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ACCLAIM FOR DAVID MORRELL’S


SUSPENSE MASTERPIECE,


ASSUMED IDENTITY


“Morrell writes in a lucid and cinematic style, and his works can be read and re-read many times without losing suspense. ASSUMED IDENTITY is Morrell writing at the height of his powers. It not only thrills, but haunts one’s memory for a very long time.”


—Associated Press
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“Another solid Morrell action thriller . . . satisfying . . . recommended.”


—Library Journal
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“Prime Morrell, with the kind of nonstop action and intriguing plot twists we’ve come to expect from the author . . . impossible to put down . . . a must-read for anyone who enjoys a fine thriller.”


—West Coast Review of Books
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“An exciting look into the shadowy world of military intelligence.”


—Detroit Free Press
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“A classy thriller . . . taut and suspenseful.”


—Toledo Blade
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“A ripsnorter that flows with force and invention.”


—Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)


 


[image: ]


 


“A thriller worthy of the name . . . David Morrell at the top of his form . . . offers abundant suspense and plenty of action.”


—Mansfield News Journal (OH)
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“A thrill a minute. . . . The creator of Rambo has not lost his touch . . . with all the action of James Bond adventure and just a dash of John le Carré.”


—Publishers Weekly
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“Fast paced . . . believable and frightening.”


—Rocky Mountain News
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“The absolute master . . . the craftsman so many of us look to for guidance. . . . ASSUMED IDENTITY is one of the most skillful jobs I’ve ever experienced.”


—Andrew Vachss
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“Fast . . . vivid . . . solid entertainment.”


—New Smyrna Beach Observer (FL)
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“Manages to mix successfully an intricate plot with exotic locales, a considerable amount of action, and solid characters.”


—Baltimore Sun
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“What a terrific book! Characterization, plotting, structuring, pacing, all done to perfection.”


—J.C. Pollock, author of Mission M.I.A.
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To Martin E. Wingate (d. 1986),


“the rock,”


a good friend and a special teacher


 


 


No mask like open truth to cover lies,


As to go naked is the best disguise.


—William Congreve


    The Double Dealer


 


And, after all, what is a lie?


’Tis but the truth in masquerade . . .


—Lord Byron


    Don Juan





 

PROLOGUE


 


 


 


MEXICO, 1562


Less than forty years after the Spanish conquerers arrived in the New World, the systematic extermination of the natives was well under way. Much of the genocide required no effort, inasmuch as diseases to which the Europeans had become accustomed—smallpox, measles, mumps, and influenza, for example—did not exist in the New World and hence had a rapid effect on the natives, who had no immunity to them. Those who did not die from disease (perhaps as few as 10 percent of the original population survived) were beaten into submission and forced into slavery. Villages were destroyed, the inhabitants herded into labor camps. Every effort, especially torture, was used to compel the survivors to abandon their culture and convert to that of their European dominators.


In Mexico’s southeastern extreme, the Yucatán Peninsula, a Franciscan missionary whose name was Diego de Landa reacted with shock to the evidence of snake worship and human sacrifice within the Mayan faith. Determined to eradicate these pagan barbarities, Landa organized the destruction of temples, statues, frescoes, any object with religious connotations—and in so doing, he not only separated the Maya from symbols of their beliefs but prevented modern historians from discovering the clues they needed to decipher the remaining hieroglyphs that described the lost ancient ways.


Landa’s greatest triumph of destruction occurred at the village of Maní, where he exposed a secret library of Mayan books. These irreplaceable texts—bound like thin, small accordions and known as codices—“contained nothing in which there was not to be seen superstitions and lies of the devil,” Landa reported to his superiors. “We burned them all.”


We burned them all.


A present-day lover of antiquity exhales with despair at the self-righteous, narrow-minded confidence in those words. Book burners throughout time have shared Landa’s purse-lipped, squinty-eyed, jut-jawed, absolute belief in his correctness. But Landa was deceived.


In several ways.


The codices contained historical and philosophical truths in addition to what Landa called lies.


And not all the codices were destroyed. Three of them—salvaged by Spaniards in charge of the burning and smuggled home to Europe as souvenirs—were eventually uncovered in private collections and recognized for their incalculable value.


Known as the Dresden Codex, the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, and the Codex Persianus, they are owned by libraries in Dresden, Madrid, and Paris. A fourth—known as the Grolier Codex and located in Mexico City—has been declared by one expert a fake and is currently under investigation.


But rumors persist that there is a fifth, that it is authentic, that it has more truths than any other, especially one truth, a crucial truth.


A modern observer wonders how Friar de Landa would react if he could be summoned from Hell and made to witness the bloodbath comparable in intensity, if not in magnitude, to the one Landa caused in the 1500s, the bloodbath that could have been avoided if Landa had never begun his inquisition or else if he had been the professional he claimed to be and had actually accomplished his hateful job. Maní, the name of the village where Landa found and destroyed the codices, is the Mayan word for “it is finished.”


But it wasn’t finished at all.





 

ONE




1


“Now I realize you all want to hear about human sacrifice,” the professor said, allowing just the right mischievous glint in his eyes, signaling to his students that to study history didn’t mean they had to suppress their sense of humor. Each time he taught this course—and he’d been doing so for thirty years—he always began with the same comment, and he always got the reaction he wanted, a collective chuckle, the students glancing at one another in approval and sitting more comfortably.


“Virgins having their hearts cut out,” the professor continued, “or being thrown off cliffs into wells—that sort of thing.” He gestured dismissively, as if he was so familiar with the details of human sacrifice that the subject bored him. Again his eyes glinted mischievously, and the students chuckled louder. His name was Stephen Mill. He was fifty-eight, short and slender, with receding gray hair, a thin salt-and-pepper mustache, square-framed, wire-rimmed bifocals, and a brown wool suit that gave off the scent of pipe smoke. Liked and respected by both colleagues and students, he was beginning the last seventy minutes of his life, and if it was any consolation, at least he would die doing what he most enjoyed, talking about his life’s obsession.


“Actually, the Maya didn’t have much interest in sacrificing virgins,” Professor Mill added. “Most of the skeletons we’ve retrieved from the sacred wells—they’re called cenotes, by the way; you might as well begin learning the proper terms—belong to males, and most of those had been children.”


The students made faces of disgust.


“The Maya did cut out hearts, of course,” Professor Mill said. “But that’s the most boring part of the ritual.”


Several students frowned and mouthed “boring?” to one another.


“What the Maya would do is capture an enemy, strip him, paint him blue, take him to the top of a pyramid, break his back but not kill him—not yet at least; the temporary objective was to paralyze him—then cut out his heart, and now he’d die, but not before the high priest was able to raise the victim’s pulsing heart for everyone to see. The heart and the blood dripping from it were smeared onto the faces of gods carved into the walls at the top of the temple. It’s been theorized that the high priest may also have consumed the heart. But this much we know for certain: The victim’s corpse was subsequently hurled down the steps of the pyramid. There a priest cut off the victim’s skin and danced in it. Those who’d witnessed the ceremony chopped the corpse into pieces and barbecued it.”


The students swallowed uncomfortably, as if they felt sick.


“But we’ll get to the dull stuff later in the term,” Professor Mill said, and the students laughed again, this time with relief. “As you know, this is a multidiscipline course.” He switched tones with expert ease, deepening his voice, abandoning his guise as an entertainer, becoming a lecturer. “Some of you are here from art history. Others are ethnologists and archaeologists. Our purpose is to examine Mayan hieroglyphics, to learn to read them, and to use the knowledge we obtain to reconstruct Mayan culture. Please turn to page seventy-nine of Charles Gallenkamp’s Maya: The Riddle and Rediscovery of a Lost Civilization.”


The students obeyed and immediately frowned at a bewildering diagram that looked like a totem pole with two descending columns of distorted, grimacing faces flanked by lines, dots, and squiggles. Someone groaned.


“Yes, I realize the challenge is daunting,” Professor Mill said. “You’re telling yourselves that you can’t possibly learn to read that maze of apparently meaningless symbols. But I assure you, you will be able to read it and many others like it. You’ll be able to put sounds to those glyphs, to read them as if they were sentences.” He paused for dramatic effect, then straightened. “To speak the ancient Mayan language.” He shook his head with wonder. “You understand now what I meant. Stories about human sacrifice are dull. This”—he pointed toward the hieroglyphs in Gallenkamp’s book—“this is the true excitement.” He directed a keen gaze toward each of his twenty students. “And since we have to start somewhere, let’s start as we did when we were children, by making lines and dots. You’ll note that many of the columns of glyphs—which depict a date, by the way—look like this.” Grabbing a piece of chalk, Professor Mill drew hurried marks on the blackboard.
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“Each dot has a value of one. A line—or what we call a bar—signifies five. Thus the first group I drew equals four, the second equals eight, the third is twelve, and the fourth . . . Well, why should I do all the talking?” Professor Mill drew his right index finger down his list of students. “Mr. Hogan, please tell me the value of . . .”


“Sixteen?” a tentative male voice responded.


“Excellent, Mr. Hogan. You see how easy it is? You’re already learning to read Mayan symbols. But if you put all the numbers on those glyphs together, the date they depict wouldn’t make any sense to you. Because the Maya used a different calendar than we do. Their calendar was almost as accurate as our own. It was also considerably more complicated. So, as our first step in understanding Mayan civilization, we’ll have to understand their concept of time. For our next class, read chapters one and two in A Forest of Kings: The Untold Story of the Ancient Maya by Linda Schele and David Friedel. Meanwhile, I’ll summarize what you’ll be reading.”


And so Professor Mill continued, taking obvious delight in his subject matter. With less than twenty minutes remaining in his life, he was enjoying every second. He concluded the class with a joke that he always used at this point in the course, elicited another anticipated chuckle, answered a few questions from students who lingered, then packed his books, notes, syllabus, and list of students into his briefcase.


His office was a five-minute stroll from the classroom building. Professor Mill breathed deeply, with satisfaction, as he walked. It was a bright, clear, pleasant day. All in all, he felt splendid (less than fifteen minutes to live now), and his delight with how he’d performed in class was enhanced by his anticipation of what he would do next, of the appointment he’d made for after class, of the visitor he expected.


The office was in a drab brick building, but the bleak surroundings had no effect on Professor Mill’s sense of well-being and eagerness. Indeed, he felt so full of energy that he passed students at the elevator and walked rapidly up the two flights of stairs to the dimly lit corridor halfway along which he had his office. After unlocking the door (ten minutes to go) and setting his briefcase on his desk, he turned to walk down to the faculty lounge but paused, then smiled when he saw his visitor appear at the open doorway.


“I was just going for some coffee,” Professor Mill said. “Would you care for some?”


“Thanks but no.” The visitor nodded in greeting and entered. “My stomach and coffee don’t get along anymore. I have heartburn all the time. I think I’m developing an ulcer.”


The visitor was a distinguished-looking man in his middle thirties. His neatly trimmed hair, custom-made white shirt, striped silk tie, hand-tailored double-breasted suit, and thin-soled calfskin shoes were in keeping with his occupation as a highly paid corporate executive.


“Ulcers come from stress. You’d better slow down.” Professor Mill shook hands with him.


“Stress and speed are part of my job description. If I start worrying about my health, I’ll find myself out of work.” The visitor sat.


“You need a vacation.”


“Soon. They keep promising me soon.”


“So what have you got for me?” Professor Mill asked.


“More glyphs to be translated.”


“How many?”


The visitor shrugged. “Five pages.” He frowned as a group of students went by in the corridor. “I’d prefer to keep this confidential.”


“Of course.” Professor Mill got up, shut the door, and returned to his desk. “Mayan pages or contemporary pages?”


The visitor looked puzzled, then realized. “Right, I keep forgetting Mayan pages are bigger. No, contemporary pages. Eight-by-ten photographs. I assume the fee we negotiated the last time is still acceptable.”


“Fifty thousand dollars? Very acceptable. As long as I’m not rushed,” Professor Mill said.


“You won’t be. You can have a month, the same as before. The same terms of payment—half now, half when you’re finished. The same conditions pertain. You may not make copies of the pages. You may not reveal what you are doing or discuss your translation with anyone.”


“Don’t worry. I won’t, and I haven’t,” Professor Mill said, “although there’s nothing so interesting in the translation that anybody except you and me and your employer would care. No matter. You pay me so well that I’d be insane to break the terms of the agreement and jeopardize my future relationship with you. I have a sabbatical next year, and the money you’ve generously paid me will allow me to devote the entire year to studying the Hieroglyphic Stairway in the Mayan ruins at Copán in Honduras.”


“It’s too hot down there for me,” the visitor said.


“When I’m at the ruins, I’m too excited to think about the weather. May I see the pages?”


“By all means.” The visitor reached into an alligator-skin briefcase, pulling out a large manila envelope.


With less than a minute to live, Professor Mill took the envelope, opened it, and removed five photographs that showed numerous rows of hieroglyphs. He shifted books to the side of his desk and arranged the photographs so that the rows of glyphs were vertical.


“All part of the same text?”


“I have no idea,” the visitor said. “All I was told was to make the delivery.”


“They appear to be.” Professor Mill picked up a magnifying glass and leaned close to the photographs, studying the details of the glyphs. Sweat beaded on his brow. He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have run up those stairs.”


“Excuse me?” the visitor asked.


“Nothing. Just talking to myself. Does it feel warm in here?”


“A little.”


Professor Mill took off his suit coat and resumed his inspection of the photographs. Fifteen seconds to live. “Well, leave them with me, and . . .”


“Yes?”


“I . . .”


“What?” the visitor asked.


“Don’t feel so good. My hands . . .”


“What about them?”


“Numb,” Professor Mill said. “My . . .”


“What?”


“Face. Hot.”


Professor Mill abruptly gasped, clutched his chest, stiffened, and slumped, sagging backward in his creaky swivel chair, his mouth open, his head drooping. He shivered and stopped moving.


The small office seemed to contract as the visitor stood. “Professor Mill?” He felt for a pulse at a wrist and then the neck. “Professor Mill?” He removed rubber gloves from his briefcase, put them on, then used his right hand to collect the photographs and slide them into the manila envelope, which he held steady with his left hand. Cautiously, he used the left hand to peel off the glove on his right hand, and vice versa, in each case making sure that he didn’t touch any area that had touched the photographs. He dropped the gloves into another manila envelope, sealed it, and put both envelopes into his briefcase.


When the visitor opened the door, none of the students or faculty passing in the corridor paid much attention to him. An amateur might have walked away, but the visitor knew that excitement could prime memories, that someone would eventually remember seeing a well-dressed man come out of the office. He didn’t want to create a mystery. He was well aware that the best deception was a version of the truth. So he walked rapidly to the secretary’s office, entered it in distress, and told the secretary, “Hurry. Phone nine one one. Professor Mill. I was visiting . . . I think he just had a heart attack.”
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GUATAMALA CITY


Despite his thirty-six-hour journey and his sixty-four years, Nicholas Petrovich Bartenev fidgeted with energy. He and his wife had flown from Leningrad—


Correction, he thought. St. Petersburg. Now that communism has collapsed, they’ve abolished Lenin.


—to Frankfurt to Dallas to here, by invitation of the new Guatemalan government, and indeed if it hadn’t been for the Cold War’s end, this journey would not have been possible. Guatemala had only recently, after forty years, resumed diplomatic relations with Russia, and the all-important Russian exit visas, which for so long had been impossible to obtain, had been issued with astonishing efficiency. For most of his life, Bartenev had one consuming dream—to travel to Guatemala, not because he was eager to leave Russia but rather because Guatemala obsessed him. But he’d persistently, repeatedly been denied permission, and all of a sudden it was merely a matter of filling out some government forms and coming back a few days later to get the necessary travel papers. Bartenev couldn’t believe his good fortune. He feared that all of this would turn out to be a cruel hoax, that he’d be refused permission to enter Guatemala, that he’d be deported back to Russia.


The jet—a stretch 727 owned by American Airlines . . . American! For a Russian citizen to be a passenger on a jet labeled American would have been unthinkable not many years ago—descended through clouds, past mountains, toward a city sprawled in a valley. The time was 8:15 in the evening. Sunset cast a crimson glow across the valley. Guatemala City’s lights gleamed. Bartenev gazed spellbound out his window, his heart pounding with the eagerness of a child.


Beside him, his wife clasped his hand. He turned to study her beautiful wrinkled face, and she didn’t need to say anything to communicate the pleasure she felt because he would soon fulfill his dream. From the age of eighteen, from the first time he’d seen photographs of the Mayan ruins at Tikal in Guatemala, he had felt an eerie identification with the now-almost-vanished people who had built them. He felt as if he had been there, as if he had been one of the Maya, as if his strength and sweat had helped erect the great pyramids and temples. And he had become fascinated with the hieroglyphs.


All these years later, without ever having set foot on a Mayan ruin, without ever having climbed a pyramid, without ever having stared face-to-face at the hook-nosed, high-cheeked, slope-browed visages of the Maya in the hieroglyphs, he was one of the top five Mayan epigraphers in the world (perhaps the top of the top, if he believed his wife’s flattery), and soon—not tonight, of course, but tomorrow perhaps or certainly the day after—he’d have managed yet another flight, this one to a primitive airstrip, and have accomplished the difficult journey through the jungle to Tikal, to his life’s preoccupation, to the center of his world, to the ruins.


To the hieroglyphs.


His heartbeat increased as the jet touched down. The sun was lower behind the western mountains. The darkness thickened, pierced by the glint of lights from the airport’s terminal. Nervous with anticipation, Bartenev unbuckled his seat belt, picked up his briefcase, and followed his wife and other passengers along the aisle. A frustrating minute seemed to take much longer before the aircraft’s hatch was opened. He squinted past the passengers ahead of him and saw the murky silhouettes of buildings. As he and his wife descended stairs to the airport’s tarmac, he breathed the thin, dry, cool mountain air and felt his body tense with excitement.


The moment he entered the terminal, however, he saw several uniformed government officials waiting for him, and he knew that something was wrong. They were somber, pensive, brooding. Bartenev feared that his premonition had been justified, that he was about to be refused permission to enter the country.


Instead, a flustered, thin-lipped man in a dark suit stepped away from them, nervously approaching. “Professor Bartenev?”


“Yes.”


They spoke in Spanish. Bartenev’s compulsive interest in Guatemala and the Mayan ruins throughout Mesoamerica had prompted him to acquire a facility in the local language, since much of the scholarship being done on the hieroglyphs was published in Spanish.


“My name is Hector Gonzales. From the National Archaeological Museum here.”


“Yes, I’ve received your letters.” As they shook hands, Bartenev couldn’t help noticing how Gonzales guided him toward the government officials. “This is my wife, Elana.”


“I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Bartenev. If you’ll please come through this door. . . .”


Abruptly Bartenev noticed stern soldiers holding automatic rifles. He cringed, reminded of Leningrad during the worst of the Cold War. “Is something wrong? Is there something you haven’t told me, something I should know?”


“Nothing,” Gonzales said too quickly. “A problem with your accommodations. A scheduling difficulty. Nothing serious. Come this way. Through this door and down this hallway. Hurry, or we’ll be late.”


“Late?” Bartenev shook his head as he and his wife were rushed along the corridor. “Late for what? And our luggage? What about—?”


“It’s being taken care of. Your luggage will be brought to your hotel. You don’t need to go through immigration and customs.”


They passed through another door, into the night, onto a parking lot, where a Jeep filled with armed soldiers waited in front of a black limousine, behind which there was another Jeep filled with armed soldiers.


“I demand to know what is going on,” Bartenev said. “In your letters, you claimed that I would feel welcome here. Instead, I feel like a prisoner.”


“Professor Bartenev, you must understand that Guatemala is a troubled country. There is always much political uneasiness here. These soldiers are for your protection.”


“Why would I need—?”


“Please get in the car, and we can discuss it.”


The moment an escort shut the door on Bartenev, his wife, Gonzales, and two government officials, Bartenev again demanded, “Why would I need protection?”


The limousine, flanked by the Jeeps, sped away.


“As I told you, politics. For many years, Guatemala has been ruled by right-wing extremists.” Gonzales glanced uneasily at the government officials, as if he suspected that they would not approve of his vocabulary. “Recently, moderates have come into power. The new government is the reason that your country now is permitted to have diplomatic relations with ours. It also explains why you were invited here. A visit from a Russian academician emphasizes the goodwill that the Guatemalan government wants with your country. You were an ideal man to invite because you are not a politician and because your expertise relates to Guatemalan history.”


“The way you speak . . .” Bartenev hesitated. “It makes me think you work less for the National Archaeological Museum than you do for the government. What is the name of the dynasty that ruled Tikal?”


Gonzales didn’t answer.


“In what century did Tikal reach its zenith of power?”


Gonzales didn’t answer.


Bartenev scoffed.


“You are in danger,” Gonzales said.


“What?”


“The right-wing extremists strongly disapprove of your visit,” Gonzales explained tensely. “Despite the collapse of communism in Russia, these extremists see your visit as the beginning of a corrupting influence that will make this country Marxist. The previous government used death squads to enforce its rule. Those death squads are still in existence. There have been threats against your life.”


Bartenev stared, despair spreading through him. His wife asked what Gonzales was saying to him. Grateful that she didn’t understand Spanish, Bartenev told her that someone had forgotten to make a reservation for them at the hotel, that their host was embarrassed about the oversight, and that the mistake was being corrected.


He scowled at Gonzales. “What are you saying to me? That I have to leave? I refuse. Oh, I will send my wife to safety. But I did not come all this way only to leave before I see my dream. I’m too old. I will probably not have this chance again. And I’m too close. I will go the rest of the way.”


“You are not being asked to leave,” Gonzales said. “That would be almost as ruinous a political act as if someone attempted to kill you.”


Bartenev felt blood drain from his face.


Gonzales said, “But we must be extremely careful. Cautious. We are asking you not to go out in public in the city. Your hotel will be guarded. We will transport you to Tikal as quickly as possible. And then we request that after a prudent length of time—a day, or at the most two—you feign illness and return to your home.”


“A day?” Bartenev had difficulty breathing. “Perhaps two? So little time after so many years of waiting for . . .”


“Professor Bartenev, we have to deal with political realities.”


Politics, Bartenev thought, and wanted to curse. But like Gonzales, he was accustomed to dealing with such obscene realities, and he analyzed the problem with desperate speed. He was out of Russia, free to go anywhere—that was the important factor. There were numerous other major Mayan ruins. Palenque in Mexico, for example. He’d always been fond of photographs of it. It wasn’t Tikal. It didn’t have the emotional and professional attraction that Tikal had for him, but it was accessible. His wife could accompany him there. They would be safe there. If the Guatemalan government refused to pay for further expenses, that wouldn’t matter—because Bartenev had a secret source of funds about which he hadn’t told even his wife.


Indeed, secrecy had been part of the business arrangement when the well-dressed, fair-haired American had arrived at Bartenev’s office at St. Petersburg State University. The American had shown him several photographs of Mayan glyphs. He had asked in perfect Russian how much Bartenev would charge to translate the glyphs and keep the assignment confidential. “If the glyphs are interesting, I won’t charge anything,” Bartenev had answered, impressed by the foreigner’s command of the language. But the American had insisted on paying. In fact, his fee had been astonishingly generous: fifty thousand dollars. “To ensure your silence,” the American had said. “I’ve converted some of it to rubles.” He gave Bartenev the equivalent of ten thousand dollars in Russian currency. The remainder, he explained, would be placed in a Swiss bank account. Perhaps one day Bartenev would be free to travel, in which case the money could easily be obtained. Failing that, couriers could be arranged to transport prudent amounts into St. Petersburg for him, amounts that wouldn’t be so large that the authorities would ask questions about their source. Since that visit, the American had come two more times, in each case with more photographs of Mayan glyphs and with the same fee. Until now, the money had not been as important to Bartenev as the fascinating, although puzzling, message (like a riddle within a code) that the glyphs revealed.


But now the money was very important, and Bartenev bitterly meant to get full value from it.


“Yes,” he told Gonzales. “Political realities. I will leave whenever you want, whenever I have served your purpose.”


Gonzales seemed to relax. But only for a moment. Abruptly the limousine arrived at a hotel, the steel-and-glass modern design of which was jarringly un-Hispanic. The soldiers escorted Bartenev and his wife quickly through the lobby, into an elevator, and to the twelfth floor. Gonzales came with them while a government official spoke to a clerk at the check-in desk.


The phone was ringing as Gonzales unlocked the door, turned on a light, and guided Bartenev and his wife into the suite. Actually, there were two phones, one on a table next to a sofa, the other on a bar.


Gonzales locked the door behind them. The phone kept ringing. As Bartenev stepped toward the one by the sofa, Gonzales said, “No, let me answer it.” He chose the closer phone, the one on the bar. “Hello.” He turned on a lamp. “Why do you wish to speak with him?” He stared at Bartenev. “Just a moment.” He placed a hand over the telephone’s mouthpiece. “It’s a man who claims to be a journalist. Perhaps it would be wise to give an interview. Good public relations. I’ll listen on this phone while you use that one.”


Bartenev pivoted toward the phone on the table beside the sofa. “Hello,” he said, casting a shadow against the window.


“Go to hell, you goddamned Russian.”


As the window shattered inward, Bartenev’s wife screamed. Bartenev did not. The bullet that struck his skull and mushroomed within it killed him instantly. The bullet burst out the back of his head, spraying blood across the flying glass.
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HOUSTON, TEXAS


The space shuttle Atlantis was on the second day of its current mission—a no-problem launch, an all-systems-go performance so far—and Albert Delaney felt bored. He wished that something would happen, anything to break his tedious routine. Not that he wanted excitement exactly, because he associated that word with a crisis. The last thing NASA needed was more foul-ups and bad publicity, and at all costs, another Challenger disaster had to be avoided. One more like that and NASA would probably be out of business, which meant that Albert Delaney would be out of a job, and Albert Delaney preferred boredom any day to being unemployed. Still, if anybody had told him when he’d been accepted by NASA that his enthusiasm for what he assumed would be a glamorous career would all too quickly change to tedium, he’d have been incredulous. The trouble was that NASA prechecked the details of a mission so often, testing and retesting, going over every variable, trying to anticipate every contingency, that by the time the mission occurred, it was anticlimactic. No, Albert Delaney didn’t want excitement, but he certainly wouldn’t have minded an occasional positive surprise.


A man of medium height and weight, with average features, in that cusp of life where he’d stopped being young but wasn’t yet middle-aged, he’d noticed that more and more he’d been feeling dissatisfied, unfulfilled. His existence was ordinary. Predictable. He hadn’t yet reached the stage of his syndrome where he was tempted to cheat on his wife. Nonetheless, he was afraid that what Thoreau had called “quiet desperation” might drive him to do something stupid and he’d get more excitement than he’d bargained for by ruining his marriage. Still, if he didn’t find some purpose, something to interest him, he didn’t know if he could rely on his common sense.


Part of his problem, Albert Delaney decided, was that his office was at the periphery of NASA headquarters. Away from the mission-control center, he didn’t have the sense of accomplishment and nervous energy that he imagined everyone felt there. Plus, even he had to admit that being an expert in cartography, geography, and meteorology (maps, land, and weather, as he sometimes put it bluntly) seemed awfully dull compared to space exploration. It wasn’t as if he got the chance to examine photographs of newly discovered rings around Saturn or moons near Jupiter or active volcanoes on Venus. No, what he got to do was look at photographs of areas on earth, sections that he’d looked at dozens of times before.


It didn’t help that the conclusions of the research he was doing had already been determined. Did photographs from space show that the alarming haze around the earth was becoming worse? Did high-altitude images indicate that the South American rain forest continued to dwindle due to slash-and-burn farming practices? Were the oceans becoming so polluted that evidence of the damage could be seen from three hundred miles up? Yes. Yes. Yes. You didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to come up with those conclusions. But NASA wanted more than conclusions. It wanted specifics, and even though the photographs that Albert Delaney examined would eventually be sent to other government agencies, it was his job to make the preliminary examination, just in case there was something unique in them, so that NASA could get the publicity.


The shuttle’s current mission was to deploy a weather satellite over the Caribbean Sea and perform various weather-related observations and experiments, as well as transmit photographs. The photograph currently in front of Delaney showed a portion of Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula. For several years, a blight had been attacking the palm trees in that area, and one of Delaney’s jobs was to determine how far the blight had spread, something that could easily be seen in the photographs since the sick, denuded trees created a distinct bleak pattern. The theory was that substantial loss of vegetation in the Yucatán would disturb the oxygen/carbon-dioxide ratio in the area and affect weather patterns just as the disappearance of Brazil’s rain forest did. By measuring the area of blight and factoring that information with temperature and wind variations in the Caribbean, it might be possible to predict the creation of tropical storms and the direction of hurricanes.


The blight had definitely spread much farther than photographs of the Yucatán taken last year indicated. Delaney placed a transparent scale-model map over the photograph, aligned topographical features, recorded measurements, and continued to another photograph. Perhaps it was his need for a break in his routine. Perhaps it was his need to be surprised. For whatever reason, he found that he was examining the photographs far more diligently than usual, paying attention to matters that weren’t related to the palm-tree blight.


Abruptly something troubled him, a subconsciously noticed detail, a sense that something was out of place. He set down the photograph he was examining and went back to the one he’d just completed. Frowning, he concentrated. Yes, he thought. There. At once he felt a stimulating flow of adrenaline, a warming in his stomach. That small area in the bottom left corner of the photograph. Those shadows among the denuded palm trees. What were those shadows doing there?


The shadows formed almost perfect triangles and squares. But triangles and squares did not exist in nature. More, those shadows could be made only by sunlight that struck and was blocked by objects above the ground. Large objects. Tall objects. Normally, shadows didn’t pose a mystery. Hills made them all the time. But these shadows were in the Yucatán’s northern lowlands. The descriptive name said it all: lowlands. There weren’t any hills in that region. Even if there were, the shadows they cast would have been amorphous. But these were symmetrical. And they occupied a comparatively wide area. Delaney made quick calculations. Thirty square kilometers? In the middle of an otherwise dramatically flat section of the Yucatán rain forest? What the hell was going on?
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“For our final report, something old discovered by something new. Computer-enhanced photographs received from the space shuttle Atlantis have revealed what appears to be a large area of unsuspected Mayan ruins in a remote section of Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula. The rain forest in that region is so dense and inaccessible that it could take months before a preliminary assessment of the ruins can be completed, but a spokesperson for the Mexican government indicated that the apparent scope of the ruins suggests that they have the potential to rival the pyramids, palaces, and temples at legendary Chichén Itzá. To paraphrase F. Scott Fitzgerald, and so we move on—into the past. This is Dan Rather. For CBS News, good evening.”
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THE VIRGIN ISLANDS


The visitor noted that several more artifacts—figurines, ceramics, and masks—had been added to the collection. All were authentic, expensive, and illegally obtained examples of ancient Mayan craftsmanship. “The woman disappeared.”


“What?” The old man, who’d been distracted as he attached an intravenous line to a needle in his arm, snapped his head up. “Disappeared? You assured me that wasn’t possible.”


“I believed it wasn’t.” the fair-haired man said. His tone was somber. “She was being paid so well and treated so lavishly that I thought it highly unlikely she would want to leave.”


The old man glowered, his thin body rigid with fury. Seated in a leather chair in the main cabin of his two-hundred-foot-long yacht, flanked by displays of his current passion, Mayan art, he stretched his gaunt frame to its maximum. His gaze intensified by his glasses, his pinched expression emphasized by his thick white hair, he dominated the cabin, even though he wasn’t tall. “Human nature. Damn it, that’s always been your problem. You’re excellent when it comes to tactics. But your emotional range is so limited that you don’t understand. . . .”


“She was lonely,” the pleasant-faced man said. “I anticipated that possibility. My people were watching her in case she attempted to do something foolish. Her maid, her butler, her chauffeur, the doorman at her condominium building in Manhattan—all of them worked for me. Every exit from that building was constantly watched. On those rare occasions when she had permission to leave it, she was followed.”


“And yet,” the old man rasped, his nostrils flaring with angry sarcasm, “she managed to disappear.” His white hair contrasted with the pewter tint of his skin, which in turn was emphasized by the gray of his robe, the left sleeve of which was rolled up to admit the intravenous tube leading into his arm. “You. I blame you.” He pointed his bony right index finger. “Everything depends on her. How in God’s name did this happen?”


The well-dressed man gestured in frustration. “I don’t know. My people don’t know. It happened last night. Between two A.M., when the maid last saw her, and noon, when the maid decided to check on her, the woman managed to get out of the condo and the building. We have no idea how. When I learned what had happened, I decided I’d better report to you in person rather than use the telephone. I caught the first available flight.” He gestured toward the starboard windows of the cabin and the numerous other yachts in St. Thomas’s hotel-rimmed, sunset-tinted harbor.


The old man squinted. “Willingness to face blame. I respect that. It’s rare for a sociopath to have character. Does she have access to her bank account?”


“No. Since she was provided with all the comforts she wanted, she had no need to spend money. Hence she didn’t realize that the bank statements she was shown, the ones that indicated her salary deposits, were for an account that required me to cosign for withdrawals. The money’s inaccessible to her.”


“Jewelry?”


“She took it all. The diamond necklace alone is worth four hundred thousand dollars. In theory. But of course, the stones aren’t genuine. Still, there are only certain establishments in the New York area that would have the resources to buy such an item, if it weren’t a copy. And since she doesn’t know it’s a copy, she’ll have to go to them. My people are watching those establishments.”


The old man frowned. “Assuming she’s able to obtain money—and I suspect she will, given the ingenuity she showed in escaping your people—where would she go? What can she do?”


“She’d be a fool to go back to her former patterns. She has to assume that we’ll watch her relatives, her friends, and her previous business associates, that we’ll tap their phones, et cetera. If she’s smart—and she’s proven she is—she’ll go to ground. The last thing she wants is trouble from us.”


“Us?”


“From you.”


The old man gestured with a wrinkled hand, his eyes harsh with disapproval yet glinting with superiority. “Human nature. You still haven’t learned the lesson. If loneliness made her run, the one thing she won’t do is go to ground. She’ll want companionship. She’ll want the security and satisfaction of a life that she creates, not one that’s forced upon her. She won’t trade one cage for another.”


“Then what will . . .?”


The old man stared at his intravenous line and brooded. “She’ll get help.”


“From?”


“There are only two reasons for someone to help someone else,” the old man said. “Money and love. We can’t possibly anticipate who would work for her. But I wonder if she would trust a stranger who is loyal to her only for money. I suspect that someone in her position would prefer to depend on love, or at least friendship. Who in her background has the skills to help her?”


“As I told you, her family, friends, and former contacts are under surveillance.”


“No. Look deeper. She wouldn’t have fled unless she had a plan. Somewhere there’s someone who knows about this sort of thing and whom she knows she can ask for help. Someone who isn’t obvious. Someone she trusts.”


“I’ll get started immediately.”


“You’ve disappointed me,” the old man said. “Your success in Chicago and Guatemala was so encouraging that I’d arranged a reward for you. Now, I’m afraid, I’ll have to withhold it.”


An intercom buzzed on a table beside the old man’s chair. He pressed a button. “I told you not to interrupt me.”


“Sheik Hazim is returning your telephone call, Professor,” a female voice said.


“Of course. I’ll speak to him.” The old man rested his hand on the telephone beside the intercom. But before he picked it up, he told his visitor, his voice stern and flinty, “Don’t disappoint me again.” He adjusted the flow of red liquid that drained from an intravenous bottle into his arm—blood treated with hormones from unborn lambs. “Find the bitch before she ruins everything. If Delgado discovers she’s loose, if he discovers she’s out of control, he’ll go after her and possibly us.”


“I can deal with Delgado.”


“Of that, I have no doubt. Without Delgado, however, I can’t do business. I can’t get access to the ruins. And that would make me very unhappy. You do not want to be near me when I am unhappy.”


“No, sir.”


“Get out.”
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CANCÚN, MEXICO


All the hotels were shaped like Mayan temples, a row of terraced pyramids along the four-lane highway dividing the sandbar that until twenty-five years ago had been uninhabited. Buchanan ignored them and the redbrick sidewalk along which he concentrated to walk with deceptive calm. As twilight thickened into night, what he paid attention to were the disturbing proximity of tourists before and behind him, the threatening rumble and glare of traffic passing him on the right, and the ominous shadows among the palm trees that flanked the hotels on his left.


Something was wrong. Every instinct and intuition warned him. His stomach felt rigid. He tried to tell himself that he was merely experiencing the equivalent of stage fright. But his experience of too many dangerous missions had taught him the hard way to pay attention to the visceral warning signals that alerted him when something wasn’t as it should be.


But what? Buchanan strained to analyze. Your preparation was thorough. Your bait for the target is perfect. Why in God’s name are you so nervous?


Burnout? Too many assignments? Too many identities? Too many high-wire juggling acts?


No, Buchanan mentally insisted. I know what I’m doing. After eight years, after having survived this long, I recognize the difference between nerves and . . .


Relax. You’re on top of things. Give yourself a break. It’s hot. It’s muggy. You’re under stress. You’ve done this a hundred times before. Your plan is solid. The bottom line is quit second-guessing. Get control of your doubts, and do your job.


Sure, Buchanan thought. But he wasn’t convinced. Maintaining his deceptively leisurely pace in spite of the pressure in his chest, he shifted leftward, relieved to escape the threatening traffic. Past the equally threatening shadows of the dense, colorfully flowered shrubs that lined the driveway, he proceeded warily up the curving entrance toward the glistening Mayan-temple shape of Club Internacional.
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Buchanan’s appointment was for 9:30, but he took care to arrive ten minutes early in order to survey the meeting place and verify that nothing about the site had changed that might jeopardize the rendezvous. For the past three evenings, he’d visited this hotel exactly at this time, and on each occasion he’d satisfied himself that the location was perfect.


The problem was that this night wasn’t those other nights. A plan that existed perfectly on paper had to match the “real world,” and the real world had a dangerous habit of changing from day to day. A fire might have damaged the building. Or the site might be so unusually crowded that a discreet, nonetheless damning, conversation could be easily overheard. An exit might be blocked. There were too many variables. If anything disturbed him, Buchanan would disguise his concern and drift back into the night. Then by prior agreement, when his contact arrived at 9:30 and didn’t see Buchanan, the contact would know that the circumstance wasn’t ideal, a euphemism for “get your ass out of here,” that the meeting had been postponed until eight tomorrow morning at breakfast at another hotel, and of course Buchanan had arranged a further backup plan in case that second meeting, too, was postponed. Because Buchanan had to assure his contact that every precaution was being considered, that the safety of the contact was Buchanan’s primary consideration.


So Buchanan strolled past the two Mexican porters at the entrance to Club Internacional. Inside the lobby, he eased beyond a group of jovial American tourists on their way to Cancún’s Hard Rock Cafe and tried not to breathe the perfumed, acrid odor of insecticide that the hotel periodically sprayed along its corridors to discourage the area’s considerable population of cockroaches. Buchanan wondered which the guests hated more—the offending spray or the ubiquitous insects that after a while seemed as commonplace as the area’s numerous lizards. While a maid unobtrusively swept up dead insects, Buchanan hesitated at the rear of the lobby just long enough to notice a Japanese guest coming through a door beside the gift shop on the left. That door, Buchanan knew, led to balconies, rooms, and stairwells to the beach. One of many exits. In working order. So far so good.


To his right, he proceeded along a short hallway and came to steps that went down to a restaurant. As on previous nights, the restaurant was moderately busy, just enough for Buchanan and his contact to be inconspicuous but not so busy that they’d be surrounded by potential eavesdroppers.


Again, so far so good. Perhaps I’m wrong, Buchanan thought. Perhaps everything’s going to be fine.


Don’t kid yourself, a warning voice insisted.


Hey, I’m not about to cancel a meeting just because I’ve got a case of nerves.


He felt briefly reassured when a Mexican waiter came over and agreed to sit him at the table he requested. That table was ideally situated in the far right corner, away from the other diners, near the exit to the hotel’s gardens. Buchanan chose a chair that put his back to the wall and gave him a view of the stairs leading down to the restaurant. The air conditioning cooled his sweat. He glanced at his watch: 9:25. His contact would be here in five minutes. Pretending to study a menu, he tried to seem calm.


At once, pulse increasing, he noticed two men appear at the top of the stairs that led to the restaurant.


But Buchanan had expected to meet only one man.


Both were Hispanic. Both wore beige linen suits that were stylishly wrinkled, their yellow silk shirts open to their breast-bones. Each had a gold Rolex watch, as well as several gold neck chains and bracelets. Each was thin, in his thirties, with chiseled, narrow, severe features and thick, dark, slicked-back hair gathered in a ponytail. Their hooded eyes were as dark as their hair, and like their hair, their eyes glinted. Predator’s eyes. Hawk’s eyes. Merciless eyes. The men were gemelos, twins, and as they descended toward the restaurant, they braced their shoulders, puffed out their chests, and exuded confidence, the world at their command.


Buchanan tried to look relaxed while he intensified his awareness. The men immediately headed in his direction. Their foot soldiers would have given them his description, Buchanan knew. More, there would have been surreptitious photographs taken of him. He dreaded being photographed.


As the twins reached his table, Buchanan stood to shake hands with them. He deliberately hadn’t worn a jacket, wanting them to see that he wasn’t armed. They would note that his navy shirt was tucked under his belt rather than hanging loose and possibly concealing a pistol. They would also note that his shirt was somewhat tight, sufficiently so that if he were hiding a tape recorder or a transmitting device, the outline would be obvious. Of course, state-of-the-art transmitters were so miniaturized that one could easily be disguised as a button on his shirt, just as a small handgun could be secured above his ankle, beneath his pants. Not that Buchanan would need a handgun at this proximity. The ballpoint pen in his shirt pocket could be equally lethal. Nonetheless, Buchanan knew that these hawk-eyed men would appreciate his gesture of apparent openness. At the same time, he took for granted that, despite their display of confidence, they would maintain the wariness that had kept them alive this long.


They greeted him in English.


Buchanan replied in Spanish, “Thank you for meeting me.” He used ustedes, the formal word for “you.”


“De nada,” the first man said, and gestured for Buchanan to sit.


Both glanced around the restaurant, seemed satisfied by the meeting place, and sat as well. No doubt, Buchanan thought, they’d ordered subordinates to check the restaurant’s suitability before they’d arrived. Presumably, they also had stationed guards inconspicuously outside the hotel and in the corridor that led to the restaurant. As a further precaution, they took napkins from the table, spread them on their laps, and made a smooth, practiced motion with their right hands that told Buchanan they’d slid a pistol beneath each napkin.


Finally settled, they studied him.


“You have cojones,” the first twin said.


“Gracias.”


“And the luck of a fool,” the second twin said. “We could have dealt with you permanently at any time.”


“Claro que si,” Buchanan said. “Of course. But I hoped that you would listen to reason. I have confidence in the business opportunity I came to offer you.”


“Our business is already satisfying,” the first twin said.


“So what makes you think that you can make our business even more satisfying?” The second twin squinted.


Buchanan spoke softly. “Because you know how satisfying my own business has become. I take for granted that I’m reasoning with disciplined businessmen. Professionals. The proof is that you didn’t respond to my efforts by . . . as you put it . . . dealing with me permanently. You saw how . . .”


Buchanan coughed discreetly in warning and cocked his head to the left.


Their waiter approached and gave them menus. He compared his two Hispanic guests to the solitary norteamericano and obviously decided that since Cancún was Mexico’s most popular resort for Americans, he would give Buchanan the most attention. “Would you like a drink, señores?”


“Tequila for me. Y para mis compadres?” Buchanan turned to them.


“The same,” the first twin said. “Bring lime and salt.”


“Make it doubles for everyone,” the second twin said.


As the waiter departed, the first twin scowled, leaned over the table, almost touching Buchanan, and whispered hoarsely, “No more bullshit, Señor Potter”—the first time he’d used Buchanan’s pseudonym. “What do you want from us? This is your one and only chance.” He reached toward the napkin that covered his lap and patted his pistol. “Give us a reason not to kill you.”
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The briefing had been at a safe site in Fairfax, Virginia, an apartment on the second story of a sprawling complex into which Buchanan could easily blend. He had rented it under his then pseudonym of Brian MacDonald. He had a driver’s license, a passport, a birth certificate, and several credit cards in that name, as well as a detailed fictional background for that temporary identity. His telephone bills indicated that he phoned a number in Philadelphia every Sunday evening, and if anyone investigating Brian MacDonald had called that number, a cheery female receptionist would have answered, “Golden Years Retirement Home.” That establishment did in fact exist, a profitable cover organization for Buchanan’s employers, and its records indicated that a Mrs. MacDonald, Brian’s “mother,” was in residence. She wasn’t in her room at the moment, but she’d be pleased to return a call, and soon an elderly woman who worked for Buchanan’s employers would return the call, the destination of which would of course be traced, the conversation recorded.


Buchanan’s fictitious occupation at that time, three months earlier, had been that of a computer programmer. He had an interest in and talent for computers, so that part of his assumed identity was easy to establish. He worked at home, he told anyone who happened to ask, and the powerful IBM in his apartment, supplied by his employers, validated his claim. As a further proof of his bogus identity, each Thursday he sent backup computer disks via Federal Express to New Age Technology in Boston, another profitable cover organization for Buchanan’s employers, but to maintain the skills of his true occupation, each evening for three hours he exercised at the local Gold’s Gym.


Mostly he waited, trying to be patient, maintaining discipline, eager to do his real work. So when an executive from New Age Technology at last phoned, announced that he’d be in Fairfax on business, and wondered if he could pay a visit, Buchanan thought, Soon. Soon I’ll be useful. Soon I won’t be bored.


His controller knocked on the door on schedule. That was 4:00 P.M. on a Friday, and when Buchanan-MacDonald glanced through the door’s security eye, then let him in, the short, gaunt man in a rumpled suit placed his briefcase on the living room’s coffee table, waited for Buchanan-MacDonald to close and bolt the entrance, then studied his surroundings and asked, “Which would you prefer? To go for a walk or stay here?”


“The apartment’s clean.”


“Good.” The hollow-cheeked controller opened his briefcase. “I need your driver’s license, your passport, your birth certificate, your credit cards, all of your documents for Brian MacDonald. Here are the release forms for you to sign, and here’s my signed receipt.”


Buchanan complied.


“Now here are your further documents,” the thin-lipped controller continued, “and the acceptance form for you to sign. Your new name is Edward Potter. You used to be employed as a . . . Well, it’s all in this file. Every detail of your new background. Knowing how retentive your memory is, I assume that as usual you’ll be able to absorb the information by the time I come back to retrieve the file tomorrow morning. What’s wrong?”


“What took you so long to get in touch with me?” Buchanan asked. “It’s been two months.”


“After your last assignment, we wanted you to disappear for a while. Also, we thought we’d have a use for you as Brian MacDonald. Now that scenario’s been discarded. We’ve got a much more interesting project for you. I think you’ll be pleased. It’s as important as it is risky. It’ll give you quite a rush.”


“Tell me about it.”


His controller studied him. “I sometimes forget how intense field operatives can be, how anxious they are to . . . But then, of course, that’s why you’re field operatives. Because . . .”


“Because? I’ve asked myself that many times. What’s the answer?”


“I should have thought that was obvious. You enjoy being someone else.”


“Yes. Exactly. So indulge me. Pretend I’m a Method actor. What’s my new character’s motivation?”


 


 


4


In the restaurant in Cancún’s Club Internacional, Buchanan showed no fear when the first twin threatened him. Instead, he replied matter-of-factly, “Give you a reason not to kill me? I can give you several million of them.”


“We have many millions as it is,” the first twin said. “What makes you think a few more would make us risk trusting you?”


“Human nature. No matter how much money a person has, it’s never enough. Besides,” Buchanan said, “I didn’t offer a few million. I offered several.”


“Hard to spend in prison. Impossible to spend in the grave,” the second twin said. “The practical response to your offer is to eliminate your interference. We resent a competitor, and we have no need for a partner.”


In the background, the drone of conversing diners muffled their exchange.


“That’s just the point,” Buchanan said, still showing no apprehension. “I don’t want to be your competitor, and you do need a partner.”


The second twin bristled. “You have the nerve to tell us what we need. Your eggs are truly hard-boiled.”


“But they can be cracked,” the first twin growled.


“Definitely,” Buchanan said. “I knew the danger when I set up shop here.”


“Not only here, but in Mérida, Acapulco, and Puerto Vallarta,” the second twin said angrily.


“Plus a few other resorts where you apparently don’t know I’ve established contacts.”


The first twin’s eyes narrowed, emphasizing their hawklike intensity. “You have the impudence to brag to our faces.”


“No.” Buchanan shook his head emphatically. “I’m not bragging. I’m being candid. I hope you’ll appreciate my honesty. I assure you, I’m not being disrespectful.”


The twins considered his apology, frowned at each other, nodded with sullen reluctance, and leaned back in their chairs.


“But by your own admission, you’ve been extremely industrious,” the second twin said. “And at our expense.”


“How else could I have attracted your attention?” Buchanan spread his hands deferentially. “Consider the risk I took, a norteamericano, suddenly conducting business not only in Mexico but in your backyard, in your country’s resorts, especially here in Cancún. Even with my special knowledge, I had no idea who to approach. Fernandez, I suspected you,” Buchanan told the first man. “But I had no idea you had a twin, and to tell the truth”—Buchanan switched his attention to the second man—“I don’t know which of you is Fernandez. When you entered this restaurant, I confess I was stunned. Gemelos. Twins. That explains so much. It was never clear to me how Fernandez could be in two places, Mérida and Acapulco, for example, at one time.”


The first man twisted his thin lips in what passed for a grin. “That was our intention. To cause confusion.” Abruptly he sobered. “But how did you know that even one of us had the first name of Fernandez?” He spoke with increasing speed and ferocity. “What is this special information to which you refer? When our subordinates paid you our courtesy of warning you to stop interfering with our business, why did you ask for this meeting and give our subordinates the names on this sheet of paper?”


To demonstrate, the first twin reached into his wrinkled linen suit coat and produced a folded page. He slapped it onto the table. “The names on this paper are some of our most trusted associates.”


“Well”—Buchanan shrugged—“that just goes to show.”


“Show what?”


“How mistaken you can be about trusted associates.”


“Fucker of your mother, what are you talking about?” the second twin demanded.


So the bait really worked, Buchanan thought. I’m in. I’ve got their attention. Hell, they wouldn’t have both shown up if they weren’t afraid. That list of names spooked them more than I hoped.


“What am I talking about?” Buchanan said. “I’m talking about why you should trust me instead of those bastards. I used to belong to the . . .”


Again, Buchanan coughed in warning.


The twins stiffened as their waiter returned, carrying a tray from which he set onto the table a plate of sliced limes, a bowl of salt, a small spoon, and six shot glasses filled with amber tequila.


“Gracias,” Buchanan said. “Give us ten minutes before we order dinner.”


He used the tiny metal spoon to place salt on his left hand, on the web of skin between his thumb and first finger. “Salud,” he told the twins. He licked the salt from his hand, quickly swallowed the contents of one of the glasses, and as quickly bit into a slice of lime. The sour juice of the lime spurted over his tongue, mixing with the sweet taste of the tequila and the bitterness of the salt, the various flavors combining perfectly. His mouth puckered slightly. His eyes almost watered.


“Never mind drinking to our health. Just worry about yours,” the first twin said.


“I’m not worried,” Buchanan said. “I think we’re going to have a productive relationship.” He watched them lick salt, swallow tequila, and chew on wedges of lime.


Immediately they placed more salt on their hands and waited for him to do the same.


As Buchanan complied, it occurred to him that his was one of the few occupations in which the consumption of alcohol was a mandatory requirement. His opponents wouldn’t trust anyone who didn’t drink with them, the implication being that an abstainer had something to hide. So it was necessary to consume quantities of alcohol, for the purpose of gaining trust from those opponents. By vigilant practice, Buchanan had learned the limit of his tolerance for alcohol, just as he’d learned how to pretend believably that he’d exceeded that tolerance and to convince his opponents that he was drunk and hence saying the truth.


The narrow-faced twins each raised their second glass of tequila, clearly expecting Buchanan to do the same. Their dark eyes glowed with the anticipation that he would soon lose control and reveal a weakness.


“You were saying,” the first twin said, “that you suspect the loyalty of our associates because you used to belong to . . .”
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“The Drug Enforcement Administration,” Buchanan’s controller had told him three months earlier. They’d sat opposite each other in the living room of the safe-site apartment in the sprawling complex in Fairfax, Virginia. Between them, on the coffee table, the gray-haired controller had spread documents, the details of Buchanan’s new identity, what was known in the trade as his legend. “You have to convince your targets that you used to be a special agent for the DEA.”


Buchanan, who was already assuming the characteristics of Edward Potter, deciding how the man would dress and what foods he preferred, pressed the tips of his fingers together almost prayerlike and raised them meditatively to his chin. “Keep talking.”


“You wanted to know your character’s motivation? Well, basically he’s sick of seeing the war against drug dealers turn into a joke. He thinks the government hasn’t provided sufficient funds to prove that it’s serious about fighting the war. He’s disgusted with CIA interference whenever the DEA gets close to the really big dealers. According to your new character, those big dealers are on the CIA payroll, supplying information about the politics in the volatile Third World countries from which they get their product. So naturally, the CIA clamps down on the DEA whenever one of the Agency’s informants steps in shit.”


“Well, that part won’t be hard to fake. The CIA does have the biggest Third World dealers on its payroll,” Buchanan said.


“Absolutely. However, that’s about to change. Those Third World dealers have become too smug. The information they’ve been supplying isn’t worth squat. They think they can take the Agency’s money, do virtually nothing in return, and in effect give the Agency the finger. Apparently, they didn’t learn from our invasion of Panama.”


“Of course not,” Buchanan said. “After we grabbed Noriega, other dealers took his place. Nothing changed, except children starved to death because of the economic embargo.”


“Good. You’re beginning to sound like your new personality,” Buchanan-Potter’s controller said.


“Hey, I lost friends in the Panama invasion. At the start, I believed the invasion was necessary. But when I saw the pathetic follow-up—why doesn’t the American government do things all the way?—I wanted to vomit.”


“Even better. You’re convincing me, and I know you’re acting, so obviously you’ve got a damned fine chance of convincing your targets.”


“But I’m not acting.”


“Buchanan, give it a rest, okay? We’ve got a lot of details to cover. So save your Method-acting techniques until later.”


“Don’t call me Buchanan. My name is Edward Potter.”


“Sure, right, Edward. Maybe it’ll give you further motivation to know that your assignment is intended to compensate for the halfhearted follow-up to what happened in Panama. Your ultimate objective is to scare the living bejesus out of the Agency’s Third World drug-lord informants who still make jokes about the American lives lost in the useless invasion of Panama.”


“No. That’s Buchanan’s motivation. I don’t want to hear that. I don’t want my mind to be contaminated. Just tell me about Edward Potter. What’s his motivation?”


The pallid controller lowered his head, shook it, and sighed. “I have to tell you, Buchanan—”


“Potter.”


“—sometimes you worry me. Sometimes I think you absorb yourself too much in your assumed identities.”


“But you’re not risking your ass if I forget who the hell I’m supposed to be. So don’t fool with my life. From now on, talk to me with the assumption that I’m Edward Potter.”


Again the controller sighed. “Whatever you want, Edward. Your wife divorced you because you were too devoted to your job and not enough to her and your two sons. She remarried. Because of the numerous threats you’ve received from drug dealers, she asked for and was granted a court order that forbids you to come anywhere near her and your children without prior approval from her and without guarantees of safety. Her new husband earns two hundred thousand a year as an owner of several health spas. You, by comparison, earn a paltry forty thousand—or rather, used to earn that amount—a salary that’s especially humiliating in contrast with the millions earned by the scum you arrested and saw released on bail and eventually plea-bargained to a short-term sentence in a minimum-security prison. You’re convinced that if you’d accepted the bribes you were offered, your wife would have been satisfied with a new house, et cetera, and wouldn’t have left you. When everything you believed in collapsed, you got pissed. You decided that by God, if you couldn’t beat the drug lords, you’d join them. You’d show your fucking wife that you could earn a hundred times as much as her faggot new husband. Your dick was bigger than his.”


“Yes,” Buchanan-Potter said. “My dick is bigger.”


The controller stared. “Amazing.”


Buchanan-Potter’s cheek muscles hardened. “So how do I get even?”
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“You used to be an agent for the Drug Enforcement Administration?” In the restaurant in Cancún’s Club Internacional, the first Hispanic twin spoke softly yet with paradoxical force. Shocked, he and his brother jerked back in their chairs.


“Take it easy,” Buchanan said. “I’m on your side now.”


“Certainly,” the second twin said derisively. “By all means. Of course.”


“And you truly expect us to believe this?” the first twin demanded. “To accept that you’re a defector and to trust you?”


“It’s not as if I haven’t made a gesture of good faith,” Buchanan said. “That folded sheet of paper beneath your hand. If you put pressure on the Bahamian bank officials you hire to launder money, you’ll find that the supposedly loyal associates I mentioned on that list all have secret offshore bank accounts. Now I realize that graft is a way of life down here. But I think you’ll agree that the amounts your supposedly loyal associates put away for a rainy day are considerably higher than payoffs and kickbacks alone would explain.”


The second twin squinted. “Assuming for the moment that your information is correct . . .”


“Oh, it is. That goes without saying. After all, I’m guaranteeing it with the best collateral imaginable.”


“And what is that?” The first twin tapped his fingers on the table.


“My life. If I’m lying about those bank accounts—and it won’t be hard for you to discover if I am—you’ll have me killed.”


“But in the meantime, perhaps you’ll be able to accomplish whatever you intend and drop out of sight before we can get our hands on you.” The second twin squinted more severely.


“What could I possibly accomplish?” Buchanan gestured. “Until you investigate the men on that list and decide if my information is valuable, you won’t let me into your confidence. You won’t do business with me.”


“We might not do business with you even if you’re telling the truth.” The first twin kept tapping his fingers on the table.


“There’s always that possibility.” Buchanan shrugged. “But the way I see it, I’m taking all the risks and you’re taking none. Certainly there’s nothing risky about your meeting me here—at a mutually agreeable, neutral place—for drinks and dinner. At the worst, you’ve been inconvenienced. From my point of view, however, at the worst, I get dead.”


Without looking at each other, the twins seemed to reach a mutual conclusion.


“Exactamente.” The second twin turned toward the half-filled restaurant, caught their waiter’s attention, pointed toward the glasses on their table, held up two fingers, and then waved his hand in a circle, indicating he wanted another round of tequila, doubles for everyone. Seeing the waiter nod, he pivoted toward Buchanan. “You interrupted before I could finish my earlier question.”


“Perdón. So ask it now.”


“Assuming you’re telling the truth about these offshore bank accounts, how do you explain the considerable amounts you claim our associates have hidden from us? What is the source of those funds? They must be bribes from drug-enforcement officers for supplying information. The only other explanation would be that they’re stealing a portion of our merchandise or else the money we collect, and I assure you we can account for every kilo we send to the United States and every dollar we get back.”


Buchanan shook his head. “Bribes alone won’t explain the tremendous sums in these offshore accounts. As you’re aware, drug-enforcement officers have never been known for being overly generous with their bribes. Their budget’s stretched too thin. But as it happens, you’re wrong about having protected yourselves against theft. Your men are running an extremely sophisticated skim operation.”


“What?” The second twin looked stunned. “No es posible.”


“It’s not only possible. It’s a fact.”


“I’m telling you, we’d know!”


“Not this way. Not the way they’re doing it. They’re using rogue DEA officers to help them skim. How many shipments did you lose last year? An approximate percentage. Ten percent?”


“More or less,” the first twin said. “It’s inevitable that some of our shipments will be discovered. Couriers get nervous and make mistakes. Or DEA officers happen to be at the right place at the right time. We expect a certain percentage of losses. It goes with the business.”


“But what if some of those couriers weren’t as nervous as they pretended?” Buchanan asked. “And what if those DEA officers had advance warning to be at the right place at the right time? And what if those couriers and DEA officers were in business for themselves?”


As the waiter brought the second round of drinks, the group became silent. The moment the waiter departed, they assessed the restaurant’s customers, assured themselves that no one was close enough to overhear, then faced one another, raising glasses, going through the ritual of consuming salt, tequila, and lime.


“Finish what you were saying.” The first twin clearly hoped that the alcohol would affect Buchanan’s judgment and reveal a weakness.


“Their system’s quite clever.” Buchanan set down the slice of lime from which he’d chewed. “The rogue agents from the DEA have to satisfy their superiors that they’re doing their job. So they surrender a portion of what they confiscate. Then the government brags about how it’s winning the war on drugs, and the American television networks report the latest victory on the evening news. But what the government doesn’t know, and of course the American public, is that other shipments were confiscated and that those shipments were sold to American drug dealers. The money from those sales—millions—is divided between the rogue DEA officers and the trusted associates you’ve put in charge of sending the shipments. As far as you’re concerned, those shipments have been accounted for. By your own admission, you expect those losses. As long as you receive your usual profit, why would you think you were being cheated?”


Both twins glowered.


“How do you know this?” the second twin rasped.


“Because, as I told you, I used to belong to the DEA. I wasn’t on the take. I was one of the good guys. That’s how I thought of myself, dummy that I was. I did my job. But I’m not blind. I saw what was going on. The thing is, drug enforcement is the same as any other police work. You don’t turn against your fellow officers. If you do, they have ways to make your life a nightmare. So I had to keep quiet. And then . . .”


Scowling, Buchanan gulped his further glass of tequila.


“Yes? And then?” The second twin leaned toward him.


“That’s none of your business.”


“With respect, given our reason for meeting here, it’s very much our business.”


“I had personal problems,” Buchanan said.


“Don’t we all? We’re men of the world. We understand personal problems only too well. There’s no need to be defensive. Unburden yourself. It’s good for the soul. What problems could have . . .?”


“I prefer not to talk about it.” Buchanan made his elbow slip off the table, as if the tequila had started to work on him. “I’ve told you what I came to say. You know how to reach me. Use your contacts to investigate your associates’ offshore bank accounts. When you find out I was telling the truth, I hope you’ll decide that the three of us can cooperate.”


With heart-stopping recognition, Buchanan glanced toward the stairs that led down to the restaurant and noticed a man, an American, in company with a Hispanic woman who wore a revealing dress and too much makeup, approach a waiter and ask for a table. The American was in his forties, tall, with extremely broad shoulders and a bulky chest, his sandy hair trimmed upward in a brush cut. His ample stomach protruded against his too-small green T-shirt and hung over the waist on his low-slung jeans. He wore sneakers and puffed on a cigarette as he gave orders to the waiter.


Oh, Jesus, Buchanan thought. His mind raced. How am I going to—?


The first twin shook his head. “Too many things about you trouble us.”


Desperate to avoid the man who’d entered the restaurant, Buchanan concentrated on his targets.


“Crawford!” a booming voice called.


Buchanan ignored it. “What exactly troubles you?”


“Crawford! By Jesus, long time no see!” The booming voice cracked crustily and became a smoker’s cough.


Buchanan continued to direct his attention straight toward his targets.


“Crawford!” the voice boomed louder. “Have you gone deaf? Don’t you hear me? Where by Jesus did you get to after Iraq?” The voice was made more conspicuous because of its heavy, drawling Texas accent. “When they flew us to Germany and we touched down in Frankfurt, I wanted to buy you a drink to celebrate gettin’ out of that Arab hellhole. But one minute you was there in the terminal with all them officials greetin’ us and reporters aimin’ their cameras. The next minute you dropped out of sight like one of our broken drill bits down a dry well.”


The drawling voice boomed so close that Buchanan couldn’t possibly pretend to ignore it. He shifted his gaze from his fidgeting targets toward the looming sun-and-alcohol-reddened face of the beefy American.


“I beg your pardon?” Buchanan asked.


“Crawford. Don’t you recognize your ol’ buddy? This is Big Bob Bailey talkin’ to you. Come on, you can’t have forgotten me. We was prisoners together in Kuwait City and Baghdad. Jesus, who’d have ever figured that nutcase would actually believe he could get away with invadin’ Kuwait? I’ve worked my share of tough jobs, but when those Iraqi tanks pulled onto our drillin’ site, I don’t mind admittin’ I was so shittin’ scared I . . .”


Buchanan shook his head in confusion.


“Crawford, have you got post-trauma whatever the hell the shrinks who talked to me in Germany called it? Have you been drinkin’ more than I have? This is Big Bob Bailey speakin’ to you. We and a bunch of other American oil workers was held hostages together.”


“I’m pleased to meet you, Bob,” Buchanan said. “But apparently you’ve confused me with someone else.”


The twins watched Buchanan intensely.


“Give me a break. Your name is Crawford,” the beefy American said. “Jim Crawford.”


“Nope. Sorry. My name’s Ed Potter.”


“But—”


“Honestly, I’m not Jim Crawford. I’m Ed Potter, and I’ve never seen you before. Whoever Jim Crawford is, I must resemble him.”


“More than resemble, and that’s a damned fact.”


“But you’re mistaken. I’m not him.”


The twins watched Buchanan with greater intensity.


“Well, I’ll be a . . .” The American looked uneasy, his sun-and-alcohol-reddened face becoming redder with embarrassment. “Sorry, pal. I would have sworn . . . I must have been partyin’ too much. Here, let me make up for interruptin’ and buy you and your friends a drink. Honest to God, I didn’t mean to bother you.” The American backed off, staggering slightly as he retreated.


“No problem,” Buchanan said.
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But it was a problem. A big problem. One of the nightmares Buchanan dreaded was the risk that a contact from a previous assignment would wander into a present one. Twice in Buchanan’s career, fellow specialists had happened to enter locations (a pub in London, a café in Paris) where Buchanan was using false identities to recruit informants who might help him infiltrate terrorist networks. In each case, Buchanan had noticed the subtle look of recognition in his fellow operative’s eyes. Briefly, Buchanan had felt nervous. However, his counterpart—obeying an absolute rule of tradecraft—had ignored Buchanan and soon, when it seemed natural, had left the location.


But while Buchanan could count on the tact of a professional, there was no way to guard against the spontaneity of a civilian whom he’d encountered on another mission, a civilian who had no idea of Buchanan’s true occupation. The beefy American—now retreating in confusion to a table where his female escort waited—had indeed known Buchanan in Kuwait City as well as in Baghdad, and Buchanan’s name at that time had indeed been Jim Crawford. Prior to the Allied counterstrike, Buchanan had been inserted at night via a high-altitude, low-opening parachute drop into Kuwait to reconnoiter Iraqi defenses. Buchanan had buried his jump equipment in the desert, then hiked through the dark toward the lights of Kuwait City. He wore civilian clothes—a soiled work shirt and jeans—and carried documents that identified him as an American oil worker from Oklahoma. If stopped, his cover story would be that he’d gone into hiding when the Iraqis invaded. His scraggly beard, unkempt hair, and haggard appearance would reinforce that story. For three weeks, aided by Allied sympathizers, he was able to use a small two-way radio to broadcast important information to his superiors, but prior to his extraction by submarine, an Iraqi patrol had discovered him on the way to the beach.


It wasn’t any wonder that Big Bob Bailey shook his head in confusion as he joined his female escort at a table in the restaurant. After all, Buchanan had spent a month with Bailey and other captive oil workers, first in the confinement of a demolished Kuwait City hotel, then in one of several trucks that transported the Americans from Kuwait to Iraq, and finally in a warehouse in Baghdad.


Saddam Hussein eventually set free the Americans “as a Christmas present to the United States.” They were flown via Iraqi Airlines to various destinations, one of which was Frankfurt, Germany. Big Bob Bailey sat next to Buchanan during the latter flight. Big Bob Bailey chattered endlessly, with nervous relief, about how when they touched down he intended to get good and drunk with his good ol’ pal Jim Crawford. But when they entered the terminal, Jim Crawford disappeared among the crowd, shielded by plainclothes Special Operations personnel who hurried Buchanan to a safe site and intensely debriefed him.


That had been twelve assignments ago, however, and Big Bob Bailey had become just another vaguely remembered contact to whom Buchanan had played one of his numerous roles.


Big Bob Bailey. Damn it, he was from another life. From several lives past. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was ancient history. Big Bob Bailey was just a minor character in . . .


But at the moment, Big Bob Bailey was very much a major character in this life, Buchanan thought in dismay.


And Big Bob Bailey wouldn’t stop looking over at Buchanan, all the while squinting and shaking his head as if he wasn’t just confused now but angry, convinced that Buchanan was Jim Crawford and insulted because Buchanan wouldn’t admit it.


Jesus, Buchanan thought, he looks pissed off enough that he might come over again! If he does, my cover will be absolutely destroyed. These two Mexican drug distributors didn’t stay alive this long by being idiots. Check their eyes. They’re already wondering what’s going on. I’ve got to . . .


“I guess it’s a variation on an old joke,” he told the first twin. “South of the border, all Americans look alike, sometimes even to each other.”


“Yes,” the first twin replied.


“Very amusing,” the second twin said flatly.


“But he certainly attracted attention to us,” Buchanan continued.


“I think the sooner we get out of here, the better,” the second twin said. “Especially before that man comes back here, which I suspect he’s about to do.”


“Fine with me. Let’s go.” Buchanan stood to walk toward the stairs that led up from the restaurant.


“No, this way,” the second twin said. He touched Buchanan’s arm and gestured toward the rear entrance, a sliding glass door that gave access to the hotel’s night-shrouded gardens.


“Good idea,” Buchanan said. “It’s faster. Less conspicuous.” He signaled the waiter that he’d left money on the table and turned toward the glass door.


As Buchanan stepped from the restaurant into the humid, fragrant gardens, as he heard the glass door being slid shut behind him, he noticed that the twins had positioned themselves on either side of him. He noticed as well that they held the napkins beneath which each had earlier concealed a pistol in his lap, and the napkins didn’t look empty. Finally, he noticed a piece of the night step from between tall bushes to the left of the door, bushes that would have given the bodyguard a hidden view through the glass while Buchanan spoke with the twins.


The bodyguard was Hispanic, unusually tall and large-boned.


Like the twins, he held a pistol. Hard to tell in the shadows, but it looked like a 9-mm Beretta equipped with a sound suppressor.


And imitating the expression on his employers’ faces, the bodyguard scowled.
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“Who the fuck are you?” the first twin demanded, jabbing Buchanan’s chest.


“Hey, what are you—?” Buchanan tried to object.


“We’re too close to the windows of the restaurant. Someone inside will see,” the second twin cautioned his brother. “We need to go down to the beach.”


“Yes,” the first twin said. “The beach. The fucking beach.”


“Todavia no. Not yet,” the bodyguard warned. He unhooked a hand-held metal detector from his belt and quickly but thoroughly scanned it over Buchanan.


The metal detector beeped three times.


“His belt buckle. His keys. A pen,” the bodyguard said, not needing to explain that the buckle might conceal a knife, that the keys and pen could be used as weapons.


“Take off your belt,” the first twin ordered Buchanan. “Drop your keys and the pen on the ground.”


“What’s wrong? I don’t understand,” Buchanan insisted.


The second twin showed his pistol, a 9-mm Browning. “Do what you’re told.”


The bodyguard jabbed his Beretta into Buchanan’s left kidney. “Rapido. Ahora. Now.”


Buchanan complied, removing his belt, dropping it along with his keys and his pen.


The first twin snatched them up.


The second twin shoved Buchanan away from the restaurant toward the gardens.


The bodyguard kept the Beretta low, inconspicuous, and followed.
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The gardens were spacious, filled with flowering shrubs, trickling pools, and meandering paths. Here and there, small lights of various colors projected from the ground, illuminating the walkways, tinting the shrubs, reflecting off the pools. Nonetheless, compared to the glare from the windows of the towering hotel, the garden was cloaked in darkness. Anyone who happened to look out would see merely the vague, moving shadows of four men out for a stroll, Buchanan thought. Certainly an observer wouldn’t be able to see that three of the men held pistols by their sides. Not that it mattered. If anyone did see the weapons and felt compelled to phone the police, whatever was going to happen would have ended by the time the police arrived.


As Buchanan proceeded along a walkway toward the splash of waves on the beach, he assessed his options. One was to take advantage of the garden’s darkness, overpower his captors, and escape, using the shrubs for cover in case any of his captors survived his attack and started shooting. Or at least Buchanan could attempt to escape. The problem was that his captors would be anticipating the likelihood of his using the darkness. They’d be primed for a sudden movement, and as soon as he made one, he’d be shot. The sound suppressor on the bodyguard’s Beretta would prevent anyone in the hotel from hearing the weapon’s report. By the time Buchanan’s corpse was discovered, the three Hispanics would be far from the area.


That wasn’t the only problem, Buchanan thought. If he did manage to catch the Hispanics by surprise, the darkness that initially helped him might then work against him. All he needed to do was collide with an unseen object as he fought with his captors. If he lost his balance . . .


But a further problem—and the one to which Buchanan gave the most importance—was that the Hispanics might be threatening him merely to test him. After all, he couldn’t expect the twins to believe his cover story simply because his manner of presenting it was confident and convincing. They’d need all sorts of proof about his authenticity. All sorts. Every detail of his fictitious background would bear up under investigation. Buchanan’s controllers had made sure of that. A female operative was posing as Ed Potter’s ex-wife. A male operative was posing as her new husband. Each had a well-documented fictitious background, and each had been coached about what to say if anyone asked questions. Certain members of the DEA were prepared to claim that they’d known Ed Potter when he was an agent. In addition, the details of Ed Potter’s DEA career had been planted in a dossier in government computers.


But perhaps Buchanan’s opponents would take the solidity of his cover story for granted. Then what other way did they have to verify his authenticity? The more Buchanan thought about it, the more the issue became, Were the twins truly furious or only pretending to be? Would the twins suspect his credibility just because a drunken American had claimed to have known him as Jim Crawford, or was it more likely that the twins would take advantage of the drunken American’s claim and use it as a pretense for intimidating Buchanan, for trying their best to frighten him, for doing their damnedest to find a weakness in his confidence?


Layers within layers. Nothing was ever self-evident, Buchanan thought in turmoil as his captors nudged him along a path toward the muted lights of an outdoor bar at the edge of the beach.


The bar had a sloping thatched roof supported by wooden pillars. There weren’t any walls. Bamboo tables and chairs surrounded the oval counter, giving several groups of drinkers a view of white-capped waves in the darkness. Sections of the hotel bordered the gardens, so that the only way for Buchanan and his captors to get to the beach was to pass near the bar.


“Do not expect those people to help you,” the first twin murmured on Buchanan’s right as they neared the bar. “If you make a commotion, we will shoot you in front of them. They do not matter to us.”


“They are drunk, and we are in shadows. As witnesses, they are useless,” the second twin added on Buchanan’s left.


“And they cannot see my pistol. I have covered it with my jacket. But be assured I am aiming it at your spine,” the bodyguard said behind Buchanan.


“Hey, let’s lighten up, okay? I’m missing something here. Why all this talk about shooting?” Buchanan asked. “I wish the three of you would relax and tell me what’s going on. I came to you in good faith. I wasn’t armed. I’m not a threat to you. But all of a sudden, you—”


“Shut up while we pass the people in the bar,” the first twin murmured in Spanish.


“Or the next words you speak will be your last,” the second twin said. “Entiende? Understand?”


“Your logic is overwhelming,” Buchanan said.


A few tourists glanced up from their margaritas as Buchanan and the others walked by. Then one of the tourists finished telling a joke, and everybody at that table laughed.


The nearby outburst in reaction to the joke was so loud and unexpected that it made the twins flinch and jerk their heads toward the noise. Presumably, the bodyguard was also surprised. There wasn’t any way for Buchanan to know for certain. Still, the odds were in his favor. He could have done it then. He could have taken advantage of the distraction, smashed the side of his hands against the larynx of each twin, kicked backward with his left foot angled sideways to break the bodyguard’s knee, and spun to snap the wrist that held the Beretta. He could have done all that in less than two seconds. The light from the bar made him able to see clearly enough that he wouldn’t have had to worry about the accuracy of his blows. The agonizing damage to the throats of the twins would have prevented them from breathing. In their panic to fill their lungs with air, they would not have had time to think about shooting Buchanan, not before he’d finished the bodyguard and swung back to finish them. That would have taken another second or two. All told, four seconds, max, and Buchanan would have been safe.


But as confident as he was of success, Buchanan didn’t do it. Because his safety wasn’t the point. If all he cared about was his safety, he wouldn’t have accepted this mission in the first place. The mission. That was the point. As the laughter of the tourists subsided, as the twins and their bodyguard regained their discipline, as Buchanan and his captors finished passing the bar and reached the murky beach, Buchanan told himself, How would you have explained it to your superiors? I can imagine the expression on their faces if you told them the mission failed because you got so nervous you killed your contacts. Your career would be over. This isn’t the first time someone’s aimed a pistol at you. You know damned well that on this assignment it would have happened sooner or later. These guys aren’t dummies. Plus, they’ll never trust you until they learn if you can handle stress. So let them find out. Be cool. Play out the role.


But what would Ed Potter do? Buchanan wondered. Wouldn’t a corrupt ex-DEA officer try to escape if he thought the drug distributors from whom he was taking business had decided that killing him was less risky and less trouble than becoming partners with him?


Maybe, Buchanan thought. Ed Potter might try to run. After all, he isn’t me. He doesn’t have my training. But if I behave the way Ed Potter truly would, there’s a good chance I’ll get myself killed. I’ve got to modify the character. Right now, my audience is testing me for weakness.


But by God, they won’t find any.


Club Internacional had a sidewalk that ran parallel to the beach. The stars were brilliant, although the moon had not yet risen. A cool breeze came off the ocean out of the darkness. Hearing the distant echo of more laughter from the bar, which was shielded from him by a row of tall shrubs and a waist-high wall, Buchanan paused at the edge of the sidewalk.


“All right,” he said. “Here’s the beach. It’s nice. Real nice. Now would you put those guns away and tell me what in God’s name this is all about? I haven’t done anything to—”
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“God’s name?” the first twin asked, and shoved Buchanan off the sidewalk onto the sand. “Yes, a name. Many names. That’s what this is all about. Ed Potter. Jim Crawford.”


Buchanan felt his shoes sink into the sand and spun to face the twins as well as their bodyguard, where they stood slightly above him on the sidewalk. “Hey, just because some drunk thinks he knows me? Haven’t you ever been mistaken for—?”


“The only person I have ever been mistaken for is my brother,” the second twin said. “I do not believe in coincidence. I do not believe that in the middle of a conversation about my business and my safety, I can ignore anyone—drunk or not—who interrupts to tell me the man I am speaking to is not the man he claims to be.”


“Come on! That drunk admitted he was wrong!” Buchanan insisted.


“But he did not look convinced,” the first twin snapped.


Two murky silhouettes approached along the beach. Buchanan and his antagonists became silent. The Hispanics stiffened, wary. Then the silhouettes walked near enough for Buchanan to see a man and a woman—American, early twenties—holding hands. The couple seemed oblivious to their surroundings, conscious only of each other. They passed and disappeared into the darkness farther along the beach.


“We can’t stay here,” the second twin said. “Other people will come. We’re still too close to the hotel, especially to the bar.”


“But I want this matter settled,” the first twin said. “I want it settled now.”


The bodyguard scanned the beach and pointed. “Por allí. Over them.”


Buchanan looked. Near the white-capped waves, he saw, were the distinctive outlines of several palapa sun shelters. Each small structure had a slanted circular top made from palm fronds and held up by a seven-foot-tall wooden post. Plastic tables and chairs, as white as the caps on the waves, were distributed among them.


“Yes,” the first twin said. “Over there.”


The Hispanic stepped from the concrete onto the sand and shoved Buchanan hard enough that Ed Potter could not have resisted the thrust, so Buchanan allowed himself to stumble backward.


“Move! Damn you and your mother, move!” the first twin said.


Continuing to stumble, Buchanan turned toward the deserted shelters. Immediately the Hispanic shoved him again, and Buchanan lurched, concentrating to maintain his balance, his shoes slipping in the sand.


The effect of adrenaline made his stomach seem on fire. He wondered if he’d been right not to defend himself earlier. Things had not yet gotten out of control. But the first twin was working himself into a rage. The insults and shoves were occurring more forcefully, more often, and Buchanan had to ask himself, Is this an act? Or is it for real?


If he’s acting, I’ll fail the test by ignoring some of those insults. If this guy shoves me any harder, if I don’t anticipate and absorb the impact, he’ll knock me down. He’ll dismiss me as unworthy of respect if I don’t make a pretense of resisting.


But how much resistance can I show and still be Ed Potter? And how much resistance is enough to satisfy the twin without truly making him angry?


And—


The question kept nagging at Buchanan.


What if this is for real?


As Buchanan reached a shelter, the first twin shoved him again, knocking him across a plastic table.


Buchanan straightened and spun. “Now that’s enough! Don’t shove me again! If you’ve got questions, ask them. I’ll explain whatever’s bothering you! I can settle this misunderstanding! But damn it, keep your hands off me!”


“Keep my hands off you?” The first twin stepped close to Buchanan, grabbed Buchanan’s shirt and twisted it with his fist, then raised the shirt so that Buchanan felt suspended by it. “What I’d like to do is shove my hand down your throat and pull out your guts.”


Buchanan smelled the tequila on his breath.


Abruptly the twin released his grip on Buchanan’s shirt.


Buchanan allowed himself to topple, sprawling again across the table, this time on his back instead of his chest. It took all his discipline to restrain himself from retaliating. He kept reminding himself, The mission. You can’t jeopardize the mission. You can’t fight back until you’re certain he intends to kill you. So far, all he’s done is shove, insult, and threaten you. Those aren’t good enough reasons for you to abort the mission by responding with deadly force.


Surrounded by darkness, glimpsing the lights of the hotel beyond the twins and their bodyguard, Buchanan stared up at the first twin, who grabbed him again, jerked him to his feet, and thrust him into a chair. Buchanan’s spine banged against the plastic. Waves splashed behind him.


“You promise that you can explain? Then do so. By all means, explain. It will be amusing to hear”—the twin suddenly pressed the muzzle of his 9-mm Browning pistol against Buchanan’s forehead—“how you intend to settle what you call this misunderstanding.”


That almost made the difference. Buchanan’s pulse quickened. His muscles compacted. Inhaling, he prepared to—


But the twin hasn’t cocked the pistol, Buchanan noticed, and the Browning doesn’t have a sound suppressor. If he intends to kill me, isn’t it more likely that he’d want to avoid causing a commotion? He’d use the bodyguard’s Beretta, which does have a sound suppressor, so he wouldn’t attract a crowd from the bar.


It’s still possible that this is an act.


Sweating, mustering resolve, Buchanan watched the second twin approach.


The man stopped beside his brother and peered down. Even in the gloom, his eyes were vividly hawklike. “Listen carefully,” he told Buchanan. “We are going to talk about names. But not the name that the drunken American called you in the restaurant. Not Jim Crawford, or at least not only Jim Crawford. And not just Ed Potter. Other names. Many other names. In fact, so many that I find it impossible to remember them all.” He pulled a folded piece of paper from his suit coat. “You gave us a list of names of our associates whom you claim betrayed us. Well, I have a different list, one with other names.” He unfolded the paper and aimed a penlight at it so he could read. “John Block. Richard Davis. Paul Higgins. Andrew Macintosh. Henry Davenport. Walter Newton. Michael Galer. William Hanover. Stuart Malik.”


Oh, shit, Buchanan thought.


The second twin stopped reading, scowled at the sheet of paper, shook his head, and sighed. “There are several other names. But those will do for purposes of illustration.” He refolded the piece of paper, returned it to his suit-coat pocket, and at once thrust the penlight close to Buchanan’s face, aiming it into Buchanan’s right eye.


Buchanan jerked his face away to avoid the light.


But the bodyguard had shifted behind Buchanan and abruptly slammed his hands against the sides of Buchanan’s head, making Buchanan’s ears ring. The sudden, stunning pressure of the hands was like a vise. Buchanan tried, but he couldn’t turn his face away. He couldn’t avoid the blinding glare of the slender beam of light aimed into his eye. He reached up to grab the bodyguard’s smallest fingers and snap them in order to make the bodyguard release his grip.


But Buchanan froze in midgesture as the first twin cocked the Browning, the muzzle of which was now pressed against Buchanan’s left temple. Christ, Buchanan thought, he just might do it.


“Bueno. Muy bueno,” the first twin said. “Don’t make trouble.”


The penlight kept glaring at Buchanan’s eye. He blinked repeatedly, then scrunched his eyelid shut, but he could still see the light through the eyelid’s thin skin. He scrunched the eyelid shut tighter. A rough hand grabbed the side of his face, clawing at the eyelid, forcing it up. The light again glared. Buchanan’s eyeball suddenly felt hot, dry, and swollen. The light felt like a bright, hot needle that threatened to lance his eyeball as if it were a festering boil. Buchanan needed all his self-control not to struggle, not to attempt to break away from the hands that bound him—because he knew without doubt that if he struggled again, the first twin would blow his brains out.


“Bueno,” the first twin repeated. “Muy bueno. Excelente. Now, if you wish to live, you will tell us what all of those names that my brother read to you have in common. Think well before you answer.” He nudged the muzzle of the Browning harder against Buchanan’s temple. “I cannot respect, do business with, or tolerate a liar. The names. What is their secret?”


Buchanan swallowed. His voice was hoarse. “They’re all me.”
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Except for the splash of the waves and the pounding of Buchanan’s heart, the night became silent. Then, in the distance, laughter echoing from the hotel’s outside bar broke the quiet. The twins and the bodyguard seemed frozen. At once they moved, the first twin lowering his pistol, the second twin releasing his grip on Buchanan’s right eyelid, then shutting off the penlight, the bodyguard removing his viselike hands from the sides of Buchanan’s head.


The first twin studied Buchanan. “I did not expect the truth.” He sat on a chair near Buchanan, placing his Browning on the table so its muzzle was pointed at Buchanan, leaving his hand on the weapon. “I asked you earlier. I’ll ask you again. Who are you?”


“Ed Potter.” Buchanan closed his right eyelid, massaging it, still seeing the painful glare from the penlight.


“And not John Block? Or Richard Davis? Or Paul Higgins?” the first twin asked.


“Or Jim Crawford?” the second twin insisted.


“I never heard of Jim Crawford,” Buchanan said. “I don’t know what the hell that drunk in the restaurant was talking about. But as far as John Block, Richard Davis, and Paul Higgins are concerned, they’re . . . How did you find out about my aliases?”


“You do not have the right to ask questions.” The first twin tapped the barrel of his pistol on the table. “Why did you assume those names?”


“I’m not a fool,” Buchanan said. His right eye watered. He kept it closed and squinted at his captors with his remaining functional eye. “You expect me to come to Mexico, start smuggling drugs north and weapons south, and use my real name? I’d use a false name if I was dealing drugs in the United States. Here in Mexico, where a yanquí is conspicuous, I had all the more reason to use a false name.”


The second twin turned his penlight on and off as if in warning. “A false name is understandable.”


“But so many false names?” The first twin persisted in tapping the side of his pistol on the table.


“Look, I told you I was doing business in more places than Cancún,” Buchanan said. “I have bases in Mérida, Acapulco, Puerto Vallarta, several resorts I haven’t mentioned.”


“But you will,” the second twin said. “You will.” His voice thickened with emotion. “The names. I want to hear about these names.”


Buchanan slowly opened his right eye. The glare from the penlight was still seared upon his vision. If his gambit didn’t work, they would try to kill him. There’d be a fight (if he was lucky and had the opportunity to try to defend himself), but he didn’t have much chance of surviving a struggle against three men while his vision was impaired.


“Answer!” the second twin barked.


“I take it as a given that when an American does illegal business in a foreign country, natives of that country have to be recruited,” Buchanan said. “Those natives can go places and do things that the American wouldn’t dare to without the risk of being conspicuous. The local authorities have to be bribed. The drugs need to be picked up from the suppliers. The weapons need to be delivered to those suppliers. There’s no way I’m going to try to bribe the Mexican police. Even as bribable as they are, they might decide to make an example of a gringo and stick me in jail for a hundred years. I’d just as soon someone else took the risk of picking up the drugs and delivering the weapons, especially when it comes to dealing with those crazy bastards in the Medellín cartel. Let’s face it—Mexico’s so poor, there are plenty of young men who are glad to risk their lives if I pay them what they think is a fortune but what to me is nothing. Of course, I need recruits in every resort where I do business, and while I’m in those resorts, I need a cover story to account for my presence. A tourist attracts attention if he comes back every three weeks. But a businessman doesn’t, and one of the most commonplace American businessmen at Mexican resorts is a time-share condominium salesman. American tourists don’t trust Mexican salesmen to lease them real estate. But they’ll trust an American. Under assumed names in all the resorts where I have a base, I’ve convinced the authorities that I’m legitimate. Naturally, I use a different name in each resort, and I have false documents in that name. But here’s the trick. If my Mexican recruits in each resort get picked up by the police or questioned by suppliers who have turned against me, my recruits don’t know the assumed name I’m using. They don’t know where I live or where I do business. Except on terms of my own choosing, they have no way to get in touch with me or to lead the police or a drug supplier to me. The name by which each recruit knows me is also assumed, but of course I don’t need identification papers for those other names.”


The first twin leaned forward, his hand on his pistol. “Keep talking.”


“Each of the characters I pretend to be has a particular style of clothes, a preference for different foods, an individual way about him. One might slouch. Another might stand rigidly straight, as if he used to be in the military. Another might have a slight stutter. Still another might comb his hair straight back. Or have spectacles. Or wear a baseball cap. There’s always something about the character that’s memorable. That way, if the police start asking questions about a man with a certain name and certain mannerisms, it’ll be difficult to find that man because the mannerisms are as false as the name. I mentioned after that drunken American confused me with someone else back at the restaurant—his mistake is a variation of an old saying that all foreigners look the same to Americans. Well, that saying can be turned around. Most Americans resemble one another as far as Mexicans are concerned. We weigh too much. We’re clumsy. We’ve got too much money, and we’re not very generous with it. We’re loud. We’re rude. So any American who has easy-to-describe individual characteristics will be remembered by my recruits, and if they’re forced to give that description—‘he has spectacles and always wears a baseball cap’—to an enemy, all I have to do is assume a different set of characteristics, blend with other Americans, and become invisible.”


Buchanan watched the twins, wondering, Are they buying it?


The first twin frowned. “Since you use so many false names, how do we know that Ed Potter is your true identity?”


“What motive would I have for lying? I had to tell you my real name or else you wouldn’t be able to investigate my background and satisfy yourselves that I’m not a threat to you.”


Buchanan waited, hoping that he’d overcome their misgivings. He’d followed a rule of deep-cover operations. If someone challenges you to the point that you’re about to be exposed, the best defense was the truth—or rather, a version of the truth, a special slant on it that doesn’t compromise the mission and yet sounds so authentic that it defeats skepticism. In this case, Buchanan had established a cover, as he’d explained to the twins, but then he had yet another cover, that of Ed Potter. The latter cover was intended to manipulate the twins into accepting him as a partner. But the false names he used as a time-share condominium salesman in various resorts, and the further false names that he used with his recruits, had not been intended as a way to impress the twins and demonstrate that he would be an asset to them. Rather, those false identities had been a way for Buchanan to protect himself against the Mexican government and, equally important, to prevent the Mexican authorities from tracing his illegal activities to a covert branch of the United States military. The last thing Buchanan’s controllers wanted was an international incident. Indeed, even if Buchanan was arrested while he was posing as Edward Potter, his activities could still not be traced to his controllers. Because he had yet another cover. He would deny to the authorities that he had ever belonged to the DEA, and in the meantime, his controllers would remove or erase all the supporting details for that assumed identity. Buchanan would claim that he had invented the DEA story in order to infiltrate the drug distribution system. He would insist—and there would be supporting details for this cover also—that he was a free-lance journalist who wanted to write an exposé about the Mexican drug connection. If the Mexican authorities tried to investigate beyond that cover, they would find nothing that linked Buchanan to U.S. Special Operations.


“Perhaps,” the first twin said. “Perhaps we can work together.”


“Perhaps?” Buchanan asked. “Madre de Dios, what do I have to do to convince you?”


“First we will investigate your background.”


“By all means,” Buchanan said.


“Then we will determine if some of our associates have betrayed us as you claim.”


“No problem.” Buchanan’s chest flooded with triumph. I’ve turned it around, he thought. Five minutes ago, they were ready to kill me, and I was trying to decide if I’d have to kill them. But I did the right thing. I kept my cool. I talked my way out of it. The mission hasn’t been jeopardized.


“You will stay with us while we verify your credentials,” the second twin said.


“Stay with you?”


“Do you have a problem with that?” the first twin asked.


“Not really,” Buchanan said. “Except that making me a prisoner is a poor way to begin a partnership.”


“Did I say anything about making you a prisoner?” The second twin smiled. “You will be our guest. Every comfort will be given to you.”


Buchanan forced himself to return the smile. “Sounds fine with me. I could use a taste of the lifestyle I want to become accustomed to.”


“But there is one other matter,” the first twin said.


“Oh? What’s that?” Buchanan inwardly tensed.


The second twin turned on his penlight and flicked its glare past Buchanan’s right eye. “The drunken American in the restaurant. You will need to prove to our satisfaction that you were not in Kuwait and Iraq at the time he claims he spent time with you there.”


“For Christ sake, are you still fixated on that drunk? I don’t understand how I’m supposed to—”
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“Crawford!” a man’s voice boomed from the darkness near the hotel’s bar. The voice was deep, crusty from cigarettes, thick from alcohol.


“What’s that?” the first twin quickly asked.


Oh no, Buchanan thought. Oh, Jesus, no. Not when I’ve almost undone the damage from the first time.


“Crawford!” Big Bob Bailey yelled again. “Is that you flashin’ that light over there?” A hulking silhouette lurched from the hotel’s gardens, a beefy man who’d had too much to drink and now had trouble walking in the sand. “Yes, you, damn it! I mean you, Crawford! You and them spics you’re talkin’ with under that fancy beach umbrella or whatever the hell it is.” He stumbled closer, breathing heavily. “You son of a bitch, I want a straight answer! I want to know why you’re lyin’ to me! ’Cause you and me both know your name’s Jim Crawford! We both know we was prisoners in Kuwait and Iraq! So why won’t you admit it? How come you made a fool of me? You think I’m not good enough to drink with you and your spic pals or somethin’?”


“I don’t like the feel of this,” the first twin said.


“Something’s wrong,” the second twin said.


“Very wrong.” The first twin snapped his gaze away from Big Bob Bailey’s awkwardly approaching shadow and riveted it upon Buchanan. “You’re trouble. You Americans have an expression. ‘Better safe than sorry.’ ”


“Come on, he’s just a drunk!” Buchanan said.


“Crawford!” Big Bob Bailey yelled.


I don’t have another choice, Buchanan thought.


“Shoot him,” the first twin told the bodyguard.


(I’ve got to—!)


“I’m talkin’ to you!” Big Bob Bailey stumbled. “Crawford! By Jesus, answer me!”


“Shoot them both,” the second twin told the bodyguard. But Buchanan was already in motion, lunging from the plastic chair, diving toward the left, toward the first twin and the Browning pistol he’d set on the table, his hand spread over it.


Behind Buchanan, the bodyguard fired. With the sound suppressor on the barrel, the guard’s Beretta made a muffled pop. The bullet missed the back of Buchanan’s head.


However, it didn’t miss Buchanan entirely. As he rose and lunged, his right shoulder appeared where his head had been, and the bullet sliced, burning, through the muscle at the side of that shoulder. Before the bodyguard could shoot a second time, Buchanan had collided with the first twin, toppling him over his chair, simultaneously grabbing for the first twin’s weapon. But the first twin would not let go of it.


“Shoot!” the second twin told the bodyguard.


“I can’t! I might hit your brother!”


“Crawford, what the hell’s goin’ on?” Big Bob Bailey yelled.


Rolling in the sand, Buchanan strained to keep the first twin close to him as he fought for a grip on the pistol.


“Move closer!” the second twin told the bodyguard. “I’ll shine my light!”


Buchanan’s shoulder throbbed. Blood streamed from the wound, slicking the first twin and himself, making it hard for Buchanan to keep a grasp on the twin and use him as a shield. As he rolled, sand scraped into his wound. If he’d been standing, the blood would have streaked down his arm to his hand, causing it to become so slippery that his fingers wouldn’t be able to wrench the pistol from the first twin’s hand. But he was prone, and his hand stayed dry as he struggled in the sand. He sensed the bodyguard and the second twin rushing toward him. He heard Big Bob Bailey again yell, “Crawford!” And all at once, the first twin fired his pistol. Unlike the bodyguard’s weapon, the twin’s Browning did not have a sound suppressor. Its report was shockingly loud. The bodyguard and the second twin cursed, scrambling to get out of the line of fire. Buchanan’s ears—already ringing from when the bodyguard had slammed his hands against the sides of Buchanan’s head—now rang louder from the proximity of the shot. Buchanan’s right eye still retained a harsh afterimage from the glare of the penlight that the second twin had aimed at the eye. Relying more on touch than on sight, Buchanan rolled and struggled with the first twin to get control of the pistol. His shoulder ached and began to stiffen.


The first twin fired the pistol again. As much as Buchanan could tell, the bullet went straight up, bursting through the palm fronds at the top of the shelter. But Buchanan’s already compromised vision was assaulted by the pistol’s muzzle flash. “Jesus!” he heard Big Bob Bailey yell. Despite the ringing in his ears, he also heard distant exclamations from the hotel’s outside bar. He sensed the bodyguard and the second twin surging toward him once more, and suddenly he managed to grab the first twin’s right thumb, twisting it, yanking it backward.


The thumb snapped at the middle joint with a sound that was soft, gristly, not so much a crack as a crunch. The first twin screamed and reflexively loosened his hold on the pistol, needing to relax his hand, to reduce the stress on his thumb. In that instant, Buchanan wrested the pistol away and rolled, sand sticking to his bloody shoulder. The bodyguard fired. As Buchanan kept rolling, the bullet struck next to him, and Buchanan shot four times in rapid succession. His vision was still sufficiently impaired that he had to rely on other senses—the touch of sand that the bodyguard scattered while he rushed closer to Buchanan, the sound of the muffled pop from the bodyguard’s sound-suppressed Beretta—to help him estimate the bodyguard’s position. Three of Buchanan’s bullets struck the bodyguard, knocking him backward. Buchanan immediately twisted, aiming to his left, firing twice, hitting the second twin in the stomach and the chest. Blood spurting from between his unbuttoned silk shirt, the target doubled over and fell.


But the bodyguard was still on his feet, Buchanan realized. The man had been hit three times and yet seemed only dazed. Buchanan abruptly understood that all three bullets had struck the bodyguard’s chest and that the Hispanic had seemed so unusually large-boned because the bodyguard was wearing a concealed bullet-resistant vest. As the bodyguard straightened and aimed yet again, Buchanan shot him in the throat, the left eye, and the forehead. Even then, he feared that the bodyguard might spastically squeeze off a shot. Buchanan tensed, desperate to squirm backward. But instead of firing, the bodyguard rose as if trying to balance on his tiptoes, leaned back as if balancing now on his heels, and toppled across the table. At the same time, Buchanan felt thrashing to his right, twisted onto his side, and shot the first twin through his left temple. Blood, bone, and brain—hot and sticky—spattered over Buchanan’s face.


The first twin shuddered, dying.


Buchanan, in turn, inhaled deeply and trembled, overwhelmed by adrenaline. The repeated shots from the unsilenced Browning had intensified the agony of the ringing in his head. Due to years of habit, he’d mentally counted each shot as he’d pulled the trigger. Four toward the bodyguard. Two toward the second twin. Three more toward the bodyguard. One toward the first twin. Earlier, the first twin had fired twice. That made twelve all told. Buchanan hadn’t worried about using all his ammunition because he knew that the Browning was capable of holding thirteen rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber. Normally, he wouldn’t have needed to shoot so many times, but in the darkness, he couldn’t guarantee precision. But now his remaining bullets would not be enough if the shots had attracted the twins’ other bodyguards. In a rush, Buchanan crouched behind the table, aiming toward the gloom of the beach, the glow of the lights at the outdoor bar, and the gleam of the lights at the hotel. A loud, nervous crowd had gathered on the sidewalk that flanked the beach. Several men were pointing in Buchanan’s direction. He didn’t see any armed men rushing toward him. Quickly he made sure that the bodyguard and the first twin were dead. While stopped at the first twin, he searched the body, retrieving his belt, his keys, and his pen. He didn’t want anything associated with him to remain on the scene. In a greater rush, he checked the second twin, groped inside his suit coat, and pulled out the list of names—Buchanan’s pseudonyms—that the second twin had read to him. He left the other list, the names of supposedly disloyal associates that he’d given the twins. The authorities would investigate those names and try to implicate them in these killings.


Or so Buchanan hoped. He wanted to accomplish at least some of what he’d been sent here to do, to inflict as much damage on the drug distribution network as he could. If only this mission hadn’t gone to hell, if only . . .


Buchanan suddenly froze. Big Bob Bailey. Where was he? What had happened to—?


“Crawford?” an unsteady voice murmured from the darkness.


Buchanan strained his vision to study the night, his eyes now less impaired by the glare of the penlight and the strobelike flash of the shots.


“Crawford?” Bailey’s voice sounded oddly muffled.


Then Buchanan realized—Bailey had been stumbling toward this table the last time Buchanan had seen him. When the shooting started, Bailey must have dropped to the beach. His voice was muffled because he was pressed, facedown, against the sand.


“Jesus Christ, man, are you all right?” Bailey murmured. “Who’s doin’ all the shootin’?”


Buchanan saw him now, a dark shape hugging the beach. He shifted his gaze toward the crowd on the sidewalk near the hotel’s outdoor bar. The crowd was larger, louder, although still afraid to come anywhere near where guns had been fired. He didn’t see any bodyguards or policemen rushing in his direction. They will, though. Soon, he thought. I don’t have much time. I have to get out of here.


The pain in his shoulder worsened. The wound swelled, throbbing more fiercely. Urgent, he used an unbloody section of his shirt to wipe his fingerprints from where he’d touched the top of the table and the sides of a chair. He couldn’t do anything about the prints he’d left on the glasses in the restaurant, but maybe the table would have been cleared by now, the glasses taken to the kitchen and washed.


Hurry.


As he started to swing toward the first twin, wipe fingerprints from the pistol, and leave it in the twin’s hand, he heard Bailey’s voice become stronger.


“Crawford? Were you hit?”


Shut up! Buchanan thought.


Near the hotel’s bar, the crowd was becoming aggressive. The glow from the hotel was sufficient to reveal two uniformed policemen who sprinted off the sidewalk onto the sand. Buchanan finished wiping the pistol clean of fingerprints and forced it into the first twin’s fingers. He pivoted, stayed low, and ran, making sure he kept his right shoulder close to the splashing waves. That shoulder and, indeed, his entire right side were covered with blood. He wanted the blood to fall into the water so that the police couldn’t track him by following splotches of his blood in the sand.


“Alto!” a man’s gruff voice ordered. “Halt!”


Buchanan raced harder, staying low, charging parallel to the waves, hoping the night would so envelop him that he’d make a poor target.


“ALTO!” the gruff voice demanded with greater force. Buchanan sprinted as fast as he could. His back muscles rippled with chills as he tensed in dread of the bullet that would—


“Hey, what do you think you’re—? What are you shovin’ me for? I didn’t do nothin’!” Big Bob Bailey objected with drunken indignation.
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