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Three executors and an overseer make four thieves.


—OLD ENGLISH PROVERB 
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The Owl of Minerva takes wing at twilight.


—G. W. F. HEGEL








 




 







 







In the summer of 1531, Medici soldiers, working for Pope Clement VII, tortured to death an obscure Swiss monk, Eusebius Eisenreich. What Eisenreich would not reveal was the location of a simple manuscript.




 





The Pope never found it.
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WOLF POINT, MONTANA, 1998 [image: ] The wash of moonlight through the trees shadowed the underbrush and speckled the arms and legs of the three darting figures in an eerie glow. In and out of the slats of light they moved, swiftly, urgently, without a sound. The biting chill of the night air lashed against the few patches of revealed flesh on their faces, but they had no time to think of such things. The road. Get to the road. Taut young bodies, made fit through hours of training and drills, had learned to shut out the burning strain that now crept through their limbs. Two weeks of subzero temperatures had left the wooded floor a hardened mass of soil and roots, uneasy footing; even so, they were making excellent time. Another ten minutes and they would be through.


None of the three, however, had fully considered the options beyond that. They knew only that they would be alone, outside the compound, far removed from the near-idyllic world they had inhabited for the past eight years—a place where young boys and girls had learned to excel, to challenge themselves, all the while content to be a part of the whole. Insulated and surrounded by others of “equal promise,” reared for a purpose, a destiny. It was what the old man had taught the children, what they themselves believed. Memories of lives before Montana—families, friends, places—had long ago faded. Everything and everyone they needed had always been here. There had been no reason to look elsewhere.


No reason until the three had begun to see beyond the rote commands, beyond the need to please. Perhaps they had simply come of age. Young girls grown to women. Whatever the reason, they had come to understand what the old man expected of them, what he expected of everyone. And it had confused and frightened them. No longer willing to accept without question, they had begun to talk among themselves. They had begun to raise questions.


“You are not meant to ask,” he had said. “You are meant to do. Is that clear?”


“We don’t understand,” they had answered.


The punishment had been quick and severe. “A kind reminder,” he had told them. But it had not been the days without food, the days shut away and beaten that had caused them to question the world they had known for so long, nor even the none-too-subtle hint that they might somehow be expendable should their concerns ever arise again. It had been his answer: “You are not meant to ask. … You are meant to do.” Autonomy stripped away in a single phrase. And still they had wondered. Had that been the message all along? Had that been what he had trained them to believe? No. They knew there was no challenge in that, no inducement to excel—only the brutality of the threat.


And so they had decided to run.


They had left just after midnight. Silent jaunts from separate cabins had brought the three of them to the gate, the youngest, at fourteen, with a genius for things electronic; she had taken care of the trip wires, a simple matter of misdirection to give them just enough time to slip through the fence and into the cover of the trees. Nonetheless, there had been a moment of near panic, a guard appearing not more than twenty yards from them just as the two thin beams of light disengaged. Each girl had frozen, facedown in the brilloed grass; but he had moved on, unaware of the three figures lying within the shadows. Evidently, their jet black leggings, turtlenecks, and hoods kept them well hidden.


Now, the first minutes into the woods were passing with relative ease. A few sudden ruts in the soil ripped at their ankles, branches everywhere tore into the soft flesh of their cheeks, but they were moving—an undulating column of three bodies dipping and slashing its way through the onslaught. The intermittent streaks of light were making the ruts easier to see; they were making everything easier to see. One guard on the deep perimeter and they knew they would have little chance of making it through. They had hoped for pitch-black, or perhaps even a heavy cloud cover. No such luck. At least the downhill gradient was helping to propel them along.


Coming into a small clearing, the last of the trio was the first to hear it. Distant at first, then with greater urgency, the sound of pursuit. For a moment, she thought it might be an echo, but the cadence was uneven, the tempo accelerating with each step. There was no need to tell the others. They had heard it as well. As one, they quickened their pace, arms and legs less controlled, knees buckling under the strain. With a sudden burst, beams of light began to crisscross the trees around them, instinct telling them to bend low, lead with their heads as they pushed through the mad swat of limbs that clawed at their faces with even greater intensity.


“Split,” whispered the girl at the front, loudly enough for the others to hear. They had talked about it weeks ago, had understood that one of them had to get through, explain what was going on inside. Their best chance for that would be alone, apart. One by one, they flared out, no time even to glance back at one another, no place for such thoughts. The road. Get to the road. A moment later, the first barrage of gunfire erupted overhead.
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A stooped figure stared out into the night sky, hands clasped to his chest in an attempt to gain a bit of added warmth. The thin cardigan draped over his ancient shoulders had been the only piece of clothing at hand when the message had come through. For some reason, though, he was enjoying the cold, perhaps as penance for his failure. The young ladies had compromised the fence, just as he had predicted. The team was closing in; and yet, he felt only the loss. He had hoped they would have learned. He had never liked these moments, the few occasions when fate forced him to hunt down his own. The three boys in Arizona. The two in Pennsylvania. And now this. Especially at so crucial a moment. There was no time for such distractions. But then, what other choice was there? They had been foolish. They had failed to understand. Or perhaps he had failed to awaken them to the possibilities.


A voice crackled through the radio clutched in his hand.


“We’re closing in on two of them. Do we shoot to kill?”


The old man slowly drew the radio to his mouth. “You are to stop them. You are to bring them back.” The delivery precise, meticulous, without a trace of emotion. “The method is unimportant.”


There must always be a place for sacrifice. The words he had read so long ago, whose truth he had accepted without question, once again flooded back. Somehow, though, their certainty could never explain why it was always the ones with the greatest gifts, the ones with the greatest promise, who ultimately disappointed. Fate seemed to be mocking him at every turn.


Several shots rang out, angry streaks through a silent sky. He waited, eyes fixed on the distant trees, the wide expanse shrouded in darkness. A moment later, silence. It was finished. He nodded and turned to the house, aware of the light flicking on inside the first-floor guest room. He had hoped not to awaken any of his visitors. He had hoped not to trouble them with tonight’s little episode. No matter. They had always understood. They had never disappointed. They would understand again.
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The first volley strafed across a tree not more than five feet from her, the bark ricocheting in all directions, a single piece glancing off her thigh as she dove to the ground. An instant later, a second burst rifled past her, the bullets seemingly inches from her head. Every instinct told her to scream, her throat too tight to offer little more than gasps of air, her chest heaving in abject terror. She wanted to move, but again a wave of bullets sliced into a nearby tree. The road. Get to the road. She tried to remind herself that she had been trained for such things, had spent nights in the freezing cold preparing herself for such moments, and yet now, with her own life hanging in the balance, she lay frozen, unable to move, unable to think. The road had become a hollow refuge amid the frenzy around her.


Another wave erupted, this time accompanied by a muted shriek off to her left; she turned, and a moment later watched as a figure staggered out from behind a tree. There, hands held out at her side, eyes wide, stood the youngest of the trio, a strange smile etched across her face. She looked dazed, almost peaceful, swaying ever so slightly with each step. It was impossible not to stare at her, the moonlight cutting across her torso, her entire body streaked with blood as she moved up the incline. She was reaching for a branch to steady herself when a final hail of bullets drove through her tiny frame, almost lifting her off the ground before collapsing her into a pile at the base of a tree. Only her arms, thin reeds draped around the trunk, lent the image a human quality.


Every flashlight seemed to zero in on the lifeless mass; instantly, figures appeared higher up on the incline, making their way down to the kill. For several seconds, the girl who had witnessed the macabre scene stared at her friend’s corpse, unable to tear herself away. Finally, though, after what seemed an eternity, she sprang to her feet and clambered through the rapid descent of trees and underbrush, her fingers digging deep into the soil to grant herself an added leverage. She could give no thought to the lights that, almost at once, cascaded all around her, her only image the vague outline of a border, the road beyond drawing her closer and closer.


The first of the bullets pierced her upper arm, the momentary shock blocking out the surge of pain that, seconds later, drove up through her stomach and ignited her flesh in icy flame. The next tore into her thigh, jolting her legs out from underneath her, her torso and head dashed to the rock-hard ground, pummeling her body over roots and gnarls until her chest collided with the trunk of a tree.


And then silence.


She lay perfectly still, aware of the racing activity behind her, her eyes focused on the strip of road not more than fifteen feet beyond her. The road. A gleam of light appeared in front of her, her first thought the flashlights from above. With what little strength she had, she raised herself up and turned toward her pursuers, expecting to feel the probing glare of their high beams on her face. Instead, she saw only darkness. For a moment, she didn’t understand; she then turned back. Lights on the road. Lights from a car. The pain in her leg now pulsed throughout her left side, but still she forced herself to crawl along the ground. The grassy embankment lay just beyond the tree line, only a few feet from her grasp. She looked to her right and saw the headlights bob up from the distance, the car now no more than a quarter of a mile from her. She tried to stand, but her leg would not respond.


The last wave of bullets drove into her back and pinned her to the embankment. Strangely enough, she did not feel them. Instead, they seemed to lift the pain from her body, the grass now warm, inviting, the lights bathing her in a soft caress. Everything weightless, still.


Numb, save for the sweet taste of blood on her lips.
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“And there was nothing you could do?” asked the old man. “The driver pulled over before you could get there? You had no chance to retrieve the body?”


“None.”


“I see.” He shifted the pillow under his back and took a sip of water from the glass at his bedside table. “And the two others?”


“Secured.”


He nodded. “You say she was dead?”


“Yes.”


“But not when the driver arrived?”


“I said I couldn’t confirm—”


“Yes, yes,” he interrupted, the first signs of frustration in his tone. “You said you could not confirm that a sixteen-year-old girl whom you had just shot several times in the back was dead.”


“If she wasn’t dead when he arrived, she was dead within a minute. At most.”


“Marvelous.”


“It was an absolute fluke that the car—”


“Do not try to excuse your incompetence. You permitted her to get within five feet of that road. Fluke or not, the car was there. Which means that our young lady friend is now at some hospital, some morgue, or some police station, under the watchful eye of one of our local law-enforcement specialists. Not exactly what I had asked of you.” Silence. “You will leave here at once. All of you. Weapons, clothing. You will see to it that the grounds are taken care of. No tracks. I want nothing that might lead them here. Is that understood?”


“Yes.”


“You will then remove yourself until I call upon you. Is this also understood?”


“Yes.”


“Good.” The old man sat back against the pillow, the brief tirade at an end. “Your mistakes, of course, will not be impossible to correct. Difficult, yes, but not impossible.” He nodded. “Still, you did well with the other two.” The younger man nodded. “That is, perhaps, worth something.”


A minute later, the old man lay alone in the dark, his eyes heavy, though as yet unable to rekindle sleep. A fluke, he thought. Only a fluke. How many times had he heard it? Once again, fate has played her ace.


Drifting off, he knew it would be her last.
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Power clings to those who recognize its discord and who can turn that discord to dominance.


—ON SUPREMACY, CHAPTER I
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“THE FAILED PUTSCH in Jordan. During Bush’s little war.” Arthur Pritchard looked up from his desk. “Who was onto that before any of us saw it coming?” His long face and bushy eyebrows invariably gave the impression of an angry stork ready to pounce.


“The putsch …?” asked the man seated across from him, suddenly realizing who Pritchard was talking about. “No, Arthur. You know that’s not possible.”


Pritchard nodded, an air of New England refinement in the gesture. “True. Still …” He let the word settle; it was a favorite tactic. A product of the right schools, the appropriate clubs, Pritchard was anything but the dull-witted WASP his family and friends had tried to cultivate. When, at the age of forty, single and painfully aware that he had little to look forward to save another thirty years at the esteemed Boston firm of Digby & Combes, he’d pulled up roots and applied for a position at State. Washington. A city that had always held a certain fascination for him. The power? He often wondered. If so, his meteoric rise had brought more than he could have imagined.


Even through the mayhem of ’74. Somehow he had managed to keep himself far enough from the fray; when everything fell back in place, he had been offered a most unusual position.


The Committee of Supervision. A nebulous title for a Truman brainchild instituted during, of all things, the desegregation of the military. A covert office within State to ensure that “rules were being followed.” Truman, of course, had given the Committee considerable leeway in defining those rules—and in safeguarding them, “by whatever means necessary.” Over the years, any number of difficult tasks had carried the mark of COS, and with each new enterprise, the Committee had consolidated every ounce of leverage thrown its way. Somehow during the power struggles of the seventies and eighties, when CIA and NSC had vied for favorite-son status, COS had quietly established itself as the most adept of the three—Nicaragua, Pnompenh, Iraq. In so doing, it had set itself apart. Above the competition. Autonomous. In fact, only a handful of people in Washington understood the Committee’s capacity. Arthur Pritchard was one. It was why the Montana file lay on his desk.


“She’s perfect,” he continued, framed by a window reflecting Washington at dusk; ceiling-high bookshelves, oak paneling, and antique furniture added to the image Pritchard meant to convey. The beam from a single lamp shone down on the near-empty desk. “She’s familiar with the dynamic, the motivation.” He leaned back in his chair, swiveled so as to take in the last bits of the sun. “Why the hesitation?”


Bob Stein shifted in his chair, his thick cream white fingers squeezing into the green leather. His face, like his body, was pear-shaped, the entire effect accentuated by the small tuft of hair he kept close-cropped at the crown. Bob was most at home when staring at his computer or satellite printouts, painstaking hours fueled by diet Coke and cheese balls. Bringing his hands to his lap, he answered, “Look, I’m as anxious to follow this up as anybody, but she’s not …”


“Yes?” asked Pritchard.


“I just don’t think she’s … capable anymore. That simple.”


“‘Capable’?” Pritchard turned and smiled. “To flip over a few rocks? Wasn’t that what we were in Montana to do in the first place?”


“We were there,” Stein explained, “to snap a few photos of the venerable Senator Schenten with a few men he’s not suppose to be that chummy with. Ask the senator why he—champion of the New Right—has been meeting with Messrs. Votapek, Tieg, and Sedgewick, and then see where things lead.”


“A general sweep,” piped in the third of the trio, comfortably seated on the couch against the far wall, and busy unbending a paper clip. Infamous for his plaid shirts and short, fat, cream-colored ties, Gaelin O’Connell was one of the shrewder analysts at COS. He was a tank of a man, just over six feet tall, and easily 220 pounds, more and more of which was tending to jiggle with each passing year. A onetime operative with both the NSC and the Committee, he’d been with Pritchard since Watergate, brought in to deal with some of the stickier issues facing a government back from the precipice. It had been a short-term transfer that had lasted over twenty years, fifteen of which had seen him in the field. Together, the two men had molded a disciplined core of operatives, men and women with the cunning to survive in a highly explosive arena.


But survive alone. That had been the aim at the outset. Those in the field flew solo—a few words over a phone, a command from a computer—none permitted even to know the building from which their orders came. A single, unknown voice of authority. O’Connell had often thought it ironic that there was no room for group players in the Committee. Both he and Pritchard, though, had recognized early on that such an arrangement was vital to COS’s integrity; and they had spent long hours creating an infrastructure that produced strict operative independence.


Not surprisingly, the two had grown on each other over the years. In fact, it had been Pritchard who had finally convinced O’Connell to get rid of the polyester pants. He was still working on the ties. “A minor operation to make sure that the money of politics remains ostensibly aboveboard.” The Irish lilt was unmistakable.


“Exactly,” answered Stein. “We track them, find them together, and start asking questions. Then, whammo, a dead girl turns up. This might sound a little weird, but I don’t think we can ignore that given Anton Votapek’s history. I told you we should have picked him up the moment we located him.”


“‘Picked him up’?” asked Pritchard somewhat incredulously. “For what? For something that happened nearly thirty years ago, and that no one’s ever been able to prove? A few children go beserk in the woods of upstate New York during the Summer of Love, and you think it’s linked to this?”


“The Tempsten Project was ’69, not the Summer of Love,” corrected Stein.


“Dating aside,” O’Connell conceded, “he’s right, Bob. A girl appears on a tiny strip of Montana highway, less than a mile from an area we’ve been watching for about a week—for reasons, lest we forget, that have nothing to do with teenage girls. Nothing. She’s riddled with bullets; just then, some unknown character drives by, pulls over, clasps her in his arms, and has time to hear her blurt out one word before she dies. One word.” O’Connell tossed the paper clip onto the coffee table. “Where’s the connection?”


“All right,” countered Stein, “but then, why no records? Less than seven hours after the incident, police and hospital reports, gone; the guy who picked her up, vanished. It’s as if the girl never existed—no past, no family, not even dentals. If we hadn’t been running the sweep, there’d be no trace at all. I’m telling you, it’s a little weird given Votapek’s history.”


“Votapek’s history,” Pritchard repeated. “Wonderful. And because of that, you think our conservative senator and his cronies are killing young girls.” He turned to Stein. “Whatever the history, Bob, I find that very hard to believe.”


“Then why the missing records? Why the complete whitewash?”


“We could always ask Schenten,” smiled O’Connell. “‘Excuse me, Senator, but we seem to have found a dead girl in your vicinity. Any comments?’” He shook his head and again picked up the clip. “We weren’t even supposed to be there in the first place. You’ll have to do—”


“Granted,” Stein admitted. “But we still have the dossiers on the folks who were there—Votapek, Tieg, and Sedgewick. If nothing else, we have to see if there’s a connection between their arrivals and the girl.”


“And, of course, the dying word.” O’Connell shook his head. “Which was … what, Bob?”


Stein hesitated. “To be honest, sound and visual distortions were tough. Our guys were over a hundred yards from the point—”


“Technoexcuses aside, what did she say?”


“As best as we can make out—Enreich.”


“Enreich,” exhaled O’Connell. “Now that’s very helpful. He—or she—could be anybody. Or maybe it’s not even a person.”


“Do we have anything on it?” asked Pritchard.


“A former East German dissident—Ulf Peter Enreich—disappeared in the spring of ’63,” replied Stein. “The body was confirmed in ’74. We’re still running the name; something might come up, but Gael’s right. Beyond that, it’s a dead end.”


“As you know, gentlemen, I don’t like dead ends. Not at all.” Pritchard took the file in his hands and leaned back.


“We could pressure Tieg and Sedgewick,” offered Stein. “See where—”


“Because of the girl?” chided O’Connell. “Where in the hell do you get that? We don’t even have an idea how the three men tie into Schenten, let alone to one another. And Votapek—the linkup there is pure guesswork. It might surprise you, Bob, but being a conservative doesn’t make you a conspiratorial loony.”


“Just someone with a misguided perspective.”


“Whatever young Mao here might think,” O’Connell continued, “all we know is that they’ve been visiting the senator with some frequency. Once in August, twice in October, and, now, two nights ago. Let’s not forget, this was a minor operation. Snap a few photos; ask a few questions.” He turned to Stein. “Why the cover-up, Bob? Maybe the sheriff was having a little something on the side. It got out of hand and he didn’t want anyone to know. It’ll be a made-for-TV movie. That doesn’t, however, make it a Committee priority. Sorry, boys, but right now, our recently deceased young friend—”


“Is a dead end,” interrupted Pritchard. He tossed the file onto the desk. “Which would seem to bring us back to my earlier suggestion.”


O’Connell said nothing for a moment. “I thought we’d agreed—”


“To leave her alone?” answered Pritchard. “She’s had time to recover.”


“Recover?” The Irishman seemed unable to find the words; then, as if explaining something very rudimentary, he spoke. “She’s now part of research, Arthur. At State proper—”


“And, no doubt, bored out of her mind.”


“Which is probably a very big step forward for her.” O’Connell waited for a response; when none came, he reminded Pritchard, “State’s not Committee jurisdiction. You couldn’t touch her even if you wanted to.”


“We both know that’s not true.” He stood and moved to the bar. “She’ll turn over a few rocks. Test her wings. Probably the best thing for her.”


“Have you been listening, Arthur?” O’Connell had become far more animated. “Putting her back in the field, no matter how simple the task—”


“She’s perfect. Her work in Jordan remains textbook.”


“Was perfect, Arthur. Was.” He watched as Pritchard took a sip of his drink. “Or are you forgetting what she was like after Amman?” He waited until their eyes met. “This is not an issue for discussion. We leave her alone, Arthur. We let her get on with her life.”


“Actually … she already has some of the information.”


“What?” It was Stein who spoke. “That’s all very sensitive—”


“Don’t worry, Bob,” Pritchard continued, avoiding O’Connell’s gaze. “She has the absolute minimum. Names of organizations, various players—oh, and that Enreich thing. If nothing else, she might be able to figure out how that fits in. All of it’s through our contacts in research, so there’s no way to link it to this office.”


“It’s not this office I’m concerned with,” snapped O’Connell.


“The report reads like a routine fact finder on the New Right,” Pritchard continued, “no mention of Schenten, our operation, the girl—”


“What?” O’Connell was doing everything he could to contain his rage. “Her mental state aside, you brought her in blind?”


“The report’s been put together so that she’ll think she’s doing a general file update. Don’t worry—nothing to set off any alarm bells.”


O’Connell stared for a long moment at his old friend. “As much as I agree that Bob is blowing this thing way out of proportion, these are major players here, Arthur. Being chummy is one thing, but if the killing is connected—if these men are capable of that—we’d have to ask why. We’d be throwing her into something potentially far more dangerous than Amman.”


“And that’s exactly why she’s perfect.” Pritchard’s tone became far more pointed. “If it turns out that this is all a wild-goose chase, then we’ve wasted a little of her time, and saved ourselves far more by not having to mount an entire operation. If not … she knows how to take care of herself.”


“That remains open to debate.”


The two men stared at each other; Pritchard then arched his back and turned to the window. Streaks of pink and red darted through the clouds, sending a single beam of light onto the dome of the Capitol. “You know, I love this view. Insisted on the office. Smartest thing I ever did.” The ice in his drink popped and sent a rivulet of whiskey over the side. He turned. “You have to trust me, gentlemen. Know me a bit better than that.” He took a long sip. “I’ll be watching her the whole way—pull her out if things get tight. Chances are, they won’t, but we all agree. The files on our illustrious quartet could always be a bit thicker.” He put his glass down. “Given the nature of the thing so far, something’s bound—”


“To turn up?” O’Connell had heard it too many times before.


Pritchard smiled. “Exactly. And when it does, we pull her out. Fair enough? Look, the ball’s already in play. If there is anything here, all she has to do is raise a few eyebrows. How hard could that be?”
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Saddled with overnight bag, purse, and briefcase, Sarah Trent looked the typical attorney making her weekly trek to New York. The heavy winter coat bounced playfully just above her knees, revealing a pair of rather exquisite legs. At five foot seven, trim and athletic, Sarah was used to the turned heads, the long stares. She smiled back, her deep chestnut eyes flashing in response, as she moved along the platform to a nonsmoking car, the Metroliner surprisingly empty for noon on a Thursday. She knew she would probably be able to find two seats for herself, stretch out, and enjoy the three-hour ride to New York.


She had opted for the train rather than the shuttle for the simple reason that she needed more time with the files—two days hadn’t been enough to digest all the material that had landed on her desk. A research update. “Just some background information for the new system,” the note had read. “We’ve got the space, we need to fill it.” Typical bureaucratic reasoning.


Now, finding a pair of seats midway through the car, Sarah swung the two cases onto the window seat, then dropped herself into the one on the aisle. She turned to the briefcase as she unbuttoned her coat.


She had spent the last two days on the phone, trying to piece together the strands of information in the files. Very little had come up. Most of the people knew less about the three names than Sarah already knew herself. And whenever she tried to dig a bit deeper, awkward pauses followed by curt responses had made it clear that she was not meant to look further. Brush-offs notwithstanding, a few names had popped up to catch her attention—organizations that seemed to fit into a category with various right-wing fringe groups but which remained just this side of respectability.


In all the digging, one name had continued to crop up. One Alexander Jaspers, a prolific academic who had spent the last few years churning out article after article on the “new decency in conservatism.” His phrase. Sarah had leafed through a number of his pieces and, realizing she had found her font of information, had made an appointment to see him. His office had been a welcome surprise of cordiality, given her recent track record, staffed by a sweet woman who spoke with a thick German accent, and who had no problem accommodating her by setting up the meeting on such short notice. Mrs. Huber had penned her in for 3:30 today.


As the train emerged from the station, Sarah opened the one file that had intrigued her most during her first perusal. Tieg. The infamous host of Tieg Tonight—one of the country’s more popular evening television entertainments. She knew more than simple curiosity was prompting a second look. Jaspers would be well up on Tieg’s history, having mentioned him in at least two of the articles. Never comfortable with academic types—always a bit intimidated—Sarah was determined to hold her own with Herr Doktor Yaspers. Even the name daunted her. Another few times through Tieg’s file would give her the necessary confidence. She settled into her seat and let her shoes drop to the floor, ready now to peruse the file more carefully.


The first pages were standard form: born ’33 to Hungarian émigrés, public schools, regional wrestling champion, scholarship to St. John’s. Nothing unusual until ’51, when, in a period of less than six weeks, Tieg’s father died, he dropped out of school, and he set sail for Europe. No explanation.




What might have occurred during these three years is left to the reader’s imagination.





Nothing. Not even the city, or cities, where he had lived.


It picked up again in ’54, charting Tieg’s rise from low-level peon to programming executive with the then-burgeoning television division of NBC. By ’63, he had become a central figure for various regional affiliates and stood as one of the bright boys in NBC’s future.




His sudden dismissal in early 1969, and his subsequent blacklist at the other major networks, is yet another gap in the story.





Sarah took a moment to jot down a few notes and then turned to the last few pages. The story beyond ’69 was common knowledge. Buying up a number of radio stations—the source of the initial capital unclear—Tieg had parlayed them into a series of local television outfits, and by ’73 had the largest media package in the Southwest. Then the shift to telecommunications in ’75, when he started to drum up business in Washington. His involvement in the early stages of SDI remained unclear, but by the time Star Wars hit its prime, he had severed all Washington connections. His current linkups included Europe, Southeast Asia, and South America. By ’92, he had an estimated five to seven pieces of high-tech machinery orbiting, all under the aegis of the recently formed Tieg Telecom, headquartered in San Francisco.


And then, just as quickly as he had gotten into the technology, he moved on, turning his attentions to Tieg Tonight, the homespun talk show that blossomed from a four share in ’93 to a twenty-two share by ’97, a legendary  rise by any standards. The ratings established Tieg as the premier “pontificating politico” on the airwaves.


A final page had been added hastily. Sarah read:




His central aim is to maintain a reputation as champion of working-class sensibilities. In the last five years, he has allowed that persona a much more public face through the Centrist Coalition. Originally a small enterprise, the Coalition has gained considerable momentum, and it now stands as a beacon of small-town concerns. During the flood disaster in the Midwest several years ago, Coalition volunteers shipped in food, supplies, and medical technicians to some of the more remote areas hit. Tieg himself was spotted in over twenty different locations, not as speechmaker, but as one more pair of helping hands. While most agree that at this time he has no political ambitions of his own, it seems clear that his reluctance will be short-lived. In a recent election for a midterm replacement to the Iowa legislature, Tieg received nearly fourteen thousand write-in votes. He is not a resident of Iowa.





That was where the file ended. Sarah placed it on her lap and closed her eyes. She had read the last few pages without the attention she knew they deserved, preoccupied by the three-year hiatus Tieg had enjoyed in Europe. The question remained: Who—or what—was allowing him to escape the keen eye of the world’s most thorough intelligence agency forty years later? How had those three years remained hidden? Three years of anonymity. Of unaccountability.


Her mind suddenly raced to memories of her own past, images breaking through to conjure an existence she had known a lifetime ago, and which now resonated with an unkind immediacy. Her year of anonymity, unaccountability. Her gap to be filled. A reality of shadows. A life created by the Committee, a persona shaped by COS that let her slip into the madness of a Middle East ready to implode. And how quickly she had been able to lose herself, abandon Sarah Trent, assume an emptiness without ties. A vacancy that had granted violence a chilling ease, a comfort. Memories still so close, never dulled by the passage of time, ever more acute by their distance.


Amman.


“BWI.” The shrill voice of the conductor bolted her from the violent images. “Arriving BWI Airport. Three minutes.”


She was cold; her hands shook as she reached for her coat. Not bothering to slide her arms through the sleeves, she draped the heavy wool around her shoulders and chest, the swelling in her eyes prompting a quick finger to her cheek. With a deep breath, she leaned her head against the soft slope of the seat and concentrated on the gentle slowing of the train. The numbing throb in her temples began to ease. She was learning to hold the moments at bay.




 





WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 26, 12:43 P.M. [image: ] The disc popped from the slot: forty seconds to download the information, twenty to initiate the delay sequence. Everything like clockwork. The young man at the screen took the disc and placed it in his pocket. He was dressed in coveralls, the usual attire for maintenance staff at Hodge Wentworth, bankers to Washington’s elite for over 150 years. He had found the clothes at the drop-off point four hours ago; the ID badge and disc had arrived in the mail yesterday.


He turned off the computer and stepped from behind the desk. Pulling a lightbulb from his pocket, he proceeded to screw it into the lamp’s vacant socket. It was, after all, the reason he had been sent, the reason security had let him onto the eleventh floor in the first place. He tossed the old bulb into the trash and tested the lamp. Perfect.


At the same time, having made his way to the subbasement, another young man—similarly clad, similarly instructed—stood in front of what looked to be a large medicine cabinet filled with wires and computer chips, a tangle of the building’s phone and modem lines. He had snipped one of them and was now threading the second of the two strands of copper through a small black box. After a few seconds, the light on the box flashed green, then turned yellow. Attaching a strip of adhesive to its back, he affixed the box to the side of the cabinet and closed the front panel.


Three minutes later, both men stepped from separate elevators to the lobby, coveralls now folded inside attaché cases, new ID badges hanging from necks on silver chains. One set from the World Bank, the other from the fed. The blue blazers and gray pants screamed intern. No one took any notice as they moved through the revolving door toward a car at the curb and the young woman who sat waiting for them.


It had taken them twenty-seven minutes, four fewer than they had planned on. That meant an additional four minutes for the excursion to Dulles.


Reaching the car, they tossed their attaché cases next to the driver and settled into the backseat. Both slipped off their jackets and began to undo their ties as the young woman handed each of them a plastic bag.


Another set of coveralls. Another set of ID tags. Another black box and disc. As she eased out into the traffic, she glanced in her mirror at the two half-naked men in the backseat.


“Enjoying the view, Janet?” The two men laughed.


She smiled. “Not half as much as you like me watching.”


“What would your daddy say?”


She checked her watch. They would be on the flight to Montana by two.
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The train arrived at 2:45, on time to the minute. Sarah had been deep within the files at the time and was therefore one of the very last to leave the car. She placed the papers in the briefcase, pulled it and her bag from the window seat, and strode out onto the eerily empty platform. The maze of stairs and corridors that crisscrossed the underbelly of Penn Station sent her in several wrong directions before she broke down and asked a passing redcap for the quickest way to the West Side trains. When he simply pointed to the sign ten feet in front of her, she was mildly embarrassed. She had been to New York too many times to act the tourist.


Twenty minutes later, the iron gates of Columbia University and the smell of roasting chestnuts greeted her as she took the last few steps to street level. Smoke cascaded from the vendor’s cart and lifted gently into the sky, lending an added haze to the wintry gray. As she passed through the gates and into the sudden quiet of the campus—its pockets of brown grass amid a backdrop of overbearing buildings—she noted the stark contrast to the bustle of Broadway. To her right, a lone stone structure, perhaps a hundred yards long, glowered at her through the single eye of an equally long window that stretched the entirety of its second floor. A building to be taken seriously, if only for the names that rose from its facade in huge sculpted letters: Plato, Cicero, Herodotus. An avenue of steps to her left led to an even more grandiose building, whose dome seemed to vanish into the intensifying slate of the sky. Other equally stern buildings completed the quadrangle that sufficed as the Columbia campus.


Following Mrs. Huber’s instructions, Sarah ventured left, toward a set of narrow stairs and the Amsterdam crossway—a concrete platform that covered the avenue from 116th to 118th Streets. Arriving atop yet another set of stairs, Sarah felt the sudden swirl of chilled air unleashed by the open expanse of the crossway. She walked to its railed edge, fighting a gust of wind, to see Amsterdam continue on for miles and disappear to a fine point in the distance. Cabs raced along, somehow less frantic from her raised perch. As she turned away from the hum of traffic, an extension to the crossway drew Sarah’s eye. Moving toward the peninsula, she neared what she assumed to be the Institute of Cultural Research. A simple plaque to the right of the door confirmed the guess.


The three-floor New England house—white wood shingles and all—stood out as an incongruous transplant alongside the more modern buildings that lined the crosswalk. For Sarah, the quaint anomaly conjured images of her own college days, the creaky buildings of New Haven’s Prospect Street, with their faint aroma of damp wood. Mounting the steps, she pushed through the oak door and found herself in a windowed vestibule, the customary umbrella rack to her left. The cold white tile of the small enclosure seemed to heighten the chill and prompted her to move quickly through the second door and into the dimly lit carpeted entry hall. A large wooden banister greeted her, its swirling line leading up to the second floor and the sound of several electric typewriters. In the sitting room to her left, Sarah spotted two ancient scholars in a pair of deep, embracing leather chairs, the men rapt in heated debate. The whining cackle of a fire rose through the conversation.


From around the staircase, a young man suddenly appeared carrying a tray of tea and cookies. He seemed overeager to dive into the fray by the fire—food and drink clearly his means of invitation. As he tried to dash by her, Sarah said, “I’m looking for the office of a Dr. Alexander Jaspers.” Tea in one of the cups swayed dangerously close to the rim as the young man made his abrupt stop. “Jaspers?” he asked, a furrow creasing his brow. “Right,” his eyes suddenly wide. “He’s on the top. The attic thing.” He jerked his ear toward the sitting room, not wanting to miss any of the discussion. A smile touched his lips. “He’s got it all wrong, you know,” he confided in Sarah, nodding toward one of the two by the fire. “All wrong. Anyway, you want Jaspers. This staircase”—he indicated with his head—“and then the corner one at the far end of the second floor. Clara’s always up there. Or usually. You’ll find her. Must run. It’s getting cold.” And with that, the man darted into the room to take his place in the chair nestled between the two older men. He—or rather, the tea—was received with considerable enthusiasm as Sarah began to climb the winding staircase.


Two sets of stairs later, she emerged on the third floor, a large open area, a few chairs placed at center, amid ceiling-high bookshelves on each of the four walls. No doubt this was the Institute’s attempt at a library, she thought, one with a very select clientele. Several desks jutted up against the stacks of books wherever one of about eight windows appeared, each distracting with a lovely view of New York. Only one of the desks was occupied, its claimant deep in the pages of an enormous tome. Directly behind the chairs at center, a set of stairs rose on a leftward slant; a note card tacked to the banister read JASPERS, followed by an arrow pointing up. Sarah’s nerves began to kick in. Images of a wizened old figure bent menacingly over a desk came to mind, his cold stare cutting through her as she reached the topmost step. She tightened her grip around the handle of her briefcase and mounted the stairs.


The attic office—or offices—were a good deal larger than Sarah had expected. Although constrained by the sharp angle of the ceiling, there was enough room for a sizable desk—a small wooden plaque with Mrs. Huber’s name positioned on its front lip—two chairs for those with appointments, and a midsection wall that divided the entire top floor into two separate areas. At the far end of the wall, a door—with Jaspers’s name on it—stood slightly ajar. At the opposite end, a small copy machine was in full hum, at the moment operated by a tall young man in jeans, tweed jacket, and running shoes who looked the typical graduate student, no doubt making some extra money—and some helpful connections. Sarah checked her watch, realized she was still a few minutes early, and took a seat in one of the chairs to await Mrs. Huber, whose desk was unoccupied. The view from the small porthole-like window caught her eye as she settled back into the leather—Morningside Park at the first hint of dusk. For a moment, it seemed rather inviting.


“Waiting for Jaspers?” asked the young man while he tried to stack the papers he had just finished copying.


“Yes,” Sarah answered, and placed the briefcase on the floor by her side. “I have a three-thirty appointment. Do you know if he’s in?”


“Most definitely.” The young man smiled, setting the papers on Mrs. Huber’s desk and scribbling some instructions on the top page. He dropped the pencil on the desk and extended his right hand. “Alexander Jaspers. You must be Ms. Trent.”


Sarah’s eyes opened wide, an embarrassed smile forming on her lips. “You’re Dr. Jaspers?” she said as she quickly stood to take his hand. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I expected someone … older.”


“I know,” he laughed, sitting on the edge of the desk and motioning for Sarah to retake her seat. “It’s all that ‘Herr Doktor Yaspers’ stuff that Clara insists on. Everybody gets it wrong.” Sarah couldn’t help but smile. He folded his arms across his chest and asked, “Would you like something to drink? We have coffee, tea, water, smelling salts.”


She laughed, shaking her head. “No thanks. Sorry if I’m a bit early.”


“No problem.” He rose from the desk just as Mrs. Huber popped her head up from the stairs.


The tight bun of black hair seemed to pull mercilessly at her forehead, accenting the look of surprise on her face. “Oh my dear!” Her thick legs tried vainly to take the last few steps. “Oh dear! You are here already.” The German accent was even more pronounced in person, thought Sarah. “I was only in the kitchen with some cookies for you, but, you see, they have disappeared, and I was expecting you at half past three. I am so sorry. I was to be here at the time of your arrival to make introductions.” She was back by the desk, straightening with a frenzied neatness. “This is so dreadful of me.”


“Clara,” Jaspers interrupted with a little laugh, “it’s all right. We managed to work through the introductions without any major disasters. Ms. Trent, Clara Huber.” Mrs. Huber stood silently, bowing somewhat sheepishly as Sarah said hello.


“It’s Sarah. And I’d like to thank you for being so nice on the phone. It was a welcome surprise.”


“Oh?” A wide smile replaced the hint of anguish on Mrs. Huber’s face. “That is most kind of you. You see, Herr Doktor Yaspers is an expert—”


“Clara is invaluable,” Jaspers interrupted, somewhat embarrassed, “and I know Ms. Trent—Sarah—would like to get started. But since we’re out of cookies”—he winked at Mrs. Huber—“and because I happen to have an awful sweet tooth, I was hoping you wouldn’t mind if we do this at a little pastry shop not too far from here. Every day at four—it’s a … family thing. Can I convince you to—”


“Yes.” Sarah smiled back. “I’d love to have tea.”


“Great. Let me get my coat.” Jaspers disappeared into his office and a moment later returned in an old gray wool coat that had clearly seen better days. He thrust his hands into the pockets and stopped. “Right. The Domberg stuff should be sent to Bill Shane in Chicago and, if you could, try to get hold of Lundsdorf and see if I can steal some of his time tomorrow. Before I have to take off. Anytime before three.” Clara nodded as Jaspers turned back to Sarah. “Sorry.”


“Not a problem.”


“Good. Tea it is.”


Jaspers pulled his hand from his coat and gestured for Sarah to lead the way. Mrs. Huber was already busy at the desk as Sarah said good-bye and trotted down the stairs, Jaspers behind her, grabbing a scarf that hung on the banister. The two walked in silence until they reached the first floor, where the debate by the fire was in full flame. “Anything from One-twelve?” Jaspers poked his head through the archway to the sitting room. “We’re out of cookies.” The three faces turned, the youngest answering, “Some of those little crunchy ones with the green bits. That would be nice. If you could.” Jaspers nodded. “Don’t put yourself out for us,” one of the older men said. “Only if its no inconvenience. But yes, the crunchy ones. Good choice.” Jaspers pushed off from the archway and smiled.


“No inconvenience.” He pulled the door open and followed Sarah through the vestibule and out into the cold air. “That rather imposing triumvirate,” he said as they walked across the overpass, “all happen to be brilliant. If you want to know anything about the Middle East, those are the boys to go to.” Sarah nodded and pulled the collar of her coat tight around her neck as they took the steps down to the open quadrangle of the campus.


“And they’re all cookie enthusiasts.” She needed to shift the topic. “They were digging into a fresh batch when I arrived.”


“Didn’t you know that about academics?” Jaspers asked. “If Entenmann’s or Nabisco went out of business, the wheels of education in this country would come to a grinding halt.” He was about to continue when he noticed a familiar figure moving slowly not too far off in the distance. “Professor Lundsdorf,” he shouted, a slight quickening in his pace. He turned to Sarah as she tried to keep up. “I’m sorry. That’s the man I need to see tomorrow, and I could save myself some time if I set it up now. If it’s all right, this’ll just take a minute.” He continued to hurry them along.


“Why don’t you run ahead,” she said, slowing. “This pace is a little tough in heels.” Jaspers looked down at her shoes, back to her, and smiled in apology. “Don’t worry,” she added, “I’ll catch up.”


He raced off, his coat billowing behind in the wind before he reached the side of the older man. Sarah watched the two in conversation as she passed a small fountain on her way down to the central walkway. Nearing them, she saw the older man place a hand on Jaspers’s arm, the two a moment later lost in laughter. Sarah arrived to hear Jaspers say, “—without Parliament. Otherwise, there would have been legitimate claims of tyranny.”


“I am sure that is right. Yes, quite sure. So you will see what comes of it.” Sarah stood at Jaspers’s side.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jaspers said. “Professor Lundsdorf, this is Sarah Trent, from the State Department. For some reason, she thinks I’ll be able to help her unpack the New Right.” Here, at last, Sarah thought, was the old wizened character she had expected in Jaspers’s office. But once again, all fears were quickly allayed when the five-foot-five Lundsdorf, slender and somewhat frail from age, and tucked deep within several layers of clothing, took her hand and offered a little bow.


“Enchanted.” The twinkle in his light green eyes betrayed the spirit of a man who had once fancied himself something of a ladies’ man. Even now, Sarah was unsure whether the venerable professor was flirting with her.


“The pleasure is mine,” she said as he released her hand.


“How kind. Herman Lundsdorf,” he corrected Jaspers. “I have known this young man for fifteen years, seven—no, eight—as a colleague, and still he insists on calling me ‘Professor.’” He winked at Jaspers, who fidgeted under the scrutiny. “One day perhaps. One day, he will not see me as so frightening an old man, my dear. Be that as it may, you have certainly come to the right man, and I, unfortunately, must take my leave of your company and get out of this cold weather.” He nodded again to her and looked at Jaspers. “Tomorrow at two will be fine.” A short bow and Lundsdorf started to walk away, piping back over his shoulder, “And your coat—button it up if you want to live as long as I have.” With that, he tossed his hand into the air and waved good-bye. Jaspers started to laugh to himself.


“There goes my mentor. And mother. The combination is sometimes a little unsettling.” The two walked through the iron gates and crossed over to the west side of Broadway. “One minute he’s explaining German parliamentary procedure; the next, he’s telling me to button up.” He shook his head. “I hope your shoes are okay on the ice.”


“I’m fine. He seemed very sweet.”


“Very sweet and very rigorous. He forced me to finish my degree in three years. I never worked so hard in my life.”


“That’s a little quick, isn’t it?” asked Sarah.


“Lundsdorf wouldn’t have it any other way.” Jaspers dug his hands deeper into the pockets of his coat. “He’s had it all planned out, ever since I got here. On average, it’s eight years. So yes, it was quick.”


“I’m impressed. That would make you—”


Jaspers smiled. “Thirty-three. And don’t be. I wrote an incredibly mediocre dissertation, which the grand old man and I spent a year and a half reworking into a book. He kept on saying, ‘Just get the degree, get the degree.’ He was right. I got it, got a job, finished the book….” He paused, his eyes distant for a moment. The smile returned. “Then I started doing stuff that was interesting.” He stopped. “It’s right here.” Jaspers opened the door to a small café that smelled of thick black coffee; he waited for her to step through the doorway with her overnight bag and briefcase.


“You don’t have to hold the door for me,” she said.


“You’re right. I don’t,” he replied without moving. “It’s another bit of Lundsdorf. German propriety. I’ve been trained too well.”


Sarah smiled. “In that case, all I can say is thank you.” She walked into the dimly lit room and spotted a table against the back wall. She led the way through the legs and elbows at the packed little tables and began to disentangle herself from her coat as Jaspers slipped his off and draped it over the back of his chair. He waited until she was seated to take his chair.


“More Lundsdorf?” she asked.


“Of course.” They sat. “I’d recommend a nice cup of tea and a piece of the raspberry chocolate cake, but not everybody’s a chocolate nut.”


“No, that sounds nice.” Everything was nice, she thought—the idea of tea, the funny little café that wanted so desperately to evoke images of Paris or Berlin—and the company. There was something very relaxing about young Dr. Jaspers. Something that seemed so … unacademic. It was the only way she knew how to describe it. Jaspers lifted his hand, raised two fingers in the direction of the waiter, and turned back to her. “I … always get the same thing,” he said almost apologetically. “They know me here.”


“Must be nice.”


“I guess it is.” He smiled and shifted gears. “So, Clara mentioned the State Department and my articles. I can only guess we’re here to talk about ‘The New Right and the rise of conservativism.’” The self-mocking tone in his voice prompted another smile from Sarah. “The title of a very dull article I wrote.”


“Not so dull.”


Jaspers’s eyes widened. “You’ve actually read it?”


“My job, Professor Jaspers—”


“Xander,” he interrupted. “Everyone calls me Xander.”


Again, she smiled. “One of the many I read … Xander. All very informative. And all quite different from the other articles on the subject. Your approach is … how shall I put this—”


“Unique? Probably the source.”


“Lundsdorf?” A waiter arrived with water.


Jaspers grinned and pulled a thin well-worn book from his jacket pocket, several rubber bands holding it together. He placed it on the table. “Even older.” The cover read The Prince. “Never leave home without it.”


“Machiavelli?” she asked.


“Don’t be so surprised. They were pretty bright in the sixteenth century. He was probably the brightest. Go ahead. Take a look.”


Sarah picked up the book and gently unloosed its bands. The front cover came away in her hand, an inscription filling the page: “I’ll always be with you, Fiona.” She looked up to see Jaspers’s eyes lost in the words. All traces of the smile were gone. She let the moment pass. “I’m … sure he was.” She placed the book on the table, delicately slipping the cover on top. “The brightest, I mean.”


He looked up, nodded. “Yes.” He reached over and took the book. “He was.”


“And now he’s a man for all centuries,” she said, watching as Jaspers stretched the rubber bands around the flaking pages, his smile returning.


“The nice thing about theory, Ms. Trent, is that it can apply to any number of situations.” He put the book in his pocket. “It’s the way you apply it that makes the difference.”


“And your friend Machiavelli just happens to fit in with the New Right?”


“And the junk-bond market, and several LBOs, even a separatist group in Idaho—I’m not the only one whose seen a connection. I just keep it theoretical. It’s everyone else who tries to put it into practice.”


“Tell me, Professor—Xander—for those of us not quite so well versed, how exactly does someone use a book like that—”


“Oh ye of little faith,” he cut in. “You’d be surprised. There’s a group of young guns right now who are convinced that Machiavelli tells them how to play the market. One of them’s just written a book—The Machiavellian Manager. Catchy, if a bit humorous.”


“And you’re not convinced?”


Jaspers shrugged. “Let’s put it this way—it’s not the Machiavelli I know. Theories are … susceptible to broad interpretation. That’s what makes them so seductive. Look, I understand—probably better than most—what it is to ponder the practical implications. Sometimes, they’re hard to dismiss. But at a certain point, you have to recognize their limitations. Wall Street hasn’t seen that yet. They think it’s about brute force, deception—”


“‘Better to be feared than loved,’” she interrupted.


“Now I’m impressed. That’s not, however, the whole picture.”


“No, I didn’t expect it would be,” she added playfully. His gentle laugh and wide, if rather sheepish, grin, told her she had hit the mark.


“Rambling comes with the territory, Ms. Trent.”


“I’ll try to keep that in mind, Professor Jaspers. So,” she continued, “it’s all really just a matter of context—”


“Exactly,” he replied. “Machiavelli wrote the Prince as a … how-to manual on wielding political power. What he really wanted was a job from the Medici—Florence’s ruling family. The book was meant to catch everyone’s attention by explaining things as they really were. Very bold for the times.”


“But specific to the times.”


“You are good at this.”


“We try.”


“Then you no doubt recall sixteenth-century Italy was politically very unstable—little more than a collection of city-states, all with their own agendas.”


“Yes, I no doubt recall that,” she teased.


Jaspers laughed. “In simple terms? Machiavelli wanted to protect Florence and inspire a bit of cohesion. His solution was a leader who could anticipate trouble and wield power with a bold hand, anything that might keep the people in line. For him, they were all a pretty bleak bunch—not to be trusted and not terribly bright. A little cruelty here, a little kindness there could keep things running smoothly.”


“And that,” Sarah asked, “applies to the market? It’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it?”


Jaspers took a sip of his water. “Not if the market men think the book tells them what to do. It’s their bible. Who am I to argue with the interpretation? And you have to admit, it is intriguing.” He sat forward and rested his elbows on the table. “All Machiavelli did was to recognize the darker side of politics; along the way, he raised some pretty interesting questions about power, deception—tell people what they want to hear so as to maintain a power base. The modern implications aren’t that tough to see.”


“As long as it remains theoretical,” she said. “In practice—”


“That’s where the Wall Street boys make their mistake. Machiavelli was a genius, but he was a sixteenth-century genius, and we have twentieth-century questions. Where he talks about cruelty and military bravado—”


“We talk about corporations and grassroots politics.”


“Exactly.” The waiter arrived with two plates and two cups, a second waiter followed with the pots of tea.


“So you think he takes us only so far.”


“Don’t get me wrong,” answered Jaspers. “I love the old guy, but he’s a springboard, that’s all. Those who see him as a definitive guide … I don’t put much stock in that.” He smiled as the waiters departed, then began to pour his tea. “A modern equivalent—at least for me—is what the New Right’s been doing over the last few years. Except, instead of going directly to the people, they pander to any number of interest groups in order to maintain control. Theoretically, it’s Machiavelli; practically, it’s—”


“The ‘new decency in conservatism.’”


“Bingo.”


“The Centrist Coalition,” she added.


“You’ve obviously been doing your homework.”


“As I said, we try.” She pulled a pad from her case; she was searching for a pen when Jaspers produced a rather gnawed ballpoint from his pocket.


“Sorry about the teeth marks,” he said. “Hazard of the profession.”


“Mine would have been no better.” She uncapped the pen.


“To be honest, I’ve only just started looking into the Coalition, but it’s an excellent place to begin.”


Sarah flipped to an empty page and looked up. “Practically speaking.”




 





WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 26, 3:51 P.M. [image: ] The class moved through the museum room, a Veronese the highlight, each child busy with notebook and pen, jotting down the relevant information. The teacher, a woman in her late twenties, smiled affably at the guard as she led the small group to a far corner and a somewhat obscure offering by a young Tiepolo. All fifteen huddled around the painting, the teacher at its side, describing with great enthusiasm some of its more intricate details—the angle of Christ’s head, the position of his hands. She kept her eyes on the guard, waiting for him to turn; the moment he did, she nodded once. On cue, one of the girls quietly sank to her knees, hidden by the other children as she removed the grating of the vent directly below the painting. With equal precision, she placed her pack inside the opening and slipped through. A boy followed, the grate immediately replaced. The sound of the teacher’s voice drifted to the distance as they began to crawl.


They had no need of lights or maps; they had run the mock-up perhaps a hundred times in the last week. The schedule had called for three of them—everything in threes—but the old man had made a change. Lydia had remained in Wolf Point. They had not asked. It was not their place.


At the fourth duct, they turned. Forty feet along, they found a second grate; they dropped through, this time into a narrow tunnel, pipes and wiring running the length of the walls, enough room for the two of them to scamper deeper into the innards of the National Gallery. The girl checked her watch. Eight minutes. Plant it, set the linkup, and return. They had done it once in seven. The old man had been pleased.


Half a minute later, they heard the sound of cascading water directly above them—the promenade between the east and west wings. Cafeteria, museum shop—always popular among tourists. Both stopped and emptied their backpacks. To the guards at the entrance, the items had appeared to be books, pens, chewing gum, lipstick—the usual teenage fare. To the trained eye, they were far more. In less than a minute, they had fashioned the pieces into two large plastic bricks and a small black box, a copper coil connecting it to the wires along the wall. A yellow light on the box flashed once, then turned green. They retrieved their packs and moved on, scanning the duct above. Twenty feet from the box, they found the third grate, hoisted themselves up, and again began to crawl.


Several twists and turns later, they sat crouched behind another vent, another gallery room, another painting for the class to admire. They had done well. Six and a half minutes. He would be pleased.
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“It’s typical right-wing maneuvering,” said Xander. “They don’t want the government to tell people how to run their lives, but they’re more than happy to be the country’s moral conscience. The Coalition likes to do it through school curriculums. Abortion, sexual orientation—those are the big issues.”


“Which doesn’t make the Coalition any different from about a hundred other groups,” Sarah pointed out.


“True, except they’ve got plans to develop private institutions of their own. Schools, funded by the Coalition, to compete with the public sector, giving them a blank check on what, and how, they teach.”


She looked up. “Seems to me the Catholics have been doing that for years. Where’s the problem?”


“Yes, but they don’t have TV monitors in the halls and classrooms, all linked to some high-tech computers that function interactively with the kids. Specialized computers—if the stories are true—that sound quite extraordinary. I mean, imagine a kid being able to program an alternate plan of attack for, say, the Battle of Midway, and then watching it come to life on the screen; that would make learning exciting. Rumor has it, though, that the computers are going to be used to replace hands-on teaching. To make sure a clear, consistent message reaches all of the Coalition’s devoted little followers. That’s not education; that’s indoctrination, and on a much wider scale than any parochial school ever dreamed of.”


“Brainwashing?” she asked skeptically. “Computers have been around for a long time, Professor. Just because the Coalition’s using them doesn’t mean—”


“If they’re the only things that tie Jonas Tieg and Laurence Sedgewick together—two men who haven’t the slightest bit of interest in education—I’m not so sure.” Jaspers stared across at her. “Have I struck a nerve?” Sarah said nothing. “Who else would you be here to talk about?”


“You might be surprised.”


He drained the last bits of tea from his cup. “Want some more? I’m going to get another.” Sarah nodded. She watched as he motioned to the waiter, the two fingers and the shake of the head. The waiter pointed to the plates of cake. Jaspers picked up the cup and mimed taking a drink; he then turned to her. “I’ve been known to have … two pieces at one sitting.”


She smiled. “So, Tieg and Sedgewick.”


“As I said, neither of them cares one whit about teaching. For Tieg, it’s all politics. A way to rally his troops. More of the Tieg Tonight phenomenon. The school programs are simply a lure, the technology his bait. If the environment were more hip right now, he’d be focusing on that.”


“And Sedgewick?”


“That’s the interesting part.” The waiter arrived with the tea, repositioning plates and cups to make room for the extra pots. Xander tried to help. “Didn’t it strike you as odd that a man who had made his career as a financial whiz suddenly started developing computer systems for investment banks a few years ago?”


Sarah recalled the file. “Those were security networks. I thought they were designed to safeguard large investors—like himself?”


“Perhaps.” The waiter moved off. “But who do you think helped him develop the prototype for the technology?” She shook her head. “A subsidiary of the Tieg Telecom Service. That’s not in your notes. The trail’s convoluted, but it’s there. Trust me.” He took a sip. “And now it’s computers in the schools. No real connection, but … All I’m saying is, it makes me wonder.”


Sarah nodded, jotted down a few words. With her eyes still on the pad, she asked, “And Anton Votapek?” She was about to repeat the question, when she looked up and noticed Jaspers’s expression. He was staring at her, a look of sudden concern etched across his face.




 





WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 26, 4:09 P.M. [image: ] “Repeat that, please.” National Airport’s chief controller did little to mask his disbelief.


“Every screen in the tower just went blank,” came the reply, the confusion in the background filling the speaker. “Auxiliaries are out, and we’ve lost radio contact.”


“Is the beacon still operative?”


“No idea.”


“What do you mean you have no …” He leaned in closer to the intercom as he stood. “Just take it easy. I’ll be right there.”


Two minutes later, he strode into the traffic tower, the slicing pattern of runways beyond already lit for the evening arrivals. “All right, people, let’s see what we’ve got here. What do we have up in the air, and what’s within closing range?”


“Four two-sevens, one noncommercial, and two jumbos, one from LAX, one from Madrid,” answered a woman surrounded by a mountain of printouts.


“What about Dulles—”


“They’ve got the same thing. So does BWI. And College Park is completely unreachable. Everything went out about four minutes ago. My estimate—of the three majors—six planes in final patterns, another twelve that’ve been given clearance.”


The man moved to the nearest console, its vacant face staring back at


him. In twenty-five years, he’d never seen anything so terrifying. He turned


back to the general mayhem. “All right, people”—he began to rub his


hands together—“we reroute as many as we can through Atlanta; the rest


can try—”


“That’d be great,” the woman answered. “One problem—how, exactly,


do we tell the pilots?”
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“Votapek?” repeated Jaspers. Sarah leaned forward to pour herself a second cup. “Are we talking about the same Anton Votapek? The Tempsten Project.”


“It was actually called the Learning Center,” she corrected. “The media dubbed it the Tempsten Project.”


He shook his head. “Votapek?” He paused. “Why would—”


“It’s about schools, isn’t it, Professor?”


“Yes, but …” He was taking longer to recover than she had expected. “I mean, the man was a genius, the education guru of the sixties, but then … Tempsten.” His eyes began to drift. “Some sort of high concept … modular teaching—”


“The Modular Approach—‘education as a more aggressive means to creating less autonomous, more community-oriented children.’ Very good, Professor.”


“One more wild theory forced into practice.” He continued to stare off, as if trying to remember something. “What was it, about ten children, all around eight or nine—”


“Actually, fourteen, some as old as eighteen. You seem … rather familiar with all of this.”


He turned to her. “One of the darker moments in American education? If you care about teaching, Ms. Trent, you don’t forget Tempsten.” The reference had clearly disturbed him. He sat back, shook his head slowly. “Eight-and nine-year-olds, turned into …” He suddenly looked at her, his expression far more intense than only a moment ago. “You think he’s linked to Tieg and Sedgewick?”


“I don’t think anything,” she answered. “I simply asked if his name had come up in your research.”


Jaspers stared across at her. “I see.” He paused. “It hasn’t.”


“Have I said something wrong?”


“Wrong? No. Of course not. It’s just that throwing Votapek into the mix makes Tieg’s connection to the Coalition somewhat more unnerving.”


“Really?” She needed to see how far she could lead him.


“Well, now there’d be someone who really does have an interest in education, wouldn’t there? A pretty frightening interest, and not just as a political stepping-stone.”


“If there’s a connection,” she reminded.


“Right.” His eyes remained on hers. “If.” For a moment, neither said a word. “Now you’ve got me thinking.”


“Sorry.” She smiled.


“I’m sure you are.” He began to fiddle with his spoon. “Trouble is, everything I’ve told you is speculation. I don’t know about Votapek, but there’s nothing in what the other two are doing that even hints at extremism. No neo-Nazis burning synagogues, no white supremacists making inane demands. That’s why I label it ‘decent.’” Again, he paused. “Votapek, however, would change that.” He looked at Sarah as if expecting a response; she merely raised her eyebrows as the waiter arrived with the check. “Anyway,” he said, tapping the spoon against the saucer, “that’s the most detail I can give you. I think there’s a link between Tieg and Sedgewick, but that’s only what I think. And even if Votapek is involved, I still couldn’t tell you what they hope to achieve. To be honest, as long as all three of them remain separate entities, there really isn’t anything to worry about.”


“But if they do somehow connect—”


“You’ll have to ask why.” He stopped playing with the spoon and looked directly at her. “What do they want? I’m not sure that’s a question I’d like to answer.”


“You make it sound so sinister.” Sarah was finishing off the last piece of her cake.


“I hope Lundsdorf’s right. He keeps telling me to concentrate on what I know and leave the conspiracy theories to the tabloids. Maybe I’m overreacting.” Xander had finished his second cup and was trying to drain the last vestiges of tea. Finding none, he placed the cup on the saucer and said, “I’ll leave the sinister side to you. Unfortunately, I do need to get back—”


“Of course.”


“But I don’t want to cut you off. Was there anything else?”


Sarah slipped the pad into her briefcase, snapped the locks, and reached for her purse. “I don’t think so, but if we need to talk again—”


“Absolutely. After all, I wouldn’t mind seeing your files.”


She smiled and pulled out a ten-dollar bill before he had a chance to reach for his wallet. “I know Professor Lundsdorf wouldn’t approve, but this is on the government.” Xander conceded, more to the lovely smile than to protocol, and reached behind to grab his coat. As he stood, Sarah remembered something. “Oh, there was one other thing. This might sound strange—”


“I’m sure it isn’t.” He began to put on his coat.


“Enreich. Does that mean anything to you?”


Xander reached into his pocket and pulled out his scarf. He flung it around his neck as he repeated the name to himself. “Enreich?” He shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. I could look through some old stuff, but I think I would have remembered something like that. Sorry, not much help there.”


She shrugged and stood, placing the briefcase on her chair and slipping into her coat. “If anything does come up”—she took a card from her purse and wrote the number of the hotel on the back—“give me a call.”


“Will do.”


She handed it to him along with his pen, picked up her briefcase and purse, and nodded to Xander to lead the way. Weaving their way back through the tables, they moved quickly to the counter, where he bought a box of the cookies he had promised the boys at the Institute. Sampling one, he pulled the door open and led Sarah out into the chill of Broadway.




 





WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 26, 4:24 P.M. [image: ] The air erupted in a torrent of glass and water, metal driving up through the ground, a crater where the gallery’s lower promenade had been. Screams filled the expanse, silenced eighteen seconds later by the detonation of the second bomb, which hurled its flame through the opening and encased body after body in a searing wave of gold. A sweet smoke followed, more deadly than the blaze, stifling breath and forcing its victims to what remained of the ground. Those who could ran haphazardly, men pushing women to the floor, parents grabbing for children, cradling them as they sucked in air they could no longer breathe.


It was over in less than six minutes. Some had been lucky. The initial blast had taken them unawares. Others had had to live through the gas, feel the flames lick at their flesh, endure their own incineration.


At 4:58, the first rescue teams made it through. It would take them fourteen hours to estimate the loss at 117, two more days to bring it to 130.
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Sarah emerged from the subway on Fiftieth Street and continued toward Sixth Avenue. She had thought about a cab but knew she would save time with the train. Not that she was in a hurry. In fact, she had left tonight open so as to go over the information Jaspers had given her. Now, as she maneuvered along the snow-packed curb, the image of the young scholar hurrying them both along—so eager to get back to work—brought a smile to her face. He was so committed to what he was doing, so drawn into his little world where every moment seemed too precious to waste. You’re a lucky man, Xander Jaspers, she thought. Lucky to have that passion. And yet, he had not overwhelmed her with it. Not once had he made her feel incapable. Somehow, he had allowed her to forget that fear. Instead, he had invited her in and had seemed so pleased when she had taken an interest. And how afraid he had been to bore her. She smiled to herself. There was a certain charm in that.


The large neon of Radio City loomed above her as she made the turn. The avenue was jammed with people all trying to wend their way through the chaos of rush hour. The fierce pace of the sidewalk seemed to sweep her up in its manic drive. All thoughts of the pleasant afternoon quickly drifted away. She began to lose herself to the crowd, to the gnawing hum of humanity.


And without warning, the buildings melted away in a rush of hands, feet, and arms. The rising pulse of movement swarmed in on her, echoing an Arabian madness that reverberated within her. No! Not here! Not now! A voice deep within pleaded with her, her head dancing in numb detachment above the noise and clamor, her mind slipping farther and farther away. Fight it, Sarah! Short of breath, her chest growing tight, she stopped on the sidewalk, staring about to find something, anything, to draw her back. People moved past with unkind stares, but she hardly noticed them as she struggled to retrieve her calm. Let it go. With great effort, she found her breath, the tremor receding, the buildings taking shape once more. Look a round you. It’s New York. You don’t have to hide here. All was as it should be. As it had been.


As if a safe haven, the hotel came into view. She began to walk, reenter the flow of bodies. Even among them, Sarah moved in complete isolation.


Five minutes later, she stood at the front desk of the Hilton, the card to her room resting on the counter. Still shaken, she followed the bellboy down a wide concourse toward the banks of elevators and noticed a wide array of watches, rings, and necklaces in a row above windows built into the marble wall. A particularly radiant stone caught her eye, its color a deep, resonant blue, no less supple against the sterile white light of the open hall. She stopped and stared into the sapphire, its gaze somehow familiar.


“Would you like to see it, madam?” A man appeared at her side, dressed in a neatly tailored suit, his hair combed tightly across his scalp. Sarah gazed at him, for a moment uncertain. “Madam?”


“No. No thank you,” she managed. “It’s a beautiful stone.”


“Yes, an exquisite cut.”


“I seem to have lost my bellboy,” she said, glancing toward the elevators.


“Of course.” He stopped abruptly and offered a most disingenuous smile. “Perhaps later, then.” He was already with another customer. Sarah peered once more into the sapphire—its invasive stare no less haunting—before turning to find the boy a good twenty yards ahead. He stood waiting by the elevators. She raised a hand and moved quickly down the concourse.




 





WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 26, 5:27 P.M. [image: ] His pace was slow, almost casual as he turned onto G, the lamps above already at full glow. Washington at twilight. Peter Eggart held his hands in his pockets, eyes peeled on the doorway perhaps two hundred feet down the street. As he had been told to expect, three Dutch diplomats emerged and began to walk toward him. They were lost in conversation, the woman at center apparently explaining something to her two companions. Eggart continued to walk, slowly pulling a gun from his pocket and clasping it tightly to his side as he drew closer to the trio. No one on the street seemed to take any notice until, almost on them, he raised the barrel and discharged two shots into the woman’s chest, then one bullet apiece for the men at her sides. All three lurched backward, a sudden stillness, everything frozen, weightless.


Eggart turned to run, pushing past the few disbelieving onlookers, the night in slow motion as he reached the end of the block and crossed to Twelfth.


Only then did he stop.


Where was the car? He spun around, checked the sign to see if he had somehow made a mistake. No. Twelfth—where they had promised it would be. Screams began to echo from behind him, time once again accelerating to full tempo. He could feel the panic in his throat, the acrid taste of indecision. Maintain focus. Understand the process. He needed to remain calm, listen to the command in his head. There had been too many hours spent preparing to allow a last-minute hitch to get in the way. He started down the street, aware of the eyes staring at him from the buildings above, tracing his escape. Again, he began to run.


A car turned onto the street, oblivious to the mayhem it had just entered. Without thinking, Eggart darted out into its path, raised his gun, and aimed it at the windshield. The car screeched to a halt as the gunman moved to the door, pulled the driver from her seat, and threw her to the curb. Within seconds, the car was squealing in reverse toward the intersection. A sudden stop, the grinding of a gear; a moment later, it was gone.
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Sarah followed the bellboy into the small but comfortable room, its view of Central Park. She placed the briefcase next to the mahogany chest of drawers, handed the young man a few dollars, and hoisted the overnight bag up onto the bed. Finally alone, she unzipped her dress and slipped off her shoes, the thick carpet a welcome relief from the confines of heels. Sliding her hands through the sleeves of her dress, she let it drop to the floor and then laid it gently across the bed. And she sat.


She was angry. A simple stone, and she had given in. It was always hardest during trips outside ofWashington, trips away from the routine that helped to keep her in check. The unexpected conjuring memories of the all too familiar. Nothing more than a sapphire’s hue, and she had been transported: the hotel on King Faisad Street, the noise of the al-Balad raging in the background, and the girl. Always the girl, staring at her, plaintive blue eyes, forcing Sarah to promise. “You will come back.” “Yes.” “You will come for me.” “Yes.”


No!


She forced her eyes open, only now aware that she had once again drifted back. For several minutes, she sat absolutely still as Amman receded to a distant pocket of her mind. With great effort, she stood and reacquainted herself with the room. The briefcase stared up at her. She knew she would be no good with the files now. She needed to walk. Out and unafraid.


She opted for jeans, a T-shirt, a pair of black boots. Transferring a few dollars from purse to pocket, she slid the briefcase under the bed, then grabbed her coat. The research update could wait.


Seven minutes later, the lights from the traffic on Sixth Avenue glared at her as she made her way downtown. She had little idea where she was heading, but she knew it was good to be surrounded by movement. Around Thirty-sixth Street, she realized she was hungry. She turned right and decided to try her luck on Broadway. Save for a few racing cabs, the Garment District was deserted, a few pockets of dark shadow spilling beyond the sidewalk.


The footsteps behind her only became audible halfway down the block. They were even and clipped, in close synchrony to her own, slowing and accelerating with each change in her tempo. She could feel herself begin to focus on the distinct pattern of the rubber-soled shoes, calculate the distance between herself and her would-be tracker, measure the road in front of her. Stop it! Ignore them. They’re nothing. It’s someone on the street, anyone, damn it! Don’t give into this—look back and see it’s nothing! But the signals were too well ingrained, too near to the surface now for her to shut them out with a simple plea. Twenty yards ahead, the sudden appearance of a second figure, an apparent drunk, confirmed her instincts. He seemed to weave along the street, but with each step, he drew closer and closer, tightening the net around her, forcing her deeper within the shadows. As she began to run, she could hear the quick sprint of the assailant behind, watch the drunk lunge up onto the sidewalk and block any means of escape. The trailer thrust his shoulder into Sarah’s back and sent her reeling into the arms of the man in tatters towering above her.


With one swift move, he threw her into an alleyway shrouded in complete darkness save for the bare bulb that hung from an overhead fire escape. The cold brick scraped against her hands as she tried to cushion the impact, the wall’s brittle edge slicing across her palms and forcing a momentary scream. “Not a word!” She fell to the ground, only to be grabbed by the shoulder and pinned against the wall. The pungent odor of the man’s all-too-convincing costume caused Sarah to wince as he scanned her body, his eyes dancing with a lurid pleasure. The second man appeared over his shoulder and grabbed her by the hair. His eyes betrayed no such longing, no carnal desire for a prey well won. Drawing a small blade to the side of her cheek, he smiled, a sudden animation in the otherwise-vacant expression. “We’ve been sent to give you some advice,” he whispered, dragging the flat of the blade across her lips and down to her chin. “Forget Eisenreich. Today was only the first trial, a promise of what’s to come.” He tightened his grip. “Walk away, or next time I won’t be able to hold back my friend here. He seems to have taken a liking to you.” The other man laughed and placed his free hand on Sarah’s breast, pressing hard against her as he groped. The man behind continued to peer down at her, watch as his comrade enjoyed the moment, probe deep within her eyes for the fear, the revulsion that he craved.


No such terror stared back at him. Instead, her gaze revealed a strange emptiness, a cold indifference, a warning that he could not recognize. Trapped for a moment in the lifeless embrace of her eyes, he let his grip relax almost imperceptibly. And in that moment, the devastating precision of a killer schooled in the streets of Amman unleashed itself in an explosion of raw energy. No longer Sarah Trent, the assassin of Jordan drove her knee into the testicles of the man still preoccupied with her breast as her once-pinned arm lunged across the face of the second man, nails finding flesh in a blur of movement. Both men reeled from the onslaught, the knife clattering to the ground in the melee. As if programmed in her attack, she swung her foot into the midsection of the man now holding his bleeding cheek, the jagged snap of breaking ribs forcing an anguished cry as he dropped to his knees. The other man, somewhat recovered from the initial blow, tried to stand but was too slow to avoid the sudden jab of her elbow to his temple. His head smacked against the brick wall, a final burst of air shooting from his mouth before his unconscious body slumped to the hard cement of the alley floor. With equal force, she slammed her coupled fists into the prone neck of the man crouched two feet from her—clutching his chest—and watched as he, too, collapsed to the ground. Only the sound of her own panting breath cut through the silence of the alley. She stood frozen, her mind racing out of control, images of dark, sand-strewn streets forcing their way into her consciousness, tearing her from the cold embrace of the Manhattan night.


“You made the choice, Sarah. You accepted the responsibility.” A solitary face shone through the dank haze, a girl no more than twelve, thin streaks of blood trickling from the bullet hole on her forehead. “Someone had to be sacrificed. Someone.” With a frightened stare, her blue eyes faded to the shadowed recess as the bodies of eight young Jordanian soldiers appeared, each hung from a wire on the wall directly in front of her. The stench from their clothes filled her nostrils, forced her to move her hand to her nose. They dangled side by side, twisting gently against the wall—faceless bodies of men who had squealed in death and who now taunted her with their silence. “Say something! Anything!” she screamed. “I had to take you, to stop you! You were the priority, not her! Someone had to be….” The bodies continued to sway in a single rhythm. “Say something, damn you!” Her voice became choked with a torrent of tears. “Anything! Please, anything!”


The white light of the bulb cut through the shadows, extinguishing the horror before her, as a wave of nausea filled her throat. She lay back against the wall, at the mercy of trembling limbs and pumping adrenaline. A thousand voices reverberated within her skull, crackling against the deadly silence of the alley. Violence. Violence again, passionless and exact. She looked at the two men at her feet—still motionless. She had taken them without a thought, a swirl of activity that had come only too easily, spun from a part of her that longed for the anger, the destruction.


She had attacked. Provoked, yes, but she had been the one to unleash a blind fury, the rapid, staccato blows that might very well have killed them both. No thought, only pure animal instinct. Could she have killed? Would it have been that easy for her to slip so far back? She didn’t know, couldn’t make sense of the questions that hammered within her head. Oh God! Oh God! I was out of control.


Somewhere within, a single voice told her she had to move, distance herself from the bodies. Clinging to the wall and unable to tear her focus from the unconscious figures, she slowly edged her way along to the alley’s entrance. A car raced by as she reached the sidewalk, forcing her to stare out into the empty street, to try to forget the men behind her. The cold calculation of the assassin was gone, replaced by a crippling fear, and Sarah stood alone, suddenly aware that her clothes were drenched in sweat. She began to tremble as she dug her hands into her pockets so as to fold the coat around her. Somewhere safe. Find somewhere safe. Again, the voice led and she followed in numb submission, back toward Sixth, back toward lights, people, and the security of others. She didn’t run—somehow the voice would not allow it—but walked with a calm determination, unobtrusive and therefore unseen, unremarkable. As she turned toward the hotel, she felt the first tears of release wash over her cheeks.


Only when she had stumbled into her hotel room, a safe haven now from the attack twenty minutes earlier, was she able to concentrate on what the man had said. “Today was only the first trial, a promise …” What had they meant? And Eisenreich? She turned and caught her reflection in the mirror, her face a sea of black and red, her hair a tangled mess hanging precariously about her shoulders. But it was the eyes that stole her focus, the eyes not seen since Amman, the cold, unforgiving eyes that stared back and condemned in silence.


It was then that she began to think beyond the attack. Why? What had provoked it? A research update. That was all it was supposed to be. Nothing more. Nothing to prompt warnings—first trial, Eisenreich …


A cold sweat creased her neck as one name entered her thoughts: the Committee.


Sarah forced her gaze to the room around her, the box, holding her in, squeezing her, the safety of isolation. Of course, the Committee. It was all too familiar, too much of a life that had come so close to destroying her. I won’t be drawn in. Whatever this is, I won’t. She knew what she had to do. Give everything back. Files, notes—the job, if necessary. Let others take the responsibility. Let others carry the weight. Memories of the alley would pass. Memories of Amman. Of herself. She had to protect herself.


She reached for her briefcase and noticed the flashing red light on the telephone. For a panicked moment, she wondered whether the message in the alley had been sufficient. They had found her in the streets. No doubt they could find her here. Ignore it. Let someone else play the game. But for some reason, she couldn’t. She had to hear it, hear them for herself, know she was running for the right reason. She slid across the bed, picked up the receiver, and dialed the operator. An electronic voice answered, informing her that a single call had been taken at 5:10. After a momentary purr, a second voice came on the line.


“Hi. Xander Jaspers at around six. Look, I don’t know how I could have been so stupid, but when I got back to my office, it suddenly clicked. The Enreich thing. It’s not Enreich. It’s Eisenreich. At least that’s what my instincts tell me. If this does connect, it could be a lot more than either of us bargained for. Call me.”


Jaspers. Oh my God. She wasn’t alone; she wasn’t isolated. He had made the connection. Eisenreich … And she had been the one to contact him, draw him in. Whose responsibility, Sarah? Whose trust?


She pressed down on the receiver, released, and started to dial.
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