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PART ONE


THE HUNT






As he walked to the Senate, a note was thrust into Julius Caesar’s hand. His spies had done their job, giving him a list of conspirators and their plans to kill him. Unfortunately, Caesar was in a hurry and did not read it. An hour later, he was assassinated.


—translated from The Book of Spies


In the abstruse world of espionage, it’s not always easy to know when you are in on a secret.


—Time magazine, January 9, 2006
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A library could be a dangerous place. The librarian scanned the ten men in tailored tuxedos who lounged around the long oval table in the center of the room. Encircling them were magnificent illuminated manuscripts, more than a thousand of them, blanketing the walls from floor to ceiling. Their spectacular gold-covered bindings faced out to showcase the fortune in gems decorating them.


The men were members of the book club that owned and operated the secret Library of Gold, where the annual dinner was always held. The finale was the tournament, in which each member tested the librarian with a research question. As the books towered around them and the air vibrated with golden light, the men sipped their cognac. Their eyes watched the librarian.


“Trajan,” challenged the international lawyer from Los Angeles. “A.D. 53 to A.D. 117. Trajan was one of the most ambitious warrior-emperors of old Rome, but few people realize he also revered books. His supreme monument to his successes at war is called Trajan’s Column. He ordered it erected in the court between two galleries of Rome’s library, which he also built.”


The room seemed to hold its breath, waiting. The librarian’s fingers plucked at his tuxedo jacket. Nearly seventy years old, he was a tidy man with wrinkled features. His hair was thin, his glasses large, and his mouth set in a perpetual small smile.


The tension heightened as he mulled. “Of course,” he said at last. “Cassius Dio Cocceianus wrote about it.” He went to the shelves containing the eighty volumes of Cassius Dio’s history, Romaika, compiled in the second and third centuries and transcribed by a Byzantine calligrapher in the sixth century. “The story is here, in volume seventy-seven. Most of Cassius Dio’s work has been lost. Our library has the only complete set.”


As pleased laughter swept the exclusive group, the librarian laid the large volume into the arms of the challenger, who stroked the embedded opals and sapphires on its cover. Gazing appreciatively at the golden book, he stood it up beside his brandy glass. Eight other illuminated manuscripts stood beside eight other brandy glasses. Each was a testament to the librarian’s intimate knowledge of ancient and medieval literature and the priceless value of the library itself.


Now only the tenth member—the director himself—remained. He would pose the final question in the tournament.


The men helped themselves to more cognac. By design their yearly dinner was dazzling theater. Hours before the first martini was poured, ten wild ducks, freshly shot, had arrived by private jet from Johannesburg. The chefs were flown in from Paris, blindfolded of course. The seven-course meal was exquisite, including truffled sweetbreads with chestnuts. The alcohol was the best—tonight’s cognac was a Louis XIII de Rémy Martin, worth more than a thousand dollars a bottle in today’s market. All of the book club’s liquors had been laid down by those who had gone before, creating a cellar of indisputable quality.


The director cleared his throat, and everyone turned to look at him. He was American and had flown in from Paris earlier in the day. The room’s tenor changed, becoming somehow menacing.


The librarian pulled himself up, vigilant.


The director peered at him. “Salah al-Din, also known as Saladin. A.D. 1137 or 1138 to A.D. 1193. General Saladin, a Kurdish Muslim, was famous for his espionage network. One night his enemy Richard the Lionheart went to sleep in his tent in Assyria, guarded on all sides by his English knights. They poured a track of white ash around the tent so wide no one could cross it undetected. But when Richard awoke, a melon with a dagger buried deep inside had appeared beside his bed. The blade could just as easily have been stabbed into Richard’s heart. It was Saladin’s warning, left by one of his spies. The spy escaped without leaving a clue and was never caught.”


Again the eyes watched the librarian. With every word, he had tensed. The door behind him opened quietly. He glanced over his shoulder as Douglas Preston stepped into the room. Preston was head of library security, a tall, muscular man who was an expert in weapons and took his work seriously. He was not wearing a tuxedo, instead had on his usual black leather jacket and jeans. Strangely, he carried a bath towel.


With effort, the librarian kept his voice steady as he headed across the room to another bookshelf. “The story can be found in Baha al-Din’s Sirat Salah al-Din: The Life of Saladin—”


“Of course, you’re correct,” the director interrupted. “But I want another manuscript. Bring me The Book of Spies.”


The librarian stopped, his hands reaching for the volume. He turned. The men’s faces were outraged, unforgiving.


“How did you find out?” he whispered.


No one answered. The room was so silent he could hear the tread of crepe-soled shoes. Before he could turn again, Preston’s towel slapped around his skull, covering his eyes and mouth. There was a huge explosion of gunfire, and pain erupted in his head. As he fell, he realized the security chief had given him fair warning by using a technique of the later Assassins—the towel was to cover the entrance and exit wounds to control spraying blood and bone. The book club knew that.
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Los Angeles, California


April, One year later


As she walked into the Getty Center’s conservation laboratory, with its sinks and fume hoods, Eva Blake smiled. On the sea of worktables lay centuries-old illuminated manuscripts, charts, and scrolls. Tattered and sprinkled with worm-holes, all would be brought back to useful life. For her, conservation work was more than a profession—by restoring the old books she was restoring herself.


Eva’s gaze swept the room. Three other conservators were already bent over their tables, lone islands of movement in the vast high-tech lab. She said a cheery hello and grabbed a smock. A slender woman of thirty years, she had an understated face—the cheekbones were good, the chin soft and round, the lips full—that resisted the sharp cut of classical beauty. Her red hair tumbled to her shoulders, and her eyes were cobalt blue. Today she wore an open-necked white blouse, white pencil skirt, and low-heeled white sandals. There was a sense of elegance about her, and a softness, a vulnerability, she had learned to hide.


She stopped at Peggy Doty’s workbench. “Hi, Peggy. How’s your new project?”


Peggy lifted her head, took a jeweler’s loupe from her eye, and quickly put on large, thick glasses. “Hey, there. Seneca’s worrying me. I think I can definitely save Aristotle, but then he’s the one who said, ‘Happiness is a sort of action,’ so with that kind of Zen attitude he’s bound to last longer.”


Born and raised in England, Peggy was a gifted conservator and a longtime friend, such a good friend that she had stayed close even after Eva had been charged with vehicular manslaughter in her husband’s death. As she thought about him, Eva’s throat tightened. She automatically touched the gold chain around her neck.


Then she said, “I always liked Aristotle.”


“Me, too. I’ll see what I can do for Seneca. Poor guy. His toga’s peeling like a banana.” Peggy’s brown hair was short and messy, her eyeglasses were already sliding down her nose, and EX LIBRIS inside a pink heart was tattooed on her forearm.


“He’s in good hands.” Eva started to leave.


“Don’t go yet. I’d sure like your help—the provenance on this piece sucks.” Peggy indicated the colorful medieval chart spread out on her worktable. “I’m waiting for the results of the date test, but I’d love to know at least the century.”


“Sure. Let’s see what we can figure out.” Eva pulled up a chair.


The chart was about fourteen inches wide and twenty inches long. At the bottom stood two figures in rope sandals and luminous blue togas. On the left was Aristotle, representing natural philosophy, and on the right was Seneca, moral philosophy. To all appearances they were an unlikely pair—Aristotle was Greek, while Seneca was Roman and born nearly four hundred years later. Eva studied them a moment, then moved her gaze to medallions rising like clouds above their heads. Each medallion contained a pair of the men’s opposing theories, a battle of ideas between two great classical thinkers. The chart’s lettering was Cyrillic.


“The chart itself is written in Old Russian,” Eva explained, “but it’s not the revised alphabet of Peter the Great. So it was probably made before 1700.” She laid her finger along the right margin of the parchment, where small, faded words were printed. “This isn’t Russian, old or new—it’s Greek. It translates as ‘Created under the hand of Maximos after cataloguing the Royal Library.’ ”


Peggy moved closer, staring down. “I’m pretty sure Maximos is a Greek name. But which Royal Library? Russia or Greece? What city?”


“Our chart-maker, Maximos, was born Michael Trivolis in Greece and was later known as Maximos. When he moved to Russia, he was called Maxim. Does that give you enough information to know who he was?”


Peggy’s small face lit up. “Saint Maxim the Greek. He spent a long time in Moscow translating books, writing, and teaching. I remember studying him in an Eastern history course.”


“And that gives you the answer to your question—Maxim arrived in Russia in 1518 and never left. He died about forty years later. So your chart was made sometime in the first half of the sixteenth century in Russia.”


“Cool. Thanks.”


Eva smiled. “How’s everything with Zack?” Zack Turner was the head of security at the British Museum in London.


“Distant, as in he’s still there, and I’m still here. Woe is me—and he.”


“How about going back to the British Library?”


“I’ve been thinking about it. How are you doing?” There was concern in Peggy’s gaze.


“Fine.” It was mostly true now that the Getty had offered Eva the conservation job to tide her over until her trial. She was out of sight in the lab—the press coverage of the car crash had been exhaustive. But then Charles had been the renowned director of the elite Elaine Moreau Library, while she had been a top curator here at the celebrated Getty. Charming, handsome, and in love, they were a star-studded couple in L.A.’s art and monied beau monde. His dramatic death—and her arrest and denials—had made for a particularly juicy scandal.


Being home all day every day after the accident had been hard. She watched for Charles in the shadows, listened for his voice calling from the garden, slept with his pillow tight against her cheek. The emptiness had closed around her like a cold fist, holding her tight in a kind of painful suspension.


“I’m so sorry, Eva,” Peggy was saying. “Charles was a great scholar.”


She nodded. Again her fingers went to the chain around her neck. At the end of it hung an ancient Roman coin with the profile of the goddess Diana—her first gift from Charles. She had not taken off the necklace since he died.


“Dinner tonight?” Peggy said brightly. “My treat for letting me tap into that big brain of yours.”


“Love to. I’ve got karate class, so I’ll meet you afterward.”


They decided on a restaurant, and Eva went to her workstation. She sat and pulled the arm of her stereo-binocular microscope toward her. She liked the familiarity of the motion and the comfort of her desk with its slide kits, gooseneck lamp, and ultraviolet light stand. Her project was an adventure manuscript about the knights of King Arthur completed in 1422 in London.


She stared through the microscope’s eyepiece and used a scalpel to lift a flaking piece of green pigment from the gown of a princess. The quiet of the work and the meticulous focus it required soothed her. She carefully applied adhesive beneath the paint flake.


“Hello, Eva.”


So deep was her concentration, the voice sent a dull shock through her. She looked up. It was her attorney, Brian Collum.


Of medium height, he was in his late forties, with eyebrows and hair the gray color of a magnet and the strong-jawed face of a man who knew what he wanted from life. Impeccably turned out in a charcoal suit with thin pinstripes, he was the name partner in the international law firm of Collum & Associates. Because of their friendship, he was representing her in the trial for Charles’s death.


“How nice to see you, Brian.”


He lowered his voice. “We need to talk.” Usually his long face radiated optimism. But not now. His expression was grim.


“Not good news?” She glanced at her colleagues, noting they were studiously attending to their projects.


“It’s good—or bad, depending on what you think.”


Eva led him outdoors to a courtyard of lawns and flowers. A water fountain flowed serenely over perfectly arranged boulders. This was all part of the Getty Center, a complex of striking architecture sheathed in glass and Italian travertine stone crowning a hill in the Santa Monica Mountains.


Silently they passed museum visitors and sat together on a bench where no one could overhear.


“What’s happened?” she asked.


He was blunt. “I have an offer from the D.A.’s office. If you plead guilty, they’ll give you a reduced sentence. Four years. But with good behavior you’ll be out in three. They’re willing to make a deal because you have a clean driving record and you’re a respected member of the community.”


“Absolutely not.” She forced herself to stay calm. “I wasn’t driving.”


“Then who was?”


The question hung like a scythe in the sparkling California air.


“You really don’t recall Charles getting behind the wheel?” she asked. “You were standing in your doorway when we drove away. I saw you. You had to have seen us.” They had been at a dinner party at Brian’s house that night, the last guests to leave.


“We’ve been over this before. I went inside as soon as I said good night—before either of you got close to your car. Alcohol plays tricks with the mind.”


“Which is why I’d never drive. Never.” Working to keep the horror from her voice, she related the story again: “It was after one A.M., and Charles was driving us home. We were laughing. There wasn’t any traffic on Mulholland, so Charles wove the car back and forth. That threw us against our seat belts and just made us laugh harder. He drove with one hand, then with the other . . .” She frowned to herself. There was something else, but it escaped her. “Suddenly a car shot out from a driveway ahead of us. Charles slammed the brakes. Our car spun out of control. I must’ve lost consciousness. The next thing I knew, I was strapped down to a gurney.” She swallowed. “And Charles was dead.”


She smoothed the fabric of her skirt and stared off as grief raged through her.


Brian’s silence was so long that the distant roar of traffic on the San Diego Freeway seemed to grow louder.


At last he said kindly, “I’m sure that’s what you remember, but we have no evidence to support it. And I’ve spent enough of your money hiring investigators to look for witnesses that I have to believe we’re not going to find any.” His voice toughened. “How’s a jury going to react when they learn you were found lying unconscious just ten feet from the driver’s door—and it was hanging open, showing you were behind the wheel? And Charles was in the front passenger seat, with the seat belt melted into what was left of him. There’s no way he was driving. And you had a 1.6 blood alcohol level—twice the legal limit.”


“But I wasn’t driving—” She stopped. With effort, she controlled herself. “You think I should take the D.A.’s deal, don’t you?”


“I think the jury is going to believe you were so drunk you blacked out and don’t remember what you did. They’ll go for the maximum sentence. If I had a scintilla of hope I could convince them otherwise, I’d recommend against the offer.”


Shaken, Eva stood and walked around the tranquil pool of water encircling the fountain. Her chest was tight. She stared into the water and tried to make herself breathe. First she had lost Charles and all their dreams and hopes for the future. He had been brilliant, fun, endlessly fascinating. She closed her eyes and could almost feel him stroking her cheek, comforting her. Her heart ached with longing for him.


And now she faced prison. The thought terrified her, but for the first time she admitted it was possible—she had never in her life blacked out, but she might have this time. If she had blacked out, she might have climbed behind the wheel. And if she did—that meant she really had killed Charles. She bent her head and clasped the gold wedding band on her finger. Tears slid down her cheeks.


Behind her, Brian touched her shoulder. “You remember Trajan, the great ruler who expanded the Roman empire?”


She quickly wiped her face with her fingers and turned around to him. “Of course. What about him?”


“Trajan was ruthless and cunning and won every great battle he led his troops into. He had a rule: If you can’t win, don’t fight. If you don’t fight, it’s no defeat. You will survive. Take the deal, Eva. Survive.”
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Washington, D.C.


April, Two years later


Carrying a thermos of hot coffee and two mugs, Tucker Andersen crossed into Stanton Park, just five blocks from his office on Capitol Hill. The midnight shadows were long and black, and the air was cool. There were no children in the playground, no pedestrians on the sidewalks. Inhaling the scent of freshly cut grass, he listened as traffic rumbled past on C Street. All was as it should be.


Finally he spotted his old friend Jonathan Ryder, almost invisible where he sat on a bench facing the granite statue of Revolutionary War hero Nathanael Greene. Tonight a call had come in from Tucker’s wife that Jonathan was trying to reach him.


Tucker closed in. A slender man of five foot ten, he had the long muscles of the runner he still was. His eyes were large and intelligent behind tortoiseshell glasses, his mustache light brown, his gray beard trimmed close to the jaw. Mostly bald, he had a fringe of gray-brown hair dangling over his shirt collar. He was fifty-three years old, and although his official credentials announced CIA, he was both more and less.


“Hello, Jonathan.” Tucker sat and crossed his legs. “Nice to see you again. What’s it been—ten years?” He studied him. Jonathan looked small now, and he was not a small man. And tense. Very tense.


“At least ten years. I appreciate your meeting me on such short notice.” Jonathan gave a brief smile, showing a row of perfect white teeth in his lined face. Lean and fit, he had a high forehead topped by a brush of graying blond hair. He was wearing black sweatpants and a black sweatshirt with a Yale University logo on the sleeve instead of his usual Savile Row business suit.


Tucker handed him a mug and poured coffee for both of them. “Sounded important, but then you could always make sunrise seem as if it were heralding angels.”


“It is important.” Jonathan sniffed the coffee. “Smells good.” His hands shook as he drank.


Tucker felt a moment of worry. “How’s the family?”


“Jeannine’s great. Busy with all her charities, as usual. Judd’s left military intelligence and isn’t going to reenlist. Three tours in Iraq and a tour in Pakistan were finally enough for him.” He hesitated. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the past lately.”


Tucker set the thermos on the seat beside him. They had been close friends during their undergraduate days at Yale. “I remember when we were in school and you started that investment club. You made me a grand in two years. That was a hell of a lot of money in those days.”


Jonathan nodded. Then he grinned. “I thought you were just a smart-ass—all looks, no brains, no commitment. Then you saved my skin that night in Alexanderplatz in East Berlin. Remember? It took a lot of muscle—and smarts.”


After college, both had joined the CIA, in operations, but Jonathan had left after three years to earn an MBA at Wharton. With an undergraduate degree in chemistry, he had worked for a series of pharmaceutical companies, then gone on to found his own. Today he was president and board chair of Bucknell Technologies. Monied and powerful, he was a regular on Washington’s social circuit and at the president’s yearly Prayer Breakfast.


“Glad I did the good deed,” Tucker said. “Look where you ended up—a baron of Big Pharma, while I’m still tilling the mean streets and urine-scented dark alleys.”


Jonathan nodded. “To each his own. Still, if you’d wanted it, you could’ve headed Langley. Your problem is you make a lousy bureaucrat. Have you heard of the video game called Bureaucracy? If you move, you lose.”


Tucker chuckled. “Okay, old friend. Time to tell me what this is all about.”


Jonathan looked at his coffee, then set it on the seat beside him. “A situation’s come up. It scares the hell out of me. It’s more your bailiwick than mine.”


“You’ve got a lot contacts. Why me?” Tucker drank.


“Because this has to be handled carefully. You’re a master at that. Because we’re friends, and I’m going to go down. I don’t want to die in the process.” He stared at Tucker, then looked away. “I’ve stumbled onto something . . . an account for about twenty million dollars in an international bank. I’m not sure exactly what it’s all about, but I’m damn sure it has to do with Islamic terrorism.” Jonathan fell silent.


“Go on,” Tucker snapped. “Which bank? Why do you think the twenty million is connected to jihadism?”


“It’s complicated.” He craned around, checking the park.


Tucker looked, too. The wide expanse remained empty.


“You’ve come this far.” Tucker controlled an urge to shake the information out of him. “You know you want to tell me.”


“I didn’t have anything to do with it. I’m not exactly an angel myself. . . But I don’t understand how anyone could—” Jonathan shuddered. “What do you know about the Library of Gold?”


“Never heard of it.”


“It’s key. I’ve been there. It’s where I found out about this—”


Tucker watched Jonathan intently as he spoke. He was leaning forward slightly, gazing off into the middle distance.


There was no sound. No warning. A red dot suddenly appeared on Jonathan’s forehead and the back of his head exploded with a loud crack. Blood and tissue and bone blasted into the air.


Tucker’s training kicked in immediately. Before Jonathan’s lifeless body had time to keel over, Tucker hit the sidewalk and rolled under the bench. Two more sniper shots dug into the concrete, spitting shards. His heart pounded. His friend’s blood dripped next to him. Tucker swallowed and swore. He had come unarmed.


Using his mobile, he dialed 911 and reported the wet job. Then he peeled off his blazer, rolled it thick, and lifted it to attract attention. It was a light tan color, a contrast against the shadows. When no more rounds were fired, he snaked out from under the bench. Hurrying off through the park, he headed toward Massachusetts Avenue, where he thought the bullets had originated. As he moved he considered what Jonathan had said: Islamic terrorism . . . $20 million in an international bank . . . the Library of Gold. . . . What in hell was the Library of Gold?


As he crossed the street, Tucker scanned the area. A young couple was drinking from Starbucks coffee cups, the man carrying a briefcase. Another man was pushing a grocery cart. A middle-aged woman in a running suit and wearing a small backpack jogged past and circled back. Any of them could be the shooter, the rifle quickly broken down and concealed in the briefcase, the shopping cart, the backpack. Or the shooter could be someone else, still tracking him.


When he reached Sixth Street, Tucker ran into the swiftly moving traffic. Over the noise of honking horns, he heard the distinctive sound of a bullet whistling overhead. Crouching between the lanes of rushing cars, he spun around and stared back. A man was standing on the sidewalk at the corner, holding a pistol in both hands.


As the man fired again, Tucker put on a burst of speed, running with the cars. More horns honked. Curses filled the air. A taxi was entering traffic after dropping off its fare. Tucker pounded the fender to slow it, yanked open the back door, and fell inside.


The driver’s head whipped around. “What in hell?”


“Drive.”


As the taxi took off, Tucker peered out the rear window. Behind him, the killer ran into the congestion, looking everywhere, his gun still searching for its target. A van entered traffic, and Tucker lost sight of him. When the van turned the corner, opening up the view again, he spotted the man three blocks back. A car slewed around him, horn blaring. Another car skidded. The man pivoted, and a racing sedan slammed into him. He vanished under the wheels of the car.


“Let me off here,” Tucker ordered. He shoved money at the driver and jumped out.


Running back, he studied the stream of cars. They should have stopped. At least they should be swerving around the downed shooter.


As two police cars arrived at the park, sirens screaming, Tucker walked up and down the tree-lined block. Both sides. Traffic roared past. There was no sign of a body.
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The funeral for Jonathan Ryder was held in the Chevy Chase Presbyterian Church in north-west Washington. A somber crowd packed the sanctuary—business people, lawyers, investors, philanthropists, and politicians. Jonathan’s widow, Jeannine; his son, Judd; and assorted relatives sat in the front row, while Tucker Andersen found a spot in back where he could watch and listen.


After Jonathan was killed, the police had searched the buildings around Stanton Park and questioned all potential witnesses. They interviewed the widow, son, neighbors, and business associates, who were mystified why anyone would want to murder a good man like Jonathan. The police investigation was continuing.


Checking into Jonathan’s last words, Tucker had found only one mention of the Library of Gold in Langley’s database. Then he researched the library online and talked with historians at local universities. He also queried the targeting analysts in the counterterrorism unit. Thus far he had found nothing helpful.


“In Jesus Christ, death has been conquered and the promise of eternal life affirmed.” The pastor’s voice resonated against the high walls as he conducted the Service of Witness to the Resurrection. “This is a time to celebrate the wonderful gifts we received from God in our relationships with Jonathan Ryder. . .”


Tucker felt a wave of grief. Finally the celebration of Jonathan’s life ended, and the strains of “The Old Rugged Cross” filled the sanctuary. The family left first, Judd Ryder supporting his mother, her head bowed.


As soon as it was decent, Tucker followed.


The reception was in the church, in Chadsey Hall. Tucker chatted with people, introducing himself as an old college friend of Jonathan’s. It lasted an hour. When Jeannine and Judd Ryder were walking alone out the door, Tucker intercepted them.


“Tucker, how nice to see you.” Jeannine smiled. “You’ve shaved your beard.” A petite brunette, she was dressed in a black sheath dress with a string of pearls tight against her throat. She had changed a lot, no longer the lively wife he remembered. She was his age, but there was a sense about her of having settled, as if there were no longer any questions to be asked.


“Karen was in a state of shock,” Tucker admitted with a smile. He’d had a beard off and on for years. “It’s been a while since she’s seen my whole face.”


He shook hands with Jonathan’s son, Judd. “The last time we met, you were at Georgetown.” He remembered when Judd was born, Jonathan’s pride. His full name was Judson Clayborn Ryder.


“A long time ago,” Judd agreed genially. “Are you still with State?” Six feet one inch tall, he was thirty-two years old, wide-shouldered, with an easy stance. Fine lines covered his face, swarthy from too many hours in the sun. His hair was wavy and chestnut brown, while his brown eyes had faded to a dark, contemplative gray. His gaze was rock steady, but a sense of disillusionment and a hint of cynicism showed. Retired military intelligence, Tucker remembered.


The State Department was Tucker’s longtime cover. “They’ll have to pry my fingers off my desk to get rid of me.”


“The police said you were with Dad when he was shot.” Judd spoke with light curiosity, but Tucker sensed greater depths.


“Yes. Let’s go outdoors and chat.”


They walked out to the grassy lawn. Only a few people remained, climbing into cars and limousines at the curb.


Tucker guided the pair to a spot in the shadow of the stone church. “Have either of you heard of the Library of Gold?”


“It was one of the bedtime stories Dad used to tell me, like Lorna Doone and The Scarlet Pimpernel,” Judd said. “What about you, Mom?”


Jeannine frowned. “I vaguely recall it. I’m sorry, but I don’t remember much. It was something Jonathan and Judd shared.”


“Did the Library of Gold play a role in Dad’s murder?” Judd asked.


Tucker gave a casual shrug. “The police think a copycat of the Beltway Snipers might’ve shot him.” The Beltway Snipers had been responsible for a series of random killings a few years before.


Jeannine pressed her hand against her throat. “How horrible.”


Judd put his arm around her shoulders.


“Jonathan said he wanted my help with something related to the library,” Tucker continued. “But he died before he could tell me exactly what it was. What did your father tell you about the library, Judd?”


Judd settled his feet. “I’ll run through the basics. It all began with the Byzantine Empire. For a thousand years while the emperors were conquering the world, they were collecting and making illuminated manuscripts. But then the empire fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453. That could’ve been the end of the court library, but a niece of the last ruler escaped with the best books. They were covered in gold and jewels. When she married Ivan the Great, eight hundred of the books went to Moscow with her.” He paused. “The legend was born with their grandson, Ivan the Terrible. After he inherited the library he added more illuminated manuscripts and started letting important Europeans see the collection. They were so impressed they went home and talked about it. Word spread across the continent that only when you stood among Ivan’s golden books could you really understand ‘wisdom, art, wealth, and eternal power.’ That’s how the collection got its name—the Library of Gold. It was a good adventure tale with a happy ending that turned into a mystery. Ivan died in 1584, maybe from mercury poisoning. At about the same time several of his spies and assassins got sick and died or were executed—and the library vanished.”


Tucker had found himself leaning forward as he listened. He stepped back and peered at Jeannine. “Is that what you remember?”


“That’s much more than I ever heard.”


“I checked into the library and came up with pretty much the same information,”Tucker admitted. “The Byzantine court library existed, but many historians believe none of the books landed in Moscow. Some think a few ended up in Rome, and the Ottoman Turks burned a lot, kept some, and sold the rest.”


“I like Jonathan’s story more,” Jeannine decided.


“Did you ask your father how he heard the story, Judd?”


“Never saw any reason to.”


“Where did Jonathan say the library was now?”


Judd gave him a hard look. “The way I ended the story for you was the way Dad ended it for me—with Ivan the Terrible’s death and the library’s disappearance.”


“Would you mind if I looked through Jonathan’s papers?” Tucker asked Jeannine.


“Please do, if you think you might find something,” she said.


“I’ll help,” Judd told him.


“It’s not necessary—” Tucker tried.


“I insist.”


The Ryders lived on the prestigious Maryland State side of Chevy Chase. The house was a baronial white mansion in the Greek Revival style, with six towering columns crowned by an intricately carved portico. Jonathan’s office was filled with books. But that was nothing compared to the real library. Tucker stared. From the parquet floor to the second-floor ceiling, thousands of books beckoned, many in hand-tooled leather bindings.


“This is amazing,” Tucker said.


“He was a collector. But see how worn his chair is? He didn’t just collect; he read a lot, too.”


Tucker gazed at the red leather armchair, worn and softened. Returning to the task at hand, he led Judd back to the office. They began inspecting Jonathan’s cherrywood desk, matching file cabinets, and the cardboard banker’s boxes of his personal belongings sent over from his office at Bucknell headquarters.


“The Department of State is a good cover,” Judd said non commitally. “Who do you really work for, Tucker? CIA . . . Homeland Security . . . National Intelligence?”


Tucker let out a loud laugh. “Sorry to let you down, son. I really do work for State. And no, not State intelligence. I’m just a paper pusher, helping the diplomats wade through the various policy changes that have to do with the Middle East. A paper pusher like me is perfect to go through Jonathan’s papers.” In truth, Tucker was a covert officer, which meant his fellow spies, operations, assets, agents, and the people who had worked knowingly or unknowingly with him could be endangered if his real position were made public.


“Right,” Judd said, letting the matter drop.


When Tucker asked, Judd described the conditions he had seen in Iraq and Pakistan without ever telling him anything substantive about his own work.


“I’ll bet you’re being recruited by every agency in the IC,” Tucker said. The IC was the intelligence community.


“I haven’t been home long enough.”


“They’ll be after you. Are you tempted?”


Judd had taken off his suit jacket and was crouched in his white cuffed shirt and dark suit pants over a banker’s box, reading file names. “Dad asked me the same question. When I said no, he tried to convince me to join him at Bucknell. But I’ve saved my money and have a lease on a row house on the Hill. I figured to do nothing until I couldn’t stand it anymore. By then I should know what’s next for me.”


Tucker had been going through Jonathan’s desk. The last drawer contained files. He read the tags. The end file was unnamed. He pulled it out. In it were a half-dozen clippings from newspapers and magazines from the past week—and each article was about jihadism in Afghanistan and Pakistan. He peered up. Judd’s back was to him. He folded the clippings and stuffed them inside his jacket and returned the empty file to the drawer.


He activated Jonathan’s computer. “Do you know your dad’s password?”


Judd looked over his shoulder. “Try ‘Jeannine.’”


When that did not work, Judd made more suggestions. Finally the date of his birth did the trick. As soon as Judd returned to the banker’s boxes, Tucker activated a global search for “Library of Gold”—but uncovered nothing. Then he inspected Jonathan’s financial records on Quicken. There were no red flags.


“Dinner,” Jeannine announced from the open door. “You need a break.”


They joined her for a simple meal at the maple table in the kitchen.


“Your place is beautiful,” Tucker commented. “Jonathan came a far way from the South Side of Chicago.”


“All of this was important to him.” Jeannine made a gesture encompassing the house and their privileged world. “You know how ambitious he was. He loved the business, and he loved that he could make a lot of money at it. But strangely I don’t think he could ever have made enough to make him really happy. Still, we had many good times.” She stopped, her eyes tearing.


“We’ve got a lot of great memories, don’t we, Mom?” Judd said.


She nodded and resumed eating.


“Jonathan traveled a lot, I imagine,” Tucker said.


“All the time,” she said. “But he was always glad to come home.”


After coffee, Tucker and Judd returned to the office. By ten o’clock, they had finished their search, and Tucker was weary of the tedious work.


“Sure I can’t convince you to have a brandy?” Judd asked as he walked him to the front door. “Mom will join us.”


“Wish I could, but I need to get home. Karen is going to think I’ve gotten myself lost.”


Judd gave an understanding nod, and they shook hands.


Tucker went out to his old Oldsmobile. He liked the car. It had a powerful eight-cylinder engine and ran like a well-oiled top. He climbed inside and drove the rest of the way around the circular drive and out past the electronic gates and onto the street, heading to his far more modest home in Virginia. Since he was working, he had not brought Karen to the funeral. But she would be waiting for him, a fire burning in the fireplace. He needed to see her, to remember the good times, and to forget for a short while the fear in Jonathan’s voice for some impending disaster he had not had time to name.


Earlier, when he followed Jeannine and Judd’s limo to their place, he had thought a black Chevy Malibu was dogging him most of the way. He had slowed the Olds as he drove in through the Ryders’ gate, watching in his rearview mirror. But the car had rolled past without a glance from the driver, his profile hard to see beneath a golf cap pulled low over his forehead.


Now as he drove, Tucker went into second-stage alert, studying pedestrians and other cars. After ten blocks he made a sharp turn onto a quiet street. There was a car again, maybe the car, behind him. A dark color. A motorcycle turned, too, trailing the car.


Tucker made another sharp right, then turned left onto a silent residential avenue. The tailing car stayed with him, and so did the motorcycle. He hit the accelerator. Shots sounded, smashing in through the rear window. Glass pebbles sprayed, showering him. He crouched low and pulled out his 9 mm Browning, laying it on the seat beside him. Since Jonathan’s death, he carried it all the time.


Flooring the accelerator, he felt the big eight take hold, and the car hurtled forward into the night. Houses passed in a blur. No more bullets, but his tail was still with him, although falling behind. Silently he thanked the Olds’s powerful motor. Ahead was a hill. He blasted up it, the front wheels lifting at the crest, and over. The front crashed down, and he raced onward, turning onto one street and then the next.


He looked around, hoping . . . there was an open garage, and the attached house showed no interior lights. He checked his rearview mirror. No sign of his tail—yet.


He slammed the brakes and shot the car into the garage, jumped out, and yanked hard on the door’s rope. The door banged down.


Standing at the garage’s side window, gun in hand, he watched his pursuer rush past. It was the black Chevy Malibu, but he saw only the right side of the car, not the driver’s side, and could not quite make out the license plate number. He still had no idea who was behind the wheel. Immediately following, the motorcycle whipped past, its rider’s face hidden by a black helmet.


Tucker remained at the window, watching. A half hour later, he slid his Browning back into its holster and went to the center of the big garage door. With a grunt, he heaved the door up—and froze, staring into the mouth of a subcompact semi-automatic Beretta pistol.


“Don’t reach for it.” Judd Ryder’s face was grim. He had changed out of his funeral clothes and was wearing jeans and a brown leather bomber jacket.


Tucker let the hand that had been going for his weapon drift down to his side. “What in hell do you think you’re doing, Judd? How did you find me?”


Ryder gave a crooked smile. “You learn a few things in military intelligence.”


“You put a bug on my car?”


“You bet I did. Why didn’t the sniper in Stanton Park kill you, too?”


“I got lucky. I dove under the bench.”


“Bullshit. You claim to be a paper pusher, but paper pushers freeze. They wet their pants. They die. Why did you set up Dad?”


Tucker was silent. Finally he admitted, “You’re right—I’m CIA. Your father came to me for help, just as I said. After I got away, the sniper tried to shoot me, too. He was run down in traffic while chasing me. But when I went back, the body had disappeared. Either he survived and got out on his own, or someone picked him up. He’d seen me, which is why I shaved my beard—to make myself more difficult to identify. Someone just tried to kill me again, maybe the same asshole.”


“What exactly did Dad say?”


“That he was very worried. He told me, ‘I stumbled onto something . . . an account for about twenty million dollars in an international bank. I’m not sure exactly what it means, but I think it has to do somehow with Islamic terrorism.’ ”


Judd inhaled sharply.


Tucker nodded. “He was shot before he could say anything more than he’d found the information in the Library of Gold.”


Judd’s eyebrows rose. “He told the story about the library to me as if it were fiction. You’re certain he said he found this out in the library?”


“He said the library was key. That he’d been there.” He saw a flicker of hurt in Judd’s eyes. “Everyone has secrets. Your father was no exception.”


“And this one killed him. Maybe.”


“Maybe.” An idea occurred to him. “Were you on the motorcycle behind me?”


“It’s parked up the block. I got the license tag of the Chevy that was chasing you. I can’t have it traced—you can. He lost me in Silver Spring, dammit.” He slid his gun inside his jacket. “Sorry, Tucker. I had to be sure about you.”


Tucker realized sweat had beaded up on his forehead. “What’s the plate number?”


Judd gave it to him. Tucker walked back through the garage to the driver’s side door of his car.


Judd followed. “Let’s work on this together.”


“Not on your life, Judson. You’re out of the game, remember? You’ve got a row house on the Hill, and you’re taking some time off.”


“That was before some goddamn sniper killed Dad. I’ll find his killer on my own if I have to.”


Tucker turned and glared. “You’re impetuous, and you’re too close to this. He was your father, for God’s sake. I can’t have anyone working with me I can’t trust.”


“Would you really have handled it any differently?” Before Tucker could answer, Judd continued. “It’s only logical I’d be suspicious. Maybe you were responsible for Dad’s death. You could’ve tried to liquidate me, too. Look at it another way: You don’t want to be tripping over me. I sure as hell don’t want you in my way, either.”


Tucker opened the car door and sighed. “All right. I’ll think about it. But if I agree, you take orders from me. Me, get it? No more grandstanding. Now rip that bug off my car.”


“Sure—if you drive me to my bike.”


“Jesus Christ. Get in.”
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As soon as he dropped off Judd Ryder, Tucker Andersen phoned headquarters.


“I’m coming in now.”


Watching carefully around, he parked the Olds at the back of a busy mall outside Chevy Chase, caught a taxi, and phoned his wife. Then he hailed another cab, this time directing it back to Capitol Hill.


The headquarters of the highly secret Catapult team was a Federalist brick house north-east of the Capitol in a vibrant neighborhood of lively bars, restaurants, and one-of-a-kind shops. This sort of busy neighborhood provided good cover for Catapult, a special CIA counteroperations unit—counterterrorism, counter-intelligence, countermeasures, counterproliferation, counter-insurgency. Catapult worked covertly behind the scenes, taking aggressive action to direct or stop negative events, both in triage and planning.


Tucker let the taxi pass the unit’s weathered brick house with its shiny black door and shutters. The porch lamps were alight. The discreet sign above the door announced COUNCIL FOR PEER EDUCATION.


Three blocks later, he got out and strolled back as if nothing was on his mind. But once inside the fenced lot, he hurried past the security cameras to the side door, where he tapped his code onto the electronic keyboard. After a series of soft clicks, he pushed open the door. It was heavy steel, engineered to protect a bank vault.


He stepped into the hallway. While the exterior of the house was elegant with history, the interior was utilitarian and cutting-edge. The plaster walls and thick moldings were painted in muted greens and grays, and stark black-and-white photographs of cities from around the planet hung on them, reminding the few who were allowed to enter of the far reach of Catapult.


Glancing up, he noted the needle-nose cameras and dime-size motion detectors as he passed a couple of staffers carrying high-security blue folders. In the reception area, the office manager, Gloria Feit, reigned from behind her big metal desk. To his right was the front entry, while to the left a long corridor extended back into the house, where there were offices, the library, and the communications center. Upstairs were more offices, a conference room, and two large bedrooms with cots for covert officers and special visitors in transit.


Gloria’s shift had begun at eight o’clock that morning, but she still looked fresh. A small woman with crinkled smile lines around her eyes, she was in her late forties. Once a field op herself, she and Tucker had worked together off and on for two decades.


Her brows rose over her rainbow-rimmed reading glasses. “You’re on time.”


It was a constant debate between them, since he often ran late. “How can you tell? I’m usually here.”


“Except when you’re not. Did you have good luck?”


“Luck is the result of preparation. I was prepared. But I didn’t have as much luck as I’d hoped. Sometimes I think you know too much, Gloria.”


She smiled. “Then you’ve got to quit telling me.”


“Good point.”


She had a remarkable memory, and he relied on her for details he occasionally lost in the barrage of information with which he dealt daily. Plus she was a walking encyclopedia of those with whom they had worked, both domestic and foreign.


“Why are you still here?” he asked. “You were supposed to go home hours ago.”


“Now that you’ve arrived, I’ll leave. Ted’s taking me out for a late dinner. Karen called to check that you got into Catapult okay. You’d better phone her.”


“Why does everyone worry about me so much?” But the truth was, Karen had spent too many years wondering where he was and sometimes whether he was alive.


“Because you worry, Tucker.” Gloria turned off her computer. “The rest of us are necessary to make sure you’re able to concentrate on worrying. It’s a heavy job, but anything to serve the country.” She grinned. “Your messages are on your desk. As soon as I saw you on the outside monitors, I let Cathy know you were here. She’s waiting in your office. Have fun.” She snapped up her purse, took out her car keys, and headed for the door.


Feeling the weight of Jonathan’s death, Tucker walked down the long corridor. His office was the last one, chosen because it was quieter when the place was most active. As second in command, he got a few concessions, and his office was his favorite one.


He opened the door. Sitting in one of the two standard-issue armchairs in front of his cluttered desk was Catherine Doyle, the chief of Catapult.


She turned. “You look like crap.”


“That good? Thanks.” He shot her a grin and went to his desk.


Cathy Doyle chuckled. She was the same height as Tucker and dressed in a camel-colored pantsuit, her ankle boots planted firmly on the carpet. At fifty-plus, she was still a beauty, with short, blond-streaked hair and porcelain skin. She had been a model to support herself through New York University, graduating Phi Beta Kappa, then went on to earn a Ph.D. in international affairs from Columbia University, where Langley had recruited her.


“Gloria’s gone home.” He sat. “I can call over to Communications for coffee or tea.”


“I wouldn’t mind something stronger.”


“That strikes me just fine.” Tucker rotated in his chair to the file cabinet and unlocked the bottom drawer. He pulled out a bottle of Johnny Walker Red Label Scotch and held it up, looking back.


Cathy nodded, and Tucker poured two fingers into two water glasses. The spicy fragrance of the blended whiskey rose into the air, complex in its smokiness and scents of malted grain and wood. He handed a glass to her and cradled his, warming it between his palms.


“That license plate number came up,” she told him. “It belongs to a Chevrolet Malibu reported stolen earlier today.”


“Not surprising. Anything about the Library of Gold, an international bank, and jihadist financing?”


A slew of Washington’s agencies—CIA, FBI, DIA, Customs, the IRS, the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network, the Office of Foreign Assets and Control, and the Secret Service—sent names of suspect individuals and groups to Treasury, which then forwarded them to a vast database of dubious financial transactions. The database compared the names to existing files and identified any matches.


Cathy shook her head. “Nothing yet.”


“What about SWIFT?”


The Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Tele -communication, SWIFT monitored international financial transactions on behalf of US counterterrorism efforts, looking for suspicious transactions that might be for terrorist financing, money laundering, or other criminal activity. The problem was, the information SWIFT had was no better than that provided by the banks at either end of the transactions.


“Nothing,” she told him. “If we had at least the name of the bank, we’d have something to go on. In any case, the usual suspicious transactions have turned up, and they’ll be investigated thoroughly anyway. And nothing about the Library of Gold was there, either.”


“What about Jonathan Ryder? Travel records, phone logs.”


“Zero so far. We’re still looking.” She studied him. “What’s been happening with you?”


He told her about the funeral and listening to Judd Ryder’s “bedtime story.”


“Interesting the father would do that,” she said. “Shows he had a longtime connection of some kind to the Library of Gold.”


“Exactly. Then I went to the Ryders’ place, and Judd and I searched Jonathan’s office. The only thing I found was a file in his desk—an unmarked file.” He handed the clippings to her. As she read them, he said, “All are about recent terrorist activity in Pakistan and Afghanistan—mostly the Taliban and al-Qaeda. In terms of money, there’s one about how difficult it is to track jihadist financing—finding a needle in a haystack is the cliché the article uses. Another talks about how subsidiary jihadist groups are funding themselves through fraud, kidnappings, bank heists, petty crime—just a fraction of what we know—and then tithing back to al-Qaeda central.”


Decimated by intelligence agencies and the military, and largely cut off from previous sources of income, al-Qaeda’s highly skilled, operationally sophisticated inner circle no longer could carry out attacks across continents. Now the major threat was the al-Qaeda movement—the numerous regional franchises and grassroots operations being born or refashioning themselves as affiliates.


“I’m eager to hear what the analysts think,” Tucker said. “Several banks are mentioned in the articles. Right now it seems to me Jonathan was gathering research but didn’t know precisely what he was looking for.”


“My thought, too, although he was focusing on the two countries.” She set the clippings on his desk.


“After I left the Ryders’, I had another incident.” He described the Chevy Malibu’s chase. “I figure the guy spotted me at Jonathan’s funeral, so he knows what I look like now. I can’t drive the Olds again until this is over.”


“Damn right. You can’t go home, either. He may figure out where you live.”


“I’ll sleep here. It’s cozy.” He grimaced and drank. “Karen’s packing. She’s driving to a friend of hers in the Adirondacks until this is over. You have the adjustments to my cover at State set up?”


“I did that first. Probably an hour ago. Took you long enough to get here.”


“I had to dry-clean my trail—you know the drill.” He sat back, turning his whiskey glass in his hands. “I got a hit about the Library of Gold in our database. A few years ago a man who claimed to be the chief librarian managed to get in touch with one of our operatives. He said all sorts of international criminal activity was going on with the book club—those are the people who own it—and he couldn’t escape. Unless we extracted him.”


“What kind of activity?”


“He wouldn’t be specific. Claimed the information might be traced back to him and get him killed, but he’d tell us everything once he was safe. When we asked him to prove his bona fides, he smuggled out one of the illuminated manuscripts—The Book of Spies. It was created in the 1500s. We lost contact with him after that, and now Langley has the book somewhere in storage.”


She nodded thoughtfully. “You have a plan?”


“I’m putting one together.”


“Okay, but it’ll be hard to let you have any bodies. I’m shorthanded as it is, especially if you’re going to work on this.”


“No problem.” He described how Judd had found him in the garage where he had hidden from the Chevy. “His full name is Judson Clayborn Ryder. I want to put him on board as a private contractor. He’s got the credentials, and I can use him.”


“Bad idea. He’s emotionally involved.”


“True, but he calmed down quickly, and he’s going to look into it no matter what. This way I can keep my eye on him, and he was military intelligence, so he’s got expertise.”


She thought about it. Finished her whiskey. “I’ll have Langley check his background.”
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Jefferson County, Missouri


The night was crisp and clear over Missouri’s rolling hills as the man exited Interstate 55, heading west past farms and woodland. The truck was a Class-6 Freightliner with sweet power steering. His fingers bounced on the wheel as he watched the countryside pass by. On the seat beside him lay an M4 carbine rifle, the primary weapon for most special forces soldiers and rangers. It was an old friend, and when he moonlighted like this, he brought it along for companionship. He smiled, thinking about the money he was going to make.


The clothing factory lay ahead. It was squat, the size of a football field, encircled by a high chain-link fence and concertina wire. Stopping at the gate, he showed the credentials Preston had given him. The sleepy security guard glanced at them and waved him through.


Breathing a sigh of relief, he drove on, counting the loading docks sticking out like gray teeth on the south side of the building. When he figured out which was number three, he circled the truck and backed up to it. The brakes huffed.


Once on the dock, he swore, staring at the mountain of crates. For two hours he labored, driving his dolly between the dock and the open maw of the truck, packing the boxes inside. It was a lousy job for one man. He was going to bitch to Preston about that. Who would’ve thought uniforms would take up so much room?


When he finished, he was sweaty. Still, at least this part, the most dangerous part, was finished. He climbed behind the wheel and drove sedately toward the guard kiosk. The gate opened as he approached, and he passed safely through. That was the thing about Preston. He knew how to plan a job. He grabbed his cell phone and punched in the number. Time to give him the good news.


San Diego County, California


The young man parked his stolen sedan under the branches of a pepper tree at the distant edge of the sprawling truck stop off busy Interstate 15. He slid his FAMAS bullpup service rifle into its special holster inside his long jacket and got out, walking casually through the nighttime shadows along the rim of the parking lot, staying far from the brightly lit station with its restaurant, sleeping rooms, truck wash, and repair garage. With the trucks roaring in and out, the stink of diesel, and the taste of exhaust fumes, the place was an assault on the senses.


Scanning carefully, he headed toward thirty trucks parked in neat rows, their lights off while their drivers were inside tending to business, food, or entertainment. The truck he wanted was a Class-7 Peterbilt, a heavy eighteen-wheeler.


He found it quickly, then read the license plate to be sure. Satisfied, he glanced around, then tried the door. As expected, it was unlocked. He hiked himself inside. The key was in the ignition. He fired up the engine, noted the tank was full, and drove off. As soon as he was on the interstate, he phoned Preston.


Howard County, Maryland


At last Martin Chapman heard the car in his drive. He looked out of his third-floor window, the moon spilling silver light across Maryland’s hunt country. His wife was at their château in San Moritz, catching the end of the ski season, and the interior of his big plantation-style home was silent. His German shepherds barked outside on the grounds, and the horses whinnied from the pasture and barns. The security lights were shining brightly, displaying only a fraction of his enormous Arabian horse spread.


He pressed the intercom button. “I’ll get the door, Bradley. Go back to sleep.” Bradley was his houseman, a faithful employee of twenty years.


Still dressed, Chapman glanced at the photo on his desk, showing Gemma in a long tight gown, diamonds sparkling at her ears and around her throat, and him in a rented tuxedo. They were smiling widely. It was his favorite portrait, taken years before, while he was studying at UCLA and she at USC, miles apart geographically, worlds apart economically, but deeply in love. Now both were in their early fifties. Full of warm emotion, he pulled himself away, a tall man with a head of thick white hair brushed back in waves, blue eyes, and an unlined, untroubled face.


Hurrying downstairs, he opened the door. Doug Preston stood on the long brick porch, golf cap in his hands. Rangy and athletic, Preston radiated calm confidence. Forty-two years old, he had honed, aristocratic features. Little showed on his deeply tanned face except his usual neutral expression, but Chapman knew the man better than he knew himself: There was tightness around his eyes, and his lips had thinned. Something had happened that Preston did not like.


“Come in,” Chapman said brusquely. “Do you want a drink?”


Preston gave a deferential nod, and Chapman led him into his enormous library, where towering shelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes. He looked at them appreciatively, then headed for the bar, where he poured bourbon and branch water for both of them.


With a polite thank-you, Preston picked up his drink, walked to the French doors, and peered out into the night.


Watching him, Chapman felt a moment of impatience, then repressed it. Preston must be handled carefully, which was why he manipulated him with the same adroitness he lavished on his multibillion-dollar, highly competitive business.


“What have you learned about the stranger in the park?” Chapman asked, reining him in. Preston had run down the sniper with his Mercedes and pulled the corpse inside. The man had had to be eliminated; too many people had seen his face.


Preston turned and made a focused report: “I waited outside Jonathan Ryder’s funeral, got photos of the guy who was with Mr. Ryder in the park, and ran them through several data banks. His name is Tucker Andersen. He works for State. I followed Andersen to the Ryder house, then picked him up when he left. I wasn’t able to scrub him—the man drives as if he’s a NASCAR pro. That kind of talent could mean something, but maybe it doesn’t. So I called a high-level contact in State Human Resources. Andersen is a documents specialist, and he’s scheduled to leave for Geneva tonight for a UN conference on Middle East affairs. It lasts three weeks. I checked, and he has a reservation at the conference hotel. Just to make sure, I’ve put a team on his house in Virginia, and I’ll keep in close touch with my man at State. If Andersen doesn’t leave, we’ll know we’ve got trouble. I’ll be ready for him and take him out.”


Chapman heard the annoyance in Preston’s voice. The failure to liquidate Andersen was difficult to swallow for a man who detested loose ends.


Still, all was not lost. “Good work.” Chapman paused, noted the flash of gratitude in Preston’s eyes. “What about the District police?”


For the first time, Preston smiled. “They’re still not asking any questions about the library, and they would be by now if they knew about it. It’s beginning to look as if Mr. Ryder either didn’t or wasn’t able to tell Andersen anything import -ant.” Chief of security for the Library of Gold for more than ten years, Preston was a man passionate about books and completely loyal, traits not only prized but required of library employees.


“That’d be a good result.” Chapman moved on to his next concern: “What about the library dinner?”


Preston drank deeply, relaxing. “Everything’s on track. The food, the chefs, the transportation.”


Book club members had been flying into the library throughout the past month, working with the translators to find and research questions in preparation for the annual banquet’s tournament. It was during Jonathan’s visit to the library just days before that he had learned about Chapman’s new business deal and become alarmed.


“Where are you with the Khost project?” Khost was a province in eastern Afghanistan, on the border with Pakistan. It was there Chapman planned to make back his huge losses from the global economic crash, and more.


“On schedule. The uniforms and equipment have been picked up. They’ll be shipped out in the morning. I’ve got it well in hand.”


“See that it stays that way. Nothing must interfere with it. Nothing. And keep your eye on the situation with Tucker Andersen. We don’t want it to explode in our faces.”
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Chowchilla, California


Two weeks later


At 1:32 P.M. Tucker Andersen finished briefing the warden of the Central California Women’s Facility. She was a stout woman with graying brown hair and a habit of folding her hands in front of her. She escorted him out of her private office.


“Tell me about Eva Blake,” Tucker said.


“She doesn’t complain, and she hasn’t gotten any 115 write-ups,” the warden said. “She started on the main yard, tidying up and emptying trash cans. Ten months ago we rewarded her with an assembly-line job in our electronics factory. In her free time she listens to the radio, keeps up with her karate, and volunteers—she teaches literacy classes and reads to inmates in the hospital ward. A couple of months ago she sent out a raft of résumés, but none of the other convicts knows it. There’s an unwritten law here—you don’t ask an inmate sister what she’s done or what she’s doing. Blake has been smart and kept her mouth shut about herself.”


“Who are her visitors?” Tucker asked as they passed the guard desk.


“Family occasionally, from out of state. A friend used to drive up every few months from L.A.—Peggy Doty, a former colleague. Ms. Doty hasn’t been to see her in a while. I believe she’s working at the British Library in London now. This is Blake’s housing unit.”


They stepped into a world of long expanses of linoleum flooring, closed doors, harsh fluorescent lighting, and an ear-bleed volume of noise—intercoms crackling, television programs blaring from the dayrooms, and loud shouts and curses.


The warden glanced at him. “They yell as much to give them something to do as to express themselves. We’re at double capacity here, so the noise is twice as loud as it should be. Blake is in the unit’s yard. She gets three hours every day if she wants it. She always does.”


The warden nodded at the guard standing at the door. He opened it, and the raw odor of farmland fertilizer swept toward them. They stepped outside, where the Central Valley sun pounded down onto an open space of grass, concrete, and dirt. Women sat, napped, and moved aimlessly. Beyond them rose high brick walls topped with electrified razor wire.


Tucker scanned the prisoners, looking for Eva Blake. He had studied photos as well as a video of the court appearance in which she had pleaded guilty to vehicular manslaughter in the death of her husband. He looked for her red hair, pretty face, lanky frame.


“You don’t recognize her, do you?” the warden asked. “She’s that one.”


He followed her nod to a woman in a baggy prison shirt and trousers, walking around the perimeter of the yard. Her hair was completely hidden, tucked up into a baseball cap. Her expression was blank, her posture non-threatening. She looked little like the very alive woman in the photos and video.


“She goes around the yard hour after hour, loop after loop. She’s alone because she wants it that way. As I said, she’s smart—she’s learned to make herself invisible, uninteresting. Anyone who’s interesting around here can attract violence.”


Impressive both in her attitude and her ability to be inconspicuous, Tucker thought.


The warden clasped her hands in front of her. “I’m going to give you some advice. In prison, male cons either obey orders or defy them. Female cons ask why. Don’t lie to her. But if you have to, make damn sure she doesn’t catch you at it, at least not while you’re trying to convince her to do whatever it is you want her to do. You really aren’t going to tell me what’s going on, are you?”


“It’s national security.”


She gave a curt nod, and Tucker walked across the grass toward Eva Blake, catcalls and whistles trailing him. He wondered how long it would take her to realize she was his goal. A good hundred yards away, her strides grew nervy, and her chin lifted. She stopped and, in a slow, deliberate pivot, turned to face him. Her arms were apparently restful at her sides, but her stance was wide and balanced, a karate stance. Her reaction time was excellent, and from the way she moved, she was still in good physical condition.


He walked up to her. “Doctor Blake, my name is Tucker Andersen. I’d like to talk to you. The warden’s given us an interview room.”


“Why?” Her face was a mask.


“I may have a proposition for you. If so, I suspect you’ll like it.”


She peered around him, and he glanced back.


The warden was still standing in the doorway. Looking severe, she nodded at Blake. That made it an order.


“Whatever you say,” Blake said, relaxing her posture slightly.


As she started to move around him, she stumbled and twisted her ankle, bumping into him. He grabbed her shoulders, helping her. Regaining her equilibrium, she excused herself, moved away, and walked steadily back toward the prison.


The interview room had pastel walls, a single metal table with four metal chairs, and cameras poking out high from two corners.


Tucker sat at the widest part of the table and gestured at the other chairs. “Choose your poison.”


Not a smile. Eva Blake sat at the end. “You say your name is Tucker Andersen. Where are you from?”


“McLean, Virginia. Why?”


She pulled his wallet from beneath her shirt, opened it, and read the driver’s license, checking on him. She spread out the credit cards, all in the same name. She nodded to herself, put the billfold back together, and handed it to him. “First time I’ve ever seen a ‘visitor’ in the yard on a non-visitor day.”


He had not felt her pick his pocket, but her bumping into him had been a clue. As he followed her into the prison, he had patted his jacket and found the wallet missing.


“Nice dipping,” he said mildly, “but then you’re experienced, aren’t you.”


Her eyes widened a fraction.


Good, he had surprised her.“Your juvenile record is sealed. You should’ve had it expunged.”


“You were able to get into my juvenile record?” she asked.


“I can, and I did. Tell me what happened.”


She said nothing.


“Okay, I’ll tell you,” he said. “When you were fourteen, you were what is commonly called wild. You sneaked beers. Smoked some grass. Some of your friends shoplifted. You tried it, too. Then a man who looked like plainclothes security spotted you in Macy’s. Instead of reporting you, he complimented you and asked whether you had the guts to go for the big time. It turned out he didn’t work for the store—he was a master dipper running a half-dozen teams. He taught you the trade. You hustled airports, ball games, train stations, that sort of thing. Because you’re beautiful, you usually played the distraction, prepping and positioning vics. But then when you were sixteen, a pickpocket on your team was escaping with the catch when some cops spotted him. He ran into traffic to get away—”


She lowered her head.


“He was hit by a semi and killed,” Tucker continued. “Everyone beat feet getting out of there. You were gone, too. But for some reason you changed your mind and went back and talked to the police. They arrested you, of course. Then they asked you to help them bust the gang, which you did. Why?”


“We were all so young . . . it just seemed right to try to stop it while maybe we had time to grow up into better people.”


“And later you used the skill to work your way through UCLA.”


“But legally. At a security company. Who are you?”


He ignored the question. “You’re probably going to be released on probation next year, so you’ve been sending out résumés. Any nibbles?”
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