sharpuddin leave under any circumstances."
"What do I do if he tries?"
"Stop him. Any way you can."
Albek nodded. "I will take care of it, General. Where are you going?"
"To do some reconnaissance."
 
11:34 a.m. Eastern Time
Southbound on Rt. 40 – Main St.
Victoria, Virginia
 
Baktayev craned his neck as Kasparov drove through a small, desperate-looking town made up of empty brick storefronts with haphazardly hung out of business banners, sidewalks with clumps of weeds growing between joints in the concrete, and medians with tall, uncut grass. Every building in the one mile stretch of real estate that was marked as Main Street had an antiquated and uncared for appearance, even the court-like building marked City Hall. Overall, Baktayev was surprised. This was the kind of place that he was used to seeing in cities throughout Russia, not the kind of place he had expected to encounter in the United States of America, a country as famous for its wealth as it was infamous for its military excursions around the world. "What happened here?" he asked.
Kasparov shrugged. "A drug called meth, General. The Americans are their own worst enemies. The manufacturing jobs that supported areas like this left for places in other countries with cheaper workers and the idle minds and hands of those who lived here found solace in drugs and alcohol."
"Hmm."
Kasparov turned left and entered a residential area as the town itself came to an end. Here the situation seemed much the same. Small houses with unkempt yards and broken down cars dotted the ill-maintained streets. "This is where I live."
Baktayev sat forward and looked at a one-floor, wood-sided house that appeared to be no bigger than two, maybe three rooms at the most. Tall trees that loomed over the property had covered the exterior of the house in a brownish dust, and a cracked concrete porch with two plastic lawn chairs led to a badly dented screen door.
Kasparov pulled the white cargo van he was driving into the property's pine needle covered driveway and shifted the vehicle into reverse. Backing out, he returned in the direction they had come and said, "I moved here five years ago. I knew that I had chosen the perfect place when I received your first letter from Sheikh Kahraman."
Baktayev nodded. "You've done well, Anzor."
A mile after making a right back onto the main road through the town of Victoria, Kasparov pulled the vehicle to the side of the road a few dozen yards away from a one-story brick building with narrow, metal-rimmed windows. It was clear from the obvious disrepair of the exterior that it suffered from the same blight as the rest of the town. Baktayev smiled as he read the sign that stood in the building's foreground.
"W.N. Page Junior High School," he said aloud. "Praise be to Allah and his servant Sheikh Kahraman. It is perfect."
"Wait until you see the inside."
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
 
2:49 p.m. Local Time – Thursday
Over The Atlantic Ocean
500 Miles from Waterford Airport – Ireland
 
Constance gripped the upholstered armrest tighter, her face as white as her knuckles, as turbulence bumped the Embraer Legacy 500. She had never been comfortable on airplanes, but had finally gotten used to the large commercial jetliners they'd frequented in their travels. The smaller business class jet they were currently on seemed to have reawakened her fear. Declan smiled at her. "It'll be grand," he mouthed.
Compared to the average commercial airliner the plane belonging to Fintan's company, McGuire & Lyons Industries, was testimony to the expense of private aviation. Its interior was a palette of soft shades of gray and featured plush leather seating, multiple LED monitors for both in-flight entertainment and corporate duties, lay-flat accommodations for overnight trips, and a generous number of windows big enough to give the cabin an open and airy feeling. It was easily the most comfortable and well-equipped aircraft Declan had ever seen.
"We should be in Waterford within the hour," he said, looking across at his wife, trying to be reassuring. She managed a smile but said nothing. On top of her fear of flying and everything else that had happened, she hadn't slept since the previous day. He knew that she had to be near rock bottom both emotionally and physically. Even once they landed in Waterford, there was still a three hour drive north to County Monaghan before she'd be able to rest. The jet lurched violently, causing their drinks to turn over, spilling liquor and water across the lavish wooden surface of the collapsible table standing in between their seats. Constance hurriedly unbuckled her seat belt and rushed towards the lavatory at the rear of the cabin.
Fintan opened his eyes and looked over from the seat across the aisle as the door slammed closed. "Will she be alright?"
"Aye," Declan said vacantly. "It's been a rough couple of days, so."
"Aye, sounds like it."
Declan had told Fintan and his assistant Dean Lynch about everything that had happened, on the first leg of their flight. They'd left the U.S. at 3 a.m. Eastern time via a small airport located in Bath County, Virginia, just over the state line from Declan's cabin, and had traveled six hours to the Azores, where they had refueled the plane before leaving again for Ireland.
The lavatory door opened and Constance came out, retaking her seat shyly. "Sorry. I thought I was going to be sick."
Fintan spoke first. "It's alright, love. Soon enough you'll be in the care of the staff at the McGuire family's country home. You'll be back to tip top in a matter of hours. You can put all of this mess behind you for a while."
"Thank you for your hospitality," she said, without making eye contact. "I think I'd just like to get some sleep."
"Understood. You'll have your choice of seven bedrooms all with warm sheets right out of the dryer."
Declan leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He still felt bad about her being involved, but he tried to keep self-doubt from overtaking him. Maybe she'd have been happier if she'd married someone else. Maybe he should have known better than to think that his life could ever be normal. Maybe the Beatles wouldn't have broken up if he hadn't joined the IRA when he was fourteen. That line of thinking was absurd given their current situation and he banished the thoughts from his head. They were counterproductive and would do nothing to help. He was determined to identify the leaders of the forces against them, and once he found them, he would find a way to exploit their weaknesses and bring them down.
While he would never say that his years in the IRA were good times–he certainly carried the scars and the guilt of the wrong he'd done–he couldn't say that in some ways he wasn't thankful for them. It was those formative years that had made him the man he was today, the kind of man who could survive the situation he currently found himself in. It was what he had been trained to do. Kidnappings, assassinations, bombings, any means necessary to bring his target crashing down from the bottom up. It was state-sponsored terrorism, Soviet style.
His thoughts were interrupted when the door to the pilot compartment swung open and banged loudly against the wall. He opened his eyes to see Dean Lynch stride towards them, his expression serious.
"We have a problem, governor."
All eyes were on the former British paratrooper and retired Irish Garda as he took a seat in front of Fintan, across the aisle from Declan.
"Captain Cummings just received word from ground support that we're to be boarded as soon as we land. Apparently your situation has gone public and someone in the States has informed the authorities in Ireland. It seems our aircraft being registered in Ireland and having taken off near locations associated with you was enough to attract someone's attention," he finished, looking at Declan.
Fintan tapped the screen of his smartphone. "I dare say it has gone public, old son," he said, handing the phone to Declan. "It looks like your friends have decided to enlist the aid of the public at large in their search for you even more so than they already have."
Declan tapped the screen and the phone's BBC News app came to life, displaying the headline: Former IRA terrorist officially named a suspect in US bombing; murders of Israeli and lead investigator.
He moved a hand through his hair as he thumbed through the article containing two paragraphs that identified him as a former member of a Provisional Irish Republican Army unit that once targeted the city of London in a plot to bring down the British Government, a plot that had been abandoned in 1993 when the Black Shuck Unit had been targeted and killed by their own.
"I guess Shane couldn't delay them any longer," Fintan said.
"Apparently not. It says here that I'm wanted for taking part in the Brighton bombing in 1984."
Constance's face was ashen. The bombing had taken place at the Grand Hotel in Brighton, England on October 12th 1984 and was an attempt by the Provisional IRA to assassinate then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. The attack had largely gone as planned and five people in Thatcher's party had been killed, with a further thirty-one injured. Thatcher herself had narrowly escaped injury. "Are you?" Constance asked incredulously.
"No. I was only fifteen at the time. I was still taking pot shots at passing motorcades. I guess they decided to fancy things up a bit in hopes of convincing folks I'm a really bad guy."
"A bit of media make believe, more than likely," Fintan said. "Da' was all over the bombing in Brighton, but you had nothing to do with it. I guess it could be safely said that that was before your time. Might as well pin the Mountbatten and Warrenpoint attacks on you as well. What were you then? Ten years old? Old enough, I suppose."
Declan shot him the middle finger and mouthed a good natured screw you.
The attacks Fintan was referring to had occurred in August of 1979 and had resulted in the assassination of Lord Louis Mountbatten, a member of the Royal Family, as he made for Donegal Bay in Ireland aboard his yacht, and eighteen soldiers in the British Army's Parachute Regiment as they had approached Narrow Water Castle near the border town of Warrenpoint in Northern Ireland. In total, the two separate attacks were responsible for twenty-two deaths and had been the single greatest loss of life for the British Army during the Troubles.
"This might be a joke to all of you, but I'm not laughing!" Constance said, her voice shrill, tears in her eyes.
"You're right. You're right," Declan said, reaching out to her. "It's not funny and we're not laughing about it. A lot of people died on those days, but I had nothing to do with it. These people that are after us are just trying to make me look as bad as possible."
She pushed his hands away. "We're going to be raided by a SWAT team when we land! Declan, you're going to be arrested and taken to jail, and probably me too, if they don't just shoot us dead!" She stood up and looked around frantically as if there was some way off the plane.
"It's okay," Declan said, standing to meet her and placing his hands on her shoulders. "They're not going to shoot us unless we put up a fight."
"But if they arrest you, they'll take you back," she said, embracing him and crying, "and those people will find a way to kill you."
She was right. He would be taken back to the U.S., but he doubted he'd ever make it to trial.
As if he could read minds, Fintan said, "She's right, mate. You and I both know there'd never be a trial. You'd meet with an unfortunate gang riot in some prison somewhere, or else there'd be a bad traffic accident while they were transporting you. Something like that, anyway. Might even accuse you of trying to escape and just shoot you in the back."
Constance sobbed into Declan's T-shirt.
"How long 'til we land?" Fintan asked Lynch, who stood and walked quickly toward the cockpit.
"Thirty minutes, Governor," he answered as he reemerged a few seconds later, shutting the door behind him.
"Tell Captain Cummings to call ground support and arrange it so that we'll be landing from the east. I have an idea."
"Yes, sir," Lynch said, and disappeared back into the cockpit.
Declan looked at Fintan and Constance lifted her head to do the same.
"This plane was built specially for me," he said. "Cost a bloody fortune and it sits most of the time, but it may just have been worth it after all. Help me up."
Constance moved away from Declan, wiping her eyes on her sleeve, and grabbed hold of the two forearm crutches Fintan supported himself with when he walked. Declan took hold of Fintan's hands and lifted him, supporting him with a hand under each arm as Constance strapped a cane around each of his forearms.
Making his way slowly towards the rear of the jet, Fintan said, "In most jets the staircase is at the front, but I had it installed in the rear on this one because of my condition."
Declan thought back to when they'd entered the plane and Fintan was right. They had entered on a ramp from the rear of the plane. He hadn't thought much about it at the time, but now it was obvious to him that it was because of Fintan's occasional use of a wheelchair.
"My da' was a big fan of Mr. Cooper's apparently successful jump back in the early seventies. You remember that, love?" Fintan said, looking at Constance with a smile.
"Yeah, D.B. Cooper. What American doesn't? 1972 I think—wait a minute," Constance said, stopping suddenly. "You're not suggesting that we jump out of this plane, are you?"
"No, of course not, love," Fintan said, continuing to smile, "not all of us, anyway. Just Declan. He's the one they're after."
"There's no way! Nobody even knows if Cooper survived! His money washed up in a river! Declan, you can't seriously consider this!"
Declan kept moving towards the rear of the plane. "It's a moot point unless you have a parachute," he said, looking over his shoulder at Fintan.
"Well, it just so happens," Fintan said, opening a door next to the lavatory, "that I have several. Like I said, Da' was a fan and more than a bit paranoid. As the wealthiest member of the 'Ra's army council, he had good reason. The company jet back then was an old Boeing, not that different from the one Cooper hijacked."
"But your dad wasn't even involved in the company. Your uncle ran it." said Declan.
Fintan's company, McGuire & Lyons Industries, founded by his great-grandfather and a business partner, had been around since the late 1800s and had made the family a fortune during the heyday of shipbuilding in Belfast's harbors. The company had since branched out and was involved worldwide in a plethora of technical fields and was among the top industrial engineering firms in the world. Declan didn't know how many people the company employed or how much its annual revenue was, but he wouldn't be surprised to learn that it was in the thousands and hundreds of millions respectively.
"True, but that didn't stop Da' from taking advantage of its resources," Fintan said, "much to my uncle's chagrin. Da' was convinced the Brits would try to assassinate him if they found out who he was. He kept emergency preparations everywhere, including parachutes on the plane."
"Christ, Fintan, they've got to be what, at least twenty years old?"
"No, not actually, I suffered a fit of paranoia of my own once, like father, like son, I suppose. I had Lynch replace them with the latest and greatest about six years ago. He's maintained them ever since."
"This is mad," Declan said, smiling, as he took one of the black-bagged chutes out of the storage compartment and checked it over.
"But you've never jumped out of a plane! This isn't something you can just do," Constance said, grabbing him by the shoulder as if she could shake him back into his right mind.
"Actually, I have, over the Wakhan Valley in Afghanistan, multiple times. Russian special forces insist on all their soldiers being able to jump over any kind of terrain."
"Russians, what are you talking about?" Her face twisted into a painful question.
"I'll explain later," he said, looking at Fintan. "'What's the plan?"
"Right then," Fintan said. "The runways in Waterford run east and north. We're going to fly south of the island and circle around it bringing us in from the east. Now we'll have to make a wide turn and that should put us over the southern part of Wales. That's where you'll exit."
"That'll put me on the mainland where I can link up with Shane."
"Exactly. It's probably barking mad, but it's the best plan we've got unless you fancy a trip to Mountjoy Prison or some such."
"Aye, it's mad."
"And what about me?" Constance said. "'They're looking for me, too, and I'm not jumping out of this plane!"
"I think we can get by with that. While I'm sure they'd love to get their hands on you it appears they're assuming you're going to be with Declan."
"And you didn't actually see anything. All you know is what I've told you. The best they could hope for would be to use you against me and that would be extremely difficult with all of this going public," Declan said, turning his attention from Constance to Fintan. "Can you get her by the police with the French passport I have for her?"
"This whole thing is a crapshoot, to be honest, but I am a member of parliament. That'll give me a lot of leverage. Once they see you're not on board I'll insist they got a bogus tip and proceed to throw a real fit. As long as her French is good and the paperwork is realistic, we should be grand."
"Her French is fluent and the paperwork is the real deal."
"Then we're golden, old son."
"Quit talking about me like I'm not even here. This whole thing is insane," Constance said, moving between Declan and Fintan. "You can't be serious!" She stood perfectly still, staring him directly in the eye. Declan could tell from her expression that she was feeling both desperation and fear, a volatile mixture.
"Look, it's like Fintan says," he said, taking her by the shoulders and trying his best to sound reassuring. "If they catch me, I'll be extradited back to the U.S. and I'll never make it to trial. Abe's dead. Levi's dead. I'm the only one left that knows Baktayev is in the U.S. If I'm out of the way, then there's no one left to stop them. Whoever these people are, they didn't break Baktayev out of prison for his company. They have plans for him and he's only good at one thing: killing innocent people."
Slowly she backed away and took her seat without another word. He'd won this argument because there really wasn't any other way out. Neither option was any good, but he'd much rather take his chances with a risky jump out of a plane than sit around waiting to see who would stick a knife between his ribs in an American jail.
 
Twenty five minutes later Declan sat on the floor near the rear of the plane with the parachute rig secured around him. He'd changed into a black jumpsuit and held a plastic helmet and goggles. He could see the sun glinting off of the vast ocean below through the oval windows as the plane made its descent. In a short amount of time the deep blue would change to the rocky cliffs of Wales and the jet would make the sharp left-hand turn that would take them around towards Waterford.
Dean Lynch exited the cockpit and walked to the back of the plane. Fintan got slowly to his feet, with the aid of his crutches, and followed.
"Captain says we're about five minutes out, mate. You sure you're ready for this?"
Declan glanced over and saw Constance place her head in her hands. "Aye. No other way that I can figure. If I'm on this plane when it lands, we're all in a lot of trouble."
"You can say that again," Fintan said, arriving behind Lynch. "I'll have a damn hard time explaining that to the Dáil. If we ever get back to the U.S. I'll be sure and pay Mr. Crickard a friendly visit. It had to be him that gave us away. He's the only one that ever saw Declan."
"You'll have to get in line, Governor," Lynch said. "I'm sure there's a long list of people that would like ol' Nate's head on a pole. Myself included, after this go round."
"I'll let you have a go at him for the both of us—" he was interrupted by the voice of the captain over the plane's intercom.
"Three minutes, sir. I'm bringing her in low and slow."
"Christ this is dangerous," Lynch breathed as the engines whined. "If the plane slows too much it'll stall and we'll all end up in the Irish Sea or worse, plastered into the side of a Welsh mountain."
"Cummings is the best, old friend." Fintan said. "All that's missing for him is some bullets flying at us."
The lopsided grin that stretched across Lynch's face told Declan that he knew Fintan was right. Declan had never met Cummings until they'd arrived at the airport, but he'd been told the man was good, a former RAF fighter pilot now employed privately by McGuire & Lyons.
"Alright," Lynch said, looking at Declan. "This part of the plane seals off from the rest, so it'll just be you and I back here." He reached up and clasped a carabiner to a metal rod above the exit ramp. Although he wasn't jumping, he had a full harness and chute on just in case. "I'll make sure the door's closed after you're out. There's no internal stairs so you won't have to worry about that. The handicap ramp retracts into the underbelly of the jet, so this is just a wide open hole. Just dive straight down and you'll clear fine. Inside your pack there are several things you're going to need. For starters, there's a shovel to bury your rig with once you're on the ground. You don't want a parachute blowing around the moor, might cause a lot of questions. The second item you need to know about is a satellite phone. It's encrypted, but I'd still limit the usage. Let us know when you're on the ground and safe. The rest of the items are self-explanatory. Got it?"
"Aye, got it."
"Grand. Let's do it." Lynch gripped the lever that would open the door and waited for the captain's signal.
"Hey, Dec," Fintan called. "Look on the bright side, if you don't make it, Constance will be free to date." His grin was ear to ear.
"See you on the ground, old son," Declan said, grasping him hard on the shoulder. "And hands off my wife, or you'll need a lot more than crutches to get around."
He let go and Fintan moved back towards the main cabin, sliding the door closed behind him.
"Now or never," said Cummings over the intercom. Lynch pulled the lever and the door opened inwards, revealing a rectangular shaped hole where the handicapped ramp descended for the plane's passengers to unload. The sound of the engines outside was deafening and cold air rushed into the tiny compartment from the open door. Lynch held tight to the railing along the wall.
Declan pulled the goggles on his head down over his eyes and crossed himself as he unhooked his carabiner. He gripped each side of the doorway and with a one-two-three motion, pulled himself out of the plane. In a fraction of a second the noise of the engines disappeared, replaced by the sound of the earth rushing towards him as his body entered terminal velocity.
 



Chapter Fifty
 
 
10:42 a.m. Eastern Time – Thursday
Constitutional Condominiums
6th St. & Maryland Avenue – Washington D.C.
 
The Constitutional Condominiums stood six blocks northeast of the U.S. capitol building and overlooked both Stanton Park and the medievally designed Imani Temple. The eighteenth century brick building with its aged stone accents and arcuate windows was four stories tall, six stories wide and housed twenty-four one-floor, two bedroom apartments, all occupied by employees of the United States Senate, or in the case of David Kemiss, the senator himself.
Kemiss massaged his temples with one hand as he sat in the fourth floor, fully furnished corner unit the U.S. taxpayers were providing for his lengthy stays in the nation's capital. The residence was small by his standards, but luxurious, and it was all he needed during the week. Breakfast, lunch and dinner were served at the capitol building and he took advantage of it as he worked long hours.
He stood up from the leather sofa, crossed the room to a doorway leading into a small bathroom and turned on the faucet. He was tired, having barely slept in nearly five days. The dark circles around his eyes looked familiar. He was used to late nights, and little sleep. Politics in the United States had become so divisive over his last term that negotiations and filibusters lasting into the early morning were common. Thankfully the crisis he was currently handling, the reason for his complete lack of sleep, would soon be over. A tip called into the FBI hotline had placed Declan McIver on a plane belonging to an Irish entrepreneur and by now, the Irish Garda would have taken him into custody and would be making the necessary arrangements to have him transferred back to the U.S. Hopefully, there wouldn't be any lengthy delays over whether the death penalty would be sought in any trial. As far as he was concerned, the Federal Government could guarantee that McIver wouldn't get more than a slap on the wrist because, as he saw it, the chances of him making it to trial were slim.
He splashed cold water over his face and toweled off his hands before exiting the bathroom through a different door, into his bedroom. He pulled back the sheets on the king-sized bed and kicked off his shoes. As he sat on the edge of the bed and prepared to lie down, he heard the sound of his cell phone ringing inside the computer bag he'd left in the living room. He crossed the tiled bathroom floor quickly and retrieved the phone from the bag.
"Tell me they've got him," he said, as he answered the call.
He gripped the phone, his body rigid, as he listened to the answer. Placing a hand to his forehead, he sighed in aggravation. "How can one man keep dodging the complete manpower of every government agency sent after him?"
"I don't know, sir," the voice of Robert Evers said. "The tipster must've been mistaken. It looks like the United States Government is going to owe the executives at McGuire & Lyons Industries a big apology."
"So we'll send them a big basket of fruit!"
There was silence on the other end of the phone line. Kemiss held the phone away from his head and took a deep breath. "So we're back to square one?" he asked, when he'd collected himself.
"It looks that way, sir. I'm sorry to have disturbed you with this tip just for it to turn out to have been bogus. We'll go back over everything we have and I'll let you know what we come up with, but until then, I'm afraid he's still out there somewhere."
"Thank you, Mr. Evers," Kemiss said, with a tone of resignation.
"Sir, if I may?" Evers said, before Kemiss could hang up.
"Go on."
"I hope the people of Virginia realize the kind of man they have representing them in the Senate. And I'm not saying that to kiss ass. You've been an integral part of this process and without you we'd be much further behind this scumbag than we currently are. I hope you'll use this in your next campaign. Men of your integrity are hard to come by in Washington these days."
Kemiss bathed in the glow of the compliment for a moment before responding. If only he could use this in a campaign. "Thank you, Mr. Evers. Please call me with any updates as soon as you have them."
"Of course, sir," he heard Evers say, as he moved the phone away from his ear and closed it. He turned around and caught sight of his reflection in the window behind his desk. He looked even more tired than he had moments ago in the bathroom mirror. With Seth Castellano dead, he didn't know how much longer he could keep up the charade he was putting on. He crossed the bathroom floor, quickly undressed, and slid into the bed.
As soon as he'd closed his eyes, his phone rang again.
"David," a familiar voice said as he picked up the line. It was Lukas Kreft.
Kemiss adjusted himself in the bed and took a slow breath. "What is it now?"
"Baktayev's made his choice. We need all the documentation there is on it, now."
"Okay. Okay. I'll take care of it."
 



Chapter Fifty-One
 
 
3:56 p.m. Local Time – Thursday
Pembrokeshire Coast National Park
Wales, United Kingdom
 
Declan dragged himself slowly up onto the beach, grabbing handfuls of wet sand with each reach. Cold, salty waves washed over him, doing their part to push him ashore. He stopped and turned over onto his back, breathing heavily. The late afternoon sun peered down from behind a springtime haze. He'd survived the jump from the plane and the free fall down; it was the landing that had nearly killed him. As soon as he'd opened his parachute he'd known he was in trouble. At four thousand feet, the wind had been blowing in from the southeast, up the rocky Welsh coastline, pushing anything brazen enough to be aloft to the west and into the Irish Sea.
Despite his best efforts to steer the ram-air chute onto one of the several islands that dotted the coastline, nature had won and he'd ended up taking a swim. In the northwest corner of Europe, early spring was no time for swimming. The temperature had to be near forty degrees and, coupled with the surging wind, it felt even colder. The risk of hypothermia notwithstanding, the riptides had been merciless and had grabbed a hold of his chute as soon as he'd hit the water, like the tentacles of some vengeful sea beast. Had Dean Lynch not so diligently prepared the two escape chutes, he'd have been pulled out to sea and drowned. Instead, the six inch bowie knife secured to the harness around his waist had allowed him to cut the tangled lines of the nylon noose. So much for burying the parachute so it won't be found.
Dragging himself the rest of the way onto the beach he became aware of a sharp pain in his right wrist. He cleared the salt water from his eyes to see that it was swollen badly. As he stood and took stock of himself a tear in the left leg of his jumpsuit caught his attention. Leaning down and doing his best to spread the polyester with his one good hand, he revealed a twelve inch gash on the outside of his calf. Blood dotted the sand beneath him, but he felt no pain; apparently his legs were numb from the frigid water. He didn't remember hitting anything as he'd struggled to swim ashore, but he must have, more than likely one of the many jagged rocks that populated the coastline like naturally formed Czech hedgehogs awaiting an invading army.
Slowly his legs began to regain feeling and he limped over to a nearby rock. Sitting against it he released the black skydiving rig from his torso. The main compartment that had been strapped to his back was now empty except for the ends of the severed nylon cords that had once held the parachute in place. Strapped to his front had been the tightly packed twelve inch by twelve inch compartment that held what little equipment the rig allowed a skydiver to bring along. Standing up and setting the rig against the rock, he unzipped the compartment and began removing the items Lynch had packed. On top was a Glock 17, two extra magazines and a suppressor, secured together with a Velcro strap. A man after my own heart, Declan thought, smiling to himself as he set the weapon aside. Next out was a compact first aid kit, followed by a foldaway shovel the size of a fist, a roll of paper money secured with a rubber band, a Thuraya satphone and a firmly packed piece of thin, square nylon with a another Velcro strap around it. He turned the square over in his hands wondering what it was. As he undid the Velcro strap, the square fell loose and began to unfold. Shaking it the rest of the way open he was surprised to see a miniature duffel bag complete with two handles and a zipper. I love you, Lynch he mouthed jokingly as he unzipped it and began placing the gear inside, leaving only the first aid kit out.
Opening the first-aid kit and removing the jumpsuit with one hand was slow going, but he eventually managed to clean the jagged laceration with antiseptic and wrap sterile gauze around it, using the tiny role of tape included in the kit to secure it in place and keep pressure against it at the same time. It was far from perfect but hopefully it would hold until he could get some proper treatment. Using the bowie knife, which he'd hung onto after cutting the chute loose, he sliced up the black nylon straps that held the rig together and gingerly wrapped them around his right wrist, securing the brace with more of the tape. Having inspected his wrist as well as possible, he was reasonably sure it wasn't broken, just sprained. The pressure from the makeshift brace was already beginning to make it feel better, the movement in his fingers was returning. He redressed in what was left of the black jumpsuit. He grimaced as he pulled on the wet clothes, the wind making it feel as though being naked would be preferable. He shivered almost uncontrollably as the material clung to his body, the damp soaking through his hasty bandages.
He pushed the cold out of his mind and forced himself to focus on his surroundings. In front of him was a half-moon shaped bay, flanked on three sides by tall moss-covered rocks topped with wiry grass that had been flattened by the constant wind, its color deadened to a sickly yellow by the clinging winter. Behind him one of the many offshore islands jutted out of the water. Atlantic Puffins massed on the rocky formation, some diving for fish, others hovering low above the water in search of a meal, the sound of their wings flapping furiously barely audible over the howling wind. He knew he was on the coast of Wales, a lot further west then he had hoped, but he didn't know exactly where along the seven hundred and fifty miles of coastline he was positioned. He'd have to climb out of the bay to get a better look at the landscape, a prospect that made him groan with anticipated pain.
Not wanting to delay the inevitable he scanned the rocks for the easiest way up and found it at his eleven o'clock. He stuffed the contents of the first aid kit into the duffel bag, zipped it up and walked the short distance across the beach to the edge of the cliff. The spot he'd chosen switch-backed several times and the surfaces were covered with heavy moss or course grass, meaning he'd have good traction.
Sometime later the moss had proven slicker than he'd expected, forcing him onto all fours at several points during his climb. He wasn't sure, but he estimated that it took him nearly an hour to reach the top. Breathing heavily, he struggled onto the plateau and looked east. All he could see along the horizon was rolling hills broken occasionally by jagged rocks. No buildings. No roads. Not even an old goat path. Overhead the sun was obscured almost completely by the low clouds, an ivory orb the only evidence of its existence. He guessed by its location that it was nearly five o'clock in the afternoon. At best, he had two hours until dark.
Calling up both his perfect mental map of the British Isles, and of Ireland across the Irish Sea, he decided, based on the location of the airport Fintan's plane had been heading for, that his most likely location was Pembrokeshire and that the large offshore island was Skomer Island. If he was right, he'd eventually meet with the small village of Marloes to the east, if he was wrong he'd meet a sheer cliff leading into the Milford Haven Waterway and be forced to turn north, having wasted a lot of the remaining daylight. There was only one way to find out. Throwing the duffel bag over his shoulder, he walked east.
One hour later the sun was sinking behind the rolling hills, its dying rays hidden by the gathering clouds. A storm was approaching from the east. Declan could see the rainfall many miles ahead of him, the wall of approaching precipitation giving the landscape the appearance of an old oil painting. About a mile from the coastline he'd gotten lucky and found a one lane dirt road heading east. With the injury to his left leg his progress was slow, although he was beginning to think it was due more to sheer exhaustion than the injury. He hadn't slept or eaten since he'd left the United States and with the physical rush that had accompanied his jump from the plane and his fight to survive the landing, his body was feeling the effects. It seemed as though every muscle ached, his head was pounding and his skin was pale, icy to the touch from the onslaught of the Atlantic wind against his wet clothes. He kept his head down in an attempt to keep his face warm, but it made little difference.
Again, for the second time in as many days, he found himself thankful for the Special Forces training he'd received in Afghanistan and for the lifelong fitness habits it had instilled in him. At the age of forty-one he was in better shape than most twenty-five year olds and it was a good thing, because without it he would not have survived. As he topped a small rise in the dirt road, he glanced up and his eyes settled on a much needed sight.
Directly ahead of him, no more than a mile from his current position, he could see the corrugated steel roofing of several buildings grouped tightly together on the right side of the road. There were no lights visible in the gathering darkness, but at least it was a sign he was heading in the right direction. He quickened his pace as much as possible, invigorated by the thought of a warm place to ride out the coming storm.
Favoring his right leg heavily, he cautiously approached the first of the buildings. A drab sign with white lettering positioned at the three way intersection in the dirt road where the buildings stood announced that they belonged to the Skomer Marine Nature Reserve, confirming his earlier decision that he was on the Marloes Peninsula in southwest Wales. That was good; it meant that the village of Marloes was only about seven or eight miles further to the east, but the thought of walking another seven or eight miles drained his enthusiasm. He decided the hike needed to wait until the morning. He'd take shelter in the Marine Reserve tonight. Perhaps his luck would hold and a worker would have left some food behind; an uneaten lunch or even a pack of wafers would go a long way right now.
He entered the property by walking down a short driveway between two stone buildings that appeared to have been there far longer than the other metal buildings that together made up the complex. Inside the tiny lot enclosed by the buildings there were no lights and the only vehicles were several ATVs in various states of maintenance. Looking over them quickly he realized none of them would be drivable. Standing in the center of what he guessed was a small parking lot he turned three hundred and sixty degrees looking for the building most likely to be the headquarters. There were seven buildings in total, three long and rectangular and four much smaller squares that he surmised were storage buildings. Three foot by four foot hedges were sporadically placed around each building in an effort to bring some life to the cold metal. Like the roofs he'd seen from a distance, the walls of most of the buildings were constructed from grayish corrugated steel, industrial looking windows and doors cut into the sides, a few dark red shutters hanging haphazardly beside some of the windows. He chose the building with the most parking spots and walked to the windowless double doors at the front. The doors were secured with a heavy, padlocked chain. He pulled on the lock in hopes that it was only dummy locked, but it wasn't. He turned and looked to see that the other buildings were all similarly secured. Damn.
Reluctantly he bent down and unzipped the duffel bag, withdrawing the Glock 17. With a magazine already loaded, he screwed on the suppressor and chambered a round. Pushing himself tortuously back to his feet he moved to the side of the doors and took aim at the lock. Suddenly a bright light washed over the metal in front of him and he was illuminated by the circular beam. He pulled the Glock close to his body and dived out of the light behind one of the hedges.
Listening carefully, he heard the unmistakable crunch of a gravel road beneath car tires, then the beam of light stopped moving forward. With the roaring wind passing through the joints in the corrugated steel and creating a piercing whistle, he hadn't heard the vehicle approaching. He knew that whoever was driving it had to have seen him. Seconds later he heard a car door open and his suspicions were confirmed.
"Whoever's there, I know you're here. Come out."
The voice was both distinctly Welsh and distinctly female. Declan bent left and right trying to get a look at its owner without revealing his position, but the hedge was too big.
"I know you're here. Come out," the voice repeated. Declan heard a hint of uncertainty, possibly even fear, and he weighed his options. Who was this person, night security? Some sort of caretaker, a camper, or someone else who'd seen him from nearby? He hadn't noticed any houses or campsites and the village was too far away for anyone there to have seen anything.
"Alright, then," the voice sang. "I'll go and tell the police and they'll be round to deal with you shortly. You'd best get back to the moor or wherever you came from. I'd hate to be outdoors on a night like this if I was you."
Declan stashed the Glock in the duffel bag and tugged the zipper closed as he stood and turned towards the vehicle. He couldn't afford to have the police involved and the voice was right, it was bitter cold and only going to get worse as the night progressed. If there was even the slightest chance this person could help him find shelter he had to take it.
"Well, there you are. Finally get done rolling around in the dirt, did you?"
Just beyond the halogen beams, Declan could make out the basic shape of a human. It was obvious from the bulk that she was bundled against the cold. He stepped around the hedge with his empty hands raised to get a better look. Standing behind the open car door as if it might offer her some protection was a young woman, probably in her late twenties, Declan thought. Her cheeks were red from the cold, her hair was covered by a wool stocking cap, and a thick down coat hid the rest of her body from view.
"What the bloody hell are you doing out here anyway?" she asked, eyeing him suspiciously.
"I'm a paraglider," Declan lied. "My rig was blown onto the rocks a few hours ago. I barely made it out alive."
"Well, I expect not in this wind. What kind of bloody trick is that, paragliding in this kind of weather? What're you, mad? You damned extreme sports types. Not an ounce of sense in the lot of you, I'd say."
"Who are you?" Declan asked.
The young woman stepped around the Peugeot she was driving and said, "Hannah Sawyer. I'm the wildlife preservationist here. Just came by to make sure I'd locked up all these doors and they weren't blowin' in the gale. Are you injured?"
Declan was relieved that she seemed to believe his story. "My leg is cut up and my wrist is sprained. Other than that, I'm just exhausted."
"Well, I would expect so, after an ordeal like that," she said, stepping closer. Declan could smell a flowery perfume. "What in the name of Saint David are you doing paragliding in weather like this and in the dark?"
"It was for a new world record. I was attempting to sail around the entire British Isles without stopping. I left from the Firth of Clyde yesterday."
"Wrong time of year for that. Lot of good that record's gonna do you when you're dead. C'mon, let's get you to the village where we can get a better look at your injuries."
Declan breathed easy for the first time in several minutes. "Thank you. That'll be grand. I've some money on me. If you'll just drop me at an inn, I can make my way from there."
"Ah, you'll not find any inns around here that are open this time of year. Tourist season doesn't start for another two months. My dad and I have a place where you can hold up and get some rest. In a day or two I'll give you a ride to Haverfordwest and you can go about getting yourself back home."
"Aye, that's grand. Thank you again."
"Don't thank me yet," she said, with a wry laugh. "You haven't tasted my dad's stew."
Together they climbed into the Peugeot and she shifted through the gears as she turned the car around and drove east towards Marloes. The seven mile drive took about ten minutes over a roughly-maintained road that turned to pavement a few miles outside of the town. Halfway there it had started to rain. Passing a bent metal sign that read Marloes in bold, black letters, Declan looked from side to side at the stone cottages that stood barely arm's length from the edge of the one lane road that led into and out of the small village. Through the driving rain he could make out dim lights in some of the homes, but most appeared vacant. He supposed they were vacation homes or rental cottages that saw little use outside of the summer months.
Soon they pulled up to a gray stone house with a rust-colored roof made from what appeared to be clay shingles, and Hannah turned the Peugeot into a narrow gravel parking spot that was just big enough for the compact vehicle. The residence was small; its front yard surrounded by an aging stone wall, Light was visible through two windows beside the wooden front door.
"Well, you'd better give me your name," she said, as she shifted the car into neutral and pulled on the handbrake. "Dad'll want to know what to call you right off."
"Paul Flynn," Declan lied, combining his father's first name and his mother's maiden name. "I really appreciate your hospitality."
"It's nothing. Happens all the time, you lot getting yourselves messed up. The few of us that stay here throughout the year are used to patching people up. Just can't seem to get it through your thick heads that sports are for summertime and daylight."
Declan smiled as they exited the Peugeot. Hannah ran up the gravel path to the front door, the rain horizontal in the wind.
"Well, I found another one, I did," she announced, as she opened the door and walked in, hanging her stocking cap on a peg next to the door. She turned towards Declan and smiled, and he saw she had chestnut brown hair cut just below her ears and huge brown eyes. In the darkness, he'd failed to see how pretty she was.
"You found another wha—? Oh dear," Declan heard an older man's voice say as he stepped into the house. He found himself in the main living area, a brown leather couch in the middle of the floor dividing the living room and the small kitchen where Hannah's father stood with a tea towel in hand. Declan could tell right away that the older man was less enthusiastic about his presence than was his daughter. Drying his hands slowly with the olive green towel, he said roughly, "Rhys Sawyer. And you'd be?"
"Found him at the Reserve, so I did. Says his paraglider crashed," Hannah said, before Declan could respond to her father's question. "His name's Paul Flynn."
Rhys Sawyer stared suspiciously at his guest, his eyes narrowed, and Declan could feel the tension coming from him. He was obviously a great deal older than his daughter, at least sixty, if Declan had to guess. He had dark, narrow eyes bordering on beady, covered by thick white eyebrows. His hairline had receded, and most of his white hair was gone from the top of his head. What was left was thick and unkempt. Unlike his daughter, who was very petite, Rhys was broad-shouldered and carried at least an extra fifty pounds, making him an imposing figure despite his advanced age.
"My daughter has a bad habit of bringing home strays. Unfortunately she refuses to confine the activity to wildlife."
"I'm sorry, sir. I don't mean to impose," Declan said.
"Well, of course you do. You lot with all your fancy gear and immortal attitudes coming down here looking to bounce around and make all kinds of commotion and then when you get yourselves in a mess you look for us regular folk to take you in and patch you up. You got lucky, see, and found the one person out here most likely to do it."
Declan stayed silent, unsure of what to say. He could understand the man's anger. There was a complete stranger standing in his house, someone whose intentions could easily be less than honorable.
"Dad, you're embarrass—"
"Embarrassing you how? You just met him! I've warned you about this, so I have. You cannot bring home every wandering soul you find out there on the moor who just happens to be ruggedly handsome."
Hannah's face flushed a deep red, but Declan couldn't tell if it was anger or embarrassment.
"I apologize for my intrusion, sir. If you could just point me in the direction of an inn or someplace I can wait out the storm, I'll be on my way."
"I've told you already, there's no place open this time of year," Hannah said, as her eyes bored into her father. "I'll drive you back to the Reserve. You can stay there in the office for the night."
"You'll be doing no such thing," Rhys said, his voice a low growl. "My daughter's right, Mr. Flynn, there's no place open. As much as I don't like it, you can stay in our guest cottage out back. Seeing as my daughter insists on ignoring my advice, I may as well keep you in my sight."
Declan was silently grateful. Even though he hadn't seen it, the guest cottage sounded like a slice of heaven. At this point he'd take a barn if it meant he could sleep out of the wind and rain.
"Here, sit down," Hannah said, and she walked into the kitchen and pulled out a chair at the table for him. She kissed her father on the cheek as he stood like a statue, still eyeing Declan. "Were you injured?" Rhys asked, finally exhaling.
"Just a cut on my leg and my wrist is sprained."
"Well, don't you worry a bit," Hannah said. "I'll have you right as rain in no time. Dad's just finished making cawl for supper and afterwards we'll get you all set up out the back."
"We have a small barn out the back that we converted to a cottage a few years back. We rent it out during the tourist season," Rhys said, taking a seat at the table.
"Aye, that sounds grand. Thank you both so much."
The house was warm and the food smelled amazing. The aroma of boiled potatoes, lamb, carrots and bacon filled the air. Declan took a seat at the table across from Rhys and placed his duffel bag at his feet. Looking around at the simple residence, he thought how nice it would be to share such a place with his wife, a simple life, free of the frustrations and complications of his current situation. A fire crackled in the stone fireplace behind him, he could feel the heat on his damp clothes.
"Oh my, your clothes are soaked,” Hannah said as she brushed past him.
"I'll get you something dry to wear." Rhys rose from the table and disappeared through a doorway at the far end of the kitchen. Hannah placed a bowl on the table and filled it to the brim with cawl. "Eat, eat," she said, placing a spoon in the bowl. Rhys returned a moment later with a pair of faded blue jeans and a dark red wool shirt.
After he'd eaten three bowls of stew and excused himself for his rudeness, Declan followed as they led him outside to the back of their small lot where a barn with a slanted roof stood. Inside it had been made over into a bedroom, a small bathroom off to the side with just enough room for a sink and a shower. Declan had been right. To a weary traveler, it looked heavenly.
Hannah showed him around the room. "In the summer months it stays rented, always someone from Cardiff or Swansea out here for the hiking or sailing. You know, all that macho stuff you boys are into."
He smiled at her, realizing that she obviously thought he was much younger than he actually was.
"Now, let's see to those injuries," she said.
"Thank you, but it's really not necessary," Declan said. "You've done so much already."
"Oh, don't give me that, you. I'll have none of it. Dad, get my veterinary kit, please."
Rhys sighed audibly and turned back towards the main house.
Her tone of voice was authoritative and, seeing she wasn't going to take no for an answer, Declan gave in. "You'll have to excuse Dad. He's suspicious of everyone."
"He has good reason to be. There are a lot of people out there who aren't very nice."
"Well, I'm a helper. It's what I do. My mum was the same way. Whether it was an injured puffin or a seal, she was always nursing something. She died a few years ago. Dad hasn't been the same since."
Thirty minutes later she had both his wrist and his leg re-bandaged and he already felt better.
"There you go," she said. "Good thing I found you when I did, that leg was pretty bad. Another few hours and you'd have had quite an infection, I expect. You were right about your wrist. It isn't broken at all. A day or two and it'll be fine." She stood up and looked at the shirt and jeans her father had supplied. "Those clothes look like they'll fit you, anyway," she said. "A guy about your age left them here last year. Amazing what people leave behind. We've found everything from cigarettes to foreign money."
"We should leave him be now," Rhys said from his post by the door where he'd been standing guard over his daughter. "I'm sure he needs to rest." Hannah smiled and walked out of the tiny house followed by her father. After they were gone, Declan washed up in the bathroom carefully to avoid his injuries and then, within minutes, he was asleep on the bed, the down comforter pulled up over his head.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
 
 
6:42 p.m. Local Time – Thursday
Local Road 1402
Mullaghmore, County Monaghan – Ireland
 
Constance took a deep breath of damp Celtic air as she stood on one of the many balconies of the seventeenth century mansion owned by the McGuire family. Ivy crept up the sides of the stone house and stretched out along the stone balustrade she was leaning her elbows on, her hands either side of her face. Although she considered herself to be quite well traveled she had never seen any place like this. All of the stone columned buildings of Washington D.C., as awe-inspiring as they could be, couldn't hold a candle to the natural beauty that surrounded her. It was as if nature and man-made things had reached a sort of peace and now lived side by side in harmony.
Upon entering the property, Fintan had explained the layout of the grounds. The mansion stood on over two hundred acres near Mullaghmore, about five miles east of the town of Monaghan. What had once been heavily farmed land now stood empty, home only to the mansion in its northwest corner and to several smaller, but no less atmospheric houses in which the year-round staff lived.
The room Constance had chosen as her own for the duration of her stay was in the mansion's southwest corner and its balcony looked out over the expansive gardens and carefully maintained hedgerows that surrounded the entire house. She'd chosen it because in the distance beyond the gardens a small lake was visible, its water as blue as the ocean they'd crossed just hours before. She imagined the sun glinting off the windswept water and wished Declan could be there with her. She knew that for him, though, this place held many distant memories that he had probably tried to forget. She knew enough about the Troubles to know that many of the IRA's army council had kept homes in places just over the border of the Irish Republic, just far enough to be out of the reach of the British Army or the Royal Ulster Constabulary, the predecessor to Northern Ireland's current police force, the Police Service of Northern Ireland. While the McGuire mansion had obviously been there for many years before the Troubles, and even the war for independence, from what she had garnered from the various conversations she'd heard, Fintan's father had used it as a base of operations for his activities during the thirty year conflict.
She heard a polite knock at the door. "It's open," she said, and listened as someone pushed open the heavy oak door. Moments later Fintan stepped onto the concrete balcony. "Just wanted to see that all your needs had been met, love, and that everything was to your liking."
"It's fine. Thank you."
"There are clean clothes in the closet. I had Mrs. Hogan bring some of her daughter's things that she left behind when she moved to Germany a few years back. They're probably a bit dated, but I think they'll fit."
"I'm sure they'll do fine, thank you. And thank Mrs. Hogan for me if you see her."
Nicola Hogan was one of the staff that lived in the stone houses situated along the narrow gravel lane that led through the grounds to the mansion. When they'd first arrived, the roughly fifty-something woman had seemed delighted at Constance's presence. Now she knew the absence of the woman's daughter was why.
Fintan hovered for just a moment, the silence between them uncomfortable.
"Anything yet?" she finally asked.
He shook his head, knowing what she meant. They had yet to receive word from Declan that he had landed safely and while it hadn't been said yet, they both were beginning to suspect the worst.
"Dinner will be served at seven-thirty in the main dining room directly opposite us and one floor down. I hope you'll join me," he said, as he turned to leave, his movements on the two forearm crutches clumsy.
Constance turned back to the lake as the last rays of the sun fell behind the trees beyond it.
"He'll be grand, you know? He's done this kind of thing before," Fintan said.
Constance turned back to him and forced a smile. "I want to know. I want you to tell me."
"Tell you what, love?"
"About Declan's past. All of it."
Fintan adjusted his crutches and turned back to face her. "I'm sorry to say that I wasn't privy to a lot of it. My role was far more brains than brawn, intelligence gathering and the like. But I'll tell you what I do know."
"Please. I need to understand this. I know a bit about the Troubles, the IRA, their Protestant counterparts. But there seems to be more to this, more to Declan, then the IRA story I'm familiar with."
"Well, love," Fintan said, searching for the correct words. "Things in Ireland during those times were convoluted to say the least. Unless you lived it, it's hard to understand the amount of treachery and double-dealing that was a part of daily life back then. But I suppose there is more to Declan's part than was usual." The words seemed to catch in his throat and she wondered immediately if what he had to say was so bad that it could alter her view of the man she loved. Suddenly she wasn't so sure she wanted to know. But it was too late; he'd already begun to speak.
"For lack of a better analogy, Declan and his mates were like the IRA's version of the Frankenstein monster, and my father, Eamon McGuire, was the mad scientist." Fintan moved back onto the balcony and took a seat on one of the concrete benches that flanked the doorway.
Constance lowered herself onto the balcony floor and sat cross-legged to listen.
"Declan sought out the 'Ra after his parents were killed near their home in Ballygowan by a corrupt constable who was linked to a band of UVF thugs. They'd tried to hide some weapons on his da's farm and had been thrown off. Declan's da' was also a politician deeply opposed to the Troubles and always looking for a way to form a power sharing government between the Catholics and the Protestants. The UVF thought of him as a traitor to his Protestant heritage and his throwing them off his land was the proverbial straw that broke the camel's back. They murdered him and his wife at a fake checkpoint one night.
"I suppose Declan was looking for revenge and a few years later he found it. He was eleven when his folks were murdered, and when he was barely fifteen years old he went looking for their killers. Over the course of the next two years he tracked them down and killed every one of them, with the help of an older boy named Torrance Sands that he'd met in an orphanage in County Down. By seventeen, Declan had taken out eight men that were at least twice his age, most of whom had been killing since the Troubles began in the late sixties."
Constance was in awe as she took in the information. At the age of seventeen she'd been attending governor's school in Savannah, Georgia, and hadn't even been aware that there was a conflict in Northern Ireland.
Fintan continued, "Of course, you don't take out eight paramilitaries and not attract some attention. The attention Declan attracted was that of my father, who took him in as a sort of protégé, if you will; Sands, too. Declan was too young to be an official member of the army, but then so were a lot of the others who were taking part in the conflict. Right away my da' picked him out as something special. He showed an uncanny talent for tactical assaults. He could look at a given situation and within seconds tell you the best avenue of attack and where to strike for the most damage. He could also think on his feet. If an operation went south, and that happened a lot, he reacted fast and adjusted as necessary—most of the time saving the operation and the lives of the men involved in it. For someone of his age and apparent inexperience, it turned some heads. He operated under Da's direction for another year. Then my da' sent him to the Soviets to train. In a lot of ways he was the perfect recruit. He had no living family that could recognize him or worry about him."
"I thought the IRA only used training camps in Libya and such."
"That's mostly true. But Da' had a contact in the Russian special forces, The Spetsnaz. A Colonel, some man named Novikov or some such thing. He was in charge of a supposedly top secret unit at the time known as Vympel. To the best of my knowledge it was a counter-terrorism unit designed to help the Russian's win their war in Afghanistan, only it didn't operate like a typical counter-terrorism unit. It operated more like the terrorists themselves; bombings, kidnappings, assassinations. Their mission was to significantly destabilize the government of their enemy by attacking its foundation and hopefully causing a collapse from within."
"Why would the Soviets agree to train a foreigner in a top secret unit?"
"Well, you have to remember, by this time it was 1988 and the Soviet Union wasn't in a good way. The collapse had already begun in many parts of the country and there were a lot of military and police units left with absolutely no money or provisions for their soldiers, yet they were expected to carry on in Afghanistan. On top of that, corruption has always been a problem in Russia. I'm told it's even worse now than it used to be. I don't know what Da' paid this Colonel, but I know it was quite a lot. As I'm sure you've noticed, money is one thing my family has in good supply. Da' thought their training would be particularly advantageous in the 'Ra's war with the Brits. He sent twelve men. Only nine returned."
"So Declan fought in Afghanistan for the Russians?"
"I don't know exactly where they trained him for sure. Whatever happened, he came back an entirely different person. Disillusioned, I suppose. By that time there was a full blown power struggle going on in the IRA. Sinn Fein was trying to consolidate power in Belfast and had appointed its incompetent puppets to run the Army units around the North. Da' and several of the other council members didn't like it and were still committed to complete independence from Britain. He used Declan and the other eight to start what he called the Black Shuck Unit."
"Black Shuck?"
"Aye, it's a legend in southern England about some sort of demon dog that signifies death to any that see it. Da' thought it was funny, a team of Irish freedom fighters dealing out death to their British enemies under a name taken from British folk stories."
Constance nodded her understanding. She'd heard a similar story from Declan about a ghostly dog that was said to guard churches and graveyards in Ireland. The Kirkgrim he'd called it. "So how did all of this end?"
"It ended in 1993 when a member of the unit, Torrance Sands, betrayed my father and his allies to the politicians in Belfast. They subsequently hired Sands to murder the entire Black Shuck Unit. He did, in the basement of this very house nearly twenty years ago. Only Declan, a fellow named Shane O'Reilly, and myself survived."
"That's why you have trouble walking, isn't it?"
"Lower spine was shattered by a bullet from Sands' gun. I spent nearly a year in hospital in Dublin, didn't return here for years until after the peace accords were signed in 2000."
"And Sands, he was a friend of Declan's? You said he'd helped him as a teenager."
Fintan nodded. "Aye, but Sands was never really a friend to anyone other than himself. He was a stone cold killer from the word go. He used my da' to get the training and experience he wanted and then he left."
"What happened to him?"
Fintan shook his head. "Nobody really knows what happened to him. He just disappeared after that night."
"And Declan made his way to America?"
"Aye, Declan went to America and the other survivor, Shane, to England where he continued in a role my father put him in, working as an informer for MI5 to bring down the traitorous bastards in Belfast."
Constance took a deep breath. The holes in the story were almost filled. All except for a few details that she didn't think she wanted to know. She'd heard stories of the Russian atrocities in Afghanistan. At times they'd wiped out entire villages in search of one Mujahideen.
She stood up. "Thank you for telling me. I know it wasn't easy."
"Ancient history, love," Fintan said, shrugging off the notion that the story was an emotional one for him. But she could tell he was lying. It was nothing if not a painful memory, a lot of painful memories, actually. She kissed him on the cheek as he stood from the bench.
"I'll get ready for dinner. I'm sure Mrs. Hogan prepares a wonderful meal."
Fintan nodded and said, "Aye, and she'd be most disappointed if you didn't come and enjoy it."
"Then I will."
He nodded again and made his way out of the large room, closing the heavy door behind him.
She stepped inside and closed the balcony door. After locking both doors she stripped from head to toe and turned on the shower in the adjacent bathroom. As steam filled the ornately tiled room and fogged the mirrored surfaces, she thought about Declan. How he'd spent so much of his life completely alone with no one to understand what he'd been through. The thought of him out there alone now dealing with the same type of treachery scared her and brought tears to her eyes. She didn't care about what he'd done in the past. She loved him and that was all that mattered. As she stepped into the streaming water, she hoped she'd see him again, that he'd survive and would return to her so they could get on with their lives.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
 
 
6:32 a.m. Local Time – Friday
Gay Lane
Marloes, Pembrokeshire – Wales
 
Declan awoke to the sound of raised voices. Or was it the wind playing tricks with the clay shingled roof? He couldn't be sure. Maybe he'd even been dreaming. Slowly his vision focused on the low ceiling of the Sawyer's guest cottage. He heard the sound of a man yell, and this time he was sure of it. He swung his legs around and off the edge of the bed, bringing himself to a sitting position. He rubbed his face with his hands trying to clear the clinging extremities of sleep.
How long have I been asleep?
He looked out of the small window near the door. It's still dark.
He listened for the sound of the wind and heard none, nor the beating of the rain that had been falling earlier. The storm's passed, he thought, as he stood and pulled on the clothes that were draped across the bed's footboard. Thinking quickly through the events of the previous night, he realized that he hadn't used the satellite phone to contact Fintan when he'd landed. Constance had to be worried sick and probably thinking the worst. In his injured state and with his harried attempt to find shelter, he'd forgotten all about the satphone. Hopefully everything had gone smoothly with the landing at Waterford Airport and Fintan had been able to get Constance past the police. Declan scanned the floor for his duffel bag, but couldn't find it. He was certain he'd had it when the Sawyer's had shown him to the cottage. Something was wrong. Images of fully armored police officers surrounding the cottage with their rifles aimed streamed through his imagination. Had the Sawyer's recognized him from television reports? He hadn't noticed a television in the house, but he hadn't seen every room. His recklessness became obvious to him all at once, but he shook it off and forced himself to focus. What's done is done. There's no going back now.
Slowly, he turned the doorknob. The wooden door creaked as it opened and he stepped out onto the gravel pathway that led to the main house. The air was damp with lingering moisture from the rain. Overhead the sky was cloudless, the stars bright. He saw no movement along the stone wall that enclosed the backyard and relaxed slightly as he moved to the stone patio. There were no lights on in the house. He gripped the doorknob and turned it, expecting it to be locked. To his surprise it wasn't. He pushed the door inwards, revealing the darkened kitchen and the living area beyond, illuminated only by the faint light from a dying fire. He stepped inside and waited for his eyes to adjust before closing the door behind him.
Sitting alone on the leather sofa, Hannah Sawyer sniffed away tears as he approached. "I'm sorry," she mouthed.
He felt something cold touch the small of his back. He raised his hands slowly, knowing it was the barrel of a gun.
"So do paragliders always carry suppressed weapons?" Rhys Sawyer snapped, as he continued to poke Declan in the back, pushing him forward. "Why don't you try telling me the truth, Mr. Flynn, if that's your real name?"
Declan walked slowly forward and turned to face the old man. Rhys was holding the Glock pistol from the duffel bag in his right hand with the suppressor attached. "I don't mean either of you any harm. I'm one of the good guys. You have to believe that."
"The bloody hell you are. I know your kind, your whole lot in Ulster. You've been trying to restart that damned war for over ten years now," Rhys hissed. "Didn't you waste enough lives last time? How many have to die just so you all can have your damn island all to yourselves?"
Declan considered his options. He wasn't sure what the extent of the old man's experience was, but he knew that Rhys had been trained in the use of firearms just by the way he held the Glock. Declan was reasonably sure he could disarm the old man without much trouble, but if he was able to get off a shot, Hannah could be hurt or worse in the brief struggle. He decided to take Rhys up on the invitation to tell the truth. Maybe it would make a difference, but he had his doubts. The old man's voice had carried a heavy tone of bias and his words had revealed that he was no supporter of the reunification of Ireland.
"My name's Declan McIver and you're right, Mr. Sawyer. I am from Ulster, and I was involved with the conflict there. But that was a long time ago and it has nothing to do with what's happening now." He watched as a flicker of recognition crossed the old man's face.
"You're the one the Yanks are looking for, the one that killed that Jew and those other guys. Police of some sort, weren't they?"
"I didn't kill Dr. Kafni. He was a friend of mine. The others weren't police, at least not anymore. They killed Kafni's assistant and they tried to kill me. I've been set up. You need to believe me. I don't want to hurt anyone, but there are some very dangerous people who are planning something terrible if I don't stop them."
"Hannah, come here now," Rhys ordered. Declan could tell he didn't believe a word of it. Hannah stood up and moved cautiously behind her father, her eyes narrowing as she looked over his shoulder towards Declan. Finally her father had been right about bringing home strays.
"I watched your lot kill too many innocent people. I was in Oman. I served my country and had a lot of good mates there. My time was up, but many of them weren't so favored. They came home from foreign soil only to end up in Belfast getting their arses shot off by their own citizens."
Declan had no interest in arguing the finer points of British expansionism, but he saw it as an opportunity. Rhys had revealed his feelings about the Troubles and Declan thought that if he could use the obviously sore subject to make the old man angry, maybe he'd make a mistake and provide an opening to disarm him without anyone getting hurt.
"The British Government treated Northern Ireland like it was a foreign country, opening fire on civil rights protests and holding entire neighborhoods hostage for nearly three decades, just because they were Catholic instead of Protestant."
"And what were they supposed to do when those neighborhoods openly supported becoming part of another country completely?" Rhys snapped. "There are words for that. At the very least it was sedition, but more likely it was treason."
Declan could see that his words were having the desired effect. Already Rhys had lowered the pistol several inches and now held it at waist level. Declan flashed a purposely smug smile. "So what do you propose we do? Shall we stand here arguing politics all night?"
"I'll be damned before I let another one of you Fenian bastards cross my land in order to get to London and set off more bombs, killing more innocent people! I stood by once before and the letter bombs the bastards mailed cost my brother his sight!"
Declan saw his opportunity as the pistol was lowered even further and he stepped forward suddenly. Rhys quickly brought the gun up to eye level and Declan knocked it aside with a strike to the wrist. Rhys fired two shots from the weapon, but hit only the wall of his house. Throwing his fist forward, Declan caught the old man in the nerve center just above the stomach. As Rhys bent forward in pain, Declan finished his attack with a chop to his neck, compressing his carotid artery and knocking him unconscious. He wrenched the Glock from the old man's hand and slowly lowered him to the tiled floor.
Hannah screamed and stood against the wall near the door, seemingly afraid to move.
Bending down, Declan felt for the old man's pulse.
"Don't touch him!" Hannah screamed, beginning to cry.
"He'll be fine in a while," Declan said, standing up and placing the Glock in the waistband of his jeans. He walked over to where she stood against the wall and looked at her. He wanted to be comforting but he knew nothing he could say would make a difference. The best thing he could do was leave. He bent down and picked up the duffel bag that was beside the back door, unzipping it to make sure the items Lynch had packed were still inside.
"Take care of him,” he said, as he walked towards the front door. “When he wakes up tell him he's a brave man. I hope that someday soon you'll both be able to know that I'm not a bad guy. You've done a good thing by helping me. Hopefully you've helped me save a lot of lives."
Taking the keys Hannah had placed in the basket beside the door, he left the house and got into the Peugeot. He didn't like the idea of stealing from them after they'd helped him, but there was no other way that he'd be able to move fast enough to avoid the police, whom Hannah was probably already calling. He started the vehicle and drove away, the thought of having hurt an innocent person already haunting him.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
 
 
7:36 a.m. Local Time – Friday
Havens Head Business Park
Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire – Wales
 
Declan zipped the black hooded raincoat up to his neck and pulled the navy blue baseball cap, bearing the logo of the Esso oil company, down over his forehead, hoping to hide as much of his facial features as possible. It went without saying that the Sawyers had called the local police in Marloes and that word would soon spread to the larger towns of Haverfordwest, Swansea, Carmarthen, and then further inland. It would take a few hours, but soon every police force in the United Kingdom would know that he had been spotted and would be keeping a look out for anyone matching his description. For that reason he had left the most obvious evidence, the Sawyers' red Peugeot, parked in the busy lot of the same Tesco supermarket where he'd purchased the coat and hat, along with a pack of cigarettes and a bottle of soda. With any luck it would take several hours or even longer for the police to locate it among the many vehicles of the other shoppers.
Walking around the side of the last building in the plaza containing the supermarket and a host of other smaller retailers, he scanned the parking lot of the Milford Haven Tourist Information Center. His next move would likely be the most important and most critical since he'd arrived on British soil. If he made a mistake here, his capture would be almost certain within a few hours.
Stopping at one of the plaza's several loading docks he jumped up on the edge and took a seat, allowing his legs to dangle over the side as he sat looking across the road at the tourist center. While he would have preferred the parking lot of a busy hotel in the middle of tourist season shortly before nightfall, the tourist center would have to do. The time of year and time of day of his visit just wasn't something he'd been able to control. Hopefully the center would get some visitors despite tourist season still being a few months off. Thumping the pack of cigarettes against his palm, he pulled one loose and lit up. Though he wasn't a smoker he hoped that between the smokes, the soda and the cap with the Esso logo, no one would think of him as anything other than an employee of one of the nearby oil refineries, whose night shift had just ended. Hopefully, he wouldn't have to wait long.
He reached into the duffel bag and withdrew the satphone. Thankfully modern satellite phones looked enough like cell phones to not draw any extra attention. He looked over the black Thuraya XT model device, pressed the red power button and waited as the device came to life. Once the phone had found a signal, a series of beeps and the appearance of a white envelope on the screen indicated a message was waiting. Declan used the phone's circular navigation tab to open it.
Landing complete and guards dealt with. All are safe and en route. Contact the number saved as “Unit #2” in the phone's memory when you're able. – DL
Declan deleted the message and opened the contacts list. On the list were four numbers marked Units #1, #2 and #4. Realizing that the numbers obviously corresponded with the number of parachute rigs aboard Fintan's plane, he knew that he must be holding Unit #3 and that Lynch had taken Unit #2 when they'd exited the aircraft. He hit the send button when he'd highlighted Unit #2 with the navigation tab, and waited. He heard an audible clicking as the call connected and then an electronic ring sounded several times before the line was answered.
"It's about time. Someone's been waiting to hear from you, old son."
Declan smiled. “Ended up trying my sea legs on, but it all worked out in the end."
"Grand. So what's the plan?"
"I need to meet up with Shane, but we have to be careful how we contact him. Thames House is probably the most watched place in Britain."
"Aye, but he's not at Thames House. He's out and about for a few days to go and meet with his informers. He sent word this morning that he'd meet you at your old contingency location at noon today. Do you remember where that is? Because I don't have a clue what he's talking about."
"Aye, I remember."
"Grand. Keep me posted as much as you can. Your missus would like to have a word or two with you now."
"Aye, put her on."
"Phone call for you, love," Declan heard Fintan say with a smile in his voice after he knocked on a door.
 
An hour and a half later Declan was beginning to think he would have to come up with a backup plan. Having watched and listened as only a few people had entered the Tourist Center, which also contained a museum dedicated to the area, he was encouraged by the fact that none of them had come out again. Whatever was inside was obviously worth taking the time to see, but it wouldn't help him unless someone else visited, and soon. He'd yet to see any police patrols but knew that it was only a matter of time with one of the two main roads from Marloes less than a hundred yards to his left. He turned his head at the sound of a vehicle approaching and watched as a black; four door Nissan Versa turned the corner next to the supermarket and drove towards him. With his hat pulled low over his eyes, he followed the vehicle until it came to a stop in the parking lot of the tourist center. He knew that one way or another, this would be the vehicle he'd been waiting for. He didn't have time to wait any longer.
Extinguishing his fifth cigarette against the concrete dock, he slid off and hurried across the road towards the vehicle. When he was within ten yards an older man stepped out of the driver's side of the car and turned to speak with his female passenger, who was also exiting the vehicle.
"Sind Sie bereit?" the man said in German. Are you ready?
Declan couldn't believe his luck. As part of his training with Vympel, he'd been encouraged to learn three languages in addition to the two he spoke natively, English and Irish. He had learned Russian, French and German from the men in the unit. While he was out of practice having not used any of them much during the last twenty years, the environment he'd learned in was such that it made forgetting impossible.
"Excuse me," he called loudly in English. "Excuse me?"
Both the man and the woman turned to look at him as they left the vehicle and moved towards the front doors of the tourist center, having previously been unaware of his presence. They looked back and forth at each other before responding. Instead of speaking, the man shrugged and made a confused expression.
"Entschuldigen sie," Declan said, causing them to stop in their tracks. Excuse me, sir.
"Ja?" the man said, as he turned around to look at Declan, his expression clearly indicating that he was surprised to hear his native language.
"I'm so glad I found you," Declan said, continuing to speak in German. "I'm a tourist here, like you, and just had the most horrible thing happen!"
The couple looked at him with worried expressions as he motioned towards the supermarket behind him. "A man just stole my rental car and I need someone to help me call the police. I speak very little English. Can you help me? Do you have a cell phone?"
"Ja, ja!" the man said, as he started moving back towards the black Nissan, the woman following.
Declan walked slowly behind them as they both approached the driver's side of the car and unlocked the door. He scanned the area and took a quick look towards the entrance of the tourist center. Satisfied that no one was watching and that there was no line of sight from the building, he pulled his Glock pistol from under his coat; keeping it at waist level as he aimed it.
"Steigen sie ins auto!" he yelled. Get in the car!
The couple turned their heads and looked at him with horrified expressions.
"Get in the car now! You drive," he said to the man, "and you, in the passenger side!"
The man hurriedly got into the driver's seat and the woman moved quickly around the front of the car and got in next to him. Declan pulled open the back driver's side door and slid onto the seat. "Now drive!"
The man started the car, shifted it into gear and backed out of the parking spot.
 
Twenty minutes later after ordering them to drive east on the A477 and crossing the Cleddau Bridge over the Milford Haven Waterway, the old man looked over his shoulder at Declan and said, "We are approaching a toll booth."
Declan looked ahead to see that the man was correct. How could he have forgotten the bridge had a toll? He hadn't traveled in the United Kingdom for nearly twenty years, that's how. He cursed under his breath and craned his neck to look behind them. Having already crossed the bridge, there was no way of turning back without passing through the booths.
"Nice and easy," he said, as he moved his pistol from one hand to another so it would be hidden from the toll booth attendant's view by the door panel. "Use the booth furthest to the left, smile and pay the man, but don't say a word."
"Ja," the old man said nervously, as he slowed the car and approached the booth.
Declan knew the Germans telling the toll attendant that they'd been carjacked was the least of his worries. His main concern was that the attendants could easily have been told by the police to be on the lookout for anyone matching his description and, by now, may even have been given pictures. In addition, the United Kingdom was infamous for its use of CCTV cameras and the toll booths would surely be equipped with them. That's why he had elected to carjack the couple instead of simply stealing their rental car once they were inside the tourist center. It was much harder to film someone from overhead while they were sitting in the back seat of a vehicle.
Declan pulled his cap as low as he could over his eyes and leaned his head back against the window to pretend he was sleeping. "Keep calm," he ordered as he felt the car stop and heard the old man lowering the window.
"Good day, sir, that's 75p," the toll attendant said. He sounded bored. "Thank you, sir. Enjoy your day."
Declan breathed easy as he felt the car speed up again. Righting himself in the seat as soon as they were past the booth, he froze as he saw a white Ford Focus with a blue light bar on its roof that had been hidden behind the toll booth infrastructure. The yellow and blue logos on the side of the car clearly identified it as a squad car belonging to the Dyfed-Powys police. Declan turned his head to the left and pretended to read the banners attached to the waist high fence that divided the road from the property beyond, hoping the Nissan's tinted rear windows would hide his face as they passed within a few yards of the officer sitting in the vehicle. Sensing the tension in the car, the old man driving placed his hands at the ten and two positions and stared straight ahead.
"Stay on the A477 until it meets the A48 and the M4 motorway," Declan said, his eyes fixed on the passenger side wing mirror as the police car retreated into the distance and finally out of sight, as they entered a roundabout.
 
Three hours later he ordered the Germans to pull off the M4 onto the A346 towards the village of Marlborough.
"Get out of the car," he said in English, after directing them to pull up in an empty lot a few miles south of the motorway. The couple glanced at each other uncertainly. "Get out of the car," he repeated again in English. "I'm going to shoot you both in the kneecaps."
He watched as the couple exchanged the same confused look, despite the threat. It was clear that they couldn't understand what he was saying. Nearly having to stifle a laugh, he returned to speaking in German. "Leave the vehicle running and get out."
The couple obeyed and Declan climbed out of the back seat. Looking over his shoulder in both directions to be sure no traffic was coming; he patted the man down and then the woman. Satisfied that they had nothing on them that they could use to call for help and that their lack of English would further hamper their efforts to attract police attention, he told them to step away from the car as he got in, shifted it into gear and did a U-turn out of the dirt lot, leaving them standing alone in a cloud of dust and surrounded by nothing but miles of countryside.
Returning to the M4 and driving east for another twenty-nine miles, he exited onto the A34 and drove south towards the town of Newbury, knowing he was nearly an hour late. Hopefully Shane was still waiting.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
 
 
12:53 p.m. Local Time – Friday
West Mills
Newbury, County Berkshire – England
 
Pulling the Nissan into an empty parking spot in front of a terrace of Tudor-era houses next to the River Kennet, Declan shifted the vehicle into neutral, applied the handbrake, and got out. He tossed the keys onto the dashboard and left the doors unlocked. With any luck some opportunist thug would happen by and take the car for a ride. With the amount of CCTV cameras in the United Kingdom he knew he'd been picked up by at least a dozen cameras as he'd driven the vehicle the short distance between where he'd left the Germans and the town of Newbury. When the police finally figured out what had happened and connected him with the Germans' carjacking, a thug riding around in their rental car could be a great distraction.
Walking a few blocks through the seventeenth century town center, he kept his hands in his pockets and his head down, the chill in the air aiding him in trying to make himself as inconspicuous as possible. Like all British towns of this age, the streets made odd turns and dead ended suddenly, creating a crowded feeling and demonstrating the lack of planning that had accompanied the growth of the area. People walked briskly along each side of the narrow streets. Declan made several lefts and rights, doubling back occasionally to be sure that no one was following him. While he knew the police probably hadn't caught on yet, in the U.K. there were other more dangerous agencies to worry about, starting with the infamous Security Service, and since he was there to meet a man who worked for them, it wasn't impossible to imagine that agents of the service could be present as well.
Shane's connections to the IRA were known to his superiors, but Declan didn't think that their connection to each other was. Shane had seen to that, he was sure. But the more he thought about it as he walked around the area, the more he realized how wrong he could be. Rumors abounded that the intelligence agencies of Great Britain watched their own people as much or more than they watched everyone else. While he and Shane hadn't had any significant contact in a number of years, the little bit they had had could have easily been documented by his employers.
As he neared the meeting site, he nearly turned around and headed back to the Nissan. There was still time for him to make it further inland and possibly find a good place to hide out while he considered his next move. But that was the problem. His next move was finding the person within the British Government who had agreed to pass highly classified information to the people who had conspired to kill Abaddon Kafni and aid Ruslan Baktayev in committing an atrocity, and Declan couldn't think of anyone more suited to help him with that than Shane O'Reilly. He walked on towards their meeting spot.
The spire of Saint Nicholas' Church stood stories above any other building in the center of Newbury and in 1991, as the leader of a four man Active Service Unit of Black Shuck; Declan had chosen it as the third of their four meeting spots in case their primary and alternate sites were compromised. The plan the site had been a part of wasn't something that made him proud and as he approached the church, memories of what could have been flooded his mind. The plot had been the entire reason Eamon McGuire had created and trained Black Shuck, an audacious operation against the capital of Great Britain that involved a multi-level attack on the city's leaders, infrastructure, and military and police installations. If completed, the attack would easily have cost thousands of lives in the city of London. Thankfully the plan hadn't come to fruition but had instead faded away with the deaths of Eamon McGuire and the other members of Black Shuck.
Reaching the north side of the churchyard where a large grove of trees was planted, Declan stopped and entered a telephone box at the corner of Bartholomew and West Mills streets. Inserting several coins he'd picked up from the ashtray of the Nissan, he dialed some random numbers and held the receiver to his ear as he inspected the side of the base unit and saw a single line about three inches long that had been made with a blue dry erase marker. He rubbed the mark off with his thumb and looked towards the grove of trees, knowing that Shane was waiting for him.
It had been nearly two decades since he'd made contact with anyone this way, but the process hadn't changed. With the phone to his ear he pretended to have an animated conversation and turned casually in several directions looking for anyone that appeared to be watching. In the cold and often wet atmosphere of early spring in the United Kingdom, anyone watching should have been relatively easy to spot. While most people would be hurrying from one place to another to avoid the wind and light rain, someone watching would dally here and there and never really leave sight of him. He saw no one exhibiting that behavior. The few people that were out did exactly as he expected, they darted from one building to another. Next he looked for patterns of people leaving and going in case the people watching were part of a team with a more elaborate surveillance routine. Again, he saw no one.
Satisfied that he was on his own, he hung up the phone and exited the telephone box. He walked to the four foot high wrought iron gate that joined two sections of the nearly six hundred year old rock wall that surrounded the gothic church and pulled. As it squealed open, he casually turned into the churchyard clearing his three, six and nine o'clock positions again as he closed the gate behind him. Stepping briskly over the cracked pavers that formed a walkway around the entire half-acre churchyard, he entered the grove of tall oak trees that shaded the north wall of the church.
"It's about time," a voice sang from within one of the many stone alcoves.
Declan turned to see Shane O'Reilly leaning up against the church, wearing a tan overcoat and a brown long island cap, tufts of his curly red hair sticking out above his ears. A broad smile formed on the man's face as he stepped forward.
"It's good to see ya, ya Fenian bastard," he said.
Declan felt his own mouth curl into a wide grin. "Aye, good to see ya."
"I was afraid you wouldn't make it," Shane said, his face turning serious. "They've got you jammed up pretty bad."
Shane withdrew a copy of the Daily Telegraph from inside his coat and unfolded it, handing it over. Declan took the newspaper and inspected the bottom of the front page, where the headline talked about the nationwide search going on for him in the United States.
"We've got only one advantage at this point," Shane said, "they don't know you're here, yet."
"Aye, but it's not going to stay that way for long."
Shane chuckled. "I don't want to know how you got yourself here, do I?"
"Are you sure there's no one following you? Nobody from the spook house knows we're connected?"
Shane shook his head. "Nah, I don't think they know. If they do they're not too fussed about it, because I'm certain I wasn't followed. I've booked myself out for the next two days to meet with informers around the country. To everyone back at Thames House you're simply agent 3210, one of the twenty or so agents I'm in charge of handling."
Declan nodded. "Aye, sounds like a grand cover, but what're they gonna do once they learn I'm here?"
Shane grimaced. "Same thing any government does, I suppose. Send alerts out to every police station in the country with a picture and instructions on what to do and who to call if you're spotted."
"That's not what I mean. I mean what're they going to do about you when they find out I'm here? They may not be worried about our connection now, but if they know about it, I guarantee they will be when that little fact reaches their ears."
Shane placed his hands in the pockets of his overcoat. "I don't think they know. But that's all the more reason why we need to get moving and make this as short a visit as possible."
"Aye. Have you had any luck with finding out who we're looking for?"
Shane shook his head. "I'm afraid all I can tell you is that it came straight from the top through the Deputy Director himself. Very rare for my department these days, so whoever's after you is well-connected."
"Where does the Deputy Director get his orders from?"
"From the Director-General and the Joint Intelligence Committee, a weekly meeting of the minds for all the intelligence-related services in Great Britain."
"Who attends?"
"I don't know for sure. It's real hush hush kind of stuff and unfortunately I'm just not at that level. I know it's chaired by a permanent chairman from Whitehall and that the committee itself is made up of the heads of the three intelligence agencies; Five, Six and GCHQ, as well as advisors, staffers and representatives from various ministries, all related to defense. Honestly, I really can't tell you any more about it than Wikipedia probably can."
"Does anyone from foreign governments attend or is this strictly a British affair?"
"Supposedly the London station chiefs of certain intelligence agencies from around the world attend when matters concerning their nations are being discussed, but I don't have any idea who they are or how often they attend."
"Well, it would only be nations that are allied with Great Britain, right? That would certainly include the United States. The CIA has a presence in London, don't they?"
"Aye, it's unofficial, but they have an office at the American Embassy in Grosvenor Square. Five works with them sometimes when interests coincide, but most of that is on Islamic terrorism these days. I haven't seen the CIA in my department in a good while."
"But there is a CIA boss in London and that could very well be the person we're looking for. Do you have any idea who it is?"
Shane shook his head. "No. They don't exactly broadcast their people's names. I can't say for sure, but I'd venture a guess that they're all undercover to some degree. Even if you walked down the hallways of Grosvenor Square and read the nameplates on the doors you'd probably only come up with a bunch of fake job titles."
Declan shook his head.
"Look," Shane said, as if he was trying to defend himself, "I'm a Grade 5 salaried intelligence officer, Dec. I can't exactly ring the members of the Joint Intelligence Committee for tea."
"It's okay. It's grand. We just need to think this through. These people are bureaucrats. They're like mating garter snakes, all in a big ball seeing who can screw the one lone female the fastest."
Shane's face twisted in mock disgust. "Jesus, Dec—"
"I mean they're all connected in ways that would make the average person's head swim. Now think who and what from the intelligence community has been in the news lately, for any reason."
Shane thought for a moment and then took back the newspaper he'd handed Declan. Opening it to a page about three quarters of the way through he said, "Here," then handed it back. He stabbed a finger at a lengthy article containing a picture of an older gentleman with graying blonde hair who was standing next to two Irish wolfhounds alongside an aging rock wall. "That's all I can think of."
"Lord Dennis Allardyce," Declan said aloud, as he scanned the article, the acting director-general of the Security Service. I remember him. He used to be friends with my father."
Shane looked up suddenly. "He was what?"
"A friend of my da's."
"Do you think he remembers you?"
"I doubt it. That was a long time ago. I wasn't but nine or ten. Why's he the acting director-general?"
"Because the bleedin' sod that was in charge couldn't keep his willie in his Y-fronts and damn near caused an international incident, bloodied the poor bird up a bit as well. Allardyce has been appointed temporarily, but is expected to be confirmed as the permanent replacement within a matter of weeks. As such, he sits in the weekly meeting of the Joint Intelligence Committee."
"So he was there when the request was made?"
Shane nodded. "Aye, should've been."
"Then that's who we need to talk to."
Shane glared in disbelief. "Dec, we can't just walk up and knock on his door. He's the head of the Security Service. Going to him would be like turning yourself in."
"He's the only person we know of that was in that room. So unless you have any other ideas, he's all we've got."
"Alright, alright," Shane said, putting his hands up in submission and looking around the churchyard. "But what if he made the request himself? What if they're all connected, like you said, and whoever's after you put the request directly to Allardyce?"
"No, I don't think so," Declan said, continuing to scan the article. "If they had access to someone like Allardyce, the orders given to you yesterday probably would have come much earlier. Instead they had to wait until the meeting, which likely means that it was someone not connected to the British Government."
"Someone like the CIA Station Chief."
"Exactly."
"Alright, grand, let's just say you're right and Allardyce can point you in the right direction. What makes you think he will? What makes you think he'll help?"
"I don't know if you remember or not, but Allardyce once held another position before his rise to the level of the Lords Temporal or whatever he is now. He's been in the British Civil Service a long time; he used to be the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in the early 1980s, which is how he knew my father."
Shane thought for a moment and finally nodded. "Yeah, we were barely old enough to be out of nappies, but I think I remember."
Declan smiled in amusement. "Well, you might've been late to toilet training, Shane, but in seventy-nine I was campaigning with my da' for parliament and I remember Allardyce. He was the closest thing the IRA had to a friend in the British government during those years. He honestly thought the Catholic population had been done wrong by and at least tried to be understanding of the IRA's position, a fact that didn't exactly win him a lot of friends after events like the Mountbatten assassination and the Warrenpoint ambush. The bombing of the Grand Hotel in Brighton in eighty-four ended his tenure. By then Da' and Mum had been murdered and I'd been in and out of orphanages and was flirting with the 'Ra. I never saw him again after my parents' funeral."
"And you're thinking that if we can get to him, talk to him and tell him the truth of your situation, then maybe he can help us find out who made that request and that may lead us to the person who's behind all of this? It's a bit of a long shot, but I suppose it's the best we've got."
"Aye, it's the best we've got," Declan said, pointing to the picture in the article. "Where is this?"
"Greumach Manor is in Scotland. About two hours west of Aberdeen in the Cairngorm Mountains."
"That's a long way, but the article says he's spent every weekend there since he was a boy. Let's hope that's a tradition he's continued now that he's the nation's top spook."
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
 
 
9:14 a.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Constitutional Condominiums
6th St. & Maryland Avenue – Washington D.C.
 
The few hours of rest he'd managed to get hadn't helped his state of mind any. As he poured another cup of coffee from the brewer on his desk, David Kemiss sighed and leaned back in his chair again, sipping from the cup. He'd been up for most of the night again and had been staring for hours at every piece of paper intelligence they'd managed to gather on Declan McIver. He was convinced that somewhere in the documents was a clue to where the man was heading. If they could figure that out and get ahead of him, then it would be game over. Wherever he lived, Colin Bellanger was doing the same thing. Two brains were better than one, Kemiss reasoned, and Bellanger was much more used to paperwork than he was.
He sat up as his phone rang. "What?"
"Senator, it's Robert Evers."
"Oh. Mr. Evers. Good. Thank you for calling. What have you got?"
"Some good news and some bad news, sir. The good news is that we've had what we're pretty sure is a confirmed sighting."
"And the bad news?" Kemiss felt his face flush.
"The news came in the form of a phone call from the Dyfed-Powys police."
"The what police?"
"He's in Wales, or at least he was a few hours ago."
"In Wales? How the hell did he get to Wales?" Kemiss slammed down the coffee mug, slopping hot liquid onto his mahogany desk.
"I'm not sure, sir. I'm as surprised as anyone."
"I mean, you've got the airports sealed up, right? His name's on the 'no fly' list. How could he have possibly gotten out of the country and all the way to Wales?"
"Sir, with the information you've helped to uncover about McIver I really wouldn't be surprised to learn that he has a fake identity, maybe even more than one. Being as he's from the United Kingdom originally, that identity could very well have been that of a British citizen. With a minor change in appearance and what appeared to be legal documents, he could've slipped through the TSA pretty easily."
"And they're sure it's him?"
"Apparently he convinced some kind of wildlife worker in a place called Pembrokeshire to take him in. He stayed there the night and took off in their car when they recognized him. That was early this morning. The Chief Constable there called me as a courtesy. He's already notified his superiors and they're preparing a Task Force of some kind to track McIver down and apprehend him. While it's surprising news, it's really good news all around. The Brits have a much tougher system of policing than we do here in the States. With the amount of CCTV in that country I'd lay down a wager that they'll have him by the end of the day. They've been tracking his kind for over forty years."
Kemiss willed himself to calm down. While he considered the news to be anything but good, he couldn't let Evers know that. "Fine, then, let me know if there's any updates."
"You'll be my first call, sir."
Kemiss listened as Evers hung up and then tossed the phone across the desk, where it flew off the other side and pulled the STE's base unit off the desk with it, the two landing on the carpeted floor with a soft thud.
He took a moment to compose himself. Slowly, he stood and walked around the desk to pick up the phone. Returning it to the desk and straightening some other items, he considered the new development in the situation. He felt like he was losing control. He had lost control. If Declan McIver was in Great Britain then any influence he had over the direction of the manhunt was at an end. Evers would keep him up to date, but he was no longer in charge and the information would be just that; information, not intelligence. Not the kind of thing that Kemiss needed to insure that instead of being arrested, McIver was eliminated.
Maybe it doesn't matter anymore, he thought, as he ran a hand through his thinning hair and retook his seat behind his desk, closing his eyes. McIver's name had been so bloodied that maybe it didn't matter what he said when he was caught. Nobody would believe a word of it. But then if he was proved eventually to be correct, which Kemiss knew he would, then these things had a way of coming back. There was always some investigative reporter or some lawyer hungry for a book deal that would believe it and try to piece together exactly what had happened. The American public loved a conspiracy theory, and while nothing came of most of them, many of the government's secrets had been outed in just such a way. Whether it was the existence of the Navy SEALs, the lack of WMDs in Iraq, or the blow by blow details of the Osama Bin Laden raid, the media had a way of exposing things that nobody wanted exposed. While he couldn't be sure that an exposé would link back to him, he wasn't willing to risk it either. He had been careful, but the web that had been created was even beginning to confuse him. Had he made a mistake somewhere that might leave him exposed? It was possible and for that reason things would be far better off if Declan McIver were dead.
He leaned back in his chair and tried, for a moment, to put himself in the shoes of a man fleeing the law, a man fleeing a conspiracy. Where would he go? What would he be trying to accomplish? If McIver had wanted to disappear, then he would have done it. He never would have come back to the security company and put himself in harm's way, nearly getting himself caught. No, everything he had done had either been an overt move to try and expose the forces against him or a reaction to those forces' continued pressure. Now, in a different country, he had to believe that he had more room to breathe, to search for whatever it was that he was looking for. But what or who was he looking for?
Simard. The name hung on the edge of Kemiss' mind for a moment. He opened his eyes. Lane Simard was in London. But how could McIver know about Simard? He couldn't. The Agency didn't publish the names of its employees, but that was the only connection that he could think of in Great Britain. He shook his head. Maybe McIver was just a desperate man on the run. He had a past in the British Isles. Maybe he was just running hard and fast, hoping that he wouldn't be found. Still, Kemiss had a nagging feeling that that wasn't the case. If McIver had somehow learned of Simard then there was a definite connection back to him. He had met with Simard personally and tasked the man with finding out everything the Brits had. He knew that Simard wouldn't break easily; the man was a trained spy. But that didn't matter. If he broke at all, then Kemiss was finished…but not if Simard was finished first.
He reached into his pocket for his cell phone and dialed a number.
"Lukas," he said, as the line was answered. "I have a problem that I need you to help me with."
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
 
9:26 p.m. Local Time – Friday
Cairngorms National Park
Six Miles Northwest of Ballater, Aberdeenshire – Scotland
 
"Aye, that's it, the B976." Shane said as he turned on the overhead light in the late '80s model Range Rover and looked at the map he had unfolded in his lap. "Middle of nowhere, innit?"
"Aye," Declan said looking at the signs on the side of the three way fork in the road. The SUV's headlights shone over a weathered metal sign with a brown background and white lettering that pointed west and gave directions to Balmoral and Braemar Castles, tourist attractions that wouldn't begin their open seasons for nearly a month. "Are you sure about this?"
"Aye, that's Gairnshiel Lodge," Shane said pointing to a smallish, Gothic era castle that sat a short distance off the road behind an ancient looking rock wall. "According to my source the drive's just another few miles down this road on the right."
"According to your source? You mean you've never been here before?"
"Like I said, Dec, I'm not exactly on the guest list when it comes to your lordships and ladies. I have an informer in Falkirk that's rather decent with a computer. He found the location and provided the directions."
"Grand. We've hacked our way to the secret location of the MI5 director's weekend home."
"Looks like a single track road. It's gonna be hard to spot the drive in the dark."
"Oh, what do ya mean?" Declan said, in a mocking tone. "I'm sure there's a bright neon sign."
"This was your idea," Shane said, as he shifted the Range Rover back into gear and the engine made a whining sound as he piloted the vehicle down the roughly paved, one lane road. From the passenger side, Declan watched as the ancient rock wall surrounding Gairnshiel Lodge passed by. In the distance he could make out the barren looking peaks of the Cairngorm mountains up ahead. In a matter of minutes they'd not only be in an extremely remote and forbidding wilderness, they'd be there in the pitch black of night.
After a mile, the rock wall ceased and a quickly flowing river joined the road on its right hand side, a metal guardrail preventing what little traffic probably traveled the road from accidentally taking a swim. The road continued on over small hills and valleys until the river retreated away into the distant fields on the right and finally the headlights of the SUV fell over a hollowed out stone building that looked like it had been standing since the days of Robert The Bruce, if not longer.
"There," Shane said, pointing to the building. "The drive's gotta be right here somewhere."
As soon as he said it, they passed a rough dirt road. Shane braked hard and shifted the SUV into reverse. Backing up, he turned right onto the road and slowly proceeded past the old stone building. Declan noted two knee high metal poles on each side of the drive as they entered.
The vehicle's shocks squeaked loudly as the Range Rover bounced through deep potholes filled with water that sloshed audibly as the tires passed through. The road wound down a hill between two fields, a waist high barbed wire fence on either side, before entering a cluster of trees. Declan looked left and right, but couldn't see anything through the tree cover; what little bit of light there was, was blocked by the thick forest. He could see his breath on the cold glass of the window as he strained his eyes. This place was dangerous, he could feel it.
"Supposedly Greumach Manor was originally built in the fourteenth century after the end of the First War of Scottish Independence," Shane said as the forest ended and the vehicle moved again into open terrain. "Robert The Bruce deeded the lands to his supporters in the Clan Graham and they've held them ever since."
Declan looked left at two more ruined stone buildings. "Aye, looks old enough."
"Rumor has it that the RAF built a base nearby that included a bunker for the Royals during World War II. It was supposedly an evacuation point for Balmoral Castle if the Royals happened to be in residence when the Germans attacked. The existence of the bunker has never been verified, but the possibility is enough to keep every chattering conspiracy monkey frothing at the mouth at what goes on there now that it's no longer needed. Just like Rudloe Manor in the south with all the rumors of aliens and such. Blarney, if you ask me."
The SUV bounced and groaned as it passed over a rickety bridge spanning a ten foot gap in the terrain where a small creek flowed. "Looks like the end of the road," Declan said, as the headlights fell over a metal gate that blocked the way, about twenty yards ahead of them.
Shane stopped the SUV. "I guess we knew it wouldn't be that easy."
Declan opened the passenger's side door and stepped out.
"Where're you going?"
"We passed several security sensors along the drive in. They know we're coming."
Shane's expression changed to one of concern. "What do we do?"
"Stay here and hope they don't shoot you on sight," Declan said, flashing a smile. "I'm going to make my way out and about a bit. See if I can't get a look at what's coming at us."
He quietly closed the door and moved away from the vehicle, the damp cold of the Scottish evening attacking him suddenly now that he was away from the heater inside the SUV. Having been in the car for over eight hours as they made the journey north, his joints popped and his muscles stretched now that he was moving. He ran into some tall grass beside the road and crept along a narrow ditch towards the metal gate. It wasn't a security gate, but rather the kind of gate you'd see on a cattle ranch or horse farm. What could be either a storage shed or guard house stood on the right hand side of the driveway, its wood blackened by the moist weather and harsh temperatures. Along both sides of the gate was a rock wall that amounted to a pile of stones about eight feet high, held in place by wooden posts and mesh fencing. It was clear that whoever lived here wasn't expecting any visitors, nor were they prepared for any kind of security needs. Had he not seen the hastily placed sensor poles when they'd pulled onto the drive, there wouldn't have been any sign of security at all.
He exited the ditch and crossed quickly to the storage shed. The building had only one window, but he couldn't see through it in the dark. He ducked again and moved around the back of the building to the base of the rock wall. Grabbing onto one of the fence posts, he pulled himself up and over the wall. He landed on the uneven ground on the other side and caught himself with an outstretched hand as he nearly fell. Keeping low, he moved along the wall towards the gate.
At the gate he noticed a narrow path that cut off to the left from the main drive. Even from his position on the opposite side he could clearly see the tracks of a vehicle that had passed over the muddy road in recent days. He looked ahead and kept moving, the terrain inclining more as he moved along the wall. As he neared a grove of thick trees he came to a place where the rock wall turned ninety degrees and continued up and over a hill. He stood upright and again grabbed onto one of fence posts to lift himself over the wall. Instead of going all the way over this time, he lifted himself onto the top of it so he could see over the hill. As he did, he was hit with the smell of burning wood.
Looking down towards the base of the hill he could see the source of the smoke. A two story stone house sat just out of view from the main drive. Surrounded by a smaller rock wall and with a heavily overgrown garden in the back, he knew he couldn't be looking at Greumach Manor. For a lord's house he expected something far grander. He looked back towards where he'd left Shane parked. The SUV's headlights had been turned off but he could tell the vehicle was still running by the cloud of exhaust rising from its tail pipe. He was about to pull himself the rest of the way over the wall when the unmistakable sound of an engine starting came from somewhere near the house.
His turned his attention to a small barn when a pair of headlights were turned on and pierced the holes between the barn's wooden slat construction. Suddenly the doors were thrown open and a black Range Rover pulled forward, stopping briefly so the man who had opened the doors could get in.
"Anything?" he heard a British voice yell.
"No," came the response. "It's not moved away yet."
The man getting in slammed the door and the SUV took off. Declan ducked from view as the vehicle passed, making a quick right and then a quick left around the ninety degree turn in the rock wall. As soon as it was around the wall and its headlights shone over Shane's SUV, the driver floored the accelerator. Thirty yards later, the driver turned the vehicle suddenly and skidded to a stop in front of Shane, the passenger side door opening.
"Get out of the car!" Declan heard someone yell as he jumped down off the wall and began making his way back towards the gate, using the wall as cover to prevent his approach from being seen by what he could only assume were some kind of security guards. As he neared the gate he removed the Glock pistol he was carrying from his jacket and chambered a round. Securing the suppressor he'd been carrying in his pocket, he stopped at the edge of the gate and peered around. Two men stood behind the open doors of the black Range Rover, each aiming a sidearm in Shane's direction.
"Get out of the car now!" one of them yelled.
Declan watched as the driver's door of Shane's olive green 1986 Range Rover opened.
"Alright, alright," Shane said, his arms raised above his head as stepped out of the car. "I'm obviously in the wrong place."
"Keep your hands up and come around the front of the vehicle!"
Declan watched as Shane did as he was told. "I'm just a lost motorist," Shane said loudly. "Don't shoot. Don't shoot."
Looking through the windows of the black Range Rover, Declan could tell by the illumination from the headlights that the two guards were the only people in the vehicle. As Shane stepped slowly towards the front of his SUV, Declan pulled himself up and over the gate by placing his hands on its top rail and hopping over. He silently absorbed the impact of his landing by bending his knees and quickly withdrew the pistol from his belt again as he stood upright. The guards' attention was focused on Shane and neither saw him approaching as he moved slowly towards the rear of the vehicle. Whether Shane saw him, he wasn't sure. He just hoped that he was ready to act when the time came. He stopped at the back of the SUV and waited as Shane reached the front of his own Range Rover with his hands raised.
"Right then," the driver of the black Range Rover said, "Cuff him."
The passenger guard slowly moved out from around the door with his weapon still aimed.
"Easy, easy," Shane said. "I'm not looking for any trouble."
"Shut up," the guard replied, as he looked quickly over his shoulder at his partner. The partner nodded, indicating that he had the scene covered so his counterpart could holster his weapon and retrieve his handcuffs. Slowly the guard did just that, withdrawing a pair of white flexi-cuffs from the pocket of his black cargo pants after holstering his sidearm. Declan watched as he stepped towards Shane. Over the rumble of the two Range Rovers' engines, neither guard heard a sound as he stepped towards the right side of the black Range Rover and crept towards the driver, his pistol held by his side.
For a moment, Declan locked eyes with Shane who kept his hands in the air as he held his friend's gaze.
"He's not lookin' at me!" the driver suddenly shouted and he started to turn, but it was too late.
As the passenger guard dropped the flexi-cuffs and went for his sidearm, Shane stepped in and grabbed his gun hand before he could draw the weapon and threw a punch across the bridge of the man's nose. Declan blocked the driver's turning motion by grabbing his wrist as he struck him in the temple with the butt of his pistol. The man collapsed against the inside of the driver's door and slowly, Declan allowed him to fall to the ground still holding onto his gun hand. He wrenched the pistol away as the guard stared at him, bleary-eyed from the powerful strike.
"Jesus, Dec," Shane said from a few yards away. "I've still got it. Even after all these years."
Declan stood to see Shane wrench the passenger guard's pistol away, his hand under Shane's boot and pinned to the ground at the wrist. Shane stood with a smile, rubbing his knuckles.
"C'mon. Up with you," Declan said, as he grabbed the driver and pulled him to his feet, pushing him against the side of the black Range Rover with a hollow thunk.
A loud static filled the air. "Celt 2, this is Celt 1, over? Is everything clear down there?"
The voice came from a radio unit located on the dashboard of the guard's Range Rover. Declan and Shane locked eyes, each of them thinking the same thing.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
 
"I repeat, Celt 2. This is Celt 1. Do we have an all clear?"
"Give 'em the all clear!" Shane said, as he leveled the passenger guard's sidearm at the man Declan had shoved against the side of the SUV.
"No," Declan said, raising his hands between Shane and the guard. "We can't risk it. He could give them an emergency code and we'd never know. You do it."
"Are you having a laugh?" Shane asked.
"Do it, in your best London accent. You've lived there long enough, haven't you?"
Shane lowered the weapon and stepped towards the driver's door of the SUV. "We could just as easily give them the wrong code," he said, as he lifted an eyebrow and looked at Declan.
"Well we've gotta give them something. From the way these guys have operated so far I'm guessing the security isn't exactly top of the line. I'm rather surprised, really."
Shane nodded with a slight grimace and slid into the driver's seat, picking up the mic on the front of the radio unit. "Celt 1, this is Celt 2. All's clear down here, just a lost tourist. We've got him sorted and on his way, his encounter with the famed British SAS coming soon to an American travel blog near you." He spoke the last sentence with more than a bit of sarcasm in his voice.
Several seconds passed after Shane clicked off the mic. He sat still in the driver's seat, waiting. Declan watched the eyes of the guard against the Range Rover for even the smallest sign of delight. Instead the man's eyes darted between him and Shane with worry.
"Roger that, Celt 2," the radio crackled. The voice sounded almost elderly now that it had relaxed. "God only knows what that poor bugger will think is over these hills."
Shane smiled broadly. "Werewolves or something, no doubt, Celt 2 over."
Silence followed and Shane hung the mic back on the front of the unit.
"Well, that's that," he said with a nod as he stepped out of the vehicle. "Now we just need to find the manor. I'm sure his lordship has a fire on in the hearth for us."
After Declan had cleared the stone house around the bend of any other inhabitants, he and Shane secured the guards in the barn with their own flexi-cuffs and took their keys. Locking the black Range Rover's keys inside it and leaving it parked outside the house, they drove back to the gate and unlocked it, pulling through onto the worn dirt road beyond.
As the SUV bounced over more potholes, Declan kept an eye out for more security measures, especially roadside sensors that might give away their approach. Twenty minutes and seven rough miles later he hadn't seen any. "Where in the bloody hell is this place?"
"Just over this next hill if the map my agent provided is correct."
"Then let's stop here. From the looks of the inside of that farmhouse down there, his lordship isn't expecting those two guards to come and visit him."
Shane nodded and stopped the SUV just before the base of a steep hill. "So what's our approach?"
"Let's get a look at this place first. Then I'll figure something out."
They exited the vehicle and climbed the hill, the inky black of the Scottish night and the low cloud cover making it nearly impossible to see more than twenty yards in any direction.
"Supposedly this place sits at the southern end of Loch Builg," Shane said, as they crested the hill and looked over into the valley below. Through the fog it was hard to see anything very clearly, but there was definitely a loch judging from the mist settled over it. Declan scanned the area and through the mist could just make out the dim lights in the windows of a building. "There," he said pointing.
"Aye, I see it."
Partially buried in a thick fog was a stone building with a round spire on its front right corner, its roof invisible in a white wisp of frozen air. Declan started down the hill and Shane followed. More of the building became visible as they came closer. Greumach Manor appeared to be three stories tall and was small by castle standards. It was clear from the style of the architecture that the castle had been built during the Perpendicular Gothic period, and in places its outer walls were covered in thick ivy. A small motor court stood on the left directly opposite the spire they'd seen from the hill above, a stone archway stretching over it to allow a vehicle to drop its passengers without them getting wet from the frequent rainfall. A black late-model Bentley was parked under the archway along with another black Range Rover, a twin of the vehicle the security guards had been driving.
"Jesus, Dec. We could have a full team of night vision wearing snipers looking at us from the roof and we wouldn't know it in this fog."
"If they're wearing night vision in this weather they're in more trouble than we are."
"Oh, right," Shane said, as he remembered that night vision goggles were useless in the fog. "Well, we still can't walk up and ring the bell. What're you planning?"
Declan noticed a flickering light in a large second floor window and watched as a shadow moved past. "There," he said pointing to the window. "It looks like you were right. His lordship has a fire on for us."
Shane followed his hand to the arched picture window.
"The windows in this place are rather old," Declan said. "I bet with the right motivation they'll open right up."
"Yeah, but we have to get to them first."
Declan ignored the objection and walked quickly towards the archway over the motor court where a rusted metal pipe ran down the side to drain water away from the roof. Grabbing ahold of it, he shook it to see if it was secure. It would hold. He grabbed onto the metal bracket that secured it to the stone archway and pulled himself up, using his feet to push from the bottom. His boots slid slightly against the pipe, but the rust gave him all the traction he needed. Water began to immediately soak through his clothes as he pulled himself up onto the archway's roof and leaned over the edge. "Here," he said sticking out his hand for Shane.
He looked up towards the windows making sure, as best he could through the fog, that no one was watching them. Feeling Shane grip his hand, he braced his arm and pulled upwards. He could hear Shane's shoes slide against the rusted metal and reached out with his other hand to help him along. He didn't want anyone inside to hear them. The element of surprise was critical to gaining entrance. He pulled Shane onto the roof and stood, doing his best to brush the water off his clothes, though it had already soaked through in multiple spots. He could feel the cold air sharply against the wet material and wished for a moment that he was back in the United States where the temperatures were far milder.
"Now what?" Shane asked.
Declan didn't respond. Instead he pushed the thoughts of his adopted home away and moved towards the end of the archway that was attached to the building. A few feet above the end of the archway an architectural ledge was built into the side between the first and second floors.
"Ah," said Shane, as he spotted it, "now I'm with you."
The sound of a door squealing on its hinges as it was pulled open came from below them. Declan placed his back against the wall and waved his hand at Shane, who responded by crouching down out of view. They waited silently as the sound of heavy boots descending a set of stone steps followed the closing of the door. Soon a heavy sigh and the unmistakable sound of a cigarette lighter came from below and Declan smiled. He moved forward, taking care not to make any noise as he did so. Shane flashed him a panicked look and mouthed the words, "What're you doing?"
Declan held a finger to his lips and moved towards the other end of the archway. Crouching down at the end of it, he looked over the side as a puff of bluish smoke rose into the air from below him. He waited for several minutes as puff after puff of smoke rose from the same spot. When he saw a cigarette butt fly out from under the archway and disappear into the dark, he prepared to make his move. He placed his hands against the edge of the archway and as he heard the sound of boots walking back towards the door, he leapt over the side and twisted as he landed onto the gravel drive, absorbing the impact. The sound of his landing was enough to draw the attention of the man who had been smoking and, as he started to turn around, Declan rushed forward and delivered a knife-edged chop to the side of his neck where the carotid artery was located. It was a gutsy move and it paid off, as the man collapsed onto the pea gravel drive underneath the archway, the blood flow to his brain temporarily interrupted by the forceful strike.
"Change of plans," Declan whispered upwards to Shane. "Get down from there. We're going in the front door." He pulled the downed security guard out of the line of sight of the front door and ran up a set of stone steps that led to a porch and an oak door. He depressed the thumb latch on the door as he heard Shane land on the gravel drive with a thud. Looking over his shoulder to be sure Shane was on his way, he pushed the door open.
A rush of warm air flowed through the open doorway and Declan cautiously stepped inside, his eyes moving around the castle's large foyer. The floor was black and white parquet and directly ahead of him, along the left side of the mahogany-paneled walls, was a grand staircase leading to a second floor balcony that overlooked both the foyer and whatever room was beyond the closed wooden door on the right side of the staircase. The lighting was dim, but he could see an open-arched doorway to his right and a dining room beyond it containing a long wooden dining table. To his left, a small parlor with a writing desk and a chair stood surrounded by floor to ceiling windows.
Shane stepped in behind him and gently pushed the door closed. Declan started to reach for the pistol in his belt, but thought better of it. He had no desire to shoot anyone inside and if someone shot at him, he'd just have to duck away. Killing innocent people simply wasn't an option.
"Wait here," he whispered to Shane, as he pointed to the small parlor.
Shane nodded and walked into the room, taking a position just inside the door where he couldn't be seen if someone were to approach from inside the house.
Declan cleared the dining room with a few quick glances and moved onto the red carpeted stairway. Looking up towards the balcony, he climbed the stairs, watching carefully for any signs of more security guards. The flickering light he had seen through the second story window had to be from a fireplace. Hopefully it was some kind of den or study where Lord Allardyce was located. He had no desire to traipse throughout the entire castle trying to find the man, even if the castle was on the smallish side.
Declan reached the top of the stairs and turned right after clearing the hallway to his left. It contained only another closed wooden door, no sign of any lights on inside the room beyond showing around the edges. He approached the other side of the balcony where another staircase lead to the third floor and looked over into the room below. It was a large den with a fireplace along the right wall and a set of circular picture windows that presumably looked out over the loch when the weather was clear enough to see it. Knowing he was exposed on top of the balcony, he moved past the staircase, where a long hallway led to a closed wooden door. Four other doors stood closed along the hallway. With his back pressed to the wall, he moved past each of the doors.
From underneath a doorway halfway down the hall he saw what he was looking for; a faint flicker of light from a fireplace. He moved across the hallway towards the door and listened. From inside the room beyond, he could hear a low key conversation. He reached out and gripped the wrought iron door handle and depressed the latch, pushing the door open and bathing the hallway in orange light.
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
 
Declan waited momentarily for his eyes to adjust. Slowly, when no noise or motion came from inside the room, he stepped around the edge of the doorframe and revealed himself. Two men looked in his direction from a billiard table, surprise evident on their faces.
"Who are you?" the man on the opposite side of the table from the door said. Declan recognized him from vague, childhood memories and from the Daily Telegraph article he had read earlier.
Lord Dennis Allardyce was a lanky man with thinning blonde hair and touches of gray over his ears, wearing a dark red wool sweater and brown trousers. He stared blankly at Declan, his face momentarily registering uncertainty, before turning emotionless again.
"I don't mean you any harm," Declan said, raising his hands to show that they were empty.
"Well, I should say you do if you've gone to the trouble of breaking in here. I suppose you're the lost tourist and that the all clear we just received was from my men who were afraid for their lives."
Declan nodded. "They're fine. A few bumps and bruises, but fine."
Allardyce grimaced and the man standing opposite him with the pool cue in his hand turned slowly around. He was an elderly man, gray haired, with a receding hairline and a wrinkled face. His brown eyes darted between the door and Declan as he tried to register the situation.
"Well, get on with it if you must," Allardyce said, straightening himself as if he was preparing to take a bullet. "I'd hoped we were free of your lot trying to assassinate us, but I guess that'll never be so."
Declan lowered his hands. "I haven't come here to assassinate you. The minor harm done to your security was regrettable, but necessary."
"Do you know how many crimes you've committed by breaking in here?"
"Nothing compared to what I've committed trying to get here. In the last four days I've committed more violent acts than in the previous forty-one years combined, and that's saying something because I've got quite a story. My name is Declan McIver and I've only come here to talk to you."
"Declan McIver?" Allardyce asked, as he looked Declan up and down. "If that's true, there's a good many people looking for you."
"That's why I need your help."
"My help,” Allardyce said, with a quick smile that bordered on a sneer. "Oh, you'd have better luck assassinating me."
"Just hear me out. If you don't believe what I tell you, you can hold me here until the police come." Declan withdrew the Glock pistol from inside his coat and stepped forward, placing it on the billiard table before backing away. Allardyce tensed as he saw the weapon, but relaxed again as it was laid down.
From outside of the room came a violent thud as the door opened and a black-clad man was shoved through, his face bearing a red swelling near the eye and cheek. "Found this sorry bastard outside plotting some violence," Shane said, as he appeared in the doorway behind the man and holding what Declan presumed was the security guard's pistol.
Allardyce cleared his throat as he looked at his vanquished security. The room quickly returned to the way it was before the interruption. "That's a nice gesture," he said, nodding at Declan's surrendered pistol, "but since you didn't come here alone, that pistol won't do me much good, will it?"
"My list of friends has become extremely short in the last few days, but thankfully I still have one or two."
"Well then, since I'm being press-ganged into playing your host, why don't you get on with it?"
Declan did. He reviewed briefly his life, his movements before the bombing at the university, and everything he'd done since. When he was finished, Allardyce let it all sink in for a moment before he spoke. "I don't suppose there's anyone who can verify any of this, is there?"
Declan grimaced and shook his head. "No. They've cut me off from everyone and everything. If not for the help of a few old friends I'd probably be dead by now, my wife, too."
"I'm sure that I don't need to tell you the percentage of people in our prisons that claim they are innocent of the charges against them."
"Why would I risk everything to come here if what I'm saying is a lie? Why would I have the audacity to come to you, a lifetime civil servant of Great Britain, for help if I didn't really need it? You knew my father and he regarded you as an honorable man. He told me once, shortly before he died, that if I ever needed help that I should contact you. I'm about thirty years late, but I'm here, hoping against hope that he wasn't wrong."
"Your father?"
"Paul McIver, elected Member of Parliament for the North Down constituency in the elections of 1979. You campaigned with him while you were Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. He was murdered along with his wife, Lorna, the very next year. His son, Declan, witnessed the deaths of his parents from the backseat of their newly purchased Mercedes Benz."
Allardyce looked down, examining the crimson carpet for a moment as he mulled over the names. When he looked up he said, "You're the son of Paul and Lorna McIver?"
Declan nodded as Allardyce stared in his direction.
"Where did they live?" the aged aristocrat charged.
"In the town of Ballygowan, in a two-story stone house on the Tullygarvan Road near the intersection with Springmount Road."
"What was the name of the house?"
"The Brae Bridge House, but you'd only know that if you pulled back the ivy on the right stone column near the entrance, where the black iron shingle was placed."
"You've done your research."
"My father carried a black, leather-bound journal with him in his briefcase," Declan said. "My da' woke up at sunrise every morning and spent a few hours in his study before the rest of the family awakened. The last entry in his journal was on June 16th, 1980, the morning before my parents were murdered at a fake UDR roadblock while driving home along the Ravara Road. The journal was given to me in 1987 by Father Liam Donnelly. Today it sits in an armoire inside my house in Roanoke, Virginia, in the United States. The inscription on the inside cover is a quote from Thomas Jefferson and reads, 'Nothing can stop the man with the right mental attitude from achieving his goal.' Writing in that journal is something he learned from you. You gave those journals to all of the candidates for Parliament who supported the idea of a power-sharing government in Northern Ireland in the 1979 election."
Allardyce looked at Declan for several moments, his stare unblinking. "My God," he said, "the little blonde-haired boy who campaigned with his father all those years ago. I never made the connection. And what of all this talk about an IRA hit squad targeting London? Also a made up lie, I suppose?"
Declan shook his head. "No. That part's true. As I said, I'm about thirty years late and I'm afraid the circumstances of my existence in Northern Ireland after the deaths of my parents found me in the company of some rather violent men."
Allardyce nodded slowly, his face softening a bit. "That's a sad story which has been repeated many times in Northern Ireland, so many there were caught up in the Troubles despite not being political hardliners of one persuasion or another."
"You can't seriously be considering helping this man," the older man who had been standing silently in the room all along said. "He's a wanted terrorist. You're the director-general of the Security Service. It would be political suicide."
"I've served my country for a long time, Tom. Don't lecture me on politics. If I've been used, and my country as a result, by someone with less than honorable intentions then I want to know about it and set it right."
"Then you'll help me expose this conspiracy?" Declan said. "You'll tell me who requested the information on me and where it went?"
"No," Allardyce said, as he set down his pool cue and withdrew a Walther PP from the pocket of his trousers. He aimed it at Shane. "Drop the weapon, son."
The older man whom Allardyce had just called Tom reached over and picked up the Glock that Declan had surrendered.
Shane stayed where he was, his pistol still aimed at the security guard standing in front of him. He looked between Allardyce and Declan.
"Drop it, Shane," Declan said. "We're not here to hurt anyone. That's not going to help us."
Slowly, Shane allowed the pistol to fall out of his grip and hang by his index finger. He held it up as the security guard in front of him relaxed and turned, taking his pistol back.
"Now what?" Declan asked.
"Now you're both officially in the custody of the Security Service," Allardyce said, "and until I get this matter straightened out, that's where you're going to stay."
 



Chapter Sixty
 
 
6:23 p.m. Eastern Time – Friday
Constitutional Condominiums
6th St. & Maryland Avenue – Washington D.C.
 
David Kemiss walked over to the door, opening it in response to the sharp knock. "Come in, Colin. Come in."
Colin Bellanger stepped into the apartment. In the button-down shirts and ties required at the Senate office building, Kemiss thought the young man looked awkward and lanky. But tonight, in his off hours, wearing a black twill zip-up jacket that fitted his lean figure perfectly, with his hair wet from the rain outside and his glasses exchanged for a pair of contacts, he looked athletic and maybe even sophisticated.
"Dinner's just been delivered. I hope Chinese from City Lights is okay."
"Great. City Lights delivered all the way to Stanton Park? Impressive. Thank you, Senator."
"Perk of the job and its David tonight, I get tired of all the titles."
Bellanger smiled and unzipped his coat, pulling out a thick file from underneath that he had been shielding from the rain. "I can understand that, I guess."
The young man seemed nervous.
"So, I hate to bring you out on a night like this, but you said you'd found something?" Kemiss asked.
While he was trying very hard to be polite and to come off as cool and collected, inside Kemiss was feeling almost panicked. Earlier in the day he had learned that Declan McIver had been spotted in Wales and news since then had seemed to confirm Kemiss' worst fears; McIver appeared to be heading inland towards London. Police in the U.K. had discovered that he had carjacked a couple of tourists not far from where he had spent the night with a wildlife worker and her elderly father. The tourists' stolen car had turned up only an hour outside of London, but McIver had yet to be located. In response to the developments, Kemiss had charged Lukas Kreft with hiring assassins to kill Lane Simard, the only person in London that could positively tie Kemiss to McIver and so to the attacks on Liberty University and Abaddon Kafni. The question burning in his mind was could Kreft find the kind of men they needed to do the job in time? Having never hired professional killers, Kemiss would have had no idea where to start. Hopefully, Kreft was more experienced and better prepared.
"So what is it, what have you got?"
"Well, I think I've finally found something. I hope it will be useful."
"Well, don't keep me in suspense," Kemiss said with a smile, as they moved into the apartment's main living area and took a seat on the sofa. Two large bags filled with various Chinese entrées were on the table, but Kemiss pushed them aside as Bellanger placed the folder on the table and opened it.
"Yes, sir." Bellanger began removing some of the papers inside the file. "I've been going over the documents you asked me to and I've made what I think is an important connection. Do you remember the plane that the FBI had boarded when it landed in Ireland?"
"Yes."
"Well, I think it was connected to Declan McIver after all."
"Do tell."
"A lot of the names in the file have been redacted and the connection isn't an easy one to make without them, but by process of elimination I believe I've figured out the man who was running the show in the Black Shuck Unit of the IRA. I believe it's a man named Eamon McGuire."
Kemiss bristled for a moment. How could Irish law enforcement have allowed an international fugitive to get off an airplane without seeing him? And what about McIver's presence in the U.K.? He hoped Bellanger wasn't wasting his time. "As in McGuire & Lyons Industries?"
"Yes, sir, the company that owned the plane. Eamon McGuire never played an active role in the company. I guess he was far too busy with his IRA activities, so he left the running of the family business to his brother. Both of them are dead now, but the company is run by Eamon's son, Fintan, who's one of the names on the list of suspects in the Black Shuck Unit."
"And you're betting that Fintan is a chip off of the old block and is helping his old childhood friend, Declan McIver, hide out?"
"Yes, sir. Now, I know what you're thinking, that this can't be connected because McIver's in England, not Ireland, but hear me out?"
Kemiss nodded.
"Fintan McGuire was one of the people on that plane when it landed in Ireland, which means he was in the United States. Now, I've gone over everything I can find about him on Google and all over the Internet and I can't find any reason why he would be in West Virginia. I can't even find any reason why he would be in the United States, especially for such a short time. McGuire & Lyons Industries is focused primarily on emerging economies across Europe, Southern Asia and South America. Now, is it possible that he was in town for a meeting at the Greenbrier? Sure it is. But that's an awfully big coincidence, if you ask me, and I don't believe in coincidences."
"He was here to get his old friend out of the country," Kemiss said, though he thought the young man was reaching, possibly out of a desire to make a name for himself in the powerful company he found himself in. Careers in Washington had been made on less. Still, Bellanger was onto something and though he couldn't have known this, the airport McGuire's plane had landed and taken off from was a small, out of the way place not normally connected with the Greenbrier Resort, and that lent itself to the idea that McGuire had been trying to hide something. "Well, I'll admit there are a lot of factors in play and your theory has at best a fifty-fifty shot, but it's worth checking into further."
And it was worth checking into further. Though Declan McIver had been seen in the U.K., all of the eyewitness accounts had said that he was alone. There had been no sign of his wife which meant that he had to have hidden her again, and property associated with McGuire & Lyons Industries was as good a place to start as any. Even if McIver himself wasn't there, the presence of his wife would mean that he would eventually show up. Kemiss picked up his cell phone and dialed a number. "Allan, it's David. I have something I want you to look into."
Kemiss quickly caught Allan Ayers up to speed and set the NSA analyst to work. When he hung up the phone, he turned back to Bellanger and said, "Let's eat."
He had invited the young man to his home not because he had said he'd found something, Kemiss could have learned that over the phone, but to ensure that he had the young man's confidence. The job he'd been charged with was highly sensitive and while he had been told that at the time Kemiss had given it to him, he needed to be told again and made to realize the consequences of betraying that trust.
 



Chapter Sixty-One
 
 
8:19 a.m. Local Time – Saturday
Greumach Manor
Loch Builg, Aberdeenshire – Scotland
 
"Well, if nothing else," Shane said, as he looked around at their surroundings, "we've established that there is, in fact, a bunker underneath Greumach Manor. I can make a small fortune writing books about it from my jail cell. My kids will appreciate it, I'm sure."
Lying on one of the eight sets of barracks-style bunk beds that occupied the stone walled cellar they were in, Declan opened one eye and flashed a smile. "You don't have any kids."
After their failed attempt to win the aid of Lord Dennis Allardyce, they had been taken beneath the castle and locked in what appeared to be the barracks part of whatever there was underneath the small fortress. As they'd been led below, they'd passed through several oak doors that appeared to be as old as the castle itself, and that had been reinforced with iron beams. With each of the doors undoubtedly locked as Allardyce and his security guards had returned to the upper floors, escape was impossible. The only other entrance stood at the far end of the room and was secured with three iron crossbars that had been riveted to the stone walls. Whatever was beyond had obviously not been used in a very long time.
"Right," Shane said, standing from his own bunk and causing a cloud of dust to rise from the thin mattress. "Well, I'll find one of those old birds that have a thing for inmates, you know? We'll get married, have conjugal visits and adopt a whole cadre of orphans from around the world. Just like Brangelica."
"Brangelina."
"Right, whatever."
Shane was never beyond a joke, but Declan knew the seriousness of their situation wasn't lost on him. Without the help of Allardyce, not only would they both be arrested and tried for their various crimes, but the only hope of learning the identity of the person who'd passed Declan's information from Great Britain to America was gone and with it, the last chance he had of exposing the conspiracy he'd become the center of. While Allardyce had said he would “get the matter straightened out,” Declan couldn't think of anyone that the aristocrat would have contact with that would possibly know the truth of what was going on. Short of an undercover sting operation being run by the governments of both Great Britain and America to entrap the conspirators, Allardyce would only get the official version of the events which, as far as Declan knew, had been designed and directed by the people who had been controlling the investigation through Seth Castellano. Despite the gravity of his own situation, Declan rested easy knowing that Constance was in good hands. Fintan would protect her, help her change her identity, and while her life might not be what she'd hoped for, she'd be alive and in time could possibly find happiness again.
A loud sound echoed from outside the room and Declan knew immediately that it was the sound of the doors being opened along the hallway that led to their current location. But why? Had the authorities finally arrived to take him into proper custody? By his best estimation, it had been just over eight hours since he'd broken into Greumach Manor and confronted the MI5 director, and eight hours was almost exactly how long it had taken them to drive from London the previous day.
With another loud slam as one of the iron deadbolts was released, the door to the barracks room opened and two of the black-clad security guards slowly stepped in, each aiming a pistol. Neither Declan nor Shane moved as the two guards regarded them coolly for several moments. Finally, they stepped aside and Lord Dennis Allardyce appeared in the doorway, wearing the same clothes he had the previous night.
"Leave," Allardyce said, waving his two security guards out, "now."
The two men exchanged surprised looks and then slowly turned and left the room. Allardyce pushed the heavy wooden door closed behind them and took a deep breath. "I've spent the last several hours going over this," he said, as he tossed a thick file onto one of the two rectangular, wooden tables that separated the two rows of bunks. Dust shot into the stale air as the file landed with a thud. "It's very interesting reading, but it leaves a lot to be desired. Starting with the confirmed guilt of any of the one hundred or so men mentioned as possible suspects."
Declan looked at the legal-sized manila folder, its edges worn with age and its contents held inside by a thick rubber band. Faded red letters stamped on top of the folder read CLASSIFIED over the official seal of the United Kingdom's Cabinet Office. On the folder's tab the words PIRA – BLACK SHUCK were clearly visible in blue ink.
"Your name appears thirty-eight times in this file," Allardyce continued. "Every single mention of you is pure hearsay and speculation on the part of the informer, in fact every single mention of anyone in this file is hearsay and speculation, yet the American, and now the international, media seem to be under the impression that you've already been tried and found guilty of every possible crime listed."
"The radio show hosts don't call them the Drive-By media for nothing," Declan said, "guilty until proven innocent."
"Yes, well, your statements to me last night would, in fact, indicate your guilt, but I'm getting the feeling this isn't something you're interested in hiding anymore. Am I correct?"
"I'm sure every man listed in that file is guilty of something," Declan continued. "For my part, I was a member of the South Armagh Brigade of the Provisional IRA from 1986 until 1993. During that time I trained with a secret unit codenamed Black Shuck. But to answer your question, no one is guilty of Black Shuck, because the entire operation never made it past the intelligence-gathering phase. The attack the unit was created for never happened. The media believes I'm guilty because the people controlling the release of that information aren't interested in the truth. They're interested in burying my credibility, along with my lifeless body."
"And that's your saving grace," Allardyce said. "This information was provided on the condition that it would only be used to affect an arrest of the chief suspect, you, in both the bombing and subsequent assassination. However, the release of this information, in any form, to the media was not part of that deal. I may look like an aging politician, but I assure you I'm a military man with a long career in the world of espionage. I know a black bag job when I see one. My phone has been ringing off the hook since this hit the airwaves on Thursday afternoon and, despite having just taken this position over less than a month ago, it's been made clear to me that my leadership of the Security Service will be extremely short if I don't get a handle on this and keep it from becoming a very embarrassing episode for the government of the United Kingdom."
"You and I both know there's only one way that information was mishandled," Declan said. "On purpose. The person or people you released it to weren't working for who they said they were."
Allardyce nodded slowly. "Yes, well, they're not the only ones with contacts abroad. Before this file was delivered to me a few hours ago I spent time gathering information on the two of you. I was quite shocked at your identity, Mr. O'Reilly. Imagine my surprise when I learned that the legendary IRA informer, Homeless Viper, was a low ranking intelligence officer in my own Irish & Domestic Terrorism Department. One of our own aiding an international fugitive is a serious offense."
Shane grimaced and his eyes darted between Declan and Allardyce. "Declan's no fugitive. He's the best friend I've ever had and if you want to get to the bottom of this, he's the best friend you have."
"Yes. That would seem to be true. As far as I can tell there's only one person who's told me the truth since this entire thing began in the briefing room on Wednesday morning, and that's you, Mr. McIver. Try as I might, I cannot come up with any reason why you'd be involved in either the bombing or the assassination. You certainly have the experience to commit such an attack, your apparent friendship with Abaddon Kafni gave you the necessary access to commit such an attack, but as far as I can tell, you have absolutely no motivation to commit such an attack. The idea being passed around in the media that your motive is financial is ridiculous. You're sitting on nearly two million dollars in assets and your wife is heiress to another small fortune. If there's one thing you have in good supply, it's money."
"You've done your research," Declan said, flashing a brief smile.
"The man who requested that the Committee release its information on you is the London Station Chief of the American CIA."
Declan and Shane exchanged a knowing glance. "Just like we thought," Shane muttered.
"Where can I find him?" Declan asked.
"I'll take you to him."
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
 
 
4:06 p.m. Local Time – Saturday
Ashford Road
Two miles south of Faversham, County of Kent – England
 
Lane Simard sat alone in the backseat of the black, late model Range Rover that the United States Government provided him in his duties as the Central Intelligence Agency's London station chief. He watched through the tinted windows as the four man team of youthful agents that were in charge of his security and transportation entered the two story Tudor-style farmhouse he was preparing to spend a rare vacation in.
The house sat at the end of a mile long lane called Baggins Road, an undoubted reference to the author, Tolkien. The house belonged to the family of an English couple whom he and his wife had made friends with during their four year stay in London and who had graciously offered the country estate for his use on several occasions. The rigors of his work often kept him away for several weeks at a time and he was looking forward to spending a relaxing few days with his family when they joined him later in the evening.
"All set, sir," one of the young agents said, as he opened the rear passenger side door for Simard. "We've scanned the entire house. It's clean."
Simard knew the man meant that the home had been found to be free of any kind of listening devices and even though he wasn't planning on making or receiving any sensitive phone calls, such conversations were always a possibility in his line of work.
"Thank you," he said, as he stepped from the car and walked towards the arched front door. "I want two of you posted at the end of the lane with one of the SUVs and waiting for my family to arrive. They're being driven down from London in a few hours."
"Yes, sir," the man said, as he opened the home's front door and stood aside. "Myself and Agent Fuller will handle it."
Simard nodded and entered the house. He felt his cell phone vibrate in his pocket as he entered the spacious, stone walled kitchen and withdrew it as he stepped through an archway and into the home's living area.
"Hello?"
"Mr. Simard, David Kemiss," the voice on the other end said. "You're a hard man to surprise."
"Good evening, Senator," Simard said, feeling slightly uncomfortable with the level of friendliness in Kemiss' voice. The seasoned politician had, to date, never been anything other than abrupt, sometimes bordering on insulting. "How can I help you?"
"Oh, you've already helped me a great deal and I wanted to express my gratitude. I sent a gift to your London residence, but the delivery company was told you had left for a few days."
"Well, thank you, Senator. That's a great gesture. I'm away from London for a vacation with my family. I'll look forward to receiving your gift when I return."
"I'm afraid by then it won't be much good. Perhaps I could have the delivery company bring it to your getaway? You and your wife could enjoy it during your well-deserved vacation."
Simard didn't like the thought of someone coming to the farmhouse but, as his mind raced to think of a good excuse to refuse the offer, he settled on the notion that saying "no" to the senator would be a bad idea. "That would be great, thank you. I don't know the exact address, but I'm at a farmhouse in Kent, it's two miles south of the M2 motorway near Faversham. It's the only house on Baggins Road and it's at the very end. They can't miss it. I'll have one of my men meet them out front."
"Beautiful area, my wife and I visited there some years back. I hope you enjoy your stay. I'll notify the delivery company immediately. Thank you again for everything you've done for me, and for your country."
Simard nodded, though he knew Kemiss couldn't see him. "My pleasure, sir."
He felt a swell of pride at being personally thanked by such a high-ranking member of his country's government, even though all he had done was his job. He listened as Kemiss hung up before he closed the phone and returned it to his pocket. Climbing the home's narrow wooden staircase, he entered a hallway and made an immediate left into the study, which overlooked the gravel driveway leading into the property. He removed some papers from his briefcase along with a copy of a book by one of his favorite authors. Setting the papers down on the desk before loosening his tie and removing his shoes, he took a seat in the leather chair next to the room's picture window. Without meaning to be, he was asleep within a few minutes.
 
He awakened suddenly as he heard the front door of the farmhouse slam closed. Glancing at his watch, he stood and looked through the window. Judging from the faint orange glow to the west that illuminated the green shrubbery along the driveway, the sun was just about to set for the day. He leaned over and placed his hands on the window sill, admiring for a moment the majestic evening that was just beginning. His thoughts were interrupted as he noticed a pair of headlights coming down the drive. Was it time for his family to arrive already? He smiled and thumped his closed fist against the sill victoriously before turning to exit the room.
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
 
 
6:02 p.m. Local Time – Saturday
Intersection of Ashford Road & the M2 Motorway
Half a mile south of Faversham, County of Kent – England
 
"How is it that you came to work in Her Majesty's Security Service, Mr. O'Reilly?" Lord Dennis Allardyce asked, as the Range Rover they were riding in cruised smoothly off the M2 motorway onto Ashford Road. Declan tried to hide a smile as Shane shifted uncomfortably in the front passenger seat. Like their involvement in both the IRA and Black Shuck, their dealings with the intelligence agencies of Great Britain were a long story.
Shane cleared his throat. "I became an informer for the FRU in the late eighties. That's where the codename Homeless Viper came from. When things went bad and the IRA tried to execute me, my handler, Harold Thom, brought me to London. I've worked there ever since. Who better to run Irish informers than an Irish informer, right? I made a deal with Her Majesty's Government to provide high-value intelligence in exchange for immunity, and employment."
"But you didn't fulfill that agreement completely, did you? You made sure that Her Majesty's Government didn't find out the true identities of the Black Shuck Unit, including that of your friend, Declan McIver."
Shane nodded.
"And you've kept in touch with him over the years and were able to warn him that someone was trying to leak his past in an effort to frame him for Abaddon Kafni's assassination?"
"Something like that, sir. I've known Declan since we were teenagers. He's saved my life a number of times. I would never have protected anyone that I wasn't sure of. Declan turned his back on violence, even before I did."
"I believe you. Here is something that I still don't know the answer to," Allardyce said, as he looked over at Declan. "How is it that an Irish paramilitary and a conservative Israeli celebrity became friends in the first place? That can't be a common thing."
Declan thought about the question for a moment. Allardyce had been peppering both him and Shane with questions most of the journey and it was starting to annoy him. Talking about his past wasn't something he enjoyed doing, but he felt, with Allardyce, like he had no choice. Thankfully, in what Declan considered to be typical aristocratic behavior, Allardyce had made it clear that he had no intention of making the ten hour drive to where the CIA chief was located. Instead, Allardyce had chartered a small private aircraft and the journey had been completed in less than half that time.
"There's more to Abaddon Kafni than a lot of people realize," Declan said. "I first met him in Belfast in 1990."
Allardyce smiled as if the answer to the question had suddenly become clear to him. "He was undercover for Israel, wasn't he?"
Declan nodded. "Aye, he was the leader of a small contingent of Mossad operatives in Belfast who were keeping watch on the Provos' connections with the PLO."
"Thatcher made it illegal for Mossad to operate in Northern Ireland, but I'm not at all surprised to learn that they ignored her. They've never been an organization that's particularly good at following rules. What was their cover?"
"Bookstore, they ran a secondhand bookstore called Salinger's on the A6, a few blocks northwest of the Belfast Synagogue."
"Amazing," Allardyce said, shaking his head with a laugh.
"Here we are, sir," Tom Gordon said from the driver's seat. "Baggins Road."
Gordon slowed the Range Rover and turned onto a one lane gravel road with thick overgrowth on either side of it providing a natural fence between it and the fields beyond.
Declan looked forward through the windshield from his seat on the rear passenger side next to Allardyce. They had left Greumach Manor at noon for the county of Kent, where Lord Allardyce had located Lane Simard, the CIA's London Station Chief and the man who had requested the U.K.'s files regarding Declan. He didn't know how exactly Allardyce had located him, but he had a strong suspicion that the Security Service kept a watchful eye on the diplomats and embassy personnel of other countries. He wasn't surprised.
The fact that the CIA had been the agency that had requested his records shouldn't have surprised him, and yet it did. It was the first official evidence he had that the people who had conspired to kill Kafni and were trying to kill him were part of the American government. He had built his dreams in America and he believed wholeheartedly that it was very much the land of opportunity, that anyone from anywhere with any background could come and, if he was willing to put in the time, build a better life for himself and his family. The whole idea that the government of the United States was involved in covering up the presence of a Chechen terrorist who had a lengthy record of terrorist attacks and more blood on his hands than a butcher during cookout season, seemed farfetched, despite the events of the last five days, but apparently that was the case. Someone, somewhere within the bloated bureaucracy in Washington D.C., had a reason to kill and hopefully the man they were going to see could shed some light on exactly who, and perhaps why.
"What's this?" Gordon said as the Range Rover's headlights fell over a parked vehicle. He slowed the SUV to a stop and craned his neck to look at the others in the car with him. "Some tosspot's gone and left his car here with the doors wide open."
"No, I don't think so," Declan said from the back seat, his face mirroring the same concern as Shane and Lord Allardyce. "What do those license plates mean? They're not the same as the other cars we've passed."
"They're diplomatic plates," Shane said. "It means the vehicle's been set aside for use by a foreign organization. The 274 means it belongs to the United States and the X means it's for non-diplomatic staff. The CIA station chief would have such a vehicle, maybe more than one."
Declan pushed open the door and stepped out.
"Here," Allardyce said, "you might need this." He handed over the Glock pistol Declan had surrendered the night before.
"I'll turn the lights out," Gordon said as he reached for the knob beside the steering wheel.
"No," Declan said as he took the pistol. "If someone's watching and they see the lights go out they'll know something's up. Once I'm out, back the car up to the end of the road and make like you're leaving. Drive a short distance and turn around, this time entering with the lights already off. And stay off the brakes. Use the clutch." He closed the door slowly, quietly allowing it to latch. He had a bad feeling that he wasn't going to like what he was about to find and if someone was watching or listening, he wanted to avoid tipping them off if he could. He released the magazine from the pistol and checked it before pushing it back in and chambering a round.
He heard Gordon shift the car into reverse and begin backing away as he approached the black Range Rover, his pistol aimed at the passenger side door that was standing open. Rounding the door as he reached the vehicle, he saw exactly what he was expecting. Two bodies, each clad in a black suit and hunched over in the front seats. It was clear from the blood covering the upholstery and the driver's side window that they'd been shot from about the same place he was standing, and recently.
"What have we got?" Shane asked from the passenger side window as Allardyce's vehicle returned, now shrouded in darkness.
"Whoever they are, they're dead, shot from the looks of it and not very long ago."
"Good heavens," Allardyce said, from the backseat. "What do you think is happening?"
"If you ask me, someone's tying up loose ends and Mr. Simard is one. We need to get to the house, now!"
Declan reentered the vehicle and Gordon shifted through the gears, shooting the Range Rover forward as Declan closed the door.
"Stop here," Declan said, as a graveled motor court came into view fifty yards ahead, a Tudor farmhouse beyond it. "I don't want you all out in the open. We don't know what we're running into."
"We've been doing this kind of thing for a long time, Mr. McIver," Allardyce said. "Go on, Tom, pull to the right of the house under that overhang. It'll provide some cover."
Gordon obeyed and skidded to a stop beside the house, the vehicle covered from the left by the structure and only exposed on the right. Declan didn't like it, but he wasn't in a position to argue. He opened the door and stepped out, breaking into a run as his feet hit the gravel. He ran to the arched front door, his eyes darting around looking for assailants, his pistol aimed in front of him. On the other side of the motor court sat a tan Land Rover, its front doors wide open.
The front door to the farmhouse was ajar and he entered, finding himself inside a stone walled kitchen. Next to an oak island in the middle of the kitchen was another body dressed in a black suit. Clearing the doorways, he reached down and checked the young man for a pulse. He was dead.
"That's not Simard," a voice said from behind.
Declan sprang upwards and around aiming his weapon. Lord Allardyce threw his hands up. "It's me, Dennis!"
Declan let out a deep breath.
"Sorry," Allardyce said. "I guess it's been longer than I realized."
"Go back to the truck. I can't protect you in here."
"I didn't ask you to," Allardyce said, producing his Walther PP from his inside coat pocket, "and you have no idea what Simard looks like. You'll need me."
"Stay behind me and cover my back." Declan relented, unwilling to argue about whether an aged member of the British aristocracy should be inside a house with the likelihood of armed gunmen present. Should Allardyce be injured or worse, killed, then the only lifeline that was keeping him out of the hands of the British police and consequently the hands of the men trying to kill him would be severed.
"Lead the way."
Declan moved through the kitchen and into the home's living area. The house was completely dark without even a faint glow from a digital clock. Clearly the power had been cut and the assault had come quickly, as there were no signs of a struggle. The furniture was upright and with the exception of the three dead men, the house was in perfect order. He cleared a dining room off the main living area and moved to a staircase. Listening as he moved up, he swept right and left as he arrived at the top of the stairs.
He cleared two small bedrooms and then moved left, entering a study. On the floor near a picture window that overlooked the motor court was another body, this one holding a gun. Declan kicked the gun loose from his hand and reached down to check for a pulse, though he knew the man was a goner.
"That's not him, either," Allardyce said. "From the looks of it, I would say these men are his transportation team. They drive him around London and provide security. He arrives at Downing Street every Wednesday morning with them."
Declan stood, but before he could form a coherent thought, several gunshots from outside interrupted it. Followed by Allardyce, he moved out of the room and down the stairs two at a time, blazing through the kitchen to the front door.
"Where's Shane and Gordon?" he asked as he arrived at the Range Rover and found it empty.
"I sent them to cover the back."
He ran quickly around the house, where he found an empty deck surrounded by a knee high rock wall. As he approached, he saw Shane stand up from behind the wall with a gun aimed towards a row of trees lining the back of the house.
"What happened?" he asked, as he arrived next to Shane. Tom Gordon stood up from beside the rock wall.
"We moved around the house as Lord Allardyce suggested and saw someone run out," Shane said. "Two men came out after him and opened fire on us."
"Simard," Allardyce said. "He must be trying to get away from the attackers."
"Stay here and cover the house to make sure they don't double back," Declan said to Gordon. "Shane, go around that side of the hedge. Dennis, come with me."
The three of them fanned out with Shane soon breaking off to the left as they approached the six foot wall of shrubbery twenty yards from the back doors of the farmhouse.
"What's this building for?" Declan whispered, as he and Allardyce reached the right side of the hedge and began making their way down the side of the square barrier it formed.
"Stables, I'm sure. The hedge creates a naturally fenced in riding arena. There's probably a gate not far ahead."
He was right. Declan spotted a break twenty feet ahead of them and approached cautiously. The green metal gate was closed, but with the increased visibility it gave him, Declan could tell the stable door was wide open. Which way had Simard gone? Had he jumped the gate and ran for the stables or had he continued on into the dark fields? It was a fifty-fifty shot and the outcome could mean Simard's death at the hands of whoever was after him. Declan rolled the dice that the property owners wouldn't have just left the stable door open when no one was home. Aiming his pistol around the clearing inside the hedge, he hopped over the gate using one hand as a brace.
Allardyce was slow to follow, but made it over the gate as Declan reached the stables and rounded into the doorway. Empty horse stalls were all he could see. He turned back to Allardyce as he arrived. "He must've run into the fields, dammit!"
As the words came out of his mouth a gunshot sounded from behind the building followed by a painful cry. Declan ran for the side of the building as fast as he could, audibly crushing clumps of grass as his feet pounded over the ground. He rounded the building in a wide circle with his pistol raised. As he reached the back of the building he made out the shadows of two men holding assault rifles standing over a third . One turned as he approached and he responded with two shots center mass, knocking the man backwards onto the ground before firing again and dropping the second man with a head shot. The man quickly collapsed and lay still. Declan reengaged the first man who he could still see moving on the ground and fired a fourth round into the man's head, snapping it back with a crunch as the back of his skull hit the ground.
Keeping his gun aimed, he leveled it at the man on the ground between them.
"Thought I was a goner, mate," Shane said from the ground as he gripped his knee, blood oozing between his fingers.
"Where's Simard?" Declan said, looking over the black-clad men he'd just killed. They were dressed in fatigues and wore bulletproof vests. It was clear from their weapons and appearance that they were professionals and had shot Shane in exactly the right spot to bring him to the ground without killing him, probably believing him to be Lane Simard.
"Didn't see him," Shane said, as he grimaced in pain. "These two rounded the building just ahead of you."
"Help him up and get him back to the house," Declan said to Allardyce. "Simard must've run into the fields or doubled back. He can't have gotten too far."
As he scanned the area in a circular motion for a good direction in which to start his search, a bright light shot out from around the side of the house and a mechanical grinding sound followed.
"The other Land Rover!" Declan yelled, breaking into a run as he made for the house. Simard must've doubled back and was trying to escape in the tan Land Rover that had been parked in the motor court. With the two assailants down, Declan ran furiously for the gate and jumped it, landing in a run on the other side. He ran the fifty yards between the stables and the house, feeling like his feet were barely touching the ground as he moved. He cleared the side of the house and moved into the motor court where Tom Gordon was standing by the driver's door of the black Range Rover they'd arrived in.
"Here," the older man said tossing him the keys. "He's getting away!"
Declan looked towards the edge of the motor court where the tan Land Rover had just pulled onto the one lane driveway and was moving towards the road, its driver grinding the gears as he attempted to shift the manual transmission. Sliding into the driver's seat of Allardyce's Range Rover, he started it up and shifted it into reverse as he stomped on the accelerator. The vehicle shot backwards and Declan turned the wheel sharply as he shifted the vehicle into gear and moved after the tan military-style SUV.
Shifting the gears smoothly as the vehicle picked up speed, he gained quickly on the other driver who was clearly unfamiliar with a manual transmission. The tan Land Rover lurched over the gravel drive ahead of him and just before he nearly rear ended it, he pulled to the right, driving around it and stomping on his brakes as he cut in front, bringing the SUV to a dead stop as it collided with his left fender.
Leaving the cab, he rounded the front end of the Range Rover and aimed his gun at the driver of the tan SUV.
"Don't shoot," the man said slowly raising his hands from the steering wheel. "Don't shoot."
 



Chapter Sixty-Four
 
 
"Please don't kill me," the man said, as Declan motioned for him to exit the Land Rover. Beads of sweat rolled down his narrow face and his hands shook as he held them up, palms open. "I haven't done anything to you."
Declan could tell by the way Lane Simard's eyes were locked on him as he pushed open the door that the man recognized him. He lowered the pistol as Simard exited the vehicle and it became evident that he was unarmed.
"I'm not going to kill you," Declan said, "but that's more than I can say for those commandos that were chasing you."
He quickly patted Simard down for any weapons he might have hidden and then pushed the man forward along the gravel driveway towards the farmhouse, staying several feet behind him in case the veteran CIA man decided to try an attack. While the man's fear seemed to be genuine, Declan was sure that the agency training in deception was top notch.
"I need to get to London," Simard said, turning partially around as he pleaded. "My family was supposed to be here by now and they haven't shown up. I need to know they're alright."
Declan didn't respond. He wanted to but he didn't know exactly what to say. He knew all about concern for his family and Simard's role in threatening them would determine whether or not he had any sympathy for the man's plight. He waved Simard on and they got to the front of the house as Allardyce and Gordon were helping Shane around towards the front door.
"Lord Allardyce?" Simard said, as he took note of the three men.
"Mr. Simard," Allardyce said, with a grimace.
Simard stopped walking and turned, looking between Declan and Allardyce. "What's going on here?"
"We'll be the ones asking the questions, Mr. Simard," Allardyce said. "Now get inside."
"I'm not going anywhere until someone—"
Declan grabbed the CIA man by the shoulders and shoved him through the front door. As the man recoiled and attempted to throw a right-handed hook, Declan effortlessly blocked the punch and drove his fist into the man's stomach. "That's for helping to set me up," he said, as Simard collapsed to the floor and struggled to draw breath. "Your answers to my questions will determine just how much more pain I inflict on you."
"Setting you up?" coughed Simard. "You murdered dozens!"
Declan jerked him upwards by the collar and shoved him through the kitchen and into the farmhouse's living area where he pushed him into an armchair. "We both know I've never murdered anyone. Now I suggest you start talking or what those goons lying dead out the back had planned for you is going to look like a walk in the park!"
"Steady, now," Allardyce said, as he and Gordon helped Shane onto a sofa. "He may not have had anything to do with setting you up. Requests made to the Committee follow a strict procedure, which he adhered to. I'm not sure how things work on the other side of the Atlantic, but I'm sure Mr. Simard will tell us all about it."
"I'm not telling anyone anything until I know my family's safe! I have a wife and two boys en route from London!"
"And my wife and I have been on the run from assassins and the police agencies on two continents for a week!" Declan said. "So far you're not tripping my sympathy meter."
"'Please, everyone, calm down," Allardyce said, as he stepped between Declan and Simard, his eyes moving between both men. "Now, Mr. Simard, we have as much interest in your family's safety as you do. We haven't done anything to harm them and we never would. Why don't you take a deep breath and then tell us what's happened here tonight versus what was supposed to happen."
Simard's eyes bored into Declan for a moment. "I'm here for a vacation with my family. I arrived early, as I always do, for security reasons and all. My family was supposed to arrive after my boys were done with their weekend football games. They've never shown up."
"And who were the men chasing you?" Allardyce asked.
"I don't know. I saw a pair of headlights coming down the drive, assumed it was my family, and the next thing I know the agent that was positioned outside came running through the door followed by those men, who then shot him. Another agent and I ran upstairs but they followed too quickly for us to get away. They killed him and moved me to the back room there," Simard said, nodding his head towards the dining room. "They said they'd called in London for me and had been told I wasn't home. They were about to kill me when another vehicle came to a stop outside. They were distracted so I took the opportunity to run."
"That would have been us arriving," Allardyce said, looking at Declan. "Sounds like we arrived in the nick of time. What happened then?"
"I ran out the back door and they chased me. I lost them when I doubled back around the hedge surrounding the horse barn. That's when I tried to leave and this damn terrorist caught me."
"He's not a terrorist, at least not anymore," Allardyce said. "From the sound of it, you two have a lot in common. Assassins have come several times for him in the last few days, too. Luckily his experiences in life have helped him stay alive. Now you're telling me that you have no idea who those men were or who could have sent them after you? They simply showed up here, in a house that you don't own and where no one should have known to look for you, to kill you?"
Simard stayed silent for a moment, his eyes darting around the floor as he apparently thought over the entire situation. "Kemiss," he finally said, "that son of a bitch."
"Who's Kemiss?" Declan asked.
Simard looked up. "Senator David Kemiss, a member of the Senate Intelligence Committee in the United States."
"Jesus," Shane said from the sofa, where Gordon was helping him keep pressure on the gunshot wound near the top of his knee, "a bloody politician?"
"He called me earlier this afternoon and said he had sent a gift to my London residence to thank me for helping him get information on you. He asked to forward it here and a few hours later those men showed up. That son of a bitch, he tried to have me killed."
"So he sent those men to kill you because you knew who he was, because he'd asked you directly to get information from Her Majesty's government?" Allardyce asked. “Information that he then released to the press."
Simard nodded. "Yes. I met with him at his request earlier this week while I was in Washington for some meetings. In my position you don't say no to someone who sits on the Intelligence Committee without a damn good reason. He said he'd been asked to help by someone in the Richmond Field Office of the FBI."
"Castellano worked in the Richmond Field Office," Declan said. "He's the lead investigator that led me into the ambush by Baktayev's men while he was supposedly transporting me to jail."
"The same one they accused you of killing?" Allardyce asked.
Declan nodded. "He was shot during the initial ambush. I tried to save him, but I couldn't. He died behind a dumpster where we were both ducking for cover."
"Why would a sitting politician in the United States want to help a Russian terrorist commit an atrocity against his own country?" Allardyce asked, though it was apparent from the look on his face that the question wasn't directed at anyone in particular.
"I think we need to ask him," Declan said.
"Please," Simard said loudly. "I need to find out if my family has been harmed!"
"Get the man a phone," Allardyce said. "He's earned it."
 



Chapter Sixty-Five
 
 
"They're okay," Simard said, as he hung up the phone. His voice cracked as he spoke. "They never left London. My youngest boy had an asthma attack during ball practice. My wife's been at the doctor with him and they've been trying to reach me. But they're okay."
Declan, Allardyce, Gordon and Shane were now seated around the dining table and nodded their approval.
"I thought for sure those men had shown up at my house and that my family was dead," Simard said, as he took a seat at the table and handed Shane's phone back to him. "I don't ever want to feel like that again."
"The feeling like you'd do anything to have them back. To undo all the wrong you'd done in your life and suffer the worst fate imaginable just so they could go on living. I know all about it," Declan said.
Simard looked down and nodded, examining his hands which were now folded in front of him on the table. "I uhh...I don't know anything about what's happened to you. I'm sorry."
Declan nodded though the words were of little comfort.
"I don't wish the feelings I was having moments ago on anyone," Simard said, "but I don't understand. I was told that you were a terrorist and that you had set up the entire attack against Kafni using your influence as a member of his security detail. Now you all are telling me that all of it was a lie?"
Everyone at the table nodded. Allardyce was first to speak. "A damned lie, apparently, and I'm sorry for the role I played in allowing it to be perpetuated. Had Mr. McIver not had the courage to come to me and explain the situation, despite the intense danger he faced, I'm afraid he'd be dead by now and our American cousins would never know about the horror that was about to befall them."
"They still don't know," Declan said.
"That's true," Allardyce said, with a grimace.
Simard looked from person to person as if he was expecting someone to elaborate. When no one did, he said, "I'm sorry, but how do you all know any of this is true? I saw the files the Security Service has on this man. He has a list of terrorist offenses as long as my arm!"
"If you'd bothered to read that file," Shane charged, "then you'd know that Declan was never actually convicted or even arrested for anything! Was he involved with the Troubles? Aye, just as me and a significant part of the population in Northern Ireland were. Those were terrible times that you can't even begin to understand unless you lived through it."
"Shane, it's grand, it's grand," Declan said holding up his hands. "He's asking the same question that you or I would have if we'd just met me in this current situation."
Shane ceded the point with a wave of his hand, but finished with, "Declan's never turned his gun on anyone that wasn't a thieving, raping, murdering, madman!"
"And what of this Black Shuck thing?" Simard continued. "An attack on London designed to bring down the city's infrastructure, assassinate and kidnap its leaders and throw the entire British society into disaster?"
"Black Shuck," Shane said, "was a planned operation that never materialized, in large part because Declan McIver had a change of heart and helped to stop it before we all took a nose dive into a very dark abyss that would have plunged Northern Ireland into a cycle of violence that it never would have returned from!"
"Enough!" Allardyce said, pounding his fist on the table. "While Mr. McIver's past certainly holds things that we may all, understandably, take issue with, the point is that it was a very long time ago under extremely dubious circumstances. As part of the British government in Northern Ireland during those days I can honestly say that we weren't always the upstanding men we claimed to be either. Today, right now, is what we are concerned with. My country has been used to obtain information on this man under false pretenses so that this Senator Kemiss could vilify him in the media and frame him for murder. The very fact that Kemiss sent assassins to kill you, Mr. Simard, should be evidence enough for you that what Declan McIver is saying is true. He has been framed for crimes he didn't commit to cover up the real intentions of Kemiss and whoever is working with him. Am I correct?"
Simard nodded slowly.
"Good. Then let's dispense with this argument and get on with what we're going to do about this. Somehow the Americans have to be warned that Kemiss, for whatever reason, is using this Chechen, this Ruslan Baktayev, to accomplish a heinous terror attack that would make September 11th and July 7th look like a dress rehearsal."
"With all due respect, Lord Allardyce," Simard said, "David Kemiss is an experienced and calculating professional politician. I guarantee that he's covered his tracks extremely well. Even with the political clout you have as a member of the House of Lords, no one in the American government is going to believe the word of someone who has been tried and convicted as a terrorist, even if it's only in the court of public opinion, without a lengthy investigation. And from what you're all telling me, there isn't time for that."
"No, there's not," Declan said. "Baktayev could be unleashed at any moment. In fact I suspect the only reason he hasn't already been is because Kemiss has been trying to make sure he has all the loose ends tied up beforehand." He pointed his thumb at himself and then at Simard.
"Then we have to do this ourselves," Shane said, with a nod towards Declan. "Just like Vympel taught us all those years ago, find a weakness and apply pressure. Get him to confess what he's done. Get him to tout on everyone else involved and stop this thing before it happens."
"I don't want to be the naysayer here," Simard said, "but even if you can get to him and force him to confess, it still won't prevent the need for an investigation before anyone in the U.S. will act. A confession made under any kind of duress is not admissible in our courts and will not convince the government to act, especially when it's a seasoned member of their own exclusive club that they'd be acting against."
"Aye," Declan said, "but politicians fear scandal more than anything else."
"Exactly. We'll have to use the court of public opinion, the power of which you just pointed out, Mr. Simard," Allardyce said. "Tape the confession, release it to the media and anyone else that will air it, and hope that it rocks those involved back on their heels enough to cause them to call off the entire thing. If the very thing they are being accused of organizing comes to pass, then it will be all that much harder for them to defend themselves against it. There's no chance they'd go forward if such a confession came to light."
"That may not stop Baktayev," Declan said. "We're making the assumption that these people have him under lock and key, but I doubt that. He's an animal. I'm surprised they've been able to control him this long."
"It's the best we've got," Allardyce said. "And even if, God forbid, the attack does happen then at least those who are actually responsible will be identified, investigated and brought to justice instead of being allowed to accomplish whatever their goals are in committing the attack in the first place. I guarantee that an American senator isn't killing innocent people for the glory of Allah or the freedom of Chechnya."
Everyone around the table nodded their agreement.
"Good," Allardyce continued. "Now, what do we know about David Kemiss?"
 



Chapter Sixty-Six
 
 
"Looks like I won't be with you on this one," Shane said, as he and Declan were left alone in the dining room while everyone else fanned out around the house. Shane gripped his leg just above the knee where a bullet had passed through the flesh, narrowly missing the kneecap, but bringing him to the ground as the shooter had intended. Declan had cut his pants leg off at the thigh and had cleaned and dressed the wound with bandages from the farmhouse's bathroom.
Declan nodded. "No, not this time, but you'll be up and at 'em again before long."
"I want to see this bastard bleed, Dec. I want to be there when his face wrenches up in pain and he spills his deepest secrets. It's his type that's wrong with the world, ya know? It's his type that's the reason we have conflicts, the reason why innocent people have to die, so."
"I'll take a photo for you, but first we have to get to him," Declan said. He could relate to what Shane was thinking and feeling, that same notion was why he had decided to take a stand against those conspiring against him rather than run and hide. Together, they'd seen a lot of people die because of corruption and political agendas. "It'd be hard enough if we had weeks to plan and gather intelligence. It's going to be even harder in the short amount of time we're talking about."
"Aye, but you're up for it. You always have been. You remember that bloody bog you pulled me out of near the Amu Darya River after the Russians dumped us in the middle of nowhere? You found that shack, dragged me to it and managed to hold off a dozen heavily armed Mujahideen with a Makarov you nicked from one of the soldiers as they tossed us out of the troop carrier. I wouldn't have made it back to Ireland if not for you. You can handle this."
Declan smiled. "Aye, you always get emotional and reminiscent when you've been shot."
"Ah, screw you," Shane said, as his face turned red. "I wasn't shot that time."
"No, you tripped in a hole and—"
"Pardon me," Lane Simard interrupted, "but I've found something I think you'd like to have a look at."
Declan nodded, the smile disappearing from his face as he stood. Shane stayed seated, his face turning an even brighter shade of red as he realized that Simard had likely overheard their conversation.
"Hey, Dec," Shane said, just before Declan left the room. "Thanks, man."
"Aye," Declan said with a half-smile as he walked out. "What is it you've found?" he asked, as he followed Simard up the narrow stairs to the study.
"Kemiss seems to have been pretty careful about revealing too much about his personal life, so I wasn't able to come up with much until I found this," Simard said, as he took a seat in front of a computer on an oak desk and moved the mouse, causing the screensaver to clear and a website to appear.
"It's a recent article on Kemiss. Before this there's not much information on him outside of his political career, but it seems this last election cycle was particularly nasty and forced him to reveal more in an effort to hold onto his seat. He was probably trying to humanize himself or something. I found it on a site called blueridgeparents.com. It's a reprint of an article that appeared in Fatherhood Magazine in August of 2010."
Declan looked at the picture near the head of the article. A gray-haired man with a receding hairline and thin-rimmed glasses sat on a fence in front of a large Georgian mansion wearing a dark red sweater vest over a light blue button-down shirt, trying his best to look friendly. Declan couldn't be sure if it was because of what he'd recently learned about Kemiss or if it was real, but there seemed to be a regal chill in the politician's eyes that refused to be hidden, despite the man's obvious effort.
"It says his family has lived for two generations on an old vineyard in the Graemont area of Virginia, just north of Charlottesville. That's the property behind him in the photo and here it is on Google Earth," Simard said, as he clicked away from the magazine site and brought up a satellite image. "It's close to a hundred acres and surrounded on three sides by trees. The nearest neighbor's a mile away. It's really the only spot to hit him. Trying to get him in D.C. would be impossible."
"Aye," Declan said, as he scanned the image.
"There's one more thing and I'm hoping it's not an election year lie. The article says Kemiss has a traditional family night once a week that he never misses. It says the family tries to do it every Sunday night. It's not a guarantee, but if that's true, then he'll be at the house tomorrow night."
"That doesn't give us much time," Declan said, looking at the clock in the bottom corner of the computer screen.
"What doesn't give us much time?" Allardyce asked, as he appeared in the doorway of the study.
Simard quickly brought him up to speed.
"Hopefully it's all the time we're going to need, because it's all the time we've got," Allardyce said. "But there's no way you can do this alone. If you're going to have any chance of pulling this off, you're going to need help. For obvious reasons I can't be involved in this as any more than a background player. Neither can Tom, and Shane's going to be off that leg for a good long while. What about the men your wife is with? Could they help?"
Declan shook his head. "No. I'm not getting them involved and exposing Constance in the process. She's safe where she is and I want it to stay that way."
"I hope you've still got a few friends out there somewhere, then. I have contacts throughout the military and intelligence world, but few that would be able to help us with something like this at such short notice and without a lot of questions being asked."
"I've only got one idea and at this point I'd say it's a long shot. I've already been trying to get ahold of them most of the week without any success. I need a phone."
Declan took the phone that Allardyce withdrew from his pocket. This would be his fifth attempt at reaching Okan Osman and Altair Nazari, the only two men he could think of that would be up to the task before him. Allardyce was right. He needed help. He couldn't charge into the home of an elected politician, who likely had at least some kind of physical security, all by himself; at least not if he wanted to preserve the lives of the people he found inside. While he wasn't sure that he believed in divine providence, now would be the time to ask for it.
He dialed Osman's number and waited as the call connected.
"Hello?"
Declan's words caught in his throat for a moment at the sound of Osman's voice.
"Who's calling?" Osman said forcefully.
"Osman, it's Declan."
"Declan! Where are you? We've been trying to reach you for two days now!"
"I've been little busy."
"Yes, I'd say. What is going on? Where are you?"
"I'm in England and I'd rather not say anymore at the moment."
"I understand. Are you safe? Constance?"
"We're fine. Where are you?"
"In Roanoke. As I said, we've been trying to find you for two days. Nazari and I boarded a plane as soon as the reports reached us."
"I need your help."
"Name it."
Without going into any more detail than he had to, he caught Osman up on everything that had happened since he'd left the messages for him earlier in the week.
"And you're certain Kemiss is behind it? I've met the man in passing. Abe knew him. This is an unimaginable betrayal."
"I know," Declan said. "He just sent assassins to kill the CIA chief who helped him locate the United Kingdom's files on my past activities. We got here just in time."
"Then he has to be stopped. What are you planning?"
"A forced confession. We're going to need weapons and equipment for a raid. Some kind of surveillance would be great, if we can get it. Once this is done we're going to need someone with a lot of political connections to get it into the right hands. We need Asher Harel."
"Done," Osman said. "Harel already knows. We left Israel under his orders. He's had a team of men from the Israeli embassy helping us locate you. He doesn't believe you're guilty of this anymore than I do."
Declan felt his mouth curl into an involuntary grin. He didn't know whether it was the divine providence he had thought of moments before or sheer dumb luck, but David Kemiss was about to go down, hard.
 



Chapter Sixty-Seven
 
 
11:19 a.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
Charlottesville-Albemarle Airport
Charlottesville, Virginia
 
The two Honeywell turbofan engines howled loudly as the rented Hawker 800XPR bounced onto the runway at Charlottesville-Albemarle Airport. The howl slowed to a consistent drone as the midsize aircraft made its way north on the airport's single runway towards the private hangar that had been arranged for the arrival of Lord Dennis Allardyce. Once the plane was inside, the double doors of the hangar were closed so the plane's occupants could disembark in complete privacy.
"It was an honor having you aboard, sir," the captain said, as he exited the cockpit. He extended his hand toward Allardyce. "I hope you'll consider Jet Plus for all of your future flying needs."
The fascination British subjects had with the aristocracy never ceased to amaze Declan. He stood behind Allardyce, dressed as one of his two security guards. Clad in black from head to toe and covering his facial features with a low-drawn cap, he nodded to each of the pilots in turn. He had been very skeptical of the idea of renting a private jet to return to the United States, but accepted Allardyce's assertion that there really was no other option and that no one was looking for him in the company of a British lord.
"Rest assured, Captain," Allardyce said, as he shook the man's hand quickly and stepped onto the staircase. The crew members beamed as Allardyce and his two man detail descended the stairs and entered the black limousine that was waiting for them.
"There now," Allardyce said, as Declan closed the door behind them and he and Tom Gordon removed their caps. "That went off without a hitch."
Declan nodded. "Aye, now we just have to keep our presence quiet long enough to get Kemiss where we want him."
"That'll be the trick, I'm afraid," Gordon said. "What exactly is our plan?"
Allardyce held up a hand. "We don't want to know, Tom."
Gordon nodded as the limousine was driven out through a smaller set of doors at the rear of the hangar and onto a two lane driveway leading off the airport's property. At a rotary in front of the airport's main terminal the car turned east. Declan watched through the tinted windows as the vehicle passed twenty-four hour pharmacies, fast food restaurants and car dealerships; a view that was uniquely American.
Turning south onto the main road leading into the town of Charlottesville, the limousine's driver spoke to them over the intercom.
"We're approaching the address you provided, sir. It's a self-storage. Are you sure this is where you want to go?"
"Yes," Allardyce answered. "We'll be dropping one of my security team there and then we'll continue to the second address listed."
"Yes, sir," the driver said, as he turned onto a concrete driveway and made his way to the top of a hill where an old house sat in front of a high chain-link fence, a metal callbox situated in front of an automatic gate next to the house. Beyond the fence Declan could make out rows of metal storage buildings. He pulled the black cap he'd removed back on and lowered it over his brow as he opened the car door. "Thank you," he said over his shoulder to Allardyce.
"Just bring this villain to his knees and stop this madness."
"Where will you go from here?"
"I've always admired Thomas Jefferson and I understand he has quite a history in this area. We'll be nearby if you need us."
Declan closed the door and walked up to the callbox as the limousine reversed and began turning around. Withdrawing a piece of paper from his pocket, he punched in the sequence of numbers he'd been given and waited as the gate slid open. He walked past the rows of rectangular storage buildings to the end of the property, where he saw what he was looking for. A black Ford Explorer sat in front of the corner unit at the very end of the last row.
Opening the smaller of the units two doors, he stepped inside.
"It's about time you got here," Okan Osman announced with a crooked grin, as he ran a cloth over an AR-15 rifle. "We thought maybe you'd just decided to turn yourself in and cancel our fun."
Osman and Altair Nazari were standing at a workbench along the right hand wall of the eight hundred square foot, dimly lit unit. On the workbench in front of them was a collection of handguns and rifles, along with high capacity magazines and ammunition for them all.
"It's all here," Nazari said, as he picked up an H&K MP5 machine pistol and ran a cloth over it to remove any dust. "Do we really need all of this stuff just to take one house?"
"No," Declan answered, as he stepped up to the table and looked over the equipment. "This stuff isn't for the house. It's for what may come after the house."
Osman and Nazari looked at each other and raised their eyebrows. "I thought that this Senator Kemiss was behind the whole thing? We stop him; we stop the entire thing and shed light on those who actually killed Abe, right?"
"Aye, but unfortunately we can't rely on the Americans to take down Baktayev without first proving that Kemiss is guilty in a lengthy investigation. Once Kemiss has confessed to the operation he's set up, someone still has to make sure that Baktayev and his men don't continue on uninterrupted. They didn't need Kemiss or anyone else when they planned the attack in Beslan so they won't need him here. I'm not planning on getting in any gunfights, but we need to be prepared for anything. How far away is the house?"
"Not far," Nazari said. "We've made a couple of passes already. You can't see much from the road, but it's there. We placed three men in the forest near the house to keep a watch on it and we have two more men watching Kemiss."
"And we can trust these men?"
"Of course," Osman said. "They're Mossad, stationed here in America to collect and disperse intelligence and to connect with our worldwide network of sayanim."
"And the American government doesn't know they're here?"
"I wouldn't say that. I'm sure the Americans are aware at some level that these men likely work for Mossad, but it's just one of those things that no one talks about. The same for American agents in Israel, of which there are quite a few. What really matters is that no one knows they are currently sitting in the trees a hundred yards from the Senator's back door watching every move on the property and reporting to us."
Declan flashed a smile. He'd been happy to learn that Asher Harel had made sure that Osman and Nazari were joined by half a dozen men that Abaddon Kafni had known personally, meaning that each person they'd be working with had a personal stake in making sure the operation was a success and that David Kemiss wouldn't know what hit him.
"So, exactly how are you planning on getting this guy to talk?" Osman asked.
"Did you get the other things I asked for?"
Nazari pointed to a nylon tool bag and some other items near the door. "Fresh off the hardware store shelf."
"Grand. Make sure all of this is in the vehicle and ready to go by nightfall. I've got some calls to make," Declan said, as he walked towards the door and opened it. "If this guy wants to threaten innocent children, let's see how he likes it when someone threatens his."
 



Chapter Sixty-Eight
 
 
6:42 p.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
Van Deman Industrial Park
Dundalk, Maryland
 
"You can't just keep me here!" Sharpuddin shouted. "Albek! He's going to kill me! You can't just keep me here!"
The door to the grubby bathroom opened a few inches and a vertical shaft of light came from the room beyond. A shadow passed in front of it as a bearded face appeared. "Quiet, boy." The door closed again returning the room to complete darkness.
Sharpuddin pulled against his restraints, but his wrists were too bruised from previous attempts to keep pressure on them for long. He gave up, wincing. He didn't know what time it was, or even what day. The only people he had seen in what seemed like days were the men who came in to use the toilet that stood next to him, many of them turning towards him as they urinated. He'd attempted to leave the building as soon as Abu Tabak and his chief deputy had gone, but had only found what he had already suspected, that they had no intention of letting him leave.
"Albek! Help me! He's going to ki—"
The door to the bathroom opened wide with a bang and Sharpuddin squinted as bright light flooded in. "Shut up boy!" he heard someone say, as a hand was placed around his throat, forcing his head back against the porcelain sink he was chained to.
"Easy, Anzor," a voice said from outside of the bathroom. Sharpuddin opened his eyes and blinked as Abu Tabak wandered into the doorway, casually holding a serrated bowie knife.
"Don't kill me, Abu! Don't kill me, General! I'm not going to cause any trouble. I swear!" Sharpuddin was pleading for his life, even though he didn't think it would do much good. He had watched Tabak kill several times during their days in Chechnya. On one occasion, Tabak had even taken the time to decapitate slain Russian soldiers so that he could place the men's heads near their own crotches as a final insult and as a warning to those who would discover the grisly scene. At the time, Sharpuddin had cheered the deed; the soldiers were foreigners trying to dominate Chechen land. But looking back, he wished he had done differently. He wished he hadn't been there at all.
"Vakha is already dead. Let me go. Let me bury him with honor. Put his body in the trunk of his car and I will take him home. By the time anyone discovers I was here, your plans will be completed. I won't get in the way. I swear."
"We should kill this traitorous dog!" Anzor said, spitting at Sharpuddin as he stood alongside Baktayev.
"No," Baktayev said. "I have other plans for him." He bent down and placed the serrated edge of the bowie knife at Sharpuddin's throat. "You're going to bring news to the world of the brave servants of Allah who are about to lay down their lives in service to our God and our country." He turned his head to look over his shoulder and called, "Albek?"
The thick-bearded man who had been keeping watch over Sharpuddin appeared in the doorway.
"Make sure everything is in the vans and ready to go. We're leaving, now."
"Yes, General," Albek said, as he turned and moved hurriedly into the workshop outside the grungy bathroom that had become Sharpuddin's prison.
"We cannot rely on this dog to tell anyone anything! He will lie with his forked American-loving tongue!" Kasparov protested.
Baktayev smiled as he smelled the air. The sound of engines starting came from the workshop, the smell of exhaust fumes filling the cramped building. He looked up at Kasparov. "Well, I wasn't going to fork it, and who said anything about him speaking?"
Sharpuddin's eyes went wide and his feet scrabbled against the concrete floor as if there was somewhere he could escape to. "No, Abu—No—anything but that! Please! Anything but that!"
 



Chapter Sixty-Nine
 
 
7:53 p.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
Graemont Lane
Charlottesville, Virginia
 
David Kemiss turned off Reas Ford Road onto Graemont Lane, the gravel drive his home shared with three others, though they were spread widely apart. The headlights of his navy blue Cadillac illuminated the thick pine forest on the side of the road as he steered the vehicle around the street's turns and into the cul-de-sac his driveway ran off. As soon as the brick columns that marked his driveway came into view he heard his cell phone ring and brought the vehicle to a stop as he reached for the device.
"Dammit," he breathed, as it rang for a third time and he struggled to remove it from the pocket of his coat, which was draped over the passenger seat. "Kemiss?" he said abruptly as he flipped open the phone and brought it to his ear. Hopefully this was the call he'd been waiting for.
"Sir, it's Allan Ayers."
Kemiss sighed loudly. The caller wasn't who he'd hoped. He was waiting to hear from Lukas Kreft, who was supposed to be helping him eliminate a potential witness. It had taken nearly twenty-four hours for Kreft to get men in place who could do the job and when they had finally arrived at Lane Simard's residence, they'd found only the man's hired nanny. In a last ditch effort, Kemiss himself had placed a call to Simard to learn the man's location. By now Simard should have been dead for twenty-four hours, but still no word had come from Kreft.
"I think I've found them, sir," Ayers said, after several seconds of silence from Kemiss.
"You think? I'm not interested in what you think you've found."
Ayers was silent for a moment, only the sound of his breathing coming over the line.
"Well, get on with it!" Kemiss ordered.
"The information is nearly a sure bet. I've tracked down all the properties in Ireland that are or ever have been owned by McGuire & Lyons Industries or any of their executives. There's an old manor house in an out of the way place called Mullaghmore, just over the border from Northern Ireland."
"And you're positive that they're there?"
"I entered all of the properties into the ToRuS program, so I'm as positive as I can be without actually seeing them."
"What the hell is Torus?"
"The ToRuS program is—"
"The shorthand version."
"It tracks the usage of utilities such as water and electricity. It's designed to tell when there's been a rise in usage, which normally means the presence of guests. In this particular property that's very significant because as near as I can tell the place has been vacant for quite some time."
"And it's your working theory that Fintan Maguire has taken Declan McIver and his wife to this house?"
"The program has found a large spike in utility usage at the property, so yes, that's what I'm thinking."
Kemiss smiled and breathed out a short laugh. Declan McIver seemed to have nine lives, but sooner or later he'd run out, and by Kemiss's reckoning, it was about that time. No matter how good he was, the man couldn't dodge every bullet that was fired at him indefinitely and his friends had to be running out of places to hide him. "Send me the information on the property. I'll make sure there's no way they can get out of there this time."
He ended the call and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. This cat and mouse game was getting tiring. While he enjoyed rising to a challenge, this kind of stuff had never been his forte. His idea of a challenge was racing a rowboat on the Potomac or now, in his later years, a spirited game of racquetball, not facilitating teams of assassins. That kind of stuff was for someone far below his pay grade. Hopefully the men Kreft had found to take care of Lane Simard had been successful and were up for another job in Ireland. Only this time, if Kemiss had anything to say about it, there'd be a lot more men involved. Taking out a simpering bureaucrat like Simard was one thing, but taking out Declan McIver would be far more difficult if the events of the last week were any indication of what to expect.
Kemiss took his foot off the brake and allowed the Cadillac to move forward onto the drive. Hitting the accelerator as the driveway ahead of him began to incline towards his house, he swore to himself as he noticed all the lights in the three story mansion were off. Wasn't anyone home? They'd better be. He hadn't wasted all of this time driving just to find an empty house. He turned towards the home's garage and pushed the button on his overhead console to open the garage door. The door shifted and raised a few inches before returning to the closed position.
"Now what the hell?" he said, raising his voice though no one else was in the car to hear. "Can't even leave the garage door unlocked when you know I'm coming home?"
The frustration he constantly felt with his wife was mutual, he was sure. Theirs had become a marriage of convenience and had ceased to have anything to do with love a long time ago. At times he wasn't sure if it had ever had anything to do with love, but he guessed at some point they had at least liked each other enough to have had two children together. Now it was all about mutual benefits. He was the Senator with the beautiful stay-at-home wife and well-mannered children and she got to play rich socialite in venues around the country, and sometimes around the world.
He slammed the Cadillac into park and pushed open the door as he grabbed his coat and took his keys from the ignition. Walking around the house to the front porch, he inserted the key into the door and pushed it open. Just as it had appeared from the driveway below, the house was completely dark.
"Hello?" he called, as he stepped inside and pushed the door closed with his foot. The house was big, but not big enough for the sound of his voice to echo, though he imagined it doing so in the obviously empty first floor. "You know, I don't ask for much but a little respect would be great. If you're not going to be here you could at least call and let me know. It's not like I had any work that I could be doing or anything."
He set down his coat and keys on the oak table in the foyer and turned on a lamp. He knew that the regularly scheduled family night they had been observing for years really got on his wife's nerves and that she would rather be elsewhere. So would he, but their two boys loved it and, aside from using it as a political check mark during election years, that was why he insisted that the tradition be kept alive. The boys were the only good thing that had come of their union, in his mind, and they were still too young to realize that their parents' relationship had disintegrated. Maybe that time had come and his wife, who spent more time with the kids than he did, had realized it and finally found the excuse she needed to end their weekly pow-wow.
"Well, screw you, too," he said, as he started towards the stairs that would lead him to his third floor study. He could still do all of the work he needed to do from home, but he preferred the distractions that came with the Washington D.C. lifestyle. As he placed a foot on the first step, he looked into the darkened living room beside the stairs and stopped. Rolling his eyes and letting out an audible sigh, he said, "Don't tell me. It's time for one of our talks, right? Jesus Christ, Mary Ellen. How many times do we have to go over the same stuff? You'd better want a divorce this time."
He stepped off the stairway and down into the sunken living room where the figure of his wife was seated on their leather sofa. "You know, you could at least answer me. You could at least tell me the boys are asleep before I go cussing through the house." He stepped further into the living room and as he did, a glint of light caught his eye. He narrowed his eyes and looked closer at the shadowy figure sitting on the couch.
"Oh!" he said, as he stumbled back, realizing the woman's mouth was duct taped and her hands and feet were bound. He turned quickly towards the doorway. As he stepped back up into the foyer with a hand out for his car keys on the table, he felt something cold press against the back of his head from inside the living room. Raising his hands and turning around slowly, he saw the barrel of a suppressed handgun.
 



Chapter Seventy
 
 
"Who the hell are you?" David Kemiss said, as he squinted into the darkness towards the darkly-clad figure holding the pistol to his head.
"By now, Senator, I would've thought we were good enough friends for you to recognize me," Declan said, as he stepped out of the shadows, a black balaclava rolled up onto his forehead in order to reveal his face. "My name's Declan McIver and we've been doing a little dance of sorts. It's my turn to lead."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
Declan could tell by the slight narrowing of Kemiss' eyes as he spoke that the man knew exactly who he was and why he was there. He was prepared for all of the standard denials and the attempts at convincing him that he had the wrong man, but he knew otherwise. Everything about Kemiss set bells ringing through his subconscious like fire alarms in a public library. Finally, after numerous attempts on his life, he had found the man who had conspired with Ruslan Baktayev to murder Abaddon Kafni and commit an act of terror against his own country. Now all he had to do was get him to admit it.
"Save it, Senator," Declan said, as he stepped closer and grabbed Kemiss by the shoulder, pushing him towards the door. "It's time for a bit of schooling in how to tell the truth."
"You won't get anything—"
Okan Osman, dressed in the same black attire as Declan and with his balaclava pulled over his face, stepped in front of Kemiss as he stumbled forward from Declan's push. Catching the man in the stomach with his closed fist Osman said, "That's for the children of Abaddon Kafni," as the senator doubled over and gasped for air.
"Everything is set up," Osman said, as he kept Kemiss from falling to the floor in pain.
Declan nodded. "Let's show Mr. And Mrs. Kemiss a bit of Irish hospitality, shall we?"
Osman stood Kemiss up and led him away as Declan returned to the living room and lifted Mary Ellen Kemiss from the sofa by the bindings around her wrists. The woman made muffled pleas through the duct tape covering her mouth as he pushed her into the foyer and past the stairwell after Osman and her husband.
Osman stopped briefly and pulled open a door at the back of the mansion's luxurious kitchen. As the door swung open, Declan felt a blast of heat hit his face and heard a monstrous roar. A dim orange glow came from the darkened room beyond and he swallowed hard, the idea of what he was about to do piercing through his conscience like a splinter of glass.
Osman marched Kemiss into the garage as Declan followed with his wife, pushing her down into a lawn chair positioned just inside the room before closing the kitchen door behind them and locking it. The temperature inside the three car garage was sweltering and immediately sweat formed on Declan's forehead. He turned away from Mary Ellen Kemiss towards her husband, whom Osman had placed in another lawn chair in front of a makeshift spotlight that shone brightly against the garage door. Seated on his hands, which Osman had secured behind his back, David Kemiss wriggled uncomfortably in the chair as he looked around his unrecognizable garage, clam shell sweat stains forming under his arms. Standing at the man's left shoulder, Declan followed his gaze as he laid eyes on the third masked man in the room who was bent down and holding a fireplace poker in front of a roaring 30,000 BTU propane tank heater that was the source of the room's temperature and of the nearly deafening noise. The end of the poker was beginning to glow red as Altair Nazari turned it slowly in his hands, ensuring the surface was evenly heated.
Next Kemiss moved his head slightly towards a large black tarp hanging from the ceiling and concealing part of the garage from view. "So you're going to torture me?" he breathed, as sweat rolled down his forehead. "I can cope with torture."
Declan stepped into his line of sight shaking his head and said, "No, Senator. I don't think you can. I've done a bit of research on you and I'm pretty sure the closest thing you've ever experienced compared to what you're about to is burning your mouth on your morning cappuccino, and while that hurts, it's nothing compared to a red hot poker pushed against the inside of your leg. Do you know what happens to human flesh at 1500 degrees?"
Kemiss swallowed hard and tried to wet his dry lips with his tongue. "The American government doesn't negotiate with terrorists."
The idea that Kemiss would invoke the name of America and attempt to align himself with the United States filled Declan with rage. Was there no end to the kind of depravity that men like him were capable of? Could they not just realize they were caught and admit their guilt? It wasn't like the man could claim ignorance. Hurting innocent people, especially children, was wrong no matter what country you were from and what language you spoke.
"Oh, I know," Declan said, doing his best to keep his temper in check. "But I'm not interested in negotiating and you're not the American government. We both know who's been doing the terrorizing in this case. Why did you kill Abaddon Kafni?"
"I didn't. You did. After the bomb you planted at the Barton Center failed to do the job."
"That's a very well-rehearsed story, Senator. I have to admit, I'm a little impressed with the way you've gone about constructing it,'" Declan said, as he turned around and pulled a tarp-covered steel service cart over to where Kemiss was seated. "Unfortunately you picked the wrong person to set up. Do you know what happens when you strike the top of the human kneecap with a claw hammer?" He pulled back the tarp to reveal a variety of tools, including a hickory handled claw hammer. "If you strike just the right spot at just the right speed, the claw breaks the skin and lodges behind the kneecap. Then you just push up on the handle and pry the patella out like a crooked nail. It works even better if you make a small incision first." Declan popped open the blade on a folding knife he withdrew from his pocket.
Sweat rolled off Kemiss' forehead and although he did his best to blink it away, it stung his eyes, causing tears to form in the corners. He opened and closed his mouth several times, licking his lips, his discomfort obvious.
Declan continued as he picked up a bottle of water from the service cart and took a sip, "You and Castellano seemed so interested in my past activities with the IRA that I thought I'd give you a little demonstration of what the Provos did to people who'd turned on their own team, like you've done." He slowly poured the water on the ground at Kemiss' feet and picked up a small extension cord from the service cart, holding its end up and twisting it around in his hand before slicing one end off with the folding knife.
"You see, the IRA didn't take kindly to touts. Informers, if you'd prefer. They got really grumpy when they found out someone was consorting with the enemy. They would schedule a session with an internal security unit called 'the Nutting Squad' and, if you were smart, you'd present yourself at the right place and time, answer their questions honestly and put the matter behind you. That's if you weren't guilty. If you were guilty, well, the quicker you told the truth, the better, because these men liked to inflict pain. They really got off on it and you don't want to know the outcome of a long, drawn out interrogation, Senator."
Declan stopped talking and let his words sink in. He didn't like talking about the kinds of things the IRA did to people that were thought to have been informers. The IRA's brand of justice was anything but evenly applied and often times the torture began before a word was even spoken. He didn't have any direct knowledge of how the Internal Security Unit operated, but word got around. Many times the victims had turned out to be completely innocent and even with the ones who made confessions, their guilt was questionable. Under such appalling circumstances people would admit to anything just to stop the pain. In the case of the Nutting Squad, the hostility ceased with a visit from a priest and a bullet in the head.
Declan did his best to push the thoughts of dumped bodies and grief-stricken wives and children from his head. They were memories from a chapter in his life that he would do anything to rewrite and while he had never directly caused such pain or been involved with the men who had, he was guilty by association. The act of torturing another human being was atrocious to him and certainly not something he condoned or thought could ever be useful. It was the psychological effect of the possibility that did the trick most often and that was the linchpin of his plan tonight. If he allowed Kemiss to see through it, then the game they were playing would be at an end and Declan would lose.
"Why did you kill Abaddon Kafni and why are you conspiring with Baktayev to attack your own country?"
"You're insane," Kemiss said, as he closed his eyes tightly and screwed up his face. "You're an animal."
Declan could tell Kemiss was just about at the point where the grand finale he had planned would have the desired effect. "An insane animal? Good thought, Senator. I'm sure you know all about insane animals and what they do to the kind of innocent people you've conspired with them to attack. The Chechen militants like Baktayev? They're insane animals and he's the leader of the pack."
"I don't know any Ruslan Baktayev!" Kemiss spat, as he mustered what seemed like his last scrap of intestinal fortitude.
The temperature in the room had to be nearing combustion levels and the consistent roar of the propane heater was clearly having the effect Declan had intended. The entire environment had been designed to be as stressful as possible and Kemiss was proving to be every bit the pansy Declan had thought he would be. "I never said his name was Ruslan, Senator. Checkmate."
Kemiss' eyes opened and darted around the room between Declan, the two masked men and his wife, who was again making muffled pleas.
"I think your wife has something to say to you," Declan said, as he walked over and pulled back the tape on her mouth.
"You son of a bitch!" Mary Ellen Kemiss screamed. "You've been sitting here all this time and you never even thought to ask about your children!"
Kemiss' eyes darted to his wife as Declan placed the tape back over her mouth.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Senator," he said. "Did you think I was going to do all of these things to you?"
Across the room, Nazari ripped down the tarp that had been concealing the far side of the garage. Keniss watched in horror as two small people sitting on metal chairs were revealed, their wrists bound behind their backs and black hoods covering their heads. Each wore only a pair of white underpants that were clearly soaked with sweat that ran from their pale skin.
Kemiss drew in a labored breath and his eyes went wide as he saw his two sons seated at the other end of the garage. Declan reached for the claw hammer.
"I'll tell you what I know!" the senator screamed. "I know who Ruslan Baktayev is and I know that he killed Abaddon Kafni. I know you're innocent, I swear! Seth Castellano and I set you up after you witnessed Baktayev leaving the scene of Kafni's death. We had to keep anyone from finding out he was in the country."
"Why kill Kafni?"
"Because that was the price Baktayev wanted for doing business. He had a personal vendetta for something, I don't know what, and he would only do what was wanted of him if we helped him kill Kafni."
"Why Baktayev?"
"Because he had a history in committing the kind of terror that was planned, he was behind the Beslan School crisis and nobody would think twice about him doing it again. It was a suicide mission, a martyrdom for Allah, so he wouldn't be around for interrogation. He planned the entire thing himself in 2004 before he was arrested in Russia. We only got him out of jail and asked him to pick up where he left off."
"And who set up the bomb at the Barton Center?"
"We did. The bomb was a distraction to get Kafni evacuated, but we were hoping he would be killed and that Baktayev wouldn't get the opportunity to murder him the way he was planning. It didn't work. Kafni escaped and you followed him to where he was staying."
"Who were the men who set up the bomb? Were they the same men that came after me?"
"Castellano hired them. He knew them from somewhere, I don't know where. He hired them to set up the bomb in the trunk of the security car and to distract Kafni's men. After he interviewed you and realized you knew who Baktayev was, he sent them to kill you and your wife."
"Why did you do all of this?"
"It wasn't my idea. Someone else came to me with it months ago."
"Who?"
Kemiss shook his head as if he wasn't going to tell.
"Who?" Declan yelled, picking up the claw hammer.
Kemiss licked his lips. "A man named Kreft. Lukas Kreft. He planned and financed the entire thing. He came to me for help in getting Baktayev into the country undetected and getting the documents he needed to plan the assault."
Declan had thought about the possibility of Kemiss not being the only one involved. Was what he was saying true or just an attempt to shift blame by a corrupt old man trying desperately to separate himself from the evil he was involved in? At this point in time it didn't really matter. All of that could be ironed out once the plot was stopped and being officially investigated.
"I only have one more question for you, Senator, and your answer will determine the end of our time together. Is it going to end quietly or with the tortured screams of your young boys? It's up to you. Where is Ruslan Baktayev?"
Kemiss did his best to spit at Declan, but little in the way of moisture came out. "What makes you think I know that? Kreft's not an idiot. He kept that a secret, even from me. He knows who the weak links in the chain are. He blackmailed us. Castellano was gay. We were lovers, have been for years. If people knew, they'd think he got his position in the FBI by sleeping with me. Kreft used him to control the investigation and he used me to gain unrestricted access to the U.S. He set up illegal donations to my last campaign and threatened to reveal them. I'd have been ruined."
"You're lying, Senator. The stigma of being gay went out with the last century. And would you really choose your career over the lives of hundreds of innocent American children? I don't believe there is a chain, so how can there be any weak links? You're attempting to distance yourself from this whole thing and I'm getting very impatient."
Nazari made a loud exhibit of removing the now cherry-red fire poker from the grill of the propane heater as he stood, turning towards the seated boys.
"One last chance, Senator," Declan said. "Where is Ruslan Baktayev?"
Kemiss writhed in his seat and closed his eyes. "In a vacant warehouse in Dundalk, Maryland. The sign on the door says Broughman's Welding Service, but you're too late. He's already been activated. He and his men are on their way to a junior high school in Victoria, Virginia. Those people are going to die and if you try to stop him, you will too!"
Declan exploded. Unable to contain his hatred for the man seated in front of him he grabbed Kemiss by the shoulders of his shirt and jerked him out of the chair, shoving him hard across the garage. Kemiss stumbled uncontrollably over a trash bin full of garden tools. Declan advanced on him again, but was stopped suddenly.
"Enough!" Okan Osman shouted as he tried to hold Declan back, his feet sliding against the smooth concrete floor. "We still need him!"
The fire poker clattered to the floor as Altair Nazari joined Osman, taking hold of Declan around the neck and locking his arm in place with his hand. Declan's nostrils flared and his eyes bored into Kemiss as the politician looked up from the ground, his nose bleeding. Slowly Declan relaxed. "Get him out of here, now."
Nazari kept his hold as Osman let go and jerked Kemiss to his feet, pushing him quickly past Declan to the kitchen door, which he unlocked with a key before dragging the senator through and disappearing into the house.
"Alright," Nazari said. "Alright?"
Declan nodded and Nazari let go. They each took a deep breath and Nazari moved to the propane tank heater, turning a black knob on top of it until it popped loudly and the roaring stopped. Next he moved to one of the garage doors and pressed a button next to it, allowing the door to open about twelve inches before stopping it. Immediately a cold rush of air flooded in and it seemed like the temperature dropped dramatically.
Declan looked around as Nazari continued moving around the room turning off the makeshift spotlights that had been used on Kemiss. In seconds the room began to look again like the suburbanite three car garage they had found earlier in the evening when they had arrived at the Kemiss property. A muffled protest drew his attention as Nazari flipped on the halogen lights in the garage ceiling. Mary Ellen Kemiss struggled against her restraints, but stopped as Declan locked eyes with her.
"I would never hurt you or your children, Mrs. Kemiss," Declan said, as he walked around the two boys and pulled off their hoods. Her eyes went wide and became tearful as she saw the sweaty faces that blinked rapidly in the sudden light.
"Is that it?" one of them asked, as Declan removed a set of large headphones from his head that had been concealed under the hood. "Are we done filming?"
"Aye," Declan said, as he pulled the other boy's headphones off.
"Good thing, man. I was really getting tired of that music."
"Go out this door here and the men outside will make sure you get paid. Great work, lads." Declan cut the loose restraints that were barely holding them and they stood, pulling on two bathrobes that had been folded and stored near the door as they walked through it.
Declan closed the door. He didn't think he'd ever allow his own children, should he ever have any, to act in the kind of movie he'd said he was filming when he'd called the entertainment agency earlier in the day, but thankfully there were some parents who didn't seem bothered by it.
"Your two boys have been in the upstairs guest room watching a movie this entire time," he said, as he turned back to Mary Ellen Kemiss and walked over. He cut her restraints and slowly peeled back the tape on her mouth. "I'm sure they'd like to see their mother now."
"You son of a bitch!" the woman said, as she stood and slapped him across the face. "How could you do this, to anyone?"
He pushed her gently towards the door and Nazari guided her into the house, shutting the door behind them. When they were gone, Declan walked over to the spotlight that had been positioned in front of Kemiss and pushed the off button on a small digital camcorder that had been secured to the bottom of the light. Walking back towards the kitchen door, he stopped and slumped down into the chair Kemiss' wife had been sitting in and put his head in his hands, breathing heavily. Had Kemiss called his bluff, he would have lost, and America would have lost with him.
 



Chapter Seventy-One
 
 
"Alright, boyos," Declan said, as he entered the kitchen from the garage, having finally been able to calm himself down after the events of the last few hours. "What do we have?"
Osman and Nazari had spread a map across the granite countertop of the center island and had turned on a laptop computer, which Nazari was typing away at.
"Victoria, Virginia is here," Nazari said, as he reached over and circled a town with a red sharpie. "Dundalk, Maryland is here, and we are here." He circled two more towns and Declan looked at each of them in turn.
"That could give us some advantage," Osman said, looking at the location of Dundalk on the map, just southwest of Baltimore. The three circles formed an obtuse triangle with the location of Baktayev's base being the furthest away.
"Yeah," Nazari said, “but if it's as the senator said, than Baktayev's already gone from there. For all we know he's already set up in the school and waiting for tomorrow morning when everyone arrives."
"I can make a call," Osman said. "There's a few 'diplomats' from our Washington embassy that could go and have a look at this Broughman's Welding Service. That way we'll know whether there's anyone there and if there ever was. I don't trust this scumbag upstairs to have been telling us the truth."
"He was," Declan said. "The only thing he fears worse than losing his power, is losing his two boys."
"Then you think that bit about it not being his idea was the truth?"
Declan nodded. "He got extremely stressed at that point in our conversation so either he really believes it or else it was a poorly prepared attempt at shifting the blame. Hard to tell which, but it's irrelevant. What we have to focus on is stopping Baktayev."
"Still, it won't hurt for someone to take a look at Dundalk. Maybe they can give us some kind of an idea what kind of preparation these guys were doing."
"Aye, that could be useful. We need information on the town of Victoria. There has to be some reason they've chosen that as their target."
"The Wikipedia entry for it basically indicates that it's a pretty impoverished town," Nazari said, as he turned back to the laptop computer. "Not much in the way of employment and I found several news articles about some serious drug issues in the area."
"That explains a lot," Declan said.
"The school itself, W.N. Page Junior High, is the oldest of three schools in the area. Here's a picture." Nazari turned the computer around so that Declan and Osman could see it.
"That explains even more," Declan said, as he looked at the picture of the single story, industrial-era building, with its rectangular architecture and narrow, metal rimmed windows. "They're using the same basic plan they did at Beslan in 2004. That school was the oldest in the area as well. Can you bring up an aerial view from Google Maps?"
Nazari turned the computer around and went to work. "Here," he said, turning it back around.
"Just like I thought. Look at the way the building is spread out in all of those weird angles," Declan said, pointing at several locations on the image. "Just like Beslan, the building's a tactical nightmare. Only two driveway entrances, both easily covered from the building. It's on a large open lot surrounded by trees, all of which is easily covered from multiple points in the building. Even the places across the street are mostly forest and wouldn't provide any kind of a decent operations point. The police would have to set up somewhere a good distance from the school and wouldn't have any line of sight."
"Looks like some residences there," Osman said, pointing to a few small buildings across the street that had some open ground around them. "There's some tree cover, too, the police could set up SWAT teams there in case of an emergency raid."
"I don't think so," Declan said. "Get me a street view."
Nazari reached over and punched a few buttons.
"See there?" Declan continued, as the screen changed to the street view. "With the building on that kind of an incline and all of those windows facing the road anyone crossing that street would be doing so under heavy fire. It'd be a massacre."
"So he's planned this well in advance," Nazari said.
"Aye, this isn't just about killing innocent people. It's about making a statement while killing innocent people. Baktayev learned some lessons from Beslan. The poverty and drug problems in the area likely mean low parental involvement. There'll be a lot of children arriving on the buses and few being dropped off by a parent who might notice something out of the ordinary. That, coupled with the likelihood that there's very little police presence in such a small, out of the way town, means Baktayev won't have any trouble gaining control of the building and its occupants. Once he's inside and he has his hostages he doesn't have any intention of anyone leaving alive. He'll take as many emergency responders with him as possible, too."
"So how do we stop this guy?" Osman asked. "'There's just the three of us. The other men who have helped us this far are spies, not warriors. They won't be much good to us in a fight. We have Kemiss's confession. That's what we came here for. Why do we need to go any further?"
Declan glanced between Osman and Nazari. He could see doubt on both men's faces and he understood it. What they were about to do could get them all killed.
"Look, Os," he said, "I know how you feel. Taking on a team of heavily armed terrorists isn't my idea of fun, either, but there's no one else to do it. What would Abe want us to do? He wouldn't stand by and let this happen. He'd do everything in his power to stop it, and you know that."
Osman ceded the point with a nod. "No argument there, but why does this have to involve us marching up to these guys and calling them sissies? Call in a bomb threat. Get school cancelled for the day and it's finished."
"I wish it was that simple. Although in the end it may be. We're not planning on any lengthy assaults here," Declan said. "Baktayev's entire plan rests on the element of surprise. Without it he's got nothing. He can't afford a long, protracted gunfight to take control of the school. Once attention is brought to his presence, he'll be forced to run. But we can't risk him having a backup target either, another school within driving distance or even a church daycare center or something, so we've got one chance at stopping him and it's got to count."
Osman nodded slowly. "Alright, alright, I'm in."
"Grand. Let's look at the big picture. We've got to try and figure out where they're going to be coming from."
Nazari moved around to the other side of the kitchen island and used the wireless mouse to zoom the satellite image out. "The main highway leading through the town goes right past the school."
"Aye, but I don't think they'll use that. The presence of any vehicles on the property overnight could attract a police patrol and in the morning the administration would know something wasn't right. Baktayev will be looking for a way to enter the property without anyone knowing."
"There," Osman said, pointing at a dead end road northwest of the school. "Zoom in on that."
Nazari clicked the mouse several times and the screen zoomed in on a road that ended in a parking lot and a cluster of buildings.
"Looks like some kind of apartments or townhouses," Declan said, shaking his head. "Too risky."
Nazari moved the view out again.
"What's that there?" Declan said, as he noticed a thin gray line that ran through the forest behind the school's property.
"Tobacco Heritage Trail," Nazari said, as he read the label that became visible as he zoomed in on the location.
"Is it a road?"
"I don't think so," Nazari said. "It looks too narrow to me." He clicked over to a different tab on the internet browser and typed the name into Wikipedia. "Nothing here." He clicked over to another tab and typed the name into the Google search engine. An official website came up at the top of the search results. "The Tobacco Heritage Trail is a system of long distance, multi-use, non-motorized trails following abandoned rail corridors throughout Southside Virginia," he read.
Declan looked over the pictures on the website as Nazari scrolled through it. The so-called trail was nearly as wide as a road and covered with gravel. "That's it," he said. "It's gotta be. And that road there, just east of the school, that's how they'll enter the trail. Look at it, no nearby houses and completely wooded. They'll pull their vehicles far enough down the trail to keep them hidden and they'll enter the school from the back. No one will even know they're there until it's too late. They could go back and forth from the vehicles all night carrying in whatever they want and no one would notice. By morning they'll have the entire place wired and booby trapped. They'll take control one person at a time as they enter."
"Twin Cemetery Road," Osman said, as he leaned in for a closer look at the road Declan was pointing at. "Let's go get 'em."
 



Chapter Seventy-Two
 
 
10:54 p.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
Eleven miles outside of Victoria
Lunenburg County, Virginia
 
"They're out of there and aren't planning on coming back from the looks of it," Osman said, as he ended a call on his cell phone. "Looks like they've been living there, according to the guys I asked to have a look. They found sleeping arrangements in the building for at least twenty, and evidence of homemade explosives."
The black Ford Explorer bounced over a set of dormant railroad tracks as Nazari guided it over the antiquated pavement of a two lane country road, passing tall trees and flat, empty fields on either side. The view was occasionally broken up by the sudden appearance of dilapidated residences that looked as though they had been there longer than the road itself. Even in the darkness of night, the poverty of the area they were heading into was evident.
"They found three bodies in the rear lot of the building, too, stacked up in a storage container."
"That might explain why the police haven't found any bodies to back up my experiences. Baktayev's been taking his dead home with him," Declan said from the back seat. "Any clue as to what kind of arms they're carrying?"
Osman shook his head. "They found spent rounds in a few different calibers, but no weapons. Whatever was there, they've got it all with them."
"Could they tell how long they've been gone?" Nazari asked.
"It can't have been that long," Osman said with a grimace. "They found a young man chained up in a bathroom with his tongue cut out. He was still alive so they can't have been gone very long. It looked from the tire tracks in the muddy lot like they left in two fairly large vehicles, possibly vans or SUVs of some kind. There were multiple sets of tracks laid down over the last few days, so it was impossible to tell when they left for sure."
"They were driving dark red Suburbans when they attacked Kafni and Levitt and they had a white cargo van when they attacked Castellano and me," Declan said. "It could be the same vehicles."
Nazari slowed the vehicle as they rounded a bend in the road and came to a stop sign. Without coming to a complete stop, he looked left and continued driving to the right.
"What's that?" Osman asked, as he craned his neck and looked at a collection of green-roofed, concrete buildings behind several tall fences. Search lights passed over the property from tall towers along the fence.
"A prison," Declan said, as the compound passed out of sight. "It's one of the only major employers in the area."
"Remind me not to put Victoria down as a retirement destination," Osman quipped.
A mile down the road the dark fields began to blend into the lots of more impoverished residences. Stately brick homes that looked to have once belonged to wealthier families in the town's industry-oriented past were cramped between mobile homes and hastily constructed single story dwellings, all with overgrown lawns and vandalized automobiles.
"Charming place," Declan said, as they moved onto the town's main street, where businesses sat boarded up on the bottom floor of two and three story brick storefronts. Outside of one small place a street light flickered and people gathered under it, smoking, in front of what appeared to be a bar.
"We're getting close," Nazari said, looking at the GPS suction-cupped to the windshield. "I call the H&K."
Declan turned and reached over the back seat, grabbing the H&K MP-7 machine pistol from underneath a blanket. "The AR's mine," he said, as he pushed a forty-round magazine into the H&K and handed it forward to Osman, who placed it in Nazari's lap.
"That leaves me on shotgun," Osman said.
"We need to take everything we can with us," Declan said. "Once we're in this there isn't going to be any running to the truck for more ammo. If we're out, we're dead." He handed a Mossberg 590 tactical shotgun with a pistol grip and a box of sabot slugs over the seat to Osman.
"Move past it to the second entrance," he continued, as Nazari began to slow down, the school approaching on their right hand side as they cleared the town. "Nice and casual, if they're in there waiting, I want them to think we're just some wee chancers out for a kiss and a cuddle."
Nazari drove the SUV slowly past the first pitted concrete driveway, a darkened single story building looming above them on the steep incline. Clumps of uncut grass stuck up throughout the sloped front yard giving the place an unkempt appearance. Dingy streetlights illuminated broken glass and barred windows, more evidence of the area's intense poverty, on the front of the building as they reached the second entrance and continued on.
"From the looks of that place you'd think it was abandoned," Osman said.
"Aye, rough place to be a kid, I'm betting."
Declan hadn't seen any evidence outside that anyone was in the building or even nearby. Several of the doors that had been visible looked like they might have been pried opened at some point, but it was hard to tell for sure with the amount of vandalism. "Let's find this Twin Cemetery Road," he said. "If we're the first ones here, I don't want any evidence of it. I want Baktayev to think it's smooth sailing."
Nazari drove three quarters of a mile and made a right. The road looped around past several neighborhoods, empty fields and thick patches of trees. After nearly a mile the residences were gone and only field and forest surrounded them. As the road curved back towards the school, the headlights washed over a roughly maintained cemetery that sat on both sides of the two lane road, a narrow dirt lane just past a rusted wrought iron fence on the right. Nazari slowed the vehicle to a stop. "Twin Cemetery Road," he said, looking at the crooked sign on the corner of the street.
"Right then," Declan said, as Nazari pulled the SUV to the side of the road under some overhanging tree limbs and cut the lights off. He pushed a thirty-round magazine into an AR-15, charged the rifle and extended the stock. "I'm on point," he said, as he pushed open the door and stepped out. "Nazari, you're behind me and Osman, on the rear. Ten paces apart until we know we're alone."
 



Chapter Seventy-Three
 
 
11:06 p.m. Eastern Time – Sunday
W.N. Pace Junior High School
Victoria, Virginia
 
Ruslan Baktayev held up a hand signaling the sixteen men behind and around him to stop. He held his head high in the light breeze for a moment as the trees rustled slightly around them. Battle was coming. He could feel it in the air and it energized every fiber of his being. He had lived for this moment and only this moment for a week now. His enemies were dead and even the last attempt, the last gasp of the Americans, had fallen before him with the defeat of the punk kid who had dared to challenge him. Sharpuddin, he thought as he scowled and spat.
With their vehicles well hidden along an old railroad bed, now a hiking trail, that ran through the woods behind the school, everything had gone as planned. They had arrived in Victoria with plenty of time to spare and would be firmly entrenched by the time the faculty began to arrive shortly after dawn. First, they would take each of the teachers and administrators as they arrived, forcing them to conduct business as usual while unloading the school buses that were scheduled to begin arriving at exactly 8:15 a.m. None of the few parents who dropped their children off at the front doors would think anything was out of place as Anzor Kasparov greeted them and ushered the children into the building. He had been doing that same thing as the facility's custodian for years.
Headlights washed over the trees momentarily and Baktayev turned around, focusing as his men each sank to one knee. Three car doors closed quickly but quietly as they watched, Kalashnikov rifles held across their chests and at the ready. Dressed in jungle fatigues and military boots, the men blended into the dense green forest at the edges of the school's property. Even their heads were covered in camouflage dew rags, with the exception of the few, including Baktayev, who had chosen instead to wear their black Islamic taqiyahs. After all, this was a mission of God and they were his soldiers.
Slowly, Baktayev wrapped the shoulder strap of his AK-47 around his hand and brought the rifle up into position as three men approached, each of them obviously armed. Waiting until the men were in the midst of his squad, he stood suddenly and barked an order in his native tongue, his men following his lead and standing with him.
Triumphant growls sounded as the three newcomers dropped their guns and held their hands up high in the air. Baktayev smiled as he looked at the blood on their clothes. "It is done, then?"
The nearest of the three men smiled and nodded. "It is done."
The three men had left separately from the rest of the group in a smaller vehicle and had been dispatched to the home of the town's school resource officer who would be the quickest link the school would have to the local police. Now the man, and his family as well, were in no condition to respond to anything. They were dead. With the officer not expected at his post until the start of the school day, it would be hours before anyone noticed he was missing and by then it would be too late.
Baktayev waved a hand motioning his men forward. Slowly they cleared the trees and moved out into the overgrown field a hundred yards from the back of the school's gymnasium. Keeping low and moving fast, they reached the building and lined up against the high brick wall. Though Baktayev thought they had little to fear from any of the townspeople, he wanted precision and stealth from his men. This was the most critical phase of their plan. If they were spotted here by anyone with enough sense to pick up a telephone then all of their planning, all of their preparation, would be for nothing. They would be forced to flee and the glorious death each of them had been praying well into the night for would be a fleeting dream.
Taking position ahead of his men at the corner of the building, he leaned over and looked down the row of them. He motioned to Anzor Kasparov to join him at the lead. Kasparov was the man with the keys and their ticket inside the building. "Are you ready?" Baktayev said, as the man arrived at his position. Kasparov jangled the keys in one of his pockets and smiled, resting his rifle on his shoulder. Baktayev turned back to the corner of the building and readied his rifle. He waved his hand and rounded the corner, staying low and creeping up the side of the building towards a courtyard twenty yards ahead of them. He held up his hand in a stop command as he reached the corner of the courtyard and looked out into the enclosed breezeway that connected the school's gymnasium with the rest of the building. In the center of the breezeway was a door, their planned entry point. Kasparov would have two minutes to make his way to the front of the building and disarm the building's security system as the rest of them fanned out around the building. Having cleared the courtyard of any surprises, Baktayev moved back behind the building and pressed his back against the wall.
"When you hear the door open, General," Kasparov said, "wait thirty seconds and then move into the courtyard. I will prop the door open with a rock, as the teachers do in the warmer months, before I go in."
The night seemed to grow quiet around them as if nature itself was waiting breathlessly for their victory. Baktayev tightened his grip on his rifle as he nodded his understanding. Kasparov withdrew a bulging set of keys from his pocket, picking through them quickly until he found the correct one. He pumped his fist in a victorious gesture and turned the corner into courtyard.
A loud crack echoed across the school yard and Kasparov's head exploded, covering Baktayev and the two men closest to him in rufescent gore. Baktayev furiously blinked the blood away as the remaining four and a half feet of Anzor Kasparov collapsed onto the ground, the keys in his dead hand jangling as they fell loose. Slowly registering what was happening, Baktayev dropped to his knees and then to his stomach as a deafening clatter filled the air around him.
 



Chapter Seventy-Four
 
 
"Surprise, old son," Declan said, as the brass was ejected from the side of his AR-15 and he watched the body of the man he'd been aiming for fall to the ground. Had it been Baktayev in the lead? He couldn't tell in the low light. He flicked the selector switch on the side of the converted rifle to automatic and pulled the trigger again. With the amount of men he was facing he needed to do as much damage as he could, and fast. The weapon bucked in his grip and methodically he inched the barrel to the right, moving down the line of Chechens against the brick wall of the school sixty yards in front of him. Several men close to the front of the line were thrown against the wall as the bullets impacted, their bodies falling onto one another. Declan knew the accuracy of the weapon at this range wasn't great, especially in the dark, and within a few seconds of pulling the trigger, the rifle was empty.
Okan Osman stood from behind the downed tree where he'd taken cover and aimed his shotgun. Even as he pulled the trigger rapidly and the rifled slugs exploded from the barrel, it was clear that the weapon wasn't accurate enough to have much effect from where he and Declan stood in the tree line at the edge of the property.
"Down!" Declan yelled, as several of the Chechens rose up and aimed their AK-47s in the direction they'd seen the muzzle flashes coming from. Osman took cover behind the fallen tree again and Declan stepped behind a thick pine, removing the magazine from his rifle and sliding in a new one as the clatter of the Kalashnikovs began. As chunks of wood were torn off the trees around him and bullets whizzed through the leaves, causing bits of greenery to fall to the ground, he flung himself forward onto his stomach for better cover.
"They're leapfrogging!" Osman yelled, as several of the Chechens moved forward while their comrades continued firing. "We've got to move, now!"
"Go! Go! Go!" Declan yelled, as he leveled his rifle from his prone position and pulled the trigger. Rounds burst from the weapon and the Chechens dropped to the ground, taking cover in the uneven terrain of the schoolyard. In his peripheral vision Declan watched as Osman took off running, keeping his head low as he passed behind Declan and back towards the trail they'd entered from. As the weapon again ran empty, Declan knew it was his turn to run and hoped that Osman had made it far enough to provide some cover fire. He jumped to his feet and ran, listening to the foreign yells of the Chechens as they realized they were in the clear. Looking to his left as he dodged through the thick trees, he saw someone stand from behind the row of camouflaged thugs. Even in the dim moonlight, he recognized Ruslan Baktayev as the man ran to the corner of the building and disappeared around the side. Declan turned his attention back to what was in front of him as the sound of machine gun fire started again. He kept his head low, but it quickly became obvious that the Chechens hadn't been able to see him running and were still focusing their fire on the spot where he and Osman had launched their initial assault. He pushed on until he heard gunfire in front of him and saw the muzzle flash ahead in the trees. Realizing the fire was directed towards the Chechens, he made his way towards it and soon joined Osman who was now standing near Altair Nazari as he fired his H&K MP-7 from behind a burned out metal barrel that stood a few yards into the tree line. Declan turned and looked as several of Baktayev's men were hit and fell to the ground. Taking the opportunity provided by Nazari's fire, he reloaded his rifle.
"How many did you count on their way in?" he yelled.
"Nineteen, and it looks like there's twelve left standing!" Osman yelled.
Declan tossed his rifle to Osman who caught it. "I'll trade you," he said. "Baktayev ran. I'm going after him!"
Osman nodded and withdrew the shotgun that was secured to his back by its shoulder strap. "There's only four rounds in it, but there's still fifteen in the strap!" he yelled, as he tossed it to Declan. Declan caught it as Nazari's fire stopped and Osman raised the AR-15 to continue the assault. Declan dropped the olive green satchel he was carrying his extra magazines in at Osman's feet and looked at Nazari who was reloading. "Did you disable their vehicles?"
Nazari nodded.
"Good. Finish as many of these guys off as you can and get outta here! The police can't be far off!"
"Where are you going?" Nazari asked, having not been privy to Declan's conversation with Osman.
Declan pumped a round into the shotgun. "After a coward!"
 



Chapter Seventy-Five
 
 
Gradually Declan made his way from the forest onto the Tobacco Heritage Trail, aiming the shotgun in front of him. The trail was nearly as wide as a two lane road and covered with finely crushed aggregate to make it ideal for bikes or horses, though from the overgrowth it looked scarcely used. He'd seen Ruslan Baktayev flee from the schoolyard and run east away from the building. In order to make it to the vehicles he would have had to double back once he reached the forest, but Declan couldn't imagine him going anywhere else if he wanted to escape the area.
Carefully, he surveyed the two white cargo vans and worn Honda SUV that Baktayev and his men had arrived in and that were now parked in a line along the edge of the trail, about a thousand feet from the nearest road. The engine compartment of each vehicle was open, evidence of Nazari's sabotage, and if Declan had to guess, he was sure that Nazari had either pulled the fuses, removed the distributor caps and disabled the rotors, or blocked the air intake to keep the vehicles from starting. Either way, no one was going anywhere with any of them.
He sank to one knee and listened intently. Sirens had started in the distance and were growing closer, and the occasional burst of gunfire came from the school, but it was clear that the fight was winding down. Having been caught on open ground, Baktayev's crew had been cut to pieces by the surprise attack. Declan focused his attention in front of him, listening for anyone approaching, but he heard nothing. Had Baktayev continued east on foot? Had he hidden another vehicle near the school? A stick snapped in the forest to his left and Declan turned, aiming the shotgun into the darkened trees as he took cover behind one of the vans. Suddenly the commotion increased and continued toward him, leaves crushing and twigs snapping under the weight of the approaching figure. In the darkness, Declan didn't see it until it was nearly on top of him. A slender doe bounded out of the tree line, stopped suddenly and looked at Declan before bolting to the right and continuing across the trail into the forest beyond.
Slowly Declan turned and redirected his attention to the east. The trail ahead of him was still empty, with no sign of the terrorist leader. A dim red light shone suddenly through one of the cargo van's tinted windows and a sputtering sound came from the forest. Declan moved fast to the front of the vehicle and aimed his weapon into the trees east of his location. Through the thick overgrowth he could still see the square red light, brighter now that he wasn't looking through the darkened windows of the cargo van, and the sputtering continued. Realizing what it was, Declan shouldered the shotgun and ran forward along the trail as the sound of a twin cycle engine roared to life and the little red square of light began advancing through the forest.
Declan ran furiously trying to intercept the dirt bike. Thirty yards from the cargo van, its rider jumped the slight incline at the edge of the trail and landed the bike on the road a few feet away. Declan jumped forward as the rear tire slid on the fine gravel and wrapped his arms around the rider's waist, bringing him and the bike to the ground, the shotgun sliding off his shoulder as they landed.
With a bellow of surprise, the man struggled to free himself from Declan's grip, throwing his elbow behind him and connecting twice with the side of Declan's head. Declan rolled away from the man and stood, the rider of the bike doing the same and turning to face his attacker with a threatening growl.
In the low light, Declan easily recognized the man in front of him as the same man he'd seen a week earlier when Abaddon Kafni had been murdered at the Briton-Adams Mansion. "Hello, Ruslan," he said, breathing heavily and assuming a fighting stance as he looked at the Chechen.
The Chechen narrowed his eyes as he pulled a long, serrated knife from inside his camouflage coat. "Who the hell are you?"
"Crossing guard," Declan quipped. "No motorbikes allowed in school zones."
The Chechen growled and launched forward with the knife. Declan blocked the attack with a sweep of his arm and thrust his fist into the side of Baktayev's jaw as the man stumbled past him. Baktayev absorbed the impact by turning with the strike and again attacked, this time stabbing downward. Declan grabbed the hand that held the knife as it came down and propelled the heel of his boot into the Chechen's stomach, rolling onto his back and allowing the man's momentum to carry him over. Baktayev landed on his back and the air rushed from his lungs in a painful gasp.
Declan raised himself to his feet and watched as the Chechen did the same, but with more difficulty. The man's crude fighting skills were clearly no match for him. "C'mon, Ruslan, I was expecting so much more from you."
"Arghh!" yelled the Chechen, advancing again, swinging the knife wildly from side to side. Declan stepped backwards methodically, allowing the blade to narrowly miss him each time. On the Chechen's fifth attempt, he blocked the attack and drove his heel into the man's side, causing him to double over and stumble backwards at the same time. As Baktayev tripped on the loose gravel and fell onto his back, Declan heard the sound of another twin cycle motor.
A single headlight washed over the area and Declan dived out of the way as another rider on a dirt bike sped past, attempting to run him down. The rider braked hard and spun the bike around. Declan stood as the rider revved the engine and sped forward, pulling a pistol. Shots sounded and he ducked low, running into the trees for cover as the rider stopped at the fallen Baktayev and continued firing. From a prone position out of the rider's line of fire, Declan watched as Baktayev got slowly to his feet and mounted the bike behind its rider, who continued to aim the pistol into the trees and fire the occasional shot. The rider revved the engine again, stowed the pistol and the bike shot forward, churning gravel behind it as it tore down the trail.
Declan jumped to his feet and ran for the dirt bike that he'd knocked Baktayev from and that was still lying on the ground, its engine idling. He quickly scooped up the shotgun and slung it over his shoulder as he stood the bike up, mounted it and gripped the accelerator. The bike shot forward, its front wheel lifting off the ground momentarily. Declan stood from the seat and shifted his weight forward to bring the bike back onto two wheels. Ahead he could see a tiny flicker of red light and knew it was the fleeing terrorist several hundred yards down the trail. Where was the man going and who was the other rider who had appeared from nowhere? Was it part of a backup team with a second target in mind? Declan couldn't risk that, he knew he had to catch them. He pulled the accelerator tighter and leaned forward, the air slapping him in the face and bringing tears to his eyes as the bike sped up.
With the bike ahead of him carrying two, Declan was lighter and able to travel faster. He gained ground steadily as he crossed underneath an overpass and rounded a curve. Ahead he could see that the trail was beginning to open up, the forest on one side coming to an end. Baktayev's bike was a hundred yards from him when the trail opened into a vast field containing three large metal buildings and a long, flat stretch of pavement. From the flashing lights near the buildings and along the pavement, Declan knew it was an airport. Quickly, he scanned the runway and saw a single engine plane near the far end, the lights on its wings blinking. Was this Baktayev's destination?
A gunshot sounded ahead of him and he swerved the bike to the noticing that Baktayev had turned in the seat and had a gun aimed. Declan pulled the accelerator as far in as it would go and the bike shot forward closing the distance between him and Baktayev to fifty yards. Baktayev fired several more times, but couldn't get a decent shot. The terrorist leader turned forward, giving up as the rider of the bike slowed and pulled off of the trail, riding down an embankment towards the airport's runway and the waiting plane.
Knowing that he was taking a big risk and could be riding into an ambush, Declan steered his bike to the right and jumped the incline at the edge of the trail, landing on the rough terrain thirty yards from the runway. Gunning the engine, he bumped hard over the ground, racing towards the other bike and attempting to intercept it. As he crossed onto the smoother grass twenty yards from the runway, he reached up and drew the shotgun from around his back.
Fifteen—ten—five. He held the end of the shotgun out, striking Baktayev in the head as he raced past and skidded to a stop, the back wheel of the bike sliding around. He leapt off it and brought the shotgun up, aiming it towards the plane and anyone that might be standing near it. He could see through the windows of the small craft that there was only one person inside. The pilot stared out the window at the scene.
Ten yards in front of Declan, between him and the plane, the bike Baktayev had been riding was lying on the ground, both rider and pillion struggling to get out from underneath it and off the ground. The rider was the first to find his feet. The man stumbled for a second and finally rested his eyes on Declan, reaching hastily into his camouflage coat. Declan fired once, pumped in another round and fired again. Two large holes opened up in the man's chest and he flew backwards, tripping over the downed motorbike and landing on his back, where he lay still.
Baktayev struggled upright as Declan pumped a third round into the shotgun. Blood ran down the side of the Chechen's face as he stared at Declan with beady, coal black eyes and slowly raised his hands in surrender.
"Your ride's leaving without you, Ruslan!"
The Chechen glanced over his shoulder as the plane taxied forward, heading away from the scene.
"This was your plan all along, wasn't it? Get your men entrenched in the school and then make a run for it just before the siege started! That's why this plane is here, isn't it? An escape route. Is this how you survived Beslan? What would your damn Allah say to such cowardice?"
The plane's engine grew louder and its speed increased. As it passed the last of the metal buildings, it lifted into the air and cleared the tree line at the end of the airport, the two blinking lights on its wings the only evidence left of its presence as it faded into the distance.
Baktayev turned his head back towards Declan and spat on the ground. "You know nothing about the greatness of Allah! His vengeance is patient and his actions are—"
Declan pulled the trigger of the shotgun. A jagged hole appeared in Baktayev's stomach as his eyes opened wide. Declan pumped the weapon and fired again. The second round struck the Chechen in the left temple as he stood doubled over, blood spilling from the first wound. The impact of the slug with his head drove him backwards. He landed on his back next to the rider of the motorbike, his arms spread wide. Declan lowered the shotgun and walked over. Standing at Baktayev's feet and looking at the man's blank stare he said, "That's for Abaddon Kafni."
This was one set of dead eyes that wouldn't haunt him when he lay down at night.
 



Chapter Seventy-Six
 
 
Two Days Later
Lee Highway
Gainesville, Virginia
 
David Kemiss sat down on the edge of the bed inside the room he had rented the night before and lit a cigarette. He had quit smoking years ago, but with the events of the last forty-eight hours anyone who begrudged him a smoke could go straight to hell. A tentative knock sounded on the door and he stood. After adjusting his tie and collar, he walked over the badly worn carpet and opened the door.
"She's here, Senator," Colin Bellanger said.
"Show her in, show her in."
Bellanger stood aside.
"Senator Kemiss," a blonde haired woman in a dark red skirt suit said.
Kemiss nodded. "Ms. Courtney. Come in, please."
The woman stepped into the small room, followed by a camera man who set up a tripod in the corner. Both looked around with an expression of amazement bordering on disgust. Bellanger closed the door behind them and moved to the opposite side of the room, where he took a seat on the bed.
"Sorry about the accommodations," Kemiss said, "but I'm sure you can understand my need to be discreet."
The Manassas Gap Motor Lodge was a far cry from the kind of place he would normally stay in, but the anonymity it provided in a time like this was a necessity. Twenty four hours ago, after finally being let out of his own house, which he had been held in for over twelve hours by some masked men linked to Declan McIver, he had emerged back into the world to learn that a gunfight had occurred at a school in Victoria, Virginia and that twenty dead Chechens had been found at or near the scene.
At first the media had showed only a passing interest as the town and its surrounding areas were common sites of drug related violence, but hours later, when the police had finally cleared the building, it became evident that something far more sinister had gone on. In the possession of one of the dead men had been letters making demands for the release of hostages, as well as maps and blueprints of the school. The police, and soon after the media, quickly and rightly surmised that what had been planned was nothing short of a hostage situation by terrorists linked to Islamic jihadists. Who had stopped the attack and killed the men found around the school was a mystery and rumors were already beginning to spread that the United States Army or some highly trained unit of the FBI had been involved, and that things had gone very wrong. Now every major television network from across the globe was descending on the town which was normally home to less than two thousand people.
"I appreciate you inviting me, Senator, and being willing to sit down for an exclusive. I must say, I'm a bit shocked that such a small affiliate as WSET was your first call."
"In times like this, Ms. Courtney, it can be hard even for someone in my position to rise above the noise. I've found in the past that smaller outlets can be the best bet. I understand that you have a working relationship with both a local radio station and a newspaper as well?"
"Yes, sir."
"And my comments will be featured in all three venues?"
"Yes, sir."
"Then let's get started."
The reporter took out a spiral notebook and a digital tape recorder and set them on a table near the room's picture window. She straightened her skirt and took a seat in one of the mismatched chairs as Kemiss took a drag from his cigarette and sat down in the opposite chair.
"Don't tell my wife," he said with a smile, as he exhaled and crushed the cigarette out in an ashtray.
The reporter gave a courtesy laugh and quickly flipped open her notebook and pressed a button on the tape recorder. "Go ahead, Kenny," she said, giving a slight wave to the cameraman.
"This is WSET's Stacey Courtney," she said, as the red light on the front of the camera came on, "and I'm seated here in an undisclosed location with United States Senator David Kemiss, who has agreed to answer questions about the troubling events in Victoria, Virginia that were discovered thirty-six hours ago. Senator, the comments you made to me last week in Lynchburg after the death of Dr. Kafni, which you have repeated to the press gathered in Washington, were that you were deeply saddened by the death of Dr. Kafni and that you were being assured by federal law enforcement authorities that everything was being done to find his killers. Now, in light of the alleged terror attack in Victoria, a town that is located in your former congressional district before you were elected to the senate, you claim that you have information that links the two events, is that correct?"
Kemiss cleared his throat and straightened up in his seat. At first he hadn't known exactly how to react to the news that Declan McIver had managed to stop Ruslan Baktayev and in so doing had stopped the plans he and Lukas Kreft had put in motion, but he'd quickly shocked himself into campaign mode and decided that going on the offensive was his best shot. If he was honest, he was relieved that the attack had been stopped and, as a bonus, if he spun things the right way, he could actually come out of the entire situation better off. Kreft's vague promises of being able to spin the deaths of so many innocent Americans into a political victory could be damned. By the time this interview was over and the subsequent ones that Kemiss was sure would follow, he'd be a hero with the story that he'd cooked up.
"That's correct," he said. "Abaddon Kafni was a personal friend of mine and he was murdered by a mad terrorist bent on revenge."
The reporter nodded slowly. "Forgive me for saying, Senator, but that's not new information. It's been the working theory since Dr. Kafni's murder that he was killed by Islamic fundamentalists whom he'd run afoul of many times during his career."
"Let me finish, please. Thank you. The revenge exacted on Dr. Kafni that I was speaking of wasn't due to his career, but rather due to the fact that he was my friend. He was murdered because I rejected an attempt by his killer to blackmail both me and my office into aiding in the attack in Lunenburg County."
"Senator, you're saying that the same people who attempted to take school-aged children hostage early yesterday morning had contact with your office and that they killed Dr. Abaddon Kafni?"
Kemiss nodded. "That's correct. Dr. Kafni's murder and the associated bombing of Liberty University were intended as a warning shot to me and my staff. I was scheduled to be in attendance at the gala unveiling of the C.H. Barton Center for International Relations and Politics, but was called away by what was later revealed to be a ruse. I would have likely been killed and that was the message the terrorists wished to send."
"And how did you react to this 'warning shot', Senator?"
"Well, Ms. Courtney, the terrorists made a grave error in their calculations when they decided to try and blackmail me. Perhaps someone with less experience in Washington might have been a better target, but I have many contacts and was able to get word to counterterrorism experts in both our military and our federal law enforcement agencies."
"And together you came up with a plan that resulted in the Victoria attack being stopped?"
The question was asked in an almost giddy tone of voice and Kemiss knew that Stacey Courtney was eating every word he said right out of his hand. He fought back a smile as he answered.
"That is correct. Through a joint effort by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Central Intelligence Agency and the National Security Agency, we were able to find and identify the offenders before they could commit their planned attack. Due to the efforts of this country's fine men and women in uniform many lives were saved yesterday morning."
"There are rumors, sir, that something went wrong yesterday morning which resulted in a gunfight at the school. Can you comment on that for us?"
"No, I can't. That is simply information that I do not have. Obviously I wasn't on the ground in Victoria when our brave officers attempted to arrest the offenders and clearly something did not go as planned."
"Are the officers okay? Were any of them injured in the assault?"
"I don't know, but if they were then my prayers are with them and their families."
Courtney looked over the notes that she had been making as Kemiss spoke and nodded several times. This was the kind of story that made careers in the journalism world and he could tell she was nearly beside herself.
"One last question, Senator. I almost forgot in light of your revelations, but what of the ongoing manhunt for former IRA terrorist Declan McIver? Is he the man who tried to blackmail you? Is he the terrorist who is responsible for all of this?"
"No," Kemiss said. "Declan McIver's involvement in this matter is still very much an unknown. We do know that he is involved at some level, but we do not believe that he was acting alone or that he was in charge of anything. I'm sure when he is apprehended, and he will be apprehended, that his full role in this will come to light."
"Thank you for all of this information, Senator. I know the world will be waiting breathlessly for the outcome of the official investigation. This is WSET and I'm Stacey Courtney.
“Thank you again for calling me, Senator," Courtney said, as she clicked off the tape recorder and the red light on the camera winked out.
"Thank you, Ms. Courtney. Please call my assistant, Mr. Bellanger, with any further questions. I'm sure there will be a lengthy investigation and more questions will come up. I will be happy to answer them all."
Colin Bellanger stood from his perch on the bed and walked to the door. He opened it and held it as Stacey Courtney and her cameraman gathered their things and left the room.
"I think that went well, don't you?" Kemiss asked, as Bellanger closed the door again.
"Yes, sir, very well."
Kemiss nodded and stood up. "I hope so. Get the car ready. This place isn't going to stay a secret for long with that news van outside."
"Yes, sir." Bellanger opened the door and left the room.
Kemiss walked towards the bathroom, but stopped half way when his cell phone rang. After pulling it out of his pocket, he looked at the caller ID and answered. "Where the hell have you been? I've been trying to reach you since Saturday night!"
"Apologies, David," Lukas Kreft said. "It's been a busy couple of days."
"No kidding! I've been dealing with this entire situation alone!"
"I trust you've got a handle on it. You're an experienced man."
"That's not the point. The point is, I could have used your help in spinning this to the press. Your man Baktayev screwed up, again. Thankfully, McIver shot him full of holes or else we'd have a real nightmare on our hands."
"Our hands? You mean your hands, David. Your attempt to spin this story in your favor will not work. All you've done is speed your own demise by directly involving yourself. When the investigation begins, all the authorities will find is that the entire operation leads directly to your front door."
Kemiss turned and looked frantically around the room. "What are you talking about? I didn't have anything to do with this. All I've done is what I was told to do by you!"
"Let's examine that for a moment," Kreft said. "It was your influence that allowed Ruslan Baktayev to enter the country as an asylum-seeking refugee. It was your influence that obtained the blueprints and maps found in the school. The school was located in your former congressional district, an area where you have maintained relationships that enabled you to get said documents. The vehicles and building Baktayev used are owned by a shell company in the Grand Caymans bearing your name, and payments made to various people involved will all lead nicely and neatly back to paperwork you signed and accounts that you are responsible for. Even your latest action, the attempted hit on CIA chief Simard, was paid for through those accounts. Now, what do you think the authorities are going to say when they learn all of this?"
"You son-of-a-bitch, you've been planning this all along," Kemiss said in a hoarse whisper. "I was never going to make it out of this, was I?"
"Correct, David. Your relationship with Castellano will show how you tried to influence and control the investigation, and even your latest move in talking to the press, while bizarre, will only look like motivation in light of everything else. This whole thing will look like an attempt to revive your sagging political brand. The American government will be embroiled in controversy for months and the voting public will have even less confidence in their elected representatives than they already do. The divide between American politicians and American voters will grow even wider and even more attention will be paid to what's going on inside the country, where it should be focused, instead of on the affairs of other nations."
"You didn't care if Baktayev was successful or not, did you, as long as the whole thing could be pinned on me? You were setting me up from the beginning!"
"Yes, David. And you made it far too easy."
"Well, I've got news for you, Lukas, McIver got a taped confession from me Sunday night and I gave him your name! As soon as he releases that tape, you're going to have some serious people asking a lot of serious questions and it will be you who's calling me for help!"
"Nice try, David, another desperate attempt to make yourself look innocent."
"Just wait! I may be going down, but I'm taking you with me!"
The phone line went silent and Kemiss brought the device away from his ear to look at the LED. The call timer was flashing. Lukas Kreft had hung up. Kemiss set the phone down on the dresser, next to the television. Slowly, he sank down onto the bed and put his head in his hands. He could feel the heat coming off his skin.
"Senator?" a voice said from outside the room as a hurried knock came on the door. "Is everything okay in there? Senator? I heard someone yelling. Are you okay in there?"
Kemiss could hear his heart beating in his chest and the world around him sounded like it was underwater. Had he really been yelling? He hadn't realized it, but maybe he had been.
The knocks on the door grew louder. "Senator? Are you in there?"
Kemiss reached over to the dresser and unzipped the front pocket of the suitcase he'd brought in. Pulling out a .38 revolver, he caressed the shiny, nickel-plated weapon. He didn't want to be around for the storm that was coming. He couldn't face his children with something like this hanging around his shoulders.
 



Chapter Seventy-Seven
 
 
Sligo Airport
Strandhill, County Sligo – Ireland
 
After going to ground for two days, Declan had finally been able to make his way out of the United States with the help of Fintan McGuire. With both the media and the law enforcement communities completely occupied by the foiled hostage crisis and the fear of other attempts around the country, Declan had been able to slip away undetected. Now as Fintan's Embraer Legacy 500 banked sharply to the left, he looked down on the mid-sized Irish town of Sligo, the crisp, navy blue waters of Ballysadare Bay and the North Atlantic Ocean beyond as the plane began its final approach from the east. Once the plane straightened out and descended, it bounced forcefully onto the runway and the engines screamed as they reversed to slow the corporate jet. Declan could see a line of four black Range Rovers waiting just off the runway, and as the craft taxied to a stop, the vehicles moved forward.
The cockpit door opened and the captain walked out. Declan stood as the man smiled and nodded at him and continued on towards the plane's rear exit. When the captain had opened the door and lowered the plane's wheelchair ramp, Declan thanked him, and descended to the pavement where the grouping of Range Rovers was now waiting.
"There's my old son," Fintan said with a huge smile, as Dean Lynch opened the rear door of one of the Range Rovers and the mop-haired entrepreneur exited the vehicle on his forearm crutches.
"What's all this?" Declan asked, as Fintan arrived at the edge of the ramp.
"You can't do everything you've done in the last week and a half and not expect a bit of a fanfare, mate," Fintan said, as the doors to several of the Range Rovers opened and people began to step out. Declan scanned the gathering group with a smile as Lord Dennis Allardyce, Tom Gordon and Shane O'Reilly arrived at the ramp. Declan smiled the biggest at the sight of Shane hobbling along on a set of crutches. "Now you two can have a race," he said, nodding towards Fintan.
"The hell with that, and these things, too," Shane said, in mock anger.
"Well done, Mr. McIver, very well done indeed," Lord Allardyce said, as he extended his hand and slapped Declan on the shoulder like a father would a son. "A lot of people are going to be very grateful when the dust settles and everything that's happened is revealed in its entirety."
Declan smiled. "I'll settle for a glass of iced tea and no one shooting at me for a while."
He looked past the small group at the sound of more doors opening and closing. Altair Nazari and Okan Osman exited the third Range Rover in the row of four.
"Now, here's two guys I didn't think I would see again for quite a while," he said, as the two approached and they all shook hands. "I thought you'd both be laid up on a beach in Eilat soaking up the sun and drinking martinis."
"And we will be, very soon," Osman said with a laugh. "We just had to make a brief pit stop first." He nodded in the direction of the Range Rover they'd just gotten out of. A tall man with thinning gray hair and a chubby face had left the SUV and was walking towards them.
"Prime Minister," Declan said as Asher Harel arrived and they shook hands firmly.
"Our meeting at airports is becoming a habit, Mr. McIver. I'm glad this time it's under better circumstances," the aged Israeli said.
"Yes sir. So am I."
"I don't want to bring your reunion to a halt, but there's a lot that needs to be discussed. Have you heard the latest news out of the United States?"
Declan shook his head. "No, sir. I've been in the air until just a little while ago. We made a two hour stop in Reykjavik, but I never left the plane."
Harel nodded. "The story developing out of the United States is quite frankly bizarre, to say the least. Senator David Kemiss has apparently committed suicide after meeting with a television reporter." Harel continued to catch Declan up on all of the claims Kemiss had made in the interview that was now being played throughout the world's major media.
"That lyin' bogtrotter," Shane said, when Harel had finished. "He actually took credit for what Declan and your men did?"
Declan grimaced as the Senator's statements from two nights prior flashed through his mind. Had Kemiss really had a partner? If so, was the man Kemiss had identified a further danger or had the events in Virginia been the culmination of his threats? At the time Declan had thought it was all just another desperate attempt by Kemiss to keep people from learning the truth, but now he wasn't so sure.
"I guess my point is," Harel continued, when no one else spoke, "that while your actions certainly saved a lot of lives, it doesn't seem to have done much to end the manhunt for you. You're still very much a wanted man."
Declan nodded. "Maybe this will help," he said, as he withdrew a red flash drive from his coat pocket. "It's the confession Kemiss gave us at his house the other night, the confession that led us to Baktayev. That should help the authorities piece everything together if we can get it into the right hands."
Harel took the drive and turned it over in his hand for a moment. "I'm sure it will. I'll make some calls to my contacts in Washington right away and a copy of this will be in the President's hands by tomorrow morning."
"That will certainly help in the long term," Allardyce said, "but we need to worry about the short term."
"Lynch and I are returning to Dublin as soon as we're done here," Fintan said. "Mullaghmore is your home for as long as you need. I would think you and the missus will be plenty safe there."
"Aye, that's grand," Declan said, "but what we'd really like is to go home, back to our old lives before all of this happened."
"I'm afraid," Lord Allardyce said, "that that is the one thing nobody can give you."
Everyone looked up at the aged aristocrat.
"The cat is out of the bag, as the Americans say," he continued. "Even if, God willing, the truth is discovered among all of the obfuscation Kemiss has put out, the media will not soon forget what they've learned about you. There's a new ripple in their reality and I don't think their fascination with it will go away for quite some time."
"You're saying that even when I'm proven innocent, the stigma of my past isn't going to leave us alone, that we can't return to the way things were, no matter what?"
Allardyce nodded. "I'm afraid that's exactly what I'm saying. While I believe your heroic actions in having brought this terrible plan to a happy ending will play very well for us all in the eyes of the government, I don't think the same can be said for your friends and business associates. Even if you're completely exonerated, and I'm certain you will be, what's their reaction going to be to all of this, to the news that you're a Russian trained terrorist that can probably kill them in more ways with a plastic fork than they can ever imagine?"
Declan shook his head and smiled. "I don't know. When you put it like that, I guess I don't see us getting many trick-or-treaters for the next few years."
The group of men laughed. In all honesty, Declan really didn't care how other people looked at him right now. There was no going back to undo past mistakes and if he'd learned one thing throughout the last week and a half, it was that every cloud had a silver lining. His training had saved both his and Constance's lives, in addition to hundreds of others, and he was confident that they would move on, together, and rebuild their lives.
He looked around the group towards the SUVs.
"We didn't tell her you were coming in, old son," Fintan said. "With the covert nature of your movements, we thought it wouldn't be very nice to get her hopes up in case we had to stash you away again or something."
Declan nodded.
"That's Mr. Hogan," Fintan said pointing to an older gentleman in the driver's seat of the fourth Range Rover. "He's the head of the staff at the estate and he'll take you home or to anywhere else you want to go. I'm sure your missus will be pleasantly surprised when you roll up to the front door."
 
As the black Range Rover made a sharp turn onto a roughly paved driveway and waited for a set of wrought iron gates supported by two stone columns to open, Declan finally felt as though he could stop running. In decades past the two-hundred year old estate he was entering had been a safe haven and he hoped it could remain that way for a while longer.
The SUV pulled through the gates and rumbled up the driveway past three large cottages until it arrived in the motor court of a three story stone house, its walls covered in dark green ivy. "All set then, Mr. McIver?" Alan Hogan said, as he left the driver's side and opened the rear door.
"Grand," Declan said, as he took hold of a small duffel bag and exited the vehicle.
The heavy wooden door of the house opened with a thunk and Constance startled both of them as she rushed out of the doorway. Declan dropped the duffel bag as she threw herself at him in a wide embrace, her long auburn hair spilling over his head as he lifted her off the ground. After rubbing his face and kissing him several times she said, "Hi," with a sheepish grin.
"Hi," he said, as he put her down and beamed at her. "Did you miss me much?"
She gave a small, nervous laugh and stood beside him as a portly woman in a white apron appeared in the doorway.
"Good evening, dear," Alan Hogan said, as he picked up Declan's duffel bag and moved to where his wife stood in the doorway. He gave the rosy faced woman a quick peck on the cheek and said, "It'll be grand to have a family around again, won't it?"
Inside, Declan and Constance followed the Hogans through the home's elegant foyer and into a large den where three brown leather sofas stood around a fireplace. A green area rug with multiple colors and designs woven into it covered the stone floor and it was obvious that the home had been unoccupied for quite some time. The surfaces near the fireplace and the window sills had been recently cleaned but the haste of the job was evident in the streaks made by the cleaners as they'd done the best they could in short notice.
Declan looked around the room as memories came rushing back at him. This house had once belonged to Eamon McGuire and he had used it as a base of operations for the Black Shuck team. Though it had at one time been the closest thing Declan had to a home as a young adult, he hadn't returned in many years. The last time he had seen the house was the night that he and Shane had discovered the murdered bodies of their teammates and officer commanding.
Declan walked to one of the wide windows beside the fireplace. He looked out over the expansive Irish countryside for a moment before turning back. Constance held her hand out and as he reached out and took hold of it, she pulled him into a tight embrace.
"Dinner's at eight, sir," Alan Hogan said, as he and his wife left the room, closing the door behind them.
"There are still a lot of things coming down the pipe at us," Declan said, returning Constance's embrace. "I wish I could say that it's all one hundred percent over and done with, but there's still going to be a lot of questions that need answering."
"I don't care about any of that right now. I only care about the fact that you're here with me and that we're both safe. Tomorrow we'll do whatever we have to, but tonight, right now, I just want to enjoy a few moments with you, alone."
Declan smiled. "Aye, that sounds grand. You know," he said, as he motioned out the window to the east where the last rays of the sun were shining on the rolling hills Ireland was so famous for, "I was born in a farmhouse just sixty miles from here."
"Funny you should mention being born," Constance said.
He looked back at her suddenly, suspicion rising in him and giving way to excitement as he saw her small smile get wider.
"I'm pregnant," she said. "You're going to be a father."
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Nikolayev South Shipyard, Ukraine
May 20, 1987 – late in the Cold War
2:25 a.m.
 
Tracie Tanner carefully eased one drawer closed and opened another in the dented, World War II-era metal filing cabinet wedged behind the desk of the general manager’s office at Shipyard No. 444. Where’s that damned file? She’d been searching for nearly half an hour already with no luck, unable to decipher the Soviets’ Byzantine filing system.
Her eyes burned from the strain of reading reports typed in Cyrillic on substandard Russian-made typewriters, and she could sense time ticking away—surveillance reports indicated the guards’ patrol patterns included a walk-through of this very office every forty-five minutes or so.
The darkened office smelled sour, its cement block construction retaining the unpleasant fishy stench of the Black Sea combined with old sweat. She clenched a small penlight between her teeth to free up both hands for the search, and she worked methodically, flipping through file after file under the most likely tab headings.
Tracie, a CIA clandestine ops specialist, had been assigned to remove the guidance system software specs for the Soviet aircraft carrier Buka, scheduled for commission later this year, and replace them with bogus specifications. Construction had been completed on Buka years earlier, but bugs in the ship’s sophisticated software had delayed commissioning ever since.
Four years ago, in a successful nighttime operation, another CIA clandestine ops specialist had broken into this very office and replaced the proper specs with useless, CIA-generated data. Now the goal was to repeat the scenario and delay launch of the Buka for several more months, if possible.
Tracie worked quickly but thoroughly. Next to the office door the Soviet bureaucrat in charge had placed a large aquarium filled with exotic fish, and the steady drone of the water filter motor began to lull her into drowsiness. She blinked hard, closed the filing cabinet drawer, and opened another. She had worked her way through nearly two-thirds of the file cabinet and had found nothing.
And then, there it was. The first folder in the new drawer. It was blue, filled with several dozen sheets of numbers, diagrams and specifications. Tracie lifted out the folder and compared some of the sheets inside it to corresponding sheets of paper in the dummy file she had brought into the office. They appeared identical. The differences in the specifications were so minute it would take a team of engineers months to decipher the problem, and that was after they had discovered there was a problem.
She smiled in the darkness and removed the original specs, sliding the forged documents into the file folder in their place. She rolled the drawer closed, slowly and quietly, and then stood, glad to be finished. She placed the original software specs into a small briefcase and snapped it shut.
Padded quietly across the office.
And dropped her flashlight. It slipped out of her hand and clattered to the floor, rolling to a stop against the door.
Dammit.
Tracie froze, waiting to hear a shouted challenge or footsteps pounding down the hallway.
Nothing.
She waited fifteen seconds. Thirty. Then breathed a silent sigh of relief and picked up the flashlight. Be more careful, dummy.
She eased the door open and stepped into the hallway. And walked straight into a Soviet security guard’s Makarov semiautomatic pistol.
Tracie stepped backward instinctively, calculating the odds of reaching her Beretta 9mm inside the shoulder holster under her jacket. Result: not good.
The guard said, “Stay right where you are,” in Russian, and Tracie moved back another three steps, hoping he would follow her into the office. He did.
She stepped back and he moved forward. Stepped back again and he followed, still holding the gun on her. She backed into the general manager’s desk, studying the guard. He was barely more than a kid, maybe eighteen or nineteen, and he wore a threadbare Red Army uniform that had probably been handed down from soldier to soldier two or three times, maybe more. His hands were shaking, just a little, and he said, “You’re coming with me.”
I don’t think so, Tracie thought, but raised her hands to chest level in submission. “All right,” she answered in Russian, hoping her slight English accent would be undetectable. “This is a simple misunderstanding. I can explain.”
“Not my problem,” the guard said. “You will explain to my superiors.” He gestured with his head toward the door. “Go,” he told her, “and do not try anything stupid.” The Makarov stuttered and jumped and Tracie hoped he wouldn’t shoot her by accident.
The guard stepped aside to allow Tracie to pass him into the hallway. He brushed up against the table holding the aquarium, and as she moved past him, she pushed hard, a blur of sudden motion in the semi-darkness, and smashed his hands, gun and all, straight down into the side wall of the aquarium.
The glass shattered and the guard gasped, the sound almost but not quite a scream. He pulled the trigger reflexively and the gun fired, the slug whizzing past Tracie’s head. A wave of water and fish flooded out of the tank, soaking Tracie and the guard. Even in the dim light she could see the razor-sharp glass had ripped a gash in the guard’s forearm. Had she been sliced, too? No time to worry about that now.
The guard stumbled forward and Tracie ripped the gun out of his hands and slammed it against his temple. He sank to his knees, stunned. She hit him again and he dropped to the floor. He didn’t move. She prodded him with her foot and he lay unresponsive. He was out.
But now she had another problem. The shipyard was patrolled at night by a team of two guards, and if the other man was anywhere near he would have heard the gunfire. He could be rushing here right now. He could be on her in seconds. Tracie unlatched the briefcase and dropped the guard’s Makarov inside, then snapped it shut and eased out the door, her Beretta drawn, alert for any signs of the second guard.
He was nowhere in sight.
She made her way out of the building and through the shipyard, moving between concrete and aluminum structures like a wraith. At the edge of the shipyard property, she turned toward the Black Sea shoreline and an inflatable boat which would take her to a U.S. submarine stationed nearby. She disappeared into the black Ukrainian night.
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The Kremlin, Moscow
Mikhail Gorbachev’s residence
May 28, 1987, 11:15 p.m.
 
Mikhail Gorbachev trudged into his den. He was exhausted and felt like a man carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Raisa had gone to bed hours ago, but sleep would be elusive for Mikhail tonight. He eased into his plush leather office chair, selected a sheet of custom stationery, and got to work.
This might be the most important letter he would ever write, and it was imperative he compose it here, at home. Working in his office, filled as it was with monitoring equipment, would risk his words being seen by the wrong set of eyes.
KGB eyes.
So he began writing, taking his time despite the fact he had put in a full day already and had another long day planned for tomorrow. He paused every few words to rub his chin and think. It was critical every word be phrased to convey the proper sense of urgency. Mikhail knew full well the letter’s recipient would be suspicious, if not outright dismissive, of the veracity of his words and the motives behind them. And that was assuming the letter even reached its intended destination.
Mikhail realized he was probably under surveillance here, too, but working at night in his home office was not an unusual occurrence and should not elicit undue suspicion. More importantly, the quality of the surveillance cameras here was likely a step below those in his executive office. It was a risk, but a calculated one, and one worth taking.
He had long-since grown accustomed to being watched. Clandestine KGB surveillance was ingrained in the consciousness of Soviet society, accepted as just as much a part of the late-twentieth century Russian experience as exquisite vodka and blisteringly cold winters. Still, he hunched over his work, shielding the letter to the maximum extent possible with his body’s bulk. The KGB might not be able to read the specifics of what he was writing, but they could probably guess the subject. And that made this communique one of the most dangerous pieces of paper in the world.
Once he finished crafting the letter, the next step would be to enlist a trustworthy courier to make delivery. That would be a tricky and dangerous proposition, and where his plan could easily fall apart. A contact well-versed in espionage techniques would be the obvious choice, and as Soviet General Secretary, Gorbachev could take his pick of the skilled KGB operatives in their considerable arsenal.
But there was a problem. This assignment would require personal loyalty, and a career spy would have no reason to offer such loyalty to Mikhail Gorbachev. In theory, Russia’s espionage service existed to support the Communist party, of which he was titular head. The reality, however, was much different. KGB officials enjoyed tremendous power and were accustomed to wielding that power to their own benefit. Mikhail knew if he entrusted this mission to the KGB, the document would not be out of his hands thirty minutes before it would be undergoing intensive scrutiny. And the consequences of that could be dire.
But Mikhail Gorbachev had not risen to power through the cutthroat ranks of the Soviet political system by being timid—or by being stupid. He wielded power and influence, too, and his inner circle was filled with men fiercely protective of him. Not only because he was their friend and confidant, but also because their livelihoods depended upon his maintaining power. Were he to be overthrown, the new Russian leader would bring in new lieutenants, disposing of the old power brokers in whatever manner he saw fit.
Including making the most knowledgeable—and thus most dangerous—of them disappear.
Gorbachev knew the courier would have to be a man inside his inner circle, but it could not be someone so close to the General Secretary that he was indispensable, because the odds of the man completing the mission successfully and also returning alive were slim. Practically nil, he thought grimly.
The Soviet leader took a break from composing his letter and flipped it face down, then stretched out in his chair. His eyes were tired, burning from the exhaustion of a full day followed by the stress of tonight’s illicit work. Tomorrow he would have to carry on as though he had gotten a good night’s sleep. It would not be easy, but then nothing was easy in a world where Mother Russia’s hold over the rest of the Soviet republics was slipping steadily away.
The world was shrinking, and people who at one time were easily controlled via intimidation were beginning to demand freedoms unthinkable just a decade ago under Russian rule. No one inside the Kremlin wanted to admit it, but the burden of repressing the citizens of so many nations, all yearning for freedom and self-government, was stretching the Soviet Union to the breaking point. The largest military in the world was not going to be enough. Things had to change, and they had to change soon, but most inside the ruling body of the USSR refused to see it. They buried their heads in the sand and pretended the year was still 1962.
Mikhail Gorbachev knew better. The Soviet Union was headed for disaster. It was inevitable, and would tear his country apart. The KGB had set a plan in motion that would cause a massive shift in global conditions, allowing them to consolidate their own hold on power, and he could not allow that plan to happen. It was too extreme. It would trigger World War Three.
So he would do what must be done. But to challenge the KGB openly would be foolhardy and likely considered treasonous. He would disappear without a trace in the middle of the night, just like millions of his countrymen had disappeared under Josef Stalin. The KGB could make it happen, his status as Communist Party General Secretary notwithstanding, and no one would question a thing. A new leader would be installed and the system would lurch along toward its own demise.
This was why he worked in exhausted solitude at his desk while the rest of Moscow slumbered. This was why he risked everything. For his beloved country. He yawned and rubbed his eyes. He whittled down the list of potential couriers in his mind. He chewed on them endlessly until he decided on the perfect candidate.
Aleksander Petrovka’s official title was Undersecretary for Domestic Affairs. Aleksander would do as instructed, particularly if properly motivated. He was fairly intelligent for a party apparatchik, maybe even intelligent enough to pull off what Mikhail needed of him.
Tomorrow they would talk, and Mikhail would put his own plan in motion, the one which would, with any luck, negate the KGB’s. He would dispatch Petrovka to East Berlin on the first available plane. The KGB would know something was up but would not have time to stop him, provided Mikhail acted quickly and decisively.
He nodded, alone in his office. Having decided upon a courier, Mikhail felt a great weight lifting from his shoulders. The plan would either work or it would not, but solidifying things, even if only in his mind, made Mikhail feel better, like he was accomplishing something of significance. He straightened in his chair and got back to work.
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The Kremlin, Moscow
May 29, 1987, 10:10 a.m.
 
Aleksander Petrovka was suspicious and nervous—Mikhail could see that the moment the man entered his office. Petrovka worked in the Kremlin as a member of Mikhail Gorbachev’s personal staff, but his status within Gorbachev’s inner circle was not so lofty that he had ever had occasion to take a private meeting with the general secretary.
“Aleksander,” he said, rising and extending his hand. It was critical he put his underling at ease.
Petrovka shook his hand uncertainly. “You wished to see me, sir?”
“I did,” Mikhail said, smiling. “Let us stroll the grounds.” He knew this development would arouse further concern in Petrovka, but it could not be helped. His office was certainly under surveillance, with listening devices as well as cameras, so broaching the subject here would get them both arrested for treason before an hour had passed.
The men remained silent until they had exited the building. Mikhail could feel Aleksander’s discomfort. It was rolling off him in waves. As they strolled through flower gardens just beginning to bloom in the dank Moscow climate, the secretary spoke in a near-whisper to avoid detection by ubiquitous KGB listening devices. “You are being entrusted with a great honor,” he began. “A patriotic duty. You are being given the opportunity to perform a service to your country far beyond any you may previously have imagined possible.”
Aleksander remained silent and Mikhail removed an innocent-looking envelope from his suit coat. He held it up for Aleksander’s inspection, but kept it close to his body, hoping to conceal it as much as possible from view of surveillance cameras. “You are to leave immediately—we will provide you with a change of clothes for your overnight stay in the GDR. You will be driven straight to Tushino Airfield and fly via private plane to Berlin, where you will pass this envelope along to an operative at the location specified in your paperwork. Please note the envelope has been sealed in wax with my personal insignia, and its contents are classified Top Secret, not for your eyes or anyone else’s except its intended recipient. The consequences of opening it would be severe and immediate. Do you understand, comrade?”
Aleksander nodded slowly. Mikhail could see that he understood. Severe consequences in Russia meant only one thing.
“How will I recognize the envelope’s recipient?” Aleksander asked.
“I am told he suffered facial disfigurement in an automobile accident years ago. A long scar on his right cheek. But you needn’t worry, I have passed your description along and your contact will be watching for you. He will address you as ‘Dolph’ and you will respond, ‘Hello, Henrik.’”
The secretary continued. “After delivering the envelope to your contact, your mission will be complete. You may enjoy the rest of your evening in East Berlin and then fly home tomorrow. Simple, yes?”
Mikhail knew Aleksander wanted to question him. Hell, he could see the man wanted to refuse the assignment. But he also knew he would do as asked. His place was not to question. He was a bureaucrat and had been given an assignment by the most powerful man in the USSR. What else could he do?
Aleksander reached out reluctantly and took the envelope. “Remember,” Mikhail said. “No one is to open this letter.”
“What if…” Aleksander’s voice trailed off.
“What?” Mikhail asked, annoyed. The lack of sleep was catching up to him and he still had a long day ahead.
“Well, what if I am challenged, you know, by the authorities?”
Mikhail reached into his pocket and removed a pen and a small pad of paper. He jotted something down and handed it to Aleksander. “The authorities would have no reason to challenge you, but if you encounter any difficulties, this is my personal telephone number. Anyone wishing to question you can call me, any time, day or night, and I will be happy to explain the situation.”
It was clear to Mikhail that Aleksander was not pleased, but that did not matter. He placed the envelope in the interior breast pocket of his suit coat and the men began walking toward the building. Mikhail knew he had just passed the point of no return. He hoped Aleksander Petrovka was up to the challenge.
 
***
 
The Kremlin, Moscow
KGB monitoring station
May 29, 1987, 10:30 a.m.
 
Viktor Kovalenko squinted, his eyes glued to a tiny black-and-white monitor. The screen was crammed into a metal rack mounted on the wall next to his desk, alongside eleven similar monitors, each transmitting a different view of the exterior of the Kremlin.
The image was small, but he could see enough to know something unusual was happening. General Secretary Gorbachev was speaking with one of his assistants, something he did regularly throughout the day. But normally the men would be surrounded by aides and secretaries and assorted party apparatchiks. This meeting was being conducted one-on-one, almost an unheard-of scenario with a low-level bureaucrat like Aleksander Petrovka.
The men were engrossed in an intense conversation, Gorbachev doing most of the talking, Petrovka’s body language suggesting he would rather be almost anywhere else in the world. Gorbachev removed something from his pocket and after stressing a point, finger waggling, handed the object to Petrovka.
Kovalenko glanced at his watch and jotted the time down on a small pad of paper, along with a notation regarding Gorbachev’s odd behavior. He squinted, watching the small Russian-made Ekran television monitor closely as he lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. Tried to determine the relative importance of what he was seeing. Decided to play it safe. He picked up a telephone handset and dialed a number from memory.
The call was answered on the first ring, as Kovalenko knew it would be. It always was. He laid out the details on the phone for the KGB watch commander: The virtually unprecedented change to General Secretary Gorbachev’s routine. The seeming reluctance with which Aleksander Petrovka received what Gorbachev had to say. The secretive passing of an object, perhaps an envelope, between the two men.
Despite his familiarity with Gorbachev—he had been assigned to this post for over three years—Kovalenko could not guess what the General Secretary might be up to. Something was definitely amiss, though.
Colonel Kopalev listened without comment for five minutes or more as Kovalenko reported his observations. Finally, when Kovalenko had finished, the colonel said, “Continue observing Secretary Gorbachev. When he leaves his office for the day, I want it thoroughly but discreetly searched. Have your men look for anything unusual and then report back to me with your findings.”
Kovalenko grimaced. “Colonel, the object was passed to Petrovka. I seriously doubt any evidence will remain in Secretary Gorbachev’s office by the end of the day. There’s probably none in there now. If I may suggest following Petrovka—”
“Thank you for your assessment, Major. Of course we will follow Comrade Petrovka. But it changes nothing as far as you are concerned. You have your orders. I will expect to hear from you immediately if your search turns up any useable information.”
“Yes sir,” Kovalenko replied, and the connection was abruptly broken at the other end. His boss had just slammed down the receiver. He replaced the handset in its cradle and lifted his middle finger at it, fully aware that he might be under surveillance as well, that his insolence was probably being observed, but was annoyed enough not to care.
He lit another cigarette and resumed observing the activity in and around the Kremlin.
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Berlin, German Democratic Republic
May 29, 1987, 10:20 p.m.
 
The vodka burned in a familiar and not unpleasant way as it rolled down Aleksander Petrovka’s throat. He gulped down his first glass in a matter of seconds and realized he should have ordered two at once from the heavy-set barmaid when she had made her first pass by his table. He shrugged. She would return soon. Any good barmaid could recognize the heaviest drinkers in a crowd instantly. Her livelihood depended upon it.
Aleksander knew it was critical that he keep his head clear and his wits about him during the upcoming rendezvous. This was only his second trip into the GDR, and every face appeared hostile, suspicious of the Russian interloper. But the prospect of getting through the next hour—indeed, the rest of his life—without the fuzzy reassurance provided by a liberal dose of vodka was unthinkable. The enormity of this mission was not lost on Aleksander, nor was its potential to destroy his life, and for the thousandth time since yesterday afternoon he questioned his commitment to General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev.
Nobody defied the KGB and got away with it.
And Aleksander knew that by carrying out the instructions Gorbachev had given him, he was defying the KGB. There was simply no other way to look at it. The very circumstances of their meeting this morning were enough to convince him of that fact.
No office.
No aides.
Just him and the most powerful man in the Soviet Union.
Aleksander forced his thoughts back to the present and the raucous East German club. He maintained a continuous watch on the crowded discotheque, eyes darting, searching for potential threats. The notion that the Undersecretary for Domestic Affairs, the very definition of an anonymous apparatchik, would recognize a threat even if it stood before him and announced itself, was laughable. Aleksander knew this, yet he could not stop himself.
In his obsessive concern for security, Aleksander almost missed the blocky figure of the barmaid approaching his table. She asked him a question, which was lost in the din of the club and the uncertainty of a foreign language, and Aleksander nodded, handing her his empty glass. He assumed she must have asked if he wanted another drink, which he most certainly did. What else could it be?
The barmaid took his glass and clomped away. Standing directly behind her, completely hidden by her bulk until she stepped around him, was a smallish, unassuming-looking man, dressed casually, with a receding head of buzz-cut sandy hair and a pale face dominated by black horn-rimmed glasses. And a jagged scar running diagonally down his right cheek. In his hand he clutched a glass of clear liquid, presumably vodka.
The man nodded at Aleksander, then sat across the small table without waiting to be invited. “It has been a long time, Dolph,” he said with a tight-lipped smile.
Aleksander stared at the man, nerves tightening. He was supposed to respond. Call the man by a code name. What was it? He had been rehearsing it a moment ago and now it was gone.
The man’s eyes narrowed at him and sweat broke out on Aleksander’s forehead. He felt as though he might suffer a heart attack. Then he remembered. “Henrik!” he burst out. “It is wonderful to see you, Henrik.”
The stranger relaxed and leaned across the table, waiting to speak until Aleksander had leaned forward as well, then said softly, “Do you have the item?” His Russian was flawless.
The barmaid returned with his drink and Aleksander remained quiet while she dropped the glass onto the table, vodka slopping over the side. As her hefty form plowed back through the crowd toward the bar—Aleksander could not help picturing a gigantic Tupolev airplane steaming down the runway for takeoff—he turned his attention back to his new friend. The man sat drumming his fingers.
Aleksander nodded. “Da. I have it.”
He reached into his breast pocket for the envelope before realizing how conspicuous it would look for him to withdraw the item here in the tavern and pass it across the table to his contact. Although no one seemed to be paying attention to them, Aleksander knew someone would remember once the KGB started questioning people. The KGB could be very persuasive.
Suddenly terrified, Aleksander froze, hand on the envelope sticking out of his pocket. What should he do? How could he avoid becoming the object of everyone’s attention and still complete the mission Mikhail Gorbachev had entrusted to him? The Soviet leader was not someone to be trifled with. In his own way he was as imposing and intimidating as the faceless killers of the KGB. One didn’t rise to the position of General Secretary of the Communist Party without possessing an iron will and a ruthless efficiency.
The contact saved him. He smiled reassuringly, rising and leaning over the table, clapping Aleksander on the shoulder with one hand and deftly plucking the envelope from Aleksander’s pocket with his other. The envelope disappeared in an impressive sleight of hand, one worthy of a professional pickpocket. “You’re doing fine,” the man said, again in Russian, as he eased back into his chair. He had clearly been briefed he would be dealing with a novice.
Then he continued, speaking quietly. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said. “We’ll share a drink and light conversation, just a couple of old friends catching up. Then I will get up and leave the club. You will wait a few minutes, then follow.”
The contact leaned back and began laughing uproariously, as if Aleksander had just said the funniest thing he had ever heard. Aleksander stared, surprised by the man’s sudden outburst, before realizing he was supposed to join in. So he did, feeling silly. The he took a big pull on his vodka, emptying the glass. The fuzzy reassurance he had been waiting for began to tingle through him and Aleksander welcomed it with enthusiasm.
He waved the barmaid over to their table—she hadn’t gotten any better looking, even after two tall vodkas—and ordered another round for himself and his new friend. After all, it was what the man had just said he was supposed to do, right? The shroud of fear and uncertainty that had been hanging over Aleksander since his meeting with the General Secretary began to lift. For the first time Aleksander began to believe things might actually turn out all right. He was almost finished with this frightening business, and then he could return to Moscow and get on with his life, safe and secure in his bureaucratic anonymity.
His contact made small talk for a few minutes, and Aleksander returned the conversation with inanities of his own. They laughed now and then, just two men reconnecting after time apart. They could be friends, brothers, co-workers. Still no one appeared to be watching. Aleksander’s concern continued to melt away. He knew it was probably due to the effects of the alcohol but didn’t care.
At last, Aleksander’s contact pushed his chair back on the dirty floor and stood. Aleksander stood too and the man with the scar reached across the small table, shaking his hand and drawing him close at the same time. “Remember,” he whispered in Aleksander’s ear. “Go nowhere for the next few minutes. Have another drink, relax. Allow time for me to slip away. Then you should disappear. Good luck.” Then he laughed again, smiling and nodding at Aleksander.
He turned on his heel and melted into the crowd.
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Klaus Hahn slipped the envelope into his breast pocket and picked his way through the crowd. American disco music blasted through tinny speakers in the background, and the temperature had skyrocketed inside the densely-packed tavern. He was sweating profusely, and not just from nervousness.
A veteran of more than a decade of service to the American CIA, Klaus looked forward to a time when his beloved Germany would be reunited. No more East and West, with the ugly concrete and barbed-wire barriers splitting the country arbitrarily and needlessly, in some cases literally tearing families apart, half living on the side of freedom and opportunity and half on the side of repression and paranoia. Klaus Hahn’s dream was to one day see the elimination of the fear and forced servitude on the eastern side of that wall.
Klaus had not hesitated on that day years ago when co-opted by his CIA handler, a man known to him only by his alias, “Mr. Wilson.” He had made no secret of his willingness to work in the name of freedom, and when approached by Mr. Wilson, had enthusiastically accepted the opportunity to contribute, even in some small way, toward a unified and free Germany.
The majority of the tasks Klaus had handled over the years were relatively small and risk-free. Most often his assignments had involved nothing more than funneling the names and addresses of hard-line Communist sympathizers to Mr. Wilson, or the names and contact information of other freedom-seeking individuals like himself.
Tonight was different, though. Mr. Wilson had approached Klaus with the offer of something much more substantial. Something big. So big, in fact, that Mr. Wilson had said this would be the last job Klaus would ever do for the CIA. Klaus would be toxic after this.
“Toxic.” That was the exact phrasing Mr. Wilson had used. If the job was completed successfully, Klaus could expect an uncomfortable night of questioning by local authorities and, quite likely, the Stasi, the German Democratic Republic’s feared secret police. If unsuccessful, well, Mr. Wilson had not spelled out any details under that scenario, but elaboration had not been necessary.
“Stick to your story when you’re questioned,” Mr. Wilson had told him. “Do not deviate from it. You stopped off at the club for a few drinks after work. You ran into an old friend from school, quite by accident. You do not even remember his name. You shared a drink and discussed sports, women, whatever. Then you left. They will not believe you, but there will be nothing they can do about it. After several hours of intense questioning, they will reluctantly release you. But you will be watched, and we can never meet again. Your work for us will be finished.”
Klaus had reluctantly agreed. He was not afraid of a night of questioning, by the police or by the Stasi. He was disappointed his work toward the cause of a reunified homeland was coming to an end, but he had no choice but to accept the assignment when Mr. Wilson stressed its importance. He wiped his brow with his sleeve, weaving through the crowded tavern, moving steadily toward the door.
Halfway across the floor, he turned sideways to allow a pretty young woman to pass by. It was his contact, and she was dressed provocatively, in skintight black leather pants and a silk blouse that did little to hide her considerable assets. She caught his eye and flashed a smile before rubbing her body up against his out of necessity—the crush of thirsty bar patrons crowded them from all sides.
They squeezed past each other. Klaus felt a brief tug and then the envelope was gone and so was the girl. He continued toward the door as he had been instructed by Mr. Wilson. He had been told not to look back but couldn’t help it—he took a quick peek behind as he exited the front door. The beautiful young girl was nowhere to be seen.
Klaus strolled into the cool Berlin night, glad to be free of the claustrophobia-inducing, sweat-soaked, sexually charged atmosphere, not to mention the annoyingly loud music. He turned left and began walking toward his car, moving faster now. Before he had made it five steps, a hand gripped his elbow. Attached to the hand was a tall, skeletal man dressed in a dark suit. An unbuttoned overcoat flapped in the chilly breeze.
The man said, “Where is it?”
Klaus answered, “Where is what?”
“Don’t play stupid. Where is the envelope?”
Klaus wrenched his arm free and turned, staring directly into the man’s eyes. The street lighting was dim and shadows running from the man’s hook nose across his face gave him the appearance of a vulture. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.
“You’re coming with me,” the man answered, and Klaus knew his night of questioning had begun.
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Tracie Tanner lifted the envelope effortlessly from her East German contact and slid it down the front of her blouse. The heat generated by all the bodies crammed together inside the tavern was stifling, and Tracie thought the envelope might have to be peeled away from her skin with a chisel when she finally made it to safety. She felt naked without her weapon, a Beretta 92SB, but her skimpy attire left no room for it.
Tracie had nursed her glass of soda water and loitered on the other side of the room, watching out of the corner of her eye as her contact received the envelope from an extremely nervous Russian bureaucrat, all the while rebuffing a succession of young East German men doing their best to capture her attention.
The moment her contact—she had never met him, had been told only that he was an East German citizen committed to reunification of his country—shook his companion’s hand and turned toward the door, Tracie offered a dazzling smile to the young German currently chatting her up and gave him a little wave. “Nice meeting you.”
The kid blinked in surprise, jaw hanging open, his disappointment obvious. Tracie turned and left him behind, striding across the room to intercept her contact.
The exchange went off without a hitch, and the moment Tracie had secured the envelope, she turned on her heel and began working her way through the dense crowd toward the back of the club. The bass track thumped and the people shimmied as Tracie headed for the swinging door behind the bar leading to the back exit.
She breezed around the open end of the bar, where three bartenders struggled to keep up with their drink orders. As she barged through, the one closest to her raised his eyebrows. “Hey! You’re not allowed back here.” His voice was gruff and insistent.
Tracie smiled brightly and blew him a kiss and continued on. She pushed through the swinging wooden doors as if she owned the place and moved straight toward the service entrance in back. To her right, dozens of silver beer kegs gleamed dully in the washed-out lighting. To her left, far off in the distance at the end of a narrow corridor, she could see people hard at work in a small kitchen. The smell of stale beer and spoiled meat hung in the air, heavy and thick.
Aside from those kitchen workers, Tracie was alone in the storage area, at least for the moment. She had thought the bartenders would be too busy to follow her and she was right. She breathed a sigh of relief, wondering how in the hell it had failed to occur to the KGB to cover this potential escape route. Apparently they considered the possibility of a switch remote, given that they were dealing with a frightened Russian bureaucrat.
She kicked it into high gear now and broke into a trot. As she neared the rear exit, a stern voice from behind her growled, “Stop right there!”
Tracie cursed under her breath as she gauged the distance to the door, calculating the odds of surviving a headlong dash for freedom. It was just a little too far. The Russian secret police were not used to being ignored, and neither were the Stasi, and Tracie knew the operative behind her would be expecting full and immediate compliance, regardless of which organization he represented.
No choice.
She stopped and turned slowly, holding her arms out at her sides, away from her body, spreading her fingers to show she was unarmed. She hoped the envelope resting against the sweat-soaked skin of her belly was hidden by her blouse. If not, she would probably not survive beyond the next few seconds.
The man who had stopped her wore the forest-green camouflage summer field uniform of the NVA, East Germany’s National People’s Army. Tracie took in the uniform and breathed a sigh of relief. The KGB had indeed thought to cover the back entrance, but had used a People’s Army lieutenant to do so, rather than a KGB or Stasi operative.
She might still get out of this.
“What’s your hurry?” the man said, his weapon trained on Tracie. She said nothing and he took a couple of aggressive steps toward her. She willed him to take a couple more.
A loopy grin spread across her face and Tracie wobbled unsteadily forward a step, then back. She allowed her eyes to glaze over. “What’rr you doing in the ladies room?” she said, intentionally slurring her words. “You shou’nt be in here.” Then she giggled, hoping she wasn’t overdoing it.
The tension in the lieutenant’s posture relaxed slightly and the look of suspicion creasing his face eased a bit. Tracie thought she saw him stifle a grin. The gun, however, remained pointed at her midsection. If he fired now, the slug would probably punch a hole right through the envelope. He took another couple of steps forward, this time moving with more swagger and less aggression, lowering his gun and sealing his fate. He was almost close enough.
As he took another step, Tracie stumbled to one knee. He was eighteen inches in front of her. Any closer and he might conceivably be too close. It was time to act.
She shot to her feet, propelling her body forward, grabbing her captor’s gun with her right hand. The man took a step back in surprise, and Tracie yanked his hand hard, jerking his body toward hers as he squeezed the trigger reflexively. The sound of the gunfire was loud and Tracie hoped the thumping bass beat out in the club had covered most of it. The people working in the kitchen down the hall would have heard, but she wasn’t worried about them.
He clubbed her on the side with his left hand as she used his momentum against him, flicking her head forward, the movement tight and compact. Her forehead impacted the man’s nose and she could hear the bones shatter even above the damned disco music and the ringing in her ears from the gunshot.
He crumpled immediately, blood streaming over his mouth, which he had opened in a scream of pain. It gushed out, spilled down his face, and splattered onto the dirty floor. It looked like Niagara Falls. She grabbed the soldier’s weapon and yanked it away from him. His finger jammed in the trigger guard and Tracie felt it break.
The man staggered, splattering blood onto her leather pants and boots. He was practically out on his feet. She pivoted her hand to the side, like a hitchhiker trolling for a ride, and then reversed direction and slammed the butt of the pistol against his temple. His eyes rolled up into his head and he dropped straight down. She flashed back to her encounter with the security guard in the Ukraine less than ten days ago. All my dates end badly.
She hoped she hadn’t killed the man but couldn’t afford to take the time to find out. By now the KGB agents monitoring the front of the club would have discovered the man they had followed was empty-handed, and it wouldn’t take long before they realized they had been victimized by the oldest trick in the book, the bait-and-switch. Within minutes, maybe less, this place would be blanketed, locked down, and if Tracie was still here when that happened she would never get out alive.
The sound of pounding footsteps told her the soldier’s gunshot had been heard. She dropped to one knee and turned, raising the man’s gun. An elderly man and woman—they each had to be seventy years old if they were a day—burst out of the hallway and into the storage area. They were undoubtedly the pair she had seen working in the kitchen, although they had been too far away to identify for sure. “One more step and you die,” she said in German, pointing the gun in their direction, hoping her voice hadn’t carried into the bar.
The pair skidded to a stop, the old woman banging into the old man in front, sending him careening helplessly toward Tracie. He fell to the floor and then scrabbled backward, almost knocking the old woman over in the process. It looked like a Three Stooges routine, and under other circumstances might have been funny.
Right now, though, the only thing on Tracie’s mind was escape. She had already been inside the building far too long. She rose to her feet and said, “Go back to the kitchen and stay there for at least ten minutes. If you move before ten minutes has passed, I’ll come back and kill you both. Do you understand?”
The pair nodded at the same time, then turned and hurried back down the narrow hallway. They moved quickly, but did not scream or yell into the front of the club for help, as Tracie had been afraid they might. She waited until they had reentered the kitchen, then sprinted for the door.
She burst into the night, the oppressive heat of the club vanishing in an instant. The service entrance opened into a narrow, trash-littered alley. A row of frost-covered garbage cans had been lined up next to the doorway and the rank stench of spoiled food hung in the air around them like smog over L.A. The alley was deserted.
She slowed to a fast walk along the crumbling pavement, moving south, knowing their East German collaborator had been instructed to turn north after leaving the club—not that he would have gotten far before being intercepted by the KGB. The alley opened onto a quiet street one block south of the bar. A pedestrian glanced at her suspiciously but kept walking. If he noticed the blood staining her leather pants he kept it to himself. Your lucky night, pal, Tracie thought grimly.
She turned a corner and walked a hundred yards. Parked at the curb was a battered Volkswagen, at least two decades old. Tracie yanked the door open and eased into the driver’s seat. She sank into the worn fabric and rested her head against the steering wheel, breathing deeply in and out, adrenaline still coursing through her body. Then she started the car. She flicked the headlights on and drove slowly away.
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Berlin, GDR
May 29, 1987, 11:25 p.m.
 
After his contact had departed, Aleksander savored the relief he now felt. He took a deep pull on his vodka and smiled. It wasn’t up to Russian standards, but it was better than he had expected to find in Germany.
He wondered how long he should wait before departing. His contact had said “a few minutes,” and Aleksander wanted nothing more than to leave this club behind and get on with his life.
He tried not to think about the envelope, but couldn’t help it. General Secretary Gorbachev had indicated it would eventually be delivered to the Americans, of all people, which was strange, but Aleksander didn’t claim to know anything about international diplomacy. Didn’t want to, either. If Comrade Gorbachev wanted the Americans to have the envelope, and was willing to go to such great lengths to conceal its contents from the KGB, who was Aleksander to question the decision?
He shrugged. It was no longer his problem to deal with. The damned envelope was out of his possession. He had done what was asked of him, had performed admirably, he hoped, in service to his country and the Communist Party, and could finally relax. He looked at his watch and decided enough time had passed for his contact to have disappeared into the night.
Aleksander finished his vodka—was that his third or fourth glass? Fifth?—and slammed it down on the tiny table before struggling to his feet, swaying unsteadily. The German vodka may have been a poor substitute for the real thing, but it still packed a satisfying wallop. He placed some of that phony-looking GDR money under his glass and staggered through the crowd, unnoticed and unimpeded, just another Friday night drinker on his way home to face the wrath of his frau.
Aleksander pushed through the door into the cool German night. The stars glittered overhead and a light breeze caressed his flushed face. He felt light-headed, more than he should after just a few glasses of vodka, and decided it was due to lack of sleep and the tremendous strain he had been operating under. But that didn’t matter now. He had done his duty and was in the clear.
He turned right and staggered unsteadily along the dimly lit sidewalk, occasionally sidestepping an onrushing pedestrian or couple walking arm-in-arm. Tomorrow he would take a cab to the airport and fly home to Moscow and the reassuring monotony of his bureaucratic life. Tonight, though, he walked unhurriedly, enjoying the fantasy he had constructed in his alcohol-addled mind. He was a superspy, a man counted on by all of Mother Russia, indeed, all of the USSR, to keep the empire safe. He felled all enemies of the state and was treated like royalty by the Supreme Soviet. He was James Bond, only on the proper side of the equation.
It was an enjoyable fantasy, and Aleksander was lost in it when two men overtook him from behind. They were on him before he knew what was happening, and when they reached him, each one grabbed an elbow in a vice-like grip and propelled him forward. “Do not say a word,” the man on his right side whispered fiercely into his ear in Russian, and Aleksander did not say a word.
He risked a quick glance to his right and then his left. The two men were dressed identically—black overcoats, black slacks, black shoes, even black Homburgs covering their heads. They escorted him directly past the entrance to his hotel, walking him roughly half a kilometer along the main road, still busy with pedestrians at this relatively early hour. None of them paid any attention to him or to the men dressed in black. Aleksander’s heart was racing but he tried not to panic. One call to Secretary Gorbachev’s office and this misunderstanding would be cleared up.
The strange threesome continued, moving so far down the sidewalk that they left the flickering, pre-World War Two-era streetlights behind. They turned a corner into a secluded alleyway, walking Aleksander to an East German-made Trabant automobile parked in the shadows. The car was ancient, tiny. They shoved him wordlessly into the back seat. One of the men leaned over and lifted a foul-smelling cloth from a well-sealed plastic bag in his pocket and pressed it to Aleksander’s face. Aleksander willed himself not to panic and tried not to breathe.
Eventually he did both, in that order, and everything went black.
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May 30, 1987
Time Unknown
Location unknown
 
Aleksander regained consciousness slowly. He was sitting on a hard chair, probably in a basement or storage room of some sort. It was cold and dark and damp and smelled of rotting vegetables and something vaguely sinister. Copper? Aleksander wasn’t sure.
He could hear voices muttering somewhere nearby. Two people, it seemed. He was afraid to open his eyes to check. His hands and arms ached. He tried moving them but they were secured tight to the chair, arms pulled behind his back, wrists shackled together.
Tried his feet next. Same result. Each ankle had been affixed to a chair leg with something heavy and solid, probably a length of chain.
Aleksander felt queasy and weak. He knew he had been drugged into unconsciousness inside the tiny East German automobile and wondered how long he had been out. Was he even still in the German Democratic Republic? Was he back in Russia? Somewhere else? He concentrated on the voices, trying to pick up enough of the conversation to determine what language they were speaking and how many people were inside the room with him.
No luck. The voices were too quiet.
He risked opening his eyes, just a sliver, and moved his head very slowly to look around. In the dirty yellow light of a single bulb he could see a pair of shadowy figures huddled together in a corner of the room. The image blurred and doubled, then cleared. The lingering effects of whatever drugs he had been given, Aleksander guessed.
The men were sitting around a rickety table drinking something hot out of mugs—Aleksander could see the steam rising into the air even from here—and his stomach clenched and rumbled.
He wondered how long it had been since he had eaten. He wondered whether he would ever eat again. The terror of his predicament struck him like a wrecking ball and Aleksander puked all over the floor, the vomit burning his gullet on the way out. Cheap German vodka. Aleksander sobbed, then quickly stopped himself. His eyes widened in mounting panic as the men pushed their chairs back and began walking across the room.
The men stopped directly in front of him. One was tall and thin, skeletal. The other was completely bald. Aleksander looked up in fear, feeling like he might be sick again. He hoped when the vomit erupted from him it wouldn’t splatter all over his captors.
“Welcome back to the land of the living, Comrade,” the bald man said in Russian, which meant nothing, since his East German contact had spoken Russian, too. “Time is of the essence, so let us skip the preliminaries and get right down to business, shall we?”
Aleksander’s terror was nearly overwhelming. His stomach rolled and yawed. He was afraid to speak for fear of vomiting again.
But as terrifying as this situation was, he knew he possessed the ultimate trump card—provided he had been kidnapped by Russians. If these two weren’t citizens of the USSR, he didn’t know what he was going to do.
“Where is it?” the bald man said. So far skeleton-man had not spoken.
Aleksander had no choice but to answer now. He hoped he wouldn’t puke on the men, but they were standing perilously close. He swallowed hard. “Where is what?” he croaked. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until just now.
“Do not play games with us. Doing so will only cause you pain,” the bald man said, and skeleton-man drew back his foot and kicked Aleksander in the shin, hard, with his steel-toed boot. The pain exploded, racing up and down Aleksander’s leg like an electrical current.
He screamed in agony and fell forward, desperate to cover up, to protect his injured shin, but could barely move with his wrists shackled to the chair behind his back. He hadn’t heard anything crack but couldn’t believe the bone hadn’t shattered.
“Where is it?” the bald man repeated, his voice slashing like a knife.
“I don’t know,” Aleksander gasped. “I passed it along just as I was instructed to do. Where he went with it after he left the club I have no idea.”
“You know him,” the man said. It was not a question. “You have done business with him in the past.”
“No, never. I swear. I’ve never seen him before.”
“You were laughing and joking like old friends, Comrade Petrovka. Do not insult our intelligence.”
“I was just doing what I was told to do by my contact, to blend in, that’s all. I’ve haven’t been to East Germany since I was a teen, I swear. You can check my travel records if you don’t believe me.”
“Oh, we will, don’t worry about that. Next question: What was the item you delivered?”
“I don’t know.”
“I don’t believe you, traitor.”
“Traitor?” Aleksander looked up at his tormentors, sweat dripping into his eyes. His shin throbbed with every beat of his heart. He knew now was the time to play his trump card. It might be his only chance. “No,” he said, “I am not a traitor. I was doing exactly as ordered by General Secretary Gorbachev. I am here on official state business.”
“Official state business?” the man said, his voice mocking and cruel. He turned to his partner. “Did you hear that, Vasily? He is here on official state business, representing Secretary Gorbachev himself.”
The man turned his attention back to Aleksander. “Well, I have news for you, Comrade Aleksander Petrovka of Ivanteyevka. Mikhail Gorbachev is just as much a traitor to his homeland as you are. We care nothing for Mikhail Gorbachev’s orders. If Gorbachev’s reckless stupidity is not checked, he will be the downfall of the Soviet Empire, and Vasily and I are just two of many who refuse to see that happen.
“Betraying your country under the orders of a fellow traitor is no excuse, Comrade Petrovka. So I ask you again, for the last time: what was the item you delivered to your contact?”
Terror flooded through Aleksander’s body. The terror overwhelmed the pain so his throbbing shin did not even exist. The terror overwhelmed his queasy stomach so he no longer felt he was about to puke. The terror was everything.
These men were Russians, but it did not matter. They were Russians, but the word of Mikhail Gorbachev meant nothing to them. They were accusing him of treason, but they were traitors. The irony struck him like another kick to the shin. Aleksander realized he was breathing heavily, forcing air in and out through his mouth like a panting dog. He was hyperventilating but could not stop himself.
This was bad. This was worse than bad. This was a nightmare come to life.
“WHAT WAS THE ITEM YOU DELIVERED TO YOUR CONTACT?”
the bald man screamed in Aleksander’s face. Spittle sprayed out of the man’s mouth as if from a fire hose. A fat gob of saliva splattered the side of Aleksander’s nose and dripped slowly into his mouth.
Aleksander sobbed, “I don’t know! Secretary Gorbachev gave me a sealed envelope. Inside was some kind of document, I don’t know what. He forbade me to look at it.”
His tormentor stepped back and looked at his comrade. He seemed genuinely shocked. “You risked your life to deliver a document and . . . you don’t even know what it was?”
Aleksander hung his head and shook it miserably. He would never see Tatiana or his children again. He would never see the sun rise over the eastern edge of the Moscow skyline. He was going to die here in this dirty, dark torture chamber at the hands of two people he had never seen, two people who believed him a traitor to his country. And there was nothing he could do about it.
A wrenching sob shook his body and pain flared in his shin. “The envelope was sealed. I could not have opened it even if I wanted to.”
His two captors laughed as though he had said something funny. Then his interrogator switched gears. “Your contact, he was a German, was he not?”
“Yes, that is what Secretary Gorbachev told me, and I don’t know why he would lie about it.”
The two men grunted and his interrogator spit on the floor. “Yes, why would he lie?” the bald man said. “He is destroying his ancestral homeland, the land Russians have spilled blood to protect for generations, but surely he would not lie.
“Now, getting back to the document the traitor Gorbachev asked you to pass along to this German, what was it?”
“I already told you, I don’t know.”
The man waved his hand like he was brushing a fly away from his face. “Don’t take me for a fool, please, Comrade. There is no one alive who would not look inside the envelope the first chance he got. What was it?”
Aleksander raised his head and looked at the man beseechingly, but said nothing. What could he say? It was clear another denial would be ignored.
And then, out of nowhere, inspiration. His contact! “If you were watching me, you must have been watching my contact, too,” he said, speaking quickly, enthusiastically. “If you can find him, you can take the envelope away from him and see for yourselves what it contains.”
“Thank you for your very helpful advice,” his tormentor replied with exaggerated politeness. “Your German collaborator claims to know nothing as well, and he passed the envelope off before we were able to intercept him.” The man shook his head in disgust and spit again on the floor. “We are getting nowhere and time is passing quickly.”
He smiled at Aleksander, his lips a thin bloodless slash. “I would like to say I am sorry for what is to come next, but, alas, I cannot. I have little patience for traitors, but would have gladly ended you quickly had you only given me the information I require. Now, I am afraid you are in for a rather unpleasant little while. I can’t be more specific because, you see, I don’t know how long it will take you to die. One can never predict these things, but the time will probably seem much longer to you than it actually is.”
The other man walked away and began dragging equipment across the concrete floor, placing it next to Aleksander’s chair. He didn’t seem sorry, either. He whistled a tuneless ditty as he expertly clamped a set of booster cables to a series of automobile batteries stacked atop a wooden pallet on wheels. A cable ran from the batteries to a small box fitted with dials, switches and a couple of grimy meters. To Aleksander the box resembled the transformer from the small electric train set he and Tatiana had given his son, Aleksander Junior, for his fourth birthday last year. It had taken months to save up enough money to buy the toy, but the look on his son’s face when he opened his gift had been worth every bit of sacrifice.
Tears spilled down Aleksander’s cheek at the memory and mixed with the spittle drying on his face. The quiet man continued working and whistling. Two cables extended from one side of the transformer-like box, snaking across the floor, terminating at Aleksander’s shackled feet. At the end of each of the cables was a shiny copper connector, spring-loaded and fitted with sharp teeth. A feeling of dread wormed its way through Aleksander’s gut and he no longer suspected he was going to throw up again, he knew it.
The quiet man unbuckled Aleksander’s belt and pulled it completely free of his trousers. He unsnapped the pants and unzipped the fly and motioned impatiently for Aleksander to lift his ass off the seat. Numbly, Aleksander did as he was instructed, and the man yanked his trousers and underwear down to his ankles.
Aleksander puked, barfing up the acidy-tasting remnants of the East German vodka, not caring this time that it splattered all over the quiet man. He began babbling, begging for his life.
The quiet man continued, unaffected. He attached the copper ends of the two cables to Aleksander’s bare scrotum, tugging lightly on each one to ensure it was fastened securely. Then he walked behind Aleksander’s chair, returning seconds later with a bucket of foul-looking water. He splashed some on Aleksander and on the cables.
He looked at Aleksander, his eyes hard and remorseless. “Goodbye, Comrade,” he said. They were the first and last words Aleksander ever heard him say. Then he walked to the small table on wheels upon which the transformer-like box was placed, and he flipped a switch. Then he turned a dial. Then Aleksander’s situation changed for the worse.
It took a long time for him to die.
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May 30, 1987
12:15 a.m.
Ramstein Air Force Base, West Germany
 
“Hello?”
“Is this Mitchell?”
“Who wants to know?”
“Kopalev.”
“Yes, it’s Mitchell.”
“You are alone, yes? You can speak freely?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Because we have an assignment for you. An item has been taken out of Russia through the GDR and is being flown to the United States from your air base.”
“So? Stuff flies out of here to the States all the time.”
“Not ‘stuff’ like this. It is critical this item not reach its intended destination. You will ensure that it does not.”
“What is the item?”
“An envelope addressed to your President Reagan. We believe the envelope contains a handwritten letter from Mikhail Gorbachev betraying his country.”
“I’m supposed to intercept a letter? In one small envelope? I don’t know anything about mail delivery. It’s not possible.”
“It is possible, Major. And it will be done. We have been paying you good money for many years and you have provided little return on our investment. Now it is time for you to earn those tens of thousands of American dollars we have deposited into your bank account.”
“But…how?”
“This item is far too valuable to be left unguarded. It will be placed on the first available military flight leaving Ramstein and will be carried personally by a member of your CIA. We believe that representative will be a young woman, red-haired and beautiful.”
“A beautiful, red-haired CIA spook?”
“That is correct. We have two witnesses who saw such a young woman execute one of our men in cold blood. We are certain she is in possession of the item. The airplane she boards for the United States is the airplane the envelope will be on. You will ensure that plane never arrives at its destination.”
“Crash a U.S Air Force jet? Are you out of your mind? Why can’t I just steal the letter and deliver it to you through a contact?”
“You propose stealing a Top-Secret document from a CIA professional? It would never happen. You would be dead before you got within three feet of her.”
“But if I can?”
“You do not understand. This item could conceivably change the entire balance of world power. It is imperative it be destroyed. We cannot risk you being caught trying to steal it. You will crash the airplane and thus destroy the letter. Those are your orders. They will be followed. Period.”
I already told you, it’s impossible. It can’t be done!”
“You will find a way, Major.”
“You’re a fucking crackpot. Forget it. I’m out. Find someone else to do your dirty work.”
“Major, you will never guess the report I received today.”
“Report? What are you talking about?”
“One of our operatives followed Roberta as she drove little Sarah to dance class this afternoon. He tells me, Major, that your young daughter is getting quite beautiful. Growing like a weed, as you Americans like to say.”
“He what? Roberta and Sarah? Listen here, you psychotic bastard, you leave my family out of this, do you understand?”
“The roads, Major, they are so dangerous in your country. Automobile accidents are a daily occurrence, often fiery crashes where the victims, sometimes mothers with their young children in the back seat, they crash their cars and burn to death in the fiery aftermath. They may survive the initial accident but then literally cook to death inside the burning vehicle. So sad, Major. So painful for the victims. So avoidable.”
Silence.
“Are you still with me, Major? Are you paying attention?”
“I’m here, you sick son of a bitch.”
“Good. You will ensure the airplane carrying the item of which we spoke never reaches your country. If you do not accomplish this assignment, well, let us just say I hope you have many photographs of your beautiful little family to keep their memory alive. Do not think about alerting the authorities, either. We will get to your wife and child if you do. Please believe that. Do you believe that, Major?”
Silence.
“Do you believe that, Major?”
“Yes. I believe that.”
“Then get going. You have a lot of work to do and very little time. The item is either already on the base or will be soon. It won’t be long before the plane carrying it will be lifting off, likely with the CIA operative as the sole passenger.”
“God damn you.”
“Oh, and Major? One more thing.”
“What?”
“Good luck. And goodbye.”
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May 30, 1987
2:35 p.m.
Ramstein Air Base, West Germany
 
The back of the envelope was sweat-stained to a murky off-brown from being plastered to Tracie’s skin in the stifling heat of the East German dance club. The front, where was scrawled, “President Ronald Reagan,” by Mikhail Gorbachev, if her handler was to be believed—and Tracie believed him—remained undisturbed.  
After fighting her way out of the dance club, Tracie had snuck out of East Berlin uneventfully—it was never a problem if you had the right contacts—and driven as fast as she dared back to Ramstein Air Base in West Germany in a waiting CIA-supplied automobile. By the time she arrived at Ramstein it was approaching six a.m., and she crashed, exhausted, in an empty apartment maintained just off the base by the CIA. After just a few short hours of sleep, she was awakened by telephone and advised her flight to Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland would be departing at eleven p.m.
Tracie showered and dressed, reveling in the luxury of a little time to herself and the added bonus of an unlimited hot water supply. In many of the locations she had worked as a CIA field operative there had been no water at all, much less hot water.
During her shower, Tracie placed Gorbachev’s envelope atop the ceramic toilet tank, less than four feet from where she stood soaping and rinsing. Her assignment had been to retrieve the letter, spirit it out of East Germany, and then accompany it to Washington, never allowing it out of her sight until its delivery to the President, and that was what she intended to do.
She had slept with the letter hugged to her chest, cradling it like a tiny baby. She slept fitfully, but then she always slept fitfully, awakened by the slightest hint of a sound, a disruption in the room’s air currents, a barely perceptible noise outside her window. Her supersensitive perception, even while asleep, had kept her alive in some of the most dangerous locations in the world.
Tracie had performed missions in Asian and Middle Eastern countries where being female meant you had no rights, possessed no intrinsic value other than what the men around you were willing to bestow upon you. You could disappear without warning at any time and for any reason, and no one would ever question why.
The United States government would be no help, either, as her missions were almost always off the books and so highly sensitive that if she was captured, rather than fighting or negotiating for her release, the government would deny her very presence in the country, all the way up the official channels.
This was the life of a CIA Directorate of Operations agent. It was Tracie Tanner’s life, and a career she had never once regretted undertaking. It was a solitary, often lonely life, but as the daughter of a four-star U.S. Army general and a career State Department diplomat, Tracie had been groomed for it. After graduating Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, with a degree in linguistics, Tracie had been recruited into the ranks of the CIA. She had trained for three grueling years, initially at The Farm and then in the field, under a crusty old badass veteran of a quarter-century of covert operations whose real name she still did not know. Then she began working solo missions under her mentor and direct supervisor at CIA, Winston Andrews. Despite her inability to share even the broadest of details about her career with her parents, she knew they were proud of her decision to devote her life to the cause of freedom and service to her country.
But right now, all Tracie cared about was the steaming-hot water blasting out of the shower in the small apartment. She washed the sweat and grime of the mission off every inch of her body, then rinsed off and started again, scrubbing until she felt completely refreshed, regenerated and ready to begin the second half—the easy half—of the job. She would accompany Gorbachev’s letter to the White House, bypassing all official and diplomatic channels before hand-delivering it to its recipient, President Ronald Reagan.
The mission would end with an official debrief at Langley. Tracie hoped she might then be fortunate enough to wrangle a few days off to visit her folks in suburban Washington, but knew that was probably a pipe dream. Too many things were happening in too many hot spots around the world for the agency to allow one of their most valuable resources to hang out like a normal twenty-seven-year-old single woman.
In any event, the rest of the trip should be a cake walk. Tracie calculated the length of the flight and the time difference between West Germany and Washington, D.C. Eight hours in the air, more or less, and a six-hour time difference meant they would touch down at Andrews around 2:00 a.m. local time.
The 11:00 p.m. departure time was not exactly a typical flight schedule, but then Tracie had long ago adjusted to the unusual hours the job entailed. After being advised of the critical nature of the mission, the Air Force would have needed time to prep an airplane and get a flight crew together.
Tracie stepped directly under the shower nozzle, rinsing shampoo from her luxurious mane of red hair, enjoying the warmth of the water, always keeping one eye on the innocent-looking envelope propped against the wall on top of the toilet tank just outside the shower.
Finally, reluctantly, she twisted the faucets, sighing as the blast of water slowed to a trickle and then disappeared entirely. She stepped from the shower, dried off and dressed, and then quickly blow-dried her hair. With the extravagance of the hot shower out of the way, she wandered the apartment, the time passing slowly as she waited to leave Europe behind.
 
***
 
May 30, 1987
10:10 p.m.
Ramstein Air Base, West Germany
 
Tracie woke with a start and checked her watch. She had drifted off to sleep, stretched out on a small couch while watching a soccer match on the apartment’s black and white television, and now worried she may have missed her flight.
Ten-ten. Shit. She’d have to hurry, but would probably make it. If she timed it right, she might even manage coffee. Dinner she could take or leave, but the thought of departing Ramstein for a long flight to the States without an invigorating jolt of caffeine was unacceptable.
She threw her clothing into a small canvas bag—traveling light was second nature to Tracie Tanner after seven years of CIA service—and slid Mikhail Gorbachev’s letter carefully into the interior breast pocket of her light jacket. Then she rushed out of the apartment, jumped into her car, and drove onto the base.
She dumped the CIA car outside a small commissary adjacent to the airfield, hid the keys under the front seat, and hustled inside. She passed a pair of young airmen who made no attempt to hide their admiration of her running figure. She ignored them. They didn’t have coffee. Besides, she had long since gotten used to men staring at her. Also ogling her, leering at her and propositioning her.
Tracie checked her watch. Twenty-five minutes until her flight’s scheduled departure. She choked down her coffee. It was scalding hot and almost undrinkably strong, just the way she liked it. Then she grabbed her bag, checked for her precious cargo—the letter was still there—and then double-timed to the airfield. Someone would retrieve the car later.
Tracie had been instructed to check in at Hangar Three, and now she slowed her pace about a hundred feet from the door, walking onto the tarmac at precisely 10:55 p.m. Outside the hangar, a gigantic green U.S. Air Force B-52 towered above her, the eight-engine high-wing jet appearing almost impossibly large. It had to be close to two hundred feet from wingtip to wingtip, and the fuselage soared high above like some kind of fabricated metal dinosaur. The notion of the huge hunk of metal ever getting airborne, much less staying that way and flying all the way to the United States seemed outlandish, some kind of magic trick or optical illusion.
Tracie had logged endless hours aboard dozens of different aircraft, from medevac helicopters to Boeing 747’s, during her tenure as a CIA covert ops specialist, but had never been aboard a B-52. The sheer enormity of the aircraft was staggering. From where she stood, it looked like every other aircraft she had ever flown aboard could fit inside this behemoth. The wings thrusting outward from the top of the aircraft’s fuselage seemed to go on forever, swept back and hanging down slightly, as if the weight of the eight jet engines hanging in clusters of two was simply more than they could bear. The fuselage itself stretched off into the distance; to Tracie’s eye it appeared nearly as long as the wing span was wide.
She froze in place, marveling at the engineering miracle perched atop its tiny-looking wheels. She could feel her jaw hanging open and closed it, embarrassed. She felt like a country bumpkin on her first visit to the big city.
Standing directly in front of—and far below—the nose of the huge aircraft was an officer, probably late-thirties, handsome in a grizzled, seen-it-all way. He had obviously been awaiting her arrival, and he smiled at her reaction to the B-52. “May I see your ID, ma’am?” he asked.
Tracie handed it over, shaking her head in mute admiration of the aircraft.
The officer said, “We get that a lot from people who have never been up close to a BUFF before. It’s pretty impressive, isn’t it?” 
“That’s an understatement,” Tracie answered.
The officer handed Tracie’s ID back and said, “I’m Major Stan Wilczynski, and I’ll be Pilot in Command for today’s flight. I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew shortly.”
She returned the Major’s smile. “I’ll bite,” she said. “What’s ‘BUFF’?” Other than you, she wanted to add, wondering how long it had been since she had enjoyed any male companionship outside of official duty status and realizing she couldn’t remember. She kept her remark to herself, though, noting the Major’s wedding ring.
He chuckled. “BUFF’s our nickname for the B-52. Stands for ‘Big Ugly Fat Fuckers.’ And they are all of that, but these babies have served with distinction for a quarter-century, with plenty more years to come. Some say the new B-1 will make the BUFF obsolete, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Tracie nodded, noting the reverence in the pilot’s voice as he talked about the plane. “How long have you flown the B-52, Major?”
“It’s Stan to my friends, Miss Tanner. And I’ve been involved with these Big Ugly Fuckers almost since my first day in the Air Force. Sometimes it feels like I’ve spent my whole life inside one of these beasts. Can’t imagine a better way to serve my country, to be honest.”
Tracie grinned. The man’s enthusiasm was infectious, and went a long way toward breaking down her caution, a trait she came by naturally and one that had served her well over the course of her seven-year CIA career. But there was no need for it now; it was clear she was among friends.
“Anyway,” Wilczynki continued, “I’ve bored you long enough. I just can’t help bragging when the subject is my baby.” He gestured affectionately toward the aircraft’s nose. “Whaddaya say we climb aboard and get ready to leave this continent behind?” The Major turned and indicated a metal ladder hanging from an open hatch in the bottom of the aircraft.
“I’m not bored at all,” Tracie answered, starting up the ladder. “I love hearing a professional discuss his passion.”
Major Wilczynski paused. “You know, I’ve never really thought about it in those terms before, but you’re right, I do have a passion for these old birds.” He started up the ladder behind Tracie and they disappeared into the B-52.
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May 30, 1987
10:50 p.m.
Ramstein Air Base, West Germany
 
A maze of equipment ran the otherwise mostly empty length of the aircraft’s interior, wires and cables seemingly placed in random locations, performing tasks Tracie could not imagine. The cockpit featured two seats placed side by side, each with a yoke where the steering wheel would be in a car. Avionics clogged the area below the windshield and the console between the two seats, gauges and dials and switches and levers that somehow allowed the flight crew to manage the almost mystical task of lifting the B-52 into the air and keeping it there.
She gazed into the empty cockpit, marveling at the engineering prowess involved in the production of such a complex aircraft. Tracie felt as though she would rattle around inside the vast interior of the aircraft like an elderly widow inside an otherwise deserted mansion, regardless of how many other passengers were aboard. This BUFF made her feel tiny and insignificant.
She turned left, away from the cockpit and toward the rear of the aircraft, and ran straight into Major Wilczynski. His body was solid and muscled; the body of a man who welcomed physical labor. She stumbled and he grabbed her arm, and she chuckled. “Sorry about that,” she said, not really sorry at all, again reminded how long it had been since she had spent any time with a man not involved in some way in the espionage game. Any personal time.
“Not a problem,” Wilczynski answered. “I apologize for sneaking up on you. I just wanted to take a moment to introduce you to the rest of the team.” He nodded to a pair of airmen who had climbed up the ladder and now stood next to them. “This isn’t my normal flight crew—we’re mixing and matching personnel thanks to other commitments and the unscheduled nature of the trip. Not that we mind, of course. If there’s one thing an airman loves to do, it’s fly.
“Anyway, our copilot for today’s mission is Major Tom Mitchell. Tom needs to get stateside as quickly as you do, due to a family emergency, but I can tell you he’s a solid aviator.”
A pasty-faced officer, doughy and lumpy, stuck his hand out without a word and Tracie shook it. Mitchell’s skin felt hot and sweaty and he seemed preoccupied to Tracie, who in her work as a CIA field operative was accustomed to sizing up strangers immediately. Often the success of a mission—not to mention whether or not she would continue breathing—came down to her ability to effectively gauge who could be trusted and who could not.
And this man set off alarm bells. Mitchell’s eyes shifted continually, like they were following an invisible ping pong ball bouncing back and forth across an invisible table. He barely met her eyes before sliding his gaze restlessly over her left shoulder. He shuffled his feet and rocked side to side like he would rather be anyplace else in the world but here.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Tracie said, attempting to prolong the handshake for a moment and failing, as he withdrew his moist grip from hers almost immediately.
Major Mitchell said nothing. He smiled reluctantly, the gesture making him look more ill than welcoming, and then turned and walked away. He brushed past Tracie and Major Wilczynski and disappeared into the cockpit. Wilczynski watched Mitchell go, his eyebrows raised in mild surprise.
He shook his head and turned his gaze back to Tracie. “And this young man,” he indicated an officer standing next to the spot Mitchell had just left, “is Captain Nathan Berenger. Nathan is a long-time member of my crew, having served as our navigator for almost five years. I can guarantee that with Nathan on the job, we won’t have to worry about getting lost on our way back to Andrews.”
Captain Berenger offered his hand, as Mitchell had done before him. In contrast to the copilot, however, Tracie felt a welcoming vibe emanating from the navigator that was almost as strong as Wilczynski’s. She took his hand and a smile creased his tanned face. “Try to ignore Tom,” he said softly. “I don’t know what’s bugging him, but he’s been pretty preoccupied lately. Family troubles or something, I guess. But Major Wilczynski and I will take good care of you.” He raised his voice to a normal level. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, and if you need anything, you let me know.”
Berenger’s grip felt as strong and competent and Mitchell’s had weak and indecisive. Tracie returned Berenger’s handshake—and his smile—enthusiastically. Something was off about Major Mitchell, that was for sure, but these two crew members struck her as competent to a T. Besides, she was standing in the middle of a U.S. air base, aboard an Air Force jet, surrounded by a professional military flight crew. What could possibly go wrong?
“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Berenger said, “I’ve got to get busy doing all the real work so this guy,” he nodded at Major Wilczynski, “can play aviator and soak up all the glory on today’s flight.” He smiled at Tracie and clambered down a metal stairway to the navigator’s position below the cockpit.
“Berenger’s the best,” Wilczynski told her. “On a typical combat mission we would feature at least two more crew members, a bombardier and an electronic warfare officer. Since this is a peacetime noncombat mission, it’s been determined that these positions can remain unfilled for today. The rest of my guys are enjoying a little R and R.”
“I’m sorry to add to your workload and take you away from your own R and R,” Tracie said. “I certainly didn’t need this much transportation.” She opened her arms, indicating the gigantic interior of the B-52.
Wilczynski laughed. “No apology is necessary, believe me. In fact, I should be thanking you. I need to maintain flight proficiency in this big beast, so instead of commanding a boring training mission next week, I get to fly across the pond and make a quick trip home.  Besides,” he added conspiratorially, “like I said before, if there’s one thing we all love to do, it’s drink.” The comment took Tracie by surprise and she laughed. “But since we can’t be doing that, the next-best thing for us is flying. We love it, and believe me when I say this is not work for us.”
He lowered his voice, as Captain Berenger had done. “Even for Major Sourpuss in there,” he said with a wink. “Now that the introductions are over,” he said, “feel free to check out the rest of the aircraft. Try not to get lost back there, though. I’ll let you know when it’s time to buckle in for departure.”
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May 30, 1987
10:30 p.m. EST
Somewhere over the North Atlantic
 
The B-52 floated across the sky nearly five miles above the vast, empty expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. The air was smooth, with only the occasional light bump of turbulence—like a city bus driving over a pothole—and the roar of the eight jet engines had been muted in level flight to a steady thrumming that was felt more than heard inside the cabin.
At the controls, Tom Mitchell felt as though his stomach might launch its contents all over the instruments at any moment. The gentle rocking of a large aircraft in flight had never affected him in this way before. But then he had never been about to murder four people—including himself—before, either. 
He could barely think straight. He was a traitor, although no one would ever discover that devastating fact. Crashing the BUFF into the Atlantic after killing everyone aboard would eliminate any evidence of foul play, satisfying the Russians and sparing his family. There was no radar coverage hundreds of miles off the United States’ coast, so by the time air traffic controllers realized the B-52 was missing, most of the aircraft and debris would already be beneath the water’s surface, well on their way to the ocean floor.
Add to that the fact that the area to be searched would be massive, thousands of square miles of uninterrupted watery desolation, and Tom Mitchell knew the odds of his treachery being discovered were astronomically long.
So that was the plan. Crash the airplane into the ocean.
The problem was that Tom was having a hard time executing the plan, not to mention everyone aboard the aircraft. It wasn’t that he was afraid of dying—not exactly. Anyone making a career out of military service eventually found a way to reconcile the possibility of sudden violent death. Not to do so was to risk a mental breakdown. Tom had long ago made peace with that concept.
Murdering three innocent people, though, had never been part of those calculations. There was a world of difference between being blown out of the sky by an enemy missile during a bombing run and placing his service weapon inside his mouth and pulling the trigger after first shooting everyone else aboard an airplane. So he delayed the inevitable, stomach jumping and rolling while he desperately searched for another way out.
Working with the KGB had been simple at first. A Godsend. He had raked in some serious cash—two grand a month was a lot of money for a United States Air Force officer—in return for passing along what often seemed like relatively harmless minutia: aircraft specs or division personnel rosters or armament information.
Tom wasn’t stupid—he had known he was crossing a line from which he could never return when he relayed that first bit of intel to the Russians, but keeping a German mistress was damned expensive. Besides, serving in the USAF was boring as hell. Acting as a go-between—he refused to consider himself a spy, although late at night, unable to sleep, tossing and turning and staring at the ceiling, he had to acknowledge that was exactly what he was—brought a bit of excitement into his life.
But that was before, when Soviet expectations were low. Last night’s phone call had hammered home with crystal clarity the horrible mistake he had made. He had been tempted to tell Boris Badanov with the thick Russian accent to go to hell, had done exactly that, in fact. The KGB could come and take him out if they wanted; he’d probably never see it coming, and death would at least be a way out of the corner he had painted himself into.
But the implied threat to his family had changed everything. Tom hadn’t even realized the Russians knew he was married until last night. He knew now how foolishly blind he had been—of course the KGB would learn all they could about their new employee, of course they would keep that information close to the vest, pulling it out only when needed—but Roberta and Sarah were thousands of miles away, safe and anonymous in Herndon, Virginia, well out of range of the KGB.
That was what he had thought. How wrong he had been. Kopalev knew way too much about his family, tossing the information out casually, like it was no big deal. Tom’s blood had frozen in his veins last night with Kopalev’s threat to snuff out the lives of his wife and child, and in the most agonizing way possible.
He thought hard, his eyes alternating between the B-52’s instruments and the endless blaze of impossibly bright stars outside the wind screen. Maybe he could question the CIA agent currently dozing in the rear of the aircraft. No one besides his Soviet contact had confirmed that she was CIA, but then, no one had needed to. It was obvious. A civilian woman, appearing at Ramstein out of nowhere carrying Top Secret paperwork, with instructions from the highest levels of government for a priority lift across the pond?
CIA.
As a CIA spook, she might be able to use her connections to protect Tom’s family. But she certainly would ask the obvious question of why the family of an Air Force nobody was in need of protection from the KGB, a question he could not answer. He would be forced to kill her anyway.
Tom shook his head and cursed under his breath. He knew Wilczynski was looking at him curiously. He didn’t care. He was fucked. He was well and truly fucked.
As an Air Force pilot, Tom Mitchell was intimately familiar with the concept of parallax view, which stated that the angle at which objects are viewed will determine how they appear to the viewer. Parallax view was one reason why a good pilot learned early in his career to rely on his instruments when flying, even on a clear, bright, sunny day. Eyes could be fooled. Instruments could not.
The concept of parallax view applied to other situations, too. Look at a scenario from one angle and it can appear completely different than when viewed from another. But Tom realized this situation was the exception. No parallax view in the world could change one simple fact: he was going to have to do as he had been ordered by the KGB, or sentence his own wife and child to death.
And that he could not do.
So the decision was easy, but executing that decision was not, and Tom knew he was running out of time. Soon the giant B-52 would be approaching land, flying over U.S. soil down the east coast to Andrews Air Force Base, and while he could still carry out the murders, crashing the jet onto U.S. soil would never satisfy the KGB. There would be no way to guarantee the item they wanted destroyed had actually been destroyed, and his family would remain at risk.
He had to do it soon. The clock was ticking.
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May 30, 1987
11:15 p.m. EST
Atlantic Ocean, 150 miles off the coast of Maine
 
Tracie tried with little success to catch a few Zs in the minimally-upholstered seat. It was bolted to the side wall of the B-52, which had probably flown hundreds, if not thousands, of missions. The seat-back was rickety and the vinyl upholstery worn and cracked.
The ride was free, though, and complaining would accomplish nothing, so Tracie stretched out as well as she could and dozed, unable to manage a deep sleep. Something was bothering her.
The sense of unease she had felt upon meeting Major Tom Mitchell back at Ramstein Air Base had only intensified after departure. Several times during the first couple of hours of the flight, Mitchell had stepped back from the cockpit and observed her as she pretended to sleep, her eyes barely open under her thick eyelashes. In each instance, he had approached stealthily and stood off to the side in an attempt to remain unobserved.
He was sizing her up; that much was obvious. The question was, why?
After the first time, Tracie had debated opening her eyes and asking him directly what his problem was, but her instincts told her that would be a mistake, and Tracie had learned years ago not to question those instincts; they were the subconscious mind’s way of protecting its owner when the conscious mind could not quite wrap itself around a problem. Following a nagging feeling had saved her life on more than one occasion, and Tracie was no more likely to ignore her instincts than she was to jump out of this B-52 with no parachute.
Mitchell hadn’t appeared at all over the last couple of hours, though, which meant either his curiosity had been satisfied, or he was flying this leg of the trip and couldn’t leave the flight deck. She guessed it was the latter—his ongoing nervousness and desperation were clear to her. The man was obviously operating under some serious stress.
She opened her eyes a slit, observing her surroundings without revealing her wakefulness. All was quiet in the cargo area. Mitchell was nowhere to be seen.
Tracie stretched and wondered how close the big aircraft was to the North American shoreline. She had flown from the U.S. to Europe and vice-versa plenty of times and had developed an innate sense of the trip’s timing. They had to be getting close. She was thinking about unbuckling her lap restraint and wandering up to the cockpit when a sharp popping noise erupted from the front of the aircraft. Then another. It sounded like exploding firecrackers.
Except they weren’t firecrackers.
Someone was shooting on the flight deck.
A voice shouted in surprise and alarm. The B-52 yawed violently to the left and began a steep dive. Tracie felt her body pull against the seat restraints and she fumbled with the buckle. Her fingers scrabbled for the metal release and missed. She tried again and managed to lift the buckle, but the straps would not budge.
She was trapped. Her heart was racing and she felt a rising sense of panic. She had just seconds to get to the front of the airplane or likely become a victim. She yanked on the seat belt release again, as the sound of the jet engines screamed in her ears, the aircraft still in a diving left turn.
Then she realized why she could not escape—the tension of her body pulling against the seatbelt would not allow the mechanism to unhook. She reached for a handhold built into the side of the plane and pulled hard, grabbing the metal seatbelt release with her other hand and yanking it upward. Finally it gave and she was free.
She tumbled into the aisle, sliding into the fuselage and smashing her shoulder against an aluminum duct, denting the ductwork. Then the aircraft leveled off and she fell to the floor.
Tracie slipped her Beretta out of her shoulder holster and sprinted toward the cockpit as a third shot ripped through the aircraft.
The scene on the flight deck was chaotic and gruesome. Navigator Nathan Berenger lay on the floor, partially blocking the narrow entrance to the cockpit. Most of his skull had been blown off, his head barely recognizable as human. Blood had splattered everywhere, as had bits of bone matter and human tissue. Tracie’s half-second glance at Berenger told her all she needed to know. The navigator was dead, beyond help.
At the controls, Major Stan Wilczynski was struggling with Tom Mitchell. Wilczynski had been shot at least once and was bleeding badly from a wound in his shoulder, but fought grimly for control of Mitchell’s gun. He had somehow managed to level off the diving B-52 while locked in a life-and-death struggle with his fellow crew member, and was now screaming obscenities at him.
Tracie dropped to one knee and sighted down the barrel of the Beretta. “Drop it right now!” she screamed, knowing Mitchell would never do so, but hoping to at least throw the crazed officer off guard. She didn’t dare shoot because the angle was wrong—there was every possibility the slug would strike Wilczynski and she would end up killing the man she was trying to save.
Mitchell glanced back in surprise at Tracie, his eyes wild, and Wilczynski took advantage of the opening, pounding a fist into the side of Mitchell’s face. Tracie could hear bones crack and she wondered as she waited for Mitchell to fall whether the broken bones were in Wilczynski’s hand or Mitchell’s face. Or both.
But Mitchell didn’t fall, and he didn’t drop the gun. He hung on, grappling with Wilczynksi, the two men jockeying for position. The B-52 again began yawing to the left as one of the fighting men jostled the yoke. “Dammit,” she muttered under her breath, itching to put Mitchell down but still without a clear shot.
Then the situation went from desperate to out of control. Mitchell released his grip on Wilczynski, taking another fist to the face but slugging Wilczynski in his wounded shoulder with the butt of his gun. Wilczynski’s eyes rolled up in his head and he slumped back, but before Tracie could squeeze off a shot, Mitchell pulled the trigger. The bullet caught Stan Wilczynski on the side of the head and knocked him sideways, blood misting.
Tracie didn’t hesitate. She fired, and Mitchell slumped against the B-52’s instrument panel like a rag doll. She fired again and the second shot hit home as well. She fired a third time, and Mitchell’s body crumpled to the floor. She kept her gun trained on him, breathing heavily.
There was no doubt Mitchell was dead.
It appeared everyone was dead inside one of the most complex aircraft ever manufactured.
And she didn’t know how to fly.
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Stan Wilczynski had a headache. A bad one. It wasn’t like waking up after having a few too many cold ones at the OC, and it wasn’t like the dull throb at the back of the skull he was prone to getting when overtired. It was more like someone had taken a ball-peen hammer to the side of his head.
He groaned and tried to roll over. Maybe if he could sleep a little longer the damned headache would go away. But he couldn’t turn onto his side. He was stuck. Must have gotten twisted up in the sheets. He opened his eyes reluctantly and the pain intensified, a battering ram blasting through his head, building and building until he was afraid his skull would explode.
He blinked hard and his blurry vision doubled and tripled, and it occurred to him with sudden, terrifying clarity that he was dying. He closed his eyes again, willing the pain to go away. It lessened slightly. Thank God for small favors.
Then he realized someone was talking to him. It was a woman’s voice, but it was not a voice he recognized. The voice was tense, worried, speaking to him calmly but insistently. Even with the pain blasting through his head, Stan could sense the intensity behind the words. He kept his eyes closed and concentrated hard. “Stay with me,” the voice was saying. “You can do it. Stay with me and breathe.”
And Stan remembered.
He wasn’t in bed at all. He was in the cockpit of a B-52. He had been flying that female CIA agent back to Andrews Air Force Base from West Germany when Tom Mitchell had gone stark, raving mad, murdering poor Nate Berenger and then shooting Stan. He remembered struggling with Mitchell for his weapon. He couldn’t remember how the struggle had ended, although it seemed suddenly clear he had lost it.
Their passenger must have subdued Mitchell and was now trying to save his life. He didn’t want to open his eyes, having no desire to re-experience the agony associated with doing so a moment ago, but he knew he had to. He screwed up his courage, praying for strength. Then he blinked his eyes open, doing his best to ignore the accompanying flash of pain.
The CIA agent—he tried to recall her name and couldn’t—knelt over him, holding her blood-soaked jacket to his head. Stan knew the blood was his and tried to ignore it. He felt light-headed, weak and disoriented. He focused on his rescuer and her stunning red hair, and after a moment three blurry CIA agents became two, and then one. She was still talking to him, calm and encouraging, but her ashen face gave away her concern. “Welcome back to the land of the living,” she said tightly.
“Great to be back,” he mumbled. “But I’m not sure how long I’ll be here.” He felt woozy and his stomach rolled. “How bad is it?”
“I’m not going to lie to you,” she said. “It’s bad. I’m not even sure how you’re conscious right now. Mitchell’s second shot struck you in the head.”
“Who’s flying the plane right now?” he asked, struggling to stay conscious.
“No one. I managed to straighten the wings and return us more or less to a straight flight path, but we’re slowly descending.” Her voice sounded thin and reedy and she was clearly fighting panic.
“Have you radioed for help?”
“Not yet. I’ve been a little preoccupied.”
“Right. Sorry about that.” Stan nodded and instantly regretted doing so. The pain in his head, which had diminished slightly, returned full-force. The battering ram had taken a break and a sledgehammer took its place. He closed his eyes and concentrated on settling his upset stomach. He knew if he tossed his cookies, the pain would explode and he would probably lose consciousness. If that happened, he doubted he would ever reawaken.
Stan forced himself to focus. The lure of sleep was almost overwhelming; he wanted nothing more than to let go and leave this nightmare behind. But it was obvious the CIA agent wasn’t a pilot and would never be able to land the B-52 herself. It was impressive that she had managed to straighten the wings—the BUFF must have been in the slightest of rolls—but after that she had clearly run out of ideas.
He opened his eyes. The pain rolled back in like a massive tsunami but stopped just short of unmanageable. “Let’s get this big hunk of metal on the ground, shall we?” His vision blurred and then cleared.
She sighed, her relief palpable. “Absolutely. What do I do first?”
“You get the hell out of my way and let me fly.”
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The badly injured pilot was out of his seat, crumpled on the floor, and Tracie knew sliding him upright would be a risky proposition. He had already lost a lot of blood by the time she reached him, and she had been forced to pick one of his two bullet wounds to apply pressure to. The choice had been easy—the head trumped every other part of the body in terms of importance—but blood continued to ooze sluggishly from his shoulder wound whenever he moved.
She would have to let go of the jacket she was pressing against Wilczynski’s skull in order to lift him. He was not a huge man, but she was much smaller, and although she had no doubt she could lift him, she knew she could never manage it one-handed.
The same thought seemed to occur to Wilczynski and he said, “Wait. We have a first-aid kit aboard the aircraft. I think you should bandage my head wound before we try to do anything else.”
Tracie felt the steady descent of the B-52 and her panic began rising again, threatening to overwhelm her. “How much time do we have?”
“It depends on how much altitude we’ve lost. You’ll have to check the altimeter.”
She craned her head but couldn’t read the instruments from her position, crouched over Wilczynski’s seat. “You’re going to have to maintain pressure on the jacket yourself for a second. Can you do that?”
“Yes,” Wilczynski answered. He was clearly trying to avoid any movement of his head. He looked pale and weak.
“Okay. I’ll go as quickly as I can.” She waited until the injured pilot had lifted his hands, then removed hers and helped him position his in what she hoped was the best location. The amount of blood soaking the jacket was frightening. When he indicated he was ready, she stood and scanned the instrument panel, amazed at the sheer number of gauges, dials and switches.
Finally she found the altimeter. “Twenty-three thousand, five hundred feet,” she said.
“And how long has the plane been flying itself?”
Tracie thought hard. It seemed like forever, but in reality was probably not long at all. “Ninety seconds,” she guessed.
“Okay,” he answered, then was silent for a moment, obviously trying to calculate a rate of descent. “We have maybe five minutes before we hit the water.”
Shit. At the rate the color was draining out of Wilczynski’s face, Tracie wondered if he would last five minutes. “Where’s the first-aid kit?” she asked, conscious of the seconds ticking away.
He pointed to a metal box clipped to the side wall behind what had been Mitchell’s seat, then quickly returned the hand to his head. Tracie leaned over the dead bodies of Mitchell and Berenger, unclipped the kit, and then returned to Wilczynski’s side. She opened the metal box and rummaged inside, pulling out a roll of gauze.
She gently removed Wilczynski’s hands and lifted the jacket away from the head wound. Blood surged out of a ragged, splintered hole where the side of his skull used to be. For the second time since discovering Wilczynski alive, she wondered how in hell he was still breathing.
She anchored one end of the gauze on the back of his head with her left hand and began unrolling it, wrapping it expertly around and around with her right, moving as quickly as she dared. She finished wrapping Wilczynski’s head and secured the bandage, then examined her handiwork quickly, anxious to move the pilot. The portion of the gauze located directly over his injury had already begun darkening, changing from a pristine white to a frightening maroon, but the patch job looked secure enough, at least for now.
She nodded and forced a smile. “There. Good as new.”
Wilczynski grimaced and the effect was ghastly. A thick smear of blood coated the side of his face and his teeth had been stained a blackish-red from all the blood he had swallowed. “I appreciate the lie.” He closed his eyes and Tracie knew he was steeling himself against the pain to come.
Finally he opened his eyes again. “Let’s take our seats and get this thing on the ground.” Tracie nodded and knelt over his prone body, straddling his legs. She slipped her hands under his armpits. His flight suit was sticky with blood. She eased the pilot’s body up and forward, until she had gotten him into a sitting position on the floor, legs straight out in front of him, next to his seat.
He had maintained a grim silence through all the jostling, despite the pain he must be feeling. This is one tough bastard, she thought. But things are about to get a lot worse. She looked him in the eyes and could see he knew.
“Are you ready?” she asked quietly.
He nodded.
She hooked her arms under his armpits at the elbow, locking the two of them in an awkward embrace, then struggled to a kneeling position and began rising, her legs screaming in protest as they took the brunt of the two-hundred-pound man’s dead weight. When she had lifted his body to where his butt was level with the flight seat, Tracie took a half-step left, then dropped the pilot as gently as she could into the seat.
He groaned and his eyes rolled up into his head and his body began sliding back toward Tracie. She used her small body to brace his larger one in the seat and then buckled him into his harness.
Wilczynski’s eyes were closed and his pallor had turned a sickly grey. A thin sheen of sweat coated his features, mixing with the drying blood and forming a hideous Halloween mask.  His head slumped against his chest. Tracie feared he was dead. She placed two fingers lightly against his neck, just under his right ear, and felt for the carotid artery. The pulse was steady but faint. Wilczynski was still alive. For now.
Stay with me, please. I can’t fly this thing on my own. Tracie wondered how fast they were descending. She pictured the Atlantic Ocean, vast and empty, sliding beneath the aircraft, waiting to swallow them whole if they didn’t begin climbing soon. The darkness outside the wind screen was immense, the blackness unbroken. There was no way to tell how close they were to the water; it could be twenty feet or twenty thousand. She fought back panic.
She lifted her head and glanced at the altimeter. Two thousand feet. And dropping. She closed her eyes. Take a deep breath. Steady yourself. Do what you have to do. She had to try to reawaken Major Wilczynski. He had been lucid prior to losing consciousness. If she could wake him, maybe he could fly the airplane.
She hoped.
Another look at the altimeter. Twelve hundred feet. Still dropping.
She bent and slapped Wilczynski’s face lightly, more of a light open-palmed tap than an actual slap. Two taps to the right cheek and then two to the left. Right, left, one more on each side. Wilczynski stirred and muttered, but his eyes remained closed.
Nine hundred feet.
She tried again, this time increasing the force of the blow and speaking loudly. “Stan, wake up! Stan, we’re dropping into the ocean. You need to wake up and fly this airplane!” More mumbling and his eyes fluttered, but they were vacant and unfocused.
Five hundred feet.
Last try. She grabbed his good shoulder and shook him, not wanting to take the chance of worsening his head injury but not knowing what else to do. “Stan, listen to me, we’re going to crash if you don’t wake up right now! Stan!” This time his eyes fluttered and remained open for a couple of seconds. “That’s it,” she encouraged. “Stay with me, Stan.” Then his eyes rolled up into his head again and he was gone.
Two hundred feet.
It was too late. They were going to drop right onto the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, where the giant B-52 would be ripped to shreds by the resistance of the water. Tracie cursed and leapt into the right seat, the one most recently occupied by Tom Mitchell.
She scanned the instruments desperately, trying to remember what she had seen pilots do in the past. Increase power with the throttles. Raise the nose of the aircraft with the yoke. Do something with the flaps—she couldn’t remember what. Raise them? Lower them? Goddammit!
Fifty feet.
Tracie reached for the throttle with a shaking hand. She would shove the throttle forward and raise the B-52’s nose and hope for the best. She would not go down without a fight.
She placed her hand on the lever and was surprised to feel not the cold metal of the throttle but the warmth of another human hand. She turned in surprise and saw Stan Wilczynski staring back at her, his face drawn and grey, his lips trembling from the exertion of staying conscious, but his eyes clear and lucid.
“Get your hands off my airplane,” he said.
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Wilczynski added power and placed the aircraft in a shallow climb, moving slowly and deliberately. Tracie guessed he was mentally reviewing a checklist, although she doubted his Air Force training had ever included flying a B-52 with part of his skull blown off and the rest of the crew lying dead in the cabin. His face was ashen and his lips were white. She wondered how long it would take for him to pass out again; it seemed inevitable.
“Fifty feet,” he said thickly. “That’s what I call cutting it close.”
“Too close for comfort,” Tracie said, her hands shaking.
“I need you to call air traffic control and let them know we’re in trouble.” Wilczynski lifted the radio mike off a metal stand and handed it to her.
“Who will I be talking to?”
“Everybody.” The pilot tuned the radio to UHF frequency 243.0. “This is the emergency frequency. Every ATC facility monitors it. Everyone within range of our transmission will hear it. In a few seconds we’ll have more help than we know what to do with. Just make a Mayday transmission. Identify us to the controllers as Bulldog 14.” Wilczynski closed his eyes and slumped in his seat and Tracie feared he had lost consciousness again, but a moment later he reopened them and began adjusting power settings.
Tracie keyed the mike. “Mayday. Mayday. This is Bulldog 14 with an emergency situation.”
The response was immediate. The radio crackled to life. “Bulldog 14, this is Boston Center, we’ve been looking for you. You missed checking in at a compulsory reporting point. What’s the nature of your emergency?”
Tracie looked at Major Wilczynski. “What do I tell them?”
“Tell them the rest of the crew is incapacitated and we need a vector direct to Bangor International Airport. It was a SAC base in World War II and it’s the closest airport with a runway big enough to land this beast on.”
Tracie relayed the message and the controller said, “Roger that, Bulldog 14. Radar contact seven-zero miles northeast of the Bangor Airport. Cleared to Bangor via radar vectors. Fly heading two-five-zero, climb and maintain one-six thousand. Bangor altimeter two-nine-eight-seven.”
“You get all that?” she asked Wilczynski. He nodded.
“Roger,” she said into the mike.
“What assistance will you need when you land?” the controller asked, and Wilczynski said, “Tell them we’ll need ambulances and the crash crew standing by. We’ll need everything they’ve got.”
Tracie relayed the message and as the B-52 gained altitude, climbing steadily and reassuringly, she said, “Bangor? As in Maine? Isn’t that city tiny?”
“The city is small, yes, but the airport is huge. It’s the former Dow Air Force Base, and although they only have one runway, it’s mammoth. Eleven thousand feet, with a one thousand foot overrun at each end. That’s almost two-and-a-half miles of pavement for us to land on, and the way I feel right now, we’ll probably need every last inch of it.”
Tracie fingered the letter to President Reagan. She had removed it from her jacket and placed it in the back pocket of her trousers before using the jacket to stanch the blood flowing from Wilczynski’s head wound. The envelope was flecked with spatters of blood but otherwise appeared undamaged. The aircraft—and thus the letter—seemed to be out of danger, at least for the moment, but Tracie knew the odds against Major Mitchell’s sudden deadly rampage being unrelated to the secret communique from Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev were astronomical. Those kinds of coincidences just didn’t happen.
“Uh, isn’t there a military base we could divert to? Wouldn’t that be more secure?” She recognized the lack of logic inherent in the question—after all, this flight had originated from a United States military base and had been manned entirely by U.S. military personnel, and they had still nearly ended up in the Atlantic Ocean after a bloodbath inside the plane. If the attack was the result of someone trying to prevent delivery of that communique, that someone’s influence was obviously far-reaching. And deadly.
Tracie knew all that, and she knew landing at a military base might not make any difference. She didn’t care. It had to be safer than landing unprotected at a civilian airport.
Her question became moot, though, with Wilczynski’s answer. “Well, there is Loring Air Force Base, in northern Maine. It’s a SAC base and it’s got plenty of runway. Problem is it’s in the wrong direction if you’re trying to get to Andrews, and it’s farther away from our current position than Bangor. And that’s why I don’t want to land there: I don’t know how much longer I can stay conscious. The way I feel right now, our best bet is to get this Big Ugly Fat Fucker on the ground ASAP.”
Tracie knew the flight commander was right. She had no way of ascertaining the extent of his injuries, but having seen the gaping head wound, with the splintered skull bones and massive blood loss, she realized his actions were nothing short of heroic.
“Bangor it is, then,” she said.
 
***
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Runway 17 at Bangor International Airport stretched out in front of the B-52 like a ribbon, visible to Tracie on this moonlit night even from probably twenty miles away. The weather was clear, but the controllers at Bangor Tower had lit the airport up like a Christmas tree. The approach lights glowed and the sequenced flashers stabbed through the night, an insistent finger of light pointing toward the approach end of the runway.
In the few minutes since Major Wilczynski had regained control of the aircraft, the flight had proceeded smoothly but his condition seemed to deteriorate steadily. Blood continued to soak the bandage wrapped around his head and now it seeped through the gauze and ran slowly down the side of his face, disappearing under the collar of his jumpsuit. He had stopped talking and seemed to be focusing all his energy on landing the plane.
He moaned softly and his head bobbed onto his chest before bouncing back up sluggishly. He wavered in his seat.
“Hang in there, Stan,” Tracie said. She squeezed his hand and he nodded weakly.
The B-52 turned onto a long final approach, wobbling unsteadily as Wilczynski struggled to maintain control. He had asked for at least a fifteen mile straight-in, explaining to Tracie that although the goal was to get on the ground as quickly as possible, he didn’t trust his ability to get the aircraft stabilized if they turned any closer than that. Through the wind screen she could see flashing emergency lights lining the runway on the side closest the control tower. At least one rescue vehicle had been placed at each runway intersection, Tracie assumed, to provide for the quickest response no matter where along the two-mile stretch of pavement they landed.
Or where they crashed.
The wings rocked and the aircraft shuddered, the runway sliding from left to right and then back again as Tracie watched anxiously. Wilczynski was struggling to keep the B-52 lined up with the runway centerline. He shook his head and cursed and grabbed the microphone. “Wind check,” he demanded, and the controller’s response was almost instantaneous.
“Wind two-zero-zero at eight, cleared to land.”
The B-52 dipped suddenly, the left wing dropped like an elevator until pointed almost directly at the ground. “Goddammit,” Wilczynski muttered and added power, wrestling with the yoke and somehow straightening the big aircraft out again.
Against all odds, they were still lined up with the runway, but Tracie knew now they were too high. The thirteen-thousand-foot-long expanse of pavement stretched out in front of them, promising safety, but it seemed far below. It looked to Tracie like they would have to drop almost straight down to avoid overshooting the runway, and she wondered whether the injured pilot had enough left to make a second try if they ended up too high and had to go around.
He seemed to have the same thought. “We gotta get this thing down, now,” he said, and pushed forward on the yoke, pulling back on the power, forcing the bird’s nose toward the ground. The engines quieted and Tracie could hear the wind screaming around the air frame. She realized she was holding her breath and her hands gripped the sides of her seat so tightly she wondered how her fingers remained unbroken.
The ground rushed up at the B-52, rising impossibly fast. The lights of the tiny city of Bangor and its sister city, Brewer, shone in the distance, straddling the Penobscot River a short distance from the airport. Centuries-old evergreens, tightly-packed and massive, filled the wind screen, growing larger and larger until Tracie was sure the plane would fly straight into the forest.
At what seemed like the last possible moment, Wilczynski eased back on the yoke, lowering the landing gear and the flaps, and the plane leveled off and slowed like someone had stood on a set of brakes. The runway appeared again in the wind screen as if by magic. Tracie marveled at the skill of the B-52’s only living crew member, badly injured, maybe fatally injured, but still handling the gigantic craft like the professional he was.
The trees flashed past under the wings as the B-52 descended steadily. They were maybe three miles from the approach end when Wilczynski turned to Tracie and smiled. His lips were white and so was his face, and blood flowed steadily down his left cheek as if the gauze bandage had never been applied. He looked like death warmed over but incredibly he was smiling.
“I’ve got it slowed as much as I dare. We’re going to make it,” he said, and then without warning his eyes rolled up into his head and he slumped forward. His safety harness kept him in his seat, but the force of the movement pushed the yoke forward and the B-52 dropped like a rock. Tracie grabbed for the yoke instinctively and missed, and the plane descended into the forest.
The wings sheared off trees. The interior rocked and bucked and the only sound Tracie could hear over her own screams was sheet metal shrieking as the wings tore completely clear of the fuselage. The cabin bounced hard, ricocheting off a treetop and coming down onto another and then what was left of the plane rolled and tumbled and dropped to the forest floor.
And something struck Tracie in the head and the world went black.
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Shane Rowley’s Volkswagen Beetle bounced along the deserted country road toward Bangor International Airport. Bob Seger’s amplified voice filled the car’s interior, drowning out the eggbeater sound of the engine as it strained to keep up with Shane’s lead foot. Seger was bragging about getting lucky in “Night Moves,” one of Shane’s favorite songs, and singing along with the lyrics almost made Shane forget, if only for a few minutes, the paralyzing fear and bitter disappointment he had felt this afternoon.
It had been a long day at Northern Maine Medical Center, yet another in an endless string of appointments with specialists to determine the cause of the debilitating headaches he had been experiencing over the last few months.
Today had been the worst. “A brain tumor,” this specialist had said after examining X-rays and CAT scans and the results of numerous tests. “I’m very sorry, but there’s nothing we can do. The tumor is advanced and growing rapidly. We can make you comfortable as the end draws near,” the man had said, and Shane had barely heard him. He felt outside himself, like he was watching a bad TV movie of his life.
Shane had feared the worst almost since the nasty headaches had begun. “How long do I have?” he asked numbly, and the specialist, an older, officious-looking man, said, “Hard to tell,” as if he were analyzing a theoretical concept instead of the end of another human being’s life. “Anywhere from a few weeks to a couple of months. Probably no longer than that.”
And Shane had thanked the man. He still didn’t know why, it just seemed like the thing to do. Then he had stumbled out of the office and gone home, driving all the way on auto-pilot, unable to remember a thing about the trip when he nosed into the parking spot outside his apartment.
He had so much to think about, but he needed to sleep. As an air traffic controller at Bangor International Airport, he was accustomed to working shifts at all hours of the night and day, and tonight he was scheduled to work midnight to eight in what he knew would be one of his final shifts ever. Once the FAA flight surgeon learned of his diagnosis, Shane would be medically disqualified from working traffic, and that would be the beginning of the end. He knew he should have informed his superiors already of his medical issues, but had not been able to bring himself to do so.
One more shift, he had told himself, for old time’s sake, and then had tumbled into bed for a few fitful hours of sleep. In the morning, at the end of his shift, he would advise Air Traffic Manager Marty Hall of the tumor. Then he would turn in his headset and go home to die.
Shane crested a hill, the Beetle’s engine wailing. He was lost in Seger’s voice, trying not to think about the cancer growing in his head, when a gigantic airplane whooshed overhead. “Holy shit!” he blurted to no one, and ducked instinctively. The plane’s strobes filled the interior of the car with a pulsing light, and Shane wrestled the steering wheel, fighting to keep the Beetle on the road as the huge aircraft roared seemingly inches above the treetops.
Shane’s heart thumped madly. The plane—it was too dark for Shane to identify the aircraft type, but the thing was enormous—rocked left and right, barely under control, and Shane knew instantly it would never make the airport. He knew it would never make another hundred feet unless it climbed immediately, and he was right. The hulking jet no sooner cleared his car than it veered right and descended straight into the forest.
Shane slammed on the brakes. The Beetle screeched to a halt in a spray of gravel and dust. The airplane had disappeared from sight, but moments later a deafening crash shook the ground, then a muffled Boom rolled through the night.
The guys working up in the control tower would even now be alerting the airport rescue vehicles to the accident. Shane knew that like he knew the back of his hand. He even knew who was working up there—it was the crew he was on his way to relieve on the midnight shift. But although the crash scene was probably no more than two or three miles from the airport, finding the downed aircraft in the dense forest would be no easy task.
Rescuers would likely be forced to locate the crash site by helicopter, a process which would take a considerable amount of time. Shane knew there were probably no survivors, but in the unlikely event anyone had survived, they would need help immediately. Help no one else was around to give.
He shut down the Beetle and rummaged around in the glove box for a flashlight. He flicked it on and grimaced at the weak yellow beam. He tried to recall the last time he had replaced the batteries in the damned thing and couldn’t remember ever having done it.
Shane leaped out of the car and plunged into the nearly pitch-black woods. The moon was full and the skies were clear, and there was a fair amount of ambient light out in the open, but by the time he had traveled ten feet into the dense forest, it was as if the moon had gone into hiding. He reluctantly flicked on the light, wondering how long it would take for the batteries to die, and began picking his way deeper into the woods.
The going was slow and Shane had no idea whether he was even traveling in the right direction. Getting lost in the woods would be easy to do, especially at night. If he wasn’t careful he could find himself wandering in a big circle and missing the crash site entirely, or walking off in the wrong direction and not being able to find his way back to the road. He picked his way around boulders and over downed trees, moving slowly toward where he guessed the plane had gone down.
Ten minutes later, sweat covering his body despite the chilly nighttime Maine temperatures, a hint of a glow suffused the darkness and Shane knew he was getting close. Then he heard the sound of fire crackling and smelled the oily stench of burning fuel and something else, thick and metallic. He picked up his pace and burst into a small clearing created by the downed aircraft.
The wrecked fuselage lay in a heap, charred metal twisted almost beyond recognition. The nose of the aircraft was canted to one side, half-buried in the forest floor. Long slabs of sheet metal, probably parts of the wings, littered the wreckage, some hanging from neighboring trees, some slashed into the forest like knife-blades.
A fire had begun burning in the middle of the fuselage and was rapidly spreading along the airframe in both directions, sending noxious black smoke skyward. The heat from the blaze was unrelenting. Shane shaded his eyes with a hand and peered into the artificial brightness. After the near-complete blackness of the forest, the sudden intense light was unnerving.
He scanned the length of the wreckage quickly. If any passengers had been sitting in the middle portion of the plane, they were by now dead, consumed by fire even in the unlikely event they had survived the impact.
The tail section had not yet begun to burn, but accessing that area due would be impossible due to the intense heat of the fire. He had emerged from the woods directly in front of the nose, and reaching the rear of the aircraft would take too long at the rate the fire was progressing. Any survivors back there faced a hideous death. Shane hoped if anyone had been seated in the rear, they had died instantly in the crash.
An image rose in his head of innocent people choking and suffocating on that thick black smoke before being burned alive, and he forced it away, focusing his attention on the front of the aircraft. The flames had not quite reached it, although that they would soon. The windshield was gone, and all that remained were jagged shards of glass thrusting haphazardly out of the frame.
He moved forward, stepping around razor-sharp pieces of torn sheet metal, some tiny and others as big as his VW Beetle. Wreckage littered the landscape. It was hard to believe all of it had come from the massive hulk now burning out of control in front of him. The closer he came to the plane, the more the heat threatened to overwhelm him. He shrugged out of his jacket and held it between the flames and his face in an effort to gain a bit of relief from the searing heat.
At last he reached the twisted metal of the cabin. The crackling of the fire had become more pronounced, roaring and wheezing like a living being as it raced along the plane’s airframe. Shane knew he was running out of time. The temperature was becoming unbearable and the entire aircraft would soon be engulfed by flames.
As he scrambled up an unidentifiable piece of equipment torn clear of the fuselage, he could feel the heat radiating through the soles of his sneakers. He wrapped his jacket around his right arm and hand, hoping it would provide protection against the shards of glass and ripped sheet metal. He grabbed the windshield frame for support and hoisted himself up, then peered through the smashed windshield into the face of death and destruction.
Victims littered the cockpit, none of them moving. Two men wearing United States Air Force flight suits had been tossed around the interior of the craft during the crash. Their bodies were smashed and broken. One of the men was missing most of an arm, the bloody stump extruding from his uniform. The other had been wedged into a tiny opening along the side of the cockpit, bent awkwardly backward, his spine clearly broken.
Two other people—one man and one woman—remained strapped into their seats. The man also wore a flight suit. His head was wrapped in a bloody gauze bandage, as if he had been attempting to fly the plane while badly injured.
The woman, however, did not wear a flight suit. She was dressed in civilian clothing, a pair of jeans and a button-down blouse. Her eyes were closed and her head lolled on her shoulder. Blood oozed out of a deep gash on her left leg.
They were all dead. They had to be. The two crew members lying in the cabin, bent and broken like dolls after a child’s tantrum, were obviously beyond hope, and the other two must have been killed by the force of the crash. Fire licked at the small open doorway at the rear of the flight deck, the guttural roar of the blaze sounding to Shane like the shriek of some inhuman monster. Poisonous black smoke roiled at the top of the wreckage, accumulating fast. The suffocating heat radiated through the broken windshield.
Shane shook his head. Was there any point crawling into the plane and risking being trapped inside with the other victims? The damage was so extensive survival seemed unlikely in the extreme. In just the few seconds he had been checking out the interior of the cabin, the flames had engulfed the doorway and threatened to consume the cockpit.
It was time to get away from here before he perished, too.
He prepared to drop to the ground and the woman moved. She lifted her head off her shoulder and moaned, her eyes still closed.
This changed everything. Without thinking—he knew if he hesitated at all he would never be able to do it—Shane pushed off with his feet and hooked his arms at the elbows over the metal windshield frame. He pulled himself up and scrambled through the smashed-out windshield into hell.
He tumbled through the opening, landing face-down atop the body of the crew member with the missing arm. The man’s body slumped sideways from the impact and Shane could see that half his skull was missing.
He pushed off, sickened by the sight. Something had gone horribly wrong inside this airplane, something more than just a mechanical problem. Maybe the damage to this man’s skull had been caused by the crash. Maybe. But that strange injury, together with the bloody gauze bandage around the pilot’s head and the presence of a civilian woman where one of the crew members should be, set alarm bells ringing in Shane’s head.
But none of that mattered, at least not at the moment. The inferno was advancing, gaining momentum, racing toward Shane and the crash victims like an out-of-control demon. The intensity of the heat was excruciating. The flames greedily consumed the oxygen, making it nearly impossible to breathe.
He ducked his head, kept his body as low as possible to avoid breathing toxic fumes. He turned toward the two victims still strapped into their seats. He already knew the woman was alive, so he quickly reached across her body and pressed his fingers under the man’s ear, feeling for a pulse.
There was none.
He tried again, his fingers smearing sticky, half-dried blood around the man’s neck. Still nothing. Time was running out. He could feel his hair beginning to singe and his skin felt as though it might burst into flames at any moment.
And the fire was still coming, passing over the body of the crash victim who had become wedged into the wreckage. Shane knew the inferno was being fed by oxygen entering through the smashed windshield. The very damage which had made it possible for him to access the cabin was now turning a foolhardy rescue attempt into a suicide mission.
Shane stood and thrust his head through the broken windshield, breathing deeply of the fresh northern Maine late-spring air. He took several deep gulps of it, finally holding his breath and turning back inside the fetid, foul, superheated air of the wreckage. He bent and fumbled with the buckle on the woman’s safety harness, finally releasing the mechanism allowing the belts to spring free.
He reached around her waist, grateful for her small size, and pulled her from her seat. He lifted her over his shoulder into an awkward fireman’s carry and struggled to his feet, hoping he wouldn’t accidentally force her head into the deadly black smoke and kill her while trying to save her. The distance from the seat to the smashed windshield was only a couple of feet, but debris covered the flight deck, which was already tilted at an awkward angle, making solid footing impossible.
Shane stumbled to his knees. The woman’s body slipped off his shoulder and he caught her. He felt weak and disoriented. The heat was intense and relentless, and he shambled forward again. He thrust the woman’s head and upper body out the smashed windshield, her lower body still trapped inside.
Behind Shane, the woman’s cockpit seat burst into flames. He knew the male crewmember’s seat would follow suit any second now, and his clothing would likely ignite next. He pushed against the wreckage with his feet, his legs feeling rubbery and insubstantial. He reached for the window frame and pulled his body through, wheezing and coughing, choking down fresh air, amazed to still be alive.
There wasn’t room to turn his body in the window frame like he had done on the way into the plane; the female victim’s body took up too much room. So Shane wriggled through the opening, dropping head-first out of the plane. He twisted as he fell, trying to drop onto a shoulder, hoping he wouldn’t slice his head open on the wreckage. He landed with a crash that jarred his body but left him uninjured.
The night was crystal-clear, and as he breathed deeply he felt as though his lungs had been scoured with steel wool after sucking in the superheated air of the plane’s interior. Coughing and hacking, he stood and reached back into the doomed aircraft, grabbing the woman by the legs and trying to lift her clear of the window frame. The left leg of her jeans was soaked with blood and he lost his grip.
He wiped his hand, smearing blood onto his clothing, and tried again. This time he grasped the belt loops of her jeans and used them to pull her body upward. He was at an awkward angle, making lifting her difficult. He glanced inside the cabin, shocked at the sight. Flames engulfed the interior, tongues of orange racing toward the unconscious woman’s legs.
He was out of time. Giving up on lifting her clear, Shane locked his arms under her armpits and dragged her body through the opening. He worried her already injured leg would be sliced open further by shards of glass and metal but could not afford to waste any more time.
Her body pulled through inch by inch, the resistance substantial, as if the aircraft was releasing its final victim only with extreme reluctance. Her knees cleared the opening with a ripping sound that Shane could hear clearly even above the roar of the fire.
Then she was free. They tumbled backward, away from the wrecked plane, landing in a heap on the forest floor. Shane rolled the woman’s body gently off his, then crouched next to her and hefted her once more onto his shoulder. He struggled to his feet and began moving as quickly as possible away from the aircraft toward the road.
He had lost his flashlight in the confusion and pictured himself stumbling around blindly, lost in the near-complete darkness, the woman dying because he might be within ten feet of his car and never know it. At the edge of the clearing, Shane stopped and took one last look at the devastation of the crash scene. It was a sight he knew he would never forget.
Then he turned and plunged into the darkness.
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Shane was panting like a dog when he finally reached the road. His legs burned and his back throbbed and the dead weight of the unconscious woman slung over his shoulder felt like a thousand pounds, rather than the one hundred or so she probably weighed.
He stumbled out of the thick brush, grateful to have found his way out of the wilderness. The road was brightly lit by the full moon, in stark contrast to the impenetrable blackness under the canopy of trees. Shane peered in both directions, looking for his car. There were still no rescue vehicles in sight, although he could hear sirens off in the distance. Whether they were heading in this direction, he couldn’t tell.
Far to the north, Shane spotted an indistinct lump at the side of the road and decided it was probably his car. He had taken great pains to walk as straight a path as possible on the way back to the road and had still missed the Bug by at least an eighth of a mile. He sank to one knee, gulping fresh air, trying to catch his breath while still holding the crash victim.
He wondered how much damage he was doing to the young woman by carrying her. Moving her at all was a calculated risk—if she had suffered a broken neck or back, he could be causing irreparable damage—but leaving her at the scene of the crash and waiting for rescue vehicles that might arrive too late had been out of the question. If her injuries didn’t kill her, the northern Maine chill might. Even this close to June, on a clear night like tonight the temperature could easily dip below freezing.
Shane staggered to his feet. He half-walked, half-trotted to his car, reaching it after what felt like half an hour but was probably no more than five minutes. He yanked the passenger door open and lowered the young woman onto the seat as gently as he could. Blood dribbled out of the gash in her leg, but the flow seemed to have slowed. He lowered the seat back as far as it would go and reached into the rear of the vehicle, feeling around until he found the heavy winter coat he kept for emergencies. He secured the still-unconscious woman with the safety belt, and then propped her injured leg on the coat. He slammed the door closed and sprinted around the front of the car, dropped into the driver’s seat and fired up the engine.
He wheeled onto the empty road, then glanced at his injured passenger and blinked in surprise. She had awakened and was staring at him. Her eyes were open and she watched him intently, but she had not moved.
“It’s okay,” he said softly, not wanting to frighten her. “You were in a plane crash and I’m taking you to the hospital.” He cranked the temperature knob to the right, knowing the resulting rush of air would barely qualify as lukewarm.
Her eyes fluttered and Shane thought she was about to lose consciousness again but she didn’t. “Major Wilczynski,” she said weakly.
Shane shook his head. “You were the only survivor. Everyone else in the cockpit was dead. I’m sorry.”
She lay back on the seat, eyes closed, then bolted upright in a panic, groaning and holding her head the moment she did. She steadied herself and reached into the back pocket of her bloody jeans and withdrew a tattered envelope. “Thank God,” she muttered, collapsing back onto the seat.
In the distance Shane could hear the scream of sirens growing steadily louder. The rescue vehicles were beginning to home in on the crash site. Shane wondered whether he should turn around and wait for them. Maybe handing this woman off to an ambulance crew would be wiser than driving her to the hospital himself.
But they were less than five minutes away from Bangor proper, less than ten minutes from the hospital, and as someone who had grown up in this remote area, Shane knew how vast the wilderness really was. The rescue crews could be well within earshot and still not find the site for twenty or thirty minutes. Or more.
He flipped on the Bug’s dome light and glanced repeatedly at the injured woman as he drove. Blood continued to leak from her thigh. Her jeans were covered in it, some half-dried and crusted, the rest glistening wetly in the dim light. Her skin color was a shocking white, not surprising considering her blood loss. He decided he was doing the right thing.
Flipping off the interior light, he said, “Don’t worry, we’ll be at the hospital in just a few minutes.”
She mumbled something in return and he missed it. “What?”
“I said no hospitals.”
Shane shook his head. He must have heard her wrong. “You have to go to the hospital—you look like death warmed over.”
“You really know how to sweet-talk a girl.”
“Sorry about that, but you definitely need medical attention.”
“No,” she repeated emphatically. “I said no hospitals.” The strength of her voice and the intensity of her response surprised him, and he raised his eyebrows. “What are you talking about? You were in an airplane crash—of course you’re going to the hospital. Where else would I bring you?”
“Anywhere,” she said. Her voice had returned to its previous weak volume, barely more than a strong whisper. “This hick town have a bus station?”
“Of course.”
“Then you can drop me there.”
Maybe this young woman’s problem wasn’t a head injury. Maybe she was just plain batshit crazy. “You think any bus driver’s going to let you board? Your leg is awash in your own blood and you look like you just lost a gunfight. Besides, if you try to stand on your own right now, you’re going to drop like a felled tree. I’m sorry,” he said, “but you’re going straight to the hospital.”
The young woman leaned forward, reaching down to her right ankle and fumbling around. What she was looking for, he had no idea. The longer he rode with her, the more Shane was beginning to believe she really was crazy. He glanced forward onto the deserted road and when he looked back, he found himself staring straight into the barrel of a handgun.
“No hospitals,” she said.
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Tracie concentrated on not puking. Her head pounded relentlessly and unless she focused hard her vision insisted on wavering, sometimes disappearing entirely. She knew she had suffered a concussion—hopefully it was only a concussion—and the gash in her leg throbbed with every beat of her heart.
She needed stitches.
She needed sleep.
She wasn’t going to get either.
She forced herself to hold the gun steady on her rescuer. “No hospitals,” she said, and to his credit, the guy didn’t even blink.
“O-kay,” he said. “Then where to?”
“You’re right about one thing; I can’t take a bus looking like this.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” he said drily.
“But they’ll be watching the bus terminal before long,” she muttered, thinking out loud, struggling to concentrate through the haze of pain and confusion. “They probably don’t have any operatives in this tiny nowhere town—”
“Thanks, on behalf of all Bangor residents.”
“—but they will very soon, and then I’ll be trapped. Dammit,” she said, punching the seat in frustration.
“What kind of trouble are you in?” her rescuer asked. “And what were you doing on a military plane out of uniform? You’re not in the military, are you?”
Tracie gazed at the young man, thinking. He had reacted much differently to having a gun shoved in his face than she had expected him to—much differently than most civilians would—and she liked that. And he had risked his life by climbing inside a burning B-52 in the middle of nowhere to haul her ass out of the fire. Literally. She had been semi-conscious in the aftermath of the crash and thought she was seeing things when his body tumbled through the smashed wind screen, dropping like an angel from heaven as the fire worked its way through the cabin.
And he seemed genuinely concerned about her condition. She decided to take a chance.
“You’re right,” she said. “I’m not in the military. My father is a State Department bigwig and he’s dying. I was on an emergency flight home because he only has a few days left, and I want to say goodbye.” She teared up, mentally congratulating herself on her acting skills, even after a plane crash and with injuries.
“Bullshit,” he said, and that was when she saw the sign approaching rapidly on the right. NORTHERN MAINE MEDICAL CENTER.
“I told you, no hospitals,” she said sharply, leaning forward to jam the barrel of the Beretta under his chin, ignoring the resulting pain.
“We’re not going to the hospital,” he said in annoyance, “although I think you’re making a mistake. You’ve lost a lot of blood, that gash in your leg needs to be examined, and it seems pretty clear you’ve suffered a concussion at the very least. But what the hell, I’m not your guardian. You want to be a damned fool, it’s none of my business.” The Volkswagen passed the hospital’s entrance and continued along the lightly traveled road.
“So, where are we going, then?”
“My apartment’s not far from here. I’ll patch you up the best I can and you can crash there for a few hours while you figure out what you want to do next. Your story is complete bullshit, but I’m not going to just drop you off in the middle of this ‘tiny nowhere town,’ as you call it, injured and alone. I wasn’t raised that way. Maybe you won’t go to the hospital, but I can’t just leave you, either.”
Tracie said nothing, stunned. This guy was a complete stranger, he had risked his life to save her from a burning airplane, and by way of thanks she had threatened him with deadly violence. Now he was driving her to his home. And to top it off, he was cute as hell.
“Think you could get that gun out of my face?” he said into the shocked silence, and she lowered the Beretta to her lap. She was really starting to like this guy. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“Name? Why do you care about my name?” She was instantly suspicious.
“Jesus,” he answered in exasperation. “I’m just making conversation. It’s what people do. For example: I’m Shane Rowley, it’s nice to meet you.”
Tracie stared at him, thinking, then chuckled despite the pain. She must be getting paranoid. There was no possible way anyone on either side of the geopolitical fence—USSR or United States—could have known that B-52 was going to crash-land in Bangor, Maine. Thus, there was no possible way this guy could be anything other than what he claimed to be: a Good Samaritan who had been driving past, seen the plane go down, and pulled her out of the burning wreckage.
She sighed and smiled. “My name’s Tracie,” she said softly, realizing with some surprise that she hadn’t introduced herself to a stranger using her real name in well over half a decade.
“See, that wasn’t so hard. We’re making progress.” He hung a left at a red brick bank building that was maybe five stories high—what passed for a skyscraper here in Nowhereville, USA—urged the Beetle up a hill, banged a couple more turns, and drove into an apartment complex overlooking a good-sized river. Small pools of sickly yellow light dotted the parking lot from poles spaced too far apart to do much good.
Her rescuer guided the Bug into a spot directly under one of the light poles and Tracie said, “No, not here.”
“What are you talking about? My apartment’s right in front of us.”
“Not under the light,” she said. “Park in one of the dark spots.”
He looked at her like she was crazy—he seemed to be doing that a lot—but didn’t argue. He simply shook his head, shifted the car into reverse, and backed directly into another spot, between two of the light poles lining the rear of the lot. “Better?” he asked.
Tracie nodded. “Better.” She unsnapped her seat belt and opened her door, placing her right foot on the pavement.
“Wait,” the young man said and she ignored him. She grabbed the roof for support and swung herself out of the car. Instantly a wave of dizziness and nausea rolled through her. “This might have been a mistake,” she said. Her savior said something in return but she couldn’t make it out. A buzzing sound started up in the distance, like maybe someone had chosen the middle of the night to fire up a chainsaw. The buzzing got louder and Tracie realized it was coming from inside her head. Black spots bloomed in her vision, making the weak light in the parking lot even less effective.
She was vaguely aware of the driver rushing around the front of the Volkswagen. She let go of the car and took one shuffling step toward the apartment complex and then another, and then the pavement rushed up to meet her and the world went black.
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The woman collapsed into his arms and Shane shuffled backward, trying to keep his feet. She wasn’t very big, maybe five-foot two and all of a hundred pounds soaking wet, but her momentum had been moving forward as she staggered away from his car. It was like catching a hundred pound bag of potatoes someone had tossed at you. Although, he thought, a bag of potatoes probably never felt this good.
He glanced around the lot. Empty. That made sense considering the time, but if a neighbor happened to glance out a window, couldn’t sleep or whatever, the Bangor Police would be all over this apartment complex within minutes. A man, half dragging, half carrying a woman, unconscious and covered in blood, into his apartment in the middle of the night. Christ, he’d look like Jack the Ripper.
But then, maybe a visit from the cops wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Shane had never had a gun pointed at him before and decided he didn’t like it very much. This beautiful crash victim was obviously hip-deep in some serious shit, and who was to say she wasn’t one of the bad guys?
Shane didn’t think so, though. He liked to think he possessed a pretty reliable bullshit detector—he’d seen right through the dying father yarn the injured woman had tried to spin—and his instincts told him the girl was trustworthy, at least to the extent she didn’t want to cause him harm.
And in any event, she was completely helpless now; he couldn’t very well just dump her on the side of the road. So, resigned to risking possible arrest, he hoisted her onto his shoulder one more time and walked as quickly as he could to his apartment.
He dug his key out of his pocket and stabbed for the lock. Then he staggered through the front door, kicked it closed behind him, and crossed the living room to his old couch. He lowered his guest onto it as gently as he could. She groaned and muttered but her eyes remained closed. Then he backtracked, locked and bolted the door, and sank to the floor, out of breath and exhausted.
Shane looked at his watch. Twelve thirty a.m. Shit. He had to call work. He should have been there half an hour ago. Between climbing into burning wreckage, saving a pretty—if very strange—young woman from certain death, and staring down a gun barrel, he had completely forgotten about work.
He trudged across the living room and checked on his new friend on the way to the telephone. She was right where he had left her, still out like a light, pale and unmoving. Again Shane thought about the hospital and wondered briefly about personal liability should the woman die on his couch. It didn’t seem likely, but still, she had been through a lot, had lost a lot of blood, and who really knew how badly she had been injured in that crash? He decided he’d make his call, then tend to her immediately.
Shane dialed quickly. He knew the tower supervisor, who normally would have gone home at midnight, would still be in the facility making notifications and coordinating with rescue personnel about the aircraft accident, and he was right. The line rang seven times, eight, and then was answered on the ninth ring by supervisor Chuck McNally.
“Bangor Tower,” McNally barked into the phone, gruff and intimidating. Shane realized the line had probably been ringing off the hook since the accident and felt a stab of sympathy for the supervisor, normally the most kind-hearted of men but right now probably at the end of his rope.
“Chuck, this is Shane, I’m sorry about not calling sooner, but—”
“Shane, where the hell are you? We’ve had a crash just off the airport! Things are fucking insane, man. Tonight was definitely not the night to blow off work without even a call.” Shane listened to McNally rant and broke in when the man slowed down to take a breath.
“That’s why I’m calling, boss. I know about the accident. It happened right next to me as I was driving to work. The damn airplane fell out of the sky and almost landed on my car. I climbed inside the wreckage, man. I pulled a victim out alive.”
The line was silent as McNally processed the information. “You saw the crash?”
“I didn’t actually see it happen because of the trees, but I sure as hell heard it. I stopped the car and hiked out to the crash site to see if I could help anyone, and damned if there wasn’t a young woman trapped in the cabin. Anyway, I’m really sorry, but there’s no way I can come in to work tonight, I’m tired and banged up and even burned a little bit.”
“You were inside the burning airplane?”
“Yeah. It was a frigging nightmare.”
“Holy shit. I can imagine. Anyway, under the circumstances, sick leave is approved, obviously. I’ll be in the tower until morning anyway. But listen, an NTSB accident investigation team is on the way. They’ll be here tomorrow along with representatives from the Air Force, since it was their airplane. Under the circumstances, they’re going to want to interview you, so call the facility first thing in the morning and plan on coming in here sometime during the day to talk to the investigators.”
“Will do, Chuck, and thanks.”
“No problem. What kind of condition is the victim in? Have the doctors told you anything?”
“There are no doctors. She’s passed out on my couch even as we speak.”
“Your couch? What are you talking about? She’s at your apartment?”
“Yeah, she refused to go to the hospital.” Shane said nothing about the young woman waving a gun around.
“But you said she’s passed out. How do you know she didn’t want to go to the hospital?”
“She was conscious in my car and she told me. She didn’t pass out until we got back to my place.”
“Christ, Shane, don’t be an idiot. Get that girl to the hospital, like, right now.”
“Yeah, I guess I should,” Shane answered, knowing it was the smart thing to do but knowing also he was not about to do it. “Anyway, thanks again, Chuck, and good luck. I know you’re busy.”
“It’s just paperwork bullshit at this point. I’ll be fine. Get that girl to the hospital.”
“See ya.” Shane hung up the phone and glanced around the kitchen’s open entryway into the living room and saw Tracie watching him from the couch. She looked even paler than before, but Shane figured regaining consciousness had to be a good sign.
He flashed a smile. “How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Never mind that,” she said shortly. “Who the hell were you talking to just now?”
“My supervisor, if it’s any of your business,” he said, angered by her tone and, he had to admit, a little hurt by her attitude. After all he had done for her, who was she to snap at him for no reason?
“Your supervisor? Who do you work for? Why do you need to talk to your supervisor in the middle of the night?”
“Again,” he said, “not that it’s any of your business, but I’m an air traffic controller at Bangor Airport and I’m supposed to be at work right now. I thought my supervisor might consider it rude of me not to let him know why I didn’t show up, especially tonight. They’re kind of busy. It seems there was an airplane crash. I’m lucky I still have a job.”
She was silent. Shane could see her thinking. “Did you tell him about me?” she asked.
“Of course. You’re the whole reason I’m here and not there. It wouldn’t have made much sense for me to say I stopped and watched the burning wreckage of a crashed military jet before blowing off work and returning home.”
She blew out an angry breath and shook her head. “You could have said you checked inside the wreckage and didn’t find anyone alive. Dammit!”
Shane spread his hands in exasperation. “Why would I do that? What would be the point?” He turned toward his kitchen, anger building, and then spun back around to face the injured woman. “Who the hell are you? Why were you on that plane? Where were you coming from? What were you doing that’s so freaking top-secret that you can’t even go to the hospital after a goddamned plane crash?”
Again she was silent and Shane could see her weighing her options for a response. Finally she sighed. “Never mind,” she said. “Forget it. I don’t mean to seem ungrateful after everything you’ve done for me, but I simply can’t talk about it. I’m sorry.”
She closed her eyes and leaned back on Shane’s two Syracuse University throw pillows his proud mother had knitted when he was accepted into their journalism program after high school. He’d graduated with a degree he had never used, opting instead to apply for a job with the FAA after the disastrous PATCO strike in 1981, when President Reagan fired the illegally striking air traffic controllers en masse. His mother, angry and hurt, had never asked for the pillows back.
Shane walked across the room and perched on the arm of the couch at her feet, unsure of what to say. Tracie’s face was still bone-white, shiny from a thin coating of sweat. Her eyes looked glassy. “Sorry I’m dripping blood onto your couch,” she said, her voice weak, and suddenly she looked very young and vulnerable.
Shane waved a hand airily. “This old thing? Don’t worry about it. I picked it up for twenty bucks at the Salvation Army. In fact, I should apologize to you for subjecting you to all those potential germs.” 
She attempted a smile.
“Speaking of germs…” he continued.
“I know. I need to clean this wound.”
“I’ll help you. I have a decent first-aid kit in the bathroom.”
She narrowed her eyes and Shane raised his hands in surrender. “My intentions are honorable, I swear,” he said. “Come on, I’ll help you to the bathroom. I think I still have a pair of gym shorts from high school that are too small for me. You might be able to wear them without them sliding right off. I’ll toss them in and you can put them on, then we’ll clean your leg in the bathtub.”
Tracie nodded and rose to a half-sitting position, gritting her teeth against the pain. Shane pulled her arm around his neck, then stood slowly and the pair began stumbling awkwardly across the living room. When they reached the bathroom, he kicked the toilet seat cover down and eased her into a sitting position on it.
“If you want to get those bloody pants off, I’ll be right back with the shorts.”
She nodded tiredly. He pulled the door closed as he was leaving and heard her say “Thank you” as he was walking away.
 
The wound was deep, but to Shane’s eye looked clean. He went to work on it, washing it as gently as he could with warm, soapy water and then disinfecting it with hydrogen peroxide. Her burns appeared minimal, and Shane knew she had been extremely lucky. Tracie was mostly silent, stoic, occasionally grunting or gasping through gritted teeth, but she never complained and even helped steady her leg with both hands.
After patting the wound dry with a clean towel, Shane pulled a new, sealed Ace bandage out of his medicine chest. He opened the package and began wrapping the stretchy gauze around her leg as tightly as he dared, closing the sides of the puncture wound together and sealing it. The bleeding had stopped, more or less, and when he had finished he examined his handiwork and said, “Well, you still should be in the emergency room for stitches, but it looks like you might survive another day.”
“I was afraid of that,” she answered jokingly. “Now if this invisible guy will stop hitting me in the head with a baseball bat, I’ll be good to go.”
“Concussion?” Shane asked. 
She nodded. “Probably. I know I’m supposed to get woken up every hour or something, but screw that. If I can get a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, I’m sure I’ll be as good as new. If you don’t mind helping me back to your couch, I’ll sleep a while and then I’ll be out of your hair in the morning, I promise.”
“No worries,” Shane said, helping her to her feet. “Except you’re not going to use the couch. You’re sleeping in my bed.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Assuming an awful lot there, cowboy, aren’t ya?”
He laughed. “Don’t worry, you’ll be alone. I’ll take the couch.”
“I’m not going to take your bed and make you—”
“I know, I know, you’re tough as nails. A real badass. We’ve already established that. You could sleep on a bed of hot coals if you had to. Just do this one little thing for me, okay? My mom would never forgive me if she found out I made an injured woman sleep on the couch. You’d actually be doing me a favor,” he said with a smile.
She sputtered and shook her head, but allowed herself to be led into the apartment’s only bedroom. He helped her under the covers and turned out the light. “Goodnight,” he said, but she was already asleep.
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May 31, 1987
8:40 a.m. local time
Moscow
 
“We have a problem.” The man on the other end of the secure telephone line spoke in a hushed voice, but the concern was plainly evident in his tone.
“Of course we do,” Vasily Kopalev said. “There is always a problem.” As head of the KGB’s American Operations Branch, Vasily spent most of his time dealing with one emergency or another from one of his small cadre of operatives stationed throughout the United States. He lit his cigarette and inhaled deeply, savoring the bite of the tar and the smooth flavor of the smuggled Lucky Strikes. The Americans may be a threat to Mother Russia,
but they make a damned fine cigarette.
“Maybe so,” the voice continued, “but this problem is bigger than most.”
“Get on with it, then. Are you going to make me guess?”
“The airplane carrying Gorbachev’s letter has crashed, and—”
“That was the plan, remember?”
“No, you don’t understand. The plane did not disappear over the ocean. It crash-landed near an airport here in the U.S. In Bangor, Maine.”
“What?”
“That’s not the worst of it.”
“Of course not,” Kopalev muttered. Suddenly his Lucky Strike tasted bitter. He sucked down a deep drag anyway. He was going to need it. “Tell me,” he sighed, exhaling cigarette smoke.
“All of the crew members are dead, except the woman.”
“Except the woman.”
“That’s right. The CIA operative has vanished. Virtually the entire B-52 was destroyed in a massive fire following the accident, so it is of course possible the letter burned up in the blaze, but given the fact the agent has disappeared, it would seem likely the letter survived and disappeared with her.”
“Yes, it would seem likely,” Vasily agreed. He was silent for a moment, thinking. “We can’t be certain what is contained in that letter, but I have a pretty good idea.”
The man on the other end of the line waited patiently. Vasily knew he didn’t care what was in the letter, it was not his job to care what was in the letter. His job was to carry out Vasily’s instructions, thus his words were irrelevant until they contained those instructions. “You are stationed in Boston, correct?”
“Yes.”
“And you have two comrades also stationed in Boston, correct?”
“Yes.”
“And what is the distance from Boston to Bangor, Maine?” Kopalev leaned back in his chair and consulted a map of the United States posted behind his desk. The map was enormous and took up one entire wall. Vasily did the calculations along with the agent. He knew the answer before the man spoke.
“It is roughly a three-hour drive in normal traffic conditions.”
“Very good. Take your two comrades and get up there immediately. Recover that letter. The agent was involved in a plane crash. Even if she escaped, she must have suffered injuries. She probably wandered away from the wreckage and is even now lying dead somewhere. If that is the case, find her body and relieve it of that letter before someone else does. It is not enough to keep the communique from President Reagan. It must be kept from anyone who would have the ability to publicize its contents.”
“And if she somehow survived?”
“Your mission remains unchanged. Get that letter. Whether the CIA operative lives or dies is of no concern.”
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May 31, 1987
7:30 a.m.
Bangor, Maine
 
The ringing of the telephone worked its way into Shane’s consciousness gradually, pulling him out of a deep sleep. He had been dreaming about a young red-haired woman, mysterious and sexy. In his dream they were sharing his bed, and he was doing things with her he had not done since the break-up of his marriage over a year ago.
He burst into wakefulness like a swimmer surfacing, the dream already fading, Shane reluctant to let it go. He glanced at the clock on the living room wall as he crossed to the kitchen. Seven thirty. He had gotten barely five hours of sleep and still felt exhausted and weak. His entire body ached, leg muscles complaining, back stiff, joints popping. And he needed coffee.
He picked up the phone. “What?” he barked into the receiver. It came out harsher than he had intended, but he didn’t much care.
“Shane, this is Marty Hall. I understand you had quite an adventure last night.” Marty was the FAA Air Traffic Manager at Bangor Tower, an older man with a mop of thick white hair and a heavily lined face who had spent his entire adult life working his way up the FAA ladder. Shane barely knew Marty because they rarely had the opportunity for interaction beyond the occasional nod and smile as they passed in the hallway of the facility’s base building stationed next to the control tower.
“Hi, Marty. Yeah, you could say that.” Shane remembered Chuck McNally’s statement that he would have to come in and talk to the NTSB accident investigators and cursed under his breath. He wanted nothing more than to lie back down on his couch and sleep for another couple of hours. Or days.
“Listen, Shane, I know you’re supposed to be off for the next couple of days, but the crash team is going to be here at nine and would like to talk with you as soon as possible. Think you can get in here by then?”
He sighed. It’s not like this was unexpected. “I’ll be there,” he said, then hung up the phone and this time cursed out loud. There would be no going back to sleep today.
He padded past his bedroom on the way to the shower and saw the bedroom door ajar, as he’d left it. He eased it open and peeked in at his injured guest. She was lying on her side in a fetal position. He took two steps into the room and saw her breathing deeply and steadily. She looked impossibly small and helpless.
Her back was to him, so it was difficult to see how the bandage on her leg was holding up. Shane thought for a moment about trying to take a quick look at it while she slept, then imagined her waking up to see him bent down over the bed, looking at her bare legs. He remembered the feeling of staring into a gun barrel last night and decided the bandage was probably holding just fine. He eased the door closed and continued to the shower.
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May 31, 1987
7:40 a.m.
Hampden, Maine
 
The early-morning air was cool and crisp, and the slanting sunlight reflected off the windshields of dozens of vehicles parked in the truck-stop lot. Anatoli Simonov stepped out of the rented Chevy Caprice and shaded his eyes against the glare. The relative warmth reminded Anatoli how far he had come from his childhood in Siberia, where the bitter cold was so complete it was like being stabbed in the lungs if you tried to breathe too deeply.
But the desolation felt familiar. Dysart’s Truck Stop was located south of Bangor, Maine on Interstate 95, and apart from the truck stop buildings and the big paved parking lot, he was surrounded by a massive expanse of mostly unpopulated landscape, thousands of square miles of rolling terrain filled with millions of evergreen trees, the city of Bangor just a rumor to the north.
“Come on,” Bogdan Fedorov urged, climbing out of the back seat along with a second KGB operative. “We have much to do, and standing around is accomplishing nothing.” The three men hurried across the tarmac and into the truck stop for breakfast.
 
***
 
They ate mostly in silence, preferring to interact with the locals as little as possible. It was easy to blend in with the Americans visually, much more difficult when you spoke in heavily Russian-accented English, as Anatoli’s two companions did. Anatoli had long ago achieved a certain familiarity with the language, so he ordered for everyone, and their conversation ground to a halt whenever the waitress—a heavy-set middle-aged woman with rust-colored hair and an aggrieved demeanor—approached to refill their coffee.
An ancient black-and-white television suspended in one corner of the dining room was tuned to a local channel, the volume cranked to a decibel level roughly equivalent to that of an air raid siren. Local programming had been pre-empted to carry continuous coverage of a breaking news story—last night’s crash of an Air Force B-52 jet.
The men ate their omelets, drank their coffee, and paid close attention as a female reporter gazed solemnly into the camera and said, “It appears as though there was at least one survivor of last night’s fiery airplane crash in a heavily wooded area north of Bangor International Airport. Sources close to the investigation have confirmed that a passing motorist witnessed the crash and braved an out-of-control fire to pull a young woman from the wreckage.”
Anatoli lowered his coffee cup to the table, unable to believe his good fortune as a graphic was superimposed on the lower right hand corner of the screen, depicting a head-shot photo of a youngish man, perhaps in his late twenties. The television’s distance from their table and the small size of the picture made it impossible to distinguish any details of the man’s facial features.
The reporter continued: “Sources tell us this man, Shane Rowley, an air traffic controller living in Bangor, was on his way to work at the time of the crash and managed to rescue the as-yet unidentified woman. Her condition and whereabouts, as well as the whereabouts of Rowley, are at this time unknown, but we’ve learned Mr. Rowley is scheduled to meet with NTSB investigators as well as representatives of the Air Force at nine a.m. at the control tower building at BIA to assist in the investigation. More on this story as it develops. Jane Finneran, WBGR News 9.”
Anatoli tried to keep from smiling but just couldn’t do it. He tore his eyes from the television for the first time since the news report had begun and saw that his fellow operatives were smiling also.
“This would be considered good news, yes?” Fedorov said softly between bites of omelet, flecks of cheese peppering his black beard.
“It most certainly would,” Anatoli agreed.
“What is next? Find out where this Shane Rowley lives and force him to lead us to the girl?”
“We could do that,” Anatoli said, “but why wait to take him at his home? This is a matter of no small importance, and, according to Colonel Kopalev, it is extremely time-critical. We know where and how Mr. Rowley will be spending his morning. Our instructions are to retrieve the letter absolutely as soon as possible. Since we don’t know when Shane Rowley will be alone again, I suggest we pay these investigators a visit and remove Mr. Rowley from his meeting. Once we have secured Rowley, we can find a nice, secluded location—that shouldn’t be difficult, there is nothing much in this wasteland but trees—and extract the information we need. Now, let us finish our delicious breakfast. It seems this will be a busy day.”
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May 31, 1987
8:20 a.m.
Bangor, Maine
 
Tracie’s eyes fluttered open and she felt a rush of intense panic. She saw no one. Recognized nothing. Had no idea where she was or how she had gotten here.
She sat bolt upright in a strange bed, feeling stiff and sore, and then the memories came rushing back: Major Mitchell shooting his fellow B-52 crewmembers, Tracie returning fire and putting Mitchell down, the desperate attempt by a dying Major Stan Wilczynski to land the big jet in Bangor, Maine, the subsequent plane crash, and her rescue by air traffic controller Shane Rowley, who brought her to his apartment and cleaned and bandaged her injured leg.
Then she had fallen asleep in his bed. She started to panic again as she looked for the letter she had to deliver to President Reagan from Mikhail Gorbachev. She snatched up her pillow, and there it was where she’d stuffed it, crumpled and sweat-stained, flecks of blood splattered across it.
She grabbed it with a sigh of relief and then looked around, wondering about the time. A digital clock-radio on a dresser on the far side of the room said eight twenty. Tracie tried to remember the last time she had slept this late and couldn’t. Stretching, she eased off the side of the bed and gingerly placed a little weight on her injured leg. Her thigh throbbed but the pain was bearable. She leaned more firmly and finally took a couple of shuffling steps toward the bedroom door.
Painful but not overwhelmingly so.
She poked her head into the short hallway and looked around, seeing no one. She smelled fresh coffee and her stomach rumbled. Shane must be in the kitchen. She decided to take advantage of the opportunity for a shower and slipped into the bathroom. Splotches of dried blood covered her arms and she could feel more blood flaking off her face. Her hair was matted and stringy. She felt as though she had crawled through a mud puddle the size of a football field.
She closed the bathroom door, put the letter on top of the toilet tank, and undressed, casting a critical eye at the makeshift patch job Shane Rowley had done on her leg last night, pleased to see only a slight discoloration of the Ace bandage at the site of the injury. There was no oozing or seeping of blood.
She knew she should remove the bandage and clean the wound again, but didn’t want to take the time now. She’d do it later.
Tracie eased into the shower, holding her injured leg awkwardly out of the tub in an effort to keep the bandage dry. It was uncomfortable standing like that, hard to keep her balance, but she turned the hot water up as high as she could stand, then showered quickly. She washed her hair with some shampoo she found in a hanging shower caddy and then got out, dripping water all over Shane’s floor while she searched for a towel.
She found a stack of clean bath towels in a cabinet under the sink, dried off, and wrapped one around her body, now clean and pink from the hot shower. She wasn’t looking forward to getting back into her filthy clothes, but didn’t have much choice—her travel bag had been lost in the crash. She decided to delay the inevitable, instead picking the precious envelope up off the toilet tank, opening the bathroom door and limping down the hallway in search of the coffee.
And, she had to admit, Shane Rowley.
The kitchen was empty. So was the living room. A couple of blankets had been thrown carelessly to one side of the couch and a pillow lay on the far end. It was obvious Rowley had slept here, but Tracie’s assumption that her rescuer was anywhere in the apartment had been off the mark. She turned and wandered into the kitchen, finding a pile of neatly folded clothing on the counter. A handwritten note had been placed atop the clothes.
Tracie furrowed her brow and unfolded the note. Good morning, Tracie, it read. I hope you’re feeling a little better. Sorry I’m not here, but I got called in to work. I have to talk to the NTSB investigators about the crash. They’re going to want to talk to you, too, but you looked so exhausted last night that I didn’t have the heart to wake you up before I left. The bureaucrats can wait.
The coffee is fresh, and the water is hot if you’d like to shower. I made the assumption you’ll want clean clothes, so I dug out some of the stuff my ex-wife left behind in her rush to escape her boring husband and the backwoods of Bangor, Maine. You’re probably not exactly the same size, but I’m guessing it will fit okay. I have a feeling you could wear just about anything and look stunning.
Make yourself at home, and if you’re so inclined, I would love to help you figure out your next move when I get back. If you decide to hit the road before I return, good luck to you, and thanks for my most interesting Saturday night ever.
                                                      Shane
Tracie finished reading, then rummaged around in the cupboard above the counter until she found a mug and poured herself a cup of coffee. She stood at the counter sipping it as she read the note a second time. I have a feeling you could wear just about anything and look stunning.
She found herself smiling as she thought about the handsome young air traffic controller, and then shook her head at her foolishness. Something explosive was contained in the envelope she held in her hand, something someone was willing to go to great lengths to destroy.
She sat down at Shane Rowley’s tiny kitchen table, thinking about secret communications and international diplomacy and who might have the desire—and more importantly, the ability—to commit murder in the interest of squelching a communique that only a handful of people in the world even knew existed. There seemed to be only one possibility, and if she was right, that possibility was terrifying.
Tracie knew she needed to contact her handler, and she needed to do it before speaking to anyone at the NTSB, or even anyone from the Air Force. A U.S. military officer had brought down that jet last night and had murdered two fellow officers in cold blood, and the only entity Tracie could think of that possessed the reach to accomplish that—and the desire to do so—was the KGB.
She limped back into the living room and flipped on Shane’s television. A local news reporter was doing a live broadcast from Bangor International Airport on last night’s B-52 crash, and in the lower right corner of the screen was a picture of Shane. “Our source tells us this man, Shane Rowley, an air traffic controller living here in Bangor, was on his way to work at the time of the crash and was able to rescue the as-yet unidentified woman. Her condition and whereabouts, as well as the whereabouts of Rowley, are at this time unknown, but our source tells us Mr. Rowley is scheduled to meet with NTSB investigators as well as representatives of the Air Force at nine a.m. at the control tower building here at BIA to assist in the investigation. More on this story as it develops. Jane Finneran, WBGR News 9.”
Tracie stared, her heart sinking. Shane had called a supervisor last night to explain why he wasn’t at work, and that person, or someone close to that person, must have leaked details to the press.
This was bad. She looked from the television to the letter still clutched in her hand. Whether it was the KGB or some other entity determined to prevent the communique from reaching President Reagan, they would have no reason to stop until they accomplished their goal, not after committing multiple murders and destroying an airplane worth tens of millions of dollars.
A chill ran down her spine. She glanced at a wall clock hanging over the TV. 8:50 a.m. She hurried to the pile of clothing in the kitchen, dropped her towel onto the floor, and strapped her backup weapon—now the only gun she had left, her main weapon had been lost in the B-52 crash—to her ankle in its holster. Then she stepped into the underwear, jeans and sweater as quickly as she could manage. The clothes were a little loose but would have to do for now.
She took another look at the clock in the living room. Its hands seemed to be moving at double speed. There was a lot to do. She only hoped she wasn’t too late.
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May 31, 1987
8:50 a.m.
Bangor, Maine
 
Shane drove along the access road leading to the air traffic control facility at Bangor International Airport, a bumpy mess consisting of crumbling chunks of decades-old pavement that had at one time made up the runways and taxiways of the old Dow Air Force base. The field had originally been a small civil airport, but had seen three runways hastily constructed at the onset of World War Two, and then a massive 11,400-foot runway built during the darkest days of the Cold War. Dow had been used as a Strategic Air Command Base for two decades, launching B-52s and other military aircraft until its decommissioning in 1968.
After it was taken over as a civilian airfield and renamed Bangor International, almost all of the runways and taxiways had been closed, deemed too expensive to maintain. The one remaining runway was long enough to accept any aircraft in the world, civilian or military, including the space shuttle.
Many of those closed runways and taxiways were turned into access roads, resulting in some of the widest, if bumpiest, motorways a Maine driver would ever utilize. It was on one of these long-ago taxiways Shane was now bouncing along in his Volkswagen. The control tower loomed in the distance, ancient and drafty, sticking into the air like a giant’s middle finger. Next to the control tower was a base building, as old as the tower, which housed the TRACON—the terminal radar approach control facility—in addition to offices and conference rooms.
About fifty yards from the facility, a Bangor Police Department officer had angled his cruiser across the pavement. The vehicle didn’t come close to blocking the wide access road, but Shane decided the sight of the officer standing next to his cruiser, hand resting lightly on the butt of his service weapon, made perfectly clear anyone approaching had better stop.
Shane eased up next to the cruiser. Mirrored sunglasses hid the cop’s eyes and his face was impassive. He shook his head. “Sorry, pal, no access today.”
Shane held his government ID up for the officer’s inspection. “I’m expected. My name is Shane Rowley. I work here, and I’ve come to assist in the accident investigation.”
“Hold on,” the cop said, and opened the cruiser’s door, picked up a clipboard from the front seat, and glanced at it. After a moment he looked again at Shane’s ID, then nodded, his face still a mask. “Go right on ahead, sir.”
Shane, curious, asked, “Have you had a lot of people trying to get up here?”
A trace of a smile flitted across the cop’s face. “Not since I turned away the first couple of media vans. I’m sure they’re waiting until I get pulled out of here, then they’ll be on you guys like flies on shit.”
Shane chuckled. “Don’t be afraid to shoot ’em if you have to.”
As he was pulling away, he heard the cop mutter, “I wish.”
 
***
 
The parking lot was almost full, with a half-dozen or so cars Shane didn’t recognize taking up the few available spaces. He found a spot close to the outer edge and parked, a light breeze ruffling his hair as he crossed the lot to the base building’s front entrance. He pulled open the heavy metal door and entered the building.
A long hallway bisected the interior, with a row of doors running down each side. Immediately to the right was a small kitchen area, equipped with an ancient oven, a slightly newer microwave, a dual-tub sink, a coffeemaker, and a small round table nobody ever used. Twenty feet beyond the kitchen on the right a doorway opened into the radar control room, where on a typical workday a controller would spend half his time, with the other half spent working upstairs in the control tower.
On the left side of the hallway were a series of administrative offices: first came the secretary’s, occupied during weekday business hours by a sweet, white-haired lady named Mrs. Sanderson, who was maybe sixty years old and had worked at the facility as long as anyone could remember. This being a Sunday morning, her office was empty.
Beyond Mrs. Sanderson’s office were aligned the rest of the staff offices, beginning with that of the air traffic manager, Marty Hall. Hall’s name was just similar enough to the host of the popular game show Let’s Make a Deal, Monty Hall, that it was his fate to be forever known as Monty—at least when he wasn’t around.
Shane lifted the carafe off the Mr. Coffee machine and sniffed warily. He could really use another cup of coffee, but the stuff inside the facility’s pot was usually so old it had the consistency and taste of used motor oil. Today was no exception, and Shane grimaced and returned the carafe to the hot plate. He decided he wasn’t that desperate for caffeine.
He left the kitchen and wandered down the hallway, moving toward the sound of voices coming from Marty Hall’s office. He stopped at the open doorway and glanced inside. The facility manager was sitting behind his desk, and a half-dozen people Shane did not recognize were seated in folding metal chairs arranged in a semicircle around Hall’s desk. Everyone seemed to be talking at once, and for a moment no one noticed Shane.
When it seemed like this stalemate might go on forever, and mindful that this was his day off, Shane cleared his throat. Finally Marty Hall noticed him and waved him in. Everyone stopped talking and turned to stare at the new arrival. Hall said, “Gentlemen, this is my controller, Shane Rowley, the man who witnessed the crash while on his way to work last night.”
Shane nodded at the group while Hall continued. “Shane, this is the NTSB Accident Investigation team. They only just arrived about fifteen minutes ago. I’ll let each member of the team introduce himself.”
They all did, Shane shaking hands with each in turn, and then the lead investigator pointed to an empty chair and said, “We’re still awaiting the arrival of the Air Force representatives. Obviously, they wouldn’t be part of the investigation if a military aircraft hadn’t been involved, but it’s their airplane and they will take part as well. It will undoubtedly complicate matters, but we welcome their involvement.”
Shane sat, amused. It was plain by the tone of the investigator’s voice that he was anything but welcoming of more investigators, but that he knew full well there was nothing he could do about it. “How long before you expect the Air Force guys to show up?” Shane asked, picturing Tracie Tanner fast asleep in his bed back home. He felt a strong attraction to the beautiful—if enigmatic—young woman, not that he expected anything to come of it. She had made abundantly clear her desire to leave Bangor in her rearview mirror, and as soon as possible. But if nothing else, he wanted to see her one more time to say goodbye in person, and the longer this interview took, the less likely that was to happen.
“They’ll be here soon,” the lead investigator said, glancing at his watch. Shane noticed for the first time that each of the men surrounding Hall’s desk had a plastic nameplate pinned to the lapel of his suit, like children on the first day of school, and the man addressing him was named Paul Fiore. “The Air Force investigators are flying here from Andrews Air Force Base and are in the air as we speak. But I’d like to start now and then catch the other folks up when they arrive. You’ll probably have to go over your statement more than once, but my guess is you’re going to be telling the story a few times, anyway.”
“That’s fine,” Shane said, although it really wasn’t. There was no way he was going to get out of here any time soon.
“So,” Fiore said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers behind his head. “Take it from the top. You were driving to work last night and the damned B-52 fell out of the sky next to you?”
“Not exactly,” Shane said. “This part of Maine is so heavily wooded I didn’t actually see the airplane crash. I caught a flash of it almost directly overhead, much too low to be on a normal approach to Bangor, and then it was gone. A second or two later—barely enough time to register what I had seen—I heard and felt the impact and knew immediately what had happened. That was when I pulled my car to the side of the road and went into the woods to see if I could find the accident site.”
The questioning continued, each investigator asking for clarification of various points at various times. After maybe twenty minutes, Fiore got around to the subject Shane had expected him to address right off the bat: “I understand you pulled a survivor out of the wreckage. I admire your bravery, Mr. Rowley. It is imperative we speak to this young woman also, and as soon as possible. We’ve checked all of the hospitals within a fifty-mile radius of Bangor and no one has any record of her. Where is she now?”
This was the question Shane had been dreading. He understood the need of the investigators to question her. After all, who better to describe the circumstances of an airplane crash than someone who had been aboard the plane? But by the same token, the girl had made it quite clear she was in serious trouble and did not want to be found.
Shane didn’t believe for a second Tracie Tanner had done anything to contribute to that B-52 going down, but he also wasn’t about to admit the subject of their search was even now sleeping, injured, in his bed. He took a deep breath and opened his mouth to speak, still with no idea what he would say, when a loud Crash! out in the hallway diverted everyone’s attention.
And all hell broke loose.
Shane craned his head toward the door, as did everyone in the room, just in time to see fellow controller Jimmy Roberts, on duty in the radar room this morning, stomp angrily past the office door in the direction of the facility entrance. “Who the hell do you think you are? And what the hell is up with all the noise?” he asked, continuing down the hallway and disappearing from view.
Shane heard a phht sound, followed in rapid succession by another, and Jimmy Roberts stumbled backward into view. He wavered unsteadily in the hallway before crumpling in a heap outside the office door. A spreading ring of crimson stained the front of Jimmy’s shirt, and he lay on the floor gasping for breath.
Chaos erupted in the office. Chairs toppled over as everyone stood, jostling and banging into each other, some moving to help the injured man, others backing away from the door.
A half-second later, a pair of large men filled the doorway, standing over the fallen Jimmy Roberts. They were dressed in suits remarkably similar to the ones worn by everyone in Hall’s office except Shane, and he had the absurd thought that maybe more investigators had arrived.
Then he saw their handguns.
The two investigators closest to the door saw the guns as well and they shoved backward, hard, plowing into Marty Hall, who had gotten up and rounded his desk at the sight of the injured Jimmy Roberts. He toppled directly into Shane, knocking him to the floor. Shane pushed immediately to his feet, still stunned by the suddenness of the onslaught. The men in the room were cursing and shouting.
Shane looked toward the doorway and saw the intruder to the right scan the room. The man wore thick glasses and his eyes widened when he looked at Shane. He nudged his friend, gesturing in Shane’s direction with his gun, which was big and black and fitted with a sound suppressor on the business end.
“Everybody sit down,” the man on the left said with an Eastern European accent. He was muscular, with a blocky head that seemed to melt directly into his shoulders. “No one needs to get hurt.”
And Shane exploded. He knew he should do as he was told, slow things down, try to figure a way out of this, but Jimmy Roberts was his friend, they had started out as air traffic control trainees at Bangor on the very same day six years ago, had worked traffic together, gone drinking and fishing together, and double-dated with their wives, back before each man’s marriage had crumbled. Jimmy Roberts was his friend, and Jimmy Roberts was lying on the floor at the feet of these men, dying or already dead.
“No one needs to get hurt?” he spat angrily. “It’s too late for that, wouldn’t you say? Or do you get a mulligan on your first victim? Do you only start counting after number one?”
“Easy, Shane,” Marty Hall said softly.
The man with the glasses snarled, “Shut up.”
Shane realized he had taken two steps forward without thinking. He was lost in his rage and his grief and wanted nothing more than to get his hands on the man who had taken Jimmy down. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew he was making a mistake, but at this exact moment, he just didn’t care.
And in that instant, things went from bad to worse.
The guy with the glasses was saying something about everyone calming down and shutting the fuck up, that they only wanted to talk to Shane Rowley—Shane thought, how the hell do they know my name?—and then they would go away and leave everyone alone, and that was when Paul Fiore, the lead NTSB investigator, leapt forward and let loose a roundhouse right, catching the guy doing the talking in the side of the head. The man went down like a sack of Aroostook County potatoes, and the room, which had gone silent, erupted in chaos again.
The no-neck guy pivoted and fired. The slug caught Fiore in the face and his head exploded in a spray of blood, and everyone was screaming and scrambling for cover, trying to escape the hail of bullets as the guy continued shooting. The man Fiore had punched pushed himself up off the floor, shaking his head, as the square-headed guy began picking off investigators one by one, like shooting fish in a barrel, Shane thought. He dived behind Hall’s desk, banging heads with the facility manager.
Hall was panting like he had just run the Boston Marathon. “What do we do now?” he wheezed.
“Good question,” Shane said, trying desperately to think. He knew they had just seconds left before everyone in front of the desk would be dead and the men with the guns came for them.
He looked around for something they could use as a weapon. The metal chairs were scattered around on the floor and Shane wondered how long he might survive if he charged the men using a chair as a makeshift shield. Not long, he thought. He squinted against the sunlight streaming in through the window behind Hall’s desk, making it almost impossible to see.
The sun.
Coming through the window.
And Shane knew what to do.
He told Hall, “I’ll go first, just in case there are still shards of glass sticking out of the window frame. My body should pull most of them out as I go through, but we’ll only have a second or two before the guys with the guns react. You gotta follow right behind me.”
Hall said, “What are you talking about?” but there wasn’t time to explain. The gunshots were dying out and the screams were dying out, which meant the investigators were dying out. They were out of time. Shane lifted one of the metal chairs right beside the desk and took a deep breath, then stood quickly and heaved it through the picture window, then dived out the jagged opening right behind it, praying Hall had understood.
He landed on the chair and felt a slash of pain as his elbow struck the metal seat. He rolled onto his back and looked expectantly up at the window, waiting for Marty Hall. The air traffic manager appeared at the window and grabbed hold of the frame, but he was moving much too slowly. He wasn’t going to make it.
Shane screamed “Never mind climbing, just dive out! Dive, get out now!” He watched in horror as Hall began stuttering like a marionette, bullets peppering his body, slamming it down onto the window frame.
“Goddammit!” Shane screamed in fear and frustration, watching as his boss slumped half-in and half-out of the window, bloody and unmoving.
There was nothing he could do for Marty Hall, or for anyone inside the building. The slaughter had taken no more than a minute, although it had seemed much longer, and Shane knew he had just seconds left before the men with the guns appeared at the window and took him out, too.
He rolled to his feet and started racing toward the parking lot. He would use the cars for cover and try to make his way to his Beetle. Maybe he could start it up and get down to the cop who had set up the roadblock at the access road. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was a hell of a lot better than waiting around to die.
Shane sprinted into the lot, half expecting to be shot in the back, and ran straight into a third man in a suit. The man was holding a gun fitted with a sound suppressor that looked identical to the ones carried by the two men inside the facility, and he placed it squarely against Shane’s forehead as he skidded to a stop.
The man eyed him coldly and Shane knew he was going to die.
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Tracie jammed the accelerator to the floor and turned the stolen Datsun toward Bangor International Airport. The little car was built for fuel economy, not speed, and it reacted sluggishly.
Tracie pounded the steering wheel in frustration, wishing she had commandeered a livelier car, but she hadn’t wanted to risk hot-wiring a vehicle equipped with an alarm system, and the ancient cream-colored Datsun, pocked with rust spots and plastered with bumper stickers, had seemed the safest choice.
She had glanced around the apartment parking lot, trying not to be too obvious, and when she hadn’t been able to spot any observers, picked up a brick-sized rock and tossed it through the driver’s side window. Then she flipped the door lock, opened the door, and threw a blanket she had taken out of Shane’s apartment across the seat. 
From there it had taken less than thirty seconds to hot-wire the car—chalk up one for CIA training—and chug out of the parking lot. She guessed Bangor International was roughly a ten-minute ride from Shane’s apartment, and the woman broadcasting the live news report had said Shane was scheduled to be interviewed by the NTSB investigators at the ATC facility at nine. It was now shortly after nine. She hoped she wasn’t already too late.
Tracie knew the KGB had operatives working in many major U.S. cities. Assuming Boston was one of those cities, or even New York, the KGB’s agents could have driven up Interstate 95 overnight. They could be here right now. They could have seen, or learned about, the news report detailing Shane’s actions last night, as well as the NTSB’s intention to interview him today. They likely would even have learned where and when the interview was to take place. He would be a sitting duck.
The entrance to Bangor International Airport loomed ahead on the left. Tracie wheeled the Datsun onto the access road, cutting across two lanes of oncoming traffic, serenaded by squealing brakes and honking horns. She ignored them and accelerated toward the control tower.
Two-thirds of the way along the access road she could see a police cruiser slewed across the road, hazard lights flashing, no doubt to prevent the media and curious onlookers from gaining access to the control tower complex. Tracie suddenly realized she had no idea what she was going to say to the cop to avoid being turned away. She toyed with the idea of simply blowing past the cruiser, but the Datsun was so underpowered the idea was laughable. She would be overtaken by the powerful police vehicle before she ever got close to the facility.
She would have to think of something. If worse came to worst she would pull her weapon on the officer and force her way in, and worry about the repercussions later. She slowed to a stop next to the cruiser. The cop was nowhere in sight. She suddenly got a very bad feeling in the pit of her stomach.
She lifted herself up as high as she could in the driver’s seat and craned her neck, looking out the passenger side window into the cruiser. That was when she saw the officer. He was sprawled across the front seat, unmoving, blood staining his uniform shirt.
Shit. Tracie put the gearshift into neutral and yanked on the emergency brake, then leapt out of the car and hurried to the cruiser. She pulled open the door and knelt, placed two fingers gently on the side of the cop’s neck. Felt for a pulse. Found none.
He was dead. Shot multiple times at close range.
The KGB was already here.
Dammit.
The cop’s body was still warm, so they hadn’t been here long. Tracie considered calling an ambulance and rejected the idea. The officer was dead and the wasted time might cost more lives.
She cursed again and sprinted back to the Datsun. She slammed the door and gunned the car toward the control tower, racing along the decrepit access road, driving much too fast. The car bounced and jolted, slamming down into potholes so deep she was half afraid an axle might snap. She kept going.
The car sped around a corner, and a couple of hundred yards away Tracie could see the control tower and FAA base building. She slowed slightly, trying to come up with some kind of action plan, when a side window in the base building shattered. The glass exploded outward as a metal folding chair flew through the window, followed a heartbeat later by a tumbling body. It looked like Shane Rowley.
He dived through the window and landed on top of the chair, then rolled onto his back and looked up at the window. A second man appeared. The man was older, and as he tried to climb out, his body began to stutter as bullets ripped into him from behind, and then he slumped across the frame.
Shane scrambled to his feet and ran along the narrow alleyway between the base building and the control tower. He burst into the parking lot and ran straight into a man holding a silenced handgun. The man was facing away from Tracie, but she could see him raise the gun and shove the barrel into Shane’s forehead.
And she didn’t hesitate.
She drove her foot to the floor and aimed the Datsun straight at the pair. The gunman didn’t seem to have heard the sound of the little car’s engine, or perhaps didn’t comprehend the significance. Shane was facing the vehicle and Tracie hoped he would understand her intent.
The car leapt forward and the two men grew steadily larger in the windshield. The gunman seemed to be talking, asking Shane a question or maybe threatening him. Nothing in Shane’s demeanor gave away the fact that a speeding car was hurtling toward them. At the last moment Shane dived to the side, just as it seemed to occur to the man in the suit that something was wrong.
Shane hit the pavement and rolled. He disappeared from sight as the Datsun plowed into the man with the gun, catching him in the side with a sickening thud. His body flew up and over the hood. He crashed into the windshield and then tumbled over the roof in an ungainly somersault.
Tracie watched in the rearview mirror as the man dropped onto the pavement and lay still. She slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop just shy of a big vehicle with U.S. Government plates. Then she jammed the car into reverse and began backing up, one eye on the gunman, still crumpled in an unmoving heap in the middle of the parking lot, one eye searching for Shane.
She spotted him crouched between two parked  cars just as the base building’s front door crashed open and two more men exited the building at a dead run. The men wore suits similar to the downed gunman and each was holding a gun. They turned right and ran toward Tracie and their injured conspirator.
And Shane.
Tracie leaned across the front seat and shoved the passenger door open. “Get in here, now!” she screamed. She reached down and unsnapped her gun. The men were closing fast, shouting something unidentifiable.
She leaned out the smashed window and twisted, pointing the gun in the general direction of the pursuers. She aimed above their heads and squeezed off two quick rounds. The two men hit the deck, flopping face-first to the pavement.
Shane dived through the open passenger door, a sprawl of arms and legs, landing on the floor-mounted gear shift and unintentionally pushing the Datsun into neutral. By now the two men had risen from the pavement and were almost on top of them. Tracie jammed the car into first gear and popped the clutch and the little vehicle spun its wheels and then took off.
One of the men had reached the driver’s side door and held doggedly to the door frame as he ran along beside, screaming at Tracie, trying to aim his gun. She jerked the wheel from side to side, zigzagging out of the parking lot, trying to break his grip. Finally the man tumbled away from the vehicle. He rolled into a grassy field next to the roadway.
Shane was screaming, “What the hell’s going on here? What the hell’s going on here?”
“We’ll talk about it later,” Tracie answered, realizing she too was screaming. Her hands were shaking as adrenaline flooded her system. She lowered her voice and tried to calm down, to think clearly. “Right now,” she continued, “we have to get the hell out of here. We’ve got barely any head start and those guys know what vehicle we’re in. They’ll be right on our tail. If they have any kind of decent wheels at all, they’ll catch us in no time.”
The Datsun screamed past the dead officer’s police cruiser, Tracie keeping the gas pedal pinned to the floor. There was nothing anyone could do for the cop, and slowing down for another look might just get them killed. They rocketed toward the phalanx of news vans and curious onlookers, the surprised faces growing rapidly larger in the cracked windshield.
She glanced right and saw Shane making a visible effort to get himself under control. He had lifted into a sitting position and now buckled his seat belt—a smart move, under the circumstances. Tracie saw blood sprinkled across his face and clothing. He didn’t seem to notice. He took a deep breath and ran his bloody hands through his hair.
Tracie blasted into the intersection of the airport access road and the cross street, barely slowing, somehow managing not to T-bone a passing car and kill them all. She turned right, toward Bangor proper and Interstate 95, risking a glance in the rearview mirror, certain the two men in the suits would be right on their tail, but they were alone. For now.
When Shane spoke again, his voice had modulated, although it was shaking and he was panting as if he had just completed the Boston Marathon. “First off,” he said, “thank you for saving my life. I think I was down to my last couple of seconds on earth when you ran that guy down. That was some quick thinking and some unbelievable driving on your part.”
She shook her head and started to answer, but he interrupted. “Second,” he said, “what the hell have you gotten me into?”
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I-95 buzzed beneath the tires of the Datsun, evergreen trees flashing past outside the windows, the empty terrain of northern Maine beautiful but monotonous. After leaving the airport and their attackers behind, Tracie had driven straight to the interstate, but rather than turning south, as Shane had expected her to, she had instead driven past that access ramp and headed north.
“Where are we going?” he asked, confused.
“Those goons know I have to get to D.C. as soon as possible. They’ll assume we high-tailed it in that direction. Once they get their act together and come after us, that’s the way they’ll go. If we’d gone south before changing vehicles, they’d have been on us before we knew what hit us. We’d be dead before we made it ten miles.”
“But they didn’t even follow us out of the airport.”
“Yes, they did. Trust me. The only reason they didn’t run us down before we even got off airport property is because they had to go back and toss the guy I ran over into the back of their car. They can’t afford to leave him there, and he’s injured, so that slowed them down. Once they hustled him into their car, though—and I guarantee it didn’t take very long—they started out after us. Going north instead of south will buy us a little time, give us a chance to catch our breath, acquire a new vehicle, and formulate some kind of plan.”
Shane raised his eyebrows. “Acquire a new vehicle? Don’t you mean steal?”
“Acquire, steal. Tomato, tomahto.”
He shook his head. “‘Acquire a vehicle’? ‘Formulate a plan’? Who the hell are you? And what kind of trouble are you in? Because that was a goddamned bloodbath back at the airport. There are dead people lying all over the inside of the tower base building. I’m almost certain I’m the only one who wasn’t killed.”
When she didn’t answer, Shane pressed the issue. “Come on, Tracie, I know I owe you for saving my life, but the way I see it, my life wouldn’t have needed saving if I hadn’t hauled your ass out of that burning airplane last night, so I think you owe me, too. How about some answers?”
She chewed her lip as she drove, clearly conflicted about what—or how much—to share. He kept quiet, letting her fight her inner battle. Finally she spoke, but it wasn’t to shed any light on the situation. “You can’t go home until this is over,” she said reluctantly. “Thanks to the news media, those guys know your name, which means they can find out where you live. They probably already have. They want to use you to find me. They may well be searching your apartment right now if they have the manpower.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “You’ve gotten mixed up in something big, something that I don’t even understand completely, and you won’t be truly safe until it’s over.”
“All the more reason, then, to answer my questions.”
Tracie nodded. “I know,” she said. “But let’s find a new car first and get something to eat. Once we get started southbound we’re going to have a long drive ahead of us and I’ll try to fill you in on as much as I can, then.” An exit ramp was approaching rapidly and she flicked the turn signal and exited the highway.
“Fair enough,” Shane said. “So let’s do it. What are we looking for?”
“An All-American strip mall.
 
***
 
May 31, 1987
9:45 a.m.
Old Town, Maine
 
They found one within a quarter-mile of leaving the interstate, a long, low, L-shaped cluster of concrete-block buildings that could have been stamped out of a cookie-cutter mold and dropped into any city, town or suburb in the United States. Probably a couple of decades old, the businesses looked tired, not quite defeated but struggling to survive. There was a Laundromat, a mom and pop convenience store, a drugstore, a Chinese restaurant, and a half-dozen other businesses, with two or three empty storefronts scattered among them.
“Perfect,” Tracie muttered after looking it over for a few seconds. She drove into the complex and parked the Datsun roughly in the center of the lot, alongside a group of cars clustered in front of the Laundromat.
“I thought we were going to get some food,” Shane said. “The Chinese joint is all the way down at the other end of the mall.”
“That’s true, and we are,” Tracie said. “But once we’re done eating, we’re going to ‘acquire’ a car, remember? Too many customers do take-out at your typical Chinese joint. We wouldn’t want to be in the middle of hot-wiring Suzy Homemaker’s station wagon and have Suzy walk out of China Lucky with her Kung Pao special, catching us right in the act, would we?”
“Us?”
“Okay, me. But you’d go to jail, too. The point is we’re less likely to be caught in the act by someone who’s fluffing and folding inside the Laundromat than by someone picking up their takeout order.”
“What if they throw their laundry in the washer and then go out for a drive, or to get a cup of coffee or something?”
Tracie shrugged. “Then I guess we’re screwed. There are no guarantees in life, right? But it’s clouding up out here and there’s a cold breeze. Hopefully most people would want to stay inside the warmth of the Laundromat, rather than go out and freeze their butts off.”
“Hopefully.”
“Yep. Anyway, that’s my theory, so unless you have a better one, let’s hike across the lot and share a meal, shall we? And speaking of freezing, you probably noticed that driving at highway speeds in Bangor, Maine in a car with a smashed window makes you a lot colder than you might have imagined, even in late May. It’ll feel good to warm up a little.”
Shane hesitated. “Uh, well, I hate to seem unchivalrous, especially since you just ran over a guy holding a gun to my head, but I’ve only got a few bucks in my pocket. I’m not sure I can afford a meal, and it might be kind of hard to keep a low profile with an angry Oriental restaurant owner chasing us into the parking lot.”
Tracie smiled. “I’ve got enough cash to last for a while, and I can get more. Come on, it’s my treat.”
They shared a combination platter, Tracie skillfully and consistently deflecting any questions about her background and about why she had been aboard the doomed B-52 and why men with guns were chasing her around Maine. “You promised you’d answer my questions,” Shane reminded her, surprised but pleased to be eating Teriyaki Steak at this time of the morning, only now realizing how hungry he was.
Tracie nodded. “I can’t tell you everything. I just can’t. But I’ll fill you in on what I can, I promise. Not here, though. We’ll have that conversation in the car, away from potentially prying ears.”
Shane looked around the dining room. It was dark and mostly empty. “Who’s going to hear us in here?”
Tracie shook her head. “Later,” she said, and that was that.
 
***
 
May 31, 1987
10:30 a.m.
 
She paid the check and they strolled back into the parking lot. The clouds had continued to gather and there was a chilly bite to the air, more like March than May. Shane watched as Tracie’s sharp eyes scanned the parking lot. She was obviously looking for trouble. “I thought you said those guys would go south,” he said.
“I’m sure they did,” she answered. “But if they hauled ass for ten or twelve miles, pushing hard, and didn’t catch up to us, I think it’s at least a possibility they would have doubled back and maybe started prowling the areas surrounding the Bangor exits, looking for the Datsun.”
“That’s reassuring,” he said as they walked back toward the knot of cars parked outside the Laundromat.
She shook her head. “Everything looks fine. I don’t see anything strange, do you?”
He glanced around and shrugged. “Guess not. So what do we do now?”
“Now we try to pass for a normal young couple as we look for a car with unlocked doors. I really don’t want to drive around in this Arctic air again with a broken window.” She took his hand like it was the most natural thing in the world. They wandered across the parking lot, keeping several rows of cars between them and the Laundromat windows.
“What if everyone’s cars are locked?” Shane asked.
“Yeah, right,” Tracie said, grinning. “Sooner or later, we’ll find an unlocked vehicle, and I’m betting on sooner. When we do, we’ll ‘acquire’ it.”
She was right. The words had barely left Tracie’s mouth when Shane spotted a white Ford Granada, unlocked and empty. Tracie took a casual look around, and when she found no one paying the slightest attention to them, she said, “Okay, let’s go.”
She hurried around to the driver’s side door. She slid into the car and pried the plastic cowling away from the lower portion of the steering column almost before her body had even stopped moving. 
Shane watched in amazement as she pulled a pair of wires free and then touched the ends together. There was a spark and the Granada started up, running roughly for a second or two and then settling into a contented purr. “I always wondered how they did that,” he said.
Tracie turned to him with a dazzling smile. “I’ve picked up a few skills,” she said. “But it’s time to go.” She wheeled the Ford toward the exit and freedom. Shane twisted in his seat and looked out the rear window, certain the car’s angry owner would be sprinting across the lot in hot pursuit. But there was no one, the lot was quiet, and then they were on the road. Three minutes later they were back on Interstate 95, this time headed south.
Shane slumped in his seat. “That was nerve-wracking,” he said. “I’m really not comfortable with stealing a car. What if we get pulled over? We’ll get busted for Grand Theft Auto.”
“We’re not going to get pulled over,” Tracie said. “I’m going to be the most careful little driver you ever saw, and once we get a few exits south of Bangor, we’ll stop somewhere and exchange plates with another car. The police will have no reason to stop us.”
“Okay, fine, but why can’t we just go to the police and tell them someone’s after you? That way we stay on the right side of the law, instead of becoming wanted car thieves.”
“We’re not thieves,” Tracie said, exasperation evident in her tone. “The owner will get his car back in short order, good as new. Probably. And in the meantime, we stay alive. I can’t go to the police because…well, I just can’t.”
“Not good enough,” Shane said. “You promised you’d give me some answers. Well, we ate, we ‘acquired’ another vehicle, and we’re on our way south, maybe driving into some kind of ambush around the next corner. It’s time for you to tell me what’s going on.”
So she did.
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After leaving the Bangor area behind, Shane and Tracie drove for a long time without seeing much beyond the occasional small town, appearing isolated and lonely in the distance. They passed Waterville and then the state capital of Augusta, eventually reaching Portland, where they stopped for gas, to use the restrooms, and to grab another bite to eat, then continued on.
Shane spent most of the drive in silent contemplation of the incredible turn his life had taken in less than a day. A fiery plane crash. A secret document. A beautiful CIA operative. KGB spies. Murder.
The whole scenario was outlandish. It was like something out of a Tom Clancy novel. Twenty-four hours ago, Shane would have dismissed it as a nonsensical nightmare. But that was before he had seen a room full of professional investigators gunned down in cold blood, had a silenced pistol shoved between his eyes, helped steal a car, and gone on the run.
He shook his head. He realized with a start he hadn’t given a single thought to the deadly diagnosis he had received yesterday, the one that had shaken him up so badly, since seeing the airplane burning in the forest.
Until now.
The miles continued to melt away under the tires of the Granada. Shane found himself struggling to keep his eyes open. He blinked a few times, stifling a yawn. They had spent the entire afternoon in the car, with just the short break in Portland at midday to gas up and stretch their legs, and it was now late-afternoon. The skies had cleared as they moved south and the sun blazed high in the sky, but Shane felt like he could drop into a deep sleep at any moment.
“Go ahead and relax,” Tracie told him, amused. “Once the adrenaline from the conflict melts away, that high is replaced with a feeling of lethargy. It’s your body’s way of coping. It’s not every day you have to fight off psycho gunmen. At least I assume it’s not.”
“You assume right,” Shane agreed. He chuckled, then sobered, thinking about the slaughter that had taken place back at the Bangor Airport. “You don’t think the cops believe we killed everyone back in Bangor, do you?”
Tracie was silent for a moment. “Right now, I doubt they know what to believe. Witnesses saw us leave the airport, undoubtedly followed immediately by the gorillas chasing us, but that doesn’t mean much one way or the other. Unless there is someone still alive who can describe exactly what happened—”
“—and I don’t think there is,” Shane interrupted. “As far as I know, the only people they didn’t kill were the controllers in the radar room working airplanes, and those guys wouldn’t have seen anything, because they were inside a dark room in a separate part of the building.”
“If that’s the case, then it would be in our best interest not to get picked up by the police. They would eventually have to release you, but it would take a long time to verify your story, and they wouldn’t be in a very forgiving mood, not with a half-dozen or more murdered people—one of them a cop—on their hands.”
Shane rubbed both hands over his face, still just as tired but now nervous as hell, too. He exhaled forcefully and looked across the front seat at Tracie. “So, what’s the plan?” he asked. “Where are we going? What do we do now?”
“Well,” she said, looking at her watch. “For the rest of today, we’ll have to maintain a holding pattern. I’ve got some cash and a few goodies stashed away inside a safe-deposit box in a bank just outside New York City. The first priority is to retrieve that, but since today is Sunday, we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to get at it. We’ll have to find an anonymous motel somewhere between here and New York and hole up for the night. I’ll call my boss and fill him in on what’s going on, and then tomorrow we get up bright and early, make a little bank withdrawal, and then continue toward D.C.”
Shane stared hard at Tracie, who gazed straight out the windshield, pretending not to notice him watching her. “A little bank withdrawal,” he said.
She glanced over, a Mona Lisa smile on her face. “That’s right,” she said.
“What could you possibly have stored in a safe deposit box that will help us out of this jam?”
“I told you, I have some cash.”
“You told me. You also said, and I quote, ‘a few goodies.’ What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that.”
“You’re talking about weapons.”
“Well, maybe. You know, a girl has to be prepared for anything.”
She returned her attention to the highway and Shane watched the scenery roll by as the Granada continued churning south. What sort of girl just happens to keep a cache of weapons and money handy? What else might she have stored in that safe-deposit box?
He thought about the events of last night, about her insistence on avoiding the hospital despite being injured in a deadly plane crash. About her stoic toughness as he cleaned and dressed her deep thigh wound, dressed in his gym shorts and little else. About those long legs, slim and smooth and sexy. Then he started thinking about things that had nothing to do with secret communiques or spies or airplane crashes.
He daydreamed about sexy secret agents for a while, and eventually he fell asleep.
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Winston Andrews was well into his third gin and tonic when he realized he was gulping rather than sipping. He pondered that realization for a moment and eventually concluded he didn’t care. His Georgetown condominium felt cold, empty and lonely since Emily had died—was it really almost three years ago?—and he could no longer come up with a single reason to sip rather than gulp.
The endgame was coming, Winston could sense it, and he was surprised to discover he didn’t mind all that much. He and Emily had never had children, so when she succumbed to lung cancer—the ultimate irony, Winston thought, given her status as a nonsmoker and lifelong health nut—the only thing left to occupy the long hours in the day was work.
And that was fine, as far as it went. Winston had always been nearly fanatical about his work. But now, push was coming to shove, and Winston was no longer particularly interested in dealing with the shove. Approaching seventy, he had devoted his life to United States intelligence services since playing a critical role in the U.S.–Soviet collaboration to defeat the Nazis in World War II.
Winston had spent virtually that entire war on the ground in Russia, making and cultivating contacts with the Soviets while they were suffering horrific losses of life, more than twenty million people dying before the defeat of Hitler had been accomplished. By 1945, when the Axis nations finally surrendered, Winston Andrews—genteel, Ivy League-educated Winston Andrews—had emerged as the most knowledgeable American alive regarding the affairs of the Soviet Union, both political and military.
Winston had served in the CIA for the next four decades, keeping his contacts inside Moscow active and even, to the utter astonishment of his superiors at the agency, developing new contacts as the older ones died, retired, disappeared, or faded away.
During the darkest days of the Cold War in the 1950s and 60s, Winston was considered a star, funneling to the highest levels of the United States government classified intel regarding Soviet military buildups, aggression in foreign countries, KGB activity, and the Russian space program. You name it, Winston Andrews knew about it. His information helped shape the foreign policy decisions of an unbroken string of eight presidents from Truman to Reagan. He wasn’t a Democrat or a Republican—although if pushed, Winston might reluctantly admit toward a liberal bias—he was simply an intelligence gatherer.
But Winston Andrews harbored a secret. While funneling all of that sensitive information regarding the Soviets to the U.S., he was simultaneously funneling information regarding the United States intelligence services to the Soviets.
This was Winston’s secret. This was how he had developed the deep connections in Moscow that others had never been able to accomplish. This was how he was able to retrieve sensitive information regarding the Soviets almost in real time. He knew there had been the occasional whisper questioning his loyalty over the course of the last forty years, suspicions muttered, his work examined with narrowed eyes. But the intelligence he delivered was so consistently valuable, so up-to-the-minute, so sensitive, that the whispers and suspicions never developed into anything more. They invariably died away, often for years at a time.
Winston supposed—hell, with the clarity provided by gulping three gin and tonics, he more than supposed, he knew—that most people would consider him a traitor to his country if they learned his secret, but he didn’t see it that way. Above all, Winston Andrews was a pragmatist. The more information the two countries with opposing political philosophies and mutual suspicion possessed about each other, the less likely they were to blow each other up.
“Mutually assured destruction,” was the term. It signified each country’s knowledge that the other could retaliate for any aggressive act, nuclear or otherwise, by wiping their enemy off the face of the earth. It sounded like a terrifying prospect because it was a terrifying prospect, and as an academic, Winston knew nothing could diminish the likelihood of mutually assured destruction as effectively as information.
So he did what he had to do, year after year, decade after decade, through Republican administration and Democrat, and regretted none of it. Winston liked to believe the fact that both countries were still standing forty years after his first tentative information exchange was proof positive his theory had been right.
He pushed himself up from his leather recliner, wobbling unsteadily, and tottered out of his office for another drink.
He had no regrets about anything he had done over the past four decades, but what was happening now was different. This was a situation unlike anything he had ever experienced. Lives were directly at stake. In fact, lives had already been lost, and that loss of life could be traced straight back to Winston Andrews.
Winston could accept the notion of sacrificing a few in the interest of saving many. He had built a career on that concept. But in the past, that loss of life had been largely theoretical, at least to Winston. He had no doubt Soviet citizens had died thanks to intelligence information he had generated. Probably Americans had lost their lives, too, due at least in part to information he had passed to Moscow.
But as far as he was aware, there had never been a direct connection.
Until yesterday.
Until he had learned of a plan set in motion by the KGB to prevent a secret communique, from Soviet General Secretary Gorbachev to President Reagan, from reaching the White House. Despite his best efforts, Winston had been unable to ascertain what was contained in the letter and, in fact, strongly suspected the KGB didn’t even know.
But their plan had backfired. The plane crash ordered by the KGB had occurred not in the middle of the Atlantic as planned, but on U.S. soil, just a few hundred miles away, in Bangor, Maine. Now, news organizations were reporting that an unidentified female passenger, whose whereabouts were currently unknown, had survived the crash.
The passenger wasn’t unidentified to Winston, though. The passenger was his agent, Tracie Tanner, a young operative he had discovered and helped train, talented and smart. And things got even worse from there. A brutal massacre had taken place at Bangor International Airport: seven people slaughtered in cold blood, one a law enforcement officer. He shuddered at the thought of the carnage, a chill running down his spine that was unrelated to the temperature in his office.
Winston had no way of knowing whether Tracie was still alive. It was possible the KGB, whom he was certain had engineered the attack at the airport, had killed or captured Tracie and taken possession of the letter. He didn’t think that was the case, though. Tracie Tanner was perhaps the finest operative he had ever supervised over forty years in charge of CIA’s Soviet Intelligence Division. He doubted a small group of Russian operatives working on U.S. soil would have had the ability to eliminate her, unless she was badly injured or they simply got lucky.
He was in the process of mixing another gin and tonic when the shrill ringing of a telephone caused him to slop gin onto the bar in surprise. It wasn’t his house phone ringing, it was one of his special telephones, the one that received incoming calls only rarely, and only from a select few Russian intelligence officers. Even the majority of his contacts in the USSR were not privy to this number.
 This was the call Winston had been dreading. He could predict, almost word for word, how the conversation was going to go, and it would not be good.
He sighed deeply, and reluctantly climbed the stairs to his second floor office. There was no need to hurry, the caller wasn’t going anywhere. And he wouldn’t give up. Winston walked to the phone, which he had placed squarely on the middle of his desk in anticipation of this call. “Hello?”
“Are you secure?” the caller asked, not bothering to identify himself. No introduction was necessary. Winston recognized the distinct baritone immediately, the voice raspy from a lifetime of abusing strong Russian vodka and unfiltered American cigarettes. It was Vasily Kopalev, the highest-ranking KGB member Winston had ever dealt with.
“Of course,” he answered, hoping he sounded stronger and more confident than he felt.
“Good. I am certain you are aware of the events of today?”
“I know what I’ve seen on the news.”
“Then you know our operation has, thus far, been an abject failure.”
“It would seem so.”
“We need to know where your agent is, Mr. Andrews. We need to know right now.”
“I understand, but she has not yet contacted me. She has been quite busy, though, as I’m sure you are well aware. If she is able, she will be in touch soon.”
“Are you being truthful with me, Mr. Andrews? The critical nature of this mission cannot be overstated.”
Winston’s heart sank. There was no way out of this. Kopalev’s presence on the other end of the line was indication the KGB intended to play their cards right to the end. He hesitated long enough for Kopalev to bark, “Mr. Andrews!” and then answered. “Yes, yes, of course I’m being honest with you, Vasily. The moment I hear from my operative, you will know it.”
“Sooner is better than later. We must gain possession of that letter.”
“I understand. As I said, when I hear from my agent, you will hear from me.” The line went dead and Winston returned the handset to its cradle, lifting the telephone off the desk and placing it into a drawer, which he then locked.
Tracie Tanner. His protégée, the daughter he never had. To be delivered up to the KGB, after which she would most certainly disappear forever. His stomach roiled, the gin sitting in his gut like an unexploded bomb.
He sat at his desk, head in his hands, for a very long time. Then he stood and walked downstairs to the bar to finish making that drink.
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They made it as far as New Haven before stopping for the night. Shane felt almost as tired upon waking from his nap as he had before falling asleep. He offered to switch places and take a turn behind the wheel, but Tracie declined, saying, “I do some of my best thinking when I drive, and right now I have a lot to think about. Besides, we’ve gone about as far as we need to today.”
She steered the car off I-95 and then seemed to drive aimlessly around the fringes of New Haven looking for a suitable motel. She checked out three run-down establishments, all equally unappealing to Shane, eliminating all three from consideration for reasons he could not discern.
Finally she selected one. The winner in the overnight housing sweepstakes featured a central parking lot separating two rows of attached wood-frame rooms that looked like mirror images of each other, right down to the peeling paint and crumbling cement foundations.
The motel appeared identical to the other three as far as Shane could tell, and he looked at her quizzically. “This is the best we can do, huh?”
She smiled. “I’m getting a little low on cash, so we’re going to have to slum it for tonight. Once we hit the bank tomorrow, money won’t be as much of an issue, but for now I’m afraid we’ll have to pass on the Four Seasons.”
“Not to worry,” he said. “I’m a cheap date. But just out of curiosity, if we were only going to stay at a roach motel, what was wrong with the first three places you scoped out?”
“They didn’t have the features I was looking for.”
“Such as?”
“Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that.”
“You’ve already used that answer once today.”
“I know,” she said brightly, looking like the cat that ate the canary.
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re one frustrating person to deal with?”
“All the time.”
Tracie parked the car in front of an office that looked like it had been designed by the architect who built the Bates Motel. An old-fashioned MOTEL sign hung in the front window, the glass tube letters filled with red neon gas. The “L” had burned out, leaving MOTE flickering weakly in the darkness. Above it, unlit, another sign said NEW HAVEN ARMS.
Shane looked at the “MOTE” with distaste. “I hope that’s not a warning of what’s waiting for us in the rooms.”
“Ah, come on, how bad could it be? Where’s your sense of adventure?” she said, stepping out of the car and stretching her legs. Shane reached for the door handle to join her and then stopped, admiring the view through the windshield as she reached for the sky. The night was mild and she hadn’t bothered to pull on her jacket, and her blouse lifted as she stretched, revealing a taut belly. Shane had already gotten an up-close and personal look at her legs last night while cleaning her injury, and he decided this young woman was the complete package.
She bent down suddenly and looked in the driver’s side window, catching him staring, and laughed. She waggled her index finger back and forth. “Naughty boy,” she said through the closed window. It looked to Shane like her face colored a little, but maybe that was his imagination.
He clambered out of the car after her. “Sorry about that,” he said, although he really wasn’t, and he knew she knew he wasn’t. “So, what now?”
“What do you mean, ‘what now?’ Come on, Romeo, haven’t you ever shacked up with a girl of questionable repute in a run-down motel before?”
“Sure,” he said. “But when you say it like that it sounds so cheap.”
They shared a laugh and she turned toward the door. “Just follow my lead,” she said, and entered the office.
The décor was Spartan and had gone out of date sometime before John Glenn orbited the earth. A potted plant stood in one corner covered in dust. It looked like it was dying despite the fact it was made of plastic. A small couch, the leather ripped and torn, lined the wall next to it. To the left of the entrance was a single rickety wooden chair.
They moved to the front desk and Tracie dinged a small bell. Through an open door behind the desk came a rustling sound and then the scraping of a chair, and a moment later a rumpled-looking scarecrow of a man appeared. He was dressed in loose-fitting jeans and a stained Rolling Stones T-shirt, and he gazed at them suspiciously through red-rimmed eyes, as if not quite able to believe a customer had actually entered his establishment.
“Help you?” he asked, making clear through the inflection in his voice it was the last thing in the world he really wanted to do.
Tracie flashed a smile and Shane thought she could have been a beauty queen if she wanted to. Or an actress. “We’d like to rent two rooms,” she said, and the clerk actually took a step back, blinking in surprise. Shane knew how he felt.
“Two rooms?” he said, and then paused, like he was waiting for the punch line.
“That’s right, and I know exactly which ones I want.”
“Oh-kayyyy,” the clerk said, now clearly convinced the world as he knew it had been thrown off its axis.
“We would like to rent the rooms at the far end of the parking lot, one on each side, facing each other,” Tracie said, still smiling, enjoying the clerk’s confusion.
Scarecrow-man shook his head, not even attempting to hide his skepticism. “Sign here,” he mumbled, picking a worn log book up from under the desk and sliding it across at Tracie. “That’ll be fifty bucks total.”
She dug the money out of her pocket, signed the log book—Shane watched as she wrote “Sally Field,” next to one room and “Kathleen Turner” next to the other, and the clerk shook his head again—and then received two keys, each attached to a red plastic fob with the words “New Haven Arms,” as well as the room numbers, stamped in faded gold lettering on both sides.
“Thanks,” she said, flashing another dazzling smile at the clerk, although she had to have known by now charming this guy was impossible.
They turned toward the door and the clerk mumbled, “Check-out time’s ten a.m.” Tracie waggled her fingers in response and then they were back in the parking lot, the smell of the nearby Atlantic Ocean floating across the night air as they walked to the Granada.
“Two rooms?” Shane asked.
“Security,” she said, the answer puzzling him. Was she afraid of him? If he was going to hurt her, he could have done it last night when she was passed out on his couch. Besides, he thought, remembering the pistol she had waved in his face. She’s the one with the gun.
Tracie laughed. She seemed to know exactly what he was thinking. “Not security from you, silly.” She started the car and drove slowly to the back of the lot, then nosed into the parking space directly in front of the last room on the right.
“Then from who?” Shane asked. “You don’t think those guys from the airport can find us, do you? I mean, how could they possibly know where we would be?”
“How, indeed,” she said thoughtfully.
Shane shrugged, exasperated. This was one strange young woman: beautiful and alluring and sexy, with a girl-next-door innocence about her, but also tough as nails and somehow world-weary, as if being chased by cold-blooded killers represented just another day at the office. “Okay,” he said, shaking his head. “I give up. Which room do you want me to take?”
She flicked her thumb in the direction of the room across the parking lot, directly behind the Ford. Shane held his hand out for the key and Tracie looked at the room numbers stamped on the plastic fobs, then handed him one. He took it without a word, annoyed, then opened the door and stalked off across the lot.
When he reached the other side, he stuck the key in the door, surprised by the motel’s poor lighting. The doorway was bathed in shadows despite the fact the moon was full. He opened the door and realized Tracie was right behind him. “I thought you wanted me to take this one,” he said.
“I do. I also want me to take this one.”
“Then why the hell did we rent two rooms when you said you’re almost out of money?”
“I told you,” she said. “Security.”
Shane stared at her. “You really are worried about those guys.”
“I wouldn’t say worried, exactly, but let’s just say I like to maintain a healthy awareness of possibilities at all times. It’s what keeps me alive.”
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The room was more or less what Tracie had expected—small and cramped, with outdated furnishings and a bed with a mattress that was probably as old as she was, covered by an off-white set of threadbare blankets and a fading blue bedspread. She had stayed in a hundred similar rooms all over the world—and many that were much, much worse. This one was clean at least, more or less.
Shane bounced on the bed like a little kid, grinning. “Wanna take it for a spin?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows like Groucho Marx, and she burst out laughing.
“As tempting as you make it sound,” she said, “I have work to do. I really need to call my handler. In fact, this phone call is way overdue. I should have gotten in touch with him last night, but I was down and out, and then today we’ve been too busy trying not to get killed. Before we do that, though, we need to set up the room across the way.”
Shane looked at her quizzically. “Set it up?”
She nodded. “Yep. You can put all that excess energy to good use, although maybe not the way you intended. We’re going to haul all the pillows over there, and any extra blankets you can find, too.”
“What for?”
“Bait.”
Shane picked the two lumpy pillows up off the bed while Tracie investigated the tiny closet. Inside was a small ironing board, an ancient iron, and an extra set of bedding: two sheets and two blankets. She grabbed the blankets and sheets, wondering if anyone frequenting this run-down piece-of-shit motel had ever had occasion to iron an article of clothing, or if the iron even still worked.
“Take the blankets and bedspread off this bed,” she told Shane. “We can use those across the way as well. We’ll leave the sheets, though. I don’t think I’d want to even sit on this bed without something covering it.” She wrinkled her nose.
“Take this bedding? What about you? What are you going to sleep on? I figured I could sleep on the floor in my clothes and you could have the bed, but without blankets it won’t be very comfy.”
Tracie smiled. He was being a perfect gentleman, despite his half-joking proposition of a moment ago. “We’re going to trade off sleeping,” she said. “Nobody will have to sleep on the floor, because one of us is going to stay awake all night, watching the room across the way. Even when you’re sleeping you’ll have to stay in your clothes, anyway, because if we have to move we’ll need to be able to do it quickly.”
“What will we be watching for?”
Tracie chewed on her lower lip, a reaction to stress she had been trying unsuccessfully to break for as long as she could remember. “Hopefully nothing,” she said in a tone that didn’t even convince herself.
Shane stared at her for a long moment. She thought he was going to reply but he didn’t. Then he stripped the covers off the bed, rolled them up into a ball, and hugged the pillows and bedding to his chest. He opened the door and they trooped across the parking lot to their second room. Tracie examined the lot as they crossed, pleased with her choice of motels. The sight line between the two rooms was perfect, the lighting in the parking lot was abysmal, and only a couple of the other rooms appeared occupied, both far off in the distance, close to the road and next to the office.
They entered the second room and found a mirror image of the one they had just left, right down to the faded coloring in the decades-old bedspread. She pulled the spread to the foot of the bed and then did the same thing with the blankets and top sheet. She placed her blankets on the right side of the bed and then told Shane, “Hand me yours.” When he passed them over, she placed them lengthwise on top of hers, folded the whole pile back on top of itself, and then scrunched everything up into the rough approximation of a sleeping body.
She stepped back and examined her handiwork with a critical eye. “Hmph. Guess it’ll have to do,” she muttered. “Good thing it’s dark out there.”
She walked around the bed, darting past Shane with the grace of a dancer. “Toss me the pillows,” she said, and when he did, she arranged them lengthwise along that side of the bed, creating a second sleeping body. Then she pulled the original blankets back over her creation, covering the two lumps.
She took one more look and shrugged. “What do you think? Does it look like two sleeping people?”
“Maybe to Ray Charles,” Shane said and she punched his arm.
“Wise ass,” she said. “It only has to fool them for a couple of seconds.”
“Then what happens?” he asked.
“Then they get interrogated.”
“By you?”
“That’s right.”
“But this is all for nothing, because nobody’s coming.”
“Hope so.”
“You and me both,” Shane said, concern in his voice.
She winked at him and walked to the bathroom, flipping on the light. Then she pulled the door almost all the way closed. A thin shaft of dirty yellow light slashed across the main room, illuminating just enough of the bed, she hoped, to convince any interested observers that two people were actually sleeping in it.
“That’s going to have to do,” she said.
“Now what?” Shane asked.
She pulled her dwindling supply of cash out of her pocket and studied it. “You said you had a little money, right?” she asked hopefully.
Shane said, “Yeah, I’ve got about twenty bucks.”
“Good,” she answered, tossing him the car keys. “Take the Granada and find a hardware store that’s still open. We need duct tape.”
“Duct tape. What do we need duct tape for?”
Tracie grinned and waggled her eyebrows as he had done when they entered the first motel room. “Use your imagination.”
 
***
 
Back in the original room, Tracie picked up the phone and dialed a complex series of numbers from memory, waited for an accompanying series of beeps, then dialed more numbers. After a thirty-second silence the earpiece buzzed, indicating the line was ringing.
The call was answered almost immediately. “Green twenty-seven,” a voice said.
“Red eighteen,” Tracie answered.
“Thank God you’re okay,” Winston Andrews said. “When I didn’t hear from you last night I started to think maybe you had crawled off into the woods somewhere and gotten yourself eaten by a bear.” He seemed to be enunciating carefully, like he was trying not to slur his words.
“Nope, I’m still kicking. So far.”
“Do you have the cargo?”
“I have it.”
“Any damage?”
“No, it’s like me: a little beat-up but otherwise okay.”
“How close are you?”
“Still a few hours out. We’re going to hole up in a cheap motel for the night and come into D.C. tomorrow.”
“We?”
“I have a civilian with me. It’s the guy who rescued me from the burning B-52. The media got wind of his name and plastered it all over the news. He’s got a target on his back now and will until this thing is over. I thought it best to keep him close.”
“That’s a serious breach of mission protocol.”
“I know that. I’ll deal with the consequences later.”
Andrews sighed heavily. Through the phone’s earpiece the sound was like a strong wind. Tracie had worked with her handler a long time, and she was convinced he had been drinking.
Like he had a lot on his mind.
Like he was worried.
“Where are you?” he asked.
“In the New Haven area, somewhere safe,” Tracie said, hoping against hope he would let the issue drop.
“Tell me where, and I’ll pull some strings,” Andrews said. “You know, keep you safe. You left one hell of a mess up there in Bangor. Every cop along the Eastern Seaboard is looking for the dirtbag that shot one of their brethren point blank in the chest and drove off. They’re out for blood, and it seems they don’t much care whether they shoot one of the Russian guys or you.”
Her heart sank—and not because of the police that could be after them. Her worst fears had just been confirmed. Andrews was involved with the Soviets. She had always wondered about that, had heard whispered rumors over the years. The fact he wanted to know exactly where she was verified her worst fears.
Tracie hesitated, trying to put just the right amount of indecision in her response. “Me revealing my location is against mission protocol, too.”
“I understand that, but I’m trying to keep you alive. I have some connections in the New Haven area. Tell me where you are and I can call in a few favors, divert the attention of the law from your area until you’re safely out of there tomorrow.”
Tracie sighed loudly and gave in. “Okay. We’re holed up in Room Twenty-One at the New Haven Arms, just south of I-95. It’s a cheap little dive, well off the beaten path. There’s no way anyone could track us here. We’ll be fine.”
“I hope so,” Andrews said. “Just the same, I’ll call my people in the area and make sure the authorities stay away from there overnight.”
“Thanks. We should see you by late afternoon tomorrow.”
“Roger that,” Andrews said. “Stay safe.” He broke the connection and Tracie sat on the edge of the bed, staring out the dirty picture window at the dark parking lot. She couldn’t decide whether to be angry or sad. She settled on both.
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Shane pulled the Granada into the spot it had previously occupied in front of the dummy hotel room, then shut the engine down and trotted across the pavement to Room Twenty. The door swung open and he knew immediately something was wrong. Tracie barely acknowledged him; her face was troubled and she was obviously deep in thought. “What is it?” he said. “What’s the matter?”
She smiled forlornly. “You mean aside from this whole mess?”
Shane nodded.
“I just got off the phone with my handler, a man named Winston Andrews, an intelligence specialist who’s been the company’s foremost expert on Soviet covert activities since well before I was born.”
He placed the bag onto the ancient dresser next to the bed. “Okay. And?”
“And I’m almost certain he’s involved with the guys who are trying to kill us.”
Shane froze. “Why do you say that?”
“He asked where we were staying, claimed he could use his influence to divert the attention of the police away from this area. They’re looking for us and are pretty pissed off about the dead cop back in Bangor. Anyway, Andrews said he would help keep the police from shooting our asses off.”
“So what’s the problem? I’m pretty fond of my ass and I’d hate to see anything happen to yours. We could certainly use all the help we can get.”
“This is the problem.” Tracie picked the telephone’s black plastic handset off its cradle and brandished it front of him, dropping it back onto the receiver with a thud. “The telephone connection in his home office is secure. It’s a dedicated CIA line, encrypted, almost impossible to hack into. But this—” she pointed again at the offending motel phone— “is anything but secure. Anyone could have been listening in. Andrews violated Rule Number One of covert operations. He should never have asked me to reveal our location on an unsecured connection when there’s a Russian hit team chasing us all over the East Coast.”
“Maybe…” Shane’s voice trailed off as he struggled to come up with a reasonable explanation, knowing he was wasting his time, that Tracie would already have found one if it existed.
“No,” she said grimly, shaking her head. “He’s involved. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Obviously the KGB is up to something big, something potentially game-changing, or else they would never have risked exposing so many of their U.S. people in such a desperate manner for one simple op.”
Her eyebrows knitted together in concentration. “This letter I’m tasked with bringing to Washington—no one besides Gorbachev himself knows what’s in it. I think Gorbie knows the KGB is up to something drastic and he doesn’t like it. I think he’s trying to send a warning directly to the president.”
Shane was skeptical. “I don’t know,” he said. “It sounds pretty farfetched, like something out of a Hollywood movie. The Manchurian Candidate or something.”
“It sounds farfetched, I’ll give you that, but I can’t imagine what else could have the KGB this spooked.”
“But they’ve only thrown three guys at us. I mean, it’s pretty daunting from our point of view, but what are three guys to the KGB in the grand scheme of things?”
“Three guys is a lot,” Tracie said, her face burning with intensity. Shane was amazed. She barely resembled the All-American-looking girl he had gotten used to riding with.
She paused, thinking something over, and Shane wondered if he had just been dismissed. Then she said, “How much of your American History do you remember from high school?”
“I don’t know, enough, I guess. I mean, it was interesting, so I mostly paid attention.”
“You’ve heard of the McCarthy hearings?”
“Of course. Joe McCarthy was a U.S. Senator back in the 1950s. He started a big Communist scare, claiming the Commies had gained influence in all levels of U.S. society, governmental and otherwise.”
“Exactly,” Tracie said, nodding, still intense. “McCarthy had a lot of people running scared, but eventually it was determined there was no way the Soviets could possibly have infiltrated our government to the extent McCarthy was claiming. He was discredited.” Her laser stare bored in on him as if willing him to understand. He didn’t.
“Don’t you see?” she said. “There weren’t a huge number of Soviet Communists in the United States, at least not such a large number they could do any real damage. But that doesn’t mean there weren’t any. The Soviets probably have an agent or two in many of our major cities, enough operatives to pass along whatever intel they can gather, but not the numbers to really accomplish much. Maybe a few dozen people total, similar to the number of assets we have in Russia. The numbers just aren’t that great.
“So when they expose three of those few dozen people in such an obvious way, it’s significant. It means something if you’re paying attention. And like I told you before, attention to detail is what keeps me alive.”
“So what are we going to do?” Shane asked.
“Well, if what I believe is true, we’ve probably got a minimum of, say, two hours before anything happens. The goons chasing us will have expected us to head toward D.C., but they have no way of knowing how far we would have gotten. They’re probably ahead of us because they’ll assume we wouldn’t stop—”
“—which we wouldn’t have,” Shane interrupted, “if you didn’t need to get at your cash.”
“Exactly,” Tracie said. “So they’ll have to double-back once Andrews relays our location to the Russians. That’s why I say we should split the night into two-hour shifts. One of us keeps watch while the other sleeps. If it’s all right with you, you can start with the first watch, since I really don’t think anything will happen for a while.”
“Of course I’ll take the first watch. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. But in the meantime, there’s something we need to talk about.”
“And that is?”
He cut a look at Tracie. “You need to open that letter. I mean, like, right now.”
“That letter is classified.”
“I understand that.”
“It’s Top Secret.”
“I understand that.”
“It’s for the president’s eyes only.”
“I understand that.”
“I’m expressly forbidden to open it, Shane.”
“I understand that, too, and under normal circumstances I would never suggest you disregard protocol. And I’m well aware that you’ve been doing this black ops stuff—”
“—clandestine operations,” she interrupted.
“What?”
“I don’t do ‘black ops,’ I do clandestine operations, missions that by necessity must remain deniable by those in positions of authority all the way up the political and military food chains.”
“Whatever,” Shane said. “And thank you for making my point for me. As I started to say, I understand you’ve been doing these types of things for years and I’ve only been exposed to this shit for a day, but it’s pretty obvious to me you’re just stumbling around in the dark unless you know what you’re up against. If your fears about your handler are anywhere close to being accurate, reading that letter might make the difference between living and dying. More to the point, only
one person in the world knows what it contains, and it seems to me becoming the second person to know might be the best way to figure out how to proceed. Hell, it’s probably the only way.”
Shane took a breath, amazed he had not been interrupted, amazed she had not yet shot him down. “I know,” she said quietly. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. Opening this little letter”—she patted her pocket lightly—“could get me executed for treason, but I don’t see any way around it. I’ve been sitting here trying to work up the courage to do it.”
She took a deep breath. “I guess now’s the time.” She held up Mikhail Gorbachev’s letter. The envelope was soiled and wrinkled from its travels but even from across the room Shane could see it remained sealed. Tracie ran her fingers over the surface as if trying to divine its contents via osmosis. Finally she tore off one end of the envelope, careful not to damage the contents, then removed two handwritten sheets of paper, which she held up for Shane’s inspection.
He took one look and felt like an idiot. The letter was written in Russian. Of course it was. Mikhail Gorbachev was General Secretary of the Soviet Union; why would Shane have assumed the damned thing would be written in English?
He shook his head. “Oh, for Christ’s sake. What do we do now?”
“I can read it,” Tracie said. “You can’t be in my business and work in and around the Soviet Union without demonstrating some proficiency with common Russian dialects.”
She pulled the letter back and squinted down at it, concentrating. “To President Ronald Reagan,” she began, then continued haltingly. “Dear Mr. President. Please accept my apologies for this most unusual method of communication. The contents of this letter are of the utmost importance, critical to the security of both of our countries and, in fact, the entire world. The information I am about to impart to you is so explosive, I am afraid I cannot trust the usual diplomatic channels for delivery. You will soon understand why.”
Tracie lifted her head and looked at Shane. Her face was troubled, her beautiful eyes haunted. She looked back down at the letter and continued reading. “As you know, Mr. President, changes are sweeping the globe. Many inside the Kremlin insist on resisting these changes and are intent on preserving the Soviet Union in its current incarnation at all costs.
“I do not agree with the assessment of these people, but they constitute much of my government, and their plan for assuring the survival of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics is one that has a direct impact on you personally.
“Mr. President, a plan to assassinate you has been set in motion by a small but powerful minority at the highest levels of the KGB. Your travel itinerary for June 2 has been acquired and your outdoor speech celebrating the District of Columbia urban renewal has been targeted. An operative placed on the roof of a nearby building and armed with a high-powered sniper rifle has been assigned to assassinate you as you deliver your remarks at ten o’clock.
“Please treat this information with the gravity it deserves, Mr. President. Relations between the world’s two great superpowers have improved steadily during the term of your presidency, and I cannot allow the progress we have made to be nullified by the single-minded fanaticism of those inside my government who refuse to recognize the future, even as it approaches.
“Understand this assassination is being undertaken without my approval, but understand also that my administration does not currently possess the means to put a stop to it. I hope you see now, Mr. President, why I am being forced to contact you via these drastic and unusual measures. I am subject to constant surveillance. There is no other alternative.
“Good luck, Mr. President. Cancel that appearance and avoid a catastrophe that will launch a third World War.
“Sincerely, Mikhail Gorbachev.”
Tracie looked again at Shane. Her face had gone white. “June Second. That’s the day after tomorrow,” she said.
 
***
 
Shane had to remind himself to breathe. He gazed at Tracie, still seated on the bed staring at the letter. The Top Secret document she had risked her career, her freedom, maybe even her life to open. “You have to alert someone,” he said.
“I can’t,” she answered simply. “Not until I know whether Winston Andrews has been compromised. If I’m right about him, I can’t trust him with this information, and if that’s the case, I have no idea who above him in the chain of command
I can trust. If he’s been compromised, anyone could be compromised. If I’m wrong, and the night passes quietly, no Russians show up to kill us and gain possession of this”—she held up the letter—“then first thing tomorrow, I’ll tell Winston everything.”
Shane whistled quietly. “Holy shit,” he said. “So what do we do now?”
“Now we wait. Try to get some sleep and see if we get any visitors in the night.” Tracie stood slowly from the bed, wincing as she placed her weight on her injured leg.
Shane said, “I don’t think there’s any way I can sleep right now, not after this. If you’re pretty sure we have some time, why don’t we clean and re-bandage that leg wound of yours? If those guys show up like you think they might—”
“—they will,” she said dejectedly.
“Okay, well, if they do, you already said we’re going to have to move fast. Right now you look like you’re eighty years old.”
“Thanks for the sweet-talk.”
Shane laughed, relieved the black mood permeating the room had been lifted, even if only slightly. “Okay, let me rephrase that. You look fantastic, but you’re moving like you’re eighty years old.”
“Hmph,” she said. “I’ll take what I can get, I suppose. But there’s one problem—we don’t have any bandages.”
“You underestimate me,” he answered. “I found a twenty-four-hour drugstore as well as a home-improvement place while I was out. Stuff stays open late around here. In Bangor everything would have been locked up tight by now. Anyway, I picked up some Ace Bandages and some first aid cream, in addition to the duct tape you wanted. Now, get out of those pants and let me check out—uh, I mean, fix—those legs of yours.”
Tracie smiled and limped to the bathroom while Shane reached into the paper bag, removing the first-aid supplies. A moment later the bathroom door creaked open and she returned, carrying her jeans. A motel towel that at one time had been white and was now the color of dirty dishwater was wrapped around her slim waist.
She eased onto the bed, primly covering herself, looking more like a shy young girl than the kick-ass CIA spook Shane now knew her to be. He wanted to crack a joke but decided she seemed uncomfortable enough without him making things worse, so he bit his tongue and began unwrapping the bandage covering her wound. Blood had seeped into the gauzy material before clotting, more or less, and the bandage felt stiff, stuck to the wound.
He stepped into the bathroom and returned a moment later with a washcloth soaked in warm soapy water. He dampened the soiled bandage, working carefully to remove it. Then he cleaned around the puncture wound in much the same way he had done last night, dabbing and probing, doing his best to ignore the lacy pink panties he could see under the insufficient cover of the towel. Tracie squeezed her eyes shut, teeth gritted against the pain, muscles tensed.
There was no sign of infection, and when he had cleaned the injury to his satisfaction, Shane patted the area dry with a second hand towel. Then he began wrapping the fresh Ace Bandage around her thigh, trying to make it tight enough to provide support and prevent the wound from bleeding again, but loose enough for some semblance of comfort.
He concentrated on his work, and when he finished, he looked up to find Tracie’s eyes open, unblinking, staring into his. She eased up off the cheap headboard bolted to the wall and leaned forward, moving slowly, deliberately, and then they were kissing, and Shane thought about those pink panties and reached down and pulled off her towel, throwing it to the floor while she fumbled with his belt buckle and the snap on his jeans, and then they were together.
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Tracie sat perched on a rickety chair, watching the mostly-empty parking lot through a slit in the drapes while Shane dozed. He had fallen asleep despite his protestations he wouldn’t be able to, and now he lay sprawled across the bed, covers tangled around his waist, snoring lightly.
Tracie wondered if she should feel guilty for sleeping with him in the middle of this insanity. After all, they had been thrown together by chance, and when this was all over—assuming they survived; assuming the president survived—Shane would go back to his air traffic control job in Maine and she would return to Langley for another assignment. She had no idea where that assignment might take her, but felt pretty certain it would not be Bangor, Maine.
So, yes, she thought, she probably should feel guilty. But she didn’t. Her life for the last seven years had consisted of training, work, and more work, most of it clandestine and dangerous, and over the course of those seven years, she could count her sexual relationships on the fingers of one hand. And she wouldn’t need most of her fingers.
Then along came what at first glance appeared to be a simple job, a piece of cake once she had escaped East Germany. All she needed to do was babysit an envelope, deliver it to Washington, and then move on to her next assignment. Somewhere along the line, though, things had become immeasurably more complicated, and in the middle of everything, here was this solid, earnest, well-meaning guy who was gorgeous to look at, self-deprecatingly modest, and who had, oh by the way, crawled into a burning airplane to save her life.
The attraction she felt to Shane Rowley was immediate and consuming, and she simply hadn’t been able to stop herself from coming on to him when he finished bandaging her leg. She hadn’t planned what happened between them, not exactly, but her injury was not exactly something she couldn’t have dealt with on her own, either. She had handled much more severe wounds by herself, out of necessity, and could easily have waved Shane off when he insisted on cleaning and bandaging her leg.
So maybe what happened hadn’t quite been spontaneous. Maybe somewhere deep in her subconscious, Tracie had intended to seduce him all along, but either way he didn’t seem to mind. She smiled, thinking about the frenzied lovemaking of their initial encounter, and then a slower, more sensual second round just a few minutes later.
She glanced across the room at Shane’s sleeping form, and when she looked back out at the parking lot, the smile froze on her face before turning into a frown of concentration. A late-model Chevrolet Impala was creeping past the motel office, lights off. From this distance and in the poor lighting, she couldn’t make out the color, but the vehicle looked black or dark blue, or maybe green. It wasn’t the car the Russians had used earlier—she had scanned all of the cars in the Bangor Tower lot by force of habit even as she had been rescuing Shane, and this Impala had not been among them—but that didn’t mean anything. They would undoubtedly have changed cars by now, just as Tracie and Shane had.
She glanced at her watch. It was 3:45 a.m.
The Impala eased into a parking space several slots away from their Granada. Its driver killed the engine. For several long minutes nothing happened. The car’s occupants were being cautious, eyeing the surrounding environment, alert for any movement or anything out of the ordinary.
Tracie knew they couldn’t see her in the darkened room. She waited, tense, her weapon held in her right hand, her body ready to move.
Finally, both front doors on the Impala opened at the same time and two men stepped out. The car’s interior lighting had been disabled. The doors they left ajar. The men were dressed entirely in dark clothing, identical watch caps covering their heads, grease paint tamping down any sheen from their white faces.
Tracie’s heart dropped, and the sadness she had felt earlier returned with a vengeance. Winston Andrews, her mentor and father figure, had betrayed her.
She forced herself to push her feelings aside. She needed to focus. She could come back and mourn her lost relationship with the traitor Winston Andrews later. If she survived.
The two men outside moved slowly, scanning the parking lot while moving steadily toward the dummy motel room with the Granada parked nose-in toward the door. Tracie backed silently away from the window and bent over the bed. She gently shook the slumbering Shane. “It’s going down,” she whispered. “Stay here and keep quiet. If things go bad, get to the car and get the hell out of here. Find a police station and turn yourself in.”
He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and nodded once. Tracie crossed the tiny room in a few steps and slipped into the bathroom. Built into the rear wall was a small window just large enough for Tracie to wriggle through. She had cut the screen away earlier and the window stood open for quick access, the cool early-June night air filling the room with the tang of ocean salt. Tracie stepped onto the closed toilet cover, braced an arm on either side of the window frame, and boosted herself through.
She dropped to the ground noiselessly, the long wooden motel building shielding her from sight of the parking lot. Three steps and she had arrived at the back end of the structure. Less than thirty seconds had elapsed since she had moved away from the picture window. She peeked around the corner. Sixty feet away, shrouded in shadow, the two Russians had arrived at the front of the dummy motel room. One of the men was bent over the doorknob working on the lock, while the other man stood facing outward, keeping watch.
The lock was cheap and Tracie knew if the Russian had any experience at lock-picking—and there was no doubt he did—the two men would be into the room in a matter of seconds. She had to hurry.
A string of ornamental shrubs, brownish-yellow and dying, lined the rear of the parking lot, forming a barrier between the motel property and the trash-strewn alley behind it. Tracie ducked down below the tops of the shrubs and raced behind them, using them for cover, limping only slightly. She disappeared into the darkness at the rear of the dummy room, then made her way back along the side until she reached the corner. She bent down, hands on her knees, and worked to quiet her breathing.
A couple of seconds later, she heard a muffled grunt of satisfaction and eased her head around the corner just in time to see the lock-picker begin easing the door open. He worked slowly, clearly concerned a squeaky hinge might awaken the occupants.
She waited patiently, just out of sight, as the two men stood in the doorway. The first man faced into the room, unmoving, door partly open, and she became concerned she had not done a good enough job of disguising the blankets on the bed to look like sleeping people. Then she realized the Russian was letting his eyes adjust to the darkness in the room before proceeding. It made sense. It was what she would have done.
At last the first man disappeared inside, while the second man maintained his position at the door, facing outward with his back to the room. He held his silenced weapon against the side of his leg. The gun would be invisible should a car happen to drive into the lot, but Tracie could see it clearly, its black matte finish muted by the dirty light.
Within seconds, the assassin inside the room would discover they had been duped. She had to make her move before that happened or she would lose the advantage of surprise. Still she waited. She would get an opportunity soon. The Russian hit team was being sloppy, careless because their intel had come directly from their high-ranking CIA connection. They were confident their targets would not suspect a thing, that the doomed man and woman would feel safe and secure inside their anonymous New Haven motel room.
Instead of maintaining an active scan, the Russian at the door stared impassively into space, bored, occasionally glancing left and then right. The third time he looked toward the motel office, Tracie acted.
She broke from the cover of the motel building, moving silently but quickly. Before the guard could react, Tracie grabbed his gun with one hand. She used her other to place her own gun against his head, nestling the barrel in the soft tissue between the skull and the jawbone. She pushed hard. “Don’t move,” she said softly.
The man didn’t move.
Tracie ripped the Russian’s weapon out of his hand. He would have a backup, probably in an ankle holster, but she didn’t have time to worry about that. “Move into the room as quietly as you can,” she whispered.
The man pivoted slowly and eased into the room, Tracie right on his heels. The first Russian had arrived at the bed and stood next to it, his back to the doorway. The lookout cleared his throat and the first Russian froze for just a second and then whirled, sensing a problem.
He wasn’t quick enough. Tracie trained the lookout’s gun on the assassin’s chest, her hand unwavering, her Beretta still pressed against the first man’s head.
“Drop your weapon,” she said quietly. “Do it now or you die, and so does your friend. I won’t say it again.”
For a long moment nothing happened, as if the Russian was calculating his odds of survival should he try to shoot his way out of the room. Tracie let him do it. He would inevitably come to the same conclusion she had—that he was out of options.
A moment later, the gun dropped with a muffled thud to the thinly carpeted floor. “Now kick it over to me,” she said, and he did, undisguised malice in his hooded eyes. The gun skidded to a stop a couple of feet to her left. For now she ignored it. She didn’t have a free hand to hold the third gun, and it was far enough away from either of her captives that they would not be able to make a play for it without catching a bullet in the head.
She flicked her gun toward a small chair at a writing desk next to the TV stand. “Go sit down,” she said, wondering how she was going to immobilize the assassin without giving the lookout an opportunity to jump her or go for her gun.
“I’m right behind you,” a voice said, and she jumped, resisting the impulse to pull the triggers on both weapons. She realized it was Shane’s voice and wondered briefly how he had made it to the doorway without her noticing.
The Russian assassin was a cool character—he was facing Tracie and must have seen Shane standing in the doorway behind her, but he had given nothing away with his cold, calculating eyes. He’d been waiting for an opportunity to take advantage of the unexpected visitor to make an escape attempt. Now it was too late.
Tracie spoke to Shane, still talking quietly. “You were supposed to wait in the other room.” She didn’t know whether to be glad he was there or angry he had ignored her instructions.
“I thought you might need help and I was right.”
She nodded reluctantly. “Okay, the duct tape is in my right jacket pocket. Take it and secure our friend here,” she nodded in the direction of the assassin, “to the chair. Tape his wrists to the arms of the chair first, then his ankles to the legs. Use plenty of tape and wrap it as tightly as you can.”
Shane eased past. She kicked the door closed and shuffled forward, prodding the lookout with her weapon. Her arms were beginning to tire from the strain of keeping both guns raised and trained on their targets. The pair moved forward, locked in a bizarre dance, and finally she stopped when they had moved to within a few feet of Shane and the other Russian. She watched closely as Shane slid the chair out from the desk and turned it around. The Russian reluctantly sat and he got to work.
It took only a couple of minutes to immobilize the man. Finally, Tracie felt comfortable lowering the weapon in her right hand. She told Shane, “Tape his mouth shut.”
He wrapped the duct tape around the man’s head, and when he had finished, Tracie said, “We’re going to split these two up and I’m going to get the information I need. This guy’s not going anywhere. Come with me and help me tape down this one,” she nodded toward the lookout, “then come back here and babysit our murderous friend. It won’t take me long.”
She shoved her gun into the ribs of her captive and moved to the parking lot. Shane picked the third gun up off the floor and walked out behind her, closing and locking the door. Then they hustled across the lot to the second room. Within seconds, Shane had taped the man to the chair while Tracie held her weapon on him.
“I need a little private time with this guy,” she said to Shane. “The safety is off on the weapon you’re holding. If Mr. KGB over there,” she nodded at room across the lot, “does anything other than sit quietly, shoot him, and don’t stop shooting until the clip’s empty.”
 Shane hesitated for just a moment and then nodded without a word. He pulled the door closed quietly as he left, and Tracie was alone with her captive. She stared at him without speaking. He returned her gaze, trying to look defiant but only managing uncertain.
She smiled thinly. “What do you say we get to know each other?”
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The iron was ancient, two decades old if it was a day, a cheap model with just a few heat settings and a long, fraying power cord. Tracie could see a hint of bare copper wire nestled behind the rubber plug and wondered how long it would be before the damned thing sparked and burned the entire wooden motel structure to the ground.
It appeared today would not be that day, however. She plugged in the iron and held it by its cracked handle as she stood directly in front of her captive. She said nothing, drawing out the moment.
The Russian wasn’t speaking, either. He was making an effort to control his fear but was failing. His shaking gave him away. His eyes darted around the room, doorway to Tracie to iron and then back to doorway, starting the cycle again.
Tracie raised her hand to her lips and licked her index finger, then tapped it against the business end of the iron. It emitted a short, sharp hiss. In the silence of the motel room it sounded like a staccato laugh. The lookout tried to remain impassive but she saw his eyes widen in fear.
She nodded. “Let’s begin, shall we? I’m sure you can guess what’s about to go down here. I’m not anxious to hurt anyone, but I need answers and I’m going to get them. One way or the other.”
The Russian was quiet, his jaws clamped shut. Tracie could see the muscles working behind his cheeks as he ground his teeth together. The tension in the air was electric. “You know,” she said, “it seems only fair I should start with you. It’s thanks to your sloppy surveillance that you and your buddy across the way are in this situation. He’s probably pretty unhappy with you right now, don’t you think?”
The lookout remained silent. He was stocky and muscular, like a football lineman, but his eyes gave away his terror. Tracie continued, “It doesn’t really matter, anyway. The only way I can be sure I’m getting the truth is to interrogate both of you, so if it makes you feel any better, your buddy will get his turn, too.”
Again the man refused to respond. Tracie shrugged and then snapped her fingers. “Oh, I almost forgot. I wouldn’t want you to accidentally bite your tongue off, at least not before giving me the information I need. It’s so hard to understand someone when he’s trying to talk with no tongue, especially when he’s not speaking his native language. Know what I mean?”
She walked into the bathroom and pulled the roll of toilet paper out of its ceramic holder. She removed the roll and took the metal cylinder out of the bathroom. She stood directly in front of her captive, moving close, invading his personal space. She held the cylinder out in front of him. “Last chance. You’re going to talk to me either way. The only question is how much pain you’re going to endure before you do.”
The man hesitated. “I…” Then he closed his mouth again.
Tracie shrugged. “All the same to me,” she said conversationally. “To be perfectly honest, after what you two did to the cop and the accident investigators up there in Bangor, I kind of prefer it this way.”
She leaned toward the lookout. “Open up.” The conversational tone had disappeared, replaced with an ice-cold, deadly menace.
He closed his eyes and shook his head almost imperceptibly. Tracie slammed the butt of her gun against the side of his head. He grunted in pain, stunned, and his jaw flopped open. She shoved the cylinder into place between his upper and lower teeth, then quickly slapped the base of the iron against the right side of his face, holding it there for one beat, then two, then three. It sizzled and the smell of burning flesh filled the room.
The man bit down hard on the toilet paper holder, convulsing against his duct-tape bindings like an electric current was pulsing through his body. He tried to lean away from the burning pain but she kept the iron pressed tightly to his head. An agonized sound, something between a groan and a wordless scream, issued from deep in the man’s chest, and when Tracie removed the iron, an angry red mark had been seared into his cheek, its curved triangular outline clearly visible.
He panted and moaned and shook his head. Tracie was unmoved. “Ready to talk?” she asked.
The man refused to respond and she lifted the iron to slap it back into place. He moaned in panic and began nodding enthusiastically. She removed the toilet paper holder from between his jaws and said, “I know about the plot to assassinate President Reagan. I know when the shooting will occur and that it will happen in D.C. What I don’t know is which rooftop your operative will shoot from. You’re going to tell me.”
The lookout raised his head, resignation in his eyes, and said, “Nyet…I cannot…” and Tracie cursed. “We don’t have time for this,” she spat, and forced the toilet paper holder back into the man’s mouth, and he mewled like an injured kitten. She slapped the iron against the left side of his face, but this time left it in place for twice as long.
When she finally removed it, the man sat in a puddle of his own urine, his bladder having released while he struggled. Tracie slapped the side of his face and the man opened his mouth to scream and she neatly plucked the holder out of his mouth once more. “One more time. Which rooftop?”
“The Minuteman Mutual Insurance Company building,” the man mumbled, his Russian accent magnified by the pain. Tears rolled down his crimson cheeks. A thin line of drool ran from the corner of his mouth. The smell of burning flesh filled the room and Tracie tried not to gag.
“Are you telling me the truth? Because if I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll burn your skin right down to the jaw bone. Do you understand me?”
The man was panting and shaking. Sweat poured down his face. “I understand,” he said weakly.
Tracie thought about Winston Andrews and about his betrayal of her, and another question occurred to her, one that didn’t bear any direct relation to the KGB assassination plot but one she could not help asking. “Was killing us part of the assignment?”
The man hesitated, but only momentarily. Tracie passed the iron in front of his right cheek and the man spoke quickly. “Yes…I mean, no…I mean it did not matter. Once it was learned you were still alive, the mission was to retrieve the letter at all costs.”
“And once you gained possession of the letter, what were you to do?”
“Take it to someone.”
“Take it to who?” She prodded him again.
“Mister Andrews,” he said.
She paused, thinking. “How many of your other operatives will visit this motel tonight?”
“None,” the man said, shaking his head in resignation. “There is a two-man team driving north from Atlanta, but they will not arrive in the area until tomorrow. They are meant only to provide backup.”
“Okay,” she said. “One last thing and then I’ll leave you alone. What’s the procedure for reporting in after you secure the letter?”
“After we retrieve the letter we are to phone our contact.”
“Comrade Andrews.”
“Da. We are to advise him of mission status and then begin driving back to Washington to deliver the letter to him in person.”
Tracie reached for the telephone on the writing desk. It was an ancient black rotary model, attached to the wall with a long cord so guests could use it without getting out of bed. “You’re going to make that call right now,” she said, holding the phone in front of him.
He recited the number and she dialed. It was different from the one she used to call Andrews, which made sense, she thought. The traitor down in D.C. would need to know which side of the fence he was talking to before he picked up any ringing telephone. Before she spun the plastic rotary dial on the final digit, she leaned down and got in the Russian’s face, moving closer and closer until she could smell his sour sweat and his rancid breath.
“One warning,” she said, her voice soft and deadly. “If I so much as suspect you are trying to pass a message to Winston Andrews—and I’ll know, I’ve worked with Andrews a hell of a lot longer than you have—getting burned by an iron will be the least of your problems. I’ll shoot you in the face and then dump your worthless corpse in the Atlantic Ocean. Do you understand me?”
The Russian paled and nodded. “I understand,” he said in his heavily accented English.
Tracie dialed the last digit and held the handset between her own head and the Russian’s, angled so he could speak into it but so she could still hear everything that was being said.
The call was answered on the first ring, as if Andrews had been sitting right next to the telephone. Undoubtedly he had. “Go,” he said without preamble.
“We have retrieved the letter.”
“Very good. Casualties?”
“Your CIA asset and the young man are both dead.”
There was a short silence and then Andrews said. “Dispose of the bodies and then get back here with the letter. Do not let it out of your sight.”
“We will be there as soon as possible.”
The line went dead and Tracie replaced the telephone on the bedside table. A numb sense of shock filled her body. Her handler, a man she had worked with for years, had just spoken of her murder with no more emotion than if he were discussing a change in the weather.
She turned back to the Russian. “I’m going to go and ask your comrade the same questions I just asked you. Do you understand what will happen to you if I find out you’ve been lying to me about any of this?” Tracie said.
“I understand,” he said, defeated.
“Is there any part of your story you would like to change? If so, now’s the time.”
He shook his head. She nodded once and then walked out the door.
 
***
 
Tracie was gone longer than Shane had expected her to be, and when she returned, her face was pale and drawn. She stepped through the door and he asked, “Are you all right?”
She ignored the question. “Did this one give you any trouble?” she asked.
“No, he never said a word. We just sat here.”
“Good,” she said, and her face softened just a bit. “Nice job. Do me a favor now, and go keep an eye on the lookout. Our talk was very fruitful. It required a little persuasion to convince him to open up, but eventually we reached an understanding.”
Shane stared at Tracie. Her voice was hard and cold and bore little resemblance to the one he had heard moaning and gasping in pleasure just a couple of hours before. “Okay,” he said. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to make sure the first guy told me the truth.”
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They moved quickly, Tracie directing the action. She had returned fifteen minutes after leaving Shane with the lookout, her face grim but satisfied. “I got what we need,” she said, “and now we have to move. Help me get this guy to the other room.”
After Shane had secured the man in the dummy motel room, she instructed him to wipe down all of the surfaces they may have touched. “I’m going to call the spooks on these two once I’m sure about who we can trust at CIA,” she said, “so fingerprints won’t be an issue. But just in case someone finds them before I do that, I want to make sure you’re protected. My prints are untraceable, but I doubt you would be so lucky.”
While Shane toured the room with a worn bath towel, scrubbing every surface he could, Tracie double-checked Shane’s bindings to satisfy herself they would hold. Then she applied a double layer of tape over each man’s mouth, winding it tightly around their heads and patting it in place. Despite the fact the two men had been there to kill them, Shane almost felt sorry for them. They looked like twins, their cheeks flaming crimson, shiny and burning, and the tape’s sticky adhesive must have felt like an additional torture session.
Tracie didn’t seem to notice.
Once she seemed satisfied both men would stay immobilized, she gathered up the weapons and picked up a DO NOT DISTURB placard off the inside doorknob and told Shane, “Let’s go.” She said nothing to the Russians, neither of whom had spoken since the end of the interrogation, and both men stared straight ahead, ignoring Tracie and Shane and, it seemed, each other.
They paused at the door, Tracie doing one last quick check of the room, Shane pondering how quickly his life had turned upside-down. After a few seconds, she hung the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the doorknob, then eased the door shut and locked it from the outside.
They hurried across the rapidly lightening parking lot to the second motel room and threw their gear together quickly. Shane repeated his print-scrubbing exercise with the bath towel while Tracie packed their few meager supplies in the Granada. Tracie hung another DO NOT DISTURB sign on that door, then they slid into the car and drove to the motel office.
After paying for a second day’s rental of both rooms, they hurried back to the car and drove out of the New Haven Arms lot, Tracie at the wheel. They turned toward New Haven proper in search of an all-night restaurant. It was 5:05 a.m.
 
***
 
They found one almost immediately, tucked away under an I-95 overpass. The Original Greasy Spoon seemed to embrace the 1950s with an enthusiasm bordering on obsession. Shane knew Tracie was almost out of money and he thought he might have just enough cash left for two cups of coffee and a couple of blueberry muffins. He was right, and they walked out of the diner and back into the 1980s with their food and coffee less than three minutes later.
Tracie asked Shane if he wanted to drive. He hadn’t bothered to offer because even with all the traveling they had done yesterday she had not so much as considered giving up the wheel. “Sure,” he answered, surprised and pleased although he was not entirely sure why. It was as if he had passed some kind of test back at the tumbledown New Haven Arms in the surreal few hours they had spent there.
She climbed into the passenger seat and sat demurely, smiling at him while he dropped into the driver’s seat. “What?” he asked. “What’s so funny?”
Then he went to start the car and realized. There was no key. “Okay, you win. Would you mind starting this piece of junk for me?”
“No problem,” she answered, pleased. “We’ll make a proper criminal out of you yet.” She leaned over his lap to hot-wire the ignition and he flashed back to their time together in bed at the motel before the Russians had arrived. Her silky skin, her luscious lips, the curve of her naked hip under his hand, the way her breathing quickened as he had stroked her inner thigh, the sweet sound she made when—
He realized she had spoken to him and he cleared his throat. “Uh, sorry, I missed that,” he said, embarrassed.
“I asked if you were going start driving or whether you planned to sit there the rest of the day replaying your mental movie of us together in the sack.”
“I wasn’t…”
“Don’t even try to deny it. I’m a trained interrogator, remember?”
He could hear the smile in her voice. “Okay, okay, I admit it. Just don’t come at me with an iron.”
She laughed, the sound light and girlish, light-years removed from the ice-pick chill she had displayed when dealing with the Russians. Shane shook his head and dropped the car into gear, turning left, right and then left again, climbing the ramp onto I-95 south, thoroughly confused by this young woman sitting to his right.
Thoroughly enchanted by her as well, although he knew he could not afford to be.
She ate delicately as Shane drove, picking tiny pieces off the muffin with her fingers and placing them on her tongue before chewing soundlessly and swallowing, brow furrowed in concentration. Shane had to be careful not to get so caught up watching Tracie out of the corner of his eye that he drove off the highway and into the guardrail.
He let her think for a while and when it became clear she had no intention of starting a conversation, said, “So what did those guys tell you back there?”
“I know where the assassin is going to be stationed.”
“How can you be sure they told you the truth?”
“They both gave the same location. There’s no way they would have done that if one of them had been lying.”
“Unless they agreed on a story beforehand, in case they were caught.”
Tracie shrugged, conceding the point. “True enough,” she said, “but I don’t think so. Those guys were one hundred percent certain they were going to walk in on us in our sleep, put a bullet in each of our heads, and walk away with the letter. That’s why they were so sloppy. They had no reason to suspect we were on to them, and thus no reason to make up a story. Plus, they wouldn’t have expected us to know about the assassination.” She paused. “I’m confident I got the truth out of them.”
“Okay,” Shane said. “So what’s the plan from here?”
“The plan? I wish I knew.” She sighed heavily. “First stop is New York. We’ll pick up my supplies, then head straight to D.C. I’ll find a safe place to stash you, and then I’ll have to pay a visit to my traitorous boss, Winston Andrews. From there, I stop an assassination. I’m not exactly sure how yet.”
“Stash me? I don’t think so. You said yourself I’m neck deep in…whatever is going on, and I’ve nearly been killed twice now in less than twenty-four hours. I have a stake in this thing, too, Tracie, in case you’ve forgotten. Plus, you can’t do everything yourself. You need help, and I’m going to help you. Period. End of story.”
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“I don’t understand,” Shane said. They had pulled off the highway at a random exit, bought fresh coffee, and then hit the road again. Steam curled out of the plastic lids, dissipating in the air. “It doesn’t make sense. What possible advantage could there be for the KGB to launch World War Three?”
“It does make sense,” Tracie said. “It actually makes perfect sense if you consider it in context. Think about it. Exercising tyranny is dependent upon maintaining control, but the world is opening up. Citizens who have been under the thumb of the communists for decades are beginning to get a glimpse of the freedoms they have long been denied, and they’re starting to realize those freedoms are within reach. They want them.
“The Soviet Union is crumbling, Shane. I know because I’ve seen the evidence firsthand. They have arguably the finest, most modern military in the world, next to ours, and yet the rest of the Soviet infrastructure is in a shambles, as is their economy. It’s getting harder and harder for the Soviets to keep their satellite countries in line, and more and more expensive to do so at a time when resources are shrinking.
“This makes perfect sense,” she concluded, a reluctant sense of wonder in her voice.
Shane shrugged, frustrated. “I still don’t get it. Okay, Czechoslovakia wants to break away from the Russians. So what? How does that tie in with the KGB assassinating the president of the United States?”
Tracie sat for a moment, thinking. Shane could see her working through it. “Okay,” she said at last. “It’s obvious from this letter,” she tapped the grimy envelope, “that Gorbachev can see the changes coming, and that he knows he is helpless to stop them. He admits that much. Whatever the future holds for the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, in ten years’ time it is going to look very different than it does right now.”
“So?” Shane said. “Things change all the time. I still don’t understand why they have to kill Reagan.”
“Because,” Tracie said, rubbing her eyes. She suddenly looked very tired. “The Soviet Union is no different than any other government, at least as far as the inner workings are concerned. Politicians disagree philosophically, squabble, grab power, consolidate that power, whatever. Obviously there’s a faction—in this case, a group of high-ranking KGB officials—who will stop at nothing to prevent the destruction of their power base and their personal empires. This faction wants to start a war, and the bigger, the better. You think Czechoslovakia is still going to want to step out from under their protector’s umbrella once the world’s two great superpowers start lobbing nuclear warheads at each other?”
“But all wars end eventually. What happens then?”
“Whoever is behind this mess doesn’t care what happens then. Assassinating Reagan and starting World War Three will give those people inside the Kremlin plenty of time to consolidate their power and stockpile resources so that no matter who wins—and even if everyone loses, which seems likely—they are provided for. Plus, their precious Soviet empire remains intact that much longer, or at least has not fallen completely apart, which seems to be the most likely outcome the way things are going right now.”
Shane stared out the windshield at the cars on I-95, metal boxes hurrying to unknown destinations. “But if Gorbachev is so opposed to this plan, why not just stop it from inside his government? He’s the man in charge, after all.”
“Gorbachev’s skating on thin ice over there. He has instituted reforms that have outraged the hard-liners in the political structure, people who would like nothing better than to go back to the days of Khrushchev, or even Stalin. Gorbachev recognizes that he doesn’t have the muscle politically to take on these hard-liners directly, so instead he’s going through the back door. He couldn’t trust anyone within his government to deliver his message intact—he certainly couldn’t ask the KGB to do it—so he tried to do it clandestinely.”
“Why not just go public with what he knows? That would stop the whole thing in its tracks.”
“If he tried to do that, he’d be gone by the next day. He would either be arrested or killed. He would likely disappear in the middle of the night and never be heard from again. The Soviet political system is not like ours—there isn’t even the illusion of openness. The truth is considered an asset only when it advances the Communist cause. If Gorbachev went to the press with the details of this plan, even his supporters would consider him a traitor to his country. No,” she said slowly, thinking out loud, “this is really the only way he could have handled it, and he’s taking one hell of a big chance as it is.”
“Okay, that’s it,” Shane said. “We’re hours away from the assassination of the president and the start of a war maybe no one will survive.” He eased down on the accelerator and the car surged forward. “We’ve got to get you to a phone. You have to call your superiors at CIA and tell them about this. Never mind Winston Andrews—call the CIA Director himself, if you have to.”
“I can’t,” Tracie said simply, shaking her head.
Shane pulled his foot off the gas and stared at Tracie in amazement. He ignored the honking of a car behind him. A middle-aged woman flipped him off as she pulled around the Granada, and he barely noticed. “What do you mean, you can’t? You have to!”
“No,” she said. “I can’t. Nothing’s changed, Shane. I don’t know who can be trusted. I trusted Winston Andrews with my life, put it in his hands dozens of times, and it turns out he’s involved with the Soviets, apparently has been for years. I have no way of knowing who else in the power structure is compromised, and that includes Director Stallings. If I alert the wrong people, or even if I alert the right people but the wrong people get wind of it, the letter gets destroyed, you and I get neutralized, and the president of the United States gets assassinated.”
“Everyone can’t be involved.”
“Of course not. I’m sure only a small percentage are involved. But I can’t take the chance of the one person who is involved finding out. The stakes are just too high.”
“Call the cops then. The Secret Service. Alert the media. We have to do something.”
Tracie sighed. “I’d like nothing better. But do you have any idea how many ‘tips’ the authorities get every day about assassination plots against the president? Dozens, especially when he travels or makes public appearances. We won’t be taken seriously, Shane, trust me on this. We’ll be detained and the speech will go on as planned.”
He stared at her, his stomach turning over slowly. The blueberry muffin he had eaten earlier felt like a ticking time bomb and his mouth tasted sour and acidic, like he might be about to puke. “What are we going to do, then?”
“We continue to D.C. as planned. I have to interrogate Andrews, force him to give up the names of everyone involved in this thing. Once I have those names, I’ll know who’s clean. Then we pass along this damned letter.”
Shane punched the gas and the Granada leapt forward again. They were still hours away from Washington and time was ticking. Something was still bothering him, though. “What if Andrews refuses to give up the information you need?”
Tracie stared straight ahead, steely-eyed and determined. “He’ll talk.”
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Winston Andrews’ two-story townhouse was located in Georgetown, a couple of blocks northeast of the Potomac River and Virginia, a couple of blocks west of the D.C. political sprawl. Built of weathered red brick and covered in climbing ivy, the house looked lush and full and green in the summer.
Tracie and Shane had been forced to pass the time in the New York City area waiting for the bank containing Tracie’s safe deposit box to open for business. At nine o’clock sharp, they had parked outside a squat concrete bank building, and the moment the manager had unlocked the front door, Tracie entered.
Shane stayed with the car while Tracie carried in a cheap canvas backpack they had picked up at a roadside Five and Dime store. She returned fifteen minutes later with the pack bulging, then tossed it into the backseat where it landed with a metallic clank.
“Don’t ask,” she said, and Shane didn’t ask.
After that they had taken turns driving, following the interstate, pushing the speed limit as much as they dared. Getting stopped for speeding would be a problem, but arriving in Washington too late to prevent the assassination of the President of the United States would be a bigger problem. They stopped at a highway gas station just after noon, where they filled up the tank and bought a couple of cold burgers, then got right back on the road and ate in the car.
Conversation was sporadic. Shane could see plainly that Tracie had been shaken to the core by her betrayal at the hands of Winston Andrews. It was eating at her, seemingly bothering her even more than the idea that the two of them were all that stood between the Soviet Union and the likely outbreak of World War Three. She chewed her lip and muttered to herself, shaking her head when she thought he wasn’t looking. “Can’t talk about it,” was all she would commit to when he tried to get her to open up.
Shane thought he understood. The relationship between a field operative—Tracie refused to use the term “spy,” but to Shane it seemed appropriate—and her handler was of necessity extremely close, especially when clandestine operations were involved. She had told him back at the New Haven Arms while they relaxed in bed that often the handler was the only person alive besides the operative herself who possessed all the details of an operation, making the handler the only lifeline if the operative ran into problems in the field.
So Tracie had placed an inordinate amount of trust—faith, really—in Winston Andrews. And he had turned out to be a traitor both to Tracie and to his country, accepting without question what he thought had been her execution in a dive motel by two KGB agents as the cost of doing business. Shane wondered what was going to happen when they arrived at Andrews’ townhouse. After having seen the results of her interaction with the two Russian spies back in New Haven, he guessed life would suddenly become exceedingly unpleasant for Andrews.
The sun had lost its day-long battle with an overcast layer, and the slate-grey sky hung dour and menacing over the mid-Atlantic as they entered the D.C. metro area. Tracie was behind the wheel for this leg, and after exiting the highway, navigated the streets with practiced ease. Fifteen minutes later, she pulled to the curb in a quiet, leafy neighborhood, letting the Ford idle while she sat taking in the activity, of which there was little.
“Which one is it?” Shane asked, and she pointed out Andrews’ home.
“He lives alone?”
She nodded wordlessly.
“He won’t be expecting you, so you should have the advantage of surprise,” he said.
“That may or may not be true,” Tracie answered, the first time she had spoken more than a couple of words at a time in several hours. “It all depends upon the communication schedule he had set up with the Russians. If he expected them to check in between New Haven and here, say at the halfway point or something, he’ll obviously be aware by now that something’s gone wrong.”
“How likely is that?”
She shrugged. “No way of knowing. He wouldn’t have had that kind of arrangement with me, but then again, he and I worked together for a long time.” Her voice was hard-edged and bitter. “But with these guys, he may have wanted a more hands-on relationship.”
She shrugged again. “Doesn’t really matter. Nothing we can do about it either way.”
They sat for another moment. “What’s the plan?” Shane asked.
“The plan? Reintroduce myself to my old friend and have a little heart to heart.”
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Tracie knew she needed to move now, but couldn’t shake her depression. She had been brooding for hours in the car, the weight of Andrews’ betrayal throbbing in her gut like a physical ailment. She liked to think of herself as a keen judge of character—staying alive often meant sniffing out the difference between sincerity and bullshit—and she had never viewed Andrews as anything but a patriot.
It was like losing a parent. Hell, in some ways it was worse than losing a parent, because Winston Andrews’ deception had been so willful, so heartless so…complete. Death happened, it came for everyone eventually, and although the death of a loved one could bring pain, the actions of Winston Andrews had brought that and much more: the hurt of personal betrayal, and anger, and a confusion Tracie simply could not work past.
She had signed on at CIA not out of any desire to put her life on the line. Not because she had an addiction to danger. Certainly not because she wanted to fly around the world nonstop for years on end, working in the biggest hellholes, putting out the biggest fires, always knowing that if things went sideways there would be no one to come to the rescue, always knowing if she were captured or killed she would be cast aside by her government, sacrificed on the altar of political expedience.
No, she had signed on at CIA out of an abiding love for her country, a knowledge that despite our weaknesses and faults as Americans—we had them, of course we did, we would not be human if it were otherwise—we possessed the best system of government in the world, enjoyed freedoms unprecedented in human history.
She had wanted to give something back, and fighting in the most significant philosophical conflict of the twentieth century—Democracy versus Communism, freedom versus repression—had seemed the best way to do that. She thought of herself as an “All-American girl” in the truest sense of the word.
She had been a fool, she now realized.
She had looked up to Winston Andrews as a mentor and a friend, had considered him a fighter for the cause of freedom, just as she was. And all the time she was traipsing around the world, crawling through mud puddles, freezing her toes and fingers inside substandard equipment, getting shot at and knifed, coaxing information out of unwilling subjects, taking lives, working nonstop with never a moment to enjoy life like a normal twenty-seven-year-old single woman, in all that time, Winston Andrews had been sitting here in Washington, playing both sides against the middle, sipping cognac and committing treason, making deals with Communists and traitors.
And laughing at her.
That was the worst part. He had to have been laughing his wrinkled old ass off at her. Little Miss Idealist, taking orders without question, doing as she was told, all in the cause of freedom and the advancement of American ideals. What a joke. He had played her for a fool and she had followed along blindly. Willingly.
Tracie felt her eyes filling with tears and blinked them back. There was nothing she could do about her monumental stupidity now, and this wasn’t the time to worry about it, anyway. Winston Andrews had made a fool of her, but that had been his choice, not hers. She still believed in her country even if he didn’t, and the clock was still ticking down to the assassination of President Reagan, and it had fallen to her to stop it, not out of choice but necessity.
How many others were involved? That was the question. If Winston Andrews had been co-opted, anyone could be. It was time to find out what Andrews knew, and Tracie had been watching the neighborhood long enough. Activity was minimal. No one had come or gone at Andrews’ townhouse, so he must have been working from home today, something he often did, and was probably alone.
Tracie felt certain he wouldn’t have gone to Langley with Gorbachev’s letter out there unaccounted for.
It was time to move.
She turned to Shane in the passenger seat and saw him watching her closely. “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice gentle.
She thought about it for a moment before answering, and then said, “Yes, I am.” And she discovered she meant it. She took a moment to tell him how she intended to gain access to Andrews’ house and what she needed from him. Then she opened the door of the Granada and stepped into the muggy late-spring air.
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Shane walked up the front steps and pushed the buzzer. Whatever Winston Andrews’ faults, and it seemed there were plenty, being a lazy homeowner was not one of them. The grass around the flagstone walkway had been trimmed with military precision, and the home’s wooden shutters appeared freshly painted, the purity of their near-blinding whiteness providing a stark contrast to the tired-looking weathered grey of the shutters on the surrounding homes.
Shane rang the bell and listened closely. Nothing. He waited maybe thirty seconds and pressed the buzzer again, worried that Andrews might not even be home. Tracie had been certain he would be. “He won’t go anywhere until he gets his hands on the letter he thinks is coming,” she had said, but Shane wasn’t so sure. Maybe he had found out somehow that the Russians had been taken down, or maybe he simply got cold feet and left town.
He lifted his hand to buzz the house a third time when through the closed door came a muffled, “Yes? What is it?” Tracie had said he wouldn’t open the door, not even a crack, and she had been right. There was a peephole in the middle of the heavy oak door, eye height, and Shane pictured a suspicious old man peering through it, sizing him up.
“Thank God you’re home,” Shane said, following Tracie’s instructions. “I wonder if I could use your phone. I’ve been bitten by a dog and I need medical attention.”
“Bitten? Where? I don’t see any blood.”
“It’s on my lower leg. See?” Shane turned around and pointed toward the porch floor. Tracie had said the fisheye lens in the door’s peephole would likely not show the floor clearly enough for Andrews to be sure whether Shane was really injured or not, and in any event, the point was not to convince him, but rather to keep him occupied long enough for her to do what she needed to do.
“Please,” Shane said. “I feel queasy, like I’m gonna be sick. If you won’t let me in, could you please at least call an ambulance for me? The blood, it’s soaking into my shoe…” He sank to one knee and put his head down, like an athlete offering up a quick prayer before a game.
There was a short pause, then the disembodied voice said, “All right. Stay where you are, I’ll be—”
A second later the door swung open and Shane rose to his feet. A tall, deeply tanned white-haired man, trim but not skinny, faced him with a mixture of annoyance and resignation on his lined face. Tracie stood behind Andrews, backpack slung over one shoulder, barrel of her gun placed against the side of his skull.
“You appear to have made a remarkable recovery,” the man said drily. “Please, why don’t you come in?”
“Yeah. It’s a miracle,” Shane answered grimly, brushing past the older man and into the house. He turned and closed the front door, suddenly gripped by a fast-building anger. This was the man who had wanted Tracie and him dead; this was the man who had betrayed his country. This was the man responsible for the deep despair in Tracie’s soul.
The anger came out of nowhere, rising in him like a physical thing and making him want to strike out.
“Easy,” Tracie muttered, and Shane realized he had wrapped both hands tightly into fists, holding them rigidly at his side.
He blew out a breath forcefully. “Sorry about that. I don’t know where that came from,” he said, releasing his hands and shaking the tension out of them.
“I do,” Tracie answered. “I feel the same way, believe me.”
Shane smiled weakly and said, “Didn’t take you long to get in here.”
“I told you it wouldn’t. All I needed was a minute or two’s worth of diversion to pick the lock on the back door. Nice job with that.”
Andrews had been watching the exchange, an unreadable look on his face. “I’m unarmed,” he said, ignoring Shane and speaking to Tracie. “Any chance you can take that cannon out of my ear?”
She lowered the gun to his ribs and then held it there with her right hand while patting Andrews down with her left. “One wrong move,” she said, “and I’ll blow your ass into next week. All I need is an excuse.”
“Understood,” Andrews said. He seemed mostly unaffected by the threat. Shane thought the entire bizarre scene might be the strangest thing he had ever seen, and that was saying something, given the events of the last couple of days.
“Where to?” Andrews asked.
“Your office,” Tracie said, and the older man turned and walked through a luxuriously appointed dining room—Oriental rug covering gleaming hardwood floors, crystal chandelier hanging over a massive maple dining table, fieldstone fireplace in one corner, fully stocked bar in the other—and began climbing a set of stairs.
Tracie followed, gun still in her hand but now pointed at the floor, and Shane brought up the rear. He could feel sensation of pressure building at the base of his skull and thought, not now, dammit, not now.
About a third of the way up the stairs, Tracie said, “You don’t seem all that surprised to see us still breathing.”
“That’s because I’m not particularly surprised,” Andrews said. “I helped train you, remember? I was never convinced the Russians would be able to take you out of the picture, and even when their team checked in and reported that they had completed the mission, I didn’t completely buy it.”
Tracie stopped dead on the stairs, Shane bumping into her from behind. Andrews seemed to feel the movement stop behind him and then he stopped, too. In a puzzled voice, Tracie asked, “If you suspected I might have gotten the jump on the Russians, why was it so easy to get in here? Why weren’t you better prepared? You had to know if I survived the ambush in New Haven, I would come straight to you—nobody else knew we were there.”
Andrews glanced at Tracie with a paternal half-smile that Shane instantly wanted to knock off his face. “Because it doesn’t matter anymore,” he said. “Things have progressed to the point now that they cannot be stopped. The slaughter by the KGB of law enforcement and military personnel in Maine will prompt an investigation so thorough I could never survive it. My cover will be blown and I’ll end up in prison, if not in front of a firing squad. This is the end for me, my dear, one way or the other.”
Andrews continued trudging up the stairs and Tracie followed. At the top of the stairs a short hallway led to a bedroom which had been converted into a home office. In one corner stood an antique redwood desk, roughly the size of a small aircraft landing strip. The top was bare, and in the center stood an empty glass, two ice cubes melting inside. A ring of condensation had formed around the base. A bank of telephones covered a rack next to the desk, and alongside that, against one wall, was an array of electronic equipment, none of which looked familiar to Shane.
There was no sign of any work in progress in the room; no correspondence on the desk, no paperwork anywhere. The office felt antiseptic, tidied-up. The low hum of cooling fans, presumably protecting the electronic equipment, was barely perceptible in the background.
Andrews stood in the doorway, bushy white eyebrows raised, hands in his pockets, awaiting instructions, and Tracie asked Shane to pull Andrews’ chair out from behind his desk and drag it to the center of the room. When he had done so, she bent down, ran her hand quickly along the underside of the seat, and, satisfied there was no weapon hidden there, told her mentor to take a seat.
“For what it’s worth, which is clearly not much,” Andrews said, settling into the chair and folding his hands in his lap, “I have no idea specifically what information is contained in that letter. When you were dispatched to East Germany to act as courier for an emergency communique from Mikhail Gorbachev, I was as much in the dark about its contents as you were. As anyone was.”
“Bullshit,” Tracie said simply. “This is the biggest operation the KGB has ever attempted. You’ve been working with them for years, therefore you knew about it. It’s that simple.”
“You give me far too much credit,” Andrews said. “I’ve been aware the assassination of a high-ranking American is in the works—that much is true. But I’ve not been privy to the specifics of the operation.” He gazed at Tracie appraisingly. “But you have, haven’t you? The fact that we’re even having this conversation means you’ve opened the letter. What does it say? My KGB contacts have their suspicions, but no one seems to know for sure.”
“What it says,” Tracie began, her voice cold and her face hard, “is none of your business. You’re a traitor and an embarrassment to the agency. An embarrassment to your country. You’re still alive for one reason and one reason only—I need to find out how deep inside the government this conspiracy reaches.”
“The letter is a warning to President Reagan, isn’t it? Gorbachev wants to stop the assassination attempt,” Andrews continued, ignoring Tracie’s statement.
Her face boiled red, and Shane could see how close she was to losing control. “How can you sit there, calmly discussing a presidential assassination?” she asked. “An event which, if successful, will in all probability launch World War Three? How?”
“So the president is the target,” Andrews answered, still seemingly unruffled, a note of wonder in his voice.
“I understand you view me as a traitor to my country,” he continued, “but what you don’t realize is that my work as a buffer has saved tens of thousands of lives, hundreds of thousands probably, and prevented outright war between the United States and the USSR many times. My role has been to prevent the destruction of the country I have spent my life serving, and to my way of thinking, I’ve done exactly that.”
“Your work as a buffer?” Tracie asked, nonplussed. “You mean your unsanctioned, illegal, treasonous work? Is that the work you’re referring to?”
Andrews shrugged. “Most of the work you do is unsanctioned and technically illegal, too.”
“There’s no comparison. I’m serving my country. I’m certainly no traitor.”
Andrews said nothing and she continued. “You claim to have prevented war between the two countries, but you’re assuming the people in the highest positions of responsibility would have responded to situations in a certain way had you not acted, when you have no justification for those assumptions. And if you’ve contributed to the beginning of a Third World War now, what the hell has been the point?”
Andrews started to answer and Tracie held up a hand. “This is not a debate,” she said. “You don’t get equal time. This discussion is over. I told you once, you’re still breathing only because I need information. And you’re going to give me that information. Right now.”
Andrews smiled sadly and said nothing.
Tracie shrugged her backpack off her shoulder and it dropped heavily to the floor. She knelt and unzipped it, all the while holding her weapon on Andrews, who sat quietly, making no move to interfere.
Shane ran a hand over his face and sighed shakily. The pressure at the base of his skull had increased steadily until it was now a dull throb, radiating waves of pain outward into his neck and shoulders as well as through his head. He had been here before. The pain would get much worse before it got better. He cursed the timing, wished he had the pain medication back home in his medicine cabinet.
Tracie paused, gun hand leveled against Andrews, her other hand buried in the backpack. She could sense that Shane was in pain and watched him closely, her eyes flicking back and forth between Andrews and Shane. “Are you all right?” she finally ventured.
Shane nodded, closing his eyes against the discomfort. “More or less. I could use a glass of water, though.”
“You look like you need to lie down. You’re white as a ghost.”
“I’ll be okay.” He wondered if his words sounded as unconvincing to Tracie as they did to him. Judging by the look on her face, they probably did.
“Go get yourself some water,” she said quietly. “I can handle this from here.”
“No.” Shane shook his head. It felt like someone had let loose a baseball inside his skull. Soon it would feel like a bowling ball. “I’m okay. I’ll stay.”
She returned reluctantly to the search of her backpack, her hand emerging a few seconds later with a red-handled pair of pliers and a set of handcuffs, both of which she tossed onto Andrews’ desk. They landed with a clunk on the polished surface and spun to a stop. “Careful with the desk,” Andrews said mildly. “It’s an antique.”
She smiled at him acidly. “So are you, and wait ’til you see what I’m going to do to you.”
Andrews grimaced, looking at the pliers. “A bit barbaric, wouldn’t you say?”
“You didn’t leave me a lot of time to prepare for this. I’ve been too busy trying to stay alive. Besides,” she said, making a show of looking at her watch, “the hours are slipping away. The time for subtlety is long past, not that I particularly care what happens to you, anyway.” Her lie was blatantly obvious to Shane, he could see through it even with the black waves pounding through his head. It had to have been even clearer to Andrews after more than half a decade spent working with Tracie.
She wrapped her hand around the back of the chair and yanked it across the Persian rug with Andrews still sitting in it, bringing it closer to the desk. He nearly tumbled onto the floor but regained his balance and for the first time looked angry. Or maybe what Shane could see on his face was the beginning of real fear. Tracie held his left hand in her right and thumped it down on the surface of the desk, snapping the pliers with her left for emphasis.
“Why don’t you try asking me what you want to know before beginning to pull out my fingernails?” Andrews said.
“I already told you what I want to know, and you insisted on playing games with me,” Tracie answered. “I don’t have time for games. And, by the way, when I’m done with your fingernails I’ll be taking your teeth. I don’t want to hurt you, Winston, but time is running out, and the only thing that matters is stopping this madness. So I’ll do what I have to do, and by the time I’m done with you, you’ll be begging to tell me everything.” Her face was grim but determined, the sight chilling Shane, who flashed back to the faces of the two Russians after her interrogation twelve hours ago.
“You want to know who else is involved with the Soviets, is that correct?”
“See? I told my new friend,” she nodded at Shane, “that you were relatively sharp for a dinosaur. Start talking and maybe you can save a few of those choppers, so when they serve dinner at Leavenworth while you’re serving your life sentence, you won’t have to eat through a straw.”
“There aren’t many KGB collaborators in positions of power above mine,” Andrews said softly, “but there are a few. Listen to me. No one’s going to believe you when you claim there’s a Russian hit man out to kill President Reagan. A better strategy for you to follow right now would be to prepare for the new reality. Things are going to change in the world, and quickly. Position yourself to benefit from the upcoming war. I can help you with that.”
“You make me sick,” Tracie said, her voice dripping with venom. “Stop dragging your feet and just give me the fucking names. Last chance.”
“Okay, you win,” Andrews said. He bent his head in defeat, running his hand over his face like he was exhausted. Finally he dropped his hand to his lap and he looked up at Tracie, mouth closed. Shane could see the muscles in his jaw tense as he ground his teeth together. He looked almost expectant, like he was waiting for her to answer a question, which didn’t make sense because Tracie was the one who had been asking questions of him.
“Well,” she said, “who are you working with? Goddammit, Winston, I need to know…” Her words began to fade as she realized something was wrong. Andrews’ eyes bulged out and his face had reddened. His body stiffened in the chair and he began to struggle to breathe, almost panting, unable to fill his lungs.
“Winston, no!” Tracie cried as he began convulsing. His body pitched sideways off the chair and he cracked his head on the edge of the heavy wooden desk. He hit the floor and flopped around like a fish out of water. Tracie knelt next to him and Shane stood frozen, helpless, unable to comprehend even what was happening.
A thin line of drool, whitish and foaming, trickled out of the corner of Andrews’s mouth and sprayed into the air as the convulsions caused his head to snap back and forth. “What’s wrong with him?” Shane asked anxiously, his headache momentarily forgotten.
“Cyanide,” Tracie said. “He must have had a capsule in his pocket. He’s poisoned himself.”
Shane recalled him keeping his hand in a fist. He had assumed it was a reaction to the stress of being unmasked as a traitor. Obviously it was something else.
Tracie reached under his head with one hand and supported him at the neck, trying to force his mouth open, presumably to clear his breathing passage, unable to do so. Andrews’ mouth was clamped shut in what must have been a muscular reaction, as he slipped into unconsciousness.
“Dammit, dammit, dammit,” Tracie said. “I should have seen this coming.” She felt for a pulse in his neck, then shook her head. She rose and turned to Shane. “There’s nothing we can do for him. He’s going to be gone in seconds.”
Shane said nothing, stunned at the ugliness and brutality of the scene, at the speed at which the poison had done its job. Finally he shook his head and asked, “What do we do now?”
Tracie rose slowly to her feet. Her eyes were twin pools of shocked hopelessness. She shrugged. “I have no idea. It was imperative I find out who else is involved in this conspiracy. Without knowing that, I won’t be able to get within fifty feet of the president. I’ll be intercepted, the letter will disappear. Without that proof, my story is nothing more than a wild fiction.”
She stared at Shane. “We’re screwed.”
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June 1, 1987
6:40 p.m.
Washington, D.C.
 
Tracie picked up her intended instruments of torture and tossed them into the backpack. She pulled out a rag and ran it over the surface of the desk, then looked around the room pensively before asking Shane, “Have you touched anything in here?”
“I don’t think so,” he said, trying to comprehend what had just happened. She zipped the backpack closed, still clutching the rag in one hand, and said, “There’s nothing more we can do. Let’s get out of here. I need to get somewhere where I can sit and think.” She peered up at Shane. “And you really look like you need to lie down.”
“I’m fine,” he said automatically, his thoughts still focused on Winston Andrews and the shocking abruptness of his suicide. Tracie trudged out of her CIA handler’s home office and Shane followed her down the stairs. “What are we going to do about him?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“What do you mean, ‘nothing’? We’re just going to leave him in his office?”
“Unless you want to invite the police over and answer lots of invasive and time-consuming questions about what you’re doing here, and why the owner of the house is dead on the floor with a lethal poison clogging his system. Maybe you’ll be able to convince them you didn’t kill Andrews, but I guarantee you won’t do it before spending a full day—if not more—in custody. I don’t know about you, but I don’t have that kind of time to spare.”
“I suppose, but still…”
“Don’t worry about him; he’s beyond caring about his present situation. If it makes you feel better, I’ll let someone at the agency know about this as soon as I can. But everything comes back to the same logjam: I don’t know who I can trust. If I alert CIA before figuring out what to do about this letter,” she patted her pocket protectively, “and the wrong person takes the call or hears the message, we get eliminated and the president gets killed. I just can’t afford to take that chance.”
“Can’t you at least leave an anonymous call or something?”
Tracie stopped and shook her head in frustration. “Everything we do leaves a trail. An ‘anonymous call’ would add one more unnecessary link to the chain. A determined KGB or CIA entity with the proper tools can track us much more easily than you realize. I can’t make that call, Shane. I just can’t do it yet.”
Shane nodded, forgetting Tracie was in front of him and couldn’t see him. “Besides,” she continued. “When he doesn’t show up for work, they’ll call over here and when Andrews doesn’t answer, they’ll send someone to check on him. He’ll be found, probably by tomorrow, even if we do nothing.”
Tracie walked to the picture window in the townhouse’s elegantly appointed living room. She peered out into the Georgetown neighborhood. A couple of houses away, a young boy rode a tricycle up and down the length of his driveway, otherwise the street appeared empty. “Let’s go,” she said, and they stepped out the front door. He watched as she wiped down the inside and outside of the doorknob, then used the rag to pull the door closed behind them. Thirty seconds later, they were accelerating away from the well-maintained home with the dead body of Winston Andrews inside.
 
***
 
“Pull over,” Shane said suddenly. They had been driving for no more than ten minutes, working their way through Georgetown toward a motel on the outskirts of D.C. He had known the nausea would strike suddenly and it had.
“What are you talking about?” Tracie asked. “What’s wrong?”
“Just pull over, right here, right at this corner.” Shane clamped a hand over his mouth like that might make a difference as Tracie swerved to the curb. He pushed the door open before the car had even stopped rolling, vomiting mostly stomach acid into the dirt and trash littering the gutter.
He leaned out the door, retching, waiting for the nausea to pass, embarrassed and humiliated. At last it did and he eased back into the seat. He pulled the door closed and accepted a tissue from Tracie without a word. He wiped his mouth. His head felt like someone was attacking it with a jackhammer. While he knew from recent experience the feeling wasn’t going to go away any time soon, he suspected he would begin to feel marginally more human shortly. For a little while.
“I’m all set,” he said quietly, looking straight out the windshield, refusing to meet Tracie’s gaze. He could feel her watching him, holding him in her intense stare with those captivatingly beautiful eyes. Somehow that made things much worse.
The car didn’t move. “You can start driving again any time now,” he said, then gave up and turned to look at her, waiting for the question he knew was coming.
“What’s going on?” she asked quietly. “Something is wrong. What is it?”
“I’m dying,” he said.
 
***
 
June 1, 1987
7:30 p.m.
Washington, D.C.
 
“It’s a brain tumor. Inoperable and growing like a weed.” They had checked into a motel on the outskirts of D.C., close to the city but cheap and anonymous. It was maybe a half-step up on the quality scale from the New Haven Arms. The minute they checked in, Tracie pulled the bedcovers down, plumped up the pillows, and helped Shane into bed. He hadn’t needed the help, not really, but her touch was so comforting he wasn’t about to try to dissuade her, even feeling as poorly as he was.
“The tumor is growing and I’m dying and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.” Shane shrugged. He sat propped against the cheap motel headboard as Tracie stared at him, horror written on her delicate features.
“Can’t they treat it somehow? What about surgery? Chemotherapy?”
“The tumor’s too advanced. There’s no way to remove it or kill it without also wiping out most of my grey matter. And I don’t have that much to spare,” he said, trying to make her smile.
It didn’t work. Her eyes began to fill with tears and he said quickly, “Most of the time the pain’s not that bad. I go for days on end without feeling any different than I ever did. Then, out of nowhere, it’ll strike.”
“Like now.”
“Like now,” he agreed.
“How much worse is this headache going to get?”
“There’s no way to tell. Over time, obviously, the headaches are going to get worse and worse, but each individual one is a crap shoot. I’m hoping this time that it won’t get too much worse than it is right now. I can still function, more or less, except for those brief time-outs when I have to puke my guts out.” He was trying to keep things light, still embarrassed.
Tracie looked away and shook her head.
 He said, “I’m really sorry about this. I was hoping nothing would happen until our little road trip was all over.”
“My God, Shane, you don’t have to apologize. I should apologize to you for dragging you into this mess. It’s not bad enough you’re suffering from a terminal illness, I have to pull you away from your family and your job and haul you into the middle of an international incident.”
Shane smiled weakly. “Are you kidding me? I haven’t had this much excitement in…hell, probably ever. When your plane crashed, I was driving to work, I already told you that. What I didn’t tell you was that I had come from an appointment with the oncologists that afternoon. They told me there was nothing more they could do, that they would help make me comfortable when the time came, but that I needed to get my affairs in order. That’s exactly how they said it, too: ‘Get your affairs in order,’ like we were in some bad Hollywood movie or something.
“So, needless to say, I was feeling pretty sorry for myself that night. But then, when your plane crashed and I worked my way through the woods and saw you trapped inside that B-52, somehow still alive but about to be burned to a crisp, it served as the wake-up call I think I needed. It shook me out of my self-pity, reminded me other people have problems, too, and that I could still actually make a difference to someone. It made me realize that I might be dying, but I’m still here for now. I’m not dead yet.” He looked up and Tracie had moved next to him, tears running silently down her face.
He took her hand and she squeezed it ferociously. “Besides,” he said, “we’re all dying. Some go quicker than others, but nobody gets out alive.”
Tracie looked away, her eyes bleak. “What about medication? I’ll go to the drugstore and try to get you something for the pain.”
He shook his head. “It won’t matter. Just talk to me. That’ll give me something else to think about besides the pain.”
“Of course.” Her voice sounded gravelly and she cleared her throat. “What would you like to talk about?”
“With Andrews dead, what happens now? I’ve only known you for a couple of days, but that’s long enough for me to know you’re not just going to shrug your shoulders and give up and accept that the KGB is going to assassinate the president of the United States. Have you decided who at the CIA you’re going to give Gorbachev’s letter to? I think you should go right to the top, to Aaron Stallings.”
“I’m not giving it to anyone,” Tracie answered, her lips set in a grim line. “Nothing’s changed. I still don’t know who I can trust. If they could get to Winston Andrews, they could get to anyone, even Director Stallings.”
“So, what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to catch the assassin.”
Shane leaned back on the pillow and closed his eyes as the waves of pain rolled through his head. He pictured the tumor as an invading army, the attacking troops dressed all in black, his body repelling them time after time, fighting hard but eventually weakening in the face of the tumor-army’s endless supply of reinforcements. “How do you propose to do that without any backup? It seems impossible.”
She shrugged. “Why? Between the letter and the information our KGB friends supplied in New Haven, I have everything I need: I know where the hitter is going to set up, I know the method he’s going to use to take out the president, and I know he’s going to strike at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. This will be no more difficult than a dozen other missions I’ve completed—all successfully, I might add.”
“But isn’t the CIA prohibited from working inside the boundaries of the United States? Aren’t you only supposed to operate in foreign countries?”
“That’s true,” Tracie admitted. “But this situation is one in a million; it seems highly unlikely anyone in Congress could have envisioned this scenario. I’ll take my chances and worry about the fallout later.”
Shane nodded. He saw Tracie watching him closely and tried not to wince from the pain. “I figured you were going to say something like that. But I still can’t imagine taking down a professional hit man without a team to work with, especially with no time to develop a plan.”
“Even with the support of a team,” she said, “there are no guarantees. Things always go wrong, that’s a given. It’s just that this time there won’t be anyone to pull my butt out of the fire if I get in trouble.”
“Yes there will.”
“You?”
Shane nodded gingerly.
“Absolutely not. That’s out of the question. You’re not going to be there.”
“That’s what you think.”
“There’s nothing you can do for me.”
“Bullshit. I can at least drive a car. I’m going.”
Tracie shook her head, her lips compressed into a thin slash across her pretty face. She had placed her fists on her hips and her eyes looked like chips of flint. Her red hair hung in fiery ringlets, cascading over her shoulders. Shane thought she might just be the sexiest thing he had ever seen.
He reached for her right wrist and pulled her down onto the bed, her lithe form molding onto his like they had been meant to be together. Maybe they had.
She whispered, “What about your headache?”
He said, “What headache?” as the tumor armies continued their assault, wave after wave of pain rolling through his skull.
But right now, none of that mattered. He didn’t care about the tumor. Didn’t care about the pain. Didn’t even care that a KGB assassin was out there somewhere right now, waiting to pull the trigger on the president of the United States. He needed Tracie and, what was more, he knew she needed him. Tomorrow she would undertake what might be a suicide mission, her protestations to the contrary notwithstanding. But tonight there was nothing to do but pass the time and wait. It was nine p.m.
He began caressing her, his hands moving of their own accord, breaking down her half-hearted resistance, until soon everything melted away and nothing existed but their dance.
 
***
 
June 1, 1987
8:20 p.m.
Washington, D.C.
 
Tracie lay still, listening to Shane breathe, the sound slow and steady. Peaceful. He had fallen asleep quickly, not surprising given what she now knew about his health. She savored the nearness of his body, warm and comforting under the blankets, wanting nothing more than to join him in sleep.
But there were things to do first. She sighed softly and slipped out of bed. Dressed quietly. Then she walked out the door, locking it behind her.
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June 1, 1987
11:50 p.m.
Columbia Road, Northeast of Georgetown University, Washington, D.C.
 
Nikolai Primakov eased his plain white panel van into an empty parking space. The spot was perfect—a block and a half away from his destination. Close enough to be within walking distance, but far enough away for the vehicle to go unnoticed.
Tomorrow would be a long day, a history-making day. Nikolai pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes out of the breast pocket of his shirt and tapped out a cigarette. He lit it and took a deep drag. Lucky Strikes were the closest thing he could find in this country to the Soviet-made Belomorkanals—unfiltered, strong and cheap—which he smoked occasionally when he was home.
Outside, the dim light from a quarter-moon cloaked the buildings of the city in a gauzy sheen. Millions of stars twinkled overhead.  Nikolai examined the horizon and nodded. The weather would be perfect. Clear skies, virtually no wind. The temperature was chilly right now, but the day would warm nicely. Besides, cold didn’t bother Nikolai. He had been born and raised in the bitter chill of Yakutsk, where winter temperatures plummeted to depths the soft citizens of this decadent country couldn’t even comprehend, much less weather.
But Nikolai had withstood the temperatures just fine. And he had been comfortable with weapons from a very young age, excelling as a marksman. He had trained as a sniper in the Red Army, serving with distinction in Afghanistan before being recruited by the KGB for more delicate, and much more important, work.
Nikolai was one of the finest assassins in the Soviet arsenal. Over the course of the last decade-plus, Nikolai Primakov had eliminated somewhere in the neighborhood of forty people; he had lost track of the exact number years ago. All of the targets had been enemies of the Soviet state, although surprisingly few had been politicians. Some were, of course, but many more were business leaders, or dissidents, or people who to Nikolai’s eye were nothing special, simple people living simple lives who had somehow found themselves on the KGB’s radar, marked for removal from this earth.
Their offenses were irrelevant to Nikolai, as were their job titles. When he was given an assignment he carried it out, coldly and efficiently, and then moved on to the next. It was a job, no different than farming or factory work. He had a talent for assassination, so he was an assassin. End of story.
Tomorrow’s job, of course, was a rare exception. Eliminating the president of the United States was an assignment even Nikolai Primakov had to admit was special, even though it was a mission no one could ever know he had performed.
He checked his watch. Nearly midnight. It was time to go.
Nikolai took a last deep drag on his cigarette and opened the door, flicking the butt onto the pavement where it dropped into a thin film of condensation. It hissed and died away. He slipped into a windbreaker with the Capitol Floor Refinishing logo sewn onto the breast and stepped out of the van.
Capitol Floor Refinishing was a cover created specifically by the KGB for this mission. The temperature was cool, but not so cold Nikolai actually needed his jacket. However, creating the illusion of legitimacy was critical to mission success, so he shrugged it on over a uniform shirt with the identical logo sewn over the breast pocket, opened the van door and slid to the ground.
He stepped to the rear of the vehicle, then glanced around for any signs of law enforcement presence. All clear. He opened the rear doors, revealing only one item secured in the back of the van—a wheeled cart with the Capitol Floor Refinishing logo prominently displayed on its canvas sides.
To the casual observer, the cart would appear identical to those used by janitorial services everywhere. The top portion was filled with tools and equipment necessary for the business of floor refinishing. There was an electric hand buffer, brushes and cloths of all different sizes and shapes, and a healthy assortment of hand tools and small power tools, none of which Nikolai would be using.
Hidden under the top portion of the cart were the things he really needed, the tools necessary for the business of ending lives. There were four sandbags, each roughly the size of a cement block. There was a Soviet-made Dragunov SVD sniper rifle, disassembled and secured inside a hard plastic traveling case, along with three cartridges filled with 7N1 steel-jacketed sniper rounds, though Nikolai was confident he would require just one shot. There was a PSO-1 optical sniper sight with Bullet Drop Compensation turret and quick-release mounting bracket. There were shooting glasses, binoculars, a small pillow, candy bars and water. There was a Makarov PB silenced semiautomatic pistol with three eight-round magazines, an NR-40 combat knife, and a change of clothes in which Nikolai intended to effect his escape upon completion of the mission.
Unlike the floor refinishing equipment, these were items with which he was intimately familiar, items he had used—or identical to items he had used—on dozens of successful missions. They were hidden under the diversionary floor tools beneath a canvas separator which would be unfolded and used for camouflage once Nikolai was in place on the roof. The cart would stand up to casual inspection, which was sufficient for Nikolai’s requirements. He would not permit a more thorough inspection by anyone, under any circumstances.
Nikolai wrapped his arms around the cart, straining under its weight, and lowered it to the sidewalk. He stumbled to his knees and the cart landed hard, clattering but remaining upright. He breathed a sigh of relief. Scattering the tools of his trade on the sidewalk just a few hundred feet from where the president of the United States was scheduled to make an appearance tomorrow morning would not be conducive to a successful mission or, in all probability, continued personal freedom.
A casual look around confirmed for Nikolai that there were still no police in the area. He locked up the van and began pushing his cart along the sidewalk. He crossed Columbia in front of an empty Plexiglas-enclosed bus stop and continued halfway down the block, eventually arriving in front of the Minuteman Insurance building just before midnight. His timing was perfect. Three men stood in front of the entrance, dressed in the identical charcoal-colored slacks of Cote Cleaning, the company contracted to provide janitorial service for the building. They wore button-down shirts similar to his, except with Cote’s logo sewn onto the pocket instead of Capitol Floor Refinishing’s.
He dragged the cart up the stairs one at a time. The cart was big and bulky and Nikolai had begun to sweat lightly despite the cool temperatures. As he approached the top of the stairs, the last janitor was being ushered through the front door by a uniformed security guard. The guard closed and locked the door. He was large and blocky, with greying brown hair trimmed in a military-style buzz cut. He wore a white uniform shirt and dark blue pressed trousers, a handgun displayed prominently in the leather holster at his hip.
Nikolai knocked and the guard reluctantly opened the door, squinting as he gave Nikolai the once-over. “Who’re you?” he asked with an aggrieved air, as if Nikolai’s sudden appearance represented some kind of personal affront. He was standing half-in and half-out of the doorway, blocking access with his bulk.
“Nick Kristoff,” Nikolai answered with an easy smile. “I am here for floor refinishing project.” There was no way to hide his thick Russian accent, so Nikolai didn’t even bother trying. His English was passable, but would never be anything more. He had neither the time nor the inclination to master the language, especially since he figured one day soon the Americans would be learning to speak Russian. It was inevitable.
“Floor refinishing, huh?” the guard said skeptically. He frowned. “Nothing like that on my board for tonight.” He held up a clipboard for Nikolai’s inspection as though it might mean something to him. Idiot.
“Capitol Floor Refinishing,” Nikolai said, pointing to the logo on the side of his cart. “We were contracted to service floors in entire building. You would like to see work order?”
“Yeah, I would like to see work order,” the guard answered in a tone which was just mocking enough to be clear to Nikolai, but not so obvious the guy couldn’t make a plausible denial if he were called on it.
Nikolai didn’t care about mocking tones, obvious or otherwise. He unzipped his windbreaker, making a show of shivering. “Cold,” he observed, and the guard said nothing. He pulled a folded document out of his breast pocket, making sure the Capitol Floor Refinishing logo on his shirt flashed at the guard. Positive reinforcement. He handed the paperwork to the guard and re-zipped, then stood rubbing his hands together while the man peered at the “work order.”
The forgery would stand up to the guard’s—or anyone’s—inspection. It had been created by top forgers inside the KGB, men who did nothing all day but reproduce important items for the Soviet Union. Currency, licenses, permits, work orders—you name it, the KGB forgers could reproduce it. The work order looked real, right down to the signature of Minuteman Mutual’s office manager. There was absolutely no chance this drone would identify the work order as being forged.
What there was a chance of—and the one way this mission could fall apart before it even got started—was the guard smelling a rat and deciding to phone the manager at home to question the legitimacy of the project. Given the time of night, and the relative stations in life of the guard and the office manager, Nikolai didn’t think there was much of chance of that happening.
If it did, Nikolai would be forced to take out the guard, something he absolutely could not afford to do here on the front steps of the Minuteman Mutual building, not fifty feet from Columbia Road. He had already decided that if the guard made any mention of double-checking with his superiors, Nikolai would slip his NR-40 combat knife—identical to the one currently hidden inside his cart, right down to the curved blade and lethal, razor-sharp cutting edge—out of its sheath strapped above his ankle and force his way inside the building. He would then bring the man to the interior stairwell, where he would kill him and hide the body.
He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
It didn’t. The guard glanced at the paperwork, sweeping his eyes over it for maybe five seconds, not bothering to hide his utter disinterest. Then he handed it back to Nikolai and said, “Come on in, then,” in a tired voice. He stepped back, and just like that, Nikolai was inside.
Nikolai smiled again and nodded. One of the reasons he had been so successful in his current line of work—in addition to his proficiency with dozens of weapons and his total lack of compunction when it came to taking human life—was his physical appearance. Nikolai Primakov was utterly unremarkable, from his thinning sandy hair to his gold-rimmed everyman glasses, to his wiry frame, to his average height, to his lack of identifying scars or blemishes.
He was easy to underestimate.
He blinked owlishly at the guard and said, “I would like to start on top floor. Where is elevator, please?”
The guard shook his head slightly. “The elevators are right over there, on the far side of the lobby.” He gestured vaguely at the far wall.
Nikolai pretended not to notice the guard’s derisive correction of his phrasing and peered across the lobby. He nodded, as if he hadn’t known for weeks where the elevators were located. He suspected he was more familiar with the interior of this building than the guard had ever been. “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head submissively and trundling his cart across the shiny marble floor.
He was completely alone when he reached the elevators. Thanks to the length of his exchange with the guard at the front door, all three janitorial workers who had entered in front of him were by now dispersed throughout the building. He pressed the button with the up arrow and turned to look in the direction of the front entrance while waiting for the elevator car. The guard hadn’t moved. He stood staring at Nikolai through narrowed eyes, his forehead wrinkled like a Shar-Pei puppy’s.
Nikolai hoped the man wouldn’t be a problem.
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June 2, 1987
12:05 a.m.
Washington, D.C.
 
Tracie rolled over and checked the bedside clock. Its iridescent numerals bathed the room in an eerie green glow, giving the unfamiliar surroundings an alien, almost lunar cast. She slipped out of bed, barely rippling the mattress, moving with a feline grace and economy of motion that belied her tension. Shane continued to sleep, breathing heavily, smoothly.
She padded to the bathroom, peed without flicking on the light, padded back to bed, knowing she likely wouldn’t sleep any more tonight. She had not lied to Shane, not exactly, when she told him taking down the Russian assassin would be just another operation. But what she hadn’t told Shane, what she suspected he knew anyway—he was a lot of things, including one amazing lover, but he wasn’t stupid—was that a typical CIA op would have taken place after dozens, if not hundreds, of hours of preparation, and would only have been green-lighted after briefings, surveillance, and meticulous planning. And it would have involved a hell of a lot more people than one lone agent.
Her mission later today would be the exact opposite of that: a rushed intervention based on the uncorroborated words of a Soviet politician sitting thousands of miles away, and potentially unreliable information offered up under duress by a pair of Russian spies. There had been no preparation. Tracie had never even set foot inside the building she would enter to stop the assassination.
And she would be alone. Utterly and completely alone.
Tracie slipped under the covers. Next to her, Shane snored softly, the rhythm of his breathing steady, almost hypnotic. She supposed it stood to reason she would find herself going solo on the most important mission she would ever undertake. She had always been alone. Career-wise, personal-wise, every kind of wise. She had steadfastly refused to allow herself to get close to anyone, preferring to rely on her own devices, always.
Until the last couple of days.
Until falling like a lovesick teenage girl for the handsome Maine air traffic controller who had appeared out of nowhere, like the hero in some ridiculous romance novel, a hero who had saved her life at the last possible moment, literally sweeping her off her feet. He was good-looking and self-deprecating and generous and kind. His smile took her breath away. When they were together, it was all she could do not to throw him to the ground and rip his clothes off and ravage him.
And she knew he felt exactly the same about her.
And he was dying.
And when he was gone she would once again be alone.
She ran her hand gently over his chest, twirling the wiry hairs in her finger. She wondered how long it would take before he ceased to have any semblance of a normal life, before the cancer took him and he had no life at all. She thought about what he’d said, how no one really knows how long they have, how we’re all dying, some quicker than others, and realized it was truer for her than for most. Covert CIA work was dangerous and the careers of operatives tended to be short. So did their life spans.
Hell, there was the very real possibility that she wouldn’t survive beyond a few more hours. She was trying to put up a brave face—for herself as much as for Shane—but the fact of the matter was, trying to take down a KBG pro and his team, who had undoubtedly been planning this assassination for months, with no backup and no real plan of action, was likely a suicide mission.
And wouldn’t that be ironic? Fall in love, find out the man who had stolen your heart had mere weeks to live, and then die before he did. It was almost humorous in a cynical, black-hearted way. It was a play Shakespeare might have written had he been born four hundred years later than he was. Romeo and Juliet for the twentieth century.
Tracie smiled at the thought and was surprised to feel her eyelids getting heavy. She glanced at the clock with the ghostly green numerals. 12:15 a.m. She closed her eyes and slipped away.
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June 2, 1987
12:20 a.m.
Minuteman Mutual Insurance Building, Washington, D.C.
 
The seventh floor of the Minuteman Mutual Insurance building was used for storage—cleaning and maintenance supplies, reams of paper, cast-off typewriters, word processors, office furniture, boxes and boxes of pens. All of the tools and equipment necessary for the operation of an American insurance company in the late twentieth century.
Nikolai assumed the janitors had already armed themselves with whatever materials they needed to begin their shift, so his only real concern was of the guard becoming suspicious and checking on the progress of the “floor refinishing” project. He pulled his cart quickly down the hallway, stopping in front of a door with a red-lettered sign that warned, ROOF — AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.
He had disabled the alarm on a previous visit, so there was no way anyone would realize the door had been breached. Picking the lock was easy. Within thirty seconds of removing his lock-picking tools from the cart, he was pulling open the metal door. He pulled a heavy electric belt sander out of the cart and set it on the floor, using it to prop the door open.
Roof access was via a cement stairway slicing like an artery between reinforced cinderblock construction walls. The building had been erected close to a century ago, but the Victorian-era elegance of its interior did not extend to the portions the public would never see, and Nikolai knew it would take no small effort to muscle the cart up those narrow stairs.
He stepped through the doorway, then turned and grabbed the cart by its reinforced-steel frame. He lifted the front and pulled. The angle was all wrong, it was hard to get any leverage, he was straining, but after a moment he was rewarded by the sound of the cart’s metal front wheels clattering onto the first step.
He lifted and pulled again and gained the second step.
Lifted and pulled. Third step. The rear wheels squeaked and complained and then slid onto the first step.
Nikolai breathed deeply while maintaining a grip on the cart. As he began pulling again, a disembodied voice from somewhere down the seventh-floor hallway said, “Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing up there?”
Nikolai froze. Cursed softly in Russian.
He released his grip on the cart, hoping it wouldn’t lurch back down the stairs and nullify his hard-earned gains. It didn’t.
He wiped a sheen of sweat from his forehead and reached down to his ankle, pulling his combat knife smoothly out of its sheath under his pant leg. He positioned it in his right hand, blade resting against his inner forearm, handle nestled in his palm. He turned his arm so the knife would be invisible to whoever was in the hallway, then placed a look of innocent confusion on his face.
He squeezed past the cart and descended the stairs, then walked through the doorway. Moving briskly down the hallway was the guard who had examined his forged work order. Nikolai had known the man was suspicious of him but hadn’t really thought he would pursue him. He had been wrong. The guard’s face was dark, his eyes hooded, and this hand rested on the butt of his weapon as he challenged Nikolai again. “What are you doing, boy? What business does a floor refinisher have on the roof?”
Nikolai walked forward slowly, non-threateningly, smiling and nodding to placate the guard even as the man moved along the hallway to intercept him. He was still at least eight meters away. Too far for Nikolai’s purposes.
“I am sorry,” Nikolai said meekly.
Six meters.
He continued. “I do not know where…”
Four meters. Still too far.
The guard slowed, confused. “Do not know where…what?” He spread his hands in a show of frustration.
Two meters, almost close enough.
“I do not know where…” The man was now directly in front of Nikolai, and although his hand still rested on the butt of his gun, it was as useless to him as if Nikolai had taken it away and thrown it off the roof. He was a dead man. He just didn’t realize it yet.
With a practiced flick of his wrist, Nikolai dropped the knife into his hand, spinning it effortlessly so the blade faced outward. The guard recognized the danger much too late and took one stumbling step backward just as Nikolai attacked, his arm a blur. He plunged the knife into the guard’s ample belly and slashed upward between the bones of the rib cage.
The guard gasped. Drew in a shuddering breath as if to scream. Didn’t. Half-coughed and half-gasped. Started to scream again. Nikolai covered the man’s mouth with his left hand as he used his right to shove the guard’s hand away from his gun. He clubbed the guard behind the ear with the butt of his combat knife, and the man dropped straight to the floor.
Nikolai swore again, angry and annoyed. The man would be dead within minutes, if he wasn’t already, but he was bleeding all over the place. There was suddenly a lot to do. If he didn’t get this mess cleaned up, it would be the first thing the employees noticed when they showed up for work in the morning.
Nikolai reached under the guard’s armpits and dragged him down the hallway to the roof-access door. A trail of blood marked the journey. He dropped the guard onto the floor and grabbed the cart with both hands. The stairway was too narrow to haul the guard up it without first moving the cart, so Nikolai was forced to forfeit his progress. He yanked it angrily back down to the seventh floor hallway where it wobbled dangerously and nearly tipped over.
Shit. Things were not going according to plan. Okay, take it easy. Relax. There was plenty of time to get everything back under control. Nikolai composed himself, slowing his breathing, clearing his mind. Finally, still muttering but now refocused, he hooked his arms once more under the guard’s armpits and dragged the man up the stairs to the roof.
He emerged, breathing heavily, through a rusting steel bulkhead that had once been painted grey but was now pocked with rust and faded almost down to the bare metal. The roof was flat as a flood plain and covered with gravel. Various protuberances—vents and air-conditioning units and pipes whose purposes were unknown to Nikolai—jutted up out of the structure, combining with the gauzy moonlight to make the surface appear stark and menacing.
Nikolai ignored it all. He had seen the roof in surveillance photos and even picked the lock and climbed up here himself during two of the three trips he had made into the building to familiarize himself with its layout in preparation for this mission. He pulled the guard through the entrance and turned toward the rear of the building. Once clear of the bulkhead, he placed the body alongside it as close as possible to the base, concealing the cooling corpse as best he could.
He retraced his steps to the seventh floor, moving quickly. In the hallway he examined closed doors until finding one with a sign on the front that said, JANITORIAL SUPPLIES. He opened the door and found a wheeled plastic cart in one corner. It was shaped like an oversized bucket with a wringer built into the side. A mop had been placed in the wringer, its handle reaching almost all the way to the ceiling. The bucket was half filled with dirty water. Nikolai thanked his lucky stars for the innate laziness of American workers.
He stuck his head out the door and glanced down the hallway. No one there. How likely was it the janitorial workers would notice the guard was missing?
He rolled the cart down the hallway, then stopped at the spot where he had gutted the guard. The man was big, the spillage substantial. There was plenty of evidence to clean. Nikolai dipped the mop into the dirty water and got to work, swishing the mop through the blood, smearing some around the floor but removing the heaviest of the stain, which had only just begun to dry at the edges.
Nikolai examined the floor and decided the stain was still too obvious. He rolled the cart back to the janitor’s closet. Dumped the dirty water and watched it disappear down the sink. Refilled the bucket with fresh water and some detergent, then rolled back to the murder scene.
Tried again.
Better.
One more pass and the evidence of the slaughter was now no more than a faded light brown stain that could have been anything. Nikolai wrung out the mop and moved quickly down the hallway toward the roof access door, erasing from the tiles most of the blood trail he had created when he dragged the guard up to the roof. He stopped when he reached the door. There was no reason to mop the stairway. The door would be closed soon—barring any further interruptions—and no one would see the evidence until it was much too late.
He examined the hallway with a critical eye. Not perfect, but it would have to do. He hurriedly returned the mop and bucket to the janitor’s closet. Stepped out and closed the door. Still no unwanted visitors. He turned and sprinted to the roof access and once more began the laborious process of pulling the tools of his murderous trade up onto the roof.
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Shane’s head hurt. That was the first thing he noticed. His eyes were closed and he lay on his side and it felt as though someone was shining a flashlight squarely into his face. He opened his eyes slightly, two tiny slits. No flashlight. Nobody shining anything into his face. The motel room curtain was half-drawn, holding the morning sun partially at bay. From behind he could hear furtive sounds of movement.
He rolled over and sat up, moving slowly until he could gauge the extent of the pain inside his skull. From in front of the bathroom door Tracie flashed a tight-lipped smile in his direction, and just like that he didn’t give a damn about his headache. She looked even more beautiful than he remembered, and he wouldn’t have thought that possible.
“You’re a heavy sleeper,” she said. She was dressed in an outfit he didn’t recognize, a business suit, something a young female executive might wear.
He rubbed his eyes and ran a hand across his face. He wondered what the hell time it was. “What the hell time is it?” he asked.
“Eight o’clock,” she said. “I knew you were exhausted so I tried to be quiet. We’re not far from the Minuteman Mutual Insurance building, so I wanted to let you get as much rest as possible.”
“Quiet? You were quiet as a mouse,” he said. “Last thing I remember is that noise you make when…well, you know.”
“I know,” she agreed with a smile.
“Where’d you get the outfit?” he asked. “You look terrific.”
“Went shopping last night after you zonked out. Hit the store just before closing. I went out this morning and got breakfast. There’s coffee and a croissant for you,” she nodded at a brown paper bag on top of the small bedside table.
“Thanks for the grub,” he said gratefully, reaching for the coffee.
“No problem.” She looked at him closely. “I brought you something for the pain, too. How are you feeling?”
“Never better,” he lied. He didn’t know exactly how Tracie was planning to stop the assassination scheduled for today, but he knew she needed help, and the only way she might even consider letting him ride along was if she thought his headache had disappeared.
“Liar,” she said mildly.
“Listen,” he said, to change the subject quickly, “what’s the plan for today?”
“Well, let’s see,” Tracie answered, cupping her chin in her hand and pretending to think. “Dress up in my new outfit, have breakfast and, oh, I don’t know, maybe foil an assassination plot. You know, the usual.”
She was keeping things light but Shane could sense her tension. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You know where the shooter is going to be—on the roof of that insurance building—but how in the world are you going to access it? The building will be locked down tight as a drum, won’t it? And for that matter, how is the Russian going to get into position? Won’t he be spotted?”
“All good questions,” Tracie answered. “Undoubtedly the buildings have been swept in anticipation of the president’s visit, but the sweep will have been done yesterday and it will have been routine, matter-of-fact. As far as we know, there is no reason for the Secret Service to suspect anything might be wrong. And don’t forget, this is Washington, DC—presidential movements are routine here.
“Once the sweep has been completed,” she continued, “it will be a relatively easy thing for the shooter to access the roof of the building. This hit has been in the works for weeks, if not longer, so either someone will have been paid off—say, a maintenance man or janitor—or a master key will have been bought or made. The guy dresses like he belongs, nobody notices him. It will be pretty easy, really.”
Shane sipped his coffee and thought about it. Made sense. “But what about you? How are you going to get at him?”
“Exactly the same way,” she said. “I’m going to look like I belong. That’s where this new suit comes in.” She twirled. She was a natural at modeling and Shane wondered if there were things in her past she might have glossed over. He wolf-whistled and beckoned her closer and she smiled. “Sorry, big boy, we don’t have time for what you want. I’ll have to take a rain check.”
“I can guarantee it would be quick,” he said with a smirk. “But I understand.” Then, “So, you’re going to pretend to be an insurance exec or something? Won’t it be obvious to everyone who works there that you don’t belong? That nobody knows you?”
“You’re on the right track,” she said, “but I’m not going to be an insurance employee. I’m FBI. That way, it’s perfectly natural no one knows me. Meet Special Agent Maddee James,” she said with a demure curtsey.
Shane nodded. “Brilliant. But how are you going to get around the fact that you have no ID? Isn’t that the first thing the insurance big shots are going to ask for when you walk in there?”
“Who says I don’t have any ID? This isn’t my first rodeo, cowboy.” She reached into the backpack filled with the items she had liberated from the safe-deposit box outside New York City and rummaged around for a moment. “Ah,” she said, and lifted out a laminated plastic card.
“Let’s see,” he said.
She strutted over to the bed, all business now, the stern FBI persona in place.
He examined the card. “Federal Bureau of Investigation” was stamped across the top in gold lettering set against a blue background. A small head shot of Tracie appeared on the right side, unsmiling, staring directly into the camera. Her hair was pulled back from her face and she looked ready to step out of the picture and arrest someone. On the left side of the card was the FBI seal, with identifying information, including her “name,” Special Agent Madison James, inscribed in the space between the photo and the seal.
Shane examined it for a moment and then handed it back, shaking his head. “Planning a second career?” he asked doubtfully.
“This ID, along with some other stuff I retrieved, was my backup plan. All operatives have them—at least they do if they’re smart. It’s the first thing you learn: if things fall apart, you’d better be prepared to disappear.”
“Except you’re not using your ID to disappear.”
“Don’t worry,” she said, “it’s not my only one, and Maddee James is not my only identity.”
He stared at her, amazed, trying to determine whether he was more attracted to her or creeped out by her. It’s not even close, he thought. Attracted wins in a landslide. “You’re definitely the most unusual date I’ve ever had,” he finally said.
Tracie smiled and placed the ID card into a small plastic flip-holder with the identifying information facing out, then slid the holder into the breast pocket of her suit. She was now Special Agent Maddee James. “That’s what all the boys say,” she answered, and walked away, hips swaying. She turned her head and winked.
“I’m coming with you,” he told her retreating figure, and she stopped.
After a moment she turned to face him. “You can drive,” she said, surprising him with her lack of resistance. “But you’ll drop me off a block from the insurance building and then stay with the car. No matter what happens. You’ll wait for me and then drive us away when the job is done.”
Shane grinned and she said, “Do you understand me? You stay with the car no matter what happens.”
“You can count on me, babe,” he said.
“I want to hear you say it. Repeat after me: I give my word I will stay with the car, no matter what.”
Shane said, “I give my word I will stay with the car, no matter what,” having no intention whatsoever of doing so.
Tracie’s eyes narrowed and she looked at him critically. “Hurry up and get dressed, then. It’s time to go.”
He slid off the bed and began throwing on his clothes. His head pounded and throbbed and he tried not to wince.
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The traffic was moving steadily, better than Shane would have expected for drive-time in the nation’s capital. He followed Tracie’s directions, turning rights and lefts, and glanced at his watch. Two minutes after the last time he had looked. “How far is it?” he asked.
“We’ll be there in ten minutes,” Tracie said.
“How do you know where this place is?”
“I grew up in this area. The Minuteman building is pretty distinctive, even in a city overflowing with landmarks and historic buildings.”
Shane nodded. The pounding in his head had leveled off, the pain distracting but bearable, at least for the time being.  “How are we going to do this?” he asked.
“‘We are not going to do anything,” she said. “You are going to do exactly as we agreed. Park the car a couple of blocks away from the building and wait.”
“Fine,” he said, annoyed. “How are you going to do this?”
“Reagan’s speech is scheduled for ten,” she said. She was speaking confidently, without hesitation, and it was obvious she had given the situation plenty of thought. Shane wondered whether she had gotten any sleep at all last night. “The building doesn’t open until nine, so—”
“How do you know that?” he interrupted.
“I went out last night after you fell asleep, remember? I did a quick drive-by of the Minuteman building after buying my outfit. Business hours are posted on the entrance. Anyway, my plan is to arrive the minute the building opens. I’ll let the manager know Special Agent James is on the case, so he doesn’t see me prowling around and call the cops. Then I’m going to catch an assassin.”
“Just like that,” Shane said skeptically.
“Just like that.”
“How do you know where he’ll be?”
“I don’t, but he had to have gotten into the building last night. He would have needed the time to set up. Once his preparations were complete, he probably napped in an empty office or something. But he’ll have to be in position on the roof before the office workers begin to arrive, if only to avoid the risk of detection. I should be able to surprise the guy and catch him flat-footed before President Reagan even leaves the White House.”
Traffic was beginning to bog down, and Shane checked his watch again. “Unless there are two of them,” he said. “You can’t catch two guys by surprise.”
“You can if you do it right,” Tracie said grimly, and he wondered whether she really believed that.
Ahead, a traffic light turned yellow. Shane slowed, thought about stopping and decided they could make it. He accelerated into the intersection, right behind an old Buick with badly rusting bumper.
Ahead and to his right a flash of movement caught his eye, and Shane saw a child step out from behind a parked car. The kid walked into the street without looking, directly in front of the Buick, and Shane gasped in surprise. The Buick’s driver slammed on his brakes a half-second later and Shane hit the brakes on the Granada. Both cars slewed forward, tires squealing, and Shane watched as the kid disappeared in front of the hulking mass of the Buick.
The cars shuddered to a halt, the Granada somehow stopping before impacting the Buick. Shane realized he was holding his breath and exhaled heavily. He felt a surge of relief as the kid appeared on the other side of the Buick. The kid, maybe eight years old, had darted away from the Buick and now stood in the middle of the street, head swiveling wildly. He took advantage of a small break in the opposite direction traffic and sprinted across the street in front of an oncoming yellow taxicab and disappeared.
“Holy shit,” Shane said, his voice shaking. He glanced over at Tracie just as she turned to look at him. Her eyes widened in shock as she looked over his shoulder and he whipped his head to the left just in time to see a blue pickup hurtling through the intersection’s cross street. The driver had locked up his brakes but the truck was moving much too fast to stop in time. He would T-bone them right in the driver’s side door.
Tracie lifted her left foot and slammed it down on his right, shoving the accelerator to the floor. The Granada lurched forward and smashed into the rear of the Buick, propelling it ahead a few feet, and then the pickup struck the Granada in a shower of screeching metal and shattering glass.
The car spun on an invisible axis and Shane felt his head bounce off the window and his headache exploded anew. He was aware of Tracie screaming to his right, a short, sharp sound, and then everything stopped and the interior of the car was quiet but for a faraway-sounding hissing noise. Whether the sound was coming from the Granada or the pickup truck he couldn’t tell.
Shane heard cars screeching to a halt—he knew they were in the middle of the intersection and the fear of a second car striking them flashed through his head. He tried to clear the cobwebs and was vaguely aware of Tracie tugging on his arm. “Unbuckle your seatbelt,” she said, her voice intense. “We have to get out of here.”
Shane nodded and tried his door. It wouldn’t budge.
“Not your door, mine,” she insisted. “Yours has been smashed. It’ll probably never open again.” She pulled on his arm more insistently. “Come on, we have to leave now.”
A man in a suit pulled open the door on Tracie’s side. “Are you folks all right?” he asked, his concern evident.
“We’re okay,” Tracie said, slipping out the door as Shane worked the buckle on his seatbelt and began sliding across the front seat behind her.
The driver of the pickup stumbled onto the sidewalk. It was a kid, late-teens it looked like, and he appeared uninjured. “I just looked down to change the radio station,” he said, “and when I looked up, you were right in front of me. I swear I only looked away for a second.”
“Are you okay?” Shane asked.
The kid nodded. “But my parents are going to kill me. This truck was a graduation present.”
“Come on,” Tracie repeated, her voice soft but firm. “We have to get out of here.”
The kid heard her and said, “No, you can’t leave. We have to exchange insurance information.”
She ignored him and started dragging Shane away from the two wrecked vehicles. “The police will be here any second,” she whispered, “and we can’t be here when they arrive.”
“We can’t leave the scene of an accident,” Shane said, closing his eyes for a moment against the rejuvenated pain bouncing around inside his skull.
“We have to,” Tracie insisted, speaking a little louder now that they were out of earshot of the teenaged driver of the pickup truck, who had staunchly refused to leave his vehicle. “We’re driving a stolen car, remember? I could eventually get this straightened out through CIA, but it would take hours, and we’re—” she glanced at her watch and swore softly, “—almost out of time. We might still be able to make it, as long as we disappear before the cops arrive.”
They took three more steps and then Shane froze as a DC police cruiser eased to the curb, light bar flashing, stopping almost directly in front of them.
 
***
 
Tracie grabbed Shane’s hand and began walking as casually as possible along the sidewalk, their path taking them directly past the police car. The patrol officer stepped out of his vehicle and she watched as his eyes bounced between the accident scene and them, then back to the accident scene.
They were almost past him when he swiveled his head and focused his gaze on Shane, his eyes narrowing. Tracie wondered what had gotten his attention. Then Shane turned and looked at her and she wanted to curse out loud. A thin line of blood had leaked out from his hairline and begun zig-zagging down the left side of his face. He must have cut his head in the accident. The injury was clearly not a bad one, but it had been enough to draw the cop’s attention immediately.
The officer lifted one arm to block their passage. “Where do you think you’re going?” he said, his natural cop suspicion evident in his voice.
Tracie took a look at the blood and said to Shane, “Oh, honey, you must have been cut by flying glass.” She drew a tissue out of her pocket and wiped the blood off his face.
She pointed to the accident scene and added excitedly, “We were walking along the sidewalk when those two cars collided almost right next to us. Someone’s trapped inside that Ford. I think they need help!” The kid who had been driving the pickup truck was still standing next to the vehicles, watching curiously.
The cop took two quick steps in the direction of the wreck and then turned back to them. He pointed a finger and said, “You’re not going anywhere. If you witnessed this accident, we’re going to need a statement from you.”
“Of course,” Tracie answered, and the cop hurried off toward the vehicles.
The moment he turned, Tracie pulled Shane in the opposite direction. “Come on,” she said. “We’ve got about ten seconds of confusion before that cop realizes we’re full of shit. This is our last chance. Let’s make the most of it.”
They melted into the crowd, trying to disappear behind the growing throng of onlookers. A few seconds later, she could hear raised voices and hoped none of the pedestrians had been alert enough to track their movement and point them out to the officer. Seconds passed and Tracie risked a look back and saw no one who seemed to be paying any attention to them.
“Are you all right?” she asked Shane.
He shrugged. “I didn’t even realize I had been cut. Smashing my head against the window in the accident didn’t do much for my headache, but the cut itself is no big deal. The more important question is what the hell are we going to do now?”
Tracie checked her watch and shook her head, frustrated. “I wish I knew,” she said. “We’ll never be able to get there in time on foot.” She looked up and down the street. “And there’s not a cab or a bus stop in sight. Goddammit.” Then she slowed her pace and watched the scene unfolding in front of them, unable to believe their good fortune.
Less than thirty feet ahead, a dirty green Chevrolet station wagon pulled to the edge of the street, almost close enough to another parked car to scrape paint. The driver leapt out of the Ford and trotted into a neighborhood convenience store, leaving his car double-parked and idling in the D.C. sunshine while purchasing his newspaper or coffee or whatever.
Tracie flashed a smile at Shane. “We’re back in business,” she said.
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The Minuteman Mutual Insurance Building was old. It had clearly been constructed over a century ago and was a throwback to a more elegant time, with ornate granite columns soaring over the Columbia Road sidewalk, an architectural dinosaur somehow managing to avoid extinction into the late 1900s. It looked slightly out of place next to its more modern neighbors, like a dowdy grandmother dressed in decades-old finery at the family reunion. At just seven stories high, the building was stubby by today’s standards.
They had driven a couple of blocks west of the Minuteman Building in an attempt to avoid the worst of the traffic that inevitably accompanied a presidential appearance. The trip from the accident scene to the Minuteman Building’s Columbia Road address had taken much longer than Tracie anticipated thanks to that congestion, and she drove the stolen station wagon as fast as she dared.
She circled building serving as the KGB assassin’s perch and pulled the car to a stop at a curbside spot a block and a half away from the wooden platform that had been erected for Reagan’s speech. The president was to dedicate a brand-new, twenty-story office building in celebration of the renewal of the American entrepreneurial spirit.
The crowd seemed to be thickening as Tracie parked the car and she said, “I’ve really got to hustle. We lost too much damned time with that car accident. When I get out, you slide over and take the wheel. Wait for me, but be ready to take off at a moment’s notice. You’ll know if I’ve failed because all hell is going to break loose if I’m too late. People will be running everywhere, sirens will be blaring, and you’re going to see cops and plain-clothes agents come out of the woodwork.”
“You’re not going to fail,” he said.
She turned and fixed him with a hard look. “If that happens, wait five minutes. If I’m not back in five minutes, I won’t be coming back. Find your way to a police station and tell the cops everything.”
Shane returned her stare. His face was pale, with dark puffy circles under his eyes. He looked like hell and Tracie knew he must be suffering, but he didn’t show it. He nodded once. “Got it,” he said unconvincingly “But what are you going to do about the letter?”
Tracie hesitated. She had been giving the issue some thought herself. “I’m keeping it with me,” she said. “It’s my responsibility to deliver this thing to the president, and by God, that’s what I’m going to do. If things go south and I get killed, I doubt the sniper will have the time or the presence of mind to search my body before escaping, so the authorities will eventually find it, anyway.”
Shane said nothing, holding her in his steady gaze until she began to feel self-conscious. “What?” she finally said.
“Nothing.” He swiveled his head and looked out the passenger-side window, then raised his hand and held it to his forehead for just a moment.
“Listen,” she said hesitantly. “I need to know you’re going to be here when this is all over.” Her stomach felt queasy from the familiar adrenaline effect she always experienced just before going operational. She suspected the mission wasn’t the only thing causing those butterflies. She felt exactly as she had as a teenage girl before her first date. The feeling was wonderful and horrible at the same time.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he answered. “This car will be right in this spot when you get back. You don’t have to worry about that.” She reached for his hand and he picked it up and squeezed it.
She squeezed back, hard. “I…I’ve never said this before, not to anyone other than my mom and dad,” she said. “I’m not sure I even know how to do it. Um, I think, I uh…”
“I know,” he said. “I love you, too. I have from the minute you introduced yourself by sticking a gun in my face.”
She hugged him fiercely, then stepped out of the car and began walking briskly toward the Minuteman Insurance building.
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Shane squinted and watched her go. The sun streaming through the dirty passenger-side window ratcheted up the pain in his already pounding head, but it was worth it. Tracie looked fantastic in her new suit, and he tracked her with his eyes until she disappeared in the crowd.
He waited thirty seconds, then shut down the car and placed the key on the driver’s side floor. It would be out of sight to anyone passing by unless they stopped at the window and examined the interior. He stepped out of the car and closed the door, leaving the vehicle unlocked. He couldn’t take the chance of her returning, needing to access the car and finding it locked, especially since he was supposed to be sitting here, ready to leave. Hopefully any potential car thieves would be reluctant to ply their trade, given the police and Secret Service presence in the area.
Shane stepped onto the sidewalk and followed in Tracie’s footsteps. He had no real strategy in mind other than to trail behind and try to help her if he could. He knew he was being foolish, knew his presence on the scene would likely cause more problems for her than it would solve, but the thought of the beautiful young woman he had pulled from the burning wreckage of a plane just a couple of nights ago—the woman he had fallen deeply, hopelessly in love with—taking on a professional KGB assassin with no backup and only the vaguest sense of a plan herself was unthinkable.
Who was to say there was only one man perched up on that roof waiting to put a bullet through Ronald Reagan’s heart? Shane was no expert on covert operations, but he had read enough spy novels to know that military sniper units often consisted of two men—one to pull the trigger, and one to calculate wind direction, velocity, and distances, and to act as a spotter. Maybe that wasn’t how the Russians were going to do it, but if it was, Shane doubted Tracie would ever get close enough to the shooter to take him down.
So he followed, struggling to keep up.
He was far enough behind Tracie that she wouldn’t see him unless she backtracked or stopped and turned around for some reason. Neither action seemed likely because they were almost out of time. The President’s appearance was scheduled for ten o’clock and it was now after nine forty-five.
Shane picked up his pace. He felt light-headed and shaky, his headache blasting like a jackhammer inside his head. The Minuteman Insurance building was still a little more than halfway down the block. He wanted to break into a run but didn’t dare. If the cops saw a young man sprinting toward the location where the president would be speaking in just a few minutes, he would likely be rewarded with a bullet in the back.
The ironic thing was that Shane didn’t even care that much about getting shot, but he wouldn’t be any help to Tracie lying dead on the sidewalk, although the thought ran through his mind that if that scenario were to take place, the president’s appearance would certainly be cancelled and at least the leader of the free world would still be alive. He had to trust Tracie, though. She was a pro and she knew what she was doing. He chanted it as a mantra as he went.
He hustled along Columbia Road, moving as fast as he dared, feeling time slipping away. Finally he reached the wide marble steps leading to the Minuteman Building’s front entrance and hustled up them two at a time. He looked for Tracie but she was nowhere to be seen. He dodged a cluster of men in suits and overcoats moving in the other direction, pushed open the door and stepped into the building.
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There was no time to waste. Tracie marched quickly across the lobby—an authoritative woman walking with a purpose—and stopped at a small reception area two-thirds of the way across the floor. A young woman was in the middle of a conversation with the receptionist, a hefty older lady with silver-blue hair wearing an old but clean business suit.
Tracie stepped directly in front of the desk, cutting in front of the customer. The young woman sputtered, beginning to complain, and Tracie turned and flashed her FBI ID, first at the customer and then at the receptionist. “I’m FBI Special Agent James,” she said. “Please excuse the interruption, but I’m here on critical, time-sensitive government business.” The woman took a quick look at the card and backed off a step. She raised her hands and turned away.
“How may I help you?” the receptionist asked.
“I need to speak with your supervisor,” Tracie said.
“That would be Mr. Foley, but he is in a meeting and currently unavailable. Did you have an appointment?”
“No appointment,” Tracie said, “but it’s critical I speak to him now. Get him.”
“I’m sorry, but—”
“Pull him out of his meeting and get him out here now. It’s the last time I’m going to ask.”
“Or what?”
“Or I go get him myself. This is literally a matter of life and death.” Of course, it was a bluff. Tracie didn’t have a clue where to begin looking for the receptionist’s supervisor, but time was short and getting shorter, and she was desperate to light a fire under this bureaucratic battle axe.
It worked. The receptionist took one last frosty look at Tracie’s ID, now back in her breast pocket with the photo facing outward, and then punched a button on her telephone with a look on her face that suggested she would rather be eating bugs. She spoke quietly into the handset for a few seconds, listened, said something else, her face wrinkled in distaste, and then hung up.
“Mr. Foley is on his way,” she said, refusing to look at Tracie.
“Thank you for all your help,” she replied sweetly, doing her best to look earnest and sound sincere. “Thank you, also,” she said to the customer she had interrupted, this time hoping she actually did seem earnest and sincere.
She turned on her heel and moved to the center of the lobby, conscious of the seconds ticking away. Moments later, a middle-aged man with perfectly coiffed silver hair and an air of authority stepped out of an elevator and walked hurriedly toward the receptionist’s desk, glancing around the lobby as he did so. Halfway to the desk he spotted Tracie and turned toward her like a guided missile. The man had impatience written all over his face—that makes two of us, Tracie thought—and was dressed in a suit that Tracie guessed cost more than her monthly salary.
As he approached, Tracie flashed her FBI ID and the man waved it away, fluttering his fingers as if shooing away a pesky mosquito. “FBI Special Agent Madison James,” she said, doing her best to sound clipped and officious, guessing that tone would appeal to a man who struck her as the very definition of the word “officious.”
“Doug Foley,” he answered, taking her hand reluctantly, giving it one moist pump and then dropping it as if perhaps he feared he might catch something contagious. “Would you mind telling me why I had to interrupt my weekly meeting with the claims department? We’re very busy here and I don’t have time to hold the FBI’s hand.”
“I wouldn’t mind at all,” she shot back. “It’s about President Reagan’s appearance, which is due to begin down the block in just,” she glanced at her watch, “nine minutes.”
“Yes,” he said exasperatedly, “what about it? You folks were a major disruption yesterday, disturbing my employees and poking around my building. Last night I was promised these disruptions were over with. So, what is it now?”
“We’ve had a report of a man acting suspiciously in the area. The report stated the man may have entered this building. I need to take a walk through to check it out. I just wanted to let you know I’ll be here for the next few minutes. Oh, and I’ll need a key for the roof access. Preferably a master, if you have one.”
The manager huffed and looked at his watch distractedly. “Fine, look around, just try not to disturb my people too much this time.” He didn’t specify whether he considered the employees or the customers—or maybe both—to be “his people.” He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and fussed with it, finally removing one, which he handed to Tracie.
Tracie took it. “I’ll return the key to your receptionist when I’ve finished. Thank you for your time.”
The bank manager had begun striding away before she finished talking, barreling back toward the bank of elevators on the far wall. She lowered the hand she had begun to offer him and followed, moving quickly. She didn’t trust the speed of the elevators, so her goal was the fire stairs, the doorway to which was in the same corner of the lobby as the elevators.
When Foley stopped suddenly and turned, she almost plowed him over. He blinked in surprise at finding her right behind him. “You say there may be someone inside the building who’s been acting strangely?” he said.
“That was the report,” she answered brusquely, anxious to get to the roof.
“You know, there was one odd incident this morning,” he said, cupping his chin with one hand.
“Yes?”
“That’s right. We employ a security staff of one during overnight hours. Break-ins are not uncommon in this neighborhood, and it just seems prudent.” He seemed to be waiting for a response, so Tracie nodded impatiently and he continued. “Well, the guard on duty last night, Sean Sullivan, never clocked out at the end of his shift and he was nowhere to be found when we opened up this morning. Nothing is missing and the janitorial staff reported that he was here to let them into the building at midnight last night.”
“Maybe he simply forgot to sign out before he went home,” Tracie said.
“I don’t think so. Sean has been with us for over five years and has never forgotten to sign out before. He is ex-police and very professional. Anyway, with the report of a suspicious person, I thought you should know. We’ve been trying to get in touch with our man at home, but so far, no luck.”
“Hm,” Tracie said, thinking. “What time do the rest of the employees usually show up for work?”
“The managers and supervisors around eight, and the rest of the staff just before nine.”
“Okay, thank you,” Tracie began, but the man had once again dismissed her. He turned and punched an elevator button. Tracie pushed through the door to the stairs, and began sprinting up them two at a time.
The guard was dead, Tracie was certain of it. There was no doubt in her mind what had happened—the KGB’s man had overpowered the guard sometime between midnight and eight this morning.
Her calves began to tighten as she rushed up the stairs. She tried to tell herself maybe she was wrong, that the assassin might simply have neutralized the guard and then tied him up somewhere. But it didn’t feel right. There would be nothing for the KGB to gain by leaving a witness alive. The guard was dead, his body dumped somewhere out of the way. He would be discovered in the next day or two.
The floor numbers were posted in the stairwell next to the doors. Tracie passed the fifth floor and pushed herself harder. Two more to go. She was beginning to breathe heavily. A few seconds later she arrived at the seventh floor landing, surprised to see the stairway suddenly end. There was no roof access.
She paused, taking a moment to get her breathing under control and to think. There had to be a way to access the roof from inside the building. If it wasn’t via this stairway, then there would be another one somewhere. Maybe at the opposite end of the hallway.
She drew her weapon and eased the door open a crack. Peered into the hallway. Empty. Nothing out of place. A third of the way down the length of the corridor she could see a sign on a closed metal door that read ROOF – AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. She slipped into the hallway, eased the door closed quietly behind her, and began walking rapidly toward the roof access.
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Nikolai was hot. He had been huddled on the roof for two hours on a sunny day in early June. If there was one thing Nikolai Primakov hated, it was heat. Cold he knew. Cold he could deal with. In seventeen years growing up in Yakutsk, and then years of service to the Soviet government, Nikolai had lived and worked in some of the most frigid, forbidding places on earth.
But here, today, the sun caused the heat to radiate off the asphalt roofing gravel, making the temperature skyrocket. He was thankful the mission would soon be complete and he could climb down off this roof and out of the damned sunshine.
Nikolai had burned a lot of nervous energy simply waiting. After killing the guard and dumping his body next to the roof’s access door, he had lugged his cart up the stairs and then hustled down to the seventh floor entrance. There he removed the belt sander he had been using to prop the door open and placed it on the stairs while he used a strip of duct tape to seal the latch open. Then he eased the door closed and retreated back up the stairs to the roof.
With the door’s one-way locking system, if the tape were to fail and the latch were to operate as designed, the door would open only from the interior and Nikolai would be trapped on the roof, unable to escape after shooting Reagan. There was a metal ladder fastened to the rear of the building to be used as a fire escape, but Nikolai fully expected that escape route to be blocked within seconds after the U.S. president fell.
After ensuring the viability of his escape route, Nikolai returned to the roof and rolled his cart toward the front of the building, struggling to pull it through the asphalt. He stopped next to a gigantic air conditioning unit that rose out of the roof like a monstrous tumor. He snugged the cart up against the west side of the unit, using the massive structure to shield him and his equipment from prying eyes in the closest buildings.
To counteract the possibility of being seen by a worker on the east side of the Minuteman Insurance Building, Nikolai dug through his cart, pulling out two signs attached to portable metal stands. He unfolded the signs and placed one six feet away from each corner of the air conditioning unit, facing the adjoining building. The signs read, CAUTION, CONSTRUCTION ZONE — HARD HATS REQUIRED!
After erecting the signs, Nikolai pulled off the heavy canvas tarpaulin he had used to conceal his guns and other equipment. A large clamp had been affixed to two of the corners, and after unfolding the tarp, he lifted one corner up to the edge of the air conditioning housing and clamped it home, as he had planned on his reconnoitering visit, then repeated the process on the other side. He pulled the remaining two edges as far away from the unit as he could manage, then anchored them to the roof with the belt sander on one side and a heavy portable jigsaw on the other.
By the time he had finished, Nikolai had transformed the east side of the air conditioning unit into a portable work area. Stamped on the side of the tarp, in bright red letters, were the words DC HVAC INC — INSTALLATION AND SERVICE — AVAILABLE 24 HRS A DAY. The KGB’s theory was that hiding in plain sight would be the most effective way to avoid detection on the roof of a Washington building. Residents of large cities were so accustomed to construction sites and repair work on infrastructure that eventually the workers became almost invisible. It was simple human nature. People saw what they wanted to see.
Once he had placed his signs and set up the tarp, Nikolai finalized his preparations and then ducked his head and disappeared out of sight under the canvas lean-to. He had stayed there ever since, munching on his candy bars and sipping on his water, not even leaving the protection of the tarp to take a leak. When nature called, he simply unzipped and pissed into one of his empty water bottles.
To pass the time once day had broken, he disassembled and reassembled the Dragunov, working methodically, then checked the magazine on his Makarov pistol and sharpened his combat knife. None of it needed to be done, but he did it anyway. Checked his watch and discovered it was barely past nine. Did everything again.
Out on Columbia Road, eight stories below in front of the Minuteman Mutual Insurance building, Nikolai could hear the city as it groaned and creaked through another late spring morning, the nonstop rumble of cars and trucks, horns and voices floating through the air, and the occasional far-off scream of a siren. Early in the morning, the sounds of the police cars and fire trucks had caused Nikolai to tense up and become instantly wary, but he quickly concluded there must be no shortage of crime in America’s capitol city because the sirens seemed at times to come almost nonstop.
The time passed slowly, although Nikolai was well acquainted with the prospect of lying in wait for his prey. He had hunkered down much longer than this plenty of times, spending one memorable mission shivering for three days inside the hollowed-out trunk of a massive downed oak tree on the outskirts of Moscow waiting for a local party commissar who had become a little too fond of the wife of a Red Army general.
The general had commissioned Nikolai privately, paying him out of his own pocket, not that Nikolai cared. Somehow the guilty party had been tipped off that the general was gunning for him. The man had holed up inside his house like a scared rabbit, refusing to move. Eventually he had, though, peeking out the back door—who knew why?—and Nikolai had put a bullet through the center of his forehead.
After three days.
In the bitter chill of a Moscow winter.
So in many ways, to Nikolai this was a walk in the park. The only thing complicating the mission was the stature of the target, but Nikolai had eliminated high-profile men before and had always been as cold as the Siberian wind when the time came to pull the trigger. Today would be no different.
 
***
 
June 2, 1987
9:56 a.m.
Minuteman Mutual Insurance Building, Washington, D.C.
 
Finally it was time to assassinate the President of the United States. Nikolai wished he could have napped at some point, but hadn’t felt comfortable enough in his surroundings to do so. If someone discovered the taped latch on the roof access door and came to investigate, Nikolai knew he would have only seconds to eliminate the intruder and do it quietly enough to avoid jeopardizing the entire mission.
He stretched. Yawned. Checked the time. Nine-fifty-five. President Reagan’s remarks were to take place at ten o’clock exactly. The KGB had no way of knowing how long the speech would last, but the consensus had been that it would likely be short and to the point, given the fact that the U.S. President was not a young man and the speech was to take place outdoors in the sun and heat of June in Washington. That meant Nikolai needed to be in position and ready to go the moment Reagan stepped to the podium.
He shook out his arms, then did a quick set of deep knee bends to get his blood flowing. Nikolai crawled to the edge of his shelter and poked his head out the side, like a turtle gazing out of its shell. He looked first at the much higher structure next to the Minuteman Building. Saw nothing. Banks of windows soared overhead, but there were no faces looking down at him, at least none that he could see.
He shrugged. It didn’t matter anyway. It was time to get to work. He stepped out from under the shelter of the tarpaulin and carried his sandbags to the two-foot-high retaining wall at the edge of the roof, facing Columbia Road. He duck-walked as he approached, to avoid detection by the crowd assembling eight stories below.
After stacking the sandbags, creating a nice V-shaped notch, Nikolai retrieved his sniper rifle. Fully assembled, scope attached, full magazine. He combat-crawled to the edge of the roof. Reached the retaining wall and eased his rifle onto the sand bags. Lifted himself up and peered over the edge. The top of his head would be visible from street level but there was no way to avoid that. The Secret Service would be scanning the buildings, but from a distance of over one hundred feet and eight stories up, he would be as good as invisible.
The temporary platform from which President Reagan would deliver his remarks—the few he would live to deliver—was filled with dignitaries. There was not one empty chair behind the podium. Nikolai didn’t recognize any of the people, figured they must be local politicians and businessmen. The sun was shining brightly and everyone was squinting against the glare and fanning themselves. Nikolai eased his Dragunov onto the sandbags, seating it carefully.
Behind the podium, a pair of shiny black armored limousines idled at the curb. As Nikolai watched, the rear door of the first one in line opened and out stepped the target. Ronald Reagan rose to his full height—he was taller than Nikolai would have expected—and strode briskly along the sidewalk. A group of people moved with him, like moons orbiting a planet. Nikolai assumed the moons probably represented an even split between political aides and Secret Service agents.
When he reached the platform, Reagan climbed the stairs, moving well for a man in his seventies. He stopped short of the podium, waiting to be introduced. In his hand he held a sheaf of papers, undoubtedly the notes for his remarks.
At the podium, a youngish man, hair slicked back, glasses perched on his nose, was speaking into a microphone. The air was clear and Nikolai could hear every word. “And now, please join me in welcoming the man responsible for the resurgence of our economy, and of the United States in general, President Ronald Reagan!”
The people behind the podium stood and clapped, the crowd cheered, and Reagan stepped to the podium, pausing to shake the hand of the man who had introduced him. He smiled easily, waiting for the applause to die down so he could begin.
Nikolai leaned onto the top of the retaining wall, bracing himself with his elbows, holding the Dragunov loosely in his hands. He peered through the scope and after a quick adjustment, Reagan’s face filled the viewfinder, his teeth white and straight and his smile perfect. It was as if he was standing directly in front of Nikolai, no more than a few feet away.
Nikolai centered the crosshairs on Reagan’s forehead and prepared to change history.
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Tracie raced to the roof access door, glancing at her watch as she did. Nearly ten. She was out of time.
She reached the door and skidded to a stop, hyper-aware of the need for speed but knowing her only chance for success was in not alerting the assassin to her presence. She knelt and examined the space at doorknob height between the door and the metal jamb. The KGB operative had forced the latch back with duct tape.
Tracie opened the door slowly and stepped through, then eased the door closed. Turned and started up the concrete steps and then pulled up suddenly, squinting as she bent down to look at the steps. A trail of fresh-looking blood meandered up them. 
She hurried up the steps and in seconds had arrived on the roof. The front of the building and Columbia Road were to her right, obscured by the rusting metal bulkhead. That was where the assassin would be stationed, with President Reagan scheduled to begin speaking any second now. For all she knew, the president was at the podium already.
She glanced left and saw a pair of shoes, black and heavy, attached to legs in uniform pants. They weren’t moving. The murdered security guard.
She took a deep breath and turned her attention away from the body. She eased her eyes around the bulkhead, using the metal structure for cover, and her pulse quickened. At the far end of the roof, sighting through a sniper scope, rifle angled down and toward the platform where the president would soon speak, was the KGB assassin. She prayed Reagan had not yet reached the podium.
The man was dressed in what looked like a janitor’s uniform. A dark ball cap covered his head, and he appeared calm and collected, the rifle held steady.
Tracie drew her weapon and stepped clear of the bulkhead. The assassin’s attention was focused completely on Reagan as he peered through his scope. He would never know what hit him.
But there was a problem. She wouldn’t be able to hit him. She was aiming at a target at least forty feet away with a handgun after running up eight flights of stairs, her hands shaking from exertion and adrenaline.
She sighted down the barrel, holding her Beretta in a two-handed shooter’s grip, and swore to herself, frustrated. There was no way. If she fired now, she would almost certainly miss, and the advantage of surprise would be gone. The assassin would still have time to shoot Reagan before turning to defend his position against Tracie.
She stepped left and then forward, moving away from the bulkhead, hoping he wouldn’t sense her in his peripheral vision.
Still too far. She needed to get closer.
Another step left. Two more forward.
Better, but not good enough.
She continued moving, knowing the president had to be on the platform by now, maybe even behind the podium, so she likely had just seconds left. But her odds of hitting the Russian were still no better than fifty-fifty. She had to get closer.
Through the warm air Tracie could hear President Reagan as he began to speak. “Good afternoon, Washington,” he said. “Thank you for joining me as we celebrate the continued revitalization of a neighborhood that is quickly becoming a model for what can be achieved when government gets out of the way and allows its citizens to take charge.”
The crowd cheered and Tracie tuned out the president’s voice.
She took another step forward, her attention entirely on the assassin. Another step, and then she felt a tug of resistance above her ankle and lost her balance, toppling to the roof, crashing down in a spray of gravel.
She thrust her hands out reflexively and her weapon skittered away. She hit the surface and rolled, feeling pain in both palms as the gravel bit into her skin. She knew immediately what had happened, knew she had just condemned the president of the United States to death by her own stupidity and lack of awareness.
The assassin had strung fishing line across the roof, maybe a foot above its surface. A tripwire. In the sunshine, with her attention wrapped up in the shooter, Tracie had never seen it. She knew all this in the half-second it took to hit the roof.
She rolled once and rose to a crouch, scanning desperately for her gun. A slug struck the gravel no more than an inch from her left leg and she dived to the surface again, rolled again. The assassin had missed her once, probably due to surprise, but he would not likely miss a second time.
One desperate lunge, her feet scrabbling for purchase, and Tracie reached the cover of the air conditioning unit. She was safe, but only for a moment. Her weapon lay eight feet to her right, tantalizingly close, but directly in the shooter’s line of fire.
She risked a quick look around the corner of the air conditioner, and heard the ping of a shot ricocheting off the sheet metal. She drew back instinctively.
The shooter was walking slowly toward Tracie, firing with a silenced pistol, likely a Makarov PB, a favorite of the KGB. As soon as Tracie fell, he’d dropped his sniper rifle and drawn the Makarov. That slight delay in changing weapons had probably saved her life—for a few seconds, at least—allowing her to reach the safety of the air conditioning unit.
But he was approaching fast, which meant two things:
One, no one on the ground eight stories below would hear a thing. The silenced weapon would allow the Russian to kill Tracie and then return to his previous position without missing a beat. No one below would even be aware of his presence. He would still be able to complete his mission.
Two, she was almost out of time. He would round the corner of the air conditioning unit in seconds and put a bullet in her head. He would not miss again.
Her brain processed all of the information in an instant and she knew she was out of options. Without any further conscious thought, she dived for her gun, unable to see the assassin behind her, wondering if she would feel the impact of the bullet that would end her life or if consciousness would simply disappear like a light bulb being switched off.
But there was no slug.
She slid across the gravel-covered rooftop like a baseball player diving into second base and was amazed when she reached her weapon still breathing. She wrapped both hands around the grip and rolled onto her back, looked up and saw the Russian approaching quickly, eyes sharp, gun raised, taking his time.
She rolled instinctively as he fired and she felt a searing pain in her right shoulder, the impact of the bullet driving the right side of her body into the surface of the roof. She felt the gravel pellets digging into her back with a clarity unlike anything she had ever experienced.
She returned fire, squeezing off a shot as the nerves in her arm went dead and she lost all feeling in her hand. The gun slipped out of her hand and clattered once again onto the roof. She knew immediately she had missed, the Russian’s shot causing her shoulder to dip and her body to lurch to the right. Should have compensated. Dammit!
The Russian continued moving forward.
Tracie stared into the gun barrel, suddenly as big as a cannon, and prepared to die.
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Ronald Reagan’s forehead was nestled squarely in the crosshairs of Nikolai’s scope. The magnification was perfect, and so were the conditions. Clear. No wind. Nothing to disrupt the trajectory of the bullet he was about to fire, killing the U.S. president and accomplishing his mission.
He breathed in and out slowly, through his half-open mouth, perfectly calm. Focused. He took one last breath. Paused. Began to squeeze the trigger, a steady, constant increase in pressure—
—and recoiled at the sound of gravel spraying as a body crashed to the rooftop. The noise came from behind him, to his left, in the direction of the bulkhead covering the access stairs from the seventh floor.
Nikolai understood instantly what had happened. Someone was here, and that someone had just fallen over the tripwire he had strung across the rooftop, a precaution he hadn’t thought he’d need. Someone was stalking him.
Nikolai reacted with a skill born of training and years of experience. He placed the Dragunov carefully along the retaining wall while at the same time pivoting his head to gauge the threat. Near the air conditioning unit his attacker sprawled face-first on the roof. He lifted his silenced Makarov—he had placed it between his feet for easy access—and as the attacker rolled and began to rise, Nikolai turned in a crouch and squeezed off a shot.
Missed.
Nikolai hesitated. The attacker was a woman. He couldn’t believe the United States government would send a woman to stop him if they had somehow learned of the assassination plot.
And where was everyone else? There should be dozens of agents, all armed to the teeth, wearing flak jackets and shouting through bullhorns. There should be attack helicopters and sirens and shouting and chaos. But there was none of that—just one lone woman who had scrambled out of sight behind the safety of the big air conditioning unit.
He glanced around and saw her weapon lying on the roof where it had fallen when she tumbled over the tripwire. Probably she had a backup weapon, but Nikolai wasn’t worried. Before she could shoot him she would have to aim, and to do that would require exposing herself to peer around the edge of the air conditioning unit. The moment she did he would put a hole in her head.
He sighted down the barrel of the Makarov and began walking slowly toward the air conditioner. He believed in aggressive action.
As he approached, his attacker poked a head around the edge of the unit as he had known she would. But it was the wrong edge. He had been covering the right side of the unit, so when he spotted the face peering out at him, he had to pull the gun hard to the left before squeezing the trigger. Again he missed. He cursed softly.
He kept moving, surprised the attacker had not yet returned fire. That could only mean one thing: she had no backup weapon. That meant she’d have to make a move for the gun lying out in the open.
He adjusted course slightly, turning toward the attacker’s weapon just as she appeared from behind the air conditioning unit. Her dive was perfect and as she landed on the gravel, her hands wrapped around the gun and she turned in one smooth motion and aimed it at him. She’s good, Nikolai thought with grudging professional respect.
And he fired.
She dodged and he caught her in the right shoulder. She squeezed off a wild shot and then the gun fell from her hand onto the roof. Just like that, she was helpless.
He took another step, centering the gun on her chest. He would put one slug center-mass, then finish with a double-tap to the head. Textbook. The entire exchange had taken no more than a minute, and down on Columbia Road eight stories below, Ronald Reagan was still droning on about the American Dream. There was still time to accomplish his mission.
He began to squeeze the trigger and vaguely registered a blur of motion coming fast from his left. Then he was hit by what felt like a guided missile and driven to the roof.
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Shane reached the seventh-floor entrance just as Tracie was disappearing through the roof access door. He staggered down the hallway, pain blasting through his head. His vision ebbed and waned, roiling black clouds forming at the edges of his sight. His mouth tasted dry and sour and he felt like he was going to puke. He wondered if the tumor was going to take him right now. The doctors had said he had weeks left, maybe even a couple of months, but what the hell did they really know?
He reached the roof access door and pulled it open slowly. His hands were shaking and not from nerves. From above, a soft Phht sound floated down the stairwell. A silenced gunshot. Tracie wasn’t carrying a silenced weapon, which meant the Russian had fired the shot. He prayed he wasn’t too late.
He willed the pain to the back of his mind, pushing through the darkness threatening to overtake him. Took the steps two at a time. Noticed bloodstains on the concrete. Didn’t slow. The stains were dry, so they weren’t Tracie’s, and that was all that mattered.
Shane reached the top and paused. In just the time it had taken to climb the steps, three more shots had been fired, one of them from Tracie’s gun. That gunshot had sounded loud and clear, a sharp crack, but from far below, Shane could still hear the president speaking. The gun battle raging on a rooftop just a couple of buildings away had not yet been heard, or had been heard but its significance not yet understood.
He eased his head around the edge of a rusted metal bulkhead, toward the sound of the gunfire, and his blood ran cold. Tracie lay on her back, blood leaking through her clothes from a shoulder wound. Her gun lay on the roof a few feet away and a man in a baseball cap was walking slowly in her direction, pistol pointed at her. A long, black sound suppressor protruded from the barrel.
Tracie was helpless.
She had seconds to live.
And Shane acted.
He forgot about the pain, forgot about the tumor eating his brain away from the inside, forgot about Ronald Reagan and about the CIA and Soviet assassination plots. Forgot about everything. Only one thing mattered, and that was saving the woman he had fallen so unexpectedly and completely in love with.
Shane rounded the corner of the bulkhead, at full speed in just two steps. He had been an undersized linebacker on the Bangor High football team, the guy on the defense who was considered too small and too slow to be successful, but who had shown the doubters up by being named to the All-Maine defensive team two years running.
Just as the Russian shooter looked up in surprise, he squared his shoulders and lowered his head and hit the assassin in the chest with everything he had. He hadn’t laced on pads since the final game of his senior year a decade ago, but the muscle memory was still there, and he wrapped the shooter up with his arms and churned with his legs and knocked the man down like he was the unluckiest running back ever.
The shooter hit the deck and Shane’s one hundred eighty pounds fell on top of him and Shane heard the “oof” of air being forced out of lungs, a sound he had heard hundreds of times during his football days, and he felt a surge of savage glee, an elation he had never before experienced.
And then the man used Shane’s momentum against him, rolling backward and kicking upward with his legs, and Shane felt himself tumbling head first, feet flying over his head, and he landed on his back with a thud, and then the shooter was on top of him.
The man had dropped his gun when Shane hit him, and now Shane spotted it out of the corner of his eye, on the roof right next to them. Shane grabbed for it and missed, scattering roofing gravel. Grabbed again and watched as the shooter’s hand reached it first, seeing the struggle almost in slow motion.
Shane wrapped his hands together and drove them upward. He was unable to get much force behind the blow, but connected solidly under the shooter’s jaw and felt as much as heard the man’s teeth clatter together. The shooter’s head was knocked backward and he slumped sideways, and Shane bulled his way onto his hands and knees, scrabbling to his feet.
And found himself staring directly into the silenced barrel of the Russian’s gun.
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Tracie watched helplessly as Shane struggled with the assassin for control of his gun. He had it in his hand for a split second and then he lost it, and in that moment she knew with dread certainty that the KGB agent was about to put a bullet in Shane’s skull.
She turned and scrambled on her knees to her own gun, her right arm numb from shoulder to fingers. She ignored her useless right hand and picked up the weapon in her left and then turned, amazed to see that somehow Shane had fought off the Russian and gotten to his feet.
But so had the assassin. And his weapon was still in his hand.
She raised the Beretta but was powerless to take a shot. Shane stood directly between her and the Russian. If she fired now, she’d put a slug in Shane’s back. Even if he were to move suddenly, with the gun in her unfamiliar left hand, she had no confidence she could hit the assassin.
The Russian raised the gun, angling it at Shane, but then Shane feinted left and surged straight forward, swatting the weapon upward, gaining himself a split-second reprieve. The assassin countered by kicking Shane in the shin, and then pistol-whipping him, slashing the butt of the gun across the side of his face.
Shane went down in a heap and the moment he did, Tracie fired, her weapon trained on the Russian’s chest.
But her target was no longer there. The instant he hit Shane, he leapt back, either in anticipation of Tracie’s move or to get a better angle on the shot he would take to eliminate Shane.
Tracie didn’t know which it was and didn’t care. What mattered was that she had missed, and now the Russian fired, striking Shane, who had hit the deck and rolled, knowing what was coming, but the Russian anticipated that, too, and fired not at the spot where Shane fell, but at the spot he would move to.
Shane took a slug in the chest and lay still.
The Russian moved again and turned his weapon on her.
Tracie pulled herself together and raised her gun again, but too late—the Russian fired. Tracie felt a stab of white-hot pain in her left shoulder and dropped to the roof one last time. Her gun fell next to her but it was useless now. She had no feeling in either arm. She couldn’t move her fingers. She squeezed her eyes closed and waited for the final shot, the one that would end everything.
She could hear chaotic screaming and sirens, and the sound of people running far below. They had heard the gunshots. By now Reagan would be halfway to his armored limo. She would die knowing she had prevented the assassination of the president, but it would be small consolation. Shane Rowley was dead, or would be soon. Shane, whose only sin was to pull her from the wreckage of a burning airplane. Shane, the man who had done much more for her than she could ever repay. Shane, the man she had fallen in love with.
A second that felt like a lifetime passed and when nothing happened, Tracie opened her eyes. She lifted her head toward the KGB assassin and blinked, stunned. Shane had risen to his feet and was barreling across the rooftop at the Russian.
The man turned away from Tracie in surprise and squeezed off a hurried shot. The slug struck Shane somewhere on the right side of his body, but he kept coming, slowing only slightly. He had started out about fifteen feet away from the Russian and had now closed the half the distance. He stumbled, placed a hand on the roof and pushed himself upright and kept coming.
The Russian fired again and this time the bullet hit Shane square in the chest, the second time he had been shot in the same spot. He stopped and staggered and, then, unbelievably, kept coming. He hit the Russian like a freight train and drove him backward. The man windmilled his arms in a desperate attempt to maintain his balance and the gun flew out of his hand, arcing high into the air, then dropping to the roof with a metallic clank.
Shane kept driving with his legs, shoulder planted squarely in the Russian’s chest, moving him backward but unable to take him down. They were running out of room quickly, and Tracie could see what was about to happen. She shouted, “Nooo!” as the pair of fighting men struck the roof’s two-foot-high retaining wall.
They were moving fast, but to Tracie’s horrified eyes the events played out in slow motion, like some awful sports clip being shown on the evening news. The Russian’s legs struck the retaining wall just above the knees and he reached for the wall with both hands in an attempt to avoid tumbling over backward. Shane pumped his legs one last time, churning relentlessly, and the Russian dropped over the edge.
And so did Shane.
He swiveled his head and locked eyes with her, and then he disappeared.
A second later, the screaming intensified on Columbia Road far below.
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June 5, 1987
1:00 p.m.
Langley, Virginia
 
The office of CIA Director Aaron Stallings was spacious and infused with an old-money, country-club stuffiness. Leather-bound volumes filled oak bookshelves lining the walls from floor to ceiling. A small television set mounted in one corner of the office had been tuned to CNN, volume muted, and was broadcasting three-day-old footage of the events at the Minuteman Insurance Building in a continuous silent loop. A massive walnut desk dominated the room, and the carpeting was plush and thick, serving to deaden sound so completely that voices seemed to struggle into the air and then vanish.
The overall theme of the office seemed to be one of stern intimidation, Stallings making the pecking order clear to visitors: he was important and they were not. The effect was wasted on Tracie. Her future with the agency would be determined by this meeting, but she wasn’t at all certain she wanted to continue, anyway.
She had been overcome by depression since watching Shane Rowley tumble over the roof of the Minuteman Building three days ago, an ennui that seemed to have clamped onto her heart. She wondered if it would ever ease. Shane had sacrificed his own life to save hers, somehow struggling to his feet after being shot in the chest, then still managing to pack enough of a punch to overcome a trained and armed professional assassin, despite being weaponless and suffering numerous bullet wounds.
Shane was being hailed as a hero, lauded on television and in the worldwide press as an ordinary man who had stumbled onto a plot to assassinate the president of the United States, and then foiled that plot at the expense of his own life.
All of which was true, of course, as far as it went. But the authorities were releasing few details of how this “ordinary citizen” had single-handedly taken down the lone gunman, or even how he had managed to uncover the plot while working as an air traffic controller and living his life far off the beaten path in Bangor, Maine. His escape from the massacre at the Bangor Airport was receiving airtime as well, its link to the assassination attempt still unclear.
For now, the compelling human interest angle was dominating the news cycles, and Tracie knew that by the time it occurred to the networks and reporters to dig below the surface, a bland cover story would have been concocted, one which would satisfy the public while simultaneously avoiding any possibility that embarrassing details might be leaked involving potentially treasonous activity by long-time CIA officials.
No doubt a team of agency psychologists and spin-doctors was hard at work right now, doing exactly that. Just another day at the company.
Of the assassin Shane had thwarted, little was known, officially or otherwise. His broken body had been found on the sidewalk outside the Minuteman Insurance Building bearing no identification, and Tracie knew the few details that would eventually emerge regarding the man would bear little more than a passing resemblance to the truth. They certainly would not include the fact that the gunman was working for the KGB with the tacit approval of at least one high-ranking CIA official—that information would be buried so deep it would never see the light of day. She pictured Winston Andrews smiling in approval.
Tracie sat up as straight as she could, no easy feat with both shoulders wrapped heavily in gauze and surgical bandages. Her arms were immobilized in slings, crossed over her chest, making her look like an angry housewife confronting an errant husband. The wounds throbbed incessantly, and doctors had told her to expect more of the same for the foreseeable future, although a full recovery was expected.
Stallings gazed at her, saying nothing. He had been silent since summoning her into his office and gruffly instructing her to take a seat in a chair placed directly in front of his desk. Tracie knew he was using silence as a weapon, an obvious attempt to draw her out, to encourage her to try and fill the emptiness with words.
She wasn’t having any of it. She was very familiar with the tactic—had used it herself many times in interrogations. She knew she could outwait him and assumed he would reach the same conclusion eventually.
Besides, she was used to silence, comfortable with solitude. She sat quietly.
Finally Stallings gave up and cleared his throat officiously. “So,” he said, “regarding the Gorbachev communique…,” and waited.
She said nothing. No question had been asked so there was no reason to speak.
She had been rescued by a Secret Service agent, who sprinted to the roof of the Minuteman Building just seconds after the bodies of Shane and the assassin crashed to the sidewalk below it.
Upon her arrival at the hospital, a young CIA operative she didn’t know took possession of the wrinkled envelope containing Gorbachev’s letter, shortly before Tracie was rolled into surgery to repair the damage done by the two 9mm slugs. The letter had disappeared into the massive chasm that was CIA officialdom, and she knew she would never see it again. She didn’t care.
Stallings continued, a hint of annoyance creeping into his voice. “Some in positions of authority in the administration—myself included, if you’re curious—believe you should be placed under arrest and charged with treason for opening that envelope. Its contents were classified Top Secret and, as you know, opening the letter is antithetical to every single operating principle at this agency.”
Tracie had told herself she was not going to give Stallings the satisfaction of a response, no matter how vicious or unreasonable the attack, but she couldn’t help herself. She shot back, “Really? And what about the real treason—the activity of Winston Andrews? What about that?”
“That is all hearsay, unprovable charges made by an unreliable witness against a dead man who served his country honorably for more than four decades and is not here to defend himself.”
Tracie barked a bitter laugh and Stallings said, “But in any event, let’s not get off track here. The subject is your malfeasance.”
“Malfeasance? Is that what you’re calling it? The president is alive right now because I opened that envelope.”
“Yes, well, you could argue that, I suppose—”
“It’s not an argument, it’s a fact.”
“Just the same,” Stallings said. He was a large, jowly man, with fleshy pouches below his jaw that jiggled when he talked. “There’s another fact to consider, one of the utmost importance: we cannot set the precedent of allowing operatives to handle classified information in any manner they see fit during a mission. Were it up to me, and many others, you would become an object example to every agent, now and into the future, of that concept.
“This scenario was not typical,” she said angrily. “It was one in a million, not likely to be repeated in our lifetimes, if ever.”
“However,” he continued, talking over her as if she hadn’t even spoken, “President Reagan refused to allow the issue to drop. He threatened to replace the entire management team at CIA if we took any action against you. The upshot,” he said reluctantly, bitterness creeping into his voice, “is that your job is safe. You’re welcome back to the operations branch as soon as you are physically able to return.” He scowled, looking as though he had just gotten a whiff of rotting meat.
“What about Andrews?” Tracie asked, pressing the issue, refusing to allow Stallings the satisfaction of seeing any relief on her face. She wasn’t sure she felt any.
Stallings spread his hands in exasperation. “What about him?”
“Come on,” Tracie snapped. “You know damned well he couldn’t have been the only one at CIA who was working with the Soviets. What is being done to flush out the rest of them, to ensure nothing like this fiasco ever happens again?”
“There’s no evidence to indicate anyone besides Winston was involved, at CIA or elsewhere.” Stallings smiled thinly, his eyes cold and predatory. “In fact, as I already mentioned, there’s not even any evidence Winston was involved. There is no reason to pursue the matter further.”
And just like that, Tracie realized the potential involvement of other high-level members of the United States government in the attempted assassination of a sitting president would be swept under the rug, just like the full story of the incident, just like the true identity of the Soviet assassin. She flashed back to Winston Andrews’ words as he sat in his home office just before committing suicide. There aren’t many KGB collaborators in positions of power above mine, but there are a few. A wave of nausea washed over her that had nothing to do with her injuries.
“How are we using this fiasco?” Her voice had dropped nearly to a whisper.
“I don’t know what you mean,” Stallings said innocently.
“Come on, goddammit. I was almost killed, got accused of treason, saw my mentor take his own life, saw the man I lov…saw a close friend die to save me. I served up two Soviet agents on a silver platter in New Haven that you’re probably grilling for information even as we speak. Stop beating around the bush. You know exactly what I mean, and I want an answer. You owe me that much. The United States is in possession of irrefutable proof that the KGB was behind an assassination attempt on President Reagan. How are we using that information to our benefit? There has to be a plan.”
The CIA Director’s eyes darkened. He was unused to being questioned, especially by a lowly field operative who had been called on the carpet, and clearly didn’t appreciate it now. Tracie didn’t care; she had had enough, and was about three seconds from quitting and walking out.
“First of all,” Stallings thundered, “I owe you nothing. This agency owes you nothing. If the president hadn’t learned the details of this disaster before we could contain them, you would be on your way to Fort Leavenworth right now, Agent Tanner. You would never again see the light of day if I had anything to say about it. It just so happens the right person is in your corner, so my hands are tied. For now,” he added ominously. “But don’t you dare get in my face with ridiculous demands because you feel we are in any way indebted to you. Is that clear?” His face had bypassed bright crimson and continued straight on to purple, and Tracie wondered who she would be dealing with when Stallings fell to the floor with the stroke that seemed suddenly inevitable.
“Are you going to answer the question, or are we done here?” she asked evenly.
Stallings took a moment to compose himself and then surprised her. His thin lips curled into a tight smile that stopped well south of his eyes. “You’re right,” he said. “Of course we’re using Gorbachev’s letter for leverage. We have already communicated our appreciation to Mr. Gorbachev for the extreme risk, both political and personal, he took in warning us about the KGB’s highly irregular operation. We have agreed that during Mr. Reagan’s upcoming trip to Europe, the president will call for the removal of the Berlin Wall and the reunification of Germany.”
Stallings paused and Tracie whistled softly, impressed despite herself.
Stallings’ self-satisfied smile widened and he continued. “The Soviet Union is disintegrating. Gorbachev knows it and we know it. Even the KGB knows it—their highest-ranking officials just refuse to acknowledge it. Gorbachev does not possess the clout internally to risk the wrath of the KGB by stating the obvious: that the Soviet Union must be dissolved as the only way to save Russia from being destroyed from within.
“But with incontrovertible proof of a KGB-sanctioned assassination attempt of a sitting president to hold over the KGB’s head, we have the clout. Reagan calls publically for the destruction of the wall, the KGB is neutralized, and Gorbachev tightens his grip on the reins in Russia. Everyone wins, including the Soviet satellites, which are able to escape out from under the heel of Communist oppression.”
Tracie closed her eyes and saw Shane sailing over the edge of the roof, his head twisting in what she wanted desperately to believe was one last look back at her. She saw the same scene whenever she closed her eyes and knew she would for a very long time. “Everyone wins,” she repeated, her stomach in knots. Then, “Are we finished here?”
Stallings stared at her without speaking. She opened her eyes and met his gaze straight on. “Everything I’ve just told you is classified,” he said. “If one word of it leaks out, I will make it my mission in life to see that you rot in prison, I don’t care if that old fool Reagan is protecting you. I don’t care if God himself is protecting you. Is that clear?”
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Tracie said. She rose and walked to the door.
“We’ll expect you back on active duty as soon as the medical people give the go-ahead,” Stallings said to her back, his voice rising, rushing to get the words out before she left his office.
“I’ll let you know what I decide,” Tracie answered without turning. She bent and opened the door awkwardly, turning the knob with her right arm inside the sling, and continued through without another word.
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June 8, 1987
11:00 a.m.
Shady Oaks Cemetery, Bangor, Maine
 
The day was bright and hot, a brisk wind helping to make the temperature almost bearable. Tracie stood on a shallow hillside dressed in a conservative business suit not unlike the one she had worn days ago atop the Minuteman Insurance Building in Washington, D.C. She tried to fan herself and failed miserably, her hands still mostly immobilized inside the slings. Smoked-black sunglasses covered her eyes.
Far across a field, a crowd of mourners had gathered to bury Shane Rowley. He had been part of a small family, just himself and his mother. He had never spoken to Tracie of his father, and the one time she asked about him, Shane had said bitterly that the man wasn’t worth wasting his breath on. Aside from Shane’s mother, who was easy to pick out, bent and broken by grief, there were probably a couple of dozen other people. Co-workers, neighbors, friends from high school.
The world had begun to move on following the initial firestorm of media fascination with Shane Rowley, the news cycles continuing their relentless, grinding pace even after just a few days. A small phalanx of television trucks and print reporters crowded the street just outside the gates of Shady Oaks Cemetery, and local police kept the media representatives a respectful distance from the proceedings. Shane’s mother had requested privacy and Tracie thought Shane would have appreciated that fact.
Tracie stood alone among small patches of overgrown grass in need of mowing, removed from the rest of the mourners despite having been invited to the service by Shane’s mother. Tracie had met with the grieving woman twice. The first time had been while still in the hospital following the surgery on her shoulders. All the media had been told was that Tracie was involved with the president’s protective detail, but Shane’s mother had insisted on seeing her.
The second time was earlier this morning.
Her name was Katherine, and she had been shattered by the events on the roof of the seven-story office building in Washington. Katherine Rowley was kind during both meetings, respectful of Tracie’s silence on the subject of Tracie’s relationship with her dead son, but nevertheless Tracie could feel a kind of desperate desire for answers radiating off her, none of which Tracie was at liberty to provide. So, when it came time for the service, she made the decision not to add any more grief to a woman already overwhelmed by it.
She rotated her shoulders, shrugging in a mostly unsuccessful attempt to remove the stiffness brought on by the beginning of the healing process. Her range of motion would return to one hundred percent, according to the agency doctors, and Tracie had no reason to doubt them. She was young and healthy and already beginning to feel stronger.
At least physically.
The doctors would clear her to return to work eventually, and when that happened, she had already decided she would go. She knew nothing else, and the prospect of walking away from the CIA and service to her country, returning to an unimportant job and a life filled with emptiness, held no appeal.
But she would never forget Shane Rowley. She uttered the words aloud, despite the fact they would be heard only by the birds in the trees. Speaking them instead of just thinking them served to make them real for her, to give them permanence. Shane had willingly given his life to save hers and even though she knew nothing she could ever accomplish would make that sacrifice worthwhile, she vowed she would honor it—and Shane—by giving everything she had every day for the rest of her life in support of freedom.
It was all she had to offer.
Down the hillside and across the field, the figures dressed in black clustered around the lone coffin. Tracie watched, thankful for the dark sunglasses covering her eyes, even though no one could see her; no one even knew she was there. The service ended and a couple of mourners began to help Katherine Rowley to a vehicle.
Tracie watched a moment longer, then turned toward the wrought iron gates of the cemetery and walked away, shivering even in the heat.
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BLACK OUT
 
 
 
April 8, 1999
 
2:35 p.m.
A few miles outside of Vizic, Serbia
 
Marko Resja peered cautiously over the top of the jagged stone wall, scanning the lodge's distant front porch with powerful binoculars. Through the driving downpour, he counted four men, which was a good thing. With the entire external security team in one place, he should have no trouble approaching unseen.
He lowered himself to the spongy, pine-needle-covered ground and leaned back against a sharp granite chunk that formed part of the estate's perimeter wall. Created by haphazardly dumping large uneven rocks around the lodge on all sides, the utilitarian border marked the divide between hastily cleared land and the impenetrable Fruska Gora National Forest.
Marko had arrived at the stone wall one hour earlier, hampered by the same relentless rainfall that had kept NATO aircraft at bay for more than a week. Concealed in the dense pine foliage behind the jagged barrier, he could hear the distant roar of high-altitude jets through the unremitting storm. He guessed the NATO pilots were testing Belgrade's air defense network from a safe distance, impatient for the weather to clear over the northern Balkan Peninsula.
He stared out into the wavering pine forest before turning his attention back to the lodge. The two-story, modern, stone and beam structure looked sturdy enough to withstand an artillery attack. A similarly constructed, one-story garage stood between him and the house, partially obscuring his view of the main structure.
Srecko Hadzic, ruthless leader of the paramilitary Serbian Panther crime syndicate, had built the lodge for the sole purpose of hiding his brother, Pavle, from prying eyes. Rumors of NATO commando teams operating within Serbian borders had taken root among upper-level leadership, raising paranoia to near panic levels, and Hadzic feared Pavle's capture more than his own at this point. Unfortunately for Hadzic, the Vizic compound was one of the worst-kept secrets in Belgrade.
He took one more look over the top of the wall, just to make sure all four men were still on the porch. He spotted the bright orange glow of cigarettes through the nearly impenetrable rain squall. He didn't expect any of them to emerge from their cozy shelter, but he had to keep in mind that these men were all current or former Serbian Special Operations types, and despite the overindulgences often associated with paramilitary security details, all of these men had been hand-picked for their competence. Three more had accompanied Radovan Grahovac, Hadzic's chief of security, into the lodge to meet with Pavle.
They had all arrived dressed in civilian clothes, which suggested that the crew might head north for a night of prostitutes and drinking along the banks of the Danube River in Novi Sad. Despite their casual dress, however, each man carried a compact assault rifle and a pistol. Under normal circumstances, this was not a crew he would fuck with. Today, Marko would make a notable exception.
Satisfied that all four men were still in the same place, he picked up a long, thick, black nylon duffel bag and ran to a position along the wall that was completely obscured from the porch by the garage. He knew from two previous reconnaissance trips that Radovan didn't stay more than ten minutes, which meant he was already running out of time.
From his new vantage point, he glanced over the wall and saw one of two dark blue Range Rovers that had arrived at Pavle's hideaway a few minutes ago, depositing Radovan and his heavily-armed security detail. The other Range Rover was parked several meters behind the first, hidden from his view by the garage.
He kneeled low and wrestled a Serbian-made light machine gun out of the soaked nylon bag, extending the weapon's foldable shoulder stock. He placed the weapon against the wall and reached back into the bag for one of two detachable ammunition drums. He swiftly attached one of the seventy-five-round drums to the weapon and placed the second in a hip satchel.
Beyond the high-capacity ammunition drums, he had four standard thirty-round magazines velcroed into quick-access pouches on his combat vest, nestled among four stun grenades. He screwed a large suppressor to the machine gun's barrel and chambered a round with the weapon's charging lever. The final item he took from the bag was a gray, aluminum, ice-climbing axe, which he attached low on the side of his vest. He was ready.
He gripped the sturdy assault weapon with his left hand and hopped over the rock wall, using his right hand for leverage. After splashing down in ankle-high mud, he slogged through the torrential rain to reach the left back corner of the garage. From that spot, he'd be able to see the four men leave the porch, which was critical to his plan.
Marko arrived at the corner, careful not to expose himself. He checked all of his gear one more time, wishing he could check the computer and satellite phone in his waterproof backpack, but just as quickly dismissing the idea as last minute paranoia. He knew the electronics rig worked, and that it would give him a secure satellite connection for both the satellite phone and his computer. He had assembled and tested it nearly a dozen times within the last twenty-four hours. He might not even need it, but he wasn't about to take any chances, and neither was General Sanderson.
The rain intensified for a minute, as sheets of water pummeled the side of the garage. Despite having been exposed to the frigid early spring rain for nearly two hours, he wasn't cold. Under his paramilitary camouflage outfit, he wore a waterproof, insulated, one-piece jumpsuit. Certainly not standard issue for elite Serbian commandos, or even the most pampered members of Hadzic's paramilitary forces.
Nothing in Marko's equipment load-out was standard Serbian issue, which distressed him. As an American deep-cover operative, he hadn't fired or handled a weapon less than twenty years old since his arrival in Serbia two years ago. The model he held in his hand came fresh off the Zastava Arms assembly line, compliments of General Sanderson, but it felt alien to him. Instinctively, he knew everything he carried was superior to the ancient hardware handed down to him by senior members of the Panthers, who passed their equipment down to make room for newer toys. Still, it felt strangely uncomfortable.
He peeked around the corner of the garage and saw one of the men throw a lit cigarette out into the front yard. Another man talked excitedly into a small handheld radio and rapidly nodded his head. Showtime.
Marko released the weapon's safety and pulled a rain-soaked black ski mask down over his head. He peered cautiously around the corner, watching the men scramble off the porch. When they vanished from his sight, he moved rapidly down the unobserved side of the garage to the front corner and risked another peek. Everything looked just like he had expected. The lead SUV was already loaded with Radovan and the three men who had accompanied him inside the lodge. The four commandos from the porch jogged toward the rear SUV.
He'd witnessed the same scene several dozen times before. Radovan always insisted that the team assigned to the rear vehicle wait for all of the members of the lead car to get situated. When he'd first seen this, he thought it might be for security reasons, but he'd learned firsthand that this was simply another one of Radovan's psychotic quirks. He also knew that all four members of the rear security team, anxious to get out of the rain, would be so preoccupied watching the lead SUV that he could engage them completely undetected.
He pushed these thoughts aside and instantly engaged a near trance-like mindset. He stepped out into the open and lowered his body into a semi-crouch, aiming at the last man in the group. Through the Aimpoint sight, he placed the red dot on the man's upper back, just below the nape of his neck, and squeezed the trigger for a short burst. The weapon kicked considerably, but he kept it under control and repeated the process for the remaining three guards. He sprinted for the back of the empty SUV and reached it before the last guard hit the ground. None of them had a chance to react. If anything, a couple of them might have felt a warm, chunky spray. Less than five seconds had elapsed.
A quick glance back confirmed that all four members of Radovan's rear security team were dead, and Marko moved forward along the right side of the rear SUV, focused on Radovan's vehicle.
 
**
 
Radovan sat impatiently in the front passenger seat of his Range Rover, listening to the rain hammering the truck's thick metal roof. He hated these trips and absolutely despised handing their hard-earned cash over to Hadzic's "gang-banger worshiping" brother, Pavle. Radovan was a committed ultra-nationalist and had no tolerance for the newly arrived American "gangsta" music that had penetrated the Belgrade club scene. When Radovan hit the town, which he frequently did, Belgrade went hip-hop free. Nobody risked incurring the security chief's wrath.
"Why the fuck are we not out of here already?" he yelled at the rain-blurred windshield.
Directly behind him, one of the commandos shifted uncomfortably. Here we go again. He turned his head back over his right shoulder, equally annoyed with his infantile boss and the idiots in the other Range Rover. Through the wide back window of the Range Rover's gate, he noted a figure sliding down the right side of the rear SUV, but never had a chance to form much more of an impression about the situation. Several steel-jacketed bullets ripped through his skull, initiating chaos within the SUV.
Radovan was immediately hit by two of the bullets that passed unhindered through the commando's throat. One struck him in the upper left shoulder, where it stayed, and the other ricocheted off the metal headrest post and grazed the right side of his neck. The windshield in front of Radovan crumbled, and he instinctively grabbed for the short-barreled assault rifle that rested between his right leg and the door. Before his hand completed the twelve-inch journey, the front passenger door erupted in a fusillade of torn plastic, metal fragments, and safety glass.
His hand never touched the rifle. He felt incredible surges of pain at multiple points throughout his body, vaguely aware that a figure moved across the front of the SUV, firing continuously into the vehicle. His head snapped violently backward and to the left, leaving him with a view of a shattered body in the seat behind the driver. He tried to call out to the man, but couldn't form the words. He watched as a dark red stain splattered the bodyguard's window, and a red mist aerosolized the rear cargo compartment. This was the last thing Radovan would ever see.
Against all odds, the driver, Jorji, survived the seemingly endless hail of bullets. He was hit several times, but knew that he was not critically wounded. When the first bullets passed through the car, Jorji twisted his body to the right, pressing down on the center console, trying to present the lowest possible target to his attackers. This was not the first time he had been attacked in a vehicle, and his previous experience kept him alive a little longer than the rest of the Range Rover's occupants.
Several bullets pierced the back of his seat and tore into the top left side of his body, causing mostly superficial damage, but shredding muscle and tendon from his left hip all the way up to his shoulder. The extensive muscle damage along his entire left side kept him locked in place over the center console, with his face nearly buried in Radovan's lap. No matter how hard he tried, he could not sit up, which was another reason that he was still alive.
 
**
 
Marko dropped to the soaked gravel near the front left tire of the Range Rover and rolled over onto his left side, which gave him easy access to the hip satchel containing the second ammunition drum. The gun's barrel sizzled as the rain struck the dangerously overheated metal. A hundred thoughts and stimuli flashed through his brain, which were immediately prioritized and processed for his use. His trance reduced useless distractions like emotion, hesitation or fear, and enhanced his focus on the highly-specialized skills required to survive.
"Reload weapon" was at the very top of the list. His weapon wasn't empty, but he knew that seventy-five rounds didn't last very long at the rate he had fired. In the flash of a synapse, "driver still alive" was also broadcasted, and his eyes narrowed. He had fired long bursts into each passenger as he moved counterclockwise around the SUV. After targeting the rear right guard and Radovan, he fired a lengthy burst at the driver through the rear right door window. Marko knew the bullets had passed through the seat and connected with the driver, but the man's demise was not conclusive, and he knew it.
He detached the drum magazine and threw it out of the way. The second drum was out of the satchel and attached to the light machine gun in a blur of his hands. Marko raised his body into a low crouch, keeping well below the window, and fired a sustained burst through the center of the front driver door.
 
**
 
The silence felt like an eternity to Jorji, but he knew his lifespan was now measured in seconds unless he could take the offensive. Jorji lifted his head up far enough out of Radovan's blood-soaked lap to catch sight of the assault rifle jammed against the door by Radovan's leg. Jorji knew this was his only hope. His only weapon, a small semi-automatic pistol, was jammed under his right armpit in a concealed holster, and he couldn't lift his body to free it. Not that it would have mattered if he could. Jorji was left handed, and a bullet had passed through the back of his left elbow, rendering his arm useless. He strained to slide his right arm free, and his hand managed to reach the rifle just as several bullets punctured the driver door and put an end to any hope that he might survive.
 
**
 
Keeping the machine gun aimed forward, he peered into the SUV and saw the driver leaned over Radovan's lap. The man was shredded, but his death was still far from conclusive. Through his weapon's sight, he centered the red dot on the back of the man's skull. One quick trigger removed any doubt that Radovan's security team was finished.
He pulled back up against the house and absorbed the entire scene. The carnage resembled a well-executed ambush, and there was little chance that anyone would suspect the attack was perpetrated by one person. The vehicle was shredded on all sides by bullets, and most of the safety glass lay shattered on the packed gravel. He'd fired from nearly every angle around the car, leaving shell casings scattered everywhere.
He saw that two of the guards behind the rear SUV had fallen on top of each other and immediately decided that he'd stuff one of them into the trunk of the luxury Mercedes in the garage. He'd dump the car into one of the lakes near Belgrade. The absence of a junior member of Radovan's inner sanctum would lead Hadzic to suspect that this was an inside job, and if anyone took a close look at the ground around the bodies, they would only find the washed-out evidence of three deaths.
Marko decided to skip any further house surveillance and moved toward the door. He had done a mixed job of keeping the noise level down and didn't want to waste any time if Pavle's bodyguards had been alerted.
The suppressor had performed as advertised, ensuring that the automatic weapon would not draw anyone's attention over the rainstorm, but the Range Rover was a different story. He was not at all satisfied with the noise created by the bullets that struck the SUV's heavy steel frame. To Marko, it had sounded like multiple, low speed fender benders. He would have to move quickly.
He reached his right hand over to the doorknob and tried to twist it. It didn't move. Wasting no time, he reached into his hip satchel and removed an object that resembled a small plastic explosive charge. He tightly jammed it between the doorknob and door trim. He pulled a small plastic device out of a pouch on his vest and slid it upward along the door from the first small charge. The device's LED turned green about two feet above the doorknob.
He placed a second charge against the trim, where the LED flashed green. Marko pulled a small cotter pin on each of the homemade devices and pressed himself flush against the paved stone wall of the lodge.
In rapid succession, each device ignited and burned intensely for five seconds. The thermite packages created very little noise, but generated an incredible amount of smoke, usually on both sides of the door. He pushed firmly on the heavy oak door, which gave way now that the locks had been melted. He held his breath and stepped into the house. The caustic smoke obscured his vision and burned his eyes momentarily, but he immediately recognized that he was on a small landing. Several stairs led up into the house through an enclosed stairwell that separated the landing from the main house and kept him out of sight.
His ears picked up a familiar sound, which relieved him of any fears that his attack had been compromised. A hardcore rap song vibrated throughout the lodge. His mouth formed a thin grin as a Serbian-accented "yeah, motherfucka" echoed alongside the lyrics.
He eased up the stairs and peeked around the corner. The lodge's ground floor was an open concept space, which gave him a clear view straight through the kitchen, into the great room. Marko didn't see any smoke detectors in the kitchen, which allowed him to relax the pace slightly.
The ceiling opened up just past the eat-in kitchen area to form a two-story great room, with floor to ceiling windows on the far wall facing Marko. A dark gray slate fireplace and chimney split the middle of this wall and disappeared into the timber-framed ceiling. The men were stationed around a rustic, dark wooden coffee table, which was centered on the fireplace and littered with a pile of mixed currency. A dimly-lit chandelier hung low over the coffee table, attached to the ceiling by a thick, black chain.
He spotted Pavle immediately, which was not a difficult task. Pavle was paralyzed from the waist down and confined to a wheelchair, which faced the fireplace. Both of Pavle's outstretched arms embraced the deep hip-hop beat with a slow, synchronized wave. Each hand held a thick stack of American bills.
He assessed the bodyguards. A large, stocky man in a black turtleneck sweater and brown jacket stood in front of Pavle, bouncing up and down completely out of rhythm. The second bodyguard sat on a dark, rich leather couch to the left of the table, nodding his head to the steady rhythm and rolling what Marko assumed to be a marijuana joint. He didn't see any obvious weapons and chuckled at the pathetic crew in front of him.
Ready to make his move, he took the time to touch the razor-sharp edges on both the front and back of the climbing axe. The axe would provoke the final outrage. The inevitable civil war between two of Slobodan Milosevic's largest paramilitary groups would tear Belgrade apart from within and give Marko the cover he needed to tie up a few more loose ends before vanishing. For the first time in several years, he felt hopeful.
His time in this shithole of a region was rapidly coming to an end, and he intended to walk away with a little more than just the satisfaction of a job well done. Pavle held the key to his brother's vast criminal fortune, which would soon belong to the United States government—minus a small finder's fee. He caressed the axe's blade once more before he lowered his body to a full crouch and slipped into the kitchen. He still had a long day ahead of him.
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2:35 p.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Daniel sat at a brushed metal, modernist workstation in his expanded cubicle, staring blankly at a sleek flat-screen monitor. An MBA from Boston University's School of Management had earned him a little extra space in one of the outer cubicles and a partial view of the tall pine trees behind the building's rear parking lot. His one-hundred-square-foot home at Zenith Semiconductor was as close to the "corner office" as modern workplace design theory would allow, and he had fellow MBAs like himself to thank for it. At least his position entitled him to a frosted glass "privacy door," which he could slide shut to emphasize his desire to remain undisturbed. Few of the staff and entry-level managers had this option and were therefore vulnerable to constant, unannounced intrusion.
His door had only been closed for fifteen minutes, and he'd already counted at least five lingering shadows behind the translucent glass. He continued to stare at the market analysis presentation on the screen, unmotivated to continue. His indoor soccer team pulled the late slot the night before, and he still hadn't recovered from a three-hour sleep deficit. He shook his head and decided to take a walk around the ten-thousand-square-foot cubicle "ghetto," known more formally as the third floor.
He stood up from his sleek designer chair and surveyed the immense room. At six feet tall, Daniel could effectively see over the cubicles. Just as he slid the door open, his phone rang.
"I almost escaped," he muttered and plopped himself back down into the soft chair. He put his headset on and pressed a button on the gray desk phone. "Daniel Petrovich."
"Daniel, it's Sandy. I have a call for you from Azore Market Solutions."
"Do you know who it is?" Daniel said, surprised to be hearing from Azore so soon.
"They didn't say," Sandy said, one of the junior assistants assigned to the marketing department. "Just that they needed to talk with you immediately."
He had contracted with Azore Market Solutions to provide raw data for an overseas regional marketing analysis, but didn't expect to hear from them for another month. He usually conducted business with them via e-mail, so he was slightly concerned about the call. If Azore couldn't deliver the data, he'd have to start the process from scratch, which would put Zenith's South American market expansion efforts behind schedule, and his job at risk.
"All right. Put whoever it is through. And Sandy…would you please ask who's on the line next time? I don't know if I'm talking to the CEO or a janitor," he lamented.
"I don't think it's the janitor, but I'm not sure. Do you want me to ask who it is before I put the call through?"
"No, don't worry about it this time," he said and hung up.
Dan shut the door to his cubicle and pressed the button to connect the call. "Daniel Petrovich."
"Oh, I'm sorry. I was hoping to reach Marko Resja," the male voice said, betraying no emotion.
Daniel felt a surge of adrenaline fire through his central nervous system, and his brain switched over to a long dormant mode of operation, instantly ceasing to function as Zenith Semiconductor's Emerging Markets' Analytical Lead. He stood up slowly, glancing down the vast sea of cubicle tops.
"I'm not in the building, so you can sit back down," the voice said.
Daniel remained standing and opened the cubicle door.
"Are you sitting?"
"I am," Petrovich replied.
"That's better. Do I have your attention?" the voice said, which confirmed that he was not under direct surveillance.
Daniel activated the "wander" function of his headset. "You never lost it."
As long as he remained on the third floor of Building A, his headset would function without a hard-wire connection. He might be able to get a slight head start on whatever was coming his way. He opened the top drawer of his desk, pocketed his keys and cell phone, and started to walk toward the nearest staircase.
"The general has a proposal for you," the voice said.
"I'll be sure to look him up the next time I'm the D.C. area," Dan said, approaching the door to the stairwell.
"This proposal is extremely time sensitive."
He wrapped his hands around the staircase door handle. "I don't really care."
"He thought you might say that. He told me to tell you that 'he knows everything,'" the voice said with a slight hint of impatience.
"I'm still not impressed," Petrovich said.
"Zorana Zekulic," the voice uttered.
Daniel paused for a few seconds. Sanderson hadn't bothered him much since they parted ways. A Christmas card one year, a birthday card the next. Just a friendly reminder that the general was still out there. Using Zorana's name was more than a nudge. It was more like poking him with a knife.
"Where do we meet?"
"Starbucks. A few blocks from your building. Five minutes."
"No good. I'm a regular there. I'll meet you in Designer Grinds at Northgate Plaza," Daniel countered.
"Where is that?" the voice said.
"Figure it out," Daniel said and disconnected the call.
He stuffed the headset in a trash bin by the door and took three flights of stairs running. He felt slightly panicked by the brazen use of Zorana's name. He'd taken extreme measures to bury that name in the past, but apparently he should have dug the hole a little deeper. He opened the door to the lobby and walked briskly toward the rear security station, which would lead him directly to his car in the back parking lot. He'd call his assistant as soon he was on the turnpike and make up some excuse for vanishing.
Daniel approached the security exit with nothing for the guards to search. Normally, they would take a cursory look inside of his briefcase, but this time he wasn't carrying anything. He addressed the single guard, who swiveled in his chair as Daniel reached him.
"No need to get up, Harry. I'm just running a quick errand at Target before I forget. I have a pick-up soccer game after work, and if I don't do this now, it'll never get done."
The guard eased back into his chair, barely turning his head far enough to watch Daniel move swiftly through the sliding door.
 
**
 
Daniel strained to keep from breaking into a full sprint toward his BMW 545i sedan, which sat three rows deep in the lot. Though he was out of Harold's sight line, five levels of windows faced the back lot, and the sight of anyone sprinting in the parking lot was sure to attract the wrong kind of attention, especially in the middle of the afternoon.
He fished a ring of keys out of his front pocket as he approached the back of his car and remotely unlocked the doors. As his hand reached for the door handle, he pressed the ignition button on his key fob, and the sedan's powerful 325 HP engine roared to life and settled into a low hum. Seconds later, Daniel screeched out of the parking lot, headed for the Turnpike entrance.
 
**
 
James Parker tossed the burner cell phone onto the passenger seat and began to program the dashboard-mounted GPS system as if his life depended on it—which it did. After pushing several buttons, he located the Designer Grinds store in Northgate and activated the navigator, which was programmed to take the shortest route to the coffee shop. He pulled his Grand Cherokee out of the parking lot and wove through traffic on his way to Congress Street, where he'd be able to pick up more speed without running the risk of attracting local law enforcement attention.
Roughly one minute after speeding out of the parking lot, his SUV passed the entrance to the Zenith Semiconductor Industrial Complex, and Parker glared at the closer of two glass-encased office buildings. A few weeks earlier he might have spotted Daniel in the building's parking lot, but May had unleashed thick rows of brilliant yellow Forsythia bushes, which completely obscured his view of the complex's ground level. He leaned on the accelerator and shot toward Maine Mall Road.
 
**
 
Daniel's car arrived at the Maine Mall Road stoplight, one series of lights behind Parker's Grand Cherokee. As soon as the BMW came to a stop at the light, he reached under his seat and drew a compact Sig Sauer pistol from a hidden holster. He pushed the pistol under a newspaper on the front passenger seat and considered his next move. One thing was certain for Daniel. If this contact had any information regarding Zorana Zekulic, beyond her name, that information would die in the parking lot outside of the coffee shop.
The light turned green, and Daniel sped down toward Western Avenue, banking on the likelihood that the general's man wouldn't take the turnpike. Just as the BMW's tires squealed through the turn onto Western Avenue, Parker's Grand Cherokee passed the turnoff leading to Interstate 95 and pushed forward on the shortest, but not quickest route to its destination.
Daniel arrived at the Northgate center less than ten minutes later and parked his car at the back of a massive parking lot, to the far right of the grocery store that anchored the shopping complex. He could think of no conceivable way for his adversary to spot the car from any of the three approaches to Designer Grinds. Reaching into the back seat, he grabbed a dark blue, zippered, nylon jacket and a dirty Red Sox ball cap. Before jogging across the parking lot in his new disguise, he tucked the pistol into the rear belt line of his dark brown wool pants and pulled the jacket down to ensure that it was concealed.
He arrived at the grocery store's automated entrance and glanced around. Designer Grinds was to his left, and there were three open parking spaces in front the coffee shop, directly ahead of the covered pedestrian walkway linking the strip mall's business fronts. A dozen more spaces sat unoccupied among the three rows of parking available further back from the storefronts. He didn't have much time to position himself, so he trusted his instincts and walked briskly into the field of cars across from the coffee shop.
His mind raced with thousands of possibilities, variables, and scenarios, as he searched for an unlocked car in the third row away from Designer Grinds. His training had broken through, but it felt like a glitchy computer. He shook his head, as if he could rattle his brain's circuitry back into place. After checking several cars, he found an unlocked sedan and slipped into the back seat.
 
**
 
Parker veered his SUV left at the split of Auburn Street and Washington Avenue, and spotted the traffic signal that marked the front entrance to the Northgate shopping center. His stomach was knotted, and he tried for the hundredth time since arriving in Portland to stop grinding his teeth. He'd seen enough of the Petrovich file to warrant an ulcer.
He arrived at the red light and scanned the parking lot in front of the coffee shop for a BMW, though he was reasonably certain that he'd beaten Petrovich to the shopping center. His only goal had been to get into Designer Grinds alive, where, in front of witnesses, he'd at least have a brief opportunity to explain that he knew nothing about Zorana Zekulic, only the name. The general had made it clear that this would be the most pressing business on the table, and that Parker's survival would depend on it.
The light turned green, and Parker sat for a few seconds, momentarily paralyzed. A horn jarred him back to reality, and he pulled into the plaza, cruising slowly while he searched for the BMW.
 
**
 
Daniel spotted the Cherokee immediately thanks to an impatient Mainer. Three short horn blasts drew his attention to the front entrance of the parking lot, where even the most unobservant field agent could spot Parker cruising "casually" past the grocery store, craning his neck in every direction.
He peeked through the Accord's headrest and watched the Cherokee drive past the coffee shop and turn into the second row of cars. As the SUV headed in his direction, one row away, Daniel slid himself across the back seat and unlocked the passenger door. Hand on the door handle; he waited for the Cherokee to park.
The driver guided the SUV into a parking space two rows back from the entrance to Designer Grinds, and Daniel slid out of the back seat of the sedan. Staying low, he sprinted from one row of cars to the next, centering on the back of the Cherokee to avoid detection in either of the Cherokee's side mirrors. He heard the doors unlock, and the dark-haired driver leaned over into the front seat. As the man straightened back up in the driver's seat, Daniel opened the door and pressed the barrel of his pistol to the back of his head.
"Hands up on the dashboard above the radio. Do not turn your head. Understood?" Daniel said and closed the rear driver car door, settling into the back seat and easing the pistol back from Parker's head.
Parker nodded once and carefully placed his hands palms down on the dashboard.
"I'll ask you some questions. If I don't like the answers, then all the general's horses and all the general's men, won't be able put you back together again. Understood?" Daniel said, and Parker nodded once more.
"I assume you've read some kind of file regarding my previous line of work?"
"Yes, but I don't know anything about the name I mentioned earlier."
"Which name?" Daniel said, curious if he'd repeat it.
"Zorana. The general told me to use this name if I didn't think you would meet with me."
"Well, the general must not like you very much because he knows damn well I won't entertain any of his proposals…and giving you that name was a potential death sentence. How well do you know General Sanderson?"
"I've been working directly under General Sanderson for two years."
"He's not a general any more. Pissed on too many people. Important people. How did you get stuck with him?"
"We met in Afghanistan before he retired," Parker said.
"Retired…doesn't sound like he retired."
"He didn't. That's why I'm here."
"What do you know about Zorana Zekulic?" Daniel whispered and pushed the pistol into the base of his skull, at the top of his neck.
Parker cleared his throat. "Absolutely nothing beyond the name. The general stressed to me that the first thing I needed to clear up with you is the fact that I know nothing about Zorana. He said my life depended on it."
"And you still showed up?" Daniel said, pulling the pistol back, but keeping it aimed at the back of Parker's seat.
"I didn't really have much of a choice," Parker said.
"That's the problem with General Sanderson. He doesn't like for any of his people to get comfortable with the concept of free will, which is why we parted ways long ago. I'm done with your general, Mr…?"
"Parker. James Parker. Can we talk about this over some coffee? The mission is critically important to our work and national security. You might change your mind."
"I'll listen, but I need you to know that I won't hesitate to add your brains to the African artwork in that place. Are you armed?"
"No. Gun's in the glove box…but I have a small folding knife in my right front pocket."
"I expect to hear that knife clatter on the pavement as soon as we start walking. You can pick it up later, if it's still there. And the coffee's on you. Fair?"
"Fair," Parker said, clearly relieved.
A few minutes later, Parker placed two coffees on the table and took a seat across from Daniel, who sat against the back wall, one hand hidden under the table. Daniel examined him for a few seconds as he reached out for his drink. Parker had deep blue eyes and thick, black hair, closely cropped for a neat, trimmed impression. Not short enough to immediately betray a military background, but clearly the preferred look for someone not completely comfortable with civilian life. His outfit matched the haircut: khakis, casual blue dress shirt with no tie, and a dark blue blazer. Business casual for the ex-military officer. Petrovich suspected that he had been a senior army captain or possibly a major. He looked lean and slightly muscular.
"Special Forces in Afghanistan?" Daniel said and took a sip of steaming hot cappuccino.
"Navy SEAL platoon commander. I met General Sanderson at Forward Operating Base (FOB) Anaconda in 2004. He showed a lot of interest in the spec ops guys operating out of the Korangal Valley. That was before we started sticking outposts up there. Fucking Wild West. We stayed in touch, and he offered me a job as a security consultant when I got out."
"So what's in the bag, Mr. Navy SEAL?"
"Mission specifics. Untraceable weapon," he responded, glancing around secretively as he spoke.
Daniel kept control of the tension evoked by the sudden realization that Parker had lied about being armed, and only slightly tightened his grip on the pistol hidden under the table.
"I thought I said no weapons," Petrovich said.
"The case is locked, and I don't have the combination. I have a phone number for you to call, which is programmed to respond to your cell phone number. You get the combo from a recording. I know who the target is and all of the mission details, but Sanderson did not want me to have access to the contents of the briefcase. I don't ask questions."
"What's the phone number?" Petrovich said, removing his cell phone from one of the inside pockets of his jacket.
"You're going to open the case here?" Parker asked.
Petrovich leaned across and whispered, "You're goddamn right I am. I don't need this case exploding inside my car…and if I don't like the contents, I don't want to make another trip to return it. The number, please."
Parker recited the number as Daniel dialed. The call lasted less than thirty seconds before Daniel abruptly snapped the phone closed. He leaned over the left side of the table to look at the nylon case.
"May I?" Daniel said.
"The case is yours."
Daniel lifted the case off the floor and placed it in his lap, backing his chair up flush against the wall. He still wanted some room to maneuver, just in case this elaborate set-up was a trap, though he felt comfortable enough about Parker. The guy was far from a trained agent or contract killer. Daniel suspected that he was exactly what he claimed to be.
He dialed the four-digit combination and flipped open the top of the case. He stared at the contents, noting the presence of a Ziploc bag enclosed pistol in the padded compartment normally reserved for a laptop computer. He found two sealed documents in the other side of the case and removed them. One was a thick packet, and the other was a small envelope.
"Do you have to look at this here?" Parker said, glancing nervously over his shoulder at two women who occupied brown leather chairs several tables away.
"You need to relax. I didn't drag the gun out, did I?"
Parker didn't look relieved by his response and continued to look over his shoulder while Daniel unsealed the packet. Daniel extracted the contents and placed them on the table next to his coffee. The top item was a picture.
Petrovich opened and read the contents of the envelope and replaced the letter. He put the envelope back into the briefcase and took the picture off the table. Staring at the picture, he asked, "I suppose this gentleman needs to take a permanent vacation?"
"Something like that. His name is…"
"I don't need to know his name. I assume this packet contains all of the information I'll need? Places of business, hours of work, gym, favorite bars…though I get the feeling this guy might not partake in the consumption of alcohol or bacon."
For the first time since Daniel placed a gun against his head, Parker cracked a smile.
"Ah, a sense of humor. I don't think the general likes those either," Daniel said.
"So, I'll track this guy down and find an opportunity, but I need to talk to your general personally, right now, or this whole thing is off."
"The general isn't available to talk right now. He went offline right before I arrived in Portland."
"Get him on the phone, or you're going to have to kill this guy yourself. I don't think this kind of work would suit you."
"I'll try, but I'm serious about…"
Daniel's cell phone interrupted Parker's sentence. Unknown number.
"Daniel Petrovich," he answered dryly, now pretty sure he was under surveillance. Another deception by Parker.
"Danny! It's been a while. Great to hear your voice."
"Well, you can play it back all day and night, I suppose," Daniel said.
"Newest technology on the streets. Turned Parker's cell phone into a bug without him knowing," General Sanderson said.
"Congratulations. I'm glad to know you didn't spend the Hadzic trust fund all in one place," Daniel said.
"I need you in on this operation, Daniel. We're sending a strong message to the Muslim fundamentalist movement here at home…"
"Are you fucking kidding me? Save that bullshit for the rest of your zealots. I'll take a look at the file. If I agree to do this…I don't want to hear from you again. Ever. Is that clear?"
"If that's what you want."
"It's what I always wanted, but here we are. I'll need a few days for reconnaissance…"
"I need this done tonight. Our timeline is set in stone," the general said.
Parker shifted in his seat uncomfortably, as if he sensed an immediate threat to his existence, which couldn't have been further from the truth. Daniel's brain worked like a perfect machine when under pressure, and his processors analyzed hundreds of solutions to his current dilemma within seconds. Killing Parker in a suburban Designer Grinds never passed through Daniel's neural connections. Petrovich knew that the general had the upper hand and that all paths led to the completion of the task outlined in the briefcase. It had been no accident that Parker arrived only hours before the mission's deadline.
"I'm done after this. You understand that, right?"
"I understand. I apologize for pulling out the trump card—"
"Apologies never suited you, General, and I don't believe it for one fucking second," Daniel said, shaking his head slowly.
"Whether you believe it or not, your actions will make a huge contribution to the war on terror, and—"
"Save the elevator speech for Parker. I have a long afternoon ahead of me. My slate is clean."
"Clean," General Sanderson said.
"I'm curious, how long have you known about her?"
"Do you remember one of the first things I told your training class? There's no such thing as a coincidence," Sanderson said and disconnected the call.
Petrovich set the phone down on the target dossier and glanced up at Parker. The former special operations soldier looked tense and ready to make a bad decision.
"Parker, chill out and drink your coffee. You're making me nervous. I need a contact number in case I run into unforeseen circumstances," he said.
"You'll find instructions for that in the file. I'll need to collect the dossier and the gun when you're finished," he replied.
"I'll leave it all at the scene for you," Daniel said and slipped the file into the briefcase alongside the table. He collected his cell phone and picked up his coffee. "Don't bother getting up. Thanks for the coffee, by the way."
"My pleasure," Parker said.
Daniel left with the briefcase, checking over his shoulder once to make sure Parker stayed seated. As soon as he walked out the door, he was hit in the face by a cloud of cigarette smoke from a homeless man sitting at one of the coffee house's outdoor wrought iron tables. The tobacco smoke reminded him of a past he apparently couldn't escape.
He walked back to his car, sipping coffee and firmly clutching the briefcase. Sanderson was a careful and thorough operator, so he felt considerably secure that he would not have to play the counter-surveillance game this afternoon. If he suspected any possibility that his plot had been detected, he would have given Daniel some warning. Not for Daniel's safety or wellbeing, but to give Daniel the best possible shot at accomplishing the mission.
The outcome had always been the general's only true concern. He could be unfailingly loyal, as long as your usefulness outweighed your burden. Daniel had learned this early and leveraged it throughout his "stay" overseas. Unmarked graves scattered across the continents covered the remains of "graduates" that never quite grasped this concept.
Daniel reached his car and deactivated the alarm system, which emitted two sharp chirps. Three low chirps would have indicated that someone or something had made contact with the car in his absence. The vibrational sensitivity of the system could detect someone leaning against the car, or even the slightest bump of an opening door. The alarm would only sound if someone tried to open one of the doors or forcefully hit the car.
He started the car and moved it to an empty row in the back of the parking lot, where he opened the case and pulled out the file. He quickly thumbed through the documents, taking in all of the salient points. The general's operational files hadn't changed in years. Functional and easy to navigate, Daniel had a solid assessment of the job within minutes. A rough plan developed before he could shift gears and speed out of the parking lot. He had a lot to accomplish before soccer practice tonight.
 
 



 
Chapter Two
 
 
 
8:20 p.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Daniel checked his watch before opening the door to the house, determining that he was well within the range of returning from soccer practice. He pressed the garage door button and stepped inside as the door motor hummed behind him.
"That you, Danny?" he heard from deep inside the house.
"Were you expecting someone else?" he yelled back, kicking off his running shoes onto the gray tile floor.
He placed a dark blue gym bag down on a small white bench in the crowded mudroom and turned to the closet to pretend to hang his work clothes. He opened and shut the closet, spying the work outfit that he'd stuffed between jackets earlier in the day. He just wanted to make sure it was still there. He had visited the house during the late afternoon to change clothes and pick up a few items. He was long gone by the time Jess returned home from work.
Jessica appeared under the soft glow of the kitchen's pendant lighting and placed a book on the butcher-block island.
"Yeah, I keep bringing Thai food home for Antonio Banderas, but to no avail. You want some Thai food?" she said and ran both hands through long, dark brown hair, tying it with a black scrunchie she had kept hidden on one of her wrists.
"Now how do you think that makes me feel?" he said, stepping into the kitchen.
"You don't like Thai food anymore?" she asked, closing the distance between them.
Daniel took her hand and pulled her in tight, giving her a passionate kiss. Her arms wrapped around him, and she pressed her body against his. They kissed for several moments before Jess untangled herself.
"You…need a shower. How was soccer?" she asked.
"Not bad. We needed this practice badly. We got our asses handed to us last night. Did you eat?" he asked and opened the refrigerator.
"I was waiting for you. It's still bagged up in the fridge," she said.
He saw one large brown take-out bag and reached for it, but his hand swerved toward a corked bottle of white wine in the door.
"How about we both take a shower and bring this bottle along with us?" he asked, pulling the bottle out and shutting the door.
"Sure you're not biting off more than you can chew? Late game last night, extra practice today, late dinner. Can you handle it?" she teased and turned to walk toward the staircase.
"I can handle it," he said.
 
**
 
Sitting on the floor in front of the couch, Jess and Daniel finished the last of the Thai dinner and Riesling about an hour later. Two pillar candles burned low on the round coffee table, casting a flickering orange glow over plastic take-out containers and empty plates.
"That was great," Daniel said, leaning back into the couch. "This turned out to be the perfect night. Surprise take out, good wine, great sex. What's next? A massage for these sore legs?"
"Dream on, lover boy. This girl is done for the evening. I'll let you clean up down here while I get ready for bed. It's been a long day," she said, getting up.
Daniel didn't budge. "Long day is right," he whispered.
"Hey, do you have anything in your gym bag that needs washing? I can grab it on the way up," she said, heading toward the kitchen with her plate and wine glass.
Daniel popped up and rushed behind her into the kitchen. "No, I'll take care of it. Some two-week-old shorts in there. Not the kind of thing you want to deal with, trust me."
"Thanks for the warning. I'll be upstairs," Jess said.
Daniel walked over to the mudroom and listened for her footsteps on the creaky stairs. Once he heard her start up the stairs, he opened the gym bag and removed the briefcase. He heard the bathroom door shut, and several seconds later, the water started to run. He walked out of the mudroom with the briefcase and opened the cellar door. He needed to find a secure location to hide the briefcase until he had the time to properly dispose of its contents.
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Chapter Three
 
 
 
4:52 a.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agent-in-Charge Ryan Sharpe replaced the handset of his desk phone and lowered his head all the way to the surface of his cluttered desk. He exhaled deeply and ran his hands through his thinning brown hair, keeping his head down for a few moments.
Sharpe turned his head slightly and glanced out of his window onto 9th Street. The traffic had already thickened. He saw a long ribbon of light blue over the vast sea of buildings. He wished the chaos in D.C. didn't start so early. He could use just a little more time today to figure out exactly what had destroyed his three-year-long investigation. He raised his head off the desk, ending what would likely be his only quiet moment for the next few days.
A few minutes after one in the morning, Sharpe had received a call from Operation Support's duty section head with news that one of his red-flagged profiles had been murdered. When his cell phone rang again before he had even reached the bathroom, he knew this might be the shittiest day of his career. The second phone call confirmed his suspicions. Two of eight key targets in his ongoing investigation had been murdered within the span of a few hours. He didn't have high hopes for the remaining six, and by the time his car passed through the security station at the J. Edgar Hoover Building, he had received four more ominous calls.
Task Force HYDRA was finished. The damage done to his investigation permanent and unrecoverable.
All eight heads had been cut off at the same time, and he needed to quickly determine what had happened. He had solid evidence linking all of them to Al Qaeda's financing arm, and their sudden termination sounded an earth-shattering alarm. He didn't have long to come up with answers. He heard a knock and barked at the door. His immediate assistant, Supervisory Special Agent Frank Mendoza, stepped into the doorway of the office and nodded.
"Everyone's ready. Need any coffee?" he said, walking all the way into the office.
"I've already had three cups. I just got off the phone with Delgado," Sharpe said grimly.
"Shit. How high has the news gone?" Mendoza said, wincing, waiting for the answer.
"All the way to the president. Homeland raised the threat level to Orange until we can provide solid evidence that we're not on the brink of another 9/11. Obviously, the director is hot on this, so I wouldn't expect much breathing room today. We've been given top priority for resources."
He decided against mentioning the director's immediate concern that Task Force HYDRA had been compromised by a traitor. Sandra Delgado, his immediate superior, had kindly informed him that the Internal Affairs Department would quietly pursue this possibility from the sidelines, for now.
"I think we already commandeered half of the building," Mendoza said.
"Stand by to grab the other half. We'll be in the frying pan until we figure out what happened last night. Let's go."
He stood up from the desk and walked out of the office, pulling the door closed. Mendoza fell in behind him as they approached the door to his task force's operations center. He heard considerable chatter behind the door and paused for a second before opening it. The room fell silent when the door swung open, and Sharpe walked to a desk that had been reconfigured to serve as a makeshift podium. The air quality in the room had deteriorated significantly. Rank and humid, the room reeked of bad coffee and faint cologne. The building's air circulation system was unable to compete with a room stuffed to nearly four times its intended capacity.
He glanced behind him and saw that one of three enormous, side-by-side-mounted plasma-screen monitors showed a map of the East Coast. The map stretched from South Carolina to Maine and contained markers that indicated the location of each murder. Charleston, South Carolina; Virginia Beach, Virginia; Annapolis, Maryland; Long Island, New York; Manhattan, New York; Rye, New York; Newport, Rhode Island; Cape Elizabeth, Maine. Sharpe turned to face nearly sixty agents, hastily assembled hours ago to start unscrambling the mess."All right, so what do we have?"
A young special agent stepped forward with a few sheets of paper in his hands. "Sir, as you can see, we're dealing with what appears to be a coordinated strike on all eight of our key surveillance targets. Most of the murders appear—"
"Rob, are you going to tell me anything I don't already know?" Sharpe interrupted.
The young agent looked to his supervisory agent for support.
"I'm not trying to be an ass here, agent," Sharpe explained.
"I just don't have time for a recap of events. We need to move this investigation forward at a record pace, and I don't need to remind everyone here of the implications surrounding these murders.
"These guys," he continued, pointing behind him at the screen, "were conduits of financing for dangerous people. We need to figure out exactly why this coordinated attack occurred. The director is under increasing pressure from the White House, so you can imagine what it's going to be like for the task force as the day progresses. The primary concern is that we have another 9/11 imminent, and that Al Qaeda is cleaning house and cutting ties. This is our focus. Investigations, where do we stand at the different sites?"
A female agent sitting on the edge of one of the closest desks stood up. Her suit looked crisp, and her face appeared unaffected by the early wake up. She stood in stark contrast to several of the agents clustered near her as she spoke. "Sir, Supervisory Special Agent Olson. Agents from the closest field offices were dispatched a few hours ago to each site to assist local law enforcement in their initial assessment of the scene. I've taken reports from each site's lead agent. So far, we don't have any witnesses, and evidence appears scant. I think we'll start piecing this together once the sun is up, and we can take a hard look at each site. Start knocking on doors. We'll get this moving fast. I've also requested additional agents from other field offices within each region. I want to establish a second tier of FBI support at each site."
"Let's get a third tier in the works. I want to send a headquarters team to each site. Four agents minimum. Let's make sure we have one member from Terror Financing in each group, then a good mix of agents from Investigative and Counterterror. We need our own agents on scene ASAP. We can't afford to miss anything," Sharpe said.
"I'll work with Agent Mendoza to get the teams assigned and out the door with the necessary field support," Olson responded immediately.
"Great. I want those teams on site by mid-morning," he added, and both Mendoza and Olson nodded vigorously.
"Next. Comms. Anything?"
Special Agent Keith Weber walked forward a few steps from a position against the left wall of the room. He flipped open a battered pea-green government-issued logbook, which barely looked more weathered than he did. Sharpe saw that he had a sizable coffee stain on his light blue oxford shirt, which could not be hidden by fully buttoning his rumpled suit jacket. Weber pushed up a pair of wire rim glasses to squint at the logbook through puffy, red eyes.
"I've been on with Fort Meade all night. Nothing unusual prior to the murders. We've been poring over this for hours, and we don't see any chatter or patterns that I would classify as suspicious, or even remotely interesting."
"It didn't go dead before the killings?" Sharpe interrupted.
"Not that we could tell. We traced the patterns back a month, and we're seeing the same level of activity," he said.
"And this morning?"
"We've seen a growing increase in communications, both national and overseas. In my opinion, news of the murders is starting to spread through these networks. We're doing everything we can to scan for more meaningful information or patterns, but so far, we haven't detected any direct previous link between our targeted communications and the coordinated attack. There is clearly a growing response after the event," Weber stated and moved back to the wall.
"I can't stress enough the importance of figuring this out. If Al Qaeda pulled the plug on these guys, we could be looking at an attack on our country or U.S. interests abroad. Until we figure it out, we need to treat this like an imminent threat."
He looked over at Supervisory Special Agent Olson and added, "Get those teams out the door before this investigation is hijacked by National Security. Our liaisons will have the best chance of uncovering something useful."
Sharpe was interrupted by Agent Mendoza, "Sir, I just took a call from the lead agent in Newport. They're pretty sure they just captured the shooter alive. He apparently slipped on some rocks and knocked himself unconscious trying to climb down the seawall behind Umar Salah's mansion. They think he's been lying among the rocks all night. They're moving him to the Newport police station."
"Get back on the phone and tell him that I want the suspect transported to the Boston field office. Just make sure they don't piss off local law enforcement. We'll still need their cooperation on scene at the house. And tell him I want that guy in an armored personnel carrier."
"I'm not sure they'll be able to—"
"I'm just trying to underscore the importance of his safe delivery. Did they say whether the suspect was Arab?" Sharpe interrupted.
"Dark-skinned. That's all I got. I'll get more details," he said and stepped out of the room to make the call.
"Agent Olson, I want you to oversee this personally. Call Gregory Carlisle in Counterterror, and tell him to bring his special interrogation team with you to Boston. He'll know what I'm talking about. I want this guy talking."
"Yes sir," she said and pulled out her cell phone, sitting back down on the desk.
"All right, that's it, let's get the teams organized and out of here. Support, I want full links set up to each site. Mobile links for the teams. Data, voice, video…the works. I want to be able to process everything as quickly as possible," Sharpe yelled, as the room erupted into a chaos of multi-tasking FBI agents.
"You got it, boss," yelled a dark-haired, slender, male agent from the back of the room.
"Agent Weber," he yelled.
Weber barreled through the gaggle of agents breaking for the door. "Sir?"
"How long have you been up?" he asked.
"I never went home yesterday. I took the duty section's first shift last night. I was on my way home when I got recalled at about one forty."
"I wish I could tell you that sleep was in your near future, but it doesn't look that way. First thing I need you to do is prepare a media-withhold request for immediate distribution to local law enforcement. I need this in ten minutes. I want to shut down all publicly available information until we have a handle on what we're dealing with."
"I'll have it for you ASAP," he said and turned to leave.
"And, Keith, the coffee works better when you drink it," Sharpe said, touching the coffee stain on Agent Weber's shirt.
Special Agent Weber smirked and bolted out of the room.
Sharpe turned and approached Heather Olson, who had started to dial her phone to contact Counterterror's duty section-lead.
"Heather, I want you to lean on this guy. Tell Gregory to give me a call immediately. I don't want him to hold back on this one. The stakes are too high. We might have to push the envelope here. I hope that doesn't bother you."
"I'd hate to think I've developed a reputation for being squeamish," she replied with a grin.
"On the contrary. That's why I woke you up at one thirty in the morning instead of your boss. Keep me updated. Frequently. Good luck."
"Understood, sir. Thank you," she said and turned back to her phone again.
She was interrupted by Special Agent Justin Edwards.
"Agent Olson, may I take the lead on the Newport case? I have considerable experience leading high-profile case investigations."
"Justin, I'm familiar with your background. The Boston team is already top-heavy with Greg Carlisle in the mix. I need you at one of the other sites," she said and returned her focus to her phone.
"Yeah, but I have a solid interrogations background. I'd be more help in Boston than at any of the other sites."
"I don't need another interrogator in Boston. I need investigators. Do you want to go to Newport? I can let you take Newport, but you stay in Newport."
"Anything that mattered in Newport is already on its way up to Boston," he said and glanced to the side with a look of disgust.
"Pick your team for Maine. You'll get travel arrangements, a tech support package, and background information on your murder victim within the hour. Turn something up in Maine, and you can join us in Boston. I need to make a call," she said and turned away to dial Counterterrorism's duty desk.
"I don't want to go to Maine," he protested.
"Then stay here and work a phone," she said over her shoulder.
A few seconds passed while Justin stared contemptuously at her back. "I hope they have sushi," he said and turned to walk away.
Agent Olson glanced over her shoulder with high hopes that the arrogant prick had finally moved on. He was a talented FBI agent, but she couldn't stand him. Movie star handsome, impeccably groomed, Harvard law degree, wealthy and connected parents. She could list another ten reasons why Justin Edwards would rocket up the career ladder at the FBI, despite his barely suppressed sexism and perpetually arrogant demeanor. This almost bothered her as much as the amount of time he spent staring at her breasts. She saw him closing in on an attractive, blonde female special agent in the center of the room. She thought about intervening, but the duty section head for Counterterrorism Operations answered the line.
"This is Supervisory Special Agent Heather Olson, I need to contact Agent Gregory Carlisle immediately."
 
 



 
Chapter Four
 
 
 
6:50 a.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Daniel stepped out of the shower and dried himself in front of a full-length mirror that hung on the back of the closed bathroom door. The steam-obscured image of his body gradually clarified as he wrapped a towel around his waist. His body was well toned from a regular routine of calisthenics, running and soccer. He carried very little body fat, which gave him a slightly gaunt appearance, which Jess said could be fixed by adding about five pounds to his frame. He'd have to stop exercising to gain any weight, and sometimes a ten-mile run was the only thing that kept his head clear.
As the details further materialized in the mirror, Daniel turned his head slightly, still looking. His torso was covered by numerous scars, some short and deep, others long and shallow. Two particularly nasty scars crisscrossed his chest, evidence of a knife fight that had ended badly for Daniel, and worse for the young Kosovar militant that had stumbled upon his sniper position. Most of the scars were reminders of his fickle luck; shrapnel and bullet fragments that hadn't found a lethal home in Daniel's body. A few of the scars were self-inflicted, part of his indoctrination at the "Ranch." The most notable mark on his body sat high on his right arm. A faded panther tattoo.
He opened the bathroom door and saw Jess standing at the foot of their bed. She looked stunning, as usual. Her dark brown hair, cut and styled straight, rested just below the shoulders of a navy blue blazer. Collar points of a crisp white blouse lay over the blazer's lapels, brightly contrasting the dark jacket. She had chosen to wear matching suit pants instead of a skirt, which slightly disappointed Daniel. He thought she looked killer in a fitted skirt. Her eyes were fixed to a television hidden inside of the dark red armoire that sat against the wall, in front of their bed. She pulled a black belt through several loops of her pants while staring at the television.
"You missed a loop," he said.
Jess took her eyes off the television to face him. "Quit staring," she said jokingly.
"I really can't help myself," he said.
He examined her face, still amazed by how similar, yet different she looked since they had first met at school. Her seductive light brown eyes added a soft, exotic dimension to her dark complexion. She was more stunning now than ever before, and his love burned stronger than ever. He was convinced it would never burn out. It was a love forged by a fire few could possibly imagine.
"Check this out," she said and nodded at the television.
Daniel walked over to help her with the loop she missed, and stared at the screen. A local reporter stood in front of two Cape Elizabeth police cars, which blocked the entrance to a long driveway. The driveway extended through a stone archway with dark iron light fixtures on each side, and led to a partially obscured luxury home settled behind mature pine trees. The archway connected to a three-foot-tall sandstone wall that extended the entire length of the property's road frontage. A local police officer leaned against the left side of the arch with his arms folded, keeping a close eye on the media crowd. Daniel caught a sparkling glimpse of Casco Bay through the archway, just past the house.
The reporter identified the deceased as Mohammed Ghani, an importer with offices in Portland and Boston. Police were withholding details, but an anonymous source reported that Ghani had been stabbed to death outside of his home. Another source confirmed the presence of federal agents at the crime scene, but Portland's FBI office had refused to comment. Daniel decided to change the subject.
"Hey, are you going out for drinks with the ladies tonight? I could meet you for dinner after."
"That would be nice. We can grab sushi at Sakura's. It's right across the street from The Lounge," she said, turning to face him.
"Ah…The Lounge. Where all the young ladies gather to sip cosmos…"
"And all the men stand around watching them," she added.
"I can't wait to pluck you out of there, right in front of all those desperate guys. Can we pretend we don't know each other?"
"I can't guarantee the behavior of the women in my office, so it's probably not a good idea. Sounds fun though," she said and kissed him.
"The betrothed members of the crew usually start heading home around eight, so meet me any time after that."
"I can't wait," he whispered and kissed her passionately.
 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
 
 
7:14 a.m.
CIA Headquarters, McLean, Virginia
 
Randy Keller strode casually down a crowded corridor in the National Clandestine Service's wing of the Central Intelligence Agency's headquarters building. At seven in the morning, the Counterterrorism Center's section was quiet; most of the analysts and staff were sitting in sluggish traffic, still thirty to sixty minutes away from the CIA's sprawling McLean, Virginia, campus. In about thirty minutes, the place was going to explode, and he would prefer to be back on the road when it did. He just needed to get the required "face-to-face" check-in out of the way, then he would be free to cruise back to his liaison office at FBI headquarters, where he imagined he would be sleeping for the next week, until they figured out exactly what had happened to Task Force HYDRA.
He reached the end of the corridor and paused at a door that read "Karl Berg, Assistant Director, Counterterrorism." He knocked and waited.
"Come in," he heard someone yell.
He scanned the room as he stepped inside and was surprised to find both Karl Berg and Audra Bauer, director of the Counterterrorism Center, sitting around a small spare computer workstation next to Berg's desk. They both glanced at him as he hesitantly entered. He hadn't expected to make a report directly to the CTC's director.
"Grab a seat, Randy. The director and I just finished with the latest feed from the FBI. This link is fantastic work."
"Thank you. You're seeing what they feed out to their on-scene agents and key section heads. They add agents to the feed as they are brought into the investigation. It keeps everyone in the loop and on the same page, but it's not always the fullest picture," he said.
"And that's exactly why we have you over there. I've read your summaries of this morning's events. I agree that the FBI had been compromised. Please have a seat," said Bauer.
Keller turned a chair to face them and sat down. He glanced at the window and wondered if they were really designed to resist electronic listening devices. In over fifteen years at the CIA, this had never been a concern for Keller, since he had never sat behind a desk in a room with a window. His office at the FBI was the closest he'd ever achieved, located across the hall from the coveted window offices.
"Do you have any ideas about where to start looking?" said Bauer.
"Ma'am, it's difficult to say. They don't compartmentalize their operations like we do here. This is one of their highest priority investigative task forces, but they still have no organic support assets. The core team is permanently assigned to HYDRA and is comprised of mostly Terror Financing personnel, but they rely on key players in nearly every other section for critical, daily support. These key personnel probably spend most of their time working for the task force, but they also support other investigations within the entire Counterterrorism Division. I see new names and new faces on a weekly, if not daily basis. I've managed to compile a list of everyone that I've seen, but I guarantee this is not a complete list. Just too many people involved to count. You should've seen how many people they assembled this morning. Lots of fresh faces," he said and handed a flash drive over to Berg.
"Nice work. We'll start looking at financial records, communications trails…get the groundwork rolling on this. I'll walk this over to Counter-Intel," said Berg.
"Take it to HUMINT, too. They need to know what to start looking for immediately. Have them look back at least one year. Eight simultaneous murders? I guarantee this has been in the works for months, if not years," said Bauer.
"No mention by Sharpe of a possible leak?" said Berg.
"Not to the group…or to me."
"That's not much of a surprise. He doesn't completely trust you, and he needs the task force to focus on evidentiary procedure. Any mention of a leak this early would undermine the investigation," said Bauer flatly, then added, "We need to let them focus on what they do well, while we start digging into all the possibilities."
They all nodded, and the director stood up. Berg and Keller joined her.
"All right, I'm going to brief the deputy. Keep me directly in the loop on everything. I'm not sure what we'll get from our in-house FBI liaison. He's back in D.C. doing the same thing you're doing. Randy, I need you to figure out a way to get us inside their interrogation efforts. I'm tempted to send someone out to Boston," she said from the door.
"I don't think it will be necessary. Sharpe made it clear that he wanted a live interrogation feed, and I don't plan to stray very far from Sharpe's side, unless something interesting pops up," said Keller.
"Stay close. I don't think Sharpe has thought this through all the way. He's sending a special team up to Boston with special orders that may not play out too well over a live feed. He'll shut it down pretty quickly if Mr. Carlisle pushes the envelope," she said and left the room.
"Back to DC with you. Good work on this. Let me know what you need, and it's yours," said Berg
"I think I'm going to need a cot for my office."
"For what? I can't imagine any upcoming scenario in which you sleep."
"Good point. I'll see if we can get in on the feed from Boston. One way or another," said Keller.
"Now that would be an epic score on your part."
"That's why you have me over in FBI land."
"Among other reasons. Make sure to grab whatever you need on the way out. I'll call tech support as soon as you leave my office, which should be in a few seconds," said Berg.
"I'm gone," he said and closed the door behind him.
Keller weaved his way through the growing crowd of analysts, displaying a combination of strained smiles and harried expressions that effectively discouraged anyone from engaging his attention. He reached the elevator bank unmolested and jabbed the down button several times. He needed to get back to FBI headquarters before the Boston interrogation began.
 
 



 
Chapter Six
 
 
 
8:15 a.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Daniel stared intensely at the flat-screen monitor in his office. His door was closed, and he hadn't been interrupted since he arrived at 7:45, nearly thirty minutes ago. This came as no surprise, since everyone was busy poring over their reports and preparing their speeches. The overseas marketing division had a meeting at 9:00, followed by a general marketing department meeting at 10:00. It was that time of the month for mother Zenith.
Sitting in his cubicle, Daniel was extremely worried. He didn't like what he had uncovered on the internet. A simple Google search yielded seven additional murders similar to the one in Cape Elizabeth. Wealthy Muslims, all murdered last night. Details were sketchy in most cases, almost as if they had been withheld. In one case, the Google link was no longer active. This story had been filed in the Providence Journal, and its tag line had piqued Daniel's interest the most:
 
"In Newport, a prominent businessman was found shot to death on his patio…local authorities report suspect in custody."
 
He didn't like the idea of a suspect in custody. He was pretty sure Sanderson wouldn't like it either.
He sifted through the favorites file again and examined the information.
 
"Muslim art trader slain outside of Mount Pleasant Home. Apparent close range shooting…"
 
"Couple killed in bizarre drive-by shooting, while walking at night in the Eastport subdivision of Annapolis. Killings shock neighbors, who describe Sa'id and Adia Faris as generous, peaceful members of their small community. No suspects in shooting…"
 
"Jibran Nazir's body was found by his wife outside of the entrance gate to their Hampton estate. The passenger side of Nazir's car was riddled with bullets, leaving him dead on the scene…"
 
Daniel clicked the mouse button on the next link. "The link you have requested is inactive or no longer exists."
Someone is shutting this down quick.
He quickly shuffled through two more links. Two more shootings, one a break-in at a Rye waterfront townhouse, husband and wife murdered; another in the upper west side of Manhattan, doorman and Asim Shareef executed just inside the lobby of an exclusive apartment building. Three out of the eight articles mentioned federal law enforcement involvement, which included the stabbing of Mohammed Ghani, on the driveway of his Shore Road residence in Cape Elizabeth, Maine. Only one stabbing? Interesting.
He entered several different search strings for the murder that concerned him the most. Nothing. The murder in Newport, Rhode Island, had been erased from the public's eye, which was an unsettling development. If the feds actually caught the killer, Daniel's life could unravel quickly. He softly pounded the keyboard tray with a closed fist.
He should have known better than to take the assignment, but he got lazy. He had enjoyed five great years with Jessica, finally settling into a "normal" life he could tolerate. He didn't take much pleasure in his job, but who did? He needed the normalcy and dullness of a civilian routine to suppress the urges fostered by Sanderson's programming.
He didn't want to start over again, so he took the job thinking that Sanderson would go away. Maybe he should have refused and taken the hard route. Vanish and rebuild with Jessica somewhere else. Maybe it didn't matter. It looked like either choice would have led to the same result. Sanderson was up to something big, and it was about to swallow them whole.
Daniel closed the internet browser and turned his attention to the files stacked up on his desk. He needed to maintain appearances for at least a few more hours, despite how very little he now cared about Zenith's overseas emerging markets.
 
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
 
 
9:26 a.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agent-in-Charge Sharpe stared up at the plasma-screen monitors in the task force operations center. The screens had changed very little over the course of the morning, and he was starting to feel despondent about the day's affairs. Eight separate crime scenes, and Sharpe had very little to show for their investigative progress. A few sets of partial footprints, scattered witness statements and a flurry of ballistics reports, which had so far told them nothing they couldn't determine with their own eyes. The victims were either knifed, shot in the face with a pistol at close range, or shot in the head with a sniper rifle from a longer range. It was pretty easy to tell the difference between the pistol and sniper kills; the pistol rounds left the heads intact.
"We don't have shit," he stated to Special Agent Mendoza, who had just entered the room with a stack of papers.
"We have one of the shooters," Mendoza said, joining Sharpe at the screens.
"And he hasn't said shit. We don't even know who he is, and we still haven't found his car. All we know about this guy is that he's pretty handy with a scoped Remington 700 rifle. I'm not even sure that advanced interrogation techniques would be effective with this guy," Sharpe said.
"Have you forwarded the request?" Mendoza said in a weak tone that betrayed the fact that he knew the answer already.
"That, my friend, is a slippery slope for someone at my pay grade. Carlisle is our best interrogator. He'll take the interrogation as far as he can without breaking the law. After that, someone else will have to decide how to proceed. I'm about to authorize Carlisle and Olson to suggest the possibility of a deal. Based on the lack of evidence we pulled from the other crime scenes, I have a feeling he didn't expect this little side trip. The mention of an immunity deal might soften him up a bit."
"It's all we have left at this point," Mendoza confirmed, placing the stack of papers on Sharpe's temporary workstation.
Sharpe nodded at the pile of papers. "More personnel requisition forms?"
"Yep. This should be the last of them. We now have most of the building working for us," he said, in hopes of eliciting a laugh, or at least a smile.
"We'll lose these agents just as quickly if we don't start to produce more than phantom footprints and muddled witness statements. I need to make some calls from my office," he said, grabbing the stack of papers.
The calls would be placed to the lead investigative agents at each crime scene, and he would condense their verbal reports for his final call to his immediate superior within the Terror Financing Operations Section, Associate Director Sandra Delgado. He imagined Agent Delgado would turn right around and call the Executive Assistant Director Fred Carroll, who had overall responsibility for the FBI's Counterterrorism Division. On and on the calls would go, rising up the chain of command, until Sharpe started the cycle over again less than an hour later. It was part of his job as special agent-in-charge of Task Force HYDRA.
 
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
 
 
9:38 a.m.
Cape Elizabeth, Maine
 
Special Agent Justin Edwards stood several feet away from Mohammed Ghani's body, staring out at a multi-million-dollar view of the Atlantic Ocean. An endless stretch of glimmering ocean, interrupted by an occasional lobster boat and a sparsely-inhabited island across Portland's shipping channel. He tried to imagine what the view would be like on the island, but his thoughts were interrupted by a cool, salty breeze that threatened his perfectly-coiffed hair. He barely heard Special Agent Margaret D'Angelo as she recapped what local law enforcement agency crime scene teams had determined.
"I'm sorry, I just can't get over this view," he said, and she paused with an impatient look on her face.
Edwards finally brought his attention back to Portland's resident FBI agent, the only agent permanently assigned to the local satellite office. He wondered whom she had pissed off to get stuck here, though he did like the water views in Maine. He could get used to sipping cocktails with the Atlantic in the backdrop, but he was years away from that dream. He came from a wealthy family, but had a major impediment to realizing this goal: health-nut parents who liked to dole out the cash for major milestones like college and law school, but not for general use by their children.
He tried to focus on D'Angelo, but found her uninteresting. She was attractive, in a middle-aged, married female kind of way, but certainly not Justin's type. Like most female agents, she dressed conservatively and put little effort, or money, into her hair. D'Angelo apparently hadn't even bothered to try this morning. Her hair was pulled back into some kind of "who gives a shit" bun, reserved for women who have simply given up.
"Please continue. Sorry," he said.
"Mr. Ghani's body was discovered last night at about ten thirty by a private security guard, who had been dispatched by a technician at the security company's centralized headquarters in Omaha, Nebraska," she said.
"Anything out of the ordinary with the security guard or the company?"
"Everything checks out so far. The company is one of the largest in the country, and the guard has been an employee of the company for twelve years. We still have him down at the Cape Elizabeth police station. The company dispatched him at the request of Mr. Ghani's wife, who hadn't heard from her husband that night."
"She's obviously not here?"
"No. She's been in Pakistan for the past few weeks, scheduled to return in early June. Apparently, he always takes her calls, and she got worried when he didn't answer last night," she said.
"No security camera?"
"Wishful thinking," she added.
He squatted down near the body, which was covered with a gray tarp, stenciled in black with "CE Police Dept." The covered body lay several feet from the driver's side of a previously sparkling white Mercedes convertible sedan. The convertible's tan ragtop was down, and the side of the white sedan was covered with thick, dark maroon stains, indicating a strong arterial spray pattern. Edwards could see similar dark splotches on the light tan driver's headrest and could imagine that the rest of the light-colored interior had been ruined by Mr. Ghani's blood.
A large pool of dried blood extended around the body in an oval shape, stretching toward the end of the small driveway that joined the circular drive. This small section of asphalt serviced the four-bay garage, and the Mercedes was in a position where it had either been purposely parked outside of the garage or had been stopped before making the turn into one of the bays. Edwards saw that the far garage bay door was open, and he looked back at the circular driveway, which was crammed with police vans, squad cars and SUVs. He saw a few of the ever-present SWAT officers standing near one of the oversized SUVs, cradling assault rifles. They were always looking for an excuse to dress up and parade around in their gear. At least they had their helmets off, though he could think of no conceivable reason why they would need to be carrying military-style weaponry on this estate.
He returned his attention to the garage bay door. "Anything out of order inside?"
"Not that anyone could tell. So far, the crime scene techs haven't found anything useful. Right now, they're focusing on the outside, looking for anything the killer might have left us while breaching the perimeter," said D'Angelo.
"Have they checked the seaside approach? You heard about Rhode Island, right?"
"Just that the guy there had been shot from a distance. Did they find a boat or something?" she said.
She obviously hadn't been brought into the circle on this one, and that was fine with Edwards. Sharpe didn't want to alert the rest of the terrorist network responsible for last night's murderfest and had imposed a media blackout. So far, only one internet article had been written about the suspect in custody, posted by a local Newport publication, and they had graciously agreed to remove it while the investigation proceeded. Edwards hadn't realized that the same information blackout applied to the rest of the FBI. This was exactly why he would never accept a posting like D'Angelo's. He couldn't stomach the concept of being an outsider.
"They need to give the seaside approaches the same attention as the perimeter fence. That's all I can say for now. What about the body and the car? Do they need to process this?" he said.
"No, they're finished here and in the house unless we get specific information regarding the residence," she said.
"Do you trust them? I have a team showing up in an hour."
"I have a close working relationship with the lead investigator and his team. They're competent, thorough, and I've used them before when other assets weren't available. This isn't the most complicated murder, but I understand the importance of this case," she said, and Edwards highly doubted she truly understood the implications.
"We'll have our own team talk to the locals that processed the body, then they'll take a quick look together. Looks pretty straightforward. The key here will be finding something to lead us back to the killer. Frankly, I'm not very hopeful."
"Aside from massive blood loss," he continued, tracing the wide swath of dried blood back to the circular drive, "what is the initial assessment for cause of death?"
"Mr. Ghani has a deep penetration wound at the front of his neck, slightly to the right, which severed his carotid artery. Anthony Boudreau, the forensics chief, said the wound indicated the work of a professional…possibly a sick one," she said.
"What did he mean by that?" Edwards said.
"Boudreau said the killer held the knife deep inside Ghani and scrambled things up pretty bad. He couldn't tell how big of a blade, but based on the tearing around the neck, he's pretty sure the killer fished it around for a while, which he thought was unusual," D'Angelo said.
"Boudreau has a lot of experience with cuts like this?" he said, not convinced that a Portland, Maine, based forensics guy would have the extensive experience to make this kind of assessment.
"He worked forensics in New York City for twenty-three years," she commented and paused. "Said the knife attack resembled one of several used by commandos or special forces to instantly disable sentries, but that this particular method was not typically their first choice. He said the most common surprise knife attack put the blade through the back of the victim's neck, high up near the skull, which instantly severed the spinal cord at its highest point. Instant shutdown. Scrambled the brain, too, if the knife passed into the skull."
"Sounds wonderful. What's wrong with Mr. Ghani's wound?"
"Nothing, really. This cut kills just as effectively, but doesn't always sever the spinal cord. If it does, the cord is cut below the entry wound. It's an extremely painful death, if the shock doesn't kill you instantly. Boudreau said the Russian Spetsnaz specialized in this one. He also thinks this one twisted the knife around more than necessary. I wouldn't want to run into the person that pulled this off," she finished.
"Unfortunately, that's exactly what we need to do," he said.
"I'm going to familiarize myself with the grounds. If you could have the forensics teams start to look at potential seaside approaches, I can send a comprehensive initial report as soon as my team takes a quick look around," he said.
"Do you want me to introduce you to some of the key players on the local force?" she asked.
"That's all right. I'd rather you handled them. If I need anything, I'll go through you," he said, hoping she didn't press the issue.
He hated dealing with the local cops. Absently shaking hands with everyone who had a horse in the race, even if their horse had no chance of winning. He'd have to make pleasantries with Cape Elizabeth's police chief, and hear about how officer "whoever" responded to the call and made sure to preserve the scene. He'd then commit his entire police force of ten officers to help Edwards in any way possible. Please. Same thing for several other towns and two counties, finally graduating to the Portland Police Department, the only people he slightly cared to interact with. He preferred to remain aloof, which would generate more respect in the long run. Plus, he could make D'Angelo feel important, and foster her relationship with the people she'd need to work with long after he departed.
"Okay…let me know if you need anything. I'll be talking with Boudreau," she said and stepped away.
He watched her walk away, and his eyes were drawn to the front gate of the estate. He watched two women jog by the entrance along Shore Road, slowing as they passed to get a look at the commotion. They were both dressed in skintight athletic gear, sporting long, thin athletic bodies. He started to fantasize about having a threesome with these women on the patio of a house like Mr. Ghani's, but a sudden idea interrupted his daydream, which was a rarity for Edwards. Once he focused in on a woman, or two women, it usually took more than a random thought to pull him back to reality. The thought was work related, oddly connected to the women he just witnessed running by the house. Maybe the killer simply jogged onto the grounds as Ghani's car passed through the gate.
"D'Angelo!" he yelled.
She turned around, already halfway to the forensics van and several officers drinking Dunkin' Donuts coffee. He could use some coffee, he thought, but not that stuff. The officer that D'Angelo had sent to pick him up at Portland's Jetport didn't seem to know where to find coffee other than at Dunkin' Donuts and was of no help to Edwards in his search for a proper cappuccino. He should have grabbed one in Portland's sad excuse for an airport, but the line at the small Starbucks kiosk was eight deep, and the workers behind the counter didn't look like the Starbucks A-team, so he'd passed.
"What?"
"What was Boudreau's estimation for Ghani's time of death?" he yelled.
"6 p.m., roughly," she yelled back.
"Thanks," he said.
A broad daylight killing took some nerve. He glanced at the gate again and wondered if the killer hadn't just jogged in behind the Mercedes and stabbed him. He'd counted six joggers already, and that was in the morning, during the workday. There would be twice as many in the evening, after work. Not a bad cover to slip onto the estate. He turned back to the body, wondering if Ghani had an espresso machine.
 
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
 
 
11:22 a.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Petrovich steered his BMW over Woodford Street's faded median line and onto Lawn Avenue, barely squeezing his car in front of a battered green Chevy Caprice Classic. He could still hear the Caprice's horn two driveways down Lawn Avenue. His speed drew disapproving stares from a pair of perfectly-manicured stroller pushers, causing him to ease off the gas and nod an apology in their direction. Still pushing the speed limit of his neighborhood, he rolled cautiously through two stop signs before arriving at his house. The top of his sedan barely cleared the garage door as it lurched into the darkness.
He wasted little time inside the house. Upon returning to his office, after what seemed like an interminable amount of time spent watching Power Point presentations, Daniel found a message, handwritten by one of his assistants on a Zenith memo pad.
"From Jeff Hill, VP, Sanderson Resources: Have further business proposition. Would like to meet and discuss recent acquisition of Newport based assets. Acquisition of Portland assets likely in very near future. My schedule is clear to meet tonight or early tomorrow."
The message was clear. Somehow the feds had nabbed Sanderson's Newport shooter, and the general wanted him out of town immediately. He had stared at the handwritten note, trying to rationalize any way he could stay, but it served no purpose. He had known since yesterday that their time in Portland might be drawing to a close. The reality started to sink in as he had watched the local news with Jessica earlier that morning.
While sipping coffee and making small talk with his wife during breakfast, he had begun to formulate a rough plan for their disappearance. Unfortunately, Jess would have to stay in Portland for a few days. If the FBI actually found a link to Daniel, then he would need her here to distract law enforcement to buy him as much time as possible. Vanishing would require more than a few plane tickets and their passports.
He passed through the kitchen and scrambled into the basement, fumbling to turn on the lights. The cool, moist air entered his lungs as he reached the bottom of the stairs and turned into the center of the dimly lit subterranean storage area. A few cardboard boxes sat against the closest wall, next to a dozen evenly stacked dusty plastic bins. The labels on the bins indicated that they were filled with seasonal clothing, professional books, and camping supplies.
He continued to the furthest reaches of the basement until he reached the boiler and oil tank. Several cardboard boxes sat on the floor in front of the boiler. Daniel opened a box near the oil tank and removed the briefcase given to him yesterday. He opened the case to examine its contents again. One file, which he needed to permanently destroy, but not at the house. One Heckler and Koch USP 9mm with suppressor. He might need this weapon in the very near future.
Daniel replaced the contents and headed toward the large plastic bins. He removed the two top-most bins from a stack in the middle, sliding them to the floor haphazardly. The remaining bin, labeled "Old Clothes," sat exposed between two stacks of green plastic.
He reached down and ripped the duct tape from the sides of the plastic storage container, which hadn't been opened in over a year. The bin, which emitted the musty smell of old clothes, was stuffed with dated sweaters and oversized sweatshirts. Petrovich buried his arms into the stacks of clothing and pulled out two black nylon gym bags, spilling the contents of the bin onto the concrete floor.
He tossed the bags behind him, along with the briefcase, and recreated the orderly scene he encountered upon first descending the basement stairs. With the bins back in place, he ascended the stairs to pack a small carry-on bag, which would be all he needed beyond the three items retrieved from the basement.
Five minutes later, Daniel backed the BMW out of the garage and onto the street. He pulled forward several feet and stopped to stare at his house through the passenger window. He leaned over the center console to get a better view and exhaled softly.
A low, white picket fence outlined the front yard, extending along the driveway to the attached garage, which extended from the small yellow Cape Cod style home. Dark green shutters accented the white windowpanes, competing with the neatly-trimmed evergreen bushes reaching upward toward the bottom of the window trim. Just beyond the picket fence, two large maple trees flanked a red brick walkway that ended at an oversized granite stoop under the matching green front door.
"We almost did it," he muttered and took his foot off the brake.
He doubted he would ever see the house again, or any of the memories contained within it. He knew it didn't really matter, but it was hard to conceptualize abandoning the physical remnants of their life together. Nothing could go with them. There simply hadn't been enough time. This house, their friends, his office…all of it. He had simply walked out of Zenith Semiconductor without a word and would never return. He didn't really have a choice. Neither of them did. It was a simple matter of survival.
 
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
 
 
12:45 p.m.
FBI Field Office, Boston, Massachusetts
 
Agent Olson stepped out of the interrogation room into the darkened observation deck, closed the door tightly and walked in front of the one-way mirror. She stared at Jeffrey Munoz, who was attached to several electronic monitoring leads. Laptop computers set up on a table along the far wall of the observation room analyzed the biometric feedback. Gregory Carlisle sat across the desk from Munoz with his hands crossed. Three agents and a few technicians sat in front of the interrogation equipment. One of the agents, a young, sharp-faced woman with short hair, closely analyzed a large flat-screen display of various vital signs.
"What do you think?" Olson uttered, without taking her gaze off Munoz.
"Bio says he's nervous as hell, but I'm not getting any of the traditional markers associated with deception. If this was a standard observation, I'd say the suspect was telling the truth…but given the circumstances, I think it would be prudent to change the interrogation parameters. See how he responds. His base stress level hasn't changed much since we started taking readings. It's high, but I haven't seen any significant spikes," the agent said, turning her head toward Olson.
"It doesn't surprise me, given what he's said so far. Tell Greg to walk out of the room, and let Munoz sit there for a few minutes. When he returns, have Greg tell Munoz that there is no way he'll be given any deal. I want Greg to mention that he'll be transferred within the hour to Logan Airport for further transport. He should hint that Munoz might be a little warm in the clothes he's wearing. I want this guy to think he's being rendered to a location outside of the country. We'll see if his story holds together."
"You got it," the agent said, with a smirk of approval hidden by the dark.
 
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
12:56 p.m.
Washington, D.C., Beltway
 
Retired Brigadier General Terrence Sanderson leaned back into the leather comfort of the Suburban's rear seat. He dialed one of several disposable cell phones available to him in his briefcase. He had dozens more stashed in several locations around the D.C. Metro Area, and hundreds placed in other likely areas of operation along the Mid-Atlantic seacoast. He had gone "dark" several days ago, moving back and forth from several secret locations.
A few of the locations were known only to him and were untraceable by any means. He had plotted and planned this day's events for over a year. Some of the key links in the chain had been coordinated years ago. He was a careful, patient soldier and had left little to chance, except for Petrovich. He hadn't counted on using Petrovich for one of the assassinations, but circumstances had conspired, and Sanderson had little choice. The gamble had worked flawlessly and might pay further dividends if he handled the situation properly.
"You did an excellent job with Petrovich. From what I can tell, he did the job…maybe a little too well. Knife work was never one of his loves," said Sanderson.
"Maybe sending us a message? He didn't look pleased to have been dragged back into this," said Parker, glancing back over the top of the driver's seat.
"Truthfully, I wouldn't have been surprised if Mr. Ghani had woken up to a glorious sunrise over the Atlantic. I gave the entire situation a fifty percent chance. It wouldn't have mattered anyway. Seven, six…even five murders would have been enough to cause a panic in the Hoover building. All eight? Icing on the cake. Is he headed our way?"
"Yeah, he should arrive on the ground by four at the latest. Should we be worried?" said Parker.
"With Petrovich, you should always be worried. I'm pretty sure he'll need us as much as we might still need him. He's one of the best we ever graduated…and by far the most productive in the field. Who knows, we might get him back, or…" he trailed off.
"Or what?"
"Or we could have a war on our hands. Unlikely though. He's one of the most practical individuals I have ever dealt with. Hold that thought, I need to check in with someone," he said and dialed the phone he had been holding near his ear.
The call was answered on the second ring.
"Colonel Farrington, Special Information Division. How can I help you?"
"Hello, Colonel. Major General Smith here. Just checking to see how my information requests are proceeding?"
Without hesitation, Colonel Farrington replied, "Sorry, General, no progress has been made so far, though I'm keeping a close eye on the requests myself. You'll be the first to know when the ball starts rolling."
"Sounds good, Colonel. Keep me in the loop," said General Sanderson.
"Roger that, sir. I would expect an update within the hour."
Sanderson hung up.
"Still nothing. Shit, the FBI is moving slow. I expected them to be down there already. This is the kind of shit I've always been railing about. Bureaucracy, government red tape, rules of engagement…they all have their right place and purpose, but not if you need results, and fast. I wish we had someone inside the FBI headquarters," he said to Parker.
"It's just a matter of time, sir," said Parker, as he pulled the Suburban off the Beltway at exit 177B, headed toward one of the general's "safe houses" in Alexandria, Virginia.
 
**
 
Less than ten miles away, Colonel Richard Farrington, United States Army, leaned back in his shitty, worn government chair and placed the cell phone in a black nylon briefcase tucked away under his desk. Cell phones were technically off limits in his section, and if anyone saw him using it, he'd just say that he'd forgotten to leave it in the car and received a call. No big deal, especially since he was careful to select a phone without a camera. He wasn't really worried either way, his bag received a cursory inspection upon entry and exit, and not very many people at the Pentagon were cleared for his section.
He'd been at this posting for nearly two years, biding his time, even extending his tour for another six months to give Sanderson some leeway in planning. He wouldn't need it. Either today or tomorrow, Farrington would walk out of here for the last time and join his old battalion commander in exile.
Thirty feet away, Julio Mendez peeked through a one-inch crack between his office door and the door frame. Calling the room his office was a stretch, since it was really a janitorial supply closet, but Julio didn't care. Even the highest-ranking officers and civilians sat in cubicles within the Information and Data Section. Everything was transparent, and the only true privacy came in the form of a bathroom stall, where someone could still see your shoes and hear your daily contribution to the D.C. sewer system. He may just be the janitor, but he had what nobody around here had, a private room. Two of them, actually. Another small supply room lay outside of the restricted zone, where he would typically spend most of the afternoon.
He'd been spying on Colonel Farrington for two days, after seeing him hide something when he passed by the colonel's cubicle. He had pretended not to notice, singing a few lines of a song as soon as the colonel looked up at him. He had just nodded politely and pushed onward toward the next set of cubicles. Julio had caught him using the phone on four separate occasions over the past few days, which seemed out of place for the colonel. He'd peeked out of his door before to spy on several nearby staff members, including the colonel, and had never seen anyone using a cell phone. He thought the Colonel might be going through a divorce, but remembered that he'd never seen any pictures indicating a relationship on his desk or cubicle walls. No pictures of kids or a wife, just a few photos of the colonel and other soldiers taken in various Godforsaken parts of the world. A few military plaques commemorated distinguished service with different units, but nothing beyond that.
Julio always trusted his instincts, and they were whispering bad things about Colonel Farrington. He'd keep his eyes on this man, check his trash at night, do a full sweep of the area. If something was wrong, Julio could be the nation's first line of defense. He wasn't a military hero, but he knew a thing or two about bravery. He had burn scarring over half of his torso, compliments of Al Qaeda. He'd worked in the West Block when American Airlines Flight 77 hit the Pentagon and spewed burning jet fuel through a corridor he was cleaning.
The initial blast knocked him through an open office door, nearly into the lap of a startled navy captain. The blast was followed by an aerosolized explosion, similar to one of the air force's fuel/air explosive (FAE) bombs. Luckily, they were both knocked to the far wall of the office by the initial blast because if either of them had been standing any closer to the door, they would have been vaporized like everyone else in the corridor. After extinguishing their own personal clothing fires, Julio and Captain Reynolds rushed into the hellish inferno to look for survivors. He was a true hero, well respected at the Pentagon, but his service to country didn't end on September 11, 2001. He kept a close eye on the place because he knew the next attack would come from the inside.
"I got my eyes on you, Colonel Sanders," he said and a stifled a laugh, now wishing he had packed some fried chicken for lunch, instead of a ham sandwich.
 
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
1:02 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Sharpe held a yellow legal pad in his left hand and squinted at his writing. The phone receiver was pressed into his right ear by his other hand. He glanced up at Agent Mendoza, seated in the chair nearest to the office door, and nodded quickly.
"How confident are you about Munoz's statement? If we start pushing Pentagon buttons, we need to be rock solid on our assessment. This could get ugly…real quick," said Sharpe.
"Carlisle's assessment is definitive. He walked me through the biofeedback. Either this guy is the perfect liar, or he's telling the truth. He's a tough book to read on the outside. Impassive. No apparent signs of being rattled. But bio showed a different story when we hinted that we might render him out of the country. His vitals spiked, but he kept himself under control. This guy is a cool customer. Highly trained, somewhere, and not the kind of training his army service record would indicate. Four years as a field artillery officer? We might have stumbled onto something huge here," said Agent Olson.
"I think I agree. Have Carlisle put together a package with his assessment…and yours. I want to walk through the director's door with everything I need to make a case for a deal. Once the deal is signed, we need to move fast. What do you know about General Terrence Sanderson?"
"I've never heard of him before today. I did a quick internet search. Special Ops for most of his career. Details are sketchy, but it appears that his boots touched Iranian soil during Operation Eagle Claw. Plank owner in the Delta Force community. Meteoric rise through the ranks, then a flat line. Didn't make a lot of friends on the Hill from what I could tell. He retired, or was put out to pasture in 2001. Pretty much fell off the radar. Munoz is ready to connect the dots once the deal is in place," Olson said.
"Looks like Sanderson just popped back up on the radar scope, in a big way. Keep pressing Munoz for more details. I don't know if I have enough for a blanket immunity deal. He'll probably have to sign a contingency deal, which means he'll have to show us his cards before we go to the Pentagon. If the Pentagon refuses to share, no deal," Sharpe said.
"I think he'll take the risk. The threat of being moved to a facility out of the country scared him. He really wants a deal," Olson said.
"So do I. This could be a huge break. Eight coordinated murders on the same night. I'm willing to let this guy walk if he leads us to the jackpot. Tell him we need more information to make the deal stick. I'm gonna get things rolling on my end. Good work, Heather."
"Thank you, sir," she said, and Sharpe replaced the receiver on the desk phone.
"Sounds like Olson was the right agent to send to Boston," Mendoza piped in from his chair.
"She's one of the best investigators in the FBI. She was my first phone call after waking you up this morning. So, do we know anything else about Mr. Munoz?"
"Average Joe, more or less. Lives outside of Hartford, in Windsor."
"How far is that from Newport?" Sharpe asked.
"Just under a hundred miles," Mendoza said.
"Did they find his car yet?"
"Nothing on the streets near the mansion. They're searching a nearby college. The campus has waterfront acreage that connects to the cliff walk, which is a well-trafficked path this time of the year. The shooter was found sprawled on the rocks a few hundred yards north of the mansion, just off this path. He might have been trying to duck a few nighttime strollers and slipped in the dark."
"We need to figure out how he got there, and how long he's been casing the residence. Start piecing this all together. He'd have to pay a toll somehow to get into Newport, unless he hitchhiked. We might find a file in the car, especially if these attacks were coordinated by an ex-special forces type. The car is important," Sharpe said.
"We pressed him on the car, and he wouldn't budge. I'm sure he'll tell us about the car once he has a deal."
"I'm not counting on a deal, Frank. He's not giving us enough up front."
"He's walking a fine line," Mendoza said.
"Well, it's not good enough. I need some corroborating evidence to push this through. I think Munoz is worried about the car. We just might not need him once we find it."
"I'll make sure finding the car is Newport's top priority," Mendoza said and stood up to leave the office.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
1:45 p.m.
Logan International Airport, Boston, Massachusetts
 
Daniel parked a dark blue, late model Toyota Camry between two other non-descript sedans in Logan Airport's central parking lot. His car's Massachusetts plates matched nearly every other car in the row. He put the parking lot ticket on the passenger seat and wasted no time yanking one of the two black nylon duffel bags out of the trunk, along with a small black carry-on bag. After slamming the trunk shut, he took note of the car's location and searched for signs that would lead him into Terminal C. He had about twenty-five minutes to catch a Jet Blue flight to Baltimore/Washington International airport, or he would have to execute his backup plan.
He had no idea what General Sanderson had in store for him once he landed in the D.C. area, but at this point, he had little choice other than to the clear out of New England without Jessica. Unfortunately, he needed her in place back in Portland, and General Sanderson agreed. He started jogging and glanced back one more time to frame the car's location in his mind. He had exchanged the BMW for the Camry in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, at the largest self-storage facility in seacoast New Hampshire. He had registered the car in Massachusetts under a false name, using an impeccably forged Massachusetts license issued to longtime Boston resident, Christopher Stevens.
Before driving out of the storage facility, he made a point of talking to the desk clerk long enough to create a lasting memory. If investigators got this far, he actually wanted them to know that he was now driving a nondescript Toyota Camry, one of the most common automobile models on the road throughout the U.S., and one of thousands registered in Massachusetts. To make matters worse for the FBI, he left the 95 Interstate at Newburyport and found a secluded spot to change the license plates. The storage facility had cameras, which might have captured a picture of the car's tags, and he needed this car to stay hidden at Logan Airport.
Eight minutes later, he rushed up to the airline counter and handed his driver's license to a slim, brown-haired woman in a blue uniform. She compared the picture on the license to Daniel, squinting briefly, and wrote something illegible on his boarding pass with a red marker.
"Any bags to check?"
"Not this time. I think these should fit onboard," he said, lifting his two bags a few inches off the ground where she could see.
"That should be fine. You're all set, Mr. Harrell. The gate number is printed on your ticket," she said and smiled.
Daniel nodded and briskly moved toward the security checkpoint.
 
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
2:01 p.m.
FBI Field Office, Boston, Massachusetts
 
Agent Olson stepped into the interrogation room with a brown file folder. She slapped it down on the white Formica tabletop and stared at Munoz. The right side of his face was scraped and bruised from his fall onto the rocks. A small amount of dried, caked blood covered most of his right ear. He sported a nondescript, medium-length haircut, faded lightly on the sides. A horizontal scar grazed the hair above his left ear, and another visible scar showed through the stubble on the right side of his chin. Dark-skinned, with deep brown eyes and an angular face, he was a handsome man despite his rough condition.
Munoz looked up at Olson. His face remained expressionless. "Do we have a deal?" he uttered.
"We do, but it's contingent…"
"Good luck with your investigation. I'm ready for a vacation. Somewhere warm, I hope," Munoz said, leaning back in his chair.
"Contingent on proving this conspiracy. Black Flag better be real. Do you have any idea what happened today?" she asked, taking a seat across the table.
"Don't worry, it's real. Has my attorney seen the deal?"
"We have her standing by for a videoconference. She'll verify the details of your deal, but I'll tell you something…" Agent Olson leaned forward, her face several inches from Munoz. "You're not going anywhere until we figure out what happened today."
"I can go wherever I want. Whenever I want," he stated with a suppressed grin, as he placed his hands on the table in front of him.
Agent Olson reeled backward, as if Munoz had thrown a poisonous snake on the table. He had somehow managed to free his hands from the handcuffs that had been secured behind his back to the chair. Agent Carlisle reacted swiftly, charging around the side of the table, but stopped as Munoz placed both hands on the top of his head. Both agents moved backward from the table, weapons drawn and pointed at the suspect.
"None of you have any idea what you're dealing with here."
"Keep your hands on your head! Back away from the table and get on your knees. You will not be warned again," Olson yelled.
The interrogation room door opened, and three more agents entered. One of them held a Taser, the other two carried MP-5 submachine guns. Five agents stood well outside of Munoz's lunge radius, aiming weapons in his direction. One false move would erase Munoz from existence and eliminate any chance the FBI had to make sense of the day.
Munoz had told them that a link existed between General Terrence Sanderson and today's events, and that he would trade information about Sanderson for full immunity. Without more information, they couldn't move on Sanderson. And since the FBI still had no idea who had masterminded the string of murders, they needed every bit of help available. Unfortunately, Munoz represented the only break in their investigation. The Department of Justice, with the full backing of the White House, agreed with this assessment.
"Patch me through to my lawyer. We're wasting time. As soon as you get what you need, I walk out of the door. If you fuck with me on this deal, they'll carry you out the back door with a tag on your big toe," he said and lowered his body to his knees.
Munoz closed his eyes as at least three agents descended on him with zip ties and handcuffs. Agent Olson kept her weapon unholstered while Munoz was lifted to his feet. As he passed Olson, she grabbed the collar of his dark blue hooded sweatshirt and pulled him close.
"Your information better be worth this deal. I have a feeling you wouldn't last very long on the streets if we publicized the time and location of your release," she whispered.
"Don't worry. This information is worth a thousand deals. And just for the record, I wouldn't worry too much about my survivability on the streets. If the Pentagon coughs up my real file…you'll spend the next few days wondering why you're still alive," he said and pulled away from Agent Olson.
"Maximum security. No contact…just the videoconference with his attorney, and I'll supervise," she said.
 
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
2:55 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
The noise inside of Task Force HYDRA's operations room could be heard fifty feet down the hallway in any direction. The raucous din attracted the attention of agents unconnected to the day's events, and once one of these interlopers learned the true scope of events, they would all scurry back to the safety of their undisturbed operations or task forces. Like a dying star, the Terrorist Financing Operations Section had imploded that morning, sending a dense, pulsing gravity throughout the building; a black hole that sucked agents in and wouldn't let them go. Agents wishing to go home that night steered clear of the Counterterrorism Division that day.
Special Agent-in-Charge Sharpe listened intently to the silence on the phone. He stood in front of the large display screen, staring at information assembled regarding Jeffrey Munoz. There was nothing in his military service record or civilian records to suggest his possible involvement in today's fiasco. Munoz owned a successful chain of five coffee shops in Hartford, Connecticut, leaving the day-to-day operations of the entire business to one of the shop managers he had promoted two years ago. David Stebbens.
Agents interviewed Stebbens and several other employees. Their stories were the same. Munoz loved his work, spending most of his day and evenings in his coffee shops, chatting with patrons and trading stock futures on his laptop. Munoz was obsessed with beating the downtrodden stock market, and since he had delegated most of the grunt work to Stebbens, he was free to chase his interests. Financials for The Toasted Bean were solid, and Stebbens confirmed that he and Munoz had just run the numbers for opening a new shop. No red flags. Nothing to suggest Munoz would drive over a hundred miles to put an armor-piercing bullet through Umar Salah's head.
Sharpe waited patiently for the associate executive assistant director for National Security to take the line. The FBI's request to the Pentagon for access to the Black Flag files had been formally submitted over an hour ago, followed by a few high-level personal calls. It was rumored that the director of the FBI would contact the secretary of defense personally to express the urgency of the situation. The line suddenly went live.
"Mr. Sharpe, I have the executive director for you now," a male voice said, followed by a click.
Sharpe stiffened. He had expected to speak with the associate director, Sandra Delgado, who he knew on a personal level. Delgado and Sharpe had attended The Academy at the same time, one class apart, and had stayed cordially in touch over the years. Sandra and her husband had dined with Ryan and his wife several times over the past year. Sharpe didn't know what to expect from the director, and he didn't like surprises.
"Ryan, its Fred Carroll. Sorry to ambush you like this, but the situation has changed slightly, and Sandra will no longer be included in the communication chain between the Pentagon and the bureau."
"I hope nothing is wrong, sir," Sharpe risked.
"Nothing wrong with Agent Delgado. Apparently, there is something very wrong with the Black Flag files. We need to maintain a minimal chain of information custody with regard to Black Flag," Carroll said.
"So Munoz wasn't lying?"
"Apparently not, and whatever is in those files is protected by the Department of Defense's strictest compartmentalized protocols. The Pentagon has agreed to grant us limited access. We will be allowed to use the information to unravel today's events and determine if an immediate threat to the U.S. exists. My assistant will pass the protocols to you immediately. Don't mess around with this information. The director himself convinced the White House that access to Black Flag was critical, but I have a feeling that the doors to this vault could slam shut at any time. Black Flag is a ticking time bomb that nobody wants aired in public. Contact me directly with updates. Instructions for direct contact will be contained in an email you should have just received. Let's get to the bottom of this ASAP, without pissing off the Pentagon."
"Understood, sir. I have the best agents working every angle of this case," Sharpe said.
"If you need more than that, don't hesitate to ask," Executive Director Carroll said, and the line went dead.
Sharpe waved to Mendoza, who pushed his way through several agents huddled over a bank of computer screens in the middle of the operations center. By the time he arrived a few seconds later, Sharpe had read the director's email.
"Frank, take two agents from Counterintelligence and report to the Information/Data bureau of the Pentagon. Your point of contact there will be Colonel Richard Farrington. I'll need you there long enough to thoroughly assess pertinent information in the Black Flag files. From what I've been told, the files are explosive and could be yanked out from under us without warning. Focus on information regarding Black Flag personnel.
"Munoz lived close enough to his assigned target to imply a geographic-based assignment, so let's get names and start mapping out last known locations of all Black Flag operatives. We might find a trend. If we can nab another one of these murderers, we'll have our best chance at nailing this to the wall by the end of the day. I don't know what kind of information they will be willing to release, but I'd like to know about capabilities. If we need to take one of these guys down, I want to know exactly what kind of training they received. We need to know what we're up against."
"All right, I'm on it. Does Counterintel know I'm coming to grab more of their talent?" Mendoza asked.
"They will in a few moments. And, Frank, you and the two agents will have to sign Category One, Compartmentalized Information Security agreements prior to viewing any of the Black Flag documents. Any agents who have even heard the words Black Flag will be required to sign a Category Two," Sharpe said.
"Christ. We better get word to Boston. The fewer agents exposed to this the better," Mendoza said.
"Once you arrive at the Pentagon, you will see a list of approved Category One personnel. You are entitled to share any information you see with these individuals personally on a face-to-face contact basis. That should be a very short list. Myself, the two counterintelligence agents and Executive Assistant Director Carroll. That's it. I expect that you'll be running back and forth all day to report to me. The two agents will be required to stay inside the Sanctum during the active investigation or until the Pentagon shuts us down. Let's nail this down quickly, Frank."
"We'll be thorough and get everything we need as quickly as possible," Frank assured him, exhaling deeply.
"The Pentagon will approve and classify all information to be shared, so be aggressive and fight for anything that might help us figure out what happened today. They have a protocol for this. Start with the names. I think this is our best starting point. Remember, you can share anything with me personally, but if it's not approved by the Pentagon, it's not going onto these screens. If they won't approve something you feel is critical to the investigation, you need to get your ass back here as fast as possible, so we can press the director for more cooperation," Sharpe said and picked up one of the nearby phones.
"I need to get you two agents, and you need to be at the Pentagon ten minutes ago."
"I'll be in touch," Mendoza said and made to bolt out of the room.
"Frank!"
Agent Mendoza looked over his shoulder.
"You better take Keller with you. I'll see if I can get him full access," Sharpe said.
 
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
3:35 p.m.
The Pentagon, Arlington, Virginia
 
Colonel Farrington saw the group approaching from the direction of the Information Section's only access point: four men, escorted by a navy lieutenant commander wearing the summer white uniform. The navy had recently shifted uniforms, trading service dress blues, which resembled a dark blue suit, for a white, short-sleeved uniform that reminded Farrington of the old fashioned Good Humor Ice Cream man.
"Thank you, Commander, I have them from here. Gentlemen, welcome to the Compartmentalized Information Section. Let's take a seat in the briefing room and get the formalities out of the way so you can go to work," he said and led them to a room adjacent to his cubicle.
He fished a pair of keys out of the front right pocket of his crisply pressed dark green uniform trousers and opened both of the locks to the room. The briefing room was sparse, decorated with a heavily varnished, rectangular conference table that could seat twelve. However, there were no chairs in the room. No pictures adorned the ugly off-white walls, and the room was illuminated by harsh fluorescent lights recessed behind large opaque plastic ceiling tiles. Separate stacks of paperwork sat neatly arranged on each long side of the table. Each stack was topped with a face sheet that displayed one of the agents' names.
Colonel Farrington walked to the far end of the table, as everyone else filled in by their respective stack. Before anyone uttered a word, three more people filed into the room and stood against the wall facing the colonel, on the other side of the room. The last one in, a female marine staff sergeant, closed the door behind her. Farrington registered a look of discomfort on one of the FBI agent's faces when the door closed, which gave the colonel some satisfaction.
When he had arrived to take this post, he had replaced a navy captain, who had turned this conference room into his own personal oasis. Comfortable chairs, pleasant lighting from several dimmable standing lamps, wall hangings and a fully stocked coffee station. Other staff members assigned to the section used it as a lounge when it was not in use. One of his first acts was to strip the room bare. He didn't want any sense of comfort to exist here. In fact, he preferred that the room made everyone feel on edge. Only clear plastic sheets covering the walls and floor would make him happier about the room. His job was to enforce the Department of Defense's strictest information-sharing protocols. Penalties for leaking information in the Sanctum ranged from a simple career-damaging letter of censure to life imprisonment without the possibility of parole on charges of treason. He liked to set the right tone here in this room. Nobody in his section even glanced twice at the door anymore, and he alone held the keys to open it.
"All right, let's get started. There are four documents that each of you must sign to enter the Sanctum. First, an explanation of the CIS categories and specific instructions regarding the management of sensitive information under each category. CIS stands for Compartmentalized Information Security. You will all need to read and sign the acknowledgement under CIS Category One, which I'm sure you are all aware, is the highest level of information security, carrying the highest levels of penalty for any accidental or purposeful unauthorized breach. Category One is the easiest to remember. You can only share information directly, and in person, with the individuals listed on your agreement. In person means actually in person, face-to-face in a secure environment, taking all reasonable precautions from eavesdropping, purposeful or accidental."
Agent Mendoza opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off by the colonel.
"Before any of you lays the proverbial egg, there is a procedure for disseminating information pertinent to your investigation. My staff, and Mr. McKie from the Defense Intelligence Agency, will assist you in this process. Our charge is to protect sensitive, classified information, while at the same time helping your investigation. I'm sure we will all butt heads today, but I assure you we are in no way trying to hinder your progress. Anything cleared by Mr. McKie will be retyped by one of my staff, either Staff Sergeant Brodin or Technical Sergeant D'Onofrie, and faxed directly to your operations center with a CIS Category Two classification. Mr. McKie will make the ultimate call on what is Category One or Two, and what can be transmitted or communicated.
"If you see something in the files that Mr. McKie won't release via fax, then you'll need to personally carry the information in your head to your immediate director, Agent Sharpe, who will not be able to share it with anyone outside of the list. Are your heads ringing yet? It's a lot to process, but we'll try to make this as easy as possible for your organizations.
"Agent Mendoza and Mr. Keller are free to leave and reenter as they wish; however, we do require that Agents Harris and Calhoun stay within the Sanctum until the file is resealed. My staff will be required to make the same sacrifice. The Sanctum has full bathroom and shower facilities, cots, coffee, and you can order whatever you'd like from the canteen to be delivered at any time. We'll send the bill to your agencies. Spare toiletry kits can be found in the bathrooms."
He paused and looked directly at Mendoza and Keller. "As for the two of you, anyone moving in or out of the section must do so with an escort, and you'll be subjected to our strictest security protocols on the way in and out of the building. No rubber gloves, gentlemen, but you will be scanned and frisked. Cell phones must be surrendered to security personnel; they are strictly prohibited in this section. Wear your security badges at all times. If there are no further questions, please read through the documents and sign them. Once you're done, we'll get you situated in the Sanctum. Entry and exit from the Sanctum is strictly controlled by me, and I will be available at all times to facilitate your comings and goings. I'm here as long as you're here."
"Will you be stationed inside of the Sanctum with us?" Agent Harris asked, shuffling through his paperwork.
"No. I unlock and release the file to Mr. McKie. Once he has confirmed that the contents of the file match the contents requested, you won't see me again inside the Sanctum until it is time to lock the file back up for good. I simply serve as the gatekeeper and document custodian. I have no idea what you've requested, only that the strictest of security protocols has been assigned to the handling of the information contained in the file. Take a few minutes to finish the paperwork, and I'll get you situated."
Ten minutes later, Colonel Farrington walked out of the Sanctum, satisfied that everything was in good order. McKie had enthusiastically confirmed that the contents of the vacuum-sealed, pressure-activated storage locker matched what the FBI had requested. Project Black Flag. As usual, General Sanderson's intelligence was right on the money. The files were stored in a single oversized, modern briefcase, which surprised Farrington. Most of the files in the Sanctum had been converted to thumb drives, hard drives, or even full laptop computers. The briefcase contained all of the known surviving documents pertaining to Sanderson's notoriously successful covert operations program, and judging by a glimpse of the contents from across the table, the documents were originals.
He sat down in his cubicle and glanced around the section. He could hear activity, but didn't see anyone headed in his direction, so he reached into his briefcase and removed his cellphone. He dialed one of fifteen phone numbers that he had committed to memory over the past year, in preparation for this day.
"Are we in business?" General Sanderson's voice asked immediately.
"Yes, sir. The files looked to be in an original form."
"Do you have a timeline for extraction?" Sanderson's voice replied.
"I have seven in the Sanctum right now, but I expect the herd to thin as they start to wade through the file. Two of them will likely depart within the hour. I'm looking at an early evening, possibly a late afternoon timeline."
"Take your time, Rich. The file will be open for at least twenty-four hours, if not longer."
"I understand, sir. But once these files are secured, we won't have another chance," Sanderson uttered.
"You'll have ample opportunity, I'm sure of it. Even if they suddenly shut down access to the file, you'll be the first to know. I trust your skills, Colonel. We've known each other for a long time."
Colonel Farrington's beeper vibrated, and he checked the number. "I have to go, sir. Looks like a few of our guests might be leaving earlier than I expected."
"Understood. Keep me posted," the general said, and the line went dead.
Farrington ensured the cell phone was placed in meeting mode, to keep it silent, and grabbed his desk phone. He pressed one of the conference call buttons and was immediately connected to Staff Sergeant Brodin within the Sanctum.
"Sir, Mr. Keller wishes to depart the Sanctum," she informed him.
"That was fast. I'll be right there," he replied and glanced at the Sanctum's security door adjacent to his cubicle.
"And sir?" she whispered.
Colonel Farrington continued to listen without responding. Sergeant Brodin lowered her voice even further.
"I think Keller might be eidetic."
"Interesting. How long did he look through the files?"
"Six minutes. He didn't appear to do much more than glance at the sheets, like he wasn't really paying attention. McKie didn't appear to be bothered by it. I just thought you should know, sir."
"That's why I have you in there, Staff Sergeant. I'll be right over," he said and hung up the phone.
A photographic memory. Very interesting.
Fifty feet away, Julio Mendez shook his head from the safety of his "office."
 
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
4:05 p.m.
Safe House, Alexandria, Virginia
 
General Sanderson sat at a dark brown Shaker-style table in an apartment on the outskirts of Alexandria, Virginia. He had recently acquired the unit through a real estate holding company owned by a loyal, longtime friend, a powerful friend who had more to do with the day's events than simply providing an untraceable real estate purchase.
Sitting at the rectangular table, he faced a sliding glass door that led to a modest balcony two stories above a lush garden and small, undisturbed pool. Thick curtains gave him privacy from prying eyes on other balconies and reduced the glare from a bright, declining sun. A stainless steel refrigerator hummed behind him and marked the beginning of a granite and cherry cabinet appointed kitchen that filled the space to his immediate left. A sizable, sparsely furnished media room loomed to his right, containing a simple dark leather couch, coffee table and wall-mounted flat-screen television. Empty built-in bookshelves flanked the television.
The general alternated his attention among three laptop computers situated in a semi-circle on the table. A tangle of wires extended over the back of the table, split between a massive power strip and a broadband modem jammed at odd angles on one of the chairs. He confirmed Petrovich's flight schedule and picked up one of five cell phones sitting on the table next to the computers. Each one was plugged into a charger connected to the same power strip as the computers.
He dialed Parker.
"Sir?"
"Our guest should be arriving shortly. I want you to pick him up and find a rental car agency well away from the airport. Rent a car in your name and give him your SUV. I don't expect our friends to piece things together this quickly, but we can't take any chances. Take him to my place north of the city, and wait for instructions. Make sure to outfit our friend well. I may need him at a moment's notice."
"Understood, sir. I'm a few minutes away from the airport. Any word from Farrington?"
"Everything is in place. We're just waiting for the right moment. Let me know when the two of you have arrived safely," the general said and closed the phone.
 
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
4:13 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
The first encrypted fax from the Pentagon arrived thirty-two minutes after Special Agent Frank Mendoza and his team entered the Sanctum. Sharpe took custody of the sealed folder from Special Agent Keith Weber.
Weber's face appeared even more exhausted than this morning, though he had managed to find a new dress shirt to replace the crumpled mess he had presented to the task force this morning. Since then, the pale, lanky agent had never been seen without a cup of coffee in his hands. As tired as Weber might be, Sharpe was relieved to see him still functioning at full capacity. As chief communications officer for the task force, Weber was unlikely to find a moment's rest in the next twenty-four hours, especially with CIS Category Two protocols blanketed over the entire task force. Any breach of information security would fall squarely on his shoulders…and Sharpe's.
All eyes in the task force's operations center drifted toward Sharpe as he broke the packet's security seal. Aware of his audience, Sharpe motioned for Special Agent Dana O'Reilly, from the criminal investigation section, to join him at the front of the room. As she navigated the workstations, Sharpe removed the two-page document and began to read, his face betraying no initial response to the information as he processed what Mendoza had been able to push past the Pentagon gatekeepers. It was more than he had expected. He handed the first sheet over to Agent O'Reilly.
O'Reilly was another rising star within the FBI. Graduating number one in her class at the Academy, she had reported to the Los Angeles field office in 1999 and made a positive, lasting impression on Special Agent Olson, who personally requested her assignment to headquarters in 2004, several years ahead of schedule on a typical agent's career-ladder climb. As usual, Olson's instincts had been dead-on, and Agent O'Reilly didn't disappoint. Her investigative skill and efficiency matched her sharp, angular face and short brown hair.
"Agent O'Reilly, I want full workups on each of these names. Start with their most current known locations and move outward. I'm looking for a possible geographic pattern. Munoz lived within easy driving distance of Newport. Focus on the East Coast. If their last known address isn't on the East Coast, or close, move on to the next name. I want to start shaping this investigation in twenty minutes."
"We'll process all of the names at once, with an appropriate geographic priority filter. Give me ten minutes to get this up on the screens," she said and rushed away before Sharpe could respond.
"And I want these names, with pictures, to go out highest priority, everywhere. Classify them as suspected terrorists, no fly lists. The works!"
He sat down at his temporary workstation near the front of the chaotic room and watched as several agents and technical support staff moved about in a flurry of activity, reenergized with the new information. Agent O'Reilly rolled a chair up to one of the occupied workstations and handed the list over to one of the task force's tech staff. She gestured toward several other workstations, then the large screens above Sharpe's head. Satisfied that O'Reilly had this under control, he turned his attention to the second sheet. He thought Mendoza must have fought the Pentagon to get this sheet released. Although he could drop this sheet on the subway, and nobody could make sense of it, he was seasoned enough to understand the sinister implications. The notes provided by Munoz gave him a unique frame of reference to analyze the sheet.
 
Confirmed that General Terrence Sanderson founded program. Seeking additional details.
 
Areas of focus for investigative cross-reference: Serbia (1990s), Colombia (1990s), Russia (1990s), Mexico (1990s), Afghanistan (1990s).
 
All subjects trained extensively in following skill areas: hand to hand combat, edged weapons, urban combat, undercover operations, sabotage, field espionage, improvised combat, deception and disguise, marksmanship, explosives, forgery, extreme conditions survival. Each subject given custom specialized training in skill areas deemed most appropriate to assigned areas of operation. Most common specialized skills include: sniper operations, electronic surveillance, computer networking, advanced urban combat, improvised explosives, security systems manipulation, narcotics manufacturing.
 
Consider subjects highly dangerous and unusually capable of escape or evasion. Recommend use of highly-trained, tactical law enforcement teams for apprehension or pursuit. Do not underestimate subjects' capabilities.
 
Subjects sent to operate undercover without support for extensive periods of time (2-3 years). Fatality rate for program graduates in operational assignments: 30% first year, 40% second year. No graduates are known to have survived third year.
 
Sharpe leaned back in his chair and processed the information. Everything squared with Munoz's description of Sanderson's covert operations program, but the implication burrowed much deeper, and Sharpe wasn't sure he wanted to turn this rock over for a look underneath. The information contained on these two sheets might be enough to shed the appropriate amount of light on today's events and allow him to figure out if a further danger existed.
His own task force's investigation was permanently destroyed, but he might still have a chance to turn this into an opportunity. If a deeper conspiracy lurked beneath the surface, his team might possibly be able to stand at the vanguard of a new, permanent investigation. But first, he needed to convince the director that the week wouldn't end in a spectacular, mass-casualty attack on the United States. To do this, he needed to capture another Black Flag operative. Munoz had a deal, although Sharpe had no intention of releasing him yet.
Special Agent O'Reilly yelled across the room. "Sir, we have a preliminary picture coming up in a few seconds," she said and leaned into a screen between two busy data techs.
Sharpe stood up and took a few steps back from the bank of plasma screen monitors.
"We're linking it to the map, sir. A few more seconds," O'Reilly said.
The center screen still displayed the same map of the East Coast, with each murder site identified by an icon and a few lines of information. The screens flanking the map contained investigative information linked to each scene. So far, very little physical evidence had been recovered at any of the sites, emphasizing the sheer luck surrounding the capture of Munoz in Newport. The assassins had vanished like ghosts, leaving nothing behind. If Munoz had stepped on a different rock in the darkness, Sharpe would have very likely spent the next several days staring up at an unchanging screen, watching his career crumble.
The display blinked, and Sharpe watched new icons begin to populate the screen from north to south. He counted eleven new icons and immediately saw a pattern. One icon riveted his attention.
"Can you zoom in on the area surrounding Cape Elizabeth, Maine? Send it to one of the other screens. O'Reilly?" he said, waving for her to join him.
The same map appeared on the screen to the right and zoomed into New England, continuing to a small coastal area in southern Maine.
"There!" Sharpe said, and the map stopped moving.
O'Reilly stood a few feet behind Sharpe, to his left.
"Jesus," she whispered, and Sharpe nodded in agreement.
The map showed two icons, each on the opposite side of the screen, but within the same metropolitan area. The icon on the far right, at the water's edge, was one of their murder scenes. The other, buried within Portland, Maine, contained a name. Daniel Petrovich.
"What's the distance between the two?" he said.
Before he finished the sentence, the techs answered on the screen with a line connecting the two icons. 5.9 miles. He turned to O'Reilly and spoke softly.
"I want to know everything there is to know about Daniel Petrovich. Notify our Maine team, and start the ball rolling for a coordinated local law enforcement search and apprehension. Our Boston-based SWAT team is occupied with Munoz and won't be available to assist. We'll have to rely on local and state SWAT. Based on Petrovich's profile, make sure they understand that this is a high-risk apprehension and that the teams need to focus on nonlethal methods. This is critical to national security. I'll work on the warrant."
"Understood, sir," she said and disappeared again.
Sharpe returned his focus to the center screen, counting at least eleven former Black Flag operatives, including Munoz, within reasonable driving distance of the crime scenes. He suddenly had doubts about Daniel Petrovich. Why would General Sanderson use someone so close to one of the targets? All of the other operatives lived at least an hour or more away, which would make them less obvious suspects. For the Maine assassination, Sanderson even had the option of an operative living in Concord, New Hampshire, about two hours away.
Then again, Sharpe wondered why the general would use anyone near the East Coast at all. If Munoz lived in Denver, Colorado, his task force would be forced to consider every Black Flag operative within the U.S. However, Munoz's proximity to the target suggested otherwise. Sanderson may have called others in from around the country, but it was clear that this was not the rule. Sharpe's best chance lay with the eleven operatives listed on the screen. Before he could finish his thought, six more Black Flag operatives appeared throughout the Midwest.
"That's it, sir. That's the list," Agent O'Reilly said.
"What do you mean that's it?" he said, walking toward her workstation.
"Half of the names on the list turned up with last known addresses dating back into the early nineties. I'll still work up full packages on them, but I thought it would confuse the overall picture on the screen right now," she said.
"Good call. None of these names extend past the Mississippi. What about the rest of the country?" Sharpe asked.
"If you want my guess, I'd say we didn't get the entire list."
"Damn it. Weber," he yelled across the room, "request more detailed information on each of these names. Priority goes to the ones on the East Coast. Also, request the full list of names. This can't be all of them."
Weber gave him a "thumbs up" from across the room and went to work at his computer station, as Sharpe glanced back at the screen and grimaced. He would have to coordinate a simultaneous strike on all ten remaining locations. He had no idea if any of them were in communication with each other, but he couldn't risk raising a general alarm among General Sanderson's co-conspirators. All he needed to do was catch one of them, and he should be able to move the investigation forward. He also needed to talk with Mendoza immediately. He needed more details about the operative in Portland, Maine. Daniel Petrovich. Sanderson was arrogant, and if he used Petrovich for the Cape Elizabeth hit like Sharpe hoped, it would prove to be a big mistake.
 
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
4:14 p.m.
Baltimore/Washington International Airport, Baltimore, Maryland
 
Daniel Petrovich waited patiently in his seat while the 747 taxied up to the gate at BWI airport. He had carefully, but surreptitiously watched the flight crew since about halfway through the two-hour flight. He'd taken a calculated risk boarding a flight this late in the afternoon, but he had been assured by General Sanderson that the net wouldn't fall on him until the early evening. Daniel's previous experience with the general had taught him that the man was rarely wrong about anything, which is why Petrovich sensed that something was off about the day's events.
He glanced at the senior flight attendant, Elaine, a dark-haired, middle-aged woman who had seemed friendly enough throughout the flight. If the authorities knew he was on board, he had to assume at least one member of the flight crew had been notified, and his bet was on Elaine. So far, she'd only locked eyes with him twice, which was normal in Daniel's experience. She didn't look away quickly, or stare at him too long. Her behavior fell well within the normal parameters defined by an instinct he had sharpened to a razor's edge. He survived undercover for two years among the most dangerous, unpredictable men in the world, where the slightest change in expression was often the only warning that preceded a rusty buck knife across your throat.
The aircraft rolled gently to a stop at the gate, and the fasten seatbelt sign was deactivated, releasing passengers to crowd the aisles. He was pretty sure that the pilot would have kept the passengers in their seats if a tense, heavily-armed SWAT team waited in the jetway. The woman in the middle seat next to Daniel stood, pushing into him, but Daniel gave her a cross look that made her pause. She lowered herself back down, mumbling to herself. Daniel was in a hurry, too, but not to be jostled by every manner-deprived, self-important passenger trying to get off the airplane.
Ten minutes later, Daniel walked through a non-automated door next to a large swivel exit. He thought about how easy it would be to trap someone inside one of those large aquarium-like rotating doors, which is why he avoided it. His transformation back into Marko Resja had accelerated. He glanced up and down the street in the arrival pickup zone, spotting Parker's green Grand Cherokee five cars down to his right. He tossed the cell phone he had used to contact Parker—and its separated battery—into a tall, gray trash receptacle next to a concrete pillar behind the SUV.
He looked into the vehicle at Parker, who nodded, and heard the doors unlock. Parker checked all of his mirrors, glancing around, while Daniel tossed the black nylon duffel bag into the back seat and took the front passenger seat. He buckled his seatbelt, still half expecting to be rushed by federal agents from all sides. Parker put the car into gear and cruised forward out of the spot, still not saying a word, which was fine with Daniel for now.
Once out of the airport, Parker started to navigate them toward the Baltimore Washington Parkway, which would intersect with the 495 Beltway north of Washington, D.C., Daniel had no idea where Parker intended to take him once they were inside the Beltway, but he had his own plans for staying quiet until the general needed him.
Parker finally broke the silence. "General Sanderson wants me to take you to a rental car agency. I'll rent another car, and you'll take mine."
"So he can keep track of me? No, thanks."
"He doesn't want any chance of a rental car transaction being traced to you."
"Does he think I'm going to use my driver's license?" Daniel asked as Parker turned the Cherokee onto the Parkway.
"If the feds think you're headed to D.C., they'll be able to figure it out, even if you use a fake ID."
"Why would they assume I'm headed here? I'd think this is the last place they would expect me to materialize."
"The general doesn't like surprises," Parker said.
"Then losing a man to the feds must have ruined his entire year."
Parker looked over at Daniel with a concerned expression. "The mission was a success, but the general's come too far to take any further chances with this operation."
"I'll bet," Daniel said and found himself lost in thought, staring into the thick traffic headed out of D.C.
"Once we get you a car, we'll head to a safe house in Silver Spring and wait for further developments."
Daniel didn't like the sound of this at all. With one of Sanderson's men in custody, he wasn't sure how fast the entire situation would unravel, if it hadn't already spiraled out of the general's control. Clearly, the general shared the same concerns, or he wouldn't have taken steps to get Daniel out of Maine so quickly.
Something kept bothering him, but he couldn't bring it to the surface. Parker suddenly showing up yesterday with Sanderson's barely-veiled ultimatum never sat right with Daniel. The Ghani killing was simple work, which didn't require his level of expertise, or exposure, and Sanderson had played a serious card to push him back into the fold. Mentioning Zorana Zekulic reeked of desperation and only served to underscore the insidious link bonding Petrovich to Sanderson.
The SUV slowed as they joined traffic headed into the capital, and Petrovich decided that it was in his best interest to maintain a safe distance from the general until a better picture of the situation developed. Given the nature of the Black Flag program, Daniel guessed that he wasn't the only program graduate with secrets that the general would rather see buried in an unmarked grave. Secrets that would ruin the general's reputation permanently and possibly land him in front of a firing squad…right next to Daniel. He glanced around at the standstill traffic and the area surrounding the Parkway. He needed to get out of this car and disappear.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
4:28 p.m.
Georgetown, Washington, D.C.
 
Keller walked down a dense, tree-lined street of brownstones deep in the heart of Georgetown, until he arrived at the waist-level wrought iron gate that marked the entrance to the law offices of Hopkins, Frederick and McDonough. He turned the thick brass knob imbedded into the gate and found it unlocked. He pushed the heavy gate open, which uttered a squeak at the end of its swing radius. Keller mounted the weathered stairs and ascended the several steep, narrow steps to arrive at a small, covered porch. He pressed the worn black button located under the law firm's shiny brass embossed business placard and heard a bell ring beyond the door.
Seconds later, he heard a buzz at the door, followed by a loud click. He pushed the thick wooden door inward and stepped into the building's cramped vestibule, turning his body sideways in order to close the outer door. He now faced a windowless door, which buzzed and opened slightly inward. He gripped the door's handle and leaned into the door, which opened slowly. Despite its similar appearance to the outer door, this door was constructed of reinforced steel with a thin wooden shell. Once he was through, the door closed on its own, which always left Keller with the impression that it could open all of the way on its own, too.
He glanced across the small, sparsely appointed reception room at Claire and forced a smile, which quickly faded. He felt sure that the door would swing all of the way open if he held a higher position within the CIA, but he was wrong. For over twenty years, Claire had treated everybody that crossed this threshold the same, including the director.
Keller's eyes scanned the room as he walked up to the dark mahogany desk separating Claire from the door. Ceiling to floor bookcases covered the entire wall to his right, filled with books that hadn't been touched for decades, or at least for the two years he'd been assigned to the FBI. If he turned around, he would see two uncomfortable, light brown upholstered armchairs under the larger front window, separated by an equally ugly brown pedestal table. Several coasters sat stacked in a holder on the table, implying that Claire might produce a beverage for someone sitting in these chairs. He glanced back at the bookcase, at a row of encyclopedias near the floor. A thin, genuine smile formed on his tight lips.
He focused on the stoic woman, who stared at a flat-screen monitor like he didn't exist. She was partially obscured by a green-glass-shaded banker's lamp, which lit the top of her desk, but did little to illuminate the rest of the room.
The whole setup reminded him of the movie Three Days of the Condor, except this brownstone didn't house a staff of CIA analysts. It was typically empty, except for Claire, and served as a convenient, clandestine meeting location for the CIA. Karl Berg, assistant director of the CIA's Counterterrorism Center, had arrived here earlier to receive Keller's report in person, in order to keep Keller compliant with his CIS Category One obligations. He kept smiling at Claire, who finally looked up at him.
Claire was dressed in a light blue blazer, which covered an ivory blouse. She wore a single strand of pearls, which hung barely visible between the blouse's collars, just above the top button. Her gray hair was pulled back in a bun, leaving a few wisps of hair to flow freely down her high cheeks. Claire looked like old money to Keller, and she acted like it too. Ice blue eyes pierced him as she spoke.
"Mr. Berg will see you upstairs," she said, moving her right hand below the top of the desk to press a hidden button, smiling the entire time.
Keller imagined she had a pistol strapped to the underside of the desk, or maybe a shotgun. Certainly she had a bank of buttons, each serving a function in the building. Maybe one of them activated a trapdoor leading to an incinerator.
"Thank you, Claire." He turned toward the ornate staircase on the wall opposite to the bookshelves.
He'd started up the stairs when he heard her say, "Good to see you again, Mr. Keller."
"You too, Claire" he said somberly. He stopped before disappearing up the stairs. "Oh, the encyclopedias are out of order. Number fifteen is in front of fourteen," he said and waited for a response.
"I never noticed. Thank you, Mr. Keller," she said, looking up from the computer screen with a forced smile.
Keller continued up the stairs, wondering about Claire's exact role within the agency. She'd have to be highly trusted if she knew about his photographic memory. This was not common knowledge within the CIA, for several reasons. Most importantly, he would become a fought-over asset that not everyone could possess, and those who lost the fight to bring him into their fold would never trust him.
There was too much infighting, petty jealousy, and paranoia inside the CIA. Widespread knowledge of his eidetic memory would be a career killer. Berg knew about his memory, but Berg had recruited him, keeping him close. Keller's skill could be a limitless treasure if used under the right circumstances, and he found himself assigned to one liaison position after another, mostly reporting to Berg. Not exactly the exotic CIA career he had imagined when first reporting to Langley, but unlike most CIA recruits, Keller was still a spy.
He opened the door at the top of the stairs and stepped into a different world. Classical music drifted into the brightly lit hallway, which contained five doors and ended with a frosted privacy window. He knew that the open door to his immediate right was a modern conference room that extended to the front of the building, taking up at least one third of the second floor's square footage. He wouldn't find Berg here. He would be seated comfortably in the lounge at the end of the hallway, sipping a drink and enjoying the music. He couldn't wait to join him.
To his left, a closed door secured by a fingerprint access terminal reminded him where he stood. In the CIA, there was always another layer of secrecy, and he didn't have access to this room. He walked down the hallway and glanced into the open doors. One room contained a full kitchen, which was connected to the other room, a dining room with one large rectangular table. A crystal chandelier hovered precariously low over the table. He counted place settings for eight.
Keller arrived at the lounge and knocked on the doorframe before poking his head inside. Berg sat in a dark leather chair in the corner of the room.
"Randy, please. You always knock on the door. I find it so peculiar," he said.
"I always feel like I'm walking into someone's private den," he said.
Keller loved this room. It had to be the most exclusive lounge in Washington, and no expense had been spared to make it feel that way, he thought, taking in the salient details. Two rich leather chairs flanked an ornately carved, darkly-stained pedestal table, which held a bronze lamp with a deep red lamp shade. The lamp's soft glow drifted down onto a small tumbler filled with a finger of amber liquid. He stepped inside and inhaled deeply the comforting smell of expensive leather furniture and antique books. Three of the room's four walls were covered in bookshelves that contained real books, unlike Claire's faux reading collection. Classics, rare books, modern thrillers, curios. The shelves here were a treasury of gifts from dignitaries, world leaders, agency patrons, well-connected politicians and thieves. He cherished receiving permission to spend the night here.
Staring awestruck at the collection, he almost stumbled over the leather couch that dissected the room, separating Berg and the deep leather reading chairs from a fully stocked bar immediately to Keller's left. He saw two laptop computers on the oval coffee table in front of the couch. He'd use one of these to type his report, and Berg would use the other to simultaneously read and securely transmit his report to Audra Bauer, their director. His eyes caught a bottle of Chivas Regal standing guard over an empty tumbler on the shiny bar top.
"Pour yourself a drink," Berg offered.
"Thank you. Only a small one, though. I need to start typing this out while it's fresh," he said and moved toward the bottle of outrageously expensive scotch.
"It's always fresh. I bet you could type out the first psychological exam we gave you with ninety-nine percent accuracy." Berg laughed.
"One hundred percent. I dip into the ninety-nine range when I try to tap into the middle school years. I hope you're the one who moved the encyclopedias," he said, walking over to his favorite chair with a splash of Chivas.
"Simply amazing. I moved them a few weeks ago. I don't even think Claire has noticed. Salud," Berg said, raising his glass.
"Salud," Keller replied and clinked Berg's glass.
Berg took a long sip, relishing the drink. He leaned toward Keller like he was sharing a secret.
"I'm not going to bullshit you here, Randy. The CIA has very little on this Black Flag program. We know it was created and run by General Sanderson, with very little oversight. We are pretty sure it fell under Defense Intelligence Agency purview, and that it was abruptly shut down in 2001. It may have started in the late eighties, but details have been nearly non-existent. This was a word of mouth program, and we couldn't find any loose mouths willing to talk about it. General William Tierney, apparently one of Sanderson's many close rivals and enemies within the army, brought the program's activities to the attention of Congress in late 1999. Tierney quietly retired a few months later, and Sanderson followed suit shortly after that. The matter was quickly sealed and has remained that way until today. So, what is your impression of the file?"
"They need to burn this file as soon as they're done with it, and pray to God that these are the last remaining documents pertaining to this program," Keller said and emptied his glass in one swallow.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
 
4:51 p.m.
Safe House, Alexandria, Virginia
 
General Sanderson picked up the buzzing cell phone on the table and answered it. "Good timing. I hope you've put some distance between yourself and the airport. An APB just went out with a dozen names. The FBI isn't wasting any time with this. We cut it really close flying him in," Sanderson said.
"Sir, I lost him. We were sitting in traffic, and he suddenly jumped out just past the Laurel exit. I'm still stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic and can't get this fucking car off the Parkway. Are you sure bringing him here was a good idea?" Parker said.
Sanderson took a moment to consider this development, and there was an uncomfortable pause on the phone while he processed what this might mean for his plan. Nothing. He could never fully control Petrovich, which is why Daniel was a unique addition to the Black Flag program. He had suspected this before Petrovich reported to The Ranch and quickly confirmed what the psychological exams had suggested. Petrovich had a pathologic aversion to authority, but a conflicting need to operate loosely within a structure. He caused considerable difficulty for the instructors at The Ranch, but excelled within the program. Sanderson had seen the unlimited potential in Petrovich and still did.
"I'm not surprised. Trust me, there was nothing you could do to stop him. Remember what I told you. Don't ever stand in his way. He knows how to get in touch with us and will surface when he's ready. His world was turned upside down yesterday. Frankly, I'm just happy we managed to get him to D.C. We still need him. Continue to your destination, and wait. He'll pop up once he's established a safe base of operations. He might be better off on his own."
"I'll be ready to roll, sir. Sounds like our man in Boston talked?"
"Things are moving quickly. The feds have connected some dots from the Pentagon file, so we need to proceed cautiously," he said.
"Understood, sir."
"Sit tight and wait. That's about all we can do at this point," he said and ended the call.
He purposely neglected to inform Parker of a disturbing element uncovered by Colonel Farrington at the Pentagon. There existed a distinct possibility that the CIA liaison to the FBI was able to commit large portions of the Black Flag file to memory. He knew that the information approved for release from the file would be carefully screened by Derren McKie, one of the few people entrusted with its contents, but if McKie didn't suspect a photographic memory, the CIA liaison officer could easily take advantage of the situation. The fact that Randy Keller spent less than fifteen minutes in The Sanctum suggested that he had seen enough. Sanderson had grave concerns about the CIA discovering Petrovich's Serbian alias, Marko Resja. In the wrong hands, this information could ignite a powder keg.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
 
4:58 p.m.
Georgetown, Washington, D.C.
 
Berg sat buried in the leather chair with an open laptop perched on one of the chair's oversized arms. The light emanating downward from the decorative lamp competed with the illumination cast from the laptop screen, casting a pale, ugly glow on his impassive face. His eyes scanned the laptop screen, oblivious to Keller, who typed away furiously on the couch. Keller was recreating the documents he had memorized at an unbelievable pace. So far, he had typed twenty pages in under thirty minutes, and his pace was quickening. According to Keller, he had memorized over a hundred pages of material, but was still unable to adequately peruse over half of the file under McKie's watchful eye.
Suddenly, his eyes narrowed and froze on the screen, and he lifted his tumbler off the table, draining the remains of his Chivas refill in one long gulp. "Randy? Page twenty-one is another partial, right?"
"Yes. McKie had removed this page from the first stack that he cleared for our group to examine, but I got a close enough look to make a partial imprint. I'm typing these out in the order that I saw them. It's easier for me that way."
"I understand. Can you remember if you saw the name Marko Resja anywhere else in the file?"
Keller closed his eyes for a moment, scanning his memory. He opened them when the answer came to him. "No. McKie withheld a sizable portion of the file from us. I assumed these were operational aspects of Black Flag, so I tried to imprint what I could see. I didn't want to push it. The name appeared at the top of what looked like an after-action report. Serbian operation."
"Yeah…the name jumped out at me, but I can't place it," Berg said absently, still staring at the name on the screen.
"Do you think it's an undercover name used by one of the operatives?"
"Possibly. Might be an active contact. I'm going to run this on the computer in the communications room, try and link the name to an active file. Keep plugging away at those files. The FBI expects you to make a report, but they might become suspicious if you're gone for too long. We probably have another hour. Focus on more names," Berg said.
"Right," Keller said, his fingers flying over the laptop's keyboard.
Berg closed his laptop and started to walk out of the room. He gave the bottle of Chivas a wishful glance, but decided that the last thing he needed to do was stoke the raging fire that burned inside of him. He patted Keller on the shoulder from behind the couch and left the room. He stopped just outside of the room, taking a few moments to gather his thoughts. He was aware that Claire was probably watching him from a hidden camera, so he didn't want to linger too long. He didn't want to draw any attention to himself, especially if his instincts about the Black Flag program were correct.
He continued moving down the hall to the communications room. He entered a six-digit code into the touch pad, which lowered the fingerprint reader. A deep blue light pulsed on the reader as Berg pressed his thumb down on the glass. A few seconds passed, and the light turned bright green, followed by a faint pneumatic hissing sound from the door. He grabbed the doorknob, but didn't bother to turn it. Instead, he just pushed the door open and quickly walked in. The door closed and he once again heard the pneumatic hiss, which was always louder on this side.
He turned and faced the room, which left a lot to be desired compared to the lounge. The lighting was harsh, provided by overhead fluorescent ceiling lights that were activated upon entry. Specifications for all of the CIA's secure communications rooms were strictly uniform, and Berg had learned years ago that there was little chance of receiving authorization to change anything. Adding to the misery of the lighting, the walls were unceremoniously painted white, which, combined with the pneumatic hiss of the door, always made him feel like he had just stepped into a mental rehabilitation room. He figured that the effect was intentional, designed to create a feeling of immediate discomfort. He could understand why.
From this room, he could directly access the CIA's secure data banks. Two computer stations sat against opposite walls of the narrow room, each containing a keyboard and two flat-screen monitors. The CPU's were locked below each station in a tamper-proof casement. A black business phone sat next to each computer. Each phone contained the newest STU-III encryption software, designed to garble any attempts to intercept a conversation. There were no printers and no paper for taking notes. Several folding chairs sat stacked against the windowless outer wall of the room, further emphasizing the fact that the CIA didn't want anyone spending too much time in this room.
Unknown to Berg, his entrance to the room had been noted and ultimately approved by a duty technician at Langley. The access code and fingerprint device had confirmed his identity for the technician, who ultimately made the decision to grant him access. A small note electronically sent by Claire gave the technician an added level of confidence that it was indeed Karl Berg, Assistant Director for Counterterrorism, who stood in front of the door. The technicians liked this additional confirmation because once inside the communications room, Berg had open access to all CIA files appropriate to his security clearance. A detailed record of his activity would be electronically filed for future reference and random audits, but beyond that, there was no way to actively manage the content Berg could access. The stand-alone communications rooms always presented the greatest risks to classified information.
Berg unfolded one of the gray chairs and placed it in front of the computer station on the right side of the room. He turned on both monitors and nudged the mouse, which activated the sleeping CPU. Within seconds, he stared at a warning screen with the standard CIA disclosures about classified information. He clicked "acknowledge," and was directed to a screen that required a six-digit numeric access code and ten character password, which were both changed monthly. After typing both codes, the computer took a few moments to launch the CIA data interface. He immediately transferred the data interface to both screens, which would give him the ability to conduct two separate searches. He typed "Marko Resja Serbian Paramilitary" into one of the interfaces, and the system began processing the request.
While the CIA database searched away, Berg opened his own laptop and placed it on the workstation, pushing the phone unit out of the way. Keller's typed pages flashed up onto the laptop screen, and he could see that Keller was still furiously adding to the report. The wireless signal connecting the two laptops was still intact, even inside of the communications room, which surprised Berg.
He wasted no time searching through the list of Black Flag operatives for characteristics that would narrow his search. He narrowed the list of eighty names in half by eliminating the obvious. Keller had identified five areas of operation served by the Black Flag program: Serbia, Colombia, Russia, Mexico and Afghanistan, so Berg discarded any Latino or Arabic names. He sorted the remaining list for Serbian names, which would serve as a starting point for comparison to Marko Resja. Six names jumped out at him, but about a dozen more could fit. He eliminated the obvious Russian names.
He chose a different interface imbedded within the CIA database for this search and was directed to the FBI's nationwide database, which contained publicly available information, giving him access to criminal records information. He started a multiple search string with three of six Serbian names, which was the system's limit, and waited. An image flashed on the first screen, and Berg found himself staring at a face he had tried to push out of his memory for the past several years. Marko Resja.
He didn't need to familiarize himself with Resja's file, he just needed the picture for comparison. Files for the first three names appeared on the second screen, each headed by a picture presumably taken for a driver's license. The FBI's sophisticated system would display any confirmed pictures associated with the name, and in most cases, this would be a state license photograph. Berg immediately compared the three images to the picture of Resja. He didn't see any resemblance, so he entered the next three names and waited.
The results appeared within seconds, and Berg felt an adrenaline rush. One of the pictures was a possible match. Daniel Petrovich. He opened the file to look at the rest of the pictures, drawing in a deep breath as eight photos filled the screen. Three of the pictures showed Petrovich in various naval uniforms. The highest rank evident in the pictures was ensign, denoted by single gold bars on his uniform collar. The earliest photograph pictured Petrovich in the navy's summer white uniform and had likely been taken immediately after receiving his commission as an officer in the United States Navy. Petrovich looked young and optimistic, very different from the malevolent image staring back at him from the single photograph displayed on the other screen.
Three additional photos had been provided from different state driver's licenses in Illinois, Massachusetts and California, but evoked no response from Berg. The last picture showed Petrovich in a blue oxford dress shirt and looked like the most recently taken picture. There was very little trace of Marko Resja in the last image, though it was clear that they were pictures of the same man.
Berg's attention was drawn to one of the photos showing Petrovich in a khaki uniform, standing with his arms crossed, on the steel deck of a warship. Industrial buildings loomed in the background, indicating that the picture had been taken while the ship was docked. Petrovich's dark wavy hair was long and unkempt, pushing the limits of the navy's loose grooming standards. His face looked weathered and exhausted, staring with hatred at an object out of the camera's view. The expression matched the face of Marko Resja on the other screen. Berg couldn't believe he had stumbled upon this coincidence.
He had dreamed about this moment since March 24th, 2003, when Dejan Kavich testified in the trial of Srecko Hadzic, leader of the Serbian Radical Party and infamous commander of "The Panthers." The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) had already spent two weeks presenting evidence against Hadzic and would soon convict him of running an organized campaign of genocide in the Kosovar border territories.
Berg had a very personal interest in Hadzic's trial. One of the CIA's long established undercover agents in Serbia had vanished without a trace toward the middle of April in 1999, leaving Berg and the CIA stunned. The disappearance was especially difficult for Berg. He had been assigned to groom the agent for the Serbian assignment in 1991, when she was first assigned to the National Clandestine Service.
A recent graduate from Loyola University in Chicago, Nicole Erak had scored perfect on every aptitude test used to measure a candidate's suitability for clandestine field assignment, and she spoke flawless Serbian. As a first generation Serbian-American, raised in a predominately Serbian suburb of Chicago, near Palos Hill, Illinois, her recruitment was no coincidence. The CIA had a critical shortage of reliable human intelligence flowing from the Balkans, and she was fast-tracked for deployment to the rapidly deteriorating region.
Two years after her recruitment by a low-profile history professor at Loyola University, Nicole was absorbed into Belgrade's gritty underworld as Zorana Zekulic, where she would emerge hanging on the arms of some of the most notorious men in Europe.
Ten years after seeing Nicole for the last time, Berg was reading transcripts of the trial, still searching for any possible clues about her disappearance, when he came across the testimony of Dejan Kavich, a low-level enforcer within Hadzic's Panther organization. Kavich recounted dozens of instances where Hadzic had personally ordered the murder of civilians and suspected Kosovar militants, which was nothing new coming from the long string of witnesses that had turned on Hadzic in exchange for Tribunal leniency. However, the Tribunal prosecutors asked Kavich to repeat the details of an incident that they thought would demonstrate Hadzic's ruthless nature, and this is where Berg's interest piqued.
Kavich described a bloody and hectic week in Belgrade at the beginning of April in 1999, which was nearly the same timeframe associated with Nicole's disappearance. Though NATO jets were still hampered by thick overcast skies, blood flowed on the streets of Belgrade. At the time, Kavich thought that the sudden civil war between two of Serbia's most powerful paramilitary groups was a simple blood feud sparked by the unprovoked murder and mutilation of Hadzic's handicapped brother. His security chief, Radovan Grahovac, had also been killed in the bizarre attack, along with his entire personal security entourage, which suggested that there was more to the event than a simple blood feud.
After years of investigative research, the Tribunal now understood why Hadzic had initiated a self-destructive war against rival paramilitary leader Mirko Jovic's "White Eagles." He not only suffered the loss of his brother and trusted security chief in the brazenly twisted attack, but more importantly to Hadzic, he had been robbed of his entire criminal fortune. Confiscated bank records showed a sudden, systematic transfer of his wealth out of long-held European bank accounts to new accounts scattered throughout the Caribbean and South America. From there, the money vanished along an untraceable trail of wire transfers. Some of the money had been transferred by Hadzic himself at the outset of NATO hostilities, but one hundred and thirty million dollars suddenly left Europe on April 23, 1999, and it all had previously belonged to Hadzic. The result was predictable for a man already considered to be one of the most ruthless and fickle psychopaths in Europe.
Hadzic dispatched his most trusted Panthers to take immediate revenge, and he particularly wanted to avenge his brother's death. Pavle Hadzic had been found hacked to death in his wheelchair, the obvious victim of an infamous White Eagle enforcer, Goran Lujic, who had used an ice-climbing axe as his personal calling card for over a decade on the Belgrade organized crime scene. Kavich had participated in two ambushes in Belgrade on the first day of hostilities and was almost killed the next day in a retaliatory raid by White Eagle commandos on a Panther safe house in Zemun, but the Tribunal wasn't interested in the back and forth fighting between paramilitary groups. The Hague wanted to pin as many civilian murders on Hadzic as the Tribunal jury could tolerate, and Kavich knew of a particularly gruesome murder.
On one of the deadlier nights of fighting, Kavich witnessed a bizarre exchange between Hadzic and a trusted Panther sniper, Marko Resja, in the basement of a safe house hidden deep inside a run-down suburb of Belgrade. Resja had arrived by himself, wearing a bloodstained, mud-caked camouflage uniform devoid of any insignia. A black watch cap was pulled tight over his head to merge with a face smeared black and brown with grease. He walked into the basement carrying a Dragunov sniper rifle in one hand and a large blue nylon duffel bag in the other. Kavich was located at the bottom of the basement stairs when Resja was searched in the landing off the kitchen. He heard one of the guards utter, "Oh fuck," and became momentarily alarmed, but the guard called down, "All clear," and he heard Resja descend the stairs.
Resja gave Kavich a barely discernible nod as he passed by, which wasn't unusual. Resja was all business and didn't fraternize with many of the Panthers. He spent most of his time in the field stalking Kosovar militia. On that particular night, Resja walked into the room and slung the rifle over his shoulder, freeing one of his hands. He was immediately greeted by Hadzic, who shook his hand enthusiastically and slapped him on the shoulder. Resja responded with a rare display of friendliness and banter, before he tossed the duffel bag onto the floor and declared that "he had gotten to the bottom of their problem."
Hadzic told the nearest Panther to show him what was in the bag, and the burly guard standing next to Resja kneeled down on the floor and opened the zipper. The unmistakable stench of rotting flesh filled the room immediately, and the burly guard gagged, mumbling protests against touching the contents. Hadzic ordered him to remove the contents, and the guard took in a deep breath before turning back to the bag. Resja softly told him to, "Take out Lujic first," and this caused some confusion for the guard. Resja added, "He's the one with the short hair." At this point, everyone in the room was deathly quiet, waiting for the guard to reach into the bag, which he did reluctantly, using both hands to remove the severed head of Goran Lujic, Pavle Hadzic's presumed murderer.
Goran's face had been brutally beaten, showing extensive bruising and pulverized eye sockets. One of his ears was missing, which Kavich learned was the result of Resja's extensively thorough torture routine. Resja announced that Lujic had confessed to torturing Pavle, for access information to Hadzic's accounts, and eventually killing him. The money was promptly transferred to accounts owned by Lujic's boss, Mirko Jovic, leader of "The White Eagles." Resja added that he had hacked off Lujic's head with the same axe used against Pavle. Hadzic nodded with stunned approval and looked down at the bag, which contained still another surprise.
While squirming under the knife, Lujic had implicated someone close to the Panther organization. He told Resja that they had learned of Pavle's access to the money through a woman that frequented the company of Radovan Grahovac's men in Belgrade. Apparently Radovan, or one of his close associates, suffered from loose lips while under the spell of liquor and beautiful women. One of the nightclub regulars had learned that Pavle actively managed his brother's vast monetary fortune, and the rest was history. Marko had found her hiding in a small White Eagle safe house on the outskirts of Belgrade and used the same axe on her.
Hadzic grew impatient while Resja explained and demanded to see the other head, but it was obvious that the guard still holding Lujic's head was in no condition to pull another one out of the bag. He was barely holding onto the first. On Resja's cue, he dropped the head back into the bag, which made an awful thunk against the concrete floor. Resja impassively pulled the other severed head out of the bag, his hand wrapped tightly around a long, thick spread of filthy, matted black hair.
He announced, "Zorana Zekulic," and "held the head up high, like Perseus is often pictured holding the Gorgon Medusa's severed head." Zekulic had been beaten worse than Lujic, bruises and contusions covering nearly every square centimeter of her once beautiful, angular face. Both eyes had been gouged out, and she was only identifiable by her long hair and a single diamond stud nose ring, which was miraculously still visible on her battered nose.
A few members of the Tribunal had chuckled at Kavich's obviously coached reference to Greek mythology, even admonishing the prosecution to cut the theatrics, but according to Kavich, nobody had laughed in that putrid, candlelit basement of the safe house. Everybody in that room knew Zorana, and everybody in that room had partied in the clubs with her at some point very recently. Hadzic had probably seen every one of them alone in her company within the past month, and the implications of her treachery were apparent to even the dimmest of henchmen huddled in that basement. They all wanted to run for the staircase because Hadzic looked like he had reached the point of critical mass.
"I hope you fucked her corpse," Kavich remembered him saying to Resja, before demanding to see the head of Mirko Jovic in the same bag. Resja told Hadzic, "I'll see what I can do," and walked out of the basement. When asked what happened to Resja, Kavich commented that nobody ever saw him again. They all assumed he had been killed trying to find Jovic and ended up in one of dozens of unmarked mass graves found in the fields surrounding Belgrade.
Berg remembered reading the transcript of Kavich's testimony with a strange sense of detachment. He had finally uncovered Nicole Erak's fate and the name of the man who had brutally killed her, but he felt no closure. Hadzic was eventually convicted of Lujic's murder, but no formal charges were filed against Hadzic pertaining to the brutal murder of Zorana Zekulic. The Hague issued a warrant and summons for Marko Resja, adding another name to the already impossibly long list of thugs and murderers associated with the paramilitary groups that flourished under Slobodan Milosevic's regime. Nobody cared about finding Marko Resja except the CIA, and Berg knew that even the CIA's interest had a limited half-life.
Agency attempts to locate information regarding Marko Resja led nowhere. Berg and other members of the CIA wanted to find Resja and make him pay horribly for Nicole's death, but Resja had indeed disappeared shortly after Nicole's murder. Belgrade in the spring of 1999 had a way of eating people up and spitting them out.
The memory of Nicole Erak's murder faded quickly at Langley. One year after Berg read Kavich's testimony, a star was added to The Memorial Wall in the Original Headquarters Building in honor of Nicole's sacrifice, but no name was added to the Book of Honor below it. The nature and fact of Nicole Erak's service to the United States would remain a guarded secret for eternity. Berg had attended the ceremony, which always drew a smaller crowd when the name was unknown. He shared a few knowing glances and returned to his office to move on. With the War on Terror in full swing throughout the Middle East, turmoil in the Balkans was the least of the CIA's worries. The Counterterrorism Center demanded his full attention, which he'd delivered uninterrupted, until about five minutes ago.
Reading the name Marko Resja on Keller's report hit Berg like a sledgehammer, bringing him right back to the moment he read Kavich's testimony. His mind flashed to the details of Nicole's mutilation and murder, and he jumped into action, immediately deciding that if Resja's face matched one of the operatives listed on the Black Flag roster, he wouldn't stop until Resja was dead.
Berg tapped a few more keys, and a new screen replaced Resja's file. He entered a separate access code and found himself staring at a new file matrix. He searched the list for Nicole's code name, Seraph, and opened the file. The words "deceased" filled the top of the screen, just above a searchable image gallery. He stared at the images displayed by the system.
The first picture was taken by CIA interviewers outside of Loyola University in Chicago and showed a classically beautiful young woman. She had soft, light brown eyes and jet black hair. Typical of mixed Balkan descent, her skin carried an olive complexion, giving her a unique exotic quality among descendants of northern Serbs, but not enough to draw the wrong kind of nationalist attention in Belgrade. She wore an optimistic, yet guarded smile in the picture, appropriate for a sharp, observant young woman being photographed by complete strangers in a rented apartment on the north side of Chicago.
The second picture was taken during an early phase of CIA training and showed much less of the idealistic young college graduate. Taken in one of the classrooms at headquarters, it showed a close-up of Nicole seated behind a desk, staring skeptically at one of the instructors. By this point, she probably understood that she was not being trained to sit behind a desk in McLean, Virginia. Lying to family and friends about the nature of her employment had become second nature, and she might have strongly suspected, by the intensity and subject matter of her training, that her role within the National Clandestine Service would be atypical. She wasn't receiving the same diplomatic role-play training given to field agents assigned to cover positions at U.S. embassies around the world.
The third image barely resembled the young woman who had reported to Langley a mere two years earlier. Several close-up shots had been snapped by an embassy "employee" in Belgrade and caught her exiting a popular café on Knez Mihailova Street, near the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Art. She wore a gray turtleneck sweater under a tight black leather jacket. Black, knee-high leather boots rose up to meet a tight, dark maroon half skirt, leaving several inches of skin along her legs exposed to the cold Balkan winter. Her black hair was pulled back into a tight bun, accentuating her exotic face. From a distance, she looked like any well-dressed, cosmopolitan woman on the streets of Manhattan, but the next image showed a different story.
He clicked on a close-up of her face, and it showed signs of weariness. Heavy eye shadow outlined her eyes, but couldn't hide the exhaustion. A small diamond nose ring poked out of her left nostril. This had been recommended by members of Clandestine Branch responsible for creating her cover "legend," since it was a trend popular among women on the "professional" nightclub scene in Europe, especially Paris, where Zorana Zekulic had spent the last five years studying art and partying. Berg studied the photo closely. She looked hard. Attractive, sexy, an object to behold in Belgrade. But very little trace of Nicole broke through the icy exterior shell she had formed after a year in Belgrade.
He felt terrible for what had happened to her. She had spent six years in the company of some of the worst monsters in recent human history, spying on them, coaxing information out of them using methods he refused to contemplate. All to be murdered and only God knew what else at the very end of her assignment. The entire Milosevic regime had been about to collapse, and the CIA wanted her out of Belgrade before the NATO bombing started. All she had to do was drive over the border into Hungary or Romania. Less than a two-hour drive in either direction, and she could have put it all behind her.
She refused to leave. Her handler, another deep-cover operative assigned to Serbia, had stressed that she was no longer mentally stable enough to remain in place, and that she had begun to show signs of severe schizophrenia. According to his report, she believed she was Zorana Zekulic and had lost the ability to fully understand her reality. Based on his report and the rapidly deteriorating situation in Serbia, the CIA authorized a forced extraction. A plan was formed by special operators to kidnap her from the streets of Belgrade, but Nicole vanished before the plan could be executed.
A fourth picture showed Zorana Zekulic five years into her assignment. Every trace of Nicole Erak's essence had been erased. They had kept her in place too long, and it had killed her long before Marko Resja came along with Lujic's axe. He wondered if death hadn't been the best thing for her in the long run. Nicole had drawn some bad cards in life. She was raised by abusive parents, in a household that survived from week to week, never rising far above the poverty line. CIA psychological interviews and polygraph results suggested sexual abuse, which she successfully refuted on further polygraphs, but Berg never believed the results. He was convinced that she had either beaten the machine, or that the memories had been buried.
Winning a full scholarship to Loyola was one of the first good cards she pulled from the deck. Attracting the attention of a CIA recruiter was another ace, and by the time the CIA asked her to report to Langley, she held a royal flush. Unfortunately, she had to draw new cards at the CIA, and she drew the worst cards possible. The CIA was desperate to unravel the mess developing in the Balkans, and Nicole's skill sets made her the perfect match for the job.
Based on the inconsistencies with her psych profile, they should have known better than to send her at these men and then keep her there for six years. But what choice did the CIA have? Her situation was unique, and it provided the most useful information to come out of Serbia in decades. Nobody at Langley was willing to admit it, but they would have kept her there indefinitely if the situation hadn't imploded with NATO's involvement.
He closed Nicole's file, perfectly aware that opening it might have triggered an alert in someone's email box back in Langley. It didn't matter. He had no intention of using official channels to take care of things. Plenty of people owed Berg serious favors in this town, and he planned to cash in on a few of them. He navigated to the CIA's file on General Sanderson, scanning it for a piece of information he had come across earlier. He found the name, James Parker, quickly, and memorized several pieces of information that would give his friends a head start on finding Daniel Petrovich. He quickly closed down the computer, leaving the room as he found it.
Standing in the hallway, he pulled out his cell phone and placed a call to the National Security Agency. The call didn't last very long, but it set in motion a series of highly illegal surveillance protocols designed to find and track Parker. The second call would have to wait, but not for very long.
He had plans for Daniel Petrovich, or whoever he currently claimed to be. Berg would make sure he didn't live for very long. If possible, he'd be there to kill Resja himself. He had no idea how Petrovich had become Marko Resja, and he didn't really care. It had something to do with Black Flag, but that wasn't his problem. He had searched the CIA's files on Sanderson and found not a single mention of the general's secret program. He'd let the FBI decipher Black Flag, while he focused on Petrovich. Under the right circumstances, he might learn more about the clandestine program than Keller or the FBI combined. He was pretty sure the right circumstances would involve the purchase of a climbing axe from a sporting goods store in Bailey's Crossing, Virginia.
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
 
5:25 p.m.
Brown River Security Corporation, Fredericksburg, Virginia
 
Darryl Jackson hung up the phone and contemplated his situation. He didn't like it, but he owed Karl Berg more than a weekend favor. He owed Berg his life. Four years earlier, Jackson and a small crew of Brown River paramilitary contractors found themselves fighting for their lives in a small wadi outside of Sorubi, Afghanistan, when Berg reached down from the sky to save him.
While conducting a site reconnaissance along highway A1, on behalf of the newly arrived U.S. Central Command forces, his convoy of two Land Rovers stumbled into a platoon-sized group of Taliban militants, who had just broken camp to move further south toward the safety of the Taliban-controlled mountains near Khowst. Within minutes, Jackson had lost both vehicles and half of his eight-man contingent. With his satellite phone destroyed in one of the mangled SUVs, Jackson was on his own until someone at Brown River's operations center back in Kabul declared them missing.
Jackson's team retreated to the cover of a dried up river bed and set up a perimeter to hold the Taliban at bay. Jackson's highly trained team had already inflicted serious casualties on the Taliban force, and he hoped that the Taliban leadership in the group would decide against suffering further unnecessary losses. Minutes later, a suicide attack on his position scrapped any hopes that the enraged hornet's nest of Muslim extremists would abandon their quarry.
The attack broke through his perimeter, killing one more member of his team, but the wave of militants suffered enough casualties to cause a temporary withdrawal to the cover of Jackson's disabled Land Rovers. He counted at least twenty Taliban in the vicinity of the trucks, who had now started an organized volley of rocket propelled grenades. A smaller group moved along Jackson's left flank. Everyone in his team was wounded at this point, and when he caught sight of the flanking movement, he knew they wouldn't last another five minutes. Then he heard a familiar buzzing sound.
He could barely lift his head high enough to scan the entire expanse of blue, as bullets snapped past his head. He heard a muffled scream and a curse, turning to see a member of his team grimace while pressing a blood-soaked hand down on his thigh. In his peripheral vision, Jackson caught a glimpse of something moving in the sky. The buzzing sound returned. A Predator drone. One of his men yelled something encouraging and pointed to the drone, but Jackson wasn't optimistic. To him, the Predator drone simply meant that a crew in Nevada would watch their deaths live on camera.
Jackson wasn't completely correct about the location of the crew. The RQ-1 Predator drone circling overhead was indeed controlled by an air force officer at an undisclosed location in Nevada, but the video feed had the undivided attention of CIA officers in the Counterterrorism Center at Langley, who had requisitioned the flight to assess reports of an Al Qaeda way station operating outside of Sorubi. Osama Bin Laden's location remained a mystery, though there was little doubt that he would seek refuge in the mountains near Khowst. Electronic intercepts suggested that he had not reached this destination, and the CIA was very interested in any possible points of refuge along his projected escape route.
Berg watched the attack unfold from the drone's cameras, and an argument developed within the operations center about whether to render assistance to the civilian team on the ground. The drone carried two Hellfire air-to-ground missiles, which could easily turn the tide against the militants, but several of the officers within the center wanted to save the missiles for high-value targets at the suspected Al Qaeda rest stop. Berg quickly ended the argument. As deputy assistant of the Counterterrorism Center, the Predator flight was under his control, and he had no intention of abandoning the men on the ground. He relayed orders to the controllers in Nevada.
Thousands of miles away, Jackson took a grazing hit to his right shoulder, which caused him to hug the ground at a time they couldn't afford. Three guns were barely keeping the Taliban from organizing another rush of the shallow wadi. Just as Jackson said a prayer and lifted his body up to continue firing, he was hit with a concussion that snapped his head backward and slid him down the side of the river bed. A second shockwave fired through his small group, rolling Jackson onto his back. Jackson still held his rifle tight and waited for bearded heads to appear over the riverbank's edge to finish them, but nothing materialized.
He painfully scooted through the loose gravel to continue firing at the Taliban positions, but the scene in front of him had been altered by forty pounds of high explosive charge. The shattered Land Rover hulks now sat thirty feet closer to Jackson, completely engulfed in flames. To his left, the Taliban flanking movement had been obliterated by another strike, which left a charred dead zone among the low rocks.
Nothing moved. Jackson scanned the sky above, but couldn't find their savior. He swore an oath to find the man responsible for diverting the Predator drone, knowing that the defense of paramilitary contractors was a low priority on the military's list of uses for expensive Hellfire missiles. He finally met Berg two years later at Brown River's headquarters in Fredericksburg, Virginia, and they had since become inseparable.
Darryl Jackson spun his chair around and opened a file cabinet drawer. He thumbed through the red files, pulling the one with the appropriate rosters. He needed to assemble a uniquely loyal team of highly capable special operators and have them standing by inside of D.C. within an hour, which would be a miracle during rush hour.
Their target was a rogue freelance operative that posed a significant threat to U.S. security, and Berg felt certain that this operative would arrive in the D.C. area tonight. He wanted the Brown River team to capture or kill the operative as soon as he surfaced. It was clear that Berg didn't want the team to attract any attention, and Jackson didn't even bother to ask if the mission was authorized. Berg said the rogue agent was "black flagged," and that was all Jackson needed to hear. He turned back to his desk and picked up the phone to start making calls.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
 
6:40 p.m.
Marriott Inn and Conference Center, College Park, Maryland
 
Daniel threw his duffel bag on the floor of the hotel room and emptied the contents of two retail bags onto the foot of the bed. A dark green backpack, several pre-paid cell phones, a GPS receiver, hair dye, power bars, two knives, and three local maps—all purchased with cash—formed a pile on the thick down-feather comforter. He worked for several minutes to activate the untraceable phones and the GPS receiver, placing all of the product packaging back in the large bag for disposal in another location.
He grabbed one of the spring-loaded Gerber knives and effortlessly flicked open the black stainless steel serrated blade. The four-inch blade had a dual edge, perfect for close quarters combat. He moved the knife back and forth, trying several grips before returning the blade back into the aluminum handle. Satisfied, he slipped the blade into the back left pocket of his brown khaki pants.
The second knife had a smaller, one-sided blade and had been designed for concealment. A much thinner knife, he hid this in his front pocket after he repeated the same grip and slice test. Both knives were well balanced and would serve him well, if the need arose. He genuinely hoped it didn't because he hated the dynamics of edged combat.
A knife fight meant one thing: everyone involved would get cut. The trick? At the end of the fight, you wanted to be the one with the smallest cuts. Daniel would feel infinitely more comfortable with a pistol and hoped that Parker intended to equip him with one, whenever he decided to reconnect with General Sanderson.
His escape from Parker had been easy enough and gave him the breathing room he needed to fully assess his situation. Parker had stared at him with disbelief as he opened the back door and retrieved his duffel bag. At that point, Daniel expected a fight, but Parker was clearly stunned at the unexpected audacity. Parker looked dumbstruck as Daniel sprinted through traffic on the Baltimore Washington Parkway. Parker tried to force his way over, but must have thought better of it. He really had no options to pursue. The next exit sat at least thirty minutes away in the heavy traffic, and Parker couldn't afford to attract the wrong kind of attention. He imagined that Parker's next phone call had been a tough one.
It took Petrovich about fifteen minutes to navigate his way to a rental car agency in Laurel, Maryland, and another ten minutes to drive away under one of his three remaining false identities. He disposed of two sets of driver's licenses, passports and canceled credit cards at a Starbucks just off Route One in College Park. Christopher Stevens, owner of a nondescript Toyota Camry previously stored in New Hampshire, and David Harrell, Massachusetts resident, simply ceased to exist soon after Daniel took a test sip of a steaming hot, grande cappuccino with an extra espresso shot.
He rented the car and took the hotel room under the name Scott Barber, an untraceable New Jersey resident, leaving him with two more clean ID packages. Once he left the hotel room tonight, he was unlikely to return and would be forced to dispose of Barber's ID pack. He was running out of identities, but suspected that General Sanderson could help him with this problem. General Sanderson assured him that his role wouldn't extend past tomorrow evening, so he shouldn't need another hotel room.
Daniel turned his attention to the maps and started to unfold them. He needed to quickly familiarize himself with the details of D.C.'s mass transit system and stick close to locations that offered him rapid escape options beyond the rental car. His starting point was the Metro rail map and familiarizing himself with the different lines and timetables. With trains running frequently in both directions at every station, this would be his most likely primary emergency escape system. This system would attract the least attention and provided the most anonymous method of travel. He made a mental note to drive over to the Metro station near the University to buy a pass that would allow him unhindered access to the railway.
He opened a large road map of the greater D.C. Metro Area and placed it on the surface of the oversized desk. The smaller Metro map followed, smoothed over the road map. He would study both maps simultaneously, doing his best to orient the locations of major roads, Beltway exits and Metro stops. He didn't have as much time as he would like for the task, but it would be enough.
Before he began, he needed to make a long overdue phone call to Jess. He had left a brief message on her office voicemail, which outlined his need to take a last minute business trip to meet with a representative from one of Zenith Semiconductors' largest overseas clients. He left few details beyond that. The less she knew the better. Still, he needed to contact her soon.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
 
7:45 p.m.
CIA Headquarters, McLean, Virginia
 
Berg sat impatiently inside his office at Langley, waiting for word from his contact at Fort Meade. Cell phone intercepts and electronic cross references had provided enough information to direct the Brown River team to Silver Spring, Maryland, but this was the narrowest geographic corridor the NSA intercept protocols could provide, given the limited amount of cell phone traffic generated by Sanderson's crew.
Sanderson's people were on the move, and it would take some luck to find them. For Berg, luck came in the form of a highly-placed friend at the National Security Agency, with just enough salt and authority to illegally co-opt one of the nation's most sensitive electronic eavesdropping systems. So sensitive, that the mere mention of the name "Munoz" and "safe house" in the same conversation, on the same phone, triggered a "high probable" alert and gave Berg the confidence to move the Brown River team to Silver Spring.
His cell phone rang, and he answered it immediately, recognizing the Fort Meade number.
"Berg."
"I have a confirmed location of interest. Marriott Inn and Conference Center, College Park."
"College Park? What happened to Silver Spring?" Berg said.
"Different cell phones. This is the one you're looking for. Call to a hardline in Portland, Maine. Listen to the tag words. Zenith, Jessica, Danny, Sanderson. We got lucky with the location. He used the words hotel and conference center. Fucked up big time. Cell node for the call is right next to the Marriott Inn and Conference Center in College Park. Do you need the address?"
"No. I have it up on the computer already."
"Karl, I need to pull the plug on this thing. I'm working well past my usual hour, and I'm going to start drawing attention from the nighttime duty section. It's a lot easier to pull this kind of shit during the day. They've got nothing better to do than keep an eye on the system right now."
"I know, Pete. Just a little longer. I promise."
"I can't be in here past eight."
"Thanks, Pete. I owe you big time."
"You said it. Not me."
Berg immediately placed a call to the leader of the Brown River team, who detached one of the two vehicles to the hotel in College Park. The team had everything they could need to identify Petrovich, but it would still prove difficult. He hoped to narrow things down for them before they arrived at the hotel, which was no more than a ten-minute drive from Silver Spring.
Fifteen minutes later, Berg was ready to drive out to the Marriott himself to strangle the night manager, who had been extremely uncooperative. Of course, Berg had absolutely no legal authority to compel any information from the woman, but the fact that she had thoroughly dismissed him and threatened to call the police didn't sit well with the senior CIA officer. He felt helpless sitting at his desk. Fortunately, the hotel parking lot had only one point of access from the hotel, and the Brown River team was deployed to cover the approach with optics that would make identification easier. They were already busy scouring hotel guests leaving the hotel.
Two minutes after his NSA friend's 8 p.m. deadline, Berg's phone rang, and he snatched it off the desk.
"Tell me you have something, Pete?" he said.
"This must be your lucky day. I just got a nice intercept. Your target at the hotel just received directions to a Silver Spring address. One minute ago. 8800 Lanier Drive, Apartment 4B. Good luck, Karl."
"I can't tell you how much this helps. Thanks for hanging in a little longer. Drinks are on me," Berg said.
"For the whole month," Pete said, and the line went dead.
Berg immediately relayed the information to the team leader at the hotel. His next call went to Keller, hoping to catch him outside of the Sanctum. He needed to know how much progress the FBI had made since accessing the Black Flag file.
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8:20 p.m.
Marriott Inn and Conference Center, College Park, Maryland
 
Daniel Petrovich walked out of the elevator into the Marriott lobby and studied his surroundings. The hotel's decor was modernistic. Shiny off-white marble floors contrasted with dark, mahogany walls, which were sporadically adorned with bright impressionist art. The lobby of the 226-room hotel was deserted except for the hotel staff at the desk to his left and a small party of adults laughing inside the bar located down the hallway in the opposite direction of the reception area. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary as he turned toward the main door that led into the courtyard adjoining the hotel with the conference center.
He was dressed in a simple, business casual outfit that wouldn't have garnered a second glance in the Capitol, or any street in America: dark leather shoes, wheat brown pleated pants, and a blue oxford shirt covered by a lightweight, dark blue golfing jacket. The black duffel bag in his right hand was the only part of his outfit that might warrant a second pass from a security guard or police officer, but he didn't have to worry about that here.
He scanned the remaining lobby space as he passed the desk, paying close attention to the faces of the hotel employees manning the reception area. He didn't register any response other than a smile and a nod from the young black kid talking on one of the hotel phones. The other hotel employee, a middle-aged, white woman with heavy makeup and bleached hair never looked up from whatever she was reading under the counter.
He didn't expect anyone to have found him at this point, but there was no reason to let his guard down. He wasn't completely sure of Sanderson's intentions, or the extent of his resources, so he would have to assume the worst. Even if he was completely safe for the moment, treating the situation as extremely hazardous would help him transition back into the mindset that had been drilled into him for close to four years in the Black Flag training program.
Although it still felt like second nature to him, he accepted the reality that his skills and capabilities had degraded over the six years since he escaped Serbia. He still kept in top physical condition, practiced martial arts, and maintained his marksmanship skills, but nothing could replace continuously sharpening all of these skills in an environment where the slightest advantage gained over an adversary or situation could spell the difference between life and death. Two years in Serbia had sharpened these skills to perfection, and although his current skill level remained at a fraction of his previous level, it would still stack up heavily against any adversary Sanderson might throw at him.
The lobby door slid open, and he was greeted by muggy, slightly polluted mid-Atlantic air. He noticed a few couples seated in the courtyard, at tables scattered around the patio area, enjoying a temperate, but humid evening. The clear sky still held some light on the western horizon, casting a deep blue ribbon that faded into stars above the hotel, competing with the orange artificial illumination cast by the decorative sodium vapor street lamps surrounding the courtyard.
A stocky man dressed in dark pants and a short-sleeved green polo shirt sat alone on one of the granite stone benches at the far edge of the courtyard, near the walkway leading to a large parking garage that probably served the University of Maryland College Park campus. Daniel shifted his duffel bag over to his left hand, freeing his most capable side for action. From what he could tell, the man had a briefcase open next to him on the bench and was concentrating on some paperwork inside. He thought it was a little late for glancing at papers.
Petrovich wandered to the right, away from the man on the bench and toward the parking lot where he had parked the rental car. He didn't look back to see if the man was following him. There was plenty of time to do that without attracting attention.
 
**
 
Jeremy Cummings, ex-Navy SEAL, flipped his cell phone closed and focused on the green picture cast by a powerful third generation night vision spotting scope. He grabbed a radio handset sitting on the dashboard in front of him and gave brief instructions to his man keeping watch in the courtyard.
"Garrity, our man might be on the move. Keep a tight watch around you," he said.
"Stand by," echoed inside the black Suburban, and there was a pause.
"Did he already exit the hotel?" crackled Garrity over the radio.
"How the fuck am I supposed to know. This guy is killing me," Cummings said to the two other men in the SUV, who all chuckled softly as Cummings transmitted his official answer.
"All we know is that he could be on the move. Do you have something?"
"Affirmative. Male fitting general characteristics carrying a black duffel bag. Headed your way, but his hair is blond, not black. You should have him in a few seconds. He's walking down the stairs to the lot."
"Got him. We need a positive ID before we move. Garrity, start walking toward the parking lot. Stay out of his line of vision," Cummings said.
"Roger," they all heard through the radio.
Ben Sanchez, former Green Beret, lowered his tinted window far enough to push a thick, tubular camera lens through to start snapping pictures. The camera was connected to a laptop that sat jammed against the steering wheel, in Doug Porter's lap. Cummings heard the camera taking pictures and focused all of his attention on the night vision scope. His 5X magnification couldn't make a positive ID until the target moved deeper into the parking lot.
The team's black Suburban was parked four rows back from the entrance, buried far enough into the lot to blend with the other cars, but keeping an unobstructed view of the walkway leading down from the hotel's courtyard. Once the ID was made, they would slip out of the car and take Petrovich down as he walked through the quiet parking area.
The car was silent for several seconds, while Cummings watched the man cross a small street and enter the parking lot. He could see Garrity's head emerge over the top of the walkway stair and hoped it wasn't visible to their target. Garrity hadn't been his first choice for this operation, but Mr. Jackson wanted two full teams out the door and on the road immediately, and he had run out of experienced faces at their compound.
Garrity had joined Brown River's Special Missions Group (SMG) two months ago after leaving the Rangers, where he had seen heavy combat with the 3rd Ranger Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment, in both Afghanistan and Iraq. Still, Cummings didn't think Sergeant Nathan Garrity belonged with his guys in the SMG.
Regardless of the 75th Ranger Regiment's classification as a special operations unit, Cummings never saw the Rangers as anything but better trained infantry. They jumped out of planes, fast roped down from helicopters and pulled tough missions, but they weren't "operators." He reserved that term for SEALs, Force Recon, Green Berets and Delta Force. Membership in this club wasn't open to Rangers.
He started to mumble about Garrity, when he was interrupted.
"It's him. Confirmed," the driver said, slamming the laptop shut in an overly excited manner and tossing it in the back seat.
"Let's go. Move fast and stay low. Ben, you hit him with the non-lethal first. Dougie bags him. I'll cover you both and keep Garrity from accidentally killing any of us," he said.
His last command went to Garrity, telling him to stay up in the courtyard until he received the signal. Cummings quickly attached his radio set to a cord protruding from his black tactical vest. They were now all linked together through voice-activated throat microphone headsets, to keep their hands free. Garrity monitored the situation through a small transparent earpiece hidden in his left ear.
The entire team exited the Suburban on the driver's side, forcing Cummings to climb over the center console and slide out onto the parking lot's warm pavement, careful not to hit the horn. They quickly stacked themselves along the side of the Suburban, and Cummings reacquired Petrovich through the tinted glass, watching as Petrovich approached the first row of cars in the lot.
Cummings leaned back. "If he stays in the center, we'll fan out simultaneously and take him down. If he turns, we'll weave low through the cars. Hit him quick," he whispered to his team.
Once the team sprang into action, they would be on Petrovich with enough electrical current to drop a gorilla. If they couldn't make that happen, then Cummings would cut him down with his suppressed MP-9 submachine gun. Dead or alive, Petrovich would leave in the back of their Suburban.
Cummings glanced through the large tinted window again and saw that Petrovich had turned in front of the first row and was now opening a sedan parked in one of the handicapped spaces.
"Son of a bitch. Back into the vehicle," Cummings snapped.
The team scrambled back into their seats, as a Dodge Charger drifted slowly out of the parking lot and took a left out of the parking lot.
"Get us moving, Dougie. We can't lose him. We'll have to take him down when he stops," Cummings said, as the Suburban lurched backwards into the lot toward the exit.
"What about Garrity?" Doug asked.
"We don't have time for him," Cummings said, just as Garrity appeared running at the top of the stairs.
"He should be here any—"
"Step on it!" Cummings interrupted, and Doug Porter pressed the accelerator, leaving Garrity behind.
Cummings saw a sedan cross Adelphi Road, merging onto Route 193 West, which headed toward Silver Spring, Maryland. He pulled out his cell phone and made a call to his second team, which was positioned to keep an eye on 8800 Lanier Drive in Silver Spring. He wanted the second team ready to pounce when Petrovich arrived. As far as the team could tell, Parker was still inside the apartment, which is where Cummings wanted to keep him. As long as he stayed inside, there was no way Parker could react in time to help Petrovich.
 
**
 
Petrovich ripped the stolen handicap sign off the rearview mirror and accelerated the over-powered Dodge Charger onto Route 193. He glanced into the rearview mirror, just in time to see the Suburban pass through a red light at the Adelphi Road intersection. He could barely believe anyone had found him this quickly, but took some solace in the fact that these were not law enforcement types. If the FBI had discovered that he was staying at the Marriott, they would have probably sealed off the entire building, until they figured out that Scott Barber had checked in late in the afternoon and had rented a car between College Park and BWI. He could have expected a heavily armed SWAT team lined up in the hallway outside of his room.
Another thing was certain; the team following him in the Suburban was not comprised of clandestine intelligence professionals. The guy sitting in the courtyard would not have piqued Daniel's interest under normal circumstances, but given the very abnormal nature of his visit to D.C., a stocky guy with a tight military haircut raised an alarm. Even if he hadn't been spooked by the guy in the courtyard, the team in the Suburban would have been impossible to miss, even for a trainee. He had identified the oversized black vehicle as suspicious from the top of the stairs, which was confirmed moments later. While he descended the stairs from the courtyard, the rear passenger window lowered several inches, and Daniel caught the reflection of a lens through the opening.
Regardless of their espionage skill level, he had no doubt that the team was lethal. The guy in the courtyard looked formidable. Definitely ex-military. He needed to warn Parker immediately. If someone could find Daniel this easily, he didn't have high hopes for Sanderson's assistant. Parker might be ex-special forces, but he was worse than the guys in the Suburban when it came to sneaking around.
He pulled the cellphone out of his front jacket pocket, lowered the driver's window and tossed it out onto the road. He had no idea how they had tracked him, but he couldn't help suspect that someone had been able to work some serious magic intercepting cell phone transmissions. He didn't know a lot about the technology used to do this, but most of the controversy surrounding the Patriot Act centered around the government's ability to electronically eavesdrop on its citizens. Daniel assumed the worst, which was why he used several different pre-paid phones. He unzipped a pocket on the outside of the duffel bag sitting on the front passenger seat and took out another cellphone to call Parker.
Parker answered on the first ring.
"Parker, shut up and listen carefully. I'm being tracked by a black Suburban filled with guys that look like you. They were waiting for me outside of my hotel, and I think they were planning to take me down right there. I'd be shocked if this was the only black Suburban filled with commandos on the streets around here. I'm on 193 headed in your direction."
"Understood. I'll hit the streets with our gear and wait for you to shake the Suburban. We should meet at a different safe house," Parker said.
"Parker, I don't think you're fully appreciating the situation. If they found me, there is a solid chance that you have the same problem at your location. Frankly, I don't care if you get stuffed into the trunk of a car, but I have a feeling that General Sanderson might care. Stay put until I can draw them away from you," Petrovich said.
"What's your plan?" Parker asked.
"I might stop for some groceries. Any suggestions?"
"There's a nice Natural Foods on the way through town. Find Wayne Avenue from 193. You'll see it as you approach the downtown avenue," Parker said.
"What the fuck is a Natural Foods?" Petrovich said.
"Organic grocery store. Good coffee. You'll like it."
"Will it be busy?"
"Busy enough. The aisles are crowded. Shit jammed everywhere. You should be able to disappear in the store," Parker said.
"I don't have any intention of vanishing. Just evening the odds a bit. Be ready to move with our gear when I call. We'll need to leave Silver Spring immediately. You need to let Sanderson know that the situation in D.C. has changed," Petrovich said and ended the call.
 
**
 
"What the fuck is this guy doing?" Cummings said.
The Charger cruised into a parking lot off Wayne Avenue, and Cummings saw a large green-illuminated Natural Foods sign appear between the trees. He wondered exactly how dangerous Petrovich could be, if he was stopping in the middle of a terrorist operation to chase down healthy snacks. Maybe he planned to stock the safe house with food. It didn't matter now. Cummings had new orders. He had called this guy Berg to report their missed opportunity at the Marriott, and Berg changed the rules of engagement significantly. He told Cummings that Petrovich was too much of national security danger to take any more risks and ordered them to terminate Petrovich with extreme prejudice at the next given opportunity. This might well be that opportunity.
"Slow down, and stay back, Goddamn it. We'll follow him into the lot and set up around his car. Ben, you'll pick him up in the store and call us when he's coming out. We have orders to kill this guy on the spot," he hissed.
"Jesus," Doug whispered, turning the wheel of the car to follow Petrovich.
The parking lot was half full, and Petrovich picked the first open handicapped space, about two cars back from the storefront, and two rows to the right of the entrance. Cummings was surprised by how quickly Petrovich was out of the car and moving toward the grocery store. Ben Sanchez spoke up from the back seat.
"Jer? What if we lose him in the store? He could walk out on Fenton Street and disappear. There's a street entrance on the other side, and it leads right down to the train station. We're screwed if he hops the Metro."
Cummings thought about the situation while the Suburban settled into a parking spot several spaces back from the store, providing them with a perfect line of sight toward the entrance and the target's car. He could still see Petrovich walking toward the store. Two more seconds passed, and Cummings made a decision. They would follow the terrorist into Natural Foods and kill him. They were at war with Al Qaeda, and this traitorous son of a bitch was helping them bring the war back onto U.S. soil. Petrovich would die in that store.
"New plan, Ben. Strip down to street clothes. Suppressed pistols only. Let's go!"
Cummings and Sanchez got out of the Suburban and hastily removed all of their tactical gear. Comms gear, vests and pistol rigs piled up on their seats within ten seconds, as each man hurried to shed all visual cues that would normally cause civilian panic. Cummings screwed a four-inch suppressor onto the threaded barrel of his .40 USP Tactical Compact and tucked the pistol into the rear waistline of his faded jeans, barely covering it with the bottom of his tight fitting dark blue sweatshirt. The pistol's suppressor made it nearly impossible to jam the gun far enough down his pants to stay in place. He would have to keep a hand on it the whole time. Sanchez was having the same problem.
"Don't worry about it, just keep the gun out of sight for now," Cummings advised, walking rapidly toward the Natural Foods entrance.
He turned around and yelled to Doug, "Get the other team over here now!"
 
**
 
Daniel walked into the store and was immediately treated to cold, lavender-scented air, infused with the rich smell of cooked food. He was also greeted by a layout that did not resemble a typical grocery store, which presented him with a challenge. He wished he had kept driving to the Giant food store on the other side of the town center. He had never been inside a Natural Foods store, and though it felt infinitely more comfortable than the standard fluorescent-lit food mausoleums he normally frequented, right now he needed familiarity. Grimacing, he grabbed a green plastic hand basket from a pile just inside of the sliding glass doors and walked into the produce section, which appeared to be the only section of the store located where Daniel expected.
He moved quickly through the crowded section, trying to put as much distance between himself and whoever might have left the Suburban to follow him. He really wanted to get them into one of the long aisles, where he would be able to pull off a few of his better tricks. He nearly broke into a jog when he exited the maze-like produce area and still saw no aisles. He stumbled into another section, filled with more vegetables and walls of refrigerated items. He risked a glance back at the entrance, but did not see anyone that looked suspicious.
A large, precariously-stacked dry foods display loomed ahead, and beyond that, Daniel saw at least a dozen aisles. As he walked toward them, he caught a glimpse of two men, dressed in simple, dark clothing, entering the store side by side. They moved with a purpose, and Daniel was pretty sure their purpose wasn't surveillance.
He stopped at the beginning of the third aisle, pretending to check out the items on the end cap. He wanted them to see him here and wait until they were close enough to ensure they followed him down the aisle. Out of his peripheral vision, he saw them round the produce section corner and slow down as they spilled into the store's center connecting aisle. He placed a bag of organic tortilla chips and a jar of salsa into his basket and waited for the two men to make a move.
They approached slowly, pretending to examine items, and Daniel waited until they reached the first aisle before disappearing down the aisle to his left. He needed to see how they operated. If they both came down the same aisle, then he was in business. If they separated, then his chance of success in the store would be minimal, and he would have to quickly find another exit.
He stopped two-thirds of the way down the aisle, about sixty feet, and placed three cans of tuna in his basket, waiting for one of them to either peek around the corner or enter the aisle. Filling his peripheral vision, they both stepped into the aisle and walked toward him. Daniel turned and opened the distance between them, moving briskly toward the back of the store. He turned the corner and started the transformation, oblivious to the fact that the two men had almost broken into a full run.
As soon as was he out of their sight, he slid the shopping basket as far as he could across the aisles, landing it two aisles over. He turned down the adjacent aisle and deftly removed the golf jacket, pulling the entire jacket inside out to reveal a brown and blue patterned flannel interior. He quickly put the jacket back on and pulled out several flaps surrounding the bottom, turning the jacket into what looked like an oversized, unbuttoned flannel shirt. He reached inside the "shirt" pocket and pulled out a worn blue Cubs hat, with light brown hair protruding from the open bottom. In a practiced manner, he placed this on his head and tucked the hair on the sides with his fingers. He now turned back toward the end of the aisle and started walking slowly, simultaneously pulling out a pair of thick-rimmed fake designer eyeglasses and a non-functioning cell phone from one of the exterior flannel pockets. He had just pushed the glasses up his nose and turned his head down to examine the cell phone in his left hand, when two serious, dark-haired men rushed around the corner, each with a hand behind his back.
Daniel glanced up at the first man, his mouth hanging slightly open. He hoped that all the man processed for the next few seconds was a slightly disheveled, slack-looking graduate student in a worn flannel shirt fumbling with a cell phone. He just needed them off guard for a few seconds. Apparently, the quick change satisfied the first man, and he continued toward the next aisle without breaking pace.
Daniel slipped his right hand down to the four-inch folded knife in his back pocket, as the next man, slightly shorter and stockier, barreled into the opening, glancing at Daniel and continuing toward his partner. He took a few steps and suddenly swung his body to face Petrovich, bringing his pistol around as he turned. Petrovich had seen this coming. The fake cell phone struck the floor, leaving Daniel's hands free.
He bolted inside of Sanchez's striking radius and gripped the man's shooting arm at the wrist with his left hand, while viciously slashing the knife blade across the commando's throat with a powerful reverse grip. Daniel felt a hot spray pulse across the back of his head and neck, and saw a bright red arterial splash hit several yellow boxes of spaghetti in front of him. Before Sanchez could react, which would have been an impressive feat at this point, Daniel jammed the blade back into his throat, and the man went slack. He hated knife work.
Daniel moved his left hand forward along Sanchez's wrist and removed the pistol from the man's non-existent grip. He kept the pistol aimed at the corner of the next aisle, right at head level, and within a fraction of a second, Daniel saw the black cylindrical shape of a suppressor appear, followed by Cumming's head. They fired at the same time, each with a disadvantage. Cummings was moving too fast, and Daniel was using his off hand.
Daniel heard a snap pass by his right ear, as Cummings' first bullet missed his head by less than an inch. The bullet continued past him, through the store, striking the decorative glass frame above a large serving station that housed shiny stainless steel bins filled with barbequed meats. Glass rained down into all of the simmering bins and a brown leak-proof carton held by a skinny Hispanic woman. The second bullet went wider than the first and higher, striking a suspended light near the barbeque cart, sending a cascade of sparks down onto the heads of a young, white grunge couple standing in front of the meat counter. Daniel's first and only bullet didn't miss. It punctured Cummings' left eye, exiting low at the base of his skull with surprisingly little back spray. He noticed a perforated box of pasta fall from the aisle behind Cummings.
All of this happened within the span of a second, giving nobody a chance to react beyond simply freezing in place. The silenced bullets simply struck their unintended targets and caused damage that appeared to be an equipment malfunction. Nobody's attention was drawn to the life and death struggle a few aisles away. What happened next would draw half of the store to his location.
Momentum carried Cummings' useless body forward into a large display of stacked cans, and the tall, square column of twenty-six-ounce tomato cans cascaded down over his body, spreading hundreds of cans into the open aisles around them. Several cans rolled through the thick, spreading pool of blood around Sanchez's body, leaving blood trails past his head down the aisle. He fought the instinct to search their bodies because he needed to get out of the store fast. He could already hear some commotion, and he didn't have long before several employees arrived on the scene.
Petrovich picked up the second pistol and removed his blood-splattered, reversible jacket. He used it to conceal the identical semi-automatic pistols, wrapping the jacket in a way to keep one of the pistols secure, while keeping the other free for use under the material. He buried his right hand inside the folded jacket, gripping the pistol, satisfied that he could use it quickly if need be. He took off the fake glasses and threw them onto Cumming's partially buried corpse.
Glancing around, he carefully stepped over the cans, almost slipping, and moved over one more aisle, before turning toward the front of the store. He didn't see anyone headed in his direction yet, which meant he should have enough time to get out of the store before mayhem descended on the Natural Foods staff. He moved briskly, passing an Indian woman wearing a headscarf and a dark-haired, olive-skinned man on his way out of the aisle. The woman stared at him strangely, and Daniel realized that he must have a considerable amount of the first man's blood on the side of his neck.
He ignored the woman's gasp and pressed forward to the checkout area. He carefully scanned everything around him, looking for the rest of the team. Now that intentions were clear, he would engage the team immediately. He didn't see anyone that looked out of place, but he was painfully aware that anyone glancing at him for too long would be alarmed. He couldn't afford any attention at this point, not with the rest of the Suburban's occupants in the parking lot. The last thing he needed to confront was an off-duty cop who had seen too many movies.
Only four of the dozen cashier lanes were open, all toward the entrance, which might make things easier for him. In total, he quickly counted about thirty people, including employees, crowded around the bustling area. It was a large group to pass without attracting attention, but everyone looked extremely busy as he continued toward one of the empty lanes a few registers away from the commotion. He kept scanning the group for any signs of alarm, painfully aware that the back of his neck and shirt were stained red.
Instinctively, he focused on a woman closing her purse near the closest open lane and decided to use her to get out of the store undetected. She had short, cropped, dark hair and was dressed like a professional, in a matching gray suit. He walked through one of the empty lanes and turned toward the exit, which fortunately kept his blood-splattered right side partially hidden from view. He kept his gaze forward, hoping that the cashiers and baggers would stay focused on their jobs and that nobody in line would pay much attention to him.
He passed the group unnoticed and concentrated on his target. The woman put her purse in the shopping basket's empty child's seat and started to push the loaded metal cage toward the entrance. Daniel counted at least five brown paper bags stacked in the cart. He timed his pace, arriving behind her in an area devoid of windows and shopper traffic, just before the exit. She had stopped to look at the community posting board, which made it easy for him to nestle behind her.
The sliding glass door opened in front of them, and a young woman wearing a yoga outfit walked through, glancing briefly in their direction. The woman waited for her to cross into the produce section and tried to push the cart forward, which didn't budge.
Daniel held the cart in place with his left hand and pushed the barrel of the pistol into the small of her back. He whispered closely into her left ear, "I'm holding a silenced pistol at the base of your spine right now. If you make a sound, you'll never walk again. I need your cart. You can keep your purse. Can you give me your cart?"
He pressed the pistol into her back again, and she nodded.
"Let's get moving. When we get into the vestibule, you'll let go of the cart and go left, out of the door. Keep walking until you find a coffee shop. Relax with an iced drink, and don't worry about your groceries. The parking lot is not safe for you right now," he said, as the cart moved forward through the sliding doors and into the vestibule.
"Take your purse and go," he said, removing the gun from her back.
She carefully lifted her purse out of the cart and walked through the door, never looking back at him. Daniel was impressed by her ability to remain calm. He had given her a fifty percent chance of screaming as soon as he pushed the gun into her back and had resigned himself to hitting her over the head with the pistol. Just as she passed a small potted plant display along the outside wall of the store, he heard a muffled scream from inside the store. Knowing he had little time left before a call went out to the police, he unwrapped his jacket and placed both pistols into the shopping cart seat, hidden by the groceries. He slipped the jacket on, flannel side out, very aware that the collar was soaked with cold, thickening blood.
 
**
 
Douglass Porter, former Army Special Operations staff sergeant, sat impatiently behind the wheel of the running Suburban. The team had been in the store long enough for him to start feeling nervous, and he kept his eyes glued to the store's entrance vestibule. The vestibule didn't empty directly into the parking lot; instead, it contained a front wall, with doors on both sides, which had disgorged nearly two-dozen shoppers since Cummings and Sanchez had disappeared from sight. Parking the truck diagonally to the left of the front wall, he was able to see the automatic doors slide open, but had no clear view of those exiting from the right side.
A woman in a business suit had just walked out of the right side and kept walking toward the far end of the building. He caught some motion and returned his eyes to see a full shopping cart emerge from the right side doors. A grungy-looking guy in a baseball cap followed the cart and pushed it down his parking lot aisle. Doug made a quick assessment of the guy and returned his attention to Natural Foods. The man with the cart drifted over to the other side of the aisle, and in the flash of a brain synapse, Doug Porter sensed that something was wrong. His next set of synapses told him to think about the MP-9 submachine gun that Cummings had left on the passenger seat, but his hands remained on the wheel, scanning the doors. When the police scanner nestled into one of the Suburban's center console drink holders crackled to life, he quickly turned his head toward the man with the cart. He didn't have much time to process his mistake.
 
**
 
Daniel gripped a silenced pistol in each hand and rapidly turned away from the shopping cart, extending both weapons at the driver's side of the Suburban's windshield. He registered the look of surprise on the man's face and alternated trigger pulls. The first two bullets struck the safety glass a few inches apart, right where he saw the driver's upper torso and head, followed by another closely grouped pair just below the first. The entire front windshield transformed into an opaque, blue-tinted mosaic of tightly packed glass particles, as the safety glass shattered, but held in place.
With his view obscured by the safety glass, Daniel walked slowly toward the vehicle, concentrating the pistol fire on the milky white glass surrounding the driver's seat. Bullets ripped through the windshield, tearing into the upper dashboard and the driver beyond, confirmed by bright red splotches on the broken glass. A few bullets hit the metal frame of the Suburban, causing the only noise that might attract anyone's attention in the parking lot. He approached the driver's door, still firing methodically, as the door window's red-stained glass particles fell to the parking lot surface, directly exposing the driver to Daniel's deadly aim. He reached the door and fired at point-blank range into the driver's head, having noticed the man's bulletproof tactical vest at the outset of the engagement.
He considered firing the remaining rounds into the back seat, but decided to keep some ammunition in the pistols for immediate use. He had only seen one silhouette in the vehicle on his approach, which led him to believe they'd left the guy from the hotel courtyard behind in their haste to follow his car, but he might be wrong. Glancing around the parking lot, he didn't see any unwanted attention directed at the Suburban and didn't detect anyone lurking nearby. Deciding he was temporarily safe, he yanked open the rear passenger door of the running Suburban.
The interior of the truck resembled a slaughterhouse. A small armory of gear sat covered in blood and skull fragments on the rear passenger seat. He spotted a laptop computer protruding from the gear, which piqued his interest, so he closed the door and ran around to the other side. He was greeted by a thick red-speckled stain covering the door's window.
He opened the door and didn't waste any time helping himself to the contents of the truck. He tossed the two smoking pistols onto the floor and reached for the fully modified M-4 assault rifle leaned against the back of the seat. He swung the rifle over his shoulder, using the tactical sling to secure the rifle in place over his right shoulder. The rifle was slippery to the touch, covered in thick, fresh blood.
He started to grab the tactical vest, but decided against wearing the blood and brain showered black nylon contraption. He might need to travel on foot sooner than he expected, and the last thing he would need on the streets was more bloodstains to attract attention. He shoved the heavy vest to the middle of the long bench seat, uncovering the partially hidden laptop. He took this into his left hand and was pulling it out of the SUV when he quickly noticed that it was attached by a USB cable to a large digital camera that almost toppled out onto the parking lot pavement. He scooped the camera into his left hand, along with the laptop, and slammed the door shut.
He opened the front passenger door and stood up on the Suburban's side steps to look over the roof at the front of the grocery store. He saw two people in the parking lot near the exit, a woman pushing a cart away from the Suburban's aisle and a tall man carrying a single grocery bag headed in his direction. He also heard a car alarm chirp from somewhere behind the Suburban, which shouldn't be an issue, since anyone in that row wouldn't have an angle to see the truck's damage.
He ducked into the front passenger seat and sifted through the gear piled on the seat. He took the tactical vest first, checking for blood and only finding a small dime-sized splatter. He noticed that the vest contained ammunition magazines for the M-4 and for what he assumed to be a submachine gun. The magazines were too long and thick for a pistol. Daniel dug around in the front passenger foot well until he found the silenced MP-9 jammed up against the center console. He considered leaving the M-4 rifle for the smaller, more concealable submachine gun, but the heavy screeching of tires nearby put any thoughts of ditching the rifle on temporary hold.
Juggling the rifle and gear, he donned the vest and slung the MP-9 SMG over his left shoulder. He reached back into the truck and grabbed the police scanner, which squawked excitedly. It was about to get very busy in this parking lot. With all of the gear in place, he sprinted toward his car, which was located several parking spaces toward the store entrance. He could hear a power truck engine roaring somewhere near the back of the lot. A few cars down the aisle, he passed the tall man, who turned his attention from the bullet-riddled Suburban to Daniel and muttered a prayer before backing up against the hood of a white minivan. Daniel focused on getting to the car, which he had left unlocked, with the key partially inserted into the ignition. Another tire squeal reinforced the urgency of his situation, as he reached the driver's door and pulled it open.
He started to duck into the car, but caught rapid movement in his side vision. A figure filled the gap between the two cars parked directly ahead of Daniel's Dodge Charger, running toward him. He didn't fully assess the situation, but it wouldn't be necessary. His brain registered a pistol in one hand and that was all he needed to respond. The compact MP-9 submachine gun spit an extended burst through the driver's door window, instantly shattering the glass. Beyond the crackling cascade of glass particles on the pavement, the suppressor prevented any unwarranted attention. Even from as close as one car away, an untrained civilian would only hear an unrecognizable, staccato thumping that faintly resembled the deep bass of a serious car stereo.
The woman charging Daniel never heard a sound. The concentrated, close-range burst of 9mm steel completely stopped her momentum and slammed her unceremoniously to the pavement. She was dead before her upper back slapped the pavement with a sickening thud. Daniel heard a pistol clatter underneath one of the cars and caught a glimpse of a police badge gripped in a bloody hand jammed up against the front tire. He recognized the woman's gray business suit and froze for a second, staring at her lifeless body. He wished she had kept walking, but understood why she hadn't. Duty. Several approaching sirens jarred his thoughts, and a large black SUV entered the parking lot near the edge of the grocery store. He tossed all of the gear into the front passenger seat and started the car, drowning the sirens with the Charger's powerful engine.
Daniel pulled the car out into the aisle and accelerated toward the back of the parking lot, reaching the end as the black Suburban careened into the same aisle. Behind the Suburban, he could see large groups of people piling out of the store and jammed the accelerator as he turned toward Pershing Drive. The car lurched forward toward the quiet suburbs of Silver Spring, where Daniel hoped to reduce the odds even further in his favor. His plan was simple, he'd race ahead, opening some distance as they entered the twisting, crowded streets, where he'd pull the same trick he used in the grocery store.
The Suburban gained some ground as he sped past Cedar Street. Wind poured through the open window, and Daniel drove a few blocks before he realized that Pershing Drive was a one-way street. Approaching headlights confirmed this, as a car's high beams flashed. The car quickly swerved to the left, as Daniel's car approached rapidly with no intention of moving. He would need to get off this road before someone didn't react quickly enough to his approach. Another street passed his car before he could make a decision, and the GPS indicated that Springvale Road was no longer an option.
The next street was a one-way that emptied onto Pershing Drive, so he pushed the pedal to the floor and rocketed past it toward Mayfair Place. He took the right onto Mayfair at an incredible speed and squealed the tires through the turn, hoping the sound would warn any pedestrians out for a walk. This neighborhood was about to turn into a war zone.
He reached the end of Mayfair Place and saw the Suburban's headlights turn onto the street behind him as he screeched through a left turn onto Greenbrier Drive. He decelerated the car and turned into the first driveway, bringing the Charger to a stop next to a Toyota 4Runner. He killed the lights and jumped out of the car with the assault rifle, sprinting for a thick tree just to the right of the driveway entrance.
The street was oddly quiet for a moment, only broken by radio transmissions from the police scanner deep inside of Daniel's car. Distant sirens competed with the radio transmissions for a few seconds, until he heard the unmistakable drumming of the Suburban's engine, throttling at high speed down Mayfair toward the same turn Daniel had taken seconds ago. He hit the tree with his shoulder and checked the rifle's EOTech Holographic sight, as the intersection ahead of him filled with light.
The Suburban ploughed through the intersection, taking the turn fast. As soon as the truck started to straighten onto Greenbrier Drive, Daniel fired a sustained burst from his rifle, keeping the green holographic bull's-eye centered on the driver's side windshield. A dozen bullets simultaneously perforated the glass, instantly causing the truck to accelerate and swerve in Daniel's direction. As the Suburban barreled past, he raked the side exposed to him with automatic fire.
The disabled Suburban cut diagonally across the driveway and collided squarely with a solid maple tree in the middle of the front yard, causing an incredibly loud crunch. The truck's back end lifted a few feet off the grass and slammed back down. Daniel reloaded the rifle with a spare magazine from his vest and approached the back of the truck, crouching low to present a small silhouette to anyone still capable of a fight. The truck's engine continued to roar and whine, which surprised him, considering the speed of the vehicle upon impact. He could smell a mixture of gasoline and oil, and wondered how safe it was to be standing near the truck.
He heard a rhythmic thumping, every two seconds, on the far side of the truck and risked a peek around the back. The front passenger door moved a few centimeters every time he heard the weak thumping sound. The truck door opened several inches from the next hit, and Daniel saw a bloody fist pull back into the vehicle. Whoever had survived was using his fist to pound the door open, which probably meant that their legs were pinned inside the truck.
Daniel assessed the risk of approaching the target and decided it wasn't worth the gamble. He was most probably armed with a pistol or the same type of submachine gun he had found in the other truck, and he might not be the only survivor. He heard a few murmurs from further down the street and decided that he shouldn't stick around for a block party. Daniel saw the front door to the house across the street open.
Suddenly, he caught a glimpse of a face in the Suburban's side mirror, and a gun emerged from the gap in the front passenger door, firing an endless, fully automatic fusillade down the side of the truck. Daniel snapped his head back, first feeling the supersonic hiss of several near misses, before the deafening roar of thirty cartridge explosions reached his eardrums. Daniel knew the submachine gun's magazine had been expended by the driver's last-ditch effort to defend himself. Firing at a cyclic rate of eight hundred rounds per minute, the gun would expend an entire magazine in roughly two seconds. He didn't time the burst, but he knew from experience that the shooter had emptied the gun. He decided to take a chance.
He sprinted around the corner of the truck, staying low, and pointed the green holographic sighting image at the open crack of the door. The engine continued to scream from the driver's foot jammed on the accelerator. He could see frantic movement inside the truck and edged a little further until a head came into view.
"Stop reloading the weapon. If I sense any movement inside the vehicle, you're dead!" he yelled.
The movement stopped.
"Just tell me who sent you, and I'll leave. Otherwise, you get to join the rest. I just want to know who sent you out into the field on a suicide mission. Who do you work for?"
"You murdered my friends," the man spat.
"Nothing personal, I guarantee you. Someone fucked you over big time today. You need to talk to them about why your friends are dead. You look like contract military types. Who do you work for?"
Daniel listened to the approaching sirens for a few seconds. "Last chance. Trust me, it would be pointless for you to die in that seat. I guarantee that your operation is illegal and under the table. If you die here, you'll be swept under the rug like dust. Who sent you?"
"We work for Brown River Security. I wasn't told who pulled the trigger on this, just that you were an immediate threat to national security. Black flagged," the man said.
"You were specifically told I was black flagged?" Daniel asked.
"Yes."
Use of the term "black flagged" meant one thing: CIA. And if the CIA was involved, then someone other than General Sanderson had stumbled onto his secret.
"Throw me your laptop," Daniel said.
"I can't turn around to reach it," the voice coughed, "my legs are pinned."
Daniel rushed forward and opened the rear door. A blood-soaked body tumbled halfway out of the truck, stopped by the waist restraint of the seatbelt. He saw the laptop at the dead man's feet on the floor and snatched it, taking off for his car as the sirens grew louder. Daniel stopped a few feet from the Charger, amazed to see a dark-haired, middle-aged woman standing at the top of the driveway with a butcher knife.
"Where the fuck do you think you're going?" she yelled.
"To get a grocery bag for your head," he said, staring at her until she dropped the knife to the driveway.
Leaving the woman in shock, he hopped in his rental car and backed it onto Greenbrier. He decided to risk exposing the car to the surviving Brown River contractor and gunned the engine, sending the car north on the road. He planned to work his way back to the downtown area, avoiding the closest point of approach from Natural Foods. Any police officers in the vicinity of Natural Foods would have heard the distant rattle of automatic weapons fire, which would have been immediately followed by several calls from this neighborhood. Half of the Silver Spring police force was probably en route to this address. He just hoped they hadn't found the dead detective yet. Once word went out that he was a cop killer, every available unit in the entire Montgomery County police force would descend on Silver Spring. He didn't have much time to get to a Metro Station before his only hope of escaping would involve more dead police.
He took a quick left onto Woodside Parkway and drove at a reasonable pace to Colesville Road, where he took another left and cruised out of the tree-lined streets into the crowded, concrete downtown area. From the chatter on the police scanner, he could tell that they had not discovered the detective, but he didn't expect the calm to last much longer.
He could see the blue and red reflections of flashing police strobes as he approached Fenton Street, but didn't directly see any police cars. He kept the car on Colesville Road until he saw signs for the Metro station, which led him to a massive public parking garage. He took the handicapped placard off the dashboard and hooked it onto the rearview mirror, easily finding an open spot close to the walkway leading to the Metro. He tossed the gear he had collected from the Suburbans over the front seat and quickly got out of the car to move into the rear driver's side passenger seat. He needed to clean up and get out of here immediately.
First, he removed the Cubs hat, business shirt and jacket, jamming them under the seat with his feet. He opened the black nylon bag and removed the dark green backpack, placing it on the seat next to him. He dug through the pack until he found a large Ziploc bag containing a black hairpiece. He set this aside and removed a small plastic container of baby wipes next, which he used to thoroughly wipe his neck and head of any traces of blood. From there, he continued to transform himself, emerging within three minutes looking starkly different than before. He was now Michael Hinshaw from Annapolis, Maryland.
He wore dark blue designer jeans, expensive black leather shoes, and an untucked, crisply-pressed, white button down shirt with the sleeves rolled halfway between the wrist and elbow. His hair was jet black, hanging a half-inch over his ears, and his matching eyebrows were neatly trimmed. He'd planned the look carefully, mimicking the recent "metrosexual" trend that gave most straight men an uncomfortable feeling. The vast majority of the cops were men, and none of them wanted to get caught staring too long at a possible homosexual. Locker room humor could be brutal, especially in the macho world of law enforcement.
With the car's remote, he popped open the trunk and placed the duffle bag inside, followed by the tactical vest and assault rifle. With one smashed window, it wouldn't be long before someone studied the car more closely. Finding a military-grade rifle or a tactical body armor vest in plain view would certainly result in a call to the police, and at this point, Daniel wanted to put as much distance between this car and himself as possible. He knew they'd find it eventually, but there was no need to make it too simple for them.
He studied his reflection in the rear passenger window of the car and slung the heavily burdened backpack over his left shoulder. Inside the backpack, he carried $30,000 in cash, six prepaid cell phones, several maps, his two remaining ID packets, two additional disguise kits, a bloodstained knife, hair dye, a GPS receiver, police scanner, and the MP-9 submachine gun. He had to remove the gun's bulky suppressor to fit the weapon by itself into the middle compartment, where it could be removed within seconds. The assortment of laptop computers and digital cameras stuffed into the main compartment added to the bulkiness and weight of the backpack.
He approached the north side Metro entrance, pulled his prepaid Metro card from his front jeans pocket and swiped it on the turnstile access, then rode the escalator up to the Metro platform. He felt the warm steel of his smaller, more concealable Gerber knife as he grabbed the card. He would take the next southbound train into D.C. and figure out where to meet Parker, or even better, General Sanderson. The outdoor platform was large and still busy with commuters, which was a good sign. According to the digital sign hanging above the tracks, the next train was scheduled to arrive in two minutes, which would be an eternity. He pulled a cell phone out of a small compartment in his backpack and dialed General Sanderson, who answered on the first ring.
"You're all right?"
"For now. I'm waiting to get the fuck out of Silver Spring on the Metro. Headed into the city. Did Parker get out?" he said, in a low enough voice not to attract unnecessary attention around him.
"Yes. Apparently the team waiting for him barreled out of there right after you called him," General Sanderson said.
"I'm surprised Parker could pick them out," Daniel said.
"Don't underestimate Parker. He's better trained than you think. He just doesn't have the same real-world experience."
"He doesn't have the edge needed for this work. I just ran into some Brown River contractors with a similar problem."
"Brown River? Are you sure?"
"I had a little chat with one of them. Are you ready for this? He was under the distinct impression that I was an immediate terrorist risk to national security. Black flagged by whoever hired them," Daniel said.
"He used those terms?"
"Yes. I specifically asked about that."
"Daniel, this changes things drastically. I need to accelerate our timetable. Keep this phone on at all times. Parker will call you shortly with a rendezvous location. What the hell happened out there?"
Daniel didn't care to hear the word "timetable."
"They tried to kill me, and I responded," Daniel said, looking around the crowded platform for any sign of law enforcement.
"Jesus, Daniel, it sounds like you did more than just respond. I'm picking up cross-county chatter on all police bands," Sanderson said.
"My train's coming. I'll be waiting for that call," he said and wondered if Sanderson would abandon him if the heat intensified.
Nobody gave him a second glance as he boarded the train headed for the city, wondering exactly what Sanderson meant by "our timetable."
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
 
8:45 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agent Frank Mendoza shut the door to his supervisor's office, locked it, and walked up to Sharpe's cluttered desk.
"Grab a seat, Frank, and tell me about Black Flag. Based on your fax, I can only imagine the worst," Sharpe said.
He glanced out of the window onto 9th Street and could see the windows of the Market Square North building sparkle. Low in the western sky, the sun peered around the corner of the J. Edgar Hoover Building, casting deep orange rays onto the seven-story building. A few of the rays poked through the blinds, stabbing deep into Sharpe's office. He could imagine some of the nation's preeminent powerbrokers sipping a few too many drinks over dinner below, in the exclusive Caucus Room restaurant, oblivious to the implications of the day's events, telling jokes about dead Arabs. He looked back at Frank, who appeared equally troubled.
"It's not good. I think we may have found our next investigation."
"Black Flag isn't our mess to unscrew. I just want to unravel enough of it to figure out what happened today," Sharpe said.
"We'll need to nab a few more of them. Munoz is useless to us at this point. He's covered by a nice immunity agreement," Mendoza said.
"We'll see about that. I'm not ready to release my only link to Black Flag. I've given Boston orders to transport Munoz here. Olson will lead the prisoner transport convoy. We should have Munoz at HQ early in the morning."
Mendoza failed to hide a disapproving glance.
"We can't let him walk free until we've determined exactly what happened today. For all we know, Munoz and his friends might be part of an Islamic conspiracy, or worse. We don't know anything right now, and people are getting nervous. Very nervous. We should have some new leads within the hour. I've mobilized SWAT and FBI field teams to take every operative on the list. I'm just waiting for word that all of the teams are in place, ready to go, and we'll hit them all at once. I want a coordinated move against Black Flag. I don't know if they're all talking to each other, but I'm not taking any chances," Sharpe said.
"Well, sir. I wouldn't get your hopes up too high. Munoz took his sweet time spilling information. Probably long enough to miss a few pre-assigned check-ins. I'd be surprised if any of these guys were still around," Mendoza said.
"Yeah, the thought wasn't lost on me, but we might get lucky one more time today. So, what are we really dealing with here?" Sharpe said.
"From what I've been allowed to see by this mysterious Mr. McKie gentleman, Black Flag was a highly-specialized program designed to create undercover operatives for our military. McKie said the program training lasted approximately four years, which is a long time for any training program. Hell, the CIA doesn't even train field agents for this long."
"CIA agents are usually assigned to legitimate jobs as cover. This sounds dramatically different," Sharpe interrupted.
"Right. Black Flag operatives are trained as small teams, according to their assigned area of operation. They are selected for the area of operation first, then brought into the program. Daniel Petrovich was assigned to Serbia, which makes sense given his background. Father Serbian, mother Polish. Not sure if he spoke Serbian before the program, but it's fair to make that assumption. McKie said the selection process was the key to Black Flag's success."
"Success?" Sharpe said.
"I asked. McKie wasn't willing to share any operational details. Like my fax implied, this group is extremely dangerous. They have the skills to survive and escape nearly any situation, backed by extensive experience putting these skills through the wringer. I assume the takedown teams know what they're facing?"
"They've been thoroughly briefed. I could read between the lines of your fax. It must really burn Munoz to have been caught like this. He turned his back on Sanderson pretty quick," Sharpe said.
"Maybe they were all dragged back into this against their will. The Black Flag program was run exclusively by Sanderson. I didn't get the impression there was any oversight. These rogue programs always have problems. Who knows? But Munoz wasn't exactly living like some disgruntled, mentally-scarred burnout. He left one of his coffee shops in the middle of the afternoon yesterday, for an appointment that wasn't on the books, and wound up unconscious in Newport. Hell, maybe we'll find a few more of these guys sitting around, waiting to chat about General Sanderson," Mendoza said, and they both sat quietly for a few moments, contemplating Mendoza's comment.
"I wonder if Petrovich falls into this category," Sharpe muttered, just above his breath.
"Why the focus on Petrovich?"
"Something about him didn't fit from the start. He only lives a few miles from the murder scene, which seemed a little close to home…"
"Convenient. Knows the landscape, traffic patterns, can dress like a local. I think it's perfect. Shit, if Munoz hadn't slipped, we would never have found Petrovich," Mendoza said.
"I know," Sharpe whispered, "but none of the other suspects live closer than sixty miles. Most live even further away. And then there's the operative in Concord, New Hampshire. Steven Gedman. Our team just discovered some interesting news about him."
Mendoza shrugged.
"A National Crime Information Center (NCIC) database search," Sharpe continued, "turned up a quick hit. Mr. Gedman was recently picked up by police for a domestic incident. We called the Concord police and learned that he's an involuntary guest at Concord Hospital's inpatient psychiatric ward. His wife said he had a breakdown and started running around the house packing suitcases, yelling…are you ready for this?"
Mendoza nodded.
"He kept screaming, 'They're trying to drag me back in!' and all kinds of stuff that made no sense to her."
"No kidding. Are you thinking—"
"Yes. That Gedman was supposed to be the one to kill Mohammed Ghani, but he crumbled under the pressure. I can't imagine any of these guys can remain stable for the long run. Especially if their main mission was undercover work."
"Still, Sanderson had other choices. A guy in upstate New York could have made the trip," Mendoza countered.
"I don't know. Gedman was hospitalized one night before the murders. Petrovich was right there. I think he's their weak link. We find him, we find Sanderson. At the end of the day, I just want confirmation that this isn't the beginning of a bigger attack. I'll need Sanderson for that. The FBI and White House can figure out what to do with his pet project later."
Sharpe's desk phone punctuated the conversation with a shrill ring tone, causing the agent to quickly sweep it out of its cradle.
"Special Agent Sharpe," he said and listened.
"Give all locations a ten-minute warning. I want a coordinated strike at 2100 hours, Eastern Time. We'll be right there," Sharpe said and hung up the phone. "All of the teams are ready."
"Let's go fishing, sir," Mendoza said, rising from his chair.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
 
8:47 p.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Special Agent Justin Edwards felt like a second-class citizen. He sat in the front passenger seat of a rented Chevy Impala, parked deep inside the Longfellow Elementary School parking lot and hidden from the light traffic on Stevens Avenue. Underneath his navy blue, nylon FBI parka, he wore a stripped-down tactical vest loaned to him by the Portland Police Department. His service pistol, a boxy Glock 23, was jammed uncomfortably between his waist and seat, causing him to continuously squirm and fidget, like a child on a long car trip. This Impala, supposedly the best car available on the FBI's budget, smelled like stale cigarette smoke and cherry air freshener. The car's windows had been open since they drove it off the rental lot at the Portland Jetport, but the nasty odor continued to permeate the car, and his lungs itched.
Nearly a dozen police vehicles crowded the southern corner of the lot, casting long shadows across the parking lot from the orange security light glowing over the gymnasium entrance doors. Five black and white Suburbans formed a row, extending from an industrial dumpster near the kitchen delivery dock to the edge of the ancient, three-story school, positioned for a quick exit onto Stevens Avenue toward their target. Several fully equipped SWAT officers stood in a loose circle around the second SUV in line, and he could see at least a dozen more heavily armed officers scattered throughout the rest of the vehicles.
The other cars were unmarked sedans, like Edward's car, filled with at least twenty additional plain-clothed and uniformed law enforcement officers. They had arrived at the parking lot two hours earlier through a back entrance to the lot and waited while the sun disappeared below the trees. He was accustomed to long, boring stakeouts, but the situation was different in this parking lot, and he detested the dynamic that had developed.
Every time he approached the SWAT huddle up near the half dozen Portland Police Department SUVs, he got cold looks from the heavily armed, black-clad men. So he sat back with the rest of the FBI team, crammed into a crappy, American-made sedan that he wouldn't be caught dead in on the weekend. At least he wasn't in the minivan with the forensics equipment and the real geeks. One of the younger agents, whose name he didn't care enough to remember, suggested that the minivan should be his command post. He just shook his head at the kid.
Technically, Justin Edwards was in charge of this entire operation. The investigation fell under federal jurisdiction, and he was the senior agent on scene. Unfortunately, the FBI had no organic assets in Maine or New Hampshire, and nobody cared enough to send Boston SWAT assets up Interstate 95 to give him some semblance of authority here. Instead, he had been forced to grovel with the Portland Police Department to assemble their SWAT team for the takedown at 18 Lawn Avenue. After placing an uncomfortable call to FBI headquarters, right in front of Edwards, the Portland Police liaison officer got the ball rolling for him.
Within an hour, he had Portland and Maine State Police SWAT teams at his disposal. He briefed the teams about the threat level and rules of engagement (ROE), and that was when he lost control of the operation. Once the SWAT teams had their target and ROE, it became frustratingly clear to Edwards that they didn't need or want his input. They started planning the operation and scouting the location without seeking his input, or keeping him informed. He knew they had a few cars on Lawn Avenue, keeping an eye on the house, but beyond that, he didn't know very much about their planned raid.
At this point, Special Agent Edwards had been relegated to relaying information from headquarters, and several times over the past few hours, he would reluctantly get out of the car to let them know that the other teams were still assembling. They never said it, but he could read their faces, which said, "Why don't you stay in the car until you have something useful to tell us?"
Edwards stretched his body in the car, purposefully hitting the driver, Special Agent Derek Ravenell, jarring the agent out of a light sleep. He had worked with Ravenell on a few bank robbery cases in Boston and found him to be competent, but more importantly, obedient. He understood the importance of the rank structure and the subtleties of loyalty, although the look he flashed Edwards didn't exactly comport with this assessment.
"Stay sharp. You don't see those guys napping out here," Edwards said, examining the agents in the back seat.
Of course, Special Agent Olson had assigned him the ugliest female special agent on the East Coast, Special Agent Sara Velasquez, after his efforts to wrangle the chick from Counterterror fell flat. So, now he had the dream team sitting in his car. A black driver, an ugly Latina, and Paul Adams, who was about as exciting as his name. No wonder the SWAT guys wouldn't deal with him. He didn't say a word to the agents in the back of the car, who both nodded apathetically.
Edwards' cell phone mercifully rang and delivered some good news. He listened intently and acknowledged the call from Task Force HYDRA's operations center. He turned around and nearly yelled into the back seat, startling Velasquez and Adams.
"Ten minute warning. We hit the house at 2100 hours," he squawked excitedly and jumped out of the car, yelling the same words at the SWAT teams as he rushed across the parking lot.
"Douche bag," Special Agent Sara Velasquez uttered, and everyone in the car mumbled their agreement.
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
 
8:50 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agents Sharpe and Mendoza entered the task force's operations center, which was scrambling to pass the word to FBI teams in a dozen cities across the East Coast. The coordinated raid was a major undertaking, and every workstation was occupied with an agent scrambling to issue orders and ensure that the rules of engagement were established with local law enforcement units used in place of FBI teams. Agents ran from one workstation to another, shouting information, and Sharpe could see that one of the plasma screens served as a status board for live information from each site. Sharpe knew the clamorous activity would fall deathly quiet at the prescribed time, as everyone waited for word from the tactical teams.
Mixed SWAT units sat ready to pounce on nearly two dozen residential locations and commercial establishments in the hope of capturing another Black Flag operative. Since his task force received the list of Black Flag operatives, law enforcement agents had been quietly investigating the most probable after work locations for the suspects. So far, the team had no confirmed sightings, which didn't leave Sharpe with a hopeful feeling for the operation, but he just needed to get lucky in one of the locations.
Sharpe walked over to Special Agent O'Reilly, who worked at a computer station powered to access several national and international criminal databases. Special Agent O'Reilly scratched her head, staring between two widescreen monitors as Sharpe approached. She had put together comprehensive information packages for each of the SWAT teams and didn't appear to be resting like several other agents. She didn't notice him kneel down next to her chair until his face broke her peripheral vision. She turned her head slowly, still examining the data on the screen, until she noticed who was next to her.
"Oh…sorry, sir. You know, I have a hard time believing that none of these guys have any kind of criminal record. Not even a speeding ticket," she said and leaned in a little to whisper. "I mean, we can all read between the lines here. Right, sir? Eight murders, an organized list of suspects, strict ROE to the SWAT teams. This is a dangerous group of individuals, probably professional assassins, yet I'm getting nothing. I've worked organized crime, and their enforcers always had the worst records. Mafia, Russians, cartel groups. Without exception, they'd all done hard time, or had at least been arrested on murder charges. This group is too clean."
"Dana, you've always been one of the most perceptive agents on the task force, and you're right about this group. They're different. I need you to check a different source. Have you run this through INTERPOL yet?"
"Yes. The potential for an international connection was too strong to ignore, but I got the same result," she said, typing at the keyboard and bringing up the INTERPOL search results.
Sharpe stared at the data on the screen, deciding to skirt the boundaries of his information security arrangement with the Pentagon. Agent O'Reilly was not authorized for CIS Category One information, and he didn't plan to directly pass her any information. She had already thought to conduct an INTERPOL search, which was not a violation. Still, by nudging her further, Sharpe was probably crossing a line that could heat things up for him, but he was accustomed to taking chances, and a little heat never bothered him.
"Dana, did you submit a photo identification match request through INTERPOL's database?" he said, and that was all it took for her to run with it.
"No, sir. Not through INTERPOL. National NCIC does it automatically for us. Same with VICAP. Do you think they're foreign operatives? They all have pretty solid histories here in the U.S.," she said.
"No assumptions," he said and leaned in closer to whisper, "Start with Petrovich…and let's keep this between the two of us for now."
"All right, I'll start working on this," she said and started typing.
As Sharpe stood up to walk over to Special Agent Mendoza near the front of the operations center, he saw pictures from Daniel Petrovich's current Maine driver's license and former Department of Defense military ID flash onto her screen. She looked back at him, and he nodded before turning away.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty
 
 
 
9:00 p.m.
Portland, Maine
 
The Chevy Impala crept down Lawn Avenue, preceded by two Portland Police Department Suburbans. Beyond the vehicles, invisible to Edwards on the dimly lit street, two additional Suburbans approached from the opposite direction. From the front seat of the Impala, Edwards secretly admired the heavily armed men standing on the running boards of the trucks, clinging with one hand to the roof bars. Though technically a two-way street, Edwards watched uncomfortably as the thick Suburbans squeezed through cars, and the men tucked their bodies tightly against the truck.
He had voiced his desire to ride on one of the trucks with the SWAT team, but his request was shot down immediately. The SWAT commander wanted Edward's entourage to wait in the parking lot, with the other non-tactical units, until the house was secured, but Edwards finally put his foot down. He wasn't about to sit back like some loser, waiting for the "all safe" signal. He'd rushed through plenty of doors into dangerous situations before, and this situation was no different. They agreed on a compromise. Edwards would follow the SWAT team into the house, while the rest of his FBI team secured the front of the house.
Edwards felt a flutter of adrenaline when the Suburban's brake lights bathed his car in red light, illuminating its occupants and momentarily blinding him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement, which he tracked in the side view mirror. Two figures darted across the back of his car, causing Edwards to go wide-eyed. He quickly assumed this was the surveillance team that had been stationed across the street from Petrovich's house.
He turned his head back to the front and caught a glimpse of another figure positioned behind a tree ahead of the Suburbans. He could see the outline of a tactical helmet, so he knew it was one of theirs, but it still unnerved him to see someone emerge from the darkness so quickly. The figure braced a scoped assault rifle against the tree, pointing toward the front of Petrovich's house. He felt a little better knowing that they had someone covering the assault run on the house. A few more feet and they should be in position. His headset crackled to life.
"Standby. Standby…Go. All teams. Go!"
The team attached to the Suburban in front of him jumped to the pavement and sprinted toward the front door of Petrovich's house and Edwards scrambled out of the door, finally drawing his service pistol for the first time in two years. It had been a while since Special Agent Edwards had participated in a raid, and he found himself a little disoriented on the street. He ran around the front of the Impala, noticing that the passenger compartment light grossly illuminated his entire team. That stupid ass Ravenell had forgotten to turn off the interior lights, and now he'd probably have to endure some kind of a lecture from the SWAT guys.
He raced between two parked cars and sprinted through the shattered white picket fence gate, slowing as he approached the team. None of them acknowledged his approach. They were focused on their objective, which was a highly trained, extremely dangerous terrorist operative. The SWAT team finished stacking up on the front door, and Edwards just hoped they didn't kill Petrovich on sight.
Another team, just out of his sight behind a large evergreen bush to his right, swarmed around the mudroom door. He wasn't one hundred percent sure, since he had been excluded from the assault-planning phase, but he thought there was another team around back doing the same thing. As soon as everyone at the front door stopped moving, he heard more reports on the radio, as each team reported that they were ready. The final round of reports unnerved him, and he felt his bladder loosen just slightly.
"All teams be advised, there is movement in the kitchen. Rear team. Take this suspect upon entry. Stand by. Stand by. Breach. All teams. Breach."
The second SWAT member in line rushed the door carrying a portable battering ram, which resembled a thick metal cylinder with two handles on top. He swung the solid metal ram at a spot on the door just above the handle, and the door slammed inward, releasing the acoustic guitar sounds of the Gypsy Kings into the neighborhood. The ram had barely receded from the open doorway before seven heavily-armed men disappeared into the house.
Special Agent Edwards moved forward with the team onto the porch, but stopped when he heard crashing glass and screaming. He decided to stay out of the house until things calmed down, and he wasn't altogether convinced that the SWAT guys wouldn't try to knock him flat. He didn't like the way they looked at him.
Less than one minute passed before Edwards heard "all clear in the house" passed by the assault team commander. He holstered his weapon and entered the house, which had a warm, but purposefully constructed Pottery Barn feel. The Petrovich couple clearly hadn't held back spending money on decorating their house. He noted a few expensively framed local prints set against the deep rust-colored paint in the hallway that passed the stairs.
Edwards approached the warmly lit kitchen, where he heard an angry female voice spitting obscenities. As he entered the kitchen area, he noticed that one of the pendant lights over the kitchen island was swinging, and the deep blue glass casing of the light lay scattered on the dark brown granite. To his left, more shattered glass covered the small pine table and hardwood flooring in the small nook area right off the kitchen. A SWAT team member stood in the middle of an opening that used to be a sliding glass door, his assault rifle pointed downward at the deck, but still in a ready grip.
Shards of broken glass crackled under Special Agent Edwards' expensive leather shoes as he rounded the brown granite kitchen island to get a better view of what was causing all of the commotion. He was immediately turned on by what he saw.
"Careful. She moves quick," said one of the black-clad officers near the mudroom door.
An athletic woman, dressed in black running shorts and a jog bra, lay pressed to the hardwood floor by two men in full body armor and tactical gear. The woman's face, covered by her luxurious brown hair, was jammed against the dark pine planks by one of the men's thick, gloved hands. He really wanted to the see the face attached to this woman's body. He saw a few shards of blue glass from the pendant light near one of the officer's boots and hoped they hadn't jammed her face down on any glass. If they did, she was taking the pain pretty well. He suddenly liked the possibility of her taking pain. Another agent kneeled on her lower back, struggling to tighten the black zip tie surrounding her wrists. She struggled against the men and almost turned over onto her side.
"Will someone fucking sit on her legs!" the officer attempting to cuff her shouted, and another SWAT officer edged past the refrigerator and nearly jumped down on her legs.
The woman cried out in pain and gave it one more try, nearly toppling the guy working on her hands. She was strong, and Edwards felt strangely aroused. He wanted to be on top of her and had to use every ounce of self-restraint he possessed to keep himself from making the suggestion. They'd laugh him out of the house, and frankly, he was better off where he stood. Right now, she looked like she could snap him in half.
"Hit her with the stun gun!" the officer on her back yelled, then mumbled, "Calm this bitch down."
"Sergeant! We need to hit her with the zapper!" another officer yelled into the house.
Sergeant Jimmy Haldron ran into the kitchen from the family room, pushed Edwards aside, and quickly assessed the situation. He leaned down toward the woman's head to speak to her.
"Hey, calm down, ma'am. This is over. There's nothing you can do about your situation right now, except calm down. We don't want to hurt you, but we need you to take it easy. We're not here for you, and if you calm down, you'll be released once we finish our job here. Can you help me with this?" he said, in a calm, authoritative voice.
The woman stopped twisting and seemed to melt into the flooring. The officer on her back pressed down harder, yanking the twist ties deeply into her wrists, causing her to gasp.
"Donnelly! Take it easy," Sergeant Haldron said and gave him a pissed off look.
"We'll get those off you soon. Everyone is a little amped up here," he said.
Edwards decided he would step in at this point and take charge of the situation, now that SWAT was no longer needed. He couldn't wait to dismiss these idiots from the scene.
"Sergeant, have your men move her over into the family room, on the couch. I assume Petrovich isn't here?" Edwards said.
"No. His car is gone, and the house is clear. My teams are checking for hidden compartments," he said and directed orders to his men, "Get her up, and bring her over here."
"Have your men start working the neighborhood for leads. I'll deal with her," Edwards said, excited about starting his interrogation of Jessica Petrovich.
"My men aren't going door to door. We've got detectives and patrol officers for that. You want a couple of my guys to stand by while you talk to her?" Haldron said, looking him square in the eye.
"Probably not a bad idea. She seems a little feisty," Edwards admitted.
"Feisty? She came at me with some kind of judo chop," the officer pinning her head to the floor said.
"This Nazi stormtrooper tried to butt stroke me with his rifle. I was just standing there," the woman hissed.
"She came at me with a weapon," the officer said.
"I was about to have some yogurt when you crashed through the glass. Sorry if I couldn't react fast enough to drop the spoon in my hand," she said, in a voice muffled by her squished face.
Edwards glanced at the wet floor between her waist and the counter cabinets, and spotted a small spoon protruding from under her body. He chuckled and turned to Sergeant Haldron.
"I'll have my techs bag up the spoon she used against your officers," he said, pointing at the silverware next to her body.
Nobody laughed, and he heard a few mumbled "fuck you's," but he didn't care. They would never respect him, and he would always resent their type. He had better things to do with his time, and one of those things was Daniel Petrovich's wife. When they lifted her off the kitchen floor, he got really excited. She was beautiful, almost exotic, possibly Middle Eastern. Their eyes locked for a moment, and he would have sworn her murderous glare softened. He couldn't wait to break the news to her that her husband was wanted by the FBI for murder and terrorism. He'd watch her world crumble and her self-esteem evaporate, then he'd offer her a shoulder to cry on, and maybe a drink down in that crummy little downtown area they call the Old Port. Maybe this trip wouldn't be such a waste of time after all.
"We're not here for her. Take it easy," Edwards said.
One of the officers holding her hissed in her ear, "Just make a move and I'll bust up that pretty face."
"Sergeant Haldron!" Edwards yelled, and Haldron walked over to intervene.
"What do you need?" Haldron said, clearly sick of Edwards.
"I just need some professionalism. And I need you to control your men. Now sit her down on the couch and remove her restraints," Edwards said, staring at one of the officers holding her.
"Are you fucking kidding me? We just busted our asses getting this one under control," the same officer said.
"I don't think that would be a good idea," Sergeant Haldron said, and a few other officers chimed in from the kitchen.
Edwards walked briskly past the officers, pushing his way through to the back of the kitchen. At this point, he had experienced enough of their insubordination. They were undermining his authority with the witness and sabotaging his carefully laid plans to coax information out of her. These goons had no idea that nothing else mattered at this point. Only Jessica Petrovich held the key to finding her husband, and if he didn't play the situation right, she'd shut down for good. He grabbed a pair of kitchen shears from the knife rack and walked up to Jessica, who was still in the grips of two very large, heavily geared officers.
"Move out of the way," he said, and the two officers let go of Jessica.
Edwards cut her plastic restraints and tossed the scissors to the floor behind him. He lingered close to her, and her smell was intoxicating. He felt himself starting to float away from the scene and needed to ground himself. She was incredible.
"Sorry about this. Why don't you grab a seat on the couch," he said softly, before turning to Haldron.
"I don't want any of these guys in here. Understood?"
"You want to be in here alone with this one?" Haldron asked.
Edwards considered Haldron's comment and decided that it held no double entendre. He wanted to be alone with this woman more than anyone could possibly know, but that's not what Haldron meant. Couldn't be. They thought she was dangerous.
"I think she'll be fine without someone trying to smash her skull in," Edwards said.
"She was holding a weapon!" an officer from the kitchen yelled.
"She was holding a spoon, dummy," Edwards said.
"Hey. Take it easy on my men. They don't have the luxury of walking into a cleared structure. They go in first and have no idea what they'll find. I didn't notice you rushing in behind them," Haldron said.
"I didn't want to get shot…by them," Edwards said, and Haldron looked like he might lose his composure.
Standing peacefully in front of the couch, Jessica regarded them both, showing a small sign of smiling at Edwards.
"I'll give you some privacy here, but as long as Portland police officers are required on the scene, I'll keep some of my guys posted to keep an eye on her."
"That's fine, Sergeant," Edwards said and turned to Jessica.
"Please. Have a seat. Are you all right? I saw some glass on the floor," he said, walking over to her.
"I think I'm okay. I just haven't had any time to process what's happening. Someone said something about my husband being a murderer. What's going on here? Who's going to pay for everything they've broken? Look, I…"
"Take it easy, Mrs. Petrovich. You need to take a few moments to sit back and relax…"
"Is my husband okay? Did something happen to him?" she said, rubbing her face with her hands.
Her eyes were red, and he could see that she was starting to tear up. Fortunately for Edwards, she wore no make up to ruin the face with running streaks. God, she was stunning. Angular face, dark exotic skin, or she tanned a lot. Either way, he didn't care. He didn't care how she got there. The dark skin, killer looks and kick boxer physique was all he needed. He was glad to know that Petrovich wouldn't be fucking her anymore. He couldn't stand the thought of someone else entangled in those legs. He had his work cut out for him, but he was starting to feel confident about his chances of seeing her naked tonight.
"Ms. Petrovich…"
"Jess. Please call me Jess. What's going on with my husband?"
"It's complicated," Edwards said, taking a seat on the leather chair next to the couch.
He could move over to the couch if she started crying, but didn't want to seem eager to get close to her.
"Is he safe? What were these guys expecting to find?" she pressed.
"I don't know how to put this, but your husband is the prime suspect in a federal murder investigation," he said.
"That doesn't make any sense, Agent…?"
"Edwards. But just call me Justin."
"Justin, none of this makes any sense. I think you all have the wrong house, or something isn't right," she said, looking around the room, frightened.
At this point, though only a few officers lingered in the family room with them, dozens of officers had poured into the house over the past few minutes and more were entering. Since the house wasn't considered a crime scene, the Portland police wouldn't tiptoe through her house. This would only get worse as they tore the place apart looking for hidden compartments or clues linking Daniel Petrovich to the murders and the past life he had hidden from his wife. He might need to get her out of here soon. She would find it hard to concentrate on him once his team started taking photos out of the frames for scanning.
"Jessica, how long have you and your husband been married?" Edwards asked, though he knew the answer would somehow eat away at something inside of him.
He glanced at a wedding photo sitting on a dark wood side table next to the couch. The picture had been taken with the ocean in the background. He thought it looked like the East Coast, somewhere north. Possibly right here in Maine.
"What do you…we've been married for four years," she said.
"Have you known each other for a long time?"
"Long enough to know that you guys have made a serious mistake. This is ridiculous. We're talking about having kids, and…does my husband have a lawyer yet? Maybe I shouldn't be talking to you right now. I need to see my husband," she said, stringing each sentence together one after the other quickly.
Edwards needed to diffuse the lawyer talk quick. She wasn't a suspect and technically didn't need one, but if she shut down on him and contacted a lawyer, he knew exactly what kind of advice the lawyer will give her: Shut up. He had limited time to work on this one and hoped to wrap things up tonight, in more ways than one. He didn't need some lawyer cooling things off.
"Jess, Jess," he soothed, "I know this is a lot to take in, and I'm sorry you got roughed up here tonight, but we don't have much time to help your husband."
"What do you mean help him? Where is he?" she said, confused.
"That's the problem. Nobody knows where he is. Can you help us with this? When did you see him last?" he said and shifted a little closer to her.
"This morning before work. He left me a message in the morning saying he had to fly to D.C. to meet with one of his company's clients. Something last minute. I was supposed to meet some friends out for drinks after work, but he always calls me, so I got a little worried. I went for a run instead. He must have something big going on at work. He didn't sound like himself," Jessica admitted.
Edwards thought this might be easier than he had expected. She had already given him information that could narrow their search for Petrovich, which surprised him. He had expected her to hold stuff like this from him, but for some reason she didn't hesitate. Maybe their marriage wasn't as solid as all of the pictures might indicate. She was clearly a little pissed that he had taken off without calling and was willing to give up some general details. When she found out the true scope of his betrayal, he wondered if she might give him up completely. He didn't believe for one second that she didn't know exactly where they could find Petrovich, and now he was willing to bet she would cough him up given the right information about her husband.
"Did he give you any more details?" he said, hoping he might get lucky.
"No. He just said he had to fly unexpectedly to D.C. to meet with…" she said and stopped cold. "What exactly is he suspected of?" she snapped.
"Jess, he's a prime suspect in the murder of Mohammed Ghani. He was killed last night just a few miles from here in Cape Elizabeth. I was at the scene earlier today, and it wasn't pretty. Whoever killed him knew exactly what they were doing," Edwards said.
"I must be missing something here. How the fuck is my husband a suspect in that?" she said, raising her voice to the point that a few black helmets leaned into the room.
"I wish I could go into that more, but the details are classified for now. I'll say this though," he said and leaned in close enough to smell her, "and you need to keep it to yourself for now," he whispered.
She nodded quizzically and leaned in further, which drove his senses crazy. He felt a wave of raw physical energy pass through him and nearly shuddered. Blood started to immediately flow to his groin, and he felt a tingling in his legs as he grew erect. He had to stop this, but he didn't want to move away from her. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to strip her down in bed. He moved back slightly, afraid he might lose control, and regained enough of his senses to continue talking to her. Only a few women had affected him like this before, and he'd enjoyed dominating them in bed. This one would be no exception to Justin's conquests, but first he had some work to do.
"Your husband's name came up on a list of former covert military operatives connected to the murders. Have you seen the news today? Eight prominent Arab businessmen were killed last night," he said and let this sink in, studying her face for a reaction.
She looked confused for a few seconds, but this changed when she started to speak. "This is crazy. I know my husband, and I can assure you this is a major fuck up. I want everyone out of my house right now!" she yelled and stood up from the couch.
The two SWAT officers stepped into the room, and Edwards gently placed a hand on her left shoulder.
"Please, Jess. I don't think you fully understand the situation here. We have a warrant for your husband's arrest and to search this house," he said, and she hesitated to sit back down on the couch, looking at him with distrust.
"Special Agent Adams!" he yelled and heard a muffled acknowledgement.
A few seconds later, a middle-aged Caucasian man wearing a blue windbreaker with the letters "FBI" printed across the front in bright yellow letters, appeared from the kitchen area.
"I need the warrant," Edwards said, and Adams stepped into the room with a black nylon document bag.
He pulled the warrant out and handed it to Edwards, who dismissed him with his hand. One of the SWAT officers saw the dismissal and mumbled something just loud enough to be heard by the agent in charge.
"I'm sorry. What was that? Officer…?"
"Officer 'none of your motherfucking business,'" said the serious-looking police officer, completely unimpressed with Edwards.
He looked at Jess and shook his head. "I'm glad my team was here for this. These guys are animals," he said loud enough for the officer to hear him, and she nodded her head slightly, which was a good sign for Edwards.
"Here. Take a few minutes to read through this. I'm afraid there is no mistake."
He sat there fidgeting while she took her time reading the warrant. He glanced nervously at the two openings to the room, looking specifically for the SWAT officers. His hatred for these arrogant animals penetrated his core. They were the same in the FBI. A bunch of gun-crazy bullies dressed up in scary body armor, carrying enough weaponry to level a small building. And when they couldn't level doors and buildings, they pushed everyone else around, including the "regular" agents. Edwards had done the research and discovered that the advent of FBI and local SWAT teams had had no impact on public or law enforcement safety. From what he could tell, the teams just ate up funding and delayed every single investigation involving a possible dangerous suspect. He hated them.
Jessica took close to five minutes to read through the warrant, which seemed like an eternity to Edwards. She handed it back, and he could see tears forming in her exotic brown eyes.
"There has to be a serious mistake. Danny served in the navy, but not on some kind of special squad, or anything like that. He wasn't exactly proud of his service. Felt like it was a waste of time," she said, wiping her eyes.
"I really can't go into details about the source of our information, but I can assure you it is reliable. Look, we're not saying he killed this guy, but his name is closely linked to a group that is most definitely involved in these killings. He needs to come out of hiding and clear his name…"
"He's not hiding. He's on a business trip," she said, and Edwards sensed that her faith in the statement regarding the business trip might be fading.
"What hotel is he staying in?" Edwards asked.
"I don't know. He hasn't called…and I can't get a hold of him on his cell phone," she muttered.
"Is that normal? Can we try his number?" he said.
"Yes. No. I mean…it's not normal, and sure, you can try his number. It just goes right to voicemail."
"Doesn't that strike you as odd? I'm sorry, Jess, but it's too much of a coincidence for either me or you to ignore. I hope you're right that he's not involved, but frankly, something's up, and we need to get to the bottom of it. This investigation is a matter of national security, and if he can clear some things up for us, I know I can help him out."
She stared at him in shock, and he could see the gravity of the situation weighing down on her. She alternated between despair and courage, but he sensed a shift downward. The spunky Jessica Petrovich he met on the kitchen floor would soon be replaced by a deflated, betrayed woman, ripe for his picking. He needed to get her out of here soon, before these local idiots ruined it for him.
"I'm really confused here. What do I have to do? Do I have to leave my house? How long are these people going to be here?"
"Probably all night…" he started, and his phone buzzed in his front suit pant pocket.
"Give me a second. Sorry about this," he said and stepped away toward the back window of the house, making sure the SWAT guy kept his distance.
"Special Agent Edwards," he said and listened.
"Negative. The house is clean. I was about to call operations," he said and found himself listening again.
"When? Are you sure it's him? All right. I'll be in touch if we find anything," he said and replaced the phone in his pocket.
"Jess, your husband is in a serious situation. A man fitting his description just killed several people in D.C., including an off-duty police officer," he said and realized then that he had spoken too loudly.
He heard a commotion in the kitchen and knew he needed to get her out of here immediately.
"What? This isn't Danny. He's not capable of this," she said and stood up.
She looked panicked, and Edwards needed to keep her away from the police officers. He heard the words "cop killer's wife," and knew this could spiral out of control quickly, especially with the lack of control and professionalism displayed by local police already.
"Jess, I think it would be in our best interest to get you out of here and into a federal office where," he leaned in to whisper, "these idiots have no jurisdiction. They take the cop killing thing very seriously, and I don't know if I can control the situation with you here. We'll head to our satellite office and figure things out there. Sound fair?"
She nodded her head to indicate yes, but he could tell she was in a daze.
"I need to change," she offered weakly.
"I'll escort you upstairs, and you can pick out an outfit. You can change at the office. I don't think these guys will let you out of their sight, and they may become hostile when they figure out we're leaving," he whispered.
"All right," she said and tried to stand up, but she looked like she might pass out.
"Forget it. I have a better idea," he said.
"Special Agent Velasquez! Someone get Special Agent Velasquez," he said, and the SWAT officer surprisingly relayed his request.
He heard footsteps descend the stairs, and Velasquez appeared at the front of the room. She looked even uglier contrasted with Jessica Petrovich. Round face, poorly-styled, light brown hair. Non-existent figure. He was pretty sure she was a lesbian, which made sense to him. He couldn't imagine she'd have any luck with men. She approached the back of the couch, and he loathed the idea of getting close enough to her to whisper.
"Agent Velasquez, I need you to go back upstairs, and as discreetly as possible, find Mrs. Petrovich an outfit to wear. Nothing fancy…"
"I have one hanging up on my closet door. It'll be fine," Jessica said with a catatonic look on her face.
Velasquez looked confused.
"Word just got out that her husband killed an off-duty cop in D.C. I need to get her out of here before things get out of hand, and she shuts down on us completely," he whispered, hoping Jessica couldn't hear what he said.
Agent Velasquez glanced past Edwards at Jessica, who was staring at the wall with a blank expression.
"Might be too late for that," she said.
"Just get the outfit."
"Got it. I'll have Ravenell bring the outfit and the keys to the car. All of our gear is offloaded, so you won't have to stick around," she said and turned to leave.
"My purse too, please. It's in the kitchen. I have some makeup in there," Jessica said.
"Uh…sure, hon," the agent said.
"Let's give them a minute, and we'll walk you out of here," he whispered to Jessica.
"Thank you," she said, lightly touching his knee with her hand.
He felt a surge of adrenaline pour through his body with the touch. Electric energy tingled throughout, stimulating all of his senses at once. He worried that he might ejaculate in his pants on the couch if she moved her hand closer to his groin. He didn't want her to remove her hand, but he would need to stand up in a minute, and he was worried that everyone would see his growing erection. He couldn't imagine the sensation he'd feel if she touched his manhood. She'd have to help him with this later, and he had a plan to make this happen. But first, he had to regain control of himself and get her out of here without completely embarrassing himself.
He stood up and turned away from her, breaking the connection, pretending to check on the police progress in the kitchen. He saw Agent Ravenell grab her purse, and they shared a knowing glance. Once Ravenell began walking toward the front door, Edwards took Jessica's hand, almost stopping dead in his tracks from the sheer ecstasy of her touch, and took her to the front door. The SWAT officer at the doorway leading out of the family room accosted them.
"Where are you headed with her?"
Instead of insulting the officer, he went with a different approach, which required all of the restraint Edwards could muster. "I'm taking her outside to get some fresh air. She doesn't look so good. Excuse us," he said and edged past the officer.
They got to the door before the officer spoke into his headset, obviously no longer under Edward's spell. He heard some commotion in the kitchen just as Agent Ravenell met them and handed Jessica the purse.
"Outfit's in the car. Car keys are in the purse," he whispered to Edwards.
Ravenell turned back toward the hallway, just as a tall man dressed in a navy blue suit appeared in the kitchen and started his way toward them. He cleverly positioned himself in the man's way, pretending to be confused, trying to buy Edwards some time. The agent's quick reaction allowed Edwards to move Jessica halfway across the lawn before he heard footsteps closing in.
"Excuse me," an insistent voice said, and Edwards turned toward the source of his newest level of harassment and potential embarrassment.
He found himself standing several feet from an incredibly tall, stocky man in a dark blue suit, who had placed both hands on his hips and cocked his head slightly to one side. Blue and red strobe lights bathed the seasoned police officer's face, and his grayish hair absorbed each color that passed over the tight haircut. He looked deadly serious and had a commanding presence that made Edwards nervous. The man's face betrayed no emotion, regarding Edwards with disinterest. He was suddenly very aware of the several civilians, probably neighbors, who were standing about thirty feet away in an adjacent yard, perfectly situated to watch the brewing showdown. He wouldn't back down. Not for these bullies.
"Yes?"
"Where are you going with her?" the man said, and Edwards caught a glimpse of a silver badge under his suit coat, at waist level.
"I'm sorry, we haven't met. I'm Special Agent Justin Edwards. I'm in charge of this entire investigation. And you?"
"Lieutenant Ken Moody. Portland Police Department. This entire operation is under my control, and I can't let you take a key witness away from the scene," he said, taking a step forward.
Edwards was accustomed to this game and stood his ground.
"And it was a well-executed high risk warrant operation, but I need to move the witness to a more secure location for questioning," Edwards said.
"I can't imagine a more secure location. Every SWAT officer within fifty miles is on scene," Moody said.
"I'm looking for something lower profile, with fewer distractions. She had a rough go of it in there, and I don't think she'll be much of a help to the investigation while half of Maine's police force tears her house apart," he said.
"Look, if she has information about her husband, she's not leaving my sight. We have a cop down because of her husband," Moody said.
"She's not a suspect in any local crime, right?" he said and waited two seconds before continuing through Moody's icy stare.
"Right. I'll pass any relevant information regarding Daniel Petrovich through your office. I have the liaison's number. If any of your men attempt to stop me, or Mrs. Petrovich, I'll make sure you're cutting bait on one of those lobster boats out there by the end of the month," Edwards said, and he turned around.
"I'm filing an official complaint with your office, Special Agent Edwards. Your colleague at the local field office warned us about you. This is ridiculous," he said.
"File away, Lieutenant. I'm pretty sure nobody in D.C. will give a shit about your whining. This investigation is a matter of national security. It's for the big boys and girls, not crybabies," he said and walked to the car with Jessica, fully expecting to get punched in the back of the neck.
Always the gentleman, he opened the front passenger door for Jessica, avoiding the burning stare from Moody as he crossed back over to his own door. After he was seated behind the wheel of the distasteful rental car, he opened the purse in her lap without her permission, digging around inside it. She protested his invasion of privacy, but he pulled out the car keys before it got serious and started the car.
He glanced around, checking for any of the local idiots that might decide to take matters into their own hands. Lieutenant Moody just stared at the car shaking his head, then spoke into a radio. An officer hopped into the Suburban immediately forward of Edward's car and moved it out of his way onto the Petrovich's driveway. Edwards edged his own car forward and squeezed by the second Suburban. By the time he picked up speed, a few more police vehicles had moved to let him pass.
So that's it, he thought. Show a little balls and get a little respect. He despised the low level of functioning that embodied their bullying world. None of this was tolerated in the FBI, where competence and intelligence was valued more than your ability to "square off" against another colleague. Then again, he had to remind himself there was a reason he investigated national security level crimes and these guys sniffed around dumpsters all day.
"You all right?" he said, as the car cleared the maze of flashing red and blue police lights.
"I think so. I just want to talk to my husband. Something is wrong here, and I don't know how to help him," she said.
"The best thing you can do to help him is to convince him to come out of hiding. To turn himself in to us. He's in serious danger from the types of guys you saw back at the house. They don't care if there was a mix up. His name and face went out on a national alert. They'll kill him if they find him before we do."
"Why would he be hiding?" she said.
He really hoped it was the shock of the situation that was causing her to fail to grasp the implications of her husband's predicament. If she was just plain stupid, it would detract from the overall experience. Then again, what did he care? He'd fucked plenty of stupid women before, but he'd never taken any of those relationships beyond the bedroom. He had thought this one might be different.
"I think we both know he's hiding, Jessica. Let's get somewhere quiet, and figure this out."
"Where are you taking me?"
"To our satellite office on Middle Street. We have a conference room and a few spare offices. Nice and quiet," he said and savored the idea of being alone with her in that office, though he suspected the resident agent would insist on being present.
He'd let the comment made by Lieutenant Moody about the resident agent slide for now. He needed as much cooperation as possible from the locals, and Special Agent Margaret D'Angelo seemed to be on good footing with the Portland Police Department. He'd pay her back later for the comment Moody mentioned. He had a few like-minded connections in the right places, and he'd do whatever he could to make sure she continued to draw shitty assignments like Portland, Maine. The fewer uppity women in the major field offices, the better.
"Can we grab something to eat on the way? I haven't eaten since lunch," she said, confirming his earlier observation in the kitchen.
Now he would be able to work his magic. He had always been better at the interrogation side of the business and had no intention of caving in to her needs so quickly. Like a hostage negotiation, Edwards needed to get something from Jessica before he indulged her in any comforts. This was shaping up to be a perfect evening.
"Let's get settled in at the office, and come up with a plan to help your husband, then we can take a walk to one of the restaurants in the Old Port. My treat. I just want to get the ball rolling here. He may not have a lot of time."
She nodded absently at his comment, and he could feel that this would turn out to be a very productive night for him. He pulled out his cell phone and placed a call to Special Agent D'Angelo.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
 
9:15 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agent Sharpe stood in the middle of his operations center, listening intently to the multiple streams of chatter emanating from his agents. He kept a constant eye on the screens mounted to the wall at the front of the room and occasionally glanced at his assistant, Special Agent Mendoza, who just shook his head every time their eyes met. None of the raids had yielded a suspect, and most of the teams had reported. If they came up empty tonight, he had no idea where they could turn.
He still had Munoz, but that would quickly become a sticky situation once the lawyers figured out that he had been transferred to FBI headquarters. According to the immunity agreement signed by the Justice Department, Munoz should be back in Hartford, closing up his coffee shops. Instead, Munoz was hopefully sitting handcuffed in the back of a van, surrounded by Boston's FBI SWAT contingent, heading across Connecticut along Interstate 95. Sharpe wasn't about to lose his only lead so quickly, especially if they come up with nothing from the raids.
As he scanned the room again, he caught Special Agent O'Reilly's eye, and she nodded discreetly, maintaining eye contact for a few seconds. Intrigued, Sharpe made his way over to her workstation. Mendoza saw the furtive transaction and started to drift in the same direction, but Sharpe cautiously shook his head. Mendoza gave him a quick nod of acknowledgement and returned to his previous position at the communications desk. Sharpe didn't want to draw any unwarranted attention to Special Agent O'Reilly's research, and having both of them at one workstation, huddled over a screen, wouldn't help matters. The fewer people involved, the better, and if it became necessary, he could make an argument to have O'Reilly's CIS agreement augmented to Level One.
"Did you find anything?" Sharpe said.
"Something rather interesting, but I'm not sure it's going to help. I got a hit on the INTERPOL database for Daniel Petrovich. Take a look," she said, typing furiously at her keyboard, as one of her screens split into two similar images.
One contained Daniel Petrovich's driver's license image, with statistics and basic information listed below; the other screen showed a grainier image, most likely taken from a camera using a zoom lens, but there was little doubt that the two images showed the same man. INTERPOL's own system gave the match a 96% accuracy rating, and he was sure that the FBI's own facial matching software would agree.
He studied the sparse details on the INTERPOL wanted poster.
 
A Warrant for the Arrest of Marko Resja, suspected of war-crimes-related murder, is issued on behalf of The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.
 
He glanced at Agent O'Reilly, who turned her head slightly and raised an eyebrow. At this point, the sooner she signed a new CIS agreement, the better. This information could ignite a firestorm if it fell into the wrong hands. Daniel Petrovich was listed on active duty in the navy during the period of time covered by the warrant. He couldn't imagine the fallout this could create. An active duty United States service member somehow connected with Serbian war crimes? What in God's name had General Sanderson done with this group?
"Anything on the other operatives?" Sharpe said, eyes still fixed on Petrovich's image, or whoever he claimed to be.
"Nothing yet. The INTERPOL system has finished with two-thirds of the list. They have a pretty efficient setup. I wouldn't be surprised if we receive a phone call from INTERPOL at some point tonight," O'Reilly said.
"Can you pull the details of this warrant from the INTERPOL system? I need to know everything possible about this guy. Actually, pull everything we can get on Petrovich, and make it available under my access code," Sharpe said, who drifted toward Mendoza.
"If you give me a second, I can pull the detailed warrant right now," she said, and Sharpe pulled back toward the screen.
The warrant came up on the second screen, and Sharpe read the details.
He had expected a laundry list of crimes, but found himself staring at one charge, and it was enough to turn his stomach. Marko Resja was wanted for the brutal torture, mutilation and murder of Zorana Zekulic, a Serbian national. He continued to absorb the details, shocked by the excerpts of testimony included with the warrant. Multiple beheadings? He couldn't believe this guy was loose on American soil, and that he was a product of a rogue U.S. military program. No wonder the Pentagon had put an end to Sanderson's career and sealed the evidence.
Now he understood why the Pentagon had assigned a special handler to the file. The mysterious Mr. McKie carefully parceled out information, keeping the potentially explosive information sealed away forever. He would need to double the task force's efforts to crack open the day's conspiracy, and it would start with Munoz.
Based on his knowledge of the forces at work today, he highly doubted anyone would have a problem with keeping Munoz in FBI custody for the moment. The Pentagon obviously felt that the need to unravel today's conspiracy was worth the risk of unearthing the Black Flag file and potentially exposing its toxic contents. He'd start with Munoz, but he had another idea brewing, and he'd have to be extremely careful if he turned in this direction.
"Jesus, this just gets worse. Dana, I'm going to need to upgrade your CIS agreement," he said.
"I kinda figured that when Petrovich popped up under an alias on an INTERPOL wanted poster," she said.
"Consider yourself under this agreement now. You know the deal. Only Mendoza and myself are cleared for CIS Category One information, and our CIA liaison, Keller. I'm going to need to relocate you to one of the private workstations near the front of the room," he said.
"I'll get the tech's working on that immediately," she said.
"Perfect," he said, but his mind was already miles away.
He wondered what Petrovich's current wife would think about the details of Marko Resja's activities in Serbia? As he moved away from Agent O'Reilly's station, Agent Mendoza rushed over and intercepted him.
"You need to hear this. Something big is going on up in Montgomery County, in Silver Spring. Comms says every law enforcement channel up there is going crazy. It's like world war three broke out. Every available unit within the area is responding," he said.
"Did the raid in Portland turn up anything on Petrovich?" Sharpe interrupted.
"Nothing so far, but I have a strange feeling he might be here. Wait until you hear this," Mendoza said, and Sharpe stopped in his tracks.
Something on a gut level scared Sharpe. Just the thought of this guy roaming the D.C. area made his skin crawl. Glancing at the communications section, Sharpe saw Special Agent Keith Weber talking on a phone, nodding excitedly and taking notes. As they approached this chaotic part of the operations center, he could hear Weber's conversation.
"…two trucks, and…hold on, did you just say a taxi? The guy is in custody. All right. Detective, I assure you this is not an FBI operation…Yes. Thank you. Keep an open line for us, this might be related to an ongoing investigation. Thanks again," Weber said and hung up the phone. He turned to the two senior agents and said, "Wow. They have a serious situation up in Silver Spring."
"Give me the short version," Sharpe said.
"Right. Silver Spring police have two dead bodies inside of a Natural Foods store. One with his throat cut, the other shot in the face. Nobody inside heard any shooting. They're reviewing the surveillance videos as we speak. Out in the parking lot, they found an off-duty detective between two parked cars, dead from multiple gunshot wounds. Pronounced dead on the scene. They also found a shot up Suburban with one guy in the driver's seat. Dead. The guy I just talked to said the Suburban looked like a portable armory. Tactical vests, night vision, radio equipment, two assault rifles and a shotgun. All high end, U.S. issue stuff…"
"Do they have anyone in custody?" Sharpe said.
"Not from Natural Foods. They nabbed two guys down the street, but they don't think either is the shooter," Weber stated. "A few minutes after the first units arrived on scene, officers in the parking lot heard automatic weapons fire and received reports from a nearby neighborhood that a gun battle had erupted on their street. Responding units found another SUV, loaded to the gills with weapons and dead guys dressed like commandos. They pulled one survivor from the truck and rushed him to Holy Cross Hospital. He was unconscious with massive external bleeding."
"You said they grabbed two guys?"
"It gets better. They caught another guy who showed up in a taxi just as the police converged on the scene. Apparently, the cab driver jumped out of the cab and ran screaming to the police. He told them that the guy in the cab had put a gun to his head and told him to run the police roadblock. They have this guy in custody, and he swears that his team is part of an official counterterrorism operation. He's a Brown River employee."
"Oh shit," Mendoza muttered.
"Get this. One of the neighbors ran into the suspect on her driveway before the police arrived, and she said he threatened to cut her head off," Weber said, muffling a laugh.
"Got a good look at the suspect before he took off. Car and everything. Said he was dressed like some kind of hippie. They're mobilizing everything to find this guy," Weber added, but Sharpe's mind was somewhere else.
"Frank, we need to sit down in my office. Agent O'Reilly is now cleared for CIS Category One, and she's putting together a complete workup for Petrovich. Help her out with this. I want to sit down and analyze his file. We have nothing from any of the other raids?" he asked.
A young female agent at another station answered the question. "Last units just reported. Nothing, sir. It looks like all of the suspects have gone underground."
Sharpe looked at Mendoza. "Apparently all but one," he said, "and we're not the only ones interested in finding him. I want agents talking to this Brown River guy immediately, and I want to see the surveillance tapes from that Natural Foods. Tell the team up in Portland to tear Petrovich's house apart. Start by scanning every picture of Petrovich in that house for our new facial recognition software database. We can create a composite picture that won't be fooled by anything short of plastic surgery. Let's get this rolling immediately. Meet me in ten minutes. I need to make some phone calls."
"Yes, sir," Mendoza said, who immediately walked over to Agent O'Reilly.
Sharpe didn't like the sound of this at all. He briefly considered calling home and checking on his family, but he knew it didn't make any sense. Something about Petrovich sent a visceral signal through Sharpe, activating a strong instinct to protect his wife and two teenage daughters. He knew what bothered him. Sanderson had apparently created a highly trained serial killer. He wondered how many people Petrovich had beheaded under the guise of military service and if he had stopped after Serbia.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
 
9:17 p.m.
Washington, D.C.
 
Daniel Petrovich emerged from the New York Avenue Metro station and studied the area around the exit structure. The street looked well-lit and relatively uncrowded, which suited him well. He merged with a small group of young adults headed toward N Street and followed them at a close, but unintimidating distance. He had chosen to get off the Metro before hitting one of the transfer hubs deeper in the city, figuring that the police presence at one of D.C.'s major Metro stops would be elevated. The Metro Police kiosk at the New York Avenue station contained two extremely vigilant-looking officers, who tried to scan the emerging passengers without being blatantly obvious. They did a decent job, but he could tell they weren't trained for this type of work.
Petrovich drew a few conclusions from the Metro Police officers' behavior. He decided that a wide-scale alert had been issued to all D.C. area law enforcement agencies, which didn't surprise him. He had killed a police officer, and the police would turn the city and surrounding counties inside out trying to find him. He also concluded that the police were being cautious. They knew what they were up against, and he could tell that the two officers at the station didn't feel very confident about their situation. They had made a good assessment, which ensured that they would return safely to their families tonight. Neither of them had any idea how close to death they had come, as Daniel walked within ten feet of them, his new disguise not even attracting a second glance.
Daniel just wanted to get through the rest of the day to see Jessica again. They had more than earned the right to be together, and he would show little mercy for anyone standing in their way. He hadn't asked for any of this and had thought he had sent a clear enough message, several years ago, that he was done. He had topped that message with more than a hundred million dollars, which apparently hadn't been enough. It was never enough for General Sanderson, but none of that really mattered now. He had to figure out how to move forward and start over. This was how he had been trained to think. Two steps ahead, and never look back.
Just as he turned onto N Street, a D.C. police car pulled up to the Metro station and parked right in front of the exit. Two officers emerged from the patrol car and hurried toward the Metro entrance, neither of them glancing around at any of the emerging Metro passengers. One of them carried the patrol car's shotgun. He was glad he chose to get off the Metro before Union Station. A few more minutes on the train, and he would have been forced to walk through a chokepoint of police officers emboldened by reinforcements and heavy weaponry.
Daniel planned to work his way toward the Mall area, sticking close to other groups of people on heavily commercialized streets. It was still early for D.C., and he didn't see this as a problem. He liked the idea of the Mall area, since it was always filled with tourists and locals of every type. He'd have no trouble blending in with the crowd there, while waiting for Parker to pick him up. The Mall was roughly one mile away.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
 
9:05 p.m.
CIA Headquarters, McLean, Virginia
 
Berg sank back into the deep leather chair and called Jeremy Cummings' cell phone again. The phone abruptly went to voicemail. He had lost contact with Cummings just over thirty minutes ago, after his team had pulled into a Natural Foods parking lot in Silver Spring, Maryland. He'd given Cummings the order to terminate Petrovich and had expected to hear back from him within ten minutes. Despite a burning desire to personally avenge Nicole's murder, he forced himself to acknowledge the bigger picture. The man was a trained intelligence operative, on the run from the authorities, and it was only a matter of time before he spotted the teams trailing him. He didn't have any more favors to use at Fort Meade, and if he ditched the Brown River teams, they might never find him again. When Cummings reported that Petrovich was headed into a grocery store, he knew this would be their best opportunity, so he gave the order.
He knew something wasn't right and decided to call CIA headquarters' communications desk. He placed the burner phone on the table next to his chair and pulled out his personal cell phone. An automated system answered, and Berg spoke several passwords to authenticate himself.
"Good evening, Mr. Berg, how can we assist you?" a calm voice said.
"Thank you. A friend of mine from Silver Spring called asking if something big was going on up there. He thinks I'm some bigwig over at the FBI, so I always get calls from him about stuff like this. Most of the time it's his imagination, but he insists that the Metro station down there is swarming with cops," he lied and wondered if his voice was being analyzed by any electronic equipment.
"Stand by, sir. Looks like your friend is not imagining things today. I'm showing a D.C. Metro Area APB for a suspect in the murder of a police officer," the voice said.
"Well, I guess that would explain the activity," Berg said, wondering if maybe Cummings' cell phone had died.
"The same suspect is sought in connection with multiple homicides. This all happened in the same area, at the same time. The police officer was found shot to death in a Natural Foods parking lot, and several other bodies were found at the same scene. More bodies were recovered a few blocks away, in a residential neighborhood. Yeah, your friend was not imagining this. Sounds like a small battle took place in Silver Spring. Every law enforcement agency in and around the beltway is looking for the shooter."
"Sounds like a bad night to be on the streets up there. I'll give him a call, and tell him to stay inside until the police figure this out," Berg said.
"I think that's probably a good call. Is there anything else we can help you with?"
"No. Thank you very much. Sorry to bother you guys with something like this," he said.
"No trouble at all, it's been an unusually quiet night," the voice said, and Berg heard a click.
Berg decided he would take a walk and destroy the cell phone used to contact the Brown River team, but first he needed to make one more call. He used a third, separate cell phone, reserved solely for the purpose of calling this number. The phone rang for what seemed an eternity to Berg, but was finally answered by a familiar voice.
"I assume the team took care of your business," Darryl Jackson said.
"I think we have a problem," Berg said.
"You mean I have a problem," Jackson stated.
"I talked with the team leader right before they followed him into a grocery store. I lost contact with them after that, and now every cop in the D.C. area is converging on that same area. Multiple homicides, dead cop…I just wanted to give you the heads up. It won't be long before you get a call," Berg said.
"Fuck. I thought two teams would be enough," Jackson said.
"Sounds like he took them both out. There is a report of multiple homicides in two different locations. I know these are your guys, and I'm sorry, but…did you cushion yourself from this operation?"
"Shit. As much as I could. Nothing in writing. Cummings assembled the team. I gave him complete authority on this one. I didn't want a big trail," Jackson said.
"This is going to sound bad, and I apologize, but if Cummings was killed, would any of the other team members know who issued the orders?"
"Not likely…are you suggesting that Cummings take the fall for this?" Jackson said.
"I'm just suggesting that if Cummings is dead, why expose anyone else?"
"All right. I don't like it, but reality is reality. I can tell from your voice that this wasn't exactly a legit mission on your end, so that leaves a lot of asses hanging in the breeze."
"Precisely," Berg said, relieved that his friend could see the big picture.
"So here's what I need from you. A large sum of money," Jackson said.
"I don't understand," Berg said, hesitantly.
"Not for me, you jack ass. For Cummings. Let's just say that it's possible for some of our team leaders to have undisclosed accounts, into which money is sometimes deposited for extra work. Work that nobody wants to acknowledge here at Brown River, or perhaps at the Pentagon. I might have access to some of these accounts, and a large, untraceable payment to the right account, very fucking soon, might give me all of the plausible deniability I need to steer this thing well clear of Brown River…and you. Do you know anyone that might be able to do us…you, a favor like this, and deposit some cash into the right account?"
"I think I can figure something out. I'll call you back when I'm ready," Berg said.
"Perfect. The larger the sum, the better. Six figure range. I'm willing to personally stake this cash to keep my ass out of jail, so don't be shy…and don't hesitate to throw some money into the pot yourself. I know you're not used to throwing your own money around, but this would probably be the right time to make an investment," Jackson said.
"I agree," Berg said.
"And make sure you toss the cell phone you used to call Cummings."
"Now you're giving operational security advice to a CIA operative?" Berg joked.
"Well, I'd like to continue to have the opportunity to sit around and sip fine Scotch with that operative, and I don't think they allow alcohol in prison…so don't take offense," Jackson said.
"Get me the account information, and I'll call you as soon as I have something. Sorry about the mess," Berg said.
"It's not your fault, really, and regardless of what happens today, I still owe you. I'll be waiting for your call, but please don't ponder this for too long. With a dead cop involved, things might move quicker than either of us expects," Jackson said, and the line went dead.
Berg thought about their situation for a few minutes. He was utterly disappointed that this opportunity had slipped through his fingers, but he might still get another shot at it. Petrovich would have a difficult time snaking his way out of this one. Everyone was looking for him at this point. He was now the key figure in both a federal and local manhunt. He had few doubts that Petrovich was capable of eluding everyone, but he liked the odds, and if Petrovich surfaced again, Berg would kill the murderer himself.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
 
9:20 p.m.
The Pentagon, Arlington, Virginia
 
Colonel Farrington received the "green light" from General Sanderson earlier than he had anticipated. Frankly, he thought early tomorrow morning would be the best time to take possession of the file. He would attract little attention leaving in the morning, amidst the thousands of Pentagon personnel pouring into the building. At this point in the evening, the security staff would have very little to do at their station, and he might be searched. The search would likely be limited to his briefcase, which would be empty of anything suspicious. All of the file's contents would be strapped to an ingenious vest system under his uniform. If they decided to pat him down, Sanderson's extraction team had better be ready for a hot pickup.
He looked around his deserted section and thought about the six individuals inside the Sanctum. Neutralizing six people in rapid succession would be a challenge, but he had some equipment to help him with the task. Slowly, over the course of several months, he had managed to smuggle the pieces of two non-lethal devices into the Pentagon. He would be glad to get it over with. He faced a wide spectrum of capabilities in that room, and he wasn't looking forward to the encounter, for various reasons.
Two senior enlisted staff personnel, neither with any specialized hand-to-hand combat training, but resourceful nonetheless, would be the most dangerous to underestimate. One CIA agent with a photographic memory. Probably trained as a field agent, but not recently active in a dangerous assignment. His reaction would not be instinctual, but still dangerous. The two FBI agents would be armed, but they would be the least of his challenges.
The most dangerous man in the room was McKie. He was a former Black Flag operative, and the only traitor to the program known to General Sanderson. He'd actively brought Black Flag's questionable activities to the attention of General William Tierney, who sparked a Congressional investigation into Sanderson's program. The Congressional inquiry effectively killed the program, burying it along with both of the generals' careers. Nobody wanted the details of this program to become public knowledge, which is why the file had been kept in its original form and sent to the military's most secure tomb. Sanderson's orders regarding McKie were explicit and had only been revealed to Colonel Farrington minutes ago. The orders actually made his job inside the room easier.
He wondered why they hadn't just burned the file, if it could be so damning to the country. In his opinion, this was the curse of intelligence gathering. Even the most toxic information had its value, and in an important room somewhere in this city, someone wasn't willing to forsake that value to make the right decision. Sanderson's plan would rectify this situation, and he needed to get moving. According to the general, his ride would be here shortly.
He opened the lower drawer of a three-level file cabinet to the left of his workstation and moved a stack of manila files onto his desk. Under the files sat a gray metal box, which he quickly unlocked. The box was filled with an exotic array of non-lethal weapons, and one long black commando knife. Alone in the Pentagon's Special Information Section, Colonel Farrington started to assemble the various devices.
 
**
 
Julio Mendez retreated to the back of the custodial closet and lowered himself onto the folding chair he called home. He'd found that metal box one day, while snooping through the file cabinets after hours, and thought it was suspicious. Buried under a bunch of files, hidden from view, he'd seen Colonel Shifty open it before, early in the morning, and place something inside. The box is what put the colonel onto Julio's watch list from the start. He'd felt bad about poking into desk drawers and unlocked cabinets, right up until the day he found the colonel's secret box. Then, a few days ago, the colonel started taking secret calls on a cell phone he kept hidden in his briefcase, which was a complete violation of the Special Information Section's security policy.
He had to take immediate action. He could sense that something important was going on in the Sanctum, and that the colonel was up to no good. It was a bad combination in his mind, and even if nothing big was going down, it was still his duty to report the cell phone. Colonel Farrington should know better, especially in this section. He decided to call security on the cell phone he had hidden inside his thermos. He finished unscrewing the lid, when the door suddenly swung open. Colonel Farrington stood in the doorway pointing something black at him. The metal leads from the Taser reached Julio before his brain really processed what was happening. He didn't remember much after that.
 
**
 
Colonel Farrington locked and shut the door to Julio's custodial closet, confident that the nosy janitor wouldn't be found until tomorrow morning. He liked Julio and was glad that the confrontation hadn't turned deadly. He hadn't suffered a heart attack and didn't show any abnormal vital signs. He would wake up in a few hours, hog-tied to the floor, unable to make a sound. Beyond a little panic, he'd be fine.
Farrington had been onto Mendez from the beginning. The slightly cracked open closet door was so obvious to him, he had found it next to impossible to ignore over the past few months, and when the telltales left in the lower cabinet had been disturbed, he knew Mendez was up to something.
Once the authorities tore the tape off his mouth, he'd be able to tell them how close he had come to foiling the colonel's plan by staying late to keep an eye on him. This had been the final tip-off for Farrington today. He had checked the assigned work schedule for the Compartmentalized Information Section, and Mendez' shift ended at 4 p.m. The man never worked a minute past his assigned shift and had said goodbye on his way out every day for the two years Farrington had worked in the section.
He went back to his desk and reloaded the Taser, rechecking his equipment one more time. Everything was in place. He took a deep breath and walked over to the Sanctum's access panel, shifting the long, thin commando knife to his left hand in order to press the fingers on his right hand onto the fingerprint recognition scanner. Once this was completed, he entered numbers on a keypad and shifted the knife back to his right hand, placing it in a concealed grip, with the flat part of blade pressed against his wrist and lower arm. The door's locking mechanisms clanged, and the door slowly opened. At this point there was no turning back, so he stepped inside.
He passed through a small entry vestibule containing several coat hooks filled with suit jackets and entered the main room. He assessed the situation quickly, as he walked purposefully toward Derren McKie, who was seated at a gray, metallic table in the middle of the room, with the open Black Flag briefcase in front of him. Keller looked up at him from an office chair on the other side of the table. Only one of the FBI agents, Calhoun, sat at the table against the wall on the right side of the room, studying several sheets of paper. The other agent was out of sight, presumably taking a nap or using the bathroom.
Technical Sergeant D'Onofrie and Staff Sergeant Brodin were located exactly where he expected to find them, on the left side of the room at the secured communications workstation. D'Onofrie sat in front of the fax machine, feeding a few sheets of paper cleared by McKie through to the FBI, while Brodin observed. The marine staff sergeant looked up at him with a slightly surprised look. He usually called her before re-entering the Sanctum, and his presence always meant that the accessed file had been closed.
"The file's closed, sir?" she asked, and McKie turned his head lazily toward Keller and Calhoun.
"Gentlemen, that's it for the file," McKie uttered, and these were the last words anyone would hear him speak.
Colonel Farrington lunged past the table and grabbed McKie's thick, brown hair, yanking his head backward. McKie managed to get a hand up to grab Farrington's arm, but it was a futile effort. Farrington plunged the seven-inch blade downward through the right side of McKie's neck, just above the collarbone, instantly severing the carotid artery and slicing through the spinal cord. Farrington felt the man's body slacken and knew he didn't need to waste any more time on McKie. He left the knife buried in his neck and wheeled the dying man's chair toward the secured communications station, which averted a potential disaster. Staff Sergeant Brodin had already cleared half the distance between the station and the colonel when she collided with the chair, giving Farrington the time he needed to properly react.
Farrington drew two Tasers from holsters that were attached to his uniform belt behind his back and aimed one in each direction. His first priority was Brodin, who was now covered in bright red arterial spray from McKie's neck. She pushed the chair out of the way and hesitated, unsure of how to proceed against Farrington. He fired the Taser leads into her chest, and she dropped to the blood-slicked floor, convulsing.
He had set the Taser to deliver an incapacitating initial shock, followed by a continuous stream of lower voltage "reminders" that would keep her down until he deactivated the device. Through the pulsing spray of blood, he caught an image of Technical Sergeant D'Onofrie, frozen in horror with a blood-splattered sheet of paper in his hands. He wouldn't be a problem anytime soon.
With Brodin out of the picture, he fired the second Taser at Keller, who had at this point only managed to back his chair a few feet from the table and look at Special Agent Calhoun, who was having serious trouble extracting his service pistol. The effect was immediate, and Keller stiffened in his seat, unable to move. Farrington dropped both Tasers to the ground and grabbed two shiny metallic cylinders from his front trouser pockets.
Each device looked like a retractable toilet paper holder and held several darts fired by compressed air. The device was a one shot deal, firing all of the darts at once in a tight circle. At a range of twenty feet, most of the darts should hit within the radius of a regulation basketball and would strike with enough force to penetrate a business suit. Beyond twenty feet, the darts had a tendency to wander and lost too much kinetic energy to reliably punch through clothing. Each dart delivered a specialized neurotoxin that instantaneously disrupted the primary signal pathway required to voluntarily operate the body's musculoskeletal system, while leaving the body's smooth muscle and cardiac muscle unhindered.
At a distance of fifteen feet, all six darts hit Calhoun in the upper right shoulder and chest, just as he cleared his pistol from the holster. The effects were immediate, and Calhoun's pistol dropped to the floor. Farrington could see the agent's lips quivering, which was a telltale sign that the neurotoxin had completely disabled him. Frozen like a statue, he fell over onto the white linoleum tiled floor a few seconds later, his muscles no longer receiving the signals needed to maintain balance.
The colonel heard a toilet flush toward the back of the room and picked up Calhoun's semi-automatic pistol. He pointed it at D'Onofrie and shook his head, waiting for Special Agent Harris to emerge. The door to the bathroom swung open.
"I can't believe the bathroom doesn't have a fan. I wouldn't recommend anyone…" He froze when he saw Farrington.
The second cylinder hissed, and Harris didn't react. He couldn't. All six darts had delivered their neurotoxin through the agent's white dress shirt, in a noticeable concentric circle on his chest. As the agent teetered and fell, Colonel Farrington returned his attention to Technical Sergeant D'Onofrie, who continued to stare in shock at McKie's lifeless form, which had tumbled partway out of the chair and jammed against the rear door leading to the break area. The former Black Flag operative's body weakly pumped the last remains of its crimson reservoir onto the lower half of the gray metal door.
D'Onofrie tried to speak. "Why…what did…?"
"Tech Sergeant, I don't have time to explain this, but I need your help. The FBI agents were hit by a neurotoxin delivered by small darts. They'll be fine in a few hours. Brodin and Keller were hit by Tasers, which are still active. I need you to zip tie their hands for me, as soon as I deactivate the Tasers, and drag them into that room," he said, pointing at the bloodstained door behind McKie's body.
The air force sergeant, still dazed, glanced toward the carnage at the door and dropped the sheets of paper in his hand.
"D'Onofrie, I need you to pull yourself together, and get this done immediately. Pull the two FBI agents into the room, and we'll work on the other two. If you want to leave this room alive, you must do what I ask," Farrington said.
The sergeant looked back at the door again and hesitated. Farrington walked over to McKie's body and grabbed the dead man's blood-soaked shirt collar, yanking him back into the chair and wheeling him away from the door. He removed the knife from McKie's neck and tossed it onto the table next to the Black Flag files. Staring intently at D'Onofrie, he opened the door to the break room and jammed several thick plastic zip tie handcuffs into one of the sergeant's hands.
"You need to get to work before I decide it would be easier to kill the rest of you. Start with that one," Farrington said and pointed at Agent Calhoun with the agent's own pistol.
As the sergeant started to move Calhoun into the back room, Farrington removed Harris's service pistol and tucked it into his pants, purposefully locking eyes with D'Onofrie as he stepped over Calhoun's frozen body on his way across the room. The sergeant looked relieved to have the last gun taken out of play. Still watching D'Onofrie, the colonel ripped the fax's connection from the wall and threw the fax machine onto the floor. He stomped on it a few times to make sure it was permanently disabled. The fax machine was the only device capable of communicating beyond the Sanctum and the Pentagon.
The single phone at the communications desk was hardwired directly to Colonel Farrington's desk, which he would deactivate before he left the building. Security patrols through this section were rare, and the patrol wouldn't hear anything through the fireproof metal walls of the Sanctum. The fire alarm would be their most likely way to attract attention, and there was little Farrington could do about this, beyond confiscating any lighters and making sure they were all incapacitated. He had a few more doses of the neurotoxin for that.
He wanted to be out of the Sanctum in a few minutes, which didn't leave him with much time. He still needed to collect all of the pieces of the Black Flag file and secure it under a new uniform. McKie's blood covered most of his right shoulder, and looking down, he could see some dark spots on his collar around his silver colonel insignia. Although most of the blood would be covered by his uniform jacket, and the night security crew wasn't exactly the Pentagon's "A" team, he didn't want to take any unnecessary chances. In thirty minutes he'd walk straight out of one life and into another. A life not hampered by bureaucrats and politicians. He would finally be on the path he had chosen when he accepted an appointment to West Point, twenty-one years ago. He'd be a warrior, unhindered.
 
**
 
Wearing a black windbreaker-style uniform jacket over a brand new uniform, Colonel Farrington greeted the security guards at the main exit with the blank, zombified expression of someone who worked an excessively long day.
"Late night, Colonel?" commented one of the guards that Farrington recognized well.
"Yeah. We're receiving guests tomorrow. The kind that like to inspect everything, so it's been a long day," he said, feigning a tired smile.
"Pain in the ass for sure, Colonel. I'll be here tomorrow morning. We could pull them aside for the special treatment," the guard said, motioning to one of the private rooms reserved for random, detailed searches.
Farrington faked a laugh and scanned his name badge. "It's tempting, Ray, but I don't think it'll be necessary. Then again, we'll see how the inspection goes. You gonna be here in the late morning?"
All of the guards laughed, especially Ray, who said, "Nah, Colonel. I'm on all night, then off at 10. I could do you a solid when they arrive. Just give us a call."
"I'll keep it in mind," Farrington said and placed his briefcase on the long inspection table in front of the guards.
"Go ahead, Colonel. You're good," Ray said.
"Thanks, Ray. I'll let you know if I change my mind," he said and picked up his briefcase.
"I'll be here. Have a good night," he said.
"Yep. Keep the peace," Farrington said and turned toward the exit.
He kept walking and reached the massive bank of automated doors that led to the South parking lot. The closest door opened, and Farrington felt the warm, humid air pour over him as he stepped out of the Pentagon for the last time. He glanced back through the opening, watching as it closed. He could see the guards searching through another officer's backpack.
In the distance ahead of him, he saw a car pull up. Instinctively, he knew this was his ride. Farrington picked up the pace, nearly jogging through the empty handicapped lot and arriving at the access road on the other side of the lot. He saw Parker sitting behind the wheel of a Honda Accord and crossed behind the car to get in the front passenger seat.
"What happened to the Cherokee?" Farrington said, getting in the car.
"Ditched it. We were compromised earlier tonight. Badly. I assume you have the file?" Parker said, driving the car out of the parking lot.
"Strapped to my body. Everything went without a hitch," he said.
"McKie?"
"Dead. I assumed something happened, but the general didn't elaborate."
"Someone sent a Brown River assassination team to kill one of our operatives. They were temporarily tracking me as well," Parker said.
"Had to be CIA. I'm surprised the general didn't want Keller eliminated. Aside from the limited information sent to the FBI, Keller's photographic memory is all that's left," Farrington said.
"We still don't know the motivation behind the Brown River fiasco. They were sent on a specific mission against one of our guys, but in the context of today's events, the reason appears to be unrelated. The general wants to be able to close the loop on this," Parker said, taking the car onto Interstate 395 heading into the heart of D.C.
"Where are we headed next?" Farrington asked, unconsciously touching his chest and the thick stack of papers hidden underneath his jacket.
"First, we need to make a pickup at the Mall. Then, we'll go underground and wait for the next mission," Parker said.
"Any idea what the next mission is?"
"None. I've been flying by the seat of my pants since yesterday. It sounds like Sanderson's plan is mostly intact. The Brown River thing has been the only deviation so far, but they're out of the picture at this point," Parker said, and the car eased left onto Route One north.
"How do we know they're out of the picture?" Farrington said, glancing nervously behind them through the rear windshield.
"Because most of the team is dead, and the rest are in custody," Parker said, scanning the street ahead for Independence Avenue.
"I didn't think we had a team in place here," the colonel said. "It sounded like we would be mostly on our own until the rendezvous."
"We don't have a team here. The only active team available is waiting in Stamford," he said, making the turn onto Independence Avenue.
"Then who took out the hit team?"
Parker's cell phone beeped, and he flipped it open to read the screen. He pushed it back into the center console and turned left a few seconds later at an empty green light on Seventh Street Southwest.
"Hold that thought a second," Parker said and cruised slowly up to the intersection of Seventh and Jefferson, just as the light turned yellow.
The car kept moving at an even pace and cleared the light before Farrington saw any red at the top of the front windshield. The car slowed for a pedestrian walkway as it entered the tree-lined Henry Park area of the Mall. The area was poorly lit, the lighting sustained by a single streetlamp set several feet back along the pedestrian path cutting across the street. Though darker than Farrington had expected, the background illumination from the immense Smithsonian buildings cast enough ambient light to feel relatively safe, as evidenced by the large number of people present on the walkway.
Farrington saw Parker flash the left turn signal, then the right signal, sliding the car into a parking spot on the right side of the street. A man wearing a backpack broke off from a small group passing their car along the sidewalk and opened the back door, sliding into the back seat.
"Colonel Farrington, meet Daniel Petrovich. He managed to single-handedly solve our problem with Brown River tonight," Parker said, putting the car back into gear as soon as the rear door shut.
"What the fuck took you so long? Pleased to meet you, Colonel."
"The general moved up the colonel's timetable significantly. I had to pick the colonel up from the Pentagon immediately. You're not the only one busy here tonight," Parker said.
"Generals, colonels…this sounds like a game of Stratego. When do I get a rank? And please tell me we are leaving the city. Every law enforcement officer within fifty miles is looking for me," Petrovich said.
"We're moving to a safe house in Alexandria, to meet up with General Sanderson. We need to take a look at the laptops you pulled from the Suburbans. See how much they know about us," he said.
"He's gonna be there?" Petrovich asked.
"He was there when I talked to him twenty minutes ago," Parker said.
"You better let him know we're on the way. He might not want to be there when I arrive," Petrovich said.
"What's up with him?" Farrington said, addressing Parker.
Petrovich cut off Parker's response.
"I'll tell you what's up. About thirty-one hours ago, I was living a pretty normal life. Married to the woman I love, working a decent job and spreading mulch around my garden beds…then this guy shows up, and here I am. Wanted for murder and God knows what else. I have General Sanderson to thank for all of this. Just remember, Colonel, once Sanderson sinks his hooks into you, there's no escape. He'll squeeze the last bit of usefulness out of you and discard your carcass with the rest of the human compost he's created."
They rode in silence for several minutes before Petrovich interrupted the quiet
"We're going to need someplace further than Alexandria. It's only four miles from here. Jesus, get us outside the Beltway at least."
"We'll stop in Alexandria, grab some gear, and figure out what we're doing next. We're almost there anyway," Parker said, pointing at the signs for Alexandria and Interstate 495.
"Sanderson better have a good plan worked out. You guys really fucked me on this one," Petrovich said.
"We're all fucked. None of us will be able to call this place home again," Farrington said.
"Yeah? What did you do that'll keep you on the run for the rest of your life?" Petrovich asked sarcastically.
"I stole the only remaining copy of the Black Flag file, which is by all counts, a treasonous offense, punishable by life imprisonment. In the process, I killed a Pentagon employee and assaulted agents from the FBI and CIA. Don't lecture me about being screwed," Farrington said.
"When are you going to rack up a body count, Parker? I'd feel better if I knew you were just as fucked as the good colonel and I," Petrovich said.
"Don't worry. I believe I'm an accessory to every murder today," Parker said.
"Good point. I'll be sure to offer that up for a deal if I get caught. Though it appears someone beat me to it today. Who ratted us out?" Petrovich said.
"We're working on that. The general doesn't like to leave loose ends," Parker said.
"That's good to know, as long as you're never classified as a loose end. I'd hold onto that file for a while, Colonel," Petrovich said.
"Nice. I don't think you understand what's going on here today," Farrington said.
"I really don't. Anytime someone would like to open up and share, don't hesitate," Petrovich said.
Farrington turned his head back to Petrovich, but Parker shook his head.
"General Sanderson plans to explain everything to you. You're part of something bigger than you can imagine," Parker said.
"I have a big imagination."
"I think you'll be pleasantly surprised," Parker said, and Farrington nodded.
"Gentlemen, I'm intrigued. Let's find Sanderson because now I have to hear him explain how ruining my life can possible yield a pleasant surprise. I hope he's in Alexandria."
"I guess we'll find out soon," Colonel Farrington said, as the car veered north onto Route 1, headed into the heart of Alexandria.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
 
9:46 p.m.
Interstate 95, outside of Stamford, Connecticut
 
Special Agent Heather Olson sat in the front passenger seat of an unmarked FBI Chevy Tahoe, carefully studying the multiple brake lights appearing ahead of them. The driver, dressed in full SWAT gear, without helmet, slowed the Tahoe as Olson radioed the Connecticut state police. They were entering the outer limits of Stamford, Connecticut, and traffic had been relatively light, until now. They had left Boston a few minutes before seven and had avoided most traffic, only running into a slight backup on the 91 in Hartford. Every time the Tahoe decelerated, Olson tensed. She didn't feel comfortable transporting Munoz by car, but Sharpe thought an air transfer would be even riskier. Too many predictable points of passage.
She didn't agree, but she kept her concerns quiet. The assignment to handle Munoz was a significant opportunity for Olson, and she didn't want to sour it right at the end. They had managed to break Munoz and provide headquarters with information that kept the investigation moving forward. It was the FBI's only win today, and she had spearheaded the entire effort with Gregory Carlisle's help. His team had performed brilliantly throughout the interrogation phase, and she appreciated the opportunity to work with such an FBI legend.
She received word from the state police that there had been an accident just past exit ten, on the westbound side, which involved several vehicles. He stated that the accident involved a few minor injuries and mostly superficial damage to the vehicles, but that the westbound lanes were closed. They were diverting all traffic through off ramp, which emptied onto Ledge Road and reemerged on the other side of the accident, about a half-mile down from the exit. Olson notified the state police that they were transporting a federal prisoner and requested that they clear the stretch of Ledge Road for their three-vehicle convoy. The state troopers said they would stop all further traffic from exiting the highway until they arrived.
Olson picked up a different radio and spoke with the tactical teams in each vehicle, relaying standard operating instructions and warning them to stay vigilant. Her own SUV carried three SWAT agents from the Boston field office, including the driver, and the rear SUV carried four additional SWAT agents. The prisoner transport vehicle, a windowless Ford Econoline van on loan from the Suffolk County Sheriff's Department, carried a mix of six FBI and Suffolk County Sheriff's Department SWAT personnel and a Suffolk County driver. They had sufficient firepower to repel any attempt to free Munoz, but what she feared most was an assassination attempt. Munoz had blown the lid on a major clandestine operation involving some nasty people, and a retribution strike was highly likely. They would be defenseless against an improvised explosive device, or any similar massive attempt to destroy one of their vehicles. None of the trucks were armored.
The vehicles tightened their column formation, activated their blue strobe lights, and veered onto the shoulder of the road, speeding past the slowing traffic. Agent Olson could see the state trooper's red and blue strobes in the distance, which meant she had a clear shot at reaching the exit. She told the driver to accelerate.
They arrived at the top of the exit, and the state troopers executed their plan flawlessly. One of the two police cars moved to block the exit, and the other moved far enough into the exit roadway to allow the FBI convoy to roll past. The strobe lights bathed the Tahoe's interior as they rumbled through the gravel past the two police cars.
The road ahead of them was not empty, and Olson became annoyed. She had specifically requested that the road be emptied of all civilian traffic, but she could see several cars stopped at an intersection below the Interstate overpass. Her dashboard mounted GPS receiver indicated that this was Noroton Avenue, and for some reason, the police officers in the intersection were letting traffic onto their road, flowing in the opposite direction.
Olson radioed the state police as their convoy slowed to an uncomfortable stop next to a busy diner parking lot, and the cars in front of them attempted to move to the side of the road. Olson could tell that they wouldn't have enough room to maneuver down the middle of the one-lane road, unless the oncoming traffic was stopped. She counted several cars, until she received word that the officers at the intersection were halting all Noroton Avenue traffic. Once the last car passed them, they pulled around the line of cars and sped toward the intersection. Nobody in the van or the lead SUV noticed that the rear SUV failed to follow them.
As they sped past Noroton Avenue onto the highway ramp, Olson could see the highway lights emerge beyond the road ahead. She started to loosen up and took a deep breath. What she heard next nearly sent her into cardiac arrest. Her intra-vehicle radio crackled to life.
"I've lost the rear van."
"Shit. Stop the van," she ordered, drawing her pistol from a hip holster jammed up against the door.
A second later, she heard someone in the back seat say, "Oh shit," right before the front of their Tahoe was T-boned from the left by a gigantic pickup truck, grinding both vehicles to a halt in the middle of the on-ramp. Agent Olson's head and pistol slammed against the passenger window, shattering the glass. The prisoner van barely screeched to a stop just behind the tangled heap of American-built trucks. Shadowy figures emerged from the tree line several meters away to the right, wearing gas masks and carrying assault weapons. They broke up into two teams of three, each team carrying a large metal canister connected to portable compression gear. They nestled in low on each of the convoy vehicles.
 
**
 
Munoz sat facing two SWAT agents in the middle of the van. The transport van was an aging ten-passenger Econoline monster, reconfigured for correctional system use. The first two rows of seating faced each other, so a sheriff, or in this case, two SWAT officers, could accompany prisoners. The third row behind Munoz was occupied by two more heavily breathing SWAT guys, one of whom kept jamming his knee into Munoz's back.
He was secured by his ankles and wrists to the solid metal structure buried underneath the seat's thin plastic cushioning and couldn't budge. A metal cage wall separated the driver and another black-clad commando from the transport compartment. All of the rear windows were tinted and covered with a thick metal screen, and the passengers had to enter from the rear doors, which represented a tactical disadvantage if the van was attacked. The van's sliding doors had been welded shut for security, and he didn't think the agents could effectively shoot out of the side windows.
Overall, he assessed the vehicle as low security. He'd escaped from much more difficult situations, under much worse conditions, but that wasn't his job today. He'd already accomplished his mission, and would, for the first time in his career, let himself be rescued. The van came to a sudden unexpected stop; he took a deep breath and held it. Panic overtook the van. One of the SWAT agents jammed Munoz's head down, and the officers scrambled to take positions covering three hundred and sixty degrees.
A high-pitched mechanical drilling sound filled the van, and someone screamed, "Back us the fuck out of here now!"
"Does anyone have anything?" yelled the SWAT agent in the front passenger seat.
"Contact right side, low! No shot!" one of the agents screamed.
With his head jammed down, he saw two holes penetrate the lower right side of the van compartment. One second later, compressed air instantly filled the van with a cloudy vapor, and he felt the hand pressing down on his head ease up a little. He continued to hold his breath, and the hand completely slackened, replaced by 250 pounds of body weight and tactical gear. Munoz lost some of his breath, but managed to roll the agent onto the floor. He sat upright and glanced around at the slumped figures filling the van.
A small explosive charge rocked the back of the van, and two armed men wearing gas masks pulled the door open and hopped in. One of them had to yank a slumbering FBI agent down out of the van, so they could proceed through the opening between the benches and the side. Munoz's lungs burned as he tried to hold his breath long enough to receive the empty mask in one of the men's hands. The mask was pushed over his face, and he felt a cool rush of air as the man gave him a thumbs up sign right in front of the eye piece. Munoz took a shallow breath of fresh air, then gulped massive breaths while the team worked on freeing him from the van. He had held his breath for over a minute, something he had practiced for several weeks.
The men ditched all of their gear in place, except for the weapons, and took off toward the highway. Munoz sprinted with the men past the wrecked trucks, as three slightly-damaged SUVs rolled across the flat grass and met them halfway to the top of the on-ramp. The vehicles were full when they sped away down Interstate 95 toward Stamford. Five minutes later, they had just exited the Interstate at East Putnam Road, close to seven miles down the highway, when the police scanner exploded with activity. Fifteen minutes after that, they were speeding through Cos Cob Harbor on two powerful cruising boats, just a few buoy markers away from emptying into the Long Island Sound.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
 
 
10:10 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agent Sharpe examined the contents of the sealed folder at a workstation borrowed from Special Agent Weber's communications team. The fax contained two sheets of paper, which gave them sparse, additional information regarding Petrovich and Munoz. The second page ended abruptly, stopping in the middle of a sentence:
 
Munoz not assigned to permanent undercover operation in Central/South America. His specialty skill utilized for focused penetration of drug cartel detainees
 
Sharpe stared at the last sentence, but without the rest of the words, the implication of Munoz's talent didn't sink in. The third page of the fax lay on the floor of the Sanctum, in the middle of a massive, thickening pool of blood. It was barely readable at this point, but the information contained in the single remaining paragraph contained on the page would have raised an immediate alarm for Sharpe. Munoz had been trained to extract information from prisoners by posing as one, in most cases without indigenous law enforcement collusion or knowledge.
"Weber, this fax is incomplete. Would you request the third page for me?"
"Not a problem, sir. We have a full team on duty in the communications hub," Weber replied, reaching for a phone.
"And Weber?"
The agent stopped and looked up at Sharpe.
"You've been here for over thirty-six hours at this point and look like death warmed over. I think you've earned a little break. Things will settle down tonight, but we'll need to be focused again tomorrow. Why don't you head out and report back at zero four thirty," Sharpe said.
"Thanks, sir. How about I grab one of the couches in the comms lounge? I'll make sure everyone here has my cell. I appreciate it…I'm about to fall over," Weber said.
"You look like it. Request the rest of the fax, and go get some rest. We'll see you in the morning, and I know where to find you. Thanks for the hard work today, Weber. I appreciate it," Sharpe said and signaled for Agent O'Reilly to join him.
The two agents walked back to Sharpe's office, where Mendoza was waiting. Instead of the institutional fluorescent overhead lighting common throughout the building, Sharpe's office was softly lit by two standing floor lamps and a green banker's lamp on his desk. At this juncture in his career, Sharpe was accustomed to late nights and took efforts to make the time as comfortable as possible. Mendoza sat in Sharpe's usual late night working spot, a custom leather armchair illuminated by one of the standing lamps. Sharpe appreciated Mendoza's ability to make himself feel comfortable in any surrounding. Mendoza always seemed laid back and at ease, even under duress.
It was one of the key traits that convinced Sharpe to ask Mendoza to postpone his next assignment, a promotional move to Investigations, until Task Force HYDRA finished the next phase in its anticipated life cycle. His prospective supervisor within Investigations signed off on the delay, and Mendoza appeared more than happy to stay on for another six months, especially since they were making such rapid gains unraveling Al Qaeda's U.S.-based financial support network. He expected Mendoza to appear deflated at some point during the day, as the bad news piled onto them, but the man either kept it to himself, or truly remained unshaken. Sharpe admired either possibility, considering what could be at stake for both of their careers.
Mendoza got up from the chair, with an open file in his hands.
"Don't get up for me, Frank. Seriously, we all need some time in that chair today. Plus, I guarantee I'll just have to get up and answer that phone as soon as my ass is firmly planted. Dana, grab any seat, just don't steal Frank's."
Sharpe moved around to his government-supplied desk chair as Mendoza sank back into the leather chair.
"Dana's CIS papers are on your desk. She just needs to sign on the highlighted lines," Mendoza said, and Agent O'Reilly stopped her descent into one of the office chairs to the left of Sharpe's desk.
"Take a few minutes to review the agreement, and sign your life away. I don't mean to insult your intelligence, but I just want to make sure you understand the importance of this agreement. It's simple. You can only discuss CIS Category One information with myself, Agent Mendoza and the CIA liaison, Randy Keller. At this point, these are the only people that aren't locked in a room at the Pentagon with the Black Flag files," Sharpe said.
"Black Flag?" O'Reilly asked.
"Yes. To bring you up to speed in under thirty seconds…the list of names you've worked on all day belong to a group of operatives trained under a clandestine program called Black Flag. It no longer exists, having been shut down by Congress and buried by the Pentagon for several years. However, as you saw today, someone reactivated former members of this group to assassinate every one of this task force's Al Qaeda financing suspects. I don't need to reinforce the fact that the task force's investigation was effectively destroyed today.
"At this point, we are simply trying to figure out why they were assassinated. Is this a rogue anti-terrorist-focused group taking their own fight to Al Qaeda? Is this sponsored by Al Qaeda? Did they discover that we were close to fully unraveling their financial network? Is this the prelude to another major attack, and they're just cleaning up any loose ends? I'm having a hard time believing that this group is working for Al Qaeda, but maybe the individual operatives don't ask questions, and their leader, General Terrence Sanderson, took a huge payoff to mislead them."
"Sanderson. That's a familiar name," O'Reilly said, signing the paperwork without reading it.
"Yeah, a few years ago, he was all over the news. He retired under suspicious circumstances that were never fully disclosed. Now we know why. I can't stress the importance of information security in this case. This is a guaranteed prison sentence for screwing up. You'll continue working in the operations center, but one of us will need to approve any work you are conducting, just to make sure it's not a CIS One spin off. All discussions of the restricted material need to take place in person and away from other personnel. Are you good with this?" Sharpe said.
"Absolutely. I assume the INTERPOL digging probably falls under CIS One?" O'Reilly said.
"Yes, and you conducted the search after signing these papers. Right?"
"Of course," O'Reilly said.
"So, this information sheds some light on Petrovich, and all of the Black Flag operatives," Sharpe said, handing the newest Sanctum information to Agent Mendoza.
"I'm not at all surprised he was able to do so much damage up in Silver Spring. Petrovich's assigned area of operation was Serbia, and he spent two years operating there, starting in early '97 and ending at some point in '99."
"His military service record indicates an honorable discharge in September '99," Mendoza added.
"All right. So this was his last tour of duty, so to speak. Prior to that, he received training in all of the areas listed on our first fax, with a specialty focus in skills. Sniper operations, urban combat survival, and oddly enough, computer networking/security," Sharpe said.
"That's odd, especially for Serbia," O'Reilly commented.
"Why do you say that?' Mendoza asked.
"Well, I can't imagine a need for that skill, especially in that region in the late nineties. There was barely a need for it here. I mean, the systems were still pretty basic in the U.S. at that point. But in war-torn Serbia? Does the sheet mention the specifics of his assignment there?"
"His job was to penetrate one of the ultra-nationalist paramilitary groups," Sharpe said.
"And do what?" Mendoza asked.
"The Pentagon didn't feel the need to convey that information," Sharpe said.
"Great. Well, whatever he did, or still does, he's highly dangerous. He murdered a cop without hesitation and killed six ex-special forces guys with ease…" Mendoza said, whose comment was interrupted by Sharpe's desk phone.
"Hold that thought," Sharpe said and picked up the handset, "Special Agent Ryan Sharpe."
"Sir, it's Weber. No luck getting through to the Sanctum. The line appears to be dead. I called Pentagon security and asked them to notify whoever was in charge of the Sanctum that the line was busted."
"Thanks, Weber. Now get some rest," Sharpe said, then hung up the phone and turned back to the others. "Some snafu over at the Pentagon. What have we come up with for Petrovich?"
"Agent O'Reilly put together a chronology with details. Here's the short version: born and raised in Crystal Lake, Illinois, by parents who are still living in that town. No brothers or sisters. Went to undergrad at Northwestern, not too far away in Evanston, Illinois, right on Lake Michigan. Graduated in '91 with a degree in economics/finance and received a commission as a naval officer through the NROTC program at Northwestern. Minored in Russian language. He attended the Surface Warfare School in Coronado, California, during the summer of '91 and reported to a frigate stationed in Japan later that year. Transferred to Naval Post Graduate School in Monterey in '93…"
"Is that normal?" Sharpe asked. "I know a lot of former military officers, and that seems pretty quick to go from ship to shore."
"It is unusual. As a marine officer, you do two tours, roughly two years each, then a B Billet, the navy's equivalent to a shore tour. It's pretty standard across the board from service to service. Post-grad school would definitely be a post junior officer tour. Not something you'd do after your first sea tour…and a short sea tour at that. He reported to the USS Rodney M. Davis in November of '91 and left in the spring of '93. That's also unusual, and it gets better. After grad school, he reports to a joint command attached to NORAD. How much do you want to bet nobody ever ran into him at either one of these stations? Finally, in early '97 he transfers overseas to SACEUR's Maritime headquarters in London, where he stays through discharge in '99."
"And we all know he damn well didn't spend a minute in London. Four years of training? '93 to '97?" Sharpe asked.
"It would appear that way. That's a long training program," Mendoza said.
"Makes sense for an undercover operation. This program must have been extremely successful," O'Reilly said.
"But old habits die hard, and it doesn't look like this group skipped a beat. Petrovich is the perfect example. I don't believe for one second that Petrovich was the original choice for the Maine hit. They tried to recruit Steven Gedman for this operation, and he had a complete mental breakdown a few days ago. Petrovich literally walked right in off the street and accomplished the mission, in a particularly nasty fashion. No sniper rifles for this guy. He likes using a knife and cutting off heads," Sharpe said, looking at O'Reilly while Mendoza shook his head.
"We have to find this guy. We won't be able to play musical chairs with Munoz for much longer. Keep digging through his file for anything valuable. I'll have Special Agent Edwards turn up the heat on his wife…"
O'Reilly chuckled, then apologized. "Sorry, sir."
"You might want to be careful how you word that to Edwards. He might take it literally," Mendoza said, smiling at O'Reilly.
"And we'll tap every phone he could think of calling, pull phone records, start staking out friends. Everything. He can't leave the country at this point. Every law enforcement agency in the country is looking for him," Sharpe finished.
Sharpe's phone rang again, and he snapped it off the receiver. "Special Agent Sharpe."
"It's Weber again…"
"Weber. Why are you on the phone talking to me? You should be lying down on some very uncomfortable couch right now. Seriously, you need some rest," Sharpe said, and he could hear O'Reilly and Mendoza laughing.
"Sir, I have Special Agent Dan Bernstein on the line. He's the New Haven SAC. Olson's convoy got hit," Weber said, and Sharpe shot up from his chair.
"Put him through," he said, covering the mouthpiece. "Olson's convoy was hit," he said to Mendoza and O'Reilly, who stood up from their seats and moved toward the desk. Sharpe heard a few clicks and then Weber's voice.
"You're connected, Agent Bernstein."
"Ryan, it's Dan Bernstein. I have a situation here. State troopers contacted my office and said they have three disabled vehicles filled with FBI agents off exit ten, just on the outskirts of Stamford."
"What about the agents? Are they…"
"They're fine. Vitals are strong. The agents in the rear SUV and the van were disabled by some kind of gas. One of the troopers passed out entering the van. The front SUV was hit by a massive pickup truck, and the four agents inside were banged up pretty bad, but they should be fine. The driver and Olson took it the worst. I guess the pickups collided engine block to engine block, crunching the two of them pretty badly. They're en route to the hospital now, in stable condition."
"I assume the prisoner is dead," Sharpe said.
"There was no sign of a prisoner. They could tell he was cut free of his restraints, but other than that, nothing. State police say the whole thing was over in less than a minute," Bernstein said.
"Does anyone have any idea why they were off the highway?" Sharpe said.
"All part of the takedown. State troopers had a dozen or so scraped up cars between the southbound ramps at exit 10. Minor accident about twenty minutes before the FBI arrived. They were diverting traffic through the off ramp…and right back onto the highway on the other side of the accident. Troopers said that as soon as the FBI convoy left the highway, some of the people started getting back into their vehicles. They had no idea what to make of it. A large pickup truck takes off, and they all hear the collision. The rest of the vehicles speed over to the on ramp and take off down the interstate ten seconds later. This was a highly-organized strike, Ryan, and they simply disappeared."
"Nobody's in pursuit? How many state troopers did they have on scene?" said Sharpe.
"A lot, but it happened so fast, it took them a few minutes to realize what happened. They radioed ahead, but unfortunately, every state trooper on duty along that stretch of the Interstate was sitting at that accident site," Bernstein said.
"This is unbelievable. I can't stress to you how important it is that we find this crew. Even just one of them. It's critical," Sharpe said.
"I fully understand the situation, and every law enforcement officer along the Interstate 95 corridor is looking for them. So far they have nothing. They also have a possible police impersonator, and this is throwing everyone for a loop. Local cops at the intersection below the highway were told by a state trooper to switch radio frequencies a few minutes before the FBI convoy arrived at the off ramp. They then got orders to let traffic from one of the local roads pass, effectively blocking Olson's group at the intersection. The rear SUV was hit with the gas while they were stopped at the intersection. State police swear that nobody told them to switch frequencies or walk down to the intersection after the locals established their roadblock."
"What happened to the state trooper?" Sharpe asked.
"Local police say he walked up the off ramp, and they assumed he rejoined the troopers," Bernstein said.
"Shit, this is a mess. Thanks, Dan. I need to make some calls really quick. Call me immediately if you hear anything else," he said and hung up the phone.
"Frank, I need you over at the Pentagon ASAP. Weber said the fax line was dead. I think we have more than one problem on our hands right now. Munoz was our last link," Sharpe said, closing his eyes and leaning his head back.
"Did Olson make it?" O'Reilly asked.
"Uh…shit. Sorry. Yes. Yes. Everyone is fine. Olson and the agents in the first car were hit by another vehicle and injured, but they'll be fine. The others were knocked out by some kind of gas. Munoz is gone."
"Dead?" Mendoza asked.
"No. Gone. Get over to the Pentagon, Frank. I want to know why the line to the Sanctum is down," Sharpe said. "O'Reilly, make sure the team up in Portland starts downloading every picture of Petrovich available. If we can create a composite impression for the new National Surveillance Network, we might be able to start scanning surveillance and traffic cams registered with this system for a match. It's a long shot, but we might get lucky."
"They should already be doing this, but I'll make sure they understand the priority. I'll start the process for creating the required NSN composite. I'll need you to call the NSA to get me one of the templates necessary to build it," she said.
"That'll be my first call," he said, as agent Mendoza opened the door to leave.
Mendoza checked his watch. "NSA's gonna love this. I'll call your cell as soon as I figure out what's going on over there."
"Hopefully I'm being paranoid," Sharpe said.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
 
 
10:20 p.m.
Safe House, Alexandria, Virginia
 
The first thing Daniel noticed when he walked through the safe house door was the familiar smell of Sanderson's strongly brewed coffee. Bolivian coffee. The odor brought back unpleasant memories of Sanderson's office complex at The Ranch. The second thing he noticed was that Colonel Farrington drifted behind him in the hallway, just before Parker stopped at the apartment door. He was sure that neither man fully trusted Daniel in the presence of the general, nor would Sanderson himself. What none of them knew was that Daniel Petrovich had no idea how he would react when he walked through the safe house door.
He wanted to kill Sanderson for dragging him back into this hellish life and potentially destroying what he had struggled to build with Jessica, but the practical side of him knew he might need to rely on Sanderson to fully elude the authorities and land on distant shores. They could always start another life. He shifted his backpack and thought of the submachine gun inside. He was pretty sure Colonel Farrington wouldn't let him get to that. The knife hidden in his front pants pocket might be another story, but for now, he didn't want to open that book. He'd listen to the general and decide the best course of action.
Sanderson's voice filled the room as soon as the door shut behind Petrovich.
"Danny, it's really good to see you again," he said and walked toward him for a hug that was surely meant as more of a pat down than a display of emotion.
He barely embraced the hug, and the general backed away. Sanderson was a physically impressive man, even in his late fifties, and hadn't aged a year as far as Daniel could tell. Like most Black Flag operatives, his face was forgettable. Not overly handsome, or unattractive, but a face that could blend, if it wasn't perched on a body more appropriate for someone half his age.
Sanderson was dressed in a light blue oxford shirt, stretched tightly over his muscled body, and similarly strained khaki pants. He had always been an exercise fanatic, and even when his recruits at The Ranch were finally in peak physical condition, he kept pace and often ran circles around everyone. He was the product of nearly two decades of special forces training and experience, combined with nearly a decade of his own fanatical "off the books" program. He was also one of the most cunningly intelligent human beings Petrovich had ever encountered.
"Is this place even safe?" Daniel said, and Sanderson smirked, clearly not expecting a warm welcome.
"I wouldn't be here if it wasn't. The team that tracked you down today was a fluke. We're investigating it," Sanderson said.
"Didn't seem like a fluke to me. Seemed like more of a leak," he said and glanced around the sterile room at Parker and Farrington.
"I guarantee you we've had no leaks today. Everything has proceeded according to plan, except for the team sent to intercept you. Everyone, please have a seat," he said and motioned toward the couch and chairs arranged around an empty coffee table.
Daniel glanced at the dining room table, which was covered with three laptop computers and a mess of power cords and wires. He saw the hallway outside of the apartment on one of the monitors, which gave him some reassurance that they might be safe here.
"Intercept is certainly one way to describe it. It felt more like a Black Flag mission. There was no hesitation to kill me," Daniel said, while he placed his green backpack in the middle of the bare coffee table and opened it.
He saw Parker and Farrington tense, but they didn't move. General Sanderson kept the same indifferent expression on his face while he reached into the pack and took out one of the laptops.
"Excellent work. Parker, I want you to take a look at the files on this computer. There are two of them, right?"
Daniel didn't answer, but instead pulled the second one out of the main compartment. He felt the heavy weight of the MP-9 through the thin nylon and dismissed the thought that formed from the contact.
"I pulled some cameras from the trucks, too," he said and spilled these out onto the table over the computers.
Sanderson opened one of the laptops and shook his head.
"Now this is very interesting," he said, turning the computer around for Daniel.
He found himself facing a recent driver's license photo and a ghost from his past, Marko Resja.
"Shit," Petrovich uttered.
"Shit is right. You were brought into this at the last minute, so I think this might be related to the little problem we discussed, Colonel," he said, and Colonel Farrington nodded.
"Something else that fell through the cracks today?" Petrovich said, glaring at the general.
"Something we couldn't have foreseen, but we can certainly handle. I'll need your help with this. Probably later tonight. Maybe tomorrow. When do you think they'll figure out what happened at the Sanctum?" Sanderson said, addressing Colonel Farrington.
"Impossible to say. They might know already…or if it's a relatively quiet night for the FBI, it might not become apparent until morning," he said.
"It won't be a quiet night for the FBI. Our team in the northeast just took down the FBI convoy transporting Munoz," Sanderson said.
"Then they probably know something is wrong. The only line in and out of the Sanctum has been cut, and one of my staff was holding a fax sheet in his hands. I couldn't tell if this was incoming or outgoing. It fell into a pool of blood," the colonel said.
"Let's assume they know. Our problem should be out on the streets tonight. Right?"
"The toxin lasts a little under an hour and has no known side effects aside from dizziness. If he can clear the FBI's red tape, he should be back on the streets pretty quickly," Farrington said.
"Who is this problem you're talking about? I think we're all far enough along in this to cut the need-to-know bullshit," Petrovich interrupted, tired of the semantics game they were playing.
"The CIA liaison at the FBI has an eidetic memory," Sanderson said. "That means he has a…"
"I know what it means, General. So, you want me kill a CIA employee now? Fine. Who else knows about me, or Black Flag, or whatever the fuck else you're going after today? I'll kill them all if it puts an end to this," he said, glaring at Sanderson.
Sanderson didn't speak right away, and Parker looked uncomfortable. He couldn't get a read from Farrington, and for a fleeting moment, Daniel thought he might have to shoot his way out of the apartment. His mind started calculating the process, and within the flash of a second, he envisioned it all. The MP-9 was loaded with a round in the chamber, and all he'd have to do was get his hand into the backpack. The top was unzipped roughly four inches to allow him quick access. He wouldn't have time to remove the weapon, so he'd fire it from inside the backpack.
"Danny, there won't be any need for you to shoot your way out of here. You're part of the team. We just need you to tie up a loose end, and our work is done here. We're all free to start over," Sanderson said.
"There's more than one loose end. Someone on your team talked to the feds. Have you heard from the man you assigned to the Newport killing?" Petrovich said.
"You caught that? The story was up for a total of thirty-three minutes before the feds pulled the plug on the article," Sanderson said.
"Not exactly what I wanted to see when I woke up this morning. How much of today's operation was compromised because of that? Or did you have a contingency plan, as usual?" Petrovich said.
"I didn't need one. His capture was a critical part of my plan. Without his flawless performance, all we'd have to show for our efforts are eight dead Al Qaeda financiers. You met him during your initial training, before we split you up for area-specific indoctrination," Sanderson said.
Petrovich didn't know what to ask next. For the first time, in as long as he could remember, he was thoroughly confused. He let the general's statement settle for a few seconds, before responding. "You purposely put one of our guys in FBI custody?"
"I had to," Sanderson said, studying Daniel's response.
"I didn't leave him hanging out to dry, if that's what you're thinking. You know me better than that, Daniel. I may be a shitty son-of-a-bitch to work for, but I have never put one of my people into a situation that they were not adequately prepared to handle, or without the best possible plan to help them achieve the mission. The convoy we just hit was transporting him to FBI headquarters here in D.C. Right now, Munoz is on a boat slicing through the waters of Long Island Sound, headed for a quiet rendezvous, and a nice, secure transit south."
"And the rest of the operatives? If the CIA somehow connected the dots to me, then parts of the file are out. Right, Colonel?" Daniel said.
"Very limited information. Roughly a dozen names along the East Coast were provided to the FBI from the Black Flag file, which is what we counted on. I destroyed those faxes on the way out. I saw some detailed information from your file on the last fax sent to the FBI. McKie tightly controlled the flow of information on behalf of the Pentagon. Nobody wanted the contents of this file to go widespread," Farrington said.
"McKie? I figured he'd be in hiding with General Tierney," Daniel said.
"McKie stuck around the Pentagon and landed himself a cushy job doing nothing, except managing the flow of our military's best kept secrets. That's how our country rewards traitors," Sanderson said.
"I assume he's dead," Daniel said, looking to Farrington.
"Very dead," the colonel confirmed.
Daniel sat back into the couch, processing everything he had been told, but he still couldn't make any sense of the day's events. He had assumed that the entire day had been some version of a revenge play orchestrated to cripple Al Qaeda's operations within the U.S. Sanderson could be almost childlike in his need to seek revenge, but beyond last evening's assassinations and the death of McKie, nothing else he had just heard from Sanderson fit this assumption.
"This isn't about taking Al Qaeda down, is it?" Petrovich said.
"Cutting off funds to Al Qaeda's growing U.S. presence is my gift to the U.S. government. They would have watched and waited until it was too late. But you're right, this wasn't the main event," Sanderson said.
"Then why exactly has my life been turned upside down today?" Petrovich said.
"Colonel?"
At his prompt, Colonel Farrington removed his jacket and started unbuttoning his uniform shirt. Daniel thought he was wearing a bulletproof vest, which would be a nice addition to his own equipment list given the circumstances.
"There's gotta be an easier way to set me up for a gay striptease act," Daniel said, and Parker laughed.
"Always quick with a joke, even under extreme duress. You know, this was one of the key indicators that you were a good match for my program. My staff psychologists spent more time than you can imagine examining your reactions to stress. You were by far their favorite," Sanderson said.
"Glad I could amuse someone. My wife finds it annoying," he said, and his mind flashed to Jessica, but was jarred out of the thought by Farrington.
"The entire file," he said, handing the light tan colored nylon vest to General Sanderson.
"Thank you, Richard. Excellent work. Simply flawless execution on your part," he said and looked at Daniel while he ripped open the velcro straps to expose the contents of the vest.
Daniel started to sink into himself and felt his focus narrow. If the entire day's events had been orchestrated to steal top-secret information for Sanderson's benefit, he would kill all three of them in their seats without hesitation and take his chances on the outside. He had all of the money and papers he'd need to disappear with Jessica forever, even with the U.S. government and Sanderson's people on his trail. Money bought security and anonymity in warmer climates.
He watched Sanderson and Parker closely, as Farrington announced he would change into civilian clothes. This would be his best opportunity. With the colonel out of the room, and the other two preoccupied with the papers in the vest, he could put the MP-9 into action within a second. He desperately wanted to cut the general's strings for good and was convinced that the only way he could ever disentangle himself permanently from Sanderson was to kill him. Five years on his own, and the man walked right back in to unravel everything. All for this file? None of this made any sense.
"Still thinking about killing me? I don't blame you," Sanderson said, and Daniel lunged for the backpack.
His hand grasped the submachine gun's pistol grip and flipped the safety off before anyone reacted, but he didn't start firing. Instead, he rushed around the table and placed the gun next to Parker's head, aiming at the general. Parker and Sanderson remained motionless and silent, which kept them alive.
"What's in the file?" Daniel said, mentally giving Sanderson three seconds to respond before putting a bullet through Parker's head.
"I've never seen someone move that fast. Amazing," Sanderson said.
Daniel's expression never changed as he reached three seconds and committed to killing all of them. He could read the file for himself. His grip tensed on the gun still covered by the backpack.
"It's all that remains of the original Black Flag file, Daniel," he said, and this statement bought them some more time.
"You don't need the Black Flag file," Daniel said, as he slid the compact, black weapon out of the backpack and shifted to a position behind Sanderson's chair.
"You're right. I don't need it. I need to destroy it."
"General, you know how my mind works better than anyone…"
"Better than you," Sanderson interrupted.
"Then you know I'm not seeing a reason to keep any of you alive right now," Petrovich said.
"I needed to remove all remaining traces of Black Flag from the official archives, Daniel. Destroy any link to the dozens of graduates still out there. The ones not already reactivated," he said and turned his body around in the chair to face Daniel. "I'm restarting the program."
The words hit him like a gale force wind, quickly followed by General Sanderson's iron grip to a pressure point located on Daniel's wrist. Sanderson squeezed the pressure point with brutal force, causing Petrovich's trigger hand to reflexively open and lose its hold. Parker swung around the chair at the same moment, aiming a martial arts kick at his throat, which forced Daniel to abandon his remaining grip on the weapon to parry the potentially devastating attack. He felt the weapon slip away and knew he was essentially screwed. Oddly, the general released the pressure point, giving him a chance.
He backed out of Parker's immediate hand-to-hand combat range, but the former SEAL pressed the attack, while General Sanderson removed the ammunition from the submachine gun. Petrovich didn't have much time to process why Sanderson was doing this, while blocking a series of judo-style hand chops and launching his own retaliatory strikes. His forearms burned from each blocked chop, but he managed to get inside of Parker's balance line and swept the commando's legs. Parker toppled back, nearly falling over the table laden with computer equipment. In a flash, Petrovich retrieved the knife hidden in his front pocket and flicked it open, switching to a reverse grip.
"That's enough! Put the knife away!" General Sanderson yelled, and Daniel glanced in his direction long enough to see Farrington emerge from one of the bedrooms aiming a suppressed pistol at him.
"That won't be necessary either, Colonel," Sanderson announced, and Farrington reluctantly lowered the weapon.
Sensing no immediate danger from anyone in the room, Petrovich closed the blade and focused on one of the computer screens.
"This is my house. What the fuck is going on here?" he said, staring at a screen with at least a dozen camera feeds.
"Every location was raided about an hour ago. Simultaneously. Of course, nobody was home," he said.
"My wife was home," Daniel said.
"She'll be fine. She can take care of herself," Sanderson said.
Daniel stared at the screens for a few seconds and walked back over to the group standing near the couch. He had a little more respect now for Parker's skills. The former navy commando's hand-to-hand skills were impressive, but lacked the depth that could only be acquired by applying these skills in real situations, where your life depended on the outcome. Schoolhouse skills, but pretty damn good.
"You're already training new operatives?" Daniel asked.
"And recruiting old ones," Sanderson replied.
"I'm not interested."
"Suit yourself, but I'll still require your help with our CIA problem."
"And then I'm finished."
General Sanderson nodded and walked over to the table next to Daniel.
"You know, none of them hesitated to come back," he said and looked directly into Daniel's eyes. "And most of them were leading successful lives. Families, businesses, solid jobs…bright futures by American standards. Every one of them looked relieved when I asked them to join the new program. Their lives were covert missions, and they were waiting, praying to get out. You can't tell me you don't feel the same way, Danny. At least somewhat. You were one of the best to come out of the program," Sanderson said.
"I haven't had much time to think it over. My life has been pretty much gutted over the past twenty-four hours thanks to you."
"Well, if it makes you feel any better, I didn't have any confidence that you would take part in this voluntarily. The Ghani job had been assigned to another operative, but a problem developed at the last minute," Sanderson said.
"I don't believe you for a second," Petrovich said, and Parker interjected.
"He's telling the truth. The operative assigned to the Ghani job had a mental breakdown two days ago."
Petrovich started laughing, taking several seconds to regain control of himself. "Imagine that. Another one of your willing participants, General? And for the record, Parker, your glorious leader may be telling the truth about the last minute assignment, but his truths can be slippery. One way or the other, my life in Portland, Maine, was scheduled to come to an end today. It didn't matter who killed Ghani. Once the list of operatives surfaced, I was burned. Having that assassination shoved down my throat gave me a little more time to prepare for the inevitable," Daniel said.
"Nice work by the way. Parker should have provided you with a knife," Sanderson said.
"I keep a few around the house for the occasional murder," Daniel replied, wondering how much the general really knew about what happened the night of Ghani's murder.
"Parker, what do you think?" Sanderson asked.
"Based on the profile workup I'm seeing in this laptop, and Brown River's involvement, I'm pretty sure we have two problems at the CIA. Keller's memory is one, and that needs to be erased, but I think we have a bigger problem out there. Someone moved pretty quickly to take you out, and they didn't hire a few ghetto thugs to do the job. Keller took the information back to the CIA, and within a few hours, they found you. That's both impressive and frightening, and suggests the work of someone highly placed within the CIA, with NSA contacts…"
"Or a leak within your group," Daniel interjected.
"There's no leak here. Parker's the only one other than myself that knew about you, and I trust him completely. Whoever activated the Brown River team has a personal grudge against something you did while assigned to the Black Flag program. I can only think of one possibility."
Daniel tensed at the thought that someone at the CIA had made the connection to a secret he had taken every precaution to keep buried. Secrets like Daniel's died hard, and Sanderson's supernatural efforts to resurrect Black Flag might have raised a few other unintended specters from their burial sites. He had no choice but to finish this day's work for Sanderson. Black Flag would rise from the ashes, but Daniel's connection to Zorana Zekulic had to be put back under the ground, for good.
"Do you have anyone working in Langley?" Daniel said.
General Sanderson smiled, which gave Petrovich little satisfaction.
"We have a few people in the CIA, but not at Langley."
"I guess it doesn't matter. Colonel, what is Keller's status? Will he need to be hospitalized?" Daniel asked.
"No, I hit him with a Taser and gave him a specialized neurotoxin. He might be coming around right now. The toxin is harmless, as far as we know," Farrington said.
"They'll still take him to the hospital, or FBI headquarters for questioning. The FBI is going to shut everything down, I assume," Petrovich said.
"They'll be in a panic. As of thirty minutes ago, they lost every link to Black Flag and any hope of figuring out what happened today. The trail went cold for them," Sanderson said.
"We need to take care of the CIA problem immediately. I can breach hospital security. Might get messy, but they probably wouldn't expect it, especially since Keller was left unharmed at the Pentagon. I assume Farrington left him alive so we could find the bigger fish?" Petrovich said.
"Precisely. Brown River's involvement suggested a bigger issue. Pictures of you in this laptop confirm it. I doubt Keller will consent to hospitalization. He'll want to report immediately to his supervising agent. I'm not the only one who will suggest the Brown River CIA connection. He'll most likely report in person, and I have an idea where they might meet. If my instincts prove correct, we'll be able to take them both out at once."
"I don't think we have the resources available to breach Langley," Daniel said.
General Sanderson gave him a quizzical look and shook his head.
"You were always fucking crazy, and I mean that in a good way," Sanderson said.
"I didn't take it any other way."
"People talk in this town. Rumors fly…it's hard to keep a secret. There's a wonderful, quiet little street in Georgetown that I'd like you and the colonel to visit."
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
 
 
9:45 p.m.
FBI Satellite Office, Portland, Maine
 
Special Agent D'Angelo led Edwards and Jessica Petrovich through a small maze of hallways and offices shared by several federal law enforcement agencies on the fourth floor of the building. The FBI officially occupied two rooms toward the back. One was Special Agent D'Angelo's office, and the other served as an administrative support center, with room for an assistant, several file cabinets, and a large all-in-one copy/fax machine. The different agencies shared a conference room past the DEA's offices, several doors down, and this was their destination. As team leader, Edwards had been given one of the spare offices used by agents on assignment to Maine, but hadn't felt the need to leave anything there. Everyone else processed the information he needed and reported to him, so there was little need for a briefcase or files.
While he walked the key piece of the FBI's puzzle to the conference room, his team was busy at her house with local police detectives, searching for evidence and clues linking her husband to the murder in Cape Elizabeth. He didn't think they would find anything relevant at the house. The Cape Elizabeth murder scene had been sterile and yielded nothing useful to the investigation. Still, he couldn't voice this opinion openly.
He had received a call from Special Agent Frank Mendoza stressing the importance of finding information that might help them locate Petrovich, so he put his relatively useless team to work processing the house. Address books with friends' information, computer contact lists, bank information, and the pictures. They seemed really focused on scanning and downloading every picture of Petrovich in the house. It sounded like another waste of time, but he could tell it was important to someone back in D.C. Hopefully D'Angelo would join his team back at the house. So far she had proved useful dealing with the locals, and he had made a mistake by keeping her out of the raid on Petrovich's house.
"Here you go, Mrs. Petrovich. Would you like some coffee, water, or a soda?" D'Angelo said, standing at the door to the conference room.
"I'm fine right now, thank you. Is there a bathroom I can use to change?"
"You can use one of the spare offices right across the hall. Do you have any shoes?" D'Angelo said.
"We sort of left in a hurry," she said.
"It was a hostile environment. They'll be lucky if she doesn't press charges," Edwards said, and D'Angelo shot him a concerned look.
"I've already heard," she said and added, "I keep a pair of running shoes in my office. You can use those for now."
"That would be great, Agent D'Angelo. I can't thank you enough. My head is still swimming," Jess said and walked across the hall to an empty office with her outfit.
Once the door to the spare office shut, D'Angelo turned to Edwards.
"What happened at the house? I get a call from Lieutenant Moody, and he's pissed. Pissed at you. Pissed at the FBI. Said you treated his officers like shit. Justin, I have to deal with these guys when you leave. Can you take it easy on them?"
"You should have seen what was going on over there. If we treated anyone like that, we'd have a lawsuit on our hands and agents would be fired," Edwards said.
"Unfortunately, I wasn't there," she said and paused. "Moody said she pulled a weapon on his men?"
"She had a spoon. I saw it on the floor next to her. That's the level of professionalism we're dealing with here. They're just looking to crack some skulls, and they're not about to let a spoon get in the way. I don't know how you deal with this level of incompetence on a daily basis," Edwards said.
"They're fine. I should have been there to run interference," she stated.
"They're not fine, but you're right. You should have been there. I think you should head over and make sure everyone is getting along with my agents," he said.
D'Angelo stared at him for a few seconds, and he couldn't get a read from her.
"Are you sure it's a good idea for me to leave the two of you alone here?"
"I can handle her…what are you saying, D'Angelo?"
"Nothing. I'm just not sure it's safe for the two of you. I'd feel more comfortable if you brought her to the police station across the street. I'll smooth things out for you," she said.
"No way. Her husband killed a cop in D.C. You didn't see the looks she was getting at the house. No way I'm marching her into that building," he said, pointing across the street at the Portland Police Department headquarters building.
"When did you learn this? This is the kind of thing I need to know," she said, irritated.
"I got a call from my task force ops center while we were in the house. Your local boys got the news right about the same time, and it started to get ugly," he said.
D'Angelo stood her ground, shaking her head and grimacing.
"You didn't see it," he insisted.
"That's the point. I wasn't there. I know you don't like dealing with the locals, me included, but this is the real world. These guys don't give a shit where you went to college, or what field offices you've been assigned to in the past. They judge you right on the spot, and you don't get many second chances to make an impression. I'll head over to the house to make sure things are running smoothly. I'd recommend staying here until I get back."
"We might step out to grab some dinner. She hasn't eaten since lunch," Edwards said.
"I'd order pizza. There are sodas in the fridge. You don't want her out on the streets if her husband is wrapped up into whatever happened today. I still think you should be over in the other building," she said.
"We'll be fine here," he replied, and the door to the office slowly opened.
"I hope so. Let me get you those shoes," she said to Jessica, who appeared in the hallway from the spare office.
She wore a pair of dark jeans and an untucked, white-patterned, long-sleeve blouse. She had pulled her hair back tight into a ponytail. Edwards thought she looked incredible and caught himself staring. If he could have seen D'Angelo's face, he would have known that Jessica's security situation wasn't her only concern. He had no idea that his reputation as a misogynistic womanizer preceded him everywhere in the FBI.
"Is everything all right?" Jessica said.
"Absolutely. Why don't you grab a seat at the table," Edwards said, leading her inside the small conference room.
D'Angelo returned a few minutes later with a pair of white running shoes and socks.
"These will look a little clunky with that outfit," she said.
"They'll be fine for getting around in here. I hate walking around in bare feet, especially in an office. At least this office is clean. You should see mine…junk all over the floors. It's really quite disgusting," Jessica said, and Edwards thought she sounded a little less shell-shocked.
"Sounds good. I'll be over at the house. Stay in touch," she said to Edwards.
"Make sure they don't tear the place apart. They did a lot of damage breaking in," Edwards said, figuring the place was already destroyed, but wanting to score points with Jessica.
"I'm sure they won't do any more damage," D'Angelo said and left the office.
As soon as she was gone, Edwards walked back into the conference room with a legal pad and a few pens, which he tossed on the table in front of Jessica.
"Can we get something to eat? I don't know if I'll be able to concentrate. I could use a strong drink, too, if that's allowed," she said, smiling demurely.
Edward couldn't have been happier. The whole evening was shaping up nicely. Jessica had no food in her stomach and didn't appear to have any hang-ups about alcohol. He would delay her request long enough to plant the seed of fear and distrust about her husband in her, then loosen her up enough with alcohol to spill the information needed to track down her husband. A few more drinks after that, and he could offer her some kind of deal to help her husband, for a price. He'd administer a few chemicals at some point later in the evening to remove that memory and leave her in a confused state of exhaustive guilt.
"Let's go over some basic questions, and we can take a walk down into the Old Port to grab a late dinner. My treat."
"Thank you. I know a nice Italian place that stays open late. It's not very far from here," she said.
"Sounds like a plan. So, tell me, did your husband come home later than usual last night, or run any last minute errands that seemed odd?" he said, hoping to catch her off guard with a direct question.
"I don't think…" she said, pausing, "he had soccer practice, but they practice all the time…last night was an extra practice. They haven't been winning many games lately, so it seemed normal, I guess. He was home by eight."
"Can you provide me with some contact information for his soccer team? I'll need to check into this," he said and grabbed the yellow legal pad and a pen.
"Sure. His league plays at the big indoor field near Westbrook. I think it's the Portland Sports Complex. I can give you the numbers of some of the guys on his team when we get back to my house. Was the murder before eight?"
"I can't really disclose any of the details regarding the investigation, but the information you provide is critical to figuring it out," Edwards said.
"Danny wouldn't shoot anyone," she said.
"Mr. Ghani wasn't shot."
"What happened?" she asked.
"I suppose the details will become public knowledge soon enough," he said, leaning in a little for effect.
"It was brutal and efficient. The work of a professional killer. Single stab wound through the neck and into the chest cavity. I've never seen that much blood before at a murder scene. I really hope it wasn't your husband. How familiar are you with Daniel's military background?" he said and looked up into her terrified eyes.
"Danny's not capable of doing something like that. He barely touches knives in the kitchen. He's sort of clumsy with them…" she said, and her voice trailed off.
"What about his military training?" he pressed.
"He was in the navy for eight years or so, but he wasn't like a SEAL or anything. He was on a ship. He'd been stationed in Europe for a few years before we met in business school at BU," she said.
"Have you ever met any of his navy friends?"
"I think so. I don't really know. He doesn't really talk about it much."
"Eight years is a long time not to make friends," Edwards said.
"I guess, but…he got to live in Europe, and…"
"Have you noticed anything strange about him lately?"
"No."
"Calls coming into his phone at odd times?"
"No. Not that I can remember," she said.
Edwards studied her closely. She had emerged from the office reenergized in a fresh outfit, peppy and uplifted, but now she looked glum again. He would continue to pepper her with meaningless questions for another twenty or thirty minutes, occasionally casting a few well-crafted questions designed to raise serious doubts about the man she married and ultimately break down her natural instinct to protect him. A few drinks should seal the deal on Daniel Petrovich…a few more drinks would ensure that the hotel room he reserved in the Old Port wouldn't go to waste.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
 
 
10:50 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
A dull murmur had blanketed the operations center for nearly twenty minutes, as agents simply ran their last assigned tasks into the ground. Little to no evidence was found throughout the day at any of the eight murder sites along the East Coast, aside from the fortuitous and purely accidental acquisition of one of their murder suspects, who was no longer in custody.
Of the two Brown River contractors captured in Silver Spring, only one was conscious, and he swore up and down that their operation was a legally sanctioned counterterrorist operation. Of course, he had no evidence to back this claim, other than his insistence that the group's team leader had specifically briefed them prior to departing Brown River's headquarters in Fredericksburg, Virginia. Jeremy Cummings, apparent team leader for the eight men, lay dead in the Natural Foods, surrounded by forensics specialists and police officers.
The FBI raids didn't look promising either. The data processing and analysis team, led by Special Agent O'Reilly, had been busy processing images from over a dozen raid locations, and Sharpe considered shifting other agents in an effort to assist them. So far, nothing immediately useful had been recovered at any of the raid sites, and the trail had gone cold for every one of the operatives on the supplied Black Flag list, except for Petrovich.
His wife had been home when Special Agent Edwards' team hit the house, and Daniel Petrovich had reported to his job earlier that day, which further supported his loose theory that Petrovich was a last minute replacement for the mental patient guy in New Hampshire. The rest of the Black Flag suspects had gone underground over a week before, taking family with them.
Sharpe flipped open his cell phone again and tried to call Mendoza. He knew that cell phones wouldn't be allowed in the Compartmentalized Information Section, especially if they discovered a problem, but he could barely stand the suspense. Mendoza had left nearly thirty minutes earlier and should have arrived at the Sanctum by now. He had a terrible feeling about what they would find.
Special Agent Weber called out from the communication section, one of the few busy areas in the operations center.
"Sir, it's Mendoza," he said, and Sharpe ran across the room.
"Frank, give me some good news. The trail on Munoz has gone cold. Eight heavily-armed men just vanished into thin air," he said.
"Ryan, it's bad over here. The Sanctum was breached, and the file is gone."
"Be careful what you say over the phone, Frank."
"I understand. The only one missing is the colonel in charge. Farrington. He departed the Pentagon at exactly 9:52. Looked like Hannibal Lecter got loose in that room, Ryan."
"What about Harris and Calhoun?" Sharpe said, praying they weren't dead.
"They're fine, as far as we can tell. They were each hit with about a dozen small darts that we assume were coated with something that took them down. Keller and the Pentagon personnel are starting to come around. They weren't hit with any darts, but it's clear that something happened to them. McKie was slaughtered. Same cut we saw in Cape Elizabeth, Maine. One knife wound down through the neck, right above the collar bone," Mendoza said.
"Jesus Christ. We need to see some video. This could be Petrovich," Sharpe hissed.
"No video inside the Sanctum. Prohibited for obvious reasons. No video within the section either. Security says Farrington departed alone and did not log any visitors into the building."
Sharpe could hear yelling beyond Agent Mendoza's voice.
"Hold on, sir…they found something," Mendoza said, and Sharpe's mind entertained any possibility.
He wouldn't be surprised if they found Farrington's unconscious body stuffed in a closet. The Black Flag file said these operatives were trained experts in disguise. His mind was spinning with possibilities when Mendoza broke the spell.
"They just found a janitor tied up in one of the closets. He was coherent enough to confirm that Farrington put him there," Mendoza said.
"This isn't good, Frank, and now we have no way of expanding the search for these operatives. Are they sure the file is gone?" Sharpe said, looking around at his own task force's agents.
"Positive. They didn't seem overly concerned about any of the personnel, until they established what happened to the file. Some kind of special response team from deep inside the Pentagon. I didn't see anyone below the rank of full colonel…hold on, Ryan…shit, I'm being told by some very serious-looking gentlemen that I need to wrap this up. They've locked down the building, and that will soon include all outgoing unsecured communications," Mendoza said.
"Stay with Harris and Calhoun, and contact me when you can. I'm gonna play the last card I have right now and pray it gives us something," Sharpe said.
"Petrovich's wife?"
"It's all we have. Good luck over there," Sharpe said and closed the phone.
He looked up again and saw that O'Reilly was standing near him, waiting for him to finish. Everyone had been waiting. One of the FBI's top agents was injured in the convoy hit, and the status of two agents that had worked in this task force for over a year was unknown. He needed to address Task Force HYDRA and redistribute priorities.
"Hold on, Dana. I'll be with you in a second," he said.
"I found something interesting," she said, and he nodded.
"Everyone! I need everyone's attention for a minute!" he said and walked toward the front of the operations center.
Normally, it could take several minutes to quiet an active operations center, but nearly every agent had been waiting for word about Harris and Calhoun. The rumors started spreading quickly once Mendoza scrambled for the Pentagon, and when Weber uttered Mendoza's name, the place went still.
"Thank you. A couple things. First, Harris and Calhoun are fine. Nobody's sure exactly what happened to them. They were rendered unconscious, but their vitals are strong. Very similar to the convoy hit," he said, and the room broke into scattered conversation expressing relief.
"Second, the source of information used to obtain the list of suspects is gone. For now, this is it. We have to spin something out of what we already have. Suspect bank account information, phone records, scraps of paper in the bathroom trash bin. We need to be creative at every site connected with today's murders because it is unlikely we'll be given anything beyond what we have. Because of this, I'm going to assign some of you to help process data associated with each of the raid sites. Others will be diverted to scour financial records, phone records, everything. This is what we do best. This is how we unraveled Al Qaeda's domestic financial network. We can do it again. Unfortunately, we don't have months to put this together. We need to turn something up by tomorrow."
More mumbling among the ranks, which sounded more positive than negative to Sharpe. This was a dedicated crew that essentially had the rug pulled out from under them this morning. They had built a legacy over the past three years, and he was confident they were in this for the long haul.
"Lastly, I want to thank all of you for your hard work in the face of this morning's disaster. It's been a long, frustrating day, and I wish I could tell you it's going to end sometime soon, but I can't. If you need a break, coordinate with your team and grab some rest. Just stay out of my office," he said, and several agents broke into tired laughter.
"I'll pass word to your section chiefs, and we'll redirect those that need redirecting," he said and turned to O'Reilly. "What's up?"
"Nothing substantial, but it might be something that can help Edwards put some pressure on Petrovich's wife," she said, and he immediately moved her away from a group of agents standing nearby.
"Let's keep talk like that between the two of us. What did you find?" he whispered.
"Sorry, sir. I've been running the pictures from Petrovich's house through our facial recognition software, trying to get a three-dimensional composite prepared for widespread distribution. INTERPOL provided us with more images of Marko Resja."
"You didn't request that, did you?"
"Not really. Sort of. I made up some bullshit about some international war criminal database maintenance on our end, and they sent me electronic files for over a hundred suspected war criminals. I can't imagine this will raise any alarms anywhere," she said.
"All right…nice work. Is that it?"
"I found a few pictures of Petrovich, as Marko…with Zekulic," she whispered.
"Really? I see where you're going with this, and I'd love to send those off to Edwards, but—"
"It gets better. I ran some images of Jessica Petrovich through the system, to compare with Zekulic, and I'm getting a 62% match average over several photographs," she said.
"That sick son-of-a-bitch cut his girlfriend's head off in Serbia, then replaced her when he got back to the states. I bet if you showed her one of these photos and told her the story…she'd cough him up pretty quick. Throw in the need for our Witness Protection Program and it'll be a slam dunk," she said softly enough to avoid being overheard.
"Can you send these pictures to my computer? I don't think we should talk about this again. It's a nice idea, but it would completely violate our CIS agreements. This is the fruit of a very poisonous tree. Good work," he said and turned toward the door leading out of the center.
Sharpe felt a pit rising in his stomach as he walked down the hallway to his office. He had very few options at this point and wasn't hopeful that his task force would turn anything up at this point. His pep talk was a mandatory push, and he knew they'd have to dig through this haystack for at least forty-eight hours before dialing down the intensity. Tomorrow he'd have every high-profile FBI and Justice Department VIP rolling through his operations center, and they'd be watching his task force closely. Unless he could break this open tonight.
He reached his desk and gave the situation one more spin through his head. He felt his heart race, the result of adrenaline coursing through his veins each time he flipped open his cellphone and searched through the list of names. He heard an email message hit his computer inbox, which provided a brief distraction. He saw that the message came from O'Reilly, and his heart rate spiked. He opened one of the attachments and saw a black and white picture of Marko Resja and Zorana Zekulic walking arm in arm down a crowded street somewhere in Serbia. The next one was a color photo of the couple in a barren park. Zorana was laughing in the photo, and that sealed it for Sharpe. What kind of psycho butchered his girlfriend like that? He pressed send on his cellphone.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty
 
 
 
10:57 p.m.
FBI Satellite Office, Portland, Maine
 
Special Agent Edwards glanced around the office, about to shut the door and lock it behind him, when his cell phone rang. He kept the door open and fished the phone out of his front pocket. The caller ID read "Sharpe," and he immediately answered the call.
"Special Agent Edwards."
"Edwards, this is Sharpe. Where are you right now?"
"I'm at the satellite office with Jessica Petrovich. We just finished an initial battery of questions, and we're taking a break to get her some food," he said and whispered to her, "Just a minute."
"Who's in charge at her house?" Sharpe said.
"My team's processing the house, and D'Angelo is coordinating with the Portland police. I needed to get her out of there," he replied.
"Can you go somewhere private? I have some information to relay that is sensitive," Sharpe said.
"Sure, hold on one second, sir," he said.
"I need you to wait in the reception area here while I take this call," he said to Jessica, and she frowned.
"I'm starting to lose my patience with this. I'm starving," she said, not budging from the hallway.
"Please. He might have information about your husband. It won't be long," he said and motioned for her to come back inside, which she reluctantly did.
Edwards walked over to the nearest office and closed the door.
"All right, I'm alone."
"Justin, we've had a few major setbacks within the past hour…"
"I heard about the shootout outside of D.C., and so did every cop in Mrs. Petrovich's house. That's why I had to get her out of there. Mendoza stressed the importance of getting some useful information out of her, and nothing was coming out while they tore her house apart in front of her."
"We've had bigger problems than that. Munoz escaped. Olson's prisoner transport convoy was hit outside of Stamford, and the Pentagon was hit from the inside. We've been mining information from a classified source, and that source was stolen less than an hour ago."
"Jesus, sir. Is everyone okay?" he said, not really caring if Special Agent Olson survived the attack.
"Everyone's fine, but we lost everything moving our investigation forward. Jessica Petrovich is all we have right now," Sharpe said.
"I'm getting close with her," Edwards said.
"Do you think she knows how to find him?" Sharpe asked.
"She has to know something. Two calls originating from D.C. cell towers were placed to her house this evening. Each from a different cell phone. She's changed her story once. Now she remembers that her husband checked in with her about an hour before we hit the house, but he didn't give her any details about where he was staying or when he'd be back. She told me in the house that he hadn't called. She knows more than she's telling us," he said.
"All right. I need to trust you with something delicate…"
"You can count on my discretion, sir," Edwards said.
"Can you log into a computer in that office?" Sharpe asked.
"Uhhh…yeah. I have an access code. I just need to grab one of the empty offices."
"Here's what I need you to do. I'm going to send a few images to your bureau account. I want you to show these images to her. Let me give you a little background on this. Nothing I say to you is to ever be repeated. Are we clear on that? I can't stress how important this is," Sharpe said.
"I understand. You can trust me implicitly," Edwards said.
"Daniel Petrovich lived a very different life less than a decade ago. A life that gave him the skills to pull off what you saw today at Mr. Ghani's house and vanish without a trace. A background that allowed him to cut through two teams of ex-special forces security contractors without skipping a beat. I'm sending you a picture of Petrovich from his former life, and the picture shows him with a woman he is accused of brutally murdering. Hacked her head off to be precise. This is one hundred percent confirmed. No mistake.
"Our facial recognition software match Jessica's and the former girlfriend's face at sixty-two percent. There should be enough similarity between the two of them to seriously scare the shit out of her. I need you to convince her that she is in danger, that her husband is a murderer and that we can protect her, if she helps us bring him in. Can you do that?"
"I'm already more than halfway there. I'm going to feed her a few drinks and a nice dinner. She's physically tough, but mentally, she's on the verge of a collapse. I'll have this wrapped up quickly. I'll let you know as soon as I have a lead on Petrovich."
"The pictures were taken in Serbia, sometime in the very late nineties. And keep this between the two of us. You pull this off, and I'll take care of you," Sharpe said, though Edwards wasn't exactly sure how much clout Sharpe would have within the FBI when the fallout settled.
"Send me the file, and I'll get started," he said.
"It's waiting in your inbox. Keep me posted," Sharpe said.
Edwards left the office and found Jessica reading a copy of Smithsonian magazine in the tiny reception area. She had a white paper cup of water on the small, rectangular black table in front of her.
"Finally," she said.
"I have to show you something important. I think you might be in serious danger," he said and proceeded to give her the watered-down version of what happened outside of Stamford and inside the Pentagon.
He didn't want to hit her with the big punch before she had a chance to see the pictures of her husband embracing another woman. He wanted to deliver the big news after she started to generate some female anger and jealousy. He felt certain this would break her. A few minutes later, he had logged onto the guest computer station and accessed his email. The first image of her husband flashed onto the screen, and Edwards watched her face closely. She didn't react at first, and he was worried that she might pass out, but her face slowly contorted into a controlled look of anger. Her lips pressed together and tightened. He imagined how much fun she would be in bed later, trying to fuck the memory of this woman out of her head.
"What is this? Why are you showing me this?" she said, turning to look at him.
He could feel the tension rising, and for a brief second worried about his own safety. Still, he had to deliver the knock down punch.
"Hey, I'm talking to you. Who the fuck is this?" she demanded, and he finally broke his intentional silence.
"Your husband hacked this woman's head off about five years ago in Serbia," he said, and she inhaled sharply.
"I always knew something wasn't right," she whispered and added, "I really need a drink."
"I'm really sorry to have shown you this, but something went really wrong today with your husband's associates…and they're cleaning house. I don't think you're safe on the streets. We'll have a quick dinner as promised, but then we're putting you into protective custody," he said.
"Danny would never hurt me," she protested weakly.
"I wonder how many other women thought the same thing. The best way for you to keep yourself safe is to help us find him. He can't hurt you if we have him in custody. Until then, we need to keep you hidden. Come on, let's get you that drink. God knows you've earned it," he said and escorted her out of the office.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-One
 
 
 
11:51 p.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
"Agent Sharpe!"
The words startled him. The day had been full of surprises and chaos, filling the room with an insurmountable level of noise at times, but Agent O'Reilly's voice sounded distressed. He turned in her direction.
"Sir, you have to see this. Now," she urged, and he hurried over to her station.
"I was reviewing the photos of Petrovich when I came back across this one. It was an anomaly from the original batch. A picture of Daniel and Jessica together. 100% match between Jessica Petrovich and Zorana Zekulic," she said hurriedly.
"This system always gives us outliers. That's why we enter as many pictures as possible," he said.
"I understand that, sir, but I thought these two first met at grad school in Boston. This is a picture of the two of them together at Navy Pier in Chicago. She's wearing a Loyola sweatshirt. That's a school in Chicago. Daniel Petrovich attended Northwestern. They look really young in this picture. I think they've known each other for more than just five years," she stated.
"I don't know. We have to trust the system. How many photos of Jessica did you enter?"
"Almost thirty…"
"Shit, that's a lot of pictures."
"Hold on, sir. I'm running a search on another computer. There!" she yelled, and Sharpe stared at the screen with a sinking feeling.
The screen displayed a 1990 Loyola College student ID picture of Nicole Erak, a young woman vaguely resembling Jessica Petrovich, but not close enough to justify a match, even after factoring in a fifteen-year age difference. Unless she had undergone plastic surgery. Now he was getting ridiculous. He considered calling Edwards, but shelved the idea for the moment. He wondered if Nicole Erak had been found decapitated in Chicago.
A hundred ideas ran wild through his head as O'Reilly finished typing another analysis request through the computer system. The system immediately gave them the results, and Special Agent Sharpe fired his hand into his pocket to retrieve his cell phone. The student ID picture of Nicole Erak matched Zorana Zekulic. 100%.
"Call the Portland police immediately! Get them everything we have on this woman! They're somewhere eating dinner in the Old Port!" he yelled, auto-dialing Edwards.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Two
 
 
 
11:52 p.m.
Portland, Maine
 
The elevator hummed as Special Agent Justin Edwards stood next to Jessica, who was rambling on about nearly anything at this point. He could tell she was tired, drunk and emotionally spent. She wasn't stumbling, but her speech was slurred, and he couldn't shut her up. Three straight martinis in one hour would do that to anyone, especially a slim woman who had gone without food for nearly twelve hours. The first drink was finished before the bread arrived, and the second drink vanished as their entrées appeared. He had enjoyed an expensive glass of Cabernet, which he sipped over the course of the dinner, though he desperately wanted to match her drink for drink.
He got a little buzzed from the wine, but it wasn't enough. Their chemistry was a little off throughout the meal, as she steamed ahead with the martinis, and he didn't get the information he desperately sought during dinner. Still, he managed to convince her that she needed FBI protection until they figured out what was going on with her husband. She stopped denying that her husband might be involved, but stubbornly kept insisting that her husband would never hurt her, which was fine for now. He had made enough progress to get her into the hotel room, which he told her was the FBI's idea of a security precaution.
The elevator stopped on the fourth floor.
"What, we're not hiding out in one of the suites? The FBI must be going through some budget cuts," she said, in a silly manner that grated on Edward's nerves.
"We like to keep this as low profile as possible. If it were me travelling with someone like you, I'd go for the suite," he said, eager to gauge her response.
"Are you supposed to flirt with protected witnesses?" she said, and for a second Edwards saw a look that suggested he would be in business once they got comfortable in the hotel room.
"Not usually, but in your case, it's hard to resist. Ladies first," he said, motioning to the open door.
"Why, thank you," she said, and he was pretty sure she glanced down at his bulge forming in his pants.
He led her down the hallway to room 438, hoping for a discreet moment to adjust the awkwardly protruding erection stuck in his underwear. Maybe she'd just rip his pants down as soon as they were in the room, and it wouldn't matter. He felt like exploding as he put the key card into the door slot. The door opened, and his phone rang, which was a real buzz kill. He let it ring, showing her into the room, which already contained his personal belongings.
A spare suit hung in the closet, above an extra pair of dress shoes and a pair of running shoes. He could see his toiletry kit neatly arranged in the bathroom as he passed. He wondered what she thought of his stuff being here, but didn't think she'd notice anything beyond the chilled bottle of white wine in a silver bucket on the desk. She'd begged him for another drink at the restaurant, but he didn't want her to become incoherent and legless yet. Instead, he'd stepped outside of the restaurant, pretending to take a call, and ordered the wine. He watched as she took the bait.
"Very nice. Is this how you treat all of your protectees?" she said, slurring her speech a little more than before.
"Only our VIPs," he said. He removed his jacket, still ignoring the cell phone. When he hung the jacket in the foyer closet, he briefly considered answering his phone.
"You gonna answer that?" Jessica said, pouring herself a glass of wine.
"Not right now. We have more important things to do," he said.
The phone finally stopped ringing.
"I guess we do," she said, pouring a second glass.
He started to walk toward her when his phone rang again.
"God damn it," he muttered. "Hold on, let me get this over with."
He turned around, walking toward the front of the room in case he needed to seek privacy in the bathroom or in the hall. He needed to make this quick. It looked like things were progressing quicker than he thought they would. He'd probably fuck her, then get her to squeal on her husband. Either way, he planned to make her squeal a lot tonight. He looked at the caller ID before flipping the phone open. It was Sharpe.
"Special Agent Edwards," he said.
"Justin. This is Special Agent Ryan Sharpe. Whatever you do, do not interrupt me, or say a word unless I tell you to. Are you with Jessica Petrovich? Answer yes or no, and do not look at her."
 
**
 
Jessica watched Edwards from the desk as she poured a glass of wine intended for Edwards. Actually, both glasses were for the FBI agent, along with the rest of the bottle, which she planned to force him to chug. Edwards examined the phone and appeared to debate whether to answer it. She placed the bottle back in the cooling bucket, which distracted Edwards and caused him to turn his head in the direction of the icy sound. She listened carefully as he answered the phone and could sense a shift in his posture. When he stiffly answered, "Yes," and didn't say another word, her hand flashed under her blouse and pulled a sleek knife from the front pocket of her jeans. She pounced as Agent Edwards tried to draw his gun.
Jessica crossed the ten foot divide before Edwards cleared the pistol from his holster, and put him in a chokehold, squeezing the inside of her forearm harshly against his neck. She pulled his head back and pressed the tip of the knife against the right side of his throat.
"I think you know what could happen next," she whispered into his ear, "drop your gun and cell phone."
He hesitated, and Jessica pushed the razor sharp blade a millimeter further and anchored her grip across the top of his throat, under his chin. She heard both items hit the carpeted floor a few seconds later and detected a faint ammonia smell. The cell phone continued to squawk from the floor, and she could hear someone repeating Edward's name. She turned his body ninety degrees to the left and stomped on the cell phone repeatedly, until she was sure it was completely destroyed.
Jessica glanced into the mirror and saw a dark stain spreading down Edward's pants, originating from his groin, which was a welcome sight compared to the numerous erections she had been forced to ignore most of the night. She barely noticed the steady trickle of blood flowing down his neck and saturating the collar of his blue dress shirt. She yanked him out of the mirror's view and turned him to face the chilled bottle of wine.
"Try anything, and I'll cut you open so badly they'll have no choice but to bury you in a closed coffin. Understood?" Jessica said.
"Please don't kill me. I won't say a…"
She pulled hard against his neck, right under his chin, and he choked on the words. His hands uselessly grabbed at her rock-solid grip, and she pushed the knife another millimeter into his neck. His hands went still.
"Do not resist, and do not say a word unless I ask. Understood?" she hissed and loosened her grip.
"Yes."
"That's better," she replied and loosened her grip a little further.
"Did you think you were going to fuck me all night on that bed?"
Silence. She moved the knife against his neck, but not enough to draw blood.
"I…I don't know what I was…"
"You like to take advantage of women? Degrade them, make them feel vulnerable, wrecked…then fuck them like trash? Is that what you like?" she whispered in his ear.
"No. No. I really…"
"Are you a rapist?" she whispered and ran the blade up and down his neck, catching his stubble.
"No," he pleaded.
"Date rapist? Bet we find some Gamma in your piss-soaked pockets," she said.
"Who are you?" he asked weakly, as if he knew this question would cost him.
"Didn't they tell you?"
"No," he said.
"What exactly did they tell you?" she asked, and he didn't answer.
She removed the knife from his neck, which caused Edwards to tense. At this point, any movement near his neck caused him to flinch. She quickly placed the knife as far as she could between his legs and pushed upward through the wet fabric of his pants against his testicles, which appeared to have retracted as far as possible into his abdomen.
"I'm going to slash this knife upward and back if you don't start talking. I imagine that crime scene photo would end up in every Power Point lecture, given by every crime scene investigator across the country. Might go international. Are you looking to get famous tonight?" she said, adding a little more pressure to the knife against his crotch.
Edwards sucked small, careful breaths through his teeth. "They…they just told me that you were highly dangerous…and…" he hesitated.
"And what," she breathed into his neck.
"That…that I was to hold you here at gunpoint and use lethal force if you tried to escape," he admitted.
"Do they know about this room?"
"Yes. You don't have much time before—"
She pulled back on her left forearm and stepped back, pulling Edwards further off balance and angling the knife forward, where a backward slash would cut deep into his now completely limp manhood.
"I'll give you one shot at this, and I'm going to help you out. I know your team is staying at the Econo Lodge by the mall. I figured a pretentious little prick like yourself would not be content with shitty government-authorized lodging, so I think this room is off the books. Am I right?" she said.
"Yes, but they'll trace the cell pho—"
"We both know that's not happening. Your phone is dead, and if you don't follow my explicit directions, you'll be dead too. I'll need the password to the laptop in your briefcase," she said. Edwards didn't respond.
"Password, please. Don't make me ask again," she said.
He whispered something that she heard, but needed to hear again for her own amusement.
"I'm sorry, I didn't catch that," she said.
"Ladykiller69," he grunted.
"No shit. Are you wearing a backup piece?" she barked.
"No."
She used her right foot to feel around his ankles for a holster. In a swift motion, she withdrew the knife, leaving his undercarriage intact, and released him, following with a solid kick in the lower back. Edwards hit the bed and crumpled over the corner, still in shock. He laid there, his chest pressed against the down comforter and his legs dangling uselessly over the side onto the floor. Jessica picked up his service pistol and pointed it at him.
"No time for a nap, Justin, dear. We have some partying to do. Stand up and strip," she said, emphasizing the point by aiming the pistol at his groin.
"What?" He slowly stood.
She delivered a sharp kick to his kidneys, which caused his back to arch and straightened him up quickly.
"I don't have all night. You wanted to get naked with me, right? Now's your chance. We have some partying to do," she said.
She could see tears welling up in his eyes as he unbuttoned his shirt.
"You didn't have enough to drink?"
"I don't drink on the job unless I have to. I do love martinis though," she said, watching him remove his blue dress shirt, along with his undershirt.
Edwards took good care of himself. He had a slightly chiseled body, with little body fat, clearly the product of endless high repetition, low weight circuit training, combined with a daily thirty-minute fat-burning stint on a treadmill. He avoided her piercing stare, occasionally meeting her glance with a combination of humiliation and anger.
"I told the bartender that a late dinner was your idea of a job interview for a promotion. He substituted water for vodka and refused to take a nice tip for helping a poor lady out. Now that was a true gentleman. I'd say you could take a few lessons from him, but I think your hatred of women runs too deep. Time for the pants," she said.
"Why do you want me naked?" he asked.
"Because we're going to party, Justin. I don't like to waste good wine, and I must admit, a 2003 St. Francis Chardonnay is a nice choice," she said and pointed at the bottle with the gun.
He glanced at her, barely meeting her eyes as he dropped his pants and boxer shorts.
"Now what?" he said.
"Drink both of those glasses, and chug the rest of the bottle," she said, emphasizing her request with the pistol aimed at his head.
"What?"
"Drink up. The clock is ticking," she said and watched with satisfaction as he downed one of the drug-laced glasses of wine.
Justin Edwards is going to have a rough morning, she thought and cracked a thin smile.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Three
 
 
 
12:14 a.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Special Agent Sharpe listened to the phone and finally spoke with a dejected voice.
"Thank you, D'Angelo. Let's keep each other posted," he said and closed his phone.
He turned to O'Reilly's workstation. She shook her head.
"Nothing from his cell phone, and his GPS signal is dead," she said.
"D'Angelo said all of the FBI hotel rooms were empty, and her office is clear. She's coordinating a search of hotels near the satellite office. He has to be in the Old Port section of Portland," he said.
"Why would he have a hotel room in the downtown area?" she asked.
"Who knows," he said.
He didn't plan to bring her up to speed on the nature of his phone conversations with Edwards. It had been a bad idea to share information with him in the first place, but Sharpe was desperate, and it sounded like Edwards might be able to extract some useful information out of her. Now Edwards was missing, and he had a bad feeling that the agent was dead. Sharpe had never cared for Edwards personally, but he had been a reasonably competent investigative agent and knew how to play the game within the Beltway.
Deep down inside, a part of him hoped Edwards was dead. Sharpe would have enough explaining to do tomorrow morning, without the added complication of why he unofficially sanctioned Edwards to press Jessica Petrovich, or whoever she was, with information that skirted the border of his CIS agreement. In the hands of a skillful prosecutor, he could wind up behind bars.
"This has turned into a complete disaster, and I'm starting to get the sinking feeling that we've been played. Played since last night. Nothing is what it seems to be, or should be," he said. His phone rang again.
"Mendoza. Any word from our agents? How are they doing?" Sharpe said.
"They're fine, sir. It was definitely the colonel. Calhoun and Harris said he walked in like everything was normal and just stabbed McKie in the neck. Then all hell broke loose. Forced Sergeant D'Onofrie at gunpoint to drag everyone into the back room, then hit him with the same neurotoxin. Farrington worked closely with D'Onofrie and Staff Sergeant Brodin for over two years. Turned on them like a viper."
"Was anything else taken?" Sharpe asked.
"The archives section wasn't breached, so it looks like all he took was the file. We found the last page of the fax in a pool of McKie's blood. Care to guess what it says?"
"That Munoz's specialty has something to do with infiltrating jails and police custody?"
"That pretty much sums it up," Mendoza said.
"Played."
"What was that, sir?"
"Played. We've been played all along, Mendoza. The murders, Munoz's capture, the Sanctum. Everything. And now Edwards is missing. I can't go into details on the phone, but he was with Jessica Petrovich."
"Jesus Christ," Mendoza whispered.
"Exactly. What's the CIA's angle on what happened?" Sharpe said.
"I wouldn't know. Keller bolted as soon as he regained consciousness."
"What! This is a federal investigation. How the fuck did he get out of the Pentagon?" he said, and several heads throughout the silent room looked in his direction.
"Someone high up at Langley convinced Pentagon security that Keller needed to make an immediate report, in person," Mendoza said.
"And you didn't stop him?"
"I have no authority to stop him. As a matter of fact, I have no authority in this building at all. This place is under lockdown, and I have been relieved of my weapon. Someone pulled serious strings to get Keller out of here," Mendoza said.
"And that reeks of bullshit. When did he leave?"
"Fifteen minutes ago," Mendoza said.
"All right. I need to take care of something. Keep me posted, Frank," Sharpe said.
"Will do, sir."
Sharpe set his phone down on a nearby desk and ran his hands through his matted brown hair, pausing to think for a moment. He briefly laughed at himself and turned to a young agent sitting at a desk in the communications section.
"Agent Fayad?" he said.
"Sir?" the dark-skinned agent said, swiveling his chair to face Sharpe.
"I need a cell phone GPS trace immediately," he said.
"Send me the number, and we'll activate the system. Should have it in a few minutes," he said.
"We already have the number on file. Randy Keller."
"Our CIA liaison?" Fayad said, with a skeptical look.
"That's it. We don't have time to notify Langley. Wake up Weber if you need help."
"I can take care of it, sir."
"Thanks, Fayad. Let me know as soon as you have a signal. O'Reilly, scramble a team of agents. Four from the task force, including yourself. Two cars. I have a surveillance job for you," he said.
O'Reilly's face perked up for the first time in several hours, despite the fact that she was rapidly approaching twenty-four hours on her feet.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Four
 
 
 
12:25 a.m.
Georgetown, Washington, D.C.
 
Keller got off the Metro at the Rosslyn Station and walked a few blocks over to North Lynn Avenue. He hailed a taxi, which drove him north over the Key Bridge and deposited him in front of a random bar along M Street in Georgetown. Still slightly disoriented, Keller paid his fare, leaving the cab driver surprised by the generous tip. To the driver and anyone on the street, Keller might have appeared slightly inebriated, which didn't draw any unwarranted attention on a Thursday night along M Street. Keller focused on his surroundings and took deep, slow breaths.
He was starting to feel better in the fresh air, despite the occasional wafts of tobacco and stale beer. He had fled the Pentagon in a hurry, not wanting to get caught in a bureaucratic prison for the next several hours. Berg's call had been convincing enough to get him out, and Keller was grateful for the favor. He had more data stored in his head and needed a brief respite to flush it out. He didn't have a headache or sore muscles, just a vague feeling that the gravity around his body had been slightly increased.
Keller spotted the street sign that would lead him deep into the quiet neighborhoods of Georgetown and to the safe house. He glanced at the traffic and found a break between cars large enough for him to cross safely.
 
**
 
Daniel Petrovich crouched, concealed in a long clump of bushes behind a white picket fence located diagonally across the street from the address provided by General Sanderson. He carried night vision equipment in his backpack, but the ambient lighting provided by the randomly placed streetlamps and the occasional porch light allowed him to see well enough with the naked eye through the well-trimmed bushes. Colonel Farrington sat in a similarly hidden position, behind a shoulder-height red brick wall topped with greenery, on the same side of the street, covering the approach from 33rd Street. Daniel kept his eye toward 34th.
The safe house was an unremarkable dark red brownstone, set between a white-painted brownstone to the right, and a brilliant yellow wooden building to the left. The two brownstones appeared to be attached, sharing a black wrought iron fence along the front and separated by a similar fence running inward through the short front yard. Petrovich could see a small sign next to the target entrance, but couldn't read it from this distance. Neither of the men passed close enough on their approach to get a good look at the sign.
They had arrived on O Street at 11:30, to begin what could potentially be a long evening for both of them. One at a time, they walked onto O Street from opposite ends and slipped into their concealed locations without a sound. Satisfied that neither of them had tripped an alarm or raised any attention, they settled in to observe the street, which had been nearly devoid of passenger traffic since their arrival. They watched a drunken couple stumble off 34th Street and stop to grope each other for several minutes within ten feet of Petrovich, until the college students decided to take their activities indoors just a few houses down from the target house. They would wait until Keller arrived, if he showed, which Farrington estimated could happen at any time after midnight, based on the neurotoxin profile.
Parker sat in General Sanderson's Toyota 4Runner a few blocks away, in one of the few legal parking spaces he could find at this time of night big enough to accommodate the SUV. He would spring into action once their quarry entered the safe house. A few blocks closer to M Street, his area contained more activity, and he had settled into one of the back seats behind tinted glass to avoid unwanted attention by police patrols or concerned citizens. He closely monitored General Sanderson's direct frequency on one of his radios. The general would provide them early warning of law enforcement activity when O Street exploded and coordinate the sensitive timing of their mission. Petrovich would have less than two minutes to eliminate Keller and his handler. Anything beyond that would draw unacceptable law enforcement complications.
Petrovich shifted to his left knee and checked his weapon. He had opted to keep the MP-9 submachine gun, due to its easy concealment and effective suppressor, which he screwed onto the weapon. He had five spare magazines for the MP-9, each holding thirty rounds, attached to a light utility vest hidden under his dark blue nylon windbreaker. A compact semi-automatic pistol rested in a concealed holster near the small of his back, with three spare magazines stuffed into the front pockets of his jeans.
Earlier, he removed a pouch carrying several grenades of different varieties from his backpack and attached it to the front right side of his belt. Daniel felt confident that he carried enough firepower to overcome any resistance offered by two CIA desk types. He loosened his throat microphone slightly, bothered by the constrictive feeling of the communications rig, but impressed by its sleek design and technological advantage. He would not have to fumble with a microphone headset, which tended to be a problem in the heat of battle.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Five
 
 
 
12:30 a.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
"We're tracking him, sir. He's moving slowly…probably on foot, down 33rd St, NW, between N and O," Agent Fayad said.
"I knew it. I bet there's a CIA safe house down there. Keep tracking him," he said and whipped out his phone to make a call.
"O'Reilly, where are you?" he spoke into the cell.
"Sir, we're on our way down to the parking garage. We grabbed some surveillance gear. We should be on the road in five to ten minutes," she said.
"Head to Georgetown. 34th Street off of M. I'll give you instructions when you get there."
"Understood, sir."
 
 
12:33 a.m.
Georgetown, Washington, D.C.
 
Petrovich's earpiece came to life.
"Movement. One pedestrian from the south, exiting 33rd. Caucasian male. Stand by, I can't make an ID yet."
Petrovich acquired the man with his own eyes and squinted for details. The area was still too dark for a positive identification. It didn't really matter. If the man turned into the target building, they would pounce.
"Can you ID him?" Petrovich said into the microphone attached to his head set.
"Negative. Not enough light. Switching to night vision," Farrington said.
"Don't bother. We'll wait and see what he does," Petrovich said, readying himself to hop through the bushes and over the waist-high fence.
The figure moved briskly down the opposite side of the street and pulled out what looked like a cell phone to Petrovich. Then everything moved too quickly. The man sped toward the gate and was at the front door before Farrington hissed something over the radio circuit. Daniel heard the gate squeak on its hinges and made a split second calculation. They would never make it across in time to grab Keller. He had expected more of a delay entering the safe house. A new plan formed in the same span of time, and he told Farrington to hold his position. Farrington had to ease himself back down the brick wall he had just scaled like a cat, careful not to make a sound.
Petrovich's instincts were right, and Keller entered the brownstone's vestibule as soon as he arrived at the door. Someone had opened it for him, which meant that a camera monitored the front door. If they had made a run to grab Keller, they would have failed, giving the building's occupants enough warning to fortify against an assault. They would have to do this the hard way, which was Petrovich's specialty.
Daniel removed a black ski mask from his backpack and pulled it tight over his head, adjusting the eye holes. He issued orders for a forced entry and set his watch to chronograph. They would have a very limited amount of time once the explosive charges detonated, turning this quiet neighborhood into downtown Fallujah. Farrington would cover the street from the brownstone's entrance and serve as backup if Petrovich needed help inside. Parker would position his car one block over, ready to pick them up on whichever entrance to O Street wasn't blocked by police.
He waited roughly one minute, then gave the signal to move. He saw Farrington sprinting across the street ahead of him and briefly gave the man credit for his physical capabilities. Petrovich just hoped the colonel would hold up under the stress of the next few minutes. He reached the iron gate first and swung it open for Farrington, who entered and took a position on the steps, away from the door and out of Daniel's way.
 
**
 
Claire McHatten was a light sleeper, especially when agents occupied her "house" after hours. She never asked questions and never expressed her opinion about certain senior CIA officials' specific "use" of the house late in the evening, but she was glad that the wall separating her brownstone from the safe house was both sound and blast proof. She didn't care to hear the noises that might emanate from some of the female "guests" that frequented the location.
Tonight she didn't have to worry about women of questionable repute entering her house, but she still slept uneasily with Berg next door. Langley wasn't that far away, and she was convinced that he was up to something. Or maybe not. Spies were spies, and even when they no longer served in the field, they liked to play the game. She could certainly understand how they felt, though most of this emotion had been washed out of her system over the past twenty years, sitting behind her desk next door.
She had served with her husband, Frederick, in Eastern Europe for eight years at the height of the Cold War, stationed for most of it at the U.S. Embassy in Warsaw, Poland. They ran a highly successful husband and wife operation until Frederick was brutally murdered in 1985, on a train destined for Czechoslovakia. He had left Poland to meet with CIA operatives in Prague, who had just begun to foster and support a grassroots solidarity movement. Claire and her husband were at least a year ahead of their CIA counterparts in Czechoslovakia, and they had planned to discuss ways to accelerate the Czech movement. One of the countries' governments, if not both, didn't want the meeting to take place. Her husband was killed during a prolonged stop at the Czech/Polish border, and neither country accepted responsibility for investigating the murder.
Devastated, Claire returned to the U.S., unsure of how to proceed with her life. She accepted what was supposed to be a temporary position at the safe house, but settled into a quiet life and never left. After ten years on the job, the CIA signed an open-ended lease to have her live in the attached brownstone. Ten years after that, she was an enigma to most agents who crossed the safe house's threshold. Most agents figured she was a stuffy, miserable wife for some aging member of the wealthy Georgetown elite. Few would ever suspect that she was the building's guardian and keeper twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year.
She was specially attuned to her "house," and when the gate squeaked the first time, she figured it was Keller and eased back to sleep. When the gate squeaked again, a few minutes later, Claire became a little more alert. In fact, she found her arms covered in goosebumps. Something wasn't right. She glanced at the digital clock on her nightstand. 12:35. She never saw 12:36. A low-pitched alarm sounded throughout her home, and she sprang into action.
 
**
 
Petrovich focused on the door as thermite charges burned through the locks and hinges at 2,500 Celsius, on four points along the outer vestibule door. The thermite was overkill for this door, but he didn't want to waste any time. The charges burned for five seconds, turning any solid metal components in their path into molten liquid and igniting the door. Daniel kicked the solid wood into the vestibule and started the chronometer on his watch.
He immediately set to work on the second door, placing small plastic explosive charges where he would logically expect to find hinges. He set a larger charge around the door handle and attached wires to each package. The wires led to a small black device that he dug out of the backpack, which lay open at his feet. He grabbed the backpack and evacuated the porch.
"Move," he whispered and pushed Farrington off the porch.
Huddled against the front of the house with Farrington, Daniel rapidly squeezed the "clacker," catapulting the serene, multi-million dollar neighborhood into a war zone. The simultaneous detonation of four compact charges blew wood and brick fragments onto the parked cars in front of the house and activated every car alarm within a one-block radius. It also removed the door cleanly. Daniel mounted the stairs and rushed through the dust and floating debris, and saw that the twisted door had simply fallen inward.
Petrovich sprinted through the heated smoke, searching for the front desk. He found it at the back of the room. His attention was drawn to a single burning stack of yellow Post-Its in the center of the desk. Everything else had been knocked clear by the concussion wave generated by the C-4, scattered in disarray on the floor behind the desk. Petrovich noticed several other small fires throughout the room, but they didn't concern him. He should be out of this structure before any of the fires become consequential. He methodically searched the back of the desk and found what he was seeking. A bank of three hidden buttons. Now he was really in business.
Daniel reached into the black military style pouch attached to his belt and removed a "special." He didn't need to visually confirm what he held. He knew the feel of the three types of grenades in the pouch and hoped he wouldn't have to search for the round, smooth type. He pulled the pin on the grenade and released the trigger handle. In one expertly timed motion, he pressed all three buttons and sprinted to the staircase, casually tossing the grenade with his left hand, in an arch toward the door at the top of the stairs. His timing was perfect.
 
**
 
Berg slowly got up from one of the dining room chairs when the alarm sounded. Keller had just arrived and was drinking a glass of water across from him at the dining table. He thought Keller would need more than a glass of water after the attack on the Pentagon, but didn't want to risk an interaction with the toxin that was likely still present in his body. He couldn't believe the raw nerve of the Black Flag group.
Keller stared off at an original piece of Revolutionary War art hanging on the wall, as Berg glanced at him, slightly annoyed. Keller must have left one of the doors ajar. He couldn't really blame the agent, but now he'd probably have to listen to one of Ms. Claire's lectures about security. He begrudgingly walked toward the hallway door when the entire building seemed to shake on its foundation and the lights flickered, causing both of them to sprint into the hallway. Neither of them was armed.
"Keller, check the front windows. I'll call—"
"First priority is securing this door!" a female voice screamed from the front of the hallway.
Claire appeared from the conference room doorway holding two weapons, a semi-automatic shotgun fitted with an ammunition drum and an MP-5 submachine gun. She tossed the MP-5 and two spare magazines at Keller, who was already sprinting toward the door leading to the stairway. The door buzzed before Berg could move.
"Help me with the door!" she screamed, just as Berg was knocked off his feet by another blast.
 
**
 
The grenade sailed up the staircase in a perfect trajectory and detonated less than one foot from the door. The "special" was a unique device used to achieve maximum distraction and confusion during a hostage rescue operation. It would first send a concussive shockwave in every direction, followed immediately by a two-millisecond-delayed flash of blinding light. All of this was topped off by a controversial third stage. A small white phosphorous charge simultaneously exploded with the flash, sending specks of smoldering material in a spectacular shower throughout a fifteen-foot radius. The pieces of white phosphorous were no larger than a grain of rice, but they ignited whatever they touched, and even the most steadfast opponent couldn't ignore the fact that they were on fire.
In this case, the shock wave created by the initial blast flung the door wide open, knocking Keller flat on his back and saving him from a direct shower of white phosphorus. Still, his clothes caught fire in several places. Blinded by the flash, he was temporarily unaware that his custom fit suit had ignited.
Claire was jammed back against the conference room doorframe, but was spared the effects of the flash and white phosphorous that had been funneled straight through the open door. She quickly regained her senses and leveled the shotgun at the opening, preparing herself to fire down the staircase at the slightest sound.
Berg remained lying on the floor, stunned by the blinding flash and concussion. Still far enough away from the door when the grenade exploded, he didn't get hit with any of the burning fragments. Hazy vision returned, and he saw the open doorway to the stairwell, which caused him to panic and scramble out of sight into the kitchen doorway. He barely had time to register Keller's body directly in front of the burning doorframe, but it was long enough for him to realize he'd have to go back out there immediately.
 
**
 
A shower of smoking fragments hit the bottom of the staircase a few feet from Daniel Petrovich. Some bounced off the walls and bannister, hissing, while others immediately adhered to whatever they first struck. Regardless of how the pieces of white phosphorous behaved in those first few seconds, without fail, they all set fire to their final resting place. Daniel rounded the corner of the burning bannister, leveling the MP-9 toward the open door at the top of the staircase, aiming down the sight as he took the stairs in a rapid, controlled manner. He kept his focus on the hazy opening. If he had glanced around, or expanded his field of vision, he might have been slightly unnerved to realize that the entire staircase was tightly sprinkled with over a hundred tiny, dancing fires. Growing fires. For now, all he registered was a growing sensation of heat.
He'd reached a point halfway up the stairs when he heard a female voice yell a command.
"Get Keller out of there! I'll cover the staircase."
He processed the possibilities and continued up the stairs. Anyone who appeared at the top of the stairs would be killed immediately. Barely a second after he heard the brusque voice, he saw a shotgun barrel appear from the right side of the door. By the orientation of the gun, he could tell that it was braced straight against someone's shoulder and that his or her head should appear…now. Through the thickening smoke, he saw the faintest trace of a head appear at the door frame and fired a quick, tightly-aimed burst where he knew the rest of the head would emerge within a fraction of a second.
 
**
 
Claire watched Berg sprint over to Keller and decided it was time to earn the paycheck she had been collecting for nearly twenty years. She wasn't afraid to face down the enemy at the bottom of the stairs, but she did have some concern that another grenade like the last one might explode in her face. She could see Keller's clothes starting to catch fire and could not imagine the horror of taking a burst of those fragments to her face. Because of this trepidation, and the fact that at 53 years of age, she didn't move as fast as she did as a field agent in her thirties, she hesitated at the doorway, and it saved her life.
She heard a sudden snap as she started to move into the doorway, and the wooden frame directly in front of her face splintered. She knew what had happened before the bullets' sonic trail changed the air pressure around her eye cavities. One of the bullets had missed hitting the far side of her face by less than three millimeters. Though the threat of these bullets had long passed, Claire reacted instinctively and pulled her body back. Still, she persisted in her mission and forced the shotgun around the corner, squeezing the trigger until she thought her hand might break. Eight deafening blasts roared into the opening.
 
**
 
Daniel knew he had miscalculated the burst as soon as he had fired, when the head didn't fully materialize. He actually hadn't miscalculated. If the head had followed at the same speed of the shotgun, he would be able to charge the top of the stairs unopposed. Instead, he saw two hands jam the shotgun into the doorway opening, which meant immediate trouble. He lurched backward and managed to throw himself through the burning bannister, crashing down on top of a smoldering antique table and chair. He didn't hear the bones crack, but knew he'd broken two lower ribs and damaged his left knee upon impact with the furniture. He felt no immediate pain, but the knee almost failed as he stood up and grabbed the MP-9 from under the desk.
Farrington crouched in the vestibule and assessed the situation. He was dressed in dark blue jeans and black turtleneck sweater, holding a shortened M-4 assault carbine fitted with a red-dot sighting system. He looked deadly serious and well practiced in this type of work, though Daniel doubted the man had ever kicked a door down in his life.
"Need help?" Farrington said, aiming his rifle up the stairs.
"Negative. Keep an eye outside," he replied.
"Out in sixty seconds," Farrington said, and Daniel realized he would have to escalate his use of force to get the job done.
He took two grenades out of his pouch and walked over to the staircase. One was a "special" and the other had a smooth, round surface. Daniel was done fucking around with this situation. He laid the submachine gun on the first step and pulled the pin on both grenades. He sailed the M67 frag grenade through the now impenetrable smoke and heard it hit the floor somewhere beyond the door, followed by panicked screams. He'd add the "special" to their misery as soon as the frag detonated.
 
**
 
Claire's shotgun heroics bought the CIA agents fifteen seconds to regroup and get Keller out of the hallway, where he was certain to be killed. Berg pulled Keller back to the kitchen entrance and started to rip the burning pants from his body, but Keller had regained his senses enough to continue himself. Berg turned his attention back to the burning doorway and leveled the German made MP-5 submachine gun against the kitchen doorframe, tucking his exposed elbow tight against his body and shifting his head as far behind the frame as possible while still sighting down the barrel of the gun. He presented little for his attacker to hit and braced himself for the inevitable assault. Just as he settled into the frame, a grenade hit the hardwood floor in the hallway and rolled toward Berg.
"Grenade!" he screamed and stumbled backward into Keller, knocking them both across the small kitchen floor.
The grenade exploded several feet from the kitchen entrance, cratering the floor and dislodging drywall, instantly filling the hallway with smoke and fine dust. Small pieces of the grenade's metallic outer shell splintered wood, shredded light fixtures and ripped through the walls. One fragment destroyed the fingerprint security device leading into the communications room, eliminating access to the building's biggest potential liability.
Berg crawled desperately over Keller to get back into position in the doorway, which had been shattered by the direct blast. He could see damage from several fragments embedded in the stainless steel refrigerator standing next to the doorway and realized that his jumbled panic had been justified. Some of the fragments had traveled through two sets of drywall to reach the refrigerator and would have likely instead found a home in Berg's body if he had stayed.
Just as Berg slammed himself against the loose doorframe to stare down the sights of his weapon, he heard another metallic object strike the floor somewhere in the thick haze ahead of him. He didn't have time to retreat, but luckily for him, the sharp concussion of the "special" didn't send steel fragments through his internal organs. Instead, it showered the entire hallway with more white phosphorous and blinded him for several seconds. Out of desperation and panic, he blindly fired two quick bursts in the direction of the doorway, which almost hit Claire as she sprinted down the hallway for a better position.
 
**
 
Daniel mounted the stairs quickly, and his eyes caught rapid movement as his weapon's barrel cleared the top of the stairs. He fired a quick burst at a fast-moving shadow and heard a scream, but couldn't concentrate fire on the target. Several small-caliber bullets snapped overhead, causing him to take cover behind the top of the staircase. He felt his knee buckle as he crouched, and could tell he would catch fire if he remained here. Taking a massive risk, he sprinted up the stairs and threw himself into the first room to his right, fully expecting to collide with one of the CIA agents.
He rolled and aimed at the doorway from a position several feet inside the room, but the area was clear. He pulled another fragmentation grenade out of the pouch and edged toward the hallway doorframe, noticing an opening in the wall directly behind him. The opening led to what looked like a bedroom and would normally be concealed behind a massive dark wooden china cabinet, which was swung aside on hinges. He wondered who else might emerge from this hidden entry. As he reached the hallway door, deafening shotgun fire erupted, punctuated by submachine gun fire. The area around the door splintered from the impact of several shotgun shells and 9mm bullets, forcing Daniel back into the room.
He couldn't believe the woman with the shotgun was still fighting. He had definitely hit her from the top of the stairs, and she was still working the shotgun like a professional. He couldn't advance with that kind of accurate firepower bearing down on him, and he'd already been in the house for more than a minute. His earpiece remained silent, which was a good sign, but he couldn't imagine the good fortune lasting much longer. He pulled the pin on his last frag and tossed it toward the end of the hallway, where it detonated amidst a bloodcurdling scream. Satisfied that the threat was neutralized, he emerged from the room into the dimly lit, smoke-filled hallway, aiming right down the wall toward the nearest doorframe. He could see something moving in there, and if it moved another inch into the hallway, he'd be in business.
A sudden movement toward the back of the hallway caught his attention, and the words "cover me!" reached his ears. He pulled the MP-9 far enough away from the nearby doorframe to fire at the target sprinting across the obscured passage. He saw the person tumble into an open doorway on the other side of the hallway, not sure if his bullets struck home. He shifted his submachine gun back to the opening less than ten feet away just in time to see the front sight of an MP-5 emerge, rapidly spitting bullets in this direction.
Daniel pressed himself against the burning wall and fired a poorly aimed burst at the barely visible target in front of him. He considered moving forward, but the MP-5 continued to rattle, forcing him back into the conference room. He knew the shooter didn't want to expose his head far enough to take an accurate shot, but he couldn't risk the chance that this might change. A few seconds later, the shotgun rejoined the fight, pounding the conference room doorway with "double ought" buckshot, and Daniel lost all hope for advancing down the hallway. One of the other agents had taken over the shotgun, and time was running short. He glanced at the opening in the wall and wondered exactly who had run through there to join the fight. Whoever it was deserved a medal. Posthumously awarded, he hoped.
His earpiece crackled, and he heard Parker's voice.
"Status report."
"Send updated timeline," Petrovich replied.
"Thirty seconds. Police en route. Can you still accomplish the mission?"
Daniel processed all of his options within the span of a millisecond and realized that he needed more time, unless…he was willing to endure a shower of white phosphorous. He could probably land one of the grenades in the closer opening and send the submachine gunner running, followed by another grenade toward the shooter at the end of the hallway. When they scrambled to shield themselves, he would have to charge forward and take his chances with the firestorm of burning fragments. His other option was to abandon the mission and retreat through the passage in the conference room wall. He could be out on the street in less than fifteen seconds. If he could make it to the staircase, he would be out of the house even faster.
The concept of retreat didn't sit well with Petrovich. He had to put an end to this tonight. Jessica was waiting and had already endured enough over the last twenty-four hours. They desperately needed a fresh start, and failing one of Sanderson's missions wouldn't help. Apparently, everyone had succeeded in their role over the past few days, except for him.
"Affirmative," he said and pulled one of the "special" grenades from his bag.
He had just placed his index finger through the firing pin, when Parker's voice broke through his focus again.
"Change of plans. The general wants you to throw one of the agents your cell phone. Immediately."
"What?"
"Just do it. We're out of time."
"Understood."
He took his cellphone out of a pouch on his nylon vest, edged his head out of the conference room doorway, and examined the scene. The upstairs hallway had taken on a surreal hellish look, with several dozen small fires burning on every surface, including the ceiling. The fires burned a dark orange color through the smoke and drywall dust, illuminating the darkened area with dancing, flickering light. He found it strangely beautiful, but didn't linger to admire it. He tossed the cellphone right into the kitchen doorway opening, hearing it clatter on the floor, followed by the sound of furniture crashing, as Berg scrambled in fear. Strangely, the shotgun did not erupt. Instead, his cellphone rang, and Daniel yelled into the haze.
"Answer the phone! I have enough C-4 here to take out this entire floor. Do it now!"
He heard some shuffling from the kitchen, and the doorway exploded from the force of several shotgun blasts. He pulled out the last "special" grenade and prepared to execute his final, desperate plan. His watch showed the total elapsed time in the house to be one minute and fifty-two seconds.
 
**
 
Berg shifted the submachine gun into his left hand and kept it trained on the smoking inferno past the open doorway. With his right arm extended, he snatched the ringing phone from the floor, half expecting to be shot through the wall. Retreating into the relative safety of the kitchen, he placed the phone to his ear.
"Hello?" he said, fully prepared for the possibility that the call was a distraction.
A female voice answered. "Karl? Is that you?"
"Who is this?" Berg said, the voice triggering hazy memories.
"Karl, this is Seraph. I need you to listen closely."
"Nicole? How is this…"
"I don't have time to explain, but right now you must listen. I have General Sanderson on the line, and he has a proposition for you."
"I don't need a deal to save my life."
"Yes, you do. Daniel Petrovich, my husband, is in your safe house."
"What? Oh no, Nicole. What did you do?"
"I'll explain later. The general has a mutual proposition. There's very little time."
"Put him on," Berg said and listened to the general's proposal.
Fifteen seconds later, Berg disconnected the call and called out to Keller, "Keller! Hold your fire!" He received no response.
He really hoped Keller was already dead.
 
**
 
Petrovich heard Berg order Keller to stop firing, followed by Parker in his headset.
"Withdraw from the house immediately. The agents are no longer a threat. Move fast. Police units are ten seconds out."
"Understood. On my way," he said and dashed through the conflagration in the hallway.
He nearly took the entire staircase in a single leap that sent a shockwave of pain up his leg from the damaged knee and caused one of his fractured ribs to fully break. For a brief moment, he thought he might have been shot leaving the room. Farrington burst into the house from his position in the shattered vestibule and pulled him to his feet.
"We need to get the fuck off this street," he said, yanking Daniel through the door and into the fresh air.
Just as they cleared the vestibule, police cars screeched to a halt on 34th Street, blocking their exit from O Street on that side.
"Coming up on 33rd Street intersection. Police units just passed N Street on 34th. You need to be there now. I see police lights," Parker said.
 
**
 
Special Agent O'Reilly's small caravan of agents drove down 33rd Street, passing Prospect and approaching N Street. Sharpe had given her the suspected address on O Street, and they were to approach cautiously, verify the location, and set up car surveillance to confirm Keller's presence. Sharpe had confided in O'Reilly. He didn't put the CIA past being involved in today's fiasco and found it oddly suspicious that Keller had fled the Pentagon to hide in some undisclosed location hidden deep in the heart of Georgetown. To him, it didn't add up to anything but trouble for the FBI, and Sharpe wasn't taking any chances. Tomorrow, he would have to explain a lot of things to his superiors, and he might need to draw a little attention away from the task force. A possible CIA mole in his group was a great distraction.
As her car passed N Street, she noticed several things out of place at once. First, she saw a dark SUV stopped in the middle of the next intersection, and then police lights suddenly appeared in her rearview mirror, but no sirens sounded. Strangely, she also saw police lights dancing on the sides of some of the structures deeper into O Street, which couldn't be cast by the cars behind her. As her car approached the SUV, more of O Street came into focus, and she grabbed her car's radio to contact task force headquarters. She dropped the radio when she saw two masked men running toward the black SUV. One of them was limping, and they were both carrying military-style weapons.
"Stop the car!" she screamed, and the tires immediately screeched to a halt.
She bailed out of the car and ran toward the vehicles behind her, holding her FBI badge extended in one hand and her pistol in the other. Police cars skidded and stopped, as confused officers jumped out.
"FBI! Take cover!"
O'Reilly didn't want to take a bullet from a Washington, D.C., police weapon, so she held the badge high with her left hand. Instead, she caught a 5.56mm round from Farrington's rifle, which tore through her forearm muscle and skipped off the bone, passing straight through her raised arm. She stood there in shock, with the arm still raised, as her badge toppled down the length of her arm, and twenty-nine more 5.56mm bullets poured over the vehicles, miraculously failing to hit any of the agents or police officers. O'Reilly, still on her feet, whirled around with her Glock and fired on the men nearing the SUV. A few of the agents' service pistols joined her own weapon, and she saw the effects of their bullets shatter the back window of the 4Runner before a D.C. police officer tackled her to the ground.
Another burst of automatic weapons fire tore into their cars, shattering windows, puncturing metal and connecting with flesh. Screams punctuated the echoes of gunfire, and O'Reilly leaned her head back to see one of her agents sitting with his back against the side of a car holding his right shoulder. Blood spurted through his fingers onto his bulletproof vest. Under the car, she saw another agent hit the street pavement with a sick thud. A police officer dashed past her and started to pull the bleeding agent back when the next fusillade erupted.
 
**
 
Parker yelled at them through the open driver's side door, but Daniel couldn't hear over the gunfire. Farrington's first warning burst at the nearby police cars stirred up a hornet's nest of return fire, and bullets continued to crack past Petrovich, as he limped toward the SUV. From a position along the rear driver's side of the 4Runner, Farrington calmly fired a second, well-aimed burst of fire into the gaggle of police vehicles bottlenecked on 33rd Street. His second, shorter burst connected with at least two of the officers and dropped them to the pavement.
As the truck window next to him shattered, Farrington shifted his rifle toward the police officers advancing through the O Street neighborhood and emptied the rest of his magazine in controlled bursts, concentrating on the lead officers. Empty shells from Farrington's rifle pelted Daniel as he reached the SUV, causing him to stop and fire his freshly reloaded MP-9 in the direction of the officers on 33rd, who appeared to be regrouping in the absence of Farrington's automatic fusillade. Aiming high above their heads, Daniel fired with the hope of discouraging any further bravery and avoiding police casualties.
The volume of fire from police officers on 33rd Street nearly stopped altogether, and Petrovich jumped into the back seat of the car, moving to the far side of the rear bench seat. Farrington followed, reloading his weapon and immediately began firing out of the missing rear window. Parker accelerated the SUV down 33rd, and Petrovich jammed his way into the front passenger seat to provide firepower forward of the vehicle if necessary. Pain fired through his entire chest when he climbed over the seat and jammed the headrest into his ribs. He settled into the seat, taking a few seconds to recover from the blinding agony that brought him close to a blackout. He reloaded the MP-9 with a new magazine from his vest and lowered his window. They drove in silence for several seconds, surprised to meet no resistance as they approached Wisconsin Avenue.
"Fuck!" Parker yelled, as the intersection of Q Street and 33rd filled with police cars and flashing blue lights.
Parker didn't have much time to react, and most drivers would instinctively slam on the brakes, effectively disabling their own vehicle for the police. To Daniel's surprise, Parker yanked the car left without slowing and somehow squeezed it between a signal light post and a small tree. Daniel was showered with small pieces of plastic and glass when the passenger side mirror disintegrated upon impact with the signal post. Parker's side of the vehicle slid along a red brick property wall, exploding the side mirror and catching the rear bumper of the SUV.
The 4Runner was thrown out into the street, sideswiping the rearmost police car and knocking the cruiser into a parked car on the other side of Q Street, where it blocked the cramped Georgetown street. Daniel heard several gunshots as Parker steadied the SUV, which accelerated down Q Street, structurally undamaged after miraculously sailing through a cramped city corner at over 50 miles per hour. Farrington fired three extended bursts with his assault rifle down the street at the maneuvering police cars, showering the SUV's cab with spent brass.
Petrovich had been tossed around the front seat like a rag doll, but beyond a few additional bruises and the growing pain around his lower ribcage, he was fine. He turned in his seat immediately, aiming his gun toward the rapidly shrinking police cars at the intersection. He knew it would take them time to bypass the disabled police vehicle blocking the road. Farrington remained braced against the center of the second row bench seat, his assault rifle steadied against the middle headrest, aiming back toward the receding blue lights.
Colonel Farrington glanced back at Daniel with an impassionate face. "The mission failed," he uttered.
"We're fine," Parker said.
"The general said he made an arrangement that far exceeded his expectations for the day. He called your raid a success, and he doesn't say that kind of shit unless he means it." Parker turned right onto 35th Street, heading north.
He kept the SUV on the road for a few seconds, then killed the lights and turned left, departing the road and driving across a Georgetown University soccer field. He continued straight across the field as police cars turned right at the intersection, following their path, but continued past the soccer field, heading north on 35th Street.
"This should buy us a few minutes," Parker said.
"Let me guess. Your specialty is getaway car driver?" Daniel said.
"Aggressive Mobile Escape and Evasion," Parker replied.
"Things have changed since you graduated from the program. It's a little more sophisticated," Farrington said, still turned toward the back of the vehicle.
"Barely," Petrovich said and turned forward in his seat, putting on his seatbelt.
The 4Runner reached a small parking lot on the other side of the field, and more police cars raced north on 35th. Parker stopped momentarily, and they listened to the city's emergency services mobilize. Fire engine and police car sirens filled the late evening quiet with a sense of urgency.
"So, now what?" Petrovich asked.
"First priority is finding a new ride," Parker commented.
"I assume one of you knows how to hotwire a car?" Petrovich said.
"That's why we brought you along," Parker said.
"You're kidding me. Neither of you can jump a car? I'm going to have talk to Sanderson about his curriculum."
"I think he had something like that in mind. Full time," Parker said.
"I bet," Petrovich said.
They stepped out of the battered 4Runner into a humid, but temperate night on the Georgetown campus.
"You might want to take off that ski mask," Farrington said, grinning at him over the hood.
"Right. Probably not the best way to fit in on campus," Daniel replied, tossing the mask back into the truck through the open window.
They sanitized the SUV, taking all communications gear and armament. Farrington hefted a black backpack filled with spare ammunition magazines and explosives over his shoulder, while Parker stuffed Daniel's backpack with the remaining loose radios. Each of them removed their communications rig, detaching their throat microphones and earpieces, and stuffed them in Daniel's pack. They considered torching the SUV, which was standard operating procedure, but decided against drawing the unnecessary attention. The police wouldn't find anything useful in the vehicle beyond some DNA, which at this point didn't really matter.
Petrovich and Farrington would soon find themselves on the FBI's most wanted list, and Parker would join them in a specialized subcategory of known associates to General Terrence Sanderson. All of them would be permanently out of the country as soon as practical.
"I went to school here. We should cut south and head toward student housing. We can find a suitable vehicle down there," Farrington said, and they headed down the center of the parking lot toward some of the taller buildings.
"Georgetown? Not bad. Northwestern. What about you, Parker?"
"Cornell. Rich, you might want to tuck that M-4 away better."
Farrington did his best to conceal the assault rifle under a short brown jacket. The barrel still protruded a few inches from the bottom, but to the untrained eye, it would likely go unnoticed. Unfortunately, three serious-looking men in their mid to late thirties, strolling through an undergraduate college campus at one in the morning would likely result in a 911 call. They would need to find a new vehicle fast.
They walked among the trees between a large two-story gray building and tennis courts, headed toward a sparsely populated parking lot. Daniel did his best to keep up with the two men, despite a throbbing knee and the sidesplitting pain of two broken ribs. He would need medical attention soon, to make sure he had no internal bleeding from the fractured ribs. Right now, he focused on finding a car.
So far, they hadn't seen anyone on campus. A five-story residence hall loomed over the parking lot, and Daniel began to wonder if the campus might be an unlikely place to find a car this late in the spring. Most of the students would be finished with classes, and the campus should be relatively deserted. He didn't want to head back out onto the streets of Georgetown at the moment. The college campus felt insulated, though it wouldn't take the police long to discover their deception.
"Georgetown and Cornell? I feel like the underachiever. How did three smart guys get mixed up in this kind of shit?"
"Are you always this chatty?" Farrington said.
"Usually."
"Great, and we have a three-hour car ride ahead of us."
"Where to?" Daniel asked and stopped, bringing the rest of his entourage to a halt.
"South. We don't have time to stop and discuss this. We need to keep moving," Parker replied.
"I'll be headed in the opposite direction," Petrovich said, scanning the trees and benches around them.
"Sanderson wants to keep us all in one place and debrief us together. We still have a long way to go before we're in the clear," Parker said.
Daniel weighed his options and decided that he'd been through enough today on behalf of General Sanderson. He could join up with Sanderson's crew a little later, after he had time to discuss their predicament with Jessica. He had no idea where the rest of the day might lead them. He and Jessica might decide to follow a path separate from Sanderson. One thing was certain: he needed to get out of Sanderson's gravitational field to think straight. He'd been attached to invisible strings for the past two days and needed a chance to move around on his own. Mostly, he needed to see Jessica.
"I think this is where we part ways, for now. I need to take care of something a lot more important than Sanderson's timeline. I'll be in touch," he said and continued down the small hill along a red brick walkway toward the parking lot, keeping his eye on both of the general's operatives.
"Sanderson's orders were specific," Parker said, casting a furtive glance at Farrington.
Petrovich stopped and turned around to face them. "Did his orders include killing me?"
"No. Quite the opposite."
"Then the last thing either of you would want to do is point a gun at me. My orders don't include a restriction on killing either of you."
Petrovich turned around to continue down the path, talking over his shoulder. "Gentlemen, I'd be happy to help you jump a car, but after…"
Farrington never reached inside of his jacket for the M-4 rifle, an action that would have gotten him killed very quickly. He had, however, retrieved an item from his coat pocket as soon as Petrovich showed resistance to the general's rendezvous plan. The item resembled a small cylinder and spit a tight pattern of darts in Daniel's direction. Daniel heard an angry hiss and felt the darts strike his upper back, but couldn't react. He tried to grip the MP-9, but his hand didn't respond. Nothing did. He remained upright for a brief second before toppling forward, his head still over his shoulder. His sight dimmed, while his hearing faded. He heard Parker say something that enraged him.
"Daniel, don't worry about Jessica. Sanderson said she was safe and already on her way to meet us."
Everything faded for Daniel.
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Chapter Forty-Six
 
 
 
3:10 a.m.
Logan International Airport, Boston, Massachusetts
 
Jessica jogged through Central Parking toward the row and section Daniel had indicated in his first phone call. She held a key fob in her right hand and pressed the unlock button. After several tries, a dark sedan answered the call, flashing its rear brake lights in response to the fob's signal. At least getting out of Portland and finding the car hadn't been a problem for her. The rest of the day hadn't exactly gone as planned, but she improvised, and as always, she came out on top.
She had expected the FBI to come to her office, but as the day dragged onward, with no sign of the police or FBI, she began to worry that Daniel might have already been taken into custody. Two phone calls, one late in the afternoon and one in the early evening, assured her that Daniel was fine, but did little to relieve her anxiety.
General Sanderson had contacted her at her office before she left work to prepare her for the inevitable raid on her house. He also asked her to do him a favor, stressing that it would be in Daniel's best interest if she didn't mention his call. He spoke in nebulous terms and answered few of her detailed questions about Daniel, but his favor mirrored Daniel's suggested course of action, so Jessica played along.
Before Daniel left for D.C., they had worked out a rough plan for the day, which was the only reason she remained in town. Daniel had assured her earlier that within twenty-four hours, they would vanish from the grid together and start over. She trusted his assessment of the situation, and her own skills. One way or the other, she could get out of Portland, even if placed in full police custody.
Daniel called her as soon as she left work, on one of her untraceable cell phones, and convinced her that he was fine. He was waiting at a Marriott Hotel for further instructions and told her to follow her regular routine. She went for a run after that and spotted the police trucks behind the elementary school. She added an extra mile to her run in order to give the two stakeout cars on her street the impression that she hadn't been near the elementary school. She waited for what seemed like an eternity in the house, playing music and pretending to be busy.
The Portland Police Department's SWAT officers did an amazingly professional job moving in on the house undetected. The team's sudden entry truly startled her, and she reacted instinctively, almost putting her entire plan in jeopardy. Luckily for her, she had only been holding a spoon, preparing to pull a yogurt from the refrigerator. A knife or fork might have resulted in a bullet to the head. Agent Edwards arrived in time to break things up and keep her out of police custody, which was a blessing. She could tell by his first glance at her on the floor that he would be an easy target for later. She softened one of her looks in his direction, and Edwards did the rest. She didn't even have to suggest they leave the house. He was already forming that plan while she lay on the floor.
Once her job with Edwards was finished at the hotel, she grabbed the first taxi she could find and called Daniel, but the phone he had been using went to voicemail immediately. She tried the next number in the sequence she had been given, and it did the same thing. Her next call went to Sanderson, but he didn't answer either. She tried the same combination of numbers several times on the way to Logan Airport, with the same result. She wondered if it was possible that Sanderson's entire crew had been rolled up by the FBI. She doubted it.
At this point, she didn't see any option other than to proceed west on the Massachusetts Turnpike, toward West Virginia. Sanderson had given her a rendezvous point where he claimed Daniel would be waiting, and they could organize their departure from the United States. Sanderson promised to help them in any way possible. Daniel had wanted her to head south toward D.C., but given her complete inability to make contact with either of them, she decided to head in a safer direction.
She opened the trunk of the Toyota Camry and removed a black nylon gym bag, taking it into the car with her. She placed it on the passenger seat and zipped it open. At the top, a pistol sat under an envelope. She opened it and read Daniel's note:
 
"Sorry this caught up to us so quickly. We've both been through hell and back, so this is nothing. A small bump in the road. We'll be fine. If for some reason you lose contact with me for more than twenty-four hours, find Sanderson. I don't completely trust him, but he will be your best option for setting up the arrangements to leave the country. Sunset drinks at the Santa Isabel. Love you always, Danny."
 
"Damn it," she whispered and leaned her head back against the headrest.
Jessica took a moment to clear her head, which didn't work. Her thoughts kept returning to their house and the pictures. She had to walk around the house for hours and wait for the inevitable, staring at the memories she couldn't take with her. This was almost more than she could endure, and she considered putting together a package to mail…somewhere. She didn't know where, but she wanted to save something. Anything. Daniel had warned her against doing this, and he had been right. Anything she did could have tipped off the police or FBI…though she doubted Edwards would have figured it out. She could have pulled a small framed picture out of her purse in the hotel room, and he wouldn't have put it together. His mind had strayed about as far as possible from the investigation at that point.
She wondered if they'd ever be safe in one place again. Maybe it didn't matter. Maybe it was a ridiculous dream to invest so much energy into creating a "normal" life. Nothing about either of them was normal, and this next time around, they wouldn't fall into the same mental trap. Still, a deep part of her yearned for everything in that house, and it comforted her in a way. It reminded her that she hadn't been completely ruined.
She folded the letter and stuffed it between the bag and the back of the seat. She removed the pistol, with suppressor already attached, and pulled the slide back far enough to check the chamber. She saw the brief reflection of brass and could tell that Danny had left the gun ready for immediate use. She tucked the pistol under the driver's seat for quick access, hoping she would never have to use it. She despised firearms. Dirty, unsophisticated instruments. She preferred the cold, razor-sharp blade of a knife, if circumstances allowed. She had taken to edged weapon training at The Farm like it was second nature, eventually pushing the CIA's best instructors to their limits.
Reaching into the bag again, she found several large Ziploc bags, each filled with a different style wig. She pushed through the bags, selecting a medium-length red one. Using the rearview mirror to adjust the hairpiece, she tied her own hair down in several tight knots and made a sudden transformation from black to dark red hair. A kit containing various contact lenses completed the one-minute change. Now she had red hair and green eyes. Once she located a suitable bathroom, she'd change clothing and get rid of Agent D'Angelo's hideous running shoes.
She had a lot of things to ditch along the way, including all of her current identification and credit cards. She felt around for the other object that would have to go, according to standard procedure. She wasn't sure if Daniel had already taken care of it for her and started to give up searching through the bag, until her hand bumped up against the familiar nylon scabbard. She pulled the Gerber commando knife out of the bag and stared at it for a moment. Less than thirty-six hours ago, this knife had sealed their involvement in Sanderson's plan. She promised herself that if the general had double-crossed them, she would plunge the same knife deep into his neck.
Satisfied that everything was ready, she started the car, bracing herself for a long drive. She wanted to get out of Massachusetts by sunrise. More importantly, she needed to put as much distance behind her as possible. She was used to running and didn't have any expectation that this aspect of her life would ever change. At least she had someone to run with.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Seven
 
 
 
5:42 a.m.
Portland, Maine
 
Justin Edwards' head pounded, and his mouth stuck together, completely lacking any recent, significant saliva production. He could barely separate his caked-together lips. His face felt a little numb, like he was drunk, but beyond this slight anesthesia, his entire body ached. What the fuck had happened?
He lifted his eyelids, but the effort required to keep them open was a near Herculean task for him, so he squinted for a few seconds, then closed them. He lay on his back, not wanting to turn his head, but he didn't recognize the room during the brief eyeball reconnaissance. He could tell it was a hotel, but his mind couldn't process any facts or data related to his presence in this room.
He opened his eyes a little further and could see the green glass of a wine bottle on the desk out of the corner of his eye. He managed to move his head far enough to examine the bottle through his hazy vision, evoking a splitting migraine. He could see two empty wine glasses on the desk next to the bottle, one stained around the rim with lipstick. He undertook the effort to move his hand across his body, which was no small task, and his hand dragged across his privates. He now realized that he was naked.
No memories of this room passed through his head, though he started to process other important aspects of his visit to Portland. Did he screw Jessica Petrovich, and let her go home? Shit, he was in trouble. How long had he been here? His thoughts were coming faster, but his body could not keep up. He glanced at his watch, which told him it was early, and at first this made him happy.
This sense of satisfaction faded within seconds, as the full scope of his situation started to sink in. He realized that his entire team had probably been at the house all night, while he had disappeared. What had he done? He thought he remembered having dinner with Jessica Petrovich, but the memory was a fleeting blur. It was jarred out of his mind, along with every other rational thought, as a bright light flashed and the room exploded.
Several heavily armed black-clad men poured into the room, filling every corner. He could barely see them through the retinal image burn of the flash-bang grenade. The ringing cleared enough for him to hear what they were yelling.
"Clear! Clear! Room is clear! Agent Edwards appears unharmed! No sign of the suspect! Agent Edwards, are you all right?"
Edwards opened his mouth to answer, but decided against worsening his situation. Instead, he squinted his eyes, wishing he was dead as Sergeant Jimmy Haldron, Portland's SWAT commander, walked up and rested the butt of his rifle on the foot of the rumpled king-sized bed, a few inches from his bare leg. The impossibly tall Lieutenant Ken Moody followed, accompanied by Special Agent D'Angelo, who had a disgusted look on her face as she surveyed the room. Sergeant Haldron broke into a wide smile.
"Looks like party central in here. Let's get Agent Edwards a paramedic and some fluids. Lover boy had a rough night," he stated in a strong Maine accent.
Edwards sank back in despair. He had no idea what had happened to him the night before, but he was pretty sure it wouldn't help his career.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Eight
 
 
 
8:20 a.m.
CIA Headquarters, McLean, Virginia
 
Audra Bauer, director of the Counterterrorism Center, contemplated Berg's proposal in her office. It represented a very interesting opportunity for the CIA, and he could have kept this to himself and possibly even run a sideline operation to support the whole idea.
"This was his idea? Nothing in return?"
"I wouldn't say nothing. We turn a blind eye to their operations throughout the world and provide resources where practical," Berg said, shifting in his seat.
"I don't know. Sanderson's crew killed two CIA employees this morning and burned down one of our safe houses. Not exactly a friendly act. What makes you think we can trust him?"
"Sanderson could have finished the job at the safe house, but he's extremely practical. He ran the Black Flag program right under our noses, in several countries, and his program closely resembled our Covert Operations Resident Program. In many ways it might be superior to our program. Regardless, if we play our cards right with Sanderson's new program, we stand to benefit. Deep intelligence and the ability to conduct sensitive operations at arm's length. Put a little more distance between the CIA and the dirty work."
Audra wasn't in love with the idea, but it truly wouldn't cost the CIA anything to try the relationship. They'd made deals with people far worse than General Sanderson, people with no sense of loyalty or honor. At least with Sanderson, they had a decorated soldier who had dedicated his life to defending America. Something was definitely wrong with him, and they'd have to keep that in mind, but there was very little downside, though they'd have to keep their distance until the FBI lost interest in Sanderson, which could take a while. Based on yesterday's events, the Department of Justice's "number one son" took a beating on all fronts. Same with the Department of Defense, which worried her more than the FBI. The FBI was limited in its ability to reach overseas, but the Department of Defense didn't have this issue. They'd have to walk a fine line until the dust settled, but she agreed with Berg. Sanderson's new program represented a solid opportunity for the Counterterrorism Center.
"Tell me more about their Middle East program," she said.
"It supposedly extends beyond the Middle East. He calls it their Muslim Extremist branch. Operatives are trained specifically for placement in Afghanistan, Iraq, Germany, France, the Netherlands, the Russian Republics. Over thirty Arab-descended operatives ready for deep immersion within one year."
"All right, I'm sold for now. I'd like to talk with General Sanderson," she said.
"He said he'd be in touch within a few weeks. I believe he has a national and international dragnet to evade," Berg said, and she nodded.
"This stays between us. I can't bring this up to the deputy, or anyone else," she said.
"Of course. We're good at keeping secrets," Berg replied.
"I'm really sorry about Keller," she said.
"I wish I could have dragged them both out of there, but Keller was dead, and I thought there might be a chance to save Claire," he lied and buried a few more secrets.
 
 



 
Chapter Forty-Nine
 
 
 
10:48 a.m.
FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
 
Sharpe finished his presentation well aware that he had broken into a sweat. He hadn't slept in nearly thirty-six hours and had poured nearly all of his remaining energy into sounding coherent. Truthfully, he didn't care how he looked at this point. Immediately prior to the start of his performance, he had stared into the bathroom mirror at his puffy, bloodshot eyes and sallow face. He looked like shit, so a little sweat was just the icing on the cake for his unusual audience.
He had expected to brief his direct boss, Sandra Delgado, associate director for the National Security Branch, but the sensitive nature of Black Flag excluded her from this briefing. The director of the FBI, Frederick Shelby, sat in front of him, along with the deputy director, and they didn't want a watered-down briefing. Sandra's boss, Fred Carroll, executive director for National Security, sat toward the back of the room. Several individuals that remained unidentified filled in the gaps. He assumed they were from the White House, Justice Department and the Department of Defense. As the most junior person in the room, Special Agent Frank Mendoza stood near the door. Sharpe envied his position near the only escape route from this nightmare.
Frederick Shelby leaned back in his seat and pressed his hands together like he was about to start praying. He moved the joined hands to his nose and took in a deep breath. He exhaled deeply.
"Agent Sharpe, do you see any way to salvage HYDRA's investigation at this point?"
"Negative, sir. Each head of the HYDRA led my task force to a primary contact, and in some cases, a secondary contact within the Muslim community. We've been monitoring these contacts for several months, trying to penetrate one of the terrorist cells. As of yesterday, everything went cold. There was a flurry of electronic chatter yesterday morning, and now all of our sources are silent. The suspected cell in Cleveland disappeared yesterday afternoon. We had a full surveillance package in place, watching a group of three suspected Al Qaeda operatives. They vanished."
The director turned to Fred Carroll. "I want that group found and removed from U.S. soil immediately."
"Yes, sir," Carroll replied, who looked just as terrified as Sharpe felt.
"Well, this has been the worst couple of days for the FBI in my recent recollection, though it could have been worse, I suppose. I agree with Sharpe's assessment that we have been manipulated on an unprecedented scale. I can only imagine that General Sanderson hatched this plot years ago. Colonel Farrington's placement in the Pentagon twenty-six months ago was no coincidence," the director said, pausing for a few moments before continuing.
"Effective immediately, Special Agent Frank Mendoza will lead a much smaller Task Force HYDRA, in an attempt to salvage something from the task force's three years of hard work."
The words hit Sharpe like a sledgehammer. That was it for him. Summarily replaced by the director. Three years of backbreaking work, late nights, and an estranged family. Now he had nothing to show for it but a sidelined position somewhere unimportant and forgotten.
"Don't look so depressed, Agent Sharpe. You came into this room looking like a warmed-over pile of dog feces. Now you look worse," he said, and only the deputy director stifled a brief laugh, which drew a strained look from the normally deadpan serious director.
Sharpe didn't know what to say, or do at this moment. His career hung by a thread, or maybe it was already done. He had no idea. Director Shelby was feared by everyone within the FBI and was infamous for dismissing agents on the spot for failure or incompetence.
"I've heard good things about you from Agents Delgado and Carroll. Pretty much from everyone. Task Force HYDRA had great potential, and frankly, yesterday's events went beyond our control. General Sanderson is a grave national security threat. A dangerous rogue, who feels he is above our laws, and shows no hesitation to strike at the heart of the Pentagon, FBI…even the CIA. I don't believe for one second that the strike on that Georgetown safe house was conducted by Serbian Ultra-nationalists. That's a pile of crap higher than the Capitol Building. Sanderson is up to something big, and I want him stopped."
He paused and glared at Sharpe.
"Agent Sharpe, you are now in charge of a new task force dedicated to putting an end to General Sanderson's activities domestic and abroad. I want this man behind bars. Nobody tramples on the FBI without severe consequences. Not while I'm in charge. Work with Mendoza to keep the right people on HYDRA, and start working with your directors to form the new task force. ASAP. One of your first tasks will be to figure out who paid the Brown River contractor. The Serbians? I don't think so. We need to start making a few connections," the director said and stood up.
"Thank you, sir. We'll put Sanderson out of business," Sharpe said.
"That's my expectation. Sooner rather than later. All of your people are okay?" the director asked.
"Some of my best agents got banged up pretty bad, but they'll be fine, sir."
"Good. Nothing better than a bunch of talented, pissed off agents on a task force. Make sure you keep those people close," the director said and walked toward the door, which Mendoza had opened.
"Mendoza."
"Yes, sir," Agent Mendoza replied.
"Don't you have something more important to do than hold the door?" Director Shelby asked.
"Yes, sir. Thank you for the assignment," Mendoza said.
"Don't thank me, thank Sharpe. He went to bat for everyone on the task force, except himself. For the life of me, I don't understand why my agents can't recognize their own success. Get out of here," he said, and Agent Mendoza met Sharpe's eyes briefly before he scrambled out of the conference room ahead of the director.
 
 



 
Chapter Fifty
 
 
 
2:15 p.m.
Allegheny Mountains, West Virginia
 
Daniel rested on a rocking chair and stared out at a vast sea of spruces and firs, which was occasionally interrupted by a cluster of red maples and beech. An unimproved dirt road exited the thick forest and ended in a large field next to an old, gray two-story barn. The field held a dozen cars, with license plates from several different states. He had only seen one car arrive since he had parked himself on the covered porch of the main house, a restored farmhouse. The man who got out of the car looked Hispanic, and Daniel figured he was a former operative assigned to Central or South America. The man had walked behind the main house to a new structure connected by a breezeway.
Daniel had been treated for his injuries by a doctor in the new building and had been fed a hot meal. He still felt dizzy from whatever neurotoxin Farrington had used to disable him. Sanderson had been smart to keep them separated while at this compound. He had seen neither Parker nor Farrington since he had arrived. He had awoken in a stolen car halfway to West Virginia and rode in dead silence with the two of them for the remainder of the trip. Only Parker broke the silence during the initial few minutes. He informed Daniel that Jessica was safely on her way to the compound.
Petrovich wondered how long this place had been in operation. From what he could tell, it hadn't served as a farm in at least two decades. The barn showed signs of permanent neglect, and the majority of the house's restoration efforts had been focused on the inside. Driving up the dirt road, his first impression was that Sanderson had somehow mismanaged Srecko Hadzic's involuntary donation of nearly one hundred million dollars. But upon further inspection, he could tell that the shabby initial appearance was intentional. Subtle camouflage for anyone that wandered down the wrong road and then somehow managed to turn down three more unmarked roads to stumble upon the farm. The compound was secluded, and at the moment, well guarded by patrols and a hidden security checkpoint along the dirt road, far from the house.
He heard the screen door open and glanced lazily in the direction of the front door. General Sanderson pushed the squeaky door further out and stepped down onto the wide planked porch. Out of instinct, Daniel tensed in preparation to stand respectfully for his commanding officer, but that was as far as it went. Still, it shot a blinding pain through his ribcage. His knee throbbed sympathetically as the muscles in his leg also tightened. He might reconsider the offer of pain medications once Jessica arrived, but until then, he wasn't about to dull his senses any further.
The general was dressed in old blue jeans and a flannel shirt, tucked in of course, his tan work boots planted firmly on the deck. He stared off at the dirt road, waiting for his flock to arrive. Without looking at Daniel, he began to talk.
"Feeling better?"
"About what?"
"Moping around doesn't suit you, Daniel. I've built you up as a legend around here, so I suggest you ditch the 'poor me' act and start showing your true colors," he said, burning a serious look into him.
"You're really a piece of work," Daniel said, shaking his head.
"Do you know the first trait I look for in my operatives?" Sanderson asked, leaning up against the weathered porch railing with both hands.
Daniel remained silent.
"Unhampered pragmatism. The test you took while rotting away on that tin can in the navy? It was designed by a team of psychologists to gauge this trait. On paper at least. When I saw your results, I thought there had been a mistake. Your score was off the charts, and I was skeptical. I thought you would turn out to be some disgruntled, sarcastic junior officer messing with the test…but you lived up to the results in person. Exceeded them, even. Others might call you a sociopath, however, I like the term unhampered pragmatist."
"Maybe you should patent it," Daniel said.
"Not a bad idea. I know you're pathologically practical, and you've already moved on. This is how your brain works. Now it's just a matter of figuring out exactly how we can work together moving forward. I need instructors, and you need a safe place to stay off the radar for a while. I have a nice warm weather location in mind, a new training site already built. You and Jessica can start a new life in a familiar setting. Not that phony suburban existence the two of you have suffered through for the past five years."
"Our so-called existence worked pretty well."
"Barely. I know all about your trips into the woods of Maine, with a trunk full of rifles, ammunition and survival gear. Vast tracts of land purchased in the middle of nowhere, so you could return to your natural state for a few weeks at a time and keep from killing everyone in your cubicle block. You kept your skills intact, which is not the behavior of someone who has abandoned their past. You still embrace the true nature we unlocked. I sense the same with Jessica."
"Who are you, Darth Vader?"
General Sanderson laughed. "Give my proposal some serious thought. Did you know that your graduating batch was the most successful in the program's history? One hundred percent survival rate, and they all volunteered to come back. I don't need staff psychologists to tell me that the success stemmed from your influence during training. I need this in the new program."
"I think your concept of the word 'volunteer' is different than mine."
"I know you don't want to believe it, but everyone else did volunteer to join the new program when asked."
"Except for the guy in New Hampshire. How many other nervous breakdowns do you have on your hands?"
"One exception to the rule. An outlier. We need you back, Daniel. I'm asking you to volunteer."
"We'll ask Jessica. If she shows," Daniel said.
"She's less than two hours away."
"Is she?" Daniel asked, and Sanderson shot him a strange look. "I am, after all, the most practical person you've ever met."
For the first time ever, Daniel sensed a momentary lapse of confidence in General Sanderson's face as he processed Daniel's last comment. He saw the general's eyes involuntarily dart to several locations along the tree line.
"In order to truly walk away from all of this," Daniel continued, "I would have to offer up a pretty big fish. A fish big enough to buy me the biggest immunity deal in history."
"You might be pathologically practical, but you're also one of the most loyal soldiers I have ever worked with," Sanderson said.
"You don't sound so confident," Daniel said, leaning back in his rocker.
General Sanderson glared at him for a few seconds and broke into another laugh.
"You're fucking relentless, Petrovich. I look forward to meeting Jessica in person. We have women in the program now, and I lack an experienced edged weapons instructor. Someone with recent real world experience," Sanderson said.
Petrovich stifled a laugh. "Was it that obvious?"
"To me it was. I only had one knife guy assigned to a target. You are not a knife guy, my friend. Far from it. I knew the two of you were onboard as soon as I saw the details in the news," Sanderson said.
"She was onboard. I tried to convince her that your mission had absolutely nothing to do with crippling Al Qaeda operations in the U.S., but she still believes what they sold her in Langley, even after the hell they put her through. I told her I had no intention of carrying out your plan, but she insisted that it needed to be done. That was my mistake…telling her about Parker's visit. I should have skipped town with her that afternoon. Sadly, she's desperately seeking some kind of redemption, and she still buys all of this nationalistic, Uncle Sam shit. A dangerous combination."
"We're all believers here, Daniel. We did the government a favor yesterday. The HYDRA investigation had been ongoing for nearly three years, and they had barely cracked the nut on Al Qaeda. This would have dragged on for another year or two, until it was too late, or somebody tipped off the terrorists. It was a sideshow, but a worthwhile production. I had to remove that file from government custody. We're rebuilding, and the file contained information that could immediately undermine the process. We're going to take the fight to the enemy in ways our government can't."
"And get rich in the process," Daniel replied.
"I never heard you complain about your 'finder's fee,' or whatever you called it to make yourself feel better. I didn't take a cut and walk away like you did. I reinvested every dime of that money into the program and kept it going for an entire year after government funding vanished. Anyway, we won't need to skim off the top anymore. We have the guaranteed backing of some very powerful and wealthy individuals."
"What do you get when you combine my unhampered pragmatism with your undying patriotism?" Petrovich asked.
"A damn effective team," Sanderson said.
"I was thinking more along the lines of body bags and unnecessary funerals. Some innocent people fell yesterday," Daniel said.
"I regret putting you through that. We had some unexpected surprises that led to some unfortunate casualties."
"Unfortunate casualties? You've been pulling strings for too long."
"I feel terrible about the police officer. Not much you could have done about that."
"Really? I appreciate your supposed concern, but you're not the one who saw her shield fall to the pavement along with most of her guts. I don't blame myself at all. I blame you and whoever was pulling the assassination team's strings."
"I've been in your shoes, Daniel. I don't need a lecture," Sanderson said.
Daniel shook his head and stared out into the forest. There was no use arguing with Sanderson. He was a user and a fanatic, who had grown way too accustomed to calling the shots from a distance. Part of him wished Jessica had gone to the feds and cut a deal.
"Is that a helicopter I hear?" Daniel said, cupping his hand to one of his ears.
"Very funny. I'll be inside, working on our exfiltration from the States."
Daniel smiled, and General Sanderson opened the screen door, shaking his head.
Out of nowhere, Petrovich fired a question into the air. "What kind of deal did you make with the CIA?"
"The kind that will keep them off our backs and give us an early warning system. Maybe some new recruits."
"What are you giving them in return?" Petrovich said.
"Capabilities. Resources. All untraceable back to them."
"I'd love to know how you pulled that off in less than thirty seconds."
"Remember when I said there was no such thing as a coincidence?"
Daniel shrugged his shoulders to indicate he really didn't care what Sanderson planned to say next.
"Every once in a great while…I'm proven wrong."
"Any chance of drink service for the legendary Daniel Petrovich? Maybe one of the newbies?"
"I'll have Colonel Farrington get right on it. Welcome back, Daniel."
"Apparently, I never left," Daniel muttered as the screen door slammed shut.
 
 



 
EPILOGUE
One Month Later
 
 
 
7:55 p.m.
Havana, Cuba
 
Dario and Natalia Russo relaxed in comfortable chairs on the rooftop bar of the Santa Isabel Hotel in Old Havana, which overlooked the tree-lined Plaza de Armas. A small marble-topped wrought iron table sat between them, holding two recently emptied martini glasses. The napkins placed under each sweating glass were soaked to the table with condensation. A warm sea breeze passed lazily through the uncovered bar, compliments of the nearby Gulf of Mexico, providing a small respite from the heat and oppressive humidity. Still not accustomed to the warmer climate, Dario glistened from persistent beads of sweat. Natalia looked unaffected by the heat, but welcomed the breeze.
The couple had arrived at the hotel thirty minutes earlier, drawing envious stares all the way to the small table at the balcony's edge. They were the kind of couple that you would expect to find adorning the sun deck of a private luxury yacht docked in Cannes, France. Dario's tanned skin contrasted against a crisp, white, short-sleeved shirt tucked loosely into dark tailored pants. On his left wrist, an expensive watch shined in the fading sun when he ran his hand through his jet-black hair. Natalia sparkled from two silver cuff bracelets and a thick silver jeweled aquamarine necklace. The straps of her black dress hung loosely over the exotic dark skin of her well-toned shoulders. Her black hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, accentuating her strong, angular face, and her eyes were dark brown to match her Argentinian passport.
The Russos were native Argentinians, descended from Italian and Irish immigrants, which on the surface didn't attract any attention. Nearly seventy percent of Argentina's population shared some degree of European descent, mostly Italian. The fact that neither of them spoke fluent Spanish or Italian was something they needed to correct, and they'd have plenty of time to work with Sanderson's linguistic experts once they were in place at the new training compound.
Dario, or Daniel, squinted as the sun slipped below the top of the two-story stone walls of the Palacio de los Capitanes Generales on the far side of the Plaza, casting a shadow across the rooftop terrace. The temperature dropped a few degrees, and a golden amber light poured through the Plaza over the mix of vendors and tourists straddling the sides of the cobblestone streets.
A waiter dressed in an impeccable white suit placed a single martini with two olives on the table between the two of them, removing the empty glasses. Daniel detected a hint of olive juice shaken into the clear, chilled vodka, by the slightly darkened blur swirling through the drink. He glanced up at their waiter, expecting to see another dirty vodka martini descend from his tray.
"Compliments of the gentleman," the waiter said, gesturing with his hand in the direction of the terrace's far side.
Dario and Natalia both glanced at the lone gentleman sitting at the far corner table. He was dressed in khaki pants and a white oxford shirt, wearing a light brown baseball cap. His shirt reflected the burnt orange color of the sun, which poured around the Palacio and still bathed the corner of the rooftop. The man nodded to them and removed his sunglasses. The man's face didn't register with Daniel, but when he glanced at Jessica, he saw an emotional response.
"Oh my God," she muttered under her breath.
"Sabes lo?" Daniel said, emphasizing their need to speak Spanish in order to avoid unnecessary suspicion.
"Sí. Give me a minute…and watch the door," she whispered.
"Bien. Otro martini por favor," Daniel said.
Jessica picked up a black purse and her drink from the table. She kissed Daniel on the forehead before she walked over to meet the mystery guest. The man looked like he was in his early fifties, trim, and handsome. Daniel wondered if this man had been one of her professors in Boston, or possibly Loyola. Her warning to watch the doors suggested he was a ghost from a more distant past, which left him uncomfortable.
He didn't expect any trouble in Cuba, but underestimating situations wasn't a luxury he could afford, or a habit he wanted to start. He analyzed every object and angle within his view, running multiple scenarios through his head like a computer, still keeping an eye on Jessica. The man didn't get up to greet her; instead, he motioned for her to join him at the table. She placed both the purse and the drink on the table in front of him, which told Daniel everything he needed to know about the situation.
The purse contained the only knife they carried, and she would never have placed it within the man's reach if she didn't trust him. He felt a little better about the situation, but didn't relax. After a long ten minutes for Daniel, Jessica and the man stood up from the table. Poised for action, and wishing they had ordered an appetizer that would have placed a knife on the table, Daniel watched as they hugged. The interaction looked cordial, and the man patted her on the back right before they separated. He watched Jessica walk back to the table, along with every other man on the crowded terrace.
Daniel still wasn't accustomed to the strong machismo attitude found in South and Central America, which apparently allowed men to gawk at women in front of other women. Jessica certainly didn't help matters with her choice of expensive outfits, or the confident energy she exuded simply walking from one table to another. A subtle change had washed over her as they settled into their new lives. She was bolder. Happier. More in her element.
He couldn't help but think that maybe General Sanderson had been right about her. There was still so much that she wouldn't discuss about her time in Serbia, before they had rediscovered each other during a chance encounter in a Belgrade nightclub. Daniel avoided the club scene with regularity, preferring to spend time in the field staring through his sniper scope. On that fateful night, he had relented under pressure from his boss, Radovan Grahovac, agreeing to join him in a few shots of rakija to "ease the memories." As soon as he saw her in the cramped, smelly club, everything finally made sense to Daniel. CIA.
She had disappeared from his life after a casual pizza dinner near Wrigley Field, three days after college graduation. Stoically fighting back tears, she announced that they would not be able to see each other anymore. Daniel had barely noticed the uncomfortable waitress push the check between two empty pilsner glasses and scoot clear of the scene. He remained stunned and speechless as she kissed him lightly on the cheek and told him that she loved him…but they could never be together.
He didn't follow her or try to figure it out that night. He had ordered another beer and sat at the bar, wondering exactly what had gone wrong that day. He was accustomed to her wild mood swings, usually connected to something related to her parents, but this felt different. When he called early the next morning, her roommate told him that she had abruptly walked out of the apartment with her bags to a waiting taxi. She had left no forwarding address and never said goodbye. She just simply vanished.
He couldn't lose her again. They would give this new life a try and look for a way out along the way. Folding into Sanderson's new organization had been the path of least resistance for both of them. For now.
Jessica placed her empty drink and purse on the table and sat down, forcing a smile.
"Everything all right?" he said, stroking her bare arm.
"I think so."
"Who was that?"
She glanced around for the waiter, who was attending to a nearby table, and leaned in to whisper, "That was my former agency mentor." Then she leaned back to speak in a normal tone. "A very good, trusted friend."
Daniel turned his head to examine the man, but found the corner table empty, and no longer in the faded sunlight. He looked to the door that led into the hotel. Gone.
"In Cuba? Must have been important to him. Should we be concerned?"
"No. He was tipped off by our new employer. Sounds like they have an agreement," she said and reached into her purse.
Daniel started to wonder about Jessica's mentor, and if it was possible that…His thought was interrupted by something she placed on the table.
"He told me you left it with him in Georgetown," she said and slid it across to him.
He stared in disbelief at the same cell phone he had thrown into a burning doorway, a little over a month ago. He took a long sip of his martini, contemplating how close he had come to tossing a grenade into the doorway instead.
"You've never met him before, have you?" she said.
"Not really, but we talked briefly."
She grasped his hand, and they quietly watched the last rays of light creep back along the walls of the buildings lining the Plaza. Daniel kept an eye on the street below, until he saw the brown ball cap and white shirt. He tracked the man walking up Calle Obispo, past a small street side café, and into the last beam of sunlight to infiltrate the Plaza. He saw Karl Berg stop and look over his shoulder at the rooftop terrace. Daniel raised his right hand a few inches from the table and acknowledged him. Berg nodded and walked out of sight, chasing the sunlight deeper into Old Havana.
 
 
The End
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