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PROLOGUE

 


 


Early October

New Yankee Stadium

The Bronx, New York

 


I'm not sure how long it was before I moved
forward and knelt next to the fallen body. He was alive, but
struggling to breathe, and when he tried to speak, coughed up more
blood than sound. I took a direct hit from the red spray, but
ignored it and leaned in closer, not wanting to miss whatever came
next. I had the feeling it would be his last words.

"I trusted you--"

If there was more, it got cut off by another
wet cough, and as the sound died, the sharpness in his eyes went
with it and his entire body sagged. Any thoughts of trying to
revive him faded, too. There was nothing I could do. He was gone.
The answers to my questions were going to have to come from someone
else--if they came at all.

"Shit, shit, shit," I said, before reaching
down and gently closing his eyes.

After a few seconds I stood, but couldn't
stop staring at the growing pool of blood near my feet. It didn't
take long before I could see a distorted reflection of myself in
the dark plasma.

"What a goddamn mess," I said to my sanguine
twin.

"Profound as usual, Connors," a familiar
voice said, from somewhere behind me.

A two-staged click followed. The sound
reminded me of the one that came from pulling the chain on the
ceiling fan in my parents' kitchen. Yeah, if only, I thought, as I
slowly raised my hands.

"I try," I said, before turning.

I knew what I was going to see, but my heart
skipped a beat anyway as my eyes were drawn to the darkness at the
end of the gun's barrel. The tiny black hole began sucking me in.
If nothing else, at least I had an answer for what the
dying--sorry, dead--man had been looking at instead of me,
and for what his last words had really meant. Those answers were
helpful, but not the ones I needed.

After a few seconds, I broke free from the
trance and looked up, into the gunman's eyes. The answers there
weren't much better.

"And Thomas isn't here to save your ass,"
the man said, as if somehow reading my thoughts. "This time, you're
on your own."

And there it was.

"Shit, shit, shit," I said again.

My mind started racing, but all roads led
back to an unarguable conclusion, that this was all wrong. "Kill
the umpire" had always been just a stupid thing people said out of
frustration, a sometimes annoying part of the game. But that was
the point: Baseball was a game. It was supposed to be fun.
It wasn't this--whatever this was--and it sure as shit
wasn't supposed to include any actual murders.

So why the hell was it happening
again?

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


About four weeks earlier

LOVE Park

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

 


Thomas Hillsborough sat alone on a slab of
cement that passed for a bench, a handful of leaves floating
through a low-lying layer of cooler damp air the only blemish on
the stillness around him. The leaves, prematurely aged and chased
from the trees by unseasonably cold weather, were a reminder that
all things must die. Thomas didn't need the admonition.

In his world, both past and present, death
was a given--and far too often intentional. He'd spent seven years
with the CIA, in places and situations conducive to kill or be
killed, experiences that had left him with scars seen and unseen.
In the years since, more deaths and scars had been added, but such
came with his job, it was the path he'd chosen.

The same could not be said for Thomas' close
friend, major league baseball umpire Marshall Connors. Marshall's
job was supposed to be less harrowing. He was arbiter of a boy's
game played by men, a pastime meant to be a diversion from the
struggles of day-to-day life. It was supposed to be fun, but in
recent years had become something else, something darker.

That Thomas had twice pulled Marshall back
from that darkness was never in doubt. In his mind, he had an
unending debt to his friend, dating to their college days. Marshall
had saved him from a fire in their dorm building. The selfless act,
by a man closer to being a stranger than a friend, had left as
profound a mark as any of Thomas' subsequent wounds. Marshall now
believed the note was paid in full, but Thomas had no plans to stop
the payments.

He should have died in that fire.

That he did not meant the answer would never
be: We're even.

Adding to that conclusion was Marshall's
recent propensity for stepping in shit. The umpire felt the deadly
situations were coincidental, a string of disconnected events, a
run of bad luck. Thomas knew better. Coincidences didn't happen.
There was always an underlying reason, a starting point to the
chain. Worse, in his experience, such bad trends rarely changed
tack, even for the best of sailors, and he knew that with each
added link, the chain became stronger, the course harder to
correct.

Worse still, Thomas was fighting a growing
realization that he himself had cast the first link.

The time was nine years earlier, in the
barren landscape southeast of Wajir, Kenya, near the Somali border.
None of Thomas' prior CIA assignments had been as difficult. Not so
much the task, but the impact of what he saw there. He'd been
helpless to intervene, ordered to observe and do nothing more, a
fact that had not sat well for a man of action, one unaccustomed to
standing idle while others suffered.

"Never again," he said aloud to the growing
memory.

A breeze ran under the bench and tossed some
dirt in the air. Thomas' eyes closed and Africa returned. He was
stomach to dirt in the shallow hills above the remnants of a small
village, the setting sun's fading light doing little to mask the
devastation below. The sounds and images were as fresh as the day
they'd occurred…

"We should have stopped this," Thomas said,
turning toward another man crouched nearby. "You should have
stopped it."

The words carried a noticeable edge, a rare
outward display of anger, but the other man was unmoved. That man,
Dikembe Dukabi, former leader of the marauders ravaging the
defenseless villagers, was not the sort to be easily swayed by a
harsh tone alone.

"Such was not our deal, my friend," Dukabi
said, his deep voice carrying a clipped-English accent. "These men
now act of their own accord. It is what you and your government
have created. You were a fool to think my situation would alter
this outcome. Desperation and weapons do not mix. Not here. This is
Africa."

Thomas shook his head.

"No," he said. "This is murder."

Dukabi laughed.

"Murder?" he said. "Don't be a fool,
Mr. Hillsborough. This is about survival. This you should
know."

Thomas did know. People had been
struggling all across this land, unable to defend themselves from
the savagery, natural and otherwise. It was ugly, but there was
much ugliness in this strife-torn country. A years-long drought had
brought despair and death. It was brutal, but acceptable, Nature's
will in action, survival of the fittest. It made sense.

Nothing of what Thomas saw in the village
made any sense at all.

The gang--and others like it--was a
different kind of brutality, a man-made phenomenon more deadly than
anything found in nature. The CIA's funding of these so-called
"local coalitions for change" had been meant to influence Kenya's
upcoming democratic elections. It would, but not in the manner
hoped.

After the elections, the gangs didn't
disappear. Many became rebels, pillaging remote villages out of the
eye of the newly formed government. Others were recruited by that
same government, an extension used to keep people in line as much
as fight the rebels. The colossal error in judgment, hatched by the
suits in a political sub-committee sitting in a cozy office in
Washington, D.C.--men and women clueless to understand the
realities of the world, their naivety matched only by their
cowardliness--failed miserably.

The failure would echo for years to
come.

Cooperation earned Dukabi a safe passage
from Kenya. Once in America, he was passed off to the FBI, but the
Bureau was preoccupied with the post-9/11 war on terror and had
neither the time nor interest for what it saw as glorified
babysitting duty. Dukabi skillfully exploited the situation,
establishing a highly-profitable gambling operation out of his home
in the years that followed.

The invitation-only poker games were
frequented by many celebrities, including more than a few
professional athletes who had money to spend, but a preference to
do so out of the spotlight. Such paparazzi avoidance came at a
heavy price, however. When you lost to Dukabi--and most did; the
games were rigged--you paid, and those with outstanding chips
quickly discovered the man's collection methods were not exactly
consumer-friendly.

One such episode drew Thomas--and
Marshall--back into Dukabi's world. Ultimately, Dukabi's role was
discovered to be secondary, but he made sure it stayed that way by
hatching another deal, just as he had done in Africa. It had led to
the capture of a serial killer, but Dukabi was again given a pass
by the FBI in exchange for a promise to end the games and leave the
country.

Thomas had come close to killing Dukabi for
endangering his friend, but accepted the deal with an expectation
it would be his last encounter with the African, the end of the
chain. The request two days ago for a meeting now told him
otherwise. The chain remained intact. Worse, it meant he'd been
wrong. Thomas did not like being wrong.

Being wrong got people killed…

"A fool indeed," Thomas said under his
breath as he opened his eyes and pushed the memories aside.

Another chilly breeze came and stirred up
some leaves near his feet. He followed the movements until his eyes
settled on Philadelphia's City Hall. The windows of the historic
building were mostly dark, but its brightly lit tower was shrouded
in a thickening fog. Below the willowy grayness, the plaza was
empty, the usual collection of pedestrians and vagrants inspired to
find more suitable environs as much by the hour--eleven P.M. on a
Sunday--as the chill.

Thomas didn't mind either factor.

The setting was intentional, an attempt to
add discomfort to the situation. That discomfort was personified in
the form of a lone figure emerging from the shadows at the far side
of the Hall. The laboring stride might have been mistaken as that
of someone fighting the cold, but Thomas knew the weather merely
added to the limp caused by the bullet he'd delivered to Dukabi's
leg years ago.

Slowed by the impediment, it took Dukabi the
better part of a minute to traverse the courtyard. When he reached
a small traffic island at the intersection of JFK Boulevard and
15th Street, he paused to allow a lone car to pass before stepping
across the road. At the sidewalk on the opposite corner, he paused
again to scan the area.

When he took notice of Thomas on the bench,
Dukabi's body seemed to expand. That was followed by a small
movement from a large hand, not quite a wave, but an
acknowledgement of recognition. When Thomas did not respond, Dukabi
nodded, and the hand returned to its coat pocket as he stepped from
the curb and quickly covered the final thirty or so feet to a pair
of shallow steps near the bench.

"Mr. Hillsborough, my friend," he said. "I
trust all is well in your world?"

The accent, the bass, the inflection--all of
it was the same, yet somehow… different. Thomas' right
eyebrow went up in response, his version of a shrug and something
of a trademark. When he spoke, his words came in a flat tone,
another trademark.

"It was," he said.

Dukabi nodded again before a sound similar
to something you might hear from a dog, a tentative bark at an
unfamiliar situation, escaped his mouth. As the noise faded, he
scaled the steps and moved to a bench on Thomas' left, where he
began a struggle to situate his girth on the unforgiving
hardness.

"You look uncomfortable," Thomas said. "I
take it this setting is not to your liking."

Dukabi's head turned. Something that might
have been anger filled his expression.

"Nothing here is to my liking," he
said in a matching tone.

Thomas' eyebrow went up again.

"And yet, here you are," he said.

The eyebrow movements, the tone, his attire,
all were precise without being pretentious. His looks, handsome
without the need for artificial enhancement, added to the picture.
In short, he was well-put-together and clearly in control of the
situation. Dukabi, on the other hand, was uncomfortable in every
way imaginable, something his next words confirmed.

"Yes, leaving Africa was not an easy
decision, nor was this," he said, adding a sweeping motion
with his right hand.

He stopped when he was distracted by another
car out on 15th Street. His eyes followed then lingered there.
Thomas guessed the man did not like what he saw--or rather
didn't see. For just as the skateboarders who frequented the
park loved a crowd when they performed their tricks, Dukabi
undoubtedly would have preferred the same now.

Again, that was the point.

"It seems anything is tolerable when one has
proper motivation," Thomas said.

Dukabi's head slowly turned back.

"Touché," he said. "But let us dispense with
game play. There is much to discuss."

A fresh breeze kicked up another small cloud
of dirt. Dukabi began waving at the tiny specks. Despite the size
difference--Dukabi was a touch over six feet tall and north of 350
pounds, a few degrees more so than the last time Thomas had seen
him--the pollution was easily victorious. Several particles landed
on the man's overcoat. The darkness on his face intensified as he
stared down at the invasion. A second later, his two huge paws
began aggressively removing the dust.

"Such filth saddens me," he said as he
worked. "It is shameful."

"I wasn't aware you'd become an
environmentalist," Thomas said.

Again, Dukabi's eyes came back to Thomas'.
This time, the fire was less intense.

"Yes," Dukabi said. "There is much you do
not know."

The tone had lost some of its edge as well.
Thomas, extremely skilled at reading people, detected both changes
and added them to the list of signals Dukabi had already given.

"I take it you're here to educate me," he
said.

Dukabi's head shook.

"Educate? No," he said. "I come with a
simple request."

Dukabi's last "simple request" of Thomas had
come near the end of the Marshall incident, a proposal to join
forces. There was a mutual respect between the men despite their
opposing positions, but the appeal never had a chance. Helping
Dukabi in any way was never going to happen--then or now.
Thomas let the statement hang as if to make the point.

"I see," he said; then after another pause.
"I'm afraid we're wasting each other's time. I've let you live
twice. Nothing could top that."

The intensity was beyond anything in
Dukabi's arsenal. He backed off a few inches out of reflex before
recovering.

"Yes, my friend, that may be, but as I said,
there is much you do not know."

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


In an expansive but sparsely furnished
apartment near Penn's Landing, less than two miles from LOVE Park,
another man was searching for answers. Unlike Dukabi, this man had
no one like Thomas to turn to. Even if such a savior was available,
it probably didn't matter. Edward James--"Eddie" to most
people--Booker was going to die, if not this day, then one very
soon. Of this, there was no dispute. The only questions now were
how and where. Why was no longer in doubt.

Eddie was going to kill himself.

He had played major league baseball for
sixteen years. Coaching and managing took up the next six. The
twenty-two years, nearly half his forty-six year life, was part joy
part sorrow, moments of extreme highs interrupted by abyss-like
lows, a thrill ride matched only by the best roller-coaster Six
Flags had to offer.

But somewhere along the line, Eddie's
coaster car had left the track. It would have been better had the
resulting crash been like a bug against a windshield, instantaneous
and painless, a result of events it could not control, but Eddie's
wreck was different. It came in stages, a series of mistakes
anything but coincidental and more than preventable--and every one
of them hurting like hell.

The pain had started innocently enough. A
tweaked right knee suffered late in his playing days turned out to
be a full-on ruptured ACL. Surgery and months of rehab followed.
With the window of his career closing faster than he cared to
admit, Eddie was desperate to get back in the game and overdid the
therapy. New injuries sprouted, pushing him to opt for an approach
more dangerous than the knife.

The exact day steroids entered Major League
Baseball was debatable. The impact was not. Many records once
thought untouchable were shattered by muscled-up cheaters, and a
lot of the game's innocence was lost. Eddie lost his innocence as
well. He knew juicing was wrong, but chose to ignore that in
exchange for a few more years in the game. For him, not
juicing would have been the idiotic response. He wasn't a
superstar. No records would bear his name. He just wanted to heal
so he could keep getting paid.

Eddie wasn't proud of that. The destructive
properties of steroids had been well-documented. Sure, he got
stronger and healed more quickly, but he was in constant pain of a
different sort. When the steroids weren't enough, he moved on to
painkillers. When that failed to numb, he added alcohol, and by the
time he retired from the field, he was completely fried.

The derailment came after that, during his
years as a coach, courtesy of a kink in the track otherwise known
as Dikembe Dukabi. Like many retired athletes, Eddie had an endless
need to replace the rush of the game with something else. For
him--as it was for Michael O'Hara, a central figure in Marshall's
run-in with Dukabi--that something was gambling.

Sadly, as it was on the ballfield, aided by
or perhaps because of his addictions, Eddie was no more than
passably average at the poker table. There, unlike on the diamond,
he was a roster of one with no protection from better hitters in
the line-up. That left him vulnerable, and in a high-stakes game
like Dukabi's, vulnerable and passably average equated to big
loser.

And losing big to Dukabi was a very bad
idea.

In fact, it could kill you.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


LOVE Park

 


Dukabi's version of Eddie's story left out
the ex-player's addictions. The omission didn't matter.

"As I said, you're wasting your time,"
Thomas said when the big man finished the tale. "I don't do
collection work."

"Yes, I don't imagine you would," Dukabi
said. "Such is not the request, however."

"Since when does he not care about
money?"

The last words came from a third voice, one
heard only by Thomas and belonging to an ex-FBI agent named Sandy
Hood. Sandy now worked for Thomas--OK, "worked for" was a stretch.
Thomas treated her as an equal in his firm, the previous one-man
shop he'd started after his CIA days. The services offered were a
mix of consulting, security, private investigation, and a few other
things not easily described. How, when, and for who such services
were rendered was at Thomas' sole discretion. Sandy was OK with
that. Thomas almost always made good decisions.

She hoped he was about to make another.

"Please don't tell me you're thinking about
helping this monster," she said.

She was communicating with him via
micro-sized devices she and he were wearing, some of the many toys
at their disposal. Sandy's presence--in a well-hidden place
elsewhere in the park--was due to the fact one didn't come alone to
a meeting with a man like Dukabi, no matter how talented one might
be. That would be a good idea exactly never.

Sandy's disdain for Dukabi, something worn
more openly than Thomas', stemmed from the events involving
Marshall. Damien Hastings--Sandy's FBI partner and lover at the
time--was murdered by a serial killer, the revenge-seeking madman
named Andrew Singer. Hastings was the second person close to Sandy
murdered by Singer and she blamed Dukabi by extension for both
deaths. Fortunately--or maybe not--the big man's next words kept
her from dwelling on it.

"I need assistance in finding Mr. Booker
before he does something drastic," Dukabi said.

Sandy held her tongue and waited for Thomas
to respond.

"Explain 'drastic,'" he said. "Why would I
care?"

"Locating Mr. Booker has more to do with the
well-being of others than of my own."

A slight frown came and went on Thomas'
face. Dukabi had just pushed one of Thomas' buttons, a big one,
that of protecting innocents.

"Explain," Thomas said in a tone no longer
flat.

"Whoa. Hold up."

The reaction from Sandy wasn't in reference
to the sharpness in her partner's voice, but from something else
she heard, a faint sound originating from a source other than the
two men on the benches.

"I think we have company," she said,
following up on the interruption.

She adjusted her sightline and began to scan
the area around the park. The noise came again, from her left. She
looked across 15th Street, toward the entrance of the Philadelphia
City and County Building. At first there was nothing, but then she
saw it, in the alcove, one--no, two--forms, hiding in the
darkness there.

"Yep, we have two bogies at eight o'clock
from your position, across Fifteenth," she said.

Thomas showed no outward reaction to the
revelation. He wasn't surprised. Dukabi was smart and not likely to
have come alone to the meeting, either. Still, it changed
things.

"Tell me about these others," Thomas
said.

The statement was as much for Sandy as
Dukabi. She responded first.

"Hard to tell--they don't look friendly. I
think we need to end this. I'm getting a bad feeling."

At the benches, Dukabi again adjusted his
body. It appeared the cement was still winning that particular
battle, but his words said he was more interested in the other duel
he'd been waging.

"Ah, yes, I see you are interested," he said
to Thomas.

He had misread the situation, an error
Thomas moved to correct.

"I said no such thing," he said.

Dukabi didn't miss the message, and his
large frame seemed to stiffen.

"Is there a problem, Mr. Hillsborough?" he
said, discomfort also sounding in his voice.

Sandy caught the reaction.

"He catches on fast," she said into Thomas'
ear.

He remained focused on Dukabi.

"I won't know until you make your request,"
he said.

Dukabi slowly nodded before taking a deep
breath. The exhale sounded like a blast furnace.

"Yes, very well, I believe I understand," he
said; then after a pause. "Mr. Booker was scheduled to make final
payment two days ago. He did not. I can no longer locate him. Soon
after, I contacted you."

Thomas let the words marinate for a few
seconds. The taste was off. He flashed on the unknown guests. His
eyes narrowed slightly before relaxing again.

"Are you having labor issues?" he said.

The question caused yet another movement in
Dukabi's body, not quite a twitch--something that big didn't
twitch--but a reaction nonetheless.

"I--I don't understand," he said.

"Simple question, really," Thomas said. "Why
did you call me?"

He thought the implication obvious.
Outsourcing was not Dukabi's style.

The big man took another deep breath and
pushed it out loudly.

"As noted, I would rather not see the
situation escalate to include unintended victims."

There it was again, "unintended victims."
Thomas' frown returned and stayed in place this time. Dukabi was
definitely trying to pull the strings, but why? Sandy was right to
have a bad feeling. Something was clearly amiss. It was time to
find out exactly what.

"I don't believe you're telling me
everything," Thomas said.

He stood. The sudden movement seemed to
startle Dukabi.

"And this means?" he said after
recovering.

"This means nothing," Thomas said. "I simply
need time to verify what you've said. If I can determine the
truthfulness, I'll consider your request."

Without another word, he turned and moved
off, toward the center of the park, leaving Dukabi alone. Sandy
remained in position to monitor the reaction--at the benches and
elsewhere. The first came from Dukabi. He stood and moved off in
the same direction from which he had come, his pace a little
stronger than his approach had been.

A few seconds later, the two figures across
the street stepped from the shadows, and Sandy got her first good
look at them. Both men were as dark as Dukabi, but smaller in size.
Not so much in height, but in width. Sandy got the feeling that
wasn't necessarily a good thing, but was more surprised when the
men turned away from City Hall.

Instead of following Dukabi--or Thomas--they
walked back along the sidewalk on 15th until they disappeared from
her view after turning the corner. The retreat made no sense to
Sandy. Then again, most of the past half-hour hadn't. She came out
of hiding and hustled out of the park. When she reached her car,
she checked in with Thomas via the transmitter.

"I'm not sure what just happened," she said.
"I don't think those guys were with Dukabi."

"I agree," Thomas said.

"Wait, what?" Sandy said. "Which part? You
mean you know who they are?"

There was a slight delay before Thomas
replied.

"Yes."

Thomas couldn't see it, but the cryptic
one-word reply had generated a scowl on Sandy's face, and her next
words did the job of conveying the emotion.

"Why do you do that?" she said.

"Do what?" Thomas said.

"Piss me off sometimes more than the bad
guys do."

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


Penn's Landing

 


Eddie being pissed off had as much to do
with himself than any of the perceived bad guys, not that the
latter didn't exist. In fact, the face of one of Eddie's enemies
was on a flat-screen TV hanging above the fake fireplace in his
living room, that of a reporter named David Donovan, baseball beat
writer for the New York Daily News.

Donovan was part of a panel appearing on the
MLB Network to discuss various topics, including rumors of a
renewed interest in steroids among the players. He was considered
something of an expert on the subject, having penned several books
about the game's sins and sinners. His latest effort--titled
It's Only Cheating When You Get Caught--featured a few of
Eddie's exploits.

The revived notoriety was something Eddie
could have done without.

A short glass, once filled with whiskey, now
mostly-melted ice cubes, rested atop his lap, held in place by an
unsteady hand as he watched the program. Besides his labored
breathing, the only other sounds came from the TV, where Donovan
was in the process of sharing one of the passages from the book. It
was a memory Eddie wished he could erase.

"Booker's July 2002 arraignment in U.S.
District Court in New York on tax evasion charges was especially
entertaining if for no other reason than it started out badly and
went downhill from there. I'm not sure Eddie would agree with the
entertaining part. The hearing was the stake to the heart of his
baseball life.

His fall had been spectacular and he saw the
faces in the room, especially the reporters--me included--as a tank
full of piranhas waiting to feed on his carcass. Others in the
press had first shown their teeth in a series of brutal attacks
leading up to the trial, stories light on facts but heavy on
damage. None of it was necessary. Eddie had done enough damage on
his own.

His feelings about the trial--and the
judge--were just as bad. He once told me he hated when people used
his full name. It was something his mother did and he admittedly
hated her. He would later tell me the judge reminded him of the
wretched woman--his words--which was probably why he ignored her
plea question at first.

He was alone, having fired his legal team,
and was clearly overmatched and overwhelmed by the situation. I
felt bad for him, but that lasted only until he finally entered his
plea.

It went something like this: 'I plead… I
plead… fuck you, bitch.'

It was then I stopped feeling bad for
him…"

The F-bomb was bleeped out on TV, but Eddie
heard it anyway. He'd been there, but had no desire to go back, and
there was no bleeping his reaction.

"Fuck you, Donovan," he said to the TV.
"What the fuck do you know?"

He reached forward and pushed a button on
the cable remote, sending the screen to black. It was a perfect
reflection of how he felt as he looked around the suddenly darkened
room. The furniture--what little there was--was like him, a ragged
shell of what it used to be. Despite the millions made during his
career, he had little to show for it now. That realization
redirected Eddie's anger.

"Fuck me," he said aloud as he sank further
into the cushion of the well-worn sofa.

He closed his eyes, but the added blackness
made things worse. More bad memories came, racing past his mind's
eye, adding to the discomfort in his body. As much as he wanted to
forget them all, to erase everything, he knew he couldn't. At best,
he would have to settle for the temporary respites brought about by
the alcohol and whatever other drugs he could find.

As the latest doses thereof began to kick
in, Eddie dozed off.

Seconds later--seemingly--he found himself
somewhere else, somewhere familiar, but equally as uncomfortable as
the beat-up cushion. He was in Mark Rosenbaum's office, the
commissioner of baseball's office, sitting in a chair in front of
Mark's desk. Mark was on the other side, standing at a window,
looking out at New York. He was wearing a dark suit--maybe navy
blue?--and looked his usual dapper self. Eddie never remembered
seeing the man as anything less.

"You've put me in a bad spot, Eddie," Mark
said without turning. "I promised I would reconsider. There was
never a promise of reinstatement."

Eddie glanced around and caught his own
reflection in a mirror on the far wall. He was unshaven and
disheveled. He couldn't remember ever seeing himself as anything
more. When he turned back to Mark, he wanted to speak, but couldn't
find his tongue. Panic began to seep in and he started to
sweat.

"The answer is no," Mark said as he turned
from the window. "You may have been acquitted of tax evasion, but I
can't ignore the other findings. You have jeopardized the integrity
of the game. I can't have that."

Eddie tried to stand, to protest, but
couldn't find his legs.

"I'm sorry, Eddie," Mark said. "You are no
longer welcome in my game."

"NO!"

Eddie's eyes snapped opened. The shout had
been real, but had again fallen on deaf ears.

"Damn it," he said aloud in a tired
voice.

He winced and tried to find a better angle
to combat the spasms racing through his body. He ended up in a
slouched position on the cushion, his feet resting on a coffee
table in front. The combination worked and his body relaxed a
little. A little would have to do. He couldn't expect anything
more. Not at this point.

As he sat there, his sweating increased. He
tried to wipe it--and the memory of Mark--from his face, but
stopped when he felt the room begin to spin. He reached out and
grabbed hold of the sofa on either side of where he sat, waiting
for the sensations to end. He needed it to end, all of it, not just
the spinning, but the drugs and drinking and poker losses and bad
memories, all the shit adding to the pain.

Ten minutes passed before the spinning
subsided. As it did, Eddie loosened his grip and slowly opened his
eyes. He was still sweating heavily--in fact he was soaked--but had
no desire to seek dry clothes. In truth, he had no desire for
anything, and simply stared up at the ceiling. He knew it was time
for a more permanent solution.

"It's not like anyone is gonna miss me."

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


West Philadelphia

 


The short drive from Center City to the West
African restaurant located on Locust Street had taken less than ten
minutes. The slight deviation was worth it for the pleasant
reminder of home, something a few others must have been craving,
because the dining room was crowded when the two men arrived and
they had to settle for a small table near the front window.

Five minutes passed before a waitress
appeared. The young woman took their order and returned within
seconds with two glasses of auburn-colored liquid. The smaller of
the two men sampled the beverage. The homemade ginger juice was
like a time-machine, transporting him back to the dusty village of
his earliest memories.

"Excellent," he said in his native tongue.
"Thank you, my dear."

"You're welcome, kind sir," the waitress
said in the same language.

She smiled and stepped away.

"Drink, my friend," the man said to his
partner.

Each was wearing similar attire, black from
head to toe, matching the darkness of their skin. The second man
sampled the juice and nodded. Apparently, it was acceptable. The
first man smiled and pulled out a cell phone. After dialing, it was
several seconds before he spoke.

"He met with someone," he said in
near-perfect English. "I do not know the man's identity, but he
appeared to control the conversation."

The man's multi-lingual abilities were no
surprise. Zende Ibori--nicknamed "Jamie" because of a resemblance
to Jamie Foxx, the American actor--was Nigerian by birth. His exact
age was uncertain--a true birth certificate never existed--but
mid-thirties was a reasonable guess.

Jamie had migrated to Kenya as a boy after
his parents had died of malaria. He was adopted there and moved to
America by his foster parents. In the States, he was given access
to the best things in life, including a Harvard education. He'd
made good use of it. His accent was similar to Dukabi's, but there
was something different, an edge cultivated from the harshness
before the American excesses. Fondness for the juice aside, it was
a past of which people would be better off not learning, including
the person on the other end of the cell phone conversation.

"It would have been unwise to follow," Jamie
said into the phone. "We were being watched."

His features began to take on an ominous
appearance as he listened to the response. He deflected some of the
growing anger with another drink. A memory of his mother's version
of the beverage came to mind--his real mother, not the
American--but faded quickly.

"Your concerns are irrelevant," he said
after swallowing. "The situation is in hand."

He closed the phone with a loud snap. The
man across the table looked up. His name was Shahidi--pronounced
Shady--Okonjo. Sudanese by birth, Shady had also been raised in
Kenya as an orphan, after the rest of his family had been murdered
during an ethnic cleansing campaign.

It was in the sullen confines of that
temporary home where he and Jamie first met. The men quickly
bonded, the seal forged by their mutual loss. Shady was several
years younger than Jamie, but was never adopted and until recently,
had never been to America. His education was of a more primitive
nature. One need not have books to learn.

"Drink your juice," Jamie said. "We must
go."

Shady's eyes took on a look of
disappointment.

"Are there problems?" he said.

The rest of his features also carried
innocence, matching the tone, but Jamie knew the truth behind the
façade. A small grin appeared.

"With you, my friend, there are never
any problems."

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


Wayne, Pennsylvania

 


It took Thomas and Sandy close to forty
minutes to get back to their office, located in the largest unit of
an apartment-condo complex on Lancaster Avenue in Wayne, part of
Philadelphia's famous Main Line. The set of six buildings was one
of many assets held by the Hillsborough family estate. Thomas and
his younger sister, Jennifer, a psychologist living and working
nearby, were the last direct descendants.

Neither was married--Jennifer was
divorced--and neither had kids. There was a time when Jennifer was
the more likely of the two to change that, but after a recent brush
with death, another link in the chain of events involving Marshall,
she had no interest in the job. Thomas wasn't without the
occasional companion, but none of the relationships ever got close
to escalating toward marriage.

The best chance had come back in college,
but that ended the day Thomas announced his intent to join the CIA.
It was a universally unpopular decision for those close to him,
including his parents. They'd wanted him to assume control of the
family businesses, but his interest for that was something that
did die in the fire.

It was true the family's wealth had opened
doors, but it had done so in a cold, heartless manner. Money could
buy many things, but happiness wasn't included. That realization
grew in Thomas after he and Marshall became close friends. They
were opposites in almost every way, but that turned out to be a
good thing. It opened Thomas' eyes to the concept of "the simple
things matter most."

In a world of opulence, nothing was simple.
Experiences were purchased, not felt. It was part of what drove
Thomas to the CIA. He saw that as another opportunity to learn how
to feel. The ability to express such was another issue--and still
very much a work-in-progress--but Marshall's yin to Thomas' yang
was a good starting step. They filled in each other's blanks.

Sandy had learned a lot of this early in her
relationship with Thomas. Relatively skilled at reading people, but
not nearly as strong as Thomas, she had noticed the guarded nature
in many of his actions. It wasn't reluctance, but something else.
She had yet to completely figure it out, but was pretty sure there
was plenty of time to solve the mystery.

Her two years with Thomas--after her six at
the FBI--had been great, and she wanted it to continue. On top of
the work, there was a mutual attraction and hint of something other
than professional between them. To date, it hadn't gone beyond
that, but it was better that way. In their work, a significant
other gave the bad guys some leverage. It had happened to Marshall,
and Thomas and Sandy knew a lot more bad guys than the umpire.

After the events at the park, Sandy had a
feeling the two strangers she'd seen were among them.

"OK, start talking," she said. "What do you
know?"

She was in one of two armchairs facing
Thomas' desk. He was on the other side, in a well-worn high-back
leather chair that had been in his family for more than one hundred
years. Keeping it was part of Thomas' continuing education into how
to hold on to the things in life that really mattered. The wall at
Sandy's back was another example.

The shelves were lined with a collection of
antique trinkets and books. Many were cracked and tattered, but
their value could not be measured in money. They were there out of
loyalty, either to the source or the story behind the acquisition.
Figuring out how much happiness Thomas got from the possessions was
still on Sandy's to-do list, but for now, she was content to leave
it alone.

Other issues had her attention.

"C'mon, spill it," she said when Thomas
failed to reply. "What are we dealing with?"

"I can only venture a guess," Thomas
said.

Sandy shook her head.

"No way," she said. "You said you knew. Tell
me."

Thomas sat forward and used his index finger
to guide a folder across his desk. Sandy reached up and grabbed it.
Within seconds her brow knitted up as she read the contents.

"How… I mean, where… Shit," she said
before blowing out a long sigh.

She returned the folder to the desk and
folded her arms across the front of her body. She was mad, but she
wasn't, partly because Thomas was seemingly always ahead of things.
It was a valuable skill, but not knowing how he got there ate at
Sandy.

That great unknown was another part of the
wedge between them. She was convinced Thomas was still connected to
the CIA--or to some agency--in more than a "service provider"
manner, but like any personal feelings he might have for her, knew
he would never confirm it. And like the contents of the folder, it
was very frustrating.

"OK," she said as she eyed him warily. "Did
you have this before we went to the park?"

Thomas nodded.

"Yes," he said.

"So… I guess it was for your eyes
only, huh?" Sandy said, not trying to hide her disappointment.

Thomas raised his eyebrow.

"Not any longer," he said with his flat tone
firmly in place.

Sandy caught on that the shrug and tone were
an apology without the actual words. "Sorry" would have been
better, but she had learned to take what she could get from him and
her expression bounced around until it settled on something more
upbeat. Not quite a smile, but close.

"Fine," she said. "Give me that thing
again."

She reached up and grabbed the folder and
flipped it open. As she re-read the information, she took a drink
from a bottle of water she'd been carrying. After wiping her mouth,
her head began to bob from side to side, something she did when
thinking.

"OK," she said without looking up. "So our
two friends are known associates of Dukabi's. Says here the running
presumption is they're his new help. So why did he ask for
ours?"

She looked up.

"Good question," Thomas said.

Sandy's face scrunched up a little.

"What do you think?" she said in a slow
cadence that emphasized a return of the frustrations.

Thomas ignored the tone.

"I don't, not yet," he said. "I'd like your
theory first."

Sandy sighed slightly before relaxing again.
After a second, she looked down at the folder and flipped a page.
After reading, she looked up.

"Hmm, OK," she said. "Maybe Dukabi is in the
middle of something, but has lost control. For that reason, he
can't send the muscle. Or maybe the muscle can't handle it. This
info would suggest otherwise, at least from a talent perspective.
So, does that mean Dukabi lost control of these guys and
that's why Booker is missing?"

Her eyes went wide to further emphasize the
question.

"Valid concerns," Thomas said.

Sandy's head bobbed again for a few seconds,
but she suppressed the urge to sigh again.

"Yeah, but are they ours?" she
said.

"I haven't yet decided. We need to know
more."

Sandy nodded.

"Yeah, no kidding," she said before
standing. "I'll go break out the shovel."

The "shovel" was a program Sandy had created
during her days as an FBI analyst. Never registered as theirs and
not left behind when she resigned--not exactly kosher--if Google
Search was a gorilla in the information jungle, Sandy's algorithm
was King Kong, and the beast was even more powerful because of
access to databases she'd previously only read about. The access
furthered her "Thomas still works with someone" feelings, but was
gladly accepted.

The program was loaded on two separate
computers in her office, each machine's CPU providing obscene
amounts of capacity. After leaving Thomas' office--and a quick
detour past the kitchen for another bottle of water--Sandy made her
way to her desk. Despite the late hour, she dove right in. Of
course, she wasn't sure she would find anything Thomas didn't
already know--something that happened a lot--but the workaholic in
her was always more than happy to make the effort.

As the computer hard drives began to spin,
Sandy retired to a spare room adjacent to the office. Her
one-bedroom apartment, overlooking Philadelphia's Rittenhouse
Square Park, was a forty-five minute drive on a good day. Sandy
loved the place, but schlepping back and forth was often a
traffic-induced nightmarish headache. She would rather get
headaches from her work.

At least then she could do something about
it.

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


Sandy awoke the next morning around seven.
After a quick shower, she headed back to her office, but wasn't
surprised to find both machines still processing. There were a lot
of sources to dig through, and, she hoped, an equal number of
treasures to be found. Undaunted, she made her way to the
kitchen.

Thomas was already there. Despite the same
amount of sleep as her--or less, she wasn't sure--he looked
completely refreshed. It was another trait Sandy found appealing.
No matter the situation or circumstances, he never seemed to get
flustered. He was, in a word, unflappable.

"Sleep well?" he said when he saw her.

Sandy shrugged as she grabbed a muffin from
a basket on the counter near where he stood.

"I'm not sure I actually slept," she said,
parking on a stool. "My brain wouldn't shut off."

"Understandable," Thomas said.

"So, I guess we need to go call Alex,
huh?"

"We do," Thomas said. "In one minute."

Sandy picked at the muffin as he diced a
small melon. The dexterity and speed of his fingers and hands was
impressive--and mesmerizing. Sandy got lost in the movements for a
few seconds and an unprofessional thought danced across her mind.
She was pretty sure she shook it off before he noticed.

"Done," Thomas said, recapturing her
attention. "Let's go chat with the director. I'm sure he'll be
interested."

"No doubt," Sandy said.

Alex Harris was director of the FBI field
office in Philadelphia, and had been Sandy's former boss. Of the
many possibilities, he was about the only thing Sandy truly
missed about the Bureau. He'd been great to work for, although, at
times, it was almost as if she'd never stopped. Alex and Thomas had
first met years ago, when Thomas was still at the CIA and Alex was
with MARSOC, the Marines' Special Ops unit. They'd remained
close--personally and otherwise--after moving into their current
occupations. Thomas often consulted on cases for Alex and the
Bureau. There was also the occasional unofficial lead passed
Thomas' way, work better off not being handled by the
FBI.

The former had been the situation on the
Andrew Singer case. Thomas and Damien Hastings had worked together
years earlier. Alex thought reconnecting them might help. It mostly
did--until Damien was killed. That was the first of several cracks
caused by Marshall's troubles. Sandy understood why. Thomas didn't
trust his friend's safety to anyone, not even Alex. That left him
prone to act outside normal channels. Alex didn't have the same
luxury. He had to play by the book, and the conflicting priorities
added the stress that led to the fissures.

Sandy wasn't sure how deep they'd become.
She hoped not very.

She also found herself hoping this latest
link wouldn't add to it.

A minute later, they were in Thomas' office.
He used the speakerphone on his desk for the call. The first
several minutes were devoted to an edited version of the Dukabi
meeting. Alex's initial response was silence. Sandy understood,
she'd been on that side of the table once, too. Alex was looking
for a way to say something without saying anything. It was often an
awkward dance. This one was more so given the participants.

"That's interesting," Alex said when
his voice returned. "The player you refer to reminds me a lot of
Babe Ruth."

Alex, like Sandy, was a big baseball fan.
Neither came close to Marshall, but both far outdistanced Thomas. A
raised eyebrow told Sandy he needed help with the code Alex had
just used. She held up three fingers, the Babe's uniform number
when he played for the New York Yankees. Translation: three out of
ten, meaning Dukabi was a name on a list in a file folder stuffed
in the draw of a desk at which no one was sitting.

"Ah, yes," Thomas said. "I'm familiar with
Mr. Ruth. What's your opinion of the others?"

Sandy heard what might have been a sigh
through the line.

"I don't have one," Alex said.

Sandy was more worried than surprised. The
words meant Alex couldn't say anything, not even a coded comment.
That meant Thomas had gotten the earlier info from some other
source. It also meant there were active files--and eyes--on the two
men, but not necessarily Alex's.

"Damn it," Sandy said under her breath as
she began to wonder if she'd missed more at the park.

Thomas eyed her for a second before
responding to Alex.

"It would seem they have similar standing
elsewhere," he said.

Sandy wanted to ask where that might be, but
decided to quit while she was behind.

"Just be careful," Alex said.

"Always," Thomas said.

"Hmmm, like last time and the time before
that, huh?" Alex said; then after a pause. "Listen, guys, I love
you both, but try not to push it, OK? Don't get anyone else killed,
especially yourselves."

There was a click and the speaker went
quiet. Thomas reached up and tapped a button to close the
connection before sitting back and eyeing Sandy.

"That went well," he said.

Sandy shook her head and frowned.

"I'm glad you think so," she said.
"Christ, I missed enough stuff to get us in serious trouble--or
worse."

Thomas nodded. Apparently, he agreed.

"A problem I'm sure you'll soon
correct."

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Wayne

 


"Soon" ended up being late the following
morning, not because of any additional failings, but because
Sandy's program did its job. The digging produced a lot of
information and she needed time to sort through it. She'd learned
long ago the devil truly was in the details.

"OK," she said. "I'm not sure where to
start."

She was with Thomas again in his office. He
motioned with his chin toward the sizeable stack of paper on her
lap. There were three separate subsets, each bound by a large
clip.

"Your work, your choice," he said.

She nodded and looked down, her head bobbing
for a second before she lifted the top stack.

"Well, it seems Mr. Dukabi lied," she said.
"He did leave the country, as requested, but he didn't stay
gone. He was back two months later. So were the poker games."

Something flashed across Thomas' face and
Sandy stopped. She wasn't entirely sure what the expression was.
Sometimes it was really hard to tell. In this instance, she made a
guess.

"Yeah, it pissed me off, too," she said.
"He's back doing the same crap that got a lot of people
killed."

Thomas nodded. Sandy concluded she'd guessed
correctly. She continued.

"That's where the relationship with Booker
comes in," she said. "It's hard to tell exactly how big of a hole
we're talking about here. From the financial info that came up,
Booker's been in a mess for a long time. He got banned from
baseball a few years ago and it looks like it wiped him out pretty
good. It fits that he'd have outstanding markers. That makes me
wonder if this thing is another 'Michael O'Hara' repayment plan
situation."

O'Hara's scheme to repay Dukabi ultimately
led to Marshall being dragged into the chaos two years ago--and to
Damien being killed. Neither Sandy nor Thomas wanted to think
something similar could be happening again.

"That would be most unfortunate," Thomas
said.

Sandy caught the slight edge in his voice,
but let it pass. Again, she agreed.

"Yeah, anyway, I found something else," she
said, quickly changing the subject. "Dukabi has been back and forth
to Africa more than a few times. The first was right after we
closed the Singer case. But in the park, he said leaving wasn't
easy. I think I might know why."

She took the next five minutes to give a
quick story about the new lines of business some of the CIA-created
gangs--and shaky governments--had gotten into.

Illegal drugs exploded across the Dark
Continent in the years after Dukabi first left for America. The
political instability was a perfect breeding ground for
trafficking. Cannabis was the first and most widely-produced
product to appear. Heroin joined later, imported from India,
Pakistan, and Thailand, destined for markets in Europe. The Latin
American drug cartels got involved after that, and the result was a
market that saw close to thirty percent of the cocaine used in
Europe and the Gulf transited through the region.

"Says here the activity is worth close to
two billion a year," Sandy said, holding up the second stack of
notes. "Tapping into that would be worth pursuing, especially for
someone like Dukabi. That could be the link to the guys in the
park. Maybe they turned him onto it and he restarted the games to
launder the cash. It would explain why they're being watched. It
could also mean they're running things, not Dukabi."

Thomas' hands came up and interlocked in
front of his chin, his index fingers extended up toward his mouth.
Sandy's father used to do something similar when she was a little
girl. "Here's the church, here's the steeple, open the doors and
see all the people," was the jingle the man would sing to her in a
cutesy voice. The last words came as he opened the "door"--his
thumbs--and began wiggling the fingers inside. Sandy knew Thomas
wouldn't take it that far, but the memory did draw a slight smile
on her face as she waited.

In Thomas' version, the steeple began
working at his lower lip. It was one of his "I'm thinking" tells.
Sandy used the time to steal another drink of water, and it was
close to a minute before Thomas finally spoke again.

"I agree," he said.

Sandy's smile disappeared and she resisted a
new urge to sigh. Thomas had managed to consolidate what had to be
extensive thoughts into two words. It was infuriating.

"OK, well, anyway," Sandy said after a pause
of her own. "The rest of this stuff on Booker is pretty
straightforward. He got reinstated recently--sorry,
partially reinstated--to be a players' agent, but I can't
find any active relationships. Again, that fits the 'out of money'
theory."

"Interesting," Thomas said.

"Yeah, I thought so, too," Sandy said. "I
also found some stuff about rumors of steroids. Booker's name came
up in a new book about it. Maybe that's why he doesn't have any
clients."

Thomas nodded. Sandy finished off the last
of her water.

"I'd say we have two things to follow up
on," she said. "First, we need to have another chat with Dukabi
about his activities. This drug thing could be bad."

"Agreed," Thomas said. "And part two?"

"I think we should call our favorite insider
and see what he knows about these steroid rumors. I hear he's gonna
be in New York in another day or so."

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


New York City

 


Mark Rosenbaum was trying his best not to
get annoyed. The reporters on the other end of the phone weren't
making that easy.

"Listen, gang," Mark said. "I don't think
there's anything else to add. The quotes attributed to me in the
book are accurate, but Mr. Donovan's conclusion is his own. I have
no comment about whatever he said the other night on TV. That's his
opinion. I have no issue with his right to have one. We all have
that right… even you guys."

A knock on his open office door made Mark
look up. He held up a finger to the man standing there before
returning his eyes and attention back to the phone.

"Fellas, I gotta go," he said in a firm
tone. "As far as Eddie Booker is concerned, the decision has been
made and we're moving on. The man has paid his debts. Case
closed."

The visitor at Mark's door--Gabi Loeb, MLB's
Director of Security by title, but Mark's right-hand man in
practice--moved a few steps into the office. Together for the
better part of ten years, the two men had a seemingly strong
relationship, one that saw Mark consulting the younger man on every
significant decision. His trust of Gabi and his abilities ran
deep.
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