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Prelude

 


At first glance there was nothing to distinguish the
slightly built man, body thickened by a heavy parka, standing
opposite the Lenin Mausoleum. A look, a nervous gesture, a
tell-tale tic behind the wire-framed aviator sunglasses, none of
these would have been evident to the casual observer. It’s
difficult to recognize a man poised, however reluctantly, on the
brink of his own destiny.

He’d been standing there for nearly an hour,
squinting into the glare of an unseasonal sun that had briefly
thawed Moscow and brought its bewildered and confused citizens out
in droves to bask in the unexpected mid-winter warmth.

A lot of the snow had melted, still scattered about
Red Square, thick jagged patches remained, like a chain of white
islands stretched from the dark, red stone walls of the Kremlin to
the incongruous onion-like domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral.

The icy wind blowing off the Moskva River swirled
briefly about the Kremlin towers and whipped across the square
towards the GUM Department Store, stinging the faces of lunch time
shoppers scurrying in and out of its ornate facade.

Was it an omen perhaps, this freakish weather?
Nature bestowing her approval? He couldn’t decide. He only knew the
earlier confidence and assurance had deserted him now, vanished
like the puffs of his own breath in the wind, leaving him with only
a cold knot of indecision clawing at the pit of his stomach.

It wasn’t going to work. He was sure of it.

But even now, as his mind flirted with abandoning
the whole idea, playing with the notion like a child with a
favorite toy, he could feel several pairs of eyes, watching,
recording his every move, tracking each step. There was no turning
back now. One step and he would set in motion a chain of events
from which there was no retreat.

He was committed, as surely as a diver who springs
off the high board and waits only for the water to rush up and meet
him.

Only his reason for being there defined him, set him
apart from the swarm of foreign tourists and Muscovites waiting
patiently in the long line snaking towards him across the square.
Weary pilgrims to a godless shrine, shuffling ever closer for a
fleeting glimpse of Lenin’s waxen figure encased in glass.

Still motionless, his eyes restlessly wandered over
the slow moving file. The Russians were easily distinguishable.
Uniformly dressed in drab olives and dark browns, their enduring
somber faces wore resignation like a mask. They were in sharp
contrast to the animated group of Japanese, nervously chattering,
eyes darting everywhere, clutching cameras and thumbing
guidebooks.

Just ahead of the Japanese group, his eyes stopped
and riveted on a man and woman. The man—tall, angular, seemingly
oblivious to the cold in a light coat, tie flapping in the
wind—stood ramrod stiff next to the much shorter woman. A mane of
blond hair spilled over the folds of her thick fur coat.

They were exactly as he remembered.

The woman’s breath expelled in tiny puffs as she
gushed in obvious delight and pointed around the square. The man
nodded absently, occasionally following her gestures. Once, they
turned in his direction; he thought for a moment the man’s eyes
locked with his own. He turned away quickly, pulling the hood of
his parka up around his face. Then, almost angrily, realizing he
couldn’t possibly be recognized at this distance, jammed his hands
in the pockets of the parka, and felt his hand close over the small
slip of paper.

Relax. How long had it been? Years. He forced
himself to take several deep breaths and tried once again to shake
off the anxiety. Was this all it would take? A hastily scribbled
note?

The file was moving faster now. He would have to
make his move soon. But there was something wrong with his legs.
They wouldn’t move. Again, almost angrily, he took off his
sunglasses, as if they were the cause of his immobility. He turned
into the wind and strolled casually towards the line.

He pushed through a large crowd coming out of the
tomb, unmindful now of the grunts of protest as he jostled for a
position nearer the Japanese group. A few turned to eye him
curiously as he suddenly veered away and broke into a kind of slow
jog. His boots crunched over a patch of snow; the blood began to
pound in his ears.

Abruptly, he changed direction. He turned quickly,
pushed through the orderly file, directly in front of the man and
woman. Startled, the woman cried out, clutching her handbag close
as he brushed against her. The fur of her coat lightly grazed his
face. Angry voices filled his ears. Someone was shouting for the
guards. The man, equally surprised said something but it was lost
in the shouting.

He palmed the folded slip of paper and slid it
easily into the tall man’s coat pocket.

For a fleeting moment, so vital that everything
depended on it, he turned his face squarely to the man. He saw the
flashing spark of recognition dissolve into shock, the mouth drop
open to speak a name, silently formed on bloodless lips. Then he
was gone, melting into the crowd, past curious stares, indignant
voices.

It was done.

He walked hurriedly, zigzagging across the square,
glancing back over his shoulder, knowing there would be no pursuit.
He paused at the steps of the Metro, free at last of the
crowds.

Perhaps, free of Russia.

 


***

 


Tommy Farrell was waiting for Santa Claus.

He’d had other plans for Christmas Eve–plans that
didn’t include freezing his ass off in the back of a broken down
van on the New York Thruway. He sat hunched on the floor near the
rear doors, shifting his position for the third time in as many
minutes but finally gave it up as a useless exercise. There was
simply no way to get warm or comfortable. He could only take solace
in the knowledge that the red, disabled vehicle tag flying from the
van’s aerial was as false as his hopes that the Jets would make the
Super Bowl.

He looked out the van’s rear window. The late
evening traffic rushing by was lighter now than when he’d taken up
his position nearly an hour before and moving steadily. The road
had been cleared, but new snow flurries were already starting to
fall and a heavy storm was predicted by midnight. Perfect weather
for Santa Claus, Farrell thought, lighting a cigarette and pulling
the collar of his coat up around his ears.

He checked the luminous dial of his watch. Eight
o’clock. He dragged deeply on the cigarette and tried to dredge up
thoughts about duty to country, but they were easily obscured by
the vision of his wife, at home in front of a glowing fire, putting
finishing touches on the tree and explaining to their two young
children why daddy had to work on Christmas Eve even if he is in
the FBI.

He shivered again and poured the last of the coffee
from a thermos. It was still hot but flat, tasteless. He felt the
van shudder and turned sharply as the interior was suddenly bathed
in blinding light, revealing for a moment the tripod-mounted Nikon
with a long-range telephoto lens. A klaxon horn shattered the night
as a heavy diesel thundered by dangerously close.

Farrell’s hand shook; the coffee spilled. He cursed
the huge truck as the hot liquid splashed on his hand. Tossing the
cup aside, he wiped his hand on his jacket and squinted through the
lens of the Nikon.

The camera was trained on a phone booth across the
expressway.

He carefully adjusted the focus and checked the
meter reading. With high speed, infrared film to compensate for the
poor expressway lighting, the pictures would be sharp and clear if
conditions held. He rotated the lens slightly until he could read
the number on the dial of the telephone.

“Bingo One, Bingo One, this is Caller.” The metallic
voice crackled out of the small hand-held radio beside Farrell.

“Go, Caller,” he answered.

“The Navy’s on the way. Just passed the toll booths.
ETA, four minutes.”

“Gotcha.” Farrell laid the radio aside, checked his
watch and the camera once again and nervously watched the minutes
tick off. In just under four minutes, a dark blue sedan pulled off
the expressway and parked in front of the phone booth.

The driver emerged cautiously from the car, briefly
scanned the oncoming traffic and gave Farrell’s van a cursory
glance. For an instant, the driver’s face was framed in the lens.
“Gotcha,” Farrell murmured aloud. The Nikon’s motor drive whirred
as he clicked off several frames.

Through the lens, Farrell continued to track the man
as he strode towards the phone booth. Inside, a dim light came on
over his head as he closed the folding door. Farrell watched
tensely as the man took a large envelope from under his coat and
stuck it under the shelf below the phone. He hung up the receiver
and quickly returned to his car. Farrell shot the last of the roll
at the retreating car as it merged with the traffic heading toward
New York City.

With practiced hands, Farrell rewound the film,
loaded the camera with a fresh roll and re-adjusted the focus. He
paused for a moment, lighting another cigarette, then picked up the
radio.

“Caller, this is Bingo One.”

“Go Bingo,” the voice replied.

“Santa’s helper has come and gone.”

“Roger, Bingo. Santa should be along in a minute.
How you doin’ out there?” The business-like voice suddenly became
friendly.

Farrell smiled. “Okay if I ever thaw out.”

“Hang on. I’ll buy you a drink when we wrap this up,
okay?”

“No thanks. It’s Christmas Eve remember?”

“Aw, you married guys are all alike. Why don’t
you…wait a minute. Santa just went through the gate. Black Buick,
four-door.”

“Right,” Farrell said. He snapped off the radio and
rubbed his hands together. He counted off three minutes and
forty-two seconds before the second car pulled off and parked near
the phone booth. For more than a minute, the flashing tail lights
winked at Farrell, but no one got out of the car.

“C’mon, c’mon.” The snow flurries were beginning to
thicken. As if responding to Farrell’s anxiety, the door opened and
a man got out. Short, thick-set, and as with the first man, his
face was briefly framed in the lens.

Farrell’s breath quickened at the sight of the
familiar face. He pressed the shutter button. Swiveling the camera,
he tracked his prey to the booth and locked in for a waist-high
shot.

This time there was no pretense of dialing. The man
simply held the receiver in one hand and felt under the shelf for
the envelope. He seemed to stare directly into the lens, as if he
knew it was there, Farrell would remember later.

While the man grappled with the folding door,
Farrell shot the remaining film and grabbed the radio, almost
shouting now. “All units, go!”

Red lights flashing, tires screeching in protest, a
police cruiser arrived seconds later. It skidded to a halt blocking
the outside lane and was quickly joined by three unmarked cars.
Together they boxed in the black Buick.

Farrell continued to watch through the lens. The
expression of bewilderment and shock on the man’s face quickly gave
way to resignation as he was led away to one of the waiting cars.
Then, police cruiser in the lead, one of the policemen driving the
Buick, the convoy roared off, leaving the phone booth deserted once
again.

Farrell quickly packed up the camera and lens in an
aluminum case. He jumped out of the van’s rear doors, tore off the
red tag from the aerial and climbed into the driver’s seat. Turning
the ignition key, he smiled in relief as the engine came to life
easily.

He paused for a moment wondering as always where his
photos might end up. On the desk of the Bureau Chief? In the
Kremlin? Well, it didn’t matter really. He’d done his job.

He shoved the van in gear and pulled onto the
expressway. With any luck he’d be home in time to help with the
turkey.

 


 



 


 


One

 


It was nearly nightfall as the jumbo jet burst
through the heavy dark sky over Washington and touched down at
Dulles International Airport. The chirp of tires and sudden reverse
thrust of engines jolted John Trask, brought him to the surface of
an uneasy slumber. He rubbed a bony hand over his sharply chiseled
face, blinked out the window at the airport lights flashing by and
unbuckled his seat belt.

Once inside the terminal, Trask eased through
customs and immigration. Diplomatic status has its rewards, he
thought, smiling at the novelty of traveling under his own name. He
moved quickly to beat the crowd to the ground transportation exit
and scanned the rank of taxis for the car that would take him to
Langley.

There was snow on the ground and the night sky
promised more of the same. In a moment he was joined at the curb by
a much younger man and directed to the waiting car. Trask eased in
the back seat, and closed his eyes as the driver negotiated the
airport traffic and angled towards the Virginia Expressway.

Gratefully, he sank back against the seat, feeling
the fatigue spread through him. But even his weariness could not
stop the jumble of thoughts racing through his mind. It was
happening again. Just when he thought he had the answer, it slipped
away, triggering the familiar signs he’d grown to trust that meant
something didn’t quite fit.

The arrest of a Soviet official—especially one
without diplomatic immunity—was always welcome news, but this one
didn’t make any sense at all. Why would a senior trade delegate,
with an unblemished record, jeopardize his career and usefulness to
Moscow with a stupid blunder?

Yes, the stakes were high and the target, seemingly
ready-made: a dissatisfied young naval officer, up to his neck in
debt with access to a guidance system project. Normally an ideal
situation, but not for Dimitri Zakharov. He was an old hand and
knew better than anyone how Moscow viewed mistakes. The evidence
was undeniable. The photos wrapped it up very neatly and were no
doubt giving the Kremlin fits. Too neat? It all stacked up on
paper, but Trask couldn’t shake the feeling something was
wrong.

Zakharov had seemed oblivious to the FBI
surveillance. There were several meetings on film and the financial
arrangements were astonishingly amateurish. Cash wrapped in brown
paper and deposited the morning after a drop. Still, the material
he was buying was top grade so maybe he could be excused the
indiscretion and the speed of the operation.

Moscow normally took months to set up a recruitment.
Zakharov had moved in on the naval officer in weeks. Maybe he was
coming over. It was an unusual approach, but it had been done
before. To avoid suspicion in Moscow, a would-be defector forces an
arrest, then quietly disappears into a new life, new identity and
leaves the Kremlin to wonder what went wrong.

For the moment, Trask discarded these thoughts. He
had his own defector to worry about. An American defector.

“How much further driver?” Trask asked. He sat up
straight and lit a cigarette. He’d lost track of where they
were.

“Not long, sir,” the driver replied. “Turnoff is
just coming up.”

Trask looked out at the rolling hills blanketed with
snow as the car swung off the George Washington Parkway and sped up
to the Langley complex. Identification cards were checked quickly
and they were waved through towards the seven-story main building.
The car submerged into the basement garage. Trask nodded his thanks
to the driver, grabbed his briefcase and took the elevator to the
Director’s conference room. Only the quiet hum of the heating
system and the faint throb of the computer center broke the
stillness.

Trask saw he was the last to arrive. They all looked
up as he entered. Eugene McKinley, sitting in for Director Richard
Abrams, a young aide from the State Department, a gruff looking
Admiral from Naval Intelligence, and of course, Charles Fox, old
friend, former mentor, looking a bit tired, a bit older, but Trask
was happy to note, the sparkling blue eyes were bright as ever.

“Ah, John, at last,” Charles said rising. “Good to
see you again. How are things in Moscow?”

“Fine, Charles. Good to see you. It’s been too
long.” They clasped hands warmly, memories reflected in both their
eyes. Field work in Budapest, debriefings in Berlin and Prague.
They had crisscrossed Europe together. Looking at Charles Fox, one
would be surprised to learn that this urbane, distinguished
gentlemen had once run one of the most effective networks in
Eastern Europe. It was just too bad about Prague, Trask
reflected.

He nodded greetings to McKinley and was quickly
introduced to the others. A Filipino mess steward brought in coffee
and sandwiches while Trask dropped into one of the easy chairs
arranged around the fireplace. The blazing logs gave off a pleasant
aroma of cedar and pine. A fireside chat, Trask thought. This
should be interesting. Abrams from State, looking far too cool and
young for such a job, shuffled through a pile of papers and munched
on a ham sandwich. The admiral puffed sullenly on his cigar and
stared into the fire. The amenities were quickly over as Eugene
McKinley led off.

“Well, gentlemen, shall we get started,” he began.
He was a beefy man and bulged under his dark suit. His face was
pink and freshly shaved. “The Director asked for this meeting to
iron out the initial details, give us a starting point so to speak,
and hopefully, after tonight we’ll have our bearings. As I’m sure
you’re all aware, the Director is devoting his time, as is the
president, to the current situation in Iran.” He looked around the
group for confirmation and found it in the expressions and silence
of everyone present.

It was unthinkable, but fifty-two Americans were at
the mercy of a fanatic Islamic leader and the U.S. Government, with
all its power and resources, was seemingly helpless. Everyone there
silently contemplated the consequences of an unfound solution.

Trask wondered if it were true that at the time of
the hostages were taken, there was not a single operative in Iran
with the exception of those in the embassy.

McKinley broke the silence and turned to Abrams from
State. Trask eyed him coolly. Sharp, perhaps too sharp. He had Ivy
League written all over him and reminded Trask of those young,
ambitious men of the long but not forgotten days of Watergate who
had hovered about the Nixon White House.

“Richard, suppose you bring us up to date on the
Zakharov arrest,” McKinley said.

Abrams barely referred to his notes as he began.
“Dimitri Zakharov, a senior official of Amtorg, the Russian trade
organization based in New York City, arrested December twenty-four
by an FBI surveillance team. At the time of his arrest, he was in
possession of highly sensitive classified material secured from,”
he paused to check the name,” Lieutenant Mark Hopkins, U.S. Navy.”
Abrams flicked a glance at the Admiral and got a stony stare in
return.

“What about this Hopkins?” Charles interrupted.

“I was coming to that,” Abrams said. He seemed
slightly annoyed at Charles’s question. “Hopkins, age thirty-seven,
was working on a guidance control project. I don’t really know all
the details, but he had apparently gotten above his means. New
house, new car, charge accounts, and of late, some gambling debts.”
Abrams paused again. “As we all know, this is exactly the
tailor-made situation the Soviets ferret out these days.”

No one disagreed with Abrams. Blackmail, subversion,
compromise, even the odd assassination were still very much a part
of the Soviet arsenal but in recent years, they had gone right to
the core of things—money.

“Hopkins was put under routine surveillance as part
of a periodic security check when he was accidentally seen in the
company of Zakharov,” Abrams added.

“Accidentally?” Charles broke in again and exchanged
the briefest of looks with Trask, who was thinking the same
thing.

“Well, not exactly by accident.” Abrams appeared
slightly flustered. “He and Zakharov were spotted together in the
same restaurant on two separate occasions. Coincidence was ruled
out enough to step up surveillance on Hopkins and take a closer
look at Zakharov, although at the time of his arrest, his record
was clean.”

“Maybe somebody should have been a little more
careful with Zakharov,” the admiral put in from behind a cloud of
smoke. His edginess was understandable. Hopkins was the navy’s
responsibility and the admiral would be held accountable.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to agree with the admiral,”
Charles said.

“Oh, certainly Zakharov had been routinely checked
out a number of times, as I’m sure you’re well aware, Mr. Fox, the
FBI’s most conservative estimates set the number of Soviet
operatives at about three thousand. Or, in effect, one in three
Soviets in the U.S. are engaged in some type of clandestine
activity. That requires a lot of manpower to keep track of them
all.” It wasn’t the State Department’s fault Abrams was saying.

“Yes, quite right,” Charles said, shrugging at the
admiral.

McKinley looked like he’d heard it all before and
Trask noted that Abrams was now regarding Charles with a good deal
more interest. He shuffled his papers and continued.

“Over the next several weeks, Hopkins and Zakharov
met several times in which no exchange was detected. Naval
Intelligence was alerted. Hopkins’ record was spotless, but he was
engaged in highly sensitive work. The meetings became more frequent
and less covert. Parks, hotels, bars, convincing the FBI something
was in the offing.”

Everyone digested the information Abrams read out in
his precise, clipped tones. Even if both were out of character, a
high-ranking Soviet official and a naval officer in a sensitive job
spelled just one thing.

“At first,” Abrams continued, “the FBI thought there
might be some sort of sting operation through naval intelligence.
Unhappily that turned out to be negative. Finally, Hopkins was
discovered lifting photo-copied material and later dropped. But the
actual exchange was not detected.”

“And the material?” Charles asked.

“Low grade stuff,” Abrams said, smiling
reassuringly. “It was obviously a first step so a decision was made
to allow Hopkins to go all the way in hopes of a bigger drop.”

What was Charles after? Trask wondered. He knew the
mechanics of an operation better than anyone. Was he just trying to
keep Sonny Boy on his toes or was something bothering him as well?
He looked forward to a private talk with Charles.

Abrams rearranged his notes and continued. “There
was a hurried meeting before Christmas Eve, quite in the open this
time. The FBI pulled all the stops, and on Christmas Eve, Hopkins
made a drop in a phone booth on the New York Thruway. A few minutes
later, it was recovered by Zakharov. Both were arrested
immediately. Hopkins of course, will be court martialed.”

“What’s the man’s state?” Charles asked, turning to
the admiral.

“He’s made a complete confession, claims the money
was too good to pass up. His family is taking it pretty hard. His
wife apparently knew nothing, but his father is also Navy, which
makes it difficult. Looking at Hopkins record, well, financial
problems or not, it was a shock to everyone.”

Charles sat back in his chair and stared pensively
into the fire. He only half heard McKinley’s question. “What about
Zakharov?”

“He’s being held pending further investigation, and
although he doesn’t have diplomatic immunity, the Soviets have
lodged the standard protest over his incarceration and accused us
of withholding information. I assume, however, Zakharov will stand
trial and be sentenced by Federal Court following lengthy
debriefings. Returning him to Moscow is naturally out of the
question and for once we can do more than simply declare him
persona non grata.” Abrams paused dramatically, to ensure he
had everyone’s attention. “Gentlemen, I don’t have to tell you what
an opportunity this is.” His attitude was almost as if he’d single
handedly brought about Zakharov’s capture.

“Yes, well, I think John has something to add that
might complicate matters,” McKinley said. All eyes turned to Trask
who had been quietly absorbing Abrams’ monologue and Charles’
probing.

“Yes, John, what’s all this about a defector coming
home?” Charles sat up and faced Trask.

“Defector? I…” Abrams was clearly perplexed.

“Sorry, Richard,” McKinley said. “This is all pretty
recent. That’s why we recalled John from Moscow. He’s senior man
and talked to Mason himself.”

“Mason? Is that the defector’s name?” Abrams was
frantically searching through his papers.

“No, Owens is the defector,” McKinley said. “Well,
go ahead, John. It’s your show from here.”

Trask got up and stood in front of the fireplace. “I
guess I should start from the beginning. Five years ago, in late
1974, Robert Calvin Owens, an employee of Triton Industries in
Sunnyvale, California, turned up on the doorstep of the Soviet
embassy in San Francisco. He was five years back from Vietnam and
seemingly on the verge of a brilliant career in microchip
technology, Triton’s specialty. Owens’ mother—he has no other
family—was shocked and his friends, what there were of them, were
dumbfounded. The Soviets, of course, could hardly contain their
excitement. Silicon Valley is one of their prime targets, and with
Owens background, they didn’t stop to ask questions. He was on the
first plane to Moscow before anything could be done. Since then,
we’ve had only sketchy reports about his whereabouts, but we do
know he was assigned to Bureau T in Zelenograd, the Russian version
of Silicon Valley.” Trask paused, aware of the attention of the
others.

“Three weeks ago, an American couple, Arthur and
Joan Mason, were in Moscow, sightseeing in Red Square. Owens
apparently appeared out of the crowd, brushed against them and
stuffed a note in Mason’s pocket.”

“What did it say?” Charles asked.

Trask paused again, looking around the group.
McKinley stared into the fire; Abrams clutched his briefcase and
listened open-mouthed. The admiral reached for another cigar.

“It was a simple message: My name is Robert Owens.
Can I come home?”

“Extraordinary,” Charles said. He searched Trask’s
face for some sign.

“And you interviewed Mason?” McKinley asked, looking
away from the fire.

“Right. I have a transcript of the interview. Mason
came directly to the embassy with the note. He was quite sure it
was Owens. They had worked together briefly at Triton, but he said
Owens seemed to be almost making sure he was recognized. I have the
note also.” Trask opened his case and took out a sheet of paper.
“This is a photo copy,” he said, handing it around. “We’ve done a
preliminary hand writing check but it will get a full
analysis.”

“Any report yet?” Charles asked, looking at the
note.

Trask lit a cigarette and nodded. “This is either
Owens’ hand or an excellent forgery.”

“Forgery?” Abrams was sitting on the edge of his
chair. “But why would you suspect forgery? I mean…”

“I didn’t say we suspect anything,” Trask shot back.
He looked at Charles and saw the realization already spreading over
his face. Only Abrams and the admiral didn’t know, he guessed.

“But I don’t see the connection between this and the
Zakharov arrest,” Abrams said. “This…” His voice trailed off as if
he suddenly realized his own execution was known to everyone and he
was just finding out for himself.

“Tell him, John,” McKinley said.

Trask stared for a moment at Abrams. Time to drop
the bomb and send this whiz kid back to State with his tail between
his legs.

“Moscow wants a trade,” he said evenly. “Owens for
Zakharov.” He threw his cigarette into the fire and listened to the
silence. Charles, he noted, was smiling.

Abrams began to stuff papers into his briefcase. “Oh
really, I mean how can we even discuss this. A defector, a traitor
for a top Soviet caught in the act. I’ve no doubt the Russians
would like Zakharov back. Of course they want a trade.” Abrams
ignored the admiral, but looked imploringly from McKinley to Trask
to Charles.

“Well, I’m afraid that’s the way it has to be worked
out, Richard, and we’ll expect full cooperation from State on this.
Thank you for your part. We’ll take it from here,” McKinley said,
clearly dismissing Abrams.

Abrams nodded and was joined by the admiral as
McKinley accompanied them out. Trask and Charles were left
alone.

“Well, John, you’ve managed to pull out another
surprise,” Charles said.

“I don’t know what I’ve pulled out, Charles. I’m
only a messenger on this one. But anyway, you’re ahead of me on
surprises. Are you back in the fold or is this a special guest
appearance?” Neither man would mention Prague.

Charles shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.
They keep threatening to retire me and I keep resisting. I do some
consulting now and then for the Eastern desk. Still, perhaps this
means something substantial is in the works.”

Trask nodded. “I guess it will be a routine
exchange, but we’ll have to see what Eugene says.”

“Yes, I’m inclined to agree, but it does seem a bit
strange, Zakharov’s arrest, I mean. Still, as you say…” Charles
seemed preoccupied, drifting off before Trask could pursue him.
McKinley returned and broke out a bottle of brandy.

“Now then,” he said, sitting down and filling three
glasses. “Let’s get down to business. I’m afraid our young man from
State is a bit miffed. The Zakharov case was his baby and he’s been
liaison with the FBI. I couldn’t resist letting you break the news,
John. The president has already been advised, of course, so I think
Abrams can stand a little feather ruffling.”

“So,” Charles began, “I can understand Moscow
wanting Zakharov back, but why are we so keen to welcome Owens
home?”

“Owens could be invaluable,” Trask answered.
“Technology is the Soviets highest priority these days, and
according to our sources, Owens has been at Zelenograd all this
time. Someone who’s been on the inside, even a defector, will have
a wealth of information. Then, there’s also the possibility Owens
was recruited much earlier, maybe while he was in the army, for
example. A kind of reverse sleeper. Don’t forget, we’re well ahead
of the Soviets in development. Owens could confirm that.”

“Yes,” McKinley said, “or refute it. If only we
could stop the insane student exchange program. We send our
students to Moscow University to study Russian fairy tales and they
send us older graduate students to study physics and laser
development.” McKinley sighed. “The main thing is to ensure Owens’
attitude is going to be cooperative.”

“And,” Charles said, “that he is indeed Robert
Owens. Which makes it difficult for us if I’m correct in assuming
that, with the exception of this fellow Mason, nobody’s seen Owens
for what, five years?”

“Exactly,” McKinley said. “I believe John has the
only viable plan if we’re to go ahead with this. To positively
confirm Owens, we’ve got to come up with someone from his
past—college roommate, co-worker, army buddy—someone who could ask
questions only the real Owens could answer. Even with intensive
background briefings, there are certain details of a man’s life
that can’t be anticipated, especially if you go back far enough.”
McKinley paused a moment. “I don’t like to think about it, but
there’s certainly a consideration Owens could be a ringer. Find
someone who looks enough like him, plastic surgery, well you both
know how it works.”

Charles nodded and then said. “What about this
fellow Mason he contacted in Moscow? If Mason worked with Owens,
surely he could make a positive identification.”

“No, Charles. It was seven years ago, and besides,
he didn’t know Owens very well. In any case, I don’t think he’d be
a willing candidate.”

“Well, suppose we find such a person. What then?”
Charles asked. “Even assuming Moscow will agree, won’t it mean
sending an inexperienced man into a potentially dangerous
situation?”

“How do you mean?” Trask asked.

“Moscow will certainly stipulate any such
confirmation be made on their home ground won’t they? They’re
certainly not going to let Owens just walk away while we still have
Zakharov.”

McKinley allowed himself a smile. “As usual,
Charles, you’re absolutely correct. We want you to find this man
for us and convince him a trip to Europe would be a grand
experience. With the help of our computer records of course. We’ll
iron out the details after we see what we have to choose from. I
can think of no one more qualified, right, John?”

Trask nodded. It was true of course. Charles Fox had
recruited and run agents all over Eastern Europe under the worst
conditions. His natural, persuasive charm would be perfect. People
talked to Charles. Trask had seen it time after time.

“Well, it’s settled then,” McKinley said. “John will
go back to Moscow and work out things there. Charles, I’ll
authorize all the computer time you need starting tomorrow, but we
have to work fast. We’ve pulled Owens’ file already, there isn’t
much to go on, I’m afraid.” McKinley drained his glass. “In fact,
what I’ve seen makes me wonder if Robert Calvin Owens even
existed.”

Charles caught McKinley and Trask exchange an almost
imperceptible glance.

A shared secret? I wonder, he thought.

 


 



 


 


Two

 


Speeding along an endless, two-lane asphalt strip
towards Cable Falls, Montana, Charles Fox smiled, remembering a
sports commentator’s description of a boxing champion on the eve of
his retirement. An aging pro in the twilight of a fading career,
the sportscaster had said.

An aging pro perhaps, but his career, if somewhat
dimmed, had not faded completely. Not yet. At fifty-seven, Charles
Fox had been an American citizen for more than twenty-five years.
But the traces of his native English accent, the Etonian mannerisms
could be called upon and unleashed in full if the situation
required it.

The hair was silver and thinning, complimented by a
narrow white mustache. The compact body, except for a few extra
pounds, was the same as when he’d roamed the back streets and
alleys of Eastern Europe.

First with the OSS and later with the CIA, he
eventually ran a network of operatives which had become as
legendary as Fox himself. The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in
1968 had changed all that, though he rarely allowed himself to
think about it anymore.

In recent years with his wife dead and a daughter in
college, Fox had been a consultant for Eastern European operations,
lecturing, teaching, drawing on his knowledge of the area. Since
Prague field work had become a thing of the past.

It was rumored there was a woman somewhere although
no one thought to ask. Fox was often seen in the more fashionable
restaurants around Georgetown. Always impeccably dressed, usually
in the company of an old friend or former colleague, Fox was
seemingly content to enjoy the delights of good food and wine.

But beneath the veneer of complacency, he harbored a
longing for a return to action. The blue eyes still sparkled and
the mind was as wily and cunning as ever. Charles Fox was glad to
be back in the fold, even temporarily. Even in Montana.

The snow, so he had been told by the Hertz clerk in
Billings, had stopped several days ago. The road was clear and the
hard packed snow gleamed like polished stone in the bright
sunlight. Frozen lakes and streams flew by in a blue blur, and
despite the heavy sheepskin jacket, the car heater was going full
blast. Montana was cold and lonely. He hadn’t seen another car for
nearly an hour.

He flipped around the radio dial but continued to
find only weather and farm news, laced with the heavy staple of
country and western music. Grimacing, he gave up finally, snapped
off the radio longing for a Beethoven Quartet. He let his mind
focus on why he was in Montana.

After further meetings with Eugene McKinley and John
Trask, the list of possible candidates for Owens’s confirmation had
been shortened to five. It had been agreed to concentrate on the
period which encompassed Owens’ stay at college, military service
and finally, the point of his defection. But even with the aid of
the Langley computers, Owens’ life was virtually a blank slate.
Preliminary inquiries had confirmed the initial impression that
Owens was indeed a loner. With the exception of his mother—and she
had refused point blank to discuss her son’s defection to the
Soviet Union—Owens had no other family. Anyone who did remember him
could make only vague references. In the end, they were left with
Owens’ army service and his employment at Triton Industries.

It now fell to Charles Fox to narrow down this short
list to one. Final approval of the project was dependent upon
finding a suitable, reliable man to verify Owens as genuine. One
man. To go where? Western Europe? Hungary? Czechoslovakia? Russia?
It still wasn’t agreed where the meeting would take place. Trask
had returned to Moscow to make those arrangements and once there,
this man, singled out purely by chance, would be called upon to
erase any doubts about Robert Owens identity. At least that was the
idea.

Charles warmed to the task before him, flushed with
anticipation at the thought of playing an active role again.
Choosing the right man would be important and Charles was convinced
the answer would be among the survivors of Owens’ unit in Vietnam.
Two of the five candidates had already been eliminated. One had
been killed in a car crash three years ago. The second, a bleeding
mind that had never recovered from the horrors of Vietnam, was
institutionalized in a Veteran’s hospital in California. For the
remaining three, Charles was left with a high school teacher in Las
Vegas, the security chief of Triton Industries, and if the file
could be believed, a Montana farmer with long hair, an even longer
record of drug arrests and decidedly leftist politics. To Charles,
none were promising.

Nearing Cable Falls, Charles braked, skirted a
slow-moving tractor and watched the sun, now an orange disk, sink
into a sea of snow. He drove slowly past the city limits sign
toward a cluster of wood frame buildings. The town looked nearly
deserted as he reached the end of the main street and pulled up in
front of what appeared to be the town’s only motel.

Charles gazed through the windshield at its run down
look, guessed he would find lumpy beds and moaning water pipes.
Sighing, he parked and got out of the car, feeling the chilled air
on his ears. His feet crunched over the hard-packed snow as he
tramped up the steps to the entrance. A hand-written placard in the
window read: Vacancy. “I should think so,” he muttered to himself
as he surveyed the empty parking lot.

A tiny bell jangled as he opened the door. Behind a
scarred desk, a rail-thin man lounged sullenly, head bobbing to the
blaring radio, moaning a mournful song of a trucker’s lost love.
Charles shuddered inwardly and walked up to the desk.

The clerk regarded Charles curiously, shifted a
toothpick to one corner of his mouth and grunted. “Hep ya?” A
gnarled hand clawed at the radio and turned it down slightly.

“Possibly,” Charles said. “I’m looking for the
Savage farm.”

“That so,” the clerk replied. “You a friend of
Mike’s then are ya?” His voice was almost a whine and thick with
contempt. His already narrowed eyes grew more suspicious.

“Not exactly. This is kind of an official visit.”
Charles produced a wallet crammed with credit cards and casually
let the clerk take in the government identification. “No problem
however. Mr. Savage might even thank you for pointing me in the
right direction.”

“Mr. Savage, eh?” The clerk snorted at the address
and spat out the toothpick. He paused for a moment in indecision.
“Well, I reckon you’d find him anyway. Usually down at Maggie’s Bar
come supper time. Drives a pickup. Anybody down there can tell you
how to git to his place,” the clerk added, making it obvious it
wasn’t going to be him.

“Fine,” Charles said, deciding the clerk wasn’t
going to volunteer any more information even if he pressed him. “In
the meantime, have you got a room? I’d like to clean up a bit.”

“Spoze so.” The clerk dragged a dusty ledger off a
shelf and opened it to a page of indecipherable scrawls to which
Charles added his own. The clerk glanced at the name and handed him
a key attached to a wooden block. “Ah, we pay in advance
here—cash,” he drawled as Charles turned to go.

“Of course,” Charles said, trying to keep the
amusement out of his voice. He laid two twenty-dollar bills down.
“Will this be sufficient?”

“Yeah, I reckon so. Have to git your change to you
later.”

Charles nodded and left the clerk to gnaw another
toothpick as the radio resumed full volume. He took his bag out of
the trunk, found room five—only a slight improvement over the
office—and dropped on the bed. The drive had been tiring, but he
was surprised to find he’d slept for nearly an hour when the knock
came at the door. It was the clerk with his change.

“Don’t see Mike’s truck at the bar,” the clerk said,
peering over Charles shoulder into the room. “Course on the other
hand, he might have gone up to the mountains.” The hint of a smile
crossed his face.

Especially if you’ve warned him off, Charles
thought. “Well, thank you for your trouble. Where can I get
something to eat?”

“Bar’s the best place. Maggie does a good chicken
fried steak.”

“Right,” Charles said. “Thanks again.”

It took ten minutes for the water to get hot. Under
the shower, Charles decided it was going to be difficult to even
find Mike Savage, much less talk to him. He began to regret his
decision to arrive in Cable Falls unannounced.

He dressed quickly, put a well-placed paper clip in
the door and headed for Maggie’s Bar. It was dark now. The shapes
of the buildings were silhouetted against the white landscape. A
dog barked somewhere as he passed several small pickup trucks and
pushed through the door.

Three men in heavy overalls huddled at the bar. At
one of the tables, two grizzled old men slapped checkers on a
board. In one corner, under a stark hanging light, two younger men
were shooting pool and drinking beer out of bottles. A third leaned
against the wall in boredom. Everyone looked up as Charles came in.
He could feel their eyes follow him as he walked to a table in the
rear.

“What’ll it be, mister?” A woman Charles guessed
must be Maggie appeared out of the kitchen. She had a hard lean
face, rough, red hands and strands of hair hung down over
surprisingly soft brown eyes.

Charles smiled at her. “The man at the hotel says
you do a good chicken fried steak. That would be fine. Oh, and a
beer please.”

Maggie nodded and shuffled away, returning a few
minutes later with an ice cold beer and the steak, batter fried,
alongside a heaping mound of mashed potatoes swimming in brown
gravy. There was also a small dish of sweet corn.

Charles ate hungrily, listening to the snatches of
conversation over the drone of the radio, the crack of pool balls
and checkers. He was acutely aware of the searching glances of the
few customers. A few newcomers came in, but none of them was Mike
Savage. Maggie seemed to read his mind though; he was sure the
hotel clerk had already spread the word.

“Mike won’t be in tonight,” Maggie said, ringing up
the bill on an old cash register. “If he comes in, it’s always
earlier than this.” She slammed the register drawer shut with a
bang.

“I don’t suppose you could direct me then?” Charles
ventured. “It’s rather urgent that I see him.” The pool game had
stopped. Charles was aware of the heavy silence that swept over the
bar.

Maggie studied Charles for a long moment, glanced
toward the pool table and pushed back a wisp of hair from her eyes.
“Follow the road out of town north about twelve miles. There’s a
turnoff on your right. Can’t miss it in this moonlight. Little ways
up, there’s a fork. Take the one on the left. Mike’s place is about
half a mile further up.” She turned abruptly and headed for the
kitchen.

“Thanks,” Charles called after her. The crack of
pool balls resumed as he stepped out onto the street.

He walked back to the motel for his car and drove
out of town, checking the odometer and the rear-view mirror as he
drove. No company and the turnoff was exactly twelve miles. He
turned and soon reached the fork Maggie had described. He stopped
the car for a moment. The one on your left she had said. Charles
went right. Another couple of minutes and his headlights caught a
sign: BEWARE OF OWNER. Smiling, Charles parked the car off the road
and got out.

He tramped up the hill along a worn trail recently
cleared of snow. Every few paces he stopped, listened intently for
any sounds, but there was only the wind through the trees until
he’d gone a few more steps.

“Hold it right there, mister.” Charles froze. A
shadowy figure emerged from behind a tree and moved toward him
cautiously. “Hands on top of your head.”

Charles complied and looked at the man as he came
closer. Just over six-feet tall, he guessed. Bushy eyebrows, heavy
mustache and dressed in faded jeans and a scuffed sheepskin jacket.
Despite the cold the man wore no hat, but his long hair was tied
back in a ponytail. Charles knew he’d found Mike Savage and he was
now looking down the double barrels of a shotgun pointed at his
middle.

“They tell me at Maggie’s a government man’s lookin’
for me. That must be you, eh?” Savage moved closer. In the
moonlight, Charles could make out his features, but he was not
close enough to make a grab for the gun even if he wanted to.

“I confess,” Charles said. “May I be permitted to
identify myself?”

“That’s the idea. Real careful now, with one hand,
take out your wallet and lay it down in front of you.”

Charles knew the drill. He complied again and
stepped back. “You’re a very careful man. I guess news travels fast
around here. Do you always greet visitors this way?”

Savage grinned as he glanced at the ID card.
“Mister, you’re trespassing on private property and this is a small
town.” He studied the card for a moment, keeping one eye on
Charles. “Okay, this looks good. Now what can I do for you? My
taxes are up to date, I don’t owe anybody anything and I send my
ex-old lady two hundred a month.” Savage shifted the shotgun to the
crook of his arm.

“Nothing like that I assure you,” Charles said,
putting his hands down. “I came to talk to you about Vietnam.” Even
in the shadowy light, he could see Savage’s grin vanish.

“What about it? Nam was a shithole and I don’t
recommend it,” he said flatly.

“Your time there is actually what I mean. More
specifically, an officer you served with. Lieutenant Robert
Owens.”

“Owens?” Savage spat out the name like a curse and
laughed without humor, a hollow, chilling sound. “Served with, huh?
Yeah, I guess you could say that. He left us to join some
intelligence unit after. What about him?”

“He defected to Russia about five years ago and now
he wants to come home.”

Savage lowered the shotgun further and flipped
Charles his wallet. “You’re CIA, right?” Savage studied Charles
intently.

Slowly, Charles returned his wallet to his pocket.
“Let’s just say government attached. Can we talk about it?”

Savage gazed at Charles for a full minute before
answering. “Why not? You’re the first guy that’s asked. C’mon,
we’ll be more comfortable inside.”

Savage turned abruptly and started up the trail. A
few minutes later they arrived at an expanse of cleared land. A
small, rough-hewn cabin squatted near the edge of a bluff. A wisp
of smoke curled up from the stone chimney. From the edge of the
bluff, Charles could see a wooded meadow stretching below. He could
only imagine what the view was like in daylight.

A honey Labrador bounded around from the back of the
cabin with a tail-wagging greeting for Savage and a curious sniff
for Charles. “That’s Pappy,” Savage said, roughly stroking the dog.
“Come on in.”

Inside the cabin, Savage lit an oil lamp, threw a
couple of logs on the fire and motioned Charles to a battered
leather chair. “Coffee or whiskey?”

“Whiskey’s fine.”

Savage returned with a tumbler of Scotch and a beer
for himself.” I didn’t figure you for a beer drinker,” he said,
dropping into another stuffed chair next to Charles. The moonlight
spilled in the window and snow flurries began to cling to the
glass, forming tiny patterns of crystal before sliding wetly down.
The fire made the room glow and Charles suddenly wished he were
there for some other reason.

“Built it myself,” Savage said, sensing Charles’
silent approval. “Good place to get away from things.” He took a
gulp of his beer. “Look, I’m sorry about the greeting, but there
are a couple of people I don’t really want to see again. The town
is alright once you’re accepted, but they can be a bit
tight-lipped.”

“I noticed.” Charles smiled. Savage seemed suddenly
more relaxed, as if he were happy to have a visitor, unannounced or
not. Charles guessed few people had seen the inside of the
cabin.

“You eaten? I got some chili on if you don’t have a
squeamish stomach.”

“No, thanks. I had one of Maggie’s steaks before I
came up. She told me the way. Well, almost the way. She made a
slight mistake about the turn at the fork.”

Savage laughed. “No mistake, but Maggie figured if
you could find the way, you must be okay. She’s alright, kind of
adopted me when I moved here. Her son bought it in Nam.”

Savage stood and went to the kitchen. He brought
Charles another drink and a steaming bowl of chili in a stone bowl
for himself. He ate in silence, occasionally glancing at Charles
who sat contentedly, warmed by the fire and Scotch, letting his
gaze roam over the cabin. On one wall, some rough shelves held an
impressive collection of paperback books.

Savage followed his gaze. “Passes the time,” he
said. He finished eating and lit a cigarette. “What do you want to
know about Owens?” he asked as he popped open another beer.

Charles shifted in his chair. “I’d like to hear
about you first.” He regarded Savage with real interest.
Remembering the file, he wondered how a boy from the streets of
Chicago survives Vietnam and ends up on the side of a mountain.
“How did this all come about?” He waved a hand around the room.

Savage smiled understandingly. “That’s what my dad
wants to know. He doesn’t like this either,” he said, fingering the
pony tail. “I haven’t cut it since Nam.” Shrugging he went on.
“After I was discharged, I went back to Chicago. Got married, got a
nothing job—probably exactly what I would have done if I hadn’t
gone to Nam, but it didn’t work. Nam changed a lot of guys. Me for
one. I got into some heavy dope dealing. I guess you know about
that. Anyway, I made some money, got lucky on some investments and
split for the open skies. Just got in my truck and drove till I saw
this place. It’s about as different from Nam as you can imagine.
Parked the truck, built this place and well, here I am.” He flipped
his cigarette into the fire.

Charles sat back. How many were there like Mike
Savage? Scarred invisibly by a war they didn’t believe in but
fought nevertheless. Returned to scorn, confusion, hopelessness and
broken lives. Scattered about the country, their fears locked away,
dreams unfulfilled.

Charles took out a briar pipe and a pouch of
tobacco. “Owens was only with your unit a few months, right?”

“I got something better to pack that with if you
feel like it.”

“No, thanks. I tried it once with my daughter.
Didn’t do anything for me,” Charles said.

Savage shrugged and took a stubby pipe from over the
fireplace. He filled it from a stone jar. Lit, the pipe produced
the pungent aroma of marijuana. On the floor, Pappy raised his
head, sniffed the air and moved to the corner.

“Pappy doesn’t approve?”

“Naw, doesn’t like the smell, I guess. Found him
when he was a puppy. Just a stray, like me.” Savage settled back in
his chair and stared into the flames. “Yeah, Owens wasn’t with us
long, a few months was enough. Guess you’ve done your homework,” he
said, looking at Charles.

“How is it you remember him so easily?” Charles sat
forward and sipped his drink.

Savage’s laugh was hollow again, like a rattle.
“Remember him? Hell, I almost killed the bastard. Had him right in
the sights of my M16, then just as I pulled the trigger, one of the
guys jerked it away and I missed.” He laughed again. “Just think, I
might have saved you a trip up here and you’d have one less
defector to worry about.”

“How did it happen?”

Savage took a pull on his pipe, sucked in some air
and coughed slightly. “Owens was a replacement. Nam wasn’t like
your war. We didn’t train together, ship over together, fight
together or come home together. Everybody shipped in one at a time.
Our second in command got wasted when he stepped on a mine and what
was left of him was sent home in a bag.” Savage paused, shaking his
head.

“No real experience. Owens, I mean. Green as they
come. A twink with bars on his shoulders. There were some nineteen
year olds that were scary, man.”

Charles nodded. Child men, transformed overnight
into hardened combat veterans with blank gazes, storing up memories
they’d never be able to shake.

“Anyway, on this one patrol, Owens panicked under
fire. He called for support mortar shelling, but he fucked up the
coordinates. Our own guys were shelling us. Everyone begged him to
hold off, but he wouldn’t listen. He hadn’t paid any attention in
the briefings. Always had his face in some computer book. He’d been
to college, he was always telling us.

“We were caught in some pretty heavy action about
then, which if we got out of it was okay because that meant we
could up the body count. That was the big thing in Nam, man. Body
count. If it was really good we’d get a shipment of ice cream and
cold cokes dropped by chopper.” His shoulders slumped and he looked
at Charles with a pleading expression. “I mean what was that war
about anyway?”

Charles wished there was something he could say that
would penetrate what Mike Savage was feeling, even after all these
years.

“Like I said,” Savage continued, “Owens thought he
knew better than anyone else. A few of our guys bought it. One took
a direct hit. He’d been in Nam three days. He was seventeen. Hello
and goodbye war.”

Savage seemed to sink even deeper in the chair. His
pipe had gone out. “We survived, the rest of us, though, I don’t
know how. The mortar fire was finally straightened out and I guess
Owens got his ass reamed good when we got back. Big fucking deal.
We got into a light skirmish on the way. Owens was just up ahead
and when I saw him there in my sights, I thought, fuck it, I just…”
His voice trailed off and he stared into the fire.

Charles remained silent. The wind rustled the snow
against the windows. The dying fire crackled and hissed. After a
bit he said, “And Owens left after that?”

Savage sighed, returned from wherever his memories
had taken him. “Yeah, not long after. They disappeared him
somewhere behind the lines where he couldn’t do any harm. Lucky for
him, too. Someone would have wasted him sooner or later if the VC
didn’t.” He shook his head again. “And while that was going on,
those assholes in Paris were arguing over the shape of the goddamn
table.”
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